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                Stop me if you’ve heard this one before.

An ordinary overworked man dies in the course of doing something a little noble and is reincarnated in a different world.  He retains all his old knowledge and uses it to his advantage in his new home.

But what happens when that ordinary man is a salaryMAGE?  And what happens when that new world is Earth?

This is just an amusing little project caused by too much time and too many isekai animes.  It’s an experiment in having fun with some of the usual isekai and anime tropes and topics while telling a story that really should get told more often: what happens when the roles are flipped?  What happens when the isekai protagonist goes to Japan instead of coming from Japan?

But before we begin let’s make one thing very clear: this is still a fictional Japan.  It’s more realistic than many of the other versions you usually see but it’s still not reality.  So take everything with a grain of salt, between the stuff changed for the purposes of the story and the stuff the author’s just plain gotten wrong you should be very leery of treating this world as the ‘true’ Japan.

(Just for starters, the fact that I’m using Japan instead of Nippon… sigh)

I’m trying to imitate a more Japanese light novel style since the story isn’t too serious as fiction goes and to make things seem more accurate.  Plus it is Isekai and it feels really appropriate for a foreigner in Japan.  But given that A) I am not Japanese B) occasionally the story gets a little harsh on aspects of Japanese culture (something you should always take with a HUGE shaker’s worth of salt if you’re not a part of the culture yourself) and C) that there are changes made for the sake of drama I have to emphasize, underline, and repeat once again:

This is a fictional Japan in a fictional world, not the real one.  Don’t mix them up.

Story updates every Monday evening.  Theoretically.  I've been surprisingly good about that, but real life is going to kick that in the nuts one of these weeks.

This was originally posted to my DeviantArt account, but given some of the issues that site's undergoing right now I figured it was time to branch out a little more and post it elsewhere as well.

Edit: I've had a few requests, and if you're on this site it's not unreasonable to expect it.  So I'll bow to convention and make this a little clearer.  What to expect:

--- Slow burn slice of life.  The protagonist has a goal.  That goal is NOT world domination or defeating a demon king.  Fights and shenanigans happen, all too often for the MC's taste, but they're not the main thrust.

--- Weak to powerful-ish MC.  He gets there slowly.  But he's very much aware the world has nukes and numbers on its side.  As strong as he might get, he's very much aware he's in check.

--- Relationships.  Mostly friends, family, and non-romantic for quite a while.  But romance does start slipping in to the story.

--- Realistic teenaged horniness.  Intrusive thoughts should NOT be mistaken for romance.  Teenagers have hormones and drives, that does affect things.

--- Magic.  I wouldn't have thought I needed to say this, what with the fantasy and urban fantasy tags in play, but some people were surprised.  Since there's an argument for it, I figured I should add it here.

--- Science!  Not the hardest science in the world, but more than you see in most fantasy.

--- Occasional swearing (mostly realistic level) and some occasional disturbing subject matter.  I've included trigger warnings where appropriate.  It's not a big thing; but as we're dealing with the 'real' world, some nasty topics and circumstances occasionally come up.  Like encountering a suicidal character.
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People don’t realize just how much work goes into summoning a hero from another world.

I admit I didn’t either, and I was a trained mage. Well, undermage second class. But that was just because I didn’t have patrons or connections. I should probably have been a full mage by then if it was just based on merit and skill. Unfortunately it wasn’t, so I was one of the eighty-seven undermages running around working on the most labour intensive parts of the ritual.

And it wasn’t just us. We were backing up thirty-eight mages and senior mages who were in turn supporting things for a full sixteen high mages! And on top of that three out and out archmages were directing the full might of the ritual. THREE! I’d hoped I could one day participate in a ritual that used one archmage, I’d never even heard of one that used three.

But that was just because I’d never thought about the near legendary process of summoning a hero from another world. It had supposedly happened three other times in Avalon’s history, and if you’d asked me about the sort of effort that would have to go into a spell like that I might have gotten close to the actual results. Only close though, my mind would have balked at the sheer expense in terms of mana and manpower that the process required and I would have pared it down, thinking to myself ‘no, there’s no way they could have managed anything like that. There must have been some trick to it and they got by with less. It would ruin an entire empire to try something like that.’

And yet, there I was. Standing at the base of a six level ziggurat, panting with exhaustion as the ritual neared the critical point.

A small part of me was exhilarated to be there. I was participating in a piece of history, the greatest single piece of magic conducted on the world of Avalon in centuries. I was doing my bit to summon a legendary hero and ensure the fall of the Demon Lord that was prophesied to arise.

An even larger part of me was exhausted, hungry, and terrified. I’d been running around with the rest of the salarymages for a week, inscribing symbols while checking and rechecking the integrity of every line. We’d had basic gruel for food, horrible sleeping conditions, and vague reassurances about just how much we’d be compensated for all this torture. The ziggurat was deep into the jungle, partially because that was the best place for it but also because that would reduce the risk of us blowing up any cities if the ritual failed drastically. We were basically draining the magic of four whole kingdoms to power the spell, that sort of power rearranged the face of continents if things went wrong. That created a paradoxical loop: under normal circumstances no one wanted that kind of risk or could afford to spare that much mana, this meant no one had any practice actually using that much energy, which in turn only increased the risk, which then decreased anyone’s chances of being able to pull the spell off, and so on and so on.

For all that I loved being a mage I’m not sure I would have been there if I’d had any choice! Even with as many magic users as we’d gathered we really should have had fifty or so more, at least for the mages and undermages! Unfortunately the whole ritual had been too important to risk someone botching things, it was better to work more people to the bone than chance someone making a potentially fatal mistake by simply throwing numbers at the problem. So for once the Mages Guild had decided to go by merit and actual ability instead of connections and rank. That had meant that despite the official rolls of the Guild listing many more mages and first class undermages the Guild had refused to take along anyone they hadn’t thought was qualified. Out of all the members that could have theoretically made it to the ritual in time the only ones there were the members the Guild believed actually had enough skill to do the work. And, given how that number was already less than they’d have preferred, qualified individuals hadn’t been given a choice about going.

I braced myself against the stone of the ancient construct, I was already panting and sweat soaked. A distant part of me noted how the stone was warm and buzzing merely from the backwash from all the mana flowing around it. And the ziggurat had been designed for this sort of thing and made out of stone, a grounded and ancient pillar for the ultra powerful works of magic. Twenty meters away from the structure the winds were spinning fast enough to block vision and the sky was obscured by storm clouds. We’d all learned about this thing in classes, how enough concentrated power would affect the world even if it wasn’t being directed into a spell to do such a thing, agitating the weather and shaking the planet. But despite being taught the theory we’d never thought we would deal with enough magic to cause more then a few shaking pebbles!

Thankfully the ziggurat was designed to keep those effects out, allowing us to keep running about and doing what we could to assist in the spell. Although I didn’t think I could manage more then a slightly urgent shuffle right then. With a mental oath I hauled myself up and faced the ziggurat again, forcing myself to stare at the intricate spell work in front of me, mentally bracing it and on the lookout for any points at which it was breaking down.

I was so exhausted and focused I didn’t notice the commotion until someone almost knocked me over. Shaken back to wakefulness I suddenly realized there were a dozen other undermages running away from me.

One of them screamed out. “It’s going to blow!”

That was like a slap to the face! The sharp spike of terror blew away any remaining weariness and I looked frantically around. I soon spotted the problem, a critical junction about three sections away from me was failing.

Morons! I thought, looking at all the panicking undermages. What do they think they’re going to do? I couldn’t blame them for being terrified, the amount of mana quickly building up at the junction turned my bowels to water too! But there was nowhere to run, even if they could have survived running into the storm they would have needed to run for days before they could have gotten to safety. So I did the only thing I could: I ran toward the problem.

The troublesome part of the spell was burning with physical heat, I felt like I was standing in front of a kiln even from several feet away. I realized that a small flaw in the spell work had created a minor blockage in the flow, something that would never have mattered in a regular spell but in something as powerful as the summoning ritual a 0.01% buildup of mana was potentially ruinous. The long casting time and sheer power of the spell had meant that more and more mana had been caught up behind the small flaw and now threatened to ruin everything!

I reacted instinctively, creating a quick bypass that allowed the built up mana an alternate route around the blockage. It was a simple, easy, and sensible way that fixed the problem for long enough for the ritual to finish.

Unfortunately, it also killed me.

***

As I looked down upon the floating ash that used to be my body I was almost rueful. Right, I realized belatedly, just like the flaw itself. That normally wouldn’t matter in any ritual less powerful than this, but with something this ludicrous the small backwash through my body would be fatal. Normally it would have been the equivalent of a nasty static shock at worst, in my situation it had been like being hit with multiple bolts of lightning.

Despite what you might have thought, I didn’t feel angry, or afraid, or disappointed. I didn’t really feel anything except vaguely relieved and intrigued. I suppose some part of that was shock, but for whatever reason I just stood there and continued to watch everything, mildly interested to see how it all played out.

As time went on I gradually became aware that I could perceive more, a depth to the universe I had never been able to touch previously, not even while using my most powerful spells. No longer bound by my eyes I realized I could not only feel the spell, I could distantly perceive the gods themselves watching the proceedings.

Well of course they’re watching this, I thought, still more bemused than anything else. It’s literally a world shaping ritual to summon a hero to defeat a demon lord. Say what you would about the gods, it made sense that they’d pay at least a little attention to that! I felt a gentle nudge drawing myself (whatever I was, my soul for lack of a better term) upwards and I belatedly realized I was being pulled to the side of my patron god: Aoth, god of knowledge and learning.

Even in my new form I couldn’t perceive everything, looking at Aoth was trying to look at the whole of an ocean from the deck of a ship. But I could still see the bird headed avatar that was the tip of his being into the world of Avalon, and that piece spared me a quick and approving nod as I settled into a spot near Aoth and the dozens of lesser (relatively speaking) entities that served him.

The ritual went on for a while longer. I wasn’t really sure how much longer, my grasp on time seemed different and the ritual literally bent time and space on top of that. In my new state I perceived something of the way the dimensions twisted and warped in tune to the ritual, how the spell somehow sensed the shape of the future and then the shape of the piece necessary to make that future come to be. I saw the bright and shining streak of light as a soul was drawn to Avalon.

And I felt the mild disturbance. The sense that something wasn’t quite right, like there was still a loose thread that needed to be tied off in what was otherwise the most perfect weave of cloth.

I felt the gods quickly communicate amongst one another, interacting on a level I could barely even detect even in my new form. I felt Aoth turn his attention to me for a moment, and then he almost seemed to nod.

Balance.

***

After that I was alone. I wasn’t sure how long I floated there, seemingly in the void. It merely seemed a vaguely comfortable nirvana. I was not aware of time, or self, or thought, I simply was. Until a sudden shock of cold, noise, and pain occurred and I realized what had just happened.

I’d been born. Not only that, as I’d later discover I’d just been born into a different world.

  

    
        Earth Isekai Chapter 2: First Steps

    
    
    
    
  Earth Isekai Chapter 2: First steps


Despite that beginning I lived a pretty ordinary life for the next sixteen years. At least to all appearances. In the privacy of my thoughts things were anything but ordinary.

The first years were pretty hellish at times. I retained my memories and most of my reasoning ability but growing into my new body… I apparently cried less than most babies but between my biology and the sheer frustration of trying to learn how my new body worked I wasn’t always crying for appearance’s sake.

On the bad days it felt like I was in some sort of prison run by giants while chained up in my own flesh, unable to speak and barely able to move. On the good days I could take it more philosophically. I was being given a chance and opportunity other people would have killed for, essentially extending my life for twenty-seven years while been given back the prime of my youth, something overwork and bad conditions had already stolen from me back in my previous life. If it had been described in that way, and that the only cost was that I’d have to deal with a few years of prison, I’d have jumped at the opportunity.

Of course the reality wasn’t nearly that simple, but over time I was forced to gain some perspective and I learned to count my blessings.

For starters, I found it a lot easier to learn things. I’m not sure how much of that was biology, how much was necessity, and how much was because most of the extraneous distractions had been removed. In the end it was probably some mix of all three, and I didn’t complain because I needed it badly. I realized almost immediately that I was in a new world, vastly different than the one I’d come from. There was a whole new language, culture, customs… almost nothing was the same and most of the knowledge I still had from my last life was useless in this unbelievable place called Tokyo. Any temptation to rush ahead thoughtlessly (however the heck I would have managed that) vanished the first time I was taken on to our apartment’s balcony and I was able to get a glimpse of the city. Any false pride I’d somehow managed to maintain in my own experience and knowledge vanished in the face of all the strange buildings and vistas around me. I was in a world of castles and towers, filled with magic I didn’t know, humility and patience were called for.

Thankfully since I wasn’t expected to know anything I was being educated at the most basic level in literally everything. If I’d had a starting point in any familiar language I’d have resented all the baby talk and ‘baby’s first’ books, but since I didn’t I was pathetically grateful for the patient and ground level approach. Don’t get me wrong, I learned quickly. Even without being able to talk I soon knew more than everyone thought I did, but I didn’t magically know more about the world or language than anyone had explained to me. Once I began to talk I began to get a reputation as a very bright kid but not a full-on genius or prodigy. Probably because I played down my actual intelligence a little, being careful not to seem too mature or brilliant, but for the most part I was honestly still learning. Most of my old knowledge did not apply so while I learned quickly I was obviously still surprised by and absorbing what people were teaching to me.

It also helped that no single person realized how much I was learning and how quickly. It was the difference between someone saying ‘wow, he picked that up fast’ and someone realizing ‘That’s incredible, he picks everything up instantly!’. For better or worse my parents never paid enough attention to realize just how clever I was.

My parents were another example of a weird blessing. They would have been a major problem for an ordinary kid but whether it was dumb luck or a sideways gift from the gods they were a useful match for someone in my position. They were less husband and wife and more a pair of people who had formed a sort of biological and social business arrangement for convenience’s sake and in order to keep their families quiet. They were incredibly devoted to their careers (even by Japanese standards!) and in their own weird way they weren’t a bad match: they understood each other and provided that sliver of human warmth and contact to each other without needing too much. In a twisted sense they were kind of a perfect couple. Unfortunately they had the idea they were supposed to have a kid somewhere in the family, probably to stop everyone around them from wondering why they didn’t have any children, so they’d decided to have me.

Even when I was a baby I barely saw anything of my parents. As soon as they could get away with it they started leaning on my grandparents for babysitting while they went back to work, followed as soon as possible with putting me in daycare. They still came home each evening (when there wasn’t a priority at the office) and made dinner for their child but my grandparents showed me much more genuine affection and warmth.

For an ordinary kid this would have probably led to some BIG problems down the road, I would have either broken myself to get my parents’ attention or acted out in a combination of anger, unsocialized behaviour, and desperation. As the situation was it ended up being a huge relief. They were only a few years older than I had been when I’d died and with all my old memories I doubt I could ever have truly thought of them as my parents. Not to mention the guilt and stress I would have felt about denying them ‘their’ child if they’d showed me the love and attention my aunts and uncles showed to my cousins. When I was four my grandparents had gently suggested I could use a sibling and I had been briefly terrified my parents were going to listen, if they had I would probably have needed to work myself to the bone making sure my poor sibling ended up vaguely sane and balanced. Fortunately my parents weren’t keen on the idea and even my grandparents knew it would have been a questionable decision so the suggestion never went anywhere.

Don’t get me wrong. My parents still performed all the parental duties they thought they were societally obligated to perform (unless there was an emergency at the office) and one of them took a day off work if I was really sick and they couldn’t get my grandparents to take care of me. Or at least they occasionally checked in to give me medicine and make sure I wasn’t dying while they worked from home. If they weren’t busy at work we’d all go to summer festivals when I was a little older. And while they could be a bit slow about it they still made sure I was always fed, clothed, and bathed. They weren’t actively abusive parents, it’s just that I was never their first priority. For them it was work first, each other a distant second, and me a close third.

And lest anyone place all the blame on them I sort of encouraged this attitude as I grew older. Soon after I started elementary school I became a sort of subsidiary contractor to their arrangement, by blood I was family and acknowledged that but I avoided any unnecessary contact and placed my own goals first. Like them I would do my social duty of showing we were a family unit but there wasn’t any real warmth around, just a sort of comfortably familiar mutually beneficial arrangement. They felt more like a casual host family for an exchange student than a real family and that suited me better, felt less confusing than it would have if I’d gotten ‘good’ parents.

Which made it a little odd that I accepted the rest of my relatives in their positions so easily. Maybe it was because back in my previous life I’d barely had any contact with my relatives outside of my parents and siblings but I had no trouble slotting anyone outside of my parents into the appropriate places in my life. Whether it was out of necessity, or loneliness, or just that they actually acted the part, I came to honestly accept my aunts and uncles as my aunts and uncles and my grandparents as my grandparents. I wasn’t in constant contact with them every day but even after I started going to school it wasn’t unusual for them to check in on me, both at my parents’ request and because they were quietly concerned about how I would turn out being raised the way I was. They honestly cared and worried about me as family and I came to feel the same way about them. They came to accept my odd behaviour for my age as the product of my parents, feeling I was taking after them in a sort of twisted mirror of their lifestyle, and for all my brave talk it was probably only my socialization with them that kept me sane before school started. Playing Shogi, Go, and Mah Jong with my grandfathers were some of my fondest memories for my first decade on Earth. Meanwhile shopping with Oba-Matsuda taught me more about the society outside our apartment then anything my parents did while helping Oba-Kanoko tend her garden let me learn more about the natural world then any kid had a right to know.

It wasn’t what you could call an idyllic childhood but it could have been worse, at least for me. I wouldn’t have wished my parents on another kid but when I started going to school I occasionally encountered schoolmates who had been actively abused, or even worse were still being abused! The thought about how helpless I would have been in their shoes, how at the mercy of dangerous individuals I could have ended up… it made me feel sick to my stomach and drove my research further and further forward. The first time I encountered a classmate whose so-called father was abusing him was the first time I dared a spirit summoning in either of my lives. I was so desperate to do something, anything that could protect him even a little, that I threw caution and plans to the wind.

You see, I’d developed a plan when I was five, when I’d first been able to verify I wasn’t going mad and I really did remember a previous life on another world. I’d always thought that, but after years of growing up on Earth and hearing and seeing everything differently I’d started to doubt myself. Magic? And that I was a mage? It seemed more and more likely I was going insane or making up stories. On one hand I didn’t truly believe that I’d gone mad, I remembered my entire other life. On the other hand… if I’d told you this story when I was five what would you have thought? And if I kept insisting and insisting it was true, what would you have done? So I kept it all inside, and the whole world kept telling me over and over again I was wrong.

The big doubting point was magic. People on Earth didn’t understand magic, not really. Despite what the people thought, magic didn’t just happen.  Not any more than electricity or your refrigerator just happened. You needed mystic infrastructure, the magical equivalent of an electrical grid and manufacturing base. Without that all my knowledge was worthless and unverifiable, about as usable as a degree in computer programing would have been on Avalon.

It wasn’t until I was five I had a chance. I finally managed to cobble together the most primitive magic collector I could manage out of gifts, things I’d quietly snuck in from the park, and a few arts and crafts pieces from preschool. It was literally held together with spit and baling wire (I’d needed some of my DNA on it). I hid it in my room for a whole day, praying I was right, that I wasn’t insane, until finally I couldn’t take it any more. I cast a spell for fire.

I didn’t get much, the little dribble of mana contained in the collector was barely enough to support a candle sized flame above my palm for a dozen seconds. But it was real, it had worked. I was right.

From that day forward I had my goal. Become a mage again and bring magic to the Earth. I believed that Earth had given Avalon a hero with knowledge and skills of the technological world. I remembered Aoth’s final word and figured that I must be the balance, that I was to give Earth the mystical knowledge and skills of Avalon in exchange for the gift my old world had received. I toned down the egotism a bit over the years and refined the idea a lot but the basic goal remained the same: make magic work on Earth.

I knew from the start it wouldn’t be easy, but as I began to experiment and explore I began to realize the depth of my task. First, that mana seemed to be either less common or less powerful on Earth then it had been on Avalon. In twenty-twenty hindsight that should have been obvious. Differences in gravity or climate would have affected choices in building materials and architectural styles so differences in mana availability and strength was why Avalon had taken the route of developing magic while the magical arts had fallen to the wayside on Earth. The second big problem was more painful: the way the modern world worked actively got in the way of mana flow, reducing the range and effectiveness of all the techniques and devices I knew even further. It was like I was trying to put out solar panels in back alleys or the streets of downtown Tokyo instead of an open field, all the buildings just served to block the light and even the most sensitive collectors couldn’t have generated too much power a lot of the time.

And on top of that I was working with the mystical equivalent of stone age technology. A master swordsman sent back to the paleolithic era might have incredible skills and knowledge, but without a sword his ability to apply that skill would be limited and his ability to make a sword out of what was available would be sadly crippled.

To accomplish my goals I was going to have to make the tools to make the tools to make the tools I would need… and even that was being ludicrously optimistic. So at age five I resigned myself to the long road ahead and got started. Over the next decade I’d pull my personal mystical tools and resources up from nothing using every trick I could come up with, always doing my best to stay unnoticed and pretend I was just a mostly ordinary student.

Don’t get me wrong, things did happen. Magic might have been rarer on Earth but it did exist, even as I tried to keep my head down I ran across plenty of stuff as the years went by. I pulled a possessing entity out of my younger cousin when she was six and I was ten. Over the years I noticed dozens of spirits and supernatural entities just going about their business in Tokyo, I tried to never draw any attention to myself so I had little idea what they were actually doing and why. In my last year at elementary school I blew an entire year’s worth of stored magic to craft several protective amulets for a kid in grade one who was a powerful psychic. It took me the whole summer break to actually craft the things, but the expression on the poor boy’s face when he realized he was finally both hidden and protected from all the things he’d been seeing for all his life... that had been worth the effort. And I caught a glimpse of something big going down in Tokyo when I was thirteen. I never knew what it was but the mystical noise and flashes were visible to me kilometers away at my home! Despite the miserable conditions for magic on Earth there were still traces of it left the next day that I managed to find, but not enough to figure out what had actually happened. Only that it must have qualified as at least ‘above average’ even on Avalon so Aoth only knew what had happened on Earth!

As the years went by I made progress. My magic collectors and storage devices became more and more sophisticated, I went from the equivalent of potato batteries to acids in jars and then to primitive car batteries. Still generations removed from the state of the art, but something that actually had enough energy for me to work with. I made a few other tools too, simple tools but still things that let me maximize the efficiency of the mana I had available. And I even found I had a few advantages too.

Science. As I advanced further and further in school I learned more about the scientific method and its discoveries. And as I studied I realized there were a lot of places I could apply those lessons to magic, places where mages had let ‘tradition’ or ‘because’ become answers instead of probing the why’s and wherefores of magic. As I asked those questions and studied the answers I realized how magic theory had become caught in a trap, it had slowed down and crippled its ability to move forward while the new principles of the scientific method held the key to advancing it again. By applying the scientific method to magic I had a new tool to help me on my quest.

And besides that, unless I wanted to try something really impractical or chancy I was going to need scientific credentials to bring magic back to the world. Coming from Avalon I was keenly aware of the places ‘science’ had turned into ‘faith’ in the eyes of the general public. Places where laypeople believed something was scientific because someone they thought was a scientist had told them so, not because they followed the scientific method and verified it for themselves. If I didn’t have at least a little official standing or recognition everything I did would be dismissed as fakery or slight of hand by the world at large, especially since I was caught in a paradox. Without some recognition or credentials or official standing I was unlikely to be allowed any sort of ability to collect enough mana, and without enough mana I wasn’t likely to get recognition. So I decided to become a scientist, at the very least it would be a good cover for more research. And it would be pretty close to the truth… I’d just be fudging the angle I was using to approach my research and why.

Keep in mind I made this decision just before I turned eight. I wasn’t wrong, but there was a lot more to it then that.

***

I spent nearly my first half a year at high school terrified that something was going to happen. I didn’t know what, I just had a horrible suspicion it was going to go all manga-shaped and something was going to come up. I had no actual reason to think that, it was just too much anime and too many hormones whizzing around my system, but I was well past summer break before I relaxed and began to feel confident I wasn’t going to get dragged into some sort of mahou shoujo plot or be forcibly recruited for one of the school clubs. So I settled down, continued to keep myself in the background while I kept plugging away on my research on one hand while continuing to keep up an excellent academic record with the other.

Of course, it turned out that fate had a funny sense of humor.

  

    
        Earth Isekai Chapter 3: Princess Rescues

    
    
    
    
  Earth Isekai Chapter 3: Princess Rescues


It was halfway through my second year, two months before I turned seventeen, that someone decided my life and carefully thought-out plans needed to be shaken up.

Things had actually been going well, at least overall. I was going to an excellent high school where I was usually at or near the top of my grade in marks and I was looking like a sure bet for a scholarship and acceptance into whichever university I wanted to choose. I wasn’t going to count any chickens before they hatched, a year and a half was plenty of time for something to go wrong, but I was feeling reasonably confident on that front. On the magic side of things I’d made considerable progress, I was held back by the limited amount of mana I could collect but I was at least collecting a reasonable trickle of it consistently. I was running one active collector at home and another I kept in my school backpack, it wasn’t much but it was something and I’d already managed to make some interesting discoveries, refinements, and theories in that field. My main frustration was the long wish list of things I wanted to check out but it was likely to be at least a decade before I could determine if things like ‘cold’ spells were limited by absolute zero or not.

Of course, if you paid attention to that last statement you’d notice a giant hole where there was no mention of a social life. That’s because there wasn’t much of one. Even my greatest academic weakness was the fact I hadn’t joined an after-school club or team. I was just too occupied with my research and I’d been too separated from the rest of humanity for too long, I had a real problem forming attachments. I wasn’t completely asocial. I still had relationships with the rest of my family, I still said polite hellos and goodbyes to my classmates when I had to, and I had some vaguely friendly contacts with a few people online. But yeah, if it wasn’t for my stellar academic record and the fact I tried to stay quiet rather then appearing odd I would have been the creepy kid toward the back of the class.

Which was a little ironic because if I had been more sociable I probably would have been a creepy old man. One of the reasons I’d grown up so asocial was the simple reason I’d been decades older mentally then the children around me. It had been a challenge for me to relate to my classmates and had felt kind of… disturbing… so I’d gotten in the habit of hiding my presence and not socializing much. I’d still gotten into conversations on occasion, sometimes quite intelligent ones that had made me rethink how much age mattered-

(more than young people thought, less than old people realized)

-but for the most part I’d done my best not to be noticed. Some of my teachers had worried about me a little but given how my behaviour had kind of mirrored my parents and that I had always gotten great marks they hadn’t pushed too hard.

It helped that I paid attention to the old proverb ‘the nail that stands up gets hammered down’. I didn’t change my behaviour much but I made sure to position my nail in a spot where you wouldn’t usually notice it. That’s why I immediately went cold when I heard the shouting on the way home, I did not want to stand out.

“Who do you think you are you crazy bitch?!”

The angry young voices came from a construction area and obviously didn’t belong there. I looked frantically around for assistance but from my prospective it was poorly timed; I was between my family’s apartments and the shopping district after picking up some groceries on the way home. Given that it was still school club hours and long before most people got off work there were relatively few people around, and either none of them had heard anything or they were furiously pretending not to have.

I almost heard someone answer in much softer tones but I definitely heard the extremely rude response. “You think I give a crap about that!? Keep it up and you’ll see what happens to you?!”

That generated no response from any of the other people around, except for a young mother with a baby stroller walking a bit faster. Damn it, damn it, damn it, I thought to myself, reluctantly ducking into the construction area to check things out. If there’d been a policeman around I would have been the first to flag them down (though I suspected the other bystanders would have done that much themselves) but of course there wasn’t a friendly patroller around when you needed one!

And why the hell is a construction site deserted at this time of day anyway? I though sourly as I tried not to get my grocery bag caught on anything. You’d think they’d still be going for another hour or two but noooo, for some dumb reason they’re not here and delinquents are making use of the place! I tried to be as quiet as possible as I followed the sound of the loudmouth making a disturbance.

At least I prayed it was just a loudmouth. If the guy making all those threats was serious… well that was why I couldn’t just have walked by and ignored everything.

I peeked around a corner to find the source of all the noise and I did a quick double take when I realized I recognized one of the people involved. Meiko Himeko, class president in our mutual homeroom, was facing down five wannabe toughs. She was standing between them and some other kid on the ground behind her.

I might have called them wannabe toughs but that didn’t do the five enough justice. They were obviously still in high school and seemed to love acting like delinquents so while they weren’t hardened yakuza enforcers they were still dangerous. Two were even armed, one was wielding a knife and another held a steel rod. If I’d had a choice I would have been quietly slipping away at that point but two people in danger meant that I had to stay and see if I could do something. And with one of them being Meiko…

I’m not sure how to phrase this. If I used the phrase ojou-sama you could probably form a halfway accurate picture of Meiko Himeko. She was the eldest daughter to the Meiko family and if rumors were true she could probably have bought out most of the school if she asked her father for the money. She normally acted like a cool but flawlessly polite Japanese princess (and yes, a lot of people called her Hime-sama) and if she weren’t so polite and kind all the girls would have hated her for her beauty. The only thing that kept her from being totally archetypal was the hair, Meiko’s hair was a brown so light it was starting to shade toward blond and her hair had a surprising amount of volume rather than the real world stereotypical black and straight or manga stereotype of fantastically curly golden hair. And given that her body was archetypal I was terrified to leave her with young thugs just in case they-

And there it is, I thought despairingly as their potty-mouthed leader made the obvious threat. To the delinquents’ credit most of them looked a little nervous and uncomfortable as they started to spread out a little more, clearly preparing to make the rush forward. Unfortunately it didn’t look like they were going to back down. My brain went into a panicked overdrive as I tried to figure out a way to stop them.

I still had a magic collector in my backpack. And using the power in that I could link to the rest of my reserves still stored in my family’s apartment. Unfortunately that wasn’t a deep pool of magic and I’d lose a distressingly large chunk of it trying to pull in the mana over so much distance with such poor equipment. And even if I did that, what the hell did I do with it?

Power bolts? No, I didn’t have enough mana for even the most basic of ranged attack spells. Not to take out five enemies! Two or three maybe, but if I tried dividing the mana any more than that I’d just be left with five pissed off opponents when I failed to take down even one of them. Not to mention how the hell I’d explain everything afterwards. Assuming I didn’t just get beaten to death by the thugs after I managed to panic them!

Illusion? That was almost tempting but I wasn’t great at them even back on Avalon. Trying to do something with the limited amount of power I had was asking for trouble, especially since it had been decades since I’d had any real practice with them. Even if I could have made a convincing illusion of a policeman (and I wasn’t sure I could) an illusion that only lasted about ten seconds before dissolving was more likely to cause a problem than solve it.

Physical enhancement? I would have laughed at the thought if I hadn’t been so terrified. I was actually slightly tougher and noticeably bigger than most of my classmates so I wouldn’t have needed to pump myself up too much… except for the fact I had the fighting ability of an uncooked ramen noodle. So in reality I’d probably need to improve my speed and strength so much that I’d actually run out of mana faster than if I’d just used the damn power bolts! It would be the easiest to explain though…

Maybe I could just rush in, punch one out, yell ‘RUN’ and get away in the confusion, I thought desperately. It’s not just a matter of strength, you need actual skill to-

Oh.

The memory was like a bucket of cold water to the face. I paused, calmly reassessed my options, then took out my cellphone and started recording.

I did end up using magic though. In order to avoid attention I often ended up using a spell that let me fade into the background. In fact I used it so often I’d created a talisman to maintain the spell and minimize the amount of mana it needed, it was one of the key weapons in fight to avoid being ‘the nail that gets hammered down’. It didn’t make me invisible or anything, it was a glamour that affected everyone’s perception and essentially turned me into one of the background characters on a manga page, the ones that are de-emphasized and put into shadow. When I started recording with my phone I sort of reversed the polarity of the spell, making it seem like I was the only fully drawn character while the rest of the background was in shadow.

It didn’t take long for the toughs to notice me. “Nani?” the one in the middle emphasized. He was trying to make a pompadour work for him and failing badly. “And what the hell do you think you’re doing you asshole?!”

I took a deep breath and tried to project a calm attitude. “I’m just filming this for the authorities,” I said. I don’t think my voice squeaked too much.

“And what the hell makes you think we’re going to let you walk away from here with that camera!?” the leader roared.

My lips almost twitched into a smile despite everything. The setup was just too good. “It’s not for you, it’s for her,” I answered a little more normally. “Proof it was self defense.”

“What are you going on about crap for brains?!” the leader shouted, continuing to substitute volume and passion for reason.

I deliberately looked past him at Meiko-san. “Do you want to tell him or should I?” I asked politely.

Meiko’s lips did twitch into a slight smile in spite of the situation. “Please,” she said, her voice a surprisingly soft and melodic counterpart to the thug’s screaming. “I didn’t want to seem like I was bragging or blustering.”

I looked back at the leader. “She’s a black belt.” I reported simply. “If the rumors I’ve heard are correct you don’t stand a chance.”

“Two black belts,” Meiko corrected politely. “Karate and Judo. And no, they don’t.”

The leader looked between us several times. “I don’t know what kind of crap you two think you’re pulling but it’s not going to fool me,” he shouted, probably noticing we were wearing the same type of school uniform. “I’m going to beat you down, AND THEN when I’m finished with your body I’ll- “

Thankfully his vulgar threat was cut off by Meiko’s foot in his face. He’d been advancing on her with obvious intent and she was apparently done with listening to his disgusting posturing.

I bit my lip for the first few moments of the fight, worried I was overestimating her and I’d have to actually fire off a ‘power bolt’ or two, but it was quickly clear the rumors about Meiko hadn’t been an exaggeration. I soon settled in to watch the fascinating fight as the five drops of water attempted to throw themselves at a steel plate.

It went on for longer than I expected but that wasn’t a criticism against Meiko, she controlled herself and the fight perfectly, keeping a clear head and not leaving her opponents any openings as she systematically dismantled them. It was simply that she wasn’t a massively muscled rugby player and she couldn’t afford to overcommit to any single opponent so each individual strike was painful but not instantly disabling. She would punch one guy in the face, turn and side kick another one, then grab a third that was getting too close and throw him to the ground before finally turning back to punch the first guy again. It deceived the idiots into coming at her again and again, their pride wouldn’t let them lose to a girl they outnumbered five to one and they seemed convinced that if they simply got in one strike they’d be able to turn things around. I doubted that would have been true (at least after she’d softened them up a bit) but it was a moot point because she danced around all their attacks without any obvious difficulty. Even the two that had brought out weapons were no match for her. By the time that two of the thugs were on the ground and simply moaning in pain I’d stopped worrying about her.

It’s a good thing we switched over uniforms a few days ago, I noted as Meiko casually karate kicked the leader again. I’d probably be getting a few panty shots if she was using the summer skirt. I distractedly turned off the ‘notice me’ spell, there was no point to it anymore and I was wasting the miniscule amount of mana in my collector.

Soon after that Meiko was circled by groaning and bloodied bodies who were unwilling to do anything but lie there and roll around in pain. She calmly studied them for a few seconds, apparently making sure that no one was faking their injuries and about to try and jump her. When she was satisfied she turned around, pulled the boy she’d been defending to his feet, and calmly began to drag him along as she walked away.

I abruptly realized the pair were coming my way and Meiko was about to say something to me, that I was technically a participant in all this and not just watching it on a screen somewhere. Unfortunately the idea was so jarring and she was so close to me by then I simply blurted out the first thing that came to mind. “How do you manage to fight like that with your hair loose?”

I really was wondering. Her hair reached almost to the middle of her back but somehow she’d managed to keep track of five separate attackers even though it had just been flying around everywhere. It might have been the most unbelievable thing about the whole incident.

Meiko paused for a moment, clearly taken more aback by my out of the blue comment then anything else that had happened since I’d seen her. She blinked for a few times then let out a small laugh. “Training, believe it or not,” she said with an honest smile. “My sensei figured that if I paused to tie my hair back before a fight I’d be leaving myself vulnerable and betraying my intentions. So I had a bunch of training in how to fight with my hair loose and even how to use it against an opponent. It’s not as good as keeping my hair short but I didn’t want to cut it simply because something like this might happen.”

“How do you use your hair against an opponent? Whip it in their face?”

Meiko shook her head ruefully. “No, it’s more about concealing your own face and movements than something dramatic or risky like that.” She abruptly remembered herself, coughed, and re-composed her expression into something more formal before bowing. “My apologies Matsuda-san, on behalf of my brother and myself I would like to thank you for your assistance. It was very timely and much appreciated.”

I shook myself slightly and tried to pretend it was just an everyday thing and I hadn’t just seen her reduce five violent thugs into bags of meat and pain lying on the ground. I bowed back. “Thank you Meiko-san, but it seems my presence was unnecessary. It looks like you had things well in hand without me.” I looked past her and her brother at the disabled thugs. “Should we… call an ambulance for them or something?”

Meiko Himeko shook her head. “It is unnecessary, I do not think I did any permanent damage to them and they do not deserve the courtesy. I have no wish to complicate the situation any further and if they desire an ambulance I believe they should call one themselves.”

“O-kay,” I replied slowly. I wasn’t sure I disagreed but it still felt like an imperfect solution.

Himeko bowed again. “My apologies Matsuda-san for being so abrupt but I need to take my younger brother home. While he does not require an ambulance either I do need to see about getting his own wounds cleaned up and properly taken care of. Shinji, bow.”

The younger boy she was holding on to bowed sullenly. He was obviously hurt and would be sporting a nasty black eye in the morning but compared to the thugs on the ground he had gotten off lightly. Himeko shot him a surprisingly obvious dirty look and pulled him along, marching swiftly past me.

Since that left me alone with my groceries, phone, and five slowly recovering thugs in a construction area I had no business being in I figured discretion was the better part of valour. I quickly gathered up all my things and fled home.

***

Despite those inauspicious events the next part of my day went according to plan. I went home, started dinner, and finished off what homework I had left while waiting for the rice to cook. After dinner I washed up, did some studying, checked on the status of my mana collector, and then watched a few shows. I played around with the computer a little but my heart wasn’t in it, looking around the empty apartment I had nothing to distract me from the unusual events of the day.

Hours after the incident I was staring up at the ceiling and wondering just what it had all been about. Too many factors just didn’t quite add up and the mystery bugged me. For starters Meiko Himeko’s brother had still been junior high age, probably two or three years younger than us. If the thugs had all been that age it would probably have been a simple story, Occam’s razor and all that, but the thugs had been around our age. And given how much older and tougher they’d been, Shinji had been awfully ungrateful for his rescue.

I toyed around with a few outlandish scenarios, like he’d been about to join a gang and then Himeko had come in, beat him up herself, and attempted to drag her younger brother home before the gang tried to stop her, but they were all conjecture piled on top of guesses and combined with too many manga.

The real explanation is probably ridiculously simple, I chided myself. Like they were walking home, Shinji accidentally insulted the leader, things escalated and he was embarrassed that his big sister had to drag him out of trouble. Still unusual, but not exactly an episode of Detective Conan either. I was a long time fan of the show, the combination of problem solving and the protagonist’s fundamental problem of being someone else in a younger person’s body had made it a favorite of mine while growing up for a second time.

Neither of my parents were home that night but that wasn’t too unusual. Nearly half the time one of them failed to make it home for the evening so at least once a week neither of them made it and I was left alone in the apartment. I normally didn’t mind but after the events of the day it would have been comforting to have another person around. That’s why I jumped nearly a foot in the air when the doorbell rang.

When I went to check on the door I had to scramble to open it immediately. Outside our apartment were a pair of serious faced police officers.

“Matsuda Mamoru?” they asked. When I nodded they simply stared at me and said “we would like you to come down to the station with us.”
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I sat at the conference table in the police station and tried to pretend to be invisible. Unfortunately while I still had the ‘don’t notice me’ talisman around my neck I’d only had time to slip in my easily concealed emergency supply of mana and that was nowhere near enough to run the talisman for any length of time. It was like the mystical equivalent of a run-down watch battery, there was technically some energy there but barely anything even worth remembering. I could have maybe powered the spell for twenty seconds before I would have been out of mana.

Fortunately I didn’t seem to need it. As crowded as the conference room was everyone there was focused on a large monitor which was showing the footage I’d taken with my cellphone earlier that day.

“You bitch!” the leader of the thugs roared on the screen. “You think I’ll show you mercy when you’re down? When I’ve finished beating you down I’ll- “

I glanced around the table again, I’d already seen what was going to happen and I was still unsure about what was going on. There were half a dozen police of varying stripes and ranks along with two older men in business suits. And Meiko Himeko.

I risked using the only other spell I had prepared, ‘mage sight’. My glasses were carefully and subtly enchanted so that I could see in the mystical spectrums when I needed to. It was even more power efficient than the ‘don’t notice me’ spell but I still wouldn’t have been able to power it for long with the limited amount of mana I had with me so I only took a quick look around at everyone.

The results were a relief but not too enlightening. There was a lot of anger around the table, carefully hidden by stoic and professional expressions, but none of it seemed to be directed at me. About the only exception was Meiko Himeko, who seemed more… embarrassed than anything else.

Although I was slightly amused to realize one of the policemen in the room was psychic. An actual psychic detective, I thought, fighting down a nervous smile, they do exist.

I tried to be reassured by Meiko Himeko’s calmness as the start of her fight played on the big screen. Unfortunately a cynical and scared part of me pointed out: of course she’s not angry or scared. She’s a beautiful Japanese princess who just fought off a bunch of attackers who have literally been caught on camera threatening to assault her. I’m the guy who’s going to get the questions like ‘why didn’t you intervene?’ or ‘why didn’t you phone the police if you had your camera phone?’

Which was a pretty legitimate question if I was honest. It had happened so quickly and I’d been such a strange mix of too scared and too relieved to have thought about it at the time. But in hindsight I really should have done that after the delinquent’s leader hadn’t backed down even when it was obvious I was filming him. I tried to come up with a good way to simultaneous explain that and apologize for the oversight while the recording played on.

It was mildly interesting to see it again though.  After Himeko’s earlier comments I paid special attention to her head movements.  On the bigger screen and focusing only on that I could see how she deftly flicked her head to keep her hair out of her eyes and then centered that hair in a halo around her head so that it was hard to tell exactly where her head was or what she was looking at.  I was also really impressed with my phone’s camera!  I’d never actually used it before and the image remained surprisingly crisp even on the bigger screen.  It still wasn’t movie quality, but if you’d asked me the day before I’d have assumed the enlarged picture would have been much more pixelated.

Soon the playback came to an end. The police maintained their professional poker faces but the two older men in business suits were looking thunderous. I soon started to feel a little worried for the shorter and stockier or the two, his face was literally turning purple with all that he was trying to hold in.

“I believe that answers the most pressing questions,” one of the policemen noted. He strived to sound calm but it was hard to miss the way his eyes glanced towards the purpling business man.

“Father,” Himeko said quickly, turning to the other businessman who was sitting next to her, “I believe we’ve inconvenienced Matsuda-san enough.”

“We may still have further questions,” another police officer put in quickly. “However it might be better for the students to leave the room, at least for now.”

There was a general murmur of agreement around the table and Himeko and I were swiftly hustled out of the room before someone could explode.

Himeko allowed herself a small sigh after we were put in a smaller conference room a few doors down. She took a deep breath and let it out slowly before turning to me and bowing deeply. “Matsuda-sama, I am terribly sorry for all the trouble my family has caused you.”

I was immediately taken aback and began stammering confused denials, Himeko seemed even more off balance then she had after being forced to fight five thugs. “No, no it’s fine, all fine! You didn’t do anything wrong it’s just a bunch of thugs, don’t worry about it!”

Himeko kept the bow for several long moments and didn’t seem reassured by my frantic response. “I appreciate the sentiment,” she said politely, “but you are here entirely due to my brother and I’s failures. That they have led to you being dragged down to the police station this late on a school night, disrupting your life and that of your parents- “ she stopped herself suddenly and looked around. “I’m sorry, I should be apologizing to them as well.”

There was a subtle cue in there that even I could pick up on, that I should introduce them to her so she could make proper apologies. For better or worse I figured I should tell her the truth. “My parents aren’t here and their evenings haven’t been disrupted. They didn’t make it home tonight so I was all alone.”

Himeko looked slightly startled. “But the police brought you anyway?” she asked. I could tell she was trying to repress her surprise and keep her tone reasonable. “Even though you’re still technically a minor? Without your parents knowing?”

“They…” I hesitated, unsure how to put it. I didn’t want to suggest the police had acted inappropriately but I wasn’t sure how to explain the urgency and somewhat heavy-handed suggestion that ‘I was needed to help them with their enquiries’ without getting them into more trouble than they deserved. Especially since I was nearly 180 cm, if I hadn’t been slouched down I would have been the second tallest person in the meeting room. The police had probably assumed I was a few years older based on my appearance and that made their action a bit more forgivable. They had probably pushed some lines they technically shouldn’t have, at least with me being only sixteen, but I could see their point.

Of course, if things had turned out differently…

Himeko sighed again. “And once more I must apologize,” she said. Himeko was holding her forehead in her hand and obviously not far away from gritted teeth and pulling at her hair. “It seems that even the police have forgotten that they’re supposed to treat everyone the same and not ignore people’s rights just because our family’s so rich.”

“Meiko-san…” I hesitated again, unsure exactly what to say in the situation. Seeing her as upset as that only served to freak me out more. It didn’t help that when it was silent I could hear muffled shouting coming from the direction of the conference room we’d just left. “What’s going on?” I asked finally.

Himeko collected herself and looked me straight in the eye as she answered. She couldn’t quite manage to calm, cool, and collected poise she usually strove for but it wasn’t a bad imitation. “I’m afraid you’ve been caught up in a minor spat between rich people Matsuda-san,” she answered. “The police acted inappropriately because they were in a hurry to nip everything in the bud before it could escalate. To their credit it wasn’t a bad idea, and I have hope everything will be fixed more swiftly and cleanly than it would have been otherwise.”

“Um…” I was uncomfortable with the conversation and couldn’t quite face Himeko. However, I couldn’t ignore that she hadn’t actually explained much.

“Apologies,” Himeko bowed slightly again, “it is a hard situation to explain and I do not know all the details. It- “ Himeko paused for a good thirty seconds before deciding what to say. Given her usually unflappable demeaner it was quite startling. “The heart of the matter is simple. You saw the other businessman in there? The only other non policeman in the room besides you, me, and my father?” When I nodded she continued. “Well, he’s the owner of a fairly successful import/export company. He is also the father of one of the boys from this afternoon. He came to our mansion with the police earlier tonight to try and have me taken into custody.”

“Wait, what?” I let out in spite of myself.

“A response very similar to my father’s,” Himeko answered, a ghost of a smile on her lips. “Apparently his son had spun an incredible story to explain why he was so beaten up when he got home. Since Shinji and I had kept quiet and not told our father anything about today’s events it took him even more by surprise that I was being accused of assaulting a boy out of the blue.”

“I immediately told my own story of course. However things… deteriorated after that. The whole situation was made even more complicated by the fact that Shinji was unwilling to speak up and verify either version which made both fathers more incensed as they took that to mean their child was the one telling the truth.”

I nodded. “So you thought of me, and the fact I had a recording that could show what actually happened.” It was half the reason I’d made it after all. The other half had been to try and gently dissuade the thugs while giving them an excuse to back off, but I had directly told everyone that I was filming everything as evidence Himeko was in the right.

Himeko nodded back. “The police were quick to seize upon the idea as a way to calm everyone down, I suspect they believed my version was closer to the truth but that I might have been exaggerating some things and that a more balanced view would allow them to smooth things over. Unfortunately, I’d been understating events in order to avoid escalating the whole thing further.”

I winced, thinking about what I’d caught on my recording. If your daughter told you someone had threatened her like that… and at the same time someone was accusing your son of acting like that… it was no wonder the police had asked us to leave the room!

Meiko sighed again. “In retrospect the whole sequence of events makes surprising sense and all of us were sadly careless in causing it to happen. Expecting the man’s son to simply confess to all that he’d been doing would be foolish. I would have expected a story about being beat up by a rival gang rather than him claiming it was me. But apparently his father didn’t even know he was hanging out with delinquents to begin with so I can see why he tried to stay close to the truth. And in the absence of anything else a good parent should trust their son, so his going to the police in turn makes sense. His desire to protect his son would require no less. And while Shinji and I just wanted to avoid worrying our father we really should have said something rather than allowing the whole issue to ambush him later. My father is probably the most blameless of all of us, all the same arguments that apply to my accuser’s father apply to him and the whole situation came at him out of the blue. It is no wonder things… escalated after that.”

“How… escalated did things get?” I asked, fascinated and horrified at the same time by the picture she was painting. I could still vaguely hear shouting through the walls even thought we were several rooms away. Several police rooms which had been designed with sound insulation in mind.

(Though it wasn’t like any of them were interrogation rooms. That would have been panic inducing. As things were it was merely worrying.)

“I think the police were worried they were about to start calling in hitmen and gangs of their own,” Himeko answered with a perfectly straight face. “I do not think that would have actually happened. But if they’d both been given another day to stew about things, getting even more angry and certain about their side of the argument all the time, I’m not sure I want to know what they would have done.”

“Ah,” I said as I tried to ignore the muffled shouts. “But you think things are better now?” I asked trying not to sound too worried.

Himeko nodded eagerly. “While my accuser’s father is passionate he’s not a totally unreasonable man. In fact I suspect that’s half the reason my accuser lied to him in the first place, he didn’t want to risk his father’s response when the man found out what his son had been up to. If you listen closely you can tell that half the shouting is both fathers are demanding that the rest of the gang be rounded up and- ” She paused a second. “Well, things the police aren’t actually allowed to do no matter how much a rich person might pester them about it.”

“Ah,” I said again. I listened for a few moments but couldn’t make anything definite out. Although I could tell that a surprising number of the shouts seemed to be in agreement with each other. I decided not to embarrass myself by asking if she was sure or by spouting another inanity and just kept quiet.

“And to be totally fair to my accuser,” Himeko added after another few moments of quiet, “he wasn’t the leader or one of the ones with weapons. Looking back on the video I could see he was probably the most reluctant of the five. That in no way excuses his many failings but it is easier to see why he’d lie and not want to be caught with the others.”

I bit my lip. I could see her point but I didn’t want to sound stupid so I avoided saying anything.

“In any case Matsuda-sama,” she bowed to me again, “you acted rightly and properly even when the police and my own family have failed. We owe you a debt, please let me know how we can possibly make this up to you.”

Several things flashed through my mind. Yes, the first ones were prurient and stupid and I dismissed them with barely a thought. The second ones were barely more sensible, the Meiko family was rich and asking for various types of wealth was almost tempting. The trouble was that asking for anything too small seemed stupid and vaguely insulting while asking for anything large seemed insufferably greedy and unlikely. Besides, what I really wanted… that set of thoughts captured my attention and set my mind reeling.

Could I? Was it possible? Dare I?

That idea so caught my attention that I didn’t come back to reality until Himeko politely said. “I see something has occurred to you Matsuda-sama. Please tell me.”

I instantly panicked and tried to brush it off. “What? No!” I said with a blatantly fake laugh. “No no no no! I was just picturing a bunch of the stupid manga type responses to that sort of offer and how you’d actually react if I tried suggesting anything that foolish in real life.” Which wasn’t totally untrue. Suggesting that sort of thing to an accomplished martial artist in a police station… well the real-world response would probably just have involved her storming out of the room to report me to an officer, but overall I would have still needed to be even stupider than the thugs she’d faced earlier in the day to try it.

“Matsuda-san,” Himeko continued calmly, merely crossing her arms in front of her and looking at me disapprovingly. “I admit that thought is amusing, and not entirely inappropriate under the circumstances, but I do not believe you’re being honest. You were not caught up in the idea about asking me for physical favors or to be your fake girlfriend, you really thought of something. Please, tell me.”

“It’s a bit hard to explain,” without using the word ‘magic’ I thought as I frantically tried to come up with a good story. “I’ve heard it rumored that you actually have a… I’m not sure how to say this without sounding like I’m exaggerating things. Property? Mansion? Estate? In the city.”

Himeko looked slightly puzzled. “Yes, that’s fairly common knowledge.”

Given that school rumors tended to paint her family’s mansion as something that rivaled the emperor’s palace I didn’t expand on that. “Well, this is the part that’s hard to explain. I’m, ah, I’m sort of running an experiment and I need a place to put a few sensors.” It wasn’t technically untrue, just not complete, and I decided to keep running with it. “For best results I’d like to… keep them away from conflicting signal noise. When I thought about it I realized your estate might be a good location to place them, somewhere they wouldn’t be interfered with but still wouldn’t be too disrupted by other readings.”

Himeko blinked several times but managed to keep an otherwise straight face. “I assume there are no safety issues? Nothing that could cause damage or harm to others?”

“Noooo…” I answered slowly, drawing the answer out too much (especially after all my other uncertain pauses). The look Himeko gave me was obvious enough to prompt me without her coming out and asking it. “Not really,” I clarified. “I suppose it’s possible but I have a hard time seeing it. You’d probably have to try smashing them with a baseball bat or something similarly wrong headed before you could get any sort of bad response.”

“Then why not simply ask the Student Council about placing them at school? Or the city about placing them at more appropriate locations in the city?”

Her objections were perfectly logical. Fortunately my counterarguments could be pretty close to the truth. “I kind of wanted to keep this quiet until I had more of a result. That would have been hard at school and there’s probably too much interference there anyway. And even if the city had been willing to let a teenager set up sensors just anywhere I suspect they’d probably get knocked around or disturbed by accident, my stuff doesn’t exactly look like official city property you know.”

Himeko bowed slightly. “My apologies Matsuda-san, I asked how I could help you then started complaining about your request. You are quite right of course, I hadn’t thought that far ahead, hadn’t considered how any level of official would react to such a request. I am willing to lend you the use of my family’s property if it will be of assistance to you. And are you sure you do not want to use the school as well? I can probably intercede with the Student Council and faculty on your behalf.”

Inside of my head I was already jumping up and down in glee. But I didn’t want to ruin this incredible blessing so I tried desperately not to get greedy. “No no,” I said quickly, “It’s fine for now. If things go well I might want to try putting one there later but for the moment I just want to keep things simple. It wouldn’t do to get ahead of myself, especially if I’m wrong and I end up inconveniencing the school.”

I laughed a little, trying to make it sound like a joke. Unfortunately even I thought I sounded unbelievably fake. Himeko covered up whatever she was thinking however and simply said “of course Matsuda-san. How long will it take you to get your equipment ready?”

“Tomorrow!” I said eagerly. I instantly tried to tone it down a little and not sound like an overenthusiastic lunatic. “That is, I should have something ready as early as tomorrow. Or whenever it’s convenient for you. It doesn’t have to be tomorrow.”

Himeko nodded serenely. “That is alright. I will be busy with my Student Council duties for a while tomorrow but I should be home after only two or three hours, we can see about setting up your devices then. Will that cause you any problems?”

“No, no, that’s fine,” I babbled, not even bothering to think about anything else, “totally fine! I’ll be there with the stuff right then. Not a problem.” I was already making plans to bring my obsolete collectors out of retirement and add them to the modern ones I’d be placing around the area, anything that could get me maximum coverage!

Thankfully a police officer knocked on the door right then and opened it. “Meiko Himeko? Matsuda Mamoru?” he asked calmly, more to get our attention than to check on who we were. “Could you please come back with me? There are a few more questions we need to ask you.”

“Of course officer,” Himeko said with a small bow. I suspected she was moving a little more decisively to cut off my babbling and to spare us both any more of an awkward situation. “Please let us assist you.”

Despite the volatile situation we were heading back into my head was in the clouds and I floated through the rest of the evening on cloud nine.
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My enraptured mood lasted all the way home and continued through school the next day. Even as I automatically took notes and tried to play the dutiful student my mind was awhirl with the possibilities and plans to maximize them. I was desperate to squeeze every last drop of good fortune from the situation, it was a lucky break that might save me a decade of effort if all went well. But I was also terrified I could push things too far, act like a greedy fool and lose the glorious gift I’d been given. So in my head I went through plan after plan as I tried to figure out the best way to utilize my available mana collectors, I was going to un-retire several generations of more primitive collectors I’d built over the years to strive for maximum coverage.

I was so enraptured with everything and focused on the technical problems that I forgot about all the practical concerns until I was halfway home from school and starting to put my plans into action. When I suddenly realized the practical problems I’d missed I stopped in the middle of the sidewalk and almost screamed in terror and frustration.

Where did Himeko actually live? How did I contact her? When and how exactly was I supposed to go there? I’d been so focused on overlapping ranges of coverages and mana reservoir efficiencies I’d forgotten to do anything basic.

I didn’t even get her phone number or email! I screamed at myself in anguish, the most basic solutions to all of my problems and I hadn’t even thought about it until it was much too late.

I spent the rest of my trip home half panicking over my mistake. I tried to be objective about everything but the thought I might have already ruined my big break kept creeping past every reasonable reassurance I came up with. Which was probably why I proceeded in a less than reasonable manner.

First came the easy part. Finding Himeko’s home address wasn’t too difficult, a quick bit of work on the internet and the Meiko family estate was easily located. My decision to immediately go there with the mana collectors I had available… that was a choice made more out of fear than logic.

In my defense it wasn’t totally foolish. Himeko and I hadn’t had the opportunity to exchange phone numbers or contact information the previous evening. Once her offer had been made there had been no time and I’d been too distracted anyway. Given her father’s mood, the day she’d already been through, and how late it had been getting by the time we had been released to go home it was no wonder that she hadn’t thought about it either. And while that might not have seemed like a critical error at the time it had virtually eliminated any sort of normal opportunity for us to exchange contact information.

The problem was our respective reputations and social statuses. I stayed just quiet enough and just successful enough to avoid a reputation as a full-on creepy kid but I wasn’t exactly thought of as normal or popular either. Meanwhile, as a super popular heir to the Meiko family and probably the closest thing our school had to an Idol Himeko was constantly in the public eye at school. She might have technically been alone at times but you could bet that nearly everyone in the vicinity was aware of her and what she was doing. She wasn’t stuck up or unreasonable about it, she was very approachable. But she was also a responsible young woman who seemed to care greatly for her family. When guys like the captain of the Kendo Club or the captain of the Swimming Club asked for her number people started talking. If I’d tried anything like that… well, at best it would have been impolite and put her in a bit of a pinch and at worst it would have caused her enough trouble to make her rescind her offer of help!

I might have believed I was overreacting except for one fact: there had been no mention of the previous day’s incident. Something that juicy? And especially if it was involving Himeko? Everyone should have been talking about it for at least a day or two. Even as distracted as I’d been I should have been able to overhear whispering and see various sideways glances between people as the gossip spread. And then there was the fact that at least a couple of people would have straight up approached me and asked me if it was true, at least if they’d known I was involved! But there’d been nothing, and that told me that everyone involved was keeping everything quiet. Me publicly approaching Himeko and asking her for her number “because we need to discuss your repayment for my help yesterday” was about the least quiet thing I could do. I barely talked to anyone and the only numbers I had on my phone were my family and several official school lines, my asking for Himeko’s number would probably cause just as much gossip as the actual incident at the building site would have!

For a brief moment I considered waiting until the next day. While I was afraid I’d have to move fast, that if I waited the offer would reluctantly rescinded or forgotten about in the Meiko family’s push to move past the incident, even at my most paranoid I figured I still had another day or two. Unfortunately Himeko and I had no easy points of contact, doubly so with the fact I wasn’t involved in any clubs and was a known loner. There was absolutely no way I could ask for her phone number without someone noticing. I actually considered using magic, if it had been absolutely necessary then it would have been a good investment of mana. Unfortunately I didn’t have enough mana to pull off any of the sophisticated and easy methods (like reading her mind or quietly convincing everyone else to leave the area) and any of the other tricks I could have pulled off would have created more problems than they solved (like teleporting notes directly into her bag). Intercepting her going to or from school was out of the question too, she was driven to and from school grounds and always met at the gate by her friends. Heck, even I knew one of the reasons her friends always walked her to the car was to deter creepy stalkers and misguided love confessions! Half the guys in the school had a crush on Himeko and Himeko’s friends wanted to spare her the uncomfortable awkwardness and guilt of constantly turning them down.

So, thinking I had no other realistic options, I carefully packed up every mana collector I had and started the trip to the Meiko estate.

***

You know the bit that constantly comes up in animes when someone turns up outside a rich character’s house? When they look back and forth at walls around the estate that run off into the distance, despite the fact the estate is in the middle of a big city and it’s some of the most expensive land on Earth? Yeah, that was Himeko’s house.

You have got to be kidding me! I thought, dazed by the ridiculous scale of what I was looking at. Did someone base all those gags on the Meiko estate?

To be fair the Meiko estate was actually a little more realistic than I first realized. I was merely looking at the outside walls, the fact they were solid brick (for privacy) and three meters tall was incredibly intimidating and that made me overestimate the size of the wall. In terms of land area the estate rivaled a top tier professional sports stadium, but the property it covered was based on straight lines and rectangular in shape. I was looking at one of the longer sides, about twice the length as their connecting sides, so really it was only half as large as it looked like and a quarter of the size I first estimated as my panic level soared.

That was still large enough to drive home the power and money Himeko’s family commanded! I’d heard about it in school often enough but that had been an abstract ‘oh, they’re really rich and powerful’ type of thing. Seeing it in the real world, the scale of the property they owned in Tokyo and could devote to just their own comfort and living space, well that was something else altogether.

Move legs, move! I commanded my frozen body. It didn’t work. I was stuck, frozen by a combination of being intimidated by the size of the estate and despair at my lost opportunity. I knew I should move forward, try to find the front door and at least make a polite and deferential inquiry. But I just couldn’t make myself do it. I was terrified by the potential consequences, what I could do to myself and my future if I made myself seem like some kind of impertinent and delusional fool. And staring at those walls? Staring at those walls made me feel like I was a very impertinent and delusional fool for even thinking I could do anything with the people who lived in there.

I’m not sure how long I spent staring at that wall, wallowing in my doubts and despair, but I was eventually snapped out of it when a voice behind me asked “Mamoru-san?”

I flinched slightly and turned around. Himeko was behind me, still sitting in the backseat of her family’s luxury car. She had rolled down the back window and was looking at me with concern.

I cringed, suddenly aware of how I must have looked and no idea how I was supposed to explain myself in a rational way.

Himeko blinked a few times and then was instantly apologetic. “I’m sorry Mamoru-san,” she said, looking a little shamefaced. “I never did confirm what time you should come over, did I?”

Before I could say anything she sighed and only just caught herself before holding her head in shame. “Once again our family fails to treat you properly,” she said softly. “And this time I have no one to blame but myself. My apologies Mamoru-san. Please allow me to fix this. Get in,” she said, opening the car door and scooting over to make room for me where she’d been sitting.

I was embarrassed by everything and I almost declined. Unfortunately for me it was still the best option so, blushing furiously, I moved to occupy the still warm spot where she’d been sitting.

The driver waited until we were both buckled up and then resumed his course. “I can’t believe I forgot to give you a contact number,” Himeko said, obviously berating herself as much as apologizing to me. “And then I forced you to make your own way here while carrying heavy equipment!”

I self consciously tried to conceal my bulging pack. Unfortunately it wasn’t my school backpack but a hiking backpack nearly the size of my torso. Even in the relatively open space of the luxury car there wasn’t much room to hide it. “Meiko-sama- “I began.

“Himeko-san,” Himeko interrupted me with a sharp glance. “I’m your classmate and you’ve done more than enough for me, the least I can do is give you that.”

“Himeko-san,” I tried again, hating how awkwardly the words flowed. “You don’t have to apologize, I forgot too. This is my fault.”

“For what? Coming like I told you to? You save me and my family a lot of trouble and I repay you by making you travel across half the city with an awkward load, that is not how a responsible Meiko is supposed to behave.”

I fell silent, unable to think of anything to say. She was being too hard upon herself, completely ignoring my mistakes, but she wasn’t completely wrong either.

“I must make this up to you,” Himeko stated, half to me and half to herself, looking out the window pensively. “Somehow.”

I was distracted from Himeko by the driver pulling up to the front gates. He leaned out the window, murmured something into the intercom, and the front gates swiftly opened.

Despite the obvious foreshadowing provided by the walls my jaw still dropped a little upon my entry to the Meiko estate. The place simply screamed wealth and power, we had to drive another half a minute to reach the front doors to a sprawling five-storey mansion that occupied twice the volume of my whole apartment complex! And even that was surrounded by a mass of greenery between the house and the walls, despite being in the car I could see immaculately manicured lawns, well maintained gardens, and what looked like a forested area at the back of the house!

Himeko of course noticed none of it. She had lived in it her whole life and was still obsessing over her perceived failings in regards to me. Once the car pulled up by the front doors she simply got out and was promptly greeted by an attractive older woman in a maid outfit. “Mistress,” the older lady said, bowing deeply. “It is wonderful to see you home.”

“Natsume,” Himeko said with a polite nod of her head. I wasn’t sure if she was being casual and close or was just distracted by the dilemma I seemed to present to her. I suspected it was both, something about the air of them said they were close but I wasn’t sure Himeko would have done so in front of me if she wasn’t off balance.

The maid’s eyes darted my way. “You have a guest with you?” she asked, her words the soul of politeness but something in her tone seemed both mildly reproachful for Himeko’s failure to say anything… and also curious if she was supposed to have me dragged out back and disposed of.

“Yes,” Himeko said quickly, fully focusing on the present. “This is Mamoru-san, a classmate of mine.”

“A classmate?” the maid asked.

I carefully repressed a sigh, after nearly seventeen years I was used to it. In fact it was one of the many things I wanted to look into a little more when I had the mana to experiment and study with.

You see, I didn’t look quite right to Japanese eyes. Basically I looked like a cross between my old self and the child my parents should have had. Now my old self hadn’t been too far off the Japanese standard, I hadn’t possessed technicolor hair or been the equivalent of a Nordic Viking like other people on Avalon, but the subtle differences had always marked me a little. When I’d been younger people had asked if I’d had an American grandparent and people still occasionally asked if I was an exchange student of some kind. Most of the differences weren’t too pronounced, my epicanthic fold was a hint less noticeable and my skin tone suggested that either I had mixed blood or was something of an otaku. Unfortunately I had also grown to almost 180 cm and I was a little more solidly built than most of my classmates so people tended to notice the other details and then jump to conclusions. Individually none of the little differences were that notable: there were taller, wider, and paler students at the school. Taken together though, it attracted attention and was one of the reasons I had the talisman to let me fade into the background.

Himeko looked confused for a split second before remembering how I must have looked to strangers, since I wasn’t too different most of my classmates tended to forget after a year or so of exposure to me. She simply said “yes, a classmate. One of the top students in our year in fact, he’s here to work on a science project of his.”

The maid eyed my bulging backpack, she seemed slightly disapproving but only to the most minuscule extent. Which was probably excusable, at least when you considered that she would be one of the ones who’d have to clean up after us if I did something wrong. “I understand Mistress,” she said with a small bow.

Himeko nodded at her and then gestured to me. “Come on, let’s get you set up.” She took two steps, paused, and then turned back to me. The vein in her forehead was starting to throb a little. “I’m sorry,” she said. I was momentarily taken aback by the repressed anger in her tone. “I forgot to ask. Again. Where do you need to place your equipment?”

I abruptly realized it was mostly anger at herself for another one of her perceived ‘failures’. I also realized the maid and other members of the household staff were starting to look at me, their eyes tracking me like weapons sights' as they became aware I was the cause of their mistress’s discomfort.

“That’s alright!” I said quickly, and a little too shrilly, “I need to look around! Find the best spots, I didn’t know ahead of time what would work. Besides, the best spots might just get in everyone’s way! Good enough is good enough for these things. You’ve done more than enough!”

Himeko sighed quietly and rubbed the bridge of her nose. “No Mamoru-san, it is not. Not after all you’ve done for us and all you’ve already put up with.”

The staff’s hostility had decreased but even I could tell it was ready to flare up again at the slightest provocation. I shrugged helplessly. “We’ll cross that bridge when- if we come to it,” I said, only a little desperately. “It might be an entirely moot point.”

Himeko gave me a penetrating stare for a few seconds before nodding grudgingly. “True. You start looking around the estate and determining the best spots to put your devices. I’ll switch out of my school clothes and join you momentarily.”

Himeko paused, looked around at her retainers, and quickly spoke up again. “On second thoughts, I’ll help you around the estate myself.”

“Mistress- “ the maid began.

Himeko overrode her instantly. “There’s no sense in troubling the staff with this,” she said imperiously. “I don’t want you trying to dissuade him from putting his equipment in the best places out of a sense of loyalty to us. But I have no wish to put you all in a pinch where you must worry about my instructions compared to what my parents will think. I’ll take care of this directly.”

The maid and the driver both looked ready to object but Himeko’s gaze hardened. “That is an order,” she said coldly.

I gulped, both the maid and driver simply bowed and withdrew quietly. Once they’d pulled back Himeko sighed. “They mean well, and they’re wonderful at their jobs. But this isn’t their job and since you aren’t a member of the family I don’t think they’d handle you correctly.”

I said nothing. It seemed the safest way not to cause any more problems for anyone, including myself.

“Well,” Himeko said, looking at me after a few moments, “where should all your sensors go?”

“Oh!” I jumped a bit as I was reminded why we were all there. “Give me a second,” I temporized, trying to remember the story I’d come up with earlier. “These should go blargleagrleah.”

“Mamoru-san?” Himeko asked, looking alarmed as she saw me choke.

I couldn’t help myself; I was drowning in my own drool. I’d activated the ‘mage sight’ function of my glasses to try and see if there were any obviously good places on the estate. I’d been so shocked by what I’d seen I’d started salivating and sucked in a deep breath at the same time!

While I struggled to breath my mind raced. A ley-line. An honest-to-Aoth ley-line right through the estate! I never would have predicted that in a million years, I hadn’t found any ley-lines since I’d come to Earth and to find one practically handed to me on a silver platter seemed like evidence of divine intervention!

As I waved Himeko off I got myself more under control. Calm down Mamoru, keep some perspective. This is a ley-line, and it is a blessing. Don’t make it out to be more than it actually is.

Ley-lines, dragon-lines, song-lines… I’d heard several names for the phenomena but I was used to ley-lines from Avalon so that’s what I always called them in my head. In the simplest terms they were the mystical equivalent of creeks and rivers, natural channels that mana collected and then flowed through. A closer examination of the one running through the Meiko estate revealed it was little more than a muddy trickle rather than the sort of rivers of energy I’d seen back in Avalon.

That was still an order of magnitude or two more magical energy than I was usually able to collect! “Open spaces!” I said quickly, not quite shouting. “I think that’s where I should place the first detector, somewhere that’s open!” Before Himeko could say anything else I started walking briskly in the direction of the ley-line.

I rapidly reassessed my calculations and plans, they’d never accounted for me finding any sort of ley-line to tap into. Hell, I wasn’t sure my equipment could fully tap into the ley-line, not even a relatively pathetic one like this! My mana collectors had grown a lot more sophisticated over the years but they were still generations behind what would have been used on Avalon.

I walked around the back of the house and looked around, then stopped and tried to appear like I was considering something. Well, I was considering something. Unfortunately that something was how to lie to Himeko. Now that I could see more of the estate and how the ley-line went through it I was concocting a plan.

“Alright,” I said after a minute or so. “I think I have an idea. I’m going to try setting most of the equipment in a line, that way if they give me different readings I’ll be better able to figure out what’s going on.”

“Interesting,” Himeko said, looking slightly impressed and curious. “Wouldn’t two or three lines be better? That way you could better determine directionality.”

“Maybe,” I temporized. “I’d say you were probably right if I had enough sensors. And they were all uniform. Unfortunately these are all pretty rough. I am going to put two of them differently and create a sort of lopsided ‘X’ across the area.”

“I should probably- that is, if you don’t mind I would like to come back and replace some of these sensors with better ones later. Assuming everything works.” I added quickly.

“Better ones?” Himeko asked, keeping her tone patiently curious.

“I never really expected anything like this,” I answered honestly. “I’ve only got one or two ma- sensors that are really good. The other ones… they’re a bit more primitive. They’re still better than nothing but that’s the best I can say for them.”

“I’m sorry Mamoru-san,” Himeko said.

“Don’t apologize!” I said quickly. “I just never expected a situation like this to come up! I was still trying to figure out how best to proceed with one or two of these, it would have been wasteful to build more otherwise.” Plus there was the difficulty actually building new collectors without much access to mana. But with the possibilities that were opening up in the face of this new situation…

No! I told myself firmly. Focus on the present. Milk this for all that it’s worth but for the love of Aoth do not count your chickens before they hatch!

“And that’s assuming everything works fine,” I said hastily, inventing on the spot. “I might find out the more primitive detectors work even better in the field, it’s not like I’ve really tested any of this stuff in the real world before. I’m sure using a variety of detectors will give me valuable data for comparison!”

“Mamoru-san,” Himeko began a little more formally as I flittered about, trying to think of the right place to set my first collector. “I do not wish to pry, but don’t you think it’s time you told me just what your ‘detectors’ are looking for?”

“Ah,” I pulled myself up short. I had actually considered my story for that but now that it was time to actually try it out on someone I felt my stomach start to rebel. “I’m sorry Himeko-sama- “

“Himeko-san.”

“Himeko-san,” I corrected myself quickly. “But do you mind if I don’t tell you yet? I wish to keep this secret if possible, it was one of the reasons finding a place to set the detector out was so important to me but so challenging. If this works I’m onto something big and, well, let’s just say my spot at Tokyo U will be guaranteed. And if it turns out I’m barking up the wrong tree,” I could tell my grin was a little sickly, “I don’t want such an over-enthusiastic failure hanging over me.”

Himeko blinked in surprise. “It’s that big?”

“If I’m right,” I emphasized, trying to pretend I was running an experiment rather than exploiting what I already knew was true.

“If you weren’t one of the top students at our school I’d never believe it,” Himeko admitted. “But you aren’t so highly ranked for nothing.”

I struggled to keep my mouth shut and not accidentally ruin my chances.

After a moment Himeko sighed. “Alright,” she said, quickly putting any reluctance behind her. “That was the agreement. But I also have a duty to my family and all the people working on our estate. If this causes them any harm I expect you to shut things down immediately. Or at the very least reappraise how you are going about this. Let me be clear: failure to do so will result in dire consequences for you.”

Himeko didn’t make any sort of dramatic gesture, but something deep in her eyes grew harder and darker as she made the statement. I gulped. She may have been called Hime but she wasn’t some sort of pampered flower in a walled garden, she was there to rule.

“Understood ma’am,” I said simply.
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Despite her slightly threatening statement Himeko was nothing but accommodating and helpful in getting me set up around her estate.  That was an incredible relief, especially since the best of my mana collectors looked like an oversized wooden centrifuge with crystals instead of test tubes and the worst of them looked like abstract sculptures done by a nine-year-old.  But she let me wander about and place them without any comment and even went so far as to set me up with access to the estate grounds.  While I wouldn’t be welcomed in the mansion proper without permission I was free to come and go to check on my equipment whenever I wanted to.  It went without saying that if I abused that privilege I would be out on my ear (if I wasn’t returned to the police station in an entirely different capacity).  But despite that threat the whole situation was a dream come true.

Indeed, even as I fussed about getting the collectors positioned my mind started to consider possibilities and new theories.  I began to suspect I was getting the chain of causality wrong: I wasn’t lucky or blessed to find a ley-line going through the Meiko estate.  The ley-line was going through their estate because that was the closest thing to open terrain left in this part of the city.  The natural course of the ley-line was likely a kilometer or so away, however that part of the route was probably clogged with the usual unfriendly effects caused by modern city building.  Lacking any sort of reasonable natural path some of the mana was trickling through the gap that the Meiko estate provided.

I’m definitely going to have to think about that, I pondered as I placed another collector along the line.  I’m not sure what that means for the stability of this line.  On the surface my idea sounded logical but I would have expected to have found one or two other ley-lines over the years if it was just that simple.  On the other hand, I hadn’t been to many natural or less developed spaces very often, my parents hadn’t been inclined when I’d been younger and I’d been too busy since I’d had the independence to roam.

If it just so happened there was supposed to be a ley-line near this area and there hadn’t been anything like that in any of the other spots I’d visited then my hypothesis was entirely possible.  How exciting!  A new hypothesis to test, I thought to myself, making a note to look into it as one of my first field experiments.  I began to hum cheerfully to myself and Himeko looked encouraged at my enthusiasm.

After about an hour and a half of work I managed to place all my collectors.  I just barely managed to talk Himeko out of having her driver chauffer me home with the absolutely true argument that I had to familiarize myself with all the local schedules and routes around the area.  Eventually I managed to drag myself home, exhausted but satisfied and hopeful in a way I hadn’t been for years.

My father was at home that night.  We exchanged a casual acknowledgement and he looked mildly surprised to see me home so late (proving that he did know something about me) but other than that we simply went about our business.  I waited until he was done with the kitchen before doing my own dinner and then retreated to my room to eat, do homework, and plan.

***

I was still planning by the time I reached the Meiko mansion the next day.  I’d plotted out plans and possibilities until I was ready to explode but in the end they didn’t matter that much.  Until I verified the collectors were working and had at least a vague idea how much mana I was dealing with I was just speculating.  And even then I still needed to figure out how reliable the ley-line was, if it drifted or lost a lot of its power during different times my plans would be totally unreliable.  But I couldn’t help myself.  I was like the metaphorical kid in a candy store, I wanted to have everything and trying to plan and think rationally about my situation was all that I could do to keep myself under control!

I announced myself at the Meiko’s front gate, doing my best to hide my giddiness behind a mask of formality and deference.  Luckily for me the staff didn’t hesitate to honor Himeko’s instructions and I was quickly let in.  To avoid any risk of getting into trouble I hugged the wall of the estate and slowly made my way to their ‘back yard’.  That was the ‘upstream’ part of the ley-line and where I’d placed my most powerful mana collector.  It was the one most likely to have worked and if the results turned out to be disappointing I figured it was better to figure that out straight away.

One other advantage of working with that collector first was privacy, that section of the grounds was doing it’s best to impersonate a wild forest.  It wasn’t an actual forest of course; it was still a little too organized and there were some designated paths through it.  But it was thick enough to lose sight of people in, I’d been surprised that the Meiko family had allowed such a potential security risk so near their home.  Himeko had assured me that the wall the forested area brushed up against had even more security measures than the rest of the perimeter and that the security people were diligent in making sure the forest was at least fifty meters away from the house at all times.  Apparently her family appreciated having a private area to unwind and relax away from prying eyes, while they didn’t use it often sometimes they needed the illusion of the wild to escape from the weight of it all… without having to go through all the trouble of actually leaving the city of course.

Himeko had said it wouldn’t be a problem but I still made sure to step as heavily as I dared and made a lot of noise when I entered the area.  Or at least as much as I could without worrying I was going to damage the plants in any way.  Fortunately there were enough leaves on the ground for me to make plenty of swishing and crunching noises so I could avoid suddenly surprising a stressed-out businessman or society woman who could make disappear with a word.

I eventually found my collector by following the ley-line.  Once there I did one last check for hidden cameras or other detectors.  Himeko had assured me there weren’t any (I’d told her I was concerned about conflicting signal noise if I put one of my detectors too close) but I felt the need to be extra cautious.  I splurged on a spell and used mana I’d brought from my stores at home to quickly cast a spell to detect watchers.  I almost let out a cheer when it turned up nothing.

Not that I’ve fully tested that one either, I thought to myself, pausing for a moment as the doubt struck me.  I had actually cast the spell to detect watchers before, and it had warned me in the past about security cameras and the like, but I’d never really examined its limits in modern society.  I still had no idea of whether it had some loopholes that could be exploited, I had a sneaking suspicion it might fail to register cameras that were recording footage if no one was watching them.

Something else to worry about later, I thought, brushing aside my doubts and reaching for the collector.  If I’ve got enough mana to spare then I definitely need to start testing that one but first I need to figure out if I even have the mana to spare!

It was all I could do not to scream, dance around, and cheer out loud when I realized the mana collector was full.  I settled for a little hop and some fist pumping, it was either that or exploded from the sense of triumph.  I could have left the collector running for a few weeks at home and still not have worried about filling it up, to find it actually full… for the first time in my new life I found myself worried I wouldn’t have enough storage capacity for all the mana I was collecting.  I had a larger storage vessel in my backpack and a much more effective long term mana reservoir at home but I’d focused on efficiency as much as capacity when building that, I’d never dreamed I’d have such a bounty of resources so soon.  I didn’t worry about the day’s haul, but after a week or so of equally wonderful harvests-

Slow down there, I told myself firmly, make sure everything’s full before you start making assumptions.  I looked around, glad to verify no one had caught me acting so excited, and settled down to the tedious but wonderful task of transferring the mana.

To put the amounts and my problem in perspective…

The easiest comparison would be water.  My mana collectors were essentially designed to harvest condensation from the air, a long and slow process that provided enough water to get by if you did it right but not much more than that.  Before coming to the Meiko estate I was able to harvest about two liters of water a day.  And, much like water, I had to consume most of that in my ongoing efforts to power the few spells I invested in to move towards a better future.  With careful discipline I managed to save a little of that intake, say about 100 mL a day, but my growth was slow.

The ley line across the Meiko estate wasn’t much in absolute terms, to continue using the water analogy it was a rapidly dripping tap.  But put a deep enough container under that tap and it was shocking how much water you could collect over the course of a day.  I was collecting the equivalent of a large bathtub’s worth of water now!  I finally had mana to spare, mana to use on something besides the basics!  And I needed to start using it soon, before too long my main reservoir was going to start overflowing.

Where do I even begin?  I asked myself as I checked collector after collector and found them full.  I mean, I guess I should start with the obvious thing and improve my mana infrastructure.  But even then where do I start?  Better collectors or better storage reservoirs?

I thought about the problem all the way through the process of harvesting the mana collectors.  On one hand my first instinct was to improve my collectors, half of them were embarrassingly small and inefficient for the task.  They’d been fine as starting points and first steps but now that I had a ley-line to work with (no matter how weak) they were woefully inadequate.  On the other hand, if I improved them but had no place to actually put the collected mana then I was just being wasteful.  And after nearly seventeen years of having next to no mana to work with the idea of wasting even a drop of man seemed almost sacrilegious.

I have got to figure out a way to measure mana scientifically, I thought as the phrase ‘drop of mana’ passed though my mind.  It had long been a pet peeve of mine since there had to be a way, and even if there wasn’t I was going to have to find a way if I wanted to make sure my work was taken seriously.  Unfortunately Earth didn’t seem to have any purely natural or dependable magical phenomena that manifested in the physical world, without that I was struggling to find a constant.

I finished transferring the mana from the last collector to the storage vessel.  On a whim I turned around and started to make my way back to the first collector, curious to see how much it had filled up in the time it had taken me to walk around the estate.  I suppose if I find a dependable ley-line I could use a time-based equation, I thought, considering the new angle.  Use an amount of mana collected in a set amount of time?  Since I hadn’t even been sure Earth had any ley-lines before the previous day it wasn’t a method I’d thought about before.

Unfortunately, like every other method I’d previously considered, I quickly realized it wouldn’t work.  A ley-line was likely to be too inconsistent and varied to provide a constant.  It was the same sort of reason I couldn’t just run a calculation based around most of the existing energy measurements, to actually use mana in that way required a human (or thinking being of some sort) casting a spell.  And the output of the spell would be dictated by the caster’s skill, which was highly variable.  A highly skilled caster could use a tenth of the mana a sloppy apprentice needed to lift the same amount of weight or generate the same amount of fire.  You couldn’t hang a consistent amount on that sort of thing, it would be like trying to precisely calculate the energy content of a bar of chocolate by having multiple humans eat the same bar and watching how their weight changed.

But maybe it doesn’t have to be a natural ley-line!  I thought, suddenly considering my backpack and the containment vessel.  If I build an artificial transfer line between two vessels and measure how fast the mana flows between them… I considered that for a few seconds more and nodded.  I’ll have to think about that one.  It had some of the same problems I had with simply filling a metric sized mana containment vessel of some suitable substance and using that as the unit.  I wasn’t sure just how many of the constants would actually prove to be variables once factors like ‘not being in a vacuum’ or ’99.9% purity vs 99.99% purity’ got involved.  But I was pretty sure once I started testing for all those variables I could come up with something.

Between both methods there has to be some sort of acceptable base unit, I thought, overjoyed to finally be making progress on such a fundamental problem.  I wasn’t even sure what mana was technically speaking!  I tended to think of it as a totally different form of energy but it could have been some sort of exotic particle, an incredibly unique chemical substance, or a third type of charge on common substances (positive, negative, and mystic).  Even if the unit I came up with turned out to be less useful in the long run I could still use it as a point to help with my experiments.

I suddenly realized my worrying and wandering had brought me all the way back to my first collector.  I checked on it again and nodded.  While not anywhere near ‘full’ it had collected a surprising amount of mana in the time I’d been harvesting the rest of the collectors.

Probably a little more than I want to add to the storage vessel, I thought distractedly.  I was pretty sure it would fit but I didn’t want to take any risks after such a successful day.  Seems a shame to waste it though.

As a spur of the moment test I tapped into the mana and conjured up a fist sized ball of flame above the palm of my hand.  I wasn’t really thinking of doing anything serious, I was mostly checking I wasn’t delusional and the collectors really were grabbing that much mana.  I had a vague thought of seeing how long I could power the spell, it was the exact same spell I had used to determine I wasn’t crazy nearly a dozen years previously.  After all my thoughts about measuring mana I was still considering some sort of calculation based on changing a volume of water a set temperature even though I knew I couldn’t get enough constants to make it work.  But despite my musing about it I wasn’t serious about that, I was mostly just doodling with magic, trying to get my brain working while luxuriating in the ability to actually cast spells like that again.

I was so taken in with my new freedom I almost missed the small gasp behind me.

I almost gave myself whiplash I turned around so quickly.  There, standing only a few meters away and staring at me in shock, was Himeko.
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We both stood there frozen for a few moments, staring at each other. Just to make matters worse I instinctively kept my grip on the spell so the fire continued to burn merrily above my palm. Back on Avalon that had been a key part of a mage’s training, something to keep spells from going out of control or accidentally getting the caster killed if the spell had been protecting their life when they flinched. On Earth, in an awkward situation like the one I suddenly found myself in, it was the stupidest move I could make.

The silence dragged on and I could feel my whole world come tumbling down around me. Say something you idiot! I raged on the inside. But I couldn’t. I’d just gone from the heights of joy at acquiring such a bounty of mana to the depths of despair, absolutely convinced I was about to lose it again.

We stood there for a good ten or twenty seconds, the only sound being soft pops and crackles from the fire as it burned up dust and curious insects. Finally I forced out a strangled “Himeko-sama…”

“That was magic,” Himeko stated flatly.

“What? No, what are you talking about?” I asked unconvincingly. Just to make matters worse I only cancelled the spell and then hid my hand behind my back after I finished saying it. Is there anything else you can do to act more suspiciously? I screamed at myself inside my head.

“That was magic, and you just summoned flames above your hand.”

“Conjured,” I corrected instantly. (Ah, so there was something else you could do to act more suspiciously, my inner voice screamed. Moron!) I quickly tried to move past my insistence on technical terms. “And no, that wasn’t magic.”

“Oh, so what was it then?” Himeko asked, her voice full of sarcastic sweetness.

“Sufficiently advanced technology,” I countered, trying to invoke Arthur C Clarke’s third law and use it against her. “Part of my experiment.”

There was a hint less certainty in her eyes but only a hint. “Oh, and just what are your sensors detecting then?”

For a moment I considered trying to play the ‘I don’t want to embarrass myself if I’m wrong’ card again. One look at Himeko told me trying that line of attack would be a mistake, holding a bunch of flames above your hand is a pretty solid clue that you’re on to something. “I’m trying to detect and experimenting with collecting a new type of energy,” I said, sticking with plan B and trying not to lie too much.

“Magic,” Himeko stated flatly, clearly back to believing I was full of garbage.

“No no no,” I protested. Yes, I said sheepishly in my head. “I’ll admit, more primitive man probably tapped into this energy at times, and considered it magical- “

“Because it is,” Himeko outright interrupted me, clearly impatient with my pathetic attempts to pull try and deceive her.

“No!” I protested a little hollowly. “It’s just… energy along an unfamiliar dimensional vertex that happens to intersect along our familiar planes in a unique way.”

Hey, wait a second, was that correct? I’d been trying to come up with a plausible theory to present to the scientific community for years. I’d toyed with the idea of ‘dark matter chemistry’ or ‘dark matter electrons’ but I was pretty sure I’d get roasted by actual physicists if I tried anything like that. I’d thrown out my answer to Himeko in a fit of panic, but when I actually thought about it…

“Because it’s magic,” Himeko countered.

“Alright, it’s magic!” I exploded, throwing up my hands and shouting in frustration. I finally had actual mana and a possible working theory after years of effort and I was losing everything. The rage and repressed emotions came boiling up from inside of me. “So what!?”

“So what?” Himeko asked, obviously startled and off balance from both my emotions and my statement. “Mamoru-san, it’s magic.”

“So what?” I half-shouted again. “What makes magic so special?”

Himeko opened her mouth but now that it was out in the open I was worked up and on a roll. I began to pace back and forth, ranting all the while. “Everyone seems to have the idea that magic is somehow special, somehow better than everything else. That magic is the solution to everything! Well you know what’s magical?”

I yanked my cellphone out of my pocket and pointed at it. “This! This is magical! This allows me to contact people all over the whole planet while accessing the largest library known to man and still fits conveniently in my pocket. We can manipulate light by shining it through a prism to view a whole rainbow of colors, we live in homes powered by tamed lightning, and we control the smallest of animals and chemicals in order to combat our deadliest diseases. But people forget about it, people ignore the incredibly wonderful things we’ve already done and assume magic must be somehow better!”

Himeko looked considerably nonplussed by my ranting but quickly pulled herself together. She faced me down and simply asked “then why are you doing this?”

I deflated a little and I started to plead. I’m not sure who I was pleading to; her, the universe, or just myself, but I knew I was pleading to someone. “Because it belongs out there, helping and standing beside the other sciences. Magic isn’t inherently better than physics or chemistry but anytime someone mentions it one of two things happens. One, people assume it must be better. Or two, people assume it’s a lie and you’re an idiot for focusing on magic instead of all the wonderful things we already have. Neither of those things is sensible, but if you want to carve a third path the one thing you absolutely cannot do is mention magic.”

Himeko considered me for a few moments, trying to make sense of my ranting. Suddenly her eyes widened in shock. “You’re trying to change the whole system, go quietly through the front door and then hand them a fait accompli before they realize what’s going on.”

Himeko seemed stunned and excited at the whole concept. I was stunned she’d put it together so quickly. Never mind the magic angle, a little bit of imagination and an open mind meant that it didn’t take much to figure that out. Deducing out my plans from just a minute or so of me shouting randomly after she’d just had the rules of her world upended… that was scary!

“You are, aren’t you?” Himeko asked, looking at me appraisingly. “You already know all this but you’re going to pretend you don’t, do all the experiments under their noses and then hand them the results.”

“I don’t know all of it,” I said weakly. “There’s a lot I need to figure out. But… that’s the basics of it, yeah.”

“Will that even work?” Himeko asked, sounding surprisingly enthusiastic about the thought.

This was not how I’d expected her to respond and I struggled to keep up. “Hopefully,” I replied, “maybe. I figure if I sort of sneak around to the point, start doing experiments that point to something unexpected, then have the experiments confirm there’s something unusual, then have that something unusual actually have real world effects and applications then the system will follow along with me.” I shrugged. “It’s a lot easier a way to sell it then claiming I’ve discovered a fifth fundamental type of energy and that energy is magic. Heck I’m not 100% sure that’s true. For all I actually know this is just a novel process to use gravity or electromagnetic forces to perform chemistry and I’m coming at everything backwards!”

I paused for a second and then quickly copied that onto the notepad section of my phone, along with the possible theory to explain magic. It seemed finally talking out loud with someone was bringing all sorts of things to the surface.

Himeko began nodding, slowly but with more and more enthusiasm. “I see. Yes, of course!” She looked at me. “If a high school student just announces that magic is real then no one is going to listen, they’ll just ignore him as some sort of insane weirdo even if he tries to show them a few tricks.”

“That or the type of people who listen will be the last sorts of people who I’d want to pay attention,” I said cautiously, trying to damp her enthusiasm. “They’ll either be inclined to believe, and the sort of wild claims they’d make would kill any credibility I might have or any chance I might get other people to listen in the future. Or the second sort of person would be inclined to disbelieve, and I seriously doubt they’d pay enough attention to me to listen to the fine points of mana collection or the training you have to do to use it right. They might try the most basic of experiments, and when a collector popped down in the middle of a dead zone didn’t allow them to duplicate what I did they’d call me a fraud.” I couldn’t entirely blame those sorts, telling them they’d need to follow years of my training to fully prove my results sounded like something a scam artist would say. It still created a problem though.

Himeko looked at me slyly. “But if a promising young student at Tokyo U just happens to stumble across something interesting in his experiments, and the University can follow the line of those experiments and take their share of the credit even as he gets more and more results…”

Himeko’s ability to grasp my plan was frightening. I gestured helplessly. “Yeah, that’s kind of the plan,” I admitted. “I’m probably going to have to be a grad student before I can pull it off, but it seemed like the safest way. How’d you figure it out?”

Himeko smiled. “With your grades? And the way you described your project and it being a key to Tokyo U? It wasn’t hard.”

Silence fell between us. I had no idea what to say or do next and I was terrified I was going to mess things up. After a good thirty seconds Himeko sighed. “You’re hopeless, Mamoru-san,” she said calmly.

“Sorry?” I answered, half a request for clarification and half a clueless apology for whatever I’d done wrong.

Himeko smiled again, gently this time. “I said you’re hopeless. You might be a genius when it comes to the sciences and you’re great at long term planning but you’re absolutely hopeless at anything to do with people.”

I considered objecting, claiming that while I did have poor people skills I wasn’t absolutely hopeless. I wisely kept my mouth shut.

“And you seem to be pretty bad at adapting to sudden changes,” Himeko continued, her smile taking the sting out of her words. “You’re actually doing it, but if this was some sort of test on how well you were adapting to new circumstances you’d be getting failing grades.”

I gritted my teeth but it was kind of hard to refute that. Himeko had practically needed to force the opportunity to jump ahead in my plans on me. And even then I’d still only managed to stumble along because she’d been willing to help me!

“What can I do to help?”

“Excuse me?” I blurted out.

“You’re going to change the world,” Himeko said gently. “And I think you’re going to do it for the better. As both your class rep and a Student Council member I’m pretty sure it’s my duty to be helping you with that.”

“I’m pretty sure it’s not,” I blurted out. A class representative being required to help one of their classmates experimenting with magic seemed pretty far out there.

Himeko just gave me a look.

On the other hand, I admitted to myself. A class rep probably would be required to help out a classmate whos’ experiments would have a significant chance of bringing glory to their school. It still felt like a bit of a stretch that I could claim that sort of thing for myself but if I looked at it objectively I probably would end up as one of our school’s more famous alumni. Hopefully.

“What do you need?” Himeko asked gently. “Do you need to place more of your collectors at school?”

“What? No! No, thank you.” I paused. “…maybe. In a while. When I actually have all of these built up a little better.”

“You really are hopeless,” Himeko said. And then she smiled. And I would go on to discover I’d just made my first real friend in decades.
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Of course, I didn’t realize it straight away.  I was too busy with all the emergency plans and rapid changes I had to work with.  To avoid wasting all the mana I had access to I needed to build a whole new series of collectors and a much better storage reservoir.  And since my mana access had jumped to where I’d hoped to be in a decade that meant I would have to jump my equipment up two or three generations in one step.  Luckily all the extra mana I had access too meant that wasn’t an impossible task, but I still had to plan my next steps carefully and get a little creative in how I carried them out.

So with all those distractions to focus on I didn’t think about Himeko much.  When I thought about Himeko at all I was quietly terrified I was misinterpreting things and Himeko was going to do something to me.  Either blackmail me or try to put me under control as the secret weapon of the Meiko family.  I didn’t really think that was likely but I couldn’t claim I truly knew Himeko that well and the inescapable possibility was like a bottomless void in my stomach.  So I did my best not to think about Himeko and focused on my work.

For her part Himeko seemed content to leave me alone.  She had enough problems, it was less than a month until the school’s Culture Festival and as both the class representative and a member of the Student Council she had a number of things to take care of.  At least that was what I thought at the time.  Later on I’d find out she was hatching her own plots.

I had a few days of quiet before she contacted me again.  She’d had plenty of opportunity, I was still down at the Meiko estate once a day to collect mana.  All she’d have had to do was tell the people staffing the gate to contact me, let me know that she needed to see me, and there’d have been nothing I could have done.

(Well, there were actually a few things I could have done, especially now that I had access to some significant mana.  They’d have all been pretty risky though, not to mention morally questionable given that the Meiko family had every right to regulate and ask questions about visitors to their home.  I might have been a little bit arrogant and prone to panic but I wasn’t that self-centered or desperate!)

Himeko however preferred to do things in a different way.  As I found out on Monday.

I’d spent most of my weekend gathering supplies and raw materials, the things I’d need to create my new mana reservoir.  I still had a long way to go, I was short on a few substances and refining the rest of them into a new reservoir would have been impossible without the new supply of mana I had access to, but I’d completed the crucial first steps.  I was just about to head home and I was trying to figure out the mechanics of my next step when Himeko made her move.

“Just a moment Matsuda-san,” Himeko interrupted me just before I could get up from my desk.  “There’s something important we need to discuss.”

I flinched as all sorts of terrible possibilities flicked through my mind.  Out loud all I said was “what is it Meiko…sama?”

I almost flinched again at my horrible execution, even as I’d been speaking I hadn’t been sure how formal I’d needed to be and the end result had been the worst of all worlds.  Just behind Himeko three of her friends were giving me slightly incredulous looks.

Their expressions turned to shock however when Himeko ignored all that and simply said.  “Himeko-san is fine Matsuda-san, we’ll probably be working together enough for me to start using Mamoru-san before too long.  I didn’t want to presume though, today I’m here to discuss your new position on the Student Council.”

I was silent for a while, trying to process what I’d just heard.  I’m pretty sure my expression was only slightly less comical than Himeko’s friends.  “I’m sorry, my what?” I asked finally, unable to come up with any explanation.

“Matsuda Mamoru,” Himeko declared, “it has come to the Student Council’s attention that despite your outstanding academic abilities your transcript is marred by your lack of extra-curricular activities!  Your grades and skills will get you into any institution of your choice unless said institution decides you’re not a team player or living up to your full potential.  To avoid a tragedy that would forever tarnish both you and our beloved school the Student Council has appointed you it’s official scientific consultant!”

I sat there stunned, looking at Himeko in disbelief while I tried to figure out what was going on.  Himeko, her expression conveniently hidden from her shocked friends, had a small smirk on her face as she watched me struggle.

After giving me a few moments Himeko continued as if she wasn’t doing anything too unusual.  “Really it’s more scientific and engineering consultant, we’re just using scientific since it’ll sound better on your transcript.  The AV and Engineering clubs are still going to take the lead on the major projects but you’ll be responsible for doing the final safety checks and verifying that nothing’s gone wrong.  But don’t think it’s just a title, you will be expected to take care of most of the smaller things that we don’t want to bother the clubs with, all the little one- or two-hour projects where it would normally take the clubs longer to figure out who is the best person they have available then it would take to actually do the job.  Oh, and all the little jobs here and there where we can put all your academic knowledge to it’s best use.”

I continued to stare at her.  I took great comfort in knowing I wasn’t the only one, everyone left in the classroom was looking towards us with varying degrees of confusion and shock.  The only ones not staring were the people quickly going out the doors to gossip and spread the news with their friends.

I struggled to find some sort of response.  On one hand I didn’t want to play along with her, I had a ton of things to do now that I had actual mana to spare.  Research, building new equipment, research, doing my best to recover and restore spells from Avalon, research, more collecting of resources for my work, and, of course, research.  Being expected to give up a large chunk of my time when I was actually making progress made me want to scream in protest.

On the other hand I wasn’t in a hurry to annoy Himeko, she was the only reason I had the opportunity to be doing all that stuff in the first place!  And while I might have been tempted to object based on principle she did have a point.  She might have been exaggerating the risk and the benefit but having an official Student Council position on my record would only be a positive in the long run.

Before I could say anything one way or the other Himeko played her trump card.  “In order to carry out your new duties we have arranged for lab 3 to be available to you after school.  You will be expected to take proper care of it and your privileges will be revoked if you abuse them and do not leave lab 3 in a fit state for other students.  However, given your stellar academic record, and the simple fact we will not be able to tell in advance what you might need to work on in the lab, you will be given complete freedom in how you use it during after school hours.”

“Damn you,” I muttered softly under my breath.  Himeko was smiling smugly, she had me and she knew it.  An actual lab to use for my experiments would be wonderful.  About the only things that could have made me agree to this position without more details were the privacy, proper equipment, and space that a school lab would provide.  Our school labs weren’t exactly the space age centers of knowledge straight out of a sci-fi manga but they were pretty darn good, more advanced than some of the lower ranked colleges out of the city.  And even if they hadn’t been, when it came to building new mana reservoirs (and several other projects I had in mind) having space and a relatively sterile environment to use would make things much easier than trying to refine and process materials in my bedroom.

“Labs 1, 2, and 4 were already claimed by other clubs this year,” Himeko said a little more softly.  “But lab 3 has been wide open since the Robotics Club combined with the Engineering Club two years ago.  I figured you could make good use of it.”

I sighed, I didn’t see any sense in struggling any longer.  Better to accept that I’d been outmaneuvered with good grace and try to make the best of it.  “Alright,” I said, trying not to seem resentful or whiny.  “What exactly is involved with this and how do I do it?”

“Excellent,” Himeko said, back to her normal tone and obviously playing to our audience.  “I’ll escort you down to the teachers’ offices and get you set up.  There’s nothing the Student Council has for you today but I’m pretty sure that will change soon so we’d better exchange phone numbers, I’ll let you know when we have something.”

I winced slightly, reminded that once again I’d forgotten to get Himeko’s contact information despite how important that might get at some point.  While I wasn’t entirely happy being at the Student Council’s beck and call having the ability to get in touch with Himeko and prove I wasn’t just creeping around the school late at night or stalking around the Meiko estate would almost be worth all the trouble by itself.  Maybe she’s got a point in wanting to keep tabs on me after all.

With that worrying thought echoing in my head I pulled out my cellphone and bowed to Himeko’s wishes.
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One thing I failed to factor into that equation was the rumor mill. Within minutes of Himeko recruiting me the gossip had begun to fly about my strange new position alongside the Student Council. Things were made worse when rumors began to grow that Himeko had really pushed for it to happen. Other students were extremely interested in what was going on, so to preserve my peace I was soon using the talisman that supported my ‘don’t notice me’ spell almost all the time. I tried to focus on my work, but it was hard when I sometimes heard the most scandalous rumors surrounding Himeko and I being passed on only a meter or so away.

The good news was that most of the more ridiculous rumors weren’t sticking. Himeko was too perfect and unimpeachable in her image, and I was too distant but weird in a harmless way in mine. Rumors we were lovers were amusing but they quickly sank and died on our respective reputations. No one believed that I could have ever seduced Himeko and no one thought that she could have ever been interested in me. Similarly the idea I might be somehow blackmailing her quickly got dismissed. It didn’t seem in my character. More importantly, even if people had completely underestimated me what could I possibly be blackmailing Himeko with? That and everyone realized the Meiko family would probably have made me disappear rather than leaving a sword of Damocles hanging over their beloved daughter.

Ironically all that only served to help feed everyone’s curiosity, they couldn’t come up with anything believable and they couldn’t harass us for the truth. They would only approach Himeko in the most tentative and gentle of ways and instantly back off at the least sign of disapproval while I seemed to disappear right under their noses before they could badger me about anything. I’d be there throughout class but the second class was over to their eyes I seemed to slip away when nobody was looking. Unfortunately, all of that just left everyone with a lot of unknowns. Everybody was suffering from an unscratchable itch to figure our what was going on.

I did my best to put it out of my mind, something that was made much easier by my new lab access. By Wednesday I still had my doubts but they were crumbling in the face of the information I was getting. It was my first day testing out my new schedule and plans but the first results I were getting were mind-blowing!

On Monday evening all I’d done is get the lectures and reminders of how I’d have to treat the science lab and the proper procedure for things like getting and returning the keys. On Tuesday I’d meant to do some experimentation but quickly realized the scheduling problem: I wouldn’t have mana to spare when classes ended. Or at least not much, I was carrying much more than I used to when I went to school but it still wasn’t enough to carry out any proper experimentation, especially with the drain of keeping my ‘don’t notice me’ spell going so often! So Tuesday I’d just familiarized myself with the lab (my classes had all been in lab 1), made sure I knew what supplies were available, and transferred a few critical supplies from home over to the school.

On Wednesday I finally figured out the procedure. I’d carry the empty vessel for transporting mana with me to the school. It was about the size of a four-liter jug, inconvenient for me to carry but much easier than the television sized slab that was my current mana reservoir. The vessel had been my first real attempt at building a proper mana reservoir back in early grade school and while it had done the job for me during that time I’d long since outgrown it, finding out I’d need it to transport mana from the Meiko estate had been a wonderful surprise.

After school I’d make a trip down to the Meiko estate and empty out my collectors. Then I’d make the trip back up to school and make use of the lab, using the mana I had from the estate in my experiments and work. After I was done for the day I would take the remaining mana home and transfer it to my main reservoir.

The trip between the Meiko estate and school was a little annoying, it took me about an hour and a half to make the journey. But I figured I could knock fifteen or so minutes off that with more practice and I’d have been losing most of that time anyway when I went there to harvest the collectors. And the results were worth it.

After two hours of lab work on Wednesday all I could do was stare at the 1 kilo mass and the Newton force meter it was attached to. I couldn’t be getting the results it was showing! But I was.

I raced around the lab, quickly grabbing an impact cushion, a meterstick, and a releasable clamp. With shaking hands I set up the 1 kilo mass and made sure my cellphone camera was positioned to cover the whole arrangement. Then, after casting my spell upon the weight again, I held my breath and released the weight from a set height.

I released my breath in a puff and sat down heavily on the nearest chair, stunned by what I had seen. I still had to crunch a few numbers but the main results were visible to my naked eye. The ‘lighten load’ spell had actually affected gravity.

I just sat there a few moments, pondering all the implications of that discovery. I’d only run the tests on the spell to be thorough, I’d thought the spell was only pushing upwards on its target with a force of some kind. I’d already run some basic tests on two other similar spells: ‘telekinesis’ and ‘mana hands’. Both of them had simply been manipulating objects with some manner of physical force, just as I’d expected. That was still pretty important, don’t get me wrong. How the mana was being transformed into those forces and just what the forces were… those were questions that I needed to work on. But gravity… somehow the spell was affecting gravity… that was a game changer.

I definitely need to run some more tests on that, I thought with a frown, worried I was missing something. I’d mostly designed my tests to prove the spells weren’t affecting gravity and to get some basic results on the forces they were applying, finding a spell that waltzed through that hole on the first day had not been expected. Indeed, if I was an outside observer and didn’t know how the spell was being targeted on the mass I’d have assumed it was simply applying a weaker force than gravity and slowing down the object’s fall.

I was running the same test for the fourth time when Himeko found me. I kept adding more and more power to the spell, trying to determine if it really was applying a counter force in some way I wasn’t recognizing. But no matter how much power I added to the spell the target never moved upwards. Using the same amount of power with the telekinesis spell would have embedded the kilo in the ceiling (if it didn’t send it through the roof) but the one kilo mass would only bob in the air like an oversized dust mote, slowly floating toward the Earth unless an air current lifted it.

I suppose the spell could be affecting the mass in a different way, I thought, trying to cover all the angles. Maybe I’m somehow shifting some of it somewhere else, I know I’m going to have a headache when I start checking out ‘growth’ and ‘shrinking’ spells. But I don’t think that’s what’s happening here. Hard as it is to believe I’m pretty sure I’m affecting gravity itself, shielding the object from it somehow. And if I was having a hard time believing that I didn’t even want to think about how I was going to try proving that to a skeptical professor.

I watched as the mass briefly rose on a random eddy of air, further confusing my results. I’m definitely going to need to test this one in a vacuum.

“You know- ” Himeko spoke from right behind me, causing me to jump nearly a foot into the air.

After giving me a good twenty or thirty seconds for my heart to stop pounding in my chest Himeko continued calmly. “You know Mamoru-san, if you don’t want to answer any awkward questions you really need to start being more careful. There’s a warning light attached to the science labs for a reason.”

I used my shock as an excuse not to immediately respond to that. She was right of course; all our science labs had a light beside the door to activate whenever something dangerous or sensitive was going on. “I didn’t want to start making a habit of it,” I answered breathlessly. It wasn’t a total lie, even if I’d only thought of it after she’d startled me. “Doing it all the time would only attract attention. I’m worried people will start to think I’m exaggerating or they’ll get curious about what I’m doing in here.”

Himeko thought about my answer and then shook here head. “You’re being too suspicious Mamoru-san,” she answered calmly. “The Chemistry Club and the Engineering Club do it all the time, you won’t stand out. Especially this month, they’re both working really hard on pyrotechnics and special effects for the Cultural Festival so their warning lights are turned on more days than not. If you don’t put your warning light on and some other member of the Student Council walks in here you’re going to be in a really uncomfortable position.”

I didn’t want to admit I’d been so foolish so I immediately changed the subject. “Maybe, but what are you doing here?” I asked, trying not to seem too annoyed at the interruption, shock, and totally legitimate criticism.

“I’m just delivering the Student Council’s newest edicts, starting with your first task,” Himeko answered calmly. There was still a ghost of a smirk in her expression though. She handed me a piece of paper.

I took the piece of paper and scanned it. I then gave Himeko a suspicious look. “So I’m to investigate air quality around the school? Really?”

“What’s the matter Mamoru-san?” she asked, all sweetness and innocence.

“Oh nothing. Just the fact that it’s a task that means I need to set up a bunch of detectors around a place and check on them daily,” I retorted with more than a hint of sarcasm.

Himeko pretended to look surprised. “Why so it does! What an incredible coincidence, you have so much experience with that sort of thing already so this should be easy for you.”

I let out a slightly frustrated groan. “Do we even have sensors for something like this or do I have to do everything from scratch, take samples of the air and do a full chemical analysis?”

Himeko looked mildly surprised. “You can do that?”

“Yes. I mean, don’t take that the wrong way. I’d strongly recommend a properly calibrated sensor over anything I could do; it’ll be a lot quicker and probably more accurate. But in a pinch I could take an air sample and run all the necessary reactions, it’ll be time consuming to do that and then do all the math but it works.”

“Do that once or twice to verify the sensor results and prove you’re doing your job,” Himeko said seriously. “But we’ve actually got a proper air quality detector in the storage room, that’s what we expected you to use. The Student Council was willing to let me push you into a special position but not everyone’s happy about it. Your opponents originally came up with this just to harass you and the more sympathetic council members figured it would be a good test. If you can turn it around on them and transform it in something really impressive, something they can use as proof of their performance and the quality of the school’s top tier students…” she trailed off and gave me a significant look.

I rubbed the bridge of my nose and took a moment to get myself under control. I did not need something like that, I was busy enough already! On the other hand, as painful as it was to admit, doing a study like that a month was still an absurdly good deal for getting the use of the lab. Plus it really did seem like Himeko was sticking her neck out for me. I’d assumed the rumors to that effect were just more overdramatic exaggerations created by frustrated bystanders but judging by Himeko’s words they’d gotten that one right. If she was telling the truth it looked like she’d had to really fight for me in order to create the whole science consultant position. I’d assumed she’d managed to push it through just on her reputation and charm, passing it off as a gag or something useful but not too important. I had originally suspected that she’d gotten me the lab as either some sort attempt to control me or out of that over-the-top sense of responsibility she’d shown when I came to her mansion. And maybe it still was one of those things, but even if it was that simple she seemed to be taking some actual risks in my favor.

The frustration and uncertainty got to me, after the last few days I had to know. “Himeko-san… why are you doing this?”

Himeko looked honestly puzzled. “What do you mean?”

I looked squarely at her, “you’re going out of your way for me. Why?”

Himeko still looked confused, like I was asking if she was still breathing. “Because it matters.”

That made me confused! “Because it matters?” I repeated.

Himeko looked at me for a few moments before speaking. “Mamoru-san, why do you think I have all this power?”

I opened my mouth and then paused. The only answers that came to mind were unconscionably rude. Things like ‘because you’re rich’ or ‘because of your family name’ weren’t something I could say to her face.

Himeko nodded at whatever she saw in me. “All my life I’ve been blessed, blessed with wealth, beauty, influence… whatever I’ve needed has been there. I’ve had problems in my life and I’ve had to work for things, I’ve earned my grades and my skills through blood, sweat, and tears. But I’ll not pretend there aren’t those who have worked even harder and have not gotten even a tenth of what I have. And for what? What purpose does it serve?”

Himeko didn’t pace, her voice raised only a little. But she crossed her arms when she looked at me and I could see her hands were trembling with repressed emotion as she gripped her own shoulders. “Next year I’ll be the Student Council president,” Himeko stated simply. She shrugged. “I don’t particularly want to be, I don’t have any plans I want to implement and I won’t be able to do anything particularly special for the school. But the position will fall easily to my hand if I try, and even if I shirk my duty and responsibility the victory will then taste like ash in the mouth of whoever takes my place because they’ll know they only got it because I didn’t compete. And I will know I did that to them.”

“And so it goes. The rest of my life was set to be like that. It would not be unpleasant, but I had little to strive for yet little I could do with my blessed position. To go against my family would merely be childish rebellion. I have no thwarted destiny; I am not the next Miyazaki or the world’s greatest fighter pilot. Whatever good I will be able to do will be with the blessings my family has provided me.”

Himeko leaned down to look me in the eye. “This is different. You will change the world. And if I flinch at helping you, if I fail to use all that I have been given now that the opportunity is finally before me I… I…” Himeko leaned back and laughed. It wasn’t loud but there was a surprising undertone of both wildness and sadness in it. “I don’t know what I’d do.”

The silence sat heavily. I realized I wasn’t the only one who had been keeping things in for years and I think even Himeko had been surprised to finally verbalize her feelings. They hadn’t been a shock, she’d clearly known all that and thought about it for some time. But to actually find out it wasn’t going to go like she’d expected, there was now something she could actually do with the burden she’d been carrying for so long, it had knocked her off balance. She’d always been hungry for something she never thought she could have: worthwhile purpose. And now that dish was finally available.

I didn’t know what to say. Pretending that it hadn’t just happened seemed wrong. Pretending that it wasn’t a path it looked like she was going to be walking for the rest of her life seemed wrong. Thanking her for her efforts seemed shallow and superficial. So I said the only thing I could think of. “I think I just discovered the key to manipulating gravity,” I said in a small voice.

Himeko burst out laughing. And not a little ladylike laugh either, full on side-spitting gut-hurting laughter. She went on like that for a full two minutes, leaning over and gasping for air as she held her sides instead of her arms.

Finally she unbent and looked at me, she could barely see me through the tears in her eyes. “Really?” she asked.

I shrugged awkwardly. “I still want to run some more tests to verify it,” I admitted quietly. “And isolating just how and why the spell is affecting gravity is going to be tricky. But yes, I think I just made the critical first step. The contaminated sample that led to penicillin, that sort of thing.”

Himeko nodded and tried to get herself under control. “Why are you doing this? he asks. Then a few minutes later he tells me I can control gravity. And he wonders why I call him hopeless,” she muttered, half to me as a way of backhanded mocking and half to herself as a way to rebuild her masks.

She straightened back up and tugged at her shirt. Within seconds she had reasserted her calm, pleasant, but slightly aloof face. But I knew the secret beneath that mask. Maybe she’d only felt able to show it to me because she knew some of my great secrets but I was still humbled by her trust.

“Enjoy your new task Mamoru-san,” she said more normally as she turned to leave, “the council expects results.”

Himeko shut the door behind her. I in turn sighed and started writing in a notebook. I needed to plot out some more experiments with different masses, some calculus on the rate of change on the gravity of the 1 kilo mass… and a comprehensive plan for testing the air quality around the school at different times and places.
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Himeko and I avoided each other at school the next day.  It wasn’t blatant or desperate, I suspect if something appropriate had come up we would have welcomed the chance to talk and move past Wednesday, put a buffer up around that surprisingly intense conversation.  Unfortunately it lingered in my mind and I suspect it did in hers as well, creating an uncomfortable barrier between any further conversation.

Of course, it might also have been the fact I was using magic.  I still needed to keep up the ‘don’t notice me’ spell as rumors swirled around our class.

The awkwardness and ridiculous gossip were so bad I was actually glad to be heading towards the Meiko estate after school on Thursday.  I still felt incredibly nervous each time I went up to the front gates and asked to be let in, it was hard for me to believe they were just going to do it and accept me moving around the grounds.  The fear was gradually receding but I figured it was going to be at least a month before familiarity truly bred contempt.  I suspect that’s the only reason I spotted the suspicious figure, because of all the nervousness and watchfulness my life had been cultivating.

I paused a long moment at the front gates.  For a few seconds I doubted my eyes and reason.  Then I moved forward and pushed the button for the speaker, trying to act calm and pretend I hadn’t seen anything.

“Welcome to the Meiko estate, what brings you to the house of this noble family?” came through the speaker in a polite but still unknown voice.

“Matsuda Mamoru, here to check his sensors,” I told the electronics.

“Understood,” the man, presumably somewhere in the mansion, answered crisply.  “All the usual restrictions apply.  Please do not violate them or we will be forced to take action.”

“I acknowledge,” I licked my lips, hesitating.  The gates were already opening and I was tempted to just leave it at that.  I didn’t want to say anything else or disrupt what little familiarity I had with the staff.  I didn’t think I had a choice thought.  “Listen, are you aware- “ I paused, unsure how to proceed.  Especially if the incident wasn’t common knowledge.  “Do you know about the incident which led to me being allowed to place sensors here?”

“Yes,” the voice on the other end answered.  They sounded suspicious at my sudden deviation from the usual script.

I wasn’t encouraged by the tone but I took a deep breath and plowed ahead anyway.  “Because one of the delinquents from that incident is watching the entrance right now.”

The reply was swift and the tone totally different.  “Are you certain Matsuda-sama?”

I nodded, pretty sure I was being watched via a hidden camera.  “Yes, he’s hanging about half a block back.  I wouldn’t have noticed him normally but he’s still pretty banged up from the beating Hime- Meiko Himeko gave him.”

The tough’s face was still a mess of bandages and bruises.  Not horrifically so, after a week and change all the swelling had gone down and he’d obviously started to heal.  But it was still enough visible damage that even I’d been forced to pay attention and recognize him.

“Understood Matsuda-sama, please enter the estate carefully.  Appropriate measures will be taken.”

I had no idea whether appropriate measures were calling the police, warning the staff to be more alert, or sending a paramilitary squad after the delinquent.  With the Meiko family all three seemed equally possible.

Just to be on the safe side I did my best to pay attention to the gate without watching it directly.  I didn’t think he was going to somehow try to sprint through it while it was open but his mere presence already defied common sense or any sort of good judgement.  Hanging around the home of the obscenely rich girl you’d tried to assault (and then gotten thoroughly pummeled by) struck me as either stupid or crazy.

Despite my fears the gate closed behind me without incident.  “Matsuda-sama,” I muttered mockingly to myself, trying to shake off my nervousness.  I appreciated the sentiment and how well the Meiko estate staff were trained but when highly skilled and mature professionals from a rich family called me that… well, Matsuda-sama felt like a lie.  Then again, I considered, for all I know most people my age who come here are from family’s just as rich as the Meiko’s.  Those sorts of people really do merit a -sama.  Or at least they tend to think they do, which is virtually the same thing when they have that much power.

I made my way around the estate again, gathering the mana from all the collectors.  Despite my best efforts my mind kept wondering back to the delinquent so near to the estate.  I knew I should be a little more focused on my task, that I should have been starting to look for a more efficient way to harvest the collectors without getting in the staff’s way, but I just couldn’t him out of my head.

To be fair, I had a good reason.  Or at least an acceptable reason.  Technically I had also been a part of the incident which had gotten him in trouble.  And unlike Himeko (or Shinji) I was not a part of an ultra rich and connected family that could have probably made him disappear with a phone call.  For all that I’d just disparaged the guy’s brainpower I was a much more sensible target if he felt the need to get some sort of payback about everything.  It wouldn’t be smart, but it would still have been an order of magnitude or two smarter than trying to target Shinji or Himeko.  Toss in a need to save face or redeem his reputation and the idea almost started to make sense.

Alright, I thought to myself as I emptied another mana collector.  I know I’m being a little paranoid.  This last week and a half have just been a rollercoaster of unexpected events and I’m feeling sensitive and jumpy, worried about what’s going to happen next.

The tricky part is balance, I suddenly realized.  If I saw a driver weaving erratically as they drove down the street I wouldn’t just close my eyes and say ‘it’s perfectly safe, ignore him.’  I’d keep an eye on him and take proper precautions.  I just have to be careful I don’t take it too far, do the equivalent of then going home and spending the rest of my life terrified to go out because ‘that weaving driver is probably still out there somewhere.’  I’m leaning a little too far in that direction already, I doubt the delinquent is actually here for me, but that doesn’t mean I can’t take basic precautions.

I glanced at the mana vessel in my hands and smiled wryly.  I was probably about to pit one set of paranoias against an entirely different set of paranoias.  How afraid of the delinquent was I versus how much did I want to risk someone catching me casting spells?  Or waste the mana?  Sadly those questions were the easiest and most certain way for me to not overreact to everything.

I spent the rest of trip around the Meiko estate weighing my options.  Reason won out, barely, and I decided not to act too hastily and take any actions before I knew what was going on.  Sadly the key factor was visibility: any proactive spell effective enough to keep me safe would have been much too obvious to cast.  For example: I could have flown back to the train station, completely bypassing any threat from the delinquent.  Unfortunately doing so would probably draw a whole lot of attention!  I could attempt to make myself invisible for a while and slip away, but if the delinquent was really watching me there was no way my disappearing act could go unnoticed… and that was assuming the security systems around the Meiko estate or other passersby would just dismiss it.  I could try something from within the Meiko estate, if I flew away or turned invisible before I left the grounds there was a small chance I could navigate my way to the train station without notice.  But even if I did it out of sight of the Meiko family’s security they’d still know I’d simply vanished from the grounds and that would raise a host of unpleasant questions!

No, I thought with a mixture of amusement and fear, the only real answer is to let things play out.  The delinquent’s probably not going to do anything.  And if he does my best answer is to use a spell actually suited to the situation rather than slinging around magic wildly and hoping I’ll avoid a problem that might not exist.  It was hard to go along with that idea, the temptation to avoid a possible physical threat with a little application of magic was intense, but I knew in my head it was the right one.

Despite my fears that something was going on I was still surprised to find a luxury car parked just inside the gates when I worked my way back to the front.  I was even more surprised when I drew closer and realized Meiko Himeko was having an intense discussion with a sharply dressed man.  The man looked a little bit like a butler but something about his build, relative youth, and the cut of his clothes suggested he worked security.

Unfortunately I had to get past the car and the pair to get to the gate.  Before too long I began to overhear their conversation.

“-sorry Himeko-sama,” the man said, bowing deeply before Himeko.

“-don’t care,” Himeko replied heatedly.  “Father cannot overlook something like this!  It impacts negatively on him, negatively on me, and negatively on the entire Meiko family!”

I stepped softly and tried not to breath.  I didn’t think it was healthy or polite for me to randomly loiter on the Meiko family estates under the circumstances.  Otherwise I would have turned straight around, walked back out of earshot, and quietly stalled for a few minutes until they’d finished.

“… do?” the man finished.  He’d been quieter then Himeko’s frustrated voice so I’d missed most of it.  Unfortunately I was too close to miss her response.

“Eiko will be back this weekend,” Himeko replied forcefully.  “Hopefully she’ll be able to smack some sense into him!  In the meantime I’ll work on Father, he might want to pretend that nothing is wrong but I’ll make him recognize- “

Himeko finally noticed me trying to quietly reach the intercom and ring to be let out.  I’d approached around the far side of the car and managed to stay under her radar for a while but unfortunately that had meant I’d been on the wrong side of the gate.  My ‘don’t notice me’ spell worked best when I could lose myself in a crowd or was off to the side of a person’s attention.   I’d had to directly cross her field of vision to reach the button and she hadn’t been so focused on her conversation that she’d missed that, probably because of the security concerns I’d raised earlier!

Himeko looked extremely angry for a few seconds.  Then she simply took a deep breath, swallowed all the anger up, and exhaled slowly.  “Mamoru-san,” she said softly, “what are you doing here?”

Himeko might no longer have been showing her anger but it wasn’t hard to detect it below the surface.  “Himeko-cha- domo!  I mean Himeko-domo!” I said quickly, glancing at the worried security man and the driver still in the car.

Himeko held out her hand to stop me before I embarrassed myself any further.  I immediately shut up.  “Let me rephrase that Mamoru-san,” she said, sounding polite but a little brittle, “it is obvious why you are here.  Are you finished?”

I gulped.  “Yes,” I replied figuring my best bet was to keep it short, “I was just leaving.”

“Then I will give you a ride back to school,” Himeko stated.

It hadn’t been a request but I still tried to demure.  “You don’t need to do that; I’ll just catch the train.”

“Mamoru-san,” Himeko stated, giving me a deadly glare, “I’m going back to school anyway.  Get in the car.”

Given that the gate was still closed I didn’t have much of a choice.  “Yes Himeko-sama,” I said, quickly moving toward the car.  The driver opened one of the back doors and I quickly scooted inside, making sure to place myself as far away from Himeko as I could manage.

Himeko sighed and then gave several more instructions to her security man in a softer voice before climbing into the back seat across from me.  “Back to the school,” she commanded her driver.

“Yes Meiko Ojou-sama,” the driver replied instantly.

Hah!  They do use it! I couldn’t help but note in my head.  I’d suspected they did, it made perfect sense, but I hadn’t actually heard them use it before then.  The slightly more sensible part of me was saying don’t say a word.  Don’t say a word.  Don’t say a word.  Over and over again.

Himeko looked pensively out the window for the first minute of the trip before eventually turning back to me.  “I’m sorry Mamoru-san,” she said, sounding much more normal.  “You shouldn’t have had to see that.”

I wisely said nothing.

Himeko sighed and took out her cellphone.  “The delinquent you encountered outside our estate evaded us,” she reported.  “One of the staff was able to get a camera in his direction and get a picture of him.  We verified it was the only remaining ruffian from last week to have evaded the police.”

“Evaded the police?” I asked in shock before I could stop myself.

Himeko allowed herself a small smile.  “They were all guilty of criminal activities and all five were to be brought in while an investigation was undertaken.  I don’t think any of them were going to be punished to the extent my father would have liked but they were going to be severely chastised for their actions.  This one however…” Himeko held up her phone.

To my surprise, there was an official police entry about the delinquent I’d seen earlier pulled up on her screen.  “Ito Kenji,” she reported calmly, “two of his cousins have ties to new wave yakuza and he was the one wielding the knife.  The other four were idiots who were likely getting in over their heads or deluding themselves, this one might already be a career criminal.  He has so far evaded the authorities.”

“Don’t think that means too much,” Himeko added, “he didn’t actually succeed at carrying out any heinous crimes and he’s only our age.  While the police checked at his home, his school, and all his known associates, he’s not exactly worth a city-wide manhunt.  But the fact that he evaded the authorities at his age and was then spotted outside our home must be considered a bad sign.  We immediately informed the police and put all our staff on high alert as soon as we verified what you saw.”

“And then someone from inside the household phoned Ito to warn him he’d been spotted,” Himeko said grimly, “signs point to it having been my brother.”

I stared at Himeko incredulously.  Not only was that a stunning development that put her earlier conversation in an entirely different perspective, the fact she was willing to admit it to me so bluntly was enough to blindside me by itself.  Even the driver seemed shocked, twitching visibly despite his best efforts to pretend he was not even there.

“I will not drag our family name through the mud Mamoru-san,” Himeko said pensively, looking off into the distance as she sorted through unknowable thoughts.  “But I will not disgrace it by ignoring something like this either.  I would ask that you keep quiet about this, but please let me know if you see anything suspicious involving either Ito or Shinji.  No matter how trivial or how much you might doubt yourself, the Meiko family will fix this.”

Himeko sighed again and seemed to grow slightly calmer, returning to the more centered air she usually presented to the world.  “I’m sorry we continue to fail you Mamoru-san,” she said simply.  “You should have an effortless path to retrieving your small favour and our family keeps complicating it for you.  On a related note I’m going to kill two birds with one stone, I wanted to warn you about it ahead of time.”

“What do you mean?” I asked, so stunned by what was going on I forgot my resolve to try and avoid speaking.

“It is high time we put the rumors at school to rest,” Himeko replied.  “The student body has been too polite to push me about them aggressively but they’ve still annoyed me with them far too often over the last few days and I’m sure you’ve had it worse.”  Something in Himeko’s aside glance let me know that she was aware that I’d been avoiding everyone for that very reason.

“Sort of,” I admitted sheepishly.

“Well I shall simply stop them by telling them the truth,” Himeko stated calmly.  “Last week you helped my brother Shinji when he was in a pinch.  When all you asked for in return was to set up some sensors on our estate for a science experiment I became aware of how badly the school was underestimating you.  To both reward you as you deserved and to properly take advantage of your talents I set up your new position as consultant to the Student Council.”

I opened my mouth to say something, stopped to reconsider, and only then replied.  “Technically true,” I stated slowly.

After all, she hadn’t really been in danger when I’d intervened at the construction site.  Himeko would have pulverized those delinquents whether I’d been there or not.  Shinji had been the one in the pinch, and I had technically helped while he’d been around.  Himeko’s version was taking a lot of liberties in its’ presentation but it wasn’t actually a lie.  “Do you really think that will work?” I asked with a small frown.  It seemed a little naïve to expect everyone to just accept everything after hearing that.

“On the contrary, I expect they’ll be more curious than ever,” Himeko gave me a smug smile, “but it will be to find out what sort of pinch Shinji was in.  They should leave us alone and start pushing their indirect pressure and curiosity on him to try and find out what happened.”

“Are you sure about that?” I asked cautiously.  I was pretty sure they’d leave her alone, after the first polite denial I didn’t think anyone was going to push her, not about her own brother.  Me on the other hand…

I wasn’t sure if Himeko had thought of it beforehand or was just really quick on the uptake but she immediately had an answer.  “Do not worry,” she replied calmly, “I will make it clear that I’m protecting our family name.  That should keep anyone from daring to bother you.”

I considered that for a few moments.  I still wasn’t as optimistic as she was, I was pretty sure I’d still get a number of rumormongers and foolishly curious gossips coming after me.  Her declaration would deter most of the student body but not the more hardcore ones.  On the other hand Himeko did have a lot of fans, perhaps the threat of them and word getting back to Himeko that way really would keep the gossips off my back.  That still left the other apparent contradiction though.  “So you want them harassing your brother?” I said carefully.

Himeko’s face tightened slightly and she nodded.  She kept her answer calm though.  “Yes.  They won’t be able to apply too much pressure directly but they should apply a little.  Especially since I know our schoolmates have more than a few younger siblings and cousins at Shinji’s school.  They should feel safer trying to get the story out of him, especially since that should give them some distance and an excuse if I objected to their actions.”

That’s a bit conniving, I thought.  I was very, very careful not to think it too loudly though.

“Something is wrong with Shinji,” Himeko said pensively.  “It has been for a while.  That’s why I left school early that day you found us with the delinquents, I was checking up on him when I discovered those miscreants.  It’s also why I was home early the other week…” Himeko trailed off and then glanced significantly at the back of the driver’s head.

Ah, I thought, nodding to signify my understanding, so that explains why she was back in time to catch me using magic.  I had wondered, Himeko was usually the model student who put in lots of work with the Student Council and I doubted she was home before 7 pm most days.  I knew from talk within the classroom that she had a private tutor at her home, otherwise she’d probably be going to cram school on top of all that.

“And it’s also indirectly why I had to come home today,” Himeko continued, “it would have been irresponsible of me not to check in and make sure everything was going alright under the circumstances.  The rest of my family was out of the house and unavailable this afternoon, I hated having to leave school even temporarily but it was better than interrupting father or trying to cut short my mother and grandfather’s trip out.  Frankly I’m almost glad Shinji’s given me an excuse to deflect attention to him, the Student Council’s starting to get annoyed at my repeated absences and I don’t blame them!  Today’s little trip back and forth meant I couldn’t attend an important progress report with the Calligraphy Club.  The way I’ve been unable to fully carry out my duties with both the Cultural Festival and the mid-terms coming up… I’ve been placing a burden on others and I’m ashamed of it.  Under the circumstances I have no problem slapping Shinji upside the head with a few more difficulties.”

“Ah,” I said, doing my best to seem sympathetic without putting my foot in my mouth.  Thinking about in those terms, I suddenly realized there was something I’d better ask.  “If that’s the case Himeko-san, are you sure you should be giving me a lift all the way back to school?  Or is that part of your plan?  To increase the rumors and put more pressure on Shinji by having us return in the same car?”

For a moment Himeko’s eyes widened in shock.  If I hadn’t been so close and she hadn’t already been recovering from other upsets I doubted I would have been able to tell.  However all she said, in a deliberately calm and indifferent voice, was “yes Mamoru-san, that is exactly the plan.”

Liar, I thought.  But it didn’t matter, it was almost comforting to catch her out even if it was on such a small thing.
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The next two days didn’t go too badly.  Himeko’s plot to take the pressure off us mostly worked.  There were still some wild rumors floating around, especially after she was seen giving me the ride back to school, but for the most part everyone latched on to the idea she was just grateful to me for the help I’d given her brother.  The exact nature of that help was wildly debated, the theories ranged from critical tutoring to me saving his life outright, but between Himeko’s stated desire to protect the family and my private nature no one bothered us.  Some people were still tempted, but while under the protection of my ‘don’t notice me’ spell I overheard an encounter that left me more disturbed than the delinquent had!  While Himeko had been out of the classroom during lunch one guy had said he still wanted to pressure me for answers.  That was when a neighboring girl named Shizu had walked straight up, slammed her palm down on his desk, and in a low voice that only they heard (and me, since I was actually at the neighboring desk) told the guy and his buddies in no uncertain terms what she’d do to anyone who went against Himeko’s wishes.  She left them, and me, pale and very shaken.

I felt very mixed feelings about dropping the ‘don’t notice me’ spell after that.  Relief at not spending the mana and worry about what some of the rabid Himeko fans would do to me if I wasn’t careful!

Frankly I would have texted Himeko to warn her about Shizu but right at that moment my cellphone was floors away and recording data.  I had it set up to observe the air quality sensor, as well as an anemometer and a weathervane as part of my air quality report.  Unfortunately, much to my surprise, there seemed to be an odd combination that occasionally triggered and I was trying to nail it down.  Our air quality was usually pretty good but it looked like it dropped sharply (still within safe levels, just a shocking overall change given our decent baseline) under certain circumstances.  Given all that Himeko had done for me and her problems with the Student Council it seemed like I’d have to go the extra kilometer and look into that.

I disliked the distraction but on the plus side it was giving me the chance to field test a few spells.  I had set up a spell to keep my cellphone charged while it was recording the results (My cellphone was impressive but not that impressive!) and another spell to make everyone ignore all the instruments.  I had also put up a note about it being for the Student Council just in case the second spell failed but since no one brought it up I assumed the spell was working.  All in all it was proving an efficient way to get a little extra data for my magic experiments.

It was still keeping me too busy to actually work on building a new mana reservoir though.  A thought that was weighing heavily on my mind when I visited the Meiko estate on Sunday.

***

“Matsuda-sama,” the voice came over the gate intercom, “please proceed to the front doors of the house today.”

My head jerked straight up at that.  I’d been pensively thinking about alchemical procedures and how best to adapt them to the school lab, the sudden deviation from routine took me by surprise.  “I’m sorry… security-sama,” I said after a moment, “I’m not sure I heard you correctly.”

“Please proceed to the front of the house today Matsuda-sama,” the voice repeated calmly, “you will be met once you are there.  Meiko Himeko-domo left special instructions regarding you today.”

I swallowed hard.  “Understood.”

I usually gave the Meiko’s mansion a wide berth, swinging wide around it as I went to the various mana collectors.  I found it surprisingly hard to force myself to actually walk toward the front door, staying on the carefully paved path between the gates and the area in front of the mansion proper.  Even with Himeko’s support I was always afraid that if I ran into other members of the family I might find myself barred from the grounds, especially if I was trespassing in their actual home.  Going directly to the mansion… well, for a few moments I considered taking my shoes off before treading on the paved path.  There was too much at stake for me to take any stupid chances.

Thankfully I figured that showing up at the mansion proper with dirty socks or dirty feet would be even stupider so I kept my shoes on.  Besides, I don’t actually know that I’m going inside.  Himeko might just need to tell me something or give me something and she didn’t want to trek all over the grounds chasing after me, I thought, a little desperately.

I stopped just before the foot of the stairs, the Meiko mansion doors were situated a good meter and a half off ground level and I still hoped Himeko was just going to come out to give me something.  Instead a maid opened the door, bowed politely at me, and said “please enter the household Matsuda-sama.” Before going back inside.  So I gritted my teeth, climbed the stairs, and took the invitation.

My first impression of the Meiko’s entrance hall was mixed.  Oh it was still magnificent, a giant two storey hall with a grand staircase, chandelier, and a bunch of artwork and vases arranged closer to the edges.  But it was kind of stereotypical.  You know, the first or second sort of thing you’d think of when you heard ‘a mansion’s grand entrance.’  It looked very impressive but it didn’t seem like anyone had put much effort into it, so long as it fulfilled the requirements that was fine, it didn’t need to be personalized.

Detracting somewhat from that impression were the two young women in judogis fighting furiously in front of the staircase.

It was a scene straight out of a video game, I stared in disbelief for a few seconds, utterly shocked by the contrast with the high-class surroundings.  The women were going all out, exchanging a furious series of punches and kicks, all while bathed in the light reflecting off the chandelier.

I belatedly realized one of the two was Himeko, she had her normally loose hair done up in some sort of complicated bun.  She was also red-faced and sweating, clearly on the back foot.  Her opponent was about our age but had shockingly mahogany colored hair cut in a shorter bowl-like arrangement that went just below her ears.  The unknown woman was breathing a little heavily and certainly sweating, but judging by the slight smile on her face and the confidence in her posture she was winning.  Given that Himeko was a double black belt and I’d seen her take on five thugs at once that was almost as surprising as the scene itself.

Himeko let out a cry, shot forth with a high-kick, and then ended up shaking the whole house as her opponent threw her face first into the side of the staircase.  “Nine,” the unknown chuckled throatily.

Himeko growled angrily (yet one more thing I had trouble believing) and quickly picked herself off the floor before throwing herself back at her opponent.

I almost started casting a spell.  I’m not sure what I would have cast, probably something to try and separate them, but I stopped myself just in time.  While there weren’t any blatant signs that it wasn’t a deadly fight (there were no mats, there were still plenty of valuable works of art around the room’s edges) there were still a few clues that I shouldn’t interfere.  First and foremost was the fact the pair were dressed in proper judogis, I kind of doubted an assassin or assailant would have been that polite.  Combine that with the fact Himeko’s opponent had let her get up instead of just finishing her and that there were three maids and a butler just quietly standing in the shadows around the edges and it became safe to assume this wasn’t a life-or-death struggle.

You wouldn’t have guessed that based on the effort they were putting in though!  Himeko looked like she was trying to seriously murder her opponent, launching an aggressive series of blows straight at her rival.  Arms and legs seemed to blur for several seconds as strikes and counters were exchanged in a more complicated dance than I could ever have followed.  At last it ended with both ladies falling heavily to the carpet, both of them with the other’s foot embedded in their stomach.

“Ten,” the stranger puffed out painfully, “to two.  I win.”

“Three!” Himeko panted angrily.  “You have… to count… that last one… Eiko.”

The one named Eiko grinned.  “Fine then, three.  You still lose Himeko.”

Himeko groaned and flopped bonelessly onto the carpet, untensing her legs since she seemed to have proved some sort of point.  Eiko smiled, disentangled herself from their odd position, and climbed to her feet.  “Was it worth it Hime?” she asked as she leaned down and offered Himeko a hand.

Himeko accepted the offer and grunted with exertion at merely getting to her feet.  “I wasn’t… going to… get a point… on you otherwise,” she gasped out it return.

“Masterful work ojou-sama,” one of the maids said politely as she came near to the pair and offered Himeko a towel.

While a second maid offered Eiko a towel the butler moved in.  “Ojou-sama, you need to proceed to the spa and get seen to.  If you do not your face will probably be bruised tomorrow.”  The man was polite and deferential but he was moving very fast and he seemed really distressed over the possibility.

Spa?  I thought skeptically, not sure I’d heard right.  Himeko however didn’t seem to be bothered.

“Relax Ken-chan,” Himeko said, still patting herself down, “I got my arm in front of it at the last minute, I should be alright.”

“Don’t be too confident Hime,” Eiko broke in, sounding a little concerned herself, “you didn’t catch all of it and that was a nasty hit.  Kenjiro is right, that cheek’s going to bruise if you don’t get it seen to.”

“Fine,” Himeko sighed, “it’s not like I don’t have another half a dozen bruises that need to be seen to anyway.”  Himeko turned around and looked mildly startled to see me by the door.  “Oh?  You’re here Mamoru-san?”

I opened my mouth and then shut it after a few seconds, I had no idea what to say in the circumstances.  I settled for a quick shrug before bowing deeply.

The last maid bowed as well.  “As per your request your guest is here ojou-sama.”

Himeko switched gears a lot quicker then I had.  “Of course,” she said after a few seconds, thinking furiously.  Despite the fact that she’d just been bounced around the room a minute ago she was soon back to normal.  “I suppose this is good luck then.”

“Himeko-sama- “ the butler began urgently.

“This will only take a minute Kenjiro,” Himeko said firmly.  She looked at me directly.  “My apologies Mamoru-san, I had you brought here to make introductions and avoid any unfortunate incidents.  Mamoru-san, this is Kobayashi Eiko.  She is a trusted friend and member of this household who has only just returned from a training trip.  Eiko-san, this is Matsuda Mamoru, a classmate and probably the top student in our year.”

“Honored to meet you,” I said quickly, bowing in Eiko’s direction.

“Likewise,” Eiko said, eyeing me with open curiosity even while the maids all repressed minor grimaces and twitches.   She still bowed back after a few moments, but compared to all the deference and extreme politeness of the staff her more casual behaviour was a bit of a surprise.

“Mamoru-san will be in and out of the estate fairly often,” Himeko continued, ignoring all of the byplay around her, “he has set up several sensors on the grounds and has to check them daily.  I brought him up here to introduce you two and avoid any accidental unpleasantness.”

Accidental unpleasantness?  I thought incredulously.  I very much wanted to hear the story on that, ‘accidental unpleasantness’ and ‘unfortunate incidents’ plus a martial artist that could dominate Himeko suggested several scary possibilities.  However I bit the inside of my lip and kept quiet, hoping to just get out of the house as quickly as possible.

Eiko also seemed incredulous, eyeing Himeko with open surprise.  “Delinquent attacks and random people just wandering the grounds?  What the heck happened while I was gone Hime?”  Now that she’d had a chance to recover her voice wasn’t quite as low but it was still an interesting contrast to Himeko’s higher and more melodious tones.

“That is something we need to discuss,” Himeko sighed.  “I’m sorry to have interrupted your tasks Mamoru-san, do you wish to have a drink or a small snack now that I’ve brought you here?”

“No, thanks,” I said a little too quickly and a little awkwardly.  “I didn’t expect anything like- a kind offer like that so I made sure I was fine before I came.”

That had the advantage of being the truth.  Himeko nodded, clearly guessing my discomfort.  “Then I’ll stop holding you back.”  She said.  She immediately contradicted herself however, as we were bowing again her eyes were drawn to the other bag across my back.  “Is that a bokken?” she asked in disbelief.

I sighed.  “Fishing pole,” I said quickly.  I did not want two serious martial artists making that mistake!

“You fish Mamoru-san?” Himeko asked, sounding surprised while the butler made mildly distressed motions.  Her servant was apparently desperate to get her wounds taken care of but Himeko didn’t seem too bothered.

I shrugged.  “On occasion,” I answered, trying not to lie.  It wasn’t so much ‘fishing’ as ‘resource gathering’ in my case but that was a long story.  “I don’t do it that often so rather than buying some sort of case for my rod I just use my father’s old bokken bag.”

“He doesn’t mind?” Himeko asked, clearly more weirded out by that then anything else.

“He hasn’t used this one in over twenty years,” I answered honestly.  My father had been quite serious about his kendo back in high school and the start of university… but only as a way to build his reputation and open doors.  We hadn’t had a sword of any sort in the apartment for longer then I’d been alive (well, on Earth) and I’d only found out about his past from my grandparents.

Of course, I couldn’t toss too many stones.  Part the reason I was using the bokken bag was a half-formed idea I had about building a wand or a magic staff.  Wands and staffs were useful tools, they acted like antenna and were one of the keys in receiving transmissions of mana at a distance.  Carrying one of those in a container meant for transporting bokken would be a lot less noticeable than just walking around with it.  While it wasn’t exactly a common to see someone on the street transporting a bokken or other kendo practice sword it wasn’t uncommon either, especially for students.  Of course, answering awkward questions from martial artists would be another factor so perhaps the uncomfortable questions with Himeko served a better purpose then I liked to admit.

Himeko simply shook her head.  “I don’t know why I’m surprised at your frugality Mamoru-san, but I am.”

Himeko finally took mercy on the nearly frantic butler.  “I’ll not keep you any longer Mamoru-san,” she said with another bow, “I’ll see you at school on Monday.”

“See you tomorrow,” I said with a quick but deep bow of my own before moving to make my escape.
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I got through the rest of the day without further incident and proceeded to drain the mana I’d gotten from the Meiko estate in the course of my ‘fishing’ from of the shores of Tokyo Bay. It was well worth the investment. I also managed to get ahead on my studying and homework, once I’d set up my ‘fishing’ and spells I could essentially work on other stuff at the same time. Not as well as if I’d been focused on it at my desk of course, it was still the equivalent of working one-handed at best, but it was a surprisingly efficient way to multi-task if I was careful what I chose what to work on. And since mid-terms were coming up getting my notes organized and studying were some of the bigger priorities anyway, something I could do even while ‘fishing’. At the end of my trip I went home satisfied at a good day’s work.

On Monday Himeko was at school like nothing had ever happened. You’d never have been able to tell that she’d been thrown around a mansion like a ragdoll the previous day… unless you had magic. I was suspicious so I used my glasses to take a long look at her aura. Himeko had several significant weak spots on that I could only assume were nasty bruises underneath her uniform. I doubted anyone would find out though, she carried on through the day like nothing was wrong even though must people would have been stiff or limping a little. And I don’t think anyone else noticed she was wearing professionally applied makeup to hide the bruise on her cheek, I only managed because I knew what to look for and dared a quick ‘eagle vision’ spell.

But it wasn’t my place to say anything. She did her duties fine, at least as best I could tell, and if it wasn’t interfering with her work then I had no moral high ground to stand on. “But you shouldn’t conceal anything from anyone,” said the reincarnated guy with magic, I thought to myself with biting sarcasm. It was surprisingly hard to keep quiet though, I worried about her.

That didn’t stop me from going straight to the Meiko mansion after school to harvest the mana collectors. Despite my trepidation I was simply let in without any further comments and I went about my business with the collectors.

I was back in the forested area with my best collector, again, when it happened. I wasn’t doing anything suspicious this time but I still jumped a little when a voice called out from behind me. “That’s supposed to be a sensor?”

I spun around, my heart beating furiously in my chest. Aoth damn it! I thought furiously, do I have to invest in making another talisman? One to detect when people are watching me?

As I looked around I realized the voice had come from behind and above. Kobayashi Eiko was standing calmly on a tree branch only three meters away… and three meters above my head. In my defence that position would have also concealed her on the other side of the tree trunk during my approach and her more subdued brown and grey uniform blended into the bark better then the dark navy blue of our school’s uniforms.

I struggled to pick up the thread of the conversation. I had actually come up with a reasonable excuse ahead of time just in case someone ever asked me that, but the surprise of her entrance had put me off balance. “It’s uh…” I paused, struggling even more as she jumped down from the tree. She leaned her body forward about 25 degrees while doing so but somehow managed to correct herself just before landing.

Wait, did she do it that way so she wouldn’t flash her panties? My mind focused on what at first seemed like an inanity but on closer examination served a purpose. She leaned forward so the wind pushed up against her skirt, pushing it against her legs instead of upwards, but still managed to land properly. And it moved her a little closer to me in the process. It wasn’t a quintuple summersault, but it was it was an impressively executed bit of physicality that showed judgement and planning as well as skill.

Eiko just stood there impassively, waiting for a few seconds while I was lost in my head at the implications of her move.

I felt sweat on my brow, she was now well within a dangerous range.  Granted, from what I’d seen of her skill, in sight counted as dangerous range for Eiko.  But she was now only a little more than two meters away; at that sort of distance I figured she could disable me before I even realized she was attacking.

“I uh…” I said, struggling to bash my thoughts back into working order. “It’s a very primitive sensor in it’s way,” I said finally, “it’s not that much better than charting how much the mercury has risen or fallen on an unmarked tube. Or how the height of water collected in a properly positioned container measures rainfall.”

“Ah,” said Eiko indifferently. She continued to study me, casually circling around me while she looked. There wasn’t any active aggression in her gaze, no hatred or planned violence. But there was a sense of lazy evaluation, like she was trying to decide if she needed to hurt me and didn’t really care which side she landed on.

I felt an almost subconscious brush of something against me. My eyes widened in shock and I activated the ‘mage sight’ function of my glasses again while taking a reflexive step backwards and bringing up my arm in an instinctive warding gesture. Eiko stopped circling, frowned ever so slightly, and backed up a step.

I meanwhile struggled not to start hyperventilating.  Eiko’s aura revealed she wasn’t just trained on the physical side, she had some limited control over her ki as well.  Normally I wouldn’t have been able to tell, since ki was a natural energy trying to get a good read on it when it wasn’t in use was like trying to determine a healthy person’s muscles when they were at rest.  Unless a person was actually a bodybuilder or a weightlifter you couldn’t tell much muscle they had, not until they actually did something that caused their muscles to stand out.  Eiko, however, had just attempted to probe my aura with her own and that was clearly visible.

Don’t get me wrong, she wasn’t going to suddenly start fighting in the World Martial Arts Tournament or anything. But for a teenaged girl in Japan that level of control and development on top of her physical skill was disturbing, I wasn’t an expert but I was pretty sure Eiko was significantly advanced for her age by Avalon standards. Himeko was a gifted amateur, Eiko was a gifted but low-level professional.

Eiko had braced herself in a stance for a few seconds, she’d obviously felt something when I looked at her, but she relaxed again and continued to look at me. “You’re an interesting man Matsuda-san,” she said finally.

“I, uh, thanks?” I tried, more than a little scared of what was going on.

“At first I’d wondered if Hime-chan had finally given up on Lord Fancy Shoes, moved on to something a little more realistic and closer to home,” Eiko said, continuing to study me seriously. “But now I’m sure that’s not the case.”

I had no idea how to respond to that! From what Eiko was implying Himeko really did have a crush on somebody but I had no idea who the heck ‘Lord Fancy Shoes’ was supposed to be!

“You’re not really her type,” Eiko continued, “Himeko likes guys who can take care of themselves. At first glance that looks like it should be you, but the second glance… I’m sorry to say this but I don’t think I’ve ever encountered a person so big and helpless who wasn’t also overweight.”

I sighed slightly despite the situation. It wasn’t an unfair description, especially since I was in my school uniform. One of my cousins is studying hard to become a mangaka, and to her credit I think she might actually succeed. As part of her studies she’s read manga from America to Zaire and when she first saw me in my high school uniform she accused me of “cosplaying as a Japanese Clark Kent. But one of the well-designed Clark Kent’s where he actually looks like such a helpless schlub of a loser you’d never believe he was Superman even though he’s this big guy who everybody should notice.” She then went on a long rant about which artists had done him right and which ones had been lazy fools that had just drawn Superman in glasses. It had been kind of educational even though I’d been mortified to realize she was right, I’d even been able to guess just what schlub meant from the context.

“But the third look,” Eiko continued, giving me a hard glare. “That’s where things get interesting.”

I said nothing, not even knowing where to begin with a comment like that. Eiko began to circle again, this time going in the opposite direction.

“Your response when confronted with a threat is telling,” Eiko said calmly, even as she carefully paced a wide circle around me. “It usually is, that’s why I did it. You tensed up of course, only an idiot wouldn’t have, but you were still divided between fight or flight. Most people already know which they’d chose when it comes to me: they’re either talented enough that they know it’s worth fighting, brain dead stupid enough to underestimate me, or smart enough to be ready to run or surrender at a moment’s notice.”

“My vote is for stupid,” I muttered to myself. Even with magic my best bet would have been to use a spell designed to help me quickly escape, trying to take on someone as fast and strong as her at close range from a cold start would have been a recipe for disaster. I might have been able to stop the first blow using the ‘speed shield’ spell, maybe even the next one, but she’d get through any of my makeshift defences long before I could cast anything that would reverse the situation.

Eiko half-smirked for a moment, clearly having heard me. “But it’s how you’d fight that’s most interesting,” she said, stopping to look at me head on.

That took me by surprise. “What do you mean?” I asked, honestly confused and curious.

“You’re clearly ready to fight,” she said, letting a little curiosity and confusion into her voice as well. “You even have a stance of some sort. But I don’t recognize it. At all.”

I paused for a moment and considered her words. Huh, she’s right, I’d planted myself firmly so I could resist near misses and environmental effects while casting spells to the best of my ability. It wasn’t a great stance as such things went; but it did allow me balance, preparedness, and a good starting point for whatever I was going to cast.

Eiko continued her analysis. “It’s not a stance optimized for kicking or punching, it’s too solid to be good for dodging and too rigid for counters or throws. Honestly, if we were in America I’d wonder if you were about to pull a gun on me because that’s about the only thing I can think it would be used for. But it’s obviously something that’s fundamental to you, not some sort of rookie mistake, and it’s not something you’ve made up as some form of street fighting either.”

“I’ve been gone about two and a half months,” Eiko continued. The look she gave me wasn’t quite hostile, but there was an unsubtle warning in it. “And in that time it seems things have gone to hell around here. Shinji seems to be consorting with thugs and lowlifes. He’s either lost his mind or his spine, possibly both. Himeko is even more of a stressed-out ball of nerves than usual, but at the same time she seems happier and more optimistic than I’ve seen her since we started going to school. There’s been a proto-yakuza thug watching the estate after he almost got arrested for trying to assault Himeko!”

Whoa, some real anger creeping in there, I noted, taking an involuntary step back. Eiko had been surprisingly calm about everything until she’d gotten to that, and then her anger had spiked. I wasn’t sure how much of her indifference was training and how much was a mask but the danger to Himeko had clearly broken through whatever it had been.

“And then there’s you,” the gaze Eiko shot me was withering. Again, not actively hostile but it was obvious she didn’t think much of me. “A guy that’s suddenly been invited to wander around the estates in the middle of all this trouble. A guy who’s engaging in the weirdest science I’ve ever seen and has a fighting stance that I just don’t understand.”

And that wasn’t even touching on the fact I’d felt her use ki. Well, when you put it that way, I thought grudgingly, I can see why she wouldn’t trust me.

“I am the oldest daughter of the Meiko family’s head butler,” Eiko stated simply. “We have served the Meiko family honorably for eight generations now. While I will not follow in my ancestors’ footsteps I still honor and serve the Meiko family. For all intents and purposes Himeko is my third sister, I have grown up beside her and it is only because she deserves someone better at the job than me that I did not take the easy route and decide to serve her as a maid. The only reason I haven’t been here to help is because I’ve spent the last two and a half months studying in the mountains under Sensei Tai, he decided to test his students’ dedication by having the journey extend well into the school semester. So believe me when I say this: if you are here to hurt Himeko then the end will not be swift or painless for you.”

It was silent for a good ten seconds after that, Eiko continued to focus on me with that calm expression that obviously warned people she wasn’t afraid of violence. Finally I said “And just what am I supposed to say to that?” I asked. I’m embarrassed to say my tone was somewhere between confused and petulant.

“Eh?” Eiko said, slightly taken aback by my response.

“I mean, just how am supposed to respond?” I asked, letting out my nervousness in a stream of conscious thought. “Am I supposed to beg and reassure you I’m trustworthy? Because if I am I shouldn’t have to and if I’m not I’m just going to lie to you like any scumbag would in my position. If I’m supposed to run away how do I do that without hurting Himeko, and therefore earning a beating from you anyway? And how the hell do I mention this to Himeko without hurting her?”

“You don’t mention this to Himeko at all you ass!” Eiko half-shouted back at me. “You just do the right thing!”

“And the right thing to avoid hurting her is not telling her one of the people living at her house is running around the place acting like a stalker?” I shot back, annoyed and scared enough to sound a little angry in spite of all the evidence of how that was a really bad idea. “Seriously, at least Shizu would only be a threat to her at school but you’re literally inside the walls!”

Eiko looked taken aback. “Oh shit, is that psychotic little bitch still around?” she asked, looking honestly startled at the thought.

I calmed down a little at her reaction. “She threatened three guys in our class with de-balling followed by defenestration on Saturday,” I replied.

“Damn it,” Eiko muttered to the side. She then sighed and her face was much more open with impatience and disgust. “That little yandere-in-training has been following Himeko for years now but Himeko’s been too kind and patient about having her seen to. She swore that she’d take care of things after the chocolate incident two years ago.”

Chocolate incident… I don’t want to know, I firmly told myself. The potential answers to the question were disturbing enough without me verifying one of them… or discovering something even worse! “She’s our classmate this year, and I’m pretty sure she was last year too,” I said. Given how little I socialized or focused on our class I wasn’t 100% sure, Shizu kind of bled into the ‘Himeko’s entourage’ category.

After a moment I added. “To be fair, yesterday was the first time I actually caught her being kind of… disturbed. Most of the time she’s one of Himeko’s circle of admirers but she didn’t seem any more psycho than any of Himeko’s other fans.”

Eiko sighed again. “And this is what I have to work with,” she told me directly. “Himeko’s too nice in her way. It would be just like her to have a pleasant little talk with Shizu and so long as the girl plays nice Himeko would be willing to let her stick around even if Himeko didn’t want her there. She’d think ‘so long as I can take it, it’s fine.’ ‘It’s my duty to help her get better, I shouldn’t push her away.’ Ugh! This is why I have a hard time trusting you Matsuda-san, Himeko’s got a worrying track record at this sort of thing. She’d rather risk hurting herself than hurting another if she thinks it’s part of her duty.”

I didn’t know what to say. That made an awful lot of sense and matched perfectly well with what I’d seen of Himeko so far. She was driven by duty. She wasn’t a slave to it, in fact she seemed to enjoy it when she could twist things around so that her duty served her. But at the end of the day I was sure she’d rather run herself into the ground carrying out her duty than let herself fail in the slightest way.

“Alright, fine, let’s try this again,” Eiko said. Something in her pose reminded me of Himeko when she was intensely frustrated at not living up to her own expectations, it was a much more convincing piece of evidence for Eiko’s ‘sister’ claims than mere words. “I’ve been training in the mountains with martial artists too long, it’s great for developing fighting skills but sleeping under the stars and constant fights in the forest put a real dent in your manners. I need to start turning it down a little before I end up killing someone.” She faced me head on, and then much to my surprise she executed a formal and deep bow before speaking to me in a quieter and more distinguished tone.

“Greetings Matsuda Mamoru-san. I am Kobayashi Eiko, Himeko’s best friend. I love her like a sister and hope you bring much happiness and satisfaction to Himeko, she deserves it. If you instead bring her nothing but strife and pain, I will put my fist through your teeth. Are we understood?” she finished, finally rising from her bow.

I smiled a little in spite of myself. That seemed more in tune with the rough and tumble girl I’d seen sparring with Himeko in the mansion the other day. Loyal, tough, and unconventional… but not a psychotic fangirl willing to kill and die for the image of Himeko. “Understood Kobayashi-san,” I said, bowing back.
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Himeko caught me on the roof afterschool on Wednesday, I was frowning and trying to figure out which way to orient a container when she came up behind me.

“You know- “she began, only pausing for a few seconds when I jumped. “You know, most jars only have one lid.”

Damn it, she’s enjoying that, I thought in frustration as I watched her lips quirk. I really am going to have to invest in some sort of talisman to detect when someone is watching.

“You’re too jumpy Mamoru-san,” she added as an afterthought.

“I spent nearly seventeen years learning to hide in the background, I’m not used to people coming up to me randomly with no warning!” I protested. It was a weak defense, I know. I’d let myself get a little too used to being an introvert and depending on my ‘don’t notice me’ talisman at school. Being surprised and startled by friendly contact was okay, especially since Himeko moved very quietly by nature, being jumpy and panicky was a little bit much.

“Mamoru-san…” Himeko said, trailing off disapprovingly.

“I know, I know,” I answered more grumpily than I should have. “It’s not a good enough reason, I’ll work on it.” I knew I was already in the wrong so I clamped down on my first, rude, response and turned it into. “May I ask why you’re up here Himeko-san?”

Himeko’s expression let me know she hadn’t been completely fooled. “That’s actually my question Mamoru-san, what are you doing on the roof?”

“Setting up to collect an air sample for my study,” I said normally, returning to the pieces I’d assembled.

“Like that?” Himeko asked in surprise. “Wouldn’t it just be easier to seal any amount of air in a properly cleaned container and keep it simple?”

“Usually,” I admitted, “that’s what I did with the baseline sample last week. But we’ve been getting something odd. We’ve been getting these really strange spikes when the wind blows towards us from the south-west. Or really more the south-south-west I think, I’m still trying to narrow it down a little. But only at certain times.”

“Really?” Himeko looked taken aback. “That’s unexpected.”

“Tell me about it. I originally figured this whole report would be a case of taking a week of samples, verifying everything was fine, and then typing up a quick report to that effect. Double space, print, include the raw numbers and everything would be done. But on Monday the particulate numbers peaked at a reading that was almost a little dangerous. I want to capture a sample of the air at those times and run a more detailed analysis of it, see what’s actually supposed to be in it and if the sensor is giving an accurate reading. But so far all those times have been during classes or later at night and that makes things complicated. I don’t want to try staying next to a sensor for a long time hoping to catch a surge. And I don’t think excusing myself from class to quickly run out and try to capture some air in a sealed contained is going to work out well.”

Himeko looked over my equipment again thoughtfully. I had the usual air quality detector, anemometer, my cellphone, a weather vane, and now I had a weird container that was obviously two plastic jars with the bottoms sawed off and then sealed back together. Himeko tried to puzzle out what I was planning but tripped over the obvious snag. “Mamoru-san, how are you going to contain the air in the jar? I don’t see any equipment to trigger or seal the container remotely.”

I sighed and took a quick look around before answering. “I’m going to use magic,” I admitted. “I’m going to set up a spell that will detect when the air quality measurement goes low enough and that will trigger the lids screwing themselves tightly onto the jar. If I position my phone correctly I should be able to record when it happens so I can compare the results to the readings we were getting at the time.”

“I couldn’t figure out a way to remotely trigger a container that would properly capture the sample and be airtight,” I added a little defensively. “Not without twenty hours of engineering and a way bigger budget than the project deserved! Since I didn’t want to camp out on the roof missing classes while waiting for another surge this was the most practical solution.”

Himeko was silent for a while. When she spoke again it wasn’t the question I’d expected. “Mamoru-san, just what is magic?”

I paused, briefly considering if I should lie to her, be snarky, or give her the easy but not quite correct answer. “No one quite knows,” I said honestly. “Don’t get me wrong, that’s not quite as unusual as a lot of people think. There are some interesting hiccups with gravity and the theory involving the fundamental particles too, sooner or later a lot of things come down to we’ve got a good theory but we’re still trying to solve that. Unfortunately, when it comes to magic theory that point comes up a lot sooner because most people went up instead of down.”

“Excuse me?” Himeko asked, looking at me oddly. “What do you mean up instead of down?”

“Instead of trying to break magic down and work on it’s fundamentals mages assumed they already knew all they needed to and kept trying to build further and further upwards instead of working on the foundation,” I clarified. It was something all my training on Earth had revealed to me, the reason I was so in love with the scientific method and all the tools it provided me.

Trying to explain it to someone else who didn’t have my background though… “Think of it this way,” I said, “consider mages to be chemists. And instead of breaking down substances into their elements they just assumed every substance was its own thing and tried to do chemistry that way.”

Himeko looked horrified at the idea. “That’s just stupid!”

I nodded. “And it wasn’t that bad, they weren’t that stupid, at worst they went down to the elements level and never looked into protons, neutrons, and electrons. But it has still left a lot of holes in our theory and understanding, that’s why I want to look at it logically.”

“I think magic is an energy of some kind. I call this raw energy mana,” I continued solemnly. “If I had to compare it to anything it would be electricity, there are a lot of similarities. But that’s just an educated guess with some awfully big jumps and assumptions in there.”

“Okay,” Himeko said slowly, digesting the thought, “but how do you get from it’s like electricity to using it to screw lids on jars?”

I smiled. “Well that’s not magic, that’s spells.”

Himeko gave me a look, just like I’d expected she would.

I snickered. “Your question isn’t quite right,” I explained. “Electronics of all sort run on electricity; they convert the raw power in thousands of different ways through thousands of different mechanisms. I’ll admit this is one of those big jumps I was talking about where magic and electricity are different because you’re building the mechanisms to convert mana into work out of mana when you cast a spell. Mana by itself doesn’t do too much, if you have a ton of it in one place you might see a bit of physical evidence and a few side effects but usually there’s nothing.”

Ignoring corner cases like my own demise, my memory prodded me. I easily shoved that to the side, it was the equivalent of discussing the atmosphere and then bringing up the possibility of someone being crushed by air pressure on Jupiter. It was still something that could happen, but when discussing fundamentals and practical reality it was just a pointless nitpick.

“It’s only when mana is converted into something else,” I decided to show off a little bit and snapped of a quick spell, “that you really get something special.”

As I finished I levitated a roll of tape from where it had been lying next to my book bag, calling it over to my hand. Himeko looked impressed even as I used the tape to pin down some of the equipment.

“I’m simplifying a heck of a lot,” I admitted a little more normally as I stood back up. “Just for starters you could argue that spirits don’t use spells but they still feed on mana, indirectly using mana to effect the world in a whole host of different ways. While spells are a lot like physics, chemistry, and computer programming dealing with spirits is closer to biology, zoology, and psychology.”

“They’re real!” Himeko clapped her hands excitedly, like she’d always wanted to believe that but hadn’t wanted to be disappointed even after she’d found out I was a mage.

“Sort of,” I temporized, “there are a lot legends and stories out there that are just made up. Frankly I’m not great with spirits, I haven’t had as much practice as I’d like,” what knowledge I’d actually had was mostly based on spirits from Avalon. Trusting that information was universal was a bad idea, especially given the vastly different environments between Earth and Avalon. Some of it probably held true but at best it would be like comparing a lush jungle and a boreal forest, vastly different environments with incredibly different species filling similar niches. And treating a Grizzly Bear in the exact same manner as a Jaguar just because they were both top tier predators would be almost as stupid as trusting that the spirits of two entirely different worlds would be the same.

Something else I need to experiment with, I sighed. I really was curious, and it really was a good idea to explore. But I wasn’t exactly gifted in that subject and it was likely to be dangerous, better to proceed slowly and with caution.

“One second,” I told Himeko, preparing to cast my final series of spells, the ones to power my cellphone, protect the setup from notice, and to seal the container when the detector registered the right numbers. I paused, realizing I was about to create a good example, and amended it to “this is going to take a little time, watch very closely.”

I slowly and carefully cast the spells. The first two were easy and were barely visible but the third one was something I had recently designed myself and it took me a bit longer to cast it. What was more, having Himeko around gave me the excuse I needed to pump more mana into it and make it slightly more obvious, making it easier for me to examine the spell one last time for flaws even while casting it.

“It… really is like a magic circle,” Himeko breathed, staring at the spell in awe even as it faded from visible wavelengths.

I half-smiled. I appreciated her enthusiasm and I personally loved magic. However after the hundredth or so spell you’d cast you stopped over-romanticizing them too much. “Closer to a circuit diagram,” I explained, “or a computer program. The symbols you saw all cause mana running through them to act in different ways, or they modify how or when the mana will run through those symbols in the first place. Stripped of all the mysticism what you just saw was a mechanism that will detect when the air quality hits certain numbers, direct mana to other parts of the mechanism, and then those parts will move the lids in a specific way to seal the jar at both ends.”

Himeko nodded thoughtfully. “I assume you’re simplifying things again,” she said more normally, “moving two objects simultaneously like that in a complicated pattern in a pretty big command.”

“Oh yes!” I admitted instantly. That was one of the many interesting factors in magic, how it responded to the user’s intents and mental commands. Or how other factors of spells did not easily correspond with scientific principles or simple commands, like the mental influence of my ‘don’t’ notice me’ spell. But I didn’t want to immediately go into that. In my heart I still held to Aoth, and the god of knowledge and learning encouraged people to teach, but even Aoth knew you didn’t want to overload someone with too many things at once! Especially when some of those things might be wrong, I had so many experiments to do it wasn’t funny.

After all, I wasn’t even certain the circle shape was necessary! It was how I’d been taught and I was pretty sure the energy expanded that way naturally, it was the quickest and most efficient way to cover the widest area after all, but I was learning to question everything. Because, technically speaking, the most efficient coverage should have been a sphere, not a circle. And the way the magic circles could easily form multiple concentric circles inside each other… was that a mental construct or something closer to valence electron levels? Looking into casting spells via different shapes and comparing them to the default circle arrangements was definitely on my list of things to experiment with!

Unfortunately it was time to leave the roof. And talking about magic while walking through the halls of the school was a bad idea even if you weren’t the official science consultant! “How’d you drop your entourage anyway?” I said, cautiously looking both ways before climbing down the stairs. I hadn’t thought about it much previously but it was surprising to see Himeko alone during school hours.

Himeko sighed. “I went to you first after the Student Council meeting was done,” she admitted. “We heard you’d headed to the roof and I wanted to check up on you. I might pick up one or two people as I hit up the clubs for status reports which is why I wanted to talk to you while we still had privacy.”

I hesitated. It wasn’t really my place to say anything but the conversation with Eiko and Shizu’s disturbing threats still echoed in my head. “You could always tell them not to,” I suggested tentatively.

Himeko shot me a less than friendly look. “Mamoru-san,” she said coldly, “just because their presence hinders certain activities does not mean I have the right to tell them what to do. I am their class representative and Student Council member, they have the right to look to me for leadership, guidance, and support. And in turn they can provide me with surprising help at surprising times, a lesson in humility I have taken to heart.”

What’s that saying in English? You may as well be hung for a sheep as for a lamb? I figured I may as well push it. “Even Shizu?”

“It is because of my guidance that Shizu-san knows her limits and boundaries,” Himeko said calmly, her closed eyes and nose in the air made her opinion of my thoughts clear. “She would not be doing so well if I were not available to handle her, my firm presence helps her through this difficult stage in life and she will become a productive young woman.”

I… don’t know enough about this situation to argue that, I thought reluctantly, letting the argument drop. I had serious doubts about that, but even from what little I’d inferred she could have been right. It sounded like Shizu was doing better then she had been in the past, and one disturbing incident on what might have been a bad day at a bad time did not automatically translate into ‘she’s a psycho.’

I still planned to watch her a bit more closely though.

“Your choice,” was all I said, neither condemning or condoning the action. As we approached lab three my lips twitched into a smile though. There was one other thing Eiko had said that I could still bring up. And while I appreciated Himeko’s confidence I figured she needed to be brought down a notch from a literal nose in the air attitude.

“But do you really want her around the next time you see Lord Fancy Shoes?” I asked casually as I reached for the lab door.

I couldn’t have gotten more of a reaction if I’d touched her with a live wire. Himeko twitched so hard it was almost a skip. Her cheeks flushed into an incredibly cute blush and her eyes flew open as she spun around to face me. “Who told you that name?!” before I could answer her head spun to the left, the direction of her mansion. “Eiko, that rat! When I get through with her- ” Himeko ranted, stalking down the hallway and making threats about Eiko that were too dramatic to be taken seriously

Experiment successful, hypothesis confirmed. Somebody’s got a cruuuush, I sang to myself in the privacy of my head as I quietly entered the lab.
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I was foolish enough to feel confident once I’d left the Meiko estate on Friday.  I’d gotten through another trip, retrieved all the available mana, and was on my way back to the school lab without having been molested by delinquents, overzealous staff, or angry members of the Meiko family.  The worst that had happened was I’d been forced to make a slight detour to avoid getting in the way of some of the gardeners as they performed their herculean task of keeping the Meiko estate grounds picture perfect.  All in all, I was willing to count it as a successful trip.

I didn’t even consider the possible problems of the journey back to school.  Not until I was almost shoved into the side of a building when someone collided with me.

The impact came from behind and I stumbled to the side a few steps before I recovered.  The guy who’d hit me didn’t even look back or apologize, he’d gone down to one knee but was instantly up and running again like his life depended on it.

Okay, seriously, I thought to myself incredulously, it’s time to start working on some sort of detection or ESP amulet.  Stuff like this is happening to me too often these days!  I wasn’t actually hurt or anything, but the guy who’d hit me was nearly 30cm shorter than me so the impact had needed to be pretty significant to move me that much.  I watched in disbelief as he kept going, barely avoiding doing the same thing to other people on the sidewalk as he ran down the street, was enough to shock me.  It shocked me so much that it took me a while to realize the guy was Meiko Shinji.

Before I could finish processing that thought I heard someone else’s rapid footsteps behind me, followed by an annoyed shout of “COME BACK HERE YOU LITTLE ASS!”  Before I could finish turning around Eiko flew past me with a hasty apology as she sprinted along the pavement after Shinji.

Shinji was almost a block ahead of her but Eiko was closing fast, her legs and arms a blur as she ran down the sidewalk faster than many of the school’s sprinters could handle the track.  I could see the terror on Shinji’s face as he ducked down an alley, Eiko spun around the corner after him only about fifteen seconds later.

It’s not your business, don’t get involved.  I told myself firmly.  It’s not your business, don’t get involved.  It’s not your business-

I sighed in disgust at myself, already knowing what was about to happen.  Alright, but don’t be stupid about it.  Okay?  I picked up the pace and walked swiftly towards the alley they’d gone down.  I couldn’t just leave it alone, there was too much of a chance something was wrong.  But I was not-so-secretly hoping that they’d both be long gone and I’d find nothing by the time I reached the alley.  I’d almost managed to convince myself of that, Eiko had been closing rapidly but Shinji had still possessed enough of a lead he should have just managed to make it out of the alley and somewhere I wouldn’t have been able to see him before Eiko had caught up.  So when I looked down the alley what I saw gave me a double whammy of panic.

Eiko was there, nearly at the opposite end of the alley.  She was backed up against the wall and surrounded by four thugs.

My breath caught in my chest and I instantly activated the ‘don’t notice me’ spell and broke into a jog.  That got harder as I got closer to the group, my legs seemed to grow heavier and it became more and more difficult to force myself to move as I got a closer look at Eiko’s opponents.

The thugs Himeko had faced two and a half weeks ago (really, that long? A distant part of my brain noted) had been nothing but posers and juvenile wannabe’s playing the part.  Or at least four out five of them had been, Ito might have been an exception but even he’d had a long way to go.  These four were professionals, grown men who obviously used violence to make their living.  They were all large and scarred, unafraid of Eiko even as they evaluated her professionally.  From halfway down the alley I could see the colorful tattoos of the yakuza on some of the men and the only one of them that didn’t have a knife had clearly taken a proper stance of some sort.

I stopped a good ten meters away, too afraid to get any closer.  The thugs were clearly focused on their standoff with Eiko, smart enough to wait for an opening and take her seriously even though they outnumbered her four to one.  Eiko looked grim and determined but something about everyone’s poses made me think she couldn’t take them.

Maybe I’m underestimating her?  Or she’s trying to trick them?  I thought, desperately trying to convince myself.  Himeko took on five to one odds and won, and Eiko’s obviously a better fighter than Himeko.  I knew it was a false comparison though, these opponents were obviously in a whole different league compared to the juveniles that Himeko had faced.

I waffled for a few seconds that seemed like an eternity, frozen by the clash of wills and intense pressure in that alley.  I didn’t want to get involved.  I didn’t want to risk my own neck in this dangerous situation.  And I certainly didn’t trust my own judgement, it was entirely possible I was underestimating Eiko!  But I couldn’t just walk away and just leave Eiko to her fate.

I knew my first step, make sure I wasn’t being an idiot and causing more trouble for everyone.  I cast the spell of ‘mental speech’.  >Eiko< I called out, speaking directly to her mind.

“Wha- “ Eiko let out, looking momentarily startled.

There was a quick flurry of movements as one of the thugs tried to take advantage of her momentary distraction.  Eiko instantly countered and two other thugs started attacks before aborting them and returning to their previous positions.  At the end of the exchange everyone was back to their original positions but the thug that had attacked had been forced to switch his knife to his off hand while Eiko had gained a lightly bleeding cut on her upper right arm.

I fought down a surge of guilt and focused on the moment.  >Don’t speak, focus your thoughts and I’ll hear them.  This is Mamoru, I’ll explain later.  Can you take them?<

>No< the reply was instant and grim.  >Not unless they’re dumb enough to back off and try politely fighting me one at a time.  Even then I’d probably still look like I went through a meat grinder by the end of it.  They’re not going to let that happen thought, I’m better than any single one of them but these guys know what they’re doing.  They’re not perfect but they’ve got some idea how to work as a team, that’s how they managed to get around me and pin me against the wall.  They’re not going to give me any room to maneuver.<

>How bad is it?< I asked, trying to asses my options.

>Bad.  I could probably take two of them at once even in these close quarters but I don’t think I’d be in good enough shape to finish off the next two afterwards.  And from what Himeko told me these are probably new wave thugs, I don’t think they’re going to be nice about things.<

>Okay, I’ll-< I cut myself off and was barely able to stop myself from swearing out loud.  What I wanted to do was use a couple of spells to buff Eiko up, improve her speed, strength, and defenses.  That would probably have been enough to save Eiko and not blow my secret.  Unfortunately I had no idea how most of those spells actually worked!  I knew how to cast them of course, several of them had been requirements back on Avalon where a quick boost to a mage’s physical abilities could mean the difference between life and death.  But while they were on my list of spells to test and analyze I’d never thought I’d get to them before university at best.  And if they worked by something as simple as removing the target’s unconscious physical limiters (which I secretly suspected) I was pretty sure a talented martial artist like Eiko was already overcoming most of her limiters in a situation like this!

>Mamoru?<

Luckily for me mental speech happened much quicker than physical speech but stopped short of full telepathy, Eiko had not gotten all my swearing, complaining, and brief spurt of panic.  >Alright, I’m going to try something.  Brace yourself.<

>Don’t do anything stupid!  Don’t get yourself killed trying-<

Despite my quick warning Eiko stiffened up and flinched again.  The experienced thugs took advantage of her moment of weakness and attacked.  They were surprised when Eiko spun past their blades, just barely brushing through the gap between them, and clipped a thug on the side of the head with a punch as she did so.

I was a little more worried by those results.  Shit!  That’s right, she’s not used to fighting like that.  Normally that blow would have probably broken her opponent’s nose but she’d misjudged her aim and the angle.

While I was worried about how other physical magics worked I was pretty sure ‘quickened perception’ would get full results with Eiko.  In Eiko’s eyes the world was moving at about a third of the speed it normally did, giving her lots of extra time (relatively speaking) to asses and react.  It didn’t actually improve her own speed but with the change in her perspective to goad her on she was probably managing to go just a little bit faster all on her own.  More importantly, for someone as highly trained as Eiko the extra time to react and make small improvements in positioning and targeting were a huge advantage, especially against multiple opponents.

That didn’t guarantee her victory though.  It was still four against one and she had to adjust her own aim and timing, learning how to use her quickened perception while in a trial by fire.

My heart was in my mouth as I watched the combat, trying desperately to follow it and come up with a way to help Eiko some more.  I ached to cast spells, I only held back out of fear of making the situation worse.  The last thing Eiko needed to do was dodge bolts of energy or suddenly have to compensate for another change in her abilities while simultaneously trying to fight four thugs!

Eiko’s situation was still pretty desperate.  The extra time gave her the ability to chose the best option at any given moment but with four trained thugs in close quarters that often meant taking the lesser of two hits, doing her best to soften blows against her while hitting her opponent back as hard as possible.  She did her best to avoid the knives, but even as the thugs began to cry out in pain and a knife fell out of a broken hand I saw there was blood on the blade.

But desperation pushed her even further.  Eiko in the hallway had been amazing, Eiko in the alleyway was martial arts incarnate!  In a potentially fatal situation and buoyed by my spell she moved like lightning, pulling no punches as she unleashed devastating strikes on her opponents.  She bounced off the walls, knocked joints out of their sockets, and at one point embedded her opponent’s knife in her own shoulder so that she could crack another enemy’s skull between the wall and her kick, putting him out of the fight.

First that one thug fell, then a second.  Eiko was battered and bruised, blood soaking into half a dozen places on her uniform.  But she was still in motion, slowly turning the tide.

These were professionals though, say what you would about them but they knew what they were doing.  They had decided that this was a fight they needed to win at all costs and they did what was needed to accomplish that.  “Stick her aniki!” the stockier remaining thug, the one without a knife, cried before throwing himself directly at Eiko with arms stretched wide.

It was a suicide attack and he knew it, Eiko must have broken half his ribs before he got in close.  But without more space to maneuver she couldn’t effectively evade him.  He succeeded in grabbing her, momentarily immobilizing Eiko and leaving her vulnerable.  He was too much larger and too well trained, he’d braced himself and in the confines of the alley Eiko had neither the room nor the time to throw him off.

Eiko still managed to twist a little, buying herself precious extra seconds as the remaining bad guy had to reposition himself to stab her.  Her attacker had no choice, even if he’d been willing to try striking through the other thug his blade wouldn’t have reached all the way.  But even as Eiko desperately began to pummel the man holding her with her knees and forehead it was obvious she wouldn’t be able to break his hold in time.

I got there first.  Standing between the Eiko and the knife wielder I called up a ‘speed shield’ over my arm and the remaining thug gaped as I stood against his thrust and his blade skittered harmlessly off my spell.

I don’t know what would have happened next if Eiko hadn’t managed something amazing.  She performed a controlled fall/two person throw while still wrapped up in her opponent and as she did so she shot her leg past me at a precise enough angle to pass between my body and arm, hitting my flatfooted opponent directly in the face.  He fell backwards, the mental shock and physical damage on top of all the blows he’d already taken was too much and he joined his comrades in unconsciousness.

A panting Eiko rolled off her weakly groaning opponent and just lay there, hurt and exhausted, but alive.  I dropped all my spells and just sank to my knees in the alley, glad just to be alive too… and trying not to throw up in the aftermath of all that adrenalin and violence.
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The next few hours were a chaotic mess.  Ironically, the fight itself had been easier to follow and etched in my memories.  The aftermath was a somewhat disjointed blur of recollections I most pieced together after the fact.

To Shinji’s credit he was the one who called the police and ambulance.  In fact he’d been in the process of calling them just as I’d reached the alley.  They arrived about a minute after the fight was finished and that was probably for the best, they didn’t get in the way or witness anything problematic but it was close enough to start giving everyone medical care before anyone bled out or slipped into a coma.

Shinji himself had run back into the alley a few seconds after the fight had finished and had been blubbering a random assortment of apologies and justifications to Eiko when the police had arrived.  I was too stunned by what had just happened to really follow his babbling at the time.  But from a few of the more comprehensible bits I’d gathered that he had been indirectly involved with Ito somehow but nothing like the alley fight was supposed to have happened.  From what I’d known about the situation at the time I’d have probably blasted the kid if I’d had to suffer through his incoherent babbling for another minute or so, wrongfully blaming him for more than he deserved.

We were all quickly taken to the hospital once the medics got a look at the scene.  Eiko wasn’t quite as bad as she first appeared, she’d suffered a ton of light cuts and some very nasty bruises but not too many deep stabs or slashes, buoyed by my spell she’d done an amazing job at minimizing the damage she’d taken.  She’d also had a long list of overstretched muscles and sprains; she’d pushed her body to its’ very limits and the doctors were amazed nothing seemed to be torn.

I was determined to be in shock at the time, which probably explained why I had so much trouble keeping everything straight.  It wasn’t surprising I went into shock, I certainly hadn’t expected to take any part in a life-or-death battle!  Back during Himeko’s fight I had been insulated from everything by viewing it through my camera phone.  Even more importantly it had never quite felt like a fight with deadly stakes, Himeko had always been totally confident and in control and even the violence had been much more restrained.  In Eiko’s fight it had been a no holds barred fight to the death which I’d been forced to watch closely and decide where to participate in, the difference in stress could not be understated!  Looking back on it, I felt no shame at going into shock.  Heck, I was relieved it gave me an excuse for not having immediately crawled over and given Eiko some first aid before the ambulances arrived.  Although I did feel a little embarrassed at how long it had taken me to recover, I didn’t shake out of it until after they’d wrapped me in a blanket and we’d been at the hospital for a bit.

None of the thugs died, although three of them needed the intensive care unit for a while, two in critical condition.  Everyone heaved a sigh of relief when they stabilized, Eiko hadn’t wanted to kill anyone and the police were grateful not to have needed to deal with that complication either.  If the thugs were just badly injured or even crippled by someone defending themselves the situation was a lot easier to deal with legally, especially when the defender had been using their bare hands.

Eiko being surrounded by four nearly dead bodies (and a fifth hurt one on top of that, it turned out Ito Kenji had been knocked out and then tucked around the corner before I’d even arrived) had required a lot of explanation.  Even more so when the police had done a quick check and were less than thrilled to discover Shinji and I at the center of an incident for the second time that month.  Fortunately for us Shinji’s panicked emergency calls immediately brought us some slack, as did the criminal records the other five had possessed.  The police had still been professionally suspicious about our story, sympathetic to us and wanting to believe but still skeptical.  Which made sense when you thought about it, four nearly dead professional tough guys on one side and only one badly wounded teenager on the other would smell fishy to anyone worthy of a badge. 

It hadn’t helped that Eiko and I had lied about things, or at least deliberately obscured and left out certain facts.  Eiko had simply said that time had seemed to slow down a little for her and left out any mention of my speaking to her mentally, just saying she’d spotted me before the thugs attacked.  I, of course, had made no mention about magic and claimed I’d tucked a piece of metal into my sleeve to act as a makeshift bracer before I stepped in and blocked the final thug’s knife.  I’d then dropped it in the alley in the aftermath when I’d gone into shock.

Eiko and I had been the two main witnesses, Shinji had cowered around the corner next to Ito’s unconscious form for the most part and almost all of the thugs were still too injured to talk to at the time.  Without any other credible witnesses the police were fairly willing to accept our version.  It helped that the one thug they could interview, the last one to go down, was still a bit concussed and confused.  He hadn’t know what to make of what he’d seen and the police had simply assumed his babbling about a glowing shield was the result of light reflecting off the metal and/or his head injury.  There had been much nodding and many relieved “ahs!” when had Eiko revealed she was a disciple of Sensei Tai, apparently that had somehow made the entire situation much more believable.  Or at least the part about a high schooler beating up four professional thugs.

The doctors hadn’t been happy about all the attention the police were giving Eiko, she wasn’t in immediate life-threatening danger at the time but they’d still wanted to keep her under observation.  They’d given her a unit of blood to make up for all that she’d lost and they were in a hurry to give her wounds an even more thorough cleaning followed by antibiotics to reduce the risk of infection.  She’d had a lot of open wounds under less than sanitary conditions and they’d been seriously worried about what she might have picked up while her body was weakened.  It was only due to the seriousness of the situation they’d allowed the police to interview her as much as they had, even while the police had been talking to her while they’d been methodically treating all of her cuts.  And they’d only allowed that much because the police had said they’d been worried about other guilty parties not in the alley and had wanted to find out everything while the situation had been fresh in her mind.

(I suspected it had been as much about making sure Shinji or I weren’t also guilty parties as any real worries about other unknown criminals.  If Eiko had died or forgotten something it would have been easy for one of us to have gotten away with some sort of clever crime.  Hell, after what I’d seen happen I’d had a hard time not suspecting Shinji of something!)

My biggest problem, after recovering from the shock, had been getting home.  I just wanted to quietly slip away and leave the whole awful mess behind but the police (understandably!) hadn’t just wanted to let me go.  They’d tried contacting my parents but neither of them had been home and when I’d explained how they were probably working late again the police hadn’t had many options.  I would have given them my parents cellphone numbers except that I didn’t actually know them, we used them so rarely and they changed every few years so I’d only recorded them on my own cellphone which had still been at the school.  The police would have driven me home but I’d kept stalling and trying to politely dissuade them because I was A) reluctant to take any more of their time.  I’d already been feeling guilty for lying to them and making them go to all the effort.  And B) reluctant to give the neighbors that much to gossip about.  I’d already had enough of a hard time with rumors at school, the idea of actually getting my parents and neighbors involved had made me want to scream.  With our family’s reputation as odd workaholics having me dropped off back at our apartment by the police that would have definitely gotten people talking!

I probably wouldn’t have escaped that if not for the appearance of two men.  One was Himeko’s father, probably there for Shinji.  The other was a massively muscled mountain of a man with a wild beard, he was both taller than me and probably weighed twice as much as I did even though he was all bone and muscle.  Seriously, he’d looked like a particularly wild and old fashioned Yamabushi crossed with a JoJo’s character.  I would later discover that was Eiko’s Sensei Tai.

The storm the two men created with their mere presence was enough for me to talk the distracted police into letting me leave.  The police had probably wanted as few complications as possible with those two men in the hospital and I’d taken advantage of that to slip out before they could think twice.

I almost immediately regretted that.  While I hadn’t done too much physically I’d spent several hours under incredibly stressful circumstances, between worrying about Eiko, the police, and trying to keep my story straight I’d been a tightly wound spring for a long time.  And all of that had been on top of a normal school day, everything had taken more of a toll on me than I’d realized and I wasn’t in familiar territory.  It took me a while to find the train station and figure out a route home, by the time I finally got back to the apartment my mother was actually home and I was on the verge of collapse.  I got a cup of instant ramen, ate it mechanically, and then crawled into my bed to sleep and leave the terrible day behind me.

***

Of course, it wasn’t that easy.  I stood outside the Meiko estate a little before noon the next day, trying to think if there was an appropriate spell I could be using to make my life easier.  I was reluctant to ask to be let in, scared that the response was going to be different in some way, and I was stalling.

I sighed quietly to myself and walked the last few steps forward, I had no real options other than to get it over with.  I can’t even decide if that’s a good thing or not, I thought with a mix of whimsy and depression, a hundred years earlier and with a real guard I might have just given in to temptation and used a spell to quietly slip in.  Unfortunately, the modern electronic systems made that a little bit trickier, I couldn’t cast spells on the guard over the intercom.  Not yet at least, I must remember to look into that.

I took a deep breath and pushed the button at the gate.  Before I could even say anything a voice came over the speaker.  “Matsuda-sama!” it said urgently.  “Please proceed to the mansion’s front doors.”

I stared in surprise for a few moments as the gates began to swiftly open.  Well, I guess that answers the question about hidden cameras, I noted with vague surprise.  I stood there for a few more seconds, trying to figure out how to heck I was supposed to respond under the circumstances.  I eventually settled on just saying “understood” before going in.

Okay, should I be defensive or optimistic about this?  I thought, not for the first time as I walked towards the Meiko mansion.  It had been an internal debate I’d been having with myself ever since I’d woken up.  On one hand I had technically helped out a little in a situation involving the Meiko’s son and a member of their household.  On the other hand I was caught up in what looked to be some embarrassing shenanigans involving a member of their family that I doubted they wanted to get out.  Given that they had a hold over me, all my ‘sensors’ on their grounds, that wasn’t a good place to be in.  I’d tried to tell myself I was overreacting again and they probably wouldn’t consider me an important factor but my reception at the front entrance put a serious dent in that theory.

When I reached the main doors I received some mixed signals.  I was greeted by the same senior maid I’d encountered the first time I’d come to the estate, Natsume.  She was more polite and neutral then the first time we’d met but even though she bowed deeply I thought I still detected frustration in her tone when she began to speak.

“Greetings Matsuda-sama, our master’s house can be vast and confusing to those unfamiliar with it.  I am here to guide you to the north solar where Himeko-domo waits.”

I tried not to grit my teeth.  Great, more interactions with the Meiko’s deep in the heart of their power, there’s no way this can go wrong.  “Thank you,” was all I said out loud, bowing deeply then being very careful to switch into the provided slippers lest she slay me with a look.

The maid led me through the mansion.  To be fair the route wasn’t that complicated but it wasn’t like they had any signs up to guide newcomers, and since I wouldn’t have wanted someone like me just randomly wandering through the mansion and pestering the staff for directions it made sense to give me an escort.  I still felt mildly insulted though, we made a grand total of one turn after leaving the entrance hall before coming to our destination: a room bigger than our homeroom but with huge windows on the two outward facing sides and a door leading outside to the gardens.

There were several plush chairs arranged around the room, Himeko and Eiko were both sitting next to a table.  I was a little worried about Eiko, in contrast to our previous encounters she seemed a little down and was just staring out the windows.  I hoped her school had Saturday’s off (ours gave every second Saturday off, hence Himeko and I being free) but I suspected her doctors would have insisted on missing at least the first day.

Himeko sprang to her feet at our entrance but she checked her original motion when Natsume gave her a sharp glance.  “Thank you Natsume,” she said with a small cough.  “That will be all.”

“Himeko-domo,” Natsume said with a bow before turning to leave.

“Thank you aunty Natsume,” Eiko said, sounding slightly distracted.

There was a small hitch in the maid’s stride, but she’d already turned around and I couldn’t see her face.  At first I’d thought Eiko had just been polite but something about the way she had said it though… “she’s actually your aunt?” I asked as the door closed behind Natsume.

Eiko blinked and looked slightly more focused.  “Great-aunt actually,” she admitted.  “My maternal grandmother’s younger sister.”

Himeko noticed my surprise.  “We have about seventy people employed on the estate,” she explained.  “Between maids, guards, groundskeepers and all the others it adds up.  And after a few generations and several families a lot of them are related to each other.  I’d say about forty or so are family, at least to the same extent Eiko and Natsume are.  Wouldn’t you say so, Eiko?”

Eiko blinked a few times.  “Probably closer to fifty,” she admitted.  “At least if you stretch it that far.  I count Aunty Natsume as a blood relative but when you start stretching it that far in other directions it starts to get a little blurry, if she had a few other great-nieces I might not count them all as blood family.  I guess it also depends where you draw the line with who’s staff and who isn’t.”

I must have looked a little confused so Eiko qualified.  “My younger sister isn’t officially employed by the Meiko’s,” she explained.  “She’s only thirteen and it would be too complicated and foolish to make her an official part of the staff.”

Himeko nodded firmly.  “Hisako needs to focus on her schooling for a few more years before we’d even consider it.  There are serious legal complications and it would also be stupid of us to put her in a position where she had to struggle with choices between her duties and her education.”

“But she still does some cooking and cleaning for her allowance,” Eiko shrugged, and I thought I caught her wince in pain as that small movement tugged at her wounds.  “Not much, and it’s all in the parts of the estate that are dedicated to the staff rather than the Meiko’s, but it’s grey area.”

“True,” Himeko admitted, “but it’s something I think Mamoru-san has yet to realize.  In saving you he has made friends and contacts with the majority of the estate’s staff.”

“I didn’t save her,” I said automatically.  I didn’t even want to think about the other implications of Himeko’s statement.

“Oh come on!” Eiko said, showing a little more fire.  She wore loose clothing but I could still tell she was wrapped with bandages over most of her body.  Her face was mostly untouched though, save for a large bruise and a few small cuts around her forehead area.  “I was dead without your intervention and I can admit it!  I chased after Shinji too aggressively, stopped checking for additional threats after I spotted Ito, and then let the other thugs successfully maneuver around me after they surprised me.  It was a careless series of mistakes that should have cost me my life.”

“You let the other thugs maneuver around you?” Himeko objected sarcastically.  “You’re not Sensei Tai yet, you got surprised by four hardened criminals in an alley!  And they knew how to work together, I’d probably have fallen to my set of idiots if they could have done that even though I had a lot more room to maneuver.  Stop being so hard on yourself!”

I looked incredulously at Himeko, the queen of being too hard on herself.

Eiko seemed to agree.  “I’m being too hard upon myself?  This from you?  I at least spent months training to handle situations like that, what’s your excuse when things don’t go according to plan and you obsess over not somehow forcing the universe to work perfectly?”

My eyes darted nervously between the pair.  Both were glaring at each other and I didn’t even want to guess at all the cross-currents and history between the two.  I could probably deduce some of it, it was obvious they cared about each other and anger born of worry was a big factor, but there were years of history there.  I did not want to trip over an unknown complication with some well-intentioned meddling, not when they were already so emotional.  The whole situation practically shouted remember what we were arguing about earlier? and both clearly wanted to drive home a point of some sort.  I think I would have preferred a vaguely threatening conversation with Himeko’s father in a darkened room, I thought uncomfortably.

Eiko and Himeko continued to glare at each other for a solid minute, both obviously on the cusp of saying something else.  I had a feeling whatever they were holding back would have been crossing a line, and neither of them was quite willing to go that far.  Finally Himeko said “I believe we should let the subject drop for now,” in a voice that wasn’t quite as calm as she wanted to believe.

Eiko took a deep breath and let it out slowly.  “Agreed,” she said tightly.

I let out a breath too, I’d basically been holding mine for a full minute as the tension had gradually crept higher.  Of all the things I’d feared upon entering the estate that had not been one of them.

Himeko poured a cup of tea for everyone from an elegant little tea set that had been tucked off to the side and indicated I should seat myself as well.  I tried not to get too paranoid about something so simple, it was probably just a high quality but normal tea set and chair rather than some historical antiques from before the country’s unification, but I still worried.  I was already stressed out from witnessing the argument between the girls and fear of ruining something valuable wound me up even tighter.  That was why it took me so off guard when Eiko simply said.  “So, magic.”

I just barely managed to keep myself from launching my teacup through a window.  As it was I bobbled it so badly I spilled tea all over the table.  With a few muttered curses I yanked out my handkerchief and hurriedly started to mop it up before it dripped onto the floor.

Himeko looked around frantically but with a few small sounds of pain Eiko pulled herself out of her chair and joined me.  “Eiko, you shouldn’t be moving!” Himeko breathed.

“Relax Hime,” Eiko said, her voice a little tight from pain, “I’m not hurt that badly.”

“You needed seventeen stitches!”

“I only needed about half of those,” Eiko retorted, “they just got a little stitch happy while they were there.  Besides, no wound needed more than three stitches at most, I’ll be fine.”

I used my focus on the table and the spill as an excuse not to comment.  I was not touching that one!

After using up my handkerchief and half a dozen tissues we were able to dry off the table without letting any tea spill to the floor.  At Eiko’s glare I let her get back into her chair without assistance but I made sure she was doing fine before I returned to my own.  Himeko poured me a new cup and I sipped it gratefully.

“So, magic.”  Eiko repeated.  She had a small smirk this time and watched me very closely.  I glared back at her and deliberately took another small sip of tea rather than flinching again.

I struggled to figure out what to say.  After all, I had promised I’d explain later.  I’d just forgotten about it between all the other stress, exhaustion, and trying not to reveal things to other people.  “So you figured it out,” I said, playing for time.

“Actually, I guessed you were a telepath,” Eiko replied a little sarcastically.  “You talked in my mind and I figured that speeding up of my perceptions was some sort of mental trick, like you were adding your mind’s processing power to mine.  I didn’t see how you actually blocked the guy’s knife and I figured you were either telling the truth or it was some other kind of telepathic trick.  But when I started strongly hinting to Hime that you were unusual and I knew your secret she let it slip that you used magic.”

“Eiko!” Himeko blurted.  She flushed and looked at me “I thought she knew!”

I groaned and rubbed the bridge of my nose.  At this rate today’s going to be worse than yesterday, I thought, half-seriously.  I then paused, struck by a horrible thought, and quickly did the spell to detect watchers.  I breathed a quiet sigh of relief when it turned up nothing.

Luckily Eiko and Himeko hadn’t noticed, being too absorbed with their own conversation.

“- on Hime, I would have figured it out quickly enough.”

“You still shouldn’t go around tricking people into revealing confidences!” Himeko protested.  I got the feeling she was doubly embarrassed since she’d been trying to keep my secret and now it had been revealed she’d accidentally betrayed it instead.

“He promised me an explanation anyway,” Eiko said, shooting me a quick look that mixed curiosity, amusement, and a hint of threat.

Not that she needed it.  “She’s right, I did do that,” I said, inserting myself back into the conversation.  “I owe her an explanation, at least as much as I can.”  Hell, when you added in the fact that I’d triggered the actual exchange of blows by throwing her off balance with my spells and that I’d been unable to phone anyone for help since I’d left my phone at school… well, I figured I owed her a little bit more than just an explanation.

“What do you mean as much as you can do?” Eiko asked me, sounding a little suspicious.

Fortunately that answer was easy and honest.  “I mean there’s a lot I can’t explain,” I shrugged.  “A big part of this is that I’m studying magic, trying to analyze it scientifically.  There’s a lot of questions you could ask where the answer would break down to ‘I don’t know.’  Sorry, but I’m trying to avoid lying.”

Eiko looked taken aback.  “You cast a bunch of spells, how could you not know?”

“How many things can you do on the computer?”  I countered.  “Yet how much do you know about actual programing?”

Eiko paused for a moment, considering that.

“It’s not that bad for me,” I admitted, “or at least I don’t think it’s that bad.  But I’m trying not to make any dumb assumptions because it looks like mages have been doing that for years, and then teaching those dumb assumptions to their students so they never question them.  Most of my successes have been because I’ve been ready and equipped to finally go back and double check a lot of things with new knowledge.”

“What do you mean by that?” Eiko asked, looking confused by the turn the conversation had taken.

“Take spell symbols-“ I began, before abruptly realizing I was getting too complicated and too caught up in my own enthusiasms.  Especially with the recent gravity work I was doing.  “Sorry,” I apologized a little sheepishly, “I’m jumping ahead and getting a little too complicated, going straight from grade one math to grade ten.”

“Where do you learn all this stuff?” Eiko asked in confusion.

“Eiko!” Himeko hissed.

“What?”

“That is the one question we will not ask!”  Himeko looked over at me apologetically.  “I am sorry Mamoru-san, she obviously has not fully thought that one through.”

I opened my mouth to ask a question, then I thought that one fully through and shut it abruptly.  I tried again.  “No, it’s not too rude to ask the question.  But you are right, it’s the one question I will not answer.”  My lips quirked into a smile, “it’s not quite as bad as you probably think it is.  I won’t be forced to return to my home planet nor will special agents descend on this place to kill everyone and maintain the masquerade.  I won’t suddenly die for violating some oath or secret spell.  But it is something I have to keep secret, you can make up whatever story suits you but I’m not going to give you any deliberate hints.”

“Understood Mamoru-san,” Himeko sighed in relief.  “And I thank you for your forgiveness and patience.”

And I thank Aoth that Himeko thought that one through for all of us, I thought gratefully while I took another sip of tea.  I hadn’t thought of it because I knew the answer… but if I’d encountered another mage with a similar level of knowledge on Earth I’d have quickly realized the danger of the situation!  How and why did they have that much knowledge but magic on Earth was still an occasionally glimpsed secret in the background?  The explanations ranged from the fantastical to the dangerous, and Occam’s Razor favored the dangerous answers.  It wasn’t automatically dangerous, there were more harmless possibilities, but it wasn’t a question to ask lightly.

“Alright then,” Eiko tried again, sounding grudgingly chastened, “what can you do?”

I frowned a little.  “Can you be a little less open ended?” I asked.  “I don’t want to sound rude or like I’m evading the question but I can’t think of a good answer to that.  It’s like asking someone ‘what can you do with science?’  There’s a huge gap between what someone can do by going to the very limit of their abilities while given enough time and resources versus what they can do easily and reliably.”

Eiko looked annoyed so I added.  “Sorry, but I don’t want to dumb it down too much either.  How would you like it if I asked ‘what can you do?’ in relation to your physical abilities.  Do you just say ‘martial arts?’  Do you list which martial arts you’ve learned?  Or do you go the other way and state how much you can lift and how fast you can run?  Do you recite every individual strike and technique you can do?  Or- ”

“Alright, alright,” Eiko waved off my list.  “I get it.”

I took pity on her.  “For what it’s worth I have a wide range of knowledge that relates to mana, the raw energy of magic, and the techniques in how to utilize it.”  And in real terms that tells you nearly nothing, I thought to myself in disgust.  Some follower of Aoth I am!

“You really call it mana?” Eiko asked with a small grin.

I sighed.  “I’m used to thinking of it that way, yes.  But you’re right, it’s really video-gamey and I’m still trying to come up with a better name before I start writing any scientific papers on the subject.  Unfortunately all the other names I’ve seen are either worse or sound like I’m so obviously trying to avoid the word that people will just call it mana anyway.  Heck, even if I wanted to be really egotistical and try using my own name on the energy they’d probably just end up calling it mana anyway!”

That last point was a bit of a sore spot with me, it normally would have been a simple and easy (if really self-centered) solution.  With my name though…

“Ah,” Himeko said, looking thoughtful.  “I see.  ‘Mats’ or ‘Mams’, it really isn’t a big jump from those to mana, is it?  They wouldn’t normally get reduced or corrupted like that but when you’re talking about actual magic I doubt anyone would use the official names for long.”

“So I’m going with mana for now,” I admitted.  “I’m hoping I’ll come up with something better when I start figuring out actual units for this energy or better understand how it works.  But that’s a long way off.”  I was also trying not to take more credit than I deserved, I wasn’t actually discovering mana but essentially translating a lot of work done by generations of other mages.  As tempting as it was to use my name for the units I recognized I didn’t really deserve it, while I was doing a lot of good work I was still standing on the shoulders of giants.  I was trying to see if there was some way to use Aoth’s name in order to be more even-handed.  After all, he’d been one of the key figures in getting me to Earth in the first place and he’d had a lot of influence on the hundreds of generations of researchers before me.

“Alright,” Eiko tried again, “I’ll try something a little simpler.  Can you show me how you blocked that knife yesterday?”

I thought about it for a few seconds.  I am here to pick up more mana, I admitted to myself.  Plus I don’t want to be too obstructionist.  Besides, Himeko looks interested in that too.  “Alright,” I shrugged and got to my feet, “watch closely.”

I made sure to carefully position myself so my back was to the door, if anyone came in I could just drop the spell before they saw it.  Then I tapped into the mana I was carrying and cast ‘speed shield’.

Eiko jumped a little and Himeko’s eyes widened as the shield appeared over my forearm.  “That’s amazing,” Himeko breathed.

I shrugged.  “Yes and no,” I said, “speed shield is very good at what it does but it’s a very specialized spell.  It’s pretty much the default example of a spell that’s useful but that you shouldn’t rely on too much.”

“What do you mean?”

“Yeah,” Eiko chimed in, “it’s a fucking shield of energy on your arm that you stopped a knife with!”

I smiled wryly.  “Keep watching,” I told them, doing my best to hold the spell.

The pair were confused but they kept their eyes on the shield.  One of the few efficient things about ‘speed shield’ was the magic circle itself acted as the actual shield, that made it all the easier to see as the symbols of the spell began to get fuzzy and indistinct.  I tried to hold the spell in place, keep it together, but after a minute of intense effort the spell tore itself apart with a crackle and left behind a smell somewhat like ozone.

Huh, I might have to look into that, I noted to myself.  Is it ozone?  How does it form?  Is some of the residual mana grounding itself as electricity?  They weren’t urgent questions but they almost certainly meant something.

“Speed shield is unstable and inefficient,” I said, sounding a little breathless.  Holding the shield even that long had been challenging.  “As shields go it’s really bad, it uses up about ten times the mana as an average shield while covering the same area with a shield that’s only half as strong.  Nor does it cover a large area, I couldn’t have made it more then a centimeter or two bigger than that; and its maximum level of protection is on the weak side, even at maximum power it’s equivalent to a thin sheet of steel.  Compared to nearly anything else its only virtue is its speed.”

“What do you mean?” Himeko asked, looking thoughtful.  “Why use it at all then?”

Eiko also looked thoughtful, but in an enlightened way.  “You called it a speed shield… I think I get it,” she said, looking at me.  “How bad is it?”

I opened my mouth and then paused.  We were only about a hundred meters away from the nearest mana collector.  And there was some ambient energy from the ley-line around.  I’d pretty much drained all the mana I had with me with the ‘speed shield’ display but maybe it was time to try a different experiment.  “Himeko,” I asked, “do you mind if I open the outside door?”

Himeko looked more surprised and smiled wider than I thought the question merited.  It wouldn’t be until much later I’d realize I’d just used her name by itself, I was both distracted and enjoying explaining magic to them and they’d just been using each other’s names so I’d slipped into the same pattern by accident.  “Go on Mamoru,” she said with a wave of her hand.

I nodded and opened the door leading out to the back, wondering why both girls were now grinning at me.  I assumed it was just because they were seeing magic.  I opened myself wide and was mildly surprised to find I could feel the mana collector at the edge of my senses.  I tentatively tried tapping into it from a distance and found that there weren’t any major blocks or disruptions between it and me.

“Alright, now pay attention again,” I said, pulling the mana from the collector and casting my spell.  It wasn’t easy, the collectors hadn’t been designed to let mana go from a distance.  But it wasn’t too difficult either, not at the relatively short range.  I still lost a good ten or twenty percent of the mana in the transmission though.  Okay, I thought vaguely, not doing that again if I don’t have to.

Himeko and Eiko both jumped slightly as a much larger shield sprang into existence.  This one was a wide circle about a meter and a half in diameter.  While there was a spell circle as part of it the shield itself was much larger than the pattern of the spell.

“This is a proper shield,” I told them.  “I can change the size of it too, until it’s nearly as small as the speed shield or roughly three meters in diameter.  There’s also a bunch of variants and refinements on these, you can make them stronger or weaker against certain attacks, tune them to reflect spells back at your opponents, or even add in some reservoirs and absorbers to try and steal the power of attacks instead of just stopping them.  And so on and so forth, just like any sort of armor there’s a million little refinements or tricks you could try.  But did you notice the big problem?”

Himeko still looked like she was thinking but Eiko just let out a whistle.  “Fifteen seconds between starting a move and your defense coming up.  That sucks.”

I nodded.  “It’s not quite as bad as that.  I was a bit slow since I was juggling power from a distance but it would still have taken me seven or eight seconds to put it up under normal conditions.  Maybe five seconds if shields were my specialty and I practiced them every day.  And this thing’s a lot more power efficient and flexible than the speed shield, I could keep it going for an hour before it became unstable and it would only cost like twenty times the mana that the speed shield cost for a minute.”

Eiko whistled again.  “Okay, I take it back, that doesn’t suck.”  She was obviously used to the mathematics of combat and realized the advantages immediately.  Better protection over that much more of an area for that long?  It wasn’t a hard decision… IF you had the choice.

I nodded to Eiko.  “Himeko once mentioned the problem with her hair, how having to tie it back before going into a fight would telegraph her intentions and leave her vulnerable for a few moments.  Well, this is my version of that debate.  If I can manage it at all it’s better to use some sort of full powered and refined defensive spell.  But I can’t expect my opponents to be that nice or foolish, so the speed shield exists to almost instantly block weaker attacks I don’t see coming until the last second.  That’s what it’s designed for, and it does it extremely well.”

“But relying on it when you have much better tools at your disposal is foolish,” Himeko said, just to show she was following along and paying attention.  “Just like how I’d normally tie my hair back if it was a practical option.”

Eiko smirked at her friend.  “You could just cut it short Hime,” she said.  Her tone made it clear she didn’t really think Himeko would do that and she was just after a response.

“Just because I’ve been attacked once,” Himeko answered, calmly taking a sip of tea, “does not mean I’ll sacrifice my hair out of fear I might be attacked again.  That would be foolish and bowing to the wishes of my opponents.”

Eiko didn’t seem too bothered.  Since they weren’t focused on it anymore I dropped the shield spell before I wasted any more mana.  “Your call,” Eiko conceded without rancor.  “But trust me, if you ever find yourself trapped without any maneuvering room you’ll be better off either tying it up or hacking it straight off Hime, I don’t want to think about how I’d have faired in that alleyway if I’d had long hair.”

I noticed Eiko was still in a bit of pain, she seemed to be handling it better as the conversation went on but it hadn’t suddenly vanished.  I sighed slightly, there was something obvious I should do.  Especially since I hadn’t been that useful in the actual alleyway.  “Speaking of that,” I said tentatively, “I do know some healing magic Eiko.  I don’t recommend you make use of those spells, I really want to test the spells and figure out just how they work first, but I could still- “

“Let me stop you right there,” Eiko said abruptly.  “No.  I’ve got my own exercises and training to do with these wounds, Sensei Tai would kill me if I wimped out and got help like that.”

“Eiko, you’re in pain,” Himeko protested.

“So?” Eiko shrugged, deliberately repressing any signs of discomfort or stiffness as she did so.  “I’ve been in pain before and I’ll be in pain again.  It’s just pain, overcoming it is one of my lessons.  Besides, Master Tai figures this whole thing will be one good lesson for me in how to heal up from a real fight.  I’m no longer in any real danger and I won’t always have advantages like having a wizard on hand, that makes it the perfect time to practice this stuff.”

There is a certain logic to that, I thought as I ran the chain of reasoning through my head.  It wasn’t what I’d have gone with… but there was a reason I was studying to get into a top university while Eiko had been out of school for nearly two months to study with a renown sensei.

I listened to Eiko and Himeko argue that matter for a while longer and after that I let them talk me into staying for lunch.  Given that Eiko seemed to have an easier time of it when she had conversation to distract her I didn’t put up too much of a struggle, and if I’d realized in advance how good the Meiko’s kitchen was even with simple sandwiches I’d probably have been hinting about it to them.  Himeko and I then filled Eiko in on my basic game plan and went over a few more of the basic ideas behind magic, as well as a number of tangents.  Eiko was in agreement with me surprisingly often, apparently her training as a martial artist had given her a similar perspective on a number of subjects.  Especially the ridiculous number of people that based their knowledge of martial arts on stories and popular culture, and how they either believed that most of it was real or nearly all of it was fake.  Himeko just smirked and watched as Eiko and I engaged in a twenty minute long mutually sympathetic bitching session on that subject as she harped on fighting games while I ranted about the magical girls genre.  After that the conversation got much more relaxed.

All in all, it was another three hours before I got around to harvesting the mana collectors and then going to the school labs.  And it would be close to two weeks before it would hit me that for the first time in my new life I’d visited a friend’s house to hang out and have a meal.  Himeko was right, in some ways I really was hopeless.
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I was facing the door so I actually saw Himeko slip into the science lab for once. I was still mildly surprised and annoyed. “I know I activated the light this time,” I groused, “how did you get in?” The door automatically locked if the experiments light was on.

“I have the master key,” Himeko said with a shrug. “It’s not like the lock is that serious Mamoru, that would be dangerous if something caught fire and all the students were locked in.”

I sighed but I had to admit that made sense. I knew the lock was easy to disengage from the inside for just that reason, it would have been silly not to give teachers or trustworthy persons like the Student Council the same ability from the outside. “Just be careful, okay? I’m not just putting that light on for privacy’s sake, sometimes I’m doing some dangerous stuff in here.”

Himeko looked instantly contrite. “I’m sorry Mamoru, did I disturb something?”

“Not this time, but it was close. I’m still finishing the analysis on the air sample but I’ll be working with some really hot flames in an hour or so.” I was going to finally try and smelt some orichalcum for a new mana reservoir, and maybe some new collectors if all went really well. The gas lines and Bunsen Burners in the lab gave me a much easier starting point then anything I could do in our apartment.

“You’re still working on that?”

I nodded. “I’ve got two samples of air from the bad times now, I’m just finishing the breakdown of the first one. I’ve got to say, I’m glad I got a second sample for comparison because I’m getting some odd stuff out of this. I’m going to use some different methods for the second batch, I really want to make sure I’m not messing something up.”

“Odd? Odd in what way?” Himeko asked, walking in my direction

I quickly slid my notebook and its calculations under my bag. “I, ah, really don’t want to say until I’ve done a double check,” I said awkwardly. “Sorry Himeko, I don’t want to get you excited or worried for no reason and quite frankly I’m not sure I trust my results. If we regularly used some of these substances in the lab I’d just assume I had contaminated equipment or a contaminated container. The concentrations aren’t that high, we’re still looking at a part or two per million, but the fact some of this stuff is there at all is enough to raise my eyebrows! Either something weird is happening…” I trailed off, frantically looking for another way to end that sentence without saying something inflammatory.

“Or?” Himeko asked, clearly not going to let me get away with it.

I sighed. “Or someone is disposing of something illegally,” I admitted. “And I want a more solid result than one random test before I suggest that!”

“Is the student body in danger?” Himeko asked, her firm tone and immediate focus on that issue made it obvious she was willing to act if there was even the slightest hint.

“Not… no, not really,” I said after a moment of mental double checking. “This stuff isn’t healthy, and I really don’t like the long-term risks, but the concentrations are nowhere near enough to send me running for a biohazard suit. Honestly, unless you’re a gym teacher and taking in great big gasps of outside air for half your classes you’re probably not even at risk over the long term. And even that would require these concentrations be more common than they are! I wouldn’t have had any trouble getting the air samples if they were around that often so even my exaggerated example falls flat.”

Himeko nodded. “Alright, so it’s not an urgent issue even if you are right. But it is an issue Mamoru, do your best and I will raise this with the Student Council if it turns out you’re onto something.”

No pressure, I thought with gritted teeth. The one of the last things I wanted to do was bring more attention to myself with a report like that. But Himeko was right, and if there was something strange going on it was a good thing she was willing to take the next step in dealing with it.

“Understood,” I sighed. “But really, I’d wait at least a day or two for the second set of tests. Normally I’d be fairly confident of my work but I am dealing with real world conditions here… I really wouldn’t be surprised to find out I missed something and I’m making something up by accident.”

Himeko gave me a Mona Lisa smile. “There is a certain poetic justice in this, given your original story about your mana collectors being ‘sensors’ and how you didn’t want to give me any more details just in case you were wrong.”

“They are sensors as well,” I protested. “Just… very very basic ones of the most primitive kind.”

“Now which one of us is stretching the truth using technical details?” Himeko replied with a twitch of her lips.

I rolled my eyes but I had to admit she had me there and we both knew it. “Alright,” I gave in with good grace, “I’m guilty of that. Technically I’m not wrong but we both know I’m mostly saying it because it’s going to be my excuse to everyone for a very long time. Well, almost everyone,” I added hastily, nodding at Himeko again. “And I want to keep my story straight if anyone else asks.”

Himeko was silent for a long moment, and she looked extremely disconcerted. I felt uncomfortable just looking at her and I wondered how I’d misstepped. “Is something wrong Himeko?” I asked after a minute.

Himeko bit her lip and then sighed and straightened up imperceptibly. “Mamoru-san,” she said with a slight bow. “I am terribly sorry I must do this. I hate this with every fiber of my being, but I have my duty and I am the only one fit to carry it out.”

“Himeko?” I asked, feeling slightly creeped out by her words and her sudden switch to a much more formal mien. “What’s going on? You’re worrying me.”

“My apologies Mamoru-san, it is something that didn’t occur to me until you mentioned ‘a series of tests’ earlier and it got me thinking about the mid-terms later this week. I knew I had to ask when you reminded me that you don’t like to lie, and aren’t that good at it, but you will lie in service to a greater cause.”

“Yes?” I asked tentatively, still clueless to what had gotten into her.

Himeko sighed again. “Mamoru-san, please do not for one moment think I actually believe this, I have seen too much evidence to the contrary, but someone on the staff or Student Council must ask this of you. I would rather anyone else did this but for that to happen I would need to betray your secret, which I will not do. So I must be sure and ask: do you use magic to cheat on your tests?”

I sucked in a sharp breath, suddenly Himeko’s discomfort and the unusual amount of time she’d taken to get to the point made much more sense. No matter how much anyone tried to sugar-coat that question it felt something like an accusation, an extremely serious accusation given that I’d been top of our grade for six out of the eight mid-term and finals sessions we’d had so far (I’d placed second one time and third on the other). It was a problem that mages had faced ever since time immemorial whenever we’d competed with non-mages.

But as much as it stung to get asked that question Himeko was right, someone had to ask it. Especially since… “Not quite,” I admitted hesitantly, “but I have to admit I sometimes think I’m on the border of doing so.”

Himeko froze for a second, obviously having hoped for a straight no and been bracing herself for a confession. My in between answer threw her off. “Oh?” was all she said, trying to assume a calmer posture.

I thought for a moment, trying to find the right point to start at. My use of magic at school was a problem I’d wrestled with for years and it took me a little time to figure out where to begin when talking about it to someone else.

“Think about it this way,” I started, trying not to pressure or worry Himeko. “Let’s say you’d learned a technique in your martial arts training, some sort of combination of breathing and focusing your ki, that calmed you down and improved your memory. Would you be cheating if you used that technique while taking your tests?”

“Ah?” Himeko vocalized. She stopped and thought about the problem for a good minute, obviously checking it over for hidden traps or things she hadn’t considered until then. When she finally spoke up again she sounded confident in her answer. “I think I see some of the issues involved there. The problems of opportunities, extra knowledge, and the use of things not taught in class. But no, I wouldn’t consider that cheating.”

Himeko looked me in the eyes then, her gaze wasn’t hostile but it was firm and unyielding. “However that is just in that exact situation Mamoru-san. That doesn’t mean that other situations similar to that wouldn’t be cheating.”

I nodded enthusiastically. “Exactly. Unfortunately, my problem is I’m basically one step less innocent than that example. I’m still pretty sure I’m not crossing the line yet, but since I’m the one making that judgement I don’t completely trust I’m being impartial.”

Himeko nodded again, more thoughtfully this time. “Fair enough Mamoru-san, but that’s all the more reason for you to explain it to me.”

I took a deep breath. “Basically, there’s a mana based technique to give you photographic memory,” I said slowly, trying to be as clear as possible. I frowned, realizing what I’d just said. “No, let me rephrase that: a way to enchant your brain so that at the time you will take a photographic memory.”

Himeko pursed her lips. “I think I’m getting the picture,” she said calmly, “but you’d better expand on that.”

I nodded, that was pretty much what I’d expected. “Alright, I’ve normally got a pretty good memory but in the end it works about the same as anyone else’s. When I cast a certain spell for a limited amount of time what I see and take in will be remembered perfectly, I will be able to go back to that specific memory and pick out everything that was in my range of perception with 100% accuracy. I won’t get more than I perceived at the time, if a book was open and I perceived it I could recall every word on the page it was opened to accurately. I could even remember flaws, tears, and stains on the page if any existed. But I couldn’t turn to the next page, I might vaguely be able to make out a few words if the page had been thin enough but that would be the absolute limit.”

“When testing time comes around I basically fill my room with a bunch of critical notes and take a mental snapshot of the whole thing.”

“Ah!” Himeko’s face lit up in realization. “I see!” She then frowned again and looked thoughtful. “I’m going to need to think about this for a minute,” she admitted.

“Like I said, it’s a little borderline,” I admitted sheepishly. “I don’t think it’s cheating because it’s basically a memory technique that depends on my note taking and comprehension.”

Just like the excuse that my collectors were also sensors that claim felt like it was stretching the truth. I found that too much of the Japanese testing system relied on straight memorization rather than comprehension or using that knowledge. My ability to essentially memorize everything that should be on the test was a huge advantage in that sort of situation.

“It doesn’t help as much as you might think,” I continued, feeling strangely desperate for Himeko not to decide against me. “It takes too long to search through the memory to use it for every question, I tried that back on my first two mid-term tests back in my last year of junior high.” I winced at the mere memory of that, I could barely believe I’d been such an idiot.

Himeko noticed. “Oh? Why’d you do that?”

“I was pushing it,” I admitted. “Trying to get the best mark possible to get into the best high school possible, I was terrified I might not be good enough otherwise. I knew it would be stupid even at the time but I figured I’d just power on through and it would work out alright.”

“So what happened?”

I winced again. “I only completed about four-fifths of my first exam,” I confessed. “Then, convinced I just had to try harder and move a bit faster, I only completed three-quarters of my second.”

I saw Himeko’s surprised and incredulous look. “Look, it’s hard to keep track of time in your memories!” I said defensively. “It’s pretty much the textbook definition of being lost in thought. It takes a while to search through everything and you don’t realize how long, and constantly looking at the clock would only take you precious seconds you couldn’t spare.”

Himeko’s lips quirked again as she tried not to smile, obviously amused by how embarrassed and defensive I was. Which was kind of understandable, I was describing a failure in not-quite cheating a test using magic, there was definitely a hint of the absurd in that.

I sighed. “Anyway, I did the rest of my tests with my usual mix of regular memory and just checking the photographic memory when I needed to but I was already rattled. Between what I didn’t finish and my worse than usual performance I ended up barely in the top quarter of my grade for those mid-terms. You can imagine how everyone reacted.”

This time Himeko winced. Going from number one to thirty-seventh had gotten a major reaction out of everyone and several teachers had brought me in to have a talk, worried about what was happening or what I might do. Fortunately it had only been mid-terms and my half true excuse, that I’d been so paranoid about getting everything perfect that I’d lost track of time and then gotten rattled, had been extremely believable. They’d all watched very closely but when I’d been back on form and returned to number one for the semester finals everyone had let it go as an understandable mistake.

I shrugged, confident she could guess most of it without me going into more details. “After that I returned to my usual method of mostly using my regular memory and only going into the photographic stuff when I needed to. It doesn’t guarantee results but I have to admit it gives me a pretty big edge. Half of it is psychological though, I feel more certain and confident knowing I have that to fall back on so I do better with the rest of my tests even when I’m not using it.”

“Oh? That’s an interesting point,” Himeko asked calmly. “How well do you think you’d do without this spell?  Assuming that you were allowed to use something different and that provided you the same confidence and calmness.”

I thought about it for a moment. “Realistically? I’d probably be about your level.” Himeko was usually somewhere in the thirteen to twenty range in the rankings, there was such a buzz about it even I had been forced to notice. Out of the 177 students in our year it wasn’t an incredible performance. But it was still pretty impressive, especially when you factored in all her other duties and abilities.

“That low?” Himeko seemed honestly surprised. (And a little too dismissive of her own accomplishments. At least in my opinion.)

I shrugged. I might have been underestimating things but I didn’t do the ridiculous amounts of studying other top students did. I still studied of course, I did the majority of any given exam the old-fashioned way, but I’d always seen the pain-to-gain ratio of the cram school students as ridiculous. Don’t get me wrong, if I had been absolutely certain it was the only way to accomplish my goals I’d still have done it! But all too often it seemed like the sort of overly focused foolishness that my parents participated in.

I also had a few other small advantages in certain subjects. For starters I was essentially years ahead of my fellow students in many courses. I’d already started learning about high school subject matter back in elementary, once I’d had personal access to libraries my ability to independently learn knowledge had gone through the roof and studying advanced subjects had been a great way to make use of the time during huge swaths of elementary school. I’d learned a pretty big chunk of my high school maths and sciences years ago, it had been the best way to fight off crushing boredom while not arousing too much suspicion. After all, if I was seen reading a startlingly advanced book for my age in school no one realized how fast I was doing it or how much I was comprehending. Onlookers always assumed I was going through such books slowly and struggling instead of absorbing it the same way an adult would have. To be fair, the school system was finally catching up with me. By the end of elementary I probably could have passed my high school exams (barely, at the bottom of the passing marks). Now that I was in high school I was probably only at the second- or third-year university levels and there were a lot more pertinent things that came up in the classes, many fine details or exceptions I hadn’t discovered with independent study.

Also assisting my marks was the simple fact that my old life had provided plenty of knowledge in both how to study and how to take exams, I had a good decade or so more test taking experience than my classmates. And sometimes other odd experiences came in handy in unexpected ways, like how I’d learned low Dwarfish and low Elfish back in my old life (in addition to my birth tongue of Ocean Trade) so after learning Japanese on top of that English classes hadn’t been too much of a challenge. Combine all of those advantages and it was no surprise that I was usually at the top of my year.

But I certainly didn’t want to go over all of that with Himeko! “I’m basing that on my current level of studying,” I explained, “and I’m trying not to be too arrogant or overconfident. I probably could do better. But would I actually study more or would I be more distracted by having access to a lab and finally being able to do some of the experiments I’ve wanted to get to for years?” I shrugged, honestly not sure which way I’d go in that situation.

We both fell silent for a few more moments.

“There are things I could do that would be more obviously cheating,” I added quickly. “At least in theory, in practice half of them would involve me trying to cast spells in the middle of an exam without anyone noticing.”

“That’s not impossible,” Himeko noted. “Not if you did it carefully while everyone was deeply focused on their own tests.”

I paused for thought. “That’s fair,” I agreed after a few moments. Difficult and unlikely, but definitely not impossible. “And spells that allowed me to read people’s minds or try to divine correct answers would definitely be cheating so I’ve always kept away from things like that. On the other hand, as much as I like to think I’m not cheating I’ve always had my doubts. If I cast the exact same memory spell on someone else and they used it in the same way I’d have a lot harder a time claiming that was innocent.”

To my surprise Himeko immediately shook her head. “The situations are not comparable and you know that Mamoru, the exact same thing would apply even if you took the breathing and ki example from earlier and somehow allowed me to apply the technique to a friend. The key difference is that those cases are allowing someone else an unfair advantage in their test taking that does not rely on their own skills and efforts. It’s the difference between me studying under a tutor and me being allowed to take the tutor into the exam with me so he can give me hints and reminders. One is clearly an advantage, and maybe one that is a little unfair, but it is not cheating. The other obviously crosses a line even if it doesn’t give me the direct answers.”

I looked at Himeko with relief. “So you’ve decided it isn’t cheating?”

Himeko looked a little unfocused, obviously still thinking furiously about the question. I had to admire that about Himeko, she usually liked to be quick and decisive but when confronted by something as strange as this, something so off the wall and totally out of her experience zone she’d never thought about it before, she was willing to think about the problem and take her time rather than making a snap decision.

“I’m going to consider it a little more just to be sure but I’m pretty sure you’re okay. It’s not strictly speaking fair,” Himeko said, although not unkindly, “but the same could be said about having a natural photographic memory, a tutor, or just a better teacher in your classes. I hate to admit those things, but that doesn’t mean you shouldn’t be allowed to use them or that the results are automatically invalid.”

“I do feel better about getting a second opinion,” I admitted reluctantly. “I’ve looked at it time and time again over the last few years and I don’t think the technique crosses the line. But it comes a lot closer than I’d like it to, and that recognition has always been accompanied by the thought ‘of course you would think that’, it’s kind of hard to be sure I’m not just being selfish. Assuming everything works out perfectly and 20 years from now this is common knowledge I still have doubts they’d allow students to use this technique.”

What I hoped was that they’d allow the technique but revamp all the tests so that strict memorization wasn’t so powerful. Realistically, I doubted they’d do that. On the other hand, if low-key cybernetic enhancement was becoming more common, something practical and believable like a miniaturized cellphone implanted in the body, they might finally be forced to go that way…

I was distracted from my wild musings by Himeko shaking her head, obviously trying to clear her own mind of all the strange tangents I’d exposed her to. “Regardless,” she said calmly, “you still have to take those tests Mamoru. And I hope you do well on them, it will reflect badly on the Student Council if now is the time you fall twenty steps in the rankings. Make sure you don’t overwork yourself this week.”

Himeko telling me not to overwork, I just barely managed to keep from making a derisive noise, that’s not hypocritical at all. “Understood,” was all I said out loud. I reached for my notebook, determined to make the best use of the time I had.

Himeko nodded and walked towards the door. But she paused before she left. “And Mamoru…” Himeko said slowly, not turning around to face me. “I’m sorry.”

I stopped what I was doing, momentarily stunned by all the quiet sorrow and relief in Himeko’s voice. I couldn’t figure out what I was supposed to say so I just went with the first thing to pop into my head. “Apology accepted, it’s not like you were wrong to ask.”

Himeko turned her head slightly and smiled at me before exiting the room and just for a moment it struck me just how lonely you could be even when you were surrounded by so many friends. Then both she and the moment were gone, and I quickly shoved the memory of it out of my head to focus on chemical calculations.
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It was ironic that the mid-term exams provided me with some much needed peace and quiet.  Over the next few days the vast majority of the school were focused on their own problems and/or were too stressed out to bother me.  I had no need to worry about gossip, social niceties, or the Student Council finding something else for me to do.  Even Eiko and the Meiko estate staff were simply polite and kept their distance, obviously worried about disturbing me at such a stressful time.

(Although I did wonder how Eiko was handling her exams.  After being away from school for most of the semester and then having to deal with some pretty significant physical injuries… well, I figured she had a pretty good excuse for whatever mark she managed to get.)

Most people would have been surprised to find out I was more stressed about the results of my air quality investigation.  I finished off my report and handed it over to the Student Council the night before mid-terms started but I kept running the findings over and over in my head, trying to think if I’d made some sort of mistake.  Despite my original worries a second set of tests with an entirely different sample had turned up the same type of results: worrying particulate concentrations along with some shocking trace elements but only at certain times and wind directions.  I was careful to note that while there were some highly unpleasant implications to those findings the first and most dramatic explanation wasn’t automatically correct… but that I had checked carefully to rule out equipment error and Occam’s Razor existed for a reason.  I felt slightly dirty for using implications and passing the buck like that, the scientist in me wanted to make stronger and more definitive statements.  The realist in me noted that it was one person conducting tests using advanced high school equipment, starting a witch hunt or encouraging hysteria would have been even more scummy under those circumstances.

After all that the mid-term exams had barely been worth noticing, with my unique advantages I handled them fairly easily.  Not that I said that to any other students, I may have been hopeless at handling social interactions but I wasn’t suicidal!  I got through my exams and calmly returned to my new normal of active lab work while most of the school buried itself in last minute preparations for the Cultural Festival.

And then Himeko and the Student Council surprised me.

***

It was actually the next Monday before Himeko came into the lab again.  And while she did quietly unlock the door and step in unannounced she stayed in the doorway until she was sure I’d noticed her.

I’d just finished a set of experiments on a few spells to impair opponents.  One of which, ‘weigh down’, also appeared to be a spell that influenced gravity and I was trying to isolate the mechanics that did so.  Himeko politely coughed after I’d run through a mass drop and she was sure I wasn’t involved in anything important or dangerous.

“I’m sorry Mamoru,” Himeko’s tone was polite but contained a surprising undertone of zeal, “but I’m here on official business this time.  The Student Council must call upon its official scientific consultant again.”

I blinked in surprise.  After my air quality investigation I’d figured the Student Council would quietly ‘forget’ they’d ever had a science consultant.  The expression on the face of the Student Council president when I’d handed him the report and summarized my findings… well, I’d figured they’d avoid giving me anything else to do out of simple self-preservation!

(That was not an intended result, but it hadn’t been something I’d felt completely disappointed about.)

When I told Himeko as much she simply gave me one of her knowing smiles.  “Ah, that did cause quite a stir,” she admitted.  “It probably would have been worse but two of our Student Council members have relatives on the municipal council of the special ward.  Quietly passing on your report to their kin means that the Student Council is doing something and, more importantly, if something illegal or foolish is happening it can be taken care of quietly without any trouble or embarrassment.”

I suspect I looked a lot like a frog at that moment, my mouth was gaping open and my eyes threatened to bulge out of their sockets.  My report was being looked at by the municipal council?  What the hell?

“Really Mamoru, you have to look at the big picture,” Himeko’s smile as she looked at me was a little too smug for my tastes.  “The Student Council couldn’t ignore a potential problem of that magnitude; it would only come back to haunt them later if they did nothing.  Which put them in a bit of a pinch.  Normally if they tried to bring it to the government quietly they’d probably just be ignored.  But if they tried a louder and more public approach then someone would end up in deep trouble, quite possibly them if you were wrong or some politician tried to make them a scapegoat.  This way a potential problem is nipped in the bud, members of the Student Council can quietly claim an accomplishment, and the municipal council can look into things without any threat of embarrassment.  Either they’ll figure out it was a false alarm or they’ll find the source of the problem, and by doing so without any public pressure they’ll have the choice between claiming a victory with a public punishment or quietly convincing a friendly business to fix its problems before they have to sacrifice it for the greater good.”

I was stunned by the level of politicking and backroom dealing Himeko and the others were undertaking.  Don’t get me wrong, something had needed to be done about my report.  But I’d figured that had meant some follow up testing by the authorities, this level of complex plotting seemed to be jumping ahead a step or two.

“You seem to do a lot things quietly,” I said as I struggled for a comeback.  “Is that why the school isn’t gossiping over Shinji and whatever happened in that alley?”

I kind of wondered about that, I never had gotten the full story.  Frankly if the school had been gossiping about it I probably would have listened in to try and figure out what had actually happened.

“Oh please, that one was easy,” Himeko said airily.  “We let the officials in charge of everything know we’d prefer to keep things quiet but that was just a formality to make sure they warned any careless bloggers or gossips on staff.  The actual incident happened in an alley and mostly out of sight of the public, if it hadn’t been for the multiple ambulances and police it wouldn’t have needed any suppression at all.  And since no one actually saw what happened it was easy for us to keep word from getting out.”

“Really?” I asked.  I tried to sound suave and skeptical but I think I just sounded incredulous.

“Honestly Mamoru, who do you think was going to talk about it?” Himeko asked, sounding legitimately curious.  “Our family didn’t want to make a big splash, and given that Eiko was involved there was no way our employees were going to break ranks and talk to the press about it.  It was highly unlikely they would have anyway but that removed whatever sliver of chance that had been left.”

Himeko began to tick off her fingers.  “Similarly, Eiko and Shinji weren’t going to talk, neither of them wanted the attention for various reasons.  The thugs weren’t going to talk, they wouldn’t have wanted to risk any harsher punishments or media attention.  Their bosses are almost certainly helping to suppress this, they don’t want to risk a police crackdown or face the loss in reputation they’d suffer if the public realized a high schooler took out four of their thugs.  And finally the police don’t want any attention, the thought of what the media would do with a sensational case like this means they’re all too happy to keep things quiet.  And as for you… “ Himeko deliberately left the sentence hanging and just gave me a significant look.

I was left slightly stunned by her analysis.  Well, when you put it like that, I thought to myself, forced to look at it from that perspective there really hadn’t been much of a threat.  If we’d had even one innocent bystander taking pictures then that would have been a different story, the whole thing was too juicy and sensational not to have gone viral.  As things stood everyone involved had different reasons not to talk about it, so they hadn’t.

I cheered up a little, that meant my efforts in evading the police and heading home by myself hadn’t been in vain or as stupid as I’d feared.  I was tempted to try and press Himeko for further details now that the subject had come up but I doubted she’d tell me anything.  Plus I didn’t want to admit to her how much of a point she’d had.  So I gracelessly changed the subject “What does the Student Council want now?”

Himeko gave me a look that made it clear she was letting me get away with a subject switch.  But she had her own reasons to return to the original purpose of her visit and went along with it.  “Basically we need you to check over the gymnasium and make sure everything’s going alright.”

That took me by surprise.  “What do you mean by ‘alright’?  The final lighting and safety checks aren’t until Wednesday.  I didn’t think things were more then half set up yet, what’s even there to check over?”  Everyone had done a lot of prep work of course, that’s what everyone had been involved with for the last month, but to keep the gym available for everyone they were only just starting the final transformation for the Cultural Festival.

Himeko paused for a moment.  “My apologies Mamoru, I forgot you haven’t been following this.  I need a moment to figure out where to begin, and to readjust to telling you the whole truth.”

It took Himeko a good thirty seconds before she began, an eternity given her usual eloquence.  “Things have been getting a little strange in the gymnasium.  The Student Council heard about it last week when various clubs and classes gave us their progress reports but I have it on good authority it started a bit before that.  There have been various accidents; weird power surges that disrupted equipment, strange dizzy spells causing mistakes, and even a few people who reported feeling spooked and uncomfortable for no explainable reason.”

I stared at her incredulously.  “You cannot be suggesting what I think you are.”

A smile threatened to escape Himeko’s lips.  “And now you know why I had such a hard time figuring out what to say, at first we all dismissed it as pre-exam jitters and dramatic overreactions.  Now that things have gotten too much to ignore I’ve been advocating for you to look into this for the last hour but I’ve had to do so as a skeptic, suggesting that it’s all just foolishness and superstition.  My official arguments have been that we needed someone who was good at investigation, science, and wouldn’t be swayed by silly rumors.”

“You’re darn right that’s what you need,” I said vehemently.  “Because that’s probably all this is!  Seriously Himeko, I might be a mage but that doesn’t make every slightly strange experience an excitable high schooler has something supernatural.  This is almost certainly some sort of rumor or just some tricksters playing around.”

“It’s a little more serious than that Mamoru,” Himeko said, all humor vanishing.  “Someone had to be taken to the hospital today.”

That threw a cold bucket of water over my smoldering annoyance.  “Oh shit, are they alright?”

“We’ll see, it was a nasty gash.  After Eiko’s little bout I’ve become a better judge on cuts and slashes then I ever wanted to be and my guess is they’ll need five or six stiches but no more then that.  But before they left they claimed a secured support seemed to undo its own knots to fall on them.”

I paused and gave it a moment’s thought.  “Not impossible,” I conceded, “but still highly unlikely.  I’m not going to be an idiot and rule it out Himeko, I darn well know it could have happened, but the odds are still against it.”

“You remember Halloween was just yesterday,” Himeko noted, “if the westerners have it right I’d say the odds swung the other way because of that.”

“Doesn’t mean much,” I retorted instantly, “I don’t want to got into an hour long discussion on the subject but there’s a reason that Halloween in a western holiday.   Long story short: things like that aren’t universal.  It’s like how summer in the northern hemisphere is at the opposite time of summer in the southern hemisphere, maybe Halloween corresponds to some nasty times in Europe or North America but it doesn’t do much here.  Except make people more spooked and inclined to believe in ghosts, I’d say Halloween being yesterday is one more argument against today’s victim reporting events correctly.”

“Even after he saw it happen?” Himeko asked, sounding slightly skeptical about my skepticism.

“No offense intended to them Himeko,” I said warily, trying not to be too dismissive of the idea, “but it probably happened pretty quickly.  They’d just been hurt and suffered a nasty shock while they were already inclined to come up with a supernatural explanation due to previous events.  In those sort of situations witnesses won’t get things right.  That works both ways too, remember the thug in the alley?  Even though I cast a magic spell directly in front of him and used it to physically interact with him he had little idea what had happened.  And if I’d quickly shut my fire spell down rather then leaving it going for a while, giving you only a second to look at it, would you have been so quick to think magic?  Or at least have been so certain about it?”

Himeko let out a frustrated sigh.  “I see what you’re saying Mamoru but you’re being pretty dense,” she said with a fair dose of impatience.  “We’ve had odd reports for a while now, and that was despite people not wanting to admit them.  I’m not going to swear on my life this has to be supernatural, we’ve all been under a lot of stress this month and we all know how rumors spread and people start believing the most fantastical things.  But I think whoever investigates this had darn well better be willing to admit it might be supernatural!”

“Alright, that is fair,” I said, trying to sound conciliatory.  “You’re right, acting the other way is the sort of attitude that I hate for how unscientific it is: forming conclusions about something before collecting any evidence or performing any tests.  But please keep in mind testimony is not really evidence in a situation like this, and given how often I’ve seen people get this sort of thing wrong…” I trailed off, unsure how to finish that sentence without sounding a little too smug and insulting to either Himeko or my fellow schoolmates.

Himeko took a deep breath and let it out slowly.  “I know Mamoru, believe me I know,” she said tightly.  “I’ve been making the same arguments to the rest of the Student Council for the last hour.  Even the ones who are inclined to believe don’t want to admit they’re inclined to believe, I’ve had to emphasize clear thought and evidence over superstition and rumors for a while now.”

“I’d hoped,” she said, shooting me a sharp glance, “the council’s scientific consultant who just happened to be a mage might be the best person to look into this.  From all perspectives.  Especially given that he has a lab to work in!”

She didn’t yank my chain too hard, I knew that I’d have to deliberately piss her off a lot more before she actually did anything, but the blunt reminder was obvious.  “Understood,” I said, trying to keep both annoyance and nervousness out of my voice, “just let me finish cleaning up the lab first.”
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“How’d you get the place cleared out?” I asked, staring at the empty gym in surprise. When I’d returned from the Meiko estate there’d been nearly fifty people working in or around the area on half a dozen things.

“That was half us and half everyone else’s idea,” Himeko answered with a shake of her head. “No one was keen to keep working in here until the problem was solved and the Student Council figured it was better to send everyone away until we actually did something. Some of them are still working on things in other locations but others just went home to reset in preparation for tomorrow, no one was in the right mindset and it seemed likely doing more work would just cause more accidents.”

I bit my tongue to avoid making some sort of comment about ‘are you sure that wasn’t what caused the first accident?’ Seriously, I thought to myself incredulously, when did I become so skeptical? It felt weird being in that position, most of my life I’d had to be careful not to say anything or point out supernatural possibilities to anyone else.

I suspected it was part of my nature, I always tried to seek balance. Whenever something seemed out of balance I usually wanted to swing to the other side to try and bring it back to the right spot (or at least what I figured was the right spot). Magic seemed too reduced on Earth so I wanted to bring it back up, exams seemed a little too memorization heavy so I quietly wanted them to use less. On the other hand, if someone had been super critical and dismissive of the exams I would have brought up all the strong points and pointed out the practical problems in managing fair and even exams over a modern country like Japan without relying on methods that favored memorization.

And in this case Himeko had seemed a hint too enthusiastic or inclined to see the whole thing as supernatural so I’d taken a more skeptical stance and to try and reign her in. It still felt unnatural though, normally I’d have preferred to argue the other side: that while events probably weren’t supernatural in origin there was still a possibility of that and one should keep an open mind.

“How sure are you that everyone’s gone?” I asked, lowering my voice until it was barely more than a whisper.

Himeko started to answer and then paused, realizing what I was probably hinting at. “I’m pretty sure but not totally certain,” she admitted. “Someone could have come back or realized they’d left something important behind and slipped in.”

“Or one of your friends could be about to sneak in. Just to make sure you were accompanied and had all the help you needed,” I noted in a more normal voice.

Himeko still winced slightly at the reminder. “That seems… possible,” she admitted with a sigh, obviously not liking the idea but unable to deny it.

“Let’s do a quick conventional check to make sure and lock all the doors first, at least to students wanting to come in.”

Himeko’s eyes brightened slightly, clearly picking up my intentions. It probably helped I was carrying my backpack and the mana I’d harvested from the Meiko estate within it, that was a pretty big hint I was willing to use magic. “Right,” she replied, “we don’t want a repeat of the incident in the forest. I grabbed the keys before I went to get you so let’s go take care of those doors.”

We started making a slow circle of the gymnasium, Himeko locking doors as we passed them. The gymnasium looked extremely odd in its half ready state, mostly completed props, sets, and costumes lay strewn about all over the place. Combine that with the odd silence and emptiness and I was ready to start looking over my shoulders for ghosts and spirits.

“How much is this going to set everyone back?” I asked guiltily. Half the reason I was speaking was to fill the silence but I really did want to know, I was feeling a little ashamed at my earlier reluctance now that I was looking at all the effort on display.

“Hopefully not too much,” Himeko said with a slight frown, still more focused on making sure there weren’t any other people around. “It’s all behind schedule but that’s mainly a problem of bringing everything together and assembling it, most of the props and sets are already built. But it’s going to take some time to put it all in place and make sure it’s all perfect, that everyone was willing to back off and clear the gym should give you an idea how spooked the students are.”

I winced. That was a good point.

Himeko noticed and took pity on me. “Don’t worry too much, while coordination has been a nightmare one of the advantages of six clubs and classes collaborating is that we’ve got a lot of students willing to work as a team to get things done in a hurry. I’m a little worried about the stage lighting and some of the special effects but the rest of it should be fine so long as we clear things up today.”

Several of the school’s classes and clubs were collaborating on a series of related projects for the Cultural Festival. I wasn’t sure who had originally come up with the idea but the six of them were all putting on plays and dramas… all centered around Son Goku. Originally the groups had all decided on plays and they’d gotten to talking to avoid accidentally repeating the same story. When they’d realized they could cooperate to make something even better then any of them could have done by themselves the Monkey King Marathon had been born. Each group would do a different play in turn on the main stage, mostly from Journey to the West of course but two of them were doing other legends and stories. All the actors would be different but since there was such a major overlap of certain characters and props the groups had been able to go all out and collaborate on making certain major shared props as amazing as possible. The Son Goku costume and props (of course) were darn near movie studio quality and given how often Genjo Sanzo came up that costume would have satisfied a professional theater group. Other characters that appeared less often or only in one story were a lot closer to the standard Cultural Festival quality but still usually a notch or two above average, most of their makers had felt inspired to go a little further.

Our class wasn’t one of the ones involved in the production but I’d heard all about it. The novelty of the idea had caused quite a stir when it had first been announced and organizing the effort had proven troublesome but it was generally thought to be the centerpiece of the year’s Cultural Festival. Looking at it all stalled like that… I felt an unusually strong stirring of school pride and determination to make sure it all went ahead like it was supposed to.

Himeko suddenly stopped me with a hand to my chest. “What? What is it?” I asked. I looked around, quickly swiveling my head in multiple directions while wondering what I’d missed.

Himeko’s look was less dismissive than usual but still very droll. “It’s the girls changing room Mamoru,” she said in a dry voice, indicating the door in front of us. “What do you think?”

I blushed slightly. I was tempted to call her out on her hypocrisy, we’d both just done a quick go through of the boys changing room before locking it up and she hadn’t even blinked at doing that. I quickly fought down the urge, I had no real desire or reason to fight that fight and I certainly didn’t want to tempt the universe to invoke the traditional old anime trope. The second I said something egotistical or sarcastic and tried to open the changing room up it would probably turn out that there were two or three girls undressing in there for some strange reason and I’d just end up covered in bruises. And/or with a reputation as a pervert. Or somehow engaged due to some weird and obscure set of cultural coincidences.

Okay, I’ve been watching way too much anime, I thought to myself incredulously, where on Earth did some of that come from? Even the most conservative cultures on Avalon wouldn’t force an engagement just because someone saw the other naked. But my ridiculous fears didn’t change the fact that Himeko had a point. “Fine, fine,” I said with a roll of my eyes. “Just be quick about it or I’ll assume you’ve suffered some sort of accident and come in after you.”

“Very funny,” Himeko told me, even while she was pushing the door open.

“Boo!”

I jumped of course. I was less embarrassed than usual about that because Himeko jumped too, letting out a tiny yelp as she did so. And when she came down it was in a proper stance, unlike my usual spastic twitching, but it was still a nice change from the usual results.

Eiko broke out laughing at our expressions. Her laughter redoubled as Himeko both blushed and pouted as she realized what was going on. Eiko had to brace herself against the door to avoid tipping over after seeing that.

“Man,” Eiko said finally, calming down after a minute had passed. “I never expected to get you that good!”

“Eiko!” Himeko hissed angrily. “What are you doing here?”

Eiko gave her friend a sardonic look. “You’re wandering around a gym looking for a ghost and you don’t expect me to join in the fun? Seriously Hime, you need someone to watch your back and I’m not going to miss this!”

Himeko sighed. While she carefully schooled her expression, I could see the vein at the side of her eye throb slightly.  I carefully avoided even thinking the words “I told you so” or anything in relation to over excitable teenagers. I was pretty sure they were going through Himeko’s head already.

And, to be fair to Eiko, she had a point. It wasn’t a great point, I seriously doubted we needed her. But compared to the rest of Himeko’s friends having someone with her capabilities accompanying us was a big plus, especially since she already knew about magic.

“Hey Mamoru,” she added belatedly, with a nod in my direction.

“Hello Eiko,” I returned politely, fighting down a grin as I saw Himeko’s vein throb slightly faster.

“So what are we up to?”

“Locking the doors to make sure none of Himeko’s friends decide to just walk in on us,” I said blandly.

“Good idea, we don’t want any of those wimps interfering with this,” Eiko replied without a hint of irony. A quick aside glance to Himeko suggested Eiko wasn’t as unaware of the situation as she acted. “They’d just spend all their time gossiping or shrieking and clutching at Hime at the slightest sound.”

“Eiko…” Himeko ground out.

“Shut it Hime,” Eiko said, abruptly dropping all her humor and shocking both of us speechless. She cocked a hand on her hip and shot Himeko a cold glance. “You’re walking around a deserted place where weird things have been happening. It’s probably nothing but you’re the one that’s been telling me that there’s been a lot of people who didn’t like this whole multiple connected plays idea. If there’s actual sabotage or something underhanded going on you’ll be worse than all alone, you’ll have to protect Mamoru. Unless you were counting on him to suddenly start firing off spells like he was the lead in a fantasy movie? You need backup.”

We both stood there for a few moments, stunned by Eiko. Himeko seemed taken aback at the defiance and someone jerking her up short. I was shocked by this new revelation and alternate explanation. I’d known some people had resented the idea of the Monkey King Marathon for various reasons (it was a strange and new idea, they thought it was getting too much attention, or they’d just wanted the gymnasium for their own group’s presentation) but the idea of sabotage knocked me for a loop.

“You’re still recovering,” Himeko mumbled, clearly not wanting to admit Eiko’s point.

Eiko was still in her school uniform and it covered up most of the bandages but there were still a few poking out around the edges, not to mention the still colorful traces of the bruise on her face. She was unrepentant though. “I’m still good enough to take you in a fight if I absolutely had to,” Eiko said without a trace of pride. “You need a second set of eyes and arms if you’re taking Mamoru into this. No offense Mamoru,” she added in an offhanded manner.

“None taken,” I responded automatically. I couldn’t think of anything else to say and if I’d had time to consider it I would have probably come to the same conclusion.

Himeko muttered dire things under her breath and pushed past Eiko into the girls changing room, obviously on her way to lock the door.

Eiko moved to stand next to me and sighed. “That girl,” she said, a mixture of calm and quiet frustration evident in her tone, “I love her like a sister but she’s got the dumbest blind spots sometimes.”

“In what way?” I asked, I had no idea what was going on anymore and figured I should just roll with it.

Eiko gave me a long-suffering look. “She’s so talented that she forgets to plan for when things go completely wrong. At least when she’s a major part of everything. She’s good about admitting she could make a mistake, she knows she’s not actually perfect, but since she’d never be careless enough to make multiple mistakes she never thinks about worst case scenarios or multiple problems happening at the same time. It’s not likely she’s going to need me today but if she does she’s going to need me really badly.”

Before I could come up with any sort of response Himeko returned from the changing room. She moved past us without a word and continued on our task of securing the gym area before we did anything else, simply exuding an icy menace as she did so. Eiko and I exchanged a look and just moved to follow along.

Luckily we were nearly done, after another minute we’d finished our circle of the gym and made sure we were all alone. Once the last door was secured Himeko let out a small sigh and managed to get her calm and serene mask in place. “Well,” she said without looking directly at either of us, “now the first step is complete what should we do next?”

“Now I think it’s time we cheat and I use a few spells,” I said, still a little surprised I could actually talk to someone else about magic so normally. “I don’t think we want to be here all night, we’re not exactly trained investigators, and there have actually been people hurt so I want to see if we can narrow down the possibilities.”

“Narrow down the possibilities? What do you mean by that?” Eiko asked, giving me a jaundiced look.

I smiled wryly. “I mean I’m not just going to be able to wave a magic wand and figure out everything that happened here,” I replied. “Maybe if I had a day to construct some really powerful spells and an infinite supply of mana… but frankly even that’s probably being optimistic. I’m going to cast a few smaller spells which should give us a few clues what’s really going on, or at least where we should be looking at to find out what’s really going on.”

“But what if it really is a spirit or some sort of dark magician?” Himeko asked, trying to make it sound like a joke instead of an actual fear. “Won’t they be warned by that?”

I was saved from having to answer by Eiko snorting and going. “Really Hime? A dark magician? That’s what you’re going with instead of old-fashioned sabotage?”

“I didn’t say it was likely,” Himeko tossed back calmly, “I was just worried about the possibility. After all, wasn’t that your excuse for even coming here?”

“That’s fair. Although the chances of running into a desperate or obsessed student versus the chances of running into a dark magician who is for some reason slumming around and using his powers to sabotage a school’s Cultural Festival are… sorry, I’m having trouble with that. Mamoru, you’re the smart one, do you want to calculate them?”

“We should probably look for some real clues before a teacher decides to come in here!” I said a little too enthusiastically and loudly. Eiko just looked a little smug and Himeko looked slightly annoyed but I wasn’t in the mood to let things escalate. So before anyone could say anything to make things worse I quickly started chanting a spell.

Himeko and Eiko both went quiet and watched as the physical manifestation of the spell appeared in front of me. The spell took me a minute to complete, at which point the spell burst out into an explosion of glowing red sparkles that spread around the gym.

“What the- “

“Mamoru, what are you- “

“Shh!” I said, interrupting them both and focusing on the spell. “Pay attention to the sparkles, watch where they settle and concentrate.” I fumbled around with my backpack, trying to pull out a notebook without taking my eyes off the sparkles. I really should have prepared it before I cast the spell but I’d decided which spell to use in a hurry, more interested in distracting the girls rather than figuring out my best option.

We watched as the sparkles shifted, falling and concentrating around four different spots in the gym before they slowly winked out. “Huh,” I said thoughtfully, “I wasn’t expecting that.”

“What do you mean?” Himeko asked.

I hurriedly made some quick notes about the relative locations just to be on the safe side, I doubted we’d forget them with just four but I figured it was better to be safe than sorry. “I mean I was either expecting a lot more results or a lot less. If this was just hysteria there should have only been one or two of those locations. If this was actual sabotage or a haunting I would have expected nine or ten. Four is kind of strange.”

“Five,” Eiko corrected me instantly, “there was a little cloud of those things that settled near the far corner on my side, I was probably standing in the way of you two seeing them from your angle. What were those things Mamoru?”

“Think of them like bits of iron dust,” I replied distractedly, adding Eiko’s location to the list, “if you scatter iron dust over an area it’ll be drawn to and concentrate over places that are magnetic. Only instead of magnetism those things are attracted to… places of artificial misfortune? Inappropriate misfortune? Places where something bad happened and it shouldn’t have.”

The magnetism and iron dust analogy was accurate, but when the ‘magnetism’ was defined by concepts like ‘luck’ ‘fate’ ‘bad’ and ‘chance’ it became tricky to explain things to people. Heck, mages only messed around with those sorts of forces if they were desperate or stupid, doing a basic detection spell related to them was one thing but if I’d tried making myself ‘lucky’… I broke out in a cold sweat at the mere thought of what that was likely to lead to.

Eiko and Himeko both looked a little skeptical so I tried to explain. “Look, see that fallen support over there?” I pointed to a wooden beam that was lying conspicuously on the floor. “I’m betting that’s the accident you talked about earlier today Himeko.”

“Yes,” she confirmed with a nod.

“Well remember all those sparkles around the area? I might owe the person who said the knot loosened itself an apology, we wouldn’t be getting that result if someone just didn’t tie the support in place tight enough or accidentally used a bad piece of rope. We’d probably have gotten a few this close to the actual accident but nowhere near as many as that site drew in. That spot was practically glowing, that means that something went wrong.”

Himeko’s eyes lit up. “It really was magic?”

“I don’t think so. I- “ I paused, checked myself, and said, “I will take a closer look before saying anything I will regret later.”

With that I led the surprised girls over to the area and activated the ‘mage sight’ function of my glasses, getting down on my hands and knees to examine the support from only centimeters away. After doing that, and finding nothing suspicious, I repeated my study around the area it had been tied to. “I don’t think there was any magic involved,” I said. I looked at the confused pair looking back at me and was struck by an idea.

“Here, take a look,” I said, taking off my glasses and quickly holding them over Himeko’s eyes. I recast the spell and suppressed my smile at Himeko’s start of surprise.

“Mamoru, what is this?” she asked. Himeko sounded startled but her eyes sparkled with undisguised fascination as they darted every which way trying to take it all in.

“It’s called mage sight,” I said calmly, squinting slightly as I looked around without my glasses. “But that’s a bit of a misnomer, like calling something infrared vision or thermal sight, how exactly it’s calibrated and presented matters a lot. In this case you’re getting a look at the invisible forces that relate directly to mana and using magic, that means you’re also seeing things like ki and a few other common energies. There are a lot of other things out there, more obscure and strange types of energies, but that’s a lot like looking for gamma radiation. When you need to do it you need to do it but most of the time it’s not going to be very useful or informative.”

I gave her a few more moments to get used to it and then spoke again. “If you take a closer look at the support and the area it was tied to you can still see traces of the spell I just used. Heck, you can see the remains of it in the air if you look close enough. Weak magic like that doesn’t linger too long but it does linger, and any spell strong enough to have affected the physical world should have left traces a lot stronger than that. The beam only fell an hour or so ago, if someone had used magic to do so I’d be shocked if we couldn’t find traces of the spell.”

I was leaving out the equivalent of several University level courses worth of details on that. How, why, rates of decay, types of spells, and ways in which you could alter the circumstances would all be a part of any real lesson on the subject. Heck, I was doing the equivalent of saying “there are no fingerprints on the support” while leaving out the fact that someone could have worn gloves or wiped their prints! But I hadn’t found any suggestions of that either, and I would believe that Occam’s Razor was right for this case until I found evidence to the contrary. I still made a mental note about that, just in case.

Himeko eventually pulled back, looking thoughtful. As I started to put my glasses back on I noticed Eiko fidgeting slightly, looking a bit disappointed. I smiled, offered the glasses to her, and then repeated the procedure when she jumped at the chance.

“Wow,” she said softly, doing the exact same thing at Himeko as she tried to look everywhere at once. “But why the glasses? I thought you could just see magic? Or sense it?”

I snorted, amused at the misconception. It was another one of those silly things people on Earth thought about magic, one more thing in the magic just happens category.

“Heck no,” I told her happily, glad to finally be telling someone about it. It felt cathartic to finally tell the truth. “Or at least not really, no more then I can sense electricity or changes in atmospheric pressure. I can certainly feel when there’s a significant change in all three of those things and that can give me a major clue that something’s up. But after that I have to use real equipment to figure out what’s going on and get proper measurements. A mage’s real equipment just happens to be a spell instead of a voltmeter or barometer.”

“Huh,” Eiko said, pulling back thoughtfully.

“So, what does this spell actually tell us?” Himeko asked carefully. She wasn’t mocking me or being dismissive, she was clearly considering the possibilities.

“Basically, I think it’s saying we only have five incidents to look at,” I said as a put my glasses back on. “Or at least five that it’s practical to concentrate on. Anything else is probably hysteria or paranoia, or just plain blame shifting and finding excuses! If we focus on those we might get a better idea what’s happening.”

“Alright. How far back did your spell reach?” Himeko asked thoughtfully, looking towards the center of the gym and one of the other spots.

“It varies a little,” I admitted, “a stronger injury or a more unnatural cause would create a stronger and longer lasting impression but it’s not exactly a straight line of decay. If a freak lightning strike killed someone around here then there’d probably be traces of it for several years but if someone twisted their ankle running in gym it would probably only last a day or three.”

“I think we can rule that one out then,” Himeko nodded decisively, pointing toward another one of the spots the spell had highlighted. “Remember how Kasumi broke her leg about four weeks ago? Just a few days after we talked at the police station? It was just a weird fall in gym class, she bumped into another student and had to twist awkwardly as she landed. Normally the fall would never have caused anything more then a banged knee but she hit at just the wrong angle to break her leg. I think it happened right there.”

I vaguely remembered the incident once Himeko brought it up. I’d been more focused on other stuff at the time (mana collectors and how to place them) but since it had been such a weird accident and Kasumi had been in the Volleyball Club people had talked about it enough for me to notice. “Probably unrelated,” I agreed. “We’ll take a deeper look later if we need to but I think that’s enough to explain that spot.”

The spot in the far corner that Eiko had noticed turned out to be a power outlet. “I think this was where two of the guys were working when their power tools went wild,” Himeko said. “Two separate people reported a saw and a power screwdriver suddenly going crazy while they were using them, revving up to twice their maximum speed and threatening to shake out of their hands.”

I frowned thoughtfully and cast a spell on the outlet. “There doesn’t seem to be anything wrong it,” I relayed back to the others.

“You have a spell for that?” Eiko asked, sounding mildly surprised.

“Ever since Himeko shanghaied me as a science consultant and told me I’d be doing some final safety checks for various things, including wiring and electronic setups,” I replied in a sardonic tone, “yes, I have a spell to check electrical systems.”

Eiko and I both shot a glance over at Himeko. She did her best to ignore it. To be fair it hadn’t been a hard spell to come up with, given how straightforward many electrical circuits were in their operations it hadn’t been much of a challenge adapting several divination and sensing type spells to focus on electrical systems. In all honesty it had been the equivalent of putting two color filters on a picture, a little tricky getting the end product juuust right but not too difficult mechanically.

Eiko mentioning it did get me thinking though, considering a new possibility…

We went to the next spot on my spell had detected, an area by the doors leading to the outside. “Do we know what happened here?” I asked. There weren’t any obvious signs of anything.

“A bad collision on Friday,” Himeko answered instantly. “Two guys carrying a big prop colliding directly with a girl carrying a much too high stack of supplies.” Himeko paused for a second. “That one wasn’t actually on my list of things I thought a spirit was responsible for, I assumed that one was just people being a little careless while in too much of a hurry. It wasn’t as bad as today but everyone got a little banged up and there were worries one of the guys got a minor concussion. The props and supplies also needed a lot of repairs but almost everything was salvageable. Come to think of it, one of the guys muttered about ‘a ghost must have made her invisible’ but even I assumed that was just him making excuses or being overdramatic.”

“Spirit huh?” Eiko said with a small smirk. “Halloween was yesterday Himeko but today it’s all about spirits and dark magicians, I think you’re a day late.”

“Strong words from someone dressed up as a mummy!” Himeko fired back.

Himeko’s comeback took me by surprise and I let out a muffled snerk! despite myself, realizing just how bandaged up Eiko still was underneath her school uniform. Eiko didn’t seem too bothered by either of us but I quickly moved on. “It could be something supernatural, it could just be a normal accident with a few flourishes like someone deliberately distracted both sides at just the right moment.”

We all paused and looked over the area a few moments more.

“Everything was cleaned up days ago,” Himeko said finally. “I don’t think we’re going to find anything here.”

“Yeah,” I said slowly. I tried to come up with something clever to do but failed. There were a few spells I could have used if I absolutely needed to, but the amount of power they’d need and the time it would take to set them up were pretty prohibitive. Not to mention the fact that they probably wouldn’t have given me too much information even after I’d used them. Don’t get me wrong, if this had been a murder and we’d been the only ones investigating it I’d have used them in a heartbeat. But for what we were actually looking at it seemed pretty stupid.

“I don’t suppose anyone knows a young Sherlock Holmes?” I asked, only half kidding, “or at least a reasonable facsimile? We kind of need someone who can actually find clues that don’t come giftwrapped in ‘this is a clue’ wrapping paper.”

Himeko sighed. “I must admit, I was hoping for something easier or more obvious than this. Something with frayed pieces of rope or an obvious supernatural entity for us to find. The Student Council was skeptical that an investigation would actually find anything and so far it looks like they were right.”

“Oh no, you’re not a master detective and neither are any of your friends!” Eiko noted sarcastically. “And mysteries in the real world are either really obvious or they are problems that won’t get solved in an hour-long episode! What a huge shock!”

“We’ve made progress,” I said, my usual need for fairness and balance getting the best of me. “We know something strange has been happening here, it’s not just in peoples’ heads. Apart from that… yeah, I’ve got nothing.”

“Well, there’s still one more area to check out,” Himeko said, not sounding too hopeful.

We all turned and looked towards the area the last cloud of sparkles had indicated. It was an area near the stage where a bunch of P.E. supplies were stacked, things like gym mats and bins of volleyballs.

“What’s the story with this one Himeko?” I asked with a frown. It was going to be a pain to go through all that equipment if we had to.

“I can’t actually think of anything,” Himeko admitted, looking over the supplies curiously. “That’s all stuff that will either be used in the plays or to help support props and sets. You know, they’ll use the mats when they do stunts and I think they were planning to use the ball bins to weigh down the inside of a prop tower or two. I don’t recall anything ever going wrong in that area.”

There was a moment of silence as we considered that.

“You think you spoke too soon?” Eiko asked, shooting me a cautious glance.

“Maybe,” I said thoughtfully. “This doesn’t fit the pattern. I don’t want to jump the gun and start yelling ‘eureka!’ just yet, but I think we might have an actual clue.”

“Or at least a chance to stop an accident before it happens,” Himeko said firmly. “Well, those gym supplies aren’t going to magically- “

Himeko, paused, cut herself off, and then turned back to me. “I don’t suppose there’s a magical way to search through all of those?” she asked hopefully.

I started to say no but stopped and looked things from a different angle. “Well I can’t search them, but I can try a spell to detect if there’s anything wrong or broken about them.” I smiled sheepishly. “Let’s be honest, that’s probably a better idea then thinking we can just sort through everything and will automatically notice something that’s been damaged or sabotaged.”

“Better safe then sorry,” Eiko noted with surprising seriousness. Then again, I imagine she used gym equipment all the time and probably took damage to it more seriously than I did. “Check and then check again before you take chances with safety.”

I nodded and we all walked a little bit closer before I cast my next spell. It was a more active detection spell that would give me an impression of anything that was broken or damaged, more like radar or sonar waves that would bounce back off of ‘damage’ if there was anything to detect. The spell was more powerful and precise then the wide range spell I’d used earlier, this one took more power to use, especially over a large area, and multiple impressions could be overwhelming. Hence why I was only using it now that I’d narrowed down the area a lot. Unfortunately, the results I got were less useful than I’d hoped for. “Huh,” I considered the feedback I’d received for a few seconds before shaking my head. “Sorry, I didn’t get any strong impressions of damage.”

“Nothing at all?” Himeko sounded disappointed.

“I didn’t say that. Unfortunately the feelings I got felt pretty mild, a lot more like standard wear and tear then any sort of sabotage.” I frowned slightly, “I did feel something… I’m not sure how to describe it, something a little odd around the gym mats.”

We all looked at the mats. There were four piles of them, each one nearly neck high on Eiko and Himeko.

“Great,” Eiko sighed.

“How many stunts are they planning to do?” I asked incredulously.

“Depends on the play,” Himeko tone was serious as she studied the piles, clearly determined to make sure they were safe. “I know Class 3-C is going to have a bunch of them along with some very distinctive fight scenes, both the Drama Club and the Karate Club have a lot of members in 3-C and it shows.”

“They couldn’t possibly need all of those though,” I protested even though I knew it was in vain.

Himeko shrugged. “They’ll probably need two whole stacks if they’re being careful. Besides, it doesn’t hurt to have a few extras and they’ll probably be used to weigh down a few things on top of that. Come on Mamoru, we have to check them.”

I sighed but gave in to the inevitable. Himeko and I began the laborious process of lifting each mat down and giving it a careful check for damages, a process made all the harder since we had to move them a few meters before we had enough clear space to unfold them. Doing one or two of them wouldn’t have been a problem, doing three or four stacks of them was another story, especially after a full day of school. By the end of the first stack we were already sweaty and by the middle of the second we were puffing and panting.

“I don’t… suppose… you have a spell… that will help… strengthen us,” Himeko asked as we carried yet another mat over a bunch of obstacles.

“Not that… I’ve tested yet…” I said. I took a few moments to recover after we let it drop in the clear space and then elaborated. “I don’t know how the strength enhancement spells work yet. They’re probably harmless but I don’t want to risk hurting someone or wasting energy if it turns out I’m wrong. Not unless I have to.”

“I’ll be your guinea pig,” Eiko tossed over. She’d offered to help us with the mats right away but Himeko had shot her down equally fast. Eiko was doing exceptionally well given that she was still on the mend, her own skills and abilities were obviously coming in to play in her recovery. But she was still a long way from fully restored. A bunch somewhat heavy lifts and trying to carry them over various obstacles was practically asking for torn stiches and Eiko had reluctantly been forced to agree. That hadn’t stopped her from checking over the other equipment though, she wasn’t going to let her injuries keep her from helping out where it was practical.

“That sounds like a lot of fun,” Eiko continued from next to the vaulting horse she was carefully checking for flaws. “Just tell me when and where and you can start casting the spells on me, I’ve always wanted to jump fifty meters and lift six hundred kilos.”

“Not for a while yet!” Himeko answered immediately and vehemently. “You need to heal up and then you need to make sure you’re back at peak before you try anything like that Eiko!”

While I disliked Himeko’s imperious assumption of authority there, both Eiko and I had free will after all, I couldn’t disagree with that position. “Agreed,” I said shortly, “I’ve got enough stuff to work with for the time being.” I thought for a moment and added. “Talk to me again in the new year.”

Himeko shot me a dirty look and Eiko just grinned. Before anyone could say anything else Himeko’s shirt pocket buzzed. Himeko transferred the dirty look to her phone as she took it out.

I looked over at the main doors to the gym as they rattled, it was obvious someone was testing if they were really locked. I also heard a faint “Hime-chan?” from outside.

Himeko looked like she’d bitten into a lemon. “It’s Shizu, god da- “ Himeko caught herself just in time.

“I’ll be back in a minute,” she told me tightly, “I just need to take care of this.” Before I could say anything else Himeko was walking off to the side and talking softly into her phone.

Eiko sighed in disgust behind me. “She never learns.”

“I don’t suppose Shizu’s a great detective by any chance?” I asked. I didn’t really believe it but I wasn’t too proud to get help if it was available, nor did I want to make any assumptions after everything else that had already happened over the last few hours.

“No,” Eiko said tiredly. “Just another obsessed fangirl worshiping at the altar of Hime-chan.”

I paused for a moment, suddenly realizing something. “Why don’t you ever call her that?” I asked. I heard plenty of Himeko’s friends at school calling her Hime-chan and one or two other familiar nicknames, but I’d never seen Eiko do anything more then call her Hime once in a while.

Eiko stopped what she was doing and gave me a considering look. After a few moments she said calmly. “Because that’s not her. She’s Himeko.”

I must have looked clueless because after a moment Eiko sighed and expanded. “Most of the people in Himeko’s life fall into two categories. The first are the ones who call her -sama or -domo. They’re the ones who buy into all the effort she puts into being the perfect Meiko heir and Japanese princess. The second type are the ones that call her Hime-chan, the ones that like to believe they’re her friends even though they’re just the version of the first category that want to get close to the image she presents. They like to pretend they really know her and are so close so they call her Hime-chan. But she’s not, she’s Himeko.”

That simple statement raised so many questions. I sort of understood, I wasn’t so dense I couldn’t see the basics of what Eiko was saying, but that still begged the question of why the hell she let me call her Himeko! Before I could pursue the topic any further I heard Himeko sigh loudly and the beep of her hanging up her phone. I hurriedly turned back to checking over the mat before she could get angry at me for gossiping instead of working.

“That’s taken care of,” Himeko said, trying to appear perfectly composed. And she was doing a good job of it, if I’d just come into the gym at that point without having been around her for the last hour or so I might have bought it. Unfortunately I’d been around her the whole time and I could tell she was still pretty tired and frustrated.

I was also wise enough not to say anything and I wordlessly continued checking the gym mat. Himeko didn’t seem inclined to give any further details and quickly joined me. Pretty soon I’d forgotten any of the questions and concerns I’d had as the frustration and physical drain of our task wiped them away. The world narrowed to the simple task of fetching a mat, carrying it to a clear area, thoroughly examining it, and then restacking it in a slightly different position.

… until it didn’t. I blinked in surprise, signaled to Himeko to hold up for a moment and then knelt down low to examine the remains of the stack more closely.

Himeko quietly took the chance to recover a little more of her strength, waiting a full minute before she asked me “what is it Mamoru?”

I frowned slightly. I was trying to study the stack with mage sight but not seeing anything. “I’m not sure…” I said slowly, holding my hand closer to the stack. It was subtle, but I could feel something. Like I’d told Eiko earlier, it was possible to sense supernatural forces without a spell, it was just a lot more basic and less accurate. I felt a cold and sticky electrical current playing over my skin, there was something there but it seemed to be at a bad angle for me to see with mage sight. After searching around for another minute, figuring out where it felt slightly stronger and slightly weaker, I finally said “third mat from the bottom.”

Himeko raised her eyebrows but wordlessly helped me tip two mats off the pile so we could reach the one I’d indicated. We hauled it out to the clear space but it wasn’t until we had it spread out I could see anything with ‘mage sight’.

“There,” I said, pointing toward the edge, “there’s something odd there.”

“There’s nothing I can see,” Himeko noted. I was grateful that she didn’t sound like she was doubting me, merely that she was noting facts. Eiko also stopped what she was doing and came over.

“No,” I said thoughtfully. “And it’s not like there’s a spell written on the mat.” I felt along the edge of the mat and soon discovered a small tear, only a few centimeters wide. “I think…” I said slowly, pushing two fingers inside the tear and probing around.

“Aha!” I declared, yanking out a tightly folded bit of paper. The girls crowded in close as I unfolded it, curious at just what I’d found. When I finally finished flattening it out we all stared in confusion at what was drawn on the page.

The paper itself was nothing special, it could have come from any notebook in our school. But messily painted on it was a confusing array of symbols and stains.

“Is that… “ Himeko said slowly, clearly not wanting to embarrass herself or accidentally insult me by asking the obvious question, “some sort of spell?” I was grateful that even she seemed reluctant to compare the juvenile mess on the page to anything she’d seen me do.

“It looks like something out of one of those cheap ‘occult guidebooks’ they try to sell to gullible kids,” Eiko said with a glance my way.

“It probably is,” I said calmly, still trying to understand what I was looking at. “This isn’t real magic, or at least not properly working magic. But it is doing something and I’m trying to figure it out.”

“What do you mean? If it’s doing something then wouldn’t that make it real magic?” Eiko asked with a questioning look on her face.

I waved my hand around uncertainly. “Maybe, sort of, technically,” I sighed and tried to be a bit clearer. “Alright. My magic is well put together and runs smoothly and reliably, doing exactly what it’s supposed to. This is… it’s like someone tried to build a birdhouse but failed miserably and the thing collapsed in on itself. But the parts are still technically there and some mice are living in the rubble so it is technically of doing something and that something is sort of like what it was originally supposed to do? I guess? I’m stretching the analogy a whole lot here because I’ve got no idea what this thing was supposed to do and I’m not even sure what it’s doing now. Hell, it’s not even pure magic but a really messy mix of magic and psi.”

“Psi?” Eiko blinked and looked at me in surprise. “That’s different?”

“Not to doubt you Mamoru,” Himeko noted from my other side, “but are you talking about esper abilities? Aren’t esper abilities and magic pretty similar?”

I shook my head. “Don’t even get me started on that one! Sure, there are a lot of similarities and testing to see how they’re connected is on my list of experiments but there are a lot of differences too! Hell, I really want to test if psi, ki, and mana are all related but they are all distinct in their own ways. I’ve got about three different hypotheses but- “ I cut myself off and then coughed in embarrassment. “Like I said, don’t get me started.”

“Noted,” Himeko said firmly, obviously amused but eager to focus on what was in front of us. “But what does that mean about this broken-down birdhouse of a spell?”

Something about hearing Himeko say it triggered the realization in me. “Not a birdhouse,” I said in a whisper. “A birdfeeder!”

“What?” Himeko asked, looking at me strangely.

I frantically waved her to silence, the connections exploding in my head as it all came together. “Of course, of course!” I said, springing to my feet. “It all makes sense!”

“Are you okay Mamoru?” Eiko asked, her look starting to mirror Himeko’s.

I began to pace a little, trying to put my conclusions down into words. “The spell,” I said, pointing at the piece of paper, “it isn’t really working right, it isn’t actually doing anything. But it is collecting energy, negative energy. A little bit of mana but mostly just negative emotions and feelings, that’s what all that strange psi energy is.”

“It’s not doing it well,” I explained, walking faster and faster as I tried to work it out. “If you compared it to my mana collectors this is basically a bucket with a couple of holes punched in it. That’s why I couldn’t detect anything at first, it had nearly all drained away apart from a thin film at the bottom. But if you pour enough energy into the bucket fast enough you can still get a full container for a few minutes.”

I stopped and waved my arms around. “The whole gym’s been full of students at times the last week or two. Stressed and worried students pumping out tons of negative energy as they try to prepare for the Cultural Festival and mid-terms!”

Eiko looked skeptical but Himeko just nodded thoughtfully. “And did that trigger the spell Mamoru?” the class president asked carefully. “Will it work if there’s enough power in it?”

I shook my head. “You aren’t listening,” I said, being rather unfair to the girls given their lack of mystic knowledge and my weird way of explaining. “The spell doesn’t work, never has and never will. But the energy was there, and things interested in that energy felt it and showed up for a free meal. Dark spirits.”

“Dark spirits?” Eiko asked, clearly struggling not to accuse me of being overdramatic.

In contrast Himeko clapped her hands. “All the students feeling nervous and dark presences!” she said, enthusiastically.

I nodded. “I think so, at least sometimes. Now don’t get me wrong,” I said quickly, “I’m pretty sure at least a few of those were people just imagining things. But I’m also pretty sure that at least a few of them were actually feeling the presence of dark spirits, or maybe they just brushed against this thing like I did and they felt it more intensely when it was full of energy.” I wasn’t sure I wanted to bet on what the true ratio of real feelings to paranoia was, I really had little idea since all I knew of it was what Himeko had told me in the lab. Heck, part the reason I had noted it at all was to avoid giving Himeko too much credit, while she hadn’t been precisely right she had had been a lot closer to it then I had and I felt a hint embarrassed by that.

Mostly though, I just felt excited to be unraveling the mystery. “Once the dark spirits were fed…” I paused a moment, considering. “Huh. Okay, I admit this is the bit where I’m speculating a lot more then I like to. I’m guessing most of them just moved on, they were already mostly full and sated. But some of them caused trouble, that’s in their nature, and that’s where we’ve gotten a few of our accidents from.”

“You don’t sound convinced,” Eiko noted while Himeko looked unduly thrilled.

“I’m…” I struggled to find the right words. “I’m extrapolating a heck of a lot based on second hand reports and that leaves a lot of room for error. I’m pretty sure I’ve got the basic shape of everything though; it actually fits together a lot better than I ever thought it would. The reports of people feeling strange presences but only a few actual accidents turning up, the fact that we couldn’t detect any real magic or spirits but that there had been some reports of mysterious activity, and the fact that we have all been stressed out over the last month, it all manages to come together with this,” I indicated the piece of paper. “Just not in a way I could have predicted, or that I think anyone intended.”

“Is there any way you can verify it?” Eiko asked, crossing her arms. She carefully did not look at Himeko. Himeko, on the other hand, was being careful not to look too smug at me admitting she was right.

I winced as Eiko punctured my own feelings of brilliance at solving the case. “No,” I admitted, “not without a ton of luck and a month of trying to summon spirits and interview them. I don’t recommend that. Trying to summon the sort of spirits that would have been attracted to this,” I gestured at the piece of paper again, “isn’t the sort of thing that ends well. Every time some mage thinks they’ve got a brilliant idea that involves using those types of spirits it either ends in tragedy or corruption.” There was the exceedingly rare exception of course, once a century someone did manage to thread the needle and pull off something clever, but I wasn’t about to put that idea in Eiko or Himeko’s head!

“Or we could try leaving it around and seeing if it attracted more dark spirits,” I said, making sure they both realized I was being sarcastic. “But to do that properly we’d have to bring all the students back and keep them stressed out and fearful. If the dark spirits returned and caused another accident or two we could probably call my hypothesis proven. I am not in favor of that experiment!”

“Alright, alright,” Eiko sighed and shook her head, “I get you’re point. But how certain are you that this is the whole cause?”

Yeah, good job acting like a scientist and not jumping to conclusions, my conscience noted sarcastically. I should have just stayed in the lab, I seemed to suck at field experiments. “Pretty sure,” I said, making sure to keep the right amount of uncertainty in my voice to let them know I was being honest. I opened my mouth but stopped before saying anything. After a few more moments I started casting a spell.

“Mamoru?” Himeko asked tentatively.

I ignored her and then cast the spell. Followed by another one. Then a third. And a fourth one just to be safe. After that I nodded and turned back to Eiko. “Pretty sure,” I repeated with a little more certainty. “I’m not picking up anything else around here and this fits in pretty well with what we know. We were able to discount high school dramatics and realize there was something going on and as best I can tell this is the only really odd thing going on in the gym.”

“Apart from you,” Eiko noted.

“Well hysterics and paranoia were responsible for some of it,” Himeko said graciously, obviously satisfied at her victory but not going to rub it in. “I had three or four more incidents I thought might have been supernatural in origin but it looks like they were just the usual setbacks that happen on any project.”

I sighed, but I could be gracious too. “It’s possible they were still indirectly supernatural,” I admitted, “people feeling the presence dark spirits and getting disturbed but not wanting to admit that to you. My guess is that no more then one or two more incidents fell into that category… but I wouldn’t be surprised that one or two more incidents fell into that category!”

Himeko’s smile of satisfaction still had a hint of smugness to it but she managed to keep it to a minimum so I couldn’t complain.

Eiko just sighed in disgust. “Alright geniuses, now what?”

Both Himeko and I looked at her.

Eiko rolled her eyes. “Okay, so we’ve solved the mystery. Good for us. What do we do about it? We’ve still got someone messing with the occult and a whole school full of worried students, how do we handle that?”

Himeko and I exchanged a worried look, suddenly realizing that while one mystery might have been solved we didn’t have a clue what do next.
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We lied of course.

After a long discussion and debate we made up a story about how some of the wiring had been damaged near to where the day’s accident had occurred.  We suggested that sometime in the last week or so someone had been moving something heavy through the area and probably hit the wall, not realizing they’d even done any damage.  In fact they’d bent some metal paneling in just the right way that it was starting to dig into the wiring.  This was what had been causing the occasional power surges in the gym and at the same time the plating itself had been vibrating, occasionally vibrating hard enough to create a subsonic tone that would induce fear in those nearby.  Those vibrations were also probably what had caused the rope holding the support to come undone, the support had been near enough that it had resonated and worked free of the rope binding it, falling on the poor innocent student.  When we’d searched the area carefully after the accident we’d spotted the damage, run some quick tests, and then repaired everything so that the gym should be perfectly safe again.

It was all total garbage of course; I could barely believe anyone bought it for even a second.  But we had several big advantages in our corner.

The first was Himeko.  Not only was she capable of presenting this story to everyone with a perfectly straight face (I could never have managed a convincing delivery) but her popularity and flawless reputation meant that everyone listened to it.  Sure they might have had doubts, but no one wanted to be the one to say she was a liar or mistaken.

The second big advantage was that it made a twisted kind of sense but didn’t deny anything.  No one wanted to say it was ghosts or something supernatural and our explanation didn’t suggest anyone was lying or making any mistakes.  The rope came undone?  It vibrated loose.  You felt strangely afraid?  That wasn’t surprising, you were just the victim of a subsonic tone.  Power surges?  Yes, that really happened, the electrical system was damaged after all.  People were glad that their experiences weren’t being denied, they weren’t being blamed for anything that had happened, and if the explanation wasn’t one hundred percent believable it was slightly more believable then ghosts.  So, reluctantly, they moved on.

And finally, there was the fact that everyone had to really move to get everything finished in time for the Culture Festival!  They didn’t have the time to question the explanation and once it had been given a little space to settle in no one wanted to suddenly start revisiting it.  So, much to my surprise, we got away with it.

(It probably helped that I did a spell to create optimism and promote hope over the gym just before I left for the Meiko estate on Tuesday, just as a precaution to deter any additional dark spirits from stopping by.  The spell helped dispel any lingering doubts or negativity and boosted the school’s, well, fighting spirit for lack of a better word.  It didn’t explain everyone’s boosted effort, the student body did most of it themselves, and I doubted the spell’s effects lasted much more then an hour.  But it helped get the ball rolling and build up momentum that the students then used to go even further.  I wasn’t going to make a habit of doing anything like that but doing it in this case made me feel really good about helping the Cultural Festival.)

The student body dug a little deeper and worked like their lives depended on it and somehow we managed to get everything put together in time.  Hell, the Engineering Club even found time to make their setups more obscure and less efficient in an attempt to trip me up!  They’d been slightly insulted to find out I was overseeing the final safety checks and had wanted to put me in my place.  Unfortunately for them I came armed with divination spells and I actually managed to find a place where, after deliberately crossing wires back and forth several times to make my life more difficult, someone had miscounted and miswired their positive and negative outputs.  I’d used Himeko’s behaviour on Monday as an example and not acted like a smug bastard, pointing out the problem and graciously ignoring the behaviour that had led to it.  I wasn’t sure if I’d have more problems with them in the future but the incident had only further inflated my own reputation, added a little more believability to our story about what had happened in the gym, and if I’d acted like a smug bastard I’d definitely have started a quiet blood feud with the club that I’d have regretted later!  Overall I counted that as a win… and was forced to admit Himeko might have had a point about setting a good example towards slightly more troubled students like Shizu.

So, with a slightly lighter conscience, I went to the school Cultural Festival on Thursday.

***

I was savoring an excellent chocolate mousse and musing about the last month when she surprised me.

I’d finished all my shifts for the day, our class had been boring and just set up a café.  Nothing too bad, nothing too good, just a standard maid and butler theme.  Himeko’s shift had, of course, attracted a ton of attention but other then that we’d done about average for a Cultural Festival café.  We could probably have done better if we’d used Himeko as a maid a little more often but she’d had Student Council duties to perform and she’d been stretching things already to get as much serving time in as she’d managed.

Cloning spells, I noted thoughtfully, Himeko might be useful in testing those.  I doubted I’d get to them for a while, spells that created an independently operating but connected illusion or temporary alchemical duplicate were ridiculously complex and pretty expensive in terms of mana.  On the other hand, it might be a nice way to give Himeko something of a break and test out how they actually worked at the same time.

I shook my head as I realized what I’d just thought about.  A month ago I would never have believed I’d have someone I could talk to about something like that, and I would have figured it would be a decade or two before I’d ever have the mana to even think about such an experiment!  Now I figure if I can complete the next generation of collectors and a reservoir it might actually be practical if I saved mana for about a month.  How the heck did that happen?

Looking back over the previous month I was flabbergasted by all that I’d gone through.  Don’t get me wrong, as an action movie or detective film it would have been ridiculously slow paced and minor.  As real life I’d lived through… I looked back on it and chuckled.  It was either laugh or go into shock and I’d already done that once in the last month already!

I took another spoonful of mousse and let it melt in my mouth.  Honestly, crooks, mysteries, a princess, a martial artist, a sort of position on the Student Council, a lab, a steady supply of mana… if someone had told me I’d actually be dealing with all of those before winter break I’d have accused them of reading too many manga!

I was broken out of my contemplation when I heard an unexpected voice behind me “Heeeey, that looks good!”

I turned around and much to my surprise I saw Eiko leaning over my shoulder and looking at my half-finished chocolate mousse with interest.

And, well, maybe friends, I added to the list, still reluctant to believe I was that lucky.  Friends who actually know something of who I really am.

“It’s pretty nice,” I agreed pleasantly, “want a taste?”

“Don’t mind if I do,” Eiko said instantly, happily accepting the spoonful I gave her.

“Mmm,” she said, making happy noises.  “Nice.  Not the best thing I’ve ever tasted but definitely yummy.  Where did you get it?”

“The Cooking Club is selling stuff out of the food lab,” I explained.  “It’s their contribution.  To avoid crowding or competing too much with the café’s they’re just selling the food though, you have to go eat it somewhere else.”

We were tucked off a little to the side of the school, I was sat on a quiet bench next to some trees.  Well, relatively quiet.  It was still the Cultural Festival after all, even if it was winding down a little.  During lunch the space would have been packed but now that most of the things were done there were only a dozen other scattered students around.  Which begged the question…

“What are you doing here?” I asked belatedly.  Eiko, didn’t attend our school and it was still technically school hours.  Heck, she was still wearing her regular uniform and stood out with her grey and brown colors compared to our navy blue.

Eiko smiled mischievously.  “We did our Cultural Festival today too,” she admitted.  “I didn’t have anything left to do and none of the booths or plays that were still running interested me so I figured I’d slip out and see what was happening here.”

“Is that alright?” I asked, worried someone was going to ding Eiko for playing hooky.

“It’s fine,” Eiko waved away my worries without a trace of guilt.  “My class did a play earlier and I wasn’t terribly important to it, that sort of thing happens if you’re not even in school when they hand out the parts.  I did my bit helping clean up but frankly,” she pulled down her sleeve slightly to show me how much of her arm was still wrapped in bandages and gave me a sardonic look, “I was worrying the other students as much as I was helping.  So when everything was done I figured it would be better to just stop by your guys’ school.  I’d already gone all around our festival, eaten everything I wanted to try eating and seen everything I was interested in, so rather then just wandering around pointlessly for an hour or so I thought I’d make sure Himeko was okay and see what was going on here.”

“Ah,” I said.  The way she said it made me flash back to the argument Himeko and I had gotten into in the gym on Monday.

“You can’t destroy it Mamoru, it could be important evidence!  Someone put that in the gym mat and caused injury to a number of the school’s students!  We have to find them and hold them accountable.”

I’d sighed and rubbed the bridge of my nose, just desperate to finally be done with everything and go home.  “How?” I’d asked with a lot more derision than I’d have normally shown Himeko, especially after she’d already been proven right once that day.  “It’s not like I can trace this thing back to whoever made it.  Normally I might, maybe, be able to do that but this thing is too badly constructed.  It would be like trying to carry out handwriting analysis on something made with a poorly constructed brush by a guy with a broken hand after the paper took significant water damage!  This thing is a dead end.”

“It’s proof we can use to confront the- the- “

“The what?” I’d smiled a little nastily, the fact that Himeko was even struggling to find a word had kind of proven my point pre-emptively.  “Sorcerer?  Witch?  Himeko, you’re talking about trying to punish someone for using black magic.”

“Shouldn’t I?”

I’d sighed again.  “Probably, but we’ve still got a lot more questions than answers.  Like did this person actually intend this result or was this some loony who thought they’d actually made a blessing to help people?  And even if we found them, how do you go from ‘you drew this’ to ‘you hurt a half a dozen people and need to be punished’?  Without claiming we’re using magic too.”

“Then we don’t.  We hold on to it and when we find out who did this we use it as evidence of a different crime, like damaging school property.  They slid it inside the mat after all, we can use it against them.  If, and only If, we actually have this as evidence.”

“Your ‘evidence’ is just going to keep catching negativity and attracting dark spirits if we keep it,” I had warned.  “Do you really want to risk hurting more people on the long shot of we MIGHT catch a sort-of dark magician and SOMEHOW come up with a way to punish them?”

“So… anything weird happen?” Eiko asked, disrupting my recollection of the argument.  We’d gone back and forth a half dozen more times over minor points on Monday and still not reached any solid conclusions.

“Nothing.  No problems, no curses, no strange happenings.  At least nothing outside the usual stuff that goes wrong at a festival,” I amended hastily, “Himeko’s had to run around and help solve three or four of the usual last-minute crises when something minor went wrong.”

“You’ve been keeping an eye out,” Eiko asked me with a knowing glance.

“A little,” I admitted sheepishly, “mostly out of self defence.  If something supernatural did come up I wanted to be right on top of it before Himeko could say ‘I told you so’.”

“She wouldn’t,” Eiko said confidently, “not unless she really needed to rub it in for some reason, like to keep you from doing something else really stupid.  But you’d know she could have said it and that would be almost as bad.”

We were both silent for a moment as we reflected on that point.  After that moment I had another spoonful of mousse.

“Honestly, with twenty-twenty hindsight I’m wondering if we were all barking up the wrong tree,” I confessed, glad to finally be able discuss it with someone.  I’d been thinking about the issue for a few days but between the festival, the supernatural subject matter, and Himeko’s certainty about some issues, I hadn’t been able to talk about it.

“What do you mean?” Eiko asked, looking confused.

“Well, we assumed that whoever wrote that spell,” you could clearly hear my disdain for the label in my voice, “did it to sabotage the festival.  Or at least the Monkey King Marathon.”

“More or less,” Eiko agreed.  “We argued a bunch whether it was deliberate, or if it was a joke, or just someone venting in what they thought was a harmless way, but we all figured that was the target.  Why?  You think it was something else?”

I nodded, looking into the distance and running through my thoughts again.  “We were all so desperate to solve the ‘mystery’ that we were jumping to conclusions pretty quickly-”

“You and Himeko were,” Eiko inserted immediately, “I tried to keep out of that!  I made a few suggestions but I didn’t know enough about the school to make any guesses.”

I nodded again.  “Fair.  But like I was saying, looking back on things we were jumping to a lot of conclusions pretty quickly.  Most of them were probably pretty safe conclusions, I’m still sure that thing was drawing dark spirits to the gym and that was the cause of all the accidents.  But some of them weren’t.  That thing could have been tucked into the gym mat for years and caused all kinds of problems in the meantime.”

Eiko looked startled at that thought.  “You really think so?”

“No, not really,” I said after a moment, “I figure we would have had a lot more rumors and problems if that had been true, we’d have probably had some additional low key but notable accidents around the gym.  At the very least I think something would have come up around Sports Day or the last Cultural Festival if that was the case, so it was almost certainly more recent then that.  But consider this: how did Kasumi break her leg?”

Eiko looked confused for a few moments before her memory kicked in.  “You mean the volleyball girl?  The one Himeko mentioned at the time but we ruled out because it was weeks earlier?”

I nodded slowly.  “Uh huh.  What if that was something a dark spirit did too?  One disturbing her at just the wrong moment or giving her a little magical push so her leg broke like that.  How would that change our timeline and assumptions?”

Eiko fell silent and I scraped some off the mousse of the side of the container, I’d already had time to consider the subject and it didn’t disturb me quite as much.

“You think she was the target?” Eiko asked eventually.

“I doubt it,” I said derisively, “I have a hard time believing that thing was targeted!  Or that it actually hit whoever it was supposed to hit even if it was supposed to be targeted.  But I can’t rule it out.  Our assumption that it was based around the Monkey King Marathon was reasonable at the time but working backwards from what we learned… well, that falls apart.”

“Yeah, we weren’t good detectives.”

I smiled ruefully and shook my head.   “No, not in the slightest.  Himeko and I were so desperate to solve the problem and I think we were both got caught up in the idea we were solving a mystery we forgot how to actually solve a mystery in real life.  At best we managed to find a weapon used in an assault or fixed an incident of sabotage.  Not a bad thing, but not the same thing as actually cracking the case.”

Honestly, we’d been embarrassingly bad about it in some ways.  When I compared how we’d handled that investigation to how I would have handled a scientific investigation… well, no one had been hurt and we’d solved the problem that was hurting people but that was the only reason I could look back on it with so much good humor.  As much as I liked the occasional detective story, I had to conclude that I was better off researching things in the lab then investigating mysteries in the field.

“So was it a good thing Himeko talked you into saving the spell?” Eiko asked slyly.

I refused to rise to the bait.  “I doubt it,” I said in a deliberately calm voice, taking the time to have one last spoonful of mousse.  “There’s no way I can use that to track down the perpetrator, it was exposed to too much random psi energy in the gym and any sort of connection it might have had is badly scrambled.  A picture or two of that thing would have done just as well and wouldn’t run the risk of gathering dark energies.  Frankly the only possible reason not to have let me burn it up already is so that it can be professionally cleansed at a fire festival!”

“Still feel that strongly about it, eh?”

I shrugged.  “I think it’s stupid, but to be fair to Himeko it’s not hard for me to keep it warded,” I had the piece of paper firmly tucked away and surrounded by a much stronger ward than the thing deserved.  There was no chance of it gathering any energy while my ward had it contained.  “I don’t think she’s going to come up with some sort of clever way to find out who made it.  But I didn’t think there was anything supernatural going on in the gym either, I’m willing to not make that mistake again so I’m just going to give her this one.”

“She’s not actually perfect you know,” Eiko noted, giving me the side eye, “I know she puts a lot of effort into trying to act that way but she still makes mistakes.”

“I know, I know,” I then snorted.  “Heck, the fact that we couldn’t find any fingerprints on the paper just proves that!”  Himeko had been so sure it had been worth trying, and I’d had to admit she’d had a point.  She’d been wrong though, the only even remotely worthwhile fingerprints we’d been able to get off the paper had been mine.

There was another moment of silence.

“Are you sure you don’t want to catch the end of the Monkey King Marathon?” I asked, suddenly feeling a little uncomfortable and worried I was keeping her there.  “I think 3-C is doing their play right now to finish it off.”

Eiko shook her head.  “The gym looked awfully crowded, I didn’t want to try squeezing in there like sardines just to watch a student play.”

“Probably,” I admitted, “the whole thing’s proven pretty successful from what I’ve heard and pretty much everyone who could go went to try and catch the finale.”  It was one of the reasons the rest of the campus was so empty.

“Why didn’t you?”

I shrugged.  “Wasn’t that interesting to me.  Besides, I got to see the dress rehearsal when I was doing final safety checks on the lighting and special effects in the gym.  They actually had something interesting set up for the cloud, a it’s a stylized platform on wires but they also fill it with dry ice to give it a surprisingly dramatic ‘cloud’ effect.”

“Huh,” Eiko looked mildly impressed.  “That’s way fancier then anything I saw our school do.”

I shrugged.  “Pretty much all the plays found room to use the cloud and the staff in there somewhere, that’s why they spent so much time on it.  It looks surprisingly good traveling across a stage in a dark gym.”

“Yeah,” Eiko asked more slyly, “but how were the plays?”

I smiled in recognition of her point.  “Mixed, at least from what I saw at rehearsals.  Two pretty good, two were pretty bland, and one was decent.  Class 3-C’s is the most action packed of the bunch and should be pretty popular with the crowd so long as they don’t mess up.  They’ve got a number of stunts and some shockingly good martial arts- “

I cut myself off and Eiko just smirked at me.  “Oh,” I finished on a more subdued note.  “Right.”  I kind of doubted someone as well trained and experienced as Eiko would find amateur (even if it was upper end amateur) martial arts scenes and stunts terribly impressive.

“Himeko’s probably there,” I offered diffidently.

Eiko shook her head.  “If nothing bad has happened yet then I doubt she needs me.  I figure it’s better for me to have a little fun and stay out of sight.  Her little posse gets defensive and she’d just be worried about why I was here if she saw me, better for the both of us if I don’t get in her way.”

I thought carefully about the implications of those statements for a few moments and decided it was best not to say anything.  There was still so much I didn’t know.

“Well, what about getting a snack from the Cooking Club?” I indicated my now empty container of mousse.  “I have to admit, next to the marathon they might be the group that’s impressed me the most this festival.”

“Really?” Eiko sounded surprised.  “Usually the food served at one of these things is decent but they’re actually that good?  And they’re making it themselves?”

I smiled.  “They came in with a pretty good plan,” I admitted, “they took over the cooking lab and they’ve been serving fresh dishes throughout the day.  They focused on breads and lunch type meals until an hour or two after noon and then they switched to sweets and treats.  From what I understand they’ve focused on dishes that aren’t too hard but are above average and they’ve been doing them pretty well.  Honestly, as much as I’ve appreciated some of the other projects and plays I think they might have been the ones putting the most work in this whole festival.”

“Cooking all day in shifts?  You’d better believe it,” Eiko said with feeling.  “It’s a lot easier if it’s planned well but timing it right and putting out quality food on a schedule is really stressful.  Especially if you’re not sure how much you need to make!”

I paused for a moment before remembering.  “Ah, right, the other half of your life,” she was literally the daughter of a butler.  Our class might have played at that role earlier in the day but she knew it intimately.  I sighed.  “I’m just hitting all your buttons today, aren’t I?  Himeko was right, I’m hopeless.”

Eiko smiled sympathetically.  “Kind of.  But at least you can remember it and don’t think I’m some sort of freak.”

I started a little.  “What do you mean by that?”

Eiko gave me a jaundiced look.  “I only just got back to my class after spending a month and a half of school time studying in the mountains with a martial arts master.  There was a reason he considered that a test of our dedication.  And then not long after that I showed up to my school looking like I’d just lost a match in a video game fighting tournament.  How do you think my classmates reacted?”

She didn’t have to spell it out for me.  “’The nail that stands up gets hammered down’,” I quoted darkly.

“Oh yeah,” Eiko agreed.  She cheerfully added.  “Or they try to at least.  That was another one of my sensei’s lessons: being tough enough to resist the hammer.  Mentally and physically.  These days no one is dumb enough to try physically hassling me and I can take whatever sort of mental pressure they do apply.  But I don’t have many people willing to have lunch with me and I don’t exactly run around with an entourage the size of Himeko’s.”

I looked at her for a moment, trying to gauge how much of that had been bravado and how much of that had been her honest feelings.  “Would you really have wanted a bunch of followers like Himeko’s?” I asked, figuring that was a safe and easy question to sound things out.

I was right, Eiko just snorted in amusement.  “Like those wimps?  No,” she answered immediately, “those types of weaklings I’m glad to keep as far away from me as possible.”

“Hey!” I protested with mock indignation.

“Come on Mamoru,” Eiko said good naturedly.  “We both know you're no wimp.”

“You mean the guy that was only able to intervene because your life depended on it?  And even then he had to use supernatural powers and went into shock afterwards?”  I snorted.  “Yeah, I’m totally not a wimp.”

“I don’t mean like that!” Eiko protested with a smile.  “Yeah, you suck in a fight but you’re actually willing to run towards them.  You did it for Himeko and you did it for me.  The most I’ll say for the type of people who attach themselves to Himeko is that they’d probably phone the police while they were running away, but that’s about it.”

I was startled by the level of disrespect in her voice.  “You might be doing them a disservice,” I said slowly, thinking about it.  “At least some of them, like Shizu.”

Eiko paused, obviously considering it.  “Alright, I’ll give you that one,” she said grudgingly, “but she’s the psychotic exception.  If Himeko ever faced a bunch of thugs with them in tow Shizu would immediately try to jump one, biting and clawing all the while.  But the rest would run or collapse.  Mark my words: most of them are weak and that’s why they’re so desperate to attach themselves to Himeko.  The strong ones who attempt to use her or take advantage of her are about the only ones she’s actually willing to drive away.”

I thought about the girls I usually saw following Himeko around.  I hadn’t had any real reason to focus on them before the events of the last month and I’d barely been aware of them as anything other then a cloud of people around Himeko.  Eiko’s description struck me as a little harsh… but only a little.  Thinking about them as individuals I couldn’t think of one of them I’d have trusted when it came to willpower or determination.  I doubted they could stand up to a truly scary movie by themselves, not even for something reasonably important.  Put them up against the delinquents Himeko had faced or the thugs Eiko had fought and they’d be running for the hills at the first sign of actual violence.

Not an entirely stupid response, I admitted to myself, but you do have to be able to stand up for yourself sometimes.  Not often but sometimes.

There was a surprisingly heavy silence over Eiko and I.  I tried to lift it.  “Did we just conclude that Shizu is the best person among Himeko’s school friends?”

Eiko snorted laughter.  “Oh God, we just did!” she said between snickers.  “You bastard!  I’m never going to be able to get that out of my head now.”

I grinned while she spent the next minute snickering and trying to hide it.  She probably could have gotten it out of her system in half the time if she’d just given in and laughed but she wasn’t willing to do so.  “You bastard,” she said calmly to me after she was finally done.

“Science is all about seeing what the evidence indicates,” I said serenely, “we must follow the trail to the end without prejudice.”

“Uh-huh,” Eiko verbalized, showing a shocking amount of derision while saying so little.

I immediately grinned again.  “Seriously though, going back a few steps, if you wanted to get some food from the Cooking Club it would probably be worthwhile.  They’re probably only bringing the last things out now so if you want to get something to snack on you should get it quick.”

“Tempting,” Eiko said with a small smile.  “But I’ve had enough treats already today and I’m not burning as many calories as I normally do.”

“How are you… how do I phrase this?” I’d already messed up a few times already, if I kept doing it sooner or later I’d justify her hitting me.  “How’s your healing going?”

“Pretty good.  I’m still getting in good workouts but if I tried doing my normal routines I’d only set myself back.  Sensei wants me bouncing back fast and he’s got me pushing my limits but he made sure I knew there was a difference between pushing my limits and ignoring my limits while trying to jump over them.”

I considered that for a few moments.  It wasn’t how I would have recuperated, physically at least, but for someone like Eiko who seemed to be about pushing forward that seemed like pretty good advice.  “That seems wise, although I’m not sure I’m the guy who should be giving any advice on physical recovery.”

“You actually seem in pretty good shape Mamoru,” Eiko noted.

“Could you try not to sound so surprised?” I asked dryly.

“Hey, you’re hopeless at coordination and I’d rather take Shizu or Shinji at my back in an actual physical fight, you can’t blame me for being surprised,” Eiko answered with brutal honesty.

“No, don’t hold back, tell me what you really feel,” I muttered softly.

Eiko either hadn’t heard me or wasn’t going to acknowledge that.  “But from what I saw at the gym and how much walking you’re doing as part of the trip between school and the Meiko’s you actually have some endurance and strength.”

“Just what’s natural for someone with my frame,” I responded instantly.

“Oh really?” Eiko said, giving me a look that let me know she knew I was lying to her.

I sighed.  “Alright, alright,” I said reluctantly, “I’m a little above average.  I already have a hard enough time in the spring with the Rugby Club and Basketball Club wanting to recruit me.  I’m not actually athletic… but I have to admit I come closer than most of the people who aren’t in one of the athletic clubs.  If I’d given some of the clubs any more reason to come after me they’d have just kept hounding me more and more, at least until I got this whole scientific consultant thing, so I try to keep the fact I’m not out of shape quiet.”

“Really?  Rugby and basketball?”

“Body type,” I said with a small smile, “nothing more.  I’ve got nowhere near enough speed or coordination for basketball, I’m one of the taller guys in school and that’s about it.  I might have been able to find a spot in the Rugby Club if I went all out but I’m pretty sure my weaknesses would outweigh my strengths there even after I trained.  I have no desire to play, and even less desire to get pounded into the dirt over a month convincing the club I’m not worth pursuing, so I just pretend to be a little below average instead of a little above.”

“Hmm,” Eiko said, looking at me slyly.  “The other side of ‘the nail that stands up’?”

“Pretty much,” I agreed, “I prefer to quietly hide the fact that’s me rather than fight everybody.  I won’t be anyone other than who I am, but I don’t want to waste energy or time struggling against everyone.  So I quietly position my nail off to the side rather than change my ways or act stubborn.”

“Eh, not my style,” Eiko admitted, looking away, “I’d rather challenge them to do something about it and then prove that they can’t.  Sensei says I sometimes take it a little too far so I’m trying to work on it.”

I shrugged.  “I have magic to help me stay under everyone’s radar and being quiet is part of my nature.  If I was naturally flashier or actually wanted to stand out I’m not going to claim I’d be much different.  I’d probably use a more passive aggressive style than you but apart from that…” I thought about it a second and then smirked at my own stupidity.  “Okay, things probably would be significantly different.  Vaguely foreign looking big guy with amazing marks versus attractive looking exotic but Japanese girl who can knock your teeth out… you get slightly different harassment and pressure!”

Eiko smiled wryly.  “Glad you noticed,” she said with a mix of sarcasm and actual gratitude.  “It’s amazing how many people get on my case about my ‘lack of femininity’ and ‘disrespect’ and then try to ask me on a date later.  Or who say I should dye my hair but I’ll catch looking at it enviously.”

“Yeah, that’s not a problem I have.” I admitted without shame.  Eiko wasn’t exactly the pin-up girl that Himeko was but between her mahogany hair and her toned body she was attracting a few looks even at the Cultural Festival.

“If there’s one thing I regret about going to a different school then Hime it’s that she’s no longer there to draw attention away from me,” Eiko vented, I’d apparently hit a slightly sensitive spot.  “When she was around guys were more likely to keep it under control and not try to make any moves on me.  With her gone I have to deal with way too many assholes who think a strong woman needs an even stronger man to keep her satisfied.”

I stared at her in disbelief, that had sounded suspiciously like she was quoting something a guy had once said to her.  “How many of those morons walk away with the same number of teeth?” I asked incredulously.

“Not all of them.”

Eiko’s tone made it clear she wasn’t joking.  I scrambled frantically for a subject change.  “So did Himeko get her maid costume from home?” I asked quickly.  “I’ve been wondering since I saw it and you reminded me about it when you mentioned sexist morons.  Most of the customers today were polite but we had a couple of people none too subtly ogling Himeko in her outfit.”

“Hah!” Eiko let out explosively.  I think she was as grateful to shift her mind off her own problems as I was.  “She did but it wasn’t one of the real maid outfits.  She has something that’s more like cosplay that she brings out for situations like this.  It might look similar but trust me: we can all tell the difference.”

“How so?” I asked, honestly curious.  I’d thought it had looked a little different but given all the different costumes I’d seen that day I’d figured I might just be getting confused and misremembering things.

“It’s a similar cut but a lot fancier in design, a bunch more impractical lace in places.  It’s also a little tighter in significant spots,” Eiko gave me a look that was both amused and disgusted.

“Really?” I said, honestly surprised.  “I didn’t think Himeko would go for a sexy maid outfit.”

“It’s not so much ‘sexy’ as ‘attractive’,” Eiko noted.  For a moment I thought she was being a little bit pedantic and nitpicky.  Then I remembered she probably had relatives that wore the real version of that costume, if anyone had the right and reason to make that distinction it was her!  “It doesn’t show stuff off as much as highlight what is already there.  You know, it’s tight but not skin tight or got an unexplained boob window.  I still don’t know why she even has it though, sometimes I think she wears it just to poke a little fun at the house staff.  Or at least get a rise out of the more conservative members like aunty Natsumi.”

“Speaking of Himeko keeping things to herself,” I said quickly, surprised to find I actually had even that much of an opening.  “What was the actual story with those thugs and Shinji?  I never got a full explanation and it’s been bugging me.”

Eiko completely froze.

I blinked in surprise, I’d made her unhappy before but with those words she’d locked up like I’d just slapped her.  “After the whole gym thing it’s been on my mind again,” I said hastily, unsure if I was digging myself out or just digging myself in deeper.  “That will make two mysteries in the last month and I’d like to start crossing them off my list.”

Eiko made no move to answer.

I wisely decided to shut up.

Over the next minute a half a dozen conflicting emotions raced across Eiko’s face.  They were usually gone before I could be sure what I was looking at but even I managed to pick out anger, fear, embarrassment, and uncertainty.

It was finally on uncertainty that Eiko spoke again.  “I’m sorry Mamoru-san,” she answered with surprising decorum.  “I’m not in a position to answer that.”

I started to stammer out apologies and say she didn’t have to but Eiko pre-empted me with a deep bow.  “Please understand, this is a complex issue.  I personally believe you have a right to know but as both Himeko’s friend and a loyal servant of the Meiko family it is not my place to reveal their secrets.”

She finally rose from the bow and even I could see all the conflict in her eyes.  “To make matters worse Himeko and I are… we disagree about some of these things.  Normally I might be able to justify telling you some things for Himeko’s own good.  In this case it would seem like I was trying to bring you in on my side of the argument.  Himeko and I respect each other, and for me to go behind her back would mean I was indirectly betraying that respect and trust.  I cannot answer.”

I wasn’t sure what was more shocking, her actual answer or the way she’d completely switched her personality and demeaner like that.  At the start of the conversation it had been easy to forget she was the daughter of the Meiko’s head butler, after that little speech it would have been impossible to forget.  I struggled to find an appropriate response.

Eiko bowed again.  “Please excuse me,” she said.  Then she abruptly turned around and ran off as quickly as she could manage without seeming suspicious, soon ducking out of sight around the corner of the school building.

Damn, usually I’m the one running away from an awkward social situation, I thought randomly.  Even though I tried to keep my thoughts light deep in my heart I couldn’t help but worry: was I actually in for an even worse month then the last?
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I worried about my encounter with Eiko and the strange mysteries surrounding the Meiko family for the next day.  The Meiko mystery was a concern I just couldn’t get out of my head and even though I desperately tried to shove it to the side it remained a nagging worry even after the Cultural Festival was all cleaned up.

The extra stress and sour note were even more annoying because I should have finally been able to kick my own research up a notch or two.  After the strangest month of my life (depending on how you wanted to count my death and reincarnation) I was finally clear of mid-terms, the festival, all student council projects, and pretty much every other major concern that had landed on me since my run in with Himeko, Shinji, and the delinquents.  I felt like I should have finally been able to force aside all the dark doubts and focus on the good things happening in my life!  Not necessarily ignore the potential problems at the Meiko estate but at least shove them to the side firmly enough to maintain some cautious optimism.  Instead I found myself worrying about it even as the next surprising problem reared up to kick me in the face.

On Friday evening I politely welcomed my mother home before heading to my room, I’d just finished my own dinner and wanted to leave the kitchen open for her to do hers if she hadn’t already eaten out.  Despite my niggling fears I was pretty satisfied with the day; I’d made some significant progress testing out illusion spells and how they affected technological sensors.  I was just preparing to transfer the footage and copies of the results from my phone to my home computer when I noticed I’d gotten a text a few hours previously.

Unlike most other teenagers I was vaguely startled by that, I almost never got any unexpected communications.  It’s why my phone wasn’t even set to vibrate for texts and I was only noticing it nearly six hours after the fact.  Sure, my mom and dad sent me texts once in a blue moon when there was something vaguely important they needed me to do while they were at work.  But apart from that and occasional holiday related texts from the rest of my family my life was text free.

Which made the text even more worrying.  At first I’d thought it was from Himeko but a quick check revealed it was from my cousin Kanoko Sakura.  Just four words: You’re dating the Hellhound???

I stared at it in confusion for three or four minutes, wondering what the heck was going on.  Is this just a mis-send? I wondered, perplexed.  Sakura hadn’t sent me any other details or follow up questions so that seemed possible.  For something that had warranted three question marks it was a surprisingly isolated text.

I was about to give her a quick text back asking just that when a more disturbing though occurred.  Ah fuck, is this a virus?  Or some sort of malware?

On the surface that seemed unlikely.  On the other hand, Sakura was the… probably the best way to put it was that she was the least book smart of any of my relatives.  She wasn’t precisely dumb, she had incredible instincts and intelligence when it came to any sort of social interaction.  Heck, if you wanted to look at it a certain way she was smarter than me!  Her social intelligence rivaled my book intelligence, meanwhile her relative book smarts were significantly better than my social smarts!  But if I’d had to pick any relative of mine to accidentally let in a virus or download some sort of malware then it would have been her.  And that was including all of my grandparents and my four- and five-years younger cousins on my father’s side.

Honestly, given how many friends she has it’s almost more likely this is just a mis-send.  With everything she probably texts about it’s a wonder it hasn’t happened before.  I knew I was reaching a little with that but before I just assumed she’d picked up a virus it was something I had to consider.  Sakura wasn’t my favorite cousin but she wasn’t a brain-dead idiot either.  When you tossed in how much of a social animal she was, pretty much my opposite in every way, it didn’t seem impossible that someone had distracted her at just the wrong moment and she’d somehow redirected a text to me instead of someone else on her address list.  And then an even more unpleasant thought struck me.

Oh Hell!  What if she’s given me a virus?  Or it was somehow on my phone in the first place?  My hand hovered over my phone for a while before I sighed and put it down.  It all seemed pretty unlikely, unless someone had deliberately swiped my phone and downloaded something harmful it was improbable I’d picked something up.  But it wasn’t completely impossible.  And if that was the case I needed to be sure before I did anything stupid like transferring my research footage to my home computer.  I didn’t want to risk compromising all the files I already had stored there, I had years of research stored on that machine.  Yes, I religiously made backups and had heavy duty protection in place but a significant part of proper data protection was not being an idiot and deliberately stress testing all your precautions.  You didn’t go around starting fires just because you had good fire extinguishers and smoke alarms!

I groaned and sat down at my PC, opening up some of the programs I didn’t use very often.  I had to be sure.  I knew I was being paranoid, my worries about the Meiko issues were probably just making me overly sensitive about any unexplained mysteries, but I still had to be 100% certain.  Besides, it was possible there was a virus was on my cousin’s phone and if that was the case it would have been rude and irresponsible for me not to warn her.  She, as well as her friends and family, didn’t deserve the disruption and damage something like that could cause!

The Kanoko side of the family, my mother’s, maintained its own private chatroom and forum.  It was technically a gift from my mother, she’d gotten it as an employee benefit and she was also required to use it as a combination of company pride/advertising.  So, since she wouldn’t have used it much by herself, she’d just gifted it to the whole family.  It had proven slightly useful in the years we’d had it, mostly just as a way to post grocery lists and coordinate with several children at once, so it got checked pretty frequently.  Well, by everyone but our part of the family; we almost never used it.  But if I wanted a way to get in touch with Sakura while bypassing possibly infected phones it seemed a pretty good bet.

Much to my surprise, two of my cousins were actually in the chatroom having a discussion when I logged in.  My eldest cousin Taito Daichi and Sakura’s younger brother Kanoko Akira.  They immediately noticed the highly unusual occasion of me logging in.

Daichi: Mamoru-san?  Is that actually you?

I hesitated a moment before answering but then shrugged to myself and decided to roll with it.  I was actually less awkward around my cousins then most people.  Mostly because they all knew me (and my parents) and accepted me as the poorly socialized oddball of the family.

Mamoru: Yes, it surprised me too.

Mamoru: I’m sorry to interrupt but could Akira let Sakura know that I’m here?  It seems I got a text from her and I’m trying to figure out if it was a mistake or a virus.

Akira: I’ll let her know.

Daichi: What makes you think it was a mistake?

I smirked a little bit at my screen.  Oh what the hell, I may as well give my cousins a chuckle, I thought even as I typed.

Mamoru: She asked me if I was dating a Hellhound.

Akira: LOL!

Daichi: That does seem like a mistake.

Mamoru: Or a virus.  Which is why I’m using the computer and posting directly here rather than risking an infection with the phones.

Mamoru: It seemed unlikely, but better safe than sorry with something like that.

I scrolled up the screen a little and glanced over the chat history.  It turned out Akira was talking to Daichi in relation to a school project, getting a better perspective on university.  Our eldest cousin was in his second year at university and Akira was using him as a source.  Daichi was the son of my mother’s older sister, hence the Taito name, and his branch of the family was living in Osaka.  Daichi was apparently holding the whole conversation while working on an assignment in another window.

Mamoru: Don’t let me interrupt.  I just wanted to be safe and warn Sakura if it was on her end.

Akira: Seems like Sakura.

Akira: She’s excited.  Says she’ll be here soon.

“What the- “ I muttered to myself out loud just before Sakura logged in to the chat.

Sakura: Is it true??? Followed by half a dozen emojis that I didn’t recognize.

Okay… I thought to myself cautiously.  That had not been the response I’d been expecting.  It was kind of impressive she’d managed to string together that many emojis on the heels of logging in though, a backhanded testament to her typing skills.

Mamoru: Is what true?

Sakura: Are you dating the Hellhound!? Followed by another chain of emojis.

I sighed, wondering what the heck my cousin could be going on about.

Akira: What are you talking about sis?

Before anyone could get any further I started typing furiously.

Mamoru: First, I’m not dating anyone.

Mamoru: What a surprise.

Mamoru: Second, who on Earth is the Hellhound?

Daichi: I barely managed to start dating in university.  I’d be very surprised Mamoru was dating anyone.

Suddenly I was very glad our eldest cousin was in the chat, if there was anyone I trusted to bring Sakura up short when she was being gullible it was him.  Sakura was the oldest child in her branch of the family and was too used to struggling against her two younger siblings, the more Akira or Kaede (if she’d been online) would have told her she was wrong the more stubborn Sakura likely would have gotten.

And then Sakura pulled the rug out from under me.

Sakura: Kobayashi Eiko.  She’s known as the Hellhound.

I abruptly remembered Sakura’s high school uniform.  Unlike everyone else in the family she’d gone to a high school that was much more relaxed and not well known for it’s exacting standards and graduates.  A high school with a grey and brown uniform just like Eiko’s.

Sakura: She a thug and delinquent that goes to our school.  She was missing for two whole months at the start of semester and when she came back she was covered from head to toe with bandages.

Mamoru: About a month and a half.  And the injuries were from about a week after she got back.

Sakura: You are dating her!!!

Aargh!  I’d immediately responded without thinking because I was annoyed at Sakura getting the facts wrong!

Akira: Wow!

Daichi: What’s going on cousin?

Akira: You bagged someone really cool!

Daichi: Are you sure you should be associating with someone like that?

I steepled my fingers and thought furiously, taking deep breaths and trying to keep calm.  I had to handle this very carefully.  I did not want to add more fuel to the fire

Sakura: I never thought you’d go for that type Mamoru!

Akira: Is she good looking?

Sakura: I guess so.  She’s pretty good if you like tomboys.

Sakura: Flashy hair.

I debated jumping in.  Was it better to wait for them to run out of steam or were they just going to feedback on each other?

Akira: Why would she go for Mamoru?

Daichi: Perhaps we should be quiet and let cousin Mamoru explain before jumping to any more conclusions?

“Thank you cousin Daichi,” I muttered to myself with feeling, making a mental promise to find some good seeds and send them to him for his next birthday.  Ironically we both took after our maternal grandmother in that way, although him much more then I did.  Heck, he was pursuing an agricultural degree at university!

Mamoru: First and most importantly: Eiko is the best friend of someone in my homeroom.  I trust that solves all the mysteries of how I actually know her.

It was a struggle not to name Himeko, I was worried I was only digging myself in deeper not mentioning that.  But I wasn’t sure how well their connection was known, or that Eiko would want it known at all based on our last conversation and how Sakura was acting.

Mamoru: Second: why do you call her a delinquent Sakura?

Akira: Not really, you don’t usually talk with anyone Mamoru.  How did you know so much about her?

Akira had obviously started typing his response before I’d finished my second line.  Unfortunately he had a pretty good point, my family knew how unsocial I was.

Sakura: She’s constantly getting into fights and beating people up.

Mamoru: How many of those fights have you seen yourself?

I held my breath, being careful not to overcommit myself.  On one hand I wanted to believe in Eiko.  No, I did believe in Eiko!  On the other hand… well, it wasn’t like I knew much about her.  I wasn’t going to rule out Sakura actually being right.  If I’d had to guess Eiko probably had a few incidents under her belt but Sakura was overstating things considerably. Mostly because I trusted their student body had taken the hint after one or two ‘warnings’.

On the other hand, my memory reminded me, there was a reason Himeko made sure to introduce us before Eiko accidentally ran into me wandering around the Meiko estate.  She even said it was to avoid accidents at the time and I’d worried about that!  When I considered that incident and Eiko’s mention of idiots who said one thing and then quietly tried to do another I upped the number of beatings to at least three or four before they started catching on.

There was a conspicuous period of silence and I found I had to gasp for breath before the next message appeared.  But when it did come up it came up in my favor.

Daichi: Cousin?  Are you falling victim to rumors?

Sakura: I haven’t seen anything myself but everyone knows she is.

Mamoru: Like everyone knew she came back injured?  Even though it was a good week between her coming back to school and getting hurt.

Daichi: That part of the story worries me.  You seem to know a lot about it cousin Mamoru.  How did she get hurt?

Mamoru: Defending an innocent kid from delinquents.

Mamoru: No, it wasn’t me.

Mamoru: But I came in partway through and saw the end.

Akira: Awesome!

Akira: Was it like an action movie?

Sakura: Akira!

Mamoru: Much more brutal.

Mamoru: They were armed.  She wasn’t.  Hence all the injuries.

Daichi: That sounds worrying Mamoru.  How are you involved with a person like that?

I sighed.  Daichi was being the most reasonable, I figured I was in real trouble if I couldn’t convince him.  Don’t ask me what I was trying to convince him of, just that I had to convince him of something.  Probably that I had some idea what I was doing, all their experience with me to the contrary!

Mamoru: Indirectly.  She’s the best friend of one of my classmates.

Mamoru: What I’d like to know is how the heck someone thought we were dating?

I was deflecting a little, I didn’t want to focus on either who that friend was or just what injuries Eiko had suffered.  But it honestly seemed like a pertinent question that needed to be addressed before we got any further.

Sakura: The sister of one of my friends saw her talking with someone that sounded suspiciously like you.

Daichi: Really?  Just talking?

Akira: Sis!

Sakura: It wasn’t just that!

Sakura: They were sharing an ice-cream!  They had an indirect kiss!

I blinked in surprise and actually found myself venting on the keyboard.

Mamoru: For crying out loud!  People actually believe in that?

Daichi: Believe in what?

Mamoru: She came to the Cultural Festival.  I was having a chocolate mousse.  She said it looked good.  I offered her a spoonful.

Akira: Seriously sis!

Sakura: She said it looked like they were having fun and on a date!

Daichi: Over one spoonful of dessert?

Sakura: She said they were together for a while!

I pursed my lips, I had to be very careful what I said next.

Akira: Seriously! Followed what looked like some embarrassment emojis (I wasn’t sure, a lot of them were a little too fancy and obscure for me.  Sweat drop and facepalm were pretty obvious, as was blush.  But I have to admit things like the exploding eggplant or spinning cat were new to me.)

Daichi: I can see some instances where an indirect kiss might mean something.  Two people in high school who don’t think anything of it isn’t one of them.

Sakura: It was cousin Mamoru!  And they actually spent half an hour together!

Mamoru: We talked for like ten minutes.  Half of that was discussing the festival.  The other half was mutual commiseration about how classmates treated us like freaks.

Daichi: Really?

Mamoru: More or less.  We did note that I favored avoidance while she favored confrontation.

There was a noticeable lag in the conversation while everyone digested that.  In hindsight I supposed I was understating the length of our conversation.  Not to mention just how much she favored confrontation!  However, since I didn’t want to get into the content of huge parts of our discussion (investigations, magic, her recovery from a knife fight with yakuza) I was willing to let that stand.

Akira: Still stupid of sis.

Sakura: Now who’s being the rude and stupid one?!

Daichi: I can see why she thought it might have been a date.  How often does Mamoru speak with anyone for ten minutes?

“Ouch,” I muttered at my computer.  Even though there was no one else in the room I felt compelled to nod and admit “pretty fair though.”

Mamoru: Not entirely.  Sakura didn’t know it was me.

Akira: You’re right.  Sorry sister.

Mamoru: Fair point on the ten minutes though.

Sakura: A nearly two meter tall guy from that school?  Who else could it have been?

Mamoru: There are six guys in my school taller than me you know.

I left out the fact that I was still growing a little.  Or that I was within five centimeters of four of those guys.  Or how that put me solidly in the top 2% of our entire student body with only one additional girl being taller than me.

Daichi: You know her pretty well for a friend of a classmate Mamoru.  Especially for you.

I sighed.  How the hell did I possibly explain any part of the last month?  I couldn’t just leave my family in the dark though, they actually knew me and kept an eye on me.  Mostly out of worry.  They all figured that with my parents being like they were that I was essentially living without any sort of safety net.  They weren’t wrong.  Add in the fact that this was related to a social situation, and they knew that my branch of the family was especially messed up on that front, and the story pushed all their buttons.  If it had been purely academic or even a vaguely physical threat they would have been more willing to defer to my judgement.  With a social situation?  Especially one involving a girl?  They were probably terrified I was getting seduced and taken advantage of by some maneater.

To be fair, I admitted to myself, if I wasn’t reincarnated and keeping such a low profile that would probably be a real threat.  It didn’t take too much imagination to see some sort of desperate girl trying to latch on to me as a solution to her academic difficulties, offering me physical favors in exchange for me ‘helping’ her with certain things.  Or at least hinting she might be willing to do that and stringing me along like a hormone addled idiot.  It was an unlikely scenario, but still a hell of a lot more likely than most of the things that had happened to me in the last month!

Mamoru: It’s a long story.

Mamoru: I’ve had a hell of a month.

Sakura: You can tell us more than that!

Sakura: I doubted myself after sending the text but I see I should have followed up!

Mamoru: I got forcibly recruited into helping out the Student Council.  I’m now required to help them out on a variety of tasks.

Akira: For real?

Akira: That actually happens?

Sakura: They can do that?

Mamoru: I impressed them more than I should have with my abilities.  That was why I was discussing the whole ‘nail that stands up’ thing with Eiko.

Daichi: They’re actually forcing you Mamoru?

Mamoru: More or less.

Mamoru: It’s a carrot and the stick situation.  They’re also bribing me with lab time.

Daichi: That explains it.

Sakura: How?

Daichi: If you were going to university you’d understand.

Akira: Should I be taking notes on this for my report?

Daichi: Actually, yes you should.  Lab time is very precious for students.

I smirked a little at seeing the conversation swing back around like that.

Sakura: I still don’t know how Mamoru met the Hellhound.

Sakura: That seems important.

Mamoru: Why is she called the Hellhound?

Akira: How did she get a cool nickname like that?

Sakura: It’s not cool.

Daichi: Maybe not.  But if you’re worried about Mamoru then shouldn’t you tell us?

There was a notable gap.

Akira: Sis?

Sakura: It’s rude.

Daichi: Then why are you repeating it?

Sakura: Just remember you asked.  It’s because she burns as hot as hell and is a bitch.

I sighed again, more than a little pissed on Eiko’s behalf.  I had no idea how much of the nickname was her own fault and how much of it was her schoolmates being idiots but I was already regretting some of what I’d said to her at the festival.  If I’d known how hard she had it I would have been much more sympathetic.

Although, if you added her devotion to Himeko and the Meiko family into the mix, just like a loyal hound, I could see how the nickname might not have bothered her too much.

Akira’s next post was just a bunch of emojis both laughing at the idea and making fun of his sister.  Daichi had a little more perspective though.

Daichi: I can’t decide if I should be more concerned that you’re just buying into stupidity like that or that Mamoru is involved with anyone that can draw that kind of response.

Sakura: It’s not my fault!

Sakura: How does our little cousin even know her anyway?

I rolled my eyes slightly at the ‘little’ label.  Sakura was one year older than me, my only other older cousin (I had three younger cousins on my mother’s side and two more on my dad’s).  Given how much more mature I was, not to mention that I’d been physically bigger for the last decade, it was hard to give much weight to that.  Considering how much of a brat her younger brother could act, even though he was only a year younger than me, I supposed I shouldn’t have been too surprised she felt that way.

Mamoru: I told you, she’s best friends with one of my classmates.

Daichi: That raises more questions than it answers.

Daichi: You don’t usually talk much to your classmates Mamoru.

Aagh!  Unfortunately Daichi was a much better detective than I was, that was a pretty good point.  I was leaving huge gaps of the story out and when I looked over my answers I had to admit that was a pretty big one.

Mamoru: It’s been a hell of a month.

Daichi: Still not an answer.

Sakura: This is why I reacted that way!

I pursed my lips thoughtfully.  I had to handle things very carefully, otherwise I was about to screw everyone up.

Mamoru: Alright, how quiet can you keep things?

Mamoru: I mean it.

Mamoru: I especially mean you Sakura.

I hated calling my cousin out like that, she was prone to gossiping but from what I’d seen she did have some brakes and a sense of tact.  Sakura wouldn’t have been nearly as popular and successful as she was if she simply passed on everything she heard to everybody else.  Unfortunately, like I’d said earlier, she wasn’t the brightest member of my extended family.

Sakura: That’s insulting Mamoru-san.  Ironically, the lack of extra punctuation or emojis showed just how serious she was.

Mamoru: This involves police investigations.

There was another period of silence.  I imagined everyone else being taken aback at their devices.  I was surprised to find Aunty Kanoko Hina logging in before anyone could post anything else.

Hina: I’ve been reading over Sakura’s shoulder for a while now.  I wondered what had my children all flustered.

Hina: This sounds serious.  Are you sure you should be speaking Mamoru-san?

Mamoru: No.  But this isn’t actually secret, just stuff the police suggested I shouldn’t go blabbing about to everyone I meet.

Mamoru: And not all of it either.  But significant parts.

Mamoru: I was worried about my cousins doing too much prying if I didn’t say anything.

Akira: Cool!

Hina: No, not cool.

Hina: And I am uncertain about my children’s ability to keep quiet.  Especially Sakura.

Hina: I suggest you tell me and Daichi.  I will decide what to tell them.

Daichi: It will just show up in the records if we leave it up here.  They could just read it later.

Daichi: He could just email it to us.

I almost cheered!  If I was allowed to carefully come up with a story ahead of time and then email it to my relatives I might be able to come up with something believable.  Talking directly (or indirectly) to them or trying to make it up spontaneously while in the chat was just asking for trouble.

Hina: Agreed.

There was another long pause.  I could almost hear Sakura and Akira having a discussion with their mother back at their home.  Probably not an outright argument, while they were getting older both of them still had too much respect for their mother for that.  But I imagined things were getting a bit more heated then they usually would have.

Daichi: Are you alright Mamoru?

Mamoru: Yes.  Despite everything I think I’ve mostly come out the other end fine.  But like I said: it’s been a hell of a month.

Daichi: I suppose so.

Daichi: I think that’s the first time we’ve had all three males in the chat at once.  At least without any of the girls, no matter how brief it was.

I smirked a little on my end at Daichi’s observation, he was probably just killing time and politely letting our aunt take care of things at her end.  He was right though, our female cousins tended to use the chat function much more than we did.  When you counted that we were from three entirely different branches of the family and I almost never logged on I was willing to believe Daichi was correct.  Heck, we’d probably only all been on at the same time before on special occasions like birthdays, and even then the girls would have been there as well.

Daichi: Have you gotten your marks back yet?  Were you first on the midterms again this semester?

Mamoru: Second.  I have a reason, it’ll have to be part of the email though.

Daichi: Only you would need an excuse for finishing second out of your grade.

Mamoru: I don’t really need it, I’m fine with second so long as I’m doing good.

Mamoru: Actually, I might need an excuse this time.  Just to keep Sakura from panicking.

Hina: Do not joke about that Mamoru-kun.

I rolled my eyes but smiled.  Only my aunts, uncles, and grandparents ever called me Mamoru-kun.  And even then they did it rarely, it was a sign that aunt Hina was still worried but had calmed down a little bit.  She’d probably just finished talking to her children, I watched Sakura logged out of the chat even as my eyes returned to their usual position.  I was a little worried about what sort of mood my Aunt was in but I figured going from -san to -kun was a sign she wasn’t too angry.

Hina: I trust my daughter but this has gotten surprisingly serious.

Hina: Given that she seems to have already shown a lack of judgement about this Kobayashi Eiko I don’t want her previous mistakes to affect her future decisions.

Mamoru: Understood Aunty-san.  I’ve already had to deal with way too much gossip this month and I’m extremely tired of it.

Hina: Mamoru, do your parents know about this?

Mamoru: No.

Hina: Mamoru.  I will not pretend your parents are very good at dealing with issues.  One of your great strengths has always been your independence and ability to not rely on them.

Hina: But while they are not reliable parents they are still your parents.  If you do not get that email to me shortly I will contact them and force them to actually deal with this.

I fell silent for a few moments.  I doubted there was much my parents could or would do, it would require them actually taking time away from work to monitor me and take action.  But I was in no hurry to test that theory, an appropriate enough threat or major misunderstanding could lead to some unfortunate consequences.  It would have to be our family’s version of the kamikaze option, Aunt Hina or one of my grandparents actually talking to my mother’s boss directly.  But even the threat of that would light a fire under my mother.  While our family would never normally do that, the long-term consequences and grudges it would create were too severe to risk under ordinary circumstances, a situation involving me and the police was just barely serious enough for them to consider it.  And if my mother became worried that her boss thought she was a bad mother, or that she needed more time off work to carry out her parental duties…  Well, the indirect threat of it to me was more than enough to make sure I’d write that email immediately.  And if I didn’t explain things even with such a major threat over my head it would be a sure sign to Aunt Hina that things were serious enough that she might actually have to take such extreme measures!

Mamoru: Understood Aunty-san.  I should have that email to you in about an hour.  Do you want it to the usual address?

I doubted it would be anywhere else.  However maximum submission and deference was called for and there was always the chance she was worried about her kids eavesdropping on her regular account.

Hina: That will be fine Mamoru-kun.  Send it to me and Daichi, we’ll warn the others ahead of time and send it to any of them we see fit.

Daichi: Stay safe cousin!

Mamoru: Understood.  Goodbye Aunty.  Goodbye Daichi.

I logged out of the chat with a sigh and then slumped in my chair with relief.  I loved my extended family, they were some of the few people willing to put up with all my little eccentricities, but dealing with them could be exhausting.  It was worth it though.  They knew what my parents were like, and they considered me relatively normal and well adjusted considering my upbringing.  And they also knew what a sad statement that was!  But they were willing to ignore that and consider me family nonetheless.  And not just family in name only, truly a part of the clan.

With a wry smile I pulled up my email, it was time for me to put in my share of the effort.  I figured I had an hour to come up with some sort of version of the month’s events to put my family’s fears to rest.
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It wasn’t too hard to come up with a plausible excuse for my extended family, although it took some judicious editing and hinting to make it work.  And a lot of downplaying.  But the final result ended up surprisingly close to the truth.

I kept it simple but vague.  I had been recruited to help the Student Council, my amazing academic record combined with my lack of activities had made me a logical target and they’d pursued me aggressively.  Between the offer of lab access and the impressive addition to my student record they’d finally managed to get me on board.  One of the members of the council I was working with often was best friends with Eiko.  Eiko was as much the victim of jealousy and misunderstanding as anything else, she was not a perfect human being but she was as good at martial arts as I was at academics.

Indirectly that connection to her friend had led to me being a witness.  I couldn’t go into details but Eiko had been forced to defend another student from grown up criminals (I’d hinted there were only two but kept the language vague enough I could tell the truth later if I had to).  Eiko had gotten hurt but come out victorious and there was an ongoing police investigation.  Because of all the legal implications, and to avoid gossip and reprisals, no one was talking about it much.  Eiko had visited our Cultural Festival and one of the many things we’d discussed had been the case.

I’d been careful to note that there was little threat of physical reprisals because of how we were minimizing the embarrassment and chance to attract criminal attention.  But that the risk wasn’t non-existent.  And given Eiko’s already damaged reputation at school having her cast as some sort of person who was willing to go around beating up criminals seemed foolish and counter productive.  And there was another totally innocent student who’d been the victim in all of this who didn’t want to be humiliated.  Because of all that we were trying to keep things quiet, any sort of real discussion over the events of the case would just cause a lot of gossip and bring down a lot of trouble on people who didn’t deserve it.

All in all it was a mostly true story.  I’d twisted the shape of the truth into some kind of multi-dimensional knot but I hadn’t really lied about anything.  I felt a little guilty about that but, overall, I was willing to let it go.  The mere thought of how my family would react if they learned parts of the official story, like how I’d rushed in to block a criminal’s knife with a sheet of metal, was enough to make me wince.  The thought of trying to give them the real story was enough to make me break out in a cold sweat.  Since I couldn’t see it serving any good purpose I had little problem with leaving all the inconvenient details out.

The thing I regretted the most about the email was it downplayed my own relationship with Eiko a little too much.  The lack of Himeko I was okay with, I was secretly terrified that mentioning her might bring down the Meiko’s on my family in an effort to keep things quiet (a fear not helped by the fact I still didn’t know the full story there).  But I worried that Eiko deserved better, and by casting her as a misunderstood and noble acquaintance I was doing her a disservice and my family wouldn’t pay much attention to that.  The chance of Aunt Hina managing to effectively convey that impression to someone like Sakura was pretty unlikely, she’d regard it as a minor point barely worth mentioning.

Unfortunately, if I’d told them about our real relationship it would probably have caused as much of a stir as the knife story!  Even without things like magic or Shinji saving.  The idea that I was friends with anyone, especially a somewhat attractive girl, would have had most of my family reacting in the same way as Sakura.  Well, my extended family at least.  The most my mother or father would likely have said was “you’re settling on your partner early?  Good idea, get it out of the way.”

So for once in my life I was actually glad to be spending my Saturday fishing.

***

It was unusually chilly on Saturday.  Not ridiculously so, it was nowhere near snowing and there was no chance that someone could see their breath unless they were smoking something.  But the temperature felt more like early to mid December instead of the start of November.  I was wearing a particularly heavy sweater for my trip, one that had a hood, and I’d made sure to pack gloves and a scarf just in case.  I hadn’t needed the gloves for more then an hour or so but the fact I’d had to use them at all had been surprising.  And now that the time was creeping closer to evening and the temperature was falling back I was glad to still have them, just in case the temperature did go that low again!

All the more reason to be doing this today, I mused, slightly worried about the future.  I’m not sure I’ll have too many more weekends before I have to pack it in for winter.

Realistically I probably had another month or so, I figured it would probably be December before the balance shifted too much and it would be best to stop fishing.  And even then it wouldn’t be undoable, it was next to impossible that Tokyo Bay was just going to freeze over and keep me from fishing if I had to.  But part of my fishing trips involved staying under other peoples’ radar.  Even with the surprising cold front there were enough people stubbornly fishing along the shore that I didn’t stand out too much, they’d made plans and the season wasn’t over yet so they weren’t going to be dissuaded.  A massive high schooler fishing from the Tokyo Bay shoreline in the depths of winter would have been a little too prominent for comfort, especially given what I was really doing.  As it was, I looked like just one more person standing or sitting on a blanket just off the trail with his line hanging over the drop into the waters of the bay, a bit taller and younger than the average but nothing too remarkable given our numbers.

Behold the magnificent mage and his magical staff! I thought with a self depreciating smirk.  In some ways that thought was being too hard upon myself, until the last month my fishing rod was probably the most advanced piece of magical equipment I owned.  I’d spent several years working out the spell framework that I’d carefully etched into the pole, it hadn’t been the only project I’d worked on over that time frame but it had been a prominent long-term research project for most of junior high and the first few months of high school.  My studies of history and science had informed me of the opportunity the ocean had provided but since no one on Avalon had tried this particular trick before I’d had to design my own spells.  And then try to make them mana efficient enough to be worth using on Earth!  Only by using the fishing pole was that even remotely possible, it was quite a remarkable piece of work.

On the other hand… it probably did say something about me that it was the closest thing I had to the traditional magic staff.

Which was probably one of the reasons why I flinched so hard when I heard a voice behind me go “why Mamoru, what a surprise to run into you here!”

I slowly rotated my head.  The grinning Eiko wasn’t a shock, she’d been the one to speak up in obviously amused tones of a complete lack of surprise.  Himeko on the other hand was unexpected, and judging from her mildly curious expression she hadn’t been expecting to run into me either.

“What are you doing here?” I asked, my own words coming out more harshly than I’d intended.

Before I could tone it down a little Himeko spoke up, sounding mostly calm but with just a hint of her own annoyance.  “Yes Eiko, what are we doing here?  Mamoru’s presence suggests this isn’t just the relaxing trip down the shoreline you suggested.”

Eiko sighed.  “You think so?  Seriously Hime, it’s dual purpose.  You need to tone it down and relax and I was curious to see what Mamoru was out here doing.  I know you were also interested to see if he was really fishing.”

I looked over the pair, belatedly noticing what they were wearing.  Eiko was wearing a surprisingly stylish set of sweats and a hoodie and made a dramatic contrast with Himeko who was in her school uniform again.  And also a dramatic contrast me I supposed, my clothes weren’t that different from Eiko’s but it was no contest who was wearing the better outfit.

My confusion and curiosity about the uniform must have shown on my face because Himeko closed her eyes and seemed to recenter herself before speaking again.  “I was working with the Student Council today, if you must know,” she said, answering my unspoken question.  “We had a lot to do, going over the results of the Cultural Festival and debating what sort of changes and improvements we could make for next year.”

“And if she’s still that peeved you can see why I’d bring her here,” Eiko continued with a slight roll of her eyes.  “She needs to relax before she explodes and that’s not going to happen at home.  A walk along the shoreline by itself was a good idea.  A walk along the shoreline where she can distract herself and answer a few questions she had about you actually fishing?  That’s probably the best thing for her right now.”

Himeko looked at her friend incredulously.  “I’m not sure it works that way Eiko, not when you tell me about it directly.”

“Sure it does,” Eiko answered unrepentantly.  “Or are you telling me you’re actually going to be spiteful and not ask the questions I know you want to?”

Himeko fumed and despite myself the corners of my mouth turned up slightly.  Eiko had actually set up a clever trap.  Himeko was so invested in her perfect persona, of acting the ‘right’ way, that she now had little choice but to act in the way Eiko wanted lest Eiko accuse her (correctly) of being stubborn and spiteful.  Himeko seemed to be a lot looser around Eiko but I didn’t see her being willing to act that counter to her usual behaviour.

“It is impolite for us to intrude,” Himeko said stiffly, obviously twisting, looking for an out.  “We should leave Mamoru to his fishing.”

Perversely that made me even more forgiving.  I wondered if Eiko had actually planned that far ahead as I said “No, it’s not really a problem.  Not at this point.  You just took me by surprise and I reacted poorly.  I apologize for my rudeness, please stay as long as you want.”  I even tipped an awkward bow in her direction as best I could while still holding the rod.

Himeko shot me a dirty look.  “That’s fine,” Himeko said stiffly.

“I insist,” I countered with a grin of my own, half amused and half vicious.  “The area’s for everyone to use and I don’t want to think I’ve driven you away when you needed it.”

I could see Himeko fuming and the gears turning over in her head, trying to find a way to duck out without being spiteful.  Ironically I was pretty sure that would have been all it was, spite, if she had retreated.

“Himeko’s worried she’s prying,” Eiko explained ‘helpfully’, “the whole fishing thing seemed out of character for you.  Given that you were using a bokken bag for a fishing rod and that you keep a bunch of your own secrets I figured she had a point.  I actually followed you the last time you came out here to figure out where you were going.”

Amulet to detect watchers, I sighed mentally, or something similar.  Seriously, how many times do I have to go through this?  I was only putting it off because I was still trying to get the collectors and reservoir done.  After all the times something similar had happened in the last month it was obvious I had to knuckle down and come up with something!

“You should have seen how skeptical she was when I told her you really brought out a fishing rod,” Eiko continued with a chuckle.  “She kept checking for the next hour to make sure I wasn’t joking, always thinking she was going to catch me in a lie.”

Himeko might have been blushing or it might have been the results of the colder weather and slight wind.  She was trying to play it off though.  “Because you’re a completely trustworthy source who’s never lied to me,” Himeko answered with a slight sniff, her calm and dry tone making it apparent what she thought about that argument!

Eiko just smirked.  Neither of them said anything (and I had no idea what to say) for a full minute before Himeko finally sighed.  “Fine,” she said, sounding more like her normal self as she released the tension.  “I guess since we’re all here I might as well say it.  Mamoru, you actually fish?  You don’t really seem like the type.”

I was tempted to give her a bit of a hard time, pull her leg a bit and demand just what she meant by ‘my type’ or ‘why did you think I had a rod?’  But sanity won out, she hadn’t said anything too objectionable and I didn’t want to dig myself into a hole that I’d regret when I had to come clean.

“Not really,” I said cheerfully.  “Or at least, not usually.  I’m actually kind of enjoying it today but that’s an exception.  I don’t really mind fishing, but it’s not something I’d usually choose to do either.”

Himeko looked slightly put out by my answer, or at least the fact I was so cheerful when I admitted it.  “Then why do it?”

“Well,” I said, enjoying the way I was stringing her along more than I’d have expected.  “It’s not like I’d never choose fishing either.  If it was a choice of six hours of baseball or six hours of football versus six hours of fishing then I’d choose fishing, it’s not my favorite activity but it’s a lot higher up there than a lot of other stuff people might want me to do.  And that’s without the possibility of studying.”

“Studying?” Himeko blinked in surprise

I gestured at the small blanket and other stuff in front of me.  “I usually try to multi-task when I’m fishing,” I explained.  “Do a bit of work on school projects or at least try to review my notes while I’m sitting out here.  It’s not as good as doing it in front of a desk but I can get a surprising amount done some times.”

“That sounds more like you,” Eiko admitted with an amused chuckle.

Himeko however still looked puzzled.  “But why do it then?” she asked, obviously still a little put out by the problems in my explanation.  “I’ve never seen you bow to convention for its own sake.  I was barely able to get you to stay afterschool with the bribe of a laboratory, why all this effort to appear to have a hobby you don’t really like?”

I smirked.  “Because you’re looking at it the wrong way Himeko.”

“Nani?”

“You’re thinking of it as fishing,” I said, giving the line a purely theatrical tug.  “I think of it as free-range resource gathering.”

I startled Eiko with that one as well.  “You use them to cook?” she asked in surprise.  Given how many of her relatives worked in a kitchen it made sense that she jumped to that conclusion first.

Himeko however was a bit quicker than her friend.  “You use them in magic!” she exclaimed, looking both excited and enlightened by the thought.

I smiled mysteriously at them both.  Or tried to, it probably came off as more smug or awkward.

Himeko looked over my belongings again.  “But Mamoru, you don’t have any sort of icebox or container to put any fish in.  How are you going to get any home?”

“I’d be more worried about him catching any in the first place,” Eiko noted sardonically, paying more attention to my lack of any fish whatsoever.

My smile changed into an outright grin, Aoth it felt good to play the mysterious mage after years of having to keep quiet.  “Who said I was fishing for fish?” I asked smugly.

Both girls looked at me incredulously and took a closer look at my belongings.  They were obviously searching for a clue, some sort of hint about what I was really up to.  I let them do so for a minute before taking pity on them.

“Take a closer look at the rod, a real close look,” I said, turning my body and grip a little more in order to show it off better.

In that respect it helped that the day was fading and already a little overcast.  I doubt it would have been visible on a sunny day but the relative gloom and grayish backdrop provided contrast.  I could tell from the way they stiffened in surprise exactly when they spotted the razor thin symbols carved all the way up and down the fishing rod.  All glowing faintly with magic.

“The rod’s enchanted!” Himeko exclaimed.  She wasn’t loud but what she lacked in volume she made up for in emotion.

“Oh, that’s low Mamoru!” Eiko breathed.  “That’s practically cheating!  The fish don’t stand a chance.”

“Remember what I said a few seconds ago?” I smiled.  “Who said anything about fish?  I’m after something else, the rod’s just a convenient cover and something easy to use for a focus talisman.”

“A focus talisman?” Himeko asked, looking at me intently.

The inherent question was obvious, even to me.  I bit my lip for a moment, thinking carefully.  “How much of a magic lesson do you want?” I asked cautiously.  A (somewhat egotistical) part of me liked explaining but I didn’t want to bore them or overwhelm them with mage-babble.

“Given how often this sort of thing is coming up,” Himeko said wryly, “I think we’d better get as much of one as you want to give.”

“Come on Hime,” Eiko scoffed.  “You just want to learn more about magic.”  I couldn’t help but note she was looking pretty curious too.

I shrugged mentally.  “Alright, this is actually pretty simple,” I said more normally, “but it easily connects to a bunch more complex stuff so make sure to stop me if I go off the rails and start talking about high level enchanting or the dangers of mystic tattoos.”

I paused a moment and started cautiously.  “At its base a talisman is the magical equivalent of a simple tool, something like a lever or pulley.  It doesn’t do anything by itself but it allows you to apply force, in this case mana, in a specific way much more effectively.”

“Talismans are created with specific spells in mind, the symbols for the spell are carved into the talisman in both a physical and metaphysical way.  That way, when I channel mana into a talisman it automatically…” I paused a moment.  “No, that’s too simple.  It’s naturally inclined to work in a certain way.”

“Okay, I’ll bite,” Eiko said, looking at me skeptically, “what’s the difference?”

I chuckled.  “It’s a little hard to explain.  At least to people unable to use magic.”

“I’ve been meaning to ask that for a while Mamoru,” Himeko asked, “could you teach us to use magic?  Is it possible?  Or is it something that’s just an ingrained gift that not everyone has?”  Himeko tried to keep it repressed but I could tell she was simultaneously a bit excited and a bit afraid of that thought.

I chewed my lip a few moments before I answered.  “I could try to teach you to use magic,” I admitted, “but I doubt it would be very effective.  Everyone could learn how to use magic.  But just like a tall guy has a big advantage in professional basketball and a short guy has a big advantage as a jockey there are some genetic factors and natural factors too.  I’m… well you know how the Basketball and Rugby Club were both after me because of my body type?”

Both Eiko and Himeko nodded.  Eiko obviously still remembered our conversation and Himeko had been witnessing the whole procedure for a year and a half.

“That’s about proportional to my natural magic ability,” I explained.  I suspected that had been another gift of Aoth’s in my rebirth into a new world, going just by random chance I should have had less of a natural inclination.  “I’m not exactly top of the charts or obviously born to do magic but I do have some significant natural advantages.  And you guys… this is a bit tricky… you guys have been working out in the wrong direction.”

I gave them a moment for that to sink in (and to work on my phrasing for the next part).  After looking confused for a few moments Eiko impatiently went “Okay, so what the heck does that mean?”

I sighed, still not sure I was about to explain it right.  “When someone does magic they channel mana through their bodies and then shape it, controlling it in certain ways,” I said slowly.  “The problem is we use the pathways that already exist, in the case of you two your ki is too developed, you’re too used to using that.  You’ll naturally reach for your ki and it will block the flow of mana.  It takes a while to learn how properly channel and control mana and you two would have to fight all your years of martial arts training and development on top of that!”

“You’re really saying that martial arts training and mage training are completely incompatible?” Himeko asked in surprise.  She was probably thinking about all the tales and movies that featured martial artists pulling off outright magical feats in addition to their incredible physical and ki based moves.

I made an ‘iffy’ gesture with one hand.  “Not completely,” I admitted, “it’s just really tricky.  Think about martial arts as one way of being mystically fit and magic training as another.  Sort of like weight lifting versus gymnastics.  A person who is good at either of those is likely to be incredibly fit, and both can do things from the opposite side that an ordinary person couldn’t.  But a gymnast just couldn’t lift nearly as much as a dedicated weightlifter and a weightlifter wouldn’t have the lightness and flexibility of the gymnast.”  I shrugged, “that doesn’t mean you can’t have the equivalent of a decathlete who is good at multiple things but it’s pretty rare and the amount of effort they put in to still fall short of the results of the specialists…” I trailed off.  I didn’t want to sound dismissive of people like that, the sheer number of things they could do and how well they did them compared to an average person was amazing!  But there were a lot of practical reasons that most people specialized.

Himeko sighed.  “Disappointing,” she said, “but not surprising.  I doubted it was practical but I figured I should check.”  Despite her words she didn’t sound truly disappointed, there was definitely a hint of it there but only a hint.  I strongly suspected she would have been happy to train as a mage if she’d had a true gift for it, it would have been an exciting change to her life and duty would have demanded it as a way to help me and other people.  But since that wasn’t the case she was already committed to her Meiko family heiress path.  She wasn’t inclined to add yet another burden to her back on a whim, not if it wasn’t going to be practical or useful, and while she was a little disappointed not to be an actual magical girl she seemed secretly relieved as well.  It was still just a hunch, but from what I’d seen of Himeko it felt like a pretty good bet.

“Sorry Hime,” Eiko said with a grin, “magical princess princess isn’t going to happen.”  Eiko looked like she had an opinion similar to mine.

“Yeah, sorry,” I shrugged, “from what I can tell you’re both a little above average in terms of magical potential but nothing to write home about.  You know, in the top half of the population but not even the top third.  If you want to try I’m not going to stop you,” Aoth knew it would probably help my case in a few years if I had another practitioner or two to use as examples, “but I can’t really recommend it.  Whatever advantages you two have are pretty much overpowered by your martial arts training at this point, and that’s a lot more practical most of the time.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Himeko said, waving away my concerns, “I won’t lie, it was a nice fantasy there for a while.  But I know how many people fantasize about being a princess or an heiress of some sort, not realizing how different the reality is.  I’m sorry it’s not my path but I’m not sorry I’m won’t have to deal with all the extra lessons and secrecy.  I just wanted to make sure, I hated the thought I was being a coward and not facing up to my destiny or potential.”

Himeko did still sound just slightly disappointed despite all her protestations.  I must have looked a little worried about that because she quickly said, “anyway Mamoru, you were telling us about talismans before I interrupted you?”

I repressed a frown and went along with her direction.  “Anyway, when using a talisman you still need to use mana.  But ‘gripping’ the spell is much easier and the ‘strength’ you need to put in is much lesser.  Take this one,” I gestured at the fishing rod again, “normally I’d have to be totally focused and I couldn’t have held this spell in place for more than ten or twenty minutes.  Basically, it would be like holding a bucket of water away from my body.  The talisman acts as a series of pulleys: it takes a bit to set up and a little bit of time to haul the bucket up but once I’ve got it set up in a comfortable position I can easily hold that bucket in place with one hand.  I still have to grip it, but holding it in place for hours is like holding a pencil in your off-hand instead of arm ripping torture.”

“So this whole time you’ve been ‘fishing’- “ Eiko began, giving my rod a jaundiced look.

“- I’ve been running a spell.” I finished.  “It’ll probably be less than an hour before I’m finished at this point, and I’m an experienced enough mage I can do it while studying or doing homework.”

Eiko didn’t look that impressed.  Himeko looked thoughtful.  “You seem overly pleased with yourself Mamoru,” she said slowly, “more so than I’d think this justified.  Maybe I’m underestimating how difficult this is but you’ve not usually bragged just because something is difficult.”

“You’ve not seen me deal with complicated magic before,” I answered with a grin.  She wasn’t wrong but I did take a bit more pride in complicated spells then merely getting full marks on complicated questions.

Himeko considered that for a moment.  “A fair point, but I doubt that’s the whole truth.  No, I think you’re so proud of yourself for some other reason.  And that begs the question: what are you really fishing for?”

I kept grinning, but before I could give her an unnecessarily mysterious answer a voice carried over from the distance.

“Cousin Mamoru!  Hey, cousin Mamoru!  Is that you Mamoru-chan!”

The grin fell off my face but started to creep onto Eiko and Himeko’s.  Off to the side a shortish girl was running towards us all with a puzzled expression on her face.

“Oh sh- “ I quickly cut short several curses even though I still muttered them very softly under my breath a few seconds later.  Eiko and Himeko made sense, what was she doing here?

The girl ran straight up to us and after taking a few seconds to catch her breath she straightened up and spoke.  “It is you cousin Mamoru!  What are you doing out here?”

I sighed and glanced guiltily towards Eiko and Himeko, how the heck did I end up the family member with better social skills in this situation?  “Kobayashi Eiko, Meiko Himeko,” I said tiredly, “please be known to my younger cousin, Kanoko Kaede.  Kanoko Kaede, these are two of my- sorry, one of my classmates and her best friend, Meiko Himeko and Kobayashi Eiko.”  I indicated who was who with one hand.

My younger cousin did an embarrassingly obvious double take, blushed, and then bowed deeply.  Kaede had only turned 14 over the summer and was in her second year of junior high.  She was a little short for her age and annoyingly cute with straight black hair she kept styled in chin length pigtails, I doubted anyone would blame her for her accidental rudeness.

(Which was one of the reasons she worked her cuteness so much.  She would have preferred to be ‘beautiful’ or ‘striking’.  But since she leaned towards ‘cute’ she worked with what she had.)

“Sempais!” she said, obviously horrified at the way she’d so rudely butted in while completely ignoring them.  “I’m so sorry!  I thought you were just in the general area, I never thought cousin Mamoru would be…”

Kaede unbowed and then looked between the girls and me several times.  “Cousin Mamoru,” Kaede sounded stunned, “is one of them your new girlfriend?”

I literally facepalmed while Eiko and Himeko tittered with laughter.  “Aargh,” I said, quickly whirling on the girls before they could say anything that would make the situation worse.  “Don’t you start!”  I turned back to Kaede before she could figure out a way to make things worse.  “No, they’re not my girlfriends,” I said, barely keeping my tone civil, “seriously Kaede, why would you say something like that?”

“But didn’t Sakura say something about you dating someone?” Kaede said thoughtfully.  “She was really excited about it, someone called- “

“I thought I cleared that up!” I said frantically, talking over Kaede before she could accidentally embarrass or offend Eiko.  I had a horrible suspicion my cousin had been about to say ‘the Hellhound’.  “I sent your mother an email explaining all of that last night!  Your sister was mistaken!  Come on Kaede-chan, you know how your sister can be.”

“Mmm,” she said thoughtfully, obviously thinking over what she knew.  Kaede was in an odd position in her family, she had some pretty decent social skills and brains.  But she was the youngest of three kids, and the youngest kid on my mother’s side of the family.  She was conditioned to trust what her siblings and other older, more experienced people told her.  “Mom told my sister you were involved in something complicated and not to bug you, and that sis was wrong about something.  But Sakura-chan said she was still sure you were dating someone.  And here you are, out on a Saturday with two girls!  You never go out cousin Mamoru!”

“I’m fishing,” I protested, I worried I sounded a little weak and it came off as suspicious even to my younger cousin.  “Himeko is a classmate and was walking around with Eiko, she just happened to come over for a quick talk just before you did.”

“You called them Himeko and Eiko!” Kaede exclaimed, “you really are dating them!”

“No! I- arrgh!” I started to rub my eyes with one hand, trust my cousin to notice that I was being overly familiar with someone.

“Oh, why deny it Mamoru?” Himeko said, leaning over with a sly smile on her face.  “You’ve been caught red-handed, time to come clean.”  She was obviously inclined to get some payback for me acting so mysteriously before.

“I knew it!  Which one of you is the Hellhound?”

The smiles suddenly froze on both Eiko and Himeko’s faces, the amusement in their eyes slowly draining away and being replaced by concern in Himeko’s and annoyance in Eiko’s.

“This is why I didn’t want you encouraging her!” I told them angrily before turning back to Kaede.

“Me,” Eiko said flatly before I could say anything else, “I’m the Hellhound.”

Himeko straightened up and sighed, brushing some imaginary dust off her skirt.  “I cannot believe they’re still calling you by that disgusting nickname Eiko.”

Eiko shrugged, the annoyance in her eyes fading a bit.  “You get used to it.”

Kaede had fallen silent, instantly taking in some of the undercurrents and realizing that she’d misstepped again.  She bowed deeply.  “My apologies Kobayashi-sama, I was so shocked and excited at the thought of my cousin dating anyone that all sense left my head.  I humbly apologize if I have caused you any offense.”

I sighed, Kaede annoyed me at times with her enthusiasm but she had a good heart.  “Go easy on her,” I said apologetically, “her older sister’s a bit of an idiot.  Someone saw us talking at the culture festival and jumped to all sorts of conclusions.”

“You were talking to a girl Mamoru-san,” Kaede noted with a small touch of defiance.

Himeko was still in serious mode but a hint of a twinkle returned to her eye with my cousin’s tone.  “I see their point,” she noted.  The twinkle died out again as she considered my cousin, “but not the point in their rudeness or judgements.”

“Himeko,” I said quickly, before anyone could do anything that might cause more trouble later.  “One reason they may not believe is because I only told them that Eiko was the best friend of one of my classmates,” I tried to give her a significant look.  Judging by Himeko’s expression I failed miserably.

She did think about it though.  After a few seconds she asked “Mamoru, are you trying to protect me?”  She didn’t seem terribly pleased by the idea.  As in: you know what I’m capable of, why have you suddenly dropped 80 IQ points to engage in macho bullshit? not pleased by the idea.

I sighed.  “I’m not sure how much you want your name splashed around, especially by gossips outside the school.  And especially especially connected to Eiko’s or mine!”

“Mamoru- “ Himeko started warningly.

“And extra especially on top of all the serious events of the last month,” I said defiantly.  I gave her a stare that even I was sure communicated given how you want to keep them quiet.

Himeko actually paused for a moment and then reluctantly bit her tongue.

Eiko glanced between us a few times.  “O-o-okay,” she said with a little forced cheer, “I’m going to go talk to your cousin while you clear this up Mamoru-chan.”  While she was obviously more concerned than she let on the amusement in Eiko’s tone was still obvious.

“Please don’t call me that,” I sighed as she gently pulled Kaede out of earshot.

Once they were far enough away I actually took the offensive for a change.  “You can do whatever you want to in your life,” I said coldly, “I’m the last guy who can complain about someone keeping their life private.  But don’t get pissed with me for trying to keep your secrets when you’re busy keeping them from me.”

“I didn’t ask for your help,” Himeko returned, equally coldly.

“Oh, so you wanted me to go spreading it over two school’s that Eiko was your best friend?  Because that’s what probably would have happened if I’d been a bit more open with my family.”

“I don’t care if people know that Eiko’s my friend,” Himeko said slowly, choosing her words very carefully, she was obviously wrestling with something I was unaware of.  “I just worry about her being hurt.  If people knew she was my best friend then some of them… it would make her a target for certain people.”

That made a bit more sense when she put it like that!  If it was known Himeko had a favorite then some people would either try to suck up to Eiko as another way to get close to Himeko, probably annoying both Himeko and Eiko in the process, or they’d try to knock Eiko out of her favored position.  Whether that knocking would be via the spreading of nasty rumors and negative opinions or whether it would be more direct action would depend on the individual (Shizu once again came to mind) but neither option would be fun to deal with.

But between the last few minutes and the secrets she was already keeping I was seriously annoyed with Himeko, that wasn’t enough to get me to back down.  “And what does Eiko think of this help?  Did she ask for it?”

“Eiko goes to an entirely different school,” Himeko shot back frostily.  “And while we will put significant resources behind her if need be that’s not immediately obvious to her schoolmates.  Otherwise they’d never be stupid enough to call her by that insulting nickname.”

“Did.  She.  Ask.  For.  It?” I emphasized each word, unwilling to let Himeko brush over the obvious point.

Himeko made a frustrated noise.  “Fine!  I’m a bit of a hypocrite.  I accept that, better to be a hypocrite then a fragile porcelain doll stuffed in a box by people ‘just looking out for you’.”

That one took me aback!  “I kept quiet because I’ve been trying to protect both our families,” I shot back in confusion.  “You’ve made it clear you want to keep things quiet and I didn’t want to bring down trouble on my relatives if they started accidentally attracting attention. You once asked me who I thought was going to spread this story?  Them, they’re the most likely ones so far to spread this story.”

“Why would they do that?” Himeko was obviously flustered and frustrated.

“Because they know me!” I gestured wildly with my left hand, still holding onto the rod with my right.  I liked to think it was a sign of my skill with magic that I was able to hold onto the spell even throughout all the disruptions but in reality it was mostly the talisman.  “Seriously Himeko, do you think you’re the only person who knows how hopeless I am?  How the hell do you think they’d react to anything even close to the whole story?  Wait, cousin Mamoru is involved with an ultra-rich heiress?  And he’s being strong armed into the Student Council?  And he’s been involved in two multi-person fights in the last month?  You know how I am, what the hell would you think if you heard all that a month or two ago?”

“I am insulted that you’d think that I’d ever hurt your family in any way,” Himeko enunciated coldly, focusing on my fears rather than my justifications.

“You refuse to tell me what exactly happened with your family even after I almost got stabbed by it,” I shot back hotly, presenting a rather twisted and self-serving version of events in my anger.  “There’s no way I’m going to blindly trust you with my family.  For all I know you and the yakuza are fighting a shadow war and this is all ‘for my own good’ but that doesn’t mean I’m going to blindly drag them into this.”

Himeko went red in the face, obviously angered by my assertions.  At the same time her lips quirked and a strangled chuckle threatened to escape.  She just continued to stare at me in that half and half position for a good thirty seconds before she finally exploded with laughter.  It was a slightly angry laughter, she was obviously still upset at me, but I’d managed to accidentally knock her back a few steps.

“Fighting a shadow war with the yakuza?” she gasped.  “Oh Mamoru, and you’re the one who told me off about not treating every little bit of high school drama as supernatural!  Seriously, do you think we fell into some sort of action movie?  Maybe a gritty crime manga?”

“Said the woman who was playing a live action video game in the entrance to her mansion a few weeks ago,” I growled.  My words lacked bite though, I was grudgingly forced to admit Himeko was right.  My fears weren’t entirely baseless but I was definitely getting a bit overdramatic.

Looking back on the last few exchanges… “Damn it, Kaede should be the one suffering from Junior High Syndrome, not us,” I muttered as I took a mental step back.

“I don’t know that I’d call it Junior High Syndrome,” Himeko said with a quirk of her lips.  She seemed to be calming down a little.  And/or she was just putting her mask back in place, as always it was hard to tell with Himeko.

“The next best thing to it,” I said, giving her a jaundiced look.  “We were both so determined to take our arguments at their darkest and most serious, mostly because we were caught in a loop about not wanting to admit we were overreacting.  You had every reason to be worried that I might be acting like an idiot and trying to ‘protect’ you in the face of all logic and reason.  And I had every reason to worry that getting my family involved might complicate things and cause a little trouble for them.”

“Ah!  So that’s what you mean,” Himeko nodded.  “I see your point.  We were both too stubborn, acting like admitting the other’s point would somehow mean we were wrong.  So we used drama and emotion instead of reason to avoid acknowledging how the other was right.”  She looked thoughtful for a few moments before admitting.  “Still not quite the gothic darkness of Junior High Syndrome but I do see how it had a similar flavor.”

I sighed and tried to suck it up and apologize.  I don’t know if it was better or worse that Himeko beat me to it.  She bowed briefly and in a more normal tone noted “My apologies Mamoru-san, the day has been stressful so far and finding out Eiko’s apparently been understating her own problems again knocked me off balance.  I over reacted.”

I bowed back.  “I must apologize too,” I returned sheepishly.  “Running into you two followed by Kaede knocked me off balance as well.  And I was upset and embarrassed over Eiko’s treatment too, especially my own cousin’s accidental insensitivity.  I preferred to play it safe yesterday with my family so I had a frustrating time trying to keep your name out of it and not go into too many details when they started asking… awkward questions.”  I didn’t see that conversation going well or helping Himeko keep calm so I tried to brush over it.  “Hell, I didn’t even do it all for you in the first place, I was worried Eiko was the one keeping it quiet and I didn’t have the right to reveal her secret!  I’ve kind of been sensitive about the subject and stuck in a defensive mode for the last day or so.  My reaction- I over reacted too.”

“I assume if you’ve reached the bowing stage everything is cleared up?” Eiko asked, coming back into earshot with Kaede.

“So you’re really not dating anyone Mamoru-chan?” Kaede asked, sounding incredibly disappointed.  She probably was if that was the very first thing she asked even after everything else that had happened.

I sighed.  “Kaede, you should have known it was a baseless rumor as soon as you heard the words Matsuda Mamoru is dating someone.  Seriously cousin, you remember who you’re talking about, right?”

“I know,” Kaede replied, sounding miserable.  I couldn’t tell if it was because she’d made a mistake or just because she was disappointed I wasn’t dating someone.  I hope Kaede isn’t entering some sort of phase where she’s in love with love, I noted with a touch of worry.  It was unlike her, but she was entering that sort of time in her life and it would have explained some of her reaction.

“Wow, you’re really down on yourself Mamoru,” Eiko blinked in surprise.

I gave her an annoyed glance.  “Eiko, they’re my family.  They know what I’m like.”

Kaede proved that on several levels by immediately nodding in agreement to my statement.  “Cousin Mamoru is too busy with school to be a shut-in,” she added innocently, “but seeing him talking casually with girls is a surprise.  This might be the most shocking thing he’s ever done.”

Huh, I thought, put like that it does kind of explain Sakura’s reaction yesterday.  I was so focused on keeping secrets and so annoyed at all the parts she got wrong I wasn’t really considering the parts she got right.  I hadn’t completely ignored them, but I had to admit I hadn’t acknowledged how much of a point she’d had.

“You’re not disagreeing,” Eiko noted, giving me an amused look.

I shrugged.  “Like I said: they’re my family.  They know what I’m like.”

Kaede simply nodded.

“That is… a surprisingly open family dynamic,” Himeko noted, looking a little bit upset and startled by everything.  Like she’d been waiting for Kaede to crack a grin or both of us to laugh it off.

“What do you mean?”

Himeko was speechless for a few seconds and even Eiko looked mildly startled.  I wondered how I’d managed to put my foot in my mouth this time.

“I mean,” Himeko started slowly, “most families aren’t quite so willing to admit the faults of their members.  Not to strangers they’ve just met at least, or not so seriously or in such a matter-o-fact manner.  Not unless they’re trying to separate themselves from a criminal member or something along those lines.”

Kaede seemed startled.  “Cousin,” she asked cautiously, “have they met Aunty or Uncle Matsuda yet?”

I sighed.  “No.”

Eiko looked confused.  “Mamoru’s parents?  What about them?”

That subject made Kaede shrink a little and look reluctant, probably the only reasonable topic that could have.  “Well…”

“I’ll take this one Kaede,” I reassured her.  She looked relieved and I returned my attention back to Eiko and Himeko.  “My parents are the… it’s hard to really classify them.  They’re not precisely black sheep or embarrassing to their families.  It’s just that they’re, well, they’re so addicted to their jobs that they’ve gone from a stereotype about Japanese workers to a parody of Japanese workers.”

Kaede nodded again.  “When I was four my brother claimed Aunty and Uncle Matsuda were robots.  I was almost a teenager before I was absolutely certain he’d made that up.”

Eiko and Himeko giggled for a moment.  Their amusement quickly died when they realized Kaede was being serious.

I shrugged.  “Ironically, having them as such an extreme example has made the rest of my family,” I frowned, looking for a way to explain it.  I’d been so immersed in it for so long and never had to explain it to outsiders before.  “… a little more open.  It’s like the whole extended family took one look at my parents, said nope, not going to go down that road, and made a deliberate attempt to act in the opposite way.”

Kaede nodded again, much more enthusiastically this time.  “None of us want to turn out like Aunty and Uncle Matsuda,” she said with surprising force.  “And we all worry about cousin Mamoru.”

“It’s nothing dramatic,” I hastened to assure them, “just a lot of little things that kind of add up.  Like how my other aunts and uncles prioritize their families over their careers just a little more.  They still do their jobs!  But they made sure to chose employers that weren’t going to abuse overtime or demand too much time away from their families.”

Kaede nodded again.  “And we’re all honest with ourselves and each other,” she added proudly.  “No saving face and slipping down the wrong path by trying to pretend we’re something we’re not.  We all know who we are and don’t try to pretend otherwise.”

“More or less,” I added quickly.  “Obviously it’s not quite that simple, otherwise Kaede would have known instantly I didn’t really have a girlfriend.”  As much as I appreciated my cousin’s attitude I didn’t want to accidentally lie to the girls.

Kaede’s take was a somewhat over-romanticized way of putting it.  Our family still had its fair share of secrets, none of them knew about my magic after all and while I knew Sakura’s marks were bad she wasn’t exactly posting them online.  And while I got on well with them, and stayed in closer contact than an outsider would have expected, my unexpected encounter with Kaede meant the last two days probably counted as the most contact I’d had with my extended family in a single week since I’d started high school.  On the flipside, my recent email was probably the most dishonest I’d ever been with the rest of my family and even then I’d been careful to avoid any actual lies.

We weren’t some sort of mythical perfect family (even if you excluded my parents) but we were pretty open and honest with each other and remained surprisingly close in some ways.  I suspect it had started because everyone had worried how I was going to turn out with my parents, and since they’d always encouraged openness and honesty with me it had gradually turned into a family wide habit both as a way to encourage me and a way to avoid going down my parents’ path.  I didn’t think we were that exceptional though, Eiko and Himeko’s reactions had surprised me.

Eiko shot Himeko a slightly concerned glance.  Himeko ignored it.  “I’d read your student file and some of the teachers’ notes,” Himeko admitted, “but I had no idea it was really that bad!”

I shrugged, it was kind of hard to respond to that.  “They are what they are,” I said inanely.

“Cousin…” Kaede said pityingly, the sympathy clear in her eyes.

“Anyway,” I said quickly, eager to move past that, “what are you doing here Kaede?”

“I was watching my friend’s kendo tournament,” Kaede said brightly.

“There’s a kendo tournament?” Eiko asked eagerly, her eyes lighting up.

“Just a junior one,” Kaede confirmed, “and it ended about an hour ago.  It was a little boring in all honesty but I had to be here to support Yumi.  Anyway, it’s over now and I was taking the chance to stretch my legs and walk around a little before going home.  It’s a little too late to be doing anything but it seemed a waste of a trip if I didn’t do something.”

Hence her wandering around, and why she’d been so eager to engage with me.  Kaede was probably the most energetic of all my cousins, we’d never quite been able to come up with an appropriate ‘sugar rush’ nickname out of her ‘maple’ roots but we’d all thought about it on occasion (even our grandparents!).  The thought of going out for the day, just sitting politely to watch a tournament, and then going back without doing anything would have been torture for her.

I felt a little tugging at the corner of my awareness and realized I had a problem though.  I didn’t want to be rude to my cousin but the mana I had with me was almost out.  And I did not want to pull up my line anywhere she could see!  It wasn’t urgent, I figured I still had a good twenty minutes to half an hour before I was out, but if I was too nice to Kaede that could be a problem.

“Sorry Kaede,” I said with an awkward grin, “I’m just doing some fishing.  Not much exciting to see here.  You should probably get going if you want to do anything else today.”

Now why did you do that?  I berated myself angrily.  I don’t think you could have convinced anyone with that stupid excuse.  But Kaede?  She knows you, and now she’s just going to wonder what’s going on.

Kaede gave me a curious look.  “Now why would you say that Mamoru-chan?” she asked, her expression growing gradually more suspicious as she spoke.  “What are you trying to hide?”

I tried to think of a response that wouldn’t get me in even deeper trouble and my silence just made my cousin even more suspicious.  Fortunately that meant she was so focused on me that she didn’t see Eiko and Himeko exchange a look.

“He’s probably just terrified you’ll talk to us,” Himeko said pleasantly, a slightly mischievous smile pulling at her lips.

“Ah!” Eiko voiced agreeably, “That makes sense!  I wondered why he was suddenly trying to rush off his cousin too.”

“Well, I know how to make him regret it,” Himeko continued conspiratorially, walking towards my cousin.  “Why don’t we just do as he says,” Himeko said, gently grabbing Kaede’s shoulder and starting to lead her away, “together.  I’m sure we both have a lot we could talk about in relation to Mamoru.”

“Wait!” I said urgently, even though I wanted Kaede out of range.

“Oh don’t worry about him,” Himeko said mildly as they started to move out of earshot, “I want to see what he does about this.”

Kaede grinned widely and followed Himeko without question.  Eiko stayed behind, watching them go with a pleasant smile.  Then once they were far enough away she turned around to face me with a serious expression.  “Alright, spill it,” she said flatly, “what’s so important you had to get rid of her?”  It was obvious my sudden and stupid attempt to brush Kaede off hadn’t fooled her either.

I sighed, both in relief and disappointment at the results.  “The spell’s almost run its course,” I said, “and I need to pull it in before it’s ruined.”  I matched words to deed and started reeling in my catch.  The shrinking sphere of my spell probably could have pulled in a tiny bit more before I finished up but it wasn’t worth pushing it.

Eiko frowned.  “Alright, but what do you have that’s so- “

Eiko choked as my line cleared the edge of the drop and I quickly brought it in close.  Even from a few meters away what was on the end of the line looked suspiciously obvious.  With Kaede gone there should have been no one else close enough to notice but there was no point in taking any unwise risks.

Once it was in my hand I breathed another sigh of relief and quietly drew a large test tube out of my bag.  I then carefully positioned my catch in the tube before letting go of the spell and letting all the fine particulates fall into the tube, gently tapping my hook against the inside of the test tube to make sure I got them all.  I didn’t really need the large test tube, a much smaller one would have worked.  I just needed something I could fit my fishing hook all the way into so I could be absolutely certain I got every particle.

All the while Eiko could do nothing but stare in disbelief.

“Do you know how much gold is dissolved in seawater?” I asked, keeping my tone deliberately bland as I looked at the results of my ‘fishing’ trip.  “It’s only about thirty grams per kilometer cubed.  That’s not a big number if you’re talking about a ratio but it’s an awful lot in absolute terms.  It’s not economical to sift it out under normal circumstances,” I continued, being very careful to stopper the test tube and firmly wrap the stopper in place.

“But with magic?” I continued, looking over my small but precious take, enjoying both Eiko’s stunned expression and the way even the weak light glinted brightly off the gold.  “With magic that equation can change considerably.”
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“That’s got to be a million yen worth of gold in there!” Eiko vocalized.  It would have been a loud shout but it came out so strangled it sounded like barely more then a whisper.

“Not really,” I said, eyeballing the amount carefully, “I’d guess it’s somewhere between a hundred thousand and half a million at best.  Depending on current gold prices of course.”

“Depending on- “ Eiko cut herself off, her voice was gradually beginning to grow in volume and she knew how stupid it would be to shout out the rest of that sentence to the world.  She instead clapped her hands over her mouth and struggled not to dance in place, barely able to keep from shouting everything out.

I carefully tucked the test tube into my backpack, nestling it carefully in a cotton lined box.  “Remember, it’s only supposed to be about 30 g of gold in a whole kilometer cubed of seawater,” I explained calmly.  “Between the tides in the bay and all the tectonic activity I think we’ve got a slightly higher concentration locally so I do pretty well.  But I doubt I’ve got even 30 g worth of gold in there.  It’s probably above twenty, but I don’t see it being anything more than that.”

In reality I was much more excited than I tried to appear, even after four other fishing trips finding out this particular plan was working still filled me with glee.  But seeing Eiko’s reaction and her struggles filled me with the unholy urge to poke at her a little so I tried to appear like it wasn’t anything special.

I suspect if I hadn’t handed Eiko such a shock she would never have fallen for it.  Under the circumstances it got her good.  “More than tha- “ she started to shout before clamping her hands over her mouth again.  “More than that?” she hissed a few moments later at a much lower volume.  “Mamoru, how the hell could anything be doing better than that!”

“It’s not a truly amazing result if you divide it by the number of hours it takes to collect,” I continued blandly.

“It’s like a month’s pay for an ordinary person!” Eiko hissed angrily.

“Well yes, but that’s an ordinary person.  A mage is hardly an ordinary person.  Heck, I wouldn’t be surprised if Himeko’s dad makes more than I do on an hourly basis.  Granted, I doubt he’s free to study or otherwise multi-task in addition to all his work but I…” I cut myself off, I was enjoying the joke but Eiko was starting to look a little purple in the face.

Eiko stared at me for a few moments but then began to chuckle harshly.  She continued on with the slow and almost sinister chuckled for a good half a minute, the blood slowly draining from her face all the while, before she talked again.

“Alright, you got me,” she said, “I admit it, you got me.”  Her slightly cautious and annoyed tone made it clear she wasn’t 100% sure I was joking and that I’d better admit it if I was pulling her leg.  At least if I knew what was good for me.

“I got you,” I confirmed quickly.  “Seriously Eiko, if this was nothing for me I wouldn’t have needed Himeko or to shoo Kaede away in the first place.  Doing this takes a whole day’s worth of mana using a spell I spent years developing all while needing a sophisticated focus!  Pulling out a bunch of gold in front of Kaede or losing nearly thirty grams of gold was such a painful decision that I let Himeko talk to her privately!”

I paused, realizing what I’d just said.  “Oh crap,” I said softly, “I let Himeko talk to her privately.”

I quickly gathered my things and put my rod away, taking off after Himeko and Kaede as fast as I could manage.  Only the threat of damaging my carefully prepared rod kept me from frantically stuffing the thing in the bag as I tried to ignore Eiko’s vengeful laughter.  A smugly smiling Eiko trailed after me as I frantically tracked the pair down to a nearby park bench where they were deep in conversation.

“Sorry Kaede,” I puffed as I came up to them, “I was just- “ I blanked, what the hell was a remotely reasonable explanation for my behaviour?  Especially when I’d quickly put my stuff away and then chased after them?

Himeko’s eyes glittered slightly, she was obviously in her element.  “See Kaede-san?” she asked, already on a first name basis with my younger cousin.  “I told you so.”

Kaede grinned and clapped.  “You were right Himeko-sama!  You really were!”

I groaned.  Even as clueless as I was, even as much as I loved my cousin, even as much as I trusted Himeko… I knew I was going to pay for this.

“Having fun?” Eiko asked blandly, coming up behind me at a slightly more leisurely walk.  She hadn’t matched my semi-frantic pace but there’d been no way so she was going to miss this.

“Very much so,” Himeko answered primly.  “Mamoru keeps so much of his life and his family quiet, it’s extremely enlightening to have a talk with his charming younger cousin.”

I gave Himeko a sour look (which bounced off her prim and polite mask without even a dent).  I didn’t even want to imagine what Himeko was doing prying into my life.

“Your friend is so amazing Mamoru-chan!” Kaede gushed, already having stars in her eyes.  “Why didn’t you mention her to us?”

“Isn’t that a reason in and of itself?” I countered, trying and not completely succeeding to tamp down my grumpy tones.

“Pardon?”

I took a deep breath, let it out, and tried to salvage the situation somewhat.  “You saw how Sakura reacted to Eiko, and that was after hearing a second-hand report about us talking for a few minutes at a cultural festival.  How do you think she’d react to anything relating to Himeko?”

“Ah,” Kaede paused, getting her brain back into working order after being star struck by Himeko.  Between her seniority, her beauty, and just her aura of serenity Himeko could easily tangle up a junior high student’s brain even if she wasn’t exerting her charm.  Himeko was a little more frazzled than usual but Kaede had never met her before and couldn’t tell the difference, it was little wonder my younger cousin had been so taken in.

“Surely your older sister isn’t that bad?” Himeko suggested with a subtle smile.

“She is,” Kaede answered instantly, causing Himeko to twitch in an almost imperceptible way yet again.  Kaede then shrugged.  “Not that it wouldn’t apply to most of my family in this case, finding out Mamoru-chan was associating with someone like you would set any of them off.”

“That’s…” I trailed off, thinking about it.  “… no, that’s pretty fair.  I was going to argue maybe Grandad or cousin Daichi wouldn’t be too effected but even they’d still bring it up.”  They’d have been a lot calmer and more likely to approach me before going to the rest of the family but they’d still bring it up.

Kaede nodded.  “But my sister’s probably the most likely to jump to sillier conclusions or accidentally spread rumors.  Not on purpose, but she’d probably talk about you and discuss you with other people trying to get more of an idea why you were friends with cousin Mamoru.  Just by telling the truth and asking questions she’d get other people talking.”

“What, she wouldn’t believe I could just be friends with the nice, well-behaved boy who just happens to be the most brilliant student at our school?”

“No.”  Kaede and I stated in unison.

We glanced at each other and after a moment we mutually decided it was easier for me to say it.  “Remember Himeko, they know me.  They might be willing to believe you would act that way with some other nice but brilliant guy.  But me?  That sets off all sorts of questions and alarm bells.”  I was a little surprised I had to remind her again, she seemed to have a hard time accepting it.

Kaede nodded.  “Himeko-sama is wonderful.  Too wonderful.  If Mamoru-chan made friends with an average looking girl who was smart, or even one who just didn’t fit in with anyone else, we’d all be surprised but happy.  With you… I’m sorry Himeko-sama but Mamoru-chan is just too close to you and acting too casually, we all know something is up.”

“You don’t trust me?” Himeko asked calmly, putting just the tiniest bit of both playfulness and hurt into her tone.

Himeko was slightly taken aback when Kaede gave her a slightly jaundiced look.  Kaede then bowed deeply but said.  “Respectfully Himeko-sama, while I know you are trustworthy I also realize there are things being hidden here.”

I coughed a few times in order to hide my grin.  Kaede wasn’t really pretending, she really was that nice and friendly, maybe even a little naïve in some ways.  But because she was all those things it was easy to miss the sharp mind she had working slowly in the background.  Her years of being told things, often conflicting things, by older people had gotten her in the habit of constantly checking and comparing what she’d been told.  She’d still believe whatever she’d been told unless there was a deliberate conflict, she still trusted her elders and deferred to their judgement.  But when an inconsistency crept in between stories she would catch it.  She might not always catch things the first time, but give Kaede the chance to do the double and then triple check and she had a tendency to slowly catch on to things that others missed.

And since the inconsistency in this case was my behaviour it was no wonder she was willing to stand firm and the face of Himeko.  My sudden friendship with two girls, even to the point I was addressing them casually, had to be setting off all sorts of alarm bells in her head.  I was a little surprised that Kaede had ever bought the story about Eiko being my girlfriend given her usual habits.  Although that depended on whatever Sakura had told her, I mused for a few moments.  And if you included the fact Eiko can come off as a bit of an anti-social misfit herself… I guess I can see why she was willing to believe.  I was still worried she might be starting to get a little ‘in love with love’ though, I hoped she wasn’t going to be a sucker for other explanations just because ‘it’s love’ was the given reason.  That might have unfortunate consequences in the future.

“Perhaps I should mention that my cousin is a little smarter than she looks,” I said diplomatically, trying to shake off my worries and break the slightly awkward stalemate that had developed.  “She likes to emphasize her cuteness and size because that’s what she’s got to work with.  It’s easy to underestimate her based on that.”

Kaede smiled and nodded.  “Uh huh.  I just couldn’t pull off Himeko-sama’s beauty or Eiko-sama’s tough and fierce charm so I decided to go for cute instead.”

Eiko chuckled.  “Tough and fierce charm?  I’ll have to remember that one.”

Himeko smiled gently.  If I hadn’t gotten to know her I would never have realized she’d only just gotten her metaphorical feet back under her after being knocked down.  “Well, I should have guessed that one of Mamoru’s cousins was too smart for that,” she said pleasantly.  I suspected Himeko had gotten slightly overconfident, she was too used to people that had gotten to know her over years.  Or were employed by her family.  Or were simply intimidated by her name and wealth.  This was probably the first time in a while she’d had to pull anything difficult on someone she’d just met and didn’t know anything about her.

“Your mother knows some more of the truth,” I inserted quickly.  “You should probably ask her.  Sorry Kaede, it’s complicated and there are big parts of the story that don’t need to be shared with everyone.”

Kaede didn’t look satisfied but she bowed again, this time managing to encompass both me and Himeko in the gesture.  “Understood Mamoru-chan.”

Himeko sighed.  “Well, I dislike ending on a down note like that.  Why don’t we talk about something else Kaede-san?”

Kaede looked conflicted and quickly checked her cellphone.  “I can’t stay too long,” she sounded disappointed about that but I felt like cheering.  “I’ve only got another twenty minutes or so before I need to get going.  My parents will start getting worried if I’m much later then that.”

“Not a problem,” Himeko declared confidently.  “You should always make sure you’re not adding to your parents’ troubles.  I just don’t want you to think I’m only being nice to you because of Mamoru.  We’re still going through with that thing later this month?”

“Definitely,” Kaede agreed, shooting a glance in my direction.

My adrenalin spiked and I spent the next twenty minutes trying to figure out just what two of them were planning, the idea of Himeko hooking up with Kaede for anything filled me with dread.  Unfortunately, it was mostly just small talk for the rest of their time together.  Drawing in Eiko and occasionally me they had a pleasant but not too deep conversation, mostly talking about the Kanoko family in general along with their interests and abilities.  Even as we accompanied Kaede down to the train station the most I got from the pair was a mutually smug smile in my direction.

“Uh-oh,” Eiko muttered under her breath when she saw that.  “When Himeko gets that expression on her face you’d better be prepared to duck and cover.”

I was able to take my revenge though.  After Kaede was seen to I quickly jumped on the next available train just before Himeko remembered that she’d never found out just what I was fishing for.  The realization her hit just as the train doors closed and the expression on her face was one I’d remember for quite some time.

I wonder if Eiko will tell her?  Or if she’ll believe it?  I mused.  Then I started plotting out how best to get home from the less optimal route I’d just taken.

***

Whatever her feelings on the subject Himeko seemed to have forgiven me by the time school rolled around on Monday.  While she couldn’t have done much to me without appearing to be petty or vindictive there were still a dozen different ways she could have safely made her displeasure known if she were so inclined.  She took none of them, and the day passed without incident.  Heck, she even seemed a little reluctant to face me.  Although that might just have been me feeling a little paranoid over everything else that had happened during the last month.

After school I made my usual trip to the Meiko estate and went about the business of collecting mana from my ‘sensors’.  The person on the other end of the intercom seemed slightly off in some way but that didn’t stop them from letting me into the estate.  It did worry me a little as I started my rounds.

‘Off’, what do I even mean by ‘off’?  I wondered as I walked.  It was hard to quantify, it wasn’t like I knew any of the people on the other side of the intercom that well to begin with.  Hell, I knew Eiko’s great aunt Natsume better than any of them!  I at least had a face, body language, and a real voice undistorted by any machine to go along with her.  But somehow the person in that position had seemed ‘off’ when they’d talked to me.

Distracted?  Disturbed?  Tired? I went through the possibilities in my head.  An imposter who’s a part of a team infiltrating the estate and wondering who the hell the random kid coming up to the door was?  I snorted at my own ridiculousness, even with all my paranoia and nerves I couldn’t take that possibility seriously!

Nervous?  That seemed like the closest fit, but even that seemed like a gross oversimplification of whatever I’d heard.  Conflicted maybe?  That seemed to work slightly better, but only a hint.  And even if I had it right I couldn’t even begin to guess what was causing their internal conflict.

I struggled with the idea a little longer, actually getting all the way to the wooded part of the estate while still thinking about it.  I wasn’t sure why the idea the person manning the gate was ‘off’ bugged me so much but it did.  I supposed it was just part and parcel of my continuing nerves in regards to the Meiko estate, I was getting better but I was still far from comfortable or confident in my position there.  Every time I went I was vaguely afraid something was going to happen and all my wonderful advantages were going to get taken away.  And on top of that I had an entirely different set of nerves related to the idea I was going to encounter a dangerous situation.  Again.

Having encountered both Meiko children in dangerous situations twice in the… I guess it’s almost a month and a half now, it sounded much less dramatic than month but it was getting more and more accurate, I suppose I’m not being too insane.  Or at least it’s an understandable level of paranoia.  I might have to work on that though, if I let that fester or continue for much longer I’m probably going to start developing some real mental issues!

It wasn’t hard for me to come to that conclusion, it was the tenth or fifteenth time I’d recognized it since Eiko’s fight with the thugs.  It was forgivable that it was still affecting me but sooner or later I was going to have to start trying to move past it.

It was the first time I’d had that thought right before being attacked though.

My trip to the Meiko estate took a hard turn when I was unceremoniously yanked behind a tree by unseen hands.  Warning amulet and prepared spells! I swore for what seemed like the hundredth time even as I started to panic and struggle in my assailant’s grasp.  Well, flail around randomly would have been more accurate, whoever had grabbed me was shorter than I was and had bent me slightly backwards in addition to wrapping me up tightly.  A hand over my mouth kept me from calling out for help.

Before I could somehow muster up an effective struggle, or panic enough I cast some sort of defensive spell, a low voice whispered in my ear.  “Stop making so much noise you idiot, I’m saving you.”

I stopped, abruptly recognizing Eiko’s rich tones.  Honestly, when I was already worked up hearing her speak right in my ear like that and realizing she was pressed up right against my back made me momentarily flash with desire, accidentally breaking me out of my panic more effectively than I think Eiko had intended.

I felt guilty about that almost immediately.  Aoth damn it, I told my self angrily, keep it in your pants!  I took deep breaths of air as best I could with her hand over my mouth, trying to calm both the fear and unexpected surge of teenaged horniness.  The good news was that having both at once made it hard for one of them to dominate me.  The bad news was that calming myself down with both in my system was difficult, especially with Eiko holding me so close!  It was easy to ignore Eiko’s charms when she was standing next Himeko and joking around, not so easy when she was pressing herself against me while we were alone in a secluded spot.

I don’t care how high my hormones are right now, I thought angrily, ashamed of my reaction, I am an adult and I will not act like a horny moron!  I closed my eyes and did my best to focus inwards, taking deep breaths and slowly bringing myself under control.  It wasn’t helped by how long Eiko held on to me but after twenty or so seconds she was apparently satisfied and slowly let me go.

I turned around, Eiko was still dressed in her school uniform and looking unusually serious.  It would have almost been a relief if I’d been able to see her in a new light and realized I had hidden feelings for her.  Unfortunately, nothing had changed.  In fact my struggling had pulled up her sleeves and I could clearly see all the remaining bandages on her arms which only served to make me feel a little guiltier and knock any remaining desire back even further.  Just the raw lust for an attractive girl I guess, I thought.  I felt deeply annoyed at myself.  There were downsides to reincarnation I’d have never thought of before it had happened to me, I’d forgotten how much of my teenaged desire had been purely biological.

Eiko tugged her own clothing back into position.  “So jumpy,” she muttered in annoyance.

“Hey!”

“And petulant,” she continued.  “Seriously Mamoru, if you’re going struggle that energetically the least you could do is fight back more effectively!”

Eiko was around ten centimeters shorter than me but she’d still handled me like it was nothing.  Which wasn’t too surprising with all her training but it still stung to hear her say it, doubly so with my previous feelings!

I scowled.  “Well, if you didn’t- “ I started to say hotly, my volume starting to rise.

Eiko leaned in and cut me off with a finger to the lips.  “Quiet!” she whispered fiercely.  Once it was obvious I wasn’t going to be an idiot and start ranting she nodded.  “Lady Meiko is in the woods,” she said in a much softer voice, “I don’t think you want to disturb her right now.”

It took a few moments before it clicked.  “Himeko’s mother?” I asked in surprise.

Eiko nodded solemnly.

I blinked a few times and tried to reassess the situation.  I had worried about that possibility for a while when I’d begun collecting mana from the Meiko estate but this was the first time I’d actually been in danger of running into anyone besides Himeko since I’d placed my collectors.  I’d started to wonder if Himeko’s family actually used their grounds at all!

“Come on,” Eiko said softly, “let’s back off and give her a little space.”

I let Eiko lead me back out of the wooded portion and closer to the estate wall.  I wouldn’t have realized it before I stood there but the place Eiko had chosen would be out of sight of the usual paths through the wooded area, the curve of the route and an unusually thick arrangement of branches would block a person from seeing the area as they left.  I made a note of the spot for future reference.

“Sorry Mamoru,” Eiko said, relaxing a little once we’d put some more distance between ourselves and Himeko’s mother.  “Lady Meiko’s not in a good mood and I didn’t think it would be a good idea for you two to surprise each other in the woods right now.”

“What’s the matter?” I asked in a subdued voice, belatedly realizing the debt I owed Eiko.  Himeko’s mother probably didn’t know me at all and I’d been a little distracted as I went to my mana collectors.  It didn’t take much imagination to see how our encounter could have gone very badly.

Eiko sighed.  “Did Himeko get the chance to talk to you today?”

“No,” I answered, puzzled by yet another strange turn in the conversation.  “In fact, I was wondering if she was avoiding me.”

“Of course she didn’t,” Eiko muttered something under her breath and then pulled out her cellphone.  “I doubt she’s going to answer this,” Eiko admitted even as she started punching in a text, “but I figure I owe her one last chance.”

“One last chance to what?”

“Be the one to tell you,” Eiko said as she finished off her text.  “I’ll give her ten minutes.  She’s probably too busy with something on the Student Council to call back but she deserves the chance to give you her version instead of letting me give you mine.”

I was silent for a time while I thought about that.  I wanted to know, really wanted to know if it was affecting Eiko and other people on the estate, but…  “You don’t have to tell me,” I said finally, “I don’t want to damage your relationship with Himeko.”

“Not going to happen,” Eiko said with a shake of her head, not even looking up from her phone.  “We talked it over on Sunday once Himeko had gotten the chance to sleep and calm down about everything.  Hime didn’t want to admit it but she figured she owed you a bit of an explanation.  Our little talk with you and your cousin drove home a few uncomfortable points to her.”

“Like what?” I asked, startled that anything Kaede and I could have brought up might have done so.

Eiko opened her mouth but she was interrupted by an urgent buzz from her phone.  “Huh,” Eiko looked mildly surprised, “she’s given me her blessing.”  She waited a few more moments just in case more texts were forthcoming but when nothing materialized she shrugged, tucked, her phone away, and then turned to face me directly.

“Okay, here’s the problem,” she said frankly, “this whole thing is a complicated mess because it gets tangled up in a bunch of people and their issues.  Mostly Hime’s but Shinji’s, the Meiko family’s, and even mine get caught up in this.  The basics are pretty straightforward though, so I’ll try to give you them first.”

“Alright, the problem starts with Shinji.  A couple of months ago he started to secretly sell a few valuable items from the mansion.  He felt that- “ Eiko cut herself off and puffed out a breath in frustration.  “See what I mean?  I just said I’d try to keep to the basics and I almost started complicating it already.”

Before I could say anything one way or the other she resumed.  “Anyway, Shinji quietly grabbed some reasonably valuable things from storage to make some extra yen.  Nothing important, it was just a few small but unexceptional pieces of art and old jewelry no one had thought of in ages because it didn’t even have sentimental value.  Basically it was the Meiko equivalent of old junk just collecting dust in the attic.  In a way Shinji was right, no one would have ever missed the stuff.”

“Unfortunately he didn’t actually know how to sell it.  So he turned to some of his more disreputable classmates and they put him in touch with someone who could do that.”

I groaned out loud.  “He didn’t.”

Eiko nodded.  “He did, and if you knew some of the reasons Shinji had you’d think that was slightly less stupid then it sounds.  But since we’re trying to keep it simple: yeah, he was that dumb.  He got a cut but he was getting ripped off compared to what he should have gotten.”

“That was still enough for Shinji, but not for his new ‘friends’.  They started to harass him to steal more stuff for them.”

“That’s where Himeko came in?” I guessed.

“You got it.  Shinji was showing so many signs that something was wrong Hime eventually followed him and confronted the delinquents he was dealing with.  She thought they were just bullying him so she tried to get them to back off.  They argued.  They fought.  You recorded.”  Eiko shrugged, “I’m pretty sure you know this bit.”

I nodded.  “Yeah.”  What more could I say?  It was engraved in my memory.

“Well unfortunately the police didn’t go hard enough on the delinquents, they focused on getting them off the streets and didn’t realize anything more was going on, juvenile harassment and stupidity with potential sexual assault were more than serious enough crimes for them.  With Ito Kenji and Shinji still out there the delinquents didn’t volunteer anything about the thefts either, they didn’t want to get in even more trouble.  Unfortunately, that made Ito even more determined to make Shinji pay for everything.  He basically started blackmailing Shinji, telling Shinji directly that he’d reveal what Shinji had been doing if he didn’t start getting Ito more stuff to sell.  Or if Ito got caught.”

I winced in sympathy.  If I had been in Shinji’s place I liked to think I would have sucked it up and revealed everything at that point.  I also realized I was looking at it from the outside and with 20/20 hindsight.  Even with my extra years of experience I suspected I would have actually given in to the pressure if I’d been in his shoes.

Eiko shrugged.  “That went on for a bit.  Shinji dragged his heels because he was worried about getting caught, especially since we were all watching Shinji after the suspicious phone call warning Ito happened.  Eventually Ito gave Shinji an ultimatum: give him something or Ito would reveal the secret.  Shinji tried to sneak out with a small statuette, I spotted him and gave chase as he ran towards Ito and his contacts.  You were there for the rest.”

Eiko fell silent and after a few moments I let out a breath, I’d been caught up in the surprisingly intense narrative she’d woven.  “Whew!  That is something!  Not exactly a best-selling novel but it would probably make a pretty decent episode or two on a TV series.  But why is everyone so… “ I trailed off, unsure how to put it.

“That’s the complicated bit,” Eiko said grudgingly.  “There’s a half a dozen different family issues that got tangled up in this.  Shinji must be some kind of genius because it seems like he managed to hit everyone’s problems along the way.”

Eiko seemed to debate with herself a few moments before continuing.  “Let’s start with the Meikos, as a family they’ve got this whole pseudo-nobility chip on their shoulder you’ve probably seen in Hime.  You know how Hime’s always driven to be the best and hold herself to a higher standard?  That’s where she gets it from, the whole family believes that between breeding and opportunity they have to be the best.”

“Wait, breeding?” I asked incredulously.

Eiko rolled her eyes.  “Yeah, they really believe there are some genetic advantages in their blood that have allowed them to get so far.”  She then shrugged.  “Some of them take it more seriously than others, like Himeko’s dad and grandad.  Himeko’s a bit saner though, she acknowledges things like her beauty or that she’s taller than average are advantages and admits that’s just the luck of her birth.  She still figures she has to ‘pay’ for those advantages in some way.”

“Okay, that one I can see,” I admitted.  ‘We’re better because of our blood’ rubbed me the wrong way.  ‘I was born with an advantage or two’ was pretty similar but felt a lot more realistic rather than some sort of arrogant delusion, at least after you’d had a few years to discover and verify those advantages!

“Well Himeko lives up to the Meiko’s standards, no ifs ands or buts.  She strives to meet their impossible demands and succeeds.  Despite what other family members might tell themselves I don’t think anyone else actually managed that, at least not in the last few generations or in every single way!”

“Unfortunately that leaves Shinji with the shitty end of the stick.  He has to go through life a few years later not managing to meet his family’s impossibly high standards or the impression Himeko leaves in her wake!  And just to make matters worse his father and grandfather are both a bit sexist.  Well, his father’s just a bit sexist, his grandfather’s a lot sexist!  They expect the male heir to be even better than his sister no matter how amazing Himeko is.”

I winced again at the mere thought of that.  I couldn’t even imagine being the follow up sibling to Himeko in a regular family, with extra pressures like that involved I felt an involuntary surge of sympathy towards Himeko’s brother despite all the trouble he’d caused.

“For the last year or so Shinji’s been getting broken down by that.  He used to at least try to keep up but after all these years of failing to match his sister he’s starting to crack.  Part of the reason he wanted the money in the first place was to exert some control, to try and have something to call his own rather than just depending on his family.”  Eiko sighed.  “Like I said earlier, it was still pretty damn stupid but there was a reason there.”

“It doesn’t help that Himeko… well, you know how Himeko considers it her duty to help people and generally try to be perfect?”  I nodded and Eiko made a disgusted sound before continuing.  “About the one exception to that is her brother!  She’s got this thing where she expects him to live up to the Meiko ideal too and that means she shouldn’t be giving him help.”

I was horrified for a moment, but then something occurred to me.  “But wait, then why was she helping him with the thugs in the first place then?”  When I’d first run into Himeko outside of school she’d literally been helping her brother.

“I know!” Eiko said, obviously frustrated with her friend.  “She claims it was only about protecting the Meiko family name when that happened but I’m pretty sure that’s just a cover for a bunch of her own issues.  Half of it was her wanting to protect him and the other half was probably some sort of desire to show him up.  They’ve got the whole brother sister rivalry going on and she resents him for not putting as much effort in.  And she’s a little put out by the way her dad and grandad usually blame him instead of praising her.  And I sometimes think she uses it as an excuse to vent against the only family member she can give herself permission to strike at,” Eiko heaved a huge sigh and shook her head.  “There’s years worth of issues there.”

“It sounds like it!” I said, somewhat inanely.  I felt no guilt about that, I was stunned at what I was hearing and I had no idea what to think, let alone say!  It sounded like Himeko’s home life wasn’t as good as I’d presumed.

“Seeing you and your cousin being so open and matter-o-fact about your strengths and weaknesses really shook her,” Eiko admitted. “The Meiko family is all about face and trying to appear to be the best you can even if you can’t quite reach those heights.  You two being such a living counter example on top of everything else that was happening forced her to re-examine some of her decisions, like not telling you what was going on.  Himeko isn’t going to magically change her approach to life but she had to admit it was about time we filled you in.”

“She didn’t have to,” I protested, mostly for forms sake since I’d already heard so much and Himeko wasn’t even there.

“Respectfully Mamoru,” Eiko said, crossing her arms and giving me a level stare, “I think she did.  The whole situation’s been getting to her for the last few weeks; she’s been pretty good about hiding it or passing off the effects as exam stress or a side effect of all her Cultural Festival work but if you were as familiar with her as I am you’d recognize it in an instant.  Think about your argument with her on Saturday, she was clearly over sensitive and got angry with you really quickly.  People being overly protective and controlling of her is one of Himeko’s pet peeves but I don’t think I’ve ever seen her make that much of a jump to conclusions or actually show her anger about it that quickly before!  You didn’t react well either and I probably made her a bit sensitive by manipulating her out there in the first place but it was still pretty strange.”

Eiko then sighed and looked away.  “And that’s also why I’ve been a bit… why I’ve got to apologize for a few things too.  Between my impatience at Himeko and how I’ve worried about her the same time I’ve caused you a little trouble of my own.  It’s part of the reason I intruded on your fishing yesterday and why I was even at the Cultural Festival in the first place.  Like I said earlier, I’m not exactly an objective observer.”

Her narrative ground to an abrupt stop.  When I realized she wasn’t going to go forward again without prodding I gritted my teeth in frustration.  Asking the next question was almost physically painful, this was already an awkward conversation that had battered both of us emotionally.  And if I was overly insensitive in my approach there was every chance it would become physically painful as she battered me with her fists instead of words.  But Eiko’s obvious reluctance to admit her problems meant I had to ask, at least if I was to have any hope of figuring out what was actually going on.

“How is your opinion different from Himeko’s?” I asked, struggling to seem calm and neutral.  “You mentioned you disagreed earlier.”

Eiko puffed out a frustrated breath but still avoided looking me in the eye.  “I’m not sure I disagree that much,” she said indirectly.  “I mostly think she’s too hard on herself and her brother and too easy on the rest of her family’s mistakes.  That and the stupidity of keeping things from you, at least while you’re coming through the estate every day.  The problem is I’m in a really awkward position.  I’m Himeko’s best friend.  I’m simultaneously the daughter of the head butler, a resident of the estate, a member of a family that has served the Meiko’s for generations and,” Eiko sighed again and rubbed her forehead as if she had a headache, “Shinji’s major crush.”

It took a few moments for her words to register.  “Wait, what?” I asked belatedly, struggling to keep from shouting.

“I know, I know!” Eiko threw her hands up.  “He did a full love confession when he moved up from elementary school and he’s been focused on me ever since.  I’ve got no interest in him and I’ve told him so repeatedly, I think he’s mostly just idolizing me because I’m tough and I don’t bow down to tradition for tradition’s sake.  And he’s pretty good about it at this point, I still catch him looking wistfully at me every so often but the worst he’ll actually do is gently ask if I’ve changed my mind maybe once or twice a year.  Unfortunately that adds some weird cross-currents if I try suggesting to anyone they should go easier on him or that they’re not treating him right.  People either worry I’m doing some gold digging and trying to rise above my station, that I’m feeling overly sorry for him since I turned him down, or that he’s pressuring me and my defence is a side effect.  And when you add in the fact that Himeko wants to keep me to herself and is horrified that Shinji even asking me might qualify as an abuse of their name it gets really complicated!”

 My head was spinning and I figured I was only hearing the capsule summary of years worth of complications.  “It sounds like a real soap-opera here on the estate!”  Seriously, if they’d set it about a century earlier it would have sounded like the plot of a period drama.  Some sort of Meji restoration era story about changing mores, changing social roles, and the relationship drama revolving around a noble family in the rapidly changing Japan.

Eiko sighed.  “It’s not usually that bad but the current situation really brought everything to a boil.  Now the courts have gotten involved and they’re suggesting Shinji should be seeing a counselor but everyone else is saying that would show shameful weakness and arguing about it.”

I joined Eiko in the forehead massaging club.  “That old piece of stupidity again!”

“That’s why Lady Meiko needed a minute and was wandering around the trees just now,” Eiko admitted.  “Between her own disagreement and the disharmony in the house… it was getting to her and I didn’t see you two suddenly running into each other going well for anyone.”

I flinched at the mere thought of it, the picture she was painting was a horrifying one.  Combine my lack of social skills with the stupid way I tended to act when surprised and then throw me at someone who wasn’t expecting me… someone who desperately needed a break and would probably have considered me a major source of the disharmony in their house if they did know about me… well, not going well for anyone was probably an understatement.  Suddenly Eiko ambushing me and dragging me away seemed less of a stupidly dramatic move and more of a drastic necessity.

“It sounds like the whole family needs a counselor,” I muttered angrily.

“They’re not usually this bad,” Eiko protested again.  So help me but despite everything I knew about Eiko and everything she’d just said a part of me doubted her opinion.  I worried that since her family was employed by the Meiko’s she was downplaying it.  That little surge of doubt only served to drive home how complicated the situation was and why nobody was sure anyone else was thinking straight.

“They’re usually really strong people,” Eiko continued.  “And while they’re not as good or clever as they like to pretend they are that doesn’t mean they’re actually weak degenerates, there’s a reason my family has stuck with them for so long and maintains it’s loyalty.  Unfortunately they’ve got some bad traditional attitudes along with the good ones.”

“So they don’t want to be seen as weak,” I said, more then a hint of sarcasm creeping into my tone.  I sighed.  “Seriously, you just got back from the doctor for treating a bunch of physical wounds when they were bad.  Even though you’re tough and strong as hell there was still a point when it was obvious you should get help.  Why can’t these people just accept Shinji should go to the doctor for a bunch of mental wounds?  They’d all feel like idiots if he twisted his knee and it didn’t heal right because they insisted he should just walk it off and keep doing all the hard work that hurt it in the first place.”

Of course, I wasn’t one to talk either.  Given my strange situation (reincarnated, having neglectful parents, studying magic) I made it a point to stay away from counselors, psychologists, and any other professional that would truly examine my head.  And I even had some of my own issues on top of that!  They might not have been debilitating but in a perfect universe I probably should have been talking with a psychologist about my paranoia and fear based issues.  No, I’m not a hypocrite in the slightest, I couldn’t help but tell myself in a mocking tone.

Eiko gave me a startled look.  “That might actually do some good,” she said, sounding shocked.  “Tell that one to Himeko!”

“Why can’t you be the one to tell her?” I asked instantly, instinctively flinching at the idea of having an uncomfortable conversation with Himeko.

Eiko just gave me an incredulous look.

“Right, sorry,” I said, instantly abashed as I remembered what we’d just been talking about.

Eiko sighed.  “See what I mean?  And that’s why I couldn’t just go behind her back and tell you without Himeko first giving me permission.  As it is Himeko probably won’t listen to you as much as she would have if she’d been the one to give you her version.”

“How different would her version have been?” I asked tentatively.

Eiko shrugged.  “I don’t know.  She probably would have started with something about the Meiko’s standards of behaviour and code of honor and worked from there.  She’d probably be mostly honest but she’d roast Shinji a little harder and I doubt you’d have heard anything about her dad or grandad’s bad habits and how they helped create this whole mess.”

“Great,” I had to admit Eiko was probably right about Himeko not listening.  How the hell did I get Himeko to take me seriously if I made any sort of comment that was remotely critical about her family after hearing Eiko’s version?  Especially if it was defending Shinji-

(Who was still at fault in the matter, his extenuating circumstances did not fully justify what he’d done)

-and criticizing other members of her family.  Himeko would just get defensive and justify it away as ‘not hearing the true version’.  Especially if Eiko was right and Himeko was afraid of people trying to control her.

To be fair, I reminded myself skeptically, it’s not like you really know enough of her family dynamic to give any good advice.  And it’s possible Eiko’s skipped over or misinterpreted something really important.

“And Himeko probably knows some more things too,” Eiko admitted, echoing my own thoughts, “she was there for big parts of this mess that I only heard about second hand.  There have to be bits she’s not mentioning or is downplaying too.  For all I know Hime might be shielding Shinji from other stupid things he did when she first had to save him from the delinquents, they’ve got a complicated relationship.”

Said the servant girl who’s best friends to one of her master’s heirs and a romantic fixation to the other.  You’re one to talk about a complicated relationship!  I thought sardonically, the messy set of interconnections there was blowing my mind.  But it was still a fair point, I could easily see something like that happening.  Or at the very least Himeko would think other factors were more important or interconnected based on what she’d seen and experienced firsthand versus Eiko’s experiences.

I was also starting to get an inkling of a thought.  Eiko had said Shinji had stopped even trying to keep up a year or so previously.  That was right around the same time she’d turned him down.  Maybe I was wrong, or maybe it didn’t matter at all, but a few of the things she’d said and how she’d said them made me suspicious that she’d noticed that too and feelings of guilt about it were a factor in her sympathy to Shinji.

Of course, that was a hell of a conclusion to jump to on so little evidence!  And even if it hadn’t been I wasn’t stupid or hopeless enough to try bringing it up with her.  “So… how bad is it?” I asked instead, doing my best to hide that previous thought had ever passed through my head.

Eiko hesitated a few moments.  She wasn’t even pretending not to understand but her loyalty to the Meiko’s warred with my need to know.  “It’s pretty damn uncomfortable in the house some times,” Eiko finally admitted.  “I’m pretty sure Himeko’s putting even more time and effort on the student council then she normally does just so she can stay away from home a little longer.  It’s the same with her father, he normally puts in long hours but for the last few weeks he’s been getting home really late.  Usually the rest of them can manage to avoid each other- “

I glanced over towards the mansion, taking in it’s size again.  Of course they can, I thought with inappropriately vicious humor.

“-but sometimes things happen,” Eiko finished, looking a little depressed.  “My mom gave me a quick warning when I got home from school, reading between the lines I think that’s what happened today.  Hime’s mother and grandfather ran into each other and had a very stressful ‘discussion’,” even I could hear the air quotes around that word, “about Shinji just a little bit before you got here.”

“Ah,” I said, biting my lip before I could say anything stupid.  From the sound of things the situation didn’t deserve me whining about my personal delay or being overly critical about a family I mostly knew from second hand reports.

Eiko’s look was sympathetic but not too sympathetic, she and her family had to live with the situation after all and I was merely brushing up against it.  “Alright, that’s the story you deserved to hear,” she said, sounding a little more relieved now that I’d been told.  “Keep that in mind from now on and I’ll let the rest of the staff know they should drop a few hints when they need to.  No one’s going to choose you over the Meikos but we all know our job is to make sure the place run smoothly, if that means gently hinting to you that you should avoid certain places at certain times then it’s our job to promote harmony in the estate.”

“Right,” I said slowly, belatedly realizing why the person manning the gate had felt ‘off’.  No wonder he was conflicted!  How the hell was he supposed to follow orders while keeping me from running into one of his masters at exactly the wrong time?  At least without violating said master’s confidentiality.

“You do understand, don’t you Mamoru?” she said seriously, going so far as to grab my face and turn it to be sure I was looking straight at her, not lost in my own little world.

“I understand,” I said, making sure to look her in the eyes and speak clearly.  I probably didn’t understand everything or all the little subtleties but even I could pick up on the basics.  The staff wouldn’t help me directly but in the best interests of everyone they might bend the rules a little bit.  But it would be up to me to pick up on it, they weren’t going to suddenly say “Lady Meiko’s in a pretty homicidal mood today Mamoru, you should probably come back after she leaves in half an hour.”  No matter what they did the Meikos were still the masters of the estate and the staff would be loyal to them, they wouldn’t do anything that could be considered a betrayal.

Eiko seemed satisfied with my response and nodded in acknowledgment.  After a moment she signaled for me to wait and then quietly moved to check on Himeko’s mother.  And when I say quietly I mean quietly, she didn’t suddenly vanish like a ninja but it was uncanny to watch her move with so little noise.  Part of her martial arts training had obviously been on how to move softly.

Or maybe it’s part of her maid training from earlier in her life, I rolled my eyes at my own over dramatic assumptions.  Stop jumping to conclusions!

After a minute of careful peeking through the trees she jogged back tome more normally.  “All clear now,” she reported, “just be careful as you go through the estate.  I’m pretty sure she’s gone back in but she might have decided to take a long, slow walk somewhere else.  You should be able to get your mana so long as you aren’t stupid.”

“Thank you,” I said, giving her a quick bow in recognition of the help.  And out of sympathy for all she was going through.

Eiko looked like she was about to say something else for a moment.  Then she simply nodded and took off quickly, presumably to do whatever she’d been planning to do before saving me from a potentially disastrous misstep had interrupted her.  I suspect she left so fast so she wouldn’t ask the question, wouldn’t make the obvious but stupid mistake that had flitted over her face for a few moments.

Oh Eiko, I thought sympathetically.  You know as well I do, don’t you?  It’s obvious what the answer is when you think about it but everyone still feels the temptation when their turn comes.  But magic can’t fix everything, and the one thing it should almost never be used to fix is the human mind or heart.  I’d learned that lesson from when I was even younger than her, my teachers had drilled it into my head mercilessly.  But if I’d been in her shoes, really and truly stuck in the middle of the knot that was the Meiko estate, I’d still have been considering it.

With a sigh I forced myself forward, trudging off to collect mana and hopefully make the world a better place in the ways I could manage.
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“What the heck!”

I heard the voice behind me and let out a small sigh, counting my blessings that she wouldn’t be surprising me at a bad moment.  “Close the door!” I tried to shout.  I wasn’t sure how well Himeko heard me between the fact I wasn’t facing her, the roar of the Bunsen burners, and the welding mask in front of my face.

Even if she hadn’t heard me properly she quickly realized the right thing to do, shutting the science lab door before other people in the school wondered about the heat pouring out of the room.

“Mamoru what is going on here?” she asked, trying to get closer to me.   She pulled back a good two meters distant, the heat was too strong for her to come closer without a good reason.

She stared at the scene in from of her with open curiosity and doubt.  I couldn’t blame her.  I was kitted out in a thermal apron, thick protective gloves reaching well past my elbows, and a welding mask.  I was gently stirring something in a medium sized ceramic bowl… that was held above the table by several clamps and being heated by two separate Bunsen burners.  Just to add to the surrealist feeling of it all, two separate magic circles surrounded the burner/bowl arrangement.  Both were made of different arrays of sigils and each one glowed in a different color of magic, a reddish white tone for the inner circle and a darkish purple one for the outer.

The welding mask was probably a bit much if I was being honest, I’d purchased it as a precaution back when I was still doing my crafting in the apartment.  By not having to worry about my face and eyes when I was doing complicated crafting I took one important variable out of the equation, leaving me much more magic to use on the important things.  When I already had to protect the apartment itself and use magic to make whatever I needed to and pour mana into the end product itself, all with just a trickle of magic coming in, I’d needed to save every bit of mana I could.  Since I wasn’t made of money I’d bought the mask on sale because I’d figured it would serve for just about anything I’d need to do.  I was crafting in the privacy of my own home at the time and I wasn’t worried about appearances even though I’d known the thing was overkill for most stuff.

Don’t get me wrong, I certainly needed some face and eye protection!  I wasn’t wearing the rest of the equipment for a lark, it was damn hot in the lab.  But as much as I preferred being safe to being sorry the welding mask wasn’t strictly necessary.

I checked over my alloy again, having come too far to risk screwing up by accident.  Unfortunately, I was at a critical stage and needed to concentrate so I focused on channeling the mana correctly and stirring things at the proper pace rather than answering Himeko.

Himeko studied me impatiently and after a minute of me not answering she moved back a bit and climbed on a nearby lab bench.  At first I thought she was just seeking attention but I belatedly realized she wanted a look at what I was making and wasn’t going to be stupid about interrupting me.  Since she couldn’t get close enough to see from the front, the heat forcing her back before she could see over the lip of the bowl, she was trying a more indirect approach.

(And probably appreciating the excuse, I suspected she’d secretly wanted to do something like that for years.  It was still Himeko after all.)

After she steadied herself and got a good look Himeko’s eyes widened.  “Is that gold?” she asked incredulously.

I nodded, still too focused on the transmutation to be pedantic.  The shiny, liquid gold was obvious from a kilometer away, I had about 150 grams of the precious metal in the container and it was kind of hypnotic to watch as I gently stirred and folded it like a shiny metal batter.

Realizing the danger of what I was doing and the value of the materials I was working with Himeko reluctantly settled down.  Judging by how quickly she’d been able recognize the gold I was willing to bet Eiko had told her what I’d really been fishing for all those times.  After watching for a few minutes she shook herself and pulled back to the edge of the science lab, obviously trying to escape the heat near the front of the room.

I focused on my task, keeping vaguely aware of Himeko so I wouldn’t get startled but dedicating the majority of my attention to the work.  I was almost past the critical stage and I wasn’t going to botch things if I could help it.

After another ten or fifteen minutes I heaved a sigh of relief.  “Alright, I’m done the tricky part now,” I admitted, “we can talk.”

I turned around to face Himeko and froze, hoping all my protective gear adequately hid my expression and body language.

The temperature in the lab was a bit above 40 Celsius, a side effect of generating enough heat to melt gold with only a touch of magical insulation to help it along.  Underneath my protective gear I’d stripped off my blazer, tie, and rolled up my pants and shirt as much I’d dared before getting started… and I was still pretty sweaty all over.  Himeko had obviously tried to tough it out for a while before getting rid of her blazer, after being stuck in such a hot room with her winter uniform her inner shirt clung to her as she glistened with a thin sheen of sweat.

Don’t get me wrong, it wasn’t like she was participating in a wet t-shirt contest or anything.  I wasn’t in any danger of making out her underwear color from across the room nor did she need any censor bars.  But it was a hell of a surprise if you weren’t expecting it and I was embarrassed to be feeling a surge of lust for another one of my friends mere days after the last time!

I hurriedly turned back and gave the mix a few more unnecessary stirs just to buy myself some time.   I’d had enough exposure to Himeko that her looks didn’t usually affect me much, it was easier to think of her as ‘Himeko’ rather than ‘beautiful schoolmate my apparent age’, but that unexpectedly revealing look had slipped past my guard.  Aoth damn it! I thought furiously at myself Keep it in your pants!  Having momentary thoughts and urges wasn’t too bad, it was probably inevitable given their looks and all the rumors that had gone around for the last month, but I refused to indulge myself in more then that.  I wasn’t interested in them romantically and without even that paper thin justification I was not going to think of them sexually!  They were my friends.  I refused to fantasize about them sexually just because they were beautiful the same way I refused to fantasize about them randomly beating up people I didn’t like just because they were strong fighters.  I knew from my first incarnation how that sort of indulgence leaked onto your image of a person if you weren’t careful.

Hell, I knew about it from my current incarnation just by observing how people treated Himeko!  I was not going to join that crowd.

“I made sure to have some extra water on hand,” I said as neutrally as I could, “I’ve got some bottles in my bag if you need it.”  I nodded towards the corner of the room where I’d put down my bag.

Himeko nodded, doing her best to pretend nothing was wrong, and calmly walked over to grab some water.  All things considered she was holding up remarkably well in the heat, she was sweating of course but she wasn’t wilting and I’d have expected her hair to have drooped at least a little.

She didn’t actually talk until she’d drank half a bottle of water though, so I was willing to bet at least some of that was her putting on a front.  But when she did talk she managed to maintain her usual even tones.  “Is it really safe to talk now Mamoru?” she asked politely after her drink.

I nodded.  “The reaction’s done,” I explained, “I’m just being overly cautious and making sure I haven’t missed something or that it’s going to revert a bit before hardening in a low mana environment.  This is the first time I’ve actually forged orichalcum since- “ I hurriedly cut myself off before I could finish that sentence.  I trusted Himeko with many things but I wasn’t quite willing to say “-since I came to Earth” just yet.

Himeko was nice enough to ignore the part I didn’t want to finish but wasn’t going to ignore the rest of it.  “Orichalcum?” Himeko said, sounding only mildly quizzical despite everything that was happening.  “Was this what you were talking about when you said you were going to be working with really hot flames about two weeks ago?”

Damn her memory’s good, I thought grudgingly.  “It was going to be,” I admitted, “but I got distracted with the air quality project and I used it as an excuse to chicken out.  Even with less gold to convert I was worried I was running short on time and mana so I put it off.  Between the Cultural Festival and collecting a little more gold to do a bigger batch at once I wasn’t able to get back to it until today.”

I wasn’t hugely embarrassed, this had felt a lot safer and more sensible then trying to rush things would have been, but I hated being caught failing and delaying a project for so long.  It wasn’t a logical regret, I was much happier with the procedure and extra planning I’d used for today rather than doing a half assed job a few weeks ago, but it still got to me.

I gave the orichalcum a token stir, just to be on the safe side.

Himeko had taken another sip of water while I’d talked, looking thoughtful even though she was half a room away from me.  “So this stuff is important to you?”

“Oh yeah,” I said feelingly.  I took another look at the product and nodded, then turned down the Bunsen burners to half strength.  “Orichalcum is great for a lot of things.  You know how gold is great for conducting electricity?  Well, orichalcum is the magic equivalent, if you want to build some sort of enchanted item this is what you want to use for it.”

“Really?  Magic is that similar to electricity?” Himeko looked mildly surprised and interested.

I shrugged.  “If you look at myths and legends you see a lot of traces there.  I’m pretty sure that’s why other conductive metals like silver and iron figure in so prominently.  It’s not exactly the same but conductive metals do seem to conduct mana in a similar manner to electricity.”

“Honestly, sometimes it’s hard not to jump to conclusions and assume mana behaves even more like electricity,” I confessed.   “All the similarities are why it’s my go to comparison.  But there are enough differences and that’s why I want to do some scientific testing.  Just for starters I don’t know of anyone who’s properly tested platinum for how it works with mana.”

“Really?” Himeko asked again, looking more and more fascinated even as she took another drink of water.  “No one tested it?  In all of history?”

I shrugged again.  “They probably have but only by accident and they didn’t properly pass on their findings.  This is why I’m so determined to be methodical and do proper testing!  Some of the vistas the open up when you apply scientific theory to magical practice- “

I cut myself off before I could start ranting, just glad the welding mask prevented Himeko from seeing how embarrassed I was.  With a start I turned back to the cooling but still liquid orichalcum and gave it another check.

When it became clear that I wasn’t going to start up again Himeko gave me another prod.  “Go on, what do you mean new vistas open up?  I want to help you Mamoru, but I can’t do that unless I have some idea what you’re trying to do.  Do you actually want me to buy you some platinum for your experiments?”

I blanched underneath the welding mask.  “Dear God no!  The expense… and it’s not like I could do anything with it right now, that’s half the reason I don’t think anyone deliberately worked with platinum in the past.  Do you know how high you have to get the temperature before that stuff melts?”

Himeko nodded.  “Vaguely.  It was around 1600 degrees Celsius if I remember correctly.”

I frowned, trying to remember.  “More like 1900 I think, but I might be overestimating it a little or mixing it up with Kelvin.  I know tungsten is a lot higher and that might be dragging my estimation up.”  I could have checked my notes, the periodic table of elements and a bunch of their basic properties were some of the things I had imprinted into my memory for exams, but it wouldn’t have been sensible to space out and search my memory in front of Himeko and a bowl of molten orichalcum.  I mentally rolled my eyes at my own stupidity, I’d only be doing it to try and prove a point.  I don’t know why I want to be so pedantic about it.  Probably because I don’t want to admit Himeko out performed me with knowledge after I was the one to bring it up.

I tried to quickly move past that thought, “In any case, I think you see the point.  It would just end up being an expensive lump of material that I wouldn’t be able to do much with for a few years.”  I paused for a moment, considering the possibilities.  “… probably for a few years,” I amended.  “If this and the new mana collectors all work out perfectly I suppose I could try something over the top to actually work with platinum, but unless one of your dad’s business partners is literally handing out free samples I don’t think it would be worth it.”

“Why couldn’t you use a simple piece of platinum?” Himeko asked, frowning thoughtfully.  She tried to take another drink of water and discovered the bottle was empty.

“Check my bag, I think I packed four bottles and you can have another.  I’m almost done up here and I only brought along so many because I was being extra safe,” I really should have had a drink myself but I was almost finished and I felt confident I could finish the orichalcum first.  I’d been prepared for the heat in a few different ways whereas Himeko had walked into it blindly.

“Thank you,” Himeko said gratefully, giving me a small bow before pulling out another bottle.  I noticed that she carefully checked my pack to make sure I wasn’t lying about having a few extra before she opened it though.

She took another drink before continuing.  “But seriously Mamoru, is there a reason you wouldn’t accept some platinum or are you just being proud?”

I stirred the mix a few more times and then carefully pulled out the stirring rod.  The mixture was getting thick and starting to set but I was also stalling for time.  “A bit of both,” I admitted reluctantly, “I really don’t want to work with it yet, it’s too soon in too many ways.  There are a bunch of things I should verify and a bunch of tools I should get before I mess around with platinum.  Plus I really want to be able to properly manipulate and shape the platinum in some way if I’m going to run some proper tests on it, if I can’t measure it easily and precisely I’m not likely to get the right measurements.”

“Having said that,” I added, trying to sound humble and contrite.  “If you do come across someone getting rid of a platinum set of lab weights or something similar I would love to get my hands on them.  But I’ve only got a set of theories at this point, and I can start testing and refining them with a lot of easier metals then platinum.”

“Name one,” Himeko challenged me skeptically.

Fortunately that one was easy.  “Aluminum.”

Himeko blinked in surprise.  “Really?  No one’s tested aluminum yet?”

I shrugged, gently poked the orichalcum, and then shut off the Bunsen burners.  “If they have they never passed it on.  You have to remember, a lot of this is old knowledge passed on for generations.  Mages have made orichalcum and other mystic alloys for thousands of years and aluminum’s a relatively recent discovery.  It’s probable that someone else has at least done some tests on aluminum but since it’s not in some rare but widely circulated grimoire from hundreds of years ago no one else knows about it.”

Himeko let out an almost imperceptible sigh of relief at seeing the Bunsen burners turned off.  It was still hot in the room but at least it wasn’t likely to get much hotter.  “That seems pretty stupid Mamoru,” she added more normally.  “I know you’ve been down on mages for ignoring flaws in their practices but that still seems pretty hard to swallow.”

Unfortunately she was right.  As much as I hated some of the carelessness mages on Avalon had shown there was no way they’d have made such a mistake.  The real reason aluminum hadn’t already been tested was because we hadn’t discovered it on Avalon before I’d died.  If it had been a known substance you could have bet someone would have started doing at least some casual and grade school level tests on it within the first few years.  I couldn’t exactly admit that though so I continued to give her partial truths.  “Someone probably has and I just don’t know about it.  But a lot of other mages probably ignored it and just went for all the traditional and perfected arcane materials whenever something came up.  Many of those materials actually outperform aluminum already so they probably didn’t want to waste time and effort on something that might not work.”

“What’s an arcane material?” Himeko asked, looking at me intently.

I paused, actually considering what I’d just said.  “A bit of a misnomer,” I replied.  Himeko gave me a look that mixed amusement and annoyance as I walked back to join her and pulled another bottle of water out of my bag.

“You’re just trying to kill me with annoyance, aren’t you?” she noted calmly as I removed my welding mask and then took a deep drink of my own.  She sighed.  “If you don’t want to answer my questions then you don’t have to.”

“Sorry, it’s not that,” I said quickly.  “I actually like you asking the questions, it helps me to think about what I’m doing and find all the places where I’m just following tradition by accident.”

“Oh thank goodness!” Himeko said, sounding surprisingly relieved.  “It’s interesting watching all this but since I’m the only one here I sometimes worry I’m sounding like a silly girl from one of the old movies.  You know, the ones where they’re only there to look attractive and give some guy a chance to pat them on the head patronizingly and give out exposition?  If this was a class half a dozen people would be asking these questions but since it’s just you and me in here it sometimes feels a little embarrassing being the only person in the room who doesn’t know something.”

I opened my mouth and then shut it again without speaking.  When Himeko looked at me I sheepishly admitted “Sorry, I was going to say that’s okay.  But the way I was going to say it suddenly seemed a bit patronizing in its own way.  Or at least a little too smug, something along the lines of that’s alright Himeko, it’s not your fault you don’t know, this is my specialty.  It’s alright if this is the one thing you’re not good at.”  I deepened my voice slightly, trying to imitate some of the leads from the type of movies she was talking about.

“Not too bad,” Himeko said with only a faint hint of disapproval.  “But you’re right, that would have been a little smug.”

I shrugged.  “Like you said: I’m hopeless.  But it’s not wrong for you to be curious.  Not to mention the fact you’re on the Student Council and you just saw a guy running two Bunsen burners at the same time by himself in a lab after school!  That’s the sort of situation where someone better be asking questions.”

“True, and I appreciate your patience Mamoru.  But I note you haven’t answered the question yet.”

I paused for a moment, took another sip of water while I rewound our conversation a few steps (which caused Himeko to give me a dirty look) and only then continued.

“An arcane material sounds more special than it is,” I said slowly, thinking about my answer as I spoke.  “Mages like to think of them as something sort of incredible product that only they can produce.  But when you get right down to it, they’re basically the equivalent of electrochemistry.”

“This is what I mean by your questions helping me out,” I added as an aside, “I sort of knew that already but I think this is the first time I’ve really spelled it out for myself or anyone else.”

Himeko nodded and a little bit of impatience faded from the corners of her eyes while she waited for me to continue.

“Basically, an arcane material is any sort of regular substance that’s been deliberately altered by magic in some- no,” I corrected myself.  That was the definition back on Avalaon but on Earth that wouldn’t cut it.  The old definition would cover several materials that could be created through regular chemistry or physics on Earth, while we hadn’t managed to discover aluminum we’d managed to identify some additional elements.  “A regular substance that’s been converted by mana.”  I finished more confidently.

“Okay,” Himeko said thoughtfully, “I can see your point about electrochemistry.  But what does that actually do to the substance?”

I shrugged.  “Depends on the substance and the technique,” I admitted.  “Orichalcum is a lot stronger than gold, better than iron and pretty much the equivalent of steel in terms of strength and durability.”

“Wow, that much of an improvement?” Himeko’s eyes widened, I was pretty sure she was even more knowledgeable than most people about how much of a trash material gold was in many ways, a side effect of living surrounded by so much wealth.  Gold’s strengths were undeniable but you couldn’t ignore its weaknesses either.  It was one of the things that drove me nuts when a video game referred to ‘gold armor’ or ‘gold weapons’ as high tiered items, if I was in a real fight I’d take a rusty iron sword before I took a gold one!

“So I’ve been told,” I admitted to Himeko little more reluctantly, “I have to admit I haven’t fully tested it yet.  Orichalcum’s big advantage is that it conducts mana very well but you can still use magic to shape it almost as easily as you could gold.  Until you run an active spell through it, then it gets a little harder and more resistant to other magic trying to interfere.  I suspect when they claim orichalcum is better than steel that’s only when it’s got active magic running through it, I’ve got a sneaking suspicion the base material isn’t that good.”

“Really?  How come?” Himeko asked, shooting another glance towards the cooling bowl of orichalcum at the front of the room.

“Just a hunch,” I confessed.  “But making orichalcum out of gold isn’t too different from making steel out of iron and basic iron is still tougher than gold.  The main difference is instead of folding carbon into the mix you’re folding mana.  That’s why I couldn’t talk to you at first, I had to focus on properly feeding the mana into the mix and keeping it steady.”

“Huh,” Himeko looked thoughtful.  “I never would have guessed that,” she admitted after taking another sip of water.

“That’s the big secret to nearly a dozen arcane materials,” I said eagerly.  “The individual procedures and results might differ but it’s the same basic technique.  But while older substances like copper and iron and lead are well known I don’t think anyone’s done much with the more modern materials!  When I looked at the periodic table and started comparing properties I realized there were a good dozen more elements that were probably compatible and I desperately want to know.  Platinum, aluminum, titanium, all of them could yield incredible new arcane materials but no one’s done any work with them yet!  The thought of what could- “

I noticed Himeko’s concerned look, realized I was starting to rant, and then coughed in embarrassment.  “Anyway,” I said in a more normal voice, deliberately trying to act like a sane person, “it’s a field with an incredible amount of potential.”

“That really gets you worked up,” Himeko noted with a slight smirk.

“Yes,” I admitted with a roll of my eyes.  “I don’t blame mages for not experimenting with some of this stuff, some of these materials have only left scientific labs in the last hundred years, but there’s so much to work with and it’s about time someone did it.”  I barely managed to keep my voice from rising on that last point, it was easy for me to get worked up about the subject if I focused on it too long.  Between all that I wanted to know, my horror at how much my old world could have done if we’d been using the scientific method, and the greedy desire to be the one to discover all the secrets so close to hand… it was a subject that really got to me

And one that I have to be careful of, I noted uneasily.  Himeko’s offer of platinum meant I had to start seriously considering some of the potential problems that had seemed comfortably off in the distance a mere two months ago.  I had theories, based on the properties of substances I knew would react with mana I had strong suspicions about a dozen other elements that would probably form new arcane materials.  I’d probably be wrong with at least some of them and I desperately hoped I was wrong with one in particular.  Plutonium was on my list of probably compatible elements, and while I’d tentatively titled its resultant arcane material Hadescite I was in no hurry to verify that theory!

Stop being such a worrywart, I told myself firmly.  I’m probably being paranoid.  For all I know Hadescite will turn out to be inert while the arcane material of platinum will be so radioactive I set off a bunch of detectors and have to work hard not to turn out like the Curies.

I still couldn’t help but feel a chill at the base of my spine though…

“Mamoru?” Himeko shook me out of my trance by waving a hand in front of my face.  “Mamoru, are you alright?  Do you need to treatment for heat exhaustion?”

“No, no,” I said quickly, seeing the honest concern in her eyes.  I took a quick drink of water just to be safe.  “I’m fine, I was just getting too caught up in the future.  I should focus more on the here and now.”

Himeko eyed me skeptically but settled back down.  “I’m willing to believe that,” she said frankly, “but are you sure?”

“I’m sure,” I verified.  Belatedly I took off the thermal apron and thick insulated gloves I still had on.  Or I started to, as I began to take off the apron I remembered my shirt was almost completely unbuttoned and I quickly turned around before I accidentally showed so much of myself to Himeko.

“Ah,” Himeko said, noting my rolled-up sleeves, pants, and unbuttoned shirt.  “I’d wondered.”  Between the gloves, the apron, and the counter she’d apparently missed all of it previously.

“It was the best compromise between decency, protection, and not overheating,” I said defensively.  And that was true, I’d have removed several more pieces of clothing entirely if that hadn’t meant I’d be leaving bare flesh exposed while working with extreme heat.  That didn’t stop my clothes from looking stupid and rumpled as I took the protective gear off thought.

“I see, perfectly sensible,” Himeko said, the laughter behind her eyes belying her calm and neutral tone.  I thought I heard a barely repressed snort as I straightened out my pants legs but by the time I looked at her Himeko’s poker face was already back in place.

I picked up my water bottle and had another drink.  “And that’s why I don’t want to work with platinum just yet,” I declared, mostly as a way to try and move past Himeko’s amusement.  “Could you imagine how hot it would have to be before I could work with that stuff?  And I was already using magic today to try and focus the heat, I don’t want to even think about how much magic I’d need to try and work with platinum.”

Himeko just barely managed to keep from laughing at my ridiculous attempt to change the subject.  “I see,” she said carefully, her amusement just barely under the surface, “was that what the magic circles were for?”

“One of them,” I said quickly, trying to keep her focused on the wonder and not how stupid I looked.  “The other one was for properly working the mana into the liquid gold.  Neither was terribly powerful but they both helped.  I don’t even want to think about how much longer it would have taken to melt the gold if I hadn’t been using that.”  The Bunsen burners should have been able to do it by themselves, if only barely, but it would have taken a while longer and the room would have gotten even hotter in the process.

“And that’s why you don’t want any platinum?” Himeko asked.

“Of course.”

“The one and only reason?” she asked knowingly.

“Why did you offer?” I countered, all but verifying her suspicions in the process.

Himeko sighed.  “I offered because I’m your friend and I want to see you succeed Mamoru,” she said, looking at me with a hint of impatience.  Her tone made it clear she thought I was being a stubborn idiot.  “And because I’m rich.  I can offer you some platinum and it’s probably proportional to you offering me this water.  It’s not nothing but it means a hell of a lot more then it actually costs either of us.”

I paused, her sincerity getting to me as much as her logic.  “And I don’t want you to spend money on me because I’m your friend,” I said, as sincerely and calmly as I could manage.  “Seriously Himeko, you’ve done enough for me already and I don’t need some platinum just yet, don’t waste your money.”

“Judging by what you’re accomplishing it’s not a waste,” she said patiently, obviously trying to wear me down.

I puffed out a frustrated breath.  “I’m not saying you can’t get any if you find some on sale,” I said, fully aware of how ridiculous that statement was, “but it’s really not worth it at this point.  I don’t even know if my theories are right yet.  I’d rather taken an aluminum can or two, melt them down over the stove at home, and then test out my theories on that than have you spend a couple of hundred thousand yen on some platinum for me that I might not even be able to get to until after high school.”

“You’re sure?” Himeko said seriously, giving me a direct look with a weight and maturity totally inappropriate for a high schooler.

I nodded.  “I’m sure.”  I relented a bit and admitted, “there are a bunch more metals between aluminum and platinum I also want to test.  I’ll try to get a list to you at some point, if you get the chance to pick them up easily I won’t turn them down.”  Half of them were as bad as platinum but Himeko had a good point and I was willing to give her that much!  I didn’t want to depend on her or put her out but, well, I had a hard time arguing that a big part of my objection wasn’t just pride.  And not some sort of sensible pride either, a stubborn fearful pride that wanted to do everything myself no matter how illogical that would have been.

Himeko seemed willing to accept the compromise though, her intensity subtly shifted down a few notches.  “Alright, but I’ll hold you to that.  I don’t want you failing to accomplish your goals just because you’re too proud to accept a little help.”

I hesitated.  And not in the ‘I paused for a few moments’ way but in the ‘I was locked up and obviously wrestling with myself’ way.

Himeko spotted it instantly.  “What is it Mamoru-san?” she asked, looking at me suspiciously.

I remained frozen for another ten seconds, debating whether her comments made now a good time or if I would just seem like an overly proud idiot looking for another objection.

“Mamoru?” Himeko asked again, starting to look a little worried.

I let out a long breath, my stomach twisting itself into knots.  Unfortunately my hesitation had cost me any chance to gracefully back out.  “Sorry Himeko,” I said, forcing the words out and praying I could actually find a way to say what I meant successfully.  “I’m trying to find a diplomatic way to suggest you should practice what you preach.”

Himeko rocked back as if I’d slapped her.  “Excuse me?” she asked, obviously affronted.

I sighed.  Well, I guess I was looking for an excuse not to accept her largesse, I though with a mix of amusement and sadness.  It figures that I’m about to sabotage myself after getting over my own issues.  Since stalling was no longer a possibility I gave up and took the plunge.

“You say I should accept help when I need it,” I said, trying to keep my voice even and low key.  “But what about you?  And what about your brother?  Do you accept help when you need it?”

“This is about what Eiko told you, isn’t it?” Himeko said.  Despite all the residual heat in the lab the air still seemed to chill at her tone.

“Yes,” I said, as evenly as I could manage.  “A few days ago I said something to her and she said I should pass it on to you.  I said that Eiko could be really strong and no one would think twice about her getting treated for her wounds at the hospital when she was really hurt.  But if someone was hurt mentally your family seemed to want to tell them to just walk it off rather than go to a doctor, even if they really needed to.”

“This is absurd,” Himeko said, glaring daggers at me.

I swallowed hard but somehow managed to stand my ground.  “Is it?”

“The situations aren’t comparable at all; you can do much more if you set your mind to it.  Physical limitations will eventually overcome you no matter how strong your will but mental limitations are much more fluid.”

That level of hypocrisy was enough to piss me off so much I actually gave her a hard stare in return.  “Is that why you have to support Shizu so much?”

Himeko actually backed up a step at that one.  She quickly rallied though.  “It’s not the same!” she protested, stepping forward again.

“How?” I asked, trying to keep my cool even though a part of me wanted to scream at her and another part of me wanted to throw up and back off.  “I mean that honestly Himeko, Eiko told me her version but what’s your excuse?”

“Shinji is strong,” she protested, “Shizu isn’t.  My brother could do it if he really wanted to!”

“Himeko,” I said slowly, searching for the right words.  It was all the more difficult because her last sentence had shown some honest love for her brother.  “What about the last month makes you think your brother’s that strong?”

Himeko rocked back again.  “This conversation is over,” she said tightly before spinning around and marching toward the lab door.

I didn’t try to stop her. I was terrified of what I might have already done and more then happy enough to let it drop rather than continue with some sort of ham-fisted attempt to help.  Himeko’s dramatic exit was spoiled when she reached the door and suddenly realized she was still in her (noticeably damp) school shirt with the blazer folded neatly in the back corner of the lab.  She barely kept from making a frustrated noise, marched back, carefully picked up and put her blazer back on, and then marched back to the door to make her exit.

She paused a long time at the door, seeming more like me then her usual composed self.  She was obviously struggling, trying to decide if she should get in the last word.  But Himeko was wiser and classier than that, she eventually just threw open the door and marched out.

I let out a sigh of mingled sadness and relief.  I was glad that was over, and after the last month and a half I trusted Himeko enough to know she wasn’t going to suddenly cut off my access to the mana collectors over this.  But in my heart a part of me mourned, terrified I might just have killed my relationship with a friend.
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Himeko didn’t talk to me the next day.  She made a point of avoiding me at school and I received no further instructions from her electronically.  Not that it was hard for her to do that, we didn’t usually have much contact under normal circumstances, but there was a change in her aura in regards to me.  I didn’t have to look at it to feel the way it tightened when she was anywhere in my vicinity.

I spent the first day all but certain that whatever sort of friendship we’d had I’d ended it, and I was surprised to realize how much that hurt.  I’d spent seventeen years without a close friendship and after a mere month’s acquaintance I wouldn’t have believed I’d needed one so much, I was never the most social person in either of my lives and I’d barely gotten a glimpse of the true Himeko.  Yet the thought of resuming everything without her was unexpectedly painful.

Luckily for me Eiko texted me after classes.  Since I’d been checking semi-regularly for any sort of news from Himeko I caught it quickly for a change (and finally remembered to turn the ‘vibrate for texts’ function back on).  Although it took me a little to realize what was happening.

FuryFistA: You actually told Himeko what you thought?

I blinked in surprise, trying to figure out who was texting me and how they knew.  After a minute I tentatively decided to make the most obvious guess and take the most obvious action.

MahouMam: Eiko?  Is that you?

(It’s a long story.  Basically, the username started out as a joke with my cousins.  A take on the fact I was so scientifically inclined but almost supernaturally talented at it while simultaneously making fun of my physical ineptitude and passive behaviour because it sounded a little like the English words “macho man”.  Then it got assigned to my account and… like I said, it’s a long story.)

FuryFistA: Duh.  I got your contact info from Himeko a while ago.

I was simultaneously reassured by Eiko talking to me and angry at Eiko for her role in what had happened with Himeko.  I stood there starring at my phone for a good two minutes, too conflicted to figure out what to say.

FuryFistA: Earth to Mamoru?  Are you still there or did our connection cut out?

I sighed, I figured I may as well go for honesty.  I was already depressed and there was no point in tying myself in a knot only to fail later.

MahouMam: Still here.  I don’t know what to say, I’m not happy with you right now but intellectually I know that lashing out at you would be stupid.

MahouMam: Himeko needed to be told something like what I told her.  I’m just not sure I did it the right way.

I paused, actually putting it out there, even if it was only through texts made me realize something.

MahouMam: I guess I’m just as bad as her in a way.  I kind of want to blame you and place all my anger on you rather than admit I’m also angry with myself.

I hit send and then immediately regretted it.  For Aoth’s sake, I thought in a mix of panic and disgust, are you deliberately trying to lose two friends?  There was no better way you could have said that?  Granted I’d only just figured it out myself but-

Before I could get too lost in self-loathing Eiko’s return text appeared.

FuryFistA:  You aren’t trying to play some sort of teen drama are you?

MahouMam: What do you mean?

I could almost feel the sigh and amusement from Eiko’s end.

FuryFistA: Himeko’s mad at you but it’s not like she hates you or anything.  She’s just pouting because somebody else called her out on her stupidity for once.

A spark of hope kindled in my chest and I quickly texted Eiko back, simultaneously searching for reassurance and looking to kill any false hope before I could fall victim to it.

MahouMam: Himeko stormed out of the room yesterday, she was furious at me.  And she’s been treating me I was another delinquent who just happened to escape being caught.

FuryFistA: Yeah, because she doesn’t want to admit she’s wrong.  And now she doesn’t want to admit that she didn’t want to admit she was wrong.  Just give her a few days.

MahouMam: And then apologize?

FuryFistA: HELL NO!

FuryFistA: Let her keep working herself into a corner, it’s the only way she’ll learn.

FuryFistA: And you’ll probably get something better out of it when she apologizes :P.

I looked at the screen in disbelief for a good twenty seconds after reading that.

FuryFistA: I’ve got to catch a train, talk to you later Mamoru.

I started to type randomly at the screen, desperately trying to figure out what to say.  Fortunately I managed to catch myself before I sent any of the barely coherent gibberish I’d typed.  I sighed and gave up on the effort, I was caught in a mix of conflicted emotions and I had no idea what was actually going on.

Despite that, I found myself going about the rest of my day with a slightly lighter heart.

***

Himeko still wasn’t talking to me by the time Friday rolled around and I was still wrestling with a conflict in logic.  On one hand I wanted to believe Eiko was right.  Himeko was a reasonable young woman and Eiko had been her best friend all her life, if Eiko believed Himeko still considered me a friend and that my best course of action was to let her stew for a while then that was a hard authority to dispute.

On the other hand… Himeko’s behaviour to me hadn’t changed over the last few days, she remained as cold and defensive as ever.  And while Eiko had years of experience to fall back on that was kind of the point: she’d had years of experience with Himeko.  Himeko wasn’t likely to throw that sort of connection and relationship away for anything short of murder or treason.  Himeko had known me for a little over a month, and while that month had featured a few unusual incidents to help create a deeper bond than you’d expect for a month’s time my connection couldn’t hold a candle to Eiko’s.  I worried Eiko was basing her judgements on her relationship with Hime and that I was going to fall flat on my face if I assumed that carried over to me.

I went through that sequence of thoughts for the hundredth time as I exited the shopping plaza on Friday.  I was skipping my lab time to get some shopping done, the shop I’d needed to visit was a bit out of the way and if I’d waited any longer the plaza would have been crowded with all the weekend shoppers.  But since I’d managed to get there while still within range of school club hours I’d managed to get everything finished before the real rush had started.  I’d also hoped a little indirect retail therapy might have helped me get my mind off the mess with Himeko, and it had for a while, but my thoughts fell back to their familiar patterns once I was done.

This is embarrassing, I sighed mentally.  I can see why Eiko was worried I was just being a dramatic teenager, even I think I’m being a moron wasting this much time obsessing about it.  While it hadn’t consumed my every waking moment or anything quite that dramatic my thoughts slid back to problem shockingly often.  Heck, the whole shopping trip had been designed to finally knock the whole mess out of my head in two ways!  First, something direct to occupy my time and attention.  And secondly, I’d finally picked up a bunch of necessary materials.  Now that I had the orichalcum I had no more excuses, it was time to start building my next generation of collectors, reserves, and other equipment.  Orichalcum hadn’t been the only component I’d needed but it had been the most crucial and difficult to obtain.  I figured I’d throw myself into my work for the next few days to distract myself from the Himeko situation and finally make some real progress.

‘Finally,’ I rolled my eyes at my continuing dramatics.  Like the last month and a half haven’t been a giant leap forward.  I’m a good five or ten years ahead of schedule in many ways, that’s not real progress?  About the one good thing about the whole Himeko situation was I was starting to become aware of how dramatic I could get at times.  I didn’t think it was a horrible problem… but I had to admit I seemed to be a lot worse than I’d realized.  Since I’d been so introverted and private for so much of my second life I’d never really needed to question some of my responses, they hadn’t been enough to get in my way directly and they’d never hurt anyone else so I’d never given my overreactions a second thought.  It had helped that I’d stayed far away from most of the stuff that could have caused me to overreact in the first place, my life had been pretty bland the way I’d gone about it, so I hadn’t had many opportunities to recognize the habit.  I suspected it was at least 50% teenaged hormones and the fact I’d avoided a bunch of situations which would have forced me to learn to deal with them but-

I paused, something at the nearby park drawing my attention.  I took a few steps backward for a closer look, sighed, and then changed my course.

It wasn’t anything too unusual at first glance, just two older men in the park playing a game.  But a second look would have made most people start wondering.  One of the men was a stereotypical hunched over old man, mostly bald on top and dressed in humble clothing that wouldn’t have been out of place for gardening.  He even had a kerchief on his head!  His opponent was a dignified gentleman in a nice suit with a well-groomed mustache and glasses.  He even sat straight and tall in contrast to his fellow player!  It would have been hard to make the pair any more opposite without going from the realm of possible into the ridiculous.

Well… the unlikely at least, I conceded.  I supposed one of them could have done some cosplay or something.  Or just been a young woman.  But my basic point stood, they were a suspiciously dissimilar pair of old men to just be randomly playing a game in a park.

I got as close as I could without being impolite and studied the board.  Shogi.  The two were deep into a game and I couldn’t discern any clear leader.

I watched intently for several more moves before sighing slightly.  Then, as politely as I could, I asked “Grandfather Matsuda-sama, what are you doing?”

My paternal grandfather’s smile glinted beneath his moustache; he took a surprising amount of pride his moustache it but I had to admit it did make him look good.  Somehow it managed to make him look dignified and handsome at the same time.  “Quiet boy,” he said playfully, “I’ve got him on the ropes.”

His opponent cackled, it was a thin, reedy, sound that should have belonged to a stereotypical witch rather than an old man.  “You wish,” he said agreeable.

“And you,” I said, turning to his opponent.  “You should know better grandpa Kanoko-san.  It’s getting cold out, and you’re at least ten train stations away from home!”

Both my grandfathers smirked at me, not taking their eyes off the game, and I rolled my own eyes in disgust.  While it wasn’t too bad it was still a little colder than usual for November and grandfather Kanoko had gone through a pneumonia scare the previous winter, they should have known better!  Especially since they were kilometers away from any of their usual haunts.

Wordlessly I settled into my traditional position to watch them play.  My grandfathers had barely known each other before I’d come along, my parents had been as dutiful as necessary to their parents but no more then that so chances to meet with each other had been in short supply.  However with all the time they’d spent watching over me, doing their best to keep their mutual grandson alive, sane and somewhat socialized, they’d come to realize they’d both loved games and discovered a go to partner in the other.  In the years since then it was rare they weren’t spending several days a week playing Go, Shogi, or one of a dozen other games against each other.

Despite my worry I still watched intently.  One of the reasons they worked so well together were that they were surprisingly evenly matched despite using different playstyles.  Grandfather Matsuda favored a simpler and more solid method of play, gradually building up at taking ground, while Grandpa Kanoko tried to be sneakier and strike with flashier plays from the side that you didn’t see coming.  For given values of those words of course, ‘sneaky’ and ‘flashy’ were relative terms when you compared something like Hanafuda to a game like Go.  Grandfather Matsuda had a slight edge but their overall ratio was about 55-45 so he knew better than to give Grandpa Kanoko any advantages.

Which was why it surprised me when he said.  “So, I hear you’ve been getting into some trouble boy.”

I was shocked to see him distract himself from the game.  I was also kind of shocked to hear mischievous approval in his voice.  And just shocked in general that he knew.  “How’d you know about that?” I asked incredulously, forgetting myself.

“Hina-san made sure to forward your email to us too,” Grandpa Kanoko cut in, sounding a little more serious but just a bit approving as well.  He nodded to himself, “girl’s got a good head on her shoulders, Reiji made a good decision to marry her.”

Grandfather Matsuda sighed wistfully.  “Say what you will about them, that’s one thing all our kids did well.  Picked the right spouse.”

Grandpa Kanoko clucked disapprovingly.  “Some of the kids today, it makes you worry for the future.”

I continued to stare in disbelief.  Not only at them knowing (grandpa Kanoko wasn’t too surprising, Aunt Hina was his daughter-in-law after all, but Grandfather Matsuda I hadn’t seen coming) but at their casual conversation while playing.  It wasn’t unusual for them to be a little casual while starting a game but by the middle point they were usually deadly serious.  It was all such a shock to me I was slow to realize what was going on.

Their out of character chatter was another move.  A subtle one to tell me how important this was.

I took a deep breath and deliberately settled myself down, they were playing games within games and apparently I was the opponent.  “I wouldn’t exactly say I’ve been…” I trailed off, realizing the mistake just before I made it.  “…getting in much trouble,” I finished a little lamely.

I hurried to add, “it sounds much worse than it is without the details but between privacy and avoiding trouble I don’t want to add the details.”

My grandparents both chuckled again, Matsuda richly and Kanoko with a bit of reedy shrillness.  “You’re a terrible liar boy,” Grandpa Kanoko said.

“I’m not lying,” I protested.  “Not much.  It’s just a complicated situation.”

“Ah, a complicated situation,” Grandfather Matsuda said knowingly.

“Yes.”

“Involving two beautiful new friends?”  he finished with a glance in my direction.  Grandpa Kanoko also looked up from the board long enough to give a smirk.

I sighed in disgust.  “Grandad!  It’s not like that.”

“You’re a teenaged boy Mamoru,” Grandfather Matsuda said, moving a piece.  “It’s always like that.”

“You might not think it is,” Grandpa Kanoko chimed in, “but it is.  Frankly you’re a babe in the woods when it comes to this stuff Mamoru, you’re as bad at listening to your heart as your parents.  We’d have almost preferred it if you were gay, at least then you’d have had an excuse for not pursuing anyone before now.”

“I’d say he’s worse than his parents,” Grandfather Matsuda noted, “I know my boy was still a little twitchy and on the lookout for opportunities when he was a teenager.  He was still more interested in his career but he did want sex as a second or third priority.  Mamoru though…”

I had to fight not to facepalm and I was pretty sure I was getting redder in the face, as was my grandfathers’ intention.  They weren’t the dirty old men they might have seemed like at first glance.  They knew I tried to avoid conversations like this with all my strength, so for the last few years they’d given up on subtlety and gone for the brute force approach when they’d felt it needed to happen (not trusting my father to have these sorts of talks with me).  They knew that between my embarrassment and desire to get it over with quickly it was the best strategy to actually get me to talk.

(And they had some pretty good reasons to do so.  My reincarnated status gave me an unusual breadth of experience and perspective but I shuddered to think about what sort of mental case I’d have been in regards to sex if I’d grown up without that, relying only on my parents and an internet connection.  I wouldn’t have been guaranteed to turn into some twisted and repressed idiot but if I’d been my grandparents I wouldn’t have liked those odds.)

“I’m not saying they’re not attractive,” I blurted out quickly.  “But we’re not compatible in the long term!  The thought of trying to have a relationship with Eiko or Himeko is absurd.  Well, a romantic relationship.”  Hell, a much less intimate relationship then that was proving difficult with Himeko!

“Uh-huh,” both my grandparents said, pretty much in unison.

“No, really,” I continued a little more calmly, “neither of them is… neither of them is the right one.  You just said that was one thing all your kids got right, even my mom and dad.  Well, neither Eiko or Himeko is right for me.  I could maybe see us twisting around into some sort of tolerable arrangement but that’s about as good as it could get.  And that’s not good enough for me.”

My grandparents gave me a look I thought was condescending.  Amused, but condescending.

“You might think that Mamoru-chan…” Grandfather Matsuda started, then paused as something on the board caught his attention.

When it became obvious he was distracted his partner took up the thread.  “-but the fact that you already knew that tells us you are thinking about it,” Grandpa Kanoko finished.  “Your brain might know it and even your heart might be willing to believe it.  But how about what’s in your pants?”

I sighed in a mixture of frustration and disgust.  “Look, I’m not saying that I probably wouldn’t be an idiot if they got me alone somewhere, removed all their clothes, and then threw themselves at me saying ‘take me, take me now’- “

I cut off as both my grandfathers broke out into surprised laughter at my words.  I stopped and gave them some time to calm down.

It took them nearly half a minute to stop laughing.  “Oh,” Grandfather Matsuda stuttered out, wiping tears from his eyes with a handkerchief, “oh dear.”

“Every teenaged boy’s dream,” Grandpa Kanoko cackled, “that the girl would be that eager and unsubtle about it while still submitting to them.”

“But short of that,” I continued forcefully, gritting my teeth and barely managing not to be disrespectful.  “It’s not going to happen.”  Hell, even if that actually happened I’d check for drugs or mind control before I even thought of giving in!  I was surprisingly confident I would be freaked out enough to actually think of that rather than just giving in to my baser urges.  “And since that sort of scenario is only going to happen in a hentai film or some teenager’s badly written fanfic I’m pretty confident it’s not an issue.”

Both my grandfathers still looked amused.  “Alright, alright,” Grandfather Matsuda said while stifling a grin.  “If you’ve thought about it that much we’ll let the issue drop for now.”

Grandpa Kanoko nodded.  “You know you’ve got a limit.  I think you need to put it a little bit lower than ‘take me, take me now’- “

Grandfather Matsuda started giggling at the mere reminder of that line.

“-but at least you know it exists.  You’d be surprised how many boys have never even considered how they’d react in such a case.  So when something a lot less direct but surprisingly intimate comes up…” he waggled his eyebrows at me.

“I get it Grandpa Kanoko-san, I get it,” I sighed.  “I know my hormones are still trying to pull me in stupid directions.  I’ve had moments when I’ve had lewd thoughts about them, I don’t like it but I’ll admit it.  But they’re my friends.  And I’m not going to disrespect them by treating them otherwise.”

My grandparents exchanged another glance, this one said ‘he’ll learn’ almost as obviously as if they’d said it out loud.  I bit my tongue and didn’t say anything though, I respected my grandfathers too much for that.

A few seconds later I was glad I did.  In a more conversational tone Grandfather Matsuda noted “well, it’s not entirely a surprise.  We always did suspect that if you ever made a friend it would be a girl.”

I blinked at the changed in direction.  “You did?”

He nodded solemnly, even while focusing on the Shogi board again.  “We weren’t going to bet on how good the odds were,” he admitted, “but the way you didn’t get too excited about girls made it seem more likely.  We figured you’d run into someone less conventional and they’d probably bond with you just for defense and to avoid getting hit on.”

I considered Eiko and Himeko again.  “That’s not quite what happened,” I said thoughtfully, “but you’re not entirely wrong.”  Eiko pretty much defined ‘less conventional’ and in a subtle sort of way it applied to Himeko too.  She was more likely to act conventionally but all the while she would be plotting how best to get what she wanted if those conventions were getting in the way.

Grandpa Kanoko snorted.  “Yeah, it sounded like that in your email.  That Eiko girl sounds more like she’s ready to defend you and the next five strangers behind you then wait for you to intimidate someone.  But we figured the girl thing years ago, back when you first became a teenager and most other boys were still thinking with their- “

“Ahem,” Grandfather Matsuda coughed politely.

Grandpa Kanoko was unrepentant.  “When we thought about how in addition to that you were much more mature than most of your classmates it seemed like the safest bet.  Guys would be more likely to be turned away by that combination, they’d be afraid being too close to you would make them stick out, but we suspected the girls would make use of it.”

After a few moments he added “Of course, we’d pretty much given up hope on that by now,” in a more neutral tone.

“Seriously Mamoru-chan,” Grandfather Matsuda cut in, his voice quietly happy.  “We’re overjoyed you actually made some friends.  We were terrified you were going to go through life even lonelier than your parents.  We’re happy for you, but this sudden change and some of the mysteries behind it worried us.”

I found myself suddenly unable to meet their eyes.  “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be,” Grandpa Kanoko said sharply, “we’re happy to have you as our grandson.  We trust your judgement, you’ve been doing well, and if you’re not ashamed of your actions you should never fear we’ll feel otherwise!  But you’ve chosen some hard roads Mamoru-chan, we respect that but it doesn’t mean we aren’t afraid of you hurting yourself on them.”

“True friends make a hard road softer,” Grandfather Matsuda said more softly.  “But this is the one place we have trouble trusting you.”

“Yeah, me too,” I admitted more reluctantly.  “Honestly, the more I think about it the more I have to forgive our family for getting so involved.  But the full truth is pretty tricky and hard to explain.”  I almost made the excuse about it being more likely to cost me my friends then keep them but after all my recent experiences with Himeko I figured that was an exaggeration at best.  It seemed I could mess my own friendships up just fine without revealing private confidences.

“Just be careful,” Grandfather Matsuda said, “too many men before you have used that excuse.  Especially when it came to beautiful women they didn’t want to introduce to their family.”

I winced.  It was kind of hard to protest I was different when they put it like that.

“We’re ready to believe you,” Grandpa Kanoko added.  “At least we are now that we’ve talked to you.  You can’t blame us for wondering.  But you’re terrible at lying and you’re not acting like a love-addled idiot so we’ll believe you.”

“I don’t blame you, you’re right and I’ve had to worry about some of the same things myself,” I told them in a subdued tone.  My tone suddenly sharpened when I realized “hey, wait a second.  That’s not why you two were all the way out here was it?”

“You think highly of yourself, don’t you grandson?” Grandfather Matsuda noted, sounding more amused then annoyed.

“We were out here because I was picking up things for your grandmother,” Grandpa Kanoko noted absently.  He picked up a bag that had been out of sight underneath his seat and casually raised it high enough for me to see.  “She wanted a couple of hard-to-get roots and herbs but she was busy getting the garden ready for the winter so she sent me.  We met out here so we could still get our game in while I did the chores.”

I winced again, I was carrying a twin to the bag my grandfather was holding.  Grandmother Kanoko was the one who’d told me about the shop in the first place.  She was big on old fashioned remedies and certain rare ingredients so I’d often talked about the subject with her over the years.  Some of my ingredients and components I could just get at the supermarket or a hardware store but she’d probably been my best source for tracking down any of the others.

“Running into you was just a blessed coincidence Mamoru-chan,” Grandfather Matsuda continued calmly.  “We’re very happy to see and talk to you about all this but this wasn’t some sort of complicated plan.”

“Sorry,” I said, bowing deeply to both my grandfathers in apology.  I held it for a long few moments before straightening up, both out of respect and to give me an excuse for my embarrassed blush.  “This whole month has served me several events that seemed like they came straight out of a manga and it’s making me paranoid.”

“Hmm,” Grandpa Kanoko said thoughtfully.  “There’s nothing wrong with a little bit of caution when the universe is throwing stuff at you Mamoru-chan.  Just make sure it is throwing stuff at you before you start ducking and cowering.”

I would have accused my grandfather of being a little trite but A) I wasn’t that rude and B) he wasn’t wrong.  “Yes Grandpa Kanoko-sama,” I said with a hint of a sigh.

“Hmm?” Grandfather Matsuda packed a lot of meaning into that one questioning noise, -sama rarely suited Grandpa Kanoko.  “It’s really been that bad this month?” he sounded quietly shocked.

“I’ve ended up talking to the police and made friends with two beautiful girls,” I countered dryly.

Grandpa Kanoko let out a harsh cackle.  “He’s got you there!”

Grandfather Matsuda favored me with a small smile.  “Indeed he does.”

I smiled sheepishly.  “I am being dramatic but it does sum the situation up.”

Grandfather Matsuda frowned at his opponent’s latest move but he still answered me first.  “And that is one reason we worry Mamoru-chan, we’re not sure you’ll do well with stress.”

“I… handle exams well enough,” I tossed out slowly.  I’d had to search a bit before I could come up with a counter example.

Grandfather Matsuda shook his head in polite negation.  “That’s the problem Mamoru-chan, exams aren’t that stressful for you.  You’ve adapted very well to take care of many of the obstacles you’ll face, you take care of them easily and worked hard to find a path where you won’t encounter the obstacles you cannot handle so well.”

He had a point.  Hell, I’d just given up lab time to go shopping before the shopping plaza became overly crowded and stressful!

“You definitely take after your parents there,” Grandpa Kanoko agreed, a mixture of pride, amusement, and worry playing over his face.

Grandfather Matsuda nodded.  “But actually interacting with people is something unusual for you.  And I cannot think of any other time you’ve undergone sustained stress like that for any real amount of time.  That sort of stress has worn down many people your age, and you’re less practiced with it then you think.”

I opened my mouth to reassure him, considered my obsessive worry about the Himeko situation, and then shut up before I could embarrass myself or lie to him.  “That’s fair,” I said shortly.

Another quick glance between my grandparents showed that they’d caught my uncertainty.  “Anything you want to talk to us about Mamoru?” Grandpa Kanoko asked, his tone awash with sympathy and good-natured humor.

I considered it for a few moments, I really considered it.  Even when you included my previous years my grandfathers were still old and experienced enough to be my grandfathers (if only barely), it was one of the reasons I had no problems treating them as such.  I really appreciated their wisdom and advice.

Unfortunately, with all the things I couldn’t explain and the secrets I wasn’t quite willing to reveal to them I didn’t think I could give them an accurate picture.  And without that I didn’t want to inflict my woes on them or cause them to give me inappropriate advice.  “Not yet,” I said slowly.  “Sorry, between the things I can’t tell you and the things I don’t know yet I’m not sure how much you can help.”

Both my grandparents subsided thoughtfully.  They seemed slightly disappointed and worried but only slightly.  “Never forget we’re here for you Mamoru-chan,” Grandpa Kanoko noted solemnly.

“You won’t be if you keep playing out in this cold so far away from home!” I shot back, partially as a deflection mechanism but also partially out of actual concern.

Grandpa Kanoko’s lips twitched into a grin.  He saw through me of course but they’d gotten what they wanted to say out of the way and he let me change the direction of the conversation.  “Bah!  These old bones still have a few more years left in them.  And a few more on top of that if your grandmother has anything to say about it!”

“Hmm?” Grandfather Matsuda’s eyebrows quirked.  “Just how many of those things you picked up today are for your wife and how many are for you?”

“A few,” Grandpa Kanoko said with a small smile.

I smiled too, and settled in to watch the game.
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I was having a really bad day on Monday.  And that was before the beating.

The weekend had gone well.  I’d buried myself in the school lab for nearly twelve hours each day and finally managed to complete a new mana reservoir, two new mana collectors, and even a new mobile mana reservoir so I would be able to hold the bounty of my new collectors without making multiple trips.  And also an enchanted bracelet but I’d been mostly focused on finally upgrading my ability to collect and store mana.

It was hard work!  Devices to store mana took patience and time to build, there was only so much you could rush them without ruining the final product so they took a lot of focused effort (which helped to distract me from the Himeko situation).  The process wasn’t too hard, not when you had privacy and everything already assembled, so I was determined to make the most I could of the opportunity.  Unfortunately I was so used to building those sorts of things gradually, an hour or so at a time over weeks, that I hadn’t realized how exhausting it would be.  The effort was roughly analogous to walking, not too difficult but if you were walking for twelve hours a day… well, you’d cover a lot of distance but you’d be pretty shattered by the end of the trip.

I actually got some startled looks and surprised respect from various staff and students when they saw me dragging myself home at the end of each day.  They were so used to me just heading straight home at the end of classes and flouting certain Japanese conventions that they couldn’t help themselves, my new behaviour was much more in line with my parents.  None of the people who saw me had any idea what I was working on but it was a reassuring shock to them to see me working so hard and late on something!

Unfortunately, as some sort of karmic payment for how well the weekend had gone my Monday was messed up from the start.  Our neighbors were celebrating their anniversary, normally I’d have been able to ignore that (they weren’t loud, just noticeable) but when you combined it with the talk I’d had with my grandfathers, worry about my new mana collectors, and some remaining worries about the Himeko situation it meant I had a hard getting to sleep despite my exhaustion.

That meant my alarm had to blare for nearly twenty minutes before I actually woke up in the morning.  That in turn meant I was running to school with an apple for breakfast and still only just managed to make it in before the bell.  And even then I’d needed to use magic to speed up my last-minute run!

Classes weren’t that much worse than usual in content, but since I was still an hour or two short of sleep they dragged interminably.  Then it turned out I’d forgotten my lunch at home in my rush to get to school.  And my wallet.  Lacking any sort of real lunch I’d quietly slipped out of the classroom, filled up as best I could on water, and tried to look at the situation philosophically.  It was all a lesson in what happened when I rushed things and exhausted myself.  A half day of fasting and cleansing would be good for me and at the same time would serve as a proper reminder how not to do things.  And since it was happening while Himeko was still mad at me I didn’t have to wrestle with the choice of embarrassing the both of us by asking for a loan or going hungry for the day merely because of pride and cowardice.

I couldn’t truly convince myself of all that.  But I did manage to get through the rest of my classes without feeling too sorry for myself or homicidal so I guess it did some good.

Before I could leave for home after classes (I needed to pick up my wallet, some food, and a transit pass before I went to the Meiko estates) Himeko stopped me.  For a few moments I was torn between hope that she’d apologize and fear that she was actually going to bar me from the Meiko estates after all.  Instead, she coldly handed over a signed and sealed command from the Student Council telling me to look into some electrical malfunctions in the Archery Club.  The only words she spoke to me?  “Immediately Matsuda-san.”

Disappointed and depressed by Himeko’s coldness I swore quietly in my head, got a little more water to soothe the pit in my stomach, and headed to the Archery Club.

The bad news was that fixing the situation in the Archery Club took me a while.  Not because it was difficult, just because the club was practicing so I couldn’t easily use magic to fix the problem.  So I mostly just stalled, went through the motions, and cast the necessary spells when I had windows of privacy.  Honestly, it wasn’t too hard; I soon figured out one of their outlets was damaged and needed replacing.  If I hadn’t been so determined to be 100% certain I probably could have managed the whole thing quicker without using magic.

(Well, if I’d had a spare outlet on hand.  I didn’t, I couldn’t exactly run out and buy a new outlet without money, and I definitely wasn’t going to trust anyone’s safety to a damaged outlet I ‘fixed’ without using magic!)

On the bright side it was the Archery Club.  At least I had something vaguely interesting to watch out of the corner of my eye while I stalled.  I wouldn’t have wanted to join or watch all day but it was kind of fascinating to watch them for an hour or two.  The focus, the tension and release, the skill needed to actually hit the center of the target downrange… I could appreciate that.  At the very least it beat being stuck in the Calligraphy Club or the Drama Club if they were doing a subject I hated!

I had the power turned off and had the damaged outlet out of the wall and spread out in front of me when the last of the club members went home, they’d practiced for about three hours.  Once they were gone I hurriedly fixed up the outlet with magic, attached it back to the wall, and rushed out of the club.  I needed to get home, get some food in me, make a quick trip to the Meiko estate to collect some mana, and then I could just go home and put the whole awful day behind me!

And that was when the new bracelet around my left wrist twitched for the first time.

I stopped to stare at the bracelet.  It kept twitching, starting to go faster and faster, an unmissable pulsing sensation around my wrist.  It wasn’t an unpleasant feeling, it vaguely reminded me of a buzzing cellphone.  It just felt weird that it was less intense and surrounding the wrist rather than being up against a body part.  I blamed my horrible day and how exhausted I was for me not remembering what I’d built the bracelet for.

It came back to me when I was suddenly grabbed from the sides by two burly guys and thrown unceremoniously up against the wall of the club.  My thoughts were a confused mess, a mix of: Hey!  The bracelet actually works!  With Moron!  What’s the point of making a bracelet that warns you of danger if you just stare at it like a gormless idiot!

And that was when an enormous fist hammered into my stomach, driving all thoughts from my head the same way it drove all the air from my lungs.

I would have doubled over but the fist had come from a third person who strode in front of me.  The other two held me up while keeping my arms pinned to my sides while I gasped for breath.  Belatedly I realized all three of them were students.  I vaguely recognized the one on my right as someone else from my year, I seemed to remember the one on my left was a first year, and the one in front of me-

Harada Shio, captain of the Swim Club.  He drove a fist into my stomach again, this time while properly braced and with all the force his well-trained body could provide.

I was abruptly glad I hadn’t eaten much since the previous day; it made the watery mouthful of bile go out that much easier.  I couldn’t decide if it was better or worse that it splattered to the ground between us, it would have been slightly more satisfying if I’d managed to get it over him but I doubted his reaction would have been positive.

I felt the two holding on to me tense up a little at the sight but neither of them raised any objection.  I was too busy gasping for breath and hanging limply in their arms to do it either, I was perversely glad for their support or I’d have just fallen to the ground then.

Harada-sempai only sneered.  “Pathetic.  What Meiko Himeko ever saw in you is beyond me.”

I said nothing, I just panted and continued to hang limply in my captors’ arms.  I was too stunned, confused, and hurt to have managed anything even if I’d had the breath to respond.

The bracelet on my left wrist continued to pulse with its now useless warning but I couldn’t blame it for that.  Harada was only a few centimeters shorter and narrower than I was but unlike me he was built like a champion, the lean and smooth lines of a high-level swimmer.  Combine that with black hair that was buzzed off almost to the skull and he was a dreadfully intimidating presence even if you weren’t at his mercy!

Harada lifted my chin with one hand.  “Listen up scum,” he said harshly, hate in his eyes.  “I don’t know what you had going on with Hime but it’s over now.  It’s obvious she’s given up on you.”

He punched me in the gut again, although not quite as hard as before.  It was still enough to double me over before his minions straightened me again.  Belatedly I recognized the older one as another member of the swim team.

Even though I was left gasping for breath I realized I was lucky in a way.  Harada wasn’t a fighter, wasn’t actually trained in martial arts or how to throw a punch.  Compared to what Himeko, Eiko… hell, even the delinquents from the start of October!… compared to what they could have done he was strictly second rate.  Sure he was strong and big, but I wasn’t being hurt nearly as badly as I would have been if the captain of the Karate Club or Kendo Club had been there.

Yeah… great… I thought reluctantly, already feeling the bruises blossoming over my body.

Harada began to talk again.  “You are going to stay away from Meiko Himeko.”

He punctuated his statement with another medium strength punch.

“You are not to harass the lady in any way.”

Another punch.  Call it a 4.5 out of 10 on his personal punch scale.

“And if we ever see you trying to get close to her again, we’ll just have to teach you another lesson.”

One more punch, a little bit stronger than the others.  Probably a 6.

I only thought that from a distance though, a blurry foggy distance as the vision closed in around my eyes as I suppose I literally started to get ‘punchy’.  The good news was that was just a lack of oxygen as opposed to having my brain rattled about, I’d get back to normal soon enough.  Once he stopped punching me and I could breathe again.

Harada stepped back and looked over me.  He was panting too, probably due to anger and adrenalin rather than having the breath beaten out of him.  He stared at me for a full minute, long enough for me to get some air back in my lungs and hope the worst was over.

That hope died when he spoke up again.  “This is for your sins,” he hissed angrily.  “Stay still and take it, pay for the time you’ve already had with Hime.”

He wound up for another big blow but paused.  Not out of mercy or any sort of doubt, but because I’d begun to chuckle.

I couldn’t help myself, even though I was still having trouble breathing my chuckling grew from a soft sound to an out and out laugh to a maniacal guffaw of humor!  I felt the two subordinates holding me look at each other uneasily and Harada just stood there, fist still in the air, wondering what the hell was going on.

“Captain…” the one of the left began nervously.

“Shut up!” Harada commanded, pointing at his subordinate before turning back to me.

“What is it?” he shouted, once again grabbing my chin and lifting up my head to look me in the eye.  “What’s so funny?!”

I weakly shook my head as much as I could in his grip, unable to explain it to him even if I’d had the breath.  After nearly two months of worry about actual criminals and delinquents, not to mention the Meiko family and their servants, I was getting beaten up at school by one of Himeko’s stupider fans.  And all while I wasn’t even sure we were friends anymore!  Seriously, I would have at least assumed it would have been Shizu in that sort of situation but it was an even bigger nutjob.  Shizu at least would have had the excuse she was somewhat close to Himeko, the most I’d ever heard of Harada was that he’d been one of the boys she’d turned down when he managed to maneuver around all her followers and ask her for a date.  So after nearly seventeen years of sneaking around the background trying not to draw any fire this was what was finally getting me beaten up.  It was all.  So. Damned. Funny.

Eventually I slowly stopped laughing, between my lack of breath and the way he was holding my face I didn’t have much of a choice.  “You wouldn’t get it,” I forced out in a voice barely above a whisper.

“Shut up you freak!” Harada shouted, winding up once again.

In an ideal world that was when Harada would have gone flying backwards.  When Himeko or Eiko would have showed up, grabbed his arm, and demonstrated what a real fighter could do.  Or when I got desperate enough to drain the last dregs of mana from my traveling supply in my pack and cast a ‘speed shield’ in front of his fist, somehow causing everyone to be so surprised and intimidated they ran away.  Unfortunately it was the real world, and his fist slammed into me again, leaving me to appreciate the token blessing that I’d already emptied my stomach and I’d been smart enough to go to the bathroom before heading to the Archery Club.  At least, as much I could appreciate it in between all the pain and the fact I’d almost blacked out due to pain and a lack of oxygen.

Harada just stood there, his fist still buried in my stomach for a few moments, panting and looking oddly terrified.  I’m not sure what he would have done next if an ice-cold voice hadn’t cut across the tableau.

“Harada-san.”

Harada pulled back and his two accomplices immediately let go of me.  I of course dropped straight to the ground and curled up.  I didn’t quite go full fetal position but it was close.

A new student strode quickly towards us, unafraid.  As he got closer I abruptly recognized our Student Council President Yamamoto Kenji.

Yamamoto-sempai… there was a joke at the school that he’d been made president because he was the archetypal glasses character.  He looked as cold and calculating as he was: tall, thin, with sharply cut hair and stylish glasses that you expected him to push up at any moment, probably reflecting the light in just the right way to hide his eyes.

Yamamoto stepped right up to Harada.  He was several centimeters shorter and Harada probably had 15 kilos of muscle on the Student Council leader but Yamamoto never hesitated.

“What is going on Harada-san?” he asked coldly, unconcerned by Harada’s wild expression or the fact I was still curled up on the ground.

Harada took several deep breaths, obviously trying to get himself under control.  “Nothing,” he said finally.

“Good,” Yamamoto said flatly, never breaking eye contact.  “I have business with the Student Council’s Science Advisor.”  You could hear him emphasize the title like it was actually something important rather than one of Hime’s wilder ideas.

Harada’s face twisted up and for a moment he looked like he would say something, even from ground level it was obvious to me he wanted to.  But Yamamoto’s unyielding presence stymied him, eventually he just spit to the side as if he was clearing something nasty from his mouth, said “come on” to his followers, and marched off.

Spitting seemed like a good idea right then.  I started to try and work a little saliva into my mouth, looking to clear out the remaining bitter taste.  Luckily, I’d managed to flop to the ground away from the puddle of bile so at least it wasn’t soaking into my school uniform.

Yamamoto watched Harada and his minions leave, calmly observing them like they were inconvenient traffic.  When they finally turned a corner he looked down at me.  “Are you critically injured Kohai?”

There was no emotion in his tone, no real care.  It was like he was enquiring if a component was broken.  Despite that I figured it was better to answer.  I weakly spat out what little saliva I’d been able to gather, grateful I was able to do it without just drooling over my own face.  “No,” I gasped out, a little surprised I didn’t sound as broken as I felt.

Yamamoto nodded fractionally.  “Good.  Were you able to solve the issue at the Archery Club?”

If I hadn’t been crippled by weakness and pain I would have stared at him in disbelief.  Instead, after a few moments I forced out “fixed.  Electrical outlet.”

Yamamoto let out a small “ah” of satisfaction and then calmly walked out of my line of sight.

For a moment I was terrified I was being abandoned and that Harada would be back.  Then I heard the sound of running water in the background.  After a minute or two Yamamoto returned with a few paper towels and a bucket of water.  With a tiny frown of disgust, he began to clean up the puddle of bile on the ground.

The council president calmly ignored me while cleaning up the stain less than a meter away.  I could not decide whether I should be stunned or impressed, especially while in so much pain.  Yamamoto’s attention to detail and sense of duty was… something.

He quickly finished the job and left my field of view again to put everything away properly.  I was almost surprised when he bothered to come back.

“Do you need assistance Kohai?” he asked dispassionately upon seeing me still on the ground.

I’d been able to uncurl a little bit more but I still felt too weak to try getting up yet.  “Just resting,” I gasped out a little more strongly than before.

Yamamoto observed me calmly for another minute in silence.  It was unnerving, I probably would have reacted in some way if I hadn’t literally just been beaten into inaction.  As it was I tried to draw comfort from the fact my bracelet wasn’t twitching.  I held on to that evidence and hoped I wasn’t in any more trouble.

Finally, Yamamoto sighed.  “I am here to look out for the best interests of the students and the school Matsuda-san,” he said, the barest tinge of disappointment coloring his words.

I turned my head slightly and tried to indicate I was listening.  It was hard but the Student Council president deserved it, Yamamoto was trying to be a little informal and sympathetic.  That was probably harder for him than normal social interaction was for me!

“My job is to promote harmony and stability.  That is not served by having the captain of the Swim Club punished for this.  To do so would bring shame and disappointment down on the school, make people wonder what we are doing wrong and how we’d failed in order for this to happen.”

For a moment it didn’t register.  Then it hit me.  Of fucking course, I tried not to let my lips curl into a dismissive snarl.  Pretend there’s no problem rather than endure shame and try to fix the problem!  It was an attitude I hated for its stupidity even when I wasn’t lying on the ground in pain!

I must have made some manner of disappointed sound despite myself because Yamamoto gave me a sharp glance before he continued.  “Harada-san is a fool but he is not actually psychotic.  I do not believe he will try this again, and to be sure of that I will be pointing out to him how Meiko-sama is likely to react if he does.  He simply hates the fact that Meiko-sama turned him down despite his achievements.  He views his own accomplishments as more impressive than they actually are, and the fact that you were more successful with Meiko-sama than he was struck several of his nerves.”

And that is why you don’t fantasize about your friends and classmates, I thought, self-righteously using the experience to reinforce my own beliefs.  I stood by my philosophy though, if you imagined them to be something other than they were, or that you should be ‘closer’ to them than you actually were, it was all too easy for that to start bleeding over into the real world and affecting your judgement.

Yamamoto sighed slightly and pushed up his glasses.  I felt an irrational surge of jealousy for how nice they were: small, square, and stylish as opposed to the large, geeky, circles that I wore.  Of course, mine had needed to be like that to make spells like ‘mage sight’ much more efficient and easier to carve into the frame but I was already having a bad day so the little indignity hurt just a touch more.

After a few moments Yamamoto spoke again.  “I will not be reporting this incident or seeking punishment for Harada-san in this case.  To be blunt, as impressive as you are in some ways Matsuda-san it is not worth damaging the school’s reputation over this.  I trust you will act appropriately.”

He took two steps, paused, and then looked over his shoulder back at me.  “In the unlikely event I am mistaken about Harada please do let me know.  While I believe this is over your maiming or death would damage the school’s reputation even more and I will take steps if necessary.  Thank you for your hard work Matsuda-san.”

I looked on in disbelief as he calmly walked away.  After a minute I struggled and forced myself into a sitting position, my back braced against the building’s wall.

Well, that sucked, I thought, understating the matter in my exhaustion.

I sat there for an indeterminate length of time, gradually building up my strength and calming down.  Doing my best to reinforce my battered will.  Eventually, realizing I didn’t have much of a choice unless I wanted to try crawling back over to a phone and then calling one of my aunts or uncles for assistance, I slowly forced myself to my feet.

Fortunately for me, walking was easier than I thought it would be.  It wasn’t easy, my lower abdomen throbbed incessantly and I almost collapsed again when I made the mistake of trying to bend over to grab my pack.  And it was all made even worse by the lack of food and sleep, my energy level was cut to the bone.  Hell, I barely had any mana left!  I’d only brought some traveling mana along as a precaution and between the Archery Club and making it to school in the first place I’d drained most of that away.  If I’d had my usual take from the Meiko estate you’d better believe I’d have cast some spells but, of course, this was the one day I couldn’t.

So, lacking any other good choices, I slowly began the long shuffle home.
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It took me three times longer than usual to make my way home but I made it, I felt inappropriately proud of that.

For better or worse both my parents were out again and I was left with mixed feelings about that.  Even they would have given me some help given the state I was in, and quite frankly someone should have been keeping an eye on me, just to be on the safe side.  I didn’t think I was suffering any long-term critical damage but it was kind of difficult for me to tell.  Conversely, if they had been around I would have needed to explain the situation and they’d probably have agreed with Yamamoto-sama about not creating trouble.  I wasn’t in the mood to hear that.

Despite my injuries I forced myself to make a big bowl of plain white rice, I was starving but I wasn’t sure my stomach was up to handling anything more complex.  While it was steaming I sat there and seriously contemplated my mana reservoir, I really considered breaking my own rules and casting a few healing spells even though I didn’t know what they would actually do.  In the end I reluctantly decided against it, as much as I hurt I was pretty sure nothing was critically damaged.  In that case it was better to let my body take care of itself rather than making things worse or accidentally miscasting a spell, especially given how hurt and lightheaded I already was!  There were several good reasons mages weren’t supposed to cast healing spells upon themselves except in an emergency.

I did bend the rules enough to cast a spell to reduce my pain though, I wasn’t that fanatical!  I’d have blocked it entirely but I figured completely cutting off any evidence of danger, or feedback to prevent me from hurting myself anymore, was a bad idea.

After finishing off my dinner I toweled myself down, (wincing every time I touched my stomach area) crawled into bed, and bid the terrible day adieu.

***

Given how early I got to bed it wasn’t a shock I woke up a little early too.  And since I was left hissing in pain each time I bent my stomach I gave in to the inevitable and got up.  It was about an hour and a half earlier then I usually got up so I used to time to make a big breakfast and a big, fancy lunch, something to help make up for all the missed meals the day before and rebuild my spirit a little.  I also set off for school a good twenty minutes early, figuring I’d be moving slower than usual.

Much to my surprise it didn’t take that much longer.  As unpleasant as the beating had been, and as agonizing as it was to move in certain ways, I had to give Harada a twisted sort of credit: he had left me mostly functional.  If he’d broken my limbs or shut my eyes or even cracked a few of my ribs I’d have had a much harder time of it.  But a lower abdomen based beating?  That had ignored the kidneys or anything too vulnerable like that?  I could actually walk that one off to some degree.

Aoth, what a pathetic silver lining that is, I thought to myself, a little disgusted to be giving Harada any credit at all.  But the part of me that always tried to seek balance in everything had to acknowledge it, and maybe use it as proof that Yamamoto-sempai had been right and that Harada wasn’t completely psychotic.  I didn’t think he was right in the head, the way he was so obsessed with Himeko suggested that much, but he didn’t seem to be completely out of touch with reality.

My morning provided conflicting evidence on that point of view.  I mostly managed class alright.  On the other hand, I didn’t realize just how much I bent around my waist to take notes, at least a little bit, until every time I did so sent a spike of pain straight through my stomach and directly into my forebrain.  I spent the whole morning trying to sit ramrod straight in my desk, awkwardly writing down information as the teachers covered their latest subjects and being painfully reminded whenever I slipped up and bent a little.

When the lunch break came I ate slowly at my desk, not enjoying the fancier lunch quite as much as I’d hoped.  It was still a good meal, and I was still glad I’d put in the extra effort under the circumstances, but the continuing pain and discomfort was making me miserable.  For the dozenth time that day I considered killing the pain with a spell and for the dozenth time I discarded the idea.  That wasn’t what magic was for, I had a limited supply of mana, and I only increased my chances of hurting myself more if I removed the pain from the equation.  I could still manage the day even while hurt, and if it had mattered that much to me I should have just picked up a bunch of aspirin before going to school.  I mentally shrugged, admitted I should just accept all that and stop looking for excuses, and resolved to tough it out as best I could.

And that would have been that… except for Himeko.  She’d eaten lunch with her friends somewhere outside the classroom but when she returned just a few minutes before the bell she… well, she didn’t exactly slam the door open.  If you were deeply involved in whatever you were doing you’d have never noticed.  But this was Himeko, and when she opened the door she did it with enough force everything nearby vibrated and several less distracted people jumped up in startlement.  Given Himeko’s usual behaviour it was almost as shocking as someone else breaking a window.

I noticed a disturbing glint in Himeko’s eye, like she was ready to murder somebody, and I instantly activated the ‘don’t notice me’ talisman.  And a good thing too, the second after I did so she frowned and started to look around my area of the classroom.

Himeko didn’t say anything, didn’t drop her mask, but she took a few step in my direction and continued to scan across where she knew I should have been.  Once, twice, a third time… her mental focus was incredibly impressive and despite myself I began to sweat, trying to remember if I’d ever discussed the ‘don’t notice me’ talisman or spell with her.

“Hideo-san,” she asked our classmate nearest to the door, “do you see Matsuda-san anywhere?”

Hideo did a through check, eager to prove himself to Himeko, but of course turned up nothing.  “No Meiko-sama,” he said quickly, “but you know how good that weirdo is at hiding.  Some days I think he might actually be a ninja.”

Himeko smiled and nodded politely then moved to the front of the class, mostly just to get out of the doorway and stop being obvious.  She continued to try and find me from the new angle but our classroom was full of people by that point and the spell had too much to work with.  I honestly believed that if we’d been only half full she could have managed it by will alone, an incredibly impressive feat, but in a crowded classroom full of identically dressed people ‘don’t notice me’ confused and redirected her eye easily.

And then Himeko did something I didn’t expect.  She identified a clear path, lined herself up, and then closed her eyes.

I blinked in surprise as she began to slowly walk towards my desk.  Sonofabitch, I thought; stunned with a mixture of surprise, panic, and respect for Himeko.  I’d never considered that.  The spell confused her eye and mind about my presence, but in a classroom she knew where I was supposed to be.  By closing her eyes and approaching the area instead of targeting me she could circumvent the spell’s effect.  It wouldn’t normally work, normally I’d be able to sneak around and be a bit more mobile myself, but under the confined classroom conditions it was a clever work around.

Himeko moved carefully, obviously counting her steps.  I was especially impressed by the fact she managed an almost normal pace so no one else even realized she was walking with her eyes closed.  Finally, she reached the row where she knew my desk would be and I held my breath, trying not to make a sound.

“Matsu- “

The bell rang.

Himeko’s eyes popped open and she shot an angry glare around the area she knew I should have been.  She for a brief moment she looked furious but all she did was slam her pleasant mask back in place, spin around, and hurry to take her seat.

I let out a deep breath, followed by some muffled swearing as I accidentally slouched again and suffered the consequences.  I didn’t dare let go of the ‘don’t notice me’ spell until class had officially begun.

***

Fortunately for me Himeko was too proper and studious to try anything during class.  No matter how angry she might have been she wasn’t going to attempt note passing or texting me when she wasn’t supposed to.  Not that she was likely to manage that from her position, she was right at the front corner of the class while I was parked safely in the middle back row (given my size it was the best place for me to be so I didn’t obscure anyone else’s view of the front).

Some of Himeko’s friends weren’t quite so restrained.  While none of them tried any active communication over the rest of the day I noticed them occasionally shoot me looks of anger, frustration, and… jealousy?  I wasn’t sure I was reading them right, especially from half seen expressions that were quickly hidden, but I was pretty sure I saw jealousy in one or two of their looks.

Who knows?  Maybe they’re all masochists and they want to Himeko to step on them, I thought distractedly as the teacher went on about an equation I was already well familiar with.

I wasn’t a complete idiot of course.  Even without those looks I figured there was a fair chance Himeko could be angry on my behalf rather than at me.  Or angry that Harada was doing stupid shit more or less in her name.  No matter what Himeko thought of me I figured Harada’s behaviour had hit a few of her buttons, if I could piss her off a bit by not telling people about my connection to her I didn’t want to think about what sort of reaction Harada’s actions would elicit.  However, I also figured there was a fair chance that wasn’t the case.  It was also entirely possible Himeko didn’t have a clue what had happened and was angry or frustrated with me for an entirely different set of reasons, maybe for not reporting back to her about fixing up the Archery Club.  Given the state I was already in I didn’t see any point in getting my hopes up or accidentally setting myself up for further damage.

I did allow myself a sliver of hope though.  I’d belatedly realized my bracelet hadn’t reacted when Himeko had stormed into the classroom, that could have been a sign she wasn’t too angry with me.  I didn’t want to read too much into it though, I was still getting a sense of how the bracelet actually reacted.  Physical danger was one thing but emotional danger, or just spirit breaking make-work chores via the Student Council, hadn’t been tested.

Given all that, the instant the bell rang to end classes for the day I once again activated the ‘don’t notice me’ spell then, hissing with the pain of trying to move fast, I slipped out with the crowd.

***

Of course, I realized the flaw in my strategy halfway to the Meiko estate, i.e. the fact I was escaping Himeko to go straight to her home.

For a moment I considered giving up on the idea, I’d already missed picking up the mana once and I’d planned to give the lab work a miss for another day or so.  As annoying as it was to not make use of the opportunity I needed to give my abused abdomen a little time to heal before I tried anything too complex… or was forced to duck behind a lab bench when something went wrong (not likely to happen, but Monday had been a great example of how random dangers could come out of nowhere).  Not being able to bend without considerable pain was not conducive to accurate observations or even moderately complex crafting.

Unfortunately, even though I wouldn’t be going to the lab I couldn’t bring myself to give up the mana.  I finally had a decent reserve of it but I couldn’t guarantee my access would last, the new generation of collectors I was building would help a bit if I was cut off from the Meiko estate but there was no way it would be equivalent.  So, reluctantly, I gave in to the inevitable and went to the Meiko estate.  Besides, I figured Himeko would be caught up in her usual Student Council work for another hour or two and it would be fine.

I was let in to the estate easily enough.  The person on the gate intercom had been a little hesitant but that could have just been because I’d missed a day for the first time.  I’d kept a careful ear and eye out as I walked the estate, making sure I wasn’t being dense and missing one of those hints Eiko had said the staff would give me, but I managed to make it to the wooded area and transfer the mana from my first collector without trouble.  Well, except for the pain of bending a bit in the process of tapping into it, but that was kind of unavoidable.

I was halfway between that collector and my next when Himeko stopped me.  We were still in the wooded area and she stepped out from behind a tree, looking thunderous.

“There are no cameras in this area,” she said dangerously, crossing her arms and staring at me.  “We can talk freely.”

I felt a chill brush up my spine and the way my stomach dropped felt physically painful given how much damage I’d taken in the area.  I started to open my mouth to stammer out some nonsense but Himeko looked so dangerous that for once I managed to stop myself before I started.

There was silence between us.  A tense silence.  If it had been summer you probably could have heard the cicadas but instead there was a creepy rustle of leaves in the wind.

Finally Himeko spoke up, sounding dangerously calm.  “Mamoru, show me your stomach.”

A dozen different feelings slammed through me.  Shame, anger at both Himeko and Harada, resignation, stubborn defiance, fear, and many more impressions that were gone before I could recognize them.  In the end I hesitated, not out of any one emotion but because I was not sure what I felt.

“Mamoru- ” Himeko began again, her voice creeping even further into the danger zone.

“Why?” I half shouted.  “Harada beat me Himeko, is that what you want to hear?  He and two of his club mates surprised me yesterday and beat me.”

“I am just trying to determine the extent of the damage,” Himeko ground out slowly.

“Well, what if I don’t want to show you?” I said stubbornly.  I knew I was being something of a hard headed idiot, letting some sort of stupid macho embarrassment and pride get the better of me.  But I wasn’t terribly happy with Himeko right then so I was willing to run with it for a change.

Himeko wasn’t the one to answer me, and a slight chill ran up my spine.  “Then I hold you and we look for ourselves,” Eiko’s voice was softer than usual but it carried well.  And it didn’t have to carry far, it sounded like she was only a meter or so behind me.  “Please don’t do that Mamoru, we don’t want to risk hurting you any further.”

The bracelet around my left wrist gave a slow and tentative squeeze at her words.  Proof, if I’d somehow needed it, that she was serious.

My defiance deflated with a sudden pop.  Unfortunately that left my anger behind.  “Fine,” I snarled, tugging angrily at my school jacket.  “I’ve already been beaten once by some asshole who thought they were doing it for you, I don’t need another.”  I half ripped open my jacket and then yanked up my undershirt, overcoming the quick burst of pain with the heat of my anger.  “Happy now?” I half shouted again at Himeko as I showed her the colorful patina of black, blue and red across my abdomen.

I immediately regretted my words.  All the color drained from Himeko’s face and I saw something leave her eyes.  Without a word she spun around and quickly began to march back down the path.

Eiko was a wind moving past my side before I even remembered she was there.  “Himeko.  Himeko!” she called frantically.  She glanced briefly at my stomach as she moved but her expression was one of terror.

Himeko didn’t answer.

Eiko didn’t hesitate, she grabbed Himeko by the arms and tried to drag her back.  “Is this a code Bath?” she asked frantically.

“Don’t try to stop me Eiko!” Himeko shouted.

“Code Bath,” Eiko stated firmly, worry saturating her tone.

“Let me fucking go!”

“Code Bath!  Code Bath!” Eiko called desperately.

“I’m going to fucking break him!” Himeko shrieked.  Something in her wild expression was heartbreakingly similar to Shinji’s when he’d been running from Eiko.

I stared in shock as Himeko struggled with Eiko for a few seconds.  Eiko was obviously scared for her friend and had Himeko gripped from behind.  Eiko was trying to be gentle but even with that disadvantage that should have been the end of the story.  Instead Himeko whipped herself about so desperately she tore her own left sleeve clean off, leaving her arm free and Eiko slightly off balance.  Instantly Himeko was spinning around and throwing her friend into a nearby tree with brutal force.

Himeko turned to run but she didn’t get far, I’d started my spell the second I heard the fabric tear.  Two thick ribbons of energy shot out from a magic circle in front of my hand and bound Himeko, quickly wrapping her arms at her sides.  Not wanting to take any chances I used the ribbons to lift Himeko about a meter into the air, leaving her to kick her legs about helplessly while she struggled and screeched.

I stared at Himeko with shock and sorrow for a few seconds, never before having seen her like that.  I’d never even imagined her like that, so out of control and angry.

Abruptly I remembered Eiko and turned to her.  “Are you okay?” I asked urgently.

Eiko climbed to her feet, grimacing and holding her back painfully.  “Yeah, she caught me off guard,” Eiko said tightly, “I didn’t take that one like I should have.”

From the look and sound of it she’d taken at least as hard a blow as any of the ones I’d been hit with the previous day, and that was after accounting for her superior conditioning.  Of course, being Eiko, she was walking it off a lot better than I had.

“Can you hold her like that?” Eiko asked after she staggered back to me, getting stronger with each step.  I couldn’t help but feel a twinge of jealousy at her abilities.

I quickly shoved that aside, Himeko was scaring me.  “Yeah,” I said, swallowing to help with a mouth gone suddenly dry.  “After yesterday I made sure to bring along my new travelling reservoir just in case.  It’s got four or five times the capacity of the previous one and I made sure it was half full before I went to school today.”

“So you can keep her like that for a while?” Eiko asked, cutting through all my magic-babble with a focus on Himeko.

“Yes,” I said, cutting off a half dozen unnecessary extra explanations as concern for Himeko overrode them.  Even though she wasn’t making any progress against the bindings she continued to struggle violently, screaming wordlessly all the while.

“What is it?” I half whispered, all my own pain and problems suddenly not seeming so important with Himeko reduced to this state.

Eiko shot me a dirty look.  “What do you think it is?”  She said impatiently.  “Himeko’s been dealing with exam stress, festival stress, the stress of a brother acting up, the stress of her whole family being in disharmony.”

Eiko looked back at Himeko.  “Then you add in the fact that she’s not getting on well with her best friend.  Who she later finds out is still having some problems with her own schoolmates.  And then you add in her not getting along with her other friend, the only other real friend she’s made in seventeen years.  And all the while making sure to keep her perfect little princess mask up to everyone else.  On top of that her friends disagreeing with her makes her start to doubt herself and wonder if she’s in the wrong, so without a stable family it feels like she’s standing on broken ground.  And then she finds out her not getting along with her new friend caused him to get beat up!  And when she shows some concern at that he gets angry at her and suggests she’s going to have him beaten up again!”

“She’s reached her breaking point Mamoru,” Eiko said, sounding worried.  “She likes to pretend she doesn’t have limits but she’s been pushed past them.  We’ve got to save her from herself, stop her before she does something she can’t forgive herself for and then snap her back.”

I flushed, slightly embarrassed at Eiko’s subtle accusation.  “Well, she could have gone about it better than that,” I muttered quietly.

“Yes, she could have,” Eiko agreed a little more calmly.  “I’m not going to tell you a tooth clenched ‘take your shirt off’ screams ‘I’m worried, please let me help’.  But she told me about how you brought up Shinji in the lab last week, are you going to tell me you couldn’t have done that better?”

I flushed again.  While I wanted to argue Himeko was supposed to be a lot better at social situations than me that was a pretty good point.

Eiko sighed.  “And if I’d known she was getting this close I’d have encouraged her to get over herself quicker and I’d have tried to mediate things a little.  I fucked up too, I was angry with her and I wanted her to make up with Shinji so I didn’t see the disaster coming.  And I knew she was starting to push her limits.   Himeko’s the most responsible for this but all of us played a role in getting her to this point.”

We watched Himeko for a few more moments and with Himeko’s shouting in the background the silence weighed heavily between us.  “Should I- “ I began.

“No,” Eiko said grimly, “let her exhaust herself a little more first.  She’s not going to do anything she’ll regret at the school any longer, she was angry enough she might have gotten all the way to your asshole and done something unforgivable before we stopped her.  But she’s still got enough energy to hurt us and get all the way to the front gate before she breaks down, I don’t want to cause her any more regrets.”

We fell silent again.  Himeko’s shouts were getting weaker but they were still heartbreaking.  “Code Bath?” I asked, just to have something else to focus on.

Eiko sighed.  “A reference to Elizabeth Bathory.  It’s something we came up with in grade school,” Eiko admitted.  “A covert way for me to tell her she was about to go too far, do something or try and do something a normal person would never even consider doing.  Basically a warning that she was about to try and use her Meiko influence and position to do something that would stain the name.  Beating up an attacker is one thing, to drive down to the school and try and break a bully in front of everyone like it was her right would be a hell of another!”

I grimaced at the mere thought of it.  While there was a dark part of my personality that would have liked her to do just that the majority of me recognized that would have been a terrible idea.  Even at the best of times it would still have been disproportionate retribution, and for Himeko to do it a full day after the fact and act like it was her right… no, I’d forswear my own anger toward Harada and take another beating from him with a smile before I did that to Himeko.

The worst part about it was I could see her getting away with it.  Not totally, not without at least a token few days of suspension or something.  But if you combined her family’s influence with her rank on the Student Council and added in the provocation… the school and law might just be convinced to let her get away with a relative slap on the wrist, if only to deemphasize everything that led up to it.  But what it would do to her socially, how everyone would treat her after that… I was an outcast by choice and used magic to circumvent the worst of it, I wouldn’t let Himeko do that to herself.

“Now,” Eiko said urgently.  Himeko had stopped struggling and her screams had trailed off into gut-wrenching sobs.  I quickly lowered Himeko back to the ground and released the bindings.

Eiko was on her friend in an instant, this time embracing her and just holding her close.  “It’s okay Himeko, it’s okay,” she said softly.  “I’m here for you.”

I paused, feeling horribly guilty to just be standing there while Himeko sobbed in pain.  For a moment I considered embracing them too, it was hard to stand by and do nothing.  But in the end I realized I just didn’t have the close relationship or right to do so that Eiko had, me inserting myself into the situation was more likely to make things worse than better.  I awkwardly tucked my shirt back in, rebuttoned my jacket, and stepped as close as I dared.

“I’m a horrible friend,” Himeko sobbed in a broken voice.

“No, no you’re not,” Eiko reassured her.

“Yes I am!  I hurt you, I hurt Mamoru, I hurt everyone I touch!”

“You’re being dramatic Hime,” Eiko said, gently but with just a touch of humor.  “Come on, we’re fine.”

“No you’re not!  I threw you Eiko.  You were trying to save me and I just threw you against a tree!  I’m worthless.”

“Come on Himeko, you know it takes a lot more than that to hurt me.”

“I can’t do anything right.”

“Says the girl in the top twenty of our grade with a bunch of fans,” I cut in.  I instantly regretted the touch of sarcasm in my tone, Himeko didn’t deserve it.  “Sorry,” I said quickly.

“No,” Eiko hastened to assure me, “that much is fine.  Part of the problem is that Himeko keeps getting praise and appreciation for all the wrong things while not getting a little criticism for the things she needs to.  Just… don’t be stupid about it.”

“You’re talking about me Eiko,” I said, a little disbelievingly.  After a moment of considering that, of just how stupid I could be, I added “I should just go before I make things worse.”

“No!” Himeko said instantly.  She started to turn away from Eiko but then stopped and abruptly seemed to shrink back down again.  But even within Eiko’s embrace she didn’t stop trying.  “I still need to make this up to you.  I still need to make this right.”

Eiko sighed.  “This is why you need to stay; she’s just going to get more of a complex about everything if you leave before we get this sorted.”

I made a frustrated noise.  “She needs to heal.  She’s not in a fit state to do anything right now, she’s going to try and offer me the moon and I’m terrified I’m going to hurt her by refusing.”  I was just thankful Eiko was there, I didn’t even want to think about the situation if she hadn’t been there to act as some sort of control rod to Himeko’s meltdown.

“And that is why she needs you as a friend,” Eiko said sourly, sounding a bit calmer and more like her normal self.  “Himeko needs more people who like her and won’t try to take advantage of that.  You’re the first person since me who’s managed that.  She’s not used to it, which is why she messed up so badly when you actually called her on her problems and then panicked when she thought she was about to lose that and it might be her fault.”

“I don’t deserve friends,” Himeko muttered darkly, “they only get hurt because of me.”

Eiko sighed again, and I abruptly realized some of her explanations were serving a dual purpose.  In explaining things to me she also had a backhanded opportunity to communicate things to Himeko without seeming too overbearing or self-righteous.  And Himeko could take in as much as she wanted to while ignoring the rest of it guilt free.

“Like I said,” Eiko admitted, “she’s not used to truly having friends.  Her sycophants don’t do anything that they think would earn her disapproval, or at least they don’t think they do and she has to keep her real opinions inside.  So she’s not used to handling criticism even though she occasionally needs it.  And since you’re her first male friend and the first friend she’s made who can’t defend themselves the attack on you really hit home.”

“I should have seen it coming,” Himeko mumbled, “I should have seen it.  A whole month’s worth of rumors, I should have known one of those stupid fuckers would do this!  The second I didn’t look like I cared, the second my back was turned they were going to take it out on you.  I did this to you.”

I sighed too, my heart breaking just a little to see Himeko like that.  She wasn’t entirely wrong, it only took a little twenty-twenty hindsight to see it coming, but even though I was still annoyed with her in some ways I realized she was being too hard on herself.  “Come on Himeko, you know that’s not true.”

“But it is!” she half wailed, turning her head to look at me for the first time.  “If I get close to people they become targets.  For kidnappers, for criminals, or just for deranged fans.”

“Yeah, maybe,” I said reluctantly, not sure I could disagree with that statement.  “But so long as they know the risk that makes it alright.”

Himeko looked confused and Eiko gently turned her head so they could look in each others eyes.  “Hime,” she said gently, “you don’t get to rule our lives.  Or the world.  We choose to be your friends.  And we do so because of you.”

“You don’t have to choose to be our friend,” I noted awkwardly, being more than a little pedantic under the stressful situation.  Aoth knew I didn’t have enough firsthand experience with friendship to give any lectures on it but I’d read enough books and seen enough programs to know the truth.  “That’s part of your free will and why friendship is so valuable.  But whatever you do: don’t let other people make that choice for you.  That’s what’s wrong, that’s where evil lies.”

Eiko’s eyebrow and lips quirked in spite of the situation.  “Where evil lies?”

I shrugged helplessly.

“But what if you get hurt again?” Himeko asked, sounding so desperate and vulnerable in that moment my heart went out to her in spite of the last week.

“Then I get hurt,” I shrugged.  “I’m not looking forward to it but I think the risk of it is a fair price for admission.  That’s one thing this last week has taught me,” for a moment I though about mentioning how much her shunning and coldness had hurt in comparison.  But I let it lie.  I wasn’t that cruel or stupid.  There were truths she needed to hear but the time wasn’t right for that one.

Instead I quickly added, “Besides, it’s not like I’m guaranteed to get hurt and I’m going to start taking some precautions.  If I can get the next generation of collectors finished I should have enough mana to start setting up some contingency spells.  I already planned a protection spell strong enough to stymie truck-kun, what’s one or two more spells on top of that?”

Himeko just looked puzzled.  “Truck-kun?”

I abruptly blushed.  “Forget it, if you don’t already know then it would take too long to explain.”  While I had mixed feelings about most isekai tropes that one always made me snicker.

“There we go,” Eiko said encouragingly, “you’re sounding better.”

Himeko sighed.  I could see her reluctantly reach deep inside and try to gather up the pieces of her broken mask.  It was almost an example of the ‘duty is heavier than a mountain, death is lighter than a feather’ proverb, she wanted to pretend it was over, she was done.  But she couldn’t, so she had to pick the damn mountain back up again.  I could almost feel her psychically trying to glue the pieces together and hold the fragile mess back in place.  “I guess,” she said, trying to sound like her old self.

“None of that,” Eiko said firmly.  “You might have avoided doing anything too bad but you’re not back to full strength.  And you’re among friends Himeko,” she added in exasperation, “that’s the whole point, you don’t have to pretend.”

“Sorry,” Himeko chuckled weakly, putting the mask aside.  Then she added “I don’t think I’ll ever be able to ignore all of it.”

I said nothing, I wasn’t sure any us knew how much of Himeko was Himeko and how much of her was the Meiko family heiress, not even Himeko herself.  I was starting to get a sense of it but there were just too many places where the line was blurry.

Left unsaid were all of Eiko’s points about Shinji and his treatment.  I wasn’t sure if they were going through Himeko’s head but I was pretty sure Eiko remembered.  But if she wasn’t saying anything then I definitely was not going to be the one to bring them up in Himeko’s wounded state.

Eiko looked over all of us, smiled ruefully, and then shook her head.  “Come on, we all need a little bit of treatment.  We should get back to the house and show Mamoru the Spa.”
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We took our time getting to the house, Eiko played up her injury a little and communicated to me to do the same.  It wasn’t anything obvious like ‘oh the pain, oh the agony, I’m dying’, just acting a little stiff and moving and little slower.  We had to be careful not to overdo it, to avoid anything that would cause Himeko any more real regrets, but it was enough to give Himeko an extra minute or two before she was dealing with other people again.  We’d cushioned her fall, and Himeko still possessed amazing willpower to pull herself together as well as she had.  But she was still worn out and at her mental limits, it would take her some time before she regained her strength and endurance.  I would have guessed a few days but I wasn’t sure if that was overestimating Himeko… or not doing her justice.

The Spa, as it turned out, was a nickname for an area of the Meiko estate.  Visibly startled servants hurried to escort us to the Spa as soon as we turned up at the back doors and they took in everybody’s state.  Between Himeko’s puffy face and somewhat distressed looks, the repressed but still noticeable evidence of pain that Eiko and I were showing, and the visible damage to Eiko and Himeko’s clothes they hustled us to the area as soon as Himeko asked.

“It’s not really a Spa,” Eiko hastened to assure me as we were escorted through the mansion.  “It’s just that it has a lot of similar features so the name stuck.”

We were led through an innocuous door into an odd room that seemed to have something of an identity crisis.  On one hand there were professional looking seats arranged in front of mirrors with a bunch of supplies that looked like they belonged in a beauticians or barbers office.  On the other hand I saw massage tables.  And on the third hand I saw what looked like three beds with privacy curtains that could have come straight out of a school nurses office!

“Eiko-san?” a man hurriedly putting on a white doctor’s coat came through a side door from a small office, he looked over all of us with a worried glance.  To make matters a little more surreal he was followed by a young-ish woman who looked more like a hairdresser then a nurse.

“Hey sensei,” Eiko sounded apologetic and a little embarrassed.  “Himeko needs some massage and acupuncture or something, Mamoru and I need a quick tune up.”

Another woman, this one a little stouter and only a few years younger than my mother followed them through the door.  She took one look at Himeko, nodded firmly, and then gathered her up to pull her towards the massage tables.

“Alright,” the doctor said, sounding a little surprised and uncertain.  He quickly turned to Eiko.

“Not me,” she said, holding up her hands.  “Mamoru’s actually hurt worse.”

“Eiko-“ the man began, sounding like someone who’d had a long history of dealing with Eiko’s shenanigans and was more than a little tired of it.

“No really,” Eiko said quickly, “I just need a little check on my back and bandages.  Mamoru got beaten up at school yesterday and someone really needs have a look at him.”

The man looked surprised but quickly reassessed the situation, turning to me and giving me a quick once over.  Whatever he found made him frown.  “Alright, up on the bed at once young man.  Do you need assistance removing your shirt?”

“I- what- no- I-“ I stuttered while the doctor firmly led me to one of the beds, frowning even more as he noticed how carefully I sat down.

“Sensei Yorozu is a really good doctor,” Eiko said helpfully while the doctor pulled a privacy curtain around the bed.  “Trust me.  You’ve seen how many scars I don’t have, that should give you an idea how good he is.”

The doctor looked less than enthusiastic at Eiko’s praise.  I wasn’t too keen on this sudden development but it felt kind of stupid to try and back out after coming so far, especially since I didn’t want to be seen as abandoning Himeko.  So, I reluctantly removed my jacket and shirt in front of the unfamiliar man.  The doctor frowned even more mightily upon actually seeing my battered abdomen and immediately started to examine me.

As the doctor and I started a round of ‘tell me where and how much it hurts’ Eiko continued to cheerily explain.

“The Spa started around Himeko’s grandmother’s time.  They already had a nice set of baths, those are in the rooms to our left, but she wanted a more modern equivalent to a handmaiden.  The story goes that all her cosmetics and hair products were starting to get a bit ridiculous in their rooms so they went all out and basically built a grooming area here.  The first lady they hired for the role was also a masseuse so that got added in and as more and more time passed the Spa eventually grew into this.”

“These days it basically works like our local medical center, Sensei Yorozu is basically the family doctor for everyone in the household,” Eiko continued.  At the same time I flinched and barely managed to keep myself to a strong ‘Oo!’ as the doctor hit a particularly sensitive spot.

“His priority is the Meiko’s of course,” Eiko cheery voice was a slightly disturbing contrast to being in the closed off area with an unfamiliar doctor.  “If one of them came in here needing something you’d have to wait.  But they figured it didn’t make sense to employ a dedicated doctor and only have him focus on the family, that would be a pretty big waste of money and time.”

“Of course it would be,” Himeko’s voice came from the direction of the massage tables.  She didn’t sound normal but she sounded a lot closer to it then I’d have expected.  That might just be because she’s putting on a face for her employees, I noted, right before I winced again as Doctor Yorozu hit another painful spot.

“Grandfather realized an in-house doctor was a good idea so he made sure the staff had access to him too,” Himeko’s voice went up and down at odd intervals and I suspected the lady was doing work on her.  “That way our whole household could receive quality medical care from a trusted source.  It reduced the chance of rumors and gossip leaking out, took away opportunities for our enemies to blackmail our employees, and increased their loyalty and performance at the same time!  It was well worth a doctor’s salary to do all that.”

I could almost hear the shrug in Eiko’s voice.  “Ironically it helps the other way too: keeping employees from working too much.  Supervisors instantly send anyone with a hint of trouble Sensei Yorozu’s way.  Since he’s right here they don’t have any excuse not to go, and if it’s okay that they work then they’re back on the job within fifteen minutes.  But if they have hurt themselves too badly or they’re too sick then they’re pulled off the job before they can make their injuries worse or hurt others.  Or accidentally mess up their jobs.  It’s a win-win situation.”

There was a hint of something in the Doctor’s face that suggested the typical Japanese work ethic was sometimes a source of trouble for him.  He didn’t say anything about it though, he just calmly instructed me to lie back on the bed.  I complied, Doctor Yorozu making careful note of the exact difficulties I had assuming that position while asking if I had any allergies.

Eiko paused and there seemed to be some sort of expectation in the silence.  I quietly informed the doctor I didn’t have any allergies nor was I taking any medication.  “It seems like a pretty good deal,” I said, raising my voice a little so I’d hopefully be heard by Eiko.

I couldn’t see anything but I got the impression Eiko nodded.  “Pretty much.  There’s a similar situation with the beauty treatments and all the ‘Spa’ stuff, there’s a token charge for anyone who needs to take advantage of that but it’s a pittance and employees get a few free appointments each year anyway.”

“This might hurt a bit,” Sensei Yorozu noted, pouring some sort of liniment onto a soft cloth.  Before I could brace myself he started to gently rub it into my abdomen.  I hissed loudly and bent up reflexively even though that hurt some more.

“You okay Mamoru?” Eiko asked with a hint of concern.

“I’m fine!” I half-shouted back, forcing myself back down and wrapping my hands around the bedframe in a death grip, determined not to flinch again.

As I gritted my teeth the doctor resumed work and Eiko resumed talking.  “Anyway, we use the Spa for pretty much everything but dentistry around here.  Not even the Meiko’s could justify putting a dentist on staff just for themselves and their employees!”

“We thought about it,” Himeko interjected, “but every time we looked at the numbers we realized it was a little bit too much.  With all the minor injuries and incidents we have amongst the staff, not to mention the security aspects for them and their families, Sensei Yorozu sees enough traffic to make sense.  The household would need to be twice as big as it currently is before an in-house dentist would see enough patients to keep him occupied.”

Despite the situation and the pain I smiled slightly, Himeko was sounding better and better as time went on.  Surround her with familiar and comfortable terrain, get her talking about something normal (and a positive aspect of her family at that), and all while deliberately relaxing her… Eiko had been right about taking her to the Spa.

It probably didn’t hurt that taking me to their family doctor helped qualify as ‘making it right’ so she wasn’t immediately stressing out on that score.

And let’s not ignore the fact that going to see a doctor was probably a good idea, I thought wryly as my abdomen started to feel a little better.  A mixture of warmth and numbness was spreading over the area as the doctor continued to gently work his mixture into the skin.  The smell of the liniment suggested it contained at least a few herbs my grandmother would have approved of.

I hadn’t needed to see a doctor.  That didn’t mean seeing one wasn’t sensible.  I can see Eiko’s point about how having an in-house doctor.  Someone qualified who can quickly remove hard but stubborn workers before they hurt themselves seems like a pretty good idea.  Aoth knew I probably would have given in and gone to see him if I’d had such an easy and obvious opportunity, even my pride and stupidity only went so far.  The heavens alone knew how many times my parents would have been sent home if someone similar had been keeping an eye on them at their jobs!

Of course, it took money equivalent to the Meiko’s to be able to afford that, both in terms of the doctor’s salary and the lost hours.  I supposed I shouldn’t have been surprised it didn’t happen more often.  It did help drive home some of the positive aspects of the Meiko family though, especially after so many of the negative ones had come up over the last week or so.  That made me sympathize with Himeko not wanting to admit her family’s faults a little more.  It was easy to be jealous of them or get frustrated with all their issues, and in my case there was also fear of losing access to the mana from their estate, that power imbalance grated at times.  But they weren’t some sort of stereotype, they were real people with both strengths and weaknesses.

“And that’s the Spa,” Eiko continued with a verbal shrug, shaking me out of my deeper thoughts.  “There’s a few more things they can do but I doubt they’re of interest to you, you don’t seem like the type to want a mud-bath or a facial.  But if I’m wrong just let me know.  Well, let Watanabe-sama or Oniba-sama know, they’d be the ones to take care of you then.  If it’s available at a good health resort and it doesn’t involve some ridiculous equipment then we probably have it available here.”

I was tempted to asked about hot springs but I didn’t because A) that would have been a little too rude and snarky.  And B) I was terrified I would find out they piped in hot springs water from halfway across the country or had drilled down into the Earth’s crust just to create their personal hot spring.

“You shouldn’t make promises we might not be able to keep Eiko-san,” an unfamiliar voice, probably one of the two ladies, chided Eiko gently.  They didn’t sound too put out or disappointed, more like a mother reminding one of her children to eat everything on their plate.  I wondered if she was yet another one of Eiko’s relatives, either directly or by marriage.

“Yes Aunty Oniba-sama,” Eiko sighed, sounding neither too bothered or too chastised.  But her tone did seem to verify my theory.

We all fell silent for a bit.  I wasn’t sure what was happening with the others but in my case Doctor Yorozu finished rubbing in his liniment and after calmly waiting a few minutes checked to see on its effect.  After another round of poking and prodding the he nodded in satisfaction.  For my part I was shocked at how easily I could get back on me feet and put my clothes on, the pain in my abdomen had been replaced by an almost unpleasant warmth and numbness.  While I still felt a little discomfort in the process of getting up I would never have called it pain, not after the previous day at least.

“Alright,” Doctor Yorozu said, eying me suspiciously.  “You’re not doing as bad as I was afraid of but you’re not in great shape either.  You’re to avoid doing anything strenuous for at least a week, I’ll get you a note for any school related activities or classes.”

That was a relief!  Earlier in the day I’d cheated and used the ‘don’t notice me’ talisman at maximum power to quietly spend P.E. class on the sidelines.  It was the first time I’d ever done that and I’d been a little bit worried I was letting power corrupt me.  I’d never had the mana to pull off that trick previously and I probably could have gotten out of everything just by showing the teacher my abdomen.  However, between my feelings of embarrassment and not wanting to accidentally cause complications that way (I had mixed feelings about causing complications on purpose, doing it by accident just seemed stupid) I’d chickened out and used magic instead.  Having a doctor’s note would make things much simpler and weigh a lot less heavy on my conscience.

“Normal movement should be fine but do not overdo it.  The liniment should help keep the swelling down and will give you an anti-inflammatory as well as promote healing.  But do not be mistaken, you are still hurt.  And if you try anything stupid, like doing a bunch of sit-ups or torso twists you will be in danger doing yourself a major injury.”

He gave me a large jar of the same stuff he’d been using.  “Here is the liniment, I want you to put it on first thing in the morning and another dose about ten hours later.  That should keep the pain to a minimum while leaving you nice and flexible.  Make sure to cover the whole of the affected area and to rub it lightly in.  Use it for at least a week but stop before the second week is done, if you’ve still got significant problems after that come see me again or go to your regular doctor for some exams.  Do not combine this with other painkillers or with alcohol, it’s not too strong but a significant dose of either of those could cause a reaction.  Take some with you to school and put it on then if you have difficulties before ten hours have elapsed.  If you have any troubles my phone number is on the side of the jar.”

I took a quick look at the jar while he paused for breath, his number along with instructions and ingredients were there.

He also handed me a bag of something.  “Medicinal bath salts,” he said stiffly, “add some to your bathwater to make bathing with those bruises easier.  It won’t have as much effect as the liniment but it will help and there’s no danger of it causing a reaction.”

“Be careful about what you eat, stay away from anything too spicy for at least another day or two.  And if any blood suddenly starts showing up in your urine talk to me or another medical professional immediately!  Do not try to tough it out or justify it, having things suddenly change this long after your injuries would be a bad sign!”

He then abruptly gestured for me to go.  I’d finished putting my clothing back on during his lecture so I got to my feet.  I started to bow deeply before realizing that was probably a dumb idea under the circumstances.  He didn’t seem to like me too much and disregarding the instructions he’d just given me, even if I was trying to be respectful, seemed like a pretty stupid idea.  I settled for a shorter bow and a heartfelt “thank you Sensei-sama” Instead.

Doctor Yorozu just nodded curtly, “Alright.”  He pulled open the curtain and seemed almost surprised that Eiko was still there.  “Kobayashi-san,” he said tightly, pointing toward the next bed in line.

Eiko sheepishly followed his direction and he abruptly jerked the curtain closed once she was past.

I glanced around the room, unsure what to do with myself.  Himeko was calmly lying on her front with her hair done up in a bun, looking relaxed with a dozen or so acupuncture needles in her back.  Given that she was naked from the waist down I quickly turned my gaze somewhere else.  Unfortunately, there wasn’t much else going on in the room.  I belatedly realized there were a few seats near the wall, which explained where Eiko had been, obviously a waiting area of some sort.  I took a seat next to the same one Eiko had used and tried to figure out what I should be doing.

The younger woman from earlier looked at me sympathetically.  “I don’t suppose you need your hair done?  Or a manicure?”  It was a different voice than earlier so I assumed this wasn’t Eiko’s aunty.

“Sorry,” I said awkwardly, “I had it cut last week.”  I’d quickly stopped in to a barber at the mall while I was there, it had been getting a little long.  After considering my options I sighed and then pulled a little homework out of my bag.  It wasn’t an optimum place to work on it but it beat doing nothing… and even I realized that ducking out on Himeko or randomly exploring the Meiko mansion were bad ideas.

Working with my books on my lap wasn’t easy but the homework wasn’t too challenging either, I was making good progress even while trying to keep vaguely aware of what was happening in the rest of the room.  Not that there was much, just a few low-voiced comments between Eiko and Doctor Yorozu behind the curtains and a few instructions and requests for clarification between Himeko and the lady I assumed was Oniba-sama.

I was tempted to take a peek at that with mage sight, take the opportunity to study what was going on there.  I’d never had the opportunity to study an acupuncturist in action, see what was really going on with the ki paths while they worked, and I was curious how the reality would match up with the theory.  Unfortunately it would have been hard for me to see anything from so far away, let alone ki, and I was pretty sure staring at my half-naked, beautiful, heiress friend in the middle of a bunch of her employees was not something that would end well!  I still made a note about it though, the Spa and Himeko did present me with some possibilities for the future.

Maybe if Himeko and I claim it’s part of a school project, I mused, trying to come up with a vaguely reasonable cover story.  I quickly hit a big snag, even if that somehow worked who was I supposed to watch being worked on?  I doubted they’d let me keep my glasses on and carefully observe them working on me, not to mention how the feedback bias would affect that data!  But that left either Himeko or Eiko, and the uncomfortable problem of ogling half-naked friends, or imposing on a total stranger.  Both options felt a bit sleazy, especially given I would be doing it as much for curiosity’s sake out of any real expectation of getting useful data.

I was still toying with the idea, not wanting to pass up a good opportunity if it was feasible, when a new maid entered the room.  She was slightly older than my mother and it was easy to notice her since she was carrying two sets of clothing.  “Meiko ojou-sama,” she said in a rich voice, possibly even a little deeper than Eiko’s, “I have your replacement clothing.”

Himeko sighed slightly in relief.  “Thank you Kobayashi-san, please put it on the counter.”

The maid bowed slightly and then placed one set of clothing on a small counter next to the massage table, efficiently scooping up Himeko’s damaged school uniform in the same motion.  Then, without a word of explanation, she marched into the area closed off by the privacy curtain.

I stared in shock for a few moments, my mouth dropping open a little at the presumptuousness and rudeness.  Not to mention the fact that no one else seemed to be bothered or paying any attention to that.  Not even when the maid clearly asked “alright, what’s she done to herself this time?”

Doctor Yorozu’s response was tired but clearly audible through the privacy curtain.  “Nothing too bad for a change, it looks like she got off relatively lightly.  I think her back needs a good soak with some medicated salts but there’s barely any blood for once.  She managed to tear open the last of the scab on the deep shoulder wound but even that didn’t bleed much.”

“Seriously,” Eiko cut in sounding slightly impatient, “it’s barely a spot of blood and I didn’t even notice it until I took my blazer off.  It’s so minor that even I could get it off even though its on a white shirt, give me a little credit mom.”

Oh shit! I thought, even though it was obvious in hindsight.  Mrs. Kobayashi had the same hair as her daughter, but between the maid’s cap and the few grey hairs mixed in with the mahogany it hadn’t immediately dawned on me.  I’d known Eiko’s dad was the head butler, it really shouldn’t have been a shock to me that her mother also served on the estate in some capacity.

I scooted down to the chair closest to the corner and turned on the ‘don’t notice me’ spell.  I wasn’t sure how much good it would do in the relatively empty Spa but I was determined to try, given how much Eiko had been hurt in my presence and how my luck had been going recently I wasn’t in a hurry to meet with Mrs. Kobayashi.

“Credit goes to girls who don’t come home after needing more then a dozen stitches.  Seriously Eiko, have you already forgotten how much blood I’ve had to clean off your shirt and underwear for the last month?  And now you’re back to see Doctor Yorozu.  Again.  What did you expect me to think?”

Again? I noted with raised eyebrows while Eiko ate crow and began giving apologies to both her mother and the doctor.  Suddenly some of Doctor Yorozu’s impatient attitude towards me started to make sense.  Between his hurry to get to Eiko, his worry about what she’d done to herself now, and the fact I was being introduced to him by Eiko in the first place I could see why he was acting that way.  In fact it sounded like Eiko’s introduction, at least while I was injured, wouldn’t have made a great first impression all on its own.

“What were you doing that caused you to get hurt this time?” Eiko’s mother asked acidly.  “You used to be so good about that, it was one of your better features.”

I stiffened and shot a worried glance Himeko’s way.  She didn’t look like she tensed up, at least as best as I could tell from a distance, but the way her acupuncturist suddenly frowned told me a different story.

Damn it, we’re supposed to be relaxing Himeko!  I thought, feeling a little desperate, the last thing we need is a big confrontation right now!  I mentally rifled through the spells I knew, trying to come up with a fix for the situation.  Unfortunately the only things I could come up with were highly unethical and/or way too obvious to use in front of a room full of strangers.  Hell, half of them still wouldn’t have worked even if I was willing to ignore those concerns!  Sure, I could try hypnotizing Eiko’s mother and leading her away but I doubted doing that in front of Himeko would make her feel any less guilty.

“I fell,” Eiko said simply.

“You fell,” her mother repeated flatly.

“Yes,” Eiko said.  “I was demonstrating to Mamoru-san that I was fully recovered by doing a backflip.   In doing so I slipped on some leaves and fell against a tree.”

There was a long moment of silence behind the privacy curtain.  I desperately wished I could see what was going on, I had no idea if Eiko’s mother was buying that story, about to start berating Eiko for lying to her, or if they were all communicating desperately through secret Meiko family servant signals where no one could see.

“You fell,” Eiko’s mother finally sighed, “of course you fell.  Why would it be anything else?”

Everyone in the room seemed to let out a collective sigh of relief.  I wasn’t entirely convinced by Mrs. Kobayashi’s words, and I suspect everyone else felt the same, but it was enough to step down the tension level.  She seemed to realize that wasn’t all there was to the story.  How much she understood and how much she’d pursue later… well, I couldn’t even begin to guess.

My own tension ratcheted back up a few notches as she continued.  “You said you were doing it for the Matsuda boy.  I heard he actually came in for a change, is he still around or was he just making his usual trip?”

“He should be,” Eiko said cautiously.

Shit!  I thought, wondering if I could get away with an outright invisibility spell.

Before I could work my way to justifying one (using the excuse of sparing Himeko any extra stress) Eiko’s mother brushed back through the privacy curtains.  She looked around the room and while my ‘don’t notice me’ spell helped she soon figured out I must be in the waiting area and focused her attention there.  If there’d been two or three other people in the waiting area it might still have worked but an 180cm tall guy tucked into the corner of the room was kind of noticeable.

Before I could start to hyperventilate Mrs. Kobayashi simply came up to me and bowed deeply.  “Thank you for all your kindness and help Matsuda-sama,” she said, holding the position.  “We apologize that it has taken us this long to share our gratitude with you.”

“What?  Me?  She- that is, I-“ I stammered.  The sad thing was, it wasn’t a total shock.  Himeko had said they were grateful and intellectually I’d realized it was probably true.  I just hadn’t wanted to risk the chance they were wrong, especially given the most recent 24 hours of my life.

“Go easy on him Mom,” Eiko said from behind the curtains.  She sounded a little calmer than I’d have expected.  “I’ve told you how bad he is at this.”

Mrs. Kobayashi’s lips quirked in a subtler version of her daughter’s grin.  “My apologies Matsuda-sama,” she said calmly, straightening from her bow.  “My daughter warned me of your… social difficulties.  It is not my intention to make this uncomfortable for you.  However, I would be remiss in my duty if I didn’t take this opportunity to express our thanks, it is long overdue.”

“That’s alright,” I forced out awkwardly, “I didn’t do much, your daughter’s amazing.”

“Yes, but it is unlikely my amazing daughter would be here with us now if not for your help,” Mrs. Kobayashi said firmly.  “Do not think we are unaware of that, or ungrateful.  So once again: thank you from the bottom of our hearts.  If there is ever anything we can do to help you do not hesitate to ask.”

I paused, mentally stuck between some combination of ‘you’re welcome’ ‘there’s no need’ and running a quick mental checklist to make sure there wasn’t something I should be asking for.  The offer Himeko had made, the one that had started me off on this strange new journey, had been similar and I couldn’t shake off the comparison even though the Kobayashis were a much less notable family of servants instead of the owners of a gigantically rich business empire.

For better or worse Mrs. Kobayashi seemed to guess my distress because she simply bowed again and spoke.  “My apologies, I must return to my duties.  It was lovely meeting you and I should give you the time you need to think about our offer.”

“Eiko.  Meiko-ojou-sama.”  With a small bow in Himeko’s direction she quickly turned and left.

I caught a glimpse of motion from Himeko’s table and turned quickly enough to catch her closing her eyes and hiding her smile by returning her face to its proper place in the headrest.  I shot her a dirty look but quickly muffled it by returning to my homework.  My annoyance only lasted a few more seconds anyway, if it was a choice of starting an incident or relaxing Himeko slightly more at the cost of only a hint of discomfort then that was no choice at all.  I was happy things had turned out the way they had and it was just one more incident that proved I had to get my paranoia under control.  I’m sure I wasn’t this jumpy and stupid with teenaged hormones the last time around, I mentally sighed to myself.  Maybe I’ve been repressing myself too much?  Knowing a lot of it was hormones I’d been avoiding problems and just waiting for my body to stabilize instead of learning to deal with it like a normal teenager.

I was jolted out of that thought by Eiko.  “Yeah, that’s my mom,” Eiko declared as she exited the privacy curtain, tugging a sleeve back into place as she did so.  I belatedly realized her mother had dropped off a change of clothes for her too and wondered how quickly she’d changed to get out of the area so fast.

“I wouldn’t do that yet,” Doctor Yorozu’s interrupted, his expression thunderous.  “Your back needs a soak.  You do an excellent job at maintaining your body with what you have Eiko-san, your ability to resist injury and heal borders on the supernatural at times.  But you need to take better care to preserve it for the long term.  I’m ordering you to take a long bath Eiko-san, those muscles need soothing and to soak in some medication.”

Eiko looked about ready to protest but even she drew the line at talking back to her doctor.  Even though Eiko didn’t voice anything Doctor Yorozu still crossed his arms and stared at her “now Eiko-san.”

“Yes sensei,” Eiko said, dipping her head in a quick bow.

“Meiko ojou-sama can join you in a few minutes,” the acupuncturist noted from her position.  “I’m almost done her treatment for the day and a long bath afterwards will help.  Will that be a problem Doctor?”

“It shouldn’t be,” Doctor Yorozu answered, continuing to stare at Eiko, making it clear he would accept no defiance or evasion.  “It’s not going to be anything strong, just some general relaxants.  The water temperature should take care of the rest.”

Oh right, the baths are supposed to be next door, I remembered abruptly.  That made much more sense!  I’d had a moment of confusion about how casually they’d wanted Eiko and Himeko to bathe together.

The acupuncturist nodded.  “With the two of you together I have high hopes you’ll give the soak the time it needs to really work.”  I got the distinct impression she wasn’t pleased with the state Himeko was in but didn’t want to say it.

“Oh, but what about Mamoru?” Eiko said quickly, surprising me with her evasion.

Before I could stammer out something stupid (because I had no idea which way I should go) a much more relaxed Himeko noted.  “Silly Eiko.  He can just have a soak in the men’s bathing area.”

Thankfully, before I could say anything one way or the other on that idea, Doctor Yorozu spoke up again.  “Apologies Meiko-sama, but he should not.  It is best to give the liniment more time to work before bathing.  And quite frankly I think he should probably skip his baths for today, given his injuries and how he’s already given his body time to stiffen up.  He should be fine again for tomorrow if he uses the liniment properly but I suggest at least another day of rest.”

“And even if the baths are separate I’m not sure your father would approve of you and Eiko simultaneously taking a bath as the same time as a male stranger to the estate.  I know we owe him a lot but I would rather have your father’s specific approval before agreeing to this Meiko-sama.”

I quietly sighed in relief, kind of agreeing with the doctor.  After everything else I wasn’t too worried… but I wasn’t in a hurry for a surprise encounter with Himeko’s or Eiko’s father after bathing either.  A bath would have been nice.  Facing either of those two in only a robe, or less than that if they actually joined me in the bath, was not.  While I was still concerned about Himeko she wasn’t the only one who’d had a stressful day and I figured the sooner I was out of the Meiko estate the better.  I worried that the longer I spent inside the mansion the worse the chances I would do something stupid and increase the stress on the both of us.  Between my stress and the unfamiliar terrain I already seemed to be doing worse than usual and that was a pretty low bar to miss!

I still shot a quick look over to Eiko and she gave me a quick approving nod back.  “It’s alright Himeko, I’ll just see you at school tomorrow,” I hastened to assure the heiress.

It felt weird to speak to Himeko that way after hearing all the Meiko-sama and ojou-sama that the staff used.  They didn’t look entirely reconciled to hearing me say it either.  But I figured doing otherwise would only damage the recently repaired bridge with Himeko.

I was rewarded with a regretful sigh but no signs that she was in danger of breaking down again.  “Well, if that’s the way it has to be,” she said reluctantly.

“It is,” Doctor Yorozu said firmly, taking the role of senior servant and dutifully standing up to her.

“Then I’ll see you tomorrow,” I said quickly, hastily nodding my head in a half bow and trying to escape the Meiko estate before anything else weird happened to me.  I hesitated a few seconds at the door just to give people a chance to stop me before I did something wrong and when no one stopped me I then slipped out of the room.

I didn’t succeed in retracing my steps to the back but I refrained from going into any rooms and my mistakes eventually brought me back to the main entranceway (not surprisingly, it was a main hub of the mansion and a big target) and I managed to make it back to the grounds without any trouble.  After that I quickly collected the rest of the mana and fled home, still wounded but with a much lighter heart then I’d had in over a week.

***

My fear for Himeko, and that I’d been a little too much of a coward, did prompt me to break a few rules the next day.  I was worried how she was coping, the quick glance I got of her before class started suggested she was doing alright but that didn’t prove much.  It was what was going on under her mask that concerned me.  I had no doubt she could handle an hour or two of her normal day but I was worried a full one would tax her.

So once the teacher was deep into our science lecture, but not so deep that some of our less dedicated students were looking around, I quietly cast the ‘mental speech’ spell.

>Himeko?  Don’t react, this is Mamoru.  I’m using the mental speech spell.  If you focus your thoughts I’ll be able to hear them.  Please respond.<

Much to my surprise I thought picked up some quiet stuttering, not unlike the way I tended to panic and babble at times.  To be fair it seemed to be Himeko quickly thinking up a half dozen responses and then discarding on them before settling on her final reply, she was just thinking about them so hard it came off as the equivalent of under the breath muttering because of the spell.  I caught brief impressions of >that’s so cool< >not in class< >thank the gods< and >don’t flinch< even without her getting all the way to a focused statement.

It was kind of impressive in a way, ‘mental speech’ was well short of true telepathy and the fact that Himeko could think that quickly and that strongly about so many topics suggested her fans and sycophants had more of a point than I’d realized.  Himeko’s mind was very ordered and strong, not to mention good at parallel processing, to create that sort of effect!

In the end she decided on >Hello Mamoru.  We’re in class right now, are you sure this is a good idea?<

>No,< I admitted easily.  >But I wanted to make sure you were alright.<

>Normal people use their cellphones,< she responded with a mix of exasperation and worry.  As well as a hint of a giddy giggle.

I’d never used ‘mental speech’ outside of the classroom in my previous life and I’d never realized how much subtext was conveyed before.  In Eiko’s case we’d both been too focused on the situation and not dying for anything too complex, whereas my conversation with Himeko was much more emotionally charged.  The impressions weren’t too detailed, it was more like the connection didn’t allow for any sort of a poker face so you knew what the person was feeling if not why.  In Himeko’s case I could guess that she was a little worried about getting caught.  Based on previous experience I interpreted the rest as Himeko also being quietly enthusiastic to be breaking the rules for a change.

(I supposed we weren’t technically breaking the rules.  There were no specific rules about using mental communication or magic in class.  But I was pretty sure any reasonable person would claim we weren’t paying enough attention to the teacher and that it was covered under all the usual note-passing, cellphone, and talking rules.)

>Yeah.  Sorry.  But I didn’t want trigger any more reactions from anyone.<

>Oh.<

There were strong undertones of sadness and regret in that last thought so I made my next point as quick as I could.  >I also wanted to make sure you knew I was ready to back you up.  With magic I mean.  If you need a few spells to help you get through today please let me know, I can do something like lend you my ‘don’t notice me’ talisman if necessary.  And that sort of conversation is not one we could safely have over the phone or where anyone else could hear us.<

Himeko’s next though came through like she was smiling hugely inside.  >No thank you Mamoru, I should be alright.  I appreciate the offer though.  And I will take you up on it if it becomes necessary.<

I suspected Himeko in turn felt my relief in my return transmission.  >Alright, I’ll shut the spell down in a moment then.  I just wanted to be sure after I had to beat such a hasty retreat yesterday.<

>Not a problem.  And Mamoru?<

>Yeah?<

>Thank you.<

I smiled quietly to myself, glad to have my friend back.  >Don’t mention it.  Shutting down the spell now.<

Even with my abdomen giving me the occasional twinge the rest of the day passed more smoothly than it had in the last week.
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I was reaching for the acid when my warning bracelet twitched again.

Needless to say, that made me pause.  The twitching stopped when my hand stopped and when I withdrew it, but started again when I started reaching back towards the acid.  A few tentative back and forth motions made it clear the twitching got more intense the closer my hand got to the glass bottle and its integrated pipette.

I stared at the acid in puzzlement for a few seconds, wondering what was going on.  I’d been using the acid for nearly forty minutes and still had my safety equipment on, why was my amulet only twitching now?

“Geez, it looks like you’re doing the hokey pokey when you do that.”

I twitched, my whole body jolting just a little at that.  “Eiko!” I said, spinning around in shock.  “What the hel- what are you doing here?”  My abdomen gave me a warning jolt of pain at the sudden movement.

Eiko shrugged, grinning just a little.  “What do you mean?” she asked.  As if it was totally normal for her to suddenly be appearing in a locked laboratory when she didn’t even go to that school.

I sighed.  Well, at least that explains the bracelet, I thought to myself.  I didn’t even want to think about what would have happened if I’d been holding the acid and Eiko had caught me completely by surprise.

That thought hit all my buttons and I rounded about on Eiko in a rage.  “EIKO!” I actually projected in anger, shocking Eiko as much with the fact I was doing it as with my volume.  “That was incredibly stupid!  I’m using some powerful acid here, what the HELL do you think you’re doing!”

Eiko was instantly taken aback.  “I’m sorry Mamoru-san I- “

“Sorry?  Sorry?” I interrupted her.  “Did you not see the gloves I was wearing?  Or the fucking safety goggles?  Did you not notice the fact this one beaker is under the fume hood?  Did you flunk every single one of your science classes?”

“I’m sorry Mamoru!  I’m sorry!” she said instantly, backing off a few steps and bowing deeply.

Her obvious distress was enough to get through to me.  I took a deep breath and then slowly let it out.  I was upset at the near miss and the incredibly unsafe action she’d taken but I was too relieved to have gotten out of it unscathed to stay angry for long.  “Look… just don’t do it again, alright?” I said slowly, my anger quickly turning into a little embarrassment that I’d acted quite so strongly.  “That was way too near a miss for comfort.  I know I look like a goofy moron most of the time but the lab is… I’m sometimes doing dangerous stuff in here.  I take that seriously.  I don’t want me, or anyone else, getting hurt.”

“No Mamoru-san,” Eiko said, rising from her bow and looking suitably chastened.  I briefly wondered if it was the first time I had ever seen her blush.  “This one is my fault and I should have known better.  I would not have interrupted a classmate or teacher in a similar way at school and if I saw a martial artist or gymnast trying something complicated on the mat I would not have been so rudely stupid with them either.  I have no idea why I thought it would be a good idea in your case.  I have no excuse, I apologize.”  Eiko finished with another deep bow to me.

I sighed again, grateful to see she understood and was repentant but still a little embarrassed at the same time.  Especially since Himeko had almost been as bad as Eiko at times but I’d never been that aggressive towards Hime.  Most of that was just bad luck on Eiko’s part, I probably would have yelled at Himeko if she’d ever tried that particular stunt (Hell, I’d probably have yelled more, I’d actually warned Himeko already), but it still felt a little like a double standard.  “Just so long as you understand,” I said awkwardly, trying not to be too angry or too forgiving of her.

“Hopefully it would have turned out alright,” I added, still trying to find the right balance between forgiveness and chastising her, “I’m wearing all the protective equipment for a reason.  But it still could have splashed on my face or found a gap between the lab coat and the gloves, that wouldn’t have gone well.  I’m literally using this stuff to etch stone, it is not meant for human flesh.”

Did the twitching meant it would have gotten through the protective equipment?  I wondered uneasily.  I was still nailing down just how the bracelet worked in some ways.  It had obviously been warning about a possible future danger, how bad it would have been if I’d splashed the acid around when Eiko startled me.  But had the bracelet been measuring the possibility of danger or the level of harm I would have suffered?

“What are you doing with that stuff anyway?” Eiko asked, looking alarmed at my statement.

I shoved questions about the bracelet away for later to refocus on the task at hand.  “Making a new mana collector,” I said, returning to the acid and pulling the bottle out of the fume hood.

This time Eiko remained respectful and quiet while I carefully pulled out the glass dropper and applied a few drops of acid to a piece of stone.

Eiko still flinched a little as she saw the stone hiss and bubble.  “Why?” she asked, a little incredulously after I put the acid back.

I waited another half minute to make sure the reaction was finished and then gently wiped off the products with a rag.  “An experiment,” I admitted.  “I carved the symbols into the other collectors but some people have claimed that dissolving the symbols into the rock part is more effective.”

Eiko frowned thoughtfully.  “Really?  That makes a difference?  This magic stuff- “ Eiko cut herself off before she could say something like “-makes no sense.”

Fortunately for her I kind of agreed with her on this particular point.  “Yeah, I kind of doubt it myself,” I admitted, I probably sounded more amused than anything else.  “Some mages have claimed doing it this way ‘creates a more natural flow of energy’ or ‘works more easily with the pattern of the stone’.  Others have said they’re just plain wrong and this is actually worse than the carving method, I’ve heard anywhere from 25% better to 25% worse if you use this method.”

There was a pause as I once again reached for the acid, applied a few more drops to the stone, and then tucked it away.

“Personally, I don’t think it’s going to make much of a difference.  But since I’m willing to be proven wrong and I wanted to get some work done today I figured I’d try this method out.  Normally I carve the symbols in but I’m a little worried I’ll mess them up if I try to do them before I heal up a little more.”

It wasn’t a major risk, I cast spells on the tools I used so I could cut the symbols into the rock much easier than you’d expect.  But that was a double-edged sword.  If I put too much mana into the spells and made it too easy then it was also too easy to slip up and make a mistake, especially if the rock was softer than expected.  And if I made it too hard I had to apply more physical force, making it more likely I’d accidentally stretch myself too far and mess the carving (or myself) up due to a sudden twinge of pain.  Since I really wanted to get more collectors up and running I figured I’d make a little progress and test out the acid method at the same time.

Eiko’s face was a study in conflict.  “No offense Mamoru,” she said uncertainly, “but using acid to avoid injuring yourself sounds kind of nuts.”

I paused for a second.  “Well, when you put it that way…” I admitted.  I still believed my reasoning was better but she did kind of have a point.  Especially when you looked at what had almost happened.

“Anyway,” I said quickly, not wanting to get into that too much.  “What are you even doing here?  How are you even here?  This isn’t your school and the lab door was locked!”

Eiko’s small grin was back.  “I stole the key from Himeko.”

I stared at her incredulously.  “You stole the key from Himeko?”

Eiko grinned at me for a few more seconds before her poker face broke down and she laughed out loud.  “Jeez Mamoru, you’re so easy sometimes!  No, I didn’t actually steal it from her.  How would that even work?  This is a school key, remember?  Did you think Hime made a copy of it and I casually lifted that from the estate?  Or did you think I snuck in like a ninja and lifted it off Himeko?”

I flushed a little despite myself.  That was part of the reason I’d been so incredulous even if I hadn’t been able to articulate it, the idea had seemed ridiculous.  But she was right about me taking it a little too seriously for too long, I should have been more skeptical than that!

Eiko smiled more normally and continued.  “Himeko was worried about you when she found out you were heading back to the school today.  She’s busy with more Student Council stuff so she asked me to stop by and check in on you, she quietly slipped me the key when no one else was looking.”

On one hand I thought my friends were being a little bit paranoid checking in on me like that.  On the other hand… see above about me being the guy who was staying ‘safe’ by using powerful acids.  I was just a little bit nuts and overly enthusiastic sometimes, it was only Thursday and I was kind of rushing things a little.

But Eiko’s comment about me being too easy also came to mind and I frowned.  “That was the only reason?” I asked a little skeptically.  The more I thought about it the stranger the timing seemed.

“What else would there be?” Eiko said, trying to play it off.  Her grin suddenly seemed a little forced though.

I thought about it for a few more seconds and then blandly noted.  “There’s no Swim Club right now Eiko.”

“Oh?” Eiko said.  She was just a little too casual about it though, all but verifying my theory.

I smirked wryly at her and after a moment she sighed.  “Fine, but I really was here just to check up on you.  If I ran into this Harada idiot then that was a bonus but I’m pretty sure Himeko already thought of that.  I think sure she’s plotting something in regards to him already and if he was likely to be here she’d never have called me.”

“Plotting something?  Like what?” I asked cautiously.

Eiko shrugged.  “You know Himeko, it’s hard to tell with her.  I know she’s up to something though, and I know she’s been thinking about Harada for the last three days.  And not in the way he’d want her to either.”

I decided to let the subject drop.  While I didn’t want the pair of them babying me I hadn’t had the chance to set up any real precautions.  I wasn’t going to make any sort of stupid complaints about not needing bodyguards, or some sort of macho insistence I could take care of everything myself, not just yet.  There was looking out for yourself, and then there was daring the universe to make you eat your words!  I figured I could probably take care of another Harada incident by myself, now that I was getting used to the warning bracelet and taking more mana to school with me, but I wasn’t in a hurry to test that.

Instead I focused on a more important subject.  “How’s Himeko doing?” I asked carefully.  “I see her at school but I don’t have much chance to get close and she does a good job of hiding her feelings.”

Eiko sighed but while she didn’t look happy she didn’t look too frazzled either.  “Better,” she said judiciously, “I think with us back on board she’s got her feet back under her.  It’s still not great back at the estate but I think she’s re-evaluating her personal opinion on everything, coming around to a more neutral stance.  She doesn’t think Shinji’s right but she doesn’t think the rest of her family is right either.  That means she doesn’t have to do much and can try and let the rest of it wash over her.  That’s not a good thing, but it’s an easier position then to be stressing out about doing something.”

I thought about that for a few seconds.  “Is she really going to be able to take that?  Long term I mean?”  I could see how it was less of a problem then it had been previously but that was like saying a 1-ton weight had less mass than a 3-ton weight.  True, but that still didn’t mean you should be trying to lift it.

Eiko looked away for a few moments but turned back to me when she answered.  “I think so.  I suspect the rest of her family’s going to start learning to cope and calming down before too long.  I don’t see the whole situation getting magically resolved- “

Eiko paused and then shot me a questioning look.  I shook my head in the negative.

“-don’t see the situation getting magically resolved any time soon but they’ll shift things to the side and get back to normal.  Well, normal for them.”

“Well, is Shinji going to be okay then?” I asked a little more skeptically.

Eiko seemed to realize what I was getting at, that Shinji was the most likely one to set off a new round of problems with all the stress he was under.  “Shinji… is doing better,” Eiko said after a few moments of thought, “he’s still got a lot of problems but Himeko’s started giving him some backhanded support.  Not active support,” Eiko gave me a look, clearly both frustrated and amused by her friend’s quirks, “but a sort of high-handed older sister support he hasn’t gotten before.  Basically she seems to be saying come on Shinji, you can do more than this.  Maybe not as much as our dad and grandad think you can do but you are better than this!  I believe in you and I’ll help you out if you really need it.”

“And that’s better?” I asked, still skeptical.

“Compared to how she used to treat him, yeah.”

Wow, I thought, repressing a grimace and hoping Eiko was letting her own opinions color her reporting in this case.  It sounds like things there were worse than I thought, no wonder Shinji acted out.

Eiko shrugged.  “The house staff also cut through the knot and started scheduling Shinji’s appointments with a therapist, all in the name of not complicating the Meiko’s legal problems or bringing shame down on the family of course.  Since no one person is responsible for that decision, our official position is it must have come from a Meiko at some point in the process, the Meiko’s aren’t blaming anyone and with the issue decided tensions are a little bit less.”  Eiko’s tone could have evaporated a swimming pool it was so dry.  “Their grandfather will still kick up a fuss and complain but their parents will reluctantly let it stand as something that cannot be helped now that it’s happened.  They’ll each assume that it was the other one who made the choice and pretend not to notice.  Hopefully things will calm down a bit over time.”

I gave Eiko an appreciative glance.  Even after her previous revelation that the staff would give me quiet warnings and hints I hadn’t realized quite how much power the Meiko’s servants had.  It didn’t seem like they’d use it lightly, how much Himeko had gotten away with in regards to me was proof of that, but they didn’t seem afraid to use it when the situation seemed to be getting out of control.  Eiko, of course, pretended there wasn’t anything worth noting going on.

“So you think things will be alright now?” I asked, hoping to be reassured.

“I’m saying things are looking better,” Eiko replied, a little acerbically.  “I think they’re both in a position where they can start recovering right now.  Like I was last month after getting stitched up or you are with your stomach.  If something else bad happens they’re still pretty vulnerable and it won’t take- “

There was a frantic banging at the door and we both jumped a little.

“Eiko!  Mamoru!” Himeko’s voice was slightly muffled but still audible.  “Get out here right now!  I don’t have the key and I need you!”

***

One quick scramble for the door later and we were able to talk to Himeko.  The good news was that Himeko wasn’t in trouble, or at least not directly.  She would have been in trouble if she hadn’t been able to reach me, she’d have had to answer some awkward questions about just what had happened to the key she’d picked up earlier, but that would have been the worst of it.  The bad news was that something had happened and she wanted our assistance.

I hurried to clean the lab up a little bit, make sure the acid was in a safe place a least, and then locked up the lab to follow her.  Much to my surprise Himeko quickly dragged us to the waste disposal area at the side of the school.  Even more to my surprise the area was still coated with fairly thick smoke and the fire department was present.

I waved away some of the slowly dispersing smoke and tried not to cough, I could almost taste the burnt plastic and chemicals in the air.  “What happened here?”  I asked incredulously, watching several other Student Council members and teachers talking to a senior fire official.

“I don’t know,” Himeko answered with a little too much cheer.  “That’s why I wanted you to spy on the conversation.”

I shot her an incredulous look, not following her logic at all.

“Come on Mamoru,” she cajoled, “it’s an honest mystery, and I’m not quite senior enough to be inserting myself into proceedings.  But something awful has happened to our school it’s our duty to look into it!  Besides, this might end up being another science consultant case and I figured I may as well start you on it early.”

I sighed but I had to grudgingly admit she might have had a point with that last one.  This seemed like it might be the sort of thing that the Student Council would pass on to me, just since I was available and to make it look like they were doing something.  I still figured there was a less than one in three chance of that but those were still bad enough odds to justify a little eavesdropping, it was better to get as clear a picture as I could as quickly as I could.

“One second,” I said softly, “try to keep an eye out for anyone… looking at me too hard I guess.”

“You’re really not good with subtle stuff,” Eiko noted sarcastically.

I ignored her and quietly starting shaping some mana.  Nothing major, just a few simple spells that would allow me to listen in on the various conversations going on.  Since the spells were meant to allow the caster to quietly spy on conversations (even though our magic teachers had once tried to convince us the spells were only about communicating in noisy spaces we’d always known otherwise, mages hated to admit their occasionally less than honorable history) the spells weren’t hard to maintain and were barely visible even if you knew what you were looking for.  Casting a few of them at once and trying to follow two conversations at the same time did tax my attention though.

I was vaguely aware of Himeko and Eiko shuffling me a little further off to the side as I listened in.  Much to my surprise I realized Himeko had a point, there was something very strange going on and I was soon captivated trying to piece everything together despite coming in during the middle of the conversation.

I shook myself out of a mild trance about half an hour later, only stopping after I was confident all the conversations had played out and I’d gotten as much information as I could.  Eiko and I were tucked against the school wall while Himeko was a bit further away to draw attention away from us and keep curious gawkers (other than us) from lingering too long.

Eiko quickly realized when I came back to myself.  “Mamoru?” she asked cautiously.

“Yeah, I’m back,” I verified, feeling a twinge of pain and stiffness from my abdomen.  While I’d been focused on the conversations I’d been unconsciously slouching for too long and my body was unhappy with that.  The liniment was definitely helping but I was still healing.

“Anything good?” she asked, seeming only mildly curious despite the odd circumstances.

“Oh yeah,” I muttered softly, “Himeko’s going to have a field day with this.”

Eiko sighed softly.  “Well, at least it’ll keep her distracted,” she said before quietly signaling her friend I was back.

Himeko quickly picked up on it and was soon back at our side.  “What did you find out?” she asked instantly, her eyes bright with curiosity.  “I’ve been playing the part of a dedicated Student Council member and shooing people away but everyone can tell something is up.”

“We have a bit of a mystery on our hands,” I said cautiously, not wanting to give Himeko too much ammo but not wanting to lie to her either.  “It looks like someone dropped a bag full of oily rags in the recyclables.”

“Wait, what?” Eiko asked incredulously.  “You mean someone like the Art Club was careless with some of their garbage, right?”  She clearly couldn’t believe what she was hearing.

I shook my head in negation.  “No.  At least, not if I’m hearing the firemen right.  Someone deliberately stuffed a large plastic bag full of oiled up rags of some type, lit it on fire, and then dumped it in the plastic recycling bin.”

I paused for a moment, then added.  “More or less.  They’re not sure if they lit it on fire before or after they dumped it or if these were literally oiled up rags or just something similar that the person had lying around.  There was a lot of arguing and questioning going on, I think that’s what they think happened.”

“Start at the beginning Mamoru,” Himeko noted, calming down a little and becoming more focused.  Now that she knew there was an actual situation at the school she needed to be dealing with she was switching to a more ‘professional’ mode from her previous enthusiasm.

“I’m not sure I can,” I said helplessly, “that’s what they were arguing about and trying to find out.  The principal, the firemen, and Yamamoto-sempai were going back and forth on the subject a lot, none of them want to believe someone did this deliberately but no one wanted to bury their heads in the sand and pretend it wasn’t happening either.”

“They think someone accidentally tossed a big bag full of oily rags in the wrong place and that it just happened to catch on fire?” Eiko asked incredulously, her tone making it abundantly clear what she thought of that argument.

“Not really,” I said slowly, trying to decompress all the arguments and discussions I’d heard.  “At first everyone was wondering if some careless student had made some sort of mistake, someone from the Engineering Club or someone cleaning up the one of the arts classrooms.  The head fireman seemed to think so and the teachers and Yamamoto were trying to politely dissuade them while not saying anything that would come back to bite them later.  The fire department seemed to think it was just a stupid accident involving a battery or some sort of reactive chemical.”

Himeko looked mildly insulted.  “As if one of our students would be so careless!”

Eiko looked like she wanted to disagree but held her tongue.  That was probably the more accurate assessment, our students were pretty good and weren’t likely to make that sort of fundamental mistake while separating the trash but accidents did happen.

After a moment I resumed my explanation.  “But then one of the other firemen figured out it had been a bag of soaked rags and there was a lot of arguing going on.  The head fireman wanted to make sure it wasn’t just a big accident after some sort of major art project, especially since it hasn’t been a month since the Cultural Festival.”

Himeko pursed her lips but didn’t say anything.  I couldn’t blame her, that explanation was also a stretch but we had generated our fair share of garbage like that at the time.  If one class had accidentally missed a bag and some careless student had only discovered it a few weeks later, and then acted hastily in their embarrassment or because they didn’t realize what it was, that would have provided a relatively simple scenario for what had happened.

“Basically the teachers and Yamamoto-sempai promised they’d look into that just in case but there was next to no chance that was what had happened.  Especially the way the bag just coincidentally caught fire.  The rest of it was basically all of them circling around the necessity of opening an arson investigation.”

Eiko sucked in a sharp breath while Himeko looked serious.  “Is that what they’re doing Mamoru-san?” she asked, slipping back to the more formal form of address given the seriousness of the situation.

Despite myself I felt my face distort into a grimace.  “Not… quite,” I said slowly.  I then sighed, “I’m still not sure how much of this I’m interpreting correctly so you might want to talk to them directly Himeko.  The fire department seems to want to believe it’s a student while the rest of them want to believe it’s some sort of stranger- “

“Mamoru,” Himeko interrupted me sharply, “hide Eiko now!”

For a moment I stood there in shock at her urgency and rudeness.  Then I quickly realized her point.  I dug desperately around my neck and eventually grabbed my ‘don’t notice me’ talisman and almost tore some of my hair out as I yanked it free.  Then I quickly put it over Eiko’s neck and activated it.  “Done,” I said.

“Himeko!” Eiko protested, looking back and forth between the two of us in confusion.  “What the heck?”

“They’re looking for scapegoats Eiko,” Himeko said grimly, “Or if they aren’t they will be soon.  You’re a perfect person to blame: a student but one that doesn’t go to this school.  You’d fulfill both sides’ requirements and they wouldn’t lose any face, it’s best no one notices you.”

“Not that we’d let anything happen to you,” Himeko added in a much softer voice, “we know you’re not guilty and the Meiko family would never let anyone blame you just to make their lives easier.  But explaining your visit would be… difficult,” Himeko finished diplomatically.

The student from another school, who already has a somewhat violent record, sneaking around ours… while quietly using a master key that she shouldn’t have to visit a classmate researching magic… I winced at the mere thought of trying to convince someone Eiko wasn’t guilty without going into details that would cause almost as much trouble, doubly so with her thoughts about Harada.  Yeah, that’s a conversation it’s best to avoid.

“The talisman’s not going to help much if she’s caught on camera,” I said, looking around the area uneasily.  “Or if anyone really noticed her before I put it on.”

Himeko shook her head.  “We’ll fight that fight if we have to,” she said calmly, “I’m not too worried, if we had those sorts of security cameras around then we’d have caught the actual perpetrator in the first place.”

“If that’s the case should we even be here?” Eiko asked, obviously half-joking in frustration at the caution Himeko and I were showing.

Himeko and I looked at each.  “I have a few things to clean up in the lab,” I admitted.

“I’ll help you out,” Himeko said quickly, “I can send Yamamoto-san a text requesting further instructions and leave school at this point.  He originally wanted me gone so I wouldn’t interfere and we’ve already told all the clubs to go home, given how busy he is I don’t think he’ll realize until too late.”

“Right,” I nodded.  With that we steered a confused Eiko back the way we came and moved to quickly clean up the science lab.

***

It didn’t take long, I’d already taken care of the dangerous stuff so in another fifteen or so minutes we were making our way home from school as quickly and quietly as we dared.  I kept the ‘don’t notice me’ spell running until we were a good two blocks away from the school and it was only when we cleared that distance that Himeko and I began to feel confidant in our getaway.

“Seriously guys,” Eiko complained, “you’re being ridiculous.”

“Eiko,” Himeko said, looking at her friend seriously.  “You’re a striking young lady from a different school with no reason to be there and who’s had serious contact with the police in the last month.  They’re not likely to hold you, not if they know what’s good for them,” Himeko added darkly before dialing it back a few notches, “but you could find yourself in a whole lot of trouble pretty quickly if you’re not careful.  Do you really want to have to answer many questions about today?”

Eiko reluctantly muttered something about her being alright but her heart wasn’t in it.

Himeko nodded firmly.  “That’s the real problem, if the authorities were all 100% dependable and scrupulous we’d be fine.  And if we could tell the complete and honest truth of why you were there and what you did we’d be safe.  Since we have neither of those things we find ourselves in a bad position.  I’ll try to come up with some sort of story to explain why you were there and mention it to the Student Council before they get suspicious of you.  Maybe I’ll just say my family sent you to escort me…” she trailed off thoughtfully.

I suddenly realized we were walking in the direction of the Meiko estate.  Well, the train station that would take us to the Meiko estate, the actual Meiko family home was pretty far away.  “Is that going to work Himeko?” I asked, voicing what I was pretty sure she’d just realized.  “You usually get a ride to and from the school.”

“I can make it work,” Himeko said absently, waving my objection away.  “I’ll tell them that our driver was busy elsewhere or that Eiko came on her own initiative because she was worried about me.”

“That doesn’t sound suspicious at all,” I noted sarcastically.

Himeko shot me a sour look.  “I’ll work on it.  In the meantime I’d better phone home to let them know I’m walking today and then shoot all my school friends a text so they don’t worry.”

Eiko snickered, apparently unconcerned about all our fears.  “Yeah, you’d better hope Shizu doesn’t find out you actually walked home with anyone else.”

While Himeko hurriedly moved to calm down her social circle I was suddenly struck by the fact that this was the first time I’d ever walked home from school with friends.  If the situation hadn’t been so serious I would have marveled at that strange idea.

Instead I noted “maybe that should be the excuse?  You didn’t have your usual escort and you requested Eiko as an emergency backup?”

Himeko looked thoughtful.  “Needs work,” she declared after a moment, “but that’s a good seed.  At least it helps make it sound like Eiko only came along after the fact, that’s the key part.”

Eiko still looked amused at all our scheming.  “You guys are being ridiculous.  I’ve never seen you two on the same page like this, Mamoru’s paranoia in sync with Himeko’s thoroughness.  You can’t really be thinking I’d get in trouble.”

Himeko shot her a cynical look.  “You’re a convenient outsider who could be used to solve an inconvenient problem.  If they misestimated the situation it would be all too easy.”

Eiko was right, it felt a little strange for me to be backing Himeko like I was.  That didn’t stop me from saying “yeah, no one wanted to think about the situation being that serious and no one wanted to take the blame.  Given the chance to push for a quick and easy resolution I think they’d have all tried it.  They’d probably have changed their tone quickly enough, we know you’re not responsible, but it didn’t make sense to risk it.”

“How bad was it Mamoru?” Himeko asked, abruptly remembering I had more first-hand information to pass on now that we were out of the danger zone.

“Medium bad,” I said cautiously, “there was a lot of talk about how no one wanted the controversy or bad headlines that the incident would cause.  But no one wanted to be accused of ignoring a case of arson at a school either, especially if something else happened.  I think they’re going to quietly open a case and do some low-key investigation into the incident; they don’t want to be accused of jumping to conclusions and causing a sensation so they’re playing it cautiously.  I’m not sure though, there was a lot of double-speak and talking around the subject.”

Himeko sighed.  “There would be.  I’ll ask tomorrow and then ask my father if no one will give me a straight answer.  Yamamoto-san should tell me though, the Student Council will play its part in looking into this.”

Himeko then gave me a long look.  “Speaking of which,” she said slowly, “Mamoru, is there anything you can do to help with this?  Either officially as a consultant or otherwise?”

I took a deep breath.  I didn’t want to get involved but between the risk to Eiko and the potential danger to the school I’d been wracking my brain about that question for the last few minutes.  “Not really,” I admitted reluctantly.  “Unfortunately fire burns and cleanses more then just matter, it does a number on pretty much anything I could track too.  At least easily, I do have a couple of things I could do but they’re too impractical to take seriously.  If you could give me a day or two of unrestricted access to the area to craft my spells I could probably summon up a picture of what happened.  I think it would use up three-quarters of the mana I have but I could do it.”

Himeko’s expression was a mixture of amusement and disgust.  “Even if I could do that we’d be left with evidence we couldn’t use,” she said, acknowledging my unspoken points.  “And that’s assuming we could somehow recognize the perpetrator or they didn’t wear some sort of mask.”

I shrugged.  “I could probably do a better job on forensic evidence then people expect, at least if I used magic on the evidence as well, but the fire will have cleansed most of the things I could use to create a direct connection.  In this situation I’d trust actual investigators and fully trained lab technicians to get a lot more out of it then I could.  Sorry Himeko, I’ll think about it but I doubt there’s much I can do in this case.”

“There’s no chance this is anything supernatural, is there?” Himeko asked seriously.

A caustic denial came instantly to my lips.  Then I remembered what had happened the last time I’d been skeptical of Himeko and I reconsidered.  “I don’t think so,” I said finally, “it seems too simple and too flashy at the same time.  If you were going to use magic why use magic to light up a bunch of oily rags?  And if you wanted to do… whatever the idiot who did this thought they were doing, why be that obvious about it if you could use magic?”

“I could be wrong though,” I added quickly.  “If the chief fireman was half right and a student had actually disposed of a bunch of oily rags improperly then it wouldn’t be impossible that some imp or dark spirit decided to take advantage of the situation and provide a spark.  It still seems pretty unlikely though.”

“Couldn’t you find out?” Himeko said, her eyes lighting up in anticipation.

I quickly damped down her enthusiasm.  “Not this time,” I said with a shake of my head, “between the fire itself and the fact I did a lot of spellcasting in the area any traces are likely to be long gone.”

Although, now that I think about it, we never did find out who created that poorly designed ‘spell’ in the gym, I considered.  It’s probably worth a quick look around the area tomorrow, just in case.  There was a small possibility it was another one of those things, under the circumstances it really did make sense for me to look into it.  So long as I could do it without running into any suspicious investigators.  Well, other suspicious investigators.

I still decided not to mention it to Himeko though, I didn’t want to encourage her or get her hopes up.

“Hmph,” Himeko didn’t look satisfied but couldn’t object to anything either.

Eiko shook her head.  “You two need to calm down,” she said with a smile.

“Eiko, someone tried to burn down- “ I started.  I then stopped suddenly as I realized I was getting paranoid again.

“Alright, that’s an exaggeration,” I said more calmly, “but someone did just set- “ I paused again as I realized I was about to make some dumb assumptions.  Likely assumptions, but that was still a stupid mistake to make when investigating something.  At least I’m learning from past mistakes, I thought, trying not to get too frustrated at my errors.

Luckily my struggling to make a point did seem to serve some purpose, reining Himeko in a little.  “Alright Eiko,” she sighed, “we get your message.  No acting like we’re the plucky teen heroes in a particularly unrealistic movie.  This is not the midpoint of the film leading up to some sort of dramatic finale where we’re the only ones who can do anything.  The investigators will do their job.  But we do need to take precautions, it’s our duty to both the school and you.  Maybe we need to be careful not to take it too far but can you imagine how we’d feel if this wasn’t over and someone got hurt in a follow up incident?”

“I suppose that’s the best I’m going to get out of you,” Eiko sighed too, obviously realizing she wasn’t going to get Himeko to just drop the subject.

“Yes,” Himeko stated with a knowing smile.  “But don’t worry, I won’t let it consume me.  I know I have other things to take care of.”

Himeko didn’t say anything else but Eiko shot me a concerned glance.  I’d end up appreciating the unique experience of traveling to the Meiko’s with friends but I’d also spend the rest of the trip troubled by that smile.
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I’m not a total fool, I did remember my birthday.  It’s just that I didn’t expect it to amount to much.

I turned 17 on Sunday (November 21) and I did receive a casual “happy birthday” from my mother at breakfast.  It was just a distracted acknowledgement along the way though, she and my father were off to an ‘optional’ social event involving one of their bosses (I think it was my father’s but I wasn’t sure).  I smirked slightly and politely thanked her.  I couldn’t toss too many stones about her attitude, I was going to the Meiko estate to pick up some mana and then probably going to head back to the school lab to do some more work on another mana collector.  In some ways I really did take after them.

That was about standard for my birthday.  Don’t get me wrong, I’d check my email later and I could bet that I’d find a bunch of more heartfelt well wishes from the rest of my family.  They all knew my birthdays tended to be token events even by Japanese standards and worried about me.  Back when I’d been younger the only cakes I’d ever gotten had been organized by my grandparents, something I found ironic given that all my grandparents pre-dated individual birthdays catching on in Japan!  If pressed my parents would have mumbled something about ‘supporting traditional Japanese values’ or ‘not wanting to spoil me’ but in reality it was just something they didn’t want to make the time for if they didn’t have to.  I’d seen them put in more effort for important birthdays for their co-workers and bosses so I knew they would do so if it seemed appropriate, they’d just never figured it was appropriate for me.

My parents ducked out the door soon after that, leaving me to celebrate my birthday by rubbing some medicated liniment over my abdomen.  After that I did a few chores and a little bit of work around the apartment to kill some time, when it was possible I tried to avoid showing up at the Meiko’s too early in the day on a weekend.  I didn’t think it mattered too much, I’d certainly done it a bunch of times, but I worried that when I showed up earlier I put more stress on the security staff or that I was more likely to run into a family member doing something on the estate grounds before heading out for the day.  Some sort of equivalent of a morning meditation or a walk through the gardens to appreciate what they had.

I really should just ask Himeko about that, I noted as I jotted down a few calculations on collector placement.  If there’s anything to actually worry about I can learn what it is and make a note to avoid it.  And if there isn’t I can finally set my mind at ease.  I thought about it a few seconds more, feeling the usual worry I felt about imposing on Himeko for anything, and amended that to: Maybe ask Eiko instead.  She probably has a better idea about whether I’m putting out the staff or not and she probably has a better line on some of the Meiko family’s habits than Himeko does.

I was stretching a little bit with that last one but it had just enough truth to convince me Eiko was the right way to go.  After all, it was entirely possible Himeko’s father or grandfather had some sort of habit they kept at least semi-private, like meditating at a certain place on the estate at certain times.  While Himeko would honor their privacy the mansion’s staff would at least know about it and be willing to communicate to me times and places to avoid.

In any case it was actually past eleven by the time I got to the Meiko estate, I was running on the late side for Sunday between my injuries and getting distracted by some calculations.  So I was understandably surprised when I got to the gates and received a “please proceed to the main house immediately Matsuda-sama.”

I looked at the intercom in surprise, a sudden gnawing worry starting to grow in my stomach.  For a moment I considered pressing for details.  However, the instructions had been clear and after the week we’d all had I wasn’t in the mood to create trouble.  It could be another one of Himeko’s whims or it could be an actual indication of trouble and that one of my friends needed help.  Or it could just mean the doctor wanted to run a quick checkup on me and this was the best time available.

That one’s actually logical, I noted to myself in surprise as I trudged toward the mansion.  I’m not going to or coming from the school today, and it’s probably the least likely day for me to have an urgent social appointment immediately after this.  I was so used to being wildly off-target when it came to my Meiko based speculation I was amazed that I’d come up with an idea that was actually sensible and realistic.  I’d almost managed to convince myself I was right when I reached the front doors and Eiko’s great-aunt let me in.

“Please follow me Matsuda-sama,” she said, bowing stiffly after I finished taking off my shoes.

I followed her through the halls of the Meiko estate.  To my surprise she took me partway up the grand staircase and for the first time I was on the second floor of the mansion.  I briefly considered asking her what was going on or where we were going but quickly gave that up as a bad idea.  Her posture and general disposition did not encourage questions and I didn’t feel courageous or rude enough to try and pester her.

Before too long we came to a set of double doors.  She opened them, stepped through, and bowed at someone unseen.  “Your guest has arrived.”  The elder maid then beckoned me to enter.

“Surprise!”

I jumped about a foot in the air as several people shouted the word and multiple party poppers went off with a chain of sharp ‘bangs!’  As confetti rained down and I tried to look in multiple directions at once I realized the room contained Himeko, Eiko… and my Kanoko cousins: Sakura, Akira, and Kaede!

Kaede and Akira laughed at my reaction while Himeko approached me.  “Silly Mamoru,” she said, leading me further into the room while the maid withdrew and shut the door behind her, “you didn’t think we wouldn’t remember your birthday, did you?”

I glanced desperately at Eiko who returned my look with a confused expression of her own and an exaggerated shrug.  For some bizarre reason Himeko had dressed up for the occasion.  While Eiko and my cousins were dressed well but casually Himeko had on… imagine an idol singer had on a costume meant to invoke a burlesque dancer or wild west saloon gal.  Now tone that down a few notches since they were trying to invoke the image without being too sexy (sex appeal yes, but only something prudes would actually object to) and you’d have had Hime’s outfit.  It was a bright scarlet that dominated the room and the look was so out of left field that it might have been the single most shocking thing about the occasion… and that was saying something!

To top it off she actually took a quick selfie of the two of us while my youngest cousin continued to laugh.  “Oh Mamoru-chan,” Kaede squealed between laughs, “you should see the look on your face!”

“You were right Kaede,” Akira crowed, “it would have all been worth it just for that.”

I shot my cousin a mildly annoyed look but it bounced off Akira to no effect.  If you’d just seen us on the streets together you’d have been surprised to find we were related, Akira was a little short and slight for his age and then looked a little bishonen on top of that.  He did kind of match his sisters though.  Sakura was the eldest and prettiest of all my cousins, it was a ‘girl next door’ kind of pretty in comparison to Himeko’s beauty or Eiko’s striking looks but seeing everyone together made me appreciate why Kaede had decided to go for ‘cute’ rather than be overshadowed by her siblings.

That didn’t stop me from being mildly annoyed at them.  “Akira!” I stated more directly.

“Oh come on Mamoru,” Eiko jumped in.  “You have to admit, that was pretty easy to predict.  And hilarious.”  She wasn’t as amused as my cousins, she was still smirking though.

I half-sighed half-groaned and Himeko gently guided me to a table.  The room was built like a spacious conference room, a long table surrounded by chairs with a big whiteboard tacked to the wall opposite the door.  While there was more space to roam around and the chairs were all higher quality than the average conference room it was still obvious what this part of the mansion was usually used for.  Detracting from that appearance was all the food laid out down along the center line of the table and the karaoke machine tucked into the corner.

I almost flinched again at the mere sight of the machine and tried to rise from my seat but Eiko put a firm hand on my shoulder and held me down.  “Oh no,” she said cheerfully, “we’re not going to force you to sing but I want to see how this one goes.”

Himeko laughed cheerfully.  “Come on Mamoru, you’re acting like we’re about to torture you.  Have you really never had fun at a birthday party before?”

“Well he probably hasn’t,” Sakura cut in, surprising me with her defense.  “Mamoru-kun’s parents didn’t exactly do much for his birthdays when he was younger, it was all his grandparents’ efforts.  I doubt he’s even had that much since he turned seven.”

“That’s why I agreed the moment Himeko-sempai suggested this,” Kaede jumped in, practically bouncing up and down in her enthusiasm.  “Cousin Mamoru’s never had a real birthday party before, he needs this!”

“I wouldn’t say never,” I demurred, my grandparents had given me something after all.  It was just that by the time I would have had enough cousins old enough for a party it would have seemed extremely intrusive and difficult for them to be making that much effort for me.  Being concerned about your grandkid was alright, going around his parents to give him parties was whole different level of high-handed!  Not to mention parties hadn’t seemed like my style, I was already too different from other children.

It suddenly struck me that Himeko and Kaede actually had a point.  Even a mere year or so previously it would have been painful for me to try and socialize at a birthday party, the difference in maturity and outlook would have been too great.  But my cousins and classmates were growing up, the gap was rapidly shrinking.  And these were my friends that knew me.  All my resistance and fear… I mentally frowned at myself.   I’m too old for someone to have to wheedle ‘try it, you might like it’ but that’s exactly what needs to happen here, I admitted.  These are my friends, my family.  I should at least try and make an effort before running off and hiding in the lab.  I wasn’t the most sociable person in the world but even I had to draw the line at forsaking the efforts of my friends and family without even giving them a chance!

I sighed a little and reached for some of the very tasty looking sashimi with the provided chopsticks.  “Itadakimasu,” I said, not quite generating the amount of enthusiasm I should have but obviously at least willing to try.

Everyone cheered.

***

Fortunately the first part of the party was not something I was too worried about.  Hell, if I’d even thought about it for a second I would never have tried to resist.  I knew the sort of wonderful food that came out of the Meiko’s kitchen, the thought of sitting down to a full meal of it… well, my mouth watered and at worst I might have made excuses about only having enough time to stay to eat.  Maybe.  Even then I doubted I would have risked it.  Even the threat of karaoke was less than the threat of missing out on the high-quality Meiko food.

“Wow!” Kaede gushed, looking absurdly pleased at the taste of the sushi she’d just tried.  “Cousin, you make the best friends.”

I laughed a little in spite of everything (and made a note to try something from the plate she’d just drawn from, just in case she wasn’t exaggerating).  “Come on Kaede-chan,” I said with a wry smile, “you know this is just luck.  I couldn’t deliberately make friends with someone to save my life.”

“Don’t be so hard on yourself Mamoru,” Eiko said with a grin.  “You’re not that bad.”

I shot her a look.  “Okay, maybe to save my life,” I admitted, with a little roll of my eyes, enjoying the food too much to get annoyed.  “At least if I could choose an easy target.  Short of that I think everyone at this table knows how well I’d do.”

“You’re still being too hard on yourself.”

“What’s the ratio of friends to family members at this table again?  And how many birthdays have I had?”

The mood faltered for a moment under my awkward question.

Fortunately Himeko was too good a hostess to let me mess up my own party that quickly or easily.  “Everyone has their own strengths Mamoru,” she said calmly.  “Given your exceptional academic gifts and your strong morals it would be asking a lot that you be an expert socialite on top of all that.”  She calmly ate another bite of sashimi after her little speech, apparently unconcerned by everything.

“That’s true,” Sakura agreed, once again surprising me, “I know I’d have a harder time getting along with you if you possessed social gifts equal to your marks.”

“I’ll remind you that you said that when I have to leech off you to survive,” I said wryly.  “Which one of us is the one with a job already lined up and which one of us is being the dreamer by pursuing academia?”

“That’s what I mean,” Sakura said, startling me with her sincerity.  “You make me feel less guilty about my path than cousin Daichi or Hikaru even though you’re probably the one with the highest potential.”

“You shine equally brightly in the social arts,” I contended, wondering if this was normal conversation for a birthday.  Honestly though, Sakura was almost as good as Himeko when it came to socializing but much more down to Earth and approachable.  “I’m not saying I’d trade with you or that I’m not proud of my own gifts but I’m not sure why anyone would devalue yours.”

“I rest my case,” Sakura finished, picking up some sushi of her own.

“I do find Mamoru’s perspective refreshing,” Himeko agreed, “I see too many people who are either too full of themselves or who spend all their time fawning and saying they’re not worth anything.  Mamoru’s not nearly confident enough but he still has a much more balanced perspective on his brains than anyone else I’ve met.”

I felt a small spike of guilt.  Mostly because I’ve had several extra decades to get used to them and find that perspective, I noted silently.

“Yeah!” Akira agreed.  “The number ones at our school are so arrogant about what they have.  They try to act humble but the smugness oozes through.  Or they’re terrified when they start to worry that someone might overtake them.  But cousin Mamoru never acts like that, not when he’s on top or when he’s in second or third.”

I shrugged, taking a quick bite of sushi so I’d have an excuse not to say anything.  My eyes lit up as I tasted some of the delicate flavors, Kaede hadn’t been exaggerating the taste as much as I thought.  “This is great stuff Himeko,” I said instead, taking another few pieces.

“Thank you,” Himeko said politely.

“I’ll pass on your compliments,” Eiko noted with a smile.  “The kitchen staff didn’t quite go all out for this but they definitely turned it up a notch.”

“This isn’t all out?” Kaede asked in star struck amazement, clearly wondering how she could get back in when the kitchen was going all out.

“This is normal all out,” Eiko corrected herself, “about as far as they can go without taking extra steps and needing extra budget.  They could do better than this but they’d need to order in special supplies and carefully coordinate a bunch of extra bodies in the kitchen.  They like Mamoru but they weren’t going to try and get the extra money approved for a casual birthday spread.”

Himeko sighed regretfully.  “I was tempted but it didn’t seem worth it.  Father would probably have been willing but he’s had a difficult month and I didn’t want to add to it.  Then it would have meant more work for the staff, and then it would have added a little pressure on all of you and put too much focus on the food…” Himeko shook her head.  “No, as tempting as it was this is more than good enough.”

“You bet it is!” Akira cut in with a little more enthusiasm than propriety.

I snuck a quick look at him and noticed how much he was staring at Himeko.  And the Meiko heiress makes another conquest, I noted wryly.  It was obvious my cousin had at least mild crush on Himeko already.  It wasn’t a surprise though, especially while she was wearing that dress.  He was keeping it on the right side of ‘Harada’ though, and Himeko was being polite enough not to officially notice so I decided not to worry about it.  Especially since Sakura seemed to notice too and I trusted Akira’s sister to keep him reigned in if need be.

“Agreed,” I said quickly.  “If I complain the food isn’t good enough than someone needs to smack me upside the head.  This is much much more than adequate Himeko, thank you.”

Himeko smiled.  “It’s no more than what you deserve and no more than what I can provide Mamoru, but thank you.”

“Himeko-sempai explained it to me in the park,” Kaede piped up again.  “About how you helped rescue her younger brother.  And then when she asked how she could repay you how you just wanted to put up a few sensors around her estate.”

“My family’s estate,” Himeko corrected gently.

 “And then how instead of chasing after her like most boys or worshipping the ground she walked on you just left it at that.”

“That part’s easy to believe,” Sakura noted, partially to save me from embarrassment and partially a sarcastic observation.

I meanwhile shot Himeko a look.  Saved your brother, hm?  I thought.  It wasn’t wrong, but I did wish she had told me what the official story to my family was going to be.  At least before putting me in the same room as three of them.

Himeko of course paid not attention to me and simply took another bite of her own meal.

“It’s still impressive,” Kaede gushed, “a modern example of chivalry and humility!”

I opened my mouth to make some sort of denial, then I remembered how I’d almost spoiled the gathering with excessive honesty once already and decided against it.  I certainly didn’t remember it being that noble and humble, more like the most efficient and reasonable deal I could think of at the time!  But arguing with Kaede over a story I didn’t entirely know seemed a bad idea so I tried to ignore it instead.

“He still should have asked for a date,” Akira grinned.

“Brother!” Sakura said, clearly a rebuke.

He did sound just a little too serious so I dryly noted.  “This isn’t a manga cousin.  In real life when you suggest things like that to an ultra-rich heiress they don’t fall into your arms for a series of magical adventures.  They slap you, if you’re lucky.  In Himeko’s case it probably would have been a restraining order or her flipping me to the concrete.”

Both Sakura and Akira turned to look at me.  “Flip you to the concrete?” Akira asked in surprise.

 “Himeko is a woman of many talents,” Eiko said, obviously struggling not to smile, “those talents include black belts in both Judo and Karate.”

“I thought- “ Sakura began before quickly cutting herself off.  It was an unusually obvious misstep that showed just how surprised she was.

“That was me?  No, I have a few more,” Eiko answered casually.

“There are reasons that Eiko and I are such good friends, that’s one of them,” Himeko said, seeming to understate the matter deliberately.  “It’s nice to have someone around who can beat me up or protect me instead of relying on me to protect them.”

I looked at Himeko quizzically but she showed no reaction.  I noticed Sakura give her a small and hesitant nod though.  Definitely some undercurrents going on there, I noted uncomfortably.

“Unlike Mamoru-chan,” Akira noted, oblivious to some of the subtext.

“That one is fair,” I said quickly, before anyone else could either get annoyed with Akira or try and defend me without mentioning magic.  “I rely on subtlety and intimidation.  I might be able to take Kaede in a fight but she’s about the only person at this table that I’d bet against.”

“Mamoru-chan, you’re 180 centimeters tall,” Kaede noted, getting some of her own back.  “You’re not subtle.”

I realized my mistake a little too late and said nothing.  Unfortunately, Eiko wasn’t so quick.  “You’d be surprised.  He’s so obvious so often that it’s shocking when he turns the subtlety on,” she said, obviously amused but serious.

All three of my cousins looked to her in surprise.  And I suppressed a wince, they knew I was quiet but my almost ninja like reputation amongst my classmates would have come as a shock.  Since my subtlety was mostly due to the ‘don’t notice me’ spell they didn’t realize what my classmates thought of me.

(Hell, my own classmates hadn’t realized how thoroughly I could vanish in plain sight until October had rolled around.  If you’d asked them in September how subtle or quiet I could be they’d have answered “not very.”)

Himeko quickly picked up the ball.  “It’s not so much that Mamoru is subtle per se,” she said judiciously, “it’s just that you don’t expect him to be subtle.  You expect him to be obvious and easy to notice at all times.  And since people tend to ignore him I’ve seen him be surprisingly successful at deliberately vanishing into the background.  He doesn’t do much.  But you don’t think he can do anything after you see him bumbling around in public, you think he’ll stand out like a black bear on the tundra.  And because of that you don’t notice him quietly but deliberately sneaking around the background, it’s almost the definition of subtle.”

It was weird to hear the lady in the flashy red dress lecture about subtlety (which kind of proved her point) but my cousins seemed to buy it.  They all looked thoughtful then started nodding along, obviously won over to Himeko’s viewpoint even if it was a little weaselly.  I was just glad to avoid another problem and quickly shoveled some more food on to my plate.  I couldn’t quite bring myself to just gulp it down, the cooking was too good to waste it like that, but if I was obviously eating there was less chance I could mess up speaking again.

“It feels strange to talk to some of Mamoru-chan’s classmates,” Sakura admitted reluctantly.  “We’re so used to thinking that they all ignore him and that we know him better than they do, and thinking that they’re foolish to ignore his obvious potential even if he’s not a typical student.  It’s properly humbling to learn otherwise.”

I took a bite of food so I didn’t have to point out Eiko wasn’t my classmate.

“Well,” Himeko admitted with a small sigh, “you’re not entirely wrong. It’s not like I didn’t fail in that way until this year, and I’m supposed to be his class rep!  Even though I knew he was probably the smartest boy in the school I never followed up on that like I should have, always focusing on the more obvious problems other students had.  It took him deliberately taking action to save my brother before I started to think about what was there!”

“It’s not like I wasn’t trying to keep quiet,” I noted quickly, swallowing my food hastily to break my resolution and speak up.  That last bit had sounded worryingly like the real Himeko instead of her heiress/hostess mask, especially given how down on herself it had been.  Given the week she’d had I wanted to nip that in the bud as swiftly as I could.

“With respect Mamoru, while that might prove you were better at being subtle then we thought it doesn’t mean I was doing my job.  If I’d been as smart and half as thorough as I like to think I am I would have realized I should have been paying more attention to someone with your capabilities.”

Eiko looked at Himeko cautiously but she didn’t seem too worried just yet so I tried not to be paranoid.  I also tried to quickly change the subject.  “So, any surprises on your side of the family cousins?” I asked brightly.  “You’ve already heard mine, now I want to hear yours.”

Akira gave me a jaundiced look.  “Reaaal subtle there cousin,” he shot back with an abundance of snark.

“Yeah, any time Mamoru-chan does something subtlety must be a real surprise,” Kaede agreed a little more neutrally.

Sakura on the other hand demonstrated her near Himeko ability to socialize.  “While Mamoru-chan might not have asked in the best way he does have a point.  We’ve been pestering him about his life for a while now, even after mother made us promise not to pry.  We just didn’t want to make the conversation all about us on your birthday.  That, and Akira almost failed his most recent assignment even after going the extra step of getting cousin Daichi to help him.”

“Sakura!” Akira complained, easily falling for her distraction

***

Between Himeko and Sakura they managed to steer the conversation back to safer and more pleasant topics for the rest of the meal.  Or at least safer topics for me, I was still slightly disturbed by just how much about my family Himeko managed to find out, at least in regards to my mother’s side.  She learned a lot about my Kanoko cousins, the existence of my Taito cousins, even the way my two Grandfathers were so close.  Heck she coaxed out the existence of my other two cousins from my dad’s side out of them and I hadn’t been completely sure they’d remembered that!

She even managed to get a few details I hadn’t known!  Like how Akira was thinking of switching from the Football Club to the Baseball Club or that Kaede was eying our school for when she moved up from junior high.  I liked to emphasize how magic wasn’t anything special, just another useful art for understanding and interacting with the world, but watching Himeko get all that information out of people with her carefully crafted words and mannerisms… well, it helped put me in my place and removed any chance of me getting a swelled head any time soon.

Despite the temptation to just eat and eat, the Meiko mansion kitchen had provided us with an amazing spread, we did eventually become stuffed.

I eyed the karaoke machine with suspicion but I knew I couldn’t avoid it any longer.  “That’s it,” I sighed, carefully putting my cleared plate and chopsticks aside, “as amazing as the chefs are I couldn’t eat another bite.”  I wasn’t exaggerating, I suspected I’d have a late and small dinner that night.

“Oh thank goodness,” Kaede sighed in relief, “I was afraid if I was any more tempted I’d gain another kilogram.”

“Mamoru does have an unfair size advantage,” Himeko noted, she seemed grateful to finally be able to put her plate aside even though she’d been eating slower and smaller bites than the rest of us.

“Sorry,” I flushed, suddenly realizing I’d been selfishly inconveniencing them all.  Since I was the one having his birthday no one had wanted to encourage me to stop eating and move on.

“It just gives me the excuse for a more intense workout,” Eiko shrugged.  Then she had to carefully repress a burp.  “Tomorrow,” she added quickly.

“In retrospect I should have scheduled the cake a little better,” Himeko sighed.  “I don’t think any of us have any room left for it.”

I perked up at that, suddenly interested in what the kitchen could have done with a cake after all the delicious stuff we’d already had.  At the same time I could almost hear my stomach shouting “no you fool!  You’ll destroy us all!” but I couldn’t help but be tempted.  I drew comfort from the fact my cousins all clearly wore similarly conflicted expressions on their faces.

“We can just party until we feel hungry again,” Kaede said quickly.  She took a look at my expression and amended that to “celebrate, I mean celebrate.”

“Mamoru-chan, have you gone out for karaoke before?” Sakura asked.  The way she looked at me (and the fact she was family and knew me) simply screamed ‘you’ve never done karaoke have you?’

“It’ll be fun,” Kaede said, bubbly despite our big meal, “try it!”

I wracked my brain for a way to get out of it.  A polite and reasonable way, I’d already been ruder than I liked in delaying things so much over the amazing lunch.

“Before we get to that,” Himeko inserted quickly, obviously seeing the conflict in my face.  “I’m afraid Eiko and I did give in to temptation and get Mamoru a present.”

I was surprised at that.  I was even more surprised to hear Akira say “Oh, you too?  We were going to give ours to him after the party was done but I guess we should give it to him now.”

I rounded on my cousins in surprise.  “You actually got me a present?”

Sakura looked slightly embarrassed.  “Nothing too big,” she assured me, “but you haven’t had many birthdays and your friends were already stretching themselves for you and us so we figured we should actually get something.  We didn’t want to seem like we were competing or put any pressure on them by giving it to you in front of them.”

Kaede pulled a plastic bag out from somewhere and presented it to me with a surprisingly respectful bow.  “Here you go cousin.  Happy Birthday.”

I felt two books in the bag and pulled out what turned out to be two collected volumes of one of my favorite manga.  “You guys…” I said, wearing actually what turned out to be a warm smile for a change (Himeko snapped a quick picture of it and showed me later.  For once I’d actually managed to look sincere without seeming too goofy.)

“You’re a manga reader Mamoru?” Himeko asked while slipping her phone away.

I shrugged.  “There are a few series I like and I try to keep an eye out when new titles appear.  I’m not a fanatic but I’ve been pleasantly surprised more often than I expected.”

“Huh, for some reason I wouldn’t have thought you’d go for that,” Eiko noted.

I shrugged again, not too bothered.  Secretly I had a bit of a passion for the different magic systems and uses for it that often showed up in manga.  More often than not it was unbelievable or ridiculous but over the years I’d seen a lot of surprisingly creative uses that had gotten me thinking “is that actually possible?”  I had a whole host of inquiries and experiments I was looking to run now that I had some mana to spare, as well as a dozen spells I’d written up.  When you combined that with an honest appreciation for some of the stories that had been created over the years it just made sense to stay up to date on the manga world.

“If you want to see a real manga fan you should see Hikaru,” I demurred.

“That’s for sure!” Akira said, not quite under his breath but with understandable feeling.  Our aspiring mangaka cousin was capable of talking your ear off if you got her started, she’d cornered him for at least an hour at our last family get together.

“Well, ours is a little less appropriate but we hope you use it in good health,” Himeko said, bringing out a package wrapped up in brown paper.

Unlike the books I couldn’t immediately recognize the feel of it, the paper kept me from recognizing the texture until I managed to unwrap it.  It was a lab coat, a surprisingly high quality one, with ‘Matsuda Mamoru’ monogrammed over the left breast pocket with the proper kanji in amazingly high-quality stitching.

I felt a little lump in my throat and a touch of wetness at the corners of my eyes.  “You know, lab coats are supposed to be disposable,” I forced out a little huskily.  Especially when I noticed it even had my name monogrammed in English over the right breast, even going so far as to link the two capital Ms in a stylish offset.

“We couldn’t think of anything else and wanted to show our appreciation,” Eiko said softly, trying to downplay it.

 “At least, not without going a little too far,” Himeko added, somehow managing to sound even more sincere as she lost just a little bit of her usual polish and certainty, “I suggested a few other things but Eiko told me straight up I was trying too hard and I’d just make you feel awkward.  Especially if it turned out they weren’t needed.”

I chuckled a little despite myself, remembering our conversation in the lab about two weeks ago.  “I can guess.”

“Trust me, you really can’t,” Eiko said feelingly.

I smiled wide enough to hurt my face thinking about that, simultaneously curious about what a guilty and overachieving Himeko had come up with and grateful I didn’t have to try and explain why I was receiving gold coated safety glasses or ten kilos of raw platinum to my cousins.

“Thank you for the gift,” I said, softly but with feeling.  For a moment I debated adding something else, like ‘I’ll treasure it always’ or ‘it’s perfect’, but, ironically, it was perfect because it was wonderful but something I could use.  If it was any more special I’d have been too afraid to wear it and that would have defeated the purpose.

It was still enough to drop the little lines of worry from Himeko’s face and even Eiko looked slightly relieved.

I took a deep breath and carefully tucked the lab coat away.  “We should really get started with that karaoke or it’ll get too late,” I said with a small smile, realizing that maybe I felt up to karaoke after all.

***

It turned out the karaoke machine was a high end one, something a cut or two above what you’d have found in even the good bars or karaoke boxes.

“My father purchased it a few years ago,” Himeko admitted.  “He said it was useful for the occasional client and guest at the house but I think he used it more often as a prop to distract visitors then for it’s original purpose.  I think it’s seen more action in staff parties for the last year then anything else.”

“Not even much from that,” Eiko agreed, double checking a few connections.  “It’s fun for the staff to use occasionally, and Master Meiko would rather see it get some use than just letting it rot, but it’s just not something the people around here do often and they’re all a little worried about damaging it.  This is a nice chance to break it out.”

Eiko tapped the microphone a few times and a series of deep and satisfying thumps echoed out of the speakers.  Eiko nodded in approval.  “Alright, who wants to go first?”

“Me,” Akira said instantly, pushing forward with surprising enthusiasm.  I was left blinking in surprise and wondering what was going on until he pulled up a love ballad… and faced Himeko for the majority of the song.

“Oh gods,” Sakura muttered under her breath, clearly doing her best not to look mortified at her little brother.

“Well, Himeko-sempai would be an awesome addition to the family,” Kaede noted as she tried to find a bright side.  It came off as surprisingly half-hearted though, she clearly believed there was no chance of that either.

There was little chance of Akira noticing the byplay as he poured all his effort into wooing Himeko.  For her part Himeko just sat there and listened politely, clearly ignoring the subtext in order to make life easier for everyone.  It helped that Akira wasn’t a bad singer, he wasn’t going to be joining any idol groups any time soon but he sounded a lot better than I’d expected him to.  Eiko and I both teetered between amusement and embarrassment on Himeko’s behalf.  Luckily the song wasn’t too long so amusement dominated in the end, Akira would have obviously preferred something longer but the one wise move he’d made was choosing something he could sing well.

Himeko endured it all with a polite smile and the second it was done Sakura was promptly up on the impromptu ‘stage’ area and pushing Akira away from the microphone.  “Thank you brother,” she said shortly, trying to keep the acid out of her tone, “let me show you how its done.”

While Sakura started in on something a little more fresh and pop-y I leaned over to Himeko.  “Sorry,” I felt compelled to say, apologizing for my cousin’s hopeless behaviour.

“Don’t worry, I’m used to it,” Himeko noted, never dropping her serene mask.

I let the subject drop rather then cause anyone any further embarrassment and calmly listened to Sakura getting into her song.  My elder cousin wasn’t anything special but she didn’t put in a bad performance either.  I certainly wasn’t going to criticize, not with how mine was likely to go!

After Sakura was done a grinning Eiko took the microphone.  “Let’s all do one round of our choice then do a round of karaoke roulette,” she suggested.  “After that we’ll see what we feel like.”

There was general approval for that idea.  I said nothing, having little idea what karaoke roulette was.  I could make an educated guess from the context but I was still trying to decide whether it would be the singer that was random or the song when Eiko brought up her choice.

I think all of us except for Himeko dropped our jaws when Eiko started to sing.  She chose a slower heartfelt song and her lower and richer tones were perfect for the music.  Eiko wasn’t a professional, it was still obvious this was a girl singing karaoke and not a concert of some sort, but it blew Akira and Sakura’s presentations away.

We all broke out into startled applause when the last vibration faded away.  “Eiko-sempai!” Kaede cheered enthusiastically.  “Why aren’t you a singer?”

“Hah!” Eiko countered, amused but happy.  “You should hear what happens when I try to sing a song like Sakura-san’s!  Trust me, if the wrong song comes up in roulette you’ll know why I’m not a singer!”

Himeko smirked and stood up, gracefully taking the microphone from Eiko.  “Too true,” she said as she flipped through the music choices.  “Let Eiko sing the right song and you’ll think you’re in heaven.  Listen to her trying to keep up with a fast-paced beat and you’ll think you’re in the backseat of a van with no suspension on an unpaved road.”

Himeko then found something she liked and with a little ‘ah!’ of satisfaction keyed it up.

Given the way she was dressed you would have expected Himeko to be amazing.  She looked like she could have been an idol singer in her fancy scarlet dress, she already had the beauty for it and for a moment I think we all wondered if we were about to be treated to a private concert.  And then she started to sing.

She wasn’t bad, this wasn’t the anime stereotype of a sonic assault that could stop a bad guy in his tracks, but she was easily the worst singer so far.  She made up for it with enthusiasm though, throwing herself into her song just as hard as Akira had committed himself to his, so despite the lack of quality you couldn’t help loving her performance.

Which struck me as odd.  Himeko had obviously gone up because everyone else had been nervous about singing after Eiko’s amazing performance.  In fact… “she isn’t being bad on purpose, is she?” I tried to ask Eiko, as quietly as I could manage as Himeko belted out her number.

Eiko looked startled.  “What?  Why would she do that?  Why would you think that?”

“Well,” I said uncomfortably, “to make us feel better.  I’ve heard Himeko’s friends say she was really good at karaoke.”

Eiko shook her head slightly in negation.  “When Himeko has to sing for her sycophants she has to choose the songs she’s good at,” Eiko explained, “when she’s with her friends she chooses the songs she likes.”

I spent the rest of Himeko’s song trying to digest all the little implications of that statement.

***

Yes, I did sing.  Yes, I was terrible.  No, no one cared.

We sang, we drank (all non-alcoholic of course, but the Meiko family provided an amazing selection of beverages), and generally we had more fun than I would have believed.  I didn’t think I was up for doing that sort of thing regularly, I was still more of an introvert then some sort of repressed party animal, but I had to admit I needed more of it in my life.  After my second go around at karaoke roulette (the songs were random, everyone went in order) I found myself letting go and enjoying everything without having to think too much.  I was amongst friends and in that sort of format everyone was usually terrible, I just couldn’t stay too self-conscious about it.

Not long after that I had to excuse myself for a trip to the toilet.  I wasn’t the first to do so, after the meal we’d all enjoyed it was an inevitability, and the only real surprise had been how fancy the Meiko mansion bathrooms had been.  Not in a ‘wow, it actually is a gold-plated urinal’ kind of way, more like ‘wow, I’ve seen that piece of equipment on technology shows’ manner.

I was on my way back from the bathroom when Eiko stopped me just outside the room.  Her expression was serious but there was still an amused twinkle in her eye.  “I found out what’s up with the dress,” Eiko reported, holding out her cellphone to me.  “I figured you should know.”

I looked at her quizzically but took the phone, I’d been a little worried and curious about that.  The shock of Himeko’s first appearance had worn off but every now and then something would happen and it would just drive home how odd it was that she’d dressed up in such a flashy way.  A part of me was mildly terrified/curious that it was some sort of come-on or attempt at getting my attention romantically.

In fact, the whole thing was so odd that I hadn’t really noticed how she’d also been taking a few pictures of herself, something I’d never seen Himeko do before.  Not until I glanced at the cellphone and saw that she’d posted them somewhere.

It took a few moments for me to decode what was I was seeing on the screen.  It was someone’s private social media page, their personal homepage that they didn’t show to the public.  And on it was posted several pictures of Himeko in her flashy dress, usually along with me or one of the other guests.  Underneath it all were several lines that somehow stood out for how simple and direct they were.

You will never have this.

Touch any of my friends again and I will make sure no University accepts your application for a whole year as you ‘take time and therapy to overcome your violent impulses’.

Meiko Himeko

The page belonged to Harada.

“How- “ I began to ask, not quite sure how to frame the question.

Eiko deliberately looked away from me.  “I believe that several members of the mansion’s security staff know something about cybersecurity,” she said, taking care to seem like she was just musing out loud.  “They have to protect the family and the mansion against all sorts of threats, both physical and electronic.  And in order to know how to defend against hackers and cyberthieves I would assume that they must know how its done.  Purely theoretically of course, they’d never actually do it.  Not even if their employer’s family asked them to, not even for something as harmless as deterring a known bully or thug.”

Ah.  “Of course,” I said.  I sounded a little weak, still reeling from all the implications.

“I trust you get the message?” Eiko asked, turning back to look at me directly.

“Yes?” I said hesitantly, I was pretty sure I did but there was a lot of subtext there and I was terrified I’d missed some of it.

“Good,” Eiko sighed in relief, dropping her act, “because I wondered what the hell Hime was planning.  My uncle says there’s a virus embedded in the entry to destroy it an hour or so after the idiot logs on and reads it.  Uncle doesn’t like how Himeko’s playing this, in some ways it seems a little too heavy handed and in some other respects he’s worried this guy isn’t going to take the hint without a more direct reminder.”

“Your uncle?”

Eiko eyed me as if I was an idiot.  “Hypothetically- “

“Right, family connections throughout the estate staff, got it,” I said quickly, catching up as my neurons started firing.

Eiko gave me a quick nod and her look softened.  “Hypothetically one of them could be on our security staff and have been worried about Himeko’s request.  I don’t actually know this Harada guy, what’s your take?”

I opened my mouth but then paused to consider the context.  How would I have felt if I suddenly logged on to my account and discovered that left for me?  Granted, I was terminally paranoid about a lot of things but even without that I would have been left shaken to the core.

“I’m… not entirely sure,” I admitted slowly, for all intents and purposes thinking out loud.   “Harada didn’t exactly impress me but he’s not a total idiot either.  He backed off when Yamamoto-sempai showed up.  He didn’t do anything until he though Himeko was done with me, heck I think he half hoped he’d earn some favor with her by punishing me.”

“Really?” Eiko interrupted skeptically.

“He was obviously more interested in hurting me,” I agreed, “Himeko’s annoyance with me provided a convenient excuse.  But even then he seemed a little desperate and uncomfortable with what he was doing.”  I considered that for a little longer, and what Himeko deliberately rebuking him as strongly as this would feel like to Harada.  The ‘never touch my friends again’ message might have been necessary, maybe even a good idea.  Taking pictures of herself in a fancy dress with other people, emailing them to Harada, and then saying ‘you will never have this’ was sticking a knife in him and then twisting.

“I think this will devastate him,” I said honestly, feeling just a little sorry for the guy in spite of myself.  Not very sorry, deep in my vengeful heart I would still have chosen for this to happen to him rather than just letting Harada walk away from everything.  But I had to admit this was one hell of a counter-attack that would cut at him to the core.

“Good,” Eiko said in a surprisingly dark tone.  Then she shook herself.  “But what will he do?  I don’t want to see you in the hospital or have to comfort Himeko after this drives him to suicide and she feels guilty.  Do you think he’s going to be desperate?”

“I think… “ I was silent for a while, getting my thoughts in order.  “No, I don’t think so.  Harada’s not going to take this well but he’s a little too egotistical to be suicidal about this.  Confused, bewildered, shattered… maybe self-righteous but I can’t quite see suicidal.  And I don’t think he’s going to strike back at me, not after Himeko broke into his own systems to warn him.  He’ll want to, he’ll still try to figure out some sort of way to get back at me.  But I don’t think he’s going to come up with anything and he’s not quite dumb enough to bring down that sort of punishment on himself if he doesn’t think he can get away with it.”

I really need to start work on some precautions though, I noted to myself uneasily, just in case I’m wrong.  I didn’t know Harada that well and it was always possible he was that dumb… or just that obsessed with Himeko and this would be enough to drive him over the edge.  Hell, maybe even sure enough of himself that he would think he could get away with it, do something that intimidated me into not speaking up even while hiding it from Himeko.  Maybe he’d even be right, it was always possible I was the arrogant one who was one underestimating him!

“Watch out for yourself,” Eiko said, mirroring my thoughts.  “I don’t think it’s likely but… well, remember how I said Himeko was bad about planning for worst case scenarios?  I want to believe she judged this one right but seeing you hurt like that really pissed her off.  I’ve got the feeling she’ll have pushed this guy right to the edge, if something else happens to him before he gets his feet underneath him he could be the one to snap and we might end up paying the consequences.”

“Wait,” I said suddenly, starting to suffer emotional whiplash from the way my feelings kept getting seesawed by everything.  “Did Himeko plan this whole party just to get back at Harada?”  I wasn’t sure how I would feel about that.

Before I could start worrying or obsessing over the subject Eiko just gave me an amused look.  “Himeko’s multi-tasking, like usual.  She originally planned it with your cousin before you got beat up, she just decided to get some revenge and try to protect you after the fact.  Keep in mind she was already trying to protect me with this thing, she probably planned that from the very beginning!”

“Protect you?” I asked in surprise.  Of all the things I would have thought Eiko would have told me that was amongst the least likely.

Eiko smirked slightly.  “Why else do you think she made such a point of inviting all your cousins?  You were a bit late so you didn’t see the prelude while we were waiting for you, she’s been trying to make it obvious to Sakura that I’m under the Meiko family’s protection and that causing me trouble is a bad idea.  Remember, Sakura is my sempai at school and Himeko’s obviously hoping word will get around by doing it this way.”

Suddenly several of the undercurrents I’d seen running between Sakura and Himeko started to make a little more sense.  I wasn’t going to pretend it crystalized everything, but it did help explain some of the tension and odd turns of phrase I’d witnessed.

Eiko sighed slightly.  “Personally I think she’s overdoing it with this one, she’s good at multi-tasking but trying to get revenge and warn off a guy via selfies and hacking seems like it’s getting a little too complicated.  But I could be wrong, Himeko tends to excel at social stuff like this and I don’t even know half the people involved.  I just figured you should know, one way or another.  Especially if it blows up in our faces.”

“Eiko… “ I trailed off, unsure what to say.  I appreciated the thought of Himeko trying to protect the both of us but I wasn’t quite comfortable with the underhanded way she was doing it behind our backs.  From the look of things Eiko wasn’t either, and she’d been dealing with it for a lot longer than I had.

Eiko smirked again and seemed to shove all her worries to the side in an almost Himeko like maneuver.  “Come on, we’ve still got a party to complete.  If we stay out here any longer the rumors about you and I being a couple are just going to start up again.”

I blushed slightly and immediately moved to follow her back into the room…

…and stopped.  Something about the way all my cousins and Himeko were all just quietly grinning at me was deeply worrying.

“Of course,” Eiko half whispered at my side, “I can multi-task too when I have to.”

Wha- I started to think before Himeko interrupted me.

“There you are Mamoru,” Himeko said with blatantly false sweetness.  “We were starting to get a little worried about you when you were gone for so long.”

“It’s your turn up next cousin Mamoru,” Kaede giggled, unable to keep her amusement in check.  “You’ve been holding up karaoke roulette.  So to hurry things along we entered a random number and keyed in a song for you.”

“Totally random,” Akira reassured me, unconvincingly.  “Not any sort of penalty game we downloaded from the internet at all.”

I eyed them all suspiciously but Eiko had fallen half a step behind me so I couldn’t run.  I had no choice but to trudge slowly to the karaoke machine, feeling uncomfortably like I was walking to my doom.

When I got there and saw what they’d keyed up I knew my fears had been justified.  “Oh you bast- “ I got out, barely able to keep myself from breaking into a streak of swears.

“You can do it Mahou-Mam!” Kaede cheered enthusiastically.  Akira cackled in anticipation while Sakura tried to smother her giggles as they watched the old family joke play out in an unexpected way.

I sighed and swallowed my anger as the music started playing, I was amazed they’d managed to get an English language song on the machine so easily.  I could read English easily enough but doing it at speed and trying to sing it at the same time?  Well, I guess that’s my revenge on them, I thought darkly as I stood straight up and proceeded to absolutely murder “Macho Man” by the Village People.
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I was leaving the train station nearest to the Meiko estate when it happened.  I’d just stepped aside to let a class of preschoolers pass when the feeling struck.

It had been a pretty decent day up until then.  It was Thursday after my birthday and I was continuing to recover nicely, between time and the liniment my bruises had faded dramatically and were barely giving me any problems any longer.  Despite our worries we hadn’t seen any trouble out of Harada and no one had suggested Eiko was guilty of anything.  I was still slightly concerned over both issues but, overall, even I figured that was more a matter of being cautious then any sort of imminent threat.  So when the real danger came it blindsided me.

I was watching the preschoolers amble by with an amused smile on my face.  I felt doubly amused by the way that occasionally one of them would look at me and stare in wonder, like I was some sort of mythical giant or Oni with my size and slightly odd appearance.  They were decked out in the full stereotypical getup, yellow hats and everything, and it was kind of fun to watch them pass by.  They were so cute and full of potential I felt encouraged to do better in my personal mission, build a better world for them that would have magic as one of its’ features.

(It helped that they were just passing by.  If I’d been forced to take care of them for a few hours I doubt I’d have romanticized everything that much.)

So when I felt something dark, something that raised the hairs on the back of my neck, following in their footsteps it hit me even harder than usual.

I instantly activated the ‘mage sight’ function of my glasses and started looking around, scanning the area for trouble.  I didn’t have to look for long, a shadowy spirit of some kind circled the kids with impunity.

I stepped out of the flow of pedestrians and attempted to observe the spirit as best I could, figure out what was going on before I made some kind of critical mistake.  It was always possible I was misinterpreting things, jumping to conclusions like a paranoid witch hunter.  Before I did something ludicrous like throwing around spells in public I wanted something more solid than a shivery feeling and a disturbing appearance!

The spirit I’d felt looked like it was nearly three meters tall, and it seemed made of… liquid flaming shadow?  I frowned at my own thought.  There’s a description I never thought I’d use!  But it suited the spirit, to my mage sight it was a blackness that was hard to make out but appeared to be burning and flowing at the same time.  It was vaguely man shaped: two arms, two legs, and a head, but all of those features were indistinct and seemed to momentarily disappear as it flowed from one spot to another.  And it flowed often, flitting about the group of preschoolers.  It circled them, going from one side to another, in front of them to behind, but always following the group.

Another chill ran up my spine.  It’s circling the herd, I thought.  Looking for stragglers, weak ones, the sick or vulnerable.

Targets.

I was walking after the children before I even realized what I was doing.  Whatever the spirit’s exact species (as much as that word applied) it was already obvious what it was.  A predator.  And it was targeting human kids.  Upon realizing that my response was primal and instinctive: circle up and protect the young ones of the herd.

And if we’d been animals out in the wilderness it would have been that simple.  As a spirit and a mage in the middle of a city… well, that was more complex for everybody.

Just for starters I had to deliberately slow my pace and keep my distance because A) I didn’t want the spirit to realize I was aware of it.  I wasn’t sure what I was going to do but I figured that keeping surprise on my side was my best bet.  While it was possible I could have scared the spirit away just by letting it know it had been spotted it was even more likely that the spirit wouldn’t have been intimidated.  And if that was the case it would be prepared to counter whatever I might manage to do.

But even more important was B) I did not want to be mistaken for a pedophile.  Guys as large and odd looking as me following a bunch of preschool children, especially while not being related or connected to any of them, was almost as big a red flag to the general populace as the dark spirit had been to me!  And who could blame them?  It would be for exactly the same reasons, something large and scary looking stalking around a bunch of vulnerable children!

After a little uncertainty I decided to turn on the ‘don’t notice me’ spell, bringing it up at a barely perceptible level.  I was worried using magic might alert the spirit or drain mana I might need to deal with it later but it was better to risk that than to chance someone reporting me to the police.  Fortunately, I was about half a block behind the tail end of the kids and they created a minor pedestrian traffic jam around them as people yielded, slowed down, or just stopped to observe their little parade.  The small surge in surrounding people gave my spell a lot to work with and I didn’t need to put in too much effort at avoiding suspicion.

Worryingly, we were heading in the opposite direction of the Meiko estate.  That meant we were heading into an area that was more commercial than residential and the regular crowds were also increasing slightly.  On the positive side the spirit population was also increasing and I began to hope I might actually get some help.

For the past seventeen years I’d mostly tried to keep my head down and not reveal I was aware of the other facets of reality.  I’d sensed spirits around plenty of times, even caught glimpses of them by accident on occasion, but this was the first time I’d actually taken the time to look around and notice the number of spirits around the area.

There weren’t too many, just like the modern world was disruptive to mana it also discouraged many types of spirits.  It was like the amount of wildlife you could find in the woods vs the amount you could find downtown.  But, just like all urban areas, there was still the spiritual equivalent of pigeons and stray dogs flitting around.  While Tokyo might not have encouraged the equivalent of bears or elephants it wasn’t a total dead zone either.

In fact, as I looked deeper, I realized my biggest problem would be recognizing help if I did see it!  In addition to the problem of not being truly familiar with the native spirits of Japan most of the spirits I could see were completely unrecognizable, things adapted to the modern, urban environment instead of anything I was vaguely familiar with.  A spirit with the purpose of guarding children could have brushed past me and I’d never have even recognized it.

I frowned, thinking furiously.  The problem was twofold.  First, I wasn’t familiar enough with Japan’s native spirits.  Don’t get me wrong, I knew all the old legends and fairy tales that anyone my age would have.  Heck, I probably knew a lot more since I’d made an effort to look them up and take them seriously over the years as the best source of information I had.  Unfortunately those legends were about as practical as any toddler’s book, good at giving you a basic view of the subject but pretty useless in the real world.  Think about the sort of information you’d get on an elephant or a panda from the type of books your parents would read to you before you started going to school.  You’d know an elephant was large and grey, had tusks and was a herbivore, but if you wanted ranges, patterns of behaviour, how sensitive it’s hearing actually was… chances were you’d know next to nothing about any of that.  That was the sort of information I needed, and the old tales were pretty useless about providing it.

The second problem was a little more abstract.  Normally I could have tried to apply what I’d learned on Avalon to Earth, while I wasn’t an expert on spirits I did have some knowledge and at least a little of it should have been transferable.  It would have been the equivalent of looking at an animal’s basic behaviour or the creature’s teeth to deduce some of the basic facts with a high degree of accuracy.  And while I’d managed to do that with the dark spirit to some degree, its predatory behaviour was obvious to anyone who looked at it, most of the other spirits were another matter.

Tokyo’s native spirit population had grown up with severely limited mana and a high-tech urban environment.  There had never been any sorts of studies or observations about anything like that on Avalon and the spirits I could see seemed to be working from an entirely different playbook then I was familiar with.  It was like I’d studied various land creatures but suddenly found myself thrust into the depths of the Marina Trench.  There was life there, quite a rich and diverse biome in its own way, but good luck figuring anything out about it!  I could see half a dozen other spirits amongst the streets and buildings, I wasn’t about to hazard guesses about any of them.

Correction, I suddenly realized, eight spirits.  There were two more, and they were of a type I could actually recognize.  Unfortunately their presence was not encouraging.  While the dark spirit continued to circle the children two ghosts hovered protectively over their respective kids, obviously ancestor spirits of some sort.  Neither ghost looked especially strong and they’d probably be about as effective against the dark spirit as a sparrow would have been against an eagle, it was why I’d missed them on my first look around.  It looked like they realized this, mostly they seemed to be hoping that if they provided a miniscule obstacle to attacking their (presumably) descendants then the dark spirit would follow the path of least resistance and target one of the others.

Their presence and caution further served to verify the dark spirit was a threat.  Great, I thought, close to panic as I continued to watch the spirit stalking the kids, just great.  Aoth, if you want to tell me what to do I will humbly and gratefully accept any knowledge you impart.

Unfortunately my patron god chose to do nothing, as I would have expected, leaving me to use my own knowledge and experience to handle the situation.

Okay, I can’t count on help, what do I do?  What can I do?

I was severely hampered by my lack of knowledge and lack of mana.  I knew next to nothing about the dark spirit, merely that it seemed to be predatory and looked too powerful to be taken lightly.  And while I wasn’t as mana poor as I used to be there was a big difference between having enough mana to solve any everyday problems I might come across and having enough mana to face a dark spirit in a pitched battle.  I still had enough power to throw around a combat spell or three, ever since the incident with Harada I’d made sure of that, but I wasn’t sure what would hurt the dark spirit.

And that’s ignoring the attention all of that would bring down, I thought sourly, glancing around the city street.  While the area wasn’t packed solid there were still a number of people around.  The good news was that meant my ‘don’t notice me’ spell continued to work and I didn’t stand out.  The bad news was that if I started throwing around balls of fire or bolts of lightning that there would be plenty of people to notice and remember.

I took one last glance around, hoping to see an experienced psychic or convenient shrine maiden of some sort.  Someone who knew what they were doing and I could defer to.  Unsurprisingly there was no one like that around, or if there was they were doing exactly what I usually did and keeping their head down.  Not that I could blame them, if I hadn’t been afraid the kids were in deadly danger I’d have been doing the same thing.

Alright, I took a deep breath and braced myself.  Step two: gather some more information.  Before I committed myself to anything stupid I would at least try and be a little bit more sensible.  I quietly murmured to words to a more powerful spell, subtly forging  sigils of mana in a tiny circle hidden by my phone, to try and scan the spirit for some more information.

Unlike my glasses this spell was an active sensor rather than a passive one.  The spirit stopped its circling and froze, turning its ‘head’ to look around the area warily.

Shit, shit, and double shit, I thought to myself, quickly dropping the spell and trying to act as if nothing was unusual.  Luckily for me it didn’t seem to know where the spell had come from, just that someone or something had noticed it and decided to take a closer look.

I did my best to control my aura and after a minute the dark spirit returned to circling the children, but it moved cautiously now, always turning around to keep an eye on its surroundings after it changed position.

I frowned, that was going to make things more difficult.  I hadn’t been able to learn too much from my spell but the details I’d gotten had been enough to firm my resolve.  The dark spirit was a straightforward predator, one that sucked the life force from its victims in a direct assault.  Usually those sorts of predators went after the weak and isolated, Tokyo’s homeless and the like, but apparently this one was focused on the young.  And I hadn’t felt any sort of intelligence or restraint in the spirit, if it attacked a child the spirit would drain them dry.  I’d quietly hoped it had been something else, some sort of long-term parasite or even a clever predator that would steal some life force from every kid there and make it look like the class had come down with a disease of some sort.  But this was the sort of mindless hunger that would leave a kid dead, the parents in mourning, and medical professionals murmuring softly about some kind of ‘undiagnosed heart condition’ or something similar.

That.  Was.  Not.  Happening.  Not on my watch.  I tried not to be an arrogant idiot, I wasn’t some champion of justice out patrolling the streets at night.  I had none of the training, mindset, nor the power to just randomly run around and enforce my version of justice and righteousness on reality.  But I drew the line at just standing around and letting kids die, I needed to stop this!

I only had one option though, I hadn’t been able to learn much about the spirit’s strengths or weaknesses.  I was going to have to throw everything I had into a quick strike with a generally applicable spell: the ‘spirit spear’.  The spell had no effect on most physical beings, having flesh protects us the same way the atmosphere blocks out a lot of radiation, but the ‘spirit spear’ was pretty effective on unbound spirits.  The trouble was, it was pretty effective.  The same way guns were pretty effective on physical beings.  While that statement was true there was a lot of room for trouble in it!  If you tried shooting an elephant or a water buffalo with a low caliber rifle you’d quickly realize the fundamental problem, right before they turned around and killed you for annoying them.  I had no idea how strong this spirt was, or if it had an equivalent to vital organs that I should be aiming for.  If I failed to finish it off with my one shot I could be in deep trouble.

Wait as long as you can, I told myself, forcing myself to breath deeply and to try and calm down.  Take it by surprise, aim for the center of its being, and hold nothing back.

Then be prepared to run like hell.

I gritted my teeth and tried to hold down the fear, the plan was basically an all or nothing throw of the dice.  There was a small chance I could land in some sort of middle ground, hurt or startle the spirit badly enough to disable it for a while and then run to the Meiko estate before it could regroup.  Once I had the mana from the collectors and access to the ley-line I was pretty confident it would run away rather than risk a fight.  But most likely I would either succeed in ending the spirit or I’d miss my shot (either literally or the spirit would shrug off my attack) and the spirit would react.  If it decided to attack me or to quickly strike at one of the children while the going was still good…

I shuddered, either option would ravage my mind and soul.  I hoped it would attack me, if I survived I might eventually be able to heal myself.  If I saw a kid die in front of me after I failed to save them…

No, don’t think about failure!  I told myself firmly.  Focus.  Be ready.

I took another deep breath, luckily the ‘spirit spear’ wouldn’t be as flashy and obviously supernatural as some of my other spells.  It would still look like a bolt of white light, there was no getting around that, but if I did it quickly there was a pretty decent chance I could pass it off as some sort of weird reflection or trick of the light.  Trying to do that with a bolt of acid or glowing blue disc would have been a lot harder!

The dark spirit flowed again, this time ending up on the far side of the children on the opposite side of the street they had just crossed.  It looked around after it reached its destination but this time it seemed like it’s back was to me.

Now!  I thought, quickly reaching for the mana and starting to shape the spell.

Something flew right past my face, a lesser spirit of some sort.  It would have disturbed me normally, while I was so focused on something else and watching closely with magic it was almost as startling as my birthday surprise had been.  I jumped and swiped at my face, the little mana I’d already started to shape fluttered away in a few harmless sparks while nearby pedestrians looked at me funny before directing their attention elsewhere.

And then two other spells activated.

My mouth went dry and my bracelet started to twitch frantically as someone else’s ‘don’t notice me’ spell went up around the whole street the dark spirit had just gone down.  It was followed quickly by a ‘go away’ spell over the same area.  Then, before I could even think about reacting, a fucking harpoon shot out of a nearby alley and impaled the dark spirit against the building it had been resting against.

I swallowed hard.  While no one else seemed to notice anything the harpoon itself was a real weapon covered in a half dozen talismans and the dark spirit writhed in agony.  It tried to flow away but it was stuck between the harpoon and the building as completely as if it had been a physical being.  Then two m-

I blinked, suddenly realizing I was averting my eyes.  The thought so surprised me I forgot to be scared for a few moments.  Then I realized what was happening and the sensation returned twice as hard!  Someone had been there, someone under a strong enough spell I’d actually looked away without even realizing it.

I fought down a whimper and forced myself to walk forward.  My legs were shaky and I tried to pretend I’d just been startled by a bird or insect that had just flown past my face.  As casually as I could manage I walked to the intersection… and then deliberately took a sharp 90 degree turn to the left so I could get away from the area!

I wasn’t alone in doing so, every other pedestrian on the street was doing something similar as the spells played with their perceptions and desires.  After a quick struggle with myself I decided not to cast any more magic and did my best to deduce what had happened based on what I already knew.  I was sweating like a pig and doing my best not to panic, focusing my thoughts that way was almost a defence mechanism.

So, I thought to myself semi-hysterically, remembering the brief glimpse I’d gotten before their spell had hit me.  The Men In Black?  Two Japanese men in black business suits had run out of the alley, obviously intent on dealing with the harpoon and the dark spirit.  From what little I’d been able to make out they’d looked pretty normal.  Fit but average, well dressed enough to give them some authority but not enough to truly stand out.  That was a very quick glance though, I’d gotten next to no details.  And that was what was so scary, because it had obviously been intentional.

My bracelet was calming down but still twitching gently, it was a strong hint to keep walking and pretend nothing had happened.  I still felt the pressure of the ‘go away’ spell at the back of my mind and I knew this was not the time to fight it.  Someone was back there, taking care of the problem in an efficient manner.  I did not want to show up on their radar as another problem!

I’d always been pretty sure there was some group like that out there, some sort of organization dedicated to keeping the supernatural under control.  But I had next to no idea how widespread or powerful they were.  They could have been some sort of worldwide organization, a real-life version of the Illuminati, or Knights Templar, or Men In Black.  Or they could have just been a small and embarrassing section of the Tokyo Police, a department that was never officially acknowledged but a few important people knew they existed and deployed them when necessary.  My guess was the truth was somewhere between those two extremes, probably operating on the national level, but that was just an educated guess.  All I did know for sure was that my bracelet was still twitching, a pretty solid sign that it wasn’t the right time to go introduce myself or try poking around their business!

That magic was powerful, I thought back, analyzing what little I could tell about the spells.  Powerful, but… simple?  Primitive?  Primal?  I frowned, primal was probably the closest but still not quite doing the spells justice.

Fundamental, I finally realized with a quick nod to myself.  It was simple and primal, but it was a simple and primal in a way that had been perfected.  Something with no frills or complications attached, an efficient bit of magic to cover up their activities that was almost idiot proof.  In comparison, my ‘don’t notice me’ spell was a lot like camouflage.  I would blend into the background without anyone realizing I was there.  Theirs had been a lot closer to ‘nothing to see here’, the equivalent of hanging an impenetrable black curtain over the whole area.  On one hand that was a lot less subtle, on the other hand there was a lot less of a chance you would see through the curtain and find out any details.  Especially when you combined that with the ‘go away’ spell, it was the equivalent to putting a police line in front of the black curtain.  If anyone actually went up to the curtain and tried to peek it would practically scream that they were a troublemaker of some sort, no wonder my bracelet had been twitching!

I was oversimplifying things quite a lot of course.  While no one new had been able to go down that street the pre-schoolers had all continued their journey, although they’d all seemed a little dazed and confused as the spells kept them from seeing the men and the harpoon.  And between my training, my fearful and focused state of mind, and the fact I’d been using ‘mage sight’ I’d been able to see through the first two spells.  The magic had been surprisingly powerful but it had taken their third spell, whatever it had been, to really affect me.

But it still affected me, I thought with a small frown, slightly calmer as I continued to get further away and my bracelet continued to slow down.  I shouldn’t get too overconfident, if I’d just been walking home from school the first two spells probably would have affected me too.  Unlike most people I’d probably have realized they were there if the spells had been placed over a street I’d normally have traveled down but short of that it was doubtful I’d notice them.

I shuddered slightly.  I’d been getting too lax and overconfident.  Back on Avalon I’d have had a few minor precautions already in place but I hadn’t thought about those in years.  But things were changing, I had mana available to use and I was becoming more active myself.  I wasn’t in a hurry to meet whoever had launched that harpoon, my warning bracelet made that abundantly clear, but I could no longer pretend they didn’t exist or might never discover me.

I sighed and took the next turn, deciding it was time to make my way back to the Meiko estate now my bracelet had stopped.  I would need to collect the mana there.  Then I’d have to upend my whole day and go shopping, there were some supplies I desperately needed to get if I wanted to set up some protections.
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“Eeep!” Himeko half-screamed in startlement.  It was almost amusing to see the way she blushed a brilliant scarlet, clapped her hands over her mouth, and simultaneously jumped and spun around to face the opposite way.  All in one motion.  I could see why my friends sometimes found my reactions so entertaining.

I say almost amusing because I didn’t actually feel any humor.  I didn’t feel much of anything, emotionally at least.  I’d been working on several complicated pieces of magic and I was in an odd state of mind, something similar to being in a trance or meditating.  I saw everything calmly, as if it was distant and didn’t matter much to me, allowing me to easily hold on to the magic I’d already woven.  Otherwise I probably would have felt embarrassed about the fact I was sitting naked on the floor of the science lab.

I made a note that about having my brain scanned while I was in this state, adding it to the long wish list of experiments I wanted to carry out, and acknowledged my friend.  “Hello Himeko.”

“For goodness’ sake Mamoru,” Himeko huffed, still blushing bright enough I could tell even though I could only see the bare edge of her cheek.  “I know you have a lab coat now, why aren’t you wearing it?!”

“It would interfere with the spells,” I said tonelessly, taking her question at face value.  “Anchoring sigils needed to be painted on the skin.  And clothing would have reduced the effectiveness of the spells as they sank in.”

While I wasn’t wearing any clothes I doubted Himeko could actually have seen much.  I was covered in a dozen lines of light, mystical chains of sigils and symbols representing the spells I was preparing.  While they were slowly soaking into my skin they were still pretty bright and the area around my groin was one of the convergence points (along with my throat, solar plexus, and third eye), six separate lines of spells provided a natural censoring of anything she could have seen.  Distantly, I noted I’d still probably feel embarrassed when I eventually came out of my trance.

Himeko said nothing.  She merely turned around slowly, instantly rotating her head back whenever she caught a glimpse of something she didn’t want to see.

(Probably just my knee, I was sitting cross legged)

She’d move a few steps whenever that happened and repeat the process.  Eventually she managed to find an angle where she could look at me directly but her view of my lower body was obscured by a lab bench.  She studied me for a few moments more, still a little bit flushed.  “Are… are you alright Mamoru?” she asked hesitantly.

I figured she was probably put off by my lack of a response.  Normally I would have mirrored her reaction instead of continuing to patiently sit there on the floor.  “Yes,” I reassured her calmly, “I am merely in an altered state of mind right now.”

Himeko blinked a few times at my unusual behaviour.  “Are you sure you’re alright?  Why on Earth would you do that?” she asked, sounding slightly suspicious.  It was probably a sign of how much I’d rattled her that she was that obvious.  Or she was just worried I was experimenting with drugs.

“It was necessary in order to cast these spells,” I replied in the same robotic voice I’d used since she’d entered.  “I could not maintain this complex a spell for a sufficient length of time otherwise.”

I could clearly see her wrestling with herself, my altered state made it easy for me to note it even while maintaining the shape of the mana.  Himeko was obviously caught between asking the obvious question and the paradox of doing so.  Eventually curiosity and caution won out.  “Do you need me to stop distracting you?” she asked a little hesitantly.

“There is no reason to fear,” I answered simply.  “I am well past the danger zone.  At this point I would probably be able to hold the mana in place even without the trance.  I am merely being cautious.”

Huh, some distant part of my brain noted, that was interesting.  I hadn’t actually realized I was going to say that or the fact I was so close to completion.  Not consciously at least, but when Himeko had asked I’d answered as honestly as I was able and that evaluation had come out.  I also added that to the list of things to think about and possibly experiment with.

Himeko however decided against prying any more.  She merely retreated a little bit further back and watched me from the edge of the lab room.

I felt no need to say anything, I just calmly waited for about another twenty minutes as the lines of light on my body slowly dimmed and sunk into my skin.  As the procedure ran its course I gradually began to come back to myself, slowly returning to whatever passed as ‘normal’ in my case.  As I did so I did my best to hold on to my equilibrium, wishing I could somehow avoid the ensuing awkwardness.  While I wasn’t entirely successful I was able to avoid any sudden and dramatic reactions.

I was still blushing pretty hard by the time I was finished though.  “My clothes are by the opposite corner,” I said, turning my head away and mumbling a little.  “If you wouldn’t mind looking away…” I trailed off tentatively.

Himeko instantly spun back around, flushing a little as she realized I was back to my usual self.  “Of course,” she said, managing to almost maintain her own even tones in spite of the situation.

I creakily staggered to my feet, cursing my stupidity in not putting a blanket or some sort of covering between myself and the cold, sterile tiles.  That would have been the smarter move even if Himeko hadn’t come in, as things stood it seemed a monumentally stupid oversight.

Seriously, I thought to myself as I shakily pulled on some underwear and pants.  Stiff limbs, increased risk of a cold, and a… shrinkage problem.  Not to mention I could have simply wrapped myself in the blanket as I got up, that would have kept me warm and reduced the awkwardness.  How’d I miss such an important step? Even without the Himeko factor it would have made much more sense.

Despite my best intentions I redirected some of my annoyance at Himeko as I pulled on a shirt.  “What are you even doing here today?  It’s Saturday.”  I asked testily.

“I needed to be here for the Student Council, in addition to the regular duties we had a special meeting today.  Are you decent?”

“More or less,” I replied.  I was still putting on a few minor articles but it was all secondary stuff like my socks and glasses.

I heard Himeko turn around.  “When I realized you’d come into the lab today I figured I should check on you.  Besides, shouldn’t that be my question under the circumstances?  What were you doing just now?”

I sighed and turned back around.  Himeko looked slightly put out by my behaviour.  We both calmed down slightly as we simultaneously realized I was pulling on the lab coat I’d gotten for my birthday.  That reminder and the slight surge and sentimentality it provoked made it easier for me to explain.

“I was setting up a few precautions,” I said.  After a few seconds I realized that sounded a little too obscure and pretentious.  “Spells that will trigger under certain circumstances,” I expanded without being prompted, “it’s hard to set that sort of thing up and they’re not the most efficient use of mana but they’re a powerful safety precaution and it’s about time I took it.”

“Why wouldn’t they be efficient?” Himeko asked, tilting her head thoughtfully as she examined the problem.  “If you can cast them slowly and carefully shouldn’t they be much more efficient then something you have to do on the fly?”

I smiled and shook my head, simultaneously appreciating Himeko’s intelligence and the chance I had to show off a little.  “That would be true,” I admitted, “if I were simply casting the spells by themselves.  Instead I have to essentially program them only to go off under certain circumstances, which requires additional spells with more mana of their own.  And on top of all that the spells are just as vulnerable to entropy and deterioration as most things, I have to feed the precautions a little bit of mana each day to make up for the loss.  Even if I do that I’ll probably have to redo them in a year or two, meaning all that effort and mana will have been for nothing.”

Himeko crossed her arms and smirked.  “And I assume the payoff for all this effort is worth it?” she asked, making it clear she knew the answer was going to be yes.

“Depends how you look at things,” I smiled back at her, acknowledging her point but being just a touch contrary.  “I certainly think it is.  That spell you just saw me doing was the most complicated and powerful of the bunch.  It can create a field of energy that will surround my body and act as armor, incredibly tough and incredibly thorough.  It will only activate if I’m about to suffer serious bodily harm but if that’s the case it will activate ahead of the blow and absorb it.”

“Ahead of the blow?” Himeko echoed, now looking a little impressed.

I shrugged.  “Theoretically at least.  That’s part of why the spell’s so complicated, there’s a bunch of minor spells to detect the incoming danger and then activate it.  It should work against most everything but for all I know there might be an exception somewhere.  Like if someone shoots a true laser at me.”  The spells were pretty thoroughly tested, mages on Avalon had used them (and tried to kill other people using them) for ages, but I wasn’t willing to swear they’d been tested against the literal speed of light.

“But if Harada suddenly threw another punch at you- “

“Nothing would happen,” I interrupted Himeko quickly before she could get too excited.  “If this spell is ever triggered the display would be pretty obvious, I set it so it wouldn’t activate for anything as survivable as that.  If Harada tried stabbing me anywhere critical the spell would kick in but short of anything potentially fatal or crippling it shouldn’t go off.”

“Punches can be fatal too Mamoru,” Himeko noted, giving me a slightly skeptical eye.

I shrugged a little awkwardly.  “It should trigger in that case,” I admitted, “the detection spells are based on the damage it would cause but I’m still trying to figure out the full mechanics of how they work.  I was more worried about it triggering from a mean-spirited slap to the back or a hard fall to the sidewalk so I tried to be a bit more cautious in how I set the threshold.”  It was a tricky distinction.

“I guess I can see that,” Himeko sighed.  She looked disappointed but was obviously willing to admit that me messing up my knee or getting banged about a little was a better option then suddenly materializing supernatural armor.

“I can still trigger it myself in a pinch,” I added quickly.  “But mostly it’s there to protect me from major accidents like being hit by a car or falling off the roof of the school.”

“It’s that tough?” Himeko looked surprised.  “Wouldn’t the impact at the end just kill you anyway?”

I shook my head, impressed she’d remembered that problem so quickly.  We’d needed several lessons spelling that out to us and how to work around it back in mage school.  “It’s complicated but the spell itself will absorb and redirect velocity as part of its defense.  It’s an important part of how the armor works… and why shield-based spells are so much easier and cheaper to cast.  Setting up a wall is much easier then trying to put yourself in a suit of armor.”

Himeko went thoughtful for a few seconds, trying to digest and work through all the implications of that.

“It’s not perfect,” I hastened to assure her, worried she was going to get a little frightened about what it might mean.  “While I could take being hit by a car or truck I’d still get smashed to pieces if I tried jumping in front of a speeding train.  And while I’m pretty sure the armor would work all the way up to my normal terminal velocity I wouldn’t want to try it while I was wearing a 200-kilo backpack.  It’s also a good thing I have good brushing habits, I’m not sure how the spell would react to a trip to the dentist.”

Himeko grinned before she could catch herself.  “Really?  The dentist?  That seems like an awfully big weakness,” she noted, unable to conceal her amusement.

I shrugged again.  “The spell was designed before dentists were really a thing,” I replied, shading the truth a little.  It also helped that mages had long since developed some simple and mana efficient spells to help preserve their teeth.  They’d only needed one tooth rotting in their mouth before that spell had become a high priority!  I was masochistically curious if having a cavity taken care of would trigger the spell, what the threshold to tooth damage and pain was, but I had no intention of ever finding out!

Himeko smiled for a few moments longer but then sighed and quickly brought herself back under control.  “That might be a sensible safety net Mamoru,” she said, “but it is obviously better not to need the net in the first place.”

I sighed too.  “Yeah,” I agreed wistfully.  I wanted to explain it was more necessary than she realized, I was tempted to admit to her half the reason I’d gone to all the trouble had been my mysterious encounter that week.  In addition to my physical protection spell I’d added other subtler and weaker spells that would trigger if I was either drugged or subjected to some sort of mental manipulation.  Neither spell was in the same league as the magical armor but I was more worried about sudden surprise attempts to kidnap me or knock me out than some sort of brute force attack.  If I’d had the mental protection in place, a standard precaution for professional mages on Avalon, I would already know more about the group and how they operated.

Well, probably, I grudgingly admitted to myself.  I don’t know what spell they used to get me that time!  But even if it would have broken through the precaution my defense might well have given me a few seconds to put something stronger up instead!  That was part of the purpose of the precautionary spells I’d been taught.  They weren’t meant to somehow protect the mage against everything every single time but to protect against most things and buy the mage the time they needed to react against anything else, a much more sensible and mana efficient option.

But despite the temptation I told Himeko none of that.  I was afraid of dragging her into trouble, deep deep trouble.  I still had no idea who the mysterious group was or how they operated, but the level of secrecy they seemed to employ and my bracelet’s warning were pretty bad signs.  They weren’t likely to do anything drastic like make the Meiko family heiress disappear… but that wasn’t the same thing as impossible.  And while I wasn’t brilliant at the friendship thing even I knew that friends didn’t subject each other to a ten percent chance of getting disappeared by a shadowy organization!

Himeko misinterpreted my long and thoughtful silence.  “Has Harada-san been harassing you?” she asked sharply, her eyes narrowing as she jumped to a reasonable conclusion under the circumstances.

That snapped me back to the present.  “NO!  No, nothing like that,” I hastened to assure her. I was a little afraid of what she might do to Harada if she thought he’d threatened me even after Himeko had warned him.  I didn’t like the guy, I still kind of hated him a little, but even I didn’t want to think about what Himeko’s next step in escalation might be.

“You can tell me if he is Mamoru,” Himeko said, obviously still concerned.

For a moment I wondered why.  Then I remembered that she probably didn’t know that I knew.  And I actually just had that thought in regards to something in the real world, flashed across my brain before I responded.  “No, I haven’t seen any sign of him recently,” I replied honestly.  “I admit I’ve been keeping my head down but I haven’t actually seen any evidence he’s going to do something else.”

Himeko nodded decisively.  “Good.  I let him know I did not approve of his actions and that if he tried to harm you again, in any way, that I would retaliate.”

Great, and now I know that she doesn’t know that I know, I thought, both amused and disgusted I could actually apply that stupid phrase to my life.  For a moment I considered confessing that I knew what she’d done, just to uncomplicate things, but I reluctantly decided against it.  I was keeping secrets from her to protect her from complications (such as my otherworldly origins and anything related to whoever the Japanese MIB’s were), if she wanted to think she was keeping secrets from me to protect me (technically she was taking illegal actions to get back at Harada) then I didn’t have a leg to stand on.  Not to mention I didn’t want to embarrass her or get Eiko in trouble.

Just to be clear I did say.  “I appreciate that Himeko, and since this one was more… centered around you- “

(I was not going to say it was her fault!  Especially when it was really just Harada being an obsessed idiot.)

“- I’m not going to complain about you taking too much responsibility or trying to protect someone who didn’t ask for it.  Just… be careful you don’t go over that boundary in the future,” I said awkwardly, trying to get my point across without being rude or ungrateful.  “It makes sense here, a lot of sense, but it’s kind of a slippery slope, you know?”

Himeko looked mildly annoyed but after a few seconds slowly let out a calming breath.  “Agreed,” she said grudgingly.  “But I don’t want any macho stupidity of you trying to handle Harada either, alright?”

“Not a problem!” I said instantly, babbling a little bit in my eagerness to get past the awkward and dangerous subjects.  “I can see why you’d be worried but trust me, I know how stupid that would be.  If it looked like he was going to make a habit of it I’d probably do something but short of that I’m not going to go looking for trouble in any form.”

“You’re sure?” Himeko asked, shooting a look to the side.  There was a brush and a small dish of specially prepared ink there that I’d used to paint a few sigils onto my skin earlier in the day.  The hint was subtle but unmistakable.

“I’m sure.  I know the timing might look funny but I’ve been thinking of putting some precautions in place for a while now.  Recent events have served as a catalyzing incident to make sure I finally went through with it but this has been on my agenda for a while!”  I carefully made no mention of which catalyzing incidents I was talking about.  Harada was one of them, but only one.

“Alright, I’ll believe you,” Himeko said agreeably.  But then she crossed her arms and looked at me with a hint of suspicion.  “But if Harada isn’t a problem then why did you space out there for a while?”

I suddenly remembered what had given me pause.  I was really, really tempted to come clean to Himeko rather than complicate things further but for once I didn’t think my fears were all paranoia.  I desperately searched for an excuse, finally settling on “I was just… weighing the balance of practicalities.”

Himeko relaxed, despite how stupid that sounded it also seemed like something I’d do.  “That was a mouthful,” she said with a slight tug at the corner of her lip.  “You mean the cost of the spell compared to how useful it will be?”

“Basically,” I admitted with a shrug, not completely a lie since it was one of my concerns.  “It’s pretty much the magical equivalent of insurance, unfortunately it’s also a pretty expensive insurance policy!”

“How bad?” Himeko asked, instantly looking sympathetic.

She’s probably been trained to deal with similar things, I suddenly realized.  Between her Meiko family education and the Student Council she probably has more experience with cost to benefit scenarios then I do.  “Pretty nasty,” I admitted with a grimace, “that’s probably the main reason I was putting it off so long.  I originally wanted the new generation of mana collectors finished before I did this so it wouldn’t put such a big dent in my mana stores.  Keeping all my spells maintained basically takes the equivalent of the daily take of my best old collector.  Each and every day.”

Himeko whistled.  Even without knowing the exact numbers she could make some pretty educated guesses and read the rest in my expression.  She paused for a few seconds thoughtfully.  “Is there any reason you can’t put additional collectors around the school?”

“Well… “ I paused and considering what Himeko meant.  She’d mentioned it long ago when she thought they were just sensors but I’d been so focused on her family’s estate I’d forgotten she could use her pull to try and get me permission to set up something at the school.  It wasn’t a major thing, not compared to the multiple collectors over the weak ley-line around the Meiko home, but it wasn’t nothing either.  Especially when you factored in convenience and giving me another source of mana to tap in case of an emergency at the school.

“One collector,” I said, with growing enthusiasm, “the school area doesn’t produce that much mana and I can tweak a new collector to have a wider range to handle the lower input.  But yeah, that could help.”

“And there’d be no danger to the students?” Himeko asked calmly.  It was obvious she was mostly asking for formality’s sake but there was a dangerous undertone of ‘there’d better not be any danger to the students’ in there.

I shook my head.  “So long as no one tries smashing it.”

Himeko looked doubtful.  “I don’t like being too negative Mamoru, not after I was the one who brought this up, but are you sure someone like Harada wouldn’t do that?  I doubt he’d be that stupid but other people could be that dumb.  Between jealousy of you and your privileges and the stress of school it’s not actually impossible.”

“Ah,” I pulled myself back and thought about it a little more.  “Unless it was smashed in a very particular manner there shouldn’t be any ill effects,” I mused.  “Well… no explosive ill effects.  It would probably turn into a spirit attractor with all the suddenly released mana and the school would suffer a bunch of minor incidents.”

Himeko just gave me a look.

“I’ll tie in a ‘don’t notice me’ spell to it,” I said quickly, “something to make sure no one pays it any attention.”  That would cut down the mana intake but if I programmed the spell correctly, such as making sure it wouldn’t activate if no one was around, it would still be a nice net gain for me in mana.

“Honestly Himeko, done right it might actually improve school safety,” I suggested tentatively.  I felt a little greedy pushing like that but I was eager to take the opportunity now that my daily mana needs had increased so much.  “A mana collector could siphon off the mana portion of something more harmful, like that stupid attempt at a spell we found in the gym.  It wouldn’t have stopped something like that but I’m pretty sure it would have reduced it’s effectiveness.”  Sort of.  Maybe.  I though guiltily, not quite as sure as I tried to sound.  Another thing to add to the testing list.

Himeko sighed.  “Alright,” she said, a little reluctantly, “try to come up with a good excuse and I’ll get the council to approve it.  After all, if we’re going to keep forcing you to do things and use up your resources on behalf of the school it only seems fair that we make sure you’re properly reimbursed.”

“Some sort of weather monitoring equipment,” I said instantly, remembering an excuse I’d came up with while doing the pollution study.  “I can put it on the school roof where it will be out of the way.”

Himeko’s return nod was less reluctant, it seemed like that was a good enough excuse to make her task easy.

“Great!” I said enthusiastically.  “I’ll make one up tomorrow so that I can put it in Monday.”

“Why so eager Mamoru?” Himeko asked, sounding slightly amused and concerned at the same time.

“It’s lucky timing,” I admitted with a shrug, feeling unexpectedly buoyed by the serendipity of it all.  “I had to drag my old mana reservoir to school today in order to have enough power to cast all my spells.  If I’m actually going to put a collector at the school it’s going to be practical to leave it here, keep it around as a sort of back up reservoir that I can use to power bigger experiments.”

I gestured to where I’d propped my reservoir inconspicuously in the corner.  Creating my precautions had taken a full week’s worth of mana, not even my new traveling reservoir had that sort of capacity.  It was one of the other reasons I’d delayed so long in creating them.  But after the incident with the spirits and the MIB’s I’d figured it was time to suck it up so I’d filled the old reservoir with the mana I’d needed and wheeled it to the school on a hand truck while burning up more magic on ‘don’t notice me’ spells.

The actual reservoir didn’t look like much, not unless you studied it closely for the more finely carved in runes and symbols.  From a distance it resembled a chunk of stone a little bit larger than a student’s desk top and over three times as thick.  And while it wasn’t quite as heavy as it looked it was not easily portable, getting it to school had been a challenge and half the reason I’d done everything on a weekend.  Frankly any sort of excuse to leave it at school would have been nice, one that gave me some practical benefits and reasons was extraordinarily fortunate.

“I never agreed to that!” Himeko said, her voice rising a little as she took in the huge chunk of material.  Before I could say anything she then sighed.  “Fine, so long as you promise me that this will be just as safe as the collector would be.”

“More or less,” I said, struggling to find the balance between honesty and getting what I wanted.  “It’s actually safer in most ways, they’re both built around similar principles but the reservoir is stronger and more stable.  It will probably end up containing in fair amount of mana though, there is a hint more risk in that.”

“Fine,” Himeko relented without another word.

That was too easy, I thought, taking another look at Himeko.  “Himeko,” I asked slowly, “what’s wrong?”

“It’s to do with the council meeting today,” Himeko admitted with another sigh.  “It wasn’t very pleasant.”

“What’s wrong?  If you can tell me,” I added quickly, realizing it might be confidential.

Himeko shot me a tired smile.  “Technically I shouldn’t, but in this case it makes more sense to mention it to you.  It was about the fire at the school the week before last.”

My enthusiasm about the new collector quickly receded.  “Was it bad?”

“More stressful than bad,” Himeko answered wearily.  “All signs continue to point to it being set deliberately, unfortunately no one has any clues who or why that happened.  We all want to hope it was just an isolated incident but there was a lot of arguing about what to do next.  There was a strong contingent in favor of a witch hunt and finding someone to blame it on.”

“Seriously?”  I wanted to be more surprised and disappointed than I felt.  Unfortunately, if there wasn’t any evidence after a week and a half I doubted any was going to come up, and if that was the case there was always someone who wanted a scapegoat.

“I’m afraid so.  They favored doing only token punishments and moving past it quickly if we went down that path but they still were still willing to argue for it as a form of closure, something they could point to as a sign to others that we’d solved the problem.  Fortunately cooler heads prevailed, while unsettling the fire wasn’t a major incident and if something else does happen the witch hunt approach would only come back to bite us in the butt.  We spent the afternoon discussing and debating the whole thing only to conclude that the best idea right now is to be cautious but do nothing.”

“Ouch,” I winced at the mere thought of having to spend an afternoon that way.  I’d do it, if that was the only way to prevent idiots from causing even more damage, but having to do so would quickly drive me mad.  It made me appreciate the work Himeko put in to keep us all safe.

Which is why I was more patient when Himeko carefully asked.  “Mamoru, are you sure there was nothing supernatural about the fire?”

I nodded.  “As sure as I can be,” I said firmly, “I went back and ran some checks the next day and the day after that.  No signs of anything supernatural involved and I couldn’t find any clues about the perpetrator either.”  I’d already told her that but I couldn’t blame her for double checking under the circumstances.

Himeko carefully repressed another sigh, the meeting had clearly worn her down.  “Well, watch yourself and your equipment then.  I doubt there’s going to be another fire that will somehow target your mana collector but make sure it will be safe, okay?”

“Okay,” I nodded again.  After all, she was right.

“And be warned, it looks like the Student Council is going to be calling on you for another project.”

I stiffened up at the suggestion.  Judging by how generous she’d wanted to be in getting me a mana collector at the school I didn’t think this was going to be pleasant.  I carefully kept myself from saying anything and after a few moments Himeko continued.

“The Choral Club is going to be doing a Christmas performance next month,” Himeko admitted, sounding more tired and frustrated than the words warranted.  “Chances are you’re going to be doing all the lighting and stage setup.”

“What?” I asked, shocked and annoyed despite of the warning and my attempt to brace myself.  “All of it?  Why me?  Wouldn’t the Engineering Club normally get called up for this?”  Part of the Engineering Club’s remit was that they did a lot of practical work and engineering around the school.  Nothing too major, they weren’t going to suddenly remodel the building or build a new floor, but practical and technical setups usually went to them.

Himeko shook her head.  “Normally yes.  Unfortunately that’s a recipe for disaster this time.  Both of the club presidents have been mortal enemies for years, from what I know it’s a personal issue of some sort.  That hasn’t been a problem yet but now that they’re both seniors and in charge of their respective clubs it’s been something the Student Council has been keeping an eye on.  Then about a week ago two first-years went through a nasty breakup that’s still resonating.  One of them belongs to the Engineering Club and the other one to Choral Club.”

I winced.  Toss in the stress of the December exams, end of semester and the upcoming entrance exams for the seniors, and Himeko was right: it was a recipe for disaster.

Himeko nodded.  “Most of the Engineering Club is still trustworthy, they’d never give it anything less than their all, but if we put this on them it would only serve to create more bad feelings as they balanced duty versus loyalty to their club.  Especially since the Choral Club is only a small group and I doubt their Christmas performance is going to be that important to the school in the greater scheme of things.”

I nodded back in understanding.  Our Engineering Club was a large club covering several of the more technically minded sciences and it contained many of our smarter students.  The club had close to fifty people in it, so many that they made up nearly ten percent of the student body.  It was a practical and competitive club that provided students with a surprising amount of real-world knowledge and was pretty popular with students who were considering that path in life.  The Choral Club on the other hand was barely in the teens of members, they were well respected for their size and subject matter but not exactly the most important club in the school.  Telling the Engineering Club to swallow their pride and work for them under the circumstances would not end well.

Himeko shrugged.  “It’s not been finalized yet but the general opinion is that you’d be the best way to get around the problem.  We’d probably have gotten you to check the final work anyway and that would only create more hard feelings no matter how it went.  Since this should just be lights and sound systems Yamamoto-sempai figured we could make you do the whole job, that way we could sell it to the Engineering Club as something that was too small to bother them with and sidestep the whole problem.  Both Clubs will probably look the other way and accept this as the best solution under the circumstances.”

Well, when you put like that... I had to admit grudgingly.  As much as I disliked the idea on principle, managing even simple sound system and lights was not as easy as Himeko tried to make it sound, it really was the best solution.  Especially since the Student Council probably would have had me do the final safety check, just like they had at the Cultural Festival.  If I found anything the Engineering Club would be ashamed and probably feel insulted.  And if I didn’t find anything they’d still feel insulted that someone would insinuate that about them under the circumstances.  Better just to circumvent the whole mess and have me do everything.

I sighed.  “Understood.”  I wasn’t looking forward to it, this was likely to be a multi-day job spread over the month and I didn’t want to give up the time, but the logic was undeniable.

“Maybe we’ll be lucky and they’ll make up,” Himeko suggested.  It was obvious she didn’t take the idea seriously and was just trying to be comforting.  “It’s probably still a week or two until they’re going to need you and that’s plenty of time to change their minds.  And if that happens doing the setup for the performance will be a great way for the budding engineer to make it up to his girlfriend.”

“Yeah, but if they don’t we’re still going to have the end of term exams to deal with and the unhappy couple will probably feel even more depressed at the thought they’ll be alone at Christmas,” I said grudgingly.  “That could be trouble.”  I hated how that sounded a little whiny but it was all an unanticipated complication and I was slightly worried about studying for my own exams when all that was thrown in there.

 “Well, Christmas is the time of romance and miracles.  We can always hope,” Himeko said with a sympathetic smile.  “Speaking of Christmas, are you planning something Mamoru?”

“Hm?” I said, I’d been caught up in my own worries and was surprised by the apparent non-sequitur.

“Well, I can’t help but note the Christmas supplies you have next to your equipment.”

At first I’d thought Himeko was blatantly changing the subject.  Seeing the miniature plastic pine tree and mistletoe sitting next to my mana old reservoir and specially prepared ink I suddenly wanted to change the subject.  “It’s part of another experiment I wanted to run,” I said with a small blush.  “The Christmas theme… well those sorts of things were on sale for cheap at this time of year and it seemed like they’d be the most cost effective for what I wanted to try.”

“We should probably get my old mana reservoir to the roof,” I said quickly, before Himeko could ask any follow up questions.  “You can help me while you’re here and before more clubs start letting out.  If you keep the doors open it will be a lot safer and easier than if I have to try and do it on my own.”

Himeko recognized my evasions but politely put aside her curiosity, bowing to my logic and the need to keep me from accidentally killing myself through overenthusiastic embarrassment.
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With a lot of quiet swearing and cursing Himeko and I maneuvered my old reservoir up to the roof and basically hung a ‘property of the Student Council, do not disturb’ sign on it to avoid any questions.  The next day I spent pretty much the whole Sunday in the lab cooking up a different sort of mana collector.  I’d built a lot of mana collectors over the years, generally improving on each one as I gradually improved my resources and understanding, but for the first time I was going to deliberately incorporate mana transmission functions.  Basically, it was the equivalent of going from disparate steam engines that generated electricity to a proper power grid.

I wasn’t completely successful.  Like I said: it was the first time I’d tried it, but for a first effort I was pretty darn pleased.  Not only would my collector gather mana from the area around the school, I could actually tap into it for mana from a distance.  I’d still lose 10 or 15 percent in the transmission but that was still a heck of an improvement from what I’d been working with!  If I needed it I would have access to power for spells at school even if I forgot everything at home again.  Heck if I didn’t mind a 50 percent drop I could probably manage that trick even a block or two away from the school!

I even managed to jury rig a connection to my old reservoir.  It wasn’t a good connection, my old reservoir had still been on the primitive side and I’d never designed it with that sort of thing in mind.  But if I didn’t mind losing another 50 percent of the mana the collector could actually transfer mana into or out of my old reservoir, allowing it to empty itself without my presence and giving me a deeper reserve of mana I could tap into at will while I was in the school area.

Don’t get me wrong, I didn’t plan on doing that.  Losing 60 to 75 percent of the mana I’d worked so long to gather before I even cast a spell was unacceptable under normal conditions.  But it was a hell of an improvement over my previous circumstances, before I’d met Himeko the loss would have been over 95 percent!  For the first time in ages I was starting to feel like a proper mage again.

I even managed to build a fairly decent ‘don’t notice me spell’ into the collector, something wide enough to cover both it and my old reservoir but that would only activate when people started to look in its direction.  It wasn’t a great idea over the long term, it would only work because I stuck the whole arrangement on top of the stairwell roof where it would be more out of sight.  And even then sooner or later someone would take a photograph of the whole arrangement, look back over it, and then ask ‘hey, what the heck is that?  And why haven’t I ever noticed it?’ but I felt fairly confident it would hold for the rest of my high school career.  After I graduated I assumed I’d take the whole thing down, if I was lucky I’d be ready to move on to the next generation of collectors and reservoirs by then anyway.

Since I was in that sort of mindset I spent next week and a half finishing off the newest generation of collectors, enough to finish covering the Meiko estate and another one for my home.  I was strongly tempted to put the project off a little longer, slow down and return to the various experiments I was dying to get to, but the recent events had suggested I needed to work on my foundation.  I needed enough mana for spellcasting and experimenting, enough of a cushion I could do my research and not suddenly worry about not having enough mana to cover a friend when they got in trouble.  Or taking care of myself, I couldn’t pretend the need for mana was completely altruistic.  While no one gave me any unexpected grief I did notice Harada giving me a disgusted look one time.  But that was all, he wasn’t happy but Himeko had clearly driven the message home and the circumstances needed to change before he would do anything else.  That or he was just too distracted by the looming threat of December exams, he was a senior after all and he was probably having to keep an eye on his entrance exams as well as our winter term finals.

I did manage to start one long to medium term experiment though.  It was a critical first step into my research about spirits and it would end up giving me some shocking results.  But that was in the future, the experiment was about the furthest thing from mind when I was helping out at the gym that day…

***

Himeko had been right, the Student Council tapped me to do the technical work for the Choral Club.  On some ways that was going to be a lot easier than it sounded.  The focus would be on the music, they weren’t going to go for a complicated staging with lots of props and special effects.  They’d pretty up the stage a little of course, they weren’t going to be complete minimalists, but compared to the average play or presentation it was going to be pretty simple.  I’d have to set up a few minor lighting changes for some of their pieces, basically putting the spotlight on different members at different times for certain songs, but even that wouldn’t be too difficult.  They were mostly going to be standing in on place after all, I wasn’t going to have to track a moving performance of some type and everything could be handled easily from the central lighting controls.  Heck, I could set up a program and just leave it to run automatically if I wanted to be really lazy.  And I would, but I was still responsible enough to oversee it running come the day of the performance just in case something went wrong.

Unfortunately, there was one major complication in all this.  It was the Choral Club after all, that meant the sound had to be perfect.  And that meant I was starting work on it weeks earlier then I’d anticipated.

I was standing partway back in the gym next to the club president, Otake Kai.  We were listening to a few of the club members harmonizing on the stage.  He was frowning, although I wasn’t sure if it was at the sound quality or the performance of his club members.  We were checking the how it sounded at various points in the gym based on distance from the stage and he didn’t seem happy.

I, surprisingly, found myself riveted.  Not exactly by the music, it was pleasant but between this, that, and the other thing the club wasn’t hitting its stride.  But the few times they’d been allowed to go all out… not only had they been impressive musically, they’d actually succeeded in raising some power!  I’d only glimpsed it three times, enough to verify it wasn’t a fluke and I wasn’t imagining things, but that was still enough to get my brain rolling on possible theories and explanations.

It looks like it’s a dirty mix of everything, I thought to myself, toying with the problem even when I should probably have been a little more focused on the task at hand.  Mostly psi, some mana, and I thought there was a little bit of ki in there.  So would that make it worse than something from Avalon?  Or would that actually make it better in a way?

I knew about churches and priesthoods that had used music for power back on Avalon, there were at least a half dozen variant traditions.  And even one or two proposals about using it as an alternate ritual for groups of mages.  But it was only something I’d ever studied in theory, and from what I knew the effects were usually either mana based or an attempt to satisfy a god sufficiently to justify a direct divine intervention.  The mixture of energies I’d witnessed was less conventional, but on the other hand it was more diverse and that had a wider spread of possibilities.

And the Choral Club’s repertoire was a mixture of sacred and secular to boot, was that one of the reasons the energy was diverse?  So many questions!  I thought, fascinated by the phenomenon.  It wasn’t likely to be anything major or practical, I hadn’t seen them raise much energy yet.  But it still had possibilities!  While I wouldn’t have chosen to study this over most of the other things I was researching I had to admit it took the sting out of my assigned chore.

“Well,” Otake asked suddenly, interrupting my train of thought, “what do you think?”

I snapped back to reality.  The leader of the Choral Club did not look like someone you’d have expected to sing beautifully, he wasn’t that much smaller than me and looked like an affably unattractive thug.  He also looked deeply annoyed.

But even from our short acquaintance I knew he was passionate about the singing, that meant he could only be asking about one thing.  “It depends on how many people you want to reach,” I said diplomatically.  “If the audience is going to be small and intimate I think you’ll be able to get away with just raw voices.  But if they’re more spread out, or if we get more than forty or fifty people, then I think we’re going to have to go with the microphones.”

“Damn it!” Otake swore, further denting the choral singer stereotype.  “I’d hoped we could do this naturally.”

I said nothing.  I was slightly skeptical he’d get that much of an audience but I was willing to defer to his judgement.

Otake crossed his arms and closed his eyes as he considered his options.  He looked thoughtful.  Annoyed, but thoughtful.  “The acoustics of the gym are all wrong for this,” he said grimly, “no matter where we place ourselves we just can’t make the harmonies reach far enough.  And I’m not sure all the club could project far enough to cover those forty people for the whole performance anyway.”

He opened his eyes and sighed.  “We’re going to have depend on the sound system after all.”

I kept my expression bland but inside I was swearing up a storm.  Otake had already demonstrated he was a bit of a perfectionist and diva, the amount of work I was going to have to put in fine tuning the microphones and sound system made me want to grind my teeth.  The gym’s sound system was significantly above average, that was one of the reasons the school’s architects hadn’t been too worried about the less than brilliant acoustics of the gym.  Unfortunately it was a little bit temperamental at the best of times.  Making it work for fourteen different Choral Club members to the satisfaction of a perfectionist club president…

Damn it Himeko!  I thought, fighting the urge to grind my teeth.  This was not going to be fun.  Although I did have to admit that only reinforced her point, putting Otake in the same room as members of the Engineering Club and forcing them to do it would only have made the bad blood between the two clubs worse.

As if summoned by my anger Himeko swept into the gym, accompanied by four girls from her usual entourage.  That surprised me a little, I was too used to her taking the time to slip away from them and talk to me alone.  My anger receded slightly as I was forced to remember all the little things my friend did for me.

Himeko made a beeline towards us.  “Otake-san, Mamoru-san,” she said politely, nodding to each of us in turn, “how is setup going?”

“Horrible,” Otake said, not even bothering to face her as he glared at his club members up on stage.  “The acoustics in this place are terrible for choral singing and we’re going to have to put in a lot of work if we want the speakers to properly convey our sound and magnificence.  We need a lot more time in the gym if we want to make this work.”

“Otake-san,” Himeko said, still keeping her tone polite even though several of her followers were already giving Otake dirty looks because of his rudeness.  “I appreciate your dedication and completely agree that we must do our best, it would shame the school to put forth a lackluster performance.  But between the clubs that have a rightful call on this place and examination arrangements there’s only so much time we can give you.  You are lucky the Volleyball Club is running outside drills so often this month so they can cede some of their gym time to you.”

Otake looked mulish but even he drew the line at demanding the other clubs rearrange their schedules on such short notice in December.  I could tell he was working his way up to something though.

Himeko could too.  She sighed slightly and consulted her phone.  “I can give you a little time on Sundays,” she said reluctantly, “we can’t do much but we can slip you in for a few hours the next two Sundays without disrupting too many people.”

Except me, I thought sullenly.  But given how little I usually contributed to the school, and the fact that Himeko was probably going to have to take time from her much busier life to open the gym and lock it up again at the end, I squashed that thought hard and tried to pretend it had never crossed my mind.

She might not do it personally, I wheedled.  But I already knew that was a lie.  Unless there was some sort of alternative of course Himeko was going to come down and oversee at least the start and finish personally, anything else would have been running away from her responsibilities in her eyes.

“Besides,” Himeko continued reasonably, “surely you already have enough time to figure out the basics of your positioning and presentation?  Microphone and audio settings will change between one day and the next, won’t Mamoru-san have to do it all on the day of the performance anyway?”

I sighed slightly and spoke up before Otake could start ranting.  “It’s not that simple Himeko… san,” I stumbled slightly as I remembered we were in ‘official’ mode today.  “If we want the best results we’re going to have to figure out how and why certain microphones and speakers work better with certain performers.  I won’t be able to keep those settings consistent from day to day, you are right about how I’m going to have to do most of it right before the performance.  But I can identify what works best where and narrow down the range I’m working with.  Basically, it will be the difference between working with prefabricated pieces and having to build everything from raw materials if I get this done right ahead of time.”

Otake wasn’t paying enough attention to see Himeko’s lip twitch and I doubted he was familiar enough with her to recognize it even if he had.  I did however and I abruptly realized we’d both been played.  Himeko was in politician mode, by giving concessions and making me say it she made the situation look much more reasonable to us and compelled us to give in without a fight.  Especially me since it was still going to be a pain in the ass.

I did my best to keep my face straight as I let loose a torrent of swears in the privacy of my head.  I suspect Himeko picked up on it just a little however, her lip twitched again.  Out loud, all she did say “as you wish.  We expect nothing but the best out of this Christmas performance,” in as demure a tone as possible.  “Thank you for your hard work.”

***

I was still feeling a little put out a few hours later.  I had calmed down slightly but the whole procedure had been aggravating and I still had to do one last fix on the lights before I could call it a day.  While the sound was going to be the biggest problem one of the stage lights was flickering a little so I’d taken it down and was in the process of checking it out and changing the bulb.  My stomach was growling and I was deeply annoyed at the inconvenient timing but I figured it was better to get it done so I could focus entirely on the sound next time.

And as much as Himeko’s tricks and Otake’s attitude peeved me I had to admit they were both kind of right.  It wasn’t like the Choral Club were going to compete in some sort of national championship, the Christmas performance would probably be the highlight of Otake’s term as club president.  It would also be a small but telling display of our school’s hard work, especially since it was actually happening on Christmas Day!  The more I considered that the more I had to admit Otake probably wasn’t being so foolish in wanting the performance to go perfectly and be able to reach a large number of people.  I still doubted he’d pack the gym… but I was willing to admit he might get halfway there.

And on top of that I’d witnessed the surprising power of the Choral Club when they finally got it together.  It had startled me to discover they could create that magnificent music… and raise even more power than I’d thought!  All fourteen of them together and harmonizing had produced a significant amount of energy.

Don’t get me wrong, I wasn’t about to start haunting concert halls and secretly placing collectors there as an alternate to my current plans.  While the energy was significant there still wasn’t that much of it when it came to mana.  But if that mish-mash of energies was somehow properly channeled and directed, well it would probably be at least equal to one of my spells.

It still took fourteen people, I thought defensively while I struggled with the glass covering on the light.  And how you’d actually use that mix of energies effectively is the whole problem!  It was still an interesting thought though, and while it irked my pride as a mage I still found myself considering how you’d construct some sort of ‘spell’ to harness that power appropriately and do something with it.

I thought I was alone in the gym, Otake was a slave driver but even he’d conceded it was enough for one day nearly twenty minutes earlier.  Most of the club had left within a minute, exhausted and grateful to be done for the day.  I, in turn, had been so focused on my task I jerked my head so hard I banged it against the wall when I heard an unfamiliar male voice say.  “I know you’ve been avoiding me.”

For a moment I was terrified it was Harada.  Then I heard a scared female voice ask “what do you mean?”

I rubbed the sore spot on my back of my head and carefully peaked around the edge of the stage.  I probably didn’t need to be so careful, I was already concealed from view and I’d shut down most of the gym lights to I could disconnect the spotlight safely, leaving the whole place fairly dark.  I spotted a young man walking over towards a member of the Choral Club who’d tucked herself away against the other side of the gym, I’d failed to notice her in the gloom.

“You should have left with the others,” he said, his voice rising a little, growing angrier, “instead you stayed for no reason.  You’re either avoiding me or you actually wanted to meet privately.”

“I told you I didn’t want to see you again Kenji!” the girl said, her voice wobbled a little like she was getting ready to cry.

Fuck, I thought feelingly, turning on the ‘don’t notice me’ spell.  It wasn’t hard to guess these were the two with the nasty breakup, and the last thing I wanted to do was make things more awkward.

“Kenji, Kenji,” the guy said.  “You still can’t say Kenji-san, you know we’re meant to be together!”

Fuck! I thought a little more desperately, changing my tune at those words.  He was getting awfully passionate, and when a guy’s saying something like ‘you know we’re meant to be together’ to a girl trying to avoid him it raises a big red flag.  I hurriedly got to my feet, turning up the ‘don’t notice me’ spell a little more and trying to get closer in case I needed to intervene.

“Stop it Kenji!” the girl half-sobbed.  “It’s not going to happen.”

“Just give up this stupid obsession Nanami,” Kenji pleaded.

“Choir’s not stupid!” the girl shot back, her tone rising in volume.

“Yes it is!”

Oookay, I said, pulling back a little on my approach.  That was not the argument I’d been expecting.  The whole tone of things was still pretty worrying but at least it seemed to be switching from red flags to yellow.

“Why can’t you see- “

“Why can’t you see that you need to focus on your future!” Kenji shouted back overriding her.  “This whole arts thing is useless!  Focus on your grades.  And if you have to play around with these useless things then at least focus on me so I can support you after we’re married.”

Back to red, I thought, resuming my approach.  I did not want to get involved in what looked like a proto-domestic dispute but there was a limit to what I’d ignore.  And Kenji had reached it.  I’d have been willing to tolerate that as part of a reasonable debate in a classroom, not as a guy cornering a girl alone in a darkened gym and shouting at her.

“I’m not marrying you!” Nanami fired back, showing a bit more spunk in her voice.  “You broke my heart!  I’ll never marry a guy who thinks the arts are useless.”

“The arts are outdated!  Obsolete!  Maybe they’re pleasant but you need to focus on the big picture!”

“The arts give us life!”

“What life?”

“More life then I’d have with you,” Nanami fired back coldly.

I was within two meters of the pair by then, they were so focused on each other that I wasn’t sure I’d even needed the ‘don’t notice me’ spell.  And Nanami’s willingness to stand up for herself had definitely mitigated the situation a bit, and so did the fact that despite their argument even I could tell she honestly cared for the boy a bit.

But at her words Kenji’s face froze.  After a few seconds he started to reach for her angrily.

In those few seconds I dropped the ‘don’t notice me’ spell and threw up a quick ‘fear’ spell instead.  I lunged forward and planted a firm hand on Kenji’s shoulder before he could complete his action, stopping him in his tracks.  “Kohai,” I said, trying to sound calm.  I think some of my own anger sunk into my voice though.

Kenji and Nanami were both startled by my appearance but I think Kenji would have jumped a little if I hadn’t held him down.  And I couldn’t blame them, they were both average first year students, both in looks and height, and the way I suddenly loomed out of the darkness had to be a bit frightening even without the vague aura of menace from the ‘fear’ spell.  I hadn’t had time to produce anything stronger, under perfect conditions I could have pumped in all the mana of the school’s collector and had him struggling for bladder control.  But the less dramatic effect was probably for the best.  At the current level I was believably scary, if I’d gone all out it would have caused questions later on.

I still felt Kenji’s heart racing even through his clothing.  Whether that was from fear or anger I did not know.  “Sempai,” he panted out after a few moments.

“I was unaware the Engineering Club had decided to take over this project,” I said, trying to sound calm and as if I hadn’t obviously heard everything they’d just been yelling about.  “I thought the Student Council had assigned it to me because it was a little too small to be bothering them with.  Has that decision changed?”

Kenji swallowed hard but his eyes were still pretty fiery.  I suspect he toyed with the idea of some sort of dramatic gesture like slapping away my hand before he reluctantly settled on “No sempai.”

“And have you decided to resign from the Engineering Club and offer your services independently?” I asked.  The second after the words left my mouth I was worried I’d just made an error; I’d assumed that would be anathema to him from his earlier statements but that was based on just a few sentences spoken in anger.  If I was wrong about him and he was truly obsessed I’d just given him an opening.

Fortunately for me and the girl he declined to take it.  “No sempai,” he said again, swallowing hard as he looked up at my additional 15 cm and less than pleased expression.

“Well then,” I said as politely as I could manage, “perhaps you should get out of the gym and leave me to my work?  You of all people should know how hard this can be, I prefer to do the more delicate work without distractions.”

I was mildly surprised how he managed to summon up his courage and sneer at me a little.  “Yes, a dilettante like you must need a little more time.”

Oh you arrogant little- For a moment my eyes narrowed but I forced myself to try to appear calm.  “Yes,” I sighed a little dramatically, “there’s just so many wires to keep straight with the lighting.  Why, if I wasn’t careful I could mess up my positive and negative connections.”

Kenji’s eyes narrowed in turn as he caught the unsubtle allusion to the Engineering Club’s screwup from the Monkey King Marathon where they’d deliberately tried to make the wiring complicated for me but accidentally created a problem with one of their tricks.  Which I had then caught and fixed (with the help of divination spells).

“Run home little boy,” I said in a lower voice, letting the polite mask slip a little and hoping the fear spell made me look scary rather than ridiculous.  “Run home before your sempai decides you need to be taught a lesson.”

It seemed to work (I gave credit to the low lighting in the gym, as intimidation attempts went it was pretty pathetic.  He’d probably just have laughed in my face if I’d tried it outside).  After one last glance towards Nanami, Kenji plastered an obviously fake smirk on his face and retreated as fast as he could manage without losing too much face.

I waited until the door closed before turning my attention back to Nanami, quietly dropping the ‘fear’ spell as I did so.  Before I could say anything she gave me a quick and nervous “Sempai,” a deep bow, and then ran off in the opposite direction, retreating through the girls changing room.

I sighed and took a quick look around the now abandoned gym.  After a moment I decided to put the light I’d just fixed back up with magic.  I had an awful feeling I’d better follow the pair, just in case.
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“- and after that I did a quick scan of the light with magic to make sure I hadn’t missed anything before using the ‘mana hands’ spell to lift the light back up and fasten it back in place.” I explained to Himeko.  “But even with the spells by the time I had everything connected properly they were already long gone.”

Himeko looked at me, caught between amusement and concern.  “So,” she said sweetly, playing up her amusement, “worried about your juniors, hmm?”

I sighed.  “Knock it off Himeko.  I hate getting involved in something like this but I can’t just ignore it either.  You didn’t see Ishida Kenji’s expression, hear the fire in his voice.  You said it’s been two or three weeks since they broke up already, I’m worried he’s losing control and presuming a hell of a lot!”

On the other hand, he did have a small point.  She was still calling him Kenji.  Even in the limited amount of digging I’d done I’d found out their full names.  I wasn’t sure what to think about how they’d both still been referring to each other so casually and intimately in spite of everything.

Himeko’s expression grew more serious.  “My apologies Mamoru, you’re right,” she sighed, “but you know what my response is going to have to be.  Just because you think I sometimes go too far and insert myself into some conflicts in a high-handed manner does not mean I’m going to do it this time just to suit you.”

“Really?” I asked skeptically.

“Well… not yet at least,” Himeko shrugged.  “What you’ve told me is concerning, there’s no doubt about that, but I can’t get involved yet.”

I bit down an annoyed ‘why not?’ but Himeko heard the unspoken question and answered it regardless.

“Neither of them is from our class, or even our grade.  I can speak to their own class reps or club presidents and try to get them to intervene, but if I go over everyone’s head and confront Ishida directly I’ll be seen as an interfering busybody.  What’s worse is that if I do it then either that will generate more sympathy for Ishida, people will see this as some sort of women sticking together problem and claim we’re using our influence to create trouble for men.  Or they’ll assume that because I’m doing it that there must be a reason and the situation is even more dangerous than it appears.  Some people could take matters into their own hands or overreact, and I’m not convinced Ishida deserves that.”

I winced, thinking about Shizu and Harada.  “Neither am I,” I admitted reluctantly.  Ishida really worried me, he didn’t worry me enough that I thought he needed a pre-emptive beating.

“Unfortunately, I doubt their own reps are going to do much.  And as for their club presidents…” Himeko trailed off and gave me a significant look.  The mere thought of how that was likely to end made me want to break out into a cold sweat, especially since I’d be caught in the middle of it all!

Once she was sure I’d gotten it Himeko continued.  “And not to get down on your judgement Mamoru, but are you sure you’re not jumping the gun a little?  You observed one incident over the course of two or three minutes.  A romance based incident while everyone’s stressed out about exams and wishes they had someone to be with for Christmas on top of that.  Is it possible you just overreacted?”

I winced a second time.  Himeko had more of a point then I wanted to think about, especially given my own reaction at the time.  I stood by my basic position, but getting that involved that quickly that aggressively hadn’t been a great idea.  My own fear combined with a bit of annoyance at the guy’s arrogance had definitely caused me to be overly aggressive.  And a senior jumping in that quickly to literally threaten a junior wasn’t a great way to act.

Who am I kidding?  I acted more like a kid’s conception of a hardboiled detective or some sort of hero of justice.  Jumping straight to childish threats like that at the end, who did I think I was?  When I thought about how I’d acted compared to how someone like Himeko or Yamamoto would have handled everything… well, there was a reason I tried not to think about it.  Despite Himeko sometimes doing too much, and arrogantly assuming too much, more often than not she made her moves with skill and judgment.  When you compared that to my record so far…

“I probably overreacted at the time.  And I’m extrapolating a little bit more than I want to,” I finally admitted to Himeko.  “But I’ve been listening to the rumors on this one and I don’t like what I’m hearing.”

“Mamoru- “ Himeko started, looking at me pityingly.

“Hear me out,” I held up my hand, pausing in the work I was doing and putting aside my paintbrush for a moment.  “I know that gossip isn’t all that reliable but there’s usually a little fire underneath all that smoke and I’ve been parsing everything pretty carefully.  Even if you pass a lot of it off as overdramatic exaggeration Ishida’s getting awfully close to stalking her.  He’s not crossed the line yet, not since they’re attending the same school, but I’ve seen other girls taking steps to make sure she’s not alone again.  And I’ve seen Ishida looking at her a time or two.  The expression on his face… it’s not good Himeko, even I can tell that.”

“Worrying, but not definitive,” Himeko noted, watching me closely.  She noticed a few flakes of snow drift past us and checked her hat was on firmly.

“And then there’s their history,” I started.

Himeko smiled in amusement.  “Mamoru!  Are you actually talking with other people about your fellow students?”

I scowled again.  “Seriously Himeko, knock it off.  The gossips are all over this one and all I had to do was listen in.  It didn’t take me long to realize I’d heard a bunch of parts of it even before I started working on this project, I just hadn’t realized it was about them.”

“That’s fair,” Himeko nodded.  “Everyone is over-romanticizing things a little but it’s kind of hard not to.  Two neighbors since childhood, a romance confession at the end of junior high when they realized they were both going to the same high school, a lovey-dovey pair for the last six months.  It’s not exactly two fated souls joined by the red string, but it’s a pretty good story to actually encounter in real life.  That’s what made their breakup such good gossip fodder.”

“My point is that it was a long-term relationship of sorts.”  I explained.  “I’m not going to tell you I suddenly know what all of it means or that I’ve got them completely figured out.  But I do know there’s a lot of stuff there, that’s a lot of fuel for an obsession.”

“And you think Ishida Kenji has one?”

I puffed out an even deeper sigh and watched as it formed a small cloud.  Himeko and I were up on the school roof and it was a surprisingly cold day for mid December.  The sky was darkly overcast and a few scattered flakes kept falling, not enough to truly call it snow but enough to keep you guessing.  We both had winter clothes on, Himeko in a stylishly long pink coat with a bunch of puffy white edging and me in a thick but shabby old jacket I used for experiments.  I pulled my hood up for the third time and looked enviously at Himeko’s fancy white hat, like something straight out of an old movie.  I couldn’t have pulled it off, but it looked good while keeping her head and ears warm.

“I think so,” I admitted, answering her question.  “But I’m worried…”

“Yes?” Himeko prompted as I stalled.  She wasn’t willing to jump the gun on Ishida but that didn’t mean she wasn’t paying attention to what I was saying.  In fact, given how socially inept and incompetent I was, she was being incredibly courteous.  Which is probably a dangerous sign how concerned she is, I noted absently in the back of my brain.

“I’m worried I’m miscalling which obsession he has,” I said finally.

Himeko’s gaze narrowed.  “Explain please.”

“Ishida … I’m getting the impression Ishida is kind of like my parents in a way.  Or going to turn out like them.  But instead of just being obsessed with his job he’s… I just don’t know how to put it,” I admitted.  “I don’t know him well enough and I can tell he’s fanatical about something, but I’m not quite sure what.  I think it’s that science, or the practical sciences, or just engineering… that one of them is the right way and that if he follows it everything will turn out alright.”

“That would kind of match his club president,” Himeko noted uncomfortably.  “Nakagawa-san is an engineering booster through and through.  She believes it’s the key to the future and champions it every chance she gets.”

I nodded.  “But Nakagawa is engineering first.  Ishida is engineering only.  Or whatever he believes in, I’m still not quite sure where he’s drawing his lines.  Nakagawa obviously believes that engineering and practical sciences are the most important sciences and should be held head and shoulders above the rest,” even from outside the club I was pretty familiar with her attitude, it was well known to anyone who wasn’t deaf.  “But even she grudgingly believes other sciences and subjects have their place and deserve some respect.  Ishida … I’m not sure Ishida believes that.”

Himeko looked slightly disturbed at this thought.  “Not a brilliant attitude,” she said carefully, “but I’m not quite sure where you’re going with this.”

“I think…” I waved my hand about in a nebulous matter, “I think Ishida’s connected a few things in stupid ways and his feelings for some of them are feeding back on the others, creating a dangerous loop.  I’m not quite sure how much is one thing and how much is another, but I’m pretty sure they’re all connected.  He does love Ishii Nanami, or thinks he does.  He does love engineering.  He doesn’t like the arts for some reason.  Not liking the arts threatens to push Ishii away but instead of pulling back he doubles down on it.  And when she actually breaks up with Ishida rather than admit he’s wrong, that he shouldn’t hate the arts or that the breakup is his fault, he becomes obsessed with proving he’s right and becomes a fanatic.”

“That’s… pretty speculative,” Himeko said after a few moments, sounding doubtful.  She immediately moderated her tone and added.  “I’m not sure you’re wrong though, something like that would explain a few of the things I’ve seen or heard.  But I’d be careful about assuming you’re right.”

“I’m not sure I’m right either,” I agreed with a grimace.  “I could be projecting too much.  There’s a little bit of my parents in there and it also mirrors a trap I’ve gotten a bit fanatical about trying to avoid.”

“What’s that?” Himeko asked in surprise.

“Trying to put magic over science,” I said with a wry glance.  “I spend so much time focusing on it and boosting it in my head to justify what I’m doing that I sometimes find myself being overly critical about other things.  So far I’ve usually managed to be good about stepping back and realizing what I’ve been doing, but I’ve always worried I’d end up some kind of ideological fanatic.  You know: someone who says magic should be first.  That magic is the most important science and should be held head and shoulders above the rest.”

“Ah,” Himeko said with a small smirk, obviously recognizing how I’d just phrased that.

“So on one hand,” I continued a little more normally, “I’m well qualified to recognize when someone else is doing something similar.  On the other, that just makes it much more likely I’m projecting my own failings and habits on to him.”

“Speaking of what you or other people are doing,” Himeko noted, looking around as the snow began to truly fall.  “Are you sure you should be doing this in the snow?  Won’t it just make the ink run?  I hate to change the subject, but I’m guessing we don’t want to be next to a short-circuiting magic circle and I was worried you were so worked about everything that you’d become distracted.  And just what are you doing anyway?”

We were on top of the school and for the last few minutes she’d been watching me paint a large magic circle on the surface of the roof.  The whole circle was nearly four meters in diameter and I was amazed she’d refrained from asking until now.

Despite its size the circle was relatively simple, as befitted the spell it would be supporting.  “This is the perfect weather, that’s why when I saw how grey it was becoming I figured it would be best to do this today,” I explained with growing enthusiasm.  I’d asked Himeko for the keys to the roof for a second time in the day (the first time had to be to empty the mana collector, which is when I’d realized how bad/good the weather was getting) and she’d decided to follow me out of a mixture of curiosity and caution.  “The snow and overcast conditions will cover up what I’m doing and makes it much less likely anyone’s going to notice anything.” 

“So what are you doing?”

I took out a small device and placed it in the center of the circle.  “I’m checking effective transmission ranges,” I explained.  “This circle is basically a simple levitation type spell, only good for moving an object up and down.  I wanted to see just how far I could lift an object into the sky so I’ll be lifting this altimeter.  It’s not a large object, but if I tried doing this in the middle of clear blue skies there’d be more of a chance someone would spot the thing and wonder just what was going on.  And there’s no wind today, the spell also holds objects in place a little but I wouldn’t want to test this if the winds were blowing at forty or fifty KPH.”

Himeko nodded thoughtfully, considering what I’d just told her.  “Alright, I can see that.  No one should be able to spot the speck of the device in the middle of the snowfall.  But I would have thought the snow would dilute your ink, doesn’t that affect the spell?”

I smiled a little smugly.  “Not this stuff, this is magicians’ ink.  It’s made to conduct mana and it’s going to take more than a little snow to shift this ink, it’s proof at just about anything you can throw at it.”

Himeko glanced at me sharply.   “Then how do you plan to clean that circle up when all this is done?  I assume you’re not going to just leave an obviously occult circle on top of the school Mamoru, I let you paint it because I assumed you weren’t an idiot and it would be easy to clean off.  If I’m mistaken you and I are going to have words.”

“Don’t worry,” I assured her hastily, “I’m not that stupid.  No mage is, magicians’ ink is proof against all sorts of liquids and chemicals but there’s a simple spell that I can use to create a feedback loop and burn it away using barely any mana.  Seriously Himeko, if we couldn’t remove it when we needed to it would be pretty useless to make circles with.  One wrong brushstroke and you’ve not only ruined your current spell but whatever spell you might want to put down at that location.  Mages have spent a long time perfecting a few different types of ink.”

At least, that’s the theory, I added guiltily inside my head.  I’m pretty sure this stuff should work just like the rest.

One problem with my statement was that all the magicians’ ink recipes I knew were based on Avalon ingredients.  I’d had to make a few substitutions when it came to the formula I was using.  While I had tested it before (I wasn’t a total idiot) this was an order of magnitude larger in size and mana requirements and there was plenty of room for some sort of surprise to pop up.

I glanced guiltily at my wrist.  The ingredient problem was one I kept running into and I worried I wasn’t taking it seriously enough.  Don’t get me wrong, there were plenty of the same ingredients once you broke the formula down to the basic elements and I’d spent years translating and balancing everything I’d learned from Avalon.  But once you got down to the biological components things started to get trickier, especially when spirit, function, and intention got involved.  My warning bracelet was originally designed using the skin of a Tarlacka, basically a small poisonous iguana like creature.  They spat poison but they had a bone ridged frill around their heads that they flared to warn other creatures before they attacked.  That warning function was a critical part of the spell so I couldn’t just substitute any random creature’s skin in, at best it wouldn’t give such an easily detectable signal when it detected danger and at worst, if I’d tried cotton or silk, it probably wouldn’t do anything at all.

In the warning bracelet’s case I’d gone with the obvious and used rattlesnake skin, and that seemed to work just fine.  But with the ink I’d spent a few years testing substitutions before I’d found something that seemed to work.  And, since I’d never had mana to spare in the past, this would be the first ever large-scale test.

I nervously pushed those worries aside and focused on more practical concerns, like not seriously hurting someone in a worst-case scenario.  On that note I quickly fastened a crude parachute to my altimeter just in case.

Himeko fought down a small smile as she looked at the folded plastic sheeting and twine.  “Really?”

I shrugged and fought down a little embarrassment.  “Just in case.  Honestly the parachute is more likely to catch a sudden breeze and pull the whole thing out of the spell then anything else, but it seemed like the safest alternative.  The altimeter’s pretty light and I doubt it would seriously hurt anyone even at its terminal velocity.  But I wasn’t in a hurry to win the bad luck lottery and have it come down on a kid’s head somewhere if everything went wrong. With the parachute the worst that should happen is it raises a bruise somewhere.”

Himeko obviously still thought it was a little funny, but she looked a little more respectful.  “Very responsible of you Mamoru, a good idea.”

I rolled my eyes.  She meant it honestly but she was still a hint amused in spite of herself and I couldn’t really blame her. I pushed all the concerns aside and focused the frustration into my spellcasting.  After a few seconds the circle on the ground lit up with mana and the altimeter shot into the sky.

Himeko looked startled.  “That was fast!  Are you sure it will be safe?”

“It’s a pretty small mass for a circle this large and I put a bit more power into it to start, I’m pretty sure it will quickly start to slow down as it gets farther away,” I replied, trying to pretend I wasn’t a little surprised at how quickly it had taken off.  I had expected a fast launch but that had been model rocket fast!  Hell, I was almost surprised it hadn’t ripped off the mini-parachute at that velocity, even though the spell itself was holding the parachute shut I’d probably only been a few KPH from passing even that threshold!

Himeko watched for a few more moments but the altimeter was quickly lost in the sky and snow.  “So how will you know when it reaches maximum height?” Himeko asked curiously, turning back to face me.

“I feel a bit of feedback from the spell,” I explained, “I can already feel it slowing down a lot.  I should be able to tell when I won’t be able to lift it any further, or at least when I’m in the neighborhood of that.  Realistically I might underestimate things and call it when it’s only 90% of the way there, or something in that neighborhood, when it slows to a crawl and gets really hard to move.  But that’s good enough for today, this is only a first test and ranging shot.  I can make refinements and go for better measurements once I have more of an idea how it works, right now I’m shooting blind.”

“And you’re really only doing this to test range?” Himeko asked skeptically.

“Why would you think otherwise?” I countered.

Himeko wasn’t fooled for a second.  “Because it would be much easier to do this at ground level in some other way,” she noted with narrowed eyes.  She didn’t look hostile, but it was obvious she knew I wasn’t telling her the whole truth.

“Not entirely,” I stalled, “it varies from spell to spell.  Plus, if I want to measure this with minimum resistance and interference up is really the only way to go.  That has its own problems but at least I’m not having to deal with a bunch of buildings and mountains getting in the way.”

“Uh huh,” Himeko said skeptically.  “Seriously Mamoru, we’re on an island.  Even if what you’re saying is true if I can immediately think of doing it over the water then I’m sure you already have.”

That’s actually a fair point, I thought, a touch embarrassed.  Since pure range hadn’t been my intention I had never actually considered that and it was something I’d probably have to think about in the future in regards to other experiments.  “Salt water posses a few complications of its own,” I said defensively, trying not to feel stupid about what I’d missed.  “But no, you’re right, I am looking into a few other things at the same time.”

When I paused for too long Himeko let out a cute but impatient sigh.  “Such as?” she prompted me, trying not to seem to impatient but obviously not content to let me stand there posing portentously.

I blushed.  I’d never said it out loud to anyone before and now that it had come up I was embarrassed.  It seemed stupid, presumptuous, pure hubris in some ways.  “I’m testing the viability of using magic to jump start the space program.”

That got a reaction.  Despite herself Himeko was visibly taken aback.  “Pardon me?” she asked, shaken by my declaration.

“If I can get something up far enough I should be able to get it into low earth orbit,” I said eagerly, desperate to get it all out now that it was out in the open.  “No complicated mechanics, no ruinous fuel costs, no risks of exploding critical equipment in the process.  Levitation, portals, teleportation… if I can get the range to work we can start putting up all the things we need for a successful space program piece by piece.”

“You really mean that,” Himeko said, looking at me in wonder.

I nodded.  “Of course.  On Earth most means of magic transportation would either be a luxury for the rich or a parlour trick, there’s just not enough mana to do otherwise.  Besides, planes, trains, and automobiles do the job just fine already.  But space!  If the spells can be adapted to get us out of the gravity well then the whole solar system could open up to us, even with what we already have!  And if some of the new arcane materials can then be adapted to construct a space elevator- ”

“Whoa, hold on a moment,” Himeko interrupted me, looking shocked.  “A space elevator?  Out of arcane materials?  You’re serious?”

I nodded again, so vigorously that Himeko looked worried.  “Of course!  I suspect mana altered iron could do the job by itself if we kept it lightweight and used a few spells based around a wire thin orichalcum core.  But I have to see what the new materials could do, mana altered titanium and aluminum have so much potential and we might not even need the orichalcum if we did that.  But all of them have to be tested, especially against vacuum and the rigors of space and- “

I cut myself off as I saw how wide Himeko was grinning at me.  I abruptly realized just how quickly I was talking, going faster and faster as I got more and more enthusiastic and into the subject.  “I mean… it’s one of the most practical applications of mana with the highest potential- “ I cut myself off again immediately, even taking that approach I was starting to get more into the subject and babbling.

I stood there blushing for a few moments, focusing on the spell circle so I wouldn’t have to look at Himeko.

“And you wonder why I like to hang out around you,” Himeko noted with a pleased grin.

“You don’t think that’s strange?  Arrogant?” I said, peaking back at her.

“Maybe,” Himeko admitted, “it’s certainly ambitious.  Why not just use magic to teleport to other planets if that’s the case?”

“Gateways.  Teleportation at that range is probably impossible.  And I’m looking into that.”  I said before I could think.

Himeko laughed out loud.

I blushed even brighter.  “Seriously though, that’s a lot chancier and I’m not sure it will be possible or practical.  Besides, it doesn’t seem necessary.  If we can remove or seriously reduce the bottleneck of getting stuff into orbit then we already have everything we need to open up the solar system to us, even without magic.”

“And that excites you,” Himeko said.  A statement, not a question.

“Of course it does!” I snapped back.  “But I’ve got to be careful, magic looks wonderful on paper as a solution but there’s a hell of a lot of things to test first.  And that starts here, with the range and performance I can get on this simple spell.”

I was still embarrassed to admit my goals like that.  So embarrassed I didn’t even realize Himeko had come close until I felt her hand on my shoulder.  “Mamoru,” she said, still a little amused but much more serious.  “Don’t be embarrassed.  It’s a noble ambition.”

“Ambition,” I snorted in embarrassment, “yeah, ambitious is probably the right word to describe this.”

“That doesn’t make it wrong, or selfish,” Himeko said, looking at me with one of the most honest smiles I’d ever seen on her face.  “You want to change the world.  Hell, you want to change the worlds.  And not just out of ambition or a lust for power, I never thought I’d actually get to meet someone who might do that.”

Secretly I’d always expected the world to mock me.  To look at my ideas and dismiss them as the stupid, mystic delusions of an old-fashioned fool who wanted to find an excuse to use magic.  It wasn’t the only reason I’d kept them secret, it wasn’t even the main reason, but as I received Himeko’s unexpected support I realized it had been an even bigger reason then I’d thought.  Her praise warmed my heart and I flushed again before turning away.

“Yeah, well, it’s going to be a long time before I manage that.  If I ever do,” I said gruffly

Himeko wasn’t fooled but she toned down her smile and took a few steps back.  “So,” she asked after a few more moments, “still going?”

I nodded, grateful for the sidestep.  “Still going.  It seems to be slowing down though, I’m a little surprised it’s made it this far to be honest… although the payload is pretty light and I still have no idea how high it actually is.  I’d guess we’re over halfway to it’s maximum height by now but that’s pretty much a shot in the dark.”

We were silent a few minutes more, just enjoying the atmosphere on the roof.

Eventually Himeko spoke up again.  “What are you going to do if it actually reaches orbit?” she asked, openly curious.

I snorted laughter.  “Cheer,” I answered truthfully, “and then panic.  Honestly though, there’s almost no chance of that.”

“You sure about that?” Himeko asked me slyly, obviously a little skeptical but more interested in teasing me out of my awkwardness.

“Pretty sure,” I admitted more naturally.  “It’s not impossible, I might be about to discover an amazing new mystic principle like spells suddenly get supercharged once they hit the stratosphere.  But I’m not holding my breath.  This will get partway there, I’ll look at my results, discover the problems, refine my methods, and see what I can do to make it better next time.”

“You could always believe in yourself a little more,” Himeko suggested.

She meant it half humorously but under the circumstances it triggered a weird connection.

“Actually,” I said suddenly, “I suspect that’s Ishida’s problem.”

“Oh?” Himeko asked, going along with the sudden subject change with barely a blink.  “What makes you say that?”

I shrugged.  “It’s hard to be sure without knowing more details but he’s not entirely wrong.  Science classes and a more practical club probably would be more beneficial to Ishii Nanami in the long run, technically speaking.”

Himeko considered that for a few moments before speaking.  “I suppose he’d be right, technically.  But there’s a lot of exceptions and fine details in there.  Maybe if you broke it down to the rawest of raw numbers you could make some sort of argument like that but there’s a lot of counterpoints that could be made.”

I nodded, in complete agreement.  Rest and focusing on actual school marks, experimenting with other things, playing to your actual strengths, finding odd synergies, diversifying your portfolio… the list went on and on.  “But if you’re an engineer, and a fanatic who believes only in engineering, and you’ve seen those raw numbers…”

Himeko stiffened, and then after a moment she facepalmed.  “Oh no,” she said, her words slightly muffled by her hand.  “He thinks he’s saving her, doesn’t he?”

I nodded again, with a grimace this time.  “Something like that.  Or at least I think so.  I’m pretty sure it’s all a tangled mess of a half a dozen other things, but I’m starting to think that’s at its core.”

“Because he does care for her and he believes too much in his philosophy,” Himeko finished, following my train of thought with a frustrated sigh.  “Darn it.  You’re right, that does make sense.”

“It’s a fine line,” I said, considering the unpleasant thought and struggling to find the balance.  “And he’s actually doing a little better than the average fanatic, it looks like his core beliefs are more backed up by logic and scientific facts than most.”

“That’s still reaching a lot Mamoru, especially in how he’s applying them,” Himeko stopped herself and then sighed.  “We’re speculating again.”

I sighed too as I realized she was right; I was trying too hard to simplify Ishida Kenji too much on too little evidence just to make my own world easier to understand.  I was probably closer than I realized, but just like Ishida (if I was right) I was going too far based on a few true beliefs and extrapolating them to cover things I shouldn’t while assuming everything else perfectly fit in with that theory.  We just discussed this, and like the world’s biggest hypocrite here I am immediately ignoring all the counterpoints and fine arguments regarding Ishida!

“Yeah,” I said with a touch of good humor, amused and relieved to have caught on before going too far, “but at least we don’t believe in ourselves so much we’ve decided we’re automatically correct.”

Himeko smirked a little at the paradoxical humor of the situation and returned to silently watching the sky with me, wondering how far up my experiment would go.
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It turned out my little experiment could reach quite far indeed, Himeko had to bow out long before it was finished.  The round trip took nearly three hours and that had been after I’d returned it to Earth at a much higher speed then it had risen.  It had been a startlingly strong result for a first try.  Granted, the altimeter and its little parachute had been ridiculously small and light but they’d still reached nearly forty kilometers into the sky!  While that was still a long way off from low Earth orbit for a first step it was ludicrously promising.

I did a quick check in on my other ongoing experiment before I left for the night but that was (unsurprisingly) much quieter and no other unexpected results came up.  Not on the lab side of things at least.

***

My family, on the other hand, was unafraid to surprise me.  I was trying to sneak in a quick conversation with my grandmother when they ambushed me on the family chatroom.  I’d originally intended just to post a quick note there but once I realized she was online it seemed impolite to just ignore her.

Mamoru: Grandmother?  I’m sorry to bother you but do you know any non-acidic roots that are good for sores and boils?

Mamoru: If they were used via direct application I mean.

I was looking for a substitution for an Avalon based ingredient.  Avartroot was an important component in several formulas I knew and two of them were starting to look like they might become relevant soon.  Not vital, and there were at least two other substitutions I’d have to play around with in one of the formulas, but it seemed like it was time to start looking into it.

ObaaKanoko: Mamoru-kun?  That’s actually you?

Mamoru: Yes grandma.  My apologies if this isn’t an opportune time, this isn’t that urgent or important and can easily wait

ObaaKanoko: No.  I’m just surprised to hear from you today.

ObaaKanoko: I don’t know anything offhand, let me check my books.

I sighed slightly but settled in to wait.  My maternal grandmother wasn’t a professional herbalist but she was one hell of a practical one.  Rather than taking forever to separate all the fact from fiction on the internet she was my primary source when it came to herb lore.

Ignoring the fact we’re both using the internet, I thought wryly.  I had to respect the way my maternal grandmother balanced the traditional and the new.  While she preferred the security, tradition, and tactile sensation of old books and herbariums she had no problem with using computers and wireless devices when she deemed them appropriate.  And since she also valued her family and her status as grandmother (hence why she’d used ObaaKanoko for her username unlike the rest of us who’d just used regular names.  Well, that and she was also a Hina like my aunt) it wasn’t uncommon to find her posting or checking up on our family forum.

ObaaKanoko: I’m flicking through my books right now.  Are you sure you want a root?  I can think of several leaves and flowers off the top of my head.

Mamoru: Sorry grandma, it has to be a root.

One of the other reasons I liked to use my grandmother was that she tended to just accept my odd questions and not dig too deeply, even when I was giving her somewhat sketchy requests like that.  She’d always just smile indulgently, shake her head, and give me the answer to the question I was looking for.  I’m not sure what she thought I was doing with them, she probably had the almost accurate idea I was using them for chemistry somehow, but she never questioned it.  That sort of attitude was why we all cared for her so much, and probably why cousin Daichi was leaning towards agriculture as a career.

Which reminded me

Mamoru: By the way grandma, do you know of any plants or seeds Daichi is currently after?

ObaaKanoko: I can’t think of anything.  Is there a reason you ask?

Mamoru: I kind of owe him for being so reasonable and sensible the last time I was online, I was trying to think of a good gift for him for his next birthday.

ObaaKanoko: Sorry, I think he’s already acquired everything he’s been looking for.

Kaede: Mamoru-chan!  How are things going with your new girlfriends?

“Ah fuck,” I mouthed out loud before I could help myself.  Speak of the devil and he appears.  Or one of them at least, I’d hoped to be gone before any of my other family members noticed.  Especially since cousin Daichi wasn’t online this time to keep other people in check!

Just to be sure my grandmother didn’t get confused I responded immediately.

Mamoru: Knock it off Kaede-chan, you know neither of them are my girlfriend.

Kaede: Does that mean you have another girl that is?

“Ugh, Kaede…” I had to admit, that was a pretty good turnabout of how I’d phrased that.  Quick too. 

Mamoru: I wish.  I also wish you weren’t going around spreading rumors and potentially causing trouble for either of them.  They’ve had enough of that already.

Kaede: Sorry Mamoru-chan.

I blinked at how quick and contrite her response was, that was an unusual way for Kaede to act.  Well, not when she knew she was wrong.  But that was an awfully quick about face for such a mild criticism.  “What did you do to them at that party Himeko?” I muttered softly to myself.

ObaaKanoko: I assume she’s referring to the redoubtable Meiko-sama and Kobayashi-sama?

Kaede: That’s right granny.  The ones who threw him a birthday party.

Kaede: Meiko-sama’s the rich one, Kobayashi-sama is the one that doesn’t stay quiet and gets slandered for it.

ObaaKanoko: I’m not sure I entirely approve of Kobayashi’s attitude from what I’ve heard of it.  But I do have to respect her strength.  And her willingness to see Mamoru’s unconventional virtues.

Uh… how did my grandmother know about those?  I had an awful feeling I knew.

Mamoru: Grandma, have my cousins been discussing my friends with you?

Akira: Duh Mamoru.

Akira: All three of us got pulled away to attend a birthday party for you.

Akira: Of course we discussed it with our parents when we got home.

Kaede: And grandma and grandpa!  They all worried and wanted to know what was going on.

Argh, argh, and double argh!  Not only was it all family gossip but now Akira was in the chat too!  I desperately needed an excuse to get out of there but I wasn’t going to be that rude to my grandmother, especially not after asking her a question.

Then my phone rang.

I looked down at my vibrating phone in shock, it was also emitting the faint ping that I’d set up to indicate an actual phone call.  That might not sound shocking, but this was the fourth call I’d ever received on my current phone.  The first had been a designated test and the other two had been half-expected calls by my parents where I’d had some warning in advance.  Looking at the phone suspiciously I cautiously picked it up and activated it.  “Uh, Hello?” I asked hesitantly.

“Hi Mamoru,” Eiko’s distinctive voice seemed shockingly cheerful and casual to me under the circumstances.  “Himeko’s being stubborn and prideful again so I’m cutting through all the problems.”

“Uh… what?” I asked cautiously, thoroughly off balance.

“Sorry, I figured I’d better explain why I was calling out of the blue.  Otherwise you were too likely to get worried or start panicking and reading more into it then you should.”

I glanced towards my computer screen again, remembering my family’s first reactions in addition to all my paranoia.  “Well, you’re not wrong,” I admitted after a few moments.

“That’s what I figured.  Anyway, Himeko’s been too busy and hasn’t had a good chance to ask you how your experiment went.  She’s not exactly dying of curiosity but it’s been an itch she desperately wants to scratch.”

“So you’re asking for her?”

“Pretty much,” Eiko said cheerfully, “I can tell it’s really getting to her but she keeps getting bogged down by her duties and missing her chance to bring it up casually.  And it’s Himeko, she just can’t bring herself to actually call or text you herself to ask directly.”

I frowned.  That did seem in character, now that I thought about it, but I wasn’t quite sure why.  “Why not?”

I could almost hear the shrug in Eiko’s voice.  “Some combination of not wanting to bother you, not wanting to stress you out, and a little bit of embarrassment about it.  She’s really interested in all the magic stuff but she’s got a bit of a complex about sounding dense and asking all these questions all the time. “

I groaned in disgust.  “That’s stupid.  You don’t get smarter by pretending knowledge, you get better by admitting ignorance.”

Eiko laughed.  “That’s blunt!”

I had to shrug at that.  “I’d probably tone it down… pretty much anywhere else actually.  But that doesn’t mean it’s wrong.”

“I suppose you’re right.  But in Himeko’s case she seems to draw the line at phoning you up just to admit her ignorance to you.”

Oof, when you put it like that… I had to admit, thinking about my social awkwardness and Himeko’s viewpoint combining in that way made me think she had a little bit more of a point then I’d realized.

On my screen I noticed I’d missed a bunch of lines from my cousins going back and forth about my friends and now they were wondering if I was still there.  “One second,” I told Eiko.  I turned back to the screen.

Mamoru: I’m still here, I just have to take care of a phone call.

The second I finished submitting it I realized my mistake.

Akira: A phone call?

Kaede: It’s one of them, isn’t it? (followed by a half a dozen random emojis)

I sighed in disgust.  Of course they’d react that way!  And the ironic part was, it was because of that I didn’t dare use the phone call as an excuse to duck out of the conversation!  The more important I treated it the more they’d overreact about it.

“What was that?” Eiko asked curiously, obviously having heard my sigh.

Why am I choosing to live my life on hard mode?  I wondered whimsically.  A sensible person would politely duck out of one of the conversations and focus on the other.  But if I dropped my family they’d make even more out of it, start saying we were getting married or something.  And they’d be half-serious about it!  Given how few phone calls, girls I talked with, and just general social contact I had I couldn’t entirely blame them.  And on the flipside if I pushed away Eiko they’d all get on my case for blowing off a friend given how few phone calls, girls I talked with, and just general social contact I had.

So I attempted to multitask.  With two social tasks.  Himeko or Sakura could probably manage that just fine but I knew I was asking for trouble.  “Sorry,” I said awkwardly, “I’m having an online conversation with a few family members.”

“Is this a bad time?” Eiko asked, instantly contrite and reasonable.

Yes.  “Not really,” I said out loud, trying to switch back to only thinking my first responses rather than emoting them out loud.  It helped me focus and made it feel more real when I was exchanging messages with my family but if someone was listening it was a pretty stupid thing to be doing.  “I’m mostly just hanging around in the background and waiting for an answer to a question.”

“I can always call back later.”

“Eiko,” I noted with a mix of tiredness and good humor, “you’ve met me, you’ve met my cousins.  What do you think they’ll do if they find out I hung up on a friend to talk to them?”

“Hah!” Eiko got it instantly, “If you think yours are bad you should try some of mine!  They’re worried I’ll never get married and would get on my case for not talking to a boy even though it meant pressuring him.”

“Really?  They’re worried you’re not going to find a guy?” I mean, she might have placed second in a beauty pageant next to Himeko (and even then there’d be a dissenting judge or two) but compared to most girls our age…

Eiko obviously understood the incredulity in my voice.  Luckily she sounded wryly amused rather than depressed or insulted.  “Most guys shallow enough to judge just on looks run the other way when they find out how strong I am.  Or even if they don’t they’re still not the type of idiot I’m going to waste any time on.  And everyone else thinks I’m too much trouble to be worthwhile.  It’s probably for the best, I haven’t met anyone I’m interested in yet.  At least Himeko dreams about Lord Fancy Shoes but I’ve never seen anyone that seriously got my attention.”

I glanced back at the most recent messages on the screen and shot off a quick response.

Mamoru: Yes, it’s Eiko.

Mamoru: it’s in relation to school.

That was stretching the truth but given that Himeko was interested in the results of something that had happened at school and the relationships were peripherally involved with school it wasn’t a complete lie.  Or so I told myself.

“Really?  No one?” I asked, trying to decide if there was a polite way to ask if she was asexual or not interested in dating.  Or just not interested in dating guys.

“Well… not in a long time,” Eiko admitted, “I had a crush or two back in grade school but I think it’s been nearly ten years since I thought seriously about anyone.  Most of them got infatuated with Himeko and that usually killed my attraction before it could begin.  By the time we were separated I was too strong to be interested in them.”

“You know, strength isn’t the only virtue in a partner,” I noted, trying not to sound a little put out.  Oh crap, I suddenly realized, I hope she doesn’t think that’s a come on!

Luckily Eiko just laughed.  “I know!  And I’m not going to insist my partner has to beat me in every way.  But I do think I need someone who can at least keep up, you know?  Like they don’t have to be able to defeat me but they at least deserve to be fighting in the same arena.”

I paused for a few moments, a combination of buying time and reassuring my cousins that nothing was going on.

Mamoru: No, we’re not dating.

Mamoru: And no Akira, I don’t think Himeko’s seeing anyone.

Mamoru: But I don’t think she’s interested in you, I think she has a crush on someone else.

Assuming Lord Fancy Shoes is someone real, I noted mentally.  Someday I need to get the full story on that.  Out loud all I said was, “I’m still not sure you’re right but I do kind of get what you mean.  I hope I’m not being too choosey and I don’t want to miss out on potential partners, but I do want my future partner to be fairly smart.  I mean, she doesn’t have to beat my marks or anything but if she’s not smart enough I’ve got my doubts we’ll be able to really connect.”

“Exactly!” Eiko said enthusiastically.

I thought about adding something about taking a less smart athlete or socialite if it turned out we somehow connected but I couldn’t quite see a way to phrase it that didn’t sound like I was coming on to her a little.  Frankly my previous statement had just gotten me clear of the danger zone and I didn’t want to stumble back into over a pedantic point.  I glanced back at the computer and decided to keep quiet while Akira got his ranting and denials out of his system.  Besides, Kaede seemed content to harass him about it in the meantime in the usual little sister/big brother way.

“Besides, I’d worry about there being a power imbalance any other way,” Eiko noted blithely.  “I know it’s usually the other way but I’d be worried the guy was being stupid and not wanting to admit it was a problem.  Especially when you count in the Himeko factor, whoever I end up with has to be able to stand up to her as well.”

A small chill ran down my spine.  “You might have a point there,” I admitted.  “Has Himeko mentioned the Choral Club at all?  Right now we’ve got a problem there with an ex-couple and it would be a hell of a lot worse if there was a big power imbalance like that in play.”

Eiko’s voice became a little more serious.  “Yeah.  She says it’s probably nothing but I know her well enough to know that’s not the whole story.  The way she says it, I’m pretty sure she means ‘I hope it’s nothing but I’ve got some doubts.  I don’t want to worry you though so I’m not going to admit it.’  I’d be annoyed as hell if it wasn’t even my school.”

“Or a problem that could be punched away,” I added while typing away at the computer.  “But this one doesn’t seem like it’s suited for you.”

Mamoru: No, I was just as shocked as you that she called.

Mamoru: Maybe even more so.

“Hah!  And it’s suited for you?” Eiko made no secret of her skepticism.

“This does seem more like a Himeko problem, doesn’t it?” I noted ruefully.  “I’m probably the third choice out of the three of us.”

“Probably,” Eiko wasn’t trying to be mean but she wasn’t sugar-coating it either.  She then added.  “Of course, I’m not that much better.  For a second I thought she said Ito Kenji instead of Ishida Kenji and I was prepared to storm straight down to your school and beat the crap out of him.”

I snorted laughter, trailing off into snickers at the thought.  “Oh, we are having a problem with guys named Kenji this year, aren’t we?” I said a little breathlessly, I could barely believe I hadn’t realized it until she said it.

“Looks like it.  I couldn’t believe it hit me that hard either, for moment there it looked like I was about to imitate Himeko after she saw your bruises.  Luckily my brain kicked in and I remembered Ito’s still in jail before I actually did anything, so I quickly realized it must be someone else.  But Himeko says she felt my killing intent even though she was looking in the other direction.”

I went silent for a few moments.

“Mamoru?”

“Sorry,” I snapped back to the conversation, “I was trying to think of a diplomatic way to say anything about that.”  I didn’t want to touch on old wounds or accidentally insinuate anything.  I really should have made an excuse involving my family, I thought, also realizing I was focusing a little too much on Eiko.

“Eh, there’s no real diplomatic way to do that.  Not unless I’m talking about an actual mortal enemy or someone who’s coming at me with a weapon,” Eiko’s tone was flippant but I could detect some embarrassment and a tiny bit of hurt even through the phone.  “Sensei Tai would have slapped me upside the head if he’d been there.”

I shrugged even though no one could see it.  “No harm no foul I guess.  You’d have realized long before you did anything and it’s not exactly a shock you’ve got some lingering anger for a guy who helped hurt you.”

“Yeah, but that’s no excuse for…” Eiko abruptly switched gears and changed her tone.  “Anyway, that’s not why I called.  How did your little experiment go up on the roof?”

“Oh!” I was slightly worried about Eiko but more then happy to go along with her topic change under the circumstances.  We had wondered slightly away from the original topic and the experiment was something I was happy to talk about.  “Yeah, that worked a lot better than I’d figured for a first try.  It took a lot longer than I expected too, I got the altimeter up to about 40 kilometers and it was about a three hour round trip.”

“Wow!” Eiko sounded honestly surprised and impressed, “I’m not exactly a rocket scientist but that sounds pretty great.”

“Well, it’s still a long way from low Earth orbit,” I admitted a little more humbly, “but for a first step I’m amazed it did that well.  There’s definitely a strong foundation I can build on there.”

“And you’re really thinking of using magic to put things in orbit?” Eiko sounded a little incredulous.  Not like she would never believe that, more like she was worried Himeko was pulling her leg for a change.

“It’s one of the most practical uses of magic I can think of.  At least until we get a good orbital elevator set up.  Heck, there are even other magical options but levitation is the safer if inefficient way.”  I paused for a moment then confessed.  “Well, maybe safer.  I still have a lot of tests to run before I can say that.  But if we can safely use gateways to put stuff directly in orbit that’s going to make levitation look like child’s play.”

There were a lot of things still to test on that one though.  I could see half a dozen potential problems and concerns, everything from the unknown effects of vacuum and radiation on spells to sudden changes in rotation and velocity.  I couldn’t even begin to estimate where the power efficiency ratio was going to end up once I started refining various processes and creating purpose-built talismans.  And that wasn’t counting other discoveries and possibilities, my work with manipulating gravity via magic was proceeding slowly but the effects that could have on using magic to get objects into orbit could not be underestimated!

“You are the only guy I know who would say things like ‘safe’, ‘efficient’, and ‘practical’ in the same breath as ‘using magic to get into orbit’.”  Eiko noted with a touch of disbelief.

“It is!” I protested hotly, before blushing at how passionate I was getting again.  “I mean- ”

Eiko laughed.  “That’s not a complaint, idiot,” Eiko said good naturedly. 

“Sorry.”

“Don’t be, just save it for all those who actually try and stop you,” Eiko still sounded amused but I was pretty sure she meant what she’d said.  “That’s when you’re going to need to fight.”

I didn’t plan to fight if I could help it, just hand everyone a fait accompli when I was good and ready.  Talking about it in real life with Eiko I couldn’t help but realize how naïve and optimistic that sounded.  But I wasn’t ready to argue it with the world or Eiko just yet so I let it go.  In an indirect way we were both talking about our preferred approaches, stealthy silence for me and brash conflict with Eiko, so it wasn’t a surprise what we were each leaning towards.

“Anyway,” Eiko said after a few moments of silence, “I’ll pass the basics on to Himeko before she cracks, save us all a little grief.  Maybe next time she’ll just text you or call you herself rather than just standing around awkwardly trying to pretend she’s not interested.  I’ve got some homework and studying I should be doing so I’ll get going, let you get back to your family.  Bye.”

Oh shit!  I thought in panic, aware I’d left my family alone too long.  I automatically let out a “bye” just before the signal cut out and then slowly turned back to my computer to face my doom.

The last lines were telling.  After a whole page of debate and questions if I was still there it ended with:

Kaede: It’s obvious he’s too preoccupied with his not-girlfriend.  Let’s just keep quiet a while and see how long it takes him to notice.

Damn you Kaede!  I though with a mixture of embarrassment and annoyance.  I glanced at the indicators but I could see all of them were still online, they’d even been joined by cousin Hikaru.  I could practically picture all of them around their respective devices, waiting with smug expressions on their faces.  (Well, probably just confusion on cousin Hikaru and amusement on grandma Kanoko’s.  But definitely smugness on the other two).  I briefly considered logging off or some sort of other cowardly escape but in the end I realized that would only make things worse in the long run.  So, after a few more moments of indecision, I screwed up my courage and began to type.

Mamoru: Okay, I’m back.  What did I miss?

Kaede: Come on Mahou-mam!  You know better than anyone that all you’d have to do is scroll up.

I sighed, this was going to end well.

Mamoru: You want me to take even more time disentangling one of our family’s discussions about me?

Mamoru: And that’s about me having a social life.  I can barely understand that, I’m not sure how you guys can manage it at one remove.

Hikaru: Wait, so you were really talking with a friend?  I was worried I was misinterpreting your post and our cousins were pulling my leg.

Akira: Mamoru joking with us?  LOL

Mamoru: It would be an appropriate revenge for everything.  But no, you’re right, that’s pretty unlikely.

Hikaru: Sakura shared a few photos with me after your birthday but I had trouble believing it.  Are those two beautiful girls really your friends?

Oh fuck!  I suddenly had an unexpected moment of panic.  Hikaru was an aspiring mangaka, and my friends would make surprisingly good manga characters.  I did not want to give her inspiration!

Mamoru: I wouldn’t take any pictures too seriously.  Himeko was plotting something so she went all out for the party.  She normally looks good, but not THAT good!

Akira: Says you.

Hikaru: But it’s so perfect.  An honest to god beautiful heiress taking an interest in a poor boy and promoting his well being and career.

Mamoru: Who are you calling poor?

I politely refrained from pointing out my branch of the family was probably the wealthiest of the bunch.  In pure theoretical assets at least.  My parents were so focused on work but never spent anything and since I was their only child they were spending less on child care than my aunts and uncles.  You’d have never guessed it to look at us though, quite frankly I thought all the other branches were much wiser in how they actually used their money.

Hikaru: And I heard you saved her brother, how’d that happen?

“Yeah Himeko,” I muttered to myself.  “How did that happen?”  Sooner or later I was going to have to remember to talk to her and figure out what the official story was going to be.  I could make some pretty good guesses but I did not want to get it wrong and then find that wrong version published in a doujinshi that somehow went viral!  I figured my best course of action was to evade.

Mamoru: What’s that saying?  “Truth is stranger than fiction because fiction has to make sense.”?

Kaede: Good one Mamoru-chan.

Hikaru: What’s that mean?

Mamoru: It means the actual story is both less exciting and a little too weird to make a good manga.

I was lying through my teeth of course, in fact it was probably the biggest bald-faced lie I’d ever told my family.  I’d certainly omitted a lot of things from them before, and I didn’t see that changing any time soon, but if I’d tried telling them that in person I could never have said it convincingly.  Under the circumstances I was more than willing to forgive myself.

Mamoru: Seriously Hikaru, get whatever fantasy you’ve dreamed up out of your head.  I didn’t suddenly get competent and start cracking heads, I didn’t use some clever chemical formula or device to defeat the bad guys, and I didn’t even loom menacingly while projecting a fearsome aura.

Mamoru: And I can’t go into details with the police investigation ongoing.

Hikaru: Come on Mamoru, this is gold!

Hikaru: Give me something.

ObaaKonoko: Enough.

ObaaKonoko: Mamoru-chan, the answer to your question is Gancao.

I blinked in surprise and did a quick double check in another window to make sure my memory wasn’t failing me.  It wasn’t.  “Chinese Liquorice?  Really?”  I shrugged to myself.  Well, that’s why I’d asked an expert.  Even if Gancao didn’t work for me it was worth checking out a few members of the same family, I wasn’t sure Gancao was acidic but for all I knew that was the least important trait of the bunch.

ObaaKonoko: Hikaru-chan, you must learn to be more respectful of other’s privacy.

Hikaru: My apologies Grandmother.

Hikaru: My apologies Mamoru.

I let out a long sigh of relief.  A quick scroll back in the conversation suggested that while my grandmother had been a little mischievous and curious part of the reason she’d stayed had been in case it had come to this.  While she was all for teasing me out of my shell a little and keeping an eye on me (I suspected she’d had the answer to my question for a while and had wanted to force me to interact with my cousins some more) she’d been worried my cousins would cross a line under the circumstances.

Mamoru: Thank you Grandmother, for everything.

Mamoru: I apologize but I should get going, I have some of my own work to get to.

I suspected Akira and Kaede would normally have protested, or at least complained about my cowardice, but with our grandmother in the chat and already a little annoyed discretion was called for.  I waited for a few extra seconds, just in case there was anything else from anyone, and then logged out.

Family, I chuckled to myself with a rueful shake of my head, amused and relieved to have made my escape.  Then, taking the good with the bad, I expanded the other window and started reading up on Gancao.
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I looked at the milk suspiciously.  It looked and smelled fine, but the expiry date was a little closer then I liked.  Would it be cheating to use magic to preserve it?  I wondered with a small frown.  I certainly didn’t want that to be the one factor which caused the experiment to fail!

I thought about it a little more.  Infusing it with mana at all should probably make it more successful, so doing that and combining it with a preservation spell would probably be a better choice then taking a chance and just using it by itself.  So long as I don’t put it in compulsion or binding spells, I added hurriedly, feeling a quick spurt of panic at the mere thought of that.  Doing something that egotistical and stupid wasn’t just likely to cause the whole thing to fail, it could bring down the literal wrath of God upon me if I was really unlucky!

That settled I nodded in satisfaction to myself and started to warm the oven, popping in a tray of gancao in order to multi-task while that went on.

I was a little surprised to find so many other people in the school’s home economics lab.  While the place wasn’t exactly crowded there were still three other people at their respective stations working on dishes of their own.  I wasn’t sure why I’d expected it to be empty but it had seemed likely, it was still a few days until Christmas so we weren’t getting too many people looking to quickly whip up Christmas inspired treats just yet while exam time crunch seemed likely to keep away the more casual chefs.  Add in the fact it was now three hours after classes were over, I’d had time to go to the Meiko estate, do a few other chores, and pick up the ingredients, and I’d expected to have the room all to myself.

And that was when Eiko waltzed into the lab, bold as brass.

I paused at the thought despite the circumstances.  I wonder if that’s a more appropriate expression for Eiko, given her hair color, or less appropriate?  I was surprisingly relaxed so I actually debated the matter with myself for a few seconds.  It wasn’t like her hair was terribly brass like, but it was quite dramatic compared to all the other hair colors she was normally around and usually it was a bit shinier…

I shook myself out of it as Eiko made a beeline straight for my station.  No one made a move to stop her or protest, although they might not have realized she wasn’t a student since she’d changed out of her uniform and into more casual clothes.  Despite her boldness I did note how she instinctively grabbed a hairnet and slipped it on in one smooth motion.  Don’t get me wrong, it was both the polite and sanitary thing to do when entering an area where a bunch of people were cooking.  But given how much Eiko usually liked to disregard conventions I was mildly surprised at how she did it as naturally as breathing, especially since with her shorter hair she could have probably gotten away with a quick visit without anyone complaining too much.  Probably a result of her upbringing, I noted distractedly.

Eiko took one glance at all the ingredients I’d gathered.  “Really?  Christmas cookies?”

“What?” I asked a little defensively.  “What’s wrong with that?”

“Nothing… if you don’t mind them getting a little stale by Christmas.  The whole point of doing them yourself is usually to make them fresh and nice, it’s still four more days away.  And you look like you’re baking an awful lot Mamoru.”

“Not that many,” I protested, even though I’d probably get a good two dozen cookies out of my batch.  She wasn’t wrong though, I’d be preserving their freshness with magic.

“Really Mamoru?  Really?” Eiko said giving me a sardonic look.  “I’m pretty sure you don’t eat that much.”

“They could just be for my family you know,” I protested pedantically, combining a bunch of my ingredients in the mixing bowl.  “You remember how many cousins I have, right?”

“And are they?” Eiko countered.  She looked amused, she’d probably already realized that wasn’t the case just from the way I’d phrased things.

I rolled my eyes.  “Probably not.  Although I might give them a few now that I think about it…” I’d probably still have a few leftovers and I didn’t want to waste them.  I shook my head and banished the thought.  “Anyway, I have a plan.  What the heck are you doing here?”

Eiko shrugged.  “Himeko heard you were cooking something and wondered what the heck was up.  She’s busy now and she didn’t think she couldn’t get away from her entourage later, and that was assuming you were still here by the time she was done with the council.  She also didn’t want to drag all her hangers-on down here if the Student Council did finish in time.  At best they’d clutter up the kitchen and throw everyone off and at worst they’d try to drag her into some sort of spontaneous cooking project.  So she called me.”

I looked at her incredulously.  “Even though you don’t go to this school?”

“Why not?  I wasn’t doing anything better and I was wondering what the heck you were doing in the kitchen too.  Don’t you have a lab for stuff like this?  Heck, I half expected to find you down here in your lab coat instead of an apron.”

I snorted in spite of myself.  “That does sound like me, doesn’t it?”  I had considered it on occasion, and if I ever went straight from the lab to the kitchen I probably would do it, but it wasn’t a default for me. 

“So, seriously Mamoru,” Eiko asked again, “what are you doing here?”

I sighed.  “Baking.  Why does it have to be anything sinister or mysterious?” I asked.  I was conveniently ignoring and dancing around the point I did have a secret purpose behind the baking that I was trying to hide.

“Because this is the first time we’ve seen you do this in the three months we’ve known you.”

“Closer to two and a half,” I protested mildly, “really just two in your case.”

“Not my point,” Eiko said, still sounding amused but there was a touch of annoyance creeping in at my evasions.  It vanished as she added.  “Besides, why would you go to all the trouble of doing it at the school?  Don’t you have a kitchen at home?  And even if you didn’t you could just ask us and borrow some space in the Meiko’s main kitchen.  Or, heck, even mine!”

“You have a separate kitchen?” I asked, getting a little sidetracked.

Eiko shrugged.  “The staff live in what are basically apartments, we’ve got two whole apartments turned just into cooking areas and most families have at least a few appliances for the basic things.  Half of us just use the main kitchen and eat cafeteria style meals though.”

I frowned.  “That sounds complicated.”

“You get used to it; we all go with whatever works best for us.  Anyway,” she shook her head, banishing the subject, “that’s not the point here!”

“Relax,” I said, carefully cracking two eggs.  “I didn’t even think of that and even if I had I probably wouldn’t have bothered.  I just needed to get a little baking done and the school’s cooking lab seemed like the best option.”

“And it’s only baking?” Eiko asked, crossing her arms in front of her.

I sighed and rolled my eyes.  “If it makes you feel any better, I am prepping a lab ingredient at the same time.  Using an oven on low heat to properly dry it out and heat it evenly is much easier than using a Bunsen burner or hot plate and the kitchen tools will work will to grind it up.  But that’s just something else convenient to do while I’m already here, nothing mysterious.”

Eiko smirked, obviously convinced she’d found the reason.  I fought the urge to smile at the irony, that was really all there was to me prepping some dried and powdered gancao while I was there.  It was the cookies that were a little suspect and I wanted to keep under the radar, the gancao was just a convenient afterthought.  If I’d planned things out that way it would have been clever, I reflected, as it is that’s just a lucky coincidence.  I’ll have to keep that in mind as a ploy for the future.

Out loud all I said was “Seriously Eiko, Himeko has to pull you all the way to our school just to check on that?”

“That’s what she says,” Eiko noted.  “Personally, I think she’s trying to be clever.”

I looked up from the ingredients I was trying to beat together.  “How so?”

Eiko leaned on the kitchen counter.  “I think it’s one of those reverse psychology things.  ‘This girl is here so openly and obvious, there’s no way she’s the criminal!  She wouldn’t be coming here at all if she was guilty and even if she was we would have seen her.’  You know, something like that.”

“What are you talking about?” I asked in confusion.

Eiko blinked and then stood back up straight, looking at me quizzically.  “You don’t know?”

“Know what?” I asked, somewhat redundantly I thought.

“Yesterday your school got sabotaged again,” Eiko reported, looking at me seriously.

I fell silent for a few moments, shocked at her declaration.  For a while there was just the low, wet thump of me mixing ingredients as I considered that incredible statement.  “Does this have anything to do with those classrooms that lost power yesterday?” I asked finally.

A good half a dozen classrooms had blacked out the previous day.  And not just that, the power had stayed off in them until classes had ended, a good two hours later.  Since there had been no after school clubs assigned to any of them and power had been back on the next day it had been considered an oddity but not a cause for major concern.  With winter break and Christmas looming at the end of the week the topic had pretty much been dropped by the end of lunch.

Eiko nodded seriously, dropping her voice just a little to make sure no one else in the room would hear.  “Apparently someone took a hammer to your fuse box, smashing up some of the circuits pretty badly.  They didn’t stay long, they only took the time to get a few good swings in before they ran, but that was still enough to need a rush job from a real electrician to get things working properly again.”

My eyes widened in shock.  “No!” I said, barely keeping it down to an emphatic whisper.  Luckily all the other cooks seemed content to keep their distance and ignore us, focusing on their own projects.  They still seemed a little curious but it was obvious they figured they had better things to do.  I did not want to attract attention and change that opinion, not the way the conversation was playing out.

Eiko nodded again.  “I got it straight from Himeko.  That’s why she’s worried she’s going to be in such a long Student Council meeting today, there’s a lot to discuss.  Between this and the fire last month it’s starting to look like someone has it out for your school.”

“That’s… a bit of a jump,” I said reluctantly.  I hated throwing out a sheet anchor like that, it would be a really big coincidence to have two incidents like that in the space of a month and not have them be related.  But after the way I’d jumped to conclusions about Ishida Kenji and how we’d all had so much tunnel vision about the incident before the festival I was trying to avoid making the same mistake again.

Fortunately, Eiko didn’t seem too bothered by my skepticism.  “Maybe.  That’s why the police actually came down and did the whole dusting for prints thing, it wasn’t a major incident by itself but if it is connected to the fire last month then that’s a really bad sign.  No one wants to do anything major about it yet, that’s why it’s being kept so quiet, but the faculty and the Student Council are really worried.”

I pursed my lips and then added a little more water to my mixing bowl.  “I can see why,” I agreed finally.  “There’s no way they want to add more stress and disruption to the students around this time of year.  But if they can’t catch the guy… I mean, whoever is doing this and however many there are… then things might get dangerous.”

“That’s the problem,” Eiko said excitedly.  “No one knows enough to take the big steps and risk a scandal or disrupting anything.  Especially since winter break’s only a few days away and the police will have plenty of time to look into things quietly.  Himeko said she thought they’d probably just go around and around in circles for a few hours today and maybe decide on a few sensible precautions but that would be all.  She wasn’t looking forward to it but on the off chance the police found something or someone had a good idea she had to go through with it.”

I made a disgusted noise but when it was laid out in front of me like that I found it hard to disagree.  This wasn’t like one of those movies where you wanted to smash an obstructive bureaucrat’s head against the wall as he got in the way of the heroes taking action, it was a little more nuanced than that.  I’d have been willing to make the decision for me personally but other students, especially seniors already close to cracking as entrance exams drew close… even I had to look at the imminent winter break and say ‘well, surely we’ll get that far without anything happening.’

“I’m surprised Himeko hasn’t called me in yet,” I said after a few moments.  In spite of everything I was almost a little hurt, this was kind of important and given how eager she’d been to call upon my abilities for other stuff I’d have expected it long ago.  I mean, I’m not exactly disappointed and I doubt there would have been much I could do, I admitted to myself.  At best I could have probably given her a few more clues that she couldn’t have passed on to the police.

Before I could talk myself into getting depressed Eiko shook her head.  “Not a chance,” she said firmly.  “The police were on the scene long before Himeko was.  They might be acting quietly but they are acting.  The electrical room’s going to be watched closely and there’s no way to get you inside there without getting everyone’s attention.”

“Well, not no way,” I protested mildly, doing my usual thing of seeking balance even when I didn’t want to.  “There’s still invisibility, illusion… I doubt the police have set up a guard and there’s a whole bunch of spells I could probably use in a serious enough situation.  But you’re right, it’d be pretty stupid unless there’s even more going on here then we think.”

Eiko crossed her arms.  “Don’t be an idiot Mamoru, there’s almost got to be.”  While I blinked in surprise and tried to think through that statement Eiko expanded on it.  “It’s probably not worth you taking the chance or using a lot of magic but I seriously doubt Himeko told me everything.  That’s one of the reasons I think she’s trying to be clever and have me come here today.  I’ve got the feeling she’s worried I’m going to be under suspicion because of last time so she wants me to do this to try and beat that suspicion before it starts.  Heck, the way you didn’t know about this makes me wonder if this isn’t some sort of backwards plot to make sure you’re informed without her betraying any confidences.”

My face screwed up in confusion as I tried to make sense of something that twisty.  “How would that even work?” I asked incredulously.

“Think about it.  She can’t tell you because you’re a fellow student and she’s nominally your superior.  But she can tell me in the course of carrying out her different duties at home, she has to tell her underlings there or she can’t carry out her duties correctly.  And if I just happen to pass on the news to you she’s done nothing wrong.”

“Really?” I asked, still unable to keep the incredulity out of my expression or voice.  “And how the heck did you come up with that?”

Eiko smirked wryly.  “I’ve been hanging around the Meikos for my whole life, especially Himeko.  You think I haven’t overheard some of the tricks her old man’s pulled to get around certain limitations?  Or seen her pull a few other maneuvers like this over the years?  I didn’t even think of it until I was halfway through explaining it to you but once I’d gotten that far I suddenly realized it reminded me of other things I’ve seen Himeko do.”

I shook my head in disbelief.  “I can’t even bake cookies in peace around here.”

Eiko shrugged again.  “If it makes you feel any better I’m pretty sure she really was curious and worried about that, I know I was.  I’m guessing she was originally planning something else to make me look innocent or keep you informed, probably after she knew what the Student Council was doing, but this was too good an opportunity to pass up.”

I sighed and spread my cookie dough over the counter, taking up a rolling pin and preparing to take out some of my frustrations by flattening the dough.

Eiko looked at it critically.  “Are you sure there’s enough flour in that?”

I eyed her suspiciously.  “What?  You’re a cook too?”

“I’m not bad,” Eiko replied neutrally, “but no, I’m probably just about average.  But I’ve seen a lot of good cooks over the years and I’m not sure that looks right.”

I paused and eyed the dough again, after tasting the sort of things that came out of the Meiko estate kitchen I wasn’t going to just ignore her advice.  My cookies had to be as good as possible and Eiko had probably seen an order of magnitude or two more cookies getting baked from scratch then I had.

“It should be okay,” I said after a few moments of judicious study.  “But you’re right, that’s going to be a little too sticky as it is.”  I liberally sprinkled some flour on the rolling pin before getting to work.

“If you’re sure,” Eiko said, being a little passive aggressive in her tone.

“Unlike you I’m a halfway decent cook,” I replied, leaning into the work.  “I’m not great but I have to cook a lot of stuff for myself and there’s plenty of transfer between cooking and chemistry.”  And alchemy, I added mentally.  Cooking was close to magic in some ways, the addition of instinct, skill, taste, and judgement in addition to the strict chemistry and physics.

“Don’t get me wrong,” I added hastily, “if I had to put it in statistics I’m at the upper end of the first standard deviation.  If I try telling you I can match a professional chef I need you to slap me.  Hard.  But this is a recipe I’ve actually done before so I’m pretty sure I’m right this time.”

“Jeez Mamoru,” Eiko replied with a slight smile, “don’t be so worried.  I’m not about to spin kick you away from the oven in the name of some helpless cookie dough.”

“Sorry,” I shrugged, “I was worried I might be accidentally insulting some of your relatives.”  Given how many members of the Meiko staff she was related to it was a legitimate concern.

Eiko snorted some quiet laughter.  She didn’t deny it though.

“Besides,” I added, “you might be right the next time.  I wouldn’t be so confident if I hadn’t done this recipe before, don’t hesitate to chime in if it comes up again.”  I was doing something I was confident I could do well, that was half the point.  If I’d been working from a cookbook I’d have seriously considered taking her advice.

I looked at the dough again, decided it was flat enough, and then started cutting out cookie shapes and transferring them to the pan.  Or pans as it turned out, I was making a pretty fair amount.

“So who’s getting the cookies?” Eiko asked as she watched me work.

I shrugged and kept it vague.  “They’re going here and there.  I’m eating some of course but others are getting given out as presents.  If you want one or two I’ll give them to you after I’m finished.”

Eiko opened her mouth to speak but paused as she saw me gather together the leftover dough, scrunch it up, and then roll it out again to get a few more cookies.  “I’ll wait and see how they turn out,” she said cautiously as she watched me squish the last few pieces of dough into a slightly deformed snowman.

“Your call,” I responded without venom.  I couldn’t blame her, I doubted the extra handling and touch extra flour would help those last few cookies much.  But for best results I figured it was better to have a few less than perfect ones that I could eat myself rather than letting good food go to waste.

Eiko did help me decorate and flavor the cookies though, and after so many years around the artists in the Meiko kitchen she did have a few interesting ideas and tips, even if she wasn’t the best at carrying them out.  The sheer number of things you could use as ‘coal’ on the snowmen surprised me.

I popped the cookies into the oven and at the same time removed the tray of gancoa I’d had drying and curing in there.  “There we go,” I said with a small sigh of relief as I finished setting the timer.  “Now all we have to do is wait about half an hour and- “

I heard the door crash open and a frantic cry of “Sempai!  Sempai!”

I turned around at the shouting to see a panicked first year running into the room.  Even more shockingly, after a quick look around she made a beeline straight towards me and Eiko.

“Sempai!” she called out.  “Sempai, you have to come quick!”

I looked around the room in confusion but none of the other people in the area seemed to know her or what was going on.  I saw at least one other second year and one senior in the area but for some reason the girl seemed focused on me.

A quick glance at Eiko showed she was just as confused as I was.  I stared at the panting first year and after a few moments I awkwardly said “I’m sorry kohai-san, I think you must have me confused with someone else.”

The first year was already flushed and breathing a little heavily but she managed to blush a little brighter at my words.  But instead of quickly retreating with an apology she bowed urgently and started to speak quicker.  “No.  It has to be you.”

“Why- “ I started to ask when she stopped for breath.

“It’s Ishida!” she blurted out, forcing the words even though they choked her.  “Ishida Kenji!  He’s just waiting around outside the room for Nanami-san and I’m worried something horrible is about to happen.”

That was almost enough to make me take off like a shot.  Thankfully I didn’t know what room she was talking about and that realization was enough to halt my initial jerk and keep me thinking.

“I don’t understand,” I said quickly, “why are you asking me?”  I didn’t want to deal with this, I wasn’t any good at it.  Despite what I was saying I was already clawing at my apron strings behind my back.

“Because I can’t find any of the Student Council or the teachers,” the student half wailed.  “And no one else will get involved!”

I swore vilely under my breath.  The damn special meeting!  the Student Council was probably all there and I was willing to bet all the teachers were either at that meeting or involved in a similar one of their own.

The rest of the girl’s logic passed through my brain like a flash of lightning.  Without any of them, who else was there to go to about Ishida?  No matter what other people might have thought about him he hadn’t actually done anything too bad yet.  Toss in a desire not to get involved and a lack of people in the school and nearly everyone else would be inclined to pass the buck and walk away.  And who could blame them?  I was terrified I was about to escalate the situation after the mistakes I’d made the previous time.  But I had at least proven I was willing to get involved, had at least token authority as Ishida’s senior, and looked intimidating.

Well, I look as if I should be intimidating, I noted more honestly.  In actuality I was about as intimidating as a panda, your first thought was ‘oh shit!  A bear!’ but pretty quickly you realized ‘oh wait, it’s just a panda.’  But my first impression could be intimidating.  If you didn’t look too hard.  Or too long.

“Alright, lead the way,” I said, all the while hoping this was all a big mistake. Still swearing under my breath I rushed out of the room as fast as I could manage without breaking into a run.

***

To my complete lack of surprise the first year led me to the room the Choral Club was practicing in.  There, lurking about without any pretense of subtlety or patience, was Ishida Kenji.

I slowed my stride as we got close, breathing a small sigh of relief.  The Choral Club hadn’t let out yet and I still had a little time.  It was getting pretty late though, if the Choral Club hadn’t been practicing hard in preparation for their Christmas performance they’d have already quit for the day.  Not even Otake was going to drive his group much further.

I took a deep breath, prayed I could solve the problem quietly and sensibly this time, and dove in before I could talk myself out of it.

I walked up to Ishida as normally as I could manage.  He was so laser focused on the club door, staring at it angrily, that he didn’t even notice until I was right next to him.  “Kohai,” I said as calmly as I could manage, making it both a greeting and a statement.

Ishida flinched.  But the expression on his face was anything but peaceful as he turned around to face me.  “Sempai,” he noted back, lots of repressed anger in his voice.

Damn it, I thought in a mixture of fear and annoyance, this isn’t going to go well.

I forced that down and managed to keep my voice fairly neutral.  “Kohai, it has come to my attention that you are lurking in the hallways.  Your schoolmates have expressed concern about this, do you have some business here?”

If looks could have killed I’d have been dead on the spot.  “Yes,” Ishida answered, as neutrally as he could manage.  Which wasn’t very neutral, I heard his fellow first year make a small ‘yeep!’ of fear behind me and attempt to make herself smaller in the hope he wouldn’t notice her.

Goddamnit, this was going to be a train wreck even if I wasn’t the one overseeing it.  I didn’t even want to think about how it was likely to go with me there.  With growing discomfort I pushed onward.  “Kohai,” I sighed, “I hate interfering like this- “

“Then don’t,” he interrupted me rudely.  “It’s none of your business you half-breed bastard.”

I heard the swiftly indrawn breath of the first year behind me and was glad I had a witness.  I drew in an angry breath to respond, probably in a stupid and aggressive way.

Eiko beat me to it.  “Hey!” she said angrily, coming around my other side.  Before anyone could do anything else there was an almighty crash as she slammed her foot into the wall with a quick kick.  Right next to Ishida’s ear.  She held her foot and leg in that position and leaned forward to start and berate him.

“We’re trying to be polite here punk,” she said, crossing her arms and getting in the shocked Ishida’s face.  “If you want us to be impolite then just give us the word, I’ll be more than happy to indulge you.”

I stared in disbelief at Eiko’s improbable position.  A normal person would have slammed their palm into the wall next to Ishida and leaned over to intimidate him that way, Eiko however seemed to have no problem with her unusual tactics and pose.  No wonder she prefers to wear pants, I thought randomly.  It was true though, unless she wanted to give her opponent a good look at her underwear it wouldn’t have been a smart move to try in a skirt.

Despite all his bluster Ishida was clearly shaken.  “Are you going to let your girlfriend fight your battles for you?” he asked.  It would have been more effective if his voice hadn’t wavered and he wasn’t plastering himself defensively up against the wall.

“One,” I said while raising a finger, more or less on autopilot, “she’s not my girlfriend.  Two,” I raised a second finger to join the first, “if you’d ever seen her fight you wouldn’t be asking that.”

“That’s right creep,” Eiko said, leaning in even closer in an amazing display of flexibility.  “I’m an angry girl that could put you through that wall any time she wanted.  Keep digging yourself deeper, I dare you.”

“You don’t belong here!” he protested.

“No,” I said, almost calmly, floating along with events halfway into a state of shock.  “I don’t.  And you don’t either, that’s the problem.”

Ishida’s scowled mightily but this time he wasn’t stupid enough to say anything as Eiko gave him a menacing look from mere centimeters away.

Good cop/bad cop, I suddenly realized.  Did she intend that or was it all accidental?  “Eiko, back off a minute,” I said, managing to sound reasonable.

Eiko gave Ishida one last glower before pushing herself off the wall with a little hop, bouncing backwards a meter in a small but impressive display of physicality.

Show off, I thought wryly, amused and impressed even in the midst of the arguement.

“Ishida-san,” I said striving to sound calm and polite in spite of everything else, “you’re not doing yourself any favors here.  Please, if there’s something I should know tell me calmly and rationally and I’ll be- if it’s a reasonable objection I’ll be more then happy to back off.”

Despite my small stumble I was pretty pleased with myself for that.  Unfortunately, before I could feel too self-satisfied Ishida’s face twisted with hatred and he turned on me again.

“You!” he said, his voice once again full of hate.  “Who do you think you are getting in our way?”

There was no right answer to that, especially since I wasn’t terribly pleased or confident in my position.  Fortunately, Ishida didn’t seem to want an answer as he started to rant.

“All I have to do is convince Nanami!  She can’t stay in this boneheaded club, she’s got to see that!”

“The only thing I see here is a delusional moron,” Eiko cut in flatly.  “I doubt your girl is dumb enough to see anything different.”

Ishida glared at Eiko but, once again, he proved he wasn’t quite as stupid as he appeared and he bit his tongue rather than saying anything rude to her directly.

I was tempted to leave it there, chances were good that if I didn’t say anything Ishida would either do something stupid and Eiko would slap him down or he’d admit defeat for the day and back off.  Unfortunately he had shown some small signs of rationality so I tried to give him an out.

“Ishida,” I said, still trying to hide my nerves, “this isn’t the way to go about it.  Maybe you have a point but- “

“Maybe?  Maybe!” Ishida interrupted in a frenzy.  “This damn group of morons is rotting her brain!  She’d never have left me if not for them!”

“More power to them,” Eiko said, with narrowed eyes.  “She deserves someone better than an idiot like you.”

Ishida tried lunging towards Eiko, but even I could tell it was such a clumsy move that it stood no chance.

For all her posturing Eiko was surprisingly gentle with Ishida, which in her case meant that she had him on his knees with his arms behind his back in seconds.  “Dumb move,” Eiko said flatly.  Behind us I could hear the other first year student hyperventilating and I could vaguely feel Eiko’s ki starting to flex.

I could already see the basic shape of how it was all going to end.  In a flash of instinct I leaned toward Eiko and quietly murmured “I need a few hairs.”

Eiko didn’t even twitch in recognition, but after a few more moments she released Ishida while pushing him away with a swift boot to the ass.  If I hadn’t been watching so closely I never would have noticed how her right hand ‘conveniently’ brushed the side of Ishida’s head as she did so.

There was a rough and stuttery squeaking noise as Ishida slid two meters across the floor.  I winced in reluctant sympathy but Ishida quickly spun back up.  He was simultaneously angry and near tears but Eiko’s flat expression stopped him in his tracks.

“Get lost,” she said, her tone devoid of all emotion.  It was obvious to all now that Eiko had delivered her ultimatum she didn’t care what happened next.  If Ishida left, fine; if she had to beat the crap out of him, then that was fine too.

Ishida stared for a long while and for a few moments I wondered if he was going to be stupid enough to try it.  Finally, shaking as he fought with his own adrenalin, he turned around and walked away with what little dignity he could muster.

Eiko waited until he turned the corner and then turned back to me.  “And that is why you don’t get involved in relationship disputes!  This isn’t over you know,” she noted.  There was a heavy dose of sarcasm in her voice but I could still detect her worry.

I sighed, sounding somewhat broken.  “I know,” Aoth damn it but I wanted it to be over.  Unfortunately that hadn’t actually resolved anything.

“You need to get back to your baking,” Eiko said, grabbing my hand and then carefully putting three hairs she’d carefully plucked from Ishida’s head into it.  “I’ll stay here and make sure the idiot doesn’t come back.  I hope you have a good plan for this.”

I looked at the hairs, realizing just what I’d wanted them for.  “I don’t know about a good plan,” I admitted, “but I think it’s time for Plan D.”

I’d already tried threatening, ignoring, and reason.  In English D could stand for delusion, dumb… and dream.
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‘Twas the night before the night before the night before Christmas, I thought whimsically. I quickly double checked to make sure I’d gotten it right before nodding to myself. Yeah, December 22. For another hour or two at least.

The poem was on my mind because our English class teacher had inflicted it on us in a combination of seasonal spirit and pure sadism. The use of the older and unfamiliar words, unconventional use of grammar, and strange contractions like ‘twas was enough to break some of our slower students even with the hints rhythm and rhyme could provide. I’d gotten through it just fine, but if I’d been the first reader and had to start with figuring out ‘Twas…

And yet, here I am perched on a rooftop like some sort of demented Santa Claus, I though, struck by a mix of humor and terror. It’s so inappropriately appropriate I could just scream.

“Aaaaah!” I said, very softly, trying to relieve my fear with stupid humor. It did actually work a little, and then I went straight back to obsessing about the decisions that had led me to such a place.

It was the day after our last encounter with Ishida and things had not improved in the last 24 hours. Given that the only ones to see our encounter had been the other first year, Ishida, Eiko, and myself that hadn’t been public enough to justify a major intervention. Himeko had reported that Ishida’s class representative had tried to have a talk with him but Ishida had brushed her off like it was nothing. The good news was that while Ishida had been even more unpleasant and unsubtle in his feelings towards his ex-girlfriend he hadn’t done anything active, not even waiting outside the Choral Club’s room. While everyone in a fifty-meter radius could tell what he was feeling he hadn’t actively harassed her.

Unfortunately, no one thought that was going to last. And while Himeko had been able to pass off our last encounter as a blessing in disguise (the gossip around the incident had helped hide the sabotage to the electrical room) no one wanted to see what was going to happen next. If something didn’t change then someone was likely to get hurt. With no one willing or able to do anything I was left with no other choice-

Oh stop being so overdramatically stupid, I told myself off, irritated at the egotistical direction my thoughts were taking as I tried to hype myself up for my less than brilliantly thought out intervention. It would have been hard for someone to do something but they still could have. Unfortunately they’d only have Harada level options and even I’m not sure the little twerp deserves a beating, I don’t blame anyone else for not going that way. And I had plenty of choices, if I forget that now then I’m making a HUGE mistake!

I shuddered slightly at the thought. The reason I was up on top of a building’s roof, huddled quietly against a warm air vent and wrapped up in a heavy-duty sleeping bag, was so that I could engage with Ishida directly. Before I, or anyone else, went too far I needed to know more about what was going on. Since Ishida wasn’t willing to talk to me, and even if he had been I had some serious doubts about his objectivity, I was going to enter his sleeping mind and get some answers.

Ethically speaking I was going to be toeing the line, not quite crossing it but going right to the absolute edge of what was allowable. Even though Ishida had been acting like a colossal ass that didn’t give me the right to compromise his free will, and it was only because he looked to be a risk to himself and others that I could justify violating his privacy so dramatically. The laws about what people were allowed to do via a person’s mind could be pretty strict on Avalon, and I’d sworn a professional oath in regards to the subject back when I’d finished my schooling as a mage.

I really wish I’d sworn that oath on my life instead of my soul, I thought glumly. In that case I’d have had an unambiguous escape clause. Unfortunately that was one of the reasons the oath had been based around the soul, unscrupulous mages had used that excuse in the past after transforming into undead or transferring their souls to another body.

I sighed and then did my best to calm my mind. As much as I complained about it I wasn’t 100% sure my old oaths held, for the last seventeen years I’d have been willing to ignore them in the case of an emergency. But even if they didn’t I figured I had to act as if they did. Most of the time they weren’t that strict, magic was a loose and chaotic practice so practical oaths in regards to it had to be pretty sensible. And because of that they gave me firm grounding and ethical guidelines, if I just ignored them it started to become all too easy for me to start slipping into the spots that were really dangerous, start justifying lazy moves and darker practices. I’d been willing to ignore that when I didn’t have much mana to use, sort of a combination of the old “desperate times call for desperate measures” saw and the simple reason I didn’t have enough mana to misuse my magic consistently or frivolously. Now that I actually had some mana to play around with I had to be much stricter and more careful. If I just assumed I had the right to cast whatever spell I wanted then how long was it going to be before I started using spells to peep into the girls’ showers? Or even more frighteningly, gently started to twist the minds of anyone I wanted to?

Hell, as much as I’m complaining I’m pretty sure I could justify twisting Ishida’s mind if I really needed to. There was basically a sub-clause in my old oath which allowed me to do so with the permission of ‘legitimate authority’. It was worded vaguely on purpose so that mages could find permission when necessary, mages had worked within all sorts of systems on Avalon so a comprehensive list would have been longer than an end-user licensing agreement. In my case I could have probably stretched it to include Himeko since she technically outranked and oversaw both Ishida and I via the Student Council. And after that all I would have had to do was report the matter to the head of my guild in the kingdom. A.k.a, me.

Unfortunately, that was an excuse and I knew it. I was terrified about what I could become if I started acting that way and I really, really hoped it was unnecessary. Short of suicidal, homicidal, or psychotic tendencies I did not intend to go that route and even then I’d probably have tried one last desperate attempt in the real world before I resorted to magical compulsions.

I took another deep breath, nodded to myself as I reaffirmed where I stood, and started the spell.

***

Ironically the spell was probably easier to cast on Earth then on Avalon. It was still a huge pain in the ass, it took a good ten minutes to cast and I had to literally be on top of Ishida’s apartment building and have his hairs in order to get around all the interference Tokyo would throw at me. But back on Avalon most people would have had some sort of protective charm or blessing about their dwelling and even while using the hairs to target and conduct the spell it probably would have bounced off those precautions. I vaguely sensed similar protections around several of the apartments in the building, a surprising number of them in fact, but not around Ishida’s dwelling. Given the lateness of the hour he was asleep and I quickly found my awareness meshing with his.

I took things slowly, a process made easier by the fact that Ishida wasn’t in REM sleep. His mind was a neutral web of half formed thoughts and static, the perfect place for me to start. With Ishida unaware and unable to oppose me I started spinning my spells.

It wasn’t easy to do even gentle spells without alerting Ishida. A psychic could have entered his dream and manipulated his sleeping mind more directly, a mages’ method was a lot more awkward. In comparison a psychic was someone who had the ability to breath underwater, and they could have just dived in and started swimming around the area naturally. What I was doing was more like launching one of those sophisticated underwater probes you see in documentaries and then attempting to pilot it via a VR rig. There were some advantages to that method but it wasn’t as easy or flexible as just sending a person down there. But I had filled up and brought along both my old and new portable mana reservoirs, now that I was inside his defences I was confident I could do the job.

Well, pretty sure at least, I thought to myself. I quickly banished the thought from my head and focused on Ishida, casting a spell to bring about REM sleep.

The effect was gradual. Slowly Ishida’s mindscape transformed from a void into a fuzzy recreation of one of our school’s classrooms. Ishida’s consciousness formed a body for him out of memories and his own knowledge of his body.

Noxtinus, bless my endeavours and forgive my trespass, I sent out in a quick and silent prayer to the goddess of dreams. Then I took the plunge and made Ishida aware of my presence. “Hello Ishida-san,” I said calmly.

Ishida’s dream self whirled around. His mind instinctively recognized me and clothed my ‘presence’ in his dream in a close approximation of my usual body and school uniform. To make myself more comfortable I fed a little of my own influence and knowledge into the form until it was just as accurate as Ishida’s self representation.

“Why are you here? Where am I?” Ishida asked fearfully.

“That is the question, isn’t it?” I continued, calmly moving to sit on top of one of the desks. I firmly fought down both my own nerves and several inappropriately humorous responses.

Ishida scowled at me and quickly moved to leave the classroom.

I sighed slightly and ‘pulled’ upon one of the spells I set up earlier. When Ishida yanked open the door all he found was a brick wall.

“Wha- “ he said, staring at the wall in confusion.

“Things are not always what they seem to be,” I said, striving not to sound too portentous as I did so. Or too pretentious either, having control of the surroundings gave me a feeling of overconfidence that I resolved to keep an eye on.

Ishida angrily turned around and started to storm towards me. I fought down the urge to put him in his place, to literally force him to sit down with some sort of stupid quip like “take a seat” or “class is in session”. It wasn’t time for that yet. Instead I waited calmly for him to arrive, confident in my control of the situation.

He stared at me angrily for a while, his hands balled up into fists, while I just studied him impartially. After a full minute his hands began to relax a bit and his breathing slowed. “This is a dream, isn’t it?” he asked.

“Perhaps,” I answered simply.

“Of course it is,” he said, laughing shakily at the situation. “What else could it be?”

I shrugged casually. “Perhaps it is a coma, perhaps someone at school slipped you some hallucinogens, perhaps you died and this is some sort of afterlife.”

“Fuck it, this is a dream and I am out of here.”

Ishida moved to try the other door, focusing his mental effort on the dream and willing it to lead outside.

In spite of everything I smiled slightly. In the dream he should have been more powerful than me. It was his mind after all, home territory for him. Normally it would have been like a Judo or Sumo match as we wrestled for control of the dream and as the visitor I would have been on the equivalent of slippery ground. Heck, that was still true, I felt the dreamscape tremor quietly in my grasp. But I hadn’t set up all those spells earlier for nothing, before the match had ever started I’d slipped Ishida into a hold. Even with my disadvantage there was no way his untrained mind was going to break out of it.

Ishida opened the door only to find himself falling into empty void. He had time for a quick yell… before landing heavily on the floor back at my feet in the classroom.

“Always so sure you have the answers,” I said with a shake of my head, “always so quick to try and force the world to behave like you want it to.”

Not so secretly I was pleased. I was playing it by ear and I felt pretty grateful he’d given me an opening and an excuse to use a line like that.

Ishida scrambled to his feet. “Shut up!” he said angrily, running back towards the door.

Another exit. Another quick fall. Another heavy landing.

“Experimentation is good,” I said suggestively. “Experimentation is key. But what will you do when your experiment gives you results you don’t like?”

“You bastard!” he said. He made his way to the door again, yanking it open. This time he stared at the unending void instead of going through. After a few moments he spun around again to face me. “Stop torturing me!”

“If I am a dream then who is really torturing you? And if I am not a dream then what am I really?”

Ishida went down to his knees and started focusing. “Wake up, wake up, wake up, wake up.” He chanted softly to himself, squeezing his eyes shut and willing his body to respond.

The dreamscape shook slightly but my spells extended to him and over his physical body, the hairs I’d acquired via Eiko had allowed the trap I’d constructed to be darn near flawless. If he’d had a full eight hours of sleep and tried for a while he might have been able to do something. In the middle of my spells and his usual sleep cycle he didn’t stand a chance.

Despite his stubbornness I was slightly pleased with him. Even though it was a dream he hadn’t resorted to violence yet. A point in his favor, I noted to myself as I waited calmly for him to get tired of his efforts.

After two solid minutes of increasingly desperate chanting failed to wake him up he surged to his feet with a frustrated yell, looking frantically around the classroom.

“It seems you are locked in here with me,” I noted, careful to keep my voice impartial. “Why? What could that mean?”

“SHUT UP!” Ishida roared in frustration. “It doesn’t mean anything!” He rushed at the classroom window, tugging and pounding at it.

This time I pressed his subconscious mind with my spells, curious to see what would fall out after the trouble I’d gone to stir it up. Probing his mind and memory would have been hard, it would have been like trying to find specific data within terabytes and terabytes of unlabelled files, probably struggling against Ishida all the way as his mind protested someone else trying to use it. Prompting him and then letting his own thoughts float to the surface in a dream was much easier, the equivalent of letting him search his own files and then looking over his shoulder.

All around us words began to echo, various reports and memories about what dreams really meant and why we had them. There were half a dozen variations on the theme, from mystical to scientific, but they all pointed to one conclusion: while it was hard to pin down what a dream was, what it meant, or how important any particular one was, all too often they meant something.

A frantic Ishida stopped pounding at the windows and tried to cover his ears. While it didn’t do him any good I found the gesture pretty telling.

“Interesting,” I said neutrally. “So, is this indigestion or enlightenment? Am I the bit of cheese or the ghost of Christmas past?” For obvious reasons I’d had a Christmas Carol on my mind. I’d even toyed around structuring my whole intervention like it in order to give myself some more plausible deniability, that the dream was simply a combination of the holidays and recent events. But since that would have been a lot more work, a lot less organic, and I didn’t even know that Ishida even knew of the story I’d decided firmly against it.

“What?” Ishida asked in confusion.

I smiled slightly. “Obviously not a Dickens fan,” I noted to the confused boy. Before he could think too much about it I prodded his subconscious again. “Let’s see what you are a fan of.”

To my complete lack of surprise dozens of images and memories of Ishii Nanami flashed in front of the classroom windows. They were there and gone too fast to make much out, but they clearly showed Ishii and Ishida happy together.

I sighed slightly in relief as I belatedly realized there hadn’t been any intimate intimate scenes. There’d been some kissing, more then a few memories of Ishii in a bathing suit, and I’d gotten the impression of at least one very hot and heavy make out session, but nothing all the way. I’ve got to be careful about that, I noted quietly to myself. That’s Ishii’s privacy too. I can justify violating Ishida’s if it’s necessary but I’ve got to remember I’m brushing up against her stuff at the same time.

Fortunately Ishida didn’t notice my slight hesitation or relief. He acted like I’d just punched him in the gut and sank to his knees. “Nanami,” he moaned pitifully, “why?”

I pounced on that. “An excellent question,” I responded. “Why indeed?”

I triggered his subconscious and memories again. There was a flurry of images and impression, unlike the Ishii Nanami ones they were all over the place and unclear. Without context or clues I wasn’t able to figure out anything useful from them. Fortunately for me I didn’t have to, Ishida already knew what was going on.

“I had to Nanami, I had to,” he pleaded to his memories, much humbler and more regretful than I’d seen him in the waking world. “Don’t you see that? Why can’t you see that? Please.”

Jackpot! Now we’d turned the corner to the heart of the matter. “What didn’t she see Ishida?” I asked, unable to keep all the eagerness out of my voice.

Ishida just sat there miserably for a few seconds, shaking his head.

I pulled back a little, taking a deep breath and recentering myself. Suck it up, do it right, be fair to him, I told myself firmly. I don’t like him, that doesn’t give me the right to do whatever I want to him. Be careful.

“If you can’t express it here and to yourself how do you expect to express it to her?” I asked in a calmer voice.

Ishida remained quiet, not willing to face me or his memories. After giving him a few more moments I gently pulled on his memories again.

A confused and angry burble of Ishida’s own words came to the surface. They all melded together but it wasn’t too hard to make out some of them. “Give it up Nanami.” “Singing is stupid Nanami.” “We need to be realistic Nanami.” “There’s no future in this Nanami.”

“That doesn’t sound like something you say to someone you love,” I noted, striving for neutral but unable to keep a hint of anger and disapproval out of my tone.

“I had to,” Ishida whispered.

“And so we come back to that,” I said, digging deeper. “Why? Why did you have to?”

Once again Ishida didn’t answer, and once again I triggered his memories to draw the answer out of him. His level of resistance was telling, he wasn’t proud of or at peace with whatever it was.

There was another flow of images and emotions. At first I didn’t understand but after a few moments I began to realize what they were. They were marks and results from his tests and assignments. And they weren’t great.

I just watched for a few moments. I didn’t know what I’d been expecting, but it hadn’t been that. Ishida just watched it all, absolutely miserable and too weak to stand.

It was silent as the memories passed. Unlike before the images and impressions lingered even without my magic prompting them. “They aren’t failing marks,” I said gently.

“They may as well be!” Ishida said, clutching his head. “They were so close! I was barely squeaking by!”

I said nothing and carefully repressed a frown. From what I’d heard he’d been doing a little better than that. A mostly average student, nothing exceptional but not in any real danger of flunking.

“I couldn’t keep up! So I had to try harder, be more.”

Even without my prompting the memory echoed through the dream. “Try harder Ishida-san. It’s just numbers, numbers and figures. You can memorize and figure those out, can’t you? Everything is made out of smaller component pieces that are easier to understand. Just break it down to them, recognize the patterns and rules, and you’ll be fine.”

I vaguely recognized the voice of Nakagawa, the president of the Engineering Club. And her tone hadn’t been harsh or judgemental, in fact if anything it had been gentle and encouraging. But I got the distinct impression Ishida had taken it to heart and further than even she’d intended.

“That’s all it is,” Ishida said, a little desperately, “numbers and facts. Just numbers and facts, just break it down far enough and memorize them and you’ll be fine. Just keep to the numbers and facts.”

I tried to keep my expression and emotions under control, I was starting to get a pretty good idea of where all this was going and I didn’t like it. Unable to think of a good question I just let him babble on.

“They all fit into a pattern. Keep memorizing numbers and facts and you’ll be fine. You’ll be fine. Your memory is good enough for that, you can do that. Why can’t you see that Nanami? Why can’t you see!”

“What are the numbers?” I cut in quickly, feeling him spiral even further into despair and anger.

“It’s simple,” Ishida said, “just so simple. I can memorize the numbers and facts. I almost failed to get into the school because things like languages and arts were dragging me down. So I dropped all of them that I could. If I could just focus on the numbers and facts!”

“And it was working,” Ishida babbled. in the windows I could see the test numbers changing, climbing from sixties to seventies, his ranking going from about the halfway point in his year to near the top third. I also saw images of cram school and long, lonely hours of hard work and memorization. “I could see them, know them, do them. Just numbers and facts. Why can’t you see Nanami? Why can’t you see it’s just numbers and facts!”

I slammed my staff onto the floor, cutting Ishida’s increasingly desperate ranting off with an unexpected boom that echoed through the dream. Ishida stopped and turned around to stare at me.

I in turn stared at the staff I was suddenly holding! I hadn’t consciously meant to create one but something about the whole situation… It was a recreation of my old staff from Avalon, a simple, hardened, prepared branch of wood with a slightly smoother spot for my hand. I’d had it since my final year of training, and even though I hadn’t seen it in seventeen years the impression of it was etched indelibly into my soul.

I shook off my shock and tried to play it off. I deliberately sighed and faced Ishida, letting a hint of disapproval into my eyes. I weighed my words carefully before I spoke, searching desperately to find the right ones. “Ishida,” I said firmly but gently, “you are treating variables as constants.”

Ishida jerked his head backwards. “What? No, I’m not.”

I smiled, secretly relieved that I’d managed to come up with a line that made him think instead of clinging to his habits. I’d barely managed to think something up at the last moment and had worried I’d been about to send him spiraling further into despair and denial. “Then show me the math,” I suggested, “work it out.”

I conjured up a slightly archaic piece of chalk out of the dream and handed it to him, then tilted my head towards the chalkboard that had suddenly appeared at the front of the room. In the real school we usually used whiteboards and markers but the old-fashioned method seemed more appropriate.

Ishida, taken in both by dream logic and the chance to prove himself, took it up. He instantly moved to the board and started sketching, writing much quicker and easily in the dream then he could have ever managed in the waking world. “It’s simple,” he said more normally, eager to prove his point, show he knew what he was doing. “Everything in the world can be broken down. Break it down, represent it with numbers, and you have it. You can use those numbers, remember and manipulate them more easily, and be more successful.”

I nodded thoughtfully, pretending to be sympathetic. And it wasn’t hard, this bit he wasn’t entirely wrong about. I didn’t think much of it as a general philosophy but it probably applied to even more of life than I wanted to admit. “Alright, that’s fair,” I suggested, “what’s the next step?”

His answer surprised me. “Be successful, graduate, live a happy and secure life with Nanami.”

And there we have it, I thought. Suddenly it all came together and started to make sense. I’d gotten big parts of it right, and I’d also gotten some pretty important parts of it wrong. Now what the hell did I do with it?

I walked slowly towards Ishida and the chalkboard, nodding and trying to come up with a plan. “So, how’s that working out for you?” I asked.

Ishida’s face instantly started to twist into rage and despair. Before he got too far I thumped the staff again, more normally this time, to get his attention. “Correct,” I said swiftly. “So why is that? A number in this equation must not add up.”

“It’s that damn Choral Club!” he spat out. “They’ve got her turned around and unable to see- “

I cut him off with another staff thump. “Ishida. Break Nanami down into component factors.”

“I- what?” Ishida asked, clearly confused.

“Break Ishii Nanami down into component factors,” I repeated, suddenly realizing the way I wanted to go.

“But I- I- “

“Either Ishii Nanami can be broken down into numbers and facts or your original hypothesis is incomplete,” I said, taking the piece of chalk from him and sketching out some vaguely relevant gobbledygook on the board. Neither of our equations were strictly sensible, but they were important for dream logic. “In the second case, your equation doesn’t work. In the first, one of your necessary component factors is her love of Choral Club. Without that, Ishii Nanami does not equal Ishii Nanami and your original equation is still unbalanced. How do you reconcile this discrepancy?”

I stood there calmly, as if we were talking about a real formula in the classroom instead of some nonsense logic in a dream. While Ishida stood there goggling at me, his mouth gaping open like a fish, my own lessons about dreams and visions flashed through my brain.

Guide but do not lead, prompt but do not tell, seek the answer but do not assume you know it. 2+2=4 might be more precise but there are times ‘more than 3’ or ‘less than five’ are more correct. It is arrogant to assume you know.

The parallel was not lost on me.  Ishida had gotten turned around and inside out, stuck in a desperate philosophy that was eating him alive because he’d failed to realize that.  I’d originally entered his dream with several mistaken assumptions of my own and if I’d gone after him like I’d actually known the answers… I fought down a shudder, at best it would have been ineffective and at worst I could have done some real damage.  I’d come close to making several mistakes along the way, and if this was an exercise I certainly wouldn’t have gotten full marks; but it looked like we’d both managed to figure out the really important part.

At his heart Ishida really did love Ishii, and he feared he wasn’t good enough for her. He feared that he would fail and be unable to take care of her as they became adults, everything else stemmed from that. The more I looked at it the more I became sure this was all part of a desperate attempt to become better and Ishida had become a victim of the sunken cost fallacy as he dug himself deeper and deeper into his chosen strategy, desperate to be right.

Ishida remained silent as he looked at his own equations. After a moment I came and patted him softly on the shoulder. “Like I said: variables instead of constants. You’ve tried to oversimplify the equation and removed several important factors.”

“No, no, I can’t be wrong!” he said desperately.

“Work it out,” I suggested, handing him back the chalk.

Ishida started to frantically sketch on the chalkboard. I just sat back and let him work, as much as I was manipulating things it was still a dream. And in a way this was the perfect way for him to start working it out. All the things he’d repressed, the things he’d already subconsciously known, and all his fears were much closer to the surface here. In the waking world he could just push them down, ignore them, or distract himself from them with more studying. In here and bound by my spells he couldn’t deny them, he had to face them head on. And I was pretty sure I knew how that confrontation would turn out.

Let’s not be too cocky just yet, I told myself firmly. That whole ‘it is arrogant to assume you know’ thing still applies. Don’t start thinking otherwise when Ishida’s just starting to realize that truth!

After all, it was entirely possible that he’d come to the conclusion he was right and Ishii wasn’t the girl for him. It would be progress, of a sort, if not the result I was hoping for after seeing their connection inside his memories. And even if that wasn’t the answer he came to there was a whole range of final results he could arrive at. For all the pretentious questions and pronouncements I’d just thrown out he was still the variable I didn’t know, and it was stupid for me to think otherwise. I carefully stepped back to see what answer he came to, bracing myself in case he came up with an unexpected result.

Ishida went on for a while, the chalkboard magically stretching out as he wrote more and more nonsense on it, playing into the dream as he thought it through. But every time he seemed to be getting somewhere he circled back to the spot on the board where I’d written down Ishii’s name, pulled at his hair, and then started off on a new tangent.

Eventually, after what felt like a while to me and probably felt like hours to Ishida, he just slumped to his knees. “I… I was wrong,” he said weakly, sounding broken by the admission. “It doesn’t work out. I can’t force her to like me while still leaving her as her.”

Despite everything I fought the urge to roll my eyes or do a slow clap. Such a hell of a lot of effort and denial just to avoid one basic fact. But no one could have just told him that. They’d tried it time and time again in a dozen different ways and it hadn’t stuck. He’d needed to figure it out for himself. “Go on. Any other conclusions?” I suggested.

“But- but that- “ he stammered desperately. “Numbers and facts are still the only way to go! They’re the best way to figure out the world!”

I walked up to the chalkboard and pointed at a few random points. “Sure, they’re the best tool at some points,” I said reasonably. “And they’re usually pretty useful in a bunch of the others. But you’re treating them as the only factors and discarding the variables.”

“I am not!”

“Ishida,” I said, with a small frown. “Remember this?” I triggered his memories of Eiko, of her easily handing him his ass in the school hallway.

Ishida tried to frown and cringe simultaneously, already emotionally ragged from the journey he’d been on. Before he could get lost in his resentment I pointed out something else to him. “What is a female high school student’s usual fighting power versus what you saw here? And what were the chances that someone with the power would be there?”

Ishida still looked mulish. “That was an exception,” he said grumpily, still trying to fight the inevitable conclusion ever after everything he’d already gone through.

I nodded. “True. But the numbers and odds did not successfully predict that, and if you used only what your model gave you then you would have ridden it down in flames. Trying to go that way has gotten you into trouble in the past, why do you insist on continuing to use this model?”

“Because I have to!”

“Why?”

“Because I can’t know the other stuff!”

Ishida paused, clearly surprised by what he’d just said.

And there we have the other basic fact, I thought with another mental eye roll. In the dream and after so much thought Ishida was willing to face the truth; there were things he couldn’t figure out, and other things he couldn’t control, and all that frightened him. So much of what he’d done had come from that: his fear of losing Ishii, his fear of not doing good enough, his fear of the future. In the waking world he’d try to deny it or claim any such things he couldn’t figure out were unimportant. It was probably one of the reasons he’d focused on his anti-arts stance, something that seemed much more obvious in hindsight. They made an easy and sensible target for him to direct all his anger and fear towards: arts were stupid, arts were unnecessary, arts were ruining his life! Shout that in his head loud enough and he could drown out the doubts and cover up the obvious nuances he was ignoring.

And if I was being honest, at the most basic level his fears weren’t unreasonable.  Everyone felt it to some degree, my whole journey into his dream was based on my own version of that fear and desire to control the world when it didn’t seem to be working right.  While I hadn’t assumed I’d known everything, I’d still thought I could force things to go the way I wanted when something had offended my sensibilities.  And I’d come perilously close to crossing a few lines in the process of doing so!  Ishida Kenji’s attempts to get Ishii to give up Choral Club and come over to his side weren’t that far away from my own threats or wondering if I should use mind control.

I patted Ishida gently on the shoulder again, doing a little repressing of my own as I put those thoughts behind me. “No one can control everything Ishida-san, no one can know everything. It’s up to you how you deal with that, but lying to yourself and pretending there’s a simple way to figure it all out it isn’t a good idea.”

“But what do I do now?”

I wish I knew, despite my successes the thought was tinged with melancholy tiredness. There was no simple answer, no last proverb I could give him. He had to decide how to handle it, what he wanted. And one of the problems, one of the reasons he’d dug himself this crazy hole in the first place, was that no matter what he chose there would be complications that he couldn’t know. That no one could know, I corrected myself quickly. Right now I personally want to encourage him to eat crow and make up with Ishii but that might not be the best way to go. For all I know he’s changed too much, or her feelings have changed after all his stupid behaviour recently, and she won’t take him back!

I hoped not, it seemed like they might have something real between them, but I wasn’t going to set either of them up for even more pain with any presumptuous suggestions. I’d already made a bunch of mistaken judgements about Ishida, only managing to avoid doing harm because I hadn’t acted upon them. I wasn’t about to mess it up at the last moment.

“You live,” I told him sadly. “You learn. You use this and get better. Or not, it’s up to you Ishida-san.”

Before he could say anything else I thumped my staff against the floor one last time and gave the whole dream one last push with my magic. “Remember,” I said, a command which etched itself into Ishida’s brain. Unlike most dreams there would be no convenient haze, no half-formed forgetfulness. He would wake up and the dream would be as real to him as if we’d had the conversation in the actual school.

***

Ishida woke up and I returned to my uncomfortable position on the roof. A position made even more uncomfortable by the fact that Ishida was waking up sobbing, grief stricken at the realization of what he’d done.

I looked up at the cold night sky and felt vaguely uncertain. I know I did the right thing, I thought guiltily, but did I do it in the right way? Could I have done it better? I was depressingly sure I could have somehow, even though the exact method eluded me. I was willing to forgive my missteps in execution, or even the way I’d completely messed up the order and assumed he’d been putting his schooling first and Ishii second in his head instead of the other way around, but I was depressingly sure I could have led him to the truth in a better way, given him a better foundation for tomorrow.

Well, tomorrow will come. And maybe he’ll do better at it then I know, I thought, staring at what few stars I could see with all the light pollution. And if I don’t want to completely mess my own life up I’d better go home and get some sleep! My time in Ishida’s mind hadn’t been as good as true sleep for me, it had been better than nothing but a far cry from a good night’s rest. If I wanted to make up the difference I needed to get home and into my own bed.

For a moment I considered flying home. Everything had gone smoother than I’d dared hope, Ishida hadn’t put up a fight and there’d been no unexpected complications in casting my spells. I still had plenty of mana at my fingertips and I figured I could probably manage an invisibility spell in addition to a flying spell long enough to get me back to the apartment. But it just didn’t feel right. Something about butting into another guy’s dreams, leaving him sobbing in his room, and then just cavalierly flying away afterwards… it just left a bad taste in my mouth, like I was trying to declare I was a triumphant hero instead of an overly arrogant interfering idiot with good intentions. I stood by what I’d done and why, but being too proud or casual about it just seemed like a careless step towards thinking myself better than others and justifying darker practices.

I peeled myself out of the sleeping bag with a sigh, the cold biting into me like a knife as I did so. I’m probably obsessing about this too much, I admitted to myself as I bundled my sleeping bag back up. The cold air helped cut through my melodrama and focus me on the moment though. That felt right.

I smiled wryly at my own actions and shook my head. Alright, I guess I’ll start off that way. But I refuse to turn this into some sort of self-flagellating teenage drama thing, like somehow a long, slow, walk through the cold night is what’s going to make everything right. If the trip gets too much for me I’ll use magic or find another way. With that slightly more balanced promise in mind, I started the long trip home. I had a lot to think about, and I’d rather do it in the fresh air then while staring up at my ceiling for a few hours while I chased sleep.
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There’s nothing more disappointing then waking up on Christmas morning with no presents under the tree or in your stocking.

Alright, that’s a rather dramatic lie. There are a lot of more disappointing things that you can come up with pretty easily. Granted they usually involve more setup, like critical career interviews or getting down on one knee with the ring. But if you asked anyone who’d actually suffered a bad outcome at one of those events which they’d rather go through again they’d probably choose the Christmas option. That didn’t stop my Christmas day from bumming me out with its lack of results.

Don’t get me wrong, the empty stocking at the foot of my bed hadn’t surprised me. That one had mostly been a formality and a backup plan, I hadn’t expected it to work and I’d mostly just included that as a way to make things easier for Santa if that had been an option. When it was empty on Christmas morning I had not been surprised. I had been a touch disappointed but it had been in the same way that not getting a prize at a supermarket lucky draw was disappointing: unfortunate, but not unexpected.

Having nothing at the little shrine in my lab though, that had bummed me out. Especially since he’d taken the milk and cookies! If Santa hadn’t been able to find the space through the ‘don’t notice me’ spell I’d woven around the small Christmas tree, seasonal decorations, and small altar I’d placed in one of the empty science lab cabinets that would have been one thing, I’d have been willing to accept that it wasn’t a proper place or that hiding it with magic meant it didn’t count. But to for him to find it, take the milk and cookies, and not even leave a Christmas card… well, that was a little disheartening.

Alright, let’s think about this, I told myself logically, trying to pretend I didn’t feel just a tiny bit hurt and that I hadn’t let myself get a little more excited then I should have. Why didn’t this work, what are the reasons? Is it age? Religion? A matter of knowing Santa is real rather then merely having faith?

That last one did have a disheartening ring of truth to it. I knew ‘Santa’, however you might try to define him, was a real entity of some sort. That was why I’d picked him for this experiment, my attempts to dip a toe into the water of spirit research. Santa was a great example of a spirit that was powerful, benign, responsive, and would respond privately but in an unquestionable manner all while not requiring true worship.

(Granted, that last qualification was stretching it a little. He did have laws governing behaviour, virtue vs. vice, and you were supposed to give him offerings of milk and cookies. But compared to most entities that commanded you to worship them Santa’s requirements were barely worth noting. It was more of a spectrum than a binary factor anyway, I was still working on a framework for that qualification while simultaneously trying not to imitate Ishida’s attempts to oversimplify things or reduce them all to numbers.)

Given how little I knew and what little safety net I had on Earth that had made Santa Claus a perfect target to try and work with, get some practice and see what would happen. Even better was the fact he wasn’t exactly native to Japan but had gained enough ties to the land to have an impact, unlike the Halloween problem earlier in the year Santa would definitely be present but he wouldn’t have the overpowering strength he’d have in North America or Europe. So for the last month I’d created and maintained a tiny shrine to Christmas in the lab, tucking away a highly festive little corner of the holiday in the middle of the school that no one else knew of. Using it I’d tried to funnel a little mana towards Santa Claus every day (every spirit I knew of appreciated mana, and I figured Santa could use it in a better way then I could) and I’d topped it all off with the traditional offering of milk and cookies on Christmas Eve.

But in knowing Santa is real I was almost treating it like a business transaction, I frowned thoughtfully. Given that Santa’s supposed to be dedicated to giving and generosity that seems like a fundamental flaw. Gods and spirits of all kinds hated it when you gave offerings hypocritically, like making offerings to a god of peace when you really just wanted to delay a battle a critical few weeks in order to finish preparing your own troops or praying to a god of health to make a person better just long enough for you to get written into their will. Many gods and spirits just accepted those offerings anyways, they were more mercenary and preferred the content of the offer to the intent, but others tended to warn off such foolish bribes with varying degrees of harshness.

And I suppose a lump of coal would have been a mixture of the wrong message while still giving me a successful result, I thought wryly, looking at the empty space. After a few moments I sighed. I didn’t know for sure that was it, there were still dozens of possible reasons and I’d never considered it just a transaction, but now that I’d thought of that explanation it was pretty hard to ignore. I shouldn’t assume it’s the only reason, I admitted to myself, but that goes pretty high up on a list of probable factors.

I shook my head and then hurriedly cleaned and locked up the cabinet, taking the time to rinse off the plate and dregs of milk in the glass before tucking them into my backpack. I had no more time to sit around moping, in a few minutes Otake was likely to start chasing me down. Officially I was there to do the final preparations for the Choral Club’s performance, I’d told the others I quickly had to duck out to check on something. I figured I still had at least an hour of work tuning the sound system to perfection and a few other safety checks I wanted to do, even after nearly a month of prep work there’s was still plenty to do before the big show.

No help for it, I’d better get back down and finish the final work before Otake explodes. To my surprise I suddenly realized there was a silver lining in my failure. At least this way I don’t have to explain why I’m carrying around a gift of some sort.

***

I may owe Otake an apology, I reflected as I looked over the crowd of people in the gym. Don’t get me wrong, we weren’t at actual capacity. We were three-quarters of the way full, four-fifths at most. But I had figured Otake was being overly optimistic if he expected it to get even half-full so I was pretty surprised by the crowd.

In hindsight it wasn’t too surprising, looking over the crowd it seemed a lot of people had decided the Choral Club’s performance was a perfect accompaniment to their Christmas afternoon. It would be pleasant, seasonal, but relatively low pressure since it was a high school performance. A professional group at a theater or a Christian church would have required more formal dress and a strenuous attention to manners, but while no one was going to be deliberately making any phone calls during the Choral Club’s performance they didn’t have to stress about getting everything perfect either. If I’d been looking for a way to kill an hour or so with my family that day and I wanted to get out of the house and take in some fresh air it would have been perfect. Toss in a number of couples using it as the low-key part of their day together before a more romantic evening and you got a pretty decent crowd.

I was sitting off to the side next to the control board for the lights and sound system, quietly hidden behind some cleverly placed curtains. I could see the stage and into the crowd from my angle but it was next to impossible for anyone else to see me.

It was doubtful I’d be necessary, I’d set up the lights to run on a program beforehand and dress rehearsal with the club had shown it worked just fine without any interference. I’d already triple checked the setup before the performance began just in case someone had knocked something or had a twisted sense of humor so I was certain that wasn’t going to be a problem. Given that one of those checks had involved divination magic even I was confident everything should work fine. I was mostly there in case there was a failure on the human end of things, like a member of the choir tripped and fell into some of the others and caused a delay in the performance.

There’s a little bit of both sides of Ishida’s philosophy in that, I reflected thoughtfully. Both for and against. On one hand there are always variables that will screw you up even at the best of times and you can’t count on things to just run on rails. On the other hand, it usually is the messy human side of things that gets in the way of everything going according to plan. That doesn’t justify everything else but it is easy to see how someone can get frustrated with it and want it to go away. I’d just caught a glimpse of Ishii Nanami so of course my encounter with Ishida came to mind.

I hadn’t seen Ishida since my visit to his dreams, and since he hadn’t been creating any further trouble the school rumor mill hadn’t bothered to mention him. But Himeko had been keeping an eye out, both in person and via others’ reports, and she’d informed me Ishida had changed. He seemed much more subdued and shut off, going through the motions of the last two days of classes. Thankfully he’d seemed more melancholy and uncertain rather than suffering under a weight of depression or hopelessness but it was still up in the air how he’d turn out.

I was quietly rooting for him, for both selfish and unselfish reasons. After violating his privacy and his mind I really hoped he turned things around and became a better person, no matter what form that betterment took. On the other hand, I had to admit I was quietly scared that I’d seriously hurt him, even with the best of intentions. I didn’t think I’d done it unreasonably and I was pretty sure it would turn out for the best in the end but I also didn’t want to think about what it would do to me if he suicided or turned to self-harm!

Yeah, I sighed mentally, that’s not a great attitude. And I wonder why Santa didn’t bring me any presents! I really need to stop being so self-centered. I hated to admit that, but when your thoughts boiled down to ‘don’t commit suicide, think about what it would do to me!’ it was kind of hard to ignore.

Thank Aoth I don’t do that sort of thing very often, I think I’ll try and leave the next one to Himeko. Heck, next time maybe I should project her into the person’s dreams if the situation was that desperate! I’d have to accompany her, give her a little bit of coaching and support, but otherwise letting the person who was actually good with social interactions and other people play to her strengths seemed like a really smart idea.

I toyed with that thought a little while longer, struck by all the advantages it offered now that it was much too late for me to go with it. Thankfully there had been way too many practical problems for me to feel too guilty about how I’d handled Ishida, the mechanics of how I’d have gotten Himeko out of her house that late at night and up on top of Ishida’s apartment were beyond belief. But I did have to admit the idea was worth considering as a plan for the future.

I was just weighing the benefits versus potential problems of Himeko appearing in another person’s dream (especially if you didn’t want it turning into one of those dreams!) when the Choral Club started walking out onto the stage. I hurriedly refocused on the present, slowly turned the lights down, and then activated the sequencing once the members were in place and ready to get started.

I felt an undisguised surge of satisfaction as the first words echoed beautifully across the gym, full of power and depth. Even after days of preparation and tuning, of finding out which microphones and settings worked best for each member, the right levels of volume for the system, and even minute changes in speaker angles for best effect, it had still taken me nearly two hours to get everything put together right for the performance. It had been an unmitigated pain in the ass to try and get the sound system tuned properly to the Choral Club’s members but the results were worth it, their song rang across the room clear and true.

I sighed in satisfaction at the end product, relaxing a little and quietly activating the ‘mage sight’ function of my glasses, seeing the overlay of the energies the Choral Club created with the stage. Even after all my time observing from the sidelines this was my first chance to see the full effect and I was kind of eager. During the practices I’d been there for it had been more about technical details and I’d rarely seen them all come properly together, I’d usually been working with one or two of the singers at a time. Even at the dress rehearsal they’d only gone about 90 -95%, they’d needed to save their voices just a little for the true performance and couldn’t quite go all out without an audience.

This was different. This was the big moment they’d put all their effort into and they were giving it their all. It showed in both the quality of their sound and the energy they were creating. It was still a hodgepodge mix of ki, psi, and mana but there was so much of it. More surprisingly there was a strange harmony and flow to the whole mix that was only visible now that there was enough of it to be easily observed.

I stared at the energy for the first three songs, between the treat to the ears that was their singing and the fascinating phenomena they were creating I was nearly oblivious to everything else. It was hard to describe the energies, they were a fractured swirl of colors, weaving into and out of each other, a multi-coloured lava lamp that was being spun slowly in a centrifuge. Try as I might I couldn’t discern a pattern… but I was almost certain there was one on some level, some sort of almost fractal geometry that I’d have needed a supercomputer to try and express. More than ever I was certain that the three main ‘supernatural’ energies were interrelated somehow, the way they were interacting with each other simply screamed some sort of direct connection was there.

There was a brief pause after the third song as the choir reshuffled itself, Otake coming forward to act as the primary singer for the next song while the rest of the club backed him up. I shook myself out of my trance and refocused on my job again, there was a loud and heartfelt round of applause from the audience. My hand hovered over the control board in case I had to pause the light sequence a few seconds to account for a delay. While I waited I noted to myself: I need to do more work on the interrelation theory. Is it different states? Different frequencies of some sort? There’s got to be something. Also, figure out a way to record readings from events like this. There’s no way I can get a proper read on everything from memory, not even if I use spells on my mind. Maybe some sort of enchanted camera?

Before I could get any further the Choral Club started singing again and I was once more too caught up in the moment to worry any further.

As the performance went on I managed to separate myself from the phenomena a little more and observe a little more objectively. To my surprise those were precisely the right words to describe things, as I looked a little closer I realized that the audience was… harmonizing with the energies for lack of a better word. It wasn’t a direct connection but it was like their auras were vibrating in sympathy to the energies the Choral Club was creating.

Fascinating, I though as I stared at the phenomenon. What’s the cause and effect on this one? Are the energies so strong they’re causing the audience to be sympathetic or are the audience so in tune with the songs they’re actually adding to the energies? And is this starting at a mystical level and effecting the physical or starting on a physical level and effecting the mystical? Or emotional? Spiritual? So much to look into!

It wasn’t the first thing on my list, not by a long shot, but this whole chore was giving me a whole boatload of new questions. As much as I hated to admit it, I was grateful to Himeko and Student Council for giving me this task. There were all sorts of fascinating questions and observations to make, all sorts of things to learn, I’d never have thought about any of it without being pushed into the mix.

I really hope the Choral Club is going to do another performance next year, I thought distractedly. Hopefully I can have an enchanted camera up and running by then, even if I’m not doing the tech work I need to record what goes on with something like this!

There was no way for me to catch all the subtleties, there were too many things going on in too many ways all at once, it would be like trying to figure out wave interactions from memory. But as I watched I did manage to catch a few things.

The first was easy. There were thin wisps of mana being drawn out of the energy mix and away. It wasn’t much compared to the bulk of the energy, just steady drips of water out of a bathing pool of mixed liquids, but it was consistent. I belatedly realized it was probably my mana collector siphoning the edges of all the extra energy. Huh, better remember to clear that one out before I leave, I noted distantly. I wouldn’t be able to do that regularly over winter break, not without spending more mana than I’d be gaining, but I did want to see what the results of the day were going to be.

The other thing was a little more interesting. A few people in the audience were drawing upon the energy of the performance. They were pulling in even less energy than my mana collector was but they were directly connecting, pulling upon the full mix of energies, and something was happening.

And the one drawing upon it the most was Ishida Kenji.

That took me aback when I realized it! I quietly cast a spell to zoom in on Ishida and look at what was happening more closely.

Ishida had quietly tucked himself in at the furthest corner of the gym, right in the back row and furthest from the stage. Physically he looked miserable but handling things. His aura on the other hand…

I watched in fascination at what was going on. His aura was sporting huge weak spots, psychic bruises representing his uncertain state of mind. They were places where his psyche was still… well, it would be presumptuous for me to have declared I knew what they were but I was pretty sure he was struggling with guilt and regret while trying to change some of his ways of thinking. He was trying to reroute major habits and mindsets he’d gotten into, literally rewrite his own brain and mental reflexes. And, just like walking in a stiff new pair of shoes could hurt your feet, it was all taking its toll on Ishida’s mind and spirit.

But the performance was helping with that, he was taking in the energy the music was creating to help with that toll. It was somewhere between putting on a bandage and stiches, not the most serious medicine ever but not nothing. And when I say he I meant Ishida’s body or mind was doing it unconsciously, Ishida had no more control over it than he would have had absorbing medicine from a bath or ointment. But the energy the Choral Club was producing was filling in the weak spots in his aura, helping him.

Music soothes the savage beast? I wondered as I watched the process. A psychic echo of the emotional effects of the performance? And I wonder if his history with Ishii Nanami has any effect on this? Is he drawing so much because he’s more affected or just because he has such a connection with one of the singers? More questions, and fascinating ones at that. It wasn’t connected to my main line of research but damned if I didn’t want to know! I was going to have to make some excuses about studying mana flow and production in order to study the phenomena in the future.

And also… I was relieved to see it. I didn’t know what Ishida was thinking, but seeing him there and like that gave me hope. Especially seeing him sitting there quietly, just calmly watching. It put my heart a little bit more at ease too.

I smiled slightly to myself and backed off a bit. I’d already violated Ishida’s privacy enough, he didn’t need me going through every aspect of his aura while he was behaving himself. I was still going to study what was happening, but focusing only on him would have been a rude mistake. I settled down and did my best to keep my eye on the stage, Ishida, and the energy for the rest of the performance.

***

I was still smiling as I watched the Choral Club from the shadows post-performance. Everything had gone on without a hitch and they’d received a thunderous ovation once everything had finished and the last note had stopped echoing across the gym. What they’d lacked in absolute terms (while incredible, they’d not have matched a professional group) they’d gained in sheer shock and surprise value as few of the audience had expected anything as amazing as what they’d gotten. In absolute terms they were probably ‘only’ an eight… but the audience had come in expecting a five or six. The whole club was receiving a hearty round of congratulations and back-slapping from everyone in the audience who even vaguely knew them.

I meanwhile was handling all the backstage stuff, cleaning up cables and wires, unplugging and putting away equipment, and generally just leaving the club to their well-earned kudos. I couldn’t begrudge them the credit, as important as my contributions had been they were miniscule compared to the club’s. Even if you’d been willing to discount all the time they’d spent in the club and only counted the last month they’d put in a lot more effort towards the performance then I had, especially with Otake driving them. They deserved every moment of their congratulations and I was happy to leave them to it.

And all of that is just humility and wisdom? I thought with some good-natured mocking for my own arrogance. None of it is because I hate the spotlight and would just feel awkward about any sort of thanks, hmm? I laughed quietly at my own false humility. In reality I wouldn’t have minded a minor acknowledgement or two but I would have felt really uncomfortable about it right then, I’d have just worried I was taking credit away from them that I didn’t deserve. Given the choice I really would have chosen for things to go as they were going. Chances were good I’d get at least a token “thank you” later on and even if I didn’t I’d prefer to feel a small hint of resentment then a corrosive dose of shame and worry, it was a lot less damaging in the long run!

Ironically it was in that mindset that Student Council President Yamamoto Kenji found me.

I saw him coming up quietly in my direction and randomly noted. That’s right, he’s another Kenji. What’s with all the Kenji’s I’ve been running into recently? I didn’t remember it being that popular a name but I kept encountering them. It was enough to make a person paranoid given how much trouble I’d had with all of them.

It was a somewhat moot point in this case though. Chances were I’d never use Yamamoto’s given name. “Kohai,” he noted shortly in greeting. Even though it was the holidays and he’d played no direct part in the performance he was still dressed in his full school uniform.

“Yamamoto-sempai,” I nodded back. I probably would have bowed but I was already kneeling on the floor and winding up some cables.

He fell silent for a few moments and I figured that was an obvious enough clue so I climbed to my feet and faced him directly. “Acceptable work kohai,” he said once I was properly stood up. “The Choral Club came through properly.”

I was torn between a touch of annoyance at the faint praise and gratitude I’d gotten at least some recognition. “Thank you, sempai,” I said with a more proper small bow.

He looked at me for a long moment, his usual inscrutable expression even more unreadable than ever in the shadows. “Is there something else sempai?” I asked tentatively after a few moments.

“The Student Council held a gift exchange the other day,” he reported in a neutral voice, sounding just like he was discussing the weather. “Nothing major, just a blind exchange of minor gifts. That should have been the end of it. But as I stopped by the Student Council room today I noticed a small gift had somehow been forgotten under the tree.”

He pulled out a box from his pocket. It was about the size of a calculator, the gift tag attached to it was almost as large as the box. He then held it out to me. “It was addressed to you,” he noted, his tone disapproving.

I frowned slightly in confusion but took the proffered gift. As I took a step closer towards the light to be able to read the label on the gift I realized just how exquisite the wrapping paper was, crisp and smooth and perfectly done even on a package of that size. There was a ribbon around it, tied so well I’d assumed it was part of the paper’s pattern until I took it, that looped around both the box and the note. And there, written in gold ink with some of the finest penmanship I’d ever seen, was the simple inscription: To Matsuda Mamoru.

From Santa Claus.

“I do not appreciate such jokes or deviations kohai,” Yamamoto said disapprovingly.

I barely noticed, I was trying not to hyperventilate. With trembling fingers I undid the ribbon and wrapping paper. Inside was a small cardboard box with two things inside. I took the more obvious folded piece of paper and opened it up.

“What does it say?” Yamamoto asked, leaning in slightly. While still not happy he looked curious in spite of himself.

I read it silently. “Thou shalt have no other God before me” is an interesting way of phrasing that, is it not? Taken one way it seems to suggest other gods exist, and it’s alright if you have them so long as you hold one at least equal to the other. Of course, given how often people mistranslate things and conveniently misinterpret their beliefs you should always be very careful with your own. Merry Christmas Matsuda Mamoru.

It was signed Nicholas, Saint of The Almighty. It was all written in Ocean Trade, my birth tongue back on Avalon.

I made a small wheezing sound in spite of myself, struggling to breath with all that had just been dumped in my lap. The Almighty was a name for a god from Avalon, one that I’d sometimes wondered might be another name for the God of the Abrahamic faiths on Earth. With what the letter was strongly suggesting…

I quickly dug at the other part of the box, there was something small wrapped in tissue paper. I unwrapped it to reveal a small item on a chain.

“A cross?” Yamamoto asked, sounding mildly confused.

“An ankh,” I corrected him gently, holding it up to my eye so I could see the detail. “More specifically, an ankh dedicated to Thoth, the Egyptian god of knowledge.” Who I know as Aoth, I thought in a small voice in the back of my mind. The incredibly detailed carvings on the ankh clearly denoted Thoth in his Ibis headed glory, on Earth it was probably the most well-known manifestation of the god I knew. Gods were such immense beings that the small projections of themselves that they let be seen in the human world tended to vary. The general consensus was that the human mind was incapable of seeing the whole god at once, debate raged whether the different forms were merely a function of the human seeing the god from different angles or a deliberate choice on the part of the deity. Or both. My money was on both.

“What is going on,” Yamamoto asked peevishly. “Is that gold? Is this some sort of prank from Himeko-san?”

I laughed nervous. “No, no, of course it’s not gold.” It’s orichalcum, I noted mentally. I quickly hung the ankh around my neck, conveniently hiding it from view. For all intents and purposes it was a gift from two gods, it was not something to treat lightly or just flash around to everyone pridefully. As it touched my skin I could feel the blessings of Aoth upon it, the sacred nature of the gift I’d been given.

“No, this isn’t from Himeko,” I said quickly, inventing madly. “But you are right, it’s a bit of a prank. It’s from my friend Nicholas.”

“Nicholas?” Yamamoto echoed in confusion, surprised by the foreign name.

“Nicholas,” I confirmed, “which is why he wrote down Santa Claus.”

“Ah!” Yamamoto breathed in enlightenment. “Of course, Saint Nick.”

“Right,” I said, directing a quick mental apology/prayer to anyone who might be listening. Sorry for my presumption Santa. “He’s foreign and was visiting Japan for the holiday. He obviously decided to play a little joke and slip a gift for me in to the school rather than giving it directly. I’m not sure why he did that but he obviously found it hilarious, he probably thought I’d find it directly and on Christmas Day rather then having to give it to me early.”

Yamamoto crossed his arms and looked at me sternly. “I am not happy with this kohai,” he said firmly, “we cannot have people just trespassing on school grounds and dropping things off. You will tell this friend of yours off for his rudeness and never let this happen again.”

I bowed quickly and deeply. “Of course, sempai,” I said, doing my best to keep my expression remorseful. “I will make sure he knows.” Fat chance of that, I noted mentally, my bet is he knows already. And try and tell Santa Claus what to do? Hah! Good luck with that.

Not that I entirely blamed Yamamoto, he was probably being extra sensitive after the incident of sabotage at the school earlier in the week. Finding out someone else had snuck into the school and done something else would legitimately piss him off. But since I couldn’t count on Santa bringing me a gift again, and even if he did do the exact same thing Yamamoto wouldn’t be there any longer to complain, I felt no guilt about being agreeable.

Yamamoto looked at me suspiciously for a few more seconds and then nodded firmly. “See that you do,” he said before quickly turning to leave.

I bowed again but inside my brain the wheels were already spinning, trying to decide what this gift meant. One thing was clear, Aoth was giving me his blessing to continue my work with spirits. A sacred ankh dedicated to him gave me some powerful defences in a worst-case scenario, while Aoth wasn’t the type of deity to interfere lightly he did look after his own. Aoth wouldn’t lift a metaphorical finger to protect me if I was being stupid, if I went looking for a demon and then taunted it with “nah, nah nah nah nah, you can’t get me. Aoth is looking out for me personally!” then he’d let the demon eat my stupid soul for my arrogant idiocy. But if I stumbled across something after taking sensible precautions in my quest for knowledge then that was a different story, the ankh was a symbol of his willingness to protect me.

Needless to say, there was a lot of nuance between those two poles, cases where Aoth would help and cases where I’d be left to my own devices. Cases where Aoth would block other gods and demons from interfering and cases where Aoth would have to acknowledge their legitimate claims and territory. The ankh represented a safety line, not a contract of servitude! But compared to what I’d had before…

I felt the ankh against my chest and smiled. It was turning out to be a pretty merry Christmas after all!
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I was a little hesitant approaching the Meiko estate the next day.  It wasn’t anything major, I’d gotten in just fine on Christmas day after all, but it still felt a little uncomfortable to be approaching them during the winter break.  Despite my trepidation I was let straight in and started my usual round of gathering up all the mana from the collectors.

I really should work out a way to do this more efficiently, I frowned slightly as I transferred the mana from the first collector.  Maybe make a new generation of collectors with transmission capability?  It was the next logical step, while I still wanted to improve my mana intake the current income was adequate for my needs.  Not great, but enough.  And my work on the collector at the school had shown I could manage some transmission, it was definitely the weakest point in the whole arrangement and something I needed to think about.

I shook my head in negation and pushed the thought to the side.  I’m only thinking that because it’s so cold out this morning, it was a cooler than average day for December and even though it was almost eleven o’clock the temperature was only a degree or two above zero.  Sure, it would be nice to just bring the reservoir up to the front gate and collect all the power from there instead of walking all over the estate, but it’s not a necessity.  Besides, how would I explain it to the Meiko family?  I’m supposed to be collecting the readings on all my ‘sensors’, am I just going to tell them “Oh, don’t worry.  I just built in wireless capability”?

I was growing more and more comfortable with the Meiko estate and its staff but I wasn’t that comfortable!  I might have been able to get away with it thanks to Himeko but that was a pretty big might that I didn’t want to chance.  It’s a moot point anyway, I added, just to firmly quash the idea.  I don’t have much orichalcum left and building a whole new set of collectors would probably require at least as much as last time.  And unless it’s an emergency I’m not going to go fishing for any more gold until March at least, probably April!

A guy as distinctive as me fishing in the middle of winter?  And bringing up catches of sparkling gold?  That was not something I was going to be chancing if I could help it.  And that was ignoring the chances of getting sick just from standing around in the cold for eight hours at a time.  Hell, if it was enough of an emergency and I needed the gold that quickly I’d probably just bite the bullet and ask Himeko for it!  My pride, desire not to impose, and caution about not becoming too dependant on her only went so far.  She’d made it clear she was willing to help me out and if something that urgent and important had reared it’s head it made more sense to ask for help then to take stupid risks for multiple days in a row as I fished and fished for gold.

It took me nearly seventeen years to get to this point, I admitted, both annoyed and amused at myself.  There’s no harm in focusing on other areas and being patient for a few months.  Or even an hour or so each day to collect mana in a less efficient way.  I’d wondered a long way from my original thought to get to emergency orichalcum methods, about the only good purpose it had severed was to keep me distracted from the cold.

“Mamoru?” A surprised voice asked from behind me.

I started slightly.  And distracted from other things, I added in annoyance.  Thankfully my bracelet wasn’t twitching so I wasn’t too bothered or annoyed as I turned around.

It was Eiko, dressed in tight pants and a baggy sweatshirt with the hood up.  She was jogging in place as she looked at me and there was a large cloud of moisture hanging in the air from where she’d spoken.

“Hello Eiko,” I greeted after a few moments.  Lacking anything else I added “aren’t you cold?”  I figured the shirt was okay if she was working out but my legs would have been freezing in pants that thin.

“I’m keeping warm and you learn to deal with the cold,” she noted absently, obviously surprised to encounter me.  After a few moments she obviously remembered I was there every day to collect mana.  “This is perfect,” she said finally, “Come on, let’s get you inside.”

I stared in confusion for a few more moments while Eiko continued to calmly jog in place.  “Uh, what?”

“Come and visit,” Eiko continued, unrepentant about the confusing and sudden jump in logic.  “It’s the perfect time for it.”

“Really?”

“Trust me,” Eiko said, just enough irony and frustration in her tone to convince me she wasn’t just making stuff up.  “You being here is a real stroke of luck.”

“I still have a few mana collectors to drain.  And I don’t want to interrupt your workout,” I noted, still on the back foot.  I mean, I didn’t mind the thought of visiting.  I just wasn’t entirely comfortable with it and the whole idea had taken me be surprise.  Plus, I didn’t really want to put her out.

Eiko sighed, creating another miniature cloud in the cold air.  “Mamoru,” she said a little tiredly, “stop being so afraid of everything.  Just finish off your stuff and come up to the main doors, I’ll let them know your coming.  I’ll probably have finished my run and showered off by the time you get there.”

“O-kay…” I said slowly.  I was unsure what was happening but Eiko had continued her run before I got to the second syllable.

***

Her tactics might have been a little high-handed but they worked.  I was too afraid and uncertain to just run off after that, plus the idea of going inside and getting warm rather than walking back to the train station had a lot of appeal.  So once I’d finished with the collectors I presented myself at the front door to the mansion.  Much to my surprise it was Eiko’s mother, in full maid uniform again, who greeted me at the front door.

“This way Matsuda-sama,” she said with a bow, beckoning me to follow her.

I followed along uncertainly, not sure what was going on.  The feeling only grew as we went further and further into the mansion.  We walked in silence, on one hand she was Eiko’s parent.  On the other hand, her uniform and the use of Matsuda-sama seemed to indicate she was on duty, I had no idea if I was supposed to speak or not and what level of formality I should be using under the circumstances.

It’s a good thing I don’t have a maid fetish, I though randomly as I looked over Mrs. Kobayashi.  In a distant way I had to admit that Eiko’s mother was still a fit and attractive woman, Eiko took after her strongly.   Fortunately, the fact she was both married and Eiko’s parent put that information firmly in the intellectual acknowledgment category.  About the only way the trip could have felt more awkward for me was if I’d been having a few lewd thoughts about her.

Finally, we entered an area where the doors were all much closer together, after all the large and widely spaced rooms it was a bit of a surprise to find a corridor that looked almost like it belonged in my apartment building.  Mrs. Kobayashi knocked on the first door but opened it even as she did so.

The inside resembled an apartment too, albeit a very spacious one.  There was a young girl laying down on the floor in front of the television playing a video game.  “Hisako-chan,” Mrs. Kobayashi called out, “is Eiko done yet?”

Eiko interrupted before the younger girl could answer.  “Just finished mom,” she called back, coming around the corner and still combing her hair as she did so.  Luckily for my heart she was dressed normally, for a split second I’d been terrified she’d be nude or dressed in a towel, not expecting her mother to have just opened the door.  Since she was a responsible young woman and we weren’t living in an ecchi comedy she was covered from neck to toe in comfortable if loose clothing.

What’s with all the dirty thoughts today? I wondered, incredulous at how much my mind kept turning in that direction.  I quickly decided to blame it on all the romantic implications of the holiday combined with getting invited into a girl’s home and Eiko’s exercise outfit showing off her very nice legs.  I was still confused though.  Even though she’d been the one to invite me in the last thing I’d expected was to be visiting Eiko’s home instead of Himeko’s.

To my further surprise Eiko used the time I spent confused to come straight up to the doorway and then bow deeply and formally.  “Matsuda Mamoru-san,” she said, her voice much calmer and crisper than usual, “please be welcome to our humble home.”

Suddenly the young girl, presumably Eiko’s sister, paused her game and spun around on the floor to look at me.  “Is Eiko’s friend actually here?” she asked, sounding shocked.

Mrs. Kobayashi looked annoyed as her daughter quickly got up but Eiko seemed amused.  “Wow sis,” she noted, “that must be the first time in years you’ve actually been less proper than I have.”

Eiko’s sister had quickly scrambled off the floor and rushed to the doorway to stand beside Eiko.  She flushed but her own voice took on a much more dignified cadence as she too bowed deeply and said “greetings, I am Kobayashi Hisako.  My thanks to you for saving the life of my sister.”

“I- uh- “ I gaped, completely unsure how to handle all this.  After a few moments I bowed deeply back and said “thank you.”

When I rose again Eiko was looking amused while her sister just looked a little confused.

Mrs. Kobayashi sighed slightly.  “Hisako, is Maki around?”

Hisako shook her head.  Unlike her mother and sister she had a more typical head of black hair and she wore it at shoulder length.  “She’s playing with her friends right now.”

Her mother didn’t seem bothered.  “Alright, remember propriety and figure out an alternative if something comes up.”

“Of course,” both sisters said at once.  Satisfied, their mother turned around and left me there.

I awkwardly entered the apartment.  “Wow, you’re big,” Hisako noted as I got a little closer.  “Are you really Japanese?” she asked a little skeptically as she took in my size and odder features.

“Hisako!” Eiko hissed angrily.  I sighed slightly while Eiko immediately added “please excuse my little sister, she’s a bit of an idiot.”

I couldn’t help but note Eiko’s response lacked a little fire, I suspected she’d also wondered about that from time to time.  “Yes, I’m really fully Japanese,” I noted a little tiredly, figuring I may as well satisfy their curiosity.  Well, mostly, I couldn’t help but qualify in the privacy of my head, genetically at least.  Out loud all I said was “Four Japanese grandparents, no gaijin.”

“My apologies Matsuda-sama,” Hisako said, adding another deep bow.

I paused.  “Should I be a little more formal?” I asked Eiko hesitantly.

Much to my relief Eiko just shook her head in negation.  “Don’t worry about it.  Remember, we’re the daughters of the head butler and a senior maid.  Our dad wouldn’t beat us if we failed to greet you at our doorstep formally but he’d wish he could.  Impeccable politeness is more or less supposed to be our default.”

“If he’s friends with you he already knows how that turned out,” Hisako added in sotto voice.  Eiko shot her a dirty look but pretended not to have heard.

“We try to relax more at home though,” Eiko continued.  “You’re hitting an awkward spot and it’s throwing us off.”

“Awkward spot?” I asked, mostly just amazed to find that I was putting someone else in an awkward spot for a change.

Eiko shrugged.  “You’re my friend and kind of a regular around the estate but you haven’t really interacted much with my family.  On top of that you’re neither a new employee, in which case you’d probably be one of dad’s subordinates; or a guest of the Meikos, in which case you’d be a client under our care.  And then there’s the fact you’ve saved my life and we owe you a debt of gratitude.”

“I- “ I opened my mouth but barely got even one syllable out before Eiko shut me down with a glare.

“Zip it,” she said, slightly annoyed and unbreakably firm in her tone, “you did and that’s all there is to it.  Yes, I’m still highly capable and it was unusual circumstances.  Yes, we know you don’t feel comfortable taking credit for it.  Doesn’t matter, you did it.  Accept that.”

“Combine all of that and you slide through the gaps in how we’d normally treat you,” Eiko finished with a small shrug, banishing the previous point as undebatable.  “My family doesn’t want to cause you difficulty, doesn’t want you to think we don’t appreciate you, and doesn’t want you to think… hmm, I’m not sure how to put this.”

“Doesn’t want you to think we think you’re someone you’re not?” Hisako suggested from the side.

“That’ll do it,” Eiko said with a nod.  Before I could finish parsing that sentence Eiko shrugged again.  “You’re probably going to have to deal with a little excessive politeness until we’ve got a better handle on you.”

Strangely enough, I actually understood what she meant.  “I guess I can understand that,” I said sheepishly. “Now that Christmas and the winter break is here I’m doing some food gifts for the rest of my family.”  It was traditional enough that both sisters simply nodded in understanding.  “I’ve never had friends before so I thought about doing something for you and Himeko, maybe even something for some of the estate staff to make up for all the trouble I cause them.  But I kind of floundered on the practicalities, I couldn’t see much point in making anything for Himeko and I figured you were almost as well off when it came to good food that you’d prefer to be eating than anything I could cook up.  And the level of what I could make for the estate staff and how they’d distribute it…” I rubbed the back of my neck in embarrassment.  “Yeah, in the end I chickened out and decided not to do anything.”

Eiko looked at me sympathetically but didn’t say anything.  After a moment her sister giggled and nudged her.  “He’s got you there sister,” she said slyly.  She turned back to me and added.  “I don’t think we eat as well as you think we do, the Meiko family isn’t exactly making sure the staff are eating the exact same food as they are, but we do eat a little bit better than most people.”

“One of the benefits of the job,” Eiko admitted wryly.  “The kitchen staff focus on the Meiko family first, but they’re pretty talented and they do make a bunch of food for the rest of us.”

“Not as high-quality ingredients though,” Hisako added.  “The Meiko family gets things like Kobe beef, we get regular stuff.”

“She’s still sore about it,” Eiko said with a small smirk at her younger sister.

“I am not!” Hisako protested, obviously stung by something in Eiko’s statement.

“Speaking of food,” Eiko said quickly, cutting her sister off and leaving Hisako to fume, “I shouldn’t keep you waiting in the enterance any longer.  Do you want anything?  Juice?  Tea?  Coffee?”

“I’m fine,” I said automatically.

“Mamoru,” Eiko said with a sardonic glance at me.  “Stop worrying.  I know I dragged you in here, it’s not imposing dreadfully on our hospitality to have a drink.”

“I wouldn’t mind a juice,” I admitted sheepishly after a few moments.

***

Pretty soon I was settled in nicely around a small table with a glass of orange juice.  In Eiko’s bedroom.  Alone together.  To say I was a little uncomfortable was putting it mildly.

And the worst part about it was I wasn’t even sure why I was uncomfortable!  The intellectual part of my brain was staring in disbelief at the rest of me and saying “seriously?  Seriously?!  You’re not going to propose anything so what the hell do you think could actually happen?”  Don’t get me wrong, in a ‘take me, take me now’ scenario like I’d described to my grandfathers I would have given in but short of that I’d have told Eiko no.  And any sort of action on Eiko’s part was a hell of a leap, she’d never indicated that sort of interest in the past and for her to suddenly start now while her sister was practically on the other side of the door… I am reading too many of the wrong sort of manga, I thought in disgust, trying to pretend I wasn’t still nervous.

“Your room is really warm,” I said quickly, trying to hide my discomfort and coming up with the first topic to pop into my head.  “Large too, I’d say it’s about twice the size of my bedroom back in our apartment.”  Which wasn’t too surprising, their apartment was probably more than twice as large as the one I lived in.  I don’t know what I’d expected the Meikos to provide their employees but this definitely exceeded it.

I focused on everything in the room but Eiko, unfortunately her bedroom wasn’t too busy.  It wasn’t empty by any stretch of the imagination but it was cleaner than I’d have expected and well organized, apart from a small TV in the corner and bed off to the side there wasn’t much else to look at.  Well, there were a few odd stuffed animals around but it wasn’t like she was a major fan or collector.  All in all, I felt Eiko’s martial arts training subtly permeating the room more thoroughly than anything else.

Eiko smiled.  “Perks of being the head butler’s daughter,” she admitted cheerfully.  “Especially when our family’s held it for so long.  When they remodelled the staff apartments after the war there was extra space at the end of the hall, not quite enough for another full apartment but far too much to just ignore.  They basically made an extra sized apartment just for our family.”

“Really?  Just for your family?”

Eiko nodded.  “The Kobayashis have been serving the Meikos for nearly two-hundred years,” she said calmly.  She then rolled her eyes at her own statement.  “I probably shouldn’t be so superior about it, we’ve got two other families on staff that have at least half that history, the Yoshida family has at least five generations of service and I think the Saito’s have six.  Not to mention we’re all distant cousins by this point, you don’t have that many combined generations of service on the estate without someone marrying one of the other families!  But the Kobayashi’s have the longest record and the highest rank.”

I was a little surprised, given how she usually acted it was a bit startling to see her talking about her family’s history of service so easily.  “You seem- “ I cut myself off as I realized what I was about to say.  When Eiko gave me a curious look I sighed and gave in to the inevitable.  “I’m sorry Eiko-san,” I said apologetically, “I realized how it was going to come out just a little too late and I didn’t want to sound like I was trying to be insulting.  I was just going to say ‘you seem proud of that’.”

I winced to hear my own phrasing.  Despite my attempt to soften it, the way I asked the question still seemed like I didn’t think she should take pride in her family’s servitude.  Fortunately, Eiko didn’t seem bothered.

“I am proud of it,” she said calmly, taking a sip of her own juice.  “Why wouldn’t I be?”

I pursed my lips for a few moments, trying to think of a graceful way to say it; but I couldn’t come up with anything.  “Sorry Eiko, it just feels a little odd.  Like you have all this pride in your family’s work, but on one hand you’re not going to take it over and on the other hand it seems like the line of head butlers will end with you.”

“Ah,” Eiko didn’t seem bothered, just nodding at my comment.  “I see.  Yeah, I guess it’s a little odd, but I don’t see it that way.  After all this time my family’s kind of developed our own code, and it’s so old we’ve actually deviated from the Japanese standard a little.”

I blinked in surprise, my curiosity aroused.  “Really?  In what way?”

Eiko smirked slightly.  “As the junior and lower ranked partner in this relationship we actually value the quality of our service more than the appearance of it.  So we’re not as concerned with tradition within the family so long as we can maintain the Meiko family’s honor and tradition.”

“I’m not sure I get it.”

Eiko frowned a little as she tried to come up with a way to explain it.  She suddenly smiled.  “Think about it like this, there’s a saying in our family: Do not give your master a tin katana.  It refers to the idea that no matter how much you might polish and shape something to look proper, if the raw material isn’t good enough it won’t function properly.”

I thought about that for a second.  “That is a little different,” I admitted.  It would be exaggerating quite a lot to say the opposite applied to Japanese society… but there was definitely a strong thread of it at times.  The idea that it was more important that everything looked like it was perfect and working right even when it wasn’t, and that if something was wrong it was more important to try and hammer it into looking like it should rather than replacing it with something that actually worked.

Eiko nodded.  “Well, that applies to us as well,” she explained calmly.  “So we try to hand down the duties from father to firstborn son in direct succession but we put service to the Meiko family first, make that our pride and primary duty.  If the kids are close in potential it still goes to the oldest rather than splitting hairs over who is better, but if the clearly superior option is a younger kid then that’s the way it goes.”

“Similarly, if some of the kids aren’t suited for the position then we try not to worry about it,” she shrugged.  “If I’d been born a guy then that would have definitely applied to me, they’d have wished I’d had higher potential as the head butler but they’d have accepted I was destined to be a martial artist.  Even now I’m still be expected to honor the Meiko family and at least bring some indirect glory and acknowledgement to them as I walk my path, but that’s about it.”

I nodded along, impressed by their surprisingly enlightened but practical philosophy.  I then almost spat out my orange juice as she added.  “Well, that and hopefully give them a grandson they can train up as direct line head butler.  Oldest son of the oldest daughter is kind of preferred in this case.”

I choked as I desperately tried to keep the orange juice off the table and it went down the wrong pipe.

“Mamoru?” Eiko asked in worry, leaning over toward me.

I waved her off, trying to simultaneously clear my lungs, not spit juice on her floor, and process what I’d just heard.  I tried to discretely spit some into my handkerchief and managed to eventually clear the rest.  “Sorry about that,” I gasped out in a rough voice after a minute, “swallowed wrong at precisely the worst moment.”

I gasped in a few more breaths and after a few moments asked “Does that sort of thing happen often?” in an almost normal voice.  Thankfully my slight breathlessness seemed to hide my incredulity.

“On occasion,” Eiko said with a small shrug, returning to our previous topic and seeming to think I was trying to avoid the embarrassment of interrupting her.  “After the war grandad had to get trained up by great-great-grandad in a similar situation.  At the rate we’re going it might not even matter that much by next generation anyway.  We’d all prefer to use a male head butler for tradition’s sake and to please the more rabid traditionalists out there, but if a hyper-competent female is ready to take over the position we’ll probably argue for her.”

“Huh,” I said, taken in by that thought despite everything else that had just happened.  “I’m almost surprised you’re not trying for that,” I added as an afterthought.

“Well, I’m not good enough at that sort of thing,” Eiko admitted.  She tried to sound casual but I was surprised to detect what seemed like a small hint of embarrassment and hurt about the subject.  I doubt she would have let it show normally, but after talking about her family history while in the Meiko mansion she was probably more sensitive about it.

Then Eiko’s head tilted slightly and her lips quirked into a smug smile.  “Of course, I do still serve the Meiko family in my own way,” she added calmly.

I looked at her curiously but Eiko seemed to focus on her own juice like it was part of a ceremony.  I was so distracted by it I almost didn’t hear Himeko until she was right at the door.

“Eiko, what on Earth do you think you’re doing?” Himeko asked, sliding open the door to Eiko’s bedroom imperiously and walking right in.

After a moment she realized I was right there and gave me a quick bow.  “Greetings Mamoru,” she said calmly.  Then she was right back to berating Eiko “why are you suddenly dragging Mamoru off to your room?  What purpose does it serve?”

I looked at Himeko thoughtfully.  Her clothes were… it was hard to describe, she wasn’t in her school uniform but the clothes she had on seemed just as formal in their own strange way.  Too many buttons and just enough lace to be more for appearance than functional or for comfort, like she was dressing to impress even though she was in her own house.

“Getting you down here for a visit,” Eiko replied calmly, taking another sip of her juice without even looking at Himeko.

Himeko froze for a moment before putting her hands on her hips and giving her friend a tense smile.  “So that’s your game?”

Eiko gave Himeko an over the shoulder glance.  “I learned from the best.”

Himeko sighed gustily and instantly sat down at an empty side of the table.  “Fine, I’ll play.  Someone has to protect you from accusations of impropriety.”

Eiko smiled smugly and gave her friend a knowing look.  “That’s what my sister is for.  Of course, now that you’re here that just happens to do the same for you, doesn’t it?”

For a brief second Himeko froze again.  “Oh you little rat,” she said with an angry smile.

“Um,” I asked hesitantly, reluctant to redirect their attention to me, “what’s going on here?”

“Hime’s been busy trying to kill herself with family togetherness,” Eiko answered, sounding almost bored and focusing on her juice rather than either of us.

“That’s not true!” Himeko protested immediately.  Something in her voice made me think it wasn’t as far from the truth as she wanted us to believe.

“She’s been cooped up with her family for the last day already,” Eiko explained, “trying to play the perfect daughter.  That wasn’t so bad for Christmas but now she’s just trying to force it even though it’s probably doing more harm then good by this point.  It’s exhausting her and it’s exhausting them.”

“How could you say that?” Himeko said in denial.  I, however, eyed her outfit in an entirely new light, especially when you considered how she hadn’t been at the performance yesterday.  I hadn’t thought anything about it at the time, especially since Yamamoto had been there, but in retrospect it was surprising she hadn’t put in at least a brief appearance.

Eiko sighed slightly.  “Because everyone’s ready for some alone time again, Hime, but no one’s been willing to back off with you coming on so strongly.  I know you’re worried after the events of the last two months but this is just going too far, you’re killing yourself trying to be perfect and wearing the rest of them out as they try to keep up.  Are you planning on trying to keep everyone together until the New Year?”

“No!” Himeko claimed, looking uncomfortable.  “It’s just that… we need some time, to reconnect as a family again.”

“Which is why I invited Mamoru in,” Eiko said flatly.  “I knew that would drag you away from your family and give them a little time to breath.  You’d be too curious and worried, not to mention surprised that Mamoru was socializing, you’d have to come down and leave your family alone.  I even made sure that we’d have a witness close by so that you wouldn’t be able to duck out, worried that someone somewhere was going to start a rumor.”

Himeko paused, looking surprised.  “Oh you sneaky- ” Himeko cut herself off before she could say something too unladylike.

Eiko smiled smugly.  “I learned from the best,” she repeated.

“Oh yeah?  Did you think about Mamoru at all when you decided to use him against me?”

Eiko froze in place and after a moment her face fell.  “I’m sorry Mamoru- “ she began, looking instantly apologetic.

I held up my hands before she could get too far.  “Whoa!  Hey, don’t worry about it Eiko.  Sure, I’m a little hurt and put out by that.  And I guess I’m not really happy being used as a pawn in a game between you and Himeko- “

I paused for a moment, reflecting on that as my brain caught up with my mouth.  It was happening so fast and I hadn’t really had a chance to examine my feelings.  I wasn’t happy about Eiko’s real motives and while I wasn’t furious I was surprised to find out how unhappy I really was.

Eiko meanwhile was bowing so low her head touched the table.  “And that is why I need to apologize Mamoru-sama,” she said, looking shamefaced as she rose again.  “I was so focused on Himeko I wasn’t thinking about you.  I’m still not used to having another friend, especially one that’s new to all this and isn’t on the estate.  I should never have treated you as someone to use against Himeko.  Not like it was expected of you or some sort of right of mine.  You are your own person and deserve better then that.  I am sorry.”

I sighed.  “Alright, I guess that hurt a little bit more then I thought.  Especially since you could have just asked me for my help and I’d have given it!  I’m not good at socializing, that doesn’t mean I’m not willing to visit if Himeko really needs to be baited.”

“Wait, what?” Himeko asked, looking between the pair of us in surprise.

“Himeko, I know how you try too hard at times,” I told her frankly.  I was feeling a little bit guilty over some of the hard times I’d given Eiko while Himeko tended to just brush off my objections.  Now that I had Eiko as backup I was more than willing to give Himeko a (small) piece of my mind.  “I trust Eiko’s judgement on when you’re overdoing it and need a break, I trust it a lot more then I do your judgment or mine!  If all I have to do to get you to stop is make a quick visit then that’s a sacrifice I’m willing to make.”

“I like to think it’s a little bit better than a sacrifice,” Eiko noted, her tone sardonic as she bounced back.

I flushed slightly.  “Sorry.”

Eiko shook her head.  “Don’t be.  I was kind of bored and wanted to talk to you even if it didn’t drag in Himeko but I shouldn’t have forced it on you, I’m the one that has to apologize.”

We all fell into a slightly awkward silence as we reflected on the situation we found ourselves in.

Himeko was looking a little whiplashed by the conversation.  After a moment she sighed too and relaxed slightly.  “None of us are great at this, are we?” she admitted.  I had the sense that half of it was just peacemaking but half of it was a genuine apology.  “Eiko and I are so used to being each other’s only real friend that we tend to not think about what we’re doing with you until after the fact.”

A light went on in my head, as soon as she said it the problem became obvious.  Just like Eiko had said earlier I somehow threaded several needles and landed in an awkward position for them.  Himeko and Eiko were too used to being a double act, and on top of that they were used to female friends, used to living in the same house (for some absurdly generous values of house), and used to anyone else being the sort of person who was trying to get close to Himeko rather than being a true friend.  And they’d been dealing with all that for most of their lives.  The fact that none of those things applied to me, and I was socially incompetent to boot, made me interesting but it meant we all kept tripping over the problems because we all had such different habits.

And it wasn’t all their fault either!  As much as I wanted to say my caution and distance were more justified it wasn’t like I was being a terribly good friend either.  I certainly wasn’t doing a good job of reaching out to them or setting ground rules and boundaries.  I was more comfortable talking to them then I’d used to be, I was making some progress, but that was about it.  I used the excuse of not disturbing them, not wanting to drive them away, not feeding rumors, or not wanting to mess up Himeko’s image, but the simple truth was that I should have been doing more on my end.  I wanted them as friends but you’d never have known it if you looked at the effort I was putting in.  Between my own habits and my fear of rejection and screwing up… well, it was no wonder that they needed to be high handed and pushy in order to get me to actually do anything!

“I’ve been a loner too long,” I confessed, “and I’m always going to be more of an introvert then an extrovert.  But this is my fault too, I keep making excuses and not reaching out even the little bit that I should.  It’s no wonder you have to surprise me in the lab or drag me in from the estate grounds, I don’t give you that many other choices!”

“Well, there is email.  And I did just give you a phone call the other week,” Eiko said with a small grin.

“Don’t make excuses Eiko,” Himeko corrected her primly.  “We both know that Mamoru exudes such a prickly and sensitive aura that we hesitate to disturb him that way.”  Himeko turned to me.  “I’m sorry Mamoru, I don’t mean that to be insulting but it’s true.  You don’t make it impossible to call you but you’ve always given off the impression such intrusions would be unwelcome and that we should try to avoid them.”

I shifted uncomfortably.  “Yeah, well, you’re not wrong about that.  I’m always afraid something will go wrong if I talk to you, and that fear only gets worse if I don’t have face to face contact.  I’m already bad at this, I don’t need to give myself any more handicaps.”

“And so we just keep limping along like this,” Himeko sighed.  “You should feel much more confident and comfortable talking to us, but you don’t so the problem only grows worse.  And because you’re that crucial half-step distant, someone we only truly interact with one or two times a week, we keep going by our defaults instead of really learning about you and welcoming you into the group.  At first it was just a matter of giving you your space and respecting your wishes, but we seem to have slipped into some foolish habits somewhere along the way.  I should be better at this.”

“Don’t start beating yourself up again Hime,” Eiko said sternly, jumping on Himeko’s highly self-destructive statement at the end.  “I won’t stand for it.”

There was another moment of awkward silence.

“Well, enough of that,” Himeko declared firmly.  “It’s time we changed things!”

Eiko and I looked at her in surprise.  “What do you mean?” I asked tentatively.

“It’s the winter break,” Himeko said, a touch of fire in her eyes, “we finally all have a little bit of time available.  If we’re going to fix this we have to put some effort in.  Eiko, I want us both having at least a half an hour conversation with Mamoru each day.  It can be phone, text, whatever, I’m not leaving him to stew by himself convinced we’ve forgotten him or that we’re not really friends.  Mamoru, let us know a convenient time for it so that we’re not impugning on your time or experiments.”

“There’s not many of those happening right now,” I said, inanely focusing on the least important part of her statement.  “With the school being so much more restricted for the winter break I’m mostly going to be focused on formulas and the academic side of things for the next week or so.”

“That’s a surprise,” Eiko noted, “I would have figured you to be working non-stop over the break.  You’re not lying to us and trying to pretend it’s not a burden, are you?”

I shook my head.  “I’ve been so focused on finally doing experiments that I’ve been letting collation and processing of the data I’ve collected slide a little bit.  I’ve also been spending a little too much mana on everything anyway, this is a good chance to fix both problems by catching up on the theoretical side of everything while finally getting a good cushion of mana back in the reservoir.”

I’d been growing my reserves, not even all the unexpected spellcasting and emergencies of the last few months had been able to stop that.  But compared to my income my savings over the last two months had been kind of embarrassing, I had an honest to Aoth ley-line to work with but I barely had twice as much in my reserves as I’d had before October.  I figured the winter break was a good time to analyze my results and then design new spells and items based on my new needs and discoveries while I finally built up a proper store of mana.

“Good,” Himeko nodded firmly and tried to steer us back on track, “that’ll make it easier.  We need to start getting more familiar and comfortable with each other.  We’ve had enough time to warm up, no more of this half and half nonsense.  The New Year starts in less than a week, I think it’s time we cleaned out the old and started this next year right.  And we can start by changing our habits and visiting the temple for New Year’s together.”

I instinctively started to flinch and try to come up with a way out of it.  And even as I opened my mouth to try and politely demure I realized how right Himeko was.  It’s all just bad habits, I thought in surprise, I’m afraid of what might happen so I’m not willing to take any chances on anything good happening either.  I wouldn’t want Himeko’s social life, if it was a choice between that hell and my current isolation I’d choose isolation!  But I don’t have to go that way, it’s possible to figure out something in the middle ground.

Between my fear and my natural resistance to Himeko’s high-handedness my first inclination was to back away.  But in this case she was exactly right.  In fact, if there was a more honest example of necessary changes and cleansing to carry out in a New Year’s celebration I’d never seen it.  So instead I said “that sounds like it might be a good idea.”

Himeko and Eiko both looked slightly surprised and gratified by my agreement.  So much so I was worried they were going to assume I was doing much better than I actually felt!  So before they could say anything I gave in to my fear enough to add “Just go easy on me.  Don’t expect any miracles, okay?”

Himeko smiled at that, one of the more honest and open smiles instead of the beautiful but formal expression I normally saw.  “Okay,” she said.  “Now, how about we try to put that all behind us and have a nice visit for once.  Let’s try to have a conversation that doesn’t involve criminals, conspiracies, or whatever the Student Council is trying to deal with.  An actual, honest, pleasant talk between friends.”

We didn’t entirely succeed, but we didn’t fail either.  And that was alright.
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I really should have called ahead, I worried to myself as I approached the door. I’d be surprised if they’re both out but it’s not impossible. And I don’t want to place everyone in an awkward situation if I miss them.

I realized what I was doing and mentally rolled my eyes at myself. While I really should have called ahead it wasn’t going to be a big deal if my grandparents were out. If they were I’d drop off the food and visit them again at a later time, worrying about potential insults or paradoxes of inconvenience was just silly and I was overreacting.

Heh, look at me, I thought as I pressed the doorbell. Actually feeling confident and not being afraid to book another visit to my beloved grandparents. I’m practically becoming a social butterfly. Sadly, that thought was a mixture of sarcasm with the honest truth. For me, that was progress.

Fortunately my paternal grandmother opened the door. “Mamoru-chan!” she greeted me with pleased surprise.

I bowed deeply, trying to keep my backpack from sliding too much as I did so. “Greetings Grandmother-sama,” I said with an honest smile. While Grandmother Matsuda was probably the grandparent I was least close too I was still a heck of a lot closer to her than I was to my own parents. It was simply that she was the one I had the least connection to out of the four of them, one of the reasons I was more than happy to spend a little time with her over the holidays.

“I brought some mochi for you,” I explained, taking a box out of my pack and proffering up the gift as I straightened from my bow. “It’s the holidays and even I can still manage that much.”

“Come in, come in,” Grandmother Matsuda said, ushering me inside the door. I was a little surprised, she seemed a little less formal than usual. She was never quite a stickler for formality and protocol but she still favored it above my other grandparents.

I found out why a few seconds later, as I was stopping to take off my shoes. “It’s wonderful to have all my grandchildren in the house at the same time,” she said airily.

The shoes in the alcove clearly contained two pairs that didn’t usually belong, much smaller and more colorful than my grandparents’ usual footwear. I felt a small surge of panic. “The Suzuki family is visiting?” I asked, trying to sound casual.

“Just Reiji and Saori, their parents are off enjoying themselves and letting us enjoy their company,” my grandmother reported happily.

I let loose a stream of swear words inside my head, running into my paternal cousins like this was one awful possibility I’d never even considered. Reiji was alright, but trying to dance around Saori under these sorts of circumstances…

I walked slowly after my grandmother and encountered another surprise in the living room.

“Mamoru! What a wonderful surprise to see you here,” my Grandpa Kanoko hailed me the instant he noticed. He was poised across a table from Grandfather Matsuda again, this time they were playing a game of Go. Off to the side my twelve-year-old cousin Reiji was watching them avidly.

“Cousin Mamoru!” Reiji tossed in, half in surprise and half in greeting. I usually had even less contact with my Suzuki cousins then my Kanoko ones and he was a little shocked to see me.

“Grandpa Kanoko, Grandfather Matsuda, cousin Reiji-san,” I greeted everyone in turn with a polite bow.

“No accusations of us plotting to ambush you this time boy?” Grandpa Kanoko asked pleasantly, giving me a knowing look as he did so.

I flinched, remembering our last conversation, and bowed even deeper in apology. “No Grandpa Kanoko-sama,” I said as I rose, “I’m still a little paranoid but I’ve learned that lesson at least.”

“Mamoru-chan was just bringing us some mochi,” Grandmother Matsuda reported with a smile. “Such a good boy.”

Grandfather Matsuda was willing to interrupt his thinking for that one. He looked up from the board and favored me with a slightly smile. “Indeed, thank you very much dear grandson.”

“Oh ho! Where’s our winter treat then boy?” Grandpa Kanoko asked, the humorous cackle in his tone making it obvious that he wasn’t being too serious.

“It will be goma-dango for you and Grandmother Kanoko,” I reported with a small smile. “I was just waiting to get some good sesame seeds before making it, our local places were out of anything I’d trust the last time I looked.” The danger of everyone making stuff over the holidays I guessed.

“Heh, good idea,” Grandpa Kanoko chuckled. “She’d never say a word against you but she’d bend my ear about the disappointment if you used stale ingredients. She had a good harvest this year and there’s a half-dozen preserves and jams she would love to try with a good goma-dango.”

I smiled slightly. One of Grandmother Kanoko’s slightly odder habits was using various fruit sauces and toppings with her dango. It was all stuff she’d made herself, out of ingredients she’d grown herself, and quite tasty.

But it raised eyebrows amongst other people. “Really?” Reiji asked, sounding both shocked and curious. “She uses jam with dango?”

Grandfather Matsuda glanced away from the Go board at his other grandson. “Really Reiji-chan? That’s so much of a surprise? I’m sure you’ve heard of people using soy sauce with dango before, is a fruit sauce really that different?”

I bit the inside of my lip to keep from smiling. I knew Grandfather Matsuda found the habit a little bit odd himself, but since Reiji was his grandson and Grandpa Kanoko was his guest he was being proactive in dealing with the situation. To spare him the trouble and help keep peace amongst my family I added “It doesn’t always work but I’ve seen her come up with some surprisingly tasty combinations over the years.”

I walked a little closer and examined the board. They were in the early to mid game and things were definitely heating up. I couldn’t pretend I was good enough to tell who had the advantage but I suspected they were pretty evenly matched.

“And you cook Mamoru-san?” Reiji continued, obviously surprised at that as well.

I smirked slightly. “Of course, I learned how to cook years ago. If I hadn’t figured out how to feed myself I’d be have been stuck with reheated meals and plain rice to keep me alive. I learned how to make stuff like mochi and dango when I was even younger than you.” By high school there wasn’t much prejudice against it but I guessed back in elementary there was still a hint of ‘that’s girl stuff!’ to it.

I could feel the awkward moment of silence coming, I’d just indirectly reminded everyone of my parents and their less than stellar way of taking care of me. To head it off I quickly added “I learned from both of my grandmothers, maybe you should ask Grandmother Matsuda to teach you something.”

Reiji shook his head. “She’s already in the middle of teaching Saori that, they’re stuck together in the kitchen. I don’t want to interrupt them when they’re halfway through the lesson.”

“That’s probably a good idea,” I admitted, breathing a mental sigh of relief that Saori was sequestered away from me. If we were lucky, we could get away with a quick and polite hello/goodbye just before one of us left. There was no chance we could do anything less, not without us both seeming a little rude and suspicious to our grandparents, but we could probably manage that.

“So, you like Go?” I asked instead, trying to find the right balance of socializing with my younger cousin without bothering my grandfathers.

Reiji nodded eagerly. “It’s so neat! Grandfather Matsuda’s been teaching me about it but this is the first real game I’ve seen played.”

“I played a few passes with him earlier,” Grandfather Matsuda reported, even while his attention was taken by the board, “but it was just the basics. He wasn’t doing bad for a first timer!”

That raised my eyebrows slightly. “That good?”

“Well, I don’t know he’s going to be a Go master yet,” our grandfather noted with a small smirk, “but I think he showed some promise. That’s one of the reasons this old fart and I are playing, Reiji wanted to see how it was really done and he was worried he was keeping me from my fun.”

“It’s good to have dutiful grandchildren,” Grandpa Kanoko tossed in happily.

“But I don’t want to just keep him stuck there, only watching two old men play.” Reiji started to protest but our grandfather quelled him with a gentle smile. “It’s alright Reiji-chan, you’re still young and I could feel your eagerness to do something start to peak, the desire to act on what you’ve already learned is a good thing. With Mamoru here there’s a simple solution. I’ve still got an older travel set in the cupboard, why don’t you give him a game or two Mamoru?”

I paused for a moment or two before bowing and saying “of course grandfather.” After all, that was perfect! It was a way to kill time while being respectful of everyone and keeping out of range of my other cousin. And all without too much talking, my greatest weak point.

Reiji looked surprised but pleased, I suspected Grandfather Matsuda had judged him perfectly. Within a minute I had pulled a cheaper and slightly worn travel Go set out of grandfather’s game cabinet and set it up for Reiji.

Reiji played his first game much too quickly and lost handily. The second game however… around halfway through I felt my eyebrows trying to creep into my hairline. I had a fair number of years on Reiji no matter how you wanted to count things, as well as some experience playing Go already. But he was forcing me to take our second match seriously. I was still winning, but if I hadn’t been willing to actively try I was pretty sure he would have beat me.

This wasn’t entirely unexpected for Reiji; he was pretty much the closest thing we had to an ace in our extended family. He was good with people, good with sports, and good with his academics. It was still too early to tell just how far he was going to go, hence my surprise at his Go playing abilities, but the last few years he’d been proving he would be very good at a wide variety of subjects. I didn’t think he was going to reach Himeko’s level but he didn’t have the advantages the Meiko fortune provided either, I wasn’t sure how much of a difference that made.

His ability to quickly pick up and compete with me in Go was about par for the course, I’d just been underestimating him. He’s growing up, I reminded myself. I keep thinking of him as my youngest cousin, and he is, but he’s a gifted one. Pretty soon I’m going to have to watch out for him in anything that I’m doing, otherwise he’ll kick my ass!

I managed to win in the end, but the margin was not as wide as you’d have expected! By the end of it we were both so focused on the board to the exclusion of everything else we were startled to hear our elders give us a round of applause when we finished.

“Well done you two, well done!” Grandfather Matsuda said enthusiastically. At some point he and Grandpa Kanoko had finished their game and come over to watch ours, neither of us had noticed.

“Heh, couple of interesting moves there kids,” Grandpa Kanoko agreed with a small smirk. He was giving us some applause too and I didn’t think it was just out of politeness.

“Grandfather!” Reiji said with a grin, “you don’t have to flatter me. I lost but I still had a lot of fun.”

“Who said anything about flattery?” Grandfather Matsuda countered, he was smiling but he was obviously sincere. “It was fun to watch and you two made some very unconventional choices.”

“’In the beginner’s mind there are many possibilities, in the master’s there are few’,” Grandpa Kanoko quoted. “It’s one of the reasons we like to watch games like yours on occasion, seeing how you’d do things helps shake us up and keeps us from falling too deeply into a rut. Our methods of playing are pretty sharp by now but we’re not as flexible as we should be. Seeing you two pull out a few new tricks, and new ways of countering those tricks, was worth a look.”

“But surely you could have beat us?” Reiji protested, mildly affronted that he even had to ask the question. I suspected he was getting generally suspicious of flattery with all the attention he was starting to attract.

“That’s not the point Reiji-san,” I told my cousin with a small smile, impressed by my grandfathers once again. “They certainly could have, but they’d have done it their way and much too easily. Seeing us flailing about they had the chance to see much more of the original move and the counter at the same time, and now they have the opportunity to think about both and refine them properly.”

I had a similar reaction to reading about magic in mangas so the concept was familiar to me. Most of it was silly or unrealistic but there’d been plenty of ideas with real potential I’d encountered over the years. Stuff that was so off the wall or clever I’d been compelled to look into how to do a ‘real’ version of it.

“Precisely,” Grandfather Matsuda favored us with an approving nod. “Much of your play was sub-optimal, as would be expected from players of your level, but several your angles of attack and defense were fascinating. And if your play wasn’t brilliant it was much stronger then I’d have expected from children your age. You haven’t joined a Go club at school, have you Mamoru?”

I snorted laughter in spite of myself. That was one club our school didn’t have, although we did have several dedicated players under the auspices of the Board Game Club, which had been one of the two or three clubs on my shortlist if I’d ever been forced to join a club. For some reason I found that a little amusing under the circumstances.

“Heh, apparently not,” Grandpa Kanoko said before I could get control of myself enough to answer. He looked at my other grandad knowingly. “He’s too busy in his ‘Hanging out with Beautiful Ladies Club’.”

“Grandpa!” I protested, still amused.

“Don’t worry cousin,” Reiji said to me politely, “I know he’s only joking.”

“Who’s joking?” Grandpa Kanoko said breezily, pulling out his phone. “I have the evidence to prove it.”

“Oh, what’s this?” Grandfather Matsuda asked, perking up.

Grandpa Kanoko hit several buttons on his phone and tilted it towards Grandfather Matsuda. “His other cousins posted several pictures from his birthday party.”

“Grandpa!” I protested again, rising suddenly from the table. Unfortunately, I tried to spring up so fast I banged my knees against the table’s edge, any chance I might have had to stop him was lost as I spent precious time trying not to swear up a storm in front of my grandparents and young cousin.

“Oh ho!” Grandfather Matsuda noted in amusement at whatever he saw, his eyes widening in surprise.

“What is it? Can I see?” Reiji asked, trying to be polite while still being curious and eager. I was still trying to find my breath and words when Grandpa Kanoko positioned the phone so he could look too.

If Grandfather Matsuda’s eyes had widened cousin Reiji’s went as large as dinner plates. “Cousin Mamoru, is that you?!”

I gritted my teeth, both in annoyance and physical pain. Why couldn’t I have techno-illiterate grandparents like other people? I wondered. I have classmates with grandparents who can’t even manage touch screens, mine have no problems managing their way around a chatroom and saving photos to their phones. I knew I was being stupid, most of the time I loved and respected the fact my grandparents were pretty competent with technology. Moments like this were the unfortunate flipside of that though, and I didn’t have to like it.

“Those photos aren’t representative!” I finally hissed out desperately.

“Mamoru, you’ve been holding out on us,” Grandfather Matsuda chuckled.

“Has he?” Grandpa Kanoko asked with bright, all-too-innocent eyes. “’Take me, take me now,’ remember?”

Grandfather Matsuda gave Grandpa Kanoko a dirty look, his eyes quickly darting aside to indicate Reiji. The effect was spoiled by the fact he had his hand clamped over his mouth to avoid laughing at the reminder. Fortunately Reiji didn’t seem to register any of it, he was too busy staring in shock at the pictures.

Probably of Himeko in that dress, I thought darkly. I sucked in a deep breath, let it out, and in a more normal voice said. “Himeko was trying to multi-task and make a point by wearing that dress.”

“Oh really?” Grandfather Matsuda asked, his voice all paternal patience and calmness. His eyes were still laughing though. “What sort of point?”

Oh, I’ve stepped in it now, I thought with a wince. How did I go about explaining ‘she was going to illegally hack a guy’s computer and post those pics as a way of getting back at him for beating me up’ without getting Himeko or myself I trouble? Or worrying my family too much.

Unfortunately, I’d already opened my mouth and I didn’t see a way out to back out of it without creating even bigger problems. My grandfathers were already a touch concerned about my relationship with Himeko and Eiko so an unconvincing “nothing, I was lying” wouldn’t cut it. So I went with plan A, stick as close to the truth as possible even if that meant some absolutely ridiculous edits.

“There was another guy at school who was being mean to me,” I said, very carefully, “mostly because he was interested in Himeko. So she dressed up and then posted those pics as a way of getting back at him.”

“She sent him pics of her looking like that because she wanted him to back off?” Reiji asked incredulously, still staring at the screen.

I winced. “It was more of a ‘you’ll never have this, don’t make me hurt you’ type of thing,” I said a little weakly. Even at twelve years old Reiji had put his finger on the major problem with that story, as any straight and unattached guy would!

“Plus, she was also trying to prove something and drive home a message to cousin Sakura,” I added quickly. “I couldn’t pick out all the subtleties, you know how hopeless I am at that sort of thing. Something about her being impressive so Sakura should stop believing lies about Eiko. Like I said, totally incomprehensible to someone like me.”

“Ah, about Miss Kobayashi,” Grandpa Kanoko nodded.

“That makes sense?” Grandfather Matsuda asked him, sounding vaguely surprised.

Grandpa Kanoko snorted. “About as much as anything ever does when women get together and start posturing with fashion! You know how they can be.”

I let the comment pass without saying anything, too respectful of my grandfathers and just glad to have dodged the bullet. Besides, I was willing to use Sakura as a smokescreen while still telling the truth but I still felt hesitant about giving out a detailed explanation and creating trouble for her.

“But cousin Mamoru,” Reiji asked, still surprised and perplexed. “You’re telling me these girls are your- your- “

“Friends,” I said quickly and firmly. “Just friends. And they’re willing to be my friends because I’m not an idiot who’s going to drool over them or maintain some sort of crush.”

“Really?”

When even your elementary school cousin sounds skeptical, I sighed mentally, you have a problem. Out loud all I said was “Really. One of the reasons they’re willing to be my friends is because I recognize their talents and don’t treat them like meat just because they’re beautiful. Himeko’s our class representative, a gifted student, and got social skills good enough to get through conversations with me without me panicking! And Eiko’s a champion martial artist who I once saw beat up- “ I quickly cut myself off.

All three of them stared at me, Reiji in confusion and my grandfathers in concern. I sighed and finished with “-never mind, it’s related to the criminal case.”

“Criminal case!” Reiji said, his voice raising higher.

I pinched the bridge between my eyes. Right, right, my cousins on my mother’s side knew about the story, not the ones on my father’s. The Taitos and the Kanokos, not the Suzukis. Probably all my aunts and uncles got told but I doubt they said anything to Reiji and Saori after they were informed. It made sense, trying to pass on second-hand information like that to young children was probably a bit stupid unless you needed to. It still made keeping things straight difficult, I was going to need a spreadsheet to keep track of who supposedly knew what at this rate. “It’s complicated,” I said out loud.

I quickly turned to Grandfather Matsuda. “A little help here Grandfather?” I asked, trying not to plead. “I don’t know what Aunty and Uncle Suzuki would want me to say.”

Fortunately that tactic worked. My grandfather was familiar with my cover story and willing to accept the implied argument that I shouldn’t be stepping on my aunt and uncle’s toes by telling their kid stuff they wouldn’t want him to know.

“Reiji-chan,” our grandfather said gently, moving to a position where Reiji had to face him directly. “I’m afraid this is a complicated issue.”

“I have to get going soon,” I said, blatantly trying to excuse myself with more haste than grace. “I’ll just make a quick stop in the kitchen and have a word with grandmother before I have to leave.” I grabbed my backpack along the way so I could make a quicker exit when I needed to.

I bowed and moved quickly to get away from the problem as Reiji made polite protests and tried to claim he should know. Our grandfather shot me a look that mingled amusement with a hint of annoyance but made no protests as I ducked out of sight.

I let out a quick sigh of relief, that whole conversation was going just as badly as I’d feared it would and I felt lucky to get out of there. I was just starting to feel confident in my escape when I heard a quiet voice beside me say “hello, cousin Mamoru.”

My stomach dropped and I slowly turned to face the voice.

There, sitting quietly in the shadows of the staircase, was my cousin Saori.

***

It’s important to note that I didn’t hate my cousin Saori. And as much as she creeped some other people out that wasn’t a problem I had either.

No, I feared her.

You see, for nearly seven years, or thirteen if you wanted to look at it a certain way, she’d been the biggest single threat to my way of living.

Cousin Saori was always… sensitive was the best way to put it. Sensitive to other things that most people couldn’t see, or would only feel if you forced them to settle down and pay attention to. I’d started avoiding her soon after she started to talk, while she didn’t psychically know “look, cousin Mamoru’s a reincarnated mage!” she knew something was off about me. She could feel that I was different, she could sense the odd talismans I’d wear and the weird effects the mana I was manipulating had left on me. She wasn’t a gifted psychic or anything, but she had a lot more potential than the average person. Call her a one in a hundred or one in a thousand, she wasn’t the jaw dropping strength of that one in a million talent but she was still a bit impressive.

And then, when she was six, she’d gotten possessed.

It had happened some time after she started going to school. She’d run into something, something mean and vicious that had seen her sensitivity as an opportunity, and taken it.

I first realized it when her parents had taken her along and visited Grandmother Matsuda while I was there. I’d done my best to hide and quietly watch from the background, try to figure out what was going on. Her parents had thought the changes in her behaviour were just her acting out from the change in circumstances, her getting used to going to school and all the stress and problems there. I quickly realized that something had snuck into her, was manipulating her like a puppet. But it was clever, it wasn’t going to break its host or send a pair of desperate parents running for priests and exorcists. It was a lot more subtle than that.

It was almost a surprise when two weeks later the Suzukis showed up at our door. They desperately needed someone to look after Saori while they took Reiji to a doctor, maybe even the hospital, but no one else was available. And they meant that literally, trusting my parents to take care of your kids was above trusting random strangers on the street, but just barely.  This was the only time I ever saw it happen the whole time I was growing up.

To anyone else it would have seemed like unlucky, or maybe contrived, coincidences that made my mother and father the best option. I immediately knew it was the thing inside of Saori pulling strings and setting things up. It had sensed I was different too, and was looking into its options. It had figured it would either switch to me or intimidate me into following its will, a puppet bound by my care for Saori and my fear.

It never realized it was dealing with a master mage. If it had, it never would have dared to take one of my blood relatives. And it certainly would never have dared walk into my lair.

I’d started making preparations the second after I’d left my grandparents’ house. The idiotic thing actually walked straight into my room, believing it was trapping me by getting me alone and out of sight of my parents (who were only too happy to have me play alone with Saori in my room). The second I had enough space to close the door I’d paralyzed Saori and started the process of freeing her.

It had taken several hours. My equipment had been much more primitive back in those days, I’d only started working on my mana channels in my new body, and my actual mana reserve had been pathetic. I’d been forced to use the easiest but surest process even though it would hurt Saori too, I hadn’t dared chance any mistakes because I’d doubted I’d get a second opportunity. I had slowly pushed the entity out, centimeter by painstaking centimeter, Saori helpless and forced to watch and feel every second of the whole process. I had no choice but to go for maximum efficiency as I used a spell to drive the entity from her body and into a stone I’d quietly ‘borrowed’ from a local temple.

(I really did borrow it. After I was done I scrupulously returned the stone, now with entity trapped inside, to the temple grounds. May the thing rot there for the next hundred years while the temple’s sacred aura helps keep it suppressed!)

And it worked! It was a long painstaking procedure, probably the single most difficult feat of magic I’ve preformed so far on Earth given what I’d had to work with, but I removed the entity and freed Saori.

However the process had left its mark on my cousin, she’d suffered the mystic equivalent of a tooth extraction without anesthetic. For several hours. By someone doing the operation for the first time. Between the entity and my magic she’d been left simultaneously more sensitive than ever and traumatized by the whole experience. She’d left, exhausted, when her parents came back an hour or so after I was done and apart from mechanically polite greetings I didn’t think we’d spoken more then a sentence or three to each other ever since.

I’d always been afraid to find out what she knew, both what she’d remembered and what she’d figured out ever since. Or at least what she thought she’d figured out, between her age, her incomplete knowledge, and the passage of time I was quietly terrified of what sort of story she might have used to explain her experience. Especially since she seemed to be in at least a little denial about the supernatural. I’d quietly and quickly taken a look at her with ‘mage sight’ a time or two in the years since then. Never a long look, even though it was a passive sensor she’d still felt it the second I started observing her, but even those brief looks were enough to see Saori had slammed her third-eye shut and was doing her best to keep it closed as tightly as possible. The trouble was that Saori was so sensitive that even with all her efforts to lock herself down she was still getting more around the edges than most people could get if they actually tried!

And today I was carrying around four items of interest! I saw her gaze dart quickly between my chest (where my ankh and ‘don’t notice me’ talisman were resting) my wrist (the warning bracelet) and my backpack (travelling mana reservoir). She carefully took a deep breath, looking even more nervous than ever, but didn’t say anything.

Despite my fear my heart went out to her, Saori’s lot was not a happy one. She was a year older than Reiji but Saori was already six centimeters shorter. With a mop of short dark hair and wide dark eyes she looked even younger and more like a vulnerable child then she actually was. Whereas Reiji was closer to my height at his age Saori was actually a little shorter than average. She didn’t have Reiji 's physical gifts and while she was an above average student she didn’t have his mental acuity either, falling behind her younger brother on top of everything else. And then there was her social life, her sense of ‘otherness’ meant she was ostracized at school, creating a loop where she further separated herself from most people.

Which might be better than the alternative, I thought with a small frown. Between that otherworldly vibe she gave off and her doll like looks I suspected that a good half of the guys that were going to be attracted to her were not the sort of people she should be with! I hoped that when the time came her abilities were strong enough to let her know which were which and she wasn’t so lonely that she failed to listen to it.

I shook myself free of my mental musings and belatedly bowed, going deep in an apology for waiting so long. “Cousin Saori,” I said more calmly, “I hope you’re having a good winter break.”

She nodded slightly, not saying anything.

I licked my lips nervously. “Where’s Grandmother gotten to?”

“She had to step out for a moment,” she answered. Her eyes darted in the direction of the bathroom, giving me a gentle clue. “Now everything is in the oven she had the chance.”

“Ah,” I said simply, caught in a pinch. I could either stay in the kitchen with my traumatized and psychic cousin, retreat and try to evade the truth around my other cousin, or flee without saying good-bye to my grandmother in an unbelievably rude and insensitive retreat.

After ten seconds of furious thought I reluctantly turned to go back to the living room, hoping that my grandfathers could keep Reiji restrained. I was stopped when Saori raised her soft voice. “Cousin Mamoru-san?”

I paused, a little shocked that she’d been the one to say anything else. “Yes?”

Saori fidgeted for a few seconds, looking nervous. “What does it mean to be a sempai?”

I stood stock still, whatever I’d been expecting her to ask that had not been it. “What do you mean?” I asked politely, evading the question. I was almost certain she wasn’t just asking for the textbook definition but before I put my foot in it I had to be sure.

Saori fidgeted a little more, obviously uncomfortable with both me and the question. Which made it all the more surprising when she said “I went up to junior high this year. I was supposed to be a sempai to the younger students when I was in elementary but now I’m a kohai again I’m not sure I was a good one. They say we’re just supposed to follow the rules and set a good example but… I don’t know.”

I thought furiously for a few seconds, not only was it a difficult question but this was the longest conversation we’d ever had.

(I’m not kidding. Remember, we stopped talking to each other before she really started learning complex concepts and sentences.)

It was tempting to put her off with platitudes, lie and give her a more socially acceptable answer. But between her gifts (it would have been possible that she would feel me lying) and all that she’d already been through it seemed stupid for me to not give her a real answer.

“I don’t know,” I finally admitted. “For me I think it means setting an example by being a good person. But being a good person is really hard and… complex.”

More then anyone else in our family Saori could pick up some of the implications in that last word!

“Some of it’s pretty easy and obvious, like helping people when you can lend a hand. Sometimes though… sometimes being good means going against the group,” I said slowly, the thought I was accidentally leading her into even more difficulties meant it felt like I had to force each word out. “And sometimes that means creating trouble for people. And sometimes being more conventional really is the better option, even when you don’t want to be. Figuring out which is which… that’s what separates a good sempai from a bad one.”

Looking at Saori I was suddenly struck by how much I took after my father’s side of the family. Take her odd aura, pale skin and then add in Reiji’s physical size and I could actually get close to explaining my physical appearance. It wasn’t enough, even she wasn’t quite that pale and I doubted Reiji was going to get that big, but it did help me feel a little more like part of the family then I sometimes felt after getting ostracized by everyone.

Saori nodded solemnly. “Thank you, cousin Mamoru,” she said in an eerily calm voice, “I think I understand now.”

I felt a chill run up my spine at her words. What had she just decided? I opened my mouth to ask another question but before I could say anything our grandmother bustled back into the room.

“Mamoru-chan!” she said enthusiastically. “Just in time, with all of you here I decided we should try baking some fresh cookies. Come on, come one, let’s get them out of the oven and try some.”

I let Grandmother Matsuda sweep me up in her scheme and conversation, losing any chance to talk to Saori privately. Soon she vanished into the background even more effectively than I could. And even though I stayed for nearly an hour, just to be on the safe side, the next glimpse I got of her was when she said goodbye and left with her parents.
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I wasn’t usually a big fan of public bathhouses, try as I might I felt uncomfortable around strangers and my odd looks usually attracted a little attention (not much attention, no one was that rude, but a little). With the New Year’s Eve going on our local bathhouse was more crowded than ever. But it wasn’t too crowded, I was lucky in that the one I occasionally used didn’t seem to be popular for some reason. I couldn’t think why, it wasn’t anything special but it was perfectly adequate. Even more then adequate if you were someone like me, a person too large to comfortably enjoy the average bath.

A bathhouse bath on the other hand was just fine. After a day of finishing off some cleaning around the apartment and a few minor chores I’d been putting off I’d decided I needed a proper bath before I went to see Himeko and Eiko, it was both traditional and logical. Despite the crowds I eventually left the bathhouse feeling much cleaner and relaxed then I’d felt in a long time. It was nice to not have to try and squeeze into the small tub we had at the apartment, all too often I had to settle for thoroughly rinsing off instead of a proper bath. Having to manage it with my bruised abdomen in order to take the medicinal bath salts had been one of the more unpleasant times in my life for the first few days. This chance to actually properly immerse myself and relax had been long overdue.

I wonder if I should start looking into the mansion’s bathing area after all, I mused as I ambled in the direction of the Meiko estate. I’d meant the thought to be humorous but the idea took root in my brain and the more I thought about it the more it seemed like it might be a something to consider. I’d gotten the impression their bathing area was mostly open to both staff and family, and Himeko had been awfully quick to offer me use of it back when we’d visited the Spa. Combine that with less traffic than the average public bathhouse (I assumed) and a bunch of people who were trained to be polite while already being familiar with me and the idea started to make some sense.

I reluctantly decided that idea was pushing it, and even if it wasn’t it would still be too soon. Getting closer and more comfortable with them is one thing, I thought wryly, getting to the point where I can freely enter the mansion and use their bathing area is another. It seemed surprisingly possible though, which was an odd thing to think, but I figured there was a long way to go before it was actually a reasonable idea.

Besides, there was a lot more to find out before I seriously suggested it. I doubt I want to be trapped in the room with Himeko’s father or grandfather. I’d better find out a little more about how everything works before I start fantasizing about it! Thankfully I already knew it was split into men’s and women’s bathing areas so any technicolor fantasies about wondering in on Himeko and Eiko were non-starters. I chuckled softly to myself, fantasizing about their bathhouse instead of them. That probably says something about me.

That amusement lasted nearly all the way to the Meiko estate gates. I was jolted out of it by the sight of two of the estate staff none too gently handing off a man to the police who in turn shoved him in the back of a police car. Don’t get me wrong, there was nothing abusive about it and it wasn’t like the man was desperately struggling to get away. But it was still a heck of a thing to see. I probably would have hesitated to enter the mansion under the circumstances but this time Eiko and Himeko were waiting for me by the gates. They saw me watching the unusual happenings and came out to meet me before I noticed them.

“Hello Mamoru,” Himeko said politely.

“Hey Mamoru,” Eiko greeted me a breath later.

I turned away from the scene. “Hello Himeko, Eiko,” I said with a small bow before turning back to watch the police car driving away. “What was going on there?”

“Tabloid reporter,” Eiko shrugged. “It happens.”

Himeko sighed. “Must be a slow news day. Or maybe it’s an end of the year/start of the new year piece. I can’t think why else they’d be bothering now.”

I looked at them askance. “Does this happen often?”

“We have to shoo a nosey reporter away from the mansion every month or so, more often if something strange happens and we’re actually in the news. About once or twice a year someone goes too far and we need to have them apprehended,” Himeko explained calmly, not bothered in the slightest by it.

“And by we she means the estate staff,” Eiko noted with heavy irony.

Himeko didn’t think anything else needed to be said and I was struck once again by what different worlds we lived in.

Logically I suppose it shouldn’t be a surprise, I thought. The Meiko family is rich enough that the media’s going to pay them at least a little attention, looking for scandals, gossip, and scoops. The way Himeko described the situation made the level of media attention make sense, the Meikos weren’t important or scandalous enough to rate a constant barrage of tabloid photographers and reporters (at least, as far as the press knows, I added wryly) but they were definitely on the radar and it was worth sending someone out to check on them once in a while.

“Are you sure we’re not starting too early?” I asked after a few moments, getting to our original purpose. “It’s barely eight pm.”

Eiko rolled her eyes but smiled. “Relax Mamoru, if anything you should probably be worried we’re going to be rushing through things. Himeko’s been planning this for the last few days now.”

“Mamoru’s not used to being out with friends,” Himeko answered primly, “I just wanted to be certain he had a good time. It only made sense to come up with an entertaining and interesting itinerary.”

“And nothing to do with you avoiding all your school friends?” Eiko asked wryly.

Himeko’s answer was unabashed. “That’s just part of making sure Mamoru is comfortable and relaxed.”

“Riiight,” Eiko said with a knowing look.

“We should get going if we want to catch the end of year madness and free hot chocolate at Aarashis’,” Himeko said without so much as a flinch, instantly setting off walking in the clear expectation that we’d follow.

We did of course. “So, what do you expect to buy there?” I asked, a little bit curious in spite of myself. “I can’t imagine you need to get anything. Or that you’d need to use a sale if you did.” I couldn’t help but note that Himeko was wearing a different jacket then the one I’d seen her use at school. While a little bit more subdued it was still a noticeable red in color and obviously from some sort of expensive brand name that I wouldn’t have recognized without an internet search and couldn’t have afforded without another ‘fishing’ trip.

“It’s more about the hot chocolate and the atmosphere then the sales,” Himeko declared. “Besides, I certainly don’t mind saving the money if I run across anything and it’s on the way to our next destination.”

Eiko gave me another knowing look. “She enjoys the game, and the challenge,” she reported. “She says it helps keep her sharp, helps her realize the value of money, and helps keep her from falling into bad habits.”

“None of that is untrue Eiko,” Himeko responded primly.

Eiko shrugged. “It helps that she doesn’t need to do it,” she said, stretching her back a little as we walked. “Besides, it makes buying gifts and donations for herself and others feel better.”

I raised my eyebrows slightly, suddenly noticing how Eiko and Himeko had matching white earmuffs. They weren’t wearing them over their ears, after the cold snap of the previous week it was actually pretty mild for the end of the year, but they both had them. And while Eiko’s coat was sturdy but unexceptional the earmuffs were a noticeable step up in quality.

I decided to say nothing.

“Come on slowpokes,” Himeko said with a smile. “It’s clear here but there’s probably going to be a crowd when we hit the commercial district. We’re going to have to move a bit faster if we want to have fun.”

***

And so we did.

Himeko led us on a whirlwind tour of events around the area. We hit up shops, drank amazake from a shrine, grabbed half a dozen snacks from various vendors, and even watched the end of a martial arts tournament! There was something for everyone in the trip and I was left amazed at Himeko’s planning skills for figuring it all out. Doubly so when I realized it was also serving multiple purposes, it took a while but as time went on I figured out it was also designed to help all of us get to know each other better (well, primarily Eiko and me or Himeko and me, I doubted Himeko and Eiko learned too much new about each other). While all the talking we’d been doing over the last week had helped there was nothing like the wide variety of events and experiences to help them get a better handle on what I was actually like and give me a little more insight into them as well. Not that we had any fundamental breakthroughs (although I did end up with a little more respect for all the Himeko fans out there after realizing what she was doing) but I did learn a bunch of little things I would never have thought of. Such as both Eiko and Himeko liked going to the martial arts tournament! And of the two Himeko actually liked it more! Eiko appreciated it but she was already on a higher level than most of the combatants so she was more quickly bored. Eiko still had fun (heck, I had some fun and I wasn’t following things nearly as well as either of them) but between her appreciation for the clash of wills, the chance to see some action on her level, and the opportunity to not act like a proper young lady Himeko really enjoyed catching the fights.

Of course, I did manage to add some of my own contributions to the evening.

“Mamoru, if you’re bored you can just tell me,” Himeko said politely. We were making our way to our next destination and she’d obviously noticed me watching the skies. There was a small undertone of hurt in her voice, having fun with her friends was making her more open, but for the most part she was still happy. “I don’t want to just drag you around and subject you to torture if this is too much for you.”

I jerked my head around, paying full attention to her. “What? No! No no no no. Why would you think that?”

“Because your attention is wandering again,” Eiko cut it. “Seriously, you’ve been looking at the sky and buildings a lot for the last hour. If you’re not bored then what’s so interesting about that?”

“Spirits,” I said distractedly, returning a some of my attention to the trio I’d been tracking before Himeko spoke up.

That got a small jolt out of both girls. “Really?” Eiko asked in surprise.

I nodded. Thankfully while there were a bunch of people around everyone was in little clusters with some distance between groups. Between the distance and the ambient noise I wasn’t worried about being overheard. “I’ve never seen so many out at the same time or so active,” I continued, still staring at the sky and buildings. “I’m guessing it’s because of the holiday atmosphere and all the cleansing rituals that have been going on.”

“You’ve never seen so many?” Despite everything Eiko’s voice squeaked a little.

I turned back to Eiko. “Well, mostly that’s because I wasn’t looking for them before,” I admitted with a small smile. “When you’re looking at spirits they’re more likely to look back. I didn’t have the mana to spare for studying them and I certainly didn’t want to spend the mana necessary to deal with anything hostile that noticed me. That’s different now so I’m making some long overdue observations of the spirit world.”

“Can I see?” Himeko asked eagerly.

I rolled me eyes slightly but handed over my glasses and then reactivated the ‘mage sight’ function on her.

Himeko blinked in surprise and took a few steps backwards. “You weren’t kidding Mamoru! What are those things?”

“Okay, now I have to see,” Eiko noted, quickly bouncing back.

I stopped walking and thought for a second, it was easy to see where this was going. “One moment,” I declared, drawing us all off to the side a little. I took my glasses back from a reluctant Himeko and then carefully positioned myself so I was standing between the pair and any other onlookers.

It had been a while since I’d had to do the ‘mage sight’ spell without a talisman, I actually had to take a few moments to look it up inside my memories. That was what the original purpose of the photographic memory spell had been, a way for mages to memorize spells perfectly so that we could cast them without blowing ourselves or anyone else up (anyone that we didn’t intend to that is). The fact I used it to make my exams easier was just a bonus for me.

Himeko and Eiko looked surprised as I cast the spells in front of them, they appeared as magic circles hovering over their chest areas. “Isn’t this kind of obvious Mamoru?” Himeko asked, trying to sound polite.

I smirked. “The spells are already in effect, you’re seeing them with mage sight now but they’ve already faded from the visible spectrum.” I could cheat and be sure of that, turning my glasses on and off at a whim, but since I was casting the spell on the girls they hadn’t realized what was happening. It was one of the disadvantages of using it as a pure spell instead of through a talisman.

The girls oohed and ahhed as they took a look around, seeing the surroundings as I was. With all the festivities the spirit world was especially active. Not only that, it appeared to be mostly benign; I wouldn’t have chanced exposing them to that many spirits on an ordinary day.

“Oh, this is so cool!” Eiko breathed, staring at several cat spirits jumping from one roof to the next.

“This is fascinating Mamoru!” Himeko breathed. “Just what are those spirits?” she asked, pointing in the direction of the trio I’d been looking at earlier.

I quickly but gently caught her hand and tugged it back down. “First lesson,” I said in a deliberately calm voice, “do not try to point out the spirits. Ordinary people will start to look at you funny and you never know how the spirit’s going to react if it knows you’ve spotted it.”

Himeko was instantly abashed. “I’m sorry Mamoru,” she said with a small bow.

I let out a small sigh of relief after seeing no one else had noticed. “Don’t worry about it,” I said more normally, “it’s busy enough out that I don’t think anyone’s going to notice unless we’re really obvious about it. The same goes for the spirits, we’re a little bit more obvious with the spells going but for the most part we’re just going to be another part of the crowd. But don’t take any dumb chances, normally I wouldn’t take this risk.”

I started walking again and the other two quickly followed me, although they did start rubbernecking a little bit more as they tried to take in everything going on around them. “You both did cleansing rituals today, right?” I asked, half rhetorically and half just to be on the safe side.

“Of course,” Himeko reported while Eiko just said “yes.”

I nodded. It was sort of traditional with the end of the year, most people didn’t go all out but nearly everyone did some sort of physical cleaning with at least an eye on cleaning their troubles and doubts away. “Well, so has nearly everyone else. Between that, all the generally good feelings all around us, and the fact there’s a bunch of rituals going on designed to drive out bad luck and dark spirits we’ve got a pretty safe city right now. Most of the dangerous and darker spirits are huddled up and hiding, leaving the nicer and more neutral spirits free to run about and enjoy everything.”

“You mean all that bell ringing actually works?” Eiko looked wide eyed.

I chuckled a little. “Not quite as much as the priests think it does,” I said with a smile, “but yeah, it works. Many of the old rituals are more effective than people realize. And those the rituals work on know it too, so they make sure they’re well under cover before everything starts. Think of New Year’s as a typhoon for dark spirits and you get the idea, they know they should just huddle up and wait for it to pass before they dare go out again. But so long as they’re not stupid they can wait it out without getting hurt, then they’ll be free to come out of their shelters and start making trouble again. I wouldn’t dare try this trick in two or three weeks, not unless we wanted to try fighting off something dangerous. And trying to do it during something like the night parade would be straight out suicidal.”

“And don’t get too attached to it,” I added quickly, suddenly remembering one more important point as I explained. “It takes a lot more mana doing it without a talisman then it does with one. It’s still not too expensive but I didn’t bring that much mana with me tonight, I want to leave a little in case of an emergency or we do attract the attention of something we shouldn’t.”

Himeko seemed a little startled. “Sorry Mamoru,” she said quickly, “if this is draining you- “

I held up my hand and interrupted her. Lest she misinterpret my smile I quickly said, “sorry, I’m just amused at the role reversal. In any case, don’t worry yet. Like I said, mage sight isn’t that draining and even I think I can keep it going for another ten or twenty minutes before we’re anywhere near a problem level. Keeping it going all night or even for a full hour would be a problem. Ten minutes to half an hour? Not that difficult, and I probably owe you guys that much by now.”

They were both silent for a few more moments before Himeko noted. “You don’t owe us anything Mamoru.”

“I’m sorry?” I asked.

Eiko sighed and butted in. “Okay, let me cut through everything before you two make a big production out of it all.” She looked at me. “Oh Himeko-domo, I’m so hopeless and horrible at everything social, how can you put up with me?” She said in a blatantly overdramatic voice.

She turned to Himeko. “Oh Mamoru sensei, I’m so rich and successful I owe it to everyone to do everything for them without any thought for myself!” She said in a slightly higher register.

She then dropped the voice. “Mutual reassurances, some more reminders, everyone remembers they’re friends and these are the sorts of things friends do for each other. You two finally reluctantly move on even though there’s some lingering doubt. Have I missed anything out? I didn’t think so. Can we just skip it tonight and enjoy the moment?”

Himeko and I both laughed nervously, like we didn’t quite mean it.

“I don’t know why I keep you around,” Himeko said after a few moments, but she was obviously wryly amused when she said it. And the slight blush was obviously from the cold.

I kept silent, I was simultaneously too embarrassed and amused at how well Eiko had hit the nail on the head with that one. At least from my side, I was a bit surprised it applied to Himeko too.

“You’re wasting his mana and time you could be spending spirit watching,” Eiko said sweetly.

“Fine, fine, I’ll focus on the moment,” Himeko said. She was about to say something more to me but Eiko beat her to it.

“And Mamoru, if you do drain yourself too much doing this I’m going to let Himeko buy you an apology gift,” Eiko warned me.

I burst out laughing at her threat, it was too ridiculous and too wise at the same time to do anything else. “Alright, I get it,” I said with a smile, “no macho stupidity or fearful sacrificing from me. I’ve no desire to explain to my parents where the one meter cubed of platinum came from.”

“Good,” Eiko said, trying to watch me and our surroundings at the same time. “Seriously though, this is pretty cool Mamoru. Thank you. Don’t feel you have to do it for us, but don’t be afraid to do it again if the something comes up.”

I didn’t know what else to say to that so we walked in silence for a few more minutes, just observing the spirit population of the city and letting the sounds of other celebrants wash around us.

“By the way Mamoru,” Eiko said out of nowhere. “Don’t forget, it’ll be the new year soon.”

I paused in my spirit watching and looked at Eiko suspiciously. “Yeah…” I said slowly, “that’s kind of what we’re all here for.”

Eiko smirked. “I knew you wouldn’t remember. Let me give you a hint: think back to before the Cultural Festival, back when we were all trying to play detectives.”

I frowned slightly. “As much as I’d like to burn that stupid piece of paper in a sacred fire Himeko still doesn’t want me to.”

“It’s valuable evidence,” Himeko inserted. “Don’t you dare.”

I bit my tongue and decided not to start the whole argument again. As much as that whole stupid ‘spell’ offended me it wasn’t causing that much trouble. I still noted “Fine, but if nothing’s come up by next New Year’s it’s going into the first cleansing fire I can find!”

“Not that,” Eiko said, giving me a light elbow. I think she meant it to be in the ribs but given that I was taller than her she undershot a little. Thankfully she wasn’t being serious and my coat absorbed a bit of the blow but I still lost any breath I had to protest for a few seconds. “I meant I’m healed up enough to help you test out physical spells. I said I’d give you a hand with those back then and I meant it. Besides, it’ll actually give us the chance to hang out after school for a change.”

“Eiko, you can’t be serious,” Himeko protested.

“Why not? It sounds like fun. Besides, you shouldn’t get to be the only one who monopolizes him when it comes to magical experiments.”

I was abruptly glad I was still getting my breath back, Himeko’s expression clearly said that had actually been a concern. She didn’t want to admit it, she was obviously trying to come up with a better objection, but it was there.

“Are you sure about that Eiko?” I finally asked. “I won’t lie, I could really use a test subject, but there might be some hidden risks in it.”

“Of course I’m sure,” Eiko replied, looking sincere but a little too cheerful at the thought.

“Don’t kid yourself,” I warned her, “we’re going to start out slow and build up gradually. And I’m probably going to have to get a little information from Doctor Yorozu while I’m at it, I’m going to need some of your baseline medical history.”

“You’re serious about this Mamoru?” Himeko interrupted, sounding both surprised and a little impressed.

“Yes,” I replied. “I know a bunch of potentially useful spells but I’m too afraid to use them because I’m worried they could end up hurting someone. But one of these days something is going to come up and I’m probably going to have to roll the dice on actually casting them. They’re some of the subtlest weapons in my arsenal, not to mention the most effective now that I’ve got two marital artists for friends!” I added, shooting both Eiko and Himeko a smile.

“But I don’t want to accidentally break anyone with them,” I said more seriously, “that means I have to figure out how they actually work and what their limits are. If I do this gradually and sensibly the worst that should happen is Eiko breaks an ankle or dislocates something. If I try casting them without knowing their true strength or effects in the middle of a fight I could end up crippling someone! And while that’s better than watching one of you die that’s not something I want on my conscience!”

Both of them fell silent. I suspected they wanted to protest but they knew darn well all the stuff that had happened since they’d met me. And while they probably knew even better than I did that none of that was typical that didn’t mean something couldn’t happen again at some point.

Himeko sighed. “I’ll talk to Doctor Yorozu, let him know that you’re doing something private with my permission and that he shouldn’t ask too many questions. That won’t stop him if something risky comes up but it should keep him from prying too much about whatever you want to ask from him.”

“Thank you, Himeko,” I said, giving her a small bow.

“I expect you to do this at school,” she added quickly, her voice passionate. “There are too many cameras and too many prying eyes over the estate Eiko! If Mamoru’s powering you up to superhuman levels someone is going to notice and start asking questions. I’ll try to arrange something, find some times no one’s using the facilities. That way, if anyone sees something strange, it should just be a glimpse and we can try to find some sort of excuse. Maybe that you were on a trampoline or testing one of Mamoru’s inventions.”

“ ‘One of my inventions’?” I repeated skeptically. I’d never invented anything in my life. Unless you counted spells. Or things using spells. I suppose you could stretch the definition to include the device I was using to capture air samples, I thought skeptically.

“You just want to watch,” Eiko said in an all too innocent voice.

“I am not going to dignify that with a response,” Himeko countered, pretending she wasn’t affected in the least.

I fought down a smile. It wasn’t quite as ridiculous as an ‘I’m not interested in you at all, baka’ but Himeko was just a touch tsundere when it came to admitting how much she liked magic. Not completely, she was still pretty honest about how she found it fascinating. But I was starting to suspect she wanted to be even more of a fangirl about the subject but couldn’t bring herself to do it.

We walked in silence for a while longer, the girls caught up in the unique experience of observing all the spirits. Finally, Himeko spoke up again. “I’m sorry Mamoru, but I have to ask: what are some of these things?” She was staring rather intently at a short spirit with long, spindly limbs and a pointed nose half as long as it’s body. It had three digits on all it’s limbs and seemed to be happy watching all the people intently.

“I wish I could tell you,” I demurred, “unfortunately that’s half the reason I was spending so much time watching them.”

“Really? You don’t know?” Himeko sounded shocked.

“Well, some I do,” I gestured down the side street at the two-headed spirit watching over the passersby, “but spirits like that dosojin are pretty obvious and I suspect you could have gotten that one without much prompting. Most of these I’d just be guessing about, I’d need to cast a few spells and do some asking around to get any real information.”

“I admit I didn’t expect to understand the spirit world,” Himeko noted, craning her neck to keep the dosojin in sight for a little longer. “But I expected more familiar spirits. Things like bakeneko or kitsune. This is a little…”

“Strange,” Eiko finished for her, looking closely at a floating ball of what by what looked suspiciously like electronic ones and zeros. I suspected it was a spirit related to wireless communications but decided not to mention that.

I shook my head. “It both is and isn’t,” I explained while making a mental note about that particular spirit for further research. “Spirits interact with humanity and the world on levels we don’t entirely understand. There’s a lot of guess and chicken vs. egg debates but one thing is inarguable: spirits are connected to their environment. Keep in mind how much Tokyo has changed over the last hundred years, these are the new spirits adapted to the modern Tokyo.”

“So, you mean these are spirits that feed on electricity instead of lamp oil? Spirits that bring computer viruses instead of plague?” Himeko asked.

“More or less,” I answered with a shrug. “Like I said, there’s a lot of debate on that subject. Humans tend to tell tales; a lot of scholars suspect some spirits take on forms to match the stories in order to acquire more power. The story itself becomes sort of like a kami’s shrine and worship in one, and if nothing is there already then an ambitious spirit takes on the role. Others suggest that a spirit naturally forms and grows into the role where there was nothing before. And some people just think scholars are arrogant morons and they’re embarrassed that there are spirits that don’t behave like the scholars think they should and the scholars are trying to make excuses.”

Himeko and Eiko both giggled a little at that.

I shrugged, wanting to head off a deep dive on the subject, especially since it was an area I wasn’t the best at and I didn’t want to accidentally lie to them. “For what it’s worth I suspect that all three of those explanations are true and there are even more on top of that. There’s a whole spiritual ecosystem out there, pretending all spirits are one way or another is as crazy as saying all life has to be either exothermic or endothermic.”

“Huh, I never heard it put that way before,” Eiko noted thoughtfully. “But just what is a spirit anyway?”

“Finally,” Himeko said with a gusty sigh of relief, “someone else asks the question before I do!”

I gave them both an amused smile. “I wish I could give you a good answer on that one. Unfortunately, that’s an even more contested definition than ‘life’ is for the biologists.”

“Life is a contested definition?” Eiko looked skeptical.

“Try asking a bunch of biologists about that,” I said with a sardonic look, “make sure you ask for a precise definition and bring up both viruses and bacteria. Then stand back and watch the fireworks. Let’s just say the center and middle are pretty well defined but the edges are a bit blurrier than people like.” Not that the biologists had an easy time of it, nature liked to throw stones at the edges of simple definitions and classifications when it came to biology.

After a moment I figured I should try to give her the best answer I had. “For what it’s worth, the definition I was taught was a spirit is any living being not dependant on a physical body for its existence.” I gave her a crooked smile. “It shouldn’t be too hard for you to pick some holes in that one. Like what about a kami of a mountain or any sort of elemental spirit? Maybe they’re not as dependant on their physical form as we are but it seems like there’s some sort of connection. And I just mentioned how loose ‘life’ can be, how do you define living in terms of spirits?”

“Ow ow ow,” Eiko laughed, “you’re making my head hurt.”

“And that’s why I favored spells and making things over spirits,” I said with more feeling than I’d intended. “I respect them, and I have to admit I should be working on that weak point, but give me a good spell any day. I prefer to figure out unknown symbols and try to decode the order of operations on a spell rather than try to figure out if a spirit’s about to eat me or hug me when it’s coming straight at me!”

“The spirit world is that dangerous?” Himeko asked, startled by my discomfort and fear.

I hesitated a few moments, trying to balance my fears and prejudices with a proper level of respect and warning. “It’s that risky,” I said finally. “It’s inherently dangerous the same way swimming in the ocean or walking deep in a wild forest is. The chances are you’ll probably get through fine, especially if you take basic precautions and act sensibly. But you are making yourself a part of the food chain, do it too often or too stupidly and sooner or later things are going to come up and try to eat you. Spirits…”

I hesitated a long moment before I continued. “Eat is kind of the wrong word, it’s not like they’re metabolizing food. Usually. And a bunch of spirits do different things in different ways. But most spirits will… absorb? Assimilate? Integrate? Let’s just say they’ll take and use energies like ki, mana, and psi. Sometimes they’ll try to steal it from humans directly. Other times they’ll try to create conditions that are appropriate to their taste…”

I trailed off and hurriedly pulled out my cellphone, taking off my gloves to quickly make a note of something.

“Mamoru?” Himeko asked with a mixture of amusement and concern.

I finished typing in the note and saved it. “Sorry, just had a thought. I’m still trying to figure out ki, mana, and psi. One of my theories is that they’re all just different wavelengths of the same thing. Some spirits eat psi energy based on certain kinds of emotions, it struck me that might make psi the equivalent of the visible spectrum of light and I wanted to make sure I didn’t forget that.” It made a twisted sort of sense. Things like ‘blue’ and ‘red’ were mostly a designation caused by human perception, at least when it came to the degree of difference when you actually compare them to things like infrared and ultraviolet waves. Maybe something similar applied to psi?

“No wonder you get on so well with Himeko,” Eiko noted with some amusement.

“It does put to rest any remaining fears I had,” Himeko admitted. “At least on the cheating front. You might have advantages but you’re obviously dedicated to scholarship and research.”

I flushed slightly and tucked my cellphone back away, embarrassed at both the praise and the thought I might just be barking up the wrong tree. “I could still be cheating,” I mumbled, my need for balance forcing me to say it even if I did it in a backhanded way. “Just because I’m dedicated doesn’t mean I’m good. Heck, that makes me more likely to cheat because I think I deserve it.”

“Uh-huh,” Eiko said skeptically with a smirk.

“When did you finish your homework?” Himeko asked with a smirk of her own. “The stuff that’s not due until we’re back at school?”

My flush deepened. “That doesn’t prove anything.”

“Please Mamoru. I might have finished it early and Eiko took care to make sure she finished hers by today but I’m pretty sure you were finished before Christmas was done.”

“December twenty-seventh,” I shot back with a little annoyance. “I did take time to visit my relatives and make stuff!”

“I rest my case,” Himeko said, her gaze momentarily skipping over me as she tracked another spirit flying by.

I quickly changed the subject. “Speaking of relatives, this isn’t going to cause you any problems with yours, right?”

“Don’t you start up with that again,” Eiko said warningly, obviously impatient with my apparent attempts to book myself a guilt trip.

“It’s just, I’ve heard this can be more of a family thing…” I trailed off helplessly as they gave me sympathetic looks. Probably because of the phrase ‘I’ve heard’.

“Don’t worry,” Eiko said with a surprising degree of gentleness. “For our family it’s usually about visiting a shrine on the second or third, mom and dad are likely to be working New Year’s Eve and day.”

Himeko nodded. “It’s more about a shrine visit in the morning with us as well,” she admitted. “The evening before is more likely to be free.”

“Especially this year,” Eiko smirked, “all the forced family togetherness around Christmas made them pretty eager to let her go out for New Year’s Eve with friends. I suspect they want her more tired and relaxed for tomorrow and didn’t want her in the house trying to force them to watch something together.”

Himeko shot her friend a dirty look. It bounced off Eiko’s smirk like rubber.

“Don’t your- family do something similar Mamoru?” Himeko asked.

I could tell from the slight hitch in her expression and stumble in the words (almost imperceptible, but practically a shout by Himeko standards) that she’d realized her mistake too late. She’d probably been on autopilot for a moment after Eiko’s crack and hadn’t wanted to make it worse by quitting partway through. Fortunately, this one was slightly easier for me to answer than usual.

“More or less,” I told them, trying to ignore their mild surprise. “We miss it more years than not, Mom and Dad are always the first ones to volunteer to man the office on holidays. But even we make the first visit on occasion. I think the last time we all went was…” I paused, having to think back a little. “Huh, I guess it has been a little longer than usual. I’m pretty sure it was my first year of junior high the last time we went. No, wait, second year. First year was the year both of them were too busy. I guess we might actually make it this year too. Huh.” I wasn’t going to hold my breath, I fully expected them to be too busy again, but it would be odd to actually be there for New Year’s Eve and then making a proper visit the next day.

“Yeah, pretty much like that,” Eiko said, a little too quickly, “so don’t start worrying about us.”

A low ‘booong’ spread over the area and all of us looked up in surprise.

“Is it that late already?” Himeko asked, sounding almost panicked. “I thought we had a good half an hour left!”

“Depends what schedule the temple is using for it’s bell ringing,” I said, I thought we’d had a lot more time to midnight as well. At first I thought they might just be doing a slower paced and more gradual sequence of rings but not long after the sonorous tones of the bell faded away another sounded. A quick check of my phone revealed that midnight was closing in rapidly.

“Come on!” Himeko said urgently, grabbing both of us by our hands and picking up her pace. “We can’t be late for this!”

Eiko gave me an amused smirk and I had to admit it was a little funny seeing Himeko so close to panicked by the failure of her plans. But, like Eiko, I picked up the pace to match her. As I did so I dropped the spells I was holding, there was no need for them anymore and I didn’t want anything distracting the girls as we tried to get in close before the bell finished ringing.

***

“106….” The girls and I all chanted softly together, both watching (from a fair distance, we were late) and listening as the bell rang.

“107….” It felt odd to be participating and doing it with friends. Actually celebrating the New Year as it happened was an odd experience for me.

“108! Happy New Year!” we all declared with a small laugh and cheer, echoing many of the people around us. While we’d arrived too late to be near the heart of the temple and its bell we weren’t too far away from the crowd either.

“Hey Mamoru?” Eiko asked after a few moments.

“Yes?”

“Congratulations on the new year.”

“No fair,” Himeko pouted slightly. “I wanted to be the first one to say it.”

Eiko stuck her tongue out at her friend while I chuckled. “Congratulations on the new year Eiko.”

I quickly turned to Himeko. “Congratulations on the new year Himeko.”

Himeko closed her eyes, stopped pouting, and smiled slightly. “Congratulations on the new year Mamoru,” she replied happily.

While Himeko and Eiko quickly exchanged traditional greetings I smiled too and looked up at the sky. I couldn’t see much with all the lights of the city drowning out the stars but I had to admit: it had been one hell of a year. I was kind of looking forward to seeing what the new one would bring.

Of course, if I’d known everything that was coming I’d have been a lot less sanguine. But as hectic as it was at times, I wouldn’t have changed a thing.
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This time I saw Himeko open the door and come in. And this time she quickly spotted me too. She only seemed mildly surprised by what was going on this time, I guessed she was getting used to some of the strange things I got up to. Or she was just getting better at bracing herself before entering.

“Well, you didn’t waste any time,” she said after a few moments, looking up at me floating near the corner of the science lab. Nearly four meters up at the upper ceiling corner of the lab. “I thought you’d take a few days to get back in the groove before you got up to any serious weirdness but I guess I was wrong. What’s the matter, were you feeling repressed after being away from the lab so long?”

I was staring intensely at the bar of silvery material in front of me, watching it float there. I moved my hand slightly and then watched it rise a little further.

“Mamoru-san?” Himeko asked.

I sighed slightly. “Hello Himeko,” I responded belatedly. “Sorry, this thing is… vexing. Interesting, potentially incredible, but vexing.”

Himeko frowned slightly, a very understated reaction considering the circumstances. “How so?”

I sighed again and slowly dialed down the spell, grabbing the bar of material as I descended back down to the floor. “Well for starters,” I replied as I fell, “try holding on to it.”

I landed beside her and handed her the bar. It was about as large as an old-fashioned VHS tape and she soon realized the problem. “Do you have a spell on this?” she asked, already suspecting the truth.

“Nope,” I replied.

“But Mamoru, it’s weightless!”

“Not quite,” I told her frankly, “if you try dropping it, the bar will still fall. I think. In a vacuum. You have to make sure there aren’t any air currents though, it’s so light for its surface area that even the slightest updraft seems to cause it to rise.”

I took a moment to reposition the scale, that was the mistake I’d made previously and I’d ended up watching in amazement at the bar floated away before I could get a reading. After a moment I reconsidered and simply took the whole scale and put it inside the room’s fume hood. “Frankly I think I should be doing this in a vacuum,” I said, a little annoyed in spite of the results, “at this light a density I suspect just standard air pressure is having a significant effect on the reading.”

It seemed I was right. Even after I carefully balanced the bar on the scale there was no trace of movement. With an angry growl I carefully cast a spell of my own invention. It wasn’t a terribly difficult spell, I’d merely needed to adapt and combine a few things that already existed. And since I’d meant it for experiments and lab work its relatively long and awkward casting time didn’t matter much as it created an air free sphere of vacuum around the bar.

After a moment the bar settled on the scale, the device was already set and zeroed to its highest sensitivity. I watched a few numbers on the scale hesitantly twitch up and down slightly. 0.04 grams. 0.03 grams. 0.04 grams.

I looked up from the scale, doing some quick mental math. It wasn’t too hard, thanks to using a mold I knew the bar was roughly five hundred cubic centimeters so…

“Mamoru?” Himeko asked tentatively. “You have the weirdest expression on your face.”

I couldn’t even begin to guess what my face looked like, I felt my lips and eyes trying to twitch at unnatural angles. I cancelled the spell, causing the to air rush back in and fill the vacuum with a small pop. I then yanked open the fume hood, grabbed the bar, and then proceeded to bang it angrily against the side of a table.

“Mamoru!” Himeko gasped.

“HOW. DO. YOU. WORK.” I half shouted in frustration, despite my violence there was no sign of damage or discoloration on the side of the bar. “I was expecting results but this is fucking ridiculous!”

“Mamoru, what’s wrong?”

“What’s wrong is that I have no idea how this thing is real,” I spat out angrily. “How the hell am I ever going to present this to any sort of reputable scientist when even I’m offended by it’s existence! At least something like graphite aerogel is mostly air, this thing’s mostly metal!” I groaned and slumped back into a chair.

“And… that’s a bad thing?” Himeko asked, clearly put out by my emotional antics.

I took a deep breath and collected myself. I needed a few moments but eventually I straightened up and looked at Himeko again, too frustrated to appreciate the irony that I was the one trying to wear a mask this time.

“It’s neither a good or bad thing,” I said, sounding a little more normal. Still frazzled, but much saner than I had a moment before. “It’s just a thing. A potentially inconvenient, annoying, wonderful thing.”

“Ah,” Himeko’s lips twitched. “You don’t usually strike me as a diva,” she said frankly. “But I have to admit that was pretty dramatic.”

“This whole material is pretty dramatic!” I said explosively.

Himeko just gave me a look. After my little performance she didn’t have much patience for further juvenile antics.

I grimaced. “Yeah. Alright. Not the best response, even by my standards.” I sighed again, starting to calm down a little. Between my venting and Himeko’s ability to make me realize how childish my behaviour had been I was getting myself back under control. “Okay, look. Himeko, this bar is made out of a whole bag’s worth of aluminum cans,” I indicated an empty bag on the floor.

“Where did you get that many?” Himeko asked with a small frown, probably picturing me stealing from the school recycling bins.

“Just our apartment,” I reported, “I’ve been saving them for a while for this experiment. In any case there should have been close to a kilogram’s worth of aluminum in that bar. Instead, it’s giving us a reading best measured in milligrams! Where did the rest of its weight go? I’ve not put a spell on it, so what happened?”

Himeko frowned. “That’s…” she considered the bar again, her frown deepening even more. “That’s a very good question! You didn’t boil some away? Or somehow bake in hydrogen gas?”

“No,” I said, steepling my fingers and putting the bar down on the table to stare at it. “What you’re looking at here is my first attempt at making an arcane material out of aluminum.”

Himeko glanced back towards the empty bag, now noticing the Bunsen burner and mold on the desk next to it. “Ah.”

I nodded. “It doesn’t help that I don’t know if this stuff is stable,” I said conversationally, trying to pretend I still wasn’t pretty flummoxed. “For all I know it’s going to shrink or grow denser over time. As weird as that would be I’d almost be more willing to accept it then this… this… strange leap!”

Himeko looked at the bar of material thoughtfully. “Do you think that’s likely?”

“No,” I said frankly, “but I didn’t think this was likely either! And assuming it’s completely stable and done just because I used aluminum as the base material is probably about as bonkers as this result is in the first place.”

I sighed again and went silent, my thoughts whirling in a dozen different directions. “I really should have weighed the cans before melting them down,” I said finally.

Himeko continued to look thoughtful, taking both the illogical results and my emotional antics in stride. “I can see why you didn’t,” she said after a few moments, “I’m guessing you were finally excited to get to the end results. You’ve been interested in trying out new metals for a while now, and this is your first time back in the lab in weeks. You obviously didn’t anticipate such a drastic change in density and were more focused on if it was even possible and other qualities. But I have to say Mamoru,” she looked at me frankly, “even if it’s 20-20 hindsight that does seem like a big thing to overlook.”

“Yeah,” I rubbed the back of my neck awkwardly. I was embarrassed at both the mistake and how well Himeko managed to call it. Especially after I’d given her such a hard time about platinum a month and a half ago with similar arguments in mind. “And that’s not even all of it! I rinsed out all the cans of course, but with such a ludicrous result I’m going to spend a lot of time worrying that trace elements in the cans or their coloring are responsible for this. I was pretty sure I burned any impurities away before I got this result but now I’m going to be left wondering.”

Himeko looked at the material again. “That doesn’t seem likely,” she said slowly, “but I see your point.”

I sighed again, stood up out of the chair, and picked up a notebook. “Right,” I said to the room at large as I started writing stuff down, “next time I’ll use a smaller sample, thoroughly soak the cans overnight, let them dry for a day, and then make a note about which cans I’m using and in which proportions. And weigh them all of course. Then I’ll compare the end products.” Reproducible results, I thought with a mixture of bitterness and humor, it’s all about reproducible results. I didn’t know which would be worse: getting this sort of reaction again or not getting it again and being left forever wondering at just what I’d missed.

Himeko watched for a few moments as I jotted down other basic measurements and observations, alternating between my notebook and phone. “Was it everything you hoped for?” she asked sweetly after a few moments, enjoying the chance to catch me on the back foot in a science experiment.

“Oh hell yes!” I said feelingly.  “Or at least it should be if this is half as stable and strong as I think it’s going to be.  There’s still a ton of testing to do, and I don’t want to make any dumb assumptions, but if this retains most of aluminum’s other qualities then I think we’ve just leapt a whole lot closer to an orbital elevator.”

“Really?” Himeko seemed even more startled at my statement than she had at the material itself. Or me floating in the corner when she arrived. “It’s that amazing?”

“Himeko,” I said, deliberately taking the bar of material, letting go of it in mid-air, and then watching as it just hung there. “It’s being supported by the atmosphere! Now, granted, that doesn’t work all the way up to orbit. And when you look at how much of this we’ll need to get to orbit that’s still going to get pretty heavy. And I’m not sure I want to think about all the practical problems related to wind for something this light…”

I shook myself and stopped dwelling on the negatives. “But if this has got aluminum’s strength, flexibility, and resistance we’ve got it made! And usually arcane materials improve upon the properties their parent component possessed.” I grabbed the bar again as it started to float away in a light draft and then set it back on the table. “In a way that still holds true here, aluminum’s lightness is one of it’s key qualities. I just never expected that to be one of the things that got further improved.”

“But how?” Himeko asked, getting slightly more unsettled by the arcane material the more and more she looked at it.

I sympathized, I’d went through that phase before she’d arrived. “You got me,” I said frankly, trying to simultaneously think about it and not think about it too deeply. “That’s one of the things I’ve got to figure out. Did working the mana into aluminum counter gravity somehow? Maybe create some sort of anti-graviton? Or just a kinetic counter force of some description? Are there micro pockets of vacuum inside the material somehow? Maybe it’s doing that on some sort of molecular scale. Heck, maybe it’s really simple and this alloy’s actually got a lot more oxygen and hydrogen in it then it should, the mana just expedited that sort of illogical reaction. Or maybe it’s really weird, I’m starting to lean towards the theory that mana isn’t on the same dimensional axis as most of the physical world and this material has some of it’s mass extending along one of those axis so gravity isn’t affecting it.”

I sighed and jotted those notes down. “I don’t even want to think about how we’re going to try and test that,” I grumbled. It would be pretty exciting if it were true though, a part of me couldn’t help but note, it would probably be a useful step towards mastering gravity. With or without magic.

Himeko stared at me for a few moments before shaking her head violently. I suspected if I hadn’t been there and just set such a bad example she’d have fallen into the same frustrated loop that I had.

Nooo, my inner voice noted sarcastically, there’s no attempt to make excuses for myself there. None whatsoever.

And then Himeko smiled. “And you wonder why I want to keep an eye on you.”

I sighed yet again. “I wasn’t expecting this,” I admitted. “I don’t know that anyone could have expected it, but I should have been better prepared to face the unknown. I was prepared for failure, I spent a lot of time reminding myself my theory might be wrong and this wouldn’t work with aluminum. I was prepared to be disappointed with the results, that the end product wouldn’t be as amazing as the arcane materials of gold or iron or silver. I wasn’t prepared to get something that sucker punched my understanding of density right in the face!”

Himeko giggled. I shot her a dirty look and she gave me an apologetic one in return. “Sorry Mamoru,” she said sincerely. She was still amused, but sincere. “It’s just that after all the times you’ve calmly upended our world since I’ve known you, seeing you this flustered and off balance about a discovery is kind of amusing.”

I took in a deep, cleansing breath and then slowly let it out. Balance, I told myself, finding a mixture of humor and karma in the circumstances when Himeko pointed it out like that.

“Fair enough,” I said much more normally after a few moments. “Honestly, I guess I have been getting too overconfident, too used to being the guy who knew the most about the world in the room. It’s easy to talk about making new discoveries and pushing forward. But when you actually do so, and then the new discoveries don’t go exactly as you predicted, well, I guess I’m learning something about myself today.”

“Oh?” Himeko said leadingly.

“I’m not quite sure what,” I admitted with a bit more humor, “but definitely something! I’m going to have to try and think about it later.” Maybe do some actual meditation and soul searching. Maybe even a few prayers, Aoth knew I wasn’t quite living up to my god’s teachings when I was getting that upset about a new discovery!

“Anyway, I’m jumping ahead of myself quite a lot on this one. I need to make a ton of observations and do tests on this material first. When I find out it’s the first arcane material that isn’t stable, that it’s going to all decay back down to regular aluminum by this time tomorrow, I’m going to feel mightily embarrassed by all my excessive reactions.”

“It is putting the cart before the horse just a little,” Himeko said reasonably. “Jumping straight from ‘it’s a new material’ to ‘we can build space elevators!’.”

I chuckled. “Yeah,” I drew the word out ruefully. I still had confidence, and the potential was definitely there! But simply assuming I was right suddenly made all those black and white recordings of people trying to launch ridiculous aircraft and flying machines look a lot more reasonable. At least they’d only been trying to get off the ground, I was aiming to get off the planet!

“Don’t knock it though!” I added quickly. “It’s got a lot of potential and aluminum is one of the most common elements on the planet. If we needed to build an orbital elevator out of orichalcum I’d assume it was impractical even if all the math worked. Mithril though…”

“Mithril?”

I blushed slightly. For a few moments I thought about prevaricating but in the end I realized that was even stupider than my original idea. “I was thinking of calling it that,” I admitted, “I’ve kind of had mithril penciled in as the name for the arcane material of aluminum and adamantium penciled in as the arcane material of titanium for a long time.”

Despite all her experience it was obvious that Himeko was struggling to keep a straight face. She had her cheeks sucked so far into her teeth she looked like she was trying to eat several sour candies at the same time.

I sighed. “Go ahead, let it out.”

Himeko covered her face and turned away. I could still hear her laughing but she managed to keep it down to low key laugher combined with a bunch of giggling and chortling. “I’m sorry,” she got out between giggles, “I’m sorry. It was just so unexpected and cute that you did that!”

“Yeah, yeah,” I said dismissively, trying to hide my own blush. “It’s silly, I know! And it’s all more evidence I’m putting the cart before the horse again! For all I know the arcane material of titanium is going to be pretty useless and adamantium would be better allocated to something like platinum or tungsten. It just seemed like some obvious associations when I first came up with this a while ago and they got stuck in my head.”

Himeko got herself back under control, managing to put her polite mask almost perfectly back in place. Her eyes were more alight than ever though. “I suppose if they have to be called something it makes some sense,” she said politely. “At least this way you aren’t coming up with random nonsense or absolutely over the top names.”

I snorted slightly, thinking about it from that perspective. “Double titanium.”

“Giga-light weight materials?” Himeko tossed in.

“I-can’t-believe-it’s-not-unobtanium?”

“Mega Metal?”

“Maximized titanium!”

“Float-anium!”

“Next-ium!”

“God-tanium!”

We both broke down laughing at the sheer ridiculousness that one, relaxing and releasing tension we hadn’t fully appreciated we were carrying.

“Oh man,” I said after a few moments, taking off my glasses to wipe tears from my eyes, “that was a good one. I might have to remember floatanium though, if we get anything that’s actually less dense than this stuff I’m going to be hard pressed to come up with a better name.”

“Is that even possible?” Himeko asked, wiping a few tears from her own eyes.

“Is this?” I tossed back, waving the bar of ‘mithril’ around. I shook my head ruefully. “I doubt it, at least until I’ve got a better idea what how this is working, but I’m not going to rule it out. I’ve already made that mistake once today, I like to think I’m a little bit smarter than that.”

“Fair enough,” Himeko said, she’d apparently decided to give up on her poker face and was just smiling for once.

I carefully clamped the bar of material down to the table and started prepping for some real tests. “I can’t believe how stupid I was,” I said with a self-depreciating smile, talking it all out and laughing with Himeko somehow made me less inclined to take my mistakes too personally. “I assumed that aluminum really would combine with mana into an arcane material, and that the resultant material wouldn’t change much. I mean, I expected it to be even stronger and maybe change a few of its other qualities a little but I didn’t think any further than that. I just assumed it would mostly be business as usual and that after a few tests I’d find out it was simply better in a few ways.” I shook my head again, astounded at my naivety now that I could see it clearly.

“Does it work that way with other arcane materials?” Himeko said, asking the intelligent question.

“No,” I admitted explosively as I continued to marvel at my own stupidity. “I mean, that’s how it works most of the time but there are plenty of other examples of side effects and big changes as well. Like how orichalcum conducts mana so much better or the arcane material of iron can actually be ridiculously flexible if it’s used right.”

“More flexible too?” Himeko asked with an expression of surprise. “That would be useful.”

“Tell me about it,” I said, making a more precise measurement of the bar. After a moment I stopped and made another note about testing how the new material combined with other substances. I doubted it would be that simple or easy but an end product that was only twice as heavy as the current stuff but could bend like rubber? That was worth looking into.

“In any case,” I added, “I did not appreciate just how much I was going to have to test this stuff. I knew some of it intellectually, that’s one of the reasons I made so much of it for a first batch instead of just melting down one or two cans. I was always wondering if this would be more useful for space so I had to consider tests for radiation, vacuum, and extreme cold, but the sheer amount of testing under different conditions just…” I shook my head, unable to put into words just how foolish I’d been.

I guess it’s just that everything is happening so fast, I thought with a twisted sense of amusement. I hadn’t expected to actually be making the arcane material version of aluminum or testing it for years. I’d hoped I’d be able to do it a year or two after starting university, more likely four or five years. If that was the case I’d have been forced to at least grudgingly schedule a bunch of the tests from the get go, there’d have been no way the university would have let me proceed without them. And with all that already prepped I’d have been less surprised and much better prepared for a result like the one I’d gotten. Or at least better prepared to play it off and claim it was all for the better.

Out loud all I said was: “There’s going to be a bunch of tests I can’t do for a while, our school lab’s good but it’s not that good. But I can get a bunch of the basics done and start narrowing down some possibilities.”

“Are you sure I can’t help you with this?” Himeko asked carefully, the implication in her words making it clear she meant the Meiko family as a whole.

I considered it for a few moments. “Positive,” I finally sighed. “As much as I’d love to get a professional to look at this through an electron microscope it’s just too much.”

“Not for my family,” Himeko said firmly. She was pushing me, but she was getting better about not pushing too hard and her tone made it clear she would defer to my wishes it if I absolutely didn’t want to.

“Let me rephrase that,” I said quickly, just a touch worried Himeko might take offense. “It’s too much to expect them to do that without consequences. Seriously Himeko, I can easily believe you could make it happen. But could you make it happen and then have the scientist not tell your father or their superiors about what they’d just gotten? About this stuff?” I indicated the bar of material again.

Himeko looked at the bar of mithril and sighed slightly. “No, you’re right,” she admitted with a hint of reluctance. “Not about this. I might be able to keep them quiet about something a little less fantastical or strange but this would be too much of a breakthrough. At the very least they’d make too many polite requests to my father for further access or findings, enough that he’d have to do a little investigating of his own. I could get us the basics without using too much of my family’s influence but keeping it quiet afterwards is another story.”

I shrugged. “And that’s about what I figured. Don’t get me wrong, at some point I might get desperate or curious enough to chance it. Heck, if this thing does deteriorate back down to regular aluminum I’ll probably ask you. But overall I think it’s best just to leave this as one more item on my wish list.”

“Besides,” I added quickly. “There’s plenty of tests I can run, and probably a few more materials I’ll try to create. Getting some practice, doing some comparisons, seeing how stable this stuff is… those are all much better ideas. I’ll be in a better place to know what I want to do next, and why, if I take the time to do more basic analysis before running the advanced tests. Letting it wait for a few years isn’t going to kill me, and it’ll probably help my credibility a lot more than if I turn up to a materials lab and tell them Hey, I made this by accident. What is it?”

“You’re exaggerating a little,” Himeko noted. After a moment she shrugged. “Not that you’re wrong, showing them something strange and then asking them to do all the work would undermine your credibility.”

“Precisely,” I gave the bar of material a look that mingled frustration and amusement. “Well, time to start earning that credibility.”

I barely had time to finish some basic calculations before Himeko hesitantly asked “Mamoru, if you weren’t testing it before… why were you hovering up in the corner and observing it when I came in?”

“Oh, that,” I flushed just a little at the reminder. “The bar got away from me while my back was turned. I set it down on the table and then turned away for a minute to double check the Bunsen burner was shut down and everything was secured. When I turned back it was already out of reach. I was wondering if it flew away under its own power or if it was just that light. So I figured I’d kill two birds with one stone and test out a spell I’d been working on, I effectively turned my relative gravity down to zero.”

It was basically just a remodelled version of the old ‘lighten load’ spell. Only this one had a little more fine control and could get to a relative zero g state (theoretically). In many ways they weren’t large changes but there were some major practical differences.

“It turned out the air currents in the lab naturally carried me on the same path as the bar. When you came in I was trying to see what happened if I then blocked the air currents with my body. I was having a hard time believing it was that light and I figured it would fall if I got in the way of the air flow. The fact that it rose up in the draft was bad enough, the way it refused to fall again was just unbelievable.”

Himeko frowned a little and changed position, going to where I’d set up the Bunsen burner. She tentatively held out her hand at a few different positions, looking surprised when she found it. “That is a surprisingly strong draft!” she admitted. “I thought the complaints were exaggerated but I’m shocked it’s that noticeable.”

“Complaints?” now I was the one surprised.

“To the Student Council,” Himeko clarified. “We’ve had a lot of students mentioning cold spots and chilly breezes this winter. I hadn’t felt anything personally and I was wondering if it wasn’t just some students whining when they should toughen up. This is a little more significant though.”

I shrugged. “It’s not terribly bad,” I said, “I wouldn’t want to be sitting in it during a class but it wouldn’t be too hard to tough it out if I was stuck there. It’s not enough to affect the experiment and frankly I did the work in that area to help offset the heat of the burner.” Today hadn’t been nearly as bad as forging orichalcum, aluminum had a much lower melting point, but I wasn’t going to turn my nose up at an advantage like that.

“I don’t want to worry you Mamoru,” Himeko said frankly, “but there’s been enough complaints that it’s on the agenda as a task for you.”

I froze for a few seconds. “Great, just great,” I muttered tiredly. A little louder I asked “another science consultant job?”

“Pretty much,” Himeko admitted, “I didn’t think it was likely to happen but if there are spots this bad out there then I might have to change my vote.”

I sighed again. “Well, let me know if it happens. Honestly, this one should be the easiest one yet. It shouldn’t be too hard to give myself some thermal vision,” it wasn’t an actual spell from Avalon but once I’d found out how it worked it hadn’t been difficult to adapt other vision spells into something usable. “After that all I should need to do is walk around the school and look for drafts and cold spots. Identify the places, make a few measurements, write up a report…”

I trailed off. I could tell from the expression on Himeko’s face she was thinking the same thing I was. About how I’d said close to the exact same thing once before.

“Unlike the air quality tests,” I said quickly, “this one shouldn’t blow up on me. Everyone’s already feeling cold spots, it’s not like this is some sort of secret, invisible danger. I’m not going to suddenly stumble in some sort of massive hole in the school that’s been quietly giving people pneumonia.”

Himeko smirked. “We’ll see.” Her smirk quickly vanished, replaced by a look of concern. “Just be careful in whatever you do, okay? The last thing we want to happen is for you to get hurt stumbling over another act of sabotage. That’s one of the reasons this task is on the agenda in the first place, it came up back in December but we kept putting it off. Now the council is worried there’s a spot no one’s found yet and even if there isn’t sending you to look is more proof that we’re doing something instead of sitting around being useless.”

I nodded in understanding. Not too long after January started someone had shattered a series of windows on the school’s third floor. The windows had already been replaced, the school had put in a rush order and there’d been more than enough time to complete the work before the students returned. But it was the last straw, the evidence of continuing and deliberate malice was unavoidable.

The police suspected the perpetrator (or perpetrators, it could have been more than one) had used some sort of makeshift air rifle and fired from a distance, they’d found a few hard projectiles but still had no suspects. Upon our return to classes the faculty had been left with no choice but to admit to the students that someone was sabotaging our school. They’d urged us all to be careful and played down the danger but the fact they’d had to admit it at all was a worrying development.

“I’ll be careful,” I replied seriously. I then held up my wrist. “Between my bracelet, my prepared spells, and the simple fact it’s not likely anything will happen, I actually feel pretty confident this will go smoothly for a change.”

It was kind of amazing how I’d turn out to be both right and wrong about that.
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“Finally!” Eiko said with feeling as she limbered up.  “I thought you were going to wimp out of everything the way things were going.”

I sighed.  “I haven’t had friends long Eiko,” I said with a hint of impatience, “and I’m not that good at being one.  But one thing I do know is you don’t take chances with their health!  Or at the very least, not serious chances with long term consequences.”

We were standing outside on the school’s track.  While it was still a pretty brisk temperature Eiko had insisted she didn’t mind and I had to admit it made more sense to be doing testing in winter rather than the seasons where we were more likely to be dealing with curious onlookers and competitors for the space.  Even in winter a few of the athletics clubs still took the time to use it for runs and exercises, at least on occasion.  Thankfully, with Himeko in our corner we’d had no trouble figuring out times when it was safe to run tests.

Well, reasonably safe, I admitted to myself.  While Eiko was stretching I was carefully putting down a few pieces of paper around the corners of the track.  They would theoretically support a version of the watcher detecting spell and warn me if anyone started turning their eyes in our direction.  They weren’t quite true talismans but they weren’t useless either, sort of like using a crooked tree branch instead of a proper crowbar or steel lever.  If they seemed to work I’d look into making proper talismans based on the spell.

“Come on Mamoru,” Eiko said, the skepticism in her voice warring with excitement.  “If they were really that dangerous then your predecessors wouldn’t have used them.”

I gave her a cynical look that she totally missed as she started doing some toe touches.  I also forced myself to look away as her sweater fell down a little.  The looking away was as much out of embarrassment at my own body as appreciation of Eiko’s, her abdominal muscles were surprisingly well defined.  Damn, I thought with a small blush, that’s not quite a six-pack, and it’s only showing because she’s stretching like that, but it’s still impressive!  Maybe I should start working out a little more.

I spoke a little faster than usual in an attempt to banish the thought.  “You’ve obviously never met any mages other than me.  Give half of them the excuse to take the short and easy route using magic and they’ll do it.  Hell, you’ve seen how that applies to me too!  I could just work harder on keeping quiet or toughing it out but I used the ‘don’t notice me’ talisman before I got access to the Meiko estate!  Do you really think mages would properly pay attention to the long-term effects of their physical spells?  These spells come from long ago, back in the days people used mercury and lead for their medicines!”

That was a lie, back on Avalon we’d been a lot quicker at spotting obvious poisons like those and as old as some of my spells were they weren’t that ancient.  But since I couldn’t tell Eiko the real story I figured that was a good enough excuse.  Longer term and less obvious threats were my real concern, the spells had been created for an environment where people had to deal with much more dangerous and immediate threats!  If you were fighting a dragon or a demon then it was damn well worth risking a heart attack to boost your physical abilities beyond their limits, the results of losing such fights were even worse.  No one paid attention to the long-term effects of what each spell did and how, they were all too worried about the next battle.  And even if the spells were doing harm it would have been easy to miss how and why it was happening.  Most of the time it would be occuring in the middle of a battle so telling what damage had been caused by a spell and what had been the results of claw or club would have been next to impossible.

On top of all that, back on Avalon someone with enough wealth or power could pay to have their wounds fixed with magic.  Heck, truly advanced healing magic extended all the way to fixing nerve damage or having someone’s limb regrown.  It took a ton of mana and several healing specialists working in concert to manage something that difficult, but it could be done.  This served to further blur the lines and disguise any damage the spells themselves might have been doing, someone using them successfully for long enough probably either killed themselves or earned the ability to get themselves fixed up.  While that was great for them and helped explain why such problems could be amortized that same safety net did not exit on Earth.  If I screwed up Eiko’s body using magic then fixing her in the same way wasn’t going to be an option; not without skill, support, and mana reserves that I just did not have.  I was taking no chances.

Eiko finished her stretches and made her way back over to me.  “Alright,” I said, taking out a stopwatch.  “We’ll start with a standard sprint.  You do a 400-meter lap, I’ll time you at both the 100m and 400m points.”

Eiko groaned.  “Really?”

“Hey, we have to get in baseline performance,” I said seriously.  “If you’re generally better or worse today then it effects the readings.  Just be glad I’m getting two in at once so you’re not too tired for the spell based tests.”

“That’s a little ambitious, don’t you think?” Eiko asked, eying me skeptically and obviously referring to my plan to get back to the starting line before she crossed it again.  Even though I’d only be travelling a third of the distance that she was.

From a cold start.  While she was already past the line and moving.  To get into position and monitor her properly, my thoughts prodded me with equal doubt.

“You’re not that fast Eiko,” I said with more confidence than I felt.  “I’ve got long legs.  Don’t worry, I’m not going to try it when you’re under the spells.”  I shrugged.  “Besides, we’re already going to be playing a little fast and loose with the distance trying to combine the two.  I’m not worried if I’m a tenth of a second or two off, so long as we get decent baseline measurements and keep track of them it should be okay for this.”

On one hand I wasn’t happy being so loose.  On the other hand this wasn’t intended to be a tight set of results for an official paper, good enough was going to be good enough for this.

“Alright then,” Eiko said, still sounding less than 100% confident in my abilities.  With that settled we took the positions we’d become more familiar with last time.

Much to Eiko’s disappointment we’d done something similar the previous week.  Only then we’d not used any magic as I got a good read on her unaltered performance.  Or at least what she claimed was her basic performance.  I had a sneaking suspicion Eiko had let herself start slacking a little not long after we’d started, losing some enthusiasm as I put her through the wringer without any magic.  But only a little, I was confident she’d still given me pretty reasonable results, and expecting her to conjure up efforts to the absolute limits of her abilities each time every time would have been pretty unreasonable of me.

The fun of biological testing, I thought wryly as I settled in and tried to unobtrusively stretch my own legs a little.  How did Christopher Anvil put it?  “If atoms could argue, fight back, run away, sulk, plead, throw tantrums…”  I couldn’t remember the rest of the line, something to the effect of how badly we’d suffer trying to use the scientific method to study materials and chemistry.

Of course, chemistry could be bad enough already!  When I thought about how mithril was turning out even without the sort of complications biology could provide…

I shook my head, banishing the thoughts and taking out my cellphone.  I then called Eiko’s number.  Even from my position I could see her accept the call and lay her own phone down beside the track.

I nodded; we’d worked out the system the previous week.  “On your mark!”  I shouted into the phone, readying the stopwatch with my other hand.  “Get set!”

Eiko braced herself in a proper sprinter’s position.

“Go!” I shouted, hitting the stopwatch at the same time.

Eiko exploded off the line, arms and legs a whirlwind of pumping action.  Even bogged down by heavier clothes than the average sprinter she still managed a speed that would have made various school clubs beg her to join them.

I quickly hit the first button as she passed me then managed my own brisk jog to get to the finish line ahead of her.

Despite our fears I managed to make the finish line a good five or six seconds before she did, even at my less than brilliant pace.  I was in position and ready to hit the next button on the stopwatch when she arrived.

“And got it,” I called out as she flew past.

Eiko let her speed bleed off and then circled back around to see me.  “So, how’d I do coach?” she asked as she jogged up.  She tried to sound sarcastic but her honest eagerness undercut her tone.  There was a competitive and driven streak within Eiko that came through in that question, and helped demonstrate why I could trust her to turn in fairly reliable results.

“13.5 seconds for the hundred meters and 57.3 for the four hundred,” there were a few hundredths there as well but I didn’t trust my reflexes or hand-eye coordination enough to bother counting them.

I made a note of the results in both my phone and my notebook.  They were both pretty similar to her results from last week.  She’d shaved a few seconds off her four-hundred-meter time but I’d only gotten to that after running her through a few more sprints beforehand, I figured it was pretty consistent.

“Alright,” she said with only a small gasp as she reoxygenated her body.  “How about we see what happens with magic?”

“Eiko,” I said warningly, carefully picking up piece of equipment I’d gotten from Dr. Yorozu.

Eiko groaned but took the sensor.  She then rolled up her right sleeve and strapped it around her lower arm.  “Fine, fine,” she said grumpily, wincing slightly as the needle pierced her skin.

I nodded and waited for the medical sensor to bring up its results.  It was theoretically an all-in-one diagnostic tool, next generation stuff that the Meiko family was testing.  The idea was that it would be able to deliver heart rate, blood sugar, blood pressure, blood oxygen, and half a dozen additional little signs quickly and effectively.  It was probably the most science fiction-y thing I’d ever seen, while still a lot bulkier than anything you’d see in an actual TV show (the whole device was closer in size to an ultra-thick forearm guard than a bracelet) it still seemed like it should have belonged in a starship’s medical bay rather than a school’s athletic field.

I should probably put quotation marks around that ‘testing’ I noted mentally.  I was pretty sure other parts of their business were actually testing them, the Meiko family just possessed one as a perk.  They were pretty confident about how it would turn out, at least for average cases, and the Meikos were just reaping the early benefits.

Of course, I’m one to talk, I admitted without shame as we waited for the machine to finish its analysis.  I always flinch at accepting Himeko’s largesse and support when it comes to my experiments but the second I’m worried about someone else I’ve got no problem with taking experimental, cutting-edge technology from her.   When I’d approached Dr. Yorozu in preparation for my experiment he’d almost forced the machine on me with Himeko’s not-so-secret blessings.

Almost.  Much to Eiko’s disgust I was in full agreement with Dr. Yorozu, when it came to her health I was taking no chances and once he’d explained what the machine was I’d been enthusiastic about taking it.  The fact that I’d sought out his help, asked his advice, accepted an actual monitoring device, and was obviously in an actual position to keep Eiko from hurting herself had won me a few points with him.  I’d have probably gotten even more if I wasn’t being so secretive, even with Himeko’s blessing that was a hard pill for a doctor to swallow, but the fact I obviously cared about Eiko’s health and was actually trying to take sensible precautions were even bigger factors in my favor.  His shock that I’d asked about her medical history and given him my number so he could warn me if anything came up were so obvious that even I’d been able to see them.

I felt no guilt about taking those steps, my only regret was that it might make turning down future offers from Himeko a little harder.

After another minute the sensor stopped beeping and displayed its information on a small screen.  I quickly copied down the data, the ability to get the results of a whole battery of tests so quickly could not be understated.  I then took the machine back off Eiko’s arm and gently put it aside where it wouldn’t be damaged, Himeko might have been able to make all sorts of crazy things happen but there was no way I was going to treat something that valuable carelessly!  Finally, I faced a slightly impatient Eiko and sighed.  “Alright then,” I said carefully, “we’re going to start off slowly.  ‘Physical Boost’ is supposed to be an all arounder, giving you a… well, a boost, to all your physical abilities.”

Eiko’s eyes lit up and she started bouncing in place a little, obviously keeping her body warm for what was coming next but still giving off the impression she was really excited

“We’re starting this out at low power!” I said warningly.  “Something that’s supposed to affect every physical ability at once sets off all sorts of alarm bells for me!  It should for you too, don’t be careless.”

“I get it Mamoru,” Eiko replied a little testily, “just get on with it!”

I sighed again and quickly cast the spell.  Then, while Eiko did a few new stretches and checked her balance, I quickly cast a spell that would hopefully make me aware of any watchers if they wondered into the area.

“How do you feel?” I asked after the spell was in place.

“Good,” Eiko said thoughtfully.  “Pretty normal if I’m honest, but I think I feel a little more tingly and warmer now that you’ve cast the spell.”

Remember to throw a few fake spells in there, I noted to myself.  Test the placebo affect along the way.  I didn’t think it would have a major effect, not on Eiko, but finding out if it did or not was part of running this sort of experiment.  But that was best done after we’d gone through a few real tests, when Eiko was more used to spells having some sort of effect on her and would be less likely to notice it.

“Alright, let’s reset and do a few more sprints, see how that works,” I said, “we’ll start with another 100 meters.”

I returned to my previous position and we rattled off a quick trio of 100m dashes.  Then we did the same with the 200m dashes.  Despite having run over half a kilometer in the course of a few minutes Eiko was still pretty bouncy and eager as I pulled her in for another check using the machine.

“How are you feeling?” I asked, trying not to show too much worry as we waited for her results.

“Good, still feeling good,” Eiko replied.  She was just slightly out of breath but she was still moving about quite easily, stretching her arms and legs and obviously trying to keep in motion.

“No ill effects, no problems?” I asked, trying to remain detached.

“No.”

“Eiko,” I said frankly, “this whole thing is to conduct tests.  Don’t lie to me or minimalize anything.”

Eiko might have flushed a little or it might just have been her feeling the cold.  “I’m a little bit tired,” she admitted, “but I’m coming back pretty quickly.”

“No aches, no pain?” I pushed slightly.

“Nothing I can feel,” Eiko shrugged.  “Honestly Mamoru, I used to do pretty similar things back in training.  You’re worrying too much.  Yes, I’m not quite as tired and I might normally have a ghost of an ache but that’s about it, I’m not worried if that’s all your spell is doing.”

I frowned slightly, trying not to make a big deal out of it.  That’s the problem with using someone as fit as Eiko, I admitted to myself.  I don’t know if she’s lying.  It seemed possible, I thought she was exaggerating just a little bit but it certainly seemed possible that could be an accurate assessment.  Hell, if we’d been doing our testing on a Sunday instead of after a whole day’s worth of school I’d have probably been willing to buy it.  But after a full day’s worth of classes that seemed a slightly optimistic exception, I’d have expected her to be at least a little more run down than that.

Before I could say anything else the machine beeped and I stopped to copy down all the results.  “Hmm,” I said thoughtfully, looking over the preliminary data.

“What is it?” Eiko asked in return, turning her arm to look at the data for herself.

“Your blood oxygen is elevated,” I reported distractedly, “and your acid levels are awfully low after all that running.”  I looked up at the sky and mused out loud.  “Is that all the spell is doing?” I asked rhetorically, “increasing oxygenation and scrubbing out fatigue poisons?”  That was a bit of a leap but it did help explain how it achieved an all around ‘physical boost’.

“You tell me,” Eiko retorted, “this is your wheelhouse.”

I frowned slightly.  It wasn’t a bad theory, heck that was a pretty safe way to achieve some pretty good results.  But from what I knew of the spell that didn’t seem right, Eiko should be having some increased strength and the results would be pretty balanced.  The increased oxygen and decreased fatigue would improve her endurance for sure, and probably explained her faster times in the 200m, but she’d done faster in the 100m (averaging about a second and a half faster through her three runs) and I suspected she could power through any problems there before simple effects like that could make much of a difference.

It might just be a combination of physical and mental effects, I reminded myself.  Increased performance through the spell, increased strength through the psychological affects of being under the spell.  I didn’t think so but I certainly couldn’t rule it out.  “We’ll do 400-meter and a 1600-meter run next,” I said after a moment.  “It’s your choice if you want to try combining those two or not.”  I figured it was probably best to split them.  Heck I was only doing them so close together since the spell seemed to be keeping her muscles going so well.  But I didn’t want to command her to do the runs in a specific way, for all my worries I still trusted Eiko knew her body best.  I was also mildly curious what Eiko would decide on.  Maybe I need to incorporate some mood monitoring into these tests too, I thought belatedly.  If some of the spells were going to manipulate body chemistry, and it appeared they were, it was probably a good idea.

Eiko thought about it for a few moments.  “Separate,” she said finally.  “I feel good but not so good I think I’ll be able to maintain a 400-meter pace throughout and trying to do them together would affect my time.”

Point in both Eiko and the spell’s favor, I noted with a hint of relief, she’s not lost her sense of judgement or gotten too egotistical.  “Alright, we’ll run you through those then hit up the school’s weight area,” it was a little too small to be called a full weight room but still pretty decent.  “We’ll see if the spell had much effect on raw power.  After that we’ll see how you’re doing and call it a day.”

“You sure?  I could always do more.”

And the other day it was me putting the cart before the horse, I thought wryly.  “Jumping ahead a little, aren’t you?” I said with a hint more smugness than I had the right to.  “You don’t even know how you’ll feel after running, let alone the weights.”

This time Eiko did flush, and took a moment to deliberately take a deep breath in and let it out.  “Sorry,” she said.  She only sounded a little sheepish but given how full forward she usually was even that much was almost a surprise.

I shrugged, feeling a little embarrassed at my own arrogance.  I was probably taking out some of my own mistakes with the mithril project on her.  “Don’t be,” I said, putting in an effort to appear good humored.  “I appreciate the enthusiasm.  But we’re going to do this sensibly and safely Eiko, and that means I don’t want you rushing off to do something you shouldn’t out of stubborn pride or a feeling that you said you would and you don’t want to go back on it.”

“That does sound more like something Himeko would do, doesn’t it?” Eiko asked ruefully.  “Yeah, alright.  I’ll be a little more careful not to overextend myself.  But I have to say Mam, I think you’re underestimating me.”

Mam? I noted in surprise in my head.  I was already amazed that I finally had people outside my family that didn’t just refer to me as Matsuda, the thought I might actually be getting a nickname was enough to make me pause for a few moments.  “Maybe,” I said finally.  “I wouldn’t be surprised.  But Eiko, there’s no guarantee these spells won’t actually reduce your performance.”

“Really?” Eiko looked at me skeptically, like she thought I was lying to her to try and cover up my embarrassment.

I nodded.  “I’m serious.  I don’t think that’s going to happen but I can’t rule it out either.  One of these things could be generating some explosive power at the cost of long-term performance.  Or it could simply be increasing one attribute so much that it gets in the way of a second.”

Eiko nodded in turn.  “Like giving me so much muscle mass my speed and flexibility are impaired?”

“Precisely,” I said, glad she was following along.  “Now I don’t really believe that’s going to happen today, not with a spell like this at low power, but I don’t know that’s not the case either.  Finding that out is the whole point of all this testing.  And if it turns out I’m wrong neither of us want to find that out when you’re trying to bench press 120 kilos.”

She really could bench press that.  And a little more, she was struggling with 130 but she could do it.  I’d figured 120 was a safe ‘unaltered’ maximum we’d use when we did weight testing.  I was even considering doing weight tests before running speed and endurance tests or simply doing them on different days entirely, if she started getting some major increases in strength I was obviously going to need to have magic ready to spot her if something went wrong and I wanted to make sure I had sufficient mana to use.  I could probably guide a 120-kilo weight bar back to the rests (or at least slow it down enough for her to get out of the way!) the old-fashioned way but once we started getting much more than that I was going to be in trouble!

“And good habits are important,” Eiko said, finishing my point for me.  She did it with a small roll of her eye but she was still pretty sincere.  It was obvious that while Eiko might feel impatient about the slow pace she wasn’t stupid or going to ignore the obvious reasons behind it either.  Which wasn’t surprising in retrospect.  I doubted she’d gotten to where she was by being meek or quitting the second something looked a little unsafe but at the same time Eiko hadn’t managed to become as strong and skilled as she was by completely ignoring sanity and limits either.

“Thank you for your understanding,” I said with a small bow, just to drive home the point.

Eiko smirked a little.  “Okay, I get it,” she said tiredly but with a hint of a smile, “believe me, I get it.  My sensei always encourages me to push my limits, and he says my habit of doing that on my own is one of my greatest strengths.  But when we first started it took him a while to make me realize that breaking my limits is something I should only try to do in a real pinch.  I guess it’s been a long time since I’ve had to face that problem.”

I’d never heard it phrased that way before, but once it was spelled out like that it made perfect sense.  “Push your limits but don’t break them,” I said as I considered.  “I like that.”

Eiko gave me a jaundiced look.  “It only works once you’ve trained a little, done some pushing and know what your real limits are Mamoru.  And it’s mostly referring to physical limits.  Don’t go using it as an excuse to slack off.  Or to back off from something you’re afraid of.”

I tried not to react to that.  She knows me too well, I thought.  I’d have been much too tempted to use that as an excuse to back off social interaction or chicken out of various situations if she hadn’t called me on it.

I didn’t want to admit that though.  Since I hadn’t actually done anything I simply said: “Anyway, I don’t have the mana to keep the spells going forever, if you’re rested up let’s get back to testing.”

Eiko shook her head but let my transparent evasion go and returned to her place at the starting line.  What I didn’t realize is that soon I’d have much bigger fish to fry, and a lot more reason to be worried.  I’d heard about Master Tai a lot in the background, coming up now and then in relation to Eiko.  What I hadn’t realized was all this spell use on his student was going to attract his attention. 
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“So, what’s it going to be this time?” Eiko asked when we were back again at the athletics field the next Monday.

“Well first it’s going to be another baseline check,” I told her, trying to give her a serious look over my glasses (and failing miserably). “You’re not getting out of that one.”

“Fine, fine,” Eiko brushed my minor rebuke off like it was nothing. “And then what?”

“And then I think I’ll try a different spell at low power,” I admitted. “I want to see what the basic results are and how they’re different from the ‘physical boost’ spell. The spell itself is constructed quite differently so it should work a different way. Whether it will or if it’ll have any different physical effects on your body…” I trailed off and shrugged. “Well, that’s what we’re here to find out,” I finished a little weakly.

Eiko smiled good naturedly at my awkwardness. “Alright dad,” she said with only a hint of mocking, “so what are we trying today?”

“That I’ll tell you after we’re done another 100m and 400m sprint,” I said more definitively. “No sense in letting you get too excited and having that taint the baseline results.”

Eiko grumbled a bit but in a good-natured manner and we soon got her baseline testing done. She was a hint faster than the previous tests in the 100m but she was a good second and change slower in the 400m.

“Drat!” she said with a surprising amount of feeling after I told her the times.

I looked at her in surprise. “It’s only been… five days? Five days Eiko, you can’t have expected to have gotten faster since then. Heck, a more draining day at school could easily explain that difference.”

Eiko shrugged and just tried to brush it off. I mentally shrugged and filed it away as part of her competitive nature. In any case it was similar enough to the last results to suggest most of the change in the rest of the test would be spell related, that was the main point.

The machine around her arm beeped, signaling it was done, and I recorded those readings in turn. “Blood sugar seems a little lower than last time, did you eat enough for lunch?” I noted.

Eiko gave me a look. “Seriously?” she asked, deadpan.

I paused for a moment. “Yeah, I’m getting little bit nosey and pedantic there,” I admitted after a thinking about it. It wasn’t even that big a difference according to the readings, it was basically whether she’d had a sugary drink or a sugar free drink with her lunch. I wasn’t trying to be that precise or detailed with my observations! “Do tell me if anything serious ever does come up though. Like you had to miss lunch or you’re fasting, that is kind of important.”

“Alright, that’s fair,” Eiko said, humoring me a little. “But I’m here to help you test spells, not help you play amateur dietician. So, what are we testing today?”

“Today I’m going to try out ‘beast’s strength’,” I told her. I gave her a quelling look as her eyes lit up. “Don’t get too excited, I’m not going to put too much power into it and I think the name’s overexaggerated anyway.”

Eiko nodded but there was too much light in her eyes to make me think she’d really taken my warning it to heart. But since I wasn’t going to wait until she calmed down enough I simply sighed and cast the spell, followed quickly by the spell to detect watchers.

… and then I paused. I quickly held up my hand to Eiko signaling her to stop.

To her credit she instantly paused and looked at me in concern. “Why? What is it Mamoru?”

I focused. “I’m not sure…” I said tightly. It was maddening, the spell to detect watchers should have given me an unambiguous result but instead… I focused harder, trying to tighten up the spell. “It’s like there’s something, something just at the edge of the spell…”

“Impressive!” a mighty voice boomed from above us.

Both Eiko and I instantly looked upwards. There was a man standing on top of the school, watching us from the roof.

Before either of us could do anything else the man calmly hopped over the railing and started to slide down the side of the school. In spite of the fact that was a ninety-degree angle.

I instantly activated the ‘mage sight’ function of my glasses, mostly by reflex since I was shocked and it happened too fast. The man was controlling his ki, using it in some way to create friction and attachment between him and the side of the school. It didn’t slow him down too much but apparently it was effective enough for him, he calmly slid down the multiple storeys and hopped off about a meter off the ground. He then quickly made his way to our side in a series of long reaching strides.

“I deliberately kept my gaze unfocused, taking in what was happening as background noise. But you managed to detect it anyway.” He said calmly as he approached.

“Master Tai!” Eiko called out excitedly, running the last few meters towards him and then executing a deep bow the second she was there.

“Hello Eiko,” the man said with a friendly smile, reaching out to ruffle his student’s hair in a familial way.

I just goggled at the man in shock. I’d heard of Eiko’s master before, even seen him in passing back at the hospital, but this was the first good look I’d gotten at him and he was something else! Just for starters he looked like he was two meters tall!

(I’d later find out he was 198.5 cm; it was a minor disappointment to him that he hadn’t cracked the 2-meter barrier.)

And it wasn’t just height too. It was width. And muscle. The guy weighed nearly 160 kilograms and not one kilo of it was fat, and I could tell that even through the full-length overcoat he was wearing! Two or three of those kilos might have been hair though, the man had such a wild head of hair and a beard (black, but salted with lines of silver) that I suspected he used them as weapons. He looked as out of place as a Jojo’s character in Sailor Moon and if I hadn’t just been using mage sight I would have suspected he was an illusion of some sort.

Unfortunately for me he was real. And more importantly: he was a Master.

Eiko was apparently unconcerned, she was merely happy to be talking to a guy that could have easily killed the pair of us with both hands chained up behind his back. “Sensei, it’s so good to see you again! I hope your new year has been good so far.”

The mountain of a man simply laughed heartily. “Hah! Not as good as yours it seems! I knew something was up but I did not expect this!”

Eiko seemed to remember herself. “Sensei,” she said, abruptly speaking in tones she probably had learned at her father’s knee, “this is my friend Matsuda Mamoru. Matsuda, this is my Master, Sensei Tai.”

I bowed deeply and instantly. “It is an honor to meet you sir!” I said quickly, going for maximum deference as quickly as possible.

The man looked me up and down, giving me a detailed scrutiny. I tried not to flinch as he also probed me with his ki, sweeping my aura with his own. While that seemed a bit rude I did not complain. I was A) messing around with his student, that gave him certain privileges and responsibilities. I was also B) not suicidal! That old joke about the 1000-pound gorilla and where he could sleep very much applied to Master Tai.

Eiko’s sensei cocked his head and looked at me frankly. “Curious!” he boomed with unabashed interest. “I’d wondered if I was looking at possession or some sort of illusion but no, you are what you seem to be. A human soul native to its own body, one very familiar with magic.”

Am I though? I wondered, momentarily distracted by the master’s statement. It’s not my original body. On the other hand, it has grown… I’m not even sure how to finish that statement. With me? Around my soul? Bonded to me? It was an odd kind of Ship of Theseus question the more I thought about it. Whatever, I’ve come by it more or less naturally. After all, if I’d only just regained my memories of my past life, would I suddenly claim that didn’t make my soul native to my body?

I was snapped back out of my philosophical questions by Master Tai’s next words. “Where is your Master, boy?”

I saw multiple different emotions flit over Eiko’s face, a combination of curiosity, concern, and embarrassment over her master’s bluntness. She would never have dared ask a question like that, as much as she might have wanted to. That didn’t mean she didn’t want to know the answer.

A dozen different responses ran through my own brain. I went with the obvious one first and prayed it would work. I bowed respectfully to Master Tai again and said “my apologies Tai-domo, but I cannot tell you that.”

Master Tai’s eyes glinted slightly. “I suggest you rethink that answer,” he ground out, letting a hint of danger creep into his tone. My bracelet gave me a slight squeeze just in case I thought he was bluffing.

“Master Tai- “ Eiko began respectfully. Unfortunately her master cut her off with a raised hand, never taking his eyes off me.

“Remain silent Eiko,” he said, firmly but not unkindly. “I don't like interfering in your journey, I originally planned to promote you to journeyman status this year. But right now you are still an apprentice, and as highly as I regard you I have not taught you about magic yet. I saw no need, I never expected you to encounter anything this advanced this soon. That was obviously my mistake, and I will correct it before it endangers my student.”

“Master Tai,” Eiko tried again after he stopped and dropped his hand. She bowed deeply again and strove to sound humble even if she sounded just a hint desperate. “This is my friend Matsuda Mamoru, you don’t have to do this.”

“Is he your friend, Eiko-san?” Master Tai responded, taking his eyes off me to give his student the courtesy of facing her directly. His aura on the other hand expanded to encompass us both and I knew any sort of twitch of my power would be noticed. As if to verify that my warning bracelet gave me a soft but deep squeeze.

“I thought I detected a faint wisp of magic upon you when you ended up in the hospital,” he said grimly. “I dismissed it as a blessing or a healing spell that a worried bystander or doctor had cast upon you. But now I find you suddenly calling a strange boy your friend, a boy you were a little worried about the last time I came to the estate. And you are letting him cast spells upon you.”

“We’re testing them!” Eiko protested urgently.

“Are you?” her master asked. “Or have you been caught in the magic of a sorcerer? A teenaged boy who shows this level of power is suspicious Eiko. And one who is seeking to deliberately cast spells on a young, attractive, but inexperienced martial artist is even more so.”

“Fuck,” I said softly, suddenly understanding some of his concerns. And the hell of it was: he was right. Back on Avalon something like this would have set off a bunch of alarm bells for me too. Someone as relatively strong and experienced as me who was only seventeen years old would have been an eyebrow raising surprise. Not impossible, gifted students did arise and I was hardly a once in a generation genius. But a human as powerful and skilled as I was and not being willing to name a master or a school where I was learning? That pointed in one dangerous direction: dark magic. Someone who was ‘cheating’ to get stronger faster by dealing with forbidden practices or darker powers. And someone like that would very much love to get their hands on someone like Eiko for all sorts of reasons.

Master Tai apparently heard me. He simply turned back to face me and nodded solemnly. “So I ask once again boy: who is your Master?”

I broke out into a cold sweat, caught in the jaws of a cruel trap. Eiko’s master had every right and reason to be asking those questions, his responsibility to her demanded no less. As her teacher it was his duty and honor to guard Eiko from threats like I could have been until she was ready to face them. Heck, I suspected he would have felt that way even if he wasn’t her teacher! And as talented as Eiko might have been she still had a fair way to go until she became a master.

Unfortunately, I couldn’t see any good answer to his question! Back on Avalon I’d have immediately pointed out my school and teachers, and after they’d verified I wasn’t lying that would have been good enough for nearly anyone. But that wasn’t an option on Earth. Making up a fake master seemed suicidally stupid, as did any sort of lie, but telling the truth to Master Tai… well it was slightly preferable to being beaten to death but I was pretty sure he’d either think I was a madman or assume I was using it as an excuse to conceal dark magic! I might have been able to get away with the reincarnation angle if not for the other world factor, and frankly even the idea I'd been reincarnated would raise suspicions about dark magic if I wasn’t careful.

That left me in a cruel pinch. As if to verify that my warning bracelet started to squeeze my wrist more urgently. I bowed once more. A little more desperately I said “my apologies Tai-domo, promises and requirements of secrecy require that I do not tell you!”

I was stretching the truth a little with that, not quite outright lying but being more misleading than I wanted to get in front of a Master.

Unfortunately, even if that was the truth it was a truth that could have also applied to a dark magic user. Master Tai’s gaze hardened. “I ask you a third time, and it is the last time I will ask you, boy. Who is your Master?”

My warning bracelet started throbbing on my wrist and I saw Eiko tense up, preparing to rush to my defense in spite of how hopeless that would be. Desperate to avoid disaster I called out. “I no longer have a master! I claim mastery in the name of the Hlaan-Thaugh Tanarious College!”

That brought everyone up a little short, especially since the name had been in Ocean Tongue. It had been the truth however, I had graduated from that school back on Avalon and I was pretty sure Master Tai could determine if I was lying.

But, just like the claim my current body was ‘mine’ was a little specious, my claim to a title from my previous life was a bit iffy. Heck, I’d never been granted the ‘true’ title of mastery, while I believed I’d been more qualified for it then many so-called ‘masters’ politics and bureaucracy had meant I’d never officially received the recognition.

I wasn’t sure if Master Tai detected my doubts or was just suspicious of any seventeen-year-old claiming mastery. “You say you're a Master?” he asked suspiciously.

I took a deep breath and slowly let it go. The only way out I could see was forward. “Yes,” I said. I immediately added “barely, and a newly minted one at that. I do not consider myself a strong or a good master, but I am a master.”

Master Tai eased back thoughtfully and my warning bracelet stopped squeezing me quite so fast. It didn’t completely cease though.

I had, however, put Master Tai in a bit of a pinch of his own. If I was a master then his line of questioning was rude and insulting. He still had a responsibility to protect his own student but as a master, especially of a different art then his, then I would be owed the benefit of the doubt. The title would mean I’d earned both my skill and his acknowledgement, at least to a minimum level, and my claim about promises and secrets would have to be respected on its own level.

Don’t get me wrong, I was over romanticizing and simplifying things a heck of a lot. This wasn’t some codified agreement with a lot of written rules, it was simply a bunch of common-sense decisions filtered through manners. A master was someone considered skilled and qualified in their field, just like a M.D. or Ph.D. However, when it came to fields like Martial Arts or Magic there was the added concern of how much damage they could do, both to themselves and others. It made sense to check on a student in one of those fields, and if you had some worries about them then run those worries by a master (preferably one of their teachers). And if they seemed to be doing something they shouldn’t be (like a medical student offering their services for pay!) it was a pretty good idea to shut them down rather than trusting they were qualified enough.

But one of the other unofficial responsibilities of being a master was not interfering with other masters lightly, it was assumed you knew what you were doing. Master Tai was rightfully suspicious of my claim though.

“You’re really a Master?” he asked, unable to keep some skepticism out of his tone even though he tried to sound a little more polite.

I took another deep breath. “Yes,” I said, even though I felt conflicted in claiming that title.

Master Tai squared his enormous shoulders and looked at me with a determined frown. “Forgive me for asking this,” he said, this time sounding a lot more formal and with an actual touch of regret. “But I require proof.”

“Fair,” I said, repressing a small sigh of relief. It was a totally legitimate concern, and as badly as things could still go I had kind of expected it. I was far from relaxed but at least everything was heading in a better direction. “What did you have in mind?”

“You must prove to me your skill,” Master Tai said, a determined expression on his face.

The bottom dropped out of my stomach, something about the way he said that… “Could you be a little more specific?” I asked cautiously. “I don’t want to be… I don’t want to jump to any conclusions, but I’m not sure how much experience you have with magic and I don’t want to encourage you to ask for something stupid.”

Half a second later my brain caught up with my mouth. “Something stupid either way!” I added quickly, blushing and bringing up my hands in a defensive gesture. “I don’t want you asking for the moon but I don’t want you asking for something too simple and to accidentally give you the wrong impression! You could start underestimating people or thinking unqualified people are masters that way!”

To my relief Master Tai just let loose a hearty belly laugh. “Ha-hah!” he roared. “You might not have a master’s courage but at least you have some pride in your art!”

I considered that and after a moment decided to keep my mouth shut. That’s one way of taking it, I decided, too relieved to argue for a less charitable interpretation.

“No boy,” Master Tai answered, losing the laughter and looking at me seriously. “You must prove your skill by stopping me.”

I chewed my lips for a few moments, trying to think ahead and not to put my foot in my mouth so soon after my most recent mistake. “I’m sorry if I sound repetitive, but could you expand on that a little?” I said finally. “I’m not sure it proves much. If I was a master of healing magic I probably couldn’t stop you in a fight, although I suppose I might manage a healing spell to put you to sleep or something. And if I was a combat master you beating me wouldn’t prove that I wasn’t a master, merely that you were a better fighter than I was.”

To my immense relief Master Tai merely nodded firmly. “Well spoken, that kind of question suggests you might be a master after all.” My relief immediately went away as he continued. “You must do your best to resist me. I've faced mages in the past, your methods and their effectiveness will demonstrate your skill and if you truly deserve the title of Master.”

“Sensei- “ Eiko began again, giving me a worried look.

“Quiet Eiko,” he said, once again holding up his hand. And once again Eiko instantly fell silent, giving me further proof of the profound respect she held for Master Tai. “If this guy truly is who he claims to be then he must back up his claims of mastery. Either that or I will be forced to question what else he might be lying about.”

My stomach bubbled and burbled unmercifully, it had been too long since lunch and the unexpected stress on an empty stomach made me want to call for a bathroom break. Unfortunately, I doubted such a break would have done anything even if Master Tai had been willing, except maybe giving me more time to fret and panic. “Sorry Eiko,” I said, belatedly dropping the watcher monitoring spell and the ‘beast’s strength’ spell I had cast on her. “It looks like testing is going to have to wait for another day.”

I was going to need all the mana I had if I wanted to stand a chance of impressing Master Tai. I crouched down slightly and turned to face Master Tai with my right side, bracing myself against the ground while presenting a slightly smaller target. Then I took a good thirty seconds to cast the best shield spell I could come up with, conjuring it between Master Tai and myself.

The Master smiled, completely unperturbed by the glowing circle of magic that had materialized. “That’s more like it!” he said. Then, with no further preamble or preparation, he launched himself straight at the shield.

Rattattatatattaat!

A dozen blows rained against the shield in mere seconds, making a sound like a fierce monsoon driving bullets of rain against a tin roof. Master Tai’s arms appeared as blurred shadows attached to his shoulders. I had thought I’d seen martial skill in Himeko’s fight, in Eiko’s. Now I realized just how far they stood behind a true master.

Ratatatatatataa!

And still he kept it up! No, the pace is increasing, I thought in amazement as I felt the pressure against the shield growing. An ordinary man wouldn’t have been able to keep such an assault going, but Eiko’s sensei was a master amongst masters! I’d made claim to the title and if I was undeserving then he was not going to hesitate to put me in my place!

Ratatatat-tatatata!

I gritted my teeth and dug my feet in a little more, thankful that I hadn’t been a prideful idiot. I hadn’t settled for the simplest but strongest shield I could manage, I’d added in a few flourishes and refinements as a precaution against Master Tai’s potential. Not many, I hadn’t wanted to risk screwing myself up by getting too fancy, but a few. One of them was the equivalent of a shock absorber, I didn’t want to think about how I’d have been doing if that hadn’t been there. Master Tai would probably have already battered me into unconsciousness through whatever force had transferred through the shield, like I was standing next to a large drum and getting pounded by the transmitted sound waves.

Ratatatatattatata!

Not that I was doing brilliantly. I was barely holding my own and I had already identified a half dozen ways in which I could have done the shield better. Power absorbers and cushions, not to mention spells to reflect some of the force right back at him and reduce the danger of an unrelenting assault like his! As much as I’d been afraid of him I’d never even imagined such a forceful barrage, let alone a sustained one!

“Good, good!” Master Tai said happily, not even breathing that hard despite the rate at which his fists were flying. “Now it’s time we get serious!”

Wha- I barely had time to think before Master Tai took it up another notch!

RATTATATATATTATATA!

My eyes bulged and I stumbled back a few steps. The physical component of the attack had not changed but Master Tai had started to actively work ki into his blows. Now each attack hit with three or four times the force it had before.

RATATATATATATATATAT!

No, it was more then that! Each blow was shaped like an awl, stabbing deeply into the shield. I could feel them poking at the sigils, each blow another strike directly at the shield’s integrity as his ki struck the mana I controlled. For all that I’d claimed mastery, I could already feel the spell itself start to waver.

I gritted my teeth and focused my will, clamping down my grip on the spell and forcing the sigils to remain whole! This was the ‘physical’ side of magic, the part where I channeled the mana through my body and shaped the sigils according to my will and skill. For over a decade, building up my mana paths and training my new body had been one of the biggest drains on the mana I’d collected. While a spell worked through certain laws and rules the shaping of it was via my actions! The years of preparation became more important than ever as I focused my entire being on holding the spell together in the face of Master Tai’s relentless assault.

RATATATATTATATATA!

For me nothing existed beside the spell, the flow of mana through me and the shape of each sigil. I held the whole complicated arrangement in my mind and being, willing it to stay in place even as Master Tai poked holes in it faster then I could fix them. My vision darkened, my perception of time ceased, I’m not sure I even remembered to breath. For me, the spell was all.

It wasn’t enough.

RATATAT-

There was a sound, somewhere between a screech, a pop, and a shattering noise. Master Tai’s fist exploded through the shield, sending the remnants of it flying in a thousand different directions. I collapsed backwards, almost losing consciousness as I was hit with the backlash of the spell, the exhaustion of my efforts, and a not inconsequential blast of air from Master Tai’s fist as he stopped his blow a few centimeters from my face. I didn’t really notice that though, I was too stunned and I just barely managed to land on my arm and shoulder instead of my head!

“Mamoru!” Eiko yelled in concern, instantly running to my side.

I just laid there, dazed. I was probably even more out of it at that moment then I had been after the beating Harada had given me. Of course Harada’s beating had been merely physical, the destruction of the spell I’d been holding had fed back mana and a ghost of Master Tai’s ki into my body. Combine that with the physical stress of holding onto my spell and I had been battered on multiple levels. I was barely aware of Eiko kneeling down beside me and helping me up to a sitting position.

I did come out of it a little as Master Tai laughed again. “Hah-ha! I will be dipped in batter and fried in oil!” he exclaimed in a tone that sounded surprisingly pleased. “Every time I think I know what to expect the universe throws another surprise at me!”

“It has a way of doing that,” I muttered woozily, still too unfocused to realize what I was saying.

“That it does young Master Matsuda,” Master Tai said with a warm smile. “That it does! And while I love the lessons the universe gives me I am always humbled to find out the things I still have to learn and strides I still have to make. I thought I was blessed to find a student as gifted and dedicated as Eiko, but in my pride at her progress I discover I was being blinded. To find such a young master as yourself, further along even then she is…” he trailed off and shook his head. Not in negation, but amusement and wonder at what he’d discovered.

Eiko picked up on it much faster than I did. “But… he lost,” she asked, sounding surprisingly hopeful for her words.

“Of course I fucking lost!” I said with a surprising amount of force given that I was still reeling. “Did you think I was ever going to beat your master?” In any sort of real fight Master Tai would simply have gone around my shield and laid me out. And that was assuming he even bothered to giving me the courtesy of the time to put it up in the first place! Granted, in a real fight my precaution should have activated and bought me a little time but even assuming that worked perfectly (heck, even assuming a best-case scenario where I got an extra few seconds on top of that as Master Tai re-evaluated the situation) there was still no way I would have been able to reverse the situation. Not against Master Tai.

Eiko opened up her mouth again, then quickly shut it as it all came together for her. Master Tai had honored my display by choosing to match his strength and skill directly against my own. His had still proven stronger, but I had apparently managed to clear whatever bar he’d set ‘mastery’ at. “My apologies sensei,” Eiko said, bowing awkwardly as she attempted to show respect even while supporting me, “I am slow.”

“You were surprised and worried about your friend,” her Master corrected her with only a hint of rebuke. “I get it, especially since I have spent the last few minutes undermining your judgement. And I was wrong. And for that, I must apologize to you. It is one of the reasons I love being a teacher, how much I can learn from my students.” He matched actions with words and gave Eiko a small bow, stunning us both.

I’d been a little surprised that Eiko was the last to realize it but her Master’s explanation cleared that up for me. “Sorry Eiko,” I said with a small flush of my own, realising how rude I’d been a few moments earlier. Like her, I had my excuses. But she was still handling her side of things better than I was my own.

To wit… “so, you really do acknowledge me as a Master?” I asked tentatively, wanting to make sure I’d heard him right.

“Indeed!” Master Tai said with a warm smile. “I wasn’t expecting western type sorcery, I have much more experience with talisman based magic and shamans.”

Oh? Oh! Oh I want to know more about that! I thought eagerly inside my head. After so long keeping my head down to build up my own position I was way behind on seeing what was actually hidden in the corners of the world. I quickly quashed my curiosity and carefully shifted that thought aside, I’d only just managed to convince the man I was a master. If I started babbling and pestering him too much on the subject, revealing my own ignorance, I was likely to put myself back at square one. But I made a note of it for later, something to casually and carefully ask questions about if the subject came up.

“You’ve seen magic Master?” Eiko asked, saving me from any sort of response.

“Of course,” Master Tai said with a smile. He then shook his shaggy head, “I suppose I've been keeping that from you, haven’t I? It isn’t a common thing and I wanted you to have more of a grasp on the basics and an appreciation of your own skills before I brought it up. I’ve seen too many people who despaired about ‘only’ having martial arts in the face of magic.”

“Thank you!” I once again spoke with a little more feeling then I should have. In my defense I was still recovering from the multiple blows. “See Eiko? He gets it. Magic is just one more thing, no more or less special than anything else.”

Master Tai shook his head ruefully. “I probably should have led with that,” he admitted, “that one statement shows the perspective of a master even more than our contest. I’ve seen too many young men in love with what magic can do for them make dark pacts in exchange for more power.”

I winced slightly. While I might have doubted my mastery those few words painted a vivid picture for me. “And let me guess,” I said in a voice filled with disgust, “none of them had masters?”

“Some of them did,” Master Tai said, giving me a knowing eye. “But only in the sense that they’d given themselves over to the demons in exchange for power and instruction in how to use it. I couldn't tell you if they were smarter or stupider than the ones who made less constrictive deals only for power.”

I carefully made no answer to that. It was a complicated question, and a shameful one for me. Back on Avalon we’d used knowledge that had originally come from demonic pacts after the original dark mages were destroyed and their records recovered. The knowledge itself was just knowledge, neither inherently good or evil, and had proven useful over the years. But, just like medical knowledge gleaned from Nazi experiments, the thought of using it left a bad taste in the mouth. Was it better to have some small amount of good come from such evil things or did that just open the door a bit wider for every fool who claimed ‘the ends justify the means’?

“But I thought- “ Eiko began, belatedly cutting herself off as she realized she was starting to sound a little desperate. I welcomed the interruption from my own unanswerable question and turned all my attention to her.

Eiko carefully took a deep breath, recentered herself, and more normally asked her Master “Why wouldn’t you tell me about this if magic is such a common thing?”

“Eiko-san,” Master Tai sighed, “it is not a common thing. It's just like how crime is not that common but a police officer will encounter it daily. Being a Master means we have a responsibility to use our skills for the betterment of the world and the protection of others, that means I encounter demons, sorcerers, and dark magic far more often than the man on the street. And I still don’t come across it that often! I only encounter anything really supernatural two or three times a year. And even that is only after years of establishing a reputation and contacts that will bring such things to me! That is why I felt it best not to confuse or discourage you by bringing it up before now.”

While he’d talked Eiko had helped me to my feet. She carefully let me go and, after making sure I wasn’t going to fall, she turned to face her Master again and bowed deeply. “I see. I apologize for my presumption sensei, thank you for your knowledge.”

I carefully planted my feet, it was getting easier to stand by myself the longer I was up but the shock of everything but meant I was still less than steady. “I too thank you for your instruction and example Master Tai,” I said, carefully bowing as low as I thought I could manage. “While I must stand by the need to protect certain secrets I formally acknowledge your interest and right to look out for your student. In fact, that brings us to the next point.”

“Oh?” Master Tai said, looking at me with interest. “What do you mean?”

“I am… that is, Eiko is helping me in testing out various spells meant to increase a person’s physical abilities,” I explained. “I am trying to be careful about it but the whole reason I am doing these tests in the first place is to figure out the mechanisms by which each spell works and the risks involved with them. While I trust myself and Doctor Yorozu to determine any purely physical changes I admit I am a little worried about effects on Eiko’s energy pathways.”

Master Tai frowned. “ ‘figure out the mechanisms by which each spell works…’ “ he repeated, obviously thinking over the words carefully. His gaze sharpened and he gave me a serious look. “You’re trying to analyze the spells scientifically.”

He didn’t seem pleased but he didn’t look angry either. “In a word: yes,” I admitted carefully.

His expression softened but he still didn’t look happy. “I’m not sure that will work,” he said thoughtfully. “Science doesn’t know as much about the body as it likes to think it does, trying to use it while using magic on the body on top of that… that’s ambitious.” It was obvious he was being nice and substituting ambitious for something a little less polite.

“A little,” I admitted, “and I’m not trying to probe all the deeper mysteries. But we know a lot more than we used to, and at least some of these spells are using- seem to be using recognized mechanisms. Last week the spell we tested increased the blood’s oxygenation and filtered out fatigue toxins. Seems to have increased the blood’s oxygenation and filtered out fatigue toxins,” I corrected myself quickly. “It might have done a little more but I saw barely any increase in the tests of pure strength.” That might have just been due to the low level of power I’d been testing at though, I really wanted to see what happened when I pumped the ‘physical boost’ spell up a bit.

Master Tai looked at me thoughtfully.

“I’m trying not to be too arrogant here,” I said, making an effort to be humble. It wasn’t too hard in the face of Master Tai, it was just that I had a tendency to get passionate when talking about my research after years of keeping it bottled up. “I know I’m not going to get everything. In fact, my main purpose is to figure out how safe it is to use such spells on myself or other people.”

“Safe?” Master Tai’s gaze sharpened at that word. He then grew much more thoughtful, looking inward. “Of course,” he muttered softly, stroking his wild beard, “just like a doctor using medicine on a person or a master boosting an uninitiated person’s ki.”

It was almost frightening to see such a mountain of a man being so thoughtful. Perhaps I should pay a little more attention to what Master means too, my conscience prodded me sharply. Master Tai hadn’t got his title purely on muscles or reflexes, he might come off as open and direct but he knew (and more importantly, he understood) things that laypeople had no idea about.

“If you already know anything I don’t, please feel free to tell me,” I said quickly. “I have no desire to hurt Eiko purely out of ignorance!”

“Mamoru- “ Eiko began sharply, her expression making it clear she was pretty fed up with my protective instincts.

“And how has your ki training been coming my student?” Master Tai interrupted her in a booming voice.

Eiko flushed slightly and turned back to face him, bowing in apology. “My apologies Master, it goes slow.”

Her Master sighed slightly. “As I thought,” he said, he was gentle but there was a hint of rebuke in his tone. “Your friend and I were both right to worry Eiko. While you haven’t fallen yet I see your stance has gotten a little sloppy and you are off balance.”

“Sensei?” Eiko asked, trying to repress a little hurt.

Master Tai smiled gently at her. “Eiko, I left you alone because it was a good opportunity. I had more things than usual to see to after all that time training in the woods and once I was sure you’d be alright physically I figured it would be a good chance for you to focus on recovery, to learn the importance of it and how to handle it properly. And that bit you did quite well.”

“However,” he added, his tone turning sterner. “Other things happened. Your discovery of magic has led to you slacking a little in your ki exercises and practice, seeing what your friend can do with his spells has discouraged you and meant you haven’t been giving them your all.”

Eiko flushed a deeper scarlet then I’d even seen before on her and she couldn’t meet his gaze. So that’s what it takes to truly embarrass her, I thought with a mixture of amusement and sympathy, being caught slacking off by her teacher.

“Like I said before,” her Master continued, softening his tone a little, “that was one of the reasons I hadn’t mentioned magic to you yet. I don't think you’re doing it consciously, but I can tell you're doing it. And with something as esoteric as your ki the intent and spirit behind it matters even more than it would with a physical exercise. You cannot simply go through the motions and make the same sort of advances.”

“Normally it wouldn’t be too much a problem, you’d still be making progress even if it was at a much slower rate. But your friend’s spellcasting has been leaking mana into your ki pathways at the same time.”

I jolted a bit in surprise. “Oh sh- I’m sorry Eiko, I never thought about that,” I said, instantly apologetic. I’d even warned them over two months ago about how it was hard to train your body to carry both mana and ki. I hadn’t been putting much mana into her system, but every time I cast a spell upon her some of the mana must have been leaking. It wasn’t anything intentional, but mess around too much with both energies too forcefully and things happened (just like how I’d been stunned and absorbed a hint of Master Tai’s ki in the fight). For Eiko’s developing pathways it must have been like she was trying to form proper callouses but I was giving them a quick soak and a couple of swipes with a loofa stone every time I cast a spell on her.

Master Tai shook his head ruefully, once again sending his wild hair flying in every direction. “Don't be too worried Master Matsuda, I can tell you haven’t done too much yet. But between the two separate factors I can tell her ki paths have actually degraded slightly since this summer. If she was even a year or two more advanced I doubt you’d have had any effect on her but she's still in training, Eiko's energy channels have not properly developed yet.”

Eiko carefully schooled her face but her Master saw through it. “You may speak my student,” he said formally.

“I am sorry Master,” she said, obviously upset and fighting conflicted feelings, “does this mean I won't be able to help Mamoru in his tests?”

“I can tell you're upset at that,” Master Tai said with a spark of humor, “but how much of that is disappointing a friend… and how much of that is disappointment at not getting to test out enhanced physical abilities?”

Eiko’s flush was less dramatic than before, but it was still obvious. She managed to maintain eye contact with her Master this time but she clearly struggled with it.

“Thought so,” Master Tai said with a small smirk, “not all the dangers of magic are so obvious and easily avoided.”

“Eiko,” he continued, his voice firming up and taking on a more formal cadence. “You have been a little careless. Instead of letting your friend’s abilities inspire you on to greater heights and efforts you have let them discourage you. You have been both poisoned by despair and worry you would not be able to do such things and simultaneously seduced by the thought of letting someone else’s power buoy you instead of getting to such heights on your own, giving you an easy way to experience things you won’t be able to do yourself for years. And in doing all this you have slowed your own development.”

“However,” he gentled his rebuke with another small smile, “you have also discovered the truth of magic all by yourself and taken some major steps on your own journey. You have made contact with another gifted young individual and sought to explore new territory. That you haven’t done it perfectly is cause for correction, but not derision.”

“You may continue aiding young Master Matsuda in his research IF, and only if, you work harder on your ki exercises and run such tests only once every other week.”

“Young Master Matsuda!” he said firmly, turning to me.

“Yes?” I said instantly, my back going ramrod straight at his serious tone.

“You may have the services of my student that often if you assist her in turn. At least once a week I want you to run a similar exercise with her that you did with me. She must try to break through your shield.”

I instantly bit my lip and just managed to keep back the she won’t be able to line.

Master Tai smirked slightly, of course he already knew that. “She won’t be able to yet, not if you create a shield as powerful as you did against me, but that’s not the point. All three of us know she could take you in a real fight.”

Most real fights, my pride protested. There were certain circumstances under which I could have won. On the other hand, there were a whole heck of a lot more under which she’d kick my ass.

“She needs to realize both sides of that, how she is superior then you in some ways but inferior in others. The exercise will let her get in full strength practice, encourage her to master her ki, and drive home the lesson about bypassing an enemy’s strong point rather than beating your head against it. After a week or two of practices I am sure the first thing she’ll do in a real fight is swivel around her opponent’s shield and kick them in the head really hard, grateful to finally be allowed to do so after all this time.”

He doesn’t look that clever, I thought, gazing upon him with new respect, but looks can be really deceiving. He was right though, nothing would inspire Eiko to beat magic more then a frustrating exercise like that. She would get stronger, both in body and mind. And I had a sneaking suspicion it was meant to be some backhanded training for me too, more practice in using shields and getting used to combat.

“Student, do you understand!” he boomed once again.

“Yes Sensei!” Eiko projected back, not quite shouting but obviously putting spirit into her words.

“Good,” Master Tai nodded. He then took another look around at all of us, standing around tired and off balance on the edge of the school’s track, and smiled slightly. “Come on, I think that’s enough of the serious stuff. Let’s go get a drink.”
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Master Tai took us to a café a couple of blocks away, far enough off the beaten track the students didn’t go there too often but close enough I’d heard of it before. The staff didn’t quite take our sudden appearance in stride, the one-two punch of Master Tai followed by me was a bit much even for Japanese discipline, but they did a good job under the circumstances. We all found a seat away from the windows and settled down to order.

“I recommend any of their chocolate cakes,” Master Tai noted enthusiastically as we looked over the menu. “I personally prefer another café whenever I’m in Tokyo but this one is a good third or fourth choice. They’re fine in general but there’s just something they do with their chocolate that elevates those dishes.”

This isn’t the strangest day of my life, I reflected as I thought about the cake selecting advice from the 2-meter-tall martial arts master, but I think it might make the top five. Considering that list included such luminaries as Himeko’s fight in the construction yard (especially given the rest of the day), Eiko’s fight against the gangsters (ditto), my cousin’s possession, and just being born into a new world that put the whole situation in rarified company!

“Please,” Master Tai said in a surprisingly calm voice. “My treat. Tell me if I’m making you nervous. I’m trying to make everyone comfortable but I’m not sure I’m doing it right, you’re still a little wound up and I’m afraid I’m still coming off as aggressive.”

“No no,” I said a little too quickly, “it’s fine.”

“Mamoru,” Eiko said, giving me a patronizing look, “he’s not going to bite you.”

Master Tai heaved a big sigh and it was like watching mountains shift. “You can’t blame him for thinking that, this is strange for me too. He’s not familiar with me, I’m not familiar with doing things this way, and I’m worried I still look like I’m in combat mode. Tell me truly Master Mamoru, I can go from resting to fighting in an instant but I’ve gotten to the point where I don’t do that unless I need to. Do I still seem like I still want to fight?”

“You seem to be loosening up,” I said cautiously after a few moments. It was hard to put a finger on just what the difference was. He wasn’t suddenly a completely different person, and his calm demeanor seemed a touch forced, but even accounting for that he’d turned down the intensity and seriousness a few notches. It was similar to how cold and dispassionate Eiko could seem when she was ready to fight, only in reverse. He actually seemed a little calmer and less passionate now that he wasn’t looking at combat.

“Good. I’m not used to being the senior master in the room at one of these things,” Master Tai admitted with a rumbling chuckle, “usually we’re all going out for sake and we’re either all roughly equal or I’m in the middle ranks. I’m thankful for the new experience… but if I wasn’t I’d probably start to worry I was getting old.”

“Master Tai!” Eiko said, sounding both amused and slightly scandalized by his words.

I carefully said nothing. It was hard to guess Master Tai’s age, the combination of his extreme fitness with a somewhat weathered and unkempt appearance meant he could have been anywhere from mid thirties to mid sixties and not surprised me. I did not intend to accidentally offend him by guessing wrong!

“Hey, doing this at a café is a new one for me,” Master Tai continued cheerfully. “Most of the time we’re all drinking, even the old masters usually like the excuse to feel young again and put away some booze. Occasionally you get some kind of fanatic who just sticks to tea but this is the first time I’ve done this bit outside of a bar of some sort, and I’m the lead member!”

“This happens to you a lot?” I asked cautiously. That seemed a little too… anime to be true. Thought the reincarnated mage from another world, my conscience prodded me.

“More often than running into the supernatural,” Master Tai shrugged. “Two masters meet. They want to see where they stand in the pecking order, actually try out some of their moves, pick up a few new tricks from a fellow master so of course they…” he looked at Eiko, hesitated, and then emphasized, “they spar vigorously! I mean that Eiko, basically the same sort of level you saw in the mountains. Nothing more and nothing less.”

“Yes sensei.” Eiko responded instantly.

Before I could read too much into that Master Tai resumed his explanation. “After things are settled they laugh it off and go for some sake, it helps calm things down and blow off any remaining steam because it’s not like we go all out at a ‘fight to the death’ intensity, we’ve broken the ice but there’s usually a little talk about ‘in a real fight I would have done this’ ‘yes but I would have countered with this’ and the alcohol makes all that go a lot smoother. After the masters are done getting drunk and talking openly it’s we've usually said everything there is to be said, so there are no hard feelings or grudges that develop. It doesn’t always work out that way but it’s a been pretty good opening move.”

“I’ll have three slices of the triple layer fudge cake,” he added to the waitress that tentatively approached our table. “And some milk please.”

“I’ll just have one slice please,” I said, too off balance from what was happening to try and think about anything complicated.

“I’ll try the angel’s food cake,” Eiko said, giving her master a jaundiced look. “And some tea please.”

Once the waitress had left Eiko noted “that’s one thing you never covered in our lessons.”

Master Tai looked a hint embarrassed. “It’s not a hard and fast rule,” he said sheepishly, “and I didn’t want to lead you into bad habits.”

“Master Tai,” Eiko said, with a strange mix of deference and annoyance, “what’s our rule about treating me different because I’m a girl?”

“It wasn’t that!” her master protested. “I wouldn’t have told a boy disciple that yet either, I’d be worried they’d expect they need to do it and feel… well, peer pressure basically. And while I’d hope any student of mine could hold up to normal peer pressure asking them to go against the group with other masters would put them in a pinch.”

While that might have been true he slightly undermined his point by belatedly adding “I’d have told you before you became a journeyman.”

“What’s with this apprentice/journeyman thing?” I asked quickly, both to run some interference for Master Tai and because it was bugging me. “I thought those were western concepts and this was a more- and I apologize if I’m buying into stereotypes here- master and disciple type of thing.”

Master Tai shrugged. “It’s just a convenient new label I use for old concepts. Thank you, Miss,” he added as an aside while our server delivered our food. “It’s pretty much the same old idea, once a disciple is experienced enough they can be allowed to go on their own path, make their own discoveries and perfect their personal path to mastery through real world experience even though they’re still connected to their master. I’m adding a few new flourishes with how things work these days, but I doubt it’s going to be that much different than the old ways. The biggest difference will be how the cellphone and email let us keep in close contact from so far away. I suppose that might cause trouble down the line, I’ll have a longer distance to rush to Eiko’s side if an emergency comes up. But between trains and planes I suspect even that’s going to be a less of a problem than in the old days.”

I cautiously chewed a mouthful of the cake so I could avoid responding. It was a strange concept but I could see his points… both about the lessons and about the cake. There was something about the chocolate… Extra strong? Extra smooth? Extra sweet?

“I am honored by your trust Master,” Eiko responded formally.

“You seem well on your way already,” Master Tai said calmly, like he was just mentioning the weather. “Apart from your weakness with ki I've got no trouble in saying you’re the best student I’ve trained so far. But you’re not there yet, and before I release you to the next level you need to get a bit further with that.”

“Oh shi- shoot,” I said louder than I’d intended. I shot a guilty glance around the café but apart from a few furtive glances, probably due to the odd sight of Master Tai and I being sat around a table, no one had seemed to have noticed my small outburst. Being at the same table with Master Tai was probably making me a little sensitive.

“Sorry, I just realized,” I admitted glumly, returning to the real problems. “Back when we first met… well, the second time really… Eiko actually probed me with her ki. But I hadn’t actually seen or felt her do anything like that since, not even when we were looking at spirits and she could have tried doing that in addition to using mage sight.”

Master Tai gave Eiko a stern look. “Eiko… “ he drew out the last syllable and trailed off warningly.

She flushed again. “I am sorry Master, it won’t happen again.”

“It’s my fault too,” I said quickly, “I was flooding her pathways with mana and never even considering the possibility or thinking to make the suggestion until now.”

Eiko gave me an annoyed look. “Don’t start going all Himeko on me now Mamoru,” she said with a hint of heat. “This is my fault and that’s all there is to it.”

“Well said,” Master Tai nodded firmly at her, keeping his booming approval to an inside tone this time, “your friend here did have some effect but it was pretty minimal when compared to your own carelessness. Do better in the future.”

“Yes sensei.”

There was a moment of silence. “So, what happens now?” I said finally. “I appreciate the chance to talk and finding out about this café but you hardly needed to do that. It’s not like we really fought, we all know you would win any sort of fight under any circumstance short of me setting a bomb in ambush so it’s not like I resent my loss. You had every right and responsibility to be worried about Eiko under the circumstances, so making sure I wasn’t some sort of dark magician or trying to take advantage of her was the right thing to do. I can hardly fault you for it. I… don’t mind getting cake afterwards but I can’t see too much of a point to it.”

“Clearing the air is good for everyone,” Master Tai responded, obviously enjoying his cake even if he’d only given the place middling marks.  “While you’re handling this very well you could have been more resentful and it's smarter to make some sort of amends than not.  If nothing else it would have been rude for me to show up, trouble you for a demonstration, then simply leave you lying on the ground after declaring I was satisfied.  This way I show you some respect and create some good memories as well as proof we can talk about things reasonably; rather than just leaving you after an unfortunate encounter that might taint our next meeting and make you think we must fight.  And doing all this sets a good example for my disciple so she does something similar when this sort of thing happens to her.  I didn’t intend to give her this practical lesson but I’m glad now that the opportunity has come up.”

He paused and then added a little more sheepishly “It doesn’t quite feel right doing it here instead of a bar, it’s more relaxed and even without the alcohol it’s easier to talk freely. But I couldn’t think of anywhere more appropriate given how young you are.”

After Master Tai had finished countering my objections with a master’s wisdom Eiko jumped in. “And I have questions too,” she said, directing the comment at me with more than a little heat she wasn’t showing towards her teacher. “Such as why you never told me you were a Master?”

Oh shit, I thought, thinking furiously. That was not a question I wanted to try answering. Unfortunately, it was a pretty fair point and something I kind of had to explain if I wanted to keep Eiko’s trust. I had a feeling her Master knew it too, hence his emphasis on clearing the air and the way he was so studiously focused on his cake.

“Because I’m barely a Master,” I answered honestly, going with my favored tactic of partial truth. “This is the first time I’ve attempted to use the title in any sort of formal way and I still feel a bit like a fraud making that claim.”

“Come on Mamoru!” Eiko said, her voice quietly displaying more and more anger. She’d been willing to put it aside before, but now that it had come up she obviously wanted to get everything out. “I can’t believe I never thought about it before. You’re pulling gold out of the oceans, studying the spirits, and creating new materials! Do you think I’m going to buy that you’re barely a Master?”

“Just because I’m pushing the boundaries doesn’t mean I’m good enough at the fundamentals,” I answered with an honesty that surprised even me. “Heck, one of your examples just proves that! Remember, I was studying the spirits because of all I didn’t know. I might be a master but-”

“But what?” Eiko asked, eyeing me dangerously as I cut myself off.

I thought furiously, planning out my next statement very precisely in order to avoid lying. “It’s not like I was taught or declared a master by anyone as impressive as Master Tai.” I said carefully, so carefully in fact that neither of them could miss that I was deliberately keeping secrets about my teachers and origin. Or that I was being deliberately circumspect.

As they both frowned slightly, obviously contemplating both what I was saying and not saying, I sent up a mental apology to my teachers. While none of them had been on Master Tai’s level I’d had a few teachers over the years that had probably managed an eight or nine to Master Tai’s ten. The majority of my teachers had just been there, teaching classes in magic to young minds out of obligatory duty and nothing else, but I’d certainly been blessed with a few that had gone beyond that. Sorry I’m slandering you by implication, I half-thought/half-prayed as I sat there and hoped Eiko and Master Tai would draw advantageous implications.

“Secrets of your Order?” Master Tai rumbled softly after a few moments, he caught my eye and shot a glance towards Eiko. She was still deep in thought and missed it.

I carefully repressed a sigh of relief. Master Tai had probably thought that ever since I’d made the declaration I was a Master and been so evasive. He was trying to spell it out for his student without embarrassing anyone.

“More or less,” I answered a bit more normally. “It’s not quite as straightforward as that,” I admitted with a small shrug, “but that’s a good part of it. Sorry I can’t go into more detail, I know this sounds like something a dark mage would say.”

Master Tai shook his head firmly. “You have too much talent,” he answered bluntly. “And I felt no taint in your powers. That’s one thing I know you’re not.”

“What is dark magic?” Eiko asked, her gaze shifting between us suspiciously.

Master Tai started to answer, paused, and then looked to me. “Do you want to answer this?” he asked graciously.

“I probably should,” I sighed, “but feel free to jump in with some more real world examples, especially from a ki master’s perspective. This is tricky.” I was a little surprised at how he was willing to defer to me in regards to his student though. While it made a fair amount of sense I still felt slightly flattered by the gesture.

I thought about it for a few seconds, trying to judge the best approach. “Eiko,” I asked her frankly, “what is a dark martial art?”

“What?” she asked, clearly surprised by my response.

“You’ll understand in a second,” I said, speaking to her more bluntly and directly than usual. “What is a dark martial art?”

“Well, that’s- how could there- that’s-“ she sputtered a little, off balance.

I nodded. “To some degree that’s the answer,” I said, striving to seem firm and certain. “There is no such thing as dark magic. But there’s a saying I’ve always liked, one that encompasses the paradox of living in the real world, there are no absolutes.”

Master Tai smirked slightly, immediately grasping the contradiction.

I took a deep breath. “Think of it in the same way you could think of various practices and techniques related to martial arts,” I explained, trying not to feel nervous about taking such a direction in front of Eiko and Master Tai. “There are plenty of things that are iffy, that have so much risk or potential for abuse that it’s hard to justify them, but they’re not fundamentally evil.”

I glanced nervously at Master Tai. “I don’t want to do some sort of man-splaining in regards to martial arts,” especially to two martial artists, “but I’d assume things like poison based techniques or other chemically dependent techniques are in this category?”

Master Tai nodded wryly. “I see where you’re going with this one.” He then turned to Eiko. “Your friend is right Eiko-san,” he said more normally. “Poison based techniques are looked at with suspicion, and rightfully so, but they aren’t fundamentally evil. They are more often something a villain uses, using poison favors a mindset that makes it easier to fall into darkness and using that much poison usually has side effects on both the master and their relationships. But there are also masters who use poison-based techniques for good, people that I know who I have no trouble trusting or testifying to their character.”

“And you can see similar things in the scientific fields,” I added in quickly. “The threats vs. blessings when it comes to robotics and artificial intelligence, and the ethics of conducting that research, are mind bending. Or how nuclear research helps us understand the mysteries of the universe and could yield our safest and most efficient source of energy yet… but we all know how World War II ended.”

There was a moment of silence as we all thought about Hiroshima and Nagasaki.

“Magic is a little… less safe,” I said after a moment, carefully balancing respect and truth. “There are a number of techniques that aren’t fundamentally evil, but they can easily be abused or misused and when they are their practitioners usually fall to evil. Most of these practices are like taking steroids would be for you, they’d give you some big and otherwise impossible to gain advantages but you’d still end up addicted, unbalanced, and suffering physically for all that gained.”

“You might be going a little easy on yourself there,” Master Tai added, a hint of warning in his voice.

“Fair,” I admitted instantly. “Some arts are the next best thing to impossible to use safely. Once you move away from binding and protecting yourself from demons to actively summoning them you’ve probably fallen. Thirty-nine times out of forty, whenever someone thinks they’ve come up with a ‘clever’ way around that problem it turns out they’re an arrogant idiot and they just end up either falling to darkness or getting killed by an escaped demon.” Unfortunately there was that rare exception that kept working.  It was a ridiculously dangerous chance, but because it occasionally did work idiots and the truly desperate kept being tempted to try and fair-minded mages reluctantly let them. Some days I wondered if the forces of darkness let the successes happen deliberately as they played the long game.

“Necromancy and Blood Magic are almost as bad,” I continued after I shook off the thought, “there are ways to use them in healing and communication but once you move past those you quickly start running into some pretty dark grey territory. Your Master made the comment about how using poison techniques encourages a less honorable mindset and has side effects? Well, those schools of magic are definitely the magical equivalent of that,” I trailed off and shook my head, the guild had been passionately debating the limits on Blood Magic for years when I’d died. It was obvious to everyone that it couldn’t be left unregulated but where you drew the line was a hotly contested issue.

“You’re focusing too much on individual arts,” Master Tai chided me gently.

“Sorry, mage’s perspective,” I admitted wryly.

“I’ll cut in here, there’s something important she needs to realize. Once a mage starts using darker arts you can feel it,” Master Tai cut in seriously. “I thought that’s where Master Mamoru was going with the steroid analogy. The darker arts taint a mage’s lifeforce and it resonates in all their powers. One of my purposes in challenging your young friend was to get a feel for the power he used, make sure he wasn’t somehow deceiving me. His fighting style, the type of power and spells he used, would have given him away if he’d fallen to darkness.”

I thought that was something of an oversimplification… but the more I thought about it the more I realized he had a point.

I still felt compelled to add in. “That doesn’t mean a mage can’t be a bad guy or straight up bastard without dark magic, there’s a heck of a lot of evil stuff I could do without touching the darkest techniques. But even those tend to be less…” I trailed off, searching for the right word.

“Evil?” Eiko suggested.

“No, they can be pretty damn evil,” I said frankly. “It just tends to be a more balanced and understandable kind of evil.”

“Sick,” I said suddenly, nodding firmly as the word became obvious, “they tend to be less sick and deranged than the guys who fall to dark magic.”

“Really?” Eiko asked, obviously not quite believing it. Something I thought was shockingly naïve given all that she already knew.

Master Tai apparently agreed, he drew in a deep breath simultaneously with me. We paused and looked at each other. “She’s your friend and it’s your art,” he said graciously, “you go first.”

I half nodded/half bowed respectfully. “Eiko,” I said frankly, “a bastard using regular magic will force someone to do something via strong-arm techniques. Basically, telling them ‘Do what I say or I will fireball your ass’. It’s still evil, greedy, and arrogant; but it’s a pretty straightforward and understandable evil, greedy, and arrogant. A dark magic user is more likely to tell them ‘Do what I say or I will rewire your brain so you do it anyway’. In fact, they’re likely not to even bother asking and just do it to the poor bastard, there’s less chance they’ll resist or try to secretly sabotage their order that way. The tools they have make the same order more terrifying and tend to twist them around the longer they use dark magic because they get more comfortable with it and the most practical way to use it tends to be really dark.”

Master Tai looked thoughtful. “Huh, so there is a reason for it,” he said softly. “I always thought they were just twisted bastards.” His expression went unreadable as he thought back to Aoth only knew what memories.

“Master?” Eiko asked in a surprisingly small voice.

“Study your ki Eiko,” was all he said, still re-examining the past, “it's your best defense.”

“Well, one of them,” I said, more or less on autopilot as I wrestled with my own horrible memories. Nothing related to me personally, but Avalon had a lot of practical lessons (and horror stories) on just what happened when some uses of magic became normalized. Mages studied history to avoid repeating it!

Both Master Tai and Eiko looked at me and I flushed in embarrassment. “The most reliable,” I elaborated quickly, “between the mental discipline it encourages and the reflexive defences it offers. But magic spells and blessings from gods and spirits are probably stronger… I’ll just shut up now.”

Master Tai chuckled gruffly. “And that demonstrates one of the other important reasons why we try to end these things on a more friendly note,” he said, obviously interested in changing the subject to something happier. “Networking. I don’t plan on using your friend as a contact or resource but I’m still glad to have him. One day I might find myself up against someone who controls minds again, having someone with his knowledge and abilities available could make a whole lot of difference.”

“Again?”

“Don’t go there Eiko,” Master Tai said, for once he didn’t sound like a Master addressing his student. He sounded… human. “Please.”

There was a dark moment of silence around the table. “So how did you two meet?” I asked inanely, desperate for something to clear the air.

Master Tai chortled, amused at my unsubtle attempt. But he still went along with it. “How else?” he responded in good humor. “The Meiko family.”

Eiko’s sigh was full of exasperation. “They caught Master Tai at a bad moment and made him a ridiculous offer, I just lucked out.”

Master Tai’s smile was more lighthearted again. “I don’t need much money,” he explained, “but it’s always good to have some. I was already flat broke from helping out a friend and he still needed more yen if he wanted to help his neighborhood recover. I was helping in what ways I could while looking for a way to make some more money. The Meiko family found out about it and made me a lucrative offer to come and train their daughter.”

Eiko sighed in disgust. “Even Himeko knew it wasn’t a good idea,” she grumped, stabbing her cake angrily with her fork. “She was still excited, she loved the thought of training with an amazing master like Master Tai. But she knew the problem almost immediately.”

“She couldn’t devote the time and attention to it,” Master Tai explained, clearly interpreting my puzzled expression. “Himeko-san is a lovely person and has more than a little talent for the martial arts. But to stand a chance of truly developing it she’d have to be a martial artist first and a Meiko second, and she didn't want to do that.”

Eiko nodded angrily, I was starting to realize that she was a little embarrassed at the sequence of events. “Even at eight Himeko already knew that,” she said, taking an especially aggressive bite of cake.

“Eight?” I asked, so surprised I let it slip out.

Master Tai nodded. “Well, before I even started I made it clear that I wasn’t going to waste my time hanging about as some sort of prestige piece. I was willing to visit for a month and give their daughter a fair shot but that was all that they were paying for. I was not one of their employees or servants and they’d better not forget it! I still wasn’t happy, there was a small part of me that hoped they’d choke on the price I was asking and turn the whole thing down. I wasn’t going to deliberately try and sabotage things but I'd have been happy for the excuse. Luckily for me they accepted.” He grinned slightly before taking another sip of his milk.

“I’d been hanging around Himeko with her martial arts lessons for years,” Eiko explained, “ever since she’d started. Himeko had to learn to defend herself and I was already her friend as well as a Kobayashi, I figured I needed to be ready to defend her too so I trained alongside her. Plus, I enjoyed it and it was probably the only area where I actually seemed to be a little bit better than Himeko.”

“Only a little bit better?” I asked in surprise. Admittedly, it had been nearly a decade ago.  But the difference now…

Eiko shrugged. “Teacher bias, our early teachers were good but not nearly the level as the ones we have now. Basically, they were specialists in training kids. When I was doing better the trainers would just focus on Himeko and mostly use me as an example and encouragement to try and help bring her up to my level. Whatever they thought about me they were being paid to train Himeko so that was their first priority. When Master Tai showed up I figured it would be just the same.”

Master Tai was still grinning as he reminisced. “Well Himeko-san turned out better than I thought she would, she gave it an honest try and showed at least some talent. If that had been all there was then I would have left at the end of the month convinced that it had been a worthwhile attempt. Unfortunately for me, Eiko was another story. Where Himeko had other commitments, Eiko showed up every day. Where Himeko trained out of duty, Eiko trained out of passion and responsibility. And where Himeko followed my exercises to the letter, Eiko was willing to challenge me for more. Even when she was lying panting on the floor she wasn’t willing to let me think she was defeated. She finally had a teacher who was willing to teach her, I think she took it as a challenge.”

Eiko flushed slightly and focused on her own drink.

Her Master smiled widely at the reaction. “I didn’t want to admit it of course, the idea of seriously training the eight-year-old daughter of a butler made me think I was going senile at an early age. It was obviously too early and I was jumping the gun, misinterpreting youthful energy and enthusiasm for talent and dedication. But the more I attempted to gently push her away by ramping up the difficulty the more she rose to the occasion.”

“I was stubborn,” she muttered into her tea, “stupid.”

Was? I asked, carefully inside the confines of my own head this time. I suspected my expression would have given me away if she wasn’t starring so intently at her tea, the way Master Tai only grinned even harder all but confirmed that.

“Well at the end of the month I wasn’t willing to immediately declare her my disciple,” Master Tai admitted with a rueful smile, “but I wasn’t so stupid or stubborn as to ignore what I was seeing either. Eiko had real talent, and a drive to develop that talent. I realized that, if she wanted it, she could end up a Master and she was the first student I’d ever had that might actually surpass me. Ever since then I’ve operated out of Tokyo and spent a lot of time teaching Eiko, and along the way I’ve gotten to know the Meiko family a little better and helped out with Himeko’s lessons on occasion too. About half the time Eiko’s also training with Himeko’s teachers while I’m out going about my business anyway, so it only made sense.”

“Used to train with Himeko’s teachers,” Eiko emphasized emphatically. “I’ve surpassed her teachers for nearly two years now.”

“I don’t know if surpassed is the right word,” her Master said, a hint of warning in his tone. “Or are you going to tell me they aren’t still good sparring partners?”

Eiko quieted down a little and bowed her head. “My apologies Master, you are correct.”

“Not that you don’t have a point,” he admitted easily, all good natured again. “I’d say you’re pretty close to most of them now, a least in overall fighting ability. What you lack in pure skill you make up for in physical ability and youth, most of them are not training their bodies on our level. But don’t mistake being able to regularly outpoint them during sparing sessions as ‘surpassing’ them. Some of that is simply them wanting to save energy and their bodies for other things, they’re not as young as you and they aren’t putting in quite as much effort as you are. Face them in a fight to the death and you’d find out just how much you’d underestimated them.”

Eiko bowed her head again. “I thank you for your wisdom, Master Tai.”

“This last half year has been the most time I’ve spent away from Tokyo ever since then,” Master Tai said, returning to the previous point. “First there was the mountain retreat for Eiko, myself, and a few other prospective students. And while I was busy catching up on things I’d already missed during that time Eiko went and got herself badly injured, the best lessons she could learn from that didn’t require me to be around so I took the opportunity to get a few more things done. If I’d known what was happening and why…” this time he trailed off thoughtfully.

“I wouldn’t have changed much,” he admitted finally. “I would have fixed Eiko’s ki issues and taught her a few more things, mostly about magic and things to watch out for. I’d probably also have done a few quick check ins and made her report back to me on occasion just to be on the safe side. But overall I’d say this has been more good than bad in the long term, she’s needed to get a little bit better at socializing.”

“I need to get better at socializing!” Eiko started to exclaim. She immediately choked it back to something more respectful. “Master, I apologize. But if you knew Mamoru and his habits you wouldn’t be saying that.”

“I can make an educated guess or two about that Eiko,” Master Tai said seriously. “He’s an intellectual, a wizard, and looks different in a Japanese public school. Combine that with just a few of his habits and it’s not hard to guess what he’s like. But that’s his excuse, you have a habit of not socializing outside your circle unless someone forces you to. Up until high school you could get away with that because Himeko would start up a conversation with anyone new before you even realized you needed to. But the last two years have shown your weakness pretty clearly, how many new people have you seriously talked to in the last few months outside of Matsuda and the Meiko estate? And how does that compare to the number of people you’ve fought with?”

“Uh…” Eiko looked surprisingly nervous. She then quickly and triumphantly declared “three people!”

“That many?” Master Tai’s bushy eyebrows rose in surprise.

I cocked my head thoughtfully. Kaede, Sakura, and Akira, I realized after a few moments. Mostly at my birthday party. And Himeko got the ball rolling on that one too. She had gotten a little more interaction with Kaede back when I’d been fishing too. On one hand that was surprisingly sad, on the other hand she had a ton more contact back on the estate and it wasn’t like I’d have set the world on fire if you discounted my relatives. Even if I counted Eiko and Himeko (and in this example that might have been a little iffy) she’d still have beaten me. Not unless I wanted to try and count encounters with guys like Harada, Yamamoto, and Ishida!

Maybe Otake, I thought, that had to qualify as seriously talking, right? Aoth only knew why I wanted to pretend I was doing as well as Eiko but I kind of did. Quality over quantity, I reassured myself. Making friends with Eiko and Himeko was more than enough for me!

“Yes,” Eiko declared, a little desperately. I wasn’t sure if it was just because I’d already guessed the truth or she was just so off balance but even I could tell she wasn’t being 100% honest.

“Master Mamoru,” Master Tai said a little more formally. “I’m afraid I need to have a little talk with my student about honesty. I fear she is trying to mislead her teacher. And, now that I think about it, I have additional concerns about a certain fight in an alley about three months ago and what she didn’t say at the time. Would you mind giving us a moment?”

“I needed a drink anyway!” I declared a little too loudly, suddenly standing up. It wasn’t a lie, the chocolate cake was quite rich and while I enjoyed it I was regretting not ordering something to wash it down with. In a more normal voice I added, “I have a sound blocking spell too. Would you prefer if I cast it upon myself or around you two?”

“Around yourself please,” Master Tai said, giving Eiko a look. “I think my student has had enough spells cast upon her already.”

On that note I beat a quick retreat, leaving Eiko to Master Tai’s not-so-tender mercies.
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“So, what did Eiko do after that?” Himeko asked the next day, not bothering to hide her smirk or eagerness.

I sighed.  “I don’t know Himeko,” I replied a little impatiently, in hindsight I was a little embarrassed about how I came off over the whole incident.  “I made sure to cast the sphere of silence spell around myself before I got back to the table.  I kept my head down and focused on the cake and milk like my life depended on it until Eiko eventually tugged at my sleeve to indicate they were done talking.  I wasn’t going to risk getting on Master Tai’s bad side by eavesdropping.”

“Oh, Sensei Tai’s a softie,” Himeko said airily, strangely enamored by my tale.

I shot her an openly incredulous look.  “The man punched his way through a magic shield in under a minute,” I said, not quite keeping my voice level.  “When I got home I discovered that my warning bracelet had actually left a bruise around my wrist with how hard and fast it had been squeezing me.  I don’t think I’ve ever met a more frightening man.  Whatever he is, I don’t think he’s a softie.”

We were talking just outside the stairway leading to the roof this time.  I had finished transferring some mana from the reservoir on the roof (the hard way, I needed physical proximity if I didn’t want to lose a lot of mana in the transfer process) and Himeko had stopped me.  Much to my surprise she hadn’t known about our little adventure with Master Tai the previous day and had quickly started worming details out of me.  Before I knew what had happened she’d gotten the full story.

I was also vaguely surprised to be telling a tale.  Socially I mean, and a story that took more than three or four sentences about something that had happened to me.  I’d gotten about halfway through everything before I realized it was probably the first time I’d done it (this go around) outside of my family.  And I hadn’t exactly done it often with them either!  It wasn’t a fundamentally good or bad thing, but it was a thing.

“Alright,” Himeko said a little impatiently in the present, “so then what happened after that?”

“Not too much more,” I admitted, “we’d all finished our food by then and it was kind of a… weird mood around the table.”  It hadn’t been a bad mood, Master Tai had been right about it settling a lot of things and calming everyone down.  But after some of those subjects and Eiko’s interrogation at the table it had felt awkward and like we would have been forcing things to try and draw it out any more.

“I suppose that makes sense,” Himeko noted a little more thoughtfully.  “Sensei Tai meant well but he created an oddly uneven group to try and talk.  He and you were both Masters, you and Eiko were both friends, he and Eiko were both martial artists, Eiko and you were both much younger, Eiko was about the only person that knew everyone well and she would be the most junior… it would be hard to bring everyone in to the conversation effectively after it had already lost momentum.”

Huh, I thought, I never considered it that way.  Looking back upon it we really had been a weirdly unbalanced group.  When Himeko put it like that… I suspected we could have all had decent conversations with each other but having a pleasant conversation together would have been a bit more difficult.  “That might have been why it ended a little awkwardly,” I admitted, “after Master Tai was done talking to Eiko we basically exchanged phone numbers and contact info, said our good-byes, and went away after that.”

Himeko suddenly went still.  Her entire body and expression abruptly shifted into neutral and she gave me an intense stare.

I tried not to fidget under the suddenly intense scrutiny.  “What did I do this time?” I asked nervously.

“You have Master Tai’s contact info?” she asked, her tone wavering between annoyed and shocked.

“Uh… yes?” I answered tentatively.

“I can’t believe it!” she said, pacing back and forth a little on the spot.  After a few moments she rounded back on me and demanded “And he gave it willingly?”

“Uh… yes,” I repeated.  After a moment I added “Seriously Himeko, do you really think I could have forced Master Tai to do anything he didn’t want to?” a hint of annoyance crept into my tone.

“Mamoru, do you have any idea how valuable that is?” Himeko said, completely ignoring my point to stare at me incredulously.  “Do you know what my father had to go through to get in touch with Master Tai originally?  My father, representing the prestigious Meiko family, had to call in favors that would probably have been worth billions of yen if they could have been traded on the open market.  He later admitted to me he probably wouldn’t have bothered if he’d known how much trouble he’d have to go to, but by the time he was halfway through he knew he was committed and refused to lose face by backing out.  And he still doesn’t have Sensei Tai’s contact info!”

“Wait, what?” I asked, a little shocked at that myself.

Himeko nodded.  “No one at the estate besides Eiko does.  Don’t get me wrong, everyone knows we can ask her to call him if it’s for a good reason.  Or that we could steal or hack the information if we truly had to- “

Dark magic, dark science, and dark networking?  I wondered randomly.

“-but that would be incredibly stupid for anything short of Eiko been rendered comatose.  And he’s already given us a burner phone just in case something like that comes up anyway.  And we keep that locked in a secure safe deep in the estate, only my father and grandfather have the combination for it!  Master Tai makes a point about keeping his privacy and only making himself available to a select few people.”

“And he’s a softie?” I muttered in spite of myself.

“We have a good working relationship with him,” Himeko waved the objection away, “we have a lot of latitude in how we interact with Sensei Tai so long as we don’t try to take advantage of him.  Don’t think he’d talk with just anyone like he does with us.”

I decided not to pursue that.  In the ‘best’ case scenario I’d win the argument and then feel even more nervous about interacting with Master Tai in the future.  So I focused on what was starting to worry me instead.  “Are you alright Himeko?” I asked, trying not to come off as too blunt.  “You’re being a bit more… open than normal.”

To my surprise and relief Himeko didn’t try to blow it off or tell me I was imagining things.  Instead, she just heaved a huge sigh.  “Listen Mamoru, I need a chance to vent or relax otherwise I’m going to explode.  Until I can get home and talk to Eiko that means you, and if I’m going to make it through the next month I need to pace myself and squeeze in every break I can.”

“Why?  What’s wrong?” I asked, suddenly concerned.

“It’s less than a month until Valentine’s Day so everyone’s going nuts!”

I fought down a sudden urge to grin.  The exasperation and desperation in Himeko’s tone, combined with the relief I felt that it wasn’t anything too dark, was just too amusing to me.  But since I was trying to be a good friend I simply bit the inside of my cheek and asked “what’s happening?”

The look Himeko gave me suggested I wasn’t totally successful.  “What’s happening,” she enunciated clearly, “is that I’ve got a gaggle of girls pestering me with their romantic problems, mooning over who they should give chocolate to and generally acting like it’s the most important thing in the world rather than a bunch of stupid crushes.  Every single one of them is like ‘Hime-sama?  Do you think he really likes me?’ or ‘Hime-sama, you’re so smart and wise, what do you think about this guy?’.”

“Well- “ I began.

“And if that wasn’t enough, I have to do all that while dodging all the girls like Shizu who’d rather give me chocolate instead!” Himeko continued, ranting just a little.  “I can see it in their eyes, there’s about four of them trying to work their way into some sort of big romantic love confession gesture at Valentine’s.  They’re trying to get the groundwork done now and see if they have any chance before embarrassing themselves.  I keep trying to let them down as gently as possible but they’re not listening yet and I don’t want to humiliate them by being too blunt!  So long as they can pretend I never realized we can all get out of it gently but it’s going to be at least a week or two more of this before they get the picture at this rate!”

“That’s- “ I started.

“And THEN there’s the boys!” Himeko finished, her voice climbing upwards a little.  “I’ve usually got that under control but around this time of year there’s a bunch of idiots who are starting to creep closer around the edges.  They’re not as bad as the girls, but they are turning up their efforts a little in the hope I notice them.  And because everyone’s starting to get a little romantic,” you could easily hear the sarcastic emphasis on the word, “there’s a little fighting around the edges.”

“Fighting?” I asked quickly.

Himeko sighed.  “One of the good things about my so-called friends is that they’re willing to try and keep the horde at bay,” Himeko said with a worrying amount of bluntness.  “For some reason this time they seem to be a little split on the subject.  Some of them want to let some guys get closer, either so I might actually notice them or on the off chance the guy’s interested in them.  Others want to get in the face of any boy who even looks at me funny.  And of course,” Himeko rolled her eyes magnificently, “none of them can agree on which type of boy is which!”

Himeko finally fell silent, panting a little like she’d just done something strenuous.  I suppose carrying something like that all the time qualifies, I thought with a little more sympathy.  Some of it was her own fault, a result of some of the self-destructive/ self-sacrificing habits that Eiko and I liked to point out, but other parts were entirely out of her control.  Toss in the fact that some of her admirers were idiots like Harada, that this wasn’t some sort of romantic comedy where all the guys chasing her were charming yet reasonable hotties who were gifted in different but roughly equal ways, and it was easy to see why Himeko was getting so frustrated.  I figured she was overexaggerating everything slightly… but I wasn’t going to set myself up for a heaping helping of karma and try suggesting her problems weren’t significantly worse than mine.

“Is it normally this bad?” I asked, a little more sympathetically.

“It’s usually bad but this year it seems worse than ever, I think everyone’s desperate to try and get a steady partner before senior year,” Himeko said, recovering herself slightly.  “They’re all worried that their teenaged years will pass them by without any romance and that they’ll be too busy with exams to start anything next year.”

I thought about it for a second.  “That’s fair,” I admitted grudgingly, “especially when you consider that next Valentine’s Day there won’t be much of an opportunity.  Even if they do hook up with someone school will almost be over by that point.”

“I suppose you’re right,” Himeko admitted with a small sigh.  “That doesn’t mean- “

“Hime-sama!”

“Oh shit!” Himeko said, softly but with almost frightening intensity.  She was facing away from the stairs where the voice had come from and I got to see her face undergo a remarkable transformation as she quickly slipped her mask back into place.  By the time two of her usual entourage had finished approaching us she was back to her usual, flawlessly polite but pleasant self.

“Hime-sama,” one of them (Akane I think), said, panting a little as she caught up.  “There you are.”  She and her friend both shot me a slightly suspicious look.

“Aki-san,” Himeko nodded politely in turn (Nope, but not too far off, I noted).  “What brings you up here?”

“We were worried about you Hime-sama,” she replied, being unsubtle in her suspicion of me.  “Is he harassing you?”

Himeko allowed herself a small sigh.  “I was up here to give the Student Council’s science advisor the key and permission slip he needed to complete his tasks,” Himeko replied, allowing the most subtle of rebuke into her tone.  While I was more used to her acting in this sort of ‘professional’ mode it was kind of fascinating to watch her slip between something so frazzled and something so composed so quickly.

I figured that was my cue and quickly held up the key and form with the stamped Student Council seal on it so that Aki could see them, Himeko really had used that as her excuse to meet with me.

“He’s not using that to his advantage, is he?” the other girl asked suspiciously.  If it had been Eiko or Shizu I would have been slightly worried but this one was a little on the short side, probably 30cm shorter than I was and slightly built.

“No, I was just checking to make sure he had everything he needed to accomplish the task given to him,” Himeko replied calmly.  She then turned back to me, “and on that note: are you completely sure you’re going to be fine Mamoru-san?”

Thankfully everything had been so jarring I could pick the cue up easily, rather than slipping up and being overly familiar with her.  “Do not worry Meiko-san, everything is fine.  I admit that if something really odd comes up I might need to ask the council for something else but not even you can plan for every contingency that might come out of the blue.”

That actually threw Himeko’s entourage off a little.  On one hand they wanted to bristle a little as I was being less than worshipful of Himeko.  On the other hand, I was clearly not trying to suck up or flirt with her, an unusual occurrence that they probably preferred.  Himeko settled the matter for them, as she started to walk away they decided to let the whole thing go and simply took their places at Himeko’s side as she walked off.

I waited until they were a little further away and sighed slightly.  Maybe Himeko’s not exaggerating, I admitted to myself.  That seemed even more… fanatical?  Devoted?  Paranoid?  More something than usual, I finished firmly.  I made a mental note to think about the problem and bring it up with Eiko, maybe there was something I should be doing for her.  Although Aoth knew what that could be!  She was too recognizable and sought after to be protected by a ‘don’t notice me’ spell and I doubted anyone who would brave her posse would be put off by any sort of fear spell that I could manage.

At least, not without making it so obvious that everyone in the school could tell something supernatural was happening, I noted analyzing the situation way more seriously than I should have.  After a moment I realized that, rolled my eyes at my own ridiculousness, and decided I’d better get started on my latest Student Council job.

***

The hardest part about my latest task, checking heat efficiency and insulation around the school, was going to be doing it without raising suspicion.  I would be using a spell to enhance my vision to see the temperature differences and cold drafts, while that wouldn’t guarantee a 100% accuracy it would be more than good enough to take care of things at an acceptable level.  And while the perfectionist in me had issues with that the realist in me didn’t want to be doing it anyway and the pragmatist in me figured that handing in a result more in line with what a high school student should be able to do was a better idea in the long run.  That way the Student Council wouldn’t expect miracles every time and anyone looking at what I was doing would be a little less suspicious of my odd and expansive capabilities.

I’d fretted a little about how I was going to hide my magically based method.  I’d toyed with elaborate plans involving privacy, invisibility spells, or acquiring a lower quality thermal camera.  But in the end Himeko had pointed out the simplest and easiest solution to me: tape something to my phone.

Much to my relief and disgust her plan worked.  As I went through the school, taking notes at what I observed, I simply made sure to hold up my phone with an old and broken children’s toy taped to it.  The thing looked impressive, it was one of the old mobile gaming toys from twenty or thirty years back and had been designed to look cool, but it had probably stopped working before I’d even been born (on Earth).  Himeko had quietly fished it out of the Engineering Club’s ‘do what you want with it’ bin and suggested it, I had to admit her judgement was as impressive as ever.  With the game screen hidden against the back of my phone and the tape obscuring any other telltales it looked like I had something impressive attached.  When the occasional onlooker asked what I was doing and I explained I was checking for drafts and cold spots at the behest of the Student Council they all assumed I had some kind of thermal camera or infrared scanner hooked up.

Don’t get me wrong, I tried to schedule my trip so I didn’t run into many clubs or onlookers.  Especially the Engineering Club!  Given my history with them that would have been asking for trouble, at the very least I would have bet on them asking what I was using and trying to take a look.  But I did gently intrude upon a half dozen other clubs in the process and generally tried to avoid inconveniencing them too much while I took my readings.  Unfortunately, for the best results I figured I had to do the whole school in one go so that meant I was guaranteed to run across some people in the process.  But quietly entering the room for a few minutes with the Board Games Club or the Literature Club was pretty harmless all around.  Thanks to Himeko I had the master key to enter the rooms and a form from the Student Council explaining what I was doing and giving me permission.  The worst that happened was I had two separate students ‘helpfully’ inform me of places where they’d felt drafts, I reluctantly made a note of those and went about my business.

It’s not like they’re wrong, I though, slightly disappointed by the way they accidentally ruined my blind go through.  It’s just that I wanted to avoid that.  I was trying to do the first scan without any prior information.  I figured I’d do it one or two more times on different days with different wind directions, also including the complaints the Student Council had received, and then collate everything into a report.  I was a little worried the outside information would bias me.

Especially since they have a point.  I frowned slightly, seeing the cold air flowing across a third-year classroom right where one of the students had said it would be.  It wasn’t anything major but I had to admit I wouldn’t have wanted to be sitting in its path on a cold day.  I tracked it down to a crack between the room’s window frame and the wall.  How did that happen? I wondered in surprise when I found it.  It wasn’t anything large, probably just the result of standard wear and tear that had only appeared in the last year or so, but I was still a little shocked to find something that obvious.  I could actually see sunlight through the thing!  I took a photo of it with my camera (having to maneuver around a little so the taped on prop wasn’t in the shot) and added in a note about the location.  The school’s going to be sorry they didn’t get that fixed when the window people were here over the holidays, I noted ruefully.

All in all I wasn’t finding too much, but I had to admit I was finding a little bit more than I’d expected.  This wasn’t an incipient crisis but it looked like the Student Council really did need to badger the school about repairs to a few problem spots.  Don’t get me wrong, I was almost tempted to fix half of those spots myself with some putty or a caulking gun because it probably wasn’t going to take much effort to correct the problem.  But just in case they weren’t that simple I was checking my ego and simply writing down observations, it was better to let those who knew what they were doing fix the problem lest I accidentally do more harm then good.

That philosophy became a bit more troublesome when I came to the room the Tea Ceremony Club was using… and heard some quiet sobbing on the other side of the door.

I paused.  This would be a realllly good time to discover I’m just misinterpreting some sort of tea making sound, I thought with a mix of nervousness and awkwardness.  I didn’t want to move forward and risk intruding on something I shouldn’t, but if I really was just hearing the sound of some the more obscure equipment being altered by going through a door…

I carefully knocked.  I didn’t really think it was some sort of weird brushing sound or a recording of a shishi-odishi but I couldn’t rule it out.  There was no response besides the noises stopping so I knocked again, a little louder this time.

Still no response.

I sighed softly to myself.  This is going to end well, I thought, dreading what was about to happen.  “Apologies!” I called through the door, doing my best to keep my voice neutral and level, “Student Council business!  I’m coming in!”  With that I unlocked the door with the master key and stepped through.

“Wait!  No! I- “ a choked off voice said suddenly.

There wasn’t much going on in the room, the Tea Ceremony Club had already gone home for the day and most of their paraphernalia had been neatly put away already.  But what was left told a clear and simple story.  One male student from my year, his face puffy and tear streaked.  One valuable set of ceramics set lovingly back in place… and the shattered remains of one bowl spread across the floor.

The student broke down again.  “It was my fault!  All my fault!” he sobbed inconsolably.  Before I could even react he just blurted out the story.  “I just wanted to see our set closely, feel what it would be like to use the real stuff for a change!  But I was so focused on the texture of the bowls I stumbled over my own two feet and- and- “

He broke down into inarticulate sobbing again.

I just stood there awkwardly, not sure what to do or even what to think.  On one hand I thought he was overreacting a little.  On the other hand… let’s see, he violated his club’s trust. He screwed up.  And in doing so he wrecked a bowl from his club’s most formal set of ceramics.  I winced.  Yeah, he might not be overreacting after all.

Oh, and he’s hurt, I noticed belatedly.  He had a nasty wound in his palm and I noticed a bloody shard of the bowl had been left on the table.  I took a closer look and saw how much pressure he was putting on the wound and sucked in a deep breath.

“How bad is it?” I asked quickly, starring at his hand.

“How bad?  How bad?!” the student said wide-eyed.  “That was high quality Asashi ware!  Oh sure,” he said dismissively, ignoring how blood was dripping from between his fingers, “it’s one of their least works, we weren’t worthy or able to afford anything better, but it still cost us a hundred thousand yen.  And it was a steal at that price!  I don’t know how I can possibly atone for this!”

“I meant your hand,” I said weakly as the guy broke down into blubbering again.  I couldn’t entirely blame him though.  100,000 yen!  I thought, sucking in a breath through my mental teeth.  Even if he hadn’t valued the tea ceremony that would have been reason enough to get upset.

“My hand?  My hand!” the student made a wild gesture and a few more drops of blood went flying around the room.  “What does my hand matter next to this?”

“Well, you’re going to get blood on the tea set,” I suggested inanely, more then a little in shock and off balance from everything.

The guy made a cry of despair and instantly jumped away from the remaining tea bowls, suddenly taking his wound a little more seriously.  He started to struggle to tie a handkerchief around his wound while not spilling any more blood on anything.

Thankfully my random argument proved to be the right one.  Out of concern for the club’s remaining tea paraphernalia he was willing to let me maneuver him down to the nurse’s office.  She hadn’t gone home yet (unsurprisingly, she knew better than to leave before the clubs were done hurting themselves) and she took one look at the guy’s hand before springing into action.  And as much as the guy protested and tried to say he was alright our school nurse was both a professional and used to overenthusiastic young idiots who were caught up in their passions or thought they were invincible, she knew just how to handle them.

Once the nurse was holding him down I returned to the room.  I didn’t think about what I was going to do, just that I didn’t like the thought of leaving a bunch of jagged ceramic shards on the floor waiting to ambush the next person to walk in.  But the second I looked at the remains of the bowl lying there a thought occurred to me.

No!  No.  No no nononononono.  I thought desperately, even as I felt my own resolve weaken.  That is a bad idea!  No!

But it would be a good test…

No!

No.  I could never excuse it.

Well, if I told him I got… and there’s Sakura… hmm…

No!  Well, maybe.

And I’ve got the other bowls here for comparison… and when am I going to get a chance like this again… a chance to do something practical and test out the spell…

“Oh crap.  I’m going to do it, aren’t I?” I said, wincing and holding my forehead in despair at my own stupidity.

Ironically that only made me more inclined to do it.  In many ways it seemed my compulsion to test out magic and help people was like that poor student’s obsession with the tea ceremony.  Maybe he wasn’t our most balanced student but he seemed to have some honest passion and appreciation about the subject.  That realization made me a little more sympathetic to his plight, which in turn gave me even more of an excuse, which cycled back around to understanding him a little more, et cetera et cetera.

I sighed and quickly hustled to shut the room door, engaging both the physical lock and putting a magical spell on it too.  If I was going to be stupid enough to try this then I was going to do it right.

In many ways I knew I was fooling myself.  The spell of restoration was a spell I wanted to test, and the bowl was a pretty good candidate.  But if I’d truly wanted it to be a proper test I’d have proper measurements and pictures of the bowl before it had been destroyed.  Even if the spell worked I wasn’t going to be getting that good a read on how well the spell had actually performed.

But I was going to get some good practice in.  And I was (hopefully) going to gain a bit better understanding of a complex spell.  All while helping out a fellow student and my school.  And that was a good enough justification for me.

And the chance to properly feel up a high-quality tea bowl was good enough justification for the last idiot to mess around in this room, my conscience sighed in disappointment.  I carefully banished that thought and focused on my casting.

The spell of restoration was a complex spell that I wouldn’t have normally cast.  Hell, no one would, not even back on Avalon.  It fell into an odd category of being just useful enough that people would learn it but not quite practical enough to actually use most of the time in the real world.

Huh, I wonder if some of this is proving to myself that I deserve the title of Master, I noted as my breathing deepened and I readied myself mentally.  The spell was pretty hard, not something just anyone could cast.  It wasn’t a spell that only a master could cast, but it wasn’t a spell that someone could just toss of lightly.  My attempt to use it in this way… if I was doing it in front of anyone who understood it I’d have accused myself of bragging or preening in some way.

I carefully banished that thought and cleared my mind in preparation for the spell.  I then remembered what my excuse was, paused, carefully set up my phone’s camera to record proceedings, and spent another few minutes getting back in the right mindset.  Finally, I began to shape the complex sigils for the spell of restoration.

The spell had three key sub-components, all interconnected together in multiple ways.  The first bit was the simplest: detection.  I felt the spell reach out across the room and find every shattered speck of the bowl.  The second bit was deceptively complex: movement.  Each piece of the bowl slowly floated back into the center of the spell’s circle.  And if it had been that easy it wouldn’t have been a terribly complex procedure.  Instead the two spells subtly worked together, slowly gathering and reshaping the components, putting the jigsaw puzzle of pieces back together the right way even though some of the components were too small to be seen by the naked eye.

It was fascinating to watch, something that helped me maintain the right frame of mind since the procedure wasn’t quick.  But slowly, ever so slowly, the pieces started to come together in their original shape.  And that was when the third component started to come into play: mending.

The challenge was maintaining the spell while wondering just what the heck the spell was doing!  This was the reason I’d given into temptation and cast it, the reason the spell was on my ‘figure this out’ list.  Because even as I watched, even as more and more pieces were pulled into place, areas where everything fitted together perfectly began to smooth out and the cracks began to vanish.

It was hard not thinking about what was happening!  Not speculating about the method even as I observed it.  In the distant corner of my mind I went over all the old questions again.  Was it time manipulation of some sort?  Bringing the pieces back to before they were broken?  Was it some sort of transmutation?  I hadn’t seen anything of that in the symbols of the spell but there were large swaths of this spell I didn’t understand, hence the need to analyze it.  Or was the spell manipulating the bowl’s molecules?  If it was rebinding the pieces on a molecular level that was both the simplest method… and the most mind-blowing in some of its implications.

The process took over two hours to complete, and by the end of it my mystic muscles were aching from the effort.  But at the end of it I also had one restored tea bowl, belonging to a set valued in the six-figure range.

Which probably sums up why this method doesn’t get used often, I though as I sat up and stretched.  The time, effort, and skill involved in fixing even something as small as a tea bowl… I chuckled softly to myself.  Even if I succeed in my mission and bring magic fully back into the world I don’t think this will get used often, I thought ruefully.  I doubt this will be worth using on anything that wouldn’t be fixed with kintsugi otherwise, and if you’re already going to do it that way it’ll probably be cheaper and you’ll get something better out of it!  I chuckled again.  By my estimation kintsugi would probably be more cost effective, that was saying something!

But I’d fixed the bowl and gotten the spell and its workings on camera.  That had to be worthwhile.  My stomach grumbled at the time, we were already well past 8 pm, but I looked at the bowl thoughtfully.  I also glanced at the unaltered bowls still left out there.  I can’t just ignore this chance, I thought with a mixture of regret and eagerness, quietly absconding with a baseline sample so I could run them back up to the science lab for a quick look.

***

I was veeery careful transporting the bowls back to the Tea Ceremony Club’s room, the last thing I needed to do was break any of them again!  I was feeling a little lightheaded from lack of food even though I’d grabbed something from a vending machine and I was starting to get a little nervous.  That made it all the more ironic when the two bowls were almost shattered by the same student as before tearing out of the club’s room in a panic.

“They’re- “ he started to yell, yanking open the door violently and attempting to rush out into the space I was occupying.

There was a mad dance as we both barely avoided a collision and I almost had a heart attack trying to keep the tea bowls from being broken.  We both ended up falling to the floor but we fell in opposite directions.  Luckily I managed to land heavily on my rear while cuddling the bowls to my chest.

I’d have sworn up a storm if I hadn’t been so busy hyperventilating.  After a few moments I managed to reassure myself neither of the bowls had been broken (again in one case) and got myself under control.

I’d have yelled at my fellow student but he was swearing up a storm, quietly and under his breath, as he held his now thickly bandage hand to his chest.  It was enough to get me to moderate my response to “you need to be more careful!”

“You don’t understand!” he said, his eyes still squeezed shut as he fought back tears of pain and shame.  “They’re gone!  Now I’ve lost two of them!  I came back to try and clean up, I couldn’t let myself fail even more then I have already, but it’s too late!  Now another one- “

He finally managed to open his eyes and look at me.  Given his interests it was no wonder that he immediately spotted the two tea bowls cradled to my chest.  Even through tear-blurred eyesight he recognized them immediately.

“…is… hoW?!”

I did have an excuse, I’d made one up before I dared even work on the bowl, but I struggled to remember it in the chaos of the moment.  I angrily kicked my brain, trying to get it into gear.   “Uh… well… “

The other student scrambled to his feet and snatched the cups away from me with a mixture of desperation and reverence, holding them up like they were two holy grails instead of tea bowls.  “It’s impossible,” he breathed, in the tones of someone having a religious experience.”

I’d never have pegged a Tea Ceremony Club member as excitable, I wondered randomly.  Maybe that was the reason he’d joined in the first place?  “Funny story,” I tried again, “my cousin works in a department store and she mentioned Asashi ware the last time we talked.  Apparently a set the department ordered had gotten partially broken, leaving them with a few leftover pieces they didn’t know what to do with.  I’m afraid I took one of the unbroken bowls with me to see if it was the same type and, well…”

I shrugged helplessly but he was still staring at the two bowls.  I was lucky that Asashi ware was apparently more muted, simple, and subtle.  I didn’t think I could have gotten away with my story if the club had used one of the fancier and prettier sets.

“There are no cracks,” he almost whispered, “it’s perfect.  I can’t see any differences between the sets.”

As tempted as I was to roll my eyes I kind of had to give him that one.  I’d just spent the last hour in the lab comparing the two bowls.  I hadn’t been able to see any real damage even when I’d been using a microscope and you’d better believe I looked hard!  They even weighed roughly the same. I wasn’t sure how telling that was, given that I hadn’t had the chance to weigh the bowl before it had gotten broken, but the result had still surprised me.  Frankly, if I hadn’t been able to see the lingering traces of magic on one of the bowls I’m not sure I’d have been able to keep track of which was which.

“It’s amazing!  You’ve saved me!” his face suddenly froze.  “How much did it cost?” he asked with a little less enthusiasm.

“3000 yen,” I answered immediately.  I’d made sure to make that up ahead of time too.

“What?  Impossible, it has to be a fake,” he returned to studying the bowls closely again.

I shook my head.  “No, they had no idea what to do with it and I had my cousin get it so I got a staff discount on top of that.”

I had a whole story set up about how there wasn’t a lot they could have done with the separate bowls they had left and they were just looking to get anything for them.  I’d even come up with a flourish about how I suspected some of the staff had been the ones to accidently break the set but they were too embarrassed to admit it and that was one of the other reasons it was so cheap.

I didn’t need it.  “Thank you thank you thank you!” the guy enthused, bowing so deeply it looked like he was trying to touch his toes with his forehead.  “I’ll get this taken care of right away!”

He rushed back inside the club room, leaving me standing there with my mouth open.  I stood like that for a few moments before my stomach growled again, reminding me it was way too late and I really needed to get some real food.

After a moment I just shrugged to myself.  Let’s just leave at that, I thought in relief.  I don’t need anything else, I don’t know if I deserve anything else, and I’m not certain anything good is going to come of hanging around.  The guy was coming off as an excitable idiot.  And while that was good for me in a way, I doubt anyone else would have bought my story half as easily as he had, I also doubted anything else would go well.

I smiled and attempted to walk the other way as casually as I could.  Well, that didn’t go as planned, I noted, my smile turning into a smirk at the though.  But I don’t think I can call it a bad day.  I helped someone out, got a chance to test out another spell, and I even got another amusing anecdote to talk to Himeko about tomorrow!  It would distract her from her problems and maybe she could tell me who the heck that guy was!  I knew he was in our year and I vaguely recognized him but I couldn’t have named him to save my life.

For all that I was trying to give the day a positive spin there was one thing that still bugged me: were any of these Student Council assigned tasks going to go according to plan?
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I don’t know why I was surprised that the gym at the Meiko family mansion was so small, but I was.

Of course, small was a relative term.  It was smaller than the school’s gymnasium, unsurprisingly, but for something stuck in the middle of a mansion it was fairly spacious.  In terms of area covered I’d have estimated it as significantly larger than any house any of my relatives owned.

Well, not if you count in second floor, attic, and basement, I thought, getting way too distracted by the calculation.  Should I count the attic?  But even if I don’t I’m pretty sure all the combined space would exceed this.  At least if you took it as a raw floorspace, excluding all the walls and furniture and-

I cut myself off, realizing I was getting ridiculous.  I was just off balance from the size and sophistication of their gym… combined with the fact it was completely empty.

“So… we have this place all to ourselves?” I asked cautiously, not quite sure what to make of that.

Eiko nodded, unconcerned about that fact.  “Normally there’d probably be a few other people around,” she said casually.  “Sometimes it’s empty, but there’s usually one or two people getting in some exercise or training.  At least around this time of day in winter.  But I’ve implemented Master Tai’s protocols so we won’t be disturbed.”

I went for the obvious question.  “Master Tai’s protocols?”

Eiko nodded.  “Occasionally we’d be doing something dangerous, or something we couldn’t risk getting interrupted in, or just a secret technique- “

‘Just’ a secret technique?  I thought to myself.

“-so sensei got this whole set of rules and signs set up so we could keep the gym area private.  He tries not to overuse them too much, he doesn't want to get in the way of other people training or leave a hole in the mansion’s security, but everyone around here’s too used to them to violate them.”

“Not everyone,” Himeko said, popping out from behind us suddenly and giving both of us a small start.

“Himeko!” Eiko hissed as she spun around.  “What are you doing here?”

“Saving your reputation,” Himeko answered unrepentantly, crossing her arms in front of her chest.  “Honestly Eiko, you’re not thinking this through.  Your father asked me in the most polite and deferential way possible if I knew what you were up to taking Mamoru into the gym area and then doing everything you could to make sure you had privacy.  For him that was practically begging me to reassure him you knew what you were doing or to intervene.”

Eiko groaned.  “Come on Hime, you’re exaggerating.”

Himeko let out a deep sigh.  “Eiko, everyone around here knows you and no one is going to automatically believe that… but when you both leave here all tired and sweaty people are going to start to wonder and have doubts.”

I slowly started to blush a deep crimson as I realized what Himeko was getting at.

Eiko flushed a hint too.  “Come on Himeko,” she repeated, a little more weakly the second time, “they won’t think that!  They’ll just think we’re working out.”

“And then why do you need to use Master Tai’s protocols?” Himeko asked reasonably.  “That’s the first thing that will occur to them.  They’ll ask ‘if they’re really just working out, why do they need so much privacy?’.  You’re right, they won’t automatically think you’re up to something dirty.  But they’ll worry, and they’ll crack awkward jokes, and rumors and doubt will slowly take root.  You didn’t prepare your ground properly Eiko, I’m here to save you from that.”

“And how will you help?” Eiko shot back.

“First,” Himeko held up a finger, “by providing a witness for the first time.  We can claim I made that a prerequisite beforehand and I was just surprised what time Mamoru got here.  Second,” she held up a second finger, “by actually spreading a proper story.  This is simply some more of Mamoru’s tests, you two are combining them with one of Master Tai’s exercises.  Simple, direct, almost true, and most importantly of all: believable.  An ounce of prevention is worth a pound of cure, if we do this we can avoid months of stamping out rumors and sideways glances.”

“You just want to see more magic in action,” Eiko grumped.  It was obvious from her tone she just didn’t want to admit Himeko had her beat.

“That doesn’t mean I’m wrong,” Himeko answered, unperturbed.  “Now go on and change, as much as I want to see this I’m missing out on my studying time.”

Eiko muttered a few things under her breath and nodded to me.  “Changing rooms are over there,” she said, indicating a row of rooms that looked like they could have come out of any clothing store.

“Uh, changing rooms?” I asked awkwardly.

“For your training clothes,” Eiko answered, then paused to stare at my blank look.  “Mamoru, you don’t intend to just do it in that do you?”

Since it was Sunday I was just dressed in sweatpants and a sweater, something warm and practical to wander about the mansion grounds draining my mana collectors in.  I’d never even considered a change of clothes.  “I’m a mage,” I said a little defensively, “I don’t need to… it won’t be necessary.”

Eiko gave me a long look before finally shrugging.  “Suit yourself,” she said casually.  “Just make sure you don’t wear your slippers on the mat.”  With that she walked off to the nearest changing room.

“You never even thought about it, did you?” Himeko asked, her voice a model of politeness.  Somehow I could still hear the sarcasm and amusement underneath it though.

I flushed slightly.  “It shouldn’t be necessary,” I shot back.  I just barely kept myself from adding something I knew I’d regret later, like ‘I won’t get sweaty’ or ‘this won’t be too hard’.

“Won’t downgraded to shouldn’t already,” Himeko noted, “this should be good.”

I shot her a dirty look but firmly kept my mouth shut, not in a hurry to give her any more ammunition.

Before too long Eiko opened the door on her changing room again and marched back out in a proper judogi.  She started doing a few quick stretches and exercises on the edge of the gym’s padded mats.

“Would they really have believed Eiko was doing something…” I trailed off, reluctant to finish that sentence given that it would have applied to me.  I didn’t think there was any way that me being more explicit would end well, doubly so with two martial artists in the room.  I did not want to give them an excuse to give me some ‘sparring practice’ as punishment!

“Believed?  No,” Himeko answered frankly.  “Eiko’s too well known and you’re not exactly her type.  I doubt even the staff members who don’t like her would suggest it seriously.  But the fact you saved her life means there’s a crack in that armor.  And be honest Mamoru, if it wasn’t you in this story but you were hearing about this involving someone else, a guy near her own age who she was arranging special private time alone in a gym with, and that after a while they’d both leave exhausted but happy… would you wonder?”

Argh!  I hated to consider that, hated to realize a part of me would think in such a suspicious and dirty way, but Himeko had a point.  I wouldn’t have seriously believed anything had happened, not without a heck of a lot more then that, but I was too honest not to admit a small part of me would have considered it and wondered.

“Only if I couldn’t ask Eiko,” I said, acknowledging the truth in a backhanded manner, I was being almost as bad as Eiko about admitting Himeko was right.  “If I asked her and she said there was nothing then I’d believe her.”

“Which is why we’re doing it this way,” Himeko said.  She then graciously added, “and I was having things occur in an awfully convenient manner in my question.  If you both came out of the gym in a bad mood and bruised I doubt anyone would wonder for more then a few seconds.  But when it’s this simple to head off a problem ahead of time it just makes sense to do so.”

“Plus you get to watch magic again,” I added neutrally.

“Plus I get to watch magic again,” Himeko admitted.  “I missed the show with Sensei Tai at the school and I want to see this.  But make no mistake, this is mostly for Eiko’s sake.”

I carefully avoided saying anything about that.  It was almost certainly true… but whether this was a 90% Eiko to 10% Himeko situation or a 60% Eiko to 40% Himeko case was a different question.  Personally, I suspected it was a little closer to the latter, especially given how stressed out she’d been all week.

“Alright,” Eiko declared, making a respectful bow towards both me and the mat before stepping on to it, “let’s do this.”

I took off my slippers and after a few moments of consideration also took off my socks before stepping up to join Eiko on the mat.  While I didn’t bow to it I did mutter a quick mental prayer of apology and thanks for its efforts.  I then took a position at roughly the center of the mat.  And only then did something important occur to me.

“So how long are we doing this for anyway?” I asked.  The thought had popped up a time or two since Master Tai’s visit but it was always at odd times and I’d never held on to it.

Eiko paused for a moment.  “Huh.  Sensei didn’t say, did he?  Technically he just said to keep going until I broke through.”

“He also noted that you wouldn’t be able to break it,” I said quickly.  “Don’t get me wrong, I suppose one way around that would be to get me exhausted.  Have me set up the shield and just wait there for an hour or two until I couldn’t hold it anymore before going full force.  But I don’t think that’s what he had in mind.”

Eiko’s expression was mixed, I was pretty sure she was fighting down some sort of ‘don’t underestimate me’ or ‘don’t be so cocky’ line.  Of course, it might just have been ‘I’d never stoop to that’ for all I knew.  Out loud all she said was, “usually with Sensei Tai an exercise set would be twenty minutes to half an hour.”

“Let’s just try twenty minutes today,” Himeko cut in smoothly.  “You can always up it to half an hour next time.”

Eiko still looked a little conflicted at that but she fought her own ego down.  “Fair enough.  Mamoru, cast your spell.”

I nodded, took a deep breath, and took a little time to conjure up a fair-sized shield, bracing myself and putting it between us.

“Huh!” Eiko vocalized, a combination of surprise and satisfaction.  “I actually caught it that time!”

I blinked in surprise.  “Caught what?”

“Your stance,” she replied, sounding professionally curious.

“Pardon?” Himeko asked in surprise, looking a little interested.

“I noticed it the second time I met Mamoru,” Eiko expanded, talking directly to Himeko.  “If you startle him he unconsciously slips into a combat stance but it’s a really weird one.  He plants himself pretty solidly but he’s totally open and it doesn’t look like he can respond well with any sort of strike either.  When I first saw it the only thing that came to mind was that it was some sort of shooting stance.  But now that I’m seeing him cast a few spells it’s actually starting to make a little sense.”

She nodded to Himeko.  “See, it was like this,” she took a moment to recreate what she thought was my stance (and she was probably pretty accurate, I just never thought about it).  “And when he cast his spell he shifted like this,” she recreating my motions into my current pose.

“Huh!” Himeko vocalized, mirroring Eiko’s reaction as she watched the demonstration.  Her eyes shot between the two of us, taking it all in.  “I see what you mean!  It’s not a good stance for unarmed combat, but if you treat it as an armed form and your weapon is magic… Mamoru, is this a deliberate martial art of some sort?”

Huh, I thought, echoing the two of them as I considered it that way for a few moments.  I never thought about it like that!

As tempting as it was to make that claim I couldn’t quite do it.  “Not really,” I said with a hint of disappointment, “it’s a little too basic and not useful enough for that.  It’s more like… you know how we all had to learn how to properly fall or roll in gym class?  Or how to stretch before working out?  It’s more like that.  It’s not as sophisticated or useful as a martial art but it’s a pretty important fundamental, there’s not much too it but it’s a base level skill that can make a lot of difference.”

I guess even I can learn something from this, I admitted thoughtfully.  It had been so long since I’d learned about my casting poses I never even thought about them anymore.  And while they hadn’t seemed to be important at the time now that I’d had some real world experience I could appreciate them a lot more.  The mere idea of trying to hold off Master Tai’s blows with an unsteady stance was enough to make me wince, that wasn’t something ten year old me would have truly understood back when we were first getting drilled in proper casting positions.

Himeko looked thoughtful while Eiko just nodded and returned to her previous position on the mat.  “Good to know,” she reported, quickly putting the matter behind her, “are you ready?”

“Yes,” I reiterated, making sure I was still properly braced.

Eiko didn’t waste any time, the closest thing to a warning I got was a slight ‘whoosh’ of air as she threw her self at the shield.

Rat-ta-at-ta-ta-ta-tat!

I was slightly startled, but after being on the receiving end of Master Tai’s version Eiko’s assault was a poor substitution.

Ra-ta-ta-tat!  Ra-ta-ta-tat!  Rata-ta-ta-ta-ta-tat!

By any sort of objective standard Eiko was showering the shield with an impressive series of blows.  If I hadn’t been forced to deal with Master Tai’s barrage so recently I’d have been surprised and impressed.  Unfortunately, I had been.  And because it was so fresh in my memory I couldn’t help but compare the two.  Eiko’s strikes were only approaching half of her Master’s power (before he used ki), probably more along the lines of only 40%.

Don’t get me wrong!  They were still damn strong by any objective measure.  And when you realized that Eiko was less than half Master Tai’s age (probably less than a third), thirty centimeters shorter, and also less than a third of his weight those were some hellishly strong punches she was throwing.  But that also helped explain why she was throwing them so much slower than he had, she was trying to put more oomph into them and sacrificing speed.  Eiko’s blows were swift but she was probably only a quarter of her Master’s speed.

And getting slower, I noted, being careful to keep my face neutral.  Try as she might to keep up the pace Eiko couldn’t help but slow down.  Her breathing was also getting heavier and her face got redder and redder as she tried to match her Master’s feat.  Finally, after an incredible minute and a half of punches and kicks she had to back off and put her hands on her knees as she gasped for air.

I was tempted to say ‘I told you so’ but I doubted Eiko could have heard me over the deep lungsful of air she was inhaling and the urge quickly passed.  And a good thing too, as it was Eiko went from gasping for air to launching a quick ten second repeat of her performance with no warning whatsoever.  She quickly backed off again when it became obvious her surprise attack wasn’t going to do any good and she took another ten seconds to recover before finally speaking.  “Damn,” was all Eiko said, softly but with feeling.

“Not going to happen,” I answered, allowing myself that much, “not without ki, not unless you get much stronger.”

“That was impressive,” Himeko noted reverently from the sidelines.

“Her assault or my shield?”

“Both.”

Eiko’s eyes glinted and she straightened up again.  Rather than just throw herself blindly at my shield again she started approaching it more cautiously.  She started snapping off quick combinations of punches or kicks before backing off, always keeping in motion but giving up the sprint in favor of a slow and steady jog.

I nodded and let her.

“You’re not hurting yourself, are you Eiko?” Himeko asked in concern as her friend’s fists and feet continued to bounce off my shield.

Eiko shook her head, some sweat flying off.  “It’s not hard,” she reported in between combos, controlling her breathing with iron determination, “kind of like punching a heavy boxing bag.  Mamoru’s going easy on me.”

“I am not!”  I countered quickly.  Belatedly I realized she was also targeting different points of the shield as she went, probing for weak spots.

“Really?”  Eiko sounded skeptical and annoyed.  “I figured it should have been like punching a steel wall.”

I shook my head.  “Which is why it’s not,” I explained.  “This particular shield has a softer layer over a harder core that helps to absorb and dissipated kinetic impact, like your punches and kicks.  A harder shield would hurt more to hit but the shield itself would also take more damage; this variation is pretty common whenever you think you’ll encounter blunt impacts.  It’s wasteful if you’re up against sharper weapons or magical attacks but it’s pretty much a default modification when you think it’s going to be close combat.”

Mages on Avalon might not have studied physical boost spells that closely but we’d had years and years of practical observation and reason to work on our protection spells.  You’d better believe we had a much better idea how those worked!  I’d had to answer essay questions justifying how and why I’d construct a shield spell against specific attacks.

“Modification?” Himeko asked politely from the side.

I would have normally shrugged but that wasn’t practical while holding the shield in place.  “It’s a bit hard to explain, in some ways it’s a philosophical question.”

“Really?” Eiko asked, sounding skeptical even as my shield took the brunt of a longer combo.

“Basically, it’s a question of when is a spell a different spell?” I answered.  “Many mages argue there’s really only one shield spell, it’s just that there’s a ton of ways to modify it so it acts differently.  Others argue that they are different spells entirely.”

“I’m on the fence about it,” I added just to be clear, “a lot of the shield spells are just modifications and improvements on each other but I think there are a few break points in the bunch.  It’s really hard to argue where the points are though.  Saying they’re all different spells is like saying a car becomes an entirely different model of car because it’s got a different sound system or air conditioning.  On the other hand, saying they’re all the same is like saying a variety of cars are all one model of car because all of them have the same engine and transmission.”

“And this is the shield you’re using for me?” Eiko said, focusing on what was in front of her.  “I still say you’re going easy on me.”

I gave that one a little more thought.  “Maybe a little,” I conceded.  “But there’s a lot to think about with that.”

Eiko looked slightly startled by my answer, probably surprised I both admitted it and there was something more to it.  She fell silent for a few moments so Himeko jumped in and asked the pertinent question.  “How so?”

“Well,” I briefly paused as Eiko took advantage of my split attention to try a particularly strong kick.  “Well, just for starters I’ve got a sneaking suspicion Master Tai is trying to get me to train a little with this exercise too.”

“Really?” Himeko looked slightly startled.

“Heh, that does sound like him,” Eiko noted, breathing a little hard as she tried to talk while keeping up her pace.

I nodded.  “It’s hard to be sure,” I admitted, “but even back when he was testing me I realized there were a half dozen different ways I could have done the shield better.  Don’t get me wrong, I still wouldn’t have beat him, but I think he recognized that while I had good casting skills and good theoretical skills I hadn’t combined them as well as I should have.  I think these exercises are also a chance for me to test out a few more variations.  For example, I deepened the ‘cushion’ a little for today, it was only about two thirds as strong as today’s back when I faced Master Tai.  And if I had to face him again I’d probably double even that!”

Eiko smiled slightly at the fear and desperation in my voice while Himeko noted.  “That doesn’t sound like you’re going easy on Eiko.”

“I’m still figuring out what to do and how much,” I explained patiently.  “This shield is a little better but if I was truly going all out I’d set the shield to be doing damage to her.  I’d have it give her a shock every time she hit it, or reflect some of the force of her blow back at her, or simply set the shield itself on fire.”

Eiko tried to hide her flinch at the thought of that.

“But that would be going against the spirit of the exercise,” I said normally.  “In a real fight the worst that would happen is that she’d hit the shield a few times if she went all out to start and didn’t realize what was happening until she’d overcommitted.  The second Eiko realized what was up she would start maneuvering to get around the shield and avoid the spell that was harming her, she wouldn’t keep hammering away at it without a good reason.  So setting up something like that when she’s been ordered to try and break through the shield would be cruel and pointless.”

“Is that why you didn’t do anything like that with Master Tai?” Himeko asked.  “It sounds like you could have beaten him if you’d done that.”

“Not really!” I replied instantly and with a startling amount of intensity.

“Come on Mamoru,” Eiko puffed a little, “He’s amazing but he’s not actually invincible.”

“He’s not an idiot either,” I retorted, surprised she hadn’t thought it through.  I was being a little unfair to Eiko, she was focused on the task at hand and I’d already considered the problem in detail, but I still would have expected her to realize it.  “I didn’t do any of that with Master Tai because I didn’t think about it at the time.  But if I had then Master Tai would have changed his tactics.  I’m almost certain he’d have gotten serious and not bothered with the barrage, he’d have focused on breaking through with a single overwhelming blow.  I’m pretty sure he went with the barrage because it gave him a better picture of my skills while being safer for me, he was worried he might have been dealing with an arrogant but innocent young mage and he didn’t want to harm me if he didn’t have to.  Using a flurry of lighter blows Master Tai knew he could break through the shield and easily stop himself before he hurt me.  Trying to one shot the shield would have put me in serious danger because he couldn’t have been sure how much power he needed until it was too late.”

Eiko frowned, probably fighting the urge to defend Master Tai and his skill.  And I couldn’t blame her for that, if Master Tai had known precisely how much force to use ahead of time I was willing to bet he could have judged it perfectly and broken such a shield without hurting me.  But a case where he had to get serious and didn’t quite know what he was up against?  That would be a hell of a lot of force to pull back with no warning.

In the end Eiko seemed to agree and she kept silent on the subject.

“There’s still stuff to legitimately experiment with,” I said more calmly, moving past the subject.  “There’s got to be a dozen little tricks, tactics, and variables I can mess around with even while keeping to the spirit of the exercise.  I figure after a couple of weeks I’ll have a good idea what I want to go with.”

“A couple of weeks?” Eiko asked, putting a surprising amount of snark into the question given the circumstances.

I was cautious and sane enough to consider my response carefully before I answered.  “A couple of months,” I amended a little more humbly.  “Going through all the combinations and permutations while testing them fully is going to take a while.  ‘Perfect’ is the enemy of ‘good enough’ but a few weeks really would be rushing it.  But after that much time I should have a good picture of what would be a ‘fair’ shield for Eiko to practice with.  I’m still debating with myself if I should make a talisman for that when I figure that out.”

“Why would you- oh no, is this exercise putting a strain on your mana?” Himeko asked, putting things together pretty quickly for someone who’d only learned about magic around three months ago.

“Shit Mamoru,” Eiko paused and abruptly pulled back on her assault.  “I’m sorry, I’m not sure Master Tai realized that.  If I’m costing you I can get in touch and explain it to him.”

“It’s fine,” I said quickly.  Both of the girls gave me skeptical looks, clearly not buying it.  Luckily for me I was telling the truth so I quickly expanded on the subject.  “No, really.  I’m mostly doing low mana cost experiments at the moment, and now that I’ve got the next generation of collectors built I’m no longer investing a bunch of mana into that.  Similarly, I’m not going to try making any new arcane materials until I’ve explored mithril a little more so that’s not a drain. And I’m not collecting any gold in the cold season so that cost’s gone for another two or three months too, right now I’ve actually got a pretty good mana income and the reserve’s filling slowly but steadily.”

I shrugged, “don’t get me wrong, I’m still using a little in my experiments and I have a few things that need a constant small influx.  Doing this is probably going to be the biggest single chunk of mana I use in the week.  But even without a talisman this is less than a day’s worth of mana, and it’s good for practice and experimentation on its own merits.”

“Blocking my punches and kicks for half an hour doesn’t cost you much mana?” Eiko asked, clearly torn between being relieved at the idea and feeling a little insulted.

“Shield spells are designed to be efficient,” I hastened to assure her. “In fact, that’s one of the reasons I’d put ‘speed shield’ as a different spell, it’s so inefficiently constructed compared to everything else.”

Eiko looked confused for a few seconds as she mentally rewound the conversation far enough to try and remember my point.  She did eventually get it, but…

“I really hope you don’t make jumps like that when you write scientific papers,” Himeko sighed off to the side.

I flushed slightly, having to acknowledge her point, and tried again.  “Shield spells have to be mana efficient,” I continued as Eiko started to tentatively return to punching and kicking the shield, “otherwise there’s little use in them.  We’d use illusions, or movement spells, or straight up invisibility a lot more if shields weren’t so efficient and easy.”

“But that makes no sense,” Eiko complained, hitting the shield a little harder.

I frowned thoughtfully, thinking about how to explain it.  Since I’d been doing a lot of work on gravity-based magic, and thinking about it in relation to getting things into orbit, I came up with that as an example.  “Think of a shield like a satellite- “

“Really?” Eiko couldn’t help but interrupt sarcastically.

“Trust me, I’m simplifying a heck of a lot but it actually kind of works.  Think of a shield like a satellite in orbit.  Now making the satellite itself and getting it up there takes a lot of work and energy, but once it’s in orbit it doesn’t require nearly as much effort to keep it in place.  At least as long as you pay some attention to it and have some skill, you do have to make a bunch of small adjustments but that’s a heck of a lot easier then sending it up there in the first place.”

“I think I can see that,” Himeko noted in surprise.

“Yeah, but your satellite is getting constantly pounded by meteors,” Eiko noted, giving the shield a sustained combo for emphasis.

“True,” I admitted, seeing her problem and deciding not to get pedantic about calling them meteors, “but a shield is a large satellite designed to withstand something like that.  While it will require more fuel to keep it in orbit and at least a few replacement parts to take care of the damage it’s still a lot less of an investment than the effort it took to get it up there in the first place.”

There were a few moments of silence, punctuated by the muffled impacts of Eiko’s fists and feet on the shield.

“That’s actually a pretty good analogy,” I said, surprised at my own success, “I might have to remember that one.  Because it also helps explain why you don’t cast spells that aren’t damage resistant in bad circumstances, how they get wrecked and it’s just a waste of resources and just how difficult and expensive it can be to repair them in situ.”  It still ignored more complicated variables, like what happened when you got someone like Master Tai who basically had armor piercing attacks, but as a basic explanation I thought it had merit.

“Getting over my head there Mamoru,” Eiko noted.  But she was polite about it, and was back to assaulting my shield with vigor.

We were silent for a while.  After another minute she tried another all-out assault, just like she had at the beginning.  She didn’t push it like she had back then, she backed off after only twenty or thirty seconds, but I was still a little put off by its intensity.

“If you haven’t broken through yet, I don’t think it’s going to happen,” Himeko noted.  She was mostly calm but there was a hint of smugness in her voice.

“You don’t know that!” Eiko retorted, snapping off another harder combo.

“Of course I do, do you really think Mamoru has that much of a poker face?”

I almost objected to that.  Almost.

“Doesn’t matter,” Eiko replied more neutrally.  “This is the exercise and I’m going to do it.  Besides, at least one of the reasons was to give me practice going all out against a real target.”

“Oh, really?” I asked.  Of all the things I’d known or guessed about Master Tai’s purposes that surprisingly simple one had never occurred to me.

“Oh yeah, I can do it against sensei but anyone short of that I have to watch out and pull my blows.  And it’s just not the same against him, you know?”

Even I had to admit I could see that, and I hadn’t known and studied with the man for years!

“Sensei Tai wants me to know how to go all out, be able to take the limiters on and off as I need to,” Eiko explained, managing her breathing precisely to both speak and strike at the same time.  “Control means being able to go all out as well as holding back.  He’s worried that if I don’t get enough practice fighting seriously I won’t use my strength when I need to, like if I get into another fight like the one in the alley.”

She paused for a moment, using the excuse of launching a few kicks in order to catch her breath.

“In fact, that was one of the things Master Tai most enjoyed about encountering you,” Eiko continued.  “Sensei doesn’t get the opportunity to go full force that often.  The fact that he could do it in any capacity with you, even if it was only for a few seconds, was something he really appreciated.  Sure, he could only do it with fast strikes and without ki but you saw what that was like, how often do you think he gets to do that against a human opponent?”

I didn’t have to consider that long.  “Not very!” I said with feeling.

Eiko nodded.  “That’s one thing I think you missed.  He’s hoping to train you up a little so he can have an excuse to do it again.”

I blinked in surprise, that was another motivation I’d never considered.

“Really?” Himeko asked from the sideline.  I was a little relieved she seemed surprised too.

“Oh yeah, he’ll use some sort of excuse like seeing what sort of shield I’m up against and just how good I’ll have to be to break through but- “

Eiko abruptly stopped, and I don’t just mean stopped talking.  She stopped throwing punches, took a few steps back, and just stared at me with the most peculiar expression on her face.  Some sort of mix of shock, wonder, and confusion.

“Eiko?” Himeko asked gently after a few moments while I continued to look on in confusion.

Eiko shook herself.  “Sorry,” she said after a few moments, still sounding a hint faint, “it just all hit me at once.”

“What hit you?”

Eiko grinned weakly.  “The fact that I’m standing here, in the mansion gym, talking with you and our new friend the master mage.  That I’m participating in a training exercise where I’m attempting to batter my way through an actual magic shield.  It just occurred to me how crazy this would have seemed half a year ago.  But here I am, just casually doing this.”

I opened my mouth but quickly shut it again before I actually said anything.  I’d kind of been there a few times myself over the last few months, but claiming I’d had it the same as Eiko or Himeko would have been a lie and it didn’t feel right to say anything banal or pointless.  Or at least it would have felt reeeally stupid to do so after pausing like that, if I’d just said “I know what you mean” immediately that would have worked but doing it after a ten second pause felt ridiculous.

In the end all I could do was shrug hopelessly at her with an awkward smile, it seemed the most sincere and honest thing to do.

Fortunately it seemed to work, Eiko just snorted some laughter at how ridiculous it was.  “You’re hopeless,” she replied with a small grin of her own.  But despite that, it was enough to shake her out of it and return to the exercise.  And all three of us smiled a little, content to keep working on our own weird lives in our peculiar ways.
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I let out a loud sigh of relief when I got home on Tuesday. I was almost surprised that one of my parents didn’t answer me, despite the fact it was still before 5 pm I’d almost expected one of them to be home the way my day had been going.

It started out normal enough, but it had taken an extremely odd turn at lunch. The Tea Ceremony Club member I’d helped previously had tracked down my homeroom and burst in looking for me. He’d been so upset and odd I’d instinctively activated the ‘don’t notice me’ talisman before he’d gotten the chance to spot me. It turned out he was apoplectic at himself for his failure to properly pay me back and thank me for getting them the replacement bowl. Given that he hadn’t wanted to admit what had actually happened, at least the full story of it, and that I was already hiding and couldn’t gracefully reveal myself, he’d accidentally created quite a kerfuffle in classroom.

Thankfully Himeko had been there, she’d managed to calmly sort the mess out with quiet grace and skill. It was helpful that she’d quickly realized I’d probably been up to something that that I didn’t want people looking into too deeply while at the same time she was familiar with the boy in question.

“Chiba Atsuki,” she’d quietly passed on to me later. “Yes, he’s really excitable and nervous. Not a bad person, but he lets himself and situations spiral out of control easily. Being in the Tea Ceremony Club helps focus him and calm his nerves so it’s really important to him.”

Himeko had managed to subtly lead him through a story of him being grateful to me for helping him with his injury and thereby saving the tea set from damage. I could recognize what she was doing just because I knew the whole story and was observing it from the outside, if I’d been a clueless bystander in the middle of all the confusion I probably would have believed it too. After a good ten or fifteen minutes of sorting out the mess she managed to get him sent on his way, accepting the 3000 yen from him and promising to pass it on to me when I ‘got back to class’. I quietly ‘slipped back in’ to class about five minutes after that (slowly turning the ‘don’t notice me spell down to nothing) and did everything I could to verify her newly created version of events when she supposedly relayed what had just happened to me. The little bit of twitch and throbbing by the corner of her eye had warned me that Himeko had not been amused.

I imagine she was even less amused later in the day. Whoever was trying to sabotage the school struck again, setting another fire on school grounds. Luckily for me it was after classes had been done, I’d been halfway to the Meiko estate at the time. Unluckily for me the police and fire department’s response had meant that I didn’t dare go back to the school to use the lab. While the fire hadn’t done much damage (just scorched the wall of one of the outbuildings a little) that had been more then enough to bring in a major response from the emergency services given everything else that had happened. The grounds were crawling with investigators looking for a clue, clubs had been canceled, and Himeko was once again in the middle of everything trying to help sort stuff out. She gave me a quick text warning me about the situation and asked me to pass on to the mansion staff that she’d probably be pretty late getting home. I’d been bogged down for a while sorting that out, the staff hadn’t been willing to settle for a quick “Oh, Himeko’s going to be late because she’s talking to the police. Bye.” But I gathered Himeko had only had time for one text under the circumstances and I was grateful she’d used it to stop me from walking into trouble. Besides, I could hardly ignore the karma given what I’d put her through earlier in the day. Especially when I realized I hadn’t warned her about Chiba Atsuki ahead of time, I’d been distracted and we hadn’t had much of a chance to talk between the incident and him walking into the classroom. If she hadn’t been blindsided by everything it probably would have gone better.

I really need to do something for her, I noted thoughtfully as I settled down at my desk. Not being able to go to the lab was annoying but there was other stuff I could do. I grabbed my carving tools and returned to my work carefully etching symbols in the wood of my new… staff? Talisman? I hadn’t quite decided how serious I wanted to go on it yet, the base was solid but I was debating taking it a little further.

She’s getting really stressed out, I thought, carefully marking down the next cuts I had to make in pencil. I don’t think it’s as bad as it was in November when she snapped but everything is starting to add up. Himeko didn’t need me making her day even worse today even if it wasn’t really my fault.

I paused for a moment to focus totally on my task, I was looking into a practical new arrangement of my own design and I wanted to make sure I had everything lined up right. Trying to properly position symbols around a cylinder shape was tricky.

After all, I continued when I was sure it was good, I really wasn’t much help back then, and between that and all the ongoing little problems I give her I’m probably half the reason she’s this badly off right now! It wouldn’t be good even without me, but I’m probably that little extra bit of stress that’s pushing her from deep in the yellow zone into the red.

I knew I was getting dangerously self important and arrogant there but I still figured it was a fair comparison. I wasn’t the biggest problem in Himeko’s life but I was more than the proverbial straw that broke the camel’s back. And, unlike the other problems, I was the new one that should have known better.

Eiko, I thought firmly, gently starting to scrape into the wood, I need to talk to Eiko. She’ll have a better idea how bad it is and what-

And right at that moment my phone rang.

I barely managed to keep myself from messing up the etching as it startled me. But rather than waste time getting angry I quickly grabbed for it, worried it was Himeko or Eiko phoning me. We hadn’t done that often after winter break had finished but we still managed to exchange a few phone calls in our continuing efforts to get more comfortable with each other. “Hello?” I said quickly. “Matsuda Mamoru speaking.”

“Hello Mamoru-chan,” came the surprising voice of my maternal grandmother, “I am so sorry to bother you but I need your help.”

I was caught between a slight spurt of panic that my grandma was desperate enough to phone me for help and a slightly frustrated feeling of it figures given how the day had been going. “Why? What is it Grandma? What’s wrong?” I asked a little too urgently.

“It’s your cousin Akira,” she reported in concern, “he’s down with a bad cold. I need some more herbs but your grandfather won’t be able to get them for me today and I’m stuck here for the moment.”

And if it’s herbs, I thought, that limits who you can ask. Unless cousin Daichi was visiting the city I was her only remaining choice, she couldn’t trust the rest of the family to get anything more complicated than daikon or garlic. “That’s alright, this is actually a good time for it,” I answered, shading the truth slightly, “just give me the list.”

My slight relief that the situation wasn’t a major crisis died as Grandma Kanoko rattled off what she needed. I recognized enough of the ingredients to realize it was some serious medicine she was mixing up! My maternal grandmother was not an alarmist and respected the power and value of her remedies, if she was getting that serious then Akira must have been worse than I’d thought.

I quietly put away my tools even as I copied the information down. “Done,” I declared firmly when she’d finished giving me her requests. “I assume you’re at Uncle Kanoko’s house?”

“Yes,” my grandmother said firmly. “If no one’s here assume we’ve gone to the hospital and just leave the herbs on the front step.”

Fuck, I thought. I carefully stopped myself from saying that to my grandmother though. “I’m on my way. Goodbye grandmother, see you soon.”

Despite everything my grandmother chuckled slightly at my mixed signals. “See you soon Mamoru-chan.”

***

About two hours later I was at my Kanoko cousins’ house, over on the more northern edge of Tokyo. I’d managed to get lucky on my timing, I hit a lull in the number of shoppers before people crowded the commercial areas after work and clubs were finished. I’d made a beeline to the stores most likely to carry the herbs my grandmother had requested and simply gotten her ingredients as quickly as possible rather than risk shopping around for best price or quality. Normally either of us would have been a bit more choosey but from the sound of things I’d figured it was better to go for speed over anything else.

The train ride to the younger Kanokos had been less pleasant. By that point I’d been getting into peak times and I’d had to deal with the crush of passengers, carefully clutching the ingredients to my chest to make sure they didn’t get accidentally damaged. After fighting my way through everyone I eventually managed to get where I was going in a fairly tired and battered condition.

Kanoko Kaede greeted me at the door. “Hello cousin Mamoru,” she said pleasantly, “grandma said you’d be here.”

I sighed slightly in relief, it was a weight off my chest that someone was there. “Greetings Kaede-san, may I come in?” I asked quickly, coming inside and taking off my shoes the second she gave me a nod. “I am sorry to be so abrupt but it sounded bad.”

“Nah, just Akira being his usual idiot self,” despite her attempt to seem unconcerned there was a slightly fearful undertone in her words. Not panicky, but a little bit worried even though she didn’t want to be.

“What happened?” I asked

Kaede made a disgusted noise. “He was trying to impress a girl so he stayed out a long time and half froze himself to death. It’s no wonder the idiot caught a bad cold!” She might have sounded dismissive but she was leading me to her brother’s room while she talked. “He tried to tough it out for a while but he only made it worse, he collapsed at school yesterday.”

“Collapsed?” I asked in surprise.

“Yeah, well, it was gym class so of course he tried too hard on top of everything else. He’s not that bad.” Kaede sounded like she was trying to convince herself of that even though she didn’t believe it.

Akira’s room was open and he was lying in the bed, dead to the world with a cold compress over his forehead and eyes. Our grandmother was sat by his bedside, wearing a mask over her face and checking a thermometer. “Still 40.1,” she muttered, looking at the thermometer in concern.

“Grandma,” Kaede said, knocking softly at the door, “Mamoru’s here.”

Grandma Kanoko turned to face us. “Best stay back child,” she said, her voice muffled by the mask, “I doubt it’ll be any trouble but I don’t need any of you getting sick too!”

I bit down on my lip to keep from protesting, both at being called a child and that she should be risking herself if in that case. “Where do you want the herbs?” I asked instead, trying to sound concerned instead of rude.

“Just put them on Akira’s desk,” she answered, pointing to said desk in the corner of the room. “Were you able to get everything Mamoru-chan?”

“Yes,” I reported back, “although the ginseng seemed a little off to me. Not bad, but I was tempted to find something better.”

“That’s alright,” she said, hopping down from the chair and moving to reposition herself at the desk, “that’s not the most important part of the medicine, I don’t need maximum potency for that.”

I fought down an inappropriate smile as she crossed the room. Grandma Kanoko had been on the shorter side to start and a lifetime of working outside in fields and gardens, always bent over to tend the plants, had left her a little stooped. It wasn’t as bad as an anime, she wasn’t the stereotypical hunchbacked old woman that had lost a meter of height in the last twenty years. But it was sometimes amusing how close she got to being one, especially since she usually wore a kerchief and more old-fashioned clothes suitable for working outside.

In this case I felt it more intensely since I was so worried about Akira. “How bad is it?” I asked frankly, looking at my unresponsive cousin lying on the bed. In addition to the compress over his forehead he was under several blankets and from what I could see his complexion was even worse than mine was! If he hadn’t been breathing regularly I’d have been worried it was time to take him to the hospital.

“Well, he’s not in good condition,” our grandmother grunted, taking out herbs and placing them on Akira’s desk. She already had several grinding and mixing tools set up there, she measured out ingredients while she talked. “The fool got himself into a right situation this time, he’s got a fever up near forty and he’s got no energy.”

“But, as much as he likes to make us worried, I’m pretty sure he’s going to pull through. The doctor thinks so too, we all want to keep an eye on the boy but unless he tries to do something else stupid we all think this should pass quickly enough. He’s not going to be happy though, and I want to mix up a few things to help take care of him.”

I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding. “That’s good to hear.”

Grandma Kanoko nodded and started grinding up something with a mortar and pestle. “I want to give him a little something to take his fever down a degree or two and another mix to help fight the cold itself.” She stopped and gave me a significant look, “I’m not going to go too easy on him though, I’m making that one up as a suppository!”

I winced slightly. The threat of our grandma giving him a suppository would be both an appropriate enough punishment and an encouragement for Akira to get better as quickly as possible, not to mention a none too subtle warning not to be that stupid in the future. And chances were she was making more than one dose, Grandma Kanoko was a kind soul but she could get nasty when vexed.

I also gave Akira a quick look over with ‘mage sight’ studying his aura. I wasn’t experienced enough to get too much information out of it, that sort of thing required a specialist when the ailment was physical and distributed throughout the body, but from what I could see Grandma Kanoko was right. He was definitely depleted, very much so, but I wasn’t seeing any signs of any deeper problems. Granted, I’d have trusted a doctor or Grandma Kanoko to have spotted that before me anyway, but it was still a reassuring sign.

“Oh, Mamoru-san?” a voice asked from behind me.

I turned around to see my aunt Kanoko Hina (not to be confused with my grandmother Kanoko Hina, Uncle Reiji got a lot of ribbing for that). “Hello aunt Hina-sama,” I said, bowing deeply.

She bowed back in turn. “Thank you for taking the time to help out your cousin,” she said gratefully. “My son may have acted the fool but I’m sorry we had to be the ones to inconvenience you.”

“It was no trouble!” I said quickly, trying to downplay my efforts

Every single one of my female relatives, three separate generations, gave me an identical skeptical look. Akira probably would have given me a skeptical look if he hadn’t been lying on the bed, seemingly unaware of what was happening around him.

“I just came up to let my daughter know that dinner was ready and ask if Grandma Kanoko-sama wished to join us.”

Grandma Kanoko shook her head. “I’m not hungry right now and I don’t want to risk infecting anyone. Just leave some aside for me later and I’ll be happy. Don’t worry Hina, I’ll watch over your boy for you.”

“Thank you,” Aunt Hina said gratefully, bowing slightly again at Grandma Kanoko. She then turned back to me. “You’re welcome to join us Mamoru, it’s the least we can do after all the trouble you’ve gone to.”

“It’s okay, I’m- “ right at that moment I caught a whiff of the dinner and my stomach growled in response, I’d been too embarrassed to finish my lunch and too worried to think about food since then.

I shut up, not quite sure how to proceed.

“Hina-chan?” Grandma Kanoko spoke with a sigh. “Take my other idiot grandson down and get him fed, will you? I don’t think he’s going to be as stupid as the bedridden one but I’d be discouraged see him faint too. I don’t want to find out it runs in the family.”

I briefly considered protesting but quickly gave up the idea, Grandma Kanoko had boxed me in quite nicely. So rather than be rude or stupid I bowed to inevitable. I also bowed slightly to my aunt. “Thank you, aunty. I am sorry to impose upon you but I would appreciate the chance to enjoy one of your dinners.”

“Flatterer,” Aunt Hina smiled slightly as I struggled with my response and laid it on too thickly. “But you’re still welcome here Mamoru-san.”

***

“Itadakimasu!”

With that settled, we all turned to the food. It wasn’t anything special, just tuna, rice, and miso soup, (aunt Hina had been distracted and also wanted stuff suitable for a recovering Akira just in case he was hungry) but Aunt Hina had prepared much more than she usually would have. In addition to feeding her son Aunt Hina had also wanted enough to feed Grandma Kanoko if she was going to stay for dinner, she’d taken no chances on not having enough food for everyone. I felt a little less guilty about joining them when I realized that, I wasn’t imposing as much and I was helping prevent food from going to waste.

To try and minimize awkwardness I took Akira’s usual spot, I wouldn’t have been comfortable as a guest of honor, the family knew that and were too kind to impose, and that way the spot was open if Grandma came down anyway. Uncle Kanoko Reiji, my mother’s younger brother, sat at the head of the table.

Of course, I thought a with a touch of amusement and embarrassment, maybe I should have taken a more prominent spot. Given how much I tower over everyone I stand out a bit much. That was usually a given but it was slightly more noticeable than usual today, Uncle Reiji was a little shorter than average with even his wife being taller than him (Aunt Hina was a little taller than average, Uncle Reiji wasn’t that short). As the only other guy at the table and someone who was a good fifteen centimeters taller than everyone around him I looked a bit out of place.

Luckily I was among family. While everyone was surprised to see me there and participating they knew I was inexperienced and not the most social guy in the world, they tried to balance including me with not putting me on the spot.

“We’re sorry it’s so simple today Mamoru-san,” Aunt Hina apologized. “I wanted something that would be gentler on the stomach in case Akira wanted to eat. Don’t worry if you don’t finish the soup, we can save some for him later.”

“On the other hand,” Kaede cut in with some forced cheer, “finish the soup. I’m not sure the idiot’s going to have anything today and even if he wants something I’m not sure we should give it to him.”

I hid a wry smile behind a bowl of rice, Kaede was obviously worried about her brother at the same time as being deeply exasperated with him. I remembered having similar feelings about my siblings in my previous life, I found myself both grateful I didn’t have to deal with it this time around and missing the feeling in a nostalgically wistful way.

“Kaede-chan…” my uncle said warningly.

“I know dad, I know,” Kaede sighed, “but he was just so stupid! You see that sort of thing in mangas and on the television but you don’t think anyone would actually do it in real life!”

“What happened anyway?” I asked, kind of curious.

“A few days ago his club was running some endurance drills in the cold,” Sakura answered with a sigh. My elder cousin seemed slightly more sympathetic to her brother, but that might just have been her big sister instinct.

I thought back a little. “Wait, are we talking about the day with some freezing rain?” it hadn’t been much rain, barely more than a drizzle, but it had been consistent and thoroughly unpleasant.

“That’s the one,” Kaede confirmed, her tone making her opinion on her brother’s intelligence abundantly clear.

Sakura just nodded. “Well, the Football Club was doing a slow jog through it to train their endurance.”

I made a face. Sakura caught it and immediately added. “No, they weren’t as stupid as they might sound. Participants were allowed to drop out at any time, the purpose was to push their limits and get used to it but the club wasn’t so irresponsible as to force everyone out there for an arbitrary amount of time. Club members were deliberately told they were doing poorly if they pushed themselves too hard and got hurt.”

That’s better, I admitted reluctantly, but I’m still not sure that was a good idea. Given the usual Japanese drive to look like you were giving it your all and working as hard as you could that sort of exercise was practically begging for at least a few cases like Akira’s. I hated to think about how difficult it must have been for the first few participants to drop out.

“Well, the club’s advisor was there that day,” Sakura continued, unable to keep some withering venom out of her tone, “and Akira has the hots for her. He continued way past his limits in an attempt to impress her, matching the toughest third years and even driving them to continue past their usual limits rather than letting a first year show them up. The team captain eventually had to call the whole exercise off rather than let them all drive themselves to getting pneumonia.”

Slightly better, I admitted to myself grudgingly, but judging by what happened the captain should have done it a lot sooner!

“I’m… not sure what to say,” I said after a few moments. I thought for a few more. “If he wasn’t so sick I’d be glad he wasn’t that obsessed with Himeko,” I said finally.

Kaede snorted in spite of herself and Sakura was awfully quick to get a bowl of food up in front of her face.

“What’s so amusing?” my uncle asked in confusion.

“Nothing!” Kaede said quickly, trying to be a picture of innocence.

“It’s an… interesting way of looking at it,” Sakura said carefully, obviously fighting her own amusement.

Uncle Reiji sighed and spoke directly to me. “Your cousin is in a bit of a girl crazy mood right now,” he confessed with a mixture of mild embarrassment and amusement. “Probably because Valentine’s Day is so close. He’s been a bit worse than the usual guy for the last year or so but with that so close at hand he’s… this incident is the worst he’s been so far but it’s not that big of a jump from his previous behaviour.”

“And hopefully my son learns from it this time!” Aunt Hina cut in irritably. “Honestly, once he’s a little bit better I’m going to remind him ‘the burned hand teaches best’ and be glad for this whole incident!”

Uncle Reiji shrugged helplessly and I fought down a slight smirk. Don’t get me wrong, I suspect Uncle Reiji and I both sympathized, we’d both had the usual fun with hormones and pressure in our school careers. But at the same time it was obvious cousin Akira wasn’t trying hard enough to control himself, he wasn’t getting into perverted weirdo territory but he was still a step or two past how the usual guy let himself act. Judging by what the rest of the family was saying the whole bit with his first karaoke song to Himeko had been par for the course, you couldn’t blame him for being interested in her but doing that had been a little too stupid a little too quickly. If this whole misadventure was the slap upside the head he needed to fix his bad habits it might have been a blessing in disguise!

“Honestly Mamoru-san, he should learn from you,” Aunt Hina sighed. “I can understand why he’d want some but neither you nor Daichi-san worried about not getting any chocolate.”

“Probably not the right time to bring that up mom,” Sakura noted regretfully, “this is probably the one year Mamoru’s actually going to get chocolate.”

“I’m not dating anyone,” I cut in urgently, eager to snuff out any such rumors before they started.

Sakura shrugged. “So? It’ll be giri chocolate but Himeko-sama’s too polite not to give you that much and I’d expect Eiko-san to do the same.”

She went on to have another short exchange with her mother but I missed it entirely. I was too stunned by the thought she might be right! Sure, it wouldn’t be honmei chocolate or anything, but the thought of actually getting some honest chocolate on Valentine’s Day for once… Sweet Aoth, I might have to remember White Day.

I tuned back in as Aunt Hina sighed slightly. “I probably shouldn’t take that tactic then,” she admitted mournfully. “I do not wish to offend Mamoru-san but the last thing I wish to make Akira realize is that you’re going to do better than him on Valentine’s Day. I cannot think of anything worse I could realistically do to encourage more foolishness from Akira.”

She’s got a point, I had to admit to myself. That was the flipside of my family knowing and accepting I was a poorly socialized oddball, getting even token chocolate from two beautiful classmates would only spur my cousin to try harder as he worried he was falling behind. “Maybe I should stick around,” I said wryly, “remind him that being that obsessed and that focused on advancement is how my parents act. Ask him if that’s really the part of the family he wants to imitate?”

My aunt and uncle looked slightly uncomfortable about that reminder. Fortunately they were quickly shaken out of that by Kaede’s stunned “Oh my god, you’re right! It’s so different from Aunt and Uncle Matsuda’s goals but it’s exactly how they act! We really need to warn him!”

“No offense intended Mamoru,” Sakura cut in smoothly.

“None taken,” I answered swiftly.

“I have to say,” Aunt Hina said, looking surprised, “it is good to see you out and around like this Mamoru-san. You’re usually more closed off and distant, we were all worried when we heard the first rumors about how you were socializing with delinquents and getting into trouble with the police. But it seems Kobayashi-san and Meiko-san are really doing you some good.”

“Or it could just be the crisis,” Kaede teased. “Mahou-mam’s just opened up because he’s worried. Maybe we should have Akira get sick more often?”

I smiled slightly and shook my head at the irony. “You’re not entirely wrong there,” I explained, “and I find it a little odd that it is more troublesome to come and help out now that I’m dealing with Himeko and Eiko. Usually this would have been a lot more… well, a little more difficult, but afterschool clubs were cancelled for today so I was actually home for a change.”

I could feel a little ripple of shock do around the table. “For a change?” Sakura pounced on it first. “Mamoru, did you actually join a club?” She tried not to sound too stunned but her voice was rising a little on that last note.

“No,” I told her, still wearing the small smile. You could almost hear a universal sigh of both relief and disappointment at that pronouncement. A bit mischievously I did expand on it and add “I do the occasional task for the Student Council and I’ve got access to a lab now. I’m enough… well, my parent’s child, that most days I’m staying after school and taking advantage of that to work on my own projects.”

“That sounds more like the Mahou-mam I know,” Kaede agreed instantly.

Both my aunt and uncle looked concerned at that. “And you’re doing okay? You’re not working too hard and no one’s taking advantage of you?” Aunt Hina asked in concern.

“It’s still just a school lab,” I said, dodging the question slightly, “it’s useful but it’s not like I’m doing Hadron Collider level experiments. If I had access to that level of equipment you probably couldn’t pry me out of the lab with a crowbar! As to them taking advantage of me,” I shrugged, “maybe they’re doing it a little but the Student Council has been pretty reasonable for the most part. Even with the tasks they occasionally give me and my own obsessions I’m still back home before my parents.”

Excepting the odd day like last week with the Tea Ceremony Club, my conscience prodded me. That had been kind of embarrassing, I’d gotten home and realized that for once both of my parents had beaten me there. The fact that they’d both simply accepted it and barely even noticed I was home that late simply underlined the rest of my relatives’ concern.

“And you’re okay with that?” Aunt Hina asked gently.

“I find it really useful. It’s probably going to advance my progress a year or two and I feel that’s a fair trade.” I admitted truthfully, missing the other half of her point. “Even with Eiko and Himeko it’s not like I have a busy social life, I’m not missing out there. And I can’t remember the last time we had a family meal like this!”

I’d meant the last bit to come out a bit humorously, but as I said it aloud I abruptly realized dear Aoth, I’m not sure we ever had a family meal like this! Not at our place at least, we’d gone to occasional family meals with my other relatives or doubling as business functions, even a couple of times out to restaurants on designated vacations and holidays, but we’d never ever simply sat down at home to have a meal together as a family.

There was an awkward moment of silence around the table, I think everyone suddenly realized that was an unpalatable truth and struggled to digest it.

“Which is probably for the best,” I said quickly, trying to make it more humorous and recapture the previous atmosphere. “I’m the best cook in our branch of the family by a longshot, I doubt I’d have made it this far if I had to consistently eat mother or father’s cooking.”

Everyone at the table realized it was weak but grabbed at the sally like a lifeline. “You’re not wrong,” my uncle said quickly, “even I was a better cook than my sister and I made no effort to try. She was never as bad as a fictional chef but if it involved anything more complicated than pouring in a set amount of water or changing the temperature level she didn’t want to be bothered.”

We laughed, we enjoyed the meal, as simple as it was, and life was good.

***

I got home about an hour and a half later. My mother had beaten me back by only ten minutes. “Do you need to use the kitchen?” she asked as I came in.

“No,” I answered simply, watching her in the middle of making some instant ramen. For a moment I considered leaving it at that but honesty compelled me to add “Uncle Reiji and Grandma Kanoko asked me to give you their best wishes.”

“Oh, you saw them?” My mother asked, mildly surprised. “That’s good.”

I waited for a few more seconds but nothing else was forthcoming. As I looked around our dark apartment (mother had only turned on the kitchen area lights so far) I felt a sudden surge of pity and sadness. And an unexpectedly poignant reminder of something else…

I sent a brief prayer of thanks up to any higher powers that might have been listening. Praising them for sending me to this family, for giving me peace while sparing the poor, abused Mamoru that might otherwise have been there had any other soul taken my place.
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“No Himeko this week?” I asked, mildly surprised as Eiko and I took places on the mat again.  I’d kept expecting Himeko to show up at the last minute but I was about to summon my shield and she was still a no show.

Eiko shook her head.  “She’s been so busy with the Student Council this week her sycophants were able to strong arm her into going with them today.”

“Really?” I couldn’t keep the surprise out of my voice, given Himeko’s attitude towards all the recent drama I thought she would have avoided that like the plague.

Eiko nodded.  “She was too worn down and she had to admit she hadn’t spent much time with them recently.  She regretted it later on, she told me so last night, but by then she’d already agreed and, well, you know Himeko.”

She’d rather walk barefoot over broken glass than go back on a commitment, I filled in mentally.  “How bad is she doing?” I asked even as I started casting my shield spell.

“Not good,” Eiko replied, clearly fighting some of her own worry.  “She’s not at her limits yet but she’s getting awfully close, especially since we’re only just about to start February.”

I winced but finished completing my spell before I spoke again.  “Do you think she’ll have trouble getting through Valentine’s Day?” I asked from the other side of the shield.

“I think she’s not even going to make it to Valentine’s Day at this rate,” Eiko said with a mixture of annoyance and concern.  “Even if that damn saboteur or your Student Council don’t drive her to madness one of her entourage roped her into a karaoke party next Saturday after classes.”

I blinked in surprise.  “How’d they manage that?” Himeko tried to be accessible but I’d since found out she tried to draw the line at most out of school activities with her sycophantic friends.  Anything on school grounds was fine, she considered that part of her duties, but she tried to keep herself free from too many additional burdens lest they infiltrate every corner of her life.

Eiko probed my shield, throwing extra power into her blows out of frustration.  “It’s one of their birthdays,” she explained.  “They all jumped at the opportunity to make it a group thing and drag Himeko along a few weeks ago, before Himeko knew how bad it would get this year.”  She struck the shield a few more times.  “I bet she’s regretting that now!”

I frowned, letting Eiko work out some of her anger on the shield while I thought.  The last week had not been a fun one for Himeko.  In addition to all the Valentine’s related silliness the fallout from the latest incident of sabotage had been dramatic.  Quiet, but dramatic.  Both the faculty and Student Council were working overtime liaising with police, the fire department, concerned parents, and several politicians who wanted to make sure their constituents knew they were taking the situation seriously.  Normally Himeko wouldn’t have been quite so involved, her official rank wasn’t that high, but given her unofficial rank and status as Meiko family heiress she was seeing almost as many VIPs as Yamamoto.  And, like before, 90% of it was hot air or absolutely useless but for the sake of everyone at the school they had to try.

I suppose I can’t blame everyone else either.  I frowned slightly, I was worried more about the situation than Eiko beating against my shield.  It was tempting to get annoyed at all the bureaucrats who were essentially coming in just to show ‘we’re doing something’ but not actually accomplishing anything except wasting everyone else’s time.  But what else were they supposed to do?  Pop in for a minute, say ‘nothing new today? oh well’, and then run off back to the office?  The press and public would crucify them for doing that.  And they’d even have a point, most of it was wasted time but you didn’t actually know until you tried and a couple of minor improvements and developments had come about.  The police were following a few new leads and several new security protocols were being implemented.

I refocused myself on the present as Eiko launched a devastating attack at my shield, quickly running backward only to swing around and throw herself at the shield with a flying kick.

I gauged the impact as best as I could.  That was about equal to one of Master Tai’s blows, I thought judiciously, nodding to myself even as Eiko fell to the mat.  Not bad given Eiko’s size and age.

“Are you alright?” I asked after a few moments as Eiko was a bit slow and shaky getting up off the mat.

“I’m fine!” she protested angrily, limping for a few steps as she shook out her kicking leg.

I held my peace as she walked around in a circle for a good ten seconds before turning back to the shield.  She did suddenly explode in a surprise attack though, so at least some of that might have been exaggerating it in an attempt to take me off guard.  Or just an attempt to make me think she was, I thought wryly, considering Eiko’s pride.  I was ve-e-e-ry careful not to think that too loudly though, I wasn’t going to have my shield up forever nor was Eiko going to be compelled just to attack the shield after we were done.

“Seriously Mamoru,” she said after a few moments.  “Shouldn’t you switch to the equivalent of gym clothes or something?”

I considered that for a few moments.  After the example she’d just presented I decided to be honest instead of prideful.  Sure, she was probably only asking to distract me from what she’d done, but that didn’t make it incorrect.  “Maybe,” I admitted, “but I’m not quite sweating enough.  Not today at least.  If it was warmer in here, or if I were doing this when I was more tired.  But right now I’m only sweating a little.”

“Doesn’t that mean you should change?” Eiko pressed.  Apparently she was more annoyed at facing me in my street clothes then I’d thought.

“Maybe,” I repeated, not denying her point, “although after last week I’m worried that would only cause more rumors about this exercise.  Plus, I don’t want to go to the trouble of buying new clothes for this or carrying them back and forth every week.”

Eiko shook her head.  “So leave them here,” she said, “it’ll be no problem for the staff to clean them up each time.  We do a ton of laundry at the mansion already, no one’s going to mind one more set of clothing in the middle of everything else.  And as for the rumors,” Eiko shot me a withering look, “don’t take what Hime says too seriously.”

Not touching that one, I thought instantly.   I figured both of them probably had a point.  In which case there was no reason for me to get involved in the argument or take sides, not if I could possibly help it!  “I don’t really feel comfortable with it,” I said instead, “and I’m really not sure I’m working up that much of a sweat.”

Eiko looked at me, catching my expression even through the shield.  “Out with it,” she demanded, instantly recognizing I was holding something back.

Damn, I thought in frustration.  Although I supposed it wasn’t too surprising, while I was letting my thoughts drift a little this whole exercise was right up Eiko’s alley.  She was probably aware of all my little expressions and tells even if she was thinking about things as much as I was (unlikely. If I had to guess, I’d say she was probably hyper focused on me and more observant then usual.)

“Sorry Eiko,” I replied, figuring honesty was the only chance I had not to screw it up.  “I thought of something but I wasn’t sure how to say it without getting myself into trouble or sounding like I was taunting you.”

“You’re hiding behind a shield Mamoru,” she said, even while she continued to rhythmically punch said shield, “don’t worry, I’ll have burned through my anger by the time we’re done.”

Oh boy, I thought trying not to grit my teeth.  I didn’t see any good way out of it though.  “You say that, but when you hear what… fine.  I was going to say you’re not making me sweat enough yet… but if you get stronger that might be an actual concern.”

There was a gap in the conversation where the only sound in the gym was the slap of Eiko’s strikes against my shield.

“Needless to say-“ I said quickly.

“Oh, I think it needs to be said!” Eiko interrupted angrily.  She was keeping it under control but it was obvious that had touched a nerve.

“Needless to say,” I repeated, “I figured telling you anything like that wasn’t going to end well.  I had no desire to insult your strength or create a situation where you would count victory by making me sweat some more.”

Eiko glared a me and smacked the shield with a few stronger blows but she kept her mouth shut.  She obviously recognized the truth of that statement and was fighting not to act like a hot-headed idiot.  I’d still pricked her pride though; I spent the next minute worrying how she was going to react.

Despite my overactive imagination Eiko’s actual reaction took me by surprise.

I suddenly felt the difference in the next few blows against my shield.  “That would be part of it,” I admitted as calmly as I could.  Eiko was attempting to add ki into her strikes.

Unfortunately, none of her control, strength, or technique matched that of her teacher.  I could feel the difference, and it was a pretty substantial one, but I was in no danger of Eiko penetrating my shield.  I felt her push it for a minute, each blow getting weaker and weaker, before she had to back off and rest for a few moments on wobbly knees.

“Damn it,” she muttered, taking deep breaths in an attempt to restore her equilibrium.

“Don’t push it too much,” I said neutrally, trying to give her good advice while not goading her into anything stupid.  “I wouldn’t dream of telling you what your limits are but this is the whole reason Master Tai gave you this assignment.  You’re not in a position to leap ahead or break through my shield yet Eiko, you’ve got to work on it.”

“Why is this so hard?” she muttered, forcing herself back up to attempt another attack on my shield.  She succeeded, but it was weaker than before.

“Because it’s basically a new set of muscles for you,” I said seriously.  “Yeah, it’s the equivalent of mystic muscles but that doesn’t mean that it isn’t a similar situation.  I’ve been training my own version of those muscles for years now, it’s no wonder that it’s the one place where I’m stronger than you.”

Eiko was still a little red in the face and sweaty.  “Stop lying,” she said, not quite angry but definitely annoyed.  “You don’t have to make me feel better.”

“I’m not lying.  Oversimplifying yes,” I said quickly, “I’m oversimplifying a hell of a lot!  But I’m not lying, I had to train my body for years so I could carry this much mana this easily.”

“But you didn’t have much mana,” Eiko said, obviously still suspicious I was humoring her.

I shrugged as she wound up for a kick.  “I didn’t need much, not to start.  And when you’re doing the exercises correctly the mana isn’t used, you just channel it back and forth through your system.  That’s how I can transfer mana between places without losing any now, it’s kind of like a weird combination of a martial artist training to handle hot coals and a musician practicing circular breathing.”

“Then how am I ever going to beat you!” Eiko yelled heatedly.

I ignored the tone, between her exhaustion from trying to use that much ki at her current level and all the buttons I’d managed to push since we’d started (worry about Himeko, my clothing, belittling her abilities… I was kind of a genius managing to hit so many of them so quickly) it was no wonder she was so quick to get worked up.  Instead I said “because you’re not going to use ki by itself.  You’re going to combine that with your physical force and use them both together.  Seriously Eiko, you’re not just standing there trying to will me to death, you’re figuring out how to make your strikes even better.”

Eiko stared at me for a few moments and then just snorted in amusement, quickly recognizing that she was getting out of control and calming down.  She then resumed the exercise, which we continued in silence for a while.

***

I sighed in pure bliss as I slid up to my neck in hot water.  For real, rather than metaphorically this time.  While I hadn’t worked up much of a sweat (the equivalent of a slightly rushed walk, not a full workout) I had ended up a bit dirtier than I’d expected.  Eiko had suggested the Meiko estate’s bathing area and I’d gratefully taken her up on that offer.  It was right next to the gym area (and the spa, you had to give the Meiko’s house designers a lot of credit) and the chance to both get myself clean and relax in a humongous bath was wonderful.

That’s an unexpected bonus to this whole thing, I thought, luxuriating in being able to stretch out my body in the hot water.  I’d been toying with ways to get into the Meiko mansion bathing area for nearly a month now.  I’d never done it too seriously… but it had always been a little bit more seriously than I’d let myself believe.  But for all my plotting I’d never considered the simple idea of suggesting I should wash off after a workout!

Which probably says something about my mindset, I thought in amusement.  About how I don’t work out that often or think about them much.  It’s so simple I want to slap myself upside the head for not thinking of it sooner!

Thankfully I was too happy and relaxed to regret my stupidity too much.  I simply sat in the bath, stretched out, and let my worries slip away…

… until I heard angry but passionate muttering from up near the entrance.  “Damn them all, what is that family of mine thinking!”

Himeko’s father, I thought instantly.  I immediately panicked and did the only thing I could think of: turned myself invisible.

You might think that was an overreaction.  And you might be right, it certainly wasn’t a calm and measured decision.  But think about it from my perspective.  I was alone, in the bath, vulnerable, and taken by surprise.  I did not have my ‘don’t notice me’ talisman and even if I had I was alone in the room, I doubt it would have worked.  And I still hadn’t been formally introduced to him despite being friends with Himeko for months and seeing him in passing several times.  Now, combine that with the fact that most of those times I had seen him had been in relation to incidents I did not want to bring up.  Then add on top of that the fact I was in his house and his bath and I hadn’t actually gotten any sort of formal permission from him (or even Himeko in this case!) and I like to think it was a fairly reasonable reaction under the circumstances.

Unfortunately, there were some big drawbacks.  Such as how I’d just put myself in a corner in several different ways.

First and foremost, I’d just rendered myself blind.  There are several different kinds of invisibility spells, the simplest and most efficient essentially creates a body covering mirror that bends visible light around your body (back on Avalon we’d thought it bent sight, since coming to Earth I’d realized it was a little less esoteric and had started looking into other light manipulating spells).  Like the shield spells there was a halfway decent initial investment of mana but it was very cheap and easy to maintain.  There are better ways of turning oneself invisible out there, or ones that work on the minds of their targets rather than the physical world, but they take a lot more mana and effort to use.  There was a reason this was the default invisibility spell for most mages back on Avalon.  Unfortunately, if I was bending the visible light around my body that meant I lost access to it too, plunging me into darkness.

I heard the other person enter the bathing area and start to rinse off, still muttering if a bit less angrily.  For a brief moment I considered trying to quietly get up and sneak out now that I was invisible.  Unfortunately, rising out of a body of water while invisible wasn’t the subtlest thing in the world.  The water would shift around me and…

I paused for a moment, arrested by my curiosity.  Is the water on my skin visible? I wondered.  The spell itself is pretty tightly woven to me but it usually works with clothing.  Would water droplets be covered by the spell too or would they just appear to be floating in midair?  Or would only large droplets of water start to become half visible as part of them extended past the spell?  It was definitely something I had to experiment with.

Unfortunately, I was so caught up in the thought (probably some sort of panicky defense mechanism so I wouldn’t have to deal with my fear) that I forgot about the man until I heard him slide into the bath.  The good news was that I’d been bathing at the far end, I was naturally used to taking myself to the far end of anything to make sure I wasn’t in anyone else's way and I’d done it again out of habit.  The bad news was that I knew there was an odd shaped hole in the water where my neck was.  Thankfully I’d immersed myself neck deep, even across the huge bath I figured he’d have noticed a torso sized gap in the bath water.

Still blind, I carefully and slowly started to slide deeper into the bath.  Unfortunately, since I lacked a tube of bamboo, drinking straw, or even a pen I could cannibalize that meant I had an unpleasant choice.  Okay, I thought quickly as the warm water started to come over my face, do I try to keep my nose up or do I do more magic?

I briefly considered trying it the simple way.  If I kept my nose above the surface of the water I’d still be able to breath easily and the gap in the bath would be pretty hard to see.  Unfortunately, it would still be visible.  And, more worryingly, if something happened and a small wave of water washed over me I’d probably choke and sputter, especially since I wouldn’t see it coming.  I didn’t think an invisible presence thrashing around in the bath would go over well so I carefully cast a ‘breath of magic’ spell and slipped below the water’s surface.

That spell was a bit trickier and more expensive!  Not hugely so, but it was essentially transmuting the contents of my lungs back into breathable O2, all while keeping lung pressure and oxygen concentration at reasonable levels, so it was unsurprising it took a bit more mana than simple mirrors did!

Where’s it getting the extra oxygen from?  I frowned slightly, holding my breath and letting the spell do its work.  I mean, I suppose there’s some in the carbon dioxide but I’m pretty sure the spell doesn’t work like that.  At least, I don’t remember any health warnings about a bunch of carbon appearing in mages lungs after they used this.  So is it pulling in oxygen from its surroundings?  Transmuting other molecules? I’d had those questions for a while, ‘breath of magic’ was already on my testing list, but with the obvious technical challenges involved I’d never expected to test it so soon.  I suspected the answer was just a simple pulling in of oxygen in from the surroundings.  Although how the spell maintains the balance of gasses in the lungs…

I was so caught up in debating the pros and cons of that explanation, plus how I was going to test it, that I was distracted from my situation.  That ended when I heard someone else say “Father.”

“Son,” the first voice I’d heard replied irritably.

For a moment I was confused.  Then it struck me.  Himeko’s grandfather, not father, I realized after a few moments.  I immediately checked myself.  I’m jumping to conclusions again, Eiko’s warned me several times that some of the servant families go back generations.  It’s always possible that-

“Is that weakling of a son of yours going to the therapist today?” the first voice asked irritably.

“Your grandson Shinji is still going, yes,” the second voice said, making itself painfully neutral.

That answers that question, I thought.  It also killed any guilt or doubt I felt about turning myself invisible!  I did not want to be there, but if I had to be then being invisible was a great second choice from my perspective.

“Bah!” the older man said dismissively.  “That weakling’s no grandson of mine!  He wouldn’t need anything like that if he was.”

Himeko’s father remained silent.  After a few moments I heard the gentle sloshing of him entering the bath.  It was hard to judge things without sight but the emptiness helped me focus on my other senses.  The impression I got from the direction of the sound and a slight rippling in the water was that Himeko’s father had chosen to sit as far away from his own father as he could while still being polite.

“When are you going to stop coddling the boy and toughen him up?” the grandfather continued to press.

My god, I thought incredulously, you’re really going to continue badgering him in the bath?  Maybe I was being a little too judgemental, maybe that was just how their family did things, but it seemed like the height of rudeness to me!

For better or for worse Mr. Meiko seemed to agree with me.  “Father,” he said wearily, “I came to the bath to wash off the day’s sweat and soak away the day’s troubles.”  He was very careful not to be directly critical or rude but the implication was clear.

“You don’t have time for that!” the elder Meiko seethed.  “Our family is better than this and it’s rotting away before our eyes!  I don’t want to leave this world knowing the Meiko name is going to vanish soon after me.”

“Father, you exaggerate.”

“Do I?  You know what your son is like.”

I really wish water didn’t conduct sound so well, I thought uncomfortably as I sat there.  Unfortunately it did, and trying to balance a sound blocking spell on top of everything else seemed unwise.  If nothing else I’d have no idea when it was actually safe to get out of the bath if I took away my sense of hearing!

“I also know what my daughter is like,” Himeko’s father said, he remained calm but there was noticeably more spirit in those words.

“Hah!  She does well enough but she’s just a girl, useless for this.”

For a brief moment I thought about curses and certain darker spells a lot more seriously than I should have.

“Besides, she’s not as good as she likes to pretend to be,” he continued.  Maybe I was reading too much into it, letting my anger and the distortions of the water on his voice color my judgement, but I thought he sounded pleased to finally have some sort of criticism of Himeko available.  Something to justify his dismissiveness of her.

“Father,” Mr. Meiko continued, some real fire starting to creep into his tone.  “She once again scored in the top twenty of her grade.  All while continuing to help the Student Council out with crisis after crisis, sometimes working even later into the night then I do!”

“But she has a woman’s flighty judgement,” Himeko’s grandfather replied dismissively.  “Just look at the fools she’s associating with.  Even today, with her permission, Himeko’s pet scientist was wandering our halls to work with that degenerate girl!”

“Father, ‘that degenerate girl’ fought off four yakuza thugs!”  I was shocked to realize they were talking about Eiko, even if Himeko’s father’s tone made it clear he wasn’t buying that description.

“She fought off three of them!  Her grandfather should be ashamed of her if that is all she can do after spitting on her family’s traditions like she has.  If Shinji trained half as hard as Himeko he would have been able to take them all!”

There was an abrupt splash as Himeko’s father abruptly stood up.  “I’m done bathing.” He announced blandly, quickly getting out of the bath even as he spoke.

Her grandfather muttered a few things I couldn’t make out even with the water’s help and returned to silently stewing.

I meanwhile had gone beyond furious into incredulous!  Eiko had warned me Himeko’s grandfather was rigid and sexist but this was beyond the pale, anyone with that weak a grip on reality-

Softly Mamoru, softly, I thought, almost taking a deep breath despite my condition.  I was getting ahead of myself, letting shock cloud my judgement and make me think worse of him then he deserved.  Then there were my own circumstances, the fear I felt about being caught, how worked up and uncertain I was, not to mention the simple fact I couldn’t employ the breathing exercises I would normally have used to keep myself calm and centered… all of it only made me more inclined to judge him harshly and unfavorably.

He probably deserves most of it, I thought darkly, still feeling the slight temptation to do something since I was right there, unexpected and unseen.  My portable mana reservoir was just in the changing room.  While I was losing more mana than I liked pulling the energy to me from so far away I had more than enough power on hand to manage my current spells… and a little more.  But as tempting as curses felt right at that second I knew that wasn’t the answer.

Come on, you know you’re overreacting, I though with a mental sigh.  It was difficult for me to admit that but I knew it was true.  I was literally spying on him in the bath, getting a bad first impression, and jumping to conclusions to feel that way!  Heck, he even gave you a reason why he’s probably in a bad mood and acting up, I reminded myself sternly.  Shinji was making a visit to the counsellor, even before this meeting I could have predicted that would touch a raw nerve for the Meiko grandfather.  It was probably why he was taking the time to have a relaxing bath to try and calm down!  It didn’t excuse everything… but it was a pretty reasonable assumption this wasn’t his default attitude.  Someone on the estate would probably have poisoned him by now if it was, I thought a little more seriously than I should have.

Unfortunately, he seemed to be settling in for a bit more of a soak and I resigned myself to that fact before I let it goad me into a rash action.  Seriously, you’re the one spying on Himeko’s family in their own bath, I thought, incredulous at some of the implied self-righteousness I was indulging in, let’s not be too blind or forgiving in regards your own behaviour. You might have a more reasonable excuse but by any objective measure you’re being even ruder than he was!

I distracted myself for a few minutes trying to come up with an effective Plan B, just in case he stayed there for hours or there was a chain of bathers over that time with no convenient pauses for me to drop my spells.  I couldn’t quite manage to come up with anything realistic though, all my plans would require me to cast spells while under the water and the spells I’d need to use would be a little too visible.  The ‘breath of magic’ spell had been relatively low-key and I’d still been a little fortunate to get it cast without Himeko’s grandfather noticing anything.  Not too lucky, it had still been a lot more likely he’d miss it than catch it and even if he had noticed it would only have been a small and quick flash of light, but that wasn’t the sort of odds I wanted to chance often.  To successfully get out of the bath even the best of my plans would have required the equivalent of lighting up a brighter than average flashlight in the bath for a good ten seconds, not a smart idea.

I reluctantly filed away all my ideas as something I’d only try in an emergency, deciding to play things by ear until that happened.  To my surprise I found myself fairly calm by the time I made that decision.  It must be the spells, I decided thoughtfully, I can’t see anything and I’m completely immersed in warm water.  It’s still too noisy to be a proper sensory deprivation tank in here but it’s doing a pretty good impersonation.  When Himeko’s grandfather had been insulting and rude that had meant there was nothing else to distract me, increasing my anger in a feedback loop as I obsessed on it.  Now that there was no one else in the bathing area to complain to (as far as he knew) Himeko’s grandfather had quieted down and was soaking himself peacefully, making it easier for me to distance myself from everything and find my balance again.  I wish I could steal away his senses, I thought with only a hint of malice, it might calm him down and do him some good!

That, not so surprisingly, got me thinking of Himeko.  I need to do something for her, I thought, putting her grandfather aside in favor of more constructive thinking.  Under the water I crossed my arms and considered the situation logically.  She’s got the saboteur situation, all the Valentine’s Day junk, and now this on top of everything else.  It was an assumption, but just like last time I was pretty sure an uncomfortable family life was only adding to her pressure.  It’s too much, she needs something to cheer her up and give her a quick break.  So, what would do that?

I almost snorted even under the water.  (The not breathing thing was getting to be annoying.  When I eventually got out of there it took me nearly an hour to get back in the habit of breathing normally).  Magic, duh.  That’s obvious, it’s my one strength and something I know she likes.  But what do I do?  I can’t just whip out a random spell and hope that’s enough to keep her going.

My thoughts turned to my most recent experiments.  And the experience I was currently having in the Meiko bathhouse.  Wait a minute… If I do that…  And then synchronize with that… And then combine all of it with that…

Despite the circumstance I found my lips curling back into a grin.  I’d just come up with a very interesting idea.  A surprisingly practical revision to my recent experiments that Himeko would be the perfect one to help me test.  So, while trapped in the bathing room by her grandfather, I settled down to start planning it out.
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Hagridden is an odd word in English. It means someone who looks exhausted and hard used. Its origin refers to legends about witches using special salves on unsuspecting men, forcing the men to act as their steeds while they slept. The witches (hags) would ride on the men all night and when they woke up the men would appear weak and exhausted. It was obviously a word I would take interest in as I studied the myths and legends of Earth.

It was also a word that came to mind when I looked at Himeko late Saturday afternoon, a fact I found rather ironic under the circumstances.

It was hours after school had finished and Himeko had just dragged herself into the car, instantly dropping the act the second her face and body were behind the car door. As she flung herself inside I reflected she was cutting it a lot closer than she normally did, if her friends were looking they probably could have seen her. But Himeko looked so fed up with everything I wasn’t sure she cared any more.

“Wow,” Eiko noted blandly from next to me on the seats. “They really put you through the wringer.

“Eiko!” Himeko exclaimed with desperation. “Thank God, Buddha, and anyone who might be watching!” Himeko threw herself the little distance towards Eiko and clutched at her.

“Whoa!” Eiko exclaimed herself, more than a little shocked and worried. “Tough day?”

“They’re idiots Eiko,” Himeko said, raising her head to stare at her friend with dead eyes, “complete and utter idiots now that Valentine’s Day is barely a week away. They just kept going on and on! And playing the stupidest songs in the stupidest ways… I was this close to pulling up some death metal Eiko,” Himeko hissed, holding her two index fingers a centimeter apart. “This close! I was just about ready to do it and claim it was some sort of joke based on Aggretsu- “

Himeko cut herself off and seemed to pull back from the edge. “Anyway, it’s over now. Thank you for coming to collect me.”

“Anytime,” Eiko said, trying to grin. Her worry made it seem a little forced though. “I had a feeling you could use a friendly face after everything. Driver,” she said, making the word a statement as she knocked on the car frame.

“Yes Eiko-san,” the driver nodded, putting the car into gear.

Himeko sighed gratefully, sitting back in her seat and buckling her seatbelt. “You weren’t wrong,” she said, becoming a little more animated now that she could talk to Eiko and had successfully escaped karaoke. “They- “ she abruptly cut herself off and shook her head. “- I don’t want to talk about it.”

Eiko just nodded and they fell into a comfortable silence for a few minutes…

…until the car suddenly pulled over next to a random street.

“Is this correct Eiko-san?” the driver asked while Himeko looked around in confusion.

“Yes, thank you Yasuji-san. This is fine,” Eiko replied, trying to keep an innocent expression even as she reached over and opened the door on Himeko’s side.

“Eiko?” Himeko asked even as her friend climbed over her and beckoned for Hime to get out. Himeko carefully stepped out of the car and Eiko held the door a few seconds longer as I scrambled to follow, only shutting it when I gently brushed her hand.

“Come with me Himeko,” Eiko said firmly, leading Hime towards the nearest back alley.

Himeko followed cautiously, obviously unsure what was going on. She didn’t say anything though, I wasn’t sure if she was too tired or just trusted Eiko that much.

“Hime,” Eiko said, sounding more serious than usual, “you’ve been driving yourself into the ground recently. Now I know some of that isn’t your fault, not even you could have predicted some sort of nutjob targeting your school, but that doesn’t change the fact you’ve been run ragged. You need some fun in your life and to relax a bit, otherwise I’m scared that I’m going to need to call a code bath again sometime soon.”

Himeko flinched but I found it frightening that she didn’t try to deny it. “Alright,” she said slowly, “so what’s your plan?” She didn’t seem enthusiastically hopeful but she didn’t look like she was going to fight it either.

“Our plan,” I declared from behind her. I had to fight a smirk as she started a little, it was unusual for me to be on the giving end, “is pretty simple: make you have fun.”

Himeko turned around to see me there. I couldn’t blame her for being a bit startled, I’d only dropped the invisibility when we’d entered the alley. She looked on in confusion as she immediately noticed the aviator’s goggles I was wearing over my glasses. She was so tired and the goggles were so distracting it took her a moment to notice-

“…is that a broom?” Himeko asked incredulously as she looked at what I was holding.

Despite everything I couldn’t help but sigh. “It is a talisman,” I enunciated clearly, “designed and prepared to hold and control the spells of my latest experiment. I originally chose a broom to use because I was thinking of making it an outright magic staff and buying a broom is an easy way to get a pre-cut piece of wood.”

“Really?” Himeko asked with a slowly growing smile.

I nodded. “As I started work I realized that if I just left the bottom on, and maybe the price tag as well, it would actually be easier for me to carry around in public. There’d be no awkward questions, I’d simply just purchased a new broom at the store and was taking it home. The way things ended up working out this time is totally coincidental. Well, mostly coincidental,” I quickly amended.

The broom in question was one of those ones with a wooden block as the base with a bunch of plastic bristles attached to that, not something straight out of ancient times with twigs and straw tied to it.

“In what way?” Himeko asked, sounding more relaxed and amused.

“I did realize having a wooden base like this would be more useful,” I admitted a bit reluctantly. “Some place solid where someone could rest or brace their feet.” I wasn’t embarrassed per se, and it was a good reason, but…

“Do you mean to tell me,” Himeko asked, joy slowly growing in her voice as she decoded the implications of my statement, “that this is an actual flying broom?”

By way of answer, I stepped over the broom and then held it horizonal. “Hop on.”

Himeko clapped her hands and then practically skipped the few steps towards me, she started to slowly rest her bottom on the front of the broom…

“You’re going to need this,” I warned her quickly, handing her another pair of aviator’s goggles I’d had tucked behind me in my waistband.

Himeko laughed out loud. Not mockingly or sarcastically, just full of life. “For the wind?”

“That too,” I shrugged, “but it’s mostly so you can see through the invisibility spell.”

“Invisibility spell?”

Rather than explain I channeled mana into the broom, activating the spells. Himeko yelped a little bit as it all seemed to go dark.

“This invisibility spell bends visible light around the talisman and whoever is touching it,” I explained, watching as Himeko struggled to get her goggles on. “It’s the most cost-efficient way to do it, but it does have the disadvantage that the person being affected doesn’t receive any visible light either.”

“That is freaky Mamoru,” Eiko said emphatically from a few meters away. She was holding on to her own pair of goggles (I’d slipped her a pair earlier) but hadn’t put them on yet. “I can see a sort of shadowy space where the lenses are but that’s about it, and I’m not sure I would have noticed that so quickly if you hadn’t told me.”

“The goggles,” I continued as Himeko managed to get hers on, “are enchanted. It’s a little technical to explain but they’re synchronized with the talisman and they basically translate infrared frequency light into visible light so we can see normally and still see each other even though we’ll be invisible to everyone else.”

I paused for a few seconds and then breathed a quiet sigh of relief when neither of them pursued that. It had taken me nearly ten minutes of solid thought to come up with an oversimplified explanation I thought my friends wouldn’t question! The actual truth of it was much more complicated but my version covered the basic idea without going into all the weird technical side issues I had to deal with to actually make that work.

Eiko finished putting on her own goggles and then rushed to take a place behind me. She started to lift her leg over and then paused. “You said this thing cancels our gravity, right?”

I nodded. “It’s the only practical way to actually make a flying broom.” We’d used other things back on Avalon through more direct means of propulsion, the flying broomstick fables had always both amused and annoyed me for their impracticality. Although the consistency of those tales and similar legends had led me to wonder if there was some truth to them and so I’d developed this particular talisman as an experiment.

“I mean, would you really want…” I paused as I realized I was about to say something along the lines of ‘a hard rod lifting up between your legs?’ I quickly amended it to something less dirty sounding. “-to try resting your whole body weight on a thin wooden… stick for any amount of time? It would be dam- dang uncomfortable pretty quickly. Luckily, when you take gravity out of the equation it’s basically just a point of contact.”

“What’s with all the pauses?” Eiko asked, sounding more puzzled than anything else.

I sighed. “It’s a long story.” I didn’t see any world in which me bringing it up ended well. There were just too many jokes and innuendos you could make about two girls riding on my long wooden rod. Either it would make them feel a little uncomfortable, and I didn’t want to spoil Himeko’s time after everything she’d already gone through; or they’d lean into it, in which case I’d probably end up feeling damn uncomfortable as they cracked dumb lines all throughout the flight! I figured it was best not to mention it.

“Ask me when you’ve got the time and patience to hear me being really pedantic,” I said in order to put her off the scent.

Luckily that seemed to work. It helped that Himeko noted. “I’m glad to hear it Mamoru. I never thought about it before but if you were trying to put all your weight on something like this it would be an actual reason to ride sidesaddle!”

That had sounded surprisingly passionate. “You don’t like sidesaddle?” I asked, legitimately curious.

Himeko shrugged, clearly still enjoying the sensation of being on the broom (and basically weightless) even if we hadn’t gone anywhere yet. “I always thought it was silly and sexist,” she admitted. “I could see a few minor points to it but in my eyes they were always outweighed by the increase in risk to the rider. If it was just a matter of style I’d let it pass but literally risking the women by using that method just rubbed me the wrong way.”

“Well,” Eiko said, surprising me as she vaulted onto the broom, “that’s not going to be a problem in my case.”

To my complete shock Eiko took a standing position on the broom, leaning forward slightly to rest her hands on my shoulders while she braced her feet against the broom’s base. That is why I said I left it there, I thought, stunned by her audacity. I’d meant using it as a footrest if you wanted to ride the broom and keep it standing upright but I supposed her way was an option too.

“Are you going to be alright like that?” I asked, sounding a little stunned.

“What, were you hoping I’d clutch to your back, pressing my head and boobs against you?” Eiko asked.

I flushed slightly, while Eiko’s endowments were still a little too close to my head for comfort this was a better option in that respect. Heck, I doubted I’d even remember them once we got going.

“Seriously Mamoru,” she continued with a grin. “I won’t be able to see anything if I just sit quietly behind you. I did much worse exercises with Master Tai, I’m not going to fall off now that I don’t weigh anything.”

“Plus, there wouldn’t be much space,” I admitted, glancing backwards and seeing I’d edged closer to the rear then I’d realized. It was a long broom but trying to put three of us on it at once… well, Eiko’s choice was more practical then being squashed at the back.

“Yeah. So trust me like I trust you and let’s go!” Eiko cheered, thrusting her fist up in the air.

“Okay, you asked for it,” I said wryly. With that I flexed my will and we started to rise.

The spell cancelled the pull of gravity on whoever was touching the talisman (and on the talisman itself of course) as well as most substances within their aura. Actually, a better description would be redirecting the gravity. That was the genius of the spell (if I do say so myself) and what made it so easy and practical to combine with invisibility, the spells essentially did the same thing with visible light and gravity. On top of that, in redirecting all the gravity around ourselves I was actually able to tap into it a little, and that is what I used to create the force to move us!

Himeko looked giddy with delight as she watched the ground slowly recede and Eiko let out a whoop of enthusiasm. I found their reactions a touch ironic given our speed, we were rising slower than most elevators.

That didn’t seem to matter as we rose higher and higher into the sky, quickly surpassing the buildings that made up the alley. Himeko and Eiko oohed and aahed as they looked around and I brought us to a stop about six stories up, leaving us hovering in mid-air.

“Everyone okay?” I asked after giving them half a minute. “No nausea, vertigo, or other unpleasant side effects?”

“Are you kidding me?” Eiko said, pounding my shoulder slightly. “This is great!”

“I’m flying,” Himeko said breathily, “I’m actually flying.”

I smiled a little in spite of my attempts to appear jaded. Yeah, I understand that, I admitted quietly to myself. Flying was one of things I’d missed the most since my reincarnation. Don’t get me wrong, I hadn’t done it that often back on Avalon and I’d had one or two short flights since then. And while I loved the feeling of freedom it was easy to romanticize flying too much and forget things like how wind and rain would damper the experience when they happened (I wouldn’t have tried taking my friends if the day hadn’t been pretty mild and calm). And I still wouldn’t have been that much better than Himeko if I hadn’t spent the last two days doing some testing on the flying talisman. I hadn’t gone too long, I hadn’t had the time to spare, but I’d had an hour or so of flight time already and that had been enough to take the worst of the itch off.

For those who were flying for the first time like Himeko thought… “this is amazing,” she sighed happily, “I don’t ever want to go down.”

I was silent for a few moments, trying to find the right words to say. “Well, we’ll have to eventually,” I said as casually as I could manage, “as mana efficient as this talisman is I still have to feed it power. But in the meantime I figured you two could help me run some tests.”

“What sort of tests?” Himeko asked, briefly turning around to face me. Her serious words were belied by the wide smirk on her face.

Mine was smaller, but not too much so. “Oh just a few simple ones. Turning radius, braking… top speed.”

“Hell yeah!” Eiko said from behind me.

“But I am still testing this,” I said, letting myself become a little more serious, “what I say goes. If I have to shut this down then that’s going to happen, no ifs ands or buts. I’m almost 100% sure this will be safe and fun but if I stumble across an unexpected problem I’m not going to risk everyone’s lives by pushing through. I was serious a second ago when I asked about side effects, if flying or these spells cause you girls a problem I want you to tell me. Before you are in danger of falling off the broom!”

Himeko looked properly serious but Eiko just sighed. “We get it dad, we get it. Now come on, let’s go!”

I shook my head but I couldn’t help but smile a little. “Fine, fine.” With a mental command I sent the broom forward.

After a moment I felt Eiko’s eyebrows rise even though I couldn’t see her face. “Really?” was all she could ask.

While my talisman was a work of genius I had to admit acceleration wasn’t a strong point. In fact it was the next thing I was planning to look at when developing these spells. I was pleased to see that adding my friends didn’t seem to be making the acceleration any slower, but even without that problem we were adding slightly less than a meter a second to our velocity. I ballparked the number at about 3.5 kph acceleration per second after doing some extremely rough tests along the school track the previous day. To put that in perspective: the traditional 0 to 60 miles per hour would take us a little under half a minute to achieve.

“Yeah, acceleration’s a problem,” I admitted airily as we slowly started to pick up, “I’m not going to be winning any drag races with this thing. But you know what’s nice about this?”

“What?” Eiko asked.

I smirked and quickly jerked us through as tight a turn as I could manage, making both my passengers scream and squeal in delight.

“Maneuverability,” I continued, as if I hadn’t just given them both an adrenalin spike, “this thing turns surprisingly fast and manages to maintain most of it’s velocity even through a change in direction.”

That had surprised me, I was still looking into how exactly that worked. While we lost a little velocity we actually managed to keep the majority of it even when we swung around like that, something like 70% (I was estimating, until I managed to record it on a closed course I wasn’t going to be sure). I assumed it was a side effect of the sort of gravity bubble I was creating.

A manic spark lit in Himeko’s eyes. “Let’s go downtown!” she said.

“Wh- “

“I want to try flying among the skyscrapers!”

I paused for a few seconds but then mentally shrugged. After all, the trip was to cheer her up. And that’s never been a fantasy of yours, a little voice in the back of my head snickered, you’ve never wanted to do that and now Himeko’s giving you a good excuse.

“Alright then,” I said, turning the broom in that direction.

“Wait wait wait,” Eiko said urgently.

“What is it?”

“If we’re going to do this,” she said, reaching into her pocket (and making my gut clench a little as she took a hand off my shoulder) “we’re going to do it right.”

I slowed our acceleration for a few moments but Eiko merely brought out her phone, set the volume to maximum, and started playing something with heavy beat.

I snorted laughter while Himeko just plain laughed out loud. “Alright then,” I repeated, so softly I doubted they heard me over the loud music, “let’s do this.”

***

You know what? It’s a blast to slalom through skyscrapers with friends.

I know that sounds stupid. You’re balanced on a glorified stick thirty floors up and have two people screaming in your ears as you try to swing said stick rapidly back and forth, all while attempting not to slam into a building at a pretty fair velocity. Break it down to it’s component parts like that and you’d wonder why someone would ever do it for fun. But Himeko, Eiko, and I were having the time of our lives!

More complicated maneuvers had been amusing but not as enjoyable. Don’t get me wrong, we’d still had a bunch of grins on our faces as we flew amongst the buildings downtown, combining the freedom of flight, of invisibility, and of release as we flaunted the rules and did something naughty (but not something harmful that we’d regret later). We’d dived and swooped amongst the skyscrapers, tried some fancy flying, and had generally just gotten used to the idea we were living a fantasy so many of the people in those buildings had dreamed of. It had even been educational! Eiko had goaded me into a loop-de-loop and I’d been surprised to find how easy it had been, the nullified gravity on us and the talisman had easily allowed us to hang on in what would have otherwise been a dangerous maneuver if we’d been using ‘typical’ magic.

It wasn’t long after than Himeko had spotted our next target: a straight path featuring a short run up and six towers in quick succession where there was a shorter building between each of them giving us space to maneuver. Not wanting to be outdone by Eiko’s fearlessness and creativity she’d suggested a slalom course and I’d went along with it. Something about the combination of speed, effort, and simplicity while still being a little challenging was intoxicating.

We all swung our bodies into the last turn as we made our sixth run through the course, Himeko shrieking her delight while Eiko shouted “go go go!” in my ear. All while a rocking beat blasted out of her cellphone. I was breathless as I zoomed past the corner of the skyscraper from only a meter away, trying to make it the best run yet. Leaning like that probably did nothing but it just seemed like the thing to do under the circumstances, and it felt kind of good to work as a team that way.

Himeko’s shrieks became laughter as we finished the run and she pulled out her cellphone. “That was the best one yet!” she reported gleefully as she checked the timer, we’d started timing them after the second run.

“Go again?” Eiko suggested, leaning over my shoulder to speak a little more directly.

I looked back over the course and but then shook my head regretfully. “I don’t think so,” I said remorsefully. “It’s still fun but it’s starting to wear a little bit. It’s also starting to get a little late and I’m worried I’m going to start misjudging a corner in the dark.” The sunset had been fine, an unexpected side effect of the goggles had been cutting down the glare and light reflected off the buildings, but it was about to start getting dark (up in the sky at least, at ground level there were more than enough light sources available) and I didn’t think close maneuvering in those circumstances was worth the risk.

Himeko heaved a huge sigh but didn’t look too disappointed. “Agreed. We have to consider safety first.”

Eiko tried to restrain her laughter but failed badly. “Seriously Himeko? Seriously?” she got out between chuckles.

“What?” Himeko shot back, annoyed but amused.

“Hime, you’d crucify us if we suggested riding on a bicycle like this,” Eiko suggested, her head right next to mine. “But here we are, doing it a kilometer in the air on top of a broom and now you’re bringing up safety?”

I turned my head in the opposite direction and coughed a few times. Eiko was right and Himeko’s slight pout as she was unable to deny that was adorable. But under the circumstances it would have been a bit hypocritical for me to laugh at Himeko,

After all, Eiko’s comment also applied to me too. If someone had suggested that I peddle a bicycle with Himeko sat on the handlebars and Eiko standing on the back I’d have suggested they were mad and that was insanely dangerous. I could make up a situation or two where I’d do it, but they were awfully contrived. Hell, I wasn’t wearing my warning talisman because flying was dangerous enough to generate a consistent low-level warning and I’d figured I was safer without the distraction. Given that today’s little jaunt had been my idea I tried my best not to laugh at Eiko’s comment.

“Hmph,” Himeko said, quickly losing her pout and gaining a mischievous grin. “So, what next?”

“Hmm,” I said thoughtfully, thinking even as we flew amongst the buildings at a much more reasonable speed. “Tokyo Tower is just ahead. We can fly around that a bit.”

“That could be fun,” Himeko agreed brightly, looking towards the easily visible landmark.

“Maybe, but it’ll wear thin pretty soon,” Eiko said a little more skeptically. “We’ve all been there before, I doubt flying a few more meters above the observation deck is really going to be that much more exciting. And I don’t think you want to try something more interesting like flying between the latticework.”

I thought about it for a few moments. “Better not,” I said reluctantly. “Maybe another day but I want a little more experience and light before I try something like that.”

“Ooh! How about we go and take a look at the Imperial Palace?”

Himeko’s eyes brightened at that but I quickly squashed the idea. “NO! Sorry guys, that’s the one place… one of the few places… that I don’t want to mess with. We’re invisible but I’m pretty sure they’re going to be monitoring that airspace with radar.”

Himeko and Eiko both made disappointed noises but looked understanding. We could only get away with everything we were doing because we were invisible. That and because we were flying so high, we were high enough to avoid all the power lines and random birds that would otherwise get in our way. It also let us talk freely, confident no one was going to overhear and wonder what was going on even when we were yelling at the top of our lungs. Unfortunately, the Imperial Palace was probably going to be monitored to avoid terrorist attacks and criminal activity, especially by unmanned drones, and we were a little too big to ignore in our radar profile. By staying so high above the street but still much too low to be air traffic we were literally off the radar in most places, but that wouldn’t apply if we tried buzzing such a historical but private location!

I also strongly suspected we’d be picked up magically if we tried getting too close. I’d never checked it myself but I’d passed close to the area a few times and thought I’d felt vague traces of magic in the area. Now those might just have been old and decaying spells from long ago, or even well-preserved ones if they’d been properly integrated into the palace itself, but I had a sneaking suspicion someone was watching out for the Imperial Palace, mostly likely the Japanese MIB. I did not intend to bring myself to their attention by arrogantly joyriding through the area on a broom with two friends!

“Alright,” Himeko said thoughtfully, “that’s out. We should probably skip Tokyo Tower too just to be on the safe side, they might have something similar. So, what else can we do?”

“Hey,” Eiko cut in, her eyes lighting up in a way that worried me. “You mentioned you needed to check maximum speed, didn’t you?”

“Ye-es,” I said slowly, wondering if I should have denied it as I looked at Eiko’s expression. “This thing should go pretty fast but since it takes so long to accelerate I’ve never really checked out it’s maximum speed.”

“Want to race a bullet train?” Eiko said, pointing off towards the train tracks where one of the said trains was pulling into the station.

“Oh,” Himeko’s eyes widened. At first she was shocked and then she looked at me with a wicked smile. “Oh yes, please.”

I did intend this to be for Himeko’s sake, I thought, trying to pretend the thought didn’t stir something within me too. I mean, it was a stupid idea, right? Except for the basics, those were surprisingly sensible. Following the track from above would be fairly easy, fairly straight, and we’d be high enough to avoid any real obstacles. Any turns would be gradual and easy to manage. Heck, unless I wanted to chance going above the ocean (and risking getting lost) there was probably no better track in Japan to try and test our maximum speed. And since we’d be so high there’d be no risk of getting hit by the train or grabbed by its slipstream.

…assuming it would even be in sight for more than twenty seconds. I mean, that was the major flaw with the idea. I knew there was no way we could win; it wouldn’t even be a contest… right?

I tried to act casual, like the fable of the tortoise and the hare wasn’t going through my head. “Well, we can give it a shot. It would actually be a fairly good track to test out our speed on. But there’s no way we’re going to win a race.” Despite what I said I was already turning us towards the station.

“Yay!” Himeko cheered, punching her fist in the air in a surprisingly childish gesture of enthusiasm.

I just shook my head and smiled, momentarily surprised by how much lust I wasn’t feeling for my friends. It was weird, I was stuck in a confined space with two beautiful girls, Eiko literally pressing her boobs against me and rubbing her cheek against mine often enough, and you’d have figured the suspension bridge effect-

(the sudden racing of your heart in fear or surprise getting mistaken for attraction)

-would have gotten me convinced I was deeply in love with both of them by then. Especially when you considered that Valentines Day was just around the corner.

But if anything the opposite had happened, there’d been too much adrenalin to possibly confuse my feelings (and it had probably drowned out whatever spikes of lust I’d have normally had) and I’d been having so much fun with them as friends I hadn’t had room to consider them any other way. Toss in the focus I’d had to keep on what we were doing and it was the first time the thought had even occurred to me since we’d taken off. Don’t get me wrong, I was grateful for all that, but it was still a pretty surprising result.

I swooped down much lower but still a good forty meters or so off the ground. By the time we got there the train’s final warning was sounding.

I figured that was as good a starting bell as any and took off.

“Hey!” Eiko called out jokingly.

“Come on,” I called back with a smile, “you know how slowly this thing accelerates! If we’re going to have any chance I’ve got to start a bit early. It’s not like we were lined up at a starting line!” Heck, I’d only just passed the front of the train while speaking.

“Go Mamoru!” Himeko called out happily.

I was out in front and probably closing in on 60 kph when the train started, and since we were still in the city its speed was still capped a little slower than you’d expect. That meant it didn’t pass us instantly.

I bent over a little and willed us to fly a little faster. All to no avail, our acceleration was as limited as ever no matter how much I prodded the talisman. But if our acceleration wasn’t great I’d still never tested our top speed…

“Still gaining on us!” Eiko shouted, struggling to be heard over the wind and the personal soundtrack her phone was providing.

Faster… faster… I thought, feeling the wind start to bite at us.

“Passing us!” Eiko yelled. I could see the train starting to get ahead of us on the track below.

Faster… I could see Himeko leaning over on the front of the broom, trying to present a lower profile. Her hair whipped past her, threatening to obscure my vision. It would have been even worse if the strap of her goggles wasn’t helping to keep it under control.

“It’s pulling away!” Eiko yelled, her voice harder and harder to hear.

The wind was becoming a shower of razors, cutting into us as we dared to go even faster. Himeko bent even further forward and I could see her knuckles going white as she tightened her grip around the broom. Behind me I could feel Eiko tighten her own grip and plaster her body against mine, leaving no gaps for the wind to tear at her.

Faster…

Despite herself Himeko began to slide backwards, pressing up against me. I in turn was only able to stay in place because Eiko was pushing back in the opposite direction. The wind was now a wall of ice, shoving back against us as we pushed against it.

And still I tried to accelerate! It looked like we were actually starting to keep pace with the bullet train! Granted, it was only just about to start leaving the city and getting up to its top speed but if we could do this much-

Suddenly I heard Himeko muffle a noise of distress. It wasn’t much, just a small “urk” as she fought to maintain her grip and balance at the front. Hell, if we hadn’t all been mushed together like that I never would have heard it, the sound would have been torn away by the roar of the wind around us. But it was enough, I abruptly yanked myself out of my hyper-focus and pulled up, shooting us into the sky and letting that drain off our excess velocity as safely as I could.

By the time we slowed to a stop we were all breathless and panting. “Ha ha, wow,” Himeko said weakly, doing a careful scoot back along the broom to her former position.

I felt Eiko breathing heavily behind me. “Yeah, wow,” she breathed. I could feel her trembling a bit with fatigue and release and I instantly felt guilty. If I’d been making Eiko work at it… thank goodness the whole talisman is reinforced with magic, I thought briefly. If it hadn’t been she probably would have popped off the base long ago.

“Well,” I said carefully, trying to find something safe to say after all that. It had been fun, it had been alright, but only barely. Even ten seconds more and I think I would have crossed the line into an accident of some sort, and given our speed and height I’m not sure I would ever have been able to forgive myself for the results of that accident.

I might have more in common with Akira then I think, I admitted guiltily to myself. I’d certainly been on the verge of causing myself harm while being hyper-focused on a goal and impressing some girls. I hadn’t actually crossed that line, and even if I had there was no guarantee anything bad would have happened, I was still a mage and might have successfully saved everyone if something had gone wrong. And because of all that I figured I could forgive myself… but it had been awfully close, and it wasn’t something I wanted to test again.

“Well,” I tried again, after popping my ears, “that was educational. I think when I make an upgraded version of this thing I’ll try to include some sort of aerodynamic windbreaker in the front, I don’t think we’re going to find a top speed without that.”

“You think?” Eiko noted sarcastically.

“Good call,” Himeko said shakily from in front.

“Yeah, time to call it a night,” I declared, not wanting to dwell on everything. Besides, while it was pretty mild (downright warm for February) we were still warming back up from that windchill and night was falling. If I pushed it any further we were likely to get sick. And I’d already acted like Akira in one way, I did not need to make myself sick enough to need a medicinal suppository from my grandmother!

As I turned us around we were treated to an unexpected sight. I hadn’t realized how far up I’d had to take us or how far away from the city we’d gotten. But we’d gotten past the outskirts of Tokyo, and I’d had to shoot us well over an actual kilometer into the sky to dump our velocity. We had a wonderful view of the whole city at night, with all it’s lights coming on.

“Wow!” Himeko breathed happily, seeing Tokyo spread out and sparkling beneath us.

“Hah…” I could practically feel Eiko search for a sarcastic comment behind me. But in the end she was tired and the sight was too impressive. “Got to admit,” she said with a shake of her head, “that’s kind of pretty.”

“And on that high note,” I said, grateful to actually be ending on something nicer than a near miss, “let’s head home.” I willed the talisman into motion once again, bringing us back to the city much more gently than we left it.

(Although I did start dropping our altitude a little quicker than that. At our height I figured we were starting to be a legitimate threat to airplanes coming into the city and I was a little bit worried we might be on a flight path.)

***

I dropped us off at a train station not too far away from downtown.

“Sorry guys,” I apologized as we landed in the alley and I shut the talisman down, “I’m getting a little low on mana. We could probably make it to the Meiko estate but we’d be cutting it pretty fine. One close call is enough for the day and coming back via the train is probably an easier explanation anyway.” I briefly considered twirling the broom and tucking it away with a flourish, adding a little spice to the finish by imitating a certain famous cardcaptor, but I reluctantly decided that would be stupid. I wasn’t sure either of them would even get the reference and, more importantly, I knew I didn’t have the skill to pull that off even when I wasn’t tired and weak.

“That’s alright,” Eiko said with a small grunt as she carefully walked around and started shaking out her legs, “I could use the walk anyway. I need to stretch out my legs before they start cramping, trying to hold that position through all those acrobatics for a few hours was harder than I thought it would be.”

Himeko looked a bit sad. Not broken hearted or anything, just wistful. “We’re not going to be able to do that again, are we?” she asked as she handed me back her goggles.

“Not anytime soon,” I admitted regretfully as I took the broom’s original price tag out of my pocket and reattached it to the talisman. “As energy efficient as the talisman is that still took about four days worth of mana. The raw intake, not the amount left over after expenses. It’s not something I can afford to do too often.”

Himeko sighed deeply, I abruptly realized she was feeling the metaphorical and literal weight of the world on her shoulders again after being free of it for a few hours. Then she squared those shoulders and looked back at me. “I understand.”

“But ‘not too often’ doesn’t mean ‘never’,” I hastened to add. “I have more tests I want to run, I’m probably going to build an improved version of this talisman at some point, and… sometimes you just have to fly,” I ended with a shrug. “I trust you, and I know you won’t ask lightly Himeko. So ask anytime Himeko, anytime at all.”

I heard an unsubtle cough from behind me.

“-and Eiko!” I added quickly. “You too Eiko!”

“That’s better,” Eiko said firmly.

Himeko laughed and I smiled ruefully. For a second there I’d worried I was getting too serious or had accidentally strayed into romantic territory but Eiko had found the perfect way to defuse any tension. So, with that we walked out of the alley and over to the train station, thankful we could end it such a wonderful day on an upbeat note.
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Lunchtime on Valentines Day found me in my classroom, hiding under my ‘don’t notice me’ talisman.  I had it working at a more powerful level than usual to make sure I was hidden, I didn’t think I was likely to need it but better safe then sorry.  Everyone was in a state, gossiping about who had given chocolate to someone, who hadn’t gotten chocolate from someone, pumping themselves up to give chocolate to someone, and generally not-so-secretly hoping they were going to get chocolate from someone.

Of course, I couldn’t toss too many stones.  While I wasn’t getting too worked up on the romantic front all of the people around me being more honest with their feelings had triggered a minor existential crisis for me.  No, really.  I’d been suppressing it for a while but it had been quietly creeping up on me in the background.  Normally I would have distracted myself by planning my experiments or listening in on the gossip.  Unfortunately, everything was too overdramatic and ridiculous for me to take seriously but too noisy to ignore.  Now, while being forced to stay even more quiet and private than usual, I was unable to avoid thinking about it any longer.

Was I… becoming Mamoru?

That might have seemed like a stupid question to ask, let alone one to get worked up over, but for me it was an uncomfortable realization.  You see, as much as I called myself Matsuda Mamoru I’d never really thought of myself as that.  Since I’d retained my memories of my previous incarnation and my parents were so… well… not parents… I’d never really assumed that identity.  I’d worn it as a disguise, but it was never me.

Recently though… it was a combination of three interrelated factors.  First, I was finally almost an adult again.  Now my body, the Matsuda Mamoru body, was becoming more or less equal to what I thought of myself as.   That was making it harder to deny that transformation.  Second, thanks to finally getting access to significant mana again, I was finally becoming who I was meant to be: the scientist/mage who would experiment and master both.  And that was different from the salarymage I was before on Avalon, it drew a lot from that life and that world but it wasn’t the same person.

Third and most insidious… I now had a life as Mamoru.  Mamoru was a person who had friends.  My family I’d been able to ignore, justify, and expand upon but Himeko and Eiko were undoubtably something that belonged to a Matsuda Mamoru, not a prematurely deceased mage from a previous life on a different world.  Now that I was finally enjoying my life, actually living it instead of existing in it as boot camp to prepare me for some theoretical future, it was hard to ignore the me who was doing the living.

This was always inevitable, I mused uncomfortably to myself.  It’s not unlike the transition of a man from son to husband to father to grandfather.  All are the same person and yet all are different people to the person who came before and had a different label.  It’s just that in my case the path and differences are a bit more unusual.

I knew I was both right and wrong in that line of thinking, there was some truth to it but I was glossing over an awful lot using that comparison!  But I was weirded out by the transition I was making and I wanted to grab on to any lifeline I could, pretending the transformation was more normal and common would have been a comfort.

The trouble was I didn’t want to forget who I was.  And not just in some sort of shallow holding onto the past way, I suspected nearly every high schooler had to deal with that!  In addition to all the practical knowledge and experience I didn’t want to deny I was still a little too old and experienced to simply embrace being Matsuda Mamoru.  I couldn’t just pretend I magically had access to all that knowledge and was really just a seventeen-year-old Japanese teenager who looked a little odd.  I had age, and responsibilities, and fusing the two halves of my life was going to be hard!

I don’t think I’m ready to become Mamoru yet, I thought pensively, coming to the same conclusion for the hundredth time.  But it’s getting closer a lot quicker than I expected.  At some point I was going to have to reconcile everything, combine the two halves of my life into a true new identity and take that new identity forward.  For too long I’d been going through everything as my old life simply shoved into a new person’s body.  But that new person had developed a life of his own, and I was going to have to accept that soon.

I leaned back in my chair, hands behind my head, and mused about the subject some more.  As I sat there, running through the philosophical arguments, definitions, and discussions for the thousandth time, a classmate brushed by me.  I felt something akin to a jolt of static from him and sat down hard as I returned to the present in a hurry.

It was Sato Ryuji, rushing to his seat with a heart shaped box of chocolates in his hands.  “Guys, guess what I just found in my locker?” he exclaimed to his friends.

Normally I would have just smirked and rolled my eyes, this was fairly common for our school on Valentines Day.  Someone would quietly leave their chocolate in the target of their affection’s locker, sometimes with a note and sometimes without depending on how confident they were.  About half the boys in our class had made excuses to visit their lockers at least once over lunch, most had been disappointed but it didn’t really surprise me that Sato-san was one of the exceptions.  Sato Ryuji was a star of the school’s Baseball Club, a fairly good guy, and more handsome than average.  It wasn’t the first offering of chocolate he’d gotten today.  I don’t know if he was the most popular person in the class after Himeko but he was a pretty strong contender for it.  Hell, he even had the stereotypical protagonist’s seat in our classroom!  Second from back and right next to the window.

But as I looked on, watching Sato and his friends joke and express their jealousy about him getting even more chocolate, I couldn’t help but feel a chill.  I rubbed the back of my hand uncertainly, still feeling the ghost of a shock from where I’d brushed against it… there was something about that box…

Out of a combination of instinct and paranoia I activated ‘mage sight’, I quietly hissed as something in the box appeared to glow faintly.

I quickly deactivated my ‘don’t notice me’ talisman and inserted myself into the proceedings.  “Excuse me, excuse me,” I said, brushing urgently past the other people around his desk, making use of my size to muscle my way in before anyone could object or I lost my nerve.

“I am sorry Sato-san,” I told the shocked boy as I reached down towards his chocolate, he had already opened the box to make sure there wasn’t a note and found nothing, “but I just have a horrible feeling that…”

I trailed off as I grabbed the inner lining of the box, the insert that held all the separate chocolates, and gently lifted.  A half-dozen offended protests, only coming so late because they’d all been left dumbfounded by my sheer nerve, died at the first syllable as the lining easily separated from the heart shaped box and revealed a piece of paper hidden underneath.

There was a moment of silence as we all stared at what I’d revealed.

Sato swallowed hard.  “Is that blood?” he asked, unable to keep a slight tremor out of his voice.

“Yes,” I replied grimly.  There, underneath the lining, was a piece of paper covered in nonsense ‘mystic’ scrawls.  They were written in what appeared to be a poorly blended mix of blood and ink.  The same sort of thing as I saw at the Monkey King Marathon, I thought grimly.

“Sato-san,” I sighed and set down the inner lining onto the desk before any of the candy spilled out, “I have no say over what you can and cannot do, but I recommend you do not eat those chocolates.”

“Why, are they poisoned?” Sato said urgently.

“No no,” I said hastily, “… or at least I doubt it.  There’s a pretty good chance they’re fine.  But… the sort of people who do something like this aren’t the most reasonable.  There’s also a pretty good chance there’s something… extra in those chocolates.”

There was a pause around the table and then several of the guys around us started looking green, obviously thinking of various stories about what disturbed girls would put into chocolates in this sort of situation.  Sato went pale rather than green but it was obvious he was having similar thoughts too.

“Right,” he declared instantly, scooping all the parts together and getting up, obviously on his way to dump the whole thing somewhere safe.  He took a few urgent steps but paused when he was passing my now empty desk.  At that point he stopped, turned back to me, and bowed.  But even as disturbed as he was by everything he still had enough presence of mind to ask an intelligent question.  “How did you know Matsuda-san?”

Fuck, I thought, trying not to look sketchy or too suspicious.  “I got a shock as you passed my desk,” I answered.  I then started to invent wildly.  “A static shock.  A regular box of chocolates shouldn’t have done that.  I got suspicious and jumped to the worst-case scenario.  I got a little lucky, it turned out I was right but I’d have felt awfully stupid if the girl had just dropped in a couple of her hairpins or something by accident!”

I then laughed awkwardly and probably looked like the biggest idiot in the world.  Fortunately, that kind of social awkwardness seemed like something I would do rather than a sign of me lying so Sato just bowed again, said “thank you”, and took off at as fast as he could get away with in the school hallways.

I carefully controlled myself so I didn’t heave a huge sigh of relief.  It was incredibly difficult though, I wanted to do so with most of my being.  Instead I slowly sat down and controlled my breathing, fighting the urge until I was sure no one else was watching, before letting out a long, slow sigh.  Damn it, that was close, I thought.  I should have realized someone would ask that question.  I would have if I’d thought about it.  Fortunately or not I’d focused on saving Sato first, before my doubts and second guessing would have held me back.

Save him? I snorted softly at my overly dramatic thought.  From what?  A poorly designed bit of occult nonsense that didn’t work?  Okay, maybe there was something in those chocolates.  Maybe.  Even then I doubt it was anything harmful, just disgusting if you realized you'd actually eaten it.  And as for the ‘spell’… this isn’t the Cultural Festival, that thing might have eventually collected enough bad vibes to attract a dark spirit or two but I doubt it, wrong time and wrong placement.  Chances are it would have just ended up being thrown out after he was done with the chocolates.  I doubt it would have done any damage.

I snorted again.  Okay, it’s not a bad thing that he’s probably run it to the school’s incinerator already, Sato was obviously eager to get rid of the gift he’d been so enthused about mere minutes before.  I don’t blame him, that is the best place for it.  I just wish Himeko would let me burn the one from the Monke-

“Aoth damn it!” I yelled, slapping my hands down on my desk in anger as it hit me.  The whole class turned to look at me but I didn’t care, I was too busy holding my face in my hands as I made the connection much too late.  There’s no way I can stop him, I thought morosely, still covering my face.  Even if he’s not at the incinerator already there’s no way I’ll be able to catch up to him before he gets there.  Aoth damn it all, why am I so slow witted!?

“Is everything alright Matsuda-san?” someone asked from my side.  I vaguely recognized it as one of the boys from around Sato’s desk, probably worried about their friend after my reaction.

“It’s fine,” I replied, even though my voice was badly muffled by my hands.  “I just realized that Himeko would have wanted me to preserve the evidence.  She’s going to kill me for this.”

I heard a polite “ah” and felt the presence withdraw.  I didn’t care, I wanted to kill myself for letting something so obvious slip through my fingers!  The damn thing even had the perpetrator’s blood on it and the connections should have been fresh this time, I could have easily used it to track down whoever had created that piece of trash!

Oh, and I just referred to her as Himeko to someone not in our circle, my conscience prodded me.  Brilliant job, just brilliant.  Aoth, about the only stupider thing I could do at this point was to start actively casting spells in the classroom in a misguided attempt to fix everything.

The good news was that Himeko herself was out of the class, she was having lunch with her entourage somewhere more private and defensible.  She hoped to cut down on any romantic pressure by not being available and having her fans around her as a defensive shield.  Yeah, but she’s practically guaranteed to hear about it, I groaned to myself.  There was no way the grapevine wasn’t going to mention this in some way even if I hadn’t added a little more incentive there at the end.

I sighed.  Realistically I knew I was overreacting a little, this wasn’t likely to turn into some sort of explosive fight.  Not unless Himeko’s lunch had been even worse than a paranoid idiot like myself could imagine!  Himeko wasn’t going to be happy and I was pretty sure I was going to get a stern lecture of some sort on the subject but that would be all.  And the most frustrating part of it was… she was going to be right.  If I’d been a little more clever I could have thought of some sort of excuse and held on to that piece of paper.  It wouldn’t have taken much, just suggesting he give it over to Himeko as part of her duties probably would have done it.  And I knew Himeko wasn’t going to toss it away!  Even if she didn’t remember me immediately, she’d have thought of using it to track down the perpetrator in other ways.  As it was, I’d been an idiot and let a repeat perpetrator-

Hang on a minute, I frowned, realizing what I’d just thought.  I considered it a little more before sighing in disgust at myself.  There I go again, I thought, jumping to conclusions.  Seriously, what evidence do I have it was the same person as the bit of nonsense from the Cultural Festival?  The idea that it was a creepy bit of nonsense occultism?  We were in high school, there were probably at least two people in our class who dabbled in that.  Probably not to actual bloodletting level but I wasn’t quite willing to bet anything important on that.

I calmed down a little more.  Alright, alright… keep it in perspective.  There was a pretty fair chance it was the same person but it wasn’t a guarantee.  No acting like you’ve just let Jack the Ripper escape… and keep a lid on those damn assumptions!  You’re a scientist, act like one instead of treating an unproven hypothesis as a verified fact!

It still rankled though, and as I came out of my self pity I realized a bunch of people in the class were whispering and looking at me.  I abruptly remembered I hadn’t turned the ‘don’t notice me’ spell back on and I’d just been fidgeting like a mad person after being at the center of a dramatic incident.

I almost face palmed again, only stopping myself because it would have made the situation worse.  Well, this is going to be all over the school by the time today’s done, I thought darkly.  I didn’t even want to know what the rumor mill was going to think about everything.  Happy Valentine’s Day, I grumped to myself.

***

It was a little worse than I’d thought.

Because I’d done all my dramatics at my desk after using Himeko’s name so casually school rumors were once again painting me as deeply in love with Hime.  The good news was the rumor mill didn’t think she reciprocated, just that I had a deep and passionate longing for Himeko that I was repressing out of respect for her and the realization I stood no chance.  I’d reacted badly because I’d blown an opening on Valentine’s Day of all days.  Given that it was all attached to a dramatic and completely true story involving Sato Ryuji it was no wonder it spread like wildfire.  By the time class were over it was almost as bad as October and I was once again hiding under a ‘don’t notice me’ spell.

Fucking Valentine’s Day, I groused mentally.  That was the real reason everyone was so quick to come up with that explanation and so willing to believe it.  Don’t get me wrong, they’d probably think about it on any day of the year.  But jumping to it so quickly and wholeheartedly?  That was because it was February 14 and for no other reason.

I’m going to have to watch out for Harada again, I chewed my lip as I left class.  This is exactly the sort of thing that’s likely to set him off.  It wasn’t guaranteed to bring him after me with blood in his eyes… but I was kind of glad I had my warning bracelet and precautions set up this time.  I didn’t want to test them, if I was outed as a mage to the world over this incident then that was just the cherry on top of the whole stupid situation, but at least I didn’t have to worry about being beaten to death by some unbalanced high schooler.

I opened my locker and retrieved my shoes, finding myself both relieved and disappointed to find nothing else inside.  Well… I guess Sakura was wrong after all, I thought with a little forced cheer.  No giri chocolate this year either.

I was surprised to find that actually hurt a little.  Not much, at least this made my life simpler and wasn’t going to feed the rumors in any way, shape, or form, but I did find my feelings just a little bruised from that.

I carefully squashed the hurt down and did my best to ignore it.  At least this way I wasn’t going to spend the next month obsessing about not forgetting White Day and managing to not screw up my return gift.  Seriously, I told myself with a little more honest humor, ever since Sakura mentioned the possibility I’ve been worried I’ll either underdo it or overdo it for White Day, if they’re not giving me anything they might be doing me a favor.

I briefly wondered if that was the real reason I wasn’t getting any chocolate, this was a deliberate choice by my friends not to cause me trouble because they knew how bad I was at social stuff.  That seemed just possible enough that my heart thawed a little more.  After all-

“Did you hear?” a girl next to me asked her friend.  “Ishii Nanami gave Ishida Kenji chocolate today!”

“No!” the other girl gasped, “really?”

Despite myself and my recently renewed hatred for the rumor mill I found myself stepping back and listening in.

The first girl giggled.  “Uh huh.  And not just some giri chocolate either.  This was full blown, homemade, impressive as hell honmei stuff.  He looked just about ready to cry over it.”

“No!  After all that stuff he did back in December?”

“Apparently he’s been begging for forgiveness.  And doing it properly and humbly since then.  My source says she finally decided to give him another try a week or two ago.”

“Well I wouldn’t have given that psycho the time of day after everything he did!  Speaking of psychos, did you hear about what happened to Sato Ryuji?”

And that’s my cue! I thought launching myself forward a lot more vigorously, looking to get away before I heard something that raised my blood pressure.

I knew I shouldn’t trust the rumor mill, I knew it got a bunch of things wrong a lot of the time.  But I still found myself making the trip to the Meiko estate with a small smile on my face.

***

My trip to the Meiko estate went pretty smoothly.  It was a little more crowded on the train than usual, people were going out with their significant others and there was a fair amount of Valentine’s Day paraphernalia around, but that was the extent of my problems.  Heck, the biggest difficulty I had was remembering to turn the ‘don’t notice me’ spell back on before I got too close to the school.

It's probably just paranoia, I told myself again, still not buying my own attempts to calm myself down, but better safe than sorry.

The bad news, there was still no chocolate in my locker when I got back.  I was a little disappointed in myself for being disappointed over that.

Seriously, am I going to go through that again when I go home and there still isn’t anything there?  I wondered.  I tried to sound sarcastic and dismissive but in reality I was pretty sure that was going to be the truth.  I should have made male friends, I noted in a little more seriously than I had any reason to, that way I wouldn’t have to worry about today… unless one of them gave me chocolate.  Crap.  Yeah, I see Himeko’s problems a little clearer now.  I should probably be a little more grateful for what I’ve got.

The good news was that there was nothing weird or threatening in my locker either, given the rumor mill and unbalanced Himeko fans like Harada or Shizu that had not been a given.  Not likely to happen… but there was a reason I was extra cautious on my way to the lab room, taking a few extra minutes to take a circuitous route and paying close attention to my warning bracelet.

And I still found myself being yanked bodily inside the second I opened the door!

“Jeez Mamoru!” Eiko said in amused frustration as she pulled me inside of the doorway.  “How is today the one time you’re running ten minutes late!”

“I… wha… huh?” I said articulately, looking around in confusion.  Thankfully Eiko had spoken up before my brain could get all the way to panicking.

“What she means,” Himeko said, quietly shutting the door behind her, “is that normally we can set our watches to your schedule.  Unfortunately, today is the one day you’ve deviated and we should probably make this quick.”

For a brief moment my hindbrain tried to suggest this was a leadup to some sort of hentai scenario, something out of the furthest reaches of fanfiction.  Thankfully that was so ludicrous that I couldn’t give it even the slightest bit of credence before Himeko and Eiko both reached aside to grab small packages they’d placed on the nearest lab bench.

“Thank you for all your hard work, tolerance, and dedicated effort in being our friend,” Himeko said with a deep bow, presenting hers.

Eiko rolled her eyes slightly but she also gave me a surprisingly respectful bow and presented me her box before adding.  “Don’t get any ideas, it’s just giri chocolate.  But unlike most of the guys out there I’d say you’ve more than earned some giri chocolate.  You’ve been an honest and true friend and you haven’t tried to stare at our boobs every chance you could get!”

I was too shocked and hit with emotion to admit I wasn’t a breast guy anyway.  Instead I just smiled and said “You guys…” a little choked up with a swell of emotions.

“Don’t tell anyone you got that!” Himeko said swiftly and seriously.  “I mean it Mamoru!  I’ve given the whole Student Council something similar but if anyone else finds out you got one as well they’re going to read more into it.  Especially after today,” she shot me a slightly dirty look in spite of the circumstances.

I winced.  “Sorry,” I said somewhat lamely.

Himeko nodded shortly.  “It was good that you caught that disturbed gift being passed on Mamoru, very good indeed, but don’t forget the rest of it next time.  You missed the follow up and then you made a scene… anyway, if you’re not seen getting any chocolate from me then everything should blow over in a week or so.  But if someone realizes you got giri chocolate from me too…” she said nothing but just trailed off ominously.

“Understood Himeko,” I said quickly, grateful not just for the chocolate but that I was getting away with such a light lecture under the circumstances.

“Good,” Himeko nodded shortly again before turning to Eiko.  “I’ll have to check in with the teachers and the rest of the council for the meeting, hook up with me again in half an hour.”

“Got it,” Eiko replied in a surprisingly serious tone.

I looked at Eiko questioningly as Himeko quickly walked out of the lab.  “Hime’s doing a patrol,” she explained.  “All the Student Council members are doing it now, it’s a new policy starting this week.  While the clubs are still in session various council members will walk the grounds and look out for trouble.”  She then rolled her eyes, “of course Hime ended up taking about one and a half times as many shifts as anyone else!”

I sighed.  Typical Himeko, although out loud I did have to admit “it’s not the world’s worst idea.”  I seriously doubted the council members were going to spot anyone or be much of a deterrent for our saboteur, anyone deranged enough to be doing this while being skilled enough to not have been caught already probably wasn’t going to be stopped by a bunch of Student Council members walking about.  But it wasn’t impossible, it might actually make their next bit of sabotage a little harder, and it would probably reassure the rest of the student body knowing that the someone was doing something.

Eiko shrugged.  “I didn’t say that.  Hell, Himeko actually taking on a bit more responsibility than the rest of them actually makes a little sense this time.  Most of them don’t have much martial arts training but I’m pretty sure Himeko would be able to take whoever this is down by herself.”

I thought back to the construction site and had to agree with that assessment.  Himeko might not be up to Master Tai or Eiko’s level but by any reasonable metric she was more than capable of handling herself.  Even the sparring with Eiko that I’d seen her lose had driven that home to me, one-on-one I’d bet on Himeko over anyone else in the school.  That did raise an important question though.

“Why are you- “ I paused and rapidly revised that to sound less accusatory or insulting.  “Sorry Eiko, it just struck me as odd that you’re accompanying her.  I know you’re a better fighter, and that if it turned out to be a gang of saboteurs she might actually need you, but I’d have thought she’d have tried to handle it herself.”

“Valentines Day,” Eiko rolled her eyes again.  “Himeko should be safe enough on a normal day but how many proposals, confessions, and chocolates do you think she’s going to get if she’s wandering the school alone today?”

“Ah,” I said simply, immediately enlightened.  Well, when you put it that way… I admitted mentally.  Seriously, she’s been dodging a bunch of people for the last month.  No sense in giving them an easy shot at their target in the very last minute.  If I had been interested in Himeko and I saw that happening I might have convinced myself it was love or fate or something and given it a shot, I doubted someone like Shizu would even hesitate if it came up.

“Yeah.  Valentine’s Day, first time she’s doing it,” Eiko shook her head, “hell, toss in the setting sun a little later in the day just to complete the scene and there’s a dozen Himeko fans around this school who would beat each other bloody to be the first to try.  I’m around to discourage anyone from approaching her and if anyone is still stupid enough to try anything I can be a lot ruder to them than Himeko would let herself act.”

“Probably for the best,” I admitted a little inanely.  After a moment I shook my head in amusement at the whole situation, from Himeko’s patrolling, to Eiko’s necessary escort, to my own inane answer.  All I could do was follow it up with a half humorous half serious bow and say “thank you for your service.”

Eiko smirked in amusement.  “Ah, it kind of worked out for today.  We both wanted to give you our chocolate together to keep any awkwardness or one-upmanship out of it.  Me coming here was easier then trying to get Himeko to come home early!”  She then punched me lightly in the shoulder, “it just figured it would be the one day you’d be late!”

I smirked slightly.  “Sorry about that, I was being a bit cautious on school grounds and in the hallways too.”

“Now,” Eiko said, her eyes lighting up, “what’d she give you?”

I paused in confusion.  “Er, what?”

“Come on,” she said, calmly but firmly grabbing one of the boxes they’d given me.

(They were both the exact same type of thin carboard white box, probably something the Meiko estate had a lot of for some obscure reason.  Don’t ask me how she told them apart.)

“She’s been keeping it quiet,” Eiko continued, gently working the box open, “I’ve had a suspicion that- hah!” she declared loudly as she got the box open.

I’d been wrestling with the question if this was proper procedure, letting one friend know just what sort of giri chocolate you’d gotten from another, but at that point I figured it was best to just give up and roll with it.  Besides, I did want to know too.  “What is it?” I asked, peering in.

Inside the box was a good twenty or so colorfully wrapped bon-bons, all bearing the label of one of the top flight chocolatiers in Tokyo.

I sucked in a deep breath in surprise, I didn’t want to think about how expensive they must have been to get for Valentine’s Day.  You probably didn’t patronize that confectioner regularly unless your annual income was over eight figures and I expected their prices went up to deal with the demand for Valentines Day!

Eiko on the other hand remained unsurprised.  “I knew it, that’s more than twice as much as the Student Council members got!  Only Lord Fancy Shoes got more, and I’m not sure if she actually had the guts to sign who she was when she sent him those.”

My head was spinning a little.  On one hand I was overjoyed to be making friends and getting giri chocolate.  On the other hand, I was a little overwhelmed to be holding such a high-quality gift in my hand.  On the third hand I was grateful I wasn’t the person who’d received the most.  And on the fourth hand (yes, that exemplified how confused and overwhelmed I was) …

“Who’s Lord Fancy Shoes?” I asked now that it had finally come up again.

Eiko cackled delightedly.  “I never told you?  Of course not.  Watanabe Hiro, second son and second in line of the North Central Watanabe’s.  They’re a little less rich than the Meikos but they’re just as important.  Watanabe Hiro’s a year older than Hime… and he’s been her big crush for years now.”

Oh, oh my, I thought, fighting the urge to grin.  I immediately lost that fight when I realized.  “Wait… Hiro?”

“I know, right?” Eiko answered, already grinning wildly.

A princess and a hero, I thought, fighting a sudden urge to cackle myself at the thought.  That is too rich!

Our little bout of amusement was ended when Eiko’s phone suddenly beeped.  She instantly pulled it out to check on it.  “Shoot!  They started without her and they’re actually finishing quickly today.  Sorry Mamoru, I’ve got to run!”

“That’s okay!” I called after her.

Eiko ducked out the door but quickly swung around and stuck her head back in.  “My stuff’s homemade,” she called back, “we’ve got some good family recipes but I think this one turned out a little dark.  A little too much cacao and too little milk and sugar.  Let me know how it tastes, and don’t force yourself to eat it if it’s horrible!”

Before I could reply Eiko was gone again.  I paused, and then after a moment opened up the second package.  Eiko’s homemade chocolates (for given values of homemade, I wasn’t going to ask which kitchen she’d used) made a stark contrast to Himeko’s store bought art but looked no less tasty.  Don’t get me wrong, the stuff Himeko had gotten was incredibly tempting, but it looked so rich I knew I didn’t dare eat it carelessly.  If I tried combining it with the wrong thing in my stomach or too much stress I knew I’d be rushing for a bathroom!

Of course, the same could be said to apply to Eiko’s, I thought wryly.  Her stuff looked a lot more approachable… but that dark tone definitely suggested a higher concentration of cacao than most.  If I had to choose one or the other to eat before taking a test I’d have chosen Eiko’s… unless I had the third choice of only eating after the test in which case I’d go that way!

I smiled, warmed by friends gifts and amused by the fact that now I’d actually gotten some chocolate I didn’t dare eat it for a while.  I set it aside safely to work on my experiments.  Then, after a few moments of internal debate, I set the experiments aside to start sketching out some basic plans for White Day.
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Himeko paused once again upon entering the science lab, but this time it was mostly out of surprise at what wasn’t going on.  I was just sitting at one of the lab benches, slumped over the table but just in a low-key manner rather then like I’d been hurt or passed out from carbon monoxide poisoning.  There were no explosions, no flying pieces of furniture, no glowing sigils hanging in mid-air.  It was just a nice, quiet day.

After a few moments of bracing herself for something unexpected Himeko finally relaxed and spoke.  “I must admit, as much fun as it is to walk in here and be surprised it’s a nice change to not see something ridiculous going on.”

“Oh you think so, huh?” I answered in a surprisingly bitter and sarcastic tone.

Himeko blinked in surprise.  Heck, I was shocked at how strongly that had come out.  But she’d accidentally touched a nerve and I wasn’t afraid to admit it.

“Mamoru, what’s wrong?” she asked instantly.

“Nothing, nothing.  It’s just…” I sighed and indicated the table before me.

She looked at the various pieces of metal I was staring at.  “That’s mithril, right?” she asked as she came closer.  “Is it bothering you again?”

“No, it’s not that,” I paused, for a moment and thought that through.  “…well, actually I suppose it is in a way.  But not in the way you’re thinking.”

“Mamoru, you’re making even less sense than usual,” Himeko noted gently.

“Sorry about that.  It’s just that I’m caught up thinking about all the implications of this and…” I trailed off as I realized I wasn’t being any clearer and tried to recenter myself.

After a moment I decided to try again from the beginning.  “I’ve been looking into mithril for nearly two months now,” I explained a little more naturally, “I’ve been doing other experiments too of course, but probably half my lab time and effort has gone to mithril in various ways.”

“Uh huh,” Himeko nodded encouragingly, trying to keep me going now that I was sounding less like a particularly depressed teenager and more like a scientist.

“It’s still… vexing in a lot of respects but I’ve mostly grown used to that and adapted,” as evidence of that all the pieces of mithril on the lab bench were being anchored with tape to prevent them from being blown away.  “The good news is mithril is consistently vexing, I’ve made several batches at differing times, in various amounts, and from different sources of aluminum, and they’ve all displayed the same qualities.”

“That’s good to hear,” Himeko noted, showing me she remembered my mistakes and worries at the start of the year.  “At least that’s not a big problem.”

“Well,” I continued, shooting the mithril on the lab bench a conflicted look, “one of the things I’ve discovered is that mithril is a natural mana battery.”

I paused for a moment and then added.  “I suppose I shouldn’t call it a natural mana battery, it’s not like mithril exists in nature.  But pure mithril does contain mana without any further alterations… so that makes it a fundamental property?”

I paused for a few moments, thinking about it further.  That was one of the reasons I liked discussing that sort of thing with Himeko after all, in doing so I usually caught on to the places where I was still making assumptions or not thinking things fully through.

Himeko though seemed worried I was going to return to being frustrated.  “I’m guessing that’s something unusual,” she said politely, grabbing my attention.  “Do normal materials not usually do that?”

“Yes and no,” I said quickly, returning to the main point, “most materials will only do that in small amounts and it will quickly drain away.  There are some that basically won’t absorb any mana at all but those are rare and mostly artificial.  Usually, to be a good container or completely impervious to mana a substance needs a mage to do a lot of work enchanting it.  That’s why I had to go to so much trouble to create all my reservoirs and collectors, I couldn’t contain any reasonable amounts of mana for any length of time otherwise.”

“So mithril is an alternative to that?”

I waved my hand back and forth in an ‘iffy’ motion.  “Not really, it holds significantly more mana than any natural material I’ve seen but it’s still a long way from the efficiency one of my mana reservoirs has.  Take this,” I said, indicating the pieces of mithril on the table, “it’s hard to give you an exact number but one of my mana reservoirs could probably hold nearly a hundred times the amount of mana for the same volume.”

“That’s a pretty big difference,” Himeko said, looking impressed.  “So, why is this a big deal and why has it got you so depressed?”

I looked like I’d bitten into something sour.  And in a way I had.  “Remember what I just said about it being hard to give you an exact number?  Well, I hoped mithril could change that.  While it’s not great at holding mana it’s at least twice as good as any natural material I’m aware of.  Its base material of aluminum is cheap and common.  And, most importantly of all, it’s consistent.”

Himeko blinked in surprise.  I could practically hear her brain shifting into gear when I laid out the qualities like that.  “Wait a second…”

I indicated the pieces of mithril spread about the lab bench.  They were in a number of different shapes but they were all the same volume.  “I’d hoped to be able to use mithril as part of determining the base units of mana,” I admitted with a mixture of annoyance and misery.  “I’ve been looking to create a metric unit for mana for ages now and this seemed like the perfect solution.  Well, at least a good solution.  The amount of mana still feels a little bit low but at least it's something and I can start using it to quantify a couple of parts of the puzzle.”

“A metric unit of magic,” Himeko mused, a mixture of wonder and amusement in her voice.  Amusement took over as she asked “so what are you going to call it?”

“The thoth,” I replied heavily, “named after the Egyptian god of knowledge and magic.”  And also one of the faces of my own patron god Aoth, but that wasn’t exactly something I could tell her.

“The thoth,” she mused.  “Hmm… abbreviation ‘th’ or just ‘t’?”

“Th,” I answered instantly.  “T by itself comes up too often.”

“It’s a little awkward,” Himeko said thoughtfully, “and the ‘th’ sound is a little too English for me.  But I still kind of like it.  So, what went wrong?”

I sighed and gestured at the pieces of mithril once again.  “Nothing at first, I decided to use the amount of mana that a decimeter cubed of mithril could hold.”

“Wow.  Really?  The decimeter?” Himeko asked, unable to keep a bit of skepticism out of her voice.

I flushed slightly.  She had a point, the decimeter tended to be the odd unit of the metric system that got skipped over.  Himeko was a great student, and when even she was disrespecting the decimeter… “A meter cubed was too unwieldy and a centimeter cubed only held a miniscule amount of mana,” I justified myself defensively.  “I needed something in between and I didn’t want to choose some random amount so I went with the decimeter.”

“Future students are going to hate you for that,” Himeko noted with a mixture of honesty and amusement.  “Years from now there’s always going to be a minority of them who get confused at the wrong moment when taking tests and confuse it with the decameter.  They were already going to have trouble pronouncing this, now they’re going to curse your name for uncounted generations when they look at the points they’ve lost and ask why you couldn’t have used something else.  Anyway, continue.”

I shot her a dirty look.  That hadn’t actually occurred to me until she pointed it out and it was making me second guess myself.  “Anyway,” I said with a little more force than I’d meant to, “I tried a bunch of different shapes but as far as I can tell mithril actually holds the same amount of mana so long as the volume of material is consistent.”

“Why wouldn’t it hold- huh,” Himeko caught herself a few moments later as she considered it from a different angle.  She cocked her head and thought about it for a few moments.  “That is a little odd, isn’t it?  Convenient for what you’re trying to do, but odd.”

“A little,” I admitted, “and I haven’t exactly tried any really ‘out there’ shapes.”  I indicated the variety I had spread over the table.  There were a lot of them, but nothing that would seem out of the ordinary in some sort of stacking game or child’s playset.  “I suspect it might not work it I tried stretching out the same volume like a thin wire.  But cubes, cones, spheres, pretty much any sort of rectangular shape I tried?”  I shrugged.  “Despite the differences in shape and surface area all of them held one thoth’s worth of mana.”

“Until?” Himeko asked, already guessing where I was going.

“Until today,” I said, pointing to one significantly larger cube in annoyance.  “Today I tried put together a larger cube of mithril to test.  It’s two decimeters a side.”

“Uh huh,” Himeko nodded along, instantly doing the simple math in her head, “so eight times the volume.”

“And that’s the problem,” I slumped over the lab bench again to stare at the offending cube with a miserable frown.  “It holds about 8.2 thoths of mana.”

Himeko pursed her lips and stared off into the distance, obviously thinking hard about that one.  She opened her mouth a few times but always closed it again before she said anything, obviously thinking through the potential ramifications of that.

“That’s the issue,” I continued, still sounding a bit grumpy but much closer to my normal self now that I’d gotten the problem off my chest and spread the confusion around a little.  “I’m not sure why, and I’m still figuring out the best way to test it.  Because right off the top of my head I can think of two major possibilities.  Is this a property of the mana?  Or is it a property of the mithril?”

“Or both?” I added quickly, seeing Himeko opening her mouth again.  I didn’t want her to think I’d missed that possibility either!

“Logically…” Himeko said slowly, like she was double checking her own thought process to make sure she wasn’t being stupid, “logically this would be a property of the material.  That if you have less exposed surface area then it works better to store mana.”

“That was my first thought too,” I said wryly, having gone through the same process as her earlier.  “Unfortunately, that’s why I did all those tests using different shapes before.  I did some quick number crunching and… let’s just say I think the math would have to be really weird to make that work.”

“That’s not impossible,” Himeko replied a little more calmly.

“No,” I sighed reluctantly, “it’s not.”  When it came to exiting the classroom and trying to work out stuff in the real world you sometimes needed some really weird equations to make everything work out.  “But I’ve got a sneaking suspicion it’s both, I’m going to need to rethink some of my theories about mana and look into how mithril’s acting!”

I’d been assuming mana was more… consistent for lack of a better word.  This little experiment suggested it could be pressurized or condensed in some manner.  That had a lot of implications tied to it!

But didn’t I know that already?  I thought, suddenly flashing back to how I’d died.  Looking back at the situation around the ziggurat… hmm, I’d always assumed all the weird conditions were due to the sheer amount of mana around.  But what if it was more about the density of the mana that was there?

Whenever I thought about that day (which wasn’t often, at least not in detail.  There were a lot of confusing and conflicting emotions tied to the whole experience so I tried to shove it away when it came to mind.) I usually focused on the spell work, or what had happened, or even my direct meeting with Aoth.  But re-examining the basic situation, how the unshielded area around the ziggurat had reacted to the ludicrous amounts of mana around there…

I was so caught up in my recollections that Himeko eventually had to cough politely to bring me back to the present.  I blushed slightly to realize how much I’d been spacing out.  “Sorry.”

“Don’t let me interrupt you if it’s important Mamoru,” Himeko said instantly, “if you were really on the trail of a breakthrough idea then you can curse and tell me to be quiet all you want.”

“No, nothing that promising,” I hastened to assure her, “but it is something I have to remember to follow up on.”  I matched my deeds to my words and scrawled down a few notes just to be certain I wouldn’t forget.

“Unfortunately, there’s so much of that in so many directions,” I continued while writing.  “That’s the problem, I was hoping to use the thoth to simplify things but I’ve only raised a bunch more questions than I solved.”

“Oh no, what have you done now?” Eiko asked, strolling into the lab like she had every right to be there.

I paused for a few moments.  I wasn’t exactly shocked but I was definitely taken aback by how casually she just showed up.  “Eiko, what are you doing here?”

“Himeko’s parents are getting a little stressed about the whole saboteur thing,” Eiko replied.  “It’s been requested,” her emphasis on the word was clear, “that I accompany Himeko on her patrols just in case.”

She then shot Himeko a dirty look.  “It’s also been requested that she wait for me instead of taking off by herself and avoiding me entirely!”

“I am perfectly capable of taking care of myself, thank you very much.  And I was merely following a randomized route so I could catch any trespassers off guard.” Himeko answered.  Her tone was perfectly polite and reasonable.  But I suspected there was a reason she turned her head so that neither Eiko or I could see her expression.

Eiko sighed in frustration but didn’t follow up on that.

I looked between the two a few times, I could easily feel the underlying annoyance and impatience but I wasn’t going to pretend I understood all the subtleties and undercurrents going on.  To cut through the slight tension I asked “so how long has this been going on?”

“About a week,” Eiko reported.  “I got a few days off after Valentines Day but once her parents found out what she was doing they gave me my marching orders.  They mostly allow Himeko free reign but having her deliberately patrol the school by herself being on the lookout for a criminal saboteur was a bit much for them.”

“You didn’t mention anything about it this weekend,” I said, sounding vaguely accusatory about it.  Not very accusatory, I was still surprised and wasn’t used to this whole ‘friends communicating' thing, but a little.

“I’d only done it once and actually caught her by surprise that time,” Eiko said apologetically, “I didn’t think much of it and you were obviously more worried I was going to ask for a broomstick ride.  It’s only been this week she’s been avoiding me and making it a challenge.”

“You don’t have to come,” Himeko said, still not looking at either of us, “I’m certainly not going to say anything if you don’t show.”

“She hates that her parents are interfering like this,” Eiko confided to me in a completely audible ‘whisper’, “especially since they’re basically ordering me about when they don’t really have the right.  But this time I actually kind of agree with them.”

Himeko spun around to face Eiko.  “They are not right!”

“Come on Hime!” Eiko retorted in frustration.  “You’re wandering the school halls after hours all by yourself, not even your entourage around to provide a token speed bump and witnesses!  And you’re doing it reliably in a way where it won’t be noticed if you disappear for hours!  If someone found out and wanted to kidnap you for a ransom- “

“Then I’d stop them,” Himeko interrupted, “I’m not some sort of helpless wilting flower you know!”

“Three men with tasers,” Eiko replied flatly, crossing her arms.  “I’m willing to bet on you against two, even if they’re trained, but you’re not up to three who know what they’re doing.  And if someone was sent to take advantage of this situation Himeko, they wouldn’t just be some random thug.  They wouldn’t send some sort of nervous incompetent hoping to get their big break as a professional criminal.  They’d send someone with experience, someone they’d expect to win.”

There was a moment of silence as Himeko stared at her friend angrily, obviously frustrated but too smart and honest to make any sort of unrealistic claim.

As the uncomfortable silence continued I couldn’t help but let out “well, that puts my problems into perspective.”

There were a few seconds of awkwardness and then the tension drained out of Eiko and Himeko both.

“Sorry Himeko,” Eiko noted, a little red faced.

“No, you have nothing to apologize for.  You’re telling me nothing but the truth,” Himeko answered in a polite but weary voice.  “Such a thing is unlikely but not impossible.”

Eiko sighed.  “It’s only unlikely because you’ve been so good at not providing opportunities like this, your family’s enemies aren’t wasting resources on looking closely at you anymore.  And that’s bought you some leeway.  But if you continue doing this it is going to come to their notice sooner or later.”

“They’d really try to kidnap Himeko?” I asked, trying to keep the incredulity out of my voice.  I’d started to assume I was just being paranoid about the whole Meiko family but this…

Eiko shot me a look that clearly said ‘are you stupid?’ even if she was too kind to speak it out loud.  “Do you have any idea what Himeko would be worth to her family Mamoru?” Eiko’s tone was withering.  “Seriously?  You have seen her home, right?”

“Do not overstate the matter Eiko,” Himeko answered in tired tones, “you know he’ll get the wrong idea.”  She then turned to me.  “The answer to your question is… complicated.  It is true that I am valuable but kidnapping me would be… impractical is probably the best word for it.  The danger of the operation, the risk of retaliation, the cost versus the benefit… basically anyone smart enough to know my worth and have any real chance of success would also be smart enough to realize how small that chance really was and wouldn’t take that sort of stupid risk.”

The number of pauses in her statement let me know how uncomfortable Himeko found the subject.

“Usually,” Eiko cut in quickly, rebuking Himeko a little more mildly this time with a dirty look.  “Usually, Himeko is in the public eye or doesn’t have any sort of predictable routine in an unsafe area.  Like she said, cost versus benefit; anything loud and noticeable would bring half the police in Tokyo rushing to the area, a high-profile public kidnapping of an ultra rich heiress like Himeko would turn up the heat so high that no one with the slightest grip on reality would even dare.”

“But if she was just quietly spirited away?  And no one knew about it for several hours, long enough for the kidnappers to get away and then contact Himeko’s parents?  That changes things.  Honestly?  Himeko’s probably safe for another week or two at minimum, she’d have to be doing all these unsafe things at least that long before someone noticed, felt confident enough, and finished setting up a reasonable plan.”

“I still say you’re overreacting,” Himeko turned up her nose at the idea.

Eiko shot her friend a jaundiced look.  “Himeko, you’re doing the equivalent of stumbling around a bad area late at night while dressed conspicuously.  Sure, it’s not likely that something’s going to happen to you, but you are starting to get into risky territory and if you do it for long enough something’s pretty much guaranteed.”

I looked between the two a few times, carefully not saying anything.  Overall, I had to agree with Himeko.  At the end of the day, I thought Eiko and Himeko’s parents were being paranoid.  Maybe that was just because I also overreacted so often I was more inclined to see it in others, it felt strange to think I was being less paranoid than someone else!  But I was also starting to get Eiko’s point.  No matter how much she tried to deny it: Himeko was valuable, and if she made herself vulnerable then sooner or later something was going to happen.  It was like a bank being careless and leaving their vault open with no one watching it: you could do it once for a minute and unless someone was extremely talented, quick on the uptake, courageous, and criminally inclined nothing was going to happen.  But if you did it for the same minute each day sooner or later someone was going to notice, figure it out, and use that information to make a really big score.  It was a little harder to accept in Himeko’s case but if I took it to a ridiculous extreme; like say Himeko went up to the school roof every day after school for two or three hours, all on her lonesome and with her cellphone turned off, then the question would become ‘why haven’t you been kidnapped yet?’  What she was doing was obviously a lot less risky than those ludicrous scenarios but I had to admit I could see how it would paint a target on her back over the long run.

“I could…” I began slowly, and then trailed off.  I looked at the mithril thoughtfully.

Himeko looked at me questioningly.  “What could you do Mamoru?”

I sighed in frustration.  “I was just thinking about how mithril is a usable mana battery.  It’s not a good one but it is capable of holding and absorbing mana.  I wondering if I should try making you an enchanted object of some sort, basically the magical equivalent of a solar powered pocket calculator.”

Himeko’s eyes lit up but Eiko was more skeptical.  “And what good would that do?” she asked bluntly.

“That’s the problem,” I admitted reluctantly, “I don’t think I can build anything that would be worthwhile.  Anything I’d come up with would either be too weak or too impractical to really help out, and that’s ignoring another half dozen little technical issues that could trip us up.”

I couldn’t think of anything that would be effective in an ‘always on’ mode, it would either be too weak to have much of an effect or it would be so strong that it would quickly run out of mana.  Even if I found away around that (hooking it into the reservoir I have at school? I wondered briefly) that level of supernatural effect would be problematical for Himeko to deal with.  And it would probably have to be ‘always on’, Himeko wasn’t trained in magic and wasn’t as good with ki as Eiko so I couldn’t think of any practical activation or control schemes.

Well, I could try a command word, I thought, or tracing a symbol.  But I’m trying to do something simple and subtle for use in school and public.  If it was just something for her to use in battle that would be one thing but the point here is trying to avoid notice and keep things quiet.  Heck, I’m not even sure I could make a realistic battle focused item for Himeko!  Not with the background mana being so low on Earth, that seriously limits the maximum power level.

“Earth to Mamoru,” Eiko said a little impatiently, shaking me out of my mental sidetrack.

“Sorry,” I shifted those points to the side.  “I was just taking a closer look at the practical problems of making Himeko a ‘don’t notice me’ talisman of her own.  Or even an outright invisibility…”

“Cloak?” Himeko suggested a little too eagerly as I trailed off, “ring?”

I shook my head.  “A ring’s right out unless I do something like make it out of orichalcum and big enough to take up a full joint on your finger.  Even then I doubt it would give you more then a minute or two of invisibility.”  Rings of invisibility were a pet peeve of mine, they had always struck me as impractical unless they were a talisman for a mage to focus his magic through.  Even back on Avalon there wouldn’t have been enough ambient magic around to power them effectively after you set up the spell on them, and as for Earth… “And unless you want to start a dramatic new fashion,” I continued, trying not to get annoyed or sidetracked again, “I’m pretty sure a cloak is out of the question.”

Eiko snickered a little.  “God yes, even you’d have a hard time pulling that one off Himeko.”

“It’s all in your confidence,” Himeko said airily, flicking her hair in an elegant manner.

“So, you’re really going to wear a cloak over your official school uniform?” Eiko responded smugly, “Ms. Student Council representative?”

Himeko didn’t dignify that with a response.  Mostly because we all knew the answer would be ‘no’, she’d never abuse the dress code like that.

“Yeah,” I continued sheepishly, “anything big enough to contain an invisibility spell and enough power to make it work for more then a few seconds is going to be gaudy and obvious.  I can’t think of anything more self-defeating than that.”  I probably could if I set my mind to it, but it would take deliberate effort to be that stupid!

“Well, what about under my clothes?” Himeko said, obviously liking the idea of having her own enchanted object.

“You want invisible undies Hime?” Eiko asked with a snicker.

“Still not practical,” I said quickly, doing my best to ignore Eiko’s comment.  “The best I could do would still be a really big and heavy T-shirt, and that’s still being optimistic!  You’d probably overheat and be really uncomfortable trying to wear it under your uniform.  Not to mention the questions it would cause in gym class when you changed.  And then there’s the fact you’d probably have to shift half of your clothes to access it!”

“Don’t tell her that!” Eiko said, half-laughing.  “She’ll just use it as an excuse to pull a Superman!”

Himeko shot her friend a dirty look.  “I am not looking to rip half of my buttons off in some sort of dramatic gesture Eiko.”  She then sighed and looked back at me, seeming a little depressed.  “Is it really impossible?”

I shrugged, feeling torn between a little amusement, embarrassment, and feeling sorry to have gotten her hopes up.  “Probably,” I said apologetically, “at least for something in this situation.  I’m sorry, my first instinct is to jump to some sort of magical or technological solution to this sort of thing and I didn’t think it through.  I’ll look into this a little more but I don’t think it’s practical for me to create anything subtle or sneaky for you.”

Himeko sighed again and then made an effort not to look as disappointed as she felt.  “Oh well, thank you for thinking of me at least.”

“I will look into it some more,” I reemphasized, trying to cheer her up.  “I might have missed something.  And a magical panic button or tracer is not out of the question.”

“She already has her phone,” Eiko put in judiciously, putting aside her amusement as the conversation turned to something she actually approved of.  “But something else that the bad guys couldn’t immediately recognize or think of wouldn’t be a bad idea.”

“How would you explain it though?” Himeko asked, still a little disappointed and attempting to turn the tables on Eiko after all the trouble she’d given Himeko for the other suggestions.  “I don’t think Mamoru wants to go to the police and say ‘I’m a mage and I’m tracking Meiko Himeko’?  And even if he did, I’m not sure it would work.”

I shrugged.  “That’s a bridge we can cross it we ever come to it.  I can always try telling them I made you a subtle tracker at your request or as a science project or something.”  I thought about that for a few seconds longer and had to admit “I’d probably still get accused of being a stalker, but at least you’d be safe and that’s better than being outed as a mage.”

“Right,” Himeko pursed her lips in disapproval for a few seconds and then let it out with a sigh.  “Well, don’t think you have to do it Mamoru, it’ll probably never happen and I don’t want to take more of your time.  And I’m sorry I haven’t been able to get to you before now.”

I paused for a second in surprise at that last comment.  “What do you mean?”

“I mean I’ve been wandering around the school for the last week and this is the first time I’ve felt confident I could drop in on you for a chat,” Himeko said with an eye roll.  “And not just because I’ve been dodging Eiko and I figured this would be the first place she’d look!”

“Second,” Eiko inserted calmly, “I put the Student Council room first.”

“Right,” Himeko replied with a grim nod before turning back to me.  “Even though I could probably do this unseen I’ve wanted to make sure I was really patrolling and I also wanted to make sure I didn’t feed those stupid rumors again.”

“Ah.  Can’t argue that one,” I agreed wryly.  The rumors were finally dying down, mostly because there were so many confirmed couples and romantic changes after Valentines Day to attract everyone’s attention.  The rumors in regards to me had only persisted because they’d been attached to the Sato Ryuji story, if not for that I doubted they would have lasted as long as the weekend.

“Yes, well,” Himeko sighed apologetically, “I really do need to get back to patrolling.  And even though I now have the perfect excuse to visit you more often while you’re doing your experiments, I won’t be able to indulge it too much.  As it is I’ve already gotten sidetracked and stayed here too long.  I… just wanted to apologize, and make sure you didn’t think I was angry at you or didn’t care.”

That surprised me.  I didn’t know what to think or how to respond.  For better or worse Himeko immediately followed it up with a small bow and said “farewell for now Mamoru, I’ll speak to you again when I get the chance,” and quickly ducked out of the room.

Eiko immediately moved to follow her.  “Sorry Mamoru, I can’t let her get away,” she said as she ducked out the door, “it was nice talking to you though.  See you Saturday!”

I looked at the door for a few seconds as Eiko shut it behind her.  I then shot a glance back at all the mithril I had taped to the table.  “You’re easier to understand than my friends!” I said accusingly to the arcane metal.

Thankfully the metal did not respond, and after a few moments I shook my head and continued my efforts to try and reveal its secrets.
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“Cousin!” there was a crash and a faint scream in the background. “HELP!”

And then the line went dead.

I stared at my cellphone in shock. I had answered the call expecting it to be Himeko or Eiko, that had come out of nowhere and my brain was still trying to process. It took a few moments for anything to make it through my initial wild jumble of thoughts. But when it did, the realization was terrifying.

That was Saori’s voice.

I was off our apartment’s balcony and on the broomstick talisman before I knew what I was doing.

***

The shock of the cold air brought me back to myself, it was the slap I’d needed to start acting instead of just reacting. It didn’t help much, my mind was still a whirl of confusion and panic, but I was trying to think instead of just running around like a chicken with its head cut off.

Saori called me, Saori’s in trouble. Any of my cousins calling me like that would have been cause for panic, my estranged psychic cousin doing so was a grade A ‘oh fuck, someone’s about to die!’ apocalyptic death flag. I didn’t even know Saori had my number!

Calm down, focus, find Saori, a tooth clenched part of me said. And even that part sounded like it was holding on by its fingernails.

With a shaky hand I reached for some mana, I abruptly realized I’d grabbed my portable reservoir when I’d rushed out of the window. It, the broomstick (flying talisman, a part of me noted pedantically), and the goggles had been the only things I’d grabbed. And the goggles had been tied to the broomstick, they barely counted. I attempted to fill the reservoir as quickly as possible from my main mana storage while simultaneously casting a spell. Between that, the distance as I flew away, and my shaky condition I knew I was wasting a ton of mana but I didn’t care.

Focus… and there! I became aware of over a dozen presences, feeling them like we were all in a room together and I had my eyes closed. The spell was primal and simple, I pulled upon the connections of my blood to track my blood relatives. I quickly ruled out all those to the north, those were obviously my Kanoko relatives. The Taitos were fainter impressions off in the distance. I could still feel them all the way in Osaka, blood mattered more than space, but they were easy to identify and dismiss. My Matsuda grandparents were to the east, they seemed to be tucked in for the night already. That left three presences to the south east, Saori, cousin Reiji, and aunt Suzuki.

Except there were four presences, or maybe even five, and three of them felt wrong. Don’t ask me how, I was shocked I could feel anything so clearly across so much of Tokyo. But three of those presences felt… blurry.

I didn’t even have to think about it, I pointed the broom in that general direction and took off.

***

I worried the whole flight, fighting an edge of panic as I tried to figure out what was going on. If it had just been just one additional presence I’d have tried to reassure myself I was worrying too much, that in my panic I’d overdone the spell and gotten the next level of connection so I was detecting my uncle Suzuki as well. The spell was only supposed to extend to a direct blood connection so I shouldn’t have been picking up my Suzuki uncle and Kanoko aunt, I wasn’t directly tied by blood to them. But I could piggyback that connection through my cousins in a pinch, given my state of mind and hurried spellcasting I’d normally have assumed that was what had happened.

But even if it had been just one additional presence I’m not sure I’d have been able to rationalize the feeling of wrongness I was getting. The closer I got the stronger it became, two of the presences… I didn’t know what to make of it. They were contaminated for lack of a better word. What should have been two simple, clear, coloured solutions were cloudy and had flecks of a black substance tainting them.

I didn’t want to think too deeply about what that could mean, I was barely holding on to rationality as it was. By focusing on the tracking spell, trying to fly the broom as quickly as possible, and embracing the freezing sensation as I flew through the chilly night in my indoor clothes, I was able to keep myself grounded enough to function. That became increasingly difficult the closer I got, it was becoming undeniable that three of the presences were in the same place, two of them blurred.

That place turned out to be a school. I was too panicked to be surprised by that fact as I dove down rapidly, searching for my scared cousin. As I dropped in altitude, I realized there were four figures on the roof.

Three humans, and one spirit.

I hissed in disbelief. The spirit was physically visible, not just to Saori or to me while using ‘mage sight’ but something as real as a lamppost or car, a presence even the most diehard skeptic would have been unable to deny.

The spirit was entangled with cousin Reiji. As I drew closer I saw that cousin Saori and another child I did not know were pulling at him, even from a distance I could tell they looked distraught. It wasn’t until I was almost on top of them all I realized why.

The spirit looked like a stereotypical Onryo, save that this one seemed male. It had the classic long black hair, bloodstained and dirty white kimono, and even from a distance I knew that its pupils would be black. I didn’t care about that though, what I cared about was how its hair was growing wildly, forcing its way into my cousin Reiji through any available opening. Mouth, nose, pores, even around the corners of Reiji’s eyes, the horrifying spirit was clearly making its way into him.

That. Was. Not. Happening.

I cut off the flow of mana to the talisman and dropped the last meter or so to the roof. Saori and another young girl were crying and begging while trying to tear back the hair violating Reiji. I rushed in and yanked them back, practically throwing them behind me while yelling out “Saori, stay clear!” Then I slammed a hand against Reiji’s back and focused my power.

You want to attack innocents? Children? MY FAMILY?!

BURN

Blue white ghostfire lit up the night, coating the hair both inside and outside my young cousin, this close I could target the fire through my tracking spell and focus it only on the spirit. The Onryo shrieked in an unearthly manner and yanked back, pulling itself out of Reiji while my spell ruthlessly cleansed him of contamination. I caught Reiji as he fell limply to the roof and lowered him to the ground, worried about him and trusting the spiritual fire to finish off the ghost.

Only that didn’t happen.

Before I could do more than glance at Reiji I felt the Onryo flex its own power, smothering my spell with dark energies. Its shrieks died out and it stopped its retreat, looking back to grin nastily at me through blackened, rotted teeth.

Even though that was a terrifying display of power, even though its ability to overcome my spell revealed this was no simple opponent, I returned its grin with a snarl. I’d been pumped up with adrenalin ever since Saori’s call. When I’d been left to helplessly imagine horrible situations I’d been on the edge of panic. But seeing this thing, seeing it menace children right in front of me? That had flipped all of my instincts, punched just about every button I had. Fight or flight, and I was now planted firmly on fight.

It rushed me, flying at me a lot faster than I would have believed. It didn’t matter though, I’d started casting a shield the second it had put out the fire. Thanks to my sessions with Eiko that was becoming second nature and the Onryo collided with the mystic shield just like anything else would have. Like a wild animal it clung to the shield, clawing at it and trying to reach the soft human behind it, but the spell held it at bay.

It did make hitting it a challenge though. I quickly tried ghostfire again, coating the Onryo with another covering of blue white flames. The Onryo shrieked again and quickly retreated, beating out the fire with its dark power before it could be fully consumed.

I wasn’t sanguine about letting such a spell finish it off though, this time I was unsurprised when it put out the spiritual flames. It however was surprised, I nailed the bastard with the bright light of a spirit spear the second the flames were out. It screamed as I sent it flying across the roof from the impact of such a powerful spell.

This time the Onryo snarled but it also kept its distance, the spirit spear had left a hole right through the middle of its body. It seemed in pain, but only like I had given it a nasty bruise or a broken finger at worst. It shot me an evil glare, and then started to circle around quickly. Its angle made it obvious it was aiming for the other children.

I yelled back wordlessly and conjured a fucking wall of flames between it and the kids. The other two children let out small screams as a meter high barrier of fire bisected the roof and separated them from the ghost.

I didn’t care. I had blood in my eyes and I wanted the spirit dead! No more innocents were getting hurt on my watch and I would do whatever it took to take that sprit down!

…until I ran out of mana.

The realization I had just emptied out my portable reserve hit me like a bucket of ice water to the face. I only had my portable reservoir on me and I hadn’t had the chance to fill that to capacity, a wall of flames was nicely dramatic but it hadn’t come from nothing and I’d just burned away a huge chunk of mana in one fell swoop.

“Oh fuck,” I said softly. I instantly bent down, scooped up Reiji and the broom, and ran towards the other kids, dropping my shield as I did so before it could suck away the last thoth or two of mana I had left.

“You two, hold on!” I commanded my cousin and the other girl, yanking their hands towards the broom. I basically held their hands on the talisman and then activated the thing with what dregs of mana I had left.

The wall of flames had taken the Onryo by surprise and made it back off, and the spell had persisted for a critical few seconds as it burned off its conjured fuel. But even though the Onryo was hesitating I knew I didn’t have much time and I launched us off the school roof.

The unknown girl screamed and I couldn’t blame her. She was blinded by the spell, weightless, and the last thing she’d seen was me looking to throw us off the edge of the school. Fortunately cousin Saori, who looked whiter than ever, clamped her own hand down over the girl’s and held it to the talisman as I floated us over the school walls as fast as I could. The final fumes of mana lasted just long enough to get us off school property before abruptly cutting out and letting us fall the last thirty or forty centimeters to the ground. I did my best to curl up around Reiji to shelter him from the impact while the two girls managed surprisingly good landings with the flexibility of youth.

I shook off a few more scrapes and bruises, quickly looking behind us, but the Onryo had stopped about a meter away from the walls. It snarled and hissed at us but it quickly became obvious that it was bound to the school, so long as we were on the other side of the walls we were safe. After ten seconds or so it gave one last howl and then retreated back into the depths of the darkness.

“Wha- wha- wha-“ the unknown girl began, looking like she was about to start having a panic attack.

Saori calmly stepped in and grabbed her by the shoulders. Saori shook her slightly to focus her and get her attention, but I was surprised by how gentle Saori managed to be under the circumstances. “Calm down, Takako-san,” she said flatly. “It’ll be fine.”

Despite her emotionless words I could tell my cousin wasn’t doing well either. She breathing in short, sharp gasps, she was paler than ever, and her eyes were both wide and staring at nothing.

Before I could think of anything to do the limp body in my arms stirred slightly. “Thank you,” Reiji said, barely audible even though he was so close, “cousin.”

Despite that he managed to get everyone else’s attention. “Reiji-kun!” the new girl gasped, instantly coming in close and leaning over him. “Are you okay?”

“Back off Takako-san,” Saori said sharply, pulling her back. The look she gave her own brother was pretty concerned though.

“… ‘m okay,” Reiji said weakly, sounding only half conscious.

“You’re not okay,” I said quickly, instantly deciding the next course of action. I turned to Saori, “where’s the nearest sacred space?”

“What?” Saori asked blankly.

“Sacred space,” I said urgently, I couldn’t decide whether I wanted to slap myself or her I was so worried about Reiji. “Temple or shrine. Or anywhere sacred, I don’t care.”

“Who are you?” the new girl asked shakily, obviously fighting the urge to run away.

“There’s a shrine a few blocks away,” Saori said, ignoring her.

“Is it a real one?” I asked, my tone all but explicitly saying I knew she could tell.

Saori looked at me for a long moment, even after everything that had happened in the last minute or so she still hesitated. “…yes.”

“Then we need to go now,” I said firmly. I paused and then took another look at my youngest cousin, realizing the problem.

“…be fine,” Reiji said weakly, trying in vain to stand up, “ ‘ll walk.”

“You’re not walking anywhere Reiji-san,” I said firmly. I was shocked and impressed he could manage that much after all he’d been through, I’d have figured he’d be a helpless quivering lump after what had just happened to him. I had too little mana to even use ‘mage sight’ but the amount of spiritual damage he had to have taken…

There’s no way he can make it on his own, I thought. He was doing amazingly well but there was no way he was doing that well. I didn’t think saying that out loud and worrying everyone was going to help matters though. Instead, I sighed and awkwardly shifted my cousin around.

“Come on,” I said, trying to put a brave face on it as I repositioned him into a piggyback position. “I never had a younger sibling, might as well get this in now.” Reiji was big for his age but so was I, I figured I’d just have to carry him the distance.

“Saori,” I said firmly, “you grab my talisman and lead the way.”

“Cousin Mamoru,” Saori replied, looking down in horror, “your feet!”

I glanced down and suppressed a grimace. I was only wearing my socks, if I’d still had my indoor slippers on when I’d launched myself out of the apartment then I’d obviously lost them sometime on the flight over. “It doesn’t matter,” I said firmly, trying to keep my annoyance and despair to a minimum, “we’ve got to move.” Logically the Onryo should have been confined to the school, we’d have already found out the hard way if it wasn’t. I had no intention of testing that hypothesis though.

Saori opened her mouth but nothing came out. After a few seconds she bent down, retrieved my broom, and then nodded firmly.

Well, I thought, trying not to wince at my first conscious step down the sidewalk, at least my feet are already a little numb. Firmly focusing on my cousin, I began to trek forward.

“Hey, wait for me!” the other girl cried desperately and moved to follow us.

***

Luckily for us it was getting near midnight on Friday, there weren’t many people about in this quieter residential area on the edges of the city and the two cars that went by us during our journey paid us no mind. I suspected they didn’t get a chance to get a good look at us, at first glance we presented a somewhat charming picture, an older sibling taking his exhausted younger sibs back home after they'd stayed somewhere far too late while having fun. But if you looked closer the exhaustion wasn’t due to fun, everyone was pale and trembling, and all our stares suggested we’d seen things other people were better off knowing. If we’d tried making the trip at noon we’d probably have been mobbed by concerned people, we were all too young and in too bad a condition to ignore no matter how much they might have wanted to.

(Not to mention the lack of shoes and that I was still wearing the goggles over my glasses. I didn’t realize it at the time but that would have looked really weird if anyone saw it in daylight.)

For better or worse the shrine really was only a few blocks away. We quietly ducked in to the wooded grove after passing through the tori gates, luckily this particular shrine seemed to have a decent number of trees around it. In a good omen, even though it was still only early March all of them were already looking surprisingly green and leafy.

Once I was confident we were out of sight I quickly laid Reiji down on the ground. Now that my adrenalin had crashed I was pale, sweaty, and gasping for breath. I was simultaneously embarrassed and proud that I’d managed to carry my cousin through those conditions.

“Now what?” the unfamiliar girl, Takako if I remembered correctly, asked a little shrilly.

“First things first,” I said a little breathlessly before shifting into a kneeling position and bowing my head respectfully. “Pay your respects.”

Saori and Takako looked at me in confusion but I sent a quick prayer out to anything that might be there. Oh great kami of this shrine, I said, managing to keep my mental tone respectful even if it probably shook a little. I apologize for our presence and our ill-behaviour but our need is great. My young cousin has been struck by a dark spirit and we needed shelter and purity as quickly as possible. I humbly beg your forgiveness for this trespass and ask that you warn me and focus your wrath upon me if we overstep our bounds.

Even without any mana I felt something shift slightly, like a subtle change in air pressure, and I heard Saori suck in a sharp breath. Fortunately the impression, faint though it was, felt benign. It seemed this kami was a helpful and understanding one.

“Thank you,” I whispered out loud. Then I turned back to my female cousin. “Saori, how’s his aura?”

“I- “ Saori said hesitantly, her gaze flicking between both me and Takako.

“Saori,” I said sharply, “I’m out of mana, and I’m not about to risk angering the kami around here by trying to pull in mana from their territory. You called me for help and it’s your brother in danger. So help me but if you hold back your abilities now…”

I was harsher than she deserved, we’d all had a pretty horrible night so far, but she just gulped and was instantly at our side. “I don’t know,” she said shakily, “it’s… I’ve never felt anything like this!”

“How does it feel?” I asked more gently this time.

“Weak,” Saori answered, both her voice and lip trembling, “it’s almost like it isn’t there!”

“Does it feel like him?” I emphasized.

“What does that mean?” Takako asked desperately from the side.

“I… yes,” Saori looked uncertain at first but then she nodded decisively. “Yes, it still feels like him.”

I let out a huge sigh of relief and collapsed bonelessly against the base of a tree. “Good,” I said, barely above a whisper, “very good.” I closed my eyes and for a moment I was tempted to try and go to sleep.

“What’s going on here?” Takako pleaded, sounding like she was only moments away from breaking down crying. “Who are you? Why are you here? What’s wrong with Reiji-kun? What was that thing? And how did you do all that?”

Despite everything I couldn’t help but laugh softly and harshly. How the hell did I explain all this? And on top of that, I wasn’t even the prime mover in this case!

“That’s what I’d like to know,” I said, turning my head weakly towards Saori. “Cousin, got any answers?”

“I…” Saori froze, looking for all the world like a deer caught in the headlights.
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Saori just stood there, paralyzed with indecision and uncertainty.

To some degree my heart went out to her. If I’d had time to think about everything I would have felt like complete scum for passing the buck to her like that, she was just a thirteen-year-old girl (fourteen? my brain threw up randomly, I knew her birthday was a little more than two months away) and she wasn’t a reincarnated soul from another world with decades worth of extra experience.

On the other hand, I was exhausted, in shock, crashing off adrenalin, out of mana, cold, and trying desperately to ignore the amount of pain I was in. I liked to think I was doing pretty well under the circumstances!

As if to verify all that (or maybe it was just karma) my leg twitched spastically and my foot bumped against a tree root. I hissed and bent over in agony at the sudden pain.

That broke the tableau.

“Oh no, cousin Mamoru,” Saori said, instantly kneeling down to take a closer look at me, “I forgot about your feet!” She immediately moved to take off my socks, looking to see how bad it really was.

“It’s not so bad,” I said tightly, trying to ignore the surge in pain as Saori stripped my socks off. The remains of my previously white socks were now a brown and red mess after walking several blocks while carrying my cousin. On the plus side, while my feet were badly bruised and swollen they weren’t actually cut up too badly, and I’d probably done half of that back when I was running around on the school roof. The sidewalks around here had been pretty well maintained.

“I’m sorry,” to my surprise Saori started to cry, quiet sobs wracked her body as she broke down. She was trying to hold it in but it was too much for her to manage. “I couldn’t… I’m sorry… I couldn’t…”

“Hey,” I said softly. Then, much to my surprise, I instinctively pulled her in close and gave her a hug. I was awkward about it but it helped that my cousin’s small size made her very huggable.

Saori began to cry against my shoulder, burying her face there and trying to keep it as quiet as possible as she sobbed her little heart out. Despite everything I had to admire her courage, to maintain any control under the circumstances was an incredible feat.

“…aori,” her brother breathed softly from near my feet, stirring again. He’d lost consciousness at some point on the trip over and I was relieved to see him awake again. I’d have pulled him into the hug too if I’d had the strength to do so.

The other girl, Takako, was by his side in an instant. “Reiji!” she said, “you’re still alive!” She looked suspiciously at me and Saori. “Who is this person?”

I looked back at her, finally getting the chance to catch my breath and study her for a few moments. She was about Saori’s size but everything about her suggested she was Reiji’s classmate. She had shortish brown hair she wore in twin pigtails that she probably wouldn’t be able to get away with much longer but on her looked kind of sweet. And something about her attitude said she was a little feisty for her age. Not an Eiko, but probably not as inclined to be polite or let things pass as most girls either.

“Cousin Mamoru,” Reiji replied, sounding a little bit stronger.

I blinked in surprise and a little respect as my youngest cousin forced himself into a sitting position. It was a struggle for him, he needed the girl’s help and had to lean himself up against another nearby tree, but it was still an impressive show of fortitude. “Don’t force yourself cousin,” I said as he relaxed against the bark, “you’ve been through a lot, you’re hurt.”

“You’re cousins with this goggle wearing weirdo?” the girl asked Reiji incredulously.

I abruptly realized I still had the goggles on! I’d needed them to fly the broom and after that I’d been so focused on what was in front of me I’d failed to notice I was still wearing them. I hurriedly pulled them off, feeling lucky that hadn’t attracted any more attention.

“Yes,” Reiji answered, still not sounding himself but coming through surprisingly firmly.

Is the kami of the shrine helping him? I wondered. Without mage sight I couldn’t be sure but I didn’t have enough mana with me to do even that much, and while there was probably a little mana around the shrine I wasn’t about to try pulling in even the millithoths (yes, I was trying to get in the habit of thinking in terms of thoths) I needed to manage a quick glimpse with mage sight! If the kami was being generous and helping Reiji I didn’t need to pull power away from the spirit and if it wasn’t I sure as hell didn’t want to risk angering the kami and earning its wrath.

We all fell silent for a little while. Saori slowly stopped sobbing but she still needed a few minutes to recover herself and while Reiji was doing better then he had any right to manage he was still far from being healed. Takako flittered around him, wanting to be helpful but not knowing what to do.

Eventually Saori pulled her face away from my now soaked shoulder. “Feeling a little better,” I asked her, trying to be gentle. I’d had enough of a breather to regain my own control and it was worrying to see my normally distant cousin break down like that.

Saori’s expression was a little more schooled now (even though her eyes were still really red and puffy, and she quickly had to pull out a tissue to wipe off her nose) but she couldn’t quite look me in the eyes. “… a little,” she admitted.

“Good.” I looked over the three of them and sighed. Aoth, what the heck do I do now? It was easy to forget, given the situation and how strong they were, but Reiji and Saori were still children. My stomach turned flip flops at the mere thought of it but…

“We’d better call your parents,” I sighed. I didn’t even want to think about how the hell I was going to get out of this, maybe I’d be lucky and they’d be so shocked they’d let me get home and to my mana supply. If there was any situation that called for a few mind blanking spells and a liberal use of magic then it was this one!

“You can’t!” Saori said instantly.

“We snuck out,” Reiji put in quickly, “mom and dad would kill us if they found out.”

I sighed. “Reiji,” I said as patiently as I could manage, “I’m exhausted. You’re still recovering from a spiritual assault, attempted possession, and then some more spiritual bruising on top of that from the quick and dirty method I used to blast that Onryo out of you. Your sister and friend are out of strength and I certainly don’t want to walk another step if I don’t have to! It’s going to be cold tonight, we’re already all walking wounded, and our only shelter is a shrine we’re essentially trespassing in. I have no idea how we’re going to explain things to your parents but it’s time to cut our losses, act like responsible adults, and ask for help before things get any worse.”

Okay, I probably wasn’t sounding very patient there towards the end there. But I hated the thought too, and if I could suck it up and see the truth-

Reiji shook his head frantically. “It would kill them.”

Saori more softly and desperately noted, “it would kill my brother.”

We all stopped to look at her. Saori was trembling and given what I knew about her gifts her declaration sent chills down my spine. “What do you mean?” I asked frankly.

“Yeah sis,” Reiji said with some forced cheer, “I’ll be fine.”

Saori shook her head. “Mom’s pregnant.”

There was a shocked moment of silence in the clearing.

“If we tell them now…” Saori said before trailing off again, shaking her head in desperate negation. “She’ll be so upset. And- and-”

Well, that explains the fifth faint and blurred signal I was getting, I thought dumbly. The fourth had obviously been the Onryo trying to posses Reiji, their intermingling energies giving me a false positive. The fifth was going to be another cousin, still baking inside of Aunt Suzuki.

“I’m trying to save him!” Saori said desperately, she was trembling so much I was starting to worry for her health. “This was all for him! If he grows up he’ll go to that school. And when he does something…” she stopped and looked at me desperately, the tears already starting again. “It ends.”

There was another quiet moment as we sat there, stunned by Saori’s words.

“Well, shit,” I noted tiredly, too fed up and depressed to care that I was swearing in front of children.

“How do you know that?” Takako exploded. “That’s impossible! You can’t know the future! You’re lying!”

I held Saori close again, she was on the edge of another breakdown and I was worried she might be in shock. I looked at her brother. “Reiji-san,” I said, trying to sound calm and centered, “do you know?”

Reiji looked at me for a few moments, a bunch of emotions playing over his face in a confused parade. “Sort of,” he admitted awkwardly. “Sometimes she knew too much when she shouldn’t. Not every time, but I saw it happen. I thought I was stupid, that sis was just really smart, but I guess I knew.”

I sighed and butted my back of my head lightly against the tree. What now? I asked an unsympathetic universe.

“What do you mean Reiji-kun? Know what?” Takako asked frantically.

Reiji still had a problem saying it out loud so I spared him the difficulty. “Saori’s a sensitive,” I said tiredly, “she has the ability to sense things others cannot. Psychically, I mean.” I finished flatly, just to make sure I spelled it out.

Saori’s shaking slowed down a little more but she buried her head back in my other shoulder and didn’t say anything.

“You’re lying!” Takako exploded. “That’s… that’s…” she fell silent again as the reality of all she’d gone through that evening started to catch up to her.

I took a deep breath. “Okay,” I said, hanging on to my own fraying composure by a thread as I talked out loud. “We’re exhausted, hurt, and all alone out here. We need help. But calling our parents or most normal adults is out because if this gets back to her Aunty Suzuki will have a miscarriage.” Aoth that’s a nasty twist. It wasn’t entirely illogical though, Aunt Suzuki was starting to get a little old for children. Not really old, she was only pushing 45, but she’d suffered from complications in the past. If you tossed in the level of stress and shock something like this would cause, especially since it involved both of her other young children, a miscarriage started to look disturbingly possible.

I shook my head to banish the unpleasant though. “What now?” I wondered forlornly.

Himeko was the first thought that came to mind. Unfortunately, it was immediately followed by a bunch of problems. She had everything we needed, but she wasn’t exactly the head of her household. I figured it was after midnight on a Friday night, it had been around eleven thirty when Saori had called me and I’d long since lost track of time. I wasn’t even sure if Himeko would still be awake, and even if she was I didn’t want to think about the difficulties involved in trying to get someone out here to help us. It wasn’t like she could just sneak into the garage, quietly drive a car out of the mansion, and then help us herself. Not even if she wanted to (which was a disturbing possibility in an entirely different way, under other circumstances I could see her taking this whole incident as a challenge and an opportunity), the mansion’s security systems would log what was happening and she’d face too many questions. So Himeko would have to assign someone to do it. Even if we could somehow do all that without blowing my cover I didn’t want to think about what her dad or grandad would say about everything.

Eiko was right out, she just straight up didn’t have the resources to help us. And apart from family it wasn’t like I had anyone else-

I paused, shocked as my memory kicked in and unable to believe what I was going to have to do. If this works it’s so stupid it’s brilliant, I thought in disbelief.

Of course, there was one practical problem. “Can I borrow someone’s phone?” I asked awkwardly, having rushed out of the house without my cellphone. “I know who we have to call.”

Reiji looked embarrassed. “I don’t have one,” he blushed. “I wrecked my last one. Mom and dad were going to give me replacement when I started junior high.”

“The ghost took mine,” Saori reported softly.

“Of fu-, of course,” I said with barely repressed bile. Should have seen that one coming, I admitted to myself, remembering the abruptly cut off phone call which had brought me into this mess in the first place.

Takako looked between the three of us in turn. “I have a phone,” she said uncertainly.

I repressed an urge to cheer. “May I please borrow it?” I asked with exhausted politeness.

Takako looked uncertain. “I’m not supposed to- “

“Takako-kun,” Reiji cut in, “please.”

Takako’s entire face lit up and you could almost see hearts floating around her. “Of course Reiji-kun,” she answered, practically glowing, “anything for you.” She practically skipped the few steps over to me to hand me her phone.

“Thank you,” I said politely. As Saori shifted of to the side to let me make the call I also let out an intense but purely mental thank you! to anything else in the vicinity that may have been listening and helping. Then, praying I wasn’t misremembering the number, I dialed for help.

Despite the late hour my call was answered on the second ring. “Hello?”

“Master Tai?” I asked, trying to keep desperate relief out of my voice. “I’m sorry to bother you but I could use some help.”

“Master Matsuda?” Master Tai’s voice was shocked. “What's wrong? Is Eiko in any danger?”

“No,” I sighed slightly, “I’m… in an awkward situation. I need assistance, and so do several other people, but I can’t exactly turn to the police for help.”

“Ah,” Master Tai said knowingly, “one of those situations.”

I fought down an inappropriate smirk, I was manically amused at how quickly he intuited so much about our circumstances from so little information. “Yeah. I hate to admit this, but if I’m honest I mostly just need a ride. If we can get everyone quietly back to their families without them realizing what’s going on I think I can solve this. This part anyway.” I added abruptly at the end. Is it strange that the unexpectedly powerful Onryo at a school is the least of my worries right now? I’d completely forgotten about it now that we were away from school grounds.

My hope died at Master Tai’s reply. “Sorry Master Matsuda,” he said apologetically, “I’m stuck out near Kagoshima right now, there’s no way I can get to you before tomorrow at the very earliest.”

“Fu-“ I cut myself off before I could let it all out. “That’s okay,” I said instead, “I’ll figure something else out.”

“Why not call the Meiko family?” Master Tai asked, sounding a little puzzled.

I looked around the clearing. “This… doesn’t look normal,” I said with tremendous understatement as I took everything in.

“Doesn’t matter,” Master Tai said firmly, “use my name. Tell them it’s a ‘night tiger’ situation and you should get the help you need.”

“Really?” my eyebrows shot up. “That won’t cause you or anyone else any trouble?”

“Not if they know what’s good for them,” Master Tai replied a little darkly. “They’ll keep the talk amongst themselves to a minimum. They might wonder and they might fret, they might even mention it to me later just to make sure you weren’t lying. But they know better than to ignore their agreements with me, you’ll get your help.”

My eyebrows remained firmly planted in the upright position. Just what sort of deals did Himeko’s dad have to make with him in the first place? I wondered. If I wasn’t in such a desperate situation; hell, if my younger family members weren’t in such a desperate situation, I might have tried to tough it out rather than getting more involved with Master Tai. As things stood all I could say was “thank you for the favor.”

I relaxed a little as I could hear the smile in Master Tai’s voice. “Don’t mention it, we all have to help each other out when these things come up. Sooner or later I’m going to be grateful I made contact with a master mage.”

There was something suspiciously like a rowdy cheer on Master Tai’s end of the line. “I’ve got to go,” he said quickly, “talk to you later. Good luck.”

The signal cut off.

I sighed. After waffling a few moments, still terrified about the making the call even after Master Tai’s reassurances, I dialed in Himeko’s number.

What’s that old joke? I thought nervously as the phone began to ring. ‘A friend will help you move; a best friend will help you move a body’? Guess we’re about to find out how good a friend Himeko is.

On the fifth ring an unfamiliar female voice answered. “Meiko residence, Meiko Himeko’s phone number. May I ask who is calling so late at night and what their concern is?”

I paused in surprise, although if I was honest I couldn’t have told you why. A quick glance at the phone showed that it was nearly one in the morning, the biggest surprise should have been that Himeko’s phone was still on or that I was getting through to a real human being in any capacity!

“Hello?” the voice asked again, showing just the faintest hint of impatience.

“Matsuda Mamoru,” I answered quickly. “Sorry, I was expecting Himeko and I’m not sure how to phrase this.”

“Matsuda-sama,” the voice said sternly, “it is nearly 1 am, Himeko-domo is in bed and I don’t think it is appropriate for you to be disturbing the young mistress at this hour.”

“This is a ‘night tiger’ situation,” I said quickly, overcoming my doubts in a desperate rush to get it all out before she hung up on me. “Master Tai told me to call.”

Despite her superb training the voice on the other end of the line paused in stunned silence for a few moments. “I see,” she said slowly. “…what do you need?”

That easily? I thought in surprise. Well, I haven’t actually asked for anything yet. If I tried asking for something unreasonable or illegal I doubt I’d get it. For a moment I was tempted to try requesting something crazy just to see what they’d do. I quickly squelched that mad urge, blaming it on how lightheaded I was and how ridiculous a night I’d had. “I need someone to give me and several other people a ride. We’re at… “

I paused and looked at the kids, “Where are we anyway?” After coming via the sky to an unfamiliar school I only had the vaguest idea what part of Tokyo we were even in.

No one knew the exact address but a quick search on the phone turned it up. The Meiko estate assured me they would send a car and driver immediately. With a grateful sigh I gave the phone back to Takako after I hung up and settled in to wait, trying to ignore the throbbing pain in my feet.

“What is going on?” Takako asked a little desperately. “What is happening?”

“A friend of mine is sending us a car and driver,” I answered tiredly. “That’ll get us all home. It’ll be up to all of you to sneak back in to your houses, I’ve got no idea how you’re doing that.”

Takako and Reiji looked a little guilty. Surprisingly, Saori did not. Has she done this before? I wondered. I supposed if you had her psychic gifts sneaking out of the house became a little easier than it was for most kids.

There were a few moments of silence, I suspected that everyone was stunned that things were looking up.

“Cousin Mamoru-san,” Reiji asked tentatively. “Aren’t you going to ask why we snuck out?”

“Nope,” I said flatly, leaning back against the tree and closing my eyes. “None of my business, I probably shouldn’t know.”

“Oh.” Reiji sounded both relieved and disappointed at that.

“Cousin Mamoru-san,” he tried again after a few moments. “Are you a psychic too?”

I snorted slightly, darkly amused despite everything else. “If I could see the future do you think we’d be in this sort of mess?” I countered, evading the question with humor.

“It’s all their fault,” Saori inserted peevishly. “They followed me. I felt them of course, and got away. But then they kept poking around the school in the dark and triggered that-“ she cut herself off, shaking a little at the memory.

“Don’t insult Reiji-kun like that!” Takako cut in heatedly.

“You almost got us killed!” Saori shouted back.

I sighed, too tired to get angry at them.

“Takako,” Reiji said, pulling her back a little. He then turned to me, “we knew Saori was sneaking out and wanted to know what she was up to. We found where she was squeezing past the fence and followed her into the school. Then things started getting weird.”

I was jealous of how strong Reiji managed to sound despite all he’d gone through, even though he’d been put through a wringer he sounded better than I did!

Takako shuddered a little. “Things flying around, shadows, doors closing… it was like it wasn’t the same school anymore! We tried to get back out, but the doors wouldn’t open!”

“I was sneaking around,” Saori said bitterly. “But three kids in the school after dark, two of them so noisy, was too much. They woke up… it.”

There was a moment of terrified silence as all three of them shuddered and looked around fearfully. Hell, if I wasn’t so exhausted I’d have been tempted to join them. As it was I tried to reassure them. “Some sort of dark spirit,” I said, trying to stay calm and matter o fact about the whole situation. “It looked like an Onryo but that might have just been a disguise. Don’t worry, even if it wasn’t bound to the school the kami of this shrine would protect us. Kami don’t like competition, especially trashy and dangerous competition like that, intruding on their territory.”

“You don’t know that!” Takako protested, obviously terrified.

“He’s right,” Saori countered. “That thing’s always been there, sleeping, watching. I kept myself scrunched down all throughout elementary school hoping it wouldn’t notice, and it didn’t. It’s everywhere, all through the school. I think it sleeps during the day but I always felt it, aware of all of us.”

That got my attention! “Is that why you kept yourself so closed off? I thought…” I cut myself off, not eager to add even more fear and trauma to the situation. “Doesn’t matter.”

Saori looked at me. “What is it cousin Mamoru-san?”

“Nothing,” I said awkwardly. “Just me being stupid.”

Saori looked at me for a long while, her wide-eyed gaze a disturbing mix of innocent and knowing. “I was afraid of you,” she admitted softly, looking away. “I still am.”

I sighed. I am sitting right next to my psychic cousin, I thought disgustedly. I’m exhausted and completely open. What did I think was going to happen? I didn’t think she could read my mind, I still had a precautionary spell in place that would trigger if she tried anything as direct as that. But picking up my emotions? Vague impressions? I was broadcasting so much I may as well have had a thought balloon above my head showing a couple of emojis in real time to indicate my basic feelings.

“But why?” Reiji cut in, sounding bewildered. “It’s cousin Mamoru. And you called him.”

“Reiji-kun,” Takako cut in tentatively, “your cousin appeared out of nowhere on a school roof. And fought a ghost. And set the whole roof on fire. Were you too hurt? Did you miss all that?”

“Oh. Right.” Reiji answered, looking a little downbeat for a few moments. Reiji then immediately brightened up again. “And he saved us. He even teleported us down from the roof.”

“That wasn’t teleporting,” I said instinctively. Yes, good job brushing off their curiosity and suspicions, my internal voice noted sarcastically. You’re suuure to escape with your cover intact. Granted, that option had probably gone out the window as soon as I’d… gone out the window, but it was the principle of the thing.

I heard a startled little giggle from my side and wondered if I was underestimating just how much Saori was picking up.

“Cousin Mamoru-san…” Reiji began again.

“You’re not the first member of your family I’ve had to save from possession,” I said irritably, trying to brush past it as quickly as possible. “And if you think you had a traumatic time… I’ve had seven more years to improve my abilities and resources since I had to save your sister. And I got to you before it managed to really take root. You got spiritual equivalent of a nasty sunburn over your whole body, she had to deal with surgery without anesthetic. It’s no wonder she’s scared of me.”

Reiji just sat there, looking stunned.

“I knew it was wrong,” Saori whispered, out of the corner of my eye I could see she was looking away from me and had her eyes squeezed tightly shut. “But every time I thought about it, and you, all I could think about was the pain. And the feeling of helplessness…”

I put my hand on her shoulder without thinking. Saori flinched but didn’t pull away.

“It’s over now,” I said, trying to gentle my voice. “It can’t hurt you any more.”

Saori sniffled a little but pulled herself back from a full meltdown and nodded at me.

“Cousin Mamoru-“ Reiji started, clearly determined to try again.

“I’m a mage,” I said irritably. I knew I’d feel a little guilty later, they’d had a really hard night too. They deserved to know the truth and have their minds set at ease, but right then I was just tired, in pain, and impatient with my young cousin’s incessant curiosity. “Seriously, you couldn’t figure it out? All the talk about spirits and mana, a bunch of flashy powers, I even came flying in on a broomstick for crying out loud! I’m a mage, I use mana to construct and power spells in order to create a bunch of effects. I trust that answers your question?”

Everyone fell back into an uncomfortable silence.

After a few moments Takako noted softly. “Well, you sure don’t look like one.” She said it under her breath but it was so quiet that the sound traveled to all of us.

I shot her an annoyed glare but left it at that, she wasn’t exactly wrong.

After another ten seconds or so my cousin tried again. “And that’s different from a psychic?”

I sighed. I’d have loved to cut my cousin off and leave it at that, just rest until we got picked up and leave the whole terrible night behind us. But it wasn’t reasonable, he had a right to know and I felt a duty to educate. Besides, it helped distract from my burning and throbbing feet.

“Yes,” I said, trying to keep my voice level. “A psychic uses natural gifts to perceive and manipulate the world, it’s no different than having eyes when everyone else is blind or having a prehensile tail to pick stuff up and manipulate it. A mage bends mana in a deliberate way to try and create specific effects, essentially we build artificial eyes and robotic hands in order to pull off our little tricks. Her gift is inborn and natural, mine is a lot more learned and artificial.”

I debated expanding on that, I was keeping it incredibly simple. But I was too tired and didn’t want to confuse them with too much too quickly so I merely added “that’s the grade one version. There’s a lot more to it then that but I don’t think you want an hour long lecture and I’m too tired to give it to you anyway.”

“Oh,” cousin Reiji said, quieting down for a few moments as he digested this. Then he opened his mouth again.

I glared at him. Not too aggressively, I was fed up and impatient but I was too tired to be truly pissed off. I gave him a look that made it clear the next words out of his mouth had better be good. If he was asking something sensible for a good reason I’d answer him, if not I was almost as low on patience as I was on mana.

Reiji quietly shut his mouth.

I let out a slow breath of relief.

After a few moments he turned to his sister. “Another brother?”

I had my eyes closed so no one could see me rolling them. Reiji was an extrovert at the best of times. I was trying to be patient with him, this might just have been his way of dealing with the trauma and the silence, but I had my own stuff to deal with and needed at least a few moments to recover myself.

Luckily this was one subject his sister, despite being a fellow introvert like myself, seemed willing to talk about. “Yes.”

“Since when?” Reiji asked a little incredulously.

I felt his sister give him a dirty look. “You expect me to know that? All I know is I realized it sometime in the middle of December.”

There were a few moments of silence. “Do they know?”

I felt Saori nod. “That’s why they left us with Grandma and Grandpa after Christmas, mom was going to the doctor.”

Huh, despite not wanting to encourage Reiji I was almost tempted to rejoin the conversation. That does explain why their parents weren’t there when I was visiting. That was a little odd now that I think about it. Not incredibly odd, I could have come up with a half dozen more excuses easily enough before I’d guessed aunt Suzuki was pregnant, but in twenty-twenty hindsight it was weird that they’d just dropped off the children instead of spending more time with their parents during the holiday.

“I’m going to be an older brother,” Reiji said wonderingly.

I fought the urge to smirk, I supposed after being the younger sibling for twelve years and being about to enter junior high that would come as a shock.

“He’ll be lucky to have an older brother like you Reiji-kun,” Takako said adoringly.

I cracked open my eyes again to see Reiji looking a little flustered and trying to ignore Takako while she just stared at him with metaphorical hearts in her eyes. If they’d been any older it would have been disturbing, but they were still young enough it could qualify as ‘cute’ rather than ‘obsessive’ or ‘stalker’.

As they continued their little game of tag with Reiji’s gaze I leaned over slightly and softly asked Saori “what’s the deal with her?”

Saori continued to give the other girl a dirty look even as she answered. “Imai Takako,” she said quietly, “she’s been kind of friends with him for a few years. She thinks she’s in love with him and gave him chocolate this Valentines Day. He’s still not sure what he thinks. I have no idea why he brought along her.”

That last word had been pretty venomous. Oookay, I though to myself, not touching that one. I almost broke down laughing as it hit me, I had to bite my lip pretty hard to control my expression and Saori still shot me an annoyed and confused glance as it stood.

I couldn’t help myself, I just bit my lip even harder, almost to the point of drawing blood. There we were: alone, exhausted, and recovering from a powerful spirit attack. A psychic, a mage, two ordinary schoolchildren, and we were waiting for a pickup by a car from a mega rich family. A car that was only dispatched thanks to a secret passphrase given to us by a master martial artist. And I was stressing out about an elementary school romance and its complications!

Talk about focusing on the little things to avoid coping with the big ones! Aoth, I have no grounds to get annoyed at cousin Reiji for his coping mechanisms, do I?

Luckily for all of us, not too long after that the car arrived. The sudden and stable presence of its headlights was visible to us even from our hiding place. After I poked my head out and verified it was one of the Meiko family’s vehicles I escorted the exhausted and relieved kids to the car.

The driver was a stone faced professional, ignoring everything odd about the situation to the best of his ability. The clearly upset children hiding in a shrine, the late-night pickup, my barefoot status (which, ironically, made the broom easier to excuse since I was leaning heavily on it as a crutch) all were ignored as he calmly asked us where we would like to be dropped off.

Takako and my cousins were first on the list, they were the closest after all. The driver said nothing as we quietly dropped the children off near their houses and then drove away as inconspicuously as possible, leaving it to them to sneak back inside. After that we made a shockingly fast trip to my apartment, the driver’s skill, knowledge of which roads to take, and the low traffic at this hour of the night combined to make the trip quicker than I’d have believed possible.

Despite all that he couldn’t help but enquire “do you need any assistance reaching your door Matsuda-domo?”

I sighed, he’d obviously seen my wince when my feet had touched pavement. The mere thought about what walking up to my apartment would be like was very upsetting. Despite that I kept my voice even. “No, but thank you for the thought. And thank you for the excellent service tonight.”

The driver hesitated a split second and then merely nodded. “Have a good evening Matsuda-domo,” he replied before slowly driving away, probably wondering if I was going to quickly call for help at the last moment.

Does it really still qualify as evening? I wondered a little bit pedantically as I watched him go. We’re past 2 am at this point. Frankly the fact it was so late and I was so exhausted was my only excuse for focusing on that idea.

Once he was out of sight I took a deep breath, focused, and almost wept in relief. I could reach my main mana storage from this far away. Then, not caring about the waste, I pulled in enough mana to power the talisman one last time, floated invisibly back up to my apartment balcony, and slipped back inside.
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I was awakened by the incessant pinging of my cellphone. Well, almost. The pinging was barely enough to make me stir, I was actually awakened by the stabbing sensation in my feet the second I drowsily twitched in the direction of my cellphone. That yanked me straight up, causing me to curse and grab at my wounded appendages in surprise. But the phone kept going, still lying where I’d dropped it on my desk the night before. So, after a few seconds of swearing and collecting myself, I painfully limped over and picked it up.

“Hello?” I asked, sounding a little breathless from the pain.

“What the hell are you doing calling in a ‘night tiger’ situation?!” Eiko exploded on the other end of the line. “Are you okay?! Do you need help? What’s going on Mamoru?”

I blearily looked at the phone. 7:52 am, not even six hours of sleep. Unfortunately, between pain and the abruptly returning memories of the night before, I didn’t think I was getting back to sleep even if I threw my phone out the window so I just collapsed back into bed. Thank Aoth I’m still young, I thought, vaguely surprised by how well I was doing. I could still have used a bunch more recovery time but I was bouncing back better than I’d have expected, if I’d tried doing something similar back in my old body I’d probably have been half-dead!

“Mamoru! Answer me!” Eiko shouted, a mixture of anger and fear in her voice.

“What do you want me to say Eiko?” I said, yawning in the middle of the sentence. “I had a truly messed up night and when I called Master Tai he said to call the Meikos and use that code phrase.”

There was a long pause on other end of the line. “Master Tai told you to use that phrase?” Eiko asked specifically.

“Yeah. How else do you think I knew it?” I asked, sounding mildly annoyed.

“You phoned Master Tai,” Eiko emphasized again.

My brain still wasn’t focused on the right thing, whatever she was getting at went over my head. “I went to him first,” I reported. “It was so late at night and it was such a big request… well, really more strange than big, so I figured he was the best bet. Unfortunately, he was out of the city. He was down in… Kagoshima I think.” So much had happened so quickly last night that the less traumatic parts of it were all blurred together in my mind. I figured I could sort them out when I was more awake but I was a little worried I was forgetting important stuff.

“And why were you asking for Master Tai?” Eiko asked between gritted teeth.

I sighed in frustration. “Because I was shoeless, out of mana, and needed to get my traumatized cousin back home quietly. Cousins I should say. And I was also without money or a cellphone, I had to borrow one to make the call.”

“And why were you… all that,” Eiko sounded about ready to kill me. When my brain was working a little better I’d realize that me making her drag the whole story out piece by piece was an incredibly stupid and frustrating experience.

Right then I was just cranky and in pain though. “Because the damn Onryo didn’t exactly give me time to get everything together,” I shot back. I carefully stood up. Ow, ow, ow, I thought with a wince. First things first, take a look at my feet. I had a feeling I needed to bend or break a few rules about using healing magic upon myself.

There was another long moment of silence. So long I had to eventually ask “Eiko, are you still there? I didn’t accidentally disconnect you or anything, did I?”

“Stay on the line,” Eiko said, sounding troubled. “I’d better get Himeko for this one.”

I sighed and limped over to the bathroom, my brain still not firing on all cylinders even though I was technically awake. I carefully lifted up one of my feet and rested it on the edge of the sink for a closer look. It wasn’t pretty, but it wasn’t as bad as I’d been afraid it might be. I vaguely remembered doing a quick spell to disinfect my feet before I’d collapsed into my bed. I wasn’t sure though, I was worried I might have been making that up or confusing it with a dream. I’d passed out pretty soon after I got back to the apartment, I was still dressed in the same crumpled and stained clothes as the night before and I could feel the difference all over my skin.

I briefly considered trying to wash off the worst of the dirt before continuing my phone conversation. For better or worse Himeko’s voice interrupted me before I could follow through on that idea. “Mamoru?” came from the phone.

“Yeah?” I said irritably.

“Eiko and I are in my room now, it’s private and we can talk freely here. You’re on speaker phone and Eiko is saying something happened last night.”

I sighed. “Can this wait?” I asked. Later on I’d realize just how rude I was being, they were seriously worried about me. Right then I just wanted a long bath and a bit more sleep. And possibly some painkillers.

“Ask him about the Onryo,” Eiko’s voice cut in.

“What about the Onryo?” Himeko asked frostily.

I sighed again, more deeply this time. At least one more part of my brain finally seemed to kick in because I realized I wasn’t getting out of this without at least a quick discussion. “I got a call late last night from my cousin Saori. It wasn’t much, just a call for help. When I raced over there I found her, my cousin Reiji, and one of their school friends fighting a surprisingly strong Onryo. I stopped it from possessing Reiji, blasted it a few times, and then had to run us all out of there when I ran out of mana. After that I took us all to the nearest shrine, we licked our wounds a little, and I called for help.”

My friends digested that for a few moments. I decided it was a good time to digest a few aspirin, pulling some out of the medicine cabinet and swallowing them quickly.

“That can’t be all there is to it,” Himeko said finally, understating the matter considerably.

“Pretty much,” I replied grumpily.

“Come on Mamoru,” Eiko exploded. “There’s got to be! You called Master Tai for help first! It’s your cousins! It’s an Onryo! What do you mean they were fighting it and you stopped it from possessing one of them?”

“It might do as an introductory paragraph,” Himeko agreed, not quite as vocal but obviously in full agreement with Eiko, “but there’s obviously a lot more to it than that. You called us for help Mamoru!”

I sighed again. “Yeah. Sorry about that, I would have called Aunt and Uncle Suzuki and tried to work things out that way but apparently Aunt Suzuki is pregnant again and all the stress and shock would have caused a miscarriage.”

“See what I mean?!” Eiko emoted. “You can’t just drop statements like that on us and then pretend there’s no more story!”

I was finally starting to wake up a little more. I leaned out of the bathroom and took a quick and cautious look around the apartment, fortunately my father hadn’t made it home the previous night and it looked like my mother was already back out to work. I let out a small sigh of relief.

“And stop sighing!” Eiko shouted, making it clear she was about ready to reach through the phone and start strangling me. “We’re worried about you idiot!”

That finally brought me up short. “Sorry.”

“And stop apologizing!”

“Eiko,” Himeko said soothingly, I got the impression she was gently pushing her friend away from the phone. Eventually her voice came back. “Mamoru, this is important. Please try the story again. From the top this time, in full detail.”

I spent the next twenty minutes giving them a better picture of what had happened the previous night, all while getting a few quick things for breakfast. By the time it was finished I was mostly awake and thinking a lot more clearly as the caffeine and painkillers started kicking in.

“…and after that I pretty much collapsed into bed,” I finished. “The next thing I remember is the phone ringing and Eiko shouting at me.”

“Sorry about that,” Eiko said, sounding much more reasonable now that I’d actually explained everything. She hadn’t quite forgiven me, but it was now obvious to her I hadn’t been deliberately trying to taunt her or drive her out of her mind with worry earlier. “I’d just gotten in from a morning workout and the staff were… well, they were a combination of worried about you and worried I’d given you the code phrase and you were abusing it. They were gently asking if I knew what was going on. Since I didn’t even know you knew about ‘night tiger’ I was wondering too.”

“Yes,” Himeko cut in quickly, “there’s an alert on my phone too, noting how you were calling so late at night and invoked one of our agreements with Master Tai. They’re being very careful to keep to the letter of our agreement, there are no more details than that, but it’s obvious they’re very concerned.”

A guy with bloodied feet calls for a ride for him and three frightened children, all at one in the morning, I thought with a mixture of humor and nervousness. I can see why they wouldn’t want that person hanging around with the heiress to a company worth trillions of yen. “It’s not like they’re wrong,” I noted with a twisted smirk.

“Yes. Mamoru, you know this isn’t over, right?”

I sighed slightly. “Yeah, I know.” It hadn’t really dawned on me at first but pretty soon after I started retelling the story I’d realized I wasn’t done yet. I’d definitely completed the prologue, probably even two or three chapters, but at the very least the final boss fight was still to come.

“I’m heading back there later today,” I admitted. “I don’t care if that thing is asleep during the day, there’s no way I’m letting my cousin go to that school until I’ve had a good look at everything.”

“Just a look?” Himeko asked with a touch of humor.

“Oh I plan to kill it,” I admitted frankly. “There’s no way I’m allowing that thing to keep existing anywhere near children if I can help it. But I’m trying to be smart about it this time. Last time I rushed in acting like I was the wrath of a god or a sentai hero in one of the filler episodes: all powerful, righteous, and destined to win. This time I’m going to do things the right way. I’m going to take my time, analyze the situation, and come up with the best solution. If this thing’s unkillable and I have to settle for sealing it away as long as I can manage then that’s what I’ll do.”

“And we’re going to help you,” Eiko declared, a mix of anger and enthusiasm in her voice.

“Don’t try to talk us out of this Mamoru,” Himeko inserted quickly, her voice tinged with a hint of warning. “You’re our friend, you’ve already dragged us into this, and we feel just as strongly as you do about the safety of the children.”

I debated with myself for a few seconds but in the end it wasn’t much of an argument, just a stupid reflex. “Alright,” I said, forcing my voice to remain calm. I think I surprised them both. “But make sure you listen to my advice. This should be pretty safe in daylight but if we have to run then we have to run. No ifs, ands, or buts, if you can’t manage that then you’re causing trouble rather than helping solve it.”

“Perfect,” Himeko said cheerfully, “we’ll be there to pick you up in about half an hour.”

I glanced at the clock. “Better make it about four hours,” I replied, “I have some prep work to do, and at that point I think we’d better just have a light lunch before we go. Oh, and Eiko? I doubt I have to say this but I don’t think we’re going to be able to get in your training today.”

“You think I care about that?” Eiko asked, sounding affronted.

I shrugged even though no one could see it, I was in a bit of a manic mood. “No. But I’ve just asked for Master Tai’s help, I was worried I was letting him down by not fulfilling his request.”

Eiko instantly calmed down, she even chuckled a little. “Fair enough. Well, we’ll see you then.”

“Good-bye Mamoru,” Himeko said a little more formally.

“Goodbye,” I replied. After the phone beeped to verify the call was over I let out a final sigh and looked around the apartment. I only had a few hours, time to gear up for war.

***

All three of us stared at each other in a little confusion as I answered the door.

I couldn’t blame Eiko and Himeko for their surprise. I was using my hiking backpack, and it was obviously stuffed to the brim with supplies. I’d packed it with my new traveling mana reservoir, my old traveling mana reservoir, and several of my old mana collectors on top of that. They may not have held much mana in comparison to the newer versions but they could still contain power, after the debacle of the night before I wanted as much mana on hand as I could get. Even if I flew off the handle again I might be able to take down the Onryo through pure firepower this time.

Don’t get me wrong, I wasn’t simply going for brute force. I also had a bunch of assorted smaller supplies and it was all capped off with my broom strapped to the side as well. I wasn’t exactly going for subtlety this time.

Himeko and Eiko on the other hand were dressed in their school uniforms, confusing me. One of the blessings I was prayerfully grateful for was this whole incident was occurring on a Saturday off from school, I didn’t have to make any excuses, skip classes, or try and fix the whole problem after school was done for the day!

“Why are you dressed in your school uniforms?” I asked immediately.

“Why aren’t you?” Eiko asked in retaliation.

“Eh?”

“Eh?”

“Mamoru,” Himeko explained with a hint of strained patience. “We are going to a school. An elementary school, but a school nonetheless. We already don’t belong, but by dressing officially in our uniforms it gives us a hint of cover and makes explanations much easier. I won’t argue that shouldn’t take all your equipment, you are the expert on this after all, but don’t you think we should at least try and avoid trouble? You wouldn’t try hanging around the school in a set of bloody clothes, would you? It wouldn’t matter if you were doing something innocuous or something suspicious if you were sending up that many red flags.”

I grumbled a little but had to admit she had a point, after a quick change into my school uniform I joined them back at the car. It’s not like it’s that big a deal, I complained mentally. Eiko’s in an entirely different uniform than us! That alone should send up a few flags.

Of course, I kept all that to myself. I wasn’t a complete idiot, I knew I was mostly whining about things out of stress and worry. This time they were entirely right and I just didn’t want to admit I’d missed something so obvious.

We made a quick stop off at the shrine a few blocks from the school first. Himeko and Eiko waited patiently while I went through a thorough round of proper prayers of thanks, donations, and a few special offerings. Nothing major, but I had a feeling the kami appreciated the small bead of orichalcum I slipped into its shrine. Even without trying I could feel a surprised feeling of approval and the bead (tiny though it was) disappeared after I looked away for a moment.

After that we went to the school… and I received another unpleasant surprise.

I sighed and muttered rude things under my breath as our ride pulled up to the school. Both Eiko and Himeko looked at me in surprise, they’d probably been expecting a different reaction. When venturing forth to face a troublesome Onryo either stoic determination or barely concealed dread would have been appropriate. Or maybe hearty bravado, although that wouldn’t have really been my style. Annoyed grumbling seemed a little bit out of place.

But whoever thought that, I noted irritably, never had to deal with elementary school kids. I carefully schooled my face before stepping out of the car, barely waiting for it to come to a stop before I opened the door on my side and faced them.

“Cousins,” I said flatly, not bothering to keep the disapproval from my eyes as I looked at Saori and Reiji. They were waiting by the school gates, accompanied by Takako.

“Cousin Mamoru-san,” Saori replied calmly, her tone implying a greeting.

Reiji grinned a little more nervously and Takako tried to hide behind him as subtly as she could. “Sorry cousin Mamoru-san,” he said, still grinning despite his awkwardness. “Saori said we should come.”

“Hey, Mamoru!” Eiko’s urgent tones came from behind me as she exited the car. “Don’t forget about- “

She was hauling out my hiking backpack and hadn’t noticed the children until then (she’d probably just been worried I was being an idiot and going to forget all my supplies after taking the trouble to bring them along). Eiko stopped, clearly surprised to see me staring at a trio of children.

Himeko exited out the other door and came around the car more smoothly. If she’d been surprised at all she managed to hide it before she reached my side. “My goodness Mamoru-san,” she asked, all politeness and her usual impeccable self, “who are these fine students?”

“Red dress girl!” Reiji blurted out in surprise.

Himeko suppressed a small twitch, Eiko snorted in amusement, and I facepalmed.

“I’m sorry?” Himeko asked politely.

Reiji flushed a deep crimson and started to stammer, both Takako and Saori looked at him in surprise. Cousin Reiji making that bad a misstep was about as rare as Himeko doing it.

“Meiko Himeko, Kobayashi Eiko,” I said with a sigh, my first words slightly muffled by my palm as I was slow in removing it. “Meet my cousins, Suzuki Saori and Suzuki Reiji. With them is their classmate…”

I paused, unsurprisingly that was one piece of information from the previous night that I hadn’t retained. “I’m sorry,” I said far more politely, addressing Takako directly, “I remember your given name but if I was told your family name I’m afraid I’ve forgotten it. This is Takako-san.”

“Imai Takako,” she said nervously, bowing to Himeko and Eiko. “I’m honored to make your acquaintance sempais!”

Eiko handed me back my hiking backpack and I swung the heavy load back on my shoulders.

Himeko spoke while I was still struggling with my pack. She exerted all her charm and bowed deeply to them. “And I am deeply honored to meet such charming little kohais.”

Both Saori and Reiji bowed to the girls, Saori a little awkwardly while Reiji quickly swung his head so low I was worried he was going to crack it on the sidewalk.

“Is Reiji named after your uncle?” Himeko asked politely, still doing her best to seem cool, collected, and keep everyone at ease.

I sighed and then shook my head. “Different side of the family and slightly different kanji,” I said, barely keeping the frustration out of my voice. I really did love my family, but uncle Reiji drove me nuts that way. Marrying a woman with the same name as his mother and then managing to have the same name as one of my few other relatives… it was a petty thing but it really annoyed me! It wasn’t his fault (as far as I knew) but it grated on me for some reason whenever it came up, irritating me much more than it should have. Probably because I was the only one who had to deal with it, apart from maybe my grandfathers if they had to be clear who they were talking about when they got together.

“Suzuki Reiji,” my younger cousin spoke up with a blush, “it is spelled with the figures for ‘virtuous child’.” He avoided meeting Himeko’s eyes.

“Whereas Uncle Kanoko Reiji uses ‘zero child’ for his,” I explained, taking a little pity on Reiji and ignoring his embarrassment.

“Reiji saw a picture of you at my birthday party,” I added a little more quietly, trying to explain away Reiji’s embarrassment and uncertainty. All while I was fighting a touch of my own amusement and embarrassment.

“Oh?” Himeko put a lot of subtext into that one word.

“You were the one that invited my other cousins,” I said with a small roll of my eyes. “And then posed for all those… dramatic pictures. They shared their pictures within the family, my Kanoko grandpa shared them with my Matsuda grandfather, and he in turn showed them to Reiji.”

Eiko carefully hid a grin at Himeko’s non-expression. Meanwhile both Saori and Takako were shooting Reiji somewhat annoyed looks.

“I take it these are the cousins you were talking about earlier?” Himeko said after a few moments, brushing past the whole thing as smoothly as she could manage.

“Yes,” I replied, my amusement vanishing as I turned back to face Saori. “And they were not invited here today. Saori-san, you and Reiji should be home and resting. This isn’t the sort of thing you should be dealing with.”

“Our apologies sempai,” Takako said instantly, moving to go, “we shall leave immediately!”

Saori grabbed her arm without even looking, turning her emotionless gaze upon me. “You need our help,” she replied flatly, “don’t ask me how I know, but I know.”

I repressed a growl and shot a quick look around, unsurprisingly there was no one else close enough to hear us. “I don’t have to ask how, I know you’re a psychic!” I said, my worry for her safety manifesting as exasperated anger (a hypocrite? Me? My internal voice asked sarcastically, remembering Eiko’s reactions and my confusion earlier that morning). “I also know you’ve been repressing those abilities for half your life, don’t expect me to believe you’ve suddenly started pulling prophecies like that out of thin air!”

Saori flinched a little but continued to regard me levelly. “I’ve been getting stronger recently,” she said calmly, crossing her arms, “it started happening a few months ago. And once I realized my brother was in danger I started… trying. I’m a lot stronger and better than you think I am, cousin Mamoru-san.”

I blinked in surprise and pulled back a step. For the first time in years I tried taking a good look at her aura with ‘mage sight’, this time not stopping as soon as she detected it and flinched. What I saw there surprised me, even though it shouldn’t have.

“Ah. Right. Puberty,” I said without thinking.

Reiji had started to recover from his flush but at my words Saori took over his role, her face glowing a bright red. To her credit she didn’t flinch away or drop her gaze, even though her face was starting to look like a tomato.

“Mamoru!” Himeko chided me, slapping me none too gently across my shoulder.

I winced slightly. “Sorry,” I said to all assembled there, my barely teenaged and still teeny cousin did not need me blurting that out to everyone on the street. It did explain a few things though, she was growing into her full powers now. A surge or two taking her by surprise had probably been responsible for her detecting her new brother and the danger facing him in the first place, the unexpected and strong impressions had broken past her attempts to keep herself locked down. And after getting a glimpse of the danger it wasn’t a surprise she’d actually work on utilizing her powers to figure it out and try to prevent it. Our short conversation at our grandparents now made a little more sense, she’d probably been working on the problem at least that long, trying to figure out what she was seeing.

There’s probably also a family factor here, I mused, it’s likely she’s getting a better reading on her direct blood relations. I don’t think she could have done anything like that with someone else. Given that I was also a blood relation that gave Saori’s prediction that they needed to be there a little more weight.

“It doesn’t matter,” Saori said, fighting to keep her gaze on me and level. She showed an iron will to do so given how red she was glowing, I doubted I could have managed that. “I know you’ll need us.”

“Seriously cousin,” Reiji jumped back in to support his sister, “how else do you think you’ll be able to walk around our school freely?”

I belatedly realized all three of them were dressed in school uniforms too. “Hey, wait a second,” I said, doing a quick double check. “Saori, that’s not your uniform, is it?” She was in a different school now, yet she was dressed to match the other two.

“It’s my old uniform,” she reported, “I squeezed back into it for today.”

“Not much of a challenge,” Takako muttered from behind her back.

Saori’s eyes darted to the side for a moment but she kept herself from actually turning around or frowning with a discipline that would have shamed most high schoolers. “If we’re here,” she said, ignoring the interruption, “you three are just friends and relatives seeing how we’re doing, or maybe older seniors returning to the school and being escorted around by your juniors. If we’re not then you’re three suspicious people wandering around an elementary school. Especially you, cousin Mamoru-san.”

“Mamoru-“ Himeko began gently.

“I know, I know!” I said irritably, shaking off her explanation before she even made it. I sighed slightly, but I knew my cousin was right. Himeko and Eiko might have been fine, still a little out of place but nothing worth getting excited about. On the other hand, a surprisingly large and strange looking guy like me randomly visiting an elementary school? Even if you ignored the backpack the way I looked usually set off a bunch of alarm bells. I’d originally planned to use the ‘don’t notice me’ talisman to avoid that, and I might still need to do so, but having my cousins along would be much more energy efficient. Even if I did still have to use the talisman I could use it at a significantly lower output, and making sure I had as much mana available as possible today was going to be a priority.

“Fine,” I sighed, trying not to sound too ungracious or worried. I bowed to the three, “we are happy to accept the gift of your guidance and experience.” My words were less than 100% sincere but they weren’t actively hostile or dismissive either, I counted that as a win.

“Great,” Reiji said enthusiastically. “Let’s get going!”

He turned to enter the school but I quickly grabbed his arm. “Whoa there Reiji-san,” I said quickly. “We’re doing this right! And that means we start by being careful before we enter that cursed place!”

“What do you mean?”

I smirked slightly. “Your first job is to be human shields,” I explained a little smugly, “I want to cast a few more advanced spells to read the area and that means you guys get to stand around and block anyone else from seeing what I’m doing.”

I organized everyone into a semi-circle around me and stood next to the name plate beside the gates. We all looked a little suspicious, but a lot less so than one person with a bunch of glowing symbols floating in mid-air.

“How long is this going to take?” Himeko asked cautiously, seeing me start to manifest a more complex spell than usual. She might not have seen me do much magic, but seeing a visible manifestation of a spell forming slowly and growing into multiple concentric rings was a bit of a clue.

“I’m not sure,” I replied, “probably ten or twenty minutes. I’m not doing one of the really detailed probes but I definitely want to check a few things out before I march everyone in there.” I was pretty sure we’d be safe, Saori’s description of the spirit and simple logic suggested that. But I needed to scan the place anyway, there was no sense in taking a bunch of my friends inside the school before investigating at least some of the haunt’s qualities.

The kids meanwhile were all a little bit bug eyed. Last night everything had happened so fast, they’d been distracted by surviving and sheer terror, and I hadn’t been casting anything so complex. This was their first real chance to watch me doing magic and they were entranced by it. “Wow,” Takako breathed softly, watching the glowing sigils forming in mid-air.

I kept silent, focusing on the spell and keeping a watch out for the Onryo.

It was about five minutes before I finished the spell, this one had four concentric rings of symbols. Despite my attempts to be subtle and condense it a little the spell was also nearly a meter across and glowing gold, normally it would have been centered around my shoulders but today I had forced myself to keep it on level with my stomach. And even then, if it hadn’t been a sunny day I suspected everyone would have noticed the glow even with the wall of bodies around me.

As I shifted from casting the spell to using it, and analyzing the results, the kids started to shake off their sense of wonder and surprise. They were still impressed, but they were remembering they were standing out in front of their school again. “What do we say if someone asks what we’re doing?” Saori asked calmly, glancing around.

“Charcoal rubbings?” her brother suggested. “That’s the last project I remember doing out in front of the school.”

“Ooh! I think I have some in my bag,” Takako said excitedly, digging around in her school backpack. I abruptly realized she was the only one with a backpack besides me, I wasn’t sure what that said about either of us.

I gently shifted that thought to the side to focus on the spell. In the meantime, much to my surprise, Takako did pull out some big sheets of paper and a stick of charcoal. We got a few odd looks from passers by as I probed the school but every time someone seemed to be looking too closely at us Takako would spread the sheet of paper over the school wall and pose with her charcoal, looking to all the world like she was trying to find the right spot. It seemed to satisfy anyone who wanted to pay that much attention, they’d all simply go ‘ah’ and move on after seeing that.

“Okay,” I said eventually, pulling back from the wall and letting the spell drop. “I got what we need.”

“Anything good?” Eiko asked, stretching a little as she took a few steps back.

“Well, the good news is that the spirit is confined to the school,” I said, trying to figure out how to explain things to everyone. “I’m pretty sure we all expected that but it’s good to have it verified.”

“The bad news is this thing is powerful, even more than I expected and I wasn’t optimistic after seeing it in action last night. I think I could take it in a fair fight under ideal conditions… but when was the last time you saw a life or death fight take place under ideal conditions?”

“Is this the part where you tell us to stay away?” Himeko asked, deliberately raising an eyebrow in a subtle pre-emptive rebuke. “Where you tell us you don’t think you’ll be able to protect us if it comes to that?” Left unspoken but obviously waiting in the wings was the follow up statement of ‘because if it is…’

“No,” I sighed slightly, grateful to see Himeko just nod in satisfaction and back down.  “Don’t get me wrong,” I continued cautiously, “I am tempted to go that way.  Just for starters this thing is still asleep right now and I’m kind of worried what’s going to happen when we walk into the school with a master mage, a psychic, a ki practitioner, and a boy that it already tried to possess.  I am not interested in a fair fight with this thing, I intend to smoother it in its sleep if I can and all of us walking in there might just wake it up.  But I’m also not dumb enough to assume that if I walk in alone I can simply make that happen.  A team effort is more likely to find a clue while we investigate and also more likely to spot a sign it’s waking up before it launches an ambush.”

“Sorry sempai,” Takako cut in nervously, “but ‘find a clue?’ What are we talking about here?” She obviously wasn’t comfortable with asking me, but I had to respect her spunk in speaking out like that.

I sighed. “This thing isn’t really… alright, this is a little hard to explain. I don’t think this thing is really an onryo, or at least not an onryo as you probably think of them. It is…” I paused and puffed out a breath in frustration, trying to find the balance of what to say to give them fair warning and what I wasn’t certain about or would just confuse them.

“I don’t think this is a full-fledged ghost or trapped soul,” I emphasized cautiously. “This doesn’t feel smart or aware enough for that, it’s closer to being a program or a colony of bacteria then a thinking being. I think this is more like the collective rage and bad feelings from multiple people, and I think it was manifesting a form like an onryo because that’s what all the students who have sensed it would have expected. But I’m not sure about any of that that, and there’s so much evil energy coating the school that I could easily be missing a bunch of stuff. There could be a dozen souls buried deep in that muck and there’s no way I could see them with my detection spell from the outside. We need to go and poke around the school, take a closer look and figure out what’s going on. If I can figure out what we’re dealing with I’m confident I can take care of it, but if I don’t and just try to solve the problem with raw power it might come back to bite us later.”

Like six years or so down the line, I thought sourly. I was pretty sure I could have brute forced a solution to leave the school clear enough for Reiji to finish his final exams and move on to junior high. Unfortunately, if Saori was correct (and I was willing to bet she was), I had another cousin on the way and they’d be attending this school too. If I didn’t pull this weed up by the roots it was all too possible her dreadful premonitions could come true.

Don’t get me wrong, I wouldn’t have been happy or satisfied leaving the job half-done at the best of times. If I did that I knew I could expect some sleepless nights worrying if the schoolchildren were going to be okay, and I’d probably make at least one or two more trips back here on my own just to be on the safe side. But after a decade or so I’d probably have felt fairly confident and slowly let it go. That didn’t feel like an option with Saori’s prophecy hanging over our heads.

“What’s the difference?” Reiji asked, looking more curious than concerned.

I almost answered, especially when I saw Himeko looking pleased and curious too (she was probably glad she had other people besides her around to ask questions for a change). But common sense overcame my bad habits for once. “Ask me again later,” I said, trying to sound supportive and encouraging so he didn’t take it amiss, “That one’s a long lecture if I want to try and do it right, and I’m pretty sure we don’t want to waste any time today. This thing seems to be weakened by sunlight and feels inactive right now but I doubt it’s as simple as turning a light on or off, the closer to nighttime it gets the more likely this spirit is going to get stronger and become active.”

I took a step towards the school gates but then abruptly stopped, remembering something and repressed a few curse words. Right after I said we need to hurry, I though sourly. “Before we do that, we need to wait a minute.”

“Why?” Eiko asked with a hint of irritation.

“Because I need to give my cousin a closer check too,” I replied with a sigh. “Sorry Saori, it’s not that I don’t trust you but I’m worried Reiji might still have things in his aura you could have missed. Before he marches into the school I need to be sure.”

Saori looked uncomfortable but just nodded at me. Before anyone could say anything else I kneeled down close to Reiji and activated ‘mage sight’.

Despite the low power of the spell, and all the other magic I’d already used, Saori still shuddered a little.

“What’s wrong?” Takako asked urgently, clearly worried by Saori’s reaction.

“Nothing,” Saori replied, trying to maintain her composure, “magic just feels a little weird.”

“This from you?!” Takako emoted with more feeling than I thought the statement deserved. On the other hand, she was obviously not comfortable with anything either. And with her age and the fact that she was crushing hard on Reiji there wasn’t anyone else there for her to take her frustrations out on.

“Saori’s not entirely wrong,” I noted distractedly, not paying much attention to what I said while I focused on Reiji’s aura, “spells are artificial in nature. If you’re not used to dealing with it then a spell seems like encountering a drone or a car in the middle of the forest, something clearly out of place that doesn’t belong in the setting. Ah!” I sighed in satisfaction at the end.

“What is it?” Reiji asked nervously. We were close enough that I could see where he was looking, and I was impressed to realize he was staring at my glasses. Even without prompting he seemed to have noticed the incredibly faint glow of the sigils I had etched around my frames.

“Nothing bad,” I hastened to assure him, “I was just surprised and impressed you were doing so well this morning. After everything that happened to you last night you should have been exhausted and recuperating in bed while your spirit healed up.”

“Reiji-kun’s just that good,” Takako said happily.

Himeko and Eiko repressed a shared giggle but I just smiled wryly. “Probably not that good Takako-san, he’s certainly strong but that would have been like walking off an injury after a bone had already been broken. He’s strong enough to avoid getting hurt easily, but that doesn’t mean he can ignore an injury after it has already happened.”

“No,” I continued, pointing to a point on Reiji’s aura even though no one else could see it, “the kami of that shrine has taken a hand here, it’s given him the equivalent of some really talented medical attention. At the time I was hoping it would give him the spiritual equivalent of disinfectants and maybe a few bandages but it went far beyond that. Reiji’s received the equivalent of powerful antibiotics along with micro-stitches for his wounds. I can see the faint traces of the kami’s power holding his aura together where it was wounded, but only if I look really closely.”

“Is that dangerous?” Takako asked urgently. “Is he going to turn into a tree or something?”

“Turn into a- no,” I said, repressing any amusement I felt at that jump. To be fair to Takako, Saori also looked worried at first and only looked relieved when I confirmed it was fine.

“No,” I continued more calmly, “this is incredibly talented and non-intrusive, the power will fade away naturally with time. What matters is that Reiji is fine, heck he’s probably the best protected out of all of us! The lingering power of the kami should make what that Onryo tried last night much harder if it wanted to attempt it again, its power is much stronger than Reiji’s untrained aura.”

“Make sure you give proper thanks and gratitude to that kami,” I told Reiji with stern humor, “this was incredibly generous of it. I’m not seeing any strings attached to this gift, not every spirit would do that.”

Reiji gulped. “Yes cousin.”

I nodded and then turned back to the school, there was no putting it off any longer. “Alright,” I said seriously, “now we can go in. Be cautious, keep your eyes open, and pay attention to Saori and me. We’re the ones most likely to see trouble coming. If we say it’s time to run, then it’s time to run!”

I looked around my assorted companions, I was not encouraged that Takako was the only one who truly looked nervous about my statement. Saori looked determined, Reiji looked excited, while Eiko and Himeko looked confident and slightly amused. I was worried none of them were treating this as seriously as it deserved.

Then again, I am planning on making this a quick in and out, I admitted reluctantly. I’m not actually planning some sort of epic occult struggle to the death. If everything goes well we’ll go in, quickly find whatever clues we need, clear out the Onryo before it knows what hit it, and then be home in plenty of time for dinner.

“Cousin, can you even run?” Saori asked in a surprisingly normal tone. “Your feet were pretty hurt last night.”

I scowled at her, and tried not to flinch or squirm as she reminded me. “It wasn’t as bad as it first looked,” I said, trying not to speak any lies that she might detect. “I gave them a little treatment when I got home and they’re well wrapped and padded right now. If I need to run I’ll find a way.”

Everyone looked at me with varying degrees of skepticism. I knew it was going to be a struggle not to flinch or limp as I took my next step.

With a sigh I turned back to the school gates. The heroes in mangas don’t have to deal with this, I thought grumpily (and not entirely truthfully) before I stomped through the gates, now annoyed enough that I wouldn’t have minded if the Onryo had manifested just so that I could have had something to vent my frustrations on.
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Everyone quietly stared at my feet as I took off my outdoor shoes when we reached the school.  I fixed my gaze on the floor, trying to pretend that no one was noticing that my socks looked stuffed or made crinkly noises whenever I stepped on something.  I’d needed to put a lot of padding on my feet to make this journey bearable, and they still felt sore and painful whenever I thought about them.  But I could make it, it was just a small thing.

I still wished the indoor slippers the school provided to guests were a little bit better padded though.

“Alright,” I said, studiously ignoring everything else.  “Takako-san, Reiji-san, Saori-san.  It’s your school and you’ve already been doing some investigating, where do we start?”

“We didn’t get the chance to do much investigating,” Reiji admitted, “we were just following Saori.  She’s been here several times, she’s the one to ask.”

Saori shot her brother an annoyed look.  “I didn’t get much done yesterday,” she said peevishly, “not long after I snuck in they arrived and woke up the Onryo.”

“What about before that?” I asked calmly.  In the background Himeko and Eiko were just watching with interest.

“There’s… a couple of spots around the school that feel funny,” she admitted.  “I’ve found a few already and I was searching for more.  I don’t know what’s wrong with them though, only that they somehow feel important to all this.”  Saori looked just a touch embarrassed, probably because it had to do with her psychic abilities and she wasn’t used to talking about those.

“Just great,” Takako muttered, not quite under her breath.

“Well, it’s a start,” I said, trying not to seem too upbeat or too discouraged.  I was pretty sure Saori would detect if I was being insincere so I didn’t bother with any wild optimism.  Besides, a more balanced perspective would help keep everyone on guard.

“We’ll check those out first, even though you’ve done them before it should be different this time.  It’s daytime and you’re visiting openly with others to give you some cover, you might be able to find something that was hidden at night.  Combine that with my greater knowledge base and some detection spells and…” I paused for a moment, not wanting to violate my ‘no wild optimism’ policy too quickly.  “We’ll probably find something,” I finished a little lamely.

Eiko smirked a little and Himeko sighed.  “You need to work on your encouraging speeches Mamoru,” Himeko said, sounding polite but unafraid to pull any punches.

I declined to comment on that.

Saori led us through the school halls.  Luckily, according to Reiji, while the building was mostly deserted there were a couple of other people about.  At least two other school groups were using the place and there were a few additional teachers around dealing with their own projects.  While most classrooms were locked down the hallways and most of the facilities were fair game.

Even with that advantage Saori still took us to one of the more deserted corners first.  “It’s…” she began, staring at the wall outside a grade one classroom.  She was obviously struggling for the right words, never having had to explain her psychic feelings to anyone else before.  “It’s important here,” she said finally, “I’m not sure how.  Maybe it’s a little more concentrated?”

Saori stared at the wall some more while I activated ‘mage sight’ again.  I should probably just leave it on for now, I thought, frowning a little in disgust at the idea.  The whole school was simply coated with a sticky, almost tar like, dark energy.  It was most visible on the walls, floors, and ceilings, but nowhere was free of it.  Strands of it were everywhere, hanging between walls like sinister spiderwebs, the whole building was a spiritual toxic waste dump.  The one redeeming feature of the whole situation was that the dark energy stuck stubbornly to the building rather than rubbing off on anything else.  I imagine someone else would have noticed it before now otherwise, the rash of suicides and behaviour problems would have been a big red flag.  Now that I was inside the building I could feel it even without using any magic, being forced to look at how bad it was… well, it wasn’t a pleasant feeling.

But I’d have put up with a hell of a lot more to help my cousins.  “I don’t think it’s any more concentrated,” I said, squinting and leaning in closer to stare at blackness in front of me.  “But there’s so much of it I can’t be sure,” I hastened to assure my cousin.

Himeko shuddered a little.  “I don’t know if it’s just the power of suggestion but I feel something creepy,” she admitted, hugging herself in a show of open weakness that was unusual for her.

“It’s not,” Eiko said tightly.  I glanced to the side and realized she’d tried using her ki.  She was still too inexperienced to have gotten any details from her quick probe, but the impression she’d gotten had still left a mark.

“One second,” I said, starting to cast a spell, “warn me if you see anyone else coming.”

The others looked a little worried but this was a quicker and simpler probe then the magic I’d used at the gates.  It only took me a minute.  Unfortunately, it wasn’t a terribly successful minute.

“I’m not getting anything,” I admitted reluctantly.  “Just a lot of the same dark energy.”

“What is this stuff?” Eiko asked, looking around.  She probably only had a vague sense of it, but that was more than enough to disturb her.

“The spirit haunting our school,” Saori answered flatly.

Everyone else looked so confused that I gave in and elaborated.  “This isn’t like a biological organism Eiko,” I said, trying to sound calm and collected.  “This thing is a messy mix of the worst kinds of energy in the world.”

I winced at how stupid and pretentious that sounded out loud.  Fortunately, Himeko came to my rescue.

“I think we’re going to need a better explanation then that Mamoru,” she noted calmly.

I nodded.  “Right.  Well, this stuff is the Onryo.  Or it least the Onryo is a part of it.  It’s a mixture of psi, mana, ki, and possibly even other energies I can’t quite identify.  It’s not so much alive as a sort of meta-spell or ritual, the dark feelings of a bunch of people imprinted in an area.  The ‘spirit’ is basically that energy combining and trying to follow the lowest common denominators that all its donors imprinted on it, basically rage, fear and jealousy.”

“What are you even saying?” Takako heckled, obviously confused by everything.

I frowned slightly.  “I am oversimplifying it,” I admitted, thinking hard.  “Unfortunately it gets really hard to describe what’s going on here, especially since we don’t know exactly what the supposed Onryo is.  I’m only calling it an Onryo since it’s a convenient and easy label.  A more accurate description would be that all this dark energy is nasty stuff and the Onryo is both a creation of that energy and controlling all that energy at the same time.”

Everyone except Saori was just staring at me in confusion now.  And even she didn’t look like she fully understood what I was talking about, Saori looked like she’d just been asked to consider a hard example up at the front of the class and was thinking about it furiously.

“Remember how I warned you it would take an hour’s worth of lecturing to describe everything?  Alright, how about this: what if you think of all the dark energy as a giant mech?  And the Onryo is a person who’s been sealed inside it?  And is using machines in that mech to sense stuff and boost their brainpower?” I suggested.

Probably even more confusion on everyone’s faces as they tried to switch gears and follow my example.  Especially since I was switching gears and ignoring where the Onryo ‘personality’ was coming from!

“Let’s get to the next location,” I said quickly, giving Saori a gentle shove.  I was feeling embarrassed at my epic fail of an explanation and didn’t want to dwell on it.

Saori shot me a dirty look but followed my example, leading us to the next location.  Which came as a shock to Reiji and Takako.

“The school library?” Takako asked in honest surprise.

“But… I’ve always liked this place,” Reiji said, sounding bewildered at the prospect.

“It ebbs and flows a lot around here,” Saori admitted, leading us in.  We moved carefully and quietly as the library was one of the rooms still in use, over a dozen younger students (grade three or four at a guess) were involved in some sort of project at one end.  Luckily, where we needed to go was at the opposite end of the room to the students and there were also multiple bookshelves between us and them.

“I’m almost tempted to use the broom,” I admitted, barely above a whisper, as we stared at a bookshelf.

“How would flying help?” Himeko asked, keeping her voice perfectly pitched so it was quiet but clear.

I shook my head.  “Not flying, invisibility.  That was the main reason why I brought the thing along in the first place, I doubted we’d need to fly but I had a feeling we might need to make ourselves invisible at some point.”

“And you won’t build me an invisibility ring,” Himeko noted with a mischievous smile.

I carefully bit my tongue and tried not to get into another lecture about the differences and practicalities involved.

Saori frowned.  “How does a broom make you invisible?”

While Eiko and Himeko tried to explain to the kids I tried magically probing the spot Saori had indicated.  All with the same lack of result.  Thankfully, the fact we were in a library and there were other people around helped me keep my disgust and frustration in check.

“Sill nothing,” I admitted tightly.  After a few moments of furious thought I decided to try something different.  I probably should have tried this at the first site, I thought to myself sheepishly.  Unfortunately, I’d been hopeful that the next spot might be a little better, and so eager to get away from the conversation, that I’d instead made things harder for myself.

“I’m going to try a spell to clear some of the dark energy,” I told the others softly.  “I don’t think it’s going to do much, but if it turns out this does prick the Onryo and it responds you’d best get ready to run.”  I didn’t think that was going to happen, I’d have never tried it so close to so many unaware children if that was the case, but I wasn’t going to ignore the possibility.

I mentally reached towards my mana-

SQUEEZE! Squeezesueezsqueezesqueezesqueeze.

“Don’t!” Saori’s hand instantly shot up to grab my right hand while the warning bracelet did its best to crush my left wrist.

On the other hand, I though, shaking a little, maybe it’s more likely than I thought.  Despite being literally surrounded by an Onryo my warning bracelet hadn’t even twitched up until now, I’d started to worry it wasn’t working in regards to the spirit tormenting the school.  Shows what I know.

“Or we could not do that,” I said to my trembling cousin, rapidly backtracking in the face of such plain and direct warnings.  My own voice was a bit shaky.  “We could go on to the next location and not bring down a world of trouble upon ourselves.”

Saori nodded nervously and we all beat a hasty retreat out of the library.

“This is the spot I was looking at yesterday,” Saori told us as she took us to a normal corridor up on the second floor.  “I didn’t see anything last night.  At least, not before those two,” she shot Reiji and Takako a withering look that fit poorly on her young face, “woke the Onryo up.  Then the energy started twisting and doing stuff but I didn’t have the chance to make out anything else.”

“Alright,” I looked around.   The corridor was a little too exposed for my liking, and it wasn’t like there was anything obvious or interesting to stare at in order to cover up our investigation.

I pursed my lips and then shrugged my backpack off my shoulders.  “Saori, you take a closer look at stuff too,” I said, fishing out two pairs of goggles and then handing one to my cousin.  “We’ll do this one while being invisible.  The rest of you… huddle around us so the magic isn’t too obvious.”

“What are we supposed to do?” Eiko asked a little incredulously.  “Act casual?”

Himeko sighed.  “For goodness sake Eiko, we’re obviously going to be involved in a deep conversation with our kohais.  Just try to ignore Mamoru and his cousin and talk to the people we can see.  It shouldn’t be hard.  I, for one, would love to find out more about the school and the Suzuki family.”

While Himeko managed the conversation, soon drawing in the surprised children, Saori and I gripped the broom and went invisible.  And also weightless.  It felt funny just standing on the ground and attempting to examine the wall under the circumstances but I figured it was a (slightly) easier way to manage everything.

Once again simple mage sight and magic probes yielded no results, and neither did Saori’s gifts despite her unusual experiences with that spot.  This is getting us nowhere, I thought in disgust.  I hadn’t magically (in either sense of the term) expected to solve everything that easily but I was disappointed not to be making any progress!  Out of curiosity I braced myself to try clearing some of the dark energy again, fully expecting my warning bracelet or Saori to stop me.

Nothing happened.

I blinked in surprise.  Then, tentatively, I actually began to draw upon the mana and started drawing the first few sigils.  Not actually using the spell, but doing the equivalent of nocking an arrow and aiming it.

Still nothing.

I frowned.  “Saori, are you feeling anything?” I asked tentatively.

“Nothing,” Saori reported, she was obviously frustrated, off balance, and completely missing my point.  “No matter how much I stare at this stuff I’m not seeing anything.  It feels important, but I don’t know how!”

Why isn’t anything happening this time?  I wondered pensively.  Maybe this spot is less important?  Or less sensitive?

“Well, brace yourself,” I said nervously, letting the spell fly.

The others, even the ones who couldn’t actually see me, just looked at me skeptically.  They were obviously wondering just what I was going on about.  The conversation, which had turned to Reiji assuring everyone that his aunt and uncle Matsuda really were that bad, dipped for a moment but then resumed as they all did their best to pretend I wasn’t there.  I tried to ignore all of it, focusing on the spell.

The spell hit the dark energy like a large stone dropped into a pond.  For a moment the waters around the stone receded with a splash, but almost immediately they rushed back in to cover it up like nothing had happened.  That was more or less what I’d expected, what I had not expected was what I saw in the brief moment the dark energy was driven away.

I hissed loudly and backed up a step, bumping into Himeko who was doing what I’d asked and standing in between the magic and any passersby that might have seen it.  She did a great job maintaining her poker face though, barely even glancing in my direction and continuing the conversation without a hitch.  Which was good, for a change there was a teacher passing through the hallway and that was the only reason I didn’t drop the invisibility immediately.

After the teacher had turned a corner I cut the flow of mana to the talisman.  “Saori,” I asked urgently, “did you sense anything more?”

Saori hesitated a while.  “Not… really,” she replied reluctantly, “I got a flash of something more when you did that but I couldn’t tell you what.”

Himeko looked at me, noticing the way I was suddenly almost quivering with tension.  “What is it Mamoru?” she asked.  She managed to sound more polite than I did but it was still fairly intense.  “What did you see?”

“A sigil,” I murmured, my brain whirling with the implications of the new information.  “Saori was sensing a sigil.”

Both Eiko and Himeko looked surprised and grim and that.  Our younger companions just looked confused.  After a few moments Reiji spoke up.  “Cousin Mamoru-san,” he asked politely, “just what does that mean?”

“I’m not sure,” I replied distractedly, still trying to puzzle through all the possible implications in my mind.  It didn’t help that the sigil had not been one I was familiar with, that left the field of possibilities wide open.

I fell silent for a few more moments, completely ignoring what that did to aggravate everyone there.  Eventually Takako looked so ready to explode (so obviously ready that I could recognize it even in my distracted state) that I spoke up again.

“Sigils are the building blocks of magic,” I explained, sounding a little bit unfocused as I tried to think at the same time as explaining.  “Think of them as magic’s computer programing language.  Magic is obviously in play here.  But what’s it doing?  And why?”

“What do you mean what’s it doing?” Takako half screamed.  “It’s summoning an Onryo!”

“Is it?” I countered.  “For all we know the magic is sealing the Onryo and keeping it contained.  I didn’t recognize the sigil, let alone how it relates to the entire spell.”

“You don’t really believe that, do you?” Himeko noted, calmly calling me out.

I wilted a little and sighed.  “No, I don’t.  But things aren’t adding up and I don’t want to make any dumb assumptions.”

Eiko frowned thoughtfully.  “Okay, so what’s not adding up?”

“Just for starters: one sigil doesn’t make a spell.  Not really, not unless there’s a bunch of other factors involved to make up for it.  Where are the rest of them?  I’m willing to believe that’s what Saori is sensing but that would make an awfully weird and spread-out spell if that was the case.”

Eiko nodded.  “That’s one thing.”

“And what’s it drawing its power from?” I asked, encouraged and getting into the subject now.  “I’m willing to believe this is one of those weird spells that uses a mix of power, or even just psi or ki, but that’s still strange.”

“Is that all?”

“And why could I clear the dark energy around this point but not the other one?” I asked, half rhetorically and half seriously.  “Saori and my bracelet both told me that clearing the one in the library would have been a really bad idea.  So why didn’t anything happen when I cleared out the dark energy around this one?”

“People,” Saori said softly.

I stopped to look at her.  “Sorry?”

“The library was full of people,” Saori said slowly, but with growing confidence.  “It’s just like last night, the Onryo didn’t attack me when I was by myself and being careful.  But when my brother and Takako-san blundered in and started making a lot more noise it woke up.”  She stopped and looked at me seriously.  “That’s got to be it cousin Mamoru!”

“Don’t be too sure, that’s a good way to start making careless assumptions.”  I warned her.  Her expression fell while both Takako and Reiji started to look pissed at my quick dismissal so I added “But it’s a good working theory, we’ll pencil that in until we learn some more.  It’s not a bad idea but if we assume we’re safe if we don’t have more people around then things aren’t going to end well.”

The kids looked mostly mollified and I breathed a mental sigh of relief.  I didn’t want to be rude or cut them down but I didn’t want them making the same mistakes I struggled with either.  After all, I noted wryly to myself, if it turns out it’s something like ‘the amount of negative emotion in the area’ it could turn out that we’re both right.  That’s not quite the same as the number of people but it’s a lot easier to achieve the more people there are around.  Ironically, managing to upset the kids might have been a way to prove that, but not a good idea.

“Anyway,” I said quickly, not wanting to dwell on that thought, “we’re one step closer.  But we don’t know how far we have to go.”

“What’s the next step?” Reiji asked eagerly.

I thought for a few moments.  “Let’s get out of the hallway, if sigils are involved there’s another spell I can try.”  It was the equivalent of a radar ping, or maybe a conductivity test, which would hopefully detect other sigils in the area.

The kids led us to one of the side stairwells, something that wouldn’t be too popular even on a regular school day, let alone a weekend.  And, even if someone did use it, we’d probably hear them coming before they could get a look at me.

I was still careful to position myself where the spell wouldn’t be visible to someone looking at us from above, one disadvantage of the stairwell was that someone might manage to get an odd angle on me.  “Give me a few minutes,” I told the others, “this could take a while.”

“Why?  Is this one complex?” Himeko asked, watching the sigils start to appear.

“Not usually,” I replied, “but I’m going to be a lot more careful with this than I would under normal circumstances.  The problem with this spell is that it’s… it’s not subtle, usually you wouldn’t use it against an enemy because they’d know they were found out.  I’m also worried it might affect whatever magic is already in place around the school.  So I’m trying to tone the spell down a little, make it ‘softer’ than it normally would be.”

I was hopeful that between my warning bracelet and Saori’s abilities we’d be able to catch any problems before they occurred.  Unfortunately, I was so focused on the spell I never even noticed my younger cousin’s expression.  Ironically since Himeko was so fascinated by the magic it was Eiko that actually spotted it, Eiko was in more of a combat mode and scanning the area for enemies so she was the first to notice Saori looking depressed.

“Saori-san?” Eiko asked, looking concerned.  “What’s wrong?”

I glanced over and was surprised to see how long in the face my cousin looked.

“It’s nothing,” Saori tried to say, “it’s just that…”

She stopped and quickly ran down about half a flight of stairs, going to pick up a small item tucked in the corner.  She came back to us much slower, looking more depressed than ever.

Reiji picked up on it first.  “Oh, your phone,” he said, looking a bit downcast himself.

Saori nodded, holding an extremely simply smartphone.  Or at least the remains of one.  “Mom and dad are going to…” Saori stopped and looked away from all of us.

“Sorry sis,” Reiji said, looking pained.  “It’s my fault.”

Takako whirled on him.  “How’s it your fault Reiji-kun?” she asked hotly.

“I wrecked my phone about a month and a half ago,” he admitted sheepishly.  “And we can’t even explain how Saori’s got wrecked today.  They’re going to be upset.”

“I was so desperate,” Saori said morosely, “I felt the Onryo waking up but I didn’t realize it was already awake.  I just realized that my brother was here and I rushed to get him out, but all the exits were suddenly shut.  I was panicking, and we were running, and suddenly I knew that I had to call cousin Mamoru.”

“And that’s when the Onryo stopped staying in the shadows,” Reiji explained, gulping a little bit and struggling the retain his composure at the memory.  “It appeared out of nowhere, threw a desk at us, and then charged right at us.”

“We barely managed to stay away from it’s hair,” Saori said, her eyes looking even more distant than usual, “and I had to drop my phone.  It seemed to hate that, it immediately grabbed my phone with its hair and then it hurled the phone away.  I think it aimed for the stairwell so it would fall away from all of us, maybe it was the light from its screen?”

She stared forlornly at the broken thing in her hands.  “I’m going to miss my phone.”

“I can try to fix it,” I said.  Unfortunately, I think my tone conveyed how successful I thought that would be.  The spell of restoration… testing it on electronic devices was on my list of experiments but I was doubted it would turn out well.  Something as sophisticated as a smartphone… I may have been able to restore the circuitry itself, I actually figured there was a fairly decent chance of that if I had the chance to practice and refine the spell.  The information that had been on that circuitry however, that was something I was highly skeptical about.  If it wasn’t already bricked I had an awful suspicion any attempt by me would be the last little push needed to scramble the device permanently.

Himeko looked at everyone and deliberately sighed, going for a gentle but obvious way to get everyone’s attention.  “For goodness sake,” she said with a touch of good humor, “may I see that?”

Saori reluctantly handed over her broken phone and Himeko gave it a careful going over.

After a few moments she nodded.  “Well, you’re right and this thing is done in.  Was there anything special on it?  Any pictures you didn’t post anywhere else or special club materials?”

“N-no,” Saori stuttered a little.

Himeko nodded decisively.  “Then this is an easy fix.”

She flipped out her own phone, made a quick call, and started speaking.  “Hello.  I need a phone prepped and ready for when we’re done.  Model number- “

Before our shocked eyes Himeko read off the make, model number, color, and even a dangling attachment that had been strapped to Saori’s phone and had broken in the fall.  Soon after that Himeko gave a satisfied nod and said “thank you for your service, good-bye.”

Himeko then hung up and handing the shattered remains of the phone back to Saori.  “There you go,” she said politely, “that should take care of everything.”

Saori stared at her in confusion.  “Wha- how-“

Himeko allowed herself a smile, it was mostly amused but there was a hint of smugness in there.  “My superpower is that I’m rich.  It’s not necessarily magic, or psychic ability, but it does come in useful some times.”

I shook off my shock and quickly returned to casting my spell, trying to pretend I hadn’t just left it hanging there while I’d focused on the drama.  I very carefully made sure not to say anything, even while the children oohed and ahhed a little over Himeko’s newly revealed status.

I won’t lie, a small part of me felt just the tiniest bit of jealousy as they ignored me casting a spell to fawn over Himeko.  It was a particularly stupid and egotistical part, but it did exist.  It felt that the fact that I was literally using magic, finally admitting that to some people, should have been more important than the fact Himeko was a modern-day fictional princess: beautiful, noble, and rich.

The rest of me deliberately laughed at that part, thinking easy come, easy go while I used the distraction to finish up work on my spell in peace.  Thankfully the focus the work required helped to quickly banish such shallow feelings, and I was able to feel proper gratitude to Himeko for helping out my cousin and distracting the kids from all the bad stuff that had been happening to them.  Distracting all of us really, I admitted to myself, even petty jealousy was better than the creeping fear and worry I felt in regards to everything happening in the school.

It took me another ten minutes before I was comfortable with the spell, but when I cast it the spell went off without a hitch.  The results however…

“Huh!” I emoted, taking a step backward as I felt the information roll into me.  After a moment I dug through my backpack and pulled out a notebook, quickly trying to sketch down the data I was getting.

“What is it Mamoru?” Himeko asked politely.

“Well, I got something,” I admitted, sketching out a rough shape of the results, doing some quick estimates based on the impressions I’d gotten.  “But it’s not what I expected.”

“That doesn’t sound good,” Takako noted nervously, shrinking back a little.

“I’m not sure it’s bad,” I reported back distractedly, wishing I had a proper map of the school, “but it’s definitely not conventional.  I was expecting the sigils to make some sort of pattern with the school at the center.  Instead, it’s more like- “

I jerked my head up.  “Two spells.”

“Pardon?”

“There are two spells here.  Or even more.  There is a pattern centered around the school grounds, but there’s also an incredibly dense and concentrated cluster of sigils off in that direction.”  I pointed with the pen I’d been using, a direction vaguely to the northeast of the main school building.

Himeko and I were focused on my sketching and meandering.  Eiko on the other hand immediately noticed how all of the kids suddenly stiffened.  “What?  What’s up?” Eiko said, drawing out attention to the kids and the way they’d all gone a little paler.  “Do you know something?”

“No!  Nothing!” Takako claimed, her voice pitching a little higher.

This time Saori seemed to agree with her.  She just shook her head in negation, even though the frantic motion and obvious desperation made it obvious she did know something.

It was Reiji, who was obviously struggling to breathe, who actually told us.  “It’s nothing, just the tool shed,” he said, in a voice barely above a whisper.

***

It turned out that everyone at the school was afraid of the tool shed.  And no one talked about it.  Ever.

And by everyone, I meant everyone.  Students, teachers, parents… there was a quiet conspiracy amongst all of them never to mention the place or use it if the situation could be helped.  It was officially a tool shed, and that was its original purpose, but in reality it was used to store a few supplies that were almost never used.  Large items that would only need to be brought out once a year for the Cultural Festival or other such occasions.  And even then there was a quiet but vicious fight over who would pull those things out, and who would put them back.  No one wanted to, and when they did they always did it in a rush while constantly looking over their shoulder.

And when I say no one talked about it I meant no one!  We barely managed to pry that much out of my cousins and Takako, and we only accomplished that because they were so stressed and eager explain how we didn’t need to go to the place even as we practically dragged them in that direction.  Himeko had to season the conversation with her most subtle and leading prompts in order to get that much out of them!

A few shared glances with Eiko and Himeko showed that we all thought this was disturbing.  The kids had been willing to accompany us into a school they knew contained an Onryo, one of them was a psychic and they all knew I was a mage.  But the tool shed?  The tool shed had them shaking in their boots.  And I meant that literally too, when we finally stopped in front of the place Takako had to lean on Reiji and her knees were wobbling back in forth like she was about to collapse at any moment.

“It doesn’t look like much,” Eiko noted

 It could have come out dismissively.  Instead, it sounded grim.  The way the kids were acting was a huge red flag and all of us were already on guard.  The shed itself didn’t look horrible, slightly neglected but only in an unwashed way, not in a rotten-and-falling-apart-shrine-deep-in-the-mountains way.  It wasn’t even particularly bad to ‘mage sight’, there was a slightly higher concentration of the dark energies around here but nothing too off putting.

And yet… there was just something about the place.  It was called a tool shed but it was close to a full-sized garage in size.  And the way it was set just on the edges of school grounds?  Just a little bit too far away, almost like the rest of the school was trying to avoid associating with it?  Individually none of those factors were huge signs, but taken together the whole thing screamed that there was something wrong about the place.

“Okay,” I said, trying to ignore the fluttery feeling in the pit of my stomach.  “This is definitely the spot where I felt all the sigils.  They’re not on the outside of the shed.  We have to go in.”

Behind me Takako whimpered.

“Is it locked?” Himeko asked thoughtfully.  “What sort of excuse can we come up with to get the key?”

“It’s not locked,” Reiji rasped, his voice barely audible as he forced the words out.

“It’s not?” I turned to him in surprise.

“They don’t need to lock it.”

Saori refused to even look at the building as she whispered.  “People were afraid of being locked in.  Others were afraid someone would ‘lose’ the key and they’d have to be the one to force the lock.  So, they just took away the lock.”

“Well,” I said, a little nervous from all the ominous signs.  “That makes things easier.”  I took a deep breath, drew strength from the fact my warning bracelet wasn’t giving me any signals, and reached for the door.

…and then I blinked in surprise as one of my precautionary spells went off.

With no warning my mental protection, a spell unimaginatively known as ‘mind shield’, unfolded and wrapped itself around my brain.  Since I still had ‘mage sight’ going a split second later I saw the wave of another spell pass over the area.

You know that bit in anime where someone is exposed to mind control and you see their gaze lose focus and their eyes go dull?  I spun around and was disturbed to watch that happen to my friends, before my very eyes I watched their expressions change and go vacant.

“I don’t think so,” Eiko said listlessly, turning away.

“Yeah, we’re barking up the wrong tree,” Himeko agreed in a dull voice.

The kids didn’t hesitate to join them, instantly starting back towards the school as quickly as they could manage without breaking into a run.

Alright, I thought, my shock vanishing in the face of an icy fury at this manipulation of my friends’ minds, this is not happening.  The anger made it easier to ignore the pain in my feet and I made use of my better leg length to catch up to them quickly, all while swinging the backpack off my back again.  I dug out several sticks of incense and lit them with a quick spell.  Once I was in front of my friends I started sweeping it back and forth around all of them.

“Mamoru, what are yo… wait, what?” Eiko shook her head to finish clearing it.  She was the first to snap out of it, waking up like I’d just waved smelling salts under her nose.  Reiji was next, probably still slightly protected by the kami’s treatment, followed quickly by Himeko and then Saori and Takako last.

Even after they seemed to come to I kept waving the smoke over them for a good minute more.  “Cleansing herbs,” I explained shortly, “concentrated and formed into incense.  It’s not always the best way to break a spell, but it’s one of the gentlest and most effective when it comes to mind control.  I suspect it’s a combination of the scents actually stimulating various parts of your brain in addition to how it breaks up and deteriorates darker magics.”  It was yet another thing on my testing list, but that was a long way down that list and I was still struggling to figure out how I could ethically and effectively test it in a controlled manner.

“Wow!” Eiko said shortly, looking a little stunned as she realized what was happening.  “That was weird!”

“I’ll say,” Himeko agreed, still looking perturbed.  “One moment I was nervous but excited to see what was going to happen, the next I was suddenly walking away.  I still felt a bit afraid but I didn’t even realize what I was doing or question why I was doing it, it seemed as natural as breathing.  It wasn’t until Mamoru started waving the incense around it struck me how odd it was.”

I was also watching everyone’s auras while I worked.  Himeko and Eiko were a little scared but not too put off by what had just happened.  The kids however were fighting terror, even though there was no obvious reason for it.

No obvious reason if you think about today, I thought to myself, remembering a thought I’d had earlier.  If you account for an effect over time however…  “Saori, how do you feel?” I asked carefully.

Saori shook her head and wouldn’t meet my eyes.

“Reiji-san?  Takako-san?  How about you?”

“Scared,” Takako admitted, barely above a whisper.  Reiji didn’t say anything, obviously just as badly off as the other two but unable to admit it.

“What’s wrong Mamoru?” Eiko asked worriedly.  “Why’s it hitting them worse?”

“I think it might be learned behaviour,” I said with a frown, I’d been thinking about it ever since I’d realized how reluctant they’d been to go to the shed and I didn’t like where the evidence had been leading.  “A side effect of the shed’s defences.  I’m not sure if it’s a careless accident or a cunning plan.  Going by what they said earlier, the spell will let people access the shed if they’re going about official school business but I’m guessing even that has some sort of effect over time.”

“What do you mean?” Eiko asked, still staring at the three with concern.

Himeko however tilted her head and looked at them again.  “You mean it’s like Pavlov’s dog?” she asked, concerned but now a little bit of anger was seeping into her voice as she realized what I was implying.

“More or less,” I admitted, “probably a bit closer to a traumatic trigger if I’m honest.  A big part of that spell was a fear response, a low level one to get you to back off and make you more susceptible to the control.  Students get close enough to trigger the spell and are driven away.  Eventually the effect wears off but there’s still a lingering sense of dread and fear over what happened.  You feel you have to avoid the place and the fear takes root deep within your brain.  Do that a few times and it’s no wonder that no one goes there or talks about it.  It’s not a complicated spell, just the traumatized brain’s way of coping with the spell’s effects.”

“That’s diabolical!” Himeko let out, looking like she wanted to use much stronger language then that.

“Welcome to the wonderful world of mind control,” I said bitterly, “there’s a reason why good mages try not to mess around with the stuff too much.  That’s why even spells like my ‘don’t notice me’ spells have such limits, if I wasn’t careful then repeated use of an even more powerful version of that could accidentally program all the people around me never to notice me again.  Bad guys don’t worry about things like that and don’t care who gets hurt along the way.”

Which left me in a bit of a dilemma.  I wanted to my cousins and Takako to go back, to face their fears and start healing (while I shielded them from the magic of course!), but I didn’t want to force them.  The last thing they needed was for me to further mess with their heads with even the mildest of courage spells.  Nor did they need me to traumatize them some more by hauling them back there physically.

Thankfully my cousins were made of tougher stuff.  “We need to go back,” Reiji said, struggling to turn around as if something physical was holding him back.  “I won’t let it win.”

Saori nodded silently.  She was obviously still afraid and near tears but she slowly forced herself to turn around and face the shed.

“Reiji-kun!” Takako half-cried.  She obviously wasn’t so eager to do that.  But she still turned around with him and took a step beside him, even if her face was completely buried against the side of his shoulder while she did so.

The courage the kids were showing put me to shame.  “Not without defences!” I snapped out.  All of them flinched but I simply fished around in my backpack for a few pieces of paper.

Despite everything, Himeko cracked a smile.  “Ofuda?” she asked, making the one word a question.

“Done right the basis is sound,” I said, so focused on my task I wasn’t even embarrassed.  “You can write sigils on a piece of paper and then channel power though it for an effect.  It’s usually silly to do it with something too powerful or complex, and I’ve yet to see an ofuda that looked like it had working sigils, but I’ve thought about it a lot when studying Japanese magic.”

“Wait, what kind of magic were you studying before?” Eiko asked, picking up on my phrasing.

I ignored her, focusing on sketching out a quick pair of sigils on each piece of paper.  “I’m not going to give you a full spell,” I told them, “but if you hold onto these it’ll make it easier and a lot more efficient for me to cast a ‘mind shield’ spell that will cover all of us.”

“That’s… not exactly traditional Mamoru,” Himeko said as she watched me work, uncertain of what exactly to say.

I snorted slightly, I was writing out the symbols on the ofudas with an old-fashioned fountain pen rather than a brush.  I wasn’t quite certain what to say either, the ink reservoir was filled with magician’s ink and overall the whole arrangement worked slightly better than the brush method.  Slightly.  And if I ever had to paint my own sigils onto a wall then a brush probably would have been the better choice.  The fountain pen was in the weird position of not being traditional but still not being thoroughly tested or modern either.  In the end I decided it was best not to say anything.

“Okay,” I finally declared, handing out one ofuda to each other person.  “Hold your ofudas out, try to have them touching each other if you can.”

The others reluctantly followed my instructions.  Once they were in the right position I hurriedly cast ‘mind shield’ over the whole arrangement, trying to make it so that everyone would be properly protected.

Once the spell had settled into place I looked over everything thoughtfully.  It wasn’t quite as strong or energy efficient as I’d hoped, but it was still a lot easier to cast and maintain then trying to cast six separate mind shields on six separate people.

“I don’t feel any different,” Reiji said carefully.

“You are,” Saori said softly, sounding surprised.  “It’s like… you’ve put earplugs in but instead of blocking what you hear they’re blocking what everyone else hears from you.”

“Huh,” I said thoughtfully.  Interesting perspective from the psychic, I though.  I wonder if I can get her to check out a few other spells.  I was curious to see how they performed from her point of view.

I shook off that thought and refocused on the present when Eiko said.  “Everybody ready?  Let’s show that Onryo who’s boss.”

Eiko led the way back to the door, clearly determined to set a good example and a little bit embarrassed by her previous failure.  She strode forth so quickly I was barely able to catch up to her before she threw open the tool shed door and looked inside.

“Not much to see,” she reported as she looked around, “just some school supplies and… whatever those are.”  She nodded in the direction of a few big items.

“Backdrops I think,” Himeko said thoughtfully, looking around the items stored in the shed.

“You might not be seeing much,” I said in a slightly strained voice.  “But I’m getting an eyeful!”

The inside of the shed was almost completely free of the dark energy coating the rest of the school.  There were a few small smears of it here and there, but otherwise there was nothing to cover up the sigils coating the inside of the shed.  There were hundreds of them, probably thousands, all interconnecting in several interlocked spells.

“What is it Mamoru?” Himeko asked.

“Magic,” I replied, looking around and trying to find a good point to start.  If I could just get a bead on what the spells were doing I was pretty sure I could crack the whole mystery.  I could sort of make out a few clusters of functions, the equivalent of a receiver here or a camera there, but I still had no idea how everything was tied together.

“It’s… not so scary anymore,” Reiji said, slowly entering the shed behind us.  He was still sweating and struggling a little, but even as he spoke he seemed to be getting stronger and more confident instead of less.

“Yeah…” Takako agreed slowly.  “Its like when you can finally turn on the light switch and look around the basement.  It’s still a little creepy but not nearly as scary as it looked before.”

“Cousin Mamoru,” unlike the other two, Saori’s breathing was actually getting less steady and she looked even paler.  “What’s that?”

She pointed and we all followed her finger to a point on the wall a few meters to the side of door we’d just come through.  And then we stared.

“It’s just a fuse box, right?” suggested Takako nervously after a few moments.

“That looks like a small door?” Eiko said witheringly, putting herself between it and the kids.  “In the middle of the wall.  With no wires connecting to it.”

“I’m more worried about the fact that it seems to be recessed into the wall but the wall shouldn’t be thick enough for that.”  Just to be safe, Himeko leaned back and took another look at the wall next to the door frame.  “No, it isn’t,” she reported darkly.

I added nothing.  The sigils were thickest around the door that shouldn’t have been there.  A spell of some sort beat against our mind shields every second we looked at it, clearly trying to drive us away, and even at a quick glance I could tell the spells connected to it were warping space and dimensions.

“Everyone, stay clear,” I said firmly, slowly moving closer to it.  “I’m going to take a look at it but I’ve still got precautions that will trigger if something goes wrong.  You don’t.”

I glanced at everyone.  Most of them seemed nervous but Saori was staring at nothing and breathing so heavily I was worried she was going to start hyperventilating.

Worried I was running out of time I approached the door.  It was recessed into the wall we’d just entered through even though, as Himeko had already noted, that should have been impossible.  There was a small, old-fashioned ring attached to it.  I tentatively reached for the ring, all the while waiting to see if my warning bracelet was going to give me the slightest twitch.  When I finally touched it, the ring was warm.

I took a deep breath.  Worried about my friends and not wanting to risk them by spending more time in the shed than necessary I braced myself and yanked open the door.

Saori screamed.
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Saori screamed and ran out the door, falling over her own feet onto the grass where she curled up into a little ball and began to sob.

Reiji was instantly by his sister’s side.  “It’s all right sis, it’s all okay!” he said desperately.

I was just barely behind him.  Unlike him I’d sensed what had been behind that door.  And, just like his sister, I’d recognized it.  In my case the combination of that impression and Saori’s scream had prompted not bloodcurdling fear, but blindingly hot rage.

“It’s okay Saori, it’s okay,” I said sitting down on the grass and pulling my cousin in to a close hug, trying to protect her from the world.  “It’s okay.  It’s not really there, it can’t hurt you any longer.”

“What is it Mamoru, what’s wrong?” Himeko asked.  The rest of the girls had rushed out and were looking at me and my cousin

I wasn’t looking at them.  I wasn’t even looking at my cousin, I wasn’t sure she was hearing anything because she was near catatonic from her memories of the trauma.  My mind was going a million kilometers per hour as everything started falling into place.

“I am going to find that damn rock,” I said, slowly rocking my cousin back and forth with a gentleness that belied the murder in my voice.  “And then I’m going to build a fucking box out of iron and orichalcum, stuff that rock in it, weld it shut, and then drop the whole fucking thing in the damn Mariana Trench!  No more mister nice guy, no more chances at redemption, I’m going to seal that demon up so tight it won’t get loose until fucking plate tectonics sets it free!”

“Promise?” Saori asked weakly from beneath my chin.

“Saori!” Reiji let out in relief, saving me from an oath I might regret later.  “You’re alright!”  He threw himself into the hug too, shocked and relieved to see his big sister like that.

The other three continued to look on for a few moments but finally Eiko sighed and spoke up.  “I hate to be the bad guy,” she said reluctantly, “but aren’t you going to attract attention?”

“No,” Reiji answered instantly, “no one pays any attention to anything happening by the tool shed.”

We all paused a moment at that.  The more we thought about it the less any of us doubted he was right… or liked the implications of that statement.

“Still, no sense in not taking precautions,” Himeko said judiciously, organizing everyone else into a wall of bodies that would prevent anyone at the school from seeing us all huddled together like that.

Reiji, Saori, and I sat like that for a few more minutes.  Saori’s trembles of fear gradually faded, and as they did my barely contained rage became more and more manageable.  Eventually Reiji finally felt confident enough to ask “Saori, are you alright?”

Saori was silent for a long time.  “No.”  She said finally, simply.

“You don’t have to do anything else Saori,” I hastened to assure her.  “I figured it out, I understand.  You don’t have to push yourself.”

“What is it Mamoru?” Himeko asked, a hint of urgency in her tone.  “What is happening?”

I glanced guiltily back at my friends, noting the still lengthening shadows.  We still had time before things were likely to get dangerous, but now that I knew what we were up against I couldn’t help but be more aware of the risks.

“The demon,” Saori said in a whisper.

“What?” Takako asked nervously.  “What demon?”

“The one that possessed Saori,” I explained, looking from my cousins to everyone else there.  After a moment I sighed and started to explain.

“When Saori was six she was possessed by a dark entity of some sort.”

“The demon,” Saori interrupted again, a little more stridently this time.

“The demon,” I said in agreement, “at the time I didn’t know what it was, merely that it was possessing her.  After I drove it out of her and contained it I never made any attempt to look into it any further.”

“Wait, you drove it out?” Eiko asked incredulously.  “And she was six?  How old were you?”

I studiously ignored that question.  “It turns out I seriously underestimated the thing, at the time I’d figured it was a less powerful or cunning creature, like a real onryo.  It turns out it was an actual demon and it outsmarted itself, if it hadn’t put itself in such a vulnerable position where I could sucker punch it I would never have managed to free Saori.”

I could see everyone was still confused so I quickly moved on.  “It turns out that demon is also responsible for everything that is happening here.  Well…” I swallowed hard, hating to even think it, but I had to be honest, “it and me.  I’m responsible for this too.”

“Mamoru,” Himeko began patiently, “if this is more self-flagellation- “

“I’m not saying I’m totally responsible,” I cut in quickly, “not even mostly.  But I should have done some follow up, should have looked into things a little bit closer.  But because I was so afraid of what Saori might have thought, and so afraid of what I might accidentally put her through, I never followed up on anything, never looked any deeper.  If I’d done even the slightest bit of work years ago we might not be here today.”

“You’re still not making any sense Mamoru,” Eiko declared, folding her arms and looking at me impatiently.  “Try being less of a drama queen and actually explain what’s going on here.”

I took a deep breath and slowly let it out.  She was right.  Between my anger, regret, and fear for Saori I was off balance and not making much sense.  After a few moments I recentered myself and tried again.

“I never looked into how and why Saori got possessed in the first place, I simply assumed that something nasty spotted her when she started going to school.  If I’d looked into things at all I’d have realized the truth is much more sinister: this whole school was set up to be the demon’s backyard.”

That got a result from everyone!   Eiko had to visibly grit her teeth and pump her fists to keep from letting out a torrent of swears in front of the grade schoolers, Reiji and Takako both gasped and looked terrified, and even Himeko visibly trembled with repressed emotions in her attempt to keep her poker face.

“All the dark energy around the school, the Onryo?  It’s more or less been cultivated by the demon as some sort of unholy cross between a pet and a garden.  All the darkness around here served to cover up the demon’s presence, hiding it from the heavens.  It didn’t belong here and the gods would have sent their servants in order to retrieve the demon if it had been spotted.  An Onryo is a more mortal threat though, not something the gods stretch themselves to deal with without reason.  The spells around this school…”

I paused for a moment, trying to find the right way to describe it.  “They control and cultivate the Onryo,” I said finally, “the demon used the Onryo as a cover and useful tool.  But it never let the Onryo get out of control, that’s why this place has such a ridiculously strong Onryo but the school hasn’t been buried in bodies and mysterious deaths for years. But without the demon, that control is slowly slipping.”

Saori shuddered a little bit in my arms, finally uncurling herself a little and then looking at me.  “My brothers…” she said, half a statement and half a question.

I nodded.  “In a few more years it’ll be totally active, slip all of its restraints.  I suspect that’s what will happen to… my next cousin,” I said after a few moments, struggling to find the right words to describe a mostly theoretical future cousin.  “And that’s also why it finally thought of trying to posses someone like it tried with Reiji last night.  I’m not sure it could break out of the spells keeping it contained to the school grounds even if it was in Reiji’s body, but it was willing to try.”

Reiji shuddered a little at the mere memory, and I couldn’t blame him.

“All the spells in this place are centered around that shed,” I nodded with my head back towards the tool shed.  “The demon has a couple of real doozies set up, stuff a lot more powerful and widespread than anything I’ve ever done.  I had trouble recognizing them because the bulk of every spell is contained in the shed and they’ve all been configured to feed off the energy of the students at the school.  Nothing too obvious or harmful, but it’s like each kid is drained of ten extra minutes worth of playtime energy whenever they spend a day at school.”

Reiji and Takako both looked as if they couldn’t decide whether to be horrified and scared at that revelation… or be offended I’d described it in terms of ‘playtime energy’.

“That little door is one of those spells.  It basically leads to a small pocket dimension, the demon’s apartment for lack of a better description.  It’s an extra layer of hiding and a comfortable little spot for the twisted bastard to live in.  It’s not there any more, it hasn’t been for years now, but its psychic stench is all over the place, strong enough for even me to recognize it easily.  It’s no wonder that Saori reacted the way she did when I opened the door.”

“The whole arrangement is kind of brilliant in a sick way,” I admitted, not bothering to hide my anger or disgust.  “The demon essentially got a hiding place, food source, and raw resources all in one go.  And that’s not counting opportunities like Saori here, I don’t think she was the first human that thing possessed and then used to go wandering around Tokyo without fear the gods would punish it.  That probably explains why the demon was so overconfident and let me get the drop on it like that.”

Saori shuddered in my arms again.  “I… remember,” she said slowly, saying the words like they tasted incredibly horrible in her mouth.  She looked up at me.  “Third.  I was the third.”

I fought down a shudder of my own at the words.  I didn’t want to even think about what had happened to those other kids.

“So what do we do?”  Eiko asked grimly.  “How do we fix it?”

I smiled back at her, and it wasn’t a nice smile.  In fact, Eiko looked mildly surprised but also a little intrigued by whatever she saw in my expression.  “Now we end this.  Now I know where all the spells are centered I should be able to destroy them.  And without the spells to anchor and empower it that Onryo doesn’t stand a chance.”

I gently handed Saori back off to Reiji and stalked back to the tool shed.  Eiko followed me while Himeko and the kids stayed behind to help comfort Saori.

While I looked around the shed again, making sure I hadn’t missed anything obvious, Eiko gave me a gentle warning.  “You’re letting your anger control you,” she said, her voice soft but serious.

I shuddered slightly.  “I’m letting my anger drive me,” I countered, trying to ignore how much of a lie that felt like.  “I’m not going to let my anger get us all killed, not going to let myself make another stupid mistake like I did last night and blow all my mana.  But I’m not going to flinch away from all of this, if I have to ride my anger and use it to blow away all my fear and hesitation then that’s what I’m going to do.”

Eiko studied me for a few more moments.  “That’s not a bad thing,” her voice surprisingly balanced and serious, it was a shocking contrast to her usual way of acting.  “But you can’t let your anger take control.  It’s powerful, it’s useful, it’s natural, this is the reason we have anger in the first place.  But if you let it take control, lash out blindly and let your anger create more anger, then you become a fire burning out of control, destroying everything in your path.”

As if to demonstrate her point my first inclination was to angrily deny her words, pretend I wasn’t failing like that.  It was a hot spike of frustration and fury that almost made it to my lips in spite of everything that had just happened.  Instead, I managed to bite my tongue at the last moment and refocus myself some more.

“Master Tai’s wisdom?” I said instead, managing to sound more normal.

“That and watching Himeko for so long,” Eiko reported, turning down her own seriousness a notch.  She was obviously still concerned but she was willing to leave it at that if I could handle myself.  “Himeko hides so much and lets it all build up, I don’t have a code bath for you but I recognize the signs.”

I chuckled darkly.  “Alright, fair,” I admitted, “this thing is pushing all of my buttons.”  I took another look around the shed and smiled darkly.  “Fortunately, I don’t think my anger is going to matter too much for these next few points.”

“Mamoru,” Eiko asked cautiously, “you’re not going to burn the shed down, are you?”

I shook my head.  “No need.  I’ve got just the thing to take care of this, I’ve always wanted to test out this one.”

Eiko watched as an unfamiliar pattern of sigils started to appear between my hands.  Then we both were left blinking in surprise as the silver sigils began to move about in a complicated pattern.  Instead of staying in the standard magic circle the whole thing began to whirl around as if it was a bunch of fireflies contained within a glass.

“Uh, is it supposed to do that?” Eiko asked cautiously.

Her question broke me out of the shocked fascination I was feeling and made me realize the danger.  “No idea, let’s walk quickly!” I declared, matching deeds to words and starting brisk power walk away from the shed.

“No idea!” Eiko hissed, rushing after me.  “Mamoru, shouldn’t we be running?”

“It should be perfectly safe,” I assured her with a confidence I didn’t entirely feel, “and we don’t want to cause any panic or worry if anyone’s watching.”  I also didn’t want to try running on my abused and sore feet if I didn’t have to, and while I was concerned I wasn’t quite that afraid of what was happening… yet.  I drew comfort from the fact my warning bracelet was only giving me tentative twitches, and those were growing further and further apart the more distance I put between myself and the shed.

“Let’s make sure we’re far enough away,” I said with forced joviality as we briskly walked past our other friends.

“Mamoru,” Himeko asked, her tone a dire warning even as she pulled along my cousins after us, “what did you do?”

“Uh…” I said stupidly.  I was trying to think about too many things at once and unable to come up with a good answer.  “Have an experiment go south on me?”

My bracelet stopped twitching about thirty meters away from the shed.  I let out a small sigh of relief and turned around, curious to see what was about to happen.  The others all looked at me skeptically but followed my example.

For a good ten or twenty seconds nothing happened, I’d set the spell on a timer and we’d cleared out with time to spare.  Then it finally went off and all of us jumped a little as we caught sight of a bunch of eye-wateringly bright flashes in a dozen different colors.  The shed shuddered a little, but thankfully there were no accompanying sound effects or signs of a fire so I assumed destroying the spells hadn’t had much effect on the physical world.

After a few moments I let out a sigh or relief, the light show had all taken place inside the shed, if we hadn’t been watching it through the open door I doubted we’d have even noticed the display.  Since the shed wasn’t burning down I was pretty sure we’d gotten away with it and wouldn’t have to make any unbelievable explanations to the police.

I quickly lost my relief as Himeko rounded on me and bit out the words “What.  Did.  You.  Do?”

“Uh, I destroyed the spells in the shed using a spell of my own invention,” I admitted sheepishly.  “It didn’t quite work like I’d thought it would.”

“What did you just say about not letting your anger cause any more stupid mistakes?” Eiko asked, a mixture of humor and disgust in her voice.

I declined to say anything.  ‘Sigil scrambler’ was quite a clever spell, I’d come up with the concept for it after learning about electromagnetic pulses and how they ruined unshielded electronics.  It wasn’t a spell I could have used on Avalon, there were too many innocent and incidental spells around to use the magical equivalent of an EMP without doing more harm than good.  But on Earth I’d figured it could be a useful tool in my arsenal. 

And it will be.  But it is kind of hard to justify deploying it without testing it first, I admitted to myself.  On one hand I was fascinated by the unusual behaviour of the spell, especially since it seemed to have worked.  On the other hand I was cringing inside, thinking of the dumb assumption I’d made about how it would work in the real world and then demonstrating to everyone what an idiot I was when it didn’t work the way I’d intended.

“Well, first things first,” I said quickly, trying to brush past the problem, “let’s make sure that actually worked.”  I beat a hasty retreat back to the tool shed, quickly outdistancing the others because of the sheer gall of my move.

Luckily for me, the spell had actually worked.  The inside of the shed was now totally sigil free.  Even more impressively, the small and mysterious door that shouldn’t have existed had completely vanished.

“Whoa,” Reiji noted, summing it up for everyone else who was just staring at the now empty spot in disbelief.  “What happened to it?”

“It was never really there Reiji-san,” I said patiently, pathetically grateful for the chance to re-establish my credit.  “It was all one big spell, so big it was actually warping dimensions.”

“So it’s all over?” Takako asked, sounding pathetically hopeful.

“No,” Saori shot her down rudely.  My cousin was slowly recovering but she was still obviously impatient and upset.

I wasn’t going to force her to explain things however, so I jumped back in.  “We’ve still got one big step left.  The spells are all disabled, the rest of the sigils around the school are pretty much useless without the core that used to be in here.  But there’s still a lot of dark energy around the school.  We need to cleanse it before it does any damage.”

“So how do we do that?” Himeko asked, now back to her cool, calm, and collected self.

I glanced back at the school and despite everything I smirked at the irony.  Whatever my original intentions had been, it seemed I was going to be using the broomstick for flying after all.

***

“And you’re sure this stuff can be cleaned off?” Takako asked for the fourth time as she watched me complete the magic circle on the roof.

“If you won’t trust him then please trust me Takako-san,” Himeko said politely.  “I’ve seen Mamoru do something similar on our school’s roof and then clean it up afterwards.  I know it looks worrying, but Mamoru knows what he’s doing and magician’s ink is easy to remove.”

I was glad Himeko couldn’t see my face as I finished painting the last sigil.  Now’s probably not the time to tell her I’m using a different ink formula for this spell, I thought.  I was mostly confident it would work like the last time, that I would be able to erase it easily when everything was finished.  But I wasn’t quite as certain as Himeko was, and I didn’t dare undercut her after she’d put herself on the line like that to support me.

I carefully hid my doubt and turned back around.  I’d flown us all up to the roof and I was finishing off a large magic circle that I’d painted on top of the school.  If all went well it was probably going to be smooth sailing from here on in.  Unfortunately, that wasn’t something I was willing to bet on and I was all too willing to believe I’d need their support for the next bit.

“Alright,” I addressed the group in general, “I’m sorry to say it but this next part should be pretty simple and boring.  Now that the circle is complete I should be able to use it to cast a spell widespread and powerful enough to slowly cleanse the school of the remaining dark energy.  Along the way that should wipe out the Onryo and fix any remaining problems.  We’ll do one last sweep of the school afterwards just to be sure, and if Reiji and Takako encounter any more problems before they graduate they should tell me, but I think we’re almost done here.”

“Really?” Reiji seemed surprised.  “That seems a little…”

“Anti-climatic?” Saori suggested with a sardonic look when her brother trailed off in embarrassment.  It had taken me a while to complete the circle and the peace and fresh air on top of the school roof had seemed to help her collect herself.  She still wasn’t as whole as she tried to appear, she was still tired and hurting inside, but seeing the spells in the shed get destroyed and confronting the memory of the demon seemed to have satisfied something deep inside her.  It wasn’t quite closure, but it felt like she was several steps closer to it.

“Welcome to the real world,” I told my cousin with a mixture of sarcasm and good humor.  “Like I said earlier, I’m looking to quietly kill the Onryo while it’s still asleep rather than defeat it in some sort of Epic Clash of Supernatural Powers!”  I couldn’t keep myself from using finger quotes when I did that last bit, even though I looked as stupid as I was trying to make the concept seem.

“But something could still go wrong,” I said with a shrug, “that’s why I wanted you all here.  I doubt anything’s going to happen but I’m not so arrogant that I won’t accept your help if something does.  In a worst case scenario the Onryo could actually reappear stronger than ever!  While the spells helped stabilize it and make it powerful they also acted as limiters and kept the Onryo from making full use of all the energy around here, if it were to appear again right now it wouldn’t be as tough as last time but it would actually be stronger than before!”

“Remind me again,” Takako asked nervously, “why are we doing this?  I mean, can’t we just let it die naturally if we took out those spells?”

“Die naturally?  It’s an Onryo,” Saori said witheringly.

“She’s not entirely wrong,” I said, gently correcting my cousin.  “If we were really lucky we might be able to let the darker energies fade by themselves without hurting anyone.  Unfortunately, that would take the same level of luck as winning the national lottery.  Chances are that the Onryo would wake up by itself for one or two unfettered performances before fading away, and if that happened I don’t want to think about what the Onryo would do to this school or the people in it.  And even if the Onryo didn’t show up all that dark energy has to go somewhere, the law of conservation of energy seems to work for supernatural energies too.  The most likely candidates would be either strengthening some other supernatural entity or acting as a supernatural infection on the students here.  Neither of those results are something we’d want on our consciences.”

I took a deep breath and recentered myself, I’d started to get a little worked up towards the end there imagining those consequences: the suicides, depressions, and corruption that could result from something like that were not results that I could excuse.  Not for a whole school’s worth of elementary students.  There was a chance that the energy would peel away slowly enough and they’d be resilient enough to shake off the effects, but it was more likely there’d be more long-term blood and trauma then if we’d just let the Onryo out to play!  I’d give up my own life rather than try to live with the guilt of something like that.

“Any questions?” I finished somewhat awkwardly.

“How long’s this going to take?” Eiko asked.  She nodded towards our slowly lengthening shadows.  “We’ve got some time left Mamoru, but are you sure we shouldn’t be trying this tomorrow?”

I paused and actually considered that for a few moments.  It wasn’t that late, but painting the symbol on the roof had certainly taken me some time, it was already a little past 3 pm.  I’d never even considered calling it for the day and quietly coming back tomorrow, and if it had been any later in the day I’d probably have conceded her point.

“Probably two or three hours,” I admitted, “I’m not going to be going super fast and there’s a lot of dark energy to take care of.  Plus, I figure the slower I go the less likely I am to accidently attract the Onryo’s attention early.  I think we’ve got enough time but if it starts getting late in the day make sure you get my attention, quitting early and finishing up tomorrow is a much better plan than pushing things when we don’t have to.”

Eiko shrugged.  “You’re the expert,” she said neutrally, being careful not to bring up my anger or the overly focused attitude I’d already fallen victim to twice in the last day.

“You’re also our best way off the roof,” Himeko reminded me gently, a hint of chiding in her tone.  “Make sure you don’t exhaust yourself or your mana.”

I nodded.  There’d been no way we could have gotten permission to work on the roof, not unless you included illusion or mind control spells, so I’d simply flown us all up top.  If anyone actually saw us they’d probably assume we had permission and leave us alone but most likely no one was even going to notice.  The door was locked however, when we needed to leave I was either going to have to fly us back down or we were going to have to try and sneak down the much more exposed fire escape.

When no one else raised any more objections I focused my attention on the complicated circle I’d painted onto the roof.  I took one more deep breath, then activated the spell.

Everyone stared in a mixture or wonder and interest as the lines of the spell started to glow a pale gold.  But that interest quickly turned into bemusement as nothing else happened.

“Is it working?” Reiji whispered to Saori after a minute or two.  They were still close enough for me to easily hear him.

“Oh, it’s working,” Saori said, sounding unexpectedly happy.  I shot a glance behind me and was surprised to see her smiling widely, a hint of tears in the corners of her eyes.  “It’s working.”

“The spell works like a combination of a sewage treatment plant, an incinerator, and an air filter,” I explained.  “It’s slowly sucking up the dark energy from all around the school and then purifying it.  But even as large and energy efficient as this spell is,” which was why I’d painted it out on top of the school for maximum ease and efficiency, “it’s still the equivalent of trying to drain an Olympic swimming pool through a bathtub drain.  That’s why it’s going to take so long.”

“So, you can still talk?” Reiji asked, a little more happily.

“A bit,” I admitted, “it still takes work and effort to keep the spell going, even with the full set of sigils painted on the roof.  I wouldn’t want to try taking a test or casting another spell while doing this, but I can still have a conversation so long as I don’t have to concentrate on it too hard.”

“Oh.  I thought… sorry cousin Mamoru.”

Eiko chuckled.  “Don’t worry about it,” she told Reiji comfortingly, “your cousin’s a master mage, you’d probably be correct with someone less experienced.”

“Don’t lead him on Eiko,” I said warningly, wanting to downplay my skill and abilities.

“Go easy on the kid,” she said to me.  She then leaned in conspiratorially to my cousin, “he hates people thinking magic is the solution for everything, but he also doesn’t like to admit how powerful he is.  You make him feel awkward because he doesn’t want to admit this would be hard if he wasn’t as so strong.”

“I can still leave you on this roof you know!”

Eiko chuckled but settled down, letting Himeko turn the topic to something more innocuous.  I had mixed feelings as things went on.  On one hand: it was a way for everyone to pass the time and at the very least it helped distract me from the burning sensation in my feet as I stood there maintaining the spell.  On the other hand, it was a little distracting and annoying.  Not hugely so, but I couldn’t participate too much and most of the topics weren’t things I could have talked about anyway.

Maintaining the spell was wearying, but not ridiculously so.  Basically, it was the equivalent of doing a long walk with a somewhat heavy backpack (and I’d been smart enough to take off my actual heavy backpack and leave it off to the side before I’d even started).  It wasn’t too hard, but you were certainly feeling the strain after you reached the hour mark.  It also led to a troubling series of questions: would it be smarter for me to quit for the day and finish off tomorrow?  Or was that just laziness talking and I should power on through to finish everything up?  Or, on the flipside, was I being in too much of a hurry to finish things up because I wanted things done as quickly as possible, trying to avoid doing this again by rushing things more than I should?

For better or worse I was still debating that question with myself after nearly two hours had passed.  That was when Saori suddenly let out a small gasp.  Normally it wouldn’t have been noticeable but she’d been speaking at the time and then she’d suddenly broken off in midsentence, gone wide eyed, and hopped to her feet to start looking around the roof.

“Saori-san,” Himeko asked politely.  To her side, Eiko had already sprung to her feet and put on her serious face.

Saori’s eyes looked unfocused and darted around all over the place.  “Something’s changed,” she said, trying to look everywhere at once, “it’s coming.”

I belatedly became aware that my warning bracelet was giving me tiny squeezes, I’d missed them because of the way my whole body was throbbing a little with stress and exhaustion.  Before I could decide what to think about anything the Onryo appeared.

The Onryo manifested at the other end of the roof, looking just the same as it had the previous night.  Well, not quite.  The hole I’d punched through it with the ‘spirit spear’ had filled itself back in a little but there was still a disturbing space straight through the Onryo’s upper chest that made its already creepy appearance even more unnatural.  It showed no hint that it recognized us, it simply seemed to look at us as more prey in its web as it suddenly charged at us in an animalistic frenzy.

I had a brief moment to wonder why the hell my warning bracelet wasn’t reacting more strongly.  Then the Onryo hit the area right above the cleansing spell I’d painted on the roof.

The results were instant and amazing, it was like the Onryo was caught in the mother of all sandstorms.  The parts of it that crossed the threshold were being shredded away, torn apart and leaving nothing behind.

Instantly the Onryo threw itself backwards, getting the remains of its body back out of the circle.  Meanwhile I grunted and went down to one knee, feeling like I’d been clubbed across the back of my head as I felt the feedback of putting that much concentrated negative energy directly into the spell.

“Mamoru!” Himeko cried out in worry, going directly to my side.

I was sweating from the sudden strain, I could feel my uniform beginning to stick to me, but I waved her off.  “It can’t cross the circle,” I croaked out, “I can’t stop.”

“It’s almost gone,” Saori said, her voice taking on a dreamy and distant cadence as she focused on everything and nothing at the same time.  “It suddenly realized.  This is the last gasp, there’s barely enough energy left to support it.”

In spite of her words the Onryo was slowly pulling itself together.  The damaged bits reformed themselves, slowly rebuilding the Onryo’s body.  With the exception of the hole in the chest, that remained.  I am seriously underestimating the ‘spirit spear’ spell, I though, distracted by that small detail even as I tried to make the spell process the darkness a little faster.

“Mamoru?” Eiko asked cautiously, trying to position herself so she could defend everyone on the roof.

I tried to speak but found I was too short of breath.  I didn’t have the energy or capability to do anything but the spell anymore.   Between all the effort I’d put in previously, my attempts to hurry the spell, and the difficulty in cleansing the energies of the Onryo itself I was at my limits.  That last bit was what was really stunning me, the Onryo itself was so concentrated that it was like trying to put a rock through a blender.  But my blender was an ultra powerful and well designed piece of machinery, it might chug and complain about the rock but I was confident I could puree the damn thing if I kept at it.

Eventually.

“He’s got to keep going,” Saori said, sounding more focused and surer than I’d ever heard her before.  She whirled around to speak to everyone else.  “He’s almost got it, and the Onryo knows that.  It’s not going to be long until it doesn’t have the strength to do anything anymore.  We’ve got to protect him!”

Before anyone could say anything else the Onryo finished recovering itself and took to the air, its appearance becoming even more disturbing as its features started to take on an almost demonic mien and its hair grew out to the length of its body.  Silently, the Onryo began to circle around the roof, carefully avoiding the spell this time.

Eiko and Himeko took the lead, taking up stances and slowly circling around, keeping themselves between the Onryo and the children.  It was startling, I think the kids and I were surprised to see them working together in unison like that.  It was easy to think of Eiko and Himeko as entirely different people; friends, but an odd couple that didn’t have much in common.  Even I tended to forget that martial arts was one of their shared passions, and that while it wasn’t at the top of Himeko’s mind (like it was with Eiko) she was a gifted martial artist who was more than capable of dismantling most people with a minimum of effort.

Now the pair reminded me they’d been friends forever, and trained together for a lot of that time.  Without words or even looking at each other, even with entirely different stances, they matched each other step for step.  The Onryo didn’t seem intimidated though, simply continuing to circle around the roof.  Then, when it had completed a 270-degree rotation, it struck.

Eiko and Himeko met its charge with a rush of their own, meeting the Onryo as far away from the kids as they could.  They were a whirling storm of blows, launching kicks, punches, and obscure strikes at the Onryo as fast as they could throw them.  All to little avail, the Onryo flinched and stuttered a little under the impact of that much force but its body was spirit, not flesh.  After ten or twenty seconds the Onryo managed to brace itself against even their assault.  Then the Onryo’s hair shot out in a terrifying rush, wrapping itself around Himeko and Eiko in spite of their best efforts to stop it.

Before I could panic or even think about stopping the cleansing in order to help them the Onryo smacked them against the ground a few times and then swung them about with its hair, hurling them away.  Fortunately the roof had fencing around it’s edges and the Onryo hadn’t bothered to toss them high enough to get over it, they rebounded off it with a loud, metallic ‘CLING' before falling heavily to the roof.

The Onryo moved a few more meters in my direction but this time it was Reiji who rushed out.  “It’s me you want!  Me!”  he said, stopping in front of the Onryo with arms spread wide.

The Onryo stopped, looking at my cousin with a hint of confusion.  Meanwhile Saori put her weight into stopping Takako from immediately rushing out after Reiji, crying out “Reiji-kun!” all the while.

Suddenly the Onryo’s hair rushed out again, moving in a terrible repeat of the previous night’s possession attempt.  Reiji closed his eyes and was trying not to cry, gathering up his courage and bracing himself against the incoming violation as best he could.  However this time the Onryo’s hair bounced!  It hit Reiji’s aura and skittered away, striking up green sparks as the Onryo’s dark spirit failed to penetrate the flaring power of the kami’s gifts.

The Onryo hissed angrily but wasted no more time, flowing around a startled Reiji to continue its trip towards me.

Saori stepped up then, pushing away Takako to get between me and the Onryo.  Her gaze was simultaneously angry and terrified but she stood her ground.  She said nothing as she faced down the Onryo but I felt… something.  I’m not sure either of us knew what she was doing, but in that moment I suddenly realized Saori’s abilities weren’t simply limited to sensing things.  She had more potential than that, potential she was finally trying to tap into.

The Onryo paused again, more confused by the fact she was trying to do something than stymied by anything she was actually managing to accomplish.  It looked at her with contempt and a hint of dark amusement, like Saori was a child that had confronted it with a toy gun.

And that’s when Saori shouted out “KI!” and threw herself to the side.

A resurgent Eiko came at the Onryo from behind, nailing it with a flying spin kick to its side.  And this time, prompted by my cousin, she pumped all the ki she could manage into the blow.

The Onryo flew into the center of the circle like it had been hit by a truck.  I instantly fell to my hands and knees, the edges of my vision went blurry and I had to fight to keep myself from vomiting as the whole of the Onryo was thrust into the cleansing spell.  But I held on.

The Onryo… didn’t.  With an unearthly scream it thrust itself towards the edges of the circle but it was already too late, before it could clear the perimeter it dissolved like a chunk of meat dropped into a bathtub full of strong acid.  Individual particles lingered for a few moments but before anyone could catch their breath even those were swept away and dissolved by the power of the spell.

***

It wasn’t quite that clean of course.  Despite the dramatic end of the Onryo there was still a fair amount of dark energy around the school, I had to run the spell for a good half an hour more before it was done.  And this was all while feeling like I’d suffered another round of Harada’s not-so-tender mercies, the form of the Onryo had been done in but it took a while for me to finally cleanse all the energies that had been caught up in the spell.  I was stuck on my hands and knees until the spell was finished cycling everything through.

And even then…  “Is it always going to be this… grimy?” Saori asked, trying not to sound critical of my efforts.  She was sincerely grateful for everything, and obviously didn’t want to sound like she was criticizing my efforts when I was literally down on all fours and panting with exhaustion.  But she couldn’t help but note the remaining problem.

“What do you mean?” Himeko asked, carefully schooling her expression.  She and Eiko were gently patting my back and offering me a hand up.

“The school is… better,” Saori said, struggling to find the right words.  “A lot better!  But it’s like… it’s like the school was caked in mud and sludge before.  Now all of that has been rinsed off but there’s also a huge stain over everything.”

“Maybe this?” Takako suggested, holding up the remains of a bundle of incense.  After our confrontation was over she’d had the idea to fish it out of my backpack and start cleansing everyone.  It was actually quite smart, especially since I’d been practically helpless and had fallen into an intense tunnel vision as I’d struggled to finish clearing the school.  Everyone had needed it after coming into contact with the Onryo and the little bit of extra cleansing had helped break up all the dark power the spell had been struggling with.

She was still a little too proud and obsessed with it though.

I gulped in deep breaths of air and after a while I managed to speak.  “I don’t think so,” I said breathily.  “All that darkness left its mark.”  I stopped and trailed off into a few coughs.  “It’s been too much and too long, I don’t think we can remove it.”

“It doesn’t seem… right,” Saori finished, somewhat helplessly.

I frowned, knowing what she meant.  It wouldn’t be a major effect by itself, but it would have some influence on the school’s future.  Hell, since it’s not held back by the spells anymore it might be worse than ever, I realized.  It’ll be a minor but important drag on performance and school spirit, something small but noticeable always itching in the back of everyone’s minds.  If anything else happens it could lead to a ‘natural’, I mentally rolled my eyes a little at that description, onryo forming a lot more easily.  And I don’t even want to think about how a kami of the school itself would turn out with this-

Oh.

I paused, considering the idea from a few different angles.  I knew I wasn’t thinking straight, I was too exhausted and too dedicated to seeing the problem solved to be judging things objectively.  But even knowing that it still seemed like the right idea.

I gently waved off Eiko and Himeko.  After a moment I pulled the ankh off my neck and over my head.  Then, slowly and reverently, I held it against the roof of the school.  Maybe it’s a good thing I’m still on my knees, I noted with an edge of nervous humor.

“Oh great Aoth,” I said, speaking in Ocean Trade, my first language, “master of knowledge, master of magic, master of learning.  A school lies marked and corrupted by great evil, evil not of human origin but originating from elsewhere.  Should this remain it will mark and corrupt the students and teachers in turn, innocent and earnest seekers of knowledge.”

I licked my lips, feeling every drop of sweat sticking to my body as I considered my next words very carefully.  “My request is not entirely unselfish,” I said, cleaving to the honesty and self-knowledge I knew I’d have to show for there to be even a chance this would work.  “Love for my cousins, pride in my work, and guilt in my own failures to save the students drive me as much as any unselfish desire to help them.  But that does not make the problem or my request any less true!  Humanity has tried to help itself, tried to solve the issue past all reasonable limits of its current abilities.  I humbly beg of you: please cleanse this school.”

There was a moment of peace and silence, my friends all staring at me in quiet confusion, and then the ankh pulsed with a humble light.

Saori jumped, more startled than I’d ever seen her (although that might just have been the cumulative result of everything that had already happened over the last day).  “What was that!?” she asked in shock.

I simply bowed my head.  Thank you, lord Aoth, I said inside my head.  Out loud all I said was.  “Mysteries of the universe, I’ll tell you later.”

Everyone looked at me with varying degrees of skepticism.

“Much later,” I added more honestly, “like ‘when you graduate high school’ type later.”

Saori and Eiko still looked a little annoyed but Himeko just sighed.  “Let it go,” she told them gently, “when it’s something Mamoru doesn’t want to babble on about for ten minutes it’s probably something you’re better off not knowing.”

Thank you, Himeko, I think? I thought wryly, still too exhausted to appreciate all the backhanded subtleties of that statement.  I decided my best move was to keep quiet and I tried to casually slip the ankh back around my neck.

“So that’s it then?” Takako asked cautiously.  She looked like she desperately wanted it all to be over but after everything else she didn’t want to be too optimistic.

“That’s it,” I said with tired satisfaction.  I paused for a moment, struck by a thought.  Now that I know it’s an actual demon, I really do have find that stone I sealed it in and do something more permanent about it.  I glanced at Saori and carefully buried that thought in the darkest corner of my mind as something for later.

Fortunately my cousin was distracted and didn’t pick up on my mental flinch.  “That’s it.  The darkness is gone and I feel…” Saori paused thoughtfully.  “I don’t think my brother is in danger anymore.”

“It was weighing on you that much, huh?” I noted, this time accepting Himeko and Eiko’s assistance in getting to my feet.  I barely managed to suppress a small sound of complaint, I was exhausted and now my hands and knees were joining my feet in the chorus of pain.

Not that I was alone in that, the kids were mostly unhurt (physically) but Eiko and Himeko were both trying to ignore a growing collection of bruises underneath their clothing as well as a smattering of scrapes.  Nothing too incriminating, but nothing they were going to be admitting to their parents if they could help it.  Complaining about my injuries and weariness in the face of all that felt petty and selfish.

“I guess so,” Saori admitted, sounding a little surprised as she thought about it, “it’s like I was always seeing him doing something dangerous out of the corner of my eye but that’s gone now.  Huh.  I didn’t even realize that was happening until it stopped.”

I paused a moment, sighed, and then limped over to Saori.  Time to do what I should have done… probably before she even went to school, I thought morosely.  “You know,” I said tentatively, “I could make something to help you with that, something to keep you from being bombarded by all that stuff all the time.  It would be the magical version of a sleep mask or a blindfold but it would finally let you get some peace and quiet when you wanted to.”

Saori’s gaze fastened on me like a hawk.  For a moment her lip quivered and she looked thoughtful.  But then she shook her head.  “Thanks cousin,” she replied, sounding tired but firm, “but I think I’ve got a handle on it.  And I want to keep an eye out for my brothers.”

“That’s my big sis!” Reiji noted happily, coming in with a big grin.

“If you’re sure?” I asked.  I kept my voice neutral but inside I was fighting a small smile at that reaction.  After so many years being afraid of… well, everything from her very school to having her powers discovered, Saori was finally starting to recover.  I doubted she was quite as good as she wanted to appear, right in that moment she was caught up in the triumph of her successes and she was probably too drained to feel terribly embarrassed or afraid.  It was going to be a long journey before she was going to be that comfortable and open with a stranger.  But it looked like it was starting, and I was glad.

“I’m sure,” Saori verified with a small nod.  “Thank you for the offer, but no.”

I smiled in relief.  “Alright then, contact me if anything changes.”

“Thank you, cousin Mamoru,” Saori said, bowing to me respectfully, “I’ll let you know if I need anything.”

And for the first time ever, I was willing to believe she meant that honestly.

***

And it still wasn’t quite over.  I had to clean the magician’s ink off the roof before we went, thankfully everything worked fine on that front and the spell to burn the ink away worked without a hitch.  Well, not a big hitch.  It did take about three times more mana than I’d been expecting but overall I was willing to accept that as an acceptable issue with that formula of ink, even if I was going to need to be careful about that in the future.

I was starting to get a little low on mana by that point but I still had enough to carefully fly us off the roof and back down to the ground.  It was a little awkward doing it with six people simply holding on to a broom with one hand but since we were all weightless it wasn’t a big issue.  I did have to firmly squash a request from Reiji that I fly the kids home via broomstick however, my younger cousin was polite about it but now that the danger had passed he was starting to think about the special powers his relatives had.  I trusted Reiji, especially with Saori to keep an eye on him, but I wasn’t sure where that was going to end.

After all that there was an unromantic rush back into the school to use the bathrooms.  We needed to wait a few minutes for our ride to get back and all of us were suddenly realizing it had been a while since we’d last gone.  We’d been pretty busy and distracted since then, but it was almost ridiculous to realize how our bladders were in danger of getting the best of us after we’d beaten an Onryo.  It was a small moment but one that drove home how human and vulnerable we all were, great heroes might have iron bladders that were unaffected by such trivial things but my elementary school cousins certainly didn’t.

But despite everything, what stayed with me the most was Himeko’s smile.  It was especially serene as we walked (or staggered in my case, between my injuries and the backpack I wasn’t trying to pretend I was doing fine) out of the school towards the car and driver.  “What is it?” I asked, a little surprised by how quietly pleased and amused she seemed.

“Oh, nothing,” she said, watching the kids rush ahead and get a little excited as Himeko’s driver presented Saori her new phone.  “I was just contemplating family.”

“Contemplating family?”

Her smile grew just the tiniest bit wider.  “When we had your Kanoko cousins over for your birthday I was surprised how close you were with them but how unalike you all were.”

I declined to comment on that, it was kind of hard to argue.

“Then, today, I was struck by how much you took after your father’s side of the family.”

“What, really?” I asked in surprise, even though I’d had a similar thought not too long ago.

“Hell yeah,” Eiko snorted.  “Reiji-san’s probably not going to be much smaller than you when he grows up and Saori-san… she’s got your skin tone and there’s just something about the eyes.”

“Not the eyes,” Himeko said thoughtfully, “something similar about the gaze, the way they look at you and the world.”

I looked back over at the kids but it wasn’t the right time to be examining that.  They were playing about with Saori’s new phone while Saori and Takako traded barbs again, probably as a way to blow off steam and get back to being kids after the stressful events of the day.

“Well…” I said slowly, not sure what to say.  I was being battered by too many emotions and thoughts already.  Love for my cousins, relief that was all over, worry for the future, exhaustion, pain, a few things I wanted to make notes about before I forgot them…

“Let’s see if my next cousin continues that trend,” I said finally, unable to come up with anything better.  “Or if he proves that’s just a coincidence.”

Eiko chuckled and punched me lightly on the shoulder.  “You jerk,” she said with a grin.

I smiled back at her and we all proceeded towards to Meiko car, eager to get home and call it a day.
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“Eeeep!” Himeko let out. This time she was frustrated and angry at herself as much as embarrassed, she was almost doing a little dance as she backed off and shut her eyes but stomped and shook her fists at the same time.

“Damn it!” she let out. “And I should have known it was going to happen this time! You told me that one of your preparations went off and you were going to have to redo it!”

I just noted everything calmly. Once again I was in a somewhat altered state of mind as I sat cross-legged on the lab floor, slowly reattaching a prepared ‘mind shield’ to myself, readied to go off if anything attempted to manipulate my mind again.

As reminiscent as the situation was of the last time I’d set up my precautionary spells there were a few differences. For example, this time Eiko was right behind Himeko. She seemed mildly surprised. But overall she took in me, naked in the lab except for a few lines of sigils crossing my body, with barely a “huh.”

“Hello Himeko, Eiko,” I noted distantly.

“Are you…” Eiko asked hesitantly.

“No, he’s not,” Himeko noted, trying to sound collected but not quite pulling it off. “It’s like he’s in a trance when he does this AND STOP LOOKING AT HIM EIKO!”

While Himeko had turned her head away and was fighting a blush Eiko was just giving me a once over. There was nothing leery or sleezy in the way she did it, she simply gave me a calm appraisal while I sat there silently and continued my work.

Honestly, it was so clinical I wasn’t sure I was going to be embarrassed even after I was back to normal. If there’d been the slightest hint of… interest… then that would have been another story, my level of embarrassment and confusion over that sustained study would have been through the roof. But, as it was, the closest she got to an expression was a small frown of unhappiness as she got an unobstructed look at the damage to my feet.

(And, just to be clear, she was also getting an unobstructed look at my junk. Last time with Himeko that had been covered up by the light of the spells settling into place. But that spell had been for a powerful suit of armor that covered my whole body, this spell was to protect my mind. And despite how some guys act we don’t really think with our dicks, all the symbols and spell work were around my head, shoulders, and upper torso.)

Well, at least I thought to use the blanket this time, I thought in a distant corner of my mind. Unlike Himeko I had learned something from the previously embarrassing encounter. Whatever else happened, at least this time I wasn’t having to deal with a shrinkage issue from sitting on a cold floor and would have something to cover myself up with when I was done.

“Seriously Eiko!” Himeko noted after another ten seconds. Her indignation was slightly undercut by the fact she couldn’t turn around to face Eiko directly.

“Relax Hime,” Eiko said, finally turning around with deliberate slowness. “It’s not like he’s got anything I haven’t seen before. I was just taking the chance to finally get a good bead on his body, he always tends to wear the heavier clothes so I was never completely sure how much was fat and how much was muscle. He’s surprisingly solid.”

Ironically, that compliment actually embarrassed me a bit! The distant part of me that was still watching was more used to people thinking I was freakishly large or being disappointed that I wasn’t as freakishly strong to match. Having Eiko, who was a bit of a fitness goddess with all her martial arts training, give me even a mild backhanded compliment like that was surprisingly pleasant.

“Never mind that, what do you mean he’s not got anything you haven’t seen before?!” Himeko said, Eiko’s behaviour continuing to keep her off balance.

“What do you think Master Tai’s been training me with all this time?”

“Pardon?!” Himeko asked, clear undertones of shock and the beginnings of fury obvious in her voice.

Eiko shrugged. “I’m serious Himeko, what’s the point of training in all these martial arts if you’re going to flinch and look away at the sight of a penis or completely cripple your stance and flexibility covering your own bits if something tears? Master Tai made sure to train me so I was okay with fighting in the nude, and able to fight someone else who was comfortable fighting in the nude. And we’ve been working at it for years. Master Tai wasn’t completely comfortable with it either to start, but he figured that was just a weakness he had to overcome. Fighting nude isn’t as sensible as fighting with the proper clothes on, you are more vulnerable and it’s harder to move around with your bits bouncing all over the place, but it’s a better option than losing a fight or trying to fight while wearing some of the stupider pieces of clothing I’ve seen people wearing.”

“Oh. I thought… never mind,” Himeko said, shaking her head to clear out the doubts and dark thoughts.

“That Master Tai was abusing me?” Eiko asked. She deliberately kept the sarcasm in her tone light, grateful that Himeko was willing to worry about her, but she didn’t remove it entirely. “Seriously Hime, you think I would have tolerated that all this time without saying anything?”

“No! I… no,” Himeko finished, gradually getting herself back under control.

I continued to calmly watch the whole thing, just observing everything while in my altered state of mind. That might have been the longest and most off balance I’ve ever seen Himeko, I noted distantly. Not counting her little breakdown after she saw what Harada did to me, of course. I supposed it depended on how you defined ‘off balance’, but that was social awkwardness worthy of me.

Eiko took pity on her friend. “It was all done clinically Himeko,” she said more gently. “It was either with Master Tai, and you know he wasn’t going to ogle one of his students; or it was with other advanced students under his watchful eye, and if they stared at me then the point of the exercise was to hurt them so they wouldn’t be that stupid in the future. I did fine.”

“Sorry,” Himeko apologized, returning to normal, “I never thought about anything like that.”

Eiko shrugged. “And I didn’t either until Master Tai brought it up. He treats it just like teaching me how to fight if someone throws dirt in my face: it’s something that you should know how to counter. Actually, his position is nudity is less dishonorable than throwing the dirt! It can occasionally happen and a martial artist should know their body inside and out, not be ashamed of it or anyone else’s. And while it’s not a smart way to fight it’s still a valid way. If it’s a mater of life or death, and it’s a vulnerability your opponent has, then it should be a pretty obvious choice, not something you refuse to do out of modesty!”

Huh, the distant part of my brain noted. That’s all pretty logical when she puts it like that. The basic concept was self evidently true, that was why I wasn’t getting embarrassed when my emotional ‘self’ was taken out of the way, but I’d never thought about how a martial artist would view the idea. Of course, despite what she’d claimed, the way Eiko was going on about it was just slightly defensive. But that wasn’t something I would have picked up on normally.

Himeko was still flushing though, I was pretty sure she’d been raised to be more ‘proper’ than that. “Anyway,” she said, trying to get away from the subject, “we shouldn’t be talking like that in front of Mamoru.”

“Why not?” Eiko asked.

Himeko hesitated and much to my surprise I spoke up. “She fears I will be embarrassed and uncomfortable when I come out of my trance,” I replied tonelessly.

The girls both blinked in surprise of their own. Eiko looked at me from over her shoulder, focusing on my face, while Himeko continued to studiously look at the wall. “Oh. Sorry about that. Will you?”

“Unknown,” I continued evenly, “there are too many factors involved.”

“Mamoru,” Himeko said, carefully projecting her voice so I could hear it clearly even though she was facing the opposite direction. “Should we stop disturbing you? I know you were okay last time but this is a different situation.”

“This spell is easier,” I reported with the same lack of emotion, “it makes no difference, it will take at least another ten minutes for me to complete this.”

“That is so weird,” Eiko muttered, clearly a little put out by my robotic voice.

“Tell me about it,” Himeko agreed with feeling. “It’s almost like he’s reverse drunk, he’s babbling and not in his right mind but it’s like he’s super sane and controlled instead of about to throw up and pass out.”

The self-aware corner of my mind felt a spurt of fear as Eiko slowly grinned in a mischievous manner. “Really?”

Himeko looked at her friend suspiciously. “What are you thinking Eiko?”

“I’m just curious about how much we can get out of him,” Eiko answered airily. Before Himeko could stop her she tossed over her shoulder “Mamoru? What are you planning for White Day?”

“Chocolate for you and Himeko,” I answered calmly. “I haven’t finalized what type yet but I did plan to enchant it a little, some minor boosts to help you clear and center your mind after eating it. I figured that would help you two in studying for finals.”

A part of me was scared and a little embarrassed. Not at the answer itself, but that I would act like that while in the trance. The potential responses I could give out to the wrong sorts of questions were terrifying! It appeared that Himeko’s reverse drunk comparison was apt, I wasn’t thinking normally and my filters were way down. Another part of me was fascinated by this, I’d never even thought of trying to hold a conversation while in this state and I kind of wondered how I’d act. I wasn’t irrational or emotional like I would have been if I was drunk or on drugs, but I was far from ‘normal’ either.

“Huh,” Himeko blinked in surprise, apparently intrigued by both my response and the idea of enchanted chocolate.

Eiko grinned wickedly, shooting Himeko a sideways glance. “And what’s your opinion on boobs?”

“EIKO!”

“Mostly neutral,” I replied as if I was discussing a favorite color, “I have a mild preference for small, well-formed breasts instead of overly large ones but for the most part it is a non-issue.”

“Well, that helps explain why you get on so well with us,” Eiko said, nodding thoughtfully.

“Eiko, I cannot believe you asked that!” Himeko raged, blushing furiously again. “That is crossing a line! You’re being cruel to Mamoru, how do you think he’s going to feel when he wakes up? That’s taking advantage of a friend while drunk, and real friends don’t do that! I- you- ” Himeko trailed off into angry stuttering, too embarrassed and furious at her friend to articulate herself properly.

To Eiko’s credit she did wince and look slightly abashed. “Shit. No, you’re right, that was being… I don’t even know what that was being.”

“Arrogant, stupid, mean…” Himeko listed off icily, crossing her arms in front of her. “… I’m trying to come up with a single word that means ‘taking advantage of a friend’ and you’d better believe it belongs on this list!”

“Sorry Himeko,” Eiko replied, gradually looking more and more ashamed. Not too ashamed, she wasn’t mortified or going to give Himeko a run for her money in the embarrassment department. But Eiko was definitely aware she had made a mistake and was regretting it. “I was bored following you around, then I saw Mamoru naked and we talked about training in the nude… it just popped into my head.”

Eiko turned around and bowed deeply towards me, this time keeping her eyes firmly locked on the floor in front of her. “Sorry Mamoru, that was rude and undeserved, please accept my apology.”

“Apology accepted,” I responded tonelessly. Deep in a corner of my mind the real me was definitely blushing, but not too much. I hadn’t wanted to say that but thankfully I was a small breast guy instead of being focused on uber-boober bodies, if it had been the other way around and Eiko had accidentally prompted some commentary on their chests I’d probably have been contemplating a spell to wipe their memories! As it stood I didn’t entirely mind the chance to get my tastes out there and clear the air a little. It wasn’t something we could just bring up in a normal conversation and judging by Eiko’s comment it really had set their minds a little more at ease. And if it was the choice of revealing that or the fact I was a reincarnated mage from another world then bring on the embarrassing but mostly harmless questions!

There was an awkward silence after Eiko straightened back up and turned around again.

Eiko sighed. “So, is it better to leave while he’s still like this or wait for him to finish?”

Himeko glared at her friend but kept her voice mostly even. “I’m not sure.” She then projected over her shoulder “Mamoru, what do you think?”

“I will be slightly less embarrassed if we have at least a short conversation after I am finished,” I answered neutrally, “it will allow me to put the subject behind me more easily and not be worried about it until we meet again. I also I wish to be sure you are unharmed after our encounters this weekend.”

There was another long pause as the pair considered that. Heck, there was a pause inside my head as the true me considered that! If I wasn’t terrified about how this was going to turn out, I thought, mulling over my own responses, I’d want to try this. Doing this under controlled conditions and recording the responses could be really interesting. Himeko’s comparison to me being reverse drunk was looking more and more correct, and I was kind of curious what I could coax out of my psyche in this state.

“How about talking to you like this?” Himeko asked, concerned but sounding just a little bit curious in spite of herself and Eiko’s misbehaviour.

“I have mixed feelings,” I responded without showing any emotion, “my responses are fascinating but I am worried about what sort of things I might end up saying to you.”

Another glance between the girls.

Eiko sighed. “Okay Himeko, you were right. I was being self-centered and taking advantage. But you have to admit it was nice to find out he’s not just hanging out with us because we’ve got good racks.”

I was pretty sure Eiko was putting it that way just to needle Himeko some more. The whole situation was wrong footing Himeko more than I’d ever seen previously.

But by now Himeko was recovering. “You honestly couldn’t tell that before?” she asked witheringly.

“Well, I was pretty sure, but it was nice to have it confirmed. You know how Mamoru is about hiding stuff.”

“Pretty bad?” Himeko tossed back skeptically.

“He’s horrible at lying,” Eiko countered, “but he’s better at keeping things close to the chest than you give him credit for. That’s how he kept the magic thing from you for so long.”

“That’s actually a fair point,” Himeko said thoughtfully. She paused for a few moments deep in thought. “We could ask him… no, wait, there’s a better way.”

“Weren’t you the one just criticizing me about taking advantage of him?” Eiko asked, sounding a bit annoyed at Himeko for her convenient hypocrisy.

“Hush Eiko, pay attention.” She then turned her head slightly and raised her voice.

“Mamoru, is there anything we should be asking you?” she said, emphasizing the word very carefully. “Using your best judgement: for our own safety and well-being, or yours, is there something we should be asking you while you’re in this state?”

“Nothing I can think of,” I answered honestly, “any remaining secrets are either technical, useless, or are more likely to cause you trouble than help you.”

And thank you Himeko, I noted, mentally pursing my lips and considering her cleverness, that was really smart! Her carefully worded question was just the right balance of taking advantage of the situation while still honoring my privacy. Himeko had even been careful to ask what questions she should be asking so I didn’t accidentally provide her with answers that neither of us would have wanted to hear. But she’d focused on safety and well-being so things like ‘I occasionally feel lustful thoughts towards you’ or ‘you should probably be less of a perfectionist’ hadn’t been an option. If she’d asked if there was anything I thought she should know then answers like that would have been a horrifying possibility as an unrestrained part of me tried to clear the air or give unsolicited advice. As it was, I was relieved at that answer! It wasn’t definitive proof, but it still made me feel a little less worried I was keeping things from them I shouldn’t be.

“Huh,” Eiko noted thoughtfully, thinking about that for a few moments. “Alright,” she finally admitted, “that was pretty clever. Don’t get too smug about it.”

“Why Eiko, whyever would I do that?” Himeko asked demurely, looking away from her friend. But even from my position I could see she had a slightly self-satisfied smile already tugging at the corners of her mouth.

Eiko made a frustrated sound but otherwise kept silent. The pair seemed to mutually decide that was the best option and they waited out the last few minutes for me to finish off my work without saying anything.

I eventually came back to myself and carefully folded the blanket up around my lower body. “Give me a minute,” I told them more normally, going off to the side to put my clothes back on.

By the time I had everything in order my blushing had mostly faded. I was still a little red faced but overall I was mostly under control. Unfortunately, I did have to make at least a backhanded acknowledgment to the last few minutes. “Eiko-san,” I said very carefully, “please don’t do that again. Or at least don’t do it without permission or getting some ground rules. Himeko was right, I’ve got the same lack of filters a drunk person has but I’m not going to get distracted or slur my words. If you’re not careful- “

I cut myself off, there were so many horrible examples I could suggest but all of them at least hinted something almost as bad as if she’d actually asked the question.  Things like ‘my unfiltered sexual fantasies’ or ‘secrets that could put you in danger’ sounded nicely dramatic but they’d inspire curiosity and doubt without the minor blessing of clearing the air with total honesty.  And now that I was thinking straight I had the ability to avoid saying anything that stupid.  So instead, I merely finished with “if you’re not careful you could end up hearing something that nobody would like.”

Fortunately for me Eiko was honestly contrite and apologetic. Not as embarrassed as me, but more than willing to admit she was in the wrong. “My apologies Mamoru,” she said formally, bowing to me once again, “I got carried away in the moment. I am truly sorry I abused your situation like that and it won’t happen again.”

I sighed deeply in relief, as bad as the principle had been she’d really only asked one iffy question before she stopped. If she’d continued it would have been a different story, and without Himeko she might have done so without thinking about it, but as things stood there wasn’t actually that much to forgive. “Good! Now what brings you up to the lab today?” I said, moving quickly to get past all that.

“Ironically, we were worried about you too Mamoru,” Himeko admitted with a small sigh of her own. “Since I was here patrolling for our saboteur anyway, and Eiko was providing me with ‘protection’ once again, we decided to make sure you were alright after the weekend. You looked about ready to collapse when we dropped you back off at your apartment on Saturday.”

“I pretty much was,” I agreed grudgingly. “Running an onryo directly through a purification spell… I’m not going to lie, that pretty much wiped me out.”

“Yeah, we kind of noticed,” Eiko noted with deliberate understatement.

I flushed a little, given that they’d seen me on all fours for half an hour and then had been the ones to help me up that was kind of a ‘no duh’ moment. “I spent most of Sunday recuperating though,” I finished quickly, “and between that and today I’m almost back to normal. How about you two though? You weren’t as tired as me but you were pretty beat up, are you doing alright?”

“Not that beat up,” Eiko objected quickly. A little too quickly. My eyes narrowed.

Himeko noticed and frowned, although I wasn’t sure if that was at me catching on or Eiko’s less than stellar evasion. “We weren’t too badly damaged, we’ve certainly been hurt worse at times.”

“It banged you against the roof,” I protested mildly.

“Yes,” Himeko agreed with a small shrug.  “But it didn’t do it that hard and both of us knew which parts of our bodies to tense and which to relax to avoid getting too hurt.  It was still a little too much damage to pretend it was nothing though, and there was no way we could have hidden everything from everyone.”  She shot me a mildly annoyed glare.  “And the timing of everything was a little suspicious, it happened immediately after we went out with you for a day right on the heels of you using one of Master Tai’s code phrases.  In order to keep everyone from blaming you we had to stage a sparring practice immediately after getting back, claiming that we needed to burn off frustration after such a boring day, and then tried to pass off all our injuries as a result of that.”

I winced slightly. They might not have been as exhausted as me but they’d still been a bit drained. To then go home and put on an intense enough sparring session to explain away their injuries while already hurt and tired… “Thanks,” I said, a little lamely.

“Don’t thank us yet,” Himeko said with a small sniff. “It didn’t totally work, too many people were a little too suspicious about everything. But it did create just enough of a smokescreen and doubt to avoid any real trouble, neither of our fathers are ready to put their foot down just yet. But you’ve burned through some credit on the estate Mamoru, be careful.”

“With your father maybe,” Eiko added, shooting her friend a wry glance. “Mine’s more used to me getting beat up like that and he’s too thankful that Mamoru saved me back in October. But she’s not wrong. Try to be a bit more careful with the estate staff for the next week or so, they’re a little worried you might be leading Himeko astray.”

I winced again. When you put it like that, I admitted reluctantly to myself. A young friend of a beautiful heiress calls for help at 1 am, shows up with a bunch of children and he’s hiding barefoot in the middle of a shrine. And then the next day, after hanging out with him, said heiress comes home badly bruised and scraped up… that’s the sort of person I’d be keeping my daughter away from too.

Himeko sniffed again. “Just do your part on the final exams and everything should be fine,” she said, sounding absolutely certain on the subject. “So long as neither of us falls a significant number of places then it should all blow over. I’ll be able to point out that I’m doing fine, we can remind everyone you’re obviously a top student, then we’ll claim it was all some obscure errand for Master Tai… everything will blow over.”

I was a little more doubtful, especially since it sounded like she was trying to convince herself. “You really want to rope Master Tai into this?” I asked skeptically.

“Didn’t you do that already?”

Should have seen that one coming, I had to admit as Himeko’s shot hit home.

“You might want to wait until Master Tai gets back and finds out what happened,” Eiko told Himeko diffidently, she clearly wasn’t too bothered by the idea but she wasn’t quite as confident as her friend either. “I don’t think he’s going to object but we should probably check that out first. Mamoru and I did technically miss a training session this weekend and he did cast another spell on me when we went back to the shed.”

I winced at the reminder. “Let’s make sure to get that in tomorrow,” I said quickly, mentally reorganizing my day.

Eiko smirked a little at my moment of panic. “I’m pretty sure he’s going to understand why that happened, he forgave me for getting so cut up back in the alley even though I had to slow down some of my training for a while.”

“No, you’re right,” Himeko said with a thoughtful nod, “we don’t know how he’s going to react. We don’t have enough experience with this sort of thing. He might regard it as a learning opportunity and give you a pat on the back but he might come back with a scathing critique of all the ways we messed up or things we didn’t think of. It would be premature to speak for him ahead of time.”

Worry about Master Tai’s reaction created a cold pit of dread in my stomach like nothing else had. “So, we really should get that training session in tomorrow,” I repeated urgently, “make sure we show we’re not resting on our laurels or patting ourselves on the back prematurely.”

“Alright Mamoru, you win,” Eiko smiled indulgently, “I’ll have to follow Himeko around first though, are you sure you want to make two trips to the estate.”

I shrugged. “I figure I’ll make the trip when you guys go home, I’ll just depend on the mana in the school collector for a change.”

“You’re not crippling yourself?” Himeko asked, a slight hint of suspicion in her tone. “Not trying too hard and losing a day of work to try and make us feel less guilty?”

“Not really, not this time,” I admitted, “I’m not going to be doing any mana intense experiments for a while. The weekend drained a lot of mana from my reservoirs. Not too much, I still have more than enough to do it all again if I had to and still carry on regular experiments after that. But I figure it’s better to be safe than sorry. And the timing works surprisingly well.”

“Really? How so?”

“I want to build up the reserves a bit more. I’m going to start making some more orichalcum and mithril soon, I can start fishing for gold again any day now. The whole adventure with the Onryo and seeing what was happening around that school gave me a few more ideas and things to think about- “

“You’re not thinking about going all ‘hero of justice’ on us, are you?” Eiko interrupted me with a suspicious look.

I tried to shoot her a dirty look but I was snickering too much at the idea to pull it off. “No,” I said finally, “why would you think that?”

“Just the way you said that, and the way you were beating yourself up over not having discovered the problem years ago.”

“That is a good point. You were surprisingly passionate about protecting everyone there Mamoru.” Himeko acknowledged, probably unwilling to admit the irony of talking about someone else being overly protective and beating themselves up. “If you say you’re not going that way then I’ll believe it, it would be a lot stupider than the normal way you act. But if I hear about some sort of shadowy, supernatural seeming vigilante haunting the night you’d better believe I’m going to talk to you.”

I was bemused by their reactions, torn between annoyance that they’d think that about me and just straight up laughing at the idea. “Seriously guys,” I said with a grin, “I’m a grown- almost a grown man. I might have magic but I don’t think running around the night in either red spandex or black leather looking for trouble is a good idea.”

“And if that trouble comes to you?” Himeko asked knowingly.

I opened my mouth to answer but hesitated at the last moment, my knee jerk denial colliding with my fundamental honesty (and inability to lie with a straight face). “Wouldn’t you?” I countered a little desperately after a few moments.

Himeko sighed. “Alright, fine,” she admitted with a hint of reluctance, “I’ll confess I probably would do something. But almost every something I’d do would involve calling the police. This weekend you bore a surprising resemblance to the classic hot-blooded hero.”

Before I could deny it again Eiko cut in. “She’s not wrong Mamoru. It was kind of shocking to find you running full forwards towards a fight like you were.”

“I wasn’t,” I protested.

“Really? Then what happened when your cousin called you for help?” Himeko asked, continuing the tag team.

I opened my mouth again and found myself stalling again as I stumbled over their point. “That was different,” I mumbled, “that was an emergency. And they were family. And I didn’t know it would be a fight.”

Both the girls looked skeptical but they said no more, barely willing to accept my statement but not quite doubtful enough to badger me any further. And I in turn had to admit they had a point. During the weekend I’d been so worried and worked up I’d barely managed to hide anything. And, at my core, I had a bit of a guardian streak, especially towards children. I wanted others to be safe and I felt that I had a duty to use my abilities to help with that. I supposed many people did, Himeko and Eiko weren’t that different from me in that respect, but given what my abilities were it was sometimes hard for me to hold myself back and not meddle. Now that I had a decent supply of mana, removing one of the big obstacles and excuses I’d used to keep myself in check, I supposed I was starting to get involved a little more.

It’s probably a good thing we only started talking about this after I got back to normal, I admitted to myself. They’d have had a few more legitimate questions to ask if we’d done this the other way around, and I’m not sure how I’d have answered them! I suspected a few of those answers might have changed in the last half hour, and I wasn’t sure any of us would have like to hear them.

I plastered on a fake smile (which probably didn’t fool either of them for a moment) and deflected in the stupidest way possible. “I suppose there’s some truth to your fears in a twisted way, but not quite in the way you’re thinking.”

“That was indirect, even for you!” Eiko noted bluntly.

I paused for a moment and thought about it, I had been trying to transition the subject but that hadn’t come out too well. “Yeah, wow, it really was,” I admitted. “Sorry, I’m not quite sure how to say this next bit because it amused me to realize it and I wanted to share it with you but I was worried… well, that I’d come off a bit weird.”

Both Himeko and Eiko stared at me incredulously.

“Yes, I know what I just said. I know how strange that is, that should tell you how insane I found this idea!”

“What idea Mamoru?” Himeko asked with a hint of impatience. “You keep talking in circles around the subject, it’s a little bit worrying.”

“And annoying,” Eiko tossed in.

“Yeah, well, it’s just after all these years of laughing at video games and their ideas about ‘leveling up’ it was weird to realize that was kind of what happened to me after this weekend,” I admitted wryly, continuing my train wreck of an explanation/distraction.

There was a long pause.

“I’m not sure I understand,” Himeko asked politely, clearly wondering if it was time to jump me and then drag me off to a psychiatrist.

I smirked a little, at least I’d managed to successfully change the subject. I might have done it in the stupidest way possible but I had succeeded. “Yeah, that was my response too,” I admitted. “And it’s not like it really happened in the video game sense, where I went on to fight a boss or a couple of encounters with goblins and then afterwards I became a little stronger and suddenly figured out a new spell or technique. But the end results were surprisingly similar and once I realized that I couldn’t get it out of my head.”

“The whole encounter at the school gave me a bunch of new ideas, and it drove home a bunch of my weaknesses and mistakes as well. I’m redesigning and re-examining a lot of things because of it.”

“Still not actually saying anything,” Eiko noted frankly. “Lots of filler, little content.”

I sighed, took a moment, and tried again. I wasn’t just pulling this out of my ass, I really had been startled to realize this and kind of wanted to share it with them. But coming at it from this angle hadn’t been my smartest idea ever.

“You were just talking about how aggressive and hot blooded I was,” I continued more normally. “I noticed that too, and everything that happened drove home how stupid that can be. I can forgive myself for what happened, the circumstances were practically designed to push all of my buttons, but that doesn’t mean it was smart. I’m going to keep an eye on that in the future.”

“On the other hand, because I was so driven and passionate I realized just how weak my mana network is in case of an emergency.”

“Mana network?” Himeko asked. Even she sounded a little skeptical.

“I don’t have one,” I returned bluntly, “not outside of the school itself. And I’m really going to need one if I’m ever caught up in an emergency again. I can’t keep depending on the portable reservoirs, if something comes up then the chances are I won’t have the mana I need on hand to do anything about it.”

“Okay…” Himeko said slowly.

“I didn’t think I could do anything about that yet in Tokyo,” I said, practically leaping over to my notebook where I’d already started writing some preliminary plans down. “But when I thought about what happened over the weekend I had an epiphany. When Saori called for help I was able to track her using a spell. I didn’t think about it at all, I just cast it and it worked.”

“Alright…” Himeko said, prompting me but not making the leap I had.

“Don’t you see?” I asked eagerly, completely missing the fact that Himeko had very little idea what I was talking about and I’d had the equivalent of years of training on the subject. “Distance and the Tokyo disruptions didn’t matter! I was able to go around and beyond that. If I can adapt and duplicate that connection, and then apply it to mana transmission, I’ll be able to set up an actual mana network! I know our family connection works in a different way but if I can isolate and adapt some of the principles this could be a game changer. I’m not sure if it was extra-dimensional or some sort of quantum effect but- “

Himeko calmly held up her hand and I slowly came to a stop. She looked thoughtful, trying to pick out exactly the right words.

Eiko, on the other hand, was a bit blunter. “Glad to see you’re excited Mamoru, but you’re definitely going over our heads.”

I blushed slightly, coming back to myself as I realized I was getting caught up in the technobabble. Magebabble? I thought randomly.

“That’s not quite right,” Himeko said thoughtfully, “I’m pretty sure we’re still grasping the basics. And we are glad to see you so passionate and optimistic. But I think you’re getting caught up in your own obsessions.”

I coughed nervously. “And I came up with a few other things to try out and pursue,” I finished in a less manic tone. “Just like how Harada and… drove home that I needed to set up precautionary spells a few months ago- “

Both girls exchanged a quick glance at my little stumble. But, thanks to the questions they’d asked while I was still in a trance, they figured it wasn’t something worth pursuing.

I continued on as if I hadn’t noticed that they’d noticed. “- and the ‘mind shield’ was crucial over the weekend, there are other weak points I need to work on. The mana network’s the most exciting but I’ve got a half dozen other things I want to look into. But, rather then madly working on a bunch of things at once, I’m still in the planning stage on all of them. So I’m going to be spending a lot of time over the next few weeks doing plans and calculations rather then active experiments, figuring out what I need to do and how to do it rather than wasting time and resources running around randomly. Not to mention not accidentally blowing myself up this close to final exams!”

“Finally, he gets to the point!” Eiko exclaimed, wiping her brow in mock relief. “Seriously Mamoru, you could have led with that rather than talking about level ups or magic power networks.”

“Mana transmission networks,” I corrected automatically.

Himeko smiled in spite of herself. “Alright Mamoru, alright,” she said, trying to calm us both down. “So long as you don’t mess yourself up on your finals. I don’t want you getting so excited about all of this you forget to do your studying!”

I opened my mouth but quickly shut it without saying anything, figuring I’d embarrassed myself enough already today. I simply nodded firmly at her.

Himeko shook her head, looking both amused and disappointed. “I hate to run out on you but we’ve already taken a lot more time with you than we should have, if that saboteur strikes again it’s going to be hard to explain why we stopped here to have such a long chat. And if they burn anything else down it’s going to ruin a lot of students’ exams.”

Not where I’d have gone with that, I thought quietly to myself, but fair.

“We have to get going now,” she said bowing respectfully towards me and then moving towards the door, “but don’t think that means we don’t want to hear more about this. Later, when we’ve all got the time.”

Eiko smirked wryly and moved to follow her. “See you later Mamoru,” she said wryly, “I’m looking forward to sparring tomorrow.” She ducked around the corner and then stuck her head back just before the door closed. “And don’t get so caught up in your magic you forget White Day! I’m curious about enchanted chocolate now.”

Before I could do anything she withdrew. I looked at then now closed door for a few moments then smiled to myself and wrote down a few more notes in my notebook to make sure I didn’t forget all my scheduling commitments.
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I was just about to wrap up another Sunday exercise session with Eiko when my phone rang for the first time.

I looked at her apologetically, I hated what I was about to do but there was too high a chance the phone call was too important for me to ignore it.  So, even though I was still maintaining a shield against her, I reached out with my magic and levitated my phone to my hand from where it had been resting off to the side.

If looks could have killed (well, normal human looks.  There were several monsters on Avalon…) then the one Eiko gave me would have broken through my shield for sure.  She was already doing a lot better than when we’d started, my shield was an excellent goad for her to push forward her ki skills, but she wasn’t at the point where she was posing a real threat yet.  She knew that, but seeing me cast a second spell and take a phone call at the same time was rubbing her face in it a little.

I’m going to pay for that later, I thought, trying not to grit my teeth as I answered the phone.  “Hello?”

“Hello son,” my father answered.

I’d have been less surprised if Saori had been calling for help again.  “Father?” I asked, a little shock and worry penetrating my voice in spite of myself, “what’s wrong?”  I hadn’t seen them all weekend, they’d been attending an onsen retreat organized by my mother’s company.  Theoretically it was supposed to be a chance for the employees to relax and connect.  With my parents it was much more about the ‘connect’ part with any relaxation happening by accident along the way.

“I’m afraid there was a landslide near the onsen where we’re staying,” my father explained.

He sounded more annoyed than anything else so I didn’t interrupt with an ‘was anyone hurt?’  I suspected if anyone else in my family had called, or even Himeko or Eiko, that would have been one my lips immediately.  My parents?  Not so much.

“-it didn’t cause any damage but it blocked the only way in and out.  They’re busy clearing the roads now but it doesn’t look like we’re going to be able to get back until really late tonight, maybe even tomorrow morning.  I need you to pick up some White Day chocolates for me.”

I carefully repressed a sigh of disgust.  Of course it would be something like that, the only reason they’d call me would be to prevent some sort of problem at work.  “Understood father,” I said, barely able to keep the weariness and disappointment out of my voice.  “What quality are you looking for and how much?”

“Nothing fancy,” my father answered blandly, showing barely more emotion then I did when I was in a trance state.  “This is just duty chocolate and I don’t want to seem pretentious.  Try to get something actually white though, and aim for about 500 to 1000 yen a piece.  I need seventeen pieces.  It’s okay if you go a little over, if it’s more efficient to get a twenty or twenty-five pack of something then get it and we’ll see if we can’t save some for next year.”

Summing up my father in a nutshell, I though wryly.  Not that I could toss too many stones, I preferred to be efficient too.  But this level of calculation and- and- unromantic-ness just rubbed me the wrong way.  Especially when you did the math and realized I’d probably been conceived on Valentine’s Day.  I had a sneaking suspicion my parents had managed that encounter as a combination of an appointment, expected time, and duty they’d needed to preform too!  For some straaaange reason, that idea irked me.  Thank the gods they gave me these parents instead of inflicting them on some poor, innocent soul.

“Seventeen units, 500 to a 1000 yen a unit, got it,” I reported back, keeping any other feelings out of my voice with ease thanks to all my years of practice.

“Thank you, son.  Keep the receipt and put everything on the counter by the door, I’ll try to leave your repayment there later.  Goodbye.”

“Goodbye,” I replied, hanging up a moment behind my father.

“What was that, arranging a drug deal?” Eiko panted snarkily.  She was looking a little sweaty and worn out after beating against my shield for the last half hour.  Not exhausted, she was way too strong for that, but my decision to take a phone call had prompted one last all out effort to break through and that had almost done her in.  I was honestly surprised my father hadn’t asked about all the noise in the background as her fists and feet slapped against the magic barrier.

“My father needed me to pick up his White Day chocolate,” I said, not bothering to hide the way I rolled my eyes.

Despite her annoyance with me Eiko was taken aback.  “What, really?”

“Yeah.  To be fair, it’s not entirely his fault.  He and my mother are going to be delayed by a landslide blocking the road.  I still think he should have taken care of this a week ago, especially since he knew he was going to be out of town for so much of Friday and Saturday and he isn’t trying to get anyone anything special.”

Of course, I’m one to talk, my conscience prodded me sarcastically.  I’d left plenty of time to make Himeko and Eiko’s chocolate later in the day but I hadn’t actually made it yet.  I’d still have more than enough time even after this unexpected errand but it wasn’t like I was that different from my father.  I had wanted to maximize the freshness, hoping it would be as good as possible when I presented it to them.  But if I was honest that was still some stupid reasoning, the magic would have helped keep it pretty fresh for a while and getting it done days ago would have had almost no impact on the final product.

“Wow Mamoru,” Eiko admitted, a mixture of confusion and embarrassment on her face as she considered what I’d just said.  “And for seventeen people?  How many women does he work with?  Well, sixteen and your mom I guess.”

I decided not to disillusion her.  I couldn’t remember the last time my mother and father had exchanged chocolate.  They told their coworkers they did, they claimed it improved their status in everyone’s eyes, but they’d mutually agreed to the lie ages ago in order to avoid putting in too much work in actually doing anything.

Instead I just shrugged.  “He tries to do a lot of networking and ingratiate himself with anyone he can,” I said calmly.  “He’s gradually pushed the envelope over the years, I’m a little surprised it’s only seventeen this year.”

The timer on my phone sounded at that point, signaling the end of the half hour.  Eiko looked disgusted with herself but instantly pulled back and bowed to me.  I bowed back, even though I suspected my clothing and cellphone in hand somewhat detracted from the gesture.

“I know it’s not your fault,” she griped, going over to her end of the mat to grab a towel.  “But if you make a habit of doing stuff like that I’m going to ‘miss’ and hook a kick around your shield.  I don’t care if it’s a cellphone, schoolwork, or a bottle of water, it’s going to get smashed.”

“Fair enough,” I agreed instantly, and not just to calm her down.  If I was stupid enough to try doing any of those things lightly while Eiko was training I damn well deserved to have an ‘accident’ happen to me.

“Mamoru,” Eiko asked, a surprisingly tentative note in her voice, “have you ever mentioned us to your parents?  I mean, we’re not asking for an introduction, neither of us are planning on setting up a formal meeting between you and our parents either.  But they know about you.  It sounds like your parents… well, like they don’t know about us.”

I paused for a while.  Longer than was comfortable for either of us.  Finally I just said “they know I’m actually hanging out with some people now, that I have friends of a sort.  And that’s all I intend to tell them.”

Eiko hesitated for a few moments, clearly on the cusp of saying more.  Eventually she just nodded, deciding that this was just too loaded a topic for even her to pry into.

With that I made a quick retreat towards the baths, eager to get myself rinsed off before doing the rest of my errands.

***

One phone call was a strange enough occurrence for one day.  Two on the other hand…

I blinked in surprise as my phone went off again.  The timing wasn’t too bad this time, I’d just stepped out of the supermarket and there was a park nearby.  I’d picked up some chocolates for my father, a few groceries for all of us, and a couple on extra ingredients for my own baking project.  Nothing major, but while I was there I was willing to try picking up a few extra flourishes like sprinkles and marshmallows.

I frowned at the unfamiliar number, frankly a wrong number seemed more likely then a second call for me.  But just in case I was wrong (or my father was using a colleague’s phone or something) I answered immediately.  “Hello?”

“Hello?  Cousin, I need your help!”

I felt a sharp spike of fear go through me, it was cousin Reiji and this was much too reminiscent of his sister’s call the previous week.  Fortunately, while he did sound stressed and worried he didn’t sound terrified or panicked.  “Reiji?  What’s wrong?” I asked urgently, already reaching towards the remaining mana in my reservoir out of reflex.

“It’s almost White Day and I still don’t know what to do for Takako!”

I stopped.  I just planted myself on the sidewalk and stood there silently for a few moments, full ‘the lights are on but no one’s home’ mode while my brain struggled through all the implications of that statement.

“Cousin?” Reiji asked nervously

“Wait wait wait,” I said, shaking my head and stumbling over to sit down on a nearby bench.  “You called me,” I said incredulously as I sat down, “to ask for advice about a girl?”

“Yeah.” Reiji said defensively.  I could almost feel him fidgeting over the phone line.

I was silent for another few moments.  “Reiji-san,” I finally asked, trying not to sound too skeptical, “you have what?  Four older male Suzuki cousins?  Why in the name of all that is holy would you call me?”

“Because I don’t know what to do!”

“Yeah?  And what makes you think I do?  I mean that seriously Reiji-san, if this was magic or science or school I could see why you’d call me.  But romance and girl problems?”  I didn’t like to depreciate myself quite so much but it was kind of hard to do anything else.  Plus, I was a little annoyed at Reiji for briefly panicking me like that.

“But you know girls!  And you’ve actually met Takako!  And you know that she knows… things.  Things I couldn’t explain to my other cousins.”

Now that, I admitted to myself in surprise, is actually a point.  Explaining to them “and she fought an onryo beside me” wasn’t an option but was an important part of their relationship.  And it wasn’t like I actually knew anything about Reiji’s cousins on the Suzuki side of the family either, if they were all Akira level or worse when it came to girls then Reiji might have been better off calling me even without the added supernatural complications.

“Alright, fine,” I said, settling on the bench a little more.  “I’ll do what I can for you.  But Reiji-san, it’s not like I really know Takako that well either.  And it’s your relationship with her that’s the important thing here.”

“See?  That’s what I’m talking about,” Reiji said, still sounding a little frantic, “that’s what I need to know.”

That was about the most basic piece of advice ever, I thought with a mixture of amusement and worry.  It’s the sort of thing a preschool book or children’s anime would feature.  The fact that Reiji hadn’t already realized that, especially given how ahead of the curve he usually managed to be, was pretty concerning.

Then again, if this is his first love… I thought, vaguely remembering all the painful feelings and embarrassing things I’d gone through back on Avalon.  With a little more patience I asked “so, what is your relationship with her?”

“I don’t know,” I could almost feel Reiji blushing over the phone, “that’s why I’m asking you.”

I carefully repressed a sigh and tried again.  “Alright, what was your relationship then?”

“We’ve been friends since grade one,” Reiji answered a little more certainly, “her dad got a job in Tokyo and her family moved in couple of houses down.  We ended up in the same class and we’ve been friends ever since.”

“How good a set of friends were you?  Were you best friends?  Close friends?  Just a pair that talked on the walk home?”

“We were... friends,” Reiji answered helplessly, “we hung out and had a lot of fun together.  She was always up for anything.”

“Unlike your other friends?” I said carefully, trying not to lead him or make assumptions.  “Was she any different?”

“Not really.  I mean, she stuck with me a bit better.  And she was one of the few that praised me but didn’t ask me for help all the time.  I had a lot of those when I was younger.  I would have had more but Saori helped keep them away.”

I bit my lip to keep from grinning at Reiji’s description of himself.  But my opinion of Takako also went up a notch.  I don’t want to give her too much credit, I noted carefully, there could be a lot of reasons for that and I’m judging everything based on Reiji’s recollection.  But she sounds like a person Himeko wouldn’t have minded meeting when she was younger.  Himeko’s experiences had taught me that someone who could appreciate an exceptional person without jealousy or anger while not trying to get something out of them were rare.

“Alright then, what changed?” I asked calmly, putting those thoughts aside but already forming a few suspicions.

“This year, for Valentines, she gave me honmei chocolate,” he answered, mumbling the response a little.

“Okay, how honmei are we talking here?” I asked, getting to the meat (or sweet) of the problem.  “Are we looking at ten thousand yen worth of ingredients combined into the perfect confection or did she simply give you twice as much giri chocolate as anyone else?”  Or both, my conscience poked me in amusement since both descriptions could have applied to Himeko’s gift to me.  If I hadn’t learned she’d provided even more to her actual crush I’d probably have been getting worried and stressing out about my White Day duties!

“She got me one of those big heart shaped boxes full of fancy chocolates and confessed to me after school,” Reiji answered, once again something in his voice shouted that he was blushing.

I went easy on my cousin and kept my voice calm and unconcerned.  “Alright then, that gives us our first important data point.  Next question: how do you feel about her?”

“I- we- you saw us together cousin, you know how I feel!”

I could actually make something of a guess, but I didn’t want to presume and it was important.  “Reiji-san, I don’t.  That’s why this is important and that’s why I’m asking.”

I hear my cousin fidgeting this time, getting up and pacing back and forth.  “Well- I- uh.”

I sighed and took it easy on him.  “Uncertain?” I suggested.  It was the simplest and least loaded term I could think of.

“That’s it!” Reiji said instantly, grabbing on to it like a lifeline.  “I like her, but I’m not sure I like her that way.”

I nodded even though he couldn’t see me.  I didn’t think much would have changed even if he had liked her that way, they were still in elementary school until the end of the month.  As advanced as Reiji was I didn’t see them checking into a love hotel any time soon.

I immediately switched from nodding to shaking my head and quickly asked my next question to banish that disturbing idea from my brain!  “Have you told her this?”

Nothing but embarrassed silence from my cousin.

“Reiji-san, don’t think I’m blaming you, because I’m not and the answer to this next question is important: why haven’t you told her this?”

“I didn’t want to lose her as a friend.  And I wasn’t sure I didn’t like her that way.”

I pursed my lips, carefully considering my next piece of advice.  I really wasn’t sure what to think about Takako.  From what little I’d seen of her she’d still seemed a little too juvenile and obsessed for comfort.  On the other hand, the circumstances probably hadn’t presented her at her best.  And a girl who was willing to follow you back into an Onryo’s den, however reluctantly… well, that didn’t automatically make her a keeper but it definitely qualified her for consideration.  And the fact she was smart enough to see Reiji’s potential already and courageous enough to act to catch him…

I mentally sighed.  I’m not sure I want her as a potential future extended family member, I admitted to myself, but I don’t think I want to deny her potential either.  If Reiji isn’t sure then I’m not going to take the coward’s way out and simply dismiss this as too young or just puppy love either.  They weren’t exactly coming off as ‘soulmates bound by the red string of fate’ but there might actually be something there.

“Alright,” I said out loud.  “That makes it a bit tricky but I think I know what you should do.”

“What?” Reiji asked eagerly.

“You don’t want to come on too strong,” I said firmly, praying I wasn’t about to lead my cousin wrong.  “But you don’t want to brush her off or pretend Takako’s confession never happened.  That means you can’t ignore her or just try to give her the same sort of gift you’re giving anyone else.  You don’t want to exactly match her gift either, or she’ll think you feel exactly the same way and you’re encouraging her.  Try to find some sort of in-between gift and tell her the same sort of thing you told me.”

“I couldn’t do that!” Reiji protested, his voice shaking a little.

I wanted to complain he’d shown more courage against the Onryo but I knew that was a false comparison.  Not to mention a hypocritical one, I’d have been more terrified discussing complicated emotions with a girl than facing a dark spirit and I’d been around for decades longer than Reiji!

For his sake I buried that doubt deep inside and told him confidently, “you’re going to have to.  You know her better than I do, so you’re going to have to figure out how clear you have to be.  It’s okay if you want to be a little less blunt in front of her, being a bit smoother is fine.  I’d suggest something along the lines of ‘I’ve never thought of you that way before and I’m still not sure what to think.  Can you please wait for me to figure it out?’  But that’s up to you, you have a better idea what will work than I do.”

“Okay,” Reiji replied, sounding calmer and a little more certain.  “Okay.  That might work.”

“You’ve got to be truthful Reiji,” I said, being careful to emphasize that, trying to get my cousin to take this important bit to heart.  “Whatever else you do, don’t lie.  Don’t try to make it easy on yourself by saying it’s not going to happen and don’t give in and fake feelings you don’t have either.  I know it’s hard, but you owe it to yourself and Takako to be honest about what you feel for her.  Nothing good will come of lying.”

“Alright.  I understand,” Reiji replied.  I was pretty sure he was chewing his lip nervously though, there was something that was causing the words to slur a little and I didn't think it was just his emotions.

“And don’t be an anime character either,” I added, suddenly realizing how this might turn out as he kept putting off the decision.  It always seemed stupid when a character did it for twenty-four episodes on screen but listening to my little cousin I realized how such stalling could really occur.  “It’s okay to take some time and think about this, sort out your feelings.  That doesn’t give you the right to string her along forever and ever while you waffle back and forth trying to pretend nothing is happening.  I’m not going to tell you there’s a magic number of how long you have to make a decision… but if you’re still undecided by the time summer break rolls around the answer is probably ‘no’ and you should tell her that.”

“Okay,” my cousin answered, sounding a little stressed even at that loose a deadline I’d suggested to him.

“And Reiji-san?” I finished a little more dryly.  “If you’re going to get her anything you’d better get a move on.  You shouldn’t panic, you still have some time left.  But if you dawdle too much longer you are going to hit the point where you either have to get her nothing or try to find something appropriate at the local convenience store.”

“Shoot!” Reiji said urgently, like I’d kind of hoped he would.  “Goodbye cousin Mamoru!”

He hung up before I could finish saying goodbye.  Not that I minded, I’d suspected lighting a fire under him like that would get him moving instead of dragging out his decision.  It wasn’t that late, it was only coming up on 2 pm, but if he dithered another hour or so he might have found himself in trouble.  And if he was desperate enough to call me the day before White Day then he was dithering pretty hard.

Despite everything I had to smile at the situation.  That was probably the only time I’ll get asked to give romantic advice in my life, I thought wryly, I probably should have drawn it out and savored it rather than trying to get Reiji on his way like that.  I chuckled softly and pulled myself to my feet, it was time to get home and deal with my own White Day preparations.

***

Despite those good intentions I didn’t actually get around to making the chocolate for another few hours.  I got distracted with studying, then with a few notes on possible spell configurations, and by that time it was too close to dinner to try cooking both things at once.  So, in the end I only got around to starting Eiko and Himeko’s chocolates at half past seven.  Yeah, I probably shouldn’t criticize my father too much, I thought wryly as I got to work.

As if summoned by my thoughts, my phone rang again.

I eyed it with suspicion, wondering if I’d accidentally cast a spell upon it.  I was already working a spell into the chocolate and it wasn’t impossible that some of the mana was leaking.  I banished those thoughts and carefully picked up the phone.  “Hello?”

“Hello Master Matsuda,” the hearty and memorable voice of Master Tai resonated even over the phone, “it’s good to speak to you again.”

“Did one of us get a spell cast on them today or something?” I asked, the thought going straight from the back of my mind to my mouth without any of my higher brain functions getting in the way.

“Nani?” Master Tai sounded nonplussed.

I flushed a little as I realized what I’d just done, and to what he might be thinking.  “Sorry Master Tai, it’s been a weird day for me on the phone and that just popped into my head.  I’m not actually serious.”

The marital arts master heaved a sigh of relief.  “Oh good, for a moment there I was worried you knew something.”

To my horror, I tried to explain myself.  “I usually get around one call a week, and that’s from Himeko or Eiko, but you’re the third caller today.  And it hit even harder because there’s this maiden, mother, crone aspect to it.”

“Maiden, mother, crone?” Master Tai asked.

Thankfully he sounded more amused than put out.  I still continued to babble my explanation though.  “Well, innocent, parent, elder I suppose; however you regard the male version of that trinity.  Like I said, the thought took me by surprise and struck me hard.  Especially since White Day is probably one of the least mystically connected holidays out there!”  It was literally a candy company holiday, if it wasn’t for its connections to Valentines Day and all the usual occult ideas that got attached to romance I would have called it the least mystically connected holiday out there.

Master Tai just laughed.  “You do have an unusual way of looking at the world Master Matsuda!  I can’t think of anyone else who could actually fight an onryo and would then go on to look for omens in their phone calls.”

“Oh, so you heard about that?”  I winced slightly.  That was a slightly more sensible statement than my previous babbling but that was about the only good thing I could say about it.  I’d literally called Master Tai for help, of course he’d heard about it!

“I just finished getting the full story from Eiko,” he confirmed.

“Sorry about, you know, casting the ‘mind shield’ on her,” I said, a little embarrassed to have done it but also feeling a little foolish to be apologizing for it.

Master Tai laughed again.  “I can forgive that,” he noted, the smile evident in his voice, “I admit, you shouldn’t make a habit of it and she should get used to using her own power to defend herself.  But I think for the first time she encountered mind manipulation your way was probably the best.  If it had  run its course she’d have either been more afraid, more doubtful it was real, or more embarrassed about the situation.  The way things played out she’ll be more aware of it and more on guard next time without losing her perspective.”

Huh, I thought, nodding along to his words, I’d never have considered it that way.  It makes sense though.  Until someone was mentally manipulated they tended to be either terrified of the idea or dismissive of the threat, even with the best teachers and training most people defaulted too far on one side or the other.  And then once someone actually got inside their heads they tended to overreact.  Now that Eiko had been exposed to it without being traumatized she’d have a more balanced perspective on the subject.  Mental manipulation could be a deadly threat, arguably the deadliest out there, but getting paranoid and focusing only on that threat was a sure way to warp your own mind without any outside help (let’s just say that tinfoil hats were a problem on Avalon as well).  Master Tai really is a master teacher.

“She was trying to use her ki to sense things around the school, and she used it to help defeat the Onryo,” I noted.  At the same time I started mixing some melted chocolate, slowly folding a spell into it.

“And that’s another thing I’m grateful to you for,” Master Tai said agreeably.  “It’s good to see her getting some practical training already.  This doesn’t sound like it was something I would have given her but actually waiting for a perfect supernatural training mission is a fool’s errand.”

I smiled wryly, thinking about it from his point of view.  He’d already explained how he only ran into those sorts of circumstances two or three times a year, waiting for an appropriately difficult training mission for a disciple like Eiko would be kind of hard.

“It probably wasn’t appropriate for her,” I noted, thinking out loud while I stirred, “this is one of those cases where a mage or priest would have been better than a fighter.  I don’t want to say you couldn’t have solved it,” I noted quickly.  After all, I suspected Master Tai could have eventually worn the Onryo away in some sort of battle of attrition, fighting it over the course of several nights and gradually burning away it’s store of power.  “But this was one of those cases where highly technical knowledge was more useful than raw strength.  Don’t get me wrong, Eiko was really good and useful, but if I’d been a bit smarter and had simply come back a little before noon the next day I’m not sure I would have needed her.”

“You don’t have to flatter me or my student, Master Matsuda,” Master Tai told me in a voice full of good humor.  “I agree with you, from what Eiko’s told me the situation was pretty complex.  I have no doubt I could have taken care of the Onryo itself but the spells that held it in place, the demon’s little hidey hole, and the general miasma of dark energy around the school would have been a different story.  I would have called a trustworthy priest in to handle all that, and been grateful if they could have handled it half as well as it sounds like you did.”

I blushed a little.  “Don’t let Eiko mislead you, I wasn’t that impressive.”

“Hmph,” Master Tai grunted, but I could tell he was still amused.

“My apologies Master Tai,” I said, suddenly realizing what I’d been doing every since I’d answered the phone.  “I’ve interrupted and distracted you, why did you call me?”

“I wanted to get your version on what had happened,” Master Tai explained calmly, changing back to his original reason with ease.  “I trust Eiko, but I want a second perspective if I can get it.  Eiko’s a great student and I doubt she’s deliberately covering up any mistakes.  But she's still a student, she might not think to mention several things that might be weak points, might not even realize they could be problems.  It is my duty to correct such things.”

I wasn’t entirely comfortable with telling Master Tai the full story, that sort of openness about my supernatural abilities and the hidden world around of us still didn’t feel right.  Not to mention it felt a little bit like tattling on Eiko.  But at the end of the day Master Tai was right about his responsibilities.  And once you added in the fact he’d already helped me at a critical juncture in this case I didn’t really have any room to object.  So, reluctantly, I told him the full story.  I did my best not to get too bogged down in personal and technical details but by the time I was finished relating everything I’d managed to finish my cooking project.

“- and that was my end to the involvement with everything,” I shrugged, setting the pan down to cool.  The recipe was originally from Avalon and was a sort of cookie/brownie hybrid.  The sprinkles and marshmallow toping were my own innovation though, and I thought it looked nicely White Day-ish.  “They say they went home and staged a sparring match to help cover up their injuries after that.  You’d have to ask them how hard they tried though, I didn’t see it and even if I had either of them could give you a much better description than I could manage.”

“Hmm,” Master Tai seemed thoughtful, processing the whole story.  “Eiko really should have used her ki more.  I can forgive her not protecting her mind successfully, that's tricky even with experience and I don’t blame her for failing at her current level.  And I can even forgive her not using it to sense her surroundings more often, she did attempt it and if she’d done it too much then she would have exhausted her ki when she needed it most.”

“What I cannot forgive,” he continued, sounding much sterner, “is her not using ki at all in her first exchange of blows with the Onryo.  I’m willing to give Eiko the benefit of the doubt and assume she was always going to use it the second time even without a psychic warning her, but that doesn’t change the fact is she should have been using it the first time without any prompting.”

I winced.  I wanted to defend Eiko, but I had to admit Master Tai had a pretty valid point.  “It did take her by surprise,” I offered weakly, “only showing up after hours of inactivity and me assuring them it would probably be safe.”

“Master Matsuda,” Master Tai said firmly, “that is no excuse and you know it.  Not for the level she is already at and not for the level she wishes to achieve.”

I winced again.  Should have just held my tongue, I admitted to myself.  Now I just have to hope I didn’t make things worse for her.  “I’ll defer to your judgement Master Tai.  On that note: should we skip the next round of me testing out physical spells on her?  I know ‘mind shield’ was sensible to use under the circumstances but I don’t want to set her ki development back any further by putting too much magic through her energy pathw…”

I trailed off and looked at the pan in front of me.  “Shit.”

“Master Matsuda?”

Fuck!  Shit!  Damnit!  I let loose a torrent of swears inside my head as I realized the corner I’d just accidentally backed myself into!  How the fuck do I get myself into these messes?  I raged between a stream of profanities.

“Master Matsuda?” Master Tai asked again, sounding mildly concerned.

I took a deep breath and then slowly let it out.  Stop it, hanging up suddenly on Master Tai is not an option.  Or at least, not a good option.  Frankly I expected my warning bracelet would chime in if I attempted anything that stupid or rude.  Unfortunately, that left me some painful options.

“Sorry Master Tai,” I said apologetically.  “I just realized I’d stumbled off a metaphorical cliff and didn’t know what to do.”

“You will, of course, expand on that,” Master Tai stated.  Not asked, stated.

“I just finished making some White Day chocolate for Eiko and Himeko,” I explained, pausing for a moment while Master Tai let out a rich and deep chuckle.  Much to my relief, he didn’t actually say anything else and just left it at that.

“I owe them for the giri chocolate they gave me,” I continued, making sure to stress that word carefully.  “It’s the first real giri chocolate I’ve ever gotten!  So I planned something a little special, and they might have managed to get my plans out of me ahead of time.”  I said, trying to be a little coy about what had happened rather than risking Eiko getting in more trouble if Master Tai found out the details.

Master Tai made a vaguely inquisitive sound and I continued.  “Rather than trying to pretend I’m a brilliant cook I made them enchanted chocolate.”

I startled a laugh out of Master Tai.  He quickly turned it into a coughing fit, trying to pretend he wasn’t amused as he instantly realized the pinch I’d put myself in.  I’d promised the girls enchanted chocolate, and I’d succeeded in making it, but technically I shouldn’t be giving it to Eiko.  Like the spells I cast on her previously it would do a number on her still developing ki pathways.  And now I’ve realized it and told her Master so we don’t even have the technical defence of not thinking of that until it was too late.  And I’ve told her I was doing it so I can’t back out now.  And it’s too late for me to get anything else.  And I sure as hell don’t want to give her a lesser gift then Himeko!  I am screwed.

“What kind of enchantment?” Master Tai asked innocently, trying to pretend there wasn’t still a hint of laughter in his hearty voice.

“Something to clear and center their minds,” I said dejectedly, “I figured it would be good in helping them to study for exams.”

“Hmm, yes, of course,” Master Tai noted, trying to sound calm instead of like he was about to burst out laughing again.

There was a moment of silence.

I sighed.  “Master Tai- “ I began humbly.

“I’ll give her an exercise,” he interrupted me, keeping me from begging for forgiveness or permission.  Thankfully he still sounded like he found the whole thing funny.  “She can only eat the chocolates while she’s cycling her ki in a specific way.  That should protect her ki paths from your magic, improve her skills, and hopefully improve her marks a little this year.”

“Thank you,” I said gratefully, not making any effort to conceal how relieved I was.  The last thing I’d needed was to sabotage my friendships and make them even more complex!

“Between her injuries and the training exercises she needs all the help she can get academically,” Master Tai responded.  Despite his words he still sounded amused by the whole thing.  “She doesn’t need to graduate from school, it’s not as important as her training, but getting good marks is still worthwhile.  This isn’t addictive, right?”

“No,” I replied honestly, “it’s more like a super effective cup of chamomile without even the side effects of tea.  Well, it can be psychologically addictive if used carelessly but you have to be really careless and under constantly stressful conditions for that to happen.”

“Like the exams?” Master Tai asked wryly.

“More like if the exams were everyday for a full month,” I responded frankly.  “Don’t get me wrong, under those sorts of circumstances you could develop a dependency.  But for anything short of that… it’s possible but you’d need to have a much less stable mind than Eiko’s for anything to happen.”

“Alright, I'll allow it.  I’ll make sure I teach Eiko her new exercises tonight.  Don’t make too much of a habit of this Master Matsuda, not yet at least!”

I sighed.  “I know, I know.  She has to learn and master her own power, and she won’t do that if she constantly leans on mine as a crutch.”

Master Tai chuckled again.  “And once again you remind me you actually are a master, even if only a young one.  Too many of your kind see nothing wrong with enhancing their physical partners.”

“Really?” I asked, a little incredulity in my voice.  “I mean, there isn’t anything wrong with it.  In a real world situation it’s often a good idea to buff your allies.  But doing it too often or too lightly is stupid, magic spells can act as an effective force multiplier so you get a much more impressive result the better the recipient is.  And if the recipient is depending on the magic they aren’t improving their own abilities and are limiting their maximum usefulness.”

“You’d be surprised how many poorly trained thugs I’ve defeated that thought otherwise,” Master Tai reported dryly.  “Fools being ruled by fellow fools who figured pumping their muscle full of more magic was all they needed to do to defeat a master.”

I bet I would be surprised, I thought, glad Master Tai couldn’t see the stupefied expression on my face.  I was surprised at both the idea he’d encountered it that often and that magic users on Earth, even evil underground morons, wouldn’t realize that concept by themselves.  Apparently the state of magic use on Earth was in even worse shape than I’d realized!  “Idiots,” is all I noted out loud.

I could almost see Master Tai smiling at the bitter contempt in my voice.  “I can see I wasn’t wrong to support you Master Matsuda, I’m going to be glad to have you as a contact.”

I felt a small shiver run up my spine at those words.  Nothing as sure as one of Saori’s premonitions, just a suspicion I might not be so glad in the long run.  But that might just have been my usual paranoia talking, and even if it wasn’t I wasn’t so stupid as to say anything directly to Master Tai!  “Uh-huh,” I noted neutrally.

“All right then, I’ll leave you be,” Master Tai said good-humoredly.  “I’m sure you have your own finals to study for, and I certainly don’t have anything else important to discuss with you today.  Have a good evening Master Matsuda, and good luck on your own exams.”

“And a good evening to you too Master Tai,” I noted politely, marveling that he was the one I was being excessively polite to and actually getting off the phone properly with.  Don’t get me wrong, he certainly deserved it.  But you’d have thought either my own father or cousin would have done a bit better than they had.

I waited until the phone beeped to verify he had hung up and then put my phone away.  Three phone calls, an exercise with Eiko, surprise shopping, and enchanted cooking.  It’s been a day.  With a sigh I finished putting my White Day chocolate away and turned towards my room.  Master Tai had been right, I still had some studying to do.
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Himeko took in a deep breath and then let it out in an expressively obvious sigh of satisfaction. “The forecasters got it right,” she said happily. “It’s the perfect day for it.”

“For you and everybody else,” Eiko noted a little more sarcastically, taking a look around the crowded park even as we spread out our blanket. “Honestly Hime, we could have stayed at the mansion for a much quieter hanami party there.”

“Bite your tongue Eiko,” Himeko retorted without heat. “Do you really want to have this so close to our fathers? Or Shinji? No, this is a perfect chance to escape the mansion and just relax.”

And when Himeko tells you it’s time to relax… I thought with heavy irony. It wasn’t surprising she thought that way though. It was the whole reason she’d shanghaied us into a hanami party in the first place, a chance to get together relax, and celebrate the end of our exams.

“Heh, you might have me there,” Eiko admitted without a hint of embarrassment.

I stayed quiet, carefully helping set out our little picnic blanket and a dozen little boxes of food prepared by the Meiko kitchen. On one hand I was uncomfortable being out in public with Eiko and Himeko, all exposed and open. The crowds didn’t help either, it honestly wasn’t too bad but it still felt like half of Tokyo had joined us in cherry blossom viewing.

On the other hand… I was getting to try a full fledged hanami party with two beautiful friends on a gorgeous day while indulging in whatever the Meiko’s amazing cooks had provided us! The predictions were right and the park was a riot of pink blossoms and lazily drifting petals whenever a light wind gusted. I wasn’t so dramatic as to call it the perfect day, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t a damn amazing one! If I ever found a soulmate I hoped we’d get married on half as good a day, it was sunny and warm without being too hot or and the soft pink colors surrounding us were enough to make even me snap a few quick photos as mementos of the occasion!

Eiko noticed and smirked. “Most guys try to take pictures of the girls,” she noted teasingly.

“I suppose this is the point where I say ‘I’m not most guys’,” I noted dryly. That one was so obvious even I could catch it!

“Hah! Cliches,” Eiko noted with a smile.

“It doesn’t mean it’s not true though,” Himeko noted as she sat down, elegantly folding her legs and assuming a demure position even for something as informal as our little party. “It was verified yesterday, he’s the top scorer in our grade.”

“Really?” I asked, mildly surprised. “Both Akiko and Sadaaki choked?” I’d expected to do well of course, but those two were always in contention and usually took exams much more seriously than I did. Unhealthily so, they were usually in full cram-to-the-max-shoot-caffeine-into-my-body mode, but they were consistently close competitors and had even out pointed me a few times.

“Choked hard,” Himeko verified grimly, “I think they viewed your lower marks at the end of the winter semester as an opportunity and really pushed themselves. They both ended up badly overstressed and barely managed to finish in the top 10. Technically Akiko didn’t even manage that, she tied for tenth while Sadaaki managed a solid nine.”

I winced. “Ouch. Well, they still have plenty of time to recover before entrance exams,” I said hopefully. I didn’t approve of how obsessed and unhealthy they were but I didn’t hate them either. They were still good students, and I always felt a little guilty about so consistently out performing them given the advantages I had.

“And you Hime?” Eiko asked, looking a little interested now the subject had come up.

“Twenty-third,” she sighed. “I really had hoped to do better but between patrolling for the saboteur and losing that Saturday hunting the Onryo my studying took some real hits.”

“Yeah, top twenty-five, that’s sooo bad,” Eiko said mockingly.

“How’d you do Eiko?” I asked automatically. It was such an automatic question under the circumstances I didn’t even think about it. Even though I should have.

Eiko immediately shut up and looked away.

Himeko looked at her friend sardonically. “Let’s just say she’s in no danger of breaking into the top 100 and leave it at that,” she reported with only a hint of malice.

“Shut up! I still passed.”

“So did we all,” Himeko agreed, some relief coloring her tone, “that’s why it’s so important that we take a moment to breath and relax.” She nodded at our surroundings and opened up a box containing some plump looking dumplings.

I joined her on the blanket, in complete agreement with Himeko for once. I might have been a lot less stressed about exams than the average Japanese student but even I felt some of that tension. Hell, I’d felt it even more than usual this time around since I’d had a little less prep time myself and I’d been a little worried about my friends. Not too much about Himeko, but if I hadn’t been operating on reflex I’d have been a lot more diplomatic in asking about Eiko’s marks!

I took a bite of the dumpling and barely managed to keep myself from making enthusiastic ‘mm-mm’ sounds. The Meiko kitchen had outdone itself again.

“By the way Mamoru,” Himeko asked casually, “have you thought about what you’re going to say for the entrance ceremonies?”

I immediately spat a mouthful of meat out all over the grass and started to choke. Eiko was instantly at my back and Himeko was right behind her but I quickly managed to clear my throat by myself and start recovering. “You did that on purpose!” I accused Himeko a little breathlessly.

Once it was clear I wasn’t in danger Himeko leaned back down and smiled seraphically. “Why Mamoru,” she asked, “why would I do such a thing?”

I glowered at her but focused on regaining my thoughts and my breath. And it wasn’t like she was wrong, as the top scoring senior at our school (after we went up a grade) I would traditionally be expected to say a few words to all the incoming students. And while I’d rather have done that than face the Onryo again (I wasn’t that socially awkward or terrified!) I had to admit the margin wasn’t as big as it should have been.

After suffering under my glare for a good ten seconds Himeko just laughed brightly. “Relax Mamoru,” she said with a more honest smile, “the faculty knows you and realizes that wouldn’t be a good idea.” She pulled a piece of paper out of another container and passed it to me. “Here.”

“What is it?” I said, eying the form suspiciously.

“Confirmation that you’re willing to pass the speaking duties on to me this year,” Himeko confirmed, her eyes sparkling a little in amusement. “Normally the school wouldn’t do this but since I still finished in the top 25, am the Student Council President now, and you’re… well, you, they’re willing to make an exception for once. If you want to actually go ahead and do a quick speech that’s fine too, I don’t particularly want to do this and I’d be glad to see you coming out of your shell and stretching yourself. But it wasn’t hard to see how this would turn out and everyone figured I would be a better choice.”

There was a small part of me that was tempted to glare at her again and defy all expectations by going ahead and giving a small speech. With a touch of magic and confidence there was a fair chance I could make it pretty epic. The idea of doing it to spite Himeko and proving everyone wrong was more tempting than I’d have believed.

It still wasn’t tempting enough, I wasn’t even going to try yanking her chain and faking it for a few moments. “Thank you, Himeko,” I said as politely as I could manage once I got my breath back, “that would probably be for the best.”

I quickly glanced over the form and signed it, unless someone was hiding a sub-clause there in microscopic writing it was just what she said. I’m glad the teachers agreed with her, I thought, still irritated at everything but unable to deny the truth. A huge, slightly foreign looking guy standing up to deliver a speech to you on your first day of school is not a great first impression. Especially with my attitude! I’d have to either lie and fake my way through a more conventional ‘give it your all’ speech or I’d give a highly unconventional speech about being calmer and more centered and preserving the balance in your life. And while I might be able to deliver that second sort of speech more convincingly the new students did not need such an unconventional and contradictory viewpoint coming at them on the first day of school. Not with the rest of the messages about ‘work hard!’ ‘take every chance you get!’ ‘this is your only chance at these years, do everything you can!’ that the rest of the people would be bombarding them with. Aoth alone knows what the incoming students would make of that sort of thing!

“Were people predicting my unconventional speech too?” I asked a little sardonically as I handed the paper back after signing it.

“Mostly no,” Himeko admitted, tucking the form away safely. “They figured you’d fake it, but that you’d be totally unconvincing and mess it up as you tried to toe the line. I figured there was a fair chance you’d go off the rails and give the incoming students a real speech but I didn’t tell anyone that. I didn’t know for sure and the last thing I wanted to do was pull your nail up so that it would get hammered down!”

“Fair,” I admitted. If I didn’t know I certainly couldn’t expect my friends to be sure what I was going to do!

“So, when I gave them the option of having a speech from their beautiful and rich Student Council President instead, they jumped at the chance,” Himeko continued. Her tone was mild but withering. “For some reason they figured that was more likely to inspire the students and keep them working hard.”

“Not to mention breaking your school’s weird system to them,” Eiko inserted, trying to match Himeko’s cynicism. “They don’t get much of a say in student government for the first year.”

Huh, that’s actually a fair point. I thought in surprise. Our school was a little weird in some of its timing and planning, such as the top offices of the Student Council getting selected before the school year began and the new students had any say in it. It wasn’t a big deal, and it did help the council hit the ground running and help out more, but I certainly knew I’d been a bit surprised to discover that.

“They have their class reps,” Himeko noted calmly, “and we’ll be sure to appoint more talented members from the incoming students if they deserve it.”

“Uh huh,” Eiko noted, totally unconvinced.

“In any case Mamoru: you’re welcome.”

I abruptly shook myself out of my self-centered thoughts. “Oh, right. Thank you, Himeko,” I said, giving her as much of a bow as I could manage while seated on the blanket. She was going out of her way and putting herself on display in order to save me some trouble, the least I could do was thank her!

She sighed and then turned her attention to the cherry blossoms again. “Just think,” she said after a few moments, staring at the sea of pink trees, “we’re finally here. Our last year of high school.”

For a moment we paused and looked into the distance with her, contemplating what was to come and what we’d already gone through.

“It doesn’t seem real, does it?” Eiko noted finally, grabbing her own dumpling and starting to chew it thoughtfully.

“Said the martial artist to the mage,” I noted, getting the chance to get my own bit of sarcasm in. There was something sentimental about everything, but at the same time we were teenagers (sort of, in my case) and we didn’t want to get too caught up in everything. Or at least admit we were getting too caught up in everything.

“Heh, that’s fair.”

“Yes,” Himeko noted seriously, “I used to expect that this year would be the important one, the defining year of our youth. But, after everything that’s happened over the last few months, I’m hard pressed to imagine it being any more spectacular then what we’ve already done.”

“Don’t say that!” Eiko exploded, half serious and half in jest. “Seriously Himeko, are you trying to raise a bunch of flags?”

“Don’t look at me,” I said quickly when Himeko glanced in my direction, “she barely beat me too it.

Himeko merely smiled mischievously at us, clearly having wanted that reaction. Eiko threw her hands up in frustration while I merely sighed in disgust. After a moment Himeko passed around some cans of juice by way of apology.

“Still,” she said a little more seriously, “it is hard to balance. The weight of expectations versus what’s actually likely to happen this year. I’d love for it to be a year full of magic, romance, and victory. The reality of it is likely to be far less… pleasant, but the challenge will be maintaining our optimism and dreams so we might create such opportunities. All without going too far so we will not be crushed under the weigh of our failures and expectations. It’s going to be difficult.”

We were all silent for a few moments. “Are you writing your speech for the entrance ceremonies already?” Eiko asked suspiciously.

Himeko chuckled. “No. I got caught up in the moment and my thoughts got away from me, that was much too wordy. But now that you mention it there is some good material there, I should probably try to remember it.”

I said nothing. I was pretty sure those were Himeko’s honest feelings, finally bubbling to the surface so she could actually examine them.

“I guess you’re right,” Eiko said, surprising me with her seriousness as she looked back out at the trees. “There’s a lot to do this year. And if we don’t try we’re wasting our opportunities. But if we reach too far or try too much we will fail. Our last year has definitely taught me that.” She then took a big gulp of her drink and her serious demeaner took a hit.

“Better, but still too negative,” I said, trying to lighten the mood a little bit. What is going on here? I wondered. Himeko’s the one babbling, Eiko’s the one being serious and down on herself, and I’m the one trying to balance things socially! If we’d all eaten the same things I’d have been wondering if someone had drugged our food to make us rotate roles like that. “I think Himeko still has to tighten it up and accentuate the positive if she wants to make it work as a speech.”

Eiko gave me a small smile and we were quiet for a while as a gust of wind created a small blizzard of pink petals. We watched silently as the show helped put our hearts at ease.

“It’s going to be a tough year,” Himeko noted solemnly. “I’ve got to be the Student Council President, Mamoru’s going to have to make use of the school lab while he can- “

“Don’t remind me,” I muttered under my breath. I couldn’t count on any sort of reasonable lab access for a while after I graduated. Even thinking about that made me want to rush back to the school and get in what lab time I could before it was too late.

“- you have a lot of work to do with your ki, and we all have entrance exams coming up way too fast.”

“Don’t stress out about those,” I tossed in quickly, “Akiko and Sadaaki just proved what happens when you try too hard.”

Himeko sighed. “We all have our work cut out for us this year,” she continued. Then her voice suddenly firmed up and she forced some good cheer. “Which is why we have to enjoy today! Take in this wonderful time and recharge our batteries so we can live our lives to their fullest.”

“Don’t make me break out the broomst- flying talisman and drag you along for a flight through the cherry blossoms,” I said flatly.

I’d meant it as a joke and to warn Himeko she was worrying us by trying too hard. Instead there was a thoughtful silence as we all considered my words a little more seriously.

“No,” Eiko said finally, shaking her head, “just no.”

“It would be nice,” Himeko sighed, “but I think it fails in reality.”

“Too many petals everywhere and the wrong sort of energy,” I agreed instantly. “It would either be less pleasant then just sitting here, calmly relaxing on solid ground with plenty of food; or it would defeat the purpose as we tried to zoom around everywhere. Not to mention the flower petals just getting in our way at speed. And I think with this many petals and people watching we might actually get spotted even with invisibility, a large moving gap in all the petals is kind of suspicious.”

“Maybe something to do with fall though…” Himeko said thoughtfully, clearly considering how flight could be used to compliment the autumn leaf viewing.

Eiko just smiled and pulled out another dumpling.

For all my attempts at sarcasm and playing it cool I felt a small tug at my heartstrings, part of the spirit behind a hanami was the appreciation of the fleeting beauty of the time. Something about the moment, about hanging out with my friends enjoying life on a perfect day, it made me wish it could last forever even while feeling a cold spike of dread at the realization it couldn’t. For a moment I wanted to break down, make them promise we’d do this again and again. I’d never had like them friends before, and high school was all too close to being over. The fear I might lose them so soon…

“Speaking of entrance exams,” I said a little too casually, “where are you aiming to go anyway? Any preferences?”

“Tokyo U of course,” Himeko said instantly. “One nice thing about being rich is I could probably go anywhere I wanted to if I really wanted to try. But I think Tokyo University is the right mix of heritage, prestige, the right programs, while still being close to home so I can help out my family.”

Before I could think too much about what Himeko meant by ‘help out her family’ Eiko spoke up. “I haven’t really thought of it,” Eiko admitted, “I’m thinking of not going to school after I graduate. I still have a lot to learn with Master Tai and it seems pretty useless to try going anywhere else on top of that.”

“You could always try getting some sort of athletic or teaching degree,” I suggested tentatively.

Eiko frowned slightly but didn’t tell me off. “Maybe,” she said, “maybe. I don’t think that works for me though. I might try going back sometime after I’m finished with Master Tai if there’s something else I need to know, but I don’t plan on it.”

I backed off a little, it wasn’t like she was wrong. “There’s nothing wrong with that,” I said more neutrally, “my cousin Sakura is heading straight to work after high school this year.”

“And her parents let her?” Himeko asked, her eyes widening in surprise.

I shrugged. “We all know scholarship isn’t Sakura’s strong point. From what I hear she barely scraped through with a passing mark.”

“She did,” Eiko noted, surprising and reminding me that they went to the same school. It was still a little strange that she’d noticed, but Sakura was my cousin after all so perhaps it wasn’t shocking that Eiko had given her a little attention.

“Sakura’s had a standing job offer at an important cosmetics store in one of the major malls,” I continued neutrally, “it simply made more sense for her to play to her strengths and go straight into the workforce. It might not be the world’s most important job, but she treats it like it is and the work’s suited for her. And with my parents as the major example how not to do it the rest of my extended family is just happy to see her going down a better path.”

“By the way Mamoru,” Himeko asked curiously, “we know you were focused on Tokyo U but I was wondering if you were trying for anywhere else. It seemed to me that Tokyo Tech might be an even better choice than Tokyo U.”

“It’s not a bad option,” I admitted calmly, trying to ignore the small lurch in my heart that I might not even be at the same university as one of my friends, “and I’ve got it down as my fallback position. But I think magic is more omni disciplinary and I’ll have a better chance to quietly work with more experts in a bigger variety of fields if I go through Tokyo U. Tokyo Tech would be great if I was just focused on the ‘harder’ aspects, but since I want to work with things like spirits or use various artistic resources I think Tokyo U’s a much better bet.”

“I can see that,” Himeko nodded thoughtfully. “I can see Tokyo Tech accepting things like orichalcum and mithril easier but they’d probably choke the first time you tried to use an ofuda in front of them.”

“And Tokyo U won’t?” Eiko asked with a smile.

“They’ll accept it more easily as I ease them into it,” I said with a grin of my own. “But it’s going to be a while before they get there.”

“You don’t have to go through academia you know,” Himeko said seriously. “I could just talk to my father. A small demonstration or two and he’d be more than willing to set you up with a lab or something.”

“Thank you,” I said sincerely. “And if worst comes to worst I might take you up on that, I’m not so proud I’ll refuse to do that if it becomes my best way forward. But I’ve thought about this a lot, it’ll be better for the world if I just sneak up on things conventionally through the system. I can’t see events going well if I try it through a private company. I have no doubt we’d get there in the end, but all the resistance and denials and claims of hoaxes…” I trailed off and shook my head. “I wouldn’t be doing anyone any favors it I tried it that way, I have no desire to drop your company’s stock prices or reputation.”

I carefully did not mention the temptation the Meikos might feel to suppress my work. I figured with Himeko in my corner that wasn’t too big a threat but the potential was there. The temptation to keep more of magic as a company secret was going to be strong, and introducing magic back into the world by commercializing it through one company would be a bad idea. If things went according to plan then working through Tokyo U would give me a chance to quietly spread a lot of the base knowledge far and wide before anyone would even think of a crackdown or oppression. Whereas a company wouldn’t even want to release the first test results until they had a finished and working product they could monopolize and milk for all it was worth. And they’d only be willing to do that much for either publicity or to comply with government regulations!

And I didn’t even acknowledge the suspicious thought underneath it all, the one I didn’t dare let Himeko know that I worried about: she might not know her father that well. Between all his money, influence, connections, and his mysterious agreements with Master Tai, I wasn’t so sure her father didn’t already know about magic. And if he did, he was likely part of the arrangements to keep it quiet. It was all pretty speculative, but it was another risk I wanted to avoid if possible.

Much to my relief Himeko simply sighed. “Well, you’re not wrong,” she admitted, “I have a hard time seeing it all go smoothly. But that applies to the academic path too Mamoru, are you sure you’ll be up to it?”

Since Himeko was asking I gave the thought some serious consideration, much more serious than I normally would have. I’d been so focused and dedicated to my plan for so long that I was a little worried I might have developed tunnel vision, it was easy to have gotten too complacent about ideas I’d developed before elementary school! While I was still pretty sure it was the right track I had a sneaking suspicion I’d committed myself to that path already and was too used to suppressing any doubts rather than thinking about it honestly.

“Mamoru?” Himeko asked tentatively after a minute.

“I still think it’s the best thing to try first,” I admitted, speaking as if I hadn’t gone silent for so long. “There’s a lot that could go wrong but I think it’s got the best combination of good outcomes without taking any unrecoverable risks. In a worst case scenario it’ll be easier for me to switch tracks then it would be any other way.”

“What other ways are there?” Eiko asked, sounding doubtful.

I shrugged; I’d had years to think about the possibilities. “Join a company, found my own company or research group, do big public displays. Hell, take a newsroom hostage and broadcast the relevant information while performing major magic on air! There are other options, but they all have some serious drawbacks and obstacles.”

“Yeah, no kidding!” Eiko said emphatically, clearly stunned to hear me talk about taking hostages in any context.

“Going through the university and the system, especially slowly and subtly, isn’t likely to cut any of those off even if I fail. It’s entirely possible it’ll make the other options easier, give me a hint of history and credibility that makes me look more legitimate rather than a wild-eyed lunatic suddenly appearing out of nowhere.”

Once again I carefully did not mention my fears, that someone might be monitoring academia and try to make me disappear. I didn’t think that was too likely… but I wasn’t willing to rule it out either. Approaching the subject subtly and through the backdoor would help to keep me under everyone’s radar as long as possible. And, if I was wrong, as one student in a university full of them I would be better equipped to give such people the slip and vanish than I would be as a figure tied to a public company.

“I’m always impressed how by deeply you’ve planned this out Mamoru,” Himeko noted, not quite hiding her surprise.

I shrugged again. “If I’m going to try this at all, I’ve got to do it right. I’ve given the matter a lot of thought over the years.”

Himeko let out a small sigh. “Whereas I have always had my destiny set out for me,” she admitted. It could have come out bitter, but she simply sounded as if she accepted the matter. “I guess I shouldn’t be surprised you’ve thought your path out more thoroughly than I did.”

Before either Eiko or I could say anything she shook her head. “Enough about that, the purpose of a hanami party is to appreciate the beauty of the moment. To contemplate the importance and implications of that, not to obsess about what may be in the future.”

“Really? I thought the purpose of a hanami was to give people an excuse to have a picnic,” Eiko noted sardonically, grabbing a bun of some sort out of a different box.

She was apparently willing to go along with Himeko’s subject change. Given how much more experience and knowledge she had in regards to her friend I decided to trust her. “What’s the old quote? ‘Dumplings rather than flowers’?” I noted in agreement.

“You two are horrible,” Himeko noted with a smile of her own, grabbing an actual dumpling just to spite us.

We watched everything in silence for a few more moments, letting the noise of everyone else wash over us as we appreciated the beauty and comfort of the moment.

“By the way Mamoru,” Himeko spoke up finally, “you’re going to be the Student Council Science Advisor again.”

I sighed in disgust but managed to keep my first thought of you had to ruin it confined to my head. Out loud all I said was “figures.”

“Feel free to join a club and use that as an excuse to get out of it,” Himeko said blandly, knowing full well I would never do that. “But as things stand I figured it was the easiest way to keep the lab in your possession. Just don’t expect me to go easy on you, I’m going to need to give you at least a few tasks to justify that decision.”

“Alright, fine, thank you Himeko,” I said, finally managing to end on an actual note of gratitude after a little too much bitterness at first. “I appreciate your efforts on my behalf.” While the finals had been coming up the Student Council had gone easier on me, for the last little while anyway. I’d still had a number of cases where I’d had to double check the Engineering Club’s work but I hadn’t received any annoying projects for a while, I supposed it was time to pay the rent on my lab space.

Himeko gave me a mild glance. “I mean it Mamoru, I can’t be thought to be showing favoritism.”

“Since when?” Eiko muttered all too audibly.

Himeko shot her a much sharper glance. “Since I became Student Council President and I got a friend who the rumor mill keeps trying to paint as more then a friend.”

She turned back to me. “I’m going to have to be harder on you than Kenji-san was, otherwise you’re going to be dealing with constant gossip and a dozen Harada’s this year.”

I winced. “Well, at least the original’s gone,” I said, trying to sound more hopeful than I really felt.

Himeko nodded seriously. “And you’ll be a senior. Honestly Mamoru, this should be doable. But not if you do anything stupid, are we clear?”

“We’re clear,” I said, trying to keep any resentment and embarrassment out of my tone. While this was annoying it was also more my fault than hers. Himeko was an expert at avoiding, deflecting, and defusing gossip. I on the other hand had an incredible ability to set it off when I got involved. It didn’t happen too often, my default tactic of staying under everyone’s notice usually prevented that. But every time I was a little more public and visible I tended to do something that got everyone’s attention.

And that’s after years of getting them acclimatized, I thought with a mental wince, I’m going to have to deal with the new students soon. They won’t be used to my weirdness, and they’re more likely to wonder what’s up with me. Such as why I have a lab entirely to myself. The giant, almost gaijin looking, student with the highest marks and his own private lab was already going to attract some attention. Toss in any strange behaviour towards the school’s Student Council President who was practically a modern princess and of course their tongues were going to wag!

“Some gossip is probably inevitable,” Himeko conceded, echoing my thoughts, “but if we don’t feed the fire it should burn out quickly enough. Give it some fuel though…” she trailed off and looked at me significantly.

“I get it, I get it,” I gave her a slightly annoyed look back, “we’re just acquaintances. I happened to save your brother last year and you’ve done me a favor or two but that’s it. Nothing more.” I paused for a moment, abruptly remembering something now that the subject had come up again. “One day you’re going to have to tell me the full story on how I’m supposed to have saved him.”

“We’re a little more then that,” Himeko said calmly, blithely brushing past my question. “I certainly appreciate your hard work and incredible intelligence. But it is a distant, intellectual appreciation. I am polite and as friendly towards you as I am towards any other student, and I value you significantly more than the average member of the school. It is nothing more.”

“Ri-i-ight,” Eiko said sarcastically, deliberately handing me a dumpling out of one of the Meiko provided boxes of food.

“As far as they know and for public consumption: yes, that is right,” Himeko continued calmly. “My family is also letting you run an experiment off our estate in exchange for the service you’ve done for us but that is a family matter that happens to be a coincidence, unimportant to how things happen at school.”

“You ever notice how she decided how close you get to be?” Eiko asked in an only slightly less sarcastic tone. “If you want to keep separate, nope that’s not allowed. And if you want to be close, nope that’s not allowed either.”

Himeko ignored her for a few moments. Then she sighed and her expression softened slightly. “I’m sorry Mamoru,” she said in a gentler tone, “I know it seems like I’m lecturing you but we’re about to hit an important stretch of time. Firmly implanting all this into all the incoming new students is going to be critical, they’re not going to believe things just because their seniors tell them to. They’ll pretend they do, they’ll claim they do if anyone asks, but inside their heads they’ll form their own opinion. And if you want to keep doing everything you’re doing and avoid trouble this year you don’t want people thinking you’re special and noticing you.”

I was silent for a few moments, putting away some mildly bruised feelings and really thinking about it. “We really did get lucky with the timing, didn’t we?” I admitted, recalling how events had played out. “If it had happened at the beginning of the year or right after summer break then everything would have attracted even more attention.”

Himeko nodded. “It wasn’t perfect timing, that probably would have been a month or thereabouts before summer break or during the break itself-”

Eiko snorted at that. “Not really. If it was during summer break Mamoru could never have acted innocent upon coming back to school.”

“But it was good timing, everyone was distracted with enough other stuff and set solidly in their ways already. It let us get away with things we never could have otherwise. I’d never have managed to get a lab assigned to one student at the start of the year and everyone would have been even more interested in questioning you if they hadn’t thought they knew you already.”

“This year, we’re going to have to face that,” Himeko continued, giving me a serious look. “And if you don’t want a whole year full of new students prying into what you’re doing in that lab you’ll play it my way. I’m already expecting to get a half a dozen complaints or requests for similar setups from potential new clubs or particularly egotistical students, if you aren’t working on some Student Council related tasks it’s going to be hard to dissuade them.”

“This has been gnawing on you for a while, hasn’t it?” I asked, suddenly clueing in that this wasn’t a spontaneous realization.

“Ever since Kenji-san warned me,” Himeko admitted. “He took some time to talk to me after exams were finished, give me a few words of advice as I took over his duties. I’d realized all this before but I’d been getting a little too comfortable. And while I love all the time we’ve been spending together, it’s been wonderful having you as a friend Mamoru, I’m a little worried you’re starting to slip a little in public.”

Despite myself I winced slightly. After Valentine’s Day it’s kind of hard to argue that, I thought morosely. I did keeping quiet okay, I did not do lies terribly well. “It’s… not one of my strengths,” I said, not quite willing to meet her gaze.

Much to my shock Himeko gently grabbed my chin and turned it so I looked her in the eyes. She was looking back at me with concern. “Which is why I’m taking a moment to break it to you gently,” she told me, her tone quietly compassionate. “And one of the reasons why I want to spend some time with my real friends on such a wonderful day. I’m sorry I might have to seem a little more distant for the next month or two, if it wasn’t for how it would hurt you too I’d just suck it up and endure everything. But you deserve your lab time Mamoru, and you deserve not to get beat up by hormone addled idiots like Harada. And I don’t see any better way to do it then this.”

She released my chin and pulled back, obviously a little embarrassed to have violated my personal space like that. I turned my head away and tried to keep my slight flush to a minimum.

“Enjoy the day and leave the troubles of tomorrow for tomorrow,” Eiko said, breaking the slight awkwardness with an unusually solemn expression. “Who knows what will happen? Maybe it will all come out anyway. Maybe there’ll be some other major scandal at your school that distracts everyone. Maybe that saboteur will come back, succeed in burning the whole place to the ground, and it will all be a moot point anyway!”

Himeko shot her friend a dirty look at that suggestion.

“The point is: we have today,” Eiko finished seriously. “We have each other. Let’s enjoy it, alright?”

For a moment Himeko looked annoyed. Then her expression smoothed out. “Agreed,” she said with a small smile.

“Yeah, alright,” I chimed in tentatively.

And once again, we fell into a comfortable silence. Even in the middle of all the noise and crowds of the park we watched the cherry blossoms bloom.
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“Is everything set Matsuda-san?”

“Yes sensei,” I said, getting up from where I’d been triple checking a few connections and then bowing deeply to our vice-principle. “The Engineering Club did an excellent job even with the loss of their most senior members, everything checks out.”

“Good,” our vice principle nodded back towards me, “then please take your position.”

As our vice principle turned around, I utilized a small spell that I’d cast earlier. Since the spell had originally been designed for nefarious purposes, acquiring samples for use in the Avalon equivalent of voodoo dolls, it was a very subtle and hard to spot piece of magic. In this spell’s case the magic circle was a tiny circle of faint light around my heart… underneath my clothes.

It didn’t do anything major, it simply allowed me to draw a few loose hairs from the vice principle towards my right hand. But I’d been using the spell all morning and that gave me the last component I wanted for my latest experiment. I quickly palmed the hairs and tried to surreptitiously slip them into a small bundle I’d assembled.

Then, trying not to sweat too much, I walked over to the wings of the stage. Unfortunately, while I had managed to dodge giving a speech the school had still insisted on me being up on the stage. The major players on the Student Council were already up there, of which I was technically an associated member, and I was still the school’s top scorer. While I wasn’t going to be giving a speech I would still have to help represent the students.

This is convenient and useful, I reminded myself reluctantly. I’d lucked out into a strange opportunity to get close to all the school’s staff and important figures, and checking the Engineering Club’s work had allowed me to plant a couple of subtle sigils around the gym. But I still wish they weren’t doing this! In some ways I was going to be suffering the worst of two worlds with my position. I’d still be on stage and on display but I wouldn’t even get the token glory and recognition a speaking role would have given me! The idea of all the new students looking at me in surprise and worry was not a comforting one, I would much rather have been calmly sitting with the rest of my class and planning out experiments while trying not to get too distracted.

I can’t even use the don’t notice me spell this time, I thought, trying not to gnaw my own lip. Still, I’m not sure that would have worked even if I was willing to try it, there were going to be a fair number of people up on the stage but the key word there was stage, everyone’s gaze and attention was deliberately being directed our way and I stood out a little too much in too many ways. There weren’t that many students when compared to staff and I was easily the largest and most distinctive amongst those. And even if I could make it work I’d need to use so much mana it would interfere with the rest of the experiment!

Himeko gave me a reassuring look as I took my place. It wasn’t as warm or friendly as I’d have normally gotten from her, we were already in the public eye as far as onlookers were concerned, but I took what comfort I could from it. Besides, I admitted to myself, if she can go up there and deliver a speech even though she knows a bunch of perverts and hormone addled idiots in the audience are going to be picturing her in her underwear then I can suck it up and sit quietly in the background throughout all this. I don’t have to like it, but I can’t be overdramatically stupid and pretend it’s the end of the world either.

I carefully suppressed a sigh and strengthened my will. Surely it wouldn’t be that bad?

***

It was that bad.

That wasn’t entirely unexpected. Entrance ceremonies usually… sucked would be too strong a word but they tended to be uncomfortable and boring. They always took too long without enough of substance to them even though a lot of people were speaking. Sometimes a speaker would surprise you, or something important or interesting would come up, not even I was going to claim they were a complete waste of time. But for the most part it was usually a bunch of repetitive variants on the same themes we’d had drilled into our heads since we started school. Along with bowing, singing, and standing at appropriate times.

This entrance ceremony was all that and the uncomfortable knowledge I was being stared at by a ton of people! And that wasn’t my paranoia speaking either, the way the stage had been set up I’d had a clear look at the audience. I’d seen just how often the new students had been looking at me in confusion and bewilderment. They couldn’t help it, during the boring parts of the ceremony their attention had always wandered and the slightly foreign looking guy up on the stage with big shoulders that was a head above all the other students (and teachers) tended to draw attention like a magnet. And once they’d noticed me I’d drawn almost as many stares as Himeko.

Don’t get me wrong, Himeko had still gotten the majority of their notice. She was still much easier on the eyes and she’d been placed closer to the center of the stage while I’d been off to the side. With her charm, natural presence, and the fact she was their Student Council President… it was no wonder she’d attracted so many looks. However, after her speech she’d been a known quantity. I’d remained a puzzling mystery so new students had kept staring at me, obviously trying to figure me out. It didn’t help that the speakers had brushed past the fact I was the previous year’s top scorer in a hurry, obviously eager to get it out of the way. By that point most of the students had been in a bit of a stupor and had missed it, so they’d continued to stare at me as they wondered what was going on.

I’d been forced to try and keep up perfect posture and perfect coordination throughout the whole thing, further adding to my misery. If I was the last person clumsily rising to his feet it would have been even worse, a big guy like me stumbling around on stage or rushing would have been obvious and garnered even more attention. So, I’d had to try and keep abreast of what was going on even closer than usual, trying to move in perfect coordination with everyone else. I’d mostly managed, but by the end of everything I felt mentally bruised and exhausted (not to mention physically exhausted and bruised by trying to sit perfectly in a chair that was a little too small for me!).

But despite all that I was feeling a little curious and hopeful as we returned to our classes. I held a bundled together assortment of items in my hand, a small cloth bag full of cherry blossoms, some dust from our school’s bricks, and assorted hair from various faculty members and important students. And I felt a faint tingling from it. All throughout the ceremony I’d been using that bundle as the focus for a ritual of sorts. It was looking like my experiment, an attempt to use the entrance ceremony as a different kind of ceremony, might just be a success.

***

That faint tingling remained throughout the rest of the day. It didn’t seem to be doing anything, but it was there. That was enough for me, the whole process was a little more indirect and occult (for lack of better words) than the straightforward spellcasting I preferred. Basically, I’d used the opening ceremony as a way to strike the match that was my little bundle. Now I had to try and use that match to light a proper candle.

I really need to work on that explanation, I thought, studying the bundle as the last bell rang and class was dismissed. I suppose it’s easier to understand than ‘I used the bundle as tinder and the ceremony as a way to light that so the tinder could light a real fire’ but that’s about the best I can say for it. If this works I’m probably going to have to try to explain things to Himeko and if I try phrasing it like that…

I winced at the thought. Himeko would probably be too polite to be as sarcastic or derisive as that explanation deserved. Unfortunately, I was all too aware of that and I was pretty sure she’d give me a look that left me no doubt as to what she was really thinking.

Jumping the gun a little there, I reminded myself. You still haven’t succeeded in lighting your metaphorical candle, or fire, in the first place. How do you think…

My thoughts trailed off and I frowned a little as I realized the bundle felt a little different. At first I was afraid it had deteriorated, that the ‘fire’ had gone out for lack of a better term. I’d been kind of worried that would happen as soon as the school day had ended and I’d been relieved when the tingling had lasted past the final bell. But, despite my fears, that didn’t seem to be what was happening. Now it felt almost like a… tug.

For a moment I hesitated. Then I mentally shrugged and surrendered to the inevitable. I’d just been wondering how to use it all day. Ignoring something as simple and straightforward as pull in certain direction, even if it was an almost imperceptibly weak pull, would have been foolish.

What’s the worst that could happen? I thought, trying not to get my hopes up too much. This doesn’t work and the bundle putters out? That would be disappointing but it would still be a useful data point. Definitely a lot better a data point then me just staring at the thing for hours, trying to come up with a better plan and being too afraid of ruining it to actually try any of the half-baked plans I thought up. I’m running an experiment, let’s see where that experiment goes.

***

There was a metallic bang of someone getting shoved hard against trash bins.

“I hope you don’t think you’re going to have it easy asshole!”

The one time I’m not paranoid about everything, I thought in despair from around the corner. The one time! This was not going to help my bad mental habits.

It had been hard following the bundle but eventually I’d managed to follow it to the school’s trash and recycling bins. Where it was obvious something was going down.

The trouble was… what? What was going down? I felt an instinctive surge to get in there and interfere but without knowing what the situation was I was pretty sure I’d just end up making it worse.

The fucking Onryo was easier, I thought with a mix of humor, fear, and disgust. With that the solution had been simple: jump in with maximum firepower and save my cousins. This time I didn’t have that certainty.

Or that option! I reminded myself sternly, lest I be tempted to cut loose with brute force spellpower. And it’s not like that way worked out too well for you last time! Remember? Remember how you ran out of mana against the Onryo and almost got yourself and your cousins killed?

“Iwasaki-san…” a voice spoke up faintly.

There was another clang and I winced in sympathy.

“It’s Iwasaki-domo to you, scum. Don’t you forget it.”

I gritted my teeth and quickly cast a spell to let me peek around the corner. There were no major surprises to be seen. Three guys had cornered one slightly smaller guy up against the bins. I didn’t recognize any of them, and judging by their sizes and appearances they were probably first years.

I itched to step out and get involved. But at the same time the mere idea of doing that terrified me! Seriously, what do I actually know here? My brain yammered at me frantically. Yeah, I know what I think it is. But what if it isn’t? What if the one guy is actually the one in the wrong? What if he was an idiot and borrowed money from the others? What if he was the bully in junior high, and now his former victim’s growth spurt and new school has removed that power? What if I get it wrong?

And underneath that was an even more insidious fear. What if I failed? I couldn’t blast the bastards, couldn’t use any of the powerful but obvious spells to resolves the situation. It would be three-on-one, and if they wanted to fight me I was probably fucked without magic.

Hell, they don’t even have to fight me, I thought, the inner shirt of my uniform sticking to me in a cold sweat. They just have to defy and embarrass me! I already promised Himeko not to feed the gossip fire. How is going out there in any way, shape, or form not going to do that? I’d practically be making trouble for her on purpose!

I stood rooted for a few more seconds, almost willing to quietly sneak off even though a part of me hated the thought. The justifications were logical, they made perfect sense.

There was another clang from around the corner, as well as a small sound of pain.

I closed my eyes, this was reminding me too much of my time with Harada. And ironically, when I shut my eyes it wasn’t Harada or Himeko or any of my classmates that came to mind. It was my cousin, Saori, over the winter break in our grandmother’s kitchen asking me “what does it mean to be a sempai?”

I still don’t know Saori, I said mentally, thinking back to the answer I’d given her. And it’s still as complex as ever. But I know one thing: it doesn’t mean walking away.

I spun around. Okay, new plan. I can’t walk away. I can’t go in swinging. And I can’t look like a ridiculous nincompoop. So, what do I do?

And, amazingly, I realized I actually knew the answer. Yamamoto-san, I thought in surprise, realizing something good had come out of the previous year’s beating after all. I imitate Yamamoto-san. I might not have agreed with everything he’d done, but I suddenly had a new appreciation for how he’d actually handled things that day.

I still stacked the deck in my favor though. If bolts of power or magical shields were out I still had a few subtler magics at my disposal. I quickly cast a fear spell, composed my face, and strode around the corner.

The three miscreants spun around and paused as I stepped into sight. Their victim looked at me pathetically from where he was half-kneeling on the ground.

Remember Yamamoto-san, remember Yamamoto-san, I chanted quietly in my head. I tried my best to carefully compose my face as I strode towards them, trying to appear angry but not too angry. The walk was the hardest bit, I had to try and seem determined without hurrying too much or seeming too casual. It took all my concentration to try and manage that without tripping over my own two feet!

I walked right up to them, crossed my arms, and loomed menacingly. Normally that wouldn’t have worked, I come off as too nice or harmless to loom well, but with the fear spell backing me up they hesitated. I could see the uncertainty in their eyes, they weren’t sure what to do.

Neither was I. Remember Yamamoto-san, I reminded myself again, deciding to play off my silence as deliberate. After a few moments I simply stated “Kohai” looking down on them as sternly as I dared.

They shuffled around for a few moments. “Sempai,” their leader said finally. He put a bit of insouciance in his tone, a worrying amount under the circumstances, but there was hesitation there as well.

I mentally gritted my teeth and decided I didn’t have any choice but to keep trying to play out Yamamoto’s tactics. Well, I had a choice. But since it was the epically stupid choice of trying to come up with sensible and intimidating things on my own I figured I was better off imitating our former Student Council President then acting like some juvenile ‘Hero of Justice!!!’ In 20-20 hindsight I’d tried that with Ishida Kenji and I’d been lucky not to start any fights or completely humiliate myself. This time I could learn from my mistakes and try to imitate a more successful way of doing things.

“What is going on Kohai?” I asked, being as cold as I dared.

The ringleader tried to stare defiantly at me. It would have worked too, but I hurriedly turned up the ‘fear’ spell when he did so and he instinctively looked away and took a step backwards instead. The other two shuffled a little further backwards as they saw that and I felt a momentary spike of hope.

I quickly quashed that. Don’t get excited or aggressive! That’s how you almost screwed up with Ishida Kenji! I carefully bit my tongue on repeating the question and just continued to stare at them coldly, dialing the fear spell back down to its previous level.

“Nothing,” the ringleader said, finally looking away.

Okay, now what? I couldn’t quite follow Yamamoto’s script from this point, I was going to have to ad lib. And while I’d won the first exchange or two I didn’t have any sort of magic that let me save scum and pick the right choices going forward, I needed to be smart in how I handled things.

“Good,” I said with a cold nod, “then help your classmate to his feet then be on your way.”

The ringleader’s eyes flashed hot. “Oh, I couldn’t do that. Then he wouldn’t learn his lesson.” He tried to sound smooth but just came off as slimy.

It took all my control not to show my own anger. “And what lesson would that be?” I asked coldly.

“Not to be so clumsy,” he answered with a vicious grin.

“Clumsy,” I said softly, almost to myself, “so that’s how we’re playing this, is it?”

“Sempai-“ the victim began, climbing painfully to his feet.

He stopped speaking when I gestured for him to be silent. I thought furiously for a few moments, my urge to strike back at these bullies being tempered by the realization that if I screwed up I was just going to buy even more trouble for their victim as well as embarrassing myself in the process.

Screw it, I thought, turning the fear spell up again. The bullies didn’t know what had just happened, just that I suddenly seemed a lot more frightening. At the same time I did my best to fake it, try and emulate a much more sophisticated character than I actually was.

“Lessons, hm?” I said, trying to seem calm and cold. “That is not a bad thing Kohai, one should always teach their juniors lessons. So, I’ll take this opportunity to educate you just a little.”

I leaned in closer to the bullies, turning up the fear spell even higher. All three of them were now visibly trembling, their fear and uncertainty feeding back upon itself because they had no idea where it was coming from. They knew I was terrifying them, they knew that didn’t make sense, and so they were even more terrified as they subconsciously struggled with the contradiction.

“This is not how we do things at this school,” I said, enunciating each word clearly and forcefully. “Do not make me repeat this lesson. You won’t like what happens if I do.”

I winced internally even as I leaned back and dialed down the fear spell a bit. I’d been doing so well and then I’d gone over the top with that last sentence. I should have just stopped on “Do not make me repeat this lesson”, I lamented. Eiko, can make that sort of line work, not me. Leaving it a bit subtler and more confident would have been much more effective. Well, at least I did better then last time!

Thankfully the three bullies seemed to agreed. They mumbled out a quick “Sempai,” bowed deeply, and then fled as quickly as they could.

I heaved a sigh of relief and dropped the fear spell as soon as they were out of sight. I then barely kept myself from physically wincing. Still one more witness, I reminded myself, Yamamoto-san didn’t immediately relax and say ‘phew, glad they didn’t call my bluff’ as soon as Harada stood down. I turned around to face the victim.

The guy had climbed back to his feet and also bowed deeply towards me. “Thank you, Sempai,” he said gratefully. From the way he unconsciously held his side it looked like he was a little hurt but nothing too major.

“Do you need to see the school nurse?” I asked, not quite dropping the act but letting a little more concern into my voice.

“No Sempai, it is fine.”

I allowed myself a small sigh. “No Kohai,” I told him a little wearily, “it is not. If this happens again go to your Student Council rep. And if they won’t interfere, take it to Meiko Himeko-sama. She’ll know exactly what to do in cases like this.” Better than I do at least. I trusted Himeko to judge the situation and an appropriate response much more then I did myself.

The younger student flushed. “Oh no, I could never do that.”

I gave him a more honest and frustrated look. I’ll be the first to admit I tried to avoid trouble, but I still tried to deal with it. Yeah, my usual tactic was evasion, in his shoes I’d have used the ‘don’t notice me’ talisman and avoidance tactics rather than trying to get help, I was always cynical and pessimistic about getting any. But I’d never have just stood there and took it. People who tried to pretend they should just endure it, or that maybe it would just go away, rather than doing anything just pissed me off. At least when they had the ability to do something, and like it or not this student had possibilities open to him.

“You will if you want to be a good student!” I said a little more forcefully. “I won’t try telling you what to do with your own life but you’ve got a responsibility towards your fellow students too. You don’t let troublemakers drag the whole school down just because you are weak.”

The younger student flushed even deeper, and I also realized there were a few curious eyes looking at us from around the edges. I took a deep breath, collected myself, and simply walked away while I could still maintain the illusion I was a responsible student instead of an emotional idiot.

***

I walked as quickly as I dared back up to the lab. Normally I would have gone to the Meiko estate first but I needed some privacy and to get behind closed doors as quickly as possible.

The second the lab room was shut I slumped against the door and deflated. Aoth, how the fuck does Himeko put up with it? I asked myself, almost panting from the strain of holding it together that long. I’d had to maintain a more sophisticated veneer for maybe a whole school day (okay, that claim was stretching things pretty far. It was counting my performance at the entrance ceremony and then pretending the part in the middle hadn’t been pretty normal. But it felt like a full day of putting on faces) and it had almost done me in.

Granted, she’s had years to work on it. And I don’t think Himeko’s changing her underlying personality quite as much as I was trying to change mine, I thought, trying to pretend I hadn’t seen some pretty strong evidence to the contrary during our time together. But even if that’s true putting on a face like that is exhausting!

I took a deep breath and straightened up. I had time, I had privacy to recover. I also had a new appreciation of everything Himeko had to put up with! Each and every day she wore a similar mask and used it for the benefit of everyone other than herself. Maybe I need to look into making some sort of enchanted item for her after all, I admitted to myself. Never mind the practicality, after all this time she deserves something as compensation for putting up with all that social crap in the name of the grater good!

As I finally started to recover I abruptly realized two things.

One: the little bag that had pulled me into the whole mess was no longer tingling.

Two: I wasn’t alone in the lab room.

I took one look at the figure in front of me. In some ways I’d never met them. In other ways I’d seen them nearly every day for the last two years, there was no mistaking who they were.

I bowed deeply towards them. “Greetings Sensei. It is an honor to finally meet you.”
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“Mamoru,” Himeko began as she entered the lab room in a little bit of a huff, “what’s this I hear- oh!”

Himeko quickly pulled herself up short.  She had (logically) expected me to be alone in the lab room.  Finding someone else in there with me, and an adult of all people, was a bit of a shock.

“I apologize… Sensei,” she said tentatively, bowing towards the person.  “I had no idea anyone besides Matsuda-san was in here.”

Despite her polite words I could see the gears spinning wildly in her head.  Himeko knew something was up.  She was erring on the side of politeness because she was smart, it would be a lot easier and less damaging to be overly polite and formal rather than going the other way and getting it wrong.  But she also realized she didn’t recognize the person in front of her, despite the fact they were an adult on school grounds.  Himeko had already memorized all the teachers and staff in the school, if anyone new had been brought in for this year she’d have already had a photo and short dossier on them.  If they were in the lab and talking to me then something unusual was definitely going on, and she was determined to find out what.

(Without screwing things up or making some sort of major faux pas of course.  The fact that she was confident she could do that without letting the other person know was one of the key differences between her and me.)

“It is a pleasure to finally make your formal acquaintance Student Council President,” the individual said, bowing back politely.  “I look forward to your term of service.”

“Matsuda-san,” Himeko asked sweetly, her usual Meiko princess mask back on.  “Could you introduce me to this fine person?  I’m afraid I’m not familiar.”

I couldn’t help but smirk slightly, amused by the situation.  I knew I shouldn’t have played around, I didn’t really have any reason, but I gave in to temptation and decided to act like the mysterious, all-knowing wizard that I most definitely was not.

“Oh, don’t you?” I answered pleasantly.

“No,” Himeko said, obviously repressing the urge to grit her teeth in front of unfamiliar company, “I don’t.”

“Are you sure?” I continued, putting on a surprised face.  “I thought you’d known them for years?”

“I apologize,” Himeko addressed the stranger, bowing slightly.  “I do not believe I recognize you.  May I have the honor of your name?  If I am failing to remember you perhaps that will jog my memory.”

“I believe you already know it, Meiko-san,” the figure said, looking at her calmly.

“No, really, I do not.”  Himeko replied, putting an artful hint of regret into her statement.  “I am sorry about that, I assume I am failing in my duties in some way, but I cannot properly make apologies until I realize my error.”

“But you already said my name,” the figure noted blandly.

“Himeko, this is Sensei-san,” I said, jumping back in to the conversation and biting the inside of my cheek to keep from smiling too widely.

Himeko bowed politely again.  “I am familiar with all the teachers at this school sensei,” she replied, facing the stranger and keeping her expression mildly curious.  “May I ask what you teach and why you are here?”

“No Himeko,” I said, figuring it was time to clear things up before she got frustrated enough to hurt me.  “This is Sensei-san.  They are the kami of the school.”

Himeko started to give out some sort of polite pleasantry.  She then paused, stared at the figure in front of her again, and then slowly shut her mouth as she tried to process what I was saying.

The figure continued to regard her politely.  At first glance the kami looked like it should have been a teacher.  They were of average height and dressed in a formal but not too formal manner suitable for the classroom.  They also had an air of wisdom and patience about them that you’d expect in an ideal teacher.  But even thought the spirit looked similar to a human once you knew what they were a number of little inconsistencies started adding up.  Just for starters, their androgenous appearance.  If you were forced to bet you’d probably have bet on ‘guy’, mostly due to the short hair and suit, but you’d have had to think about if first.  There wasn’t anything particularly feminine about their appearance, but there certainly wasn’t much masculine about it either.

“I’m sorry,” Himeko said finally, “a kami?”

“Yes,” Sensei replied simply, “I have always been here.  But it is like I have been asleep, watching everything happen as if it was a dream.  For the last month I have been stirring, analogous one of the students struggling to wake up to their alarm.  Today, I woke up.”

Himeko shot me a glare, not believing for a moment this was some sort of coincidence.

“I’ve been working on it ever since the Onryo incident,” I admitted.  “I realized what all that contamination would do to a kami of that school if one awakened and had a eureka moment: why not try to wake up the kami of our school?”

Despite all her experience, both with me in specific and keeping a straight face in general, Himeko couldn’t stop her face from morphing into an incredulously expression.  “Every single word you just said simultaneously makes perfect sense and sounds completely insane,” she admitted.  “How did you manage that?”

“It’s a bit technical,” I said, missing her point in my enthusiasm, “I’m not sure how much the actual mechanics would mean to you.  I’ve been working on a shrine for Sensei-san while simultaneously channeling mana and spells into the school.  Basically, I’ve been doing the mystical equivalent of spanking a baby on it’s bottom in order to get it to draw it’s first breath.  Sensei-san here has been ready to manifest themselves for a while, they just needed a few prods to realize that.”

“You keep using ‘they’ and ‘them’,” Himeko noted.

“I am neither male nor female Meiko-san,” Sensei-san cut in politely.  “I am not bothered by this, but since I wish to be accurate and not mislead people I feel it is best to keep that straight.”

“It’s…” I began, frowned for a few moments, and tried to explain the trainwreck of theories and suspicions I had.  “Okay.  Spirits aren’t biological beings Himeko.  Or at least the ones that originate from man made items tend not to be.”

Sensei-san briefly looked thoughtfully but then nodded.  “That is fair.  We might be organic in an unusual sense, we connect and depend on the living world, but we’re not really biological.”

Emboldened by their perspective I continued.  ”There are a lot of spirits that don’t strenuously conform to gender.”

“I’ve heard various legends that contradict that,” Himeko responded calmly, not content to let me oversimplify anything.

Agh, of course she’d remember that!  “Well, you’re not wrong,” I admitted a little nervously, not wanting to get too deep on the subject when I wasn’t 100% sure on it.  “And I’m not going to tell you I’m getting the numbers absolutely right either.  But keep in mind how many tale tellers aren’t experts and how many of those tales probably got simplified or corrupted over the years.” 

Himeko nodded back at me, content to accept that for now.

“Sensei-san is probably an extreme example,” I admitted, “Spirits arising from physical objects can take on a definitive gender identity, but that usually requires only one or two users gradually molding them that way over time.  As the spirit forms the users accidentally think of it in a certain way, or just ‘infect’ it with their habits, and it ends up taking that form.  A comb used by three or four different women over the years is probably going to give rise to a female spirit.  Conversely, a sword that is used by a swordsman or two that always identified it as ‘her’ will probably also turn out female.”

“Alright,” Himeko said, nodding along.

“How often have you thought of the school as male or female?” I asked bluntly.

This time Himeko paused and thought about it for a few seconds.  “Probably never,” she admitted with a rueful smile.

I shrugged.  “Which is the same with most people.  And since number of male to female students at this school has always been pretty balanced Sensei-san wasn’t influenced that way, if we’d been an all-girls school or an all-boys one they probably would have gone down that path.  I think, historically speaking, the teachers and upper level staff have been slightly male-dominated and that’s why Sensei-san’s got a slight hint of masculinity to their identity but that’s a guess.”

“Do you really believe that Matsuda-san?” Sensei-san asked politely.  “I feel fairly neutral.”

I shrugged.  “It might just be my own prejudices,” I admitted.  “But you did manifest in male clothing and features that are just slightly more masculine than neutral.  That might just be a side effect of teachers tending more towards business and formal clothing though.”

“No, I can see it,” Himeko said thoughtfully, studying Sensei-san’s face.  “There’s just a hint of something in the jaw and around the eyes.  It’s barely noticeable, and if I were being deliberately tested in a different situation I’d worry it was there to purposefully mislead me, but it is there.”

“As you say then,” Sensei-san replied, unconcerned.  “I am neither male nor female, but I guess I am not perfectly in balance either.”

I shrugged.  “You’re probably close enough for all intents and purposes.  And I think it’s mostly a human interpretation anyway, we tend to focus on gender as more important than it really is.  I know I do until something like a spirit comes up and reminds me how little that has to matter.  It’s one of the reasons I had to admit doing a little more work on the spiritual side was worthwhile, talking to spirits helps me keep my ego and assumptions in check.”

“Really?” Himeko asked, sounding both amused and a little annoyed.  “All of this just for a reality check?”

I smirked too when she put it like that.  “Not just for that.  But it is an important side effect I didn’t think about until it happened.  When you talk to a spirit you get a different perspective on what it means to be human and alive.  You know you’re talking to a fully realized being that’s just as… that’s essentially your equal, but realizing it’s not human helps you recognize all the assumptions and habits you have.”

“What was with that pause?” Himeko asked, looking at me curiously.   I often struggled with words but I’d cut myself off especially sharply with that one.

I shrugged.  “I got caught up looking for the right word.  It took me a few tries before I could come up with something that wasn’t insultingly arrogant or untrue.”  Which would have been especially stupid to do in front of the spirit of the school I was going to!  “At first I was going to say intelligent but then I realized that was incredibly prideful given some spirits are much smarter than humans.”  I smiled wryly and gestured towards our school’s kami.  “Take Sensei-san here, they’re literally a spirit formed out of a school.  The amount of knowledge they possess is probably going to put both of us to shame.”

Himeko turned towards the kami again.  “Is that true Sensei-san?” she asked respectfully.

It was interesting to watch Himeko quietly wracking her brain, trying to figure out how polite she should be.  There was no universe in which she’d be impolite or too casual towards the kami, this was still Himeko after all.  But she clearly found the kami fascinating, and was struggling to figure out how to interact with it a little more without being disrespectful. 

Sensei-san looked thoughtful.  “I do not know,” they finally admitted with a shrug, “I believe that is true.  I sense a lot of knowledge there, but if feels just out of reach.”

Luckily, this bit I’d learned about back on Avalon.  “Sensei-san, what was the third question on the school’s entrance exam back in 1988?”

“What was the date of Emperor Meiji’s death?” Sensei-san answered instantly.

“And the answer?”

“July 30 1912.”

Himeko looked slightly agog.  “That was amazing.”

Sensei-san looked unaffected.  “Not really, 91% of the test takers got that one right.  It was one of the most correctly answered questions of the whole exam.”

I looked back to Himeko and shrugged.  “Most of their knowledge is like that,” I explained, “they haven’t truly integrated it but they know it in their bones… so to speak.”

“Fascinating,” Himeko said, looking at Sensei-san wonderingly.  She thought for a few moments.  “Is it anything that happened on school grounds?”

Sensei-san looked thoughtful again.  “I am not sure,” they said with a small frown.  “Facts and figures come more easily to me, I suspect that is part of the nature of a school.  But I know that I know something of the students and the staff as well, it is how I instantly knew both you and Matsuda-san.”

“Could you tell us anything about the saboteur?” Himeko asked, staring at the school’s kami intently.

I started a little, that was one aspect I’d never even considered!  And yet, not long after being surprised with the existence of the school’s kami it was one of the first things Himeko thought of.

Sensei-san’s frown deepened and they searched their memories.  They were silent for a while as they pondered.  Himeko and I both watched them in interest, with no idea how this was going to turn out.

“They are mostly a blank to me,” Sensei-san said finally, not satisfied with their own admission.  “I can remember vaguely sensing them, the wrongness about them.  No, he.  I am sure it was a man.  But I am not sure how I know, it is like I am trying to remember a shadow.”

“Were they a student?” Himeko asked, struggling to balance politeness with the intensity of her tone.

Sensei-san’s gaze shot up to meet hers.  “No,” they declared in surprise.  “That is one of the reasons they felt so wrong, and one of the reasons I cannot remember them.  They were no student, no member of staff.  It was a grown man of some sort.”

Himeko stood there frozen for a few moments.  Then she deliberately took a deep breath and eased back, trying to control her expressions and her emotions.  She’s not entirely fooling me, I wondered, but I’ve gotten to know her by now.  I wonder how she’s doing with Sensei-san?  On one hand, he’d more or less been born earlier today and didn’t have much experience with people.  On the other hand, he was the kami of the school!  I wasn’t going to bet my life on it, but I was willing to give pretty good odds he knew what the students were really feeling.  While they were on school grounds at least.

I decided not to take my life into my hands and suggest to Himeko that she wasn’t fooling anyone.  Instead, I cautiously asked “Himeko?”

Himeko was silent for a few moments more, still collecting her thoughts.  “I’m sorry Mamoru,” she said finally, “It’s good to know that but it’s just so frustrating!”

It was so obviously frustrating that I bit my lip on the follow up question and didn’t badger her as to why.

Fortunately, Himeko recognized the question in my eyes and she seemed to want to vent.  “The saboteur hasn’t been active in over a month,” she explained.  “The faculty and the police have unofficially decided it was one of last year’s graduating class, probably cracking under the strain of entrance exams, and that the perpetrator gave up in the face of so many people looking for them.  In spite of my protests to the contrary they are trying to move on, trying ‘not to worry the incoming students too much at this important time’.”  Himeko said, her sarcastic tone of voice making it obvious she was quoting someone.

I said nothing.  I was sort of in agreement with Himeko that they were being stupid but I was all too aware I was on the paranoid side at times.  And for all my personal preferences I could easily see the faculty’s argument for not getting the new students off on the wrong foot.  The faculty’s current plan could backfire horribly if they’re wrong, I admitted to myself nervously.  But I have a hard time saying they should have just greeted the new students with “Please be aware: a dangerous criminal has trespassed on school grounds multiple times to damage our beloved institution.  Please maintain vigilance at all times and report any suspicious individuals to appropriate authorities.”  It might have livened up the entrance ceremony but it really wouldn’t have been a good way to kick off the school year.

“This news just makes the whole situation even more worrying.  If it really was an older stranger there’s no reason to think they’re finished with us, the police and faculty are dropping their guard at just the wrong time,” Himeko complained.  “Unfortunately, I can’t exactly bring this new information to them.”

I winced at the mere thought of it.  I supposed we could try and fake it, claim Sensei’s information was an anonymous report from a resident of the area.  But the difficulty in making it believable, the web of lies we’d have to try and weave… I’d have avoided it on principle and if Himeko thought it was just plain stupid then it was probably beyond the pale!

Himeko looked at Sensei-san again and then turned back to me.  “Could he impersonate a witness?” she asked, her thoughts obviously having gone down the same route as mine.  “Could he appear to them and- “ she abruptly stopped as she realized how complex that path would quickly get.  “Right.  No, that wouldn’t work.”

“They,” Sensei-san corrected gently.  “I suppose I could accept it in a pinch, I am not human and do come from an object, but it just seems too rude.”

I shook my head.  “Yeah, it feels like the equivalent of referring to females as-“ I glanced at Himeko and cut myself off.

“It’s alright Mamoru,” Himeko said calmly.  “I indirectly brought this upon myself with my own rudeness.  What does it feel like?”

I flushed.  I could say it, but I’d have to force myself to deliberately do so infront of Himeko.  “Are you sure?” I asked a little desperately.

“I’m sure,” Himeko continued in the same level voice.  “Any discomfort I feel is a fitting punishment for me and a good reminder why it’s best not to make mistakes.  What is it like?”

I gritted my teeth but quickly ran through it before I could draw out the pain and make things even worse.  “Bitches.  It feels like referring to female humans as bitches.”  I wanted to add something about how you could get what they were talking about easily enough but it was obviously too derogatory to actually use under most circumstances.  I wanted this diversion to be finished even more than that, so instead I bit my tongue and shut up.

Himeko went coldly silent despite her attempts to be calm.  After a moment though she shook that off, sighed, and bowed deeply towards Sensei-san.  “My apologies Sensei-san,” she said formally, “I hope you forgive my digression and earlier rudeness; it was unintentional but still thoughtless and foolish.”

“Apology accepted Meiko-san,” Sensei-san said with a return bow, “thank you for your understanding and willingness to learn.  It’s not a major issue for me personally, but I do think it’s an important habit to cultivate.”  They then turned to me.  “I am not sure why I could not report this to the police though.”

“You do understand you can’t go showing yourself to everyone, right?” I asked quickly, suddenly remembering this was a baby spirit in terms of experience.

I relaxed a little as Sensei-san nodded.  “Yes, I am technically a being unknown to most of the world.  I sense some of my limitations, and somehow I know it would be dangerous and counterproductive for me to try and become well known.  But I don’t understand why that plan couldn’t work, I could mislead the authorities as to my identity and then report what I had seen.  It is an unpleasant deception but it seems like a possible one.”

Ooh boy, I thought, knowing I needed to somehow nip this in the bud but do it without either offending Sensei-san or indirectly scarring them.  I did not want to give them the wrong sort of impression and turn them into, well, me.  In terms of social ability at least, it would be all to easy to accidentally make Sensei-san a kami that never actually spoke to anyone else again.

Fortunately, for all my panic, Himeko had this one.  “Our apologies Sensei-san,” she said calmly.  “But the problems would multiply quickly if you tried that.  If you were to report things to the police they would need to know who you are.  If we tried to run some sort of deception it would probably be quickly discovered, and the police would be at least a little curious and concerned about why we were doing that.  To create a deception that wouldn’t be discovered, some sort of identity that would stand up to even casual police scrutiny, would require us to call in favors and take steps with people who would also wonder how and why we were doing that.”

Yeah, ‘us’, I thought in horrified bemusement.  I couldn’t tell if Himeko was talking about criminals or just officials her family had influence over.  Neither of those types of people would probably be too curious, not if they knew what was good for them!  But she’d have to use family resources and you could bet her dad would be interested in what Himeko thought she was doing and why.

“Trying to fix those problems would require even more steps and just draw us even further into a mess,” Himeko explained sorrowfully.  “Overall, it remains simpler and easier to not even start.”

“I see.  Yes.”  Sensei-san replied, looking at something neither of us could see.  “I am familiar with stories of serial escalation, where the attempt to avoid one problem leads to another even worse one.  I have even witnessed less dramatic examples amongst the students.  So this could become one of them?  Thank you for enlightening me Meiko-san.”

“You are very welcome, Sensei-san.  Normally I do not think the risk would be too high.  Unfortunately the police have already decided on an explanation, they don’t want to risk more time, effort, or bad publicity at the school if they don’t have to.  They certainly will if there is a credible threat, they are not fools, but given that nothing has happened for a while they’d prefer to let the saboteur and their failure to find him slide out of the public’s mind and focus their efforts elsewhere.  In order to change their minds the police would have to make a thorough examination and interview of any witness.  Especially one that was only coming forward this long after all the sabotage.  If we’d mentioned this around January, that ‘someone’ saw a suspicious looking man around the school around the time of one or two of the events, we might have been able to make up a story or attribute it to a different witness and get away with it.  At this point it’s a little too late.”

“A shame, I would really like to see this evildoer punished,” Sensei-san noted.  They frowned and they looked at their hands.

I frowned thoughtfully too.  Throughout the previous conversation and all the words I’d exchanged with Sensei-san they’d sounded about as emotionally attached to the world as I did when in a trance.  Now though, now there was definitely a hint of some emotion.  Frustration, and anger.

“Matsuda-san?” Sensei-san asked, not quite as calmly as before, “do you think it’s possible for me to track this person down?  To punish them for their trespass?”

Oh fuck!  I’d never even thought of the saboteur when conducting this experiment.  I’d simply viewed Sensei-san as a good candidate for researching spirits in general, something that wouldn’t be too powerful, would probably be inclined to help a student, and would probably be benign.  Unfortunately Sensei-san, for all intents and purposes, was still a minor god.  A very minor god, but that didn’t mean they wouldn’t take offense to someone who’d essentially been vandalizing their temple!

“No!  Absolutely not!  Not yet at least!” I said hurriedly.  I realized how panicky and spastic I was coming off as, coughed, and tried to compose myself somewhat.

“Listen Sensei-san, you might be able to do that in the fullness of time.  If you keep growing and practicing I suspect you’ll have the skill and power to do that within the decade.  But even then I’m not sure you’ll have the range.  I have no idea how far you’ll be able to venture from the school, but I know trying to do so this soon after you’ve just awoken could be catastrophic!”

“It would kill hi- them?” Himeko asked, concern shining brightly in her eyes.

“Kill is an awkward word when it comes to spirits,” I said reluctantly, “that’s why it was so difficult to eliminate the Onryo.  The form it manifested to attack us… I hate mixing up and using so many metaphors but that was the stalk of a weed with very, very, very deep roots.  That’s why we had to cleanse the whole place, and thoroughly, before we could get rid of it.  If we’d just attacked the body it would have reformed eventually.”

“So, if Sensei-san left school grounds it would chop off their stalk but it would eventually regrow?” Himeko asked, making sure she’d gotten it right.

 “Essentially, the spirits of a place are even tougher than the Onryo in that respect.  As long as the school remains here in some way, shape, or form it is unlikely Sensei-san could be completely destroyed.  But venturing so far away from their place of power so quickly would likely disperse them, knocking the spirit back to unconsciousness for years to come as they reassemble themselves.  And when Sensei-san reforms they… it’s likely there’d be a combination of damage and the pieces of Sensei-san’s spirit returning to the school would likely draw in something else with them, integrating it into their makeup and changing them so they wouldn’t quite be the same spirit they are today.”

“Ah,” Sensei-san sighed, “so I am confined here for now.”

“The same way anyone’s spirit is confined to their body,” I shrugged.  “The mechanics of you going out and about are pretty different but the difficulties are similar to me astral projecting my spirit out of my body.  Doable, very useful at times, but requiring a lot of effort and not something to do lightly.”

“Are you sure he- they couldn’t Mamoru?  They seem pretty solid.” Himeko asked, looking at me in concern.  There was also a mild touch of suspicion in her eyes, like she was wondering if I was lying to Sensei-san after how upset I’d gotten at the idea of them wandering off to take vengeance.

“Things aren’t always what they seem,” I beckoned Himeko over and once she had a view unobstructed by tables and desks she could see what had been hidden since she’d entered the room: the fact that Sensei-san was standing within a magic circle.

“Sensei-san can manifest without aid, that’s how they let me know they had awakened in the first place,” I explained.  “But the process is difficult and draining for them.  Sensei-san exists on a different level of reality, for them to appear to us… probably the closest analogy is that Sensei-san has to lift and hold himself above a fence in order for us to see him.  Sensei-san is there even if we’re not always aware of them, they can even speak to us through the fence without too much trouble.  But to actually interact with us they have to lift themselves up and support themselves, and that’s not something they can do indefinitely.”

“This,” I indicated the magic circle, “is basically the equivalent of a stack of boxes.  It’s something Sensei-san can stand on and use to interact with us much more easily.  But their ability to interact is still limited, they can’t move off the ‘boxes’, and it still takes some effort to retain their balance and awkward position.”

“A clever simile Matsuda-san,” Sensei-san nodded in approval.  “Full marks.”

I smiled, shocked and unreasonably pleased that someone had actually approved of one of my analogies for once.  Himeko looked a little less impressed with the ‘stack of boxes’ comparison but it was obvious she got it.  “And walking around outside the school is even worse?” she asked instead.

I nodded.  “Especially if they want to do something.  Think of… hmm, think of walking around the outside as walking around a toxic atmosphere whether they’re doing anything or not.  If Sensei-san holds their breath they’ll be fine but if they try to breath they’ll suffocate and die.  Now imagine trying to do that while holding yourself above a fence at the same time.”

“Okay, I see that,” Himeko said thoughtfully.

“There are ways to manage it,” I admitted, “the equivalent of training yourself to hold your breath or bringing along a little tank of oxygen with you.  But Sensei-san’s got a long way to go before they can manage that, right now they’re dependant on the school.”

Or are they?  I wondered, suddenly struck by a thought.  Normally they would have been, but an important part of a school was the students.  Did Sensei-san have a little more ability to leave school grounds than I’d realized?

I decided not to pursue that thought until I’d done more research and had a better bead on Sensei-san’s personality.  He didn’t seem unstable or nasty… but that abrupt surge of vengefulness against the saboteur had been worrying and before I accidentally allowed an angry kami into lazy students’ bedrooms I probably should do a little more work.  This all seemed so simple a day ago.  Awaken the school’s kami and gain a new ally all while getting an amazing opportunity to study a spirit close up.  I know the law of unintended consequences bites everyone on the butt occasionally but this is spiraling quicker than I’d ever have imagined.

“I assume it’s not literally holding your breath,” Himeko noted, plastering on a fake face so I couldn’t figure out her real emotions (probably some combination of curiosity, wonder, and worry she was coming off as ignorant).

“It’s surprisingly close actually,” I said, surprising myself with a small laugh.  “The spirit learns to suck and hold in their… essence for lack of a better term.  It’s a lot like you or I holding our breath or locking one of our limbs in a specific position, it’s not hard to do for a moment but maintaining it for any length of time, especially while doing something, takes practice and a development of certain ‘muscles’.”  I shook my head.  “I’m sorry I’m using so many physical analogies Sensei-san, I worry they come off as insulting.”  I’d never thought of using the word bio-centric to have described myself before now but talking to a being that didn’t have any of those things was throwing me off a little.

“It is fine,” Sensei-san noted calmly, “at the moment they make as much sense to me as another spirit explaining the procedure properly.  So much of my knowledge seems to come from the school and its residents so I can understand them easily.  How long do you think it will take for me to learn these techniques?”

“Well, the basics are probably pretty easily,” I said cautiously, “just like holding one’s breath or moving one’s limb.  You’re still learning those basics so it might take you a little longer then I think.  And it’s not learning the technique that’s important, it’s going to be mastering it to a strong enough level.  That might take you a while.”

It might not either, my subconscious noted thoughtfully.  I don’t actually know how long it will take and you’re the kami of a school, if anyone is going to have a gift for learning things quickly it’s probably going to be you.  My fingers itched to take a few notes before I forgot about them.

“Ah, of course,” Sensei-san sighed (an odd mannerism for a spirit that didn’t need to breath) in amusement.  “You would think I of all beings would have realized that.”  They shook their head.  “The sheer number of students I have seen learning that lesson over the years… it is a lesson in itself that I did not realize that immediately.”

“Huh,” I said thoughtfully.  “It really is.  You have all this knowledge, and you realize it very quickly, but it isn’t automatic.  You have to think about it and experience it.  Is it like amnesia?  I mean, as best as you can guess.  If you’ve had any students that have suffered amnesia in the past you might be able to compare.”

“Interesting!” Sensei-san looked thoughtful as well, clearly checking their memories.  “I have had a few students with a touch of amnesia over the years.  Their experiences varied, but I think it is a lot like theirs, the sudden discovery you actually have knowledge you didn’t even realize.  Mine seems to be more intellectual and theirs was more emotional and personal but I think the comparison stands.”

It was too much, I reached for my notebook and started writing down a few notes.  “That puts a whole different perspective on spirits and awakening them,” I talked as I wrote.  “I knew about the intrinsic knowledge that they aren’t aware of until they think about it, that was a part of my studies.  But if you think about awakening them as a sort of trauma that causes reverse amnesia-.  So, is a spirit a flaw in the natural order?  Or is this still like slapping a baby’s butt to start them breathing?“

Himeko coughed politely, seeing I was getting a little too excited by the subject.

I caught myself.  “Sorry Himeko,” I apologized, not quite as sincerely as I should have, “But there’s so much to learn!  And it’s not just important for me, it’s important for Sensei-san too.  I woke them up.  That probably would have happened on its own sooner or later but I have to take at least some responsibility for that.”

Himeko sighed in frustration.  “I won’t deny that, but your priorities can get a little skewed Mamoru.”

I laughed a little nervously at that one, fearing she was right.

She abruptly snapped her fingers.  “That’s right!  That was the whole reason I came in here in the first place!  I completely forgot with everything that happened.”

“Forgot what?” I asked, still quietly writing down some notes, observations, and hypothesis.

The look Himeko gave me was less than friendly.  “Mamoru, what was the one thing I told you to do this year?”

“Uh…” I paused, winding back my memories.  Actually getting to interact with Sensei-san had driven everything else out of my head.  Including the obvious-

“Not to attract attention!” Himeko said, frustration coming through in her voice even though she tried to hold it back.  I think she was also a little annoyed at herself that she’d gotten distracted from her original purpose for so long and she was willing to take it out on me.  “And what do I find out you’ve done on the very first day back at school?”

“Uh-“

“Attracted attention!”  Himeko sighed but she obviously wasn’t pleased to be giving me this lecture.  “Mamoru, I respect what you were trying to do, it was the right thing and I am glad that someone was willing to help.  But- “

“Then you should be grateful instead Meiko-san,” Sensei-san interrupted swiftly but firmly.

“Yes, but- “

“Students are here to learn,” Sensei-san said with an iron that had been hidden up until now.  “I am not willing to accept such thoughtless and selfish violations of the student code on school grounds.  That is why I directed Matsuda-san to intervene through my shintai.”

Both Himeko and I stared at the kami, Himeko in shock and me in mild surprise, now that I was thinking about it I could remember that I had been led there, and calling the bundle I’d created a shintai made sense.

“You… led… him,” Himeko asked carefully.

“Yes,” Sensei-san said, their expression growing more and more thunderous, “the fools were planning their little intimidation racket all day.  Regular bullying is bad enough, they intended to have that boy doing their work for them!  I will not tolerate such.”

Wow, I thought, a little taken aback, that’s a step or two further than even I thought!  And I’d been willing to be pretty paranoid.  I wasn’t displeased though, it made me feel a little bit better about my efforts and-

“I may not be able to stomp out every little incidence of bullying on campus,” Sensei-san declared, “I’m not even sure I would if I could, the students need to be prepared for the real world.  But I will act to crush those who would falsely enhance their own education at the expense of others.”  The only possible word for their expression was ‘wrathful’.

And there it is, I though, feeling a stab of fear at what I’d created.  Well, awakened at least.  As much as we wanted divine help in our lives at times, and sometimes we even truly deserved it, it was best to keep it at arms length.  When gods got too active humans tended to be turned into playthings, our free will compromised.  While Sensei-san wasn’t going too far just yet I didn’t like the trend they were setting.  Especially since if one god started getting out of hand-

“That is enough!” a fourth voice declared decisively.

All three of us started in surprise, a little for Sensei-san and mutual small jump for Himeko and I.  We turned around to see…

A fox sitting to the side of the door, carefully laying an old-fashioned scroll upon the ground.  A scroll with a very fancy seal and exquisite calligraphy.

Squeeze!  Squeezesqueezesqueezesqueezesqueeze!

Oh, now you go off!  I gave my warning bracelet a dirty look, not amused by the late timing.  When one god started getting too active other gods usually had to put in an appearance to mitigate the damages to their spheres of influence!

The fox turned a sharp-eyed gaze upon us.  “Mage.  Noble.  Sarutahiko Okami needs a word with his newest subject.  Leave.  Now.”

SQUEEZESQUEEZESQUEEZESQUEEZESQUEEZE!

“On it!” I said, grabbing Himeko and starting to hustle her out the door as quickly as I could manage.  Not that I thought she’d actually resist or protest, she was mostly just in shock at the fox’s sudden appearance and the implications of what had just been said.  But there was no way I was taking any chances.  Even without my bracelet warning me I knew you did not talk back to the head of Japan’s earthly kami, or even a representative of his acting under orders.

(Okay, under normal circumstances I might have been distracted enough to ask “aren’t foxes more Inari’s thing?” but with my warning bracelet threatening to cut off my hand I had no trouble focusing!)

I got us both out of the room and slammed the door behind us.  Then, just for good measure, I cast both a sealing spell and a ‘don’t notice me’ spell upon the door.  The kami within could have easily kept anyone out if they wanted, even if Sarutahiko wasn’t going to make a personal appearance and was just going to have one of his representatives lay down the law to Sensei-san.  But, for both the sake of politeness and to protect the student body, I figured my way was the best choice.  The kami might not have chosen to lock everyone out, and woe betide the poor human that accidentally stumbled upon their conversation.

Once that was done Himeko and I leaned back against the windows on the other side of the hall and finally allowed ourselves to breath again.  Both of us had been unconsciously holding our breaths due to the sheer spike of fear and stress Sarutahiko’s name had brought on.  He was not someone you wanted to face without a damn good reason and both of us had wanted to make sure we stayed beneath his notice.  We simultaneously panted for a few seconds as if we’d just finished a desperate sprint as we tried to get oxygen back in our systems.

“Well,” Himeko said after a few seconds of panting and starring at the door in shock, “the first day of the new school year has been interesting.  I can’t wait to see the second.”
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“So-o-o-o” Eiko asked cautiously as we approached the school gates, drawing out the word and trying to pretend she wasn’t just a little bit afraid. “Are we sure it’s going to be safe for me to go in today? Positive?”

“As best we can tell,” I said, with a little more confidence than I actually felt. I think Eiko detected the false heartiness in my tone by the way she gave me a dirty look.

“I managed to have a talk with Sensei-san this afternoon.” It hadn’t been easy, I’d had to hide under the ‘don’t notice me’ spell and trance out in the classroom during lunch. “Sarutahiko Okami’s representative laid down the law to him. Them,” I corrected myself instantly. It was a sign of rattled I was that I made that mistake, I’d had a lot more training and exposure to that idea then Himeko (not to mention a few courses on spirit etiquette back on Avalon) and while it wasn’t quite second nature to me it wasn’t too hard either. Of course, it helped to know that the beings in question could make your life very brief, or very miserable, if you screwed it up and were rude to them. Nothing like the practical side of it to make you very polite.

“Basically, there are some pretty strict rules about how directly and how often you can interfere with humans if you’re a kami. Especially a young and inexperienced kami.”

Eiko thought for a moment and then smirked. “New driver rules?”

Despite everything I couldn’t help but smile at that suggestion. Especially since she was right. “Pretty much. Sensei-san hadn’t actually violated any of those rules yet, but they were working their way up to it. It’s apparently a pretty common problem. That’s one of the reasons Sarutahiko Okami makes sure to educate and bring young kami under control so quickly, young kami soon start to wander over the lines if no one makes it clear where those lines are and why they shouldn’t.”

“Well, I guess that makes sense.  It would be like expecting a kid that’s been raised by wolves to know all the rules of society.”  Eiko then paused at the school gates and looked around cautiously.  But apart from a ruckus of displays and demonstrations as the school clubs combined recruiting and early meetings there wasn’t anything unusual to see.  And since it was a good hour and change after classes had ended there wasn’t even too much of that, there were still a number of them out and trying to entice new students; but by this time they had settled down and the clubs that were less appropriate for outside display (like the Calligraphy Club) were starting to withdraw.

I glanced at Eiko, she had switched out of her own school’s uniform into casual clothes but she still stood out a little.  I was tempted to use a ‘don’t notice me’ spell on her but I was still hoping to get some physical testing done that weekend and I didn’t want to violate Master Tai’s rules on spell limits.  Not to mention how she’d react at the suggestion, my conscience reminded me with both a laugh and a wince.  Eiko preferred to meet problems head on, even if she had to destroy them in the process.

After threading our way through the remaining crowds we picked up our conversation in the school lobby.  “It wasn’t quite as bad as being raised by wolves,” I explained.  “Apparently Sensei-san did get imprinted with a little bit of an instinct for what the limits were supposed to be.”

“Really?” Eiko’s head snapped around and she looked at me in surprise.  “How the heck does that work?”

“You got me,” I admitted, “that’s one of the things I’m researching and trying to find out.  It could be some sort of collective unconscious thing.  It could be a side effect of the school being built with at least some Japanese materials, essentially infusing Sensei-san with some of the memories of older and more experienced kami.  It might just straight up be a power of the greater kami out there, Sarutahiko Okami didn’t get that title for nothing and maybe it’s something he can just do.  Or it might be none of those, that’s why I’m researching.”

“And why you created a kami in the first place,” Eiko noted, giving me an amused smile.  She was calming down now that she’d been able to enter the school without anyone (well, any kami) smiting her.

“I didn’t create Sensei-san,” I protested as I put on my indoor shoes.  “I just… woke them up a little early.  Nothing wrong with that.”

“Right, and we nearly got an inexperienced god ruling tyrannically over a school,” Eiko countered, a hint of fear underneath all the humor.  “Nothing out of the ordinary at all.”

Despite everything I couldn’t help but wince when she put it like that.  “Yeah, okay, there’s a reason that older kami stop the younger ones before they can make those sorts of mistakes.”

I shut my locker again and turned back to Eiko a little more calmly.  “Actually, I suppose I should be a little fairer to Sensei-san.  The rules aren’t that strict and it didn't look like they were on their way to violating them too badly.  But the punishments and the lines you don’t cross are strict, and chances were good Sensei-san would have accidentally crossed into that territory without guidance.  It didn’t help that I was the one that woke them up and was available to them.”

“Wait, it wasn’t helpful that the one who woke the kami up was there and available?” Eiko gave me a skeptical look.  “Mamoru, that makes no sense.”

“It does when you think about it,” I assured her as we resumed our trip to the lab.  “Part of the problem was that I was bringing along Sensei-san too fast while keeping them focused on the human world.  Usually that won’t happen to a kami that finally wakes up, in fact it almost never occurs.  Normally a kami will be interested in the human side of things, but their limited strength and experience won’t let them do too much before an older and wiser kami gets the chance to explain things to them.  By being ready for Sensei-san, immediately helping them manifest, and then interacting with them for hours I made human scale interactions seem more… hmm…”  I paused and tried to come up with the right word.

“Important?” Eiko suggested.

“That’s close but not quite right,” I admitted.  “The human side of things is important, at least for the spirit of a school.”  I thought about it some more and then shook my head.  “I’m not sure how to put it, it’s like I was training a baby to use their hands really well and by doing so I was accidentally training them to ignore their legs and let them atrophy.  They’d end up extra talented with their hands but overall crippled.”

“Ouch,” Eiko flinched at the mere thought of that.  It probably hit extra hard for her since she tried to balance her training and physicality.  “Yeah, you’re right.  I can see how accidentally focusing them on the wrong thing would be a problem.”

“Priority!” I declared, slapping my forehead as it finally came to me.  “That’s it.  I was skewing Sensei-san’s priorities!  They needed another kami to make sure they were focused on the right things and to explain to them how to go about their business.”

Okay,” Eiko said thoughtfully.  “Now I understand, you need someone who actually knows what they’re doing to explain how it works.  You trying to tell a kami what to do would be like getting an anime fan to explain how to be a martial artist or mage.”

That one made me wince, put off by the thought I had been that stupid in any way, shape, or form.  I hadn’t, but upon reflection I’d accidentally come pretty close by unintentionally leading Sensei-san down some of the wrong paths.  “Thank you for that,” I shot back sarcastically.  “I didn’t try to tell them what to do I just… focused their attention in the wrong direction.”

“Uh-huh.”

“Hey, you can blame Himeko for that too you know,” I said defensively, “or didn’t she tell you about her incident yesterday?”  Sensei-san might have led me to my target but Himeko had set her own good-bad example for our school’s kami without any prompting, it had been another reason Sensei-san had been willing to get so proactive and aggressive.

“Mr. Grabby?  Yeah, she mentioned it to me,” Eiko answered, sounding surprisingly unaffected by the whole thing.

The previous day, during the crush of people checking out club displays, a new student had attempted to use the crowds to grope Himeko’s rear.  One quick grab, hold, and arm bar later the idiot had been forced to his knees so Himeko could coldly explain to him how that was not acceptable behaviour; and despite his barrage of frantic ‘I’m sorries,’ she would not be accepting apologies or releasing him until she was done with her quick lecture since “he was obvious lacking in common sense, common courtesy, and the level of intelligence common to all students of the school.”

“She was making an example of him to cut down on other idiots before they got started,” I noted. I probably didn’t need to add that since Eiko was very familiar with how her friend thought. And good thing she did it too, I added mentally, someone that stupid and careless didn’t deserve a slap on the wrist lest they encourage others to do the same thing. Not to mention how someone like Shizu would have reacted if she thought the perv had gotten off lightly. Thinking about how the obsessed fans like Shizu and Harada would have reacted made me wonder if Himeko had also done it in order to save the pervert’s life!

“Unfortunately,” I added, filing that thought away for later, “that also set out an example for Sensei-san. They were familiar with a lot of other examples in a distant way but that case was the first one they’d seen since waking up. Sort of like the difference between reading about a thing in a dry textbook versus seeing an example of something right in front of your face. It accidentally encouraged them to be a little more active and excessive than we would have preferred.”

“I wouldn’t mind that,” Eiko answered, trying to sound airy but unable to keep a bit of dark satisfaction out of her tone. I suspected that she’d been harassed at school and knew about too many classmates who’d been groped on the subway.

Unfortunately, it was never that simple. “Even when they stopped you from fighting in school using similar methods?” I asked skeptically.

“Okay, you got me,” Eiko admitted wryly. “I never start trouble but I’ve probably crossed the line first too many times.”

I carefully did not look at the fresh scuffs on Eiko’s calloused knuckles. I doubt I’d have usually noticed them, but since we’d ridden the train back from the Meiko estate together her hand had been near to my eye level when she held the overhead strap. I had a feeling she’d needed to set a few of her own examples to an incoming student or two.

“Sensei-san’s not bad,” I shrugged, “but they don’t have a real-world perspective yet. Their nature mean’s they’ll probably develop one very quickly, they’ve got a lot of knowledge that’ll probably just ‘click’ when they see some real-life examples to go along with it. But it’s best for them not to get too deeply involved in the meantime. Especially with people like us, that’ll just skew their examples horribly!”

Eiko chuckled. “I can’t argue that,” she admitted, “Himeko’s a rich princess with a couple of issues you don’t want to encourage. You’re…”

“Me,” I agreed wryly, not pretending I’d be a good example of student behaviour.

“Yeah, between the two of you I think we’ve got the whole range of social problems.”

I snorted. Himeko put on too many false faces and had too many false friends. I hid away from the world while trying to be myself and had been ridiculously fortunate to finally acquire the few good friends I had. We weren’t exactly the poster children for good socialization.

“Anyway,” Eiko sighed as we came up to the lab. “Thanks for escorting me in and making sure I didn’t get zapped by a kami getting too overprotective of their school. It’s been fun but now I’ve got to try and find Himeko, even if she’s not supposed to be patrolling for the saboteur officially she’s still doing it unofficially and that means she definitely needs an escort.”

“So that’s what she’s doing! I wondered about that. I thought she might just be wandering about the school ground to keep an eye on everyone while the clubs were so active.”

“Probably that too,” Eiko admitted, “I know she’s going to use it as an excuse. But I also know what she’s really doing and I’m not going to let her endanger herself.”

“Assuming you can find her,” I noted, glancing out at all the chaos taking place on school grounds.

“Yeah,” Eiko agreed in annoyance.

Right at that moment someone yanked the lab door open from the inside. “Get in here quickly!” Himeko hissed.

Eiko and I both paused in surprise, probably due to the absurd timing of it. “Himeko, what- “ I began.

“Now!” Himeko commanded, grabbing us both by our clothing and yanking us inside.

Himeko quickly shut the door once we were clear. While she did that Eiko and I exchanged a worried look, Himeko was clearly flustered. “Himeko, what’s wrong?” I asked urgently, barely beating Eiko to the punch.

Himeko took another quick look around the empty lab. Once she was satisfied there was no one else there she visibly composed herself and then started to roll up her left sleeve.

“Mamoru, I need you to have a look at this,” Himeko replied, sounding calm but tense as she revealed the instantly recognizable form of a magatama on a cord tied about halfway up her forearm.

It was made of mithril.

“I’m guessing that’s not good,” Eiko noted, her eyes flicking between Himeko’s new piece of jewelry and my flummoxed expression.

I continued to stare. It was obviously mithril, after all the work I’d put in I recognized the substance instantly. Not to mention the way it seemed to float above her arm whenever she moved and the magatama failed to fall in Earth’s gravity, even if you ignored the color and sheen that was a dead giveaway. But I certainly hadn’t made it. And since I was supposed to be the only one who knew about mithril-

Suddenly it all clicked. “Sensei-san?” I asked, barely able to imagine it could have been anyone else.

Himeko nodded. “He… gave it to me after school.”

Eiko’s gaze sharpened and shot to Himeko at that obvious hesitation. “Gave?” she asked darkly.

Himeko sighed. “Alright, yes, he sort of forced it on me,” she admitted. “He-“

“They,” I reminded her distractedly.

Himeko looked momentarily annoyed but quickly shoved it down. “Yes, thank you Mamoru, I still have to get used to that. They sort of forced it on me, they said as the Student Council President it was my duty to wear it. Then they just… went away. If I didn’t know any better, I’d have said they were exhausted.”

I frowned thoughtfully and activated the ‘mage sight’ function of my glasses. “Do you mind if I take a closer look?” I asked, cautiously stepping towards her.

“No, go ahead,” Himeko answered, holding out her arm.

I cautiously held Himeko’s arm, turning it slightly so I could get a closer look at the magatama, not quite daring to touch the object directly. My first thought… well my first thought was, Himeko has very smooth skin. Silky. My second was not the right time hormones! But my third thought, my third thought was curiosity and wonder.

The magatama was… I didn’t even have the right words for it. I was used to the mystical logic of sigils and spells but this… this was like I was an engineer or programmer suddenly having to study an organ, there was an oddly biological elegance to whatever had been done to the magatama. Subtle, but highly functional and complex.

I’m not sure how long I stared at the magatama, trying to decipher what it all meant. At some point I unconsciously knelt down to have a closer look but I didn’t come back to myself until Eiko awkwardly pointed out “uh, Mamoru? I think Himeko’s getting a little uncomfortable with you being that close for that long. At least say something, it’s even more disturbing that you’re not babbling. Or at least mumbling while you think out loud.”

I suddenly realized I’d gotten so close my breath was probably tickling Himeko’s arm, and I had no idea how long I’d been doing that. “Oh, sorry!” I said urgently, jerking my head backwards. I quickly let go and then climbed back to my feet.

“That’s alright,” Himeko said calmly, the mildest of blushes betraying her own awkwardness. “I did ask. What did you find out Mamoru?”

“Before I say anything,” I answered cautiously, “Eiko? Would you mind coming over here and probing the magatama with your ki?”

Eiko looked at me cautiously but did so, coming in close before stretching her own abilities. “Huh!” she let out as she did so.

“What is it?” Himeko asked, obviously getting more and more stressed by everything.

“It feels… weird,” Eiko grew defensive at her friend’s annoyed look. “It’s not like I’m going to understand it Hime! That’s what we’ve got a mage for!”

“Yeah, sorry,” I said quickly, shaking myself out of my thoughts. “I think I know what this is, sort of.”

“Mamoru…” Himeko said slowly, packing a lot of warning in that single word.

“Sorry Himeko,” I answered apologetically, “but the form of this is throwing me off. Not to mention the timing… and the fact it’s being done by a lesser god…”

“Mamoru!” Himeko was much sharper this time.

“It’s a bridge between you and Sensei-san,” I said quickly. “You know how yesterday I compared the magic circle to standing on three boxes so Sensei-san could be seen over a fence? Well, this is something similar. Actually, a better comparison might be a small hole in the fence. A place where you can easily see some of a person on the other side by looking through the hole, Sensei-san can easily see you in return, and they can poke a few fingers through to do a few small things without any trouble.”

“What sort of things?”

“Uh…” I hesitated, trying to ignore the slowly growing glare Himeko was giving me. “I’m not really sure,” I admitted reluctantly, “Sensei-san’s too much of an unknown and I still don’t know what their powers are going to be like. Some of it is easy to guess, they’ll have no problem whispering in your ear with this thing on. But I kind of doubt they’ll be able to shoot fireballs from this, that doesn’t really go with being a kami of a school.”

On the other hand, chemistry lab and the practical applications of it… I thought, getting distracted by that random possibility for a few seconds.

“Wait, wait, wait,” Eiko said, shaking her head and then staring at me in disbelief. “Are you telling me that Himeko’s now some kind of cleric from a video game?”

I opened my mouth, paused, shut it again, and thought carefully about my answer. Especially since Himeko suddenly looked very thoughtful about this new possibility, like she was seriously reconsidering all her previous fear and frustration.

“Not quite,” I said finally, ignoring Eiko’s sigh of relief and Himeko’s small moue of disappointment. “Just for starters I don’t think anything in the real world really works like the average cleric from a video game. The gods don’t randomly and wholly give out their powers in that way.” Although clerics on Avalon did come close in a surprising number of respects, I thought, there were plenty of differences, but the overall form wasn’t too far off. I wasn’t going to confuse the issue even further by getting sidetracked into that though.

“But you might be closer than you think,” I added cautiously, causing both girls to suddenly start paying a bit more attention again. “I’m pretty sure Sensei-san has just declared Himeko is some sort of mix between the kannushi and the miko of his shrine.”

“Huh,” Eiko declared, obviously not sure what to think.

“That does make a twisted sort of sense,” Himeko said carefully, thinking over this unusual idea, “especially on the kannushi side. Historically there was overlap between that and the clan head, and I am the Student Council President.”

“You sure you’re not stretching that a little Himeko?” Eiko asked deadpan, trying to keep her incredulity in check as she gave her friend a skeptical look.

“Actually, I think she’s right in this case,” I admitted, causing Himeko to smile again and Eiko to whip around on me in shock. I simply shrugged. “Keep in mind we are dealing with a very young kami here, I doubt an experienced one would make that comparison. But one that only knows about kannushi in an intellectual way… And when you combine that with Himeko’s official role and unofficial status as school idol and princess…” I trailed off suggestively, mostly because I didn’t actually want to say it out loud in case I was building castles in the sky and they thought I was bonkers.

I let out a mental sigh of relief as Eiko grumped “Alright, I guess I can see that.”

“No, you are right,” Himeko was a little disappointed at the reminder of her privileged status, “I doubt they’d do it with a regular council leader but my family’s ranking outside of school makes it a little more sensible.”

For given values of sensible, I admitted in my head. We are talking about the kami of a school choosing the daughter of one of the richest families in Japan. Of course, I was a mage who had maintained his memories of a previous life on another world. I had no grounds upon which I could complain and simply rolled with it.

“In… other cases,” I said, choosing my words very carefully to avoid phrases like on Avalon in my explanation, “I think this sort of connection would grant Himeko access to some gifts and shamanistic magic. I’m not sure what it’s going to mean in Sensei-san’s case though.”

“Shamanistic magic?” Eiko frowned. “How’s that any different from regular magic?”

Luckily that one was so easy and expected I answered automatically. “It uses different methods and forms to achieve its results. Think of it like this: A mage builds a tractor to plow his fields, a shaman harnesses up a couple of horses. Same result, but one just uses biology and the other uses technology.”

“Ignoring the plow,” Himeko noted.

I gave her a dirty look. Something in her eyes said she was being difficult just to get back at me. “Look, you know have badly I do these things. Do you want a simple comparison or do you want the five-week lecture?” I asked irritably.

“Actually, if I’m going to be a shaman I think I might need the full course,” Himeko shot back matter-o-factly. “I’m not sure I can afford to get this wrong Mamoru-san.”

Shit. Her irritation with me and the entirely good point, all driven home by putting the honorific back on my name, were too much to ignore. “Okay, sorry, you are right,” I said a little more apologetically. “But I’m not sure how much I should get into, or how quickly. Especially since we don’t know what Sensei-san is planning, even if I did go into the details a fair amount of shamanism is dependant on the individual spirit.”

I looked at Himeko seriously. “I mean it Himeko, there’s a reason I keep comparing my sort of magic to physics and programming while shamanism is more on the biology side. I don’t want to give you the wrong sort of lessons so you have to unlearn things when Sensei-san finally explains their plans. Even generalizations could go badly wrong, it would be like me trying to teach you to take care of plants or reptiles when you needed to learn how to take care of a horse.”

Himeko took a deep breath and then slowly let it out. “Apology accepted Mamoru. I’ve just been going out of my mind with worry ever since Sensei-san just appeared and gave me this, I am a little short-tempered right now. And now that I have the opportunity to finally figure out what to do next I need to take it.”

My stomach dropped and I felt like a total heel when she put it like that, I’d never even considered what must have been going through her head all this time. I was just too familiar with magic, even if I didn’t know something I’d have at least known where I’d needed to begin in order to start figuring it out. But Himeko had been alone for over an hour, worrying and wondering what was going on after an unfamiliar spirit forced something upon her. I knew how I felt when I obsessed over all my social mistakes or unfamiliar situations, and Himeko’s fears were a heck of a lot more justified!

“Alright,” I said in a more subdued tone. I didn’t think apologizing to her again would help, and the more important thing was to be there for my friend. “I’ll try to hit the high points at least. But keep in mind I’m not sure how much of this will apply to Sensei-san. Just for starters, they’re a fairly young spirit yet, this might just be a formality and they’re not going to bother actually doing anything even if they have a miko available.”

“The shamanistic arts…” I paused and sighed again. “Did I mention that my teachers were probably biased?” I added as an irritable aside. “They were mages and wanted to emphasize their magic was different and better. So, add that to the list of reasons I’m not good at explaining this.”

Himeko’s own irritation was obviously growing again so I sucked it up and continued. “Shamanism is a team effort,” I said carefully, trying to balance what I actually knew with what made sense. “And it can vary a lot from team to team. Some shamans are just the spirit’s chauffer in the world, only doing what the spirit asks to get them where they need to be so the spirit does all the work. At the other end, shamans learn a bit of magic they can do on their own and most of the time they’ll be doing magic in conjunction with the spirit.”

“That sounds cool,” Eiko noted, nodding thoughtfully.

“Well, it can be,” I admitted, “and for some specific effects that method is obscenely powerful, mixing the unique strengths of the human and the spirit in tandem they can pull off things that would stretch half a dozen archmages to their limits. But for the most part it’s a lot harder and impractical, not to mention dangerous.”

“How dangerous?” Himeko asked calmly.

I frowned. “Doing rhythmic gymnastics on top of a horse running a steeplechase type dangerous,” I said finally.

“Now that’s an image!” Eiko snickered while Himeko just went “urk!”

I shrugged a little awkwardly. “Sorry, it’s the only one I can come up with that describes the problem. The shaman has to perform precise and difficult maneuvers while riding on a powerful moving and living partner. And when it works it’s jaw dropping amazing. But when it doesn’t someone falls off and gets crushed.”

Himeko still looked a little pale so I quickly added “I doubt Sensei-san’s going to pursue that option. Shamans need to have years of experience before they even try anything like that. And, frankly, the spirit probably does as well, it’s just that we never think of that half of the equation given how often the spirit has millennia more experienced than the shaman. Neither of those apply here.”

“I suspect…” I hesitated a long moment, not wanting to put my foot in my mouth. Eventually I sighed and continued, I didn’t want to be wrong or embarrass myself, but Himeko was my friend. I didn’t need to worry about undercutting my credibility by getting something wrong and she deserved my best guess and encouragement.

“I suspect you and Sensei-san will be using a model closer to the first method than the second. They’re going to act like some sort of busybody faculty member that’s going to give you a number of requests and priorities but is also going to give you some support to accomplish your tasks. Shamans often receive blessings from their spirits, minor persistent pieces of magic that help the recipient in some way. Those are hard to describe, they’re sort of like what the kami of the shrine did for my cousin Reiji. And the shaman can request more direct intervention when necessary, often providing a bridge for the spirit.”

“Was that so hard?” Eiko asked, looking both amused and frustrated at how long it could take me to get through a subject when only a few words would have worked.

“I’m simplifying a lot you know,” I protested defensively. “I’ve got no idea what methods you’d need to use for Sensei-san, how hard they’d be, or what they’d be willing to do.”

“So, the shaman doesn’t actually do much?” Himeko asked, carefully controlling her voice as she wavered between relief and disappointment.

I shrugged helplessly. “Depends on the spirit and the shaman. A lot of them have a bunch of rituals to make it easier for the spirit to interact with the physical world. Of course, mages tend to think some of those rituals are more about sucking up to the spirit or proving there’s actually a reason for the spirit to intervene. If the shaman didn’t have to do something difficult or humiliating they’d just badger the spirit to do all the work at every opportunity.”

Himeko sighed. She then smiled gently. “So, no new power? Just more responsibility and another phone number on the list of people to call for help?”

Himeko meant it to be disarming but I was slightly startled.  I never considered that, I thought as I examined the idea. Perhaps that’s another reason Sensei-san chose Himeko. If it is, then I’ve not been giving them enough credit. Himeko actually had lots of experience in using borrowed power. Her family had power, but the amount of that she could tap into without someone questioning her was limited. After all this time her ability to threaten, hint, and coast upon what power she could tap was quite refined, usually all she had to do was remind whoever she was facing that she could call upon her family and they’d give in to her requests. Himeko didn’t actually have to use Meiko power that often, and usually when she did use it she…

I frowned slightly. I was going to say ’she uses a light touch’ but that’s not quite right. She hadn’t hammered Harada with maximum force but having her family’s security people hack his social media and then delivering her threat hadn’t been the gentlest option either. She was willing to hit hard when she was pissed.

Well, if she wasn’t miserly about using her family’s power she wasn’t spendthrift either. And that was probably the right attitude to have when entrusting someone with that sort of ability.

“Probably a little bit more than that,” I said cautiously. “They’re probably more willing to help you out if you ask for reasonable things. Or just things that help them too. But, again, I’m not sure. There are just so many unknowns about Sensei-san, I don’t know have that much experience with sprits and they’re a unique specimen on top of that!”

“Really?” Eiko looked skeptical, like I was still holding back. I suspected she was doing it on behalf of Himeko who was still looking disappointed but politely holding her tongue.

“Eiko, Sensei-san made a mithril magatama!” I said, gesturing towards the object in question. “No one’s ever done that before! To the best of my knowledge they’re the second being ever to work with mithril in two- in the whole universe! I’m not even sure how or why they’ve done that, and that’s just an enchanted item when you get down to it.”

“I’m not sure it is,” Himeko said, touching the bead carefully. “Just an enchanted item I mean. It feels like… I know this sounds stupid but… it feels like Sensei-san themselves.”

Himeko flushed a little, obviously uncomfortable with voicing that thought in front of a mage and ki practitioner when she didn’t have any such gifts. However, when she said it like that it made much more sense to me.

“Of course,” I slapped my palm with my fist as the metaphorical lightbulb went off in my head. “That’s why it’s so complex! And why it’ll work so effectively, Sensei-san’s literally put a part of themselves into the magatama. For all intents and purposes it’s an extra-dimensional separate part of their body! Wow.” I looked at the magatama again with even more respect, no wonder it was so difficult to decipher.

Eiko just shook her head. “Okay, too complex for my brain,” she declared. “I think I got the basics but you’re now a meter over my head and climbing fast.” I opened my mouth again but she forestalled me with an open palm. “No need to explain Mamoru, not unless it becomes harmful to Himeko. I can live with this being your area of expertise.”

I grudgingly settled down and shut my mouth. I wanted to explain, I found the whole idea fascinating and definitely had to look into this a little more. But there were still large parts of it that I didn’t understand, trying to lecture my friends would be premature.

“I think I understand Mamoru,” Himeko said more politely. “But I agree with Eiko, you’re probably about to go that step too far and too complex for me, to try and explain the actual mechanics of it when we really just need to know the basics.”

She drummed her fingers on a nearby desk a few times, obviously thinking about everything she’d just learned. “It’s not harmful?” she asked finally.

“It shouldn’t be. Not unless Sensei-san wants it to be.”

“And it’s alright if I take it off? I’m not stuck with it until Sensei-san takes it back? I don’t need to worry about accidentally cursing myself or anything?”

I paused a little longer before answering. “Not you personally,” I said a little more cautiously, “but if it is a part of Sensei-san then it could be dangerous to them if something hostile gets its hands on it. Probably not devastatingly so, but in the wrong hands someone might be able to do a lot of damage.”

“How much damage?” Himeko asked with a sharp-eyed gaze.

I puffed out my cheeks and let out a frustrated breath. “I don’t really know. Nothing fatal, but it could be pretty nasty. Probably something like cutting off two of a person’s fingers or getting unrestricted access to their credit card for a few days.”

Eiko choked down some laughter at my weirdly mixed examples.

Himeko ignored that and merely nodded. “Then I shall have to take the utmost care with it. And there’s nothing else you can think to warn me about?”

I glanced at the magatama again. “Nothing I can think of right now,” I admitted. “Give me a few more days and I might come up with something, this came at me out of the blue.”

Himeko nodded again. “Then, in the name of my responsibilities as Student Council President,” she said gravely, “I have no choice but to accept this charge. I will discharge my duties as Sensei-san’s representative and do my best to serve the school to the limit of my abilities.” With a solemnity I hadn’t expected, she calmly removed the magatama from her arm and transferred it to a position around her neck.

The quiet dignity of the moment was somewhat undercut by Eiko sighing and softly noting “this isn’t going to end well.”
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You’d think that awakening the kami of the school, and then having to deal with the aftershocks of that, would be the most surprising thing to happen to me that week.  At least for the first week of the school year!  Later in the year, some other week… I could have seen something topping it during the Cultural Festival or the school trip or on Valentine’s Day.  I wouldn’t have expected that but I wouldn’t have been shocked at the idea either, then it would have made sense.  But no, it turned out the first week had one more surprising development for me.

Well, it had more than one.  I got a few more clues about Sensei-san even though the kami in question was too exhausted to raise their metaphorical head for the rest of that week; forging some mithril and then putting a part of themselves into it had taken a lot out of them.  And while none of the clues I uncovered were jaw dropping breakthroughs they were still fascinating discoveries that I took copious notes on.  And I also received a new pain in the ass task from the Student Council, I was going to be crunching a lot of numbers and doing a bunch of statistical analysis on all our student clubs, compiling a report on the findings and then giving it back to the Student Council.  That one came as a nasty surprise too, but at least it would head off any accusations of favoritism or that my title was meant as lip service.

But the nastiest surprise came on Friday afternoon, during lunch…

***

Lunch started out fairly normal.  We were all getting comfortable in our new room but since we’d barely changed anyone in our class there hadn’t been any major changes in classroom dynamics or seating.  There were a few minor ones, we were all seniors now so the effects of that were still falling out, but for the most part things were settling in nicely.

I was sitting at my desk.  I’d already finished my lunch and was doodling out a new spell.  Nothing that important, I was taking a brief break from the more serious stuff to clear my head.  I’d seen a clip of a ‘Blazing Wheel of Justice!’ attack on the internet from one of the new animes and I was trying to figure out if it was practical.  It was actually looking surprisingly do-able, it involved putting yourself in the fireball you were shooting at your opponent but if you adapted the spell for a burning shield it looked like it might be possible.  And something that allowed you to combine an attack and movement simultaneously was nothing to sneeze at.

Then again, I thought, trying to picture how the spell would actually execute, I’m not sure how safe it is to the poor shmuck within the spell.  It’s probably disorientating, and I think I need to work on the acceleration and deceleration of this thing.  I’m a little worried it will snap someone’s neck they if use it like this, the base spells weren’t designed with human movement in mind.  Maybe I should try casting it on some sort of crash test dummy with an accelerometer first?

I was just trying to figure out the mana cost of the spell, and how I’d find a safe space to test it, when I was shaken out of my headspace by the intoxicating smell of perfume.  It was a refreshing and sweet floral mix.  Unmissable, but not offensively strong.  It belonged to a girl striding serenely past my desk.

I sat straight up like someone had just waved smelling salts under my nose.  I also sat up just a little bit ‘straight’ if you get my drift.  What is in that perfume?  I thought in amazement.

Of course, it might not have been the perfume by itself.  The girl wearing it was… since she was a first year let’s just call her well formed.  Not supermodel level or anything, and from what I could remember Himeko had been doing better back then, but more than enough to make the average girl jealous.  She had her long black hair tied back in a high ponytail that showed off a very attractive face which somehow managed to avoid being too attractive, stopping just short of the level where the average guy would never dare to approach her.  You know, the main girl in an anime as opposed to the main rival/bitch in all the makeup.

Despite the surge of blood away from my brain, or maybe because of it, the girl set off all sorts of warning bells.  She was an amazingly attractive package, what the heck was she doing two floors away from all her peers?

I almost relaxed when I realized she was approaching Sato Ryuji’s desk.  Figures, I thought with a rueful smirk, slouching back down and breathing out slowly.  Some guys have all the luck, I guess he finally chose-

“Sato Ryuji-san?” the girl asked, stopping in front of his desk.

Sato broke off his conversation with his friends.  “Yes?” he asked, only managing to avoid doing a double take at the girl before him because he was already looking at her.

She bowed deeply and presented him with a small box.  “My name is Inoue Sakura, it is an honor to make your acquaintance Sato-sempai.  Please, accept this small gift as thanks for all the hard work and all that you’ve done to make this a great place for all the students.”

“Oh!  I- um, thanks?” Sato responded, clearly off balance.

“It’s nothing much,” the girl responded, straightening back up and smiling at Sato brightly.  “Just some homemade cookies.  I feel incredibly fortunate to be going to such an incredible school and I wanted to show some proper gratitude to all the incredible people that help to make it that way.”

For a moment I was almost fooled, and I was significantly more experienced than Sato-san.  Not to mention he was directly in the girl’s line of fire and taken by surprise!  I might have fallen for it if she’d gone to me first.

Then she ‘just happened’ to lean forward for her next bit and all my doubt vanished.

“It’s just amazing what you and some other people are doing Sato-sempai,” she said enthusiastically, all wide-eyed innocence.  “You guys placed so well last year, do you think the Baseball Club will go all the way this time?”

Sato, who had recently become the Baseball Club’s Captain as his former seniors graduated, was easily cajoled into discussing the club.  All while Inoue made soft and enthusiastic sounds of encouragement to keep him talking.

I was left staring in disbelief.  How is she doing that with her uniform?  I thought incredulously.  It wasn’t anything obvious, like she’d left the top few buttons open.  No, at first glance she was just an enthusiastic but attractive first year who happened to be interested in baseball.  But her uniform had gotten tighter than it should have when she’d bent over.  Not everywhere, just a few key places that left Sato and his friends struggling not to drool.

That has to be deliberate tailoring, right?  I thought, doubting myself in spite of everything.  There’s no way that’s coincidental, or that it’s just because she has a generous figure in those locations.  I had a sneaking suspicion she’d claim that.  But it seemed just that little bit too coincidental for me to buy the idea.

Figuring it out was made more difficult by the fact I didn’t dare stare at her, it would have been… hypnotic.

Yeah, Sato’s the only one drooling over her, my inner voice was heavy with sarcasm, more than a little disgusted at myself.  I couldn’t decide whether to be more disappointed than usual that I was lusting after someone so young… or more forgiving than usual since I was almost certain this girl knew exactly what she was doing!

In fact, it was so artful that…

Nope, I thought after a quick check with ‘mage sight’, totally human.  I was almost disappointed she wasn’t an actual succubus like I’d suspected.  Although judging by her aura… I quickly cut the mana to my glasses and started blushing like a beet as I realized just what her aura was indicating.  That’s… best not to think too deeply on that one, just in case I’m judging things wrong.

“Oh, that’s so amazing Sato-sempai!” Inoue squealed.  “I’m so glad to hear that!  I can’t wait to see how the season goes, I’m so glad I came to this school!”

“And we’re glad to see you here Sakura-chan,” Sato smiled.  “I think you’ll be a great addition to this place.”

Sakura-chan?  Already?  I thought incredulously.

“I hate to go so quickly,” Inoue said, looking sad and disappointed.  “I’d love to learn more about the school from you.  Unfortunately, I’ve got only so much time before lunch is over, and I still have two more packages to give out.  Baseball is my favorite, but this school is amazing from top to bottom!  And those that make it so deserve to know that.”

“Of course, Sakura-chan,” Sato responded, looking despondent.

I was torn between sympathy for the guy and embarrassment on his behalf that he was being such a sucker.

“I think I have one more guy in your class to thank,” Inoue said, her voice almost pouting.  She pulled out a piece of paper and studied it.  “Matsuda Mamoru?” she asked, speaking deliberately slowly.

Time to go!  I reacted immediately, turning up the power on my ‘don’t notice me’ spell and hurrying to get out of my seat.  In my haste I banged my knees a little but I just gritted my teeth and said nothing, afraid of drawing attention to myself.  There was no way I was just going to sit there and make myself an easy target for that maneater!

I might not respect Sato-san much, I thought, carefully hugging the wall (and my knees) while I maneuvered a little closer to the nearest bunch of people.  But I am not going to pretend I’ll do well if she can corner me at my desk!  I was already bad at social interactions, even if I knew what she was doing that girl could get me easily flustered and Aoth alone knew where she’d be able to go from there!

“Matsuda-san?” Sato asked, a mixture of surprise with a touch of jealousy.

“Mm-hm,” Inoue nodded brightly, looking like she was just bubbling with enthusiasm.  “It says here he was the top scorer last year and he’s a special consultant for the Student Council.  I’ve never heard of one of those before, it’s just so exciting and cool that this school has one!  I was really hoping he could explain to me just what he does.”

“Oh, well, Matsuda-san’s usually…” Sato trailed off as he tore his eyes away from Inoue and looked in the direction of my usual seat.  “Huh.  Where’s he this time?”

“This time?” Inoue asked innocently.

“The guy’s like a ninja,” one of Sato’s friends cut in quickly.  “He’s always there… until he isn’t!”

“Matsuda’s got a knack for vanishing,” Sato answered, eager to be helpful to his young kohai.  “You wouldn’t think that a guy who’s nearly two meters tall could do it, but he does!  One minute he’s there, then he’s gone.  One minute you think you’re alone, then he’s appearing out of nowhere to do something!”

“We can tell him you were looking for him Sakura-chan,” Sato’s other friend jumped in, practically panting with enthusiasm.  “I’m sure he’ll be sorry he missed you.”

“Hmm,” Inoue posed, her thinking position just coincidentally drawing more attention to her lips as she brushed her fingers against them.  “Well, it is true that there are a lot of amazing people in this school.  Okay!  Please let him know about this guys, I’m sure he’s busy and I’m counting on your help!”

“We won’t let you down,” Sato said instantly, leading his friends in a chorus of bobblehead agreement.

“Great!” Inoue said cheerfully.  “I really hope I get to see you all later!  Bye!”

Inoue didn’t skip out of the classroom, but you got the impression she did.  Something about her walk just seemed to project enthusiasm and youthful energy.  Sato, his friends, and several other guys around the classroom all watched her go like they were hungry dogs looking at a steak being dragged along.

The second she was gone the girl nearest to me, who I abruptly realized was Shizu, let out a loud “Hmph!”

“Inoue Sakura?  Hah!  I wonder how long ago she lost her ‘cherry blossom’?”

She didn’t bother to keep her voice down and half a dozen sounds of protest rose from the throats of various guys around the classroom.

“Don’t tell me you’re buying this Sato-san?” Shizu asked, turning towards the leader of the Baseball Club.

“Buying what?” Sato asked in confusion.

Another one of Himeko’s entourage, Yuko, posed with her hands clasped beside her cheek.  “Oh Sato-sempai!” she said with blatantly fake dramatics.  “Oh, aren’t you the most amazing and handsome and perfect boy ever!  I have no ulterior motives in coming up here and saying those things to you out of nowhere!  Aren’t I just the cutest girl ever!  Trust me, I’m totally innocent!  Tee-hee!”

I turned to the side and tried not to chuckle too loudly.  I wasn’t the only one, especially amongst the female members of the class.  In fact, the only reason I think there weren’t more of them laughing was that many of the girls were too pissed off at Inoue to be amused.

“That wasn’t what she said!” Sato protested.

“Then you weren’t listening, because that’s what I heard,” Shizu shot back derisively.

“Oh, I get it,” Sato said irritably, “you’re just jealous of Sakura-chan.”

“Oh wake up and smell the coffee Sato-san!” I cut in incredulously, overriding Shizu’s angry protest.

It might have been the smartest thing I could have done.  The class was starting to get a little heated and dividing itself, mostly along gender lines.  My speaking up like that broke the ‘don’t notice me’ spell and caused the whole class to jump, short-circuiting everyone’s growing anger.

“Matsuda-san!” Sato looked shocked to suddenly realize I was there, barely a meter away from Shizu.  “That girl, Sakura-chan, she was looking for you.”

“Yeah, I know,” I said caustically, “that’s why I made sure to duck out and hide over here.”

Sato stared at me like a stunned fish.

“Wow,” Shizu said, looking at me with something resembling respect, “you really are the smartest guy in the class, aren’t you?”

“Sato-san…” I began but trailed off, just making helplessly frustrated gestures as I struggled to figure out where to even begin with this one!

“Huh?  Of course he is Shizu,” Sato responded, clearly without a clue.

Yuko sighed.  “She means that Matsuda actually saw through that hussy and figured out what she was doing, you dunce.”

Sato looked incensed again.  “Sakura-chan’s no hussy!”

I looked towards the young man with a little more sympathy.  “Sato-san, that girl’s a maneater and she knows it.  Last Valentine’s Day I saved you from a false box of chocolate.  Well, it looks like I have to do it again now.”

“What do you mean?” Sato asked, looking at his gift of cookies in confusion.

“He means Inoue you baka, try thinking with your other head!” Yuko held two fingers against her forehead and looked ready to write of Sato as brain dead.  “Matsuda-san saw how she was acting and he’s trying to warn you, trying to make sure you know that poison can come in pretty little bottles.”

“Stop slandering Sakura-chan!” Sato protested.

“Oh god, you guys are idiots,” Shizu said, holding her head in embarrassment.

“Sato-san,” I said gently, figuring it was best that it came from a fellow boy, “how many first years have you ever seen come up to their seniors and randomly offer them gifts?”

“Huh?  Well, I…” to Sato’s credit he immediately trailed off and looked thoughtful.

“Now it’s not impossible,” I said quickly, cutting off his upcoming objection before he could make it.  “Heck, I’d have found it almost believable if it turned out she was only a baseball fan and doing it for you.”

That was stretching the truth a little.  But not too much, if someone had been desperate to be part of the club I could have easily seen a little brown nosing like that.  Inoue’s ploy had been pretty aggressive but it hadn’t been totally out of the question, it had been just possible enough for me to give her the benefit of the doubt to start.  Even after everything I’d just seen I could still almost believe in someone being that enthusiastic and grateful to be going to our school and doing something similar.  Not quite that widespread or generous, but similar.  Hell, if you’d told me Himeko had done it for all the Student Council members during her first year I’d have believed you.  However…

“Did you see her going to any other club leaders?” I asked, crossing my arms in front of me.  “Did she list any Student Council members?  Or anyone female?”

“I’m head of the Drama Club this year,” Yuko tossed in irritably.  “Where was my box of cookies and thank you?”

New head of the Drama Club?  I absently noted her exaggerated pose and thought back on several of the things Yuko had said and how she’d said them.  I guess Inoue’s not the only one into acting.

“Well- I- “ Sato tried to rally.  “Drama’s not as important as Base…”

He was smart enough to trail off and not complete that sentence under the withering glares of all the non-Baseball Club members in the room.

“And the Science Advisor is more important than the Student Council President?” Shizu asked, her false sweetness ruined by her obvious aggression.

“Well- uh-“ Sato shook himself.  “You’re just a Himeko fangirl!” he shot back desperately, not wanting to admit he was getting thrashed in the logic battle.

Something glinted in Shizu’s eyes and I was quick to cut in.  “Look Sato-san, Himeko might be amazing and we might prefer her,” I hated putting it like that but it came out of me before I could stop myself and I figured I might as well just plow ahead.  “But that doesn’t change the fact that Inoue’s little act stinks to the heavens.  Take a deep breath, think about it for a moment, and then try to tell me otherwise.  She hit you with all guns blazing, it’s no wonder you’re having trouble thinking right now.”

“Guns?” Yuko muttered under her breath, “try cannons.”

“That’s why I ducked and hid over here,” I continued, trying to keep things peaceful and downplay my surprising behaviour.  “I wasn’t sure how well I’d stand up to her barrage.”

“She… was just being friendly,” Sato suggested weakly, obviously starting to see our point.

“Yeah, I’ll bet she wanted to be reeeeal friendly,” Shizu noted sarcastically.

That was a little bitchy, I thought, reluctantly striving for fairness.  But, even if it’s just by accident, that doesn’t make Shizu wrong.  My examination of Inoue’s aura had revealed… well, I didn’t want to make assumptions.  I hadn’t had time for a very detailed study and it wasn’t like I was an expert on such things anyway.  But she definitely wasn’t a virgin.  Quite thoroughly so by my estimation.

I shook that off and spoke up before Sato could get too angry at Shizu.  “Sato-san… I’m a guy, I have fantasies.  But I know they’re fantasies.  And when a girl simply waltzes into our classroom, and starts acting like she belongs in one of the less believable fantasies; I start asking ‘why?’  Why is she so different?  What actually happens next?  Why would she do that?  And what sort of effect would it have?”

Sato looked perturbed when I put it like that.  He’d have brushed it off if I just continued to try and break his new fantasy (hence why Shizu and Yuko’s criticism was bouncing off him so hard) but by indirectly encouraging him and asking him “yeah, okay, and then what?” I was getting him to think, just a little.

“It… wasn’t like that,” Sato protested, not sounding sure of his own words.

I have him a knowing look.  “Sato-san, I saw her clothes.  And yes, it was because I looked.  When have you ever seen one of our uniforms move like it belonged in an ecchi?  It doesn’t matter how well she’s built, you don’t get clothes to act like that without trying.  She was doing it on purpose all while pretending she wasn’t doing anything.”

Sato looked hurt but after a few moments he deliberately turned away from all of us, pouting a little as he started deliberately talking to his friends.  It was clear he wasn’t going to listen to us anymore.

“That idiot,” Shizu sounded disgusted.

“Let him be,” I sighed, sympathetic to what he was going through, “she ambushed him pretty effectively, it’s going to take him a bit to process everything.  If he’s still that smitten tomorrow then he’s a lost cause.”

“Tomorrow’s an off Saturday,” Yuko reminded me.

I paused.  “Damn, is she really that good?” I asked in wonder, suddenly realizing Inoue might have timed it so that the idea of her could germinate in Sato’s brain over the whole weekend.

Shizu made a disgusted sound.  “You’d better believe she is.  Or did you miss how she only bothered to come to this class on the day Hime-sama isn’t here?”

Even after all the calculation and skill I’d seen Inoue Sakura display, that little bombshell was startling.  Himeko was off doing lunch with several other Student Council members, normally she’d have cut Inoue off at the knees if the new girl had tried something like that in her presence.  Metaphorically and socially of course, but you’d have been left with no doubt that was what had happened.  If Shizu was right and Inoue had timed things deliberately-

“I’m kind of surprised you didn’t fall for it Matsuda-san,” another girl, Fukumi, noted in a nasally voice.

“I probably would have if she’d gone after me first,” I said frankly, too shocked to think about lying.  “Seriously, if she’d cornered me at my desk with that full forward assault of hers?  With no warning or time to brace myself?  There’d be no way I’d have gotten out of it without falling for her charms, not until later when I’d had a chance to think about it and realize how thoroughly I’d been played.”

“I guess you’re right,” Yuko sighed, “she practically walked up to Sato-san and clubbed him over the head with her boobs.  It still hurts to see Sato being such an idiot but it’s no wonder he’s a little dizzy after being hit like that.”

I belatedly realized I was standing next to a cluster of Himeko fans.  That hadn’t been on purpose, I’d just oriented myself towards the largest nearby group at the time.  But that probably helped explain why they were so skeptical and hostile towards Inoue Sakura.

“Hime-sama’s going to chop and dice her like an onion,” Shizu predicted, seeming to relish the thought of that.  “Only she’s going to be the one crying!”

“I wouldn’t be so sure of that,” Yuko said cautiously, looking concerned.

I’d been about to try casually slipping away and turning the ‘don’t notice me’ spell back on but Yuko’s words made me hesitate.

“What do you mean by that?” Shizu asked aggressively.

“I mean that Inoue is actually willing to use sex as a weapon,” Yuko said patiently.  “That’s the one thing Himeko’s never going to do.  Himeko-sama can outdo her in every single other way but that’s a big advantage she has over Himeko.”

“I heard she was making some moves already,” Fukumi said nastily.  “I thought it was all rumors before she marched in here but now I’m not so sure.  If they’re true then Sato’s not the only club captain she’s got wrapped around her little finger.  Swimming, football… I heard Ayatsuji-san and his girlfriend are fighting after Inoue paid the Kendo Club a little visit.”

Despite myself I leaned back a little to listen.  While Ayatsuji and his girlfriend hadn’t exactly been an amazing couple, I’d have bet on them breaking up immediately after they graduated, they’d still been a fairly solid pair of students who’d known where they stood.  This list of… well, I wasn’t even sure what to call them.  Potential conquests?  Allies?  Suckers?  Fukumi’s list of names was pretty concerning.

“Big deal,” Shizu said, waving the list away dismissively.  “Hime-sama will handle her no problem.”

“I hope so,” Yuko said, worry clearly seeping into her voice, “I’ve got enough to stress about this year without Hime-sama getting replaced as the queen of the school.”

“That would never happen!  Hime-sama would never lose!”

I tuned out Shizu’s protests and quietly slunk back to my seat under cover of magic.  I had a lot to think about.

Just for starters, I think that’s the biggest interaction I’ve had with my classmates since… well, probably since I introduced myself to all of them!  I smirked wryly at my own shocked thoughts.  It was true though, even if it had been indirect I’d had a sustained interaction involving four-fifths of the class followed by something resembling a conversation with a group.  That was a red-letter day by my standards!

And, much to my surprise, I was kind of glad I’d done so.  The situation in the class wasn’t resolved but if I hadn’t spoken up it could easily have escalated.  The boys had been too taken with Inoue while the girls had been a little too rude in their original objections.  It hadn’t helped that the complaints originated from Himeko’s entourage, if I hadn’t known anything else about the situation that would have made me suspicious of their accuracy too.  While I was still a suspected Himeko partisan, and I doubted today was going to change anyone’s mind, a guy warning other guys that someone was a maneater was taken more seriously and had gotten them thinking.

(A weird bit of sexism there, I noted absently.  Given how often we’re suckers like Sato we really should take the girls’ criticism a little more seriously instead of just calling it bitchy or trying to pass it off as jealousy.)

A part of me wondered if that had been the plan.  Inoue had been so direct in her approach it was totally natural that the girls would have acted at least a little bit mean.  And guys our age operating under the fog of hormones someone like her could produce… well, that response was pretty predictable too.  Had she been trying to polarize and divide the class?  To take advantage of the situation while Himeko wasn’t around?

I wanted to laugh it off, to claim that the idea was just my usual paranoia acting up and I was jumping to conclusions.  But I couldn’t, I had a gut churning suspicion that had actually been the objective.  And, if that was true, and you took the rumors Fukumi had reported at face value, that suggested a terrifying possibility:

Himeko now faced a rival.
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My Saturday could have gone better.  It could have gone worse, I was perfectly happy to keep the results rather than trying again, but it wouldn’t have been my first choice of keepers.  I was kept busy fishing for gold, starting my number crunching, doing some experiments, and dodging Inoue Sakura.

Those first three had been expected.  The fourth had not, she’d quietly trapped me in the school lab when I’d gone in to do some work.  I’d conveniently ‘not heard’ her polite knocking on the door and she’d been unable to enter the locked laboratory.  And while she’d been too clever to just hang around, guarding the outside of the door like some obsessed stalker, she’d been very careful to position herself so she’d had a clear view of the area while she ‘discussed’ things with other clubs and students that just happened to be operating nearby.

I’d tried to wait her out, but after two hours she was still hanging around and the situation was only getting worse.  I was getting less and less work done in the lab and wasting more and more mana as I cast a few spells to check on what she was doing.  And, give the devil her due, she was doing very well at her own form of networking and multi-tasking.  But it was clear that I was on her day’s agenda and she wasn’t giving up on me easily.

Eventually I used full on invisibility and ducked out when she made a quick trip to the bathroom.  She’d half expected something like that (not the magic, obviously.  But for me to make a break for it) and positioned a besotted lackey to watch the stairwell.  She was also in and out of the bathroom suspiciously quick, I worried she’d just faked it in an attempt to lure me out.  But I’d been extra cautious.  I went up the stairs, unlocked the roof access door with a spell, then quietly flew down from the school roof to make my escape.  By the time they’d closed in to make sure I was still in the lab I’d been long gone.

All in all it was a very expensive Saturday, mana wise, and all the extra effort had put me in a less than great mood as Sunday rolled around.

***

“You’re going to have to face her eventually,” Eiko noted calmly as we approached the school on Sunday.  We’d just exited the train station and, unsurprisingly, the subject of Inoue Sakura had come up.

I had to firmly bite my tongue in order to keep myself from saying “no I don’t” like some sort of stubborn child.  It was stupid and juvenile but that was really my first response.

“Yeah, it’s going to suck.  But you should just man up and get it over with,” Eiko continued blithely, obviously intuiting some of my response.  “It’s not like it’s going to get any better for you waiting.”

I heaved a sigh.  And this is the difference between Eiko’s approach and mine, I thought in annoyance.  Eiko always favored meeting her troubles head on.  And destroying them, no matter how much she might get hurt in the process.  I favored evading, maneuvering around them, and then leaving them in the dust.

Unfortunately, as much as I could claim my way was usually better (Eiko’s much maligned reputation and the damage to her fists made for pretty persuasive arguments in favor of my way), this time seemed to be one of the exceptions.  Inoue Sakura didn’t look like she was giving up, I was unlikely to evade her indefinitely, and I doubted I was doing myself any favors by delaying the inevitable.

“Maybe Himeko will sort her out before then?” I suggested, sounding pathetically hopeful.

Eiko gave me an amused look.  “From even talking to you?  I’ve never even seen this girl in person and all the second-hand stuff I’ve gotten from you and Himeko tells me that’s not going to happen.”

“Why?  What did Himeko have to say?” I asked, suddenly curious.  I hadn’t even been 100% certain Himeko had known about Inoue Sakura yet.  I’d texted her some warnings of course, and I’d been almost certain her little fan club had given her an earful, but given how busy Himeko was at times that hadn’t been a guarantee.  I hadn’t had a chance to talk to her since seeing Inoue and between the all the work needed for the start of the school year, looking for the saboteur, and dealing with Sensei-san Himeko already had a lot to keep her attention.

Eiko fought down a smile.  “She said a lot of things, most of them impolite.  It was kind of funny, watching Himeko struggle to be calm and not too vulgar when it came to describing this girl.  That’s why I kept poking Hime, seeing what she’d say.  And it was probably a good thing I did, if Himeko was being that rude about her then she needed to vent a little.  It sounds like this Inoue Sakura’s a real piece of work.”

“That’s… probably a good description,” I decided after a moment, fighting my own urge to be a bit slanderous and rude about her.

Eiko obviously realized that and just smirked.

“She’s weaponized her attractiveness Eiko!” I protested, not realizing that I apparently needed to vent too.  “I mean, you and Himeko are both attractive and you don’t mind taking advantage of it but you don’t play it up it deliberately.  From what I’ve seen and heard Inoue’s all about saying: here’s what you can get from me, all of it.  But you have to earn it first.”

“Are you sure you’re not listening to rumors too much?” Eiko asked.  She kept her tone light but there was an undercurrent of skepticism.  The sort of awareness that came from being someone who’d been slandered by the rumor mill too many times herself.

I heaved another heavy sigh.  “Probably,” I admitted, “it’s hard to say.  I kind of doubt she’s really as… loose… as her detractors and conquests both want to think. But…”

I stopped, trying to think how the hell I would explain it to Eiko.  Sexual contact literally involved two (or occasionally more) partners getting close enough to mix their auras together, usually while their energies were really excited.  That sort of thing left a mark on said auras.  Of course, the complex ins and outs (heh) of reading such effects was practically a profession in and of itself, one I was not experienced in.  So, while I was absolutely certain Inoue Sakura was no virgin, my follow-up impression that she’d had more sexual partners than most woman twice her age was far from certain.

And I meant that number literally.  From what I’d seen she’d really had more partners than most thirty-year-old women.

(Of course, a thoughtful part of me noted, you do have to consider the context and the reasoning behind it.  I’m pretty sure more thirty-year-old women would have had that many partners if they could get as much as Inoue does out of easy targets, like mid-teen boys.  Instead, they’d just end up with criminal charges and disappointment.)

But that whole subject was a really awkward and iffy discussion involving less than concrete evidence.  Seriously, if I’d heard it from another mage I would have scolded them and warned them about spreading hearsay while prying into other people’s auras, that sort of thing was pretty suspect.  So I decided to downplay it.

“I’m going to play the ‘magic’ card and say she’s definitely not a virgin, definitely definitely not a virgin… and let’s just leave it at that,” I said a little awkwardly.

Eiko shot me a piercing look.  She studied me for a good half a minute before noting “If it was anyone else saying that I’d say they were full of it.  And not just for the magic side.”

“Yeah,” I agreed sadly.

“But since it’s you I’ll believe it,” she continued frankly.  “That does help explain a few of Himeko’s reactions when she talked about this girl.  I don’t think I’ve ever seen Himeko that flustered about someone younger than her.”

“Yeah, it’s kind of hard to believe she’s only fifteen,” I said, with feeling.

“Technically,” Eiko noted, surprising me since she rarely acted pedantic, “she’s nearly sixteen.  She’s an April baby, her birthday’s right around the corner.”

“She is?  How do you even know that?”

Eiko smirked.  “How do you think?  Apparently, she’s been advertising it around the school.  Himeko’s reaction to the combination of enticement and trying to make the older boys feel more at ease was priceless.”

“Thank goodness,” I sighed in relief, ignoring some of the less encouraging context of that statement.  It wasn’t like it was a big improvement but it did help explain how developed she was and made me feel a touch less dirty.  I’d still estimate twice as much as a thirty-two-year-old woman though.

Eiko snickered.  “Seriously Mamoru?  I’ve seen you face an Onryo, why’s this girl got you so flustered too?”

I shot her a dirty look.  “You can’t guess?  Come on Eiko, you know how bad I am with you two.  How the hell do you think I’d do with someone who knew what they were doing and was deliberately trying to tempt and manipulate me?  I doubt I could keep up with innocent flirting, let alone what this girl does.”

“Alright, I’m sorry, you’re right.”  Eiko was amused but she knew me more than well enough to see my point.  “I guess that was a little unfair.  I still think you’re overreacting though.”

“Eiko, the only reason I’m still willing to do this today is because I know she’s going to be halfway across Tokyo at the demonstration football match,” I said seriously.  “She’s making sure she’s seen and cementing her influence with the club.”

“Wow Mam, you are paranoid,” Eiko responded, sounding more amused than worried.

“She had the lab I was in watched for two hours yesterday!  Do you really think she’d leave us alone to safely test magic?”

“Okay, I guess I have to give you that one too,” Eiko nodded good naturedly.  “At first I thought it was just more of your social problems.  But you’re right, that’s a legitimate reason.  Hime might have been able to find some free time for us but I doubt that would stop Inoue.”

I nodded.  Himeko had found a spot when the athletics field and weight room were free for us but it was hard to tell how much longer that would last.  The school clubs were always busy at this time of year as they recruited and trained up new members, the demand for the facilities could be fierce.  It wasn’t too bad this week, but I wasn’t sure we’d be able to use the school for our next testing session.

Much to Eiko’s disappointment.  “Well,” she said with some forced cheer, “let’s hurry up then.  I want to see if I can set a new best time under whatever spell you’ve got planned for today.”

***

“Slower?  Slower!  How the hell can I be slower?” Eiko swore, staring at the stopwatch with undisguised loathing.

I looked up at the sky thoughtfully, reconsidering everything in light of this new evidence.

“Come on Mamoru, tell me this was a placebo run or something?” Eiko almost pleaded.

“Actually,” I said slowly, “in twenty-twenty hindsight this makes a lot of sense.”

“How does me running even slower under a spell make sense?” Eiko almost growled.

Despite everything, I was almost amused by her competitiveness.  I think she would have been fine with not posting her best time ever, but posting her worst ever had really upset her.  Especially since her pre spell run had been her second best!  Only of the natural runs of course, but it was still a sign she was in good form.

“Eiko,” I said with a small smile, “medical readings first.”

Eiko made a disgusted sound but strapped the sensor on her arm again.  I kept quiet while waiting for the results and Eiko just stewed impatiently.

Before too long the machine beeped and provided the readings, which I then dutiful copied down both physically and to my phone.

“Have you figured out what’s wrong?” Eiko asked impatiently.

“I have an idea,” I answered serenely.  “But I’m not going to tell you yet, you still have the 400m and 1600m to run.”

Eiko growled in anger but made no complaint as she stalked off over to the start line.  I tried not to smile at her little display of temper, I’d probably have been a little more sympathetic on an average day but after all the needling I’d suffered during the trip to the school I was enjoying her frustration more than I normally would have.

But testing came first.  I joined her at the start line, cast ‘quickened perception’ upon her, and sent her on her way.

I was unsurprised when she posted her slowest time ever on the 400m as well.  And by the time she finished the 1600m it was even worse, losing even more speed in comparison to her usual times.

Eiko was nearly apocalyptic by that point, so much so that I was worried her stress and anger were going to skew some of the readings and made a note about that.

“I don’t get it!” she raged.  “I’m trying harder then ever, how come I’m going slower?”

Now that we were done the speed and endurance based tests I took pity on her.  “Well, I’m not absolutely certain,” I said calmly, “but I’m guessing that it’s because the spell itself is draining you.”

“Draining me?” Eiko was taken aback.  “I thought your spells used mana, how is one draining me?”

“Remember, that’s what we’re testing here,” I pointed out to her in a serious tone.  “It’s possible that one of these days we’re going to come across something that increases your abilities by burning out your resources.  I don’t think that’s going to happen, but that’s one of the reasons I wanted to test these spells in the first place.”  Making sure I didn’t accidentally inflict something like that on an innocent during a life-or-death situation was one of my top priorities.

“Sorry,” Eiko apologized, cooling down instantly.  We’d gone through a few more spells over the last few months and she’d started to get a little too blasé about everything.  That didn’t mean she couldn’t recognize the problem when I pointed it out to her.

“In this case though,” I said thoughtfully, “I don’t think it’s draining you directly.  And it’s not draining your physical strength, but your mental strength.”

“You mean this spell is sucking up my willpower?” Eiko asked, sounding a little uncertain.

“Not in the way you’re probably thinking,” I hastened to assure her, “but take a look at it from a different angle.  You’re experiencing events at about a third of the speed you normally do.  That means they seem to take three times as long, and that means you need about three times the willpower to keep pushing yourself to your maximum.”

“Nani?” Eiko asked, blinking at me in confusion.

“Eiko,” I sighed, I really thought she’d have realized it without much prompting.  “It takes just as much energy and effort for you to run as it ever does, but now the difficult parts are lasting three times as long!  You’re incredible Eiko, don’t ever let me claim you don’t have an iron will.  But to maintain maximum performance, to push your body to it’s limits?  Not even you can push yourself like that indefinitely.  So, you slip a bit over the run, only giving 85-90% of your absolute best instead of the 95-100 you normally manage.”

I figured I was flattering her a little with those numbers but after all the frustration I owed her a small pat on the head.  Not to mention I might not have been exaggerating, and if she really was able to push herself that hard that consistently then insulting Eiko was a very bad idea!

“Oh,” Eiko reddened slightly, “right, that makes sense.”

“And how’s your spatial awareness?” I asked, looking at her frankly.

“It’s… alright,” she said reluctantly, “it usually takes me a little bit to get used to everything.”

I nodded.  She was embarrassed about that but I didn’t think she needed to be.  “That doesn’t surprise me.  If you practiced with ‘quickened perception’ you could get used to it; but without training feeling like the world is moving in slow motion is going to throw you off a bit.  So, you then have to add even more concentration and mental effort to try and account for those effects.”

I brought up her times again and showed them to her.  “Look here, you can see that it was barely a worst ever time in the 100m.  Running in a straight line wasn’t too much of a challenge and quickened perception probably shaved a little bit of time in how quickly you got off the line.  But it still felt like running 300m for you, don’t tell me you were able to keep up the exact same pace for the exact same effort for something that much longer.”

“You know I didn’t,” Eiko said, pouting slightly.

“Right.  But for that sort of distance the impact wasn’t too bad.  But for the other runs?  For something that felt like the equivalent of over a kilometer and then nearly five kilometers?”  I shook my head.  “Maybe the distance was the same but the amount of pain and tiredness you experienced was tripled, it’s no wonder you slowed down.”

Eiko made a disgusted noise, clearly not happy.

I smiled sympathetically.  “We’ll see what happens in the weight room,” I said a little more encouragingly.  “I’m not sure how much of a difference that will make… which is why I want to test it of course.”

“You really think that will be any better?” Eiko asked, clearly not pleased with the thought she’d be turning in weaker results there as well.

I shrugged.  “I don’t know,” I repeated.  “And that’s why we’ll do it.  Maybe you’ll have more of the same problems.  Alternatively, a combination of a simpler motion and the importance of peak strength combined with the improvement to precision the spell should give you might mean you’ll do better then ever.”

Eiko brightened a little and I mentally added Probably not, it’s not the way I’d bet if someone forced me to gamble.  But I don’t know for sure and I’m willing to believe I’m getting it wrong.  I certainly hadn’t figured out the detrimental effect the spell would have on her sprints until it hit me in the face!

“Before you do that,” a deep voice boomed from behind me, “I have a test for you.”

I flinched while Eiko immediately brightened.  “Master Tai!”

And my classmates think I’m a ninja!  The mountain of a martial arts master was almost close enough to put us in his shadow but I hadn’t realized he was there until he spoke up, Master Tai put my little parlor tricks using the ‘don’t notice me’ spell to shame.

Eiko and her Master were cheerfully exchanging a few words and criticisms so I used the delay to quietly retrieve all my equipment.  Listening in, it seemed Master Tai had heard about Sensei-san and was using the opportunity to check out the school.  He was a little disappointed not to be meeting the kami, but he still appreciated the opportunity to check out what his student was doing.

Damn it, I thought to myself as I picked up various pieces of equipment, I’m getting careless.  I belatedly realized that I’d dropped the spell to detect watchers after the second sprint, when it was obvious that Eiko wasn’t going to be turning in any amazing results today.  I hadn’t wanted to waste any more mana after all of Saturday’s expenditures and the additional spell had seemed superfluous.  I guess Eiko’s not the only one getting a little blasé about all this.

I soon came back to the pair and Master Tai turned to me.  “So Master Matsuda, are things going well?”

I shrugged.  “So far.  We’ve only been testing the spells at low to medium power just in case they used some really destructive mechanics.  The first results are looking pretty good but a lot of them are looking less effective than I would have expected.”

Master Tai looked mildly intrigued, I wasn’t sure if he was being polite or actually curious but he asked.  “Really?  How so?”

“Well, ‘physical boost’ mostly seems to have hyper oxygenated Eiko’s blood while removing fatigue poisons and ‘strength of a giant’ just seems to have pushed back Eiko’s limiters rather than actually improving anything.  While there were definite improvements in how she performed there’s going to be a very strict ceiling in how much they can help her.  Eiko’s just too in shape and too used to pushing her own limits for those spells to boost her too much.”

Master Tai laughed and Eiko blushed slightly at his tone.  “Probably more than you think Master Matsuda,” he said with a grin, “probably more than you think.

I simply shrugged.  “They were still better then ‘warrior’s edge’, I think that one just powered up her adrenal gland and set it on overdrive!  It wasn’t too bad at low levels but I’m going to be very careful about testing it any further.  Frankly, I’m tempted to put that spell in an entirely different category.  It might be better to consider it for medical purposes only and not use it on a healthy person except in edge cases.”

“A few of them looked pretty decent though, spells like ‘war god’s blessing’ actually looked to be boosting Eiko directly through magic.  There’s definitely potential here.”

“Good,” Master Tai nodded firmly and then turned his gaze on Eiko.  “And I’m glad to see you bearing up better under all this magic.  I came here to see how your ki pathways were faring when the spells were cast upon you.  They’re toughening up nicely Eiko, keep at it.”

“Yes sensei,” Eiko replied, instantly bowing.

“But I also came here to check your progress Master Matsuda,” Master Tai turned back to me, eyes glinting.  “I need to see how your shields are faring.”

I sighed as my stomach dropped.  I was tempted to play coy, draw it out while asking “what do you mean?” or “we don’t have to do that.”  But at the end of the day Eiko had warned me this would probably happen months ago, I didn’t really see any point in trying to protest.

(Probably a lesson there, my conscience reminded me with a knowing glance, something about sucking it up and talking to Inoue?)

“Alright Master Tai,” I said, not bothering to hide my reluctance but not whining about it either.  “How much of a challenge do you want this time?” I asked as I braced myself.

“Oh?” Master Tai’s bushy eyebrow quirked.  He didn’t look offended though, he looked mildly interested.

Squeeze squeeze squeeze.  My bracelet wasn’t in panic mode but it clear that I did not want to go too far down that road.

“I meant in terms of resistance!” I said urgently, trying not to flinch at the hint of panic I heard in my own voice.  “Just that!  I don’t think I can make a shield that stands up to you, not at the drop of a hat.  But I can make my shields a little more difficult, set them on fire or have them bounce back some of your force in retaliation.”

“That sounds fun!” Master Tai answered, looking excited at the prospect.  “Give me reflection!  Please and thank you Master Matsuda,” he added belatedly, albeit in a much more respectful tone.

I took a deep breath and then slowly let it out.  “Alright then,” I said cautiously, constructing the spell with all due care, (you didn’t screw up a spell meant to resist Master Tai, not even in training), “you asked for it.”

Master Tai didn’t even bother to fight his grin as I called forth a shield, carefully checking and double checking its design as I balanced it for dealing with Master Tai.  The shields I made to exercise with Eiko weren’t nothing, I’d tweaked them considerably over the months we’d been training to make it easier to deal with her.  But the sort of shield I needed to keep up with Master Tai for even a second was an entirely different story, I used every lesson and consideration I’d gone through since the last time we’d squared off.  And I still knew it wouldn’t be enough!  I didn’t believe for a second that I could construct a shield good enough to stand off a master like him, not without an hour of prep time, a deeper pool of mana, and a talisman or two!

Master Tai’s eyes lit up at the same time as my shield.  “It is different,” he said eagerly, “I can tell.”

I simply braced myself, making sure to plant myself solidly on the ground but behind my shield.  “I’m ready,” I said simply, ignoring the butterflies in my stomach and the low-key twitching of my warning bracelet.

Rattatatatatatatatata-

I was surprised to see Master Tai pull back from his assault almost as quickly as he’d began.  “Ho boy!  That does pack a punch!” he declared, shaking out his fists as if they’d fallen asleep.  But he was grinning like a schoolboy when he said it though.

I barely had time for a puzzled wha- before Master Tai was diving back in.

RATATATATATATAT!

I gritted my teeth as Master Tai quickly switched to ki.  His first blows had been testing everything, relying only on purely physical might.  His second set of blows relied on ki, and that was a whole different ball game.

This time however I was prepared!  Or, well, at least as prepared as I could be.  This time, knowing a little more about what I’d be up against, I’d added a buffer layer and insulated the spell a bit better against ki.  The shield Master Tai had faced last time was mere child’s play against the one I deployed now!

Which was why it was so distressing that Master Tai merely laughed delightedly.

RATATATATATATA!

Oh, you have got to be kidding me!  I thought a little desperately, watching what was going on.  Master Tai’s sleeves were getting shredded, torn apart by the fraction of the blows I was redirecting back at Master Tai.  I could barely tell that, his arms were indistinct blurs, but the pieces of cloth getting ripped off and floating around were obvious.  Eiko looked stunned at all the violence, the sheer level of power on display, despite the fact one of us was her master that she’d been studying under for years and the other one was a good friend.  And still Master Tai looked like he was having a wonderful time at a surprise party!

RATATATATAATAATATA!

My shield rang like a bell underneath all the blows.  Despite all the improvements I’d put in and all the practice I’d gotten in the months since our first encounter my shield was still wavering under Master Tai’s assault.  My mystic grip was getting ‘sore’ and ‘numb’ as Master Tai’s blows still penetrated the best shield I could make.  My improvements were slowing them, taking serious chunks out of the blows.  But damage was still getting through.

I gritted my teeth and tightened my grip.

RATATATATATAT-BAM!!!

The next thing I knew I was flying through the air.  And not under my own power.  Before I had time to think about it, I was impacting with the ground again.

“Mamoru!” Eiko let out.

“I am sorry Master Matsuda,” Master Tai frowned and said contritely.  “Your shield was so impressive I became focused upon my target and acted instinctively.”

I wasn’t up to saying anything.  I simply made an inarticulate noise as Eiko reached me and gently helped me up into a sitting position.  This is depressingly familiar, I noted from a distant place, recognizing the results as similar to the last time I’d gone up against Master Tai.

“Master Tai!” Eiko shot back at her master.  It wasn’t quite condemnation… but it wasn’t far off it either, especially considering how much she liked her master.

“Are you okay Master Matsuda?” Master Tia asked, starting to look a little concerned.

“Peachy,” I forced out in a wheeze, still shaking off the shock.  I abruptly realized I was about ten meters further away from him then I had been a few moments ago.

“Master Tai,” Eiko’s voice was full of venom, “you could have hurt him!”

Master Tai looked a little abashed and my fear I’d just hurt their relationship was enough to kick my brain back into motion.  “It’s alright Eiko,” I said, sounding a bit more normal this time.

“But he hit you Mamoru,” Eiko said, looking over me protectively.

I shook my head and was a little surprised I could do so without hurting myself.  “No, he didn’t.  If he had my preparations would have activated.  An unblocked strike from Master Tai would cause too much damage otherwise.  This was barely beneath that level but it still wasn’t enough to trigger anything.”

Master Tai nodded.  “The punch ended a good three centimeters away from his chest.  Unfortunately, there was still enough of an air blast and ki cushion to send him flying.  His shield was so good I used a power punch to shatter it when it was wavering, forgetting he wasn’t truly braced for that.”

“I think the air blast was worse,” I noted, instinctively analyzing the problem, “it got compressed against my shield for a split second before you broke through.  That meant it suddenly expanded at point blank range when your fist stopped.”

Eiko made a disgusted sound and then let go of me.  “You’re alright,” she said as I fell back to the ground.

Despite her actions she sounded relieved and happy as much as annoyed.  “More or less,” I admitted, picking myself slowly off the ground this time.  “It happened so fast I didn’t have the chance to tense up before landing.  And the buffer layer stopped most of the ki and mana feedback this time so I don’t feel like I just stuck my finger in an electric socket.  My legs are a little sore though, I guess getting blasted out of that position wasn’t great for them.”

I glanced around.  “It was a pretty flat trajectory too,” I added, “he mostly just blew me off my feet.  If he’d knocked me upwards as well, that could have been nasty!”

Master Tai sighed in relief.  “You are an unusual Master, Matsuda-san,” he chuckled ruefully.  “Such an odd mix of talented and flexible but inexperienced.  The way you adapted your shield… it was such an impressive improvement, such a surprising amount of progress, that I found myself reacting instinctively before I realized what had happened!”

I looked at the tree trunks he called arms.  I could see them easily, his sleeves had been torn away right up to the shoulders by the combination of his efforts and the force I’d reflected back at him.  “That’s not surprising,” I noted.

Master Tai smiled and shook his head.  “I even bruised my knuckles!”

This time I had to fight making a disgusted sound.  Granted, I doubted I’d been able to reflect much more than 10% of the force of his attacks, and even that amount had been diffused, but I’d still hoped to do a little more damage than that!  Unfortunately, I now had a great view of his arms.  In addition to making me feel a little inadequate they were virtually unharmed.

“But,” Master Tai continued a little more humbly, “your talent was enough to make me forget that you are a young master, and the strength of your shield was out of proportion to your other abilities.  If you were ten years older I might be able to excuse my mistake.  But you are not and I cannot.  Please Master Matsuda, please accept my sincere apology for my incompetent error.”

Upon saying that Master Tai bowed deeply towards me.

I flushed a bright red, the idea of Master Tai bowing to me in any capacity was deeply embarrassing.  “That’s alright Master Tai,” I said, rubbing the back of my head awkwardly.  “I should have known better.  I told Eiko about how things like power reflection or setting my shield on fire would be a bad idea, about how in a real fight you’d simply change your angle of attack and strike at me directly.  I guess I wanted to impress you and thought you might enjoy the challenge, thought I might last a few more seconds if you had to face a shield like that.  I always figured you’d power through something like that quickly if you ever needed to, I really shouldn’t be surprised it actually happened.”

Master Tai straightened up from his bow.  “Thank you for your understanding, Master Matsuda.”  I was shocked at how grateful he sounded.

“Serves you both right,” Eiko grumped.  “You really did tell me that, several times Mamoru.  Don’t go trying to sound all cool and reasonable after you’ve gone and screwed up.”

She then rounded on Master Tai.  “And you.  Master, how often have you talked to me about the importance of control?  Of understanding what’s going on in a fight?”

Both of us winced.  “Yes,” Master Tai countered urgently, “but I also taught you the right reflexes, so you don’t even have to think about it.  Your body will take the right action automatically.  Your friend set up such a weird edge case he slipped through a gap I never even imagined!”

Master Tai’s tone did not do a good job of selling his excuse.  “And what did you tell me about controlling my reflexes?” Eiko asked icily.  “About the importance of taking training just as seriously as you would combat?”

I could see Master Tai starting to sweat in a way my spell had failed to come even close to causing.  It was so painful to watch (especially since I was such a weird edge case) I felt inspired to help him out.

“Never mind that Eiko,” I said, forcing myself back up to my feet.  “We’ve got to hit up the weight room quickly.  Master Tai hasn’t delayed us too much but we’re going to be risking things if we wait much longer.  We really need to get down there and finish today’s tests.”

“Mamoru,” Eiko stated in a voice made of steel.  Her tone and stance making it clear she was channeling Himeko for once.

“Yes?”

“Put on the damn sensor and take your own medical readings for once.  We need to make sure you’re okay before we go anywhere.”

I opened my mouth to protest but quickly shut it when I realized anything I could say would sound pretty stupid.  Hell, even if you ignored my own personal well being getting some results and information about what had just happened to my body was kind of a good idea.  In hindsight we really should have done that last time as well, I admitted to myself as I wordlessly strapped the sensor to my arm.  I’m kind of curious how exerting myself mystically and then getting the feedback from the spell and Master Tai’s ki would have registered.

“And that is why it’s good to have a student,” Master Tai noted with a surprising amount of good humor.  “They keep you on your toes, they keep you honest, and they’re the first to point out the things you’ve missed.”

Eiko gave her sensei a dirty glare but focused all her attention on me, making sure I checked myself over properly.  I, not being suicidal, complied.

  

    
        Earth Isekai Chapter 65: Dangerous Conversations on Rooftops

    
    
    
    
  Earth Isekai Chapter 65: Dangerous Conversations on Rooftops


“What is it?” I muttered softly, staring at the sight from atop the school’s roof.

“I do not know Matsuda-san,” Sensei-san’s voice whispered in my ear. “That is why I asked you.”

Sensei-san wasn’t visible, they were still recovering from their exertions the previous week. Even speaking to me took some effort. Not too much effort, in many ways it was the equivalent of shouting at the top of your lungs, at least to someone like me who was a little more attuned to the supernatural than most. But that still took effort, and could leave you out of breath pretty quickly.

Given that Sensei-san was… well, it was hard to explain without getting too technical. Not to mention I didn’t have enough experience with spirits to be completely sure. But, essentially, he was still recovering from a bad illness. Basically, he’d been as drained as my cousin Akira had a few months ago. Sensei-san still hadn’t rebuilt their strength, so even raising their voice and shouting was a trial that soon left them coughing and breathless.

Unfortunately, that only emphasized the seriousness of the situation. Why Sensei-san was willing to strain themselves to bring me in.

I looked just past the grounds of the school in trepidation. There was a spirit, hovering several stories in the air just a little bit in front of the school gates. A part of me was fascinated. Another part was seriously worried, this spirit was something like seven or eight meters tall. Although that was a little hard to estimate, 90% of it looked like a well-worn black cloak of some sort, badly frayed at the edges, topped off by a white mask/helmet/skull that was vaguely reminiscent of the old plague doctor masks of Europe. The eyes looked like hollow pits to me, and they stared in our direction.

Ominous, I thought, trying to squelch down my fear. Just to make maters worse there were some nasty looking storm clouds in the distance, further darkening the scene. Normally I would have dismissed their presence as coincidental, but with a spirit that big and prominent the worsening weather might be directly connected.

I drew some comfort from the fact my bracelet wasn’t giving me any warning signs but I knew that was a false comparison. It would only have given me vague warnings about a bear that was reasonably far away and hadn’t yet noticed me, it wouldn’t be hitting the ‘red alert’ button until said bear had decided what it was going to do about the harmless looking pile of meat that had wandered into view. And I suspected a bear was much easier to predict than whatever the heck I was looking at.

“I don’t suppose there’s anyone else we could talk to about this?” I asked cautiously. I glanced over the schoolyard but the timing was wrong and there was no one around, everyone had already left or was still attending one of the clubs. Not that a person would have been likely to help, but there was the occasional ghost hanging around and looking after their descendants. I could vaguely see a ghost up the street, moving about with the pedestrian traffic, but that one was studiously averting their gaze from whatever the gigantic spirit hovering in front of the school was. I doubted they were in the mood to answer any questions and we didn’t have any leverage to compel them.

“No Matsuda-san,” Sensei-san answered calmly. “None of the other kami I know are…”

Sensei-san’s image faded out and their voice trailed off into silence for a good thirty seconds, I suspected it was the spiritual equivalent of a coughing fit and a pause to catch their breath. I mentally winced and promised not to ask them needless stupid questions.

Eventually their voice and presence returned. “…are available right now. And I am in no shape to talk to any of the ancestral spirits accompanying…”

Another long gap where the young kami vanished. Should I encourage them not to push themselves? I asked myself, feeling sympathy pains for Sensei-san. I wasn’t sure how much Sensei-san was hurting. It wasn’t precisely analogous to anything a human suffered, and I had a hard time getting a sense how difficult it was for them. If Sensei-san had been an experienced spirit I probably would have kept my peace. But since they’d practically been born yesterday I was worried they were trying too hard out of a youthful sense of invincibility and inexperience.

All of those good intentions went out the window when Sensei-san came back and finished with. “…the students here. None are alumni, I cannot reach them.”

I turned on Sensei-san, my eyes widening. It was a slightly odd gesture given that Sensei-san was invisible to most people, Sensei-san wasn’t fully manifesting but they had sort of ‘focused’ their presence next to me and I could see it with ‘mage sight’. None of that mattered as I blurted out “wait, you can’t talk to ghosts unless they’re of people who came to this school?”

Sensei-san considered things for a moment. “Not usually,” they replied. “They are even ‘further’ away from me than the average person. I would have to try very hard in order to be heard.”

Huh, I thought, quickly pulling out my phone and jotting down a few notes. That’s a new one. Kind of intriguing too. Part of that made a twisted sort of sense, Sensei-san would maintain a better connection to former students, but the fact the spirits of non-student dead people were more difficult than regular people had some fascinating implications. I guess awakening the kami of the school is helping me out after all.

Of course, I noted a little more nervously, putting back my phone and returning my attention to the unknown spirit outside our gates, there have been some downsides to that plan.

“Sensei-san,” I said cautiously, “I don’t want you wasting any of your energy if you don’t have to. So if you don’t have anything to add please don’t feel you have to speak. That said, I do trust your judgement so if you have to tell me something I thank you for the effort.”

“Understood,” Sensei-san answered.

“I’m about to try a few spells to determine just what the spirit out there is. If you see me making an actual mistake, or the spells are more disruptive or rude to spirits than I realized, do not hesitate to speak up. Otherwise, I think you’d better save your strength just in case I’m about to provoke that thing into attacking.”

I wasn’t truly worried. As the kami of the school on their home turf Sensei-san was likely to be pretty much immortal. At least to a spirit of like the one we faced. Something truly powerful could kill them, but most likely a being with that sort of strength would be radiating so much power that we’d already be aware of it. That didn’t mean the unfamiliar spirit couldn’t hurt Sensei-san or scar them though, and I wasn’t sure how effectively Sensei-san could fight back. Not to mention that counting on a ‘well, it probably won’t kill you’ interpretation was never a good idea.

That was where I came in. In video games parlance Sensei-san could tank very effectively and I’d be the DPS. Up on the rooftop I had access to the school’s mana collector in addition to what I already had with me. I wasn’t sure I could ‘kill’ this unfamiliar spirit, but I was almost certain I could take a big enough chunk out of it to give Sensei-san the upper hand.

Almost. I looked at the thing again and mentally sighed. Why couldn’t it be normal sized? Or even bear sized? Size wasn’t directly proportional to power but it was a pretty fair indicator, especially in large spirits. Tiny spirits could be weak or strong but it was almost unheard of for a large spirit to be a wimp, they tended to be at least as strong as they looked. I was feeling just a little bit worried I was about to bite off more than I could chew. Not being able to kill Sensei-san wasn’t the same thing as not being able to overpower them and then kill me.

Any last-minute preparations? Ideas? Alternatives? I asked myself. I sighed out loud when I realized I couldn’t come up with any other options. Except maybe huddling deep in the school, sucking my thumb, and hoping the thing would go away. Which, in worst case scenarios, would probably be the dumbest option to pick. That would give the new spirit the initiative and ability to plan their attack while Sensei-san and I were separated. At least this way we’d either get some information or prompt an attack before the unfamiliar spirit was fully ready.

I carefully began pulling on my mana and casting a few more spells to determine the spirit’s nature. I went slower then I normally would have, making certain not to waste a single millithoth just in case it was needed. I also wanted to look as non-threatening as possible and I was starting with the least intrusive spells first and moving slowly.

About ten minutes (and several spells) later I spoke up. “Well,” I said to Sensei-san, “it’s definitely elemental in nature. I’m getting strong ties to all the elements, although I think water and wind might be the strongest.” I paused for a moment and reconsidered, “that might just be the location and the weather though, it looks like there’s a storm coming and I might be getting feedback from the surroundings.” The storm clouds were slowly becoming more and more ominous.

Sensei-san nodded.

“Now, that is dangerous,” I added calmly, “this spirit can probably affect the physical world a lot easier than you can. And if it’s capable of summoning a tornado or firestorm it can probably wipe out the whole school, and maybe even you with it. But those spirits capable of affecting nature are usually the least willing to make such unnatural changes without a good reason. Elementals can be… well they have a whole range of behaviours. They can be wild and capricious, or they can be calm and steady. Or they can be everything in between, they’re as varied as the natural world.”

Once again Sensei-san just nodded politely. I wasn’t sure if they were grateful for my clarity or just being patient with me being pedantic.

“I’m not detecting any anger, or evil, or taint,” I said cautiously. “That doesn’t mean it’s friendly though. A bear isn’t necessarily angry or evil when it eats a human.”

“What do you mean by taint?” Sensei-san asked calmly.

I frowned and thought about it for a second. “Taint is what happens when a spirit is compromised in some way,” I said finally, “the spirit’s energy is contaminated with something it shouldn’t be. Something harmful,” I added quickly, “I’m sorry I’m being so loose but what taint’s one spirit can be beneficial to a different spirit.” An ‘electric’ type energy would probably be mostly harmless to a fire elemental, invigorating to a raiju, but potentially taint a water elemental. Outright evil and negative energies were almost always a taint though, and the types of beings that wouldn’t be tainted by them were the sorts of things you should not be associating with!

I frowned again, struggling with how to explain it all to a spirit. Especially a relatively inexperienced spirit that couldn’t call me on any accidental bullshit I’d been taught, a spirit that might go on to believe my second-hand lies. “Sometimes a taint is temporary, the spirit either overcomes or purges of the energy in time. Other times the taint spreads and overpowers the spirit, acting as a sort of combination of cancer, poison, and madness.”

Thinking about it out loud… “I suspect the madness is an effect as much as a cause,” I admitted, “causing pain in addition to disrupting the spirit’s thinking. Aoth knows I’d be even more distracted, impatient, and in a bad mood if I had some sort of foreign energy in my body, hurting me every moment.”

“Thank you, Matsuda-san,” Sensei-san nodded gravely.

Suddenly the spirit in question flew onto school grounds, coming straight towards us. It moved with a surprising amount of grace for something its size, floating smoothly and elegantly towards Sensei-san and I. That didn’t stop me from breaking out in a cold sweat and feeling a momentary tremor in my bladder when it did so, as the spirit moved from reasonably far away to almost close enough to touch. Thankfully it moved so quickly and stopped before reaching us, clearly of its own volition, so my fear receded a little even as it spiked.

The empty sockets of it’s mask/face stared at us, each one large enough for me to put my fist inside. Its head is kind of small, I noted randomly. Not freakishly so, but if it was just a scaled up human you’d expect it to be twenty or thirty percent bigger. Of course that was kind of a stupid observation to make about spirits, they weren’t humans, but it stood out to my panicked mind.

I vaguely sensed something, saw a flicker of something with my ‘mage sight’ even while I felt an odd, supernatural buzz on my skin.

“I believe it wants to talk,” Sensei-san noted calmly.

“Okay…” I said cautiously, trying not to sound too nervous as I did so.

“I do not think you can hear it Matsuda-san,” Sensei-san said, glancing at me in their usual unflappable way. “I will take care of it.”

Sensei-san’s manifestation floated up a little, getting slightly closer to the huge spirit so they could speak eye to eye.

I paid close attention, but I while I could tell something was passing between the two I could not make out what it was. It was frustrating, it was like I was hearing the edges of a conversation where most of the language was too high pitched for me to make out but there was the occasional low sound that I could hear. Not enough for me to translate, but enough for me to determine something was happening.

The experience was maddening. Something so powerful and so important so close nearby but being unable to understand it. There’s a lesson there, my conscience prodded me sharply, this is how you make Eiko and Himeko feel sometimes when you’re not careful. When you’re looking at something invisible to them and they can’t see it but you act so casually about it.

Needless to say, I tried not to think about that too much.

For better or worse, after two or three minutes of conversation Sensei-san momentarily broke off their conversation to give me a sharp glance. “Beware!” Sensei-san said urgently, “danger is incoming!”

I frowned and tensed up, readying my grip on the mana and prepping myself to cast whatever sort of spell was necessary.

I did not expect the sweet and cheerful voice from behind me. “Hello! I am sorry to interrupt but are you Matsuda Mamoru-sama?”

I was kind of expecting something this time. So I didn’t jump (much) but I still whirled around in shock to see a cheerful Inoue Sakura standing next to the rooftop access, smiling at me in her patented ‘I’m harmless’ way.

“I’m Inoue Sakura,” she said, walking towards me confidently even though something in how she moved suggested femininity and submissiveness. “I’m your kohai at the school this year. I know you must be doing important work here but I simply had to speak to you.”

Inoue cornered me at the roof’s edge and bowed deeply. “I am honoured to finally meet the school’s top scorer, and I just wanted thank you for all that you’ve done to help make this school the wonderful place it is.”

I wanted to run and hide, to flatten myself against the edge of the roof, scoot around her, and then make a break for it. Inoue’s presence was just as casually and softly feminine as ever, her clothes once again tightening a little in a deep bow, and she had me trapped. And just to make matters worse, my mage sight was still on. Not only was Sensei-san’s talks with the unfamiliar spirit still a surreal distraction in the background, this close I could make out Inoue’s aura. And I couldn’t help but be aware that… well, let’s just say something had obviously happened over the weekend. I assumed it had been productive to her.

Thankfully I did have some advantages this time. Just for starters there was a slightly chilly breeze blowing over the roof so I was barely smelling any of her perfume, just enough to let me know it was there without it hitting me hard. And not only was I aware of Inoue’s way of doing things, Himeko had taken the extra step of drilling me in how to handle this. She’d been almost as worried as I was how I’d manage an interaction with Inoue, something both worrying and reassuring after Eiko’s blithe insistence I should get it out of the way. We’d spent a few hours running some basic scenarios over the phone and she’d managed to pound some important lessons into my head.

I gave Inoue a small bow in return. “Kohai,” I said trying to sound just the tiniest bit cold. I couldn’t tell if I failed or Inoue just ignored it in order to further her own plans. “I do appreciate your efforts, I wish more of my juniors had your appreciative attitude. But I’m afraid I am busy right now and can’t spare you the time.”

That was the best counter Himeko and I had managed to pre-plan. Unfortunately, it bounced off the current circumstances.

“Doing what?” Inoue asked, all cheerful curiosity. “It looks like you’re just hanging out on a rooftop.”

Fuck! Uh… we’d originally came up with that for the hallways or by the lab.

“What are you doing? Maybe I can help,” on the surface Inoue was all smiles but there was a not so hidden edge to the question.

“I’m counting the students who leave and when they leave,” I answered quickly. Thankfully I’d really considered doing something like that in regards to the statistical analysis. I’d decided that was pushing things too far, it probably wouldn’t have given me any reasonably useful information, but it provided me with a quick excuse I couldn’t have come up with otherwise.

“Really?” Inoue asked breathlessly, her eyes widening even further. “From the roof?”

“It’s less intrusive and creepy then me hanging around the front gate,” I answered, inventing madly. “That way would cause more questions. And skew the results as people observed and reacted to me. Observer effect.”

Okay, I was panicking and reaching with that last one. I was really referring to the fact that people acted differently when they knew they were being watched rather than what the actual observer effect referred to. Fortunately, Inoue didn’t seem to know that and let it pass.

“I could always help,” she suggested eagerly, taking the opportunity to step closer to me. Ostensibly that was so she could look over the edge, in reality it brought her uncomfortably close. My ear’s popped as the air pressure dropped, something else stirred as a different pressure rose.

“No, no,” I said quickly, taking a big step to the side. “That’s fine, I’m already pushing the student’s privacy and confidentiality as is, no reason to get anyone else involved.”

“So it’s okay if you do it but not if anyone else does?” Inoue asked innocently.

Damn it, walked right into that one, I wanted to slap myself over the head. Himeko had warned me about saying things like that, giving her openings.

I took a deep breath and slowly let it out, buying myself a few seconds. I kind of wished I’d gone with one of my original ideas and set up a precaution that I could use to focus my mental state, a spell that would forcibly center my mind and keep my calm through everything. Unfortunately, as Himeko had pointed out, that would have been horribly mana inefficient, useless if Inoue came upon me again before I had time to recast it, and cause a lot of suspicion with the extreme differences in my behaviour.

“I meant to say,” I enunciated clearly, “that I have a certain right… no, privileged access, to that sort of information as part of my job for the Student Council. You may find out that sort of information if you want, no one is going to stop you from hanging out by the front gate and noting it all down, but we’re not going to encourage you to randomly spy on the students either.”

“Just what is your job anyway?” Inoue asked brightly, completely brushing past my counter criticism. “It’s one of the things I found most fascinating about you, just what is a scientific consultant? What do you do?”

Careful. Fortunately for me Inoue had wandered back into familiar territory. This was something Himeko had seen coming a kilometer away and had made sure to drill me in.

I carefully repressed the urge to dramatically sniff or make some sort of dismissive gesture, Himeko had (metaphorically) slapped me over the head whenever I’d done that in the practices since it had sounded so forced. “It’s a blatant attempt to take advantage of me,” I said tightly, “the Student Council saw they had a student they could tap into in order to get a bunch of intellectual odd jobs done, so they bribed me with lab access and now I’m their gofer whenever they need a report written out or want to look like a particularly special or effective council.”

“Oh, I’m sure it’s more then that,” Inoue said, taking the opportunity to quietly sidle a little closer.

I slid a little further away. I glanced again at the two spirits still communicating with each other only a few meters away and wished I could trade spaces with Sensei-san. I had no idea what was going on, for all I knew we were a few seconds away from the unknown spirit unleashing all their wrath and obliterating the school, and still I’d have felt more comfortable trying to deal with in then Inoue.

I also noted a pair of students leaving the school and quickly used that excuse to pull out my phone and note it down. “I am sorry Inoue-san,” I said, “I am busy here-“

“Sakura,” she inserted quickly as I took a breath, not quite interrupting me but coming perilously close to it. “You can call me Sakura. Most people prefer to call me Sakura-chan but you can call me whatever you want to.”

Don’t say it, don’t say it, don’t say it, I quietly bit my lip and chanted the refrain in my head. Himeko had firmly drilled that one into me too, just what would happen if I gave into temptation and suggested that I should refer to Inoue a little more rudely. “Inoue-san,” I repeated firmly.

“I could help you count,” she said brightly, “and it’s not too hard, even if you have to stay up here so long. I could keep you company and we could talk.”

“Inoue-san,” I repeated again, not able to hide some annoyance this time (which was better than showing my panic, but not by much). “I have work to do and you’re not supposed- hey, wait a second! You’re not supposed to be here! How’d you even get up here?” The roof access door was locked at this time of day. I now had a key, Himeko had gotten me one after what had happened on Saturday, but there was no way Inoue was supposed to have one.

“The door was open,” Inoue replied guilelessly, “maybe it wasn’t properly shut by the last person to use it?”

I glared at her. Even I could read the subtext in that one (“you didn’t lock it properly”) but I wasn’t quite stupid enough to call her on it. Because as much as I suspected underhanded tactics, she’d either stolen or charmed a key out of someone, it was always possible that I really had screwed up. I had been in a hurry after Sensei-san summoned me, maybe I hadn’t fully shut the door in my haste and she’d just pushed it open.

(Sensei-san? I glanced over to the side again. Nope, still preoccupied with not getting themselves or anyone else killed by an unfamiliar spirit.)

In any case I couldn’t prove anything, and time and time again Himeko had beaten into me how attempting to go after Inoue with anything I couldn’t prove would go. We’d gone through scenario after scenario over the phone, and every time she’d gone on to show how someone who was actually good at socializing and talking would hand me my ass if I got ahead of myself like that. Himeko had brutally skewered me in a dozen different ways and left me blushing and incoherent even while doing roleplaying over a phone, I had no illusions about how I’d stack up against Inoue. Inoue was probably hoping I’d say something, give her the excuse so that she could turn it around on me about how I was trying to blame and scapegoat her for my failures.

Honestly, so far the biggest surprise of this conversation was that she’d been handling me so gently and politely. I’d figured that word of my response in the classroom would have gotten back to her and she’d have started out a lot more forcefully, trying to either strong-arm me or aggressively change my mind. Himeko however had insisted she’d probably take this approach, a softer and subtler game. Himeko had believed that Inoue couldn’t be sure how I’d react until she’d met me, that she couldn’t have been sure I wasn’t talking a good game but was soft inside. Or that the tales had been exaggerated and made to sound worse so that she wouldn’t bother with me (and would therefore be free to spend more time with whoever the tale teller was). Himeko had figured that Inoue would still hit me with her full, suggestive offense and so far, shocking no one, it seemed like Himeko was right.

But, even if I wasn’t up to Inoue’s weight class, I could still seize on an obvious weak point. “Well, that may be,” I said, trying to keep calm, “but you are still wandering about somewhere you’re not supposed to be and getting in other people’s way.”

“My apologies Mamoru-san,” she said, bowing deeply and quietly displaying her assets even as she subtly slipped in my given name. She was all innocence as she straightened up though and asked “but where’s the harm in this? Isn’t it cruel and unfair that you have to do this all alone? Let me keep you company for a while. I just want to pay back my seniors for all that they’ve done and you deserve the help.”

I ground my teeth and contemplated my next response very carefully. I could not afford to give her any ammunition or excuses. “Rules are rules,” I said slowly.

“But should we really follow those rules if they hurt people?” she protested, projecting sweetness and earnestness even as she tried to take a step closer. I stepped away, but I couldn’t help but note I was slowly getting herded towards a corner. “Are we really fulfilling our duties as students, as good citizens! if we just blindly follow the rules?”

The ‘Don’t notice me’ talisman won’t do much while I’m out in the open and alone like this, and I can’t cast even a quick and subtle spell while she’s looking directly at me! I thought more than a little desperately. I was still a good five or six meters away from the corner but that was looking disturbingly close under the circumstances. Frankly, I was just about ready for negotiations between the spirits (any changes? Nope) to break down because all hell breaking loose would give me the excuse I needed to run.

“It would be betraying the trust the Student Council put in me,” I suggested, trying to ignore how desperate that had sounded. It wasn’t horrible, like I was begging for help, but my voice had been a little shaky.

Inoue took another half step, like a shark smelling blood in the water she wasn’t about to retreat.  “Is that the same Student Council who are using you?” she asked still trying to appear just a concerned and caring girl even though I could read plenty of subtext in her words.  “Mamoru-san, you have to take care of yourself!  Even the Student Council would agree with that, they’d want you to be at your best so you could keep serving them so well.  You have your entrance exams this year, you’re already too loaded up with pressure and concerns.  You need to make sure you have as good a year as possible so you can be as good as possible!”  She followed those words with another small half step, this one slightly angled to make it harder for me to escape.

I kept my lips firmly sealed, and the while desperately searching for an exit, verbal or physical, that wouldn’t let her portray me as a rude hater.

“Seriously Mamoru-chan,” she said, leaning just a little bit closer, her eyes all sparkly, “you’re amazing.  I’m not sure you realize how amazing.  Don’t you think- “

“Matsuda-san, kohai.”

Himeko’s calm and collected tone cut across the roof, as gentle but undeniable as a railroad crossing barrier coming down.  I heaved a huge mental sigh of relief, only barely managing to keep from doing so physically.  Then I saw Himeko calmly walking towards us and felt the pressure in the air between the two girls rising, the clash of wills was subtle but it was so powerful I was almost surprised physical sparks weren’t appearing in midair!

I think I liked it better when I was worrying that the giant spirit would kill me!  Could I go back to that?  Please?  I thought, barely sparing Sensei-san and the unfamiliar spirit a glance as two other titans squared off.

I took the chance to back off a few more steps, put some distance between Inoue and myself as the first-year gave Himeko her full attention.  She calmly waited for Himeko to reach her, a brilliant smile across her face as a startling contrast to Himeko’s serene mask.

“Hello there sempai,” Inoue said brightly, bowing (although not as deeply as she had towards Sato or myself).  “It is wonderful to meet you!  My name is Inoue Sakura, I look forward to working with you this year.”

Himeko allowed herself a mildly amused look.  “Meet me?  Were you not at the entrance ceremony kohai?  Well, if circumstances forced you to miss the first day, then I must apologize for my assumptions.”  She gave Inoue a flawlessly polite but very precise bow.  “My name is Meiko Himeko, I am your Student Council President.”

“Oh!” Inoue hopped in place excitedly.  “I’ve heard all about you!  It’s an honor to finally meet you face to face.  You looked so different up on the stage with all the lighting and makeup, I didn’t recognize you at first.”

“I thought Matsuda-san did a brilliant job with all the lighting myself,” Himeko noted, cocking her head inquisitively. 

Please don’t drag me back into this, I thought desperately as I struggled to keep up with all the subtler barbs.

“But I admit he wasn’t responsible for all of it,” Himeko continued reasonably, “and some students were a fair distance from the podium.  While you’re the first person I’ve encountered to have that problem I can see how some people wouldn’t recognize me.”

The lack of emphasis on ‘some’, as in ‘some stupid people’, was so obvious in a quiet way it probably deserved an entirely new type of italics that slanted in the opposite direction.

“You need to be prepared for that sempai,” Inoue chided her good-naturedly.  “There are so many new students this year; it’s probable a lot of them don’t recognize you but they’re just too embarrassed to admit it.  Don’t worry though, I’m honored to help you keep in touch with the younger students.”

“Oh?” Himeko responded. You could teach a class with how much subtext she managed to pack into that one syllable without overcommitting to anything. If I hadn’t been able to see her aura I’d never have guessed just how much fury was bubbling underneath the surface.

Inoue nodded brightly, smiling like she’d just had the best day ever. “I got elected as my class rep today, I’m officially a part of the Student Council.”

“That’s wonderful news kohai,” Himeko said, projecting just a hint of enthusiasm but a ton of sincerity in her own response. “It’s good to see our newest students stepping up. The Student Council is always happy to receive talented new members and put them to work for the good of the school.”

I was starting to get a little worried for Himeko, seeing how much anger she was repressing behind the mask. I normally couldn’t read emotions well, but her whole aura was practically glowing with rage! If this conversation continued much longer I was worried she might physically explode!

“I know, right?” Inoue practically sparkled. “This school’s already so amazing, and I can’t believe I get to be a part of making it even better!”

They’re so focused on each other, I thought desperately, maybe I can get away with using the ‘don’t notice me’ talisman after all? I glanced around and noticed some other beings were also paying the pair some attention, both Sensei-san and the newcomer were focused on the two. Somehow, despite the newcomer lacking any visible pupils, I could tell the huge spirit’s gaze was laser targeted on Himeko. More specifically, the space beneath her school uniform where the mithril magatama was resting.

My stomach fell so far it crashed through the floor of the building and started burrowing into the Earth. I was almost surprised I didn’t immediately throw up as that little wrinkle only got added to all the other stress around me!

“I’m glad to hear it kohai,” Himeko’s microscopic smile grew just a touch wider. “I have no doubt you’ll do amazing things for this school, and I look forward to educating such a charming little kohai.”

“However,” Himeko continued, her serene mask still in place but her eyes growing surprisingly serious. “I’m afraid I have to start on that surprisingly early.”

“Whatever do you mean sempai?” Inoue asked innocently.

Himeko’s sigh was wonderfully understated. “You are not supposed to be up her kohai,” she said regretfully, “the roof is not supposed to be general access for all students. While we will open it up and provide access quite often it is not a place you can just waltz into whenever you want.”

Himeko held up her hand to forestall any sort of response. “Now, this is a minor infraction at worst,” she continued calmly. “Especially this early in the year, if you’ve just come from a school where the rule was different and stumbled upon an unlocked door it’s not hard to understand how you could have been confused or forgotten how you’re supposed to act. But I’m afraid it is the rule, and a member of the Student Council has to be held to a higher standard. Our behaviour sets the example for the students at this school, and I can’t have even our junior members accidentally setting a bad example.”

She looked directly at Inoue. “So kohai, do you have a reason and permission to be up here?”

“No sempai,” Inoue answered with a small bow, artfully abashed.

“Well, these things occasionally happen,” Himeko said magnanimously. “There’s so much to do at school and so many new things to get used to, new students will occasionally slip up. So, we’ll let it slide this time, but it’s time you got off the roof before someone sees you and we have to give you some sort of reprimand to maintain appearances.”

For a split-second Inoue looked rebellious, like she might attempt to defy Himeko or argue the decision. Instead, she simply bowed, said “of course sempai” and walked off.

It looked suspiciously like she was putting just a touch of hip swaying into her exit walk though, trying to make it a slightly sassy sashay instead of a retreat.

Himeko calmly but studiously watched her go. Then three seconds after she was past the door my friend asked. “Mamoru?”

“Yes Himeko?” I asked, still not quite willing to believe I’d just escaped.

“Call up the same sort of shield you do for Eiko.”

“What?”

“Shield. Now!” Himeko commanded.

I flinched and instinctively started summoning the shield. The second I was finished, Himeko immediately spun around and threw a vicious punch into it, murder in her eyes.

“AH!” she cried out, and before my very eyes she started to pummel the shield.

“Help me keep in touch with the younger students?” Himeko raged, beating the shield just as hard as Eiko ever managed. “Didn’t recognize me without my makeup and lighting? I’ll show you makeup you little harlot!”

Whump! Whump! Whump! Whump! Himeko’s rhythmic hard punches against the shield were kind of disturbing.

“Don’t recognize my authority? Hah, you’ll recognize my authority yet you-“

BANG! I couldn’t tell if Himeko finished that statement and it was drowned out or if she’d thrown her anger into the full body kick she’d just laid out against my shield. Against an unprepared human that blow would have knocked people out and removed teeth, assuming it didn’t just snap someone’s neck! As it was it sent me stumbling backwards a few paces!

(Granted, the whole situation had completely shocked me and I hadn’t been properly braced. But the shield was designed to cushion blows and absorb some of their force, and I’d still felt that kick even through the spell!)

Himeko panted a few more times, let out a deep and satisfied sigh, then pulled herself back. “Thank you, Mamoru,” she said politely, brushing both her hair and what had just happened aside. “I needed that. You can drop the shield now.”

I peaked out carefully from around the side. “Are you sure?”

“Yes,” she answered calmly, “I merely needed to vent a little and decided to take advantage of the situation.”

“O-o-okay,” I said slowly, stalling a few seconds before cautiously lowering the shield. Himeko’s ability to rapid switch between her mask and her real emotions was both impressive and kind of terrifying.

I abruptly remembered the two spirits that had brought me up to the roof in the first place and quickly looked around. I was surprised but relieved to see only one spirit remaining: Sensei-san.

I waffled for a few seconds, trying to regain my own balance and decide what to do. In the end I figured Himeko would be insulted if I pressed her about what had just happened and turned towards Sensei-san. “Is everything alright Sensei-san?”

Sensei-san had moved back down to stand next to us on the roof but their voice came from Himeko. More precisely, from the mithril magatama Himeko was still carrying. “Yes, thank you Matsuda-san. It turns out this was a false alarm and I needn’t have worried.”

I let out a sigh of relief, both at Sensei-san’s words and the fact that I seemed to have called it right and Himeko was pleased to leave what had just happened alone. “Is it easier for you to speak this way?” I asked after a few moments, I was curious but also worried they were pushing themselves again.

“It is… odd to speak in this manner,” Sensei-san responded. “But it is much easier than it was to address you directly. It is still easier to speak to Meiko-san telepathically, but when addressing multiple people this really seems to be the best way.”

I abruptly realized this wasn’t some sort of mental speech, the sound was physically coming out of the magatama. Now that I was listening for it, I could even hear how the sound was slightly muffled by Himeko’s clothes. “Fascinating,” I breathed, leaning forward and taking a closer look at the magatama itself. Or at least how it reflected in the magical spectrums and interacted with Himeko’s aura.

“Mamoru,” Himeko said with slightly strained patience.

I abruptly realized it looked like I was staring at her chest. “Sorry,” I instantly pulled back and focused my gaze upon Sensei-san’s image.

“Sensei-san let me know you were having some trouble with Inoue up the roof,” she said, forcing herself to sound calm. “I figured you might be in trouble, and I was long overdue a talk with that little troublemaker anyway. What’s all this about a false alarm?”

“I asked Matsuda-san for some assistance when a large, powerful, and unfamiliar kami appeared before the school gates,” Sensei-san explained calmly. “I was concerned there might be some danger to myself or the students. Thankfully, it turned out I was worrying over nothing.”

“This was just an under-kami assigned with making sure the seasonal weather changes in the area went according to plan. He’s been doing the job for several thousand years now and was surprised to see me. I was a new kami and he’s never seen a kami of a school before so he decided to investigate, he was curious and a little bit worried I might interfere with his job. Once he understood what was happening he was satisfied and simply went on his way.”

“You keep using he,” I noted curiously, “this one has a masculine identity? And are you sure everything’s safe? I noticed him staring at Himeko and her magatama.”

Himeko instinctively reached towards the magatama but Sensei-san simply nodded. “Yes, they are a he. And he was quite taken with the social combat Meiko-san and Inoue-san were engaging in. He has been around for ages, and he couldn’t help but note it was one of the most entertaining bouts of conversational battle he’s seen since the imperial court was dissolved.”

Himeko and I exchanged a slightly incredulous glance, not quite sure what to make of that. I’m going to be thinking about that one for a while, I admitted to myself. Had it really been that amazing? Was it some sort of addiction or hobby to that kami? Or was it just that they only passed through the human world on occasion and didn’t get the chance to listen to something like that very often?

“He was further intrigued by my choice of Meiko-san as my partner,” Sensei-san continued, “and interested in my unique choice of magatama. I suspect I will talk with him again at some point, if he hadn’t needed to fulfill his duties he would have stayed even longer.”

“Okay,” I said a little shakily, “he might be back. Don’t panic if I see a nine-meter-tall kami in a dark cloak with a bird’s skull for a head hanging around the school.” I bit my tongue lest I add any sarcastic additions to the end of that statement. Even after the object lesson I’d just received in how stupid that would be it was a challenge not to speak up.

“Wait, nine meters?” Himeko shot me a shocked glance.

“Yes, I look forward to it,” Sensei-san said simply. “However, I think you two should head home soon.”

Himeko frowned and looked at the kami of our school cautiously. I belatedly realized Sensei-san was visible to her too, I assumed it was another function of the magatama. “I’m going to be here at least an hour or two more, making sure everyone’s alright and the clubs aren’t having any problems. What’s wrong?” Himeko asked.

“That might be alright, I’m not sure how this kami regards time,” Sensei-san noted calmly.

There might be some irony there, I noted distractedly, something about the relatively new kami attempting to make some sort of comment on the one that’s thousands of years old and its relation to time. But if there is, I’m not smart enough to try decoding it.

“But he did warn me about how things were going to go,” Sensei-san continued. “He was supervising a sudden weather shift. There’s a major storm about to hit us, and soon after it’s done the season is going to shift a little early this year. He claims it’s going to be a long and hot summer.”

“Drat,” Himeko looked mildly annoyed but took the claim at face value. “I guess I’d better call and let my driver know he should be waiting around the school today, not trying to cross the city twice when the weather’s nasty.”

I bit my tongue and said nothing, just stared out at the clouds and struggled to keep a poker face. I wasn’t sure if I was being too clever again, there was every chance I was reading too much into it, but…

Should I say anything to Sensei-san? I wondered. I don’t want to confuse them. But I’m worried their new acquaintance was making fun of them. After all, if their new acquaintance really does like court intrigue, clever wordplays, and social combat… well, when he claims it’s going to be a violent storm, followed by a long and hot summer, I have to wonder: was he talking about the weather? Or Himeko and Inoue?
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Whatever else the new kami had been talking about they’d definitely meant the weather as part of it. A few hours later a storm started, given the clouds that hadn’t been a shock but the extent of the problem soon proved startling. The storm raged for several days in a row, lashing Tokyo with intense rain and wind. It wasn’t a typhoon, it never got quite that strong, but it was the next best thing at times. Even Tokyo flinched as the storm reached its high points, causing massive cancelations for the rails and airports.

Himeko was nice enough to provide me with a car to and from the Meiko estate when the trains weren’t working, a problem I’d failed to consider before it arose. Thanks to that I was able to maintain my cover while not spending more mana than I’d have collected trying to fight my way through the severe weather. As it was I still ended up using a fair chunk of power, I felt no shame at using a few spells to blunt the effects of the wind and rain on myself as I walked to school and around the Meiko estate.

Other people managed the rain in different ways. Inoue Sakura was notable in how she waited for relative lulls in the rain to walk home… while around her guys maneuvered themselves and barely stopped short of breaking each others arms in their not-so-subtle struggles to be the one offering her an umbrella. At the other end of the scale, Eiko and Master Tai apparently thought it was great weather for training in, so long as they moderated themselves appropriately. I caught them cheerfully jogging through the stinging rain, just wearing workout clothes, as I trudged between my collectors. They looked for all the world like they were enjoying the challenge of running headlong into little daggers of water and walls of wind.

(I strongly suspected they were putting on faces. I seriously doubted they were as cheerful and positive about it as they tried to appear to be. But I wasn’t stupid enough to try saying anything about it.)

But, eventually, the storm died out. And as it did so it left behind some surprising possibilities in its wake…

***

Friday evening saw me taking the train to my Kanoko grandparents’ house. Grandma Kanoko’s garden had taken a battering from the weather and she was in full damage control mode, pruning, trimming, administering aid and support with a dedication that would have surprised most gardeners half her age! She’d told me that most of her plants were going to pull through (or they were newly planted specimens that she could replace easily) but that didn’t mean there wasn’t a big pile of damaged branches and dead plants.

Grandma Kanoko was a big believer in waste not want not though, she’d sent a quick email letting me know what had happened and asking if I could use anything she’d had to trim. She’d use whatever she could of course, there’d been a number of things she’d already taken for herself, but since the storm had caused so much damage she still had plenty to take care off. She’d sent it to other family members too, just in case, but I was the only likely candidate to actually use anything. Maybe if cousin Daichi had been visiting he’d have taken something, but as things stood I was the only one likely to have any use for the more obscure or inedible plants. So, I was on my way to their house to look through the remains and cart away whatever might be useful.

(And see if there wasn’t anything I could do to help my grandma of course. I wasn’t that heartless or greedy! But, if I was honest, I’d have to admit that was a secondary concern and I wanted to avoid getting too bogged down at her garden.)

As I left the station I was surprised to see my Grandpa Kanoko about half a block down the street. I rushed to catch up.

“Grandpa!” I said a little breathlessly as I came up on his side. He probably would have been startled if the noise of my approach hadn’t warned him well in advance. “What are you doing here?”

He grinned. Before he could even respond I rolled my eyes at my own stupidity and beat him to the punch. “Yes, yes, I know. You live here. But why are you out and about so late? I assume you’re just back from a different train.”

“It’s not that late boy!” Grandpa said, still continuing to grin. “It’s not like I have a bedtime you know! Some things might revert a little as you age but that’s not one of them.”

I fell into a familiar position beside my grandfather, we attracted a few odd glances from passersby, the contrast between us was a little too obvious to be ignored. Grandpa had only been about average height for his generation before his posture had started to go. Combine that with his somewhat rustic attire and then compare it with my tall, young, and slightly foreign looking self in a school uniform and we made an interesting pair of opposites as we walked together.

The height difference is a bit of a problem, I thought wryly as I forced myself to take shorter strides. Grandpa Kanoko was still pretty energetic, so I wasn’t having to slow down too much, but the problem was there. It didn’t help that sometimes I felt like I was talking to the kerchief he had wrapped around his head, the gap wasn’t so bad when we were seated or still but when we were walking side by side the differential stood out.

Grandpa Kanoko seemed to notice it to. “Heavens boy!” he said, stopping to take a closer look up at me. He then grinned again as he realized what he’d just said. “I suppose you are getting closer and closer to the heavens. How’s the air up there today?”

I simply rolled my eyes a little and shook my head.

“Are you still growing Mamoru?” he asked, tilting his head upwards. “I would have thought you’d stopped that by now.”

“Probably,” I knew I sounded a little self-conscious and I hated it. “I don’t think it’s much, so I haven’t bothered checking myself in a while. But I’m pretty sure when the school does the measuring this year I’m going to be a few centimeters taller than last time.”

I didn’t hate my height or body size, but on occasion I did feel a little self-conscious and wish I blended in a little more. Times like this, when I worried I was making things more difficult for my grandparent, just exacerbated the problem.

“Heh, going to be hard for you fitting on the trains soon,” Grandpa Kanoko noted, a twinkle in his eyes as he resumed walking down the street. “Fortunately, that’s not a problem for me.”

I made a noncommittal sound, there didn’t seem to be any right answer to that. Especially since nearly anyone would give up their train seat to him under normal circumstances.

“Anyway,” Grandpa Kanoko continued, “I was playing shogi with that dandy and things ran a little late today.”

“Did you win?” I asked politely, he seemed more cheerful than usual so I wondered.

“Hah! No, tried to get much too fancy today and got my head handed to me in the end. But it was a fun game and the expressions on his face as I ran him all over the board and messed around with his carefully prepared strategy were priceless.”

I couldn’t help but smile at that.

“Confidentially boy,” Grandpa Kanoko dropped his voice a little, “I kind of played for that. I went with a long, drawn out, high mobile strategy because I knew it would take a while. Your grandmother’s a little bit nuts over her garden right now and I figured I should stay out of the house for a while.”

“Yeah,” I said, a little slowly, “that’s kind of why I’m going there right now. She said she had a bunch of dead wood and plants to get rid of and I was going to see if there was anything I could use.”

“Eh?” Grandpa Kanoko looked momentarily surprised before shaking his head in agreement. “Ah, of course. It was always you and Daichi for the garden. Well, until now.”

I looked at him quizzically but Grandpa Kanoko seemed not to notice. “Well, I’m grateful for the visit,” he continued, “so how are things going at school boy? Got a girlfriend yet?”

I flinched. I flinched so hard there was no way my grandpa could help but notice.

“Oh ho! What’s this then? Are you actually dating someone?” Grandpa Kanoko asked with a sly smile.

“Grandpa! Of course not!”

“Then why the flinch boy? Is one of your friends suggesting they’re actually interested? I hope you’re not really waiting for ‘take me, take me now’ to come up.”

I gritted my teeth and tried not to flinch again. I am never living that one down, I thought darkly to myself before speaking up. “No. Nothing like that. It’s just…”

I sighed, but after a moment’s though I realized this might actually be something I should discuss with my grandpa. I’d never considered it before, but my grandfathers had let me know they were on the lookout for stuff like that and had made it clear that they were there for me. In fact, remembering my meeting with the two of them when I’d been on the outs with Himeko…

“Recently… well, remember the talk you and Grandfather Matsuda gave me at the park?”

Grandpa Kanoko nodded. He then smiled wryly. “It’s been a few months Mamoru-chan,” he noted with gentle humor, “I know you’re busy, and we don’t want to nag you at such an important time in your life, but you could speak with us a little more often.”

I winced again. It was kind of hard to argue. “Sorry Grandpa Kanoko-san.”

He waved my apology away. “You’re busy,” he repeated firmly, “and this year’s even more important than most. Don’t worry too much about us, we’ll be fine. Anyway, you were mentioning a talk at the park?”

“Yeah,” I sighed. “Well, unfortunately a girl of the type I should be worried about has just entered my orbit. One of those that is trying to take advantage of me.”

Grandpa Kanoko’s head spun around and he stared at me, the look simultaneously serious but a little skeptical. It probably didn’t help that I normally tried to avoid conversations like this one with all my might. For me to actually initiate one had just sent up several conflicting red flags in my grandpa’s eyes.

Finally, Grandpa Kanoko said “I don’t want to sound like I doubt you grandson... but are you sure about that? I love you Mamoru, and I’ll be the first to trust your judgement in a lot of places, but a girl that you can tell is actually trying to take advantage of you…” he trailed off uncertainly.

He's not wrong, I admitted to myself. Out loud I noted “oh yeah, I’m sure.” The smile I gave my grandpa was self-depreciating. “I might have bought it if she’d gone after me first. Unfortunately, this one is all about making a lot of connections with multiple people and I got to observe her making the moves on one of my classmates.”

“Huh,” Grandpa Kanoko went thoughtful for a few moments. “Times have changed.”

“You don’t know the half of it,” I shook my head. “Inoue- this girl, she’s a charmer who doesn’t hesitate to take advantage of her looks but she’s not just about teasing and hinting. She really does follow through.”

Grandpa Kanoko gave me a sharp-eyed glance. “Are you sure about that Mamoru? You’re not just buying into guys talking big in the locker room to impress each other? Because I’d think you of all people would know how often that’s a bunch of lies and wishful thinking.”

“I’m sure,” I said, picking my words with care, “it’s not as often as those sorts of guys, or the girls who want to slander her, would claim but she’s got a lot more experience than most girls her age. Let’s just say Himeko’s family got her full dossier and leave it at that, I’ve got a better idea how active she is than most. I couldn’t give you exact names or numbers, but I’ve got a better idea than…”

I paused for a moment. “I was going to say ‘than she’d like to admit’ but I’m not sure that’s true. I’ve got a feeling that’s one of Ino- this girl’s strengths, she doesn’t seem ashamed of who she is or her tactics.” Inoue didn’t come and outright say it, she hinted and suggested she was available around the edges while trying to fan your desire, but Himeko had suggested that was about good pricing as much as anything else. If Inoue had acted outright slutty then all too many guys would have assumed they could have her for cheap, that she wanted it and they didn’t have to do much to get it. By acting more wholesome and cute she appealed to a wider audience and made the guys more willing to do what she wanted in order to earn her attention. But while she might dance around the subject neither Himeko nor I thought she was ashamed of what she was doing, it was her choice and she’d made her peace with it.

Grandpa Kanoko’s eyebrows rose up high and stayed there. “Hoo boy, sounds like you’ve got a little spitfire there!”

“Not quite,” I said awkwardly. It wasn’t a totally unfair description but it didn’t quite suit Inoue either. “And I’m one of the guys she wants to add to her string.”

Grandpa Kanoko gave me a long look. “You,” he stated flatly, not quite making it a question.

“Me,” I sighed. “It’s not about attraction, at least not in my case. I’m the top scorer, a part of Himeko’s power base, and have a unique position with the Student Council. It’s all about adding that to her power.”

My Grandpa went silent for a few moments while he thought about what I’d said.

“If you already know all this then what’s the problem?” he finally asked.

I was pretty sure he already knew, he was just making the first move of his strategy, but I told him anyway. “Because I’m still tempted,” I admitted, more embarrassed than I wanted to admit. “A part of me keeps thinking I should go for it, try to take advantage of what she’s offering. Not betray Himeko of course but… I don’t know, see how far and how much I could get without doing that. That maybe,” I made a disgusted sound, barely able to believe that even my hormone addled brain could think this, “that maybe I could be the one for her, turn her around. And that even if I couldn’t maybe we could just have some harmless fun together.”

Grandpa Kanoko made a non-committal sound.

“Yeah, I know,” I flushed with embarrassment. “That’s stupid.”

“It’s not stupid that you’re feeling like that Mamoru,” my grandpa answered seriously, “nothing wrong with having those thoughts, especially under the circumstances. Thinking that’s what would actually happen, that’s stupid.”

“Ugh,” I held my head in my hand. “I know, I know.” I’m not sure he’d have been so understanding if he’d known my true (mental) age. I’d basically gone through the same thing in my youth, not while actually been targeted by someone like Inoue you understand, but still falling for someone pretty similar to her while she plied her wiles on her main targets. Only back then I’d romanticized it even more. This time I was justifying it with my experience and maturity, combined with the advantage that this time the girl was actually after me. That Inoue was underestimating me and my solid knowledge of what I was doing, along with my emotional maturity, would give me so much more of an advantage then all the other guys! Back on Avalon it had been the delusion that the depth of my feelings and the fact they were true would be what made my attempt so special compared to all the other guys.

It might be slightly more justified this time, I thought, being a little more forgiving of myself than I deserved. But it’s really just more of the same sort of thing that every guy panting after Inoue is thinking.

“From what you’ve said this girl knows what she’s doing,” Grandpa Kanoko continued calmly, sounding a lot less judgemental of either of us then I’d feared. “Expecting her to somehow change for you is ridiculous. You open up and try getting close to her like that and she’ll have her hooks in you in a heartbeat. You won’t get anything she doesn’t want to give you, and from the sound of it she’s not going to give you anything until you give her what she wants. If you get close to her you’ll just give her more ammunition and opportunities to manipulate you. Or do you think I’m wrong?”

“No, no,” I sighed. “You’re right. I know you’re right. But…”

Grandpa Kanoko gave me a jaundiced look. “You’ve just said you don’t think she’s ashamed of who she is or her tactics, you really think she’s just going to go all a flutter because you say you love her? Especially if you’re only saying it because she’s already got you hooked by the balls?”

I blushed a little and winced. “No, of course not.” Inoue might one day fall in love with somebody but I seriously doubted I would be the one, and definitely not under those circumstances. Ironically, I suspected someone like my father might have been more up her alley, someone a lot less romantic and even more goal orientated.

Grandpa Kanoko nodded. “Well, if that’s how she is then good for her. Boys your age could do with an object lesson like that, someone to show them how they’re not really masters of the world that girls are going to fall all over even if they seem to be showing you a little attention. Win or lose, you’ll all come out the better for experiencing this. Not every girl is some docile or honest little miss, and that if you let your genitals lead you around then someone’s going to shepherd you like the sheep you are! It ain’t pretty but better you all learn now then later, getting your heads handed to you over school shenanigans instead of corporate espionage or office politics. Less people getting fired and criminal charges this way.”

“Grandpa!” I let out, mildly shocked. That had been quite a speech, but not in the direction I’d expected!

Grandpa Kanoko gave me another jaundiced glance, making it clear that he thought I was being naive. “Expected me to be a bit more worked up boy? Offended that some girl like that was out there and preying on guys? Acting like the female equivalent of a playboy, but much more practical about it, was some sort of special evil? Don’t be, I got a wake-up call over thirty years ago in the form of your mother.”

I went straight from shocked to stunned, just stopping on the sidewalk for a few moments and going light-headed. “Do you mean to say my mother was like- like- “

Grandpa Kanoko gave me a slightly more sympathetic look. “Like the girl you’re describing? No, no she was never that bad. She never really advertised or tried to juggle multiple guys. But you know your mother, would you really be surprised to find out that she was willing to include sex as part of an advantageous relationship?”

I was more shocked that I still felt connected enough to my mother to be shocked! Honestly, I was more surprised she hadn’t seemed willing to trade sexual favors for career advancement in the present day. At least as far as I knew, it wasn’t a subject I was interested in looking into in any way. “No,” I finally answered, surprised to realize I sounded a little bashful.

Grandpa Kanoko nodded and resumed walking. “Well, I wasn’t happy about it,” he said in a smaller voice, “and we had a few talks about it. And it sure helped she didn’t make a habit of it! But she drove into our skulls that her body was her body and she got to do what she wanted with it. She’d be damn careful, she wasn’t in any hurry to cause problems for herself with any ‘complications’, but if she could seal a useful enough relationship by occasionally sleeping with a guy then she was willing to go that route. I didn’t like her morals and neither did the rest of our family but we ended up feeling like puritanical prudes whenever we tried to talk with her about it. Mostly because she was right.”

“I never knew,” I said. Duh! A large part of my forebrain noted but it wasn’t like I could think of anything else to say.

Grandpa Kanoko chuckled harshly. “Doesn’t seem like her, does it? But it was never about emotions or love with her, it was about her value and getting the best deal.”

He glanced at me again.

“That sounds more like her,” I admitted a little less shakily.

“And these days she figures she’s better off being the image of fidelity,” Grandpa Kanoko finished in a more even tone. “That it’s better for her long-term worth and valuation. The fact that her company would think her a security risk if she was unfaithful is a better guarantee of her loyalty than any marriage vow.” He gave me a surprisingly tired look, “though, I suspect if she’d been as good a looker as this girl of yours she’d have acted pretty similar.”

I wasn’t so sure of that, my mother had always struck me as a bit on the asexual side. Well, maybe not fully asexual but a below average sex drive combined with an above average focus on things like her career. Whereas I suspected Inoue was closer to average in her desires and lusts. I wasn’t willing to bet on that though, that might have just been my own wishful thinking (in regards Inoue or my mother, take your pick!) or just because Inoue’s act was getting to me.

When I finally spoke up all I could say was “Well, thank you for that.”

“For what?” my grandpa asked, surprised by that jump.

“I think that’s effectively killed any chance I’ll be stupid and fall for Inoue’s, I mean the girl’s, tricks,” I said with a hint more feeling.

After all, comparing any girl to a guy’s mother is usually a good way to freak the guy out and kill his desire! Even if I had a hard time truly considering her my mother the mere thought of it was enough to… I shuddered and shook my head violently.

Grandpa Kanoko cackled a little, shaking off his own dark mood, and we quickly changed the subject to something a lot less disturbing for the rest of the walk to his house!

***

By the time we reached my grandparents house I was feeling a little better. Not totally recovered, you don’t jump back from a shock like that so quickly, but a little less freaked out.

That lasted for all of a minute.

Grandpa took us through the back gate, my Kanoko grandparents had an unusually large backyard that my grandmother had filled with plants of all kinds. It wasn’t freakishly huge you understand, it would disappear into the Meiko grounds with barely a blip, but it was a good twenty or thirty percent bigger than the average person’s and grandma had cleverly positioned tall plants and flowers along the edges to cut it off from the rest of the city. It felt like you were stepping into a different world and gave the illusion it was an even bigger space than it already was.

“Wife?” Grandpa Kanoko called out.

“Here honey,” a voice called back, from the other side of some bushes.

“Mamoru-chan is here,” Grandpa Kanoko noted as we turned a corner and caught sight of the speaker.

“Hello Mamoru-chan,” my grandma Kanoko noted calmly, not even turning around from where she was kneeling on the ground, tending to a bed of plants.

“Hello cousin,” Suzuki Saori noted equally calmly from beside her. She mirrored the old woman perfectly.

I paused. I stared in confusion for a few seconds. Opened my mouth. And then I slowly shut it again as I couldn’t force anything to come out.

“I’ll leave you to it then,” Grandpa Kanoko declared, turning around and leaving all three of us there.

Grandma Kanoko glanced behind her. “I assume you’re here for the cuttings and damaged wood?”

“Yes,” I said, shaking myself again and trying to regain my mental balance. I abruptly realized how badly I was failing in basic manners and quickly added. “If you please Grandma, it is good to see you.”

“Give me a minute,” she said to me. She then turned back to Saori. “Now, see those stems? You want to look for ones with similar damage and then trim them.”

“Yes Oba-sama,” Saori replied humbly.

Oba-sama! I said, still struggling to come to grips with everything and wondering if I was having some sort of mental episode. Grandma Kanoko was my grandma. And Saori was my cousin. But they were from entirely different branches of the family, Grandma Kanoko was my maternal grandmother and Saori was my cousin via my father’s sister. What the hell was she doing here?

I mean, it’s not like there’s no contact, I admitted, trying to make sense of my disjointed thoughts. Saori’s still a second cousin to my Kanoko cousins. And I know Grandpa Kanoko was in Saori’s orbit over the holidays. But that was my grandfathers, they were always together. My grandmothers were in much less contact, Oba-Kanoko and Oba-Matsuda didn’t have much in common. They didn’t hate each other, and they’d certainly been willing to coordinate with each other in the past to make sure I hadn’t been neglected by my parents! But I didn’t think there was much contact between those two parts of the family, my grandfathers were the main point of connection.

Until now.

“Oba-sama,” Saori asked politely. “What about this one? It doesn’t belong but it doesn’t look like a weed?”

“Let me see,” Grandma Kanoko leaned over. “Oh you naughty plant! You’re right Saori, good catch. That belongs three rows over, I see a mint’s gotten out of its bed. Leave it for now, I’ll show you how to transplant these later.”

“Yes Oba-sama,” Saori said calmly.

Is she using that respectfully? I thought, still trying to struggle through the shock. Or does she really mean…

In my defence I don’t think I’d have been that put out on a normal day, or even after an hour or two of recovery time. The situation shouldn’t have left me that confused or croggled. But coming right on the heels of the other re-evaluation of my family it was a heck of a one-two punch!

“That’s a good point for me to break off,” Grandma Kanoko declared, standing up and brushing some dirt off her gardening clothes. “Saori, you keep going and I’ll see to your cousin.”

“Yes Oba-sama,” Saori repeated deferentially.

I fell in behind my grandparent, feeling a little bit shaky even as we circled some plants on our way towards the back door. “So-o-o-o,” I said slowly, carefully, “about Saori…”

Grandma Kanoko stopped, sighed deeply, and turned around to face me. “I’m sorry Mamoru-chan,” she said apologetically, “I don’t mean any offense to you or Daichi but I’ve always wanted a daughter or granddaughter to take after me. You two have done well and I certainly appreciate what you are but you’ve never truly been gardeners. I still love you all but now that a little gardener has come along- “

It was getting so bad I actually interrupted her. “Whoa! Stop! It’s alright Oba-sama!” I spoke up quickly. It was starting to sound like she was begging for forgiveness, that was unnecessary and I was a little shocked my grandmother thought it was needed. “You certainly don’t have to justify that! Your garden and your wisdom are yours to give out as you wish.”

That sounded a bit stupid, I thought, but I was willing to forgive myself. This day was not going how I’d imagined!

“I was just surprised to see her here. You know Saori’s not really one of your grandkids, right?”

“Well of course she is Mamoru,” my grandma said matter-o-factly, “she’s the biological cousin to one of my grandchildren, therefore she is my granddaughter.”

“I’m… not sure that’s how it works Grandma,” I said slowly.

“Of course it is,” Grandma Kanoko answered imperiously. “It’s simple relativity. If you can trace a relatively direct line through the family tree between her and me it counts.”

I had no answer to that.

Grandma Kanoko turned around and continued walking. “Honestly Mamoru, you put too much stock in blood for these things. If I’d remarried your grandfather after his first wife produced all the children would that make me any less your grandmother?”

I had no answer to that one either! And any attempt to come up with one was soon driven out of my head as we made it around a luscious bush and I saw all the stuff piled next to the back door. I gave out a little gasp of dismay and rushed ahead. “Oh no! Oba-sama, what happened?”

There was a huge bundle of branches, the weight of the wood probably rivaling my weight, stacked next to the door. Beside that, many lesser collections of branches, leaves, and dead plants were placed in neat but depressing piles of their own.

Grandma Kanoko sighed again. “Lightning struck the cherry tree near the trunk,” she said sadly, “between that, the high winds, and the collateral damage as such a big part of it fell, we lost a good third of the tree.”

I turned around and from this angle I could clearly see the damage to Grandma’s prized cherry tree (Yoshino if you were wondering). From the direction we’d entered it was fine, but there was a huge chunk of it missing from the other side. Like grandma had said, it looked like a good third of it had been lopped off.

“Will the tree be alright?” I asked in concern. I knew it was one of her favorites, a centerpiece of the garden that had been growing there for nearly fifty years.

Grandma Kanoko shook her head sadly. “I hope so, but I’m worried about it. I’ve been busy the last day or so trimming and sealing the jagged edges but that was a lot of damage.” She shrugged, “it’s out of my hands now. At least it’s not a bad time of year for this, the core of the tree still seems solid so I’ve got some hope it will recover.”

“Ah,” my grandmother then forced a smile, trying to reassure me, “it’s a tree. I’ll be sorry to see it go, but if it’s time then it’s time. I can’t ignore my grandkids for that. Why don’t you see what you can use Mamoru, I’ve already removed the herbs I thought I could salvage. I should get drinks for everyone now that you’re here, it’s not summer but I’m worried it’s starting to feel that way already.”

She was exaggerating slightly but it was a warm day by April standards. As Grandma Kanoko wandered off into the kitchen I carefully looked at the tree, seeming to study it. While my back was to the house I quietly and hurriedly started casting some healing spells. It was a slightly stupid reaction, I still hadn’t properly analyzed the spells in the first place and I wasn’t sure how many of them would be helpful for a tree. But that didn’t matter, it was my grandmother’s tree and I owed her a lot more than that!

I’d already gotten through two and was beginning a third when I was startled by someone grabbing my arm. I focused more on the present and realized Saori was at my side.

“Not that one,” Saori said softly, “the others helped. That one will hurt it a little.”

I stopped. “Oh, right,” I said a little lamely. I wasn’t used to the thought other people might know better than me about something magic related under any circumstances. But if my psychic cousin had been studying gardening…

“How about this one?” I suggested tentatively, starting a different spell.

Saori frowned and concentrated. “No effect.”

I let what little mana I’d gathered dissipate with a sigh, thought a moment, and tried again.

In hindsight those results hadn’t been too surprising. The first spell she’d stopped had been for disinfecting a wound, this late after the injury and for a tree, all long after grandma had already treated the breaks, it was no wonder it would have hurt. And the second spell would have reinvigorated a human… but I suspected it worked via reoxygenating the blood. That probably wouldn’t have had much effect on a tree and I was almost surprised it wouldn’t have been harmful.

Thinking about it a little bit more and getting back to basics… “This one?” I asked Saori, sketching out the first few sigils.

Another frown and then her face brightened considerably. “Helpful. Very helpful.”

I nodded and continued. This spell directly strengthened the target’s life force. It didn’t actually do much healing, but it was very good at stabilizing the recipient and helping to keep them from getting worse. I had it earmarked as a potentially good spell for use during surgery and post-op, something to get the patient back on their feet stronger and faster.

It was a little tricky to do though, and I barely finished it before the back door slid open again and Grandma Kanoko returned. “Here we go,” she said happily, bringing out several glasses of juice. “Something nice for a break.”

I looked at the glasses. “Something new Grandma?” I asked appreciatively. It wasn’t juice purchased from a store, it was something she’d made and blended together herself.

“Oh, nothing much,” she said, trying to sound humble but obviously a little flattered her grandchild seemed to value her work. “Just a new variation on blackberries and lemonade. This one features more preserves from autumn, so I’m altering the balance a little.”

I smiled and cautiously took a glass. Ironically, Grandma Kanoko wasn’t a brilliant cook (she wasn’t bad, but she wasn’t anything to write home about either) but when it came to using fresh ingredients without baking them she could be a wizard in the kitchen.

When it worked. I cautiously took a sip and smacked my lips a few times. She didn’t usually fail… but I had occasionally suffered through a bad idea in the past. “A little tart,” I said finally, “not bad though. And if you prefer tart or used it at the right time I could see it being perfect.” It wasn’t the most refreshing drink ever but if you were to slowly sip it while eating the right snack as an accompaniment it could have been really pleasant.

Grandma Kanoko chuckled as she saw Saori try her drink and fight down a wince. “Well, this isn’t the right time and you don’t have to flatter me,” she said as she fetched a small bowl of sugar and some spoons from the kitchen. “Drink what you like.”

Saori gratefully added some sugar to her drink but I just sipped mine thoughtfully. If I had a big bottle of it in the refrigerator I probably would add some sugar, I decided halfway through, but in moderation this is kind of nice. I had a sneaking suspicion I was subconsciously trying to earn some points with Grandma though, make her happy by showing her how much I appreciated what she made rather than admit it wasn’t perfect. I smirked inwardly at my unnecessary little show of one-upmanship, or maybe I was just a little afraid Saori was about to become her favorite grandchild. But I figured it was harmless if it made Grandma Kanoko feel a little bit better… so long as I didn’t take it too far.

Besides, I could turn those feelings to an even better purpose. Now that I was here and seemed to be feeling just a little bit threatened by Saori I was more inclined to help out. “So Grandma,” I asked once I’d finished the juice, “is there any high up work you need done? I know you’ve been busy and I figure you and Saori probably have everything on the ground taken care of but I suspect the storm did a bit more damage on a few of the taller trees and bushes as well.”

It was a sign of how worried and busy Grandma Kanoko was that she didn’t make even a token protest. “Bless you Mamoru,” she said instantly, “yes, I could use some help. It’s been harrowing enough just trying to get the cherry tree taken care of, I haven’t had a chance to do any of the other ones. If you’re willing to volunteer I’ll put your height to good use and have you fix up some of the higher up problems.”

***

Two hours later I sighed and gratefully climbed down the ladder one last time, the sun was getting low and it was getting way too risky for me to keep working so high up. Well, kind of risky. Any sort of bad fall would have just activated one of my precautions rather than breaking my back. But that wasn’t the sort of thing I wanted happening, nor did I want to try explaining that to my grandparents!

Besides, I was pretty sure I’d caught all the real problems. I’d realized that one of the reasons Saori was doing so well at gardening was her psychic abilities. She didn’t need a green thumb when she could sense if something was wrong or unhealthy. That in turn had made me realize I could use ‘mage sight’ to help me out a little. It wouldn’t be as impressive as her abilities, or outright detection spells, but seeing the weakened auras allowed me to subtly and easily spot all the places where grandma’s taller plants had been damaged. It was still a bit of work figuring out what was wrong once I’d zoomed in on the area but it changed the problem from finding a needle in a haystack to finding a needle in a fistful of hay, much easier. I still doubted I’d caught everything, skill and knowledge counted for more than quick fixes like that, but I was confident I’d found and taken care of all the serious problems. That was enough for me.

Although I didn’t want to try telling grandma that! “I think that’s everything,” I emphasized to Grandma Kanoko as I put both my feet back on the ground. “I’m pretty sure I caught all the major problems but there could be stuff I missed. I’m not the gardener in the family and I’m willing to believe I missed something.”

Grandma Kanoko just sighed in relief. “That’s alright Mamoru,” she said gratefully, “this was more than enough. I’ve been so focused on doing what I could for the cherry tree I was worrying I was letting other problems fester. I’m afraid with my bones and my height I’m not up to climbing on top of ladders and trimming trees anymore. At least, not for any longer than I have to!”

“That’s fine Grandma, that’s fine,” I hastened to assure her. “I’d rather be over here and doing it than worrying you were endangering yourself trying to fix the problem.”

I wish I wasn’t, I thought a little more reluctantly, but that is the truth. The thought of how much work she’d already put in on the cherry tree was enough to make my blood run cold, I hadn’t realized until I’d had to do similar things with her other trees but Grandma Kanoko had run some pretty serious risks to get that fixed up so quickly. It wasn’t like she couldn’t do work on top of ladders, she had plenty of experience and she wasn’t feeble. But she was more fragile than someone like me, and to do everything she’d accomplished she’d have had to work hard and fast. That was pretty risky for someone her age.

At least in my eyes, but I doubted she agreed. I was still going to keep it to myself though, try to avoid worrying the rest of the family.

Grandma Kanoko patted me on the shoulder. “I appreciate that Mamoru-chan, I really do. But you don’t have to worry about me, and I know you’re not really the gardening type. You’re just interested in herbs and plants for practical reasons and your experiments.”

I blushed and smiled a little awkwardly. I wanted to deny it, but that would have been a lie and we both knew it.

“Speaking of which,” she continued, “don’t forget to pick up what you came here for! After all this time that’s the least I can do.”

“Oh, right,” I abruptly shook my head. I’d been so focused on my current problems (such as analyzing auras and not falling off ladders) that I’d completely forgotten. “I suspect I’ll have to make multiple trips anyway,” I said sheepishly. “There’s a lot more stuff than I anticipated, and I don’t want to let something like that cherry wood go to waste.”

We walked back towards the piles. There were a lot of cherry branches, several of them blackened and scorched. “What are you going to do with all that Mamoru-chan?” my grandmother asked in surprise. “Don’t tell me you’ve taken up woodworking?”

I laughed unconvincingly. “I’m not sure. Who knows? Maybe I will do a bit of work with it, I hear cherry wood’s supposed to be nice. But I’m mostly just curious, maybe I’ll do some chemical analysis on how the lightning strike affected it.”

“Alright,” she smiled at me. “Are you sure you don’t want to stay for dinner? Saori-chan is joining us?”

Wow, I thought to myself. Given Saori’s usual reserve and the fact that they weren’t technically her grandparents that was a surprise. On the other hand, I thought, it’s already past seven and it’s already going to be a late dinner for her. And how’s she even getting home? But as tempting as it was to stay and try to get those answers I knew it wasn’t the best choice for me. If nothing else, I needed to start curbing my slightly jealous impulses.

“Thank you, Grandma,” I said with a smile, “but I don’t want to impose too much. It’ll be easier for everyone if I just grab something on my way back, you don’t need an older teenager eating you out of house and home.”

My grandmother chuckled in spite of herself. “Oh well, that is true. I remember your uncle Reiji when he was your age, and he was only half your size! But don’t be a stranger Mamoru, make sure you give me a proper goodbye before you go.”

“Of course, Grandma Kanoko-sama,” I said with a small bow.

At that she smiled at me again and went inside to start a belated dinner. I took a moment to put the extra-tall stepladder away and then returned to my bounty of damaged plants.

I know what you’re thinking, I thought to myself, trying to restrain a mixture of enthusiasm and worry. But is that really a good idea? I mean, Earth plants have evolved on an entirely different world, what if there are subtle differences? Avalon based trees had to deal with mana as a simple matter of natural selection, that’s bound to have had some effect.

It didn’t matter. As much as I tried to not think about the possibility one thought kept burning through all my doubts and denials straight to the center of my brain:

It is time for me to make a staff.

A mage’s staff was many things. A mystical symbol for use in rituals. An important badge of office, as integral to the mage as the katana was to the samurai. An incredibly useful tool in the way only a magically reinforced version of one of the six simple machines could be. As much as mages like to be pretentious, having a long length of wood to support yourself after a tiring day or hold off some wild animals until you could cast a spell was pretty useful!

But for all the more physical uses it had a mage’s staff was primarily a magical tool, an important one that couldn’t be easily switched around once it was acquired. A mage and their staff attuned themselves to each other, trying to change that once it had progressed was a long and arduous project.

A staff was normally made out of wood for a reason, using wood as the base material helped with several important factors like the ease of attunement. And that was without additional considerations! Lightning struck wood was supposed to be one of the best types. I hadn’t been lying to my grandmother about doing a chemical analysis, that was one thing I very much planned to do with so much of it available. I had a theory that natural lightning altered the wood’s makeup in a way that made it more conductive to mana. And it was wood grown by a loved one and given as a gift… there were several slightly soppy tales which suggested that would carry its own blessings. I was more suspicious of those theories, they seemed more romantic and unconfirmed than realistic, but I had a hard time turning my nose up at the opportunity.

But that was all based upon Avalon wood, and I’d never heard of anyone using the Avalon equivalent of the cherry tree for their base material! It would be safer for me to try making an entirely metal staff. Sure, it would be harder and weaker, but it would be a lot surer…

As I dithered Saori came up to me quietly. She joined me in staring at the cherry tree branches. After a minute or so she spoke softly. “It feels right.”

I turned to her. “What does?”

“I don’t know,” Saori said, sounding a little uncertain. “Something about the branches.” She knelt down and leaned towards them.

As soon as she touched the largest one, the one that had been struck directly by lightning, she stiffened and her eyes unfocused. At the same time I felt a little pulse of warmth from the ankh I wore under my clothing.

“The wood carries the power of love, life, and lightning,” she intoned, her voice no longer entirely her own.

I stiffened slightly. It wasn’t a full possession, and I wasn’t detecting anything evil, but something was using Saori to pass on a message.

Then the warmth faded and Saori stumbled away from the wood looking shocked and a little worried. Not terrified, she’d been through much more traumatic things in her time, but not happy either. “What was that?” she asked softly.

“A message,” I said thoughtfully, helping Saori to her feet and giving her a quick mystic once over just to be sure. “Someone wanted to make sure we had a little more information.”

Saori gave me a nervous look but didn’t ask anything more.

Which was just as well. There wasn’t anything more I could have told her. But, given how my ankh had pulsed and who had given me that ankh, I did have suspicions. Nothing concrete, but definitely suspicions…

Of course, that still leaves at least two strong candidates, I thought wryly to myself. And that’s ignoring a whole universe full of other possibilities, not to mention well meaning subordinates, and lesser entities associated with those two that might have spoken up for their own reasons. I can research the wood itself all I want, try to verify what we were just told and see if it matches up. Trying to figure out who told us that would probably be an exercise in futility.

On principle I still sent out a quick prayer of thanks towards Aoth and knelt down to start collecting some wood.
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My Saturday was spent in constant motion: I made multiple trips to my Kanoko grandparents in order to haul away all the dead wood and cuttings my grandma had offered. Some of those samples were incidental, I didn’t think I was going to do much with half of the remains. But they were available, I had room, I was there… it seemed a shame to let them go to waste so I figured I’d do some analysis and testing on them later. It still meant a somewhat tiring day going back and forth on the train, followed by a trip to the Meikos for mana collection.

Saori was also there for a significant part of the afternoon, appearing in the gap between two of the trips. That little development was bugging me so much I actually went to the family’s forum while waiting for my train and asked if anyone knew the story there, I think it was the first time I’d ever tried to use the forum via my phone! Unfortunately, all I got were various statements of surprise and more curiosity, plus a hint of jealousy from Daichi later in the day. If anyone knew what was happening they weren’t posting it. The general consensus was that Saori was my cousin, if anyone knew what was happening it should have been me.

Ironically, I suppose Saori benefits from that, I thought, drumming my fingers against my thigh after I’d checked the forum one last time before going to bed. The Kanoko and Taito families weren’t familiar with Saori. If they’d known how withdrawn, shy, and odd she’d seemed they’d have realized how surprising a development this was. At most they might have heard something to that effect in passing as it filtered through me or our grandparents, so this strange jump to hanging around far away from her home with grandma Kanoko didn’t seem as odd to them as it would have to my second cousins. Saori’s Suzuki family relatives would probably have been just as confused and startled as I was.

I sighed and put the thought away. It gnawed at me a little, but it wasn’t a major crisis and most of the reasons it did bug me were so shallow and selfish I couldn’t decide whether to laugh or cry. In the end, all of them either boiled down to ‘she’s my grandma! Get away from her!’ or ‘No! Stop! You can’t be doing better at coming out of your shell than I am! It’s impossible!’ Not exactly the most mature and enlightened thoughts I’d ever had.

I firmly resolved to focus on more productive issues and went to bed. It had been a busy day and my feet were aching from all the walking.

***

My Sunday started well, after all the foot pounding motion of Saturday it was nice to sit still for a few hours and fish up some gold. I did homework, some statistical analysis, and quietly collected six figures worth of gold from the ocean. (Six figures in yen! That was still impressive, but not the same sort of thing as if I’d been doing it with American dollars or British pounds.) All in all it was well timed, under other circumstances I might have found the whole process tedious or annoying but after Saturday it felt kind of restful.

That was not a word you could have used to describe the next portion of the day! I stopped by the Meikos, I was there to harvest the mana from the collectors and then provide Eiko with a shield to beat against for her training. Eiko was getting stronger, and with Master Tai’s recent example in smashing through my defences she was going extra hard against the shield this time. She was inspired, and while she’d never been in any danger of breaking through I’d definitely felt the workout as her ki empowered blows rang off my shield.

And all of it while she was simultaneously fighting off a cold! I’d studiously not commented on the matter, I’d figured she’d only try to prove something if I had, but her workout clothes had been supplemented by a facemask and she’d had an obvious case of the sniffles. Going all out like that had degenerated into coughing and sneezing fits more than once and I’d faced a stupendous challenge in keeping my mouth shut. It was hard not snarking about how she’d been so cheerful running through the rain a few days prior but I suspected she’d only drive herself to collapse if I mentioned it. So, I decided to bite my tongue, treat it all as if it was social training for me, and valiantly strove to keep my mouth shut.

My punishment for such arrogant pretentions was that Himeko grabbed me immediately after training was done, and I ended up spending a lot more time on the Meiko estate then I’d anticipated…

***

I frowned and slowly withdrew my hand. “I’m sorry Himeko,” I said with a shake of my head. “It’s not going to work.”

“Are you sure Mamoru?” Himeko asked, trying not to sound too much like she was pleading. “Maybe I got it wrong. Maybe there’s an older part of the house.”

I looked around the room again, an incredulous expression on my face.

Looking at it one way, I was incredibly flattered to be visiting a part of the Meiko estate few outsiders ever got to see. Looking at it another way, I was stuck in the oldest and most unpleasant part of the cellars.

Don’t get me wrong, this part wasn’t just dirt and dripping water! This was an old room but it was still made up of incredibly well put together wood. But it predated electric wiring, the light was a bare bulb with wires fastened to the wood around the edges and leading out of the area to a part of the house that had been properly modernized. And the place was more than a little musty and dusty, the area was mostly being used for storing unimportant things that might end up being useful but no one was surprised or disappointed if they ended up being left to rot. I suspected most of the stuff that lay under the covers and in the boxes around us had long since deteriorated past the point being useful.

“I doubt it,” I said, trying to be polite. “And I’m not sure how much it would matter anyway. It’s the age of the house as a whole that matters, working through the oldest unaltered part is one of the easiest ways but that’s not the problem. The kami just isn’t there yet, it’s still baking. I can’t wake it up because there’s nothing there to wake up yet.”

Himeko looked frustrated. “I don’t get it,” she frowned, “the mansion is nearly twice the age of the school. Why doesn’t it have its own kami yet?”

“Well, age isn’t the only factor,” I said slowly as I got to my feet. I had to frown too though. “Did you mean that literally though? Almost twice the age of the school?”

Himeko nodded. “The school was first built in the reconstruction after the war. It was remodeled extensively in the late eighties but it’s still far short of a century. Our home was built before the turn of last century, in the middle of the Meiji. I was sure it would have developed a kami of its own.”

Okay, she’s got a point, the furrow in my brow grew deeper as I considered the problem. Age wasn’t the only factor, but it was usually the most important. So why hadn’t the Meiko family mansion developed its own spirit? Maybe some sort of population density problem? Given how few family members they had rattling around so much space that seemed possible. But then what about all the servants? Didn’t they count? Or did they somehow count against the mansion developing its own spirit since they’d have a different perspective and position?

“Why do you even want me to contact the mansion’s kami?” I asked. I was curious, she’d brushed aside the question earlier and hustled me along before I could think to object. Mostly though, I was trying to buy some time to think.

Himeko sighed, then broke into a brief coughing fit due to the dusty air. When she recovered the answer surprised me. “I wanted to see if I could find a counterbalance to Sensei-san,” she admitted a bit breathlessly.

I whirled around on her. “Why? Is something wrong?” I tried not to panic. “He’s not trying to force you to do something you don’t want to, is he? They.” I corrected myself, embarrassed I’d been so upset I’d made that mistake. “If they are there are still a few steps I could take.”

Himeko hastened to reassure me. “No! Nothing like that, I would have contacted you immediately if that was the case. I was just worried they might at some point. And I figured I should also show some respect and contact the kami of our home, especially if I was already helping out the kami of the school! It seemed… disrespectful not to do so, like I was ignoring family in order to suck up to a teacher.”

“Ah-ha!” I clapped my hands together. I then had to pause and turn away from the dust such a dramatic gesture had raised.

“Mamoru?” Himeko asked in concern.

I dodged around the dust cloud and explained. “Sorry, I think I just put together why the mansion doesn’t have a kami yet.”

I paused again, double checking my assumptions and trying to come up with a way of explaining it that didn’t insult my friend. But the way she’d phrased her answer had been telling.

“Well don’t keep me in suspense Mamoru,” Himeko said. She looked amused rather than annoyed but I knew that would come soon if I wasn’t careful. “Out with it.”

“Sorry,” I apologized. “Just trying to figure out how to say it. Basically, the problem is that the mansion doesn’t really have much of a connection or identity.”

“What are you talking about Mamoru?”

I drummed my fingers against a support beam and thought about it some more. “Alright,” I said thoughtfully, “I guess I don’t actually know enough about this place to say that… but it matches with everything I know.”

I turned back to Himeko. “Himeko, I’m not sure how to put this. But back when I first came into the front hall of the mansion my first thought was that it was impressive… but also kind of bland and generic.”

Himeko’s expression was priceless, an odd mix of confusion, incredulity, and the attempt to fight both of them off. “I’m not sure what to say to that.”

“It’s not that the mansion isn’t amazing,” I continued, fighting to make sense, “but a lot of the time it feels like a space your family is renting out rather than living in. I see flashes of personality, places like the Spa that you’ve made your own, but a lot of it doesn’t feel like a home. Most of the time it feels like I’m walking through a hotel or an office building.” It wasn’t like I’d had a lot of experience, and vast stretches of the mansion were still terra incognita for me. But nine-tenths of what I had seen had felt like it was there to look impressive and take up space, not to be lived in.

Much to my relief Himeko suddenly looked thoughtful, like she was considering something instead of getting pissed at me for being judgemental or insulting.

“Now I’m extrapolating a hell of a lot,” I admitted, my exasperation at my own jump to conclusions clear in my voice, “but if it’s always been that way for your family that helps explain why no kami’s developed yet. The place is a little soulless so it’s literally… yeah, that one got away from me.” It seemed trite and rude to complete that statement in the obvious manner, and finishing it in a cleverer way was beyond me.

“You know,” Himeko seemed quietly surprised at the though, but not like she objected. “You might be right. I’ve never thought about it that way before, but now that you mention it I’ve always thought our old mansion back in Kyoto was much homier and more comfortable.”

“Your old mansion?” I asked carefully.

“We’re an old family,” Himeko said dismissively, “our ancestors go way back. Of course we have an old mansion back in Kyoto. We only built the new one and moved in after the country opened back up and the capital moved. We were a lot more successful than we’d previously been so we went a little bit nuts, that’s why the place is so large and ostentatious. In my ancestors’ defense: it was actually meant as a defense! They did it to remind everyone how powerful and important we were at the same time as providing us some privacy and physical security. Things were a lot wilder in those days, and we’ve still had family members assassinated over the years!”

Well, that puts a certain perspective on history, I thought in a corner of my mind. It was one thing to read about the troubles in transitioning towards democracy, it was another to actually know someone whose ancestors were being referenced in the history books! Thinking about all the murders and assassinations between Japan opening up again until the military just took over the government… yeah, given their family’s prominence and power it wasn’t much of a surprise that a few Meikos would be on that list.

But as interesting as that was I found myself focused on the present. “That’s it! Mixed purposes that never fully developed! And, and I’m sorry for saying this Himeko, I’m betting your ancestors did it quickly, right? They basically looked for an architect, told them ‘Do something impressive and western’ and that’s all there was to it. They wanted to match what was popular and stylish, not focus on figuring out what they wanted in a house.”

“I… “ Himeko hesitated a long moment. “I don’t know that’s what happened. But I have to admit, that sounds awfully possible. Everyone was making a point of copying the European style back then. I doubt our family put much thought into what they were doing, they simply wanted to be the biggest and most impressive of the bunch while still being in vogue.”

“And, ironically,” I guessed, “you had the money to do that. If you’d had to watch your budget your family probably would have been forced to think about things and built a more proper home, even if it had only been by accident. But because you had so much money the mansion wasn’t built as a home, just as a way to show off how successful you were.”

Himeko looked uncertain. Not like she doubted what I was saying, just like she wasn’t sure what to feel about it.

“It’s still a lot better than what other people did,” I said quickly, shifting gears and trying to reassure her. “I mean, it actually serves a practical purpose. It’s not like they just commissioned some giant, gaudy piece of art and plopped it down somewhere, trying to pretend they were doing the people a favour when they were really showing off. Or went around demonstrating their money and power by acting out so badly there are still stories of them today.”

Okay, I sucked at trying to reassure her. Especially trying to do it off the cuff, if I’d had ten minutes to come up with something better I probably could have. Luckily, before I could try again, we were interrupted by frantic footsteps.

Eiko burst into the room suddenly. “Thank god,” she said, a little breathless, “there you are!”

Himeko and I stared at her in shock. Eiko was obviously struggling for breath, having been rushing around frantically to get to us while still suffering from her cold. It was a good thing she was still wearing her facemask, she’d raised a cloud of particles when she’d burst into the room and if she’d combined that, her cold, and her exertion we’d probably have needed to give her medical attention.

Himeko and I had no such protection though, we both instinctively took a step backwards even though the room was large enough we weren’t in any danger. “Eiko,” Himeko asked in concern,” what on Earth is going on?”

Eiko still needed a good ten seconds to recover, but when she did her only concern was us. “Never mind that!” Eiko said emotionally. “We need to get Mamoru out of here right now!”

“What?” Himeko asked in shock.

I, meanwhile, just stared at her dumbly for a few moments before raising my wrist and taking a look at my warning bracelet. No, still not doing anything, I noted in confusion.

“Never mind,” Eiko said, navigating her way past all the junk on the floor. She came up to me, grabbed my arm, and started to pull me away. “Come on, we’ve got to run!”

“Eiko!” Himeko explained, lunging forward and grabbing my other arm. “You’re not making any sense.”

Oh, come on! Really? I thought, bemused in spite of everything as I briefly found myself in the middle of a tug o war between my two female friends.

It was less desirable then most anime tried to portray as Eiko yanked me towards her, hard. “There’s no time for that!” she said frantically. “We’ve got to get him out of here before it’s too late.”

Himeko tugged back, albeit more gently then Eiko had, and firmly planted her feet. I wondered what would happen if I actually said ‘ow’. I wasn’t really in much pain but it wasn’t something that was terribly fun either.

“Eiko,” the Meiko heiress said, firmly, “calm down. What is going on?”

“There’s no time!” Eiko repeated. “They’ll be here any moment and- “

“And what Eiko?” a firm voice cut across all the commotion.

We all turned to look at the door. An impeccably dressed man stood there in a butler’s uniform, somehow managing to stand just outside the range of all of the dust. He was Japanese, but something about his height and bearing meant you wouldn’t have been surprised to find out he’d gone to university at Oxford or Cambridge.

Eiko instantly let go of my arm, spun around, and bowed deeply. “Father.”

Oh shit! The contrast between the two was severe, but if you looked closely something about the athleticism, build, and confidence made it clear the pair really were father and daughter. And the fact I was finally facing him scared me in a way Eiko’s frantic efforts had not.

Mr. Kobayashi bowed formally to Himeko. “Himeko Ojou-sama,” he said politely, acknowledging her.

“Kobayashi-san,” Himeko nodded back.

The butler straightened and then allowed himself a minuscule sigh. “My apologies,” he said, clearly reluctant to be speaking, “but I’m afraid I’m here to extend an invitation from the master of the house. Matsuda Mamoru is invited to dinner.”

Eiko quietly mouthed ‘shit’ out of the corner of her mouth but she made sure not to say it too loudly in her father’s presence. Either the mask hid it from him or he had excellent discipline because he didn’t show any signs of hearing.

Himeko’s expression didn’t change much, but her complexion turned ashen. So dramatically so that for a moment I wondered if I’d blinked and missed her planting her face in some of the room’s dust.

I just looked between the three in confusion.

“Dinner will be served in a little over an hour,” Mr. Kobayashi continued. He then looked directly at his daughter. “Eiko, I trust you will take care of things?”

Eiko mouthed another ‘fuck!’ before turning the volume back up to her normal level. “Yeah, I guess I kind of have to, don’t I? We don’t have time for anything else.”

He nodded and then turned back to Himeko. “Meiko Ojou-sama?” he said, a subtle combination of statement and question that I couldn’t decode.

“I understand,” Himeko said calmly, “I’ll have to hurry too.”

“Understood.” Mr. Kobayashi then turned to me and bowed deeply. “I am honored to finally meet you Matsuda-sama, I am truly grateful for all that you have done for my daughter. I only wish we were meeting under more favorable circumstances.”

With that he straightened up and quickly left before I could reply.

“Come on, we’ve got to move!” Himeko said urgently, changing her position so that she and Eiko were now both dragging me along in the same direction.

***

My startled protests drew no sympathy and only token explanation. It seemed a dinner invitation from Himeko’s father was going to be undeniable, I had no choice but to attend. I was still making clueless protests when I was unceremoniously thrown into the men’s bathing area and told to clean off. And that I’d better make it quick.

Grumbling in confusion I stripped down and did a thorough rinse off of all the dust and sweat I’d collected. I was forced to admit they’d had a point though, I hadn’t realized just how much grime and dirt I’d collected on myself in the storage room. While I still didn’t understand what was going on, still hoped I could somehow beg off dinner, I realized I was probably going to have at least a quick encounter with Himeko’s father in the process and appearing before him that dirty and bedraggled would have been a mistake.

After a longing glance towards the bath I wasn’t allowed to take (Eiko had been very firm in her instructions, I didn’t have the time) I attempted to leave the bathing area… only to find out someone had slipped in and removed my clothes in the few minutes I’d left them unattended. In their place was a robe and the instructions ‘go to the spa immediately’.

Luckily the bathing area was directly connected to the Spa so I didn’t feel completely ridiculous or have any risk of getting lost in the Meiko mansion dressed only in a bathrobe. I still felt self conscious though, especially when I walked through the doors to find Eiko and a small horde of other staff there waiting for me.

(Okay, in reality it was only five. But that was plenty for an ambush when you were nearly naked!)

“Right,” Eiko said imperiously, “that’s him. Uncle Hideo, what do you think?”

One of the men with Eiko looked me over critically, squinting as if her were trying to get my measurements by the millimeter. “Futoshi’s should be alright,” he said after a few moments, “but we’re going to have to work fast and he’s going to have to watch those shoulders.”

“Okay,” Eiko nodded firmly. She then turned to me, “Mamoru, behave.”

“Wha-“ was all I had time to get out before three of them were on me, Eiko’s uncle and two women. Before I knew what was happening they were slipping me out of the robe and quickly ‘helping’ me into new clothing.

“Eiko!” I exclaimed in annoyance. Thankfully that was a good distraction to take my attention away from what was happening as the three calmly manipulated my body in various ways. It was one of the most disturbing things in my life to realize a strange woman had just helped me into unfamiliar underwear, it would have been even worse if I’d realized that while it was happening.

“You should have moved faster Mamoru,” Eiko said mercilessly. “Now we have to do it this way.”

“Eiko!” I exclaimed again. It was slightly softer this time. Not because I was any calmer, simply because I couldn’t get quite so much breath as the three manhandled me into new clothing.

“Mamoru,” she said. She sounded firm but there was a touch of impatience in her tone, like she was talking to an irritable child that was getting to her. “Do you want to go to dinner in your ratty old clothes? Or any clothes you have? Because if you have a perfect suit at home I’m willing to get a driver to go and fetch it. But I’m going to bet you don’t have anything like that, your school uniform is probably the fanciest thing you own.”

I glared at her but didn’t answer.

“This. Is. Happening,” she enunciated clearly, so much so her lips were visible through the mask. I abruptly realized there was an undertone of worry beneath everything, like she was a little afraid of the idea. “You are going to have dinner with Himeko’s parents. I don’t like the idea either and I’m kind of praying her father’s going to get called away for a last-minute emergency before it happens. But chances are he’s not, and that means we have to try and make you presentable.”

The three people around me took a half step back to assess their handiwork and I realized I was now in a crisp white shirt, black pants, and shiny formal shoes. As well as some pretty silky underwear, undershirt, and socks. My skin crawled at the idea I might be wearing someone else’s underclothes.

The three nodded at each other, pulled out needles and threads, then stepped back in.

“Don’t let Himeko fool you,” Eiko continued, “going to school keeps her somewhat grounded in the real world. Yeah, it doesn’t work for her the same way it works for most people, but she knows it’s there and how it’s supposed to operate. The elder Meikos don’t have that, they’re so used to only interacting with subordinates and people who make hundreds of millions of yen a year that they don’t think about normal people and normal rules any more. They can, they’re not idiots, and that doesn’t mean they think you’re worthless if you don’t have a lot of money. But it’s not their default, they belong to a different world. And in that world you don’t say no to the Meikos without a damn good reason.”

“You’ve managed to stay under the radar up until now,” Eiko continued, sounding as serious as I’d ever heard her. “Mostly because they were underestimating you and not paying too close attention. You started out trying to avoid Himeko and not being her friend, that got you past the first bump and slipped you inside. And while you managed to stay around and do some stuff you were mostly out of sight and out of mind. Then when you started getting more involved it mostly came through Shinji and me, and since you weren’t going after Shinji you once again managed to somehow avoid everyone’s attention.” Eiko shrugged, “you weren’t a major factor and they were all busy with all the other stuff that was happening.”

Kind of insulting, I noted distractedly, more focused on my three tailors’ instructions and not getting stabbed with needles. But not really illogical. I didn’t have all that much contact with Himeko and when you’re doing things like running a major corporation and dealing with a family crisis you have to prioritize your time. I was one of those little details they just never got around to. That annoyed me, but it was a pretty good lesson about perspective too.

“These last few months have changed that,” Eiko emphasized, demanding my attention, “especially after you called in a ‘night tiger’ situation. The Meikos might not be able to officially notice that but you can bet your ass it got their attention! Now it’s really sunk in that there’s this odd guy constantly wandering around the mansion and their daughter, and that maybe they should do something about it. They’ve still been busy, you’ve still been pretty quiet, and they weren’t about to piss off Master Tai by immediately jumping down your throat and dragging you in. But now? Something like this? You are going to present yourself to Himeko’s parents and for all our sakes you’d better do it well.”

I gulped. I’d grown a lot more accustomed to the Meikos over all this time, less afraid. Mostly because I was careful never to encounter them except for Himeko, my accidental bath with her father and grandfather aside. I’d started to subconsciously believe I was safe, not that the other Meikos didn’t matter but that I’d never actually have to deal with them. Eiko’s little explanation emphasized just how stupid an idea that had been.

Eiko fell silent and examined me critically, going over the way I was shaping up. “Not bad,” she said judiciously, “still a little too much like a servant though.”

“Trust us niece,” Eiko’s Uncle Hideo piped up, even while continuing his work on one of the pant legs. “It’s better this way.”

“He’s not going to have a jacket,” one of the women piped up, “so he won’t quite look like one of the staff. Combine that with his age and we should be able to subtly reinforce he’s a classmate, not a full adult. From the sound of things, he’s going to need that.”

“What sort of tie should we use?” the other one broke in. “I’m thinking one of their school ties.”

Eiko’s uncle paused, pulled away for a moment and then examined me. He then frowned. “Possible,” he said judiciously, “but I want to see how this turns out first. I don’t think the color scheme works well with the black pants. We want to emphasize his innocence and inexperience but we don’t want to make him look like a buffoon. And there’s only so much we’ll be able to do in this timeframe!”

I abruptly realized these people were all helping me, going out of their way to do me a favor. They had no responsibility to help me with the Meikos, their employers, but they were willing to dig deep and do their best for me. “Thank you,” I said gratefully, attempting to bow instinctively but immediately stopping as pins poked me in about three separate places.

“Don’t thank us yet,” Eiko’s uncle muttered distractedly. “This is one hell of an ask. Just be grateful Futoshi had a spare uniform he was willing to give up.”

“Hah!” One of the women noted. “He’d probably have done it anyway, even without what we owed the boy for Eiko. You know how sympathetic Futoshi is to anyone else who’s that big.”

“Try not to stretch,” Hideo told me directly, “we’re letting out half a dozen stiches and seams a lot further than I’m comfortable with. We’ll reinforce them as best we can, and I trust them to hold through dinner, but I doubt they’ll be able to take any real amount of stress. If you try anything dramatic you will end up showing off more than you intended!”

I am literally about to have a formal dinner with Himeko’s parents and there’s a threat I’ll end up naked in front of them. I thought in a burst of both dread and amusement. If I hadn’t already been poked by needles I’d have been pinching myself to try and wake up from this nightmare!

Eiko just sighed. “Next time, follow my instructions and run when I tell you to run!”

***

About an hour later I was reluctantly passed back to Himeko. I was a mental wreck, trying not to desperately collapse into a pile of quivering jelly, but I looked pretty decent. After my clothing had been deemed acceptable I’d then been dumped into one of the one of the beauticians’ chairs for some work. I’d gotten a quick trim (it wasn’t actually my first hair cut at the Spa, Himeko had convinced me to get one just a little bit before the start of the school year) to make sure my hair was fresh and perfect and they’d followed it up with… I wasn’t really sure how to describe it. It wasn’t a makeover, they hadn’t had time for that. Heck it wasn’t even a really deep clean! But they’d done what they could to quickly clear up and improve my face. All while slathering some critical areas of my body with industrial strength sweat-blockers, a fact for which I was eternally grateful otherwise I’d have been a damp mess already!

They’d even taken my glasses for a quick but thorough cleaning! They couldn’t do anything about the glasses themselves (for which I was grateful) but I was startled at how much of a difference it had made. I cleaned my glasses myself regularly, but despite that everything seemed just a touch brighter and sharper ever since I’d gotten them back. If it hadn’t been for the spells still engraved into the frame I’d have accused them of quickly getting in a new pair from an optometrist.

Sadly, all of this didn’t turn me into a Cinderella story. They’d done a great job, I looked sharp, clean, competent and I was startled how professional they’d managed to make me look while still emphasizing my youth. But at best I looked like I might have actually belonged in Himeko’s entourage, not as an equal. And it didn’t help that I knew how much of everything was a façade, Eiko’s uncle had only let me go after listing a bunch of things not to do and dire warnings what would happen to my clothes if I tried.

It also didn’t help that I was going in with Himeko. I was grateful that my friend had returned to my side and was obviously there for support but she only emphasized the difference between us in doing so. Himeko had also gone as all out as she could manage in the time provided and she’d done much better than me. She was cleaned, her hair crisper then ever, bedecked with a subtle but artful amount of cosmetics, and dressed in something that somehow managed to straddle the line between ‘colorful but professional business attire’ and ‘formal party clothes’. No, I had no idea how both she and her getup managed that, but they did. The longer I looked at the strongly red suit and dress combo the more I was sure they should be one or the other but I could never decide which.

“Breathe Mamoru,” she commanded me softly as she subtly guided me in the direction of the dining room.

“You try to breathe!” I hissed out despite knowing how stupid I sounded. “You’re not the one meeting- “ I belatedly managed to clamp down on the rest of my words. There was no end to that sentence that didn’t sound either stupid or insulting.

“This is more then a formality,” Himeko said carefully, not quite sounding cold but still coming off as something other than calm. “This is an important meeting. But it’s not the end of the world. You could totally screw up here and we’d still be able to figure something out. The only thing we cannot do is not have you attend.”

“Are you sure about that?” I asked more desperately than I should have. The waiting was killing me, we were walking slowly through the large mansion to avoid screwing my clothing up and the further anticipation on top of everything else just added to my stress.

“Positive,” Himeko nodded slightly. “My father will not take you trying to run away from dinner without an acceptable reason well. Your rudeness and defiance will trigger all his instincts and he will worry you’re hiding something. Chances are good he will bar your access to the mansion until you have a talk with him. I doubt I will be allowed to attend that one, or that it will be so pleasant.”

Thus cutting off my access to the mana collectors, I thought, trying to neither panic or grind my teeth as Himeko clarified the stakes. I couldn’t really blame her father, I doubted he had more then the slightest idea what that meant to me and he had a responsibility to protect his family from someone who would have been acting pretty suspiciously. But that still upped the pressure on me just a little bit more.

“Mamoru,” Himeko asked very quietly, “is there anything you can… do… to help yourself?”

The extremely careful pause made it clear what she was asking. It did worry me how many unsympathetic people might be within earshot though. “Unfortunately,” I said, trying not to sound too despairing, “they’ve separated me from everything I brought with me to the mansion. I think my glasses are the only original thing I’ve got on me right now.”

And never mind the creepy factor of wearing unfamiliar underclothes, that meant I was also missing my warning bracelet, my ‘don’t notice me’ talisman, and my ankh! I trusted Eiko and the rest of the staff to keep them safe but their loss only reinforced how naked I felt going into this dinner.

More importantly, I was too far separated from my reservoir and the mansion’s mana collectors. In a pinch I could try to access their power for some spells but the odds of that working weren’t good. The distance and the disruptive factors between me and any of the mana sources… at best I’d lose 90% of the mana and it would be a hell of a difficult juggling act to try and draw that power and use it to cast a spell at the same time.

I desperately wanted to try setting up a mental link with Himeko, something to allow her to give me some advice for getting through dinner, but there was simply no way for me to gather enough mana to keep it going for long. First thing tomorrow, I thought darkly, I’m going to step up my work on advanced mana transmission and networking. They’d looked really important for the practical use of magic on Earth before today. Now they looked like the best chance to avoid getting caught with my pants down like this ever again! Years and years of magical training and development… and I’m still going into this with nothing! The thought was bitter. Ironically, it also gave me some perspective on what Eiko had meant earlier about the Meikos thinking differently. Their ability to simply use their money and power shaped their options and how they approached things. Even if the didn’t use it they knew they had the capability and it encouraged a different way of going through the world that was more convenient for them. I was surprisingly similar in a way, using so many of my little tricks and abilities in a way that was second nature to me. I didn’t realize how much it affected me until it was taken away! It was easy for me to claim that I was somehow better, that I wasn’t as high handed or careless as the Meikos, but if I’d had as much mana as the Meikos had money would I really have been any different?

“And stop,” Himeko said softly as we finally came to our destination.

I did, rigidly coming to a halt in front of some wood doors with fancy carving on them. A pair of servants positioned themselves at either door.

“Take a deep breath,” Himeko continued, “collect yourself, and-“

Himeko said nothing more but took a smooth step forward. I followed her into the room in a much jerkier manner.

Ironically, my first thought upon seeing the dining room was: further proof the house was designed quickly and without thought. Honestly, it’s so stereotypical about the only thing it lacks are suits of armor positioned around the edges.

I fought down a mad urge to giggle, amused at both the thought and the panicked way my mind had fastened on it. Because the Meiko family dining room was magnificent, the full nine yards of a huge fancy table, ringed by beautiful wooden chairs, and all with a lovely chandelier hanging over our heads in an understated but elegant room. Most people would have dreamed of having a room like that but I was mentally sniffing and going ‘couldn’t you have been a little more creative?’

“Father, mother,” Himeko said in a precisely measured tone, nodding her head towards the two people at one end of the table.

And as tempting as it was to get down on the Meikos it was important to note Himeko’s parents weren’t being unreasonable, weren’t trying to turn this into a pressure cooker to roast me. While they weren’t dressed casually they weren’t done up in a tuxedo and evening dress either, Himeko’s father was clothed in a business suit and while Himeko’s mother did have a very nice looking dress on I somehow got the impression it was roughly equivalent to Himeko’s attire or slightly below. Certainly impressive and attractive, and way more expensive for what it did then the average plebe could afford, but not a million yen designer original either. And while Mr. Meiko was sat at the head of the table his wife was at his right side with the additional place settings indicating that Himeko and I would be sat at his left. While that might not have sounded like a big deal I’d been terrified of a much more adversarial seating arrangement ever since I’d heard about this.

“Meiko-domo, Meiko-domo,” I said, bowing deeply to each of her parents in turn. No, it wasn’t quite correct. But I figured there was no way I was going to get it right and that seemed like the safest way to be wrong.

It seemed I was correct in that much. Himeko’s mother only nodded gravely, seeming to take it as her due, but her dad’s lips quirked into a small but amused smile for a moment. “Matsuda-san,” he responded, “it is good to finally meet you face to face. Come, sit down. Dinner should be ready soon.”

Himeko had warned me that was a polite fiction, dinner would be ready when her father indicated it was ready. He both ruled this meeting and would not have allowed us to delay things and slip in after they’d started eating. But there was little I could do about that, Himeko and I sat in our designated seats. Himeko next to her father and across from her mother while I was the next seat over.

It was the first chance I’d really had to get a good look at Himeko’s parents. Everything else had been from a distance. Except for that time in the police station, and between how distracted I’d been and Mr. Meiko’s furious expressions that hadn’t really been representative. Now that I was so close to them I took a moment to study the pair.

Himeko’s father was… not exactly average, even at my most skeptical and critical I would have still said he was a little taller, a little sharper in jaw, and just a little brighter eyed than most people his age. Once you took away all the little bonuses his wealth and his employees were able to provide (nothing like having a personal barber or beautician to manage all those little tweaks to maintain your looks) he could have been surprisingly unremarkable, in a crowded photo of only headshots he wouldn’t have stood out. But in person there was an air of certainty, of unshakeable confidence, that made you forget that. It added a good ten centimeters to his height and depth to his being, he knew he was master of this place and he had nothing to fear. And he certainly didn’t care if you knew that he knew it.

Himeko’s mother was a slightly different story. While the hair was different (dark and straight, although it was kept firmly fastened some sort of complicated bun) her face was an older copy of Himeko’s that hadn’t aged as well as I’d have expected. I wasn’t sure what it was exactly, but there were subtle frown lines and other signs of sour expressions. Nothing too obvious, and if she’d gone all out with the makeup or a session at the Spa I’d have bet on them being invisible, but something you could somehow tell was there. Her body was in great shape for a woman her age however, and while she wasn’t as quietly confident as her husband there was an imperial haughtiness to the woman that disinclined the wise from messing with her.

Breathe, calm yourself, breathe, I told myself as I sat down stiffly, trying not to flinch as they looked me over in turn.

“So, Matsuda-san,” Mr. Meiko said pleasantly once I was seated, “I am glad to finally have a talk with you. It isn’t often that my daughter brings one of her friends home.”

“However much they ask,” Mrs. Meiko noted with a hint of a sniff.

“Indeed,” her husband continued naturally, “but from what I understand that was actually the first thing you asked for.”

“Actually,” Himeko inserted with a casual air, “I had to pry even that much out of him. He tried to play even that off even though access to the grounds would be useful to him.”

I was pretty sure Himeko was trying to subtly remind them about the circumstances of the original deal and that they’d owed me. But I wasn’t certain of that, they were already going over my head.

Help, I though, sending my thoughts skyward to anything that might be listening. I was missing my ankh even more then I’d expected. I doubted Aoth would have answered even if I’d had it but my god did I want the reassuring reminder of my God right then!

“True,” Mr. Meiko nodded at his daughter, acknowledging the point. “He didn’t try to work his way into the main house, just the grounds. I have to admit Matsuda-san, I have wondered why that was?”

Himeko quietly nudged my foot with hers, a prompt to proceed. “Didn’t Himeko tell you?” I asked, barely keeping my voice level.

“Of course she did,” her father was calm, “but I’m afraid the explanation was a bit puzzling. I was worried she’d gotten a part of it wrong and I wanted to hear it from you.”

“Oh,” I said, somewhat stupidly. After a long moment I started to talk slowly, trying to be careful not to screw up my story. “Well, I had a bunch of sensors I needed to place somewhere free of interference. Then, when I thought about it, I realized your mansion grounds seemed perfect for that.”

“What kind of sensors?” Mr. Meiko asked smoothly.

“That’s… kind of complicated,” I said slowly.

“Indulge me.” Mr. Meiko’s eyes pinned me to the back of my chair and something in the tone told me it wasn’t a request.

I gulped. “Well, I’m researching a new type of energy,” I said a little too quickly, “I’m not even sure what to call it. I’m thinking of calling it dark energy.”

Despite everything Mr. Meiko seemed slightly taken aback. “Dark energy?”

I nodded quickly, slipping into the first level cover story I’d been working on for years. “It’s a bit of a misnomer,” I continued quickly, “I call it that since I think it’s related to dark matter. That might be the right name, if it really is the equivalent of dark matter electricity or something. Or I might be barking up the wrong tree.”

Mr. Meiko blinked several times, slowly sitting back in his chair. He was silent for a long time.

Underneath all my industrial strength coatings my body tried to sweat. Himeko tried to appear unconcerned with all goings on but I thought I detected a tension in her body.

“Matsuda-san,” Mr. Meiko said finally, lacing his fingers in front of him. “Are you joking with me?”

“No-o,” I squeaked out.

“Because I am not a fool. I might not be a Nobel prize winning scholar but I am quite up to date on scientific theory. And I find it very unlikely a high school student is somehow messing around with dark matter.”

“I’m not messing around with it!” I protested fearfully.

“Father,” Himeko interjected calmly, “you’re looking at this the wrong way. Perhaps you should be asking why Mamoru-san didn’t want to tell you.”

“Hmm?” Mr. Meiko glanced at his daughter. “Alright then, I’ll bite. Matsuda-san, why didn’t you want to tell me this?”

“Because I could be wrong,” I said in a frantic rush. “I don’t want to damage my future and my reputation by making outlandish claims. If I try telling everyone I’m measuring something new and it turns out there are any mistakes in my methodology-“ I abruptly clammed up, realizing I was speaking too strongly.

Fortunately, Mr. Meiko merely let out a satisfied ‘ah!’ and leaned back in his chair. “I see,” he nodded calmly, “that’s why you’re being so quiet about everything.”

I blushed. “There are too many unknowns here,” I said, trying not to mumble as I blended truths with lies, “I don’t want to sc- mess everything up.”

“That makes much more sense,” he admitted. “Although I am still skeptical of someone your age making such a breakthrough. Especially with ‘sensors’ that look more like objects d’art than any sort of device I’ve seen.”

Himeko nudged my foot again. “They’re… awfully primitive,” I forced out, blushing furiously under the circumstances as both stress and embarrassment threatened to bludgeon me to death. “These are the most basic of basic sensors because I think this is a basic breakthrough. This is the equivalent of first watching the mercury rise or measuring rainfall by leaving out glass containers, it’s the most primitive first step there is.”

Mr. Meiko studied me intensely for a few moments. I was suddenly glad I was so familiar with the story and had blended so much truth into the lie because I wouldn’t have wanted to stand up to such scrutiny otherwise. Something told me Mr. Meiko could see through me even better than my own parents could.

Whatever he found there seemed to surprise him though. He once again leaned back in his chair, this time with a slightly bemused “hm.”

“Mamoru’s being too polite to note that he’s afraid of other people getting the jump on him,” Himeko noted diffidently, studying her utensils as she spoke. “That if other people knew this they might take a closer look at what he’s doing and try to copy him. He doesn’t want to seem too arrogant or paranoid, and he’s afraid of accidentally insulting us by suggesting that could happen around here.”

“Mamoru?” Himeko’s mother pounced on that word and entered the conversation.

Himeko sighed artfully. “I apologize mother,” she said calmly, “I’ll be more formal for this dinner.”

“Now now,” Mr. Meiko said calmly, “he is her friend, we already knew she was getting that informal.”

“And that she shouldn’t be,” Mrs. Meiko sniffed. “Honestly, she’s done so well so far, we can’t have her slipping now of all times.”

“In public, no,” Mr. Meiko agreed, “but this is just a friendly little dinner, she’s allowed to be a bit more familiar.”

A friendly dinner, right, I thought. My body felt so tense I was worried I was putting pressure on some part of my clothing, threatening to tear it at any moment. And if my clothing wasn’t going to tear, then my muscles were probably under threat! I was keeping myself so stiff I had to be straining something.

“But I must say,” Mr. Meiko said, turning back to me, “this is fascinating. I have to know, do you really think you’re on the trail of some new breakthrough? That somehow you are on the cusp of discovering something new about the universe?”

Careful… I thought. Every single part of me was screaming this was important, but probably not quite in the way I thought. “I do,” I said slowly, “but I’m not so arrogant as to assume I’ve gotten it right. I’m sure there’s something here. How much, and if I’m right about what it is… I still need to do a lot of research on that.”

Mr. Meiko looked mildly interested and gave me a silent sign to continue.

“I don’t want to mess anything up by making unfounded claims or getting ahead of myself,” I said cautiously. “Which is why an available space free of the interference and signal noise in the rest of Tokyo is so important. But that doesn’t mean I haven’t missed something, I need a lot larger sample size from more locations before I can make any firm conclusions.”

It helped I was telling the truth about that. I might have been obfuscating a lot about what sort of energy I was measuring, and how and why, but when you got right down to it that was something I always tried to keep in mind. The Meiko estate was by far the best source of mana I’d encountered in the Tokyo area, and I was making good use of it for a lot of practical applications. But simply discovering a ley-line in the middle of an urban area had rewritten a lot of my previous assumptions. What I could yet discover about mana itself on a worldwide scale, or even beyond that on an interplanetary scale… well, I had to constantly remind myself that I knew nothing. I’d imported a lot of knowledge from Avalon but it was all too possible I still had a lot left to learn. I sometimes derided the scientific establishment for its faults, but compared to some of the ossified assumptions the Avalon magic establishment had believed in…

Ugh, seriously, I winced mentally at some of the stupid mistakes I’d discovered since coming to Earth and getting a perspective check. We even knew other worlds existed thanks to the whole hero summoning thing. But never once did we ask what that could mean in regards to something like mana. That was like scientists assuming gravity and atmosphere was more or less the same on every planet in the universe, totally ridiculous. Yes, I suspected mana was going to be closer to gravity and electricity in that respect, the differences would be in amounts rather than kinds, but the sheer implications and possibilities there-

I came back to myself abruptly as Mr. Meiko chuckled. I abruptly realized I’d spaced out a little at the table.

“Dear?” his wife asked in surprise.

“My apologies,” Mr. Meiko said, addressing the whole table. “It appears I badly underestimated Matsuda-san here. I’ve seen that look before, on some of our top researchers and engineers. They’re the only other people I’ve ever found who could get so caught up in their own thoughts, so thoroughly distracted by the possibilities of their subject matter, that they actually forgot they were talking to me in mid conversation.”

I blushed brightly, although less so then I would have if he’d been offended by my carelessness.

“That describes Mamoru to a tee,” Himeko noted calmly.

“Does it now?” Mrs. Meiko noted darkly.

“Don’t get too confident daughter,” Mr. Meiko continued with a hint of irony, “Those sorts of people aren’t always right. And at least one of the ones I met had to be fired and then arrested after breaking back into his former laboratory he was so convinced he was right. Their maniacal focus can be both a strength and a weakness. But it was interesting to see how their minds worked, and I’m impressed you managed to find one of them at a younger age.”

I winced visibly. Himeko looked outwardly calm but I’m pretty sure she winced mentally. It was all the worse because we both had to admit he had a point. I’d like to make excuses that my case is different, I thought in embarrassment, but I have to admit, that sounds an awful lot like something I might do.

“Not,” Himeko’s mother pressed the point home, “someone we want wandering the estate grounds unsupervised.”

“Mother, that’s absurd,” Himeko countered calmly. “Even if we were to make the jump that Mamoru would act the same way that’s the estate grounds, not the mansion itself.”

“Dear, you’re young. You have the certainty and feeling of invincibility that comes with youth. We do not take chances like that.”

“What chances? He’s a genius student with an arrangement that lets him tour the estate grounds each day with a purpose. He still has to knock on the door to get let in.”

Mrs. Meiko sighed slightly and gave her daughter a surprisingly frank stare. “Dear, your ability to asses risk is suspect. There is a reason we have to send Eiko-san over to you each day you spend at school, and yet you still try to avoid her.”

I felt even Himeko struggle with her response to that one, and I thought I glimpsed the slightest hint of reddening in her cheeks even through the makeup and her iron control.

“Your mother has a point,” Mr. Meiko said gently, “you seem to be willing to take some awfully big risks with yourself. But this involves more then just yourself.”

“Like you were willing to take precautions with Shinji last year?”

The words were spoken with impeccable politeness but I could practically hear the metaphorical clank of a gauntlet being thrown down. Neither of the senior Meikos could keep themselves from drawing back slightly at Himeko’s words, a reminder of their unwillingness to take action until they’d been forced to.

I wasn’t surprised at their reaction, if I hadn’t already looked like I’d wanted to die or disappear I was pretty sure that would have done it. That was some awfully dirty laundry to bring out, even more so when you considered that the Meikos preferred to maintain their image and I was an outsider. At first I thought they must have really pissed Himeko off, if Eiko was to be believed she normally seemed willing to agree with them about Shinji rather than go against her parents. Then I started to wonder if Himeko wasn’t picking a fight to distract them from me, give me some cover.

But, as it turns out, I was wrong on both counts.

“I am not saying that to be stubborn,” Himeko continued calmly after giving the comment a few moments to settle in. “Merely to remind you both that I am the one with the best record of risk analysis around this table. I told you that something was badly wrong with Shinji and we needed to handle it. You did not. Even after an incident which required Mamoru to resolve without a major issue you still refused to act. And we all saw how that turned out.”

“That was one incident dear,” her mother countered, a hint of heat in her own response.

“It was multiple chained incidents followed by this family refusing to get Shinji the help he needed,” the look she gave her mother was hard to decipher. “Or do you want to claim Shinji’s marks and behaviour haven’t greatly improved since he started going to a counselor?”

“Speaking of Shinji-san!” I said, all too brightly. “Will he be joining us for dinner?”

My obviously desperate gambit fell flat. All three of them looked at me like I was an unusual bird that had just flown past the window.

“My son will not be joining us tonight,” Mr. Meiko rumbled after a good ten second pause. “He and my father are both out at their own respective events right now. It was one of the reasons I thought this was such a good opportunity to have a guest over.”

I carefully sank even further back in my chair, pathetically grateful that magic was too impractical for me to use because otherwise I might have attempted a spell to blank everyone’s minds of that awful attempt at changing the subject.

(Although my respect and appreciation for Mr. Meiko’s tactics went up another notch. Shinji was probably not a big factor. But by having this meeting when his father was out of the house, and thereby unable to crash the dinner, he’d removed one hell of a hostile random factor from the evening. Something for which I was very grateful.)

Himeko continued after another brief pause. “I appreciate your concern, but the simple truth is that I am better able to gauge the risks when it comes to my territory and my friends.”

“Oh really?” Mrs. Meiko’s eyes pinned me to the back of my chair, the first time she’d fully focused her attention on me all evening. “Do you agree Matsuda-san?” she asked pleasantly. “You are more familiar with the circles Himeko is operating in after all.”

Help! In the back of my mind, I wondered how badly my warning bracelet would be twitching at the circumstances. Did I stab my friend in the back or did I piss off my hosts?

“There’s no right answer to that,” I said a little desperately.

“Of course,” the non-smugness in Mrs. Meiko’s tone was clear.

“I mean,” I said quickly, “I trust Himeko’s judgement and I’d say she’s much more right then wrong. I only think I’ve seen her make one mistake like that.”

One minor blessing in all of this was that Mr. Meiko seemed to be looking slightly sympathetic at the way I was caught between his wife and daughter.

“Oh, what mistake was that?” Mrs. Meiko asked calmly.

“Yes Mamoru,” Himeko asked equally calmly, all while grinding my foot with hers under the table. “What mistake was that?”

I didn’t have time to think (thank Aoth, otherwise who knew how long I would have obsessed or dithered) so I answered. “You really should have just brought Eiko along back when you started patrolling the school Himeko,” I said, doing my be to keep my voice level. I didn’t entirely succeed, I was obviously very reluctant to be saying it, but I didn’t squeak or trail off into nothingness so I counted it as a win.

Himeko didn’t jerk or show any visible signs, but I felt the tension shoot through her body like she’d just touched a live wire. Her mother didn’t say anything, but I could read the smugness in her aura even without mage sight.

“Sorry,” I apologized almost instantly, “but it’s true. Things might be different now, but back then she had a point.”

One of the reasons I hated saying it was that, ironically, the situation had gotten better these days. Now that Himeko was connected to Sensei-san she was all but guaranteed to be safe from kidnappers and the like while on school grounds. Even if Sensei-san couldn’t do anything they’d know such criminals were there and be able to warn Himeko, all but guaranteeing their failure.

Unfortunately, we could tell Himeko’s parents none of that, which meant they were more inclined to worry about their daughter.

“Thank you, Matsuda-san,” Mrs. Meiko said politely. “It would appear my husband was right and we did underestimate your intelligence.”

“Then you acknowledge his point about things being different now?” Himeko cut in smoothly.

Mrs. Meiko shot her daughter a look. I was surprised how less subtle it was then Himeko’s looks but I supposed amongst family it was better to be direct.

“Himeko,” her father noted, a little less calmly than before, “there’s no need for you to be doing such things.”

“And I suppose last night’s broken windows were just a coincidence?” Himeko asked with a pleasant smile.

I must have looked surprised because Himeko took the opportunity to turn to me and explain. “Several of the school windows were shattered by projectiles last night. It is believed they came from outside school grounds, just like last time.”

So Sensei-san didn’t see anything, gotcha, I nodded at her.

“Himeko, the police say that was just delinquents acting up. Completely coincidental.” her father tried. Something in his tone suggested a lack of conviction.

The look Himeko shot at him in return made her opinion on the subject clear. “Even if that’s the case,” she stated, her coldly controlled voice a none too subtle rebuke. “I still have a duty as head of the Student Council. I must make sure the students are safe, and I must take precautions no matter how unlikely the police think this is related to last year’s sabotage.”

“Himeko,” Mrs. Meiko broke in, irritated. “What do you think you’re doing taking that tone with your father? And in front of a stranger no less.”

“He’s not a stranger,” Himeko answered flatly.

“Yes, he is. You talk about our laxity with Shinji but what about him? He’s wandering all over the city at all hours of the night doing who knows what, not to mention serving his own interests at school and taking advantage of our home. I’ve got half a mind to go to his parents and tell them to keep a better eye on their son.”

“No don’t!” the idea startled the cry out of me before I could even think.

Both of Himeko’s parents turned their eyes on me, neither gaze was entirely friendly. “And why not Matsuda-san?” Mrs. Meiko asked haughtily.

Oh boy, I thought, taking a deep mental breath. I was in deep and there was no way this would end well. The one solitary good thing about this situation was that it demanded the total truth. Or at least as total a truth as I could get while excluding magic.

“If you have to talk to my family,” I said, sounding a little shaky. “Then talk to my aunts, uncles, and grandparents. Well, my maternal aunts and uncles. Aunt Suzuki’s pregnant right now and we’re worried about complications, we don’t want to stress her out. You’re… not wrong, there are concerns here. I bow before them. You’re right to worry, not even I can deny that. But for the love of all that is holy do not involve my parents, for yours and Himeko’s sakes if not for mine.”

The looks Himeko’s parents were giving me were still suspicious, but softening a little in confusion at my unexpected approach.

“My parents are… the way my family usually describes them is that they’ve gone from being a stereotype about Japanese workers to being a parody of them. Their concern is their jobs and advancing them. I’ve casually let them know I have friends and they are uninterested. If they were to find out about a possible connection to the Meiko family…” I shook my head. “They’d try to take advantage of that, directly and indirectly. Normally they are reasonably ambitious but focused on long term gain so they don’t take stupid chances. But an opening like this? A golden opportunity that only came once in a lifetime? If you talked to them they wouldn’t care about what I’d been doing. They’d nod and agree with anything you said, promise you anything you wanted, and then off to the side they’d bend over backwards trying to make sure I spent as much time with Himeko as possible, for any information she might let slip if nothing else. I won’t claim to know how things would play out in the end, my guess is that they’d keep doing that until they acquired a suitable enough bribe from you to send me somewhere else to finish school. But no matter how things ended up going they wouldn’t stop until they’d squeezed every advantage they thought they could reasonably get from this opportunity.”

There was a moment of stunned silence around the table as I finally stopped talking.

“That is… a remarkably unfilial thing to say about your parents Matsuda-san,” Mr. Meiko said finally. Even he seemed to struggle to get the words out.

I bowed as much as I could while seated towards him. “It is the truth Meiko-domo,” I said. “That is why I urge you to call my aunts and uncles, their own brothers and sisters, to verify it. Your concerns are not wrong. You wouldn’t be good parents if you didn’t worry about what you’ve seen. But my mother and father are not good parents, and no matter what else happens I don’t want to expose you to their ambitions.”

They were wavering, and so shocked I could tell they were wavering as their expressions slipped out of their control. So I played my trump card.

“By now you all realize I am not exactly normal. But I’m the normal one in my branch of the family. Talk to my aunts and uncles, they are all parents already and they’re familiar with how strange both I and my parents are. They will give you better guidance than my parents ever could.”

I stopped talking and an uncomfortable silence fell around the table.

“That sounds…” Himeko’s mother started slowly, more then a little stunned over what had just happened.

“Entirely possible,” her husband sighed.

Mrs. Meiko shot him a shocked glance. “Really?” She abruptly held a hand up to her mouth, startled that she’d been that blunt.

Himeko’s father nodded. He was recovering fast and his mask was already in place again. He was looking composed but he seemed to at least be willing to pretend sympathy. “Reading between the lines that makes a lot of sense. I received a report on the two of them back in October. It wasn’t anything detailed, just basic history and their employee evaluations. But some of the phrasing in those evaluations seemed extremely odd, I’d never quite heard its like. They were some of the most complimentary evaluations I’d ever seen. But some of those compliments sounded so oddly backhanded and the evaluations seemed extremely worried while not giving any clear reasons for those worries. It was such a remarkable mix I can still remember them. I always wondered what ‘the strongest work ethic capable of striking a remarkable family balance’ or ‘enthusiastic to a fault, literally’ meant.”

Yep, that’s my parents, I thought. It was hard for any of my parents’ managers to put down ‘even we think they’re spending too much time at work and neglecting their family too much.’ At least, not when their family didn’t actually seem too bothered. But they had to be honest in their evaluations, at least so that the next poor bastard to deal with them had some warning about what they were walking into! My parents were wonderful resources to have on your team, but only if you could successfully figure out how to deal with them.

There was another uncomfortable moment of silence.

Suddenly another set of doors opened.

“Ah! Dinner is ready,” Mr. Meiko said gratefully, as if he hadn’t given a subtle signal somewhere along the line. We were all happy to have the excuse though, and quickly settled down to eat.

***

“What the heck happened there?” I asked Himeko the second we were safely out of the dining room and earshot.

The good news was that we’d had some time and a pleasant meal to help us recover. My reward for going through that train wreck of a conversation had turned out to be steaks of Kobe beef, prepared and seasoned by the master chefs the Meikos employed. Needless to say, they had been wonderful. But not enough to justify what had gone on before!

Thankfully Himeko and her father had managed to bring up my work for the Student Council and we’d all quickly fastened on all my recent statistical analysis as a harmless topic for discussion! I’d been able to wax eloquently about the interesting correlations that were coming up while simultaneously pointing out it was too easy to read too much into them; that while they were useful, statistics were one of the most easily manipulated methods of analysis if you weren’t careful. Mr. Meiko had agreed and we’d mostly exchanged harmless platitudes on the subject until enough time had passed and we’d all been able to make an escape.

The bad news was: we’d only done all that after having that completely unexpected and raw talk beforehand.

“I have no idea,” Himeko had finally dropped her mask now that we were out of her parents’ presence and she looked shocked. “I expected some pointed questions about you but that- all of that- “

“Am I going to have to wear use a disguise sp- a disguise the next time I come to the estate?” I asked, only half kidding. “Because I’m not sure what the heck happened there.”

There was a polite cough behind us. We turned around and saw Eiko’s father was politely trailing us. “With respect Ojou-sama,” he said diffidently. “I believe the three of you tripped over each other and tangled up with unexpectedly incompatible goals.”

“Explain,” Himeko commanded, her gaze becoming laser focused.

The head butler was polite even in the face of Himeko’s shocked abruptness. “Your father was mildly against Matsuda-sama and primarily there to evaluate him. Your mother was moderately against your current behaviour, mostly in relation to Matsuda-sama, and was primarily there to correct you. You were greatly worried about your relationship with Matsuda-sama and primarily there to defend him. Once all three goals were playing out simultaneously things became… complex.”

I had trouble following all that but Himeko merely looked thoughtful, calming down slightly as she started to understand the situation. “I see. If any two of those goals had been there then everything would have been fine. All three caused a conflict.”

Mr. Kobayashi nodded gravely. “Indeed. And that conflict escalated. Your father did not expect his wife to use this as an opportunity to castigate you. In his worry he was slow to realize what was going on and unwilling to give up his original goal to turn to moderating the discussion. Your mother did not expect the vigor of your defence and the depths of your commitment. In her determination to save you from mistakes she failed to realize how far things were going. And, I am sorry to say this ojou-sama, you were so swift and aggressive in your defense in the face of two separate attacks that you quickly escalated the situation when your parents were not expecting it. At every turn they expected you to be the one to back down, as you should have both out of good tactics and familial loyalty.”

Himeko flushed slightly.

“Wait, you mean I didn’t screw everything up?” I interjected. Partially to spare Himeko but partially because I was truly worried.

“I do not believe so Matsuda-sama,” Eiko’s father replied. “My master had some serious concerns and wished to take this opportunity to evaluate you. I will not lie, I suspect some of those concerns have only grown worse or been verified by this dinner.”

I winced.

“However, I think you have successfully put to rest all of the serious ones. While it is clear that neither my master or the mistress will want you to influence their daughter that is not a major concern.”

“It isn’t?” I asked, more then a little bewildered by everything.

For a moment the butler’s eyes twinkled in a manner not quite appropriate for his station. “If that was the case then they would have barred contact between Himeko ojou-sama and my daughter years ago. While they will wish to limit any effect you have on their daughter’s behaviour or outlook I think you managed to make your case quite well.”

“I did?”

“Well, maybe not quite well,” he admitted with a mixture of sympathy and amusement. “I won’t claim to speak for my master but I believe you managed to convince him of your fundamental sincerity, integrity, and honesty. You have no intent to use his daughter for your own gain. You will certainly take what is available, that is why you are here after all, but you are not merely feigning friendship in an attempt to gain riches or power.”

He glanced at Himeko and studiously kept a straight face as he added. “… or other things that any father worries about when he sees a young man hanging around his beautiful daughter.”

Don’t say a word, don’t say a word, don’t say a word, I chanted to myself while biting my tongue. The man served Himeko’s dad and was Eiko’s father. He did not need to hear me being absolutely, scrupulously honest about occasional lustful thoughts towards either of the girls.

Mr. Kobayashi studied me for a moment and then nodded in satisfaction. I think he saw right through me, but he was probably realistic to accept that I was a straight teenaged boy and therefore random horny thoughts were going to pop up.

(Hell, I thought, suddenly realizing, he has to deal with his boss’s son, his own future boss, being fixated on his daughter! The man most have the best poker face ever or he learned to keep his perspective and deal with that sort of idea long ago. Probably both.)

“And while my mistress is a little more judgemental and worried about her daughter’s future I believe Meiko-domo is willing to accept that you are simply his daughter’s friend. One with some unusual talents and inconvenient weaknesses, but one that adds more to his daughter’s life then he subtracts. That is enough for him.”

“Translation,” Eiko said, jumping in from the side and startling me. “My dad, who’s been a companion to Himeko’s dad for longer than any of us has been alive and probably knows him better than anyone, think’s you’re probably good.”

“Daughter…” Mr. Kobayashi said, a hint of gentle warning in his tone.

Eiko gave her father a quick bow. “Mom says they’ve left the room and are looking a little frazzled. But don’t let Mamoru go back to the baths, chances are good at least one of them is going to head in that direction.”

Her father sighed. “Understood. I must be there for the master, please take Matsuda-sama somewhere private and give him his clothes back.” He gave her a mild glare. “Without watching.”

Eiko just grinned so widely you could tell underneath the facemask. “Understood,” she echoed back at her father.

He withdrew, leaving me alone in the hallway with my friends.

“So,” Eiko asked with just a touch of cheerful sadism, “enjoy the Meiko family drama?”

Now that we were alone Himeko just went ‘ugh’ and pinched the bridge of her nose. “Don’t remind me, what on Earth happened in there? I certainly expected a hard time but that was a full-blown family argument in front of strangers! How could they do that?”

Eiko shot me a glance past Himeko’s head and I could tell she was amused. I suspected we were in total agreement. Yeah, I thought a little sarcastically. Totally their fault. ‘They’ were the ones to do that. I was immensely grateful for Himeko’s help and the lengths she’d been willing to go for me. On the other hand, I kind of had to see her father’s point. And why he was worrying I might be having a bad influence on her.

Out loud all Eiko said was “blame Mamoru. They’re not used to dealing with someone who’s so honest about their feelings and the disreputable parts of their family. It probably threw them off and stressed them out more than all the master socialites and manipulators they’re used to dealing with. After years of illusion and a careful dance a lot of honesty and clumsiness probably came as a shock to their system.”

“That’s a little disrespectful Eiko,” Himeko said with a touch of annoyance. Then she sighed. “Although, I suspect you might be right.”

Eiko gave me another amused glance that Himeko missed.

Himeko then shook her head. “No matter. It all turned out okay and we’ll deal with whatever happens. In the meantime let’s get Mamoru a driver and see him sent home, we’ve kept him long enough already.”

“Was I really that bad?” I asked. I hated how plaintive I came off as but I was kind of hoping for some assurance the dinner hadn’t really been that horrible, that I was just being paranoid again.

“Why would you say that?” Himeko looked puzzled. “You were, but not in the way I think you’re thinking. Why are you suddenly so upset?”

I decided I didn’t want to decode the ‘not in the way I think you’re thinking’ and merely said. “Well, I do need to go home, and I am tired, but it kind of seems like you’re trying to hustle me out the back door.”

“The front door. And yes, I am.”

I must have looked really taken aback because Himeko immediately tried to gentle her comment with an amused look. “Mamoru,” she said, with a combination of humor and exasperation, “we’ve all had a terribly stressful evening so far. Do you really want even more problems? Because about the only thing that could possibly make this visit even worse is if you’re here when my grandfather gets home.”

The expression on my face made even Himeko and Eiko smile. “Let’s get out of here,” I said urgently, lengthening my stride even though I had no idea where we were going.

I was so concerned and in such a hurry that I took two steps, caught my sleeve on a door handle, and the violent tug that resulted from it tore half of my shirt off. While the girls collapsed into gales of laughter at the unexpected release to all that stress I grabbed what was left of the sleeve and tried to hold the remains of the shirt over my body. As the pair held onto their sides I rolled my eyes and looked up at the roof of the mansion. Eiko was right, I should have just run the second she told me to! 
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I flew past Himeko and Eiko when they opened the lab room door.

And that wasn’t a ‘I ran past them really fast’ type of flew, nor was it a ‘I soared past them while using a spell to fly’ type of flew.  It was a ‘I’ve just been violently propelled by an explosion’ type of flew.  In any case, I was quickly past my startled friends and colliding with the wall on the other side, hard.

Well, a least it beat going through the window, I thought as I slid down to sit heavily on the ground.

The girls were at my side in a heartbeat.

“Mamoru!” Eiko emoted, quickly scanning the area for witnesses and threats.

“Are you okay Mamoru?” Himeko asked, a touching amount of concern in her eyes.

I meanwhile ignored all that to raise my wrist and stare angrily at my warning bracelet.  “And where were you when all that was going on?!” I asked incredulously.  I’d gotten a couple of confused twitches right before the explosion but that had been it.

Himeko sighed deeply, a mixture of relief and frustration.  “He’s okay.”

Eiko still looked a hint worried though.  She was over her cold and I could clearly see the expression on her maskless face.  “Are you sure about that Mamoru?  That was an awfully big hit, are you really okay?”

I frowned, tried to stand up, and winced.  I then carefully rose to my feet after accepting a hand from Eiko.  “I think so,” I said cautiously, feeling my side and flinching a few times as I hit sore spots.  “I’m going to have a few nasty bruises tomorrow but it’s not like I broke any ribs.  I think that was just barely under the threshold for the precaution activating though, if you two hadn’t opened the door right at that moment the armor might have come up.”

I wonder if that was why the warning bracelet seemed so confused?  I thought with a small frown.  Something to consider.  I supposed, technically, it had turned out alright but that was an awfully forgiving interpretation.

“Mamoru,” Himeko asked, a touch of exasperation in her voice, “what happened?”

I abruptly realized where I was and started to comprehend everything that was going on.  “That’s what I would like to know,” I said, marching back into the lab.  The girls followed quickly on my heels.

On the front table, directly across form the lab door, lay a tangled mess of mangled mithril and a few other ingredients.  I frowned at the sight of it.  “Alright,” I said slowly, “chalk that one up as a failure.”  I matched word to deed and wrote down a few notes on my notepad.

Eiko smirked wryly.  “And your dad worries that I’m the bad influence.”

“Thankfully this happened after the dinner,” Himeko sighed with feeling, obviously glad it wasn’t something she’d had to lie about or conceal.

I ignored them both in favor of taking down notes and trying to figure out what had happened.  That was a rude mistake.

“Mamoru,” Himeko bit off her words, her tone already cold and threatening to drop into artic temperatures if I didn’t answer her now.  “What happened here?”

I winced as I realized what I was doing and tried to explain.  “I’m experimenting with new forms of mana transmission,” I spoke quickly in an attempt to mollify her.  “This… didn’t work.”

Eiko snickered.  “I’ll say!  Did it transmit you instead of the mana?”

She’d meant it as a joke but both Eiko and Himeko looked startled as I merely turned my head upwards and considered that for a few seconds.  Fortunately for everyone that wasn’t the explanation but I did have to think about it.

“No,” I said finally, “no, I don’t think that was it.”

“Mamoru,” Himeko said, sounding slightly calmer but still not happy with me, “I need some explanations.  I know you’re doing important work and I can’t go around micromanaging you but I am not going to tolerate you just going around and blowing up school labs!”

“I didn’t blow up the lab,” I protested pedantically.

Himeko made a frustrated noise.  “Yourself then!  Seriously Mamoru, do you think I’m just going to ignore that?  What if you get hurt?”

I fought down some frustration of my own.  Half of my frustrated feelings were just at the wasted time and damaged equipment anyway; Himeko was right and I knew it.

“I’m sorry Himeko,” I said, trying to sound as sincere as I should have felt, “I’m not actually sure what went wrong yet and I’m trying to figure that out.”

“It’ll help keep this from happening in the future,” I added quickly, “can I have a moment before I forget anything?”

Himeko nobly fought down her own annoyance, visibly wrestling that demon into submission.  “Fine,” she said in an almost normal voice, settling down to glare at me while I checked a few things out.

I took a few minutes to have a look at the remains of my experiment and cast a few spells to examine the less visible factors.  Unfortunately I didn’t turn up anything definitive, but I did get a few more data points and dutifully noted them down.  I really wish that had given me a simple answer, I thought to myself, glancing at the still irritated Himeko.  That would have made my actions much easier to defend.  Of course, if I’d actually been that talented and understood the principles that well the experiment probably wouldn’t have failed so catastrophically in the first place.

Eventually, momentarily defeated by my results, I turned back to Himeko and Eiko.  “I’m experimenting with a new form of mana transmission,” I explained as if that was a normal thing and I hadn’t been hurled bodily out of the room as they’d arrived.

“Uh huh,” Eiko nodded.  “You said that a few minutes ago.  That doesn’t explain how or why you were participating in the new Olympic sport: the scientist throw.  Come on Mamoru, out with it!”

“I… don’t know what to say,” I shrugged, trying to put everything into words.  “I was in the middle of the first physical test of the new system and the sender exploded.”  I gestured towards the remains on the counter.

“It really exploded?” Eiko’s eyes goggled a little bit.

“Well… burst is probably more accurate,” I admitted.  I cocked my head and studied the remains in a new light.  “Although why it would burst… hmm…”

“Mamoru, focus,” Himeko snapped.

“Sorry Himeko but that’s an important question,” I answered distractedly, taking another look at the remains.  They really did look as if someone had tried to over pressurize a plastic bottle and it had burst, more unravelled or blown apart rather than exploded in all directions.  Which was interesting in and of itself given the main part of it had been a solid core of mithril!

I took out my phone and started snapping a few pictures of the remains, I also reached for a ruler.  “I think burst is the key word here.  How and why it burst is crucial to keeping it from happening again.”

“No,” Himeko said, her voice dripping with ice, “what is crucial to keeping it from happening again is you not doing it again.”

“But Himeko- “

She cut me off.  “Mamoru, I hate interfering with you but I hate seeing you thrown into walls even more.  And this is so fundamental that I’m stepping in, you’re getting distracted and missing the oblivious here.  This might be important, I’m willing to believe that, but it seems to me like you’re focusing on the wrong thing.  You’re attempting to improve the seatbelts and airbags instead of keeping the car from crashing in the first place.”

I’d been waiting for her to finish so I could object but that got me to stop, shut my mouth, and step back a moment to think.

“Or am I wrong?” Himeko asked, her tone simply screaming she didn’t think that was the case.

I wanted to protest and posture, bluster and try to pretend Himeko didn’t know enough about magic.  Unfortunately, she knew enough about me and judging the basics.

“Shit.  No, you’re right,” I admitted reluctantly.  “This might be important too, especially in the long run of figuring out how mithril works, but I don’t think it was really the problem.  The real problem was in the mana transmission, this was just an incidental concern.  How things actually broke down after the accident happened, if it was fixed then some other point of failure would have occurred instead.”

Himeko nodded, thawing a little as she saw me actually thinking about everything.  “Now, one more time from the top: what were you doing and what went wrong?”

I sighed and tried again.  “I’m trying to work out a new way of transmitting mana over a distance.  There are too many things in Tokyo, in all of modern society, that block mana.  They also tend to interfere with most magic.”

“Most magic?” Himeko prompted me calmly.

“It all comes back to mana,” I admitted, “if you’re using the mana to create a more physical effect from a single location these problems won’t have too much of an impact.  If I simply used magic to create a huge charge of electricity it would ground itself according to natural law, under the right circumstances and with the right positioning I could get it to travel a fair distance.  But if I tried hurling a lightning bolt, which uses magic at a distance to create a designated path for the bolt, that would be much more difficult and cost more mana within the city.  If a spell is more self-contained that helps too, the further the spell tries to ‘reach’ with a supernatural effect the more these draining factors tend to hit it along the way.”

“What sort of factors are we talking about here?” Eiko interjected, looking both curious and like she didn’t want to be left out of the conversation.

I shook my head.  “I’m not sure I’ve even identified them all,” I admitted.  “I think materials are the biggest factors, there are too many metals, plastics, and artificial constructs all placed with next to no geomantic concern.”  I hadn’t appreciated how much simple geomantic awareness had helped on Avalon, not until I’d encountered a whole world that completely ignored it!  But in many ways geomancy was to mana transmission what the sewer system was to public health: an underappreciated fundamental that did a lot more than most people realized.

“I’m pretty sure certain wavelengths of other transmissions are also hurting things a bit, although I haven’t been able to verify that.”  That had some fascinating implications with my new theory of mana: that it was an energy wave on a different dimensional axis.  Were the other transmissions cancelling it out across a common axis?  Multiple axes?

I shrugged.  “And finally, there are a bunch of things that people do to create magical and spiritual interference.  That’s a problem everywhere, but Tokyo’s population density means it’s especially bad in the city.”  It didn’t help that Earth had tended to drift away from rituals that had helped clean up that sort of stuff.  More than a few festivals, superstitions, and old practices had helped with that problem without people realizing.  It had been an issue even back on Avalon, and when you combined that with the sheer number of people in Tokyo I was sometimes surprised it wasn’t the biggest problem with mana transmission.

“And you’re seeking a way to cut through all that?” Himeko half-asked half-stated.

“I’m seeking a way around all that,” I emphasized.  “I don’t think there’s any practical way to get through all the interference.  Believe me, I’ve looked.”  That had been my original plan A, and I’d shelved that one years ago.  I hadn’t completely given up, it was always possible some new discovery might hold the key to making it a reality.  But, frankly, it was looking more realistic to prove magic’s practicality and slowly upgrade the whole world to be more mana friendly then it was to try and force through all the interference!

Himeko frowned slightly.  “That’s where things make less sense to me,” she admitted.

“How so?” I asked, wondering if I’d missed something in my explanation.  It seemed perfectly straightforward in my eyes.

“I could see an attempt to force your way through backfiring dramatically but how does trying to go around a problem cause something to blow up?”

Oh, she was referring to what went wrong today.  I opened my mouth to answer and then paused.  Two for two, I admitted to myself with reluctant admiration, that’s a pretty good question.  I thought about it for a moment.  Unfortunately, the answer to that one was easy.

“I think that might have been my fault,” I confessed reluctantly.  “I did try to force it a little in the end.  I thought the system wasn’t working and, well, turned up the power for lack of a better word.  I suspect this was the result of some kind of rebound affect.”

Both of the girls sighed and looked disgusted.  “Mamoru-“ Himeko began.

“I didn’t know this would happen!” I protested, this time being the one to interrupt her.  “This is the first time anyone has tried anything like this.  And I only turned it up slowly.  And there was a delayed reaction!  It wasn’t like I went let’s turn this up to maximum!  Oops.  Boom!”

Neither Eiko nor Himeko looked entirely convinced but they did look a little more mollified.  “Then what happened to cause this?” Himeko asked more reasonably.

“That I don’t know,” I admitted, “my guess is that there was a gradual buildup and then either a rebound or blowout effect.”

I turned back to the experiment.

“This was a simple first test,” I explained, “attempting to transmit power extradimensionally between to mana containers.  One here,” I indicated the remains on the table, “and one there.”  I pointed at a dull grey box in the furthest corner of the laboratory.

“Extradimensionally?” Eiko snickered.

I sighed.  “It sounds slightly more plausible or correct then saying it’s using quantum transmission or claiming it’s the law of contagion.  I’m practicing using more believable language for when I have to go public.”  Or do another explanation to someone like Himeko’s father, the weekend’s dinner had driven that problem home again.

Himeko’s question was more pertinent.  “How’s that supposed to test the transmission?  It still seems awfully close Mamoru.  Your collectors on the estate are much further apart and you only have one collector to cover the whole school.  I would have thought, and I admit I don’t know as much about this as you do, that this close together there wouldn’t be enough interference to matter.”

I shook my head and decided not to go into all the technical details about how these weren’t proper collectors (they weren’t, but Himeko would still have had a point at this close a distance) and jumped straight to the point.  “That’s not the mana container,” I explained, “that’s the box surrounding the mana container.”

I lead the girls over to the box, flipped it over, and then opened it up to reveal the small block of mithril with an attachment on top that lay within.

“The box is made of an arcane alloy of iron and lead,” I explained, “it’s impenetrable to mana for all practical intents and purposes.”

“When did you even make that?” Himeko asked in surprise.  She’d been in the lab often enough to realize she’d never seen it before.

“That’s what I was cooking up on Monday,” I admitted.  Himeko and Eiko had poked their heads in, saw me in full thermal apron and welding mask presiding over multiple Bunsen burners, and then promptly ducked out again before they could get in the way or faint from the heat.  While they put in a brief visit more often than not it had been kind of obvious that wasn’t something they should have been intruding on.

“I thought it was just more mithril,” Himeko said, looking disappointed at the lost opportunity.

“You didn’t miss much,” I smiled wryly, “I did a quick mix of lead and iron in the proper proportions and poured it out in small sheets, then melted the edges together.  This stuff,” I tapped the box a few times, “is pretty useful but kind of boring.  You’re just looking at a leaden grey soup for most of the time, not much in the way of fancy colors or special effects with this one.”

“So this is basically like a lead lined barrel to contain nuclear waste, right?” Eiko cut in, frowning a little.

“That’s not quite right…” I started, tempted to go into a more detailed explanation of both the arcane alloy and the more sophisticated containers they actually used for things like that.  A small twinge in my side reminded me that I’d annoyed my friends enough for one day.  “… but that’s a pretty close comparison, yeah.”

“So, what about the gap?” Eiko asked, indicating the part where the box opened.  It wasn’t a hinged lid or anything, just a slightly wider base that the rest of the box sat on.  “Doesn’t that make a difference?”

“Not really, not in this case,” I hastened to assure her.  “But you’re not wrong, when I do final trials for a scientific paper I’ll need to do a properly sealed container, not something I banged together in a day.”

“Are you sure about that?” Eiko looked at me skeptically, “that your experiment did fail?”

Rather then be an idiot I did think about that for a moment.  Himeko had already called me on two oversights and I didn’t want to ignore the possibility a third.  Fortunately, this time I didn’t have to eat humble pie.  “I’m sure,” I said confidently.  “Ironically, I’d be more worried that was the case if the experiment had succeeded.  As it is, the failure’s a sign the box was working as expected.”

“So, you think you have everything figured out?” Himeko asked.

“Well, I still need to check a few things,” I said quickly, not eager to screw up by assuming I knew everything.  “But I’ve got a pretty strong working hypothesis.  The other container was supposed to transmit mana to this one extradimensionally, bypassing the obstacle the box would have posed.  Unfortunately, that didn’t work.  The box got in the way of the transmission and the mana somehow rebounded or recoiled back into the first container, causing that container to fail catastrophically.”

“Most people would say explode,” Eiko noted wryly.

“Burst,” I protested mildly.

“Burst strong enough to send you flying,” she shot back.

“In any case,” I sighed, not eager to continue that line of discussion, “I need to collect all the pieces, try to figure out what went wrong, and try again later.”

Himeko put a hand on Eiko’s shoulder to restrain whatever caustic comment she was about to make and then turned to me.  “We’re sorry your experiment failed Mamoru,” she said consolingly.

“Well,” I gave her a small smile, trying to look on the bright side, “it would have been nice if everything had worked right the first time but that was a bit much to ask for.  But that’s the whole point of the scientific method: test, refine, and increase your understanding until you get reproducible results.  This isn’t a failure, it’s just a first step that didn’t take me as far as I’d hoped.”

“That’s the spirit,” Himeko smiled encouragingly.

“I’ve got some new equipment,” I held up my iron/lead arcane alloy box and studied it for a moment, “and I might have accidentally discovered something new about mithril.  That bursting problem has to mean something, I’ll have to look into that too.”

“That’s less of the spirit,” Himeko noted, a hint of warning in her tone.  “I was going to work my way up to it but I think I have to be direct.  Mamoru: no damaging school property.  Or students for that matter, if you’d collided with that door or another student you could have hurt someone.”

I wanted to protest my precautions would have saved me.  But someone else?  Not so much.  I firmly bit my tongue, struck by a hint of shame.  I only just missed Himeko and Eiko, I realized, I literally stirred their skirts and hair with the wind of my passage.  If they weren’t so situationally aware I probably would have hit them.  They’d instinctively and instantly leaned backwards as they’d realized something large was coming towards them, probably as a result of all their martial arts training.  A normal person wouldn’t have done that.  I had every right to take risks with myself but innocent bystanders, especially if they were my friends, were a different story.

Fortunately for my state of mind Eiko cut in.  “Better not make him promise that, Himeko.  Otherwise he’s going to be helpless the next time Inoue Sakura approaches him.”

That startled a frustrated huff out of Himeko.  “You know what I meant,” she told her friend in annoyance.

“Yeah, but did Mamoru?” Eiko noted a little more seriously.  “You know how earnest he can be Hime, don’t make him promise something that’ll leave him helpless for the next Harada out there.”

Fair points all around, I admitted to myself.  I wasn’t some nutjob that would have taken Himeko’s word as law… but when you combined it with some guilt about the near miss I could have seen myself being a little stupid about it, trying to take it more seriously and fanatically then I should have.  As it was, Eiko being the voice of reason helped a lot.  I’d still take Himeko seriously but it was better to use my own common sense and training.

“Fine.”  Himeko turned back to me.  “Mamoru, no accidentally damaging school property or students.  I expect you to conduct yourself in a responsible manner, I won’t keep you from experimenting but I expect you to be a bit more patient and safer about it in the future.  I’m willing to accept you might wreck a few prototypes along the way but additional failures of this level are unacceptable.  If I find out you’ve used your freedom as an excuse and blown something else up we’re going to have a serious discussion about whether or not you can keep this lab!”

“Understood Himeko,” I said with a bow.  A moment after I straightened up I couldn’t stop my lips from twitching.

“Is something amusing Mamoru?” Himeko asked, a hint of veiled menace in her tone.

“Just considering something,” I admitted, letting myself smile since she’d noticed it anyway.

“Do I have to drag it out of you Mamoru?”

“No, nothing important,” I said quickly, “just… trying not to be too pedantic or stupid.  One of the excuses I’ve occasionally used to justify some of my dumber moves is that there are no official rules governing the use of magic on school grounds.  It’s a stupid objection anyway, most of the time anything really bad would already be covered under one of the other rules.  If I blew up the lab with a magic spell it wouldn’t be any better then if I’d done it with a purely conventional chemical reaction.  But when I’m stretching things I sometimes remind myself of that to feel a little bit better”

“And this amuses you?”

I shrugged.  “A little.  I’ve got my own code of honor about this anyway but I was just thinking that between my spells, your connection to Sensei-san, and Eiko’s ki training we probably should have some rules governing supernatural powers around here.”

Himeko straightened up almost imperceptibly, like she’d just received a small shock.

I think both Eiko and I recognized the look.  “Uh, Himeko?  I was joking,” I noted tentatively, “it’s kind of hard to officially put something like that in the Code of Student Behaviour without looking really stupid.  Or acknowledging supernatural powers exist.”

“True,” Himeko sounded calm but there was a spark in her eye that suggested she was really intrigued.  “But you are correct.  Never mind us, just think about those spells we found at the gym and in Sato’s chocolate.  There should be a stronger rule against things like that.”

“They weren’t really spells,” I muttered under my breath, still annoyed to have those things compared to my real spells in the same breath.  At best it was like comparing viruses and cheetahs!

“I’ll have to think about this,” Himeko declared, nodding decisively, “maybe even consult with Sensei-san.  But you’re right Mamoru, we do need a better defined set of rules to cover those.”

Before I could protest Himeko strode out of the lab purposefully.

“Oh boy,” Eiko noted with a mixture of dread and relish, “now you’ve done it.  See you later Mamoru.”  With that she took off after her friend.

I looked around the now empty lab room and sighed.  Not my most successful day ever, I reflected as I considered the wreckage of my experiment… and the worrying signs on the horizon.
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The girls were a lot more cautious on Friday, carefully opening the science lab door from the side and looking in from behind the door before entering.  I wanted to grump that they were being silly, that it was just an incredible coincidence they’d opened the door just in time for me to be hurled out the last time.  But in reality I figured they had a point.  They were taking it too far, but realistically I was up to some potentially damaging experiments all too often in the lab.  It was unlikely they’d be hurt, it probably would have taken them running into the lab with their eyes deliberately shut for that to happen, but it wasn’t impossible either.

Still… “Relax, I’m just working on a new transmitter and receiver right now,” I projected towards the door.

Himeko and Eiko were still cautious as they came in.  “Really?” Eiko said skeptically, nodding to a series of beakers bubbling away calmly in the corner.  “What about that?”

“That’s just a chemical analysis of some cherry wood, I’ve got a few reactions going so I can measure the amounts of certain components.”

Eiko was so surprised to hear such a conventional answer she just asked “Really?”

“Really,” I answered deadpan.

I could see her fighting the urge to follow up with “why?”  It was such an obvious question, but she was a little bit reluctant to be asking it after two ‘really?’ questions in a row with such mundane reasons.  I amused myself by keeping silent and focusing on my work.

Himeko looked at her friend and let out a tiny sigh.  “Any particular reason why you’re doing that Mamoru?” she asked, being more specific in an attempt to avoid looking foolish.

I shrugged.  “It was hit by lightning.  That usually has an effect on the wood’s mystical qualities so I’m taking a closer look at it.  In an ideal world I’d like to see if altering the wood with an artificial electrical strike or current does the same thing.”

“Or a spell,” Eiko noted with a smirk.

“Surprisingly, that doesn’t work,” I admitted, not bothering to hide my mild surprise at the fact either.  “Mages have tried it in the past but only natural lightning strikes had any effect.  That’s one of the reasons I wanted to do the chemical analysis, I actually had some natural lightning struck wood to spare so I figured this was a good time to do some looking into it.”

“Really?”  Himeko asked, looking surprised.  “Magic doesn’t work?  How… that doesn’t make sense.”

“Tell me about it,” I said, not bothering to hide my annoyance.  “Old time mages attributed it to ‘destiny’ or ‘fate’, even questioning whether the lightning did anything or it just revealed what was already there.  That was before the scientific method existed though.  I suspect that using magic just contaminated the wood in some way and ruined the effect.  Everyone’s had the idea that because magic didn’t work it’s impossible to do it any other way than a natural lightning strike, and they’ve believed this for hundreds if not thousands of years.  We’ve had reliable access to non-magical electricity for about two hundred years now, it’s time to restart the tests.”

Eiko let out a low whistle.  “You are ambitious.”

I shrugged again.  “It’s not a major project,” I admitted, “just a side note that’s really bugged me for a while.  If it hadn’t become convenient, I wouldn’t be bothering.  But lightning struck wood is a useful component when it comes to channeling mana.  If it really is possible to create that artificially, maybe even perfect the method by precisely moderating the amount of electricity, then that’s going to have some major effects on what I can build and how easily.”

It would be like one of the rare earth metals in electronics had suddenly become dirt cheap and common.  It wouldn’t change any of the fundamental rules of what you built and how, but it would be a whole new ball game when it came to making things practical and doable.  I could put a lightning treated wooden antenna on every roof in the city, all of a better quality then the ‘average’ staff on Avalon, if I could figure out a way to ‘create’ lightning struck wood.

“Do you really think that’s possible?” Himeko asked, sounding mildly surprised.

I made an ‘iffy’ noise.  “Possible?  Yes.  Likely?  No.  My guess is that it’s going to take massive discharges of electricity, probably along the lines of one of those machines they use to mimic lightning strikes.  And that’s assuming trace elements only found in nature don’t matter.  It’s well worth looking into, I won’t know it isn’t that simple and easy if I don’t try, but I wouldn’t bet on it.”

“You’re being thorough and crossing it off the list,” Himeko stated approvingly.  “Good, that makes sense.  I was a little worried after all the resistance you gave me last time.”

I turned away from my project and gave her a dirty look.  “It wasn’t that much resistance Himeko.”

“It was for someone who’d just gotten blown out of the room!” Eiko inserted.  After a moment she mockingly added “No, everything is working perfectly!  Don’t interfere!”

I switched my dirty look to her.  It bounced off with no effect.

“Seriously Mamoru,” Himeko said, tag teaming with Eiko, “I was surprised to see you protesting that much.  Usually you’re much more serious about safety precautions.”

While I still thought she was exaggerating things she might have had a point.  I suppose I might have been fighting it a little too much out of embarrassment, I admitted to myself.  I wasn’t really hurt so I didn’t want to admit I’d failed that badly.  I didn’t want to think I’d been protesting that much but I probably had been underplaying it a little because I hadn’t wanted to…  I wasn’t quite sure what I’d been avoiding to be honest.  Probably admitting that I’d effed up and that if my experimental procedure included me getting occasionally blown across the room then I’d made a mistake somewhere along the line.

Wow, I thought to myself, it does sound really stupid when you put it like that.  But if you looked at the end result it really had been getting that bad.  I’d started off reasonably enough, protesting that it was an isolated incident and my precaution would have gone off if it had been much worse.  But along the way my stubborn insistence that everything was fine had really been slowly transforming my complaints into that!

I was saved from having to apologize by the most unlikely of sources.

“ATTENTION!” Sensei-san’s strident voice blared from the mithril magatama Himeko was wearing.  “THE SABOTEUR IS HERE!”

All three of us stared in shock for a few moments.  That had come out of nowhere for us and we all struggled to wrap our brains around it.

Finally, Himeko leapt into action.  “Come on!” she cried out, “we have to move!”

Himeko bolted for the door.  Eiko was right behind her, crying out “Hime, wait!” as she took off in pursuit.

I hesitated a long moment, glancing back at the beakers still bubbling away. The process should have been perfectly safe, I wasn’t heating them with burners or hot plates.  In fact, most of them were doing a purely chemical reaction with only one using the equivalent of a nine-volt battery as a catalyst.  But we’d just been discussing safety precautions and a part of me screamed at the idea of running away and leaving several reactions unattended.

Friends running after a possible madman, an even bigger part of me pointed out.

I was only a few seconds behind them, grabbing my bag and slipping through the door before it finished closing.  That still put me a fair distance back, but I had longer legs than the girls, and they were locked to Himeko’s top speed instead of Eiko’s.

“Hime, where are we even going!” Eiko protested, easily catching up with her friend while I still lagged behind.

Himeko hurtled around the corner and started down the stairwell in a way that she normally would have stopped and berated a student for using.  “I’m not sure,” she said, a little breathless from trying to talk and run at the same time.  “I feel the way, Sensei-san is showing me.”

Spirit magic, I thought from down the hallway.  The connections that shamans had to their spirits allowed such communications.  I couldn’t tell the girls that though, I was already struggling to keep them in sight.  Technically I lost sight of them as they bounced off the walls and took each flight of stairs in two strides.  However I knew they were heading to the bottom floor, and by the time I got there I could still tell which door they’d taken to the outside by its swinging.  That didn’t help much though, by the time I was out of the school they’d really started to accelerate and soon left me in the dust.

I did eventually catch up to them though.  I saw which corner they turned.  And once I passed that I almost ran into the pair, both of them had stopped to stare at what they’d found.  And so did I.

We all looked on in horror at the school’s archery range.  It was on fire.

To be more precise, someone had lit a fire across the open end of the building.  There had to be some sort of accelerant involved because there was a blazing wall of fire between the overhanging edge of the building and the archery targets.  The flames leapt and crackled with a horrible intensity, already they’d lit the nearest edge of the structure and were slowly starting to spread.

It felt like hours but in reality we probably only stared for a few seconds.  I was broken out of my trance as I saw Himeko take off again towards the building.  Eiko and I quickly shook off our own paralysis and followed.

Himeko raced around to the back of the building and its door.

The door was chained shut.

Himeko tried pulling futilely at the chain a few times before whirling back at us.  “The Archery Club!” she cried out in horror.

I inhaled a sharp breath in shock, almost choking in the thick smoke that was already starting to cover the building.  By her comment I could easily interpret that the Archery Club was still in session, and unaccounted for.

Eiko hauled Himeko away from the door and launched a spin kick at it.  But the chains were thickly wrapped around the middle part and she had to aim high.  She put a big dent in the door, followed quickly by a second and third, but it was soon obvious that this would take too long, and that even if it worked the middle part would be a big obstacle.

“Stand back!” I called out, pulling out much of the mana from my portable reservoir and instinctively preparing to cast as strong a ‘power bolt’ as I could manage.  There were much better spells to use but I was too panicked to even think of considering them right at that moment.

“No!  Don’t!” Himeko yelled, throwing herself in front of the door.

I choked back on the spell, feeling my insides sizzle a little as all the mana whizzed around me without an exit.  “Hime!” I yelled.

“The club’s right behind the door!” she said frantically.  “You’ll hurt them!”

(I didn’t question how she’d known that at the time and I’d simply trusted her.  I’d later find out Sensei-san was feeding her some information.)

I muffled an oath of both pain and frustration but I instinctively knew she was right.  My spell would have shattered the door… and anyone standing behind it, all while launching a hurricane of splinters into the area.  It would have been quicker than dying in the fire, but that was all you could say for it.

I didn’t have time to think.  I had too much mana in my body to hold onto it for too long, there was still a crisis at hand, and even if I could somehow have transferred most of it safely back into the reservoir the lives at stake captured my attention.  So, I did the only thing I could and quickly channeled most of that mana into a different spell.

Himeko and Eiko both paused in surprise as spell circles materialized around all three of us, glowing vibrant red as I overcharged them a little.

The circles started fading in a few moments and I answered my friends at the same time they looked to me in surprise.  “Fireproof,” was all I said.

I didn’t have to say anything else.  They immediately took off again, running back towards the open end of the building.

I followed quickly, only keeping up because they were a little careful about plunging into the flames at full speed.  There hadn’t been time to fully explain things and they didn’t trust me quite enough to run directly into a burning building without cautiously testing things first.  However ‘fireproof’ was a fairly comprehensive package, heat resistance and the ability to breath through smoke, and we made our way through the flames more or less together.

The other side was a smoky hell, my spell didn’t help much with that.  But, as it turned out, it didn’t need to.  I could make out the huddled club’s auras with ‘mage sight’.  Eiko scanned with her ki.  And Sensei-san provided a quieter but surer guidance to Himeko.  All of us made our way towards the club members without a word.

There were six of them, huddled in a terrified pile near the door.  They were near the floor in proper fire evacuation fashion as the room was already filled with foul smelling smoke, battered and abused hands telling a story of how they’d already struggled with the door.  But even near the floor they’d obviously been coughing and choking on the fumes for too long already, they were only semi-conscious and confused.

I grabbed my friends as they reached towards the imperiled club members.  “I need to do the spell on each of them!” I yelled quickly.  The spell’s protection didn’t extend far past its target’s skin, if we tried to take the Archery Club members out through the flames without it we’d only be cooking them!

Himeko and Eiko both nodded, taking a hold of one student each.  I quickly repeated ‘fireproof’ over three more people, grabbing one for myself.  Not having any time to explain to the dazed students, we simply grabbed them in various ways and hurriedly carried them back through the flames.  Himeko used a proper fireman’s carry, Eiko slung someone over her right shoulder like a sack of potatoes, and I was too worked up to try anything more complex than carrying a person in my arms.

In terms of physical distance it wasn’t too long of a journey.  In terms of mental distance, carrying imperilled victims through thickening smoke and flames, knowing there were still other people in danger, it felt like it took forever.  It was a weird mental disconnect that I think filled all our minds, making the trip seem even longer on top of that!  It felt like we were running all the way across school grounds instead of around fifty meters.

The good news was in real time it took less then a minute.  Our rescues didn’t have time to regain enough oxygen before we were far enough clear of the flames and depositing them back on clear ground, leaving them no time to ask what the hell was going on or how we were doing this.  Then, without any time for discussion or explanation, we were plunging back into the flames.

It was shocking how much worse the situation had gotten in the short time even one trip had taken.  The smoke, previously as dense as a really bad fog, was now so thick you could barely see more then an arm’s length in front of you.  Our way was now lit by flaming footsteps, further evoking the image of hell.  I belatedly realized we were stepping in whatever accelerant was causing the blaze and trailing it into the building in some sort of evilly ironic ‘wet floor’ scenario, if the spell hadn’t been protecting us our shoes and lower clothing would probably have been ablaze.  But with no time to think we returned to the remaining club members and repeated our previous actions, picking up the last of the half-dead Archery Club.  I think at least one of the remaining members had fully lost consciousness, choked out by the smoke and chemicals poisoning the air, and the other two were little better.

By the time we stumbled back through the blaze again several other people had joined the scene, students and teachers both.  The second we were far enough away from the furnace other hands were there, grabbing and supporting us, taking the Archery Club members’ weight off of our shoulders.

I needed it badly!  I collapsed the second I’d reached a safe distance, falling to my hands and knees and starting to cough like I’d actually been inhaling the smoke instead of clean air.  I wasn’t as fit as Eiko and Himeko, I’d held on to too much mana a little too long, and I’d had to try maintaining six copies of the same spell at the same time as running while carrying a person.  By themselves none of those factors would have been too bad, all at once they were ruinous!  My body felt like it was on fire, if it hadn’t been for the adrenalin I don’t think I could have managed it that long.  Strike that, if it hadn’t been for the adrenalin and my totally panicked focus on the situation I know I couldn’t have managed it for that long!

“Mamoru, you okay?” Eiko asked in concern, her own voice a little breathless.  She was strong, but manhandling Archery Club members and running them through a fire while your heart beat wildly in your chest was still a lot of exertion.

I couldn’t speak for coughing but I still managed to raise one aching arm and give a vaguely confused signal that I was okay.

“Phew!” Eiko sighed out, flopping down onto the grass next to me in relief.

I coughed for nearly a minute straight before I finally regained my equilibrium.  There was an excited babble of confusion around us but most people were focused on either the Archery Club members, who were in much worse shape than we were, or the dramatic blaze that was consuming the archery range.

…except for Himeko.

I didn’t notice at first, because of my coughing fit, but Himeko remained standing, looking around.  She waved off a few offers of help and a touch of fawning from a few random fans but most people were honestly too concerned with what was going on to waste time gushing over her.  She’d mostly just settled minds and some of the confusion with a few words, reassuring everyone that we’d taken care of the Archery Club and there was no one left in danger.  But as I returned to myself I realized she was looking, searching for something with a quiet rage in her eyes.  Even though she was trembling, even though she was tired and suffering from an adrenalin crash just like Eiko and I, she was forcing herself to remain on her feet and look for something.

And then the rage in her eyes blazed even higher than the inferno behind her as she spotted it.

“There!” she called out, breaking into a shaky run.

Eiko just looked confused and I tried to figure out what Himeko had been looking at.  Luckily for me she was running parallel to the main events, the crowd of people at one end and the burning building at the other.  There were still a few people in the way though, so I was slow in realizing she was actually running towards one of those people, someone a fair distance away from the crowd.  A middle-aged man who’d apparently collapsed from shock upon seeing the fire and who was just getting up.

A… middle-aged man… who was not a teacher… who was not dressed properly… and, now that I was looking, who’d been lying down next to two jerry cans…

Sonofabitch!  I realized as I shakily tried to force myself to my feet.  That’s the saboteur!

Even though Himeko was going much slower then before I only managed to make it to my knees before she was upon the man.  I needn’t have worried.  Himeko wasn’t in the best of shape but the man looked like he was having as rough a time as I was.  More importantly, he’d never even suspected what was coming.  He was still shaking the cobwebs out of his head when Himeko reached him and then dropped him with a roundhouse kick.  He collapsed back down to the ground like a sack of rice.

“Hime!” Eiko surged to her feet, joining several other people in the rush to get to Himeko.  Not only had she dropped the guy with a kick, she’d quickly gone on to deliver several well placed stomps to make sure he stayed down!

I couldn’t see Himeko’s face.  I was grateful for that because something in her posture screamed murderous rage!  But whether she’d always had it under control or Eiko’s voice had snapped her back to sanity she pulled back seconds after Eiko spoke up.

“This is the man who caused all this trouble,” she proclaimed as the other students began to reach her.  Himeko spoke in a loud, ringing voice that she had no right to use after all she’d already gone through.  That didn’t stop her from declaring “We will hold him for the police!”

Despite the distance, despite the way her voice suddenly dropped, I couldn’t help but hear her add in a much more intimate and sadistic tone.  “I think they’ll have a lot of questions for him.”
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It wasn’t that simple of course.  The police, ambulance, and firefighters all arrived shortly after that.  Needless to say, Himeko, Eiko, and I were all taken away for a thorough medical examination that was quickly combined with a semi-official police interrogation.  On one hand we looked like heroes.  On the other hand, it seemed like we’d just run through a wall of flames.  While it was only a few confused statements to that effect it did beg for an explanation.  Especially as the police started to realize this was the second time this year our names had come up under extraordinary circumstances.  Heck, the third time for me!  While they were trying to be solicitous they were still dealing with the obvious issue that:

What do you mean there was a fire at a school?  And three young people just happened to be there, magically ran straight through said fire, rescued everyone, and then beat up/captured someone they claim was the bad guy?  And they’ve come to our attention before?

You didn’t have to be Sherlock Holmes to find that suspect.  Hell, it was straight up suspicious!  Maybe it wasn’t in the ways the police had to be thinking (that we were the real culprits and this was a setup we were trying to frame someone else with) but we were very much trying to conceal some vital information from them!  Namely a bunch of things to do with magic and supernatural powers.  There should have been no way the police just accepted everything.

Fortunately, we had Himeko on our side.

“You see officers,” she said, perfectly calm and composed even while the doctors were examining her.  “Mamoru-san here has been running some scientific tests on Eiko-san.”

“Scientific tests?” one of the police asked skeptically.  He tried to sound neutral, but under the circumstances he couldn’t help but let his tone slip a little.

Himeko nodded guilelessly, her pose and expression giving Inoue a run for her money in the ‘youthful innocence’ category.  “He’s been working on an experiment as a way of proving himself to Tokyo U.  Actually, he’s been working on several, this was just the easiest and most sensible.  You see, he’s been monitoring Eiko-san’s performance on the track after he coats her with a chemical spray.”

I tried very hard not to exchange a shocked glance with Eiko.  This wasn’t a proper police interview, they were officially just getting some statements and trying to figure out what was going on.  Under the circumstances that meant they were talking to us while the doctors made sure we were alright.  A few other students who’d had adverse reactions to all the fumes were there with us as well, the accelerant the saboteur had used wasn’t just simple gasoline and a couple of onlookers had passed out or started feeling really dizzy just from a bit of smoke inhalation.  All of us were getting a thorough examination at the hospital before anything else happened.

Himeko just continued with her web of lies.  “The coating’s main purpose is to reduce air resistance, making her frictionless as she runs.  Mamoru-san’s seeing how it affects both her performance and how removing such an obstacle impacts her training, whether removing resistance like that means she improves faster, slower, or just the same.”

“Uh huh,” the policeman said, caught somewhere between skepticism and curiosity.

“Well, the coating also protects from extreme heat.  At least briefly,” Himeko explained.  “He once demonstrated it to us by holding his hand over a Bunsen Burner for about ten seconds so we knew it worked.  You don’t want to try it for much longer then that but for a brief exposure you’ll be fine.”

I gave in and looked at Eiko, no longer able to hold myself back.  I had to know what she made of this ridiculous tale.  I needn’t have worried about anyone realizing, the police were starting to get fascinated by Himeko’s story, as were the other students.  Meanwhile Eiko was agog at the ludicrous explanation her friend was making up but everyone else was watching Himeko too closely to realize.

“Well,” Himeko continued, “while we were checking up on Mamoru-san in the school lab I received a text about a suspicious man on school grounds.  I grabbed Mamoru-san as an extra witness just in case, and he brought along a spray bottle of the coating when we left.  At the time he was annoyed to be pulled away for what he thought was a false alarm and he figured he may as well try and do a few tests while we were all in the area.”

“And it was a miracle that he did!  When we arrived at the archery range and found it ablaze we were shocked and panicked, especially after we discovered the door was chained shut and there were probably Archery Club members inside!  Eventually we realized that we could coat ourselves, hold our breath, and then try running through the flames.”

“Thankfully, it worked.  We were able to go through the blaze and we managed to find the Archery Club members gathered near the door.  They were weak and we were afraid they were dying so we sprayed the club members down and then carried them back through the flame before the spray wore off.”

“Then I spotted a strange man with two fuel cannisters that matched the description of the earlier text.  I’m not sure if he stayed to watch or he was overcome by the fumes but I assumed he must have been the arsonist since he was not someone who belonged on school grounds.  I took steps to neutralize the threat and then we all waited for the police and ambulances to come.”

I think everyone there shook themselves a bit after she finished, they’d all been spellbound by Himeko’s story.  (Or just perversely fascinated in Eiko and I’s case).

Another member of the police finally asked.  “And… what is this coating?  What’s its chemistry and why don’t fire departments use it then?”

Himeko made a thoughtful face.  “I’m not sure,” she said innocently, “I think Mamoru-san said something about it not lasting long enough.  You’d have to ask him though, he’s the scientist here.”

Thanks a lot Himeko!  I thought angrily as all eyes turned to me.  The police couldn’t help but guess who I was as every other student in the area pointed me out with their gazes.

Fortunately, I’d done my homework for this unexpected pop quiz.  I sighed and closed my eyes, focusing inward.  After a few seconds I reported “The chemical formula is H3C8- “

I was pulling up stats and figures that I’d implanted into my brain to breeze through the Japanese education system, some of the unlikely but possible answers I’d have needed for my tests.  Stuff like this rarely came up, but it happened often enough I made a habit of including it when I took a mental photograph of my room for the tests.  This particular factoid was related to important and common chemical formulas and atomic structures.  Don’t get me wrong, I had to make one small alteration on the fly and that wasn’t the easiest thing to do under pressure.  But compared to coming up with a story like Himeko’s?  Piece of cake.

“-Si8.”  I finished.  I then shrugged.  “In reality it’s basically specially prepared petroleum jelly that’s been stabilized and refined with a little silicon and a few other trace elements.”

I could see at least one policeman and several students quietly flicking through their phones, just like I’d hoped they’d do.  If you just glanced at the chemical formula, read a capsule summary, and didn’t think about it too much then it really looked like a possibility.  Even if you did dig a little bit further the discrepancies could hopefully be explained by whatever I’d done for my particular version, that my work had made it possible.  In reality it wouldn’t quite work like that, the flames would have been too hot, you couldn’t have aerosolized it, and it couldn’t just be kept around indefinitely like Himeko had described.  But it came close enough to provide a non-supernatural explanation.

“What, really?” one of the other policemen asked.

“I wasn’t trying to reinvent the wheel,” I said, hoping my mild blush would be attributed to embarrassment that it wasn’t something more spectacular rather than embarrassment that I was telling this ridiculous story to a policeman.  “This formula was a little slicker and I could apply it with a spray rather then as an oil.”

“So why doesn’t the fire department use it?”

“I believe it evaporates quickly,” Himeko said smoothly.  Not like she was trying to cover for me, like she was trying to make sure I was on topic.

“Well, not that quickly,” I said nervously as I accidentally stayed as close to the truth as possible.  “Still, I wouldn’t want to try counting on it to last long enough.  Especially when you include the time needed to apply it…” I realized I was rambling a little in my nerves.  “Sorry.”

“That would match some of the burn patterns,” one of the doctors treating us noted.  “We’re seeing a lot of scattered burns and small bits of damage.  A spray being applied where some bits were thin or got missed would explain a few things.”

As an example, he gently lifted up Himeko’s hair.  Most of the edges were frayed and burnt off, with some scattered patches extending a bit further up.  Some of her hair finished crumbling to ash just from his little touch.

I winced at the sight.  “Sorry,” I said apologetically.  In reality the ‘fireproof’ spell had problems with hair, not always treating long hair as part of the body.  There was no problem if you were just walking slowly, or had tied your hair down.  It was still sort of a part of the body and it was close enough to the rest of the spell’s coverage that ‘fireproof’ would protect it.  But if you had long hair and ran, causing your hair to trail behind you, then the protection became more spotty and erratic.

Himeko’s hair would probably have been even worse if she hadn’t been using a fireman’s carry, accidentally pinning her hair in close on the return trips and adding a second ‘fireproof’ spell over the vulnerable areas.  I wonder what would happen to someone with ridiculously long nails? I wondered, the thought randomly occurring to me as I contemplated the flaws in the spell.  Not just regularly long nails, but someone with Ripley’s or Guinness level talons.

“Mamoru-san,” Himeko said, giving me a level look, “don’t worry about it.  I’d have gladly suffered the loss of all my hair forever if it meant the saving the Archery Club.”

“The kids from inside the building are much worse,” the doctor continued.  “But that makes sense if they tried applying the spray in a hurry before trying to carry them out.”

Or if they just suffered a number of random burns and injuries before we got to them, I noted, being careful to try and keep a straight face.  My guess was they’d actually been hurt by sparks or getting too close to the flames before we’d even arrived.

But I wasn’t going to say that, especially when the police around us started nodding thoughtfully.  Himeko and I had just given them an explanation, one that all of them could put in a report and not be laughed out of the building for believing.  It wasn’t neat and it wasn’t sensible, but it was believable and that was good enough for them under the circumstances.

I could barely believe they were buying it.  It was all I could do to keep an incredulous expression off of my face as the doctors and policemen exchanged a few examples and stories of how similar things had worked sort of like that under different circumstances.  Tales of how people dipping themselves in water or using wet blankets had managed to get out of burning buildings without being burnt to a crisp.  And that this was obviously just another example of the same idea.

The part of me that worshipped Aoth wanted to leap up on my chair, scream “no you fools, that’s not it!” and deliver a pointed lecture on the subject.  The rest of me, which was shocked, drained, and a nervous wreck after the events of the last hour or so, was too tired to be bothered.  That part won, and it was content to let Himeko continue on with her innocent little asides as she guided the authorities to the conclusions she wanted while the doctors continued to check us over.

***

“So-o-o-o,” Eiko said slowly another two hours later, “are you ready for Golden Week yet?”

I let out a startled laugh, quickly muffling it with my hands as we were still sitting in the hospital hallway.  That had come out of nowhere and provided a much needed note of levity in the situation.  Our fellow students (well, technically my fellow students unless you really wanted to stretch it.  Eiko not being a student at our school had been another suspicious point in the eyes of the police.) had all either been released already or transferred to another department for closer observation.  Apart from the Archery Club, who were out of immediate danger but getting a much more thorough treatment, most of the other students had been fine but the doctors had still wanted a better look at two of them.  There’d been some nasty chemicals in that accelerant and it had looked like they might have been having a reaction.

Himeko, Eiko, and I however were being held a little longer due to the special interest the police had in us.  They were being extremely polite about it, especially since Himeko had provided them with a reasonably logical explanation, but they weren’t quite willing to let us go yet.  Nothing like beating up criminals on three separate occasions in the last year to make the police a little suspicious, I thought with a mental sigh.  It was the sort of thing that made police make absolutely sure they knew what they were doing before they let you go.  They were having a talk with Himeko by herself right then, leaving Eiko and I alone in the hallway.

So Eiko’s question, coming out of the blue like that, was a great release of tension.

“Oh gods yes!” I answered after a moment, “I am just about dying to get to golden week after today!”  If I could have skipped the remaining week of school between now and then you’d better have believed I would have done so!

“Yeah, you don’t get much more ‘I need a vacation’ than today.  Are you going to be doing anything special?” Eiko asked.  She sounded mildly curious, like we were waiting on a corner for a friend instead of… everything.

 “Come on Eiko, it’s me,” I answered with a smirk, “my special plans involve more gold collection and lab work.”

“You’re not doing anything special?” Eiko asked again, sounding mildly surprised.

“Well, I’ll probably visit a few of my relatives,” I admitted.  “Do a few quick trips to check in on them while I have the time.  Make sure Saori and Reiji are alright, check on Grandma Kanoko and her garden, that sort of thing.”

Before she could pity me too much I turned it around and asked.  “Why?  Are you?”

“Heh, probably not,” Eiko confessed.  “We’re too busy serving the Meiko family, we don’t usually make any exceptions for Golden Week.”

“Not even you by yourself?” I asked, a little curious now that she’d brought it up.  “I thought most high schools did their senior year trip around this time?”

“Usually, yeah.”  Eiko agreed.  “But for some reason they’re doing it a little different this year.”

“Oh, you too?  Yeah, we’re doing our trip around the start of June.  I figured that made sense though, we’re going to Hokkaido.”

Eiko, who’d been slumping a little due to boredom, suddenly sat straight upright.  “You’re going to Hokkaido?” she asked, a little anger creeping into her tone.

“Yeah,” I said slowly, not knowing what was going on.

“In early June.  In the Kushiro area.”

“Yeah… wait, how’d you know that?”

“Himeko!” Eiko hissed angrily, looking down the hallway in the direction of the room the Meiko heiress had gone into.

“She told you?” I asked in confusion.

“That rat, she’s set this up!”

“Set what up?” I asked, totally lost.

Eiko turned back to me, an annoyed look in her eyes.  “Our school is also taking our senior year trip the first week of June.  And we’re also going to Hokkaido for some reason.  Take a wild guess where we’re going.  Go on, take it.”

“Himeko,” I groaned, caught between exhaustion and disgust at the idea.

“She’s up to something,” Eiko said darkly.

“Like what?”

“The mind boggles.”

I thought about that for a second.  Never before had that statement been more correct, my mind really did boggle at the thought.  Why on Earth was Himeko trying to get two separate schools to take their senior year trips at the same time and the same place?  At least someplace unconventional like Hokkaido.  If it had just been a more typical location, even an exotic or overseas one, I’d have just chalked it up to a high-handed attempt to go on the trip with her friend.  But Hokkaido… what was Himeko up to?

“I hate it when she does this,” Eiko noted, both angry and pensive.  “You can ask her all you want but she’ll never tell you.  Even if you try to blackmail it out of her she’ll lie to you or give you a half truth.”

Blackmail it out of her?  I glanced at Eiko incredulously.  “I take it this has happened before?” I asked cautiously.

“Oh yes,” Eiko said, her words packed with a lot of feeling.  She did not elaborate thought.

“Do we talk to her about it?” I asked cautiously.

“Don’t bother.  I’ll do some digging on my end, see if anyone has a clue what’s up.  She has to have used at least a few of the staff to have helped her out on this, she won’t have told them what she was doing but I’ll see what happens when we bring all the hints together.”

I paused for a few moments but in the end I gave in and asked the obvious.  “Are you sure we shouldn’t just ask her?”

“Positive,” Eiko replied with a grim but unshakable certainty.  “On the off chance this is some sort of surprise for us she’ll just be disappointed and then try to come up with something even better.”

Oh fuck, I thought, briefly imagining Himeko exerting herself in an effort to make up for her ruined surprise.  Secretly manipulating two schools into the same sort of trip for her own purposes was already bad enough, the idea of how far she’d go to make up for that not working was scary!

We fell into a less comfortable silence for another minute.

“Himeko’s sure been in there a while,” I noted awkwardly.

Eiko shrugged.  “She’s the Meiko family heiress and your Student Council President,” she said with only a trace of irritation, “it makes sense they’re going to take a while with her.”

“Think they’ll question us?” I asked nervously.

“Hah!  I doubt it.  Once Himeko’s done giving them the runaround and tying them in knots they’ll have no reason to ask us anything else.  She’ll be calm, helpful… and also calmly and helpfully remind them about all the resources the Meiko family can bring to bear if they piss her off.  They’ve got our basic statements, they’re not going to bother us about anything they’re not absolutely sure they have to ask.”

“Oof,” I noted with a wince.  I wasn’t exactly disappointed at that; I was perfectly happy not to have to lie to the police any more then I already had!  But I still felt more than a twinge of sympathy towards them.  I still respected the police and ‘out of your weight class’ along with ‘above your pay grade’ were descriptions that pretty much defined their interactions with Himeko.  I doubted any of the officers involved had any inkling of what they were going to face when they’d started their shifts today.

“She’ll be careful to give them everything they need,” Eiko reassured me.  “Himeko’s too smart and nice to stonewall them just because she can.  But that’ll be everything she thinks they need, and not a word of information she doesn’t want to give.  Heck, at this point I wouldn’t be surprised if she’s holding them back for her to lecture!  You know how she felt about the whole saboteur issue.”

I thought about that for a moment.  “That’s a good point,” I admitted, “I doubt she’d bother with random patrolmen but if there’s anyone in there that worked on the case before…” I wouldn’t want to be in their shoes, I finished mentally.  After complaining and warning them for the last two months that this wasn’t over students had nearly been killed by the saboteur they’d wanted to brush off, Himeko was probably boiling over on the inside.

“I wonder if that’s why her dad’s not here yet?” Eiko noted absently.  I looked at her quizzically and she elaborated.  “I’m sure he knows, even if everyone else suffered brain damage and didn’t report to him I made sure to send out a quick text when we were sent to the hospital.  So it’s a little surprising he’s not already here and backing her up, or at least sent some of the staff here to drive home her position.  But if he realizes he fucked up he might be stalling a little and too ashamed to face her in public.”

“How did he mess up?” I asked in confusion.

Eiko smirked wryly.  “Himeko’s parents have been refusing to let her use the Meiko name and power on this investigation,” she reported.  “They didn’t think there was much else the police could do besides admit there wasn’t anything they could do and keep the case open.”

“To be fair,” I said reluctantly, seeking balance as always, “they were probably right.”

“Probably,” Eiko agreed.  “It’s not like it would have made sense to have police officers patrolling the school every hour of the day.  But it was the principle of the thing for Himeko.  Especially since her parents were trying to tell her it wasn’t worth it, that they’d be spending political capital for no good reason.  Plus, I think they were trying to convince her so she’d stop patrolling the school and putting herself in danger.”

“And then today happened,” I noted with the tiniest smirk of my own, keen to show I was following along.

“And then today happened,” Eiko agreed.  “Honestly, I’m not sure what they’re going to think now.  Even at their coldest and most calculating they’d have to admit several potential student fatalities while Himeko was head of the Student Council would not be a good thing, that she was failing her Meiko responsibilities.  And since they’re not actually that heartless-”

Eiko cut herself off and looked to the side.  “Speak of the devil,” she noted blandly.

I glanced in the same direction and was almost bowled over by Mr. Kobayashi and Mr. Meiko sweeping in.  “Eiko-san!” Himeko’s father said urgently.  “Himeko!  Is she…?”

“She’s alright Meiko-sama,” Eiko said more politely, giving Himeko’s father a seated bow.  “She’s just talking with the police right now, trying to clear up any questions they might have.”

Eiko’s father was more reserved, doing an amazing job of keeping his expression controlled as he looked over Eiko.  But even through such iron discipline I thought I could still feel a thread of both worry and pride as he looked at his own daughter.

Right at that moment Himeko walked out of the room she’d been in, one of the police holding the door open for her.  I suspected they’d wrapped things up as quickly as possible once they’d realized her father had entered the building.

“Himeko!” Mr. Meiko cried out, heading straight to his daughter.

“Father,” Himeko said, giving him an impeccable bow.

“Never mind that!” Mr. Meiko said, shocking everyone there by embracing his daughter in public.  “Are you alright?  I heard you ran into a fire!  They said the burns weren’t serious but- but- “

Even Himeko was notably taken aback by her father’s public display.  Her expression was adorably stunned and she just stood there for a few seconds before she hugged him back.

“He was that worried?” Eiko noted softly in surprise from right next to me.

“With respect daughter,” her father murmured back quietly, “while we trust both of your capabilities in regards to people, elemental forces like fire are another story.  They care naught for your skill, status, or connections, they collapse and overpower even the mightiest creations of man in their savagery.”

Fair, I thought absently.  Maybe a little overly poetic, but totally true.  Even I as a mage had to admit that.  We could do a slightly better job of holding back, avoiding, and controlling nature then science currently could.  But at the end of the day, we would fall to the natural world’s fury.  Those who forgot that only hastened that inevitability.

“It’s alright father,” Himeko said finally, gently separating from him.  “My hair’s a little bit ragged but that’s the worst I suffered.  I’m fine.”

“Thank God!” Mr. Meiko said with a huge sigh of relief.  Finally satisfied his little girl was alright he straightened back up and put on a much more composed and haughty mien.  I fought down a small grin as I watched it happen, it looked like he was trying to overcompensate for his previous lapse.

“We will discuss this further at home daughter,” he said in a much stiffer manner.  He glanced at the police trying to stay unobtrusive in the background.  “I trust that there’s no problem with that?” he said, the statement half a question and half a threat.

“No Meiko-sama,” one of them answered, not doing a good job of hiding the way he was suddenly sweating.  “They are all free to go.”

Mr. Meiko nodded graciously at the police and then turned back to his daughter.  “Come along.  We brought the limo today so we’ll all fit in easily.”

Eiko sighed in relief and stood up too, quickly falling in with her father behind the Meikos as they turned to leave.  They got about ten steps away when Himeko suddenly stopped and spun around.  “Wait a moment,” she asked, looking back at me still sitting there, “what about Mamoru?”

Mr. Meiko looked a little uncomfortable and conflicted.  “I’m sure his own parents have already been contacted,” he said uncertainly.  “They’re probably on their way right now.  If we take him we’re only going to cause them confusion and worry when he’s not here.”

One of the policemen coughed awkwardly.  “Actually, Matsuda-san,” he said, keeping a straight face even though his stiff posture clearly screamed he wished he were anywhere but there.  “We already attempted to contact your parents.  I’m afraid they’re… unavailable.”

I thought about that for a moment.  Some of the possibilities were pretty unpleasant.  “Unavailable how?” I asked carefully.

“They were… busy,” the policeman continued, obviously trying to be gentle about it.

I groaned out loud.  “Please tell me you didn’t inform them I ran into a fire to save some people?”

“No…” the policeman answered sympathetically.  His eyes twitched in all directions, clearly unhappy to be talking about this at all, let alone in public.  “We… were able to tell them that you’d been taken to the hospital after a fire at the school and were being checked over as a precaution.  At that point, both times, they politely but quickly brushed us off and hung up.  Apparently they were involved with very important meetings.”

I carefully controlled my face, struggling not to grin or smirk at that way of describing it.  Important meetings, uh huh.  In reality they were almost certainly at the bar schmoozing with their superiors.  They were working late this close to Golden Week and there were certain formalities to be maintained, they weren’t going to let something as trivial as a fire at their kid’s school get in the way of that.

“Don’t worry about it,” I told the policeman gently, trying to reduce his embarrassment.  It wasn’t as bad as I’d feared it was.

“We can try again, perhaps there is a break now?” he suggested quickly.

“NO!” I said with a shocking degree of feeling.  Everyone stared at me and I took a deep breath before explaining in a calmer voice.  “I doubt you’d get through.  And even if you did, they’d only come to fetch me if they could make an excuse that their kid had been acting the hero.  I assume we all want to keep this a bit lower key, it’s best not to talk to them.”

“Nani?!” Mr. Meiko let out in spite of himself.  The whole group from the Meiko family estate was looking at me incredulously.

“It’s alright,” I continued, politely pretending Himeko’s father hadn’t slipped a little.  “I’m fine, I can make my own way back.”

“With respect Matsuda-san,” the policeman said, obviously not liking the awkward situation he’d found himself in.  “You were taken to the hospital after inhaling a lot of chemical fumes.  Neither the police nor the doctors here feel really comfortable having you wandering the streets by yourself.  It is always possible you’re not as well as you think you are or might have a delayed reaction.  We can give you a ride home if necessary, but you should have someone to monitor you.”

I repressed a sigh.  If you didn’t know about the spell that had allowed me to breath normally that was a pretty good point.  And they didn’t, I really couldn’t argue against their request without sounding suicidally arrogant.

“Well,” I said thoughtfully, “I guess we could call my Uncle Kanoko, he should be available by now.  It might be easier and quicker to call my Grandfather Matsuda though, we could probably manage a cab a lot better than Uncle Kanoko could get across the city at this point.”  I thought about it for a few moments, I didn’t want to put my uncle out… but it was Friday night so it wouldn’t be as big a disruption as normal…

“Oh for heavens sake Mamoru,” Himeko tossed in, red in the face from secondhand embarrassment.  “We’ll take you home at least!  Won’t we father?”

She’d tossed that last question out as a challenge but it looked like she needn’t have bothered.  “Of course,” Mr. Meiko said angrily, but it was obvious that anger wasn’t directed at me.  “We would be honored to.  Matsuda-san?”

“Oh!” I was honestly surprised they were willing after all that.  Don’t ask me why I was surprised, it wasn’t a big stretch under the circumstances, but for some reason I hadn’t really thought they’d do so until that moment.  “I guess that would be alright,” I said dumbly.  I then turned back to the policeman “I’ll call one of my relatives and ask them to check in on my periodically.  That should be good enough, right?”

The policeman nodded gratefully, obviously eager to get out of this situation.  “That will be adequate.  Make sure they check on you until at least tomorrow, okay?  And call for an ambulance immediately if anything is wrong!”

“Understood,” I said, getting up and then bowing deeply to the poor man before hurrying over towards the group from the Meiko estate.

Mr. Meiko looked like he wanted to say something, he’d repressed it but there was more then a hint of incredulity still in his eyes.  But he kept silent and the group of us made our way outside.

It was obvious where we were going, there was a limousine parked as close to the hospital as it was legally possible.

Himeko looked mildly disapproving.  Not that the cars she usually rode around in were much subtler, but they still weren’t limousine level.  “Why the limousine father?” she asked.

Mr. Meiko gave his daughter a subdued look.  “I was impressing a supplier today,” he replied blandly, “and Kobayashi-san was already with me.  We weren’t about to return to the estate and look for something smaller after we were told you two were in the hospital.”

In other words, I thought with a mental smirk, they acted like concerned parents should and rushed to the hospital as soon as they heard their babies were hurt.  Not even Himeko was going to complain about that.

“Oh,” Himeko replied with equally studied blandness.  As we entered the car she noted “Mamoru, don’t you have someone to call?”

Damn it, Himeko!  I though, being careful to keep all trace of that feeling off my face.  I’d hoped to avoid actually doing that, both out of embarrassment and to avoid inconveniencing (and worrying) my family.  Unfortunately, whether Himeko was worried I actually needed monitoring, or she was just trying to distract everyone from her and her father’s embarrassment, I was out of options.

“Of course,” I said, less than fully convincingly, before pulling out my cellphone.  After a moment of consideration, I called the Kanokos while we all piled into the backseat of a limousine.

For better or worse, it was picked up on the third ring.  “Hello, you’ve reached the Kanoko residence,” my aunt answered cautiously.

“Hello Aunty,” I said respectfully.  “I hope I haven’t called at a bad time.”

“Mamoru!  No, not at all.  I was just finishing the dishes after dinner.  I was just surprised someone was calling us this late, we weren’t expecting anyone”

I glanced at the time, it was getting on to eight pm.  “Sorry about that Aunty Hina-san, I’m afraid I have an odd request.”

“What is it?”

“Could you or one of the other family members call and check in on me a few times tonight?”  I asked, wincing at how that sounded now that I’d said it out loud.  “Just a few times, about once an hour.  Once we reach midnight that should be good enough.”

“Why?” Aunt Hina asked, her voice sharpening in the suspicious way only a mother’s could.  She’d raised three kids and the first had only just graduated, this tripped all her instincts.

Hoo boy, how do I explain this one?  “Well,” I said slowly, “I’ve just come back from the doctors and they’re being extra cautious.  They want someone to check on me once in a while to make sure I’m not having an adverse reaction.  And, as I’m sure you’ve already guessed, neither of my parents are home tonight.”

“And why are the doctors afraid you’ll have an adverse reaction?” Aunt Himeko asked, refusing to be distracted by the usual subject of my parents uncaring absence.

As tempting as it was, I wasn’t going to try and make her drag every detail out of me.  I jumped ahead a few steps and hoped that would be enough.  “I’m afraid there was a fire at our school today,” I explained, “I wasn’t hurt, but I was close enough that I inhaled a few fumes and they were a little worried.  It should be fine, but you know they want to be extra cautious when there’s a bunch of school kids involved, even if we are almost university students by now.”

“A fire?  Oh no, how horrible!  And there were fumes involve- wait a moment,” Aunt Hina’s voice sharpened even further.  “Mamoru-san, this wasn’t a fire in your lab, was it?”

“No!  It was halfway across the school grounds and- shit.  One moment Aunt Hina.”

I turned towards the people in the car, putting my hand over the phone.  “Can you- I mean, could you possibly drop me off at the school instead?”  I asked Mr. Meiko.  I belatedly realized the car was extremely quiet, and at this range they’d probably been able to make out both sides of the conversation.

Mr. Meiko managed to keep from staring at me, but only barely.  “We are going to our estate first to drop off the girls,” he said blandly.  “It shouldn’t be a problem though.  May I ask why?”

“I suddenly realized I left those chemical reactions going in the lab,” I admitted with a touch of embarrassment and self-disgust.  “I’ve got to remember to clean up and take care of that.”

“Mamoru, it’s late at night and you’ve been through a lot today!  You don’t have to do that!” Himeko protested feelingly.

Hypocrite, I thought, trying not to get annoyed at the circumstances.  If Himeko had done something similar she’d have gone straight to do it and roasted us for trying to talk her out of it.

Out loud all I said was.  “I’m responsible for the lab and maintaining it properly, this is my fault and my duty.  Besides, weren’t you the one just getting at me for taking chances with school equipment?”

“Yes but- wait a second, this stuff isn’t going to explode right?”

I snorted in spite of myself.  “Hardly, I wouldn’t have left it in the first place if that could happen.  Why does everyone think my experiments are going to explode today?”

Unnoticed by everyone else, Eiko just gave me a look and I abruptly remembered flying past her earlier in the week.  Ah, yes, right.  Best not to follow up on that one.  Out loud I quickly continued with “But I am worried that the tests are already ruined and if I don’t act soon the glassware is going to be as well.  I really need to get there then shut down and clean up everything properly.”

“Mamoru, you’re pushing yourself too hard!” Himeko protested.  Her father turned away and had a suspicious coughing fit at this declaration.  Himeko gave him a red-faced glare.

“This shouldn’t take too long.  If need be I can just go there from the estate and then go home regularly, I don’t want to put anyone out.”

“Nonsense,” Mr. Meiko said, coming back into the conversation, still fighting down a smile.  “We promised you a ride and we’ll deliver.  We’ll send one of the other cars to take you back to the school and have the driver wait while you clean things up, that way he can take you home afterwards and I’m pretty sure my daughter’s fears will be assuaged.”

And I’ll not dawdle on the cleanup, I realized, slightly surprised and impressed by Mr. Meiko’s tactics.  I suspect he’s had some experience handling his daughter in the same way.  “Thank you for your generosity,” I replied, bowing deeply in the car.

I then, reluctantly, returned to my phone call.  “Aunt Hina-sama?” I asked, trying to keep the embarrassment out of my voice and failing miserably.

“It sounds like you’ve had an interesting day,” my aunt noted, sounding more amused than annoyed.

“That’s… a pretty fair assessment,” I admitted slowly.

“Alright Mamoru-chan, alright,” she answered, a weary smile coming through even the phone, “we’ll play along this time.  We’ll give you a few calls, make sure you’re alright.  But you’d better answer them quickly!  If we don’t get a pickup on each and every one of them we’re calling an ambulance for you immediately!”

I winced.  “Fair Aunty-san, completely fair.”

“And remember your parents!” she emphasized, unable to keep from lecturing me under the circumstances.  She might not have been my mother but we all knew she was one of the closest things I had to a parent.  “You don’t want to turn out like them!  Listen to your friends and know when to call it quits for the day.  I’ll trust you this one time but if I hear about you rushing to your lab again late at night and it’s not in danger of burning down I’m bringing the rest of the family in for an intervention!  Understood?”

“Yes Aunty-san,” I said instantly and sincerely.

“Good.”  She then couldn’t help but chuckle a little.  “Although I have to admit, days like today only emphasize the kids were right to give you that nickname.  You’re like a stereotypical old wizard straight out of an anime, obsessing and cooking up things in your lab.”

I gave her an obviously forced laughed at her observation.  A little too on the money today Aunt Hina.  “Yes Aunty-san.”

“Alright,” she chuckled again at my discomfort, “I’ll let you go for now.  But I’ll be calling again soon.  Good-bye Mahou-Mam.”

“Goodbye Aunty-san,” I replied, quickly cutting the call after that.  As I looked back up around the car I saw everyone else studiously not looking at me, all fighting to keep straight faces despite the mixture of amusement, embarrassment, and curiosity that had provoked in all of them.  The mixture was different for each person, Eiko leaned towards amusement while Mr. Meiko obviously felt more embarrassment and discomfort, but all of them felt those emotions to some extent.

I fought the urge to sigh and just slumped even further back into my seat.  The fire was easier to deal with, I thought bitterly as I settled in to ‘enjoy’ the rest of the ride.
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I did manage to get back to the school and, as it turned out, I had an additional reason to be grateful for the Meikos’ driver.  The fire department and police were still cleaning up some of the mess on site and having the driver there to vouch for me helped get me back into the school.  After that I did a quick record of the results and then cleaned up my lab space (cheating a little with a few spells to make the work go faster) before heading home.  Sadly, that wasn’t the end of it.

Saturday was a mix of good news and bad news.  The good news: the Meiko family was helping to control the narrative.  It was a complicated situation for them but given their own (pretty minor) failures to help out, the good will they could get from a number of slightly guiltier parties (fire department, police, and local politicians), and the desire my friends and I had to keep our names out of the press, they’d worked hard to deemphasize the story.  It was still in the papers and on the news of course, there was no way to keep something like that totally quiet!  But now it was relegated to page four and all of our actions were all glossed over with the description ‘heroic students rushed into the building to help blinded and confused club members get out’.  I wondered what the Meikos had been forced to do to keep the headline from being ‘Miracle as three students rush through wall of flames to save their doomed classmates’.  I decided I probably didn’t want to know.

Himeko understood why I wasn’t keen on the idea in general, that I didn’t want to risk the fact I was a mage being discovered, but she was quietly curious why I was so against my family knowing.  She was too polite to actually ask that, in fact she was so polite that the hints she dropped were obviously meant to be ignored if I didn’t want to talk.  But they were definitely there, so much so that I honestly thought about telling her.

Part of it was not worrying my relatives.  I already gave them enough cause for concern.  If they found out that I’d run into a burning building, twice, through a wall of flames while supposedly trusting a chemical spray to keep me safe… that would cause some issues.  They’d be proud! Don’t get me wrong, they’d be extremely proud of me for risking my life to save people and standing up when it counted.  But they’d also worry even more about my mindset, habits, and friends when they found out.  There was a fine line between bravery and suicidal insanity, running through a wall of flames instead of finding another way would invite some discussion.

Which would be even harder because my parents would not have been interested in having that discussion.  They would simply have moved the factoid into the ‘handy things to use’ category, milking the fact their son had acted as a hero for a week or two and then bringing it up whenever it was useful to them.  Most likely when meeting their superiors or clients, having the ability to say “I’m also a parent who raised a son that can run into burning buildings to rescue people” was too good a card for them not to play.  At the very least, it would have helped people remember them.

All in all, I considered underreporting my involvement to my family a good thing.

The bad news: while things had been swept under the rug in terms of my relatives and the general public, our classmates still knew what we’d done.

It wasn’t a shock that they knew.  There’d been plenty of witnesses and we hadn’t been the only ones taken to the hospital for a quick checkup.  Not to mention the blackened remains of the archery range or the fact that most of the Archery Club was in the hospital for a few days, it was a bit difficult to miss all that!  But I was still surprised by how quickly the story spread.  I was especially surprised when Inoue Sakura came to the apartment door on Saturday to ‘check up on me’, going so far as to bring a small basket of fruits with her.

Needless to say, I pretended not to be home and quietly hid in my room until she went away.  My parents were still at work so I managed to get away with it.

And if it really had been Golden Week that might have been the end of it.  Well, mostly the end of it, there was no way there wouldn’t have been some comment when we returned from vacation.  But it would have been a lot quicker and in passing if that had been the case.  Unfortunately, there was still one week to go.  So, I ended up burning a lot of mana powering the ‘don’t notice me’ talisman as the rumors spread (appropriately) like wildfire.  It was ridiculous, the number of people who casually wandered into our classroom during lunch to talk to their friend/club member/deliver a message, all of whom ‘just happened’ to wonder where I was so they could gawk… it would have been funny if I hadn’t hated it so much.

(If I heard the word ‘ninja’ used to describe me one more time…)

Of course, my situation couldn’t hold a candle to Himeko’s.  She was the Student Council President, practically the school’s idol, a beautiful heiress, and now a heroine to boot!  Heck, given how popular she normally was she’d probably have had almost as many people looking in on her just for her hairstyle change.  She looked just a great as ever but the hairstylists had been forced to chop off about ten centimeters of her mane to create an even hairdo after all the fire damage.  It now stopped just below her shoulder blades instead of extending to the middle of her back.

In fact, I’d say at least half of those gawkers had really come up for another look at Himeko and I’d just provided a more convenient excuse.  It was a lot easier to say ‘I never think about Matsuda Mamoru and I wanted a look at him after he did something so brave’ than ‘I wanted to sneak a few more adoring peeks at Meiko Himeko’.

Himeko rode the surge, surfing the wave of interest and attention like the expert social athlete she was.  She wasn’t keen on the idea, a few key turns of phrase and facial expressions suggested she saw the whole thing as a necessary chore, but she did it.  She reassured the student body, cemented her popularity, and used the whole situation to deal a severe blow to Inoue Sakura’s credibility.

(Inoue had been quietly trying to chip away at Himeko’s authority, insinuating that Himeko only used her money and position to appear so powerful and effective rather than actually being as impressive as most people thought she was.  Inoue was in full retreat now, it was kind of hard to ask “what has Meiko Himeko actually done since becoming Student Council President?” when the answer was “ran into a burning building to rescue students.”)

Himeko didn’t have the ability to dodge all the gawkers like I did, and I was probably accidentally pushing a few extra ones onto her already overloaded plate with my ability to vanish into the background.  I’m sorry to say I didn’t think anything of that, I simply assumed she’d handle it with her usual grace and experience.  It wasn’t until after the school day was done that I got a reality check…

***

I was nearly ready to go home when Himeko showed up at the lab.  She came in as I was starting to clean up, knocking on the door while opening it and giving me a polite greeting to make sure I knew she was there.  I quickly finished cleaning out a beaker before turning to greet her.

It had been a good day, research wise at least.  I’d buried myself in the work and I’d made some progress on transdimensional transmission of mana.  Granted, that progress was mostly that the mana transmitter was no longer blowing up.  But it still counted and I was pleased, now that the transmitter was trying to transmit and staying in one piece I was starting to get an idea of what was going wrong.  Only starting mind you, but it was a good, solid base to work from.  I had the ability to send a signal, I simply had to refine it until I figured out what worked.

All that satisfaction vanished when I saw the look on Himeko’s face.

“Himeko, what’s wrong?” I asked urgently, rushing over to her.  She looked so quietly sad and tired it was almost panic inducing.

She looked startled for a moment and then she forced a rueful smile.  “Slipped, didn’t I?” she said, trying to play it off.  She sighed in a blatantly overdramatic fashion to try and minimize the damage.  “I’m getting too used to you and thinking of the lab as a safe space.”

I wasn’t buying it.  And if I wasn’t buying it then it was really bad.  I knew Himeko better than most but that was a long way from having a good read on her soul.  She was either slipping badly or she was so full of emotion that it was leaking enough for me to notice.  Neither option was a good sign.

“Hime, please,” I spoke awkwardly, not quite sure how to say what I wanted to.  “I’m not a great friend but I am your friend.  I want to help if I can.  And if I can’t help, I’ll trust your judgement on that,” asking for my help in a social crisis would be like trying to put out a fire with gasoline, “but I want to know that’s really what’s going on.  I’d rather know the truth than think you’re trying to tough something out instead of asking for help.”

Himeko gave me a still tired but slightly more honest smile.  “You called me Hime,” she noted.

I blushed slightly as I realized she was right.  “Sorry.”

“Don’t be,” she replied softly, “I don’t mind it once in a while from my real friends, it’s kind of nice.  It’s just all the others hurling it about so casually, usually as some sort of status symbol- “ she cut herself off with a sigh.

We were silent for a few more moments.

“I’m really going to miss this,” she said finally.

“What?  Wait, what?  What’s wrong Himeko?” I asked a lot more urgently, dark possibilities filling my head.

Himeko laughed at me, tiredly but honestly.  “Not like that you idiot!” she said good naturedly.  “I just meant that I won’t be able to visit you so often anymore.  Now that the saboteur’s gone I don’t have any good excuses to dodge my school friends and I can’t just slip in here everyday anymore.  I didn’t realize how much I appreciated that until today.”

I was taken aback, partially because I knew exactly what she was talking about.  “I know what you mean,” I admitted.  “I got so used to seeing you and Eiko each day, even if it was only for a few minutes, that I stopped realizing how unusual that was.  It didn’t occur to me that no longer applied until now.  I’m… going to miss it.”

I hated admitting that, it was one small step away from admitting I was grateful to the saboteur for the opportunity he’d provided.  But, looking back upon it, it was true.  Over the last few months I’d quietly managed to get a bit closer and more comfortable with my friends thanks to their regular visits.  For all that she claimed she wanted to avoid Eiko, her oldest friend usually managed to track her down before Himeko went home.  And while the two were patrolling the school Himeko and Eiko had gotten into the habit of swinging by my lab where we’d all exchanged a few words.  It wasn’t anything major, they couldn’t have a major rest in the lab without slacking on the patrol or risking someone noticing, not on a regular basis.  But it had become a pleasant and casual couple of minutes in everyone’s day.

And now it was over.

“And that’s part of the reason,” Himeko explained, still sounding a little bit tired.  “There’s just been a bunch of things hitting me today and then realizing that on top of everything else…” she shook her head.  “Well, it really hit me at the wrong time and wore me out.”

“Well, I can still spare a few minutes for listening,” I then frowned.  “Or do you have to move quickly today as well?”

“Today I can stay for a while,” Himeko told me with a quirk of a smile.  “Officially I’m here to make sure you’re okay after the fire, that you’re not traumatized and in need of help.”

“Really?” I asked her skeptically.  I appreciated the thought but…

“Oh yes,” she said giving me a jaundiced look.  “It was either that or let Inoue Sakura come after you again, she’d try to get you to open up after recent traumatic events and discuss your true feelings.   She was very enthusiastic about providing a willing… ear.”

I physically recoiled from the mere suggestion of that.

“Dealing with her was another one of those things that wore me out,” Himeko confessed.  “Don’t get me wrong Mamoru, I’m glad for the excuse to see you but a ten-minute verbal fencing match with her on top of everything else today really did me in.  I was just about ready to start slapping the little bitch for all her innuendos.  She’s lost a lot of ground and was all too ready to start making it up by coming here and offering you some casual ‘therapy’.  All while laying the groundwork to accuse me of doing the same thing if I was the one to offer you help or accusing me of neglecting you if I wasn’t.”

I opened my mouth but nothing came out, I had no idea what I could even say to that.

Himeko smirked playfully.  “Don’t get any ideas Mamoru,” her tone clearly saying she didn’t take the thought seriously.  “I pulled the teeth of anything she could do before I even came here.  Not even the first years are going to try starting rumors like that up again.”

A horny and stupid part of me was a little disappointed in that, and just a touch incensed that Himeko seemed to take the possibility I might have any thoughts in that direct so lightly.  Thankfully, the vast majority of me was so grateful and relieved it was able to squash the darker parts down without too much difficulty.  Seriously, get a grip, I told myself irritably.  She doesn’t mean anything by it.  And what little she does mean is all good.  Some days I could have wished my friends were just a little less attractive though.

Himeko must have misinterpreted my expression.  Or at least the reasons behind it.  “You are okay, right Mamoru?” she asked a little more urgently.  “You seemed to be earlier, but if I’ve just been whining about my problems all this time- “

“It’s fine,” I interrupted her before she could work her way up to a full-blown guilt attack.  I thought about it for a few more seconds and then nodded firmly.  “Yeah, it’s fine.  I’m almost surprised how good I am to be honest, I suppose it helps that I have magic.”

“That’s what I figured,” Himeko said with a sigh of relief.  “If we’d gone through something like that as normal people we probably would be a little traumatized.  The victims from the Archery Club are likely to need at least a little bit of counselling before this is over.”

“Who can blame them?” I said quickly, mostly because I was a little worried Himeko would blame them.  After the whole Shinji thing she was a little less likely to wave off trauma but I suspected she still had a little of the typical Japanese attitude towards mental difficulties.

“Not me!” Himeko agreed with a shake of her head.  “Being trapped in a burning building, because someone deliberately chained it shut before setting the fire, is enough to shake anyone!  There’s already some debate going on whether the Archery Club should even continue or whether it will just dissolve for this year.”

“Wow, really?”

“They no longer have anywhere to practice and over half their club is going to be fighting injuries and mental blocks,” Himeko said grimly.  “In principle I want to keep it open.  There were four members unaffected, some of the victims are probably going to bounce back and I want a space available for them to bounce back to, and I loathe the thought of letting the saboteur succeed even a little.  But that might be a challenge, and it might mean putting too much pressure on the club members.  If the Archery Club stays around they might feel obligated to stay too, even if some of them should be taking time off to recover.”

I winced.  It was easy to see both sides of that argument, even for me.  Some members had been practicing for ages, it was a part of their lives and having it torn out would be rubbing salt into already nasty wounds.  Other members were probably going to get the shakes whenever they even saw a bow or arrow, and all too many of our schoolmates would not be as understanding about it as Himeko.  “Tough call,” I said, unable to come up with anything better.

Himeko sighed tiredly.  “And that’s just one of the things I’ve had to deal with today,” she confessed.  “I can put that one off a little longer, see how all the club members have turned out and what our options are, but I’ve still had to think about it and start planning on how we’re going to handle it.  The school wants to know how fast they need to rebuild the range but this is a club matter so they’re pressing the Student Council.”

I looked at her, trying not to look too worried as I evaluated her condition.  “Do you need another broomstick ride?” I asked cautiously.  I hadn’t realized just how stressful her life had been getting, and I’d both been to dinner with Himeko and run into a burning building beside her!

Himeko chuckled.  “No,” she said with a small smile, “it’s not that bad.  Not yet.  And I think I’ve had enough excitement for a while.  But I can see why you offered.”

Himeko took another deep breath, firmed up her expression, and looked me directly in the eye.  “No, I need your help with another matter that’s been weighing on me.  I need you to summon Sensei-san.”

“Wait, what?” I blinked and did a quick double take.  “You need me to… is he- sorry, are they no longer answering your call?”

Himeko nodded.  “Sensei-san provided me with a lot of help during the crisis, letting me know where the Archery Club members were and pointing me in the direction of the saboteur.  But they’ve been silent ever since then.  I wasn’t worried at first.  I could sense they were pretty drained after the fire- “

Interesting, I noted in the privacy of my own head.  That Himeko already had that much of a sense of Sensei-san was an unexpected development.  I filed the data point away for future reference.

“- and they’re still pretty drained even now.  But it’s been a few days, I know they’re a little more recovered and I should have heard something from them.  But all I’m getting is silence.  I need to know they’re alright.”

I looked up at the ceiling and considered the issue.  “Hmm.  I’m not sure how all this will have affected Sensei-san,” I said slowly.  “The archery range was a part of the school so having that burn down has to have had some impact.  But you’re right, Sensei-san shouldn’t be so drained and distant they won’t even respond to you.  Not unless they tried something stupid like trying to rebuild the archery range themselves… and in that case it seems like they’d feel even more drained.”

“They don’t,” Himeko replied to my implied question.  “Sensei-san isn’t much recovered from Friday but they are making progress.”

I went silent for a while.

Himeko politely kept quiet to let me think.  But at the same time she kept her attention upon me, making it clear she wasn’t going to let me run away from this problem.

“This is tricky,” I admitted after a minute of solid thought.  “I don’t know that much about spirits and Sensei-san is such a new and young spirit that I don’t want to make any dumb assumptions.  But it seems like you’re right.  They should be a little more active by now, not able to do much but still able to speak to us through the magatama.  And if they’re not responding to your requests to talk to them…” I chewed my lip.

“So you’ll summon Sensei-san?”

“I guess I have to,” I hated how uncertain I sounded but I couldn’t pretend I was any other way.  “I hate the thought I might be doing the equivalent of dragging them out of bed when Sensei-san is just trying to rest up and heal but I don’t think we have a choice.  Ironically, this is kind of like how the doctors wanted my relatives to keep checking up on me back on Friday, to make sure there wasn’t some subtler damage sneaking up on me.  There’s a small but real chance that Sensei-san’s suffering a real problem of some sort.  While we’re more likely to be bothering Sensei-san when they’re alright summoning them shouldn’t do too much damage, whereas not summoning them if we need to could lead to some major harm.”

I carefully did not say I was even more worried about psychological twisting.  Sensei-san was still pretty young in some ways, and they’d already shown a vengeful streak towards those they’d considered transgressors.  While Sarutahiko Okami had set them straight in the past there was no guarantee their superior’s warning would stick.  Letting Sensei-san stew privately in the spiritual equivalent of a dark room, getting more and more vengeful and twisted, could have disastrous long-term consequences.

“Thank you, Mamoru,” Himeko carefully controlled her expression again and bowed in my direction.  “That will be a load off my mind.”

“Mine too, now that you’ve told me,” I muttered, not quite under my breath.  One of the other reasons I was going along with the idea was that I did not want to go home and sleep on this!  I’d spend all night worrying it was one of the worst-case scenarios and second guessing myself.  Better to get everything taken care of immediately.

With that in mind I went over to my bag and dug around in it, eventually pulling out an old-fashioned fountain pen.  I shook it a few times and then started writing on one of the student desks.

Himeko looked taken aback for a second but then caught on.  “Magician’s ink?” she asked carefully.

“Yes,” I said as I carefully inscribed a circle on the desktop.  Once that was done the rest was easy.  I nodded in satisfaction as the ends joined up and then started drawing in all the necessary sigils.

“I’d have preferred to paint this on the floor,” I admitted as I worked.  “Unfortunately, this is the only magician’s ink I have on me today and the lab floor uses smaller tiles.  I don’t want to risk any breaks in the circle.”

“I can kind of see that,” Himeko said thoughtfully, watching me work.  “And I don’t want to second guess you, I assume a break like that is just as stupid as having a break in an electronic circuit.  But will it really matter that much with Sensei-san?”

“Probably not,” I admitted in turn.  “But there’s no sense in taking any chances.  I’m using a… let’s call it a reasonably polite ritual to summon him.  There will be minimal compulsion and force, so little that they’ll be able to simply refuse if it’s important Sensei-san stays where they are.  But because it’s not completely aligned to Sensei-san there’s a slight risk that some other entity might notice the opening and attempt to hijack it in order to get closer to us.  A solid circle helps to anchor a border that separates the summoner and the summon-y.”

“Summon-y?” Himeko noted with a ghost of a smile.

“It’s also more cost efficient in terms of mana,” I said quickly, not wanting to dwell on my odd terminology.  I then paused as another thought struck me.  I turned directly to Himeko.  “It will be even more cost efficient and likely to work if I can borrow the magatama for this.”

Himeko looked momentarily surprised but then nodded, digging under her clothing and quickly pulling the bead off her neck.

Or, as it turned out, beads.  Sensei-san’s original mithril magatama was now joined by two others, the first in a row of three that now featured a gorgeous jade magatama in the center and what I was pretty sure was a polished hematite bead on the other side.  I shot Himeko a curious look.

The heiress shrugged.  “It seemed the easiest way to deal with a few problems.  Sensei-san’s bead looked odd by itself, especially when I was changing for PE class.  Now the jade bead attracts all the attention, the hematite bead has a tracker hidden inside it just in case the necklace ever gets stolen, and the two of them drag the mithril bead down so the necklace behaves like normal instead of hovering at odd moments.”

“Huh, clever,” I noted thoughtfully.  I never would have considered those worries until she’d brought them up but now that she had I couldn’t believe that I’d missed them.  Especially mithril’s tendency to hover or behave awkwardly, that was a concern I was intimately familiar with!

Himeko smiled while I put the magatama necklace in the center of the circle I was creating.  It was a pretty simple circle, I was only seeking the (mostly) willing manifestation of the already awake kami of the building I was literally standing in, so it only took me about five more minutes to complete.  After that I simply stepped back, let Himeko know I was beginning, and started the summoning.

Once I started my attempt I understood what Himeko had been talking about, I instantly connected with Sensei-san and managed to get a sense of them.  Sensei-san did feel tired and drained.  Not critically so, not staggering home fighting unconsciousness every step of the way tired, not like they’d probably been on Friday.  But it felt like someone who’d had a long day and they just wanted to call it quits and go home, someone who would turn down an invitation to go drinking after work or karaoke after school so they could just go back to their place and collapse in front of the television.

Which is why I was a little surprised when Sensei-san manifested on top of the desk.

I blinked a few times, startled as Sensei-san manifested.  All the more so when I realized how they were appearing, Sensei-san was sat on top of the desk in the fetal position.  And I don’t think it was just due to a lack of room, their expression… it was a dark and tired mirror of Himeko’s when she’d entered the room.

Himeko and I looked at each other worriedly.  Sensei-san didn’t say anything, they just continued to stare remorsefully at a point between us, their head barely poking over their knees.

We held a silent debate with our eyes before we finally came down on Himeko taking the lead, she was the one who was better at social stuff and she’d asked me to summon Sensei-san in the first place.  “Sensei-san?” she asked cautiously.  “Are you alright?”

“I do not know Meiko-san,” the kami answered.  Their tone was almost calm, but there was a hint of something… fearful?  Concerned?  Something in their voice that raised the hairs on the back of my neck.  “I do not know.  And that is the problem.”

“In what way Sensei-san?  Could you explain?”

“I…” our school’s spirit began.  Then they stopped, the words apparently caught in their throat.

I felt a cold trickle of sweat at the back of my neck, I did not like what I was seeing.  Most spirits were older than humans could truly comprehend.  That gave them a wealth of experience and perspective, along with stability and dependability.  A lot of times that experience and perspective wasn’t helpful to humans, they had alien viewpoints and they weren’t inclined to help us because the relative returns on investments weren’t worth it.  But Sensei-san?  Sensei-san had been awakened early and was relatively new.  They would be easier to shake, and if something had disturbed them…

“You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to,” Himeko continued, innocent of all my fears.  “But it looks like you’re having troubles, and we want to help if we can.”

“I… I do not know where to start Meiko-san.”

“Start at the beginning,” Himeko said, sounding for all the world like she was a teacher instead of a student as she pushed off all her weariness and focused on being pleasant.

Sensei-san hesitated a few moments but then their expression firmed up and when they spoke it was closer to their normal voice.

“It began on Friday, when the saboteur entered the school.  Right from the start I knew something was wrong but I didn’t know what.  I instinctively half recognized him, but since he hadn’t set foot on school grounds since I’d awakened I didn’t truly realize who he was.  The contrast was maddening, the not knowing was an itch I just couldn’t scratch so I paid close attention to him as he walked through the school.”

“It was… I’m not sure how to explain it to humans.  I was so focused on him I lost track of myself; it was like being involved in a really exciting show even though you know it’s really happening.  But even as he chained the door to the archery range shut I did not truly understand what was going on.  I know your perspective is different but even I wonder how I could not have realized.  But I didn’t comprehend what he was doing until he suddenly poured out all his accelerant in front of the archery range and then set it alight.”

“I was shocked.  I felt… it wasn’t quite pain, not then, but it was discomfort.  An odd, shocking discomfort that you knew wasn’t right.  I did not know what was happening.  That was why I cried for help.”

Sensei-san fell quiet for a few more moments and I blinked in surprise to realize they’d shouted out instinctively.  That wasn’t a good thing.  It had worked out alright because Himeko had been with us, but if she’d been in the middle of a Student Council meeting or passing by another club the results would have been disastrous.

“I… guess I realized immediately who he was then.  Or I thought I did.  But as I still didn’t really understand.  Not until the building started to burn.  Not until I felt the terror of the Archery Club.  Not until he started to run away.  I focused all my power on him, and I struck him down.”

A lightbulb went off in my head. That was why he was just lying on the ground! I realized.  Damn, I complain about the police and doctors being credulous but I simply assumed he must have either fainted or inhaled a few too many fumes from his own accelerant and then I stopped thinking about it.

“You didn’t kill him,” Himeko noted uncertainly.

“I wanted to,” Sensei-san confessed, “I tried to.  I threw everything I could into that blow, even pulling in some of the mana from Mamoru’s collector- “

Dangerous, I noted, feeling cold shivers run down my spine again.  A young spirit like Sensei-san trying to use pure mana like that directly was equivalent to a human injecting two or three shots of adrenalin directly into their body.

“-but I didn’t know how!” Sensei-san finished, their face screwing up in anguish.  “I didn’t know what I was doing.  As it was, I just barely managed to knock them out.”

“You probably did a little more then that,” I noted, answering instinctively.  I was finally startled enough to answer out loud instead of merely noting information to write down later.  “I’m guessing your blow was more diffuse.  The doctors never realized because they blamed any damage on what Himeko did and the fumes he’d inhaled.”

“It took all my power and I barely did anything,” Sensei-san repeated, looking depressed.

“Really?” Himeko looked at Sensei-san in surprise.  She then looked back at me.  “Really?  It took all Sensei-san’s power and they only managed to knock the saboteur out for a few minutes?  That’s why they’re so drained?”

I nodded.  “Remember Himeko, they’re untrained and this wasn’t Sensei-san’s… nature for lack of a better word, they had use their energies in a way they weren’t suited for.  This is like how you could knock someone out with a punch but for Shinji to do it he’d have to run up to the top of a small building, take a flying leap off it, and then body slam the guy.  It’s doable but they need to put a lot more work into it and it hurts them a lot more to do so.”

“And is that why you’re so upset?” Himeko turned back to Sensei-san and asked in a gentler voice.  “You think you failed?”

“I did fail,” Sensei-san sounded broken, like they were on the verge of tears.

“You did not fail.”

“Then why,” Sensei-san asked, finally looking directly at Himeko.  “Did I strike down the saboteur instead of saving the Archery Club?”

Himeko was visibly taken aback and I felt my face go blank as I suddenly examined everything from a new perspective.

“I could have saved them,” Sensei-san said miserably, curling up into a slightly tighter ball as they spoke.  “Matsuda-san already noted how I was working against my strengths to strike the man down.  It wouldn’t have been easy but it would have been much less work to shrug off the chains, let the Archery Club out, even gently nudge them free of the burning range.  You saw that Meiko-san, even when exhausted after going against the grain I still had enough strength to guide the holder of my magatama.  And once I’d saved the Archery Club I would still have had the strength to bar the gates, do whatever I had to do to trap the saboteur in the school.  Instead, I chose to kill.  And in doing so, I chose to kill six students.”

We were silent for a while.  What did you even say to something like that?  How did you go about convincing a kami they hadn’t just screwed up in a major way?

Finally, Himeko sighed.  “Listen Sensei-san,” she said, trying to sound certain but not quite pulling it off, “you couldn’t have known that at the time.  It’s easy to second guess yourself and say you could have done better in hindsight but it’s a lie.”

Sensei-san was silent, but they were also listening.

Himeko’s voice grew firmer.  “I know it’s trite but that doesn’t make it any less true.  You’ve had days to think about this and come up with this plan, carefully weigh and measure the chances and all with information you didn’t have at the time.  At the time you had seconds, if that.  Did you see how long we hesitated?  How long even Mamoru and Eiko and I stood around in shock?  And Eiko and I have trained for years, we’ve planned and been trained to act in a crisis.  Have you ever experienced something like this before?”

I suspected Himeko might have been laying it on a little thick.  I was pretty sure she and Eiko would have responded immediately and instinctively if it had been a situation where they’d been in immediate danger, that a threat to themselves was what they’d really been drilled in.  But the basic point was still a true one.  None of us had been truly trained or experienced in anything like what had happened, and we’d all hesitated and made mistakes along the way.  And, of all of us, Sensei-san had probably been the least experienced or ready to deal with such a thing.

“Sensei-san, you were hurt, surprised, and untrained.  I doubt you’d ever even considered such a situation before!  How could you expect yourself to act precisely, to follow some sort of plan that didn’t exist?”

“I should have,” Sensei-san ground out miserably.  “I should have known what to do.”

“How?” Himeko deliberately let a hint of exasperation into her tone.  “I might be willing to accept that for some sort of reasonable crisis, like an actual fire in the main building or an earthquake.  Events we all have plans for.  But a madman wandering onto school grounds, deliberately chaining a building shut and then setting it on fire?  I know of no specific plans the school has for anything like that.  And believe me, I know all of them.”

I bet you do, I though with a touch of amused exasperation.  It would have been just like Himeko to memorize them first thing.  I also found the way she noted specific plans to be a bit suspicious, I suspected she’d seen some slightly more general plans which would have covered parts of this crisis, and that Sensei-san hadn’t followed them.

“Sensei-san,” Himeko said, putting a serious expression on her face as she wound up for a big finish.  “I am not going to give you full marks.  You could have done better, I won’t lie and pretend that isn’t true.  But there were good reasons you acted the way you did, reasons no one blames you for.  You should take these experiences as lessons and learn from them, become better and stronger.  That way, if something like this happens again, you won’t make a mistake.”

It was a great speech, an inspiring speech.  It was just the sort of thing a person would have needed to hear in that situation and I was both proud and impressed of Himeko for making it.  I wanted to bite down on my tongue, leave it on that simple but true point.  However, my damnable need for balance forced me to speak up.

“Well…” I said slowly, questioning my sanity every moment as I drew the word out.  “That’s not entirely true.”

“Mamoru?” Himeko inquired politely.  The second she was facing away from Sensei-san her expression morphed into a death’s glare though.

Aoth, sometimes I hate being honest, I thought miserably.

“I’m not sure they made a mistake Himeko,” I said, trying to keep my voice level.  “And it’s important Sensei-san thinks about that too.  Everything you said was true, and they’re really good points.  But you’ve forgotten an important part of the equation.  Sensei-san is not a human, they’re the kami of this school.  And we’ve already come close to scre- messing them up in the past already, I’d like to try and avoid that this time.”

“Please explain Mamoru,” Himeko said, gentling her expression to something much calmer as she realized I wasn’t just raising a pedantic objection.

I looked straight at our school’s kami.  “Sensei-san,” I tried to speak frankly, “it’s up to you to decide what sort of kami you want to be.  And while I don’t want you to go this way, I don’t think it’s the right choice, it is an entirely legitimate choice.  And you can be the sort of kami that lets students die and punishes trespassers.”

Both Himeko and Sensei-san were looking at me in surprise, Himeko horrified while Sensei-san just seemed mildly intrigued.  I took a deep breath and continued to play devil’s advocate.

“Sensei-san, you’re not a human.  I know of no obligation you have to actually save the students of this school when they’re in danger.  I don’t know of any obligations you might actually have, you are not one of us and typical rules of society and law don’t really apply.”

“Now,” I added quickly, “don’t get me wrong, I hope you don’t go that way.  I think it’s a bit of a stupid and short-sighted choice, one that doesn’t quite work morally or in a purely practical void free of any ethical concerns.  In many ways students are the single most important part of a school and so preserving them helps preserve you.  But that is a human-centric, student-centric viewpoint, there’s no way I can pretend it’s an absolute truth of the universe.  The only pers- the one best suited to truly understand what it means to be the kami of this school is you.  And there are some legitimate arguments in favor of acting the way you did.”

I started ticking off fingers.  “Students are a renewable resource, constantly cycling in and out of the school and replenishing themselves.  Losing a couple here and there would probably not be a major problem for you.  Related to that is the fact you are the school, defending pieces of your own body as opposed to individual students is pretty logical.  From a purely economic perspective we probably could have endured the loss of a few students better then the loss of the archery range.  Then there’s the argument you might be helping the students learn something if- “

“Thank you, Mamoru,” Himeko interrupted me with an obvious hint of annoyance in her tone.  The accompanying glare made it clear that this argument was not making her happy.

I stopped and coughed awkwardly.  “Anyway, I think you get the point.  You should think about this with a clear head for a while, probably talk to some other kami as well.  I don’t think a vengeful and careless kami of a school is a good idea, but a human has trouble thinking in kami terms and I don’t want to send you down the wrong path again.  It might be well intentioned, but it’s pretty arrogant to try and train a tiger to be a vegetarian.”

I saw grudging acknowledgment in Himeko’s eyes and heaved a huge mental sigh of relief.  Most of Himeko’s advice was obviously still true but she’d been treating Sensei-san like they were a human.  They weren’t.  And, though it was a terrifying idea, we had to let Sensei-san try and find their own path.

Sensei-san took a deep breath (Aoth alone knew why) and seemed to center themselves.  Their expression firmed up and they uncurled themselves into a standing position on the desk.  They then bowed deeply towards each of us in turn.

“Thank you, Meiko-san, Matsuda-san.  You have given me a lot to think about.  I do not have all the answers I sought, but I think I now see the path towards finding them.”

“I’m glad,” Himeko said, bowing back to the kami politely.  “And remember Sensei-san: you might not have rescued the Archery Club directly but you were certainly responsible for saving them, without you they would not have survived.”

“True!” I said instantly, glad for any excuse to make up with Himeko a little and encourage Sensei-san to be a little more sympathetic to humans.  “Without your warning about the saboteur we’d never have been in a position to save them, not in time.  What Sensei-san did might have been the most crucial step of all.”

Sensei-san’s lips quirked into the most miniscule of smiles.  “A point to keep in mind,” they said agreeably.  They then turned directly to me.  “Then, with your permission?”

I nodded and released the spell, they could have gone at any time but it was easier and politer for them to ask and for me to get rid of the token compulsions.  Sensei-san bowed towards us one more time, their image vanishing even as they did so.

“Well,” Himeko said, trying to put a good face on things as she reached for the magatama necklace.  “That’s one thing off my list of worries.”  She then shot me a dirty look as she slipped the necklace back over her had.  “It’s such a shame it was followed by giving me a new list of concerns.  Seriously Mamoru, are you trying to give me an ulcer before I even graduate?”

I laughed awkwardly, trying not to look too guilty.  'Summon the literal spirit of the school,' my inner voice said mockingly.  'It’ll be an excellent opportunity to learn about spirits.  There’s no way that could possibly go wrong.  Not a single chance that constant exposure to the foibles of students, especially your own, could leave you trapped in a building with a hostile god.'  When someone looks up ‘baka’ in the dictionary they’re going to see your picture.
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I stared at the motionless horde in front of me, a cold sweat creeping down my back. Even though I couldn’t see their faces I could feel their hunger, their desperate desire. There would be no mercy here, no quarter. And I dared not use magic no matter how much I wanted to.

“Ready Mamoru-chan?” my Matsuda Grandmother asked from behind me.

I swallowed down a sigh. “Ready,” I said, not really meaning it.

“Good.”

There was a sudden surge as the crowd moved forward as one. The store had opened.

Grandmother Matsuda pushed me forward and we plunged into the fray, desperate to grab a cheap air conditioning unit before they sold out.

All in all, I though despairingly as the chaos swirled around me, not how I wanted to start Golden Week.

***

Figures, I thought, carefully feeling around my jaw. In the last month I’ve run into a burning building, faced a near legendary master of the martial arts, had a bunch of training with said master’s student, been blown out of a laboratory, and this is what hurts me the most. I carefully placed a can of chilled juice over my right eye and cheek, hoping the eye wasn’t about to blacken. It probably wasn’t, but only because my glasses had protected me there.

“I don’t know what that woman was thinking,” my grandmother harped, even as we casually walked away from the store. “Swinging her arms around that wildly. There are rules and conventions, someone could have been really hurt!”

Said the woman who dragged her grandson in to use as a mobile shield and battering ram, I thought a little incredulously. Don’t get me wrong, I hadn’t been rough or hurt anyone. Hell, without my grandmother pushing me so much I’d probably have been too polite and passive to have made much progress. But my grandmother had shamelessly used me to her advantage in order to make it through the Golden Week gatecrasher sales the store had been offering.

And, if I was being honest, even with my unexpected wounds I was kind of glad that she had. April had gotten really warm and it looked like that trend was going to continue into May. Pundits were making jokes about summer being a month and a half ahead of schedule and most of my classmates were starting to worry about how long they had to go until they could break out their summer uniforms.

(Heck, in lieu of the kami’s prediction Himeko was toying with a proposal to break out the summer uniforms a few weeks ahead of schedule. She hadn’t pulled the trigger on it yet, she needed it to be a bit warmer and not showing any signs of rains keeping the heat down, but she had the rough draft already prepared. And when someone as dedicated to appearances as Himeko was thinking about that you knew things were looking bad!)

In light of all that the gatecrasher event offering a limited number of cheap and good air conditioning units was very popular, even with my help almost a third of them had already been snatched up before my grandmother had gotten there! For the sake of my Matsuda grandparents’ health I was more than willing to take a couple of hits to help them secure adequate air conditioning.

Of course, it wasn’t going to be just a couple of hits. I was already carrying the air conditioner, and Grandmother Matsuda wasn’t finished shopping. My father’s mother considered shopping an art, and with me at her disposal she wasn’t done yet!

“Alright,” Grandmother Matsuda noted calmly, looking down the shopping arcade. “We’ll hit up Kiki’s next. Then Joboro’s. Then Atashi’s. After that we’ll double back and see what the Mitsuhama store has.”

“Yes, Grandmother Matsuda,” I said, trying to keep the weariness out of my voice.

I don’t think I was entirely successful. Especially when my grandmother just casually pointed out “You should probably keep your eyes open in Joboro’s and Atashi’s, it won’t be long until your new cousin is here and I imagine you want to get something for them.”

I was a half step behind her so I allowed myself a wince. “Yes, Grandmother Matsuda,” I replied a little more normally.

She is right, I admitted to myself. And even if she wasn’t, she’s still your grandmother. You owe her today at least.

Grandmother Matsuda was my least favorite grandparent but I still loved her. It was just that we didn’t have that much in common. Consequently, I didn’t have as much contact with her, she missed me, and then she was inclined to milk chances like this when they came up. The chance to spend time with her grandson and use him as a pack mule and bodyguard? Grandmother Matsuda was going to take advantage of that.

Don’t get me wrong, this wasn’t my parents’ level of thoughtlessness. It was a lot more cunning and considered than anything they did. While Grandmother Matsuda was doing it for herself she was also doing it for me too, I knew from long experience she was going to bring up a bunch of things she thought I should look into along the way. Mostly newer, more stylish clothing and accessories. And, occasionally for the last three years, maybe a casual introduction to a girl along the way if one of her friends’ granddaughters was around.

And she was going to be at least partially right! My grandmother would never force anything upon me but she’d certainly led me to worthwhile and useful things more then once, oftentimes while they were on sale! She was doing it out of love, and worry that I was a bit of a careless shut-in when it came to these things, it was an attempt to keep me presentable and connected to the world.

It just… wasn’t me.

I didn’t hate the process. It was a lot like going to the dentist to get your teeth cleaned: an unfun chore that had to be done to keep everything healthy and up to date. Going out with Grandmother Matsuda was usually wearying but I did learn stuff, mostly about new stores and products I’d never have thought of, and I usually came out ahead. And while I wasn’t in a hurry for my grandmother to play matchmaker, because I really wasn't, I also refused to dig in my heels like an idiot either. She didn’t do it too often. She did not pressure me too much. And, Aoth knew, what with my social life there was a non-zero chance she was actually going to turn up my future wife one of these days. I didn’t expect that, but I wasn’t going to wave a huge targeting flag over my fate by actively fighting her or protesting that could never happen.

I mean, my life’s not a manga but my grandmother simply did better on the social side of things than me. Not that beating me socially was a challenge, but that didn’t make the statement untrue.

As if to verify that: “have you spoken with the Suzukis lately?” she asked casually.

“No,” I admitted, “not really. I exchanged a few words with Saori while…” I trailed off, not wanting to finish that thought. While we were both visiting Grandma Kanoko seemed like a mean thing to say to your other grandmother. “Recently. But that was mostly in passing.”

Grandmother Matsuda smiled wryly. “Just like my granddaughter, she’s even more taciturn than you Mamoru. You don’t like to speak but you’re unafraid to do so when you need to. Saori, she’s often afraid.”

“She’s gotten better recently,” I couldn’t help but note. “I don’t think she’s going to match her brother, but I think she’s coming out of her shell a little.”

“That’s true,” Grandmother Matsuda nodded, “and that was kind of my point. She still might not speak much but actions are louder than words. She’s giving up her bedroom to her new brother.”

I did a minor double take at that. “But where’s she going to sleep then?”

“Apparently they’re going to create a space for her in the basement,” our grandmother reported. “Her parents were worrying how they were going to try and divide the house up; they didn’t want to try forcing any of their children into the same room at this point. Saori came up with the idea on her own, her willingness and thoughtfulness are awe inspiring.”

Slightly less so when you realize she’s a psychic, I thought grudgingly, but only slightly. She might have picked up on the idea from her parents but it really is an amazing gesture. The Suzuki family’s house wasn’t large and only had the three bedrooms. In hindsight it was so obvious a third child would be a problem that I was embarrassed I hadn’t realized it.

“Anyway, they’re not doing anything too complex, just setting up a section of the basement and putting up a couple of privacy walls. But it’s still a fair amount of work, that’s why they’re doing it over Golden Week. Perhaps you could go over and help? Make sure the Matsuda’s are doing their part, that we’re not letting the Suzuki side of the family do all the work?”

I repressed a sigh. Mostly because Grandmother Matsuda was right, it was only polite and right that we helped out our family. And since her husband was too old and trying to pry my parents out of the office to help would be a fool’s errand that left only one logical choice. “Of course Grandmother,” I said respectfully. “I’ll phone my uncle after we’re done here and try to set things up.”

“Good boy!” Grandmother Matsuda beamed happily. “Anyway, we’re here. Banzai!”

This time I did allow myself a sigh but still did my best to follow my grandmother into the even denser crush of people around Kiki’s.

***

I’m starting to worry this is going to set off my precautions, I though, not joking in the least as we sat down to lunch and I nursed a growing collection of bruises. The always popular shopping district was full to bursting as stores competed with each other for Golden Week sales. I’d normally have avoided the area like the plague, Tokyo’s population density was on full display as the sea of people gradually flowed between various sales and points of interest. My grandmother however seemed to relish the challenge, regarding the crushing crowds as a useful obstacle that helped keep back the wimps and let the true shoppers claim the bargains they deserved!

Of course, it helped she had a mobile bulwark (in the form of me) to hide behind. I, unfortunately, did not. And between my inexperience with navigating such dense crowds, my grandmother’s inclination to drag me into the thick of things, and the way aggressive shoppers seemed to think they didn’t have to be gentle around someone so big… I really wasn’t kidding when I said it was the most wounded I’d gotten over the month. Don’t get me wrong, none of the injuries were terribly bad. I was mostly just looking forward to a long soak in a bath, possibly while using some salts. But it was shocking how physically tough it all was.

I glanced again at my grandmother. I really am underestimating her, I admitted to myself. I usually consider Grandma Kanoko to be my fittest grandparent. She probably is, but I really do think Grandmother Matsuda could give her a run for her money!

Grandma Kanoko… it would have been an exaggeration to say she looked strong, her hunched over posture and small size gave the opposite impression. But you didn’t have to look long to realize she was wry and tough, a thin bramble that would not break easily. Grandmother Matsuda wasn’t quite her antithesis, not in the same way my grandfathers were to each other, but she leaned in that direction. She was of average height and a slight build, had a thick head of black hair that owed more to dyes and conditioner than nature, and used a little too much makeup for her age. Not a comical amount, but more than she should have.

I sighed mentally. She probably wouldn’t use that much, but she’s aging less gracefully than her husband and it gets to her, I thought sympathetically. Grandmother Matsuda had been a bit of a looker in her youth, not quite an Eiko or a Himeko but roughly the level of my cousin Sakura. But time and societal tastes hadn’t favored my grandmother, while she was doing quite well for her age that was the best you could say for her. Whereas my grandfather…

I flinched, remembering a moment a few years ago when I’d realized a college age girl had been checking him out thoughtfully. Something about his quiet dignity, bearing, and classical style combined with his well aged looks gave him an impact that my grandmother couldn’t match. I can understand why she worries, I admitted. Grandfather Matsuda would never betray her, not as far as I knew, but if your tastes ran in that direction her husband was still quite a…

What is the male term for that? Is it GILF? G-DILF? Whatever. I sure as heck wasn’t going to try looking it up online, Aoth alone knew what sort of disturbing things would pop up if I tried searching! It weirded me out enough to realize that applied to my Matsuda grandfather even without digging deeper into the matter.

(It was a sensitive subject for me. Given my own mental age compared to my fellow students I was torn between being encouraged subcultures like that existed, generally a little squicked out about the subject matter since it wasn’t to my taste, and intellectually confused as I tried to consider how my situation compared to theirs and got tangled up in all the similarities and differences.)

“Are you alright Mamoru-chan?” my grandmother asked in concern, obviously having spotted my flinch. “Were you hurt even worse than you realized in one of the collisions?”

“No, no,” I said quickly, glad for the excuse to redirect my own thoughts. The pain of my physical injuries made that easy. “My jaw’s still a little sore,” I admitted, rubbing said body part, “but overall it’s just a couple of bruises.”

“Well, let me know if it is too much for you,” my grandmother noted with a mix of worry and disappointment. “I know you should be able to take this much but accidents happen. And if there’s something you’re not telling us, like you’re still recovering from that fire at your school, then I can understand how it would be too much for you.”

“I’m alright Grandmother, don’t worry. I’m not at my limit yet.”

“Good,” Grandmother Matsuda nodded in satisfaction. “We’ve still got at least a half dozen stores I want to hit up.”

Aargh! I thought, immediately thinking that I should have made the claim I was hurt when I’d had the chance. I shouldn’t have been surprised though. If it had only been a store or two more then she would have pushed through to finish everything off instead of having a break for lunch. As it was, she was treating me to a meal at a nice restaurant so we could rest up a little before we kept going.

Despite myself I had to smile fondly. In many ways my grandmother was what my parents should have been. In her own way she was quite driven, determined, and more than willing to take advantage of others. Heck, in many ways she was more typical and accepting of most Japanese values than the rest of the family. But she still cared. She still had perspective. She was willing to put herself first, maybe even technically let someone get hurt to do so, but she had pretty fair limits to that and the second those limits were passed she’d drop everything and reverse course. And even when she was putting herself first she still thought about others, and not in some sort of shallow and token way. She wasn’t thinking, ‘what are one or two things I can do on this trip to make it up to Mamoru?’ She was thinking ‘what can I do on this trip to make it up to Mamoru? Alright, let’s try to do as much of that as is feasible.’

“Are you alright Mamoru-chan?” she asked, noticing I’d gone silent for a while.

“Just considering family,” I answered, more or less honestly.

“We’ve noticed that,” my grandmother said with surprising seriousness. “Your Aunt Hina called us after the fire at your school last week. When we talked and started comparing notes about times and places we realized how much you’d been in contact with everyone this year. Honestly Mamoru-chan, I think this is the most time we’ve all spent with you since you’ve started going to school. Is everything alright?”

I chuckled. “Isn’t that a bit of a contradiction?” I noted with amusement. “Or maybe a paradox? Half the reason I’ve spent so much time with my family is that they’ve been especially worried about me this year… mostly because I’ve actually been spending time with people!”

“That is fair,” Grandmother Matsuda admitted grudgingly. “But Mamoru-chan, you keep getting hurt or into trouble. Shouldn’t we be worried?”

I did just make a list of all the times I’d gotten hurt this month, my conscience noted disapprovingly, and the family didn’t know about half of them! It was kind of hard to argue against my grandmother’s point.

I sighed. “You should be concerned,” I said more reasonably. “I’m not going to pretend this isn’t all unusual and sometimes…” I struggled to find words that didn’t sound unnecessarily worrying. Or necessarily worrying in some cases. If my family knew I’d literally run into a burning building, been launched out of a room by an explosion, or knocked backwards ten meters by a martial arts master they’d be justifiably concerned. To put it mildly.

“Sometimes I’m being overly mysterious,” I said finally. “Being so worried about people’s privacy and embarrassment that I’m not saying anything when I really should say something just to calm everyone down. Intellectually I know that talking’s not going to be a problem, my friends will be fine, I’ll be fine, our friendships will be fine. But I still worry and I generally keep quiet when I don’t have to say anything. I… stand by that, you know how bad I am at talking to people or judging things. But I’m not going to stop so… I’m not sure how to say any of this. I guess it all boils down to: I understand all your concerns even if I think they’re unnecessary.”

My grandmother looked at me for a few moments, obviously worried. Then, much to my surprise she simply sighed. “I guess it’s hard for me to accept my first grandchild is finally growing up,” she said, her words much more heartfelt then I’d expected. “You were such an odd child, always so mature for your age in some ways but so weak in others. And the way your parents raised you… it’s hard for me to believe you’re finally turning a corner and turning out alright.”

“Oh, grandmother…” I said softly, leaning back towards her a little.

“Ah, look at me,” she said, trying to brush it off and school herself. “I guess the thought of getting a fourth grandchild now of all times is just making me sentimental. I figured it was going to be another fifteen or twenty years before anything like that happened, and it would be a great-grandchild from Saori.”

I bit the inside of my lip to keep from smirking. The unsubtle assumption that Saori, my junior by four years, would be the first of us to give her any new relatives had been a pretty safe bet for a while now.

“Now you’re finally about to graduate when your newest cousin is about to be born… I guess the contrast got to me.”

I eased back a little, bowing to her wish. “I understand grandmother,” I said humbly.

“Ah, here comes our food,” my grandmother declared, looking in the direction of an incoming waiter. “Come on then Mamoru. We don’t want to take up their seats for too long. Enjoy your meal but try to digest fast, we still have a long way to go.”

I shook my head but smiled and leaned backwards in my seat.

***

I tried my best to keep my love for my grandmother in my mind a few hours later. It was a challenge. She dragged me through unbelievable crowds, hither and yon, and shopped with an eye for bargains that would have reduced most young housewives to tears and left them begging to become her disciple. And part of the reason she could do that was because I was there to carry her purchases like a good grandson.

Now don’t get me wrong. One of her purchases had been a new wheeled cart (85% off as the store cleared out old stock to make room for summer) and she was using it to pull along her fair share of purchases. That still left me carrying the air conditioning unit and a good half a dozen bags on top of that.

Be honest, I told myself firmly, doing my best to ignore aching feet and sore arms. This is awfully light for an air conditioning unit, it’s a newer high-tech one that’s top of the market, I don’t think she’d be doing this to you with one of those old school forty-kilogram monstrosities. And apart from that most of her purchases have been either clothing or are similarly lightweight. Or they’re yours. Seriously, you can’t blame your grandmother for the stuff you’ve purchased!

Most of my stuff was in my backpack, I’d brought it along out of habit and to carry my portable reservoir. But just because it was on my back didn’t render it weightless, next to the air conditioner it was definitely the single biggest load I was carrying. I had items from nearly half a dozen stores in there.

The small reminder helped me control my annoyance as my grandmother carefully searched through a rack of marked down coats, eying each one for a balance of quality, appearance, and price that only she could judge. This store didn’t look like it would hold anything for me, but I’d still made sure to keep my eyes open after the previous lessons of the day!

My grandmother had made sure to point out a number of options and opportunities for me. And, as tempted as I’d been at times, I hadn’t been stupid enough to be spiteful and try to ignore them. So, I had a few new pieces of clothing. It was mostly just socks and underclothes but a couple of crisp new shirts had joined the mix to deal with the summer heat. There were also a couple of new tools and supplies for my experiments, how my grandmother had found a chemical supply store with a walk-in section next to the shopping arcade I’d never know. And I’d even picked up a number of gifts for friends and family members! I’d finally managed to get something for cousin Daichi, picking up seeds for two different types of hot peppers I was pretty sure he’d want.

And I think the peppers were the only thing I’d paid full price for! Everything else was attached to some sort of deal or sale, either official or politely wheedled out of salespeople by my grandmother. I wasn’t exactly happy with the shopping trip, it was mentally and physically exhausting following my grandmother around through all the crowds, but I was pretty sure once I’d gotten a chance to go home and rest I’d be overjoyed with the results. That was the secret to my grandmother’s success: she rarely focused on a goal like the air conditioning unit. Instead, she was brilliant at creating opportunities and seeing openings. Then, when she found something she wanted in those openings, she snapped it up. Most of what she’d tried to show me on this trip hadn’t been useful to me, but the things that had…

And that’s not including the things she doesn’t know about, I noted, idly observing another spirit playing the crowds.

I normally did my best to avoid the more crowded parts of Tokyo, let alone plunging directly into the fray of a peak time like this. I’d never before considered one of the potential benefits of the situation: spirit watching.

Partially that was because it was only in the last year I’d started collecting enough mana to safely try to observe the spirits. Actually, seeing them was pretty cheap mana wise. Having enough power to deal with any problems as they noticed you on the other hand, that was much more expensive. But, as boredom forced me to reconsider my options, I’d realized the Tokyo crowds were actually an opportunity. The packed herd of humanity ran interference for me, there was little to no chance that a spirit would notice me looking if I just stood back and quietly observed. For once I was not the nail that was standing up, I could blend into the crowd and simply watch. So, for the last few hours I’d done just that.

It was fascinating, the sheer number of people had drawn out a number of Tokyo’s spirits in turn, presumably ones that related to what was going on. As I observed I tried to guess what purpose each spirit served, what odd niche they tried to occupy. Some were kind of easy. There was a little goblin like creature that quickly grabbed and stole away small value coins, quickly sliding them underneath small gaps in furniture or machinery. I assumed that one was a modern evolution on the various types of little people who stole and hid small things. Others were more obscure but oddly sensible. There were several spirits that were shaped like a cross between a man-sized jellyfish and a Metroid, hovering above the crowd in places. They seemed to feed on the frustration and annoyance of there being so many people, I figured that out after one of them reached down a tentacle and batted a bystander into another, causing a chain reaction flare of annoyance as various people bumped into each other. The spirit in question just hovered there and sucked up their negativity, seeming pleased at the meal. And others I had next to no clue about; such as the spider-like spirit that briefly crawled into a debit machine, seemed to block a few transactions, and then simply wandered off again.

I really wish I could take notes, I thought yet again as something vaguely reminiscent of a bird flitted around the changing rooms. I was going to do my best to remember all of it and mark it down later but I was a little worried I’d forget something important. Unfortunately, between the lack of space and the risk of making my grandmother suspicious that was going to be impossible for a while.

It was a little more challenging because, simultaneously, it wasn’t the only piece of magical research I was engaging in. While I’d been able to bring my backpack along this time that wasn’t always going to be an option, as my stressful dinner with the Meikos had proven! So, inspired by the occasion and the reminder, I was designing a new emergency reservoir I could carry around more easily. I was planning something roughly the size and shape of a wallet or cellphone, something I could just slip in my pocket that other people wouldn’t notice unless they were really paying attention. It wouldn’t have the capacity of my travelling reservoir but if I designed it right it might be able to hold as much as a typical collector. While I wasn’t going to be winning any mage fights with that little mana it would still hold be enough for a decent spell or two, something that might just get me out of serious trouble if it arose again. I’d been able to get all the supplies I thought I’d need for such a thing on the trip. I was just double checking my plans when my grandmother finally stepped back from the clothing rack.

“No,” she declared sadly, “not quite good enough.” With that she stood up and calmly turned to leave the store, counting on me to follow behind her.

Which I did. “So, how many more stops?” I asked, trying hard not to sound whiny. I didn’t entirely succeed but I managed to keep it to an acceptable minimum given how long a day we’d already had.

“Almost done,” my grandmother nodded. “Two more unless something else comes up.”

I was briefly encouraged by that. Then I realized the first stop was a major department store. While it might have been only one stop there was no way my grandmother was going to hit up only one section. She’s your grandmother and you love her, I chanted to myself religiously, she’s your grandmother and you love her.

I was so focused on that thought, focusing on it so strongly in order to drown out everything else, that I almost dropped all the bags I was carrying when a surprised voice asked “Mamoru-chan? Is that you?”

One advantage of being so tired and drained was that I didn’t have enough energy left to jump. I was still startled to find my cousin Sakura there, standing behind the counter and helping customers.

“Sakura?” I blinked in dull surprise. “What are you doing here?”

“I work here,” she noted with amused exasperation.

I blinked and looked around again. “Wow,” I noted. We’d been so busy and walked so much I’d failed to realize just how far we gone. We were a good five kilometers away from where we’d started… and that was just the straight line distance! Grandmother Matsuda is in better shape then I realized.

“Mamoru-chan?” my grandmother noted, taking a few steps back and looking at me in surprise. “You actually know this girl?”

I looked between the two several times before my brain finally finished rebooting and slapped me with the realization. “Grandmother Matsuda,” I said more formally, “please be known to my cousin on the mother’s side of my family: Kanoko Sakura. Sakura-san, please meet my paternal grandmother: Matsuda Manami.”

Sakura’s eyes lit up and she bowed deeply. “Welcome to the store Matsuda-sama! I should have realized that Mamoru wouldn’t have come here on his own, only a truly venerable family member could have taken him out shopping.”

My grandmother’s eyes lit up and she bowed back. “Kanoko-chan! My apologies, it’s been too many years since I last saw you. I think the last time was when I had to drag my husband away from your grandfather. It’s probably been a decade by now, it’s no wonder I didn’t recognize you now that you’ve grown into a beautiful young woman.”

“I thank you for the compliment,” Sakura returned. “But I must apologize for not recognizing you! I remember you now that I’ve been reminded. And while I might have changed a lot in the intervening time you have not. I can only make the excuse that I must have subconsciously expected you to.”

Grandmother Matsuda’s eyes sparkled with good humor, amused by the subtle flattery but still enjoying it. “Why Mamoru,” she noted as an aside, “you never told me your Kanoko cousins had inherited your intelligence.”

Sakura laughed good naturedly and before I knew what was happening the two were deeply involved in conversation. It soon went over my head as they simultaneously discussed family and wound through the subject of beauty products. Sakura was still working as a salesperson, she was not going to ignore a potential customer. But at the same time my grandmother was a master shopper, she wasn’t going to simply give in and buy something just because a relative was selling it.

“Manami? Is that using the kanji for love and beauty? How appropriate.”

“Flatterer, I appreciate the effort but it’s not going to get you anywhere by itself.”

“I would never expect that! But it’s obvious you have a fine eye for makeup, have you ever considered- “

Now I know how my friends feel whenever I get involved in the technical details I thought wryly. It was kind of impressive. Sakura was a great salesperson and seemed determined to make a sale. But my grandmother had far too much experience to be easily taken in. You would have expected some sort of epic clash, the immovable object meets the unstoppable force sort of thing. But both of them were pleasant about it and seemed to prefer a softer style to boot, especially given their family connections.

“Now, with summer on its way have you considered this? It’s foundation but it’s also got a cooling chemical in it to help keep you from overheating. Perfect for helping you look your best while actually maintaining your cool.”

“Oh my, isn’t modern technology wonderful!”

She’s your grandmother and you love her, I chanted to myself again, she’s your grandmother and you- fuck it, my arms are about to fall off. I wasn’t about to try interrupting their conversation but there was a fine line between dedication and masochistic stupidity. I was trying not to cross that line. I wasn’t quite rude, mean, or desperate enough to stop the pair, that meant I had to take some alternate measures.

I furtively looked around the crowds and then repositioned myself slightly, taking care to hold the bags in front of myself while I did so. Then, very carefully, I cast a spell, making sure to keep the spell’s circle between the bags and my body while it was visible.

“So, will I be able to get a family discount with this?”

“Normally, no. But today I think we’re busy enough that I can hide the fact I’m letting you use mine in the sheer volume of sales we have.”

“Such a kind girl.”

I let out a quiet sigh of relief as the muscles in my arms stopped burning and seemed to firm up. Somehow, even though everything weighed exactly the same it simultaneously seemed like it was a good ten kilos lighter. More importantly, it felt like it was that light several hours ago, back when I first started on the trip. This is not how I thought I’d use all my research with Eiko, I admitted to myself wryly. I only knew what spell to use and felt that confident with it thanks to all the testing I’d run with my friend. There were probably several lessons in that.

“Have you ever considered a French braid?”

“Oh no, I don’t think my bosses would like that! It’s not Japanese enough for them.”

“Nonsense! We’ve used them since I was young, and it will look elegant while still letting you display your pretty face to show off all these makeup products. I wouldn’t try it during a festival but for an average day it would be much more practical while helping to attract attention. Just tell them that your grandmother says it’s traditional enough and they shouldn’t fuss.”

I couldn’t help myself, I burst out laughing.

Both of them turned to me in surprise, I suspect they’d forgotten all about me in their intense discussion. “Is something the matter Mamoru-chan?” Grandmother Matsuda asked a little haughtily, putting a little extra emphasis on the chan in order to make her displeasure clear.

They made such an unexpected mirror, their twin disapproving glares (moderated for the sake of appearances in public) that I burst out laughing again. After such a long day it hit me harder than it had any right to and I laughed for a good minute straight.

“It’s nothing,” I finally claimed, still giggling as tears streamed down my cheeks even in the face of their frosty expressions. “Nothing worth noting. It was just such a contrast, such an appropriate mirror… I couldn’t help but think you and Grandma Kanoko should do a granddaughter swap given how much time she’s been spending with Saori.”

Sakura and Grandmother Matsuda turned back to each other, looking at each other with surprised speculation.

“That was a joke,” I said hurriedly.

“Yes, yes, of course,” my Grandmother Matsuda said. But thoughtfully, like she was still distracted by something. “But I must admit Mamoru… you have something of a point.”

“Not… too much of a point,” Sakura said with a slight blush, not quite meeting either of our eyes. “It’s a little late for that now.”

“Nonsense!” Grandmother Matsuda said airily. “Oh I agree, you’re much too old and polished already for me to have too much of an influence. But Mamoru’s right, and so’s Hina-san. I was resentful of her at first but I have to admit she has an excellent point, it seems like Saori’s destiny is out in the garden. Saori-chan… I love Saori-chan and I’ll always be glad to be her grandmother but I’m probably going to have about as much an impact on her as I did on Mamoru!”

That’s… not entirely unfair, I admitted to myself with mixed feelings. Unless Saori went through some major changes pretty quickly she was not going to fit in the same mold as our grandmother. Heck, I’d probably absorbed more of Grandmother Matsuda’s lessons on shopping and cooking then Saori was going to! Unless Saori developed a serious interest in fashion or makeup Grandmother Matsuda probably was going to have more of an impact on me then her!

“I’ve been looking for a girl to mold, someone to pass on my wisdom to,” Grandmother Matsuda said with unexpected seriousness. “And someone like you. Someone young, good looking, clever if not smart… I thought I’d have to wait for the next generation before I found a successor. But the more I think about it… you already know so much, you’re family, and you deserve to have every advantage we can give you.”

“Really?” Sakura said eagerly while I looked on in disbelief, not fully understanding what the heck they were talking about. “I admit… I don’t think I’m doing bad but now that I’m out of school and I’ve been dealing with professionals I can’t help but think I’m falling behind. I was so used to being on top of everything in school but now that I’m in the workforce…”

“Ah ah ah!” my grandmother said with a raised finger. “None of that dear! Confidence, you know that already.”

Sakura nodded firmly. “Right. My apologies.”

My grandmother looked at my cousin for a few more moments, her expression firming up as she came to a conclusion. “Excellent. You are already a beautiful jewel my dear, I look forward to seeing how you look when you’re truly shined and faceted.”

My grandmother and my cousin put their heads together and started exchanging contact info, planning on when they’d next meet while I just stared at the pair in disbelief. But, as odd as the thought was, it did feel kind of right. Grandmother Matsuda had been a little unfortunate in the granddaughter department, she only had one and Saori wasn’t exactly a typical grandchild (and yes, I appreciated the irony of me saying that). After Grandma Kanoko’s point about how she’d always wanted a proper gardener to take after her this… well, this felt oddly right. It seemed like my cousin Sakura could use a more traditionally feminine mentor, and Grandmother Matsuda was willing to play that role.

I’m not sure how long I watched the pair, both confused and pleased about what was happening. But I came back to myself when I felt my phone vibrate in my pocket. When I pulled it out and opened it up I found a simple but worrying sequence of texts.

It was from Saori.

StrangeSaori: The words ‘mana collector’ are resonating in my head.

StrangeSaori: In relation to you.

StrangeSaori: Any ideas?

I laughed softly to myself. Apparently, it’s going to be an even odder Golden Week with family then I imagined, I thought. Then, after quickly checking my grandmother and cousin were still deep in conversation, I gave in to the inevitable and dialed up the Suzuki family. It seemed like it was going to be even more important that I set up my cousins rooms then I’d realized.
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Even mages have those days.

You’d think it would be otherwise, that our great knowledge and command of magical powers would generally keep things from spiralling out of control. But no. No matter how wise, powerful, or rich you are sometimes you just get stuck with a day where nothing goes right.

I suppose I shouldn’t complain too much, Tuesday wasn’t that bad. Okay, it was. But if you’d given me the option of repeating it… or going through the day of my beating via Harada again… yeah, Tuesday it was.

That didn’t stop it from being a particularly vexing day though.

***

It started in the middle of the night, nothing too major but still enough to put me off my step. I’d had trouble sleeping, mostly just due to bad luck. I’d stayed up late enjoying a new game after a productive day, unfortunately that seemed to put me on the unluckiest schedule ever! Every time I started to doze off something happened! A neighbor stumbling in drunk, a car screeching to a stop, a nearby door closing loudly… it was never anything major, never anything that would have woken me up if I’d already been asleep, but enough that I noticed them. Especially after the fourth or fifth time, by that point I was hypersensitive and just waiting for the next disturbance before it even happened!

All in all, it was nearly 4am before I finally went under. Not too big a problem for Golden Week but it set the tone for the day. I was up at 9 and, despite how I felt, I figured it was better to try and tough out the day rather than attempt to alter my schedule. I had a lot to do and I was trying to be very productive with all the time I had, I’d already lost a day shopping with Grandmother Matsuda and I wasn’t in a hurry to write off another day’s plans. Not even after I realized we were running low on food and I had to throw together a makeshift breakfast out of odds and ends.

But I ignored all that, told myself it was just a bad start to the day and it could only go uphill from there, and then headed out to go fishing.

***

Alright, fishing didn’t go well either, I admitted to myself with some fraying patience, but it can only go uphill from here! I ignored the way my shoes squelched slightly and padded towards the front gates of the Meiko mansion.

In some ways I was whining, I had succeeded on my fishing trip and I had another secure vial of gold amongst my belongings. I was really pushing gold collection over Golden Week (somewhat appropriately) making sure my reserves were up so I had plenty of resources to make orichalcum and so that I’d have access to funds if I needed it. If you offered most people my morning in exchange for twenty plus grams of gold, they’d have taken that offer. That didn’t mean my fishing trip had been fun.

First, my mixed breakfast had not sat lightly in my stomach. It hadn’t been anything horrible, eventually my body had been able to wrestle my ill-considered combination of foods into submission, but it had been an uncomfortable few hours. My stomach had growled, gasped, and occasionally punched the rest of my body in frustration but eventually I’d managed to get it under control without any need to rush for a toilet. That qualified as a win, even if it had been an exhausting one.

Which had been the other part of the problem! I’d still been tired and muzzy headed. In some ways my upset stomach had been a good thing, it had kept me from dozing off at the rod as I did my best to fight against my stomach and keep a spell going on only five hours sleep. Upon mature reflection that had been pushing it a little, I’m not sure I would have tried that if I’d been a few years older physically. Not without a better reason at least.

I had managed it, I had successfully kept the spell running and harvested gold from Tokyo Bay. But it had been a fight every step of the way as my unruly body had pulled me in multiple directions. It had taken every gram of my mental focus and discipline to tough it out for a few hours and finish the job but I’d done it, feeling each and every second of the process as it took too much effort for me to risk distracting myself with anything else.

I suppose that was a mixed blessing in the end. Normally I’d have had my notes out, or my phone, or a school assignment of some sort, but since I hadn’t had the concentration to spare on any of those they’d all been tucked away safely in my pack. Because of that they hadn’t gotten soaked when some other poor schmuck went right into Tokyo Bay beside me. They’d brought out their bike for some fun now that Golden Week was here, forgetting they hadn’t actually done a check on the bike since putting it away for winter. The handlebars had come loose on their ride and they’d gone out of control, going straight off the path and into the bay before they knew what happened. Between the splash and the water that had soaked into my pants as I went over the side to help them out I’d ended up drenched.

I couldn’t complain too much, fifteen minutes earlier and they’d have put a major crimp in the spell. As it was, I’d almost been finished and the gold had stayed bound to the fishing hook even through the violent, nearby splash. I probably lost a few micrograms because of it but that was pretty minor. And at least the police hadn’t been needed for this case! Aoth alone knew what they’d have made of me turning up again for something like this!

But after I and a few other bystanders had pulled the unlucky rider and his bike out of the bay I’d been pretty wet. I’d used what little mana had been left in the reservoir to dry off a bit. I hadn’t been able to take care of everything but at least I’d managed to make myself acceptable. The remaining dampness in my shoes and socks was the worst of it, and I felt my feet shriveling up with every step.

For better or worse that made the train ride to the Meikos slightly less aggravating. For some reason I kept hitting the trains at their worst, it had happened on my trip to Tokyo Bay as well and I’d been mushed in with a dense crowd. Admittedly, trains were usually pretty full for Golden Week but this was ridiculous, this was peak time traffic instead of the usual random point in the day levels. Thanks to my remaining dampness people had tried to avoid me a little, tried not to get their own clothes too wet from the residual water, but it had still been an unpleasant trip.

Because of that, I’d figured it was best to go for maximum efficiency and headed straight for the Meiko estate to hit up the mana collectors. It would save me from doubling back after getting a fresh set of clothing and spending even more time on the train! And if my clothes were still unpleasant I’d have enough mana on me to finish drying them off. After the day I’d been having I was more then willing to splurge a little and spend that mana! I figured it would be a relatively quick in and out.

My hopes were almost immediately dashed after I hit the intercom button at the front gate.

“AGAI- my apologies, I can see it is you Matsuda-sama.”

I blinked in surprise and stared for a few moments at the intercom, stunned by the deviation from routine. After a few seconds I went “Matsuda Mamoru, here to check his sensors,” more or less on autopilot.

I think that’s the first time they’ve verified they can clearly see who I am, I noted distantly, shocked to realize that. I’d always believed that was the case, it didn’t make sense for them not to be able to see who was at their front gates. But they’d always gone through a strictly formal security rigamarole. And in a way that had been a kindness, a formal routine had helped me normalize my trips Meiko mansion and made me less afraid. Their moment of anger, frustration, and break from the protocol was all deeply upsetting.

I was almost surprised when the voice on the other end of the intercom noted: “apologies Matsuda-sama. We will be with you in a few minutes, please wait.”

I fought down some anger and frustration of my own because of course something like this was going to happen today! “Understood,” I replied, my own voice a touch clipped.

I spent the next few minutes regretting and fretting over that, worried about my momentary lapse. For all I knew the security staff were having an even worse day then my own and I’d just pushed some of their buttons with my own curtness. Yes, it was paranoid. But after the day I’d already had I couldn’t help but feel that way.

Fortunately, when an impeccably dressed but muscular man appeared by the front gates, they didn’t seem to be angry at me. Angry yes, or at least deeply annoyed, but not at me. “Be ready Matsuda-sama,” he noted just before the gates began to open.

I just cocked my head in confusion. For a moment I’d wondered if the automatic systems were malfunctioning, hence his need to come out and do it manually. But no, the gates began to open as they usually did. Then, just before they were wide enough for me to walk through, something shoved past me and rushed for the gap.

I stumbled half a step in surprise but the security man just darted forward like he’d been expecting this. He hauled up a young boy, a kid who looked about Saori or Reiji’s age, and held the still struggling child off the ground by the scruff of their shirt.

“Takayasu-san,” the guard said with clearly strained patience, “you know this is unacceptable behaviour.”

The kid didn’t respond, just continued his wild struggles like it would somehow be possible for him to escape from the man’s iron grip.

“Please enter, Matsuda-sama,” the guard told me, trying not to sigh. “We apologize for this unfortunate welcome to our master’s home.”

“Don’t mention it,” I said, more or less on autopilot, “I’ve been having that sort of day.”

The security guard ignored my inanity and I scooted through the gap. Once I was on the other side of the gate it started to close. The guard waited patiently until the gate was almost sealed, quickly shoved the kid through to the other side, dropped him unceremoniously outside the estate, then yanked back his hand just before the gate could shut on it.

The boy quickly picked himself up, spun around, and grabbed at the gates. He spent a few seconds trying to shake them or pry them open but when it was obvious nothing was going to happen he shot off out of sight.

The security guard took a deep breath before he turned back to me. “Matsuda-sama,” he said, a combination of annoyance and embarrassment leaking into his voice, “please be aware he will try to get back in when you leave. One of the staff will have to accompany you and be ready to block the gate as you exit.”

“What is going on with that?” I asked, wondering what the heck I had just witnessed.

“A personal matter,” the guard noted, his extreme precision in speaking was a message in and of itself. “A classmate of one of the staff’s children who is very much failing to act their age.”

For a moment I considered pressing for more details. But the guard’s clipped words were a big clue that he wasn’t going to say any more, that was all I would get and that I’d better be satisfied with it.

Alright, I concluded after a few moments. That was frustrating, odd, and absolutely none of my business. If I’m going to go around hiding under a ‘don’t notice me’ spell for hours at a time then I can darn well accept that other people are allowed not to tell me all their personal secrets.

Besides, I can always ask Himeko or Eiko later if I really think I need to know.

After a few moments I bowed towards the guard. “Thank you, security-sama, is there anything else I need to know today?”

The man sighed in relief. “Nothing I can think of,” he reported a little more pleasantly. “Please, enjoy your visit to the Meiko family home Matsuda-sama.”

I nodded and resumed my squelching trip to harvest the mana collectors.

Despite that inauspicious start the estate seemed pretty normal. There might have been more gardeners out then usual but that might just have been my imagination.

Or a result of the heat, I thought with a mental shrug. It doesn’t have to be my paranoia speaking, there really could be more gardeners working today but for totally normal reasons. After the day I’d already had I was wrestling with my mental balance. I didn’t want to start jumping at shadows, but it wasn’t sensible to start sticking my fingers in my ears and going ‘la la la, nothing’s wrong!’ either. Looking at the world objectively and concluding it was not out to get me was becoming a bit of a struggle.

That became even more of a challenge as I was emptying the second collector and I heard voices on the path.

“Sorry about everything going on today.”

“Hah! It’s practically out of a show! Something about how the rich kid has everything but happiness. I always thought that stuff was overused garbage until I met you, and today just goes to prove it.”

I frowned. I was technically out of sight as I emptied the collector, it was a good three meters off the pathway and there was a pretty large tree between me and the voices. Unfortunately, that was still a little too close for comfort. If I moved, I’d probably be spotted. Unless I used magic of course, and I neither had much to spare nor did I want to spend any more after the day I’d been having. But, given the day I’d been having, I didn’t want to step in the middle of that conversation! Not blindly at least.

I cautiously peaked around the corner of the tree and to my surprise I saw Shinji strolling with an unfamiliar boy his own age. It was the first time in months that I’d gotten a good look at Himeko’s brother and I was a little startled at how much he’d grown since then. He’d definitely closed the gap with his big sister a little, both in height and looks. Of course, some of that might just have been that he wasn’t looking like a sullen or terrified idiot this time, only mildly flustered. Don’t get me wrong, he wasn’t a teen heartthrob or anything. He was still coming in a significant distance behind his sister even when you accounted for gender differences. But if cousin Saori or Kaede had told me they had a crush on the guy it wouldn’t have been a surprise.

Shinji let out a deeply frustrated sigh. “Tell me about it!” He said, before coming to a stop.

The other guy, who was pretty average looking except for some remarkably tired eyes, looked at him in amusement. “We’re stopping?”

“Better to give granddad some time to get lost,” Shinji said, his voice frustrated and a little afraid. “We do not want to deal with him if we don’t have to.”

“I’ve heard you mention him at the counselor’s,” the other guy noted with some grim amusement. “But is he really that bad? I mean, you know what my parents did to me, do you really think I can’t take a little more abuse?”

“You shouldn’t have to!” Shinji said with surprising seriousness, shocking me with his resemblance to his sister for a moment. There was just something in his expression, a mirror to Himeko’s firmness when it was time to stand up and lay down the law. “You’re my guest. It’s not right that you suffer any more just because granddad can be a thoughtless bastard.”

“So, we’re hiding out here?” the other guy said, still amused. “You know what sensei would say about avoidant behaviour.”

“Yeah, well, you also know what she said about avoiding stress and harmful situations,” Shinji grumped.

“So we’re just going to spend the entire visit running away from everyone?”

“I know! I know!” Shinji threw his hands up. “I should have just given in and stayed with sis, she’d have protected us from granddad if she had to. She’s a self-righteous bitch sometimes but there’s no way she’d stand by and let a visitor to the estate get abused, not even by granddad. That was avoidant behaviour. Staying out of granddad’s reach is just self-preservation.”

I was annoyed at Shinji’s description of his sister. On the other hand, even my limited knowledge of his grandfather had given me enough experience to agree with Shinji’s opinion of him.

“Don’t hurt yourself on my account,” the other guy noted, a thread of tired self-pity underneath the humorous words. “It’s not worth it.”

Shinji turned back to the guy and once again his expression grew more serious and more like his sister’s. “Kaito-san, you’ve been through enough. We’ll both get hurt if I just stand back and let you suffer more.”

Kaito (presumably) gave Shinji a quirky smile. “Alright, if you don’t do anything self-destructive that you’ll have to report to sensei then I won’t do anything self-destructive that I’ll have to report to sensei. Deal?”

“Deal.”

Holy shit, I realized, suddenly feeling even more uncomfortable at eavesdropping then I’d already been (something I hadn’t realized was possible). They’re therapy buddies! This wasn’t some sort of friend from school, this was an acquaintance from the counseling Shinji had been going to. Because of course it couldn’t be simple! I was already in an awkward enough position, now I had to stay hidden lest I inflict more trauma and disruption on two youths who’d probably already had enough of that in their lives. I was about ready to die from embarrassment and shame that I’d gotten in that position.

Yeah, way to make it about you, my conscience slapped me upside the head sarcastically. I was probably being a little bit too dramatic. I doubted them realizing that someone had been listening in on them, reinforcing the idea that nowhere was safe for them, would have been a good thing, but it was unlikely to be the straw that broke the camel’s back. But, just to be on the safe side, it was probably for the best they didn’t realize I was there. So I mentally braced myself, tried to tune out their conversation, and started working on ways to escape the situation using the limited mana I had available.

“So, what’s your granddad’s deal anyway?” Kaito asked. “Why would he go after me?”

Shinji made a frustrated noise. “I don’t know! That old buzzard should be the one going to therapy! He probably think’s you’re gay or something and about to corrupt me.”

Kaito broke out into surprised laughter while I just stared at the pair incredulously, giving up on any hope of trying to ignore them. That lasted… what? Five seconds?

“What, really?” Kaito sounded amused by the idea.

“Probably,” Shinji grumped. “He’s always getting on me for not being manly enough, and he knows you’re seeing a counsellor so he’s got all thoughts of stupid ideas about what that means.”

Kaito continued to laugh while I winced in sympathy. Although, I added in the privacy of my own head, if that’s the case you probably shouldn’t have run off for an extended time to a secluded and slightly romantic part of the estate. Not that I blamed Shinji, not for that. ‘Secluded’ was a lot more important and prominent a factor than ‘romantic’ was. But if his granddad was already foolish enough to be thinking that way then this certainly wasn’t going to help.

To be fair, if I hadn’t already known about Shinji’s interest in Eiko I might have wondered. I certainly wouldn’t have jumped in that direction or made any automatic assumptions. But if someone had calmly asked me ‘could that be the case?’ I would have at least considered it for a few moments. Given his extreme focus on Eiko though, politely restrained but still continuing after two years, I figured he was pretty into girls.

“Dear god,” Kaito said, still laughing a little, “you can’t bring anyone home! Even ordinary guys are just potential gigolos, trying to get into your pants to gain your fortune.”

“Shut up.”

“Please, use my body Shinji-sama,” Kaito noted in a mockingly high voice, “I’m yours.”

“Shut up.” Shinji repeated. There was an unwilling smile on his face though.

That smile vanished as we all heard loud crashing from up the path. “Shinji!” an irritable voice bellowed.

Shinji’s face went ashen. He was so obviously upset and the upcoming disaster was so clear I instinctively moved out of the woods.

Shinji and Kaito both jumped a little as I slid in front of them (Wow, I can actually do that without the spell, I noted distractedly). “Go,” I said softly, “I’ll try and stall him a little.”

“Wha- how- “ Shinji sputtered.

I rolled my eyes. “I’m a ninja, all my classmates will tell you so. Now go!”

For a moment Shinji looked startled but then he quickly grabbed his friend’s hand and hauled him off in the opposite direction.

“Who was that?”

“My sister’s friend, it’s a long story.”

Now, do I have any options? I thought frantically, desperately trying to come up with something on a limited mana budget. Unfortunately, I’d been so focused on evasion and being invisible, my favored tactics, that I had no chance to come up with anything before Himeko’s grandfather came stomping around the bend a few moments later.

The eldest of the Meiko family was a solidly built man going a little fat. Not very fat, he was in quite decent shape given his age, body type, and all the temptations the Meiko family fortune must have offered him. But it was obvious his BMI was a little higher than it should have been. I doubted that was the reason he was so red in the face as he stomped in my general direction.

To be fair to him, the hint of bulk helped give him a bit of intimidation the rest of his looks wouldn’t have supported. “Which way did they go?” he asked presumptively as he stomped up to me, smacking any branches in his way clear with angry motions.

“Who are you talking about Meiko-domo?” I asked, trying to keep my voice clear as I bowed low in his direction.

“Who do you think I’m talking about!” Himeko’s grandfather said violently. “My idiot grandchild and the freeloader they brought onto the estate!”

I straightened and paused. There was an obvious answer to that, even if I was only stalling, but I wasn’t sure I wanted to open that can of worms. Scratch that, I was really sure I didn’t want to open that can of worms!

“Well?” he demanded, looking up at me and giving me a gimlet eye.

Unfortunately, I didn’t have anything better to say, and something about the man made me think that keeping quiet would have been a worse option. Besides, the man wasn’t impressing me and it did give me an opportunity to give him some minor grief while still stalling a little.

“Respectfully Meiko-domo,” I said, bowing again, “which idiot grandchild and freeloader are you referring to?”

To the man’s credit, he immediately did a double take and stared at me intensely as he realized some of the implications. He was silent for a few seconds before he finally growled out “you’re Himeko’s pet scientist, aren’t you?”

“I am Matsuda Mamoru, yes,” I answered quailing inside. Fear and annoyance were already at war inside me, all worn down a little by the day I’d already had. Underneath it all was the simple realization this won’t end well.

As if to verify that, my warning bracelet gave me a tiny squeeze. “So, you’re the fortune seeker sniffing around the estate,” Himeko’s grandfather ground out.

I cocked my head for a few moments but in the end decided to let that one pass. Technically, I admitted to myself, I am seeking my fortune. I’m not doing it in the way this old coot seems to think I am but he is technically right. It was extremely irritating to admit that but I did have to be fair. Plus, that realization helped me to hold my tongue and say nothing. Silence didn’t get me into any further trouble and bought Shinji and his friend a few extra seconds.

My silence seemed to only confuse and irritate the man more. “Never mind that,” he demanded, “which way did they go?”

“Go? Which way did who go, Meiko-domo?” I asked. Despite the sick feeling of fear in the pit of my stomach I had to admit, Himeko’s grandfather was making it really easy and enjoyable for me to mess with him.

“What are you, an idiot savant? My grandson and the mental case he bought to the estate today!”

“Ah,” I said, struggling to keep my voice level and expression blank. “I am sorry Meiko-domo, I am afraid I haven’t seen anyone like that around today.”

Himeko’s grandfather looked even more frustrated and he looked angrily at the direction Shinji and his friend had retreated down. He then looked back to me and I abruptly realized he was fighting two conflicting urges too. Unlike me, who was fighting fear and intense dislike, he was fighting an anger at Shinji and his friend with an anger at Himeko and I! He was torn between the urge to continue on his original purpose or to take this opportunity to go after me. A bird in the hand is worth two in the bush, I couldn’t help but note inside my head.

Unfortunately, given the sort of day I was having, he seemed to come to that conclusion too.

“Of course you haven’t,” he said, rounding upon me, “come clean! You’re working together, aren’t you?”

“I’m sorry, what?” I asked, too confused to say anything else.

“It’s all a scheme to destroy my family, isn’t it!” he said getting close to me and letting me see the hate in his eyes. “You’re the one responsible for this! Shinji wouldn’t even have to go to those damn therapy sessions, wouldn’t have met this baka, if it hadn’t been for you!”

For once I was fully grateful for my size. He was dreadfully intimidating in his full temper, a roaring fury of a man. He would have gotten right up in my face if he hadn’t been a good twenty, twenty-five centimeters shorter. I was honestly worried he might strike me. Judging by the uncertain twitching of my warning bracelet, it felt the same way.

Instead he whirled away and paced, ranting in the small clearing. “Always the same with you people, isn’t it? Always someone, some worthless jackal here to suckle at the Meiko teat!”

He spun back towards me. “I won’t have it, you hear! I won’t! You! Get your worthless lower class self the hell out of my house!”

I stayed silent and still. Unsure what else to do.

“Didn’t you hear me?!” He roared. “Get out!”

“Oh, but he couldn’t do that grandfather,” a new voice cut in. Soft, but somehow carrying over a fair distance.

Himeko carefully took small steps towards her grandfather, keeping her face turned downwards and taking care to present herself as the graceful, demure maiden. “After all, you’ve put him in a cruel pinch. He is an invited guest of the family with specific instructions to go about the estate lest we fail to pay him back. Your command places him in the unenviable positioning of having to disobey the Meikos no matter what he does.”

Her grandfather sneered at Himeko. “Pay him back? For what? What do we owe this useless piece of trash?”

“For Eiko’s life?” Himeko answered, still approaching, angling to put herself between her grandfather and me despite her demure and submissive act. “For Shinji’s well being? There are certainly other minor concerns as well, but either of those two would be more than enough. Or do you mean to say the Meikos aren’t a family who pay back their debts?”

“To conmen and thieves?” her grandfather countered, pulling himself up to his full height and staring at his descendant. “We pay our debts to the honorable and worthy, not opportunistic flotsam that washes up on our shoreline.”

Himeko effortlessly slid between me and her grandfather. “Then you have nothing to fear,” she continued serenely. “You have often lamented to me the lack of standards and courage in today’s youth. And yet Matsuda-san is one capable of running into a burning building in order to rescue people, I can testify to that personally.”

Even in the middle of all my own shock, fear, and anger I could appreciate the subtle jab there. How she managed to say ‘because I did it as well’ without actually bragging about it.

But Himeko’s grandfather wasn’t impressed. “Pah!” he waved our accomplishments away. “Doesn’t count. Anyone could do it if they were immune to the fire! Besides, are you forgetting the role he played in causing it in the first place?”

Wait, what? I had no idea where the man’s malicious glare and words came from.

Himeko on the other hand actually went a little pale. Pale with repressed anger. She finally raised her head and looked down upon her shorter grandfather. “So. Now you suggest that obeying the law and being a good citizen is in fact a crime,” I was shocked to hear an undertone of disgust in Himeko’s words. “It is no wonder that so many fail to meet your standards grandfather. No wonder at all.”

Himeko’s grandfather merely sneered back at her. “Twist my words all you want granddaughter, all too soon you will realize your empty headed misjudgements. But you’re right, I’ve spent too much time on this already. I need to catch up with our heir lest he become ruined too.”

With that he spun around and continued to stomp in the direction that Himeko had come from and Shinji had retreated down.

My hand rose of its own accord, my spirit reached towards the mana. I do not know what spell I would have cast but I knew I wanted to cast something, bring down some of the righteous hand of karma upon the man for his behaviour. What stopped me wasn’t morality. It wasn’t Himeko’s presence, nor was it even the practical limits my lack of mana put upon me.

It was the realization that was how he was acting.

It may have been a different method, different reasoning, but he believed he was righteous. That he was special and he had reason to judge me, to act like he could do whatever he wanted to others. That his power, even if it came from rank and money instead of magic, meant he could act however he wanted.

That was what let me lower my trembling hand, that was the lesson that left me shaken to my core.

Himeko watched him go, maintaining an emotionless face until he was several seconds out of sight. Only then did she turn around and face me. “I am sorry Mamoru,” she said, taking a large step backwards so she had room to bow as deeply as possible. “So very sorry.”

I wanted to sputter. To rage. To both apologize to her and give her my deepest sympathies for having such a horrible grandparent. Instead, caught between all those emotions and unsure what to do, I did nothing.

Himeko held her bow for a long time before straightening. “I’m afraid you’re timing is bad- “

Sounds about right for today, I couldn’t help but note.

“- and you caught him at the worst possible moment. I will not lie; he does not like you or think well of you. But under normal circumstances there is no way he would do anything this- this- “ Himeko cut herself off, unable to come up with a word polite yet strong enough to describe her grandfather’s behaviour.

“What did he mean about causing the fire in the first place?” I asked. I had no idea what to say, and that idea had been so out of left field it was the first thing that fell through my jumble of thoughts.

To my shock, Himeko flushed and turned away. “It is… a complicated matter.”

“Himeko?” I asked plaintively, stunned and shocked at the implications of that sentence.

“It is not what you think!” Himeko said, quickly turning back to me and obviously worried that I was putting the worst possible spin on things. “It’s just that… well… “

I stayed silent. I wanted to tell her ‘better just tell me’ or ‘give me the bad news, I can take it’. But right at that moment I was too afraid, beaten down by the day, and shocked to say those words.

Thankfully, Himeko seemed to realize that. She took one look at me, spent a few moments weighing the situation, and then sighed before speaking.

“I would not have told you this way,” she said, forcing herself to sound normal. “Not so soon and not during Golden Week. But I guess there’s no choice. We received the police report about the arson at the school and the man responsible the other day.”

Of course you did, I noted with a mental roll of my eyes. Heck, I was surprised it had taken that long. The police must have been thorough and the Meiko family had been polite about it.

“Do you remember your first task for the Student Council? The air quality investigation?”

“Yeah…” I said cautiously.

“Do you remember how you discovered some worrying concentrations of certain chemicals? And how the Student Council quietly passed on your report to the local authorities?”

“Yeah…” I said slowly. I suddenly stiffened as I started putting some timing together. “Oh no.”

“Well,” Himeko said slowly, choosing every word carefully as she forced herself to continue. “When the authorities investigated that they found our saboteur. He’s the owner of a local business, and he was illegally burning off some of his chemical waste rather than trying to dispose of it properly. An official inquiry was started, as were various proceedings to decide just what would happen to the man. Along the way he discovered our school was responsible for discovering his wrongdoing.”

“And that’s when the sabotage started,” I said, my voice almost a whisper as my throat constricted.

Himeko nodded. “He was furious at us, blaming us for all his troubles. But since the investigation was ongoing and the fines hadn’t been finalized he started off small. Prosecutors have compared the timing of his sabotage with how the legal proceedings were going and the correlation is pretty plain to see. Whenever things were going poorly he used that as an excuse to vent his anger and hurt the school. When things were going well, when he thought he might just get away with a slap on the wrist for his misdeeds, the sabotage tended to drop off. He was trying to claim that while he’d broken the law he hadn’t done any real harm, that the chemical concentrations wouldn’t have been enough by themselves to hurt anyone. And that for the sake of his business and his employees he should receive a fine but that should be all.”

Under normal circumstances I’d have been incredulous at that. Granted, I’d concluded the same sort of thing about the chemicals that had reached our school but that was after they’d had a chance to diffuse over a large area! The chemist in me was apoplectic about what their concentrations must have been like closer to the source.

“Everyone was willing to consider his argument,” Himeko admitted, “give it a proper hearing and take a look at what the actual amounts were. But when all was said and done the man’s argument didn’t hold water. Anyone close to the origin point would have been in real danger and the authorities have ordered medical testing for people in all the nearby buildings to be on the safe side. The fines and criminal charges they levied ruined the man and as for his business… well, it would have gone bankrupt but before he actually made that official he came to our school one last time.”

I said nothing, just standing there like a statue.

“Mamoru, it’s not your fault!” Himeko said quickly, staring at me in concern.

I took in a deep shuddering breath. “I know that Himeko,” I said, unconvincingly.

This time Himeko was the one who paused, unsure what to say.

I physically shook myself and tried again. “I know that Himeko,” I said, almost normally, “really, I do! It’s just…”

I didn’t know how to finish that sentence. Himeko continued to look at me worriedly, giving me time to come up with an answer and probably praying that I wasn’t being stupid about it.

I sighed. “It’s not my fault,” I repeated for the benefit of everyone there. “And I do know that! I didn’t force the guy to go into business. I didn’t force him to try and get rid of his chemicals illegally. I didn’t even force him to try and come to the school to commit acts of sabotage!”

“But?” Himeko said calmly, folding her arms in front of her and daring me to say it.

“But I did play some part in all this,” I admitted. “I… I need some time to figure out how big a part that was.”

“Zero,” Himeko replied flatly.

I shook my head. “Himeko, it’s not nothing.”

“You just said it yourself Mamoru,” Himeko let a little desperation creep into her voice, she was understandably worried about my psyche. “He made his choices, you didn’t force him to do anything.”

“That’s the easy answer Himeko,” I replied with a sad smile. “And it’s mostly right. But, and be honest here, if we were talking about a student who’d committed suicide after a bunch of bullying would we claim the bullies had no responsibility? That it was all the student’s fault for his choices?”

Himeko backed off as if slapped. “That’s not the same thing and you know it!”

“No,” I agreed instantly. “No, it’s not. Not nearly. It would probably take me all day to go over all the ways in which the two examples are different. It’d be like comparing a platypus and an elephant, there are a lot more differences than similarities. But there are similarities, and I do have to think about them.”

“Mamoru,” Himeko said firmly, “you are not going to go on a guilt trip over this. I wont’ let you! That’s why I didn’t want to tell you today in the first place, I don’t want you obsessing over this your whole Golden Week. Without any school to distract you I was worried you’d let it get in your head and that’s just what you’re doing!”

I smiled weakly. It was a small thing in many ways, but after the day I’d been having Himeko’s care for me was a much needed balm for the soul.

“Himeko,” I said somberly, “I promise I’m not going to be an idiot about this. At the end of the day, it was still mostly his fault and I know that. Even at my most insane, self-flagellating, I’m-so-incredible-and-have-knowledge-of-everything level I’d still say I was only 10% at fault. And I’d have to remove so many limiters to arrive at that conclusion even I want to laugh at it!”

“Good,” Himeko nodded decisively.

“But I’m not going to take the easy way out and ignore everything,” I continued seriously. “Like I said, I’m going to think about this. I’m going to consider what I did, why I did it, and if I should do something different next time. And, honestly? I think the answer’s going to be nothing. Or maybe just keep things like this in mind and be more cautious. But I have to check, I have to think about it. I won’t sleep well at night if I don’t.”

Himeko looked at me skeptically for a few moments. “Alright,” she said finally, “I can see that. But,” she poked a finger in my chest and looked almost angry, “when you come to that conclusion it’s over Mamoru. Done. Complete. You are not going to think about this every hour of the day for the next three weeks. You are going to think about it, and maybe it’s going to take a few hours, but when it’s over you are done Mamoru! I don’t care what it takes, I don’t care if I have to fly you to New York or Europe or talk to the Space X people and fly you to the actual Moon in order to distract you, but when you reach that conclusion you file it away and stop. I mean it Mamoru, I’m going to hold you to it.”

Some dark parts of me flirted with some very selfish and nasty options there for a few moments, toying with the possibility of manipulating Himeko. All in the interest of my own mental health and making sure she was confident about that of course, there were no ulterior motives or greedy impulses there whatsoever! No way that words like ‘pity sex’ or ‘research grant’ ever crossed my mind!

Damnit! I thought, disgusted at myself for my weakness. Couldn’t I have gone an hour before I proved her damn grandfather had a point? Or at least made it off the estate? As much as I could blame the whole mess on him and the bad day I was having that didn’t change the fact I really did feel those things, they really had occurred to me. I didn’t really think I’d follow up on them, consciously try to do them. But had our school saboteur ever though he’d actually chain a bunch of students in a building and then try to burn it down? Because I was willing to bet that a year previously he’d have dismissed the thought.

Something else to consider, I admitted to myself tiredly. “I’ll try,” I answered, distracted and disturbed by my moment of weakness.

“No. Do.” Himeko stated flatly. “Eiko and I will be checking up on you. Don’t make me toss your own words back at you Mamoru. If you need therapy I’ll truss you up and drag you to a counsellor myself, grandfather be damned.”

The thought of all that, and the irony of it given the twisted situation, made me smile honestly. “Okay.”

“Okay?” Himeko asked, confused by my reaction.

“Okay,” I repeated, smiling a little wider. “You’re right Himeko. I’m right too, I do have to think about this rather then burying it, but we both know I’m too likely to dwell and obsess over this more then it deserves if I’m not careful. So, I will be careful. And, when it’s done it’s done and I’ll move past it.”

“Well, good,” Himeko said, a little off balance by me suddenly seeming so balanced and wise. A few moments previously it had looked like I was about to pull myself into a dark pit so the sudden turnaround kind of threw her. I didn’t tell her that a good part of the switch was simply emotional exhaustion.

She studied me for a few more seconds, obviously looking for deception and becoming more suspicious then ever when she found none. Finally, she sighed. “Listen Mamoru, I’ve got to run now and make sure Shinji and his friend are safe. The way grandfather’s acting… he’s got his reasons but he’s just plain wrong this time. I can’t let him hurt someone else. But be safe, okay? If I find out you’re lying to me and you’re about to do something else that makes me or Eiko cry…” she trailed off ominously.

Ironically, it just made me smile a little bit wider. “Go on,” I said gently, “I’ve got to collect a bunch of mana yet. I know what I’m doing. I’m just going to have to cheat a little.”

That just made Himeko even more curious. But the threat of her grandfather harassing other Meiko family guests was too great and she had to run off, shooting me a concerned look over her shoulder as she did so.

After she was out of sight I sighed. I had to add another stop to my already exhausting day. Let’s see… I’m going to need fresh chamomile… I can grind up some aspirin and use that instead of Mindsapper bark…

I wandered in a distracted daze through the rest of my visit to the Meiko estate. In fact, I was so distracted by my latest task that I almost let Takayasu rush past me into the estate when I made my exit. I was surprised to see one of the staff rushing over to assist me and if Takayasu hadn’t bounced off me in his haste he might have made it. This time I offered to be the one to haul the kid outside with me as I went, a task security gratefully agreed to and earned me a bite on the hand as the little monster actually snapped at me as we left. The boy ran off as soon as I let him go, leaving that little mystery unexplained.

I sighed and watched him tear around the estate corner, too drained to even think about giving chase. I should throw Himeko’s grandfather at him, those two deserve each other. The thought was tired though, barely any emotion to it. I was too drained by everything else that had already happened to get really annoyed by this point. After a moment I shook my head and made my way back to the train station.

***

Eventually, after two crowded train rides, I made it back to the apartment. It had taken me a while to collect everything but for once I knew what I was doing. I was upset and off balance, and I needed to figure everything out. Fortunately, mages had long ago figured out that being mentally unbalanced and descending into madness (or just various mental illnesses) was a bad idea. We had developed a couple of decent ways to cope.

Don’t get me wrong, an actual therapist would probably have been a better idea. Which was why I was not going to cast the ritual I now had the supplies for. The ritual, Cracked Mirror Confrontation, was like something out of a Persona game where I’d confront myself mentally and be forced to determine the truth. If I’d been dealing with a deeper and more serious underlying problem I’d never have even considered it, there was a serious risk of permanent damage or hurting myself if I faced myself with deep seated issues. If I had to kill my current personality to get over my problems, well… the spell could make that literally happen.

And that was obviously a little bit much. Don’t get me wrong, it would probably work. Like Himeko had said, the basics of this issue were pretty clear and I figured the spell would get it over with quickly and cleanly. It would probably still hurt a fair bit, it would be the mental equivalent of snapping a disjointed shoulder back into place, but it would be over and done instead of having me mope about the problem for waaaay longer then it deserved. And I’d originally intended to do it. But, somewhere in the middle of shopping for ingredients, I’d calmed down and figured I was being a moody teenager, trying to make everything dire and dramatic rather than doing things sensibly. I didn’t need to carry out the ritual, and I certainly didn’t want to spend all the extra mana, not over something where the basics were so obvious and simple.

I’d still purchased all the supplies of course. I was already halfway done and I figured that with the threat of this and Himeko hanging over my head I’d be able to successfully force myself to deal with the issue… and then leave it behind. It was going to be hard to dwell on the problem forever if I could just go ‘well, if you think it’s such a difficult issue why don’t you just cast the Cracked Mirror Confrontation ritual and get it over with?’ It was a weird way to handle it, only slightly healthier than obsessing and moaning, but I figured in this case it was a better choice. And who knew? Maybe I’d be glad I had all the ingredients in the future, I might actually need them at some point. It hadn’t been a good day but there were silver linings to everything.

With that thought in mind I carefully organized all the ingredients and put them away for future use, glad to be ending the day on a more positive note. And that was when I remembered we didn’t have any food left. That even after everything else, even after deliberately shopping for obscure things for the last few hours, I was going to have to drag my tired ass out one more time if I wanted to have anything for dinner.
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Okay, I thought, half in relief and half in trepidation as I came back to the apartment after a morning of fishing for gold.  Yesterday sucked, there’s no getting around that.  But today’s going fine so far.  Don’t be afraid, just enjoy Golden Week and the chance to get some good work done.

“Hello Mamoru-san!” an offensively cheerful voice came from half a dozen doors down on my right side.

I flinched in spite of myself, hoping it hadn’t been too visible.  Then again… I thought, trying to keep my negativity at a minimum even though it spiked high at hearing…

“Hello Morita-san,” I said, trying to be polite to the biggest gossip and busybody in our apartment block.  An older lady in her mid fifties, it seemed like all she did was go around to the other older ladies and younger gossips in the complex to talk.  She wasn’t exactly a bad person, but you didn’t have to be bad to be an unmitigated pain in the ass.  Avoiding interactions with her was one of the few things my parents and I were in complete agreement about.  However, since I didn’t want rumors or malicious gossip being spread amongst all our neighbors I tried to be at least distantly courteous.

“I was just having a fascinating conversation with your friends,” she continued, undeterred by my lukewarm response.  “You weren’t there when they arrived so I invited them in to wait.”

My friends?  Oh shit!  Despite myself, Morita now had my full attention.  “My friends?” I asked, plastering an unconvincing smile on my face and turning to face her.

“Himeko-san and Eiko-san,” my neighbor nodded.  “I was entirely shocked to hear you had friends, let along two young ladies of such exceptional beauty.  You could have knocked me over with a feather.”

I hurried over to Morita’s door as fast as I could without seeming panicked and peeked in.  There, seated calmly at Morita’s coffee table and having some tea, were Himeko and Eiko.

“Hello, Mamoru-san,” Himeko murmured politely, never taking her eyes off her tea.

In opposition to Himeko’s demure picture Eiko immediately waved at me.  “Hi Mamoru-san!”

We’re in public mode, got it.  “Eiko-san, Himeko-san,” I greeted both of them in turn.  I might not have normally worried, but directly under Morita’s watchful eye it was probably a good idea to downplay our closeness.

“We came to check up on you,” Himeko continued, the image of decorum.  “We’re sorry for the imposition and not calling ahead.  You weren’t home but your neighbor was kind enough to entertain us until you returned.”

“Oh, it was no imposition,” Morita said brightly.

I bet it wasn’t, I thought darkly.  Anything the pair had told her would be all over the apartment complex before sundown.  Heck, I was willing to bet my parents would hear about it before a full day had gone by, and they never talked to anyone!

“Thank you for saying that,” Himeko continued, “and we strive not to be too much trouble.  But it really was all our fault for not checking on Mamoru in advance.  Wanting to surprise him was no excuse for simply assuming he would be in.”  Himeko got up and bowed politely.  “Please, accept the remainder of the cake as thanks for your hospitality.”

I glanced at the counter and saw roughly half of a fancy (if small) cake from a notable bakery.

“Oh,” Morita said, looking surprisingly uncertain, “I thought you’d intended that for Mamoru-san…”

“It is no imposition,” Himeko continued politely.  “We mostly bought it along as a precaution in the first place, if Mamoru’s parents had been home we wanted to be careful in case we were putting them out.  We can bring Mamoru something else the next time we see him.  He is our friend.  I doubt we will see you after today, we must thank you for your efforts.”

“Well…” Morita said slowly, “if you insist…”

“I do.”  Himeko nodded firmly.

I glanced between the pair.  Morita seemed unusually hesitant and uncertain, almost afraid.  And there was a hint of something in Himeko’s tone…

“Well then,” Morita said with a slightly forced smile.  “Thank you for your gift and your company today, it’s been wonderful to meet you.”

“And you Morita-san,” Himeko said with a flatteringly deep bow, “I’m am truly grateful to have had this experience.”

“Goodbye,” Eiko added in, halfway between cheerful and insouciant as she got up, slipped by the pair, and started putting her shoes on.  “It was good to get to know you.”

The pair extracted themselves from my neighbor and calmly walked with me over to my family’s door.  Himeko’s neutral but pleasant expression dropped the second she was through the doorway.  “What an annoying woman.”

“Hah!” Eiko said with a smirk.  “At least you got to beat up on her socially!  I wanted to do it physically.  Seriously Mamoru, how do you manage with her as a neighbor?”

“You try to seem boring and dodge her,” I answered more or less automatically.  “She’s interested in gossip.  My family’s a juicy tidbit for anyone just moving to the building but for any regular residents we’re not worth getting excited about.”

I shook myself, returning to the present and realizing I had the pair in my home for once.

“Aren’t you going to invite us in?” Himeko asked pleasantly, still technically standing in the entrance and maintaining propriety.

I didn’t want to, but that was mostly out of a vague sense of embarrassment about our apartment.  I didn’t exactly have much of a choice though.  “Sorry guys, please come in,” I said with a small flush.

Don’t get me wrong, our family’s apartment wasn’t horrible.  It was a hint messy but nothing worth commenting on, I would have spent five minutes cleaning it up if I’d known they were coming but that was the extent of the problem.  It was just that it was so small in comparison to what they were used to.  And a little bit… lifeless for lack of a better word.  My parents didn’t so much live in our apartment as occasionally sleep there, you had to know what you were looking for if you wanted to spot any of the small signs of life or personality that were occasionally scattered around the place.  I suspect one of the reasons I’d recognized the problem in the Meiko mansion was that we’d have had a similar problem in our home!

Himeko and Eiko finished taking off their shoes and took a quick look around.  “Your parents really aren’t here?” Himeko asked, a little surprised.  “Your neighbor said they wouldn’t be, and no one came to the door when we first arrived, but I wasn’t sure we could trust her.”

“They aren’t and you can’t,” I said with an eye roll.  “Morita-san’s got a taste for sensationalism and scandal, not to mention inuendo.  She’s never going to make something out of nothing but she likes to make life seem more exciting than it really is.  I’m kind of afraid of what she’s going to do with this.”  I wasn’t too worried.  One nice thing about my reputation was that it would be easy for me to tell everyone ‘neighbor-san, you’ve met me.  Do you really think I could land someone like Himeko or Eiko?’  But I was probably going to be spending the rest of Golden Week fighting that particular fire.

“Don’t be,” Himeko said, a little twitch at the corner of her eye betraying her annoyance.  “The woman can be a bit of an idiot but I put her in her place.”

Eiko laughed out loud, obviously remembering something.  “Oh yeah, if she was any less brazen I’d say she’d never gossip again after what you did to her.”

I looked quizzically at the pair but neither of them said anything.  I decided I didn’t want to know.  If Morita had tried to suggest Himeko or Eiko had been involved in anything scandalous (i.e. making suggestive comments about two attractive girls visiting their male friend’s place during Golden Week when no adults were present) chances were good Himeko had somehow cut her down to size.

“But she wasn’t wrong about this,” Himeko continued calmly, as if nothing had happened.  “Honestly Mamoru, both parents?  In the middle of Golden Week?”

I sighed deeply.  “What about that surprises you Himeko?  Even with what little I’ve said about them that should have been obvious.  Their version of Golden Week time off is they only work the hours they’re supposed to instead of an extra four or five.  Chances are they’ll both be home for dinner but that’s their version of Golden Week vacations.  And I suspect they only do that much to avoid pissing off their bosses with all the extra money they’d have to be paid otherwise.  Their Golden Week bonuses are big enough as is!”

Himeko and Eiko both looked at me askance for a few moments, obviously both offended and saddened on my behalf.  But after seventeen years and change in that sort of situation I was acclimatized to my parents’ ways.  I’d have told them not to worry or that I was used to it but I figured that would only make the situation worse.  So, I simply ignored them and quietly fussed about a few minor out of place items in the front closet.

Himeko shook herself out of it first.  “I guess that indirectly brings us to the reason for our visit here today, Mamoru.  You aren’t the only one with imperfect relatives, I needed to check in with you.  To make sure you were alright and properly apologize.”

“What’s there to apologize for?” I said, more or less automatically.

The looks the girls gave me weren’t friendly.  They screamed don’t insult our intelligence and we won’t hurt you.

“Okay, stupid question,” I admitted after a moment.  “But I thought yesterday’s apology was enough.”

“A rushed apology like that for my grandfather slandering you and trying to rescind our gratitude?  After you deliberately put yourself in his path to help Shinji and his friend?”  Himeko crossed her arms and gave me a disgusted look.  “Mamoru, this is why we wanted to check on you.  You don’t value yourself enough and just take abuse.”

“I don’t…” I trailed off as I considered that.  She might have a point, I admitted, maybe more of one then I even realized.  I should think about that later.  I didn’t think she was completely correct, in fact I’d have argued I had a tendency to become annoyed and hit back against most abuse out of proportion to what I should have.  That was one of the reasons I preferred evasion, it meant there was less chance I’d strike back or overreact.  But there were spots and people where I might have been bending over the other way.  When Himeko put it like that… well, it was worth thinking about.

“I’d argue that’s not usually true,” I said more normally.  “But that’s besides the point.  You don’t have to apologize for your grandfather’s misdeeds.”

“Oh great,” Eiko sighed, facepalming, “here were go.”

Himeko ignored her to focus on me.  Her expression was calm but Himeko’s eyes blazed electric.  “Mamoru, you were a guest on our estate.  And you had to protect another guest on our estate!  From one of our family!  I can’t even begin to describe what a colossal failure that was.  About the only way we could make it worse at this point is if we didn’t apologize.  And since waiting for my grandfather to do so is obviously a fool’s errand of course it means that I have to apologize!  He’s already scarred our honor, I have to do my best to minimize the blemish.”

Taking away slightly from the impassioned speech was the way Eiko rolled her eyes in an exaggerated way behind Himeko’s back.  I coughed to cover up my nervous laughter.  And Himeko glared at me, daring me to contradict her.

“Alright, apology accepted,” I said politely.

“Mamoru, I haven’t even apologized yet!”

“Himeko,” I said, backing up a step and trying to look harmless, “you already apologized profusely yesterday.  I don’t know how you’re going to do more then that today!”  Well, not without- I hurriedly cut that thought off before my hormones or greed could start suggesting some ridiculous alternatives again.

Himeko stared at me in annoyance but before she could say anything else Eiko cut in.  “Don’t give her any ideas!” she warned me sternly, giving Himeko a quelling look as she did so.

Himeko looked rebellious but slowly settled down under Eiko’s measured gaze.  ‘Thou art but mortal’, I thought to myself, remembering the stories of Roman emperors who had a slave riding next to them during their victory parades, merely to whisper that in their ears.  The more time I spent with them the more certain I became that was part of Eiko’s purpose in their relationship.

Finally, Himeko let out a deep breath.  “Fine,” she said irritably before turning back to me.

“Mamoru-sama,” she said, bowing to me deeply and humbly, her voice pitched soft and slow.  “On behalf of the Meiko family I wish to apologize for the disgraceful treatment you suffered on our estate yesterday.  I can offer you no excuses, it was a failure of the highest order and I’m afraid I must humble myself before you today in apology.  I hope you can find it in your heart to forgive us, but completely understand if you cannot.”

Laying it on a little thick there Himeko, I couldn’t help but think, momentarily put off by her excessive contrition.  Of course, a suspicious part of me wondered if she wasn’t being a little bit tricky.  The way she phrased it and was doing things also encouraged me to move past the issue and give the rest of her family, including her grandfather, a little forgiveness I didn’t actually feel.  Given that I’d already forgiven her yesterday, and it would be churlish of me to do anything different now, I was a little bit suspicious she was maneuvering me on her family’s behalf.

For a few seconds I hesitated.  But in the end, I was confident if she was also doing that she was still sincere in her apology and concern for me.

“You’re forgiven Himeko,” I said a little awkwardly.  I wanted to add an ‘I understand’ or ‘it’s fine’ but I couldn’t quite bring myself to do it.  I at least managed to avoid saying ‘you’re forgiven, your family is not’.

After a few moments Himeko straightened up and looked at me quizzically.  When I declined to say anything more she decided to move on, trying to make it as comfortable as possible for me under the circumstances.

“The other reason we’re here,” she said more calmly, “was because I wanted to be sure you weren’t dwelling on that arsonist issue too long.  The way you looked yesterday… I was half convinced we were going to come here and wake you up after you’d spent all night staring at the ceiling unable to sleep.”

She studied me carefully.  “I have to admit, after your first reaction I’m surprised you’re looking so well.”

“It hit me hard,” I answered honestly, “and I did have to obsess about it for a few hours.  But in the end I figured out the key part.  I was at least a little responsible for everything- “

I cut myself off as I saw Himeko struggle not to say something.  That was how passionate she felt on the subject, it was obvious to me it was a real fight for her not to speak up!

I smiled wryly at her.  “Stop denying it Himeko.  If this had turned out well, and someone else was trying to take all the credit for it, would you have been arguing that I didn’t deserve some?  Or the Student Council?  It works both ways Himeko, we’re not allowed to deny we did anything when it turns out poorly.”

Himeko held her tongue even though she still wanted to object.  I could tell by the slightly disconcerted look in her eyes my argument had hit home though, and it felt good to score a point on her for once.

“Anyway,” I continued, “it took me a while but eventually I realized it was simple.  While I might be partially responsible for how things turned out there’s nothing in my actions I had to feel guilty about.  I acted properly, thoroughly, and legally.  And not in some sort of ‘I was just following orders’ or ‘that’s all the law says I have to do’ way.  I did my due diligence, raised the right concerns at the right time to the right people, and had no responsibility or reason to have done any more then I did.  I admit I spent a bit of time double checking everything to be sure, being absolutely confident I wasn’t trying to weasel out of anything.  But after a while even I had to agree I was in the clear.  And once I’d reached that point even I couldn’t justify stewing on the subject much longer.”

And we’ll not mention the quick double check I did, going over most it again this morning, I noted mentally, schooling my expression.  It was mostly just a formality, but I had spent another fifteen minutes this morning mentally double checking my processes just to be absolutely sure, being certain I hadn’t missed something when I’d been tired and depressed.  But that had just been background work while fishing for gold, it barely counted. 

Alright, maybe it is a good thing they stopped by to double check on me and give me a distraction.  So far I’d managed to keep from obsessing about the subject, and between my conclusions and the threat of the Cracked Mirror Confrontation ritual I actually had a reasonable amount of hope I could continue the trend.  But upon mature reflection I was kind of glad to have my friends there to help me keep my mind off it and move past the issue.

Himeko let out a small sigh of relief.  “I’m grateful to hear you say that,” her tone showed how happy about it she really was.  “I was worried you were going to obsess about things, blame yourself for some sort of spell you figured you should have cast.

“Not in this case,” I admitted with a nod, completely ignoring the thoughts of just a moment earlier and lying through my teeth, “I might in some other time and place.  But this case?”  I switched my nod to shaking my head in negation and focused on my official line.  “No, the only spells I could have cast that might have done anything would have been ridiculously expensive and complex.  Not to mention intrusive.  Without prior knowledge I had no right to use them, they would have been like breaking down a bunch of peoples’ doors and searching their homes without a warrant or probable cause.  I can’t feel guilty about that.  Not when doing it next time would only make me feel more guilty and like I was making a mistake!”

“No seeing the future then?” Eiko asked with a smirk.

“Don’t even get me started on that!” I said, rolling my eyes while the girls giggled at my exasperation.  “Seriously.  Divination, fate, destiny, and all the rest are just as complicated as you think they are.  You have no idea just how impressive Saori is to see as much as she manages.”

We all smiled at each other but it quickly gave over to a moment of uncomfortable silence.

“So,” I said awkwardly, “where do we go from here?  I don’t usually do things like having people over regularly, let alone with two girls.”

“Come on Mamoru,” Himeko teased me gently, “it’s not that hard.”

“Is it?” I countered frankly.  “I don’t mind failing.  I know and trust you guys, and you all realize how bad I am at something like this.  But you’ve already gotten too much flak from your parents and grandfather, I don’t want to cause you more trouble by either kicking you out too quickly or acting too familiar.  I can’t even offer you something to drink with a straight face, Morita already took care of that for me.”

“Well, why don’t you show us your home?” Himeko suggested calmly.

I gave her a skeptical glance.  She could see all of it from where she was standing.  “That door’s my parents’ bedroom, that door’s mine, and that door’s the bathroom,” I said a little witheringly, “there’s not that much to see.”  Apart from the family room, kitchen area, and entrance hallway that was all there was to our apartment.  Well, that and the balcony.

Himeko frowned slightly as she looked around.  “You’re joking?”

I frowned slightly too.  “Why would I be joking?”  I mean, I knew she was rich but I didn’t think she’d be that clueless.  Heck, it was a pretty fair-sized apartment all things considered.

But Himeko surprised me.  “Mamoru, I’ve seen the reports on how much your parents make.  Most of my acquaintances at school have bigger apartments and their parents are usually making a good deal less than one of yours.  What are they spending it on if they’re living here?”

I had a wild impulse to say ‘drugs’ just to see Himeko’s reaction, she was already more than a little incredulous about the situation.  Fortunately, my good sense prevailed and I fought that down.  Besides, I wasn’t 100% sure they weren’t using drugs.  I seriously doubted it, at least in any sort of regular way, but I wouldn’t have been shocked to find out they occasionally used chemical enhancement for some reason or other.  Probably just to stay awake or keep up with younger employees when they felt it was necessary.

Instead, I shrugged.  “You got me,” I admitted.  “I’m pretty sure they lost sight of that years ago, possibly before they even had me.  They know they’re supposed to value money, that having more of it is an important metric, but they bring in far more than they spend right now.  At this point I think they’re just focused on advancing their careers and that money, so long as they’re in the black, is unimportant to them.  I think they’ve gotten in the habit of not spending on themselves, of making sure they have enough money to afford whatever new suit, or business trip, or visit to the bar with co-workers they think they need so that they can advance their careers.  I’m pretty sure they’ve failed to realize just how much more they’re making than they’re spending.”

“That’s- “ Eiko started before stopping and just shaking her head in disbelief, clearly no idea what to say.

Some days I’m surprised I’m not an orphan already, I thought, being careful to keep that thought to myself rather than depressing my friends.  One of the reasons I was pretty sure my parents weren’t regularly using drugs was because they were still alive.  If they had been in the habit of using amphetamines to keep going they’d probably have died of heart failure long ago.  And they certainly weren’t using drugs to relax!  I’d probably have cheered them on and been willing to pick them up from the local dealers if that was the case!

“Anyway,” I said, walking in the direction of the doors as an unsubtle way of moving past the subject.  “Here’s my room, nothing too exciting here.”

The girls knew what I was doing.  But they couldn’t resist a chance to have a peak inside my room, quickly following me to get a look in.

I certainly didn’t think it was anything exciting, apart from the fact it was connected to the balcony (my parents had such odd hours they preferred the internal bedroom of the apartment with no outside lights) I didn’t think it was anything special.  I had the standard desk, computer, and used a bed but that was about it.  My room wasn’t exactly covered in occult paraphernalia with mystic symbols plastering the wall.  I had several footlockers with various pieces of equipment stored under the bed that I took out when needed, but even a third of the stuff in those were more mundane pieces of equipment like the welding mask.  The flying talisman as well as the local mana collector and reservoir were all tucked discretely in the closet and there was nothing obvious to suggest I was anything unusual.  Well, maybe the fact the room was a little cramped.  I also had two floor to ceiling bookcases full of books and manga, as well as-

“Mamoru,” Himeko asked in a tone of forced calmness.  “Why do you have a human sized pile of wood in the corner of your room?”

I decided not to be pedantic and mention all the other plant remains that were tucked between the wood and my desk, you couldn’t see them from the door.  “It’s cherry wood,” I said defensively, “lightning struck.  My grandmother was just going to get rid of it otherwise, I just have to store it while I find a use for it.”

“Of course,” Himeko said, trying not to let the amusement creep into her voice.

Eiko, unsurprisingly, made no such attempt.  “So that’s why you were so interested in the lab,” she said, trying not to laugh.

“Well, yeah,” I answered cluelessly, “you try complex operations like smelting metals in the house without setting off the smoke alarms of lighting something on fire.”

Eiko began to laugh softly.

“And the storage bins underneath your bed?” Himeko asked, slowly losing her own battle against amusement.

“Just what you think,” I shrugged, “I have to keep all my equipment and creations somewhere.”

“I…can’t help but note…” Himeko said slowly, struggling to breathe, “there’s an awful lot of them.”

I crossed my arms and rolled my eyes, all while Eiko began to laugh even harder.  “Of course there are.  Those collectors and the supplies to make them take up space!  But I have to keep them hidden from my parents.”

“Hidden!” Eiko wheezed, slowly bending over as she struggled not to laugh too much.

“Mamoru,” Himeko continued in that slow, barely-in-control, voice, “do you believe you’re being discreet?”

I hesitated, caught between a defensive affirmation and the slow realization that, yeah, to an outsider’s eyes this did look a little odd.  Not obviously magical but… well…

Himeko gave in and burst out laughing at my expression, removing any restraint on Eiko’s part while setting her off again.  The pair leaned against each other for mutual support while they let it all out.

I flushed with embarrassment.  “What’s wrong with that?” I asked petulantly.

The two of them just laughed louder.

This went on for a good minute before they calmed down, wiped their eyes, and composed themselves.

“Mamoru,” Himeko tried to be gently but her eyes and tones were still sparkling with laughter.  “How many storage bins do you have down there?”

Put like that I couldn’t quite look her in the face.  “I’ll admit it’s a few.”

“They’re poking out from under the bed!” Eiko was loving this.  “What, do you have to jump over the edge in the morning?”

“It’s only by a few centimeters,” I said defensively, even though it was more than that, “and I made sure it’s only on one side.”

That just made both of them laugh again.

I sighed softly to myself.  They’ve got a point, I admitted internally.  I’d gradually built up quite a collection of equipment and supplies over the years, since it had happened slowly I hadn’t realized how silly it was getting.  Back when it was only one or two bins that had been pretty reasonable, almost as unremarkable as I’d tried to pretend it was.  But the last two or three years had been pretty busy and the amount of stuff was getting a little problematic.  Now, like the girls were saying, the bins were spilling out from underneath the bed into the rest of the room.

“Seriously Mamoru,” Eiko said, “if it was anyone else I’d expect to open up one of those things and find a body pillow or a blow-up doll.  It’s obvious that you’re hiding things, just not what.”

“Agreed,” Himeko said, slightly gentler about it but still smirking.  “Mamoru, this is not a discreet box tucked quietly away in a corner.  This is a whole new room with a bulging door clearly labeled ‘Mamoru’s secrets!  No peeking!’  Anyone who takes a look into this room is going to know you’re up to something.  And that’s not including the huge pile of wood in the corner.”

“But they won’t know what it is, and that’s good enough for me,” I declared decisively, trying to salvage some dignity from the situation.

The pair smirked at me and I quickly changed tactics.  I could have tried to defend myself a little more, pointed out that since I’d acquired everything gradually it had flown under my parents’ radar too.  Unfortunately, that would have just circled back to the point they were pretty inattentive parents and upset everyone again.  Instead, I desperately changed course and declared “anyway, I’m just about to make lunch.  Anyone else want some?”

My obvious attempt to change the subject just set the two off again.

***

Himeko’s eyebrows went up in surprise as she tried the curry.  “I must admit Mamoru, this is surprisingly good.”

I smirked slightly and finished shutting down the cooking equipment, making sure the rice steamer was unplugged before I spoke up.  “You don’t have to sound so shocked.  Cooking is just applied chemistry, and you know I’m pretty good at that.”

“I’m pretty sure there are a bunch of chemists and cooks that would dispute that,” Himeko tossed back.  But she sounded amused rather than sarcastic.

“Yeah, try telling that to the estate cooks and see how they react,” Eiko agreed.

I smiled.  “Alright, you’re correct.  But there’s a pretty decent crossover.  And the parts that are different are a lot like casting spells, the mixture of the science and the skill to use it.  Since I’ve got experience with that too I don’t think it’s any surprise I’m a decent cook.”

“You keep making that claim,” Eiko shot back at me.  “If it was really just that, don’t you think you’d be an even better cook?”  She was still eating her curry as she asked though.

“Heh, got me there,” I admitted ruefully.  I then turned to Himeko.  “And you don’t have to compliment me lavishly.  I’m a pretty decent cook and I know it, but I also know that the professionals on the estate are a lot better than I am.  You don’t have to eat anything you don’t want to or ruin your appetite for dinner.”

Himeko gave me a measuring look.  “Mamoru, I don’t always eat at the estate.  I’ve eaten out plenty of times and shared lunches with other classmates.  Believe me, I know the difference between good cooking and bad.  I’m not going to tell you this is amazing or that I want to eat it every day but I am enjoying it.  It’s novel.  Unique.”

“She’s not mentioning all the times she’s eaten with us,” Eiko tossed in.  “Trust me, after that one time she ate Hisako’s cooking she knows how bad it can get.”

“It… wasn’t that bad,” Himeko said, clearly struggling to mean it.

Eiko gave her a sardonic look.  “You’re not helping Mamoru believe you.”  She then turned back to me.  “She appreciates the chance to get something different.  She get’s a lot of good food, but there are habits and preferences the chefs and her parents get into so variety like this is nice.  It’s not as good, but it works really well as something different and a palette cleanser.”

“Okay, that I can believe,” I admitted, finally moving to join them.

We were kneeling around the family room table, all with a bowl of curry and drink in front of us.  With guests over I figured I’d do some curry for lunch, it had been the best available balance of tasty, easy, and the right proportions to do for three people.  Normally that would have been a bit heavy for me but I hadn’t wanted to disappoint the girls with something poorly made.  While it was hard to make a curry that everyone loved it was pretty easy to come up with something everyone found decent.

“You’re not disrupting your own dinner, are you?” Himeko asked in concern, worried she was imposing.

“Nope,” I replied, lingering on my first bite thoughtfully for a few moments.  Not bad, I probably should have gone a little hotter but I hadn’t wanted to risk making it unpalatable for the girls.

“In hindsight this will probably work better,” I continued.  “Like I said, my parents will actually be home in time for dinner tonight.  Since we all cook our dinners separately that means having a heavier lunch is a good thing.  I can go a little later for dinner and not get in their way when they want to have their meals.”

There was another abrupt ‘clank’ as Himeko set her cup down heavily and Eiko looked at me sorrowfully.  Himeko immediately schooled her face again but I could tell I’d upset them once more, even if I wasn’t quite sure how.

“So, what other girls are you seeing?” Eiko cut in quickly.

“Pardon?”

“Your gossipy neighbor,” Eiko smirked, “passed on that this wasn’t the first time that beautiful young girls had been hanging around your door.  She hadn’t seen the last one, but she’d heard about it and had been trying to find out if it was one of us or if it was someone else and she could start a little trouble.”

I was confused for a few moments before it clicked.  “Inoue,” I said, sighing in disgust.

“That little harlot came here?” Himeko asked, looking thunderous.

“Technically,” I shrugged.  “It was after the fire, she used it as an excuse to visit.  I just hid in my room until she went away.  She dropped off a small fruit basket as a combination of thanks and reward for all my hard work.”  My tone was withering and so was the smile I gave my friends.  “Shall I assume she didn’t bother doing that for either of you?”

“Of course not,” Himeko answered, looking disgusted.  Then she sighed and bowed slightly to me.  “My apologies Mamoru, I was worried she’d gotten past the front door and assumed she was going to try and use that against me in the future.  Something to the tune of ‘if he’s your friend how come I visited his home before you?’  Probably with some sort of vague innuendos about how I didn’t know you as well as she did.”

“Technically you’d still have come here before her,” I pointed out, “back when you picked me up to go after the onryu.”

“True, but that wouldn’t matter to Inoue.  She’d use getting past the front door to her advantage, even if that was all she managed.”

Not a euphemism, I thought to myself, fighting down a smile.  Given how much subtext Inoue put into all her words it was hard not to think of euphemism and double entendres when it came to her.  Looked at from a safe distance it was amusing, it was a lot less so when she was up close and trying to get (very) personal.

Eiko just shook her head in amusement.  “I just saw you demolish a gossipy old woman who was threatening to spread rumors about you.  Why haven’t you crushed this girl already Hime?”

“It’s not the same thing,” Himeko said heatedly.  “That idiot was just looking to create trouble and had no idea what she was doing.  Inoue has a purpose, she has skill!  I hate how that ambitious little trollop goes about things but there are society dames out there that could learn a thing or two from her.”

“How to sleep your way to success?” Eiko asked innocently.

“If it was just that I wouldn’t have to worry,” Himeko said sourly.

“It’s not?”

Himeko gave her a withering look.  “Of course not.  If it was, do you think she could have been elected class rep?  She needed more than that to convince her classmates to vote for her!  She used her looks and sex appeal to get the boys’ attention, sure, but that was only half of it.  She made herself seem like the young, intelligent, and ambitious choice that would simultaneously take care of the class while bringing any concerns to the council.  All while suggesting she was a poor underdog and I was the rich bitch buying my way to victory, trying to make it seem like she was the protagonist in an anime and the Student Council were some sort of draconian- “

Himeko cut herself off and took an angry drink of juice to keep her from saying too much more, discussing Inoue was getting her worked up.  Eiko and I exchanged a glance that mingled amusement and concern as she chugged down her drink.

After a few moments Himeko broke off from her now empty cup with a small sigh.  “Anyway,” Himeko said, forcing herself to sound calm.  “She’s on the council now, it’s my responsibility to deal with her.”

“Sounds fun,” Eiko said blandly.

“You have no idea,” Himeko shot us a tired glance.  “If you give her a task, she’s likely to do it perfectly.  I wish all the class reps had her skill and determination.  But she’ll also insinuate it’s an attempt by me to keep her busy and from undermining my authority.  And if you don’t give her a task she’ll claim I’m ignoring her in an attempt to sweep her and her points under the rug.”  Himeko looked ready to bang her head against the table.

“Wow,” Eiko continued, still in the slightly bland mocking tone, “and you thought we had to come to Mamoru’s to keep him from obsessing about a problem.”

Himeko shot her friend a dirty look but I had to nod thoughtfully at her point.  Himeko was just as bad as I was about obsessing over certain subjects.  It seemed that Inoue Sakura had made that list.

“Seriously Hime,” Eiko continued, “you just handed her the biggest defeat ever!  You literally rushed into a burning building and saved students in danger!  You’ve told me she suffered a hell of a setback after that, everyone with half a brain knows you’re the real deal.  Why can’t you give it a rest?”

“She’ll be back,” Himeko muttered darkly.  As Eiko opened her mouth again Himeko shot her friend a quelling look.  “And it doesn’t matter if I’m ahead right now, I have to shut her down.  Permanently and in the right way.”

“Why?  Because of pride?”

“No, because Shinji’s probably going to our school next year, and there’s no way I want to leave behind a powerful Inoue Sakura in control of the school if that’s the case!”

Both Eiko and I jerked a little bit at that thought!  That was a problem neither of us had previously considered, and the possibilities were frightening.

Seriously, I thought uneasily.  An inexperienced and vulnerable Shinji with Inoue as his sempai?  Where he had to deal with a girl in power who’s manipulative and willing to use sex as a weapon?  That’s the sort of situation where I’d sick their grandfather on Inoue and not feel guilty about it in the least!  Granted, I didn’t know that’s what Inoue would do.  But if she was willing to go around collecting various club heads in that way it was hard to imagine she wouldn’t at least try to pick up a Meiko family heir as well!

“I have to put her in her place before then,” Himeko said pensively.  “Not too hard, I can’t use a big hammer approach like with Morita-san.  If I did that would only make Inoue more inclined to get back at me and use Shinji as an easy lever.  But she needs to know such actions would not be acceptable.  And that going against me, even if I’m no longer at the school, would be a terrible mistake.  That’s what I have to drive into her head before then.”

Eiko and I exchanged another glance.  It was a hard to argue her point, the thought of just leaving everything alone and assuming everything would turn out alright seemed like a horrible idea, the sort of idea that just left Shinji more abused and traumatized about a year from now.  Granted, it might be in a way that he enjoyed, but in the end it wouldn’t be healthy for his psyche.  On the other hand, it was possible Himeko was worrying over nothing.  There were dozens of ways things could turn out entirely different, even without her doing anything.  People could change, people could go to different schools, people might start stable and permanent relationships before then!  By themselves none of those outcomes were too likely.  But added together they turned into a reasonably high probability.

Communicating that to Himeko on the other hand…

We ate a few more bites in silence, focusing on lunch rather than the imponderable future.

“By the way,” I asked diffidently, more interested in changing the subject than the actual answer.  “Does anyone want to tell me what was up with that Takayasu kid yesterday?”

“No,” Eiko said, giving Himeko an uneasy glance.

“No,” Himeko agreed simply.

“That’s alright,” I said instantly, “I understand.”  I rubbed the spot on my hand that was still wrapped up and covered with padding.  The bite wasn’t too bad but it needed a day or two of attention to heal.

“Sorry Mamoru,” Eiko was the one who sighed this time.  “This is tricky and kind of personal.  You aren’t family, you aren’t a resident, and you aren’t likely to encounter him again.  It’s not our story to tell.”

“That’s fine,” I said a little more firmly.  “I mean it.  I’m the last guy in the world who can complain about keeping secrets, especially if they’re personal.  If I’m not going to encounter him again then I don’t have a leg to stand on.”

We went silent again but it was a little easier this time.

Himeko suddenly sighed and stood up from the table.  “I’m sorry Mamoru,” she said apologetically.  “I shouldn’t have drunk my juice so fast after having so much tea at Morita’s, may I use your bathroom?”

“Of course,” I said instantly, pointing it out to her in case she’d somehow forgotten.

“Thank you,” Himeko bowed to me and then calmly walked off to do her business.

Three seconds after the bathroom door had closed Eiko rounded on me suddenly.  “Okay, we don’t have long, listen closely,” she said leaning across the table and speaking quickly.

“Wha- “ I began but Eiko cut me off.

“No time, remember?”  She pinned me with a serious gaze and continued.  “Takayasu wasn’t the only private issue that tripped you up at the estate yesterday, but Himeko won’t talk about her family’s issues.”

“But- “

“Shut up and listen.  I won’t betray Hime’s confidence on this, I can’t.  This is too personal for her, but it’s one of the reasons she was so sensitive about it and had to apologize again.”

This time I nodded carefully.  Eiko barely waited for my head to start moving before she continued.

“Himeko’s grandfather isn’t a nice guy.  Frankly I want to break his nose sometimes, and I know why he’s the way he is!  But there was a reason he was so bad yesterday, and it’s a reason I think even you’d be sympathetic to.  But I can’t tell you.  Like I said, actual family secrets.”

So why all this- this- I thought in frustration, looking for a word to describe her useless, frantic secrecy.

“But I can give you a clue you could probably figure out for yourself,” Eiko continued.  She then looked me straight in the eye.  “Don’t you think it’s odd that Himeko’s never mentioned any aunts or uncles?”

I paused, an electric tingle running up my spine as I was suddenly arrested by that thought.  Because once Eiko mentioned it the point was kind of hard to ignore.  Eiko had plenty of aunts and uncles.  I might not have known them but I knew her sprawling clan threaded throughout the estate staff.  I had plenty of aunts and uncles!  Even if my connections to them were a little weirder than usual, an odd mix of closer and further away from my relatives than most, Eiko and Himeko had found out about them soon enough.  But Himeko?  Apart from a brief mention of a grandmother that I assumed had passed on I hadn’t heard about any other relatives than I’d already seen.  And that was odd.

Maybe both her parents were only children?  I thought with a frown.  I could barely even think that with a straight face though, especially after Eiko’s deliberate hint.

Eiko nodded at me solemnly and then pulled back, returning to her former position across the table.  “Wipe that look off your face,” she said calmly, schooling her own expression, “Himeko will be done soon.”

I tried but knew I couldn’t maintain a poker face.  Hearing someone turn the bathroom tap on I quickly leapt to my feet, going back to examine the fridge as a reason to keep my face hidden from the others.  I soon heard Himeko exit the bathroom and calmly return to her place at the table.

“Do you need any more juice?” I calmly tossed over my shoulder, looking to extend my trip.

“If it wouldn’t be an imposition,” Himeko replied politely, “I’m afraid I finished mine too early.”

Glad for the excuse, I fiddled around in the fridge for a few moments more.  Despite myself, I felt my lips curling back into a mad grin.

I imagine most guys end up confused, disappointed, and frustrated when their beautiful female friends visit them at their apartment.  But only we could manage to do it this way!
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“Are you alright there Mamoru?” my uncle Suzuki Sansho asked, red faced as we attempted to maneuver a privacy wall down the basement stairs.

“Peachy,” I grunted out, also red faced and sweating.  I was the one going first, so the bulk of the weight and awkward maneuvering was on me as gravity did its job.  Not to mention the fun of going backwards down an unfamiliar staircase.  It was disturbing how much my warning bracelet was going off.  It was still only a lowkey warning, I wasn’t in any danger of an imminent demise, but I was getting as much of a signal as when I was doing tests with Master Tai!

Gee, I thought sarcastically, carefully feeling out each step with my foot before committing.  Two inexperienced men undertaking home renovations being just as dangerous as facing a trained martial arts master?  Who’d have thought it?  Master Tai had good control of himself and knowledge of when to stop.  We were not that bright.  Not in the least.

I let out a little sigh of relief as I realized I’d hit the bottom.  “I’m down,” I said a little more normally.  With that hurdle cleared we carefully maneuvered and evened out the panel, easily bringing it into the basement.

“Phew!” Uncle Suzuki let out once we’d gotten the panel leaned up against the basement wall.  “That was a lot harder than I expected!  Thank goodness you’re here Mamoru.”

I shrugged.  My uncle was laying it on a little thick but he wasn’t entirely lying.  The sections of privacy wall were surprisingly heavy for their size.  In a pinch you could carry them by yourself but attempting to maneuver one down a flight of stairs solo was just asking for a visit to the hospital.  It was no wonder that he’d waited for the young and giant member of his extended family to visit before he tried moving them!

“Are you good or do you want to wait a little longer before the next one?” my uncle asked, looking at me in concern.

I surreptitiously studied my uncle.  Uncle Suzuki Sansho was married to my father’s sister and, well, he was a little bit on the short and unhealthy side.  Not horribly so, he was a centimeter or five below average and a kilo or five above where he ought to be.  But, in order to come straight home when his job was done, he made up for it with extra hard work, often hurrying through an unhealthy and calorie ridden lunch.  And while he certainly got some exercise taking care of his kids he didn’t have time for the proper sort of workouts to burn that stuff off.

Don’t get me wrong, he was a good person and I had no objections to him as an uncle.  But when it came to something physical like this I was more worried about him than he was worried about me.  He was a little bit on the passive side and I was afraid he’d try to keep up with me rather than objecting if he was too worn out.

So, I was a little extra cautious in my answer.  “I think I’m good for the next one,” I reported, “probably the next two.  But I think we’d better take a break and see how we’re feeling at that point, just to be on the safe side.  There’s what?  Ten of these?  No sense overextending ourselves and trying to rush too much, I don’t think there’s any chance we’ll get them all in one go.”

I pretended not to see the relief in my uncle’s eyes.  “That’s a good idea, I’m grateful you’re willing to help us out Mamoru, I don’t want you getting hurt.”

I nodded and we climbed back up the stairs and out to the Suzuki’s car.  My uncle had gotten the panels loaded in at the store, he hadn’t quite realized how heavy they were until he had to unload them.  With a small grunt I pulled the next one out and we carefully repositioned ourselves to repeat the process.

I wonder if Master Tai could take one of these by himself?  Scratch that, I wonder how many he could manage at once?  My uncle and I might have struggled a bit but I figured the balance would have been the major stumbling block for Master Tai, not the weight.

Uncle Suzuki was puffing a little even after we got the third piece down and I patted myself on the back for figuring out the best place to rest.  Not wanting to hurt his pride I just said “and that’s a good spot to take a break.  We’ll see if it’s a little easier now that we know how to do it but I figure this is a good plan.  If we do a three, three, two, two arrangement we can probably manage it without killing ourselves.”

“You sure you don’t want to try doing a three, four, three?” my uncle asked trying not to seem as worn out as he looked.

I shook my head.  “We still have to set these up after we get them down,” I answered reasonably.  “There’s no sense in rushing things or straining something before we get started on that.”

My uncle smiled wryly.  “You always were the odd one,” he noted with good humor, “most boys your age would be rushing to get it done, trying to prove how strong they were.  That or they’d have just dodged the whole idea in the first place.  You?  You’re the one who crosses half the city and then paces yourself properly.”

I tried to wave the compliment off, embarrassed.  “Don’t give me too much credit, it was grandmother’s idea.”

“To be here?  Yes.  To do it smartly?  No, that’s all on you.  Reiji’s showing some of that at times but I wish he was showing a whole lot more.  If he were here I’d worry he’d be trying to carry each piece down by himself.”

I winced.  I doubted my cousin would have been that bad… but I wasn’t quite willing to have bet on it.  Reiji was usually too smart for something like that, but he was also too used to being able to do whatever he set his mind to.  Combine that with worry for his father (which had certainly ruled my decision making!) and I could have seen it happening.

“And now that I’m having a second son I worry it’s only going to get worse,” my uncle continued with a stressed-out chuckle.  “I grew up with brothers, I know how younger brothers want to try and match their bigger siblings.”

“Surely not,” I said, a little startled even as I was reminded of some of the things my brothers and I had got up to back on Avalon.  “I mean, Reiji will be so much older than him.”

My conscience prodded me at the same time Uncle Suzuki answered.  “That will probably make it worse, he’ll try much harder than he would otherwise.  Given how athletic Reiji is I’m worried he’ll be hurt.”

We both fell silent for a few moments, my uncle in worry and me in guilty and painful reflection of my past family.  I tried not to think about the siblings I’d left behind on Avalon, it made my heart twinge in a way I knew I could never solve.

“But it’ll probably be a few years before I have to worry about that,” my uncle said with forced joviality.  “I figure they’ll be at least three or four before they really start to push themselves.  And who knows what will happen before then?  Perhaps they’ll end up being even larger than you are Mamoru.”

“Aoth, I hope not,” I muttered under my breath.  I had enough problems with my own size, I wouldn’t have wanted to inflict even worse ones on anyone else.  My uncle looked at me quizzically so I asked in a louder voice “have you decided on a name yet?”

“We’ve narrowed it down a lot,” he admitted, “but we want to meet him first before making a final decision, both of us agreed.”

“Makes sense,” I nodded.

“Well, come on,” my uncle said, hauling himself to his feet again.  “That was good enough for a first rest.  I want to get finished before the kids are back, otherwise Reiji might really try to help us.”

***

We did manage to get everything downstairs before Reiji and Aunt Suzuki returned.  We didn’t get much further than that though, and practically the first thing Reiji did was race down the stairs to have a look at our progress.

“Cousin Mamoru!” Reiji greeted me in surprise.  “You’re here!”

I nodded, trying not to move as I held up a section of privacy wall.  Uncle Suzuki was the one responsible for fastening it in place and we were still getting used to the process.  We’d gotten one section up already, but we were going slow just in case the second panel showed a place where we’d been wrong and we had to go back and fix things.

“Yes,” I grunted towards my cousin, “weren’t you told?”

Reiji shrugged.  “Just that a cousin was coming over to help.  I never thought it would be you!”

I’m not sure I want to look too deeply into that, I noted.  My pride was slightly pricked though.  Between all my work for the Student Council and all the rough crafting I had to do in order to make my own equipment I thought of myself as a halfway decent handyman.  Not a brilliant or gifted one, but someone capable of doing most of the basic stuff pretty well.

When I can use magic to cheat, my conscience reminded me with an eye roll.  It was amazing how much a little telekinesis made everything go much easier.  Adding a third hand you could control perfectly, and not worry about burning or hitting with a hammer… well, let’s just say a star of any renovation show would have given an awful lot for an ability like that!

“Good to see you back son!” my uncle said with a huge smile.  “Where’s your sister?”

“She went to Oba-Kanoko’s house,” Reiji reported.

It was slightly easier to hold my tongue on that one, but not much.  The way they were treating her as a third grandmother felt a little weird.

“She said she wanted some time to calm down after the festivities,” Aunt Suzuki broke in, just entering the basement.  “And she didn’t want to be hovering over you as you worked.”

“Honey,” my uncle said, breaking off from his work and moving quickly towards his wife.  “You shouldn’t be doing that.”

“It’s fine,” my aunt responded, sharing a small kiss with her husband.  They both touched her swollen middle protectively, my aunt was very pregnant at this point.   My newest cousin was expected sometime around mid June.

“I can handle a few stairs, so long as I’m careful,” she smiled.  “At least when all of my family is already going to the basement!  Speaking of which, hello nephew.”

“Greetings Aunty,” I replied, trying not to show any strain.  It wasn’t too bad holding the panel up, it was already half fastened in so it wasn’t completely unsupported, but I wasn’t exactly happy either.  It’s more of a pacing issue, I decided, absently annoyed, I don’t want to wear myself out too much on this one when we still have so many more to do.

“Cousin Mamoru, you’re hurt!” Reiji looked at me in shock, peering this way and that to get a better look at my injuries.  “Did you get in a fight?”

In snorted, amused in spite of myself.  “Blame Grandmother Matsuda for the cheek.  She dragged me along to help her with a Golden Week gatecrasher sale and I ended up blocking an overenthusiastic shopper with my face.”  The bruise was fading rapidly but it was particularly visible right at that moment, the basement light making it look much darker and uglier than it really was.  “As for the hand, I got bitten the other day- “

“By a werewolf?!” Reiji blanched, then blushed brightly as he covered up his mouth in embarrassment for letting that slip.

My uncle burst out laughing while my aunt just looked embarrassed.  “Reiji!” she scolded, she then shot me a flushed look.  “I’m sorry, he’s still worked up from all the Children’s Day festivities and I’ve let him have too much sugar!”

That does explain it, I smirked a little in spite of myself, just not quite in the way that you think.  Reiji was tired and buzzed at the same time, I doubted he would normally have let something like that slip.  Combine that with the shock of seeing me there and the simple fact such things were possible in my case and it really wasn’t too much of a mistake.

Still, no sense in worrying his parents.  “No,” I answered Reiji, taking care to show my amusement, “by kid your age in fact.  I made the mistake of offering to take him out with me when he was trespassing and the little brat bit me.  You really shouldn’t go around thinking that there’s some sort of amazing or supernatural explanation for everything Reiji.”

Both my aunt and uncle looked rueful at my revelation, something in their expressions told me they’d had experiences with kids like that too.  Reiji looked abashed, picking up on the subtle rebuke and reminder about things he couldn’t tell his parents.  “Sorry cousin,” he muttered.

“And for once Saori is actually cleverer than Reiji,” my aunt laughed in amusement.  “I wondered about her going off to the Kanoko’s, I wasn’t happy about her going off by herself.  But I guess if she wants to calm down and give Reiji a chance to calm down too then she knew what she was doing.”

“Better than I did at that age,” my uncle Suzuki shook his head ruefully.  “My sibs and I would have stayed together then spent all day butting heads.”

Uncle Suzuki had three siblings, two older and one younger.  Given the number of relatives Reiji had in that direction it was no wonder he hadn’t expected me to be the one helping out.  He had over half a dozen Suzuki cousins older than him, plus a couple of younger ones on top of that.  Compare that to the single (extremely odd) cousin on the Matsuda side of the family and I really couldn’t blame him for being off balance.

My aunt and uncle were getting distracted by a conversation about those siblings and cousins, and the fights they’d gotten into on Children’s Day, while I was left still supporting the panel.  It was kind of interesting, distracting even Reiji after a few moments, but the timing of it was kind of annoying too.  After a minute or so I allowed myself a discreet but loud cough to remind them I was still there.

To my uncle’s credit he was instantly contrite.  “Sorry Mamoru, didn’t mean to leave you hanging like that.”

“That’s alright,” I said, trying to sound calm as he returned to work.  “It’s literally Children’s Day today, it makes sense that you’d want to take care of your current ones even while you’re trying to prepare for the new one!  But it’s not going to help much if I slip and some of the fittings get warped or torn.”

“We’ll take a quick break after this one,” he reassured me.

I simply shrugged back at him.  There was no rush yet, but if the timing worked best for him then I wasn’t going to complain.

“Thank you for your help, Mamoru-san,” my aunt noted, nodding her head to me instead of bowing under the circumstances.

“Thank Grandmother,” I noted yet again.  “She was the one who pushed me a little, pointing out that the Matsudas had to do their bit.  I could hardly disagree with her though.”

She nodded back at me sadly, recognizing the truth behind that statement.  Her own mother and father were too old for something like this.  And as for her brother and his wife…

I wonder if that’s one of the reasons she married Uncle Suzuki, I thought absently.  She couldn’t really depend on her family for too much, so marrying a guy with a larger than usual extended family to make up the deficit makes sense.

I shook my head in disgust.  Jumping to conclusions again there.  Stop it.

After a few more minutes the connections were in place and I tentatively let go.  We all watched carefully, but I was satisfied to see all the connections and braces seemed to hold.

“Cool,” Reiji noted, getting down on his knees and examining the lower mechanisms curiously.

“That looks good,” my uncle agreed.  “We’ll have a quick rest Mamoru.”

My aunt shook her head and merely said, “I’ll leave you boys to it.”

When she turned around I quickly ducked further behind my side of the panels and started casting a spell.  Reiji noticed and stiffened a little but when I quickly shushed him he merely grinned.

I, unfortunately, ended up frowning about ten seconds later.  “Hold on a second Uncle,” I said back, “I don’t think we’re quite done yet.”

Uncle Suzuki poked his head back around to my side.  “What is it Mamoru?”

“I’m not sure,” I admitted, studying the area my spell had indicated, “but something about this doesn’t seem quite right…”

It took me a while, and I’d never have spotted it if the spell hadn’t prompted me, but when I realized what had happened I groaned.  “The connection’s alright but the wooden support it’s attached to is splintering a little.  I’m not sure how well it is going to hold in the long run.”

Uncle Suzuki looked like he wanted to swear but held back since his kid was present.  “That’s… any ideas on how to fix that?”

“A couple,” I admitted.  Magic, I noted inside my head.  Out loud I merely said.  “I’ll probably need to grab something from home, I’ve got a chemical compound that’ll bind that together properly.”

Uncle Suzuki gave me a curious look.  “You don’t just mean wood glue, do you?”

I laughed softly.  “No, not quite,” I temporized, trying to avoid making up a story that would trip me up later on.  I couldn’t help from adding “although it’s probably not that far away from wood glue now that I think about it.  I’d say it’s better and more sophisticated, but the idea’s not that different.”

I was actually looking at a much easier cousin to the spell of restoration, a mending and making type spell that would restore the wood and bind it back together.  But, realistically, wood glue would have been much more practical for the job most of the time.  Not this time, I wasn’t that impractical or magic obsessed, but I’d have guessed three out of four times you were better off not using magic.

Uncle Suzuki just shook his head ruefully.  “When did you start becoming such a handyman?”

I looked at him.  “Didn’t that get mentioned?” I asked, sounding a little worried.  “I’ve been doing various odd jobs for the Student Council this year.  I was already halfway decent at making stuff and that’s put a more practical spin on things recently.”  I wasn’t really worried, but if no one had told my Suzuki relatives I didn’t want it coming up to bite everyone at an awkward time.  I figured the more everyone knew about my harmless activities the less likely they were to pry or be curious and accidently discover the less innocent stuff that I did.

(And not just the supernatural side.  The less I had to explain the odd jobs to the Suzukis the less likely the school’s saboteur and the role I’d played there was going to come up!)

Fortunately, Uncle Suzuki merely let out an “Ah!” of satisfaction.  “Right, that did get mentioned.  I guess I never thought about it until now.  I always pictured you in a lab, so serious and doing the high-minded technical stuff.  I never really thought about you getting your hands dirty on the engineering side.  Is that actually going to be your career path?”

I snorted and Reiji fought down a fit of giggles, trying to hide what he knew that his father didn’t.  “Not quite,” I said quickly, hoping to keep my uncle from questioning Reiji’s reaction.  “But I do try to keep the practical side in mind too.  Even in the lab you have to be aware of that or else you’re just going to fail or blow everything up.  I suppose the whole Student Council thing has been an education in that way.”

“We’re glad to see you branching out a little more, opening up,” Uncle Suzuki told me with a friendly smile.  “You’ve been, well, a little too like your parents for so long we were starting to get worried.”

Is everyone in the family going to say that?  I’d pretty much heard some sort of variation on that theme from every single family member I’d talked to since October.  Not that they were wrong!  It was just getting a little embarrassing to keep hearing it so often.

“Well, in all honesty I have to be more careful this doesn’t turn me into someone more like my parents,” I spoke frankly.  “This is the sort of thing where it’s easy to see me developing some more of their bad habits if I’m not paying attention.  Staying overtime, sucking up to the boss, getting focused on your work… that’s more possible now then ever!  But don’t worry, I’m aware of it.  I’m not going to make the same… choices they are.”

My uncle sighed regretfully.  “It’s hard to speak ill of them,” he admitted.  “I know Wakako tries to avoid bad mouthing her brother, and she has the excuse that he’s blood!  But on days like today, Children’s Day, I have to look back at how they raised you and- and- “

He broke off, uncomfortable with saying it to my face.

“They’re not good parents,” I finished for him calmly.  He flushed a little in embarrassment, anger, and gratitude as I simply sighed and continued.  “They are what they are.  They could have been much worse, but it’s hard to give them credit for not being actively abusive.”  I shrugged philosophically.  “I am what I am, and it is what it is.  At this point I don’t think there’s much point in getting worked up over it.”

I then gave my uncle a wry smile.  “Not unless mom decides to pull the same trick Aunt Suzuki did, then you’d better believe I’d start getting worked up!  I’d be joining the rest of you this time in the struggle to raise any sibling of mine in a reasonable manner!”

Uncle Suzuki let out a startled laugh, taken by surprise by the idea.  He’d have been horrified if he’d had to take it seriously but it was obvious that there was almost no chance of that happening!   “Fair point nephew!  Fair point!  If I knew what I know now back then… “ he shook his head in a mixture of embarrassment and disgust.  “We let them get away with too much since we didn’t have any experience ourselves.”

“Like what?” Reiji asked curiously

We both exchanged a worried look, we’d gotten distracted and forgotten he’d been listening.  Fortunately, Reiji’s presence gave us the perfect excuse to drop the painful subject.  “We’ll explain when you’re older,” Uncle Suzuki replied calmly.  “This is Children’s Day, not Child Raising Day!  We’ll teach you when it’s more appropriate.”

Reiji frowned a little so I quickly added.  “Well, I’m good for a little more.  Want to get a few more panels in place then do another rest?”

“Sounds good,” my uncle agreed with forced hardiness.  We quickly picked up another panel and tried to add it to the rest.

***

Much to our mutual embarrassment, Reiji turned out to be the best at actually fastening the panels into place.  He watched his father do the third one and then immediately pestered us to help with the next.  To our surprise (although heavens knew why, this was par for the course with Reiji) he immediately fastened the fourth panel into place in half the time his father took.  At least for the bottom and mid level connections, he was still too short to manage the overhead ones.  And while I would have been fine with giving Reiji a stepladder or holding him up to do the high level ones his father drew the line at letting his son do all of the work.  But, with Reiji on our side the process did start to go significantly faster.

“It helps that he has smaller hands,” I comforted my uncle, holding another panel in place while Reiji did two-thirds of the work.

“Right, smaller hands,” my uncle replied, flushing a little.

“It’s alright dad,” Reiji replied from down near the floor.  “I want to help!  Saori’s moving out of her old room, I want to help make her new one and free up the space for my brother.”

My uncle flushed again, this time with a little pride.

It still took a while, but at the end of it we’d sectioned off a part of the basement and turned it into a decent little space for a person to stay in.  It wasn’t perfect, not even after we threw down some tatami mats and put a shade over the bare lightbulb that was illuminating this part of the basement, but I’d seen plenty of videos of worse apartments out there.  Heck, it was a bit bigger than my room back at home!  Sure, the lack of closet space and the distance from the nearest toilet were going to be disadvantages.  But overall it seemed like a pretty good option, much better than being forced to share a room with one of her sibs!

Not long after we’d gotten to that point Saori made it home.  We were all taking another break in the kitchen when it happened.  Saori simply walked in, unsurprised to see any of us there.  “Hello,” she nodded to her father and brother before turning and giving me a small bow.  “Cousin Mamoru.”

“Saori-chan,” her father greeted her enthusiastically.  “Did you have a fun time out?”

Saori’s face lit up in a way that startled me, I didn’t think I’d ever seen my cousin smile so openly or enthusiastically.  “Yes!  Some of grandma Kanoko’s flowers were blossoming and she taught me all about azaleas and violets and tulips- “

“That’s good to hear,” her father interrupted her with a raised hand and a smile, “but before you get too far into that you should know we’ve got the walls set up in the basement now.  You can start moving into your new room any time.”

Saori instantly returned to her normal, neutral expression and nodded somberly.  “Good, I’ll move in tomorrow so I can get used to it before I go back to school.  But I’ll start moving some stuff down tonight while Mamoru’s still here to help.”

“Saori-chan,” her father began uncomfortably, “we’ve already taken up enough of Mamoru’s time- “

“It’s alright,” I interrupted him before he could accidentally put himself in a corner.  “I’m good for a little bit more.  Besides, I’m pretty sure she’s talking about stuff that would be more awkward for anyone else.  Big things like her desk.”

“And bed,” Saori nodded firmly, “but I don’t expect you to do that alone.  I’m just worried about what might happen if someone else tried it alone.”

And given your abilities, I added mentally, I’m going to take that a lot more seriously than I would with anyone else.  I doubted we were talking about fatal accidents here, she was much too calm and casual for that, but sprains and twisted limbs weren’t out of the question.  If Uncle Suzuki was reluctant to get anyone else to help after today, feeling a bit embarrassed by the help he’d already gotten, I could easily see his attempt to do it alone turning out poorly.

Besides, I was pretty sure she was keeping me around for more than just moving furniture.

“Where will you sleep if we’re moving the bed?” her brother asked with a frown.

“Oh,” Saori looked a little surprised and embarrassed, I guessed it was unusual for her to be caught off guard like that.  “I guess I am moving in tonight after all.”

“Well,” Uncle Suzuki sighed, “may as well get started then.  If you’re that determined I want you to have time to get comfortable.”

With some tired determination Uncle Suzuki and I climbed to our feet for one last push.  Luckily, it really wasn’t too much of a push.  Saori’s bed and desk were still on the small side, given her relatively tiny stature it wasn’t a shock that she hadn’t upgraded to something more adult already.  They weren’t light.  But, in all honesty, I could probably have managed the desk by itself if I’d needed to.  And that was without magic, I doubted I would have needed terribly much magic to have managed either of those by myself.  In a worst case scenario we could have had the kids distract the parents and let me do it all alone.

Thankfully Uncle Suzuki was smart and didn’t try to go past his limits.  After the bed he dropped back out and sternly told me not to push myself too far, that the rest of it could wait and he could handle it if it was too much for me.  I did take an additional bookshelf of hers down all on my own, sans magic, but that was a relatively small unit and I only took it after Saori had emptied it of everything else.

After that Saori and I looked around her new room examining it carefully.  Officially I was making sure she didn’t want anything moved around before I left.  Unofficially…

I quietly brought in my backpack from where I’d tucked it in the basement corner.  After a furtive look around (Aoth knew for what, we were the only ones in the basement and we’d have heard anyone else come down the stairs) I unzipped it and brought out an advanced mana collector.  “This is the mana collector.  Well, a mana collector,” I corrected myself.  “Any clue why you asked about one?”

Saori frowned at the collector and leaned in close.  “I don’t know,” she said slowly, “the words just started echoing in my head, louder and louder, and I knew it was important somehow.  I don’t even know what it does.”

“It collects mana,” I said, trying not to smile.  Saori gave me a dirty look and I gentled my approach.  “Mana is the fuel of spells and magical power, as well as certain other spiritual effects.  I don’t think it has too much of a connection with psi though, I’m not sure why you’d be interested in it.”

“Well, I don’t have a clue,” my younger cousin admitted, “I just know that it feels right that it’s here.  You’re the mage, do you have any ideas?”

“A couple,” I admitted.  I’d been pondering the matter ever since I’d gotten her message.  “First, this might make life a little easy for you.  By draining mana from the area it might make it a little less attractive or interesting for wild and hostile spirits.  I doubt that would have much affect, there’s not that much free-floating mana in the area, but it wouldn’t hurt.”

“Alternatively, maybe you’re supposed to have access to a deeper reservoir of mana in order to attract something.  You could probably use the collector as some sort of feeder in a pinch, opening it up as a way to bribe or tame something that actually used mana.”  Some spirits could use mana better than others.  And some just desired to use it even though too much of it was unhealthy for them.

I shot Saori a sideways look, trying not to show any concern and prejudice my cousin against the idea.  Even ignoring all the other issues there was a serious practical concern with the second option.  I doubted Saori could use a collector like I could, mana and psi were too dissimilar.  But they weren’t entirely unconnected.  Even if she couldn’t manipulate mana like a mage could I was pretty sure I could jury rig the equivalent of a valve she could turn on and off with her abilities.

Saori frowned and then deliberately calmed herself down.  I held my peace as she unfocused her eyes, slowed her breathing, and then went into a bit of a trance.  After a minute or two she came out of it and frowned again.  “No, that doesn’t feel right either.”

I decided not to question how accurate she was or how deep she was going when she did that.  I was pretty sure she wasn’t doing anything that impressive… but it was probably good enough to get a solid yes or no answer on something like this.  If there was no sign that was the solution then she was probably right and I didn’t want to offend her or undercut her confidence by asking.

“Alright then,” I said slowly.  “There is a more complicated option.  I could try to use this to power a slightly more complex spell or two around your house.  It would basically be the mystic equivalent of putting some solar panels on the roof and attaching them to an appliance of some sort.  This isn’t going to collect too much mana but sometimes a little is all you need, a less powerful version of this powers all the basic wards and protections I have around our apartment.  Maybe it’s time I did something like that for your family.”  Most of those spells were very low-key until triggered, the equivalent of a computer in sleep mode.  They were focused on keeping the apartment mystically unnoticeable and hidden.  But there was enough stored power in my spells to provide a surge of protection in the event something a little nastier ever tried to break in.  I could see Saori being able to use something similar around her home.

But to my surprise she simply frowned and shook her head again.  “That doesn’t sound right either!”  she complained, obviously annoyed at whatever she was feeling.  “It almost seems as if it’s just supposed to sit there!  And I don’t know why.”

I’m not sure if she saw something on my face or felt my response but she rounded on me quickly.  “What?  What is it cousin?”

“It’s nothing,” I said awkwardly, turning half away from her.

Saori said nothing, continuing to look at me curiously, completely confident there was something.

After nearly a minute I sighed and turned back.  “There is a simpler option,” I admitted, “I use plenty of mana, and I need every thoth of it I can get.  I don’t want to impose, but if I could have a collector going at your house that would be a nice little addition to the rest of it.”

“Well, why didn’t you ask?” Saori sounded curious rather than anything else.

I opened my mouth and then shut it again without saying anything as I considered the question.  You know, that’s a very good point, I had to admit to myself.  Normally that was kind of difficult or foolish.  Trying to put one at the Kanoko’s or any of my grandparents would have involved me lying or deceiving them in someway.  And on top of that there was always a tiny risk that something could go wrong, that something would accidentally damage the collector and it would develop a leak or some other problem.  It wasn’t likely to go wrong… but secretly hiding a piece of magical equipment at a relatives’ place in order to get more magic and increasing the risk to them… yeah, that would have been a pretty shitty thing to do.  I’d been able to justify at Himeko’s home since they weren’t in the house and it was in repayment for a favor and I would have been checking them every day (plus the less noble reasons that I hadn’t known her at first and had been desperate for more mana at the time).  I hadn’t been able to come up with a practical or reasonable way to do it with the rest of my family.

But with the Suzukis… well, someone would know about it, someone could monitor it, and they’d even have a good idea of when to call me in if something did go wrong.  So, the only reasons not to ask about putting it in were too humiliating to admit.

“I guess I’m not used to the idea,” I temporized, trying to avoid explanations like ‘I was too embarrassed to ask’ ‘I was too shy to ask’ or ‘I was too careless to have realized’.  “I’ve only just gained the ability to build reasonably good mana collectors and I’m not used to thinking of you and your brother as being in the know.  The idea only came to mind after you mentioned mana collectors in the first place, and at that point it seemed like a pretty self-serving thing for me to suggest.  Oh, mana collectors?  That must mean the universe wants you do something for me.  I couldn’t exactly go and say that to you.”

“I guess,” my cousin said slowly.  “But cousin Mamoru, you’re family.  You help us out, why shouldn’t we help you out too?”

I was caught between smiling as my heart melted a little… and wincing as I realized the unconscious arrogance I was showing in thinking any other way.  In thinking I was so much greater than Saori or Reiji and there was no way they could help me.  It was less then an hour ago I was smirking at Uncle Suzuki’s reaction to his son showing him up and helping him out.  Karmically, I’m pretty sure I had this coming.

“I suppose I thought you were still too young,” I said, keeping as close to the truth as I could without humiliating myself.  “I don’t know why, just that I did.  But when you put it like that I guess I have to admit that was pretty stupid.  If you can help me fighting an onryo then you can help me with a mana collector.  At least, if you’re willing that is?”

“Of course I am.  Well, unless this is going to be really complicated or dangerous?”

I shook my head.  “No, it just sits there collecting mana unless someone does something deliberately stupid to it.  I even made this one with an extra-large reservoir, this is about twice the size of one of my normal collectors and most of that extra space is storage capacity.  I figured that whatever it was going to be used for it was better that it had a deeper reserve to tap into.  I doubt it’s going to collect too much in this neighborhood so I’m probably only going to need to drain it once a month or so.  And if I can get the quantum transmission thing working I’m not even going to need to do that!”

“Quantum transmission?” Saori asked.

“Don’t ask,” I responded quickly.

Much to my surprise her expression unfocused a little, our little conversation triggering something.  “Yes,” she said slowly, distantly, “that will work.  Eventually.”

I blinked in surprise.  Well.  That was encouraging.  I think.

Saori came back to herself and then shot forward to give me a hug. 

After a few moments I leaned as far down as I could manage and patted her on the head.  “Um… thanks Saori?” I said tentatively.  I was glad to get one but it felt really a bit awkward given our respective sizes.  She was getting slightly bigger but her forehead was just barely clearing my waist.

“Be careful cousin Mamoru,” she said huskily.

Something in her tone sent a little chill up my spine.  “Why, do you see something?” I asked, trying to keep my tone matter-o-fact rather then overreacting to the least threat.

Saori shook her head but kept her face buried in close.  “When you said quantum… whatever.  When you said that my sight shifted forward a little.  And when it did, I felt something.  Something… “ she shook her head again, struggling to find the words to explain her psychic impressions.  “Something dangerous.  Some things dangerous.  And they’re getting close to you.”

She tilted her head upwards and locked gazes with me.  “You’re my favorite cousin,” she said, her eyes welling up a bit, “you’re the only one who understands.  And I don’t want to lose you.”

I sighed and patted her head again, just trying to be silently supportive while I pondered this new warning and what it meant for my life.  Saori wasn’t breaking down into tears or screaming so I assumed what she was sensing wasn’t too bad.  Hell, maybe she was just misinterpreting something dangerous but completely harmless to me!  I had no idea how a meeting with Master Tai would register to a psychic, the potential for danger and destruction in that man would mess anyone up.  But I had an awful feeling I was just whistling in the dark.  That I was due for some interesting times, and they were coming up fast.  And, given that an arsonist burning down a school building hadn’t prompted anything like this from Saori, I wasn’t looking forward to the experience.

  

    
        Earth Isekai Chapter 76: Favors, Flights, and Fears

    
    
    
    
  Earth Isekai Chapter 76: Favors, Flights, and Fears


And then I got one more phone call on Sunday night. Because of course Golden Week couldn’t end in any sort of normal way!

***

It was just a little past 11 pm and I was just about ready to turn in for the night. It was back to school on Monday and while I wanted to linger on Golden Week just a little bit longer going much later would have been a little stupid. Chances were pretty good that at least one of our teachers was going to hit us with something pretty heavy when we got back to school (most likely a pop quiz) to make sure we were back in the right mindset and immediately back to trying hard after our week off. Or just to punish us if we were careless and lazy enough not to have prepared for it. I wasn’t worried about anything like that, but facing it with a lack of sleep would have been stupid.

So of course the phone rang right at that moment.

I stared at it in shock and fear for a few seconds, memories of my last late night phone call running through my head. Then, my hands shaking just a little, I slowly picked it up. I wasn’t encouraged by the fact I didn’t recognize the number. “Hello?”

“Master Matsuda?”

I cringed, my whole body flinching as I recognized the voice and the situation sent up a bright red flag. “Hello Master Tai.”

“I’m sorry I’m calling you so late,” he continued, “but that’s how it usually goes with these things. I need your help.”

He sounded mildly apologetic but only like he was calling me at around 8 pm to ask questions about the day’s homework instead of nearly midnight in relation to Aoth knew what. I was strongly tempted to beg off, apologize and hang up, or just fake a seizure in order to get away from the situation. But, when you got right down to it, Master Tai had been willing to help me when I’d really needed it, when no one else had been able to he had stepped up and probably saved me. I couldn’t just walk away. At least, not without significantly more proof it was something I should be running away from.

“What do you need?” I asked, struggling to keep my voice level so I neither insulted him nor showed any fear.

“Ironically,” Master Tai laughed a little, “what you did back when you called me! I need a ride, I’m pretty sure I can take care of this easily if you just give me a lift.”

I pulled my phone away from my head and just stared at it in disbelief for a few seconds. Eventually I had to put it back and ask “are you serious?”

“Yes. But there's a catch.”

***

Yeah, should have seen that coming. I admitted to myself as I mounted my flying talisman and took off into the night. I mean, come on! Even shocked and that late at night it should have been obvious to me. I don’t even have a car or license yet. Even if he couldn’t have just called the Meiko family for some reason, why else would he have been calling me?

Needless to say, Master Tai hadn’t just needed a ride. He’d needed a flying ride, one that could turn invisible. Fortunately, he just happened to know someone who could do that.

I sighed as I gained some more height and oriented myself in the appropriate direction. Master Tai had given me an address and I was using my phone to navigate as best I could. I was going to be flying halfway across Tokyo again. The good news was I could do that nonstop in a pretty straight line. And while my acceleration was subpar my top speed would still be pretty good, I had to fly a good 40 km but I figured I could do that in a little over 20 minutes without too much trouble, maybe a little faster if I pushed it. The bad news was that zeroing in on the exact location was going to be a pain. I was not familiar with the area or the landmarks and I’d have to slow down a lot more to look and zero in on the area. I could have made it easier on myself if I was willing to use a GPS function on my phone but I had a feeling that would have been a dumb idea, at least when I got that close. Using it to help get within the district, yes that made sense. But I had a feeling I did not want to leave too much evidence of what I was doing and where I was going. Leaving a bunch of pings which eventually led to wherever Master Tai was… I was pretty sure that would be a red flag to anyone looking into the matter.

I frowned even as I crouched down low against the broom to reduce wind resistance. I really need to look into that some more, I thought pensively as the speed climbed higher. Things are starting to get to the point where I need to be taking serious precautions. I’d done all the basic things already, disabled various functions while clearing out or jamming certain pieces of software, but I’d been reluctant to take it to the next level. Everything I’d done should have prevented me from being passively spied upon or accidentally noticed but if anyone actively looked for me they’d still have been able to find me and dig up my information, albeit with a bit more difficulty. All the steps I’d taken so far could be brushed away as a concerned citizen or overreactive teenager, anything more would take serious skill and intent. What’s more, several of them would be straight up illegal. And if anyone in a position of authority realized I’d taken those steps the changes would be proof in and of themselves that I was up to something.

But if I’m doing things like this, I thought distantly, keeping half an eye on the buildings whizzing by underneath me, it might be my only choice. People in authority being suspicious I was up to something was better than them knowing I was somehow flying across half the city while invisible. I’d focused on staying under people’s radar (fuck, I’d better not go too high or I’ll literally appear on someone’s radar!) and trusted the lesser precautions to keep casual scans, spyware, and law enforcement from picking me up. But lately I was becoming a little more visible. Take this case, I didn’t expect it would be spectacular enough to justify the effort… but it was possible the authorities could try and brute force their investigation and try to identify cellphone signals in the area over a certain time frame and work backwards from that. Now the actual challenge of making that work would have been enormous! Unless I was about to walk into a mass murder of a hundred people and they didn’t have any better clues I seriously doubted anyone would try anything that difficult and labour intensive. But if they had, and if they found a cellphone ping that belonged to a living teenager who had no business being in the area and who’d been across the city a mere half hour ago, that qualified as a lead worth looking at.

I sighed quietly to myself. I didn’t want to do it, if nothing else the amount of effort involved was going to be troublesome. I was literally going to have to physically alter my phone in a few ways (via magic, I wasn’t that good a handyman) as well as tracking down and verifying some software hacks from some less than reputable corners of the internet. And then I’d have to keep doing it as procedures and software changed!

I’m going to have to think about this a little more, I admitted to myself. Come up with a system and way to get this done. But I’m going to need to do it soon! Tonight might be driving the point home but I’ve seen this coming on the horizon for a while now. Between all the weird stuff I was doing, my connections with more prominent people like Master Tai and the Meikos, and the files I was keeping on my phone as I carried out research… well, I needed to step up my security and privacy a few more notches!

For better or worse, by that point I was pretty much going as fast as I dared. I pushed the thought aside and focused on getting to the right area before I powered down my cellphone.

***

As it turned out I didn’t have too much trouble finding the address Master Tai had given me. All the flashing police lights were visible even from high up in the air.

As I flew closer to the place, a derelict office building as it turned out, I spotted some more signs. Namely the chunks of the building that were now lying on the street and the holes on sides of the third and forth floors that you might have been able to fit a compact car through. And, just in case those hadn’t been enough, there were nasty threads of dark energy slowly dissipating from inside the building.

‘Mage sight’ revealed Master Tai’s presence. He was stationed near the center of the roof, ten floors up. That was more than high enough to make him invisible from the street level, which was probably a good thing given the dozen or so police cars parked around the place and large number of officers wandering about.

I carefully brought myself in low, stopping about three meters above the roof only because Master Tai wasn’t alone. Four teenagers, two girls and two boys, huddled near the martial arts master. Well, I guessed they were teenagers. They looked early to mid- college age but the way they were all shell shocked and shuddering made them seem a little bit younger. They didn’t seem injured, outside some torn clothing and bruises, but it was obvious they’d been through a wringer that night.

When I paused, unsure what to do, Master Tai merely glanced upwards towards me. “Well? Don’t just stand there Master Matsuda, we could really use some help.”

The four teenagers looked around in confusion, not sure what Master tai was talking about. I, on the other hand, was unsurprised that he’d detected me even while invisible. I was making no effort to hide mystically and I’d figured Master Tai would sense me out. I was pretty sure he’d been doing the same so that I’d have no problems finding him!

I still sighed a little though, uncomfortable with what I was about to do with strangers. I was also completely unsure what tactic I was supposed to be using. Was I supposed to present myself as some sort of grand mystic? A wise Master? Keep silent and just loom dramatically? Or just be really casual about it and greet Master Tai with a ‘sup’?

I dropped down a little lower and cut off the mana flow about fifty centimeters off the roof, dropping the last little distance to land beside Master Tai. The students all gasped and clutched at each other fearfully even though I’d gone for an entrance that would engender some respect without being too dramatic or fearsome.

(Don’t get me wrong. A large guy with a backpack, broomstick, and wearing googles seeming to appear out of thin air on a rooftop at night was always going to be a little startling. But I figured that if I’d landed first and then dropped the invisibility they’d have been more likely to be confused or given me some attitude, in denial of what had just happened. Since Master Tai had looked in my direction I’d figured they’d had some reason and time to brace themselves, but their reactions suggested I’d gotten it wrong.)

Alright, nothing too pretentious then, I thought feeling a bit more sympathy for whoever they were. “Master Tai,” I said respectfully, bowing a little towards the master. I then choked, meaning to ask ‘why have you asked me here’ but hesitating because I already knew the basics of it and he’d just said he could really use some help.

Thankfully, after a few seconds Master Tai realized I was struggling and smoothly cut in. “Thank you for coming,” he replied, giving me an equal bow in return. “I’m afraid I need to get these people away from here without the police realizing. They’ve already been through enough for one night. They don’t need the experience of spending days in a cell, trying to explain things they can't and not being believed for it.”

I frowned slightly and looked them all over again. I couldn’t carry them on the flying talisman (broomstick, my conscience said with a grin, that’s what they’re going to think it is) but it wouldn’t be hard for them to just hold onto it and for me to take them that way. “How far do I need to take them?” I asked neutrally.

“Not far,” Master Tai replied gently. “A few blocks away should be far enough. The police have already been here for a while, I doubt we’ll be getting any more of them at this point. These youngsters should be able to fade into the night without any trouble.”

I frowned thoughtfully but nodded after a few moments. They weren’t that badly off, obviously a little battered but not so much so anyone would be compelled to offer help. At least, not if they were back on familiar ground and could get the terrified expressions off their faces.

“Okay…” I said slowly, trying to think of diplomatic and gentle ways to ask the next few questions. Unfortunately, I couldn’t come up with any. Just a couple that weren’t brick-to-the-face brutal. “That’s all we need right?” I said hesitantly. “I’m not doing any memory spells or laying a geas on them, right? Because I really don’t want to try anything like that that.”

I would try in an absolute emergency or if there was no other way, I wasn’t quite self-righteous enough to pretend otherwise. But messing with people’s heads and free will like that was a big NO with me otherwise. Too dark, too much potential for harm, too easy to slide into bad habits, and just too darn difficult to do casually.

Fortunately the teenagers just looked confused while Master Tai simply shook his head. “No need.”

“Alright then,” I said a little more cheerfully. I turned back towards the teenagers and then hesitated again. “How much detail should I give them?” I asked Master Tai, hating how hesitant I was coming off as.

“Up to you. I wouldn’t give them too much, but enough that they won’t panic.”

Not much help, I though with a hint of annoyance, but better than nothing. At least I know I shouldn’t be doing a half hour technical lecture.

“Alright everyone,” I said, turning back to the teenagers in a patently false tone of good cheer, like I was addressing several grade schoolers I suspected might be brats but I was going to give them the benefit of the doubt. “Gather around please and we’ll get you out of this.”

Slowly, with manifest reluctance, the group climbed to their feet. They obviously weren’t happy with what was happening but didn’t think they had much of a choice. I revised my estimate upwards a year or two, third or fourth years at the university and probably just into their twenties but still not old or experienced enough to deal with whatever had happened to them.

I held the broom out to them upright. “Please hold onto the broom,” I continued in the same tone, keeping it as simple as possible. “Grip it firmly and try not to let go. When I activate the broom it’s going to warp gravity and light around us, that’s going to make you temporarily blind and weightless so don’t panic when that happens.”

One of the guys started to open up his mouth to say something but the girl he was next to, looking a little panicked, elbowed him firmly in the stomach and he grunted instead. Master Tai gave them an encouraging nod and all four of them tentatively reached out to grab the broom.

“Alright then, hold on tight.” I activated the magic.

One of the girls immediately gasped, let go, and then backed up a few paces.

I instantly shut it down again. I’d kind of expected that, hence why I was going slowly, but it was still discouraging. “Alright, let’s try that again,” I sighed.

The girl started to babble a little, obviously on the verge of tears, but Master Tai gently picked her up, guided her back to the broom, and wrapped her hand around it again. This time he put his other hand on the broom too, making me suspect he’d expected that result as well. “Ready Master Matsuda,” he said calmly.

“Okay, here we go.” I activated the magic again.

There were a couple of whimpers and some of them squeezed their eyes tightly shut but no one let go this time.

“Alright then,” I continued in that same too-cheerful tone, “I’m taking us up now. Don’t worry, I’m starting slow.”

There were a few more gasps and some more whimpering as we started to move. Except from Master Tai, he was just grinning like a madman.

“Good!” I said encouragingly. “Alright, I’m going to speed us up a little now. Don’t worry, another two or three minutes and we should be done. If anyone has a problem just let me know and we’ll handle it.”

How? would have been a good question, we were going to be dangling multiple people high in the air for a few minutes. But I figured them not knowing that would make things go smoother all around so I just kept silent about it and focused on moving us. I did ready a spell to catch anyone who let go, just in case, and I was pretty sure Master Tai was prepared to do the same thing.

I really should have given him the spare goggles, I thought, disgusted with myself for the oversight. I’d brought one of the spare pairs along in my backpack but I’d been too distracted by everything that was going on to remember it. Now that we were already in mid-air it was a bit late to try giving them to him.

Fortunately (and unsurprisingly) not being able to see didn’t seem to be affecting Master Tai in any way. He looked just as confident in his ability to grab anyone while blind as he would have normally. Given his skills and how close the youngsters were he probably could have grabbed all four of them even if they’d let go at the same time.

Not wanting to tempt fate I kept our acceleration and maximum velocity pretty slow, probably about a little slower than the average elevator. I could have gone faster, but we weren’t going too far and I figured whatever time we would have gained wasn’t worth the confusion or potential trauma to the passengers. Three or so minutes mostly spent at cycling speeds was a better option then trying to take them on a roller coaster ride for minute!

While the youngsters weren’t happy they managed to endure the trip without too much complaint. I could have done with a little less whimpering and under the breath prayers but I figured I had to give them that under the circumstances. And before too long we were gently lowering back onto solid ground again, about four blocks away from where we’d started.

“And… we’re done,” I said gently, giving them a few seconds before I shut down the spell, “you can open your eyes now.”

The same girl who’d let go earlier collapsed to the ground and both the guys stumbled a little, like the were surprised to be supporting their own weight again. The last girl wasn’t much better, she stayed upright but it was a good ten seconds before she let go of the broom. She was so stiff it looked like she was suffering from rigor mortis and when she moved it was so jerky it seemed robotic.

But, despite all that, they did pull it together. Slowly, carefully, they all managed to get up, lean on each other, and walk off into the night. No backwards glances, no ‘thank you's, they stumbled off into the darkness and left Master Tai and I behind.

“Are they going to be alright?” I asked softly once I was sure they were far enough away not to hear.

“Mostly,” Master Tai replied, watching them carefully. There was definitely a hint of concern in his voice, but only a hint. He then sighed slightly. “They seem like they'll deal with it through denial. They’ll convince themselves it didn’t really happen, or at least not like they thought it did. That it was drugs, or bad lighting, or just dreams after too many of the wrong sort of anime and movies. They might remember something happened, that they were once attacked by a couple of nasty customers and someone who knew martial arts came to help. The rest? In a few weeks I’d guess three out of four of them will have denied and repressed everything so hard they’ll believe that’s all there was to it, that everything else was just hallucinations and them misremembering things.”

I sighed a little too. But as much as the Aoth worshipping part of me wanted to shake them and say ‘look at what’s going on!’ the rest of me recognized that was a kindness, and maybe a fundamental aspect of humanity. We didn’t like uncomfortable change, even when it was for our own good. And this was both damn uncomfortable and difficult to see the good in! If they remembered truly, and managed to convince themselves of that, what then? A lifetime of fear and having to swallow an unbelievable secret lest it ruin their lives? There were other options, but they were awfully dangerous and difficult to get into at their age.

No, it’s probably for the best, I reluctantly admitted to myself. I, on the other hand, was not built that way. So my next question to Master Tai was “what exactly happened?” Before I let them get too far away or patted myself on the back too hard I figured I’d better make sure I wasn’t missing something.

“Amateur demon summoner,” Master Tai answered.

“Really?” I asked in surprise. Not at the answer, that possibility had been one of many in the back of my head since the phone call. But it was a little startling that things weren’t even worse if it had been an untrained demon summoner. Back on Avalon I’d have expected a lot more collateral damage from something like that. Or possibly a lot less as the authorities caught on in time, a middle ground scenario like this would have been highly unusual!

Master Tai nodded, looking grim. “Yeah, they ran into one that was arranging for demons to posses some of his buddies. The morons felt they could run wild and do whatever they wanted with the demons in them.”

I made a disgusted noise to show I was following. Willing possessions like those could be some of the worst. Soon-to-be-damned fools like that usually weren’t the brightest or most stable people to begin with. Once they felt the rush of demon granted supernatural powers they didn’t usually need the demon whispering encouragement in the back of their mind to start acting up. And when you had a bunch of them egging each on…

“There were three of them and the summoner,” Master Tai continued, “they were harassing the students. They went beyond all socially acceptable limits, so of course what few onlookers there were cowered and looked away while the students retreated as fast as they could manage. And once the goons had managed to drive them out of the public eye they went all out, transforming into combinations of demon and human.”

I nodded. “Champion state.”

Master Tai raised an eyebrow at the term. “Champion state?”

I made another disgusted sound. “I’m used to shamans or champions of the gods using it,” I explained. “That’s where the term comes from, when nobler souls act as avatars for higher powers.” It was a mainstay of Avalon’s paladins, stalwart and honorable souls working together with spirits of good to perform incredible feats. “Unfortunately, it also applies when baser idiots and spirits do it. They’re still championing something, even if it is something evil!”

“Huh,” Master Tai rumbled thoughtfully, “interesting. Well, since I was around that was when I stepped in. The idiots were a lot tougher and faster than a normal human but that didn’t matter squat against someone who’s trained! I was handicapped by trying to protect all those students though, it took me a while to finish off the goons without giving them any openings to hurt their victims. And along the way we made enough of a ruckus that the locals called the cops.”

I thought back to the pieces of concrete lying on the street and the holes in the building. “Uh-huh,” I said blandly.

Master Tai shrugged indifferently. “There isn’t much more to tell. They were too stupid to quit. I didn't go out of my way to give them chances to surrender, I don’t have much patience for fools like that. But I gave them three chances and they kept pushing through, thinking their newfound powers made them invincible. Then, when the openings came, I killed them. After that the demons abandoned the bodies and they turned on the summoner for debts unpaid and broken bargains, killing him themselves.”

That explains why Master Tai was so worried about the students. Three bodies beaten to death and a fourth body in a state I didn’t even want to think about? That was not something the police were going to ignore. And if you were a bunch of students without a credible explanation at the site… well, Japan’s legal system could give the police an awful lot of leeway at times. Normally they wouldn’t push it too far. But for a case like this? With four actual witnesses but none of them able to give the authorities a believable story? Yeah, it wouldn’t have gone well for the students.

That part made sense. But there was a glaring note in Master Tai’s story that stood out like a sore thumb. “I think you’re missing something. Why were you there?” I asked cautiously. The rest of it had been a fairly typical tale for an incident featuring an amateur demon summoner, I’d heard stories and examples like that since my first year of magic training. Master Tai just ‘happening’ to be there? That was less believable.

Master Tai chuckled softly. “A priest who’s a friend of mine had a vision, directed me towards this area,” he admitted. “I didn’t know what was up but once I felt the stinking auras of those three bastards it wasn’t hard to guess where I was needed!”

“Ah!” I nodded sagely. That actually made more sense than it might have seemed. The demons and summoner had been plainly visible to higher powers, especially if they were making trouble like this. The higher powers couldn’t justify intervening too much too soon, free will had to be maintained and it seemed like the demons had been careful to let the humans take the lead. A free demon roaming around the human world was everyone’s problem. A demon summoned to the human world and under control of the summoner only became a problem when they started impacting other beings’ areas of concern. But gods and higher powers could do a little bit of subtle maneuvering of their own, hinting of the trouble to Master Tai and then gently nudging him in the right direction.

I’m glad it wasn’t me, I thought in relief. Not that it would have been sensible for it to be me, the higher powers would have needed to pull more strings for that to happen and they couldn’t afford to mess around that much. But, as much as I hated to admit it, I probably would have run towards the trouble too if I had known. The clue would probably have needed to be more blatant, I would have justified my way out of anything less than a direct message. But in the end I wouldn’t have been able to abandon innocents in danger.

I snorted quietly to myself, suddenly realizing the ego I was harboring. Because you could have done such a better job than Master Tai! I thought sarcastically. Seriously, the old but still fit martial arts master who has experience in this sort of thing versus the wet behind the ears mage with power shortages? It wasn’t just ease of access that caused them to go with Master Tai! Is there any part of this you could have handled better? Well, except for-

“SHIT!” I said suddenly and with feeling as it hit me.

Master Tai looked at me suddenly with concern. “Why? What’s wrong Master Matsuda, what is it?”

I groaned and held my face in my hand. “I have to go back,” I said around my palm, despairing at the though, “I have to go back and cleanse some of the dark energies.”

Master Tai looked startled. He didn’t object but his expression clearly showed he didn’t agree with me either.

“I saw the energies still dissipating,” I explained, feeling like I had to justify myself to the elder master. “Now that I know they’re demonic in origin I know why they were so intense. I need to go back and do something about them.”

“Surely they can’t be that bad,” Master Tai protested. “Yes, those four youngsters will probably feel weird for a few days but I’ve dealt with this sort of thing before. It’s better to cleanse them if possible but this is relatively minor, a few contaminated bodies! It’ll be all cleared up in under a day.”

“That would normally be true,” I agreed. “But this time there’s going to be all those police in the area, and I suspect they’re going to remain in the area for a few hours! Most of them will probably be fine, you’re right and even under these circumstances I doubt there’s enough dark energy to do much damage. But with that many police? Chances are one or two of them are going to be affected in a bad way.”

Master Tai now looked like he wanted to swear too. ‘Bad’ or ‘negative’ energies like the ones given off by demons could infect human beings, coating us with their filth and affecting our feelings. Normally it wasn’t anything too major, the equivalent of encountering a bad driver on your way to work or a rude customer ahead of you in the checkout line. It would make you a little bad tempered, mistrustful, or impatient. You’d be off balance and disturbed enough to do something you normally wouldn’t, but not guaranteed to do so. And even if you didn’t cleanse those energies in some sort of ceremony it was likely you’d shake it off before too long and you probably wouldn’t hurt anyone. But this time the energies were more intense, and the police would be exposed to them for a long time as they investigated the area and tried to figure out what had happened. And if those energies affected a cop’s mind in just the right way at the wrong time, especially if some of the darker forces out there noticed the situation and gave them a push, then both the police and innocent bystanders could get seriously hurt.

I sighed and swung a leg over the flying talisman again. “I’ll try to get as close as I can and cleanse as much of the energy as possible,” I told Master Tai. “I don’t need to get everything, just enough to make sure they don’t absorb enough to break them.” Most police were stressed but tough minded from all the non supernatural nastiness they encountered in the course of their jobs. I had faith they could take at least a little supernatural contamination without any trouble.

Master Tai grabbed the front of the broomstick. “I’m coming with you.”

“You don’t have to do that.”

He shook his head. “I dragged you into this, and it’s my mess too. I didn’t think about how quickly the police would discover the bodies and walk into this, I was too distracted with getting the kids away from the scene. It would be dishonorable of me to run away and leave it all to you.”

I pursed my lips a little but we didn’t really have time to argue. Besides, I trusted he was a better judge of the situation than I was. “If you’re sure?”

Master Tai nodded. “I’m sure.”

I didn’t waste any more time and took off again, this time hurrying back to the scene. Much to my surprise the police weren’t on the roof already. In fact, judging by the lights shining through the building’s windows, they weren’t above the third floor! “What’s going on?” I muttered as we landed. “I’d have thought they’d been combing the whole building.”

“The fire escapes collapsed a few years ago and the elevators haven’t worked in at least a decade,” Master Tai reported calmly. “And one of the two remaining stairwells is too rotted through to chance using. When I was fighting the remaining stairwell got smashed around the third floor. That’s what trapped all the youngsters on the upper levels until the police arrived, I would have tried to sneak them out otherwise. And just to be on the safe side I broke the stairwell again just before the seventh floor, that’s why I was so sure we’d have time to wait on the roof until you arrived.”

“Oh,” I said simply, trying not to look stunned. That does make a bit more sense, I noted internally. Otherwise the police would have already combed the whole building and found Master Tai long before I’d gotten there.

Master Tai shrugged indifferently.  “They’re probably distracted by all the bodies they’ve already found.  If I know the police, they’re working out how to search the rest of the building, I’ve no doubt they’ll make it to the fourth floor any minute now, but they’re not in any hurry.  All the damage and evidence of fighting were on the lower floors, the police aren’t going to take any unnecessary risks.  They won't want to lose any police officers to accidents in the dark and will work their way up cautiously, we still have some time left.”

Well, I thought with a mixture of shock and relief as I landed back on the roof, that does make things a little easier. I’d been worried I’d have to try a remote cleansing from one of the neighboring buildings, the mechanics and effectiveness of that would have been stunningly awkward. Not to mention the increased chance of one of the policemen in the area spotting something, we’d have been a lot more visible on the lower roofs of the neighboring buildings. But by standing on top of the derelict building we were in the eye of the storm, much harder to see and much easier to work with.

“Alright,” I told Master Tai, frantically tracing lines of light in the air. “I still don’t want to take any chances; I’m going for a relatively quick and dirty method here. I don’t have the time or supplies to do a proper job of this but I should be able to gather up the bulk of the negative energy before it can do too much damage. After that, the police are on their own.”

“Your job is to be lookout,” I reported, bending more and more sigils into an increasingly complicated spell. “If the police are coming give me a warning and we’ll take off.”

Master Tai nodded. “Will do,” he reported. He then dropped into a lotus position, calmly facing the only stairwell leading up to the roof.

Despite everything I couldn’t help but smile a little. A young master mage weaving a complicated spell right next to him and he had no trouble simply focusing himself on what he was supposed to be doing. It spoke volumes about Master Tai’s experience and mindset.

I quickly pushed that thought aside and focused on my own task. Just because I had more time than I’d realized didn’t mean this would be easy.

The spell itself was pretty simple, like with the school it would suck in the dark energies from our surroundings and cleanse them. But in this case I was going for a much faster and stronger ‘suction’. All without having the time to draw a proper circle on the roof to properly anchor and amplify the spell.

The good news was that we were dealing with several orders of magnitude less dark energy then we had at Reiji’s school. And it was less ‘sticky’, it would take much less effort to vacuum it up for cleansing. While that made it a little more dangerous to the police (if it had been half as stuck to this building as the dark energies of the school had been then I wouldn’t have needed to worry about them) it also worked in my favor for cleansing it. Within a minute a complex circle of golden glowing energies was visible in front of me and you could see dark threads of energy being drawn towards it only to burn away into golden sparks when they impacted the pattern.

I grunted at the impact but firmed up my will and body against the strain. No help for it, I thought in annoyance. Even if the police hadn’t been a factor I wouldn’t have had the mana or endurance necessary to have cleansed the whole building. I’d had the time to fill both my old and my new travelling reservoirs after Master Tai had called but trying to cleanse the building (and any cops who’d already picked up some darkness) like this was horribly inefficient. And tough. Every second felt like I was back on the Suzuki’s staircase, off balance and bracing myself against a weight while simultaneously trying to climb down the stairs backwards. Not a horrible challenge for a few seconds, but as the minutes wore on and I just kept climbing I felt my strength start to waver.

Which was why it was almost a relief when Master Tai calmly noted “shit.”

“What is it?” I croaked out, becoming aware of how much I was sweating. I’d have estimated that I’d been running the spell a little over ten minutes.

“I didn’t think of the elevator shafts,” Master Tai admitted, “they’ve threaded a rope up and are deploying people on the top floor.”

“How long?”

Master Tai frowned slightly, I realized he was scanning the area with his ki. “Not long,” he replied tightly, “I think they mean to secure the roof and work their way downwards.”

I let out a shuddering breath and released the spell. “It’ll have to do,” I told him, already feeling the faintest of squeezes from my warning bracelet. “Come on.”

The police busted onto the roof to search it about a minute and a half later. By that time we were both on the flying talisman and watching the situation from a few more floors upward and a good hundred meters away from the rooftop.

“Hmph,” Master Tai grunted. This time I’d given him the second pair of goggles and he could see clearly through the flying talisman’s invisibility rather than depending upon his other senses. “It looks like they’re staying around, doing a thorough check of the roof.”

“I guess that’s it then,” I replied, scanning the rest of the building with ‘mage sight’. There was still a bit more negative energy there than I’d have liked, my quickie cleansing probably hadn’t gotten much more than half of it. But it was enough of an impact that I could leave the area with a clean conscience.

“Think it’s enough?” Master Tai asked me. Even the totally out of character goggles on his face couldn’t conceal his concern. He might have given thugs and bad guys short shrift but he obviously cared deeply for innocent bystanders.

“Probably,” I said judiciously. “I’d have liked to do a little bit more but I’m not too worried about this. Before there was a serious threat that one or two police officers could have succumbed. As a simple numbers game it was all too likely we’d have had a problem, one or two of them would have been too weak or under too many other strains. It could still happen now, but at this point they’d probably need to be having so much trouble their colleagues would already be aware of it.”

“Hmm,” Master Tai didn’t fully verbalize it, but we were both well aware of the difference between being aware of a problem and willing to actually do anything about it. Especially when it might negatively impact your organization, section, or friends.

We were silent for a few moments more. At the end all I could do was sigh. “We’ll just have to put our trust in them.”

I then turned to Master Tai. “In the meantime, is there anywhere I can drop you off? Now that we’re up here I may as well give you a ride to wherever you need to go.”

“The Meiko estate will be good enough for today,” Master Tai answered in a neutral voice, “or at least as close as you can safely get.”

He didn’t say anything more and I didn’t press him. Instead I oriented the flying talisman in vaguely the right direction and took off, grateful to almost be done with the terrible evening.

And, as I did, a thought struck me. Tonight might have been terrible but it hadn’t really been dangerous. My warning talisman had only gone off once, barely.

This wasn’t the danger Saori had been sensing.

That thought sent shudders down my spine! An emergency call in the middle of the night to deal with victims, dark energies, a martial arts master, and demons (albeit indirectly in most of those cases) and it didn’t merit my psychic cousin’s attention? Something else on her radar was the more overpowering concern?

What the hell was coming my way?
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“Mamoru, Sensei-san contacted me,” Himeko’s tone screamed warning as she abruptly walked onto the roof. “What’s going on here?”

I started slightly, caught between annoyance at the sudden interruption and guilt at what I was doing. “Science,” I replied after a few moments, the best explanation I could come up with on short notice.

Himeko shot me a look and I couldn’t blame her. I was kneeling on top of a rooftop in front of a piece of mithril that was surrounded by a glowing magic circle almost a meter across. Just to make things worse I had my blazer folded up off to the side, the top few buttons of my shirt unfastened, and my sleeves were rolled up to the elbows to help deal with the unseasonable heat. ‘Science’ ‘exactitude’ and ‘professionalism’ were not the first words to came to mind when describing the scene.

To be fair, things were slightly better than that if you looked a little closer. I had my phone braced in position to record everything and an old-fashioned ruler was lying down next to the mithril. But when I thought about it I kind of regretted saying ‘science’ already.

Still, rather than back off or try to stammer out an awkward explanation I signaled Himeko to come over and decided to demonstrate everything directly.

“Here, kneel down and look closer,” I said, indicating the piece of mithril. “Try not to do it too suddenly, I’ve got the mithril taped to the roof but a strong enough gust of wind would probably pick it up.”

“Mamoru, that’s not really a good idea,” Himeko noted, understating the matter out of respect for me. She was obviously thinking of all the potential consequences if a piece of mithril got picked up by the wind and got away from me outside. If the wrong person found it under the wrong circumstances, a metal that defied all known logic and science, the results could have been catastrophic.

And she would have been completely right, but out of a twisted sense of humor I decided not to enlighten her. “Don’t worry about it, just take a close look at the mithril.”

Himeko sighed. “It’s a block of mithril. Since it looks like a cube and you’ve got a ruler next to it that lets me see it’s 10cm long I assume it’s a decimeter cubed and holds 1 thoth of mana.”

“Correct,” I said, not intimidated that she’d realized that much already. “And I’ve already filled it with one thoth. Now, watch what happens when I add another quarter thoth’s worth of mana to the cube.”

Himeko frowned slightly as I brought out a smaller piece of mithril (10 cm x 10 cm x 2.6 cm if anyone was wondering, I was still calibrating the weird curve in amounts and it was only roughly 0.25 thoth but it was close enough for my purposes) and chanted a small spell. She couldn’t see me transferring the mana from the smaller piece to the block in the circle but she could see the results.

“It’s bulging!” Himeko exclaimed, looking on in surprise as the block of mithril deformed. The regular cube was now bulging at the sides and the peak of the curve looked like it was closer to 12 cm than 10, not including the fact the rear and sides of the cube were also bulging out as well.

“Yes,” I said, grinning to myself as I brought out another piece of mithril before Himeko could realize what was happening. “And if I add another half thoth on top of that…”

Before Himeko realized what was happening I was chanting a spell again. And that’s when the cube of mithril exploded.

Himeko let out a small yelp and fell backwards. Fortunately, after the first time in the laboratory I’d learned my lesson. The magic circle around the whole arrangement was a protective shield, physically containing most of the explosion and all the pieces. The twisted remnants of the mithril and the ruler ricocheted around the contained area violently, more than forceful enough to have done someone some real damage if they’d connected. More subtly, a magical explosion from the released mana did the same, causing the circle to flare brightly as it struggled to keep the resulting force away from us. The only thing that escaped was a strong puff of displaced air, the magic circle was permeable to gasses.

“As you can see,” I continued blandly, “this experiment suggests- “

“Mamoru!” Himeko rounded upon me in annoyance.

I grinned in spite of myself. “Sorry, I couldn’t resist. Especially after you assumed I’d just risk a cube of mithril out in the open on top of the roof like that. The circle is somewhat permeable to gasses, it was designed as a defensive circle and the mage on the inside had to be able to breath, so I was worried a sudden disturbance might have knocked the mithril loose and disturbed the arrangement with the ruler.

“I am going to get you for this,” Himeko noted, all the more menacing for the perfectly calm and conversational way she said it.

I paused for a moment but decided my best course of action was simply to ignore that. “Anyway,” I continued, “I’m learning a lot from this. Well, actually it’s suggesting some pretty strong hypothesis rather than teaching me facts. But overall, I think that’s still pretty worthwhile.”

“Like what?” Himeko asked, her tone both withering and a little curious at the same time.

“For starters, mana seems to be compressible,” I answered seriously. “It’s natural inclination, it’s sea level pressure for lack of a better comparison, is one thoth in one decimeter cubed of mithril. Under normal circumstances that’s all it will be, but if you try to force more mana in with a spell of some sort you can go beyond that.”

Despite her annoyance with me Himeko was clearly considering my point. “Huh. That’s… that’s weird! Gasses are really the only things that do that. Well, and plasma… at least I think plasma does it too.”

I nodded. “It does.” One of the many things I’d looked into over the years was comparing Earth’s solid, liquid, gas, and plasma model to Avalon’s earth, water, air, and fire model. I still had some experiments to run but it looked like there were some startling things both sides could learn from the other. Mostly Earth to Avalon but a few Avalon to Earth things too. If I was right.

Himeko frowned. “So does that make mana some sort of… “

“It’s something to look into.” I admitted, not letting her finish the sentence just in case she might feel a little embarrassed later. I’d already thought the matter through a little further and those first suppositions sounded embarrassingly oversimplified when you thought more about them. “I’m leaning towards the particles of the energy wave having some unique properties but it’s just as possible it’s some sort of extra-dimensional plasma. In any case, I seriously doubt I’m solving this mystery anytime soon. Not without a dozen more physicists, a few years, and access to a supercollider! But it does point towards some interesting properties of both mana and mithril.”

“Such as?” Himeko asked, playing along.

“Well, mithril seems to burst pretty easily,” I said, gesturing towards to the twisted remnants within the magic circle. “Keep in mind that was less than twice the normal pressure. Theoretically.”

“Theoretically,” Himeko noted, crossing her arms and giving me a small smirk.

“Yeah, I know.” I rolled my own eyes and smiled at my own overenthusiasm. “Hypothesis are fine but I’m trying not to build castles in the sky here. There could be some other effects, especially from the spell doing it. Or one thoth could be closer to an equivalent of ten times the normal air pressure. But, going with Occam’s razor, the mithril container burst at less than twice the normal pressure. Think how many times more air you’d have to pump into a plastic bottle before you got a similar catastrophic failure.”

“Now,” I added cautiously, “I’m going to need a point of comparison with a more traditional mana container before I read too much into this. This is suggestive but still only one point of data. But my hypothesis is that whatever makes mithril so incredibly light also has an effect on how ‘tough’ it is when it comes to mana. And that in turn has fascinating implications for interactions and correlations between mana, mass, and gravity.”

“So, you’re going to be blowing up one of your collectors next?” Himeko asked sweetly.

She meant it sarcastically but I immediately shuddered. “Hell no! Himeko, you saw me get blown out of the lab when I used a small mithril core that exploded, even my old collectors hold far more mana than that! I’d only be forcing mana in gradually, and given their relative capacities I’d expect a sudden but harmless leak rather than a catastrophic failure. But if I was wrong the consequences could be dire! I’d probably survive when my precautions activated but chances are pretty good I really would blow up my lab. Likely, even more than that.”

Himeko blanched at the mere thought of it and I immediately started to walk things back. “I’ll be building a small emergency reservoir that I can fit in my pocket later this month, I figure I’ll try to make two at the same time and use one of those as a test subject.”

“Will even that be safe?” Himeko asked, putting on her Student Council President face and staring at me seriously. “I mean it Mamoru; I came up here because Sensei-san was worried about you doing dangerous experiments so near to their shrine. When you put things like that I worry you’re placing the whole school in danger.”

“That’s why I’m on the roof and using a shielded circle,” I admitted, making an ‘iffy’ motion with my hand. “I was pretty sure nothing would go really wrong, and if it did the circle would be enough to stop it, but I wanted plenty of room for a blast wave to expand just in case. I know what I’m doing though Himeko! Even if this had accidentally turned the explosion into a shaped charge I made sure it’s an empty classroom underneath the circle!”

“Sensei-san and I would still have taken it out of your hide if that had actually happened,” Himeko noted, calming down but still not entirely sanguine.

That’s a point, I admitted to myself. The whole idea was still an absolutely worst-case scenario, at least without going into the realm of unanticipated side-effects or interactions. But since I was shielding the surroundings with the circle then if the circle held the roof became the direction of least resistance. I hadn’t thought there’d be enough power to break through the roof, and even then I’d deliberately made the circle wider than it had needed to be just to reduce the possibility. But one of the reasons I’d been that confident was because I’d already suffered a catastrophic failure with a mithril reservoir, I wouldn’t have been so prepared if that hadn’t already occurred. Researching the unknown was the whole point of these experiments.

“That wasn’t likely to happen,” I explained calmly. I then pointed to two other destroyed mithril cubes I had tucked under a clear plastic bin off to the side. One was badly burst and shattered but the other was merely cracked half open and split a little. “Just to be on the safe side I went slowly. It looks like mithril fails at somewhere around the 1.4 thoth mark, and if you approach it gradually the results are much less dramatic. It’s only when you try to cram in too much at once you get such an over-the-top explosion.”

Himeko calmed down even more and gave me an amused smirk. “So you were trying to startle me.”

I shrugged. “Partially. The other half was getting reproduceable results, seeing if a slightly different sudden addition produced another catastrophic failure. The first major failure came from adding a full additional thoth, this jump from 1.25 to 1.75 really was meant for comparison and a ranging shot.”

“Alright, I can see that,” Himeko admitted agreeably, “but I’m still not happy Mamoru. This is getting awfully close to crossing the line!”

“Yeah,” I admitted grudgingly, “I can see your point. I’d argue all this was fine, but I really do need to be a bit more cautious about it when I test an actual mana reservoir, even a small one! I’m just not sure which way is actually the right way to go with that.”

Himeko seemed mildly startled, I wasn’t sure if it was at my revelation or the fact I’d agreed with her so easily. “What do you mean?”

“Well, I chose the school roof mostly for privacy. But there was the additional advantage of being so close to an additional supply of mana while cutting down on the chance of me hurting anyone. I’d have had to make the magic circles smaller inside the laboratory, and even then there was a fair chance I’d do a number on either the counter or the floor.” The roof was marked up by all the ricocheting mithril but unless you knew what you were looking for it was hard to notice.

“Oh, I see,” Himeko nodded, “the same amount of force inside a more confined area.”

I nodded. “And if I’d been totally off base and for some reason there’d been an even more powerful explosion I could have damaged myself or other students. Even if you hadn’t made me promise I wouldn’t have been okay with that. Whereas an explosion like that on the roof… well, it wouldn’t have been good but it would have been a heck of a lot better. I’d trust my precautions to protect me and out in the open air like this there’d be almost no chance I’d damage anything important.”

“Just blow yourself off the roof,” Himeko noted, giving me a disbelieving look.

I shrugged. “I’d have survived, the precautions would have worked against a fall. And the chain of events necessary to create a powerful enough explosion to do enough damage to kill me… well, it beggar’s belief. I suppose it might not be impossible but it would require something along the lines of the rupturing mithril somehow creating a fission reaction! Needless to say, I wasn’t too worried about that.”

Himeko looked a little skeptical but didn’t raise an objection. Instead, a calm voiced complaint came from her neck area. “I’m not so sure an explosion impressive enough to damage me would be so impossible,” Sensei-san noted.

I switched on ‘mage sight’. Sure enough, Sensei-san had focused himself just over Himeko’s shoulder.

“I… wouldn’t be too afraid of that,” I defended myself. I sounded a little weak, mostly because Sensei-san had brought up a pretty solid point. We’d set up a shrine for them on the roof. Nothing major, really it was more of a micro hokura than anything else. Simply a well made and weatherproof box containing minor relics and focuses. The only one I knew of was the little bundle I’d constructed at the start of the school year to wake Sensei-san up, it had turned into a little yorishiro of sorts. But I was pretty sure there was more than just that in there now, Sensei-san had collected, made, or received a few minor sacred objects of their own that were enshrined there.

The shrine was small enough that the ‘don’t notice me’ spell around the mana collector could cover it, so we’d placed it right up against the collector to make neither of them were spotted. As an additional bonus that would make it a little easier for Sensei-san to tap into the mana reserves if they ever needed them.

(Not a good idea for Sensei-san. At least anything more than a trickle of mana, not until they were stronger. But, as circumstances had recently proven, making sure they had the option was a better plan than the alternative.)

And under any sort of normal circumstances I was confident the mini shrine would be safe from either discovery or damage. But after a particularly strong explosion on the roof, especially one with a magic-based aspect? I could immediately understand why Sensei-san had brought Himeko up to the roof after I’d started messing around with this experiment.

So, rather than admit I hadn’t thought about that, I tried to brush that aside. “But you’ve got a good point about the next tests,” I said quickly. “These ones were just barely okay, your shrine is one more reason I can’t test even a tiny reservoir on the roof. It’s almost certain it won’t cause any problems, but there are unknowns in play here.”

“You know there are unknowns?” Himeko asked with a tiny but sly smile as she caught me being pretentious.

I sighed, I couldn’t even try to deny that one. “Okay, it’s almost certain there will be some factors I can’t even anticipate. The way the overload and rupture with mithril had such a physical effect… that was surprising! I’d have expected the break to be on a more mystical level, basically we ended up getting an explosion when I would have expected an EMP. I suspect a breach in a properly built reservoir will work like that. And that makes Sensei-san right to be worried, something like that so close to his shrine would be riskier.”

“But doing it on school property is okay?” Himeko pressed, being unafraid to hold my feet over the fire on this one. She was being gentle about it, giving me room to defend myself and prove her wrong, but she wasn’t going to let me run roughshod over everything.

“Eh,” I said a little lamely, “it’s kind of hard to estimate. If I don’t do it near the shrine it will probably still be a little dangerous, but it’s the equivalent of exposing a small patch on the arm to trouble rather than the eyes or mouth. It could still hurt, but even that much is unlik… not too likely with the amounts I’ll be working with.”

“Don’t think I didn’t notice you walking that one back Mamoru,” Himeko said bluntly.

“Yeah…” I said awkwardly, wondering how I’d ended up in full retreat.

Himeko took a deep breath and then faced me. “Mamoru,” she said calmly, “I’m going to be blunt here. Get Sensei-san’s and my permission before you run this experiment! I’m not going to object to most of your stuff, I trust you know what you’re doing. But this looks like it could be a little riskier and you need to be extra cautious.”

“And,” she said swiftly, before I could claim I was already being cautious and it wasn’t that much riskier, “even if it isn’t this is starting to reach the level where it might affect Sensei-san, don’t you think it’s just good manners to at least ask Sensei-san before you do that?”

I flinched, plainly and visibly. Damn, she’s got me with that one. There was no way around it, I was starting to venture into unethical territory by ignoring Sensei-san and the possible side-effects on them. Most of my experiments and work were completely safe in that regard so I wasn’t in the habit of thinking about the school’s kami. These ones? The risk was still pretty minute but it was there.

I took a deep breath of my own. Sighed. And then stood up and faced in Sensei-san’s direction before bowing deeply. “My apologies Sensei-san, Himeko’s entirely right. These experiments are highly unlikely to affect you, the risk is almost nothing once we move further away from your shrine, but it is not impossible. It is my failure as a scientist and as a person not to have considered you and discussed the matter first. Please forgive me.”

I should have thought of that before waking up the kami of the school! I thought glumly. Once Sensei-san had fully awoken the school had stopped qualifying as unfeeling property and fell under the same category as a thinking being. I wouldn’t have exposed a person to trace amounts of an unknown chemical without telling them, no matter how safe I figured the compound would be. I owed Sensei-san the same courtesy.

Sensei-san nodded approvingly. “Thank you, Matsuda-san, that was well said. I appreciate what you are doing and your attempts to learn and better yourself. But I do more than just serve you, please ask permission and check with me first before doing anything.”

“Thank you,” I sighed in relief. I then turned to Himeko. “Well? Do you have any ideas about where I can safely conduct experiments like this?”

Himeko was slightly taken aback but rallied quickly. “Well, there’s always the mansion grounds,” she suggested as she stood up herself.

I shook my head. “Sorry, that was one of the first places I thought of. But if we’re making adequate provisions we need a little too much space. We couldn’t do it indoors and there’s no way we could conceal what we were doing outdoors on the mansion grounds. Not to mention the privacy problems.”

“I could order the staff away and get the security cameras turned off for a while,” Himeko replied, slightly miffed.

“Maybe,” I replied with brutal honesty. “But do you really think your mother or father wouldn’t come around trying to look into what was happening if you tried that? Or your grandfather? We may as well fly a targeting flag over the whole experiment if we tried something that obvious while your grandfather was at home.”

Himeko pursed her lips, obviously thinking about it. I waited a little longer just in case she had a brilliant solution or there was a factor I had missed (for all I knew the rest of her family would be leaving her ‘alone’ in the house for a week sometime soon). But, unsurprisingly, she eventually let out a small sigh and agreed with me. “No, you’re right. You’ve just talked about how it’s unlikely there will be a problem with this experiment but that it’s best to be careful. Anything I can come up with is in a similar vein, we could probably pull it off but there’s much too high a chance someone’s going to be nosey and cause trouble over it.”

I was surprised she was that optimistic, I’d put it at a less than even chance. But she knew her own household best, I was willing to trust her estimates.

“There’s a similar problem with trying to rent some space,” I said apologetically. “Even if I could afford to do it myself I don’t think there’s any way your family wouldn’t get wind of it. And trying to find some sort of other large public space where we could do so secretly and safely is… well, it’s not impossible but it makes all the other options look simple and easy.”

“How large a space are we looking at?” Himeko asked the sensible question.

“I was thinking of something along the lines of the school’s sporting fields,” I admitted, jumping to my end point. “That should be large enough to be safe in any sort of practical worst-case scenario while still being far enough away from Sensei-san’s more important parts to keep them safe. They might still get a little hurt if things really went that badly, but it would take a really contrived sequence of events to put them in any sort of real danger.”

“How contrived?” Himeko asked, staring down her nose at me to make it clear she wasn’t kidding.

“Hmm, a bad disaster movie’s unlikely sequence of events contrived,” I said after a few moments. Something that wasn’t impossible… but the way it required bribed or careless officials ignoring the underlying problems, and then the earthquake happening at just the wrong moment, and it was just while the tanker truck full of dangerous chemicals was in the wrong area…

Himeko seemed to grasp what I was getting at and nodded grudgingly. “Alright, truth is stranger than fiction but there’s keeping things safe and then there’s muzzling you because you can’t guarantee everything. I can get behind that one, how about you Sensei-san?”

“I’ll think about it some more,” the kami replied calmly. “But I agree with your assessment Meiko-san, safety is paramount but perfect safety in the face of the unknown is by definition impossible. Unless I can come up with something Matsuda-san has missed I see no reason to deny him.”

“I wouldn’t go that far,” Himeko quickly dampened our enthusiasm, “I can think of several reasons, namely all the school clubs out there who use those fields.”

“Yeah,” I admitted sheepishly, “that is the other problem. I was kind of hoping you knew of a time when we could get away with this. Doing this in any sort of responsible way is going to take a while and some advanced setup.” This wasn’t something as simple as testing spells with Eiko, I’d need to have a fair-sized protective circle like I’d just put on the roof and probably need to keep it going for the better part of an hour as I gradually filled the reservoir past capacity. I was almost guaranteed to get a few watchers if I tried doing the experiment on any sort of normal day. Someone would wonder what the heck I was up to and stay to watch if I was occupying that much of the school in such a strange way!

“I do,” Himeko answered firmly, “summer break.”

I opened my mouth to protest but quickly shut it in the face of Himeko’s unyielding expression.

Himeko crossed her arms and looked at me. After a few moments she went a step further and quirked an eyebrow at me (did she have to train herself to do that?) clearly daring me to object.

The thing is, I had to admit to myself, I really don’t have any objections. Other than ‘but I want to do it now!’ And damned if I want to say that to her.

At the end of the day, she was right. It would be a lot easier to find a window to carry out the test over summer break. Even then we’d probably have to time it carefully, there was still the occasional club or class using the school during the break, not to mention the teachers and maintenance staff. But even with those problems it would be ten times easier to figure something out over the summer break than to run the tests before then!

“I guess I could wait two, two and a half months,” I said, trying not to sound too grudging over the concept. “This is probably important but it’s important over the long run, not an urgent problem.”

“Good,” Himeko said, nodding firmly. “I’ll start work on finding you a time window after we get back from the school trip.”

“Yes Himeko,” I sighed. But I couldn’t blame her for that, both mid-terms and the school trip were coming up fast. As interested as I was in this experiment I still had to admit she had some more important things to work on. Just because she projected an air of unflappability and supreme confidence didn’t mean she was-

I paused and tilted my head in surprise. Himeko was sweating. Kind of heavily in fact, it was beginning to run down her face and dampen her collar. “Himeko, are you alright?”

Himeko tried to play it off for a few moments before letting out a frustrated “Ugh! My cold patch ran out,” she admitted reluctantly.

I instantly shut down my expression, trying not to smirk. That did explain how she’d managed to keep wearing her full uniform all this time, even after she’d joined me on the hot roof. She’d officially submitted the request to the school to allow summer uniforms a few weeks early in the face of all the unseasonable heat, trying to wear the full blazer in temperatures that were pushing 30 Celsius was wearing the students down.

“Shut up,” she said irritably, even though I hadn’t said anything. She reached back and dug around the back of her neck to remove the now spent pack. “The Student Council has to maintain standards and propriety. Our request hasn’t gone through yet, we have to show our obedience and discipline until it does.”

“Even if that means cheating?” I asked pleasantly.

Himeko shot me a deadly glare. “Anyone who doesn’t cheat in this heat is an idiot and doesn’t deserve to graduate. That doesn’t mean we don’t try to look like we aren’t.”

“Well said Meiko-san,” Sensei-san noted calmly, “your discipline and dedication serve you well.”

I seriously doubted the heat was having much effect on the school’s kami, making their congratulations a little suspect, but I decided not to comment on that. Instead, since Himeko was refusing to do anything sensible like take off her blazer, I decided to take pity on her. “Would you like a spell?” I asked in that same pleasant tone.

“Please,” she responded instantly, making no attempt to pretend or play it off.

That alone was enough to make me worried it was serious. I quickly snapped off a simple cooling spell and Himeko immediately shuddered in relief as unnaturally cool spots touched several key points on her body at once. “Thank you, Mamoru,” she said with heartfelt sincerity.

I shrugged and tried to downplay it. “I was thinking about using it for myself anyway. It’s not a major mana drain, I used it a few times even before I had access to all the mana I have now. Anyway, I should probably get all this cleaned up and get off the roof.”

“Allow me to help you,” Himeko offered quickly.

“You don’t have to do that,” I noted politely. I still didn’t complain as she moved to collect my previously broken pieces of mithril.

Himeko just shook her head. “It buys me a few more minutes of privacy,” she admitted. “I had to run up here quickly when Sensei-san asked. It was a legitimate reason but I still have a few things to do around the school. Once I go back down I’ll have to go back and check in with a few more clubs.”

And be back in the public eye, I filled in mentally as I dismantled the magic circle and collected the latest broken cube of mithril. Himeko didn’t seem too distraught about the idea, she wasn’t exhausted or fed up, but she had obviously enjoyed her little break. “You just want to enjoy the cooling spell a little longer before you see anyone again,” I teased.

Himeko’s lips reluctantly quirked into a smile.

“Actually Matsuda-san,” Sensei-san calmly inserted himself back into the conversation. “That does bring up an important point. You seem to be getting more comfortable about using your magic at school.”

“What do you mean?” I asked with a small frown as I double checked all the mithril was secure.

“I am concerned you are getting a little loose about the rules,” Sensei-san answered frankly. “I worry your discipline is eroding in the face of your special abilities and you are starting to violate the purpose of going to school.”

My frown deepened a little as I turned in Sensei-san’s direction. “Why would you say that?” I asked, struggling a little to keep my voice level. I thought they were being a little dramatic and I was doing very well all things considered. After all, even though I’d been up on the roof and sweating for a while I hadn’t brought out the cooling spell for myself, choosing conventional methods and suffering through everything.

(Ignoring the fact I’d just been considering using it.)

“You cannot deny Monday’s arrival at school via broomstick was a little suspect,” Sensei-san noted with a hint of disproval.

Himeko’s eyes shot to me. “What was that?”

Argh! “That was special circumstances,” I replied tightly. “I have no intent of doing that again.”

“Be that as it may,” Sensei-san continued, still keeping the mild hint of censure in their voice. “You barely made it in before the bell, flying over the school while invisible, and used the special properties of this area to hide your broom. While that wasn’t precisely against the rules I cannot help but feel that was very much against their spirit, that if an ordinary teacher had known what you were doing they would have objected. Or at least given you a warning.”

“I knew I should have flown in over the front gates,” I muttered irritably. If I’d had even a minute or so more I would have done that, mostly just out of habit. Unfortunately, it had been so close I hadn’t wanted to take the time maneuvering around so I’d just flown in over the back.

“Mamoru,” Himeko cut in, back in serious mode. “What did you do?”

I sighed. “I slept through my alarm on Monday morning,” I admitted. “I was running so behind that I had to skip breakfast and I would have been late even if I’d boosted my physical abilities with magic. So, in desperation I grabbed the flying talisman and hurried to school that way.”

I was conveniently leaving out my little adventure with Master Tai the previous night that had caused me to be so late getting back and getting to sleep. Or that said adventure was the reason that the flying talisman had come to mind so quickly as an option, I’d probably have been slow to think of it and dithered about on using it otherwise.

“So,” Himeko said slowly, obviously struggling not to smile at the same time she was feeling some annoyance, “you flew to school on a broomstick.”

“Flying talisman,” I emphasized. “And yes, I didn’t have any other choice.”

“Other than being late,” Himeko noted. She then sighed slightly, “no, you’re right. If those were the choices before me, I’d choose to fly to school too. But Sensei-san isn’t wrong. When it’s all laid out in front of me I have to admit: this does sound a little bit suspect.”

You know, once you talk about it out loud… I’d been too busy with everything back in the moment to think about it. Now that I had some time and distance to examine everything I had to admit our school’s kami had a point. “I see what you mean,” I tried not to sound like I’d bitten into something sour, not entirely succeeding. “Especially when Sensei-san mentioned the spirit of the rules. I stand by my actions. But it does feel a little… off somehow.”

Himeko nodded. “That’s a good description. Not exactly wrong, but somehow not something you should be allowed to do regularly either. At least not without permission.”

On one hand I hadn’t caused any harm and I’d succeeded in my duties as a student: arriving at the school on time. On the other hand… If a guy had to ramp jump his bicycle over the school’s back wall in order to make it in time it wouldn’t exactly be praiseworthy either. Not even if no one saw him or realized what he’d done. It wasn’t an exact comparison, not even close, but it did help put my situation into perspective.

It was made a little bit more complex because of the reasons I was late. If I’d stayed up too late studying or playing games my actions would be a lot less defendable, a purely selfish attempt to get around my own mistakes. This time I’d actually been roped into helping other people though, I’d only gotten to sleep so late because of Master Tai and the fallout from the amateur demon summoner. I couldn’t mention that to Himeko though! I had no idea how private I was supposed to keep everything so at best I’d brush it off as a ‘night tiger’ situation. But since that might damage our friendship as I kept secrets from her (unlikely) or cause her to feel guilty since she hadn’t been able to help me and her inability to help me last time had indirectly been responsible to indebting me to Master Tai (silly, but highly likely) I wanted to keep that secret.

“I think Sensei-san’s right about the warning,” I said with a thoughtful frown, doing my best to show no sign of my Master Tai related thoughts. “This doesn’t feel too bad in and of itself but it doesn’t feel like something I should just be allowed to do freely either. It’d be like letting some punk deliberately taunt a teacher, doing something stupid while saying ‘you never said I couldn’t do this’, and letting them get away with it.”

“That’s probably a little too harsh,” Himeko said judiciously, “but I definitely see your point. Very well. Mamoru, you’re on probation for now. Don’t do that again.”

Neither Himeko or I smiled, even though the situation was slightly ridiculous. And we both knew it. But we also both realized there was just enough truth in Sensei-san’s accusation and we were both the type of people to take this sort of thing seriously. I couldn’t decide if it was a good thing or a bad thing that Eiko wasn’t there to stare in disbelief or laugh at us for our actions.

Sensei-san was there though. “Well said Mamoru-san,” the school’s kami nodded in satisfaction. They then turned to Himeko. “We really need to get that amendment formalized.”

Himeko sighed. “Agreed. I’m hoping to get that taken care of over the summer break too.”

“Wait, what?” I asked, looking between the pair.

“Nothing that’s important yet,” Himeko replied, brushing off my question, “just some clarifications that Sensei-san has suggested for the Code of Student Behaviour.”

“What clarifications?” I pressed, not entirely sanguine about the school’s kami attempting to modify the school rules.

“We really should get this mithril put away before someone sees it,” Himeko continued, clearly ignoring the question even as she handed me the container with the other burst pieces of mithril. “If we spend too much longer up here then sooner or later someone’s going to notice.”

I tried not to fume as I collected the last of my equipment and Himeko led the way back inside. After all, I’d just been keeping secrets from her about me and Master Tai. I didn’t have much of a leg to stand on if she was working on something with Sensei-san.

“It seems a shame to waste all this mithril though,” Himeko noted as we started down the stairs. “What are you going to do with it now?”

I shook my head, distracted by the question. “Don’t worry, I can reforge it. I wouldn’t be so cavalier about using it like this otherwise.”

“Really? I wouldn’t have though you could do that with an enchanted metal.”

“Well, you do need to use some magic. And you need to get the temperature up a lot higher than you would for aluminum,” I admitted, understating the matter considerably. “But I tested that before I started deliberately blowing up cubes of mithril.”

“And that doesn’t change the properties? Even after this sort of… mana stretching?” Himeko asked, struggling to find a word to describe my experiments.

I opened my mouth and then hesitated. “You know,” I said slowly, “that’s a good point. At least before it’s reheated and reforged. I really should check to see if anything else has changed.” I matched deeds to words and awkwardly brought out my cellphone to note that idea down.

Himeko just watched me juggle everything and smiled. “Never change Mamoru,” she noted with a small shake of her head, “never change.”
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“Why is it the good ones are never quiet?” I groused as Eiko and I left the weight room.

“Come on Mamoru, what’s your problem?” Eiko cajoled me.  She was in a cheerful mood after a pretty successful day of testing.

“Physical enhancement spells can be great because of their subtlety,” I explained.  “If they’re done right and onlookers don’t see the original spell being cast then you can explain away the effects easily enough.  Lifted a car?  Must have been the adrenalin.  Did a world record sprint?  I’m just really fast and the wind was behind me today.  Until you’re bench pressing busses people usually aren’t leaping for supernatural explanations.”

I rounded upon her with a glare.  “’Battle aura’ is not a subtle spell!”

Eiko just grinned.  She’d enjoyed herself too much since ‘battle aura’ had proven to be a very effective spell, enhancing her abilities greatly.  It had also amused her to have an almost DBZ aura around her while performing all her great physical feats.

Alright, it hadn’t been a full Z fighter aura.  It had been noticeably smaller than those.  And it’s reddish-orange glow hadn’t been ultra-bright, it had been more ‘shining a colored spotlight on her’ than ‘raging fire from within’.  But it hadn’t been subtle either!  You’d be able to see it clearly in broad daylight and at night it would probably have been just as bright as most turning signals.  The fact that it had probably been the most mana efficient physical enhancement spell we’d tested yet, and I hadn’t been able to find any negative side-effects, was deeply annoying.

I sighed mentally.  Maybe that’s why there’s the glowing aura? I thought to myself.  The spell frame is a little more external to avoid causing any negative side effects?  It was an intriguing thought, but not terribly useful.

“You’re just mad because I could have bench pressed you,” Eiko ribbed me.

“Eiko, you could bench press me normally.  A day you can’t bench press me is a day you probably shouldn’t be going to school.  That doesn’t prove-“ I abruptly cut myself off and ducked back behind the corner of the hallway.

“What?  What is it?” Eiko asked, still amused but getting a little more serious in light of my actions.

“Inoue Sakura,” I muttered softly, peaking around the corner again.

Sure enough, it was the unmistakable figure of Inoue again.  She hadn’t noticed us though, she was too busy cornering Abe Hajime, the Student Council Vice President.

I frowned slightly.  I didn’t know much about Abe, Himeko had mentioned him a few times but that was it.  He was a year younger than us and Himeko was grooming Abe to be her successor on the council, a project that had quickly become more important as she realized the threat Inoue was posing!  From what I could remember he was a decent enough guy, nothing too special but smart enough to deal with most things while being an able and dedicated administrator.  She’d also praised his integrity and discipline.

Those were obviously being put to the test while Inoue worked him over!  She was just there casually talking but she was also being so… so… Inoue that it was hard not to feel sympathy for him.  Just for starters, Abe was on the short side and wore glasses while Inoue was a little tall for her grade.  This normally wouldn’t have mattered but Inoue was taking care to ‘fidget’ by standing up on her toes for a moment before resting back down again, slowly rolling back and forth between heel and toe.  This just ‘happened’ to keep raising the edge of her bust into Abe’s frame of vision while making her boobs jiggle, just a little, when she changed direction.

You have to admit she’s kind of skilled at this, I thought sourly.  I don’t know if she’s as good at temptation as Eiko is at martial arts, or I am at magic, but I suspect she’s in the same league.  It was a depressing thought on several levels; for Inoue, her targets, and the state of the world in general, but you had to give credit where credit was due.

“Okay, I’m starting to see what you mean,” Eiko agreed, peeking out from around the corner with me.  “That girl’s starting to piss me off with her antics.  If you want to flaunt yourself, sure, go ahead.  It’s your body.  But don’t just trap a guy and try to force him to stare at you.”

I sighed.  This probably wouldn’t end well.  But… “Come on, let’s go rescue Abe-san.”

I plastered a fake smile on my face and walked around the corner, trying to make it look natural.  I probably failed miserably, judging by Eiko’s smirk, but Inoue was looking the wrong way and Abe shot a pathetically hopeful look in our direction.

“Abe-san!  Inoue-san!” I hailed the pair from down the corridor cheerfully.  “It’s good luck that I caught you!”

“Mamoru-san!” Inoue didn’t quite simper but it came surprisingly close, I must have surprised her.  “It’s lovely to see you!”

I ignored her, it seemed safer than giving her an opening to discuss her too casual naming of me.  Instead I focused my attention on Abe Hajime, making it obvious he was the real target.

“Matsuda-san,” Abe greeted me more sedately when I got closer but it was with an almost audible sigh of relief.  Obviously Inoue had been working him over for a bit.

I put my pack down and rummaged inside it, eventually pulling out a flash drive.  “I finished my statistical analysis of the numbers the Student Council gave me, as well as a little extra information I collected along the way.  I already emailed a copy to Him-… Meiko-san but I figured I should hand in a copy in person.  This version has all the extra figures and calculations on it, I couldn’t fit those into an email version without making the file enormous.”

“Thank you, Matsuda-san,” he said.  He caught the message in my eyes and grabbed on to it desperately.  “Was there anything else?”

“Well, I would like to go over a few of my findings with you.  It’s nothing big, the majority of the analysis turned out just like you’d expect it to.  But there were a few points at which things got a little more… odd.”

“Odd?”

“Iffy might be a better word,” I answered honestly.  “That’s why I figured I should bring them to a senior member of the Student Council, get their take on it.  There could be something there… or I could just be trying too hard and finding coincidences in order to justify my work.  I originally intended to bring it up with Meiko-san but you’re conveniently here.  Plus, you’ll be here next year as well so you’ll be better placed to see any trends if I’m on to something.”

“I’ll be here for two more years Mamoru-san,” Inoue inserted herself back into the conversation cheerfully.  “Shouldn’t I have a look at this?”

Abe seized his opportunity like a lifeline.  “No Inoue-san,” he said quickly, “some of that information is still confidential.  We can’t just give it out to non-senior members without checking it over first.  Matsuda-san will have to show me and then I can show you if anything is appropriate.”

“Great!” Inoue said cheerfully.  “I’ll just wait for you guys to go through it and then we can go through it together.”

It was amazing how loud the unspoken ‘alone’ echoed in that statement.

“Come in,” Abe said, opening up the door they were standing beside, which I belatedly realized was to the Student Council room.

Abe and I filed in, with Inoue slipping in quietly behind us.  It wasn’t until Eiko tried to follow that Inoue stopped her and said “I’m sorry, Student Council members and associated members only.  I’m sure you understand.”

Her tone was perfectly polite and charming.  The smug certainty behind that tone however…

“Great!” Eiko said with patently false cheer.  “I’m an associated member, I always wanted to see how this room looked.”

“Excuse me?” Inoue asked, just barely keeping her surprise and disgust under control.

“I’m an associated member,” Eiko reported cheerfully.  “It happened after the fire.  They gave me that to avoid any awkward questions and to make it easier for me to work with Mamoru for his experiments.  Why?  Didn’t you know?”

Judging from all of our expressions it was the first time anyone there had heard that.  Even I was tempted to denounce Eiko as a bald-faced liar.  But it was just possible enough, and such a Himeko thing to do, that I couldn’t quite bring myself to do it.  And if I couldn’t do it, if I wasn’t sure if she was lying, then neither Abe nor Inoue wanted to be the one to put themselves forward.

“Oh!  I’m sorry then,” Inoue said after a few moments.  “Himeko-san’s so busy with all her duties that she doesn’t always remember to tell us everything.  You know how she can be, I’m sure you understand.”

“Oh, I understand perfectly,” Eiko said, her tight smile anything but friendly.

Yup, not going to end well, I thought to myself uneasily as both Abe and I patently ignored all that and retreated to a computer at the rear of the room.  It was obviously for the head members of the organization and its screen faced the rear window rather than the door.  Abe started up the computer and logged on, trying not to fidget it the machine started up.

I was almost surprised that Inoue calmly positioned herself at a table in the corner of the room and brought out some work.  I wasn’t sure if it was schoolwork or council related but she laid it out and the table and casually began to make her way through it, only taking time to shoot a charming smile in our direction before she began.

“She knows better than that,” Abe murmured under his breath, apparently noticing the mild question in my face.

“Ah,” I breathed softly.  I tended to only see Inoue when she was stalking someone or doing her succubus act, it was easy to forget she was still a student.  I’d been told several times she was actually quite competent, it was just that she seemed to be really ambitious and had no problem using her body to further those ambitions.

As was evident as she ‘unconsciously’ posed herself while doing her work.  The look on her face suggested concentration.  The way she quietly put herself in a position that showed her body off to best advantage, at least if you were in our location, suggested she was carefully thinking about what she was doing.

Abe studiously finished copying all the files from the drive and then began opening them up.  “Alright Matsuda-san,” he said calmly, “what’s got you so concerned?”

I paused for a moment, looking at the screen.  In addition to my report and various spreadsheets he’d also opened up a schedule of club events.  And, after a quick search, a notepad window.

Don’t worry, Abe typed in the notepad, she’s got a conquest in the Kendo Club.  They’ve got a meet in an hour and a half.  She’s got to leave sometime soon.

“Ah,” I breathed again, this time even more impressed with the vice-pres.  Himeko obviously hadn’t decided on him as her successor for nothing.  I was worried he might have been a bit optimistic though, I suspected Inoue would manipulate the timing to her advantage if she had to.  I was pretty sure she could pull off running late or showing up dramatically at the last second, all with a convenient and sympathetic excuse.  Still, it was a good thing to keep in mind.

“Okay,” I said, reorienting my thoughts and focusing on my technical terms.  “These are the baselines…”

For the next hour Abe and I buried ourselves in statistics as I dredged up the most remote and convoluted excuses and facts from the numbers I’d dug up.  Don’t get me wrong, most of it was at least somewhat legitimate.  After doing all the work I was kind of glad I had an audience to point stuff out to, I’d turned up some pretty obscure facts and calculations over the course of this project and it was satisfying to know they weren’t going to get shoved to the side after all this.

(There was a hint of irony in that.  Inoue had trapped Abe and tried to force him to look at her body.  I’d then used the situation to force him to look at my work!)

But for the most part we were just doing our best to pretend expected outcomes and mostly minor discrepancies were worth ignoring Inoue Sakura for.  Oh sure, there were some important results.  The attendance of the Calligraphy Club versus its funding for example.  And there were some things that it was really worth noting, such as how the school’s average marks were actually a little higher when the casual and artistic clubs were up when compared to the technical and scholastic ones.  But for a lot of the time the things I were pointing out were the mathematical equivalents of sleight of hand and optical illusions.  There might have been something there, but more likely it was the statistician on the other end manipulating figures and showing you what they wanted you to see.

They still burned up time and allowed us to focus on the screen though.  Finally, after about an hour and ten minutes, Inoue’s voice penetrated our statistical bubble.  “Hajime-san?” she asked in a tone that was both apologetic and charming.

Abe-san swallowed hard and then looked up.  “Yes, Inoue-san?”

“I am terribly sorry sempai,” Inoue said, already standing in front of the door and then bowing deeply towards us.  “I promised the Kendo Club I’d attend their event today.  I fear I won’t be here when you and Mamoru-san are done.”

“That’s alright Inoue-san,” Abe answered, trying to conceal his relief.  “This will take a while, especially to figure out what to share with our younger members.  We don’t expect you to stay until we’re done.”

“Rain check?” Inoue suggested brightly.  “I do want to find out what is happening.  It sounds like you’re on to something fascinating and I want to do my part to help.”

Eiko coughed several times from the opposite corner.  The last of cough sounded suspiciously like it might have been a rude word.

“We’ll see,” Abe responded, keeping his composure much better than I would have.

“Well then, bye-bye,” Inoue responded, pausing to wave cutely (and bend over slightly again) just before slipping out the door.

Both Abe and I held our breath after the door closed.  “Think she’ll be back?” I said after ten seconds.

“Give it two or three minutes,” Abe responded grimly.  “She doesn’t usually ‘forget’ something and then show up again but I’ve seen her do it before.”

I noticed Eiko biting her lip in the other corner, doing her best not to snicker at us.

We refocused on my report again but our hearts were no longer in it.  After the three minutes were up Abe pushed back from the desk with a sigh of relief and bowed to me from the chair.  “Thank you, Matsuda-san, you really saved me there.”

“Oh no, nothing like that!” I said quickly.  “It was just luck and coincidence.”

“Sempai,” Abe replied, giving me a remarkably Himeko-like look.  “Do you realize how foolish that sounds under the circumstances?”

I laughed nervously to save myself from having to make a response.

Abe leaned back in his chair and sighed.  “Inoue-san is a problem.  She is usually a much better problem to have than most of the other problems in the school, but she is still a problem.  On days like today it can reach unreasonable levels.  I shudder to think what things are going to be like next year when you and Himeko-sama are gone.  Not to mention the end of the month when the school trip will take both of you away for a week.  Our only saving grace under those circumstances is that most of the club heads and important people Inoue would like to get close to will be leaving with you.  She is not so foolish as to overextend herself and there is a limit to how many people she is willing to string along at once.”

“Are you sure about that?” Eiko muttered in a sotto voice, clearly meaning for us to hear.  She was ostentatiously focused on a mobile phone game but she looked a little impatient, unsurprisingly so.

Still, I didn’t want to blow off Abe too quickly.  “I understand Abe-san,” I said, bowing politely to him and moving along.  “I only hope that if I am similarly trapped you might be willing to come to my rescue.”

Abe’s lips quirked into a tired smile.  “Don’t count on it,” he replied good humoredly.

“In any case, I’m afraid Eiko and I must be going too.  Thank you for all your…” I hesitated, trying to think of something I could reasonably suggest.

“Time,” Eiko tossed in from off to the side.

“Yes!  Time, thank you for all your time.”

Abe’s slight smile grew a little wider.  “And thank you, sempai, for all your hard work, I’ll make sure to pass on all you’ve told me to Himeko-san.”

“Thank you, Abe-san.  Goodbye,” with that we made a hasty escape before I could embarrass myself any further.

The second we were outside the door Eiko let out a sigh of relief.  “Sorry about that,” I apologized to her quickly, “I didn’t mean to drag you into the council room for an hour of waiting.”

“Eh, that bit wasn’t bad,” Eiko brushed it off.  “Waiting for an hour in the same room as her, having to watch her trying to draw a male gaze, that was annoying!  I’m starting to see why she’s pissing you and Himeko off so much.”

“You have no idea,” I said emphatically.

“What, feeling lightheaded after all that time in her presence?” Eiko asked good humoredly.

“Hah, you only think you’re joking!  I would be if I hadn’t been staring at a screen and messing around with statistics for the last hour.  Hell, if I hadn’t been able to talk to Abe-san and focus on that to keep me honest I’d probably have been stupid enough to sneak a few glances at her.”

We exited the school’s front doors.  I paused and looked around cautiously for Inoue but she was nowhere in sight, she’d probably had to hurry to make her engagement.

“I’ve had guys I’ve beat up that weren’t as afraid of me as you are of that girl,” Eiko noted with a mix of amusement and disbelief.  “Seriously, she just wants to get in your pants.”

“No,” I corrected Eiko primly, “she want’s you to want to get in her pants.  Then she can run your life as she controls the supply and demand of that.  She wouldn’t be nearly so scary if she was horny or just a tease.  She’s almost a professional who knows what she’s doing.”

“Bet you she’s not.”

“Eiko,” I turned on her with surprising seriousness.  “Don’t ever make that bet.  Don’t underestimate Inoue Sakura.  It’s easy to assume that she’s young, she doesn’t know what she’s doing.  But that’s not the case here.  Treat her like a woman doing the same thing who’s ten years older, it’s the only way to keep yourself safe.”

“You’re going to have to forgive me for not taking you too seriously,” Eiko noted sarcastically, pulling out her best impersonation of Himeko and giving me a pitying look.  “You’re not exactly experienced with women Mamoru, I think you might be overestimating her.  She’s annoying as hell, but she’s not really some sort of man-eating succubus.”

I ground my teeth.  Not in the least because Eiko had a point, even with the extra experience I had I was probably overstating things just a little.  While I fully believed Inoue was in that sort of league even I suspected Inoue really was a little more innocent and inexperienced than that.

“Eiko,” I said, trying to keep my voice level as we resumed walking, “how many, uh, partners do you think Inoue has had?”

“Mamoru, you’re not listening to guys talking about their ‘conquests’, are you?” Eiko said with the same pitying tone, her opinion of the subject obvious in the verbal air quotes around conquests.  “Because a girl like that causes guys to make up stories and wild claims.  Not that they wouldn’t do it anyway, I’ve had to kick the ass of a few guys who tried to claim I’d opened my legs up for them.”

And they really should have known better, I mentally rolled my eyes.  Still, it did explain some of Eiko’s skepticism.  You had to be practically suicidal to make that claim, if it had happened multiple times with her… seriously, I know teenage boys are not always the brightest minds when it comes to girls but you think they’d have stopped after the first example!

“Aoth,” I swore softly.  “Please tell me it wasn’t more then two?”

“Three,” Eiko noted.  She tried to sound casual but there was more than a hint of tension in her stance and walk as she said it.  “And one girl,” she added unexpectedly.

I did a double take, thought about it for a few seconds, and then pursed my lips.  “I’m not sure why I’m so surprised about that.”  It wasn’t like Eiko’s attractiveness could only ever appeal to males.  She might not have been as conventional or mainstream as Himeko in her looks but that was the worst you could really say about it.

“I’m surprised you’re surprised too.  I mean, you’ve met Shizu!  You know that girls can be just as stupid and obsessed as guys.”

“Alright, point taken,” I admitted, “and it does help me feel a little bit better about my gender.”

Eiko shot me a sardonic look.  “Don’t.  I’ve still had to beat up plenty of guys who thought being a guy was somehow the most important point.  That I couldn’t or wouldn’t beat them up simply for that.  You being you is what matters, not being a boy or a girl.”

“Can’t argue that,” I admitted, for lack of anything better to say.  Especially since it was patently obvious when you looked at the two of us.  Neither of us was typical or pretended to be so.  I might have tried to be a little more subtle about my differences (okay, a lot more subtle) while Eiko practically flaunted them, but neither of us let little things like gender norms bother us too much.  Eiko was stronger and more physical than I was, and that was okay, while I was actually more sensitive and emotionally aware than she was, and that was okay.

“Which is why I think you might be listening to locker room talk,” Eiko continued, coming back to Inoue.  “I don’t like Inoue but that seems pretty stupid to me!”

“Eiko,” I breathed, trying not to sound annoyed.

“All I’m saying is that it’s the same sort of thing that get’s me called ‘the hellhound’.  Sure, I do beat some people up but I’m not that violent or psychotic.  Inoue pisses me off, I really don’t like her, and I’m willing to believe she’s sleeping with people.  But this just seems like more of the same thing.”


“Eiko,” I sighed, “I’m not listening to locker room talk, I’m paying attention to what I’ve seen with my own eyes!”

“So, you’re a peeping tom now?” Eiko asked, still sounding sarcastic but there was a hint of concern underneath that.

“No!  Or at least, not quite.”  I sighed again.  “Look Eiko, you might actually be able to come up with a ki version of this technique so I might as well explain it to you.  Who knows?  Maybe Master Tai can teach you and you can verify this for yourself.”

Eiko looked at me inquisitively but kept quiet this time, a little more intrigued and respectful.

“When I use ‘mage sight’ I can see a person’s aura,” I explained.  “When two people, uh, do it-“

Eiko snickered a little at my blush and my obvious reticence about the subject.  It didn’t help that it kind of proved her earlier point.

I forced myself to continue.  “Their energies mix while in a highly excited state.  That leaves a mark, a kind of connection.  It doesn’t take much to see that connection.  And Inoue?  She’s… she’s got a lot of them.”

Eiko eyed me suspiciously.  “Are you making this up?” she asked.  She wasn’t quite skeptical, but she was clearly willing to give me an out in case I was try to pull the wool over her eyes.

“I’m simplifying,” I said a little more naturally.  “There’s a lot more to it then that, it’s not like I can just take a peek at Inoue’s aura and instantly count the number of notches on her bedpost.  But for the basics?  She’s had a… surprisingly large number of partners.”

“See, when you put it like that it sounds like you’re lying.  Or at least hiding something,” Eiko didn’t sound judgemental when she said it, just like she was stating a fact.  “Seriously Mamoru, you’re normally brimming with details and weird comparisons that we can barely understand.  When you describe it like this I’m worried that you’re uncertain and you’re embarrassed by it.”

“No, its…” I trailed off for a few moments and then sighed again.  “I guess I am a little uncertain and embarrassed by it.  I don’t like violating a person’s privacy and gossiping, not even Inoue’s.  But… while I don’t know everything I know a surprising amount and I’m really worried you might be underestimating her.”

“Why?”

Such a simple question, but it really took me aback when she said it.  Why was I worried that Eiko was underestimating her?  “I don’t know,” I frowned and thought about if for a few seconds.  “Probably because you’re close to Himeko and I’m worried Inoue might try to mess with Himeko through you.  That, or I’m just annoyed that you’re teasing me so much over a real threat.”

“Okay then, so try to explain it to me,” Eiko said, trying to keep it calm and neutral as she carefully schooled her expression.

I thought for a few moments.  “You know how in some eros and shows they have a girl mark her thighs to indicate how many guys she’s had?”

“What?  Really?” Eiko looked somewhere between amused and annoyed by the idea.

“Yeah, I only heard about it recently too but apparently it’s a real thing,” I tried to brush past it and not get into a discussion about me and eros.  “Anyway, pretend for a moment that’s something reasonable and I’ll use it to explain the aura thing.”

“Alright,” Eiko smirked, amusement at the comparison and my discomfort winning out over her attempt to keep a straight face.

“Okay.  So… wow, where to start?  Okay, virginity versus not a virgin is pretty easy to tell.  Sort of.”

After a few moments I decided not to get into all the ways that could get complicated.  There were types of intimacy other than physical, and when they were combined with acts that were less sexual but meant more some of those marks could be even more prominent than sexual contact.  Usually you needed some sort of childhood friends, full on red-string-of-fate types, that have gotten pretty hot and heavy to do that sort of thing though, and I didn’t want to confuse the issue too much.  For example, Himeko and Eiko had a clearly non-sexual resonance between, almost invisible but noticeable if you looked at them as much I did, and I suspected by this time Ishii and Ishida might have had a more complicated semi-physical one.

(Not that I was going to go around checking!  I’d already violated their privacy enough.  I wasn’t going to check their auras just for curiosity’s sake and to verify an example.  Not to mention the possibility it was a different example by this point.)

“Third base or whatever leaves alternate marks, got it,” Eiko suggested calmly, although there was a glint in her eye that suggested she was having fun trying to embarrass me.

Unfortunately for her, it was more useful for me to hear it.  “Yes!  That’s it!  But it’s more about how much the occasion mattered and how much they put into it.  Really important occasions are basically tattooed on there.  A casual encounter with a complete stranger that turned out to be a one-minute disappointment is more like a permanent marker.  At least for someone who actually has enough encounters for that not to matter.”  For someone like me, in either of my bodies, something like that would have been more defined than most of Inoue’s markings.

“Okay, I guess I can understand that,” Eiko said thoughtfully.

“Well, that’s kind of the problem I have with reading Inoue,” I admitted, “most of her encounters are more in the second category.  I can tell when one of them is ‘fresh ink’ so to speak, but over time they tend to blur together.  So if you wanted exact numbers I couldn’t give them to you, especially for relatively quick glances over a distance.  I can’t tell whether one section is actually ‘five’ or just ‘three’ with a lot of smudging.  What I can tell you is there is a shocking amount of it.  And I mean that literally Eiko.  The first time I realized just how much contact her aura was suggesting, how many people she’d been intimate with already, I wanted to blush and run out of the room.”

“And there’s no chance you’re wrong?” Eiko asked, a little skepticism returning to her voice.

“About exact numbers?  Absolutely.  About basic trends?  Not a chance in hell.  She’s already had more sexual partners than most women twice her age Eiko, and she’s doing it for a reason.  Do not underestimate her.”

The absolute confidence with which I made that final statement shook Eiko, especially after all my previous hemming and hawing.  “Well… damn,” she said after a moment.  Eiko clearly wanted to make a humorous comment about it but that much of a record at her age was a little too much to joke about.

Not that she didn’t eventually find a way.  “I guess Himeko should have made her the VICE president, huh?”

I groaned at the unexpected pun.  And while I was a little annoyed at her flippancy, I was perfectly fine with any excuse to move past the sensitive subject.

“I almost hope that Abe guy’s not the president next year, for his sake,” Eiko continued, only half joking.  “You know Inoue’s going to make his life a living hell, right?  Inoue’s probably going to make herself the literal vice president.”

I winced at the mere thought of it.  But Eiko was right.  Even if Inoue didn’t manage to officially wrangle her way into a senior spot she was probably going to be up there unofficially.  And heaven help whoever was above her, male or female!

“I wonder if that’s a common thing with vice presidents,” Eiko continued, clearly enjoying the theme.  “Maybe I should ask around, see what the Meiko underlings really do.”

“I’m going to have to put up with this all the way to the mansion, aren’t I?”

“Yup.”

“I have silence spells and I’m not afraid to use them.”
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After the overly exciting events of the last few weeks the rest of the month was actually pretty standard.

Don’t get me wrong, it wasn’t really calm.  We still had the mid-terms to take care of, that alone was worth plenty of stress all around the school.  I still did a number of experiments, simply less explosive ones, making some progress on a couple of long-term projects.  I did another small job for the Student Council when the Board Games Club lost air conditioning in their room.  And I even lost an hour wavering back and forth if I should buy a new bathing suit for the school trip.

(No, really.  I was going to be at the beach with my friends and classmates.  I had a fit of doubt and worry in regards to going out in public with them, I was especially worried about embarrassing them with my uncool trunks.  In the end I figured that wasn’t going to change even if I somehow managed to decide on something stylish, I’d still be the one wearing it.  There was no way I was going to make anything look cool!)

Still, despite all the minor problems, the month wound to a close and we found ourselves taking our unusually scheduled school trip.

***

“Well, you have to admire Himeko’s attention to detail,” Eiko sighed as she double checked her ticket and then moved to sit down next to me on the plane.

I did a double take, and then rechecked my own ticket just in case.  I was in the right seat.  “How- “ I began, unable to even complete the thought as I considered the logistics of it.

“You got me,” Eiko sighed, simply sliding past me to take the window seat.  It was a fairly large plane for the trip between Tokyo and Kushiro.  Suspiciously so in some ways, I would have expected something with a smaller capacity but more flights, something where the two schools would have flown down separately.  The final year classes of two different schools put a pretty fair dent in the plane’s capacity but they didn’t fill it by themselves.  It was three seats in the window aisles and four seats in the center yet somehow, despite the fact that the schools were mostly seated together, Eiko and I found ourselves sitting next to each other.  And the third seat was suspiciously unoccupied.

“Himeko probably gave them some sort of bulls- silly excuse and they ran with it to indulge her,” Eiko continued as she calmly tucked herself in.  “I found out she’s funding a big part of the trip.  Excuse me, that ‘the Meiko family is generously reaching out to my school as thanks for its years of excellent service and giving it a gift.’  Mostly in relation to its school trip.”  The look Eiko gave me showed just what she thought of that excuse.

She then glanced around and let out another small sigh.  “To be fair to Himeko, she probably made some sort of story about how she wanted me to be happy on the trip and how other students wouldn’t enjoy being trapped next to me for the duration.  I imagine she just casually slipped you into the extra space.”

I glanced around surreptitiously.  Now that she’d mentioned it I couldn’t help but notice how most of Eiko’s schoolmates were trying not to look at her.

“It’s still impressive,” I said a little incredulously.  “I mean, our school’s here in alphabetical order!  How about yours?”

“Huh,” Eiko noted, taking another look around.  “I see your point.  Still, nothing too advanced for Himeko.  Assuming she didn’t just tell the airline make it happen.”

I shook my head and stared around in disbelief for a few moments more.  I almost asked why she hadn’t bothered to make it so all three of us sat together.  But the answer was so obvious even I could guess it.  It had to be some sort of combination of her duty, which was kind of hard to argue since she did need to be available for anything that came up, and the slavish devotion of her fan club and school friends.  Not to mention not drawing attention to us.  And probably some measure of sheer practicality.  Getting Eiko and I seated together hadn’t taken too much ingenuity.  Getting the three of us sitting next to one another would probably have required twisting the seating arrangements (and logic) into a pretzel.

Not that they weren’t already a little weird.  Looking closer at the seating arrangements I realized it was one school to each side on the window aisles, but the center aisle was alternating.  It looked like Eiko’s school got the odd numbered rows while mine got the even ones.

When I pointed that out to Eiko she simply shrugged.  “My school’s already noted we’ll be doing a number of activities together with yours.  Himeko probably needed this for her weird plans and explained it away as a method to start getting our schools used to each other and mingling.”

“That sounds…” I trailed off.  I think the expression on my face said it all.  It seemed pretty stupid, but I didn’t want to be that rude about it.  I could maybe see some mingling happening on a trans-Pacific flight or something, a case where we were all together in the air for hours and hours.  But this was just going to be a relatively short hop between islands, we weren’t even going to be in the air for two hours unless something went horribly wrong!

Eiko seemed to read most of that from my face.  She simply smirked.  “Well, you’re not exactly one to talk Mamoru.  You’re such an introvert I doubt you’d find it in you to talk to a stranger even if you were trapped on a plane for a whole day!”

I opened my mouth, reconsidered, and then slowly closed it again without voicing an objection.  A completely random stranger?  With no point of contact beforehand?  She was probably right.  Maybe if something incredibly obvious came up and I saw an opening but if they were half as quiet as I was I doubt I’d even find it in me to introduce myself!

“But that doesn’t mean you’re wrong today,” Eiko continued, moderating her tone a little.  “We’ll probably have one or two people strike up a conversation.  More than that if Himeko’s done something really brilliant and somehow mixed the same types of clubs together!  I imagine your guys’ Baseball Club would have a lot to say to our Baseball Club.  But for the most part I doubt we’ll see much…”

Eiko trailed off and looked up towards the aisle, as did I as I realized there was a shadow looming over us.  We both turned in time to see a red-faced student from my school standing there awkwardly.  He stood there for a few moments, saying nothing.  Then he bowed as deeply as he could without putting his head in my lap before quickly straightening up and rushing back to his seat.

“Well,” Eiko blinked a few times in surprise.  “Shows what I know.  Who the heck was that?”

I stared after him a few more moments before my brain got into gear and I abruptly remembered.  “I think he was a member of the Archery Club,” I said slowly.  I thought about it a little more and then nodded decisively.  “Yes.  That’s right.  I think he was one of the ones we pulled out of the building back then.”  Given how quickly it had all happened, and how much the smoke and panic and damage had made things confused, I couldn’t have told you who had rescued him back then.  I didn’t think it had been me, I seemed to remember my two guys being slightly bigger (although that may just have been a trick of memory combined with panic).  Given the reaction the guy had had… “I think that was one of the ones you rescued.”

I was surprised to see Eiko actually flush at that, turning a surprisingly bright red.  Unlike me though, she didn’t stutter randomly or overreact.  She remained silent for a half minute, obviously calming down, before casually resuming conversation.  “Oh, really?”

“Pretty sure.  It’s just logical deduction, he was really bowing more towards you than me.  If it had been me or Himeko that had rescued him then he’d have already taken care of things.”

“Ix-nay on the whole rescue thing already!” Eiko growled feelingly under her breath.

What?  Really?  Pig Latin?  I thought in surprise.  Granted, a word or two of it was a fairly subtle way to indicate something to a Japanese speaker.  But that was mostly because it was like two American’s using a word or two of Swahili to keep something secret!  Completely unexpected that two of them would both know it and be able to use it off the cuff.  If it hadn’t come up a time or two in relation to my cousin Hikaru (mostly in rants about the difficulty in doing effective translations) I sure as heck wouldn’t have understood it!

I turned to look at Eiko and found she was deliberately looking downwards and trying to hide her expression.  And, after a hint like that, I was abruptly aware that her classmates were looking at us with barely concealed curiosity.  Well, trying to surreptitiously glance in our direction but barely managing to conceal their curiosity.  It was obvious they were still reluctant to let Eiko know they were interested.

For better or worse the situation was abruptly interrupted by the announcement “attention passengers, we are about to start taxiing towards the runway.  Please make sure you are seated and properly prepared for takeoff.”

Shortly after that basic safety precautions and briefings followed as we waited for our final clearance from the air traffic controllers.  Quiet fell over the plane and we all focused on the demonstrations being presented, meaning all eyes were forward and the flight attendants had our undivided attention.  Given how many students were present, and how many of them were first time flyers, I suspected the attendants had never had such an attentive audience before, even on a Japanese flight!

Do I qualify as a first time flyer?  I wondered semi-randomly as the flight attendants finished up and moved purposefully to their own seats.  We were just hitting the runway and I could feel the tremor of the engines starting to spin up as we started the takeoff.

I mean, if you count the number of times I’ve flown I might be the most experienced flyer on this whole plane.  Excluding the crew of course!  But even if you only include the times since I’ve gotten to Earth I’m probably in a pretty high percentile.  But those were all using magic.  And, excepting a few training exercises back on Avalon, they were all under my own power.  This is the first time I’ve flown in a pl-

I was abruptly but firmly pressed back into my seat and realized I was now facing up at an angle as the plane left the ground.  To my intense shock I found myself gripping the seat rests and my breathing was erratic.  My thought processes scattered in a million directions and it abruptly felt like two different people were occupying my head.

WHAT THE HELL?!  (We’re just taking off.)  WHAT’S GOING ON?!  (It’s just the plane gaining altitude.)  THIS ISN’T RIGHT!  (Thousands of planes do this each day.)  WHAT IS HAPPENINGGGGGG!!!

Distantly I realized two separate sets of instincts were fighting with each other, maybe even three.  I was so used to flying under my own power, using magic, and the process was so different that flying in a plane had taken me off guard.  It didn’t feel right, it felt unnatural.  Heck, it felt unnatural in two ways since human beings weren’t really designed to fly!  I’d mostly gotten over that response in regards to magical flight, now this way had snuck into the back of my subconscious and was attacking me all over again!

Don’t get me wrong.  My rational, well-educated mind knew just what was going on and was surprised my subconscious had jumped me like this.  It was trying to calm me down and point out that my instincts and feelings were being stupid.  Unfortunately, my instincts were having none of it.

HELP!  HELP!  HELP!  (You’re being ridiculous.)  WE’RE GOING TO CRASH!  (No, we’re not.)  THE WARNING BRACELET’S GOING NUTS!  (That’s just the plane vibrating.)

I felt my teeth grinding together, which didn’t help with my ears popping under the pressure changes.  All the discomfort just further fed into my subconscious’s ridiculous opinions.

OH AOTH, I DON’T WANT TO DIE!  (This is safer than most of the things we do.)  WE’RE DOOMED!

“Attention passengers, we have now reached our cruising altitude and the captain has turned the fasten seatbelts sign off.  It is clear weather today and we hope you enjoy your flight to Kushiro.”

“Are you okay Mamoru?” Eiko asked, leaning over and looking at me cautiously.

“Just… fine,” I ground out through gritted teeth.

“Are you sure about that?” Eiko asked, looking a little uncertain.  I suspected she was caught between her usual urge to tease me about something like this and some genuine concern over the strength of my reaction.

Come on, release!  I thought, trying to pry my hands off the seat rests.  Now that we’d leveled off my instincts had stopped screaming but they’d still gone off into a corner to blubber to themselves.  It was better then before though, after a few moments I was able to jerkily pull my hands back and then clasp them unconvincingly in front of me.  “I’m fine,” I repeated, only a little more naturally.

“Uh huh,” Eiko clearly wasn’t buying it.

“I’m… apparently a bit more of a nervous flyer then I realized,” I said, trying not to babble too much.  It was hard.  I was attempting to talk to Eiko at the same time I was busy reciting a litany of facts and reassurances to myself.  Planes are perfectly safe, this is all perfectly fine, things are perfectly normal.  The plane has multiple engines producing plenty of thrust and takes perfect advantage of the laws of physics.

Eiko’s eyes sparked.  Unfortunately, me trying to seem a little less panicked was working.  So she was feeling free to make fun of me again.  “Realllly?” she drew the word out, her tone full of anticipation.

In a pinch we could probably lose two engines and still have enough thrust to land abruptly but safely.  To distract myself I started running the vague numbers of that in my head, digging one of the airplane brochures out of the pocket in front of me to double check my estimates.

“Real- “ I started to say, but hesitated.  Even through the busy racket in my head one thought managed to resonate clearly.

Why are you trying to act like some sort of macho idiot?

I then sighed awkwardly, I was still breathing a bit hard and even sighing wouldn’t come out right.  “Alright, not really,” I said, somehow managing to sound almost normal despite my difficulties.  “For some stupid reason all my instincts are going nuts!  I know this is safe.  Hell, I’m already calculating all the ways in which this is safe!  I could do the basic aerodynamic calculations for this thing and prove how it would work and how much of a safety margin we have.”

“Wait, really?” Eiko asked, momentarily taken aback by that approach.

“Eh, the basics,” I shrugged weakly.  “It’s not too hard to estimate everything, I already know all the important constants like gravity and air pressure/density calculations.  Combine that with the facts given to us,” I indicated the brochure on the plane, “and I’d be perfectly happy if this was an entrance exam question.”

The expression on Eiko’s face was priceless.  Some sort of combination of surprised, weirded out, impressed, sympathetic, and just plain flummoxed.  “Yeah, that sounds like you.”  She considered for another moment and then smirked.  “Would take a difficult entrance exam question about a plane instead of flying in one?  No, that's definitely you.”

“The point is,” I emphasized, “intellectually I know everything is fine.  Internally?  Emotionally?  Apparently that still needs a little bit of convincing.”

The butterflies in my stomach were settling down from ‘desperate’ to ‘worried’.  When Eiko didn’t respond immediately I felt their wings warming up again and I urgently searched for another distraction.  Since the option was right in front of me, and I figured it would settle me down a little, I pulled out my notepad and started jotting down calculations.

Eiko watched me for a few moments.  “You don’t have to convince me, you know?” she noted as I started sketching down wing shapes and curves.

“No,” I muttered, “but I might have to convince me.  Seriously Eiko, I think I could use the distraction and the reassurance right now.”

I tapped the side of my paper a few times and after I was sure she’d noticed I quickly added ‘plus I can’t use magic to calm myself down.’

Eiko made a small sound of acknowledgment.  “Actually, some of that might be kind of fun.  Could I have a few pieces of paper?  And maybe a mechanical pencil?”

I nodded and quickly gave her some, still working on the maths.  I suspected I knew what she was up to, and she quickly verified it by scrawling off on the side of the paper ‘why?  Is it not safe to use magic on a plane?’

I shuddered a little and quickly refocused.  Oh and wasn’t that a comforting thought!  ‘No, it’s fine so long as I’m not stupid about it.  Same as trying to do,” I hesitated a long moment, trying to come up with a comparison, before I finally wrote down ‘chemistry on a plane.  Risky, hard, and silly with certain things.  But not fundamentally bad.’  I underlined fundamentally after a few seconds, trying to be clear.

I glanced over.  Eiko was reading but also doodling on her paper.  Which made sense.  It kind of defeated the purpose of trying to have a subtle discussion if all you had on your paper was half of a conversation.  We couldn’t talk openly about magic with all our classmates around but sneaking in a side conversation like this could work.  If there was a reasonable reason to assume all the words were just random side notes to the main purpose.

‘What problem then?’  Eiko wrote after a few moments, finishing up a picture of a stupid expression on her paper while waiting for a response.

She’s kind of good at that, I noted in surprise.  She wasn’t an actual artist, not up to my cousin Hikaru’s level or anything, but I certainly couldn’t draw that well.  I did another quick calculation and then wrote a reply.

‘Not enough mana for whole trip.  Plus, trying to do calming spell when not calm is really hard!’  It was the usual paradox for spells like that; unless you were using them on someone else, or had excellent foresight, it was hard to use them effectively.  If a mage had the ability to use a spell to quell his panic then chances were he already had a good enough handle on said panic and didn’t need to use the spell in the first place!

Plus the simple logistical obstacles today, I thought sourly.  The spells I needed wouldn’t take too long or be too visible, but there was no such thing as short or subtle enough when you were talking about a glowing circle of sigils in the middle of a crowded plane!  I didn’t see any practical way for me to cast spells while in my seat, there were too many people who could see me from too many angles (even behind!).  Don’t get me wrong.  Maybe if I ran the ‘don’t notice me’ spell for long enough and then did it quickly enough I could manage it.  And there was always retreating to the bathroom to cast a spell (even though the though of getting up and actually walking on a plane was enough to make me weak in the knees).  But, overall, spellcasting on the plane was only going to be for actual emergencies.

“Right,” Eiko muttered under her breath.  More loudly she added, “so, you done proving you know better than all the actual airplane designers out there?”

I almost smiled.  “Not yet.  I’m not that quick!  Besides, I don’t want to prove I know better than them.  Just that they knew what they were doing.”

Hmm, I thought as I sketched out some quick airplane and wing diagrams, you really can see the difference in our artistic skills.  I wasn’t doing badly, I was just sketching out rough drawings and straight lines, but Eiko’s cartoony style was kind of fun to see.  “You don’t belong to the Manga Club or anything, do you?”

“What?  Me?”  Eiko laughed.  “Come on Mamoru, you know I’m martial arts all the way.  If I belonged to any club it would be karate or judo or something.  Heck, if they did a Mixed Martial Arts Club at my school I actually might have joined it!”

“Really?” I asked.  I kind of spoiled it by adding “we’ve got to stop using that.”

“Real-“ Eiko started to reply before giving me a wry look.  “You’re right, it’s going to start to sound like we’re doing a sketch if we keep using it all the way to Kushiro.  But yeah, I’d probably have joined a club like that.  I’d have needed a couple of club members to attack me at once to properly train me but I’d have joined it!”

“Alright, that one I can see,” I admitted.  “It’s just that you’re surprisingly good at drawing.”

“Oh,” Eiko looked down at her own sheet in surprise.  “Huh.  I guess I’m not bad, nothing special though.”

“Are you any good at real life sketches?” I asked curiously.

“Why?”

“No real reason.  I’m not bad at them but I’m not brilliant either, especially if I’m trying to do things quickly.  I can do a pretty good job if I need to, but it either takes me forever or I have to… cheat.”  I suspected Eiko could translate that to ‘use magic’ easily enough.

“You’re not seriously thinking of using me as your secretary, are you?” Eiko asked sardonically.

“Not really, it was just a thought,” I admitted with a small smirk of my own.  “I’m more likely to need you to protect me from wild animals or thugs than to sketch something for me.  Still, who knows?  It might come in handy one of these days.”

“Keep using your cellphone Mamoru, it’s easier.” She tossed back easily.

We both laughed a little.  Unfortunately, the second I stopped I was reminded I was still thousands of meters up in the air enclosed in a metal tube.  I quickly returned to my calculations before the nerves could get too overpowering.

“…it’s really that bad for you, huh?” Eiko asked sympathetically.  She’d obviously been looking for it that time and noticed my reactions.

I swallowed hard.  “It’s not so much that it’s bad,” I answered, even while I worked on the calculations, “it’s just that it seems to build upon itself if I let it.  I’m hoping it will go away after a little bit of exposure and I calm down.”

To my great relief Eiko just took that seriously, neither laughing at my statement nor simply accepting it but giving it some proper consideration.  “Maybe,” she said after a few moments, “it’ll probably help at least.”

There was another pause and I found myself kicking my mind into overdrive as I focused on calculations to drown out the blubbering in the back of my head.   “Is there anything I can do to help?” Eiko asked after a few moments.

“Just… keep talking.  It helps distract me.”

Eiko finally allowed herself a slightly wicked grin.  “Oh, is that all?  Not a problem.”

She settled herself back in her seat.  “So, you think I’ve got artistic talent?  I wonder if I should try some nude sketches?”

This is going to be a fun flight, I sighed silently inside my head.

***

Thankfully I managed to survive the flight, even after giving Eiko an open invitation like that to make my life troublesome.  Not that the descent was fun.  It wasn’t as bad as the takeoff, I’d had a little time to get used to the plane and brace myself, but it was still all white knuckles and gritted teeth until the plane had actually landed.  But by the time we had to disembark my knees had pretty much stopped shaking and I managed to pretend I wasn’t trying to think up alternate ways to get home.  Something along the lines of ‘accidentally’ missing the plane and then taking a train or bus back to Tokyo.

Aoth knew how I would manage that!  Our classes were keeping together and watching out for students getting lost.  And with Himeko managing our school’s student section I seriously doubted I’d be able to drop off her radar like that.

I watched her triple check all the arrangements and luggage before we left the airport, taking no chances anyone was being left behind.  Hell, I thought grumpily as we boarded the bus to our hotel, even if I did somehow succeed she’d probably feel even worse about her ‘failure’ than I would about the flight!  Even including dread about what I was going to go through I doubted I’d suffer for more than three hours at most.  Himeko would probably be beside herself for nearly a week after something like that!  And I couldn’t do that to a friend, it was better to suck it up and get it done with.

I had second thoughts about that opinion after  we reached our hotel.  Or at least when we got out of the busses and I found myself once more by Eiko.  It wasn’t anything intentional, it was just that we were both on the edges of our respective school groups so we naturally gravitated towards each other.  As we lined up in front of the hotel Eiko let out a breathy “oh you little weasel!”

I looked at her in surprise.  “What?  What is it?”

Eiko was just staring at the front of our hotel, giving it a dirty look.  I wasn’t sure why, it was a really nice hotel!  New, luxurious, and of a much higher quality than you would have expected for a bunch of high school students.

(At least on the outside.  We still hadn’t gone in at that time and I was trying to moderate my expectations, waiting for the other shoe to drop.  But, as it would turn out, it was just as high quality inside as you’d have expected from appearances.)

We were well out of the city and along a stretch of beach, something already attracting a lot of longing looks from the students.  It looked like surprisingly virgin forest behind the hotel too.  Not totally so, we weren’t that far off the main road, but shockingly natural to a bunch of Tokyo boys and girls.  All in all it looked like an amazing place, a sort of hidden gem that a vacationer always hoped to find.  I couldn’t understand Eiko’s response.

“The hotel,” she said tightly, nodding towards a small sign to the side of the hotel’s parking lot, “It’s owned by the Watanabe’s.”

I just looked at her blankly.

“The North Central Watanabe’s?”  Eiko noted impatiently.  “As in Watanabe Hiro?  Himeko’s crush?  If she’s doing all of this because of her crush on that guy…”  Eiko trailed off and silently fumed.

Suddenly it all came together.  We still hadn’t figured out just what Himeko was up to, why the heck she’d manipulated both our schools into taking their trip together, going to Kushiro, and doing it at an unusual time like this.  If it was all somehow related to her crush…

  “Oh.  My.  God.”  I said slowly, stunned at the implications.

We just stood there for a few moments, thoughts racing through our heads.  For better or worse that was when one of the teachers finally spoke up.

“Students!  Please pay attention,” it was one of the teachers from Eiko’s school but one of ours indicated we should give them our undivided attention too.  “As you should already be aware, we will be doing a dual school trip this time.  For simplicity and efficiency, most of the time the two schools will be going to the same events and the same locations.  However, we want to remind you that there will be a few occasions where the schools will spit up, where there isn’t enough capacity to host both schools at once.  Please be aware of your schedules and do not forget when and where you are supposed to be!”

The teacher from our school picked up the address.  “We expect proper courtesy and respect from all of you at all times!  We are guests, and you are representing your generation, school, and even city when you visit any of Hokkaido’s locations.  Do not disgrace any of those with your behaviour!  You are almost adults, we expect you to show the maturity and discipline that implies.”

“For now, get set up in your hotel rooms.  We’ll be doing a quick trip today and be back here tonight.”

“Slave driver,” Eiko sighed, taking a longing look towards the beach.

“Let’s not complain too much,” I said with a small smile.  “I wondered why there was that note about ‘free beach time’ in the schedule.”  We had two separate beach days scheduled, one on the fourth day and another one on the last, and it was noted that we were free to spend our evenings on the beach so long as we followed the rules and made sure we were in bed by curfew.  With such an amazing setup right outside our hotel, and unseasonable heat hitting even Hokkaido, it was probably the only sensible choice.  By giving us that much beach access the teachers made sure we weren’t going to overdo it, be resentful, or ignore the more serious parts of the field trip out of resentment and longing.  Students would have obeyed the rules if it had been forbidden (mostly) but they would have been angry and frustrated.  Not to mention even Japanese students lost a little discipline on trips like this unless the teachers were careful.  By giving us that much access we could have fun, focus on the rest of the trip… and provide the teachers a not-so-subtle stick they could use on us if we wanted to act up.

Reluctantly, Eiko and I filed into the hotel with the rest of our classes.

I was impressed with the hotel room once I eventually got to it.  It was western style, a nice little double room with an attached bathroom, TV, and all the little amenities.  I hadn’t been expecting just an empty room stuffed with four futons but it was still a cut or two above what I’d been hoping for.  I was stuck with a roommate, Kato Hoju, but that was exactly what I’d expected.  Not even Himeko was going to try and get us all single rooms!  Although I did wonder if she’d done something special for herself.  Or somehow manipulated things so that she was rooming with Eiko.

Probably not, I smirked at the ridiculous thought.  Although I did wonder what she was up to, if this whole trip really was related to her crush…

I heard a knock on the door.  Speak of the devil, or think of her at least.  A quick check revealed it was Himeko on the other side.  I quickly opened said door.

“Greetings Matsuda-san,” she said politely.  Himeko was wearing a very stylish wide brimmed straw hat in addition to her summer uniform.  She also had several members of her entourage just off to the side, explaining her official address.  “I trust everything is alright?  There are no issues or concerns with your room?”

Typical Himeko, I thought.  It was just the sort of thing she’d do, a quick check on the almost one hundred rooms that housed our school’s students and staff.  “Hello Meiko-san.  No problems, everything is fine.”

“Good.”  Himeko nodded firmly, her eyes sparkled slightly now that her hangers on couldn’t see them.  “Ready for the school trip?”

“Oh yes,” I replied feelingly.  Unaware of both how right, and how completely wrong, I was.
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At first, like many in our school, I’d been confused about the choice of Kushiro for our senior year trip.  At least for summer, if we’d been using Hokkaido as a winter based trip no one would have questioned it but for early summer it raised some eyebrows.  Okinawa was more traditional, or even Kyoto.  Heck, some schools even went abroad (although it was only because Himeko was in our grade that I seriously considered that for us).  Heading to a more obscure part of Hokkaido for the last trip of our school careers had been a combination of weird and disappointing.

That had been pretty stupid of me.

Just for starters, our trip was in reasonable traveling distance of three of Japan’s larger national parks. Three!  And if Hokkaido wasn’t exactly known for warm weather it could get pretty hot at times, especially on the southern side of the island, so simultaneously we also had great beach weather.  I wouldn’t have wanted to chance it back at the start of May, and Himeko had lucked out in managing to combine it with weather this hot, but the potential was obvious.  And while places like Kushiro might not have quite the history of Tokyo or Kyoto that didn’t mean they were concrete wastelands with nothing of historical interest.  There was stuff to be learned here.

Shaking us out of that prejudice and blindness probably would have made the trip worth it in and of itself.  I reflected.  Even without all the genuinely fascinating things going on here.  We’re about to become adults, driving home that Tokyo is not the center of the universe and that there’s a lot more out there then we generally think about is a worthwhile endeavor.  Granted, that’s one of the points of these trips anyway.  But somewhere like Kushiro that we never even think about really drives that point home.  Which would have made this trip incredibly smart and impressive… if I thought that had been Himeko’s intention.

Don’t get me wrong, I suspected Himeko had realized all those things long before me and had used them to justify our destination.  She had riches and influence, but not enough to tell two whole schools ‘we’re going there’ without giving some believable reasons for her idea.  But I was pretty sure Himeko’s real reason had more to do with attracting her crush.  A ‘notice me sempai’ action on an unbelievable scale.  I wasn’t absolutely convinced of that (the logic of it still escaped me and Himeko wasn’t likely to do something this dramatic without being sure of it) and I was pretty sure there were multiple reasons involved (such as having Eiko with her for the school trip) but I was becoming more and more certain that was a part of it.

That didn’t stop the school trip from being amazing though!  Or me from learning things.

Our first two days were dedicated to Akan National Park, and we needed them!  Between the sights, the size, and the history it took us a while to get through everything.  It was about a day and a half in, as we were coming back from a look out point over Kussharo-ko, that things started to get a little weird.

Kussharo-ko was Japan’s largest caldera lake, and you’d better believe there was some competition for that title with all the volcanic history in our area!  But it was a sunny day, the water was a stereotypical rich blue, the island in the center looked especially picturesque… honestly, if I hadn’t been in the middle of enjoying it so much (and getting pictures to prove I wasn’t exaggerating) I would have been annoyed at how much it looked like a photoshopped tourist brochure.  We were spending some time stopped at a high observation point overlooking the area, enjoying the scenery before we had to return to our busses and move on to the next point of the trip, exploring the amazing views over the national park.

(Theoretically at least.  It was a group of high school kids.  Needless to say, some were just gossiping, some were being lazy, and some were too buried in their smartphones to pay attention to the jaw dropping vistas around them.  Overall, the amazingness of the situation had most of us wandering around the area and paying attention to our surroundings though.)

“So,” a mischievous voice asked from behind me, “think there’s really a monster in the lake?”

“No,” I answered irritably and instantly as Eiko succeeded in getting my goat.  There were a lot of places where humanity was blind and in denial, which meant the more famous points where I thought some of humanity were being credulous idiots got to me worse.

I immediately sighed and gentled my first response.  “At least, not that I can see from this angle,” I added.

“Wow, that was a quick takeback,” Eiko noted.

“I don’t think it’s real,” I admitted, taking a quick look around to make sure none of our classmates were in eavesdropping distance before I added.  “Seriously Eiko, every time someone mentions Kusshii, or the Lock Ness Monster, or anything like that I want to grind my teeth.  I mean, look at that lake.  Look at it!”  I gestured towards our panoramic view again.  “It’s so closed in!  And how’s it supposed to get enough to eat!”

“So why the quick backstep?” Eiko continued to press me playfully, clearly amused by my reactions.

I sighed.  “Because I’m not willing to rule out something I don’t know.  Especially if it turned out to be less physical and more spiritual.  Honestly?  If there’s a spirit out there playing at being Kusshii, and it’s done it so often or so seriously it has taken on the role, I am willing to believe that.  I seriously doubt it, and in that case it’s not technically a monster, but I know better than to rule out a possibility without investigating it.”

“Only you would have a scientific classification for ‘monster’,” Eiko prodded me, now smirking.

“Come on!  A physical monster is entirely different than a spirit capable of manifesting.  It’s like night and day!”

“What’s the matter?” Eiko teased, pleasantly surprised at how much she was getting under my skin on this of all subjects.  “Not a fan of lake monsters?”

I laughed hollowly.  Eiko was actually more right than she knew, and it kind of annoyed me.  Especially since it tied in to a blind spot I’d only discovered since going on the class trip:

I was way too much of a city boy, and I’d been ignoring the wilds to a shameful degree.

It all tied back to my previous incarnation back on Avalon.  I was a city boy there too.  Well, city-ish boy.  Comparing Avalon’s urban areas to Earth’s… let’s just say you needed to drop a zero from most population totals and that was after cutting the number of cities in half.  They weren’t nothing, magic had allowed us to be quite sophisticated and large in several ways, but trying to compare them to Tokyo or Delhi or Beijing would be a joke.  Back on Avalon it was capital cities of 1 to 3 million souls, not 10 to 30 million.

But back on Avalon my prejudice towards cities and tamed areas came from… well, okay it was for several reasons.  But the most pertinent one was that back on Avalon wild areas really did contain monsters!  Between magically created experiments that managed to breed, natural adaptations to make use of mana in the wild, and creatures the gods had decided to create for some reason, the wilderness of Avalon was a lot more dangerous than that of Earth!  Such things generally weren’t too common, they still had to eat and they didn’t exclusively prey on humans (usually), but they were as dangerous as hell and capable of eating bears for breakfast.  And don’t think that was just at the top of the food chain either!  There were plenty of more dangerous but less-than-apex predators out there (and herbivores too, plant eater does not equal nice!) that would have been more than capable of mowing down our entire class if we’d attracted their attention.  Well, our entire class besides me.

Since my original homeland had been next to oceans and filled with rivers (which was why a commonly spoken trade tongue had been my native language) river, ocean, and lake monsters had been some of our top concerns.  The ocean provided plenty of food to support large and dangerous creatures.  And when one of them migrated inland, usually driven by territorial or population concerns, a lot of incautious humans usually ended up as monster chow before the local population realized what was happening.  When I was growing up we’d had songs and stories to warn us about the water and signs of danger the way Tokyo children learned ‘stop, drop, and roll’ or ‘look both ways before crossing the street’.  Avalon’s wilderness made even the deepest bear-laden forests of Japan look like a city playground.

So yeah, tales of lake monsters which tried to make them into playful tourist attractions didn’t just feel wrong to me, it felt sick and twisted.  I’d lost people I knew to predation back on Avalon, this sort of presentation felt like trying to create a mascot along the lines of ‘Stabby!  The friendly murderer!’

Eiko looked at me in surprise, clearly intuiting at least a touch of that.  “Wow Mamoru, you’re really not a fan of them, are you?”

“That’s putting it mildly,” I told her in a dead voice.  I shook off my surge of rage and memories and took another look around the area.  The natural splendor helped to calm me down and recenter myself.  After a moment I continued more normally.  “Let’s just say that while I don’t think Kusshii is real there are some real sea monsters out there.  Getting the two confused, and the side-effects of that, is one of my buttons.”

To Eiko’s credit she took me seriously.  After looking me over, weighing my responses, and deciding I wasn’t kidding, she immediately dropped the subject.  “So, apart from that are you enjoying the trip?”

That managed to coax a tiny smile out of me.  “Yeah, yeah I am.”

“Good,” Eiko smiled, “I was worried you were going to be one of those idiots over there.”  She tilted her head and indicated a knot of teenagers absorbed by their cellphones, completely ignoring the spectacular sights around us.  “Lost without all your high-tech toys and suffering from withdrawal if you spent more then three hours away from a gaming system.”

“Hah!  I am a city boy and I know it, but I’m not that bad!”  I then smirked at her in a self-depreciating manner.  “I think I can make at least a week before withdrawal sets in.”

Eiko snickered and before she could get another jab in, I tossed back.  “What about you?  I half expected you to be bored by this after all your training with Master Tai.  Busy running through the woods and trying to hunt down bears for dinner.”

“Bear meat’s not actually that great,” Eiko noted blandly.  “You have to really cook it to make sure there’s no parasites and it’s really greasy and gross.”

I did a little double take.  Eiko smirked a little but said nothing, neither confirming or denying she was pulling my leg.

“Anyway, are you enjoying the trip?” I asked, it was the first real opportunity we’d had to talk since getting to the hotel.  We’d been together in the same group since then, but never any occasion with enough time and freedom to exchange more than a few words.  We’d managed to get a little more communication in through texts but neither of us felt right doing that in front of strangers, plus we’d both been too tired to do much after the day’s events.  I suspected the organizers had made the first few days especially tough to discourage too much slacking off or carelessness for the rest of the trip.

“Yeah actually,” Eiko sounded surprised.  “More than I expected to.  It’s unbelievably gorgeous around here, I can actually enjoy myself and look at it since I’m taking a leisurely trip around instead of jogging through deep forests.  The hotel’s been really nice.  And all that stuff on Ainu history… I thought that would be more for you and Himeko but I actually found it really interesting.”

I fought down a small smile at the shock in Eiko’s voice.  She’s not wrong though, that’s the way I would have called it too, I admitted to myself.

“Well, it was a little touristy,” I noted, seeking balance instead of just agreeing I’d found it fascinating too.  “But you can’t really blame them for that.  Even if it we are a school trip we are really tourists, and even if we weren’t that’s what most of their visitors are.  I doubt they’d get many visitors if they only focused on being a dry, factual, 100% historically accurate experience!”

“Besides you,” Eiko noted with a smirk of their own.

“Well…” I answered, more or less having to give her the point.  “Yeah, you’re probably right.  Although I suspect everyone involved prefers a more pleasant version and focusing on the nicer stuff.  No one likes taking bitter medicine and I suspect the Ainu wouldn’t be happy trying to serve only that sort of thing each and every day.”

Eiko glanced around and then nodded quietly.  We’d probably have been a little more vocal in a few months back home but the less pleasant reminders of history were still a little too fresh and we were still a little too Japanese to be comfortable discussing them.  As much as I liked to focus on telling the truth and admitting misdeeds, rather than trying to pretend nothing was wrong, dealing with Japan’s treatment of the Ainu was a touchy subject.  I’d argue that our forebearers had done better than the settlers compared to the Native Americans… but that was a pretty low bar to clear.

Yeah, scoring 8% on a test instead of 5% is almost twice as good but it’s still not a mark worth bragging over.

Fortunately, for everyone, while history had definitely been covered it had been done so with kids gloves and the focus had been on more enjoyable things.  And, even if had been touristy, focusing on Ainu art, culture, and songs had been a wonderful experience.

“Yeah,” Eiko admitted, taking another look around and centering herself a little more (just like I had after the sea monster bit).  “I was kind of glad to learn, but it helps we’ve also got fun stuff like this to fall back on.  Or cute stuff like the Marimos.”

The mood instantly lightened a little more at the mention of those cute little balls of green.  In fact, Eiko seemed to be blushing a little.  “Wait, you like the Marimos that much?”

Eiko blushed just a touch harder.  “Shut up.”

“Really?” I bit down on a grin.  I mean, I thought the feathery green balls were pretty kawaii too but they weren’t that amazing in my eyes.  Well, maybe biologically but that was it.

“Shut up!”  Eiko said, actually pouting just a touch, “something about them just did it for me, okay?”

“Well, now I know what sort of things to get you for your birthday.”

“I said shut up!  And it’s not like you weren’t hanging on every sentence the Ainu spoke that had the word spirit in it.  Don’t you go harassing me for what I like!”

“And artwork,” I added instantly.  “Don’t forget that, I spotted at least two sigils in their traditional crafts.  Well, probable sigils.  I’m going to have to do a lot of work on those.”

Eiko looked at me in disbelief, probably not having expected such a strong positive response.  I couldn’t help it though, the visit had been chock full of legends and myths I was not familiar with, and they all seemed several steps closer to the source than the usual stuff I’d found in Tokyo.  It was almost certainly rough and corrupted, the kiddie book version of real history and real knowledge, but it was a start.  And one I was overjoyed to have!  I’d bought half a dozen books on Ainu legends and history already and I was willing get a few more if I had to.

Before she could say anything else there was a sharp blast of a whistle from near the busses.

“Ugh, first warning,” Eiko sighed.  “We should probably start heading back.”

“Yeah,” I sighed too.  We still had about five more minutes before we had to rush, but we were a fair distance from the busses and we still had to get organized with our schools.  Trying to run back at the last minute would have been stupid.

“Do we want to head back separately?”  I asked.  “Avoid any rumors?”

Eiko just gave me a look of mingled amusement and disbelief.  “Where’d that one come from?”

I paused for a moment, struck by how stupid that was.  “Yeah, sorry Eiko, that one didn’t make much sense.”  We were distant from the rest of the group but we’d still been together in plain sight for the last few minutes.  Not only that, we’d been seen together often enough, one of the few cross-school pairings, and it was already known that we knew each other well before the trip.  I mean, don’t get me wrong, we could still make things worse for ourselves.  If we’d been out of sight in the forest and we’d both walked back together with our clothes suddenly looking very rumpled that would have been another story!  In those sorts of circumstances a brief pause and then walking back separately would have made sense, an ounce of prevention being worth a pound of cure and all that.  But for the current situation my suggestion was a huge overreaction.

“I guess I’m just in cautious mode thanks to Himeko,” I continued as we started to walk back.

“Ah!  Okay,” Eiko immediately nodded in understanding and matched my pace, “I’ll give you that one.  Hime’s really worked up and extra focused on her image right now.”  She was deliberately distancing herself from us a little more than usual for the trip.

“To be fair to her,” I said, seeing Eiko working up to a small rant.  “She does kind of need her authority right now, she’s a big part of organizing everyone and keeping them in line.  And if she’s seen as suddenly loosening up and acting too casual then too many of our other schoolmates are going to take it as a bad example.  You know ‘even the Student Council President is lightening up, why can’t I?’ sort of thing.”

“I think you’re overestimating how much influence Himeko has,” Eiko said dryly.

“Have you seen her fan base?” I tossed back, unashamed.

Eiko snorted.

“Seriously though, I think it would have an impact.  Not a big impact, but she’s already stressed out and busy trying to make sure this trip goes alright.  No sense in making matters worse for herself, I can live with her being distant for a week.”

“And I think you two are taking things too seriously,” Eiko tossed back.  “You need to live a little, and she needs to acknowledge you as her friend even if she isn’t going to do that with me.”  Eiko then sighed as we closed in on the crowds around the busses.  “Whatever, see you later Mamoru.”

“You too Eiko,” I said to her retreating back.

She’s more offended on my behalf then she is on her own, I noted with a touch of amusement.  I appreciate that… but I also can’t help but think that’s a little ironic since it’s such a Himeko thing to do.

I threaded the crowds and leaned back against a bus.

Still… huh, do I want Himeko to acknowledge me like that?  I thought about it a little further.  It was a surprisingly difficult question.

I both do and I don’t, I suddenly realized.  I kind of want the acknowledgement, and the ability to talk to my friend freely.  But the side effects of that, I shuddered at the mere thought.  Nope!  If Himeko asked or Eiko thought about it a little more I think we’d all agree I prefer things this way!

I was still considered to be closer to Himeko than most of the student body but all the little distancing things we’d done had mostly convinced people I was a little further away than everyone had first thought.  They still figured I wanted to get even closer (just like most straight, unattached males my age!) but that I really fell in a similar category to Abe Hajime or other senior Student Council members.  A comrade who worked closely with her and was respected but who wasn’t really a friend friend, just a valued co-worker.

Ironically, Inoue kind of helped in that regard!  The fact that Himeko was still so far away from me but was obviously interested in keeping me safe from Inoue (and not in some sort of ‘get away from my man!’ fashion) made everyone a little less willing to believe any romantic speculation about us.  Sure, there was still a little of that, most notably veiled innuendos from Inoue.  And since I wasn’t falling for Inoue’s temptations some people immediately wondered if I was getting a little relief somewhere else.  But, in general, that bit of confusion helped everyone assume I was close but not too close to Himeko.  And fans of Himeko, who would be the most likely ones to cause me trouble, were more likely not to believe romantic rumors just because Inoue had been the root cause of so many recent ones.

(In principle I disagree with that, I noted absently.  You need to focus on the facts and test them, not base your opinion on who’s saying it.  In practice that’s a lucky break for me.)

And if Himeko acknowledged me even a little bit more all that would all change.  We’d be back to rumors flying fast and thick as well as a ton of jealousy from nutjobs like Shizu and the next set of Harada’s.  Himeko didn’t have any official male friends, no one like that in her entourage.  My unique and privileged position would not go over well with the student body!

I guess it’s just not worth it, I acknowledged with a rueful smile.  It’s not like they’d let us actually talk about anything at school, not in private.  Everyone would try to hang close and find an excuse to jump in, no matter how much Himeko tried to gently shoo them back.  To actually get anything good out of being acknowledged as her friend… hah!  First, I’d need for Himeko to actually be selfish enough to make time for herself and her friend at school, rather than being always accessible to everyone.  Then I’d basically need to be able to do magic in public too, to be able to get away with spells of silence, illusion, camouflage, and a number of glamours!

I chuckled softly to myself, if I needed to fantasize about using magic in order to accomplish the other wish… well, that summed up how realistic it was.  It might have been nice be able to be real friends with Himeko at school, have some real conversations and contact in public.  It might also have been nice to win a billion yen, discover a supermodel teenager who liked me and yet was also a reincarnated soul from Avalon, or maybe to just get a carte blanche from the universe that society’s rules didn’t apply to me.  Yeah, those sure would be nice… but I wasn’t going to waste any time or breath hoping for any of them.

Another whistle blast sounded, the last warning, and I quickly shook myself out of my revere.  Remembering what I’d originally meant to do, what I’d been working my way towards doing before Eiko had interrupted me, I quickly turned on ‘mage sight’ and took one last look around the area.

It was both remarkable and embarrassing how much the national park glowed with mana when compared to Tokyo.  This far away from urban society, and all the thousand ways in which the city disrupted and dispersed mana, the relative abundance of mystic energy around the place was breathtaking.  It was remarkable since it was proving I’d significantly underestimated the strength and amount of mana on Earth.  Don’t get me wrong, Earth was still waaaay below Avalon in terms of available mana.  But growing up in Tokyo I’d assumed it was like a tenth or a twentieth of Avalon’s mana.  Looking around the national park I was upping that estimate to a fourth or a fifth, and that was based on the assumption the national park was a relative high point instead of something closer to average!

As for embarrassing… I winced even as I took the quick look around, keeping an eye out for spirits or beings that might object to my curiosity.  That was why I was so willing to call myself a city boy, that was why I felt so embarrassed at my ignorance.  This was my first real time investigating a non-urban area, and I’d known Japan’s technology and practices had worked against mana availability!  But for some reason I’d just taken Tokyo’s concrete jungle as the norm and never seriously considered it might be really different outside the city where huge stretches of mostly unharmed land allowed mana to flow and gather more normally.

Aoth that was a set of stupid assumptions!  I frowned, berating myself for the dozenth time since the trip had started.  I mean, I’d always assumed it was better outside the city but the level of improvement… I’d subconsciously assumed the drop was more or less the same as Avalon’s instead of much, much worse.

And the dumbest part of it was that I knew better!  The second I consciously examined that train of thought, the chain of ‘logic’ that led to that conclusion, I realized I was wrong!  I already knew that Avalon cities had been designed with mana transmission as a factor while Earth cities could have been designed to be deliberately obstructive.  But I’d never put the facts together, never realized that ‘wait a second, does Earth have more mana available than it seems?’  It was still mana poor when compared to Avalon, but it was more like comparing Earth’s gravity to Mars instead of the moon.

It also explains a couple of Master Tai’s comments, I though sourly.  He’d made a couple of references and points about how most magic users he’d encountered were wilderness based, especially the friendly ones.  It wouldn’t be easy to be a magic user out here, but it would be a hell of a lot easier than doing so in the city!  Especially for non-evil methods.

All in all it was an incredibly humiliating and enlightening experience.  A reminder that I was still unconsciously applying a few Avalon based assumptions and practices instead of actually checking and verifying my facts.  So, one of the things I’d been doing on the trip was trying to study the wilder areas mystically, figure out some of the things I’d been missing.  I couldn’t go all out, unlike the city there were a fair number of spirits active in the area and I didn’t want to risk offending them, not when I was so far away from support and all my usual resources.  But I could still try to sneak in a fair amount of passive observation, take a few quick notes, and try to figure out what it all meant.

I wonder if I should tell Eiko that’s part of the reason I’m so interested in Ainu history and culture?  I thought absently, looking around at the spirits and trying to match them to legends I already knew.  I was interested for a lot of reasons, but the chance to get a leg up on finally researching a more magically active and powerful place on Earth was a big one.

And because I was already searching magically, because I was on the lookout for spirits, because I was being extra cautions, I felt… something.

I frowned.  It was a whisper.  The gentle brush of a soft fabric against your back.  Only this fabric was slimy, wrong.  It was barely perceptible but it was there.  Something was up.  Some being was… active, was doing something in the area.

I slowly rotated my head around.  Whatever it was didn’t seem to be targeting me, neither my warning bracelet nor my precautionary spells had activated (thank Aoth!  I didn’t want to think about the physical armor coming up in front of two schools worth of people).  But it was there, and something about it felt wrong.  This didn’t just feel like a wind spirit or earth elemental, the touch of this being was unnatural.

Is it a trickster?  I thought, trying to balance not panicking and overreacting with not burying my head in the sand and pretending nothing was happening.  Some sort of kitsune or tanuki?  Heck, we’re decently high up.  A tengu isn’t out of the question.  I’d just had yet another lesson about not making stupid assumptions.  It was always possible some sort of trickster was giving me this sort of ‘wrong’ sensation on purpose to make sure I was paying attention, that I wasn’t jumping to conclusions over first impressions.  But even if that was the case I couldn’t take things lightly, I looked around the area trying to spot what was wrong.

Stupidly, it never occurred to me to check the most obvious place of all.  The road.

“WATCH OUT!”

I don’t know who screamed the warning but when I spun around I realized the problem.  Two girls had somehow strayed onto the road, and a huge truck was barrelling towards them.

I stood there, paralyzed, my breath caught in my throat in shock.  Even more upsettingly the two girls did the same thing, turning around to stare in fear at the doom that was almost upon them.  I instinctively reached towards the mana I was carrying but my mind went blank, no spell came to mind which could save them in the instant I had left.  My field of vision narrowed in horror as until all I could see was them and the truck.

Suddenly a third body hurtled into view, tackling the pair clear at the last second as they tried to throw all three of them clear of the truck.

Eiko didn’t quite make it.

I finally found my breath, sucking in a deep lungful of air as the grill of the truck just clipped her ankle.  Eiko let go of the girls as even that little impact was enough to spin her around 180 degrees and knock her clear of the others.  I made an inarticulate sound of anger and despair and joined in the general rush towards her and the girls she’d saved.

I wasn’t the first to the group, not by a longshot, but that might have been for the best.  By the time I’d arrived it was obvious that everyone was alive and not critically hurt, that was enough for me to finally let go of the mana before I was dumb enough to try casting a healing spell in front of everyone.  But I still hung around, staying as close as I could without getting in more useful peoples’ way, until everything was sorted out.

Eiko claimed she was mostly fine, that her ankle was a little sprained but that was all.  She explained that she’d been able to mostly go limp and roll with the blow, and that she was used to things like this so she wasn’t too bad.  Although she did joke that she was lucky she was wearing pants instead of a skirt or she’d have scraped herself up a bit more.

I suspected she was trying to minimize her injury, hiding the extent of it as she limped back onto her bus.  But, between all her training and the few seconds she’d had to make sure she’d reacted alright, it probably wasn’t that much worse than she claimed.  The teachers had verified nothing was broken before they let her get up while years of practice with Master Tai had made relaxing and tensing the right muscles at the right time second nature for her.

The two girls she’d saved hadn’t quite been so lucky.  They had been wearing skirts and hadn’t had time to prep themselves even if they had somehow known what to do.  Heck, they’d arguably had the worst of both worlds since they’d had a moment to tense up before Eiko had hit them, taking away the small virtue of being limp out of surprise.  However their wounds had mostly been limited to some nasty bruises and a number of scrapes as Eiko’s tackle had shoved them roughly to the road, much lighter than any reasonable alternative.

The driver of the truck (who had immediately put on the brakes and then rushed back to check on everyone) had sworn he hadn’t seen them until the very last second.  In turn the girls had sworn they hadn’t even realized they’d been on the road, they’d thought they’d been several meters back and nearer to the busses.  While some contact information had been shared it was just generally agreed it was bad luck and bad positioning all around.  The truck had just cleared a small rise and between the angle of the sun and the shadow of the busses it was understandable how the driver could have missed them for a couple of seconds.  And while the girls were more at fault there wasn’t any textural difference or drop off from the parking space for the busses and the main road, if they’d gotten distracted it wasn’t too hard to understand how they’d failed to realize where they were.  It was simply bad luck they’d been so catastrophically placed at the wrong time.

Reluctantly, everybody decided to leave it at that.  The driver had already been delayed too long and so had we.  No one had been badly hurt, no one truly seemed to be at fault, and no one wanted the sort of impact an official incident and report could have on their jobs.  So, after a good twenty-minute delay as everyone was thoroughly checked over, we eventually filed back on our respective busses and continued with the day.

I, however, wasn’t entirely convinced.  The timing of everything was too coincidental.  Everything was possible.  But the way the girls hadn’t realized where they were in just the wrong place at just the wrong time?  Or that neither the truck driver or any of the teachers and students around the area had noticed the pair until the last few seconds?  All on top of that slimy impression I’d gotten?

No.  I suspected something had made that happen.  And if it was just a mischievous or malicious spirit on the mountain taking advantage of an opportunity that was one thing.  A nasty thing to be sure, but no more worthy of attention than the teachers or driver had thought.  But if it was something else, something more serious…

I glanced outside the bus window again, the spectacular scenery now taking a more sinister light.  I already felt myself tensing up and my spine stiffening.  Thank Aoth tomorrow is a beach day, I thought to myself.  I really need to relax.

Even I thought my mental voice sounded forced.
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I cannot understate how impressive the beach in front of our hotel was.

Don’t get me wrong, we weren’t into ‘World’s Top Ten Beaches’ territory, not even Japan’s. But it was incredibly nice, a serious cut above your average beach. Wonderfully smooth and soft sand, lovely water, a nice slope so the tide came in and out at just the right rate. And all available right at our fingertips. Rumor had it that such an incredible and underutilized beach was the whole reason that they’d chosen such an unusual location for the hotel. And since we were so far away from the city it wasn’t even overcrowded!

Well, not usually I reflected. Two school’s worth of final year students can fill up a lot of territory pretty quickly. There were well over three hundred students on the beach, along with some teachers and twenty or thirty other guests from the hotel. The area right across from the parking lot was pretty well occupied.

But not even we could occupy that much territory quickly. I’d set up my blanket and beach umbrella a bit away from the crowds and it wasn’t like I’d needed to walk kilometers in order to do so. I could still see the hotel without any real difficulty. And if I was definitely on the edge of the group, still a good ten or so meters away from the nearest neighbor, you’d still think I was part of the group rather than belonging somewhere else.

And isn’t that a metaphor, I thought wryly as I settled my mind to meditate. It did sum up my approach to life. The last years from two schools on their final trips, a wonderful beach in warm weather, me in full beach attire (sunglasses, swim trunks, a surprisingly loud Hawaiian shirt that I’d left unbuttoned in the heat), clear skies…. and I was sitting cross-legged on my blanket in order to meditate.

I didn’t mind though. Most of my classmates hadn’t noticed, and the few that had were nearby neighbors like me who preferred a little more peace and quiet. Most of them had novels out or were otherwise relaxing in the sun rather than exhausting themselves too early. So, I simply let the distant sounds of my further away neighbors become white noise… at one with the crash of the surf and the sound of gulls. I let the heat of the sun warm me, the texture of the sand beneath the blanket settled to accommodate me, and the water of the ocean soothed me.

Until finally, I left my body.

Hah! Yes! I silently crowed as my spiritual form separated itself from my physical one. I opened my ‘eyes’ to find myself hovering a good meter or two above my meditating body.

Before doing anything else I quickly ducked closer to the ground and double checked my physical body, making sure everything was alright. Astral projection was less of a spell and more of a knack, something more along the lines of whistling, snapping your fingers, or maybe jumping was the best analogy. Spells could help you to do so, and seriously increase how far you could go, but at the end of the day you just had to do it. However, that didn’t mean I hadn’t put a few spells up around my body just to be on the safe side. Taking one’s spirit out of one’s body… well, it wasn’t as dangerous a it might have sounded but that was about the best I could say for it. We were getting into extreme sports territory here. If you’d thoroughly trained and knew what you were doing then jumping off a ramp on a skateboard or bicycle at an ungodly speed in order to perform tricks in midair was perfectly fine. If you didn’t, or were too ambitious in what trick you were trying, it was going to end badly for you. The small spells I had around my body and spirit were the equivalent of a proper helmet and padding, they still wouldn’t protect you from a truly horrific misjudgement but they could help save your life from ‘normal’ mistakes and protect you from a lot of everyday bumps and bruises.

Satisfied that everything was in order I took a quick tour of the beach, floating unseen above my fellow students and observing the action.

I wonder if this is further evidence for the theory that mana is energy on another dimensional axis? I wondered idly as I floated around. My spirit is just traveling along an axis most people don’t look along, but since I was looking back at just the right angle I could watch them.

And watch them I did, I was having fun floating around and indulging my voyeur side a little. Not much, I wasn’t really that interested and I could easily have gotten at least half of what I was observing by just walking around. But since it was all out in the open like that I felt no guilt about my enhanced ability to spy on everyone. It was an itch I couldn’t help but want to scratch, a side effect of my iron clad determination not to use my powers to become a spying creeper. It wouldn’t have normally been my thing but knowing I shouldn’t, and that there was next to no chance I’d be caught, had made the idea a ridiculous temptation for the last five or six years. It wasn’t hard to deny each individual instance, the thought that I could spy on Himeko taking a bath or see what Inoue Sakura really did with her conquests were just quick temptations that were easily banished in the moment. But over time they added up, made me want to peek just once, and generally got under my skin. The opportunity and excuse to cut loose a little was a big relief.

Don’t get me wrong! I still maintained proprieties, I wasn’t going to go peeking into any changing rooms, showers, or washrooms just because I could. Not that there was much threat of that. With the hotel just across the road most people had just changed in their rooms and walked across. Which might have been for the best. I didn’t think I would have broken my rules if I’d seen Himeko at the wrong moment… but in hindsight I was glad not to have been tempted. As it was I spent waaaaay too long staring at my friend in amazement.

Himeko had planted her towel in the middle of the beach and was making no attempt to hide. Not that any such attempt would have worked, given how she looked she’d probably have drawn attention wherever she went, dragging the rest of the student body along like iron filings after a magnet. Himeko’s swimsuit was… fascinating was the best word for it. It didn’t have a plunging neckline. It wasn’t a bare 20-degree triangle of cloth over her crotch. It was a one piece, and at first glance should have seemed pretty conservative. Heck, probably half the girls on the beach were wearing less modest swimsuits than her. But it was an even deeper and darker blue than the school swimwear, and it somehow drew the eye. And while her swimsuit didn’t show an excess of skin it flattered her generous curves, displaying her body perfectly.

It probably doesn’t hurt that she’s showing off a little deliberately, I thought, trying not to look and wondering how a spirit separated from its body could feel a slight flush! I wasn’t staring, unlike a lot of people, but after spending so much time with her I couldn’t help but be aware that for once Himeko was posing, actually doing an Inoue Sakura type of move and positioning herself to look deliberately sexy. It was artful and casual, and nothing in it was deliberately inviting, but she was emphasizing herself in a way I’d never seen her do before.

Well, I thought dumbly, Eiko’s theory that this is somehow in relation to Himeko’s crush just got a big boost. I could barely believe that Himeko was doing that! But if her crush was anywhere within the hotel environs he had to learn about Himeko sooner or later, and would probably rush over to take a look. Only the presence of Himeko’s dedicated entourage glaring daggers at the surrounding gawkers was keeping other students from filming her directly, and I could still see one or two people trying to surreptitiously get long distant shots of her without anyone noticing.

To be fair, I wasn’t watching just because of lust. In addition to her swimsuit Himeko had on stylish sunglasses (not important) and her little chain of magatamas (very important!). She’d wrapped the chain around her wrist like a charm bracelet and observing it from my unique angle was surprisingly captivating. The mithril magatama still glowed faintly to my senses, and I could feel a subtle interaction between it and Himeko. Even though we were on an entirely different island and hundreds of kilometers away from the school I was almost certain Sensei-san was listening.

Heck, I only just stopped myself from getting closer and spiritually poking the magatama, just to see what would happen, because several members of the hotel staff came out to have a talk with Himeko. Figuring I didn’t need to pry, and that I’d probably spent too much time there already, I moved on.

Before too long I found Eiko. Unlike Himeko she wasn’t going for tasteful or restrained, she had on a bright red bikini that flattered her mahogany hair and wore it with pride. But, lest I sound too enthusiastic, it wasn’t that revealing. Not modest but not ‘a few sequins and a cork’ either. Actually, she was bouncing noticeably less than many of her classmates (don’t ask how I noticed!) because her bikini was designed to give her support. I watched as several of Eiko’s classmates cajoled her out of the water, much to her surprise. She’d been wading in the ocean to simultaneously warm up and soak her ankle but they were eager to recruit her for a game of beach volleyball.

Eiko I didn’t want to get too close too, I didn’t want to disturb her or accidentally trigger some sort of instinctual attack when she felt a presence watching her. Especially given that she and Master Tai had been working more and more on her ki moves. She was still far from master level but I had a sneaking suspicion she could hurt me in my current form. So I drifted a little further away and ended up listening in on a little gossip amongst her classmates as I watched the volleyball.

“Damn, they’re actually putting the Hellhound on their team? Guess they really want to win.” One guy said with a mix of humor and incredulity.

“Can you blame her? Setsuna’s got two members of the Volleyball Club on her side, Kari needed an equalizer of some sort.”

“But the Hellhound?” the first guy asked with a disbelieving laugh.

I quickly looked the guy over, both to make sure I could recognize him in the future and to see if he had any distinguishing scars. He sounded like the kind of guy Eiko had been forced to chasten in the past.

“What, didn’t you see how fast she moved yesterday?” a third boy cut in. “If I’d known she could sprint and dive that fast I’d have spent the last two years looking for a bribe to get her in the Baseball Club.”

“Like she’d have joined.”

They all laughed and then fell silent for a few moments to watch as the match started, appreciating both the athleticism and scantily clad female bodies on display.

“She’s not bad though,” the second boy noted thoughtfully.

“They’ll lose,” the first boy said dismissively, “she’s not enough to make up for two Volleyball Club members and the Hellhound’s got no sense of teamwork. She doesn’t care about anyone or anything else.”

“Come on Joji,” the second boy noted tiredly. I meanwhile noted the guy’s name, I was starting to wonder whether a curse or dropping his name around Himeko would be the quickest way to cut him down to size.

The second boy continued. “Yeah, she’s not exactly a normal girl and I’d be terrified to date her. But she did push two other girls out of the way of a speeding truck yesterday!”

“That was nothing,” Joji responded.

Himeko, I decided instantly. I saw no reason to give him the easy option.

“Yeah, well, that nothing will get you in trouble if word gets around you’re still referring to her by that nickname,” the third guy said softly. “Just be glad Kanoko Sakura’s not around anymore, she’d crucify you if she caught you slinging so much mud at Kobayashi the day after she almost died saving two people.”

Even in spirit form I jerked up a little at hearing my cousin come up like that. I guess she really did pass on Himeko’s message to the rest of the school, I reflected. It hadn’t even occurred to me their school was Sakura’s alma mater. I doubted that would mean much, but it did mean that letting on I was her cousin might have unexpected side-effects. Especially since I didn’t know how Sakura might have presented me to her fellow students.

(I doubted she’d said much, good or bad, and it was even more unlikely anyone remembered any of it months after she was gone. But I wasn’t in a hurry to discover I was wrong.)

“That busybody changed her mind on a whim,” Joji said dismissively, “I doubt she could have kept the thought in her head long enough to do me any damage.”

Not entirely untrue, I thought with more than a little annoyance, but she’s still my cousin. And I trust her a hell of a lot more than you buddy! I was starting to wonder if I should revise my plans and drop this little conversation on Sakura instead, see how this Joji character liked it when she phoned her younger friends still in school and demonstrated the difference between book smarts and street smarts!

Judging by the look the other two boys shared with each other, I suspected they would have agreed.

There was a moment of silence as all of us were distracted by a frantic exchange at the game. There was a furious back and forth for a good half a minute before Eiko’s team lost a point to an impressive overhead smash.

“See?” Joji claimed. “Not good enough.”

“Well, that ankle is probably slowing her down,” the third guy admitted good naturedly.

“Why are you defending that bitch,” Joji sighed loudly.

“Keep it down!” the second one hissed feelingly. Then more normally “Why are you so determined to call her a bitch?”

“Because she is!” Joji insisted, not bothering to keep his voice down. Even though they were far enough away that Eiko wasn’t likely to hear them his two neighbors looked distinctly uncomfortable. “One good deed doesn’t suddenly redeem her.”

A fourth guy sidled up to the group, trying to act casual but a bit too determined and in a hurry for anyone to mistake the intent. “Word to the wise Joji-san,” he said quickly. “Kobayashi might be a bit of a delinquent but you shouldn’t really be badmouthing her like that. She at least does enough good things to make up for all the bad.”

“What’s wrong class rep?” Joji said mockingly. “Afraid she’ll make trouble? Dare to beat us up on the trip? Not even she’s that stupid.”

Something flashed in the class rep’s eyes and I realized (unsurprisingly) Joji was one of his problem cases. “No,” he answered with obviously strained patience, like he was talking to a misbehaving toddler. “I’m worried they’re going to beat you up at this rate.”

He gestured with his head towards another group of boys off to the side, glaring at Joji in an unsubtle manner. I was startled to realize they were students from my school.

“Kobayashi might be constrained by not wanting to ruin the trip but I’m pretty sure they’re looking to pay her back for what she’s done for them,” the class rep said with frustrated bitterness. “Stop trying to start something you can’t finish.”

“What’s she done to them?” Joji smirked, obviously not getting it.

“Not to them, for them,” the fourth guy emphasized with exasperation. “They think they owe her, and you’re embarrassing our whole school with this stupid grudge.”

“Pay her back? For what?” Joji asked incredulously.

“Because baka,” the class rep responded with frustrated relish, “this isn’t the first time Kobayashi’s saved someone. Apparently she helped pull a few of their students out of a burning building a month or two back. Remember that guy who bowed to her on the plane? That was one of them. She’s friends with their Student Council President too, stop trying to piss everyone off.”

“I don’t believe it,” Joji said flatly.

Okay, I can give you that one, I thought grudgingly. The guy was an asshole, and obviously had a vendetta against Eiko. But that was a pretty big revelation to throw at him out of nowhere. Not everything he did was stupid. I decided not to upgrade him to Himeko, Sakura, and curse.

Though that option was still on the table at this rate.

“Well, you’d better believe it,” the class rep said grimly, “otherwise you’re likely to have an ‘accident’ at some point and miss a good portion of the trip as you recover in your room. And don’t think anyone’s going to risk looking into it too much, we’re not going to ruin this trip for you.”

Joji muttered something I couldn’t make out (and was perfectly happy not to hear) and angrily turned to storm away. Notably, none of the other guys moved to follow him.

I stayed a little bit longer to listen in. After the dramatic rescue the other day it seemed like Eiko’s previous rescue at our school had come to light, between the lack of media coverage and Eiko’s nature she’d managed to keep that from her own schoolmates. I was a little surprised at that, I figured our few cross school connections would have mentioned it. But either we’d lost some critical ones with the graduating class or the fact the narrative had been more focused on Himeko had prevented the story from going too far. Possibly both. In any case, now that Eiko had been heroic again, and there was a whole grade full of students who’d known about her last set of rescues, the tale was spreading like wildfire.

It was amusing to eavesdrop on the groups around the edges. Between Eiko being right there and putting on a show and Joji’s little scene she was the only thing they could talk about. After all the time that had passed the rumors were even more garbled than usual. The basics were all the same, an arsonist had burned down our school archery range after locking the Archery Club inside, and that Eiko had been one of the people to rush in and rescue the trapped victims. After that things tended to get a bit dicey, depending on the taleteller, who they’d spoken to, and their personal beliefs. Sometimes Eiko had rushed through a wall of flames, other times it was just smoke. Sometimes Eiko had smashed down a door to rescue the club, other times she just ran through the open side. And sometimes she was there to visit her beauteous friend, the Student Council President, while other times she’d been there helping out the school’s resident mad scientist.

(As said school’s resident mad scientist, astral projecting right next to them, I couldn’t help but be both annoyed and amused at that one!)

And one or two people managed to get the story mostly correct, allowing for occasional mistakes on the fine details and the fact that no one knew about my magic. Although I certainly wouldn’t have wanted to try picking the correct explanations out of the slurry of partial truths.

In any case, anyone who hadn’t heard the rumors before certainly knew about them by the time the volleyball match ended! Eiko’s team did indeed lose, despite an impressive effort by my friend, but Eiko was shocked to be mobbed by curious well wishers once the game was done. She quickly made an excuse about wanting to get a swim in before another game, after promising her impromptu teammates she’d be back a bit later for another round, then beat a quick retreat into the ocean to get away.

I watched with a mixture of amusement and sympathy. It was unusual for the shoe to be on the other foot. I also got the impression it was unusual for Eiko to be the target of mostly positive rumors and gossip like this. Normally she’d have just toughed everything out and beaten up any loud mouth who was too obnoxious and standing in her way, but that wasn’t an option when the rumors were a small step or two away from hero worship.

I did a quick sweep around the rest of the beach but didn’t see anything that could beat that. Except maybe that Himeko was now getting photographed by a professional photographer, seven figure camera and everything. She seemed to have agreed to it though so I simply shrugged and returned to my body.

A quick check showed my body was just as I’d left it (unsurprisingly, I was using a method that should have snapped me straight back there if something major happened). The spells defending me were undisturbed and no one seemed to have noticed anything particularly weird going on so I simply slipped back into my body without any drama.

My breathing deepened a little as I returned but I kept up the meditating position. I really was enjoying a little meditation on the beach, it was soothing being one with it all and just letting my cares and paranoia wash away. After all the stress and worry of the last few months; after all the Inoue incidents and exams and parents, it was nice to sit there for a time and just be. I could observe the greater universe out there by not observing it, and for a while that was the right thing to do.

After an indeterminate amount of time I simply smiled to myself and went on to my next step. I wasn’t that spiritually advanced or anything, I wasn’t meditating just for the sake of enlightenment or peace of mind. I did have another exercise/experiment in mind as well.

Gently, keeping my awareness open for any interference or objection, I reached out and started to pull in mana from my surroundings. This close to the hotel and the road there was still a fair amount of disruption, but compared to the normal amount of mana floating around Tokyo the air was thick with it. I’d pretty much drained my two emergency mana batteries with my little astral exercise and the defensive spells, I figured it was time to refill them.

Normally this would have been useless, except on the Meiko estate and even then I’d probably have needed to be right on the ley-line to get anything significant out of it. But out here there was actually free-floating mana I could access. So, not quite trusting my senses, I reached out and started collecting it, channeling the mana I grabbed into my little containers.

It was still slow work, just because there was more mana around the beach didn’t mean there was a lot. I was basically trying to fill a cup of water by running around in a thick fog with a cold sheet, it was doable but it took a lot of time and effort. However, since for nearly seventeen years I’d been working with the equivalent of nearly dry air, I was more than happy to try it.

Unexpectedly I was working with two small emergency reservoirs. While Himeko had forbidden me from running my destructive experiment until the school was cleared for the summer I’d still had to build my proper emergency reservoir. And since I’d been prepared and ready to build the second one, and it was just a more efficient use of time, I’d gone ahead and built them both when doing so. It still felt a little silly to be using both of them, they’d been designed with subtlety in mind but having two featureless plaques of metal would be more suspicious than subtle to anyone who actually searched my pockets or looked at them at the same time. But they were easy to carry and I kind of liked having a little extra mana on me as we went through the school trip, just in case.

It took a while but I was gradually able to fill them up… manually? By hand? I asked myself in bemusement. What would be the technical term for something like this? In any case, it was mystically exhausting but I did manage to do it. While I wasn’t planning on doing it again any time soon, it was good to know it was an option. And it further suggested that there might be stronger magic, and magic users, around on Earth than I’d realized. Even if they didn’t have good reservoirs or ways to collect magic it seemed like it might be possible for a patient caster to gather up the mana around them and eventually manage to cast a spell. It had certainly been a possibility back on Avalon (not commonly done anymore, but possible) but up until now I hadn’t been sure it was a realistic option on Earth.

In any case I regarded the second experiment as a success. I slowly got up, stretched my slightly stiff body, and tried to decide what to do. I was mystically tired but physically fresh, and while the beach wasn’t usually my thing I figured I could see if there was something fun to do.

If nothing else, I thought with a small smirk, I could try watching Eiko’s next match. Granted, watching a bunch of girls in skimpy swimwear play volleyball energetically had its own difficulties. But that was one of the reasons I’d chosen swim trunks over a speedo.

As I walked down the beach towards the more crowded sections, pondering the magic of SPF 45 sunscreen and how that was one spell I hadn’t needed to cast, something pricked the edges of my awareness. I wasn’t sure what, I doubted I would have noticed it normally, but after a bit of meditation and mana based work I was feeling a little more sensitive than usual. Not much more, I still wasn’t in the league of Saori or probably even Eiko, but enough to tell that something felt off. With a small frown I activate ‘mage sight’ and took a quick look around the area.

The beach itself was a riot of colors, that many excited auras made trying to see anything amongst my schoolmates an exercise in futility. I tried anyway, if something was hitting my awareness without me looking there was a chance it was big and unsubtle, but I found nothing. The millions of miniature crystals that made up the sand, all reflecting, absorbing, and dispersing power in different ways, did nothing to help and I soon gave up on the effort.

A few spirits hovered in the air above us but less than I would have expected. I supposed it made sense, this wasn’t an area known for crowds so human dependant spirits (parasitic or symbiotic) weren’t a major presence. Meanwhile natural spirits had backed further away from the noisy and disruptive crowd of teenagers. A few of those watched carefully from the edges but I didn’t spot anything that looked dangerous or likely to interfere with anything.

As for the ocean… that was a semi-opaque barrier that was almost as hard to see through with ‘mage sight’ as it was with my normal eyes. I was getting a little through the water, ‘mage sight’ was passive rather than active so I could see whatever penetrated, but water could have a disruptive effect on most energies, especially moving salt water. It wasn’t impossible to use magic in or on the ocean, as my constant gold harvesting proved, but you usually had to take extra effort in designing your spells to account for it, the same as waterproofing a physical device. Like with most everyday electronics, trying to use a spell optimized for land under water was a bad idea. It could work… or it could fry itself and you if you were particularly stupid or unlucky.

Still, I was seeing a few things. Especially auras shining through the ocean. The water muted them a lot but if I looked I could just make out various swimmers splashing through the ocean…

…and one under the waters.

My heart seized up and I stared in disbelief at what I was seeing, wondering if I was misinterpreting things. I was just being paranoid, right? That or one of my schoolmates was diving or doing a breath holding test. There was no way I’d randomly picked up on someone drowning, right?

As if to mock me, for a moment a hand broke the surface of the water. A hand too small to have belonged to anyone my age.

I was off like a shot, kicking off my sandals and raising ungodly splashes of water as I tore off towards the aura. I wasn’t bothering with finesse or form, I was barely an adequate swimmer at the best of times. Instead, I powered through the ocean, using my unusual size and the surge of adrenalin to run through the water with brute force.

The water slowed me down but I struggled through, keeping my eyes focused on the dim form of the aura visible through the water. The water soaked through my shirt and stung my eyes but I barely blinked as I kept running. Soon my splashing stopped as the water reached over my waist, then past my stomach. Finally, when it was lapping around my nipples, I reached the location. Not daring to take any time to think I took a deep breath, plunged myself under the water, and reached.

I grabbed a dishearteningly small form and instantly yanked upwards, breaking the surface with a small child of about five or six in my arms. For a moment I panicked, wondering what to do and worrying I was too late, then the kid coughed up some water, took a deep breath, and started to cry.

For a split second I grinned broadly, relieved and overjoyed it was alright.

I didn’t notice my warning bracelet going nuts until we were both abruptly yanked below the surface.

I sputtered in panic, I hadn’t been expected that and I had no idea what was happening. I barely managed to keep some breath in my lungs and there wasn’t much of that. I was afraid the kid hadn’t even done that, and his system was already oxygen deprived.

I tried to reach back towards the surface but I couldn’t. I felt like I was literally tangled up in a net, like something was holding me down. Try as I might I couldn’t muscle my way above water. In fact, I felt myself being dragged out to sea.

Instinctively I cast a spell. My emergency reservoirs didn’t have much but I had just refilled them both, and ‘breath of magic’ was designed for these sorts of situations. Oxygen instantly began to refill my bloodstream and my situation became marginally better.

Unfortunately that still left the kid, a little boy under school age who was clinging to me desperately. I pulled and strained against the water but all to no avail, we were still being pulled under and along the sea floor. And not only was I unsure I had enough mana to cast ‘breath of magic’ again, unless I could communicate with the kid what he should do I wasn’t sure it would help. I suspected he already had a little water in his lungs, asking him to somehow hold his breath under the circumstances would take a small miracle. Desperately worried, I gathered the rest of the mana available and prepared to cast a spell that would hopefully thrust us up to the surface.

A highly concentrated current of salt water sliced through the spell before it was done, dissolving the sigils like ice cubes exposed to a blowtorch.

Only then did I realize what I was up against. If I hadn’t been so shocked I probably would have sucked in a deep breath and drowned myself. This wasn’t just a strong undertow or some seaweed or fishing line that I hadn’t spotted. We were under attack from a spirit of some sort, one that was controlling the water. And I was already in its element while out of mana.

I dug in my feet and tried to resist, redoubling my efforts to struggle against it. All to no avail. My conscious thought faded and I reverted to animal instinct, I had no tricks left, no cards to play. I didn’t have enough mana to keep ‘breath of magic’ going long and I had no more equipment to help me. My warning bracelet was making no bones about the deadly peril I was in and my ankh and ‘don’t notice me’ talisman (for all the good that would have done!) lay back in my hotel room. I’d figured I’d be going swimming at some point and neither of those things had seemed like sensible necklaces to wear in the ocean.

Adrenalin kicked in harder than it ever had in my life, pushing me past my limits. For a few seconds I took the spirit by surprise, pulling us back a few steps. Then its grip on the water tightened and once again we resumed our inexorable descent. I struggled desperately but no matter how hard I fought I found myself being tugged further and further into the black depths…

Until something grabbed me from behind.

I felt a strong arm hook around me, then another. For a few seconds we fell even deeper. Then we stopped. For a few more seconds, an eternity of time, the two forces struggled and it felt like my ribs might snap, cracking under the competing forces and the pressure in my lungs. Then slowly, but with increasing speed, we began to move back to the surface.

I gasped a deep breath as my head reached air. The blood pounded in my ears after the near drowning, but even over that I could hear a strident chant of “ONE! TWO! ONE! TWO!”

With tired arms I lifted the boy, making sure his head was above water. He began to choke and sputter again and it as weak as it was it still sounded like the most beautiful noise I’d ever heard. Apparently others agreed, there was a roaring cheer behind me.

I glanced over my shoulder and gave in to a smile. However strong that water spirit was, and it certainly wasn’t a weakling, it wasn’t up to twenty Japanese high school seniors forming a human chain and pulling in unison. Others were still rushing over to help, and I gave in to the moment and let them drag us back to dry land.

***

I was still smiling an odd little smile when Himeko finally got a chance to talk to me about a half an hour later. It was such a strange expression that it pre-empted whatever she’d been about to say and instead forced her to comment “that’s an odd expression on your face.”

I glanced at her, a little surprised she’d added a beach hat to her ensemble. A very pretty and stylish beach hat, one that somehow managed to go with the swimsuit, but still surprising to see after her previous posing.

I added that little quirk as just one more thing that amused me after my brush with drowning. “Just pondering fate. Or kismet. Or karma. Whatever you want to call it,” I answered serenely, unable to stop my odd little smile as I pondered the jokes the universe played on us.

The commotion had died down. Needless to say, there’d been some pretty intense and exciting moments as the kid and I were hauled back to shore. It had been a bit of a scene as the boy was checked over and his frantic parents found, confused explanations were given out, and a good portion of the students on the trip had gathered around to try and find out what was going on. Luckily, thanks to my near drowning, I wasn’t going to be thought of as special for this one. Unlike Eiko it looked like I was going to be able to lose myself in the crowd and avoid getting too much attention.

As exciting and remarkable as the incident had been in the moment, and it was going to stay with some people for a while, it wasn’t going to rule the whole day. As far as everyone else was concerned: a kid had nearly drowned, miraculously I’d spotted it and rushed out to rescue him but been caught in the same freak tide, and then a bunch of students had quickly coordinated and pulled us both out. Notable, exciting, certainly going to figure into everyone’s memories of the trip, but not something to alter the whole day over. Afterall, if the same scene had happened but the lifeguard had been the one to spot the boy and instantly haul him out we certainly wouldn’t have canceled the beach day over that!

“Are you okay?” Himeko asked cautiously, giving me a thorough lookover.

I chuckled. “Surprisingly so,” I answered with a strange serenity. “I’m still a little… off. Even by my standards. Shock, I guess. But I get to sit on a beach on a warm day, bake in the sun, and get over it. It’s not really a problem.”

“So, are you okay?” Himeko asked, emphasizing it a little more to make sure she got through to me. “I’m worried about you Mamoru. I thought I was just being thorough in talking to you but if you really need help…”

Pull it together a bit. For her. I thought distantly. I didn’t need to feed Himeko’s overdeveloped sense of responsibility and duty, she already worried too much about too many things.

“Mostly okay,” I replied. “Just… bemused.”

“Alright, I’ll bite,” Himeko replied, relaxing just a little even as she crossed her arms in front of her. “Bemused about what?”

“See that guy right there,” I responded, nodding towards one of our schoolmates.

“Mori-san? What about him?”

“He was the guy at the end of the chain. He actually broke with procedure. They couldn’t reach us that deep below the water so he dove down to grab us with both arms and had the guy behind him hold onto his leg with a short piece of rope.”

“A short piece of rope?” Himeko asked in surprise.

“He’s in the Swim Club,” I answered, I’d overheard them discussing it on the shore in the aftermath, “apparently he brought it along to the beach as part of a few exercises.”

“And that bemuses you why?” Himeko asked mildly. “Just the thought of someone else actually breaking the rules to help you?”

“No. It’s a little harder to put adequately into words. I guess it amuses me because the last time he held on to me tightly with both arms it was to let Harada beat me.”

For a moment Himeko said nothing, did nothing as she processed that statement. Then the heiress’s expression darkened. “What?” she asked flatly.

“He was one of the pair Harada got to help him beat me,” I answered calmly. “I have no idea if he was enthusiastic about it back then or if Harada blackmailed him but he was one of the guys holding me against the wall while Harada punched me. And yet here we are, months later, and he risked himself to save my life.”

Himeko opened her mouth again, still angry, but clamped down at whatever she was going to say in the face of my bemused expression.

“Like I said before, the fact that both times involved him holding onto me tightly… it’s just funny how the universe works sometimes.”

I could still see Himeko struggling with her anger. I wasn’t surprised at that, I’d just shocked her with my small revelations while she was already stressed out. Not to mention the fact it was in relation to one of her friends, she’d have taken it more philosophically if it had been something she’d gone through but all of us tended to react a little more strongly to hurts suffered by the others. But I… well, I hadn’t quite forgiven Mori yet, I was still working my way through everything, but I was pretty sure I would forgive him in the fullness of time. It was hard to argue he hadn’t paid back any debt he’d owed me, I just needed to sort through it in my head. I wasn’t keen to complicate the situation by getting Himeko mad at him.

So, I tried to distract her. “Is it alright to talk to me?” I asked quickly. “I’m surprised your entourage isn’t with you.”

“I told them I wanted to be sure you were alright, give you some privacy to admit it if you weren’t,” Himeko responded, still looking at Mori a little too sharply for my sense of comfort.

I sighed. I hadn’t been sure I’d wanted to drop this bomb but that decided it. “We were attacked by a spirit,” I reported frankly.

“Wait, what?” Himeko responded, turning back to me and giving me her full attention.

“It wasn’t just a freak current out there,” I informed her. “A spirit was deliberately manipulating the water and trying to drown us. Well, the kid at least. I might just have been collateral damage in its mind.”

Himeko thought furiously, her mind obviously spinning at the unanticipated twist. As far as she had known everything had been as normal as everyone else had figured. She’d probably suspected that I’d spotted the kid with magic, that would have made a lot more sense to her and Eiko than me coincidentally stumbling across the incident, but a spirit being behind everything wouldn’t have occurred to her.

“Any idea why this happened? Is this normal?” she finally asked, looking at me in concern.

“Sorry, no idea.” I admitted. “This could be a coincidence, an attack, or a spirit that’s always been in the area and known to drown trespassers.”

“That can happen?”

On Avalon, yes. On Earth… back in my original homeland we’d had a few spots cordoned off and with festooned with warnings for just that reason. Not many, if it was in a place likely to cause trouble we usually brought in priests and mages and mercenaries to take care of the spirit. But in other places we just let the spirits be (usually in more obscure spots that weren’t worth the trouble) and put up the equivalent of ‘beware of sharks’ or ‘jellyfish infested area’ signs to warn people away.

Trying to explain all that to Himeko though… “It’s happened in the past,” I replied, my semi-shocked state allowing me to get the evasion past Himeko as she dismissed any odd twitches as side-effects from my near drowning. “I’m skeptical that’s what’s happening now, I’d have figured the hotel would have encountered it before, but it’s not impossible.”

I thought for a few moments more. “Huh. I wonder if that’s why this stretch of beach is underutilized?”

Himeko frowned thoughtfully. “It is a very new hotel. It technically opened up last year, before we even met you, but it was a lower key opening then they wanted. They’d originally meant to catch all the summer travellers but delays pushed them back a few key months. I think they just missed beach season, and it is only just opening up again.”

We both looked back towards the water.

“What’s your assessment of the risk?” Himeko asked crisply.

I hated having to answer that! If I was too cautious, I could ruin everyone’s fun. If I was too careless, I could end someone’s life. But that was why Himeko didn’t hesitate to ask the question.

“I think we’re good for today…” I answered slowly. “The spirit backed off, it’s probably tired and drained now. And if it was going to do anything else it probably would have done it by now.”

“I’ll try to get a headcount in.” Himeko nodded decisively.

“As for our last day…” I continued, thinking about the end of trip celebration we were going to have on the beach. I hesitated a while, caught between not wanting to be too cautious and not wanting to act like the idiot mayor in too many monster movies who was in denial that something was wrong.

“We should probably do some research,” I said finally. “This was probably a random attack, or an attack of opportunity. But if there’s a history of things like that happening at this beach, and they happen often, then we might want to change our plans.”

Himeko nodded again. “I’ll do some beach reading on my phone, look up the history of the area and then pressure the hotel staff to give me the real story if something looks off. I don’t think they’re hiding anything, they’d have put up signs warning about freak tides or something similar if that was the case, but there’s no sense in being careless. You make sure you check out the things that only you can.” She looked at me significantly.

I sighed. “Right. I’ll try to get back to my room for a few minutes and then sneak back the mana collector,” I’d brought one along with me on the trip. While it didn’t have a large reserve it was certainly a lot more than the emergency reservoirs had. “I don’t think anyone’s going to blame me for walking along the beach instead of swimming, I should be able to get away with a few spells once I’m a bit further away.”

“Good,” Himeko nodded firmly. She took in my slightly tired and miserable expression and gave me an encouraging smile. “Cheer up, you’ll feel better in the long run. And tomorrow we’re supposed to meet some friendly spirits.”

I shot her a quizzical look but Himeko just smiled smugly and left it at that.
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If I wasn’t so relaxed and soothed right now, I sighed softly to myself, I’d hate that Himeko was right. Again. How does she manage to do that so often?

I was up to my neck in hot water again, but this time it was literal as I sank deep into the onsen.  As the mid-afternoon stop on our trip the hot springs were a welcome respite.  I was sharing this particular pool with about a dozen other guys, we were all tired from a fun yet grueling schedule and were simply enjoying the warmth and relaxation of the springs.

(Of course, the itinerary for today had been designed to be a little more difficult since we’d had this restorative step to compensate.  Personally, I was okay with that.  But I suspected some of the other guys would have been happier with a less hectic schedule that had just skipped the springs!)

I ‘heard’ a soft giggle off to the side and I sent a mental surge of gratitude and amusement in that direction. It ground my gears a little that Himeko had been right, this stop had possessed some friendly spirits, but that didn’t mean I was ungrateful to them.

I cracked my eye open again and peeked in their direction. While I couldn’t wear my glasses in the onsen once I’d realized what I was dealing with I’d cast ‘mage sight’ without them. I’d conveniently turned around to look for something and then quietly kept my chest facing the onsen’s edge until the spell’s circle had faded from natural view. After that it had been easy to tap into the mana flowing naturally around the area to maintain the spell and observe the spirits.

Most of the time when a hot spring billed itself as magically restorative or something to that effect it could be written off as hyperbole or exaggeration. This one however, this one had something to it. The area was relatively mana rich (for Earth! Still below par by Avalon standards) and I was pretty sure the slight tingle I was getting from the water wasn’t just from natural chemicals or the heat. Something about the place… it was doing something for us.

It wasn’t just the place itself though. A half dozen small wisps floated about our particular pool, minor spirits invisible to normal sight but quite obvious to anyone with any sort of training. I was all but certain that Eiko had spotted some around her area and I wouldn’t have been surprised if Himeko had detected them as well. Even if Sensei-san hadn’t done anything to help I suspected she could feel the subtle work they were doing and she was aware enough not to dismiss the sensations as imagination or wishful thinking.

As if summoned by my thoughts (not an impossible idea) two of the wisps floated down to me, going through the water and taking position around my lower back. Then, tentatively, they began to gently ‘massage’ the area, loosening muscles and performing minor magic on the area to encourage healing. I sighed happily, sent another surge of gratitude and happiness in their direction, and let them continue their work.

I quietly observed them and the other ones around the pool as best I could. A part of me kept waiting for the other shoe to drop, for them to turn around and start taking huge bites out of everyone’s auras. But, thankfully, they were so good at their jobs and the water was so relaxing I was mostly just observing out of intellectual curiosity instead of rampant paranoia. As best I could tell they really were what they seemed to be: lesser spirits that had a symbiotic relationship with humanity instead of a parasitic one. Some spirits fed on anger, hate, and despair. These guys? These ones took a tiny sip of life energy along with feelings of… pleased serenity was about the closest description I could come up with.

That was a pretty rare food source and it was no wonder people didn’t encounter them more often!

Which in turn explained why they congregated around an onsen like this, and did a little bit to earn their keep. By helping the bathers relax and heal they increased the amount of energy available to them and everyone walked away happy.

Hah! I rolled my eyes mentally at my carelessness. I’m getting ahead of myself again. There’s a little bit of the chicken and the egg with this. Which came first: the healing properties of the onsen or the spirits? It was possible that the healing hot springs had formed naturally-

(Or unnaturally, I reminded myself sternly. Just because people on Earth didn’t usually utilize geomancy or enchantment didn’t mean it had never happened.)

-but it was also possible that the spirits themselves were responsible for the water’s healing effects. Either through some long-term subtle efforts of their own or some sort of side effect to their presence over the years they might have been the cause of the water’s properties rather than an effect of the water having those properties. I needed to get my causality right before I started coming up with any higher-level hypotheses.

I stared up at the sky thoughtfully. That seems unlikely, but not impossible. I think the biggest problem I have with that theory is their immaterial nature. If we were just talking about snakes or some other physical animal, and the water property was a result of hundreds of years’ worth of shed snake skins gradually introducing the right balance of chemicals into the water that would be one thing. A weird, unlikely thing but still a possible thing. For more lightweight spirits like this to be doing it, intentionally or unintentionally, seems pretty farfetched.

They were able to affect us physically though, and they showed a surprisingly deft and subtle touch. The spirits were able to get big results out of little efforts, doing juuust enough to set their patient’s body right. I really couldn’t rule out-

“How does that gaijin manage to look so comfortable?” a voice said softly from across the pool.

“Hm? Gaijin?” a second voice asked in surprise.

“Apologies, I didn’t mean to disturb you. You know, the big guy there. Is he an exchange student or something?”

I abruptly realized they were talking about me. I glanced their way but, unsurprisingly, across the pool and while everyone was almost naked they weren’t anyone I could recognize. Especially without my glasses and with a little bit of water vapor in the air! On the plus side they didn’t realize my little reaction was in relation to them.

Of course, I shouldn’t have been able to hear them. They were keeping their voices down and while the onsen wasn’t exactly noisy it wasn’t silent either. I looked towards the spirits in surprise, suspecting they were responsible for the odd way the voices were carrying.

“Him? Oh, right. Matsuda-san. No, he’s Japanese, he just looks a little weird. It takes a while to get used to. Poor guy, I think everyone thinks that when they first see him. There’s just something about his eyes.”

“Really? Huh. I thought for sure he was foreign at first.”

I abruptly realized the first guy was one of Eiko’s schoolmates while the second was one of mine. I watched them out of the corner of my eyes, kind of curious about their conversation and too relaxed to get annoyed or worried about it.

“He’s actually our year’s top scorer.”

“No way! Wait, is he the mad scientist they were talking about?”

“Mad scientist?”

“Apologies again, I’m sorry I’m being rude. But… when they were talking about Kobayashi-san they mentioned she was working with some sort of mad scientist at your school.”

“Hah!” the one from our school laughed out loud and then hurriedly tried to muffle his chuckles, obviously amused by the concept.

“Well, you’re not exactly wrong,” he eventually continued. “Matsuda-san is pretty much a mad scientist! But he’s a mad scientist like Dr. Light or Dr. Tenma.”

Obviously a fan of robots, I thought to myself, trying not to smile a little bit.

“Seriously?”

“Well, I’ve never seen him build an android,” the second one admitted, pretty much verifying my guess. “But he did come up with some sort of spray that helped protect everyone from the flames.”

“You’re kidding me?”

“Hey, you’re the one who called him a mad scientist. Don’t be surprised he’s doing things like that.”

“Don’t let this guy fool you,” a third voice, the neighbor on the other side of the second guy cut in, “he’s oversimplifying things. Matsuda-san’s smart but he’s not producing miracles from nothing like some sort of super sentai scientist.”

“Okay, now I’m really lost. What do you mean?” Eiko’s schoolmate asked again.

“One of my friends was one of the guys who got sent to the hospital with Matsuda and the others- “

“One of them? Were there really that many casualties?”

“Not too many,” the third guy said with a shake of his head, “but the smoke was full of chemicals so a bunch of our classmates had to go there to get checked out. Anyway, my friend heard Matsuda trying to explain things to the cops. He had the spray with him coincidentally. It was supposed to make people run faster, something about cutting down wind resistance, but it works like an industrial strength oven glove too. At least for a few minutes. That’s how they got everyone out.”

“Wow.”

“Still a pretty mad scientist thing to do,” the second guy cut back in.

“Oh yeah!” the third agreed. “But it’s not like he saw the building burning down, pulled a bunch of chemicals out of his pocket, and then whipped it up on the spot! He’s human. Just really, really weird.”

“Ah!” Eiko’s schoolmate emoted, sounding satisfied. “Good to know. That does sound a lot more believable than tales of your school having a real-life mad scientist running around.”

“Eh, he’s still a mad scientist,” the second one said skeptically, “but he’s not a bad guy. I wouldn’t want to hang out with him, but I’m kind of glad we have him in our year.”

I waited a little more but all of the guys seemed to quiet down, glad to have that settled, and simply returned to relaxing in the waters. I also felt a subtle change in the air, probably from the spirits cancelling whatever they’d been doing to let the sound carry all the way to me so clearly.

Huh, an interesting perspective to hear. After a few moments I shot the spirits a piercing glance. Suspiciously so. I tried not to let my schoolmates’ opinions get to me, and for the most part I succeeded, but hearing a mostly positive opinion like that out of the blue… well, it made something inside me release just a little bit and I felt just a little better about myself all around.

I couldn’t help but eye the spirits a little more thoughtfully though. They aren’t just healing the body, I realized. They want to heal mind and spirit too. And the fact they understood that, and were willing and able to do so… it didn’t prove anything but suddenly I had to reconsider which explanation for the water was more likely. The onsen being shaped by the spirts didn’t seem like quite such a longshot any more.

And let’s not forget that they somehow knew the basics of that conversation ahead of time, I noted. Either that or there was some sort of weird time delay there, and since I could see clearly enough to be sure everyone’s lips were moving I kind of doubt that. But that means they knew the basics of that conversation would be helpful for me to heal.

Granted, that wasn’t the most impressive foresight ever. Especially when you included the fact we were basically sitting in their place of power. But it was still a pretty nifty trick. While they hadn’t exactly been saying ‘Matsuda Mamoru’s the most awesome guy in our grade/class and we secretly worship him’ that little conversation had been surprisingly complimentary and they’d let me know about it in real time, I’d seen enough to be sure they weren’t trying to pull the wool over my eyes with some sort of ego boosting illusion.

All in all, I left the onsen in a much more contemplative mood then I entered it.

***

I was still contemplating that, amongst many other things, late that night.

I was not contemplating the fact I was technically breaking the rules. There was a fairly strict curfew in place for us but I was violating it, I was out of my room and a fair way down the beach. Granted, I wasn’t the only one. I’d casually avoided a dozen other students doing the same thing, all of us making sure we were far enough away that we didn’t officially know who was breaking the rules, but that wouldn’t help any of us if a teacher actually caught us.

(Well, they’d probably look the other way so long as we weren’t doing anything bad for a little longer. They weren’t fanatics and didn’t want the hassle either. But if any of us stayed out too late or did something stupid, like drinking or drugs, they’d come down on us like a ton of bricks.)

I had my ‘don’t notice me talisman’ on, only at an extremely low level but enough to make sure I was usually ignored. I was lying on the beach sands, staring up at the night sky; listening to the surf and passively pondering a half dozen things simultaneously. It was quite shocking when someone sat down next to me.

“What are you thinking about?” Himeko asked softly, taking up a cross-legged position to the left of my head and looking towards the sky.

I glanced towards her in surprise and then quickly jerked my head back with a small blush. She was still wearing shorts. Given our respective positions I’d gotten way more of an intimate and close look at her leg and thigh than I thought she’d intended.

“The stars,” I said, banishing the surge of hormones in the face of my contemplation of the infinite. “It’s my first real chance to see them. Well, second I guess. But I couldn’t resist the opportunity.”

Intellectually I’d known how much I wasn’t seeing. In fact, for years it had been one of my biggest regrets. Tokyo’s night sky was poisoned by light and particulates, on a good night you could see some of the major stars but that was about it. Back on Avalon I’d often had glorious views of the night skies, something I’d never thought I would ever have to miss. But after I’d reincarnated I’d had to settle for pictures, and walling off my old memories so I didn’t feel so much regret.

I still missed the stars of home, something I’d never see again. But, looking at the new and beautiful vistas spread above me in the night sky, I was finally able to tuck that away.

“When was your first chance?” Himeko continued, her voice still soft as she joined me in some stargazing.

I sighed slightly. “Our grade six trip,” I admitted, “I really wanted to back then but all I got were some glimpses.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be,” I felt my lips tugging up into a miniscule smile as I remembered everything and put it in proper perspective. “It was a winter skiing trip that time. I really wanted to stare at the night sky but I was only twelve, and it was cold on those mountains. The teachers weren’t going to be careless with a child about and let me wander away from the hotel into the cold and snow just to look up at the stars at night.”

Himeko contemplated that for a few moments. “I’m surprised you let that stop you.”

“I had next to no mana back then, and very little equipment. I had no realistic ability to get around them.”

“But you wanted to,” Himeko stated calmly, still enjoying the wonder of the stars herself now that I’d pointed them out.

“Oh yeah,” I sighed softly, remembering old hurts and failures. I swear, I chuckled softly to myself, I still have to think ‘if only I knew then what I know now’ and I was hardly a typical child. Then or now! If I’d known how much mana I might have been able to access in a natural place like that I might have tried something. Unfortunately, I hadn’t possessed ‘mage sight’ glasses at the time and with the little mana I’d had available it never occurred to me to try looking around the ski resort at the time.

I might not have found much, I reflected, it was still the mountains in winter and I don’t know if that would have worked quite the same way. And even if I had I was still getting my mystic channels worked out, I couldn’t have channeled mana like I do now. Besides… “the weather wasn’t on my side anyway,” I sighed. “It was cloudy all but one night. I probably would have frozen if I’d been given a chance to stare at the sky in the crystal air of the mountains.”

We were silent for a while, contemplating the vast cosmos before us.

“This whole trip is making me wonder if I shouldn’t have been born a country boy,” I said finally.

“What? Really?” Himeko returned, looking at me with mischievous amusement.

I shrugged as best I could from my reclining position. “The stars, the spirits, nature… not to mention all the mana that’s available out here. I kind of wish I’d had all that years ago.”

“You think your life would have been better that way?” Himeko asked. I wasn’t able to identify her tone. She sounded… guarded.

“Eh,” I semi-shrugged again. “It’s just the usual grass is always greener on the other side stupidity I guess. I really would have liked that, really could have used all those advantages, but it’s not terribly realistic.”

“It’s not realistic that you could have grown up outside of Tokyo?” Himeko said with a small smile. It was phrased as a question but the tone all but shouted ‘part of the reason we’re on this trip is to remind you there’s a lot more to the world than just Tokyo.’

I rolled my eyes. “With my parents? I can’t really see any sort of realistic circumstances where we’d have moved anywhere near the countryside. They’d never have tolerated any sort of position that took them away from a straightforward promotion path in the city. Well, not any sort of position they’re actually qualified for.”

I shook my head. “No, short of both my parents being hit over the head, thinking ‘we’re killing ourselves, let’s go out to the country and live a slow life instead’, and then actually doing so, there was no way that would have happened in my life.”

Not that the rest of my relatives wouldn’t have gotten behind them and cheered, I reflected with a touch of amusement. If my parents ever had suffered from that revelation the rest of our extended family would probably have done everything in their power to support them in the hope that they’d actually complete the transformation into halfway normal human beings.

“And you’re not going to fantasize about simply being born someone else?” Himeko teased.

Oof! That one hit a lot harder than Himeko had intended, for obvious reasons. Fortunately the answer was equally obvious and I could give it without giving anything away.

“If something like that changed then everything else would change too,” I said simply. “I wouldn’t be the same person or have enjoyed all the other blessings I’ve received. Yeah, I’d probably be trading up on my parents,” to put it mildly, “but I love the rest of my family. I’ve had a good education, along with other advantages and opportunities, in Tokyo that I wouldn’t have gotten so easily in the country. Not to mention the obvious, friends like you and Eiko.”

Himeko looked down at the sand for a moment and smiled.

“I suppose I’d love to be living in some sort of perfect world where I had all that and I somehow had easy access to all the rural advantages. Heck, I’m already reconsidering some of my long-term plans and where I’m going to be working from in the future. But even if I could somehow rewrite the past I can’t come up with any sort of realistic scenario where I had everything.”

“Is that really possible?” Himeko asked, somehow managing to sound calmly startled.

“Theoretically? Yes. In the real world… let’s not go there, that’s like eight hours worth of highly technical classes followed by another eight hours of a dramatic television series to try and demonstrate how it might work in practice.”

Himeko bit down on her lip and let out a small giggle.

She looked up at the stars for a few more moments and then sighed. “I never thought I’d hear someone else say those words.”

“What? That time travel might be possible?”

“No,” Himeko shot me a look that was 80% amusement to 20% annoyance. “That they wouldn’t be the same person if they changed something so fundamental. That for all they might gain it wasn’t worth giving up their blessings for.”

“Really?” I asked, startled. For the first time since we’d began I turned my head to really look at her (being very careful of the angle I achieved).

Now Himeko looked up at the stars wistfully. “Normally everyone I meet talks about my life, how they wish they’d been born into the Meiko family and had all of my advantages.”

I kept silent, unsure of what to say to that.

“They’re polite about it of course. They’re either fawningly envious or they try to hide their jealousy behind smiles or sideways comments. But it’s all the same, they only see the potential power and money, and maybe sometimes the genes that let me look like this,” she vaguely waved at her body, “and don’t think about the rest.”

“What about Eiko?” I asked softly.

Himeko sighed happily. “Alright, you’ve got me there, I’m being a little overdramatic. I’ve always had Eiko and she’s never really felt that way. And I can’t entirely blame the others, I’ll be the first to tell you that I am really blessed. It’s just that…”

She paused for a long time, staring up at the stars.

“I just wish they could see all of it,” she declared finally. “Wish that they could see the good and the bad. Wish that they could see me.”

I stayed silent, no idea what to say. On one hand I understood what she meant, what they were talking about. With my extra years and maturity I’d never figured Himeko had lived a perfect life even before I’d gotten to know her. I’d recognized that she’d also had her own problems to deal with-

(Coming from a different culture probably helped, unlike everyone else around me I’d viewed everything through a different lens. I’d long realized how regular Japanese culture could be stifling, it hadn’t been difficult to realize the higher classes were even worse.)

-but that had been a minor, purely intellectual, awareness. I hadn’t realized the strict rules she and others put themselves under, or the way her grandfather hated what she was accomplishing.

On the other hand… in all fairness, some of that problem was self-inflicted. Himeko kept everything so private and focused on keeping her mask up. More people would probably realize and sympathize with her if she wasn’t so dedicated to trying to seem perfect.

But as tempted as I was to tell her that, in the gentlest way possible, I couldn’t quite bring myself to do it. It seemed like a betrayal, most of it wasn’t her fault and even if she was fully honest there would be way too many shallow and selfish people out there who either wouldn’t believe her or wouldn’t sympathize.

And, just to make my life more awkward, I abruptly realized that I was alone with my extremely attractive female friend on a moonlit beach. Simple platitudes like ‘I see you’ or ‘you can always count on me’ took on a whole different meaning under the circumstances! A meaning I did not want to try invoking! Well, not really. For a split second I considered trying it out, fantasizing about Himeko falling into my arms for an unrealistically romantic/erotic make out session. But reality reasserted itself almost instantly. Given how one of the reasons for this trip seemed to be getting her closer to her real crush that was laughably impossible from the get-go. More importantly, I was not going to hurt Himeko or betray my friendship with her over a random surge of horniness. She was not looking to get hit upon, and if I did so it was going to be an honest accident rather than a passive-aggressive pass at her.

So I tried to struggle through something supportive but a little less loaded. “The world’s a big place Himeko. So’s the universe!” I paused, not sure where to go from that. After a moment and slightly confused look from Himeko I tried “so you’ve only got two people who really see you… plus your family… and I’m pretty sure at least some of the servants have got a good idea who you are…”

Himeko’s sigh of frustration trailed off into chuckles. “You really are hopeless, you know that?” she said a little more cheerfully.

“Yeah.”

“But you’re right,” she said firmly, “I was being a drama queen- “

“Not much of one,” I interrupted her, before either of us could make the situation worse. “It’s an entirely real complaint Himeko, it’s alright for you to feel that way! Just… keep it in perspective, you know? You do have people who care about you, who know you, and you do deliberately wear a mask. Complaining about it once in a while is fine. Just don’t go blaming everyone else for everything, okay? Don’t let it make you bitter or take it out on them.”

Himeko looked at me for a long time, then her lips quirked up a little on the side. “Maybe you’re not so hopeless after all.”

I smiled back at her.

After a few moments she shook her head and climbed to her feet. “Come on, it’s time for us to be getting back. It’s getting late and it looks like there’s storm clouds on the horizon anyway.” She offered me a hand up. I gladly took it.

I glanced at the sky and sighed. She was right, the clouds were creeping in and before too long the stars would be blocked anyway. “So, do you need a spell to remove all the sand?” I asked after a moment.

“So that’s why you felt comfortable lying on the beach this late at night! I wondered about that, I didn’t think your roommate would be too happy if you needed a midnight shower and I didn’t think you’d be happy climbing into bed with traces of sand where you least expected it.”

“Pretty much,” I admitted, forming the necessary sigils. It was a simple spell designed to remove dirt and grit. Not very dramatic, but much appreciated by many young mages after they encountered situations like this.

“No, I’m good,” Himeko said, brushing herself off.

“I’m surprised you’re out this late,” I noted, finally thinking about it now that we were clear of the more serious and distracting stuff.

“I’m doing one last sweep to hurry people to bed, make sure no one’s misbehaving. That doesn’t mean I can’t appreciate the stars or have a talk with a friend.”

“So, how’d you manage to do that without attracting an escort?” I asked, honestly curious.

She gave me a smug look. “I oversaw room assignments, I made sure I chose the earliest and heaviest sleeper I could. She’s out like a light and not going to wake up unless you shake her.”

“Huh. I have to use magic for mine.” Nothing major, just a little push to make sure he slept soundly.

Himeko smiled and shook her head, amused at how casually I’d put that. “Some days Mamoru, some days you remind me why I like to hang out with you.”
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I frowned slightly as my roommate turned the television up a little higher.  The noise was distracting, heck it was high enough I was almost surprised we weren’t getting complaints from our neighbors.  Then the thunder crashed again, loud enough to be clearly heard even over the TV, and I let out a deep slow breath to try and calm myself.  The whole reason he’d turned it up so loud, the whole reason no one had complained yet, was that he was trying to drown out the storm.  Anyone else who actually heard it was probably glad for the distraction.

Originally we’d been supposed to go out for a nature cruise, a nice boat trip around some of the less inhabited parts of the island to observe the wildlife and natural settings we couldn’t have gotten to without a few hours of hiking.  Unfortunately, we’d been forced to cancel that pretty quickly.  One look at the weather outside in the morning and everyone had known there was no way we were going to risk our lives out on the water.  A nasty storm had blown up suddenly, weather reports the previous night had suggested light rain but the storm outside had more in common with a typhoon than a light shower.  There’d been no alternate activities lined up and it quickly became obvious that even taking a bus to another possible location would have been risky.  So, the teachers had simply told us we had a free day and strongly suggested that we take this opportunity to get an early start on our reports.

That had been hours ago, and the storm had only gotten stronger since then.

Now the skies were pitch black and the waves lashing at the beach were large and strong enough to give me flashbacks to my recent drowning experience.  It was hard to tell, the driving rain prevented us from making any easy estimates, but it looked like foam from the crests of the waves was being carried by the wind right to our hotel’s entrance.  Not even the dumbest and most prideful of our collective students was going to spend a minute outside, not if they could help it.

I was sat at the desk in our room.  I’d offered my roommate, Kato Hoju, the desk if he’d wanted it but he was an indifferent student.  He’d started on the TV and a portable gaming device for fun, as well as a quick trip out of the room to talk with some of his friends.  But the worsening storm had driven him back after lunch, and now he was focusing on the TV like a lifeline, anything to distract himself from the rising fear.

There was a brilliant flash of light, followed instantaneously by a deafening boom of thunder.  Kato jumped and then whimpered a little as the electricity in our room flickered a little before restabilizing.

A masterful stroke, I thought begrudgingly, impressed in spite of myself.  Whatever is doing this is prepping the field, making everyone afraid of the power going down before they actually cut the power.  Impressive.

Unlike (probably) everyone else in the building I’d managed to figure something out.  Something out there was playing with us.  I didn’t know if it was directly related to the storm or just an opportunist but someone or something was manipulating events, trying to drive the fear in the hotel even higher.  They weren’t being obvious about it, this wasn’t a bloody specter jumping out of a closet and screaming at you, but something was tweaking the situation and trying to make us afraid.

And that wasn’t necessarily a bad thing.  Or at least too bad a thing, I doubted the scarer would care if anyone was traumatized or died of a heart attack.  But it was possible we were just dealing with a spirit that needed fear for some strange reason.  Not a good thing, not a pleasant thing to suffer through.  But not necessarily an evil thing or a reason to panic in and of itself.

Of course, I might just be whistling in the dark at this point, I sighed and admitted to myself.  Reluctantly, I set aside the onsen water I’d been examining.  I’d started the day actually working on my report, I’d figured the teachers had a point and gotten a good start on that project.  But after a few hours I’d gone as far as I’d been able to while we were still in the middle of the trip.  Since Kato had gone at the time I’d quietly brought out the small sample of onsen water I’d managed to sneak out the previous day and started analyzing that.

That was when I’d figured out something was trying to manipulate us through mystical means.  I’d been casting a few minor spells to analyze the water as well as relying on ‘mage sight’.  Whatever, or whoever, was manipulating us was subtle but before too long I’d realized there was something else going on, I’d kept getting glimpses of activity or hints of magic operating somewhere in the area.  I’d sent a quick text to both Eiko and Himeko warning them about it, figuring it was just a minor to medium fear eater at the time, but now I wasn’t so sure.  I’d originally intended to leave it alone, let it eat it’s fill and maybe try to subtly observe it in the background.  But as more and more time passed, and the fear continued to build, I was starting to think I might have to get involved again.

It doesn’t make any sense though, I thought, trying to pretend I wasn’t being a little egotistical in my assumptions.  This is being done artfully, skillfully.  Whatever is doing this is obviously a master of its craft.  Why is it trying to build up mass terror like this?

The lightning flashed again, the thunder boomed again.  The lights went off again, for longer this time before reluctantly coming back on.  Kato hugged his knees close to his chest.

I thought about things for a moment and then pre-emptively set up my phone so it cast a light over the desk.  Then I brought out the pen with magician’s ink in it and started to carefully write out a few quick talismans.

A regular fear-ivore should have been delighted to have a whole hotel full of people a few notches less fearful than they already were. It wasn’t due to any sort of moral code, they just weren’t usually wasteful.  Too many people who were too afraid meant the victims either became jaded, fought back, or they fled from the spirit’s hunting grounds.  And this was too artful and considered to be a young and greedy spirit of some sort.  A spirit with darker needs, one that required a person to die of fear before they could feast on them or something to that effect, a spirit like that should have been focusing on one or two people at a time.  Or maybe a dozen at absolute worst!  And doing something like that just attracted exorcists and heroes to put the spirit down.   This spirit was showing too much skill and judgement to be that stupid, it couldn’t have survived long enough to have acquired those skills otherwise.  Between staff and guests there were several hundred people trapped in the hotel, the behaviour I was seeing didn’t make any sense to me.

Which means either I’m mistaken, I thought while carefully checking the position of two sigils, or something is very wrong here.  Overall, I’d much have preferred to find out I was the one making a mistake.

There was another simultaneous flash/boom of lightning and thunder.  The power went down again.  And this time, it stayed down.  Some emergency lighting did kick in but it only added a ghostly pallor to the room.

I sighed, gritted my teeth, and did my best to focus on my talismans.  They wouldn’t be much, these were just quick and efficient substitutions rather than cleverly designed and balanced constructions, but I had a sinking feeling they might come in handy.  It also helped me ignore the frantically muttered prayers I was hearing Kato recite behind me.

For all my bravado, I still jumped a little when there was loud knock at the door a few minutes later.

I tried to calm my racing heart, not helped at all by the fact that Kato had screamed a little.  I took a deep breath as the knock sounded again, tried to pretend my knees weren’t shaking slightly, and walked over to the door.  “Who is it?” I raised my voice and asked politely.

“Meiko Himeko,” came the unexpected reply.

I blinked in surprise and cautiously opened the door, not pretending I wasn’t already touching the mana just in case I needed it.  But, standing calmly outside the room and using a powerful flashlight, stood Himeko.  She had a sweater on over her looser traveling getup (as did pretty much everyone, myself included.  I wasn’t sure if the culprit was deliberately driving down the temperature or everyone just felt colder and insecure, but we were all feeling a chill.) and was carrying a small bag labeled ‘emergency’, but other than that she looked just like she had in the morning when everything had seemed normal.

“Greetings Matsuda-san,” she said calmly, like this was an everyday occurrence, “I apologize for disturbing you but I’m afraid I need to call upon you in your capacity as the scientific consultant for the Student Council.”

“Uh, really?” I asked a little dumbly, the gears in my brain seizing up a little in the face of Himeko’s casual attitude.

“I’m afraid so, it seems like the hotel has suffered some damage in the recent storm.  We need to be good guests and be willing to help out in this situation if necessary.  We don’t want to get in the way, we’re not going to barge in high-handedly and claim we’re going to fix everything, but in light of the circumstances your expertise in electrical systems and practical fixes could be needed.”

“More importantly Matsuda-san,” Himeko said, keeping a perfectly straight face with only a mildly concerned and disappointed expression on it.  “I’m afraid some of our students are letting their imaginations run wild and coming up with more fanciful explanations, even supernatural ones.  Having our science advisor around to examine the situation should serve as a subtle rebuke and help calm them down.”

You know, I thought, examining Himeko’s face and unable to detect any hint of guile, I’m almost convinced that’s a real reason.  That she really was doing it with me as a gentle but backhanded way of trying to get everyone to calm down and stop imagining spirits and ghosts.  If I hadn’t already sent Himeko a text warning her about the supernatural elements I would have believed it was just a coincidence.

“One second, I need to grab a few supplies,” I replied.  I tried not to feel too amused at the irony as I grabbed the talismans I’d created, my backpack with a mana collector in it, and double checked I still had both emergency mana reservoirs still on me.

“Your scientific consultant is ready to go,” I told her, trying not to choke on the irony… or the burst of wild laughter I was repressing.

“Excellent,” Himeko replied.  After I shut the door behind me she finally relaxed the mask, letting her amusement and concern show.  “Come on Mamoru, let’s go.”

“Where are we going?” I asked in concern as she refocused the flashlight down the hall.  The emergency lighting was on, but seemed oddly dimmed in some strange way I couldn’t quantify and the flashlight brightened up the hall immensely.

“Well, first we’re going to do a quick patrol and make sure all the students are alright,” she admitted.  “I want everyone tucked away safely.”

“Do we want to bring everyone together?  Safety in numbers?” I asked.

Himeko shook her head.  “Not right now.  Everyone’s too scared, if we try putting them all together in any sort of confined space the problem’s only going to multiply and we’ll risk someone getting hurt.  Fights will break out, people will overreact, situations will spiral… no, for now it’s better that they all remain in relatively small groups that get along.”

“I’m surprised that you’re out alone,” I admitted.  Once she mentioned small groups it became obvious she was once again without her entourage.

“Heh,” Himeko said, showing a combination of amusement and concern again, “I got around that by asking for volunteers, warning them that I might ask them to separate and do stuff without me if they came along.  That was one of the big signs I needed to get you: everyone was too scared to want to risk that.”

“Wow.  Even Shizu?”

“Yes,” Himeko replied simply, showing a world of hidden concern in that simple statement.  When even Himeko’s slightly psychotic and obsessive follower was intimidated into hiding… something was definitely wrong.

“Seriously Mamoru, why is everyone so afraid?” Himeko asked frankly.  “I mean, I certainly feel nervous but it’s like everyone’s suddenly three years old and terrified of going into the dark basement.”

I looked at Himeko thoughtfully for a few seconds.  She was brave and disciplined, and she was certainly good at not showing what she was truly feeling.  But even with all that it seemed strange she was so unaffected.

“Ah-hah!” I exclaimed after turning on ‘mage sight’.  “So that explains it!”

“What is it?” Himeko asked, dividing her attention between me and the hallway.

“Sensei-san is helping you,” I replied.  “I’m not sure what they are doing but I’m definitely getting something from the magatama.”

“They’re protecting me?” Himeko looked surprised.

“Not… quite,” I said slowly, puzzling it through.  “I think it’s more like they’re grounding your emotions, giving you an anchor to help keep you stable.  There’s not much to protect you from, whatever is doing this is a master of theatrics.”

“Wait, what?” Himeko asked, turning fully to me in confusion.  “What do you mean by that Mamoru?”

“I mean that most of this fear is being created because someone or something is playing on our emotions,” I said frankly, glad to finally be able to say it out loud.  “This isn’t some sort of ominous presence or magic spell, this is human nature running amok.”

Himeko frowned.  “What do you mean this isn’t some sort of magic spell?  How are they doing this then?”

I frowned too, trying to think how to explain it.  “Let me rephrase that,” I said finally, “whoever or whatever is doing this is using magic, but they’re not using it on us directly.  They’re using magic to create a bunch of unsettling effects and situations and we’re letting our emotions get the best of us.  They’re basically using magic to turn this whole hotel into a haunted house.”

“Really?” Himeko asked, a mix of surprise, skepticism, and just a hint of amusement in her eyes.  After a few moments of thought she asked.  “How are they doing it?  And how do we break everyone out of it?”

“That’s a little trickier,” I admitted, “whatever is doing this is a master.  There’s a low, unsettling tone sounding all throughout the hotel right now.  I don’t think anyone can hear it consciously, not anyone human, but it’s hitting all of us on a subconscious level and putting us off balance.  I’m suspicious about how some of the lights are acting, they don’t seem to be strong enough or to be emitting light at the right tone.  And I’m pretty sure some of the storm effects are artificial.  A lot of that lightning and rain is real.   But the conveniently timed surges?  The extra vicious sounding gusts of wind or crashes outside?  Especially the ones that suddenly upset the rhythm of the storm and keep us extra aware?  I’m pretty sure it’s causing those as well.”

As if to underscore the point there was another deafening boom of thunder that echoed throughout the hotel.

“Then there’s the lights,” I said after a few moments.  “Did you notice how they flickered a few times before going out?”

“Yes,” Himeko nodded firmly, “that’s when I made sure to grab the emergency supplies bag, just in case.”

I couldn’t help but smile at that.  “But most other people started to get worried the lights would go off and we’d lose power, fearing what might be coming.  If the lights had just gone straight off it would have been startling and frightening, but there’d have been more frustration and disappointment as well.  By giving us the extra time to think about it, pray they were going to stay on, and dread what was coming, it made everyone even more afraid.”

Himeko blinked in surprise.  “Fascinating.  Although most people should have just taken the opportunity to get prepared.”

I half agreed with her.  That’s what I had done after all, albeit in a slightly more mystical way, but I had to be fair to all our other schoolmates and speak up.  “True.  But remember all the other work it had already done to keep us off balance and afraid, most people weren’t going to be in their right mind.  There’s probably a bunch of other things I haven’t even realized being done to make everyone afraid, like just how cold and wrong everything feels right now, and other people don’t have Sensei-san to protect them.”

“Apologies Mamoru,” Himeko said with a small bow to me, “you are right and I shouldn’t be so judgemental.”  She then paused and looked at me.  “So how are you coping then?  Are you protecting yourself with a spell?”

I grimaced slightly.  “No.”

Himeko looked a little more concerned.  “Are you alright?”

“I’m… coping,” I replied, unsure how to describe my situation.  “The stuff’s getting to me.  But since I’m on guard and thinking about it I’m not getting hit as hard as the others.”

“How bad is it?”

I took a deep breath and slowly let it out, simultaneously embarrassed at how I felt and disappointed in myself for that sort of macho stupidity.  “I’m keyed up and nervous,” I admitted.  “I’m just barely managing to keep myself from being scared scared.  But at the same time, I can’t quite imagine myself getting scared.  It’s like I’m ready to be scared, expecting to be scared, but not really scared yet.”

I thought for a few moments more.  “Imagine you’re watching a really good horror movie.  One that’s well done and terrifies everyone.  But it’s one you actually saw a comprehensive ‘making of’ documentary before you even watched it.  That’s kind of where I am right now.  I can sort of see what’s coming, and I know it’s all fake, and I feel kind of embarrassed when it frightens me, but the scares can still affect me a little.”

“Anything I can do to help?” Himeko asked, looking more worried for me than she was about the situation.

I shook my head.  “Just keep talking, so far the distraction seems to be helping.  Never mind the lights, removing electronic distractions was probably half the reason they took out the power.”

“Shows what they know,” Himeko noted with a slightly frustrated smile.  “We’ve all got hours worth of battery time left.”

I smiled back at her and decided not to mention that everyone’s fear of their remaining battery life, and maybe the culprit working to speed up drain rates, were probably the next steps.  Instead we patrolled the next two floors of the hotel, making small talk along the way, and keeping an eye out for trouble.

On the floor after that we ran into some.  “Glad to see you’re looking into the situation too,” Eiko noted grimly.

“Eiko,” Himeko greeted her guardedly, before nodding towards the guy walking behind her.  “Who’s your friend?”

Eiko heaved a huge sigh.  “Meiko Himeko, Matsuda Mamoru, please meet Fukuda Kazuhito.”

The aforementioned boy, a pretty average guy except for his enthusiasm, abruptly moved forward and then bowed to us.  “Pleased to meet you!” he proclaimed energetically.  As we bowed back he continued with “I welcome this chance to work with more brave souls interested in investigating the supernatural!”

For once, both Himeko and I were slightly taken aback.  Neither of us showed it too badly, Himeko was better trained than that and I was too shocked, but both of us turned to look at Eiko skeptically.

“His family takes care of a shrine,” Eiko explained.  “He believes supernatural forces are involved in all this and insisted upon helping me investigate when I said I was going to look into things and make sure everyone was alright.”  Her voice made her opinion of this perfectly clear.

Fukuda either missed it or was undaunted.  “That’s right!  As much of a demon as Kobayashi-san is in her own right you need someone who knows about things like this.  You’re all lucky to have me along to keep you all safe!”

Oh great, I thought with a mental groan.  That sort of attitude painted him as someone deep in the grip of junior high syndrome and an enthusiastic believer.  Not the sort of person I wanted to be associated with, or even to deal with for that matter.  I could stand willing believers.  After all, I had some idea just how much more there was to the world than most people knew.  They could be pains at times but their willingness to question the status quo wasn’t too far out of balance.  Enthusiastic believers made me want to claw at the walls.  They were so certain they knew what they knew that they often refused to accept even a different supernatural explanation to their personal beliefs!

Of course, he’s not entirely wrong, I forced myself to admit with painful fairness while Himeko exchanged a few polite words with him.  Maybe it was only a case of a stopped clock still being right twice a day, but there really were supernatural forces involved with the situation.

I gave him a quick once over with ‘mage sight’, worried I was about to find out this was all a front and he was actually a powerful exorcist or psychic or some kind.  I would have welcomed such help and gladly revealed at least a few of my own abilities in that case.  Unfortunately, no, he was pretty much as he seemed.  Don’t get me wrong, he was a bit more spiritually fit than most, call him in the top 10% of the population.  But, to put that another way, that meant there were probably at least two other people in his class who were mystically stronger than him.

You wouldn’t have guessed that the way he was carrying on though.  “I am sorry Meiko-san,” he proclaimed confidently, “but I am certain you need me!  I salute your ability to withstand the dark forces at work here, it speaks well of your inner strength, but you need someone experienced in the ways of spirits to deal with the darkness that lurks at the heart of this!”

“He won’t be dissuaded,” Eiko sighed, putting a palm on her forehead, “why do you think he was still with me?”

“You are inadequately prepared for the challenges to come!” Fukuda declared.

“Are you sure you are prepared,” Himeko continued calmly.  “I note that neither of you bothered to even bring a flashlight, are you ready for the truly practical challenges we know we’re going to encounter?”

Both of them were using their cellphones to light their way through to dark.  Fukuda was undeterred by the gentle rebuke and discouragement in Himeko’s tone.  “Better to be physically unprepared than psychically naked!  I won’t be deterred, for the sake of your souls I must accompany you!”

“Mamoru-san?” Himeko asked pleasantly, looking towards me for any additional thoughts.

I sighed deeply.  I hated saying it, but… “let him come.  In a worst-case scenario he might come in handy, even if it’s just as another pair of hands.”

There was more to it than that.  If his family really did take care of a shrine it seemed likely that he knew at least as much spirit lore as I did, maybe more.  And while he was personally mystically unimpressive there was obviously at least something to his heritage.  He had a talisman underneath his clothing that glowed faintly to my ‘mage sight’, visible even through his aura.  I strongly suspected the kami of his shrine was legitimate, and said kami was offering Fukuda the same sort of protection that Sensei-san was giving to Himeko.

Of course, his enthusiasm might just be letting him ignore everything all on its own, I thought sourly.

“Forward,” Fukuda declared, striving the way we’d just come.

“Eiko,” Himeko said, apparently giving up on trying to hide their closeness, “have you checked your schoolmates already?”

“All safe,” Eiko said, losing some of her frustration and looking a little more serious.  “Scared and freaked out though, half the reason I let Fukuda come with me was so he wouldn’t be around to rile any of them up with his wild claims.  If we don’t calm things down I’m worried someone’s going to do something stupid.”

Damn, that’s a good point.  Maybe that’s what was going on: a spirit needed one of us to see to our own damnation?  It was a better explanation than anything I else that I’d up with so far.

We skipped over the two floors Himeko and I had already done and went to the next lowest floor after that.

“What’s the game plan?” Eiko asked as we carefully swept the area.

“Confront this evil and deal with it!” Fukuda declared loudly.

“Make sure all the guests and the hotel are okay,” Himeko replied calmly.  “Then, if the lights aren’t on by then, we should be at the ground floor and make some enquiries with the staff.  The hotel’s supposed to have its own generator and I’m wondering why it hasn’t come on.”

“Because of the demon’s interference!”

“I’m more worried it’s broken in the storm,” Himeko replied.  Ironically, we all had to pause as the loud thunder deafeningly emphasized her point.

I would have expected it right after Fukuda declaimed something that dramatic, I admitted to myself with a hint of amusement.

After a few seconds Himeko continued.  “If that’s the case then we calmly and politely offer Mamoru’s help in fixing it.  I seriously doubt the hotel’s got a better mechanic on staff today than him, and getting the power back up is a high priority.”

“Mamoru?” Fukuda asked with something approaching a normal voice.

“He’s a great scientist and pretty good with machines,” Eiko cut in, “he takes care of most of the basic things around their school.”

Fukuda finally turned to really look at me.  “Oh, I see,” he noted with a slight sneer.  “One of those people.  One of those who has their head buried in their ass when it comes to the existence of the supernatural and thinks anyone else is just a lunatic.”

I let out a deep sigh, pretty tired of Fukuda already.  Is he trying to be a straw man?  I wondered briefly.  Seriously, I was half expecting him to suddenly turn around and tell us all it had been a prank or a test to see if any of us were really that gullible or stupid and he’d been trying to trap us, worried we’d been running off into the dark in search of imaginary ghosts.  In reality it was probably just the stress of the situation getting to him, making him act more foolishly or unreasonable in his own peculiar way.  That still didn’t stop it from being particularly aggravating.

“And what in Aoth’s name makes you say that?” I replied irritably, Fukuda getting my goat so much that my deity’s name fell from my lips out loud.

“You’re someone who worships science and facts, refusing to look at reality as it really is,” Fukuda continued sneering wonderfully.

Pot, kettle, black?  I wondered briefly.  “No, I’m a scientist,” I replied with forced patience, “and that means I’m not drawing any conclusions until I do my research.  This could be a power surge, this could be a ghost.  It could be a power surge caused by a ghost!  I’m not going to make a guess until I’ve had a chance to examine things.”

“Wait, what?” my actually balanced and opened minded reply seemed to momentarily throw the boy off balance.

“I’m saying that while it’s probably not supernatural powers, not in the middle of a storm, I don’t actually know what it is.  It could be a ghost.  It could be lightning.  It could be a perfectly ordinary serial killer sabotaging the power before coming after us all!  We know nothing right now and I’m not going to pretend otherwise.”

Hypocrite, an amused and ashamed part of me couldn’t help but smirk at my own response and out of the corner of my eye I saw Eiko fighting not to giggle.  Given what was happening and what I already knew (and was keeping from Fukuda) I suspected we’d lost lights due to supernatural sabotage.  It might have been more natural causes, and the mysterious forces at play were just taking advantage of that.  Or even a combo as the supernatural forces hung the mystic equivalent of a lightning rod over a critical point at a critical time but had depended upon nature to do the rest.  But the timing, theatrics, and loss of a backup generator strongly suggested to me that Fukuda was actually right.

“So you do believe in the supernatural!” Fukuda looked almost teary eyed at my admission.

I let out a disgusted sigh and tried not to say anything more.  Himeko quickly took over distracting him with a conversation consisting of small talk, intelligent questions, and necessary direction as we slowly made our way downwards.  To Fukuda’s credit, while he was obviously an overenthusiastic and obsessed idiot he also did care about people.  He really did show proper diligence and courage in patrolling the floors and he quietly attached a prayer strip to the door of each floor when we passed it.  As best I could tell they weren’t particularly powerful or effective, and the fact he just carried a bunch around with him to use like that was pretty telling, but I was pretty sure they were having an effect.

Kind of like small and worn-down speed bumps, whereas a real priest would be producing concrete barriers or spiked strips, I thought as he tried to ‘stealthily’ put up another one.  They weren’t enough to actually stop whatever was going on, or even slow it down much, but they did have a slight impact.

“Onward!” he proclaimed enthusiastically, rushing ahead slightly to try and pretend that he hadn’t been lagging behind to do his thing.

Seriously, does he think this is an anime of some sort?  Maybe an RPG?  Of course, I’m hardly one to talk.  We’ve literally got a full warrior, rogue, cleric, and mage party here!

Granted, that was stretching things.  Eiko was probably the closest to the standard warrior and that was a jump.  Fukuda and I were poor substitutes for our more traditional counterparts, neither of us were packing that much power.  Don’t get me wrong, I figured I was still doing much better than Fukuda but that wasn’t a hard bar to clear!  And Himeko really wasn’t a rogue in the traditional sense…

More of a bard maybe?  Sort of a bard?  She’s not musically inclined but pretty much everything else about that makes-

Eiko interrupted my trip down that ridiculous mental side alley.  “Okay, is anyone else wondering why we haven’t run into any staff yet?” Eiko asked, looking around with a combination of annoyance and worry.

Fukuda looked clueless and I certainly hadn’t considered that but Himeko looked concerned.  “Yes, I’ve been worried about that for a while now.  At first I was mostly glad I wasn’t having to reassure them that we knew what we were doing.  That we really would be helpful and we didn’t need to be shooed back to our rooms like overenthusiastic children.  But now it’s starting to get ominous.”

“We’re long overdue to run into someone,” Eiko verified with unconscious certainty, reminding me her family worked in this kind of field.  “Even if they were suspending normal operations we should have seen someone, there’s no way they wouldn’t be monitoring their guests or on the lookout for damage to the hotel.”

As if to verify that statement we turned a corner and came across an abandoned housekeeping cart, tipped over in the middle of the hallway without anyone to be seen nearby.

Fukuda rushed forward to investigate.  While he was distracted Himeko softly asked “Eiko?  Mamoru?”

I felt a small pulse of ki from Eiko as she extended her senses.  “Zip,” she reported with a shake of her head.

I followed her example and turned on ‘mage sight’, after quickly verifying there was nothing to see I turned it off again.  “I’m not picking up anything either.”  I briefly considered leaving ‘mage sight’ on, the power drain was pretty miniscule and if we went outside the hotel I could probably maintain it just with the ambient mana.  However, I wasn’t interested in making myself too obvious a target before I had to.  I doubted leaving ‘mage sight’ on would have done much, at least compared to all the other clues I was already providing any theoretical watcher, but I hoped being around Himeko, Eiko, and the loudly distracting Fukuda might be providing me with some cover.

“This is clearly the work of malevolent spirits!” Fukuda declared, as if in support of my own theory.

“Alright, what’s your evidence?” I asked, trying to keep the exasperation out of my voice as I slowly approached him and the cart.

“Evidence?”

“Evidence that this was work of malevolent spirits,” I asked patiently.  Watch your tone, I reminded myself sternly.  As much as I disliked Fukuda’s attitude there was a pretty good chance he was right!

I joined him in kneeling by the cart, flashing my cellphone light over the area to see if that revealed any more details.  The cart had been turned over but other than that there wasn’t anything dramatically wrong with it.  Most the towels and sundry supplies were still in the cart, only a few having slipped out beside it, and the almost empty garbage bag was undisturbed.

“Sure, this might have been spirits,” I continued calmly.  “But it might have been a particularly nasty guest taking advantage of the situation to scare one of the staff.”

“You’re reaching,” Fukuda scoffed.

I gave him a slightly skeptical look.  “Really?  You’ve never known your classmates to do anything that… wrong?” I finished, trying to avoid stronger language like ‘asshole-ish’ or ‘brain dead’ since I didn’t know him too well.

I thought slightly better of Fukuda that he flushed slightly and couldn’t meet my eye.  “That doesn’t prove anything,” he muttered.

“No,” I said agreeably, “it doesn’t.  And that’s kind of my point.  Yes, this might have been the work of malevolent spirits but there’s no clearly about it.  Feel free to point out something that I’ve missed, that’s why I asked after all.”

My calm and willing attitude seemed to put him off.  He just muttered something under his breath, sounding slightly embarrassed, and got up again to lead the group in our search of the rest of the floor.

I kind of felt bad quashing him like that, there was every chance Fukuda was right.  As much as I was putting on a face I gave it pretty good odds that something supernatural had deliberately frightened whoever had been working on that cart away.  But a particularly nasty schoolmate of ours really could have tried to deal with their own fear or put on a good face by scaring someone else.  In any case, I didn’t know any better than Fukuda did and wasn’t going to let him run around declaiming whatever he thought.

Unfortunately, any guilt I felt vanished under the feeling growing of concern as we continued to search that floor, and the next one after that.  There was still no one to be found, guest or staff, and the longer that went on the more ominous the situation seemed.

Not even the third and second floors were immune, and that was where the hotel was keeping many of its amenities!  A fitness center, massage area, some reservable conference and dining rooms… all of them stood abandoned!

“Maybe they’ve all gathered on the first floor?” Himeko noted with deliberately studied calm.

“I wouldn’t count on it,” Eiko muttered under her breath, summing up all of our feelings.  As we wandered around all the empty rooms, half hoping and half dreading that we’d find someone else, the tension was building.  We flashed our lights everywhere we could, worried we might be abandoning someone who was hurt or too terrified to speak up.  However, we found no one.

Even Fukuda’s enthusiasm seemed muted in the face of that.

Despite myself, I still half hoped that Himeko was right.  That the staff really had been gathered in the lounge or restaurant.  Heck, even the hotel’s small pachinko hall didn’t seem too unreasonable!  At least there they’d have had some noise and distraction from the storm.  At least, they would have before the power went out.

That hope died as we reached the ground floor.

Himeko gasped in horror and rushed ahead as soon as she opened the door.  Because she took the flashlight with her the rest of us were slow to react, to make out what was going on.  We’d come out next to the restaurant, and the floor was littered with bodies.  I couldn’t be sure, but judging by the uniforms and numbers nearly every member of the hotel’s staff was there.

Once we saw what was going on we joined Himeko in rushing towards them.  Fortunately, Himeko was quick to call out “this one’s still breathing!”

Eiko reached the next nearest person.  “This one too!”

I gave mine a more detailed examination while Fukuda verified his was still alive.  I was looking at a middle-aged lady who might have been the owner of the housekeeping cart we’d encountered earlier.  A quick check revealed that she was still breathing and her heart was beating, slowly.  But she was unresponsive, even pulling back her eyelid and shining a light directly in her eye failed to draw a response.

Mystically, it was even more terrifying.  A quick check with ‘mage sight’ showed that she wasn’t under some sort of spell, something had consumed enough of her life force to render her almost comatose.  And it still had a connection to her.

“Fukuda-san!” I called out.  “Do you have any cleansing incense or herbs?”

Fukuda looked up from where he was checking over another victim and blinked at me in surprise, as if unable to believe he’d heard what I’d just asked.  Before I could try to play it off with ‘I think I want to try an experiment’ Eiko grabbed our attention with an “uh, what’s that?”

None of us could ignore the urgency in her tone.  Nor could we ignore the fact that the darkness was creeping closer.  Something was cutting off whatever illumination there was, leaving a zone of inky blackness all around us, and it was getting closer.

I stared at it grimly, it had already cut us off from the stairs.  Strangely enough, there didn’t seem to be much magic in it.  There was some, but-

“Stay back, I’ll handle this,” Fukuda declared, stepping forward.  His voice quavered a bit, and the step was a hesitant shuffle rather than a confident stride.  But he did it, pulling out several more prayer strips and holding them in front of him like a shield.

That didn’t have the expected result.  Instead of hesitating or ignoring Fukuda as useless the darkness sped up, swallowing all of us instantly.

I blinked in shock, suddenly finding myself in pitch blackness, while I heard a startled yelp and hastily strangled scream from Eiko and Himeko in turn.  I was faring a little better than my companions, the darkness was physical and I could still make out all of their auras with ‘mage sight’.  Seeing that they were unharmed, and that there was no hostile magic out there, helped keep me from overreacting.

“Mamoru?  Eiko?” Himeko called out quickly.

“Here!” Eiko reported.

“It’s just darkness!” I shouted back quickly.  “Don’t overreact!”

“Just darkness!?” Fukuda called out.  For once I couldn’t blame him for his response.

“Stay on guard!” Eiko barked out.  “Things can move in darkness!”

That was an unpleasant point.  One I wasn’t going to argue, even though I tried to do so with myself.  For a few seconds I wrestled with the obvious but unpleasant choice before speaking again.  “Watch your eyes!” I warned everyone.  “I’m going to try something.”

Before I could second guess myself I conjured up a small sphere of light above the palm of my hand.  Unlike everything else, it lit up brightly and drove back the darkness as if it had never existed.

Fukuda blinked back tears and rubbed his eyes.  He then proceeded to stare google eyed at me for a good ten seconds.  “Wha…?” he got out questioningly.

“Magnesium,” I said, inventing wildly and latching on the first and most obvious source of chemical bright light I could.

Behind me I head Eiko snort and quickly muffle some laugher.

I tried to ignore it, and how much I was blushing at such a bald-faced and stupid lie.  “Something’s affecting electrical devices,” I continued, mixing truth with deception, “it doesn’t work on a chemical reaction.”

Before I could give Fukuda a chance to question the obvious holes in that logic I strode past him.  Fortunately, thunder crashed once again at that moment.  “See?” I said, pointing down the hallway.  “It lit up for a moment in the lightning.  We’ll probably be able to see once we get to the lobby.  Come on, let’s go.”

I strode forward.  I wasn’t lying, the lightning flash really had been visible and I wanted to shut down my light spell before Fukuda could think too much or get a good look at it.  It was probably in vain but I really did hope that between all the other things happening and his own prejudices he wouldn’t realize what I’d just done.  Unfortunately, that meant I wasn’t thinking too clearly, and I really shouldn’t have been surprised at what happened next.

I doused the light the second I turned the corner, a shred of light was still filtering in through all the windows in the lobby.  While the sky outside was even blacker than midnight there were a few streetlights functioning, and their reflected glow gave us a touch of light to work with.  Enough for us to see several more people slumped over at the desk, who we rushed over to check on.

We were still verifying they were all alive when the next flash of lightning illuminated the lobby.  That’s when we realized we weren’t alone.

Standing right in front of the doors was a figure in a hooded cloak.  And not some kind of modern raincoat either, this looked more like woven straw or burlap from some sort of historical drama.  What few clothes we could make out between the darkness and the cloak looked modern though.  Just… odd.

For a brief second all of us paused, shocked to encounter anyone alive and well.  Then the darkness started creeping forward again, this time from clearly working its way from them.

Eiko started to move to meet it but I lunged just in time to grab her.  This time there was something more in the darkness, and my warning bracelet started to go crazy.

“No!  Stay back!” I called out frantically, pushing her back to the others.  I’d briefly turned away from the figure and darkness to do so.  When I turned around again the darkness had surged towards me.

Several things happened at once.  I couldn’t see all of them, it happened too fast and I didn’t have the right angle to catch some of them.  But I had a chance to talk to my friends afterwards, and between us we reconstructed what happened.

The darkness reached towards me.  But the instant before it touched me the ankh on my chest blazed like the sun but in the pale colors of the moon, filling the whole room with light that had something in it the same way the darkness had.  The hooded figure stumbled back against the doors and there was suddenly a four-meter-tall figure behind me.  The figure looked like a well-made man of a more bronzed coloration than most Japanese.  That is, except for his head, which was shaped like an ibis.  The figure then leaned down, put his arms protectively around me, and spoke without speaking.  Somehow, all of us knew and heard the voice that rumbled through the room like it was speaking directly in our ears.

MINE.

The being’s eyes blazed, looking like miniature suns the same color as the light which had just filled the room.  The hooded figure stumbled backwards, clutching their side like they’d just been hurt.  Then they desperately tore open the hotel door and fled into the storm.

And with that the being behind me was gone, vanished as if it had never been.

I just stood there trembling for a few seconds, my knees shaking badly and my bladder not doing that much better.  Thank you Aoth, I thought, more as a matter of reflex than conscious thought.  For whatever reason, my patron God had decided to intervene, wearing the Thoth persona for which he was probably best known on Earth.

“Wha- how- huh?” Fukuda babbled desperately.

I slowly turned around.  All three of the others were staring at me in shock and confusion, Fukuda was merely the one verbalizing it the best.

Himeko shook it off first, showing the iron will she always hid under all her impeccable manners, and schooled her face to calmness.  “Perhaps it would be better for you to return to your room Fukuda-san,” she said, gently touching the boy on the shoulder.

“But he- and- “ Fukuda stammered, whipping his head back and forth between Himeko and me.

“What she said,” Eiko chimed in, her voice shaking only a little as she touched his other shoulder.

I meanwhile said nothing.  I’d already realized I’d been at ground zero for a direct intervention from my deity, the shock and magnitude of that thought meant I was almost as confused as Fukuda.  Aoth was not inclined to put on displays like that!  But that meant…

“Fukuda-san,” Himeko said firmly, turning his head so he looked directly at him.  “Go back to your floor, serve as a last line of defence for the students.”

“But- “

“I know you mean well, and I appreciate your willingness.  But this is too important.  We need to be at full strength and working in unison out there.  You’re not ready yet, do what you can but don’t get in our way.”

With that Himeko nodded at Eiko and they both walked away, casually grabbing me and forcing me to follow them as they did so.  Then we simply opened the hotel doors and followed the way the hooded figure had fled.

Straight into the heart of the storm.
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The intense wind and rain were a slap in the face, bringing me back to myself more effectively than anything else could have. Direct intervention from one’s deity was shocking but even that had to be tabled when three digit wind speed hurled rain straight in your face. Honestly, I was amazed the girls had been able to open the hotel door in the face of so much pressure.

And yet, despite all that…

“I think you’re right Mamoru,” Himeko said with a small frown. “It’s not as bad as it should be.” The storm was really nasty, it was vicious and under any other circumstances we would have needed to be brain dead to have gone out in it. But it wasn’t actually the typhoon you would have suspected if you’d been listening to it from inside the hotel.

“Still pretty bad though!” Eiko noted, shouting to be heard over the wind. “Come on!” she dragged us over to a sheltered alcove around the side of the hotel, an artistic little outcrop with a roof that probably served some sort of obscure purpose for some of the employees that usually stayed out of sight.

“Phew!” Himeko sighed in relief. “I knew it would be bad but… I’m not sure how to put this without sounding like Mamoru. That was both better and worse than I’d imagined.”

I gave Himeko a wry look but I couldn’t quite disagree. The storm was better than it had sounded from inside the hotel but actually going out and around in it was worse than I’d expected, my imagination failing to have lived up to the actual experience.

“Hah! You’re right, that was pretty Mamoru,” Eiko’s laugh sounded a little forced, I suspected she was trying to put on a face after all the shocks she’d just had too.

“Eiko, a little help here please?” Himeko asked politely, trying to straighten out the mess that was her hair after a minute in the storm.

Eiko smirked and helped Himeko start gathering up her hair into some sort of complicated bun. It was something they’d obviously done often enough in the past, after a few seconds Eiko was comfortable enough to leave her hands on auto pilot and then turn to me and demand. “Okay, so what the hell happened back there?”

“I don’t know!” I proclaimed helplessly. “The darkness reached for me and- “ I clamped my lips shut, both out of shock and confusion as I re-examined the recent events.

“Mamoru!”

Himeko gave me a measuring look even as she continued folding and tying back her hair. “Is this another one of those secrets you just can’t tell us?” she asked, not looking satisfied at that potential explanation. She obviously wasn’t happy to be giving me an out like that, but it also looked she’d accept it if she had to.

“No,” I answered reflexively, “or at least not quite. This one’s complicated. I think.” I wasn’t keen on trying to explain Aoth to them, even through the lens of Thoth, but I was getting sick and tired of denying my deity. Half the problem had always been not appearing like a religious nutcase. And since both the girls had actually seen Aoth manifest and knew there was a supernatural aspect to the world that wasn’t as much of an issue this time.

The other half of the problem was a little trickier. Aoth’s rules on discussing him were… well, they made a lot more sense when they applied to a world where everyone knew who he was and how his followers were supposed to act. Bragging, posing, or claiming any sort of personal connection to Aoth was strongly frowned upon. As in ‘no, I’m not going to help you if you’re acting like that. I don’t care if you’re going to die now, I’m a God and if you could see things from my perspective you’d understand.’ frowned upon. Worshippers could discuss him when asked, Aoth was all in favor of learning and intellectual debate. But my odd position on Earth as someone who was simultaneously the most senior member of his church (as far as I knew), a trusted authority on the supernatural, but not a member of his clergy gave my words an extra weight that could accidentally be abused.

And no, Aoth was not forgiving about his followers trying to splice technicalities and claim ‘well, I only implied that’ or ‘I didn’t actually claim that, they just inferred it’ when it came to anything involving him.

Back on Avalon that wasn’t a problem. You could easily go to the clergy or pretty much any independent body of learning and look up a bunch of stuff on Aoth. In fact that was half the point, he was a deity of knowledge after all. You were supposed to learn about him yourself, not simply accept whatever some random person told you about him. You’d combine and collate trusted sources and soon have a good idea what Aoth was like, half of the rules were in place simply to prevent those sorts of sources from becoming confused or corrupted.

Thankfully, before I could get too lost down that rabbit hole, the lightning crashed and the thunder almost deafened all of us. We all jumped a little, it was even more startling outside of the hotel after we’d been distracted by what had just happened.

“Forget it,” Eiko said, shaking her head in disgust at herself. “We need to focus on the important stuff. Who the hell was that and what were they doing?”

“And preparing ourselves,” Himeko added quickly. She dug around in the emergency bag still hanging from her shoulder. “I packed these just in case,” she explained, handing out some tightly folded emergency ponchos to Eiko and I.

“I’m not sure how much these are going to help,” Eiko said skeptically, eyeing the rain pounding down outside our little alcove. The ponchos weren’t exactly amazing, they were functional but not much more than that. And while they might have been useful for a trip back from the alcove to the front doors none of us thought they’d make much of a difference if we were out there for too long.

“I may be able to help with that,” I admitted, taking out one of the talismans I’d been working on a little earlier. “I know a spell that should help. It won’t protect us completely from the storm but it should help blunt its effects.”

Eiko looked thoughtful but Himeko was the one to be skeptical about it for a change. “I’m not sure that’s a good idea Mamoru,” she said, sounding surprisingly formal even as she put on her poncho and looked out at the powerful storm. “We know there’s a supernatural element in play here, and it looks pretty dangerous. By the way,” she said, turning aside to Eiko, “I don’t suppose there’s any chance Master Tai is somewhere nearby?”

I wanted to slap myself for not thinking of that earlier (even though calling him in would have only been appropriate for the last hour or so) but Eiko shook her head. “He told me he wouldn’t be available before we left for this trip,” she admitted. “He said he’d thought about doing a training trip up here to Hokkaido, maybe taking the chance to show me a few good spots since I was here anyway, but apparently there’s a small tournament happening somewhere on Shikoku so that’s where he’s going to be for the next week. We could try calling him, but unless Mamoru’s got the ability to teleport across the country there’s no way he’s getting here in time.”

“A shame,” Himeko said, understating the matter greatly. All of us were beginning to suspect we might be in deadly peril, a situation that exceeded even the Onryo we’d dealt with. We weren’t in an anime; we weren’t designated heroes that we knew would succeed due to the blessing of the plot. Under the circumstances we weren’t too proud to ask for help. But, given how many people might be in trouble and that we didn’t know we were out of our depth yet, we weren’t going to simply run away if we didn’t have to. Not until we knew there was no other choice.

“Well,” Himeko continued after a moment, “in that case you and Mamoru are our biggest guns. And I don’t think Mamoru should be using any magic he doesn’t have to.”

“I think it’ll be okay this time Himeko,” I said cautiously, pulling up my poncho’s hood and taking a quick look outside the alcove. “I’m not going to use a powerful version of this spell and I have a talisman to help make it easier and more efficient. I should be able to draw on the… mana… around…”

I trailed off and stared at the sky. “Huh,” I said finally.

“Mamoru?” Himeko asked, a hint of nervousness creeping into her voice.

I took a deep breath and pulled my head back inside the alcove. “Well,” I said slowly, trying to control the uncertainty and fear I felt as I contemplated some new facts. “The good news is that I think I know which way to go.”

“Oh fuck,” Eiko noted urgently, peeking her own head outside the alcove and taking a look around, clearly expecting to see an ancient demon or tornado off in the distance.

“You won’t see anything,” I told her, still sounding a little off balance as I struggled with the implications of what I’d just seen, “not unless you’ve really upped your ability to sense stuff. But if you had the ability to see mana flows and spirits you could see that something is manipulating both of those things, drawing both to a location somewhere in the woods behind the hotel.”

“What does that mean?” Himeko asked. I couldn’t help but note how she hid her arms underneath the poncho to hide a hint of trembling.

“I… don’t know,” I admitted. I took another peek outside the alcove and tried to interpret what I was seeing. The situation was escalating beyond anything I’d expected.

“Something big is going down,” I reported back to the others. “Someone or something is drawing in mana on a massive scale, the sort of thing you usually need years of geomancy to accomplish. And there’s also a bunch of spirits in the area. I think they’re pretty powerful ones too, I can’t make out any details but they’re big and powerful enough to see from a couple of kilometers away.”

I paused and gestured for the girls to come over. I then took off my glasses and gave them to Eiko before pointing her in the right direction.

Her reaction was gratifying, she jerked back in startlement before going on to stare at the mess in confusion. “Wow,” she said finally, “that’s just… wow.”

She carefully took the glasses off and passed them to Himeko before turning back to me and asking. “What does it mean?”

“I don’t know,” I repeated, barely keeping the frustration and fear out of my voice at having to say it again. “There are a million things they could be trying over there, a million billion things! With that sort of setup the main limit is how ambitious you want to get.”

I was both over- and understating the situation out of fear and frustration. Theoretically they could be trying just about anything, I had no idea about their limits or clues what they were up to. Realistically, and ignoring pedantic differences, the options were a lot more limited.

“All I know is that we can find the answers to what’s going on in that direction,” I finished a little bitterly. I did not want to go there, but judging by everything that was going on that was where we really needed to.

“Didn’t you get on Fukuda’s case five floors ago for making a statement like that?” Eiko snarked, taking out a little of her own fear and frustration on me even while simultaneously being completely correct.

I started to snarl at her (not in the least because I didn’t want to admit she was right) but Himeko spoke up, taking command with an iron tone. “Enough. We do not know that is connected to all this strangeness, but it beggars’ belief that there aren’t at least some answers there. We have no better way to go and the whole situation is making me very concerned for our fellow students’ safety.”

“And our mysterious hooded figure ran this way,” Eiko admitted reluctantly, looking disgusted that she actually had to use that description in real life.

I blinked in surprise. Himeko was much more poker faced but still asked “Really? How can you tell?”

Eiko rolled her eyes, leaned back out, and pointed downwards. There were a few clearly recent footprints pressed into the mud surrounding a decorative tree not five meters away. And, just in case we were totally stupid, there was even a little bit of trailing mud leading back towards the forest. Given that the mud would be washed away in another minute or two of the rain it was kind of hard to argue anyone else could have done that.

“Right, we’re heading in that direction,” Himeko nodded firmly, ignoring her own failure to spot those. Not that I could blame her, given how the wind and rain had been messing with her hair before she’d tied it back into a bun I wouldn’t have been surprised if she’d missed the alcove!

“Anyway,” I said, reaching desperately and trying to put the best spin on the situation, “there’s a lot more ambient mana than usual floating around. I can power the spell to help shield us from the weather without too much trouble.”

There wasn’t much more to say, reluctantly we headed off towards the epicenter of the phenomena. Soon we crossed from the hotel’s parking area and into the older forest behind the hotel.

This wasn’t some well maintained garden or artificial regrowth, this forest was the real deal. While the construction of the hotel had thinned it out a little near the edges the real woods dominated less than fifty meters away. Pretty soon we found ourselves trekking through wilderness that exceeded any of the parks we’d been to over the last few days, no one had been looking to make this more accessible to tourists. The canopy blocked out most of the little sun that made it through the clouds and we were all forced to fasten our flashlights and phones to the front of our ponchos in order to have enough light to see by. On the plus side, all the water and wet surfaces helped to deflect and diffuse the light effectively. It was all eerie and strange, but we did have enough illumination to see the area effectively.

Between the trees and my spell the fury of the storm was blunted, it still wasn’t a pleasant trip but I’d walked through worse conditions since being reborn in Tokyo. The wind still tugged at us but it no longer threatened to shove us over with hard blasts from behind. And so long as you watched out for places where the canopy was funneling water into miniature waterfalls the trees helped to turn the rain into something much more handleable. Granted, we now faced the problems of slippery wood, roots everywhere, and violently swaying branches. But, overall, we considered it a good trade.

“So, how far away was that?” Himeko asked as she carefully picked he way over a long fallen tree.

“I’m not sure,” I grunted while I went over the same tree. I had the advantage of height but was still less fit than she was.

“I think it was about a kilometer,” Eiko noted, moving through the terrain with much more ease than either of us.

“Really?” Not that I’d be ungrateful for that, but I’d have estimated more.

Eiko nodded. “Remember, you were looking up in the air. What we want is on the ground.”

Fuck, I wanted to slap myself. Right. Pythagoras. It was so obvious and easy I was ashamed of my carelessness. Yes, the spirits and air-based phenomena were several kilometers away… and at least two or three of those kilometers had been straight up. Good old a2 + b2 = c2 I thought in disgust. Could it be much more fundamental? I’m more distracted and off balance than I thought.

Granted, that was still a kilometer over rough terrain. But it was much better than I’d been afraid of.

“Well,” Himeko’s voice was a little breathy as she avoided a stump, “we’re going to have to be careful not to get turned around in these woods. Mamoru, I assume you’re tracking it?”

“Yes,” I admitted. Granted, I couldn’t actually see too much through the thick woods. Physically it was dark and mystically it was bursting with is own natural auras. But that didn’t matter, the mana flow was so defined I could literally feel it, tugging me towards the epicenter like a compass needle to magnetic north. There was no way we were going to miss it.

In fact the mana concentration was starting to exceed Avalon’s usual levels, and we were still a good distance from the center. On the plus side that let me power the minor spells without too much trouble and even restore what little mana I’d already used to my emergency reservoirs. On the minus side, that would apply to our enemies too. And I did not like the thought of what they might be doing with it.

Neither did my warning bracelet. Ever since we’d left the hotel it had been going off, and it was slowly becoming more strident the closer we got to our target. While that was another good sign we were on the right track it was also a disturbing reminder of what we were walking into.

Suddenly, my bracelet’s reactions started to spike. “Heads up!” I called out, looking around and paying more attention to the subtleties of the mana flow. “I think something’s heading our way!”

Both Himeko and Eiko looked serious, sharpening their gazes and looking around. Unfortunately, even with all our advantages the storm and the darkness still gave them too much cover and they were almost on top of us before we saw what was coming.

I was wrong. It wasn’t one thing, it was two. They looked like misshapen, oversized wolves: elongated jaws and a front so muscular it was obscene when compared to their almost normal rears. All wrapped up in black fur and blood madden eyes, a nightmare made flesh. They pounced upon us as they burst out of the forest.

Eiko spun kicked the first of them out of midair and sent it flying to the side. It impacted an old tree with a wet ‘thunk’ while she started to dance with the second creature. “Mamoru, pump Himeko!” she called out frantically. “She’s not up to this!”

Himeko paused for a moment, taken aback by the shock of the creatures and simultaneously a little put out by her friend’s critique. I, on the other hand, reacted almost instinctively and started shaping magic. In this one respect I had almost been training for combat. After months of practicing physical spells with/on Eiko that command instantly touched off a response.

The first creature got up and took a few seconds to shake off the impact, sending a spray of water everywhere from its soaked fur. Then its eyes fastened upon Himeko before it threw itself towards us, leaping the last twenty meters in a terrifying lunge towards Himeko.

It didn’t even have time to look startled before Himeko reflexively sent it flying back towards the tree for a second time, leading to another wet ‘thunk’ and even more water getting dropped upon it.

Himeko blinked in surprise, staring at the red glow surrounding her body and the unanticipated feeling of power flooding into her limbs. Her counter strike had been instinctive, but the result from it had been unanticipated as the ‘battle aura’ spell boosted her strength considerably.

“Don’t just stand there!” Eiko screamed out in frustration, even as she fought desperately with her own opponent. “Finish it off!”

I hesitated, wrestling with myself for a few moments about whether I could spare the power to pull out a combat spell of some sort. Before I could come to any sort of conclusion Himeko was rushing ahead and upon the beast. It was slower getting up the second time and Himeko wasted no time in attacking. This wasn’t a fair fight in a ring, she pinned it against the tree before it could get its feet back under it and then went to town.

I was taken aback by Himeko’s ferocity. There was no trace of the image conscious Meiko heiress as she knocked her opponent back to the ground and then followed it down. Himeko barely had to bend to hit the thing and she unleashed a steady stream of consecutive punches and palm strikes against the creature while it struggled in vain to rise. It tried to twist and snap at her but every other strike was to its face, knocking it back down to the ground as her left-handed strikes worked to break down the rest of its body. The emergency bag swung back and forth across her back in an almost hypnotic counterpoint to Himeko’s merciless brutality.

Finally, after who knows how long I’d stared in shock and confusion, the creature lay still. Himeko sprang back to her feet. “Eiko!” she called out as she rushed over to her friend.

I felt a surge of guilt and panic as I turned back to check on Eiko’s fight. Her battle with the second creature was less one sided, it was a whirling dog fight of a match as both combatants spun around and launched strikes at each other on the torn up, muddy earth. Eiko’s poncho was torn and there was a nasty looking set of scratches across her left arm but her opponent seemed to be moving a little more awkwardly too. The wolf like creature danced and spun around, helped by its four-footed stability, but the sheer bulk at its front meant it wasn’t as fast or flexible as a real wolf.

And even if it had been, I’m not sure that would have been enough. I was terrified that Eiko would lose her footing over such treacherous ground but she moved around it like she had glue on the bottom of her shoes. Roots, mud, water, the whirling mix of light and shadow, none of them mattered as the matched the creature turn for turn, lunge for lunge. And each pass seemed to hurt it more than it did Eiko.

Finally the creature made a mistake, it got distracted for a second as Himeko grew closer. Eiko used the opening to knock it off its feet and, before it could recover, stomped down hard upon one of its legs.

The leg snapped off like a twig. Literally in fact, Eiko hit it so hard the piece snapped off and flew my way, landing in front of me and transforming into a gathered bundle of wood shaped vaguely into the shape of a paw.

The creature started to howl but Eiko’s next strike stove its ‘ribs’ in, smashing through the main body of the thing as she threw all her strength into a finishing blow. The howl cut off abruptly and a formless bit of smoke and shadow rushed out of the body and flew back towards the epicenter of the disturbance, leaving nothing but a crudely made wooden figure behind.

“What the hell?!” Eiko asked in surprise.

“Spirits possessing dolls,” I answered instantly. I glanced over backwards and saw the one Himeko had fought had done the same thing while we hadn’t been looking.

“I’m sure you know the theory,” I continued, trying to speak normally and ignoring the furious beating of my heart. “It’s been in a bunch of animes and movies long before this. The magician creates a moving container of some sort and then summons a spirit to posses it. This was a little more sophisticated than you usually see, the doll was crude but designed to be warped by the spirit possessing it into something a little more powerful. But at the end of the day it’s pretty cliché move when a magician wants to increase his physical minions.”

“Still hurts like hell when it claws you,” Eiko muttered angrily, taking a look at her forearm.

“Eiko, you’re bleeding,” Himeko protested, taking a hold of the offending arm and taking a closer look at it.

“Eh, the rain’s cleaning it out,” Eiko said with only a small flinch, shrugging off the remains of her ruined poncho. Only one strike had seemed to have drawn blood, but the others had shredded her rain gear pretty thoroughly.

“Don’t do that! Let me check it first! Mamoru, those things aren’t usually poisonous, are they?”

“No,” I replied instantly, taking a closer look with ‘mage sight’ before I had to eat my words. Luckily, it looked normal.

Eiko struggled for a second but quickly calmed down, probably because I was slow to cancel the ‘battle aura’ spell on Himeko and the heiress had enough strength to hold her. After a moment Eiko noted “you might have a point Mamoru, that is flashy. They’re going to see us coming a kilometer away in this darkness.”

Funnily enough, I never considered that, I thought a little sheepishly. I’d been so focused on the immediate disadvantages of the spell that I’d failed to consider it was blindingly obvious and garish even if you were getting into a supernatural fight where your opponents knew that you’d use magic. With something like ‘beast’s strength’ or ‘physical boost’ you had a chance to sneak up on your opponents. ‘Battle aura’? Not so much so.

“Right, canceling it now,” I said aloud, matching word to deed.

The bright red glow around Himeko ceased but she didn’t seem to care. “Never mind that Eiko. Here, put this on,” she fished another poncho out of her emergency kit bag, along with a small jar. “And let me get the antiseptic cream on. It’s too wet for a bandage but we don’t want you to get infected if we can help it!”

“Hime! Crisis! Weather! Students!” Eiko objected.

“We’re not going to help them if your arm falls off or you get pneumonia,” Himeko retorted, “this will only take a minute.”

I fought down a small laugh at the thought. But Himeko was right, she quickly and professionally got Eiko back into a new poncho and disinfected. And the second that was accomplished we were off again.

We were quiet as we moved through the woods, more aware then ever of the peril we might be facing. While those two dolls had been more bark than bite they’d still been pretty dangerous, if there’d only been one of us facing them I’m not sure that person would have survived. If backing off and calling in reinforcements had been an option I would have suggested taking it. I’d have been much happier venturing into the woods again with Master Tai, a few of his friends, and my regular reservoir strapped to my back. Unfortunately, that didn’t feel like it was possible, we were the people on the scene and I didn’t think we were going to get another chance if we didn’t follow through. There was no other way but forward.

I focused on pulling in as much of the ambient mana as possible, filling my physical reservoirs and my body with as much mana as possible. Doing that while simultaneously keeping even simple spells going was risky, it would be all too easy for me to slip up and hurt myself if something went wrong, but it still felt smarter than going forward with anything less than the maximum amount of power possible. I’d called myself a master, even claimed I was worthy of the title back on Avalon and just being denied it due to politics. Now it was time for me to prove it.

We made the rest of the journey in silence, Himeko and Eiko were focused on any potential danger while I had my hands full juggling all the mystic factors while leading them in the right direction. It was a miserable experience, trudging through all the weather and the mud towards danger, but we did it. It was almost a relief when we walked into a decent sized clearing.

“So,” the hooded figure spoke up, standing next to an old and well-weathered stone slightly bigger than a man. “You’ve finally come.”

Holy crap! I thought, almost bobbling my grip on the mana in surprise. The figure’s voice sounded unnatural, warbling up and down through the frequencies in an impossible way as they spoke. But there was an unnatural shaft of light over the clearing, the rain and clouds weren’t entirely banished but they were significantly lighter in this area at the heart of the storm. And both the light, and the voice underneath all the distortion, suggested a surprisingly young girl was our culprit. Someone still in junior high or only having just moved up to high school. The clothing underneath the old hooded robe, as odd as it seemed with unusual flourishes and symbols, only seemed to back that up now that we could see it clearly. We still couldn’t make out her face, a shadowed white mask covered it up underneath the hood, but we didn’t need to see it to realize she was really that young.

“Servants of the oppressors!” the strange voice declared. “You’ve come to your doom!”

“Wait, for real?” Eiko muttered in disbelief.

Himeko didn’t say anything but I was pretty sure she was having similar thoughts to mine. This girl seemed a lot more like Fukuda then any sort of evil sorcerer, someone lost deep in the grip of junior high syndrome. Despite ourselves we were hesitating out of surprise and confusion. If she’d been our age we’d probably have just rushed her and tried to beat her into the ground, maybe mentioned how the grand speeches were fine for anime but this was the real world after we’d had her neutralized. Her apparent age and… well, naivety made us feel like we’d be bullying her if we tried that. Despite everything that was happening; despite the storm, the hotel, my warning bracelet, the flood of spirits above us and even the attack in the woods, we couldn’t just bring ourselves to rush her.

“For too long my people have suffered under you! For too long we’ve simply taken your abuse! You have raped the land and plundered us too long! Now, we strike back!”

“Young lady,” Himeko projected firmly, finding an amazing balance between stern disapproval and a willingness to listen. “I don’t know what you think you’re- “

“Silence!” the girl shouted at us, gesturing wildly with her hands. From behind her two figures burst out of the woods.

We all hesitated again. The were clearly the same spirits as before, inhabiting a new set of dolls. But these dolls were hastily prepared with the spirits barely having had any time to integrate with them. They were less than half the size they’d been previously, still mostly looking like wood with only a few hints of dark wolf to them, and they moved in the jerky manner of a toy robot. I was confident I could beat both of them in a physical fight this time, let alone worried about Himeko or Eiko.

As if to prove my point Eiko sighed, calmly picked up a reasonably stout stick, walked towards them, and then smashed each doll with a single blow each. The shadows flew backwards into the forest again. “Seriously?” she asked the hooded figure, smacking the stick against the palm of her hand for emphasis.

“You- “ the figure seemed momentarily taken aback.

Then, suddenly, she straightened her back and faced us head on. I was still looking at her aura with ‘mage sight’ and suddenly realized what I was seeing. “Oh fuck,” I breathed softly before shouting out an urgent warning. “She’s not alone in there!”

Eiko just looked confused but still managed to jump back as the figure gestured wildly and a wave of shadow struck where she’d been standing.

“Yes, you fools,” the figure claimed, the distortion even more obvious this time, “you’ve finally recognized your own destruction. When you built this hotel you antagonized sacred spirits, and now one is ready to help me destroy you!”

My blood froze as half a dozen things clicked into place. There was a mark in the old and weathered stone across the clearing. Actually, there were a lot of marks. It was simply covered with absolutely ancient carvings and wards, a wonderful looking masterpiece of prehistoric work. But there was a more obvious and recent mark too, a shallow but visible scratch nearly a meter long. It seemed it really had gotten damaged somehow during hotel construction.

“What’s going on?” Eiko asked urgently, back to standing next to me and Himeko.

“She’s possessed,” I said, keeping it simple rather than trying to explain the complex situation. “That’s not a sacred spirit that got angered, it’s a dark one that was previously sealed!”

“Lies!” the girl thundered, sending a wave of darkness towards me.

I smacked it away with a quick bolt of purifying flame. “That thing’s been sealed away for eons, probably by the Ainu- “

“It is a friend of the Ainu!” the girl thundered again, trying another wave of darkness.

I used fire again. If I timed it right and used the spell right next to me I could counter the darkness without too much trouble. I had a fire talisman tucked away underneath my poncho and there was enough ambient mana around I didn’t have to pull too much power from my own stocks if I was careful. If I tried shooting a blast of fire at her it would probably have consumed everything I had, I’d have needed to power it up a lot more to be effective and it would still have to travel through the light rain falling over the clearing. But for defending myself without giving too much away fire looked like it could be practical.

“The spirit’s using her,” I continued, watching and waiting for her next response. “It’s manipulating her, playing on her anger and fears.”

“Lies from the oppressor!” she screamed again, sending forth another darkness wave.

That one I just side stepped. Am I wearing her down? I wondered optimistically. It was a better plan then anything else I had. The entity within her seemed ridiculously strong… but it was all too possible everything else that had happened had already drained it considerably.

“The spirit just wants blood, it wants sacrifices to increase its power. And it’s using her to get it,” I reported, studying her closely to see how she responded. Even though her face was covered by a white mask painted in tribal markings I could almost feel it going purple beneath that.

“That’s why Aoth intervened,” I said, thinking out loud while I watched her, “the thing’s breaking all the rules. It’s already so closely integrated with her that her physical body got hurt when Aoth slapped it down. It’s already halfway to being a god and it’s trying to make the rest of the journey the easy way. That’s probably why the Ainu sealed it in the first place. To save themselves- “

I cut myself off as my warning bracelet went absolutely nuts. It hadn’t been happy beforehand, the girl may not have come off as deadly but she was still a clear and present danger. But at that moment the bracelet almost seemed desperate to escape my wrist!

I abruptly realized it wasn’t just my wrist, I actually felt a slight tingle in the air all around me and my hair was starting to stand up. “STAY BACK!” I screamed at my friends, shoving them both to the sides.

They were keyed up enough to listen, both of them diving and rolling to throw themselves clear. And just in time, two seconds after my warning a lightning bolt crashed down on me.

“Mamoru!” both of them screamed in unison as I was briefly obscured by the shaft of electricity. They were still close enough to have received mild shocks, they were terrified I’d just been fried.

I staggered a little but grinned. I’d realized what she was trying just in time and quickly cast a spell of my own invention, one that created a magic based Faraday cage around me. I’d experimented with it against much lower powered fields and phenomena but this had been its first real test against a lightning bolt, and I was very pleased with how well it had held up.

I was about to sigh in relief and toss another insult at the girl when I realized she wasn’t as stupid as she appeared. She’d started another spell while I’d been blinded by the lightning. Maybe she’d originally meant to use it on Eiko or Himeko but since I was alive and distracted I was obviously the better target. It seemed to move in slow motion, looking almost like a red and black snake as it raced towards my heart. This spell was meant to kill, and I had no time to bring up any sort of counter to it.

That’s why I’d set up precautions all those months ago.

My protective spell unfolded around me milliseconds before the hostile magic arrived, detecting the threat and enveloping me in a suit of glowing magical armor. The red and black spell shattered against my prepared defenses, letting out an unearthly shriek as it did so.

The girl staggered, holding her left side as blood suddenly blossomed under her hands.

I blinked in surprise while my brain tried to catch up with what was happening. Instinctively I already knew, the possessing entity had forced her to cast a dangerous spell. That spell should have struck directly at my lifeforce, blasting it right out of my body and consuming a fair proportion of it at the same time. Against an unprotected target it would have been an absolutely murderous attack, the equivalent of a close-range shotgun blast where the ammunition itself had been poisoned! But in trying to accomplish all that the spell itself essentially created a lifeforce vacuum. And with my lifeforce being protected there was only one logical, connected source for it to tap. So while she hadn’t taken the full force of the spell, that would have killed her outright, it was still enough to do her serious harm.

Before our startled eyes something started pulling itself out of the girl. It was too big, too complex for me to see even with ‘mage sight’. Whatever this being was it put simple demons and spirits to shame; I hadn’t seen anything like it since the time I’d died and witnessed the workings of the gods. And yet, at the same time it felt strangely hollow and weak. It almost felt like I was looking at a wounded and emaciated Tyrannosaurs.

I felt it hesitate, eyeing the three of us desperately. But once again the ankh on my chest flickered with ghostly flame, a clear warning to the thing that such actions would not be tolerated! The being took heed of that warning and fled, yanking itself completely out of the girl and then throwing itself back into the ancient stone in the clearing. Its energies oozed back through the scar on the stone and once it was gone the girl collapsed to the ground.

We rushed over to her, hurriedly taking off the cloak and mask. As expected, it was a young girl in the last or second last year of junior high. Her features suggested Ainu descent but we were more worried about the gaping and bleeding hole in her side.

She just stared blankly at the sky for a few moments while we checked on her, too stunned by everything that was happening to talk. Eventually, wakened by the light rain splashing down on her, she began to talk again. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” she babbled in a pained whisper, “I’m sorry,” she repeated again and again as she tried to hold her blood in.

“Mamoru, Eiko,” Himeko commanded desperately as she dug around her emergency supplies.

“It’s backlash from the spell,” I said tightly, “it’s literally killed a part of her body, a good chunk of that flesh is dead right now and she’s bleeding out.” That was the same part she’d grabbed earlier when Aoth slapped her back, it had probably been a little hurt before she’d suffered the backlash of the failed spell.

“Can you do anything?” Himeko asked, her eyes betraying her worry as she looked at me.

“I’m sorry. I’m sorry.”

I started to protest that I couldn’t, the visible wound was merely the most obvious sign and that her whole body had been weakened with lots of little dead bits spread all over. And that was on top of spiritual damage I couldn’t even begin to understand that she’d suffered by having that thing in her before, followed by having it yanked out suddenly. But Himeko’s look, the girl’s desperate apology, Eiko’s frantic attempts to use her ki to buoy the girl, all of them shamed me, made me look harder.

Made me consider all the remaining mana floating around the clearing.

Fuck it, I thought as I looked at all the power, more than I had gathered in all my reservoirs and collectors at home. “Try to keep her alive!” I commanded the girls as I reached and started pulling in and channeling as much of that mana as possible.

It was hard. Casting any spell while pulling mana in like that was like trying to do a complex task one-handed. Or maybe flying one of those pedal powered airplanes, you not only had to control the plane itself but you had to do so while putting in a lot of effort to power it. With quick and easy spells that wasn’t too much of an issue. But healing magic? Healing magic is hard! Mages had slight advantages over doctors in that they could sense more things and rely on the body’s feedback to regulate their spells but that didn’t make the body any less complex. Most of the time on Avalon mages had referred potential clients to the clerics and shamans, the ability to connect to higher powers and use the resources of wiser and more knowledgeable beings made a big difference when it came to trying to heal someone.

KISS principle, I reminded myself, letting my stress and fear go away as I focused on the tasks in front of me. Keep It Simple Stupid. Don’t worry about completely healing her. Don’t focus on the long term, that’s beyond your abilities. Just do enough to save her life, everything else can go from there.

Even that much was almost beyond me. A large patch of flesh on the girl’s lower torso was just dead, as hopeless and gone as if it had been a chunk of frostbite. The flesh was already deteriorating, hence the bleeding, and there was nothing I could do to restore it.

For a moment I despaired. Then I felt a gentle nudge. I opened up my mind a little and found a bear shaped spirit trying to get my attention. A friendly one, one that wanted to help.

I hesitated a few seconds, worried I was being deceived or making a mistake. But, in the end, I knew I regret not taking the chance more than I’d regret taking the risk. “Please,” I said, trying not to sound like I was begging.

The spirit nodded and started directing me, nudging me in the right direction while using sigils and subtler powers of its own. It was like I was a medical student who was operating on a patient but a doctor was standing over their shoulder, giving them firm directions and making just a few moves of their own when the task would have been beyond the student. What had seemed almost impossible mere moments ago suddenly seemed in reach.

We stimulated tissue, staunched blood flow, restored flesh. Leaves from the forest flew to the body to transform themselves into temporary veins, arteries and skin. The spirit crafted techniques and transformations that left me breathless, and gradually the girl’s condition improved.

Suddenly, the spirit moved from my side to the girl’s.

“Mamoru! Are you okay?” Eiko asked, moving to my side as I collapsed to my hands and knees.

I wheezed back an affirmative, trying to pull in that much magic from the surroundings and then channel it through my body had taken a physical toll. I hadn’t realized how exhausted I’d been getting until the spirit stopped supporting me and then it had hit me all at once.

Himeko looked concerned but she was still prioritizing care of the young girl. Her bleeding had stopped and she now had a coating of gauze wrapped around her torso but she still looked like death warmed over. And yet, she was trying to get up.

“I’m not sure that’s- “ Himeko tried to protest but something invisible gently pushed her aside. Then, to everyone else’s surprise, the girl struggled through the pain and used that same invisible presence as a support to pull herself to her feet.

“Wha…” Eiko trailed off, her jaw dropping. She was used to my fancier and more formulaic magic. This casual supernatural display took her by surprise.

“She’s a shaman,” I wheezed out in a breezy whisper as I slowly recovered.

I didn’t have the breath to explain but I didn’t quite need to. The girl, her face contorted in pain and anguish, limped step by painful step back towards the ancient stone. It was obvious every movement was an effort, she needed to rest and brace herself after every footfall. But she did it, as agonizing as it was she made her way across the clearing to the stone. And once she arrived she took the still fresh blood on her hands and used it to paint a symbol over the scar on the stone.

All of us felt what happened next: the sound of an angry and despairing wail vanishing further and further into the distance. There was no visible sign, no cinematic tower of light or darkness. But even the less mystically inclined in our group felt it clearly, felt the being retreated further and further from our world and back into the rock. Until finally it was gone, and all that was left was the cleanup.

Yeah, ‘all’. I couldn’t help but think sarcastically as I looked at the wet and wounded group of youngsters scattered around the clearing.

  

    
        Earth Isekai Chapter 85: School Trip Part VII: Dispersing Clouds

    
    
    
    
  Earth Isekai Chapter 85: School Trip Part VII: Dispersing Clouds


Her name was Yuna.

She was Ainu, a shaman, fourteen, and really almost as dramatic and angry as how she’d appeared at first. At least, she had been previously. Her time being manipulated by a dark demigod had left a mark. She was humbled and contrite about what had happened, and not just because of the betrayal or the sheer amount of physical pain she was in. Now that its presence was out of her and she could think clearly it was anyone’s guess what she would become.

It had been a nameless enemy, if it had once possessed a name her people had deliberately refused to record it and even the entity itself had forgotten what it was called after being sealed away for so long. The carvings on the stone that sealed it warned of its power, its ambition. How in ages past it had attempted to dominate the coast but the Ainu, their spirits, and the gods had driven it back and contained it.

Yuna really had been angry at the hotel’s construction, really had journeyed down to see it during Golden Week with an eye towards protest and maybe a little sabotage. That was when the entity had found her. A piece of scaffolding had been blown away in the wind towards the end of construction, it had flown all the way to the clearing and struck the entity’s prison with enough force to create an opening. But the thing was weak, it had been forced to wait and gather its remaining strength until someone sensitive like Yuna had come along. Once a shaman like Yuna was in range it had been child’s play for the entity to whisper temptations in her ears, play on her fear and anger. All it had needed was the smallest of openings and then Yuna was no longer her own person.

I couldn’t blame Yuna for that, the brief glimpse of the entity I’d gotten had shown it was far beyond most beings. Normally it wouldn’t have needed a human host in any capacity, but it was half starved and weakened by its captivity. Yet even as diminished as it had been, it had still possessed more than enough power to dominate its host; quickly infiltrating and mastering their body. Yuna may have thought her feelings were her own, but she’d been the plaything of an ancient existence not too far short of a god.

That being had wanted blood and death, its preferred sources of food, and the hotel had been the perfect target for it. It had dominated the spirits along the near coast, cajoling or enslaving everyone it needed, and then moved to take the lives of the hotel’s guests in an attempt to start restoring its power. Since the two schools worth of final year students had been the first time the hotel had been reasonably full, we’d all been unlucky enough to find ourselves in the line of fire. The entity had then activated the remains of some ancient geomancy it had set up thousands of years previously and used that to channel huge amounts of mana towards its location, looking to destroy the hotel and all it’s guests in gradual manner so as to maximize the power it would get out of the process.

The good news was that most of the spirits in the area were actually friendly. Or at the very least they were neutral towards us and overjoyed that we’d gotten rid of the fiend again. They had not been looking forward to its return, but its sheer power had been too much for them to risk fighting against and they’d gone along with its commands rather than face destruction. Once the entity was gone, they’d immediately stopped feeding the storm. More importantly, between their gratitude and the fact we had a genuine Ainu shaman with us (however wounded) we’d been able to enlist their help in getting us out of some very awkward situations…

***

I didn’t quite stare at the banner of Himeko now hanging above the front entrance. It was a struggle though. It was a picture of Himeko reclining across the beach in her bathing suit, all posed by a professional photographer and then blown up to twenty times actual size. The words underneath the picture advertising the hotel helped slightly, but I wasn’t the only person who’d taken a picture of the banner for… uh… ‘personal records’.

(No, get your mind out of the gutter. I wasn’t going to use it for that. I couldn’t swear to some of the other guys though.)

“It is a little overblown, isn’t it?” Himeko admitted with a hint of reluctance, having come over to stand beside me while I’d not stared at it.

I just barely managed to repress a start. “Um… a little?” I suggested helplessly. It didn’t help she was wearing the same outfit again, only with an unzipped sweater over it this time.

Himeko puffed out a small sigh. “I knew it. Still, it’s just a first attempt. I imagine the poster sized ones will be a bit more tasteful.”

I turned to Himeko, opened my mouth, then thought the better of it and just kept quiet. We were just heading down to the beach for the end of trip celebration, there was no point in ruining the mood or saying anything I’d be busy beating myself up for over the next few hours.

“Meiko-domo!” one of the hotel staff called out, hustling over as they noticed Himeko in the lobby. As they skidded to a stop in front of us and bowed deeply I realized it was the manager. “We’ve just received the first shipment from the printers Meiko-domo, do they meet with your approval?”

Himeko smiled with false warmth. “Wonderfully Tatsuki-san, I think the printers did an excellent job for the time they had. I’m impressed with how quickly you’ve moved from start to this stage already.”

The hotel manager beamed at her. “I am gratified to hear that Meiko-domo. We’ve needed a symbol like this for our advertising and branding for months, and now to have one in the form of the heiress to the great Meiko family… I cannot begin to tell you what that means to us.”

That statement doesn’t actually say much, I noted to myself, cocking my head slightly to study the manager. Are they both politely lying to each other?

“I appreciate the compliment Tatsuki-san, but I’m hardly that impressive,” Himeko demurred.

“Respectfully Himeko-domo,” the manager bowed obsequiously, “I must disagree. Not only are you a beauty beyond belief, your leadership skills and crisis management abilities make me ashamed of our recent performance.”

No, he’s telling the truth, I decided. He’s just incredibly thankful and embarrassed about the other things Himeko’s done for him.

After we’d sealed the entity back into the stone we’d headed back to the hotel, a task made much easier by all the spirits falling over themselves to assist us. Honestly, it probably would have been impossible if they hadn’t been willing to help us. I’d been exhausted and there’d been no practical way for us to carry Yuna back to the hotel over all the rough terrain. Once there we’d had Yuna talk to the spirits and get them to assist with the staff. They’d soon reversed the flow, returning the majority of the stolen life energy to the unconscious humans, and worked to start fogging the minds and recollections of everyone in the hotel. They’d mostly focused on the staff, but there’d been a little work on the guests too; making them think the storm and creepy things that had happened around the hotel had been less serious than the humans had first believed. Basically the spirts had encouraged the guests to laugh everything off and move past it quickly.

Honestly, they probably hadn’t needed to do much work. Human nature tended to do that even without spirits gently prodding people in that direction. I’d have bet on at least three quarters of the students shoving everything to the side by the next day, trying to pretend they hadn’t been that scared or disturbed. Sure, they’d have admitted it was a little disturbing at times but these were teenagers, admitting they’d been scared of a storm when nothing had come of it in the end was unlikely. But with the help of the spirits things had been much surer and easier.

As for the staff…

“I can’t believe we suffered a failure like that!” the manager’s tone was full of self-loathing, “not only could someone have gotten hurt but we left our guests in the dark and unattended! Frankly, I’m inclined to complain to the builders for setting us up like that!”

“I wouldn’t go that far,” Himeko demurred, “it was just a freak accident combined with an unusual set of circumstances. Wouldn’t you agree Matsuda-san?”

Himeko didn’t actually elbow me in the side but something in her voice managed to accomplish it just the same. “Absolutely!” I said instantly. “In fact, you could argue that the builders did a good job. I doubt they intended things to work that way, but the fact that all the carbon monoxide was kept confined to the room until it had been opened could be regarded as a strength.”

No, we hadn’t quite gone with the tired cliché of a gas leak. We’d claimed the backup generator had malfunctioned and created a lot of carbon monoxide without actually catching like it should have while the room’s ventilation had simultaneously been blocked. When a staff member had opened the generator room to check on it, find out why it wasn’t working, they’d released a flood of the substance over the first floor of the hotel. That had been enough to knock everyone out and cause some minor injuries but, fortunately, it dispersed and slowly returned to safe levels before it actually killed anyone.

Well, Himeko had claimed that. I could not have told that story with a straight face. It wasn’t completely impossible (if you’d spent years and millions of yen deliberately planning to make it happen) but a part of me still wanted to tear out my hair and scream “it doesn’t work that way!”

With a number of spirits gently massaging everyone’s minds the hotel staff had been willing to believe it though. The fact that I’d gone down, repaired the generator, and then gotten it going before they’d recovered wasn’t commented on. At least, not beyond a “really?” “Yes, really” level.

“Well I assure you it won’t happen again,” the manage said sternly. “We’re instituting regular tests of the backup generator from now on! We should have been doing that in the first place but it slipped our minds in the chaos of opening the place. We were booked to test it every other year but this just proves that schedule is inadequate, we won’t be caught off guard again.”

Himeko made pleased and approving noises while I reflected. That’s actually the right call and pretty fair. Totally unrelated to what actually happened, but I’m glad our lie is doing something good.

“Neither you nor your family will be ashamed to be associated with this hotel in any way shape or form,” the manager finished firmly. “You have my word!”

“Good,” Himeko nodded serenely. “I’m glad my first impressions of you all were correct. I’ll make sure to pass on my regards to the Watanabe family the next time I see them. Unless any of them are available right now? I certainly don’t want the Watanabes to think I’m ignoring them.”

My eyes sharpened. There was something about the casual way she tried to say that. It was obvious to me she was forcing it.

The manager however didn’t seem to pay it any heed. “My apologies Meiko-domo,” he bowed respectfully to her again, “neither Watanabe Hiro or Watanabe Jinpachi are currently on site.”

“No matter,” Himeko said with a smile, even though I thought I detected a small hint of disappointment. “It was more about making sure I wasn’t accidentally being rude to them than anything else. I’ll just have to make sure I remember this for the next time we meet.”

“Thank you once again Meiko-domo,” the manager said with another obsequious bow before quickly retreating.

“So,” Eiko said, sliding out of nowhere. “That was your plan and purpose? That was why we all ended up here on the edge of Hokkaido?”

Himeko gave her friend a calm look. “The Watanabe family let slip their latest project was struggling a bit between construction complications and missing out on peak season. I simply took advantage of that to simultaneously help them out and get an extremely good deal for our two schools. Nothing more than that. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to go. Matsuda-san, make sure you’re ready for tonight.”

With that Himeko made as quick an exit as she could manage without making it obvious she was running. That didn’t stop Eiko from calling out after her “this isn’t over Himeko!”

She then turned to me suspiciously. “And what did she mean by later tonight?”

I sighed slightly. “I’m adding a contribution to the fireworks display,” I admitted reluctantly. “Officially she’s had me mix up something special for the finale. Unofficially she’s having me Gandalf it a little.”

That took Eiko aback just a touch as she tried to sort through everything. “What? Really?”

I nodded. “Two of your schoolmates are actually doing the display- “

“The Miuras?” She interrupted me instantly. It wasn’t a surprise though, the two cousins both belonged to a family that did fireworks professionally. Tapping their knowledge was the most sensible course of action.

I simply nodded again. “-so while I’m going to do a safety check of their work to satisfy our school’s requirements that’s pretty much all I’m doing. Well, that and mixing up something special for them to use for the finale. It’s not like everyone came out here planning on doing a fireworks display, it’s just something that developed naturally over the last day or so.”

One or two students had talked about grabbing a few fireworks to set off at the beach at the end, our celebratory beach time was scheduled from mid afternoon until after dinner. Then someone had suggested they combine their budgets to buy something a little bigger. It started to spiral a little from there and before anyone realized what was happening Himeko was stepping in to organize everything lest people get too enthusiastic and accidentally hurt someone. The amount of explosives we’d started to acquire was starting to get a little bit iffy, especially if everyone started setting them off without coordination.

The Miuras were a little disappointed on a professional level, their display wasn’t going to be nothing but it was hardly going to be up to their family’s standards either. I had no doubt they’d do a great job with what they’d been given but there was a big difference between a dozen bags worth of randomly purchased public fireworks and the professionally crafted pieces that came out of their family’s workshop. So Himeko had told them (and me) that I’d come up with a particularly spectacular piece for them to end on.

“Anyway,” I said, not quite sure how my expression appeared to Eiko given the mixed feelings I had, “while I could create a pretty decent firework with normal chemistry trying to come up with something worthy of a finale or the Miura family was beyond me. So… I’m cheating a little, there’s a little bit of enchantment, a bit of a prepared spell, and a little bit of alchemy in my little contribution. It’s not going to blow anyone away, I’m almost certain the Miuras have some better pieces in their collection, but it should be a pretty decent note to end on.”

“Uh huh,” Eiko crossed her arms. “And is that why you look so upset about it? You don’t want to be accused of ending the school trip on a lame note?”

“More or less,” I sighed. “Plus there’s the ‘damned if you do, damned if you don’t’ problem that if I actually come up with something too impressive or special the Miuras are going to ask how and why I managed that. I doubt I could get away with too many lies or technobabble when it comes to their specialty. And the fact I’ve had to do it in a hurry. And the fact I’m worried Himeko’s leaning on magic too much. I don’t mind helping out a little, but being dragged out into the public and taking risks like this really worries me.”

“Uh huh,” Eiko repeated, giving me a sideways glance over that last one. “Like you weren’t relying on someone else’s magic a lot two days ago?”

I gave Eiko a sour look. “That was different.” We’d needed Yuna’s help to… well, pretty much cover everything up and not look suspicious if I’m honest, I was forced to admit to myself. Yeah, there’d been some necessary stuff there too, getting her and me safely back to the hotel was pretty important, but a significant part of their work had been a more like public relations and paranoia then necessity.

I might not want to dig too deeply into that, I realized sheepishly. Yeah, it was still a little better than what I was being asked to do… more or less… maybe…

“Speaking of that,” Eiko followed up, looking a little more serious. “How’s Yuna?”

Ignoring that factor too, my conscience prodded me as I focused on Eiko’s question. “I don’t know,” I sighed, “I haven’t had any more contact since her family picked her up either.” Yuna had also served as a distraction in a practical sense, we’d claimed she’d simply been a student who’d been biking through the area but gotten hurt when the storm had picked up suddenly. According to us she’d been wounded in front of the hotel and we’d dragged her in. Her obviously less than great condition had been a great way of keeping the hotel staff from focusing on some of the awkward questions and holes in our story while we’d contacted her family and gotten them to pick her up.

“The spirits gave her enough treatment to deal with her physical wounds,” I continued. “She’s still hurt but she should heal naturally over time. Her metaphysical wounds though…” I shook my head. “She was holding a parasitic demi god Eiko, one that didn’t care what it was doing to her so long as it served its’ purposes. The things it forced her to do, the forces they messed with… “

Eiko looked grim, even if she didn’t truly understand what I was talking about the expression on my face and my tone conveyed it all. “That bad?”

“The damage to her aura… it was pretty extensive,” I tried not to look haunted, this one hit home for me. Between my own interests and what had happened to Saori this one hurt. “She was a pretty strong shaman, especially for her age, before this. She had a bright future in front of her. Now I’m not sure she’ll ever recover.”

Eiko blanched a little at hearing me put it like that.

“I could be wrong!” I added quickly, trying to put a more positive spin on things and not damper the mood. “The fact that she is a shaman and it seems that a lot of spirits like her helps a lot. They’re more likely to be able to gradually heal her than a human would be. And it’s not like I’m an expert on this, I might simply be overreacting to some ugly wounds before they were treated.”

Eiko brightened up a little bit at that. “Ah, like a newbie overreacting to a broken bone?”

“More or less,” I shrugged, deciding that was yet another factor I could not dig too deeply into with a clean conscience. “Metaphysical wounds are less bloody and visceral but if you know how a person’s spirit is supposed to look and operate I guess it’s no less shocking when you see it mangled like that.”

“And you saw the wound before the doctors had a chance to wash it off and operate on it,” Eiko said, nodding sagely. “So you think it’s worse than it really is and you don’t realize she can eventually heal from it. That makes sense.”

“I guess…” I answered slowly. I still thought Yuna was probably going to be at least a little impaired by her wounds from now on, I’d have put her spiritual injuries in the ‘spinal damage’ or ‘mangled limb’ category. But I was surprised at how quickly Eiko seemed to understand, and that in turn suggested I might be writing Yuna off too quickly. She might not get everything back the way it was before but handicapped was not the same as crippled.

“Well, there’s nothing you can do for her. Right?”

“I guess not,” I repeated a hint more definitively. Under ideal conditions and with a few more years of building my resources and tools there might have been a few things. And even that was being awfully optimistic and egotistical about my abilities, requiring me to apply advanced techniques that I’d only read about with skill equal to the experts in the field.

“Then stop worrying!” Eiko said, slapping me on the back. “Honestly, how’d I end up with a second arrogant idiot I have to babysit like this?”

I abruptly realized Eiko had grabbed the back of my shirt with her slap, and was now urgently propelling me towards the door. “Wait, Eiko!” I protested a little uncertainly.

“You’re stuck in here worrying when there’s an end of trip class party out there,” Eiko declared firmly. “Come on, you’re going to make some memories and have some fun whether you like it or not!”

***

Eiko manhandled me all the way out to the beach and dragged me into some more active participation this time.

Not too much more, Eiko wasn’t that cruel or arrogant. She knew I really would rather sit on the beach and read rather than play beach volleyball. But she also knew I’d be too shy and hesitant to even try most of the beach activities I’d only seen on television, and it was time I had at least one experience with them.

I guess I’m not the only one getting more used to their friends, I reflected as Eiko dragged me into a four-on-four beach volleyball match against bemused opponents.

It was a… well, disaster would be too strong a word. These were just fun little activities with no real consequences to them. No one got hurt. Well, not really. I picked up a collection of bruises but I’d rather have twice as many bruises on me as having inflicted similar bruises on others.

Volleyball did not go well. The sand might have been soft but the ball flew with considerable velocity, especially if you were slow getting your arms up in time. The good news was that I was still a pretty big target with a decent court presence and that messed with our opponents, the ball wasn’t scoring even if it was just bouncing off me. The bad news was that I sucked at rallies, especially when there was a quick back and forth. I think that was best demonstrated by the time things were bouncing between the sides so fast and I was whipping my head around so much that I actually ran into one of the posts.

Yes, I tried watermelon smashing. Himeko had ordered a gross of them for all the students to use, quietly using the Meiko money rather than any school funds. All the students got plenty of chances to eat watermelon, and my little failure didn’t even make a blip in anyone else’s fun. My spatial awareness really sucked after being blindfolded and spun around a few times. Eiko ended up laughing uproariously at my pathetic attempts to find and smash a watermelon. Since I’d normally have used magic in any sort of remotely comparable situation I was even less practiced or able than most people.

As for swimming… eh, that one wasn’t too bad. It wasn’t really my thing but it was good to give it more of a try, and soaking all my other bruises in salt water was a good idea. I had a feeling that was also a factor in Eiko’s case, the spirits had helped her with a bit of magical healing (so we didn’t have to explain the claw marks to anyone) but they hadn’t been able to take care of everything. After the volleyball match I’d realized she’d been working not to limp, I suspected she’d pulled a muscle back when she’d kicked away the wolf doll. I couldn’t help but notice that while she’d pushed me into participating it had mostly been light swimming and floating, nothing too excessive or over the top. Eiko had probably needed the slower moments and salt water almost as much as I had.

Besides, getting dragged out to the ocean was probably therapeutic. I was so focused on ‘oh crap, what’s Eiko planning now?’ that I didn’t even think about the near drowning experience I’d previously suffered until I’d already been swimming for five minutes. I doubt I’d have developed a complex about the ocean or anything, but Eiko’s efforts effectively short-circuited any chance one might have developed. Call it a plus.

(The chance to get close to wet girls in swimwear didn’t hurt either. All guilt free since it wasn’t my idea.)

After that Eiko let me go to collapse exhausted on my beach blanket. I rested there for a while, then quietly did a quick astral projection to check up on the rock containing the entity. I got a small surprise there, a dozen Ainu were gathered around the rock and obviously making very complicated preparations to transport it. At least one of them was Yuna’s father, who’d I’d briefly seen when he’d picked her up from the hotel. They all detected my presence and acted warily, but were quick to let me go in peace after I backed off and let them go about it. I wasn’t happy about them moving the rock but I had to agree it was the better choice, leaving the entity unattended that close to the hotel was a recipe for future disaster. Yuna’s emergency patch was strong mystically, resealing the rock with the blood of a young, virgin girl who’d essentially been the demi-god’s priestess before it abandoned her, made that seal especially potent. Physically speaking it would be all too easy for someone to open the entity’s cage again, and who knew where that would lead this time?

After that, it was time for me to check up on the Miuras and their firework setup.

***

“I have to admit,” I said as I secured a connection just a little bit tighter, “I’m really impressed you managed to put something like this together on such short notice. If this had been planned for a month before you even came out here that would be one thing, but for a day’s warning this is incredibly well done.” The Miuras had set up electric igniters and connections to all the fireworks in a planned display, and I knew they hadn’t brought that equipment along with them!

“Said the guy fixing another one of our connections,” Miura Taisei smirked. He was the bigger, stockier, and more outgoing cousin of the pair.

“Leave him alone,” Miura Byakuya slapped him lightly on the arm, the younger cousin was on the reedy side and had thick glasses on that really did match his more intellectual nature. “I’m glad he’s here. I’m ashamed he’s already found three loose connections!”

“Only loose!” I emphasized quickly. Obsessive focus on perfection was a good thing for anyone associated with fireworks but there really were some extenuating circumstances this time. “Seriously, I doubt any of these would have failed. If I didn’t have all the other good examples you’ve set up everywhere else I’m not sure I would have done anything about them. And if they did fail it probably would be clean failures rather than partial or delayed ignitions.”

That was an educated guess based on what the spell I was using said. Needless to say, like usual I was cheating and using magic to find any flaws instead of just trusting my eyes. The sun was already setting and I wouldn’t have wanted to have try and sort out the connections in the dark, or one handed while I used my cellphone as a flashlight. Not that it would have mattered in this case, the Miuras had done a good job. My spell wasn’t giving me any major warnings, just the mystic equivalents of connections that were at the bottom of the green zone instead of the top. Still worth fixing, these were fireworks we were talking about, but not something I wanted the Miuras to feel a sense of failure over.

“What makes you say that?” Miura Byakuya asked, his tone betrayed a mix of skepticism and interest at my certainty.

“The actual connections are all solid, you should get full current transfer. And they’re not hanging on by a thread or anything, these are still pretty decent links. It’s just that something could knock them off, but anything strong enough to do so would probably knock them clean off rather than creating a partial connection.”

“Do you have an interest in fireworks Matsuda-san?” Byakuya asked curiously.

“What makes you say that?”

His cousin snorted. “You know about the danger of partial launches and ignition and whipped up a big piece all by yourself,” he noted with good natured sarcasm, “that sounds like something one of us would do.”

“Good point,” I admitted, glancing towards my own contribution to the proceedings. It was worryingly bigger than anything else there and I was a little concerned I might have overdone it.

“But no,” I continued with a wry smile. “I’m a Japanese teenager with an interest in chemistry. I think it would be more worrying if I didn’t know something about fireworks!”

“Hah, you have us there!” Taisei admitted with a laugh. “The number of our classmates who have picked up a thing or two but think that makes them experts… you know stuff but know how much you don’t know, that makes you a breath of fresh air.”

“Ugh, you got that right,” Byakuya agreed in a disgusted tone. “When your Student Council President suggested this we were afraid some ham-fisted idiot was going to mess up what little setup we’d managed to create. It was only because she was paying the bill for buying this equipment that we agreed to go along with her.”

“That and we didn’t want to see a bunch of our classmates burned by poorly handled fireworks,” Taisei inserted.

“True. But you actually know what you’re doing. And given how little prep time we’ve had for this I’m kind of glad someone is going to give it a quick double check.”

“And that’s the kind of attitude I’m glad to see in a fireworks specialist,” Himeko inserted, popping up out of nowhere. “It reaffirms I made the right choice leaving all this in your capable hands.”

“Meiko-sama,” Byakuya said instantly, quickly echoed by his cousin.

His quick response saved me from letting out a surprised ‘Himeko!’ and making trouble for everyone. And a good thing too, this time Himeko was accompanied by four members of her entourage. Not that I minded too much, this time they were carrying food which they quickly started passing to us.

“Dinner’s started and people are already cooking a bunch of things,” Himeko explained, pressing plates into our hands. “I didn’t want you three to miss out, especially given how hard you’re all working on behalf of everyone.”

“Marry me,” Taisei said jokingly, unaware of the dangerous ground he was treading onto. Since they weren’t from our school they didn’t realize how well protected and respected Himeko was; all four members of Himeko’s entourage glared at him, Shizu dangerously so.

“Thank you, Meiko-san,” I inserted quickly while Himeko quickly laughed off Taisei’s joke. “We all appreciate the kindness very much. Don’t we gentlemen?”

Seriously, how come I’m the one trying to steer a social situation here? I thought as I put all the subtlety of an axe into my tone. Still, it was better than letting them get themselves into deeper waters by accident. Feelings were running high towards the end of the trip and Himeko’s followers seemed especially sensitive. Although, when I thought about it a little more, I realized Himeko probably needed her overprotective entourage if she didn’t want to get bombarded by half a dozen love confessions when the fireworks started.

A fireworks display at night on a beautiful beach at the end of senior year school trip? I snorted mentally to myself. It really is something out of a romance anime or dating sim. If Himeko’s anything close to alone during any of that time you can bet there’ll be an overambitious idiot trying to put the moves on her. Hell, with a setup that obvious and amazing I’d have been tempted to say something to her! Just on the off chance it might have worked and so that I didn’t have any wistful regrets in my twilight years, I was under no delusion it was a good idea or would have led to anything but it would have saved me from forever wondering what might have happened if I hadn’t ignored an opportunity that perfect. And if I had to admit that then it was no wonder that Himeko was keeping her entourage close, a lot of our classmates were a lot less realistic than I was.

A little embarrassed and uncomfortable with that thought I guided the Miuras through the danger zone as best I could. Himeko was as pleasant as ever but gave no hint she could ever be interested in any one of us, gently dissuading Taisei and Byakuya’s nascent crushes before they could fully crystalize. Before too long she moved on, we finished some tasty foods prepared on the beach, and I completed the safety check on the fireworks. After that I meandered off, leaving the Miuras to their work and letting them do what they did best without me hanging over their shoulders.

It was still almost an hour until the fireworks though. And I meandered a little further down the beach, not quite sure what to do with myself, until I was too far to hear the sound of the rest of my schoolmates. I didn’t want to intrude awkwardly on whatever everyone else was doing, it was too dark to read, I didn’t have anything magic based I wanted to try doing in what little time I had left, and I certainly didn’t want to waste the opportunity by just whipping out my phone and playing a game for a few minutes! So I stared at the slowly darkening sky and reflected, letting the sound of the tide soothe me once again as I just stood there for a while.

“There you are!”

Aaaand there’s that done, I thought with a small smirk and a not-so-small flinch as Eiko’s voice cut across the quiet. I didn’t really mind though, it had been nice to do that for a while but Eiko had timed everything pretty well. Reflecting and just being for a while had been nice but it had been starting to reach the point where I was forcing it, doing it for dramatic effect or because I just couldn’t decide what to do.

“Seriously Mamoru,” Eiko said, coming up to me and grabbing my arm. “Hime was starting to worry you’d go back to your room or something. Come on, we’re going to miss the fireworks.”

“Alright, alright,” I said good-naturedly as I let her haul me back in the direction of our schoolmates, “I’m coming.”

We were silent for a few moments, save for the sound of the sand crunching underneath our sandals. “So, what were you doing?” Eiko asked eventually.

“Reflecting,” I answered with a small smile, “it’s been a hell of a trip, I guess I just needed a moment to unpack and say goodbye to everything.”

“I’ll say,” Eiko said with feeling. “It’s been kind of fun but I’m not going to mind this whole thing being over! Another week or two of this and I’d be begging for normal classes.”

I huffed slightly in amusement. I doubted most of our classmates would have even lasted a week or two if they’d been forced to go through the things we’d been experiencing. Heck, the awkward schedule, stress of the near misses, and even the edited version of the storm they’d experienced would probably have accomplished the same thing if they’d had to experience it all again in the same proportions.

“It’s not been… bad,” Eiko continued, obviously struggling for the right word, “I’m sort of glad to have gone through it all. But I’m not in a hurry to do it again either.”

“Not looking forward to Master Tai’s debrief?” I teased her.

“Aargh! I hadn’t even thought about that!” Eiko shot me a dirty look. “Looking forward to the flight home tomorrow?”

My stomach plummeted at the thought of once again hurtling through the air in a glorified metal tube. “Thanks a lot for that,” I said sourly. I’d managed to avoid thinking about my new phobia for nearly a week and could have gone a little longer without remembering the issue.

Eiko chuckled. “You’re right, it’s been one hell of a trip. The sights, the locations, the monsters, Himeko’s overly complicated romance plan- ”

“You figured that out?” I interrupted her, suddenly reminded of her reaction in the hotel lobby.

“Some of it,” Eiko smirked. “Some of it wasn’t planned, but Himeko’s been milking it for all it’s worth. Originally she just wanted to ingratiate herself with the Watanabe family and give herself some conversation gambits. She really hoped Hiro would be here right now for this, that she could directly seduce him with that swimsuit and whatever else she had packed and planned for that. But that was always a plan B, something she hoped for but wasn’t really expecting. Then she found out the hotel was looking for a symbol, a little model for their advertising, and she jumped at the opportunity.”

“So that’s why she was posing so much at the beach!” I half exploded. That was something that had been driving me nuts whenever I thought about it. It wasn’t too big a mystery, but it had been an itch I just hadn’t been able to scratch.

“Oh yeah,” Eiko chuckled darkly, “now poor Hiro’s going to have a bunch of sexy Himeko pictures staring him straight in the face whenever he visits here. He won’t be able to look anywhere without seeing some sort of photo of Hime in that swimsuit.”

“Yeah. Poor Hiro,” I didn’t bother to hide the sarcasm in my voice.

“And he’s going to have to be grateful for it since it’s a member of the Meiko family helping him out,” Eiko continued. “You have to admit, for something she came up with on the fly that’s a pretty clever tactic.”

We were silent for a few more moments.

“That wasn’t the only thing she was doing,” Eiko finally spoke up again. “Not even she’d hijack both our trips just for that. She really did want everyone to have good and interesting trips for a good price, she wanted to take a trip with both of us as much as she could manage, and she was also trying to look out for me a little.”

“That seems to have worked out well,” I noted.

“Only by accident!” Eiko looked embarrassed and frustrated. “Not even she could plan or see everything! It’s only because of that damned fire at your school that everything worked out so well, and that’s not something she planned.”

I tried to keep my smile under control and didn’t say anything. I could sympathize with Eiko not wanting her life to be controlled by Himeko, our friend really could be a bit overbearing and high handed at times. But in this case I thought Himeko had a point and the semi-accidental repairs to Eiko’s reputation had been a good thing.

Eiko heaved a huge sigh and then continued more calmly. “Eh, it’s all almost a moot point anyway. They’ll probably forget about it after summer break and we’ve only got a few months left together now.”

I figured she was reaching a little. I also figured it would be stupid to say that.

She glanced at me and smirked. “Of course, we still have to live with our classmates for a few months. We should probably pick up the pace a little, if we’re out alone on the beach when the fireworks start and only come back after their done who knows what the rumors will say.”

That sent a whole surge of feelings through me! Me, alone on the beach with my beautiful friend in a highly romantic and charged situation… Embarrassment, lust, curiosity, shame… you name it and I felt it. After already going through similar thoughts about Himeko not so long since I wanted to bang my head against a tree for being almost as stupid towards Eiko in regards to the exact same situation!

Aoth! If I ever needed any proof that I shouldn’t be chasing Eiko or Himeko then this should be it! If I’m not focused on one of them and lusting after both of them at the same time then that’s pretty solid evidence I deserve neither of them!

Eiko laughed upon seeing my face blush bright red even at night. “Jeez you’re easy Mamoru! Come on, let’s hurry up before you get saddled with any more rumors about dating ‘the hellhound’.”

We were starting to get back in sight of the group at that point, everyone was spreading out a little more after dinner to watch the fireworks (and get a little private time, just because romance wasn’t appropriate for us didn’t mean there weren’t a fair number of students who were already in relationships or willing to give it a try) so we quickly switched to less loaded or easily misinterpreted topics lest we be overheard. Much to my surprise Eiko took me all the way back to the center of the beach, where Himeko was waiting with her entourage.

“Matsuda-san,” Himeko greeted me politely. “I’m glad to see that Eiko-san managed to find you in time.”

“What made you think Himeko’s just interested in boosting my reputation?” Eiko whispered to me in a low voice.

I opened my mouth to say something by I was interrupted by the sound of the first firework shooting off into the sky.

It wasn’t the best display ever. Not even the Miuras could have managed that! Not on next to no notice with scraped together fireworks. But in that moment, with my friends, staring at the fire blooming over a beautiful beach, reflecting majestically over the dark waters while feeling the “BOOM” and the pressure wave rolling over my body, that didn’t matter. I fell silent and just watched, enraptured.

The little show went on for a while, the Miuras carefully parceled out their explosions, doing an awesome job of letting the light start to reflect and fade before surprising you again with the next one. Color after color lit up the night, the loud explosions occasionally punctuated by collective ‘oooh’s and cheers from the assembled students. Frankly it went on for so long I think Himeko was proven definitively right, if we’d had that many fireworks set off randomly by all sorts of students I didn’t want to think about how many people would have gotten hurt! Even hotel staff got involved, I noticed a dozen of them wander out of the hotel and start to film the display, looking on in surprised satisfaction at the display on their doorstep.

Just when I was worried it might have been starting to drag a little, when there was a long pause and the final sparks of the last firework had died away, Eiko turned to me and asked. “Which one was yours Mamoru?”

I opened my mouth just before a screaming engine shot over the water. The firework exploded with a loud bang that was followed a second later by a series of small bangs in different shapes using the six most basic colors, lighting up the night sky and reflecting a literal rainbow over the stunned watchers.

Oh thank Aoth, I sighed mentally in relief, they listened to me. I’d been worried the Miuras might have thought I was exaggerating and set if off too close to the crowd. I followed up that with a physical sigh of satisfaction as I smelt a faint trace of incense under the more traditional powder. Since Himeko had roped me into it I’d decided to try and emphasize one of the other purposes of fireworks: scaring away evil spirits and cleansing the land. It seemed like my little experiment had been a success and I’d also managed to burning a cleansing incense over the beach and hotel area all at once.

“That one,” I said simply. Ironically, I was too satisfied and pleased with my success to act too smugly.
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For better or worse our trip came to an end. On one hand I was disappointed that it was over after encountering so many fascinating things up in Hokkaido. My exposure to the mana and spirits in a less urban setting, as well as parts of Ainu history, had really opened up my eyes and made me realize that for all I did know and had studied there was a whole world out there of mystic phenomena that I still needed to learn about. Dipping my toes into the pool in Tokyo and my knowledge from Avalon had given me an excellent foundation but I needed to lose the arrogant assumptions about just how much I knew.

On the other hand, I needed a vacation after everything we’d gone through! Hostile spirits, gods, and weather (not to mention the stress of the actual flight and just being around my classmates so much for a week) had left me exhausted. I was half tempted to claim I was sick and take a day to rest instead of returning to the school on Monday. Judging by a few empty seats in the classroom I hadn’t been the only one, between actual sickness and exhaustion we were noticeably emptier than usual. Not too much so, but an over 10% drop in students was pretty significant.

But, reluctantly, I still attended. I wasn’t that exhausted, I was still capable of going to school and I didn’t feel comfortable wimping out. It was much harder then usual but I toughed it out and life went on.

Or, in some cases, began.

***

“He’s so kawaii,” I said with a goofy smile as I looked down upon my most recent cousin.

My aunt smiled beatifically, holding him tenderly in her lap as she gazed upon him. “He is,” she said happily. Aunt Suzuki was grateful to be holding her most recent child after a slightly difficult pregnancy. Nothing too difficult, she’d had to be pretty cautious but hadn’t suffered any real complications thanks to her careful approach. But my youngest cousin topping it all off by arriving a few weeks early had been par for the course. He’d been born while I’d been back in Hokkaido, the family had only gotten back from the hospital the other day.

It's fascinating to watch their auras, I noted absently. I’d activated ‘mage sight’ when I’d first come in, just to see if there were any obvious issues I should make a note of. But in this case, just like my newest cousin, that turned out to be a little premature. That close together both of their auras mixed and mingled in a way I’d never seen before, but in a way that made perfect sense for a newborn baby and his mother. I wonder if that has anything to do with post natal depression? I wondered, adding that to my ever growing list of questions and things to study.

“Have you decided on a name yet?” I asked out loud, gently tracing his cheek with a finger. I’d been too young to really visit my cousins as babies back when they were born, it was fascinating and joyous to see one so tiny and helpless this time.

(Of course, it helped he was still asleep and being cute. I would not have romanticized everything quite so much in a few months if it was in the middle of tantrum time.)

“Suzuki Tetsuji,” my aunt answered softly, looking down upon her newest child with pride.

“Hello there Tetsuji-kun,” I said, making a note to get the proper kanji later.

My aunt’s smile dimpled her face. She looked tired, unsurprisingly, but seemed to be pleased by my response. “I never expected you to be such a fan of kids Mamoru.”

“In small doses,” I demurred. “I guess I just appreciate their innocence and all the potential they represent. They are the future after all.”

My aunt laughed brightly. “Mamoru!” she said with mock shock. “You’re going to make me feel old at this rate! You’re what? Seventeen? You have no business saying that just yet.”

I laughed too, and then quickly moved to get past the subject. There was no answer I could give her that was honest, comfortable, or reasonable.

“My oddest grandson always had something of an older soul,” Grandmother Matsuda noted with a beaming smile on her face as she came into the room with some tea for her daughter. “I wouldn’t have guessed that attitude towards babies either, but somehow it’s not a surprise.”

“Thank you, Grandmother,” I said, it was the closest thing to a safe answer I could give.

My aunt chuckled softly. “Well, it’s a nice surprise to me. I remember when Saori and Reiji were born, back before you’d even started grade one. We were all so worried about you back then. I’d never have guessed that I’d be giving them a sibling at this point, or that I’d be here thinking it’s wonderful he’s going to have such a good Matsuda cousin to depend on.”

“If by depend on you mean ‘oh, cousin Mamoru’s a weirdo but you can ask him about complicated things’ you might be right. It’s not like I’m going to be around that often or able to offer him that much support,” I demurred, kind of ruining my claim as I gently tickled Tetsuji under his chin.

“Don’t underestimate yourself Mamoru-chan,” our grandmother noted with surprising seriousness. “We had to raise Saori and Reiji while warning them about your part of the family. They still had your grandfather and I of course, it wasn’t like we tried to hide everything, but it wasn’t long before we all realized that minimizing their contact with your parents was for the best. I hated giving them over to their Suzuki relatives quite so much, it felt like we were telling them to deny a part of their heritage. Being able to point to you this time, to say there’s good in that side of the family too, is no small thing.”

“Well,” I answered, just a little stunned at that answer and perspective. It wasn’t wrong, I could instantly see their point. It was just a perspective I’d never quite considered before. “Well.”

“Mother,” my aunt chided gently. “None of that. Mamoru’s not out of high school yet, no pressuring him to carry on the Matsuda family name.”

That was another factor that hadn’t really dawned on me. Suddenly some of my grandmother’s attempts to set me up on dates took on a whole new depth.

Fortunately she made a little throwing away motion. “No no, that’s not a concern anymore. I got over that years ago. It will be nice if he manages it but that’s his choice and I’d rather the name ended with him then watch Mamoru force himself into a poor marriage and witness another child getting raised in a similar household to his.”

It seemed like a chill breeze passed over the room at the mere suggestion of that and all three of us shuddered a little in unison at the thought.

“Anyway,” I said hurriedly, eager to move on. All three of us focused a little more on Tetsuji to banish the dark shadows of that idea. “I did stop in to meet my newest cousin but I convinced myself with the excuse that I wanted to make sure you were all alright. I don’t want to be a burden as you get used to having him home. I was just going to check on Saori’s new room, make sure everything was working alright there, but is there anything else you need while I’m here?”

“Bless you Mamoru,” my aunt said with a smile, “but no, we’re fine. Mother’s going to be visiting often for a few days and your other cousins are old enough to be helping out by themselves this time. Thank you for asking though.”

My grandmother beamed at us from the corner, probably overjoyed that I’d offered on my own. My parents hadn’t even mentioned my new cousin since I’d gotten back, nor had they called upon the Suzuki family either. I’d had to find out after checking my emails once I’d gotten home. Even by their loose standards that was kind of shocking, I wouldn’t have counted on much more than a token ‘congratulations’ text but I would have at least expected that! It was no wonder my grandmother was grateful that a Matsuda was actually acting in a respectful and dutiful manner.

Which made me feel just a little bit guilty. I was mostly coming over to check on my new cousin and I really had been sincere in my offer of help. But I was also using the occasion as an excuse to pick up the mana the collector in Saori’s room should have gathered. Some days I was worried I took after my parents a little more than the rest of the family realized.

“Sayonara Aunt Suzuki, sayonara Tetsuji-kun,” I said, with a bow to my aunt and a wave to my cousin. I made my exit from the room as gracefully as possible.

I was mildly surprised to find Saori waiting for me outside. Although why I was surprised really was a mystery to me, expecting anything less of my psychic cousin was a little bit stupid.

“Saori,” I greeted my oldest Suzuki cousin politely. “Are you enjoying your new little brother?”

A surprising range of emotions flitted across Saori’s face. Everything from joy, to anger, to fear briefly passed over her expression before it settled in to her normal blankness. “I guess…” she answered, in mildly uncertain tones.

I fought down a small smile, briefly remembering some of my experiences back in my previous life on Avalon. “Feeling conflicted?” I suggested instead.

“No…” she said slowly. “Or… not really. I love him, but he’s so small and helpless now and I sometimes get flashes of feeling.”

“Anything bad?” I asked her a little more seriously.

“Not exactly,” she admitted reluctantly. “It’s more like I keep getting small… it’s like there a few points around the house that might be a little dangerous to him. That if we don’t change this he might really hurt his knee there in the future or if we don’t keep an eye on that he’ll probably get a nasty cut from it later. It’s kind of exhausting and it’s getting on my nerves. None of it’s that likely but I can’t just ignore it without feeling guilty.”

Huh, babyproofing your house with a psychic. Of course, it sounded like it wasn’t really babyproofing, more like things that might be a possibility at some point between Tetsuji starting to walk and going to school. “But nothing crippling or fatal?” I asked, just to be sure.

Saori shook her head. “No. It’s more like they’re almost certain to be trouble if they’re left alone, and if the worst happens he might break a bone or need some stitches, but even that wouldn’t kill him.”

“Oh good.” I really should make a note about this, I thought to myself. This is kind of incredible. I wonder what it says about psychics and destiny that she’s getting these kinds of results?

Of course, in some ways I was overestimating things. Most of Saori’s feelings turned out to either be in relation to future maintenance or things that were slightly unsafe for kids when the kids didn’t act responsibly about them. All stuff that you didn’t really need a psychic to realize could hurt someone. And all of it was in relation to a direct blood relative before their life would get truly complex, Tetsuji wasn’t going to be allowed to make any major decisions for himself for quite some time. But it was still an interesting perspective.

Saori glanced back towards the room. “Grandmother’s about to come out,” she noted.

“Right,” I said, instantly getting her point. I could discuss these sorts of things openly with Saori and even Reiji, their parents or our grandmother was another story. “Shall we head to your new room?”

Saori nodded and we started making our way towards the basement.

“So,” I asked cautiously, “how’s your new room working out? Do you resent having to give up your old room to your brother?” We’d just been hanging around outside her previous room and in hindsight I wondered if that had been bugging her.

“A little,” she admitted reluctantly, “I like my new room but I hated changing. And I wish the bathroom was a little closer.”

I nodded sympathetically at that. Having to climb the stairs and go down a few halls to get to the bathroom wasn’t great.

“It’s also a little noisy at night sometimes. Mom and dad are good about it but sometimes Reiji’s a little heavy footed.”

“Ah, right. Maybe think of it as practice for living in an apartment? And advise Reiji to do the same?” it wasn’t usually a problem for us or our neighbors but sometimes… usually when someone was forced to have someone drunk or insensitive over… that’s when you started having fantasies about buying a naginata and thrusting it up through your ceiling.

“It’s not worth it, not yet,” Saori replied calmly.

I said nothing, I’d probably have done the same in her shoes. It did make me feel oddly self-aware as we descended the basement stairs though.

“No problems with the walls?” I asked as we approached her corner of the basement. It still looked a little odd from the outside, but it kind of worked.

“No, they’re good,” Saori replied as she slid one open. I was grateful to see it move smoothly.

“No future problems with the walls?” I asked, taking a moment to study them in spite of everything.

Saori paused, mildly surprised by that specific inquiry. After all, I was one of the few who could ask it and probably the only one who’d actually think to pose a weird question like that. She took a few moments to concentrate and her breathing changed. After nearly a minute she finally answered.

“Huh. No, not really. I think there’s going to be some minor stuff in the future but I’m not really feeling anything big or important.”

“Good,” I nodded, taking a look around her room. She was settling in nicely but the room still felt a little odd being sealed in the basement like it was. It was mostly just little things, like a power bar being setup so she could plug in everything that she needed but the fact the overhead light was hooked into that as well. Saori’s walls stopped just short of any of the basement’s regular fixtures and her father had set up a small overhead light to cover the area back when the location had been decided.

With no windows in here that’s a little concerning, I noted as I studied everything. I hadn’t thought much about the arrangement when we’d been setting everything up, I’d been more grateful Uncle Suzuki had thought to put in something that gave us enough light to work by. Seeing how it fit in to a finished room made me realize the weaknesses of it. It’s a good thing she has a desk lamp in case something burns out, but I’m worried about the power bar as a single point of failure. On the other hand, she’s probably better equipped than even I am to deal with everything if she’s suddenly plunged into the dark. I’d have needed to find my glasses or figure out if it was safe to cast a spell, Saori just had to stretch out her other senses.

Saori meanwhile was tugging out the mana collector from underneath her bed. “It felt a little strange at first,” she admitted, “but I got used to it after a few days. It’s like having a new appliance in the house, there’s a faint buzz and a couple of sounds that you keep noticing after you get it. But eventually it just fades into the background.”

“Huh,” I said thoughtfully. That’s an interesting perspective. Psychics on Avalon never mentioned anything like that but it’s not like I ever dug into the matter or ever thought to even ask the question. I wonder if it’s the mystic equivalent of moving from the city to the country or vice versa and then getting used to the change in background noise? Mystic infrastructure of all sorts had been ubiquitous back on Avalon. If I was going to be building it up on Earth then questions like this, and having answers for the naysayers and complainers, were going to be important.

“Well, keep an eye on that and tell me if the situation changes,” I told my cousin. “I don’t want to start inconveniencing you without thinking about it, and I have to admit I never even considered that factor before you brought it up.”

Saori nodded back at me silently.

Wow, we’re a bit awkward, I thought, both amused and a little sad that I was the one thinking that. Before doing anything else I checked the collector. I got the feeling it was about two-thirds of the way full, maybe three-quarters, and started transferring the mana into the portable reservoir.

“Oh, nice,” I noted to myself out loud as I verified the amounts, “that’s about equivalent to what I get in a day from the mansion.”

“And that’s good?” Saori asked in trepidation.

I shrugged. “It’s useful. Don’t feel obligated to keep letting me do this if something changes and it becomes inconvenient. But this is still pretty handy to have.” Despite my increasing number of reservoirs and some minor tweaks in in their sophistication my overall reserves were still only increasing slowly. Whenever I thought I was starting to get ahead some crisis or difficulty came up and set me back. The new collector at the Suzuki’s wasn’t going to be an incredible addition but if this trip was indictive of what it would generate then it would be handy.

Saori sighed in relief. “I’m glad. You’ve done a lot for me and I haven’t done nearly enough for you.”

I instantly turned my attention away from the mana and refocused on my cousin. “Hey now, don’t be like that!”

“Why?” Saori said, unable to keep a little bitterness out of her voice. “All I can do is steal your grandmother, bring you trouble, and give an occasional vague warning.”

Puberty’s starting, my memory poked me gently. Saori was so short and usually so even tempered (or at least good at repressing her emotions) it was hard to keep that in mind. This sounded suspiciously like some hormone driven moodiness though.

“Saori,” I said evenly, “you’re only just growing into your full powers. Expecting you to be able to help me already would be like expecting Reiji to be able to beat up bad guys just because he’s probably going to grow up big and strong. Give it some time, you’re already more useful than most people your age.”

Wow, that was actually pretty decent. How’d I manage that? I thought to myself in surprise. Granted, that sort of perspective came more naturally to me since I’d had to grown through similar problems…

“Really?” Saori asked, her eyes a little pleading.

I sat down on her bed so I was no longer towering over her, patting the bed next to me. Saori was still short enough her legs didn’t touch the ground when sitting on her bed so it put us at a much more even height than usual.

“Saori,” I said seriously. “I know what you’re going through, or at least some of it. I get it. But you have to grow into mystical abilities too. They’re less… constrained than your physical ones but they do interface with your body. Back when I was your age it was really frustrating trying to toughen up my body, get it to accept more mana flowing through it with less of a strain.”

How much do I want to lie to her to make her feel better? I considered briefly. I wasn’t thinking about any big falsehoods, but I did seriously consider sugar-coating it a little. Not at all! I realized almost instantaneously, psychic cousin, remember? About the worst thing I could do was have her pick up on the fact I was trying to deceive her. Especially if she was feeling a little oversensitive.

“Now, magic’s not the same as psi,” I admitted quickly, hoping she hadn’t picked up my little bobble. “But that’s going to make it worse for you in some ways. I had the advantage that I could build up a lot of my spells slower if I really had to, lay one brick at a time over a long period if it was necessary. You’re not going to be able to do that… I think.”

Saori heaved a little sigh. “No. I guess not.”

I nodded. “But your powers and your understanding of them will grow.”

“I feel so useless sometimes!” Saori vented, surprising me with the intensity of her emotions. “I get these little flashes of danger but that’s it!”

“Is it really?” I asked, giving her a knowing look. “I seem to remember a cousin of mine who knew her unborn little brother was going to be in deep trouble once he started going to school. Or had the words ‘mana collector’ appear to her out of nowhere when something triggered her.”

Saori flushed again. “It’s a little bit more than that. I guess. Sometimes. But that’s just what makes the rest of it so frustrating! Especially now that I’m actually trying to look but not seeing that much. I mean, I knew you were heading into something really dangerous, and that now you’re past it, but that’s all!”

I nodded again. “There are a lot of factors in play here Saori, more than you know.”

“Like what?” Saori looked up at me. Her tone was challenging but her expression was hopeful.

“Well,” I said awkwardly, “just for starters there’s the fact the future is always changing. There are no fixed fates… there are very few fixed fates and most of those aren’t as solidly fixed as…”

I trailed off and made a frustrated sound, getting a little flustered as I tried to think how I could break this down to my fourteen-year-old cousin without lying or sounding like I was talking down to her.

“Okay,” I said finally, hating how frustrated I sounded at the subject, “this is hard. Really, really hard! And I don’t want to either lie to you, or get something wrong because I’m used to approaching this from the magic side instead of the psychic side.”

“Is it really that different?” Saori asked in surprise.

“The problem is a feedback loop,” I answered. “Seeing the future causes the future to change, thereby invalidating that future. And since you’re simultaneously connected to that change in progress the problem only gets worse! This is why there’s a lot of vague impressions or prophecies that are confusingly worded: it’s the only path available that will let that future play out until the right point! The right people live their lives as normal until just the right moment and then it all starts coming together for them.”

Take the recent school trip. If Saori had been able to tell me ‘you’re going to encounter a dark demi-god that got accidentally released from a seal’ I’d have either gotten the trip cancelled or gone loaded for bear! And I don’t just mean taking an extra mana collector or two, I’d have taken all of them and tried talking Himeko into taking Master Tai and a few of his friends along just in case. In the face of that sort of firepower the possessed Yuna and her puppet master would have almost certainly let out a string of swears in private but put off the mass sacrifice a little bit longer rather than charge blindly into that sort of opposition. Which would in turn have caused a peaceful trip and then led to us saying ‘why the hell did we bother with all this? We went to all this trouble for nothing, Saori must not be good at seeing the future.’

“Okay…” Saori said slowly. I think she got the basics of it but wasn’t sure she’d fully grasped everything.

“Spells and magic based methods of divination are especially tricky,” I tried to explain, “our methods are usually a lot more brute force and especially vulnerable to feedback. Psychics on the other hand seem to have a more delicate touch. Mages try to create a machine to do fine work, all out of prefabricated parts and in the field, and it usually works about as well as you’d expect. Psychics use the equivalent of their body and their natural sense of ‘touch’ and ‘sight’ let them judge things much better. Because you’re doing it naturally your body instinctively realizes when it’s pushing too hard or about to create a paradox, and it instinctively protects itself. Think about how hard you’d have to force yourself to grab a poisoned razor blade.”

“Where did that come from?”

“Okay, bad analogy,” I cringed at thinking about what I’d just said out loud, “but I think you get my point. One of the reasons that things seem so vague is that your…” body? Brain? Spirit? “… you’re defending yourself from harm, trying not to short yourself out with a paradox.”

“Really?”

“There’s a hel- heck of a lot more to it than that!” I admitted, “but that’s a good starting spot. Before you get too frustrated at being unable to tell the future keep that in mind. I mean, you have a much easier time with the present, right?”

Saori nodded. “It’s one of the reasons that gardening is so easy for me.”

“Good! And that’s a great example!” I seized on it desperately. “Trees and plants don’t make a lot of complicated decisions so you have an easier time seeing into the near future with those. There usually aren’t a lot of things that are going to seriously impact their fate, so it’s simple for you to realize what’s going to happen to them and how you can impact that. At least in a controlled space like a garden.”

Saori looked calmer. “It’s peaceful there.”

I studied her thoughtfully for a few moments. “Huh, I never really considered that before. It really would be, wouldn’t it?” Compared to the chaos of everyday life the garden was a whole new world. If Saori was picking up even a hint of the future of everyone swirling around her then the simple and placid fates of things like trees must have been like relaxing in a warm bath in comparison. Like everyone was always shouting even if she had earplugs in, but the plants were speaking in calm and soothing voices.

Saori nodded enthusiastically. “It’s beautiful, and smells great, and Oba-Kanoko’s so kind…” Saori flushed guiltily and looked away from me.

“I’m not jealous of you Saori,” I noted calmly. Total honesty, my brain poked me sharply. “… not really. Not anymore at least. Grandma Kanoko always wanted a true gardener to take after her. Cousin Daichi and I never quite fit the bill, we’re both close enough in a lot of ways but that probably made it all the more disappointing to her. Then you came along.”

I thought about it for a few seconds and then I nodded decisively. “And I’m glad you did. I love my grandma and I love you, if you both help complete each other in that way then it’s all for the best. She seems happier than ever and so do you, and that makes me a little happier too. If I feel anything else it’s just petty flashes of stupid feelings, you being a part of her life doesn’t suddenly make her love me less and I know that.”

I was being a little optimistic, I was pretty sure I’d have at least a few mildly disappointed and jealous moments in the future. Times when Grandma Kanoko was busy with Saori and I felt neglected. But as I was getting ready for higher education and Saori was in the middle of middle school that felt appropriate too, it made sense for them to focus more on their younger grandchildren at times like that.

Hell, I should be grateful that she’s indirectly teaching me to appreciate my grandparents a little more! I suspected with all the time they’d devoted to me I’d started to subconsciously believe I was their favorite and expect to be treated better than the others. Not a healthy attitude!

Saori flushed a little. “Thanks cousin,” she mumbled in embarrassment.

“There’s nothing to thank me for. Seriously, what sort of guy would I be if I acted any other way? Not the sort of person that deserved either you or Grandma Kanoko.”

Saori flushed even harder at that, probably not used to that sort of support. She’d been hiding her gifts for most of her life. And she still was, even from the majority of her family. “That’s why I want to help you,” she almost whispered. “And I feel so useless that I can’t.”

“Saori,” I said calmly, “do you feel… how do I put this? Do you feel there’s anything you need to help me with right now?”

“No…”

“Then don’t worry about it,” I said as confidently as I dared. “When you feel some sort of creeping certainty that you need to try harder, that’s when we need to start feeling worried! Don’t stress about it too much until then, just keep growing into your abilities naturally.”

“Are you sure?” she said, sounding a little more confident but still uncertain. “I don’t want to be so weak I can’t help you when the time comes.”

“This isn’t a manga Saori,” I said with a smile, struggling to get the next words out after everything that had happened to me recently. “I’m not on some sort of collision course with the demon king, we’re not in the middle of the training arc before we face the next big bad, and I have no destined clash in my future.”

Well, except maybe Master Tai, I conceded mentally. Chances are good I’ll have to demonstrate a shield to him at least a few more times. But since that wasn’t anything that I A) expected to win, or B) expected Saori could help me with, I figured it was okay to leave it at that.

“But what if something does happen?” Saori blurted out. “I can’t see any real danger but your future is… is…” Saori shook her head as if to clear it. “Your future is the most confusing thing I’ve ever seen! I can’t make any sense of it.”

Well, that’s encouraging, I couldn’t help by smile wryly. “May you live in interesting times,” I muttered under my breath.

“Sorry?”

“Nothing,” I said quickly. “Nothing. Just… contemplating karma I guess.” I was the one who wanted to hold on to my previous life’s knowledge and do something with it. Heck, I’d spent the last decade hoping for a break and better opportunities to speed things up and do more with it. I guessed this was the price for that.

“Saori,” I spoke up before my cousin could get too scared. “I’m running experiments with magic, it’s no wonder that my future’s so confused. I have only the vaguest clue how things are going to turn out, I’m constantly getting surprised when I discover a new magical material or the experimental reservoir I’m working on explodes!”

“Explodes?” Saori’s eyes widened.

“Only a small explosion,” I assured her quickly, “you would have picked it up otherwise. But that’s my point, you should not be using my life as a benchmark or practice for using your powers. A lot of it is pretty predictable but there’s some pretty large chunks of it that are almost pure randomness. I don’t think even a master could effectively see into the future for some of my experiments, that’s why they’re called experiments.”

Saori still looked uncertain so I played a trump card. “Tell you what,” I said with a smile that was only slightly forced. “I am interested in psychic powers and I am interested in experimenting on you. Why don’t we wait a year or two for your powers to stabilize a little and I’ll start running some tests on how they work? It’ll give you some more practice, me some more experience with your abilities, and we’ll show you that I’m not really lying about any of this.”

“Why wait that long? I could do it now,” Saori suggested a little petulantly, her frustration starting to peak its head again.

“Bad timing mostly,” I said, not lying but emphasizing the problem a little more. “Right now’s a challenge since I’ve already got so many other things to do. I’m prepping for entrance exams while carrying out other experiments already, getting a bead on what physical spells are doing to a body is a little bit more of a priority right now. And next year I’ll probably be a bit busy and limited as I figure out how I’m handling university. And the year after that you’re probably going to be a bit busy figuring out how you’re handling high school!”

Saori still looked a touch mulish so I added. “We’ll see if we can’t run a few basic tests during summer though, if we can make the schedules synch up.”

Saori’s eyes unfocused for a few moments. “Yes…” she said faintly, “that’s a good idea.”

She suddenly shook herself out of the near trance and turned to me angrily. “See! There! Why do I suddenly do things like that?!”

“Reflex,” I responded instantly. “Suddenly a point in the future solidifies a lot more and becomes glaringly obvious. It’s the psychic equivalent to your eyes widening or narrowing to a sudden flash of light or being plunged into darkness. It’s not certain how or where the tests would happen, but there’s obviously at least something positive we’re likely to learn from them. And since you spoke up that outcome becomes a lot more likely when it might have been chancy before.”

Saori was obviously still struggling with all the implications of that (not surprisingly, there were plenty of sages on Avalon that were still struggling with all the implications of that!) so I moved to distract her. “The point is: you can and do see the future when you need to.”

“I still wish it did what I wanted it to,” she muttered bitterly.

“We’re circling around again,” I noted. “That doesn’t accomplish much.”

Saori was unimpressed with my observation, shooting me a snotty look that I would have expected from a somewhat older teenager. Oh I hope this isn’t going to be a habit, I couldn’t get too annoyed with her, she was a psychic going through puberty who’d just moved into a new room and gotten a baby brother. That was a pretty fair justification for being a little testy and short tempered! But if she was going to be this way for a few years I wasn’t looking forward to it.

“Tell you what,” I sighed, surrendering to her wants. “I don’t want to try teaching you anything major, me trying to teach you how to do anything is a lot like a blind man trying to teach a regular student how to paint. But I can probably help you a little with some of the basics, give you the proper foundation so you can learn by yourself. Has anyone tried teaching you how to properly meditate yet?”

Saori’s face lit up in a surprisingly open way. Before long I found myself cross-legged on the floor, teaching my younger cousin some of the ins and outs of meditation.

Some people teach their cousins how to throw balls, other how to ride a bike, and some are just straight up passing on martial arts. Me? I’m teaching my psychic cousin how to meditate.

It seemed appropriate somehow. And with that I took a deep breath and focused on teaching Saori some different ways of focusing, clearing, and opening her mind.
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Sometimes my trips to the Meiko mansion went according to plan.  Scratch that, unless you were really nitpicky about the most minor of details the majority of my trips to the Meiko mansion went according to plan.  But when things did go off the rails they tended to really go off the rails.

Case in point, the Friday after we got back from our trip.

I’d been crossing the side of the mansion, about to enter the ‘forested’ part of the grounds (having just been in some real forests for our school trip it was hard to mistake one for the other) when I came across Himeko and Eiko fighting.

And, just to be clear, I don’t mean they were arguing.  I mean they were dressed up in judogis and seemed to be doing their best to kill each other as they battled across the lawn.

I pursed my lips and studied the scene for a minute, weighing what to do.  I was reasonably sure it wasn’t… well, it was serious.  As I watched Eiko frantically duck and then roll away from a kick that would have taken my head off I knew there was no way I couldn’t call it serious, they were going all out and if I got too close to them I didn’t want to know what might happen to me.  But I was pretty sure they weren’t really trying to murder each other.  Kind of sure.  Mostly.

“Do not worry Master Matsuda,” a powerful voice cut in from my side, “everything is under control.”

“Master Tai!” I exclaimed a little, trying not to sound too grateful.  I gave him a quick bow before returning my attention to the fight.  I thought furiously for a few moments before asking “is it safe to distract you?”

“Hmph,” Master Tai made a thoughtful sound as Eiko just barely managed to deflect a combo from Himeko.  “Maybe keep it to a minimum.  I’m trying to keep my distance unless I’m needed-”

A cleverly redirected kick from Himeko caught Eiko by surprise and actually knocked her backwards into a tree, momentarily stealing the breath from her lungs.

“Point!” Master Tai bellowed out firmly.  “Five seconds!”

Eiko nodded while Himeko kept her eyes fastened on her.  Eiko forced breath back into her lungs, clearly smarting, but repositioned herself slightly and recentered into a solid stance.

“Resume!” Master Tai shouted out again, presumably five seconds later.

Eiko wasn’t fully recovered, but she did succeed in blunting Himeko’s furious assault with a counter attack of her own.  The fight dissolved into a furious series of kicks and counter kicks.

Master Tai shook his head slightly in disapproval.  “Should have disengaged,” he murmured softly, “she’s letting Eiko regain her advantage.”

I didn’t quite understand but he was soon proven right.  Eiko eventually smashed a kick of her own straight through Himeko’s counters and sent the heiress flying back a good four meters before she collapsed to the ground.

“Point!” Master Tai called out again.  “Fifteen seconds!”

Eiko grinned savagely while Himeko slapped the ground in frustration.  She painfully staggered back to her feet though.  And while Himeko’s struggles might have proven why Master Tai had given her fifteen seconds she’d managed to return to a fighting stance before he called out “Resume!”

The pair charged back at each other again.

“If I was closer this'd be easier,” Master Tai said, his voice sounding a little unfocused as he concentrated on the two female combatants.  “But I’d be directly in the way and too much of a distraction, too prominent a threat when they’re supposed to be completely focused on each other, need to be focused on each other.  But from this far away I’m going need to be on the ball if I hope to stop something in time.”

“Ah,” I let out softly, sort of understanding.  If we’d just been in a ring or on a training mat it would have been child’s play for Master Tai to detect a blow that could do some permanent damage and then stop it before it fully landed.  However, from a good thirty or so meters away the challenge of detecting one, and then getting there in time to stop it, was a bit much even for him.  Not an impossibly so, he seemed pretty confident, but enough that he had to take it seriously.

“Anything I can do to help?” I asked softly.  On one hand this was fascinating.  On the other hand my friends were going at it way too intensely for comfort, if Master Tai hadn’t been there I might well have given in to my fears and used magic to separate them.  And I remembered how I’d first met Eiko, how a similar scene had been playing out in the mansion’s front hall.  But this, this was an entirely different level of seriousness and focus, and that was worrying me.

Master Tai gave a miniscule shake of his head.  “It’s almost over.  Himeko’s just about out of gas.”

I was tempted to ask about that but it was soon obvious what Master Tai meant.  Himeko aggressively threw herself at Eiko again and as I studied the clash some things became apparent.

First and most worryingly, Eiko wasn’t using her right arm.  I wondered if it was hurt but she didn’t seem to have much trouble moving it around, she had it tucked behind her back but she still moved it slightly when it was necessary to rebalance herself.

The second was that both of them were obviously hurt.  One of the reasons I wasn’t sure if Eiko’s arm was down was that she had her serious face on but pain and stress were still leaking through her expression.  She was definitely slowing down, heck I was worried she might have been more hurt than she had been after dealing with the wolf dolls, and I could tell she already had a few wounds underneath her judogi.

But the third was that Himeko was tiring faster.  She put a good face on it, she used a clever strategy even as she threw herself at Eiko again and she managed to clock Eiko one more time, earning a ten second restart after hitting Eiko hard enough that I figured that my precautions might have triggered if I’d been the one taking the blow.  But that was the last time, as much as she tried to keep up the pace there was only so much she could do and Eiko scored three more points in quick succession.

“Point!” Master Tai bellowed, even more firmly than usual as Himeko fell to one knee after a particularly vicious blow to her stomach.  “And match!  I make it fifteen to Eiko and eleven to Himeko!”

“Damn it!” Himeko punched the ground in frustration, angrier than I’d seen her in a long time.  The punch was weak though, she was unsteady after that last blow and her muscles were worn ragged.

“Told ya,” Eiko replied.  She tried to sound smug but her voice came out in a whispery rasp and she limped towards her friend.

“Enough!” Master Tai barked firmly.  He gave them both a firm stare, it wasn’t angry but it promised implacable retribution if anyone gainsaid him.  “Girls, bath.  You need a quick wash and change before we do anything else.  And it’s best done before you really start feeling the pain and the swelling starts.  Try to keep anyone from examining you too much.”

Both of them picked themselves off the ground and began to limp back towards the mansion, supporting each other as they struggled to move.  They got a little better after they had some momentum going but it was still jerky and uneven.

“Mamoru?” Himeko noted in surprise, her voice still awfully rough even a minute or so after everything had ended.  “When did you get here?”

I was almost amused.  And I wasn’t even using the spell today, I noted with a small mental smirk.  Still, I was standing next to Master Tai.  If anyone was going to call attention to themselves and overshadow me, both figuratively and literally, it was going to be him.  The traces of humor weren’t enough to overcome my concern though.

“Baths.  Now.” Master Tai stated sharply, precluding any conversation.

The girls instantly resumed their slow progress, leaving me alone with the master.  Master Tai watched their retreating forms with a hint of concern.  “I think I might need your help after all, Master Matsuda,” he said, a touch of sourness in his tone.

I said nothing. There was no way I wasn’t poking into my friends’ business after that!  No way whatsoever.

***

I finished retrieving all the mana from the collectors and retreated back towards the mansion.  There, I came across an unusual sight.  Master Tai, Eiko, and Himeko were all out on the mansion’s expansive back porch area.  Both the girls were lying facedown on fancy reclining deck chairs that had been pushed back to the horizontal setting.  They were each naked except for a towel over their rears.

Could have done without that, I thought with a small blush, making as much noise as possible while I approached to avoid any misunderstandings or accidents.  The last thing I needed was to startle them and then have either of them raise their bodies to look around.

While uncomfortable it was actually less of a temptation then it normally would have been.  Both girls were already showing a remarkable collection of growing bruises, and Master Tai’s presence hovering over the pair of them tended to kill any of my stupider thoughts as soon as they raised their heads.  He was such an unmissable and impossible wall to anything happening that even my stupider teenaged fantasies couldn’t get any traction.

In this case he was studying both the girls, carefully tracing their life energies with his own.  He made no acknowledgement of my approach but I don’t think anyone was surprised when I finally came up to the trio and he simply asked “Master Matsuda, how are you with healing magic these days?”

Oh fuck.  “Not as good as I’d like to be,” I answered honestly, forcing my voice to remain calm.  “It’s not that I can’t do it, it’s just that I don’t entirely know how it works or trust it.  Most of it is probably safe, or the side effects are so long term and subtle there’s no chance I could catch them even if I tried to do a proper study.  But when you combine that with the skill you should have before using healing magic it’s something I try to avoid.”

“Hmph,” Master Tai let out a thoughtful grunt.  “That’s what I figured.  Unfortunately, your friends have put themselves in a bit of a pinch.  I think you should bring whatever you feel comfortable with to the table.”

“What happened?” I asked, instantly taking my place by Master Tai’s side and turning on ‘mage sight’.

“We’re not that bad Sensei!” Eiko objected from her table.

“You’re not feeling that bad because you’ve still got some endorphins in your system and I’m doing a little pain blocking while I check you out!” Master Tai corrected her feelingly.  “By my count Himeko’s got three broken ribs and something needs to be done about that heel.  Not to mention the state of the muscles in her legs, normally that would have her off her feet by itself.  The three loosened teeth aren’t too bad, unless someone punches her again they’re barely worth counting.  But it would be stupid of me not to make sure they’re alright while I’m doing everything else.”

“You’ve only got one broken rib,” Master Tai emphasized a little more sternly.  “But don’t think I didn’t notice both your kidneys are a little bruised- “

Himeko gasped a little.  “Eiko, I’m so sorry- “ she began.

“Quiet,” Master Tai commanded gently, touching the back of her neck with a finger and instantly cutting her off.  It happened so fast I wasn’t sure if he did something or she simply had that much respect for him.  In either case, he continued with “and don’t kid yourself, you really did disjoint that knee for a few seconds there even if the next impact knocked it back into place.  And your left shoulder, but I’m pretty sure you realized that one.”

He turned back to me.  “None of this is life threatening, not if they act sensibly and be careful about healing up.   Don’t feel obligated to help out.  Its a bit much and this is partially my fault so I’m going to see about healing them up a little before everyone gets into trouble over it.”

I frowned thoughtfully, that list of wounds was enough to drive everything else out of my mind.  Or at least push it to the side as unimportant.  I normally I would have been fascinated by what Master Tai seemed to be doing, boosting their ki with his own and pushing certain parts of their bodies into overdrive.  In the face of that much damage I barely noticed.

“The biggest problem is mana costs,” I said, thinking out loud.  “I don’t really have enough mana with me today to employ the really big and effective spells, even if I thought that was a good idea.”

“Well, I’ll be helping their bodies along a bit,” Master Tai said calmly, “activating their own reserves and bolstering them with my ki.  I won’t be able to do too much, but I should be able to speed their healing.  At least for the muscles and the softer tissues, I probably won’t be able to do too much for the ribs.”

“Well, bones are tricky because… huh.”  I looked at the pair again thoughtfully.  Now that I was thinking about the problem, and had learned Master Tai was helping as well, there was one obvious option.  “Himeko?  Can I borrow the kitchen for a bit.”

“Of course Mamoru,” She answered instantly, somehow managing to sound almost normal despite her condition.

I nodded and retreated to the deck’s back doors.  I cautiously opened them and entered, and then discovered there were a half dozen anxious members of the mansion’s staff hovering as unobtrusively as they could manage in the background.  They weren’t visible from the deck, they had only a limited view of everything, but it was pretty obvious they could see any major gestures and rush in to assist at a moment’s notice.

“Well?” one of them, Eiko’s great aunt Natsume, demanded.

I rapidly readjusted a few mental calculations and approaches.  For some bizarre reason I’d assumed there’d be one staff member waiting in the area at most, and they’d be taking everything in stride.  That was stupid of me.  Between the family connections Eiko had and the care everyone felt towards Himeko, both professional and personal, it was no wonder a few people were pretty worried about what was happening.

“Uh, it’s not bad,” I said awkwardly, “but I need to get a few things from the kitchen.”

“From the kitchen?  Why?” Eiko’s great aunt interrogated me directly, leaving aside the usual politeness given the harm her relative and mistress had suffered.

“Master Tai… it’s not bad but he’s going to do a few things to help them out, make them heal a little quicker and easier.  We need to make sure they’ve got plenty of the right nutrients and substances to promote healing.”

There was a gradual release of tension in the surroundings, a collective sigh of relief without the actual sigh.  “Of course,” Natsume went, returning to a more professional mode (even if it was still a bit more superior and uptight than most of the Meiko staff were around me).  “Please let us know what Master Tai requires and we’ll prepare it.”

“Um…” I said uncertainly.

“What is it Matsuda-sama?” Natsume enquired, the tone of her sama not quite matching the words.

“This time it’s something I’m going to make up myself,” I said slowly, trying to think how to present this.

“You?” to her credit, Natsume didn’t sound shocked, she even kept her skepticism firmly in check, but there was a hint of affronted challenge in the question.

“It’s… a combination of things,” I admitted slowly.  “I’ll be doing this so it’s scientifically balanced to give them what they need while adding a couple of things that Master Tai wants to keep secret.”

There was a collective moment of hesitation amongst all the staff.  Abruptly I remembered I’d used Master Tai’s ‘night tiger’ code words in the past, firmly establishing that I was involved with him and doing some work the mansion staff weren’t supposed to look too closely at.  The memory and mystery of that probably still lingered with the staff and gave my curious request a little extra weight.

“It’s also going to taste really bad,” I added after a few moments.  “We’re going for maximum nutrition and healing power here, not taste or anything that’s going to sit easy on the stomach.  More medicine than food.  I’m not sure the kitchen staff’s going to want to be associated with anything this gross.”

All the tension suddenly went out of the room and I could almost hear everyone thinking some variation of “that’s true” and calming down.  Between professional pride and not wanting to feed their employers something foul that was apparently an argument that had a lot of merit to various staff members.

Natsume sighed and took the lead again.  “Very well.  Matsuda-sama, follow me to the kitchen and I’ll inform the staff and get you started.  Kenichi-san will keep watch over the mistress and my idiot grand-niece.”

Not the most respectful interaction I’ve ever had around here, I thought wryly.  But at least I’m absolutely certain it’s honest.  With that I bowed politely to Eiko’s great aunt and made my way to the kitchen.

***

“What is that?” Eiko asked in tones of fascinated horror as she watched me wheel a serving cart laden with unusual ingredients out to the deck.  Master Tai gently but firmly pressed the back of her head back down onto the padding and she reluctantly fell silent.

Himeko twitched noticeably, obviously very tempted to raise her own head and have a look.  She managed to fight the impulse successfully, probably due to the gently looming presence of Master Tai.

I wonder which thing prompted Eiko’s outburst? thought with a touch of humor.  My guess is that it was either the blended beef or the blended bone.  The Meiko kitchen had top of the line equipment, including an industrial strength food processor that could have pureed concrete.  I’d taken full advantage of that in prepping my ingredients.

Taking away from my amusement was the state of my friends.  Even with Master Tai’s help the bruises were certainly blossoming, and they looked ugly.  Part of that was because they were also healing quicker than usual, from what he’d said and what I could tell the girls bodies were already processing their injuries with unnatural speed.  But that didn’t stop me from being really concerned over what they’d done to themselves.

“Master Tai,” I said conversationally.  “You’re more familiar with the Meiko security systems than I am.  I assume there’s no coverage of the deck?”

“There is, but I’ve created a blind spot,” he nodded towards a pair of tall, ornamental potted plants that I suddenly realized were far out of place (and that I couldn’t have lifted without magic).  “The Meiko family will let me do stuff like that when things happen, but don’t be too careless.  The trees cover most of that camera but there’s another one at a different angle that’ll start picking you up again if you move another meter to your right.”

I nodded and positioned the serving cart carefully.  With that big a hole in the coverage I wasn’t too worried about the cameras, but I also had to watch out for any of the staff that were trying to be vaguely aware of the situation.  They had made sure we’d have privacy, that they couldn’t see too much, but if my casting started creating a bunch of sigils in midair they’d have quickly realized something was amiss.  And while I suspected they’d quickly avert their eyes before they fully realized anything, since Master Tai was right next to me and they trusted him while respecting his secrets, I wasn’t in a hurry to test that theory or encourage any more suppositions.  So I made sure both Master Tai and I would be between the staff and anything obviously supernatural I might be doing.

I dragged over another small table and started drawing a slightly complicated magical circle over it in magicians’ ink.  Master Tai kept an interested eye on me but focused most of his attention on the two girls, doing a number of obscure and complicated things (I couldn’t use the word arcane since it wasn’t technically right) to help Himeko and Eiko heal.  Behind me I could vaguely feel his ki stirring as he used it to bolster and manipulate the girls.  I was mildly annoyed at the distraction, it felt odd to be deliberately ignoring something that skillful but subtly powerful going on behind me.  But I could hardly complain about him healing my friends while I started my work towards the same end.  I pushed the distraction aside and carefully started sketching in the sigils.

Finally, after nearly half an hour of careful measuring and double checking, it was complete.  I put an empty pitcher in the center of the circle and then started pumping mana into my creation, watching in satisfaction as the magicians’ ink started glowing a dark green.

“Interesting,” Master Tai noted as he watched me start by pouring in the liquified meat.  “Making a poultice?”

I shook my head in negation.  “Potion,” I responded as I added the blended bone to the mix, carefully watching and making sure the two were combining and reacting like they were supposed to.

“What?” Eiko yelped out in a combination of surprise and horror.  She was careful not to raise her head though, even though someone like me could see the tension in her shoulders as she fought to keep herself from doing so.  Or do anything else to get on Master Tai’s bad side, although I could still feel him flex his aura slightly in warning.

There was a twinkle in Master Tai’s eye and he gave me an evil grin now that the girls couldn’t see it.  “I see,” he said solemnly.

“Magic potions are real?” Himeko asked in muffled voiced surprise.  “We’re really about to get a healing potion?”

I snorted slightly.  “Of course they’re real,” I answered with a hint of scorn.  “Seriously Hime, this is another one of those things where everyone romanticises magic instead of treating it seriously.  Potions are just medicines and drugs made with magic, no different than anything you could pick up from the pharmacy except for how they’re made.  Just because a drug requires aracano-chemistry instead of synthetic-chemistry or electro-chemistry doesn’t make it any better.”

“Aracano-chemistry?” I heard Eiko mutter with a surprising amount of skepticism.  I certainly couldn’t have sounded that sharp to someone else if I were face down and mostly naked.

Still, she had a point.  “I’m trying out different terms.  Stuff that will hopefully get taken more seriously when I have to go public,” I admitted.

“An excellent point Master Matsuda,” Master Tai interjected.  “I don't think saying it that way sounds great, I'd come up with something better if I were you!  But it won’t be met with the same sort of scorn and denial a loaded term like ‘alchemy’ would.”

Of course, I probably don’t want to try presenting any of this to the greater scientific community any time soon, I admitted to myself as I watched the ingredients combining.  Anyone with even the slightest understanding of physics and chemistry would have been going ‘wait, what?’ if they’d been observing.  The volume of the combined liquids was actually being condensed as part of its transformation.  There’d have been no better way to get accused of faking things or being a hoax as to violate a natural law like that so quickly.  Not without a cloud of particulates or gasses rising above the mixture.

“And technically this isn’t a healing potion, not in the way you’re probably thinking of one Himeko,” I continued distractedly.  “I don’t think anything is, not quite, and anything that comes close has to be brewed by a master with sophisticated equipment and ingredients.  It’s the same as with any medicine Himeko, you don’t want random idiots trying to brew up the more powerful and sophisticated things by themselves.  Willow bark tea, sure.  But prescription strength painkillers?  Leave that to a pharmacist.  Seriously, how powerful a healing potion do you think an amateur like me could brew up with ingredients they got from the Meiko kitchen?”

“I didn’t say that Mamoru,” Himeko noted, sounding remarkably prim given the circumstances.

I flushed slightly before speaking up again, I was guilty of projecting a few of my pet peeves onto her there.  Not to mention oversimplifying everything and ignoring what gifted and practiced amateurs like my Grandma Kanoko could do, there were a lot of cases where I’d have chosen one of her homemade medicines over any of my potions.  “This is something a lot more basic and practical,” I continued in a more balanced tone.  “Something to support Master Tai’s efforts and continue carrying them forward over a longer term: a regeneration potion.”

“Interesting!” Master Tai noted, examining me and the magic circle with even more intensity.  “So, it’s something that boosts a body’s ability to heal itself?”

“And fuels that boost,” I emphasized as I finished mixing the last of the beef and bone together.  Observant watchers would have noticed I’d just managed to combine slightly more than double the pitcher’s volume worth of liquids but the pitcher itself was only about nine tenths full.  “Half the problem with trying to heal a body quickly is where all those materials come from.  That’s why even the regeneration potion takes a bit of work; to speed someone’s healing without accidentally causing their own body to cannibalize itself you have to make sure it has enough resources to support that healing.”

I chopped a number of herbs and added them to the mix, followed by a cup of pig’s blood.  Wish I could have gotten something more effective, like dragon’s or troll’s blood, I thought distractedly.  I briefly considered going back to the kitchen to see if I couldn’t get a cup or two more.

“I see,” Master Tai said happily, glancing down at his two patients.  “When I use these techniques on myself I have to eat like a pig, especially if I try to sustain them for a while.  But the potion is like a bunch of magic-based nutrition bars rolled into one.”

“That’s a good analogy,” I agreed encouragingly, gently stirring the mixture in front of me and eyeing a few more herbs.  “One of the things on my wish list of things to do is look into potions and see if I can’t update some of them.  The concept is great but they’re awfully limited by going through the stomach.  If we can alter some of them to work through injection we could open up a whole new world of medicines!  Even something like this could probably be improved upon if it was updated to work as an intravenous drip.”

“That’s ambitious,” Master Tai noted.  It sounded like he approved but there was a hint of caution in his tone too.

“And probably not for me,” I admitted, coming back down to Earth a little.  “This sort of thing is probably going to need a medical specialist to make any real progress.  I want to try to look into the subject at some point, maybe it’ll be easier or simpler than I think.  But realistically the best I can probably hope for is that one of my students or successors is gifted in that field and that I’ll be able to inspire them while giving them a few pointers in the right direction.”

Master Tai laughed unreservedly at that statement.  “You are a master,” he said with a wide smile.  “And you’re already thinking about students before you’re out of high school.  Gods, I can’t decide whether to feel old or inspired by that!”

“Well, maybe not any time soon,” I admitted with a nervous laugh of my own.  Your true age is starting to poke through there a little, cool it down a little, I couldn’t help but note.  It had to be at least a decade before I’d be reaching that point, someone with dedicated students who’d be thinking about them branching off into their own disciplines.  I could recognize that as being on the foreseeable horizon since I technically had nearly four and a half decades of experience.  A seventeen-year-old high schooler would not usually have had that perspective!

“It’s not a criticism Master Matsuda,” Master Tai noted, still chuckling.

“But it is still a pipe dream,” I noted a little more humbly as I continued my work.  “Born out of the recognition that no matter how much I try and how much I want to do it all I cannot simply be someone who is the greatest at every single field and makes consistent breakthroughs in all of them simultaneously.  I want to.  Aoth knows I’m probably going to try to push as many of them as possible.  But at the end of the day I have to accept that I have my strengths and weaknesses.  And if I want to see magic pushed forward effectively, I’m going to have to accept that there will be other people pushing it even better than I could.”

Speaking of strengths and weaknesses, I noted to myself, taking a serious look at my concoction, how’s that doing?  I’d brewed less powerful regeneration potions in the past, but I’d had better ingredients.  Or did I? I questioned, reconsidering that thought as I realized this potion might be shaping up to be my best yet.  More powerful and tested ingredients, sure.  But better?  The Meiko household stocks high quality ingredients.  And then there’s the question of how they’re transported and preserved.  Sure, these aren’t all the original herbs.  But for a regeneration potion the purpose is to support the body, substitutions based on vitamins and minerals is more important than trace arcane properties.  And the sort of suppliers the Meikos used probably treated all this stuff with more care than the bulk, low-quality ingredient merchants I’d used back on Avalon.  Toss in some of the high-quality equipment I’d been able to borrow, like the food processor, and the ingredients were probably a cut or two above what I’d used in my past life!

I quickly put aside that thought (although I made a note to revisit it later) as Master Tai spoke up again.  “That sort of perspective is important in a Master,” he noted more humbly.  “It’s one of the most important qualities, the humble recognition of your own abilities and the joy in not only continuing the chain of progression but strengthening it as you teach future generations to forge their own links.”

His gaze darkened slightly as it shot down to Eiko.  “Which is why it’s so frustrating when future generations act like overconfident, immortal idiots!”

Eiko’s whole body flinched slightly.  “I’m sorry sensei,” she replied humbly.

“Oh, I think you’re going to be,” Master Tai murmured softly, shooting a look towards the pitcher I was brewing.

I smirked slightly.  “Almost finished,” I admitted, “I want to concentrate for the next few minutes, add the last few ingredients and then run the reactions to completion.”  This potion wasn’t too complex but it did have two separate parts to it, and I had to make sure they were both done right.  The first was some mild physical transformations, properly combining all the ingredients into a super powerful, long-lasting nutrient base to support the regeneration spell.  The second was embedding a slow-release regeneration spell into the mix, basically something that would do the exact same thing Master Tai was doing but over a longer period.  Neither part was too hard in and of itself, this wasn’t trying to turn lead into gold or implant a spell to mutate the body somehow, but it was still possible to screw this up if I wasn’t careful.

Everyone fell silent again for a little while as I added a few more herbs and focused on my work.  Finally, after a good fifteen minutes as I both double checked my work and added all my available mana for a little extra potency, I declared.  “Potion’s done.”

I poured a little of the now smooth but evil looking red liquid into a cup and held it towards Eiko.  “Drink up, I suggest sipping it slowly.”

Master Tai let her raise her head.  My sadistic enjoyment of the moment was slightly spoiled by the bruises I could now see clearly on her face.  Master Tai however just grinned evilly at me over her head.

Eiko looked at the liquid with trepidation, but still carefully raised the cup to her mouth and took a sip.

“BLEAH!” she said, making a face I’d never seen before.  “What’s in this stuff?!  Salted jet fuel?”

For all her words and violent reaction she’d still swallowed, and she’d managed to avoid spilling the liquid even after jerking about like that.

“It’s medicine Eiko,” I replied as I poured out a second cup for Himeko.  “What did you expect it to taste like?”  I kept a calm, bland expression up as Master Tai signaled Himeko could raise her head and I handed the heiress her cup.  Unlike Eiko she hadn’t seen some of the ingredients.  Even Eiko couldn’t help but watch eagerly as Himeko took her first drink, misery loving company.

Himeko was much too well mannered and disciplined to react like Eiko did, especially after receiving an indirect warning.  She took a large mouthful, apparently hoping to get finished quickly, and immediately regretted it.  Himeko let out a muffled “umpf!” and plastered her face back against the padding.  Her whole body trembled as she forced herself to swallow and she panted a few times from the exertion of having done so before she spoke up.  “What is in that stuff?!” she asked with feeling.

“Are you sure you want to know?” I asked with relish.

Himeko took a moment to consider the question before answering primly.  “No.”

“Good,” Master Tai cut back in, “because I assume Master Matsuda wouldn’t have created that much if you didn’t need it.  How much do they need to drink and how quickly?”

“The whole pitcher,” I replied, unable to keep just a hint of sympathy out of my expression despite everything.  “Well, half the pitcher each.  Best done as soon as possible, although they’re probably going to need to take a little time.”

“Good,” Master Tai repeated mercilessly.

Eiko looked like she wanted to protest but reluctantly thought the better of it, taking another sip of her potion and managing not to react quite so violently.  Himeko on the other hand, perhaps because she’d dared to actually drink more of the potion at once, attempted a mild and polite protest.  “Master Tai- “ she began.

“Actions have consequences ojou-sama,” he said, crossing his arms and staring Himeko down.  “Most of those times the consequences are not as nice as swallowing down some foul-tasting medicine, they are weeks of recovery and concern over lost progress while trying to explain your injuries to your parents.”

Himeko took another swallow, slightly smaller then the last time, to show she was listening.  After she’d finished forcing it down she attempted to sound reasonable.  “But all of it at once- “ she began.

“Are you questioning your friend and doctor?” Master Tai asked with deceptive mildness.

Since I actually knew what taking the potion in question was like (they weren’t exaggerating its unpleasantness) I showed Himeko a little more mercy.  “This isn’t a video game Himeko,” I explained with a hint of gentleness.  “Potions don’t keep indefinitely, especially not ones done off the cuff by relative amateurs like this one.  If you really wanted to you could probably have this over the next half a day without losing too much potency.  But trust me, you don’t want to.  If you think it’s bad now you should try it after it’s had some time to cool down and congeal.”

Eiko made a sound like she was trying to suppress being violently ill.  I was looking the other way so I couldn’t tell whether that was because she’d just taken another sip or because of what I’d just described.  Or possibly both.

Himeko looked more truculent then I’d ever seen before but in the face of both Master Tai and I she repressed her protests and took another small swallow.

“It’s going to be useless if we throw this back up you know,” Eiko spoke up after a few moments.  Since that seemed to be more directed at Himeko we let it pass.  Eiko was taking consistent small sips, shuddering the whole time, while Himeko was usually taking in a small mouthful, waiting a minute to recover from the effort of forcing it down, and repeating.

They were both making progress.  I took the pitcher and topped off their cups, trying not to smirk at the barely controlled looks of dismay on their faces.

“I can hold it down,” Himeko replied, although her voice wavered as she said that.

“You sure about that?  Cause all you need is one bad swallow and then you’ve lost all your progress,” something in Eiko’s tone suggested she thought that would be considered no excuse.  That I’d just mix up another potion and then they’d have to do it all over again.

“I wouldn’t worry about that too much,” I noted a little too cheerfully.  “As bad as this tastes it tends to sit in the stomach like a lead brick, slowly dispersing over the next few days.  That’s part of the magic, once it’s down it stays there!”

Eiko let out an unapologetic moan while Himeko’s expression clearly revealed what she thought about that.

I glanced at their auras with ‘mage sight’ and nodded in satisfaction.  Master Tai’s efforts were most prominent and notable but it looked like the potion was settling in and starting to circulate properly.  I decided not to mention the potion also had some mild anesthetic properties.  Nothing too major, but they wouldn’t feel their bruises or soreness as much as they should have given what was happening.  I watched them resume their gagging down of the potion and then softly asked Master Tai “so how on Earth did this happen?”

Master Tai shook his head in disapproval.  But when he answered he made no attempt to lower his voice.  “Himeko-san was home early today.  That was unusual and I took advantage of it to get her report about Eiko’s performance on your school trip.”

“Huh.  Wow, that is odd,” I said after I thought about that for a few moments.  I was almost as surprised and worried about that as I was about the pair of them getting that hurt!

“I was trying to avoid you Mamoru,” Himeko gasped out, short of breath after her most recent swallow.

“Avoid me?”

“Yes.  I know you’re likely to be resetting your precaution some time soon.  I had no desire to walk in on you naked again.”

Alright, fair point there, I reflected.  That does seem to keep happening and there was no sense in making it three for three.

I decided not to tell her I’d actually finished it off the day before.  She was right and I’d been in a hurry to redo it, the more I’d thought about it the more paranoid I’d started to feel about walking the streets without that safety measure in place.  Monday I’d been distracted by my new cousin and I’d had to do the prep work and get a few ingredients over Tuesday and Wednesday, but I’d actually gotten it back in place afterschool on Thursday.  It wasn’t unreasonable of her to assume I’d have needed more time though, and she was already suffering enough trying to get through the potion, so I held the news back.

“Since catching her at an opportune moment is difficult, especially one where I could talk to her about something abnormal like this, I took the chance to get her version of everything,” Master Tai continued calmly.

“It was mostly the same of course, and I was pleased with Eiko’s overall performance.  I’ll get your version in a minute but I'm guessing you don’t have anything important to add from a mage’s perspective?”

“No,” I shrugged, trying to think back to the trip and the fight in the woods.  “No, I thought Eiko’s performance was fine.”

Master Tai nodded.  “Unfortunately, Eiko came by at the wrong moment, took what was being said the wrong way, and had a few choice words to say about how Himeko did in regards to the wolf dolls in the woods.”

I caught Eiko’s flinch that time, and it wasn’t potion related.  “Sorry Hime,” she said sheepishly.

Himeko kept quiet but blushed all the way to her shoulders.

Master Tai nodded.  “I wasn’t there so I can’t comment on what she said but it seemed to me like Eiko’s critique was a mix of fair points and unfair expectations.  Given all of Himeko-san’s training and a little bit of warning she really shouldn’t have hesitated when the wolf dolls came out of the woods.  And hesitating after knocking one back was definitely a mistake, the instincts should be spine deep by now, especially with Himeko-san’s repeated claims she’s good enough to protect herself.  But expecting Himeko-san to simply take an unfamiliar spell powering her up in stride was clearly a mistake on Eiko’s part.  Eiko should be more than familiar by now with how challenging that is, of how much care you take to familiarize Eiko with each spell and let her warm up to it before conducting even simple tests.”

I nodded firmly, in complete agreement with Master Tai's surprisingly sophisticated critique.  Even the best of warriors is going to need a few seconds to figure out what’s changed, how much, and rebalance themselves to use it properly.  Sure, it was all positive.  But that didn’t mean it was the easiest thing in the world to use.  Eiko’s reaction to that sort of change had almost gotten her killed back when she’d faced the thugs in the alley!

“And Eiko did it all with language that would have been fine for her to use in relation to me,” Master Tai continued, “but not when talking about her friend who isn’t a full martial artist or used to that sort of casual and caustic discussion.”

“Unfortunately, neither of us realized that Himeko was suffering from a few issues of her own over her performance.  She was less than happy with her hesitation, of needing help while Eiko was facing her own danger, or the fact her friend had called her out on this.  In retrospect it is obvious she was thinking of turning her training back up a few notches, but the timing and temper of this was unfortunate.”

“Hime?” Eiko asked in surprise, pausing in her unpleasant sips and looking back over to her friend.

Hime’s flush now reached down to below her shoulder blades and I abruptly realized Master Tai was being so frank to me as an indirect way of critiquing and counseling the pair of them.  By discussing it neutrally with a third party he could take some of the sting out of everything but still slap them over the head with their mistakes or point things out to them.  Given that Himeko wasn’t technically his student and this sounded like it was about personal problems as much as physical ones I could see the wisdom in that approach.  Given the choice I’d have done something similar rather than try to gently coach the pair through actually talking to each other.

(Plus, Master Tai didn’t seem like the type of guy to go “Now Eiko, was there something you wanted to say to your friend?  Perhaps in slightly more constructive terms?”)

“Unfortunately, Eiko was…” Master Tai paused and cocked his head thoughtfully.  “Hm.  I'd say overly arrogant.  Her skills do significantly surpass Himeko's, but not by as much as she thinks.  As the argument escalated and as Eiko’s inflated opinion of herself became clearer Himeko agreed that she would fight Eiko, and that she would beat her if Eiko really was only going to use one hand.”

It took a moment for me to decode that, realize that Eiko really had said something along the lines of ‘I can beat you with one hand tied behind my back’.  That explains why she wasn’t using her right arm while I was watching.  I thought.  Then the full enormity of it dawned upon me and I facepalmed.  There was no other response to that, for either side’s performance.  If you’re getting into a fight with someone you can’t beat unless they give you an arm’s disadvantage then you should really be asking why you’re doing it!  Because if it’s just for pride’s sake… “Oh for crying out loud!”

Master Tai nodded.  “Eiko underestimated how far Himeko would go when faced with a goad like that.  Himeko was using something like 90% of the power she’d use in a life-or-death situation, not willing to lose in front of her friend after Eiko showed that much arrogance and disrespect, needing to prove to herself and Eiko she was still powerful.  Eiko responded in kind.  While she probably wasn’t using much more than 80% of her power in comparison that was still enough to provoke a very even contest when combined with the handicap she’d handed Himeko.  With such pride on the line both of them went harder than they should have… and now this.”

He gestured with his hand at the two girls still covered in bruises.

“And it was partially my fault too,” he sighed hugely, his mountainous shoulders heaving in sadness, “I should have realized how much anger and pride they were bringing to the match.  I realized that Himeko-san was being truthful about desiring to increase her training, about not having had a bout with Eiko in far too long, and I thought a match like that would give them a chance to vent their feelings while being good training for them both.  But I didn't realize she was going to take it so far beyond training levels.  And even when it became obvious what was happening I gave them too much freedom, I figured that getting it out of their systems was still for the best while teaching them a few lessons about what happens when you let your emotions run wild.  But I overestimated their judgement or underestimated their hurt feelings, by the time they realized what they were doing to themselves and to each other they were too far in.”

“Sorry Master Tai.”

“Sorry sensei.”

“Eiko, I’m more disappointed in you,” Master Tai said frankly.  Not too harshly but not too gently either.  “You should have known the level you were reaching was well beyond what you should have been doing for a bout like this.  You’ve seen me spar with other masters, you know where we drew the line.  So why did you go over that line?”

“Sorry sensei,” Eiko repeated with even more of a flush.  One other disadvantage of lying on her stomach while almost naked was she couldn’t bow like she obviously wanted to, deeply and repeatedly.

I wonder if that was part of the plan, an additional way to keep her from moving around too much?

“It was your pride,” Master Tai said disapprovingly.  “It was merely for your pride’s sake that you fought.  And not even for your true pride in your abilities, for the pride in the idea you were so far beyond Himeko you could handle her without your right arm.  If you’d held back and let her beat you, or even given her a moral victory and used both arms, we’d have a lot less bones and torn muscles between the pair of you.  There might be times when doing that in order to properly humble someone, or breaking their spirit might be worthwhile.  But to your friend?  In a fight that you basically started?”

“I’m sorry sensei,” Eiko repeated miserably for a third time, looking the closest to tears I’d ever seen her.

“Don’t be sorry, be respectful and learn,” Master Tai admonished with deceptive mildness.  “If it wasn’t for the potential problems that could result from letting everyone know the real extent of your injuries I’d have let them heal by themselves to drive home the lesson.”


“Himeko-san,” Master Tai noted a little more sharply.  “You are not truly my student and I have no authority over how you act.  However, I do act as a teacher and as such I have to say: if you’re dissatisfied with your level of progress and looking to improve your training looking for fights with people stronger than you is not the way to go about fixing that.  Nor is edging up towards a killing level in order to make up for a deficit in strength!”

Himeko’s shamed flush was now almost all the way down to the towel.  “Yes, Master Tai,” she said, trying to sound both humble and firm but failing at it in her humiliation.

“Good.”  He turned to me.  “How long do you think it’ll take them to heal up?”

I shook myself, feeling a hint of second-hand embarrassment after watching my friends get lectured like that.  “A good rule of thumb is they’ll heal the equivalent of one week for every day so long as the potion holds.  Assuming they finish it… I estimate they’ll have five- or six-days worth of effect.”

“Good.  And with my work the bruises should be nicely faded by the time they head back to school.  And this will heal the ribs?”

I nodded firmly.  “That’s why I went with it,” I admitted.  “They’ll probably have to be pretty careful about them until at least Tuesday, but I’m fairly confident they’ll be all better by this time next Friday.”

“Alright then,” Master Tai turned back to the girls, an evil glint back in his eyes.  “I’ll warn everyone that you shouldn’t do more than light work for the next few days.  Your punishment is to finish your potions.”

The girls looked back towards the half full pitcher and the expressions on their faces were all I needed to be confident that they were going to take this lesson to heart!
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Some problems you expect.  Or at least you kind of expect, you don’t see the exact shape of them but you’re unsurprised when they come up.  That was the usual sort of problem I encountered when doing my experiments, whenever something exploded or backfired I was taken by surprise but I’d always had a bunch of safety equipment on or something in place so it wasn’t really harmful.

Other problems come out of nowhere.  Such as my Wednesday in the lab.  I was well into things, starting to get towards the point where I might have considered wrapping up for the day in fact.  It was still a little early by my standards but I was almost finished with everything I’d been doing and it was a on the late side to be starting anything new.  I’d been running a few more tests on the cherry wood I’d gotten from my grandma and working on the preliminary designs for a staff.  Things had been going pretty well when suddenly Sensei-san manifested out of nowhere in the lab.

They wasted no time.  “Matsuda-san, come quickly!  There is a suspicious person at the school gates!”

The school’s kami vanished immediately after delivering the message, not keen to waste any of their strength manifesting in front of me when they didn’t have to.  If they were facing another potential threat I couldn’t blame them for that.

I felt an explosion of butterflies in my stomach that was starting to become all too familiar.  Shit, damn, fuck, I thought fearfully as I hurriedly pulled together what little equipment I had with me.  It wasn’t much, just the stuff I brought along with me to school every day.  On the plus side my portable mana reservoir was pretty full, I hadn’t been running any mana intensive tests and I’d already visited the Meiko mansion for the day’s take before that.  Combine that with the school’s reservoir and I was reasonably well off.  That didn’t make a fight a good idea, but if it had to happen then this was unusually favorable timing.

I remember when I wasn’t worried about getting into magical battles at school, I thought a little bitterly as I hurried out of the room.  Never thought I’d be nostalgic for those days.  Unfortunately, rushing out to check on an emergency while being prepared for battle had happened a few times since I’d awakened Sensei-san.  So far most of them had been false alarms, things that were probably going to give me an ulcer at this rate but hadn’t actually resulted in a fight.  Ignoring the saboteur the worst of them had been a somewhat dangerous looking figure (Sensei-san and I suspected it had been a hari onago) that we’d had to frighten away with a show of force.

Okay, I suppose it depends on how you look at things, I admitted to myself, that under-kami in charge of weather change was on the scary side, and had possessed potential power that was pretty pants wetting.  But there really hadn’t been any risk to it, unlike the saboteur and the hari onago.  Aoth knows what we’re dealing with this ti-

I turned the corner and got a clear look at the school gates.  The sudden implications of what I was seeing, and the looming potential disaster, shook me to my core.

“Ah, Master Matsuda,” Master Tai said cheerfully as he pressed against something invisible in front of the school gates. There was a hint of sparks and a flat plane around his fingers but the obstacle was otherwise transparent.  “Is this barrier your doing?”

“No-o-o,” I drew out carefully, getting a little closer and then examining the area in question with ‘mage sight’.  Sensei-san had set up a barrier in front of the school gate.  Don’t get me wrong, it wasn’t a terribly powerful barrier.  Especially to a flesh and blood creature.  I’m pretty sure every one of my cousins except for Tetsuji-kun could have broken through it if they’d really wanted to.  For someone like Master Tai it wasn’t a serious obstacle, not in the physical sense.  It was the equivalent of locking a store’s door though, even if you were able to break through the door and enter it was clearly not the right thing to do.

“Sensei-san-“ I started, paused, and then double-checked Master Tai with ‘mage sight’ too.  Once I was sure it was him and I wasn’t about to embarrass myself by being a sucker for an illusion or transformation I started again.  “Sensei-san, what are you doing?”

There was a long moment of silence and for a moment I worried the kami was going to keep me hanging.  Eventually Sensei-san answered.

“Keeping out dangerous individuals Matsuda-san.  Is there a problem?”

Since Himeko and the mithril magatama weren’t around the answer had been in the more mystical frequencies rather than the physical ones, without any accompanying image.  That didn’t seem to stop Master Tai from hearing it though.  “Ah!  The kami!  Eiko told me you'd awakened the kami of the school.  I assumed since I got in without a problem  last time I wouldn’t be coming across them now.”  Master Tai bowed politely in Sensei-san’s general direction.

Somehow, I sensed Sensei-san was mildly startled and put out by Master Tai’s knowledge and ability to hear them.  Which, in a twisted sort of way, wasn’t too shocking.  Master Tai could startle entities a lot older and more experienced than Sensei-san.

I thought rapidly, trying to balance fear against a rising sense of annoyance.  I did not want to piss off either Master Tai or Sensei-san!  My first thoughts were very much to put the blame on Sensei-san, Master Tai had certainly visited the school in the past and Sensei-san hadn’t bothered putting up physical barriers towards anyone before!  At least as far as I knew, and I figured either the rumor mill or Himeko would have let me know if that had changed even if Sensei-san themselves hadn’t told me.  Doing so now, and towards a man like Master Tai, struck me as the worst possible combination of rude, arrogant, and stupid.

But, before I jumped to that conclusion, I had to ask “Sensei-san, are you not aware of who Master Tai is?”

“He is a very accomplished martial arts master,” Sensei-san answered calmly.  “A sensei himself, one who teaches Meiko-san’s and your mutual friend Kobayashi-san.”

“Well- “ I said, taking a deep breath.

“And that doesn’t matter in the slightest.”  Sensei-san continued.  “He is not a student, he is not a teacher, he is not alumni.  He is not even a parent or a separate teacher of any student of this school.  He has no place here.”

“Ho-oh!” Master Tai exclaimed, looking more amused than anything else.  “Interesting!”

“Sensei-san…” I thought about telling them off, objecting to their sudden and high-handed attempt to bar Master Tai.  I was almost certain that other people in similar situations had been let in.  But in the end I hesitated, even if the situations were technically similar I couldn’t attempt to claim they were the same with a straight face.  Letting in someone’s more distant relative or neighbor was one thing, letting in Master Tai was a whole different story.  I had a feeling this needed a more delicate touch, so I gave in and asked.  “Could you let him in for now, please?  And go get Himeko so that we can sort this out?”

Sensei-san hesitated.

“I know you’ve let him in previously,” I said, allowing myself a hint of annoyance.  “You didn’t raise any objections or tell us things have changed since then.”

“He may enter,” Sensei-san spoke with manifest reluctance.

“Thank you,” Master Tai said politely, once again bowing in the vague direction of Sensei-san’s focus before politely stepping into the school.

Sensei-san’s awareness seemed to vanish from the area.

“That… was a little bit worrying,” I said slowly, looking suspiciously back towards the school.

“Hm, I’ll trust your judgement about that Master Matsuda,” Master Tai noted calmly.  “I wasn't impressed by such open yet futile reactions.  But I want to know more, and a kami has the right to protect and regulate his shrine.”

“Their,” I noted absently.

“Ah, my apologies.  Eiko did mention that and I forgot.”

“Have you had much experience with kami in the past?” I asked, suddenly realizing he was acting like it was no big matter to be dealing with Sensei-san.  I’d been so arrogant in assuming he wouldn’t know or have any experience that I’d never even thought about asking him for his advice, help, or an opinion.  Given how much I worried about Sensei-san at times (a kami of the school you were going to acting strangely was not a small issue) suddenly realizing I might have an experienced source of help made my head spin!

My hopes were quickly dashed however.  “It’s mostly been indirect experience,” Master Tai said with a disappointed shake of his head.  “I have priest and shaman friends who have dealt with them directly, but the most I’ve usually done is listen in on their conversations or feel the presence of the kami in the background.  And we’re a little too exposed out here.  I’ll meet you inside.”

Before I could think to say anything Master Tai moved past me at a blistering speed.  By the time I collected myself enough to turn around and look for him he was already gone.

I glanced around and saw a few confused or curious onlookers glancing back in my general direction.  While the school itself was pretty empty there were still a few students around.  A few pedestrians too.  Master Tai was not a subtle figure, him standing around and talking outside the gate had been generating some curiosity from various onlookers.

That was dumb of me, I thought, blushing and moving back towards the school as subtly as I could.  I was so worried about ending up in a fight, and then about what might be happening with Sensei-san, that I stopped worrying about onlookers.  I’d caught on eventually (thanks to Master Tai) but the sight of him talking at the school gates with an odd student like me was more than a little memorable and likely to attract attention!  I hadn’t even bothered turning on the ‘don’t notice me’ talisman, this whole situation was really getting to me.

I made my way back to the lab, wondering all the while if I should have been going somewhere else.  Fortunately, it was the right call.  Master Tai materialized behind me the second I put my key to the door.  “Master Matsuda,” he noted politely, as if I wouldn’t have jumped out of my skin if I hadn’t been half expecting it.

“In here for now,” I said, politely nodding in Master Tai’s direction but focusing on the practical this time.  After missing the obvious at the gate, I wanted him out of sight of any remaining students or staff.  Sensei-san wasn’t the only one who’d raise objections to his presence.  Master Tai seemed to agree, he slipped inside the lab right behind me.

I sighed in relief once the door was shut.  That quickly proved to be premature though, Master Tai instantly gravitated towards the cherry wood samples I still had set out.  “Interesting,” he said thoughtfully, giving them a once over.  “What are you up to, Master Matsuda?”

I sighed, but it wasn’t an unfair question and it was indirectly related to mastery so I answered.  “Doing some tests on the mystic and physical properties of lightning struck cherry wood.  I’m looking into building myself a staff.”

“Ah!  A mage and his staff, of course.  I wondered about that.  It didn’t seem like a requirement, I’ve met plenty of magic users that didn’t have them, but I’ve also seen a few that did use a staff in some way.  Since you use a more western style of sorcery it seems like it would be a good fit.”

I waffled for a few moments, trying to find a good way to ask about that.  I really wanted to dig a little bit deeper and find out more about what Master Tai knew about Earth’s magic and magic users.  Unfortunately, I also wanted to do so without revealing my ignorance.  I didn’t want to chance Master Tai losing respect for me or my judgement.  If he started opposing or second guessing my calls because he thought I was too inexperienced or ignorant then that could be a big problem.

I spent about thirty seconds standing there, watching Master Tai looking over the cherry wood and a few of my sketches on spell and sigil configuration.  Before I could say anything there was a knock on the door, followed quickly by Himeko’s impatient entrance.

“Mamoru, what is- oh!” Himeko missed a beat upon discovering Master Tai in the room but quickly changed directions and bowed to him.  “Master Tai, I did not expect to find you here.”

Better than she did when first encountering Sensei-san, I noted absently, unable to ignore the similarities in her reaction.  But then, she knows Master Tai and it’s more sensible that he be here with me.

“Greetings Himeko-san,” Master Tai bowed back politely.

Before he could say anything else Sensei-san started speaking through the mithril magatama.

“There’s no reason you should expect to find him here,” Sensei-san noted a little querulously.  “He has no reason or right to be on school grounds!”

Himeko’s expression betrayed an instant of surprise before she schooled it.  “That is technically true,” Himeko said slowly, making sure to have her mask fully in place.  “But it is also true that Master Tai is an accomplished teacher and pillar of the community in his own right.”

That might be stretching it a little Himeko, I thought, struggling to keep my own face straight.  Granted, Master Tai did deserve that kind of respect and was a positive influence on the world.  Not everyone freely hunted down demons and rescued people after all.  But he was a little too private and unconventional to truly deserve the title ‘pillar of the community’.

“He deserves our respect and admiration,” Himeko finished more firmly.  “I am puzzled by this sudden hostility.”

“I’d be more puzzled about his decision to try and bar physically Master Tai from the school grounds,” I said, feeling brave enough to tattle directly in the presence of both Himeko and Master Tai.

“What?” Himeko let out, clearly shocked.

If a school could seem to flush, ours did.

“Mamoru, what do you mean by that?” Himeko continued, barely concealing her shock.

“I mean that I met Master Tai at the front gates after Sensei-san summoned me, claiming we had another potential threat or suspicious person.  Sensei-san put up a mystic barrier in front of Master Tai and Master Tai was patient and polite enough to just wait and study it until I got there.”

Himeko stood there dumbstruck for a few moments, clearly at a loss for words.  Master Tai seemed content just to stand quietly in the background, waiting for the students and the spirit of their school itself to sort things out.

“Sensei-san?” Himeko made it a clear question even with just the name.  She was good enough to keep her tone mostly pleasant, but there was a hint of steel underneath everything.

“He… was clearly a potential threat,” Sensei-san said slowly.

Okay, that sounded weak even to me, I thought skeptically.  Now I know there’s something more to this.

“To be fair to the kami,” Master Tai noted in a calm voice.  “They’re not wrong.”

“Yes,” Himeko noted with some forced patience.  “True.  But we’ve had parents in the school.  Councillors.  Guests.  Police.  And while I can admit that none of them were the physical threat that you are Master Tai, they still had the potential to be threatening.  Probably even more so than you in that one Councillor’s case.”

I started a little.  Student Council business, don’t pry.  I told myself firmly.

“But you never did anything even close to this, Sensei-san,” Himeko continued.  “So, I must ask: why?”

“What about him?” Sensei-san protested, sounding more petulant than I’d ever heard them.  “Why is he even here?”

“A fair question,” Himeko agreed judiciously.  “I suppose we should answer that before judging your actions.  Master Tai?”

“To check up on you,” Master Tai noted calmly.  “We haven’t crossed each other’s path the last few days.  Eiko was a little worried you might have been pushing yourself too hard and not be healing right.”

Himeko sighed in frustration.  “Typical Eiko, she’s overreacting because she feels guilty!”

You’re one to talk! I screamed mentally.

“I assure you I am fine.  We followed your instructions and took it easy for the weekend to allow everything to set properly.  That was enough to allow me to get through the last few days so long as I was careful.  They have been a little unpleasant, and I am still a little bit sore, but otherwise I’m alright.  Even the lingering sense of having a lump in my stomach seems to have finally dissolved.”

“That’s normal,” I noted quickly, “that’s more or less what happens with that potion.  So long as it’s actually gone by now its worked as expected.”

“Would you let me give you a quick once over Himeko-san?” Master Tai asked respectfully.  “While you’re probably right I don’t want to risk you having made a mistake.  There’s always a chance you missed something, especially since a doctor has not examined you.  Given that I was the one who enabled that, thanks to my failures, it seemed reasonable I should quickly check on you.”

“And that’s why I blocked him!” Sensei-san exploded.  “He’s the one responsible for you getting hurt!  He’s the one responsible for all this pain and discomfort!  There’s no way I’m allowing him near you again!”

There was a moment of surprised silence amongst us all.  Ironically, Himeko and Master Tai seemed to take this declaration almost in stride while I was the one who was most shocked!

Not that they weren’t silent for a while, it was probably thirty seconds before Himeko gently asked.  “What makes you say that Sensei-san?  It wasn’t Master Tai’s fault, it was mine if it was anyone’s.”

“So you say,” Sensei-san seethed, “but I saw enough!  He was the teacher, he was supervising, he was the one who let it happen!”

“I might disagree with their actions,” Master Tai said mildly, “but the kami is correct.”

“No, they are not!” Himeko said firmly, laying down the law.  “I went through this with Mamoru recently and much as I hate to agree with him he had several points that apply to this situation.  Master Tai is partially responsible, and unlike Mamoru there might be a few things he has to work on and improve.”

“However, the person most responsible for my injuries is me, followed by Eiko,” Himeko crossed her arms and indignantly stared at a spot in the air like she could see Sensei-san clearly.  “I agreed to fight her in the first place, I was the one who took her up on her egotistical offer.  I fought and drove the fight that far, too prideful to admit defeat even as I escalated the situation.  I had plenty of chances to give in, plenty of chances to calm down.  But did I take them?  No.  And it is only because of Mamoru and Master Tai I am not nursing serious injuries.  Attempting to blame Master Tai like this, to punish him while ignoring the responsibility of everyone else, is the height of stupidity!”

Oh fuck! I suddenly realized why Himeko was getting so passionate.  Sensei-san’s triggered her, she thinks they’re trying to give her special treatment.  That was a pet peeve of Himeko’s at the best of times.  And when that treatment was causing someone else to get hurt…

“But Meiko-san-“

“No buts!” Himeko cut him off, just a shade bellow furious.  “Were you there?”

There was silence.  That was obviously supposed to have been a rhetorical question, one where Sensei-san admitted 'no' and Himeko told them off for making judgements about things they didn't know.  But it wasn't the sullen silence we all expected as Sensei-san was forced to admit they weren’t, this felt like an ominous and guilty quiet.

We all picked up on it.  Himeko’s eyes narrowed.  “Well Sensei-san, were you there?”

More silence.

“Mamoru,” Himeko said frostily, “if Sensei-san does not answer in the next few seconds, can you summon and compel them?”

“We’re connected,” Sensei-san said suddenly (saving me from having to admit I wasn’t sure if summoning him was a good idea or that I had enough mana available).  “You took the magatama off for your sparring but I saw everything before that.  And afterwards, though it was blurred, I felt your rage and pain.”

“And so, based on that,” Himeko said frostily, “you decided you had the right to make judgements like this?  You decided you could override all the rules of the school while coming dangerously close to revealing yourself, all to try and punish an innocent man?  And in the most futile and stupid manner possible?  Of all the stupid, arrogant, high-handed pieces of- “

She caught the expression on my and Master Tai’s faces and cut herself off.  “What?” she asked, managing to tone it down a bit as she spoke to us.

I was not stupid or courageous enough to say anything.  Not only had Sensei-san already pushed her special treatment button, they’d managed to hit a bunch more related to: stalking, trying to rule her life, ‘protecting’ her, abuse of power, and undercutting her authority.  It was kind of impressive actually, even I didn’t think I’d managed to hit all of those at once, and never to that sort of extent.  But that didn’t mean that-

“I think Master Matsuda and I were both a little amused and surprised at your hypocrisy Himeko-san,” Master Tai answered calmly.

I winced, but even in the face of such danger I couldn’t bring myself to disagree.

“Hypocrisy?” Himeko asked, managing to moderate her tone towards Master Tai.  But only moderate it, there was still anger to be clearly heard in Himeko’s voice.  She is worked up, I noted as cold sweat started to prickle my spine.

“With all due respect, Himeko-san,” Master Tai answered as if he were almost bored, although his slightly more formal tone suggested he was being more serious than he appeared.  “That is one of your habits.  You take it upon yourself to manipulate and rule other’s lives for their own good and protection.  Even when you don’t actually have the authority to do so.”

“But I have the moral responsibility!” Himeko shot back passionately before abruptly pulling herself back as she realized what she had just said.

Master Tai simply shrugged.  “Maybe.  It's not up to me to judge.  I’ve always believed those with power were supposed to meddle in order to protect those without.  It's a cost and responsibility of having that power.  But it should not be done lightly, nor should it be done without awareness and humility.  If you have the responsibility to act you also have to take responsibility for your actions.”

There was a moment of silence as we all considered that.  It does put a different spin on some of Himeko and Sensei-san’s actions, I admitted grudgingly.  I tended to get annoyed at some of Himeko’s own high-handedness.  And I still figured that was the right direction, letting Himeko run roughshod over me was a bad idea, but maybe I was getting a little too annoyed and resentful of her help.

(Especially given my own habit of immediately assuming I always had to help if there was any sort of mystical hint to someone else’s trouble.  I was guilty of a bit of hypocrisy too.)

Himeko took in a deep, deliberate breath and then then let it out slowly.  She was too smart and self aware to deny the point.  Or possibly just not stupid enough to argue with Master Tai no matter how pissed she was, especially after getting into trouble with him earlier in the same week.

“Alright, fine,” Himeko said more normally.  Her eyes blazed as they shot back towards Sensei-san’s approximate area.  “But this isn’t over Sensei-san.  You knew this is an abuse of power and authority.  You knew this was against the rules set down by Sarutakio Okami.  And yet you did it anyway.  What would you think of a teacher that jumped to conclusions and then acted like this?”

Sensei-san remained silent, but once again it felt like the whole school was flushed.

“And then there’s the fact you’re refusing to hold the student responsible for their flaws,” Himeko continued, waxing eloquently on the subject.  “Seriously Sensei-san, teachers are to be held to a higher standard but that doesn’t mean that their students are devoid of responsibility!  I’d hate to think you were simply going to treat the teachers in the school like this, punishing them for every flaw and mistake their students were making.”

“No!  Of course not,” Sensei-san burst out in a startled manner, that having apparently been enough to get through to them.

“Then why do it this time?” Himeko asked in an almost reasonable manner.

“You are my…” Sensei-san trailed off in a slightly embarrassed manner.

“Oh lord,” Himeko sighed and put fingers to her forehead.  “Please tell me this isn’t a crush.”

“No!” Sensei-san protested.

“To be fair to them,” I inserted reluctantly.  “It’s probably more of a technical issue.  What is your position in relation to them?  You’re the Student Council President and you’re also kind of their kannushi, kind of their miko, and kind of their shaman.  What is your proper title and your responsibilities?  It’s unique and not fully defined.”

“I see,” Himeko responded more calmly and formally.  “My apologies Sensei-san.”

It’s also probably the next best thing to a crush, I admitted mentally.  I doubted it was a full-on crush, and certainly not in a sexual or romantic way, but it was probably pretty similar.  Himeko was the first person to be assuming this sort of position for a young kami and she was both impressive and beautiful, Sensei-san’s feelings towards her probably were a little crush-like.

But, given that I couldn’t entirely blame Sensei-san for that (especially since I was the one to wake him up and introduce him to Himeko) I was going to keep my peace this time.  Especially since it would help everyone maintain face, if I said anything else it would probably be the biggest trigger for Himeko yet.  She was already worked up from everything else and after all the people who’d claimed to be in love with her over the years and then done stupid things she’d probably go through the roof.

“Yes, that is it,” Sensei-san agreed, their calm tones slipping once again as they grabbed my gambit like a lifeline.  “There is no proper title or definition for what you are to me.”

“Well perhaps we should make one,” Himeko noted with a mixture of firmness and annoyance.  “I think we might need some very defined limits and responsibilities if we’re going to go forward with this.”

“Have you not appreciated my help Meiko-san?” Sensei-san retreated into a more formal and normal tone.  “The centering to resist the influence of the dark entity during the school trip?  A little bit of pain blocking to help you get through the last few days?”

“Have you not just committed several major mistakes?” Himeko countered politely.  “And all because none of us knew what you were doing or feeling?  Your actions are leading to errors and wasting your resources, all because we do not know what you are doing and why.  The simple act of asking and explaining before doing, all from a clearly established base of behaviour, would make life go easier for everyone.”

“Did Matsuda-san’s kami not act precipitously to save his life?” Sensei-san parried in response.

AARGH!  I let out mentally as both Himeko and Master Tai swiveled their gazes to look at me.  Sensei-san was clearly on the backfoot and didn’t like it, shooting off that particular objection had seemed a little desperate to me.  That didn’t mean he hadn’t deflected their attention pretty effectively.

Himeko quickly returned her gaze to Sensei-san’s apparent location.  Her ability to instinctively do so was a subtle but telling reminder of their connection and some of the little gifts Sensei-san had granted her.  “Explain.”

“I witnessed the great power intervening on your school trip,” Sensei-san said, a hint of desperation in their tone.  “When Matsuda-san’s soul was at risk it did not wait or ask permission, it simply acted.  As visibly and powerfully as it deemed necessary.”

Alright, maybe it wasn’t just a deflection, I admitted grudgingly.  That was probably a pretty important example for a young kami like Sensei-san to witness.

“Explain Mamoru,” Himeko said, turning her attention back to me.

Fuck, shit, damnit, I thought, raging against the pinch I was in.  Unfortunately, I had to admit Himeko was right.  And, after the incident on the school trip, I was well overdue to say something.

“This is kind of hard to explain,” I said slowly, taking in a deep breath and folding my arms uncomfortably in front of my chest.  “We’re touching on matters of religion here, and… it’s complex.”

Himeko continued to look at me with forced calmness.  She was willing to give me some time but after everything with Sensei-san her patience was obviously a little frayed.

Aoth, I’m going to go into this with good intentions, I sent up an urgent mental prayer/plea.   Okay?  Please let me know if I’m screwing up and crossing the line before I do so.  Please?

I carefully pulled my ankh out of my shirt and held it, both as a show of honesty and out of the hope that I’d get a signal from it before I stepped too far out of line.  “My… I guess the best description is primary god.  My primary god stepped in back at the hotel.  The entity we faced was so powerful and crossing several lines so he was free to act.”

I shot a glance at the same area Himeko had been looking at.  “And that is not a fair comparison Sensei-san,” I said as calmly as I could manage.  “There are rules and a system in place for Aoth’s intervention.  He may not have asked in that moment, but there was a well established agreement set up well in advance!”

There was a moment of silence as Himeko and Master Tai both tried to juggle to two separate threads of the conversation.  “Aoth?” Himeko asked finally.

I sighed, I’d half hoped that would be enough to focus their attention back on Sensei-san but apparently that was not to be.  “God of knowledge and learning,” I admitted.  “And he’s not keen on people accidentally teaching others the wrong thing about him.  Since I’m not a part of his clergy and you’re likely to believe anything I say that puts me in a bit of a rough spot.  Especially since… this is a little hard to explain and a bit of a paradox…  but Aoth wants people to learn about him, not simply believe something that someone tells them.”

“Tricky,” Master Tai rumbled sympathetically.  “I can see that for a god of knowledge, but I also see the paradox.”

“Yeah,” I said, wearing a pained grin and rubbing the back of my neck.  “If I accidentally got that wrong, or even just presented that to you wrong, then it gives you the wrong impression of Aoth.  And that’s just one, pretty basic statement.  Obviously there’s a lot more to Aoth then that, and there’s a heck of a lot of subtlety to even that statement!  Master Tai just noted how that made sense, but assume I got something wrong and look at how your perception changes.”

“How could you get something like that wrong?” Himeko asked, she strove to seem patient but I could tell she was a little bit annoyed at my cowardice.

She actually took a surprised step backwards as I shot her a cold look of my own.  “Imagine I just described Aoth as the god of knowledge and teaching rather than learning,” I said coldly.  It felt weird trying to undercut my own statements but it was the only logical option in this case.  “It’s only a small change but you could read a lot into the statement in a different way.  Like how it was important that only certain, qualified individuals taught or there was a specific way things were supposed to be taught.  Or that the individual presenting the information was as important as the knowledge itself, while students were a secondary concern.  Small changes, but they can snowball easily.  Especially as the foundation you were using to build everything else on top of.”

I had to bite my tongue to keep from going even further, making a statement like ‘Aoth doesn’t want that’.  I was already on thin ice, no sense in making it even worse at the same time as missing my own point.

Himeko looked thoughtful for a few moments.  “That’s enough to make my head hurt,” she admitted.

“It’s… better than it sounds when the right system is in play,” I temporized.  “Unfortunately, you don’t really have that available to you.”

Himeko gave me a dirty look.

“What I can tell you is that gods are mercurial and variable beings, especially higher ones with greater power,” I said quickly.  “Comparing them to Sensei-san is like comparing a bacterium to a blue whale.  There are similarities, but the differences and even the scale at which they operate mean the comparison is pretty limited.  In a way Aoth’s existence is complex, while he does obviously exist I will make no claim that I truly understand his existence.  For example, when I was saved back at the hotel it was not… it both was and was not Aoth.  It was another being which I am not so constrained in talking about: Thoth.”

Master Tai frowned thoughtfully.  Himeko’s gaze however shot to the side where I had a few pieces of mithril set aside in a container, I’d been using them in relation to the cherry wood tests.  Her eyes bulged a little and she blurted out “Is that why you called- “ before she abruptly cut herself off.  Unlike most Japanese students, she could recognize Thoth’s name instantly since I was attempting to use it for my measurement scale.

She thought furiously about everything before finally sighing regretfully.  “We’re getting off topic, and I do remember the being that sent us down that road,” she sent a slightly withering glance in Sensei-san’s general direction.

“Sensei-san,” she said firmly, “we need to talk.  It seems we need to set up some firm rules and boundaries about everything.  You have made mistakes and transgressed boundaries but it was foolish of me to have expected you to instinctively have understood those and set them perfectly.  It is more than time to formalize our position.  Come on,” she moved to get up.

“Uh- “ I began a little urgently, feeling a surge of worry towards Himeko and starting to get up myself.

Himeko froze me with a look.  It wasn’t hostile, but it was unyieldingly firm.  “We need to have a frank discussion about this Mamoru, for best results that should be done in private.”  And with that she exited the room.

“How does she do that?” I muttered in disbelief as the door shut behind Himeko.  She was a mostly ordinary mortal but she seemed to have taken Sensei-san in hand with absolute confidence.  Even if they were still a relatively young, inexperienced, and weak kami, Sensei-san was still a kami!  They were more than capable of dealing with Himeko within their center of power.

“Years of experience in dealing with those who pushed her too hard,” Master Tai shrugged.  “Himeko’s had to deal with people trying to get close to her in order to use her or because they’ve fallen for some sort of fantasy version of the little princess since before I ever met her.  For the last few years she’s even had older men, sometimes much older men, hit on her a few times.  And some of those people might have been even more powerful than the kami!  Heads of their own major companies or conglomerates.”

I was taken aback.  “Really?” I asked, even though the more I thought about it the more it kind of made sense.

Master Tai nodded firmly.  “There were two times I found myself waiting in the shadows and prepared to step in, horrified that such people would attempt such a thing with a young girl like Himeko at all.  But Himeko always handled them with both grace and steel, by now she is confident in her skills and ability.  Handling this sort of situation with an actual kami is another step up for her, but not by as much as you think.”

Of course, later on Himeko would admit to us one of the only reasons she was quite that confident in this case was because both Master Tai and I had been right there to back her up if necessary.  But that was later, and right then we were both left in awe at Himeko’s ability to handle the situation.
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I carefully looked both ways as I exited through the Meiko mansion gates, a habit I’d gotten into ever since encountering that idiot kid who’d bitten me.  Unsurprisingly, there was no trouble this time and the gates swiftly shut behind me with a muffled ‘clang’.

It’s not a bad habit to cultivate, I admitted to myself.  And I really should have developed it way back in the beginning, right after that time I spotted the delinquent watching the mansion grounds.  It’s good for my safety and it’s only polite to be keeping an eye on Himeko’s home.  It wasn’t something that was necessary to do for most people, but then most people didn’t have a mansion in Tokyo that was occasionally besieged by crooks or paparazzi.  Or just unstable kids.  But I can’t help but feel it’s a step backwards.  I was hoping to become less paranoid and fearful, not more.

I was still waffling about that problem when my phone beeped.  I pulled it out and was shocked to discover a text from my mother.  I was less shocked to find out it was a ‘request’ for help.

And I complain about Himeko being high handed sometimes, I reflected with a sigh, my eyes roaming back and forth as I read several quick follow up texts containing more detailed instructions.  Oh well, for most of my life they’ve been right to assume I’m not doing anything else and she’s still technically asking.  And it’s not like they ask me to do much, at this point I’m pretty much a guest living for free in their apartment.  If I could get a similar deal for rent after I get my degree I’d be over the moon!

I paused for a moment and took a second look at that last thought.  Being reincarnated can really warp your opinion on your priorities and your perspective on your parents!  I noted, trying to pretend the situation was as much due to my reincarnation as my parents’ aberrant behaviour.

With another small sigh I rapidly reassessed and rescheduled the rest of my day and started plotting out a trip to my mother’s office.

***

“Wait, Matsuda?” the security guard at the front desk stared at me incredulously.

Obviously someone who’s worked here for a while, I thought wryly.  They definitely recognized my mother’s name.  Connecting me, an actual son and family member, to her… that was frying their brain a little.

“I’m afraid so,” I replied politely.  The tone combined with that phrasing in a way to obliquely verify that: yes, I know it’s hard to believe but I really do belong to that family.  “I can understand your doubt though, and your responsibilities.  If you need it, I can text my mother and ask her to give you a quick call.”

“That won’t be necessary!” the guard said hurriedly.  “We usually allow relatives up after verifying their ID and checking them in.  There’s no need for anything special in this case!”

I nodded and calmly pulled out my identification.  It was obvious they weren’t going to risk offending my mother.  Not that I blamed them, she could get temperamental if she thought you were thoughtlessly standing in her way on whatever she was working on.  At least if you were of a lower rank than her.  Not legendarily so, the guard certainly would have stopped me if I’d tried to get through only using her name, he wasn’t going to completely ignore his responsibilities just because of the mere threat of that.  But she was bad enough that after doing it once or seeing it done you wouldn’t cross her lightly.  Which, of course, was why she did it.

The guard didn’t wipe the sweat off his brow until after I’d left but I managed to catch him doing it in the reflection from the elevator doors.  Not exactly Meiko mansion security around here, I reflected wryly.  On one hand, that was kind of convenient for me.  On the other hand, that sort of carelessness and laziness bothered me on principle.

I mean, seriously, I thought getting a little more indignant as I took the elevator up.  This company works with electronic communications!  This sort of carelessness is a hacker’s dream.  They’re strong enough on the electronic side, mother talked about her company and I’d used enough of their services to be confident of that, but that doesn’t matter if someone can socially engineer their way through the physical security too easily.

The doors opened and, as if to reinforce that, I spotted a worker receiving a bento box for either a late lunch or an early dinner from their wife.  A part of me thought that was kind of sweet and melted my heart a little, a more cynical and annoyed part realized it just proved my point even more.  Come on, I could break into this place without using magic or my mother’s name!

I was seriously contemplating making an official complaint about that!  Well, emphasizing it to my mother and letting her make an official complaint at least.  I debated the matter with myself all the way to my mother’s office where I went in and searched for the folder she wanted.  The fact that everyone there simply let a teenager in full school uniform riffle through someone’s files decided me.  It didn’t matter how odd or adult I might have looked, there was no way that should have been acceptable.  That’s it, I’m definitely bringing this up with mother.

I walked back towards the elevator a bit slowly, incredulous and half hoping that someone was going to give me at least a token challenge, make an attempt to ask ‘are you really supposed to be here?’  But no one did and I simply boarded the elevator and pressed the keys to go down.

Oh sweet heavens, I’m actually going to have to do it, aren’t I?  I’m actually going to have to mention this to my parent.  I pinched the bridge of my nose and sighed, the mere thought of doing so…  The worst part of it was that it would probably just be pointless anyway.  Unless my mother was already disappointed with security, or saw a way to use the issue to advance herself through office politics, it would be ignored.  She was more interested in her career than anything else, and judging by the lack of security there was no way her bosses would take that sort of criticism well.  This sort of thing didn’t happen unless the company was okay with skimping on security and didn’t want to make the effort.  My mother wasn’t going to rock any boats or start any risky crusades over a matter of principle.

Unfortunately, I would have in her shoes.  I wouldn’t be happy about it, and I’d try to do it as quietly and politely as possible.  But if I’d been working there I’d have been up in arms about that much carelessness.  For obvious reasons I was quite serious about electronic privacy and security.  And while I wasn’t fanatical enough to start some sort of quixotic crusade over this, as tempting as it was to at least write a few letters of complaint to the higher ups, I owed it to everyone on their system to make an honest effort to talk to my mother about this.

Aoth, it’s better than having to deal with Himeko’s grandfather again.  But that’s about all I’m willing to say for it, I thought as I walked back across the lobby, kind of wishing the security guard would at least take a look at what I was walking out with or ask a question.  It was so stupid I kept the file in my hand until I exited the building, only then carefully tucking it into my pack with a sigh.

Next stop… I thought, checking my phone again.  Hm, looks like some sort of hotel.

***

Well.  That was… a reminder.  A reminder of why I tried to avoid the downtown, the trains, and the sidewalks at anything even remotely resembling rush hour.  Unfortunately, I’d been so distracted by other things that I’d blundered straight into that one without thinking and had to fight my way to the listed hotel through peak traffic. Honestly, if I’d actually thought about it, plotted the route I would have to take, and calculated the time… I figured there was an even chance I’d have given in to temptation and gone home to pick up my flying talisman.  Yes, it would have been stupid, an inefficient use of mana, and very tricky to land effectively with all the people around.  That didn’t matter.  After trying to navigate my way through unfamiliar territory and the crushing crowds I was about ready to try flying home without invisibility!

I’d just entered the lobby of the hotel and I finally had some space to breathe.  For about ten seconds.  That was when an official looking member of the hotel staff came up to me and asked “excuse me student-san, do you have any business here?”

See?  They’re better about security and awareness.  And their business depends upon strange people coming in off the street!  “Sorry about that,” I said apologetically.  “I’m delivering some documents to my mother apparently.”

The man looked slightly surprised.  “I’m sorry, might I have some proof of that?” he asked politely.

“I’m not sure what to tell you,” I replied, swinging my backpack down and carefully removing the file folder.  “I’m Matsuda Mamoru and I’m here to pass this on to Matsuda Chiho I guess.”

The man looked at the surprising proof in front of him but still had to ask “why would she send her son to do that?”

Probably because she couldn’t force one of her underlings through all this traffic in a reasonable period of time, I thought darkly.  I suspected that if she’d tried to get anyone to set off from the hotel it would have taken them even longer than I had.  It was either that or she didn’t want to admit her error, worried that someone from the office would use it against her somehow.

Out loud all I said was.  “I am afraid I do not know, security-sama,” making sure to speak calmly and politely.  “All I know is that she thought it was important enough to send me to get it.”

There wasn’t too much more that either of us could say.  I gave the name of my mother’s company (who was participating in an event in the hotel’s facilities) and they let me sit down in the lobby to wait.  After about ten minutes of mild security checks and trying to get a hold of my mother they transferred me to the area just outside their conference rooms.

…which was getting surprisingly noisy.  Seriously?  This early?  My eyebrows rose as I heard the ruckus emanating from the rooms.  It was obvious that alcohol was very much available and at least some of the participants had already consumed too much of it.

The staff member escorting me kept on a pleasant face but their own eyebrows twitched just a little at the noise and they beat a hasty retreat once I was seated.

I sighed heavily and took out my phone to text my mother, letting her know I was there.  Even though the hotel staff had supposedly contacted her she was nowhere to be seen.  She’s your landlord and you’re living there rent free, I chanted in my head, she’s your landlord and you’re living there rent free.

I hit send and sighed again, sitting heavily back into the chair to wait.  Honestly, you’re being too irritable, I told myself firmly.  And judgemental, especially about something a simple as a lot of loud and disruptive noise in the background.  You know drinking is a part of these things.  And it’s not even that early in the day either, I noted, seeing the time on my phone.  I’d failed to realize how long it had taken me to fight my way to the hotel.  I don’t like this.  But let’s be honest here, if I had the choice between drinking and going out on those streets again I’d probably get plastered too!

My mother was attending an ‘event’, a wonderfully vague term that let the planners and attendees get away with a lot.  She was doing a presentation and some sales but there were half a dozen companies doing a bunch of different things during this event.  It was less than a full-on expo but still a significantly bigger than I’d have guessed from that title.

As I sat down to wait I did my best to calm down and count my blessings.  It was annoying to be doing this but I had to admit the timing was pretty reasonable.  I had no urgent experiments or work planned, just the usual ongoing ones.  The Student Council hadn’t assigned me anything else recently, the only upcoming events before summer break were big enough that the Engineering Club was handling them.  And when you combined that with summer break itself (still more then a month away, but closing in fast) I had a little more time to spare than usual.  Heck, the chance to save up a little more mana by missing a day of experiments was convenient!  It wasn’t a major problem but I really should have been tightening my belt a little and working on my reserves.  Especially after having to redo my expensive physical precautions recently.

Okay, I thought to myself with a small smirk as I settled in and pulled out some homework.  That’s better.  It’s not a good situation, but let’s not act like a particularly bratty and entitled fourteen-year-old and go on about it being ‘THE.  WORST.  DAY.  EVER!’  This is inconvenient and annoying but it’s not that horrible a cloud and it still has a silver lining to it.

I got through less than fifteen minutes of homework before the next big problem.

Attendees were wandering in and out the doors all the time.  Not many of them, the inner rooms contained food, drink, and bathrooms as well as rooms for meeting and mingling.  But there was a slow trickle of people in and out as they left for a breather, or to talk clearly on their phones away from all the noise, or for whatever other reason they needed.  I even glimpsed one guy rush out to urgently retrieve a package from an official courier before plunging back into the event, proving that my mother’s situation wasn’t unique.

I did my best to ignore all the surprised, curious, and annoyed glances I was getting.  There weren’t too many other people around and a 180cm plus guy dressed in a student uniform hanging out next to the event rooms was kind of noticeable.  But no one was too put out so I simply gritted my teeth and ignored the temptation to use the ‘don’t notice me’ talisman.  I’d just made the point to myself about saving mana and even I thought I was overreacting.

But I found myself fighting the temptation every step of the way.  It felt like I was being watched.  I tried to dismiss the feeling as more of my paranoia, remind myself that I wasn’t Saori and I shouldn’t be so sure of that, but my certainty only grew with every passing minute.

It’s probably just the hotel staff, I told myself firmly trying not to twitch too much.  You’re a weird student intruding into their place of business supposedly looking for your mother.   Of course they’re going to keep an eye on you!

Another person exited the event and did a comical double take upon seeing me sitting nearby.

I doubt most of them would be so obvious about it if they weren’t already a little soused, I thought irritably, ignoring the surprised man and surreptitiously watching another businessman who was trying to ‘stealthily’ return to the event.  The overdramatic guy was just honestly surprised, the other one had noticeably flushed cheeks and was giving me a suspicious glare. Of course, that one might just have been as paranoid as I was.  He was already letting his suit a little loose and he might have been worried about what more strait-laced people would have thought.

Despite myself I was a little curious what the procedure was in there.  From the glimpses I was getting, both of the people and the rooms, most of the attendees seemed to be congregating in the main room which was acting more and more like some sort of cross between a mixer and a party.  And the number of them seemed to be increasing as we got later in the day.  Which might almost have made sense, but at the same time there still seemed to be some serious business meetings going on in the side rooms.  The contrast and seeming contradiction in that would have bugged me even without the annoying noise level and all the stares I was attracting.

I almost dismissed the woman who exited the room furtively.  She was a good seven or eight years older than me and kind of attractive, probably a little more than that if you had a fetish for business attire.  But that was a distant note, I was mostly just grateful she was ignoring me and wasn’t one of the ones who stared.

And then I saw something that made my blood run cold.

A louder drunken lout exited the room, older than her by a good twenty years and drunker than anyone else I’d seen by a good twenty drinks.  “Hey honey!” he slurred loudly.  “Why you so cold?”

He sidled up to young woman with all the subtlety of a concussed rhinoceros.  And maybe I could have forgiven that.  Aoth knew I’d made dumber (if less sleezy) mistakes without the excuse of alcohol.  Except the young woman had tried to casually stay ahead of him and asked softly “please don’t.”

And he said.  “Come on, you want that contract, don’t you?”

My legs trembled as I fought the urge to just leap to my feet.  Calm down, I told myself futilely, you’re jumping to conclusions.  A quick glance around showed the few other attendees turning their own gazes the other way.  I thought I spotted a hint of embarrassment and shame on a face or two, but not enough to make them take action.

“Please don’t sir,” the woman asked softly, trying to edge away.

The man grabbed her.

I was on my feet and marching towards the pair before I knew what I was doing.  If this girl’s an older version of Inoue Sakura and I’m misinterpreting things I’m going to be awfully embarrassed, I noted distantly.

“You’ll do what I tell you to,” the man responded, his face deeply flushed.

Fuck it, I don’t care.  I knew I was making a mistake, I really didn’t want to get involved.  But I also wanted to be able to look at myself in the mirror when I got home.  That meant at least trying.

That didn’t mean being stupid about it though.  I quickly put on a ‘fear’ spell while I walked, keeping it dialed down to minimal level but ready to be turned up if necessary.  I hoped all that was needed was my presence, and I didn’t want to traumatize the young lady who already looked scared enough as she cringed away from the drunk.

“Pardon me, sama,” I said, trying to be loud and clear as I stopped within arms reach of the pair.  I gave them a short and perfunctory bow to at least try and seem respectful.  “But I believe the lady said no.”

“Hmph!  Whatsat?”  The drunk said, turning his bleary-eyed gaze upon me.  “Get lost junior, this isn’t any concern of yours!”

The young woman stood there, indecisive.  Her eyes said she wanted help, but her lack of action was making it difficult for me.  I’d have guessed she didn’t dare ruin a relationship with a client but that was still a heck of a leap based on very little evidence.

But she had provided me with enough.  “The lady asked you not to do that,” I said a little more firmly as the drunk started to turn back to her.  I turned the fear spell up a little more.

The drunk swung back to me belligerently, the gesture still worrying despite the way he swayed a little from it and struggled for balance.  “And wha- “ he half-bellowed.

He was interrupted by a calm, cool, and crisp voice from behind me.  “I believe the young man is correct.”

I shot a startled look over my shoulder and found I had heard correctly.  Mr. Kobayashi, Eiko’s father, stood behind me.  He had a professionally pleasant expression on but from this close I could see a hint of the same dangerous glint his daughter sometimes had reflected in his eyes.

“Whasa- “ the drunk began.

“If you’re having trouble hearing,” Mr. Kobayashi continued pleasantly, overriding the drunk with a smooth confidence I would have given an awful lot to bottle, “then it is clearly time for you to bow out and have a lie down.  You’re not doing anyone any favors if you’re that far gone.”

“Wh- “

“Here, let me help you,” Mr. Kobayashi continued.  “We can’t have you embarrassing your honorable company, can we?”  He calmly grabbed the drunk and somehow peeled him off the girl before gently but inexorably guiding him off somewhere else, presumably so he could sleep it off.

I stared after them in relieved and slight bemused surprise.  The things a butler’s uniform let you get away with, I though with a small and unwilling grin, grudgingly aware how much better he’d handled that then me.  I’d let my emotions rush me into action before I’d had any chance to think.  My big plan had been intimidation and shame, because that sort of confrontation would have gone so well for everyone involved.  Mr. Kobayashi had handled it with some sort of gentle social judo, redirecting, deflecting, and controlling the situation with a grace, surety, and speed his daughter would have envied.

Maybe I need to rethink some of the gentler forms of emotion and mental control, I though, only half joking.  I tended to stay away from those as a matter of principle, they were too easy to abuse if you weren’t careful.  But heavens knew I was never going to be that smooth without magic.  And if the choice was either a gentle mental suggestion or hammering away at someone with ‘fear’ spells-

“And what do you think you’re doing!” an annoyed voice cut in from behind me.

I turned around and was somehow unsurprised to find my mother there, staring up at me impatiently.  She was obviously not pleased about the situation.

“Mother!  I- “ I began, glancing around.  The young lady had also beaten a hasty and quiet retreat in the time it had taken Mr. Kobayashi to lead the drunk away.

“Don’t bother with excuses, I saw everything,” my mother continued in that same impatient voice.  “What on Earth were you thinking, getting involved like that?  Your lucky the hotel staff came in when they did and even more lucky you weren’t the one getting thrown out!”

I opened my mouth and only just stopped myself from saying that Mr. Kobayashi wasn’t one of the hotel staff.  I caught myself in time though, remembering that was part of a whole bunch of topics I did not want to bring my parents attention to.

My mother sighed in frustration.  I was surprised at such an open display of emotion but I then caught the faint trace of alcohol on her breath too.  She wasn’t drunk, it was barely there when compared to most of the other people I’d gotten close enough to smell, but she’d obviously had at least a social drink or two.

“Mamoru, I gave you a simple task.  That task was not to interfere in anyone else’s business.  What if that had been one of our clients?  What then?  We’d be frantically bowing and scraping to some pathetic drunk instead of just taking their money.  And all because you decided to get involved.”

“And what if that woman had been one of your clients?” I tossed back a little desperately, off balance and a little defensive.

My mother rolled her eyes.  “Be serious Mamoru.  And even if she was, it’s not like she’d have recognized you.  It’s not like we’d have been faulted because some random kid failed to intervene, we’d have been perfectly safe.”

My mother’s gaze sharpened.  “Did you bring me my files?”

“Of course,” I answered, retrieving said files from my backpack and handing them to her.

“Good,” she murmured, quickly flipping through the contents.  “Good.  This is all we need to push our pitch over the top and get the sale.  This is solid enough we should have gotten the contract even if they hadn’t been drinking.”

“You’re selling to drunks?” I asked a little incredulously.

“A little alcohol lubricates the process wonderfully,” my mother noted distantly, her main focus still on the notes.  It felt like she was repeating a prepared speech she’d given to underlings dozens of times before.  “The possibility of it makes them a little quicker to close the deal and get to the drinking and if they’ve had a shot or two beforehand they’re less likely to hesitate out of fear.  So long as you’re not trying to sell them a deal so horrible that they have to complain when they sober up then you’re not doing anything wrong.”

Talk about abusing appearances! I thought, struggling not to show my real feelings.  The corporations and people didn’t want to admit mistakes, or admit their representatives had been so careless, so they’d honor terrible and stupid deals rather than complain about the salespeople taking advantage of their drunk employees!

“Why do you think there’s so much free booze available at events like this?” My mother continued blithely.  “Everybody does it.  And everybody knows everybody does it, so it’s all fine.”

Her gaze shot back to me.  “Go home Mamoru.  And try not to cause any trouble or embarrass me on the way.”

Without a further word my mother turned around and plunged back into the event rooms, clearly eager to close the deal.  I stared at the closed door she left behind her for a long time.  I hadn’t even gotten a chance to raise the issue of the security at her office even though she’d just hauled me across the city to do a chore for her.  I rarely felt hurt or disappointed in my parents, being reincarnated helped me keep an emotional distance from them, but for some reason this whole situation slipped through some of my defenses and stung more than it should have.

“I am sorry Matsuda-san,” I heard Mr. Kobayashi say from behind me.

I turned around and Eiko’s father continued in a calm and almost casual tone, like he was discussing the weather.

(Seriously, did they plan this?  A part of me wondered irreverently.  If they’d done this with a little tighter timing I’d have assumed it was a skit!  If it had just been Mr. Kobayashi and Mr. Meiko I’d have straight up assumed it was choreographed.)

“I wish I could offer you a ride home,” he continued, as if that hadn’t been a slightly suspect way of saying that sentence.  “Unfortunately I am here with Meiko-domo, and we are not sure how long his business is going to take.”

“Himeko’s dad is here?” I asked, honestly a little startled by the thought, especially after wondering about choreography.  My eyes suddenly widened and my gaze shot back towards the door my mother had just gone through.  “Wait, don’t tell me- “

“Do not worry,” Mr. Kobayashi continued calmly. “That would have been a clear conflict of interest.  Meiko-domo is seeing a different company right now.”

“Oh thank goodness,” I let out a sigh of relief that I wasn’t having to deal with that nightmare.  Then the next oddity struck me.  “Wait, you’re the mansion’s- “

I pulled myself up short.  I was getting waaay to comfortable talking to Eiko and Himeko, not to mention Master Tai.  I’d had too many contacts with too many people I could speak casually with recently, Eiko’s father was not on that short list.  Especially when he seemed to be in even more of a formal mode than normal.

I bowed respectfully to him.  “Apologies Kobayashi-sama,” I made sure to speak more respectfully, “I was taken by surprise and upset.”

Mr. Kobayashi’s expression didn’t even twitch but there was a spark of amused awareness in his eyes.  “It is no matter,” he replied calmly.  “While I prefer a little more respect and formality I am Eiko’s father, an occasional casual slip or mistake will not cause me to break.”

I was too relieved at everything else to feel embarrassed.  Otherwise I’d have probably blushed.

“In regards to your implied question, the one about why Meiko-domo would require his head butler to be here,” Mr. Kobayashi allowed himself the tiniest of smirks.  “Your mother and her colleagues are not the only ones to occasionally use unconventional tactics at these sorts of events.”

This time I did blush, slightly, at the revelation he’d heard.

“In my master’s case, he finds that bringing along his head butler works well to put his opponents off balance.  They are not quite sure what to do with me, and my presence brings greater awareness of Meiko-domo’s own power and position.  Most often representatives try to put that out of their mind, distance themselves from it somewhat.  And, since companies only choose their best representatives to deal with Meiko-domo, they often manage to do so by the middle of their pitches.  It is hard to pretend it is just business as usual when a butler is physically present in the room, no matter how unobtrusive I make myself.”

Despite myself, I found my own lips twitching into smirk that mirrored his own.  Given how much alcohol was flowing, and the implications of my mother’s actions, I couldn’t help but sympathize with Mr. Meiko’s tactics.  It wasn’t quite clean, good faith negotiations.  But it was significantly cleaner than what my mother or the drunk arse we’d dealt with earlier had tried to do.

“And sometimes it is simply useful to have a manservant around,” Mr. Kobayashi didn’t physically shrug, but there was an impression of it in his tone.  “It is easy for me to perform whatever little tasks he requires as I have the authority to represent him in these things while simultaneously being able to do the lowliest of tasks without it being an insult to my position.  If he needs a few office supplies fetched it is not an imposition.  If he needs me to physically pass on a written warning or rebuke to one of his higher ranked executives it is no imposition either.”

“And,” Mr. Kobayashi continued with a miniscule but noticeable change in his tone, “if I am needed to watch the door, and find myself having to observe an unusual student putting in an unexpected appearance, I am able to do that as well.”

A slightly self-conscious urge to blush fought with a mental crow of I knew there was someone watching me! inside my head.  In the end, I simply bit my lip and tried not to say anything or look too embarrassed.

“In the later case, I am well positioned to intervene when such a student attempts a noble but ill-thought-out attempt to help a distressed young woman.”

“Yeah,” I said reluctantly, back to flushing again.  I bowed towards Eiko’s father once more.  “Thank you for that.  He got under my skin and I knew I had to intervene but I’ve got no illusions that I was doing a good job of it.”

Mr. Kobayashi unbent enough to give me a small but sympathetic smile.  “It was no great problem.  And do not be too hard upon yourself, I would much rather have helped you with that then have had to intervene after my daughter handled the situation.  You could have handled that better, and I encourage you to learn from Himeko-sama’s example in the future, but compared to Eiko you didn’t do such a bad job.”

“More importantly, you did try to help.  It is important not to overreact or accidentally escalate such situations, all too often I’ve seen overenthusiastic or desperate young people accidentally make matters worse in ham-fisted, overaggressive attempts at intervention.  But you cannot be so afraid you might get it wrong that you do not even attempt to help once matters have crossed a certain threshold.  I judged that threshold passed the moment that lout grabbed the young woman and she had to protest a second time.  No matter what your mother might think.”

My eyes widened slightly at that last sentence and even Mr. Kobayashi looked momentarily surprised that it had slipped out.

There was a moment of uncomfortable silence.

“It is not my place to comment on your parents, and I shall not.”  Mr. Kobayashi continued, sounding very careful and somehow adding a touch more formality to his cadence.  “I have just commented on ill-considered interventions and I am not so foolish as to fail in my own advice that quickly.  I do not truly know your mother, nor can I claim to know any of the subtleties of your situations.”

“However…” Mr. Kobayashi hesitated ever so slightly, a shocking break after his smooth performance so far.  “However, I will say that I am happy that Eiko has chosen a friend that will make those choices.  One that has the courage to attempt such things even if their approach is flawed.”

After my mother’s criticism the praise hit extra hard.  Especially since it had been tempered with the acknowledgment I needed to do better rather then being some sort of shallow, black and white ‘attaboy!’ that only worked in the simplest of animes.  “Thank you,” I said with a small blush.

Mr. Kobayashi favored me with another ghost of a smile.  “I could hardly say otherwise with Eiko for a daughter, could I?  Not unless I’d finally decided to disown her.”

Despite everything, that one pulled an outright smirk out of me.  Everything I’d seen and heard about Eiko told me that was true.  And while I hadn’t witnessed most of her ‘incidents’ in person I figured I had a pretty good bead on them by now.  Her approach to the drunk would have been noticeably less subtle!

I wonder if that’s why her father was watching me so closely.  Was intervening like that an instinct for him after raising a daughter like Eiko for so many years?  I was probably overthinking things, it seemed more like it was a natural and ethical thing for him to do, but it was an interesting factor to consider.  “Eiko’s approach to the man would probably have been a little more direct,” I couldn’t help but say dryly.

“Not quite as direct as you might think,” Mr. Kobayashi admitted, obviously amused, “but not as restrained as Master Tai either.  Who, as you might have noticed, is not afraid to be a little direct himself when he believes the situation calls for it.”

“In any case,” Mr. Kobayashi bowed to me, much more deeply than I thought I deserved, “I am afraid I’ve been away from Meiko-domo too long as it is.  Once again, I apologize that we cannot give you a ride home and thank you for all your good work.  I hope we will be able to see you before Eiko’s birthday.”

With that he calmly and smoothly slipped back through the doors where I momentarily caught a glimpse of a much more serious business meeting going on, all centered around Himeko’s father.

I, however, was much more concerned and distracted by a different issue.  Oh shit!  When is Eiko’s birthday?
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“Wait!  STOP!” I called out frantically as my friends entered the room.

Himeko and Eiko were well used to my antics, and took the near panic in my tone seriously.  They instantly stopped just past the threshold to the lab.  They quickly took in the experiment setup at the back of the room and looked mildly bemused, it was just a pendulum, hanging from a stand and pointing at a 45 degree angle towards a circle of glowing sigils positioned about a meter to its side.  But when they took in my presence at the front of the room, crouched behind the main lab bench, their expressions hardened.

“What’s wrong Mamoru?” Himeko asked carefully.

“Just… hug the wall, alright?  And be careful, at least until you get to me.”

Himeko and Eiko looked at each other but did as I asked, placing their backs right against the whiteboard and carefully scooting over to my position before tentatively joining me in kneeling behind the main lab bench.

“Okay Mam, what’s this about?” Eiko asked irritably as she divided her attention between me and the experiment at the back.

“Well, I’m breaking physics so it seemed best to be cautious,” I answered with a mix of sarcasm and relief.  “I didn’t quite realize how badly I was doing it until I was partway through- “

“How could you not realize you were breaking physics until you were halfway through?” Eiko interrupted incredulously.  “And what’s the big deal?  From what I’ve seen you break physics every damn day.”

“Not like this I don’t!” I replied with some force.  “And that’s the problem, I didn’t expect my little experiment would turn out like this.  The implications of this one are… “ Exciting?  Surprising?  Perplexing?  Disturbing?  Intriguing? I tried out in my head.  All of them were true but none of them quite described my mental situation.

The girls took another look at said experiment.  It was still a pendulum, hanging at 45 degree angle and pointing towards a circle of glowing sigils.  Upon closer inspection they could see a few other things, like how my phone was recording proceedings or that I had a protractor attached to the stand to I could determine the angle, but there was nothing that suggested I should be acting in such an almost panicked manner.

“I’m afraid we don’t understand Mamoru,” Himeko noted politely.  I wasn’t sure if she was giving me the benefit of the doubt because I was her friend or she was just humoring me and trying to decide if it was time to bring in a straitjacket.  “What seems to be the problem?”

I let out a loud sigh of disgust and frustration.  “The problem,” I spoke with some force, “is that there should be no way the pendulum is doing that!  We seem to have a serious violation of the laws of physics here, and I’m worried what the side effects of that might be.”

Himeko struggled to keep her expression pleasant.  Eiko didn’t bother.  “Mamoru, you literally fly and cast spells all the time!  How the hell is this more worrying than any of those things?”

“Because Eiko,” I said with a mixture of fear and venom, “I more or less understand how those things are working.  They make sense.”

I pretended not to see the expressions on both of the girls faces.  I also pretended I wasn’t stretching the truth an awful lot in regards to certain spells.

I banged my head lightly on the edge of the bench and tried again.  “When I… sure, let’s try that.  When I throw a ball of fire at someone it acts like a ball of fire.  It burns them, things catch on fire, and while I play fast and loose with the laws of thermodynamics in creating the fireball it’s pretty ordinary when you get right down to it.”

“This,” I gestured at the setup at the other end of the class, “this is like I meant to cast a fireball and then discovered the fire is only burning one type of thing.  Like it’s only burning clothes or wood but you could dump a bunch of gasoline on it or pass your hand through it and nothing happens.  If you didn’t mean for that to happen you’d be creeped out!”

The girls looked towards the pendulum again, a little more seriously this time.  They still couldn’t spot anything wrong though (apart from the obviously unnatural angle) and looked back at me.  “I’m afraid we’re still not getting it Mamoru,” Himeko noted calmly.

“Himeko, how do you think that pendulum’s tilting?” I asked in a slightly manic voice.

“Through magic?” she responded cautiously, obviously aware that both was and wasn’t the right answer.

“Yes,” I bit off, never taking my eyes off the circle or the pendulum.  “Magic that creates gravity.  I’m not trying to use magnetism or kinetic force or some kind of arcane thread here, that pendulum is apparently being pulled by gravity.  Gravity that is somehow affecting only the pendulum, and nothing else in the classroom!”

The girls were silent for a moment, then they huddled a little bit closer to the lab bench as the implications dawned on them.

“That is freaky!” Eiko hissed.  She might not have been traditionally book smart but thanks to her martial arts training she was more aware of gravity than most.

“Mamoru, are you sure that’s what’s happening?” Himeko asked incredulously.  She now had a hint of my mania in her expression and tone as she realized what I was on about.  “Because if you’re right that… that…” she struggled to find the words.

“Violates most modern conceptions and theories of gravity, I know,” I responded, a bit calmer now that I was confident they got it.  “I’ve been thinking about it ever since I realized what was happening.  Or rather, what wasn’t happening.  That’s why I retreated all the way over here and made sure I was behind the lab bench.”  The bench itself was bolted to the floor, an important safety concern I hadn’t fully appreciated an hour ago.

I peaked out at the pendulum again.  “I’m still working on an explanation.  That’s why I’ve still got the spell going.  I should be able to cut it off in a moment if I need to but this is fascinating.  And I’m worried I’ll never dare to cast this spell again if I chicken out now.”

We all stared at the pendulum for a few moments.  It was indifferent to all our concern, it just continued to hang there at an unnatural angle.

I sighed.  “I started the spell at a much lower level of power,” I admitted.  “Hence the protractor.  But when it started having a visible effect on the pendulum, when the pendulum started tilting by itself but the stand was unaffected, that’s when the problem hit me.  I couldn’t believe it was happening so I retreated up here and started upping the power.  Right now the pendulum is being pulled towards the spell circle by a gravity greater than Earth’s own but nothing else in the world seems to be affected.”

“Well… that’s good, right?” Eiko asked tentatively.

“Only if the laws of physics don’t work like we think they do,” Himeko noted, deep in thought.  She then looked towards me.  “Mamoru, are you sure your spell is manipulating gravity?”

“Sort of,” I admitted, I’d been thinking about the issue for a while.  “I’m pretty sure it’s manipulating gravity, I’ve tested that in a bunch of ways ever since I figured out certain spells were messing around with such a fundamental force.  But I’m starting to think it’s manipulating gravity in a different way than I realized.  I’m leaning towards something like a directed or created graviton mechanism.”

“Wait, what?” Eiko sputtered.

“The spell’s not creating gravity,” I elaborated, “it’s creating gravitons.  And possibly directing them in a controlled manner.  Maybe.  If they exist.”

Eiko just looked frustrated and confused so Himeko gently put a hand on her shoulder.  “No one’s quite sure how gravity works Eiko.  We have some pretty good ideas, but Mamoru’s little experiment throws some of them into question.”

I nodded distractedly.  “I thought the spell would work like a mass,” I explained, “creating gravity in the usual manner.”

This time I had to acknowledge the looks both the girls were giving me.  “Yes,” I rolled my eyes at my own foolishness, “yes, that was pretty stupid and naïve in hindsight.  Honestly, the more I think about it the more I feel like an idiot for not realizing it sooner.  But all the spells I’ve used so far have been working with what was already there so I made a bunch of unconscious assumptions.  Now that I’ve got something that’s only affecting one thing and seems to be doing it by providing a second source of gravity from a different point…”  I shook my head in disbelief, and to try and clear out all the confused thoughts running around up there.  “I assumed that all this time the spells were manipulating gravity on a higher level.  Lower level?”  I shook my head again.  “On a less sophisticated and more brute force level.  Manipulating it through gravitons makes a lot more sense.  If they exist.”

“How could they not exist?  And how could you not know what your own spell was doing?” Eiko pushed incredulously.

“Like Himeko said, we’re still not sure how gravity works.  One of the reasons I didn’t think of gravitons earlier was that I try to avoid making too many assumptions and going too far away from what I know for sure.  Too many mages have done that in the past and that’s how we ended up where we are now.”  I shrugged.  “And that’s why we still don’t know what some spells do.”

“What?” Eiko asked flatly, staring at me in annoyed disbelief.

“Why do you think I experiment with spells Eiko?  Why do you think I was so shocked to isolate a gravity manipulating spell in the first place?” I asked incredulously.

“She wasn’t there for that,” Himeko reminded me gently, “just me.”

“Oh,” I said, taken aback.  Right, right.  Wow, that was a while ago.  It was less than a week before I met Eiko but that was still a stupid mistake.  “Sorry,” I apologized with a wince.  My friends were not interchangeable!

“Never mind that!” Eiko gestured at me to hurry it up.  “How can you not know what spells do?  If I punch a guy I’ve got a pretty good idea what I’m doing and what it’s going to do to him!”

I pursed my lips.  “Perhaps it would be better to say we’re not quite sure how spells are doing what they’re doing.  Some of them at least.” I admitted after a moment.  “It’s like… it’s like we’re brewing up a chemical formula but we haven’t fully analyzed all the components yet.  Yes, parts of it are as well known as silicon or iron or hydrogen.  But other ingredients are just defined as ‘blueberry’ or ‘shitake mushroom’.  We don’t really know what those components are, not in the same way that we do the more basic elements.  Nor do we know why they’re working, just that they do.”

“That sounds pretty stupid,” Eiko noted a little skeptically.

“Tokyo Tower still stands up even though science and engineering don’t have gravity completely decoded,” I shot back a little sarcastically, the comparison coming easily to mind given the current situation.  “I’d say this is pretty similar.”

“Then why are we hiding behind a lab bench?” Eiko returned, not going to let me off that easily.

“Eiko has a point there,” Himeko noted a little more diplomatically.  “Perhaps it’s time to turn off the spell, or at least turn it down.”

“One last test,” I pleaded, “now that you’re here it would be a shame not to do it.”

“Why us?” Eiko frowned.

“Because I didn’t think I could manage this without magic, and that would have spoiled the experiment.  Well, invalidated the point by having mana as yet another variable force.”  I dug around in my backpack (sitting next to me on the floor of the room).  I eventually pulled out a mechanical pencil and handed it to Eiko.  “Here, try throwing this so it gets as close to the pendulum as possible without hitting it.”

“What?” Eiko looked at me like I’d lost my mind.

“Oh!  I see,” Himeko looked enlightened.  After a few moments of furious thought she nodded and then turned to Eiko.  “Just do it Eiko, I think I see what he’s getting at.”

Eiko made a disgusted sound but took the pencil, felt the weight of it in her hands, and then quickly popped up from behind the bench to do the toss.

It wasn’t as close as I’d have like, but I wasn’t going to pretend I could have done any better without two or three dozen attempts.  The mechanical pencil sailed through the air and passed by the pendulum a good twenty-ish centimeters distant, just like it would have under normal circumstances.

“Fascinating,” I said slowly, realizing I’d been holding my breath while I’d watched.

“Really?” Eiko said skeptically, watching the pencil simply bounce off the back wall and then roll to the floor.

“Was that close enough?” Himeko asked cautiously.

“It’ll have to do.  You’re right, it’s probably about time I shut this down and analyzed the results for today.  Besides, I kind of want to see what happens when I turn off the spell after keeping the pendulum affected for this long.”  And don’t want to see, I admitted to myself with a hint of trepidation, worried I might have already kept it on too long.

I frowned and stared at the pendulum before carefully cutting of the flow of mana to the circle of sigils.  The pendulum didn’t immediately fall, there was a noticeable gap and few moments of slow acceleration before it started acting normally again.

“Mamoru?” Himeko asked with raised eyebrows.

“Yeah, I’m going to have to look into that,” I agreed, cautiously approaching the pendulum.  “That raises all sorts of questions.  It was almost like how a sample can become magnetized after being exposed to an electrical current.”

I carefully picked up the pendulum.  It felt normal.  Maybe a little heavier than usual, but that might just have been my imagination and the power of suggestion.  “I need to run some tests on this,” I said cautiously, immediately turning back towards the scales and trying to think of ways to test if something could become ‘gravitized’.

“Okay, maybe I’m an idiot, but why did you have me throw that pencil?” Eiko asked, bending down and retrieving the item in question from the floor.

“I’m guessing he wanted to see if the pendulum would act unusually or emit some sort of noticeable field of gravity.  Or if the spell would affect something else nearby,” Himeko answered cautiously.  She sounded grateful not to just be asking questions for a change.

“Pretty much,” I answered absently, making a few more measurements.  I really should have thought to take some of these before the experiment, I thought with a mental grimace.  Luckily the pendulum was pretty standardized, I could measure some of the other ones to make sure there weren’t any major changes.  “I was also hoping it would be a little bit closer and we could see if there was an obvious flow or connection between the spell and the effect.  But that one can wait for another day.  I’ve got more than enough to think about already and I want to analyze the recording in a little more detail anyway, see if that picked up an unnatural curve or anything.”

“You seriously don’t know how your spells work?” Eiko asked once more, handing me back the mechanical pencil.

“It’s not that simple, it’s- “ I paused and then after a few moments I gestured at the circle of sigils not to far from the pendulum.  They were no longer glowing now that I’d cut the mana supply but I’d traced them down physically so they remained even after the spell was complete.  “Eiko, decode that for me,” I said imperiously, gesturing at the circle.

“What?”

“I said decode that for me.  At the end of the day you could compare it to a cross between a chemistry equation and a programing language, it makes perfect sense.  You should be able to decode that for me, right?”

Eiko shot me a dirty look while Himeko fought down a smile in the background.  “Ha ha Mamoru, you know I’m not a mage.”

“But you get the point,” I continued a little more normally.  “It’s not the easiest thing in the world.  Especially when it comes to breaking it down and figuring out what each separate part does.  Mages know many of the sigils, but some of them we don’t know quite as much about as we think we do.”

“How do you even come up with spells then?” Eiko asked incredulously.

“Well, that’s where it gets tricky,” I answered honestly.  I indicated about three quarters of the spell circle.  “All of this is pretty well understood, at its most basic level all these sigils shape, direct, and select what the spell is affecting.  This area,” I indicated another part of the circle, “is the question mark.  That’s the sigil or set of sigils that affect gravity.  How they’re affecting gravity is now an even bigger question then before.”

“That sounds weird.  How do you make it work if you don’t know how they’re working?” Eiko frowned at her own phrasing.

I shrugged.  “Sometimes a basic level of understanding is enough.  My flying talisman uses gravity manipulation too.  It turns out I got away with that because I was working with what was already there, reducing and redirecting it.  The spells on the talisman reduce the hold gravity has on the riders, making it gently flow around.  Then a significant part of the acceleration comes from then letting that gravity affect the riders in the ‘wrong’ direction, pulling them where they want to go.  Because I wasn’t trying to create any new gravity I managed to get away with that just fine.”

“But today you tried to create some,” Himeko tossed in from the sidelines, half a statement and half a question.

“Yeah.  And not just create new gravity, create new gravity from a different source.  I still can’t decide if the problem is that gravity’s weirder than we think it is or the mechanism this spell’s using is weirder than we think it is.” I said, looking at the pendulum in bemusement.  I had the scale set to its maximum sensitivity and it wasn’t giving me anything surprising.  But I had a sneaking suspicion if I could have measured the pendulum to the microgram or nanogram level it would still be shedding a few of those and stabilizing.  “Or both,” I added absently.

After a few more moments I sighed and shook my head.  “Should have seen this coming,” I admitted to myself out loud.  “I’m pretty much trying to account for two unknown variables here: gravity and the sigil!”

Eiko looked uncertain for a few more moments before shaking her own head.  “Sorry Mamoru, I’m just having a hard time wrapping my head around this.  What do you mean you don’t know what the sigil does?  How do you even come up with them in the first place?”

“That’s actually a pretty good question,” Himeko chimed in.  “Where do sigils come from?”

I thought about it for a few moments.  Technically there were two parts to that question, my friends just hadn’t realized it.  “Well, sigils just are,” I said carefully.  “They work by passing mana through them but they are… I’m not sure how to say this.”

I sighed.  “This sounds awfully pretentious,” I said reluctantly, “and I can barely say this with a straight face.  But sigils are a fundamental truth of reality.”

Himeko hurriedly turned her face away from us.  Eiko was less restrained.  She just snorted and went “wait, really?”

“Yeah, I hate phrasing it like that too,” I admitted with a bit of a flush.  “But I’m hard pressed to put it any other way.  Sigils are.  A certain sigil will change reality in a certain way when mana runs through it, the same way that one proton plus one neutron plus one electron equals a hydrogen atom.  But since you have to create them with mana, and then use mana with them, I can’t call them a fundamental force or a fundamental particle.  A fundamental truth is the best I can come up with.”

“That makes much more sense,” Himeko said primly, turning back, “I can understand the argument better now.”  Despite her words, amusement still glittered in her eyes.

I rolled my eyes.  “But I think the other part of your question would be how do we discover sigils,” I continued, eager to move past my somewhat egotistical claims.  “That’s a little more pertinent.  And trickier.”

“Trickier than a fundamental truth of reality?” Eiko countered with a grin.

I shot her an annoyed glance.  “If you want me to shut up, just say so.  I can stop boring you.”

“I’m sorry Mamoru,” Himeko responded instantly, quickly shooting Eiko a loaded glare of her own.  “I would really like to know the answer.”

“You’re a little sensitive today, Mamoru,” Eiko noted with a grin, unrepentant.

“Gee, I was only working on a major breakthrough, had two people barge into my lab, spend the next few minutes terrified I was going to accidentally hurt them on top of the worry I was about to start falling in a whole new direction.  And then when I offered to share with them major truths about the mysteries of the universe they made fun of me,” I was annoyed enough my own sarcasm was on full display.  “I can’t think why I might be a little touchy.”

“E-i-k-o,” Himeko drew her friend’s name out warningly.

“Fine, fine,” Eiko held up a hand and then bowed to me.  “Sorry Mamoru, I don’t think it’s as black and white as you’re painting it.  But I am being a bit of an ass and I apologize for it.”

I took a deep breath and then let it out, releasing my tension.  “No, you’re right.  That was an awfully self-centered and self-congratulatory sum up, not exactly an impartial set of observations.  I’m sorry I put it like that.  But seriously Eiko, if I’m just wasting my breath here then you don’t have to humor me.  I find it fascinating but I can also understand how it would be just an overenthusiastic idiot droning on and on to other people.”

“It’s not that,” Himeko, ever the magic fan, was quick to cut in.

“No, I do want to try and understand,” Eiko admitted more normally, “but you’re getting into some pretty pretentious territory.  Claiming you don’t understand something while simultaneously calling it a fundamental truth of reality.”

That did still prick me, get my annoyance back up a little more.  But one of the reasons it got under my skin was that she had a point, especially the way I tried to explain things.  “Would it be less pretentious if I tried being a little more… if I didn’t dumb it down quite so much?  Part of the problem is I’m trying to not make this a multi-day lecture where I’d have to cover a dozen related factors.  Especially since I’m pretty sure half of those factors are at least as poorly understood as gravity and I don’t want to try passing on false information.”

“I’m not sure that would help Mamoru,” Himeko noted with considerable understatement.

“Okay, how about this then?” I tried, carefully testing a new statement in my head.  “Think of mana itself as a fundamental truth of reality, sort of like the electromagnetic spectrum.  The sigils are like different wavelengths on the spectrum and have different effects on reality.”

“Alright, that’s a little better,” Himeko nodded.

“Good.  Now it’s important to remember: that’s pretty much a lie.  But it’ll help you understand things and keep everything straight without a year or two of lessons about both the fundamentals and the big brained theories.”

Himeko gave me a jaundiced look and Eiko just looked amused at that perspective.  But I quickly jotted down the statement on a notepad anyway, just to remember that was what I’d told them and to keep it in mind for lectures to laymen I might have to do in the future.

“Identifying a sigil is tough,” I continued when done.  “Historically there are four main sources.  Kami, monsters, psychics, and accidents.  Kami, be they spirits, gods, or just other, have given out spells to their servants and worshippers.  Or just people who did them a really big favor.  Over time mages have broken down those spells and figured out various sigils.  Monsters and other occasional supernatural phenomena that are physical but involve magic… usually there are some sigils involved somewhere at some level, even if it’s just an instinctive thing in their auras.  Dragons have physical adaptations to help them breath fire and ice, and you can learn a lot about chemistry from those, but they also have metaphysical adaptations too.  Observant mages can pick up on what the mystical effects are and then try and discover what the sigils involved are doing.  Psychics,” I paused and shot them an amused look.  “I doubt I have to explain that.”

“No.”

“No.”

I paused for a moment, half expecting a text from my cousin Saori just saying “no”, but nothing came.  Apparently the universe wasn’t feeling that cute.

“And once in a while someone screws up and accidentally creates a new sigil,” I shrugged, “it doesn’t happen often, it usually requires a weird chain of events to occur.  But, just like how penicillin was discovered, sometimes things happen and a mage manages to connect the dots.  I know the sigils that allow a spell to project in a wave or a spiral both came from accidents and, if I remember correctly, there’s three or four others.”

“That surprises me,” Himeko admitted.  “I know you’ve spoken ill of the previous generations of mages but I’d have thought they’d be keen to experiment and create new sigils in that way.”

I shook my head in negation.  “Not really a practical method,” I explained quickly.  “Sigils are reasonably precise, especially for best results, and mages have yet to come up with a logical theory for explaining their exact workings.  Some sigils with similar effects are pretty similar and you could almost come up with a logical progression from one to the next.  But others that you’d assume are just as similar are wildly different with no obvious connections.  So to try and come up with a new sigil you’re pretty much left guessing blindly, and that’s much more likely to kill the mage trying it than give them a new discovery.”

“Kill the mage?  Is doing a sigil wrong really that dangerous?” Himeko looked surprised

I made an ‘iffy’ motion with my hands.  “Depends on a lot of factors but usually a completely wrong sigil doesn’t do anything too bad to you.  A little feedback, but unless it really messes up the rest of a spell the worst you’re likely to suffer is the mystical equivalent of a nasty static shock.  The problem isn’t failure Himeko, the problem is success.”

Himeko frowned at me in confusion.

“Imagine you’re a Sengoku era mage and you just invented a sigil that produces X-rays,” I smiled wryly, only having come up with this exact comparison after all that I’d learned on Earth.  “How would you know what the sigil was doing?  Or what it was doing to you?”

“Ouch,” Eiko flinched at the thought.

“And there you have it,” I spread my arms out wide, “in order to come up with a new sigil you have to first survive doing so, and that’s pretty hard when something unexpected happens out of nowhere, and then you also have to notice that your new sigil has even done something and try to figure out what.  A new effect that’s dramatic enough to be noticed has a good chance of killing you, at least when used randomly and out of control.  So, it’s entirely possible for you to come up with a successful sigil but have no idea that it’s even doing anything, let alone what.  If a mage feels inclined to come up with a new sigil they’re more likely to try tracking down a powerful spirit of some sort and bargaining for it.  Sure, it’s likely to be a suicidal or insane task in exchange for that sort of valuable knowledge.  But at least it’s going to be a suicidal or insane task you can prepare for and see coming.”

“Interesting,” Himeko looked intrigued, “so could we ask Sensei-san for new sigils?”

“We could ask but- “ I paused, quickly catching myself before I made too many assumptions.  “But they probably wouldn’t know anything I didn’t already know.  At least, nothing they’d be allowed to give us.  If they had something that secret or important their higher ups probably gave it to Sensei-san and then put some limits on it.”  Still, it was a good point and something worth considering.  Especially if we could get Sensei-san to act as an intermediary between us and some being a little older and wiser.

“Feel free to ask though,” I added, quickly throwing out a sheet anchor, “I certainly wouldn’t mind.  But I think I’m going to be busy with this one for a while.  Assuming it’s one.”

“Wait,” Eiko looked even more confused and alarmed.  “You don’t even know the sigil?  After this great big speech about it?”

I paused, considering a bluff rather than confusing the situation even more.  But in the end I let out a long and frustrated sigh.  “I think I know the sigil,” I emphasized carefully.  “I managed to find two separate spells that affected gravity and after carefully breaking them down and testing everything I’m almost 100% sure I’ve isolated it.  Especially after everything I’ve managed to do already.  But I don’t know, and I’m trying not to screw up by making that assumption.”

“And once again we come around to this place,” Himeko couldn’t help but comment, both mildly amused and frustrated at our lack of progress.  “So, do we want do know how that happened?  Or is this another one-hour lecture about sigils that you’re going to claim you’re still simplifying?”

I couldn’t help but smirk in amusement, especially at her point.  “No, this one’s about spell construction.  And maybe another hour-long rant about all my predecessors and how they should have done this sort of work centuries ago.  Actually, this one’s pretty simple.  I’m pretty sure I know the sigil, but… using sigils and constructing spells is like a weird mix of Japanese, English, and maths.”

“Maths?” Eiko looked mildly surprised.

“Something like a physics equation or a chemical equation,” I elaborated.  “Not quite as straightforward as either of those but you can see a family resemblance.  And this sigil… it’s like I’ve got the word, but I’m a little worried it’s been made into a plural or something.”

“Pardon?” Himeko cocked her head quizzically.

“I see,” Eiko said, jumping in with a grin.  “It’s a spelling error.”

She said the word in English and I immediately got the pun, rewarding her with a pained groan.  Himeko took a few more moments and gave her unrepentantly amused friend a dirty look.  I was kind of impressed that Eiko had come up with it, and gotten it out so quickly.  I wished my wit worked that fast!

“Sadly,” I admitted with a small smirk, “that’s more or less right.  And, while sigils aren’t as weird as English with some of their rules, I don’t want to keep using the word ‘tries’ or ‘tried’ in my sentences when what I really want is the word ‘try’.  It can make a difference.”

“Yeah, that one sucks,” Himeko muttered, almost under her breath, as she recalled our most recent English test.  There was a reason that comparison had come so easily to my mind.

“So I’m left guessing and testing, trying not to make too many assumptions,” I admitted with a more good-natured shrug.  Now that I was confident neither my friends or I were in danger and I’d had a chance to vent I was starting to feel pretty cheerful.  “I’m making progress, but in order to make that progress I have to keep an open mind.”

“Open, but not necessarily observant,” Himeko noted with a small smile of her own.

I paused.  “What do you mean?” I asked cautiously.

“Mamoru,” Eiko noted a little smugly, “how many of the students in this classroom go to your school?”

“What do you- oh!” I started to ask before the yen dropped.  Why and how was Eiko here with Himeko?  That should have been a pretty important question I asked a good ten minutes ago.

“Eiko and I have been talking,” Himeko continued a little more formally.  “And we have something we wanted to discuss with you.”
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“Are you sure you want to do this Himeko?” I asked uncertainly.

Himeko said nothing, just shot me a look. Given how we were in the Meiko gym and she was in judogi with her hair fully done up said look was even more intimidating than normal.

It was Sunday, immediately after Eiko had just finished a standard training session with me. But this time would be different. This time Himeko was taking a turn.

“Right, right, stupid question at this point,” I sighed. The fact I was standing behind a mystical shield somehow helped to cushion the impact of her scorn. Being a little drained from already having resisted Eiko for twenty minutes kept me from overreacting too. And it gave me a handy excuse, “sorry, I guess I’m just a little tired from Eiko’s session.”

“Hah, I do wear you out!” Eiko noted with some satisfaction from the sideline.

She sounded a little bitter about still not being able to break through my shield. Not too much so, but it was a source of frustration to her and right after she’d just finished all her efforts again she was feeling it keenly.

As if to verify it she added. “You’d better not let her break through out of sympathy! Or because you’re too tired! If you do, I’ll be pissed.”

Unless Himeko’s mysteriously acquired a pair of enchanted brass knuckles I kind of doubt she’ll manage that, I thought with a small mental smirk. Only a small one though. Given the Meiko family’s connections and wealth I couldn’t quite rule that out.

Himeko however was more apologetic. “Sorry Mamoru,” she said with a tiny smile of her own, “I was getting prepared to start. I was in a more aggressive mode than usual and you seemed a little condescending there, especially bringing it up now.”

I rolled my eyes at my own stupidity. “Fair,” I admitted instantly. “If I’d done that in an even stupider way, like suddenly backing off a few steps and turning the shield away from you, you’d probably have been justified in decking me.” I could just picture it in my head, it was something straight out of a manga. Me, the well meaning but completely idiotic and condescending friend who just suddenly backed off from his attractive but seemingly innocent and weaker friend, even after allowing her to come so far. And then her, the underestimated protagonist always getting looked down on.

Yeah, don’t want any part of what would come next there, I thought with amusement. If she didn’t immediately hand me my head then the plot would contrive that soon I’d get beaten at least halfway to death before she came in to hand my attacker their head. And that would be assuming I didn’t just get killed or crippled for my arrogance.

Luckily, we didn’t live in a manga and I wasn’t that stupid. “Anyway, how long do you want to go for?” I asked, carefully bracing myself. “We can start any time you’re ready.”

Himeko nodded and started testing out the shield with some light strikes. “I figure I’ll go for twenty minutes, match Eiko.”

I very carefully did not roll my eyes or say anything. Suddenly I was glad we’d just had that last exchange and I was ready to guard my tongue so I didn’t insult her. “Alright, your call. We’ll see how that works today.”

I reactivated the timer on my phone before tucking it aside. As soon as I was done, and Himeko was sure I was paying attention, she restarted some tentative punches, slowly feeling out the shield.

“Come on! Harder!” Eiko yelled playfully from the sidelines.

Himeko frowned a little before catching herself but did begin to pick up the pace.

“No problems or issues?” I asked carefully.

“Come on Mamoru,” Himeko said irritably, getting annoyed at how I seemed to be treating her like a baby. “Eiko does this with you every week!”

“Yes, but we’ve had time to work on it and get good feedback,” I answered reasonably. “I don’t expect to find out I’ve done something really strange to this shield, that you’re somehow allergic to it or something- “

Himeko had to abruptly stop and turn away, obviously fighting not to laugh at the very concept.

“-but knowing my luck that’s just what would happen,” I continued as if I hadn’t just done more damage to her than she’d managed to me. “I can’t see that happening, not unless I was trying to do it deliberately and adding more of a physical component. But if something does come up, try and mention it to me. Don’t go convincing yourself you just have to tough it out just because you think Eiko might be handling it.”

Himeko coughed and turned back to me, almost managing a straight face. “Alright, I’ll do that,” she replied with only a ghost of laughter in her voice.

She quickly resumed her strikes, even more forcefully than before.

On the sideline Eiko frowned thoughtfully and began to circle us, studying the scene intensely enough that I had no trouble noticing it. “Your stance is off,” she commented finally.

“No, it’s not!” Himeko retorted hotly.

“It is if you’re just going to stand there. That stance is fine for movement but it you’re just going to stay in place you should brace yourself a little more so you can throw more power into your strikes.”

Himeko pursed her lips but she immediately started to shift around a little, trying to hit the shield from different angles.

“It’s for your own good Hime,” Eiko noted from the sidelines.

Himeko muttered something under her breath but not even I could catch it.

I carefully said nothing, continuing to maintain the shield and keep it pointed in Himeko’s direction. Eiko might have been doing it out of love, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t enjoying it too much.

Earlier in the week the girls had brought a proposal to me. Well, half a proposal and half an ultimatum. Himeko was worried she was falling further and further behind in her martial arts and had been determined to try and catch up. So, from now on, on Sundays she’d be making time to join Eiko in her shield based training. Himeko wasn’t really trying to break through the shield but she needed more practical practice, especially in going all out against a live target.

Personally, I thought Himeko was being a little stupid. She was a little more classically trained than Eiko and one of her martial arts was Judo, training against the shield was not going to help her much with her throws and holds. And against a trained human attacker I suspected that set of skills was going to the most important, she was most likely to be facing surprise attacks at point blank range from people looking to kidnap her for various reasons; her ability to use leverage and holds against her attackers would be more crucial than how hard she could punch.

But, I reflected with mixed emotions, that is coming from the guy with the least amount of combat training in the room. I am not about to try mansplaining that to Himeko, especially not when she’s already in a judogi and warmed up to fight! I suspected I was right (this time!) but I wasn’t in the mood to get hurt.

Besides, I had a sneaking suspicion there was another level to it. At least one of the reasons for Himeko’s feelings and need to improve was the recent fight on the school trip. And against nonhuman opponents this sort of training was pretty important. Throws and holds could still be the best option. Fighting a supernatural enemy head on, matching them blow for blow, rarely worked out well for an ordinary human. But punches and kicks were a pretty universal solution that covered the widest range of opponents, and a lot of the ones they weren’t an answer for couldn’t be taken out by throws or holds anyway. Not to mention focusing on throws and holds tended to focus you more on human biology. While they could still work on other creatures you’d probably either find yourself freezing up or making a mistake if you were too used to humans and one of the exceptions suddenly appeared. You’d struggle to actually overcome your ingrained knowledge of throws and the ‘natural’ center of gravity of an opponent if you faced a greater land squid.

Okay, that one’s reaching for it, I admitted with a mental roll of my eyes. The greater land squids were uncommon threats on Avalon, let alone Earth. Besides, Himeko would just have been able to outrun one of those. But the fundamental point is valid, this is a better basic choice. So I shouldn’t go knocking it.

“Getting lazy Hime!” Eiko called out, doing her best drill sergeant impersonation, “you’re slacking on extending those legs properly!”

Himeko grunted and I felt a little more ‘oomph’ in her next kick. As I refocused on my friend I became aware of how much she was sweating.

Eiko watched for a few more moments and then nodded. “Seriously,” she added in a more normal voice. “I think you’re right, I think they aren’t pushing you far enough.”

Himeko was gasping a little for breath and just nodded. I raised my eyebrows in surprise. I’d have estimated it wasn’t much more then five minutes since we’d gotten started. Himeko might have been going a little harder than Eiko usually did, trying to prove herself to me or Eiko, but it wasn’t that much harder. Still pretty hard, Eiko wasn’t exactly slacking in her attempts to break through, but Himeko’s pacing would have seemed almost reasonable to an onlooker. Seeing her that tired already was surprising.

“Seriously Himeko, give yourself a breath,” Eiko noted from the sideline. “You need to work on that but this is pushing it too far.”

Himeko looked frustrated but backed off for a few seconds. “You’re right,” she admitted, sounding breathless but still able to talk now that she’d stopped her strikes. “I’m not ready for such sustained aggression.”

“What’s wrong Himeko?” I asked, a little concerned. She wasn’t that bad but… “Earlier this month I saw you go just as hard for even longer when you were fighting with Eiko. Why are you looking so drained already?”

Himeko shook her head. “Explain it to him,” she tossed off to Eiko, sounding almost normal, despite such a short breather. “I don’t want to waste this chance.”

She launched herself back at my shield after saying that.

I was momentarily startled but suffered no problems. On the sidelines Eiko just shrugged.

“That was different Mamoru, and it played to some more of Himeko’s training. Her teachers have focused on shorter bursts of explosive effort, going for a maximum powered burst in order to escape or clear distance from an attacker. Oh sure,” Eiko added a little dismissively, “they’ve done other stuff, Hime’s in great shape anyway, and Master Tai’s made sure she’s had at least some training in more extended fights. But she runs down a lot faster than you’d expect.”

“Eiko-o-o,” Himeko said warningly, even drawing out the name as if to contradict what she’d just said.

“Alright, fine,” Eiko smirked on the sidelines. “I guess that was oversimplifying it too much. How’s it feel to be on the receiving end of that Mamoru?”

I carefully made no comment.

“Actually, her training’s better than that,” Eiko admitted a bit more seriously. “She can quickly recover from even short breaks, this isn’t so much about being tired as oxygen. Give her time to catch her breath and she bounces back pretty fast. It’s more like she goes so hard she gets out of breath and needs a few moments to get it back. She’s not quite sprinting, but she’s not doing a balanced long-distance run either. I had the same problem too when I started, it took Master Tai a while to teach me proper breathing and pacing to overcome it.”

I thought about that for a few moments. “Huh. I’ll take your word for it but I still thought she was doing better when you two sparred. And that time we first met. Well, first time we really met. Back when she handled the delinquents.”

“That didn’t take as long as you thought,” Himeko said, stepping back for a moment to make sure she wouldn’t overdo it again. “And I had to pace myself more to make sure I could handle all five of them at once while still watching out for Shinji. Plus, I didn’t want the legal problems we would have faced if I’d gone all out. I didn’t really care if I slipped but since I already had to make sure I didn’t overcommit I was trying to avoid hurting them too much.” She then stepped forward to attack again.

“And during our battle Master Tai gave her all those micro breaks when we stopped and reset,” Eiko explained calmly. “Between that and the fact she was pushing herself to her absolute limits she managed to last a lot longer, it’s less of a problem in a real fight where she’s going all out and her adrenalin is pumping. Don’t think this is some sort of glaring weakness in her style, it’s just a weakness. Especially since this is really the most practical way for a Meiko heiress to be fighting.”

Himeko spared her friend an annoyed glance.

Eiko returned it with interest. “Don’t give me that Hime, you know it as well as I do.”

“I don’t,” I noted.

“Himeko’s supposed to explode into action to break their line and then make a quick retreat, either to escape or call for reinforcements,” Eiko explained calmly. “Someone like me is supposed to be the front line fighter, the one that keeps fighting to the end to either subdue the attackers or provide an obstacle to help Himeko accomplish her goal.”

“Stupid,” Himeko muttered angrily.

I carefully decided not to say anything. It was simultaneously logical and short-sighted, it was easy enough for me to see both sides of that argument. And, since it was obviously situational, I could come up with some easy arguments for going either way. I figured it was best not to jump in to that one.

Eiko obviously agreed. “That’s the worst case,” she shrugged. “It’s just as good, if not better, for her to beat a single attacker or two into a bloody pulp rather than just hurting them and then turning her back on them in order to run.”

That made much more sense! And seem to square better with what Himeko preferred.

Eiko continued. “Honestly, there’s a lot to be said for Himeko’s style. But it’s too one track for my taste, based a little too much on ending the fight quickly. Or having enough control over the fight you can make the time to catch your breath or find an opening. That’s why Master Tai taught me to be flexible and fight in a number of ways. If Himeko fights someone who can see that, and has the skills to take advantage of it, she’s in trouble.”

“That describes all fights!” Himeko protested angrily, even though she had to take another step back for a moment to do so.

Eiko just grinned unrepentantly. “Yeah, but your weakness is obvious.”

Himeko made a disgusted noise and then returned to striking my shield.

“Realistically she’s still pretty good,” Eiko admitted. “But it means she’s got some endurance problems. She can’t go all out for as long as other people, especially on the offense, even though that’s what she’s supposed to be doing.”

“The point is to eliminate opponents before that becomes a problem,” Himeko muttered. “To not give them chances to hurt you or figure out your weakness.”

“And her teachers don’t want to put her through the really hellish and tough training she needs to overcome that weakness,” Eiko shrugged. “I don’t like that but I can’t really blame them, they answer to her dad first. And even if they were willing to risk hurting her to train her up properly, and they aren’t, Himeko can’t really spare the time and effort for that sort of intensive training.”

I spent the next few minutes observing Himeko through that lens. Spelled out for me like that the way she moved and fought was perceivable and I began to see some of the differences in their styles. Himeko was naturally more restrained and calculating, there was always a touch more hunger and aggression in Eiko’s eyes even when she was holding it back. But Himeko overcame that with proportionally more aggression when she truly went on the offense. Eiko’s base abilities were so much higher than Himeko’s that I’d never put that together, but it was how Hime managed to make up some of the gap between them when they fought. I also began to see the physical differences in their techniques, although I’d have had a hard time defining them. Eiko’s skills came from more sources and were further developed than Himeko’s. Eiko also used more variety in her attacks and they seemed just a little smoother, especially in how she moved from one strike to the next.

Of course, that might just be because she’s got more experience doing this, I reflected wryly. It was easy to sound like I was disrespecting Himeko’s abilities just because she wasn’t up to Eiko’s level. That would have been unfair and stupid. Himeko was still a pretty talented and potentially deadly martial artist, it was just that Eiko was on the path to becoming another Master Tai!

“Why are you smiling?” Himeko asked, a touch of something dangerous in her voice as she stepped back to talk. She was still red-faced and sweating heavily but she was being careful not to push herself too far lest Eiko call her on it.

“Oh nothing,” I replied instantly. “Just reflecting on how much better both my friends are than me when it comes to fighting.”

I figured I didn’t want to try expanding on that. I doubted they wanted to hear my thoughts about relative vs. absolute strength or how stupid it was when people only respected the gold medal winners and thought the athletes who placed last in the final heat of the Olympics weren’t great at their sports. In fact, I was so worried I’d accidentally insult Himeko along the way (especially given how worked up she was) I immediately tried to change the subject.

“That and thinking I was lucky the Meiko mansion is so well air conditioned,” I continued quickly, seeing how Himeko was still suspicious, “I hate to admit it, but you might have a point about me needing a set of gym clothes or something for this.”

Himeko reluctantly smiled in amusement and at the indirect compliment to her house. The Meikos had a top flight climate control system in their home, even in the gym space the conditions were nice, relatively dry, and cool. If we’d been working this hard at the school or on the mansion grounds we’d have probably been in real danger of heat exhaustion thanks to the summer heat. As it was, I was only on the verge of sweating (well, maybe doing a little bit of stress sweating) instead of being a sopping mess.

“Oh, so now you admit that,” Eiko noted with a mix of humor and annoyance. She’d been slightly annoyed by my lack of a workout outfit for months. It didn’t take a genius to realize she was a little peeved I mentioned it during my very first workout with Himeko.

“I’ve just doubled my workout time here,” I noted. “I think I’m allowed.”

“It’s a good idea Mamoru,” Himeko agreed, puffing a little. “I can set things up with the staff.”

“I’d still need to buy an outfit,” I said semi-randomly. “A judogi doesn’t really work for me and I wouldn’t feel right just wearing a set of gym clothes.”

“Get something and charge it to me,” Himeko said firmly. “It’s my fault it’s reached this point.”

“Don’t go taking all the credit Himeko!” Eiko called from the sidelines

Himeko smirked.

“I couldn’t do that- “ I started to protest.

“Just let her get away with this one Mamoru,” Eiko tossed in, crossing her arms and looking at me grumpily. “She’ll just worry and feel guilty about it otherwise. Let her call it an early birthday present or something.”

I seized the opportunity. “Speaking of birthdays,” I said, as casually as I could manage (which wasn’t very casually under the circumstances, no matter what I tried to convince myself). “When’s yours? I realized the other day that if you ever told me I’d forgotten it, like how I know Himeko’s is towards the end of August but I don’t have an exact date.”

“Don’t change the subject Mamoru,” Eiko said firmly, misinterpreting my abrupt efforts. “You need workout clothes.”

I sighed in frustration. “Not yet. Don’t get me wrong, if you two are both going at it I’m pretty sure I’m going to need need them by the end of July, between your efforts and the weather it’s pretty much a guarantee I’ll be sweating too much to keep wearing my normal clothes. But I’m good for now, you don’t need to worry.”

“Oh?” Himeko inquired, stepping back once again. “Are you so certain of that Mamoru?”

Now that something in her tone was a little more dangerous. How and why do I keep hitting that nerve? I thought in frustration. It seemed both of them were insulted and thought I was taking them lightly. I could almost expect it and find it reasonable with Eiko, with Himeko I thought she was being a bit egotistical.

I wasn’t going to put it that bluntly thought! “Himeko,” I said, managing to sound mostly patient and calm, “this isn’t a knock to your skills. We all know that in a real fight both of you would simply go around this,” I tapped the shield with my other hand, “and attack me directly. This sort of training is deliberately set so that you two are pitting your weakness against my strength, it’s not a realistic representation of a true fight. This is so you can improve. There’s no shame in failing against this any more then there’s any shame in… in… in not breaking one of those weird wooden exercise things in a kung fu movie!”

“Cocky, aren’t you?” Himeko noted me, worrying me further since she wasn’t immediately moving back in to attack.

“Himeko, Master Tai set this out to help train Eiko’s ki. You’re not that good, not that far advanced. You stand no chance of breaking through. Not unless you’ve been hiding some pretty awesome skill or recently purchased some sort of ancient enchanted weapon.”

“Funny you should mention that…” Himeko said with restrained heat. The conversation, Eiko’s critique, and the exercise itself had really brought her aggressive side to the fore.

I only started to sweat after my warning bracelet gave me a ghost of a squeeze though.

“This is a training exercise,” Himeko noted, just a hint dangerously. “And since I’ve wasted some of our precious time talking with you, why don’t we finish strong while I try training something else?”

Before I could say anything else Himeko simply stated “Sensei-san.”

I felt something change and quickly switched on ‘mage sight’. But I didn’t get a chance to register anything before Himeko’s next blow struck my shield with nearly shattering force.

I barely managed to hold on to the spell and stabilize the shield, a task made harder by immediate follow up blows, each with the same sort of depth and impact they’d lacked before.

Sonofabitch, I thought, staring in surprise at Himeko. It’s Sensei-san! They’re channeling… something through the magatama. Himeko’s hands were now glowing slightly, both in real life and in a different way in the more mystical spectrums. Thin lines of power flowed out of the magatama and coated Himeko’s hands, allowing her to hit my shield in a way she hadn’t been able to before. The impacts, both physical and metaphysical, vibrated all the way through my arm up to my elbow and left me struggling to maintain the spell.

“Nice one Hime!” Eiko cheered from the sidelines.

Oh come on! Shouldn’t you be on my side? I’d have thought she’d be angry that Himeko might break through before she did, apparently I’d managed to piss them off more than I’d realized!

Gee, indirectly insulting and being dismissive of more then a decade’s worth of martial arts training. Who’d have thought that might make them keen to prove something? My conscience prodded me with an eye roll. Thinking back on it, I’d come off as a bit condescending to Himeko the entire time we’d been training. I’d tried to walk it back, keep it to a minimum, but I’d still let it slip out as I worried about her. Admitting that they were the better fighters and could normally win on one hand, while being blindly and unconsciously arrogant on the other, was probably the straw that had broken the camel’s back.

It was also worth noting that Himeko wasn’t quite as mad as she first appeared. While it might have seemed a little dirty to suddenly pull that out against me, not to mention unusually foolish after her recent, similar mistake that had led to the fight against Eiko, in reality she was being careful not to take it too far. She was seriously trying to break my shield, but she was also very vigilant in positioning herself so if she did succeed none of her blows would hit my arm and that she was too far away from me to hit my body. My warning bracelet kept giving out subtle signals, letting me know this was considerably more serious than usual, but I suspected that was simply because the backlash of the spell breaking might hurt me a little. Or possibly so I didn’t accidentally place my body in the line of fire.

But, as strong as it was, it was still notably below Master Tai’s assault. And I’d now had months to practice holding a shield steady. Himeko’s magically enhanced blows were strong but the only reason they’d come so close to breaking through was how she’d caught me by surprise. I reaffirmed my will, held my ground, and held the spell steady against her attack. After a bit more than a minute the glow around her hands snuffed out like an extinguished candle and Himeko fell to her knees.

“Hime?” Eiko asked in sudden concern, taking a half step onto the mat before stopping herself.

I held my tongue but only because I still had ‘mage sight’ on. I could see that had hit her hard but I wasn’t picking up any signs of real damage.

Himeko had to fight not to fall to all fours, barely catching herself by putting her hands on her knees, but she managed it. She was panting hard for nearly a minute before she could speak again. “Well,” she gasped out slowly, trying to seem nonchalant but not quite carrying it off, “that caught me by surprise. It was like a straight punch to the gut when Sensei-san lost their grip.”

“Himeko, what did you do?” Eiko asked forcefully.

The timer on my phone beeped indifferently, letting us know the training was over.

“I’ve been talking with Sensei-san,” Himeko admitted, graciously accepting my help as I pulled her to her feet. “After that incident with Master Tai it was obvious that we both needed to start working with each other a little more.”

“This isn’t another Shizu situation?” Eiko asked skeptically. “One where you’re hoping the psychotic nut can be reformed by a good example?”

Himeko shot her friend a dirty look. “No. And neither is the ‘Shizu situation’ as you describe it.

“Riiiight,” Eiko drew the word out sarcastically.

Not touching that one either! I thought yet again. I figured both of them were wrong about Shizu, Himeko too forgiving and Eiko too suspicious. I also realized I hadn’t had nearly as much experience with Shizu as either of them and didn’t figure it was my place to say anything!

Now she was on her feet I tried letting Himeko go. After a few moments, when she began to tip over, I grabbed her again and she reluctantly braced herself against me.

“In Sensei-san’s case it was obvious that I’d been ignoring them too much,” Himeko continued primly, trying to pretend everything was alright. “And Sensei-san had been… accidentally going astray without enough guidance. Boundaries did need to be set and rules spelled out, but I also had to acknowledge that we both had a responsibility to the school and if I wasn’t coordinating with Sensei-san then I wasn’t doing my duty.”

“Oh no,” Eiko muttered under her breath, not bothering to hide it as she facepalmed upon hearing Himeko use the word duty.

Himeko gave her friend a look but continued in an even tone. “So we’ve taken a page from Mamoru’s book, and we’ve been doing some communicating, practicing, and testing. Sensei-san has been learning about that particular trick ever since the school trip, and we’ve been looking for an opportunity to see if we could make it work.”

I cocked my head, intrigued in spite of myself. The way she phrased that… it sounds like Sensei-san asked other kami how it was done. Interesting. It also kind of made sense that Sensei-san had wanted to learn something like that. Whatever Sensei-san eventually decided about their relationship to the students, and where they were supposed to intervene, it made sense to have a least a few tools available. After all, even if Sensei-san ended up a more ‘hands off’ type of kami, letting an entire senior year trip’s worth of students get eaten up by a dark almost-god without doing anything was probably a little too much. That was when even the most indifferent of spirits started to do something.

“Hits like a truck when it’s done though,” Himeko admitted ruefully. Too tired, stunned, and pleased with herself to pretend otherwise.

“I’m not surprised,” I said, trying to keep my voice neutral. “I’m not entirely sure how that worked but it looked like both of you had to struggle to keep that channel open. And I suspect that was an awful lot of power for you two to be trying to use. Proportionally.”

“You just had to go and ruin it with that last word,” Eiko noted sarcastically, worried I was about to set Himeko off again.

“Sorry,” I said instantly. Although I stood by my statement, compared to the power I could theoretically use (assuming I had that much mana to spare!) it was still second rate. Himeko and Sensei-san hadn’t trained as long as I had though, for their situation and the amount of time they’d had it was a pretty impressive display.

Fortunately, this time Himeko just let out a breathless laugh of amusement. “No, he’s right.” She gently pushed herself away from me and this time managed to stay balanced. “It packs a punch,” she continued, back to rueful, “but it makes the rest of my problems with endurance look tame in comparison. I definitely want to try it again though, see if I can make it work.”

“It doesn’t count if you break his shield,” Eiko said instantly, “you’re not doing it alone.”

“How’s Sensei-san feel?” I asked cautiously. “Are they even willing to do it again? Did it strain them too much?”

“Hm,” Himeko’s hand went to her chest area, presumably feeling the mithril magatama hidden underneath her judogi.

“It seems they’re almost as out of breath as I am,” she reported. “They don’t want to do it often, but they agree we should get some practice in too. I guess we’ll try doing it at the end of next week’s training session and see how that works.”

“Are you okay with that Mamoru?” Eiko asked, obviously not sure what to think and worried they might have been taking advantage of me.

She seemed surprised when I said “that should work.”

“Really?”

I nodded thoughtfully. “Now that I know Himeko’s not going to have a problem with the shield I should really finalize a talisman for this. It wasn’t so bad when I was just going with you, Eiko, but if I’m training Himeko too I really need to make a talisman to minimize the mana costs. Especially if she’s going to try and use those sorts of tricks.”

“Huh. I thought… never mind,” Eiko cut herself off.

I kept my mouth shut. Eiko had clearly expected me to be put out and reluctant about everything. And she wasn’t wrong, normally I’d have at least been a little grumpier about the situation and Himeko just assuming she could keep pushing the deal a little further. But, ironically, it had been Himeko’s last little push that changed the situation. If she wanted to keep doing that it would give me a chance to quietly study the procedure, watch what was happening with ‘mage sight’, and try to figure out what was going on. And if I could duplicate it. Sensei-san’s ability to connect to the mithril magatama and transfer power off school grounds like that had some incredible implications when it came to mana transmission. But telling them that would probably have made Sensei-san reluctant to do it where I could see it, so I was going to avoid mentioning the subject for the time being.

“Excellent,” Himeko said happily.

I caught a whiff of my own body odor and winced. The sudden stress and effort of holding my shield against that last series of attacks had really made me sweat. “I’m definitely going to have to go and get some workout clothes,” I admitted, already dreading the thought of going back home in my sweat stained outfit. I could take advantage of the Meiko’s bath to clean myself off but, the girls offers aside, I couldn’t justify shoving my clothes off on the Meiko staff unexpectedly or trying to stay in the bath long enough to get my clothes laundered.

Besides, that would make me a sitting duck for Himeko’s grandfather for far too long, I thought sourly. I might have tried chancing it otherwise, politely and regretfully of course, so I didn’t have to put on and walk home in dirty clothing. But I did not need to be in a situation where I might be without clothes and trapped in the same room as that bitter old man!

“Hm,” Himeko studied me thoughtfully for a few moments. “Next Saturday is an off Saturday. Let’s make some time to go shopping, get you some proper workout clothes and any other supplies you need. After all, you’re making the talisman to help train us, it’s only right we foot the bill.”

“Himeko, I- “I began.

Himeko leaned in quickly, noticing Eiko was distracted by a quick snicker at my discomfort. “Don’t worry,” she whispered confidentially, “it’ll be just before Eiko’s birthday. I’ll show you what to get.”

She backed away just before Eiko turned back and then started to make her way towards the changing area, leaving me behind with a new sense of uncertainty. What have I just gotten myself into?

That was only further compounded by Eiko waiting until Himeko was changing before sidling up to me and saying. “I know why you were asking about birthdays. Don’t worry Mamoru, I’ll come too and we’ll see if we can’t figure out something good for Himeko.”

Oh, I thought, blinking as my mind went into overdrive, this has no potential for disaster! I suddenly found myself hoping our next Sunday training session wasn’t going to go even worse than this one!
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“Dang it,” I muttered softly, studying the piece of shrapnel sticking out of the whiteboard.

The door opened.

“Dang it!” I said in a slightly more panicked tone as Himeko walked in.

I couldn’t read the expression on her face, save that it was unusual, because it rapidly turned to worry upon seeing the board. “Mamoru! What happened?”

“I’m still trying to figure that out,” I answered, a mix of annoyance and fear in my voice.

Eiko walked in from behind Himeko, took one look at the piece of metal embedded into the whiteboard, and went “whoa!”

“Eiko? What are you doing here?”

“Never mind me,” Eiko said incredulously, “what’s that doing there?”

I sighed in frustration. Of course they’re both here today, I thought bitterly, something actually exploded today, why wouldn’t they both have come? And of course they walk in right after the pendulum blew up, that’s totally sensible! Granted, I vastly preferred this to them having walked in about two minutes ago, right before the pendulum exploded! But that was like preferring a regular visit to the dentist versus a root canal: a totally reasonable preference but not really a good thing.

“That’s what I want to know.” I answered with a surprising amount of frustration. “Well, I guess it’s demonstrating I had the right idea last time you were here. I bet my near panic and trying to get you to hide behind the bench doesn’t seem so silly now!”

“Is that another piece in the lab counter?” Himeko asked, her voice rising as she took a peek around the front.

I blinked, walked around the front and looked for myself. “Huh. Yes. Yes, it is. I think that’s most of it though.”

“Mamoru!” Himeko repeated even more firmly. “WHAT. HAPPENED?”

I let out a deep sigh. “I don’t know Himeko,” I confessed. “I was running another experiment, seeing what happened when I tried putting two separate gravity spells on either side of the pendulum.”

I paused, walked up to where I’d perched my phone to record everything, shut down and saved the recording, and then walked back to the girls. We all huddled around the phone as I rewound the video file a little.

“See? Everything was going more or less normally,” I noted, ignoring the two glowing circles of magic on either side of the pendulum. “The pendulum was behaving more or less like I expected as I varied the power on either spell. And then- “

We all flinched back a little from the recording as the pendulum shattered.

“How on Earth- “ Himeko began, trailing off in amazement.

“Beats me,” I shrugged, still a little punchy after the shock. “If I hadn’t seen it burst like that I would have assumed it got too heavy, fell on the floor, and broke violently. If I had to guess…. this spell really is manipulating gravitons and we just witnessed what happens when two separate currents of gravitons get crossed. That’s barely even a hypothesis though. If you wanted to suggest that… that…” I flailed around mentally for some vaguely possible but ridiculous theory, “that all the extra gravity caused some of the matter in the pendulum to undergo some sort of nuclear reaction I’d have to take it just as seriously.”

I paused a moment. Damn it, I probably should consider that. It seemed highly improbable, but no less so than the pendulum just exploding like it had.

“Is that really possible?” Eiko asked, goggle-eyed.

“Unlikely,” I muttered, rolling back the video and trying to find the exact frames of the explosion. I didn’t get much, the camera on my phone was surprisingly good but not exactly a top of the line scientific instrument. But what I could see was kind of reassuring.

“I don’t think so,” I said with a little more confidence, pointing at the screen. “I’m not seeing any sort of light or energy discharge. That’s not exactly proof, but given that I was working with gravity… kind of working with gravity… my guess is this is some sort of weird physical effect.” I paused again and suddenly looked up at the ceiling, seeing nothing as my mind was momentarily arrested by yet another possibility. “Or maybe a combination of physical and energy? Was this some kind of graviton discharge? The gravity equivalent of electricity grounding itself?”

Heck, why not go all the way? I wondered a little maniacally. Why do I assume this spell is creating ‘real’ gravitons? Is this a critical mass or critical interaction when there are too many… what would I even call them? Fake gravitons? False gravitons? Dark gravitons?

Himeko opened her mouth, paused for a moment as she too thought about the strange possibilities, and then returned to the present well before I did. “Focus Mamoru.”

“Sorry, right.” I still wrote down those possibilities as another thing to look into.

“How do we deal with this?” she asked, pointing at the chunk of pendulum in the whiteboard and putting a little more emphasis into the words to ground me in the here and now. “Can you fix this or do I need to quietly bribe the school not to ban you from the labs in the future?”

“Ah, right,” I quickly moved to re-examined the embedded shrapnel again. I hoped she was kidding or exaggerating… but I had a sneaking suspicion Himeko was being serious and I wasn’t sure how to feel about that.

“I want to take a few notes about the pieces,” I admitted after a few moments, trying to ignore how Himeko had to visibly restrain herself from saying anything about that. “…but there’s not too much damage here. I should be able to fix it myself with a spell of mending.”

(I must remember to record that, I noted distractedly, perversely glad for the opportunity. The mending spell was a somewhat lower key cousin to the spell of restoration, still on the tricky side but significantly more practical. It was used when the caster had to deal with simple cuts and slashes on uncomplicated items rather than smashed or delicate objects with wildly strewn pieces. I figured I could fix the holes in the classroom easily enough, although there’d probably be some tiny marks and scars left if you looked closely.)

“Is that really necessary?” Himeko asked about my notetaking, clearly worried I was getting sidetracked by minutiae or unimportant details.

“This time? Yes,” I answered after a few moments. “It looks like there’s only three or four fragments. You’d have expected it to be more splintered in an actual explosion, this tells us something about what happened.”

I tried not to sound too surprised at that. I thought that had been what I’d seen on the video, not to mention the two big pieces of shrapnel already made up most of the pendulum, but I was glad to see it verified.

“I’m not going to do this aga…” I trailed off, suddenly aware I was perilously close to lying. And that such lies would not be appreciated if I was ever called on them. “I’m not in a hurry to try and recreate this,” I said a little more honestly, “and I doubt I’m going to deliberately do it any time soon. So making note of what happened, trying to figure it out and avoid it in the future, is pretty important.”

Himeko sighed but looked reluctantly satisfied by that answer. Eiko on the other hand just looked amused. “Good thing we stay in shape. I saw some girls today that would have been willing to let you cast that spell on them even if it did mean they’d risk exploding.”

Himeko shot her friend an annoyed look. “You exaggerate Eiko.”

“You think so?” Eiko fired back. “Tell me you didn’t see one or two of them at this school. Go on, tell me.”

Himeko clamped her lips shut and looked away, clearly disapproving but unwilling to lie either.

I was a little amused in spite of myself. It had been measuring day today, we’d all had to go in and get the basic physicals and our measurements done. It hadn’t been fun for the guys, I certainly hated having my differences displayed so publicly and clearly, especially since between my size and atypical body shape the examiners usually needed to take a little more time with me. This year it had taken them three times as long as the average student to be sure I’d had a good BMI. But, as much as I disliked the process, the girls usually had it worse.

“Heck, tell me you wouldn’t have risked the spell if it let you keep concealing your boob size?” Eiko needled a little further.

“I most certainly wouldn’t!” Himeko shot back hotly. I was surprised to see her blushing furiously.

“R-i-i-i-ght,” Eiko drew the word out skeptically.

“I would not!”

“Uh huh. And you’re not wearing your compression bra right now?”

“That’s different,” Himeko claimed looking away again and blushing furiously.

I was blushing a little too, not quite sure how to respond. Well, except for the obvious fact that the safest option was not to respond! I focused all of my efforts on documenting each little nick and scratch in the shrapnel.

“It is!” Himeko responded to Eiko’s overly loud silence. “I’ll admit to taking some measures but I draw the line at compromising my health.”

“Yeah, like Sensei Yorozu hasn’t been complaining about what you’ve been doing to yourself for ages. He’s almost as fed up with you as he is with me, and that’s saying something!”

“What’s that now?” I asked involuntarily, raising my head in shock. I’d seen how frustrated the Meiko estate doctor was with Eiko, the idea he was that angry with Himeko too…

“Eiko exaggerates again,” Himeko claimed.

“Not really,” Eiko responded, a surprising amount of sincerity mixed in with her sarcasm. “I’ve spent enough time in his office this year. Trust me, he’s said enough things and asked me enough times if I could think of any way to stop you from being so stupid. And this is all while still berating me for whatever bruise I’ve come in for him to take a look at!”

‘Bruise’. Right. I noted with a hint of my own mental sarcasm.

“It’s not that bad!” Himeko insisted.

“What are we talking about?” I asked carefully, starting to get a little unsure and lost.

“It’s about- “ Eiko paused and then looked at me a little mischievously. “Mamoru, how big are Himeko’s boobs?”

“Uh…” I trailed off, trying to neither look or panic.

Before I could work myself into a state where turning invisible seemed like the best option Eiko continued. “Whatever you’re guessing it’s probably wrong. Himeko’s been keeping them bound for years.”

Despite myself I shot a glance at Himeko’s chest. That was Himeko being bound!? Her breasts were… well, don’t let me exaggerate. They were large but they were still comparable to an average anime schoolgirl’s chest. And one of the reasonable ones, not some sort of ecchi or hentai level ridiculousness. That was still a surprising thing to encounter in the real world but not absolutely ludicrous.

“Eiko exaggerates,” Himeko claimed yet again, a little weaker this time.

“What, didn’t you hear any rumors today?” Eiko asked me slyly.

Come to think of it… I thought, trying to remember some of the whispers in the background. There’d been a lot of them around thanks to all the measurements and things people had gotten a glimpse of. But there had been a dominant rumor flying about, something just starting to gain traction and popularity. Something about Himeko being-

“She’s an E cup,” Eiko stated triumphantly. “And she’s been lying about it for years.”

“I have not!” Himeko protested blushing furiously. “Otherwise this would have come out years ago, at the last physical or the one before that! And I’m barely an E cup, a centimeter or two less and I would have still been a D! It’s just… you know…”

If I wasn’t so embarrassed I would have enjoyed seeing Himeko so wrongfooted. Unfortunately, I was embarrassed and I kept half expecting my warning bracelet to start acting up and tell me this was not a safe conversation to be participating in!

“She keeps binding her breasts,” Eiko finished.

“Just… you know… a little…” Himeko admitted reluctantly.

“It’s not healthy Hime,” Eiko noted a little more seriously.

“Well neither are these stupid things!” Himeko half shouted, gesturing at her chest. “Half your fighting skill is that that you don’t have so much area to protect while hauling around these massive weights!”

“Hime…” Eiko’s tone was a combination of sympathy and threat.

“Alright, fine!” Himeko threw up her hands. “I’m obviously the one exaggerating there! I apologize. I’d still rather have your chest.”

“C and proud of it,” Eiko admitted without shame.

Don’t comment or look. Don’t comment or look. I chanted carefully in my head.

“Seriously Mamoru,” Eiko tossed in my direction, “didn’t you notice how much bigger they looked on the beach? That was when she actually flaunted them for once instead of keeping them restrained.”

“Don’t bring me into this!” I said with some desperate force. Although the voice in the back of my head couldn’t help but note huh, that does explain a lot. I hadn’t really noticed at the time, given the overall shock at Himeko flaunting and posing herself in any fashion, but looking back on it I couldn’t help but admit Eiko was right. It didn’t seem like Himeko was doing too much, but she was doing something.

Fortunately, my response pulled both my friends up short. “Sorry Mamoru,” Eiko said instantly.

“My apologies Mamoru,” Himeko agreed, contritely. “It’s just been such a big issue and everyone’s been talking about it anyway… no, my apologies. I did not mean to make this awkward for you.”

“Yeah, my fault too,” Eiko wasn’t too ashamed but she wasn’t proud of herself either, rubbing the back of her head awkwardly and refusing to meet my gaze. “We’ve gone over this argument a few times in the past by ourselves. Now that Himeko’s been outed as an E cup I really wanted to push it home, I didn’t think about how you would feel.”

I let out a long sigh of relief. “Apology accepted,” I said a little more normally. “But Himeko, if you don’t mind me asking, why on Earth would you do that? Eiko’s right, that can’t be good for your health.”

“It can be in comparison to everyone’s reactions,” Himeko answered feelingly. “Seriously Mamoru, you might not be terribly interested in large breasts- “

Suddenly I was very glad Eiko had brought up that question a few months ago, no matter how embarrassed I’d been at the time. Having that known by the girls before we’d gotten to this point (where even if I’d claimed it they’d have thought it was just like a desperate lie) was a great relief!

“-but it can’t have escaped your notice that a lot of guys are. The bigger the better as far as they’re concerned! I didn’t want even more attention and fanaticism, even more idiots chasing after me just because of how I looked, so I started trying to underplay my chest a little when I realized how large I was starting to get.”

“Underplay- “ Eiko began, returning to old and familiar ground.

“Yes Eiko,” Himeko said sharply, with a small nod in my direction to remind her not to return to the previous argument. “That’s all it is. I’m not some sort of fool who’d try to keep her chest wrapped tightly for most of her life. That sort of thing would be unhealthy and only make more gossip when I was seen changing at the first gym class anyway. But… I do try to use bras and underwear that hold my chest in a little more, keep it a little bit smaller. I especially wanted to avoid being known as anything like an E cup!”

I winced it sympathy, it was kind of obvious when she put it like that. And now it’s all over the school, I thought, feeling another surge of sympathy towards her. No wonder she was so quick to get angry and emotional today! Never mind the subject matter, one of her fears has been realized.

“It’s a bit more then that Hime,” Eiko said, with a hint of disapproval. “Sensei Yorozu wouldn’t get so worried about it otherwise.”

Himeko blushed slightly but didn’t say anything.

“And we’re not idiots,” Eiko sighed, “we knew you were trying to slow down your growth a little, hoping that would somehow work. Now that it’s out and you’re probably done could you please stop? We’re going shopping on Saturday, it’s the perfect time to pick out some normal bras.”

Oh dear Aoth no! I thought, my face falling. We were all scheduled to go shopping together for Saturday. The original plan was for me to get my new workout clothes, along with ‘secretly’ looking into some birthday presents for Eiko and Himeko. We’d probably combine it with at least a little something special for Eiko herself, as it turned out her birthday was actually on Sunday, but that was already complicated enough for me. I did not want to get involved in any way, shape, or form with my friends shopping for underwear!

I immediately schooled my face and tried to pretend I was okay with that. Frankly, I was a little worried about Himeko given what Eiko was reporting. While I still didn’t want to include underwear shopping(I could just see Eiko using it as an excuse to drag me into a lingerie shop) if the cost of getting Himeko into some proper bras that wouldn’t hurt her health was a little embarrassment on my end then I was more than willing to go along with it.

Fortunately or un-, I suspect Himeko had figured me out. She shot a glance my way before speaking. “We’ll see,” she answered in a calmer tone. “I promise I’ll talk with Dr. Yorozu first but I don’t suddenly want to jump into showing everything off, I still want to downplay things a little. But I suppose it wouldn’t hurt to loosen things up a little and compromise at this point, do something that’s a little less constrained so people aren’t asking questions.”

Eiko looked disappointed but she sounded grateful she’d gotten that much out of Himeko. “Alright, I guess I can live with that.”

There was a moment of awkward silence all round. I hurriedly pulled out one of the pieces of shrapnel just so I was doing something.

“How’d your classmates even find out about it?” Eiko asked a little peevishly. “Inoue?”

“Hah!” Himeko laughed a little sadly. “I wish she’d found out! Inoue would never have let something like that spread if she’d known, there’s no way she’d risk inflating my reputation or attractiveness. At worst she’d have tried to blackmail me, and I would have told her to do her worst since I know she’d have preferred to keep this quiet. No, Inoue was too busy subtly letting word of her own measurements slip.”

That tracks, I thought, remembering one of the other major rumors spreading around.

“Then who?” Eiko asked in surprise.

“Fukumi,” Himeko sighed in disappointment, “she has good ears and she was a little too close by when they were taking my measurements. She did some quick math in her head and just blurted it out in surprise.”

That’s… one way to put it, I thought cautiously. Given some of Fukumi’s penchant for vicious gossip I wasn’t sure it was entirely accidental. Himeko might have been going too easy on her and giving her the benefit of the doubt, stirring up trouble and boosting Himeko’s reputation by ‘accidentally’ spilling the beans seemed like something Fukumi might do. On the other hand, even my half-heard rumors had suggested she might have been hanging close to Himeko to discourage Shizu from trying to peek in on the heiress naked. This might really have been a shock to her while she was trying to protect Himeko. Either way, I wasn’t going to stir the pot any further.

“And once it was out there it started to spread like wildfire,” Himeko said bitterly. “Thankfully it was a little late in the day and there was a lot of other good gossip spreading after our physicals so it wasn’t everywhere, but I’m pretty sure the whole school’s going to know by tomorrow afternoon.”

“That’s why I’m here,” Eiko added as an aside to me, “Himeko needed some support. And someone to intimidate other people from getting too close to her and staring at her breasts too much.”

Ah, that explains it. I had been wondering ever since she’d walked in, albeit sometimes just as a way to distract myself from the situation, but it had seemed even more rude and awkward than usual for me to try jerking the conversation in that direction for the last few minutes. I also belatedly picked up on the other reason Eiko mentioned it: don’t just stand there like an idiot. Help me distract her!

I searched desperately for a subject. “So… any other interesting measurements come up?” I asked, wincing even as I heard myself say it. Brilliant job there Einstein, just brilliant.

Surprisingly, it seemed to work. “A few,” Himeko sighed, “but most of them were weight related and it would be rude to gossip about those.”

Himeko paused and turned towards me. “Actually,” she said, her eyes lighting up a little more, “wouldn’t that apply to you? Didn’t you actually grow a little more? I think you’re the tallest boy in the school now all your former seniors have graduated.”

“Second!” I said a little defensively. “I’m only 186, I’m pretty sure I’ve finally topped out since that’s only 3 cm from last year. There’s at least one new arrival that’s likely to top me by the end of the year and we’ve still got Motohiro who’s taller at 190!” That was one of my schoolmates who I was always sure to remember!

Himeko and Eiko both giggled a little at my reaction. “I guess you’re used to people staring at you for being too big too, huh Mamoru,” Himeko admitted.

“Yeah, but at least mine’s not sexual,” I said sympathetically, having to admit Himeko’s point and feel another twinge of sympathy when she put it like that. It’s also at least a hint more practical and not quite so much a literal pain in the back, I added mentally. But since I was trying to cheer Himeko up even I knew better than to say that out loud.

“Not usually,” Eiko noted with a smirk.

“Eiko!” Himeko said with a mixture of censure and amusement.

“What? You know some girls are into that sort of thing.”

“Theoretically, but I’ve never met them,” I noted trying not to sound a little bitter about that. It was not a good trait to base a stable relationship on. But sometimes I couldn’t help but fantasize about it, get some use out of all the trouble my height caused me.

Himeko sighed but admitted. “Fair. I’ve heard of them too. I suppose we should be glad we don’t have another version of Shizu chasing after you just because you’re a tall guy.”

“I suppose that’s no more weird or silly than rating a girl’s attractiveness by her bust,” I rolled my eyes and smiled a little at the idea. Most guys weren’t that focused on it, not so little things like the face or overall weight counted too. But there were some weirdos out there that found boobs the be-all and end-all, I suppose I was grateful that girls who were only interested in height were even rarer on the ground.

“I think most guys would argue with you,” Eiko noted a little more seriously. “But yeah, I agree.”

“Anyway,” Himeko said quickly, “we all have our measurements now, and all very precise ones too. That does make Saturday the perfect time for us to go to the mall and buy some new clothing.”

“Unless you want Mamoru to actually shrink your bust,” Eiko continued with a smile, “then- “

“Don’t even get me started on that!” I whirled on the pair with surprising emphasis.

Both girls were taken aback. “Whoa. Another touchy subject Mamoru?”

I waved my hand back and forth in an ‘iffy’ manner. “More that I don’t want to think about that too hard. Not yet anyway. I’m already having enough trouble with one fundamental facet of reality; I’d like to get things a little more nailed down before I start questioning another.”

“Wait,” Himeko asked, a little jolted as she picked up the implications. “You mean size changing spells are real?”

“Yes, and let’s not go there,” I said feelingly, crossing my arms across my chest. “I plan on studying them, there’s some intriguing and wonderful questions to ask there along with some incredible practical applications.” Some of the possibilities for nanotechnology, medicine, robotics, and computing were enough to make your head spin. “But I want a lot better equipment than a high school lab possesses before I even think about trying to figure out what the hell’s happening with the matter and mass involved with those!”

Himeko reeled back a little.

Eiko however took it in stride. “So, we won’t need to buy double and half sized versions of your gym clothes just in case?” she asked sweetly.

I sighed in frustration, then started tracing out the magic circle to a mending spell around the gash in the whiteboard just so I would have an excuse to ignore Eiko for a while.
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“You know, normally I’m the one who has trouble relaxing at these things,” I couldn’t help but note as we sat down at a café.

“Yeah, Mamoru’s got a point Himeko,” Eiko agreed, looking a little worried.  “You look like you’ve left your homework somewhere and are looking for a polite excuse you can use to get away from us.  What gives?”

We were taking a late afternoon snack on Saturday at a fairly popular café near a shopping center.  We’d been shopping for the last two hours but were resting our feet and about to enjoy some fancy looking treats.  But Himeko looked almost as twitchy as I usually did in social situations, like she desperately wanted to be elsewhere.  And somehow I doubted that was because she’d have trouble paying the bill.

“It’s nothing,” Himeko claimed, making a noble effort to try and control herself.

“Seriously Hime,” Eiko said flatly.

Himeko sighed.  “I’m sorry.  I’m just a little bit worried about someone spotting us.  I realized about a half hour ago that I didn’t check into everyone’s movements as thoroughly as usual and that we’re a little too close for comfort to some of the usual hangouts.  I don’t want to cause trouble for you two if someone spots us and tries to insert themselves.”

Eiko sighed.  “Seriously Himeko,” she said with a mix of amusement and frustration.  “How many people do you see just wandering around us?  What are the chances that someone you know is going to recognize you?  This is Tokyo for crying out loud.  Mamoru, back me up here.”

“Um…”

Eiko turned on me and frowned.  That hadn’t been a ‘give me a minute to do the math’ um, it had sounded more like an ‘I kind of agree with her’ um.

“Sorry Eiko,” I shrugged awkwardly.  “It’s just that we’re starting to get a little bit close to the store my cousin Sakura works at, so I’m just a little bit worried about her or my grandmother accidentally spotting us.  I don’t think it’s likely, but it’s starting to wear at me just a little.”

Eiko sighed and held her head.  “Great.  Just great.”

“Sorry we’re creating such trouble for you right before your birthday,” Himeko apologized.  “It’s just that we don’t want to create even more trouble for you even closer to your birthday!  And if someone like Shizu spotted us like this you know you’d only end up even more annoyed.”

In my case it’s a little more selfish, I admitted privately.  I doubted a visit from my grandmother or cousin would cause much trouble for the girls.  A little annoyance, I suspected they’d rather not have to deal with any of the awkwardness, but I’d doubt they’d have suffered even a tenth as much as I would in the long run.

“How’d I end up friends with such a pair of worrywarts?” Eiko asked the air randomly.  “Seriously, of all the things to get worked up over that is ridiculous.  I’m starting to wonder if you two shouldn’t see Shinji’s therapist.”

Himeko looked slightly put out but I suspected Eiko had a point.  Unfortunately, in my case it was counterbalanced and then some by all the things I’d never dare tell any sort of mental health professional.  Claiming you were a reincarnated mage from another world who could do magic was not the sort of thing that would end well, and keeping such hugely important facts out of the conversation tended to nullify whatever the doctor might have been able to do.

We all perked up a little as we placed an order for various sweets and treats.  Himeko was paying so I took the opportunity to try something a little more decadent and fancier than usual.

“Death by chocolate tiramisu?” Eiko looked at me with a mixture of amusement and skepticism.  “Sounds good but I’m pretty sure you’ll be disappointed.”

“I must admit, it sounds like someone’s trying a little too hard,” Himeko admitted.

On one hand I was a little annoyed.  I was pretty sure they were so confident because they’d had plenty of better chances to try fancier foods their whole lives.  On the other hand, they had been trying fancier foods their entire lives!  Chances were also pretty good that they had some idea what they were talking about.  While they’d both gone with fancier versions of crepes (strawberry for Himeko, chocolate raspberry for Eiko) they’d stayed away from the ‘special’ items on the menu.

“Probably,” I admitted, trying to tamp down my annoyance.  “But I figure it’s worth a shot.  I doubt it’s worth what they’re charging, but that’s all the more reason to try it while Himeko’s footing the bill.”

Himeko was entirely unfazed by my comment.  As expensive as all this was for a normal high schooler it seemed like it was a drop in the bucket for her, I was pretty sure she’d gone into today with the attitude of ‘budget, what budget?’ since it was for her friends.

“On that note,” Himeko took the opportunity, “it seems a little late now, but should we think about getting some outside exercise clothes for you as well?  At some point we might want to train on the grounds or in the woods and I’m not sure your outfit’s the best fit.”

We’d already picked up some clothes for me to use while training with the girls.  Nothing impressive or surprising, basically just athletics shorts, T-shirt, socks, and underwear.  I hadn’t even been comfortable getting that much, and had been forced to talk Himeko out of getting me some sneakers already (she’d bowed before the logic that we were just going to be sparring on the mat).  But, reluctantly, I’d been forced to admit that having a completely fresh and ready set of clothes made sense given how much I’d be working out at times.  I still wasn’t completely comfortable with the idea, or the thought the mansion staff would be laundering them, but it had been hard to dispute the logic.

This however, this was another story.  “Are you insane?” I asked, barely managing to keep my tone civil.

“Practices out in the open and on real terrain benefit us all,” Himeko answered calmly.  “And I’ve been slacking too much on things like that recently.”

“Yeah, if our practices didn’t involve a great, big, magical shield!”

“I can have the security cameras turned off,” Himeko replied, sounding a touch miffed.

“Himeko, give it a rest,” Eiko gave her friend a weary look.  “You know that sort of thing would only raise questions.  Your parents would wonder what was going on and do some digging if they found out you were turning off whole chunks of the outside security system.  Not to mention that they could just look outside and then see Mamoru’s shield!  And that’s assuming a guard or groundskeeper didn’t just look the wrong way at the wrong time or a maid looked out a window.”

Himeko sighed.  “Shoot.  No.  No, you’re right.  I didn’t finish thinking it all the way through.  Sorry Mamoru, I suddenly realized that would be nice to try but you’re right and it’s utterly impractical.”

“Hime, if we tried it on the front lawn then onlookers could probably see the shield through the front gates from the street.  It’s rare you make that big a mistake, what gives?”

There was a small pause as a waitress delivered our orders, we all grabbed our sugary delights and tucked in.

“Nothing,” Himeko said after a small bite.  “I was thinking about different ways to get the practice in and became momentarily enchanted by the idea of trying it outside.  Are you telling me it wouldn’t be great to do it in the back?  An epic struggle to pierce a magical shield?  All with the wind in your hair against the backdrop of the forest.”

“It’s epic enough without thirty degree heat and high humidity,” Eiko replied flatly.  “Seriously Himeko, you’re fantasizing about it too much.  You already have an endurance problem, could you imagine how bad it would be if you added heat stroke into the mix?”

“Not in summer,” Himeko demurred quickly.  “I was thinking more like fall.”

“Oh good!” I noted with some feeling.  Eiko might have been more worried about Himeko’s heatstroke, and rightly so given how hard she’d be working, but I’d have been the one standing around out there for forty minutes at a time!  I wasn’t in as good a shape as my friends and maintaining a shield wasn’t zero effort, Himeko wouldn’t have been the only one in danger of heatstroke!

“Himeko, there aren’t enough walls and the ones we have already are too short to make something like that work.  Give it a rest.”

Himeko sighed again but didn’t seem too disappointed as she took another bite of her crepe, and the taste of that was sufficient to banish whatever dark thoughts she’d suffered.  I supposed that was an interesting contrast with me and my tiramisu; she was the rich girl eating something simpler but satisfying while I was the ordinary guy who’d tried something fancy and found it not worth the trouble.  It wasn’t bad but I had to agree with the girls: it had been overhyped and was a little disappointing.

“What would you even get for Mamoru to wear outside?” Eiko wondered a little more good naturedly.  “What he’s already got should work fine.”

“Well, he would need sneakers if we were doing outside workouts,” Himeko noted.  “And he should have something for when it got colder.”

“What, like a hooded sweatshirt?  Doesn’t he have enough of those already?”

I opened my mouth to object but paused.  It was one of my more common fashion choices.

Eiko noticed and smirked.  “Seriously Mamoru, if it was ten degrees cooler I’d expect you to be wearing one of those today.”

“You do seem to like them a lot,” Himeko agreed, a little gentler about it but still amused.  “Is this a wizard thing?  The closest you can get to hooded robes.”

I opened my mouth to retort but stopped again.  Sonofabitch, I thought, a little shocked to think about it.  She might be right!   It wasn’t just for that reason, and one of the reasons the hooded robe had been so popular on Avalon was because it was simple but effective attire for a lot of conditions.  But I was pretty sure she’d nailed it, that simple habit and association was half the reason I wore them so often!

“Oh my god, she’s right,” Eiko muttered in surprise, clearly reading my expression.

“Not entirely!”  I said quickly.  “Not just for that!  And hooded robes are a lot more practical than… anyway, she probably does have a point.”

Himeko looked at me oddly for a few moments.  “Do we want to know why you cut off there?”

“No.”

Himeko nodded firmly, reading my denial as one of those secret things I couldn’t share with her about my training (not entirely incorrectly).  “So, the other major thing we have to shop for,” Himeko continued, quickly changing the subject, “is some ingredients for your talisman.”

“That alright Himeko,” I said quickly, “I’m fine with those.”

“Mamoru, you are expending your mana and your efforts for our benefit.  And you’re only constructing the talisman in the first place to minimize those expenditures.  Surely I should be the one to pay for it.”

I considered that.  It’s a little bit arguable just whose mana it is, I reflected, considering that I’m collecting it from her mansion’s grounds.  But overall she had a pretty solid point.  Fortunately, this time the counterargument was simple.

“There’s no need to worry,” I said with a shake of my head.  “I’m not doing some sort of ultra complicated and advanced talisman.  I already have all the ingredients I need, and apart from a little bit of orichalcum none of them are expensive.”

“But surely- “ Himeko protested.

“And since most of orichalcum’s real cost would be me making it,” I continued, cutting her off as I anticipated her objection.  “There’s no real point in you trying to reimburse me for it or replace it.  Sure, you could by me a gram or two of replacement gold.  But then I’d just have to forge it into orichalcum anyway, and that just seems wasteful all around.”

Himeko fumed for a moment, unhappy that I was indirectly spending that much on her, but the logic was equally undeniable in this direction so she let it go.  “Okay, but the second a more important expense comes up I want to hear it.  I am not here to charge you for the ‘privilege’ of being my friend!”

Huh, interesting way to look at it.  I reflected, able to hear the air quotes she put around ‘privilege’.  It was especially interesting since Himeko was worried about it, and Eiko’s look towards me quietly suggested ‘don’t push’.  I bowed to her suggestion, but did keep the thought for later.

“Not a problem,” I reassured her.  The conversation did bring up an interesting point though.  “On a weirdly related note: do you know where I can sell some gold?”

I left both the girls blinking for a few moments with my odd, barely related tangent.  “Why do you ask?” Himeko responded as politely as ever.

I smirked a little awkwardly.  “It’s going to be summer break soon enough.  This year I’m going to be prioritizing gold collection a little.  I won’t be fishing every day, I’ve got other things to do and places to be, but I’ll be fishing for a bunch of them.  Part of my plan was to use it as an alternative to a summer job, take some of the gold and then sell it.  I’d use those funds to help pay for other experiments and my education.”

“Education?  How many scholarships do you have already?” Eiko broke in with a knowing look.

“Not that many!” I demurred.  I was stretching the truth a little, I was almost guaranteed enough to pay for university but nothing had been finalized yet.

“Right,” Eiko replied in the sarcastic tone that only someone unsure they’d even go to higher education could manage.

“Even if that’s the case,” I continued a little more honestly, “I don’t want to be too greedy.  I plan on getting enough for my education and base level living expenses but nothing else.  If I want to do anything like this again,” I gestured all around at the café and shops around us, “I kind of have to be able to pay for it on my own.”

Himeko looked at me thoughtfully for a while.  I braced myself to fend off some offer of patronage or a Meiko funded grant but Himeko was a little more insightful than that.

“This is more worry that you’re cheating, isn’t it?” she asked, her tone firm but gentle.

I flushed slightly.  “A little,” I confessed.  “I still don’t think that I am, but my advantages come awfully close.  I don’t mind winning scholarships to pay for the basics but it wouldn’t feel right to take the money away from other deserving students just to pay for beer and pretzels.”

Himeko and Eiko both grimaced to hear me put it like that.  They fell silent as they struggled to find something to say, not quite able to disagree with me but still not sure I was completely right either.

Perhaps it was for the best that my warning bracelet went off.

The girls noticed as I stiffened and my eyes shot towards my wrist.  But that wasn’t due to a threat of imminent danger, it was due to the weird way my bracelet reacted.

Squeeze!  Squeeze.  Sque…eze?

What the heck was that?  I thought, frowning and activating ‘mage sight’.  It started off strong but then quickly died back into uncertainty.  The bracelet was still tentatively fluttering against my wrist, but at a level I wouldn’t have been able to feel if I hadn’t been focusing on it.

A quick look at the bracelet didn’t show any obvious problems.  A look around the area however quickly revealed the cause.

“Oh hell,” I muttered feelingly.  “Sorry Himeko, I’ve got to go.”

“What is it?” Himeko asked urgently, picking up on my distress.

“Can’t talk, have to move fast!”  I practically leapt up out of the seat and did my best make it out of the café without drawing too much attention.

I stepped out into the street and looked around frantically.  Fortunately, it was still in sight.  Unfortunately, the streets were on the crowded side.  I gritted my teeth and started to move forward, doing my best to try and make my way through the crowds without seeming too rude.

“Mamoru!” Eiko said, surprising me as she joined me on the street.  “What’s going on?”

“Dark spirit,” I said, as quietly as I could manage while still being audible.  “It’s out hunting and apparently locked on to someone.”

Eiko’s eyes widened but she didn’t doubt me for a moment.  “Who?” she asked instead.

“Don’t know.  I felt it looking for someone,” I replied, stretching the truth to describe my warning talisman’s response like that, “but these things don’t usually hunt the strong.  They’re like most predators: they’re on the look out for the weaker and sicker stragglers that are separated from the herd.”

Like Saori, I thought grimly, realizing that was part of the reason I’d reacted so strongly.  They were usually on the hunt for more mystically gifted humans, they tended to get something ‘more’ out of them (debate still raged on Avalon on just what that ‘more’ was).  They’d certainly take a more ordinary human if it was the easiest target available, the young and the homeless were common choices.  But given the setting, and how many mystically gifted individuals tended to unintentionally separate themselves from the herd in Japan, I had few doubts what the dark spirit was hunting.  If it had gone to all the trouble of using some sort of detectable method of its own then chances were it wasn’t just after the nearest available target.

“Fuck it, you’re too polite,” Eiko said, swiveling around me and leading the way.  “Be my eyes and tell me where to go.”

I almost missed a step despite the urgency of the situation.  “Eiko?” I asked in surprise.

“Never mind that,” Eiko half growled, “give me directions!”

“Straight ahead,” I said, sounding a little shocked.  “But be careful, it looks like it’s getting ready to turn left.”

Eiko forged ahead, managing an even better pace than I had.  I wasn’t quite sure what it was, but some measure of her urgency, determination, and a faint aura of menace around her managed to move people out of our way even more effectively than I could have managed!  It also helped that she was an attractive young lady but being followed by a huge guy, that effectively defused any potential hostility or objection in a way I couldn’t have done alone.  The crowds still slowed us down, but not by nearly as much as you’d have thought.

“Left after the next street,” I murmured, just loudly enough to be heard.

Eiko nodded.  Then her phone rang.  She picked it up and answered without even looking.  “Use the tracking function Himeko,” she said, never taking her eyes off the destination I’d indicated.  “Mamoru’s following a dark spirit, it’s hunting someone.”

There was a pause and then I clearly heard Himeko answer.  “It’ll take me a bit,” Himeko sounded frustrated.  “I had to make sure everything was settled at the café and the crowds are slowing me down.”

“I’m projecting my spirit a little,” Eiko reported, confirming my guess.  “Trying the intimidation thing Master Tai taught me.  It seems to be working.”

There was another pause.  “I’ll be there as soon as I can,” Himeko confirmed.

“Wait- “ I started to say, not getting the chance to say any more before the phone gave a little ‘beep’ signifying the call was over.

“Where’s it going Mamoru?” Eiko said, softly but firmly.

“Straight.  No, wait, it just took a right.”

We spent the next fifteen minutes hunting the spirit while it was obviously hunting someone else.  The crowds hampered us but the dark spirit had to stop and focus several times as well as doubling back on two separate occasions.  The fact it was clearly after a specific target was creepy but that monofocus kept it from noticing us and allowed us to keep it in sight.  Himeko even managed to catch up to us after all that time!

“What’s happening?” Himeko asked, a little red in the face from the combination of heat and exertion as she finally rejoined us.

“It’s hunting,” Eiko muttered seriously.  “You can’t see it.  But if you keep your eyes open then after a while you can sort of see where it should be.”

I started a little in surprise.  I’d been so focused on tracking the spirit and worried about its target (and a little worried about Eiko) that I’d failed to notice that she was learning.  She’d been following my gaze and her attempts to constantly keep up her aura of menace had left her a little more focused than usual.  Whatever else happened, this had been an excellent training exercise for her.

“Where is it?” Himeko asked unable to keep a little eagerness out of her voice.

“Five buildings down, left side, second floor,” Eiko replied instantly.

Himeko squinted but couldn’t make out anything.  I, on the other hand, had no trouble making out the spirit’s toadlike form.  It resembled nothing more than a twisted and misshapen black toad with fangs and red eyes, all blown up to the size of a car.

And claws.  And the ‘skin’ is more leathery than slimy.  And the eyes aren’t bulging as much as they should be.  And… I cut myself off, embarrassed I was getting that distracted by that of all things.  Still, it was good to be exact.  I was still getting a bead on Tokyo’s spirits and if I ever left a record about this thing I didn’t want someone else to make a mistake identifying it.

I blinked in surprise as the being leapt to a new building… and then physically opened a window on the third floor before squeezing through the opening to go inside.

“Did… did that thing just open a window?” Eiko asked, a little uncertain in spite of everything else.

“Yes,” I stared at the building for a few moments, glad someone else had verified what I’d seen.  After a few moments I could deduce the reason.

“The building’s warded,” I told the others.  “Not heavily, it’s barely there and I’m pretty sure the spirit could have pushed through if it wanted to.  But going through physically was probably slightly easier.”

“That building’s warded?” Himeko asked disbelievingly.

I blinked a few more times and then focused on the building in the real world.  Himeko was right to be skeptical, we were now at the edge of the shopping district and said building was abandoned and taped off.  As we got closer we could make out there was a sign claiming renovations were due to begin soon.

I frowned and cautiously touched the outside of the building when we got close enough, it was an ex-clothing outlet.  Part of a big chain that had been shuttered for reorganization as it was deemed too inefficient and poorly designed, the dark spirit had crawled through to some sort of cramped office stuffed near the top of the building.  This was not the sort of business that would have warded its buildings.  But I couldn’t deny the evidence in front of me.  Touching the building I could feel the ward.  It seemed no tougher than a soap bubble, but it was definitely there.

“This makes no sense,” I muttered.  If the business had been warded back when it was open there should have been no way a ward that weak would still be there and so stable.

“Guys?” Eiko asked from a few meters away, indicating the alleyway at the side of the store.  We cautiously moved to join her and Eiko casually pointed with her chin towards an open door about halfway back.

We cautiously squeezed through the thin alley (I was forced to walk sideways but the girls could have walked down it regularly, if they hadn’t minded their shoulders brushing the walls).  When we reached the door we could see that someone had plastered a fresh prayer strip across it.

“That’s the source of the ward,” I confirmed after a moment.

“Those really work?” Eiko looked surprised.

“They can,” I nodded, “it’s not terribly strong but this was done by someone who knows what they’re doing and has at least some spiritual power.  It might look similar, but this thing’s got about as much resemblance to the strips Fukuda was throwing around as Master Tai does to a member of a school’s martial arts club!”  Fukuda Kazuhito would have had to practically coat the door with prayer strips to have achieved the effect this one strip was achieving.

“Okay, so why’s it here?”

“That’s the million yen question, isn’t it?” I muttered, looking into the darkened back rooms of the building suspiciously.

“You think it’s a trap?” Eiko asked seriously.

“I… maybe,” I answered, fighting a quick internal battle with myself.  This was reminding me an awful lot of the last time I’d stumbled across a dark spirit hunting someone.  And how the Japanese MIB’s had intervened, secretly and effectively taking care of the threat.  I didn’t want to get anywhere near them if I could help it, nor did I want to interfere with their efforts if it turned out they were the ones taking care of the dark spirit.

But this didn’t feel like them.  The ward over the building was too weak, the last time I’d seen them use magic they’d done something painfully simple but incredibly strong.  Of course, that might just be a deliberate deception on their part…

“What if the spirit’s target did this?” Himeko suggested thoughtfully.  “They ducked into this building to hide and protect themselves.”

Or there could be other explanations, I thought grudgingly.  I was caught between fear and exasperation.  It was unlikely we were going to figure out the truth just standing there.  But if it was a trap, or the work of the mysterious Japanese group I’d previously encountered, I didn’t want to lead my friends in there.  I might have been able to justify cautiously investigating myself, dragging Himeko and Eiko into the mess without a long discussion and warning seemed like an unconscionable risk.

My warning bracelet wasn’t going off though…

The was a sudden crash and clatter from deeper inside and all of us jumped a little.

“Come on!  Let’s move,” Eiko declared, leading the charge.

“Eiko!” I called out in protest, but it was already too late.  For all my worries I still plunged in after her, following hot on Himeko’s tail as the heiress moved before I did.

The back of the building, where excess clothing had once been stored, was cramped and hard to see through.  While there was no clothing left the company had abandoned scores of racks, shelves, and dusty boxes of stuff that they’d decided it wasn’t worth the effort to bother with.  With no lights in the back it made for a stressful maze that we had to try and force our way through.  Just to make matters worse, there was no air conditioning.  It was hot and stuffy inside the building, further adding to the feeling we were in some sort of ghost story.

Soon we had a destination however.  An eerie glow the pierced through the dark gloom.  As we got closer we began to hear growls and sounds of a struggle.  As we tried to balance speed and stealth we forced our way to the center of the disturbance.  But what we found there stunned all of us.

Deep within the back there was a cleared space.  And not just cleared, swept clean so that someone could set up a circle a good eight meters across ringed with dozens of candles and crisscrossed with lines of chalked symbols.

I took the arrangement in at a glance.  Huh.  Not bad.  I thought instinctively.  It wasn’t a brilliant setup, I could have created something much better.  But for amateurs it was a passable piece of work, something that would affect a dark spirit caught in its center, rendering it visible and vulnerable.

And so it had.  The dark spirit clawed at the invisible edge of the circle, eager to get out.  It was clearly visible to everyone now, no special abilities required, in all it’s gruesome glory.  But what really caused us to pause, as yet unnoticed just on the edge of the cleared space, was who was fighting it.

It was children.

Four kids were struggling against the dark spirit, with maybe one of them older than Saori.  They were darting in from the edges and striking their foe with gohei, wooden wands with paper streamers used in Shinto purification rituals.  And it was working.  No single hit did much damage but each one raised sparks where it struck the dark spirit and obviously caused the thing pain.

We watched in stupefied fascination for thirty seconds or so.  Two of the kids were obviously still grade schoolers but another two, a boy and a girl, might have been in junior high.  Which made their performance all the more stunning.  The pair obviously weren’t practiced, they weren’t quite smooth or confident, but it didn’t seem like this was their first time either.  They didn’t stumble and while they were obviously terrified they didn’t hesitate either.  They carefully darted in from different angles, always trying to keep the dark spirit confused about where the next attack was coming from.

Suddenly several of the candles flickered.  “It’s coming down!” the girl yelled urgently, right before a good fifth of them flickered out.

The dark spirit roared in triumph.  It leapt out of the circle, then immediately bounced off the wall and straight towards one of the smaller children.

It missed.  But only because Eiko was there first, grabbing the child and rolling them both clear of the spirit.

The spirit spun around but before it could move again blue ribbons of energy shot from my outstretched hand and I heaved it off the ground.  Its next roar took on a slightly panicked tone and it started to struggle against my binding but I didn’t care.  I pulled in most of the remaining mana I had on me and fired an extra strong ‘spirit spear’ straight at its putrescent body.

The spell plowed straight through the center of its ‘mass’, tearing clean through to the other side before dissipating harmlessly against the wall.  I released the binding spell and the remains of the spirit simply fell apart, my strike having been more than enough to end its already weakened existence.

There was a moment of shocked silence as the kids now stared at us in stupefaction.  My immediate instinct was to quickly back out and run.  That was quickly curtailed as Eiko looked at the kid in her arms and frantically asked “are you okay?”

“What is going on here?” Himeko asked, firmly trying to take command of the situation.

But the most shocking and telling response came from the older boy.  He simply stared at me, almost seeming to hyperventilate as he watched.  Then without warning he threw himself at me in a tackle hug.

“SEMPAI!!!”

“I- what?” I asked in confusion, staring down at the child suddenly clinging to my waist.

“Sempai!  Sempai!  I’ve finally found you!”

“Wha-“ I tried again, with no more success than before.

“Please sempai, please!” he cried out, reaching out and digging at the neck of one of the younger kids.  After a moment he held out something to me.

My breath caught in my throat and I stared silently in shock.  I recognized the necklace.  It was an amulet that I’d crafted, one of my first attempts at crafting on Earth.

“Please sempai!” the boy begged again.  He was so close I could now feel he was a powerful psychic.  “We need more hiders, blinders, and shielders!”
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“Mamoru, do you know this boy?” Himeko asked carefully. She kept her voice very polite but I could tell she was fighting amusement instead of concern. Under other circumstances I would have been very annoyed with her but I was too shocked by what I was seeing and all the implications of it to truly feel that way.

“Sempai, sempai,” the boy said desperately, still clinging on to me. Which felt really awkward given that he only came up a little past my waist!

“Um…” I said helplessly, not a clue where to even begin.

“Futoshi!” the girl of their group half hissed. “What are you doing?”

“It’s him, it’s finally him!” the boy half cried. “I finally found you again sempai!”

“What do you mean it’s him!” the girl said, obviously getting embarrassed.

“It’s him! The one who gave me the amulets!”

“Oh!” the girl suddenly pulled back abruptly. She faced me, looking like someone had just hit her with a board, and then bowed deeply. “My humblest apologies.”

Her voice was stunned but respectful. Her gaze, when she finally looked up again, was just stunned. “What are you?” she asked, so softly I wasn’t sure she was aware she’d spoken.

Himeko clapped her hands together. “I think we all need to talk,” she said, cheerfully but firmly taking command of the situation. “But I don’t think that talking here, huddled in the dark spaces of a place we’re not supposed to be, is the best idea. Let’s all take this somewhere a bit more conducive to conversation.”

“Who are you?” the girl asked. Not quite rudely, especially given her age, but a little more abruptly than she should have.

“That’s a first,” Eiko snickered.

Despite all the confusion that thought somehow managed to fall through the chaos in my brain and register. Oh. Right. Meiko family heiress. How often is it that someone doesn’t recognize her? Himeko didn’t look taken aback but she still seemed faintly surprised.

“If you have a better suggestion, I am open to it,” Himeko continued brightly. “I apologize if I have overstepped my bounds or missed something. But if not, I suggest you heed your elders. We have experience with this.”

“So do we,” the girl continued with a hint of snootiness. “And we have to clean up these candles first.” Most of the candles continued to glow in the darkness, albeit with a more normal light now that the dark spirit had been destroyed.

“She’s got you there Himeko,” Eiko continued, obviously just amused by everything.

Himeko merely took it in stride however. “Indeed, she does. Well, let’s help with that first before we go somewhere else.”

With that she matched deed to word and immediately bent down to start collecting candles, as did Eiko.

I however had a different problem. “Um…” I went again, helplessly indicating the young boy still clinging to my waist.

“Futoshi, let him go!” the girl hissed again, looking more and more embarrassed.

“I can’t.”

“Futoshi!” the girl looked half horrified.

The boy finally unburied his face and gave me a pleading look. “Promise you won’t vanish again?”

Given how I felt right then I wanted to make no such promise! A good part of me wanted to flee the room, somehow teleport home, and then cringe in embarrassment for a good ten minutes. Unfortunately, that wasn’t an option. Even if I’d been able to somehow forgive myself (and once I got over my initial shock I figured that wouldn’t happen for a while!) I doubted Himeko or Eiko would have been so understanding of my behaviour.

So, I reluctantly sighed and said “I promise not to vanish until after the conversation.”

“Mamoru!” Himeko noted, mildly horrified, while Eiko just snickered again.

“What?” I defended myself weakly. “I’m not going to break my word! But we might need to put some distance between everyone when we know what’s going on. For everyone’s safety.”

“Really!” Himeko said, her tone making it clear that was not a question but a judgement on my behaviour.

I gave up on talking before I dug myself any deeper and then bent down to start picking up the candles.

***

“So,” Himeko said with surprisingly confident cheer, “where do we begin?”

Himeko had dragged us into the nearest fast food place and ordered some snacks for the kids. We weren’t particularly hungry but it provided us with a reasonable excuse to talk and gather such a diverse group of ages. Out of the darkness of the closed store the children looked even younger when compared to our almost adult selves. Futoshi and the girl weren’t too bad, but the two younger boys were obviously mid to late elementary school age.

“How about we start with ‘what were they doing?’ and ‘do we have to watch out for any more of those?’ Seriously Himeko,” Eiko noted with more than a hint of sarcasm. “Taking them out for food’s not a bad idea but let’s make sure we’re not putting ourselves on the menu.”

“That thing’s been hunting Wata-san for a few weeks now,” the girl answered frankly. “We tried keeping him safe with the hider, but even when it couldn’t find Wata it kept chasing after him. So we set up an ambush today, letting the oni get a sniff of him so we could try and kill it.”

Not really an oni, I thought, being very careful to keep my face blank. That would more technically be a yokai if it was anything. But close enough. Besides, chances were good that there were plenty of oni and dark spirits mixed up with each other in myth and legend. I wasn’t going to nitpick a barely teenaged girl who’d actually fought one about the subject!

“And you did that very well,” Himeko commented blandly.

“Don’t patronize me,” the girl bristled.

“She wasn’t,” Eiko cut in again, sounding more serious this time. “You chose a secluded area, lured and then trapped it in that area, and then showed some good coordination with what you were doing. All with severely limited resources. We’ve got to respect that. Himeko just sounds too polite because of how she’s been raised, you get used to it.”

“It’s… it’s not coming back, is it?” one of the smaller boys asked, the one who’d had the amulet on. Presumably Wata.

“No,” I said decisively, back on firmer ground. “That spirit is gone. It dispersed way too easily and I saw no signs of anything it could use to re-anchor and recreate itself with.”

“Easily!” the girl objected.

“That’s my sempai!” the older boy cut in again.

“And might we get your name?” Himeko asked politely. “And why you keep calling Mamoru sempai?”

“I’m Arai Futoshi,” the boy replied happily. “And when I was really little, in really deep trouble with the yokai, sempai came to me and gave me the blinder, hider, and shielder.”

Both Eiko and Himeko turned to look at me. I tried to hide my embarrassed flush in my hands.

“I’m Hayashi Chika,” the girl admitted, “and I’ve always wondered about that. The amulets… they’re amazing. I’d started to believe they were secretly a gift from Amatseru or Hachiman or someone higher up in the hierarchy, it seemed really unbelievable that a student just came up to Futoshi out of the blue one day and offered him those.”

“Mamoru?” Himeko asked carefully. Cheerfully, but carefully.

I don’t have enough mana left to vanish or somehow get away from here, I reminded myself sternly. Not to mention how Eiko and Himeko would feel about being left holding the bag in that case. I have to suck it up and deal with this.

I took a deep breath and reluctantly unhid my face. “Yeah, that was me.”

Arai Futoshi merely continued to beam at me while Hayashi continued to stare in disbelief. The two younger kids concentrated on their fries and tried to pretend they weren’t there. I wished I could join them.

“A few more details Mamoru, if you please,” Himeko asked politely.

I puffed out a breath. “Arai-san was in grade one at the time, and… do you want me to tell them?” I asked, suddenly remembering my reasoning and that he might not want that known. A quick check with ‘mage sight’ confirmed what I’d felt before: he was still a pretty strong psychic. Not quite Saori’s level, but fairly close and some subtle signs in his aura suggested he was much more practiced. More disturbingly, he wasn’t the only psychic around the table.

“It’s okay sempai,” he continued to beam, “you can say whatever you want to.”

I sighed again. “He’s a fairly powerful psychic,” I continued. “When he started going to school he also started attracting the attention of some nasty stuff. I spent basically the whole summer break building him a set of protective amulets so he could go to school without running the risk of being eaten.”

There was a moment of thoughtful silence around the table. Then Eiko blurted out, “wait, how old were you?”

“Grade six,” I admitted.

“I was so self centered back then,” Arai admitted ruefully. “I was just so glad to actually have the amulets and be safe. I didn’t believe it at first, so by the time I truly started to think about sempai he’d already been graduated for a year.”

“You were six,” the Hayashi said firmly, jumping back in.

She then turned to me. “And he respects you too much so he doesn’t want to bother you. I’m sorry to be so blunt senior,” she said, giving me a small bow even while she rushed ahead, “and I do not wish to seem disrespectful or ungrateful for all that you’ve already given us. But we need more amulets, especially hiders.”

“Chika-san!” Arai looked horrified.

“I assume you wouldn’t ask like that if it wasn’t important,” Himeko said calmly. “Might we know your reasons?”

“He’s not the only psychic in the world,” Hayashi said darkly. “And there’s only so many we can protect with only three amulets.”

That answer startled all three of us.

“I remembered sempai because around grade three I ran into another kid that was having trouble with the yokai,” Arai admitted. “I couldn’t just watch them tormenting him, and I couldn’t find sempai to get any more amulets. So I started sharing mine out.”

“He’s putting it too mildly,” Hayashi replied firmly. “It wasn’t long before he started feeling guilty and seeking other kids out, trying to bring them together to look out for them and for mutual defence.”

“They didn’t usually need much,” Arai tried to downplay it, giving me a glimpse of a whole other person, someone much more confident and humbler. He then ruined it by beaming at me again, “sempai’s amulets were amazing and did all the work.”

“Most of the time,” Hayashi was more neutral. “But sometimes the oni in question is stubborn and we needed to do something.”

“Like today?” Himeko asked, politely but leadingly. “Hayashi-san, how did you manage that?”

I quickly held up my hand. “Stop.” I said firmly. I then turned to Hayashi and gave her a more serious look. “Be careful what you say. Your secrets are your own, and you might wish to keep them that way. I probably already know, at least some of it. But Himeko and Eiko do not, and if you do not wish for them to know I will try to avoid telling them.”

Hayashi looked at me again, this time seeming a little more interested. “What are you?” she asked again. “The amulets, that power… most guys your age are either obsessing about girls or their entrance exams. Not making statements like that.”

“That was a little… presumptive, Hayashi-san,” Himeko noted. “Not to make the same mistake, but you do seem to be a little young to know that much about teenaged boys.”

“I…” she hesitated, took one more look at me, and then plunged forward. “My family takes care of a shrine and I’m training to be a shrine maiden. Trust me, I’ve seen and dealt with plenty of boys there. Most of them are either praying for girls or grades.”

Huh, that does explain it, I thought, considering everything. I’d suspected as much, but Hayashi’s powers seemed a little more complicated than that. I had a feeling her powers were a blend of the sacred and the psychic, giving her a lot more bang for her buck then it would first appear. It was also not a combination I was too familiar with. A not insignificant part of me wanted to study it a little further, kind of proving my point about how Hayashi might have wanted to keep it secret.

“I was an exception,” Arai said with a self-depreciating smirk. “I was there looking for an alternative to sempai’s amulets, that’s how I met her.”

“And since then I’ve been running around helping this idiot protect helpless psychics all over Tokyo,” Hayashi replied a little acidly. “There’s a lot of them, and having even one or two more amulets really could help!”

“That many?” Eiko asked in surprise.

“Stop,” I repeated, holding up my hand again before giving the youngsters another serious look. “Be careful about spilling secrets that are not your own.”

“There’s enough,” Hayashi answered Himeko, this time taking my advice to heart and tightening her lips.

“You’re awfully sensitive today, Mamoru,” Himeko noted with some interest. “Is there a reason for that?”

I sighed, measuring what I was about to say very carefully. As embarrassed and uncertain as I was about certain things I had to take this situation very seriously indeed. And that meant giving everyone an appropriate warning. Not too serious or ominous, nothing that went too far beyond what I actually knew. But something they would have to consider carefully.

“There are… forces and organizations out there that would love to get their hands on young and inexperienced psychics,” I said carefully. “I wish I could give you more details than that, but I cannot. For all I know at least some of these organizations are your sempais, and now they’ve grown up they’re attempting to do the same thing at a professional level! But I’m pretty sure some are not. And it would be very dangerous for you if they were to figure out that you could give them a bunch of young psychics to play with. Secrecy is… no, that’s not right. Caution and careful judgement are paramount.”

“Giving any of us here,” I indicated my friends and I, “too much information might put too many people at risk. Me especially, chances are good I’m going to be a little too visible and well known in the future. Use your judgement, but I’d be very careful about letting us know too much too quickly.”

I’m going to be very embarrassed if they know more than I do. I reflected, cringing a little at how portentous that little speech had sounded. Given that there seemed to be multiple psychics in their little group, and both their story and the kids sitting around the table pretty much verified that, there was every chance they had a better idea what was going on than I did! Individually their gifts might (arguably) not be as powerful as mine. But there were a lot of them, and psychic abilities were better suited to information gathering about these sorts of threats than mine.

As if to verify that Arai nodded seriously. “The Men in Black.”

Eiko snorted and then quickly moved to cover up her snickers. Himeko didn’t do anything, but I could tell she was struggling to keep a straight face.

“So you- “ call them that too? I paused before I put my foot in it too far. “So, have you seen them or are you just describing what the threat would be like?” I asked cautiously

“We’ve seen them,” Hayashi said softly.

Arai nodded. “Sometimes we’ve tried to lead an oni in their direction,” he confessed, “let them take care of it. But they’ve always felt dangerous, and like they’re watching for us. So mostly we just try to keep away.”

I nodded firmly. “That’s my impression too. I don’t know that they’re hostile, but I don’t want to find out the hard way. I suggest you keep that in mind before you accidentally pass on a list of names.”

“Wait, you’re serious?” Eiko cut in, looking at me in disbelief.

“Yes,” I replied frankly. “My guess is that they’re some secret part of the Japanese government, the agency they use for supernatural monitoring and control. But that’s just a guess, and they’re too well equipped for me to run around playing games with them or try blindly poking into their business to find out. For now, I’m just trying to keep my distance.”

“The Men In Black?” Eiko repeated, a smirk in her voice.

I sighed. “It’s not their official title Eiko… at least, not as far as I know. But, what a shock, they dress up in intimidating black suits. It helps make them unnoticeable at the same time as giving them an official aura you don’t want to question. It makes a hell of a lot more sense than them running around in some sort of sentai suits!”

“Okay, I can see that,” Eiko said a little more apologetically. She still struggled to contain her amusement though.

“Not many people can see them,” Hayashi spoke again, eyeing me with a mixture of suspicion and respect. “They can make your eyes slide off them.”

I looked towards Eiko and Himeko. “Remember how I set up mental precautions?” I asked obliquely.

It was gratifying to watch both the girls start in their seats a little as they got my point. But as much as I enjoyed how they were quickly re-evaluating a lot of things I figured it was time to tone it down a little.

“I don’t want to exaggerate things,” I said in a calmer voice, “like I said earlier: there’s a lot of speculation and unknowns in this. I try to act like they’re… like it’s a practical worst-case scenario and we should be avoiding them for everyone’s safety. For all I know they’re actually very reasonable and nice. But I don’t want to find out I’m wrong the hard way, and I really don’t want to drag other people down with me if I do.”

“We keep wondering about that too,” Arai admitted uncomfortably. “They don’t feel as dangerous as the oni. But sometimes we get these flashes… no one feels like approaching them is a good idea.”

“So, you’re not going to tell us about yourself?” Hayashi asked suspiciously. She didn’t sound too annoyed, but the look she was giving me wasn’t friendly.

I sat back in my chair and thought furiously. I didn’t want to say anything. But…

“I’m not going to tell you everything,” I answered frankly. “But at the end of the day I think I need to clarify a few things, for your own safety if nothing else.”

“I’m a mage,” I continued swiftly, before she could get any more annoyed. I held up my hand on the table and for a few seconds created a small sigil above it.

“I call upon mana to construct magic spells in order to accomplish my feats,” I told the surprised children before quickly dispelling the sigil. “This is a real thing separate from your own psychic gifts, that’s why you haven’t been able to duplicate the amulets.”

“So that’s- “ Hayashi started, sounding startled and impressed for a few moments before she managed to tamp down on it.

“Wow,” Arai stared at me in wonder again. “We thought magic existed,” he admitted, “but we didn’t really understand it.”

“And that’s why I’m telling you,” I answered seriously. “If you keep on this path, then sooner or later you are going to run into other magical effects and threats. If you blunder into them unaware, or without even realizing that’s a possibility, it could doom you all. I’ll set up some sort of subtle communication line to you guys, I kind of need to do that if I’m going to give you the amulets anyway- “

“Sempai-“ Arai beamed and began yet again.

I held up a hand. “But I want you to use it if you think you need to. Only if you think you need to,” I repeated strongly, “we’re all going to increase our risks here the more we communicate. But if you need some advice on magic, or just more amulets, then don’t hesitate to use it!”

I felt uncomfortably like I was pretending to be a spy, playing some juvenile fantasy of dead drops and ciphers, rather than acting like a rational adult. Fortunately, Arai seemed to worship my opinion and Hayashi was obviously super protective of everybody. It probably helped that they’d been keeping a bunch of their own secrets for ages, what with coordinating and protecting a bunch of junior psychics, so my position just seemed like a sensible expansion to everything they’d already been doing.

In any case, we set up a time and place for me to pass on the amulets and communication method, along with a different emergency way to contact each other if something went wrong in the future.

(It only increased my worry I was just being paranoid. The backup plan was to use a dead drop in a park. It really made me feel like I was playing at being spies with a bunch of kids.)

Himeko and Eiko kept quiet throughout the whole thing, but quickly revealed their opinions once our two groups went their separate ways.

“So…” Eiko started portentously. “Secret psychic wars in Tokyo?”

I tried not to wince. “I know, I know,” I half groaned. “I have a hard time figuring out how seriously to take everything! There’s something out there, and it is dangerous, but how much of a threat it is totally escapes me. It could be a real problem we’ve all been lucky to escape from so far… or it could be as likely as the police cracking down harshly on teenagers possessing adult material.”

“ ‘Adult material?’ ” Eiko needled me further.

I growled. I did not want to even say the word porn after dealing with a bunch of kids barely out of elementary. I was already going to be risking some odd looks whenever I went around to deal with them!

“Eiko,” Himeko noted with a touch of warning. It was still leavened by a different touch of amusement.

“He makes it too easy,” she said in her defense.

“Regardless,” Himeko brushed that aside. “Mamoru…”

She paused thoughtfully for a few moments. “I suppose I can understand why you didn’t tell us,” she finally admitted. “I think that was a little high handed and egotistical-“

I barely kept from spitting out ‘this coming from you?’

“But I’m willing to understand it. You’ve always had your secrets and I trust you enough to assume that your reasons are good enough. What I’m not able to understand is where all this paranoia and fear is coming from? You never act like that around us.”

I sighed. She had a point, as nervous and weird as I often acted around them this was a whole other level of fear. I just didn’t like admitting my own answer.

“Well, I am paranoid,” I admitted, “but most of the time I try to keep it under control. My first response to something is almost always fear, and then I have to spend a while bludgeoning it back to reasonable levels with logic. Realistically, the sort of default level I’ve kind of settled on for this thing… I guess I treat the threat level at about the same as someone trying to… assault you guys.”

“ ‘Assault?’ ” Eiko noted in that same needling tone, clearly picking up on the same reluctance as earlier.

(Although this time my wording was kind of justified. Anyone thinking they could actually rape Eiko or Himeko was in for a world of hurt. They might manage the ‘assault’ part of sexual assault but I had a hard time believing anyone short of Master Tai would still have their genitals intact enough to appreciate the ‘sexual’ part of that equation. It didn’t matter what you enjoyed it with or how you enjoyed it, you wouldn’t have enough left of yourself to enjoy it!)

I fought down a small flush and forced my way forward. “Or if not you guys, then the sort of level any attractive girl would have to consider. It’s a real threat, it’s something to watch out for and while it isn’t right you don’t want to put yourself in deliberate danger by doing something careless. But, at the same time, as real as the threat might be you’re not just going to live your life in fear.”

“I suspect you might be stretching a few things there Mamoru,” Himeko noted thoughtfully. “But, okay, we’ll say that’s close enough. But why didn’t you ever mention it to us before?”

“Well, in addition to keeping it so you could use ignorance as a defence,” I said uncomfortably, “I figured you were a little too highly placed and connected to be in any real danger. In my more paranoid moments I worried that wouldn’t be true, but I figured that anyone so closely connected to the Meiko family would receive a stern warning at worst. No one would dare to try any sort of dramatic ‘silencing’ of the Meiko family heiress, and after I found out how important Eiko was to you I figured she was safe too. Your family would never just stand by and accept any sort of suspicious accident even if someone was willing to try something that- that- “

I cut myself off, unable to find a word that conveyed the right mix of ruthlessness and callousness. I also kept quiet about my secret fear: her father might be too deeply involved with the country’s power structure and in league with the mysterious agency. I doubted that, I was kind of stretching things to even keep it as a possibility. But if such a thing was true then I’d only be putting myself in even more danger because if anything came up Himeko’s father would take whatever measures were necessary to protect his daughter; probably by removing me in the most expedient way possible!

“Wow, Mamoru. Really?” Eiko noted deadpan. She was mildly annoyed, enough so that she wasn’t going to bother calling me out on the ‘silenced’ euphemism.

“Sort of. Kind of.” I said helplessly. “I didn’t really believe that sort of thing would happen. But… well… it seemed easier and more sensible not to bring it up then to take a 10% risk that I was right and that would push things over the edge and put you in danger.”

“Look,” I said abruptly, “I’m planning on bringing magic out to the scientific community, even if it’s in a backhanded and roundabout way. Sooner or later, I’m going to get these guys’ attention. I’m hoping to go under their radar until it’s too late, until my work is too widely spread and known. But, once again, if I was wrong then I was already putting you two in enough danger. I… I’m not a great friend. But even I’m not a bad enough friend to drag you two into trouble with the government if I can help it.”

“You’re a great friend Mamoru, and I won’t have you talking that way,” Himeko snapped at me like a drill sergeant. “You might be paranoid and you might be hopeless, but I don’t ever want to hear you talking that way about yourself. Ever.”

Eiko nodded in support. “You’re a weirdo Mam, and you’re always too afraid of everything, but you’re not a bad friend.”

She gave me a side eye that was amused. “Even if you do keep stuff from us. Like rescuing baby psychics in elementary school.”

Argh! Could we go back to the part where I’m in trouble for keeping my fears and secrets from you?

“Yes. I must say, I never expected that Mamoru,” Himeko confirmed. “What else are you hiding from us?”

“Nothing!” I protested instinctively.

I wanted to give myself the same sort of look Himeko and Eiko did the second I said it.

“Alright, quite a lot,” I admitted after a few moments more thought. I considered the matter a bit harder. “Most of it’s in the category of technical secrets category though. Or… let’s call it secrets of the trade and leave it at that. I can’t think of any more secrets like that still waiting to pop up. Hell, I didn’t know I had a secret that important!”

“True, I did ask you about it that one time,” Himeko admitted grudgingly.

“See?” I pressed, abruptly reminded of her question while I’d been working on the precautions. “If I’d known about all this, or thought it would ever come up, I would have given you a clue back then.”

“Huh,” I abruptly noted, realizing some of the implications of that. I immediately whipped out my phone and made a few notes on it. Something else to think about if I ever want to experiment with that again.

“So, nothing else?” Eiko pressed me. “You’ve not been helping out a super sentai team or making regular trips to another world?”

I gave her a fake laugh, trying to pretend that second option hadn’t hit uncomfortably close to home.

“Mamoru?” Eiko eyed me cautiously, obviously catching that something wasn’t right.

“No, nothing like that,” I said a little too quickly. “But I’ve got a dozen or so minor incidents in my past, times where I encountered a spirit or something weird. I can’t imagine any more of them are going to blow up like this one did, but that doesn’t mean I’m right. And, what a shock, after what just happened I’m feeling a little bit worried about that!”

“Alright, so long as you’re not acting as the mysterious, dark support character to a bunch of color coordinated mahou shoujo we’ll forgive you,” Eiko continued to press.

I let it go, it was a fair way for her to be coping with the day’s surprises. “By the way, where are we going?” I asked, suddenly realizing I had no idea where we’d been walking ever since leaving the restaurant.

“To Maurie’s,” Himeko answered firmly. “It’s an advanced arts and crafts store, I’ve been there a few times and I was first introduced to it because they have the materials for crafting your own jewelry or doing repairs to it.”

“Okay…” I said slowly.

Himeko gave me an amused look, clearly realizing I wasn’t getting it. “No more arguments,” she said firmly, “if you’re now doing even more talismans, and for kids to boot, then I’m buying you the necessary supplies today. You are not going to skimp or work yourself to the bone for others when I’m right here and we are literally on a shopping trip.”

I laughed weakly but inside I was cursing. She had me, and we all knew it.
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“Mamoru?” Himeko asked cautiously as she entered the lab.  “Is now a- oh.”

She paused for a few moments as she took in the supplies I had spread out over the lab bench.  She couldn’t keep herself from smirking a little as she took in the elementary school notebook among them.  “I can see you’re working on the amulets for the children,” she noted with exquisite politeness.

“Yeah, I remembered the basic formulas,” I grumped.  “Unfortunately, I couldn’t remember how I got there and I didn’t want to spend days recreating all that work.  So, I had to dig through all my old supplies and records until I found this.”  I indicated the child’s notebook, filled with suspiciously advanced and strange sketches and notes.

“Why a child’s notebook?” Himeko couldn’t help but ask.

I sighed.  “Because it was less suspicious for me to be using one back then,” I admitted, “and so that even if someone glanced inside it they’d dismiss all the occult symbols as just a child having fun and playing around.  Or at least that was the original theory.  Given how big I was by grade six that was starting to wear a little thin.”  It had been fine when I was in grade three, but by grade six I’d been starting to look like a young high schooler and the incongruous notebook was starting to attract more attention.  Now that I was an absolutely massive high schooler it looked even more out of place!

I sighed.  “The sad thing is that I didn’t really need it,” I admitted.  “It’s still useful, now that I’ve dug it up I’m not going ignore it out of spite.  But my original calculations and designs still hold up, I didn’t get them wrong and I haven’t come up with anything smarter since then.  Apart from updating them for using some more advanced materials,” I gestured towards some orichalcum and mithril I had tucked off to the side, “I’m not really going to be doing anything different.”

“That mattered?” Himeko asked, sounding a little curious.

“Eh, sort of,” I answered, secretly a tiny bit happy to finally discuss this with someone and maybe show off a little.  I had spent a while on it the first time, and a part of me had been a bit annoyed that my efforts weren’t going to be acknowledged.  “The amulets… what they’re doing is pretty straightforward and standard.  But I had to alter them to take into account the miserable amount of mana available in modern Tokyo.  So, I streamlined the energy costs as much as possible and modified them to draw upon the user’s psi energy instead of mana.  Sort of.”

Himeko just looked at my inquisitively.  She was still curious but she trusted my need to brag/explain meant she didn’t even need to bother asking the question.

I mentally smirked at my own ego, it might have been stupid but I was still going to do it.   Yeah, she’s right.  I’ve been bottling this up for years and I kind of want the excuse to talk about it. 

“I couldn’t come up with an effective way to make the amulets work with pure magic,” I explained.  “Not effectively or consistently, there wasn’t enough mana around to make the spells work even if I’d tried building something the size of a backpack.  So, after a bit of thinking, I figured out a way to get around the problem.”

I gestured at the amulet I was building.  “So, these things work a little differently.  They take in a little mana and create an effect that shapes the user’s own psi energy to create the desired effect.  Arai and the others are protecting themselves to a degree.”

Himeko cocked her head quizzically.  “So it’s… teaching them?”

I thought about that for a second.  “More like it’s an orthopedic support, or insoles, or braces,” I said thoughtfully.  “It’s helping mold their bodies in a certain way.  Or auras I suppose in this case.  The comparison falls down though, they still have the choice of whether or not to move or act in that way when the amulet’s off.  Maybe I should say it’s like tutorial mode in a video game?”

Himeko shook her head.  “I think I get it, but you really have to work on that one.”

I smirked slightly, this time for real.  “You’re right.  I should probably ask them for their opinion too.  I might have planned it that way but that doesn’t mean I’m right.  I sound way too much like one of the more egotistical mad scientists from a manga or a movie claiming ‘no, no, it works this way and I know for a fact that it’s perfectly safe!  I don’t care what you think, even if you’re the one using it, I’m the genius and I know I’m right!’”

Himeko tittered a little.  “Maybe a little.  But,” she added a bit more seriously, “that does put a different spin on some of those moments.  You are the genius who came up with it, and you’re much older than them on top of that; shouldn’t you have a better idea?”

“Less genius and more tinkerer in this case,” I noted with some self-depreciation.  “Much of the work is an adaptation of more traditional designs.  By that logic I should be even more inclined to take them seriously.  Especially since they’ve been the ones using it for years, testing it in the field.  They might not understand them well, but they’ve got a great intuitive grasp of the situation.”

Himeko tilted her head.  “That’s an odd way to put it.  I don’t think it’s wrong,” she hastened to add.  “We’re dealing with that sort of thing in the Student Council all the time, where we intellectually understand how a club’s budget or situation should be working but the club members actually trying to make it happen in reality have a better idea how it works.  Or doesn’t work, as they like to tell us.  But that’s the important flipside: all too often they’re being stubborn or caught in their own concerns.  They really could be making do with less or simply doing things more efficiently and don’t want to admit we’ve caught them at it.”

“Hmm, experts versus users,” I smiled at the irony and surprising way Himeko had brought up that discussion.  I’d been on all sides of that debate, and all sides of being right or wrong, over my two lives.  Some days I wondered if that was one of the reasons I was so paranoid at times, having been wrong from both of those perspectives I wanted to make damn sure I was right before either being proven ignorant or arrogantly forcing someone else to try and do things the wrong way!

“In this case I don’t think so,” I replied more calmly.  “The kids seem to have a pretty good grasp over what each amulet is doing.  Just think of the names: blinders, hiders, and shielders.”

“I did mean to ask about that,” Himeko admitted.  “Why are they called those?  What does it all mean?”

“Well, they’re actually called- “ I cut myself off ruefully.  “Let me rephrase that: they’ve got much fancier and technical official names.  You know, ‘thrice blessed amulet of unbeatable mental concealment’ that sort of thing.”

Himeko smiled again, and I was actually making it a little less fanciful in translating it from the original High Elvish tongue!

“But the fact that they call it a ‘hider’ shows how much of a grasp they have on the subject,” I continued a little more seriously.  “It essentially makes their aura look normal, hiding any signs that they’re anything special.  So, if you’re six or seven, a hider is a pretty good name for it.”

Himeko nodded.  “Alright.  And I can sort of guess the shielder.  But ‘blinder’?”

“Yeah, the shielder is straight up protection,” I said, but held up a finger in warning.  “But, just to be clear, it isn’t just armor.  It’s spiked armor.  Anything that tries to hurt a person protected by that amulet also takes damage, that way they’re not going to try and break through in a battle of attrition.  Or, to be more precise, they’re less likely to try it, they’re more inclined to look for an easier target.  The blinder is a little trickier, that shuts down psychic abilities, leaving the wearer limited to normal human senses.”

That startled Himeko a little.  “Really?  You gave them that as well?”

“Remember, Arai was six at the time,” I answered.  “Sometimes you just need a break, need to put on headphones and a blindfold so you can get away from all the overwhelming noise.  Sometimes you need to be able to keep a straight face and not react when faced with all the weird stuff, even if a hider makes you look normal all the spirits around you are going to clue in if you’re constantly reacting to them.  And sometimes you need a reminder of how everyone else acts so you can try and do the same, blend into the herd effectively.”

“I’m not sure you should call them a herd,” Himeko noted.  She still sounded mostly good humored but there was an underlying hint of concern.  “That sounds just a little arrogant and superior of you.”

I sighed.  “Sorry.  I’ve been thinking in that way since it’s been in terms of the group versus outside predators.  But you’re right, it’s not a safe habit to get into.  Too much of that and I’m going to start ranting about ‘the inferior masses’ or ‘the ignorant sheep’ or something else equally egotistical and stupid.”

“Hmm, I’m not too worried but be careful you don’t let it happen, okay?” Himeko noted.  “It’s all too easy to start down a slippery slope, falling one small bit at a time.  Remember, I have to deal with the same issue too.  Thankfully, the bad example that my grandfather sets helps keep me honest.”

I winced.  Ooph!  A double hit to the ego on that one!  A reminder that I wasn’t that unique or special and a pointed example about how I didn’t want to turn out.

“Speaking of not being too egotistical,” Himeko continued with a good-natured smile, “you’re making sure you’re prepped for the exams, right?  That was the original reason I stopped by today before I got distracted.  They’re starting soon and I was worried you might be so distracted by the children after Eiko’s birthday that you were neglecting your studies.”

“I’m good,” I replied a little more firmly.  “I just finished taking a mental picture of everything the other day, I combined setting up my walls with looking for my old notebook.  And I’m up to date on my studies.  There shouldn’t be any problems this time around.  I might not score at the top of the year but I doubt I’m going to fall far enough behind to cause any gossip.”

Himeko looked at me for a few moments, obviously wondering if she’d heard something in my tone.  “I might just have warned you about getting too egotistical,” she said gently, “but that doesn’t mean you have to feel guilty about the way you handle tests.”

I was silent for a moment, debating if I should just blow off her concerns.  Instead, I went for honesty.

“I’m not really feeling guilty guilty,” I replied.  “But you have a point about how we constantly have to watch out and monitor what we’re doing or we’ll fall down the slippery slope.  So I’m just… watching myself very closely at this time of year to make sure I’m not.”

“That sounds like guilt to me,” Himeko noted calmly.

“Eh, not… not quite,” I said, stretching for the right words.  I was pretty sure I knew, but actually having to put it into words was more of a challenge than I’d have expected.  “Whatever I’m feeling is a pretty close first cousin to guilt but it’s not the same.  Uncertainty maybe?  Or maybe it is guilt but in a different way.  Like I don’t feel guilty about my marks but I feel guilty that other people are so stressed out but don’t succeed like I do.”

“Don’t be,” Himeko said quickly, “maybe you have an advantage but given how much you use that advantage for others you shouldn’t be afraid to use it for yourself.”

That rubbed me so much the wrong way that I gave Himeko a straight, unadulterated, look.

“What?” Himeko asked uncomfortably.

“Himeko,” I said flatly, “what were we just discussing?”

“Whether you’d studied or not?” Himeko asked, sounding honestly bewildered.

I sighed.  “Before that.”

Himeko’s eyes widened in enlightenment.  “Mamoru,” she said frankly, “we’ve discussed this.  That’s not a slippery slope.”

“Maybe,” I admitted, still a little uncertain in my mind, “maybe.  But what you’ve just suggested sure as hell is, I can’t believe you just said that!”

“Mamoru,” Himeko responded calmly, crossing her arms over her chest and giving me a stare of certainty.  “You do a lot for others.  Right now you’re working on amulets to protect children who have asked for said amulets out of the blue, only knowing about them since you once went to great lengths to build one for another child in trouble!  I think you’re occasionally allowed to use your magic to help you study.”

I shook my head.  “Subject A does not equate to subject B.”

Himeko opened her mouth again but I quickly overrode her.  “Himeko,” I said seriously, “that sort of attitude is dangerously close to ‘I did something good so I’m entitled to this.’  Seriously, good and karma don’t really work like that.  And neither does ‘I’ve used my magic to do this good thing so now I’m allowed to do this selfish thing.’  Believe me, I’ve thought about this a lot.”

Himeko paused, clearly thinking about it too now that I’d put it like that.

I pressed the point home, just so she wouldn’t bring it up in the future when I might be weaker.  “It’s the same as anything else.  It’s not like I can claim X good deeds allows me to date with girl Y.  Or X+3 good deeds allow me to sleep with her.  Maybe that would make me worthy of it, maybe that would make it so she should consider it, but it sure as hell doesn’t translate into an automatic transaction.”

“I think you might be stretching things again,” Himeko noted frankly.

“I’m trying to be clear,” I said firmly, stating the lesson that came most prominently to mind now that I was a teenager again.  Thankfully I’d never actually acted on that feeling.  But when I was about twenty (the first time) I’d been embarrassed tor realize I’d been feeling that way for a few years and this go around I was resolved to keep it firmly in mind.

“It obviously applies to theft and lawbreaking too,” I said quickly, trying to reassure Himeko.  “And, in this case, magic.  Doing good stuff does not mean I just get a pass to do anything else.”

Himeko looked thoughtful.  “Okay, that one’s obvious,” she admitted.  “But I still think you’re stretching things and being overly paranoid to jump straight to that position.  Perhaps I phrased things poorly, approached it the wrong way.  What if I said that the judgement you’ve shown in using your magic so far should reassure you that you’re not wrong about this?”

Better, I thought to myself a little uncertainly.  But still flawed.  That’s an awful lot like saying I shouldn’t double check my work because I’m usually right.  There’s an argument to be made that it’s okay for me to trust myself in a pinch, but it’s not a safe idea to do it regularly.

I opened my mouth to say that but for better or worse we were interrupted by a knock on the door.

(Probably for the better.  Later on I’d consider that Himeko probably felt a little sensitive because of how she used her power; her money and rank.  My somewhat fanatical position was slightly insulting to all the good work she did with said resources even while she allowed herself to enjoy them responsibly despite all the temptations.)

“Who’s there?” Himeko asked in mild surprise.

“Oops.  Sorry,” I said apologetically, leaping towards the door.  “I bet I know.”

I opened it and Himeko was mildly startled to see my cousin Saori standing there.

Saori looked uncomfortable but clearly wasn’t surprised.  “Meiko-san,” she said politely, bowing in Himeko’s direction.

“Sorry Saori,” I said apologetically as my cousin took the chance to quickly enter the lab.  “I was running a little behind to start and then I got sidetracked when Himeko stopped by to check on me.  I don’t have anything ready yet.”

Saori looked both disappointed and relieved.  “That’s alright,” she said softly, pairing it with a small bow, “I’d like the chance to see you work.”

That surprised me a little.  “I doubt you’ll see much,” I warned her.  “This isn’t anything terribly advanced or fancy.”

Saori said nothing.

I shrugged and returned to the lab table, and the amulets I’d been working on.

“Mamoru,” Himeko asked politely, “why is your cousin here?  Not that I’m not pleased to see you Saori-san,” she hasten to assure her, “but she is technically trespassing on school property.”

I looked at her in surprise.  “You’re really going to call me on that?” I asked incredulously.

Himeko sighed.  “No, of course not.  Even I treat that rule pretty lightly, especially when it comes to friends and family.  Doubly so when it comes to younger ones like her!  But you know what sort of stink Inoue’s likely to try and make if she spots Saori, a little warning and chance to lay some groundwork would go a long way.”

I winced, letting go of my anger as quickly as it had arisen.  Given all the times Eiko had visited our school I hadn’t been happy with Himeko’s sudden strictness but the Inoue (and teachers!) thing was a good point.  Especially since I didn’t want Saori dragged into anything like that!  “Sorry Himeko,” I replied more humbly.

“I forgive you,” Himeko nodded sagely, “but that still doesn’t tell me why she’s here.”

I glanced at Saori but she seemed content to sit down quietly and watch the show.  “I wanted her here to quickly test out the new amulets,” I replied simply.  “The theory behind them should be sound but the communication loop means I want to be extra careful.  If it turns out an amulet is flawed then I might not find out about it for ages”

“You think that’s likely?” Himeko looked startled.

“Not really,” I admitted, “but better safe than sorry.  I watched Arai for a week or two after I first gave him the original amulets just to make sure I hadn’t messed something up.  If something goes wrong I’m not going to be in a position to intervene this time.”

“Mamoru,” Himeko noted with a hint of humor, “they’re psychics.  Won’t they realize something’s going to go wrong before you do?”

I paused, reluctant to admit I hadn’t thought of that factor.  “Not necessarily,” I answered, trying to play it off as smoothly as possible.  “They probably will, but these amulets are literally designed to deflect and channel psychic powers.  If anything’s going to slip by their notice it will be these things.”

“Are you sure you’re not taking on a little too much, assuming you’re the only one in the world who can fix things?” Himeko asked knowingly.

“You might have a point,” I admitted grudgingly.  “But I stand by my ‘better safe than sorry’ statement.  Besides, I wanted to see if Saori was going to change her mind and find any of them useful after trying them out.  It felt stupid to be making all of these things and not check in to be certain she didn’t want one.  And it’s a good way to test and train with her powers a little!”  I tried not to feel like I was sounding defensive about the whole thing.

“Alright,” Himeko said good humoredly, “it’s your show.”

Himeko retreated to the corner to talk to Saori and left me to it.  Now that I had some room to concentrate I swiftly got back to work on an amulet.  The pair were unobtrusive and I was able to easily put them out of my mind and finish off the construction.

About half an hour later I was able to look up again.  “Done,” I declared firmly, “at least with the first hider.  Saori, could you come over and we’ll see if this works?”

I had a brief glance of Saori looking shockingly comfortable while talking to Himeko before my cousin broke it off to come over to me.

“Or you could finish your conversation first,” I noted lamely.  Saori was about as bad as I was about socialization, I hated the thought I might have interrupted something.

“It’s alright,” Saori noted softly.  “We can talk a little later.”  She took the amulet, a tiny little gem in setting on a chain of medium sized links, and slid it over her head.

“That was fast,” Himeko noted in surprise.  “I thought it took you a whole summer break to build these things last time?”

“That was then, this is now,” I noted absently, studying the effects on Saori’s aura.  It was fascinating the see how the spell grabbed and directed Saori’s energies, turning them in on themselves and appearing to cancel them out.  At least on the surface, up close and knowing what I was looking for I could see how it set up a thin shell of deception around the surface of her aura.  But if I’d been trying to pick her out of a class from twenty meters away… well, in all honesty I probably could have done it.  But only if I was dedicated and knew there was something there to look for in the first place.  If I’d just been looking around the area I doubt I’d have given her a second glance.

We were both quiet for a minute or two as we studied the effect.  “It feels weird,” Saori admitted finally.

“Is it uncomfortable?” I asked quickly.

“Sort of?” she said uncertainly.  She thought about it a little.  “It’s kind of like clothing that’s a little tight.  I guess I might get used to it.”

She sounded like she was trying to humor me.  “You don’t have to,” I said reasonably.  “I wanted to make sure you knew about these and had the option; but I’m not going to try and force one on you like an unwanted gift.  You probably should keep a shielder around just in case of emergencies, but that’s your choice.  These kids need options like the amulets, you’re old and experienced enough to make your own choices and have family members you can call for help in an emergency.”

“You mean you,” Saori said, letting a hint of sarcasm seep into her voice.

“And Reiji!” I said quickly.  “Don’t discount the importance of having a safety line.  He knows what you can do and that the supernatural is real, that can come in pretty handy some times.  Especially when it’s someone who’s so close to you and can catch on to what is happening immediately.”

And he knows how to phone me in a pinch, I admitted mentally. 

“I don’t know that these kids have even that much,” I said more seriously.  “It sounds like Arai and Hayashi have more or less set up their network to give these kids a slightly poorer copy of that.  Someone they can try to call for help in an emergency.  They’d probably- “

I cut myself off, realizing I was about to make a hell of a lot of assumptions.  Just for starters, assuming that none of the kids had their own versions of Reiji was pretty stupid.  I wouldn’t be surprised to find out that at least a few of them had trusted siblings or family members that knew their secrets.  So, making sanctimonious statements like that to Saori probably wouldn’t go over well.

I did however sigh and address the elephant in the room.  “And you’re sure you don’t want me to put you in touch with them?”  I wasn’t sure it would be a good idea, there were some definite downsides, but making sure Saori had another safety line didn’t seem like a bad idea either.  Plus, you know, it would be a chance to get her in contact with a peer group and some potential friends.

(What?  Me being a bit of a hypocrite given how I’d have reacted to a similar suggestion for similar reasons?  Never!)

“Positive,” Saori nodded firmly.  She gave me a serious look.  “Every time I think about it I get hit with a low-key feeling of dread.  It doesn’t feel critical, but I don’t think it’s a good idea.”

That might just be social anxiety, the slightly hypocritical voice in the back of my head whispered.  But it might not either.  Don’t second guess her.

“Your call,” I nodded firmly.  “I haven’t even hinted at you yet so it’s probably fine.”

“I’m going to stop guessing either way when both magic and psychics are involved,” Himeko cut in with a measure of frustration and amusement.  “The possibilities there make my head hurt.”

“Ours too,” Saori admitted with a surprisingly serious face.

We all paused a moment before Himeko continued.  “But Saori was just telling me she was still learning how to use her powers.  Are you sure you shouldn’t at least ask them for a few pointers?”

I shook my head.  “If Saori doesn’t feel right about asking them then she shouldn’t ask them.”

“Not her, you,” Himeko emphasized with a hint of impatience.  “You could ask a few things and then take them to her.”

I thought about that for a few moments but then shook my head in negation.  “Not a bad idea,” I admitted.  “But I'm not sure it would work, I'm not sure I'd truly understand what they could tell me and then I'd have to blindly pass it on to Saori on top of that. Besides, it’s getting a little too close for comfort to running tests on them.  I don’t want to pry or squeeze their secrets out of them, for everyone’s sake.”

“But,” I added quickly, seeing Himeko taking a breath to say something else (probably another critique on my fanaticism).  “That doesn’t mean I can’t keep my eyes open and see if I can’t learn anything along the way.  We won’t have much contact, hopefully, but that doesn’t mean we won’t have any.”

Himeko sighed but settled down.  “Alright, I can see your point.  But Mamoru,” she looked at me seriously.  “Are you sure you’re not stretching yourself too much?  Doing all this for them in the first place and then taking nothing back?  And here you are trying to make amulets in days that took you nearly two months last time.”

I snorted in amusement.

“What?”

“Sorry, there’s a little more irony then you realize with that,” I replied honestly.  I thought about it a few seconds, trying to figure out how to explain.

“Himeko,” I said frankly, “half the reason I can create these things so quickly and easily is because of what you’re providing.  Heck, depending on how you want to count the mana I’m using you could upgrade that to 90% of the reason!”

I gestured back at the lab bench.  “You’ve seen the original amulets.  How many of these supplies and ingredients match what I had to work with back then?  You made a point of providing me with extravagant materials, that makes things a lot easier.  It took me ages to find crystals of sufficient purity and quality to make the original amulets.  You gave me a gross of rubies!”

Saori jumped slightly.  “This thing is a ruby?!” she squeaked, looking at the tiny dot of red in the center of the amulet.

“Just a tiny one,” Himeko made a brushing aside motion, as if it were barely worth mentioning.  “They usually get used as accents or artistically on real jewelry, each one is only about half a carat.”

I smirked a little.  Himeko wasn’t wrong, but it was weird to have a tiny spice jar’s worth of those little rubies for me to use.  Taken together it added up, and my first reaction to being presented with them had been pretty similar to Saori’s.

“It’s a much better projector for the spell.  It’s like having some properly alloyed titanium to make into a sword rather than having to fold the steel a thousand times.  I’d originally planned to use something in between rubies and what I’d used for the original amulets, pick up some decent quality semi-precious stones for a good price at the crafting store.  You simply picking up those from a jewelry chain was another thing entirely!”  Himeko had simply made a phone call, taken us to their center of operations after the craft store, and walked out about ten minutes later with the gems.  Even after the rest of the day that had qualified as a shock!

Himeko blinked a few times in surprise.  “Is that the only thing that makes a difference?” she asked, sounding surprisingly blasé given the subject matter.

I shrugged, figuring there was no reason to criticize that.  “The orichalcum makes things a lot easier.  I’m only using about as much in each amulet as the ruby but even those tiny amounts make a big difference.  To oversimplify it: the amulets are more about efficiency than power, and orichalcum’s power to weight ratio is a lot better than anything I had in elementary.  I’m not having to assemble something ‘massive’ and make small gains each step of the way, this time I can do it in one simple but efficient step.”

“The rest of the pieces also add up,” I added quickly, indicating a half dozen other things that went into the amulet.  “Individually their contributions are small when compared to the orichalcum and ruby, but they do make a difference.  Combine that with the fact I have enough mana to do sigils the easy way this time- “

“Wait, go back a moment,” Himeko interrupted me.  “The easy way?”

I smirked a little.  “I told you that you wouldn’t see anything.  Here, let’s do one on the next amulet and you can look a little more closely.”  I didn’t like doing magic with them practically on top of me like that, but I figured it couldn’t hurt to demonstrate and explain.  It might come in handy in the future, or it might keep them from expecting something unreasonable from me later on.

I carefully added another link of chain to the next amulet, carefully positioned it in small magic circle, and then put a piece of paper into a larger, connected magic circle.

“You won’t really see this if you’re observing from a distance,” I explained softly, “but if you’re looking closely from above…”

I channeled mana into the paired circles and they lit with an almost imperceptible glow.  Similarly, a miniature version of the full page sigil I had written on the piece of paper slowly began to etch itself in the metal of the latest chain link.

“Whoa,” Saori breathed softly.

“Impressive,” Himeko gave me a measured compliment and nod.

“And usually wasteful,” I noted after a few moments, once the sigil was firmly marked.  “The amount of mana this takes… well, it isn’t too bad but it’s tricky to moderate.  It takes a while and a bit of mana to set up the circles in the first place and then doing each sigil takes even more.  Combine that with the effort and extra attention to detail you have to take in order to use this method properly and it’s a lot less useful a lot of the time than you’d think it is.”  I very carefully took the chain and the piece of paper out of their respective circles and started attaching the next link.

“It’s only because I’m trying to build multiple amulets that I’m bothering with it this time,” I admitted.  “Since there’s only a few types and they’re not incredibly advanced I don’t have to be too worried about screwing it up, I’ve got the sigils organized in order just in case.  And once the chains are set up it’s a lot easier to finish the whole thing with the ruby and some orichalcum in the center.  I’m hoping to get all the chains done over the next day or so and after that I’ll finish off the amulets a lot quicker, doing three or four amulets a day.”

“Ah,” Himeko nodded.  “And the first time you had to do this by hand?”

I shuddered a little involuntarily.  “And do nearly twice as many sigils,” I said, trying to force my tone to be even.  “It wasn’t even different sigils, just more of them to account for the extended loops needed to hold the extra power boosters and…”

I realized my voice was slowly rising, leaned back, took a deep breath, and then continued more normally.  “Anyway, that was a big problem, especially since I didn’t have the mana or materials to waste back then, so I had to quadruple check everything.  Even if I was doing it by hand again I have better tools now, more experience, and I have a few other more efficient spells I could use to help me get it done quicker.”

“It sounds like Arai-san was right to be impressed,” Himeko noted slyly.

I flushed but kept my mouth shut.  I didn’t think there was any right answer to that.  I focused instead on getting the next amulet ready for Saori to test.

Himeko was polite enough not to press her point.  She left me to it and then returned with Saori to conversation and a little bit of studying.  I meanwhile focused on getting a blinder amulet up and running to test that out.  Not only were they the second most important amulet for Arai’s little group (apparently they helped several members hide or sleep much more soundly) they were the one I most suspect Saori might benefit from.  I didn’t think it was likely, I certainly wasn’t going to push the issue, but I definitely wanted to make sure she got the opportunity to try one out and make that decision for herself.

Even with all my advantages, some hard work, and all the prep work I’d already put in, it still took me nearly three-quarters of an hour before it was ready.  But finally I sighed in relief and declared “done.”

“Alright, now be careful with this one,” I warned her even as I handed it over.  “It might feel a little bit weird at first.”

Saori looked at me skeptically but was still cautious as she put the amulet on.  Even after bracing herself she still jumped a little bit and went “whoa.”

“Are you alright Saori?” Himeko asked in concern while I kept a close eye on everything with ‘mage sight’.

“I’m fine,” Saori answered, sounding just a touch freaked out.  “It’s really weird though.  It’s like I can’t sense anything.  Or nearly anything.  It’s a bit like I’m blind but instead of closing my eyes someone’s thrown an arm across them.”

“Huh,” I said thoughtfully (and not just because the weird comparisons seemed to run in our family.)  I considered that perspective, what I was seeing, and then turned to Himeko.  “Remember what I said earlier about experts versus users?  And how it was training them to act in a certain way?”

“Yes?” Himeko noted after a moment, not immediately getting my point.

“That,” I gestured at Saori.  “That’s what I mean.  I’m guessing I’m not as clever as I thought I was, and there’s a better way for them to shut down their abilities.”

Saori didn’t even look at me, still looking a bit distracted and weirded out as she looked around the room without her sixth sense.

“I’m guessing Saori can ‘close her eyes’ instead of using this method,” I continued wryly, “and that her method feels better and more natural.  And sensible.”

“You might be being a little hard on yourself again,” Himeko noted, more amused than anything else.

“Maybe,” I shrugged, I was a little tired and disappointed after working so hard on the amulet so she was probably right.  “But I doubt she’d have used that analogy if it was a great method.  That’s something I’ll have to keep in mind in the future.  Especially before I act like some sort of smug idiot and tell a psychic they should just be doing the same sort of thing this amulet does.”

“Speaking of telling them things,” Himeko said suddenly.  “I’ve been thinking about that.”

I tensed up a little, unsure where Himeko was going with that sort of statement.

“Talking with Saori’s really clarified a few issues,” Himeko continued firmly.  “I’ve got a better idea what you, and they, are up against now.  You really need a quicker way of getting in touch with each other than a dead drop of some sort.”

I wanted to object.  Unfortunately, even I knew she wasn’t wrong.

“I’ve been thinking about some sort of magic method,” I admitted sheepishly.  “Unfortunately, I can’t come up with something much better than the dead drop.  Not without creating more trouble for anyone than it’s worth.  I can create something that will send an immediate signal, warning one side that they should check the dead drop soon, but that’s about the best I can do without creating something really complex.  Something that will stand out mystically and probably draw more attention to its possessor than it’s worth.”  So far my best idea involved working on some sort of telepathy amplification/guidance.  And if I went that direction it would probably take me all of this summer to come up with something!  At best!

“Or you could just use phones,” Himeko noted with some forced patience.

“Himeko,” I said, trying not to sound like I was disappointed in her.  “The government can track phones.  So can a lot of people.  That’s not really a sane option in this case.”

“It is,” Himeko nodded firmly.  “I’m going to talk to our people.  I can get you a set of altered burner phones that no one’s going to be able to track or trace.”

I started to say something but stopped before I got to the first syllable.  On one hand I thought Himeko was now being a little too dramatic and playing at being a spy.  In real life it wasn’t quite that simple.  At least, not for the level we might find ourselves operating at.

On the other hand…

“It can be done,” Himeko noted, her tone firm yet sympathetic, as if she were reading my mind.  “Our tech people have to specifically alter them, and they’re only going to be good for one call each.  After the call is complete the phone company is going to realize something is wrong and various triggers aren’t going off, the phone will either cease to work or be flagged for immediate tracking and monitoring at the next call.  But it can be done, Eiko and I both have one in case of emergencies.  It’s probably about time we got one for you, and all your new friends.”

I paused, took another long look at all my gathered supplies, and reluctantly forced myself to stand down.

Sometimes the simplest solution is the best solution, I admitted with a hint of disappointment I was taking Himeko’s help.  And sometimes letting go of your ego and accepting your friend’s help is the simplest solution!  Out loud all I said was “Thank you Himeko, we all appreciate your generosity.”
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I drummed my fingers against the lab bench thoughtfully. Interesting, I double checked my cellphone’s recording to make sure I wasn’t making a mistake. Unsurprisingly, I wasn’t.

Okay, I leaned back and rubbed my chin, so that didn’t work either. But why didn’t it work? More importantly, why didn’t it work in that particular way?

My latest attempt at mana transmission had been another failure. But it had been an intriguing (and non-explosive!) failure. I hadn’t gotten any mana into the isolated receiver but the transmitter had been physically pushed back a good five or six centimeters.

So, the transmission failed to penetrate the box, I thought, trying to reconstruct things. Not exactly a surprise there. But this rearrangement meant that the feedback was physical, and a push in the opposite direction. Huh, was it as simple as the transmitter being attuned to the particular ‘wave’ I was attempting to transmit the mana on? If so that probably means I’m going in the wrong ‘direction’, the wave affected the transmitter physically. But if I figure out how to go in the opposite direction, make things less physical…

I was a little more optimistic than usual about everything because school had more or less just ended for the summer. Our exams were finished, classes were complete, and we’d all been released for summer break. I had a good month and a half’s worth of time to conduct experiments and my work, combine that with the relief of being done with exams and I was in a pretty decent mood.

Sure, it wasn’t like summer break was going to be a bed of roses. I had plenty of things to do, my experiments weren’t going to conduct themselves and pulling gold out of the ocean wasn’t exactly easy. Not to mention everyday annoyances like the heat and all my schoolwork. But I’d have time. And mana. And friends! Even if I was going to be dodging Himeko’s grandfather or trying not to die from exploding mana collectors this looked like it could be my best summer break ever!

As if to mock my thoughts there was a frantic pounding on the door. “Matsuda-san!” a frantic but unfamiliar female voice called from outside the lab. “Matsuda-san!”

I frowned but pocketed my cellphone and hurried over to the door. There were still a fair number of people on school grounds, many clubs were still active. It was a smaller number than usual, a number of clubs weren’t bothering, but others were either getting one last meeting in or setting up their summer schedules. This meant that someone banging frantically at the door was not a cause for panic, like it would be a week from now, but it was definitely something to pay attention to.

I opened the door and was surprised to find Yuko from my homeroom there. Before I could even get out a puzzled question she grabbed me by the hand.

“There’s a guy! At the front gate! And he’s calling out Inoue!”

I blinked in surprise a few times but let her pull me along urgently. “Nani?” I asked in confusion, still not tracking anything.

“There’s a guy! And he’s causing a scene, demanding that Inoue Sakura come out to him, and he’s threatening people!”

I just went into neutral for a few moments there. Individually all the words were understandable, but together they made no sense! “Sorry, what?” I asked incredulously after a few moments.

“Come on!” Yuko demanded, just continuing to pull me along.

Incredulously, I followed her. I was still fighting a suspicion that this was all some sort of joke, or setup for a prank. Or maybe Himeko was having her bring me out somewhere for some sort of pleasant surprise-

(Huh, I thought distantly. Yuko is the head of the Drama Club and one of Himeko’s followers.)

-but even I had a hard time seriously considering that. I didn’t actually believe believe Yuko until she pulled me out the front door and we joined the small crowd gathering there.

Standing right in front of our school gates was an unfamiliar young man. I’d have guessed a first year, but he was built massively and his face didn’t quite match his body. He was almost as tall and wide as I was but he showed pure muscle. But what really drove home how strange this was, how utterly beyond the pale the whole situation seemed (even to a freaking reincarnated mage from another world) were the two people lying on the ground in pain not too distantly from him.

Yuko gasped too. “What happened?” she pulled at another random member of the crowd and asked.

“Iwasaki-san tried to frighten the guy, get him to go away,” the random student answered, looking even paler than I was. “The madman just beat him, he didn’t even know he was under attack before he was down.”

I went a little green around the gills at that. Iwasaki was the head of our Karate Club. And while he wasn’t a particularly gifted captain, either mentally or at karate, for him to be taken out like that-

“That’s when Sensei Hirano tried to intervene, and then he took him out!”

I drew in a sharp little breath, abruptly realizing that was an adult on the ground next to the student, and Yuko staggered a little. For him to directly attack a teacher, leave him bleeding on the concrete…

“SAKURA!” the madman bellowed loudly. “COME OUT HERE SAKURA! BRING ME SAKURA!”

“I’m afraid we can’t allow that,” a cold, sharp voice cut through the silence in the wake of his shouting.

The crowd parted off to the side and Himeko stepped through a gap as if it was all choreographed. She approached the madman as if there weren’t two people already lying on the ground not far from him.

I pushed through the crowds urgently. While they didn’t mysteriously part for me no one objected to someone else getting between them and the madman.

“BRING ME SAKURA!” the madman bellowed towards Himeko, a few flecks of spittle flying from his mouth.

Himeko didn’t even hesitate in her approach, walking calmly and smoothly towards him. She stopped, just beyond easy lunging range, and gave him a cold stare. “The police have been called,” she said contemptuously, crossing her arms in front of her. “Stand down now. You’ve already caused enough trouble today.”

The boy hesitated for a moment, momentarily slapped back by her coolness.

I hesitated too. Himeko’s absolute confidence checked my unthinking fear for her and reminded me of the last time I’d seen her like this. What am I doing? I asked myself rhetorically, shaking off my instinctive panic. Was I just going to rush ahead and throw myself in front of the guy, become the third body lying on the ground in pain? Or perhaps I was going to get in Himeko’s way, get her hurt as she had to work around my stupid arrogance? Or, maybe stupidest of all, was I about to start pulling in mana from the school’s collector and firing off spells at the madman? Because I’d been instinctively reaching towards the mana a second ago, and spellcasting was my default move in a crisis.

I’ll still do it if I have to, I thought intently, staring at the confrontation. If it was a choice between Himeko getting seriously hurt or choosing to bring myself to the world’s attention a little early I wasn’t going to sacrifice Himeko. But, realistically, that wasn’t the correct play. I knew from experience what I should be doing. So, I carefully raised my cellphone and once again started recording the proceedings to make sure there was incontrovertible evidence available.

The madman at the gates quickly recovered. “You’re keeping her from me!” he snarled. “Bring her now or I’ll kill you!”

“Inoue-san is her own person,” Himeko answered coldly, her voice not betraying any of what she might really have felt about Inoue. “My kohai only does things of her own will, and I will not stand by and abide you attempting to force her.”

“You stupid bitch!” the madman yelled again, lunging forward and making a grab for her.

Himeko easily slapped his hand aside while spinning away. The shocking bit came as the madman followed her move, chasing after her and launching a kick at her head.

Himeko blocked, tried a grab, then the madman deflected the grab and the fight was on!

No wonder Iwasaki fell, I noted in shock as the pair danced back and forth. Whoever this guy was, he was also gifted fighter! After a couple of training sessions with Himeko I could tell when she had to get serious. And this guy, this guy forced her to get serious.

As the crowd stared in shock Himeko and her opponent traded a lightning fast collection of strikes and blocks. I didn’t dare take my eyes off the action long enough to look around, but I was pretty sure there were more than a few dropped jaws behind me as the students finally saw Himeko fight. It was one thing to hear that she was extremely well trained, it was another thing entirely to witness it in action under real life conditions!

>Should I intervene?< I heard a voice whisper uncertainly in my head. For a moment I was confused, then I realized that for once the voice wasn’t my own but Sensei-san trying to be subtle.

I focused my thoughts and tried to project them towards Sensei-san, they’d opened a mental link and I could use it. >Wait<, I thought as calmly as I could.

>But she’s in danger!<

>Ask her if you’re not sure<, I projected back, the most sensible suggestion under the circumstances.

>I don’t want to distract her<, Sensei-san replied. I got the distinct impression of the school’s kami shaking their head sadly.

I remembered how the encounter between Eiko and the thugs in the alley had gone and was forced to agreed with Sensei-san. >Fair< I admitted.

I sensed the kami watching with me for a few more moments, distantly feeling their anxiety as Himeko barely ducked and weaved under the madman’s questing hand. Himeko turned around and briefly succeeded in grabbing said hand, but he resisted the follow up throw and his next blow actually grazed her cheek, forcing her to release him and make a few urgent dodges to regain her footing.

I guess I overestimated how important judo might be, I though distantly. Himeko was strong, but still fairly light. At least when compared to a heavily muscled guy. Against trained martial artists who weren’t underestimating her, who were significantly heavier and knew proper stances and positions to avoid being off balance or out of position, her throws and holds weren’t quite so useful.

Of course, anyone who took her lightly or made a mistake would have a one-way ticket to the pavement…

>How can you be so calm?< Sensei-san demanded.

>Because she is,< I replied, their question suddenly clarifying everything. >I’ve practiced with Eiko and Himeko enough to realize she’s not in crisis mode. She’s going hard, giving something like 80% of her absolute maximum. But her opponent’s giving it his all, and she’s already matching him.<

Sensei-san fell silent and I nodded to myself, suddenly feeling a bit more confident. >Watch the other students though< I thought suddenly. >If some idiot tries to intervene then they could shift the balance of the fight and she could end up really hurt!<

I felt Sense-san’s attention shift. >I shall.< they replied shortly.

I sighed silently in relief as I felt them pull back. Apparently, sort of like me, they didn’t feel comfortable doing nothing and now that they had something to focus on they’d calmed down.

Suddenly the madman launched a brutal sidekick at Himeko. Something that looked like it could have taken a chunk out of the school wall if it had connected.

Only it didn’t connect. Instead, Himeko somehow got her own foot underneath it and shot both their feet skyward.

There was a moment of silence as both combatants were momentarily pushed into near vertical splits. Then the madman’s face began to contort in agony. He may have been stronger, but it seemed Himeko was more flexible and she’d taken the shallower angle to boot.

Before he could make a sound Himeko had dropped back down to ground level, spinning around and sweeping his remaining leg out from underneath him. As he dropped helplessly to the pavement she stayed low, swung around a second time with even more momentum, and planted an unblocked low-kick deep into his stomach. Only then did she elegantly flow over him and then immobilize his pain locked and vomiting body in some sort of hold.

I belatedly shook off the sense of amazement that held me spellbound and led the charge to help her hold him down.

***

Another day, another police station, I sighed in nervous amusement. This is, what, the third different one I’ve ended up at this year? No, wait, second. They interviewed us at the hospital after that time with Eiko. And the case with the arsonist. Still, this is my fourth police interview in the last year. What a way to start summer break.

Of course, there was a bit of a paradox with that. One of the reasons they’d been so keen to drag me down to the station was because I was such a known associate of Himeko with multiple police encounters already in the last year! It was kind of hard to argue against that. Most other students had been let go with interviews at the scene. Only Iwasaki, Himeko, Inoue, Sensei Hirano, and I had been taken in by the police. And the madman of course.

They probably would have left me behind but since I’d recorded the clearest picture of the fight (there’d been a few other partial recordings started partway through the fight, we were all Japanese students armed with cellphones after all. I was honestly amazed there hadn’t been more.) they’d grabbed my cellphone pretty quickly. Since I’d also been the first to run in and help Himeko, and since I had such a history with her and odd occurrences, they’d quickly decided they wanted to ask me a few questions. They’d obviously been a little suspicious the fight had been staged or the madman had been set up somehow, and I’d been a much more sensible person to grill than the Meiko family heiress. If they were wrong it was less trouble all around, no sense in bringing down the wrath of the Meikos upon themselves. And if they were right then they could figure out the best way to proceed from a strong position. It wasn’t an unreasonable hypothesis given how stupid the madman’s actions had been and how conveniently a friend of the ’victim’ had recorded everything. However, it had quickly become clear that the madman really had been that stupid. After a few hours the police were finished with me and I was mostly there to support Himeko, get my cellphone back, and out of unquenchable curiosity over what the hell had just happened.

And maybe to try and beg a ride from Himeko again, I admitted to myself. We weren’t that far away from everything this time, I figured once I had my cellphone back it would be easy to find my way back to a more trodden path. But after a few hours it was starting to get a bit late and I neither wanted to get a ride back with the police (inviting a lot of gossip from the neighbors right at the start of summer break) or to try and contact my parents.

Or any of my other relatives, I admitted sourly. Telling them I’d been to see the police again was not something that would end well for me.

“Mamoru?” Himeko asked in surprise as she exited an interview room and saw me in the waiting area. “What are you still doing here? Are you alone? Don’t tell me they haven’t released anyone!”

I shook my head. “Iwasaki and Sensei Hirano have already been taken to a clinic for a more thorough check. Iwasaki might have a broken cheek and a concussion but it looks like Sensei Hirano only has a bunch of nasty bumps and bruises.” The police and school nurse had already examined them, they’d both been hurt but not so badly that the police hadn’t wanted independent testimony before releasing Himeko or me, which would have given us the chance to destroy evidence if their theories had been right. “Once the police had their statements they took them straight to an independent doctor for a checkup and more thorough treatment.”

I suspect they’d have sent Iwasaki to a hospital first thing, but the Karate Club captain had been so stubborn and embarrassed about his quick defeat that he’d soldiered on and tried to downplay his injuries and the pain he was in. Well, vengeance and duty probably played a part in it too, I admitted a little more generously. Iwasaki had probably wanted to see the madman punished as swiftly and thoroughly as possible in addition to his stupider reasons.

Himeko sighed in relief. “I’m glad to hear it,” she admitted, “I’ll have to check on them later. And you? You’re not hurt, right?”

“No. Why would I be hurt?” I asked, a little mystified. “You saw how I only approached the guy after you already had him down and immobilized.”

“I’ve just been sorting through my backlog of texts,” Himeko showed me her phone. Since it didn’t have any evidence the police hadn’t needed to take it, but I guessed she hadn’t exactly been checking it through her police interviews. “Yuko texted me to say she was getting you, hoping you’d help intimidate the guy.”

I stared at Himeko in disbelief. “That’s why she got me? Well, makes about as much sense as anything else that’s happened today.”

“Be fair to her,” Himeko said more good-naturedly, sitting down next to me. “If she’d lined you up with a few more of the bigger and more dangerous looking guys in the school it wouldn’t have been a bad idea. She was already panicking and she had no idea just how stupid and dangerous Otsuka was.”

“Otsuka? Was that the madman’s name?”

Himeko nodded. “Otsuka Kansaku. He was…” she trailed off uncertainly.

“If you shouldn’t be telling me then you don’t have to,” I said quickly. “I’m really curious but it’s not going to kill me not to know. Seriously, I keep how many secrets? And it’s been… what? Less then two weeks since I gave you a lecture about how I’m still keeping even more? I don’t think I’ve got a leg to stand on here.”

I was really curious under the circumstances. Random but gifted marital arts students didn’t usually appear at our school gates to demand access to a student and beat people up (to put it mildly). But that curiosity would fade with time. And I couldn’t claim that there wasn’t some potential karma in play here.

“No, no,” Himeko hastened to reassure me, “it’s not that. It’s just…” Himeko looked surprisingly embarrassed and uncomfortable.

“It’s just that I’m not sure how much it’s fair to tell you,” she finally admitted. “This is Inoue’s story. I only got it because I’m the Student Council President and they brought me in for a bit to cross check and discuss a few things in regards to Inoue. It doesn’t feel right spreading it around carelessly.”

“How so?” I asked before I could stop myself.

“Otsuka was one of Inoue’s… conquests back in junior high.”

“Ah,” I said, abruptly falling silent. Despite everything I couldn’t help but flush a little.

“Yes, it was in just the way you’re thinking of,” Himeko said, speaking a little easier but still sounding a bit frustrated now that she’d started. “And as much as I don’t like Inoue I don’t feel like I should be blabbing about that to everyone. I think you deserve to know under the circumstances, but I want you to keep your mouth shut Mamoru! If I find out you’re spreading this around the school then I am going to hang you out to dry!”

“Understood,” I said in a much humbler tone.

Himeko leaned back further into her chair with a sigh. “Well, Inoue… acquired Otsuka back in junior high. He’s a gifted young martial artist and I guess she figured having someone like that in her corner was a good idea. Unfortunately, he was also one of her very first conquests and she was still getting a hang of her techniques.”

Himeko gave me a sad and tired look. “He’s unstable Mamoru, he was already a time bomb waiting to go off. Inoue might have lit the fuse but I’m pretty sure he would have done it all by himself with someone else in a few years. He’s all kinds of obsessive and… I’m not sure he’s completely sane. He’s disassociated from reality in a way you wouldn’t expect. As much as I want to blame Inoue I don’t think she’s responsible for all this.”

Right at that moment a pair of policemen escorted an embarrassed looking Inoue Sakura out from another room. She looked smaller and more shrunken in a manner I’d never seen from her before. Himeko fell silent, gave the girl a sympathetic nod from across the way, and then turned back to me.

“Don’t stare at her Mamoru,” Himeko said normally, “don’t make her feel uncomfortable. She’s not faking it this time.”

“Right,” I replied, turning back to Himeko.

“I’m going to ignore her and make small talk for a few moments,” Himeko continued, blasé about what she was saying. “She’s had enough today, she doesn’t need more stress or worries. The police are taking her straight home so we only have to keep it up for a minute or so.”

“Right,” I replied, a little less smoothly. After a few moments I added. “I assume you’re getting picked up then?”

She nodded. “Father is coming down to help make sure a few things are straightened out.”

“Hoo boy,” I said, unable to contain my stress. Maybe they’ll have gotten my cellphone back to me by then and I can just walk, I thought unenthusiastically.

Himeko seemed to read my thoughts. “We can send you with the car while he talks to the police,” she suggested a little more gently. “They can take you home and be back for us in plenty of time.”

“Sorry,” I said apologetically. I wasn’t keen to be trapped in a car with either of her parents after being involved with one of these incidents again. I doubted the police were the only ones who’d noted a pattern.

“You could always leave first,” Himeko suggested gently.

“They’ve still got my cellphone,” I sighed. “It’s not exactly a priority for them and it takes a little bit to copy the necessary files in an approved manner.” Needless to say, interviewing witnesses and making sure they were alright was a little more important to the police. There was no sense in preserving a flawless chain of evidence if you were going down the wrong path or there was something else you should be looking into.

“You could always leave, I’m sure they’d let you know when they were done.”

“There are… I was doing some lab tests right before Yuko grabbed me,” I said cautiously. “I wanted to make sure those records were okay and get them home as quickly as possible.” There was no one in obvious earshot but I didn’t want to be too careless.

Himeko clearly picked up my subtext though, and agreed. “Ah. Anything too… ?”

“No real breakthroughs, nothing too strange,” I reported, more or less honestly, “just stuff I don’t feel comfortable being seen.”

I wasn’t too worried, the police weren’t likely to go around probing a random student’s files. But it was literally the last video file I’d recorded right before the incident, time stamped barely a few minutes prior. I could see them activating it, either accidentally or to double check what I was doing. And while it wasn’t the smoking gun some of my other experiments were it still contained footage that would raise a suspicious person’s eyebrows if seen; things like the transmitter, me referring to it as a mana transmission experiment, and the way the transmitter had moved. All in all, sticking around to quietly encourage them to give my phone back as soon as possible seemed like my best option.

(Fortunately, I didn’t store experimental footage on my phone for longer than necessary. All my more incriminating experiments were long since deleted after being transferred to my home computer and backup storage.)

“Fuck!” I said suddenly, remembering something else that was on the recording.

“What?” Himeko asked, looking at me in surprise after such a sudden emotional outburst.

I looked at her and then flushed. When I hesitated Himeko just gave me an amused look. “What is it Mamoru?” she asked slyly.

I really hoped she’d already figured this out or the police had mentioned it. “I, uh, might have accidentally caught a panty shot or two of you when you did that last sequence of kicks,” I admitted awkwardly. “You had your back to us for the vertical splits, but that put your skirt in the wrong position for when you dropped down and then spun around for the sweep and low kick.”

Himeko laughed in relief. “Oh. Is that all?”

“If I did then there’s a pretty good chance other people will have too,” I said more seriously. “And while there wasn’t that much to see in the sweeps,” this was the real world, not an anime where the skirt mysteriously flew straight up to allow everyone an unrestricted view from an absolutely ludicrous angle, “someone else might have gotten a better look at the vertical split. That position… we don’t want to encourage another Otsuka or Harada.”

“Alright, I’ll give you that one,” Himeko said tolerantly. She took out her phone and started texting. “I’ll set our cyber security team to looking, maybe send out a quick text to our students reminding them of the law and how they should treat things like that.”

I let out a sigh of relief. “You’re not mad?”

“I’m not happy,” Himeko shrugged. “But I’m wearing sensible underwear and I doubt they got anything graphic. If they’d been deliberately trying for it that would be one thing, I’d be livid about those sorts of obsessive perverts with such twisted priorities. But this was an accident and after everything else I can’t get that worked up about it. Right now I’m just tired, relieved the day’s almost over, and worried about Inoue.”

“Really? You’re worried about her?”

Himeko looked sad. “She’s a pain in the ass, and frankly she almost deserves something like this given the tactics she’s using. But there’s a huge difference between that and what’s actually happened, let alone the deranged way Otsuka was thinking! He was…” she paused and shook her head.

“I’m not even sure anyone can describe what he was thinking,” Himeko said frankly, giving me a look that was slightly haunted. “It was some kind of delusional mix of the idea he was rescuing her, that he deserved her, and that if he had to drag her off to prove that to her then that was the right course of action.”

I drew back and shuddered a little, repulsed by the thought the guy was actually acting on such a twisted combination. Don’t get me wrong, I’m sure I’d momentarily felt things pretty near to that pass through my head. But I’d never come remotely close to truly believing or implementing something that out of sync with reality!

“So yes, I’m worried about her,” Himeko admitted. “I won’t lie, a part of me is a little disappointed at the timing. If this had happened in the middle of the regular school year we could probably destroy her ability to draw in guys by sleeping with them. Hopefully this will still put a damper on that but it’s unlikely to do nearly as much damage with summer break to cushion the blow.”

Despite the situation I couldn’t help but smirk slightly. Inoue had actually developed a nickname at our school. The Golfer. Because she tended to collect Club heads but only used them when they were the right tool for the right shot. She had at least half a dozen club leaders dancing on her strings (or in her golf bag, as it were). I doubted the garbled and second-hand version of this seen by only a few dozen people right before summer break was going to have a dramatic impact. At least on the people it most needed to.

“However,” Himeko said firmly. “If it was a choice of it happening this way or leaving Inoue in that twisted fool’s hands for an hour then I would make the same choice again and gladly! She’s a manipulative little pain who’s probably earned some messy breakups, arguments, and nearly everything that’s said behind her back. But she does not deserve anything like what that moron would have done to her!”

Ugh, she’s right. Ironically, I didn’t hate that Himeko was right. I hated that there was a small part of me that wished she wasn’t! I wasn’t a huge fan of Inoue or how she did things but Himeko clearly had her head on straight. Inoue might have deserved some troubles but nothing remotely close to what that madman would have done to her.

In fact, half my resentment towards Inoue was because of how Himeko could have gotten hurt! Huh, I realized in surprise, maybe I understand some of Himeko’s fanatical entourage a bit better than I thought.

“You could point some of that out to Inoue,” I suggested with a bit more emotion than I’d intended.

Himeko shook her head. “Not now,” she said sadly, “it would be too cruel and self-righteous. And it would be too contrived and petty to simply bring it up when we return from summer break. But I’ll keep it in mind, it is a good tool to keep in my back pocket. I don’t intend to bring it out lightly or too often, it’ll lose effectiveness if I’m always sniping at her about it. But I don’t mind using it as a trump card.”

There were a few moments of awkward silence.

“So, business as usual then,” I sighed.

“Maybe, maybe not,” Himeko replied, looking a little thoughtful. “We’ll see how all of this turns out. Maybe I’ll be able to use this, and Inoue was pretty shaken up over the whole thing.”

“Think she’ll change her ways?”

“Inoue’s pretty tough minded,” Himeko said thoughtfully, not really looking at me as she considered all the factors in play. “She didn’t get to where she is without determination, ambition, and the ability to calculate various angles. She’d already figured out some of Otsuka’s obsession and worrying habits, she’d simply hoped that going to a different school than him would be enough to avoid something like this.”

Himeko paused and then turned to me. “Well, something a lot less serious and stupid than this,” she admitted with a wry smile. “Inoue had no more idea that Otsuka would be this mad and dramatic than the rest of us. If she had, she’d have either seduced someone with connections to the police or prioritized capturing a bunch of our more physically gifted students to use as bodyguards.”

Despite myself I let out a bark of laughter. It was odd to hear it, especially from Himeko, but that did summarize Inoue. She might create trouble, but she would have taken steps to deal with it herself and more quietly. Even if those steps were a little… unusual for a high schooler.

“But she had been more then a little worried about Otsuka even before they switched schools.” Himeko continued more normally. “I can’t tell if it was just an honest miscalculation or self-delusion that she expected going to different schools would be enough to deter him.”

“Well, we never met the guy before today,” I said in a reasonable tone. “And it’s not like we got to see him at his best. Or even at his average.”

“True,” Himeko agreed. “I think Inoue was unwise and careless, but there is a lot of self-righteous hindsight in that. It’s easy to say so after the fact. Yesterday, if you’d told me one of her former partners was obsessed with her and delusional it wouldn’t have been a major surprise. I still wouldn’t have expected them to try something like this.”

I paused thoughtfully. “Think the exams pushed him over the edge?” I suggested. It was an unusual way for it to happen, especially for a first year. But if he’d been a senior and had gotten bad results on top of everything else…

“Doubtful, but not impossible,” Himeko looked thoughtful too. “From what little I know he didn’t seem too concerned with exams. My guess was Inoue was hoping he’d find someone else to keep his attention at his new school. But when he didn’t and he was now facing summer break all alone, he lost whatever grip he had on reality. But we’ll find out after the investigation.”

“Investigation?” I started in surprise.

Himeko have me a more tired smile. “Mamoru, it’s not like he’s going to be put to death for this, or even put away for life. He’s a young man that made some very dramatic and disturbing mistakes, with some incredible underlying lapses in judgement, and he needs to pay for that. But even you have to admit he shouldn’t lose his whole life because of that.”

Ouch! When you put it like that… I admitted to myself reluctantly. It was easy to think ill of him, but realistically what he’d actually succeeded in doing wasn’t much stupider than what a lot of young men did. Arguably, if you looked at what Himeko’s brother had succeeded in doing, then Shinji had done worse.

(I wouldn’t have seen it that way, but Shinji had also betrayed his family and those close to him. If you included strictly monetary damages as well then there was an argument to be made there.)

“Sooner or later Otsuka’s going to be back out. In cases like this our family tags the people for tracking and thorough investigation,” Himeko continued. “By next week we should have a good idea of how and why he did what he did, and whether he’s likely to get rehabilitated after his punishments. Not to mention if he’ll put me on some sort of revenge list or just remain focused on Inoue.”

“That sounds like a lot,” I couldn’t think of anything else to say.

“It helps us sleep at night,” Himeko admitted with a verbal shrug. “It’s a fair amount of work for our security people, but it lets them know if Otsuka needs to go on some sort of watch list or they can just tuck his name deep in the files as a historical note. That helps both them and us keep everyone safe.”

Wow, I thought, a little stunned. But, once again, the sad thing was I couldn’t argue with any of that. It was perfectly logical. The Meiko family were rich and easy targets, especially to someone with a few screws loose like Otsuka Kansaku who seemed capable of blaming Himeko for separating him from his target rather than accepting Inoue didn’t want anything to do with him. It wouldn’t have made sense for the Meiko family to ignore possible problems like that. Heck, it would have been cruel and potentially handicapping their security people for them not to try!

It still drove home the strange and isolated world Himeko had to live in. And I think Himeko realized that too. We both fell into another slightly awkward silence, unsure of what to say.

“So… a heck of a way to start summer break,” I finally suggested, internally wincing at just how stupid that sounded.

Himeko let out a snort and doubled over as she tried to contain her laughter. She was taken completely by surprise by my absolutely inane observation after everything else we’d just discussed, all the really serious feelings and subjects we’d just been dealing with, and all while tired and a little bit shocked from the events of the day.

“You really are hopeless!” she chortled between suppressed guffaws.
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I’ve gotten so used to collecting mana from the Meiko estate that I tend to be a little relaxed while doing so. Well, in the wooded parts at least. The rest of it’s usually a little nerve wracking, I still try to stay off to the side and keep an eye out for Himeko’s grandfather. But I’ve gotten to know the grounds decently well, and I trusted the estate employees enough to give me quiet hints whenever necessary. Which wasn’t often, but I’d gotten an average of at least one warning a month for the last month or three when it was better that I not be in certain areas at my usual times. The bottom line: I’d gotten almost comfortable and confident while collecting mana.

That changed when I felt something the second day of summer break.

Shivers ran up my spine and I hesitated. I wasn’t sure what it was, but something was wrong, out of place. My warning talisman wasn’t triggering, and I wasn’t much more psychic than the average person (mostly just a bit more aware of what little I got), but I was in the middle of the wooded part and something had just set me off.

Paranoia? Worryingly, that thought didn’t seem true. For once I was pretty confident I was actually on to something. Although… that might just have been a sign my paranoia was getting worse or I was oversensitive in the wake of the Otsuka incident.

I carefully put a little distance between me and the collector I’d been about to drain then activated ‘mage sight’. I’d have preferred to use a spell, but if I was being watched that was too risky. Some of my spells were quite subtle and easy to get away with, but not if someone was looking directly at me!

Normally ‘mage sight’ would have been pretty useless, all the life from the plants in the area would have blocked me from getting anything substantial. But I was near to the estate wall and there was a little area cleared between the edge of the woods and the stone of the wall, not to mention it was a little thinner near to the edge. Which was why I managed to get a glimpse of a human aura attempting to hide in the trees.

My blood ran cold. I couldn’t make out any details, the tree’s aura was mostly concealing the human’s just like it physically kept them out of my sight, but that was clearly a person of some sort. And the Meiko estate staff didn’t bother with things like that, they’d have either let me know or gone about their business subtly, active hiding would have meant letting me get in the way of them doing their jobs.

As casually as I could (which wasn’t very casually) I leaned back against the estate wall, pulled out my phone, and texted both Himeko and Eiko.

MahouMam: Urgent! I think you have an intruder.

I twiddled my thumbs for a minute before I couldn’t take it any more.

MahouMam: At least I think so. I assume no one’s out here spying on me?

I’d barely gotten the text sent when my phone rang. I was so nervous I almost launched it a meter into the air and bobbled with it for a good four rings before I managed to get it under control.

When I finally hit receive an unfamiliar voice spoke to me. “Where?”

I didn’t recognize the voice itself, but I recognized the seriousness and professionalism. It was obviously Meiko security. I turned away and tried to act casual. “About ten, fifteen meters away from me, someone crouched in the trees and using the bushes for cover.”

I overheard another voice in the background, this one I recognized from his duty at the front gate. “Switching to thermal tracking.”

Thermal tracking? I thought incredulously. It was immediately followed by good luck with that! It was July in Tokyo. It was still only early afternoon, I’d gone fishing for gold in the morning to avoid the heat, but we were closing in on thirty degrees. I doubted they’d see much.

But apparently I was wrong. I overheard the urgent “warm spot, warm spot in that location! Probable presence.”

“Matsuda-san,” the first voice spoke in a very calm and measured tone, “please turn around and start walking the other way.”

I didn’t question or protest the instruction, merely followed it.

“Do you want me to stay on the line?” I asked in a tone of forced calm. I felt a nervous pricking at the back of my neck and my legs felt like lead weights. It was hard walking away, terrifying that I was leaving some sort of unknown threat at my back. As bad as my paranoia was, knowing there really was an intruder of some sort and they’d actually cleared the first hurdle of making it all the way to the Meiko family grounds was even worse!

“Do you think you need to?”

“No idea,” I answered instinctively.

“Then don’t. Hang up, keep your hands free, and be ready to run.”

I started to follow instructions, only hesitating when I realized there were texts back from my friends. I’d been so nervous I hadn’t even noticed my phone’s buzzing.

PrincessMei: Are you sure?

FuryFistA: Letting security know.

FuryFistA: Are you okay?

As I watched that was followed by a new text.

FuryFistA: Coming to get you.

I stumbled on nothing. I was already having trouble walking and the thought of dragging Eiko into trouble on top of all that really upset me. So much so that it took me a few moments to get a hold of myself and face reality. Seriously, I told myself incredulously, she’s more than capable of protecting you. Get over yourself!

It still rang a little hollow though. This wasn’t just some random thug or overconfident student, no matter how tough or talented. This was someone who’d made it past the Meiko family’s outer wall. And done so undetected until I happened to stumble across them. That indicated…

Well, let’s be honest here, I though with a little manic humor as I forced myself to keep stiffly putting one foot in front of the other. I have no idea what that indicates. In a pinch I could have made it past the Meiko mansion’s outer wall-

Although, I reflected, getting distracted by the thought in my panic. I’d probably have been caught in the process. Well, not here and now, obviously. I know the defences and procedures around here too well. But if you forced me to go into a similar mansion with similar but different defences there’s a fair chance I’d be detected around this point.

In a stupid, roundabout way that did answer my question though. Whoever was doing this was a step up from the people I was used to dealing with. They may not have been another Master Tai, I doubted we were dealing with the world’s greatest assassin or a Lupin here, not if I was able to trip over them and successfully phone it in. But they were at least the equivalent of an Eiko or a Himeko or me, and that was not someone I felt comfortable having turned my back upon.

I heard a bunch of rustling in the woods and instinctively leapt to my side. Blindly. I immediately impacted hard with a tree. Well, at least I didn’t do it towards the wall, I thought distractedly as I grabbed my hurt shoulder, mouthed a bunch of swears, and tried to keep my eyes on the woods. There was a lot of rustling behind me, it was obvious that several people were involved and were running through the trees and bushes. I heard a few words, what might have been “stop” or “surrender,” but no one seemed to be wasting their breath trying too hard.

I turned and looked around frantically but there was nothing to see, and soon the rustling seemed to fade into the distance as they took the direction opposite to the way I’d been headed. I still stared off in that direction for a long time though, not feeling comfortable enough to turn my back on it.

“Mamoru,” the voice came from behind me.

I leapt to the side again. This time I smashed myself straight into the wall with the same side I’d hit the tree with a minute or two ago. “Damn it!” I half yelled as my shoulder made its displeasure known.

“Are you alright?” Eiko asked in concern, cautiously coming up to my side.

“No,” I said feelingly, holding on to my left shoulder. “I think that was almost enough to set off my precautions. Damn it! That’s going to leave a bruise.” I muttered a few more swear words under my breath but was calming down a little more now that I’d actually used up some of the adrenalin.

I expected some sort of sarcastic comment at my exaggeration, and Eiko did look a touch amused, but all she said was “come on, let’s get you inside.”

I let her take my hand a guide me a dozen steps in that direction before my brain caught up to me. “Wait a second, inside?” I didn’t plant my feet and stop, but I did start dragging my heels a little.

“Standard protocol for an intruder on the grounds,” Eiko nodded brusquely. “Everyone retreats to the house and the Meikos are confined to the more secure areas. We need to get you inside.”

“But I’m not…” I trailed off, not sure how to finish that.

Eiko made more headway towards the mansion before I recovered enough to say. “But won’t I just confuse the issue even more? I don’t… belong there.”

“Mamoru,” Eiko said, some serious annoyance in her tone. “House. Now.”

I abruptly realized that one of the reasons she was being so quiet was that she was keeping her eye on our surroundings. I was also aware she already had her hands on me, and if she so desired it would be no problem for her to just knock the wind out of me and carry me into the house.

I wonder how the precautions would act then? I thought randomly. It was actually a somewhat fascinating question, would they go off if the violence was intended to protect me from something else? I was pretty sure they would, the detection spells were based on damage rather than intent, but it was worth thinking about. I mean, if Eiko was knocking me out of the path of a bullet would the fact she’d be taking me out of the path of harm count? It would be preventing more damage than it caused.  I wondered, accidentally distracting myself long enough for Eiko to haul me in through one of the back patio doors.

Eiko slammed the door shut and locked it behind her. “Everything all right?” someone asked from around a corner.

Eiko scanned the area visible through the doors before turning back. “I don’t know,” she replied. I abruptly realized she was talking to her little sister, Kobayashi Hisako.

“Daiki and Yashiro were hot on the intruder’s tail,” Eiko reported.

Her sister sighed in relief. “That’s good.”

“Yeah, but it looked like he might be evading them,” Eiko continued seriously.

“That’s not good,” Hisako agreed feelingly, indirectly verifying my impression of the threat level. Your average idiot did not just walk onto the Meiko grounds and stay away from their security. After a moment Hisako’s eyes took me in. “Maybe your friend should draw his sword, just in case.”

Both Eiko and I paused, Hisako’s weird statement standing out to us despite our already strange and stressful situation. “Sword?” we asked in unison, with similar levels of incredulity and confusion.

Hisako pointed over my shoulder. “Well, practice sword. If someone’s actually intruding on the grounds you should probably be ready.”

Eiko snorted and I flushed a little. Of all the possible situations I had imagined arising from using my father’s old bokken bag this had not been one of them.

“It’s a fishing pole,” I answered as normally as I could manage. “I just carry it around in the bag my father used to use for kendo practice.”

“A fishing pole?” Hisako asked incredulously. Before I could say anything else we were interrupted by Eiko saying “there he is!”

We both turned around and caught a brief glimpse of a guy running across the grounds. He actually had some camouflage on, some surprisingly professional looking ghillie bags wrapped around a more everyday getup, a camouflage shirt and pants that wouldn’t have looked out of place on the streets. That actually made sense when I thought about it, he could walk around in public using those clothes without attracting attention but slipping the extra bits over them could be done in a moment. Detracting from that professional impression: his hood had fallen down in his running and his hair was obviously bleached white blonde with some yellow highlights.

“What the- “ I asked incredulously.

“Seriously?”

“Oh my god!” Hisako gasped. “It’s Truthseeker!”

Both Eiko and I had to turn away from the guy on the grounds to look at her sister. “Truthseeker?” Eiko asked incredulously. “Wait, that blogger guy you had the hots for?”

What? I thought, getting totally lost by this little turn.

“He’s not a blogger,” Hisako replied a little heatedly. “And I don’t have the hots for him!”

“Hisako,” Eiko asked, her face freezing as she tried to tamp down some rising emotions. “You didn’t have anything to do with this, did you?”

“No!”

Eiko instantly let out a huge sigh of relief. “Then why are you so sure?” she asked more reasonably.

“Because it’s totally him! It’s obvious! Look,” she brought out a phone and began fiddling with it. Before too long she had some pictures pulled up on the small screen. It was hard to tell, especially comparing small photos to a real person just glimpsed from a distance, but it really did seem to be him.

Eiko took her phone back out and quickly called a number. We were close enough we could hear the person on the other end, the same security person that had called me. “Yes?” he asked shortly.

“You can turn down the panic level,” Eiko reported in disgust, “it’s a blogger.”

“He’s not a blogger!” her sister protested again.

“Are you sure?” the security person asked calmly.

“Pretty sure. We got a look at him when he went across the back, he’s pretty distinctive and my sister’s got a crush on him.”

“I do not!”

“Who is he?” the security man asked, unperturbed by the byplay.

“She called him Truthseeker…” Eiko paused and looked to us, obviously a bit embarrassed to be leaving it at that after she’d just called the security head in the middle of everything.

“Sato Gota,” I reported, scrolling down Hisako’s phone while she focused on her sister and the intruder outside. “He’s active on social media… lots of social media… as kind of a reporter and activist.”

I was trying to absorb and interpret a lot of information in a hurry and I wasn’t sure how seriously to take it. On one hand, the guy obviously considered himself something of a rockstar combined with Robin Hood. Hence the hair, just looking through the website it was obvious he always kept it bleached but he varied the colored tips and highlights a lot. And while he claimed to be seeking truth and justice… well, he was an egotistical young man on the internet. That didn’t make it impossible, but you couldn’t throw out a simple search term without hitting a dozen young men who claimed the same thing but were simply frustrated, bigmouthed assholes simply trying to yell loud enough to drown out the real world.

On the other hand, a quick look through his records suggested there might be something to it this time. The stuff I was seeing was less about what was popular (with either traditionalists or radicals) but more about things that he’d looked into and thought were actual issues that people needed to be aware of. And I couldn’t determine anything about the quality of his work at a glance, his videos were long but that might just have indicated hours and hours of self-delusional rants and/or a dire need for an editor. But the fact that he had some subdivisions, quick links to certain parts, and ‘read more’ connections that referred the user to more reputable sources, were pretty solid indicators in his favor.

“I’m not sure what to make of him,” I said honestly after a few more moments. There were too many conflicting signals and I had no time to look into it in detail.

“He’s an intruder attempting to gain access to the Meikos,” Eiko noted darkly. “I know what to make of him.”

Mulch, I inserted mentally, easily reading her tone.

“Eiko-san,” the voice on the other side of the phone noted calmly. “Please be careful. This isn’t your job.”

“That’s where you’re wrong,” Eiko continued grimly. “It’s always been my job.”

“You tell him sis!” Hisako noted with surprising enthusiasm, even as she was taking back her phone from my hand. After a moment she also added “don’t hurt him though.”

Eiko simply fell silent, putting her own phone aside. I wondered what she was doing but I was still too confused and preoccupied with pulling up Sato Gota’s homepage on my own phone, trying to get a better bead on him. I completely missed the implications of her stepping to the side of the door, out of sight.

I figured them out about thirty seconds later when I heard light but rapid footsteps outside as Sato cut back closer to the deck.

To give Sato credit, he kept just far enough away that Eiko wasn’t able to hit him with the door when she flung it open suddenly. He didn’t have much room to maneuver though, not with Eiko following right behind said door. She easily took his legs right out from under him with a move that mirrored Himeko’s performance against Otsuka, once again reinforcing the similar roots of their training. A moment after that she was right on top of Sato with a knee in the small of his back and I figured there was no chance he was getting away.

Sato struggled for a few moments as she finished grabbing his arms but, surprisingly, did actually go limp and stop once it was obvious he was caught. “Alright, alright,” he said in a surprisingly smooth and pleasant voice. “It's a fair catch, you’ve got me.”

Hisako did a little hop and clapped her hands. Eiko said nothing, just continued to stare at him grimly. I just thought he sounded remarkably flippant. That seemed stupid, given the circumstances, but I had to admit I envied him his cool.

About thirty seconds later two more of the Meiko security (presumably Daiki and Yashiro) reached us. And, I want to emphasize, the Meiko’s did not employ out of shape placeholders. Meiko security personal were physically fit, probably even better than the police because they were a little more specialized. The fact that Sato had evaded them and seemed in slightly better condition than them was an impressive surprise.

The security guys were puffing and panting but quickly took a hold of the miscreant, one on each side, and hauled him up. “Eiko-san,” one said breathlessly, “I’ve got the ties in my left pocket, would you mind helping?”

“Aw, come on,” Sato said, his tone all smiles and jokes, “no need for that.”

Eiko ignored him and grabbed a plastic tie from said pocket, quickly using it to secure Sato’s hands behind his back.

“Could you let him sign something for me first?” Hisako asked, a little too much hope in her tone for my taste.

“Oh? A fan?” Sato started to look over his shoulder before one of the security guys grabbed his head and made it clear he was to face forward or else. Sato still managed to somehow project his voice clearly to those of us behind him. “I appreciate it! Let me know and I’ll see about giving you an autograph later.”

“You,” Eiko noted acidly, “are not giving my little sister anything. Least of all an autograph.”

“Come along,” the other security guy said. He managed to maintain politeness and neutrality but I thought I detected a little bit of frustration underneath that. “Let’s get you out to the front and we can all wait nice and quietly for the police to arrive.”

Sato’s posture indicated he was pouting, even from the rear, but he didn’t actually complain about that.

“Let’s pause on that gentlemen,” an unexpected voice cut in from behind all of us.

All of us at least looked over our shoulders (excepting Sato of course, the security guys saw to that) and saw Himeko smoothly approaching us from inside the house, accompanied by another security man.

“Himeko-sama-“ one of them began.

“Gentlemen, he’s caught,” Himeko said firmly. “And there’s now three of you here when I think even Eiko would be more than enough to protect me if necessary. Let’s try the simple and civilized way before we turn him over to the police.”

“Meiko Himeko-sama,” the new security guy rumbled from beside her. He was a little older and the voice matched the one that had called me, presumably he was at least the head guy on duty. The polite but full name ultimatum only reinforced that impression.

“I must formally protest this, it is against all procedure for you to risk yourself so. We have no idea if this man is what he seems or if he has accomplices nearby.”

“For the record,” Sato piped up shamelessly, “I don’t. But I don’t expect you to simply believe me.”

They both ignored him.

“All the more reason for me to be doing this,” Himeko continued unflappably. “We need some answers, and having me ask the questions is our best bet. Using mother or father would pose too much of a risk and leaving it to an underling would probably net us nothing.”

“Oooh, interesting!” Sato quipped.

I stared at the back of Sato’s head in disbelief. Is this guy for real?

The security men stayed silent. Everything in their postures and expressions screamed that they disapproved. The fact that they didn’t say or do anything simply went to show how much authority and respect Himeko had.

“Bring him to the north tea room,” Himeko commanded, turning around and walking deeper into the house. “And if anyone’s phoned the police already, please call them back with our apologies and explain the situation.”

The two men holding Sato Gota simply swung around and hauled him into the house. He shot Hisako a charming smirk which made her hop again and giggle a little, he really was pretty boy handsome even up close and in person. But for all his antics I couldn’t help but note how much his gaze was taking in. Even as he smiled he quietly inspected everything around him, taking in and analyzing details with the ease of long practice. His gaze stumbled slightly over me, a small hiccup in what was otherwise smooth progress, but I was only able to tell that because I’d been looking directly at his eyes.

I watched as he was marched further into the house and hesitated, unsure what I should be doing. Before I could even think of what I wanted to choose, whether indulging my curiosity was a better idea than getting out of there while I still could, Eiko grabbed me by the arm as she followed the little parade at a distance.

“Come on,” she said as she marched me into the house after them, “we need to see how this is going to play out.”

***

They didn’t go far, the room in question was only a little further down the hall. It was a light and airy little room connected to the back patio, I’d technically passed through it a few weeks earlier when I’d had to go to the kitchen for my impromptu potion making. It was clearly intended for medium sized groups, a small party of a dozen or so people, to have a peaceful tea in front of the gardens. Instead, Himeko had her security plop Sato down on a chair facing the outside while she took up a position directly across from him.

“Tea Sato-san?” she asked politely, even though his hands were still bound behind him.

“Sure,” he responded insouciantly. “You might not like how you have to serve it to me though.”

There was a mouth-to-mouth insinuation there that seriously annoyed me. I couldn’t have told you how he managed it, there were enough other interpretations to that phrasing that he could get away with pretending he hadn’t meant it that way, but somehow I knew that’s what he’d been going for. And, judging by everyone else’s expressions, so did they.

Except for Himeko, she didn’t so much as raise an eyebrow. “Fair enough Sato-san. Daiki-san? Please be kind and help Sato-san with his tea when he needs it. I apologize for the inconvenience, I know it’s not part of your normal duties, but I suspect you’d rather do it then have me bring in someone else to do it instead.”

“Himeko-sama,” one of the security guys answered with painful neutrality.

“Now then,” Himeko continued politely, pouring herself and Sato a cup of tea, “you would be Sato Gota. Twenty years old, on the borderline between NEET and self-employed as a self-described ‘new wave crusading journalist’. Currently estranged from your family but not actually starving even if you are a bit poor.”

“Sweetie,” Sato noted insouciantly, “if you think I’m poor then you really are living up in an ivory tower.”

Himeko raised an eyebrow. She then raised her phone. “Let’s see, three late rent payments out of the last six months and I’ve yet to see a food purchase on your account that wasn’t bulk rice or ramen. Let’s face it Sato-san, you are poor.”

Sato tried to play it off with another smirk but didn’t quite manage. Point to Himeko, I thought with some satisfaction.

“However,” Himeko continued with a touch of interest in her tone, “despite the fact you’re operating as an independent journalist barely into your twenties you are paying the bills. All those late payments were still within a week of when they were originally due, not many people in your position would scrape together the money that well or that consistently. While you might lack wealth what you do with what you have does speak well of your character.”

“Good,” Sato fired back, “then I hope you’re not going to be stupid enough to try and bribe me.”

“No,” Himeko said simply, still not looking perturbed in the least. “A man who managed all that merely on advertising, donations, and a token amount of merchandise is unlikely to accept much money.”

“You never know sweet-cheeks,” Sato replied with an exaggerated leer. “I’m not an idiot, I’m certainly not adverse to a sugar-momma if she’s got the full package like you do.”

I felt the security people in the room tense but once again Himeko was almost completely unmoved.

“Sato-san,” she allowed herself a miniscule sigh, “I know you are not an idiot. Could you please do me the courtesy of not pretending I’m an idiot either? I know you’re trying to put me off balance, draw out an emotional response of some sort. I’m not going to do it, so could you please stop wasting our time and energy with these needless theatrics?”

Sato merely turned to Daiki. “I think I’ll take that tea now,” he said smugly.

Unlike Himeko, Daiki looked thunderous as he picked up Sato’s cup of tea and did his best to give the prisoner a civilized drink instead of pouring it straight down his throat. Himeko however simply waited patiently, taking a small sip of her own tea and waiting until Sato’s posturing was done.

“Ah,” he said finally, after slowly finishing a full cup. “That was good tea, just as one would expect from the prestigious Meiko family.”

“I’m glad you approve,” Himeko replied simply.

“What one would not expect from the Meiko family,” Sato continued a little more forcefully, “is for them to simply drag an intruder into their house and sit him down for tea.”

“And finally we get to the meat of it,” Himeko replied, once again raising her eyebrow slightly in a subtle rebuke. “Sato-san, once again, we are not idiots. You are not welcome here, we do not take intruders and trespassers lightly. However, part of not being idiots is understanding what you do and why. You are not usually some sort of gossip seeker or celebrity hunter; you are here for a reason. Why?”

Sato sneered at her. “Like you’d listen.”

“Oh, I’m sure we wouldn’t like it,” Himeko replied frankly, taking another sip of her tea. “But that’s the point. We didn’t like the last two times you’ve impugned our business either, but they were necessary.”

“Two times?” Sato quickly tried to cover it up but he was clearly surprised.

A second point to Himeko I thought with a small smirk. It was obviously a hard fought match but she was gradually pulling ahead.

“The Kyushu Investments scandal and the corruption at the Happy Harbor Fisheries,” Himeko replied simply. “Our family has wide spread holdings and investments, we owned 28% of Kyushu Investments and 37% of Happy Harbor. We ran neither of those places, but we certainly had enough power and influence that we should have known what was happening. We were not happy to find out they were having problems, especially seeing it in the papers after they ran with the scandals you revealed. But our displeasure doesn’t change the facts: they were broken, they needed to be fixed, we owned enough of them to be have a responsibility, and you let us know. If you had told us directly we would even have been pleased with you.”

“Yeah,” Sato sneered again, “sure. After you’d quietly dumped all your ownings and hushed up your connections.”

Himeko shrugged. “Possibly. I suspect we’d have still taken the lead with cleaning up Happy Harbor, as we did after your story came out, but I am not so certain about Kyushu. But my point is this Sato-san: we do not resent you for those stories. We were sick, we needed to take some unpleasant medicine, there’s no sense in hating the doctor who simply told us that truth. As tempting as it is to make this a carrot and a stick situation my pride as a Meiko forces me to tell you this: ”

She paused a moment and then gave him a flat declaration. “Barring something insane or harmful you will be allowed to walk out of here today. If it turns out you were here to stalk one of our employees or to attempt cutting off my grandfather’s head that is another story, we don’t owe you that much. But if, as I suspect, you were merely chasing your latest story you will be allowed to leave. No police, no charges, no problems.”

Sato looked startled and all the security people stiffened slightly, obviously unhappy.

“This is a one-time opportunity,” Himeko said a little more sharply. “Given to you out of respect for your good work so far. Any further attempts to infiltrate our estate will be met with the full weight of the law. But given how you’ve indirectly helped us in the past we’re prepared to give you this one, simply write it off as payback and a good exercise for our security forces.”

She spared a measuring glance in their direction. “It seems they could use the practice and the opportunity to shore up a few weaknesses.”

“Really?” Sato asked with a surprising amount of world-weary skepticism.

“Really,” Himeko replied. She then allowed herself a miniscule smile. “Of course, we are going to have to search you thoroughly first, confiscate any recording devices and make sure that was all you were up to. You are not going to be allowed to walk out of here with any ill-gotten gains, especially if they may damage others. We would have reason to be gentler and more polite about it if we knew just what you’d been up to in the first place.”

Sato stared at her for a few seconds but then settled back in his chair with a grudging smirk. “Well played,” he said a little bitterly, “but not quite as well played as you think.”

“Oh?” Himeko asked, barely sounding curious.

“You see,” Sato replied, his smirk growing just a little bit wider. “I was here to investigate you. And you’ve just given me more then I could have ever hoped for.”

“Really?” Himeko said simply, but there were a few cracks I could see in her mask. Nothing major, but definitely some concern, surprise and confusion underlying her iron control. And I suspected that somehow Sato managed to pick it up too.

A point to both of them I think, in the background I nodded to myself thoughtfully. They both scored that exchange.

“See,” Sato continued a little more insouciantly, “the other day an interesting report came across my desk. It was about the heiress to the Meiko family beating a guy up, and then her daddy coming down to the police station to cover everything up.”

FUCK! I suspected similar thoughts were running though Eiko’s head.

Himeko however gave away nothing. Not even the slightest flick of emotion passed over her face.

Sato smiled and settled back a little bit more. “Now a bit more digging made it clear that wasn’t the whole story. The guy in question was a real piece of work, didn’t even go to her school but had some history back at his. And there were two people sent to the hospital, one of them a teacher, around the same time as this visit. But that was enough to get me curious, do some digging. Want to know what I found?”

“Oh, please tell me,” Himeko asked such calm courtesy that it bordered on sarcasm.

“This isn’t even the first time this year she’s talked with the police after beating up delinquents!” Sato gave us all an overexaggerated shrug, his capacity for gestures still clipped with his hands tied behind his back. “It happened before, last October. And then there was an incident where she ran into a burning building to pull out other students, also kept quiet, and one on the school trip where she apparently rescued a bunch of hotel employees from carbon monoxide poisoning.”

Huh, didn’t think of that one, I couldn’t help but momentarily reflect.

Himeko had taken another sip of tea while Sato expounded. She calmly put her cup down and asked “What are you suggesting?”

“Suggesting?” Sato smirked. “Nothing yet, there’s too many ways this could go. Maybe you’re actually a vigilante doling out your version of the law to those you think need it or maybe you’re actually the closest thing this city has to a real world hero of justice. Maybe you’re bored and get your kicks risking your life and your powerful family’s desperate to cover it up. Or maybe it’s something else entirely. But I know something’s up. And I’m investigating.”

Himeko sighed deeply. “I know this is futile Sato-san, but I will attempt to save you the effort. I am simply one of the latest heirs to an old and honorable name. Our position and wealth mean that I must be ready to deal with situations when they arise, unlike most other people I do not have any excuse that I can use to hide behind others or avoid action. There is no dramatic story here, although I cannot blame you for wondering. But I have simply encountered a statistically unlikely number of extreme situations recently. I suppose you could make some sort of point about wealth and societal inequality, that my upbringing and my family’s name has allowed me the training and ability to get away with taking these sorts of actions in our country, but that is about it. I fear you are wasting everyone’s time.”

“Sure,” Sato sneered. “Pull the other one.”

“As expected,” Himeko shook her head. “Well, I will not fuel your mistaken impressions by protesting any further or attempting to stop you from investigating. And I will hold to my promise, as foolish as your actions are in certain ways I am forced to admit you have a point. I cannot complain about your curiosity, while there is no actual fire here there are traces of smoke and I suppose it makes sense for you to investigate. However, I will remind you of the law, further trespasses or breaches will not be so easily forgiven. Would you like any more tea Sato-san?”

Sato grinned like a shark but simply said “no.”

“As you wish.” She turned to the security personal. “Please take Sato-san to processing and make sure any files or footage of our estate is properly disposed of. But be certain to return his equipment to him in working order, he would have trouble affording replacements and I have no desire to cripple him. If he has any information that can’t be eliminated or removed please destroy the originals and give him a new piece of the same equipment as compensation.”

“Yes, Himeko ojou-sama,” one of the security guys said as all three of them bowed to her.

Before they could grab Sato again he stood up abruptly from his chair. But as sudden as the gesture was and as mocking as his smile appeared he still took the time to give Himeko a deep bow before straightening up and letting them grab him.

“Behave yourself punk,” Eiko tossed in as the security men swung him around. “I’ll be watching you.”

“But what is this?” Sato asked mockingly before breaking into a brilliant smile. “Yet another beautiful girl on the estate? ‘But Soft, what light through yonder window breaks? It is the east and Juliet is the sun.’” he quoted in English.

“If you don’t stop it, the light won’t be the only thing breaking. And it won’t be soft.” Eiko tossed back in the same language, clearly unimpressed.

I meanwhile just looked at him in surprise. Some of that was the sudden switch to English (I hadn’t realized Eiko was that fluent in the language either) but just as much of it was the realization he hadn’t actually seen Eiko up until now and there seemed to be a hint of genuine attraction in his silly lines. I guess he didn’t get a good look at her before, I reflected. Eiko knocked him down and was on his back before he realized what was happening, ever since then she’s been behind him. I was still skeptical, pretty sure he was just doing a bit of flirting to mock Himeko and see if he couldn’t get a source inside. But maybe-

“You must be the one they call the hellhound,” he said with an insufferable smile. “Did they breed you to be so pretty but vicious?”

“Said the pretty boy who puts yellow highlights in his hair,” Eiko shot back.

“Gold highlights,” Sato replied, unabashed. “Catch me at the right time and you can see how they sparkle.”

“Ahem,” Himeko interrupted from behind them. Her tone was flat but there was an amused quirk on her lips where Sato couldn’t see it. “I believe you had somewhere to go?” The security personal had actually paused to let Eiko get her licks in, and possibly out of amusement at the encounter. Himeko’s words stirred them back into action.

“Don’t worry,” Sato tossed over his shoulder as he was hauled out, “I’ll make sure to send your sister her autograph!”

“Stay away from my sister!” Eiko shouted at his retreating back. A laugh was her only reply.

We turned back to face Himeko. “I really should have said it,” she murmured.

“Said what?” Eiko asked, fuming.

“Get a room you two,” Himeko admitted, just barely short of grinning, “when else am I going to have a golden opportunity like that?”

“Hime!” Eiko actually blushed.

I decided not to say anything. But I couldn’t keep a smile off my face. Even if it had been insincere and opportunistic, Sato had kind of done Eiko a favor. Seriously, I wasn’t sure Eiko had ever had a boy flirt with her before. Himeko got would be Romeo’s and idiots trying it on her all the time, half the reason for her entourage was to shut them down pre-emptively. But, despite her good looks, I got the impression Eiko never had to deal with that. Between her fearsome reputation and her history of standing beside Himeko, guys might occasionally hit on her but from all reports it was either much more furtive or even more direct and rude. And while it would be an unmitigated pain to deal with that constantly (as we all knew from Himeko), I suspected a time or two like that might do her good, remind her she was pretty desirable in her own right.

Of course, I thought a little more sourly, it would help if this one wasn’t after Himeko too. It kind of ruins the whole thing when you’re worried he’s just seducing you in order to get close to your friend. That had happened to Eiko often enough in the past without the reporter aspect, it was no wonder she was skeptical now!

“I wouldn’t have anything to do with that scumbag if he was the last person on Earth!” Eiko protested hotly.

“What’s that quote about the lady protesting too much?” I muttered. I didn’t want to get it wrong so close to an actual Romeo and Juliet quote.

I shut up when Eiko shot me a loaded glare. “Care to repeat that?” Eiko said dangerously.

I shrugged, and with Himeko’s clearly amused expression to embolden me I found I could actually speak up. “All I’m saying is that you could do worse. Last guy on Earth is putting it a bit harshly, I’m pretty sure you’re smart enough to choose him over a Harada or an Otsuka.”

“Otsuka, yes,” Himeko sighed deeply. “Of all the problems I figured might arise from him this is one I didn’t expect.”

“Oh come on Hime,” Eiko rolled her eyes, “we already caught that loser and kicked him to the curb. What are you worried about?”

“That ‘loser’ is unlikely to give up over this,” Himeko replied more seriously. “Our best hope is that he’s going to get distracted by a more pressing situation and the need to eat. He will undoubtedly wish to investigate further, and that could lead to complications.”

Eiko blinked a few times in surprise. “What’s wrong Himeko?” she asked, now sounding a little concerned. “The Meikos have handled the press in the past easily enough.”

I winced at her phrasing. I wish she didn’t sound so blasé about that, I thought with mixed feelings. Since coming to Earth I’d realized a free press was an important part of a good society. Of course, getting an honest and reasonable press was pretty tricky process that I sometimes felt we were failing at. And I also had a few problems with the press being too powerful thanks to the importance of keeping my own secrets.

Himeko shook her head. “We’ve always gone for the velvet glove approach, always using a gentle touch while reminding them about the iron fist. And we’ve tried to be reasonable and forgiving when there’s a legitimate need for the public to know. I know father’s put pressure on people to ‘gentle’ some stories, make sure they don’t turn into over sensationalized witch hunts, but he’s never been foolish enough to try and squash them or have anyone lie. And half of our control has been at the root level, keeping the story from even being noticed by the press. This Sato Gota,” she pulled out her own phone and tapped on it meaningfully, “he’s just about a worst-case scenario.”

I glanced at her phone. She had a dossier on Sato pulled up. Well, that explains how she knew so much, I should have wondered how she had so much on him so quickly. She probably heard about him at the same time as security and pulled up his file, then spent the rest of the time bluffing and quickly checking the notes.

My relieved enlightenment dissolved into incoherence as I realized she had an official government file compiled by domestic intelligence agencies. Not only did Sato Gota have such a file, but the Meikos were able to access such a thing casually!

“Sato is talented, determined, and incorruptible,” Himeko continued frankly, completely unaware of my shock. “Some of that’s just youthful idealism but he’s seen enough of the real world and been tested by enough of its’ threats to be sure he will hold up. At the same time he’s untethered by the normal limits, we cannot go to his bosses or company in order to try and hold him back or repress his work. And he has a surprisingly large online footprint, if he wants a story to come out we will not be able to suppress it. It will not simply vanish into the background noise of the internet if it is even slightly interesting, and any attempt to smother it will only fuel the spread.”

“Ugh,” Eiko grimaced. “But is anyone going to take the word of that wannabe rockstar seriously?”

Himeko raised an eyebrow and tapped the pad again. “He might not look like a typical reporter,” she said calmly. “But he’s doing some excellent work. He’s taken on corrupt corporations and government officials several times, revealing the truth with incontrovertible evidence rather than just gossip and wildly prejudiced claims. And he’s succeeded in bringing several of them down. I’m not sure if he looks so flashy because he’s vain, to get attention, or to actually have his opponents underestimate him. My guess is that it’s all three. And that makes him very dangerous. Look beyond the bleached hair and the technicolor highlights Eiko, the man’s actually a tough-minded investigator.”

“Hmph, still a boy,” Eiko muttered under her breath.

He’s two years older than you, I thought. But I knew better than to say it out loud. Especially since I was of a similar opinion about age vs maturity. Not so much in Sato’s case though, I wasn’t sure how much he was pretending or exaggerating in order to throw people off.

“Mamoru,” Himeko turned to me and looked at me seriously. “Be careful. There’s not actually that much harm he can do directly to me. Despite what he thinks there are no dark secrets hidden here and I can’t think of anything he could learn that would really bother me. But if he starts digging he might realize there is a big secret related to you.”

“Yeah,” I admitted awkwardly, “I’ve been trying to fight my paranoia about that the last few minutes. I don’t want to start panicking or digging up some memory spells but I’m pretty sure he’s someone I shouldn’t just ignore.”

“Well, technically you should do that,” Himeko said carefully. “Or at least act like you are, the more you take action or look suspicious the more he’s going to take an interest in you. That was half the reason I was so honest with him. He’s not going to believe it just because I told him so, he’s too good a reporter for that, but he’s smart enough to realize there’s no way to prove a negative. If we’re lucky that will mean he’ll focus on me and start to believe what I told him soon enough, move on to greener pastures. But if we’re unlucky he might just clue in to something else or realize I was trying to distract him.”

I said nothing. I thought Himeko was being a little too optimistic if she thought there was nothing worth reporting on in regards to her. The fact she was sitting there with a government report on a journalist (officially marked as secret, I couldn’t help but note, noticing the watermark on her phone screen) kind of said it all.

Eiko however had a different fear. “So our fate depends on Mamoru acting natural and in no way suspicious,” she summed up skeptically. “We’re screwed.”
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“Is that a bokken bag?” Saori asked, eying me skeptically.

I sighed. You know, it says something when even my psychic cousin reacts to that with skepticism and disbelief. It seemed to work alright with strangers, but every time I encountered someone who knew me even a little it looked like the bag was going to create even more problems than it solved.

We were meeting in front of my school. Since it was summer break I was trying to be efficient with how I did things. On days like today I started out with fishing. Then I went to the mansion to collect mana. Then went by the school to conduct experiments. It saved time and at least one extra train trip not having to go home, and I didn’t have much trouble carrying what I needed with me. It was still early days, this was only the third time I’d done a fishing day, but the schedule seemed to be working. I wasn’t inclined to change it just because my cousin found it strange.

Out loud I said. “It’s for carrying a fishing pole.”

“But it’s a bokken bag,” Saori noted unable to hide her disbelief.

“It’s my father’s, an old one from back in his high school days.”

“Uncle Matsuda did kendo?!” Saori’s tone was growing more and more incredulous.

I sighed. “If I told you it was for connections and the image it presented, and nothing else, would that make you feel better? Seriously, he’s letting me use his old bag for my fishing equipment.”

“Okay, that sounds more like my uncle,” she admitted, sounding slightly more relieved. “But why are you using it?”

“For a fishing pole,” I repeated, trying not to sound frustrated.

Saori just stared at me in disbelief.

“It was there and it was free,” I said a bit more defensively.

She continued to stare. Maybe because she was skeptical, maybe because her gift told her there was more.

“And I’m considering using it for carrying a staff,” I finally admitted with a sigh.

“And that sounds more like you,” Saori finally sounded fully relieved, like she was back on solid ground after tottering at the edge of a cliff. Then she frowned. “But wait, wouldn’t that be too short?”

There’s the weak point, and probably the reason I’m actually a little embarrassed and reluctant to tell her. I admitted grudgingly to myself. Now that I was doing some serious work and looking at a design for a new staff I was forced to admit the bokken bag was probably a little too short. Realistically I probably needed a carrying bag that was nearly as tall as me, unless I wanted to try something pretty strange or stupid with the bokken bag it just wasn’t going to work. I could stretch things a little more, but I was pretty sure I’d still end up at least ten or twenty centimeters short.

“Maybe,” I said a little awkwardly, still trying to avoid admitting that to her. “I’m still finalizing the design.”

“You’re going to need a naginata bag,” Saori nodded decisively.

But that’s probably going to attract even more notice! I thought with a mental gnashing of teeth. The naginata was stereotyped as a woman’s weapon, and carrying cases that long were going to attract notice whatever was in them.

I might have said something but the second after Saori spoke her eyes went unfocused and she staggered as if something had hit her. She took a few moments to shake it off.

On the other hand, I said, my initial resentment killed by the momentary surge of worry towards my cousin. If I get one of the simpler designs it won’t stand out much. And it’s still better than just carrying a staff through the city! Heck, with my size and the right choice of bag I wouldn’t be surprised if most people simply assumed it was an oversized practice sword of some sort.

“Naginata bag?” I asked tiredly, just to be sure.

“Naginata bag,” Saori confirmed.

I sighed again but said nothing else, simply turning back towards the school.

“I hate it when that happens!” Saori said, a surprisingly open amount of bitterness and frustration in her voice. “Why? Why is it so clear and important I see something that inane? All it does is make me look sickly, strange, or weak to passersby!”

“Trying to figure out what’s important and what’s not is a fool’s errand,” I noted a little more seriously as we walked across school grounds. “Maybe it’s just an inevitability now, the fact that it came through so clearly took you off guard and was just another flash of light in your third eye. Maybe all you’ve done is saved me some time and money. Or maybe now I’m going to avoid some trouble, not being seen with a sword bag at the wrong time and place. Maybe if I’d been trying to make the bokken bag work I’d have run into some sort of fanatic swordsman who’d have insisted on challenging me to a match and that would have led to all sorts of complications.”

“You’re making that up,” Saori said accusatorily.

“Sort of,” I admitted. “It’s possible, but I kind of doubt that’s what would have happened.” If it hadn’t been for the recent incident with Otsuka it would never have occurred to me. But that had proved there were some talented but unbalanced martial artists out there, it wasn’t impossible Saori’s little flash had been more important than it seemed.

I snorted in surprise and amusement as another thought hit me.

“What?” Saori asked suspiciously.

“I was just remembering our previous conversation,” I admitted, “the one that got me bring you out here in the first place.” We were going to run a few tests on her and her abilities.

“Yeah?” she said, trying not to sound impatient.

I shook my head, still amused at myself in an incredibly weird and convoluted way. “I was just remembering how you had a flash it was important that we did so and did so soon. I was wondering if it was merely so you could give me the Naginata bag information, and that little development was even more important than either of us knew.”

I’d expected Saori to be dismissive or annoyed at my twisted sense of humor. Instead, her eyes unfocused again and she looked at something only she could see. “No…” she said finally, faintly, “I think that’s something else.”

I stopped for a step or two before forcing myself to resume. “Oh.” I said after a moment. After another few I added “good to know.”

“See what I mean cousin Mamoru?” Saori took the rare opportunity to rage openly, venting her feelings about her gifts and situation. “I need to learn about this!”

“Well,” I said slowly, trying not to say anything stupid as we navigated the stairs, “you’re not wrong. But trying to force things too far too fast is a bad idea. Between the fact that you’re still developing and I don’t actually have that much to teach you, it’s better to take your time and be more cautious. So long as you’re walking in the right direction you’ll get there eventually.”

Saori shot me a dirty look. “That’s just a platitude.”

“No-“ I started to say before my conscience reminded me yet again: psychic, don’t lie to her. “Not entirely,” I amended quickly. “There is some of that in there, I’m simplifying and gentling things down. But for the most part it’s pretty correct, you’re probably going to learn most of what you need to know gradually and naturally just by keeping things simple.”

“ ‘Most’,” Saori repeated bitterly.

“And that’s why it’s not a bad idea to stretch your limits, try a little bit harder, and maybe try working in a few new directions,” I admitted, trying to keep my voice even. “Pushing too hard is going to hurt and frustrate you, create more setbacks than progress. But you’re right, not pushing at all is probably going to limit you.”

There was a pause as we reached the third floor. We took a cautious look around before continuing our discussion.

“It’s just so frustrating!” Saori raged.

I smiled sympathetically. More importantly, I felt sympathetic towards her as I finally started to understand. She’s been keeping this bottled up forever, now she’s starting to stretch her wings while dealing with a half dozen really frustrating factors that her gifts might be able to help with. Junior high, her family, her weird magic using cousin, and just plain old puberty all came to my mind… and I wasn’t even keeping a close eye on her! And normally she couldn’t tell anyone anything, had to compress everything deep inside her! It was no wonder she was taking the opportunity to vent a little now that she had both privacy and an understanding audience.

“By the way,” Saori asked a little more calmly, probably comforted by my feelings and having gotten most of it out of her system. “Is this really okay? It seems weird that the school just allows you to come in here alone like this.”

“I probably wouldn’t be allowed this much freedom without Himeko,” I admitted as I unlocked the lab room door. Saori followed me in and I made sure to carefully shut it behind her. “She arranged for all of this. I’ve also got another science consultant project to do over summer just to make sure I’ve got an excuse.”

“Really?”

“Really,” I said a little sourly. Officially, I was going to do a little survey on power and water consumption, make sure there weren’t any leaks on either. In reality that was going to be a lot easier than it sounded, between Sensei-san and a few divination spells we could get the results together pretty quickly. In fact, I was pretty sure half the reason Himeko had given me that particular task was so she could legitimize several of Sensei-san’s complaints, get them taken to the school board in an official manner. Justifying the results we were going to get, and writing up a believable report, was going to be a pain.

“In any case,” I continued with some forced lightness. “We’re good. I’ve got all the permissions, authority, and keys I need. We might get asked a question or two by the teachers who don’t know me that well, and I might have to make an excuse if someone spots you…”

I paused as I thought about that, thinking about what I’d just said and realizing it would be better to actually have an excuse rather than stammering like an idiot for a minute or two. “I’m using you to check out some of the smaller and cramped areas? No, wait, you’re writing a report of your own and I’m helping you out since you’re family.”

Saori looked contemplative but didn’t say anything, so I took that to mean she was okay with the idea. I really hope Sato’s not looking in my direction today, I thought with a frisson of unease. Aoth alone knew what he’d have to say about all this. But, as much as my paranoia thought otherwise, I figured any investigative reporter worth his salt wasn’t that focused on my everyday activities. Yet.

I briskly moved on to the next subject, quickly donning my lab coat and activating the ‘mage sight’ function of my glasses. “Okay, let’s get down to business. How are your brothers?”

“Uh, fine,” Saori said instinctively, a little off balance from the abrupt shift in subject.

“No Saori,” I said patiently. “How are your brothers?”

Saori blinked a few times before realizing what I was driving at. “I’ve never… I’ve never done it quite like that,” she said cautiously. She didn’t sound frightened or offended by the idea. She sounded a little uncertain, but also slightly intrigued.

I said nothing, just settling down to watch.

I wonder if I should have put the diagnostic tool I got from Doctor Yorozu on her? I thought absently. Technically I shouldn’t be using it for someone else, we’d received a mild scolding after the time I used it on myself just to be on the safe side when Master Tai miscalculated. I suspected Himeko would have smoothed things over so long as I only did it once or twice with someone like my cousin, we all knew who was really behind me using it and I doubted she’d be against the idea, no matter what some of the higher ups on the corporate side might have said. But in the end it wasn’t hard to decide against it. In addition to the moral aspect, even if I could get away with using the device like that I still wasn’t supposed to; there was the simple fact that it did virtually nothing to monitor brain activity, and that’s where I suspected most of the action would be.

Saori settled in and slowed her breathing. Then she began to…

Well, it was hard for me to describe what she was doing. It was like I was a blind man trying to track what an athlete was doing by feeling their body in motion. Even with ‘mage sight’ I wasn’t getting a detailed or deep look into the psychic frequencies. But I could get some of it, and I did my best to follow.

“I’m not sure this will work,” Saori admitted.

“Why not?” I asked calmly.

“Well… it’s… “

“You’ve not tried this before,” I supplied. “But it’s really not that different from what you usually do. You’re just changing your focus. Normally you’re looking towards the future, this time you’re just looking at the present.”

Saori seemed unsettled. I did my best to pretend that was all true and not just a best guess cobbled together from what I actually knew about the subject (mostly from Avalon) and some logical extrapolations. On one hand that seemed sensible. Looked at in a different way, I might just have asked why she couldn’t rotate her eyeballs 180 degrees in their sockets and simply look inside herself.

Saori clumsily stumbled towards the answer. After a moment I realized what she was doing, searching for her future awareness and then trying to trace that backwards. Huh, interesting way to do it, I thought absently. It wasn’t the way I’d have gone about it, but it was kind of logical. Maybe I should keep that sort of method in mind when I’m looking for the solution to something, I thought without rancor, momentarily distracting myself, wondering if I could use a similar approach to solve any of my current problems.

“I think,” Saori paused and licked her lips nervously. “I think Tetsuji-kun is fine.” She suddenly smiled happily. “He’s sleeping. Grandmother is watching him.”

I smiled too at Saori’s satisfaction.

“Reiji is- “ her eyes flew open abruptly.

For a moment I was worried, I started to reach towards my mana just in case she needed assistance of some sort but Saori only began to sputter.

“That brat!” she said with a mixture of laughter and rage. “He said he was going to the library to study and do schoolwork! He’s on a date! With Takako!”

I blinked in surprise and then let out a startled burst of laughter. “What? Really? The one we- “

“Yes!” Saori looked like she couldn’t decide whether to be furious or amused.

I opened my mouth, suddenly found out I had no idea what I felt about that, let alone what to say to her, and then shut it again before I stuck my foot in there. Instead, I just leaned back and let Saori sort herself out.

It took a while. Saori was obviously sorting through a dozen conflicting feelings of her own. Amazement at what she’d done, uncertainty at its accuracy, mixed emotions about what her brother was up to… Finally, she managed to get it together enough to turn to me and go “wow.”

I nodded sagely. “How do you feel?”

Saori frowned. “I feel… it’s like I’m a little sore. But on the inside.”

“Huh,” I rubbed my chin thoughtfully. “I wouldn’t have thought it would be that hard for you.”

“I’m sorry,” Saori looked slightly abashed.

“Don’t be, just because I didn’t think it would be a challenge doesn’t mean I was right. How did it feel?”

“I’m not… like I was climbing down a rope,” Saori said with a frown. “But it was one that I couldn’t see. And it was weird. I’d climbed up the rope before, and it’s hard, but not as hard as climbing down.”

“Interesting!” I nodded. “I guess you really are more focused on the future.”

“Does that mean I shouldn’t do this?” Saori asked, looking a little disappointed.

“It’s too early to tell, one way or the other. Short answer: we’ll have to keep trying and see what happens. At the very least it should still be an emergency option but maybe you should- “

I cut myself off. After a moment Saori couldn’t help but look at me skeptically and go “that wasn’t a very short answer, cousin Mamoru.”

“Sorry, I’m still feeling my way here,” I admitted. I stopped, refocused, and tried again.

“Okay,” I said a little more seriously, “we’re still working out how you’re doing this.”

“I’m a psychic.”

“Yes, but what is a psychic?” I countered. “Even mages are still struggling to understand that. Basically, you physically interact with certain weird facets and segments of reality directly.”

“Okay,” Saori said, skeptically. She was clearly uncertain where I was going with that, or if there was any real point.

Fortunately for me, this time there was. “We group psychic phenomena and psychic gifts together for convenience,” I answered frankly. “We don’t know too much about it. Now, from what I do know, they actually are pretty close together in some ways. Think of them belonging to the same family, like the noble gasses in chemistry. They’re all quite different, each belonging to a whole different row on the periodic table, but they belong together just the same. But, just like in that family, there are differences. So we want to be careful in how we proceed.”

Saori stared at me blankly, as once again I failed to make any sense.

Okay, the theory’s not too bad there but it kind of fails as a practical example that actually explains anything. “Let’s try this again,” I attempted to brush away my previous failure, “think of your psychic abilities as a set of psychic limbs. Just like your regular limbs, there are things they can do well and things they can be forced to do but aren’t really their purpose. Your psychic awareness might not be well suited to seeing things in the present at a distance. You can obviously do it, but we might be trying to force you to walk on your hands or write your name with your feet.”

“Oh. Really?” Saori paused. “It didn’t feel that hard.”

“And I’m probably exaggerating,” I admitted, mentally sighing in relief I’d managed that much, “at least in this case. My guess is that this is simply something you’re not used to doing and you need to work on those ‘muscles’ in order to do it better. But it’s worth keeping in mind, we don’t want to assume that I’m right and accidentally hurt you by trying to force it. And we definitely want to be careful before we stretch your gift too far! Maybe you’ll be able to do things like telepathy, telekinesis, or pyrokinesis. Or maybe not, and I don’t want you getting your hopes up too high or hurting yourself trying to chase after something you’re not suitable for.”

Saori just stared at me in surprise. “Those are all real?” she blurted, quickly biting her tongue to keep from appearing too eager or too credulous

I paused a moment and considered. “Sort of,” I admitted a little sheepishly. “There’s a lot of complications in some of those.” On Avalon, several of them had more directly magical factors involved as well. Such as bloodlines leading back to magical experimentation or creatures. Or at least they had in the research I’d read, but since that had been mage focused research it probably counted as biased sources.

“Basically…” I paused again but pushed through rather than annoy my psychic cousin with silences where she could feel some of my emotions. “Sorry Saori, I’m trying to figure out a way to put this that’s clear but doesn’t sound condescending. And I’m failing pretty badly. So far the best I’ve got is that you should experiment but trust your own judgement and feelings, no trying anything…”

Damn it, I couldn’t even get that far! I raged a little internally. I was going to say ‘no trying anything you’re afraid of,’ but that was obviously a little too stringent. Then I was going to say ‘no trying anything stupid, like jumping off a building to fly.’ But that was both condescending and potentially wrong! I was almost certain she couldn’t fly, but it was possible she had talents that would require a similar approach.

I mean, to sense danger you’d actually have to be in danger and to find out if you can make yourself immune to fire you’d have to expose yourself to fire. Obviously there was a big difference between sticking your finger in a candle flame and jumping into a bonfire, but the principle was the same either way.

“Don’t worry cousin, I get it,” Saori said. She tried to keep her voice even but some unwarranted smugness came through. “Be careful.”

“I’d put it a little bit better than that,” I said a little bitterly. “But yeah… when you get down to it that’s pretty much the message. I’d prefer to give you something a little more concrete but I don’t understand this all well enough to do that!”

“Which is why it has to be you,” Saori responded, sounding much more serious and like her mature, non-hormonal self. “Could you even imagine this sort of conversation with mom or dad? Even if they knew what I could do they’d have no idea how to handle it.”

I paused for a moment to think about it. “That is an unpleasant thought,” I murmured. I figured they’d accept her abilities without too much trouble, they were probably more in denial then Reiji had been but I had a feeling they’d still noticed a few things. But the idea of her trying to expand or work with those abilities was a different story. I could see Uncle Suzuki reluctantly standing aside and letting her do that but Saori’s mother… yeah, I didn’t need Saori’s gifts to realize that wouldn’t end well.

I thought about it a little bit longer. “If you ever need me to back you up with our relatives,” I finally said, carefully checking each word even as I spoke them, “all you have to do is ask. I don’t want to do that, I hope you never need to do that. But if it comes up and you need some independent verification I’ll trust your judgement.”

Saori went completely still. “You mean that?” she asked, her eyes watering a bit.

I started a little in surprise at such a strong reaction. “Yes,” I replied simply.

Saori averted her gaze and I tried to pretend she wasn’t crying. In hindsight it wasn’t too surprising, I was just slow to realize how important it was. She’d been hiding everything for years, even from her own family, so having someone saying they were willing to trust her and back her up meant a lot.

“Of course, I’d prefer not to come out as a mage if I don’t have to,” I added quickly, trying to play it off and make it seem less important. “If we can get away with claiming it’s because I’ve been studying your gifts scientifically that would be better, it would probably be a little more believable and less likely to worry someone like your parents. I suppose that’s another good reason to do tests like today’s, that gives us some more evidence and excuses if it ever comes down to that.”

“Thanks cousin,” Saori said, her voice still thick and eyes still red. I doubted I'd have fooled her for a second even if she wasn't psychic.

“Don’t mention it. I should probably get some of those Zenner cards and record us doing a test like that.” I snorted. “Heck, this whole thing is probably good practice for what I’m going to try and pull when I get to university. Faking research into something I already know is real.”

Saori chuckled a little wetly. “Himeko said that’s what you were doing.”

“Actually, now that I think about it, the card thing’s probably not a bad test. Give me a minute,” I dug around in my backpack and eventually pulled out a deck of hanafuda cards.

“Why do you have those?” Saori asked, almost as puzzled by that as my use of the bokken bag.

“A promotion at the supermarket the other day,” I admitted wryly, “part of a ‘welcome in summer’ draw, you got a draw for every 2500 yen you spent that day. These were the common prize.” There’d been only two people in front of me at the time, and the top couple of prizes had been worthwhile, so I’d given in and tacked on a few hundred extra yen to have a shot at a cruise or a free scooter. It was all stuff I’d have purchased anyway, eventually, and I’d figured it was alright to have it sit in the fridge for an extra day or two. Unsurprisingly, I’d just ended up with the base level prize but it looked like that was a luckier result then I’d figured.

I unwrapped the pack and started shuffling. “Other cards would probably be better,” I admitted, “even something like a poker deck would be a little clearer. But it’s a good enough test for today, something to see if your talents lie in this direction.”

Saori looked thoughtful. “Alright. Sure. Let’s give this a try.”

The results were mixed, but oddly enlightening. Saori didn’t have much luck picking up what card I drew, but if I drew a couple and then left them aside for a few minutes she had much higher accuracy. And while she might have missed more than she hit when I simply drew them, Saori was still succeeding much more than simple probability should have indicated.

“Huh, interesting,” I noted after I tallied up the results.

“If you say so,” Saori replied, making a face. She wasn’t managing much better than one out of six for the random draws. For a real psychic who was used to the idea she knew the future that was a frustrating result.

“How does your head feel?” I asked cautiously. I’d been studying her aura the whole time, and I was pretty sure she was feeling the effort.

“Worn out,” she admitted, “I don’t know how to describe it. It’s like I’ve been on my feet all day and my soles are tired and hurting but its my brain.”

“Hmm, that’s better than most of my similes,” I admitted without rancor. “Want to call it quits for the day?”

Saori fidgeted in her seat uncomfortably. “Well…”

I smiled. “It’s alright cousin, I don’t mind.”

“It just feels so stupid!” she confessed. “I mean, we’ve only been going about an hour!”

“And you’ve been using your abilities all that time,” I responded with good humor. “Seriously, if I’d been actively spellcasting or Eiko had been sprinting we’d both feel the same way. There’s a reason we don’t have gym classes in five-hour blocks, that’s enough for one day.”

“It just doesn’t feel like we’ve made much progress,” Saori said, a combination of reluctance and relief in her tone.

I shrugged. “Give it time, we weren’t going to discover all the secrets of the universe in one session. This was good progress, especially for the first time we were trying things and with such odd tests. I had some other things in mind but the hanafuda test was… well, calling it smarter might be pushing things. I really should just buy a poker deck or something for next time. But trust me, it was better than the more complicated stuff I had planned.”

“Are we going to try it again next time?”

“Maybe,” I shrugged, assuming she meant the hanafuda deck. “I really should switch to something better. But if we use the same deck it will be a better measure of your progress. If you progress. Or maybe if we switched for someone besides me that would give us a few more clues. Hmm, Reiji or Eiko would be kind of interesting…”

Saori looked at me quizzically. “Why would that matter?”

“Well…” I stopped, double checked my assumptions, and then smiled at her wryly. “Well, it’s been theorized that you would have an easier time with family. You’ve got a connection with them. So checking out how it would work with Eiko, who you’d have less of a connection with, versus Reiji, who you’d have a much deeper connection with, would be interesting.”

Assuming the connection even matters, my inner voice reminded me smugly. I still wasn’t totally sure how Saori’s gift operated. For all I knew our connections had no bearing at all on her reading cards in the same room as she was.

Saori paused. “Does it really work that way? I thought it was just because I was around them all the time.”

“That’s why I stopped for a moment,” I admitted. “I think it does, the way you had such a clear picture of the danger to Tetsuji before he was even born suggests it might. But I have to admit, once again all the knowledge I have comes from mage based studies. And since it definitely works that way with us I’m worried there might be a little bias involved.”

“Oh.” Saori frowned for a moment. “Then why shouldn’t it work for me?”

“Remember,” I said patiently, “psychic gifts and magic are two different things. It’s entirely possible this is one of the similarities. But I’m trying not to make stupid mistakes, especially if it’s half right and other mages were just victims of confirmation bias or something.”

“Confirmation bias?”

“Well, they wouldn’t think of it that way. But we use things like blood connections all the time. And maybe you do too. But maybe you don’t, or you only use parts of those connections or use them in a different way. And mages are so used to seeing it working the way we do it that we can’t even consider it being another way.”

Saori frowned even deeper in confusion.

I smiled at the sight, she looked oddly cute. “Think of it like this,” I said good humoredly. “It’s a connection, and it’s there, but we both feel it in different ways. You know that old gag about cups connected through a string, and playing telephone?”

“Oh! Okay, yeah, I’ve seen it in some really old stuff.” She frowned. “Did people ever really do that?”

“Heh, it was old even back in my day,” I admitted, finding that an ironic thing to say on several levels. “But let’s pretend it worked like that. Mages might do the whole speaking and listening thing while psychics might feel tugs on the line and instinctively recognize morse code. Same mechanism, same messages can be passed, two totally separate methods with different strengths and weaknesses.”

Saori frowned. “What’s morse code?”

I paused. “Early binary code,” I suggested, stretching the truth a little.

“Ah!”

I smirked. I guess we’re more computer literate than history literate. “In any case, I use our family’s blood connections on occasion. Usually without even thinking about it. That helped me drive out the demon back in the day and again when I had to find you guys OH HOLY SHIT!”

Saori jumped a little in startlement as I dove for a notepad and suddenly started writing frantically. I didn’t care. I’d just had an honest to Aoth ‘Eureka!’ moment and I didn’t dare forget about it. My pencil burned across the page as I started writing out sigils and formulas, desperate to commit my ideas to paper and test their viability.

Blood! I thought frantically. That’s right, that spell was connected on a different level. One not constrained by the interference in Tokyo. Hell, I connected with the Taitos all the way in Osaka! If I use that there, and try to do this here…

“You’re on to something,” Saori said distantly, despite everything she’d already put herself through she’d instinctively tranced out a little, hit by something major.

I didn’t respond, still too caught up in my own work and own revelations.

After a few minutes Saori quietly snuck around me and let herself out. I vaguely heard her say “goodbye cousin” but I didn’t even respond, too deep into a combination of desperate effort and joyful discovery. It would be nearly two hours before I came up for air and realized she was gone. But by then I was too exhausted and happy to feel more than a touch of guilt about it.

I might have finally figured out a way to set up a mana network on Earth.
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It was late at night when my phone rang, much later than anyone should have been calling. Well, for me at least. It was a little past 9 pm, not totally unreasonable if you had good friends and/or a social life. For me, it was a red flag.

I was already tired and more than a little bit frustrated after a day of beating my head against the wall of making mana transmission work. It was like I had all the pieces of a puzzle, now that Saori had clued me in on a way to lock on and direct the mana across distance I was tantalizingly close to a successful design. But it wasn’t quite coming together! I’d spent the last few days examining and testing separate factors but I couldn’t figure out how to successfully link everything up. I’d been wracking my brain about how it had been done on Avalon and trying to figure out where I was going wrong until the phone jolted me out of my frustrated funk.

Once again neither of my parents were home. I looked at my phone suspiciously, wondering if it might actually be one of them calling this time, and cautiously picked it up. “Hello?”

“Why are you on Truthseeker’s page!”

I winced and held the phone away from my ear, but even at that volume and slightly shrill I’d recognized my cousin Sakura’s voice. I briefly considered ‘losing’ the call somehow, realized quickly that wasn’t a real option, sighed, and then brought the phone in close again.

“Because the guy’s not quite as smart as he thinks he is,” I responded a little bitterly. “And apparently standing close to one of his targets is enough to attract notice.”

I turned back to my computer and pulled up the tab I’d put Sato Gota’s page on. I’d done the most basic investigation of all and kept an eye on his website, trying to get a better feel for the guy and see if he was actually going to write anything about Himeko. Unfortunately, after a few days of silence and researching, he’d posted something earlier in the day. And part of the article, ‘the Meiko Mistress’s Minions’, had included me.

There was silence on the other end of the line for a few seconds. When Sakura finally came back she sounded flabbergasted. “Mamoru… Truthseeker’s amazing.”

“Yeah,” I agreed grudgingly. After a few days and a chance to go through some of his other work, I’d been forced to admit he was pretty impressive. Not quite as good as he seemed to think he was, but he lived up to more of his hype than I’d expected. “He really is. That’s why you’ll note how he’s being very cautious about what he’s saying and has shunted all this to his ongoing investigations subpage. The guy’s being careful not to damage his rep but he’s not being so nice about ours.”

Honestly, I was being more than a little unfair to Sato there. He was sensationalizing things a little (as you’d expect from someone with hair like that) but I’d seen a lot worse on most of the mainstream news programs. He was mostly just doing the thing where he was telling the story like he was the most important character. And, what a shock, since he was the journalist in question actually investigating all of us, he hadn’t settled on an angle for this story or how he wanted to portray everything. And since he didn’t have much more than his experiences to draw on so far, which had been dramatic but without any smoking guns, that angle made perfect sense. Once you took the limits of his perspective into account his reporting was actually pretty balanced.

Take his accounting of the conversation he’d had with Himeko. She’d followed through on her promise and destroyed all recordings of anything he’d gotten from the Meiko mansion (and gotten him a replacement micro recorder since he used a kind that couldn’t be erased) but Sato Gota had transcribed the conversation from memory. And, to his full credit, it was pretty accurate as far as I could remember. He might have presented himself a little too positively, and I couldn’t help but note how he glossed over the words he’d exchanged with Eiko afterwards, but he did not leave anything out or misrepresent Himeko’s words. He called her out on her uncertainty about what the Meikos would have done about their scandals but he didn’t miss her honesty, her mercy in regards to his trespassing, or how she remained calm and polite through all his antics. He'd even made sure to deliberately call himself out on that last one (still representing it as a legitimate tactic, especially under the circumstances, but admitting he wouldn’t have been quite so rude or disrespectful if he’d known Himeko was going to be that gracious about everything).

All in all, it was a disturbingly fair and honest piece. Especially since he’d made sure to only put it on his ‘in progress’ section and included a number of warnings about how he was just starting and might be wrong. And not just a token bit of legalese at the top of the page either. He made no bones about the fact he didn’t have any proof of wrongdoing yet, he was only posting so his followers would know he wasn’t slacking off or hiding anything from them.

(And so that if he disappeared they would all know what he’d been working on and how far he’d gotten. Probably an unnecessary precaution with Himeko, but it was telling that such a thing had become his standard way of operating.)

Unfortunately, Sato had also made it clear he suspected that Himeko was Up To Something in a way that deserved the capital letters. And when he laid out some of the incidents it wasn’t hard to see why. Especially when he directly connected Eiko and I to Himeko, between the three of us we’d had a pretty long list of visits with both the police and fire department recently. And a group of teenagers having taken down four different sets of criminal bad guys over a year (delinquents, yakuza, the saboteur, and whatever Otsuka qualified as) would raise eyebrows no matter who you were. Toss in various scattered reports and rumors he’d collected about some of our other exploits and his suspicions started to look pretty justified.

And keep in mind he made sure to present everything fairly! He was obviously worried about vigilantism and a rich person thinking she was above the law, but Sato also made it perfectly clear when we’d been doing good. He’d already realized some of the failures of the fire department and the police in regards to the saboteur and had been sure to point out how Himeko had been working against those problems. He made no bones about the fact his final article might end up blasting the failures of the local government, especially in regards to risking innocent school kids, and praising the courageous students who'd made up the gap and saved others. He did also add that such a thing might explain why a rich young woman like Himeko had been driven to thinking she had to operate beyond the law, still pursuing the vigilante angle, but in all fairness he wasn’t entirely wrong.

Ultimately, it all added a lot of credibility to whatever he wrote. As a final article it might have seemed wishy-washy, as an unapologetic accounting of his current progress it was worryingly unbiased.

“Mamoru,” my cousin said cautiously from across the phone line, “you’ve been acting awfully strange this year.”

“Oh not this crap again!”

“I’m sorry Mamoru-san, but it’s true,” Sakura tried to gentle the criticism but it was there. “You know it too, we’ve all been worried about you for the last year.”

“Yeah,” I said a little hotly, “and you’ve met Himeko! Do you really believe she’s masterminding something nefarious?”

“I believe she could,” Sakura replied damningly.

Unfortunately, I thought, a reluctantly wry smile upon my face, she’s got a point there. Himeko wasn’t up to anything (to the best of my knowledge), but she was perfectly capable of it. Hell, Eiko and I had been caught up in a scheme of hers that year for our school trips! And, honestly, if Sato had discovered any signs Himeko was doing something like that again I would have believed him!

“Fair enough,” I replied a little more reasonably, trying to gentle my tone. “She really could. But both you and Sato are barking up the wrong tree. Himeko’s not planning anything. Or if she is, it’s along the lines of another surprise birthday party.”

“Are you talking to Mamoru?” another voice asked in Sakura’s background.

“Yes mother,” I heard Sakura answer away from the phone.

“That’s what has you so bothered?” I heard a less distinct voice ask.

“Of course it is! Look!”

“Oh my.”

I sighed deeply, suddenly realizing what was going on. “Please tell me you’re not showing them the profile of me on his webpage.”

“Mamoru,” Sakura replied firmly. “You’re on Truthseeker’s webpage!”

“In a subfolder called ‘the Meiko Mistress’s Minions’!” I emoted, hoping the rest of the family could hear me on their end. “In his ‘suspicions and ongoing investigations’ section. I think that speaks volumes for Sato’s reporting and accuracy!”

“Mamoru,” I heard my aunt’s raised voice, “this is very concerning.”

Unfortunately, to lay all of his theories out and make the connections obvious, Sato had needed to go well beyond just Himeko. While she was obviously the main focus of everything, with a startlingly long and detailed biography that contained information that was news even to me (it turned out Himeko was her school’s valedictorian in grade school), Sato had also needed to put together some smaller and less detailed pages for Himeko’s associates. Including me.

I rubbed my aching forehead. “I’m sorry Aunty Kanoko,” I said firmly. “But this isn’t my fault, this whole profile is obviously full of errors. This is simply a would-be reporter getting overexcited and ahead of himself.”

I heard some shuffling and a ‘blip’ from the phone. I realized they’d shifted to a speaker phone mode on Sakura’s end by how clear my aunt’s voice came through. “Mamoru, it says here you’ve been interviewed by the police four times this year.”

“Okay, that one’s true,” I admitted reluctantly. “But- “

“And been to the hospital twice.”

“The first time was accompanying a friend!”

“And there are reports of mysterious explosions coming from your lab at school!”

I hesitated. I was pretty sure Sato had been chasing unsubstantiated rumors and wild suspicions with that one, some of my more credulous or paranoid classmates making stuff up. Unfortunately, even if it was only a coincidence, that one was technically true and I didn’t want to lie to my aunt.

“Mamoru!”

“He also speculates I’m secretly a swordsman and an enforcer for Himeko,” I said quickly, going for an offensive best defense. “And that I might be the one that saved Shinji back in October with some hidden sword skills. We all know that’s a lie.”

Well, technically it wasn’t a lie since he was just speculating I might be rather than stating it outright. But it was a strong enough speculation it caused the rest of my family to fall silent and consider how wrong headed that was.

“That is a rather wild claim,” my aunt allowed.

“Mamoru a swordsman?” a new voice chimed in skeptically from the background.

I let out a frustrated sigh as I recognized my cousin Akira’s voice. “Is the whole family there?”

“Dad’s watching a show and Kaede’s out with friends,” Sakura reported, “everyone else has wandered in here.”

I silently facepalmed, feeling overwhelmed by the stupidity and frustration of having to explain this to my family on top of an already infuriating day.

“Truthseeker’s usually got his reasons,” Sakura added defensively.

“His ‘reasons’,” I said in a voice dripping with venom, “are that it makes for a more sensationalist story. It sounds more likely Himeko’s up to something if her friends resemble James Bond henchmen. If I’m just a smart and socially awkward guy who couldn’t make a friend to save his life, like I am, then it doesn’t seem likely that I’d be involved in some kind of plot. So he’s trying to cast me as a secretive individual with hidden skills, probably because I’m big enough to look like a thug if you squint a little.”

“Yeah sis,” Akira spoke up again. “Who in their right mind would think Mamoru’s a swordfighter?”

“Truthseeker would!” Sakura shot back a little hotly. “And he never makes something up. He wouldn’t have claimed it if it wasn’t true!”

“To be fair dear,” another surprising voice chimed in, “the boy does claim his information is preliminary. Even he is careful to admit there are probably holes and mistakes here.”

My eyes widened in shock as I identified the voice this time. “Grandmother Matsuda, is that you!?”

“Yes Mamoru-chan. I was just taking Sakura home after broadening her artistic appreciation. She doesn’t have a car yet and that’s absolutely vital if you want your dress to be clean when you arrive at the theater.”

“But you don’t drive,” I frowned slightly, distracted by that minor incongruity.

“No dear, but your grandfather does and it was easier for him to base his evening activities out of the Kanoko’s house while we were at the performance. We would have already left for home but while we were saying our goodbyes Sakura discovered this unexpected story on the internet and made quite the fuss.”

“Wait, grandfather’s there too?”

“Oh, please tell him,” my other grandfather cackled.

I thumped my head lightly against my desk. “Hello Grandpa Kanoko-san,” I noted, sounding a little more dead voiced than I should have. Still, him being there almost made sense. If Grandfather Matsuda had been hanging out at the Kanoko’s for a few hours then it was only reasonable Grandpa Kanoko had joined him in order for them to entertain each other.

Unfortunately, it seemed Sato’s stupid suppositions had led to an impromptu family meeting about me! And I was not looking forward to what was coming.

“Mamoru-san,” my aunt came to the fore again. “While I’ll admit that particular claim seems suspicious there are a number of other claims in here that seem a lot more believable, is there anything you’d like to tell us?”

I sighed deeply, my cheek still against my desk. “I am going to kill Sato Gota,” I let out in a muffled mumble.

“Don’t you dare!” Sakura shot back.

“Who’s that?”

“Truthseeker.”

“You must admit,” Grandmother Matsuda was audible again. “A man who calls himself Truthseeker does seem to be putting on airs.”

It was interesting to hear my cousin force herself to calmness and perfect civility before speaking to my grandmother. “Oba-sama, it’s just a name. Moreover, it is one he deserves. He’s broken stories on dozens of cases of corruption and wrongdoing, his investigative skills and instincts are amazing!”

She’s not wrong about that, I reflected distantly. In hindsight I wished I’d properly scanned his aura at the Meikos. He was so successful I suspected either significant psychic gifts or a spirit helping him out!

“He’s also the man who suggested your cousin was a swordsman,” Grandmother Matsuda noted gently.

“He must have a reason! He wouldn’t make something like that up.”

“He saw me with a bokken bag,” I noted, still muffled as I couldn’t bring myself to raise my head. “That was it.”

There was a collective puzzled pause on the other end.

“A bokken bag?”

“That’s weird.”

“Mamoru, why would you be carrying a sword?”

“See? That alone is proof Truthseeker was on to something!”

“I wasn’t carrying a sword,” I said a little more normally, forcing myself to raise my head. “I was carrying my fishing pole. Inside the bokken bag.”

There was another pause.

“That’s weird.”

“It does seem more Mamoru though.”

“Why a bokken bag?”

“It was there, it was cheap, and it was easy,” I replied, rubbing my forehead as I felt a headache coming on. Seriously, no cousin Daichi, Kaede, or Grandma Kanoko there. This is nearly the worst possible setup. Granted, the worst possible setup would at the very least have included my parents and subtracted my grandfathers, but this was still pretty bad.

“Ah!” Grandfather Matsuda finally spoke up, I could almost hear him nodding his head wisely. “You’re still using my boy’s old bag, is that it?”

“Yes, I did some fishing before I went to the Meiko estate so I was still carrying my fishing stuff with me.”

“That makes a little more sense.”

“Wait,” cousin Akira cut in, “are you telling me Uncle Matsuda did kendo?”

The incredulity in his tone and the confused and startled murmuring on the other end made me want to cheer. Once you knew I was simply using the bag for fishing equipment it seemed even more out of character that my father even owned one in the first place. Maybe I could distract them with that while throwing some more shade on Sato’s reporting.

“Yes,” Grandfather Matsuda reported ruefully. “Back in the day he was actually fairly good at it, it was a useful tool for bringing him status, respect, and connections. But he dropped it as soon as he moved from the classroom to the boardroom, feeling it was no longer worth the time or effort. I’m a little surprised he kept his equipment long enough to pass the bag on to Mamoru.”

“He still brings out and poses his practice swords when he feels it’s worth the effort,” I reported. “They’re a useful prop and conversation starter once in a long while, usually to other former kendo athletes or those who respect it. I can always tell when one is coming over, he poses his old bokken on the wall of the apartment along with his trophies, photos, and awards. They always go back into storage once he finished with them though.”

“Ah,” Grandfather Matsuda replied, a wealth of disappointment and sadness apparent in that one sound, “I see.”

Grandmother Matsuda allowed herself a sigh. “And yet, the way he snubbed and ignored his old Kendo Club members… That will be a future lesson to for Sakura, about reliability, honor, and the importance of acknowledging your past. Please remind me about this in the future.”

“Yes Oba-sama.”

“Uncle Matsuda won awards for kendo?” Akira pressed, both impressed and shocked.

“He claimed it helped him learn how to read and face down his foes,” Grandfather Matsuda said with a mixture of pride and wistfulness. “That it was good practice for later in life.”

Huh, even I had to pause for a moment at that. That does sound more like my father. The social engineering had probably been more important for him, but I could see him multi-tasking to gain practical lessons and experience from it as well. I was almost impressed!

“Don’t give them too many ideas,” Grandmother Matsuda tut-tutted her husband mildly. “He was never amazing, his victories were in more local and district level competitions. He was never in any danger of becoming a regional or national champion.”

Grandfather Matsuda made another wistful sound but didn’t say anything.

“Mamoru,” my aunt rejoined the conversation. “I’ll admit the swordsman thing is awfully hard to believe. And I’m willing to bet that some of this is basically gossip lifted verbatim from your school- “

“Mom!” Sakura sounded horrified at the indirect criticism of Truthseeker.

“Do not interrupt your mother Sakura-chan,” Grandmother Matsuda chided.

“Sakura, did you see the bit he did for Kobayashi Eiko? You’ve discussed with me how much her reputation’s been inflated and slandered.” Aunty Kanoko was striving to sound balanced and patient but her frustration was peeking through. “The bit he’s included about her seems to just take the worst of that and post it on the internet. I’ll give him credit for stating he’s not sure how much he should believe it, but that’s still what he’s passed on to his readers.”

I could almost see Sakura sulking a little. I did not mention that Sato’s accounting was probably not as far off as Aunty Kanoko thought. It was still off, I was willing to dismiss the majority of it as innuendos and resentment from idiots like that one on the beach. But I was pretty sure there was more of a core of truth there than my family realized. I was certainly willing to believe some of the incidents he’d listed, they matched too closely with some of the things I’d heard Himeko and Eiko mention. And I was the one prejudiced against Sato Gota’s reporting!

“As I was saying Mamoru,” my aunt continued. “While I’m willing to believe that a lot of this is either exaggerated or mistaken, there is an awful lot of it. And you have been acting very strange this year.”

“You mean making friends and hanging out with girls?” I asked, unable to keep a hint of sarcasm out of my voice.

“Yes,” my aunt answered calmly. After letting that hang in the air for a few moments (although I thought I heard Akira snickering in the background) she calmly added. “That is a positive development and I would normally welcome it, but you can’t claim it isn’t strange for you. Mamoru, are you sure these girls aren’t using you for nefarious purposes?”

I bit my lip to keep from quipping “I wish!” out loud. I knew I shouldn’t, especially under the circumstances. But it was so obvious and I was so drained that I was even more tempted than usual by the way my family was annoying me.

“No, that would be the other girl,” Grandpa Kanoko quipped instead.

“Other girl… oh, that one!” I could almost see Grandfather Matsuda nodding, even over the phone.

“Grandpa!” I couldn’t help but sound annoyed as I realized what they were getting at, and what their discussion meant.

“Of course I told him about that,” Grandpa Kanoko was completely unapologetic. “We worry about you.”

“Well, you didn’t tell me,” Grandmother Matsuda said querulously.

“Not here, dear,” Grandfather Matsuda said soothingly. “But do you remember Katsuki Hitomi?”

The name meant nothing to me but it clearly did to my grandmother. “Oh. OH!” I got the impression of my grandmother biting back words because she was in public and in the presence of younger children (by her standards). The fact that she’d had that much of a reaction, even amongst family, was telling.

“In fact,” Grandfather Matsuda noted, “if I’m reading this posting correctly, the girl in question is even named in regards to the inciting incident.”

“How did you know- “ I quickly bit my own lip again.

“Come on Mamoru,” Grandpa Kanoko noted sarcastically. “You kept half slipping up with the name, you think I didn’t notice? Just like right then, you’re not as closed mouthed as you like to think you are once you get talking. And the dandy is right, that looks to be an awfully familiar name in this article here. Something you want to tell us?”

I opened my mouth but then hesitated for a moment. The distraction with my father hadn’t been as good as I’d hoped but it had still worked. Now the chance to bring up Inoue, and thus take some more pressure off Himeko and Eiko, had arisen and I was strongly tempted to use it.

But Himeko’s more balanced perspective towards Inoue came to my mind, and how upset Inoue had looked back at the police station. I might not have owed her much, but I didn’t need to indulge in gossip or slander.

“I hate using this excuse again. Really, really hate using this excuse again this time,” despite my good intentions I accidentally let some of my disdain for Inoue seep back into my voice for a moment. “But this is in relation to ongoing police investigations. I don’t want to say anything or spread rumors that might get people hurt.”

“Katsuki Hitomi?” my grandmother asked again.

“Mm hmm,” her husband responded.

My grandmother actually let out an audible sigh. “That does explain a lot.”

Okay, now I’m curious, I had to admit to myself. I had guesses, probably pretty good ones. But if I was right my grandmother was probably never going to tell me.

“Something I should know?” my aunt asked. She managed to keep her tone mostly civil but there was an undercurrent of acid there in regards to her more tenuously connected relatives.

“Just… I might actually understand Mamoru-chan this time,” my grandmother admitted reluctantly, surprising everyone. “It would seem that we’re all barking up the wrong tree this time, including this reporter.”

“Oba-sama!” Sakura gasped.

I sighed. “I wouldn’t go that far.” I admitted reluctantly, my need for balance coming back now that my family wasn’t being so threatening or credulous. “All of us understand why Sato got interested. The inciting incident for everything… yeah, I can’t talk about that. But it has been a weird year for all of us. Sato assumes ‘where there’s smoke, there’s fire’. And he’s not wrong, there’s a lot of smoke around Himeko. Even she had to admit as much when they talked. But there’s no fire.”

“What do you mean by that Mamoru?” Sakura asked.

“If I may?” Grandfather Matsuda asked gently. He must have gotten a nod because he continued. “Let’s say Himeko-san became friends with Mamoru under totally normal circumstances.”

I think that might have been the first ever coordinated, family, snort of derision I’d ever heard. I couldn’t have told you everyone who participated, but I suspected it was three generations of the Kanokos plus myself.

“I know that seems impossible, but let’s say it was true. If you were an outsider, wouldn’t it seem odd and suspicious that a rich and clever heir to a fortune was teaming up with an up-and-coming genius? It would be easy to spin a story and speculate about the true purpose there, suspect that something was up. Even with no evidence you would assume there would be more to it than simple friendship. Something similar is happening here.”

“Toss in Eiko, and even girls like Shizu and Yuko,” I added, “and suddenly it all seems to add up to some sort of major conspiracy.” Eiko and I hadn’t been the only people on the minions page. And while Yuko had been a stretch I had to admit Shizu’s history, which filled in a couple of blanks for me, hadn’t made Himeko look any less suspicious!

“There’s a reason for that,” Sakura shot back, but a little less passionately this time.

“Yes,” I sighed, “that Himeko’s got… well, I can’t call it bad taste. But she does have a tendency to attract and help out somewhat broken people.”

That wasn’t quite true, but I realized it wasn’t quite a lie either. Himeko’s entourage tended to fawn over her because of their own faults and weaknesses. And she felt a duty to help them. I had to include myself into that equation as well, half of what had drawn Himeko and I together had been my flaws that she’d wanted to cover in order for me to succeed. Eiko looked like the only one close to Himeko that didn’t fit the pattern. And half the reason for that was simply because they’d been together since before Eiko’s bigger problems had arisen!

(Although there was a bit of chicken and egg in that comparison, given how many of Eiko’s problems could be traced back to growing up next to Himeko.)

“Sato assumes that’s for a purpose,” I continued. “But it isn’t. Well, maybe because she thinks it’s her duty as the heir to the Meiko family- “

“What a well-bred girl,” my grandmother murmured softly in the background.

“-but there’s no deeper underlying plan or purpose here. Sato thinks all these strange incidents are dots he can connect to some sort of deeper plot. They’re really just all of us randomly encountering some unlikely circumstances around the city and dealing with them.”

“Really?” Sakura sounded skeptical.

“I’m not saying it’s not odd,” I said tiredly. “It is, and I wish everything were a little quieter. But this is like someone encountering three separate car accidents in a year. It’s easy to see why everyone’s suspicious, but they’ve really just encountered three separate accidents in a year and that’s all there is to it. Nothing more.”

“It sounds like more than that Mamoru,” my aunt cut back in, “some of these incidents he’s listed…”

“Are fictional,” I said firmly when she paused, trying to come up with a delicate term to describe her worries. “Some of them aren’t, but they sound worse than they were. Probably because he’s using the accounts of overdramatic high school students who were trying to make everything sound exciting. Even Sato’s not trying to make full stories out of them because he obviously doesn’t trust what he’s already gotten, that’s why he’s passing on the overly impressive synopses!”

I prayed she didn’t press me too hard for too many details. That simple declaration was honest, but it was still brushing a lot of things under the rug. If my aunt was willing to let it stand then she might eventually convince herself that the confused accounts of me rescuing a drowning kid or repairing a malfunctioning generator were false. Otherwise, I had a lot more things to explain to my family than I wanted to!

Grandfather Matsuda chuckled. “That does make sense,” he admitted. “I admire and respect my grandson, but if he were capable of all this we’d have been hearing about it on the evening news or when we attended an award ceremony!”

“Yeah, this sounds more like the sort of exaggeration his parents would be pushing,” Grandpa Kanoko noted a little more caustically. “There’s probably more truth here than Mamoru wants to let on. But this story’s the sort of thing my daughter and your son would be implying in order to push their own reputations up. Heck, even the language is the same! It’s all full of ‘people say’ and ‘people think’, barely a definite statement that might come back to bite them in sight. Treat this as coming out of their mouths when they’re sucking up to one of their bosses and you’ve probably got a good idea how accurate it is.”

There was another moment of thoughtful silence.

That’s actually unfair to Sato, I reflected once again. He’s more accurate than they realize, and even he’s only putting it out there to be honest with his viewers about what he’s doing and why. And I’m a sideshow, he wouldn’t have included me if it wasn’t important to the Himeko story but since I’m not the main focus he’s allowed his standards to slip a little, include more rumors and unverified incidents than he normally would. He’s also a lot more definitive than my parents would be! I still kept that to myself though, I was hoping I could see a light at the end of the tunnel and didn’t want to go and spoil it.

“There’s still an awful lot of material here,” my aunt noted, but it was a lot more reluctantly this time.

“And a fair amount of it has a core of truth to it,” I jumped in quickly. “I really have needed to talk to the police a few times this year, I did technically help Eiko capture some thugs, and I really was there when Himeko took down the madman that came to our school.”

My grandmother’s soft “so that’s what happened,” mixed with Akira’s sarcastic “which time?” remark.

“But he’s way off base about a bunch of stuff,” I continued forcefully. “Just for starters: I did not wade into the fray besides Eiko to capture those thugs. I stayed as far away as possible and almost got her killed when I accidentally distracted her.”

I hoped they didn’t ask me for another example, that was the only safe one I’d been able to spot so far.

My aunt sighed in defeat. “Alright Mamoru, alright. We’ll drop this for now and trust you. But don’t think we’re idiots, this is still awfully suspicious and you’ve gotten in a lot of trouble over the last year!”

I sighed too. “I know. Believe me Aunty Kanoko, I know.”

“You’re not our kid,” there was some suspicious background coughing at that statement, which my aunt ignored. “And we’ve no right to treat you like one. But you are family. We’ll be keeping an eye on you. Try to stay out of trouble this summer.”

“Agreed Aunty-san. Is there anything else? I don’t want to seem like I’m running away, but I was working on my homework when Sakura called.”

“Now that seems more like you,” Akira tossed in. Which made me feel a twinge of guilt about how I’d been lying, I’d actually been pursuing ideas for the mana transmission network.

“Hush, you’d do well to follow his example,” my aunt said mildly, further damaging my conscience. “Alright Mamoru, we’ll leave you along for now. But be good. Goodbye Mamoru-san.”

“Goodbye.”

“Goodbye!”

“Goodbye.”

“Goodbye family,” I said with a reluctant smile, finally cutting the connection.

Immediately after it was done I let out a huge sigh of relief and slumped back bonelessly in my chair, exhausted by the whole ordeal. Family, I thought with feeling. That one word summed up everything.

It’s not that I hate them, I thought. Or even that I can blame them for his. Never mind worrying about me, they’d be right to be worried about themselves if I was involved with everything that Sato seems to think I might be! Aunt Kanoko would have had a legitimate right to fear that I was drawing her children into some of Himeko’s schemes in that case. But the way they were accidentally and unintentionally ready to become such big obstacles to my whole life’s work, rush over and monitor me to make sure I was all right… and all at a critical moment… It was all done with the best of intentions of course, nothing but love and selfless concern in their minds. But that just made it all the worse in a way.

It’s just… family. That one word was the only one that applied, all the headache, heartache, and comfort that came with a good family. And, despite the black sheep that were my parents, I’d somehow ended up with a good one.

I wonder how my original family’s doing? Back on Avalon I mean. I’d been the eldest surviving son at the time of my death. Although I supposed that didn’t really apply now, no matter how you might have wanted to stretch those definitions!

Aoth, almost twenty years back there. At least! And that assumes my soul wasn’t kept out of the action for a while before I was reborn. It probably hadn’t been. And I doubted there’d been any time shenanigans between Avalon and Earth. It was always possible, but it didn’t seem worth it since a big part of everything had simply been balancing the equation of us importing the hero’s soul to Avalon. It didn’t make sense for my soul to have received anything more than the most basic of treatment.

I wonder how the hero’s doing? I mused after a moment. Is he still training? Or she I suppose, I don’t remember there being a gender requirement. Have they defeated the demon lord yet? I snorted in amusement. Did it turn out like a bad isekai anime and they’re still busy collecting their harem?

I hope my family’s alright. Mom and Dad… Aoth, they might already be dead at this point. But my sibs… they’ve got to have families of their own by now, there was talk of at least two of them getting married in the last letter I received. I’ve probably got outright nieces and nephews by this point. Hell, grandnieces and nephews if some of them have been overambitious and careless!

Do they ever talk about me? Remember me? Am I forgotten? Honored as the uncle they never knew but gave his life in trying to save the world? Or just mentioned as a bad example? ‘Don’t be a mage or you’ll end up like your uncle! Dead before thirty and forgotten!’

I slapped myself and massaged my forehead. Aoth, it’s been a long day and I’m getting too depressed. I’m already tired and run down, I’m starting to get worried I’ve caught something if I’m getting this melancholic. Even if my family caught me at a bad moment and exhausted me even further…

I rubbed my cheeks and came to a quick decision. That’s it, make it an early night tonight. I’ll try to head off trouble before it gets here, blow through whatever this is as quick as possible. Besides, I’m too run down to get anything worthwhile done and in too much of a mood to enjoy anything light. I was already banging my head against the mana transmission problem and getting frustrated, taking a break to sleep on it will do me good. I’ll just got to bed early, sleep this off, and get an early start if I need to.

***

I woke up.

That normally wouldn’t have needed to be a statement, but this time was different. Because rather than waking up in my bed, early in the morning, I was waking up around noon in a field.

I jolted straight up, abruptly realizing I’d been leaning against a tree. And the stupidest thing was, that wasn’t the most worrying part of everything! After all, I could vaguely understand me sleepwalking or suffering a head injury and waking up on the Meiko estate without knowing how I’d gotten there. That was explainable. What was not explainable was the combat class mage’s robes I was wearing, or the powerful magical staff at my side!

I stared down at myself, abruptly realizing I was slightly different. I couldn’t tell without a mirror, but it didn’t seem like my body. Or rather, it seemed like my body, but not like my body as if that made any sense.

My old body, I thought with a chill running down my spine.

“Mamoru-sama!” I heard an enthusiastic voice calling from behind me. Eiko? I thought tentatively. It had mostly sounded like her, but not quite in some strange sort of way.

I stood up carefully and turned around. Despite my best efforts I couldn’t help but do a double take at what I saw there. “Oh, this should be good,” I couldn’t help but mutter under my breath.
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Eiko was-

Wait, let me start again.  This was Eiko and not-Eiko at the same time.  She was obviously supposed to be my friend, and I instinctively knew that.  But, just for starters, it was like she’d been flipped backwards through the same sort of filter I’d gone through after being born on Earth.

She looked mostly the same.  Non-Japanese eyes and paler skin perhaps (both versions of her were a little tanned so it was tough to be sure) but still possessing the same muscle, facial structure, height, and haircut.  The big difference was that her mahogany hair was now a blazing red that was not seen anywhere in nature!  It wasn’t completely unrealistic, I supposed it might have been just barely possible if you had a certain type of hair, went to a professional stylist, and ate the right combination of chemicals.  But in reality it was pretty much impossible.

In Earth’s reality, I thought, another disturbed chill passing down my spine.  My original home world of Avalon had a number of hair colors you only saw in anime or food coloring amongst the population.

(Don’t ask me why, no one ever thought about it back on Avalon any more than the Americans thought blondes were weird.  Heck, if I really was back in my old body my mostly black hair probably had a faint blue sheen when you looked at it under certain types of light, a legacy of my mother’s deep purple hair.  My guess?  It was all probably a combination of odd non-humans crossbreeding into human bloodlines combined with nobles and mages dabbling in changing their hair colors through magic.)

Of course, Eiko’s clothing was different too.  She wore a martial artist’s combat suit from Avalon, dyed a subdued red to coordinate with her hair.  The suit was a combination of gi with light armor, something designed to protect you from as much damage as possible without hindering your movements.

“Eiko!” another almost familiar voice scolded from off to my side.  I turned and had a hard time not bursting out laughing.

Not-Himeko was totally appropriate, but not in the way I would have guessed if you’d asked how she’d have translated.  It was the same basic story as Eiko: paler, non-Japanese eyes, and different hair.  Only in Himeko’s case she finally had the ridiculous drill shaped ojou-ringlets you’d have expected in a stereotypical rich heiress and she’d gone a bright blonde.  But that was almost reasonable.  What really threw me was that she was a paladin, wearing a bright and shiny suit of armor that declared her allegiance to the Almighty.

Well, I suppose it kind of works, I mused distantly.  Her status as sort-of nobility, her fanatical devotion to her own code, her connection to spirits for supernatural power…  It wasn’t what I would have expected, and some of that was stretching it a little, but I could see the logic.

“How dare you disturb Mamoru-sama like that,” she berated Eiko a touch shrilly.  “He was having a pleasant nap, a hero deserves his rest!”

“Oh, and the chance for you to nap beside him had nothing to do with that?” Eiko sniped back.

Himeko blushed furiously for a moment.  “What -what are you saying?” she stammered.  “There was nothing impure or improper in my actions!”

Oh, and of course they’re both interested in me! I thought, instantly recognizing the scene from a thousand mangas and animes.  Honestly, it was so cliché but so disturbing to see it with my friends faces that I couldn’t decide whether to be disgusted, amused, or horrified.

“Oh really?”

“You dare impugn my honor!” Himeko’s hand went to her sword.

“Oh dear Aoth,” I said, holding my head in my hand, “tell me this is not happening.”

Both of them broke off.  “Mamoru-sama?” they both asked in unison.

“Alright,” I said, rolling my eyes a little.  “Why don’t you tell me why we’re here?”

“Mamoru-sama?  Why would you need to ask that?” Himeko asked in confusion.

(I was having a hard time not thinking of her as not-Himeko or ‘Himeko’ with either quotation marks or an asterisk.  The resemblance to my friend was obviously there, even primary, but it felt like a Himeko who was badly playing a character from a play.  However, it seemed like this Himeko was still my friend so I was running with it.)

Eiko (or not-Eiko, or Eiko*) was more eager to please however, she quickly leapt at the opportunity to steal a march on Himeko.  “We’re here to rid the land of the orc bandits,” she declared confidently.

“Uh huh,” I said, nodding my head.  I had a pretty good idea of where this was going so I just went “go on.  And why are we doing that?”

“Why?  Because you’re the destined hero!  This a great chance to serve the land, spread tales of your glory, gain support, and get in more training so you’ll be ready to fight the Demon Lord.”

“And resources!” Himeko cut in quickly, “don’t forget more resources!  The reward for dealing with the orc bandits will help support and strengthen you.”

“Of course,” I muttered, not quite under my breath.  The typical plot.  Not totally stupid, parts of it were even reasonably close to reality back on Avalon.  But other parts were so silly I’d always had a hard time taking them seriously.  Summoned heroes on Avalon were granted a lot of support, none of this adventuring to even feed themselves ridiculousness.  Granted, that was a theory based on the tales and it might have been cleaned up over the years, but it made sense and I mostly trusted it.  The summoned hero did usually go on a number of quests to gain experience, raise everyone’s spirits, and generally earn the tons of privileges they were allowed.  But this situation sounded totally unrealistic.

I glanced at the magic staff, still lying next to the tree.  With a small smirk I cast a spell and pulled it to my hand.  Knew it, I thought in satisfaction.  That hadn’t felt right, I knew the real feeling of mana circulating through my body.  And this had been a foggy, conveniently indistinct substitution.  I was dreaming.  Lucid dreaming it seemed, now that I was aware and focusing on that fact I could feel the vague sense of unreality about everything.  It was still very vivid, for a few moments there I’d actually wondered, but I was definitely dreaming.

“Mamoru-sama?” Eiko asked cautiously.

Heh, I thought with a tired smile.  Too much work, too much stress, and too many thoughts of Avalon at the wrong moment.  Hell, I’ve been thinking about my original home world all day, trying to remember how we did mana transmission and remodel it to work in a new way!  I really shouldn’t be surprised that it came up in my dreams.  I probably shouldn’t have had those spicy noodles for dinner either.  I couldn’t exactly complain though, compared to an outright nightmare this was wonderful.  Actually, it looked like it could be a lot of fun!

“Is there anything I can do for you Mamoru-sama?” Himeko asked eagerly.  A little too eagerly.

I just wish my subconscious hadn’t cast my friends like that, I thought a little sourly.  I mean, I know it fits in with the whole power fantasy.  But it just isn’t working for me, they’re too alike and yet too unalike at the same time.  It feels like I’m watching a halfway decent fanfiction of a show I like.  When it works and stays in character I’m sort of in to it, but then the differences show up and it just jars me right out of the whole experience.  It’s sort of a weird uncanny valley of personality.  Even if my friends had been interested in me there was no way they’d have been so blatant yet submissive at the same time.  It was no wonder my grandfathers had laughed at ‘take me, take me now’, this was just the passive-aggressive version of that combined with competition between each other.

Still, it could have been worse.  At least they were both dressed sensibly!  Eiko’s combat suit covered more than her regular clothing and Himeko was wearing proper armor that did a better job concealing her chest than anything else I’d seen her wear so far.  If you’d told me the scenario in advance I’d have been afraid it was going to be a clingy dress with slits almost up to her armpits for Eiko and a chainmail bikini for Himeko.

Alright, I thought, shaking my head ruefully.  Let’s not whine about that.  Let’s try to have a little fun and see if this dream lasts longer than two minutes.

“Alright you two,” I said seriously.  “Let’s be clear about this.  If I’m going to do all that, impress people and conquer monsters, you two are going to have to be mature about all this.  No bickering and sniping at each other, it’s just going to get in everyone’s way and it’ll make other people doubt us.”

Both of them looked crestfallen.

“Sorry Mamoru-sama.”

“Yeah, sorry Mamoru-sama.”

I smiled ruefully.  I’m not sure what it says about my subconscious that it’s portraying them like this, especially since I have so much influence over them!  Probably just wish fulfillment of some sort, a chance to be more powerful and better than them for a change.  Or just to not worry about them talking back to me, pointing out when I’m being an idiot!

Not wanting to dwell on that I simply turned around and my robes ‘swooshed’ dramatically.  I was wearing combat mage robes, a cousin to Eiko’s combat suit.  They looked like the stereotypical mage outfit from an RPG, a loose hooded cloak and cape that were practical and tough looking enough to wear on the road rather than some elegant court magician’s outfit.  But they were tougher than a layman would have guessed and inlaid with a half dozen useful spells that would activate when I focused mana through them.

I’d have preferred outright armor, it was tricky to use effectively but mages were not forbidden from using armor in the real world.  Well, Avalon’s real world.  So long as it was specially prepared.  Most dedicated battle mages did so, although combat mage robes were more common amongst the back liners and mages who’d just gotten drafted into the job.  But I guess that wouldn’t have mixed with the JRPG theme my dream seemed to be going for so I was stuck with the slightly less practical (but much lighter and able to breathe) robes.

“Come on,” I said with a smile, “let’s track down some orcs.”

Both the girls smiled back and took off after me.

***

My next big clue it was a dream was how tracking the orc bandits down was accomplished in a dream montage.  I might have missed it or not realized what was happening if I wasn’t lucid but the dream seemed to compress and manipulate time, just like I was reading a story.  I experienced the equivalent of a paragraph explaining ‘tracking the creatures trail via magic and experience the brave adventurers found where the orcs were hiding.’

That was weird, I thought, fighting off an odd feeling of disorientation from the experience.  It was like I’d suddenly lost track of time even though I’d been studying everything in detail.  And I could remember what had happened (for given values of remember) but it was like I was trying to remember what had happened the week before rather then two seconds earlier.

Himeko and Eiko seemed unaffected.  “There they are,” Eiko whispered quietly, as we looked down on the bandit encampment.

And of course they left a convenient rise for us to hide behind and sneak close to them, I thought with a roll of my eyes.  It wasn’t totally illogical, that sort of thing would help hide them from casual onlookers and provide another level of camouflage.  But having their sentries on the other side of the rise with no attempt to keep a watch over it was unrealistically stupid!

Of course, it wasn’t like the orc bandits were realistic either.  They looked less like the real orcs of my home world and instead resembled typical video game monsters.  Real orcs varied in appearance and outlook, rather than the token prop differences between all these green skinned clones.  And yes, the average orc’s intelligence was less than the average human’s.  And they certainly had a more aggressive outlook.  But take any village of humans and any tribe of orcs and you’d have no trouble finding a number of orcs that were less aggressive and smarter than a fairly high percentage of the villagers.

These orcs were more of the shuffling, stupid, ‘make dumb noises and threaten people’ variety.  Which I suppose makes it less morally ambiguous to just kill them, I thought with a wry smirk.

“Come on!” Eiko shouted, rising to her feet and then jumping in.

I gaped in surprise while Himeko just rose to her feet with grim purpose.  “Indeed,” she declared, putting on a helmet before rushing into the fray.

“Eiko!  Himeko!” I called out in exasperated shock.  The good news was the orcs seemed just as taken aback as the girls rushed into the fray.

Further proof this was just a dream: the girls instantly started dropping orcs left and right.  Don’t get me wrong, both my friends were strong enough in the real world and this dream had obviously upped their stats a little on top of that.  But the average orc was nearly as tall as me and a little bit wider, and usually wearing at least token armor to boot.  Despite that, Himeko and Eiko were cutting down orcs as if they were half that size and built like anemic sticks.  I didn’t care how much stronger the girls were and how much they were being helped by magic, there was no way they should have been killing an orc with a single strike and then turning to the next one!

And even with that they were soon in danger of being overwhelmed!  The girls quickly accounted for twenty-odd orcs but the remaining thirty grouped together and threw themselves at the pair en masse.  I reacted instinctively to the image and started throwing out power bolts like they were available for free.

Wait, I thought incredulously after I’d downed my eighth orc without any difficulties, just how much power am I authorized for?

I took another look at the staff and was so startled I was honestly surprised I didn’t just wake up!  I’d known the staff was fancy and special, but one of a staff’s primary purposes was to connect to the mana network and allow the mage using it to tap into all that power.  My staff allowed me to channel at least six times the amount of power flowing through the Meiko ley-line every second and didn’t seem to have a maximum capacity limiter on it!  It was the sort of staff every mage on Avalon dreamed of having access to, even guild heads and archmages had some level of mana cap to deal with!

Of course, I thought with wry amusement, stopping my panic reaction and then channeling all that power into something a little bigger.  It’s not like it’s real mana, is it?  Dream mana is as cheap and easy to acquire as any other dream resource.  No reason not have a little fun, is there?

I conjured up a huge ball of flame, something nearly ten meters across, and dropped it on the remaining orcs.  There was a brief squeal from the gathered orcs, followed quickly by a muffled boom as all those bodies hit the ground at the same time as the air pressure protested the sudden change in heat.  A small backwash of heat rolled over me and then it was done.

“Awesome!” cheered Eiko.

“Impressive as ever Mamoru-sama!” Himeko echoed.

I just smiled and shook my head.  As if every mage couldn’t do that in their dreams, I thought ruefully.  I still couldn’t help but enjoy the spectacle and praise.

“Well…” I said slowly as I stepped down from the rise to rejoin them.  “That was spectacular.  And stupid.”

“Mamoru-sama?” Himeko asked, clearly a little taken aback.

“You two rush into a nest of enemies, no coordination, no attempt to get any help from me first, no plan at all but…” I cut myself off with a headshake and sigh.  “Never mind.”

It’s a dream, stop being a killjoy, my inner voice rolled its eyes at my attempt to bring logic into everything.

“Mamoru-sama,” Himeko repeated, this time apologetically and with a small bow.

“Never mind that, let’s look for treasure!” Eiko said enthusiastically.  “These bandits have to be keeping something good around here.”

“Eiko, you should know better than that,” Himeko chided.  “If we find anything, there’s every chance we’ll have to return it to it’s rightful owners.”  Despite her words Himeko was quick to join Eiko in her searching.

I sighed again, watching them bicker playfully.  Seriously, just let go and enjoy it.  Most people would kill to have a dream like this, stopping holding back and run with it.

Eiko was gleefully searching through a pile of sacks and boxes when she suddenly drew back, a shocked expression on her face.  It quickly turned to fed up and a little disgusted.

“Oh.  You.” she noted before raising her voice.  “Hey princess!  Remember what you just said about returning things to their rightful owners?”

***

That is weird!  I thought, shaking my head as if to clear it after we went straight through another quick travel montage into a fanfare of being received as at a noble’s court.  And I meant that literally, at least a dozen horns were blowing an enthusiastic welcome for us as we stepped into the room.  The confusion of the montage did not translate well into the loud noise assaulting me from both sides.  But apparently it was a necessary ceremony for this court.

The Meiko court.

“ANNOUCING THE RETURN,” an iron lunged attendant called out from the door, “OF PRINCESS HIMEKO!”

Himeko had her game face on and lead us down the literal red carpet towards her father and mother, both settled firmly on thrones at the other end.

(I was mildly amused to note that neither of the elder Meikos had changed much.  There was a slight change in eye shape and skin tone, sure.  But my mind hadn’t bothered trying to come up with any sort of real alteration.  It was mostly just a costume change in their case, they were wearing the fancy robes and crowns you’d expect in European nobility, which made a weird contrast when compared to Himeko and her now blonde hair.)

“SHE IS ACCOMPANIED BY HER LOYAL FRIEND EIKO AND THE GREAT MAGUS MAMORU!”

Being in a dream kept me from being nervous about everything.  For once I was able to step back and sort of enjoy the pageantry and production of it all.  As I approached the thrones the biggest difficulty I had was in keeping a straight face.  The more I looked around the more I could make out a dozen different amusing details, such as Eiko’s father slightly off to the side looking like a major-domo.  Or how the head of the Meiko mansion security seemed to be the kingdom’s general, complete with the stereotypical heavy plate armor that he was wearing in the middle of court for some strange reason.

Yeah, the strange reason being you!  Seriously, this is such a weird mix of Avalon and JRPG logic I can’t wait to see what happens next.  Maybe I was going be a little embarrassed at how my subconscious had handled everything when I woke up, but I was pretty sure I was going to get a good laugh out of it too.  Such as how the dream was starting with a twisted interpretation of how I’d first hooked up with Himeko and Eiko.

“SLAYERS OF VICIOUS ORC BANDITS AND SAVIOURS OF OUR BELOVED PRINCE SHINJI!”

Shinji slunk behind us in our wake, still dirty and bedraggled from his involuntary stay with the orc bandits.  He was festooned in the remains of fancy clothing and looked sullen as everyone in the court averted their eyes.

Yeah, well, I’d look sullen too if I was in someone else’s dream and being forced to put up with this, I noted with a mental smirk.  In reality it was obvious he’d have been cleaned up a little during our travel montage, and that was assuming he wasn’t immediately dragged off for a quick wash and wardrobe change before being shown at court.  Unfortunately for dream Shinji, my dream was going for quick and dirty dramatics.  Literally in his case!

As if to verify that, as soon as we reached the thrones Shinji was quickly bundled offscreen to be taken care of, his purpose served.  Himeko barely had time to take a knee before her parents and give out an ultra formal “your majesties,” before her brother was gone.

“It swells our heart to see our beloved daughter back here again,” King Meiko declared.  “It helps soothe the pain of your sudden departure.”

Implied backstory, got it, I nodded to myself.

“We thought you mad to believe this mage was the chosen hero.  And yet your return and rescue of our beloved son once again proves your wisdom.”

I paused and frowned a little, losing track of several polite and flowery exchanges between the two.  That wasn’t quite according to script, I thought, bothered by the oddity.  The chosen hero on Avalon was well known and verified before they got to anything like adventuring.  At least, they were before they did something on the level of hunting down fifty orc bandits.  Maybe the dream is going for a mish-mash with the more typical isekais?

“And what say you?” King Meiko asked suddenly, jerking me back into focus.  “They claim you are an outcast, a renegade from the Mages Guild.  Are you?”

“I, oh, um,” I frowned and took another look at my ultra powerful staff.  Unless something was dreadfully wrong there was no way the Guild would have just let me run around with such a thing without interfering.  Not if I wasn’t a member.

I dug at my neck and soon discovered my membership necklace, the Guild’s equivalent of dog tags.  Given what happened to mages who badly screwed up their spells, or got disturbed at the wrong moment while casting the wrong sort of spell, they served a pretty similar purpose to dog tags as well.  “Nope, still a member,” I reported as I pulled it out and looked at it.  I frowned a little more.  “High Mage actually.”  That felt a little odd, I would have figured either a slightly lower rank or being declared a full archmage.  Heh, why not just Honorary Grand Master of All Mages while we’re fantasizing about it?

King Meiko ignored my odd behaviour and nodded sagely.  “It would seem, like in so many other things, we were misinformed about you.  You have succeeded in bringing back our son to us.  And while you may have taken two of our most talented citizens from us already, that more than clears the slate.  Name your reward.”

I started a little and looked around.  Himeko and Eiko were both blushing a little, reminding me that in some telling’s of this story the thing to do would be naming them as the reward.  I was still too off balance though, and distracted by the lack of certain other things around my neck.

“I could use a symbol of Aoth,” I replied almost instinctively.

The whole court seemed to pause.  “Pardon?” King Meiko asked, shocked into dropping the kingly speech for a moment.

“A symbol of Aoth, my patron god,” I continued.  “I seem to have mislaid mine.  It feels disrespectful and stupid to keep walking around without it.”

“And claiming a new one back from the hand of a king would wipe clean the carelessness while showing proper respect to your god,” King Meiko mused, reading too much into it.  “Yes, I see.  Once again you show much more intelligence than was reported.”

We’ll go with that, I thought quietly to myself.

“So be it!  We will furnish you with the most powerful icon of Aoth we can acquire!  In the meantime, please avail yourself of all the luxuries of our court.”

That was clearly a dismissal.  Himeko rose from her knee and bowed once more to her parents.  “Your majesties,” she repeated respectfully before subtly leading us off to the side.  I noticed Eiko exchanging a quiet nod with her father so I assumed that relationship was also being preserved here.

“We’ll need to have dinner with them tonight,” Himeko said once we were out of sight, “they’ll expect it.  It’ll be a good chance for you though.”

“How?” I asked a little incredulously.  Even within a dream I doubted I’d do dinner well.  Maybe it’ll just be another brushed aside montage.  Or we’ll get a convenient monster attack and I’ll have the chance to skip it.

“Show off some of your knowledge of the other world,” Himeko said blithely, leading us down the corridor.  “Especially if it’s knowledge that will help the kingdom in some way.  Once that’s established there should be no reason for them to believe in the fraud.”

Even in a dream I almost managed to lose a step.  Wait, what?  It was common knowledge that I was from Earth in this reality?  And I really was doing the standard isekai thing?

Just a dream, just a dream, I reminded myself urgently, afraid it was about to turn into a nightmare.  As if to reinforce that, we encountered a few more familiar faces.

We turned a corner and were promptly assaulted by a bunch of fancily dressed ladies.

“Princess!”

“Princess!”

“Princess!  How could you leave us?!”

As Himeko made quick and diplomatic apologies Eiko leaned in close to whisper in my ear.  “Himeko’s ladies-in-waiting,” she explained.

I almost laughed out loud at that, the quick switch from fear to humor giving me emotional whiplash.  It was Himeko’s high school entourage, all kitted out in the fanciest dresses possible for the role.  For some of them it almost worked, Yuko kind of pulled it off.  On the other end was Shizu, she still looked so angry and obsessed that it simply made the whole situation even more ridiculous.  She belonged in armor or martial arts outfit like Eiko’s.  Hell, even the chainmail bikini and battle axe combo could have been explained away for her!  Shizu’s combination of obsessive aggression and desire to attract Himeko’s attention would have made it feel vaguely suitable to try and cast her as some sort of stereotypical barbarian warrior.  The fancy red dress suited her passion but made it seem like someone was trying to give a poodle cut to a rottweiler.

“Eiko!” Himeko called out over her shoulder as she was slowly dragged away.  “I have to get ready for dinner!  Make sure both of you are presentable!”

“Lousy, arrogant- “ Eiko grumped, more forcefully than the real one would have.  She then sighed and turned back to me.  “She’s not wrong though.  You need to make a good impression and I’m not going to let the princess upstage me or keep you all to herself for the whole dinner.”

As if that was the signal, we were quickly surrounded and being ushered away by another set of people.  This group was populated by familiar faces from the Meiko estates, but in setting appropriate costumes.  Mostly pages with a few security guards in armor and a lower-level courtier I vaguely recognized as one of Mr. Meiko’s middle managers who’d been through the estate a time or two.  This is fascinating, I though once again.  I wonder who I’m going to recognize next?  Master Tai maybe?  How would this dream try to portray him?

While I was wondering how Master Tai might show up (frankly I couldn’t think of any appropriate changes to make.  Maybe give him some enchanted equipment or have him fully bare chested, apart from that he already fit right in!) Eiko was talking to her relatives.

“It looks like we’re going to have to rush,” she told me as we were bustled away.  “Listen to their advice!  Do what they want you to do!  I know that’s hard for you, but this dinner’s going to be important for establishing your legitimacy.  Let them make you look impressive.”

Thanks for that, I thought wryly as we were split up.  Eiko was hustled down one fork of a corridor while I was dragged down the other.  Jeez, even in my power fantasy dreams I’m worried about that sort of thing and my newly deferential friends can’t help but comment on it.  Since I knew there were literally no stakes to this dinner (although there might be steaks!) I wasn’t nearly as worked up about it as I normally would have been.  I could leap up on to the table and do a strip tease if I wanted to, the worst that would happen was that the dream would fully morph into a nightmare.  I didn’t plan on doing that, but I had to wonder if that was the whole point of this section of the dream: a chance to replay the original Meiko dinner but with me much more collected, respected, and in control.  It might actually be therapeutic.

Just as I was thinking about that something else caught my attention, we were being dragged down the corridor that featured the royal portraits.  At first I was just amused and distracted by the versions of this Himeko in oil painting form, but then something caught my eye and my blood ran cold.

It was a traditional family portrait.  Not of Himeko, but of the previous generation.  When her grandfather (still recognizable, even in a younger and translated form) had been king and her father had been the crown prince.  The fact that Himeko’s absent grandmother was there was odd enough.  But it was the other addition to the painting that really floored me.

In the portrait, Himeko’s father was flanked on either side by a girl.  And the family resemblance between the three was clear.

Two sisters?  I thought incredulously, fighting to go back and verify what I thought I’d just seen.  Eiko had dropped a big hint that Himeko had some other relatives out there, but I’d never gotten any real information about what the actual situation was.  Not consciously at least, but perhaps my subconscious had picked up on something more…

Before I could successfully wade through the crowd for a closer study, or just say ‘to hell with it’ and start using magic, the dream switched to montage mode again and I was helplessly swept away.
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Huh, I wonder what’s going to happen now, I thought.  We’d just dropped out of another dream montage but were on the road next to a forest, still a long way away from our projected destination.  I was getting used to the logic of this dream, the parts that could be brushed past or summarized in order to get to the juicy stuff usually happened in the blink of an eye.  All action, no filler.

I’d already traveled through two adventures after the Meiko family castle, saving a village from a bunch of rabid dire wolves and defeating a golem master.  The golem master had been kind of fun, she’d made her golems highly resistant to magic so I’d just dropped half of them into holes I created and then smashed the remainder by telekinetically picking up a tree and using it as a baseball bat.  The way Himeko* and Eiko* had been impressed and cheered on my inventiveness had been music to the old ego but it wasn’t like that was anything special, any reasonably well studied mage back on Avalon could have done the same (so long as they had my ridiculous mana access).

But it did sum up the dream.  I was the hero, and it was all about me and how impressive I was.  And how much my party wanted me.  Dream Himeko and Eiko were not being subtle about it and the dream kept throwing ridiculous fanservice in my direction.  I’d managed to keep it to a minimum in the active part (excepting the ‘dresses’ they’d worn to dinner with the king.  That was when I’d gotten the ridiculous cleavage for Himeko and equally ridiculous slits for Eiko) but the montages had an annoying tendency to drop me into stupid situations when they ended.  Things like ‘waking up’ sandwiched between the pair who were pressing in on either side or one of them ‘accidentally’ letting me see as much of them as was remotely possible.

I was beginning to think I was watching too much anime if my subconscious could come up with those tropes so easily.  How the hell did any part of me justify Himeko changing her armor in order to provide me with panty shots?

But so far the dream hadn’t included getting bogged down in boring sequences of travelling between destinations.  So, logically, now that the montage had ended in the middle of nowhere something was about to happen.

A dozen bandits burst out of the forest to take up position ahead of us and another dozen did the same from behind to cut off our escape.

Aaand right on cue! I thought with a mental smile.  I won’t lie, apart from the dream versions of my friends chasing after me I was kind of enjoying everything.  It was a nice little vacation from reality with plenty of gratification and none of the challenge, relaxing and somewhat satisfying.  I even hoped I’d get in another fun encounter or two before I woke up.  But I wasn’t in a hurry to continue the same dream tomorrow, this would probably start to get old really quickly.  It was fun to visit an amusement park (or so I was told) but you’d get pretty bored if you had to go day after day after day.

“We’re here for the princess,” a gravely voiced leader declared, pointing his sword at Himeko.  “Give her to us and we promise to hurt anyone.”

“As if!” Himeko shouted furiously.

I wasn’t sure if it was the shock of the demand or the fact it was a dream that led to that unusual declaration, it seemed a little out of character.  But I didn’t really care in that moment, I was just staring in amused stupification.  The bandit leader was Harada, just with a messy mop of muddy red hair on top of his head.  Much to my relief the rest of the bandits were generic, apparently my subconscious wasn’t in the mood to slander the rest of the Swim Club despite the obvious opportunity.

“Take her!” bandit Harada commanded dramatically, not bothering to wait for any other reactions.

Since we were surrounded I reacted instinctively.  I conjured up a ‘storm circle’, surrounding us with swiftly moving air peppered with ‘light’ blades of wind.  They were still dangerous, but if you committed yourself you wouldn’t be hit by more than one or two of them and unless the caster really pushed the spell they only packed the same sort of punch as a slashing knife.  Not something you wanted to suffer, but not life threatening unless it hit a vital area.

Himeko proved that point by leaping through the barrier to confront the bandits directly.  She’d taken the time to don her helmet first-

(Yes, she actually wore a helmet in combat during my dream.  It was something that always surprised me.  On one hand it was actually logical and sensible, what any real fighter who already used armor would do under the circumstances.  Detracting from that realism was the way it instantly slipped on and off but she somehow always managed to tuck her hair under it successfully.  Even with dream logic in play I felt like that was pushing it!)

-so all the wind blades bounced off her harmless.  She called upon the power of the Almighty, enveloping herself in an impressive glow, and threw herself at the startled bandits, cleaving them left and right with a burning sword.

“Idiot!” Eiko yelled, right before leaping through the barrier too.  Dream Eiko was a much better master of ki than real Eiko though, she bolstered herself with ki energy before jumping.  Between that and the protection her gear provided she made it through unharmed to also start kicking bandit ass.

I facepalmed.  Thank Aoth it’s just a dream, I thought.  That sort of rushed stupidity and lack of tactics was a bad idea in the real world.  My biggest worry was that I was projecting.  In the waking world I was much more likely to be that angry or impulsive in a fight than my friends.

I eyed Harada again, his presence sinking in.  On the other hand… I thought, feeling a slow burn of rage deep in my heart.  As much as I hated to admit it, a part of me really appreciated this opportunity.  I left Himeko and Eiko to their own devices as I started casting something a little more special for him.

My dream friends were still hard pressed, even with my little fantasy doing its best to justify their survival.  After their initial success, taking the bandits off guard with their suicidal recklessness, they were forced to reluctantly fight side by side while placing the wind circle at their back.  Against such a small front and such superior opponents the bandits were unable to overwhelm them, but there were too many for the girls to be careless either.  Things momentarily settled into a stalemate as both sides eyed each other and looked for an opening.

And then Harada exploded.

Everyone paused to stare in shock and confusion.  I think they all doubted their senses.  At least, they did until the brief red rain started coming down.

Okay, I thought, a little shocked despite the fact that had been the intended result of my spell.  Maybe a little bit much there.  Most of the time my dream seemed to be operating with a filter, call it PG-13.  I was still getting the occasional spurt of blood or scream but nothing too extreme.  Arguably, I’d already seen worse in real life thanks to the incident with Yuna during the Hokkaido trip.  But Harada’s death had been full blown, R-rated, horror movie type graphic, and it shook everyone there.

I wasn’t quite sure how to feel about that.  I won’t lie, no small part of me had been glad to do that, to see it happen.  I appreciated the dream throwing me an opportunity like that.  But the majority of me quailed and felt queasy, realized that was over the top and way too much of an overreaction.  As much as I’d hated the real Harada, and he’d seemed a bit unbalanced, he wasn’t a total psychotic idiot.  And even if he had been, blowing him up was a little bit much!  I was sick and horrified to realize that I had that within myself.  I supposed I’d always known I had, I was too honest to deny that I had a dark side, but to realize I’d just indulged myself in that particular way, literally showering the area with blood…

The bandits screamed and retreated en mass, still coated with their former leader’s blood and fluids.  Dream Himeko and Eiko turned back to look at me.  I was distantly amused to watch their expressions, their predisposed tendency to worship me and praise my actions fighting with the obvious need to ask ‘what the hell Mamoru?’ after such a twisted kill.  On top of that was the desperate urge they must have had to wash off.  The fact I’d been protected from the gruesome rain by the ‘storm circle’, leaving me oddly pristine, furthered the surreal feeling of everything.

“That… was… “ Himeko struggled to find the right words.

“Brilliant strategy!” Eiko suggested suddenly.  Her tone also suggested this wasn’t another attempt to suck up or get in my pants, like usual for the dream, but a desperate effort to placate me.

“Right!  Brilliant strategy,” Himeko agreed too quickly.  “An obviously skillful way to intimidate the bandits and make them surrender!  It’s a pity they were too cowardly and stupid to think clearly.”

“Yes!  If they’d been smart they’d have immediately bowed down and begged for mercy!”

“But…” Himeko clearly hesitated, but even dream Himeko still had enough of true Himeko she had to plough forward.  “Did you have to be so extreme?”

“Well, if you two hadn’t rushed out there like idiots,” I began, shocked to realize how annoyed I was that they were right.  “I wouldn’t have needed to- “

Wait, I realized in horror.  Am I really pulling a ‘you made me do this!’ here?

The real Himeko and Eiko wouldn’t have just sat there and taken my BS but the dream parodies just drew back and looked nervous.

I am.  Aoth, damn it but I am.  I pinched the bridge of my nose and sighed in disgust.

It was tempting to brush that aside, claim it was all nothing.  After all, it was just a dream and it wasn’t like I’d really just killed a guy.  And it wasn’t like I’d have been so irresponsible about it if I was faced with the situation in the waking world either, Avalon version or something more realistic.  No matter how angry I was with Harada or what he was doing there was no way I’d have done something so cruel and dramatic.  I might still have killed him, I could certainly come up with some convoluted sequence of events which might cause me to use lethal force against him, but I’d have never used that sort of spell on Harada in the waking world.

And yet, insidiously, there was a bare hint of truth in the ‘you made me do this’ argument.  It was a single speck of it surrounded by an enormous reverse pearl of bullshit, but it was there.  Given that this was just a dream I wanted to leave it at that.  Say ‘oh, man, I was such a different person when I was dreaming.   Glad it didn’t mean anything.’  More often than not that would have applied.  But this was an especially lucid dream, I darn well knew I was in full control of myself this time, thinking just like I would while awake.  And, while none of it was exactly real, I still had a sneaking suspicion I’d lose a little piece of myself if I took the easy way out.

“Listen you two,” I said frankly, not entirely sure why I was bothering but still feeling like I should.  On that note I also dropped the ‘storm circle’ and cast a spell to clean away all the blood and gore.

“You need to stop being such idiots about this, jumping into trouble without a care in the world.  Sometimes it’s a good idea to act quickly, take the initiative and grab any advantage you can, but all too often the both of you are just charging into danger and creating more trouble for all of us.”

“That does NOT excuse my actions in any way, shape, or form,” I said firmly, emphasizing the word to everyone there, especially myself.  “I let my anger at Harada’s previous actions control me.”

“Harada?” Eiko asked, surprised.

“The… bandit leader,” I said awkwardly, a little surprised the dream wasn’t just brushing it aside.  “We had some previous history.  And I overreacted.  That was cruel, and that was just as stupid as you two jumping out of the circle with no planning, if not more so.  He might have had it coming- “

(Probably, given that it’s your dream, my conscience said skeptically.  But that reasoning’s pretty convoluted.  Getting into insane troll logic there.)

“- and it might have worked out, but that doesn’t make it any less stupid or dark.  I promise to control myself and my temper better in the future, I don’t like to think about what I might become if I didn’t.  So that’s what I have to do, no question about it.  But could you two please promise to do the same?  Or at least to try?”

I bowed to them.  Not a full-on head to the ground bow, but still a pretty deep one.  I supposed I was still taking things a little too lightly and using the dream excuse, if I’d just blown up someone in real life I liked to think I’d have been more contrite than that!  But it was more than I’d have thought I’d be doing to them a few minutes ago.  Give or take, given the weirdness of dream time.

Ironically, that seemed to get through to them more than all my asking, logic, and semi pleading speeches had!  They seemed embarrassed and shocked that I’d humiliate myself like that and began instantly asking me to stop!

***

Not Eiko and not Himeko promised to do better (again) and we continued on our way.  There was a brief montage which felt even weirder than usual since the time compression seemed a little off.  I was getting used to the montages chopping off at least half a day of the relatively slow periods, this one only seemed to indicate an hour or two.  After it was done we found ourselves at an inn’s front door.  Must have been a random encounter, I thought as I suddenly found myself back ‘on camera’ as it were.

“We all need some rest Mamoru-sama,” Himeko claimed, getting the door of the inn for me.

“Yeah, you’re not yourself,” Eiko nodded.

“Your humility, kindness, and self-awareness are to be praised,” Himeko nodded back at Eiko.  “But you’ve obviously pushed yourself too far.  You need rest as well.”

I smirked slightly despite myself.  That’s a funny thing for a dream to say.  Doubly so since the whole situation was just putting me more on guard.  Dream Himeko and Eiko weren’t actively trying to get in my pants (and two montages without that was a record) but they still seemed to be gearing themselves up for some suggestive suggestions as a way to ‘relax’ me a little more.  And while I was more willing to turn the whole thing into an erotic dream than some sort of horror movie/revenge fantasy that didn’t meant going XXX would be a good idea.  The results would still end up pretty disturbing and I’d probably be a little ashamed of them in the morning.  Dream Himeko and Eiko were at least as different from their real-world counterparts as dream Harada had been, and doing anything extreme with them would feel… strange.

In fact, the pair’s preliminary jostling and passive aggressive catfighting kept me so distracted and focused on them that I failed to realize where we were.  Sure, I was vaguely aware we were in the tavern/common room of an inn.  But even as I instinctively sat down at a table the significance of everything failed to register.

Right until a member of the staff came up to us.  “Hi there, what are you fine folks in the mood for tonight?”

My head snapped around so fast that I’d have hurt myself in the waking world.  That voice, those words, that hair.  “SUSIE?!”

The girl of about fifteen jumped back a little bit in startlement.  “N-no.   I-I-I’m Jenni.”

I took another look at her.  The resemblance was uncanny, but upon closer inspection I saw that she was a little slenderer, more Himeko and Eiko’s body type than the female version of mine, and her hair was more lilac than the dark purple of my younger sister at that age.  “Oh. Right.  Of course,” I said, I tried to sound apologetic but I was fighting a sudden lump in my throat.

“I’m told I look a lot like my mother when she was young.”

My gaze snapped back up to her hungrily, and only then did the room really start to register.  The familiar tables, the bar space, even most of the few decorations upon the walls were the same.  That damn drake is looking more moth eaten than ever, I noted, my mental voice choked as I looked at the poor piece of taxidermy hung across from the door.

“Of course,” I repeated, my voice a little thick despite my best efforts.  “It’s been a long time since I was at the Twilight’s Greetings.”

Dream Eiko, dream Himeko, and my made-up dream niece all looked at me in surprise.  “You’ve visited here before Mamoru-sama?” Himeko asked, trying to keep the shock out of her voice.

“A… long time ago,” I said slowly.  I was caught between telling the truth, so I could just run around, playing around with nostalgia and fond memories, and accepting the truth that this was just a lie.  As much as I might have wished differently this was just a pleasant dream, an illusion of the place I’d grown up.  Worth some enjoyment, maybe even good for some catharsis, but damaging to treat as something real.

“It must have been a long time if you knew my mother at my age!” Jenni exclaimed.  “You barely look old enough to have managed that.”

Oh.  Right.  Dream me.  From the few glimpses I’d gotten it seemed my dream self was supposed to be a few years older than my regular self.  Not as old as I’d been on Avalon, not even splitting the difference between the ages, but probably a full adult.  Call it 21 or 22.  Which only made my seemingly still 17-year-old friends and companions lusting after me feel even more creepy and off-putting!

“I’ll take that as a compliment,” I said a little more normally, slipping into my usual mix of half-truths and evasions for situations like this, despite the completely different context!  “It was a long time ago,” I added with a little more emphasis.

Jenni still looked suspicious, unusually so for my dream, so I spoke up quickly.  “Hey, are we- I mean the inn- still doing Camely’s Explosion?”

Jenni’s expression softened a little.  “Why, yes sir.  We just finished brewing up a new batch for the season last week.”

“How is it?”

“Not as good as you might remember,” she answered with a surprisingly frank honesty.  “My dad made this batch, and he’s not quite as good with it as Grandpa or Uncle Orlan.  It’s still pretty good, but it feels like it’s missing something.”

“Well, why don’t we judge that for ourselves,” I said with only a little forced cheer.  “How about a mug of it for each of us?”

Jenni smiled at us with a little more sincerity.  “Right away sir!”

“Camely’s Explosion?” Eiko asked the obvious question as soon as Jenni was far enough away from the table.

“One of the house’s homemade drinks,” I told her eagerly.  “It’s an apple cider base mixed with several types of berries and Avarsroot for a little extra kick.  It’s delicious.”

Huh, I thought to myself with a sad little smile.  Never thought I’d say that.  Back when I’d been growing up I’d had much more mixed feelings about the drink.  It wasn’t bad, but I’d never loved it.  And the occasional time we’d had to drink more of it to prevent a batch from going to waste, when it was either Camely’s or water for a week or two on end… well, it wasn’t like I’d sworn never to drink it again (thank Aoth for small mercies, I’d seriously considered that vow when leaving home) but I’d usually only have one mug whenever I came back for a visit, just enough to be polite and satisfy my curiosity about how the current season’s batch had turned out.

Himeko and Eiko seemed to read my expression and kept quiet.  Or the dream just let me get my musing out of the way without interruption, take your pick.  Before too long Jenni returned with a nice sized tankard for each of us.  “Here you go,” she declared, looking at us with a mix of curiosity and enthusiasm.

I eagerly grabbed my mug and took a deep draw.  I almost wept when I realized the dream really was going to let me taste my childhood one more time.

I’d meant to take a nice gulp but the others all watched in fascination as I ended up taking a slow and steady drink that only ended once the cup was empty.  Not guzzling it thoughtlessly, but not letting up once I’d had a taste.  Thank you, I thought to whoever or whatever may be listening.

It might have only been a coincidence, but I suddenly realized my fictional niece (and wasn’t that another concept I didn’t know whether to laugh or cry about!  I was so nostalgic for my past I was inventing new relatives) was wearing a symbol of Noxtinus, the goddess of dreams, around her neck in a more open version of the way I wore Aoth’s symbol around mine.  Even if it was only a set dressing I nodded respectfully at it.

Jenni looked confused for a moment but then grabbed her symbol.  “Oh, you’re a follower of Noxtinus too?”

“Aoth actually,” I said with a small smile, gently pulling out the symbol the Meiko king had given me.  I flashed the expensive looking icon of my god at her for a few moments.  “But I respect all the gods, and I figured I owed the goddess of dreams at least a nod.”

“Hmph!” Jenni rolled her eyes, amused but also a little bit put out.  “Puts you well ahead of most of the louts I serve around here!  The regulars are fine, a little condescending to me but fine.  But the visitors either laugh at me or assume I’m some sort of empty-headed idiot.  Usually, one that’s suitable for bedding.” She finished on a slightly darker note.

I winced, reminded of all my own experiences in this very room and some of the other reasons I’d been so eager to become a mage.  My fascination with magic and knowledge had been a big part of it, the biggest reason, but just getting away from the bad parts of the inn had been another big motivation.  Some customers were wonderful and inspirational, giving you encounters and experiences you treasured forever.  Others made young men and women swear they’d never follow in their parents’ footsteps, dramatically claiming they’d commit suicide rather than damn themselves to serving fools like that for the rest of their lives.

(No, that wasn’t me.  I didn’t get my butt pinched that often.  One of my younger sisters though…)

“Yeah, well, it wouldn’t matter if you were a sworn virgin of the Almighty or a priestess of the Judge,” I said tiredly, “it wouldn’t stop some of them from trying it.”

“Agreed!” Himeko said with prim disapproval.

“Maybe we’ll be lucky and some of them will try something tonight,” Eiko noted, sounding more bloodthirsty than usual.  Although that might be in character, I admitted a little more honestly.  I was pretty sure the real Eiko wouldn’t have been much more restrained if she actually encountered a fifteen year old in these sort of circumstances.

“Thanks,” Jenni said a little tiredly.  “I know we all suffer from it, and I guess you know it too, but I seem to get it especially hard.  I’m the oldest and I worship the goddess of dreams.  They seem to think that makes me stupid, or someone who’s vulnerable and desperate.”

“It is unconventional,” I said, making sure to keep my tone neutral.  “Outside of her priesthood few make Noxtinus their patron deity.”

“I know,” Jenni admitted.  “But I think it’s too important not to.  I don’t know what I want to do with my life yet, but I know I have a bunch of dreams.  And even when I choose one of them I still think I should honor the goddess who inspired me and helped give me the idea and strength to go that way.  Dreams are important, and they need to be respected.  Maybe I’ll eventually do a double, choose another god if it’s really appropriate, but I don’t want to forget her.”

“Then that’s a good reason,” I said approvingly.  “Well thought out, you know what you feel is important and you’re giving it proper reverence.  Don’t let anyone tell you otherwise just because they don’t think that highly of who you worship.”

Jenni looked at us in surprise, probably not used to anyone taking a teenager who worshipped the dream goddess seriously.  “You’re a little different than our usual fare,” she noted, studying us with open curiosity.  “Who are you folks?”

“This is the chosen hero, Matsuda Mamoru-sama,” Himeko declared proudly.  “We are his chosen companions on his quest.”

Jenni leaned back, suppressing shock, and then studied us for a few moments.  Then she just smirked in amusement.  The resemblance to my sister made my heart sting a little.  “Oh, I get it.  Stop pulling my leg.”

“We are not,” Himeko said stiffly.

“Give Mamoru-sama a chance and he can show you his power!” Eiko declared happily.

“Yeah, well, maybe,” my fictional niece admitted, still more amused than anything else.  “But the last I heard the chosen champion was down in the middle of the high countries, getting stuff done.  And he had way more than just two women with him!”

I snorted a little, finding that even funnier than the others realized.  So far my dream had been based out of fictional locations.  There was no kingdom corresponding to the one the Meikos had ruled and the rest of my quests had taken place in similarly made-up spots.  My old home was apparently much more closely anchored to real geography in my mind.  I suppose that makes about as much sense as anything else in this dream, I though, shifting slightly as Eiko casually tried to move her leg closer to mine.

“I assure you,” Himeko replied with a hint of irritation, “we have all heard of the pretender too, spreading his lies and misinformation.  But Mamoru-sama here is the real deal, the true soul who was brought into this world to defeat the demon king.  He hails from the world of Jappon.”

“Japan,” I corrected instinctively.  “Or maybe Nippon.  Either would work, mixing it together is a bit weird.”

“My apologies Mamoru-sama.”

“What, can’t you get your own home world right?” Jenni asked with some good-natured snark.

“Two different languages,” I answered, unbothered.  “And that’s the country, not the world.”  No matter how much we think Tokyo’s the whole of reality sometimes.

“Oh, of course!” Jenni’s tone was still amused, she and I exchanged smiles.

“He really is from another world” Himeko slammed her armored palms down on the table in a fit of pique.  “I’m telling you the truth!”

“Uh huh.”

“Could I get another mug?” I asked, heading off Himeko’s objection.  I really did want one of course, I would milk this part of the dream for whatever it was worth.  But it was mostly to prevent things from escalating.  It seemed my dream niece was just as skeptical as the rest of our family would have been about wild claims made by travellers on the road.

“Sure you don’t want to conjure it up yourself, oh great and mighty wizard?” Jenni sassed me with a good-humored grin.

You know what, why not?  I thought with a small smirk of my own.  Since it was a dream I didn’t have to be too precise, and I had plenty of mana to burn.  “Everything’s still in the same place?” I asked, unable to contain my own amusement.

My niece gave me a startled nod and I tossed off a spell.  Actually a few small but separate spells in quick succession.  I couldn’t normally have managed something so precise that was out of my line of sight.  But since this was both a dream, and about a place I knew like the back of my hand, it wasn’t a problem.  Soon, before my niece’s saucer wide eyes, a full mug floated all the way from the bar to my hand.

I took a deep but slower sip of it this time, stopping to let out a deep sigh of satisfaction.  Noxtinus, thank you for this small yet oh-so-valuable blessing, I thought, reminded of the slightly more proper form by Jenni’s symbol.

“Wow!” Jenni let out.  “That was impressive!  You really have been here before.”

“I told you so,” I replied simply, feeling deeply contented.  It was only a dream, but for the first time in decades I felt at home.  My new relatives had done a wonderful job providing me a family, but my new mother and father had completely failed in that respect.  And I hadn’t realized how important that had been until now.  After all this time my room at the apartment was starting to feel close.  But now that I was reminded what home truly felt like I knew it was still missing something.

“Sorry about the Camely’s,” Jenni said apologetically.  “I wish we had a better batch to be giving you.”

I took a deep breath and then slowly sighed, taking another sip of the drink and then nodding in agreement as I properly savored and analyzed it.  “Perhaps it’s for the best, I probably wouldn’t want to leave if this was one of the really good batches,” I admitted.  The other three only thought I was exaggerating.

“What are you talking about Mamoru-sama?” Eiko interrupted in surprise.  “You’re right, this stuff is great!”

I smiled gently back at her.  “Oh, this is still pretty good,” I admitted, “and I’m glad to have it.  But I see Jenni’s point, I think they added a little too much Avarsroot and then took it out too soon on top of that.  It should all mesh a little bit better.  The Avarsroot has too much of a kick now, it’s a little overpowering and has too much aftertaste.”  The cider and the explosion of berry taste within it were still great, a wonderfully tasty mix, but the Avarsroot based bite wasn’t being properly managed and it threw everything off.

“You really do know your stuff,” Jenni said, staring at me in a mixture of shock and approval.  “Most people don’t even think of Avarsroot as one of the possible ingredients, I guess you really were here a long time ago with mom if you know that.”

“Where is your mother?” I asked, suddenly struck by that.

“She should be around here somewhere,” Jenni replied, looking around the room.  It was otherwise populated with generic, blurred out bodies in the background that weren’t putting any other demands on her.

“I don’t see any of my sibs either,” she finally admitted.  “One of them must have messed up and she’s taken them out for a lecture.”

I closed my eyes and smiled awkwardly.  “Of course.”  I couldn’t decide whether the dream was protecting me or tormenting me by not providing me with a dream version of my sister.  I wanted to see her again, talk to her one last time.  But given how it wasn’t me, and how the dream had already gone twisted with Eiko and Himeko, I couldn’t help but think that might have been for the best.  A dream conversation with an OOC version of my sister?  Yeah, I could live without that being the last image of her stuck in my mind.

But still, I couldn’t help but poke the wound.  “How’s the rest of the family doing?” I asked impulsively.  “Not on your father’s side, I assume I don’t know them, your mother’s.”

Jenni rolled her eyes, still young enough to be taking her relatives for granted.  “Well, Uncle Orlan’s still around.  Mom’s better at taking care of the place but Uncle Orlan’s better at the business side.  He and Mom still fight a bit, but I suppose you know that.”

Despite myself I couldn’t help but grin again.  “Oh yes.”

“Mom keeps complaining he should just leave but I’m glad he’s still around.  Dad’s not great at dealing with the customers but Uncle Orlan’s usually good at knowing the right thing to do.  I didn’t use to appreciate that, but since I started filling in the last few years both dad and I have been glad.  Dad’s usually a wimp until he’s pushed too far, then he overreacts!  Uncle Orlan’s got a sense of balance.”

It probably helps he’s one step removed, I noted distantly.  I’d still be overprotective and incensed if someone harassed my niece, but not as much as I would have been for my daughter.  The memory of me blowing up dream Harada came quickly to mind.

“Uncle Aaron moved out to a new settlement, the one that replaced the Forks when the dragons burned it down.”

I started a little at that weirdly random development.

“He’s the town miller.  Last I heard he was doing pretty well.  The new town’s still too small for him to be as rich as he should, but we all know he’s well placed.  The only question is whether my cousins want to be millers or not, he’s got no problem supporting them.”

“And as for Aunty Talia, she’s banging her head against the wall of the Mage’s Guild.”

I choked a little on my drink, surprised to hear that about my youngest sister.  “Really?  Talia?  A mage?”

Jenni nodded with a mixture of envy and sympathy.  “I love the opportunity and freedom she has.  Or, she’s supposed to have anyway.”

“Really?” I said thoughtfully, a little bemused.  “I suppose she was aggressive and adventurous enough for it, she always did want to get out of here.”  Take a wild guess which sister had made that vow I mentioned earlier.

“That’s Aunt Tali,” Jenni nodded, clearly just as familiar with her as I was.  (Well duh, my subconscious pointed out, she’s literally using your memories to come up with this!)  “Once she sets her mind to something she’s not going let you stop her no matter what, even if it would obviously be the better choice.”

“Well, the inn was obviously too small to hold her,” I agreed.  “I’m just surprised she went that way after… after what happened to her brother.”

“Her brother?” Jenni frowned in confusion for a few moments.  “Which one?”

“One of the dead ones,” I said, unable to keep myself from smirking at the irony of that statement.  Trying to be circumspect and subtle about referencing myself to a made-up niece, while still actually referencing myself… that was just about every kind of ridiculous.  “Sorry, I assume you know you originally had two more uncles and an aunt.  Sort of.”

Jenni nodded.  “Yeah, they all died long before I was born.”  Suddenly her eyes lit up.  “Oh!  You must mean- “

“Mamoru-sama!” Himeko interrupted me urgently.  We all looked to her in surprise.  “I hear trouble in the front yard!  We have to go!”

I blinked in surprise and shock, but before I could even think of resisting Himeko had taken me by the hand and was dragging me out the way I’d we’d come.  Eiko tossed a coin on the table and then joined us without a word.  The inn started going all indistinct and blurry as we moved away from the table.

I looked at it sadly.  But in a way I was glad for this sudden switch, quickly yanking the bandage off before I had time to be afraid of it.  This wasn’t my really my home.  And if I’d been given the opportunity I would have been lulled into a false sense of familiarity, spending way too much time there.  And I’d have only regretted it even more when I woke up, grasping and grabbing after something I’d already lost.  This sudden change was rude, and a little silly, but it was probably my subconscious making the decision to protect me.  A little dose of nostalgia and the past was fine, but trying to live there would have been stupid.

I couldn’t quite make myself let go though.  Even while the rest of the inn went wobbly and indistinct, I couldn’t help but look back and note how my fictional niece remained more solid.  In fact, after a few moments her eyes widened in shock and she seemed to start struggling to reach me.  It was almost amusing to see someone else falling into the stereotypical dream trap of trying to run somewhere but not making any progress.  Seeing it from the other side was actually kind of funny.  It still hurt my heart a little to see her frantically wave her hand and go “wait!  Wait!”

I smiled sadly at her and shook my head.  “It was nice to meet you Jenni, even as a dream.”

“UNCLE REGI- “

And then the scene montage took me away.
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“Alright,” I said, smirking a little as we traipsed through he streets of Volure.  “This ought to be fun.”

“Mamoru-sama?” Himeko asked inquisitively.

I shook my head.   “Sorry, private joke,” I told her.

Dream Himeko merely nodded politely, too worried about offending me to risk any further comment.

“You know, you could help me drag the freaking DRAGON, princess!” Eiko shouted out from a little further behind us.

Everyone on the street looked at us, but not with as much shock or curiosity as they would have in another city, the citizens of Volure were almost as bad as a stereotypical New Yorker.  Once more we were in a real place from Avalon, modeled on the real world.  And citizens of Volure were jaded about little things like a trio dragging the corpse of an almost elephant sized dragon through the streets.

I was helping, I was reducing the thing’s gravity to darn near zero.  But, since I didn’t want it to fly away in the slightest breeze, it wasn’t all the way to zero.  Eiko had a rope around the corpse and was hauling it behind us.

I would have done more, but apparently my subconscious was playing fair with this one.  Dragons were notoriously immune to magic, and while that resistance faded somewhat upon death it didn’t entirely disappear.  That actually made sense, as much as dragons ever did.  They were creatures of magic, it ran through their veins and altered their bodies so they could do the fantastic things they managed.  Some of that was instinctive and highly efficient use of mana, and some of that was intrinsic.  In many ways their whole bodies were magic, so trying to use magic to alter them in ways they weren’t meant to be altered was extremely difficult, like trying to pump blood through a human’s circulatory system in the opposite direction.

I could have still levitated the entire thing all by myself, but the required power curve for doing so would be enormous.  It was an incredible strain for me to manage as much of the corpse as I was already.  Or, at least, it would have been.  If this wasn’t still a dream.  There was still a strain, but it was oddly distant.  Like I was playing a video game and there was a message box constantly flashing on screen saying ‘you are significantly strained.’

“Now now Eiko,” Himeko chided with only a touch of smugness.  “You lost the last round, it’s your turn.”  Unlike the real Eiko and Himeko, they’d been playing rounds of rock-paper-scissors to decide who was dragging it.  I didn’t think I’d ever seen the pair do that in the waking world ever.

“Freaking, cheating, no good, lousy… “ Eiko muttered not quite under her breath, continuing to pull along the corpse.

“Don’t worry, we’re almost there,” I assured her.  We turned one last corner and came upon the huge Mages Guild complex.

Himeko and Eiko both paused in surprise, taking the whole arrangement in.  The interconnected web of buildings and facilities was about the size of the Meiko estate but without any gardens or free ground.  Heck, it took up even more room as the complex also contained several towers that climbed high into the sky!  This was one of the Guild’s strongholds: a combination of a major research center, magic school, and administrative hub.  The Guild had other branches, but this was its center of operations for half of a continent.  Anything important or complicated had to be funneled through here.

And since it’s my dream, I grinned to myself, I’ve got carte blanche to run roughshod all over it.  I’d been savoring the idea for the last few minutes, almost surprised the dream was going to let me get away with it instead of switching to a montage at the last minute.

I could still wake up, I thought with a little frisson of fear.  Estimating dream time was difficult, even if I was lucid and aware, but I was shocked my dream had lasted this long already.  I figured I was probably closing in on wake-up time soon, and I’d have already been there if I hadn’t gone to bed early.

“Come on, let’s hurry!” I said with a surprising surge of enthusiasm, gesturing for my friends to follow me.  There was no way I was going to risk waking up at just the wrong moment!

Himeko smiled brightly at this unusual show of enthusiasm while Eiko swore more passionately than ever as she struggled to keep up.

***

Hmm, I thought, studying the functionary in front of me.  I wasn’t expecting them.  I suppose it makes some sense though, two birds with one stone.

Despite delivering a dragon corpse directly to the Guild, and having a rank that essentially gave me the run of the place, we’d still had to wait a few minutes as the Guild members ran around like headless chickens trying frantically to find someone with enough authority to take care of us while still low enough on the totem pole to be ordered to do such a thing.  The high ranked mages in charge of the facility didn’t want to do it, but they certainly didn’t want to risk insult, confusion, or the appearance of incompetence by assigning us anyone too far down the ladder.  Especially when I’d made it clear I’d be looking around the place.  Even in a full-blown emergency with everyone trying their hardest it had taken them ten minutes before they could find someone for the job.

I’m a little surprised that wasn’t montaged either, I thought to myself, now that the search was over.  I mean, I enjoyed every minute of it, so that’s hardly shocking.  But given how long it’s taken I’m surprised the dream let me have that much downtime.

The clerks who worked on the front line of the Guild strongholds were notorious bureaucrats.  And not the forgivable sort either, not the type who had been forced to work there enforcing the horrible policies of bad management.  Those existed, but they were relegated to the less important guild houses out in the boonies.  The ones who worked in the major complexes were deliberately chosen for their roles, and competed for it by sucking up to their superiors.  They were toadies and rats trying to climb the ladder via politics, and it showed in their attitudes.  Half of them were failed mages and most of the rest had only technically graduated, they didn’t have the skill or drive to manage even as an undermage and they took out their feelings of inferiority out on the rest of us.  To give them all credit, they were careful to do their job lest their rivals use that against them and decrease their chances to get promoted.  But the amount of time they took to do so, and the amount of sadistic pleasure they got in making you jump through all the hoops the Guild had given them, was legendary.

Case in point, even with the biggest can openers in the world while in a literal power fantasy dream it had still taken them nearly ten minutes to get me what I’d needed!  I supposed my subconscious could just be bitter or exaggerating, but I didn’t think so.  Still, I’d taken malicious pleasure in sitting back to enjoy the show, watching all the functionaries run around frantically and try to pretend they had any idea what to do.  After many whispered arguments, barely hidden slap fights, and poorly concealed shouting behind closed doors, they’d finally turned up a combination mage/bureaucrat to see to all my needs.

In the form of our former Student Council President: Yamamoto Kenji.

I suppose it fits, I thought as he drew closer.  Like most of the others in my dream he’d barely gone through any alterations.  The eyes and skin tone, sure, but apart from that he only had slightly shinier glasses and his hair color had switched from stark black to stark white.  Still, the role kind of fitted him.  And while I did want to harass him, just like I did the Guild functionaries, I didn’t harbor any great hatred in my heart for him either.  I’d taken great pleasure in watching the Guild as a whole squirm, but if it had all been upon one hapless shlub that they’d nominated for a sacrificial lamb I’d have felt a bit guilty and stupid.

“Can I help you?” Yamamoto asked with barely concealed distaste.

Oh yeah, I’m going to enjoy this, I thought, hiding my smile.  Yamamoto was just the right level.  Someone who was too anonymous or generic wouldn’t have been satisfying, or it would have just tempted me to act in a more extreme way.  But having someone I actually hated would have inspired me to go too far.  Yamamoto was just the right balance of me disliking him and holding a little bit of a grudge while still combined with just a hint of respect and acknowledgement of the purpose they served.  I didn’t like the guy, but I did have to admit the real version had his good points.  Which meant the chance to get back at this parody dream version, but not do anything extreme like blow them up, felt reasonable.  I’d have some fun, get some of the bile out of my system, and when I woke up I’d be more likely to feel amused at my pettiness and gain some perspective instead of guilty or embarrassed.

“Yes,” I said, plastering a smile upon my face, “I’m Matsuda Mamoru, designated hero.  My associates and I were just dropping off a quest and I thought I should take a tour of the Guild.”

“Yes?” Yamamoto asked, barely managing to keep his tone acceptable with the one-word question.  What he clearly meant was “in all the gods’ names: WHY?” but he couldn’t actually say that.

“Well, I am working to save the world,” I said, faking modesty so obviously that anyone not blind and deaf could tell.  “Destiny says I’m supposed to be the one to kill the next Demon Lord.  I need to know what resources the Guild has available and think about how best to use them.”

Yamamoto gave me a tight smile, the one you use when you’re trying not to say something.  After a moment he couldn’t help but note “I’ve heard some debate about that.  Officially, the Guild is still undecided about who’s really the fated hero.”

Eiko hissed angrily and Himeko immediately piped up with “the Meiko family- “

“Apologies, Himeko-domo,” Yamamoto interrupted her, giving her a deliberately mixed message by combining it with incredibly formal language and a deep bow.  “Your family and your kingdom are allowed to make their own choices, and they may well be the right choices.  However, as much as we are willing to believe this may be the case, we are not yet willing to commit.  As both a princess, and a servant of the Almighty, surely you must understand how this would bind an underling’s hands?”

Himeko gnashed her teeth.  Yamamoto’s words were technically correct and defendable, even if it was obvious he was being a deliberate pain.

Me?  I was calm about everything.  It was my dream, and I simply heard ‘pull!’ as I lined up the target.

“Yes,” I said, equally pleasant, “the Guild is officially undecided.  However, I seem to remember that even if it is still undecided I was supposed to have some surprisingly enhanced access.  Something about…” I deliberately paused, pulled out my Mage Guild membership necklace and made a show of checking it, “ah, right.  High Mage.”

I looked at Yamamoto.  “Yes.” He replied, the sourness clear on his face.

“Indeed,” I said, not bothering to hide my smugness as I went for maximum pretentiousness.  “In fact, I’m pretty sure that means I outrank… well, you’re the administrator here.  How much of the Guild do I outrank?”

“About 98%.”

“Almost all of it!  Imagine that.”  My inner self merely rolled its eyes at how I was acting and tried to repress a laugh.  Since it was a dream, I was almost surprised I couldn’t hear that laugh in the background.  I was enjoying myself, hence whey the dream was giving me such an easy shot while somehow letting Himeko miss it, but my overacting belonged in a pantomime instead of a drama.

“So,” I continued, putting on a histrionic scowl, “maybe you should suck it up and show the man who might just be the fated hero and who does outrank nearly all of you around!”

“Understood Mamoru-sama,” Yamamoto replied, bowing so deeply his forehead almost literally touched the floor.

The mix between Avalon and Japan customs is kind of weird, I thought with a mental smirk.  Usually the background defaulted to Avalon, but there were major threads of Japanese throughout everything.  It was a nonsensical mishmash, but it was kind of fun.  Which was probably why my subconscious was doing it.  Seeing Yamamoto so humbled and deferential wouldn’t have been so satisfying if we’d been using Avalon based customs.

“Right,” I said with exaggerated patience, “shall we be going?”

Eiko and Himeko both grinned and moved to follow me.

***

Much to my surprise, the dream didn’t start montaging.  Instead, Yamamoto simply started our tour.  I suspect he was starting with at least a hint of pettiness though; our first stop was little better than a butcher’s shop where the dragon we’d brought in was behind processed.

“This is our ingredient preparation area,” he told us blandly.  “Where we sort, preserve, and process all the important components we receive.  It is a vitally important job.”

The girls looked a bit upset at the combination of perceived insult and the way the people in the area were carefully draining out the dragon’s blood.  It was a gruesome process to be subjecting a guest to.

But I merely nodded sagely.  “Yes.  In the future there’s a good chance I’ll be downing some rare and powerful creatures, I wanted to make sure your facilities were up to snuff.  I’m going to need things like demon bones and gorgon organs processed properly, it’s good to see you’re up to the challenge.”

I made a show of carefully going around the area, pretending to know what I was looking for.  I had a basic idea, but if I was honest I had no clue what half the tools in the area were ever for, when it came to stripping and processing magical creatures highly specialized equipment was sometimes involved.  Draining the venom from a basilisk or stripping a naga of its scales required some pretty exotic methods.  At least, it did if you wanted to survive and not ruin half of your take.  I wondered if the tools I was seeing were real things I’d glimpsed in the background on occasion or just purely fictional set dressing.

Since it was just a dream Yamamoto didn’t catch on to my deception, he merely struggled and failed to hide his disappointment at my words.  I’d just suggested I’d be bringing a ton of rare and difficult to handle ingredients through the facilities, the Guild would be expected to process them, but they wouldn’t be getting anything in return.  It was a petty counterattack, but that didn’t mean I hadn’t enjoyed it.

It definitely stung Yamamoto, he moved us on to the next area as quickly as he could manage without hurrying us.  “In which case you’ll probably be making use of this area,” he said a little more neutrally.  “This is our enchantment lab.  Well, part of it at least.  We have many individual workrooms available and a few more specialized facilities but this is where all the major equipment is located.”

I nodded, not faking it this time.  This is more like it! a part of me enthused, taking a careful look around the area.  I did well enough in my little home and lab at school but this was an Avalon industrial level workshop!  I hadn’t thought of some of the tools available in years, and I took the opportunity to slowly go through the area and study every one of them.

It’s something Earth just doesn’t get, I though absently as I observed a highly precise arrangement designed to use an enchanted edge for cleaving through stone.  It seems like everyone thinks it’s just lone eccentrics working in some sort of small and mystical forge.  Even when the wizards have built an airship or some sort of runic monolith most media tends to brush it off as the work of one genius over decades of work or its origins are lost to history.  And that’s if it’s even acknowledged at all!

I watched two undermages load up a man-sized block of obsidian for precise cuts, then looked over to the side where an already carved block was being engraved with a huge but complex chain of sigils.  It wasn’t being done by hand, it was using a highly sophisticated enchanted engraving tool, basically the Avalon equivalent of a robot arm, that was transcribing the carefully prepared and calculated sequence of sigils while another mage oversaw the process for irregularities.

Idiots, I thought, thinking once again of Earth’s assumption everything was done magically.  In other words, simply, intuitively, and conveniently offscreen without a highly efficient and refined process needing a bunch of trained mages.

Of course, I was hardly one to talk.  One reason I was going around the room was to remind myself of all the equipment Avalon had, what it was used for, and how it did that!  I’d never appreciated it or studied it back in the day.  At least, not to the level I should have.  And now that I was stuck on Earth I found I knew as much about it as the average person did about an internal combustion engine.  They usually knew the basics.  And if they wracked their brain for a while they could probably at least name most of the important parts.  But actually reconstructing a modern one was out of the question, at best they might manage a crude approximation through trial and error.  I was not above using the dream for a crash course and way to try and make up that lack!

I’d been too preoccupied for too long with the more basic level stuff, building my basic tools out of flint and wood in the hopes I could use those to build a proper blacksmith’s worth of tools.  And so far I’d been pretty successful, the blacksmith level stuff was coming along nicely.  But the lab in my dream featured tools that ranged from steam hammer to laser cutter levels, still far out of my reach.  But with a little luck, a lot of work, and a bit of cleverness, I might be able to come up with some near equivalents.  Most of them probably weren’t suitable, just like your average person didn’t have much use for a high-pressure water cutter (no matter how cool having one might seem).  But there were one or two things, or just a couple of subsystems and procedures, I realized I should be thinking about again.

“Is it really so amazing?” Eiko asked, trying not to sound too tired as I carefully examined the underside of a workbench, making note of the sigils in use.

“Eiko, thousands of years of refinement and practicality has gone into this,” I answered instinctively, treating the dream like the real version as I focused on what I was seeing.  “This is the pinnacle of generations of development.  Most of this stuff might not make a big difference by itself, but altogether it eventually adds up.”

“Indeed,” Yamamoto cut in, his chest puffing up a little in pride.  “The Guild is the most powerful and knowledgeable force in the land for a reason!”

That knocked me back to ‘reality’, that was typical Guild delusion and egotism.  I was further reminded of where I really was when Eiko said “I just don’t see how it helps us beat the Demon Lord.”

I paused and then coughed.  “Well,” I said slowly, “we’re going to need better weapons and equipment.  The best ever in fact.  And to get the best ever, we’re going to have to make the best ever.  And to do that, the tools we use to make it have to be as good as possible.”

In the waking world my friends would have just given me a look and called me on my BS, I was not terribly convincing.  Fortunately, it was just a dream so they simply went “Of course Mamoru-sama,” and “your wisdom is impressive as ever Mamoru-sama.”

“I have heard that the hero from another world- pardon me, the false hero from another world,” Yamamoto said neutrally, “has brought in knowledge of new techniques and advancements to aid in his quest.  Will you be doing something similar?”

I frowned slightly.  Yamamoto was simultaneously sniping at me while fishing for a potential edge to give the Guild.

“You better believe he will!” Eiko retorted hotly.  “How do you think he took down that dragon in the first place!”

“It was just a juvenile,” Yamamoto waved her objection off.

“More adolescent,” I noted distractedly, my attention claimed by a ‘spell checker’ arrangement at the next section.  “Definitely into its pubescent phase, that’s probably what set it off.”

Actually, it had probably been set off by dream logic: I should fight a dragon so there was conveniently a dragon around to fight.  Still, teenaged mood swings combined with Avalon conditions made a pretty good excuse.  And didn’t stretch the bounds of disbelief by putting me up against a fully grown and experienced dragon!

“Hmm,” Yamamoto seemed to have less trouble needling Eiko since she was the lowest ranked amongst us.  “Not un-impressive.  But the false hero is doing things like creating manufactories and roads of iron to break the back of the wilderness.  I don’t think killing a young dragon means that much.”

I eyed dream Yamamoto in annoyance.  “That’s because you’re ignorant and not thinking straight,” I told him straight up.  “You’re not examining the underlying principles or how the thing’s being done.  I killed the dragon with a single ballista bolt, propelling it with electromagnetism.  That same methodology could be used to make even better ‘roads of iron’ than the false hero is making.”

Presumably, I added to myself a little more honestly.  It sounded like Yamamoto was talking about railroads and I assumed they were starting with more conventional methods.  Still, that would have been pretty stupid of Avalon.  Messing around with coal fired steam had made sense for Earth, but with the Guild’s resources and even basic knowledge of Earth’s history Avalon could jump straight to a jury-rigged electromagnetic system or go sideways and use a magically powered steampunk version.

Mostly though, I was just relishing the chance to tell another Avalon mage this sort of thing to their face!  Whenever I thought about how the Guild and mages in general had screwed up in their methodology and outlook I just wanted to beat my head against the wall.  I wouldn’t have imported everything from Earth, but our whole profession needed an urgent injection of the scientific method.

Case in point.  “I’m sorry?” Yamamoto just blinked in confusion.  High ranking Mage Guild members just weren’t wired to think that way.  For them it was all about tradition or separate pieces of knowledge, they had a hard time thinking about new connections and systems.

“And that,” I muttered, not quite under my breath, “is why you need heroes from another world to tell you just how stupid you’re being.  Too worked up with tradition and the power structure, too afraid to risk what you have by letting anyone rock the boat.”  Consultant work on a cosmic scale, I couldn’t decide if that was amusing or depressing.

Yamamoto flushed a bright red but didn’t say anything.  Assorted background characters weren’t quite so restrained.  None of them were defined, but I clearly heard the whispers of ‘what does he know’ and ‘arrogant fool’.  Peppered quite obviously with “dumb mercenary thinks he’s so smart.  He won’t last long when the dragon comes for him.”

Oops, it though with a mental flinch, that one slipped me by.  Better be ready for it, if this dream goes on much longer then that’s probably going to be the next adventure or something.  I suspect that’s why the dream’s making the criticism so obvious, as a way to give me a warning.

Dragons were intelligent beings, and unlike the average video game monster they were not keen on people turning their relatives into magical ingredients or suits of armor!  They were a lot less sentimental about it than humans, but they still had some token family connections and more then a touch of practicality.  That was why the Guild hadn’t officially put any sort of contract out on the rampaging dragon, they’d simply had a very attractive offer to pay for various dragon parts.  After all, it wasn’t their fault if adventurers killed an overly aggressive dragon and then brought it in, they were just merchants!  A dragon could simply come up to the Guild and offer some of its blood and scales if they were interested, the Guild was entirely fair and honest!

(The occasional dragon did actually take the guild up on that offer.  It wasn’t common.  But younger dragons just moving into their own territory had been know to deal with the Guild like that to get some start up money or build some connections.)

And, since the dragons were practical beings, they were willing to accept that position.  It was just far enough removed they were willing to let it stand rather than fighting against the might of the Guild and getting more of them killed.  Mostly.  Occasionally you got an especially greedy Guild branch or an especially attached dragon and things got… heated.  But the Guild was also practical and figured the occasional Guild house burned down to the ground helped keep the rest of them in line and proved their willingness to the dragons to compromise.

However, none of this applied to the poor fools who killed a dragon in the first place.  On the real Avalon the dragons would probably have let this one go, they accepted that dragons who made trouble, going on rampages and killing humans, inevitably caught the negative attention of humanity deserved what they got (even if many of them not-so-secretly cheered those who got away with it).  However, since this was just a dream the dragons were more likely to seek me out for revenge, making an example of me just like they did with anyone else who harassed innocent dragons.

Better prep for that, I nodded firmly to myself.  I was still enjoying the dream, I didn’t want it to end on a sour note as Himeko, Eiko, or I went down a dragon’s gullet.

The girls and Yamamoto had apparently gotten into an argument in the background.  The girls were praising my otherworldly information and general genius while Yamamoto defended the Guild’s incredible store knowledge.  I only started paying attention as Yamamoto spoke up again, firmly.  “If you’re done here,” he said, not bothering to hide his sourness.  “Why don’t I show you just how much the Guild does know?”

I smirked.  Here we go, I wonder how the dream’s going to handle this?

Dream Yamamoto dragged us all to the Guild branch’s library.  “Here is the collected wisdom of the Guild,” he said a little breathlessly, having hurried us there as quickly as was possible.  “A bounty fit for anyone, even a hero from another world!”

Himeko and Eiko both reluctantly fell silent, as well they should have.  The Guild’s library was legendary.  And, in order to preserve information, it was copied and carefully preserved in multiple locations.  While this wasn’t an absolute copy of everything the Guild knew, some secrets were kept more secure and obscure for extremely good reasons, it was still enough to take any sort of knowledge lover’s breath away.  Even in this branch the library’s space took up nearly the volume of our school, both on the ground and vertically!  The labyrinthine stacks of books were a greater treasure than was held in any nation’s vaults.

At least, I continued to smirk to myself, the real thing is.  And only if you can convince the Guild to let you access it.  I was less impressed with the set dressing that was in my dream.  And the real Guild made darn sure to monitor who was reading what in the real libraries and took extreme steps to make sure no one read anything the Guild didn’t want them to.  That wasn’t to say you couldn’t access a fair amount of the knowledge if you tried, the Guild wasn’t quite that byzantine or stupid.  A good half of what was on display really was available to all Guild members.  But the steps you had to take and the amount of ass you had to kiss in order to access the more restricted knowledge… well, there was a reason this was featuring in my power fantasy dream.

The smug look didn’t leave my face as I simply waltzed past all the librarians and brushed aside the wards defending the area with my high mage ID.  Out of curiosity, I reached for a book at random and opened it up.  Huh, looks like I can read in this dream, or at least I think I can, it was possible my subconscious was tricking me even though I was lucid dreaming.

The book, however, wasn’t worth it.  “Pedestrian,” I said, imitating an art critic.  I was tempted to just casually toss the book behind me, just to see everyone’s reactions.  However, even in a dream I couldn’t bring myself to be that careless with a book.  Probably for the best, I admitted to myself as I carefully slid that volume back onto the shelf.  I suspect Aoth would have something to say about that, even if this was only a dream!  The god of knowledge and learning had very firm ideas about the respect a book was due.  And while I doubted he would do anything too serious about a dream trespass I suspected my subconscious would turn the whole thing into a nightmare out of self-defence!

Still, that book hadn’t told me anything new.  Which isn’t surprising, I smirked to myself as I waltzed further into the library.  This is my dream.  It’s all based on what I know.  I suppose there might be some mostly forgotten gems hidden somewhere in here, that would seem to fit, but I’m not going to discover any major secrets.  For years I’d gently probed my own memories, using both mental techniques and the trickle of mana I’d had available, searching for things only half remembered or connections I’d forgotten I knew.  I probably still had a few things to shake out, hence why I’d been wracking my brain the whole day while awake, but I doubted there were any major surprises left to uncover.

“Why not?” I said out loud.

“Why not what Mamoru-sama?” Himeko asked quickly, the girls trailing behind me as I sauntered through the library stacks.

“I’m going to have a look at mana networking,” I answered her indulgently.  After all, I thought, trying to temper my expectations, it is still possible I’ve got something I’m trying to remember.  It wouldn’t hurt to try, especially the screwy way this dream’s been working at times!

“Why that?” Yamamoto protested, bringing up the rear.  He couldn’t actually stop me, but as a Guild representative he was understandably reluctant to let me near that knowledge.  It included some of the most important secrets the Guild had that was still available at every major center like this.  And even that was only out of necessity!  If the Guild hadn’t needed to quickly have that information available to members in order for them to affect repairs it would have quietly tucked that knowledge away in even more secure areas.

“Call it a whim,” I answered carelessly.  “I saw you working on the pieces of a reservoir down in the enchantment lab and I was curious just how much more you knew.  How the average reservoir compared to the theoretical best case scenario reservoir the Guild could design.”

Yamamoto didn’t look happy, but he couldn’t help but look just a hint curious about that idea too.  One of the not-so-secret secrets of Guild control and influence was their stranglehold on most of Avalon’s mana.  They didn’t completely control everything, and they made no attempt to try since many of the nations out there would have turned against them.  But they were the de facto controllers of the majority of the world’s magic, acting as the administration and experts managing Avalon’s mana networks.  It was like a single company employed everyone running a world wide electric company.

That’s actually a pretty good comparison, I mused, considering the city of Volure itself.  The Guild didn’t directly run huge parts of the city.  However mages and mana, both supplied by the Guild, were vital for keeping the city as successful as it was.  Streetlights, sanitation, city maintenance, fire protection, and even a little bit of law enforcement were all supplemented by spells.  And while Volure used more mana than the average city, a side effect of being so close to the Guild, it wasn’t that far off Avalon’s average.

Now, this wasn’t the convenient translation you usually saw in animes where the supposedly medieval cities seemed almost as advanced and clean as their modern counterparts, Volure wasn’t as advanced as Earth and most parts were still inferior to Earth’s first world averages.  But the overall effect came surprisingly close and I’d have argued many of Avalon’s cities were significantly better than a surprising number of Earth’s, especially when you started getting into the poorer parts of the world.  And in some respects they surpassed Earth in general.  Avalon’s cities were still made with a lot of wood and could be pretty flammable.  Even more importantly, since fires could spread across the whole city there was no incentive for the rich to try and keep things focused only on their neighborhoods.  So firefighting was taken with even greater seriousness than on Earth, with spells, sorcerers, and enchanted equipment poised to snuff out any fires as soon as possible lest whole city blocks go up in flame.

And, even if the city’s leaders paid for it, it all led back to the Mages Guild.

Sure, they didn’t actually own that much.  And everyone knew they could kick the Guild out and take over if they had to.  But they also knew how much of a disaster it would be!  Resentful mages, a loss of quality control and training, having to deal without all the thousand little ways the Guild supported itself through its international connections… it would all lead to a lower quality of service and potentially dangerous gaps.  So, the Guild made sure it didn’t force anyone to even think they had to do anything so dramatic.  And in return nearly every city, kingdom, and guild gave them a great deal of respect in order to preserve the status quo as the lesser of two evils.

And we really were the lesser of two evils, I admitted begrudgingly as I wandered down the stacks.  Dominating the mana like that… I didn’t like where it ended up, not even when I was living on Avalon, but I have to admit I think the alternative would have been worse.  The Guild’s primary method of control had simply been restricting the amount of mana its members had access to.  It wasn’t quite the same level of control or necessity it would have been on Earth, Avalon possessed much more plentiful mana.  Even working with the average background levels I’d probably have been able to access over a third of what I had on Earth, and even if the ley-line through the Meiko estate was pathetic it was still a ley-line.  And if I was a little lucky, and ambitious, I probably could have managed to collect even more than I was managing on Earth.  But even in the best-case scenario that would have required a lot more work, eating into the time and energy I’d have had to actually do magic.

So the best way for a mage to advance on Avalon, both professionally and in skill, was by joining the Guild for better mana access.  By locking down the major ley-lines and reserves the Guild prevented random mages from doing whatever they wanted with it and kept half-trained morons from devastating cities with poorly thought-out ideas.  Physical and mental ability to utilize mana was a limiting option, but even if they weren’t a particularly good mage a truly determined and patient magic user could get a lot done over the long run if they had the mana available to them, building up their ‘great work’ piece by piece.  And when that mage was pursuing an epically bad idea, whether by malice or ignorance, that’s where you got some of the legends from.  Usually the ones involving abandoned or cursed kingdoms, vast wastelands, and some insane mage up in a tower somewhere.  Nearly all of them a lich or a ghost or just horribly warped by their poorly conducted magic by that point.

The Guild had put a stop to that.  And not just through training, or education, or a willingness to (sort of) fight.  Although all of those had played their part the Guild’s patient locking down of the available mana had been the biggest factor.  With the Guild denying evil, stupid, or careless mages the mana they needed to really screw up the world the amount of damage they could do had been sharply limited.

Unfortunately, in order to do that they’d also had to control their own members access.  And over the centuries that had quietly corrupted the Guild.  Sensible rationing and making sure mages ‘deserved’ better mana access had slowly but surely turned into politics and bureaucracy.  By the time I’d died it had been less about how qualified a mage was, mentally or via skill, but about how good they were at climbing the Guild’s ladder.  And those at the higher rungs of the ladder had gotten awfully jealous about guarding their power.

Brushing past a dozen, random, sour-faced strawmen who represented those types of mages was no small pleasure.  It’s literally a dream, I though with another mental smirk as I finally located the shelf of books I wanted.  I wish I could have done this in reality but this isn’t a bad alternative.  In the real world someone would have tried to be a pain in the ass about it or raised some sort of pointless objection.  And I couldn’t gloat about it even this much!  Maybe this is the better alternative after all, most of the enjoyment with none of the real problems.

I pulled down a portentous looking tome and flipped to a page at random, fully expecting it to be either filled with nonsense or stuff I already knew.

It wasn’t.

My brow furrowed as I looked closer and closer, reading more of the pages.  I started flipping forward, then back as I tried to follow the advanced concepts it was trying to display.

I closed the book again and stared at it intently.  Since it was a dream I was surprised my gaze didn’t literally burn a hole through the cover.

“Is something the matter?” Yamamoto asked tentatively, obviously confused and a little off balance by my display.

I forced my face into a bland smile and turned back towards him.  “No, this should be fine,” I said as neutrally as possible.  “Better than fine even, I was just surprised to find something so perfectly suited on my first try.”

“Ah!” Yamamoto nodded in enlightenment.  The Guild had a legendary store of knowledge.  Trying to track something down in that legendary store, which didn’t even have a proper Dewey Decimal System, let alone an electronic catalogue, was usually a heroic feat in and of itself.  Figuring out which shelf’s worth of books that might help you was doable.  Beyond that, most serious researchers employed divination spells and a number of undermages.  People on Earth were shockingly unappreciative of how easy it was for them to locate knowledge.

I ignored that to focus on the book.  Maybe I glanced through it once upon a time?  I thought furious.  Back when I first started?  Or maybe it’s all garbage my subconscious just made up?  Because if it wasn’t, if the book truly contained what it said it did, I had all the secrets I needed to make an advanced mana network right at my finger tips.

And that should have been impossible.

Impossible or not, I cautiously took the book to the nearest table, opened it, and began to read.
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“Please hero-sama,” the alluring figure said seductively, “give it all to me.”

She looked like a teenaged boy’s dream. Which made sense, given that’s all this was. My soul might have been older, but my horny body certainly wasn’t. So the barely clothed figure, who talked like she was in a particularly unsubtle hentai film, made sense. For given values of sense.

I found it more hilarious than tempting though. Inoue as a succubus, I thought, trying not to burst out laughing, of course! She was even less changed than most of the characters in my dream, basically just adding the cute little horns and wings while subtracting most of her clothes.

“Back! Back you foul demon!” dream Himeko snarled. She then charged forward, her sword igniting with holy fire.

You know what, I thought, holding my sides to keep from laughing, I think I’ll give her that one. Dream Himeko was playing a paladin after all, it would be expecting too much for her to not go after a succubus like that! Heck, it was the one time she could have realistically expected me to be too distracted and not thinking straight, necessitating quick action instead of waiting and coordinating things properly.

Eiko, of course, immediately jumped in after her. I just shook my head and let the comedy of a combat scene play out, complete with over the top and vaguely suggestive cries of pain from the Inoue succubus. I kind of wished there were some way to show it to the real Himeko, it might have provided her with some catharsis and satisfaction to watch her doppelganger destroying this parody version of Inoue. Unfortunately, even while in a dream and distracted by the fight scene, I knew there was no way for me to easily explain or convey what was happening to her. This was kind of the definition of ‘you had to be there’, a long and detailed explanation might have done the job. Eventually. But, even if you ignored how much time and effort it would have taken to explain everything, it would also have involved a hell of a lot of other things I wanted to keep quiet.

Yeah, I thought distantly, I dreamt about the home world from my previous life, the fantasy world where magic is real and I got most of my arcane knowledge from. Oh, and I pictured my friends as somewhat horny and dumber caricatures of themselves. Yeah, that’s not something I plan on sharing any time soon.

Just in case they ever found out about it, or the girls in the dream were going to take this like a real fight, I figured I should treat the combat with at least token seriousness. Prove I wasn’t in some sort of hormone fogged trance. “You girls doing okay?” I asked solicitously.

“Die demon, die!” Himeko shouted, pinning Inoue with her sword while hammering at her with an armoured fist.

“I’ll take that as a yes.”

Eiko let out a wordless battle cry and kicked the succubus with a strike that would have killed any normal human.

“I’ll be over here if you need anything,” I noted with twisted amusement.

Neither of the girls paused in their pummeling.

Later on, after the Inoue succubus had been thoroughly smote, I wasn’t in such a good mood. The girls were continuing to flirt with me (the dream was using the excuse that the succubus must have gotten me more riled up, so they figured they had a better chance), the dream’s weird inconsistencies were bugging me, and I was starting to feel some real medical concern for my body. The combination of all three together was really starting to piss me off.

“I did admire how well you fought off that demon’s influence, Mamoru-sama,” Himeko said, trying to lean in close and batting her eyelids at me.

“Yes, your willpower is second to none,” Eiko agreed, trying to lean in from the other side.

“Or is it that someone already has a special place in your heart?” Himeko pressed in unsubtly, both physically and socially.

Given that we were just walking down a road in the forest I did the obvious thing and did a casual but sudden accelerate, leaving the two girls to almost lean in to each other. Since it was still a dream, and one that played on some of the sillier anime tropes, it let me get away with such a ridiculous counter. “Let’s get back to the city,” I replied distractedly, “we need to reassure the mayor that the demon will bother their sons no longer.”

Or husbands, or wives, or daughters, I added to myself. That unspoken caveat was almost realistic. Succubae generally went after young men, their energy output combined with their gullible horniness made them easy prey. But the demons were equal opportunity predators, when they detected an easy target they went after them whatever the gender or age. And while people tended to accept a succubus snacking on teenaged boys no one wanted to admit they or their partners had been just as dumb and gullible as a male teenager. So, most people quietly pretended it was only the young and inexperienced boys at risk. That was business as usual, pretty ordinary for Avalon.

The succubus being based in the woods more then an hour’s walk away from the city? Rather than in the middle of her feeding grounds where she could acquire a ton of willing servants? That was video game logic at work. I was kind of surprised the trip wasn’t being montaged away.

Then again, the dream might just have been giving me time to think. I was starting to get more and more worried about this dream. Just for starters, it had been going on for too long. I knew dream time was hard to estimate, even with lucid dreaming and some of the montages involved, but I was absolutely certain I’d been asleep way too long. It had to be getting past noon in the waking world, if not even longer!

If I didn’t have the ‘mind shield’ precaution I’d worry I was under psychic attack, I thought pensively, maybe even fighting off an actual succubus. I’d quietly conducted a few tests just to be on the safe side already though, and I was sure that wasn’t the case.

I glanced quietly at not Eiko and not Himeko, once again quietly sneaking closer to my sides. I’m starting to lean towards the fever dream theory, I admitted to myself reluctantly. I’d begun to wonder if the bad mood and feeling of being absolutely drained that had forced me to bed early had been the start of something a little more serious. That right now I was alone in the apartment and my temperature was getting dangerously high. That scenario would explain all too much about my situation, the weird dream where I seemed to be aware of myself, the way it mixed so much real world stuff with my memories, the way it hadn’t turned into an erotic dream despite the obvious potential, the length of time it was taking…

Hell, about the only reason I’m not certain that’s the explanation is that I still feel fine, I thought a little sourly. You think I’d feel a bit sick, or miserable, or at least a little hot!

Right at that moment a pillar of flame shot down from the sky, close enough to blast us with its heat.

Oh come on! I thought, more annoyed than afraid or shocked. That had to be deliberate!

“Mamoru-sama!” Himeko grabbed me and then pointed skyward.

It was a dragon.

“Oh. Of course,” I sighed. Then again, I reflected, I suppose it wouldn’t be appropriate to end the dream without some real dragon slaying involved. Maybe I’m just being paranoid and my subconscious has been holding on for the big finale.

“Well, let’s get this over with,” I sighed, my tone way wearier and more fed up than a fight with a dragon demanded.

Despite my impatience and worry about my dream I still cast ‘fireproof’ over the three of us. The dream had obviously set up that first near miss, a dramatic warning rather than half killing us outright, but I couldn’t count on it simply letting me win.

Case in point, the dragon turned back for another pass, blasting at us with its fiery breath again. This time I conjured up a shield, casually exceeding my real skills and bringing up a powerful one in only a few seconds. It was a dream though, it worked and stopped the blast of flames well short of us. The residual wave of heat simply bounced off our ‘fireproof’ protections, and even if I hadn’t put the spell up I suspected our regular gear would have handled that much.

I also followed that up with a quick spell to quench all the small fires around us that were starting to spread. The dragon’s breath had ignited a bunch of leaves and trees. Not enough to guarantee a forest fire, the surrounding forest was still fresh and well hydrated, but enough that we didn’t want to take any chances.

The dragon zoomed past us well over our heads, roaring in frustration. Despite my slightly jaded attitude, the dream really had gone on too long already, I had to smile a little at the sight. It was a western style dragon from Avalon, nearly as long as three train cars, muscled like a rhinoceros, and covered with beautiful but nearly impenetrable scales. It wasn’t real, but interacting with it in in a dream was probably the closest I was ever going to get to a true dragon and it was still magnificent. This one was a deep emerald in color, and I had to admit that it looked fantastic.

“Why isn’t it landing?” Eiko shouted, trying to be heard over the noise of its passage.

“Why should it?” I shouted back. “It’s got a much better ranged weapon than we do, it only makes sense for it to stand back and attack us from a distance!” Dragons didn’t survive for hundreds and hundreds of years by saying ‘what’s this? You’ve only got swords and sharp spears? Oh alright, I guess I’ll play fair and fight you on the ground. It makes sense for me to risk getting my eyes poked out or that’ll you’ll somehow find a gap between my scales.’ Dragons usually won those sorts of fights too, but it was a lot riskier. Toss in a poison and enchanted weapons and I was surprised that even dragons were arrogant enough to occasionally risk it. Even when they weren’t likely to die the odds of losing a claw or getting scarred were way higher for the dragons who fought on the ground. The only good reason the experts could think of was that the dragons risked seeming predictable and getting out of practice if they only attacked from the sky.

This dragon didn’t seem to think it was worth it this time, it quickly circled around and tried another pass. I cast the shield spell again, and once more we proved ourselves immune to its flames.

The dragon turned around and then back winged once it saw we were still unharmed, stopping itself before taking a third pass. It took a few seconds to study us and then roared in frustration before turning around.

I was impressed at the magic enhanced biology that allowed it to do that! It was fascinating to watch it in action, a move that looked more appropriate to a hummingbird being carried out by a creature the size of a small train. Don’t get me wrong, it wasn’t as precise as a hummingbird, neither in relative or absolute terms! But if you somehow hadn’t realized how much magic went into a dragon’s body, both passively and actively, that one move would have told you.

Himeko was less impressed. “COWARD!” she screamed at it. “Come back and fight us!” she called while brandishing her sword.

I winced at the volume so near to my ear but studied the dragon a little longer. Then my eyes widened. “I don’t think it’s running away Himeko.”

The dragon had clearly realized that fire wasn’t working. But it wasn’t stupid or desperate enough to get into close combat yet. It had put enough distance between us to make any magic strikes against it difficult, then begun to uproot some trees. Within a few more seconds it was flying back towards us, the remains of a large and solid oak tree within it’s talons.

Alright, color me impressed, I admitted, taking back some of what I’d thought about my dream. This dragon clearly wasn’t going to act like an idiot and simply give us the advantage because we were supposed to be the protagonists, it was going to fight smart! I barely had time to think that before it dropped the tree at us.

“Mamoru, boost!” Eiko screamed out as she rushed forward, Himeko on her heels while calling out to the Almighty for aid.

The tree bounced toward us like a cannonball, poised to sweep lengthwise over the path. Eiko met it first, planting herself firmly and calling upon all the power of her training and ki before combining with the strength my hastily cast spell was giving her. Her palm strike shattered the trunk and deflected the two halves somewhat.

Then it was Himeko’s turn. With a scream of rage she brought down her sword on the part that still threatened us in a powerful overhead strike. The sword glowed with energy and the remains of the trunk splattered like it was a puddle that Himeko had just struck with a sledgehammer.

Me? I simply raised an arm in from on my face and channeled mana through the combat robes, hardening them so they turned stronger than steel. I also carefully tucked my hands into the robe itself, those slightly voluminous sleeves actually served a purpose. The wooden shrapnel still rained all over me but now my robes provided as much protection as Himeko’s plate armor. After a few seconds I lowered my arm and looked towards the dragon again.

“I’m not sure how many more of those I have in me,” Eiko admitted, panting slightly as she rejoined us, flexing the hand she’d struck the tree with as if it hurt. “I can do it again. But after that I’m probably going to need healing if we want to be sure.”

“It might get tired before then,” Himeko said, eyeing the dragon sharply as it flew off and started to uproot another tree. “It can’t keep this up forever.”

“True,” I said, almost smiling as dream Himeko and Eiko acted a little more like their real world counterparts in the face of a serious situation. “But I have no intention of fighting a battle of attrition. Himeko, give me the bolts.”

Himeko nodded and pulled a cloth wrapped package off her back, quickly freeing the contents and laying them before me.

I wanted to mutter something witty but couldn’t come up with anything on the spur of the moment, not even in a dream. ‘Time for some combined arms’ was the best to come to mind, and I figured I’d have needed to explain that one even to dream Himeko and Eiko. Instead, I focused on casting my spell.

Before of us lay two solid iron ballista bolts, big ballista bolts. But more importantly than that: they’d been enchanted to slay dragons. I’d taken the warning the dream had given me at the Mages Guild seriously, I’d been able to see an encounter like this coming a kilometer away and prepared something appropriate. The bolts’ tips were sharpened and attuned to cut through dragon scale, their mere proximity would weaken and drain a dragon, and once they pierced dragon flesh they’d poison their victim quickly and surely. All while being reinforced physically, you could have driven them through a solid block of stone without harming them.

The trade-off for all that? They were so full of magic and enchanted already that they’d resist any further spells cast upon them. That wasn’t an entirely bad thing, if that dragon had tried casting a spell to destroy them the bolts would be pretty resistant to it. But that did mean that actually sticking the bolts in the dragon would be problematical. At least, it would have been. If I didn’t know physics.

“It’s got the tree now,” Himeko said tightly, watching as the dragon pulled up and then started to circle around back to us.

“Patience,” I muttered tightly, using my magic to create magnetic fields. While I couldn’t do too much magic on the bolts directly the fact that they were iron gave me a wonderfully useful indirect option.

“It’s starting it’s run,” Eiko warned me, moving a bit further forward.

“Just a minute.” I’d used a lesser version on the adolescent dragon but this was going to need a more powerful launch. And organizing multiple magnetic fields to throw ballista bolts accurately was tricky. I’d have never tried something so complex in real life, not unless I absolutely had to, but being in a power fantasy gave me a few advantages.

The dragon quickly picked up speed.

“Mamoru!”

“Almost there…”

Eiko gritted her teeth and I thought I heard a sound somewhere between a sigh and a whimper escape from Himeko’s helmet.

The rapidly accelerating dragon roared and prepared to release its load.

I shot first, releasing the magnetic field holding the first ballista bolt in place and accelerating the missile towards it’s target like a railgun slug, following it up barely a second later with the second.

The shots weren’t quite as speedy as I’d hoped, even boosted by the advantageous rules of my dream, but they were still quick enough. And if my dream wasn’t going to allow me to make them go supersonic or get them up to lightspeed it did allow them to fly straight and true. Despite my lack of experience and the horribly clumsy way I was attempting to use magic the first bolt took the dragon directly in the chest. It lost it’s grip on the tree it was carrying, bobbling the release so it bounced off harmlessly into the forest, and started to screech before the second bolt took it straight in the throat.

The dragon overshot us, although by that time it had fallen so low the edge of its slipstream tugged at us in passing, before crashing to the ground a mere hundred or so meters away. We ran after it, stumbling a little over the wide furrow it had left in the ground, but it turned out to be wasted effort. Before we reached it the dragon raised its head one last time, let out a pathetic gurgle, and then died.

We all looked at each other, checked our rush, and carefully approached the corpse.

“Is… is it really dead?” Himeko asked in amazement, gently poking at a foot with her sword. Given that the dragon’s foot was even larger than she was I couldn’t even blame her for her caution.

The body didn’t even twitch.

I used a quick spell to scan the remains and then nodded firmly. “Yup. Two anti-dragon bolts, both to pretty vital areas, followed by a high-speed impact? It never stood a chance.” The bolts probably would have been enough by themselves, especially after that neck hit. But combine them with the huge crash into the ground, especially since that only drove both bolts in further, and even I couldn’t claim the dream was cheating in my favor. Oh sure, it was pretty convenient both the bolts had hit like that, I was pretty sure that part was the dream playing up the power fantasy. As was the spell working so well in the first place. But I was willing to excuse those things as something I could have managed with a lot more training in the real world, the sort of thing a real fated hero would have had the time and inclination to manage. The fact I’d scored a legitimately fatal injury fatal injury on a dragon… despite everything, despite it being just a dream, I couldn’t help but feel a sudden urge of elation and triumph welling up from deep inside me.

“We’re dragon slayers,” Eiko whispered in shock, suddenly seeming to come to the same realization (or just echoing my subconscious). “We’re actually dragon slayers.”

Himeko briefly clasped her hands in front of her. “I thank the Almighty for his blessings and support, the strength he has lent to his champions. Amen.”

“We’re alive,” Eiko said, taking a deep breath and savoring the air. “We’re alive!”

She began to laugh, joyously and wildly. And, despite it being a dream, I felt tempted to join her. The dragon would have been pants-wettingly terrifying in reality, even encountering it on easy mode within a dream had been scary and impressive. I felt, well, alive in a way I couldn’t remember feeling like in a long time. I’d conquered a dragon, it felt like one hell of a rush!

Eiko suddenly stopped laughing and her gaze shot to me. “You know how we should celebrate being alive?” she asked, her voice suddenly going husky.

I was so taken aback by the sudden shift I just froze.

“Eiko…” Himeko said warningly.

“I mean sharing Himeko, just like we talked about. I can’t take it any more. I want to feel alive after surviving that. And I’m pretty sure you do too.”

To my further shock, Himeko took off her helmet and looked at me. She was biting her lip in a cute and conflicted manner, but that didn’t match the serious look in her eyes. And then something in those eyes cleared up. “Okay,” she said, starting to tug at the seals on her armor.

Before my horrified eyes the dream versions of my friends began to strip. “EIKO! HIMEKO!” I sort of roared (the tone was there, but my voice was a little unsteady) “WHAT ARE YOU DOING?”

“What we should have done a long time ago,” dream Eiko muttered, fighting with her combat clothes.

I bent all my willpower to changing things, waking up, anything! But nothing happened. The dream versions of my friends kept struggling with their clothes. And I remained there like a helpless bystander.

Is this what I wanted all along? My inner voice babbled. Is that why this isn’t working? Do I really just want to bang my friends?

No.

Suddenly it all clicked and my emotions seesawed once again, this time to rage. I grabbed the symbol around my neck and shouted up at the sky. “NOXTINUS! IN THE NAME OF AOTH I DEMAND YOU CEASE THIS MOCKERY!”

Everything stopped.

The girls, the faint breeze, the subtle scents and sounds I’d never really thought about, they all stopped. The scene froze, and then darkened like someone had just turned down the lights in a theater. It didn’t disappear, but it was like the world had just turned from noon to a dark and somewhat cloudy night. Chills ran up and down my spine as I heard a rich voice chuckle behind me. “Oh, but where’s the fun in that?” it asked rhetorically.

I slowly turned around. A beautiful but somewhat indistinct women stood there, clad in what seemed like a robe made up of clouds. I couldn’t have described her features. They seemed to subtly shift the more you looked at them, like changing the focus of an optical illusion. I’d always wondered about that description in the textbooks, ‘clad in dreams’, now I knew.

“Noxtinus,” I said, trying to sound respectful. My expression was a little angry and despite my efforts the words came out terse. But I still paired the words with a deep bow, essentially brushing my forehead against the dream grass, I owed the goddess that much. But I did not go to my knees. She was not my deity.

Noxtinus seemed to realize that. “Hmm,” she said playfully, looking at how I kept one hand clasped around my symbol of Aoth. “Do you really think that will work here? It’s just a dream after all.”

“And this is a symbol of Aoth,” I countered forcefully. “It might be made of dreams, but if Aoth has blessed the dreamstuff with his essence it is just as much a holy symbol as ever.”

“You think it’s enough to protect you?”

“I think it’s enough to keep me in contact with my god. And that he is more than a match for you.”

I put more heat into the words than was wise. Noxtinus’ eyes flashed slightly. “Be careful boy,” she said warningly. “You’ve done a lot better than most, but you would do well to remember who you are talking to.”

Noxtinus let me have the slightest glimpse of her presence and my dream self almost fell to its knees in the face of such overwhelming force. Noxtinus was a younger and weaker deity then Aoth, that was true, but she was still a goddess! She might have been weak by those standards, but that was like saying a bear was weak when compared to an orca! A true statement, but something that mattered not at all to a grub.

She was also… it was a little hard to describe. The gods were so much greater than us. Only a part of her and a part of her attention was really there in the dream with me. But it was a part that could be measured in whole numbers this time, a good two or three percent! That was surprising and worrying on several levels. Even when Aoth had stepped in to protect me on the school trip that had been a part of him best measured with a zero or four after the decimal point. This much attention from a goddess not my own, who wasn’t terribly well connected to Earth as far as I knew, had implications I didn’t even want to think about.

“Besides,” Noxtinus continued, suddenly relaxing. “Aoth’s okay with this one, you’ve earned your little trip here.”

That gave me pause. “I did?” I asked cautiously.

Noxtinus gestured dramatically and part of my dream brightened again. Only this time it showed an entirely different scene. Me, creating a classroom out of dreams for Ishida. All around us echoed my thoughts at the time Noxtinus, please bless my endeavors and forgive my trespass.

I winced. “Ah. Right.” I’m a bit surprised I didn’t see him or Ishii somewhere in this dream, my subconscious noted randomly. Maybe they were just a background couple that I missed.

Noxtinus nodded. “You trespassed in another’s dream, and without securing permission from me or my priests ahead of time, and have made no attempt to get it since then.”

I felt that last point was a little nitpicky, but I wasn’t about to try and argue about it in front of the actual goddess of dreams. Plus, I really didn’t want to dwell on it and admit I’d been a little lazy and careless in not even trying.

“You did it for good reason, and you did an okay job in the process. A little too mechanical for my taste, not enough style, but not badly done for one of Aoth’s. But I couldn’t let that pass without at least token retribution. What would it mean if people thought they could just get away with that sort of thing?”

I flinched. I hated to say it, but… “I see your point,” I admitted. If Noxtinus didn’t give me at least a warning I was way too likely to turn to that sort of solution in the future, treating the sanctity of dreams more lightly than I should. I really should have done some sort of apology and penance for that. Even if it had only been token and shallow, at the very least it would have been a proper reminder of what I’d done and why I shouldn’t be too quick to do it.

Noxtinus nodded solemnly. Then she suddenly grinned. “Plus, I had my own reasons,” she said a little more airily. “A bunch of things combined and I figured I should take advantage of the circumstances. I was not pleased with your little intrusion, but it was hardly the be-all and end-all of everything. Normally I’d have just given you a few nightmares as punishment, maybe only one for a mostly justified first offense.”

I unwillingly glanced at the half-naked versions of my friends. “I think we can safely say you did that,” I said unsteadily.

“Yes,” Noxtinus rounded on my suddenly, changing direction with the mercurial flexibility of a dream. “That was interesting. I could feel your lust, your want. Most of the time people just indulge their dreams. But you didn’t. Why?”

“Because I was aware,” I said defensively. “I was almost… heck, if it’s your influence I probably am just as aware and capable as I would be if I was awake.”

“Doesn’t matter,” Noxtinus said eagerly, “so what if you were aware it was a dream? Most of the visitors here might hesitate in those circumstances, but they eventually dive in.”

“They’re my friends.”

“But you want them.”

I made a frustrated noise. “Look, deep in my heart… well, no. It’s more like deep in my pants, I might want Eiko and Himeko. They’re both attractive young ladies.”

Noxtinus let out an amused chuckle at that description. I wasn’t sure how much of it was genuine humor and how much of it was an attempt to get my goat. The goddess of dreams was known to be a bit of a troll sometimes.

“But it wasn’t right! It… it wasn’t them. And if I tried anything it would have been like… like… saying I wanted the real Eiko and Himeko to be like those poorly written parodies. You know what? If they’d been changed more, if they’d just been random filler characters, maybe I would have given in. A random fling in a random dream with random beauties? Who am I kidding, I would have indulged. But they were still too close to my friends, so I couldn’t.”

“Hm. Interesting.” The goddess cocked her head. “You’d be surprised how many people like the less capable and hornier versions in their dreams.”

“Yeah, well, in their dreams maybe,” I said as I struggled to put my feelings into words, “in reality I’ll take the more capable real thing.”

Noxtinus grinned.

“And not in that way!” Unsurprisingly, the goddess of dreams had a pretty chaotic aspect to her. She was a trickster goddess. One of the more benign ones, one who was a regular part of the pantheon. But not someone to turn your back on or take lightly, Noxtinus had a mean streak if you left yourself open.

“Are you sure you don’t want to indulge?” Noxtinus teased, she rotated the scene and made it so that the almost nude dream Himeko and Eiko were front and center. Then she started to slowly dissolve their remaining clothes. “There’s still time.”

I averted my eyes. “No, thank you,” I said as calmly as I could manage. Which wasn’t very calmly, but at least I managed not to be insulting. I didn’t really care though, I was thoroughly disturbed by the whole thing. Even more so now that I knew the goddess of dreams would be watching!

“Your loss,” Noxtinus said airily, changing directions again. “But at least we did get that punishment in there. Good. I would hate to think I’d just been rewarding you for messing with another’s dreams. That wasn’t the point.”

Noxtinus paused significantly. I recognized it as a cue and knew better than to antagonize a goddess under the circumstances. “And what was your reason for all this?” I asked, trying to sound polite instead of terrified.

“Oh, there were a couple,” Noxtinus sighed and pretended to be distracted. “Curiosity, fun, a favor to Aoth, seeing how a person acted in an isekai situation, payback for you doing a successful teaching dream even if you shouldn’t have.” She grinned sharply. “Answering the prayers of a follower.”

She paused again and I just looked at her in confusion for a few moments. There was something there, but I couldn’t decipher it. Answering the prayers of a follower? That made no sense. How could that even-

Then it hit me like a ton of bricks.

“That…” even in a dream my throat closed up and I couldn’t speak for a few moments. It took me nearly half a minute before I could force out a husky whisper, to dare to even speak the thought. “That was my real niece?” It should have been impossible. Would have been impossible! But if an actual goddess was involved…

Noxtinus nodded cheerfully. “She made the mistake of asking me for a chance to talk to one of her more understanding relatives about a year ago. She was wavering on whether or not to follow me as her main deity and was using her prayer as a challenge, trying to use me as a way to speak to her aunt. She was trying to not look too greedy by not specifying which relative she meant, but she knew exactly who she was talking about and I was insulted she didn’t think I would. I just decided to answer her prayer now, teach her a lesson.”

My head and heart reeled with all the implications of that. But, despite my confused emotions, I still had to wince. My niece really should have known better than that, her actions made my little transgression look well thought out! Most gods responded poorly to such demands and ultimatums, unless they were done for the best of reasons and even then the seeker had to handle it very carefully. Belatedly answering her prayer in such a manner would be typical Noxtinus, and Jenni had been lucky it wasn’t even worse.

“I had to adapt that on the fly,” Noxtinus bragged, “that’s why the transitions might have seemed a little weird to you. I had to wait until she fell asleep and then mixed her dream into yours. Not a bad piece of work, if I do say so myself, but it wasn’t my best job ever. Of course, I was using major pieces of your mind and memories too. You’d have been suspicious if I hadn’t kept mostly to what you already knew.”

I was silent. It was hard, it felt like she was deliberately stabbing me and then twisting the knife a little. But I wasn’t sure I could have talked if I’d wanted to, let alone what I would have said.

“I mixed in as much of the real Avalon as I could manage,” Noxtinus continued blithely. “It wasn’t too much, a lot of those adventures didn’t really work on Avalon. But it was kind of fun, and you would have taken it too seriously if it had been too real. Plus, you’d have known too much about what was coming, that would have spoiled things.”

“What things?” I asked, my voice still husky. At least some of my old family was alive, and it sounded like I had a bunch of nieces and nephews. Later, I promised myself. I’ll think about all that later.

“Oh, that’s for me to know and you to find out,” Noxtinus smiled at me. It wasn’t a pleasant smile. It simply screamed I-know-something-you-don’t-know in the pettiest way possible. “Think of it as an experiment. A social experiment.”

I knew better than to complain. If the goddess was content with such petty torments then I would gladly take them. Aoth would protect me from vindictive and undeserved retribution, he wouldn’t bother with anything I brought down upon myself by being stupid and rude. “Understood.”

Noxtinus pouted. “Aw, you’re no fun. Still, I don’t know what else I expected from a follower of the birdbrain. At least you’re willing to roll with it, most of his followers are too smart to realize how much they can learn from a dream. At least when Aoth is forcing me to play fair.”

Wait, what? I stared at her intently. Maybe I was reading too much into that, but…

“In any case,” she pouted, “I’ve dallied here long enough. It was fun while it lasted, but it’s time for you to wake up.”

I instinctively moved to forestall her. To speak up, ask questions about my family, about what she meant, if she was going to give me other clues about why she was doing it. Not that it would have worked, trying to put pressure on the goddess of dreams in a dream was even stupider than it sounded. The whole idea made Jenni’s little faux pas look understandable. I couldn’t help myself though, I had to try.

But Noxtinus had to have the last word, had to torment me in one last way, to remind me that dreams were hers and that if I wanted more I was going to have to work for it. She simply gestured, and instead of reaching towards her, I found myself lunging upwards from my bed.

The transition was jarring, especially after everything else. After so long in the dream I’d been expecting yet another montage. But instead I was back in reality, back in the Tokyo apartment. I was sweat covered and panting with exertion, but I felt the difference, the texture and wholeness of reality that the dream had quietly brushed away.

I also felt a desperate pressure on my bladder! As much as I wanted to just sit there and reflect for a few moments I quickly had to hop out of bed and, cursing softly under my breath the whole time, hustle over to the bathroom.

A few minutes later, after the longest pee in either of my two lives, I finally exited the toilet. Still dark out, I noted in surprise, it looks like I’m up before my parents. That all seemed impossible. But if the goddess of dreams had been involved then I couldn’t really be surprised, compared to connecting the dreams of two people across different worlds doing it all in one night wasn’t much of a stretch.

I was starving though, and shaky, and not quite sure what I was feeling. I stumbled over to the kitchen and started to make some breakfast as quietly as possible. The clock on the microwave suggested it was only a little after 5 am.

Wow. I mean, just, wow, I thought as I grabbed some bread by the light of the fridge. I didn’t want to wake my parents (assuming they were home) but I slipped some bread into the toaster and rice into the steamer. To calm myself down, and try and ground myself some more, I focused on cooking silently for the next few minutes before creeping back to my room to eat.

I tucked desperately into my breakfast, wondering why I was so hungry. I suppose that dream was a bit more real than normal, I thought tentatively. I don’t think it’s like I was doing all those things for real, but it probably had more of an impact than normal. I smirked a little to myself in spite of everything. Maybe that was a secret blessing or technique of Noxtinus, the ability to burn more calories while you slept. That wouldn’t have been a huge draw on Avalon, but if she ever wanted to market her religion on Earth…

Despite myself I was drawn back into considering the dream. It was tough, I just fell into a confused whorl of emotions and reflections, lost in the whole of it and unable to make heads or tails of the whole mess.

Okay, I thought finally, pulling myself together and starting again from scratch. Let’s try doing this logically. I pulled out a notepad and began to write my thoughts down. It was still tough, but by putting it down on paper I began to sort things out.

Point one: I’d just received an unwanted intervention from a goddess.

Point two: said goddess was from Avalon.

Point three: I didn’t know why-

I paused. Aoth damn it, I thought bitterly. I’m going to need to split that one into sub-points. I’m pretty sure she answered some of my questions honestly, but there was more than one reason and there’s a bunch of mysteries remaining. Unlike Aoth, who made you work for it but was relatively straightforward, Noxtinus had given me a mix of mercy and knowledge but also combined it with mystery and torment. I was pretty sure that whole bit with the horny parody of my friends had mostly been there to throw me off and make life tough for me. And the way she’d let me know about my niece much too late for me-

A sudden lump developed in my throat. Best not to think about that.

-yeah, that had been as much about torturing me as anything else. But, even though that had sucked, she could have done much worse. Just for starters, that whole conversation could have taken place with dream Himeko and Eiko being naked and performing lewd acts in the background. And Noxtinus had control over nightmares as well as dreams, if she’d wanted to she could have had me wake up screaming loud enough to bring the police running. She hadn’t been nice, but she’d been nowhere near as unpleasant as she could have been. For all my complaints I’d had fun in the dream and-

I paused again. What did she say? Something about Aoth forcing her to play fair? And then there was the comment about how most followers of Aoth didn’t learn from their dreams. And something else… something about a favor to Aoth?

A chill ran down my spine. The Guild. The library. It hadn’t been the real place, but I was pretty sure those had been dream copies of the real books.

My pencil tore across the page as I started writing out all I could remember. It came to me clearly, not jumbled up or fading away like a typical dream, but I was afraid to count on that. If I was right, I was pretty sure I’d just figured out half the reason why Aoth had allowed Noxtinus so much interference with one of his followers. And, if some of my other theories were right, my ability to use magic on Earth was about to make a quantum leap forward.
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“MAMORU!”

I jerked backwards from the lab bench, startled. To me it seemed like that yell had come out of nowhere. Standing right behind me was Eiko, looking concerned.

“Damn it Eiko!” I said, grasping my chest as my heart went into overdrive. “Warn a guy before you do that!”

“I did,” she said flatly. “I knocked on the doorframe as I entered, greeted you, and asked after you several times, and then knocked on the whiteboard pretty loudly before I tried speaking loudly. You never responded, not even a token attempt to wave me away or tell me to be quiet.”

I flushed slightly.

“Seriously Mamoru, are you alright?” Eiko asked, worry in her eyes. “You went dark for a whole day, it seemed like you were barely even there yesterday, and now this. Are you getting enough sleep?”

I laughed nervously. Kind of the opposite, I thought, humor mixing with concern for my own faults and embarrassment that I was worrying my friends. It turned out I hadn’t slept for seven hours, I’d slept for thirty-one hours! Noxtinus had kept me under for a whole day and change, and since there’d been no school or prearranged events for me to attend no one had realized. When I’d eventually checked my cellphone there’d been several concerned messages from my friends, worried about how I hadn’t checked in or visited the Meiko estate that day, and at that point I’d finally checked out the date as well as the time. I’d been so caught up in copying down and planning around the information I’d picked up in the dream that I’d almost missed our practice sessions on Saturday. And, judging by Eiko’s reaction, I hadn’t been nearly as good at concealing my preoccupation as I thought I’d been.

(Not that I’d thought I’d been good at it, my mind had been a million kilometers away as I processed ideas while Himeko and Eiko had beat at the shield. But I’d hoped my friends might have written that off as my usual weirdness.)

“My… sleep pattern’s kind of disrupted right now,” I replied, trying to avoid lying at the same time as not mentioning how a goddess from another world, my previous home world, had hijacked my brain for a day as a combination punishment/learning opportunity. Oh, and part of the dream had featured a version of Eiko that desperately wanted me. There were some things you couldn’t mention to your friends even when they didn’t involve somewhat horny parodies of said friends.

“Seriously? You?” Eiko said skeptically.

“What? You don’t think I’m the type to keep working late into the night if inspiration takes me?” I asked. Even as I attempted to force a smile I realized how fake it must have looked.

“You should tell her the truth Matsuda-san,” a new, sterner voice echoed from around us.

I was mildly startled by Sensei-san’s sudden intrusion, but only mildly. I started to make a frustrated noise but quickly moved to cover it up and keep the patently fake look on my face. “What truth?” I tried to ask innocently.

“Mamoru,” Eiko crossed her arms, “you’re sweating, and I cut my teeth learning to see through Himeko’s poker face. Give it up.” She would normally have been annoyed, but worry was clearly overwhelming that. Which only made me feel more guilty.

“Matsuda-san, I can sense the touch of a goddess on you,” Sensei-san noted with a hint of their own worry.

“A goddess?” Eiko looked startled.

“Ugh, fine,” I dropped the pretense but still felt frustrated and nervous. “You know the day I went dark? I was taking an impromptu little vision quest, not of my own volition.”

“What?” Eiko shook her head as if shaking off a punch. “Wait, what? What happened Mamoru? And what does Sensei-san mean by goddess?”

“It’s… tricky to explain,” I replied awkwardly. Especially if I don’t want to get myself into even more trouble!

“Try,” Eiko stated flatly. The look she gave me made it clear I could expect trouble if I didn’t start speaking up.

“A… kami,” I said haltingly, struggling to keep to the truth while concealing certain important facts and keeping it simple enough for Eiko to understand, “manipulated my dreams and sleep that night. And all of the next day. She was a pretty powerful one, much stronger than Sensei-san here, and some people would call her a goddess.” More importantly, she’d call herself a goddess. And, since she was powerful enough to make it stick, that was all that mattered.

“Mamoru!” Eiko was starting to fume, clearly wanting to beat the answers out of me given how much I was hesitating and drawing it out. “Why? How? Is she going to do it again? Are you alright!?”

“I’m… coping,” I said slowly. Since Eiko looked like she was ready to kill me or Noxtinus herself right then I plunged ahead. “It’s hard to say, I’m still processing everything. I had to do one of those dream vision type things and some of the stuff she showed me was pretty disturbing. Some of the other stuff was great! Lots of fun and pretty educational! But I still have to figure it out, make all of it work in my head.”

“Why would she do that? Did you ask for it?”

“Not in the way you’re thinking,” a smirk tugged at my lips as the comparison came to me. “I asked for it, but more in the way I seem to be asking you for a beating by acting this way.”

Eiko looked confused for a moment. When she got it she shot me a dirty look. “Cute,” was all she said, but she did look like she’d calmed down a little.

“I sort of accidentally trespassed in her domain,” I said a little more apologetically, “so one of the reasons she was doing this was to pay me back. But the situation was a lot more complex than that, so complex I’m not sure where to even begin to describe it to you. Part of that complexity meant that it had to be a legitimate vision rather than just something for revenge. I would never have thought to ask for it, and if I had I would have asked for something a little different, but overall I’m glad it happened.”

I’d gotten to meet my niece, get a little taste of home, even briefly see the stars of Avalon again. Now that it was all over and done with, and I was getting a handle on the more traumatic parts, I was starting to feel more grateful than anything else.

Eiko cocked her head for a few moments but then nodded thoughtfully. “I kind of get that.”

“You do?” now I was the one surprised, saying it out loud I’d thought it sounded too much like overly mystic garbage.

“Sometimes, when I’d made a mistake,” now Eiko’s smile was a touch embarrassed, “Master Tai would give me some really stupid task as a punishment. And sometimes that was all there was to it. But sometimes I learned something I didn’t expect from it, and I’m kind of glad it happened that way. Remember how he had us drink down the potion you made? Stuff like that, I was glad to get healed and it really drove the lesson home. But I could have done without drinking the potion itself or all the aftereffects.”

“Huh. Well, not quite the same as that. But it’s probably closer than I want to admit.”

Probably a lot closer in some ways, I reflected. Am I sure I’m not just trying to claim ‘I’m special’ by saying it’s different? 

“Are you sure your mind is uncompromised Matsuda-san?” Sensei-san cut back in. I wouldn’t have minded, but I suspected they were more concerned about the other students or Himeko than me.

Fortunately, this one was an easy answer. “Positive,” I nodded firmly. I gently touched the symbol lying underneath my clothes. “I invoked Aoth’s name, and this goddess has a connection to him. Noxtinus could do a lot to me, but Aoth would never let her do anything that compromised my free will.”

Well, not unless I was monumentally stupid, I added a little more honestly. If I’d done a full on ‘nah-nah-nah-nah-nah, you can’t get me!’ Aoth wouldn’t have hesitated to let Noxtinus wipe my mind. But so long as I was reasonable my patron deity would guard my thoughts. Noxtinus could have shown me a hell of a lot in an attempt to bend or break me. But, even though she had the power, she would not be allowed to simply make me into whatever she wanted.

“Noxtinus?” Eiko asked skeptically.

“Forget you heard that,” I said quickly, mostly out of reflex.

“Sounds like it comes straight from a video game.”

“Forget it Eiko,” I said a little more seriously. “Trust me, nothing good will come of you knowing.”

Eiko’s eyebrows went up, given how much I usually loved to babble on about anything magic related she seemed surprised at my reluctance. But she wasn’t an idiot. Between her experiences on the Meiko estates, with Master Tai, and the simple knowledge I was keeping secrets from them for what I thought were very good reasons, she could accept that.

“Anyway,” she said, quietly letting the subject drop, “it’s time for the physical tests. Or that’s what I thought, are you going to be up to it today?”

“Oh! Right. Yeah. Sorry.”

Eiko did not look any less concerned after my odd response.

“Let me try that again,” I sighed. “Give me a few moments to finish up here and then we’ll go. I need to stretch my legs and get some fresh air.”

“Stretch your legs?” Eiko suddenly looked at me suspiciously. “Mamoru, how long have you been here?”

I declined to answer. Sensei-san however noted, “you really should get some food and drink in you as well Matsuda-san, you have to take care of yourself.”

I shot the building a dirty look. But that less than brilliant move was further undercut by the way my stomach gurgled at the mention of food. “I’ve been hydrating myself,” I told Eiko defensively.

“Yeah,” she noted sarcastically, not even to bother pointing out I wasn’t defending myself about the food factor.

“I’ll finish up quickly,” I replied, trying to ignored my slight flush.

***

After finishing up in the lab (and a quick trip out of the school to grab a snack from a vending machine) we made out way to the track area.

“You’re sure you’re up for this?” Eiko asked once again as I bumbled with some of the supplies.

“Oh yeah,” I said quickly. “I’m good enough physically, and this will give me a good chance to clear my head.” I hated to admit it, but Sensei-san had a point. I was a little stiff and I didn’t like how my thought processes were slowly ossifying. After the ridiculous amount of sleep I’d gotten on Friday I’d only slept three or four hours last night, and I’d had to force myself to get that much. I wasn’t doing too badly, I really hadn’t needed much, but the effects had started to creep up on me without me noticing. This bouncing back and forth on my sleep patterns was getting to me and I hoped I’d get a normal night’s sleep this time.

“Alright,” Eiko said, starting her stretches. She smiled at me a bit mischievously. “In that case, why don’t we do something more all out today?”

“Eiko…” I sighed.

“Come on, it’s the perfect opportunity. There’s no one here, we should get this out of the way while we can. We’ve only got a few opportunities to do this all summer, then all the clubs will be back in for fall and we’ll have wasted our chance.”

I frowned and shook my head. But she did have a point. Especially since I’d peaked at more than just the mana networking secrets back on Avalon. I hadn’t gotten much, I’d basically just started browsing and poking my nose in a couple of books, but I gathered a few more facts, spells, and techniques than I thought Aoth or Noxtinus had originally intended. At the time I’d just been pressing the limits of my dream, curious and eager to see if anything else would shake out. I could have stayed in that library for days, and probably would have if given the chance, but soon after I started thinking about that the dream had pushed me out through another montage. Noxtinus had obviously had other plans for me, and wasn’t in the mood to do me that much of a favor.

But one of the things I had taken a peek at was a few more physical spells, both healing and boosting. I was kind of curious to try out one or two of the more powerful ones on Eiko, see if they really worked like they had in the dream and if she’d be capable of splitting a tree in half.

I mean, they’d worked in the dream. And that dream seemed to have featured real knowledge…

I slapped both my cheeks simultaneously, one with each hand, and shook my head to clear it. While Eiko looked a little startled I told my self No! Bad mage! Do things properly, gradually, and make sure you’re not about to screw up your friends. Using a power fantasy dream as evidence is not good science!

“Not today,” I said a little more firmly.

“Are you sure you’re alright Mamoru? Really?”

I ignored that. “Anyway, lets get some baseline readings done and… “

I’d started casting the spell to detect watchers while saying that. I’d just been doing it out of habit and good practice, I’d already been reaching for the medical sensor at the same time and preparing to take Eiko’s pre-spell readings. That immediately stopped as the spell gave me a clear, unambiguous, someone’s-watching-you reading.

“Oh for fu-,” I cut myself off with a facepalm and another deep sigh. “Of course.”

Eiko paused again, obviously getting more and more concerned for my well being with all my antics. “What’s wrong Mamoru? Did you forget something?”

“Heads up, we’re being watched,” I ground out in frustration, looking around.

Eiko was momentarily startled but immediately stopped her stretching and started looking for the culprit.

“Your left side, over behind the remains of the Archery Club,” Sensei-san said softly in our ears. “He just hopped over the wall and I’ve become aware of him.”

I reached for my mana supply, touching it with my spirit and preparing to cast a spell. In my defence, I was suffering from a lack of sleep and a dream that had just spent a fair amount of relative time teaching me to act like that. Even with my regular paranoia I wouldn’t have gone that far.

Eiko, on the other hand, was a lot smarter. She let out a frustrated sigh of her own. She simply muttered “I bet I know who it is,” before raising her voice and shouting. “Oy! Come out here right now or we’ll call the cops on you for trespassing on school property!”

She aimed her shout towards the burned-out remnants of the archery range. The blackened building was structurally unsound but still mostly there if you ignored the collapsed roof. It was actually scheduled to be torn down sometime in the next few weeks when it wouldn’t impact the students. It still provided more than enough cover to conceal a man though, as Sato Gota proved by coming out from behind it a few seconds later.

“Oh, that’s rich!” he shouted back good naturedly over the length of the field. “Coming from the girl who doesn’t even go to this school and who’s here in the middle of the summer break!”

Despite his words he simply walked calmly towards us, unabashedly filming us with his phone. He was dressed more casually today, wearing clothing that wouldn’t have stood out on the streets of Tokyo. An effect somewhat ruined by the now red tips and highlights to his bleached-out hair.

Huh, I’m a little surprised he wasn’t in the dream either, I thought randomly, my brain still in neutral at the discovery that Sato was actually here. A bard, a spy, a starving minstrel in the town square… I really would have expected Noxtinus to have found a role for him somewhere. Maybe it was the difficulty in fitting someone with his hair into Avalon…

While I was mulling over the idea that someone from Japan had less logical hair than the residents of a stereotypical anime fantasy kingdom, Eiko and Sato were still projecting their voices at each other.

“I have permission to be here,” Eiko retorted. “Shall we get a caretaker and see what they say about you?”

Sato laughed sarcastically. “Right. Permission bought and paid for by your rich friend. I’m sure that’s totally legitimate, something that I should really be careful about honoring while I’m finding out what she’s really up to.”

“Hey! Jackass! I pulled two guys out of that building you were just hiding behind! They decided they were alright with me hanging around after that, how do you think they feel about you spying on their students?”

“Student,” Sato was careful to emphasize. “Singular, not plural. Unless Meiko Himeko’s also around here. In which case, please feel free to tell me and I’ll go harass her for a while. She’s the primary target here, I’m only watching you to figure out what she’s up to. Give me the truth and I’ll be on my way.”

“Like I’d ever tell you squat!” Eiko, still half-shouting aggressively even though Sato was moving into more normal conversation distance.

“Oh, so it is a secret then?” Sato responded playfully.

Eiko growled.

“Oh! Do that again, I want to set it as a ringtone for you.”

“That’s it! I’m throwing you out of here right now!”

Eiko took a step towards Sato and I hurriedly got between them. “Eiko! Eiko!” I said, holding her back. Well, reminding her of how she should act really. My half-hearted and confused attempts to find somewhere safe to place my hands (after my recent experiences with dream Eiko I was feeling very weird about trying to touch real Eiko in any way) would in no way have restrained her if she hadn’t wanted to be stopped. But she seemed to recognize that following through on her threat would have been a mistake and was alright with me providing her an excuse to back down.

“You,” Eiko said fiercely, using my presence as an excuse to hold herself back, “don’t belong here! Get out right now or I’m calling the cops.”

Sato just laughed. “Alright, I’m going, I’m going,” he turned as if to leave, then smirked at us over his shoulder. “It’s not like I can’t film you from across the street.”

Fuck, I thought, belatedly putting it together. He was already watching us, the spell triggered before he entered school grounds. He obviously figured we were about to start something and wanted a closer look, that’s why Sensei-san became aware of him, but he’s able to film us from a distance.

I wasn’t sure how or where he was filming us from, and it was obviously pushing a lot of laws. But that was the trap. There didn’t seem to be major violations in any horrible ways, he wasn’t trying to catch Eiko nude or anything, he wasn’t planning blackmail, and I wasn’t going to insult any of the real victims out there by claiming this mild incident was stalking. Heck, I was already recording a bunch of information here, it wasn’t like we could claim he was doing anything terribly strange. This wasn’t something the police would prioritize. Unless the Meikos got involved and pushed it, it wouldn’t be hard for them to influence the authorities enough to have Sato taken in. But if they did that he’d have even more evidence that something was up, and proof that the Meikos were throwing their weight around.

Don’t get me wrong, I was pretty sure he was filming us because he really suspected something was up (and rightly so). But the fact he could strategize and create a situation where all paths led to victory, that was impressive. And worrying.

Fortunately Eiko, who probably had a lot more experience with this sort of thing than I did, realized that just as fast and had a counter. Or at least the way to lose the least. “We’re not doing anything,” she said tightly, “and if this gets your stupid ass out of everyone’s way by proving to you there’s nothing to see then I guess I can put up with it for one afternoon. So set up, shut up, and keep out of the way.”

I blinked a few times, trying to figure out what just happened. “Really?”

“Yes. Mamoru, make damn sure you’re recording too. I want proof I can post on this idiot’s website that he’s a damn harassing stalker if he tries anything. If he tries to manipulate or edit the footage in any sort of way I’m posting the real stuff as proof of what a lying piece of trash he is.”

Sato put a hand on his heart and gave us a small bow. “You wound me madame,” he said flamboyantly. I was surprised to realize that while Sato was trying for humor there was a barely concealed touch of both hurt and anger in his tone.

“O-kay,” I said slowly, trying to regain my footing and figure out what I was supposed to be doing next.

“Mamoru, vitals,” Eiko said angrily.

I immediately started to reach for the medical sensor, then paused as I realized a problem. Two problems.

“Mamoru!” Eiko snapped, obviously annoyed at having Sato still hanging around and filming everything.

“Sorry Eiko,” I said, forcing myself to try and sound calm. I doubted anyone was truly fooled but it seemed better than acting like a nervous mess. “But your readings are going to be through the roof right now. You’re too stressed, give it a few moments and calm down first. They’ll still probably be off, I don’t see how this will even out, but they’ll be closer to what they’re supposed to be.”

“Ah, damn it,” Eiko swore softly. But she could clearly see the point. She didn’t protest, and immediately started a breathing exercise.

That still left the second problem. Sato was already eying the medical sensor with undisguised fascination.

I waffled for a few moments, I wasn’t feeling comfortable with everything, but in the end I figured keeping it low-key and using a variation of my usual tactics was the best option.

“This is a prototype medical sensor,” I told Sato as calmly as I could. “Something that one of the Meiko owned companies is working on. You’ll probably see a perfected version out in the real world soon enough, we’re just helping out in the final testing.”

“Yes,” I deliberately rolled my eyes before Sato could say anything, doing my best to channel Sakura and Himeko. “This probably is the biggest proof that Himeko’s up to something and taking advantage of her rank. It’s a glorified heartrate and blood sugar monitor, along with a few other things. She was worried about Eiko doing all these tests, and I wanted to be on the safe side and do some accurate medical monitoring, so she pulled a string or two to give us access. From what I understand the company isn’t too happy, but it doesn’t really mind a chance to include another realistic field test like this.”

I suspected Himeko was sugarcoating things a little when she’d told us that, but I could have seen it being the truth too. Letting me and Eiko use it wasn’t a great test, but it wasn’t a bad set of data points to add to all their regular studies.

“Really? Just a heartrate and blood sugar monitor?” Sato asked, eagerly pursuing the lead.

I shrugged, still obviously nervous but not in a terribly suspicious way if you knew me. “And a few more things. I don’t think there’s anything here you couldn’t get in an ordinary doctor’s office, this just lets us get all the information without us having to bother one. Or me screwing up an attempt to use the regular tools, I suck at biology.”

“Yeah. I’ve seen your test marks Mamoru,” Eiko said, sounding much closer to normal. “Top of the class by a good margin. You truly suck at biology.”

“Alright, fine,” my eye roll was much more natural this time. “I suck at practical biology, is that any better?”

Eiko simply smirked and took the sensor from me to put it on, sparing only a quick glare for Sato.

“Yeah, work it girl,” Sato in turn smirked at her, “make that metal a statement.”

“More plastic than metal,” I said absently, stumbling back into my normal responses entirely by accident. “And please don’t disturb my subject, I want to get an accurate heart rate.”

“Ah, do I get your heart pumping Kobayashi-san?”

I shot him an annoyed look of my own. “If you want, we can just call it quits. There’s no sense in wasting everyone’s time if all you’re going to do is ruin the tests.”

I was wondering if that’s what Eiko had planned, turning it around on Sato and giving us the excuse where we were in the right instead of hiding from the press. But Sato simply smiled back at me and made a zipping his lips gesture before backing off a few paces.

I sighed and tried to pretend to be more blasé about everything than I was. Ironically, when he either got my goat or I got lost in the procedure it wasn’t too hard. It was the mid point between those two places where I was really off balance, super aware and worried about him. So once again I found myself fidgeting nervously and fighting the almost irresistible urge to keep looking at him, to make sure he wasn’t up to something.

After a while the machine beeped and I carefully recorded all the results. Miraculously, Sato kept quiet and didn’t say a word. Although he did record me recording al the results.

“Alright, no real surprises today.” Despite myself, I couldn’t help but shoot a quick glance towards Sato as I added, “elevated heart rate and blood pressure, a few other signs usually related to stress, but nothing too far off baseline.”

“Good,” Eiko said tightly.

“Alright, let’s get the baselines done,” I said, managing to sound mostly normal as I nodded towards the track.

Eiko nodded back as me and assumed her position. I did all the normal things, and she did all the normal things as she ran through a sequence of sprints. We both tried our best to ignore Sato filming everything. Well, mostly. “I expect to get a copy of the file,” I told Sato in an attempt to sound authoritative that failed pretty badly. “If you’re going to bother with this I might as well get some high-quality footage of her running to go with all the other results.”

“Oh, it’s high quality all right,” Sato reported with a theatrical leer.

I tried not to sigh yet again. It’s hard to tell how serious he is, I thought distractedly as I watched Eiko run. He’s obviously doing it to get under our skin, make us careless, angry, and more likely to underestimate him. But, even though he’s darn good at doing that, I could swear there’s a hint of truth in what he’s doing.

On the other hand, that wasn’t hard to justify. Eiko was an attractive young girl, dressed in light gym clothes to handle the summer heat, puffing and sweating a little as she ran around the track… I quickly squelched that train of thought before Sato caught something else on camera! Yeah, no reason at all there’d be anything to get him slightly interested, I thought with a mixture of embarrassment and anger.

Soon Eiko had finished her runs and at that point she came back so we could take another set of readings.

“You’re not fooling anyone you know,” Sato said smugly, once again trying to provoke.

“Oh?” I asked, not saying anything. I still tensed up a little but there was honest confusion in my question. It helped that this time I really wasn’t sure what he could be talking about.

“I know there’s more to this. I talked to your classmates, and they told me about your little experiment. I know you’re keeping stuff from me.”

I looked at him in a mixture of confusion and frustration but Eiko spoke up before I could give anything away. “That’s next step you moron,” she said, managing to sound almost bored. “We take regular readings without the spray, then we take them with it. It wouldn’t make sense to do them the other way around.”

For a moment I was confused. Then it all clicked. Oh! Right! Wow, the excuse we used after the fire! That’s what we’re going for here. I’d just thought we were going to pretend to be doing some normal fitness checks and testing, keep everything vague. That might have worked, but Eiko’s plan made much more sense. I’d been so worried about not doing a spell this week I hadn’t even thought about that possibility.

“Then where’s this mythical spray,” Sato asked smugly.

“In my bag,” I answered instantly. “Give me a second. Well, when the readings are done.”

Eiko managed to keep her question subtle and just in her eyes, I gave her a quick and hopefully reassuring smile while my back was to Sato.

Once the new readings were done I trotted back to my pack and dug through it. “Come on,” I muttered obviously as I took my time obviously shifting things back and forth. “Why is it these things always go missing when it’s important?”

“Uh-huh,” Sato noted skeptically.

“Here it is!” I declared, pulling a spray bottle out of my bag dramatically.

Sato was a little bit startled, but he hid it well. Better than Eiko at least, who rocked back on her heels for a moment in surprise. Fortunately, she was behind him at the time and she’d covered it up by the time he looked back at her.

I, meanwhile, was hoping my sweat could be blamed on the summer heat. Don’t mess this up, don’t mess this up, don’t mess this up, I muttered over and over in my head.

Sato had obviously figured I was digging around my bag so much in order to eventually declare “Oh no! It isn’t there! I must have left it somewhere!” and try to put him off that way. And, to be honest, that thought had gone through my head. But I doubted a good actor could have gotten away with that, let alone me. At least Sato had the excuse that his little tricks were supposed to annoy people instead of fool them, I was just bad at it.

Instead, I’d used the fact my hands were out of sight and I had my back to Sato in order to cast a pair of quick spells. The first, a quick spell of illusion in order to create a false spray bottle. Well, sort of. The technical explanation was a bit trickier than that. Basically, I now controlled a small area around my hand and could physically control what people saw in that area. The spray bottle really appeared to be there, and it would show up in pictures and recordings, but it was really made out of bent and manipulated light. If I wasn’t careful, I’d accidentally put it through something.

I wasn’t terribly good at illusions, it was even more of an art than most magic. It had taken me a while to come up with a reasonably convincing spray bottle, and that was relatively easy! If I’d tried to pull off an illusion of a cop or a teacher then chances were pretty good I’d have failed miserably, something that complex and detailed that moved and interacted with the real world was not my forte. Heck, there was a pretty fair chance Sato would have normally detected the spray bottle illusion, and Aoth alone knew where that would have ended up!

But I was feeling a little more confident because of my second spell. An underrated little spell officially known as ‘believe’ and more widely referred to as ‘the illusionist’s little friend’. 'Believe' was a spell like ‘don’t notice me’ that worked on the mind, only ‘believe’ was a little more subtle and sophisticated. Sato would be convinced of a half dozen minor factors that the illusion wasn’t actually covering, so long as he didn’t examine them. As I moved to Eiko and started ‘spraying’ her I was able to manipulate the illusion so that the trigger on the bottle seemed to move and there seemed to be something spraying out of it. I could not make the subtle ‘pst’ sound that usually accompanied such an action since my spell only covered a visual illusion. The ’believe’ spell filled that in, convinced Sato he was hearing the appropriate sounds each time the bottle seemed to spray. It wouldn’t work if he focused, if someone told him “Hey, listen closely to what’s happening” he’d realize there wasn’t anything there. But for someone who didn’t have a clue what he should be looking for, who was focusing closely on the bottle itself, it worked perfectly.

After I gave Eiko a thorough coating (both of us fighting not to grin the whole time) Sato even asked “may I feel that?”

Eiko looked momentarily panicked but I simply went. “Hm? I guess so,” and gave him a quick spray on his hand.

He frowned slightly but I had confidence in ‘believe’ so I simply guided his impressions. “Note how it coats the surface and feels slightly wet,” I said, trusting the spell to do its work. “Or some people call it greasy. Or does it feel different to you?”

“I’d…” Sato frowned. “It barely seems to be there… but I guess greasy is as good a description as any. Maybe a little tingly?”

“Huh, that’s a new one,” I said. I suddenly had an idea. I retreated back to my bag and rummaged around in it a moment. When I pulled my hand out again I’d put the spray bottle ‘away’ and pulled out a lighting tool, one of those thin metal tubes where the flame came out a stick a good twenty or so centimeters away from your hand.

“Going cooking after this Mamoru?” Eiko couldn’t help but ask sarcastically. “Why do you even have that?”

“For lighting Bunsen Burners and the like,” I shrugged. This one was just an illusion, simply a change to the same illusion spell that was still around my hand. But I actually had a real lighting tool still buried in my bag. It wasn’t suitable for what I wanted to do today though.

I ‘lit’ the flame at the end of my illusionary wand and came back to Sato. “Now, even that much of a coating should be enough to protect you from the flame,” I said calmly. I motioned with the tool and Sato cautiously held out the hand I’d supposedly sprayed.

“Tell me if this starts to feel too warm,” I told him, hiding my smile, as I brought the lighter in close.

Sato looked momentarily concerned but quickly calmed down when he didn’t get burned. “It feels… a little more tingly,” he reported after a few moments, “but that’s all.”

“Good. I’ll move the flame down a little, warn me when it starts to get hot,” I said, slowly starting to move the illusionary fire further down his hand and towards to his arm.

After a few seconds Sato jerked it away. “Starting to get a little bit hot,” he reported.

I smiled, and tried to pretend it wasn’t because of the sleight of hand I’d just pulled off. The illusionist’s little friend works again I thought smugly. Mostly I’d just wanted the excuse to get rid of the bottle before I screwed up, accidentally held it up against my leg so half of it appeared clipped into me or something. The ‘believe’ spell could have handled small errors, but anything large would have been a problem. And even the small stuff could have been disastrous if he’d later noticed it in his recordings, the ‘believe’ spell wasn’t going to last indefinitely! The chance to reinforce some earlier excuses was a great bonus.

“That’s one of the side benefits of the mixture,” I continued, quickly returning the lighting tool to my bag before I could somehow mess that one up! “You’ve probably heard all sorts of stupid tales about the Archery Club, that’s how we managed that one. I wouldn’t try… I don’t even know how to put this. A flamethrower. I wouldn’t try standing in front of a flamethrower using this stuff, but it’s pretty good at protecting you from brief exposures to flame. While it lasts.”

“Speaking of which,” Eiko cut in, seemingly impatient. “Shouldn’t we do the tests?”

“Oh, right.” I quickly moved back to the track, confident that I’d sown some more doubt in Sato’s mind.

Sato kept quiet while I ran Eiko through the 100 and 400 meter runs, but spoke again partway through her 1600 meter attempt. “And what did you say this stuff was again?” he asked suspiciously.

Fortunately, even I’d seen that one coming. I’d taken a moment to remind myself the of the chemical formula while we’d been waiting and rattled it off easily. “It’s basically just glorified petroleum jelly,” I repeated the same excuses yet again, having remembered them while I was trying to remember the formula. “I’ve made a few changes to make this a lot more practical but we’re not looking at some sort of major breakthrough here.”

“Not even for fire departments or other professionals who could use the protection?” Sato asked, a careful balance of aggressive probing with honest curiosity in his tone.

“Not… really,” I said slowly. “I suppose there might be one somewhere but I can’t really think of anything right now. It doesn’t last long before evaporating and it’s not that stable to begin with, you couldn’t just keep a bottle of it around indefinitely. There’s probably an edge case somewhere out there where it might be useful, but I can’t think of it.”

I held up a hand, buying myself some time, while Eiko completed the last bit of the run. After she was finished and I’d clocked the time I turned back to him. “I could be wrong,” I continued, “or someone else could come up with an even better mix, if we could get this a lot more stable I could see a few uses for it. But as things stand this is mostly just a parlour trick.”

“And maybe something to watch out for in the Olympics,” Eiko added a little breathlessly as she jogged back up to us. “How’d I do?”

I did a small double take at her time. I hadn’t really been paying attention to it since I hadn’t actually done anything to her. Suddenly I realized that and her other times hadn’t been as boring as I’d expected. “I, uh, wow,” I looked at her a little sheepishly, “a little bit better than normal actually. Let’s get the sensor on you, see how you’re doing, because this is almost a 10% improvement over the average.”

Eiko shot a glance at Sato. “I had a lot of anger and frustration to work out.”

“Aw, do I frustrate you? We could always go somewhere private and I could help you with that.” Sato leered.

“Stop. It.”

Much to my surprise, Sato was instantly contrite. He dropped the whole sleezy act and looked instantly apologetic. “Yeah, sorry about that Kobayashi-san, that one was a little much. I was caught in the moment and it was too obvious, my apologies.” He then shocked the pair of us by giving her a quick bow.

We all stood there for a few seconds. “Sensor,” I said quickly, eager for any excuse to break the moment.

“Right,” Eiko was almost as off balance as I was, a rare occurrence.

“In any case, that should be about it for today,” I continued a little less awkwardly after a few moments. “I expect a copy of your footage Sato-san, and I’d ask you please refrain from doing this in the future. I have an experiment to run here, I do not need you as another variable. We’ve indulged you today out of…” I paused a moment looking for vaguely sensible words but not finding them. “Well, mostly because you’ve got a hint of a point and it wasn’t worth the trouble for one day.”

Eiko winced slightly, proving that whatever the answer was: I hadn’t found it.

I gave him as hard a look as I could manage. “Keep this up and we will get the police involved.”

Sato just grinned at me. “Aw, look at the poor little teenager, trying to act tough. You should have left that to Kobayashi-san.”

“Can’t really argue that one,” I muttered, accepting the whole attempt had failed miserably and just trying to be grateful he was taking it that well.

Sato laughed.

Eiko gave him a much more effective dirty look. “Then take it from me: keep this shit up and we will make you pay. We are not dancing monkeys for your braindead little followers, try to make money off this and I will see you working for the Meikos for the rest of your life to pay off your debt.”

Sato laughed again. “See? Much more effective?” he told me, completely unfazed.

Before either of us could say anything else he simply grinned again. “Relax kiddies, I’m not going to make a habit of this. I might check up on you when you least expect it, just to make sure you’re actually telling the truth, but I’m not going to make it easy for people to trump up charges for me by doing this every week. I’m going to get to the bottom of all this. But, unless your school’s even more involved than it seems, you ought to be safe here.”

With that he turned around and started walking away, whistling casually all the while.

We watched him go, staring at him intently. Belatedly, I remembered to activate ‘mage sight’ and checked out his aura. I really should have done that before I used ‘believe’, I reflected. If he was as psychic as Saori or Arai that would have blown up in my face right there! Normally that wouldn’t have been an issue, but given Sato’s talents and success rate I was right to suspect there might be something a little more to him. I’d been a little too impressed with my own cleverness and gotten careless. Luckily, I seemed to have gotten away with it.

When I looked at his aura I was a little bit surprised to find out how sensitive he actually was without actually being a full blown psychic. He’d probably been the most psychic kid in any class he was in, but nothing more than that. Probably has a lot of good ‘hunches’ and ‘gut feelings’, I thought. I wonder if that’s what got him interested in reporting in the first place? It wasn’t enough to have detected my spells automatically, but if he’d been a little more suspicious he’d have seen through them easily. That was probably why the phrase ‘tingly’ had kept coming up so much, he’d felt something was up even if he hadn’t been sure what. Luckily, he seemed to be too focused on a bigger picture that was more centered around Himeko. If he’d been more directly suspicious of me, and that what I was doing was fake, he’d have seen through it. But I had a sneaking suspicion he’d been overthinking it, assuming that if I was doing anything I was putting on a dog and pony show, but a real dog and pony show, to conceal my real experiments for Himeko.

“I hate that guy,” Eiko muttered feelingly as he waved to us jauntily before sauntering out the gates.

I said nothing, too grateful to have gotten away with all we’d managed and even successfully put one over on him. Sort of. It wasn’t what I planned, I reflected, but it was a productive day. Kind of. This is still a good data point to include in the set, just not a particularly good test of any spell.

“Indeed,” Sensei-san opined unexpectedly, startling us both again. “I shall be keeping an eye out for him in the future.”

“Be careful with that Sensei-san,” I said quickly. “If you do anything… the guy’s a reporter. He could cause trouble for you directly or he could assume it’s a plot by Himeko and blame it on her!”

“I know Matsuda-san,” Sensei-san replied serenely. “And for the moment I shall restrain myself. But if he enters my halls again,” Sensei-san laughed softly and a little sinisterly, “well, then we shall see what happens.”

Great, something else to worry about, I thought with a sigh. Most people have less problems with school during summer break!
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Himeko paused a moment in surprise as she entered the lab.  “Well,” she said with a hint of humor, “you’re looking particularly mage-like today, Mamoru.”

I smiled at her, feeling a mixture of amusement and satisfaction at her comment.  I had a fairly stout staff of cherry wood clamped down on the lab bench and was lovingly carving sigils into it.  It was kind of hard to argue her observation.

More importantly: I felt more like a mage!  And that was a good thing.

Eiko followed on her heels, took one look at me, and just shook her head.  “Yeah, good thing Sato can’t see you now.  He’d know something was up and might have enough of a clue to start looking in the right direction!  Seriously Mam, is that an actual magic staff?”

“It will be,” I reported cheerfully.  “I’ve finally got everything I need figured out.  Now, all I need to do is put it together.”

“And that’s going to make a big difference?” Himeko asked inquisitively.

“Oh heck yeah!” I enthused.  “The mana networking alone would make the staff worth it!  But I’m adding a small reservoir, a couple of bound enhancements, and a fourth hand!”

“Fourth… hand?” try as she might, not even Himeko could make that sound logical.

Thankfully, her puzzlement got through to me.  “Sorry, mage jargon.  The staff will ‘hold’ on to spells for me if I want to, keeping them going without needing any concentration or effort from me.  It’s like having a third hand for carrying stuff.  Since this staff should have the capacity for two spells it will have a third and fourth hand.  Maybe even a fifth, I want to see how the carving goes but I think I might be able to slip one in there.”

“Sounds handy,” Eiko nodded, wincing a moment later as she realized the accidental pun.

“Is that usually a problem for you Mamoru?” Himeko sounded genuinely curious.  “You seem really excited over it but I’ve never noticed you having any troubles with that.”

“Well, part of that’s the spells I’ve been using up until now,” I temporized.  “Most of the stuff has either been pretty lightweight, I’ve already had a talisman to take care of it, or it’s been a relatively short term spell.  You know, like when I had to use the binding ribbons on you when… you…”

I belatedly trailed off in the face of Himeko’s growing frown and Eiko’s frantic “uh-uh” signals in the background.  Yeah, probably not an incident I want to bring up.

“When I had to bind that dark spirit after running into the kids!” I course corrected quickly.  “That wasn’t a problem if I was just using it for a minute or so.  If I was trying to keep it up for an hour or two, especially if I was casting other spells along the way, a third hand is pretty useful.  Especially especially if it’s a spell that I can’t afford to waver with.  Bobbling a spell like that for even a second can be disastrous.”

“Hm, I can see that,” Himeko noted with mild surprise.  “But are you really going to be engaging in many spells where you need that sort of capability?”

I laughed weakly, a little embarrassed that she’d realized that and done it almost instantly.  “Yeah, you probably have me there.  I’d rather have this and not need it, instead of need it and not have it.  But most likely I’m going to be using a ritual or a talisman if I have to cast anything like that for the long term.  A third hand is a great option to have, and it’s great in emergencies, but it’s not really that useful in everyday life.”

On Earth at least, I added mentally.  It was a little more important on Avalon where you could actually run into wild monsters or odd magical accidents; cases where you needed to quickly cast spells you weren’t great at and then keep them running even though the situation might be really panicked and chaotic.  It still wasn’t something most mages needed to use, but probably around 40% of us had come across a situation where it might have saved our life.

Both Himeko and Eiko were smirking a little.  Judging by their expression they seemed to think I was happy to have a third and fourth hand in the same way some middle-aged men were happy to have an expensive car with lots of horsepower: something they considered impressive to brag about, but not an ability most of them were likely to actually use.  They might not have been entirely wrong, so I moved on.

“And a staff just generally has a lot of practical uses.  They basically work as antennas; they receive mana that way but can also emit the spells in a similar manner.  A mage can use their staff to ‘broadcast’ a spell over a larger area with less effort than he could by himself, or the mage can sort of ‘focus’ the spell he pushes through the staff for better range or a more cohesive result.  It won’t entirely negate the effects of being in Tokyo,” otherwise a staff would have been something I’d have built years ago, “but it should mitigate them a little.”

“Huh, that is useful,” Eiko looked mildly impressed.  And surprised I was being that practical.

Himeko however, was a little more suspicious.  “You keep telling us magic doesn’t work like magic,” she said with a tiny smirk.  “Just having a special stick to make everything work better doesn’t seem logical.  What’s the catch?”

I chuckled softly.  “You’re learning,” I admitted.  We both seemed pleased at that.  “No real catch, it’s just that actually using a staff takes some skill and familiarity.  The way I phrased it is true, but it’s also like saying ‘you can use nunchakus or a bo staff to deliver stronger blows further away from you.’  Completely correct, but you know even better than I do what would happen if a rookie just picked one of those weapons up and tried to do that.”

I was overstating the matter a little, an inexperienced user was much more likely to hurt themselves and mess up with nunchakus than a staff.  Using the staff in that manner would be closer to using a lever in the real world, more of problems would come from the conditions you were trying to use it under than the tool itself (and your skill with it).  But for once I was confident I’d managed to come up with an analogy that explained the basic situation.  And, judging by the girls slightly more sympathetic smirks, I was right.

“In any case,” I continued, “it’s a useful magical tool.  This one’s going to be an especially powerful and useful magical tool.  Assuming I don’t mess it up.  Hence why I’ve waited so long for this and I’m going to take some extra time with it.”

“Alright, but no blowing yourself up this time.”

“No worries about that, I’ve got mana transmission cracked!”

“Not what I meant,” Himeko noted with a mixture of amusement and concern.  “But now you’ve got me curious.  What do you mean by that?”

I blinked.  “I mentioned I thought I’d finally figured out how to make mana transmission work, right?”

“You babbled something to that effect on Saturday, yes,” Himeko’s answer was a little less amused.

“Seriously Mam, you had your head in the clouds and weren’t making much sense,” Eiko added.  “Even less than usual I mean.”

I paused a moment.  Probably best not to look too closely at that, I decided cautiously.  I thought I’d done better, but so soon after my extended Noxtinus dream my judgement had probably been shot.

“Oh.  Okay.  Sorry.  In any case,” I continued, ignoring the glance the girls exchanged at my abrupt attempt to brush that off.  “I’ve been experimenting with it since then.  By combining the principle of…”

I trailed off under the combined look the girls gave me.  It was more amused than usual, but they could see I was about to go off on a self-indulgent technical rant that would mean nothing to them.

“I’ve figured out a way to properly build up a network, then connect the points of the network on a different level,” I summed up carefully.  “Using this method, distance doesn’t matter and we manage to skip past all the interference modern society sets up.”

“Doesn’t matter?” this time Himeko looked startled.  “Are you telling me you’ve managed some sort of… of… teleportation?”

“Closer to wormholes,” I answered thoughtfully.  “The principle is bypassing the distance with a different sort of connection.  Teleportation would be more like jumping past all that distance very quickly.”

“There’s a difference?”

“Well, that’s an interesting question in some ways.  It’s one of the more practical uses of philosophy.  You see- “ I stopped as I realized the looks had returned.  I sighed.  “Trying to explain this without sounding stupidly pretentious is going to be a challenge, isn’t it?”

“I’m getting that impression, yes,” Himeko noted calmly.

“Seriously Mamoru,” Eiko agreed.  “We want to know, and we want to make sure you’re not about to blow yourself up again, but you don’t make it easy.”

“Well if it were easy everyone would be doing this and everyone would know already!” I answered, trying not to sound too exasperated.  Okay, how do I boil this down to a thesis statement level?  Something higher up that Himeko and Eiko can understand without getting too complicated?

“Alright,” I thought for a few moments, then shrugged mentally and decided to go for it.  “Alright, let’s try this way.”

I held up a piece of paper.  “Think of reality like a book.  When you normally go through reality, you’re reading that book.  Each and every time you have to read every word to traverse from one place to another.  The further two places are apart, the more of the book you have to read.”

I rotated the paper so the thin edge was now facing the girls.

“This method goes the other way, rather than reading through all the lines it connects to two words on exact opposite sides of the paper.  Rather than having to read through meters and meters of words it realizes that there’s a less than millimeter difference in distance and goes through that.  I hope that’s good enough, if you want a more exact and detailed analogy I’m going to have to get much more complex and confusing.”

Eiko looked mostly satisfied but Himeko cocked her head slightly and asked “in what way?”

I thought about it a few seconds.  “Probably something about how the pages are really large but they can be moved around themselves, and I’ve set the same words up in the same place on multiple pages.  It doesn’t quite work, but it helps explain the distance problem and how it’s solved.”

I could think of a number of more accurate descriptions, but they got really confusing really fast.  Maybe the one about writing a sentence in one color, then having all the katakana from that sentence cut up and mixed in with the rest of the book and then still being able to read them?  I swiftly banished that thought.  No, definitely getting too complicated too quickly with that one.  I’d have to try and explain all the different colors and- no, just no.

“In any case, I can now use magic to go through those much closer connections and use them to transfer mana from point to point,” I summed up.  “It costs a little bit of mana to power the transfer, I can make it efficient but I can’t make it free.  But the mana drain’s actually pretty reasonable.  I lose around 20% if I’m only doing a small transfer but it looks like I can get the drain down to a little under 10% so long as I’m doing it in larger amounts.  I want to play around with it a little more, see if I can’t tighten the spells up a little more or see if there are some tricks to make it more efficient.  But being able to transfer mana across larger distances in urban areas of Tokyo’s level?  I’ll take that 10% and be happy!”

“We’ll take your word for that,” Himeko said dryly.  “It’s pretty consistent with what you’ve told us so far but it’s not like we have a good way to tell.”

I snapped my fingers.  “Right!  Measuring devices, I keep meaning to take care of that,” I then started to mutter.  “I still haven’t come up with a way to do it with pure physics though, I might just have to bite the bullet and do it with magic.”  I frowned in annoyance at the thought.  That was not going to go over well when it came to legitimizing my work in the scientific community.  But if I wanted to go much further it was time I stopped ‘eyeballing’ certain measurements and started coming up with some real measuring devices.

“Also not what I meant,” Himeko continued in that same dry tone, clearly caught between amusement and concern.

“Hmm?”

Himeko sighed.  “I meant that double checking a lot of what you tell us would be… difficult.  Between our comprehension and limited resources, it’s hard to verify what you tell us.”

“Not impossible!” Eiko jumped in impulsively.  “Seriously Mamoru, between Master Tai and Sensei-san, not to mention the sort of people the Meikos can get in touch with, we could probably get a good second opinion on this stuff if we had to.  Don’t go thinking you can just pull the wool over our eyes!”

“Why would I do that?” I asked in confusion.

“Mamoru,” Himeko was still a mix of amused and concerned, and it was starting to get to me a bit.  “We’re not idiots.  We all know you keep secrets for good reasons.  And then there’s the stuff you don’t want to admit to us, because you’re worried we’ll either get hurt or get in your way.  Like that explosion that threw you out of the room.  And don’t forget the stuff you’re just embarrassed about.”

I flushed slightly.  Okay, those are some good points.  I wasn’t making a habit of lying to them… but I did have more than a few spots and subjects where I’d lie to them without a second thought.  It was so deeply ingrained that I hadn’t consciously realized it until she’d forced me to.

“Mamoru, we all know this.  And we know we know this.  It’s a bad sign, you shouldn’t be tripping up like this.  You need some rest,” Himeko continued, the concern getting the better of her and the amusement gradually draining from her expression.

I flinched.  It wasn’t intentional, but it had been less than a week since than my dream with Noxtinus.  And if dream Himeko or dream Eiko had suggested that, especially while we were all alone away from other people…

Since that was another thing I was conveniently keeping a secret the girls misinterpreted my response.  Thankfully, this was the real Himeko and Eiko rather than their ecchi parodies, so the response wasn’t perverted.

“Listen to her Mamoru,” Eiko said with unusual seriousness.  “I know it’s tempting to shoot back at Himeko when she says something like that, she’s the queen of overwork, but that doesn’t mean she’s wrong.”

“Well if I’m the queen of overwork,” Himeko continued naturally, “what does it say about you that you’re spending this much time in the school?  Seriously Mamoru, you’re spending almost as much time here as you did when school was in session!  That’s not healthy.”

I opened my mouth to rebut her, but was forced to stop as I added up the hours.  She’s… stretching that interpretation a little, I thought sheepishly.  But not by much.  “It’s just for verifying this new breakthrough,” I defended weakly.  “I’ve basically got a new generation of mana collectors to develop, after that I’ll be better.”

“And then?” Himeko asked with a gentle but inexorable seriousness.  “Mamoru, we both know you’ll find some other excuse to stay in the lab more.”

“It’s not bad,” I defended myself, “I have fun with this!”

“And I have fun working out and getting stronger,” Eiko’s tone was sarcastic but her eyes were getting more and more worried.  “That doesn’t mean I do it all the time.”

“You had a retreat in the woods for how long?  Two months?  During the school year?” I shot back, my tone hotter than I’d intended.  “Well, this is my version.”

“Mamoru, what day is it?”

I hesitated.

“Thursday,” Eiko reported flatly.  “You had to think about it, didn’t you?”

Damnit, that’s not fair!  I protested internally.  Now that it was summer break all the days naturally tended to blur together.

Himeko held up a hand and I stopped the words before they came out.

“Mamoru, I’m sorry.  This isn’t an intervention, we didn’t come here intending to get on your case like this.  But we’ve noticed…” Himeko sighed.  “I apologize Mamoru, there’s no gentle way to say this.  You’re acting like your parents.”

I simultaneously felt a flush of anger and like a bucket of cold water had been thrown over me.

“Now you are right, we’ve both done worse.  But you can see why we’re worried, right?”

She paused and waited for my response.

My fists clenched a little.  Damnit, I thought with surprising heat.  Now?  You’re bringing this up now?!  I’d finally made an important breakthrough, was working on my staff, had time to do a bunch of experiments…

I forced myself to take a deep breath and then slowly let it out, scared by the strength of my anger and frustration.  I still don’t think they’re entirely right, I thought slowly, carefully.  But I don’t think they’re entirely wrong either.  “Yes,” I answered Himeko a little tersely.

“Most people go too far the other way,” Eiko said, trying to defuse the situation with humor.  “Give them too much freedom and they slack off completely, ignore too many of their responsibilities.  You’re just a weirdo that overreacts and gets addicted to work instead of play.”

“Look,” Himeko said shortly, “I’m going to be out of town for a few weeks.  Dad’s taking us on a family vacation to the French Riviera- “

I couldn’t help myself, I snorted in amusement.  And once I did that the lingering anger in the room drained away as I turned my head and had a little snicker.  It was such a Meiko family thing, and such a Himeko thing to say, that I couldn’t help but want to laugh.  Most people would dream of that, especially the way the Meikos were likely to do it, and for them it would have been a once in a lifetime trip if they managed it at all.  The way Himeko put it, it sounded an awful lot like an ordinary teenaged girl sighing and saying “dad’s dragging us out in the middle of nowhere for a week of camping.”

“It’s alright for you to snicker,” Himeko shot me a mildly dirty look, “it’s all your fault.”

“My fault?”

Himeko sighed.  “The reason your parents came so easily to mind was that my dad did a little digging into them, and they’re the reason he suddenly decided to take this family vacation.  He figures this might be our last chance to ever do a real one, since I’ll be going to university next year, and he’s terrified of letting any more chances slip by after seeing how your parents turned out and what you think of them!”

Okay, that one I can see, I thought without rancor.  Within the family we were all pretty inured to my parents antics (or their robotic lack of antics) by now.  My aunts and uncles had all calmly and reasonably decided to watch their behaviour and go in the opposite direction years ago, they knew who they were and had nothing to prove.  They sometimes had to work overtime or miss a dinner for something legitimately important, and so long as such things were kept to a minimum that was alright.  Everyone accepted that.  But if you’d just encountered my parents, and were worried you saw any part of yourself mirrored in their behaviour, it wasn’t surprising that you’d overreact a little.

“Honestly,” Himeko rolled her eyes, “he’s busy and he works hard but it’s not like we haven’t had our share of family vacations in the past.  It’s not like this is the first time, or even the fifth!  We’re not like- “ this time she paused and cut herself off with a slight flush.

“Not like mine, I know,” I answered calmly.

“Sorry Mamoru,” Eiko took up the thread while Himeko fought not to look embarrassed.  “She hates being taken off guard like this and she’s worried she’s abandoning you.  Most years she’d have been really happy to be having a family vacation like this.  Believe it or not, she was actually worried she’d be rubbing it in and hurting you.”

“Eiko-o-o,” Himeko trailed off warningly.

“You love the chance to go somewhere fancy, have some fun, and get away from your grandfather and you know it,” Eiko stated flatly.  “Come on Himeko, it’s probably the best thing your dad could have done!  And even if you didn’t love it, the chance to get Shinji away from your grandfather for a while and relax him would probably be enough for you all by itself!”

Eiko turned back to me.  “So please don’t ruin it for her by acting all creepy and obsessed,” she said in that same calm voice.  “The way things are right now, she’s going to obsess and worry about you the whole trip.  Don’t act like your parents, or give her cause to get all stupid and blame herself for somehow not trying harder.”

I burst out in a short and slightly bitter laugh at that.  “That has to be the most backhanded way to tell someone that.  Ever.  ‘Don’t spoil your friend’s vacation by overworking yourself.  Even if they’re going to the French Riviera while you’re stuck at home.’ ” 

“You don’t have to be stuck at home Mamoru,” Eiko noted a little more gently.  “Or the lab.  It seems like every time we see you these days it’s when you’re here.”

“And that’s half the other reason I bring it up now,” Himeko admitted.  “In fact, it’s the main reason we’re here in the first place.”

“Oh?” I frowned.  “That’s right.  I got so distracted with everything I never did get around to asking why you were here.”  It was just an ordinary weekday during summer break.  It would have been unusual for both of them to have come to the lab together during an ordinary school day, let alone now!  But we’d gotten to talking and that little bit had slipped my mind.

“I’ve got the money from the first sale,” Himeko continued, pulling a little envelope out of her bag.  “I wanted to deliver this in person.  And, since it’s so much, I figured I’d better take Eiko with me just to keep my parents from complaining.”

“Plus, I wanted to stop by anyway,” Eiko added quickly, “talk to you, make sure you were okay after our last meeting on Sunday.”

I took the envelope and opened it.  Inside was a check with a lot of numbers on it.  I whistled softly.  “I knew it was a lot but I didn’t think I’d get this much,” I admitted in amazement, “I thought transaction fees and taxes would have eaten up more.”

A few days prior (Monday?  Tuesday?) I’d finally gotten around to giving Himeko a vial of gold for her to sell on my behalf. Don’t get me wrong, just going by the gold index this was a pretty reasonable amount.  Technically it was less than the vial had been worth but that would have been one of those perfect situations that wouldn’t normally happen, and in the real world there were always costly little steps like actually verifying the gold and its purity.  I’d expected to do well but this was close to 98% of the official value, I’d been hoping for around 90% and more than willing to settle for close to 80%. We were talking about mysterious gold from unnamed origins after all!

Himeko shrugged.  “We cheated a little and kept it within the Meiko owned companies, that allowed us to keep the paperwork and transactions to a minimum.  And, given everything you’ve already done for us, dad was more than willing to give you as good as deal as he could.  We’re not going to take a loss on this, I figured everyone would be a little resentful of that, but we’re only a couple of yen above breaking even.”

“I appreciate that,” I said sincerely, bowing slightly at Himeko.  I couldn’t help but be extra grateful for her wisdom.  If she’d overpaid then I would have felt guilty and resentful of the special treatment I was getting and been worried I was being bribed and getting in too deep with the Meikos.  Meanwhile anyone else would have resented the sweet deal I was being provided with and the company could rightly ask why I was being given so much money.  This was much better all around.

“Wait, your dad?” I added, suddenly tearing my eye away from the amazing digits on the paper.  “You told him?  How’d you explain this?”

Eiko snickered.

“Oh, that was simple.  You are simply working on an experiment in recycling and reclamation methods.  You were looking to sell the gold you’d then acquired but weren’t quite sure how to go about it, especially after hearing about the bad results from Shinji’s little misadventures in trusting the wrong people.  So I said I’d take care of it, and simply took the expedient step of approaching him first.”

You know, I thought even while I stared at Himeko in surprise.  That’s not even a lie.  Not if she really put it like that.  I suppose I am working on an experiment in recycling and reclamation, that’s pretty much what the aluminum and mithril work is.  And if she just implied the gold was from that rather than actually saying it… “And he believed you?” I asked, still a little stubborn about admitting she’d been that clever (probably because I didn’t want to admit she had a point about me overworking).

Himeko gave me a small smirk.  “And what else would he think?  Seriously Mamoru, he’s met you.  He knows your limits.  And while he’s suspicious you might be capable of stealing, that you believe in your goals so much you’d break a few rules, he’s under no delusion you’d actually be good at it. Or somehow scamming a girl out of that much gold jewelry and then melting it down.  He’s more likely to worry that you’re secretly experimenting with atomic transformations than you’re magically pulling gold out of the ocean.”

That’s pretty fair, I reflected with a self-depreciating sigh.  Occam’s criminal Razor: if I was getting gold from somewhere I might be cheating somehow, that was still a surprisingly large and plentiful amount of gold for a teenager to acquire.  But if I was that successful then whatever I was doing probably played to my strengths.  In which case, recycling probably was the simplest and most logical explanation.  Where I’d get my hands on enough old electronics to get that much gold is a good question, but it’s a lot easier a mystery to wave away than anything else!

“And we know you too Mamoru,” Himeko continued, getting a little more serious again.  “Which is why I wanted to bring this up.  Please remember to take care of yourself Mamoru.  We all know you’re more likely to spend that money on some sort of scientific equipment than candy or a vacation.  Either that or some obscure ingredient.  And when you do, you’ll plunge yourself even deeper into the laboratory.  And all while I won’t be there to help drag you out of it.”

“I’m willing to try,” Eiko admitted.  “But I don’t even go to this school.  If I try storming this laboratory in the middle of summer break all by myself, chances are I’m going to get in trouble sooner or later.  Especially if you’re actually trying to stop me or focus on your research.  I got away with slipping in here on Sunday, they probably know I do that by now so they were willing to turn a blind eye.  But if I tried dragging you out of here while you were raising a fuss it wouldn’t end well.”

“You’re exaggerating,” I said, trying to make light of it, worried I was going to get angry and defensive again.

“Mamoru,” Eiko crossed her arms.  “You’ve been acting a little obsessed about this.  Not too much, I’ve seen real headcases before- “

Yeah, Himeko tends to attract them.  I thought briefly.  I tried to ignore the disturbing correlation: that the pair of them had experience with this.

“But you’re getting there.  And I’m a little afraid of how far you’re going to go.”

“Promise me you’ll do stuff, Mamoru.  Please?” Himeko asked.  There was a worried note of pleading in her voice that unsettled me more than anything else.  “I know it’s selfish of me, that I should just let you be yourself and have more trust in you, but we really are starting to get worried.”

I looked guiltily at my staff.  The more I looked at it the more it became difficult to ignore what I was hearing.  I was spending an awful lot of time on my projects.

Not too much! a part of me raged.  And I have to!  I’ve waited so long!  And I only have so much time here, how long will it be until I have lab access again?  I need to hurry, to get as much done as possible!

And that was all correct.  But… if you add in the fishing time, and the transit time between these places, I’m spending almost as much time on all this as my parents are at work, I added, my mental voice slightly horrified as I came to that realization.  I’d only crept up to that level recently, after my dream experiences with Noxtinus, but I’d been getting there for a while.  Summer break had removed a bunch of obstacles from my path, and I’d been operating with no brakes.  School provided me with distractions, other things I had to do.  And even when it wasn’t doing that directly, scheduling around those factors created plenty of holes in my time that I filled with reading or gaming or something besides research!  I’d been picking up momentum for a while, the incident with Noxtinus had just given me a big push, and I had a hard time arguing I hadn’t fallen into some unhealthy habits.

Sure, I loved what I was doing.  It was fascinating, and useful, and mind expanding in a way that my parents’ jobs weren’t.  And, as something short term, a crunch period like this wasn’t necessary a bad thing.  But where did I draw the line?

“Is there anything I can do to help?” Himeko continued, a little bit of desperation in her tone.  Without her knowledge of my reincarnation the example my parents had set for me was obviously weighing heavily upon Himeko’s mind.  “I can’t offer to take you with us, my dad’s adamant about this being a family vacation- “

“To places filled with servants, even if they’re just the hotel’s staff,” Eiko muttered sotto voice.  I couldn’t tell if she was mocking Himeko… or offended that the usual Meiko servants wouldn’t be filling the role.

Himeko shot her a brief dirty look before continuing.  “-but I can try to help you out in any way I can!”

“So long as it doesn’t involve the estate!” Eiko shot in quickly.

Himeko shot her another dirty look but this time Eiko just faced her down.  “I’m sorry Himeko,” she said, adamant firm, “but you’re forgetting your grandfather’s going to be there.  We’ll do what we can to help Mamoru, but there’s only so much we’ll be able to do.  It’ll be safe enough for him to slip in each day to take care of the collectors, we can manage that much.  But if he tried staying for an hour or two it’d just be dangerous for him.  And you do not want to take that risk!”

Himeko looked like she wanted to spit.  “Shoot,” she said, barely managing to hold on to her tongue.  “You’re right.  What about something else then?”

“What?” Eiko said mockingly.  “Are you just going to loan him the Kyoto estate?”

“Kyoto estate?” I asked incredulously.  I was shocked, curious, and eager to snatch on to anything that might distract from the disturbing realization that Eiko was right about Himeko’s grandfather.  While the rest of their family was gone the mansion would not be a safe place for me to be!

Himeko rolled her eyes.  “It’s just our ancestral home,” she shrugged it off, as if it were nothing.  “We maintain it out of tradition and practicality, my parents stay there when they have to visit Kyoto for some reason.  I’m pretty sure I’ve mentioned it before.”

I glanced again at the staff, struck by an idea.  You know, I thought tentatively, that would be three birds with one stone.

“In any case, don’t be ridiculous Eiko,” Himeko briefly admonished her friend before turning back to me.  “Although, if you need to stay there, or any of the other distinct Meiko holding could help you out, please tell me.”

“I… might just take you up on that,” I said slowly, thoughtfully.

Both girls blinked in surprise at my odd expression.  I was obviously plotting something.  “Mamoru-san?” Himeko asked politely.

“Just thinking,” I said, staring off into the distance for a moment. 

“We know, that’s what worries us,” Eiko noted sarcastically.

“I was just thinking,” I continued more normally, “that you’re not entirely right, but you’re not wrong either.  I have been a little too mono-focused recently.  This would be a little bit better…”

“What would?” Eiko prompted me unsubtly when I trailed off into thought again.

After a few moments I nodded firmly.  “Okay.  I don’t think you guys need to worry as much as you are, the whole dream thing with Noxtinus was a bit like a mini-vacation from reality anyway.  It might just have been a dream but I had a pretty big break from all this work recently.”

“Uh-huh,” Eiko said, making her skepticism clear as she crossed her arms in front of her.

Even I couldn’t help but flush a little.  Yeah, that’s an excuse, I admitted sheepishly to myself.  It wasn’t a total lie, besides giving me the critical knowledge that set off this whole thing it really had been a decent break from reality.  The combination of that, a bit of desperation to ground myself back in reality, and a need to distract myself from the more disturbing parts of the dream, really had been a big part of my little obsessive streak.  But I hadn’t even considered any of that until my friends had brought it up.

“But I really should make sure I break things up a little,” I admitted more honestly.  “Take a big step back from everything soon, otherwise I really am likely to fall into some bad habits.  You’re right, this is starting to get a little bit much.”

I felt my friends let out huge mental sighs of relief that I was willing to acknowledge that much.  Their shoulders and expressions relaxed almost imperceptibly and they looked a lot more comfortable.  “Thank you, Mamoru,” Himeko said gratefully.

“Well… don’t thank me yet,” I said awkwardly.

“Oh god, what now?” Eiko muttered.

“I was thinking I’d do a road trip soon.  Visit my cousins in Osaka… maybe plant a new collector there and one or two on the Meiko family’s Kyoto house.”

Himeko looked at my half-finished staff on the table again and simply said “ah.”

“Sorry Himeko, I don’t want to presume- “

“No.  I understand,” Himeko sighed, “it’s something.  Probably the best I could expect to get out of you.  But promise me you’ll at least make a quick trip around Kyoto?”

“It’s not a bad time for it,” I reflected.  “The Gion Matsuri’s already done, and it’s too early for the Bon Festival.”

“Some people would argue that is unfortunate timing,” Eiko noted sardonically.

I laughed awkwardly.  I also kept quiet about the fact that me visiting some of the city’s temples and shrines wouldn’t be as innocent and work free as it would be for most people.  I’d be getting at least a little bit of research done in the process.  Not much, but some.

“Alright, I’ll try to quietly arrange something before I go,” Himeko said firmly.  “Promise me that you’ll stay there for at least three days and I’ll get my dad to give you permission.  He’s distracted by our upcoming trip so it shouldn’t be too hard.”

“Done,” I said instantly.  Even if I was a bit work obsessed the whole point of my current obsession was to establish a working mana network.  Getting a couple of more collectors going (probably only one or two, my conscience reminded me, this isn’t going to be ley-line 2: the sequel) would be a great practical experiment and a significant boost to my mana income.  Getting some up at the old Meiko home and maybe one at the Taito’s house would be a good long-term investment.

“I still have to build a few of the new model collectors,” I added hastily.  “Don’t be surprised if I have to be a bit obsessed for a few more days.”

“I’ll take it,” Himeko sighed.

“You’d better, you hypocrite,” Eiko muttered feelingly.

Himeko’s comeback glare lacked heat, and Eiko easily withstood it.  I was going further than Himeko usually did… but not by as much as either of us liked to admit.

I meanwhile was struggling with a whole new set of priorities and problems.  They ranged from collecting some esoteric ingredients… to worrying how the bank was going to react when I went in to make a deposit.  Seriously, I’d better get this working through the system before the Meikos leave the country, otherwise the bank is probably going to start worrying about fraud!  This is the wealthiest I’ve been in either of my two lives, I reflected without rancor, once again studying the cheque that had prompted this strange turn of events.
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“So,” Himeko asked with a mixture of amusement and disappointment. “How difficult is this for you?”

I gritted my teeth and bore it. Which, unfortunately, just made it more difficult for the masseuse. I heard a disapproving sound above me but the Meiko staff were too well trained to actively complain.

We were at the Spa, the section of the Meiko mansion dedicated to pretty much everything body related. Himeko had more or less dragged me down after our practice session. It hadn’t been too hard a struggle, I’d already needed a quick rinse off and it was raining outside, she hadn’t needed to twist my arm much to get me to take a long soak. And after that, her surprising me and suggesting I get my hair trimmed had only made sense. It was only a few days until our respective trips and I did want to be presentable for both my family and the staff at the Kyoto house. The way she’d also had my clothes taken hostage, quietly hiding all of them away somewhere while I’d been in the bath, so she’d have the leverage to force me into a massage… that was another story.

I took a deep breath and forced myself to let it out. She’s doing it for your own good, I reminded myself for the hundredth time. It’s not like she doesn’t have a point, I can already tell that I needed something like this. And it’s not like she’d have pushed it if I’d really made an issue about it, taking away my clothes was a really high-handed tactic but it wasn’t like she’d have forced me to walk home under an illusion if I really hadn’t been willing to cooperate.

Probably.

Unfortunately, I just couldn’t bring myself to relax. I felt a little guilty and exposed trying to get a massage from a Meiko family employee, not to mention I was a little worried I’d stayed too long already. I was not eager to encounter any more of Himeko’s relatives again.

“Your back is so stiff Matsuda-sama,” the middle-aged woman massaging me commented, putting some extra pressure into it. “You'll need to start thinking about a true chiropractor at this rate! If you don’t, you’re going to be stooped over before you hit thirty!”

I felt something in my back pop despite my complete inability to relax and sighed a little in relief. “Can’t be helped,” I said, trying to keep my voice neutral. “I’m too tall, I already have to bend over too often.”

My slightly resentful tone would normally have been a problem. But since I was face down and my voice was muffled by the padded cushion surrounding me I figured it was okay.

The masseuse made an unhappy sound. They didn’t like the excuse but it wasn’t like they could argue it, I’d barely managed to fit on their usual table!

“You don’t have to humor me Mamoru,” Himeko said from somewhere above me and to my left side. “you’ve tried, that’s good enough for me.”

“No, now that I’m here I’ll stick it out,” I told her. “They’re right, I’ve been overdue something like this to help take care of my back. I might be the worst patient ever, but if I’ve actually managed to drag myself to the doctor’s I’m not about to go running out before my treatment’s done. I’m just sorry I’m causing so much trouble for this poor masseuse!”

My words were decent, but I doubted the grumpiness in my tone helped me convey my sincerity.

“I suppose it’s twisted karma in a way,” Himeko replied, regaining a hint of humor. “Usually, it’s the other way around in the Spa. The doctor has to deal with the horrible patients that make his life difficult while everyone is pretty willing to see the masseuse. You would have to be the single, contrary exception.”

“Heh.” I couldn’t make much more of an amused sound than that, it wasn’t that funny and I was a little out of breath as the talented hands on my back unlocked another knot of muscle. But I had to admit Himeko had a point, I got on surprisingly well with Dr. Yorozu. We didn’t have that much interaction, but what little we did usually brought up the simple truth that Eiko was one of his biggest problem cases. I was both annoyed and ashamed to realized I was proving to be just as big a pain to the poor masseuse assigned to work on me.

The woman above me sighed. “Honestly, what does a boy your age do to get this tense?”

I didn’t answer that. Honestly, I wasn’t sure I was that much tenser than most Japanese teenagers. Well, a lot of Japanese teenagers. A significant percentage of Japanese teenagers, I told myself firmly, not allowing myself to slide back any further. I was more than willing to believe my obsession and odd habits put me in an unusually high bracket. But I’d seen plenty of classmates obsessing about the entrance exams as well as slightly pettier teenaged drama, I doubted I was that uncommon.

That didn’t seem like a sensible of safe thing to mouth off about, not to a person with their hands on my back (very strong hands, the woman had a grip of iron) who did not depend on me to sign her paycheck in any way.

“Entrance exams, research,” I considered a moment and then added honestly, “hanging around with Himeko.”

I couldn’t see either Himeko’s or the masseuse’s reaction to that, but judging by the lack of criticism it didn’t offend either of them.

But, despite my stupidest efforts, she was making good progress in correcting my overly stiff back. Right until I heard someone… well, burst into the room wasn’t the best description. It was a little too restrained for that, there was no slamming door or frantic patter of feet. But, even face down, I could hear the urgency in their tone and pace as they entered the room and went “Himeko-sama,” as quickly as they could manage while being polite.

I could tell Himeko was a little put out at the interruption, she actually sighed and took a moment before responding to the servant. “What is it Todo-san?” Himeko asked with a touch of irritation.

“It’s your grandfather Himeko-sama,” the new man responded in a hurry, barely able to keep the words apart. “He’s on his way!”

There was a moment of terrified silence. I jerked my head straight up and could clearly see everyone fighting to keep their expressions calm.

“Fuck,” Himeko said, simply but with feeling. Hearing her say it was almost as stress inducing as hearing it was her grandfather.

After a few moments she began to hurriedly spit out orders. “Mamoru, stay there. Keep your head down. No one else mention him unless you have to. Grandfather might not be coming here, and if he is he might just be headed to the baths. Keep Mamoru under wraps, don’t let him get dressed until grandfather is safely away. Grandfather might miss him and even if he doesn’t Grandfather’s less likely to try and harass a half-naked guest. Please get Mamoru’s clothes ready for him so he can get dressed when the way is clear. I’ll go out, if Grandfather’s after me I can lead him away and distract him. Todo-san, position yourself so you can give an all clear if needed.”

The masseuse behind me none too gently shoved my head back down and I heard some frantic movement all around me.

“Don’t worry too much Matsuda-sama,” the masseuse said heartily, “just work on relaxing. I’m sure ojou-sama has the situation completely in hand.”

I didn’t. In fact, I desperately wanted my warning bracelet back on my wrist so I’d know just how much trouble I was in! Not to mention the ‘don’t notice me’ talisman. I couldn’t figure out how Himeko could have gotten those to me, not without being really suspicious, but I felt their lack keenly as I lay there, incredibly exposed.

Granted, I thought, my mind going a million kilometers an hour but focusing on a side topic as I panicked, I’m not sure how well the ‘don’t notice me’ talisman would work with me having a massage. I suppose it might do something, and if I’d been one of two or three people doing getting massages at once the talisman might even work better than normal. All those face down people would probably help the misdirecting effect. But by myself and with another person touching me?

I was contemplating the mechanics of that when Himeko’s grandfather entered the room. This time the door really did burst open, and I could hear the difference from the way it slammed against the wall. Honestly, it might have been a good thing I was naked except for a towel and away from all my equipment. Otherwise I’d probably have cast a spell and levitated straight to the ceiling out of pure reflex!

“- the Meiko name,” I heard Himeko say, trying to argue while being as polite as possible.

“The Meiko name? The Meiko name?” Himeko’s grandfather sounded like he was barely holding on to his temper. “You dare to lecture me about the Meiko name? You who’d bring a half-gaijin into this house and treat him like this?”

I gritted my teeth and held on to massage table with both my hands, quietly seizing the edges in a death grip to keep myself from moving. My knuckles quickly went white as I fought the urge to raise my head, both to keep an eye on what was happening and out of an urge to defend Himeko. But I knew Himeko had been right, there was still a chance he could miss me. And, even if he didn’t, anything I did was likely to make matters worse.

Hope died as I heard his stompy footsteps and even without looking I could feel him loom over the table. “Hello trespasser,” he spoke in a voice full of silky venom, “enjoying the ripe fruits of the Meiko household?”

“Grandfather,” Himeko continued, keeping her tone submissive and polite but her underlying words were full of steel. “This man is a guest in our household, you cannot- “

“Cannot? CANNOT?! You expose yourself to the world like a slut and then you try to tell me what I cannot do?!”

I took a deep, angry breath and started to rise from the table, only hesitating out of sheer shock at the rudeness and gall of the old man. But before I could there was a small gust of wind and I could feel someone else standing between the elder Meiko and me. And somehow, in that split second, the whole feeling of the room changed. Before it had been full of fear and anger. Now it felt heavy, and threatening, but somehow it no longer seemed like it was focused on me.

It took me a few moments to steel myself, and it actually took real physical effort for me to raise my head and look around. But I couldn’t not do it, the sudden silence was killing me.

There, standing in front of the massage table, was a huge back. The angle wasn’t great, but after a few moments I realized something so massive, wide, and muscular could only belong to Master Tai.

He said nothing, and I couldn’t see his face. But I could just make out Himeko’s grandfather through the reflection in the beautician station’s mirror. And all his ego, fury, and self-righteousness were running up against the barrier that was Master Tai... and then splattering off the master like it was less than the rain drumming against the mansion’s roof.

Himeko’s grandfather stood that way for a while, and I don’t think any of us watching dared to breath. Master Tai did nothing, said nothing. He made no threatening move, I doubted his expression contained anything worse than vaguely contemptuous boredom. But somehow all of us knew: Himeko’s grandfather had pushed a limit, walked straight up to a line. And Master Tai was a good enough guy to let him walk away. But he was also pissed off enough to let the man know, and not in a mood to make it easy for him.

The elder Meiko’s face contorted through a number of expressions. His fury and shame at being thwarted like that, so easily and completely in his own house, was enough that I found I could still be worried for his health. He desperately searched for a way to save face, to either back down honorably or put Master Tai in his place, and each moment of delay only made the situation more desperate, his own position worse. But in the end, he couldn’t find it. His expression broke and he turned jerkily around, leaving the room without a further word.

Himeko broke the silence with a deep bow and a soft “thank you Master Tai.”

“Himeko-san,” Master Tai rumbled slowly. His voice soft almost as soft as hers.

“Yes, Master Tai?”

“You’re a good kid.”

Himeko bowed wordlessly to him again. “I’ll be back in a moment,” with that she left the room.

I shook myself slightly. “Thank you, Master Tai,” I echoed belatedly, moving myself to a siting position and looking around for my clothes.

Master Tai turned to me. His expression was more open now, and I could clearly see the sadness in his eyes. “It’s alright Master Matsuda,” he replied a little wearily. “It was better for me to do it.”

I saw a bunch of startled and curious glances being shared amongst all the Meiko staff at his words and I winced. Himeko giving me little treats and privileges was one thing, just a well-judged whim of their mistress. Master Tai giving me respect like that… that was something a little more. He seemed to be treating me as a peer. Not an equal, there was obviously some still some major sempai/kohai stuff going on here and it was pretty clear who was who. But the fact Master Tai was quietly treating me as belonging in the same league… that had gotten everyone attention!

They were too polite and obedient to make that obvious though. “Your clothing Matsuda-sama,” a different servant declared deferentially, handing me a freshly laundered bundle of my clothes.

“Thank you,” I said, taking it and quickly moving to the changing area. By the time I was fully attired and geared up Himeko had returned.

“I’m sorry,” she said softly, sadly bowing in my direction. “I really thought we could get away with this much.”

I just stood there, no idea what to say.

“It’s my fault- “

“Himeko-san,” Master Tai rumbled again, gently but firmly rebuking her.

“It is thought! He’s upset that we’ll be leaving him alone, going on a vacation together. His arthritis is acting up today, and the rain is making it hit especially hard. Shinji just got back from another therapy session; he had an extra one to help make sure he was okay before the trip. And then there’s the… incident.”

“Incident?” I asked in confusion. I didn’t really want to speak, but that little evasion was so out of place the word had just fallen out. After all the openness about the other things, suddenly being coy about something struck me as odd.

Himeko sighed. “I hate to admit it, but you were right about the whole panty shot thing. Someone got a clear angle on them when I forced Otsuka’s leg up. They kept quiet about it for a while, but the other day someone apparently tried sharing it around on one of those websites.”

The way she said someone suggested that someone was also in for a world of hurt once their identity was verified.

“Our security team learned about it, apparently they slipped programs into almost everyone at school’s systems after the incident. Something to monitor what was going in and out, send up a red flag if they were doing anything suspicious.”

Okay, not sure how I should feel about that, I thought with a small frown. It was pretty arrogant and high-handed. Even assuming the Meikos were proceeding with the highest degree of respect for people’s privacy and that was all their programs were doing the whole thing still had to be pretty darn illegal. On the other hand, there was a reason for it. And they had just caught someone doing something pretty damn scummy…

“The team caught on to it pretty quickly,” Himeko shrugged. “But it wasn’t immediate, our tracking software only indicated possible outgoing breeches and each suspected case had to be checked up on. This was just one of a list of possible problems, and after this long the security team didn’t prioritize it as highly as they would have right after the fight. The picture wasn’t up too long, but it was up long enough that some people noticed and downloaded it again. Because of that it’s been touch and go all day as our security team’s been hacking, tracking, and erasing all the copies. It looks like it’s going to be fine, they caught it just in time. But if they’d been even ten minutes slower they think it would have been out there forever.”

“That’s what your grandfather was complaining about?” I asked incredulously. I mean sure, if she’d been annoyed because that had been happening that would be one thing. But her grandfather getting pissed and referring to her as a slut because of it was something else entirely!

Himeko flushed slightly. “It was one more thing when he already had enough going on to set him off,” she said, facing us with iron control over her expression. “I should have known better than to chance yet another incident that would annoy him further.”

“That wasn’t a great choice Himeko-san,” Master Tai’s voice was more neutral this time. Not angry with her, but willing to concede a point. “It was a poor tactical decision, you should have gauged the risk better. Especially when it wouldn’t just be you that suffered if things went poorly.”

“But,” Master Tai continued, a firmness in their voice that was more solid than Mount Fuji. “This is your grandfather’s fault, not yours. Don't mistake the two, and don't fail in your own judgements.”

Himeko opened her mouth to politely protest but Master Tai raised a single hand and she fell silent.

“Your grandfather has reasons for his impatience. But if you have learned anything from me you should have learned that those with power must control themselves and take responsibility for that power. Faced with a similar load you would have stood up, not crumbled underneath it. It would have been difficult, and at least half the process would have been retreating to avoid reaching the tipping point, but you would have. At least half of your error here was assuming your grandfather would live up to the Meiko family name, that he’d embody the virtues he claims to value.”

Himeko kept her expression iron, but despite all her effort the blush was becoming more and more obvious.

Master Tai gave Himeko a firm look. “Living up to yourself means not ignoring that. Don't make that mistake in the future.”

“Yes sensei,” Himeko replied, giving Master Tai a quick but deep bow.

“I’ll escort Master Matsuda out,” Master Tai sighed, “I know you’re about to offer, but there’s no sense in getting your grandfather even more riled up.

Himeko bowed again and made a hasty retreat. I suspected part of the reason Master Tai had shooed her away was not about appeasing her grandfather (although that was probably true) but giving her a chance to get away and compose herself.

“Poor girl,” Master Tai murmured softly, so softly I doubted anyone else had heard. He then turned to me “well, shall we get going Master Matsuda?”

I shook myself, bowed quickly since it seemed like the thing to do, and said “yes Master Tai.”

We’d barely reached the Spa door when the tentative voice of the masseuse reached us. “Matsuda-sama.”

I paused. The words hit a bit differently because that -sama had been awfully hesitant and a little more respectful than before. Like they’d been seriously contemplating a -domo or -sensei. Telling in of itself, and even more so when it was from someone as well trained and experienced as a Meiko employee. “Yes?” I asked, half turning.

The masseuse bowed, quickly followed by all the other staff members in the Spa. “We wish to apologize on behalf of our master. Himeko-sama was not entirely wrong to put her trust in her grandfather. He is under a lot of pressure lately, we were all shocked to see the man who built these rooms stumble like that.”

I struggled to decode the full implications and reasoning behind that statement. There was a lot to it, and I worried I was assigned the wrong amounts of weight to the wrong parts. It was tempting to assume this was just more loyal employees taking the bullet for their horrible boss. But, as much as I disliked Himeko’s grandfather right that moment, they did remind me of a very important point. He had been the man who’d originally had Spa constructed, and made it available for all the family’s employees to use (in moderation). There was good in him, and for that man to act in such a way was actually a little surprising and incongruous.

And how many years ago did he originally build the Spa? The voice in the back of my head asked sarcastically. Thirty years ago? Forty? Fifty? That’s a lot of time for someone to change.

After a few moments I simply bowed back in their direction before leaving with Master Tai.

We were silent for a long stretch

“I cannot afford hate Master Matsuda,” Master Tai finally spoke up, his tone soft.

Couldn’t you have waited a few more minutes? Let me puzzle what she meant out some more and regain my equilibrium? I protested inside my head. Unfortunately, I knew exactly what he was talking about. “I know, I know,” I sighed wearily.

A corner of Master Tai’s lip quirked upward, a surprisingly subtle and gentle expression for such a mountain of a man. “And once again you remind me you really are a master.”

“Not much of one,” I grumped. “And you’re right to remind me. I want to. I really, really want to. Hearing him say all those disgusting and judgemental things about Himeko…” I trailed off, too ashamed to say what I really wanted to do to him, not out loud and to another human being. It was obvious it was a childish and selfish overreaction, and but that didn’t stop me from being so frustrated I wanted to punch the walls when I thought about it.

“I doubt you’d be human if you didn’t,” Master Tai said gently.

“And the irony of it,” I went on, my obvious frustration and anger an obvious opposition to Master Tai’s solidity, “is that he’s the best example of why not to! He’s abusing his power and position! He wouldn’t be allowed to get away with this crap if he wasn’t a rich senior, everyone would call him out on it and treat him as they should! But because he has financial power and rank over everyone they don’t.” I made a wordlessly furious sound.

Master Tai chuckled softly. “That’s a comparison I don’t hear every day. We like to think martial power or mystic power is special, that we’re better because it’s what we have. A master keeps it in perspective. Power is power.”

It was a debatable point. On another day I’d have happily gotten into a discussion with Master Tai on the topic. There were a dozen arguments and counterarguments about how to regard certain things, and I could easily take either side as I picked away at the subject looking for the truth. There were differences too, this wasn’t a simple ‘it doesn’t matter, it’s all the same’ copout, but you could find some surprising similarities when you looked into the subjects. But right then? Right then I was just too upset.

“So when he throws his weight around,” I ranted, “when he acts like a judgemental moron, he’s doing exactly what I want to do to him! I want to punish him. I really, really do. The last time I saw him I was barely able to stop myself from putting a curse on the bastard.”

“Because you’re not misbehaving,” Master Tai said, with the weary air of someone reciting a tired old lesson that they hated, “you’re simply returning the favor. They started it after all.”

Hearing him say it out loud, especially after I’d had the chance to vent a little, just brought it home. I wasn’t alone in this. He’d had to fight this fight within himself often enough, and he’d won.

“Aoth, it’s childish,” I sighed, trying to bleed the rage off and regain my equilibrium. “Just a stupid fucking excuse, trying to pretend you’re not a weak idiot for letting them drag you down to their level.”

“You got it,” Master Tai’s smile was wide. A little sad, but still pleased with my response. “Part of Mastery is responsibility. And part of responsibility is restraint, knowing how and where to use your powers.”

“And how much,” I said, glancing sideways at Master Tai. His little intervention in the Spa had been brilliant, an absolute minimum of effort and power that was easily defendable but seemed like more and provided incredible results. A hint of a smile tugged my lips.

“And how much,” he agreed. He surprised me with a small frown. “That’s one of the biggest problems. It’s easier to do nothing, walk away and tell yourself you’re being responsible. Intervening, but keeping it to the right amount? That’s hard.”

I thought back to my heavy-handed intrusion into Ishida’s dreams or my attempt to help out the harassed lady at the hotel event. They hadn’t been bad attempts, overall I’d argue the dream one had been kind of clever, but if you compared it to how Master Tai had managed his little intervention you realized how long a way I had to go. “Yeah,” I sighed. I was still too angry to be depressed, but that really did drive home the problem. Thank Aoth that Master Tai was there. If he hadn’t been, who knows what would have happened?  Himeko’s grandfather had really pushed my buttons, made me afraid for myself while simultaneously being furious on Himeko’s behalf. If I had lost control and done anything there was almost no chance I’d have kept it subtle or proportional, not in that moment. At best I might have quickly cast a fear spell, trusting surprise and confusion to keep people from recognizing it, and then used the power to terrify Himeko’s grandfather into retreating. At best. Things went downhill from there.

“It’s important to know that you don’t know,” Master Tai continued, shooting me a slightly more amused look. “At least, before you go all fairy tale.”

“Argh!” I tried not to look too embarrassed as I picked up Master Tai’s insinuation. I hadn’t really been about to turn Himeko’s grandfather into some sort of animal or set up some sort of more humorous but artistic curse upon his house. But I couldn’t really protest the observation. It was only because that sort of spell was hideously complicated and expensive that it hadn’t been on the menu. Those sorts of things would probably take me the better part of a day to pull off, and that was assuming I’d gathered all the necessary supplies and done a lot of prep work beforehand! But if I could have tossed one off like it was nothing? Like I could have simply gestured and said to the man “zap! Now your insides match your outsides and you’re a pig”? I probably would have.

“When we see someone at their worst it’s easy to assume that’s all there is,” Master Tai said, a mix of comfort and warning. “And that our actions are completely justified. But…”

I sighed and answered the obvious prompt. “They are a person, and thereby complex. Use minimum force when possible because you don’t know what’s really going on.”

“Good,” Master Tai nodded. “For all my words to Himeko, chastising her for defending her grandfather, this is an important lesson to keep in mind. He was still badly in the wrong and I don't feel guilty for slapping him down, and it was even more important to do so before he could hurt someone or get himself hurt with his stupidity. But we have to remember that he’s not some sort of mindless, raging ogre that simply wanders the halls of the manor acting like that.”

I took another breath and released a little bit more of my anger. “Right.”

Master Tai smiled at me sympathetically. “Sorry to lecture you. I keep falling into the habit of thinking you’re not really a master, and then you keep proving to me you really are.”

“No, you’re right,” I sighed, deliberately keeping my breathing deep and steady, slowly trying to get rid of the stupid anger infecting my being. Practical anger had its’ purposes, this was just stupidity trying to hide behind rage. “I need this. Need the reminder before I do something stupid that everyone’s going to regret.”

“Hah! If it makes you feel better, that never goes away. Half the reason I lectured you so much was so I’d keep it in mind too!”

I shot him a dirty look. “That’s not comforting.”

“Don’t worry, it gets a little easier,” Master Tai said with a bit more good humor. “Get a few of these under your belt and you start thinking ‘well, if I didn’t lose my cool for that completely worthless asshole then I’m not going to ruin it on this jerk who’s somehow an even better person in comparison’. Meiko back there was bad, but I’ve encountered a lot worse scumbags in my time. If I had to choose one person to lose control on, one person I was allowed to put into the ground, it wouldn’t be him.”

That’s true. Not entirely comforting, and probably a veiled warning about the future, but true. “Thanks, I think,” I said wryly.

Master Tai laughed again. It was a testimony to his control and resilience that it was now back to his hearty, full-bodied laugh again. Me? I was getting better but I was still struggling with my temper. I was decently under control, but I didn’t think it would take much to set it off again.

Which was why my heart suffered a violent lurch as a voice called out. “Tai-sensei-sama!” as we reached the mansion doors.

We turned around and saw Himeko’s mother hurrying towards us. She was trying to balance staying elegant and controlled with walking down a staircase as swiftly as possible. She wasn’t doing badly, I don’t want to think about what a mess I’d have made of the process if I’d tried it (especially in the beautiful but overly formal kimono she was wearing), but it was far from a perfect performance. Given her confining clothes and a surprisingly obvious sense of urgency I was a little worried she was about to fall down the stairs as she hurried to intercept us.

She was slightly out of breath when she reached us, a shocking state for such an appearance focused woman, and I was knocked for even more of a loop when she immediately fell to her knees and put her head to the floor. “I cannot apologize enough for our household sensei-sama,” she said her voice slightly muffled by her position.

Master Tai looked uncomfortable. “Please, raise your head. You have nothing to apologize for.”

She hesitated a few moments but tentatively raised herself enough to look at Master Tai’s face, although she still remained kneeling. “Tai-sensei-“ she began.

“I meant what I said,” he repeated a little impatiently. “You have nothing to apologize for. I have no problem differentiating between you, your household, and your occasionally idiotic father-in-law. Apologies from you are pointless.”

She licked her lips nervously. That might have not sounded like much, but she was wearing a fair amount of makeup and this woman was Himeko with twenty or thirty years more experience in not doing things like that. The lapse was telling. “If you are sure?” she said tentatively, her tone making it a question.

“I am sure,” Master Tai frowned slightly. “I won't punish you for that man’s sins. Although I might change that opinion if I find out you foolishly abet them.”

“Understood, Tai-sensei-sama.”

The woman was slightly shaky as she rose to her feet. Out of the corner of my eyes I could see three of four servants hanging back, obviously keen to jump in but understanding the need for discretion at the moment. They kept their distance, offering us the illusion of privacy.

She opened her mouth again but Master Tai pre-empted her. “And don’t bother with a litany of excuses,” he let his frown deepen a little more, “your daughter has already provided them. They do not hold enough water for what he's done. Be thankful I'm willing to look beyond that and do not annoy me by wasting time on formalities, your father-in-law has rendered any such gesture hollow.”

Himeko’s mother paled slightly behind her makeup. I got the impression she was much more used to an arena where appearances and formalities were everything. Master Tai’s approach, being so blunt and honest but still a little more formal than normal, obviously frightened her.

He seemed to realize that too. He let out an annoyed breath of his own but gentled his tone. “I appreciate that you were willing to make the gesture,” he said in a calmer voice. “Now, is there anything else? Master Matsuda and I were just leaving.”

There was surprise behind Mrs. Meiko’s eyes. It was only a little and hastily throttled, and I probably only saw that much because she was already so shaken and I was so close, but it was there. Before I could read too much into it, she bowed deeply to us both. “My apologies Tai-sensei, but I did have a few things to say to Matsuda-sama before he left.”

Matsuda-sama? I thought incredulously, unable to believe she was going to say that, even in front of Master Tai. I didn’t have the chance to recover before she was facing me and bowing deeply.

“I trust that you will accept my apologies on behalf of my family,” she said formally. “Your service to this family and forbearance in the face of our unworthy mistakes is truly appreciated. I hope you do not think we believe otherwise.”

I bowed back, almost as deeply, as I struggled for an answer. “Uh, sure,” I said awkwardly. That wasn’t it! My inner voice screamed.

“Before you dig yourself a hole,” Master Tai broke in a little more gently this time. “I should warn you that Master Matsuda is a lot like me in this respect: he is much more about substance than formality. Inappropriate apologies from you will only cause distress and regret instead of fixing it.”

Thank you! Master Tai knew the answer (of course) and I filed that turn of phrase away for future use. I didn’t believe Mrs. Meiko had any real control or influence over Himeko’s grandfather, so her apologizing to me felt like a combination of a shallow gesture and rubbing her face in the mess her father-in-law had made (which only made me feel angrier that she was making me feel guilty!). Don’t get me wrong, if she somehow became a part of the problem then I’d change that opinion, I’d be more than happy to make her suffer then. But this? This was just punishing an innocent for the crimes of another.

Mrs. Meiko briefly looked at me in surprise, like she had trouble comprehending that, but was too experienced to actually say anything. “If it is as you say,” she said formally, “then let that be all we say on the matter.”

I nodded frantically. I should have activated the ‘don’t notice me’ talisman the second we left the Spa!

“I will add, I am even more grateful we shall be lending you the Kyoto estate in light of these events,” she continued. “We are honored and glad to have the chance to prove to you the true nature of the Meiko family. May you be successful in all your endeavours and may the truth of our hospitality shine upon you.”

“Uh, sure,” I repeated stupidly.

Mrs. Meiko carefully kept her expression neutral. Master Tai’s eyes lit up and he didn’t bother to hide his amused grin.

I sighed mentally and tried again, bowing back towards her. “I have no doubt that the Meiko hospitality will be up to the highest standard, as always.” I said, struggling to keep my voice formal without slipping into a level that would sound like I was mocking her. “I have no fears on that score, just that I might not be worthy of your generosity.”

“I am pleased to hear that,” Himeko’s mother replied.

I didn’t know what to say. Under other circumstances I’d be flattered and pleased (also uncomfortable and uncertain, but still flattered and pleased) by the respect and acknowledgement she was willing to show me. It was a nice change from quietly sneaking around the mansion, half afraid I was going to be kicked out if they remembered me. But knowing she was there to make up for her father-in-law, that she had dropped whatever she was doing and was trying to make up for the sins of her family that were in no fault her own… Well, it was an interesting reminder that she was definitely Himeko’s mother. But that was the best I could say for it. Apart from that it was an uncomfortable reminder about the world Himeko moved around in and the home life she had to put up with.

(There was an odd “the grass is always less green on the other side of the fence” attitude with that thought. My family life was not one to brag about. But at least my bad relatives didn’t seek out my friends to harass them, and most of my family was able to keep safely away from my mom and dad.)

There were a few awkward moments of silence before Master Tai declared “we’ll be going now” and we carefully made our way out of the mansion.

We were silent for a good minute. Master Tai was obviously still amused and I was blushing furiously at my over-the-top attempt at formality. Finally, he spoke. “Not a bad way of accepting her apology,” I could tell he was still grinning even without looking. “But I think you need a topknot and a time machine to really pull that one off.”

“I need a time machine so I can go far enough into the future to join you at the bar,” I shot back heatedly, all while slamming my palm against my forehead. “I need a drink!”

Master Tai’s laugh boomed over the whole estate.
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Yes, I was at the school lab. Again. But it was necessary this time! I only had about two days before the trip to Kyoto and I wanted to make sure everything was right. I had reasons, good ones! I wasn’t being totally obsessed. Really.

That didn’t stop Himeko from bursting into the room furiously, not even bothering with a knock this time. I jumped nearly a meter into air on reflex out of shock.

“Mamoru! What in the h-“

She was quietly but thoroughly pissed at me. And I couldn’t entirely blame her for that. One of the obvious reasons for her temper and my shock was the time: it was past 11 pm. I had cheated a little (okay, more than a little) and used a couple of spells to make sure everyone would forget about me and leave me alone in the school that late. That would have been enough to get Himeko concerned on a normal day. On a day during the summer break? After she’d already talked to me about working too much? I still thought she was overreacting a little, but I couldn’t pretend that I didn’t see where she was coming from.

But she wasn’t so angry she failed to note my response. Even panicked and surprised that late at night my first instinct was to quickly shift my body between the door and the table, spreading my arms out wide. It was obvious I was trying to shield her from something.

“…what are you doing?” she asked, confusion moderating her temper.

“Uh…” I temporized, trying to get a look in behind her, make sure there wasn’t anyone else there.

“I’m all alone Mamoru. My driver’s waiting with the car. They’re at the front of the school, where I dragged them at this unearthly hour, because Sensei-san contacted me about you working late at the school!”

I winced at her icy tone. Right, forgot about Sensei-san. Not that there was much I could have done about them, not without doing something even I thought was going too far. I doubted Sensei-san would have responded to reason or negotiation, I wasn’t doing anything for the school and I was definitely pushing more than a few lines as a student in doing this. And while keeping the average person from realizing I was there was one thing, only requiring a few minor glamours and suggestions, trying to overpower the kami of the actual school (all while using a school lab!) would have been another thing entirely. In a pinch I might have been able to bind them in some way but I was pretty sure that would have burned a bunch of bridges I did not want to destroy before I was safely in university!

“So, what is it you are willing to be so stupid about that you do not want me to see?!”

I winced again, she wasn’t loud but the rising intensity in her words was scary. “It’s alright guys,” I said over my shoulder, “she’s in the know.” And with that I moved aside to let Himeko see.

The table had a faint magic circle on it, barely perceptible but there if you looked. More importantly: the table held nearly two dozen miniature humans, all carefully hiding behind me. Well, humanoids actually.

Himeko started in shock for a few moments before quickly approaching the lab table. Once she stood beside me, clearly able to see the figures and verify she could believe her eyes, she turned to look at me. “What are they?” she asked, the anger in her voice gone to make room for the wonder.

“That’s… a tricky question,” I said slowly as the smaller than doll-sized figures slowly and cautiously picked up miniature (and not so miniature, several of them were wrestling with regular screwdrivers and gravers) tools. Once it was obvious Himeko wasn’t going to get in the way they simply shrugged and returned to work.

“I don’t know that there’s a proper name for these particular people,” I continued softly. “I’ve asked but they haven’t told me it. And since I don’t want to insult them by calling them something they’re not I can’t give you an exact answer. But if you want a slightly higher taxonomy, genus instead of species, then I guess they’re Little People.”

“Little People?” Himeko asked, her eyes widening even more. After a moment she frowned like she’d bitten something sour. “I’m doing it again,” she muttered.

“Little people,” I repeated, fighting the urge to smile at Himeko’s response. “There’s lots of types of them out in the world. Well, presumably. These are the first type I’ve actually met. But you hear legends and stories about them all the time and it’s kind of hard to define where the lines are drawn. Are brownies little people? Koropokkur? Maybe even some Shikigami? Are they all the same but the variations are concealed by minor regional differences and the way stories have been corrupted? Or are they all different species with unique abilities and needs?”

Himeko frowned at me, regaining a little bit of her former annoyance in the face of my pretentiousness. “More importantly Mamoru: why are they in a school laboratory?”

“Ah. Right.” That brought me back down to Earth in a hurry.

“Well?” Himeko pressed when I hesitated.

I looked a little closer at her. There weren’t bags under her eyes, but… “are you getting enough sleep Himeko?”

“No changing the subject Mamoru!”

I flinched. Well, that answered that question. Sort of. Himeko was definitely off her game, and lack of sleep was the most likely answer with overwork being a close second. Which was kind of ironic and maybe some appropriate karma for the both of us, given how much that had caused Himeko to worry about me recently.

“Sorry Himeko,” I rushed the words a little bit in an effort to calm her down. “I was just figuring out where to start. Honestly, there’s a fairly simple explanation this time but I was worried I wasn’t giving enough background.”

Simple explanation, I reaffirmed to myself as Himeko gave me an impatient glare. “They’re subcontractors,” I continued quickly. “I set off for Kyoto the day after tomorrow and I was worried I either wouldn’t have enough collectors made up or that I’d be careless and make mistakes on them if I just powered through. So… I brought in some help for actually building them.”

Himeko settled down and her presence took a big step backwards even if she didn’t physically move. She wasn’t calm, but she was no longer quietly enraged. “So, they’re summons?” Himeko asked, taking another look at the little folk.

The beings were nine to almost twelve centimeters tall. Most of them were only about ten centimeters, but just like with real people there were a few shorties and a couple of giants (relatively speaking). They were fairly human looking, close to human proportions, but they seemed to have slightly shorter legs. That was tough to tell though, they were mostly dressed in more primitive looking clothing. Not quite loincloths, there was obviously some tailoring going on, but since the material looked like it was made out of miniature furs or scraps of clothing it came off as more primitive than it really was. Combine that with their relatively thick beards and slightly unkept hair they almost seemed like miniature cavemen. You wouldn’t mistake them for human though, their skin was a somewhat off-putting mottle of mushroom white with pencil gray. And there was something about their eyes… I wasn’t sure if their eyes were just a solid black or the whites were too small at that size and just blended in with their skin.

“Not quite,” I answered Himeko. “Or, at least not in the way you’re thinking. I did look for them and call to them magically, but these are a lot more…” I trailed off.

“A lot more what Mamoru?” Himeko asked, her anger starting to rise again.

I sighed. “This isn’t the right word but it’s the only one that comes to mind. Real. They’re a lot more real Himeko.”

That one took Himeko aback! She actually rocked on her heels for a moment and I took the opportunity to expand.

“That word’s not really fair to anyone, it feels kind of… I don’t know, humancentric. These Little Folk are a lot more like us than Sensei-san, but that doesn’t make our school’s kami any less real. Or these guys either. Yeah, I kind of hate that word.”

“Physical!” I snapped my fingers. “Yeah, that’s it. These guys are a lot more physical than Sensei-san.”

“I am the building that surrounds you,” Sensei-san couldn’t help but comment from the magatama Himeko was carrying. I suspect it was no coincidence he used another physical object and the ‘real’ voice to say it.

“Huh, good point,” I rubbed my chin, feeling a bit surprised as I touched the stubble there. I really have to remember to shave tomorrow, I noted absently, feeling a little more sensitive about it since I was working with all the bearded figures around me.

“Hold on a moment,” Himeko looked a little wild. “Are you telling me these… these… Little People are simply real?” She stared at the figures on the table and looked like she could barely keep from poking one experimentally. “That we could take one down to a biology lab and simply have it dissected?”

All work on the table stopped. As one, every Little Person in the lab turned to look at Himeko. Then the ones with tiny tools started eyeing the corners and table edges while the ones with bigger tools started hefting them experimentally and turning them around.

“Don’t worry guys,” I said quickly to all of them, “she was just stating an example. Since we’re already in a lab it was simply the first thing that came to mind. I remember my promises, nothing like that’s going to happen to you.” I swiveled my head back to Himeko. “Yes, they’re that real. And more than smart enough to take that to heart.”

To my great relief Himeko seemed to go almost as ashen as the Little People, clearly realizing the enormity of what she’d just said. And, given that it was Himeko, the thought she’d made such a rude and thoughtless breach hit her even harder than most people.

Himeko instantly stepped around me, took a few steps closer to the table, and bowed deeply. In fact, she bowed so deeply and carefully she rested her forehead on the table itself.

“My apologies,” she said humbly, somehow managing to project her voice so that it was clear and crisp even though she should have been speaking to the floor. “I do not know the proper words to make up for such an arrogant faux pas. I’m not sure they exist, the mere question was fundamentally flawed. If you were real enough for someone to do such a thing then obviously you were also real enough that it would be murder. I shame my ancestors by even suggesting such a thing indirectly, and for my trespass I humbly apologize.”

Well, shame some of her ancestors, I thought wryly. Given Himeko’s heritage I suspected at least a few of her ancestors from five-hundred or more years back would simply go “Yes. And?” If you pointed out to them that something was murder. Scratch that, they’d probably say something along the lines that it wasn’t murder if the person was from a lower strata of society.

Still, it was a good line and I was being pedantic. Heck, the only reason it occurred to me this time was because I was just about to visit the Meiko estates in Kyoto so that sort of history was on my mind! So, I didn’t say it out loud and the Little People seemed to acknowledge her contrition and cautiously started to resume their work

“They seem to have accepted your apology,” I said softly as the Little People returned to their previous positions.

Himeko had studiously kept her forehead pressed against the table and hadn’t known. She sighed in relief and slowly raised back up. “Thank you for your understanding,” she addressed the table gratefully, “that won’t happen again.”

Himeko then swiveled her head to stare at me. The expression on her face was murderously pissed, probably for me accidentally setting her up like that. I flinched (Again. Himeko was angry and intimidating but I was beginning to think she had a point about me overworking if I was getting that jittery) and stumbled backwards, but before Himeko could say anything she took a deep, slow breath and then pinched the bridge of her nose.

“I am sorry Mamoru,” she said, it sounded considerably less sincerely than her apology to the Little People but it wasn’t completely forced either. “I’ve been busy lately, and I should already be in bed. Our plane leaves at noon tomorrow so I’ve not pushed it too far yet, but I don’t like how close I’m getting.”

“Going through the airport is stressful,” I said, cautiously supportive, remembering both the difficulties of our school trip and all the excuses I’d just been making so I could stay in the lab. “And I guess you have to get there pretty early.”

“Not as much in our case, it’s a private plane.”

Of course.

“We rent it to the company to defer the costs,” Himeko added apologetically, “mostly it’s used by our executives whenever it’s more convenient or effective than commercial air travel. Or having them arrive in the Meiko family’s private plane will lend gravitas or make an impression. But it’s the easiest option for something like our trip. Although I’m not sure how well we’ll do trapped in the same small space with only each other for that long. It might be best that I have an excuse to sleep a while.”

That is putting things in perspective, I reflected. I suspected the ‘small space’ would be ludicrously large by comparison, I was pretty sure this wasn’t some single-engined prop propelled plane. But if you stuck four family members alone in it for five or six hours it would probably feel pretty small.

“But that wasn’t my intent. And being dragged to the school this late at night is making me crankier than I already was. I was worried about you and… “

Himeko trailed off and hesitated. It was probably another sign of how tired and stressed she felt but that didn’t make it any less unusual. “And?” I prompted curiously.

Himeko sighed. “And the complications arising out of this are going to throw a wrench into a few things.”

I frowned slightly. “How is this complicated? I mean in general,” I said hurriedly, shooting another quick glance at the Little People. “Sure, it’d be complicated as hell to explain to some sort of random stranger. But to you and me it’s just ‘Mamoru was trying something new’ again. Yes, it’s dealing with another strange facet of reality that’s new to you- ”

“It’s not about me and you Mamoru,” Himeko interrupted me. “It’s about how my family sees you. Remember: I had to get a driver to take me here this late at night. They’re going to realize it was you working late.”

I frowned and thought about that a little more. “I could try and fog the driver’s memory?” I suggested tentatively. I didn’t like the thought of doing that much and I still wasn’t seeing the real problem.

Himeko gave me the sort of look that suggestion deserved. “I’ll thank you not to mess with the mind of the man driving any sort of vehicle I’ll be in. Besides, that would only make things worse! The records will show that that I left home anyways, and if the driver suddenly can’t remember what happened then that’s going to send up all sorts of red flags with everyone at the estate. So, unless you plan on altering the driver, then everyone on duty at the estate, then everyone they talked to, then all the physical records on top of that…” she trailed off deliberately this time just to emphasize how stupid my suggestion had been.

I flushed, unable to ignore her point. “Sorry.”

“The problem is your status,” Himeko said frankly. “The other day’s incident was bad enough in itself, but everyone caught Master Tai acknowledging you as another Master. And that’s created a quiet uproar on the estate. No one’s quite sure what to think of you right now. More importantly, they’re not sure how much rank and respect you’re due. And all that uncertainty is upsetting people.”

My face began to feel like it was burning. If I’d spent any real amount of time outside in the last few hours I’d have assumed I’d gotten a nasty sunburn.

Himeko looked at me skeptically. “I’ve been doing my best to cover for you, underplay things, but a lot of our employees and my parents are wondering just what is up with you. More importantly: they’re asking just what kind of Master you are? They’re putting together pieces like you calling in a ‘night tiger’, your possession of a vial of gold, regular secret sparring with Eiko and I, Master Tai acknowledging you as a fellow Master, and they’re coming up with some pretty weird ways all that fits together.”

“Oh come on!” I protested. “That’s… I mean…”

“Oh, and the fact you were the first to detect Sato-san when he infiltrated the estate,” Himeko added, suddenly remembering. “They missed that at first but I heard it being discussed in whispers just before I surprised the driver.” She shot me an annoyed look. “And now I’m pulled out here in the middle of the night while you’re working mysteriously on a project in a place you’re not supposed to be! This is only adding more fuel to the fire Mamoru!”

How’d I get into this mess? I asked myself incredulously. I’d thought I was doing well in keeping things under wraps. And I guessed I was, mostly. But I’d missed the huge spot that was the estate staff. They were usually so polite but distant from me, and I’d never completely forgotten them, but I had gotten used to their presence and carelessly started to overlook the fact that various parts of the staff knew different things and then communicated with each other fairly clearly. I’d treated them more like my schoolmates, if one or two of them glimpsed something strange they might not even mention it and even if it became a rumor it wasn’t like people would get together and compare notes. But the Meiko staff were closer and more careful than that. And when you combined all of that with the fact that Himeko’s parents actually communicated with their employees, bringing a few more pieces of information into contact, there really was no way for them not to be a little suspicious.

Himeko sighed. “The good news is they think the most logical solution is you’re some sort of secret martial arts master. A disciple a few years ahead of Eiko but from a different master.”

I would have laughed out loud if I wasn’t so upset. Seriously? That makes Sato’s leaps of logic make more sense!

Himeko must have read my expression. “The reason I say that’s good news is because no one quite believes it. They also remember things like how you struggled with the kid at the gate or that time you got beat up. It’s easy to throw doubt on that one, but that leads to even more confusion. If you’re so incompetent then how come both Eiko and I are training with you, especially since we’re taking care to keep things secret?”

Himeko took a deep breath. “Eiko and I have been trying to suggest to everyone you’re some sort of master scientist, that you’re so far beyond everyone else that Master Tai has to acknowledge your gifts and practices as a form of Mastery. It’s… not working,” she admitted finally.

“Yeah, that seems a stretch,” I said skeptically. “I mean, I’m good. But any sort of master level? And good enough that Master Tai would know it?” I shook my head in silent negation at that though.

“You haven’t exactly given us much to work with here Mamoru!” Himeko shot back a little hotly. “And when you pull stuff like this it doesn’t help the rumors go away!”

I jumped backwards and made a placating gesture. “Sorry! I’m sorry.”

Himeko took another deep breath. “It’s not your fault,” she said more normally. “And given how much of it was my grandfather’s fault I should be the one apologizing to you. Unfortunately, these rumors haven’t helped grandfather’s mood at all, and he’s one more thing adding to everyone’s stress.”

I winced at the mere thought of it.

Himeko gave me a crooked smile. “Ironically, that’s just making everyone a little more eager for the trip.”

Yeah, Himeko’s not willing to criticize her grandfather any more than she has to. But if he was half as self-critical as she is he’d have already clued in that’s part of the reason they’re not taking him on the trip in the first place! Of course, I added a little more honestly, remembering some of Master Tai’s warnings about oversimplifying people too much, for all I know he has clued in. And the awareness of that is just pissing him off even more! Something like that seemed much more likely (his awareness of the problem and/or his deliberate effort to deny it) the more I thought about it.

“I’m sorry,” Himeko looked rueful. I had a feeling it was another mask but I’d take it over her anger. “I’m babbling on and getting distracted. I’m complaining about this whole situation but I’m only adding to the fire myself, the longer I stay here the worse it’s going to get but I seem to be drawing it out. I guess I’m going to miss you guys for the next two weeks.”

“Really? You’re going to miss my hopeless stupidity and all the trouble I cause for you guys?” I don’t know why I was surprised (and vaguely pleased), but I was.

“Mamoru,” Himeko shot another amused glance towards the Little People still working away at their tasks, “where else am I going to run into something like this again? You’re a constant source of surprises and wonder. Not all of them are pleasant, but the good ones more than outweigh the bad. Just… try not to attract any more attention while I’m gone, okay? I’m hoping things will settle down and everyone will just file your situation away as another mystery they shouldn’t investigate too closely. We have several of those tied to Master Tai already, you’re a little weirder than the rest but you’re hardly unique. But that’s not going to happen if you keep toiling away past midnight in places you aren’t supposed to be.”

“I’m not going to ask you to promise anything,” she added swiftly, “things come up and I don’t want you overthinking your responses when you should be acting. Nor do I want you feeling guilty after the fact if that has to happen. But please try. For your sake if nothing else. I’m not eager to try and explain all the truth to my parents, but if it came out I’d be willing to do so. You… you’ve made it clear you think that’s a bad thing.”

I winced. Ouch, that one hits home. I liked to complain about other people’s hypocrisy but Himeko had a pretty big point there. She was doing her best to keep me under the radar while I was busy ignoring that and bending the rules into a five-dimensional pretzel in order to work late into the night. And I was supposedly the one who was more afraid of being discovered. It’s getting harder and harder to ignore my bad habits, isn’t it?

“Point taken,” I admitted, surrendering even more fully than she realized. “I have to work a bit late tonight to make sure everything’s taken care of, but hopefully that should be it. I’ll be off to Kyoto soon, once that happens I should be able to switch to a saner work/life balance.”

“Good,” Himeko nodded decisively. Then she looked at the little people one last time. “They’re not going to cause you any trouble, are they?” she asked hesitantly.

“What do you mean?”

“I was worried about how you were getting them to do this,” she admitted a little more openly. “If they’re people and you’re forcing them… well, that seemed wrong and I doubted you were one to do that. But if that’s not the case they have to be getting something out of it, and I was a little bit worried you wouldn’t be able to pay the bill when it came due.”

I was mildly insulted by that. “Really Himeko? Really?”

“I didn’t think it was likely. But you have been a little bit obsessed lately and I’m about to be out of the country for two weeks, an abrupt change that surprised me. It seemed possible you missed something and this would be the worst possible moment.”

“Yeah, well, they’re not idiots,” I reported, gesturing at the Little People. “We haven’t had any dealings before and they didn’t have much reason to trust me. They made sure to take most of their payment in advance.”

“What did they want?” Himeko asked, trying to conceal her worry. It was a bit excessive, but she did have a point. She was naturally a concerned about other people and I hadn’t been showing the best judgement recently. I did want to set her mind at ease before she went off on her trip.

“Just food and a little bit of mana,” I shrugged. I nodded over to a small bag of uncooked rice in the corner of the room. “They took three quarters payment beforehand, that’s the last of it.”

Himeko blinked in surprise, the bag had been easy to miss since it was smaller than her closed fist. “That little?”

“Remember: size difference. One cooked grain of rice to them is… well, it’s not quite as big as a candy bar would be for us but two or three is getting there.” I frowned slightly, “although, I am forgetting the biological differences. These guys must burn a lot more calories per kilo than we do… you might have a point there.”

“How do you… oh, it’s like hummingbirds or shrews, is it?” Himeko asked, taking a second look at the Little People.

I shrugged. “Not quite that bad, and I’m guessing or estimating a lot. But they take a lot more food than a human would at that size. Hm.”

The Little People tried to studiously ignore our conversation. But even from a distance and with the size difference I could see some annoyance in their body language.

“Eh, I’m guessing. And there’s a million factors that affect that. Just for starters, I doubt these guys have as easy an access to rice as we do. It might be a delicacy for them and I’ve given them the equivalent of a truckload of caviar or Kobe beef!”

Himeko tittered a little but I noticed her eyeing the Little People thoughtfully too. “Alright, that seems unlikely but I could see that. And I guess that makes your point: we don’t know enough and unless they want to tell us we probably won’t find out.”

Their body language relaxed a little.

I filed the fact away for future reference. It didn’t mean much by itself but it was worth looking out for. Out loud I simply said “and they required a little mana too. Well, besides what they’re using now I mean.”

“I did wonder about the circle if they were real,” Himeko admitted. “That’s why I assumed they were summoned.”

I shook my head. “No, this one’s more about providing them a comfortable working environment.”

Himeko shot me a bemused look. “That’s an interesting way to put it.”

I shrugged. “I can’t think of a better explanation. The thing is… well, the Little People are just as smart and capable as a human. But think of modern scientific theory: how is that possible with a body and brain that small?”

“Magic?” Himeko answered cautiously.

“Magic,” I nodded. “They don’t use much but their bodies are constantly buffed and buffered by it. They could do the work without the circle helping them out, it’s providing a constant trickle of mana to them, but it would be like a human doing a construction job after noon in the middle of the Sahara. They could do it for a bit, especially if they were practiced with the conditions and really careful about pacing themselves, but in the long run they’d be risking serious harm or death.”

“Plus,” I added, forcing myself to sound slightly more cheerful, “they work better this way. Faster, surer, and more confident. It would have been stupid of me not to provide this if I wanted work out of them.”

“So, what are they doing?” Himeko asked, watching the figures running around the table.

“Since they’re used to mana the Little People can carve the necessary sigils into the new collectors, the markings have a magical component as well as physical one. They needed me to give them the necessary forms and patterns, and that took a while, but since the point is to make multiple collectors I’m coming out ahead this time. I’m still going to have to do the final enchantments myself, but that’s going to be a lot easier to do now that I’m not worn out by doing all the preparations and fine details. Especially since they’re going to do half the work of putting all the components together.”

I paused, looked at the Little People again, and tried an experiment. “Heck, I wouldn’t be surprised if it’s an easier job than ever. Between their size and their talent I’m pretty sure the Little People are going to do a better job of carving in the sigils than I ever managed. Maybe I’m reading too much into the old tales but I’m pretty sure they take a lot of pride in their work. I don’t do a bad job with sigils, I take a lot of care when it comes to something like this and the end result is pretty impressive. But these guys? With these guys I’m pretty sure the end result will be amazing.”

Jackpot! The Little People were definitely listening in. There was a subtle but perceptible shift in their speed and attitude. Interesting, I reflected. I hadn’t lied, that really had been the whole truth, but it was interesting to see how my words affected them.

There’s probably a big lesson there, I thought wryly, reflecting back on the Meiko staff and how not thinking about them had led to a mess. The situations weren’t that analogous, the Little People weren’t permanent staff of mine and I had no plans to change that, but it was worth keeping in mind for the future.

Himeko just shook her head in amusement, she’d easily picked up what was happening too. “Only you Mamoru, only you. I suppose makes sense a twisted sort of sense, calling up myths and legends to help you work on enchanted equipment. More so than a lot of what I’ve seen you do.”

She’d meant to be amusing, sort of a half joke, but it accidentally touched my sore spot of treating magic as something ‘special’ and ‘different’. So much so that I couldn’t help but toss out “Don’t be too sure about that. If this works out, and they’re willing, I plan to have them work on my cellphone next.”

Himeko had been starting to pull away, move towards the door in preparation of hurrying home. That comment brought about a quick U-turn. “I’m sorry, what?”

“My cellphone,” I answered, completely straight faced. “There are some hacks and changes I really should make to it. I’d originally intended to use magic, I don’t have the manual dexterity to do some of the finer work that would be required. But if I’ve got access to a bunch of really good craftsmen, all used to working on a much smaller scale than I am, using them make a lot more sense than trying to use spells directly.”

“You seriously- “ Himeko shook herself briefly, as if unable to believe she was saying it. “You’re seriously going to open up your phone, give some Little People a blueprint, say ‘here, do this’ and just let them go to work?”

I thought about it for a second. “More or less,” I said reasonably. Granted, it would be a little more complex than that in the real world. But it was hard to say that wasn’t a pretty fair capsule summary.

Himeko just looked at me agog for a few moments.

“Why is that so shocking?” I asked, honestly surprised and curious. “Size and perspective changes is one of the things I’ve most wanted to use magic for in the modern world. Granted, that’s mostly been with actual spells. I wouldn’t have even thought of the Little People if I hadn’t stumbled across this bunch. But the principle holds true, the Little People should be able to help me deal with a technological problem better than I could on my own. I mean, working on a cellphone should be about as hard for them as working on a car would be for us. Still complex, but a lot easier to deal with all the parts and pieces rather than worrying about your hand slipping and completely bricking your phone… “

“See?” Himeko cut in, half-amused and half-shocked. “This is why I worry about leaving you alone Mamoru.”

“Sorry?”

“Mamoru, I can see why you wouldn’t want to do this alone, it’s not your forte. But why on Earth wouldn’t you get me to do it? Summoning up a group of magical beings to hack your phone rather than asking me seems needlessly risky and baroque.”

Leaving aside they weren’t really summoned, or that Himeko really meant why wouldn’t you give it to me so I could give it to some trusted and capable expert already on our payroll, I looked her straight in the eye and said “I can’t. The alterations I want to do are technically illegal.”

“Mamoru,” Himeko smiled at me wryly, “I’ve already given you and your psychic friends a bunch of burner phones, why do you think I’d not do this?”

I sighed. I hadn’t wanted to say it directly, but “because Himeko, this isn’t going to be for one time use. This is going to be for my everyday phone, the one I use for everything.”

“Doesn’t that make it even more important you do it right?” Himeko still sounded slightly amused, obviously thinking this was just me being stubborn again. “I respect the Little People, and I can see your point about how it’ll be a bit easier for them at their size. But I expect this will be highly technical work Mamoru, I doubt they’re that experienced with electronics. An expert would be best.”

“Probably. But that’s the issue,” I tried not to flinch as I said it. “There’s no way I’m giving the Meiko family a backdoor into my research and activities.”

Himeko blinked a few times, her face going totally blank as she processed that statement. I gave her a few moments but when it was obvious she was about to object I cut in first.

“I don’t mind you Himeko, you’re trustworthy. But you are not your family. And between not wanting to be blackmailed and not wanting to accidentally give out unsafe secrets or practices I can’t leave a backdoor like that in my system.”

“Mamoru,” Himeko said with a little strained patience. “We wouldn’t do that.”

“Really? The family that just broke how many laws keeping your panty shots off the internet wouldn’t do that?”

“That’s- I- “ Himeko sputtered a little.

“I’m not saying they were exactly wrong to do that,” I admitted in a gentler tone. “It’s sort of a grey area, and if the order of operations had been even slightly different I’d feel guilty about saying this. But let’s not forget: your family bugged nearly everyone’s computer beforehand. Setting up spy software just in case someone had gotten a shot of you and was going to upload it. I’m guessing the only reason I was skipped over was that I was a known quantity and warned you about it in the first place.”

“Not active spyware… exactly…” Himeko’s voice trailed off as she realized what she was saying.

I nodded. “Now, the people taking those shots and then thinking to use them like that were the ones in the wrong. No, not even that much. Like me it was probably an accident they got the picture in the first place. But actively choosing to share them with other people was an entirely different story and you were clearly the one being sinned against. I can’t object to your family acting against people like that. But how many other people’s privacy did the Meiko family violate just to guarantee yours?”

Himeko flushed, obviously not having looked at it from that perspective before. To be fair to her, this was probably a slippery slope problem. Her family did a lot of things using the same principle, which was a little selfish and self-centered. But at the end of the day their actions were normally much further up the slope, something she could easily shrug off and put aside as excusable under the circumstances. And this was still pretty excusable, from what I knew of the software they’d used the Meiko employees who’d monitored all this had been careful to violate our fellow students’ privacy as little as possible. They had not gone digging around through everything every student had on their computer ‘just in case’. Instead, they’d merely monitored for suspicious activity, taken a peek if said activity looked to be Himeko related, and only followed up at all if each step kept indicating they were on the right trail. Aoth alone knew how much they glimpsed but quickly put away as ‘okay, that’s suspicious. But I think it’s just horny teenagers being horny teenagers. Leave alone, none of our business.’ They’d made no records and taken no actions, and they deserved some credit for that.

But I, unlike Himeko, had been forced to think about it a lot over the last little while. And the principles and perspective behind that were troubling. The Meiko family was more than prepared to bend the law and principle in order to guarantee their safety. And they could be quite arrogant and self-centered about it at times, not quite minding who’s toes they were trampling on. Master Tai and I had recently discussed the importance of restraint and responsibility that Masters faced when using their powers, of being aware of what they were doing. And the Meikos? In comparison the Meikos tended to show a shocking lack of awareness. As much as I felt like an imposter at times, and as much as Master Tai asserting I was a Master to the Meiko household had rankled, there was at least a little truth to that title. Master Tai and I showed restraint, awareness, and respect in our actions. The Meiko family was a lot more careless about that.

“I wouldn’t do that,” Himeko said in a smaller voice, “I wouldn’t do that to you Mamoru.”

I sighed. “It’s not you I’m worried about Himeko,” I said as gently as possible. Unlike her father and grandfather, I actually figured she might qualify as some sort of master rich person in the fullness of time. At least, she might with a little more experience and perspective. She was much stronger than the others when it came to her basic principles and living up to them.

But she still had to learn to take some important considerations into account! “But tell me honestly: if your father found out you were having this done for me, do you think he wouldn’t do it? That your grandfather wouldn’t order the technicians to put the spyware in if he knew it was for me?”

Himeko jerked her head back as if she’d been struck, which was all the answer I needed. She might be the most respected member of her family, but she wasn’t the highest ranking one. For all that she tried to support and be a representation of the best of the Meiko name she still struggled with the fact that other family members, ones which had greater influence than her, sometimes failed that name quite spectacularly.

“And that’s why I’m looking at using either myself or the Little People,” I said, forcing my voice back to normal and pretending we’d just been talking about something less important and sensitive than all that. “There’s certainly a chance it won’t work, this is still a bit complex for our skill level, but at least if things get messed up I can blame myself this way.”

“I’m sorry Mamoru,” Himeko almost whispered.

I deliberately snorted and continued to play it off lightly. “For what? Your family being hypothetically willing to install spyware on my systems? How many thousands of random strangers try to do that to be for much worse reasons every time I use the internet? Heck, never mind strangers! Sato Gota tried to slip in a program when he sent me the footage of Eiko’s physical tests!”

Himeko perked up a little in spite of herself. “What? Really?”

“Oh yeah,” I said, my voice a mixture of sourness and amusement. “It was something… well, it wasn’t quite sophisticated. But it was obviously a program he’d come up with himself or something that a friend of his had done. It was different enough from all the usual commercial spyware that it would have slipped past my usual firewalls and anti virus software, and I don’t exactly skimp on those. But I was suspicious about him being that helpful that quickly so I was extra extra careful before I let any file of his on my computer!”

“No magic required to catch it?” Himeko teased, willing to be pulled away from her mood.

“Not this time. That’s why I figure it was something he did himself or was done by another young amateur. If a guy like me could actually catch it…” I just shook my head in disappointment. I was actually pretty decent with computer code, I hadn’t put in the necessary time to become a true expert but I was definitely an upper end amateur. And if I could spot the trap in those files that probably showed just how much of a rookie whoever had coded it was. Apart from using a unique method to install a backdoor, something that wouldn’t have occurred to most people, it had been pretty primitive. It galled me to think about how many people Sato had probably bugged with it in the past, judging by his successful investigations.

Himeko giggled at my offended sensibilities. She’d had her own rollercoaster of emotions already this night. Seeing the young mage against a backdrop of semi-magical beings becoming inordinately annoyed at inadequate computer security tickled her funny bone. “I’m going to miss this,” she said in amusement.

“Being dragged out just before midnight by your idiotic, rule-breaking friends?” I asked rhetorically, taking care to keep it light and remind her about some of my self-centered morality before she beat herself up too much. “No, you’re not.”

“I am,” Himeko smiled. “But that doesn’t mean I don’t have to run. Take care Mamoru. I’ll try to send you some emails when I can. Oh, and I’ll bring you back something nice!”

That last had been almost shouted over her shoulder as she quickly exited the room, she’d obviously stayed longer than was sensible. Unfortunately, that didn’t stop her words from sending a brief chill down my spine.

“Something nice,” my lips puckered upon saying the words like I’d just bitten into something sour. A slightly guilty Himeko on a trip to Europe without either Eiko or I to hold her back, the mind boggled. “Aoth, I hope I’m not about to end up with a boat.”

The Little People on the table just looked at me funny for a few seconds before quickly turning back to their work and pretending they’d heard nothing.
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Huh, I thought to myself as I exited the train station and took a look around Kyoto.  I mean, I should have expected it.  It’s not Avalon, it’s not even Hokkaido, but… huh.

The available free-floating mana around Kyoto wasn’t amazing, not in any sort of absolute terms.  But for a modern city of about a million and a half people… it was significantly more than Tokyo, and I could tell that much at just a glance.

Although modern might be debateable, I thought with a small smile, already cataloguing all the little differences between Kyoto and my home in Tokyo.  There was a reason Kyoto was considered by many to be Japan’s spiritual heart.  All the little tweaks in favor of older tradition, the signs and posters pointing out directions to the sacred sights, a note to foreign tourists politely asking them not to harass the geishas… it’s not backwards by any measure, I thought, making note of the Wi-Fi signs and chastising myself before I oversimplified the city as Tokyo’s old-fashioned cousin.  But it’s easier to see Japan’s past from here, it’s a little more front and center.  Some of that is for tourists and propaganda, but some of that isn’t.

Hence the unexpectedly high mana count.  I shook my head in bemusement.  I came here in part to study the city and visit some of the shrines and temples, it’s kind of stupid I didn’t see this coming.  It was even more food for thought about the future though, the relative paucity of mana (even by Earth standards) in Tokyo was making me think I needed to plan out my future a little more carefully.  Maybe it was time to consider establishing myself outside of Tokyo first and then moving back to the city once I had a better foundation.

That’s something to think more upon later, I reflected.  Seriously, doing that before taking a look around the city and actually seeing what sort of effect Kyoto’s older ways have had… yeah, what’s that saying about putting the cart before the horse? First things first, let’s worry about finding the Meiko family’s other home.

With a tiny smirk at my own stupidity, I reopened my phone and checked the directions.

***

Hmm, I paused thoughtfully as I examined the Meiko’s Kyoto house.  This is weird.  It’s like I’m not really surprised, yet I’m not quite sure what to make of it.

The house was… well, it was more in line with an estate or a mansion than a simple house.  Once again it was a surprising amount of property for someone to own in the middle of a major Japanese city.  But this time it was only surprising instead of mind-bogglingly stunning.  The Meiko house in Kyoto was a fraction of the size of their Tokyo estate.  Still impressive, but not something that people would have trouble believing existed.

It was also (surprise surprise) incredibly traditional.  Even just the glimpses through the gate showed an estate that looked straight out of a traditional drama.  You half expected to see katana wielding men with top knots crossing between the buildings while a beautiful geisha played a samisen in the background.  All to the faint backdrop of a hollow bamboo ‘tok’ from the shishi-odoshi that was doing its job somewhere off screen.

I almost jumped out of my skin when I heard one sound off at just that moment.

Right, of course, I thought, quickly calming my wildly pumping heart.  Why wouldn’t they have one?

Of course, that might have been from the neighbors.  While the Meiko estate was pretty large, obviously containing a garden in addition to all its buildings, it wasn’t the whole of the block.  There were several equally beautiful and traditional homes in the area, and if I’d dared cast the spell to detect watchers I suspect I’d have picked up on a bunch of security cameras observing my unusual presence in such an elite area.  I was a young, vaguely gaijin looking individual wearing a huge hiking backpack and wheeling around a piece of luggage almost as large while wearing light clothing in a futile attempt to avoid overheating.  Someone cosplaying as a maid or a samurai would have looked like they belonged in the area more than I did.  It was increasing my jumpiness and paranoia, hence why the shishi-odoshi had managed to get such an overreaction.

Well, let’s get this over with.  Steeling myself I stepped up to the estate gates and pressed the intercom buzzer.

The building might have been different, but the professionalism and quick response was exactly the same.  “Welcome to the Meiko estate, what brings you to the house of this noble family?”

“Greetings,” I said bowing slightly to the intercom just out of habit.  “My name is Matsuda Mamoru.  I’m supposed to be expected.”

I winced slightly at how uncertain and nervous I sounded, even while I mentally went over my backup plans in case they had no idea what was going on.  I needn’t have worried though, the voice on the intercom instantly replied “Yes Matsuda-sama, we are honored to have you visit us.  Please enter, an escort will be with you shortly.”

The gate instantly started to open and I breathed a little easier.  “Thank you,” I replied, bowing once again out of reflex before I slid through the gate doors.

I winced at the nervous habit.  I mean, they’re probably watching me on camera, I reflected, so it’s not completely stupid.  But…  For better or worse, my train of thought was quickly interrupted by a dignified older man approaching me.

Despite the setting, his clothing was a little more modern than I’d expected.  Still a suit, but somehow different from the clothing the butlers and maids wore on the main estate.  Eiko’s dad could probably tell me, I thought as I puzzled over the difference.  Hell, Eiko could probably tell me!  But I just can’t figure out the difference.  It felt a little more old fashioned, more square rather than streamlined somehow, but I just could not put my finger on it.

“Greetings Matsuda-sama,” the man said, bowing to me smoothly and deeply.  “I am Ono-san, and I oversee the Meiko family’s holdings here.”

I bowed back, almost as deeply if less smoothly.  “Greetings Ono-san.  I am humbly thankful for this opportunity, I will try to avoid troubling you.”  Hey, I didn’t mess that up! The little voice in the back of my head was a little cheery for once.

“Please, put your mind at ease.  It is no trouble to take care of a guest of the Meiko family, ask for anything as long as you are here.  For now, please let me show you to your room so you may put aside your burdens.”

For a moment I was confused, then I realized he meant that literally and I should store my excessively heavy pack and bag.  And probably dry off my excessively sweaty body too.

“Thank you.  Hey, wait a minute!” I interrupted myself, realizing we were missing a step that I’d expected.

Ono-san looked at me quizzically and I flushed.  “Sorry, but shouldn’t you be checking my ID or something first?”  It would have taken a lot of balls and some unusual penetration into either the Meikos’ or my systems, but it could be done.  They really shouldn’t let some stranger come up to their door and say “I’m who you’re expecting” and simply believe them.  That’s how people like Sato Gota got into places.

Ono-san allowed himself a tiny self-satisfied smile.  “No need.  We received your full dossier from our comrades in Tokyo days before.  I mean no disrespect when I say this Matsuda-sama, but you are a very distinctive person.  I have no doubt you are who you are supposed to be.”

I flushed slightly.  Should have expected that.  This place might look more old fashioned than the Tokyo estate but they’re still the Meiko family.  There’s no way they aren’t taking proper precautions.  Just like outside, the wall might have looked like something from centuries ago, but the security camera and gate were completely up to date.  “Ah, of course,” I said, quickly moving to follow him.

“Sorry about that,” I felt hopelessly compelled to justify myself.  “Hime-, that is, the Meikos, have been having a problem with a particularly clever reporter recently.  I’m feeling especially security conscious right now.”

“Do not fear Matsuda-sama, the estate is perfectly secure.”

Wanna bet?  A part of me raised a skeptical eyebrow, remembering how Sato had gotten into the Tokyo estate.  And I was pretty sure the Tokyo house had at least slightly better security, given how often the Meiko family was actually in residence.

Still, given that they had a smaller area to cover, and probably had fewer visitors to track, I wasn’t going to say anything.  They might have been totally correct, and even if they weren’t it was a minor and mostly pedantic point.

Hopefully.

“I bow before your judgement,” I answered, not quite a polite non-response but not quite as sincere as Ono-san probably deserved either.

Luckily for me the man was too well trained or experienced to show any evidence of that.  He simply led me through the halls of the estate until we came to one particular room, then slid the door open.  “We will be giving you the main guest room,” he said calmly, leading me in and showing me where everything was.  “We hope it lives up to your expectations.”

I was used enough to the Meiko family my jaw didn’t immediately drop upon seeing the room, but it was a struggle.  It was an interesting fusion of classical Japanese with the modern.  On one hand it was tatami mats and futons, along with all the classic low furniture.  On the other hand, the (old-fashioned looking) drawers, closets, and cabinets, held a wide-screen television, a private refrigerator stocked with drinks, a lightning-fast Wi-Fi hub, a sound system I could have used to entertain the neighbors, and a few other luxuries.  When all the shelves and cupboards were closed it looked like something from a century or so ago (albeit three times as large as you’d usually get in that age).  When all of them were opened the effect was surreal.

“And here’s the bathroom,” Ono-san continued calmly, opening another door on a guest ‘bathroom’ which held a jacuzzi in it.

“Ah… thank you Ono-san,” I said, fighting to keep my voice level.  It was a struggle not to appear overwhelmed, intimidated, or stunned by this level of luxury… mostly because I was.

“Do not thank me Matsuda-sama,” Ono-san inclined his head to me respectfully.  “Thank the Meiko family.  The young mistress was quite adamant about the respect and level of comfort we should show you.”

“Well, don’t let me get in your way,” I said instinctively, “if I’m going to cause trouble for the people here, please let me know.

“I would not dream of it sama,” Ono-san responded, looking vaguely scandalized.  “I do not believe you would do such a thing, or that the Meikos would send someone capable of doing such a thing to us!”

That felt like he was laying it on a little too thick.  But I didn’t dare say anything.  Fortunately, my annoyance and searching for a response to it poked my memory.  “Ah, did Himeko happen to mention the reason for my visit?” I asked tentatively.

“Matsuda-sama?  She told us you were visiting Kyoto and we were to help you relax.  So, we will do anything within our power to help you do so.”

That anything was worryingly firm.  Like ‘if you want escorts delivered to you, simply ask’ firm.

“Well, yes, sort of,” I stumbled a little.  “But there was a reason I came to the Meiko family’s property in Kyoto in the first place.”

“Sama?” Ono-san asked politely.

 “Well, you see, the thing is…” I stuttered a little, helplessly trying to explain it to a stranger who I was worried had not been told everything.  “Did Himeko really not tell you anything about my needing to place collectors.  Sensors!  I mean sensors.”  I finished hopelessly.

“Ah…” For the first time Ono-san did look a bit discombobulated.  “The young mistress did mention something about that,” he said a little uncertainly.  “I must confess, I did not understand it.”

“Right,” I sighed slightly, trying to remember my cover story and regain my balance.

“Ono-san,” I said seriously, giving him a look I hoped conveyed my sincerity.  “This is all very generous, and I don’t want to worry Himek… Meiko-san- “

“It is alright for you to refer to the young mistress informally Matsuda-sama,” Ono-san inserted calmly, “we know you have a special relationship with her.”

“Not that special!” I protested reflexively and urgently.

“No, of course not,” Ono-san looked mildly horrified at the mere suggestion of that.  “You would hardly have been granted all this if anyone thought something improper was going on.  I merely meant to indicate that we know your relationship with the young mistress is unique and special.”

I heaved another huge sigh of relief at that.  Although, a snickering little voice in the back of my head noted, imprecise language and euphemisms are kind of funny here.  You might not be banging Himeko, but given how many laws you’re breaking or circumventing with her you really do have an ‘improper’ relationship.

“Right,” I continued awkwardly, all while shooting my treacherous subconscious a dirty look, “well, I don’t want to worry Himeko, or somehow disrespect all this generosity, but the col- sensors are the highest priority here.  And while it’s important I do them right I wouldn’t be worthy of all this generosity if I didn’t take you and the estate into account at the same time.”

“I am afraid I don’t quite follow Matsuda-sama.”

“I’m here to leave a few pieces of equipment around the estate,” I replied frankly.  “They’re important scientific sensors, the Meikos letting me collect readings from relatively open areas like this… that’s the real reward for what I’ve done for them.  As amazing as things like this room are,” I gestured around the jaw-dropping guest room again, “they’re all secondary.”

“But,” I continued quickly, “I don’t want to be a bother.  Not for you guys, and not for the Meiko family.  So while I do want to go about placing my equipment, I don’t mind a little feedback.”

I saw Ono-san about to object, he was wavering but still committed to being the perfect Meiko follower and about to insist I had carte blanche again.   But I’d managed to figure out the right argument and hit him with it before he could respond.  “After all, neither of us are doing right by the Meikos if I accidentally mess something up with my placement.  If I thoughtlessly place it in the wrong point of a garden or in a spot that ruins Meiko-sama’s favorite view than that just creates problems for everyone.”

That stopped Ono-san’s objection before it started.  He obviously didn’t like the thought of making things less than perfect for me but his first duty was to the Meiko family.  “Just what kind of… sensors are you talking about here Matsuda-sama?” he asked hesitantly.

I nodded, went to my luggage, and dug one of my new collectors out.  My newest models were roughly the size and shape of a smallish rice cooker.  The largish crystals attached to the sides of the stone body looked a little weird, but thanks to the Little People the new collectors had a ‘finished’ look to them that the older models did not.  Like they’d been put together by a professional instead of a grade schooler on a field trip somewhere.  It also helped that all the sigils and magical symbology were carved into them so finely that you wouldn’t be able to make it out unless you were looking at it closely, and even then a magnifying glass would help.

“I figure two or three of these around the estate should do the job,” I continued calmly, as if the collector itself made sense instead of looking like a movie prop of some sort.

“I… see,” Ono-san said slowly, clearly buying time to think.  He then looked at me seriously.  “And you’ll be leaving them around the estate?”

“Yes.”

“After you go?”

“Yes.”

Ono-san hesitated.  “Will you need to train the staff in order for them to… use them for you?” he asked finally.

I hid a small smile.  “No need,” I replied blandly.  “These new models have a built-in wireless capacity.  I’ll be able to monitor them remotely.”

Hiding the smile become harder as Ono-san also struggled to hide his expression.  The idea these stone sculptures had an internet connection seemed ludicrous.  And rightly so, but their ability to connect to the mana network I was building was the next best thing.  Assuming nothing went wrong (a loaded statement that made me want to wince) the collectors in Kyoto would be able to connect to my revamped main reservoir in Tokyo and supply me with a significant amount of extra mana.

But, as extraordinary as it sounded, I was actually feeling pretty confident that it would work.  My smaller scale research around Tokyo had all worked fine, and thanks to Noxtinus I’d been able to combine that with centuries of research and field testing from the Avalon.  I’d be monitoring the results of all this pretty closely, there was still plenty of room for problems, but I was pretty sure I was about to get a nice little boost in my mana income.

“I… understand,” Ono-san replied hesitantly.  I was almost glad to see him acting more like a sensible human being than the perfect servant, even if the later was more useful to my purposes.  He then seemed to recover himself.  “We will endeavor to assist you any way that we can Matsuda-sama.  Please: rest, refresh, and ready yourself and then we will see to these sensors of yours.”

“Of course,” I nodded back at him politely.

He was too good a servant not to take the hint and quietly exited the room, sliding the door shut as he did so.  I carefully set the collector aside and then immediately collapsed onto the tatami floor in a mixture of tiredness, embarrassment, and relief that he was gone.

After rolling along the floor for a minute (the texture was fascinating, and I’d never had an opportunity like this before.  Once I’d accidentally gotten started I couldn’t stop myself from continuing) my phone beeped.  I cautiously pulled it out and took a look.

It was Eiko.

FuryFistA: I hear you made it to Kyoto alright.  And that you’re already confusing the staff there.  Good Job!

I blinked a few times in surprise but tapped out a response.

MahouMam: Eiko?  How’d you hear that?

FuryFistA: Family, duh.

FuryFistA: You think it’s just limited to the Tokyo estate?  I’ve got second cousins living in Kyoto.

I blinked again.  That sort of made sense, but…

MahouMam: How many cousins do you have?  And why are they in Kyoto?

FuryFistA: Duh again Mamoru.  It’s just more of the extended family that the staff is.  And we’ve been around a while.

FuryFistA: Not all of us moved to Tokyo when the Meikos did.

Huh, I took another look around the room.  It was obvious when she said it, I knew how long the Kobayashi family had been serving the Meikos.  But it was weird to think that over a century ago Eiko’s ancestors had probably been cleaning the very room I was in.

Before I could think too much on that, I realized Eiko was still writing.

FuryFistA: Be careful though.

FuryFistA: It makes them a bit

FuryFistA: give me a second. 

There was a hesitation of about thirty seconds while Eiko came up with the right word.  It was her distant family she was trying to describe, ones she probably had some respect for.  If you asked me for a description of my cousin Hikaru, I’d probably struggle to find the right mix of words to describe her honestly without sounding too dismissive or insulting.

FuryFistA: much.  They’re a bit much.

MahouMam: Yeah, I got that impression.

MahouMam: Why though?

FuryFistA: The Kyoto estate is the older home.  The more traditional one, it’s steeped in something like three or four times the history the Tokyo one is.

FuryFistA: But Tokyo’s where it’s happening.  Where the Meikos are, where all the action is.

FuryFistA: It makes our cousins a little frustrated.

FuryFistA: Pent up.

FuryFistA: So when they actually get something to do, they tend to go all out.

I stared at my phone for a few seconds, not really sure how to respond to that.  I could see it, and yet at the same time I had trouble understanding it.  A significant part of me wanted to roll my eyes and go “if it matters so much to you, why don’t you just transfer to the Tokyo estate?  Stop living in the past.  The Kyoto estate’s history is important, and it is worth preserving, but pretending or wishing this was still the old days is stupid.”

The more sensible part of me realized I was just barely scratching the surface of understanding their role, their pride, and their thought processes.  I figured I’d still agree with Eiko in the end, they were being a bit much, but my first thoughts were probably something I’d want to slap myself for uttering if I was ever that stupid.

The mental gap between those two positions was kind of weird to deal with.  I didn’t come back to myself until the phone beeped again.

FuryFistA: You okay?

MahouMam: yeah, just thinking about things.

MahouMam: Trying to avoid saying anything stupid without you two there to help me.

FuryFistA: Don’t worry too much about that.  The Kyoto crew go all out.

FuryFistA: You’d practically have to commit a murder before they’d say anything.

FuryFistA: And even then they’d contact the Meikos first.  Ask “is this okay?”

The Kyoto crew?  I couldn’t help but smirk a little at that turn of phrase.  Still…

MahouMam: Murders are one thing.  Me putting art deco scientific sensors around the estate are another.

FuryFistA: Don’t be paranoid.

FuryFistA: Trust me.  They’re desperate to be useful.

MahouMam: Do they really get that little to do?

FuryFistA: It varies.

FuryFistA: The Meikos treat the Kyoto estate like other families treat the fancy plates.

FuryFistA: It’s something valuable they’ll use on important occasions.

FuryFistA: Normally the estate gets a month’s worth of use a year.

FuryFistA: At best.

I blinked in surprise.  I’d expected either more or less than that.  That amount seemed a little off.

MahouMam: Shouldn’t that mean they’re doing something?

MahouMam: I mean, that’s still at least a day or so every two weeks.

FuryFistA: At BEST Mamoru.

FuryFistA: And most of that’s one of Himeko’s parents stopping in for the night.

FuryFistA: Take out the time they’re asleep and they’re only stopping by a couple of hours.

I groaned softly.  Whereas I’ll be living here for a few days, I reflected.  Even if I wasn’t going to be in the actual house much longer than Himeko’s parents I’d still be making more use of the amenities and services.  Simple things like laundry, and probably more meals than the Meikos were having.  No wonder the staff were interested in me.

MahouMam: No one else?

FuryFistA: Like who?

MahouMam: High ranking executives?  Other rich people?

FuryFistA: One or two.

FuryFistA: But this is their family home Mamoru.  They don’t lend it out lightly.

FuryFistA: You had to save a few people, make friends with Hime, and then get thoroughly abused by the elder before they’d give it to you :P

Great, just great.  And Himeko had made it seem like it wasn’t too big a deal.  Not nothing, but about as meaningful to the ultra-rich family as them giving me a car ride home from the mansion.  Instead, it seemed like I was climbing deeper in bed with the Meikos.  I glanced over at the closet containing the bedding and couldn’t help but add literally.

MahouMam: @#*!  What’s Sato going to think of this?

FuryFistA: “@#*!” ???

MahouMam: The language filter’s up and I wasn’t quite angry enough to write down a swear even if I meant it.

FuryFistA: LOL

I sighed.  For some strange reason I didn’t feel annoyed enough to write down shit or fuck and then hit the send key.  This particular app would allow it, but it would tag it and too many swears too often would rate attention.  Then something even more frightening than being noticed by the moderators occurred to me and chills ran down my spine.

MahouMam: Never mind that.

MahouMam: What if Himeko’s grandfather finds out I’m here?

FuryFistA: It’s being kept quiet.

FuryFistA: He doesn’t know, and he’s not going to suddenly visit Kyoto.

FuryFistA: And don’t worry about the Kyoto staff either.

FuryFistA: They know about him too.

FuryFistA: If he tried anything they would follow his orders, but they’d delay and quietly let you know before anything could happen.

I heaved a huge sigh of relief at hearing that.  I’d been worried for a few seconds there.  Being trapped in an unfamiliar house while surrounded by strange and fanatical servants willing to serve a Meiko master… yeah, I didn’t see that ending well if Himeko’s grandfather had suddenly come to visit.

MahouMam: Thank you.  Good to know.

FuryFistA: Miss you.

I blinked a few times in surprise, wondering where that had come from.  I soon found myself rolling my eyes at the next post.

FuryFistA: It’s boring around here without you and Hime.

FuryFistA: Even her grandad’s just hanging around the house, moping.

FuryFistA: Get back here soon!  I want an interesting summer.

I smiled, but couldn’t help but write out a response.

MahouMam: You’re barking up the wrong tree if you expect that from me.

Her response was a string of emojis varying from rolled eyes to exploding bombs.  General meaning: sarcastic amusement.

MahouMam: You may think that, but it’s true.

Several more emojis.  I realized these ones were all referencing dolls.  In other words: she knew about the little people but was too smart to mention them over the internet.

FuryFistA: Keep telling yourself that.

FuryFistA: Anyway, I have to go train.

FuryFistA: Talk to me if you need anything.

MahouMam: I will.

MahouMam: In the meantime, I have to go talk to the most important person on the estate.

FuryFistA: ?

FuryFistA: That sounds ominous.  Who’s that?

MahouMam: :)

I smirked slightly, and then shut off my phone.  That might have been the first time I’d even used an emoji with my friends, it felt appropriate to do it while playing the mysterious wizard.  Fortunately or un-, I was telling her the truth.  There was something I figured I had to take care of before I moved any further on my projects.

I carefully removed my traveling reservoir, stored separately in my backpack, and drew on the mana contained therein.  I glanced around the room one more time, decided I could almost feel the weight and history about the place, and chose to try the simple and easiest way before I went into deeper and more complicated rituals.

One short spell later and I was almost knocked backwards by the deep voice running through my brain.  >WHO DARES CONTACT ME?<

I shook off the shock, took a deep breath, and carefully recomposed myself.  I’d figured it was worth trying, worth being thorough and crossing it off the list, but I hadn’t actually expected that to work.  “My apologies Kami-sama,” I said, very carefully kneeling on the floor.  “If this is a bad time I can wait for a more opportune one.”

The kami of the Kyoto estate seemed startled, like it hadn’t actually expected me to respond either.

I gave it a few more moments before politely asking “Kami-sama?  I do not mind leaving or waiting, but I don’t want to be rude and assume that’s what you were after.”

I was uncomfortably aware of new sweat forming under my armpits, the cold and clammy sweat of fear joining the ordinary moisture of a Japanese summer.  I was putting on a strong and patient front but in reality I was… mildly terrified is a bit of a contradiction but it probably described me best.  It wasn’t anything as simple and weak as fear, the possibility that this kami could be hostile and aggressive while I was this deep inside of its territory was incredibly unnerving.  But at the same time even I knew that wasn’t terribly likely, just possible enough that I couldn’t dismiss it from my mind.

The kami tentatively ‘approached’ me again.  I got a faint impression of it being puzzled even before its spoke.  >Priest?  You can truly sense me?<

“Not a priest,” I answered honestly, “and yes, I can.”  This time it had moderated its mental voice.  It was still a fairly deep presence, but it was no longer overwhelming or shockingly ‘loud.’

It still seemed flummoxed though.  >No human has ever dared talk to me.<

“Really?  Never?” I answered, letting my mouth run ahead of my brain.  “I would have thought you’d at least get people quietly talking to you, saying things when they thought they were alone.”

>Of course I do.< The kami answered as if that were as normal as rain falling.  >But they never expect an answer.  Or hear me when I do answer back.<

“Huh.  Have you tried answering back recently?” I replied, still on autopilot.  I would have thought this kami was more than powerful enough to manage that.

>Not since before the masters moved out.< the kami answered.

So probably a century at least, I thought to myself.  It was still surprising, I would have figured the kami could have at least contacted more sensitive minds well before that time.  But there could have been a lot of factors involved, I could think of a dozen reasons the kami had been unable to speak to anyone.

I also remembered what had happened the last time I’d fully woken a kami up!  We had enough problems with Sensei-san already, I did not need to screw up the Meiko family’s Kyoto home by getting the kami to talk to all the staff.  Caution, and not accidentally encouraging the kami to get too involved, were called for here.

“That’s probably for the best,” I said carefully.  “I assume you’ve been awake for a while?”

>No.  Only a couple of centuries as your kind reckon time.<

I flipped that one back and forth in my head for a few moments.  By kami standards I suppose that is young, I mused.  But this is the kami of a house we’re talking about here.  Sort of.  Getting closer to a small palace in some ways.  Huh, maybe they do have a point.  How long is the kami of the emperor’s palace going to exist?

In the end I reluctantly decided to let that one pass, but absently jotted a note about it down on my phone.  “Okay, so no talking to humans during that time.  But if Sensei-san merited a visit from Sarutahiko Okami then I assume you’ve had contact with other kami?”

>Of course!  Just as the emperor looks after his subject amongst the humans the ruler of the earthly kami maintains his connection with us.  From a distance.<

I was strongly tempted to make a snide remark about how often the emperor had really done that, I was good at history.  Fortunately, before I could actually say anything I remembered that A) annoying the kami of the place I was staying in was not a good idea.  And B) said kami had actually experienced history instead of getting it fourth or fifth hand via books.  That didn’t mean the kami was right, I strongly suspected the kami repeating propaganda or the Meiko family’s official opinion rather than fact, but I wasn’t going to be too quick about calling them wrong.

“So, I assume you’re not starved for contact?  And that you’ve got a pretty good idea how you’re supposed to act?”

>Of course!< they sounded vaguely offended that I’d even ask.

“Sorry about that.  I just wanted to be sure, the kami I talk to most often is a pretty young one.  They’ve interreacted with humanity a little too much, it’s had an… effect on their personality.”

>Disgraceful.<  I got the impression of a disapproving frown that would have done my Matsuda Grandmother proud.

“Well, it’s partially my fault,” I admitted, “so before I made the same mistakes again I wanted to make sure you were alright.”

>I< the kami began with great dignity >am the kami of this great and noble house.  I have stood within it’s halls for centuries, cooperating with the noble Meiko family for the betterment of all.  I would not be affected by a few words from a normal human.<

“Good to know,” I said neutrally.  Internally I added has a chip on their shoulder, but some of that wasn’t undeserved.  You could argue the superiority of humans or kami in many different ways, but putting all that aside this was a several hundred-year-old being facing somewhat arrogant questions from a stripling.  They had a right to be confident.  And for all their posturing my warning bracelet was completely silent, I’d gladly put up with a little ego rather than suffer from arrogant actions.

“I’m glad to hear that.  I needed to check something out with you and I’m glad that you have the experience and knowledge to answer honestly, I was worried inexperience and a reluctance to admit that inexperience would have hurt you otherwise.”

>Oh?< the kami packed a lot into that one word.  Mild disdain and disbelief, but a surprising amount of curiosity too.

“I’m here to put up some mana collectors around the estate,” I continued, opening up the luggage again and pulling a second one out.  “I wanted to avoid causing any trouble for you so I figured I should ask you some questions first.”

>You… wish to collect the magic from around the estate?< the kami sounded surprised.  >Why?  There is hardly any there.<

“More than you think,” I answered wryly.  The Kyoto estate didn’t have a ley-line running through it but the relatively large and open area combined with Kyoto’s more mana friendly atmosphere wasn’t nothing.  Plus, after looking at the neighborhood, I was thinking about cheating a little and positioning the collectors so they’d cover significant portions of the neighbors as well.  They’d still technically be on the Meiko grounds, but a lot of the mana they’d be collecting wouldn’t ‘belong’ to the Meikos.  I felt conflicted about that, I didn’t really have permission from the neighbors and it would be a bit on the arrogant side.  But I was almost certain they weren’t using it in any way, waste not want not!

“So I wanted to be sure I wasn’t hurting you or anything else,” I continued, putting my somewhat greedy thoughts aside.  “I wouldn’t have expected so, but it would have been rude or selfish of me not to check.  Kami’s usually absorb some mana naturally, and for all I knew there was some old spells or spirits on the estate grounds I needed to account for.”

>I see.< the kami seemed thoughtful for a few moments.  >I do not mind, but the mana is rightfully my masters’-<

“I have permission from the Meikos,” I interrupted them quickly, before they could get too recalcitrant.

>I know you have permission to stay.<  the kami answered irritably.  >But I doubt you have permission to steal their magic.<

“Actually, I do,” I answered, grateful to be on the right side of this one.  “Meiko Himeko knows what I’m doing and has given me full permission.”

>That’s…< the kami’s objection trailed off and it sounded pensive.  >That’s not the master.  But the young mistress… hm…<

“And part of the reason I’m being allowed to do this is because I saved Meiko Shinji, and one of the Kobayashis,” I said quickly, chopping logic as I used the most convenient bits of both the truth and the cover story.  “The Meiko family is keen to pay me back for all my efforts.”

I winced internally to be putting it like that.  I wasn’t stretching things too much, but I was stretching the truth in multiple directions at once.  Individually, each single exaggeration wasn’t anything to worry about.  Taken together my conscience was giving me the side-eye and going “really?  Really?”

>The Kobayashis…< it was weird, but for a moment I got a brief impression of a man dressed in stereotypical court robes drumming a folded fan against his hand while he thought.  >Some of the most loyal servants of the family…<

Huh, I wonder what Eiko would think about how the kami of the estate regards her family?  It felt like a big but slightly backhanded compliment.  Of course, since I wasn’t a servant of the Meikos for multiple generations I probably wasn’t one to judge that.

>We will discuss this more.<  The kami declared firmly.  >I must know more of the current Meikos and their situation.  You may place your little… pots.  But I will have you remove them if I find out you’re lying to me.<

“I’m not lying,” I replied.  Exaggerating, slanting things, maybe even manipulating a little, but not lying, I told myself as confidently as I could manage.  “Then I will happily speak more with you tonight.  But is there anything I should know about before I do even a tentative placement?”

>No, the Meikos were above such crutches and entanglements in the past.  You may act without fear of interference.  The most we had was a few blessings of the priests, and those have long since faded.<

“Alright then,” I replied, letting out a small sigh of relief.  Suddenly something occurred to me.  “Do you have a name?  That is, is there anything you’d preferred to be called?”

>I am simply the kami of the Meiko estate.<  I could almost feel the kami puffing out its chest.  >I have no need for any further titles, the glory of being that is enough by itself.<

“But it is a mouthful.  And constantly referring to you as ‘you’ or ‘it’ seems a bit disrespectful.  If we’re going to talk you really need something better.  Kami-san… it works but I suspect we’ll also touch on other kami’s so that might get confusing.”

>Disrespectful… I see your point.  So long as it is respectful you may refer to me however you want.<

“Kami of the Meiko estates.  Meiko kami?”  Suddenly, I fought the impulse to grin, struck by an unusually flippant urge.  Normally I wouldn’t have been so humorous, but the kami was so stuffy and superior I found I couldn’t resist.

“Kamiko?  No, wait. Kameiko.”  I nodded to myself.  “Kameiko it is.  I’m honoured to make your acquaintance Kameiko-san, I look forward to working with you.”
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I was surprised to find myself enjoying Kyoto in the summer.

Don’t ask me why, I’d agreed to this trip after all.  And Kyoto was a popular destination.  But… it surprised me.  As I visited places like the Train Museum and the Golden Pavilion I found myself excited, sometimes almost giddy.  It was fun to play tourist, just wander around the city, eat good food, take in interesting sites, and just have a good time.  It was… nice.

When I thought about it, getting towards the end of the second day when I was starting to feel worn out and contemplating a return to the Meiko mansion (Kyoto version), I realized it might qualify as my first true vacation.  My parents didn’t do vacations.  Heck, they barely did days off!  I suspected they were outright addicted to work at this point, anything more than a day or two away from the job and they started to get withdrawal symptoms.  It was okay to be away from the office if it was work related, that flipped whatever sort of switch in their head regulated that sort of thing.  But if they were doing it for themselves pretty soon they started getting… twitchy.

Which kind of defeats the point of a vacation, I admitted to myself, struggling not to feel a little bitter.  If they’re honestly more comfortable on the job, more relaxed by the routine no matter how strenuous it seems to an outsider, I can see why they avoid vacations.  My parents getting to that point in their heads had still been stupid, they hadn’t been born that way and probably could have avoided reprograming themselves if they’d been more sensible and self-aware.  And if I’d been their bosses I probably would have enforced some vacation (and a set of deprograming sessions) on them by now.  But now that they’d reached that point I could see why they just kept doubling down on their work.

Which still left me out in the cold, I thought irritably, taking another spoonful of shaved ice.  I’d known of vacations in theory, and seen other people talk about how much they’d enjoyed them, but I’d always equated them to something more like the class trips.  Fun, a nice change of pace, and certainly educational.  But also much too structured and annoying with all the other people around, unfamiliar places giving you problems, and a schedule holding you back.  I’d dismissed most other claims as propaganda and people putting on faces.  Not lying per se, just trying to pretend it was more like the ideal they were supposed to be having than what had actually happened.

(Remember, I was getting most of this second-hand, listening to other people talk about it in the background.  If I’d ever had a serious talk with my cousins about the idea I’d probably have clued in pretty quickly.)

Now I was old enough to go by myself, set my own pace, and had some money to indulge with… well, I was embarrassed by how silly I’d been.  Don’t get me wrong, it helped immensely that I was literally staying in a mansion that was taking care of so many of my needs.  And I was honestly surprised how much I was enjoying everything in spite of the summer crowds everywhere, I’d have expected that to ruin it for me.  But it all came together nicely, and I was thoroughly enjoying myself.

I found myself reflecting once again on how lucky I was to have Himeko and Eiko.  I hadn’t really been about to embark upon my parents’ path, I’d still been too aware and balanced for that.  But… they might have already saved me from drifting a few more steps that way.  I really was having a good time and relaxing a bit, shaking off some bad habits and thought process I’d fallen into.  I promised myself I’d look into doing something for them when I got back but realized the best thing to do for now was to honor their efforts by focusing on relaxing.

So, naturally, right at that moment a strange text arrived.

I pulled out my phone, expecting it to be Eiko, but was instead greeted by something new.

SuperStrongSenseiTai: Hope you’re having fun Master Matsuda!

Wait, seriously?  I thought staring in disbelief at the text.  Somehow I’d never thought of Master Tai using texts.  But there was no one else it could be, not with that handle.

SuperStrongSenseiTai: I’m sorry to bother you, but I’m having a really bad NIGHT.  Could you pick up some TIGER brand muscle cream while you’re in the area?

SuperStrongSenseiTai: They’re having a sale at:

I sighed as I looked at the address and then plugged it into my phone.  If I’d doubted even for a second that something was up the fact that the address was at a smaller, less famous, shrine in the area that would have cured me of such foolishness.

MahouMam: Message received.  I’ll look into it.

SuperStrongSenseiTai: The salesman there is a friend of mine.  Mention me and you’ll get a discount.

I frowned slightly.  That one was slightly more obscure.  Was I supposed to talk to the caretaker?  One of the priests?  Was there someone waiting for me there?  The ‘night tiger’ code coming up again wasn’t exactly subtle but it could probably make it through most monitoring software without triggering any flags.  At least, not in the same way a direct explanation probably would have.

I snorted softly to myself.  Yeah, that would have been a good idea.  ‘Master Mamoru, a demon’s been spotted in Kyoto and my friends need help.  Please go to this place at this time and use your awesome magic powers before these domestic terrorists commit murder.’  I was exaggerating the number of deliberate trigger words of course, but not by much.  I guess there’s a reason I didn’t expect old martial arts masters to use the phone for things like this, there are some real cons to go with all the pros of using advanced technology.

Unfortunately, that still left me with some big problems.  Namely: what the hell was I about to walk into?

***

I was not encouraged to see a ‘shrine closed for repairs’ sign outside the torii gates.  The sign itself was subtle and understated, but it’s presence in the middle of summer tourist season was a bad sign (no pun intended).

It also nearly defeated me.  I stood there, dithering in front of the gates, for a good ten minutes while I tried to figure out what to do.  I mean, Master Tai hadn’t given me much information and it wasn’t like I knew the man that well.  I didn’t know what he’d meant by that text.  I certainly didn’t want to go trespassing on sacred ground if that was the wrong choice!  What if I was supposed to stay there and wait for someone else to meet me?  It would be rude and intrusive to just ignore the sign, I didn’t want to draw attention or get into trouble.

I’d almost worked up the nerve to try texting Master Tai back (I didn’t want to damage his regard for me but asking for clarification was slightly better than just standing there doing nothing) when a serious looking woman came out to meet me.

“The shrine’s closed for repairs,” she told me, a hint of a frown playing across her features.  “Come back another day.”

“Oh!  I… um,” I began, unsure if I was supposed to say anything to her.  She looked to be in shape, and was quite intimidating in her way, but her semi-professional attire didn’t exactly scream martial arts master (or shrine worker) to me.  And babbling to a random stranger about how Master Tai had told me I should come here did not seem like a good idea.

“Hold on a moment Cho-san,” I jumped upon hearing an unexpected voice behind me.

I spun around and after looking down I was surprised to find a slight, old Chinese man standing there.  Seriously, if he hadn’t spoken I might have missed him when I turned around, he was only about 150 cm, tops.  He was dressed in comfortable and understated clothing, suitable for just wandering around the city, and his neat little beard and mustache made him look like someone’s beloved old grandfather.  But something about him, the absolute stillness and control he projected, grabbed my attention.

After being startled like that I instinctively activated ‘mage sight’.  Jackpot, I thought upon seeing his aura.  He wasn’t actively using his ki, but the channels running through his aura and body were so well defined I could make them out immediately.  There was no way he wasn’t a master.

He nodded decisively, obviously realizing what I’d done.  “Yes, this would be him.  Greetings Master Matsuda-san.”

I instantly bowed deeply towards the man.  “And greetings to you Master… san.”

The man’s lips quirked slightly.  “Luo, you may call me Master Luo.  I see Tai-san is still as impulsive as ever.”

I carefully held my tongue.  There were so many things I could say to that, but I didn’t even know where to start or what the situation was.  This guy looked to be at least 70, and given how developed his ki was I would have bet you could add a decade or two to that.  He was a senior master, I was not feeding my hand into that sort of buzzsaw if I could help it!  I was going to try and keep quiet unless spoken to until I had a much better handle on what was happening and who I was talking to.

“Master Luo!” the woman sputtered.  “Are you telling me this- this- university student is some sort of master!”

University student?  Sure, let’s go with that, I thought, quickly deciding to hold my tongue and keep from disabusing her of the notion.  I might as well get some use out of my inconvenient height, and my travelling backpack probably reinforced that impression as well.

“Master Tai assures me that he is,” Master Luo replied placidly.  “He has waxed eloquent about how that surprised him too, but he has assured me the young man is indeed a master.”

“Not much of one!” I inserted hurriedly.  “Barely!”  I did not want these strangers to have an inflated opinion of my abilities.

“Even so, I will take a humbler and less capable master who is aware of their abilities over a better one that is overconfident in their own,” Master Luo continued in the same, quietly certain tones.

The woman continued to sputter a bit, staring at me in disbelief.

“Come along Master Matsuda-san, Cho-kun,” Master Luo declared, smoothly sliding under the ‘closed’ sign.  “Let us get to work.”

The woman shot me an icy glare as I hesitantly moved to follow the man (I doubt it helped that I almost got my pack caught on the rope holding the sign) but took no further action.  She was probably incensed that I was getting a master title while she was stuck with Cho-kun.  That has to be a nickname.

“So,” Master Luo asked a little more seriously, “what has Tai-san told you about our situation?”

“Not much,” I said reluctantly.  “Practically nothing.  He just said that I should come here.  And indicated it was something, uh, unusual.”

“Ah,” Master Luo packed a lot of meaning into that sigh.

“I’m using my public phone,” I felt compelled to defend Master Tai.  “I’m guessing he couldn’t pass along…” I hesitated for a moment as I tried to find the right word.  “Suspicious information over any sort of traceable line.”

“Fair,” Master Luo conceded.  “Although I would like to think Tai-san would have prepared you slightly better for this.  Perhaps it is for the best.  Now you can examine this without preconceptions.”

“Examine what?  IN AOTH’S NAME!” I exclaimed upon taking in the scene.

The grounds in front of the shrine’s main hall had been vandalized.  No, not just vandalized.  Profaned.  A nauseating mix of blood and guts from several animals had been used to paint over a wide area with painful symbols.

I fought down my gorge as the gruesomeness of the scene dawned on me, uncomfortably aware the food I’d been eating all day hadn’t been designed to rest easy on the stomach.

“This,” Master Luo said flatly.

The blood and gore seemed especially evil set against the backdrop of the beautiful temple.  Several priests hovered about uncomfortably a fair distance away and a middle-aged miko was standing just to the side of the evil scene, looking at it disapprovingly.

“He’s not going to throw up on my crime scene, is he Master Luo-san?” the woman from earlier asked irritably.  “Because that would just be the cherry on top of my whole day.”

“Do not worry detective,” Master Luo replied amicably.  “I do not believe that will be a problem.”

Says you!  I thought feelingly, hating being put on the spot like that.  But, not wanting to disappoint either of them, I sucked it up and started some mental exercises to bring myself back under control.  It was not a pleasant scene, probably the worst I’d ever seen up close and in person.  But I’d dealt with some pretty nasty stuff back on Avalon too, this wasn’t beyond my ability to cope.

The miko next to the mess calmly walked over to us.  “This is the person you called for help?” she asked skeptically, giving me a once over.  Not just with her eyes either, she probed me with spiritual power.

Grateful for the distraction I activated ‘mage sight’ again and returned the favor.  Her aura was even more of a surprise than Master Luo’s had been.  She was such a mix of powers and abilities that I barely knew what to make of it.  She used mana, ki, was a halfway decent psychic, and it looked like she consorted with the kami to use sacred powers on top of that!  None of those abilities seemed exceptionally strong by themselves, but I found myself unexpectedly fascinated over just how she combined and used them.

Whatever she saw in me seemed to surprise her too.  “Hm,” she noted, backing off and looking at me appraisingly.

“Could you two stop sharing significant looks and just talk to me!” the younger woman complained in frustration.

(Well, somewhat younger.  I’d figured the detective was in her early thirties, but she was looking a little bitter and hard used.  The miko looked like her late forties, but oddly well preserved and dignified.  I felt extremely out of place.)

“I’d like to actually solve this case, not stand around like I’m in the middle of some particularly deep and artsy play!”

“Well said,” Master Luo noted agreeably.  “Master Matsuda-san, what can you tell us?”

I took another deep breath and examined the bloody scene in front of me.  I opened my mouth, took another look at the younger woman they’d referred to as a detective, and then paused.  She in turn shot me an angry glare.

“Um…” I said slowly, before turning helplessly back to Master Luo.  “I’m sorry to ask, but is she… clued in?”

“Oh for- “ the young woman let out before starting some calming breaths of her own as she trailed off into muttering.

Master Luo smiled at me.  “Yes Master Matsuda-san, you can rest assured everyone here is ‘clued in’.”

The miko raised her hand in warning.  “To a degree,” she inserted calmly and swiftly.  “The caretakers of this shrine know and believe, but they are not experienced.  They might not act so well if they were shown a more spectacular display of supernatural power.”

Huh, I thought, unused to having that much freedom in my approach.  Meanwhile Master Luo raised an eyebrow and gave me a second look.

“Alright,” I started again, a little more naturally.  I looked at the yard again.

“Someone obviously killed multiple animals here and then used their blood to paint a series of occult symbols across the yard.  I’m only detecting faint traces of taint, have you already cleansed it?”

“Yes,” the miko nodded, “the brothers started burning incense and chanting the second they saw what was here.  I’m pretty sure they were doing it at the same time as calling the police.  It was only out of respect for the law and to try and have the wrongdoer caught that they didn’t start an immediate physical cleaning.”

“How bad was it?” I asked.

The miko sighed.  “That’s the problem.  I’m not from this shrine, I was called in too late too.  We still don’t know if this was a major incident or just a disturbed person who’s obsessed with occult literature but doesn’t know how to do anything.”

I looked back over the scene.  After a moment I frowned and forced myself to ignore all the witnesses to trace out some sigils in the air, casting a quick detection spell.

The detective took a surprised leap backwards but the other two were unaffected.  “I’m not picking up any active magic,” I said with a frown.

“Would you after so long?” the miko asked, taking my spellcasting in stride.  “I didn’t either, but that was hours after the cleansing had started.  And there’s something there… I can’t quite tell what, but I can definitely feel something.”

I frowned a little more.  I hadn’t picked up anything, but that had just been a quick spell.  More importantly, one of her other gifts might have allowed her to get even more than I had.  I was beginning to see why I’d been called for help.  This might have been something important, or we might all be blowing things out of proportion.  There was just enough evidence to be suspicious, but none of us wanted to waste the sort of time and effort this would entail if we were just jumping at shadows.

“Has anyone tried asking the shrine’s kami yet?” I asked, marveling a little at how I could ask that out loud like it was a normal thing.

The miko shook her head.  “First thing I did.  But they’re not talking.  It’s like whatever this is has put a barrier between them and us, and they’re not willing to talk.”

“More of a huge mud puddle than a barrier I’d think,” I said thoughtfully, looking over the mess again.

“Oh?” Master Luo said leadingly.

“I don’t think the kami’s hurt or blocked,” I said, falling naturally into my habit of explaining and thinking out loud.  “But there’s some nasty spiritual interference in it’s way right now.  Even after the cleansing the energies around here are still messed up, it’ll probably be a day or two before they settle down to normal.”

“True,” the miko agreed.

“And that matters?” the detective asked incredulously.

“Think of it like having a mud puddle right in front of your house,” I explained, almost calling her Eiko out of habit.  Her shorter hair and abrupt attitude instinctively struck a chord.  “A huge, deep, and sticky mud puddle, like a full meter deep.  And it’s all around your house.  Would you go wading through that mess if you didn’t have to?  Especially if you knew it would just dry up in a day or two?”

“I would if it was important!” she countered a little hotly.

“Yes, but is it important to the kami?” I responded instinctively.  “They might not consider this a big issue.  If it were life or death they’d make the effort, but for anything less than that they’re probably content to leave it be.”

“The kami are less concerned with the small things,” the miko added piously.  “The tides of seasons and time give them perspective that we lack.”

The detective shot her a disgusted look.

I nodded to myself.  “Well, may as well cross the obvious off the list first.”

“What’s obvious?” the detective asked, looking at me impatiently as I took my backpack off.  “What could possibly be obvious about any of this?”

“We ask the kami,” I replied simply, fishing my pen filled with magician’s ink out of my backpack.  “I’ll create a bridge over all the mud for them to speak to us, and they can tell us about what happened here.”

“Of course,” Master Luo answered blandly.

I walked around the gory mess, found a clean and solid spot, then began to trace out the sigils.

“I hope you’re not vandalizing the shrine,” the miko noted.  She seemed mostly confident that I wasn’t, but there was still an undertone of warning and caution there.

“Don’t worry, magicia- this stuff will easily burn away once I’m done with it.”

I distantly noted she seemed almost as impressed with that little practicality as with anything else I’d already done.  Mostly though, I just focused on the circle I was creating.  I’d recently refreshed my memory on how to do this in preparation for meeting with the kami of the Meiko estate.  In a twisted sort of way, I was glad for the opportunity to use my preparations after it had turned out Kameiko was much easier to contact and talk to than anticipated.

It took me a good quarter hour to sketch out the circle.  But once it was complete it was a simple matter for me to bring it to life.  The kami didn’t manifest itself visibly this time, it held back and didn’t make full use of the circle, doing the mystical equivalent of walking up to an open door but stopping on the other side of it.  The kami was probably a little shy and cautious around so many strange individuals after what had just happened, not inclined to open itself up too much.  But it could easily speak and be heard from such a position, and all of us heard a serene and whispery voice echo from within the circle.

“Miko-sama,” the strange voice carried unnaturally well, clearly addressing the priestess amongst us.

The detective jumped again, startled by the combination of the voice and the way the sigils of the circle had lit up.  “How is he doing that?” she muttered with a combination of embarrassment and annoyance.

“A good question,” the miko agreed.  “Are you going to be alright Master Matsuda-san?  That is a fair amount of power.”

I blinked in surprise a few times.  The spell wasn’t cheap but it wasn’t too costly either.  “I can’t hold it forever,” I answered as reasonably as I could.  “But I made sure to bring my travelling reservoir with me today, I should be able to keep this going for a while.”

The miko looked like she didn’t quite understand but ignored that to favor the more important issue.  She stepped forward, went to her knees, bowed deeply enough to touch her forehead to the ground, and then addressed the kami.  “Kami-sama.  Are you hurt or unwell?”

“I am very unwell miko-sama!  There was a blood mage on these very grounds!  A dark mahou user who has left the place stained!”

I sucked in a deep breath and I don’t think I was the only one.  It was one thing to suspect that was what had happened but another thing entirely to have it verified like that.

“Do not worry kami-sama, we will not let this stand!” the miko declared, showing more expression than I’d previously seen with her so far.  “That is why we are here, to bring such a wrongdoer to justice!  Please, tell us what you can about them.”

“I cannot,” the kami seemed almost to wail, “they were cloaked by shadows!”

“Cloaked by shadows?” the miko seemed slightly puzzled.

“Does he mean that literally, or was this a more spiritual magic meant to hide them from the kami’s sight?” I asked quietly from my position slightly off to her side.

“Ah!”  She turned back to the kami.  “Kami-sama, were the perpetrator’s features hidden by shadows or did they use esoteric arts to hide from you?”

Couldn’t they have just answered me directly? I grumped a little sulkily in the corner of my mind.  Realistically though, that way made more sense.  This was literally a kami of a shrine and a miko was right there.  Sometimes the informal ways made more sense but this was best handled in a more traditional way, especially if we wanted to keep the whole conversation orderly.

“Their body was cloaked in a foul miasma of taint,” the kami replied.  “I could vaguely sense them in the middle of it, but that was all.”

“Well, this is helpful,” the detective commented sarcastically.  I suspected she was trying to hide her own discomfort.

“More than you know,” I noted thoughtfully.  “Well… sort of.”

The detective eyed me skeptically.  “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“You have figured something out Master Matsuda-san?” Master Luo asked more respectfully.  While we were talking the miko was comforting the kami again, but she was still listening to us with half an ear.

“More of a step backwards,” I admitted reluctantly.  “That description could mean some sort of deliberate spell or technique.  Or it could mean this was a lucky madman whose way of doing things simply stuck a lot of taint to him.”

“What’s the difference?” the detective asked, her interest suddenly a lot keener.

“One’s a professional who wears a ghillie suit to avoid detection.  The other’s an insane person who rolled around in the mud and then rolled around in a pile of leaves and twigs afterwards.  All for no reason.  It’s good camouflage either way but…”

“But there’s a huge difference in motivations and capabilities,” the detective finished for me, looking more serious.  “Great.”

“I do not know which way to think,” the miko added, turning back from her conversation with the kami.  “Their gruesome ritual on the grounds… it was not useless but it did not generate the sort of power or results you’d expect from an actual dark magic ritual.  The kami reports it did something, but they are not sure what and had been expecting much worse results.”

In between?  That is weird.  “Is this maybe an apprentice or a journeyman just starting out?” I asked out loud.

“Perhaps someone more experienced trying to deliberately hide the extent of their ability?” Master Luo suggested.

The miko shook her head again.  “I do not know, and neither does the kami.”  She then turned to me.  “I fear they know nothing else, you should release your circle.”

“Before you do that,” the detective said, abruptly stepping forward, “I have a few questions.”

The miko did not look pleased, but she dutifully relayed the detective’s questions to the kami.  Despite her previously hostile attitude the detective was as respectful and gentle with the kami as she would have been with a human victim.  And while her questions were more conventional in nature she professionally pulled out the details of where the perpetrator had entered the shrine, when, how they’d left, and a dozen more potentially pertinent pieces of information.  I had to fight down gorge again when the detective drew out how the villain had brutally gutted a half dozen drugged squirrels and a single raven in order to create the scene in the shrine.  But it was useful information, and I found myself wrestling with the implications.

“Thank you for your cooperation, I apologize for the necessity,” the detective finally finished before turning to me.  “Can you do this again if needed?”

I had to shake myself a little, surprised to suddenly be involved again.  “I can cast the circle again,” I answered cautiously.  “Whether or not the kami wants to answer is a different question.  It’s generally a bad idea to try and compel one if it doesn’t want to respond.”

“It’s always a bad idea,” the miko interjected firmly.

I held my peace on that one.

“In that case,” she turned back to Master Luo, “do you have any more questions?  Anything else you can think to ask?”

Master Luo shook his head.  “No detective, I cannot think of anything you haven’t already taken care of.”

“Then it’s time to thank him and let go,” the detective nodded firmly.

For propriety’s sake, all of the thank yous were relayed through the miko.  But soon I was shutting down the spell, and then taking care to quickly burn away the magicians’ ink before I could forget about it.

The detective looked at that in surprise for a few moments.  “Huh, handy.  It’s good to remove that, but would it still show up under blacklight?”

I was a little startled by that question.  “I’ve never thought of that,” I answered, suddenly taken by the idea.  “Hmm… I’m not sure.  I really have to test that.”

The detective gave me a slightly tired look.  “Figures.  I’ll have to make sure the forensics people don’t run that sort of test over the area.  If they spot your circle it’ll only confuse everyone.”

“Detective Yui-san, please stop bothering Master Matsuda like that,” the miko interjected gently.  Then she turned to me, looking concerned.  “Are you alright?  You haven’t stretched yourself too much?”

I turned to the older woman in surprise.  “No.  Why would I have?”

Master Luo’s lips quirked slightly.  “A master indeed.”

“Or an overly ambitious young man,” the miko noted a little more tartly.  “Do not feel you have to prove yourself to us Master Matsuda-san, do not overexert yourself.”

I was honestly confused for a few moments there, and I suspect it showed on my face judging by Master Luo’s amusement and the miko’s annoyance.  Then I realized they weren’t used to my style of magic, or aware I’d been training my body to handle mana for nearly a decade and a half.  If I’d been using a style more dependent on spirits, or gathering ambient mana, and had only been practicing for half a dozen years, I’d have probably been in serious danger of hurting myself.

“Could we focus more on the crimes happening here?” the detective interjected in annoyance.  “Please?  This is the second time something like this has happened, I don’t want to think about what will happen if there’s a third.”

I started a little, but the other two were obviously unsurprised by this.  “They’ll assign it to you, same as always Cho-kun,” Master Luo replied with some amusement.

“No,” the detective went with exaggerated patience, “this is too high profile.  They’re not just going to keep shoveling the shit off to me, not this time.  Someone’s going to get worried this madman’s going to hit up one of the more famous shrines or temples in the middle of tourist season.  And once it gets that serious you can bet the Bureau is going to involve themselves.  Do you want to just leave this up to the black suits?”

That last bit had been uttered pretty caustically.  More importantly, both Master Luo and the miko seemed to agree by the way they suddenly looked unhappy.

I stayed quiet though, trying to hide my reeling thoughts.  If I was decoding everything correctly that was another backhanded verification that the men in black were real, and that at least some of my theories were correct.  But between my surprise, and the risk of outing my lack of experience to all of them, I ended up keeping silent.

“I see your point,” Master Luo admitted after a few moments.  “Never mind the Bureau, I fear for your colleagues if some of the more suspicious ones got involved in this case.”

The detective winced at the thought.  “Yeah, there’s too many that regard all this stuff as nonsense for credulous idiots.  If one of them encountered the blood mage it might not go well.”

Master Luo and the detective started discussing strategy and how to investigate the subject, with the miko adding an occasional aside.  It soon started to go a little over my head.  Not because they were talking about anything too complex, it was just that they’d obviously all worked together a number of times before and they were skipping over things or making veiled references rather than taking the time to explain it to a newcomer.  They weren’t being rude you understand, they were just doing the equivalent of Eiko or Himeko discussing things with me, where we might have said things like “remember that time with the Onryo?” “Oh yeah, it’s like that.  But I can’t trust Aoth to help us this time.”  We wouldn’t have needed much more than that to understand each other, but an outsider would require a long lecture to give them all the details.

I listened with half an ear.  Unfortunately, with what I could understand, it was obvious the three were very much up against a wall.  They weren’t stymied yet, they still had some leads they could follow up on after what they’d learned here.  But it was clear that there was something going on that needed to be looked into, and they were worried they wouldn’t be able to manage it in time.

I looked at the poor mangled remains of all the innocent animals, still smeared around the shrine.  I still felt vaguely nauseated, I tried to avoid looking at them as much as possible, but seeing their violated remains hardened my resolve.  After all, I thought with a mental sigh, I always said I’d go to all the trouble if the situation warranted it.  And stopping this from happening again, or something even worse from happening, definitely warrants it!

“Hey,” I said softly, still having trouble speaking up.

The trio didn’t even notice, they were deep into their own discussion.

“Hey!” I repeated a little more loudly.

The group stopped.  “What is it Master Matsuda-san?” Master Luo asked politely.  “If it is about returning you home I’m sure we can arrange something in a minute.  Our apologies for keeping you so long.”

“Oh come on!” the detective emoted, pre-emptively assuming she’d be volunteered for the job.

“It’s not that,” I said quickly.  I then paused, and accidentally defaulted to my usual behaviour and noted.  “Well, I suppose it is in a way.  I’m going to need to go back and grab a collector.  And maybe a few supplies…”

“Yeah, okay,” the detective said a little more sympathetically, clearly thinking I was tired and traumatized.  “You’re right, we shouldn’t be forcing kids to hang around bloody crime scenes.”

“I meant to say,” I resumed a little more forcefully, trying to ignore a small blush.  “I might be able to help you some more.  There’s a couple more complex spells and rituals I want to try.  But there’s no way I can do them with the stuff I have with me right now, I’m going to need to collect a few things.  And it’s going to take me at least a couple of hours to cast everything.”

The trio looked startled.  “What kind of help?” the miko asked in surprise.

I looked awkward.  “It’s a little hard to explain without going into technical detail.  And I’m… bad with that.  I should be able to give you a few more clues though, get a better idea of what this… this… madman thought they were doing and what they’re trying to accomplish.”

“Peering into the past?” Master Luo gave me a sharp look.

“More or less,” I shrugged helplessly.  “It’s a little more complex than that… but I guess that’ll do as a quick explanation.”

“I owe Tai-san an apology,” Master Luo noted mildly.  “Even after all his warnings I still underestimated the depths of your ability.”

“No,” the miko said, a hint of anger in her tone as she looked between me and Master Luo several times.  “No.  The boy’s done enough, we can’t have him half killing himself to try and- “

“It’s not going to kill me,” I forced myself to interrupt her before she could dig in too deeply, startling all three of them with my presumption.  “It’s not going to be easy, and I hate to think about how much mana it’s going to cost, but this is pretty straightforward.”

Are you sure you’re not the one exaggerating there? My inner voice asked skeptically.  What I was planning was… well, it was definitely master level stuff.  I’d never tried anything like it out in the field like this, let alone on Earth.  I was pretty confident I could do it, but I wasn’t so sure I could do it well or that it would all turn out as I intended.

“He can really do that?” the detective’s face bore the oddest look.

“Can is not the same as should,” the miko’s expression was still sour.  “You can cut your own arm off but you shouldn’t do it except in the most extreme of circumstances.”

“Cho-kun,” Master Luo spoke up, quietly reaching up to put a hand on the miko’s shoulder, “why don’t you take our new friend here to get what he needs.  I’ll have a talk with Mika, bring her around.”

Despite the seriousness of the situation I quickly had to turn around to hide my face.  A miko named Mika? I thought, quickly trying to school my expression.  No wonder they were trying not to mention it!

The detective didn’t look happy, and almost spoke out, but instead looked between Mika and Master Luo a few times before deciding it was best to get out of the line of fire.  “Come on kid,” she said while walking past me, “let’s get your stuff.”

I decided not to say anything that kid comment, even though I was probably one and a half times as massive as her.  A fact that was only driven home once we reached her vehicle.  She was driving an old compact car.  And while the passenger side might have been alright for Master Luo, cramming me into it looked like an exercise in comedy.

“Just… try not to breath too deeply,” she tried to hold in her embarrassment as she looked at me hunched over in the passenger seat.

I decided it was still safest not say anything.

“Alright kid, where are we going?”

***

The detective had looked a little incredulous when I told her the address.  That morphed to outright disbelief and embarrassment when we arrived and she got a look at the Meiko house.

“I guess magic pays really well, huh?” she noted a little bitterly, giving her car a disgusted look at she compared it to the house beside her.

“It’s a friend’s house,” I replied lamely, still stretching my body out and hearing it pop in a half dozen places.  “They were nice enough to let me stay here while I visited.”

The detective’s glare was telling.  Rather than deal with that minefield I hurried up to the house and rang the bell.

“Welcome to the Meiko estate, what brings you to the house of this noble family?”

I glanced behind me and saw the detective give a little start, even mumble “the Meikos?” softly under her breath.  I flushed slightly and replied.  “Matsuda Mamoru.  My apologies, but I need to stop in and grab some things before heading out again.”

“It is no problem Matsuda-sama,” the voice over the intercom answered instantly, the gate starting to open.

While there might not have been any problems at the gate Ono soon put in an appearance, and he had a few things to say while humbly fussing over me.

“But Matsuda-sama,” he protested in as mild a voice as possible, “it’s getting late.  You really should make sure to stop and have some dinner before you go out again.”

I was trying to move through the house as swiftly as I could without seeming rude.  “You are not wrong Ono-san, and normally I would love to stick around.  The meals I’ve eaten at the Meiko estates have all been wonderful.  Unfortunately, something’s… come up.”

I winced at how lame that sounded, and waited for Ono to pursue the topic.  I was trying to come up with a way to test if the Kyoto estate was familiar with the ‘night tiger’ code phrase when Odo, still looking unhappy, simply nodded.  “I see.  I will inform the staff.  Will you require anything for a late dinner?”

I stopped in shock and just stared at him for a few moments, but his sincerity was obvious.  “I, uh, that would be nice,” I stuttered.  I then shook my head.  “No, no, better not.  This will probably take a while.  I guess I’ll just have to miss dinner.”  It wouldn’t be a major problem, I’d had enough snacks and treats during the day that I should only be having a light dinner anyway.  Well, I should have been if I hadn’t been planning to engage in some high level magecraft.  Maybe I can get them to stop at a convenience store on the way back.

“We wouldn’t hear of it Matsuda-sama!” Ono looked mildly offended.  “I’ll inform the kitchen it has to be something durable that can be stored for a while.”

I knew my expression was rude, I obviously looked like I couldn’t believe all this, but I couldn’t help myself.  Just how far can I push this?  I thought, unable to keep from testing things a little further.  “This wasn’t planned for,” I said, trying to sound normal.  “I might have to revise my trip a little.  Will it be a problem if I have to extend my stay for another day?”

“Stay as long as you need,” Ono responded with no sign of resentment.  “The young mistress encouraged us to extend you every courtesy.  If we attempt to hurry you out then we should be ashamed of how poorly we’re doing our jobs!”

I turned around and resumed my rush to the guest bedroom before I could give into temptation and try pushing a little bit more.  It seemed like something out a dream (specifically, another power fantasy) to have Ono just accept everything like that and cater to my whims unquestioningly.  So much so that it was a little disturbing, and I found myself wondering why I felt that way.

Because it’s corrupting, I realized as I dug through my baggage and gathered what supplies I had.  It’s convenient, and it’s very pleasant.  But if I faced that sort of unquestioning loyalty and obedience every day for years at a time it would corrupt me.  I’d have way too much faith in my own judgement and resent anyone else who ever gainsaid me.  I knew I was oversimplifying things, but there was a seed of truth to that.

I was still debating how much truth, and how much that might have affected the Meikos over the years, when I returned to the car and threw my regular backpack in the so-called back seat.  I was still trying to decide if that was what had happened to Himeko’s grandfather when the detective softly noted “we’re being watched.”

That gave me a start, jerking me rudely back to the present.  “Who?” I asked in surprise.

“Don’t know,” the detective noted casually, moving to start up the car like nothing was happening.  “But they’re professionals, at least a team of two.  I wouldn’t have spotted them if this neighborhood wasn’t so high class.  They stand out here almost as much as we do.”

I nodded, her soft and calm tones bringing me back to Earth and keeping me grounded.  “So, what do we do?”

“I’ll lose them in a minute,” she answered, calmly brining the car into gear, “but you might want to hold on to something.”
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I’d almost recovered myself by the time we returned to the shrine, we’d only needed to get really wild near the beginning of the trip. The detective had claimed she wasn’t going all out, that we didn’t know enough about our watchers to justify any really evasive driving, but what she’d done had been more than enough. After we exited the residential neighborhood she’d turned a corner, slapped a light on the roof of her car, activated the siren, and then started driving like a madwoman. We’d torn down several of Kyoto’s streets at a much faster pace than I’d ever imagined her car could manage, making several sudden turns in quick succession to put us in unexpected places. After a while she’d declared herself confident we’d lost them, but at that point I’d had the dashboard in a white knuckled grip! We’d made the rest of the drive back to the shrine more sedately, but I was still looking pretty pale when I got out of the car.

“What happened to you two?” Mika the miko asked in surprise as we returned to the shrine.

“We picked up a tail,” the detective answered calmly. “We don’t know who, but we thought it was best to lose them.”

Master Luo winced and Mika looked at me with sympathy. “You poor man.”

“Shut up.”

While the two glared at each other a little Master Luo asked me “Did you lose them?”

I shook myself, suddenly realizing what I should have done back in the car. I quickly cast a spell. “Looks like,” I replied after a few moments, “the spell to detect watchers isn’t giving me anything.”

The other three gave me slightly odd looks. After a moment Mika added, “I’m not feeling anything either, I think we’re safe.”

“Think it’s related to this?” Master Luo asked the detective, glancing again at the horrific scene still in front of the shrine buildings.

“I don’t know,” the detective shook her head. “I don’t think so, it doesn’t feel right, but we can’t rule it out.”

Master Luo nodded decisively. “Then we shall keep a look out and guard Master Matsuda while he works.”

I paused. That was an unpleasant thought. I wasn’t going to be totally unaware while I was busy with my spellcasting, it wasn’t like I was going to be in a totally different world. But I was going to be deeply involved, and pulling off something like this was going to take all of my concentration. Someone would be able to sneak up on me easily, and it wouldn’t take much interference from an outside source to ruin the whole thing. “Thank you for that,” I noted, bowing to the three of them.

“What do you need Master Matsuda-san?”

“I think I have everything now,” I answered, taking another look in my pack. “I’ll anchor and stabilize the spell by writing out a few of the more critical parts, but I don’t think we have the space or time to do it all physically even if I had enough ink.” I’d grabbed some extra magicians’ ink back at the Meiko estate, but I hadn’t exactly brought a lot of it with me on vacation. Heck, it was mostly paranoia I hadn’t just been satisfied with what was already in the pen!

The trio looked a little surprised and skeptical but didn’t say anything. I didn’t try to go into detail, I simply hurried to get to work. The light was starting to fade, it wouldn’t be truly dark for a while yet but the shadows were already getting too long and dark for comfort. Writing out useable but complex spell circles at night and outside was not something I wanted to try! As it was, it took me a little over an hour before I’d finished my work and even then I’d been using the light of my cellphone for the last few minutes.

(Well, I’d started using that. The detective had quickly realized what I’d been doing, sighed, and simply stood over me while holding a flashlight over the area. I felt a bit stupid for not asking for that immediately.)

Once I was done I spent another ten minutes double checking everything, nodded in satisfaction, sat down at the head of the circle, and began to cast magic.

The circle lit up immediately, which I don’t think surprised anyone. But that was only the beginning and the others began to watch in amazement as I traced out sigil after sigil in the air above the circle. Some, like Master Luo, took it in stride at the beginning. But I didn’t stop, and even he seemed amazed as the area soon turned into a spiderweb of magic that just kept growing and growing.

I barely even noticed, soon I was deeply involved in my spell work. This was easily the most complicated spell I’d ever tried yet, and it was only possible thanks to the new model collectors.

You see, while they were meant to transmit mana back to my main reservoir in Tokyo there was no reason they had to work that way. The connection went both ways, and I could use that connection to tap into my home reservoir, draw it back to my current location, and use that mana to form and power these complicated spells.

It was a lot tougher than trying to do it with a proper staff! The collectors weren’t designed to make it easy to do this, quite the opposite in fact. Between the physical ‘valves’ and the security precautions that were in place to prevent that (the spells designed to control mana access bore more than a passing resemblance to network security architecture) you weren’t supposed to be able to use a collector like this. But I’d literally designed and built all of them, I knew just how to hotwire the system in order to pull this off while simultaneously having administrator privileges. That didn’t make it easy though.

I did find I had some unexpected advantages though. As my spells grew closer and closer to completion I realized I had an unusually easy target to use them on. I felt the magic connecting more easily and surely than it normally would have, easily overcoming some of the flaws and imperfections in my casting. And, even further than that, the connections between the mess in the yard and the true targets were clearer than ever.

In the back of my mind I gradually began to realize that all made sense. The shrine grounds themselves were almost a clean room. I was starting with an uncontaminated sample, doing the equivalent of analyzing a body that had been murdered in an otherwise pristine lab! Then we were doing it with a target that was less than a day old, there wasn’t much deterioration. And it was literally physical sacrifices but they’d been spiritually cleansed! They were still connected to whatever their purpose was, but the taint around them had been washed away so it wouldn’t interfere with the spell.

Don’t get me wrong, it wasn’t all good. That cleansing had still destroyed some of the evidence, there were other spells I normally could have done that were impossible now. But on balance I was more than happy with what I had to work with.

As the sun set and true darkness fell my spell work only became more and more obvious, shining brightly against the night. I distantly began to feel more and more weary, the weight of the day and my exertions starting to wear me down. But it didn’t matter. I was oddly energized, and now that I was committed to undertaking this work, for all the right reasons and a good purpose, I slipped into ‘the zone’. Time slipped away and the status of my body was simply one more fact I filed away as currently unimportant. Until finally, I was done.

“Alright,” I croaked the word the first time, my throat was unexpectedly dry. I coughed once, swallowed, and tried again. “Alright,” I repeated much more strongly, “we should be ready now.”

“Master Matsuda-san, are you alright?” Master Luo asked in concern, gently but physically restraining his miko colleague from going to me.

“I’m okay,” I replied as normally as I could manage. Holding on to the spells was starting to exhaust me, I’d been doing it for a while. But I wasn’t at my limit yet. “But I’m not going to lie, I’m eager to get this over with.”

“Then let us proceed,” Master Luo nodded decisively.

“Could someone get out their camera?” I asked, “or another recording device? I’m going to try to replay what happened here before I try out the more complex spells.”

“Replay what happened?” the detective asked softly, confused.

“More complex spells?” Master Luo asked cautiously.

I sighed in frustration. “Could we hurry please? We can use mine if we have to but I don’t want to try filming at the same time as I control the spells.”

Master Luo and the detective quickly brought out camera phones. It seemed Mika the miko didn’t use one.

I nodded towards the area by the gory scene and almost lost my grip on the spells as the smell assaulted me. I’d lost my awareness of that while I’d worked, now that it was back the heavy stench was like a blow to the head. I carefully braced myself and then loosened my grip on the first piece of magic, finally letting it play out.

The others were all startled as a ghostly set of images superimposed themselves over reality. They were see through, clearly not real, but the detail and presence of them was undeniable.

“Is this last night?” the detective asked in surprise.

“Yes, it should be just a little bit before the perpetrator arrived.” The interview with the kami had been highly useful in narrowing the time window.

As if summoned by my words the image of a Japanese man walked into the area of the spell. It was almost startling how normal he looked, if you ignored the large sack he was carrying or the mad light in his eyes.

“How is it we can see him clearly when the kami could not?” the miko asked, looking over the man in shock.

“This is the physical image of the past,” I answered, studying him even as he lay down his sack. “Purely from the visible light spectrums, echoing through time. If we’d tried for a more supernatural image the taint would be covering him up too.”

“Then why is he slightly red tinged?” Master Luo asked, cocking his head as he studied the illusion. “Is it because of the blood magic.”

“No,” I answered, trying to ignore the distant horror I felt as he laid out his sacrifices in preparation for what came next. “I’m not actually sure but I’ve heard it always happens, usually worse than this. I suspect it’s some sort of redshift effect from viewing past images. There!”

I tightened the grip on my spell and momentarily paused it. It captured the man drawing a sigil of his own in the air.

“You can do that?” the detective asked in surprise.

“Only temporarily. And there’s no rewinding, if we need to see this again after I’m done the only way to do so is to recast the whole spell.” Cameras made this spell much more useable on Earth and in the field.

Master Luo looked at the image thoughtfully. “That symbol looks nothing like yours Master Matsuda-san. Is that because of your spell?”

“I’m not sure…” I said hesitantly. “I suppose it could be. Hang on, I’m going to start it up again and look at what he’s doing.”

I started the spell again but stopped it only a few seconds later, taking a closer look at the culprit’s actions. It wasn’t as enlightening as I’d hoped.

“This is weird,” I complained, squinting at the spell he was casting. “I don’t recognize half those sigils. And they’re… well, wrong for lack of a better word.”

“How?” the detective asked, studying everything intently.

“They’re shaky, and barely holding together,” I complained, “and I’m not sure they’re formed out of mana at all. Is he literally using tainted power to fuel this spell?”

“That would be more your field than ours,” Master Luo noted, “but I believe so.”

“This is why no one interrupted him,” Mika noted, studying the spell intently. “This magic repulsed the guardians and any onlookers, kept his crime from being discovered.”

I almost asked if she was sure but held my tongue at the last moment. This was her field, I would not complain that it was something she was better at than I was. Frankly, when I thought about it, I was just glad someone was able to tell me what was going on for once!

“Let it play out,” the detective said grimly.

I loosened my grip again but soon found myself turning away. I forced myself to watch the criminal butchering the first of his sacrifices, just to make sure there wasn’t something critical there, but couldn’t watch as he repeated it again and again. I chickened out and let the others study the image, trusting them to let me know if I should stop it for anything else. Fortunately for the state of my stomach, they seemed just as eager to get it over with as I was and while they studied it intently they didn’t make any attempt to seek further details.

“Well,” the detective said, steadying herself with a deep breath once it was unfinished, “that was unpleasant. And I’m glad we know what the perp actually looks like, that’s a big break. But I’m not sure how much else we got out of it.”

“We verified it was an actual magic user,” the miko said grimly. “One that knows what he’s doing. That’s not nothing.”

“Agreed,” Master Luo said, sounding more than a little upset himself. “And this mess in the yard isn’t just the random scribbling of a madman, it serves a purpose of some sort. I just wish we knew more about what purpose it was.”

“That’s where the next spell comes in,” I piped up.

All three of them turned to me in surprise. “Next spell?” Master Luo said carefully.

I nodded, already triggering said magic and paying attention to the results. “Spells actually. I’ve got several divination and detection spells connected here, I’m going to see if I can get any more out of this.”

The others still seemed confused and a little disbelieving so I continued to explain even while I felt spells working. “Both parts have the same foundation, I needed to read into the past and get a lock on what I was going to use as a target. The first spell is a lot more practical and reliable; you’re always going to get something out of it and you can use that to help with other things. The other spells are a lot less consistent- “

I stopped myself as the results started feeding back to me. “Well, I spoke too quickly. It looks like this guy didn’t do much to cover his tracks.”

“You’ve learned something?” the miko asked eagerly, seeming almost bloodthirsty.

“Give me a moment,” I held up a hand, carefully decoding and double checking all the results I was getting. The spells were giving me a dozen different pieces of feedback I’d only ever heard about in theory before. However, even as inexperienced as I was, they were painting a pretty obvious picture.

“Okay,” I said after checking and double checking my impressions. “I think I’ve got some interesting information.”

“First, this is a rookie summoner and an inexperienced demon he’s dealing with.”

“An inexperienced demon?” the detective looked at me in disbelief. “How is that even possible?”

“Inexperienced might be the wrong word,” I conceded. “But they’ve never manifested on Earth before. If they’re not inexperienced then they’re a little desperate and working with what they can get. They’ve formed a link of some sort with the criminal, they’re attempting to build power for themselves and… I’m not quite sure but I think they’re trying to manifest physically.”

“Arrogant fool,” Mika muttered.

“They’re trying to set up a pattern, a larger scale symbol across a swath of the city,” I reported.

“I agree with Mika-san,” Master Luo noted with a touch of disbelief. “How did they think they could get away with this? I assume they don’t need just one or two locations?”

“I don’t know, either about what they were thinking or the number of locations,” I said with a shake of my head. “But I’m getting an impression they needed a bunch more, that this is only the first stroke of the brush for a fairly complex character. It’s… yeah, arrogant fool is putting it kindly.”

The demon was planning on creating a sort of super sigil across a fair chunk of land. The effects of that sort of thing varied, but most likely it was a way to make it easier for him to access the physical world. If I was right, when completed a whole area of the city would be relatively ‘close’ to him, a lesser equivalent of the spell I’d cast to let the kami talk to us easily.

And about the only good thing you could say about the idea was that Kyoto probably provided plenty of good targets, relatively open areas with less modern technology interfering, thus making the construction of their symbol easier. After that… I didn’t even know where to begin in describing all the flaws in the plan! It would have required over a million people being blind, deaf, and stupid in order for you to carry it out. And not just to the supernatural either! It wasn’t like slaughtering a bunch of animals in a shrine was going to be ignored by the police!

Hell, blind, deaf, and stupid is being generous, I thought to myself caustically. You’d literally need to remove a sense of smell and taste before people would fail to notice what you were doing! The oppressive presence of the sacrifices nearby pounded on those senses even when I wasn’t looking. Pretty soon people were going to notice what you were doing and start working to stop you. This guy thinking this would work was the equivalent of marching into city hall with a gun and expecting to shoot the mayor and take over, that everyone would either let you because they either secretly agreed or were too quietly incompetent to stop you. This was a level of delusional stupidity that made Inoue’s ex look sensible. Sheer madness in other words.

“The good news,” I said with feeling, “is that this whole exercise means the demon, the summoner, and this symbol are still connected.” I grinned like a shark. “I should be able to tell you where he is.”

That got everyone’s attention. They all started babbling at once and I held up a hand for silence.

“I need a ride.”

***

It turned out that Mika had a more suitable vehicle than the police, a small van that Master Luo and I could pile inside without trouble.

“More to the left,” I muttered softly, my eyes closed as I focused on the spell. I’d been able to drop the majority of the magic now that I had a lock on the target, but I was still being forced to maintain an uncomfortably large portion of it. I really need to finish that staff, I thought distantly.

It took a few moments, but I felt the vehicle shift slightly as they reached a turning point.

“Any idea how much further?” the detective’s voice came through over Master Luo’s phone. It sounded slightly tinny, the martial arts master was using a slightly older and well-worn model. She was following behind us in her car while we led the way.

“Don’t pressure the boy,” Mika’s words had a touch of contained fury. “He’s already done enough.”

“I imagine it will be soon,” Master Luo sounded calm, as if he were out for an afternoon stroll instead of a late-night drive chasing a blood mage.

“I would hope so,” the detective sounded a little caustic, “we’re about to leave the city.”

“Precisely, I doubt this man is the sort to be roughing it out in the wilderness. It wouldn’t make sense for him to be that far out of Kyoto.”

As it turned out, even experienced martial arts masters could be wrong. He was out of Kyoto, technically. We drove for another twenty minutes before I traced the connection to an abandoned town, one of those small settlements that had slowly drained of population and then vanished over the years.

“There was one of these this close to Kyoto?” the detective noted in shock as we got out in the middle of the Japanese ghost town.

“That makes a little sense,” I noted vaguely, by this point I was starting to struggle a little and I welcomed the distraction. I was making absolutely sure I had the right place before I released the spell. “This was probably just a little too far to be conveniently nearby or get absorbed, but close enough that most people found relocating to the city easier. Combine that with an aging population and, well…”

None of us said anything. The empty, darkened, and slowly dilapidating buildings were spooky. It had probably only been fully abandoned for a few years, but that had already been enough to make a mark. In the light it would have looked like an odd mix of disquieting, melancholy, and beautiful as the buildings started to deteriorate and nature continued to work its way in. At night, and when we knew we were hunting a demon summoning blood mage, it was starting to look dangerously frightening and appropriate.

“He’s here,” Mika said shortly, giving a surprisingly large building in front of us a sharp look.

“You’re sure?” I asked. We were heading that way but I didn’t want to screw things up at the last minute.

“Oh yes,” she replied with quiet loathing. Even as drained as I was I felt a small brush of something over my skin as all her own gifts scoured the area. Her mix of abilities must be amazing for short range detection, I realized.

I let go of the spell with a grateful groan and staggered a few steps. I didn’t fall, but I did stumble and was grateful that Master Luo casually moved himself to a position where he could either brace or catch me if needed.

“Sorry,” I said a little breathlessly. “I didn’t think about how I was doing all that after I’d already had a pretty busy day.” It would already have been draining, and we were now nearing the point where I’d be thinking of going to bed. Under optimal conditions I could have handled everything noticeably better, but this was a little more of a real-world situation. The bad guys didn’t wait until an hour after you’d woken up in the morning, right after a good night’s sleep and balanced breakfast.

“You are done,” Mika declared angrily.

“This time I agree,” Master Luo was calm but firm. “You are in no shape for this Master Matsuda-san. You will wait out here with Cho-kun while we handle this.”

“Hey!” the detective objected before I could.

“You are out of your jurisdiction detective,” Master Luo addressed her directly. “And this one is an active magic user, even if he might be incompetent. Steps must be taken. Which are you more interested in: the law… or justice?”

Master Luo’s presence was slowly growing as he prepared himself for combat. He was still as short as ever, but now he seemed like almost like he could look me in the eyes as he gathered and focused his ki. The detective bitterly swallowed her pride and backed down.

Her example kept me from making a childish protest of my own. My first instinct had been to push forward, join them in the fight. Taking even a moment to think about it made me realize how foolish that was. And the detective’s willingness to be humble made it easier for me to strangle my own ego before I made a fool out of myself.

“Okay,” I said, trying and failing to match Master Luo’s confidence. “But I’m sticking around. If this guy’s got a surprise of some sort or he tries to flee you need someone like me around, ready to intercept.”

Master Luo gave me a small smile. “That is normally the job we give to the detective, it’s unusual to see someone volunteer.”

“Can you even cast?” Mika asked me sharply.

In response I glared at her and conjured up a small light over my hand. “Master Mamoru,” I replied in annoyance, mentally screaming and cringing up a storm a second later as the embarrassment I felt over claiming that title hit.

The worst part of it was that Mika might have been able to feel all those emotions. I held on to the hope she was focusing on the potential bad guy still around and missed them, the expression on her face told me nothing. The side of Master Luo’s face quirked up in an almost imperceptible smile though.

“Alright, alright already,” the detective groaned. “We’ll keep watch. Just hurry up and move, I’m surprised the guy hasn’t already run. It’s not exactly subtle that there’s suddenly a bunch of visitors in an abandoned village.”

That’s a pretty good point, I thought in shock. We weren’t exactly noisy, but we weren’t being terribly subtle right then either. And given the unnatural silence around the abandoned area he had to be aware that something was up already. Now that I was paying attention, I realized my warning bracelet, previously quiet, was starting to give off the tiniest of twitches.

Master Luo and Mika nodded, then they were off like a shot in the bad guy’s direction. Upon closer inspection it seemed like he’d set up shop in an abandoned school. While that made a fair bit of sense, it seemed like the biggest and best preserved building left in the area, I was just as glad not to be navigating my way through a spooky school again!

The detective and I were soon left alone in the middle of the dark street.

“I hate it when they do that,” the detective muttered.

I looked at the light I was still holding. “Do you think I should douse this or keep it going?” I asked, looking around at our creepy surroundings again.

The detective did the same, looking uneasy at the setting, but shook her head. “Night sight’s probably a better option,” she said reluctantly, “and I’ve got a few lights if we need them. No sense in wasting your magic.”

I looked around the buildings again, going so far as to quietly activate ‘mage sight’ to make sure there weren’t any hiding ghosts or spells. Unfortunately, there was nothing for me to see, so I had no choice but to deactivate my spell and plunge us back into darkness.

We were quiet for a few moments.

“Seriously though,” the detective spoke up again, sounding like it was as much about breaking the silence as anything else, “do you have enough magic to do anything else if we have to? I know Mika’s pretty annoying when she gets protective, and if you want to stand up to her I can respect that, but that doesn’t mean she’s wrong.”

There was a faint crash and tinkle ahead of us, almost like someone had just ‘gently’ smashed open a door.

I found it was less stressful to talk than listen helplessly in the dark. “The mana’s not the problem,” although it’s getting there, I thought sourly, I’ve probably used about three-quarters of my entire reserve today. “It’s me. She’s worried I’m overextending myself and physically exhausted. Or mystically exhausted. Or both.”

“Are you?”

Another faint crash and tinkle, followed by a slightly louder bang.

“It’s hard to describe. I’m past the point where I should be casting any more spells but I’m still well within my absolute limits.” I thought for a few more moments. “It’s like I’ve recently completed a charity run, something long that’s really exhausted me but not an event where I went all out. I really need to rest, and my body’s already going to be sore tomorrow. But in a life-or-death situation it’s not going to be a problem to dig a little deeper and pull out all the stops.”

I thought for another moment and then nodded, ignoring a few more crashes and an unearthly wail in the background. “That’s about right. Maybe completed that charity run an hour ago, I’m a little fresher than that. Something where walking home is a mix of pluses and minuses.”

“I think you’re losing me,” the detective noted.

“I do that a lot.”

A few faint thuds. I was also getting some odd flashes in the mystic spectrums (what? Did you think I was going to stand around in the dark, vulnerable and half blind, without ‘mage sight’ on? No thanks!) but it wasn’t anything I could truly understand.

“You’re really as young as you look, right?” the detective asked suddenly, looking a little uncomfortable. “I’m not being an idiot and you’re wearing a disguise or just using magic to transform yourself back into a youth, right?”

I looked at her for a few moments. You know, that’s a really good question. I just wish I could give her a decent answer. Even a partial, mysteriously hinting at something, answer was so cringeworthy and stupid the mere thought of it embarrassed me. Saying something like “it’s complex” or “depends on how you feel about past lives” ran through my head but I quickly realized that would be a very stupid way to go.

“I could show you my student ID,” I said finally, settling on a partial truth, “but I’m not sure how much that would convince you. People always think I’m part gaijin, especially given how big I am, and the differences confuse them.”

“Right, that’s it,” the detective replied. She was clearly unconvinced, but too uncomfortable to pursue the matter further.

We both jumped at a particularly loud and unsubtle crash. It was followed quickly by an echoing howl that must have been ear-splitting up close.

“Think they’re okay?” the detective asked. The way she instinctively started to reach into her jacket made me wonder if she was actually carrying a gun.

I studied the mystic spectrums for a moment and then nodded decisively. “I’m pretty sure, things are starting to clear up already. I think that was the miko pushing the demon out with a forceful banishment.”

“God, I hate this part,” the detective looked ready to spit. “I hate just sitting around here like a useless lump while someone else does something.”

I shrugged, unsure what to say. On one hand I kind of agreed. On the other, it was nice to leave it to someone else more capable for a change. Not to mention being a good lesson in humility and perspective to stay out of the way and concede someone else was better at it than me. But waiting around in the dark to make sure everything was alright remained as nerve-wracking as ever, no matter which side you favored.

We both jumped again as Master Luo seemed to simply appear in front of us. Some of that was probably just low visibility, the dark and eerie landscape was full of things to block line of sight, but the rest of it was pure skill. And the most worrying thing about it was he didn’t seem to be doing it on purpose.

“Don’t do that!” the detective half screamed, clutching at her chest. “Are you trying to give me a heart attack!”

“My apologies,” Master Luo replied, looking a little tired. He didn’t look like he’d gone through an ordeal. But then you realized he was a master, and that his right sleeve was now scorched and flaking away almost up to his elbow…

“The important part is done,” he continued, looking much wearier than he had a few minutes ago. “Mika-sama will be busy with the necessary cleansings and exorcisms for the next hour or two but it is totally safe, no reason for you to remain.”

“No reason,” the detective started going red in the face. “Master Luo, I still have to wrap this up you know! I hope there’s at least a body left for me to pin it on this time!”

“Yes,” Master Luo replied shortly. “And this is his nest, it looks like there are enough scrawlings around to make your job easier. Mika and I will have to look over it, remove the truly dangerous ones first, but you should have more than enough evidence left to conclude your case.”

The detective’s sigh was a mixture of frustration and relief.

I hesitated. I knew I was only asking for pain, and I was pretty sure I knew the answer, but I had to be sure. “Was death the only way?” I asked a little plaintively. “I’m not saying you weren’t right, but… was it really the only option this time?”

Master Luo looked at me and after a few moments his expression softened. “Death is never the only way,” he answered seriously. “But it is the way they chose this time. We didn’t have much choice, not after they started fighting back. If they’d immediately surrendered, or shown any signs of remorse, or that they were fighting an unwilling takeover…” He shook his head sadly. “But they weren’t. Not this time. And while we offered them the option of surrender they refused to take it seriously. We could not take the risk of giving them an opening to extend that hand again.”

Fuck, I thought sadly, my shoulders slumping. I wasn’t surprised, that was usually the fate of those who’d fallen far enough to be actively summoning and cooperating with demons. And nineteen times out of twenty it was the right call. But it still hurt to lose another victim to evil.

“Your presence would not have made a difference Master Matsuda-san,” Master Luo added sympathetically. “This was a willing servant of evil. You cannot twist their minds to good, no magic you commanded would have helped.”

“I figured,” I sighed. “I know. But… I have to try, you know?”

Master Luo’s lips quirked slightly. “Master Matsuda indeed,” he noted, leaving the very slightest of emphasis on that first word.

“But in the meantime, you should go,” he looked back at the detective again, “both of you.”

“Why should I be the one to go?” the detective complained. “I’ve got to get back here and secure the scene tomorrow anyway, why am I the one playing taxi?”

“You would prefer to lend me your car?” Master Luo asked quizzically. “Master Matsuda needs a lift back and Mika is occupied right now. And you know I have trouble reaching the pedals on her van.”

Unexpectedly I was reminded of the benefits of my size. That was one problem I never anticipated having.

So, swearing under her breath and complaining about the messes she landed in, the detective unceremoniously agreed to drive me back to the Meiko estate.

A million questions occurred to me on the drive back. Even though I was exhausted, the cramped car being the only reason I wasn’t falling asleep, I couldn’t help but think of them. Did the trio do this sort of thing often? Was she okay with all this? What did she know about this ‘Bureau’? How’d she get involved with those two in the first place? Just what the hell was her real name?

(Technically they had actually mentioned it. Or at least one of her names. Once. But I’d forgotten in the middle of everything else and couldn’t remember because of how tired I was. And I suspected she’d shoot me if I dared to call her Cho-kun.)

But I didn’t. Even after everything that had we’d already gone through they all seemed too intrusive and personal, like how I’d feel if she started probing for details about Himeko and Eiko. I just couldn’t bring myself to do it. I’d probably never see her again after this was over, a weird and disturbing idea to think about in itself given all that we’d just experienced together. I couldn’t ask her to start sharing secrets like that, secrets that might put her and others in danger. And I think she felt something similar. Even as tired and distracted as I was I still caught her looking at me via the car’s mirrors a time or two, barely concealed curiosity on her face.

Or maybe I was projecting things, I was half-asleep after all.

In due time we returned to the Meiko estate. But as we pulled up in front of the gates there was one last surprise for us. “The watchers are back,” the detective reported with a tight frown.

That startled me back awake! “What, really?”

She gave me a small nod.

I quickly cast the spell to detect watchers again, making sure to form the sigils under the level of the dashboard. Sure enough, I got a hit in return.

“What the hell?” I muttered softly.

“Get inside,” the detective said tightly, making sure she kept the engine running. “I’ll watch your back while you do. You should be safe, I don’t think anyone’s going to be stupid enough to mess with the Meikos. But… keep your guard up, okay? I don’t want to be investigating your disappearance anytime soon.”

I followed her instructions, and despite the late hour I was let through the gate without incident. But even as I staggered towards the guest room I had a feeling sleep would be a long time in coming. Were the watchers not related to the blood mage at all?

Was someone watching me?
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The Museum of Kyoto is underrated, I though judiciously, taking in their reconstruction of a historical marketplace.  Not brilliant, I’ve certainly seen better.  And I’ve got to admit, I’m looking forward to both the manga museum and the kaleidoscope museum more.  But I think the ratings were underselling this, it’s still got some pretty good exhibits.

It’s a shame I can’t really enjoy them like this, I thought, my eyes darting reflexively to the side as I tried to stay aware of my watchers.

I’d slept until nearly noon after my absurdly late night helping out Master Luo and his comrades.  The Meiko employees hadn’t said or asked anything (besides a veiled inquiry if I would be doing that again, and if they should alter when they were preparing my meals to compensate) and my embarrassment had eventually faded as I took in the luxurious lunch they provided.  I’d debated just staying in and lazing around for the rest of the day but I’d felt surprisingly recovered after zoning out like that, not back to full but only a little more drained than after my average day at school.  It would have felt wasteful to simply stay behind and leech off the Meiko family’s luxuries.  Not to mention how weirdly ungrateful it would have seemed, Himeko had arranged for me to stay there as I visited Kyoto, not to stay in and watch TV for twelve hours straight.  Besides, I figured I’d be bored and regretting missed opportunities before dinner rolled around.  So, I’d sucked it up and resumed my exploration of Kyoto after mentioning I’d probably stay one additional day.

I probably shouldn’t have committed to that, I thought sourly as I caught another glimpse of one of the watchers.  It’s polite to the estate staff, but I’m probably giving away my plans to these guys.

One of the first things I’d done upon waking up was make a quick and simple talisman for the spell to detect watchers.  I’d hoped I was just being paranoid, but it had quickly turned out I wasn’t.  While results upon the estate were inconsistent (probably because the staff were keeping half an eye out for me in order to do their jobs better) I was definitely being tracked outside of the Meiko house.

Through judicious observation and use of magic I’d been able to identify one or two of them.  Possibly the most worrying thing about the whole situation was that it seemed to be a team of people tracking me.  This wasn’t one crazy or suspicious person, this was several individuals who seemed to be good at their jobs.  I certainly wouldn’t have spotted them if the detective hadn’t warned me, and she wouldn’t have spotted them if they hadn’t been in an upscale area late at night.  I wasn’t going to say these were top of their business professionals, I didn’t know enough about the subject and the fact I was able to spot them might have suggested otherwise, but didn’t seem to be rookies either.

Of course, I’m kind of talking out of my ass with that one, I noted wryly to myself as I studied an ancient suit of samurai armor.  It was behind glass, and I carefully used the reflection to note my watcher’s position.   I’m using tricks straight out of anime, manga, and all those stereotypical spy thrillers to watch for them.  They’re surprisingly effective, but if I used them any more often these guys would probably have figured it out by now.  I was varying it up and using a few supernatural tricks when possible.  Plus I was accidentally using a few variants on them, like using the museum display glass instead of shop windows.  If I’d been doing this on a street by a store they’d have probably wised up after the second time, especially given how long and obvious I’d have had to be about it.  Doing it in a museum, where you were supposed to stop at the displays and look for a while, was much easier.  Also more in character, if they knew anything about me.

Okay, time to take a risk.  I thought, taking a deep breath and then slowly exhaling, hoping I wasn’t about to make a huge mistake.  I carefully took my backpack off, appearing to rifle through it for a guide, and while the pack was in front of me I quickly took the chance to hide my right hand between it and my body in order to cast a listening spell.  I then took a guide out of the pack, returned it to my back, and resumed my studies.

Only now I had the slightly disorienting experience of hearing from two places at the same time.  I’d essentially bugged my watcher, so long as I maintained the spell.  It wasn’t a hard spell to hold on to, not even while my mystic muscles were still aching from the previous day.  But it was more of a challenge than I’d expected to manage it while walking around and listening to two separate locations.

At first all I heard was ordinary breathing.  While that was creepy it was also useful, that gave me some time to orient myself and get used to what I was doing.  The guy didn’t say anything until I was right by the exit.  “This is two.  He’s leaving the exhibit.”

“Roger.  One to pick up.”

I nodded softly to myself.  Okay, radio communication and at least a two-person team.  Nothing I hadn’t already known, but good to verify.

As I made my way through more of the museum I slowly learned a few more things, and not just about history.  As I ostentatiously studied the exhibits I was really trying to study my watchers.  Now that I was listening in to one of them it was a lot easier to figure out what was real and what was just my paranoia.  By taking my time, while using a couple of quick spells and reflective surfaces, I was able to learn a few things.

First and foremost, it was actually a team of three.  Two men and one woman.  They were careful to vary who was keeping an eye on me so there wasn’t always the same person in the background.  Heck, as I methodically made my way through the museum they usually put one person in the next room before I arrived, making their presence even less suspicious.  I wasn’t really qualified to judge how good they were, but it felt like a professional approach and they seemed well practiced with it.  They even made sure to dress casually but with clothing they could vary slightly (hat on vs. hat off, wearing a reversible shirt) so that they could make themselves even harder to notice!

They had some sort of radio-based communication, they triggered it in different ways but they all had a receiver/transmitter quietly concealed near to their mouths, usually in a shirt collar.  I never saw the actual trigger, but all of them discreetly touched a different thing just before they started talking.

That one’s kind of a throwback, I thought with a tiny smile as I watched them do it again.  But it’s effective.  Someone taking that many short phone calls would be suspicious and the act of constantly getting out the phone and then putting it away would be more noticeable.  Which made it a little amusing the two times a watcher of mine actually brought out a phone, but didn’t actually activate it, in order to cover up longer conversations.  I was torn on whether their methodology was a good idea or not, modern technology seemed like it might have been a little more convenient and almost as effective.  But I could definitely see the arguments in favor of it, especially in comparison to using texts!  Yeah, a strategy that involves you having to take your eyes off the target in order to read the responses?  Not a great idea.

The group had started tracking yesterday, they’d apparently followed me on my little tour of Kyoto but been stymied when I’d entered the shrine.  The fact that I hadn’t noticed them at all probably led credence to their methods.

They didn’t seem to know why they were following me.  But said shrine visit had aroused their suspicions a little.  As had the detective’s little evasive maneuvers late last night (although apparently that had been with another team, and there was at least one short suggestion they thought that might have been the other team messing up and trying to evade responsibility).  The good news was all that made my behaviour at the museum seem fairly in character.  I was certainly taking some time today, but it kind of matched with my touristy actions from before.

(They weren’t entirely wrong about that, I wouldn’t have minded studying some of the exhibits a little bit more.  Most of them were fairly conventional, not bad but nothing I wasn’t already familiar with.  But some were pretty interesting, and not all of my attention and time spent at certain spots was an act.  I regretted the fact I wasn’t giving the museum my full attention.)

But, most importantly of all, they didn’t seem to know I could use magic or that I’d caught on to them.  If they did, they were some of the most talented actors in history!  I wasn’t getting much out of their exchanges, they weren’t idiots having long conversations about their intricate plans, but it wasn’t hard to pick up a lot from context.  They thought this was a job, and while it was a little odder than most they clearly didn’t think I was a threat in any way, shape, or form.

And let’s not kid ourselves, I thought with a frown.  I’m not sure I want to disabuse them of that notion.  They seemed to be pretty professional about everything, but I was had a sneaking feeling they could kick it up another notch if they even suspected half the stuff I could do.  I was only managing this well thanks to a lucky break, I wasn’t sure I’d be able to follow them again if they were going all out.  Not without saying ‘screw it’ and not caring if they caught me casting spells.

Which makes this next bit, I thought, the butterflies in my stomach kicking up something fierce, a little bit stupid.  I suddenly changed direction and made a beeline to the nearest bathroom.

I heard a faint voice via my spell as the current watcher’s voice came over the radio.  “This is three.  Target has changed course, headed to the bathroom.”

“This is two.  That’s the second time today.  Think something’s up?”

“Negative.  The expression on his face suggested a man with real stomach troubles.”

“Roger.  Two to pick up.”

I would have smiled if I hadn’t been terrified.  Everything was going according to plan.

I ducked into the bathroom (which I knew was already empty thanks to another spell) and immediately started casting another piece of magic.  I’d already gone to the same bathroom once before (semi-legitimately that time.  I hadn’t needed to go, but I’d wanted to see how they’d react and figured I should know how much of a pain it would be before I got desperate) so I knew both the layout of the toilets and how my observers were going to act.  Unsurprisingly, my watcher wasn’t right on my heels so I had more than enough time to finish my spell before he stepped into the bathroom.

I waited a few seconds for the door to finish swinging shut, making sure no one else could see us.

He first looked towards the toilet area but quickly turned around in surprise as I came at him from the side with a friendly “Hello there.”

The second he looked me in the eyes he lost.

“You will not remember this conversation,” I spoke slowly and soothingly, ignoring the weird echo that my listening spell fed back to me, “you will deactivate and erase any recordings of this.  You will not attempt to alert your teammates through action or inaction.  You will keep this conversation our secret.  Now, please repeat my instructions.”

In a slightly droning monotone the man repeated them back to me verbatim and I nodded in satisfaction.  His gaze was unfocused but not completely blank, he was still vaguely aware and tracking.  This was the first time I’d used this spell outside a classroom, and that had been under much more tightly monitored conditions, I was glad to see it was working right.

This particular piece of magic resembled super hypnosis more than anything else.  It was one of the gentler and less intrusive pieces of mind control out there, and any time the phrase mind control came up you had better be absurdly cautious!  Those types of spells were potentially some of the most harmful and corrupting pieces of magic out there.  This one had several… well, they weren’t exactly cons.  But they did make using it effectively a bit more difficult.

First and foremost, it wasn’t really control as such.  As out of it as the guy seemed to be I had next to no ability to really manipulate his behaviour.  The second I tried anything serious, anything he’d go “no!  What the hell man?” to in real life, he’d snap out of it in an instant.  Even my little questions and mental suggestions would have failed if he’d been truly opposed.  If he’d been a loyal and dedicated government agent and I’d been a known terrorist even trying to put him in a bit of a trance would have bounced off of him.  That was why the spell was light enough that it wasn’t likely to cause any lasting harm, it usually worked with the target’s mind and shattered when you attempted to go against the grain.

Not that it couldn’t be harmful, especially if it was used carelessly!  While I couldn’t get a normal person to kill themselves or hurt someone else there were still loopholes that I could stumble into.  If the target was already having some serious suicidal thoughts it was all too easy to use this spell to push them over the edge.  Or if the target was a professional thug with little respect for other people then they could probably be ordered to hurt someone without an issue.  And then there was all the things we all secretly wanted to do, would love the excuse to engage in.  If I’d been the one under the spell and I’d been ordered to curse Harada or Himeko’s grandfather, or kiss one of the girls, I had a sneaking suspicion I’d give in.

With all that in mind, I proceeded very carefully and cautiously with my interrogation, making sure I watched out for any potential landmines or red flags as I asked my questions.  If I accidentally stumbled across a line he wouldn’t cross the first I’d know about it was when he threw off the spell.

Fortunately, as I’d begun to suspect, this was an easy target.  He and his teammates were private investigators working for a larger company.  They were already a touch conflicted about following me.  And while they had some decent professional ethics at the end of the day they were about giving other people information for money, I had no problem getting them to tell me what they were doing.  They’d been hired for a premium rate out of the blue the previous day, all to keep an eye on me.  They were to follow, see what I was doing, and record everything.  Since I was a minor and acting as a tourist this particular detective was having a bit of a problem with that.  Not too much of a problem, the luxuries I was enjoying at the Meikos and the weird incident of me going to the closed shrine had allowed him to quiet his conscience pretty easily, but the lingering guilt made him subconsciously eager to spill the beans to me now that he had the chance.

It might have been a different story if they’d actually known who their client was, I suspected they might have broken the spell if asked that question as I accidentally pushed their respect for their client’s confidentiality too far.  Or they might have had so much respect or trust for that client, or merely an understanding of why they were doing it, that they would have resisted my questioning.  In this case, the client being secret worked in my favor.  It had created a lot of doubt in their minds and made it much easier for me to question their actions.  Unfortunately, it also left me with the big mystery of who was behind all this and why were they doing it?

After I was done I slipped out of the bathroom and he followed me a minute later.

“One, picking up.”  The spell relayed to me as I went to the next section of the museum.  “Anything suspicious in the bathroom?”

“No, totally boring.  I’ll take up position in the next room.”

“Three has that, you find something to study in the hall in case he goes somewhere else.”

“Roger.”

I smiled slightly to myself, relieved that had worked.  The forgetfulness aspect worked because he didn’t want to remember.  A combination of guilt, fear, and confusion, none too serious but nothing the person wanted to experience, meant it was simpler for the target to give in to the spell and obey the instruction.  The memories were simply repressed though , not erased, and I had to be careful not to give him a reason to power through and recall what I’d done.  It wasn’t likely, but if I’d tried something stupid like spellcasting right in front of him, I was pretty sure his mind would connect the subjects!

The book is a surprisingly effective prop, I noted thoughtfully as I continued to wander the museum, slightly more relaxed now that I didn't have to worry about an imminent kidnapping.  If you’re careful you can cover up all kinds of spells by casting them between the book and your body.  They taught me that back on Avalon, but I always rolled my eyes and didn't believe it.  Shows me what I know, I guess I owe the Mages Guild curriculum a few apologies!

Of course, back on Avalon everyone knew about that trick and books were a little bit rarer.  Not rare, not going back to the time before the printing press luxuries, but hardly as ubiquitous as in Japan either.  And going around a museum while holding and occasionally consulting a guide book was about as normal as you could get, walking the streets with a thick tome you mysteriously read for a few seconds at a time was pretty suspect even if you didn’t know about magic.  So I guess my skepticism hadn’t been totally unwarranted.  But I was still forced to admit the principle was a lot sounder than I’d realized.

So not something I can do all the time, I thought to myself judiciously, but definitely something I want to add to my arsenal.  I made a mental note about that before returning to the present.  I was almost done at the museum, time to figure out what to do next.

***

I almost smiled as I brought the book out one last time when I returned to the Meikos Kyoto estate.  I carefully positioned it and then managed to cast a detection spell without much difficulty.  Unsurprisingly, it picked returned a hit.  Well, it was fun while it lasted, I reflected, but I’m not surprised they’re picking me up again now that I’m back here.

After the museum I’d lost my watchers by the simple expedient of joining the tourist crowds around the train station, activating the ‘don’t notice me’ talisman, and getting lost in the crush of people.  The detectives were professionals and I suspected they might have managed to throw off the talisman’s effects under normal circumstances; the spell confused the eye but if they’d had their eyes glued to me and refused to get distracted it wouldn’t have worked.  But they’d have had a hard enough time tracking me through that crowd without my use of magic.  With it, they hadn’t stood a chance.  And, equally importantly, it seemed normal and unsurprising that they’d lost me.  If I’d tried to do same with the more crowded parts of the museum it might have seemed suspicious, they’d have wondered how a particularly distinctive teenager had somehow managed to evade them and they’d been unable to pick him up again.  By doing it around the train station it had seemed entirely plausible to them, and while they’d been slightly frustrated and disappointed to lose track of me it was clearly no surprise.  They had no clue about my abilities, or that I’d simply ducked back out of the train station and walked away.

I’d periodically used the spell to detect watchers and a specific detection spell keyed to them to see if they’d found me again for the rest of the day.  But, unsurprisingly, they hadn’t randomly run across me in all of Kyoto’s possible tourist locations.  So I’d had a mostly pleasant day checking out a few sights, enjoying myself, and buying a few souvenirs and mementoes for myself as well as friends and family.

Unfortunately, all good things had to come to an end.  So, I simply had to accept they were on my trail again when I returned to the Meikos.  With a sigh I returned to the doors and re-entered the estate.  Where, as it turned out, more problems were awaiting me inside.

“Meiko-ojou-sama is waiting on the phone for you, Matsuda-sama,” Odo noted deferentially to me just outside the guest room door.

That took me aback.  “What?  Really?”

Odo nodded and handed me a wireless phone from the house.  “Simply press the receive button, she’s on line one and it’s already been set up.”

I stared at the phone in surprise, and more then a bit of worry.  “Is she?  Is everything alright?  How long has she been waiting?”

“Not long,” Odo replied gently, “although I do suggest you don’t keep her waiting any longer.”

“Right,” I took the phone from him and swallowed nervously, suddenly stressed to have Himeko calling like that out of the blue.

Odo nodded back to me and surreptitiously left.  I still made sure to get inside the guest room before I hit receive.  “Hello?”

“Mamoru,” Himeko’s voice came through after a small delay.  “Are you alright?  What’s happening there?”

“Himeko?  I’m fine, why would you ask?” I babbled, my tone absolutely not matching my words in the slightest.

“Perhaps because you’re staying an extra night after having to go off on some sort of mysterious errand for half a day?” Himeko replied, the high-quality line clearly bringing through both her acid and her worry.

“How did you- “ I began before wincing at my own stupidity.  “Right.  Meiko household.  Right.”

“Yes Mamoru,” Himeko noted with some impatience.  “It was a very unexpected and worrying development for them, seeing you run off and then only coming back after midnight.  When one of our guests mysteriously vanishes for half a day it causes concern, and they talk to us.”

“It wasn’t half a day, it was more like nine hours.”  I defended myself poorly.  I suddenly frowned as a thought occurred to me.  “Wait, what time is it for you right now?”

Himeko sighed.  “We’re only nine hours behind you Mamoru.  It’s 11 am here.”

“Do we really have time to talk?  I mean, before your family interrupts.”

“We’re at the beach today,” Himeko replied.  “Currently I’m just lounging on a floating bed in the ocean, for once we’ve got enough privacy.”

I frowned slightly.  I could picture that sort of thing in a pool of course, but on the ocean?  “Is that even safe?”

“Focus Mamoru!” Himeko was notably more forceful this time.  “We’re talking about whether what you were doing was safe, not me!”

I was almost tempted to berate her a little for that evasion.  I was also tempted to ask about what sort of phone she was using if she was getting that good a signal through to me under those circumstances!  But her tone got through to me and instead I just sighed.  “I don’t suppose I could just say it was a night tiger situation and you’d let it go at that?”

“No, that’s Master Tai’s code phrase and we don’t have any such deal with you.”  There was a pause and I don’t think it was entirely due to the distance, then she came back with “wait.  Are you telling me Master Tai asked you for help?”

“More or less,” I admitted reluctantly.

“How can it be more or less?”

“I wasn’t helping Master Tai,” I elaborated, “but he contacted me to let me know that one of his local friends could really use some help.  Help I… probably shouldn’t be going into too many details about over an open line.”

“I see.”  There was another long pause and I wondered what was going through Himeko’s head.  “Are you alright?”

“Oh yeah.  I had to stretch myself, and it cost me a lot more mana than I liked,” I winced slightly to realize I’d just used the word mana over the phone but quickly brushed it aside.  Let’s not get too paranoid here.  I doubt I’d have thought anything of that under normal circumstances.  “But at the end of the day it was just tiring and I wasn’t in any real danger of hurting myself.”

“Are you sure?”

I waffled back and forth a few moments, trying to balance the truth, my inability to go into details over the phone, and not wanting to worry Himeko too much over her own vacation.  I decided to gloss over how much we’d known at the time and what could have happened but figured I’d better be honest about the rest of it within those limits.  “Okay, I suppose I could have hurt myself if I’d screwed up my… casting,” sure, maybe I’m talking about fishing, “in a really careless way or there was a chain reaction.  This wasn’t something a beginner could have pulled off.  And coming at it out of the blue like that, after I’d already had a full day, was pretty exhausting so I suppose there really was a little risk.  But when you get right down to it, I was just there to provide some technical help, do some forensic investigation.”

“Forensic?  That sounds bad.”

Depends on your definition, I thought.  Unfortunately, I did not think telling her it only involved desecrated temples and over a half dozen dead animals was a good idea.  I could get away with a few vague and unbelievable terms on the phone but that sort of conversation was likely to get the whole thing flagged by even the stupidest monitoring software out there!  “Night tiger,” I replied tiredly.  “It’s probably not as bad as you’re thinking, but not something I can really talk about.”

“Do I need to get out a burner phone?”

“Heck no!” I answered, startled she was that worried.  “Seriously Himeko, it wasn’t nearly that bad!”

I paused, and even nine times zones away she heard it.  “But…?” she asked leadingly.

I sighed.  “It wasn’t that bad, but there’s been a complication.”

“What sort of complication?”

“The type I’m not sure I should mention.”

“Mamoru!  I’m trying to enjoy a vacation with my family here, that’s not going to happen if I’m worried about you!”

“That’s the problem,” I said reluctantly.

Himeko sighed and it sounded like she was fighting to keep from gritting her teeth.  “Mamoru, stop trying to sound so mysterious and make me drag it out piece by piece or I’m going to phone the Kyoto staff and have them beat it out of you!”

Himeko tried to make it sound like she was joking, but I could tell from her tone the idea was starting to have some appeal.

“Sorry Himeko,” I said a little more quickly, “it’s just that… well, it suddenly occurred to me your family could be behind this.”

“Behind what?” she asked, calming down a little bit more in the face of an honest answer.

This time I sighed.  “Someone was following me today.  Yesterday too.”

I paused for a moment, trying to organize my thoughts about how to proceed, and Himeko quickly jumped in, sounding very concerned.  “Are you alright?  What happened?  Do you need any help?”

“No, no, it’s alright.  I… dug into things a little more,” it was another unsafe explanation to give over the phone.  “And it turns out it’s all coming from a company that handles private investigations.”

“Which company?”

“Arashi Analytics,” I answered instantly.  While the investigator couldn’t have told me who had hired their company they’d had no qualms about telling me who they worked for.

“I know them,” Himeko answered, obviously thinking hard about the subject.  “They’re not one affiliated with us but we’ve hired them on occasion.  They’ve got a good reputation, solid work.”

I smirked a little at the approval in her voice.  “Yeah, well, apparently I’m one of their current jobs.  They’ve got at least two teams of three monitoring me right now, and I’ve got no idea who hired them.”

“Can you find out?”

“Well, they don’t know, but- “ I paused as I considered the question.  I was still a mage.  And I seriously doubted their company had any real protections against magic.  It wouldn’t be easy to try and divine their employer, but was it doable?

“No,” I said finally, reluctantly, “no, not this time.  Maybe it would have been worth trying before yesterday, but I’ve seriously drained my reserves after… everything.  I don’t think I’ve got enough to… do what I’d need to do to find out.”  Aoth it sucked trying to edit out every mention of magic.  “Even if I did, that would probably take everything I had and that would leave me dangerously depleted.”

In a worst-case scenario I still had a fair amount of mana available to me to do things.  If there was a threat about to come after me I had options.  Even if I successfully identified that threat via magic (and that was an awfully big if) then I’d have next to no ability to do anything about it after I’d drained my reserves.  I’d be left hiding under the blankets, praying for my mana collectors to fill faster, with nothing left but my wits to protect me.  And, as this conversation demonstrated, that wasn’t a great idea.

“Hmm,” despite everything Himeko sounded surprisingly calm.  I heard a sort of hollow plasticky sound and realized she was drumming her fingers against her floaty.  “I could try asking at our end, but I’m not sure that would work.”

“Probably not,” I said sympathetically.  “If they’re really that good I doubt they’d just go around telling you who their clients were.”

“Don’t be too sure,” Himeko answered calmly.  “If it really was my dad or grandfather behind this they might be willing to answer.  But apart from that you’re right.  They’re too professional, that’s why they’re so well known and trusted in the business.  I already know they’re being very careful not to pry into your privacy on the estate.”

“True,” I admitted.  So far I’d seen no sign they’d even looked in the gates of the Meiko estate.  And believe me, ever since I’d woken up I’d been looking out for that.  Honestly, they seemed to be better than Sato about honoring people’s private lives.

“You might want to double check your home when you get back,” she said thoughtfully, shattering any confidence I might have gained.  “Arashi is going to be very careful around us, but they’re not afraid to do some digging if they think it’s necessary.”

“Great,” I groaned, flopping back onto the tatami mats.

“Honestly Mamoru,” Himeko sounded surprised, “I think you’re worrying too much about this.”

“Worrying too much?  Himeko, this was literally two teams of private investigators following me around.  I was lucky they didn’t follow me into the shrine and see the whole thing with Master Luo.”

“Master Luo?”

“Night tiger,” I replied briefly.  “I only realized I was being followed at all because the detective with us spotted them.”

“Detective?”

“Night tiger,” I replied again.

“We are having a very long talk once I get home.”

“Assuming I’m still here when that happens,” I grumped.  “That someone hasn’t come along and kidnapped me.”

“That’s what you’re worried about?  Mamoru, Arashi is a respectable company.  They’d never be involved in anything like that.”

“And what if the person they’re reporting to is?  What if they’re the one who are going to use that information to jump me.”

“That’s fair,” Himeko said judiciously after a moment’s thought.  “That’s certainly a possibility.  But it’s pretty unlikely though, Arashi Analytics knows better than to get associated with people like that.  It’s not impossible that their client could be hiding that from Arashi.  But if they were good enough to pull that off then chances are they'd already be good enough to be following you by themselves, no need for a middleman.”

“Then why do you think they’re following me?” I asked a little acidly.

“Because you’re staying with us,” Himeko answered instantly.  “Mamoru, think about it.  You’re a guest being given full honors by the Meiko family on a trip to Kyoto.  There are a lot of interests out there that would see that as something to follow up on.”

That brought me up short.  “Really?”

I could almost feel her nod slightly on the other end of the phone.  “Really.  This is an excessive move, but it’s one that’s easy to justify if you don’t know what’s actually happening.”

Well, what’s supposed to be happening, I thought with a mixture of sourness and grim amusement.  If they knew what I was really up to, and why, I figured half the planet would be trying to get intel on me and my methods.

“I could list a half a dozen of our competitors and rivals right off the top of my head who could easily be doing it,” Himeko continued calmly.  “They’d look at someone being given preferential treatment by us in Kyoto, someone they knew nothing about, and decide that you must be crucial to us in some way.  Either someone we’re courting for some sort of major business move or some type of important technical expert.  Going straight to getting two teams from Arashi to follow you is excessive,” Himeko admitted.  “But I can’t get terribly annoyed at them for this.  There was a pretty fair chance they could have been right.  And in that case figuring out who you were, and why you were there, would allow their company to get a big jump on the competition.”

Huh, when she puts it like that I can almost see it, I thought wonderingly.  I’d have figured this sort of luxurious treatment would be for some sort of famous scientist, or top engineer, or even just a politician they were buttering up in order to get some sort of favorable law passed.  I certainly wouldn’t have guessed the family’s youngest daughter was letting one of her school friends stay over.  “Yeah, but how sure of that are you?” I tossed back a little weakly, reluctant to admit I’d been that panicky and mistaken.

“Not completely,” Himeko admitted breezily, “but it’s the most sensible option.  And if it’s not one of our competitors I wouldn’t be surprised if it’s still related to us.  A media company, or even a local politician, wondering what’s going on.  If Sato Gota wasn’t so poor and so interested in doing everything himself he’d be closer to the top of the list.”

I wanted to argue she was stretching with the Sato suspicion, and she was, but I couldn’t deny she had a point.  Honestly, I admitted to myself, if he’d done a favor for Arashi Analytics and this was their method of repaying him I could almost see it.  And Sato is clever enough to vary his methods on occasion, keep himself from being too predictable.  It’s one of the reasons he’s so successful.  It was still a pretty big reach, but given my usual over-the-top levels of paranoia it barely warranted a mention.

“I’m not saying you shouldn’t be careful Mamoru,” a hint of caution resurfaced in Himeko’s voice.  “But you’re usually overly cautious even without something like this happening.  I’m confident and comfortable this is nothing, and that even if it isn’t all your usual precautions will be enough.”

I frowned a little but didn’t speak up.  I was getting the impression Himeko was disregarding all this because it mirrored the fish bowl she’d been in her entire life.  She was used to Meiko family rivals and enemies keeping an eye out for her, it was a default of her existence.  So when it happened to someone else it didn’t even occur to her how unusual that was, either for them or in general.

That didn’t make her wrong, but I did worry she was misestimating the circumstances.

“You should relax, enjoy the experience, and have a good time.  Please, for my sake.”

And then I was immediately feeling guilty because my paranoia was getting in the way of her relaxation!  Maybe her upbringing made her more likely to underestimate the threat, but it also ramped her regular stress level way up there!  Without any further evidence one way or the other I didn’t feel right about making trouble for her.

“No worries there,” I answered with some forced cheer, “I’m still having fun.  I’m mostly this annoyed and stressed because I had to figure out who they were.  I spent about half a day thinking it was something much more sinister before I identified them as professional investigators.”

“That explains it,” Himeko said much more cheerfully.  “That would be a legitimate problem.  You can’t make assumptions with this sort of thing and I forgot about that part.  Most of the time when something like that happened to me I had to phone security and they ran down the connections.  It was always a stressful time until they identified who it really was, and that usually only took about fifteen minutes.”

I looked at the phone in disbelief.  Normally I don’t think I would have fooled her, but apparently between her own experiences, not seeing my face, and talking to me over an international line she’d actually fallen for my excuse.  “Fair enough,” I said a little lamely.  I couldn’t think of anything else to say though, and I didn’t want to take so long that she figured out I was exaggerating things a little.

“I trust the Kyoto staff are treating you right?” she asked.

“No worries on that score,” I answered a little more naturally, repressing a snort of derision at the very idea they weren’t.  “They’re up to full Meiko standards without the distraction of the actual Meiko family being there to keep them busy.”

“Good, I was a little worried that-“ there was a pause and interruption, I also heard some loud splashing in the background.

“Drat,” Himeko returned after a few moments.  “Sorry Mamoru, I’ve got to go.  Are you sure you’re going to be alright?”

“Positive,” I said quickly, “go, have fun, don’t worry about me.”

“Thank you.  Bye bye.”

“Bye,” I replied, but judging by how quickly the dial tone hit she’d had to hang up before she’d heard me.

I sighed and looked around the room again, taking in the ridiculous level of wealth on display.  I wasn’t quite as reassured as I had tried to sound, but I was a little more confident after Himeko put it like that.  Some strange and unknown kid like me suddenly landing in the lap of luxury like this was weird and noteworthy, why wouldn’t certain people want to look into the matter?

That doesn’t mean I can totally drop my guard, I admitted to myself thoughtfully.  But Himeko’s got the right idea about not overreacting.  This is like everyone’s reactions to my appearance writ large.  Yes, I look odd.  Yes, they’re a little rude and suspicious for staring like that.  No, I shouldn’t be jumping the gun and overreacting to their overreaction, that’ll just make things worse for everyone.  Stay calm, don’t do anything stupid, and they’ll eventually get used to me.

I’m still suspicious it might be her grandfather though, I couldn’t help but add.  But, at the end of the day, he would kind of been justified in having some detectives keep an eye on me.  It was his family’s money I was using after all, someone had to make sure I wasn’t taking advantage of the Meikos.  And if he was not-so-secretly hoping I’d give him something he could present to the rest of his family and say “see!  See!  I was right, he really is a scumbag!” than this was probably the most sensible way to go about it.

There was an unobtrusive knock on the door.  “Matsuda-sama?” a servant asked politely.  “Would you like your dinner now?  We have something ready for you.”

I smiled to myself and climbed back to my feet.  “Thank you, I’ll be there in a second,” I called back, and quickly worked to make myself a little more presentable.

After all, I reflected with a roll of my eyes, what possible reason could someone have to be worried about what I’m doing?  There’s no chance I could possibly be taking advantage of a friend!  None whatsoever!  And with that sarcastic thought finished, I went to the door to find out what five-star meal I was looking at for dinner this time.
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I looked at my phone and smirked.  I shouldn’t, I really really shouldn’t, but I just couldn’t help myself.

It’ll be good for them, I reassured myself, my smirk getting even wider.  And then I dialed the number.  Besides, I’ve come too far to back out now.

It was picked up on the third ring.  “Hello?”

My smirk spread into an outright grin.  “Hello Aunty Mai.”

“Aunty- Mamoru-san, is that you?” my aunt asked in disbelief.

I almost laughed out loud at her tone.  Not that I could blame her, the thought of me phoning anyone in our family was pretty shocking.  “Yes Aunty Mai-san, it’s me.”

“Is everything alright?” she asked urgently.

“Everything’s fine,” I hastened to assure her before things got out of hand.  I couldn’t blame her for that response though, usually there would need to be bodies on the ground before anyone from our branch of the family picked up a phone.  Given that the last time I’d phoned any of my aunts it had been because the hospital had wanted someone to keep an eye on me… I figured that just proved the point.

“I’m sorry to be calling you so abruptly, but I was going to be in the area soon and I figured I should make a quick family visit.”

“In the area?  Wait, you’re going to be in Osaka Mamoru-san?  And you’re actually proposing a family visit?”

I was torn between wincing or smirking again at the disbelief in her voice.  Not that I could blame her for that.  “It was kind of hard to ignore the opportunity,” I admitted.  “And I’ve been trying to convince our family that I’ve not gone totally insane.”

“We have been hearing stories…” my aunt admitted reluctantly.

“I figured as much,” I said calmly, not judging her, “and I can’t even blame anyone for that.  It’s been an… interesting year.  So I figured it was best to actually schedule some face-to-face time while I was actually around, convince everyone that I’m not my parents but I haven’t gone nuts yet either.”  I winced slightly.  I hadn’t meant to say ‘yet’ but it had just slipped out.

“That’s…” my aunt hesitated, clearly stunned at the suggestion.  Not that I was surprised at her reaction, it was rare that any of the branches of our extended family bothered to visit the Taitos, let alone the Matsudas!  Usually the Taitos had to come visit us (well, not us!  Mostly just the Kanokos) down in Tokyo.

“It’s alright to say no,” I said quickly.  “If I’m going to be in the way or breaking up plans I’d rather not put you all out.  I figured I should check in for a few hours, act like a real human being and member of the family, and hopefully put everyone’s mind at ease.  If something’s up it’s not a problem for me to skip it.”

“No!  That’s not it at all!  I’m just surprised, you really caught us off guard there Mamoru-san.  When do you think you’ll be visiting?”

“Oh, about…” I pushed the Taitos front doorbell, “now.”

I had the odd experience of hearing the doorbell both through the phone and in person.  There were a few moments of shocked silence and then some echoing heavy footsteps as my aunt rushed to the door.  “Mamoru!” she exclaimed in surprise as she flung open the door.

“Hello aunty,” I said with a wide grin.

My aunt’s mouth gaped like a fish as she just stared.  Then she stepped to the side and made a sweeping gesture.  “Don’t just stand there, come in, come in!”

“Thank you,” I nodded at her politely and then stepped in and began taking off my shoes.

“Did I hear that right?” a surprising (and surprised voice) came from further in the house.  My eldest cousin turned a corner and stared at me in shock.  “Mamoru-san?!”

“Cousin Daichi, you’re home,” I smiled in pleased surprise of my own.  I hadn’t been sure if I’d see my university aged cousin, he was already in the middle of his third year and I’d heard he was working over the summer.

“Mamoru-san, you’re visiting?!” he asked, his eyes flicking between me and his mother in astonishment.

“Don’t look at me like that,” his mother protested, “he just called!  You could have knocked me over with a feather that Mamoru was visiting, let alone that he bothered to joke around like that!”

Cousin Daichi turned his disbelieving stare back on me, clearly expecting me to deny it or claim that his mother was kidding.  I simply smirked at the pair, enjoying the experience of catching them so off guard.

The Taitos were our family’s ‘country cousins’ for lack of a better description.  Yeah, that definition was a bit of a stretch.  Osaka wasn’t exactly a tiny speck in the middle of nowhere in danger of disappearing.  But the rest of the family was in Tokyo or the immediate surroundings, whereas my uncle had needed to move to Osaka for work about a year before I was born.  It didn’t help their image that they lived on the outskirts of the city.  Or that Daichi took after Grandma Kanoko and had a small greenhouse full of plants in the back.  Or that Daichi was pursuing an agricultural degree.  Or that they all had at least a touch of the Kansai dialect when they spoke.

(It wasn’t too noticeable in my aunt and uncle, they’d both grown up in Tokyo after all, but my cousins had the worst of both worlds.  With their parents as examples their accent was reduced, but they’d still picked it up thanks to growing up in the area.  That meant they were sometimes accused of being newcomers or putting on airs by the locals, but it was still too much for anyone not from Osaka to ignore.)

So, unsurprisingly, the Taitos had slowly acquired a bit of a rural reputation.  Even within the family we didn’t take it too seriously, especially since my parents had a much worse reputation for real reasons, but it did exist.

Of course, for all everyone joked about it, there were plenty of advantages to living outside of Tokyo too.   For starters, the Taito family’s house was noticeably bigger than our Tokyo dwelling families.  And a little bit nicer too, but that was relative.  Combine that with a good job, an overall more pleasant and less stressful city, and the family’s ability to enjoy the natural world a little easier, and it all added up to a situation the Taitos were perfectly content with.  Sure, Osaka might not have had some of the perks Tokyo had.  But it wasn’t too hard to take the train down for a day or weekend trip when it actually mattered, especially since they could just stay with their Kanoko relatives (usually Grandma and Grandpa Kanoko, but sometimes the younger ones).  Frankly, I was starting to wonder if I should follow their example.

“Seriously cuz,” Daichi said with a wondering shake of his head.  He was warming up but still in shock over my unexpected visit.  “You, visiting us?”

“And that’s kind of why I figured I should do it,” I said, still smirking unapologetically.  “Even I couldn’t believe it.  And if that was the case, it was time I changed that.”  At least when it was this easy and simple, I added a little more ruefully in my head.

“Oh!  And before I forget,” I added, quickly turning to my luggage and rummaging through it.  After a few moments I pulled out something.  “Here we go.  I couldn’t make you anything but I did make sure to pick up some wagashi while I was down there.”

“Matcha?” Aunt asked eagerly

I gave her a look that mingled amusement and a bit of frustration.  “Of course.”  Finding anything but matcha would have been more of a challenge!  At least for a tourist like me, the locals probably knew all sorts of things but confections using matcha in some way had been the first and last thing on display everywhere I’d looked.

Cousin Daichi looked rueful.  “This is surreal.  Seeing you, out and around, visiting family, acting- “ he suddenly paused.

I gave him a knowing look.  “Normal?” I asked, more amused than offended.

Daichi looked away, a little embarrassed.  “Sorry cuz.”

“Don’t be,” I said simply.  “I am what I am.  And if it makes you feel any better, half of this is a front, we all know how badly I fail at trying to be normal.  But I figured I could at least start the visit right, reassure you all that I haven’t completely lost it yet.”

“Oof, getting a little heavy there cousin,” Daichi noted with some forced lightness while my aunt tried not to look worried about me.

“Yeah, sorry,” I replied, suddenly replaying what I’d just said out loud and realizing it didn’t play quite as well as I’d hoped when it had gone through my head.  “That probably sums up just how normal I am, and not in a good way.”

“Well, we’re used to that here,” my aunt said firmly, putting a good face on it.  “You’re family, that’s all that matters.”

***

We all sat down to an abrupt tea and talked about inconsequential things and family gossip for a few minutes, attempting to return to equilibrium.  The Taitos weren’t used to family members visiting them out of the blue (let alone me!) and it took us a little to get comfortable again.

“So, no changes in your parents?” Aunt Mai asked cautiously, once again edging back towards the more serious subjects.

I sighed.  “Only for the worse,” I admitted.  “They’re spending even more time at the office these days.  It’s not a big change, and it’s been so gradual I almost missed it, but it’s there.  It seems like I’m alone in our apartment three or four days most weeks instead of just one or two.”

There was the usual mix of sympathy and awkwardness on their faces that always came up whenever my parents were discussed in front of me.

“It comes in fits and starts,” I shrugged.  “Same as always.  I guess that’s why it took so long for me to notice.  But the times when they’re staying out all night are coming along a little more often now, and the breaks between them are getting shorter.”

“Mamoru,” my aunt asked seriously.  “Are you going to be alright?  I don’t like to even think about it, but the way my sister’s going… are you even going to be able to finish university before they’re… gone?”

I felt a momentary surge of fear and panic, I’d never even considered that factor!  I’d long suspected that my parents were going to pass on early, burning themselves out, but the idea that it might be getting that close was frightening.  Mostly for practical reasons, but much to my surprise there was still a hint of filial longing and loyalty deep down there too.

“I wouldn’t worry about that aunty-san,” I replied.  “I’m probably making it sound even worse than it is.  Yes, we all know what they’re like.  And this isn’t good.  But they do know how to pace themselves, even if it is in a very twisted way.  I’m not worried yet.”

“Of course!  I’m sorry I even suggested it.”

We both tried to ignore the slightly hollow undertones to our words.

“To be fair, you’re not entirely wrong,” I continued.  “They’re not there yet, but if they take it up another level on top of that… you might have a point.  They’re going to burn themselves out if they keep pushing, eventually, but I don’t think this is what’s going to do it.”

It wasn’t entirely a lie, but it felt an awful lot like I was whistling in the dark with that one, trying to ignore an uncomfortable truth.

“Which is why we’re glad you’re here with us, today,” my cousin said, saving his mother and showing the adult maturity he already possessed.  He poured me some more tea, obviously breaking into the awkward corner the conversation had wandered into.  “You are not your parents, and we’re glad to see you taking steps to avoid that.”

I huffed in a mix of amusement and sadness.  “Oh, but I’m closer than I like to admit some days,” I replied, picking up the tea gratefully.  “I needed my friends to slap me upside the head and make me realize I was drifting down my parents’ path this summer.  Making sure to visit relatives to deliberately avoid that is a good thing, but let’s not pretend I’m not forcing myself rather than thinking of it naturally.”

“But you are forcing yourself,” my aunt said reassuringly.  “And you’re following through on it.  Trust us, that’s doing better than most of our relatives.  And not just your parents either!”

Cousin Daichi grinned again.  “Seriously cuz, I don’t think we’ve had anyone but Grandma and Grandpa sitting where you are now, actually taking the time to visit us.  The fact that you’re the first is almost as surprising as the fact that anyone’s here!”

“What?  No one?” I was startled, but now that I thought back on it…

“Oh, don’t make too much out of it Mamoru-san,” my aunt shook her head calmly.  “That’s mostly because we prefer to make the trip down to Tokyo more than they prefer to make the trip up to Osaka.  And let’s not forget, only Sakura’s older than you.  Everyone’s had kids to deal with and those kids are only just getting old enough to go out by themselves like this!”

“Well, cousin Enjiro’s about the same age,” Daichi noted diffidently.

“Enjiro?”

“One of my Taito cousins.”

“Ah.”

“I doubt anyone but you are going to be taking separate vacations anytime soon.” My aunt continued.

“Well… maybe Sakura,” I said thoughtfully, “but I can see your point.”

“You really think that she’d visit us?” Daichi noted with a touch of sarcasm.  If the Taitos were the country cousins then Sakura was the overly urbanite member of our extended family.

“Well… maybe if she wanted a cheap but calming vacation.  I mean, she is in the workforce now but I doubt she’s going to be making great money or taking long trips.” I tried futilely to explain my logic.  Unfortunately, it fell apart the second I looked at it.  “Okay, yeah, I can see your point.”

“Honestly, we’re still in shock that you managed it,” Daichi continued without rancor.

“I was just visiting Kyoto,” I protested.  “I didn’t have any reason to hurry back and you’re practically right around the corner.”

“And neither my mother nor my father strong armed you?” my aunt asked knowingly.

“No!  Well, not this time,” I admitted.  And as I thought back to my luggage and my plans I figured it would probably put everyone at ease if I confessed “I also had another, slightly more selfish reason for visiting.”

“Ah,” both Taitos, mother and son, noted in unison, giving each other a knowing look.

“It’s nothing major,” I protested in a mild tone.  “It’s just that I’d like permission to set up a scientific sensor on your estate.  Grounds, I mean grounds.  At the house.”  I’d been asking that of the Meikos too often lately, and gotten stuck on their definitions.

“Estate,” Daichi grinned.  “I like that.”

“Yeah, that’s a bit of a stretch,” I admitted ruefully.  Yes, the Taito house was significantly bigger than all of our Tokyo family homes.  But it wasn’t that much bigger!  Any of the Meiko estates could have still swallowed it up.

“I’m just… “ my aunt trailed off and cocked her head.  “Well, somehow I’m not surprised that it’s something like a ‘scientific sensor’ of some sort.  Yet at the same time, I cannot help but being surprised.”

“Yeah, it’s hard to see that coming.  But at the same time it’s totally Mamoru,” her son agreed, still grinning.

“So, where’s Uncle?” I asked, quickly dodging the subject.

Aunt Mai sighed.  “I’m afraid he’s going to be a little late this evening.  I doubt you’re going to see much of him, unless you’re staying overnight?”

“I hadn’t intended to,” I reassured her quickly, “I have no intention of putting you guys out that much!”

“A shame, he’ll be really sorry to have missed you.”

I figured that was a polite exaggeration.  My uncle and I got on well enough, but between the distance, my oddities, and the lack of a direct blood connection, we weren’t the closest of relatives.

“And Hikaru’s working late on her current project,” Aunt Mai sighed again, shooting a glance towards the second floor of the house.

It took me a moment to decode that.  “Wait, cousin Hikaru’s home?” I asked a little incredulously.  I mean, I hadn’t exactly expected her to be jumping with joy that I was visiting but to completely ignore me like this was something else.

“Home, but working almost as hard as your parents,” my aunt noted wryly.  “She’s holed up in there and given us dire threats about what will happen if we disturb her.  She probably didn’t even hear the doorbell, she’s frantically working on making her next project perfect in time for Comiket and she often uses headphones to block out all noise.”

I put my teacup a little harder than I’d intended.  “She’s actually participating this year?” I asked, shocked.

“That’s her plan,” my aunt sighed, a mixture a pride and frustration on her face.  “Honestly, I can’t decide whether to be amazed at her ambition and dedication or worried about her madness.  Believe me, I plan to bring up the fact you’re turning out wiser than her when she eventually comes out of that room.”

“Huh,” I said with a tiny chuckle of my own, “that is a low blow.”

“Yeah.  ‘Mamoru-san is less like aunty and uncle Matsuda than you’ is going to hit hard,” Daichi agreed.  He also looked like he was both worried and impressed with his little sister.

I cocked my head and looked at cousin Daichi again, considering.

“What?” he asked, seeing my expression.  “Do I have something on my face?”

“Oh, nothing.  I was just pondering nature versus nurture.”  I replied, oversimplifying things a little.

I was actually reconsidering how much I took after my mother’s side of my family.  Cousin Daichi was a reasonably big guy.  Not huge, not ‘whoa, you’re big!’ like I was, but taller than average and the Taitos were all built a little more solidly than the average Japanese citizen (which didn’t help their country cousin image).  Combine and contrast that with his sister’s obsessive focus, and then compare it to mine, and I could see the family resemblance.

Luckily my cousin just accepted that sort of thing from me in stride.  “Only you could say that sort of thing out of nowhere cousin,” he said with a small smile.  “With anyone else I’d be going ‘where did that come from’?  But with you it just seems like the sort of thing I should expect you to say.”

I laughed nervously.

“Don’t mind him,” my aunt smiled.  “Besides, he’s exaggerating.  That sounds exactly like something that would come up in one of his conversations with his fellow students.  On that note: Daichi, you should show your cousin the greenhouse.  There are a few things I need to finish up around here and I should have them put away before you get back.”

***

“You don’t have to indulge me you know,” my cousin said with a mixture of embarrassment and pride as we ventured into the back garden.

“Well, it is partially my fault,” I noted reasonably as we walked.  Surprising them like that had been fun, funny, and kind of useful, but my aunt still had a couple of important chores to finish that I’d interrupted.  Some of them she could put aside or do work arounds easily enough.  But not all of them, and not if I was going to keep hovering over her shoulder and getting in the way.  And I wasn’t going to be so rude as to do that!

“But more importantly,” I continued, “she’s not wrong.  Now that I’m actually out here in person I do want to check out your greenhouse and see what you’ve got going on back here.”  Daichi had a surprisingly robust little greenhouse in the backyard.  This wasn’t just some token pieces of plastic for the warm months either, it was at least up to the standards of construction that I’d seen at any school.

“It’s not much,” Daichi continued to downplay it, “I’ve been busy at university and I really haven’t had a chance to do anything with it for the last year.  I just stop by and play with it on the weekends.”  Despite his words even I could tell he was proud and glad to be showing it off to someone else.

“That reminds me,” I said, a little more urgently, “I’m not keeping you, am I?  I was surprised to catch you at home, I hope I’m not- “

“Relax cousin,” Daichi interrupted me a little more confidently, “it’s alright.  I’m at home for the summer break.  I have a summer job, and it was easier to base myself out of the house than my dorm room, but today’s a day off.”

I sighed in relief.  “Okay, good.”  The university was a little too far and inconvenient for him to attend from home, especially for some of his practical labs and courses which required early mornings, so he was usually in the local student residences.

But, as the greenhouse proved, he hadn’t entirely moved away from home yet.  I felt my eyes light up as I saw what he was doing.  “Is that a dahlia?” I asked in wonder as I moved towards several distinctive, brightly blooming, flowers in a plant pot.

“Yup,” Daichi grinned proudly, “I’ve managed to successfully keep them going for three summers now.  I’ve been doing a little breeding and I’m looking into developing my own strain.”

“That’s impressive,” I admitted.

“It’s early days yet, nothing I want to show to my profs,” Daichi shrugged shyly.

In contrast to the beautiful flowers the next pots contained bamboo… as well as the tools to harvest it and use it.  “What are you using the bamboo for?”

“So far it’s just an assignment from class,” Daichi admitted, “one of our long-term ones over the year.  But it’s going pretty well, I’m thinking of saving the bamboo and expanding the scope for a doctorate level project.”

I turned around in surprise.  “You’re really thinking of going further?”

“Thinking of it,” Daichi admitted uncertainly.  “I don’t know if I want to, or need to, just yet.  But I seem to be good at this, and I wanted to keep it in mind.”

“Huh.”  And I thought I’d be the first guy from our generation to earn a doctorate or master’s.  I wasn’t jealous or offended, just surprised.

“I’ll probably get a few years experience in the real world and then decide,” Daichi admitted, looking at me sideways.  “I don’t mind the idea but… getting hung up on it seems a little too much like Hikaru or your parents.”

“That’s fair,” I admitted without rancor.  “And let’s not forget me either, I get pretty obsessed sometimes too.”  To put it mildly.  “But don’t let our bad example frighten you off either.  If going even higher works for you, then I say go as high as you want to.”

“I’m just worried I’m focusing too much on image, what everyone thinks is the path I’m supposed to take.  The idea that I’m supposed to get a doctorate if I’m that good at it.” Daichi told me.  He sounded more relieved and relaxed then earlier though, so I figured he wasn’t struggling too much with a decision yet.  “Your parents might not have done much for us, but they taught us the perils of that path!”

“True,” I said, my eyes lit up as I spotted something else tucked between two plant racks.  “Wait, is that a banana plant?!”

Daichi grinned again, the plant was only half grown but it had a distinctive look that did not come from Japan.  “A dwarf variety, and even that’s going to be pushing it if this works.  I’m seeing if I can grow it in the greenhouse.”

I shook my head in disbelief.  “Ambitious.”

“It probably won’t work,” Daichi admitted easily.  “But I had an opportunity and I had to give it a shot.  If nothing else, it’s been worth it to see everyone’s reaction when they find out what it is.”

I grinned too as I thought about it.  “How would grandma react if you showed her this?”

Daichi shook his head.  “I can just hear her now ‘what are you doing?  Trying to grow an unnatural plant like this Daichi-kun, it isn’t right!  Plants are supposed to be outside, in the sun and rain, not kept caged in a house’.”

“Probably a slight exaggeration,” I said wryly, “but not by much.”  Our grandmother was a much more practical gardener.  Not entirely, more than one patch of flowers around her garden was just there for beauty.  But most of the stuff she grew had to have some sort of purpose and be able to survive in natural conditions (albeit with a gardener’s help).  She didn’t loath greenhouses or anything, and she was more than happy to mix in their products with her recipes.  But trying to get her to use one would be like trying to get a Japanese teenager to give up their portable electronic devices.  Theoretically possible, but it would be a hell of a struggle and you’d quickly see how unhappy they were.

“Probably,” Daichi admitted.  “I guess I’m just a little disappointed at how Saori’s replaced us as her favorite gardener.”

“To be fair to Grandma Kanoko,” I said, with a wry look around the greenhouse, my eyes lingering once again on the banana plant.  “This is an awfully different type of gardening than what she likes to do.”

“Okay, you’re right,” Daichi said with a self-depreciating roll of his eyes, “and I really shouldn’t be jealous she’s found a younger woman-“

I grinned in appreciation at his turn of phrase.

“-but it still hurt a little.  I know it shouldn’t have, I’m a grown man and my grandmother can crawl around in the dirt with whoever she pleases- “

That one triggered a coughing fit from me, and Daichi paused to give me a wry glare.  That one was unintentional, I reflected in amusement.

“-but I guess I felt a little disappointed and betrayed for a few minutes there.  A little.”

“It’s okay, I felt it too,” I said, still grinning, but a little more sympathetically now.  “So long as you don’t let the feelings fester or control you it’s alright.  We’re still our grandmother’s grandsons, that took us by surprise and hit us harder than we expected.”

“I know, but it’s embarrassing!” Daichi replied, obviously glad to talk about it but uncomfortable it had happened in the first place.  “Seriously, I’m 20 now and Saori’s a great kid.  It’s humiliating that I was afraid and had to fight to keep from hating her at first!  I mean, just the other day when we were talking about roses and- “

“Wait, Saori?” I interrupted my cousin and blinked a few times in surprise, unsure I was understanding him correctly.  “You’re talking to Saori?”

Daichi looked at me in confusion for a few moments and then smiled back at me sympathetically.  “You really should check the family forums a little more often Mamoru.  Grandma put her on there a few days after the start of summer break, said that being an honorary granddaughter was enough.”

“Oh, wow.”  I said, having to fight a little start of surprise.  And jealousy, my conscience pointed out to me gleefully.  It was an interesting comparison to Daichi, I thought I was already over all that but hearing Saori getting another step closer to Grandma Kanoko brought more of it to the fore than I’d have expected.

Daichi seemed to realize.  “Don’t worry.  In reality it was mostly just so grandma could talk to her and coordinate more easily over the summer.  They’re doing a lot more stuff together over the break and being able to use the family forum made it simple for them to schedule stuff or see when grandma was going to already be busy without wasting a lot of time going back and forth switching between multiple programs.”

“I know, that makes a lot of sense,” heck, now that he’d mentioned it I figured I should use that function!  It would be helpful for setting up a few more tests and experiments with Saori now that she had that option.  “It just feels weird to have a… “

“Have a what?”

“Non-family member on the forum,” I finished sheepishly.  “It just felt stupid for me to be saying that since she really is my family member, I’m kind of the last one who should actually make that claim.”

Daichi shrugged.  “Well, you’re not wrong.  We were all a little weirded out at first.  But grandma made a point about how adopted family members should count.  Then she added that we’re probably not that many years away from me and Sakura adding our spouses to the list, and that we should all stop thinking of the forum of being so static and exclusive.”

“Oh!” I replied, chuckling and wincing at the same time.  “Ouch!  She might be stretching things but she’s really not wrong, is she?”

Daichi sighed slightly.  “Hard to say.  I’m not close to anyone like that right now, but I kind of hope I’m not too far away from her being right.  And I’m pretty sure cousin Sakura’s the same way.”

“And we’re not going to talk about me,” I noted wryly.

“Ah…” Daichi hesitated awkwardly.

“Relax cousin,” I continued dryly, “we all know how I am.  Besides, we’ve got Hikaru and Akira right behind me and I’m guessing she didn’t mention them either.  I’m not reading too much into it.”

“Saori’s mostly trying to stay in the background,” Daichi continued just a little too quickly, “she seems like she’s really shy about interacting with us.”

“That’s usual for her,” I noted calmly.  While I might have been a bit conflicted over the new developments, I still loved my little cousin.  I’d gladly take the chance to do anything I could to make the situation easier for her.  “She’s a bit of a shy girl.  I’m not sure if she’s a loner like me- “ I hesitated for a moment, distracted by the realization that description might not really have applied to me anymore, “-but she’s not a social butterfly like Sakura.  Definitely a more sensitive soul than you’re used to seeing with our other cousins.”

Daichi nodded.  “She sounded like it, and grandma described her that way too.  But we ended up having a long conversation about roses and I was glad to see that while she deferred a lot to me and asked a lot of questions she made sure to stand strong about what she did know.  She caught me at one point where I’d mixed up something in my head and was thinking of lilacs instead of roses.”  Daichi shook his head in negation.  “I was so embarrassed at the time.”

I was sympathetic about that, but I couldn’t help but be a little amused seeing that sort of situation from the outside for a change.  It was close enough to some of my mistakes, and how I took them, that I couldn’t help but see some family resemblance in our reactions.

I also wondered if Saori had psychically detected the mistake even though it had happened over the internet.  Huh, something else to test.  I thought, juggling a half dozen ifs and therefores in my head.

“She’s overshadowed by her younger brother,” I added a little apologetically, “cousin Reiji’s pretty impressive and that indirectly creates a few more problems for her, at least outside her family.”

“Reiji?” Daichi looked a little confused.

“Right,” I groaned, instantly realizing where it came from, “yeah, that drives me crazy too.  It’s the characters for ‘virtuous child’ for his instead of Uncle Reiji’s ‘zero child’.  Better get used to it, he’s likely to keep coming up.  Her brother’s probably going to end up almost as large as I am but a lot fitter, is pretty darn smart, and is almost as socially adept as Sakura!”

Daichi made a face.  “All that in one package?”

“I know, right?”  I momentarily considered mentioning he already had a girlfriend too, just to rub salt in the wound and increase Daichi’s sympathy for Sakura.  But I decided that was probably creating a little too much trouble all around.  “He’s five years younger than me and I still feel annoyed and jealous sometimes, some days I’m amazed Saori isn’t a basket case.”

I suspect it helps Reiji really is a good guy and even Saori’s repressed psychic abilities probably helped her realize just how much her brother loved and respected her.  I wonder how Tetsuji is going to turn out, having to follow up an amazing older brother like that?  I reflected, abruptly remembering I now had three Suzuki cousins instead of just two.  Too early to tell, I thought a few seconds later, shaking my head in negation.  Between the age differences, and the fact we had no idea where Tetsuji’s strengths and weakness laid, that relationship could develop in any number of ways.

“Yeah, I can see why she’d hold back a bit if her younger sibling’s that amazing,” Daichi admitted.

“Well, not just because of that,” I demurred.  Unfortunately, even if I could have told Daichi about the additional supernatural complexities to their situation, it wasn’t my story to tell.  Instead, I just told him “there’s a couple of subtleties and twists to their story.  And if even I can tell they’re there then that should…”

I trailed off, we both stopped and paid attention to a sudden break in the quiet of the greenhouse.  It was almost like a bunch of vibrations we could feel through our feet.

“Earthquake?” I asked, starting to double check my warning bracelet, just before the greenhouse door was yanked violently open.

“COUSIN MAMORUUUUU!” my other Taito cousin, Hikaru, wailed as she rushed in and threw herself at me.

“Whoa!  Hey there!” I said as I caught the randomly flailing Hikaru before she hit something important.  She bounced into me in a way that would have been kind of pleasant if she hadn’t been my cousin.  Hikaru was a hint overweight, not fat but at a higher BMI than the experts thought she should have been.  However, since it wasn’t too much and she shared her brother’s more solid build it looked good on her, adding some soft curves.  Both Sakura and Kaede were a little jealous of Hikaru, she wasn’t conventionally beautiful but because she was a hint plump, had shortish brown hair, wore glasses, and obsessed about manga, she hit hard with a fairly large minority of boys.  And even the ones who didn’t favor that look could see the appeal.  Literally every guy in her manga club had asked her out at least once, and from what I understood she’d already been on three times as many dates as Sakura.

(Yeah, they'd all been casual dates that had focused on discussing manga as much as actual romance.  And some of the guys had been almost as business focused as Hikaru, or just interested in getting in a good but uncomplicated practice date.  And from what little I knew I didn’t think Hikaru had ever been out with the same boy three times yet.  But Sakura was still a little miffed at our younger cousin’s success rate.)

Hikaru didn’t really care one way or the other though.  She was too focused on one thing and one thing only.  “Cousin Mamoru, you’re here, you’re really here.”  She said gasping a little.  Before I could even reply she grabbed my shirt tightly.  “You have to take me to Comiket!”
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Eiko laughed as I related the story to her.  “So then what did you do?” she asked, simultaneously launching a spin kick against my shield.

I grunted slightly, as much with embarrassment at the memory as any real challenge Eiko was posing.  She was getting stronger, and better with her ki, but for the moment I was still keeping ahead of her.  I wasn’t improving much, I wasn’t nearly as focused on the subject as she was and most of my improvements were more theoretical, but I still did get a bit of practice and experience through our workout sessions.  Shielding, even if it was half-assed when compared to Eiko’s fighting ability, was becoming second nature for me.  I figured it was going to be at least a few more months before Eiko posed any real threat to my shields, and that was assuming I didn’t do something prideful like counter her progress with pure force.

“It’s me, what do you think I did?” I replied sourly.  “I panicked, babbled a bit, and ended up promising I’d help her out before I realized what I was getting into.”

Eiko laughed again.  “What, she really needs her cousin just to take her to a convention?”

I sighed slightly.  Hikaru hadn’t done a good job of presenting herself but, in her defense, I really should have known her purpose right from the start.  Her mother had all but spelled it out for me already.

“It’s not about taking her to the convention,” I replied, still sour, “it’s about manning her booth while she’s there.  She says she needed a second person there for maximum effectiveness, so she could have the booth running all the time but take breaks, go to the bathroom, or even just network with whoever comes up.  And that I would be perfect since I could carry more stuff and force my way through the crowds easier.”

That one brought Eiko up short.  “Wait, she’s selling?”

I nodded.  “Yes.  And everyone else in the family has been either too smart or too fast to get pinned down by her like that.  It was just my luck that I offered myself up to her like a sucker at just the wrong time.  She’s been asking our Kanoko family members for a few weeks now online, but since I hadn’t checked the forum recently I wasn’t aware.  Any of us would have been hard pressed to resist her in person but after setting myself up like that I stood no chance.”

“Forward momentum Eiko!” Master Tai bellowed from the sideline, causing his student to wince in embarrassment at being caught out like that.  “Your strikes are already too weak, you’re not going to break through if you just give him a chance to recover like that!”

Eiko immediately lunged forwards with a lightning fast barrage of blows and I was forced to concentrate on my shield just to be on the safe side.  It still wasn’t a true danger, but my warning bracelet did give the tiniest of squeezes and Master Tai nodded in satisfaction.

We were once again in the Meiko estate gym (now back to the Tokyo version) and getting in the weekly training.  Since Himeko and her immediate family were still somewhere around the Mediterranean, but her grandfather remained at home, Master Tai had decided better safe than sorry and was monitoring the process this time around.  Otherwise the chances that the senior Meiko would jump into matters at some point in the process were way too high.  Not guaranteed, but high enough I would have suggested skipping or postponing the training otherwise.  With Master Tai around he had an excuse to simultaneously check on his pupil’s progress while being an almost guaranteed deterrent against trouble.

And the best part is, I thought, forced to respect the man’s intelligence, that both halves work perfectly.  He probably did want to check on Eiko without seeming too intrusive or overbearing, and this lets him do so without her getting too worried about it.  But at the same time, it provides a legitimate excuse that should keep Himeko’s grandfather from getting too much more annoyed or thinking it’s an indirect insult meant only for him.  I wish I were that good at managing situations!

I continued my retelling of my meeting with family.  “I can’t entirely blame her,” I admitted a little more calmly.  “This is really important to her but my cousin is…”

“Nuts?”

I shot Eiko a dirty look.  Say what you would, Hikaru was still family.  “Definitely obsessed, but she’s still a saner and more reasonable person than me or my parents.  But since she’s extra excited about her first Comiket as a seller, and she’s in crunch mode right now trying to make everything perfect…” I deflated slightly.  “Yeah, nuts is a pretty good description.”

“So this sort of thing runs in your family?” Eiko asked in surprise, pounding my shield all the while.  She was breathing a little harder, giving everything noticeably more effort while under Master Tai’s eye.

“Not really,” I replied slowly, having a hard time saying it with a straight face.  “This is just an exceptional situation for Hikaru.  She’s usually working pretty hard, but she’s also usually got a better work/life balance.  Take the Matsudas out of the equation and I’d say our family does better than the average Japanese family.”

Even while punching my shield Eiko was able to give me a look.

Yeah, ‘once you take out a quarter of the family’s branches’ is a bit of an exception, I admitted to myself, mentally writhing in embarrassment.  It’s a little less than that when you count actual members, but that’s still a pretty big bite out of the dataset.  I’d have had serious issues with any study that cooked its numbers like that and didn’t provide a hell of a good justification!

It might just have been a coincidence the Eiko’s next few hits were extra hard.  Maybe.

“In any case,” I said, quickly brushing that aside, “it was more about the fact Hikaru was getting worried and desperate about her situation.  She was running out of options and then suddenly I appeared at her actual home, the first time any of our Tokyo cousins had actually visited the Taito house.  She was already wired and stressed, she took it as a sign and went a bit nuts to try and nail down my support.  She’s normally, well… almost as bad as I am in regards to her interests.”

Eiko let out a slightly breathless snicker at that one, clearly thinking of all the times they’d had to make me walk it back a little and talk sensibly.  Or act sensibly.

“But she wouldn’t go begging another family member like that any more than I would,” I continued.

“Really?”

“Okay, a little more than I would,” I admitted with a small roll of my eyes (during which Eiko quickly deeked to the side and took another shot at my shield from a different angle).  “She’s more outgoing and direct.  But let’s be honest here, a lot of that’s because her obsession involves presenting her art to the public whereas my obsession involves keeping it secret for the time being.  I don’t think we’d be that different if our situations were reversed.”

I was probably being too kind to Hikaru.  Or am I?  I considered with a small frown.  If magic was my passion, and it was public knowledge, and I was just as mana poor as I was a year ago… huh.  I don’t quite think I’d have begged the Taitos to be able to put a mana collector on their property, but I’d probably have been pretty close to it.

One advantage of Hikaru’s performance was that my relatives had been a little more willing to accept a mana collector quietly tucked away in their backyard than they would have been otherwise.  They were more than willing to do something for me since that was what family did, and Hikaru’s overeagerness had meant they were less inclined to ask awkward questions.  Such as “this actually measures something?” or “you really put a wireless connection into this thing?  Really?”

I was saved from having to defend or explain myself any more as the timer sounded.  “And that’s it,” Master Tai declared from the side.

Eiko made a little sound of frustration but immediately pulled back.

“You’re making progress Eiko,” Master Tai said approvingly.  “But you’re still depending too much on strength and not enough on your ki, expecting your body to carry your spiritual weakness.  You’re doing a good job working on your ki endurance, but you need to add more strength to it, make sure you can hit hard when you need to.  You’re not going to break through one of Master Matsuda’s shields just through attrition!”

Eiko twitched angrily, still frustrated by her loss, but quickly squelched her feelings before she said or did anything stupid in front of her master.  “Yes sensei,” she replied with a deep bow.

“Focus on your focus,” Master Tai replied knowingly.  “Put all your ki in one spot and squeeze it down tightly.  It’s harder, and more draining, but you’ll be amazed what you can smash through once you get the hang of it.  Right now you’re scuffing away at Master Matsuda’s shield with sandstone or pumice, you need to make it steel so you can break through rather than wear it away.”

“I know I set a bad example,” Master Tai added, eying me with a smile.  “But I could have used either and I chose to use attrition because it was the safer method, not the better one.  You need to work on your impact.”

Master Tai continued to eye me thoughtfully and I sighed and returned to the center of the mat.  “Give me a moment,” I told him, thinking I knew what was coming.

“Not this time,” Master Tai said with a gruff but sad smile.  “Don’t think I’m not tempted!  But it sounds like you’ve had enough to deal with this week and Master Luo would have my head if I took advantage of you just to have a little fun!”

I sighed in relief.  “Thank you,” I said with a little more force than I’d intended.  “I can do it, but I’m not up to full.  And frankly I’m trying to keep my mana spending down, let the reservoirs fill a little bit more.”

Hypocrite, my inner voice noted with a smirk.  Although this time it was only a soft voice and small smirk instead of screaming at me.  But it was true, while I was still engaged in other activities (like getting my staff completed) I was trying to be a little more restrained with my mana usage while everything filled back up.

“I won’t claim I understand that,” Master Tai nodded agreeably, “but I can get behind it.  Master Luo says you impressed him, both in skill and raw power.  While he couldn’t go into details that still suggests something big, I’m going to assume you’ve earned your rest.”

 I shook my head in amusement at the way Master Tai simply accepted something like that.  I’d have probably worried myself to death overthinking it if our situations were reversed.  He probably understands more of it than I realize, I noted, sitting down at a weight bench off near the wall, but it’s hard to tell with him.  He looked so open and cheerful, but I was coming to realize that was just as inscrutable as Master Luo’s pleasantly neutral expression.

“Hey,” Eiko said calmly, toweling her sweat away with one hand and checking her phone with the other.  “Looks like we have a little more info for you.”

I paused for a moment and rifled through my thoughts.  “On what?” I asked eventually, unable to think of anything.

“The guys who were following you,” Eiko replied.  “Himeko got her people to look into it.  She had them forward the results to me as well.”

“Oh.”  Yeah, that makes sense, I admitted to myself, feeling kind of stupid.

“Anyway. You didn’t hear it from us, we’re not getting involved, Himeko’s not using the family’s resources in this way, yadda yadda,” Eiko continued in a slightly bored tone as she scrolled down her screen.

Despite the situation I had to smirk a little at her response.  Still, it was probably more important than usual that we kept that distance, just to avoid getting Himeko’s grandfather any more peeved.  Which was probably why Eiko was giving me the results rather than Himeko just cc’ing me directly.

“Okay, here we go,” Eiko’s eyes flickered back and forth as she read something a little more complex on her screen.  “There’s not actually that much here,” she said after a few more moments, “basically they verified it was Arashi Analytics.”

“Oh.”  Well, that was a little disappointing.

“Here’s something,” Eiko perked up a little.  “It looks like it was just local surveillance and investigation,” she reported, “they weren’t paid for anything more in depth or out of town.  They weren’t going to follow you out of Kyoto and it looks like they’re not going to be paid to bother you now you’re back in Tokyo.”

“That’s a relief,” I sighed thankfully as I felt a medium sized weight lift off my shoulders.  “I’d hoped it was something like that, I’ve been periodically using the spell to detect watchers ever since I left Kyoto and it’s not picked up anything.  But it’s good to have it verified.”  I’d been worried they’d momentarily lost track of me as I took the surprise trip to visit the Taitos and were going to be back any time now.

“I’ll bet,” Eiko said distractedly, still reading.  “Huh, lot of ass-covering in this next bit.”  She glanced up, saw my surprised and confused expression, and then smirked.  “Basically, they’re trying to say they don’t know who hired Arashi to follow you, and they’re trying to give estimates about who did do it.  But they’re worried it might really be Himeko’s dad or grandad, and they’re not sure who’s going to be reading the report.”

I had to laugh a little when she mentioned that.  “Oh Aoth, that must be a nightmare for them.  Do you give an accurate appraisal when it might be your boss, who wants to keep this quiet?  How blunt do you want to be about what they’re doing?  And what if you do try to hide it?  Aren’t they going to think you’re incompetent?”

“Pretty much,” Eiko agreed, still reading.  “The short version is: they don’t really think it’s Himeko’s dad, though there’s a little bit of patting themselves on the back with that one.  They figure he’d have just used them if that was the case, there was no real reason for Meiko-sama to turn to Arashi- “

“Wait, what do you mean them?” I interrupted as gently as I could.  “I thought this was just from the security staff or something.”

“What?” Eiko looked up in surprise.  “Oh, no.  Well, not entirely, not this time.  This had to go through Corporate Intelligence, the section of the company that’s in charge of coordinating all the security and information between all the parts of the Meiko conglomerate.”

A small sound of distress escaped from me before I could stop it.  Suddenly Himeko’s reminder about ‘this never happened’ didn’t seem so token, the way she was casually recruiting parts of her family’s business to look into this was a little more serious than I’d expected.

“Don’t take the name too seriously,” Eiko rolled her eyes.  “There are only a couple of ex-spies and intelligence people in there.  Half the section’s just about collating reports or actually hiring people like Arashi to do their work for them.  That’s why all the self congratulations in this thing makes me want to laugh.”

I hadn’t even thought there were any!  I screamed mentally.  I’d only just heard the name and hadn’t gotten the time I’d needed to process it.

Eiko brushed the idea off as if it were nothing and continued.  “They probably could have followed you if they’d needed to.  Although there’s a lot of backhanded ass covering in here, stuff about how they ‘couldn’t guarantee doing so if we didn’t get adequate warning’,” Eiko shot me a sardonic look to let me know she was quoting.  “Basically they don’t want to admit that they’d have either hired Arashi too, or they’d have had to shove a bunch of their people out of the office with next to no warning and even you’d have spotted those immediately.”

“What?  Really?  They’d have done that?”  I made a face.  “That doesn’t make much sense, are these people actually good at their jobs?”

Eiko smiled a little more genuinely.  “They’re not bad, and from what I hear they actually do have a decent number of corporate spies on staff.  But they’re a lot more ‘behind the scenes’ people these days, they probably couldn’t do what Arashi did without at least a week to organize it.  And they’re supposed to be better than that so they’re trying to figure out how to be honest about it without actually confessing any weakness.”

Off to the side Master Tai snorted.  “This is why I don’t like the corporate world.  And why I recommend you stay away from it too, Eiko.  They make things too complicated for themselves and then only make matters worse by lying about it.  You can’t learn or improve without rigorous self-knowledge and examination.”

Eiko’s expression made it clear that Master Tai was preaching to the choir on that one.  In turn I had to repress a small smile, despite how casually they could act they really did come off as master and student sometimes.

“Anyway,” Eiko returned to the report again, “once you get through all the bull they really do figure Himeko’s dad would have used them, and they’re pretty logical about it.  They think too highly of themselves but they’re not wrong, it wouldn’t have made sense for their boss to try using Arashi by himself.  But they’re not so sure about Himeko’s grandad,” she gave me a wry look.  “They don’t think he would have, most of the arguments still apply, but they’re trying to get across her grandad can be a stubborn and irrational old coot without actually saying that.”

I choked on some air, both in amusement and shock to hear Eiko actually say it.  She wasn’t as gentle or sympathetic to Himeko’s grandfather as Himeko was, that had been plain for a while now.  But she obviously knew a few more things than I did and had the whole family loyalty thing on top of that.  Hearing her badmouthing him that directly was unexpected!

“Okay, here’s something,” Eiko continued, “it looks like they’ve done a little digging on the financial side, that’s how they knew Arashi had only been paid to follow you inside of Kyoto.  They don’t have much info on who paid Arashi for the job but they’re pretty sure the money didn’t come from the Meikos or any of the companies they control.  Oh, wait, there’s a few weasel words there about… well, basically they mean ‘unless someone hid it from us.’  That’s kind of duh, but I guess that’s fair.”

After a moment I had to admit I mostly agreed with Eiko on that one.  It sounded like the investigators had ruled out any easy or typical sources, but someone could have created a false account or hidden trail of some sort.  It wasn’t like they’d had too much time to look into the subject, and I had no idea how easy or hard it was to track down financial chicanery on this level, so this time admitting they’d looked into the basics but that didn’t completely prove anything seemed pretty fair.

“Alright,” Eiko said, her eyes still skimming, “it looks like they don’t actually know anything else.  But they’re pretty sure whatever this is was opportunistic, something off the cuff because someone was surprised to see you in Kyoto.  They’ve got a list of most likely to least likely suspects but I don’t think it’s going to mean much to you.”

“Mind if I see it?”

“Sure,” Eiko turned her phone to me and I took a quick look.  She was right, it was mostly a meaningless word salad in my eyes.  I recognized the occasional company name, as well as “local Kyoto politicians” and the names of several political parties, but that was it.

Master Tai sighed and gave us a meaningful look.  “Remember, I doubt these people know about the supernatural part of your life.  Don’t take their theories too seriously.”

I paused to think about that one.  Master Tai had a pretty good point there.

“Are you sure about that Master?  They were following him after he arrived in Kyoto, before he did anything suspicious.  I mean besides being a high schooler staying at one of the most luxurious houses in the country.”

On the other hand, Occam’s Razor… I reflected.  When even Eiko put it that bluntly I had to admit Himeko’s theory seemed pretty sound.

“It’s not impossible,” Master Tai said agreeably.  “I get a lot more people being suspicious of me because I look like a strange and unusual thug rather than a great martial arts master.  Most people can’t tell that on first look.”

“But one thing leads to another,” he said much more seriously, “they look into me because I looked odd and then discover I'm a martial arts master and that only made them more curious.  Your Corporate Intelligence wasn’t looking like that, was probably allergic to even thinking like that, since they weren’t looking into Master Matsuda himself but trying to figure out who was watching Matsuda Mamoru.  And that is a critical weakness.”

It was a little tough to follow that but I soon decoded what the master was driving at.  The people investigating me (Arashi Analytics) had probably realized something was odd pretty quickly because they were investigating me.  A teenager going to a closed shrine and getting driven around by a police detective raises some flags, entirely different ones than should have come up from being Himeko’s friend and classmate.  The people investigating the people investigating me (and wasn’t that a mouthful) probably hadn’t put that together yet, not when the situation was already so weird and convoluted.  So their estimates over who was behind this were probably off.

But wait!  The people investigating me didn’t know about that stuff at the time, so that means… I felt my brain starting to sizzle a little.

“You okay Mamoru?” Eiko asked, looking a little concerned.

I was starting to worry she could hear my brain frying but Master Tai cut through the tangle decisively.  “He’s overthinking things,” the master answered in amusement, “falling into the maze of illusions and arrogance.  Let it go Master Matsuda, you can't know everything.  Don't give in to fear of what might happen and what they might know.  Focus on your foundation, your own ability to respond and the solid ground upon which you stand.”

Easy for you to say! I half screamed in my mind.  As a martial artist his strength was something he carried around with him all the time, could access reflexively and easily.  Getting the most out of my abilities required a little more planning and awareness!

Thankfully I wasn’t nearly stressed enough to be suicidal and mouth off to Master Tai like that.  Especially since that would have been a grossly rude oversimplification.  It was true he had an easier time operating ‘off the cuff’ than I would have, magic was most effective if you were able to do the right spells in the right way at the right time.  But it wasn’t like it was all one way or the other, I had multiple precautions set up for a reason and it wasn’t like I couldn’t cast a majority of my spells pretty quickly in an emergency.  Meanwhile Master Tai probably appreciated knowing as much about a situation as possible and still had physical limits and obstacles to deal with.  That let me calm down a little more… and then realize the next problem!

“Oh shit!” I said, startling Eiko almost as much as myself, “does that mean I’m now on- on- what did you just call them Eiko?”

Eiko looked at me in confusion and I finally remembered it before she interpreted what I was talking about.  “Corporate Intelligence!  Does that mean I’m now on their radar too?”

“Ah,” after a moment even Master Tai looked mildly concerned.  “I’m sorry Master Matsuda,” the giant man looked apologetic about it, “you probably are.”

I started swearing under my breath and Eiko looked between us a few times.  “I’m sorry, I’m not getting it.  Shouldn’t he have been there already?”

Master Tai shook his head.  “Technically he probably was, but only as a footnote in Himeko’s file.”

“Probably more than that after the last dinner they all had,” Eiko noted sardonically.

Master Tai nodded respectfully at her.  “True, I forgot about that.  You’re right, he’s got to have had his own little file for a while now, Himeko’s father would have demanded no less.  But this, this is going to make that file much more important.  Before he was just an unusual but gifted young man, mostly notable in their eyes because he was Himeko’s friend.  Now, after all the mysteries they’re going to find and the recent incident at the mansion, they’re going to realize he's something a little more.”

“I’m truly sorry, Master Matsuda,” Master Tai turned to me and bowed slightly, he seemed genuinely disappointed on my behalf, “I keep making trouble for you.”

Like master, like student I thought uncharitably.  It wasn’t like Eiko was wrong, the Meikos must have been accumulating a pretty odd file on me for a while now.  Saving Eiko, the fire at the school, the way I’d acquired gold.  And, of course, my ongoing use of ‘sensors’ on their estate.  It all added up to someone to keep an eye on.  But Master Tai acknowledging me as a master, followed by all this?  This had to have vaulted everything way over a threshold, bumping me up to… Person of interest?  Worrying mystery?  Potential threat?  All of the above?

Both Eiko and Mater Tai continued to look at me with concern, I doubt the expression on my face or silence was particularly reassuring but I didn’t particularly care in that instance.  Just when I was starting to get more comfortable around the Meiko estate again this had to happen.

“I’ll try to be a little more visible and obvious,” Master Tai declared suddenly.  “Maybe even show off a little.”

“Master!” Eiko seemed both amused and offended by that statement.

“Sorry Eiko, but this is my fault.  I need to take the attention back off Master Matsuda.”

“And how’s that going to help?” I asked bluntly, unable to keep a little bitterness out of my voice.

Master Tai’s smile was a little wiser and more mature this time.  “You’re making the mistake of thinking you’re more important than you really are, Master Matsuda,” he explained calmly.  “We all do.  But remember: no one is thinking about you as often as you believe they are.”

“Ah!” I replied, suddenly pulling back from the despair I was feeling.

“Right,” Master Tai nodded again.  “This is not good.  And it will remain not good, we won’t be able to change that.  But we can let it slip into the background again.  That’s what happened with me over the years, the Meikos and their employees became familiar with me and forgot how strange and powerful I really was.”

“We didn’t forget,” Eiko protested a little too loudly.  “It’s just we- we- uh… got more comfortable with it!”

It’s unusual to see her like that, I thought, amused in spite of everything, but these are her relatives we’re talking about.  Of course, I’d just been defending my cousin’s normalcy a few minutes ago, I had no right to toss any stones!

“Familiarity breeds contempt,” Master Tai simply nodded, neither confirming nor denying Eiko’s point.  “Right now the bulk of the attention is on Master Matsuda’s strangeness, along with a little fear of what it might mean.  Once everyone remembers my oddities Master Matsuda will once again fade into the background, everyone will remember that something is up but will think nothing of it.”

Come to think of it, I remembered, didn’t Himeko say the exact same thing before her trip?  Hell, never mind me and Master Tai, isn’t she a living example of it?  She still gets treated differently at school, and has way more influence and privilege than the average student.  But no one questions it, no one thinks it’s that unusual anymore.  Everyone knows it’s odd, but just thinks it is what it is.

She wasn’t exactly living a normal student life, but she had to be one of the richest students in all of Japan.  And yet she still went to class, managed to get at least some interactions in with everybody, did her best to discourage a ton of would-be suitors, and legitimately acted as a good head of the Student Council.  Himeko didn’t lead a normal life, but she’d managed to quietly claw out a surprisingly close approximation of given her situation.

I might not have seen too much of it because of my incredibly odd position-

(I was simultaneously providing her with some of the weirdest and most out there situations, mostly magic and supernatural related, while indirectly giving her interactions with a more honest friend.  Next to Eiko, she probably had to keep up the fewest masks and appearances with me.)

-but it was true.  That might bear thinking about some more, I thought distantly.

“What does it matter?” Eiko asked a little too loudly, snapping me back to the present.  “He’s really odd, everyone knows that already.  What’s a little more weirdness on top of that?”

Master Tai gave Eiko an unusually serious look.  “Student,” he said formally, “I know you’re thinking of ‘the nail that stands up gets hammered down’.  And that is fine, I have taught you to not let that stupid idea rule you.  But this is different, I make no bones about who I am but I don’t go about broadcasting my abilities either.  Most people here suspect I might be able to perform feats more appropriate to a movie but they don’t know, and they don’t see me doing so everyday.  If I were to act like that it would provoke fear and attention.  It would be something I could handle, something I could take if it was necessary, but it is not something useful or something I want.” 

“And our path is much more understood and accepted than the mage’s,” Master Tai continued.  “How much more pain and difficulty do you think Master Mamoru would face?”

“But we’re not talking about that!” Eiko protested.  “We’re just talking about- about-“

“About the Meikos discovering things don’t add up,” Master Tai noted gently.  “But we have to realize they won’t add up in a way that worries them, a way that demands more attention.  Remember how you first reacted when Master Mamoru started coming to the estate?  The situation was too strange and legitimate threats seemed to be arising, you felt you had to take action.” 

“Oh, come on!” Eiko protested, but there was a hint of fear underneath.  “We all know I’m a hothead, it’s not like Meiko-sama’s going to start threatening Mamoru.”

Master Tai nodded.  “No, he’s not.  But it’s starting to reach the point where he’ll feel he has to dig deeper, that he can’t be leave the problem alone.  Not without endangering his daughter.  And if further digging cannot provide answers, what then?  He’ll only become suspicious and dig even more.”

“The problem isn’t that I’m weird Eiko,” I broke back in, “the problem is that I’m starting to look dangerously weird, so much that I can’t be ignored.  I’ve gone from being a strange kid in the back of the class with an odd hobby to something that looks a little more sinister.  That strange kid who’s evading professional snoops and going to crime scenes while doing things that should be impossible.  Who’s now hanging around with your daughter.  One of those you ignore and try to pretend doesn’t exist, the other is something you start looking into.”

“I believe Master Matsuda will be able to handle that in a few years,” Master Tai said solemnly.  “But he’s too tied down for now.  Society thinks he’s too young and he’s attached to the school system.  In two or three years he’d be able to move on, hide, reduce his profile.  Right now he’s a sitting duck.”

“Four or five years,” I demurred.  I still wanted to get my degree.  No, he’s right, I reflected immediately, it would be painful but I could switch universities, use an excuse of studying abroad for a semester, or do half a dozen other things to move around if I had to.  I’d probably have to use a few spells to make it work, do at least a hint of mind control or magically backed hacking to make the bureaucracy support it, but I could pull if off.  Trying that sort of thing for my last year of high school isn’t going to work.  I didn’t have the independence or legal rights just yet, and trying to manipulate the system without those would be an order of magnitude or two more difficult.

“The more the Meikos look and find no explanations,” Master Tai continued, “the more they’re going to start worrying.  So, I’m going to see about calming their fears and distracting them from looking.  If we can break the loop before it starts we should be okay.”

But if it feeds back upon itself… I reflected grimly. 

“I think you guys are being too nervous,” Eiko noted bluntly.  “It’s Mamoru, no one’s going to be afraid of him.”

“Then they are fools,” Master Tai returned, equally blunt.  “And in saying that you insult the Meikos, my student.  While they are sometimes blind and arrogant they are most certainly not fools.”

There was a moment of tension as their wills clashed.  But after a second Eiko simply sighed and backed down.  “Hopefully it’s nothing,” she grumbled, “they’ll brush it off and be too busy with other stuff after coming back from their vacation.”

“That's true,” Master Tai conceded.  “The timing may work in our favor.  But for now, we have to make sure the estate staff aren’t too worried about Master Masuda.  On that note,” he turned to me, “shall we get going?”

I shot a longing gaze in the direction of the baths but sighed in disappointment.  There was no way I was going to be able to relax after all that, and that was before remembering that Himeko’s grandfather was still around!  Taking a soak today would be suicidally stupid.  “Yeah, I guess so,” I agreed, gathering my own stuff together.

We said our goodbyes to Eiko and started our way through the mansion’s halls as Master Tai escorted me out.

“Master Luo was quite impressed with you,” Master Tai noted once we had a little more privacy.

I missed a step but made no response, not quite sure what to say.

Master Tai gave me a searching look.  “He was also concerned, worried that you were stretching yourself too far and in danger of hurting yourself.”

I kept quiet, still not sure how to respond.  This was out of the blue to me and I didn’t even know where to begin.

After a few moments Master Tai nodded, apparently having seen something.  “If it was a one time thing then that’s all I want to say, it was my fault for throwing you into that in the first place.  I wasn't there, and I understand the need to both protect people and prove yourself to more senior masters.  But please, remember your limits, Master Matsuda.  You cannot help people if you destroy yourself.”

What, what, WHAT?! I yelled internally, still not sure where any of this was coming from.

Unfortunately, between that cluelessness and the need to switch gears from the previous set of problems I had no chance to respond.  I didn’t want to embarrass myself by seeming clueless or accidentally insulting either of the martial arts masters, so I couldn’t simply blurt out my confusion.  Besides, even from such a brief acquaintance I respected Master Luo too.  I didn’t feel comfortable or confident in dismissing any of his concerns.  So I ended up keeping silent until we were a bit past the mansion and Master Tai left me to my own devices.  By the time I’d even worked up the nerve and come up with a sensible question he was gone, vanishing in a startling display of speed that suddenly left me alone.

I guess he wasn’t kidding about being more visible and obvious, I thought inanely.  I wasn’t the only one surprised by his sudden disappearance, two of the gardeners were staring at the empty space next to me and blinking in confusion.  Master Tai had obviously timed his exit to deliberately start the rumors and discussion swirling about him this time.

I picked my jaw off the floor, sighed, and continued my trek towards the estate’s front gates.  Two steps forward, one step back, I reflected as I resumed my journey.
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“Is this the spot?” I asked, lying on my back and sweating in the hot August sun. We’d just started the month and it was living up to its reputation. How much of the Meiko family trip was an honest attempt at bonding, I wondered irritably, and how much was just a desperate excuse to get out of Tokyo in hottest part of the summer? I had a sneaking suspicion Himeko had been telling the truth about her father… but the weather had played an important part in everyone actually agreeing to the idea! No wonder her dad managed to get the family to go along with it.

>Right there< Sensei-san communicated mentally. >That’s the spot.<

I nodded and scootched between the edge of the water fountain and the wall. It was a tight fit for someone of my size, but I bore it without complaint.

Of course, I reflected, trying to distract myself from the minor scrapes I was picking up, it helps that I have magic. It’s easy to avoid claustrophobia or fears that you’ll get stuck when you can literally pull yourself out with a spell or two. Not to mention that in a worst-case scenario Sensei-san was there to help, even if I couldn’t use magic for some reason I trusted the school’s kami would give me a quick pull if I needed it. They might not have been gentle or reasonable about it, I wasn’t sure of Sensei-san’s fine control when it came to something physical like that, but I was confident they could do it.

After firmly wedging myself in I finally spotted the leak. It wasn’t much, but there was an obvious and steady drip of water coming from the back of the machine. I doubted it was more than five or six liters in a day, but it was definitely there. And over time that sort of thing got worse and added up.

Swearing softly to myself I maneuvered my camera phone into position and took the shot. “Alright, got it,” I reported to Sensei-san after a few moments.

The kami heaved a mental sigh of relief. >Thank you! I don’t know why, but that one’s really bugging me.<

I was silent for a few moments (except for a bunch of under the breath swears) as I pulled myself out. But after I was done I couldn’t help but note “wait, really? Something that small?”

Even though Sensei-san wasn’t manifesting directly I could still feel them nodding. >Yes. I don’t understand it, I have much worse problems in some areas. But that one really… itched for some reason.<

“Huh,” I thought about that for a few more moments and then mentally shrugged. I still made sure to make a note of it on my phone though, one more thing in my ongoing study of the school’s kami.

“That’s kind of fascinating,” I admitted. “I can sort of see the logic behind that, for some reason this area’s especially sensitive to you so even a slight disturbance is more easily noticeable. It’s like the difference between a papercut on the tip of your fingers and one on the edge of your shoulder. I still can’t figure out why this area’s more sensitive though.”

>I could not tell you Matsuda-san. Compared to some of the leaks in the washroom this is barely worth noticing.< We’d mostly been good but two of the sinks and one of the toilets had definitely needed a tune up.

I pulled my t-shirt, thoroughly sweat soaked, away from my body and considered. “I suppose it might be the placement of the problem rather than the problem itself,” I noted irritably. “Sweat in my armpits isn’t nearly as bothersome as sweat over the rest of my body. Your ‘body’ is designed to deal with a little bit of dampness in the bathrooms, not so much outside of the school. Maybe it’s not so much that this area’s sensitive as the other areas are in-sensitive, at least to this particular problem.”

I figured I might have been reaching a little with that one. But not completely, I made another small note about it on my device just to make sure I remembered later.

>As I said,< Sensei-san repeated calmly, >I do not know. I suggest we move to the next location.<

“Yeah yeah,” I grumped. “Give me a moment.” I didn’t like being that disrespectful to our school’s kami, but I figured the problem was only going to get worse if they were about to lead me to another outside location. So I took a moment and used the drinking fountain for its intended purpose, taking a long hit of water before I ran into problems with dehydration or heat exhaustion.

“Ready,” I reported after a healthy but disturbingly long drink.

Sensei-san didn’t seem to mind, and began to wordlessly lead me along to the next trouble spot. We were doing work on my official excuse for all the lab time: an analysis of the school’s water and electrical consumption. It was supposed to be a win-win-win situation all around. I got the excuse I needed to be spending all that time in school during the summer. The school found out what it needed to fix and where, increasing overall efficiency and lowering costs. Himeko got credit for good leadership and proved she wasn’t just giving me perks as a friend. And, as it turned out, Sensei-san got a few of their issues seen to. Nothing major, but fixing a few constant low-level annoyances for them was still a plus in everyone’s books.

Unfortunately, that bright idea was bouncing off the reality of the August heat! Too many of the problems were outside or in exposed parts of the school, I was seriously debating using some magic to keep myself cooled. Even though I was trying to cut down on the magic use, letting the reserves replenish themselves, and even though anyone seeing me looking cool and comfortable under these conditions would have to suspect a supernatural ability, I was still very tempted.

I’m reaching a little with that last one, right? I thought, trying to weasel my way into making an excuse. Not that they wouldn’t suspect something supernatural, unless I’ve actually got ice pads strapped to my forehead and armpits that’s the more logical explanation for not sweating in this heat! But it’s the middle of summer, no one’s going to see me or get close enough to me for long enough to clue in, right?

“Sempai!” a voice hailed me.

I looked up at the sky irritably. “Oh, that was just mean,” I muttered loudly. Of course, I really should have been more thankful about the unsubtle warning and reminder. But right then I was too hot to be that wise.

I turned around to see our Abe Hajime, Himeko’s vice president, running to catch up to me. Well, not running. More like hustling a little to indicate he was hurrying. There was no way anyone was going to run in this weather if they could help it.

“Sempai…” Abe repeated when he caught up to me. I was surprised to see he was a little out of breath. He hadn’t been hustling that hard. Then again, he wasn’t particularly athletic and it was that hot out…

“Matsuda-san,” Abe began again. “I’m glad I found you. I have an urgent request for our science consultant.”

“Yes?” I began, sounding puzzled. A few seconds later it clicked that he meant me.

(Normally that wouldn’t have embarrassed me too much. Given that I was already literally working on another one those tasks I felt like the world’s biggest idiot for not realizing immediately.)

Thankfully Abe seemed to think I was just puzzled over what it could be. “Please, Matsuda-san, come this way.”

With a flush I hoped could be attributed to the weather, I took the excuse to get out of the August heat.

***

I felt really twitchy having someone other than Eiko or Himeko in ‘my’ lab but there really wasn’t any other choice. Abe really did have something that required some proper attention. “And the school actually sprang for this?” I asked in astonished surprise.

“Yes,” Abe reported grimly, “which is why we need to make sure things are working immediately. We still have a chance to report an error in shipping or advertising and recoup our losses if we act quickly. But if we try waiting a week or two before making a claim there’s almost no chance they’ll repay.”

The object in question was a computerized telescope. And not just a cheap one either, this was at least in the six figures of yen range.

The package that it had been shipped in also contained some significant dings. Not horrible ‘how could they have delivered this?’ damage. Most of them were pretty tiny, not something anyone would normally have worried about. But this was a telescope.

I carefully peered at it from a few angles. “I’m not seeing anything too outrageous,” I admitted. “But there’s still some obvious wear and tear going on here, shouldn’t that be enough?”

Abe shook his head. “Meiko-sama arranged this one for us,” he admitted, “she found a second-hand one that got used once or twice by a dilettante that thought they’d be interested in astronomy but whose interest fizzled out.”

I paused in my study. I can’t imagine what the incredulous expression on my face must have looked like. They spent that much on something they hadn’t even tried?! No. Wait. Himeko found this. I doubt it was hers but it probably belonged to one of her peers. Frankly, a spoiled little rich kid seeing something cool looking and saying ‘daddy, buy me that!’ was the closest thing to a logical explanation there.

“We were assured it still worked,” Abe continued, “but fingerprints and a scratch or two on the outer casing are fine. No one’s going to take any complaints about that seriously.”

I frowned. “I don’t know about that Abe-san,” I replied uncertainly. “This is a pretty delicate instrument…”

“Apologies,” Abe flushed. “I’m not explaining this well. The problem is: this is second-hand. And the previous owner did not take care to ship this properly, they did not declare it to be particularly fragile or mark it down as especially valuable. So we have to be very careful in making any complaints, we cannot afford to be wrong. But if we hesitate too long…”

Argh! I screamed internally, getting it as Abe laid out the details like that. The telescope had just become a hot potato. It was still an expensive piece of equipment, I suspected Himeko had managed to get it for relatively ‘cheap’ but this was not an expenditure anyone could ignore. But since the shipping company hadn’t been warned they wouldn’t want to take any blame for it, it wasn’t their fault if the shipper couldn’t do their part correctly. The original owner certainly wouldn’t want to take blame for it, they didn’t know what they were doing and obviously hadn’t valued the thing properly in the first place. I suspected they were wealthy enough the money wouldn’t matter too much to them, but the sort of attitude that would lead to all this didn’t suggest a person that would take responsibility or blame easily. And just to make life totally fun: it was a second-hand piece of equipment that had been shipped to a school. Unless we complained quickly and decisively someone along the line was likely to claim that it was our fault it was broken, that someone had been careless and improper on our end.

We could short-circuit that if we made a swift and well constructed complaint of course. No one was going to be unreasonable if we acted correctly. But if we waited two or three weeks to make such a thing then there were all sorts of objections they could throw back at us. And rightly so, my conscience added reluctantly, remembering the incident with Chiba Atsuki and the tea cup. Occam’s Razor, something that long after the fact in a school full of excited teenagers? Many of whom would love to play around with something this cool? You’d have good reason to hesitate before paying out several hundred thousand yen for a replacement.

Which meant… “I don’t suppose there’s anyone from the Astronomy Club around to do this?” I sighed in resignation.

Abe shook his head. “No, not really. The club president is out of town for at least a week with his family on vacation. And I’m not sure even they’re truly qualified to really put this thing through its paces. It needs a thorough mechanical check and that has to be done by someone who knows what it’s supposed to do.”

Which means me, I admitted, already nodding reluctantly. We could probably find someone in the Engineering Club if we had to, even over summer, there had to be someone in that club who had the proper respect and knowledge of telescopes, but that would take even more time. And if we need to do something we need to strike while the iron is hot.

“Does the Astronomy Club really need this?” I asked a little plaintively, hating what I was going to have to try.

“Their old telescope is on it’s last legs,” Abe replied with a sigh. “They were always going to get a replacement but the thought they were getting something this advanced had them literally jumping for joy. Not only does it have good defaults so that they can use it to help new members auto track and find stars, it’s also programable. The idea that even the veterans could get some experience trying some advanced techniques and observations with that practically made them salivate.”

Argh, argh, and double argh, I thought irritably. Not that I could blame them for that, I’d have been whooping up a storm and running through the corridors out of sheer joy if I suddenly got gifted such an advanced piece of equipment! Maybe I could use this as leverage and get them to lend it to me. I hadn’t been planning anything that needed such an advanced telescope, but I was sure I could come up with something…

No harassing the Astronomy Club, I resolved irritably. Himeko’s already given me more than enough, no complaining if she’s arranged for someone else to get something really nice.

“Right,” I sighed. I looked over the package again mournfully. “How long do I have?”

“It has to be done quickly,” Abe replied, showing a surprising amount of decisiveness. “We can’t wait too long, otherwise I’d have waited for Meiko-sama to return and consulted with her.”

“We could still… no, you’re right.” Himeko could exert her influence if she had to, but that was the sort of thing she didn’t want to do. She’d have preferred to have handled this in a normal, competent way if possible and avoided calling on Meiko influence if she didn’t have to. And, almost as importantly, she shouldn’t have needed to. If Himeko had been here she could easily have taken care of this without anyone ever knowing she was a Meiko or touching on her special advantages.

(Unless you counted the confidence and training that came from growing up in the Meiko family. And, given Shinji’s counter example, I couldn’t take that idea too seriously.)

Nor should she have needed to hold her friend’s or subordinate’s hands even if she was here. This was our sort of job in this case, and standing around not doing because Himeko wasn’t there to prod us would have been stupid in the extreme.

“Matsuda-san?” Abe gently prompted me as I went quiet for a little too long.

“Fine,” I sighed in defeat, “you’re right. I was just thinking of how to do this best. I need to make a quick run home, clean up, grab some specific tools, and then transfer a few files.”

“Transfer a few files?” Abe looked confused. “I can understand the rest of them but that doesn’t make sense.”

“I’m going to have to tape the process,” I replied, telling a half truth. “If I’m doing this right it’ll have to be a pretty thorough check and we’re going to want a record of what I did. Otherwise someone is likely to accuse me of damaging the equipment when I was just checking it.”

“Okay…” Abe still didn’t look convinced.

I shot him a wry look. “My phone’s memory is a little full already from all the footage I’ve already taken of the school, doing my other current project as science advisor, or consultant, or whatever it is.”

“Ah! Of course,” Abe flushed a little and then bowed deeply to me, “thank you for all your hard work, Matsuda-san.”

I flushed a little too, feeling guilty about manipulating him like that. “Just… don’t expect miracles, okay?” I told him a little sheepishly.

***

>You weren’t really going home just to clean up, were you Matsuda-san?< Sensei-san asked politely when I returned to the lab about an hour and a half later.

“Nope,” I replied easily as I put my bag aside and started to remove a few supplies.

“Don’t get me wrong,” I continued casually as I started to organize things on the table. “I really did want to do all the things I told Abe. I wanted to make sure I’d thoroughly cleaned off all the sweat and dirt before I got anywhere near those lenses or those electronics, I wanted some proper gloves and my more delicate tools on hand, and I really did want to make sure my phone was completely clear, just in case.”

>You really expect this to take that long?< Sensei-san asked, mildly surprised. They knew just how much capacity my phone had.

“No, it’s possible I might need to do that but it’s pretty unlikely. I figure there was a 10% chance of that at worst, and that’s me being paranoid again.”

“Really,” I declared while pulling on my lab coat, “I just wanted Abe out of the room. Chances were good he’d have stayed for at least the beginning of everything if I’d just gotten to work immediately, or even in the next few minutes. He’s both too conscientious and wanted to show support, he’d never have just walked away after dropping something like that on me suddenly.”

>He is a good subordinate.< Sensei-san noted approvingly.

I paused for a minute, struck by the thought that Abe might be taking over Himeko’s role next year. And not just as head of the Student Council, but also in regards to Sensei-san. Huh, well… but then he’ll have to… huh. But what else were we supposed to do? Completely ignore Sensei-san? Keep Himeko around the school somehow? Start including the position of school miko on the Student Council?

I shook my head to clear it. Problems for a later time, I decided. Himeko was probably already aware of the issue, but I really did need to double check with her just in case. Preferably away from the school.

“He is,” I continued as normally as I could manage. “But he’s not aware of the supernatural, not as far as I know. And before we do anything else I want to do a few tests using magic.”

>Is that wise Matsuda-san?<

“Wiser than me messing around with this thing,” I answered wryly with a mix of humor and disgust. I didn’t hate what I was about to do, but I wasn’t enthusiastic about it either. “Magical tests won’t involve me touching the more delicate parts or mechanisms so I’m less likely to wreck something by accident. Plus, they should give me an idea what I need to do. Half the problem is that we don’t know there’s anything wrong. This way I should be able to find out where I need to focus my efforts and then go directly to that area, no wasting any time or energy on things we don’t need to worry about.”

>Efficient.< Sensei-san noted approvingly.

I took that praise and didn’t expand on the other problem. Doing a complete and through inspection of something like this would take a while, and being as careful and patient as some of the delicate sections demanded would be a huge drain. Focusing on the parts where there might be a problem while I was still relatively fresh was the best way to avoid an accident.

“It’s the same as with the school itself,” I said instead, “we’ll use supernatural means to identify the problem areas but then take care of them conventionally. Less trouble all around that way.”

I paused, suddenly struck by a thought. “I don’t suppose you can tell us if there’s anything wrong with the telescope?” I asked cautiously. “It does technically belong to the school now, and it is on school property.”

I felt Sensei-san’s attention shift to the telescope and for a moment I let my hopes raise. Sensei-san’s ability to sense the problems within their domain was amazing, much more detailed and intuitive than my ability to scan with spells. Unfortunately, those hopes were quickly dashed when they responded with >Sorry. I cannot feel anything from it.<

“Oh well, it was worth a shot.”

>I think you might be right, Matsuda-san,< Sensei-san replied thoughtfully. >I already feel the vaguest whisp of a connection there, almost like the first strand of a spider’s web. It feels like something will develop over the fullness of time, but there is nothing yet.<

“Do you have a similar understanding of other school equipment?” I asked, a little excited and intrigued by this new line of inquiry.

Sensei-san paused for a few moments again. >Not like in the same way I do with the school building< they said finally. >But there is something there. I could tell you every volleyball, basketball, and football we have on school property, as well as their condition, but they feel oddly distant. The buildings are properly a part of me, a part of my body. But those are like… almost like rings and jewelry that you wear. The important pieces, the ones you wear everyday. A close thing that is almost a part of you, but as much as they accompany you and move with you they are not a part of you.<

“Huh, fascinating,” I replied, taking a quick moment to add some more notes to my phone. That was an unexpected bonus to the whole situation I’d never have thought to ask. It made me feel a little bit better about having the whole thing dumped in my lap like that.

After that I ran through a couple of divination and detection spells. The results were both better and worse than what I was expecting.

>How can they be both?< Sensei-san asked when I admitted as much to them. Sensei-san seemed to be pretty invested in this situation and was hanging around to pay an unusual amount of attention to everything.

“Well,” I explained as I set up the camera, “the good news is the spells aren’t giving me any signs of major damage or fundamental breaks. It looks like this thing’s in pretty good condition. They even let me know that a bunch of the box damage is actually pretty old, it looks like that’s the box the telescope was sent to the original owner in, and they didn’t care too much about the box after that. I’m guessing they never intended to ship the telescope back so the box just picked up a few dings and bumps in the meantime, and they didn’t care enough to try and put it in something new when they got rid of it.”

I could barely believe I’d used a medium level divination spell to test the damage through time and if the telescope was in the box to figure that out, but it had proved surprisingly reassuring information. I’d have needed to use something much more powerful if I wanted any more details or to know for sure though, and I had no intention of doing that.

“The bad news is that the spells gave me a bunch of ‘inconclusive’ or ‘minor damage’ readings,” I continued a little more grimly. “And I’m not sure what that means in this case. A tiny crack on a telescope lens might only be ‘minor’ damage but it’s going to have an impact all out of proportion to that. So that means I still have to check the problem areas physically.” The spells would probably have returned a much more worrying result if that was really the case, spells to detect something like ‘damage’ usually picked up on the function of the target and that would have been a big red flag. But probably wasn’t good enough for something like this.

>A sensible precaution.<

“I’d probably have needed to do at least a quick check even if the spells didn’t show anything,” I admitted. “There was always the chance I’d mis-cast them or missed an obvious check of some sort.” All those tales of mages and prophecies being outsmarted by a single detail… they were exaggerated but they still happened. All my spells to detect damage and problems would have failed to register the telescope being a complete fake, a hollowed-out tube with clear pieces of glass stuck in both ends. Something that a five-year-old could probably figure out after a quick inspection.

Spells are useful tools, but they’re no match for using the tools granted to us by nature and the gods: our hands and brains. With that settled I turned on the camera and got to work.

It was painful trying check the telescope, putting each area under the metaphorical microscope and checking for damage. (And, in one case, a not-so-metaphorical microscope. I’d wanted a really close look at one of the lenses when I thought I saw some damage.) It took forever, and I had to move as carefully as possible, making sure I wasn’t the one damaging any sensitive equipment along the way.

It was made much more difficult by the fact the whole telescope had been shamefully neglected. A tool that useful and expensive should have received proper maintenance and cleaning but the dust, grease, and grime buildups in some locations made me want to clean the whole lab out of sympathetic guilt. Every time I’d only given some microscope or test tube token cleaning, the times I’d been in a hurry or tired and done enough for the job but no more than that, now they burned in my conscience like coals. Frankly I wanted to run around apologizing to every piece of equipment in the lab about how humans took it for granted and didn’t appreciate what they had. I try not to be too sentimental about my lab equipment, that’s weird even by my standards, but this just got to me!

But, underneath all that neglect, the foundation was surprisingly sound. It took me forever to verify that, to clean, polish, and dust enough to be certain, but it was true. Every step of the way I expected to be wrong, that the grime concealed a critical crack or the lenses were scratched up underneath that dust I was gently polishing away. And every time I was wrong, the telescope was actually in good working order. It wasn’t easy clearing away that much neglect, I suspect the Astronomy Club would have run screaming from the room in order to hunt down and kill the man who’d let such good lenses get that dirty, but it was doable.

Finally, an hour or two after I should have had dinner, I sat back and looked at the finished product. Outside the range of the camera I quietly cast a few more divination spells and was gratified when they reported no problems or issues.

I’m almost disappointed, I admitted to myself with a crooked smile. I mean, I’m not. But after all that work and all that effort, all that legitimate neglect and stupidity from the original owner… it’s actually still fine. It needed a major clean and a minor tune-up but that was all.

I shook my head, amused and annoyed by my own attitude. We’d all have been disappointed to submit a complaint, and it would have been a pain in the ass all around, but at least we’d have accomplished something. Finding out that it was fine underneath all the dirt, that we’d just been worrywarts, it just felt… anticlimactic.

I looked at it again. Aoth I’m tempted to take it. Use this as an excuse to try it out, claim it was all part of the testing process. And if we didn’t live in the middle of the city I’d probably give in. That would be an amazing and exciting conclusion to this!

Unfortunately, the incredible light pollution thrown up by Tokyo made astronomy in the city the next best thing to impossible. Hence the need for an Astronomy Club to organize trips outside the city in the first place. I guess it’s not just mana that’s disrupted by modern society. Huh. I wonder if mana’s technically a particle similar to light?

I was still strongly tempted to grab my flying talisman, abscond with the telescope, make a quick trip to somewhere far outside the city, and take in the stars! I’d only just had a good look at Earth’s night sky a few months ago, the thought of examining it properly through this amazing piece of equipment was painfully tempting.

>Thinking of joining the Astronomy Club?< Sensei-san noted, even they couldn’t help but note me longingly staring at the telescope.

“No, not seriously,” I chuckled slightly. “Although I’m not going to lie, I’m kind of tempted to try strong arming them a little. Getting them to pay me back by taking me along whenever they go out on their next trip to use this beauty.”

Sensei-san was silent, but I could feel the mixed emotions and confusion swirling around them. >I don’t understand.< They said finally. >But I don’t know why I don’t understand. Why shouldn’t you?<

I blinked and looked at Sensei-san (well, in the general direction of their focus) in surprise. A “because it would be wrong” died before it made it to my lips. Sensei-san was still a young kami, hence why he didn’t understand. Oversimplified platitudes that depended on the human experience wouldn’t cut it, and might do more harm than good. There was a reason Sensei-san was confused, and a reason they were asking.

“It’s hard to explain,” I temporized, stalling for time. “Really, I guess it’s a mix of reasons. First and foremost, it’s greedy and stupid.”

>In what way?<

I paused for a few moments and picked my next words very carefully, making sure not to get too caught up on assumptions. “Well, just to start,” I said slowly, “they don’t actually owe me anything. I’m already well paid with the school granting me this lab access, and things like this were part of the deal. I don’t think anyone actually figured something like this would happen but then… but it was more or less what we agreed to.”

I thought about that for a few more seconds and then nodded in satisfaction. I doubted Himeko had ever expected this sort of situation, and I know I hadn’t back when she’d first dragged me into this position, but it wasn’t that big a stretch. And even if it wasn’t, I was still getting a heck of a good deal! Yeah, ‘you have unlimited lab access, but four or five days of the month you have to use it on our behalf’ is a pretty generous offer. I reminded myself wryly. I shouldn’t go getting greedy or self-righteous just because something like this crosses my desk, well, lab bench, once in a while. ‘I cleaned and checked your telescope, now I should get first dibs on it’ is a pretty stupid thing to say.

“This might be stretching things in some surprising ways,” I summed up, “but it’s still well within the agreement.”

“Then there’s the stupid part,” I admitted, trying to cover up my embarrassment with humor as I spelled out all the ways my actions would have been stupid. “I’d just be annoying the Astronomy Club, inserting myself into their activities just to hog their new toy. Plus, the resentment they’d feel over my greed, they have to realize they don’t owe me anything either, might be a problem in the long run. And then there’s the simple fact I probably wouldn’t enjoy the experience! Even if they were all saints and were happy to let me force my way in like that I’m not great with strangers or crowds! Being crammed together with a bunch of people I hardly know for hours at a time…” I shook my head even as I smiled at my own silliness. “No, I don’t see it being worth it for that alone. I suspect I’d be too awkward to enjoy anything.”

Sensei-san was silent for a while. >I think I might see,< they said finally.

“Still working on going from an intellectual understanding of human interactions to an intuitive understanding?” I asked cautiously.

>Yes.< Sensei-san admitted. >I seem to be fine when everything is formalized, average. The imprint all the former students have left in this building helps. But there are still gaps and stumbling blocks I run into.<

“I’m kind of surprised this was one of them,” I admitted in return. I then shrugged. “But that might just be a humancentric attitude again. Or just the fact I’m used to how weird I am, but other people might not be.”

>I don’t think that’s it,< Sensei-san reported. Even though they weren’t manifested I got a distinct impression of them cocking their head. >It is more… I’m not sure. It is like most people would… they would have made the same choices as you but they would have felt the same contradictory desires too. I’m not sure I understand.<

“Huh,” I paused for a moment to think about that. How does a nonhuman take in something like that? I considered. The greedy part of human nature being constantly put in check by societal rules, a sense of cooperation, and politeness? How would it look to someone with a completely different frame of reference?  It must have been like watching creatures constantly take the blueberry, even though they all wanted the strawberry, because ‘we’re not supposed to.’

“I’m not sure what to tell you,” I said after a bit of thought, “I’m pretty sure it will make sense in time, you do pretty well with this stuff overall so finding out this was a problem was a surprise. You’re still an infant when it comes to interactions, and a kid would find this a bit puzzling too. They’d probably take four or five years to figure this out but I’d guess this will come to you much more naturally to you after only a year or two more of experience.”

I tensed up a moment after I said that, worried Sensei-san would take it amiss. It was confusing and disconcerting trying to figure out the kami’s psychology. In many ways they were already old, wise, and experienced. Which made the points where we stumbled across their inexperienced childishness seem even stranger. It really is fascinating, but I could do without the sudden spikes in blood pressure. In a perfect world I’d have been doing this a decade or so later, armed with a ton of mana and several friendly spirit allies I could rely on to consult with and keep Sensei-san in check if a situation arose. Instead, I had to play it by ear and hope that I wasn’t about to accidentally send Sensei-san off the deep end when I did things like accidentally compare him to a baby. The only good thing about the whole situation was my body remained young enough not to develop heart troubles from all the stress that times like this put upon it!

Fortunately, this time Sensei-san was just inclined to take this whole incident philosophically. >That is reassuring to hear,< they admitted calmly. >I feel like I should know this, but somehow I’m failing to connect the dots. It annoys me.<

“Sensei-san,” I spoke up quickly, more to distract them than anything else. “I was wondering something.”

>What?<

My eyes frantically cast around for a sensible distraction and then focused on the telescope. “Would it be possible for you to protect the telescope? I’m not quite sure how to put this… could you put some sort of blessing upon it? Something to keep it safe?”

I felt Sensei-san’s attention refocus on said telescope. >I’ve never tried anything like that before,< they answered thoughtfully. >I’m not sure. I don’t think so…<

“Well, don’t force yourself,” I continued quickly. “I’m mostly just asking since it’s a new and expensive piece of school equipment.” Now that I thought about it, it was a really interesting question. And quite possibly a practical one, depending on Sensei-san’s limits and abilities.

“It’s an intriguing prospect,” I continued. “But I might be barking up the wrong tree here. And even if I’m not, it’s the telescope might be the entirely wrong thing to focus on.”

>Hmm…< Sensei-san continued, obviously regarding the telescope thoughtfully.

Okay, is that a good thing or a bad thing? I wondered, suddenly unsure if I’d succeeded in distracting Sensei-san and getting them to think in new ways… or if I’d just lit a fuse that was going to blow up spectacularly at a later date.
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“Ojou-sama wishes to see you Matsuda-sama.”

I paused.  I didn’t know which was more shocking, that Himeko was already pushing it like that or the way the unfamiliar butler had hesitated just slightly there, obviously unsure if he should have called me Master Matsuda or not.

I eventually decided on Himeko.  “Is she alright?” I asked a touch more urgently than I should have.  “She only just got back, her body can’t have adapted yet.  It must feel like the middle of the night for her right now.”

I knew Himeko was back of course, she’d arrived late the previous night.  I was in the middle of collecting mana from the Meiko estate, feeling much more comfortable now that Himeko and her parents were back in residence.  I’d just been passing near to the mansion proper, on my way to the next collector, when the butler had suddenly waylaid me.  And while I wouldn’t have minded seeing Himeko again now that her vacation was done, I hadn’t actually planned on it for the day.  It was about two in the afternoon, that meant it must have felt something like five in the morning for Himeko!

“The mistress insisted Matsuda-sama,” the butler pressed.

While his tone was neutral I couldn’t help but note that was a non-answer.  Still, it’s not like I have any better options, I admitted to myself.  There were times and places I’d fight against Himeko’s desires, this clearly wasn’t one of them.  Not without actually knowing anything about the situation.  Although, if she looks as bad as I suspect she does I am not ruling out using magic on her!

With a mental shrug I surrendered to the inevitable and let the butler lead me into and through the mansion.  We eventually ended up at one of the medium sized rooms a little more internal to the mansion than usual.  Most of the time we were in drawing rooms or tea rooms with large windows to the outside, but this particular room looked more like a conference room with some really fancy furniture and not a window to be seen.  There were a few objects d’art and two couches off to the side but it was clearly dominated by the huge rectangular table surrounded by chairs.

Himeko could be seen however, dozing a little in the chair at the head of the table.  She wasn’t totally out of it, I was pretty sure a quick cough or sharp snap of my fingers would bring her to, but I wasn’t sure we should be doing that.

“Um…” I said quietly, looking towards the butler for guidance.  He, in turn, was looking at Himeko with carefully repressed horror as he found himself in this situation.

“Yeah, she’s in and out of it,” Eiko noted softly from the side of the door.  She had a mix of affection, amusement, and concern written all over her face as she leaned against the wall.  “She keeps popping back in for a few minutes, then the shock wears off and she starts falling asleep again.”

“Do you think I should…” I asked awkwardly, motioning towards the door to suggest I should go.

“No,” Eiko sighed, “Himeko’s got a list of things she intends to do and she’s going to get through it if it kills her.  Our best hope is to get the important ones out of the way and then hustle her back off to bed before she collapses.”

“Really?” I asked skeptically, glancing back at Himeko.  Who still hadn’t registered our presence.

Eiko sighed.  “She wants to make it all the way to an early bedtime, reset her body clock all at once through brute force,” Eiko’s caustic tone made it clear what she thought about that idea.  “I’m not going to give her anything to fight against.  I’ve said what I need to say and now I’m going to let her run herself into the ground, she’d only go even further if she thought she had to struggle against an ‘I told you so’.”

Pot, kettle, black?  I couldn’t help but note in my head.  Both of the girls would have done that under normal circumstances.  And me too, I amended to be a little more reasonable.  Let’s be honest here, they go harder and further than most but it’s pretty much human nature to be stubborn like that.

After a few moments Eiko grudgingly added.  “She’s not normally this dumb.  But she’s kind of fired up about finishing the trip and she was already getting a bit out of it when she made the decision.  That’s why I don’t want to drive her further into a corner.”

Okay, now that makes a little more sense! I thought, enlightened.  Himeko was stubborn but usually more sensible than this.  Driving herself to this point seemed out of character, I’d have expected her to take a power nap or have a half a dozen cans of energy drink in front of her before I saw her like this.  On that note… I thought, already formulating a plan.

“Thank you for your service butler-san,” I said politely to my guide.  “I think maybe we’d better take it from here.”

The man looked eager to get out of there but still glanced toward Eiko first.  “Yeah, you should get going Daizen-san.  We’ll take care of it.”

The butler nodded gratefully and took off.  The sound of the door shutting behind him, soft as it was, startled Himeko awake (our quiet conversation had probably stirred her already).

“Huh, whaza!” Himeko sat bolt upright and instantly began composing herself.  It was kind of amazing to see her go from sleep to society in under two seconds.  “Mamoru, I’m glad you’re here,” she said with only a hint of sleep blurring her words.

I still sighed and leaned in close.  “Give me a second Himeko, I’d better take care of this.”

“Take care of- “ she started to ask but stopped when she saw the small circle of sigils forming in front of my palm.

“So that’s why you wanted Daizen out of the room,” Eiko noted from the wall, sounding vaguely surprised.  “I wondered, you usually hate being the first guy to speak up like that.”

I nodded and finished the spell.

Himeko blinked a few more times and then somehow seemed to sit up imperceptibly straighter.  “Oh, that is much better!” she said softly but with feeling.  She then looked at me.  “What exactly is it?”

“The spell’s called ‘awake’,” I admitted uncomfortably.  “Officially it’s supposed to be for keeping patients conscious when needed or making sure those on watch don’t fall asleep.  In reality it probably gets used more often by student wizards to either study too much or party too much.”  Which occasionally led to problems, student wizards who were in that sort of state to begin with were better off not casting spells upon themselves!  Hypercaffeinated drinks were probably safer, and that was saying something!

“I don’t want to use it for too long,” I cautioned her, “I still haven’t done a thorough examination of how it works.  I think this one is mostly mental, clearing and focusing the target’s mind then holding it in that position like some sort of mental anesthetic that blocks out the fatigue.  But if it turns out the spell’s really creating sugar, or caffeine, or just using adrenalin, it’s obviously not something to overdo.”

(I was pretty sure the spell didn’t work like that.  The sigils I knew were all more psychic and related to the mind rather than the physical.  But there was an obscure section there I wasn’t so certain about, I could easily believe it did something physical in addition to the mental effects, and I didn’t want to take any chances with Himeko’s health.)

“Then we should get right down to it,” Himeko said firmly.  “First things first, did you have any troubles with grandfather while I was gone?”

I hesitated.

Unfortunately, now that she was awake Himeko was more than sharp enough to catch it.  “Mamoru?” she asked brusquely, a hint of worry belying her tone.

“That’s… kind of hard to answer honestly…” I temporized.

“Nothing directly,” Eiko summarized for me.  “But that’s just because we managed to keep them apart.  It took a lot of dancing around a few times, Master Tai had to accompany us once and on two other occasions it looks like your grandad got a bug up his butt about Mamoru and tried to catch up with him.  We kept an eye open and warned Mamoru both times, he never got close and nothing ever came of it.”

So that explains it, I thought.  Twice during Himeko’s trip the staff had sought me out and given me not so subtle hints that I should be hurrying up and quietly leaving before I’d gotten through all the collectors.  I’d suspected the senior Meiko was the cause, but I’d been too grateful to both the Meiko family and the staff to embarrass them by enquiring further.  Besides, he might just have naturally cut off his trips out and suddenly returned to the estate.  Both times.  With no warning.  It had made it hard for me to answer Himeko’s question with a straight face.

“Ah,” Himeko said.  She thought furiously for a moment.  “Did he step over any lines?”

“No,” Eiko admitted reluctantly.  “He probably would have if he’d caught up with Mamoru, but as he was your grandad was just being cantankerous and high-handed.”

“We’ll leave it at that then,” Himeko looked like she wanted to sigh but just barely managed to stop herself.  “I’m sorry Mamoru.”

“Not your fault,” I hurried to say, “and it’s not your responsibility either.  Your grandfather is his own person.”

“But we did promise you the use of the estate,” Himeko said regretfully, “you’re supposed to have easy access to it for your sensors.  While we both know that’s not really what you’re doing, grandfather’s still interfering with our promise.  I’m sorry Mamoru, I hope we haven’t caused you any difficulties with the lost mana.”

“Himeko,” for once I stood strong, crossed my arms, and replied in a firmer tone than usual, “That was the whole reason for letting me have the run of Kyoto estate.  Yeah, I’ve suffered a short term drop but my long term income is stronger than ever.  After adding three collectors to Kyoto and one to my cousins in Osaka I’m getting about 20% more mana then I was when you left.”

“Are you making that number up?” Eiko asked suspiciously.

I kept my gaze on Himeko (not the least to avoid admitting that was an awfully rough ballpark figure made out of a half dozen estimates) and for once her gaze dipped before mine did.  “Well, fine.  But that doesn’t mean we haven’t cost you in the short run.”

“Not by as much as you think,” I said my own tone softening a little.  “I made sure I put two of the new model collectors on the Tokyo estate before I left, then networked all of the ones around here together.  It’s not as good as what I did for out of the city, I only had the time to put together the roughest network possible, but it’s better than nothing.  I figured it was worth doing while I was already working on so much related stuff and had already asked the Little People for help.  That way I wasn’t going to waste as much mana while I was out of Tokyo.  Being able to use it when your grandfather was acting up was just a bonus.”

“What are you saying Mamoru?” Himeko asked, eyeing me thoughtfully.  I was pretty sure she’d figured it out, but looking back at my last statement I’d accidentally been a little unclear and mysterious.

“I can get about half the estate’s mana without wandering around the grounds anymore,” I admitted a little more clearly.  “There’s a pretty significant loss in transmitting it that way, it’s still too jury rigged and there’s only two collectors that actually transmit to the central reservoir.  Given how much mana that is in absolute terms I still prefer to come here and collect it manually, but that does give me a few more options at times like this.  I no longer have to worry quite so much about coming every day.”

Himeko started thinking furiously but Eiko just noted.  “Huh.  Still doesn’t excuse you working yourself half to death before you left.”

I declined to answer that.  I kind of thought it did… but after my recent experiences I wasn’t sure I wanted to get into an argument about that.  Mostly because I wasn’t positive I could win.

“You shouldn’t admit that,” Himeko told me after a few moments, “it will raise more questions and concerns.  And we don’t want to give people excuses for letting grandfather behave like this.  But you’re right, having that flexibility will be more useful.  Especially if we keep it quiet.”  Her gaze shot to Eiko.  “Unlike Master Tai.”

Eiko half-sighed half-groaned.  “You mean it’s working?”

“What’s working?”

“Master Tai’s trying to distract from Mamoru by showing off a little.  He figures that’ll get everyone talking about him instead of this weirdo.”  She finished off by gesturing towards me.

“He’s right,” Himeko answered frankly.  “My father’s already been quietly approached by yours and at least two other senior employees making gentle enquiries.  They’re being very polite about it, trying not to raise any fuss, but the fact they’re doing it at all suggests Master Tai is very much on their minds.  Especially since they obviously didn’t want to bother my father like this so soon after his return.”

That made even me think about it for a moment.  Right, Mr. Meiko has to be almost as worn out as Himeko is.  If the estate staff are approaching him about Master Tai already they’re very concerned by what they’re seeing!  I’d have expected them to quietly start pushing Himeko’s father off to bed, like what we wanted to do with Himeko.  If they were raising this issue already Master Tai had been plotting things out even more cleverly than I’d realized.

“Why wouldn’t they just ask me?” Eiko protested.

Before I could stop myself, I joined Himeko in giving Eiko a look.

“Right, that was stupid,” Eiko muttered, waving it away.

Although, to be fair, I admitted to myself.  That might have been a part of Master Tai’s plan.  Having a disciple of his around would only make the staff less likely to ask questions of her, maybe even increasing their worry.  I suspected I was overthinking things, reading too much into the situation and giving Master Tai more credit than he deserved.  But I’d underestimated the man too much in the past, especially his cunning.  He looked like a wild thug, a throwback living in the past, and while I was getting better at remembering that wasn’t the case I still had a tendency to need to remember that rather than having it come to mind the second I saw him. I was trying not to be that careless this time.

“Master Tai’s plan will work…” Himeko looked up at the ceiling, obviously running through scenarios in her head.  “But I’m not sure we can predict the future fallout from it.  That… no, it’s much too early to tell.  It’s easy for us to dismiss it since we know his intent and Mamoru’s secret.  If you don’t know either of those it’s hard to estimate how someone’s going to think.”

I was still considering that, trying to work through some of the possibilities, when Himeko brushed past it.  “Moving on,” she said brusquely, “souvenirs.”

Wait, what?  I thought, shaking my head as if to clear it.  Surely I’d heard that wrong.

“Hime!” Eiko protested, half angry and half laughing.  “Is now really the time?”

“I don’t want to forget this Eiko,” Himeko answered, her deadly serious and grim demeanor not really matching the subject matter.  “Mamoru’s put up with too much from us already, I want to make sure he remembers there are upsides to dealing with us as well.”

“Like putting me up at a mansion wasn’t enough?” I muttered under my breath.

Himeko reached under the table and brought out a medium sized box.  It was a very fancy looking box, made of wood and obviously handcrafted with care, but I suspected that wasn’t the gift.  “Here you go Mamoru,” she said, getting up from the table and handing it to me solemnly, “this is yours.”

The writing on it was in French, between that and the fancier script I didn’t immediately understand it, and I didn’t want to make Himeko stand around while I tried to decode it (I knew a smattering of French but not enough to hold any real conversation).  I wasn’t sure what to make of it when I carefully unlatched the box and discovered a bottle of wine inside.

“Really, Himeko?  Really?” Eiko asked, peering around my side.  “You know he can’t drink that yet, right?”

I was more worried about the cost!  Even if I couldn’t read the label the presentation and box screamed that this was a wine that collectors would be happy to get!  One more possibility to worry about the next time I discover someone following me, I thought randomly.

“I figured as much,” Himeko said graciously, “but it should be a few more years before it fully matures- “

Suspicion confirmed!  My inner voice screamed.

“- so it’s intended as a gift for the future.  One day, hopefully not too many years from now, Mamoru can open that up when his plans succeed.  A day like that, when he can finally declare himself a Doctor of Magic to the world, deserves a wine like that to mark the occasion.  And when that happens, I hope he’ll be able to share it with his friends.”

My heart unexpectedly skipped a beat and my knees trembled for a few seconds.  That… that’s a more thoughtful gift than I expected, I thought, fighting a touch of moisture in the corners of my eyes.  I’d been dreading something over the top and extravagant (and I was pretty sure this was, I didn’t want to know how many zeros were in this wine’s price tag).  But this was also shockingly sentimental and deep, something I hadn’t seen coming, and it touched me in a way I’d never even thought about.  Suddenly I had a little more appreciation for the gifting mechanic in dating games.  Yeah, it was usually done in a brain-dead way that was way too formulaic.  But now I truly see why it had started, and how it could actually work.

“Ah.  Thank you, Himeko,” I replied a little thickly, hoping I wasn’t coming off as wooden.  Completely at a loss at what to do next I went with, “I actually brought you back an important souvenir from Kyoto.”

“Oh?” Himeko asked, her eyes brightening a little in surprise.

“It’s matcha,” Eiko warned her wryly.

“That too,” I admitted while I laid the box of wine down on the table.  I’d brought both my friends back some matcha treats.  “But I did bring back Himeko something a little bit more, something a little more extra and appropriate for letting me use your family’s mansion.”

I pulled a small box out of my pocket and carefully gave it to Himeko.  I hadn’t expected to give it to her today, but taking proper care of it was a necessary precaution.

Himeko opened it up and looked back at me in surprise.  “A magatama bead?” she asked cautiously, holding up the oddly brown bead in surprise.

“Not just any magatama-“ I began.

>Ojou-kun,< a voice echoed in all of our heads, causing all three of us to jump.  We were almost as startled a second later as a shortish man in traditional clothing materialized in front of Himeko, bowing to her respectfully while on his knees.  The position showed off his shaved head and traditional topknot.

After a good ten seconds he slowly rose.  >The spirit of this home has not yet awoken,< he noted, looking around disdainfully.  >Disgraceful!<

“Mamoru?” Himeko asked, her voice a little light despite all her efforts to control it.

“Ah, remember how you wanted to see if you could awaken the kami of the mansion as a possible counterbalance to Sensei-san?” I asked cautiously.  Before she could respond I continued with.  “Well, while that was impossible it turned out your Kyoto home was much more developed.  And also willing to lend you a hand.”

The spirit in question almost clicked their heels together and bowed to Himeko again.  >Indeed Meiko-sama,< he briefly bowed again before straightening, this time adding a kanmuri, those traditional pieces of headgear you usually only saw in dramas, to his look (could you get any more offensively traditional? I asked myself incredulously).  >Your ally speaks truly.  And I can see the wisdom of both his and your approach now I can study this house, it is shameful to see the noble Meikos having to do with a kami-less home!  I will strive my utmost to make up the lack.<

 “Meet Kameiko,” I shrugged helplessly, not sure what else to do.  “He’s… the kami of your Kyoto home.”  Yes, I was repeating myself.  But what else was I supposed to say?

After a few thoughtful moments Himeko bowed politely back to the kami.  “Greetings Kameiko-san, I am honored to meet such a long-time associate of our family.  Might I ask what your plans and intentions are?  Mamoru suggested you were willing to lend a hand, I would like to get some more details there, if I may?”

>I am here to advise and assist you honored Meiko!< Kameiko declared in a manner that was simultaneously tear jerking and teeth grinding.  The forceful sincerity there… you had to both love it and hate it at the same time.  >I do not wish to overstep my bounds, but your ally suggested you were dealing with a troublesome kami that does not know their place.  It is both my duty and privilege to step in to deal with such a problem, as well as whatever other appropriate troubles the Meikos might be facing.<

“Appropriate troubles?” Himeko asked, her tone was perfectly polite but very carefully.

>Do not worry Meiko-sama, unlike other kami’s I am perfectly aware of my place, I shall not overstep my bounds.<

“Said the kami of the Kyoto estate that’s manifesting in Tokyo,” Eiko noted with a touch of sarcasm from the sidelines.

Kameiko started to shoot her a quelling glance but his eyes quickly widened.  >You!< he exclaimed in surprise before slipping through the intervening distance in a way that left the rest of us blinking in confusion.  It was less walking or teleporting than flowing in a way the human form wasn’t supposed to.  In a moment he was standing in front of Eiko and looking her over with shining eyes.  >A Kobayashi!  It is good to see the old servants maintaining their loyalty.<

“Uh, thanks?” Eiko said awkwardly, shooting me a slightly panicked look.  If Kameiko had been a bit more modern I’d have assumed he was about to grab her hand and start pumping it.

Her comment, combined with her discomfort, did prompt me to ask a question.  “My apologies for interrupting Kameiko-san,” I said quickly but politely, “but are you alright?  Eiko is correct, we are a long way from your place of power.  And you are manifesting unaided, how are you holding up?”

>This?  This is nothing!< Kameiko declared, proudly thumping his chest.

I don’t think any of us missed how his image wavered slightly in doing so.

“That is enough Kameiko-san,” Himeko declared firmly, standing up and approaching him.  “You have proven your capability, do not go hurting yourself out of pride!  Return to a less draining form at once, and if you need Mamoru’s assistance in maintaining this conversation then let us know!”

For a brief second Kameiko looked relieved.  Then his image disappeared, seeming to get sucked into the magatama I’d given Himeko.

>My apologies Meiko-sama,< he continued in a somehow softer voice.  >I simply wished to let you know I was still strong and capable.  I am not as weak or picky as the kami’s you might know, but a strong and loyal ally of the Meikos.<

Himeko shot me a look, I simply shrugged back at her.  I was still getting a bead on Kameiko’s attitude and behaviour.  He seemed oddly eager to serve her, and the Meikos in general, but I wasn’t completely sure why.  I had a sneaking suspicion it was loneliness and boredom, along with a desire to feel useful, but I wasn’t willing to bet my life on that yet.  Combine that with the different way of looking at the world kami had, along with differing definitions of ‘useful’, and I was slightly worried too.  Not too worried, in a worst-case scenario I was pretty sure that Sensei-san would actually prove an effective check on Kameiko instead of vice versa, but I was a little concerned.

“I appreciate that Kameiko-san,” Himeko continued after a moment, “and I do not wish to underestimate you.  But Mamoru and Sensei-san have both been educating me on how difficult it is for a kami to do what you just did.  I appreciate your loyalty and strength, but weakening yourself to prove it to me is foolishness.  That would just leave you too drained to actually do something if a situation did arise.”

Kameiko seemed to shrug, clearly unbothered by the mild scolding.  >You would normally be right Meiko-sama, and I appreciate your wisdom and insight.  But you underestimate me.  I am not a wisp of a kami, I am the Meiko family’s ancestral home personified!  When following the Meikos I am within my power, even if it is not my traditional home.<

“Fascinating,” I breathed softly.

Himeko shot me a sharp-eyed glance.  “Is he telling the truth?  He’s not just lying to try and cover up that he’s hurting himself?”

“Well…” my usual caveats died on my lips as I looked in Himeko’s eyes.  She was worried about Kameiko, and a little bit pissed at me for potentially exposing him to danger like that.

“He’s exaggerating,” I said more solemnly, dropping all my usual disclaimers to give her the best answer I could.  “He is weaker this far away from Kyoto, but not by as much as I’d expected.  You know how Sensei-san is a little bit connected to the students even outside of school?  Well, that connection is a spider’s thread compared to the chain that is Kameiko’s.  Sensei-san is a young kami with a constantly rotating number of students that he has roughly three years to connect to.  Kameiko has been bonding with an individual bloodline for centuries.  Your bloodline.”

Himeko looked a bit relieved at that and I let out a mental sigh of relief before continuing.  “Now combine that with the magatama there and things start to make a little more sense.  He literally formed it out of the wood, brick and stone of the Kyoto house, making it even more of a part of him than Sensei-san’s magatama, and I think he constructed it with an eye towards projecting himself over a distance like this.  I’m not completely sure what the difference is, but I think Sensei-san’s is more generally useful while Kameiko’s is about manifesting himself at a distance.”

>Yes.<  Kameiko inserted confidently.  >It also helps you are in a Meiko stronghold.  I would be much more drained if I were trying to manifest outside of one.  My incompetent junior might not be properly developed or awake yet, but he instinctively supports me with the echo of his existence even now.  In a century or so he might yet make a worthy Meiko kami.<

That was new to me!  I hurriedly pulled out my cellphone and started jotting notes.  Is the Meiko kami, Tokyo Meiko kami, more developed than I realized?  And how’s Kameiko’s presence going to affect that?  Will it encourage and speed up their development?  Or is it going to drain and delay them?  And how about that male pronoun?  Is it a mistake?  Something Kameiko knows that us humans don’t have a clue about?  Just a thoughtless assumption?  Or is the new kami going to imprint on him and assume a more masculine identity too?

“So outside of the house you’ll be a little more like Sensei-san?” Himeko asked cautiously.

>I do not know them well enough to estimate, but probably so.  I will still be able to manifest when needed but I fear you will be right to worry about how much help I can provide.  Something like this should remain no problem, but after that things will start to get challenging and I will need to test my limits.<

Should I assist him with that?  Help him manifest?  I wondered briefly.  I rapidly dismissed that thought.  No.  there’s no easy way to do it.  And if I did, Sensei-san would want the same sort of thing too.  I was already a little bit leery of doing it for Kameiko, doing if for Sensei-san at the same time would be opening up a whole world of trouble.

“Well,” Himeko bit the inside of her cheek and thought for a few moments before nodding decisively.  “If you are as experienced as you say then you’ll be a welcome addition Kameiko-san, I would be honored to have the company of a powerful but restrained kami such as yourself.”  After a moment she reached behind her neck and began to remove the necklace with the other three magatama beads attached to it.

“Not sure that one matches,” Eiko couldn’t help but dig as Himeko gently threaded Kameiko’s bead in with the others.

“It’s imperfect, but what can you do?” Himeko said airily.  “I refuse to insult Kameiko by delaying their addition to the string where they belong.  Besides, no one’s likely to see it again until school starts.  I have time to redo things, maybe replace the tracker bead with one that’s matches the theme a little more.  Something a little browner, maybe?  Use that on the outside while keeping Sensei-san’s bead and the jade one in the center?”

Going from ‘here’s a new kami’ to ‘color coordination’ in less than a minute, I smirked slightly to myself.  Himeko never fails to impress.

“Now, next order of business.”

But not always in a good way.

“Since I’m awake, I’d better go talk to the security people about Arashi Analytics.  You should come too Mamoru, that way you can hear any updates directly.”

“Hime!” Eiko protested.  “That’ll wait!  It’s not like they have anything important to add.”

“Face to face checking is important Eiko,” Himeko noted with calm relentlessness.  “There’s probably stuff they didn’t want to record or risk sending to us overseas.  And while I’m there I’ll get a report on how Sato Gota’s doing, I want to know how that’s turned out now that we’ve been away from the country for a few weeks.”

Okay, enough of this.  Time for plan B.  “Give it up Eiko,” I said, clearly forcing the words as I stepped walked around the room.  “I think she’s being stupid but it’s even stupider to…”  I deliberately trailed off and stopped by a small couch to the side of the room.  “What’s this?”

“What’s what?” Eiko asked while Himeko looked at me oddly.

“This,” I said, kneeling down next to the couch and studying the inner corner of the arm and the back intently.

Himeko frowned and got up from the table to join me, tottering just a touch as she rose.  “What?” she asked as she started to lean down over my shoulder.

“This,” I repeated firmly.  “I can’t tell if it’s a weird design, or damage, or if someone’s trying to hide something in here.”

Himeko frowned a little bit more and leaned in closer.  When she couldn’t see anything she climbed half on the couch and I got out of the way to give her a better look.  I then quietly stepped back and let nature take its course as she put her head squarely in the corner… and then it slowly dropped.

I crept as quietly as I could back towards the door, which Eiko held for me and shut behind us with a shockingly soft touch as we exited the room.  Himeko’s breathing was rhythmic as she curled up a little on the couch.

“How’d you do that?” Eiko asked in a whisper as we retreated.

“Slowly turned the ‘awake’ spell off,” I said with a sigh of relief.  “Trying to make her sleep would be hard… and borderline assault.”  The ethics of that were iffy at best, good intentions or not!  “And removing the spell all at once would probably have backfired as she fought against the sudden change and forced herself to stay awake.  But gradually turning it down?  So slowly she didn’t realize she was getting that sleepy again?  That was doable.”

“Sneaky,” Eiko said approvingly.  She immediately moderated that with.  “Although you know she never would have fallen for it if she wasn’t already half asleep.  ‘What’s this?’  The only reason I didn’t burst out laughing was I was too surprised.”

“Yeah.  Fair,” I admitted.  My acting skills were still below par.

“I’ll let the staff know, we’ll keep quiet and let her sleep it off.  She can work on readapting to Tokyo time tomorrow, like a normal person.  In the meantime, you’ve got a problem.”

“Me?”

“Uh-huh,” Eiko looked at me smugly.  “What are you going to do when she wakes up?”
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Thankfully, after the hectic events and stress of the last few weeks I finally managed to get a little breather.  Get some time to myself and proceed in a more leisurely and sensible manner.

Sure, it wasn’t all sunshine and roses.  Himeko was miffed with me for putting her to sleep like that (never mind how much she’d needed it).  This wasn’t a full on ‘I’m not talking to you’ tiff or a ‘I want to murder you, but I’ll settle for never seeing you again’ tantrum, but we were both happy to give it a few days for her to cool off and put some distance between the event before we talked face to face again.

Not helping matters much was her need to familiarize herself with Kameiko and get him sorted out.  Kameiko wasn’t being deliberately difficult, but he was clearly torn between his desire to help out and his need to follow the rules and not get too involved with humans.  The fact that Himeko was the senior daughter of the family was apparently complicating things a bit.  He’d have preferred to work primarily with the head of the family and go down the line of male descent.  Kameiko wasn’t an idiot or hopelessly mired in the past, he wouldn’t have gotten this far if he had been, but he did have a couple of slightly sexist habits lurking under that veneer.  Not enough that he’d refuse Himeko anything, or try to force the elder Meikos to become aware of his existence, but enough that it was taking a few days of orientation to get everyone on the same page.  Overall Himeko was satisfied with that, but it was still one more factor that was keeping her annoyed at me.

Probably for the best I wasn’t there when Kameiko and Sensei-san first formally interacted, I admitted to myself.  It would have been interesting, and very informative, but I doubted my presence would have helped matters much.  They were both more inclined to be respectful and polite around Himeko.  Me?  Not so much.  Combine that with the ammunition and opportunity I would have provided to both of them and I had to admit Himeko had called that one right.

As it was, that particular relationship was still shaking down.  Himeko couldn’t ignore the school, even during summer break she had duties to take care of, so she was still working out the situation between her and the two kami.  And that was one more reason for me not to be spending so much time at school.

Not that this is too much better, I reflected good naturedly.  Less metaphorical and emotional heat, but more physical.  Despite that thought I happily pulled off the sidewalk for a moment, took another reading, and jotted down the results.

I was finally getting down to a longer-term project I’d been putting off for ages: researching and mapping Tokyo’s ley-lines.  Well, proto ley-lines if I was honest.  With all the disruptions the city inflicted on mana flow it was more like marking the empty valleys and canyons where water might flow if there was any.  My map should have looked fairly straightforward, marking down the lines and paths the mana was flowing down.  Instead, it looked like a topographic map of a young mountain range, marking the increasingly higher levels of resistance at certain points in the city.  Once you knew what you were looking at it was no wonder mages weren’t able to access much mana.  I mean, I’d known that for ages but seeing the picture that was forming felt weirdly encouraging.  It was like I’d always known the air pressure and available oxygen was low where I’d lived, but now I was finally measuring the exact amounts and discovering that I been living next to the death zone on the Himalayas!

It might sound strange to be encouraged by that, but it made me feel better about what I had managed to accomplish in all this time.  It also helped me quantify the actual level of mana on Earth a little bit better, and realizing it was higher than I’d estimated for so many years was a nice little morale boost.  That wasn’t going to help me too much for working magic within the city, it was still a mana bereft and disruptive wasteland by Avalon standards, but it was good to know my options.

Especially since some parts of the city weren’t as disrupted or empty as I’d imagined.  The Meiko estate wasn’t the only area in the city where there was a trickle of actual mana flow.  And not all of them were as ‘natural’ as I’d expected.  While most of the stronger traces I’d found so far had been in open areas and parks, Shinjuku actually had a couple of surprisingly active areas!  And while Shinjuku had contained the most surprising and ‘common’ (for relatively low values of common) hotspots I’d been finding a few more spread across Tokyo than I’d been expecting.

I’m definitely going to have to revise a few of the theories after this, I admitted wryly.  I’m still confident they’re correct in general, but there’s obviously some major exceptions and additional factors I still need to learn about.  Just like how the solid form of a substance was denser than its liquid form… but the importance of how water broke that rule.

I shook off that thought and quietly took a second reading, seeing if there were any fluctuations over the last minute.

One reason I hadn’t actually accomplished this project previously was that it needed a proper tool.  I couldn’t just eyeball this, or take estimates based on what the place ‘felt’ like, I needed some proper, empirical data.  So I’d needed to build a tool for measuring the amount of mana around and the resistance of the local area.  This had proven… odd.

The tool I had in my hand looked a little bit like a compass.  And that wasn’t surprising, the Avalon equivalent was very much like a compass, mostly used for determining the direction of the nearest and strongest ley-line.  Just that in this case the main arrow was tugged in the direction of the nearest and strongest magical field instead of a magnetic one.

My tool was a revised take on that, starting to look like a cross between a compass and a pocket watch.  Someone from Avalon would have stared in amusement and confusion at how I’d complicated the simple tool, whereas someone from Earth would have accused me of getting too fancy with a steampunk aesthetic.  The main arrow still pointed towards the strongest ley-line, but I’d increased the sensitivity by several orders of magnitude compared to the standard Avalon version-

(I should note the Avalon version was not a respected tool.  Usually when a mage needed one they did the mystic equivalent of making a compass out of a needle, a piece of cork, and a bowl of water.  Some slightly more professional versions existed but most of my arcane peers would have peed themselves laughing at seeing something so sophisticated and highly engineered.  It would have been like seeing precision crafted chopsticks made out of diamonds or a fridge magnet made with gold and superconductors.)

-and then worked out some gearing and spells to connect an additional hand that measured the strength of the pull the first hand was feeling.  Finally, a third hand worked a little bit like a reverse anemometer.  It was made to be sensitive to the resistance of the area, powered by a weak but surprisingly far-ranging spell that activated when I used the other functions.  The third hand was supposed to go around and reach a certain mark on the device, but it would fail and register a lower number in proportion to how much the area disrupted magic.

It didn’t help the device’s appearance that the edge was divided and numbered by sixteenths (for easy divisions) or that the main pointer hand was solid orichalcum.  The rest of the device was ‘only’ orichalcum inlaid.  To get the mix of sensitivity, range, and power I’d needed to map Tokyo’s magic effectively I’d been forced to go all out with the materials.  As a result, the whole tool looked…

Well, I think it looks cool, even in my thoughts I sounded a little defensive.  But I couldn’t lie, I was pretty sure someone else would find it gaudy and ridiculous.  It looked like an overdone movie prop where two or three prop makers had disagreed on how to make it, and when no one had backed down on removing their favorite features they’d decided just to do one with everything.  It’s one saving grace was that it was palm sized (for my huge hands) so it wasn’t too obvious when I needed to use it.

… and about a three and a half on the resistance.  I concluded.  I jotted down the number but had to smile at my silliness.  The number didn’t really mean anything, I hadn’t truly calibrated this thing.  It was still useful information, it would give me a good picture of how bad various parts of Tokyo were.  But I was taking it much more seriously than it deserved, even the Thoth had a much better grounding in reality, and I didn’t want to suggest that belonged near any of the proper metric units yet.

Of course, I reflected as I started walking to my next data point.  I could try to make it a unit, figure out how to standardize these things and use them more consistently.  That had some appeal, it would feel like I was making progress, but I was pretty sure I was fooling myself.  I’d be taking a shot in the dark and probably creating something that would bite me in the ass later.  There was a reason Anders Celsius had used the melting and boiling points of water, then divided the difference by a 100, to create his famous units.  It had made centigrade simple, elegant, and useful.  Me attempting to do something similar with these things would probably have been like trying to use ‘temperature of pleasant day’ and ‘temperature of burnt toast’ as my settings: utterly nonsensical and inconvenient.

Still, it might be worth looking into, I resolved with a nod.  Maybe there was something more to them.  I’d use them for now, get some good, consistent readings even if they were all relative and didn’t mean much in absolute terms.  Then I’d have a sit down and see if I could do something with them before throwing the baby out with the bathwater.

A few blocks and two more readings later and I was sitting off to the side, enjoying a cold drink (and a cooling spell, but that was less obvious).  I was pleased with my progress but I wasn’t about to go courting heat exhaustion if I could help it, I was taking plenty of rests.

It’s going to be an interesting way to spend the summer, I reflected with mixed emotions.  It was more than a little fascinating, useful, and who knew what I might discover if I was really lucky?  But it was exhausting on days like today.  And I was going to have to work hard if I wanted a reasonably complete picture of Tokyo before school started.  And then I was probably going to need to do it all again at different times of the year!  Otherwise, who knew what I might be missing if I failed to factor in effects over time or seasonal differences?

Should I bother checking during the Bon Festival or not?  I asked myself sourly.  I already knew the answer though.  Not.  Even if the festival itself doesn’t somehow throw off my readings, and I seriously doubt that, the crowds would drive me insane.  I doubted the crowds would be that much worse in various parts of the city, not if I was careful where I went, but even in the best-case scenarios they’d still be an annoying obstacle and not worth the effort.

I hate losing those days.  On the other hand, I’d be losing at least two of them already helping out Hikaru.  And if I can’t track the ley-lines then I should still observe-

Much to my surprise, my phone interrupted my thoughts.  After letting it ring for longer than I should have I eventually managed to get it out.  “Hello?”

“Cousin Mamoru?” Saori asked tightly on the other end.

Oh shit!  I felt a weird surge of sympathy for Saori along with the intense surge of fear.  Even my first responses (panic) were less than kind towards her in cases like this.  It was no wonder she had a social life almost as bad as mine had used to be.  That didn’t stop me from urgently asking.  “Saori-san?  What is it?”

“Cousin… it’s…”

I paused and took a deep breath of my own, forcing myself to wait quietly.  Saori was obviously frustrated.  But she was also feeling something strong enough to call me out of the blue.  That almost certainly meant her psychic gift was in play, and there was no sense in me making things even more stressful for her.

“You need to be somewhere,” she said finally, sounding like it was a struggle to get even that much out.

“Okay…” I said slowly.  Despite my good intentions I still had to bite my tongue a little to keep from immediately asking ‘where?’.  Saori was obviously working on it.

I heard some more frustrated noises over the phone (almost like Saori was really constipated and struggling to go to the toilet.  But I was not stupid or rude enough to tell my cousin that!), Saori was really fighting with her gift this time.  But after thirty seconds or so she suddenly blurted.  “Left!  You have to go to your left!  It’s on your left!”

I quickly looked in that direction.  There was nothing there.  After a moment of consideration I simply asked “how far?”  She had said ‘you have to go to your left’ after all, it probably wasn’t directly in front of me.

“I don’t know.”  Saori said, sounding a little less stressed now that she’d gotten it out but her voice was steadily getting more embarrassed.  “Not too far… I think?”

I nodded to myself.  “Alright.  I’ll start walking that way, you can call me back if you get any more impressions.”

“Thank you, cousin Mamoru.  I know it’s important,” she replied.  Her voice sounded small and I could almost feel her blushing through the phone.  Before I could reassure her she quickly went “bye-bye” and cut the call.

I sighed and hauled myself to my feet, chugged back the remains of my drink in one big gulp, tossed the can in the recycling, and then started walking to my left.  I also canceled the cooling spell, if Saori was phoning me up like that there was a depressingly large chance I was going to need all the mana I had.

***

The hardest part of it was the uncertainty.  I had no idea what my young cousin had glimpsed or what I was supposed to be doing.  The further I went the more stressed out I became.  I worried I was missing something, or that I’d gone too far already, or that I should be walking a pattern, trying to cover an angle of places to my left rather than simply trusting a straight line would take me to where I needed to go.  And at the same time I worried I should be walking faster, that I’d be too late to find whatever I was supposed to find or that Saori had been trying to send me away from danger!

Damn it, I complained as I simultaneously tried to keep a close eye on everything, swivelling my head back and forth as I examined the whole area with ‘mage sight’ trying to find a clue what was going on.  You’d think she could be clearer.  What’s the point of having a psychic-

No, I told myself firmly, suddenly realizing where my thoughts were heading.  Calm yourself.  You will not disparage Saori like that!  It’s amazing that she was attuned enough to me that she could pick something like this up when she’s halfway across Tokyo-

“WHO DO YOU THINK YOU ARE?!” an unfamiliar voice roared from somewhere ahead.

I suspect that’s my cue!  I thought urgently, picking up the pace.  A part of me wanted to just turn around and hurry away at an even higher velocity, and at the very least I normally would have stopped and hesitated a while.  But given Saori’s warning, and how I was already stressed out and ready for trouble, I was almost grateful to hurry forward and get it over with.

“YOU THINK YOU SCARE ME?!” that same voice emoted, at volume.

Getting serious Himeko flashbacks here, I reflected with mixed emotions, reminded about how I first got close to the heiress.  Loud, rude and transgressive toughs making trouble… the thinning crowds doing their best to ignore them and avoid said trouble…  Although, if it turns out I’m about to rescue another rich girl and get to set up mana collectors on her mansion grounds… I thought in manic amusement.

I rushed to catch a light just before it changed and hurried across the street.  It turned out I was closer to the side of a river than I’d realized, and the little confrontation I’d been hearing was taking place on the depressed floodplains off to the side.  Everyone else around me was quietly crossing the road (and, to be fair, the number of pedestrians had seriously dropped now that we were on the edge of the urban area) and three juvenile delinquent looking idiots were spreading out and trying to intimidate three…

I paused for a moment, thrown off by the weird incongruities.  The toughs looked like they were probably in high school.  One of their targets looked pretty small, the one who was kneeling on the ground and bent over in pain.  He looked like he should have been in junior high he was so short, but he was wearing a high school uniform.  The boy standing in front of him, wielding a rusty length of pipe, was wearing a junior high uniform but was bigger than the guy he was defending.

Probably because it’s Reiji, I realized with a start, abruptly recognizing my younger cousin.  While he wasn’t as big as I’d been at that age he was probably still the largest guy in his class.  That explains why Saori was sensing something, I realized belatedly, both a little relieved and disappointed she’d been more attuned to her brother than me.

“We’re going to teach you a lesson boy,” one of the toughs taunted.

“Yeah, send you running back to momma,” another claimed, spreading out more.  For all their intimidating words they seemed cautious about trying to face down Reiji.  It was probably why I’d had time to arrive, they were trying to force Reiji to keep an eye on all of them simultaneously, hoping to create an opening.

Oh, enough of that shit!  I though angrily, hopping over the fence by the sidewalk. I slid down the incline to a point about twenty or thirty meters behind them.  Then, praying I was in a position to get away with it, I quickly cast the ‘fear’ spell upon myself.

I think Reiji might have got a glimpse of what I was doing, his face seemed to lighten up even though the toughs taunting him hadn’t provoked the slightest blink.  He seemed to be the only one though, between everyone trying to ignore the confrontation, the way the main group would grab most people’s attention, and the angle I was approaching the toughs from, I probably could have gotten away with a much more obvious spell if I’d needed to.

The first the toughs realized I was there was when I yelled “HEY!” at the top of my lungs, my anger getting around my usual shyness.  The three whipped around to face me and suddenly realized there was a huge and furious guy flanking them.

“You got a problem with my little cousin?” I asked angrily.

The leader tried to step forward and counter me.  The second he made the first move my gaze shot to him and I flared the fear spell up high.

“YEAH I- “ he started to shout, but the words caught in his throat.  His eyes went wide and he choked on air.

“Leave.  Now.” I ground out, trying to force my anger down in favor of sanity.  I wanted to beat them, they had not made a favorable first impression and I wanted the excuse to take my feelings out on them.  But that would have been a stupid overreaction, and I reluctantly quashed it.  I gestured with my head off to the side and the three toughs circled around me to make a hasty and undignified retreat while I watched them with a stern gaze.

I dropped the fear spell once they’d made it back over the railing and onto the sidewalk.  Not really a challenge, I noted in relief, I don’t think my warning bracelet even twitched once.  I wasn’t going to complain about that, but it was a surprise.

“Cousin!” Reiji cried out happily from behind me, obviously concluding that things were over.  There was a dull thump as he dropped his pipe to the ground and hurried over to me.

“What on Earth happened here?” I asked, a mix of curiosity and incredulity in my voice.

“Those guys were making trouble, and hurting their poor kohai!” he indicated the guy behind him who was only just getting his breath back.  “But how’d you know I was here?”

I belatedly realized that the third person in their little group was Takako, the girl from the onryo incident.  She was putting her cellphone away and tending to the wounded guy.  Ironically, her being there reminded me that not everyone present was in the know.  So I dropped my voice slightly and said “You have a psychic sister and I was in a five-block radius.  It’s not too hard to figure out.”

Reiji flushed slightly but nodded.

“And I think I need a few more details than that,” I noted more loudly.  “But that can wait a minute.  Are you alright?” I addressed that last bit to the small high schooler who was still in pain.

He flushed bright red but nodded in affirmation, trying to force himself to his feet.

“Don’t rush it if you don’t have to,” I noted in alarm.  “If you’re hurt we can get you to a doctor’s or something.”

He mumbled something and then stumbled off.  I wanted to stop him, he clearly wasn’t in good shape.  But he was walking under his own power.

“He shouldn’t do that!” Reiji protested, although not too loudly.

“You know better than I, should we stop him?” I asked quickly.

Reiji hesitated a long moment.  “No,” he said reluctantly.  “I stopped them before it got too bad.  He… wants to get back his pride.”

I shot my cousin a surprised look.  It was moments like that when I truly started to realize Reiji’s full potential.  I don’t think I’d have recognized that at his age, I admitted to myself, not the first time around.

Of course, I added quickly, if I’d also saved an older kid from a bunch of older bullies I might have been a little quicker on the uptake.  That sort of thing really is kind of obvious if you think about it a little.  After all, the student hadn’t looked nearly as bad as I’d been after been worked over by Harada.  I’d managed to force myself to walk home under those circumstances, and pride had definitely been a factor back then.  I doubted I could toss stones, on any level!

“Takako-san, hello,” I added in a belated greeting to the young girl.

Takako looked nervous but briefly bowed back respectfully in my direction.  In hindsight I was surprised that she was also wearing a school uniform.

“So,” I said, looking back at my cousin, “do you want to explain things to me or am I going to have to get it out of your sister later?”

***

It turned out there was an exhibition hall not too far back.  We retired back to there and took some seats in the cafeteria area, grabbing some drinks along the way.  I also saw a few more school uniforms around the area, several matching the uniform of the victim we’d saved.  Given that it was still summer break, and most students were going uniform free most of the time, I was pretty sure that qualified as a clue.

Once we were seated I gave them a few moments.  When it was obvious they weren’t going to get started I didn’t hesitate to prompt them.  “So,” I said carefully, trying not to be too forceful in my tone, “what happened?”

Another long silence.  Much to my surprise, Takako was the one to break it.

“Well…” she said slowly, blushing furiously, “Reiji-kun and I were here on a- “

“School activity!” Reiji cut in instantly, blushing quite a bit himself.  “We were here on a school activity cousin!  That’s why we’re wearing our uniforms!”

Despite everything I suddenly had to bite the inside of my cheek, and bite it hard.  Do not grin, do not grin, do not grin, I chanted softly to myself, feeling my lips quirking up slightly despite all my efforts.

The good news was that Takako had instantly cast her gaze down, and Reiji was suddenly looking off to the side, as if the vending machines had started doing something fascinating.  They probably didn’t notice just how much amusement I was fighting.

Stop it, I told myself firmly, finding their awkwardness surprisingly cute.  They don’t deserve it.  It’s not their fault they’re at an awkward age for this.  They were just a little bit too mature and aware to just be ‘hanging out’, especially since they were looking to see if they had romantic feelings for each other.  But they still weren’t quite old enough or advanced enough to truly be ‘dating’, no matter what their contemporaries thought.  They didn't have the money or privacy to pull it off, hence why they'd probably volunteered to come here together and use that as an excuse.

It won’t be long now though, I added in surprise, taking my first real look at them today.  They’d both gone through growth spurts since I’d last seen them, starting to show ghosts of their adult maturity.  Takako had ditched the pigtails and was now wearing her hair short and loose save for a few decorations to hold it back from her face.  Meanwhile Reiji’s school uniform was looking a little tight in the shoulders, he’d probably need to replace it soon.  Takako was still obviously a middle schooler, but a particularly convincing liar might have managed to convince someone Reiji was really in high school.  In another year or so I could see them going on a real date.

That was enough for me to squash the amusement.  “I see,” I continued straight faced, “so what happened next?”

“Well, we were done with our part so we were watching the volleyball,” Reiji continued uncomfortably, indirectly proving my earlier point (they were still a little too young and limited in their opportunities to do much together).  “Those ass… bullies were being really hard on that guy you saw earlier.”

“Do you know him?” I asked curiously.

“No.”

Despite everything, my heart swelled a little at that response.  Find out the rest of the story first, I told myself firmly.  “Just checking,” I said casually, “continue.”

“Well, they just kept heckling and screaming at him during the match,” Reiji continued, while off to the side Takako muttered something unflattering under her breath that I tried not to hear.  “Enough so that even the opposing team looked like they wanted to stop and have them ejected.  They were really disruptive.”

“Eventually the short guy’s team lost.  We watched a little bit longer but we weren’t really in the mood anymore.  When we got up to try something else, we saw the bullies going after the guy in the lobby.”

“Security should have done something,” Takako muttered angrily at that point.

I tended to agree… but I also had to admit I didn’t know anything about the situation and was hearing about it second-hand.  It was quite possible the building’s staff had already been on its way at the time.

“No one was doing anything so I kind of…” Reiji started blushing again furiously.  “Got between them and started telling them off.”

“You were amazing Reiji-kun,” Takako said emotionally, stars in her eyes.

“It was dumb,” Reiji muttered, staring down at his feet.  “I was just shouting stupid stuff back at them, telling them they were pathetic bullies who didn’t deserve to even be in the same building…”

I held my peace.  I’d be more willing to tell him off, I admitted to myself, if that wasn’t the sort of stupid shit I liked to do.  I didn’t usually do it, and was trying to stop being so stupid about it.  But I wasn’t hypocritical enough to deny I might have done the same thing under similar circumstances.  “Mm,” I said noncommittally, taking a deliberate sip of my drink.

“Well,” Reiji continued, still blushing.  “They didn’t back down.  They kept getting angrier.  And in the middle of all that, the guy being bullied took off.”

“Hm,” I continued, still trying not to say anything prematurely.  Privately though, I wasn’t sure I could blame him.  In the heat of the moment, I’d probably want to get out of there too, I admitted.

“Well, they took off after him, and I took off after them,” Reiji explained.  “He tried to cut through the back, duck down out of sight next to the river, but they saw where he went.  They caught up with him, and started beating him.”

“Three on one!” Takako cut in again.

“I went after them.  And I… grabbed an old piece of pipe that was lying on the floodplain… and I… might have smacked the leader’s hand away from him before getting between them,” Reiji admitted shamefacedly.

I sucked in a deep breath and winced.  That explained the situation!  The guy wasn’t holding his hand, I remembered, thinking back to my entry into the confrontation.  So I’m guessing he wasn’t really hurt.  But, wow, what do I even say about this one?  My cousin had been doing the right thing… but in entirely the wrong way.  I was proud of him for standing up for someone in trouble, for being brave, and strong, and not looking away.  But he’d simultaneously acted like a child every step of the way, escalating the situation, and then he’d brought a potentially deadly weapon into play.  I had a sneaking suspicion this was why Saori’s feelings had been so confused and had shunted off to me, Reiji had brought down all of the trouble on himself through bad, easily avoidable decisions!

It would be a lot easier if I thought I was a good example, I thought to myself sourly.  It was a lot easier to lecture someone if you weren’t guilty of the same sort of sins.  Half the reason I was so sure he’d handled it wrong was I’d already examined my errors in a similar vein from the last year or so.  The only reason I’d handled the situation even close to reasonably this time was because I’d learned from my previous mistakes.  And even that was pretty questionable, I thought with biting shame.  It had worked, but under the circumstances I was almost surprised I’d managed to get ahead of the escalation curve and send them running.  Now that I’d heard the exact situation that I’d wandered into I realized I’d almost made it worse.  If I had used even slightly less fear they’d probably just have kicked off the fight then and there.

(We’d have won of course.  But I was pretty sure my ‘mage armor’ precaution would have triggered and who knew where that would have ended?)

Don't go getting too paranoid, I reminded myself sternly, the way your warning bracelet stayed quiet means it probably wasn't that bad. It's just as likely they were looking for a good excuse to save face and walk away, just because they would have won doesn't mean they were eager to get a few whacks from that pipe either! It wasn't something to count on, but it was worth keeping in mind before I started yelling at Reiji.

“Reiji… “ I began slowly, still unsure of what to say.

“I know, it was stupid,” Reiji said, shamefaced, still staring at his feet.

“Don’t say that Reiji-kun!” Takako protested instantly.

“Don’t protect him, Takako-san,” I said calmly, breathing a mental sigh of relief that I wasn’t going to have to convince Reiji of that.  “He’s right.”

“Sempai!” she protested.

“I’m not saying he was wrong to get involved, or to want to protect the guy,” I said quickly but calmly, trying not to show the relief I felt.  “In fact, I’m quite proud that he was brave enough to do that.”

Reiji’s gaze finally shot up to meet mine.

I met it and looked at him seriously.  “But the actions he took were incredibly stupid, and only made the situation worse.  What were you thinking Reiji-san?”

Reiji averted his eyes again and muttered “I don’t know.”

“And because you don’t know, you got into a fight with three people and attempted to use a deadly weapon?” I asked calmly.  That sort of counter was so obvious and classic that even I could pull it off!

Reiji flushed again, firmly back to studying the floor.

I shifted my gaze to Takako.  “Even Takako-san had the better idea.  I saw you had your cellphone out.  You were recording things, weren’t you?”

Takako looked like she didn’t want to say it, didn’t want to admit she’d been smarter than Reiji, but after a moment said “yes” in a small voice.

I nodded, hoping I looked wise instead of pretentious.  “That was a better idea.  And screaming for help or calling the police would have been even better than that.”

“They were making enough noise already!” Reiji protested.

“Yeah, but when a little girl screams for help even everyday citizens will find the will to get involved,” I admitted with exasperation.  It was a bit sexist but it was hard to complain about that this time.  For once it was two wrongs making a right, the sexism countering the average person’s inclination to pretend they were blind and deaf to trouble!

Both of them looked annoyed but neither was willing to contradict me.

“In any case,” I looked at my cousin seriously.  “What would you have done if they’d attacked?”

“He would have beaten them!” Takako declared strongly.

“I’d have lost,” Reiji admitted, shamefaced.

“Reiji!”

Reiji flinched but looked at her seriously.  “I’ve only been in Kendo Club a few months Takako-chan.”

Chan?  I noted, taking in the subtleties of the way he said it and then having a quick drink to hide a grin.

“I’m good.  I think I could have taken one of them.  Maybe even two if I was really lucky and the first one fell in the other’s way.  But the third would have gotten me.”

“And they’d be really angry and violent by that point,” I pointed out, all my amusement vanishing as I thought about it.  “Keen for revenge and with no one to stop them from taking it.  You’d have been lucky if you escaped without permanent injuries!  No wonder your sister felt that something was up and then called me.”

I took another drink and willed myself back to calmness.  The toughs were unlikely to have killed Reiji, even in worst-case scenarios.  But I didn’t doubt they’d have given him a beating that would have made Harada’s little session look like a massage.  Only the relatively public nature of the area and the time made me think they wouldn’t have gone too far, if the end confrontation had taken place in a deserted back alley I could have seen things accidentally going even further!

I shuddered and shook my head to clear away the awful thoughts.  “You can’t do things like that Reiji-san,” I said clearly.  “It’s stupid.  You could get yourself killed if you’re really unlucky, and all sorts of bad things could happen to you.”

“I’m not going to ignore things like that!” Reiji finally protested back.

I carefully bit down on my lip to repress a smile of pride.  “Good,” I said instead, “I’m not going to ask that.  But I am going to ask that you be a lot more sensible and don’t do anything like… correction: don’t do things this way in the future.”

The look I gave him was a lot more sympathetic this time.  “You tried to do the right thing cousin, that counts for a lot.  But if your actions would only make things even worse, and if you know from experience they'd only make things worse, then you shouldn’t be repeating them.  I only acted the way I did because I had magic and precautionary spells to back me up.  If I’d been barred from using magic for some reason you can bet I’d have acted a lot more sensibly.”

“Really?” despite himself, Reiji sounded a little bit skeptical.

“Oh yeah.”  I paused, suddenly struck by a thought.  “In fact, that’s just what I did when I met Himeko.”

“What, really?” this time Reiji sounded a lot more surprised and honestly curious.

“Mm hm,” I noted with a small smile.  “In fact, if you promise you won’t be this stupid again, I’ll tell you the story.”

“I promise!” he said eagerly.  Even Takako looked intrigued by my setup.

“Good.”  I smiled quietly to myself.  I’d have to give at least a slightly softened version of what had happened to his sister later, but I was hoping to avoid telling Aunt and Uncle Suzuki.  They didn’t need the stress, or the complications, or the lies and evasions we’d have to use to get around my involvement via their daughter’s psychic gift!  But I was feeling pretty confident I didn’t have to tell them.  Reiji seemed to honestly know and acknowledge he’d messed up in his actions, but still maintained his determination and courage.  I counted that as a win.

So, for the first time, I settled in to tell some new people what had really happened when I’d first truly met Himeko.  If they could learn from my tale than it was a small price to pay for a little embarrassment.

“So, we’d just switched over to our winter uniforms and I’d stopped off shopping after school one day…”
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“Oh, you have got to be kidding me,” I muttered feelingly as I opened the box.

“What?” my cousin Hikaru asked innocently.

“It’s an isekai!?” I half asked, half protested as I held up a copy of her manga.

“Yeah, so?” Hikaru just blinked at me in puzzlement.

I won’t lie, I was overreacting. But after waking up at ‘o’god o’clock’, making my way to our meeting location, struggling to find Hikaru through the crowds even though it was early and we were blocks away from the event, then struggling back through said crowds so we could enter and locate her booth in the exhibition hall, only to finally set up and find out my cousin was selling a fucking isekai… well, let’s just say that felt like it was adding insult to injury and leave it at that.

I muttered under my breath. Okay, I muttered really filthy and unrepeatable curses and insults under my breath… but I made sure to do it in half a dozen different Avalon languages so there was no chance someone would be offended or insulted. Frankly, if any passersby had truly realized what I was saying they would have at least given me a dirty look! Fortunately, they didn’t. And they were all too distracted by their own urgent preparations to care too much.

We were surrounded by hundreds of other people setting up their own tables. Hikaru wasn’t anything special in the middle of the madness, nothing to really separate her from the others. In fact, I’d say she had skimped a little on setup and signs when compared to our neighbors. Not that I could blame her for that, it was her first time. She’d been more focused on her product than the presentation (for better or for worse). But as the surrounding tables got more colorful and elaborate it was becoming increasingly obvious we’d be standing out by our plainness.

It was also becoming more and more obvious that-

“You didn’t notice?” Hikaru continued with innocent insensitivity. “We’re in the middle of the isekai section you know.”

I spent the next minute screaming a bunch of unprintable curses and insults in my head. It wasn’t that I hated the isekai genre as a whole, there were some honestly well done and interesting entries there. Two if the series I was currently following were isekais. But it was overdone. And when it was done badly, as simple wish fulfillment for ‘oh, I’m so amazing. If only I were transferred to a fantasy universe, I would automatically be a total badass and have a bunch of hot chicks totally turn themselves into my harem’ it drove me nuts.

I wonder if this is what policemen feel about detective fiction, I sighed to myself, or martial artists about nearly anything in media? If Eiko was any indication of their opinion than I knew that second option was correct! I supposed I was in the minority as someone isekaied from a fantasy world to Earth (at least, I HOPED I was! If there’d been thousands of us running around the planet for years and I’d never clued in then I was going to feel very embarrassed!) but the way that bad isekai stories handled it made me want to scream. It wasn’t unreasonable that someone could have unique skills, ideas, and perspectives after coming from Earth, that was half the reason Avalon had a summoning ritual after all! And if you combined that with proper practice, support, propaganda, and gifts then it became completely logical that they could become a savior that stood above all others. But when an isekai tended to cliches like ‘everyone here is an idiot and I’m superior in every way’ or ‘Earth rules and this (poorly constructed strawman) world drools’ or ‘no, it’s the my coming from Earth that’s the important bit. Not all these random gifts and plot armor that would make a native hero invincible too, making the whole isekai thing superfluous’ that’s when I started seeing red.

I took a deep breath, got off my mental soapbox, and focused on setting up my cousin’s designated table. Especially since variations on those problems tended to be there in poor version of all genres and for all sorts of setups, isekai was simply the most popular and the biggest offender right now. What was really getting my temper up was that it looked like most of the tables around us were selling the bad type of isekai. And I could have been wrong! That assumption was based on quick glances, product titles, and first impressions. I was literally judging books by their covers! If at least one of the isekai works in sight didn’t have a plot twist that would have left me going ‘okay, that’s a nice take on the subject and well worth using an isekai setup for’ I’d have been very surprised. Getting worked up over my assumptions was stupid. I had to grit my teeth and keep a reasonable perspective about everything. Seriously.

It's going to be a long two days, I sighed to myself in despair.

***

For better or for worse I didn’t have to spend too much time moping at my cousin’s table, not to start at least. No, she had me running all over the market on various chores, mostly standing in lines and buying the merchandise (mostly doujins) that she wanted to get. She had a long list, but she didn’t dare leave her table to go hunting them down so sending me out to take care of it made sense.

I’d have been more relieved if that hadn’t put me in the middle of the Comiket crush! I suspected half the reason I’d been selected was due to my size, I was less likely to get hurt or accidently pushed aside as I forded my way through some of the thicker crowds or stood in the more popular lines. While Hikaru had grabbed a few critical things during the vendors and VIP’s time, before the event had properly opened, she hadn’t had the opportunity to get nearly everything she’d wanted. And believe me, she had a long wish list.

For the entire first day nearly all I did was hunt down what my cousin wanted. It was an exercise leavened only by occasional trips back to Hikaru to drop off all I’d purchased, check in with her, and occasionally do a different sort of chore. Usually involving a quick trip to buy her food or minding her table for a few minutes while she ran off to the bathroom.

Aoth, I’m tempted to use magic, I thought sourly while resting my weary feet at the table on one of those occasions. Between the crowds, the lack of sleep, the exertion, and the sheer wall of sound that beat against me every moment I was in the building I was just about done in! Some magic to heal and soothe my body, a few protective spells to block out the sound while forcing others to keep their distance, and maybe a glamour or two to help me navigate the floor… it was all very tempting.

Oh, why don’t you just add in a flight spell so you can circumvent this mess, and maybe an outright fear spell or two so you could cut directly to the front of the lines? May as well go for broke if you’re outright fantasizing like that, I thought to myself tiredly. I immediately snorted at the thought. Hah! Fear wouldn’t be enough, not for some of the fanatics here today! I’d have to go straight to outright mind control or combat spells if I wanted to pull that off!

The worst part of it was: I could almost justify it to myself. Using magic in general I mean. The area was so crowded and confused, and there were so many fantasy props and references already, that I could have tried to play it off. Cast a few spells at my cousin’s table and then claimed it was all holograms and optical illusions designed to grab everyone’s attention. Place a few props on the table (or at least conjure up the illusion of them), claim those were the real projectors, and I might have actually been able to pull it off.

And if I did it right, I wheedled a little more seriously than I’d intended, I could pull some much needed attention to Hikaru. Heck, toss in a harmless little glamour or two, a ‘notice me’ spell, and I could literally draw everyone’s attention here with magic!

I chuckled bitterly to myself but shook my head in negation, banishing the thought with a surprising effort of will. I was embarrassed at how tempted I was, I really wouldn’t have needed too much of a push before I gave in. But by myself I wasn’t quite that stupid. I’d just get Hikaru in trouble with the organizers, I thought, a little whimsically.

I felt the hairs on the back of my neck rise and I reflexively activated ‘mage sight’. Making out anything through the crush of people and bodies was difficult, but I still managed to spot the trailing edge of a spirit making its way down the aisle, albeit well above everyone else.

And never mind the organizers, I thought a little more grimly, a display like that might get me in trouble with something unanticipated.

Reluctantly, I had to admit my cousin might have done me a small favor. Comiket was taking place during the Bon Festival, and I was seeing more spirit activity than I’d have expected this year. Not that I normally looked around during Bon, most years I quietly kept my head down as much as possible. But I’d seen a few things, usually gotten a few glances at spiritual activity. And this year at Comiket seemed significantly more active than usual.

I’d meant to be a bit more active myself this year, observing more of what was going on this Bon Festival instead of constantly averting my eyes. I finally had some tools and resources at my disposal, I’d figured it was time to do some research. Nothing too daring, I hadn’t been planning on doing the spiritual equivalent of sitting out in the middle of a field while wearing bright orange clothing and shouting “Hello! Ghosts! Over here! What are you doing?” That was a great way to attract the wrong sort of attention and then have to start running for your life. But I had planned to do some quiet observation from behind cover.

My trip to the Comic Market was getting me closer to the action and providing better camouflage than I’d ever considered. The sheer crowds and weight of everyone’s presence in such a confined space did a better job concealing me than any of my spells could ever have managed. Honestly, I’d have probably needed to be constantly casting spells for at least a few minutes before any of the beings around us noticed. And they’d probably only manage even that much because of the attention the humans would have given me, the crowds and intrigued emotions of everyone else drawing their attention to my ridiculous efforts!

This meant it was safe for me to observe the goings on of various spirits and ghosts in the area, there was almost no chance they’d catch me. Don’t get me wrong, the situation wasn’t perfect. The mass of humanity in the area meant I had almost as hard a time observing them as they had observing me, everyone’s aura and all the excited spiritual ‘noise’ drowned out a lot of my mystical senses and spells too. And the ones that weren’t outright overpowered got overloaded pretty quickly if I tried to keep them on too long, Comiket was spiritually ‘noisy’ and ‘bright’ as well as physically so. But I’d still managed to learn a few things as the day had gone on.

First, there were a surprising number of ghosts around. It made sense as soon as I thought about it. This was the Bon Festival after all. There were a higher number of ghosts than usual everywhere! And between deceased Comiket fans returning for another visit, those just wandering in to see what all the fuss was about, those connected to all the various attendees (usually their relatives), and the ghosts just interested in the vibrant life energy coming out of the convention, the Comic Market was well attended spiritually as well as physically. The idea the dead only came home to visit their relatives was… not in-correct. It was true as far as it went. But there was a lot more to it than that, it was an oversimplified, grade-school level explanation. Out at Comiket I was getting a look at the way it played out in reality.

But it wasn’t just the deceased that were visiting. I’d noticed a surprising number of spirits too, everything from natural spirits, modern spirits, beings right out of the Night Parade, and what looked like a few kami wandering through the convention. I was still parsing out how and why they were so active during the Comic Market.

Well, I thought, seeing the same sort of jellyfish-metroid spirit I’d observed a few months ago with my grandmother, some of these are pretty easy to guess. Things like that look like they’re naturally drawn to any crowd. And after that the next most likely causes are spirits that are connected to creativity and art in some respect, I’d seen a few strange things around that at first glance probably fit in that category, followed by a few odd spirits that are interested in Comiket for being Comiket! I’d seen at least a couple of beings that just seemed like they were doujinshi or cosplay fans! Don’t ask me why, I wasn’t in a hurry to just go up and ask them about it, but they seemed to be hanging around and enjoying the whole thing in a manner similar to the humans!

And all of that was pretty logical, corresponding well to what I knew about spirits from Avalon. But figuring out which spirit fit into which category, and their proportion of the population, and why, well… that would have required a full time expert and years of work.

“Okay, I’m back,” Hikaru said, a little breathlessly, sliding back into her place and then thrusting a piece of paper at me. “I need you to hit up these booths and bring me back two of each of their offerings.”

Whereas I am just a lowly mage who’s already busy with other things, I thought to myself with a quiet sigh, tiredly getting back on my feet. I looked at the list, mentally groaned as I realized one of the booths was literally on the other side of the building, and started making my way through the crowds.

Of course, in the middle of all those self-pitying thoughts I also decided Hikaru was right, and that I’d actually be picking up a copy of two of those artists’ works while I was there. As I’d done with nearly half the booths she’d sent me to since the day had begun.

What? You didn’t think I wasn’t going to get at least a little something out of Comiket after someone had dragged me there? Dream on! If I was being forced to do all this I was at least going get my pound of flesh out of this mess. I might not be mentioning it in all my self-centered whining but you’d better believe I’d amassed a fair mound of interesting reading material for later!

***

The second day was simultaneously calmer and busier. I only spent the first hour or so hunting down some last-minute additions to Hikaru’s list. The first day had been enough to take care of most of her needs… or they’d already sold out and while Hikaru was disappointed she was also realistic enough to shrug it off and move on.

But we were also surprisingly busy at her booth. Word had apparently spread through the grapevine about Hikaru’s work, and we were doing a much brisker business on the second day. Don’t get me wrong, we weren’t going to be able to hold a candle to the big boys and well-established veterans. At worst I think our line peaked at five people when it was at its height. But we ended up with a fairly steady trickle of customers and interested parties throughout the day. For a first-timer who was only in her second year of high school that was pretty impressive.

During the slower periods I paged through a copy of Hikaru’s work. I was about three-quarters finished, having read a few more pages while she talked shop with her latest visitor, when she interrupted my thoughts. “You don’t like it?” she asked, out of the blue, a hint of hurt in her tone.

“What?” I glanced around and saw she was looking at me. It was getting late in the day and there was a cosplay event going on across the venue so the ambient noise was only a little less than a Tokyo street. I saw the concern in her eyes and instantly jerked myself back to the present.

“What? No no no!” I protested quickly. “Why would you even say that?”

“You’re frowning,” Hikaru answered promptly. “And you’re doing it in the way that you always do when something’s annoying you because it seems stupid.”

“No!” I continued to reflexively protest. “You’re reading too much into it.”

“Cousin,” Hikaru countered, showing a little bit of tired attitude, “I’m an artist. I study expressions. Don’t lie to me.”

Damnit, I thought, disgusted at both her and myself. I’d have liked to have gotten away with the polite platitudes but I really should have seen that coming. Hikaru was a little odd and unbalanced with how she interacted with the world (yes, I know. Pot, kettle, black.) but when it caught her attention she could be extra focused and sharp, and this was one of her skill sets. Especially in regards to me, since I was atypical she’d made no bones about the fact I’d been one of her first case studies and examples for constructing various ‘big’ models of characters in her works. She’d since refined and expanded quite a lot, she had her own style and I didn’t really suit the chiseled and heroically built characters she was more likely to do, but she had a better bead on me than most when she wanted to.

I was saved from any sort of immediate answer by more visitors. But five minutes later, after a quick conversation and comparing of notes, she turned back to me. “Seriously cousin, what did I do wrong?”

“Nothing! It’s- “ I cut off my instinctive protests, making the same mistake as last time because I worried about my cousin, sighed, and tried again.

“You didn’t do anything wrong,” I explained more factually, “this is more of a taste issue and you shouldn’t be taking it too seriously. If you cook spicy foods and some loudmouth complains your meals aren’t savory enough you shouldn’t be trying to change your dishes just to suit them.”

“Cousin, I know- Hello there!” she said much more brightly as another person approached us.

After another brief break she continued. “I know you don’t want to insult me, but that wasn’t it. You think it’s something’s stupid. And I know you’re okay with fantasy, what’s wrong?”

“It’s nothing.”

“I won’t improve if I don’t get constructive criticism!” Hikaru protested with surprising passion. “I need to know.”

That was fair, and something else I should have seen coming. Hikaru was serious about her art, and that meant she was almost obsessive about ‘mistakes’. She didn’t mind stylistic choices or differences, but she could be fanatically hard on herself about errors. Unfortunately, this time…

“You’re going too soft on the magic system,” I explained reluctantly.

Hikaru blinked a few times. “Excuse me?”

“The magic system,” I continued, opening the page back up and pointing to some of the panels. “I get that you’re leaning into things and just using a generic ‘it’s like a videogame’ shorthand, and that’s not a bad thing- “

(Okay, that actually drove me nuts sometimes. But even I had to put that down to ‘acceptable breaks from reality’. And I thought it might be theoretically possible to do something like that, create a magic operating system or tool that worked like the video game menu spellcasting methods. I’d made notes.)

“- but even within that idea you’re not going into it enough! Is this an MP system? Limited spells per day? Some sort of Vancian magic arrangement? I can live with a softer magic system, but you’re attempting to create tension and indicate there’s limited resources here but not giving us any indications how or why.”

I looked at her dumbfounded face and hastily added. “Of course, I haven’t finished it yet. Maybe you do that next page. Or I missed it earlier. And even if you didn’t you only have a limited amount of space and time to- “

“Of course!” she exclaimed, after a moment she dug around and found her sketch book and then started scribbling something down.

“I meant… but I didn’t…” she picked up a copy of her work and started flipping through it.

Is this what I look like? I thought to myself with a mixture of amusement and embarrassment. There really was an interesting question of nature vs. nurture in watching Hikaru work.

Although, she might have gotten it from me after imprinting on my example. She is younger and she’s made a habit of watching how I do things, I wondered absently, indirectly proving a point. It was only made worse by the fact I had my cellphone in my other hand, and it was full of notes I’d taken about the spirits I’d been observing during Comiket.

“So it looks like he’s… ugh! You’re right!” Hikaru exclaimed in disgust. “I never spelled it out so it looks like he’s getting worried out of nowhere!”

“It’s not that bad,” I said comfortingly.

“It is!”

“They don’t seem to think so,” I said, indicating another few people coming up to the booth.

Hikaru immediately plastered on a more pleasant face to deal with potential customers. And rightly so, they walked away with another two copies of her work.

“Seriously Hikaru,” I quickly cut in once they were gone. “You can guess what’s supposed to happen from context, I’m just anal about this sort of thing. It’s all fine. And it’s a wonderful piece of work otherwise.”

“That isn’t good enough,” Hikaru said with a sort of intensity that would have been shocking in any of my other cousins.

“It is.”

“It isn’t,” she said fiercely. “Not if I want to be published. I can’t bring any sort of handwavy crap to a real editor and expect not to get laughed out of the room.”

“I wouldn’t be so sure about that,” I muttered with a little more feeling than I should have, “especially with some of the stuff getting published today.”

Hikaru shot me a glare but didn’t contradict me. Which was probably a fair summary, I didn’t see it happen that often but I’d certainly seen it happen a lot more than she was going on about.

Aoth, it’s weird being the reasonable one in a situation like this.

“Hikaru,” I continued, trying to sound calm and sensible rather than a simple-minded cheering section or an overly tired grouse (Comiket was wearing me down). “It’s fine. At least as it is now. Yeah, you should probably take the time to explain it in the next book if you’re going to continue this series but as an opener it’s fine. Seriously, I’m being a grump and nitpicking something. How many mangas or animes would take a full episode out of the first three or four to explain the magic system in excruciating detail? At least, not if it wasn’t the main focus of the whole series? This is fine, the rest of the work is amazing and that’s why everyone likes it.”

(I might have been laying it on a little thick there but I really did mean it. It was 90% a stereotypical isekai, but she’d made her setting a not-Egypt instead of the typical not-Western Europe, not-China, or not-Japan. It gave her artwork a unique and exotic flair while allowing her to rope in both North and South African mythological references in addition to all the standard ones. Combine that with the hero’s potential harem being unapologetically mercenary in their interest in him, thus justifying his indecision and hesitancy to choose, and I thought it had some merit.)

Hikaru took a deep breath and slowly let it out. “You’re using fine too much there,” she noted.

“Sorry, couldn’t think of anything else.” And I sure as hell didn’t want to try using a word like okay or acceptable around her, acceptable was un-acceptable for Hikaru.

“Alright, sure, I guess it’s okay for the pacing. But I didn’t even think of that, I still have so much to learn.”

That one I simply shrugged at. She wasn’t wrong and I was pretty sure she’d bite my head off it I tried suggesting otherwise. Hikaru was usually pretty easy going, dedicated to her craft but more likely to turn around and leave the area and then vent by focusing on her artwork if you really annoyed her. But we were at Comiket, and she was presenting her work to the public. I’d have been a snappish bundle of nerves if I were presenting a doctoral thesis or lecture on magic, and in this respect I understood her perfectly.

I was saved from having to expand upon that by another group coming up to us. They purchased some more copies of her manga and I blinked as I realized she’d reached the bottom of another box.

“Last two,” I warned her, pushing forward another box of copies.

Hikaru spun around to look at me in surprise. “What, really?”

“Oh yeah, it looks like you estimated amounts pretty well, I don’t think we’re gong to have too much to take home.” At first I’d thought Hikaru had been ludicrous bringing that many copies to Comiket. She’d come to Comiket with a run of a thousand books, Uncle Reiji had fulfilled his family duties by housing both her and her mangas, then transporting the lot down to the venue. I’d still been the primary guy taking them from the car to the table, but I couldn’t claim the rest of the family wasn’t doing their part (as much as I’d wanted to when I’d been responsible for hauling so many of them into place). Yesterday I’d been dreading carrying them out for the trip back as well, but if I was opening the second last box that meant we were down to our last eighty (well, eighty-one with the one I was reading). At the rate we were going we’d actually be sold out an hour or so before Comiket was over.

“But that- that- that means-“ Hikaru babbled, I couldn’t tell if she looked pleased or unhappy at that development.

“You’ll make a profit?” I suggested. I knew how rare that was at Comiket.

My cousin blushed and looked off to the side. “Probably not,” Hikaru mumbled.

“Come again?” I was surprised. Of all the responses I’d expected that had been the last of them.

“Well,” Hikaru sounded a bit weaselly, “you see… I made my books a little higher quality than usual since they’re my first… and I set them a little cheaper than average to help them sell…”

I groaned. “Please tell me you’re not taking a loss on them,” I asked feelingly. After all this effort to be a professional, if she was doing that-

“No! Of course not! And it worked out too, their quality for relatively cheap is part of what helped so many people hear about them! But the margin’s not great. And I’ve bought so many doujins of my own,” she said guiltily, her eyes darting towards all the purchases she’d had me making.

“I should break even!” she protested abruptly.

I turned away for a moment and faked a small coughing fit to hide my amusement. After all, I was going to walk away from Comiket with a net loss. And that was despite not wanting to go and my cousin getting me in without me having to pay for anything!

We were saved from any further awkwardness by someone else arriving at the table. “Hey there!” another customer hailed from in front of us.

“Hello!” Hikaru said instantly, switching back to cheerful saleswoman mode.

I wonder if I should record this and show it to Sakura? I thought wryly. Our older cousin would probably get a kick out of watching Hikaru act like this after so many times seeing her go on and on about manga. It was kind of amusing to see her acting in this way, especially since it kept her too busy and focused to pester me about Himeko, Eiko, and the real story of what had been going on recently. Sakura hasn’t had it so bad, but I bet she’d still appreciate how odd it seems for Hikaru.  On the other hand, Sakura might take it as an opportunity to lecture Hikaru about how to do it right. Best not to chance it.

This particular customer soon caught my attention because he started flirting with Hikaru. Well, that and he was a really good cosplayer. Most of them were still at the event at the other end of the venue but he was obviously more interested in shopping, judging by the big bags of product he was carrying.

The bags kind of stand out by being so plain, I thought, a little amused. He’s doing such an amazing cosplay otherwise, it’s the only out of character thing about him. Seriously, the bright orange gi, an amazing looking staff on his back, he’d even managed to get his hair looking like a realistic but easily recognizable interpretation of Goku’s usual wild style. And with his real hair too! I’d have needed to let my hair grow for two or three months, use at least two cans of hairspray, and probably utilize some magic before I could have even tried to pull that off. About the only problem someone could have had with the cosplay was that this guy was on the short side, easily able to talk face to face with Hikaru even though she hadn’t gotten fully up.

I was mildly annoyed by the way his eyes occasionally darted down to look at her chest! But, honestly, he was such a charming bastard I couldn’t get too worked up about it.

That’s odd, I suddenly realized, feeling another trickle of cold electricity down my spine. I should be getting a little more annoyed than this, especially after everything else today. Is he…? No, I’m just being paranoid, right? He couldn’t be messing with my head, my ‘mind shield’ precaution would have gone off.

Just to be on the safe side I activated my glasses and took another look at him. I rolled my eyes at my own paranoia when it turned out there was nothing there, just an ordinary aura of an ordinary human being. I’m getting tired and stupid, I thought to myself in amused disgust. Jumping at shadows after all the other surprises and spirits this weekend. Figures.

And then, just for a moment, he turned to me, looked me right in the eye, and winked… right before giving me a deliberate glimpse of his true nature.

I fell out of my chair.

“Mamoru?” Hikaru asked, turning to me in surprise. She saw how I’d gone pale and was having trouble breathing. “What’s wrong?”

“He’s probably just tired after Comiket,” the cosplayer said naturally. “It’s late in the day.”

“Are you sure?” she asked, turning back to face him instinctively.

“It’s fine!” I forced out in a gasp, not wanting to get between them. “Nothing… no problems here!”

“See? If he wasn’t your cousin I’d say he’d been stunned by your beauty.”

Hikaru giggled, totally missing the fact she’d never told the cosplayer who I was or how we were related.

After a few mis-tries I eventually managed to climb back into the chair. And then, unconsciously touching my ankh through my clothing, I gradually scootched my chair as far away from the pair as possible. I kept my eye on them, sweating profusely all the time, and girded myself in case I needed to step in. I prayed I wouldn’t have to, and Aoth knew what the cosplayer could do that would force an intervention (except for maybe seducing Hikaru or stealing a few books I couldn’t think of anything he was likely to do. And, frankly, I was more than willing to let him take either of those instead of interfering!) But, at the end of a long conversation, he simply picked up five copies of her manga, grinned at me again, and then wandered back off into the convention. All while deliberately posing himself so I’d see his tail as he did so.

Hikaru sighed wistfully as he left, and then turned around to face me. “Well, that was nice. What are you doing over there?”

“Oh, nothing. Just giving you some privacy.”

“Mamoru-san!” she blushed a little. “It wasn’t like that.”

I carefully and deliberately kept silent.

“Seriously,” Hikaru said quickly, gracelessly moving away from the subject. “What’s gotten into you?”

“Nothing,” I repeated, knowing better than to get involved. “It was just… it was probably the best cosplay I’ve ever seen.”

“I don’t know if I’d go that far,” Hikaru demurred. “It was good, but you really need to go to more events if you think that was the best cosplay you’ve ever seen.”

“Trust me,” I said firmly, “you didn’t get the chance to look at and appreciate all the fine details. That’s the best cosplay I’ve ever seen, I couldn’t believe how well he did it.”

After all, I thought very carefully to myself in the most private corner of my brain, where I was hiding what the cosplayer had deliberately let me see in that one moment. Sun Wukong going to Comiket while disguising himself as a Goku cosplayer is probably the best disguise I’m ever going to see. And even if it isn’t, I don’t think I’m ever going to risk offending him by claiming otherwise!
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Just one thing after another today, I thought as I looked at my phone.  There was a text from Himeko, warning me that she’d be calling in a moment and I’d better be ready to receive it.

I sighed, but after a few moments I had to smirk and give in to amusement at the absurdity of the situation.  The text warned me it was going to be in in relation to my report on the condition of the school.  There was an undeniable irony in how much work and stress I was suffering today, all during the summer break, when normally I was a member of the ‘go home early’ club.

I really can’t claim that anymore, can I?  I reflected as I looked around for somewhere to take Himeko’s call.  Thankfully, I remembered there was a small rest area in the lobby of my father’s office building and I so I started rushing forward a bit faster.

It’s easy to forget, I’ve been dodging most after class clubs and events ever since I started going to school, but that doesn’t really apply to me now.  Sure, I leave the school.  Then I’m straight back there after hitting up Himeko’s home for mana.  After that I’m usually in the school for longer than 80% of the clubs, and that’s lowballing it!

I went back and forth on that figure for a few moments, but in the end I figured it could stand.  I was sometimes the last student leaving the school for the night, and even on an average day I was consistently later than the vast majority of students.  Don’t get me wrong, consistently was the key word in that statement.  On the average day there were usually a couple of other fanatics deeply involved in something who left the school later than me.  But they were usually a few members of a sports club getting in their last practice or two before a big game or the Astronomy Club getting in their final preparations before an overnight trip or something similar.  People who might go that late for a week at worst, and then it would be another year before they did it again, not students who were doing it consistently.

Although I do get to stretch my legs and take a break by going to the Meikos, I reflected.  How should I count that?  It seems a little stupid to imply ‘I’m so amazing’ when I’m getting a pretty significant break between everything.

I was saved from overthinking the subject any further by Himeko’s call.  I slid onto a bench near the elevators of my father’s building and hit the receive button.  “Hello?” I asked a little breathlessly.

There was a small pause before Himeko asked “Mamoru, are you okay?”

“Yeah, I had to rush a little to get somewhere I could take your call.  Not a biggy.”

Himeko was instantly contrite.  “I’m sorry Mamoru, I never even considered that.  When you weren’t at the lab at this time of day I assumed you were at your home and would have no trouble taking the call.  I only gave you a warning since I wanted to make sure you were prepared and took this seriously.  This might be a long one as well as something important.”

“Yeah, sorry.  I’ve been wandering Tokyo for a while, mapping ley-lines and resistances.”

“I hope you don’t think I’m still mad at you.  You aren’t deliberately avoiding the school, are you?”

“No.  Well, not any more.  Actually it’s more to do with your earlier point, about how you and Eiko were worried I was spending too much time in the lab,” I shrugged even though she couldn’t see me.  “I’ve been meaning to do this for a while, and now’s a pretty good time for it.  For the last week or so I’ve only gone to the lab when the weather looked bad.  Well, that and the few days around Bon.  The festival kind of messed up any accurate readings.”

“Good, I was a little worried there for a minute.”

I smiled.  “I can’t blame you for that, it does sound like the kind of thing I’d do.  Well, that and avoiding Sensei-san while they and Kameiko are still getting stuff worked out.”

“That’s all sorted now,” Himeko responded quickly.

I nodded to myself.  “Oh good.  I thought so, but I didn’t want to make any dumb assumptions.”

“So you’re really just doing this for your studies?  You’re not trying to avoid me, or avoid admitting you’ve made a mistake?”

“Not this time,” I reported pleasantly.  “I adapted, and the timing worked out pretty well.  I’m doing some basic mapping of the city and attuning myself to my staff at the same time.”

There was a moment of silence before Himeko returned.  “I was just about to get down to business, but now I think I’d better ask about that.  Just what do you mean by attuning yourself to your staff?”

“Pretty much just what it sounds,” I reported, glancing at the naginata bag I was using to carry my staff around.  I’d been carrying it along my back but I’d almost instinctively repositioned it across the front of my body before sitting down.

“It’s a combination of the mystic and the practical,” I continued.  “The staff becomes attuned to my aura over time, becoming more responsive and easier to use.  That’s going to take a while, I’ve barely started that yet.  But it’s also physical too.  I’m getting used to having the staff around, handling it, and taking it with me.”

“Oh.  Muscle memory and repetitions?” Himeko asked, sounding surprised at such a mundane explanation.

“Pretty much.  Plus balance and familiarity,” I admitted.  “Honestly, strip away the mysticism and that’s probably half of what’s happening on the magical side of the attunement.  I think the rest of it is real,” I added hastily, it sure felt that way at least and it seemed vaguely disrespectful to deny it, “but I suspect that finding the staff’s balance in some sort of mystical way, and getting used to it instinctively, is probably the other half of it.”

I frowned a little, playing back the conversation in my head, but then nodded.  Still a little suspicious, I admitted to myself uneasily, but probably not something I should get too worried about.  I was still concerned I’d slipped into being too cavalier about discussing magic over the phone but I didn’t want to get too paranoid either.  At least, not when suddenly overreacting to something like this and getting all secretive would set off even more alarms than the original conversation.  When it was about relatively harmless subjects like this we were probably okay.  Even if we were being studied by monitoring software I didn’t think we’d said anything that would flag it for human attention.  And, even if it was, a casual glance would probably lead someone to think we were talking about the latest computer game or anime or something similar.

Still something to watch out for, I nodded a little more decisively.  I couldn’t ignore the risks, but so long as it wasn’t too careless or a common thing I was probably just getting paranoid again.  If I was careful not to include any other trigger words, or cause the authorities to pay too much attention to me, it was unlikely to be a problem.  It was only because Himeko was probably monitored a little more closely that I could justify being this paranoid, if I’d been having this conversation with a random classmate I’d have been willing to call myself a nutcase!  But if I went too far though, and bumped myself up to a higher priority with the authorities… well, even conversations like this might prove to be a problem.

“Alright, that’s all good to know,” Himeko replied.  “I’m kind of curious how that turns out.  Since Eiko pointed out how your stances for using magic were almost a proto-marital art I have to wonder if you have some sort of weapon-based form using a staff.”

That took me aback for a moment.  Huh, I thought to myself, leaning a bit further back against the bench, I don’t think so.  Not the way she means it.  But I do have to wonder… “Let me make a note of that,” I replied, jotting it down on a piece of paper.  “I’m not sure.  But once I get a bit more comfortable with the staff I should probably have a look at that, see if there’s something a little more subconscious or subtle that I’ve never even thought of.  I doubt there’s anything big there.  But you’re right, there were staff using stances and lessons in my training.  I always thought they were just for balance and practicality, and that they were ridiculous back when they were forcing us to learn them.  But now I wouldn’t be surprised if a few of the basics… if they transfer over to staff use in ways I’ve never thought of before.”

I hated how awkward I sounded but I couldn’t think of a better way to put it.  I’ll definitely have to think about it some more.  I’ve sometimes failed to give my teachers enough credit.

“I’ll remind you of that later,” Himeko said firmly, “I suspect you’ll need Eiko or I examining everything to truly tell.  But regardless of that, let’s get to the reason I called you.”

“Right.  Shoot.” I said with a tiny flush, realizing how off topic we’d gotten.

“Mamoru,” Himeko asked pleasantly, “is this supposed to be your final report for the school?”

I instantly realized she was talking about my science consultant job, the examination of the school’s water and electricity consumption.  “That?  No, not really.  It’s not quite a first draft, more like the last draft before I start tidying it up for the final report.  I sent it to you in case there’s anything you wanted me to highlight a little more.”

Himeko was silent for a moment.  “Mamoru,” she replied carefully, “that’s not how it’s supposed to work.  I thought you of all people would be horrified at the thought of shading a report.”

“Well it’s not supposed to work with magic or a kami either!” I shot back, surprised and more than a little stung by her criticism.  “This thing has been compromised from start to finish, don’t start getting… “

I heard what I was saying and trailed off, finally stopping with a sigh.  “Sorry, it’s been a hot day.”

“I understand your objection Mamoru,” Himeko replied politely.  “But I really did want this to be a fair and balanced report.  I didn’t ask you to do it just so I could present some sort of dog and pony show to the board.”

No, you did it so it didn’t look like you were using nepotism for your friend, I thought, a little unkindly.  I kept that thought to myself though, I was only being so defensive since I was hot, a little tired, and worried.  And while that was true it was also so far from the whole story, I was a little ashamed I’d phrased it like that even if it had been only in my head.  At the very very least, concern for both Sensei-san and I had been equal parts of that decision.

“After all this time I’m a little upset you thought that was what I wanted of you.”

I took a deep breath and slowly let it out before answering.  “I’m sorry Himeko,” I replied, trying to keep any undeserved annoyance and bile from my tone.  I mostly succeeded, but it was a hot day and I’m ashamed to say I think some might have leaked through.  “But I thought the primary purpose of this was to make sure the school was operating at maximum efficiency and that Sensei-san felt alright.  We’re already being a little bit shady and leaving out significant parts of the process, the ones involving a kami and where I use magic to discover certain things.  I didn’t think you’d mind if I involved you in the process.”

“Well, I do,” Himeko replied so firmly it surprised me again.  “Mamoru, even if that is all true, and when you put it like that I am forced to admit you have a point, that just makes this even more important.  We’ve removed some important checks and balances, that means we need to work hard to keep the remainder of them in place and make sure they’re stronger than ever.  I want a good report in place to help the school, not me.  Yes, to make the examination as thorough as possible we had to cheat, using methods that other people wouldn’t understand and because of that we’re keeping it secret.  That does not excuse us trying to slant the report.  What was that you said to me not too long ago?  ‘Subject A does not equate to Subject B’?”

I winced, flinching hard enough to draw glances from a couple of onlookers.  I hated hearing my own words thrown back at me, especially since she was at least as right as I’d been back then.  “Oh.” I replied stupidly, unable to come up with anything cleverer to say on the fly.

“Indeed,” Himeko replied, her tone still calm but unyielding.  “I didn’t think that was the problem, but it is a problem and it needs to be fixed.  As it stands, the report you submitted is unacceptable.  Thank you for all your hard work Mamoru, but please finish up your report properly.”

“Understood,” I sighed.  Before I could dig myself into even more trouble I added.  “I have to take care of something with my father.  Goodbye.”  And then disconnected.

I sighed and rested for a few more moments.  The worst part of it is, I admitted to myself, I really can’t see how… alright, no.  That’s a little too dramatic.  I can see how I could have thought otherwise.  But simply assuming that was the case, and then getting irritated and insulted with her when she pointed that out to me, that was dumb.  I could have easily forgiven myself for casually and calmly inquiring if she wanted me to emphasize a few things in the report.  That would have been a reasonable thing to ask and double check.  Expecting that of course that was what she wanted me to do was completely careless and stupid, I deserved that.

And the ironic thing was: I preferred it this way.  It wasn’t a strong preference, and it had almost been outweighed by the hope that Himeko might have cleaned up my presentation a little so that the report seemed a little more professional to anyone who might have read it (I still had no idea if I was writing these damned reports in a reasonable way!).  But it was a preference.  Despite everything, I hated the thought of slanting reports on general principle.  I was willing to do so because of the supernatural elements involved, that had already pushed things into a whole different category since I couldn’t do a completely honest accounting of my methods.  But the idea of slanting a report just left a bad taste in my mouth.

You might have been surprised to hear that, given what I was planning to do with my future.  But that was yet another reason why Himeko’s argument about being as thorough and honest as possible with the rest of it had really hit home.  While I was planning to lie like a rug about where I’d gotten the inspirations, ideas, and knowledge for my future magic based experiments I planned to follow the strictest scientific rigor possible for the rest of it.  If nothing else, self-preservation demanded it.  The second I left any holes for someone to poke at you’d better believe there’d be a metric ton of scientists denouncing the experiments rather than admitting magic seemed to exist!  And either hiding my raw data or doing any suspicious editing to support specific conclusions would be a hell of a red flag for anyone examining my findings.

I shook my head.  I didn’t want to think about that, it was going to be a long and painful process even if everything went right.  If I focused my attention on all the obstacles ahead I’d just weigh myself down.  But, already tired, irritable, and depressed, I entered my father’s office building.

***

My father’s work wasn’t as sensitive as my mother’s, so I wasn’t offended at how easily I was let in.  But I was briefly reminded about the huge holes in security her place had suffered, and how my written complaint pointing that out had been promptly ignored, further disheartening me as I rode the elevator up to my father’s floor.

It feels like a double whammy today, I thought, attempting to cheer myself up with dark humor.  That was a proper, accurate, and honest report (albeit a short one) that I submitted in good faith but got completely ignored.  It feels like the world gets me coming and going.  I knew I was overstating the matter and being way too oversensitive to it, but I couldn’t help feeling that way just a little.

I stepped out of the elevator to a busy mess, with multiple people scurrying in multiple directions.  All of them looking pretty nervous but trying to keep their head down.

Oh, there’s a good sign, I thought darkly.  It wasn’t full-on panic mode, but I was familiar enough with bureaucracy to recognize this was just a step or two above that.  Something had hit the fan recently, and everyone was scrambling to cope with it.

I toyed with activating the ‘don’t notice me’ talisman but reluctantly decided against it.  If my father had called me in to deliver a file to him from home then it was probably for the best I find him as quickly as possible, and I doubted that would help.

I wandered the hallways for a minute, seeing a lot more people frantically doing various types of work, but didn’t find my parent.  He wasn’t in his office, clearly labeled and positioned prominently to oversee the area; but I didn’t want to try disturbing any of the workers to ask where he was, they seemed stressed out enough already.  I was debating the wisdom of trying to phone him and reporting I was there when I heard his raised voice echoing through the area.

“I don’t care if you don’t want to do it!  And I don’t care if you’re not supposed to do it!  Do it!”

I sighed deeply and turned in that direction.  This is going to end well, I thought sarcastically, my stomach already churning up with dread.  I quickly pulled the necessary file out of my backpack.  Maybe if I was lucky I could dart in, give him the file, and make a quick escape again.  It sounded like he was busy enough that I wasn’t being ludicrously optimistic… but in my heart I knew something was about to go wrong.  It was tempting to just duck into his office, leave the file on his desk, and then text him what I’d done as I was leaving the building.  But he’d left me specific instructions to give it to him, and him alone, and I could already see all the ways that could go wrong.  Besides, I was paranoid by nature, right?  These feelings were just one more instance of that trying to screw my life up, right?

I soon found my father browbeating some poor schmo at a desk while two other office workers vied for his attention on either side.  I positioned myself so that I’d be visible but made sure not to interrupt anything.

Listening in for a few minutes I got the impression that my father was trying to use a crisis as an opportunity.  He worked on the logistics side of a manufacturing company.  Something had gone wrong, and they were in danger of failing to fulfill an order, and he was looking to impress his bosses by manufacturing a solution.  Needless to say, this involved coming up with a whole lot of raw material, getting it to the appropriate factories, and making sure everything was lined up smoothly yesterday.  If they combined that with delaying and redistributing some of their regular orders they could cover the failure and come out ahead, but only my father was ambitious and foolish enough to try anything like this.

His staff were not happy to be on the front lines of this particular operation.  But, to give my father his due, I suspected he could do it.  He was ambitious, and way too selfish, but he wasn’t incompetent.  I had faith he had seen a path through the mess, he wasn’t the type to simply claim that guts, spirit, and hard work would see them through.  He had a plan, and it was at least theoretically achievable.  He wouldn’t shed any tears if he worked any of his subordinates to death in the process though!

(Don’t get me wrong, he didn’t want to do that, he didn’t plan to do that.  Or even just drive them hard enough that the saner and smarter ones quit.  Any of that would have created holes in his organization, and he’d have worried about ripple effects on his productivity or the higher ups criticizing him.  He’d simply decided this was important enough he was willing to risk it happening.)

Finally my father seemed to have cowed his subordinate into submission and looked up.  I started to greet him but he rushed ahead, grabbed me, and pulled me along to his office without a word.  He carefully shut and locked the door before snatching the folder from me.

I waited half a minute while my father perused the information within.  Finally, I asked the obvious question “should I just go?”

“In a minute,” my father mumbled.  “I need you to take this back home when I’m done.  There’s no way I can leave this in the office.  Ah-hah!”

My father exclaimed in satisfaction at something in the file.  Within a second he had his cellphone out and was dialing.  I looked on in confusion at his smug but satisfied smirk as he waited for an answer.

“Hello. Tanaka-san, it’s Matsuda.  I’ll ask again… no the situation hasn’t changed… no, but I think your wife might be upset if she found out about how much you’ve seen- “ there was a brief pause as he looked at something in the black folder, “Chiemi-kun, don’t you?”

I hissed under my breath and drew back physically, backing up until I felt the end of my staff collide with the door.  Blackmail material?!  I thought incredulously.

There was a long pause.  Then my father smiled in satisfaction at whatever he heard.

“Good, I thought so,” then he simply hung up and started rifling through the file again.

No wonder it’s a physical file, and something he can’t risk leaving around, I thought numbly.  It hadn’t quite been hidden back at home, but I’d wondered why he needed a file so weirdly placed and stored, requiring detailed instructions for me to find in an inconveniently placed storage box.  It had taken enough effort that I hadn’t even thought about it being a literal black folder, even though almost every single one of my father’s other folders was a generic beige.

I saw the procedure repeated twice more, where my father tracked down some information, made vague threats of revealing it to someone else he’d phoned, and got the support he needed.  I felt sick to my stomach watching it, dirtied even by the small role I was playing, but I didn’t know what I could do.

I don’t know if it was better or worse that this seemed to be smaller sins and lesser offenses.  I got the impression my father wasn’t holding onto anything that should have been given to the police, no one seemed to be facing criminal charges or jail time over this.  It was just things that would embarrass and disrupt other people’s lives.  And the stuff they’d have to do for my father was inconvenient and unfair, and against their better judgement, but not stupid or against the rules.  Basically, it was the equivalent of someone threatening me and saying I had to help them with a report, otherwise they’d tell my parents about how I was really friends with the Meiko heiress.  Not good, not right, but not the sort of panic or pinch I’d have been in if they threatened to reveal my magical abilities and skills.  And, frankly, if someone had kept the threat to that sort of level and promised it really was just a one-time thing I probably would have given in; decided that the best solution to the problem was just helping them create the best report ever for whatever strange reason they needed it.  I’d have reacted more strongly, and desperately, to something more serious but this was just tawdry minor league stuff.

Honestly, I thought, disgusted with everyone involved (including myself), I doubt I could even get Sato interested in something like this!  He wouldn’t be pleased with it, but I’m pretty sure he’d take one look, roll his eyes, and decide there wasn’t a story there.  If I sent him a copy of my father’s black folder as evidence I suspect he’d rather take it and use the information there for his own bit of blackmail!  Something to help him get the pieces of real stories and wrongdoing rather than try to make anything out of this!

I knew I was trying to justify my inaction, downplay my father’s scumminess, but… Aoth help me… I was still pretty sure I was right!  It was nasty, but this was Inoue Sakura level nasty at worst.  It fit in too well with my parents’ attitudes and tactics, anything too hot and spicy would also have been too dangerous and risky.  They’d have turned it over to their superiors immediately, both as a combination of brownnosing and to remove the risk factor they’d have to deal with by holding on to it.

Hell, calling this blackmail makes it sound too cool and sophisticated, I thought grumpily as I watched my father intimidate his third target into seeing things his way over proof he’d blown one of the company’s other projects in the past, resulting in the loss of an account.  I mean, it is.  But try taking this level of stuff to the police and I’m not sure they’d even bother writing out a report.  Maybe if my father had been asking for something a little more exciting or important, but he was just asking them to go out of their way to support his efforts.  In absolute monetary value of what that entailed, probably millions of yen worth of equipment and employee hours, that probably qualified as some pretty important blackmail.  But since my father was doing it to strengthen the company as a whole, and they’d have probably given him at least half of what he’d asked for on a normal day under normal circumstances… I was pretty sure any judge would immediately toss this one back to my father’s boss and say “you deal with this.  This is internal work stuff.”

“Right,” my father said, promptly hanging up once his work was done.  “That should take care of all the roadblocks.”  He handed the black file folder back to me.  “You are to take this home immediately and put this back exactly where you found it.  No one is to know where it was.  Got it?”

“Yes sir,” I sighed in resignation as I tucked it away.  I was tempted to ‘lose’ it on the way, burn it to ashes or conveniently drop it in Tokyo Bay.  But at the end of the day I figured it wasn’t worth it, for all I knew my father had a backup copy somewhere and this sort of minor league stuff wasn’t worth risking getting kicked out of the apartment for.  But I still hated myself for coming to that decision.

I turned around to leave but stopped when my father inhaled a sharp breath and bit off angrily “What.  Is.  That?”

I turned back around to see him shooting a gaze full of bile at me.  “What?” I asked in honest confusion.

“That,” he asked in disgust, pointing over my shoulder.  “What are you doing with that- that- degenerate thing on your back?”

I blinked in confusion a few times before staring at him as I figured out what he was talking about.  “The naginata bag?” I asked incredulously.  Of all the things for him to get upset about that had never occurred to me.

“Yes,” my father sounded like he was ready to bite off concrete.

“I needed a longer bag to transport some… stuff around,” I answered awkwardly.  “The bokken bag wasn’t cutting it.”

“So you turned to that obscenity?”

I stared at my father with open disbelief.  “It was on sale at Comiket,” I answered lamely.  There’d been a few booths tucked off to the side for all the cosplayers and weapon enthusiasts.  Since it had been right there, and for cheap as they’d liquidated stock before the Comic Market ended, I’d figured I may as well pick one up.  I’d done just enough research to recognize it was a good price for a good product, it hadn’t seemed worth it to waste more time and effort trying to somehow get the perfect product for even cheaper.

My father held his head in frustration for a few moments.  “Mamoru-san,” he said disgustedly, “the naginata is a girl’s weapon.”

“Yeah, so?” I responded, a little bit impatient with his ridiculousness.  I’d suspected I was going to face some problems from Japan’s rigid attitudes but getting this much from my father under these circumstances was just too much.

“I will not have my position undercut by my son walking around like some deviant, looking like he wants to use a girl’s weapon!” my father thundered.

It was too much, I gave my father an incredulous look and I opened my mouth, preparing to blast him for his idiocy.  I snatched the words back at the last second, but only barely.  Calmly, Mamoru, calmly, I told myself, starting to flush with repressed frustration and anger, it’s not worth it.  Don’t be foolish, it’s not worth it.

“Do not worry,” I said tightly, “you will never see it again.”  Because you never look and I’ll weave a ‘don’t notice me’ spell into the bag, I added mentally.  I’d been thinking about doing that anyway, I’d seen something to this effect coming from kilometers away.  A naginata bag was the best long-term solution I had but it still possessed its own problems.  A low-key automatic ‘don’t notice me’ spell, something akin to the one I had on the school’s collector, was probably the best solution.

Huh, could I connect it to the staff itself?  Have that be the main power source?  I wondered, momentarily distracted by the technical problem.  The staff also did a token amount of ambient mana collection and possessed a tiny reservoir.  It was much weaker than a standard collector in those respects but it hadn’t been hard to attach that function to the rest of the framework.  And if I was usually carrying the staff in the bag-

“See that you do,” my father frowned thunderously, bringing me back to the present.  He then rudely brushed me aside to leave the office first, obviously in a hurry and not keen to be seen with me either.  “Foolish boy,” he muttered angrily under his breath as he did so, “and I thought he was supposed to be smart.”

I sucked in a deep breath, the words to castigate the unrepentant, self-centered, hypocritical moron had me bursting at the seams, desperate to let them out of my body.  IT’S NOT WORTH IT! Something inside me screamed, hanging on to them with hysterical strength.

I managed to go one second without saying them, then two.  And soon after that my father was lost from sight in the chaos of the office as he continued his quest for advancement.

See?  See?  My inner voice reassured me.  He’s gone now, and you won’t spend that much time in his presence for another month.  It’s over.  It’s over.  Whereas if you’d said anything you’d have had to deal with the fallout.  And even if you didn’t, even if he focused on everything else, you’d still have worried about it for the next month.  This way it’s over, put it aside.

I took one heavy step towards the elevator and found I could move, with a deep shuddering breath I resumed my journey.  It got easier the further away from my father I got.  By the time I got to the elevator I could breathe normally again.

Softly now, softly, I reassured myself.  You did the right thing.  You’re tired, worked up, and already too sensitive after that thing with Himeko.  You don’t want to do it.

That felt like a lie.  I really, really did!  Even then I wanted to march back up there and let my parent have it.  Who the hell did they think they were, calling on me out of the blue to deliver them blackmail material and then insulting me and complaining how I wasn’t conforming to particularly stupid stereotypes!  Instead, I forced myself out of the elevator and stumbled back out past the front desk before sitting back down in a different bench at the lobby area.

I focused on breathing exercises, regaining my balance and calming my emotions.  It’s just bad timing, I told myself while my lungs pumped like bellows.  Yes, he really is that bad.  And yes, he really is that self-centered.  But these are extraordinary circumstances and you’re already worked up on top of that.  Doing anything, even if it had just been talking back to him, would have been stupid.

As I slowly brought myself back under control I had to admit that was correct, and I was grateful I hadn’t spoke up.  Aoth, I wanted to; my father had been in the wrong on so many levels, but the further I got from the situation the more obvious it was that I was overreacting and my speaking up wouldn’t have done good.

I wonder how much of my reaction is related to Himeko’s grandfather? I thought with morbid humor.  I’m already pent up over that… I feel a little guilty and hypocritical that I wasn’t speaking back more to my father after all the times I’ve thought she shouldn’t be so deferential to her grandfather… I felt weirdly more sympathetic to her position after going through that… The more I thought about it the more I suspected that had affected the strength of my reaction, a feeling of guilt that I should be setting a better example even if that feeling didn’t make much sense.

Especially since, much like Himeko claimed with her grandfather, it wasn’t as black and white as it first appeared.  I hated to give my father any credit, but if I forced myself to look at it objectively he had a hint of a point.  He was stressed, busy, and working in a very demanding environment filled with people he was probably only dominating thanks to traditional values and inertia.  It was stupid, but having his son walk in carrying a naginata bag would undercut his authority!  If Himeko had politely asked me to avoid doing so under similar circumstances I’d have instantly conceded the point.

I still felt weak and torn though.  But as I sat there contemplating that I also realized I felt something else.  Something almost subliminal.  It felt like… like a ghost of a calming embrace or a firm hand on my shoulder.  And it was coming from within the naginata bag that prompted this exchange.

I shot a shocked glance at said bag.  “You?” I whispered hoarsely in surprise.

Neither the bag nor staff within it did anything else, gave no sign of acknowledgement.  But the words Saori had spoken that day popped unexpectedly to mind.  “The wood carries the power of love, life, and lightning.” Saori had reported as something else had spoken through her.

I sat there for a minute, thinking and recharging myself with the reassuring support of my staff.  Wood given to me by a loving grandma, and coming from a tree she’d raised with even more of that care, I thought with a quirky little smile.  I tried to be a man of science, but maybe it wasn’t just soppy romanticism after all.

“Alright then,” I said with a sigh, hauling myself to my feet, “let’s get some more work done.  There’s no way I’m giving up on you after that.  And even less chance I’m going to do what that thick-headed moron thinks I should do.”

With that I set off to resume my survey of Tokyo’s magic, to lose myself in the made-up numbers that still made more sense than my parents.
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My warning bracelet suddenly squeezed my wrist and Himeko shot a kick at me.

I instinctively blocked it with my staff.

There was a moment of silence that left us all blinking in confusion as we studied the scene and Himeko slowly lowered her leg.

“Huh,” I said slowly, too nonplussed to think of anything else. “… I guess you were right Himeko, it is something of a martial form.”

“It looked like it from my angle, but I didn’t have the best view. Eiko, what did you think?”

Eiko was standing slightly off to the side. We were all in the Meiko estate gym area again, getting in the weekly practice session. I’d just been talking with Eiko, showing off my staff, before Himeko had launched her sudden attack. Well, sort of sudden attack. She hadn’t warned me ahead of time, but she’d made sure to attract my attention before she launched her two-thirds strength kick at me. And in twenty-twenty hindsight she’d waited until I was facing her and in a stable position before doing that much. I’d only had a few seconds to refocus on her, but that had been just enough time to make sure I would recognize what she was doing without giving me any time to plan or tense up.

“You’re lucky I didn’t try bringing up the shield spell you know,” I tossed out as a slightly shocked aside to Himeko.

She shook her head. “Not really, we all know that takes too long to bring up for a sudden attack. I knew if it really was a martial form this would be an instinctive block for you.”

“I’m not sure it’s a martial form,” Eiko said with a frown, inserting herself back into the conversation.

“Really?”

“Yeah, watch.”

With no more warning than that (except for a split-second twinge from my bracelet) she launched several ‘slow’ kicks at me from different angles. I urgently interposed my staff in each case, successfully blocking them because she wasn’t seriously trying to hurt me.

(Don’t get me wrong, any unblocked hit would have definitely raised a nasty bruise. But compared to Eiko’s usual strikes this was her mock fighting with a baby.)

“See? She said at the end, pulling back before she accidently broke through. “Too clumsy, slow, and inefficient. You can’t call it a real form.”

“But he still blocked all of them,” Himeko chided.

Eiko shook her head. “Yeah, but did you see how rough that was, how off balance he was getting?”

“He’s inexperienced.”

“Not that inexperienced.”

“He is,” I muttered under my breath, a touch put out by everything.

“I’m not saying it’s nothing Himeko,” Eiko continued, sounding much more professional than usual, a faint echo of Master Tai in her posture and cadence. “There’s something there. But it’s like calling a screwdriver a weapon: it can be used as one but that’s not what it’s supposed to be there for.”

“Semantics,” Himeko waved the objection away.

“No, really,” Eiko was unusually earnest. “It’s like if he was on the baseball team and great with a bat. It’s no wonder he could use it to fend off an attack, but that’s not really how it’s supposed to be used and he’s not suited for fighting.”

“I think she’s on to something there,” I said quickly, jumping in before Himeko could dig her heels in. “Thinking back on it all, this feels like the same sort of thing we talked about with my stances and how they support spellcasting. It’s a little too basic and generalized to be called a martial art, it’s not meant and optimized to be used that way. But it’s been designed to…” I waved my hand around for a moment while I searched for the words.

“To fight?” Himeko asked, a hint of sarcasm in her tone.

“No.” Inspiration struck me. “It’s like the difference between proper lifting technique and Judo,” I said with overenthusiastic firmness. “You could apply all those lessons to helping you lift and throw an opponent, and they’ll help you out, but the actual way to do that in combat is quite different.”

Both Himeko and Eiko stared at me in disbelief for that one.

“Totally incorrect?” I asked, deflating under the gazes of the experts.

“No, not totally…” Himeko said gently.

“Just a real stretch,” Eiko told me with a bit more acid in her voice. “Seriously Mamoru, I get what you mean, and I guess you’re right, but how about you learn a little more about Judo before you try that one again?”

I winced. “Missing several points and accidentally insulting the practitioners?” I asked, suspecting the worst.

“Not as much as you seem to be afraid of- “ Himeko tried to say gently.

“But yeah, that,” Eiko cut in bluntly.

“I’d say Eiko is overstating the matter,” Himeko shot her friend a sour look. “Honestly, you’re probably closer than we want to admit. But you really could have phrased that much better.”

I didn’t see the problem. But I was also more than willing to take their word for it rather than acting like a head-stuck-up-my-ass idiot and pretending it was all okay. Thinking how I’d react to any racist, sexist, or random -ist who was too ignorant to see the problem and acted like that inability to get it made them right… yeah, I winced at my first reaction too.

(Plus, there was the practical factor that Judo practitioners were probably low on the list of people you wanted to be insulting. Maybe not as low as swordsmen or gunmen, but pretty far down there.)

“Alright,” I said a little more contritely, “how do I make it up to you?”

“Well,” Himeko had a small glint in her eye, “how about we do a more detailed examination of this first? That’ll probably solve everything.”

“Good idea, Himeko,” Eiko said agreeably, an odd inflection in her voice as she barely hid her aggressive grin. “you’re right, that’ll clear things up.”

Have I just been conned? I briefly wondered before the girls dragged me on to the mat. The sudden upsurge in twitching from my warning bracelet failed to reassure me.

I spent the next ten minutes being nearly beaten as the girls threw a manner of strikes at me and watched how I’d react. They weren’t seriously trying to hurt me, but to get the proper responses out of me and make sure I wasn’t overthinking things they weren’t pulling their punches as much as I’d have liked.

But, despite my whining and my desperate attempts to avoid getting hurt, we did learn a few more things in the process.

“Hmm,” Himeko noted thoughtfully as she waited for me to regain my balance. “I’m starting to think you might be right Eiko.”

“Of course I am,” Eiko replied easily.

“She really is,” I gasped out a little as I replanted myself firmly. I really hadn’t appreciated how much some of my basic training had done for me and put into my system. The casting poses and exercises designed for handling a staff… they’d seemed so ridiculous back in the day. But, thanks to my friends, I was now starting to see the tools I had at hand. It wasn’t so much that I knew how to use a staff as a weapon, I like to think I’d have realized that already if it had been true. But my stances did mean I was always ready to use a staff, I defaulted to a stance and hand positions that would let me respond to what was happening instinctively.

The more the girls tested me the more we were coming to realize Eiko’s baseball analogy was more appropriate. My staff stances were analogous to a good batting stance, I was prepared orient myself in the proper direction and to swing at what came my way (in my case they were more like instinctive blocks rather than offensive swings, but whatever). That didn’t mean I was trained or good at doing that. If I’d have continued with the analogy, I’d have said the girls were just lobbing moderate softballs at me and if they’d been firing their best fastballs I’d have failed every time. But give me easy stuff and I was a good position to take care of it.

“Yeah,” Eiko said firmly, pulling back as she was satisfied she’d wrung everything she could out of the exercise. “He’s definitely not a staff fighter. Someone trained with a bo staff would be all over him.”

“Oh hell yeah,” I panted in agreement, too tired to invite any more hurt by claiming otherwise. “I’m better than a total amateur, and I might be able to handle one of those thugs Himeko dealt with if I’ve got a staff. But that’s about my limits, and I’m amazed I’m that good!”

“I wouldn’t go testing that out,” Eiko noted with a wry expression, looking at me with her hands on her hips. “You seem okay on the defensive, but I wasn’t seeing much offensive potential there. You want to have a swing at me? Prove me wrong?”

I laughed a little bitterly, not so tired I missed the trap or the slight glint in her eye. “No,” I replied firmly. “You’re right, I guess this is more about making sure we’re in a position to use our magic to either fight back or get away. The defense flows easily enough but I’d be thrashing about randomly if I tried to hit you. I guess I could bop you about as hard as you guys have been trying to hit me today without too much trouble, but that’s about it. Well, unless I try to do something stupid and obvious. Like winding up and telegraphing my blow so much that even my grandfathers would have no trouble dodging it. The small blows might put someone down eventually, but I don’t want to think about how long it would take.”

Himeko looked skeptical but this time Eiko nodded firmly. “That sounds right. And hey, that’s not nothing. You’d be surprised how many guys I’ve had to knock down that didn’t even have that much!”

I’m not sure what to think about that.

“But a physical fight would turn into one of those comedic scenes from a movie,” Himeko warned me with surprising seriousness. “One of the ones where the hapless male spends five minutes knocking out one guy, mostly by accident, while the hypercompetent female lead takes out a dozen of them in the meantime. I’d advise you to stick to what you know Mamoru, at least when you can.”

“That’s fair,” I said more normally, getting my breath back. The girls looked a little concerned, like they were worried I was faking my agreement, but I had no problem admitting that. I’d always known they were much better than me at the physical stuff, I was just overjoyed to find I had this much of an option! Previously, if I couldn’t use magic I was just a victim waiting to happen. Now, if I had a staff or a stick, I might be able to hang around in the background, desperately defending myself against one guy, rather than having to run away or being a straight up liability.

Think you’re getting into any action movie fights? My conscience asked smugly, causing me to blush slightly as I realized that was exactly what I seemed to be thinking. The ones where the horde of incompetent and unskilled bad guys do exactly what the protagonists need them to? That’s not terribly realistic. And let’s be honest here, you might do okay against one untrained delinquent. Against a trained delinquent, or multiple guys, or the sort of professional that would probably try to kidnap Himeko, you’re still pretty useless.

“I mean it Mamoru,” Himeko continued, looking at me seriously. “I don’t want to see you get hurt out of some sort of macho stupidity; feeling like if the girls are fighting you have to contribute as much as you are able.”

“No worries there,” I said instantly, only stretching the truth by the tiniest amount. In reality I probably did still have a little bit of that still in me. Not much, I was too aware of my weaknesses while caring too much for my friends to be caught out by that under normal conditions (getting in their way was not helping!). But I had just enough ego that it might goad me into doing something stupid under a weird set of circumstances. Like back at the construction grounds fight where I’d met Himeko, if one delinquent had been separated from the rest and I figured I could keep him busy while she took care of the main group.

I ignored that and continued to play up my self-awareness. “I’m not an idiot Himeko, I know my limits. I’m so far behind you two when magic’s not involved it’s not even funny. I’m worried more about not being a liability than trying to pretend I’m some form of asset. Not dragging you two down, or dragging you two down less, is what I’m concerned with. I’m not looking to jump in as some sort of sidekick in your next fight.”

Himeko nodded decisively at me. “Good. I was worried there for a few moments.”

“Now that’s done,” Eiko inserted, “can we get back to training? I missed it last week, and I don’t want to lose the chance again.”

“What, the last few minutes weren’t good enough for you?” Himeko tossed out with knowing humor.

“Just that they reminded me how much I appreciate going out,” Eiko noted darkly. “I’d almost forgotten how frustrating this quarter-strength stuff could be. I’d rather wear the weights and go all out than have to deliberately hold myself back that much.”

I’m not sure what to say to that, I reflected as I took up my position on the mat. I don’t think it’s a great attitude, but it’s not hard to see how frustrating that would be. Especially when she’s holding herself back that much! A half-strength exercise was one thing, I suspected a martial artist should be able to do that sort of thing for control and teaching at any time. But against a real person, an untrained friend, she’d have to overdo her control rather than underdo it, otherwise she’d risk seriously hurting them. And that was a real burden, especially when she was holding back as much as she’d needed against me. That quarter-strength comment was probably a pretty fair estimate, I could see how it would annoy her while not serving as good training.

As I cast the shield spell and took my position I took extra care to observe all of Eiko’s strikes. It wasn’t like they were four times faster, but there was a lot more oomph behind them.

Yeah, there’s ki in them now and there’s a lot more force and follow through, I thought analytically. And that’s not counting the occasional really heavy blow she’s throwing in. Quarter-strength was probably accurate. And another blow to my ego.

“You’re really going to do this while holding the staff today?” Eiko asked after a minute. She didn’t sound offended or surprised, not after that long observing me. Just a little curious.

“I figured I might as well since we’d reached this point,” I half-shrugged from behind my shield. “I had it out. We’d already done some sparring with it- “

Eiko snorted but managed to hold back her laughter. She was obviously thinking you call that sparring? But did me the favor of not saying it out loud.

“- I was warmed up with it. I figured I may as well try it this way today and get a little more practice with it in.”

“How are you using it?” Eiko asked. “Apart from a different stance you’re not really doing anything different.”

“Maybe you should try moving?” Himeko tossed in from the sidelines. “See how he moves around while holding it?”

“I’m using the staff to hold the spell,” I replied quickly. I could probably keep up with Eiko even while juggling the staff, but I wasn’t keen to test that theory. “Casting the spell from scratch and using the staff’s third hand function instead of supporting the shield spell through the talisman. It’s… different.”

“Huh.” Eiko shot a few more punches at the shield. “It feels a little different. Spongier.”

I thought on that for a moment. “I’m not sure what to say to that. I didn’t think it would make that much of a difference, but I’m more than willing to believe you’re right.”

Eiko grinned fiercely. “That just means I have a better chance of breaking through today than normal,” she declared, and threw herself at her task with renewed enthusiasm.

***

She didn’t.

She did give it her best shot though, with an enthusiasm and energy Master Tai would have had nothing to complain about. Eiko went all out, and when the timer sounded she collapsed onto the mat with exhaustion.

“You shouldn’t have done that,” Himeko needled her gently while leaning over the prone Eiko, a slight undertone of smugness in her ostentatiously polite words. “You had those extra ten minutes of testing before you started the exercise.”

“Shut. Up.” Eiko gasped.

“You were holding back, but holding back that much takes a lot of energy too. And then you jumped into this without any rest. It’s no wonder you’re down on the floor after going all out like that.”

Eiko groaned. “Just leave me to die already,” she declared, throwing a dramatic arm over her eyes.

Himeko just giggled. And I couldn’t help but roll my eyes in amusement too, I’d been worried for a second there but Eiko was already getting her breath back.

“In fairness to Eiko,” I said pleasantly, “it’s not so much the physical factor as the metaphysical one. I’ve never seen her go that hard or strong with her ki before, she’s probably burned up twice as much as she does in one of our usual practices.”

“But yes,” I added, joining the heiress in a position over Eiko and looking down on her, “that was stupid.”

Himeko just giggled again and Eiko let out a bitter chuckle while giving us a rude gesture.

“Come on Eiko,” I said, leaning down and offering her a hand, “you’re not there yet. But you’re getting there, it’ll happen.”

Despite her exhaustion Eiko seemed in good spirits. Even though she’d failed she’d had a really good workout and pushed past her limits to new heights, with nothing else weighing on her that was more than enough to make her happy. She accepted my hand without complaint and I helped haul her back to her feet. Although she still shot a sour glance at Himeko as the heiress pleasantly noted “and now that you’ve softened him up that much, it should be easier for me to break through.”

“In your dreams,” Eiko fired back.

“Mamoru using a new staff while a little more worn out from you?” Himeko noted with a hint of both playfulness and smugness. “I think that’s a little more than a dream, don’t you?”

My warning bracelet gave me some mild squeezes. Not enough to worry me, just enough to warn me not to take things lightly. Be ready when she tries something with Sensei-san, got it. I thought in the bracelet’s direction, even though there was probably no point to that. Sometimes an enchanted item has spirit and awareness, and sometimes a bracelet capable of detecting the future was just a bracelet.

Then Himeko started her attempt and I refocused on the present.

To be fair to Himeko, she wasn’t as wrong as I’d thought. It was a little harder using the shield spell through the staff and the previous exercises had weakened me a little. But she wasn’t in any real danger of breaking through either… I think. I countered her final push as she channeled Sensei-san’s power into her blows without too much trouble, but it wasn’t easy either. A less egotistical part of me wondered what would have happened if she’d tried just a little bit harder and I’d gone into everything overconfident and careless. I didn’t think she’d have broken through the shield, but even I had to admit it would have been pretty close.

Himeko tried to stay on her feet after she was done but the drain and shock of it still forced the prideful heiress to her knees. This time it was also accompanied by a worried >Ojou-sama!< as Kameiko manifested and hovered over her protectively.

To Kameiko’s credit he pulled back at the last moment, not actively touching her as he fluttered about in a manner that would have been amusing if it hadn’t been a several hundred-year-old kami doing it. He was obviously worried about Himeko, but not going to interfere if he didn’t have to.

I waited while Himeko regained her breath and energy. She’d also gone a little further than she should have, not wanting to be outdone by Eiko and sensing a chance to break through, so she was worse than usual this time. But a quick glance with ‘mage sight’ showed nothing that we should have worried about, although Eiko was reluctantly biting back on her revenge and not giving Himeko as good as she’d gotten after her collapse.

After a minute Himeko managed to climb shakily to her feet. She took a deep breath, collected herself, and gave Kameiko a carefully calculated look.

The kami instantly dropped the physical manifestation. It didn’t totally vanish though. >My apologies Ojou-sama, that was not my place.<

“Not today,” Himeko replied, measuring her words out carefully. “It might be in a different situation, a different time. But unless you can tell the difference I will not be inclined to believe you.”

>Ojou-sama< Kameiko sent, by way of non-reply. I felt him withdraw a little further but he still remained present, like a servant retreating to stand against the back wall.

While I was still cautiously considering what to ask and how to bring it up Himeko took pity on me and answered directly. “He’s mostly alright, but he’s still a little sensitive to that sort of thing. Part of it is the risk, part of it is the fact it’s me, and part of it is that it’s another kami that I’m borrowing the power from.”

“Ah,” I said lamely. We all retreated a little further back to sit on a bench against the gym area’s wall.

“He’s honestly not too bad about it,” Himeko continued a little more patiently, “he’s been fine about the occasional practice I’ve done with Sensei-san. But this was the first time using it for real, and it worried him.”

I drummed my fingers against the bench a few times and then I nodded. “I guess I could see that. Sort of like an overprotective uncle?”

“I guess so. I wouldn’t know.”

I winced. But even though I felt bad I couldn’t help but note Himeko didn’t seem truly bothered. And that Eiko had the oddest expression on her face. Sort of an awkward grimace, but she also looked uneasy and like she almost wanted to say something.

“So,” Himeko continued without further comment, “are you going to keep using the staff for these practices Mamoru?”

I held up the item in question in front of me and studied it thoughtfully. “I’m not sure,” I answered after a moment, “it wouldn’t be bad practice, it’ll probably help me attune to my staff a little more easily and get me used to using spells with it. But it won’t be that effective, if it was a choice between doing this once a week or merely having it on my back while I navigated Tokyo I’d choose the second option. And this is supposed to be a practice for you guys. Maybe making a new talisman up and sticking with a that is better.”

“A new talisman?” Himeko enquired.

“Eh, the old one’s starting to wear through,” I admitted diffidently. “I made it as a lower mid range one and it’s time is getting near. It might have made it through to the end of the year if you hadn’t joined in but with the extra stress from the mystic blows it’s wearing out quicker. I figure I’ve got maybe a month before I should replace it.”

“Time out,” Eiko interrupted, sounding curious. “What do you mean worn out?”

“When I make talismans off the cuff they don’t hold up very well,” I answered with a shrug. “They work alright for a while, but channeling and holding spells through them wears them down. The more work I put into a talisman, the better I make it at doing its job, the longer it will last. Something like the fishing rod, or various functions of the staff,” I gestured with said staff, “will pretty much last forever unless something happens. Something I put together in a hurry…”

I trailed off and remembered something. “Here,” I said, casting a quick spell and levitating my bag to my hand, retrieving it from its position against a different wall of the gym. I rummaged through it as I spoke. “I put together a quick talisman in Kyoto to support the spell to detect watchers. I only used it intermittently for a few days. But as you can see…”

I carefully held up a piece of paper. What had once been good quality notepaper with a semi-complicated magic circle written on it now looked like it was decades old and seemed to have a few burnt spots scattered over its surface.

“Whoa!” Eiko was startled and Himeko looked intrigued at this development.

I shrugged. “This was one I did in a real hurry, and used a fair amount on the first day, so it’s pretty dramatic. The one I’ve used to support the shield is a bit higher quality. Ordinary paper doesn’t do so well channeling large amounts of mana for a long time. But it’s not too hard to make something even a little bit better than this. And after that it mostly becomes… weird.”

“Weird?” Himeko asked, looking amused. “Why would you put it like that?”

“It’s kind of like a slippery slope,” I smirked, amused at my own words and the subject matter. “It’s hard to figure out where to stop. Mages keep thinking ‘well, if I put in another hour’s worth of effort, and a thousand yen of supplies, it’ll last three months’ and then they think ‘if I put in four hours worth of effort and some rarer ingredients it’ll last a year’ and finally they tend to realize ‘but if I work on it for a day or two, and maybe add a small precious gem for focusing, it’ll last the rest of my life!’ But when it’s for a talisman that you’ll be using once a month for maybe two years you suddenly realize what a waste of time and resources that was after you’re done.”

The girls tittered to hear me put it like that. I meanwhile reflected that there’s an argument to be made that I just did that with the ley-line detector. I didn’t think so, I meant to use that for a while and it needed that level of quality and precision. But now that the subject had come up…

I pushed that thought out of my head then gently tugged the talisman for the ‘don’t notice me’ spell out of my clothes. I held that up to the girls, sticking with a slightly less iffy demonstration. “Take this for example. I put in a lot of work so that it would protect me for years. I’ve had to use it a lot more than I expected this year, but it’ll probably still last me until I’m in my mid twenties. The paper, ink, and cord are all handmade from scratch to deal with the spell. And I still had to fight myself to keep from taking it even further, turning it into some sort of metal dog tags that would have taken ten times the work and mana to create. If I’d had the resources I have now back then… yeah, I’d probably have given in. And that would have been stupid. Now I have a talisman I can afford to lose or give up if I have to, I can build something better without an issue if I figure out a weakness to it, and it doesn’t undermine itself by looking too valuable to too flashy.”

“I get it,” Eiko nodded, “I have a classmate who buys in bulk. That’s not a bad thing, but she does it so much with stuff she’ll never use before it goes bad that she’s constantly giving it away or selling stuff at school. There are times she’d have saved more if she’d just bought what she’d needed at a higher price.”

“Pretty much,” I agreed. “It’s not too hard to figure out a quick talisman. And you usually know those times you need something a little more serious. The mid-range ones? I’m not the only mage who tends to overthink everything and mess that stuff up. Enchantment is enchantment, whether it’s for a quickie talisman or forging the Kusanagi. But no one wants to bother with enchanting the affordable and more forgettable mid range stuff.”

Himeko nodded. “You’ve been trying to teach us to think of magic as just another science for ages now,” she noted with surprising seriousness. “Maybe you should lead with this in the future? Everyone tends to think of enchanted items as either unbreakable things of great power or magic trinkets that are used once and done. No one ever thinks of the magical equivalent of a car or refrigerator, something that you want to be of decent quality and lasts a while but won’t last forever.”

“Huh,” I said thoughtfully, looking up at the ceiling while I thought about that. “You know, you might be right. When it comes to enchanting there are still more things meant to last indefinitely than you see in modern society,” the stereotype wasn’t totally wrong, “but if I had to explain this to someone else that's probably a good point to bring up.”

I decided not to remind her of the amulets for the psychic kids. Those were another thing I’d attempted to make as permanent as possible. I stood by that decision, it had been perfectly logical under the circumstances. But it wasn’t exactly supportive evidence for today’s point. Maybe I’d better moderate my position a bit? I thought with a hint of guilt. Claim that we do make fewer things like that, it’s just that the more permanent ones add up?

“Speaking of the stereotypical things,” Eiko noted with a glance towards my staff, “how’s your wizard’s staff? We’re not in danger of breaking it, right?”

I glanced ruefully at the staff once again, after all my protests about enchantment objects not being that special my staff was yet another obvious counterargument. “No, you’re fine. That one I did make to be pretty much permanent. Between all the enchantments already in it and the side effects of mana running through a prepared vessel it’s pretty hard to break. I think even Master Tai would have to work at it, if only because it would be hard to brace it firmly enough in a position where he could hit it with everything he had!”

“Good,” Eiko sighed in relief.

On that note I grabbed the naginata bag and started putting the staff away.

“Why a naginata bag though?” Himeko asked, taking note of it. “I know your staff is too long for most other containers, but why not one of those tubes artists use for transporting their paintings, or something similar?”

I prickled a little after recent events with my father, but since Himeko was honestly curious rather than insulting I simply shrugged. “I think it’ll be less obvious in the long run, cause fewer questions.”

“Less obvious?” Himeko was politely skeptical.

“Well, ignoring the ‘don’t notice me’ spell I’m going to work into it, an art tube would be more noticeable over time. Once or twice, sure that’s probably better than a guy with a naginata bag. But every day for a month? That’s more likely to make everyone wonder what the guy’s doing or what’s in the container. Or why they’re constantly carrying their art around. Or maybe just what I’m doing that requires me to be carrying stuff like that around all the time. Or it might simply attract other artists to inquire about what I’m doing, especially if they’ve seen it multiple times. I figure I’m slightly better off with a naginata bag.”

“Maybe,” Eiko still sounded pretty skeptical herself. “But if you do that too long you’re going to run into some sort of martial artist who’s going to bring it up.”

“Hence the ‘don’t notice me’ spell,” I admitted. “With a bit of luck the naginata bag’s going to work a bit better with that too, the spell should help encourage martial artists to assume it’s some other sort of weapon’s bag. And how about the estate, which do you think will cause fewer questions?”

Himeko and Eiko looked at each other. After a few moments they both nodded. “Naginata bag,” Eiko admitted ruefully, “after the bokken bag they’ll either believe us about you carrying something else in there or they’ll assume we’re hiding something and it is a naginata you’re bringing down here to train with us.”

“I’d hurry with that spell Mamoru,” Himeko noted a little more seriously. “It might be slightly better than an art tube, but overly inflexible minds like my grandfather might still try to make something of it.”

“I’m starting work on it tomorrow,” I said quickly. “It shouldn’t take too long.”

“Good.”

“You might want to warn Sensei-san I’m bringing the Little People back in. They’re perfectly suited for subtly building the physical representations of the spells on the bag itself.”

After a playing back that sentence in my head I smirked mentally at what I’d just said. I just got that out like it was a normal sentence someone would say in everyday conversation, I noted in amusement. I’m kind of impressed with myself.

>Ojou-sama< Kameiko broke in respectfully. >I apologize for interrupting, but your mother has taken up position outside the area.<

“Mother? I wonder what this is about?” Himeko looked mildly startled.

Eiko sighed and climbed back to her feet. “Well, guess we’d better start getting changed and washed up. We’ll go out first. Mamoru, you stay out of sight until we draw her away. You probably shouldn’t linger too long in the bath today, if she’s here then that means something’s up and no one’s thinking about Himeko’s grandfather.”

I made a face at the thought but didn’t disagree. Although that did remind me of one of the naginata bag’s other virtues. I can get my staff out of it a lot quicker than I could with other styles of containers, I thought with a small smirk. I wouldn’t be anywhere near what an Iaijutsu practitioner could do with a good sheath, there was still too much awkward positioning and pulling around going on. But I figured I could do it reasonably quickly while running away from something else if I had to. With people like the elder Meiko out there, I put that as a solid point in the pros column!

  

    
        Earth Isekai Chapter 120: Cousins and Closure

    
    
    
    
  Earth Isekai Chapter 120: Cousins and Closure


“So,” I asked, unable to hold it in any longer, “did you see this coming?”

We were technically outside of Tokyo, although that was such a minor technicality it was barely worth mentioning. The Buddhist temple wasn’t far from the Tokyo limits, an incompetent surveyor could have easily misread their equipment and placed it inside. It was Sunday and I’d just arranged an impromptu trip there with my cousin. We were talking as we slowly surmounted the steps to the place.

“No,” Saori answered, mixed feelings plain in her voice. “Not until you called out of nowhere like that.”

“Huh.”

“Is that important?” Saori asked carefully.

“Just another data point,” I told her. “I’m still trying to get a bead on your abilities and limits. Plus, I’m kind of in observation mode.”

“Observation mode?” Saori asked, giving me an odd look.

I nodded. A few hours ago I’d had no plans to do anything like this. The day had been proceeding pretty normally. Or at least as normal as my days ever got, I’d been in the lab working with the Little People on my naginata bag. I hadn’t been going at it too hard, I’d expected to be working with Eiko on our usual physical spell tests before too long. Unfortunately, she’d had to send me her apologies and urgently cancel. I’d been put out and surprised, she never did that, and I hadn’t known what to do with myself. Our surprise trip to the temple was the result of that.

Saori took all of that in stride as I explained it to her. “She never cancels?” she asked in surprise.

I shook my head. “Never. I’ve had to cancel on her once or twice, like last week when I was helping cousin Hikaru at Comiket. And then there was that other time after she was hurt… although that was almost Master Tai canceling it for her… hmm… “

Saori sighed, but unlike most of my cousins and friends she let me play it out in my head. She simply continued to walk up the steps in silence, rather than slapping me upside the head with the usual “focus Mamoru” that most people would have said.

Which only made me feel slightly more guilty when I jumped back in to the present. “In any case, I was shocked and not quite sure what to do with myself. Then I remembered I’d been meaning to do this for a while and I figured it was a good time to give you a call and see if you were available. So, it came as a surprise for you?”

“Completely,” Saori confirmed, “I knew you were about to call a few seconds before the phone rang but that was it.”

We reached the top and briefly surveyed the area. This temple was an odd one, a little too accessible and tourist-y to be completely serious. But at the same time it was a little too weighty and solemn to feel welcoming. Both Saori and I could feel the sacred nature of the place.

“Why does it feel like that?” Saori asked suddenly.

“Pardon?”

“The,” she waved her hand helplessly around her, “feeling you get from places like this. And not just the feeling. The- the- “ she struggled to put it into words.

After a moment I guessed what she was grasping at. “You mean the- huh, what do I call it? …the weight of holiness around us?”

“That’s it!” Saori looked grateful that it was finally put into words.

Wow, it’s strange being on this side of things, I reflected for a moment. Usually I was the one struggling to describe concepts to my friends. At least I could usually feel something of what Saori was talking about (even if it was sometime in black and white compared to her technicolor viewing) rather than having to struggle with the half-baked analogies and confusion I passed off to my friends.

I started walking again and Saori hesitantly started to follow.

“Well…” I said slowly trying to buy time while I dredged up my old lessons and figured out how to explain them to an untutored psychic. “Some of that’s just the usual stuff, the impression left on a place by so many people.”

Saori nodded in agreement. “Some of it. But sometimes there’s more. And you’re the only person I can think to ask.”

If felt obscurely flattered by that, even if it was an unfortunate truth rather than a compliment. “Well… this bit’s trickier… and you really should ask a proper priest for a better description… but you’re right. Just like all the evil and unholy stuff produces various forms of taint, the good and sacred… stuff, produces their own version. That’s what lends this place a little extra weight and oomph.”

“Really?” Saori looked around the area again, and I felt her opening herself up even further for a moment before abruptly slamming her barriers shut again.

That’s a good sign, sort of. I though with some mixed emotions of my own. I was pretty sure I could guess why she’d done that. In a twisted sort of way it was a relief, and a verification we were on the right track.

“I can’t see anything,” she said, a little too quickly.

I nodded. “You normally wouldn’t. The forces of good… okay, you really need a priest to get all the nuances of this right. Or even most of them. Especially since they vary a little from spot to spot, and god to god. But in its own way, too much of this is also bad.”

“Good is bad?” Saori asked, trying to keep both amusement and sarcasm out of her tone.

“You only think you’re joking,” I answered, keeping my tone light but not backing down. “Just like how the taint affects a person in a bad way, twisting them and turning them to evil, too much of this also affects a person. It… makes them calmer and more centered, more likely to choose good and keep themselves under control. And in moderation, and when the person is choosing it, that’s not a bad thing.”

“But,” I emphasized very strongly, “if people aren’t careful we tend to twist that around into something bad. We feel overly guilty and conflicted when we want to do natural things that are a little selfish, like play video games before doing our homework or having some extra mochi. A little of that is fine, it helps us think and balance our life better so we break bad habits and make sure we know what we’re doing. Feeling it every time, feeling compelled to be a better person than we are even when sometimes we need a break or shouldn’t feel bad for a small failing… that can lead to people just as twisted and broken as those infected by taint.”

Saori suddenly looked very serious.

“And the forces of good don’t want that,” I shrugged, letting out a small sigh of relief. “They want us to learn in our own way, at our own pace, of our own will. So they usually take care to deliberately spread their stuff a little thinner, make sure it’s less visible and noticeable, and try to make it a little less sticky than the taint is. There’s still enough here to affect us, give us a boost and a moment of peace if we need it. Or counteract some of the taint that we might have picked up in our lives. But it’s not enough to rule us or corrupt us like the taint would. At least, not if we’re not stupid.”

That was still a pretty basic explanation, and missing out on a couple of important points, but I figured it would do for now. I was pretty sure if I tried explaining it was technically taint as the mages thought of it, just of a healthier persuasion, I'd only confuse her more.

Saori was quiet for a bit, obviously processing what I’d just told her. Finally, in a soft voice, she asked the obvious question. “How would we be stupid?”

I kind of hoped she wouldn’t ask that, I thought wryly. I hadn’t been deliberately fishing when I’d phrased it that way, I’d just remembered the flipside and with my need for full honesty balance I’d felt compelled to at least mention it.

“This… this is where you should really be asking a priest,” I temporized. “Because mages like me tend to be a little… “

Saori just looked at me inquisitively. The implied trust in her eyes, especially given what we were here for, made me discard my first three adjectives.

“… dismissive,” I said finally. “We tend to think of it as some humans becoming addicted or dependant on this feeling. That it’s like an addict with their fix, despite all that the gods have done to make it difficult for that to happen. Since most of those people tend to become servants of the gods in some capacity, or at least try to claim that’s what they’re doing, it’s a sensitive and hotly debated topic amongst mages.”

There was a lot of nuance there, nuance that tended to get dismissed when hot-headed and self-righteous young mages debated each other on the subject. Combine that with all that the average mage didn’t know, especially younger ones who tended to be either devout followers of a god or radical anti-deists, and it was a hot button topic. As in: teachers getting called in and dragging apart drunken young mages in taverns after blows and spells had gotten thrown around.

“Long story short,” I said quickly, hoping I wasn’t doing any damage, “that seems to apply to some so-called holy people but not all of them. Keep the possibility in mind but don’t think it’s one way or the other when you meet someone. Oh look! We’re here!”

That last was obviously a little forced, but it was true. We’d reached an absolutely huge rock garden on the temple grounds. This one was a good 100 meters by 50 meters, with thousands upon thousands of little rocks making up the space between all the main features. It wasn’t quite as fancy or serene as something like the Ryoan-Ji. But I thought it had a certain stark magnificence that was somehow gentled by the temple’s caretakers.

“Here?” Saori asked

“Can’t you tell?” I countered.

Saori gave me a quick but nervous nod by way of an answer. We began to slowly walk around the garden’s edge.

After a minute or so she finally spoke up again. “Cousin? You sometimes talk about other mages but I’ve never seen you with one.”

DAMNIT! Fuck! Shit! I tore off on a long streak of swears in my mind, only managing to quiet them when I realized my psychic cousin might be picking more of it up than I wanted. I’d been so worried she’d pursue the previous question, something else I desperately wanted to avoid, that I’d never even considered that!

“Was there a question in there?” I said with forced lightness, that I didn’t think fooled either of us for a minute.

“I… never mind.”

I sighed and dropped the mask, simultaneously working to calm myself. I was instantly feeling guilty. While I might not have deliberately been trying to intimidate Saori the strength of my feelings combined with her abilities meant I might as well have been looming over her while cracking my knuckled ominously.

“Sorry Saori,” I replied, trying to balance pushing her back a little with still seeming approachable. “That’s one question I can’t really answer. Maybe one day, in time. But right now that’s going to have to remain a mystery for everybody’s sakes. Ask it when you really need to, because one day it might be important.” I doubted that, but who knew? Someday I might need to come clean for some strange reason and in that sort of scenario Saori was a likely candidate. “Until then, keep that under wraps.”

Saori looked at me for a long moment and then nodded, not saying anything.

“I can tell you that you should be very careful with that sort of question in general,” I noted, still serious but a little more genial than before. “Magic and the supernatural are not generally acknowledged forces on Earth. And I know you know that, but I don’t think you’ve really had to take the next step. You’ve been so focused on locking yourself down and avoiding everything you haven’t really internalized this idea yet: if someone or something is especially knowledgeable and skilled they likely got it from somewhere. But the how and why of that... that’s potentially dangerous knowledge. The sort of thing that could get someone silenced or disappeared.”

Saori looked both concerned and skeptical so I acknowledged it with a wry smile. “Yeah, I know. I’m being too dramatic and it’s not necessarily something like that. But you’d better believe I’d be extremely cautious if I ever encountered another mage half as skilled as I am. Keep in mind the most likely innocent explanation is some sort of family tradition or preserved knowledge, and we all know that isn’t the case this time!”

Despite herself Saori snorted and giggled a little, turning away so I wouldn’t see how much the idea amused her. The idea that either of my parents might be mages… yeah, if I didn’t have to live with them I’d have giggled at the idea too. And since she now knew all of my grandparents she could be pretty sure I wasn’t getting it from somewhere further back in the family tree.

“Seriously though,” I said a little more soberly, “even the more reasonable explanations and groups are going to want to keep their secrets. And to protect themselves. And in doing so they might feel like they have to do some pretty nasty stuff. Don’t be afraid to ask those questions, but don’t ask them lightly.”

“I won’t,” Saori promised. “But cousin, you’re, well, family.”

“And that’s why I’m being a little too dramatic,” I admitted. “Still, if this was with one of your other cousins could you truly rule out them getting involved in some sort of cult or dark organization?”

“Well… “

“Heck, let’s be honest here,” I rolled my eyes, “it’s only because you’re sensitive enough to detect taint that you shouldn’t be worried that’s what happened with me! Seriously cousin, we all know what I’m like. Me wandering into some sort of dark cult by mistake, either being suckered or not realizing they were real, makes a pretty good explanation for how I learned magic.”

“That’s… “ Saori started to object, but then stopped as she recognized some of the truth in that statement. In a twisted sort of non-supernatural way that’s what the whole family had been worried had happened to me this year! It felt odd for me to be encouraging that type of thought after all the time I’d spent denying it, but this really did feel like the appropriate balance.

I was still overstating the problem, I’d never really been that dumb. But if you didn’t know I was a reincarnation you could easily believe I’d have been that naïve and socially inept. Since Saori wasn’t the most socially adept kid either she couldn’t figure out how to say as much without sounding insulting.

“Still nothing?” I asked after a few moments, giving her an easy out.

Saori frowned. “I think… over there,” she said uncertainly, pointing diagonally across the stone garden.

I nodded. “Well, tell me when you’re sure.” Up close I could probably find it, but trying to nail it down in the whole rock garden would be next to impossible. I’d have to go through every square meter before I could get close enough, if I was lucky.

“How come I can’t sense this one clearly?” Saori asked, sounding surprisingly frustrated.

I looked at her skeptically. “Come on Saori, we all know the answer to that one.”

“No, I don’t get it,” Saori looked a little stubborn, indirectly proving my point.

“You’re subconsciously blocking,” I sighed, slightly impatient with her denial of something this obvious and easy.

“I’m not!”

“You are,” I reported. I immediately stopped and gentled my tone as I saw how upset she was getting. I stopped both of us and then knelt (well, knelt and leaned a little) so I was almost down at her level.

“Saori-san,” I said more solemnly, “no one blames you for this, it’s perfectly understandable. I’d be a little more worried if you weren’t blocking yourself a little. But you’re tensing up, and your gift doesn’t want to even ‘look’ for this. So you’re squeezing your third eye shut and glimpsing around the edges this time.”

Saori looked away but couldn’t bring herself to protest again. She obviously wanted to, but my sincerity and sympathy combined with her fundamental knowledge of herself meant she couldn’t bring herself to do it.

“Don’t worry about it,” I continued with a gentle smile. “I think you can do it. Heck, I know you can do it because you are doing it! Don’t worry about being the best today, let’s just get through this so we can move on with our lives.”

“Okay,” Saori replied in a small voice, still not really looking at me.

I nodded. “Alright. Let me know if something’s gone wrong and it’s too much. You’ve done enough already. Worst-case scenario? I can take it from here if I have to.”

Saori looked a little more unhappy at that, most likely worried she was failing or I was treating her like too much of a kid. But she didn’t protest, which was probably a sign of how badly this was getting to her.

After another few moments I stood up again and we resumed our slow walk.

“You’re not just saying that?” Saori asked in a small voice after a few moments.

“Which part?” I asked carefully.

“You could find the stone if you had to.”

I nodded. “I could. But I’d have to be a bit more obvious and ruder about it. Unless we’re really lucky and it’s right at the edge I probably wouldn’t find it the easy way. And that means I’d have to cast a really long and obvious spell to track it down. Well, that or spend hours crisscrossing the garden.”

We both glanced around. The place wasn’t too busy but there was a mix of other visitors, caretakers, and a monk or two around the area. Not many, and no one near enough to be worrying (hence our unrestricted conversation) but enough that neither of us wanted to do something so blatant and rude.

“The ‘don’t notice me’ spell would help a lot,” I admitted, “but I don’t think I could get away with anything like that for long.” It helped that I’d left the naginata bag and my staff at home today. Going around with them was alright, especially in crowds and the main city. Dragging the naginata bag randomly to an out of the way temple was a little more suspicious, beaten only by the stupidity of carrying the staff around openly. So today I was back to relying on my traveling reservoir.

“I wish I had something like that,” Saori muttered.

I waffled back and forth for a few moments as I realized Saori was referring to the ‘don’t notice me’ spell. But after a good twenty seconds I finally gave in and asked “do you really?”

Saori shot me a particularly sharp look, obviously aware I was serious. “Yes-s-s-s,” she said slowly, drawing out the word in an uncertain manner.

I sighed. I had a feeling she was giving in to her own teenaged dramatics but there was just enough of a chance she might need one I had to speak up. “Well, if you’re really serious we can look into that. There’s a pretty fair chance you’d be able to pull of the psychic version of this technique. And even if you can’t, I think I could come up with a psi-powered ‘don’t notice me’ talisman for you to use.”

I gave her a sharp-eyed look. “I do not recommend that second option,” I said sternly. “I’m worried it might warp your aura in a permanent way if I tried it. And you’d have to keep physically taking the talisman on and off in order to use it. But if you really need one… I guess you have the right to ask for it.”

I’d already tried to push the other amulets on her after all, back when I was building more blinders, hiders, and shielders for the other kids. If she actually wanted or needed another type of amulet it was kind of hard to claim I shouldn’t be building it.

Saori was silent for another stretch. “This feels almost like one of those wishing stories,” she said when she finally spoke. “The ones where the wish is a booby trap.”

“You’re not far off,” I admitted. “I’m not deliberately trying to hurt you or anything. But doing this through artificial means feels like a mistake, and I’ve got only the vaguest idea about how to teach you to use your powers so you can do it your way. This seems like a bad idea to me. But… you’ve got a better idea of how your powers work and what you need than I do. I keep trying to say that, even if I tend to mess it up by immediately babbling on about what I think is happening or that I’m so much older and wiser. If you really think you need this… well, you’ve got a better line on the future than I do. I should probably keep that in mind.”

I was surprised and gratified to see Saori’s shock. It was pleased shock, followed by her quickly hiding her face and wiping away a few dots of water from the corners of her eyes.

Gods, what is she going through that my praise keeps hitting her like that? I wondered, a little worried. This wasn’t the first time it had happened and it was still a shock, I didn’t think I was saying anything that should have affected her that deeply. Of course, it could have just been mood swings. It’s probably at least partially that, I decided after a few moments, best not to get a swelled head. Combine that with the stress of being the older sibling (psychic older sibling, I reminded myself) of two younger brothers and I could convince myself I was reading too much into things and it was best not to pry.

We were silent for a while longer while we slowly made our way around the garden.

“Cousin,” she said finally, “if I wanted to sense further into the future, how would I do it?”

I glanced at her, a touch suspicious at the way that question had suddenly materialized, but it wasn’t too unreasonable a request. “That’s a complicated question,” I temporized.

“Please?” she pressed, taking care to sound respectful.

“That… depends on a lot of things,” I finally sighed. Oh, I hate how many caveats I’m going to have to put in this one! “It’s pretty complicated, even for you!”

The look she gave me was now a little less respectful.

I took a deep breath and waded into the morass. “Okay, first things first, give up on seeing any fine details of any individual’s future. That’s not likely to happen. There are too many weird things with too many fine details and too much of a butterfly effect from what you can see and how you’ll react to it. You can try to see what your brother will have for breakfast a year from now all you want, you’re better off spending the effort on making it happen rather than hours and hours of trying to foretell it.”

“Why? That seems… “ Saori trailed off, struggling to find the words.

I shrugged. “It’s not impossible, especially if your brother has certain habits and they’re hard to disrupt. But even that could be thrown off by the weirdest things. Like what if he has to sleep over somewhere the night before or gets sick and either misses breakfast or has to have something gentler on the stomach? Too many little things can have too much of an effect between now and then.”

“Now,” I added more reassuringly, “the big things on a bigger scale are actually easier to predict. Those are less affected by feedback and the results of you knowing. Take the next election, I doubt you’re going to have much of an effect on the outcome even if you know the results. Now, you might in another twenty years. If you’re a famous prophet by then and you tried to announce the results ahead of time all sorts of things might cascade and cause a difference,” just for starters, I’d have bet on a bunch of people voting for a different candidate out of spite or to defy ‘destiny’ in some way. “But right now, if a middle schooler says anything it's unlikely to have much of an effect no matter how passionately you push it.”

“But what if I… “ Saori trailed off again, obviously struggling to find an example.

“It’s not impossible,” I reassured her. “But we’re getting into novel territory there, some sort of long form story with a developed plot. Like: because you saw the future you then investigated a winning candidate, discovered a scandal, managed to reveal it to the police, and because of that the candidate was arrested. But in reality that’s not likely not happen. Especially since that is a feedback loop and if one thing led to the other it’s probable it would block your sight in the first place. This is one of those reasons it’s easy to see a Demon Lord arising but you can’t directly prevent it.”

“See the what?” Saori asked instantly, turning her head to face me so fast I was worried she’d hurt herself.

Aoth damn it to hell! I thought passionately inside my head, barely managing to keep myself from going off on another swearing streak. I’d fallen into the Avalon answer to that question and just royally screwed things up.

Half the reason I’d been answering the question had been to distract her, let her sneak up on her fears and quietly use her gift without realizing it. Unfortunately, this question… if I didn’t give her an answer then she was going to worry about it forever and handicap herself. But I couldn’t just be flippant and give her a lie either, she’d know it. And that would just make her wonder and distrust me even more! But tell her the truth? We’d already been through this today, I was not going to reveal my nature to her just yet!

Besides, it was actually a pretty good example. I probably wasn’t going to be able to think of anything else with that stuck in my head!

“Okay,” I said slowly, licking my lips. “This is tricky. It’s an example that’s been on my mind since I was helping my other cousin with her isekai manga. I got to thinking about isekais and what they did right and wrong.” Technically true.

“Okay…” Saori prompted, frowning suspiciously.

I smiled at her weakly.  “I sometimes like to look at mangas and compare how magic works in them with how it works in real life.  Sometimes it’s laughable or frustratingly stupid.  Other times it’s surprisingly close to the truth, or can even give me a new idea.”  True.

Saori smothered a quick grin, obviously amused but still sensing my inner turmoil.

I took a deep breath, choosing my phrasing very carefully. “Well, the trip to the Comic Market got me thinking about the whole summoning a Hero and rise of a Demon Lord tropes.” Also true. Mostly to swear at how stupidly the bad mangas did it, but true.

“Sometimes, some of them actually handled it pretty realistically. Sort of. If a Demon Lord were to arise they would logically be a big event detectable from well in advance. You could make a bunch of arguments of how realistic it was depending on the fantasy universe, some of them have some really contradictory factors in there, but in general that bit’s surprisingly solid.”

“Really?” Saori sounded honestly surprised to hear me say that.

I nodded. “Oh yeah. Something that big? If you treat it as being detectable after the Demon Lord’s been born and when it’s guaranteed they’ll receive their power then all the actual prophesizing makes sense. The fine details might be obscured but every halfway decent foreseer is going to know a Demon Lord is coming.”

“Huh,” Saori went silent again and her gaze turned inward, looking both confused and fascinated at the idea.

I knew I should leave it alone, I knew I should just be grateful for my escape. But I had to say it. After keeping it in so long I couldn’t help but add “It also makes the isekai part of the genre make a lot more sense.”

Saori did a gratifying double take before looking at me in surprise. “What? Really?”

I nodded. “Think about it. The people trying to detect a hero manage to cut out a bunch of feedback loops and paradoxes by going to another world. If they’re just pulling the Hero in directly they can figure out who has the skills and abilities they need, and have a much easier time spotting any red flags which might arise in the future. And if they’re doing the reincarnation thing they’ll already have a solid personality in place which isn’t going to be affected so much by all the effects of growing up that a regular child would.”

Saori still looked a little confused so I just shut up while I was still ahead. There was a lot more to it than that, but most of it was in the fine details. By pulling in a soul from another world we managed to cut out a huge percentage of the paradoxes and problems but that still left a ginormous number in absolute terms. Hence the need for hundreds of mages backing a ritual headed by three archmages to manage it. While a lot of the process had been for transporting the soul the majority of it had been a divination and detection ritual on the grandest scale possible. Even after all this time (and the trauma of my death) it was still a fascinating subject.

Thankfully, before Saori could ask any more awkward questions or I could blow my cover, we found what we were looking for. Saori suddenly stopped dead still, then slowly rotated back to face the rock garden. She took a deep breath, and then pointed about a meter or so away from us with a trembling hand. “There,” she forced out, her voice a strangled whisper.

I nodded solemnly and then stepped in front of her. I activated ‘mage sight’ and studied the area intently. It wasn’t a major difference, but one of the stones in the area was not like the others. “There you are,” I muttered, a vicious hint to my words.

I glanced around. The rock wasn’t large and nobody was too nearby so I quickly cast a spell and levitated the rock to me. Just to be extra careful, I made sure I didn’t pick it up physically, keeping it hovering a few centimeters over my palm. “Got you, you bastard.”

“Cousin…”

Saori sounded pretty scared so I only did a token look to make sure my spells were still intact. A dark part of me wanted to savor this moment, draw it out or find a way to torture the damn demon a little more after all it had done to Saori. Aoth alone knew how I would have managed that, probably just taunted it in a futile and lame manner before moving on to the next step. Saori’s fear kept me grounded though, so I merely pulled the ankh out from beneath my shirt and pressed it against the rock.

The atmosphere shifted slightly, like the air stilled around us and the universe started watching. And I imagined I could almost hear a terrified screech from inside the stone.

“Aoth,” I prayed softly, once again defaulting to Avalon’s Ocean Trade tongue, “you know what lies here. You know what it did, defiling young students and a place of knowledge. I humbly ask for your assistance in ending this. How do I set this right?”

There was a subtle pulse all around us.

For a few moments nothing happened. No great pillars of light, no dramatic crumbling of the stone to dust, no heavenly choirs. I felt quietly confident thought, so I took a moment to study the spells around the stone again. That was some good work, I thought, a little proud of how it had held up all this time. Nothing fancy, just simple solid stuff that worked with what was already there. It had been subtly reinforced and imbued by the same sort of anti-taint the rest of the temple possessed though, and the demon inside had been thoroughly suppressed by the temple’s aura of sacredness. I wasn’t prepared to have bet my work would have held all this time without that.

There was a soft sound, almost like a “chirrup?” from behind us.

“Cousin!” Saori said urgently, tugging upon my arm.

I turned around. Not five meters away from us were now a pair of foxes. Just to be on the safe side I checked them over with ‘mage sight’ but they were only putting in a token effort to hide from anyone else in the area. “Are you the ones sent to deal with the situation?” I asked politely, giving them a respectful bow as I did.

One fox came right up to me and shot me a look that said ‘what do you think, you idiot?’ almost as clearly as if they’d said it out loud.

“Understood. Then I give this into your care,” with that I carefully matched word to deed and floated the stone down to the ground right in front of them. I then bowed deeply to them and backed up a few steps.

“Cousin,” Saori said urgently, barely whispering.

“I know, I know. Five tails.” Their illusions were hiding it from anyone else who might see, but they hadn’t bothered to make them strong enough to escape detection by us. I raised my voice slightly and respectfully asked the kitsune “do you need anything else from us, servants of the higher powers?”

(It was probably Inari. Almost certain in fact. But I wasn’t keen to invite the creative wrath of a kitsune upon myself by being wrong.)

The kitsune studiously ignored me (something for which I was prayerfully grateful, I had no desire to get any more involved with a kitsune then I had to) before padding up to the rock and gently picking it up with their teeth. Then, with an insouciant swish of their tails, they were vanishing into the temple grounds almost faster than we could follow.

I let out a long, shuddering sigh of relief. “It’s finally over,” I told my cousin. “Whatever’s happening to that demon now will make what it did to you seem like a pleasant walk in the park.”

Saori looked up at me with big eyes, for once looking even younger than her years. “Promise?”

Normally I’d have hedged. But for once I felt confident. “I promise. I’ve got a feeling Inari’s taking a hand in this personally. I don’t think Aoth contacted Inari out of laziness, not if kitsune are wandering into a Buddhist temple. Something tells me this particular demon managed to piss her off somehow.”

I looked in the direction the kitsune had gone. “Something tells me it’s regretting that decision now.”

“Good,” Saori said, her voice going dark and vicious.

“So,” I took her hand, “what do you want to do now?”

“Cousin?” she looked at me in surprise.

“We’ve still got some time to kill,” I said with a smile. It felt like a weight had been lifted from my shoulders after all this time, the gods alone knew how Saori felt! “It’s a wonderful day, lets go have a little fun.”

Saori looked stunned for a few moments. And then her smile lit up even brighter than the summertime sun. “Okay!”

Aoth, Inari, Budda, and any others, I said silently but respectfully in my head. Thank you for your help and your blessings upon this day. I made sure to leave a good-sized donation in the box on my way out of the temple. But not so good that my cousin and I couldn’t afford an ice cream. Or three. I didn’t want to ruin the moment by trying to find a cash machine and I figured we deserved it.
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FuryFistA: Mansion. Now!

I blinked stupidly at the text on my phone for a few moments. I’d gotten back from surveying Tokyo’s ley-lines about an hour ago but I was still a bit drained. Not too drained, I’d actually called it quits earlier than usual, but enough that I wasn’t in a hurry to do anything intensive.

Eiko’s urgent sounding text had me rapidly pull together all my resources. The Meiko family had been up to something the last few days, all their servants had been running around madly, too busy and distracted to tell me anything. So far all I’d gotten from Eiko had been that this was an ‘all hands on deck!’ type of situation and even she’d been pulled in to deal with it. If she was finally breaking silence and texting me then that indicated something was badly wrong.

I touched the door handle and hesitated. I was already loaded up with a bunch of supplies and tools but what I had no idea what I was walking into, or how urgent it was.

Eiko missed training with me, I reflected. And she said 'now'. Take no chances.

I spun around and returned to my room, pulling my flying talisman (broomstick) out of its resting place in the corner and slipping on a pair of the connected goggles. Then I left the apartment via the balcony. Maximum speed seemed appropriate.

***

Things were a little busy in front of the Meiko estate, but no signs of fire or police, so I decided discretion was the best way to get started. I landed in a back alley a little further back and made the rest of the way to the mansion on foot. I also discovered the naginata bag could hold both my staff and the flying talisman at the same time. It was a little bit awkward to manage it, fitting both the base of the broom and the staff in there at the same time took some positioning, but overall it was a pleasant surprise I hadn’t even considered before now. That’s handy, I reflected as I easily slipped the goggles in there too.

I was a little worried to see a police car had pulled up in front of the gates in the time between my landing and my arrival. That worry was a little mitigated when a pair of no-nonsense security people dragged out a photographer and handed him off to the police without words.

“Amateur,” someone next to me noted with disdainful amusement. I turned around and did a double take as I realized it was Sato Gota. Despite the heat he had a hoodie on, so I hadn’t spotted his distinctive hair from a distance.

“They had to know the Meikos were on high alert tonight,” he continued, obviously both amused and offended a distant colleague could be so stupid. “But they still trespassed anyway. What an idiot.”

He then turned to me and smirked. “Any comment on the Meiko family’s plans for tonight? Is Himeko planning some sort of major move or meeting with new backers?”

I blinked in confusion. “Green doesn’t work for you,” I replied as snidely as I could manage (which wasn’t very, it came off more like weak and confused) and resumed my trek towards the gates.

Sato, his hair tips dyed dark green this time, simply laughed at my lame sally and let me go about my business. Which, in a way, was probably the most worrying and disheartening thing he could have done.

I hurried to the gates and made it just before the security people closed them again. “Sorry,” I said a little breathlessly, giving them an apologetic bow at the same time, “but Eiko said I should hurry back here. Is everything alright? May I come in?”

One of the guys looked disgusted but the other’s face lit up in enlightenment. “Come in Matsuda-sama,” he said instantly, drawing a brief and quickly concealed look of surprise from his partner. “Eiko-san warned us about this, it’s good to see you.”

While I cautiously entered the mansion grounds the security man held a quick conversation with someone on the other side of an ear piece. He then turned back to me. “We have duties to attend to,” he said apologetically. “Please proceed to the front of the mansion as quickly as possible and you’ll be seen to.”

“Before I forget,” I said quickly, “Sato Gota’s out there, watching.”

Both their faces fell, turning into sour looks. “Shit,” the previously silent one muttered under his breath.

The first one gave his partner a warning glance before turning back to me. “We’ll warn the others Matsuda-sama,” he said politely. “But if he’s smart enough to stay on the right side of the wall then there isn’t much we’ll be able to do. Now please hurry, we’re busy enough already.”

That was cryptic, I thought with a tiny frown of my own. But it wasn’t cryptic enough to be worth getting in their way so I simply followed the suggestion and walked swiftly in the direction of the main doors. If everything else hadn’t already been a clue, the fact there were nearly four dozen other people scattered over the Meiko’s front yard would have let me know something was up. I couldn’t quite figure out what they were up to, it mostly looked like measuring and cleaning from where I stood, but there were a lot of them and they were all looking very busy.

Eiko’s mother met me at the door and instantly swept me up, hurrying me along the mansion’s corridors along a route I’d never taken before. I had no chance to ask any questions, and I wasn’t sure I would have dared voice them even if I’d been given the opportunity. Eiko’s mother… it wasn’t obvious, if I hadn’t had the chance to meet her a few times already and known her daughter fairly well I couldn’t have picked up on it, but she was pretty frazzled. Her professional face would have fooled me a few months ago, but now I could tell she was having to work to hold everything together.

Of course, it helped that the situation was forcing me to look at everything with a critical eye. I spotted another half dozen of the Meiko family’s employees rushing around the halls. They weren’t sprinting, but there was something in their eyes that suggested that if they’d been allowed to run, they would have. Eiko wasn’t kidding about ‘all hands on deck’ I thought in amazement. Intellectually I’d know there were a lot of servants at the Meiko mansion, but I’d never seen so many of them at once or looking so animated!

We ended up at a large room on the second floor, about four or five times the size of my family’s apartment. A number of stations had been set up there already, but before I could realize any more than that I got another major shock.

“There you are!” Eiko emoted in a mixture of relief and frustration, “I was starting to get worried.”

I stared in shock. Eiko was dressed in a maid outfit almost identical to her mother’s. “Eiko?” I asked tentatively.

“I’m not sure this is a good idea,” Eiko’s mother put in from beside me.

“I am,” a harried looking man cut in, both physically and verbally as he hurried towards us from the side of the room. With no more warning than that he grabbed me and started hustling me off to the side. I belatedly recognized him as Eiko’s uncle Hideo from the painful preparations for the formal dinner I’d had with the Meiko family.

“Eiko!” I emoted a little more angrily, digging in my heels as I remembered how the dinner had gone “What is going on here?”

“Himeko needs our help Mamoru,” Eiko said quickly. “We’ve got to get ready.” Then she short circuited all my arguments in the most effective way possible: she started to strip off her clothes.

I instantly turned bright red and shot my eyes forward, in the direction Eiko’s uncle wanted me to go. I stopped resisting him and let him lead me to an alcove at one of the stations.

“I assume from that exchange my niece hasn’t explained anything to you?” he asked distractedly. I would have been encouraged by that but he was also helping me out of my clothes at the same time so my relief to worry ratio was all over the place.

“Uh, no?” I said tentatively, reluctantly going along with the plan. It wasn’t his fault things had turned out so disastrously last time, he’d tried his best to help me.

“Figures,” Hideo replied disgustedly. Two other guys joined him in quickly removing all my clothes. And signaling that I should be the one to take off my accoutrements.

While I reluctantly started removing my assorted talismans they quickly wiped my body down with glorified baby wipes. I’m sure there was a more technical name for them and that they were specifically ‘balanced for the adult body’ in some special way. But in reality I couldn’t help but think they looked like the stuff my aunt was using for my newest cousin.

“Okay, the first thing you have to realize is that we’re all being caught up in some rich people posturing and jockeying for position,” Eiko’s uncle continued as if we weren’t doing something really strange. “There’s a pretty decent event that would normally be happening in a proper hall somewhere more downtown: the Himawari Ball. Don’t worry if you haven’t heard about it, it’s big but usually not too big.”

Since I probably wouldn’t have recognized the rich person version of the Academy Awards if I’d heard it, let alone something less important, I decided to just take his word for it.

“Half the point is just about showing off and keeping up appearances. Unfortunately, it seems that someone’s taking it a little too seriously this year.”

“Somehow,” Hideo shot me a glance just in case I was missing the implications, “the hall that the Himawari Ball was supposed to be held at just got flooded as a bunch of pipes spontaneously burst. And with only a few days notice there was no way for the organizers to arrange for a suitable replacement in such a short time. Even if an acceptable venue could have been found there was no way they could have properly prepared the space for such a prestigious get together, and no one would have wanted to fail in front of so many of Japan’s elite.”

“This was not targeted directly at the Meikos, but Meiko-sama is one of the key chairwomen on the organizing committee,” it took me a moment before I realized he was speaking about Himeko’s mother and not Himeko herself. “In the face of such disaster she volunteered the Meiko home as an emergency substitution.”

“Unfortunately, both sides have escalated the situation since then. Those who wanted to embarrass the original planners have only turned up the heat, and Meiko-sama and the other members of the committee have doubled down on their promises to turn in an amazing substitution. The result is that what should have been an important but not too vital occasion has become what might be the most crucial event of the social season. Everyone who could possibly make it will be here, if only to see if Meiko-sama fails.”

I flinched, and not just because the men had switched from the wipes to rapidly toweling me down.

“We are endeavouring to put on the most flawless party possible under the circumstances,” Hideo continued. “But it is going to be a challenge. We have already brought in as much outside help as we could, both outside contractors and servants from the Kyoto mansion. As you saw, even family members have been recruited to help out.”

That explains Eiko’s maid outfit, I thought, a little incredulously. I could barely believe she’d been trusted to act like any sort of maid in such an important situation. Then again, her family’s been doing this for generations. Chances are good she learned at least the basics before everyone decided it wasn’t for her.

“Nearly four times as many employees as usual are running around the mansion tonight.  Quite frankly, if we could have managed six times we’d still be a little shorthanded.  Unfortunately, trustworthy people of that skill level are in short supply.”

And that explains the dichotomy in the responses at the gate. One was new for the evening while the other had been familiar with me and my odd position.

Now that I was dry the men were starting to fit me in fancy clothes. “Is that what this is about?” I asked cautiously. “You want me to help out?” I tried and failed to keep a hint of panic out of my voice. I was not suited for that!

“Not in the way you think,” Hideo said sternly. “You do not have the skill or knowledge to handle something as important as tonight. Not in that way. You are ill qualified to work in any way that would be seen by our guests and you are not nearly ready to handle something behind the scenes like the kitchen or technical support.”

I was mildly miffed by the inclusion of technical support, that much I thought I could have handled quite well (never mind how much of a nightmare anything else would have been!). But before I could get around to realizing how stupid that was, how much I’d have had to work with a team that probably knew the estate’s systems ten times better than I did, Hideo ploughed on.

“You and my niece have a much more important job tonight, assisting Himeko-sama.”

I almost jumped out of my clothes. And I mean that literally, they’d only half fastened me into what I now recognized as the base of a tuxedo when I violently jerked to the side, earning me dirty looks from everyone.

I didn’t much care. “Are you insa-… I mean… that does not sound like a good idea Hideo-sama.”

The men roughly manhandled me back into position and resumed their work.

“It is not optimal,” Hideo said sourly, even as he jerked my head into its ‘proper’ place. “And no one is expecting any miracles. Frankly, we’re all trying to get through tonight with the least damage possible rather than attempting a flawless performance. In that respect you are perfect for the job.”

That stung. But it was somehow surprisingly reassuring at the same time.

“Your purpose is to provide a safe and mildly confusing male wall for the mistress to hide behind when she needs to. Himeko is the eligible daughter of the hosts of this event, she will be under everyone’s eyes constantly tonight. She needs support. You and my niece will have to be sufficient.”

“This is a bad idea,” I protested. But only weakly, his argument had already struck home and I felt guilty at the mere thought of leaving Himeko alone in a lurch like that.

“On the contrary,” Hideo countered, even as he focused on the sleeve of my new jacket and adjusting it so that it fit perfectly. “This is a good idea. Safe male company will allow Himeko-sama greater freedom to pick and choose who she interacts with, as well as how she does so and for how long. Your atypical size and appearance will only increase her options. She can present you as an outsider, and make various excuses relating to your unfamiliarity with the culture, or emphasize you are just as Japanese as the next person and use her opponent’s assumptions against them. She can present you as intimidating or comforting as suits her needs. And, if need be, you will be more useful in intimidating guests who might have imbibed too much; even more so than my niece would be. At least, not if we don’t want to resort to violence.”

“But it’s me we’re talking about here,” I protested. “I can’t do any of that!”

“Try,” Hideo said flatly. “You are a total unknown to this crowd. The mistress will have no problem working with that. You merely need to follow her lead.”

A thousand more protests sprung up in my head. Unfortunately, they all ran up against the simple thought that Himeko needs you and shattered into a million pieces. I couldn’t bring myself to abandon her if she was in trouble. Not if I could help. And, as much as I wanted to protest otherwise, this probably was the best way to do it. Even if I could have told Hideo that I was best off flying invisibly above the crowd, casting appropriate spells as the need arose, I was pretty sure Eiko’s uncle was right: I could do more good at Himeko’s side in a subtler way under her direction. It would suck, I was not looking forward to this in the slightest, but simply by acting as her beard to an unworthy idiot or three I would be more productive than hovering above the gathering like some sort of modern witch and trying to figure out when to cast ‘fear’ or ‘don’t notice me’ spells.

This is still a bad idea, I thought as I gritted my teeth. Aoth, if you want to bestow any appropriate knowledge upon me before I screw things up for anyone I would more than welcome your guidance!

Unsurprisingly, my deity remained silent and I had no choice but to submit myself to the ministrations of the professional tailors.

***

About two hours later I finally escaped everyone’s efforts. In addition to speed fitting a tuxedo I’d received a quick makeover and haircut, along with a few other minor tweaks and additions to hide I was an absolute peasant instead of one of Japan’s movers and shakers. I was now sporting a borrowed Rolex watch and an unobtrusive sapphire and gold ring that probably cost more than most people’s cars. I was torn between being bowel-shakingly terrified of the loans and wondering if there was a way to sneak them away and quietly pawn them off. I knew it was unusually greedy of me, but the proceeds of those sales would have paid for a lot of new mana collectors.

I didn’t mean that thought too seriously, but I couldn’t help but wonder. Besides, focusing on it helped save me from the absolute terror of what I was getting into. Between that and the fear it was keeping at bay I was absolutely blindsided by what was waiting for me at the end of my makeover.

“Not bad Mamoru, not bad! It’s not brilliant but you clean up nicely,” Eiko noted as I was abruptly booted out of the last station.

My jaw dropped as I saw Eiko, dropped so hard I was surprised it didn’t hit the floor and then bounce back up to bite me.

Eiko was an unexpected vision of loveliness. While I’d been busy on the guy’s side apparently the woman’s side had been at work on her. She now sported a warm chocolate dress with a slit in the side that hung off one shoulder and clung to all her curves. It blended perfectly with her tanned skin, not too similar but close enough you had to spend a moment double checking where the dress ended and the woman began. And both played off her auburn hair, now shining after some sort of hair treatment and put up in a sophisticated looking ‘do. She even wore coordinated lipstick and mascara, something I’d never have imagined for Eiko in a million years! She didn’t quite look traditionally beautiful, her arms and upper body were still too defined, as were what I could see of her legs, but I would have defied you to find a straight guy our age who would notice that in the first thirty seconds of looking at her!

“Yeah, I know,” Eiko said, flushing slightly and looking away. “The makeup’s a little much.”

“What? No no no!” I protested dumbly.

“Come on Mam, it’s ridiculous!”

“I wouldn’t say that… “ I said slowly, too stunned to come up with anything else.

“Of course it is!” she tugged at her shoulder strap (and inadvertently caused a small tug in my underwear). “I can’t believe they did my whole top. I’m surprised they didn’t go even lower and put some over my ni- “ she cut herself off as she caught her uncle giving her a stern look.

“They did?” I asked stupidly.

“Come on Mam,” she gave me a smirk. “You think I’ve got tan lines like this? Master Tai and I occasionally work out in the nude, we don’t do it often enough to tan.”

My mind was a whirl of mixed thoughts and nothing came out. She was right though, it didn’t make sense that she’d have a tan line like that. I might have been willing to believe something corresponding to the reasonable bikini she’d worn on the school trip (and her bikini had revealed enough pale flesh back then to let me know much of this was false) but even that would have shown off some lighter sections while she was wearing an off the shoulder dress. I should take a closer look though, make a thorough check, the animal side of my brain thought unrepentantly.

Before I could get my mind working again Eiko grabbed my arm. “Come on,” she told me as she tugged me out of the room, “we’d better get going. The early guests have already started arriving, we need to get into position and help Himeko out.”

I gave in and started following her but couldn’t help and ask “how can you tell?”

“All the new arrivals,” she replied, tilting her head towards the other stations around the room. I realized that there were another four or five people being worked on in one way or another.

“Who are they?” I asked in confusion. “More new recruits? Or… “

“I sometimes forget how much you don’t know,” Eiko smirked again. But she quickly took pity on me and continued with “in a way I guess they are new recruits. They’re more guests, but they didn’t have time to get ready or get anything. Important businessmen from other cities, visiting athletes, that sort of person. People who do own a clothing good enough to wear to this event, but it’s stuck halfway across the country and they didn’t have the time to just stop somewhere and get a good tuxedo. But they’re Meiko allies, so the family’s making sure they can come to the party without embarrassment. That’s why there’s a whole room here dedicated to making sure everyone’s perfect.”

“Oh thank Aoth! I was starting to worry that was just for me.”

Eiko let out a quick laugh. “Hah! Dream on Mamoru, you’re not that important! No, the room’s there to help our friends get started and to provide maintenance throughout the night for everyone. If someone gets a drink spilled on them or they rip their dress on an ornamental plant they can just duck into that room, get themselves and their clothes fixed, and then come back to everything with no one the wiser. We just got the full makeover because someone has to be there to help Hime.”

“Is it that important?” I asked. I also noticed how many nicknames she was using tonight. I wondered if it was a sign that she was a little more stressed than she was letting on.

“Oh yeah,” Eiko said grimly, “between the guys looking to talk their way into the Meiko family, the old idiots who think that girls are getting too uppity, and the jealous bitches who want what Himeko has, Hime’s going to be facing a whole gauntlet of nastiness tonight. Having some friends running assistance and interference for her is going to help a lot.”

Despite the situation, the whole symphony of emotions running through me right then, I only needed one look at Eiko’s serious expression to realize she meant it. And I nodded firmly at her in affirmation of her purpose. If that was true then it was time for me to suck it up and put myself on the line for Himeko.

No matter how much I hated it.

It was fascinating to see the changes to the mansion grounds though. As we stepped outside I could see dozens of tables, decorations, and lights had materialized in the hours since I’d emptied the mana collectors. Not too many things, the mansion grounds weren’t too cluttered by the additions, but it was still a pretty fair number by any standard. It all seemed a little oddly positioned at first glance, focusing on the sides and back of the mansion rather than the front. Then I remembered Sato Gota and the photographer I’d encountered on the way in, I doubted they were the only members of the paparazzi present. The front of the mansion would have been much easier to get shots of, if only as the gates opened to let new guests in. This way granted the guests more privacy.

And it wasn’t just the material additions either, Eiko was right and a few guests had already started to arrive. There were less than two dozen of them I could see, but they seemed to take up more space than that number would have indicated as they drew the eye with their fancy clothing and then filled the area with self-important auras.

“Ugh, it’s starting already,” Eiko sighed in disgust. Then she brightened up. “But there’s Hime, we’re in time.”

She quickly dragged me towards our friend who turned to face us at the last minute, probably hearing our footsteps on the deck while she was surrounded by grass.

I was slightly taken aback by Himeko’s appearance, not as floored as I had been by Eiko’s transformation but still surprised. My major ‘complaint’ was that it wasn’t as dramatic a change as what Eiko had gone through, being a bit more subtle and understated.

The dress was a dark and rich blue but a lot frillier and… princess-y for lack of a better description (I don’t know! I do magic, not fashion!). The cut was a lot more modest than Eiko’s at first glance, but I couldn’t help but note that it was showing a bit of cleavage and it was one of the only times I’d seen Himeko emphasize her chest rather than hide it. The shoulders were ruffled but short, a lack made up for by matching arm length gloves that somehow highlighted the girl between them. She also had makeup on but it wasn’t as flashy as Eiko’s. It was subtle, a lot more interested in emphasizing what was there than painting over it. Overall, she looked pretty sophisticated… except for the hair. The sides of her hair were braided and pinned away from her face. The ends were tied behind her head, but covering that tie was a huge blue bow that matched her dress but looked like it belonged in an anime instead of the garden. At first I’d thought that was a mistake, but as the evening drew on I’d realize it was a strategy to also lend an aura of youth and innocence to her. Both as part of her look… and to let strangers underestimate her.

For a split-second Himeko’s face lit up brightly as she spotted us, blazing like the descending sun as the day was drawing to a close. She quickly clamped down on her expression though, wearing a politely interested smile as she greeted us.

“Eiko-sama, Matsuda-sama, it is so good to see you,” she noted blandly.

“What? You’re going to use Mamoru’s last name but not mine?” Eiko joked.

Himeko took a surreptitious look around and then let out a sigh of relief. “Thank god you guys are here,” she emoted a little more honestly. “And you’re right Eiko, I have to come up with a consistent way of referring to you guys this evening. Kobayashi-sama and Matsuda-sama?”

“I could get used to you referring to me more formally. But then you’ll probably get me mixed up with my dad. Just stick to the regular stuff and add the suffix when you have to.”

Despite myself, I couldn’t help but sigh.

The girls looked at me in surprise. “What is it Mamoru-sama?” Himeko made sure to ask the question formally but there was a hint of real concern in her eyes. There’d been a surprising amount of deep disgust in my sigh.

“Nothing, it’s nothing,” I said quickly. When the girls continued to look at me I flushed slightly and admitted. “It’s just… it dawned on me what I was wearing. And when you were debating how to refer to me… I’m pretty sure there’s a reason guys named Mamoru avoid tuxedos.”

Himeko quickly covered her mouth with a polite hand, I could still see she was struggling to conceal her laughter behind it. Eiko was less subtle, she held her sides and bent over a little as she tried to keep her laughter down. “I can’t…” she wheezed helplessly. “I never… Of course!”

“Eiko,” Himeko warned with mock sternness. “Your makeup will run if you tear up like that.”

“No, it won’t,” Eiko gasped. “This is the top-quality stuff. I can’t… I never thought of it. So what do you think, Tuxedo Mas- “

“Finish that sentence and they’ll never find the body,” I growled out with unwarranted heat. It was a bit of a trigger for me though. I don’t mind the Sailor series overall, but growing up that had somehow ended up a favorite way for some kids to mock me back in grade school. I’d ended up with a mild aversion to tuxedos in general. Not that I’d even thought about it for a year or so, it wasn’t something that came up terribly often.

That just set Eiko off again. She wandered a little further away to laugh a little more in privacy while Himeko’s eyes went bright as she struggled to keep a straight face.

“Look, it’s childhood trauma,” I said, giving her an unasked for defense. “I know it doesn’t make any sense, but it didn’t make sense for the grade school kids to focus on it as a way to mock me either! I had to put up with that stupidity for three or four years, and it only really went away when I graduated to junior high.”

“Of course,” Himeko replied graciously. Her eyes were still shining too much though.

I muttered something unprintable underneath my breath and moved a little more to the side. Himeko’s gaze suddenly sharpened though, and she noted something over my shoulder.

“Move away but watch for my signal,” she said softly but seriously. “When I give it start coming back to me very quickly.”

“What?”

“Do it. Now!”

Himeko’s voice was still low but her tone was inarguable. Confused, I started to do as she asked and saw a thirty-year-old man approaching her from the direction she’d looked.

I hung out as unobtrusively near the mansion as I could (using the ‘don’t notice me’ talisman at a low power level to do so. The staff had reluctantly returned all my little talismans after the tuxedo fitting. I had one of the emergency mithril power reservoirs tucked into my tuxedo this time, and I could tap into a little of the ley-line’s ambient power to both supplement and refill it if I had to. I wasn’t going to be capable of any major magic this evening, not unless I directly approached the collectors or hauled my staff out of the Meiko’s coat check. But after the disastrous dinner with Himeko’s parents I’d made sure I wouldn’t be totally helpless either.) and watched the scene unfold from a safe distance. Himeko seemed to greet the man elegantly but with a hint of warmth and then engaged in polite conversation with him.

I felt a faint brush of ki over me and then Eiko was back at my side. “What did I miss?” she asked.

I blinked a few times but felt a small surge of respect towards Eiko. The spell had been pretty weak, if she’d focused I was pretty sure she could have found me without using her ki, but that was still a nice little indicator of her progress.

“Himeko said to wait for her signal then I should go back to her. Well, she actually said ‘start coming back to her very quickly’, so I guess I’m supposed to… jog towards her?”

“Walk fast,” Eiko said firmly, “or at least walk aggressively. That’s Ito Harou, of the Ito Consumables Corporation. He’s- that’s the signal. Go! Go!”

Eiko shoved me forward, I’d missed whatever Himeko had indicated but I awkwardly took Eiko’s word for it and turned my stumbling into an aggressive stride while turning off the ‘don’t notice me’ spell. Thankfully the distance was short enough that I managed to keep it going instead of succumbing to my fear and uncertainty by letting my mental issues turn it into a hesitant shuffle.

“- you very much Ito-sama,” Himeko demurred politely, “but… my apologies Ito-sama, it seems something has come up.”

Himeko instantly turned to me, a little relief flashing in her eyes as she did so. “Mamoru-sama, did everything go alright?”

I stumbled over my words, no idea what to say. “Well…”

Himeko turned elegantly back to the older man. “I’m so sorry Ito-sama,” she said, giving the man a small bow as she did so, “I need to see to this immediately, I’m sure you understand.”

The man smiled widely. “Of course Himeko-san, do whatever you need to.”

Himeko smiled at him then turned around, grabbed my arm, and started walking both of us back towards the house. “First name basis?” I asked softly after a few seconds, still totally confused as to what was going.

“He wishes,” Himeko said darkly. “The man think’s he’s the heaven’s gift to women and wants to bestow his ‘blessings’ on as many of them as possible.”

It took a few moments for me to realize she was serious, luckily we were already through the back doors before I turned to look at her incredulously.

“Don’t worry,” Himeko continued, “he’s not stupid enough to pester me like that once the party fills up a little more, he was just seeing if he couldn’t sneak something in early on.”

“Ugh, Ito already?” Eiko asked, coming in from the side.

Himeko ducked out of sight behind a door and then stopped. “Pretty much,” she confirmed a little more calmly as she slumped against the wall. “Hopefully he’s going to calm down soon enough, or at least figure out who’s he’s aiming for tonight and focus on her.”

“Well, at least he takes no for an answer when it’s loud and clear enough.”

“It’s just that making it clear enough to get through his thick skull while still being polite is a challenge,” Himeko pouted for a moment. “Seriously, he thinks you’re just being shy or flirtatious unless you tell him straight out no, I have no interest in you. Not even a little. Now go away. I’m glad he’s not a scumbag grope machine, but that doesn’t make him good.”

“Speaking of which, I saw Hara Choki out there.”

“Ah fu- “ Himeko only caught the swear with difficulty, leaving me nearly speechless. She gave Eiko a tired look. “Security is on him?”

“That’s how I spotted him, I noticed one of the new guys wandering around and started looking in the area,” Eiko confirmed with a sad smile. “Don’t worry, there’s going to be someone shadowing him all evening.”

Holy shit! I was beginning to see why Himeko needed help. I was also shocked to see Eiko participating in this way. I was so used to thinking of her as an outrageous rebel who went against polite society that I tended to forget she had a unique angle on the whole Meiko/servant thing.

“See if we can’t make it two people,” Himeko declared, straightening up and taking command of the situation again. “We don’t want to lose track of him in the crowd, it’s best if there’s always a witness around and he doesn’t get out of sight for a second. Is Ito gone?”

Eiko peeked around the side and back towards the yard. “Looks like it.”

“Alright then,” Himeko said grimly before putting her hostess mask back on, “back to the fray.”

***

The next hour or so was an undreamt of combination of fascinating, terrifying, and a little bit amusing at times. As more and more guests arrived Himeko delivered a powerful performance as the perfect Meiko heiress. She greeted, thanked, and helped out new guests, gave out various orders and authorizations to employees, and subtly manipulated her friends as weapons to cut through the societal morass in front of her.

And while that last thing might have sounded cold, and it was, I couldn’t help but appreciate the genius of what she was doing as I helped. Eiko and I were mostly there to create openings for her, when Himeko needed help she would signal us and we would approach in the manner most handy for her.

Sometimes it was just as a random guest and that she was incredibly sorry, she would have loved to talk some more, but now she needed to greet this newcomer. She was the Meiko heiress after all, she couldn’t just ignore someone, now could she?

Sometimes it was as an irate guest, suffering some sort of problem, and she had to take care of it now! Himeko usually preferred Eiko for those, she could pull off the attitude a lot better than I could and she was the right combination of intimidating but not someone these high society people wanted to be accused of using force on. Eiko explained that a few of them might have copped an attitude otherwise, tried to intimidate her right back and generally escalated the situation. But since she was a young, fairly hot lady in a dress they weren’t going to do that without a good reason, not where so much of Japan’s elite could see them.

(I did play the role a few times. Mostly just to give Eiko some cover or because they were foolish guests who weren’t likely to notice my ineptitude but were more likely to be worried by a large man.)

Other times we made it look like Himeko had to take a moment to explain and orient someone who didn’t understand Japanese culture or how things around the mansion worked. This was mostly used when she wanted to quickly move away from the area, giving her an excuse to get cleanly away from the guests and take up position at another section of the event. And, what a shock, I was the one mostly used for that role. To be fair to Himeko, she never actually said I wasn’t Japanese whenever we used this trick. She just intimated it in the subtlest manner and everyone took one look at me and made that assumption. And she did use Eiko once or twice, passing off her dark tan and atypical hair color as ‘other’. Eiko mentioned that most of the people Himeko was pulling this on were already a little prejudiced or outright racist so they usually didn’t look too closely at us, the merest hint was enough to get them interested in getting away as soon as possible.

And once in a while Eiko and I were supposed to be VIPs. This was usually a little more complex, and often involved both of us approaching together. Eiko explained that this was usually for the more important targets, and that Himeko quietly intimated something about one or the other of us that would make them uncomfortable and swiftly bow out when it was obvious we were sticking around. These particular acts were the most nerve wracking for me because it usually involved a minute or two of conversation and I was always convinced I was about to blow it. Eiko usually carried the bulk of the conversation, such as it was, and I usually limited myself to a polite greeting along with a few “oh?” “Yes.” and “Really?” comments.

“I can’t even see the signals,” I complained as we retreated after one of the VIP cons. Eiko was the one monitoring Himeko, reporting her commands, and explaining the game to me in between our approaches. My limited contribution was to sometimes use the ‘don’t notice me’ talisman to make sure we slipped away without anyone realizing what was going on.

“You’re looking in the wrong place,” Eiko murmured a little smugly.

I gave her back an annoyed glance. “What’s the place then? I’ve been studying her hands all evening because that’s all she moves. But I’ve seen no consistency or correlation with any of her hand movements and what we need to do.”

“Of course not, that would be too obvious.”

“Then what’s she doing? Blinking in morse code? Because I’ve been trying to keep an eye on her head but I haven’t seen anything there either.”

“Look at her feet Mamoru. When Hime wants help she’ll quietly shift her left foot back a bit. The position of it, and how many taps she does, lets us know what she wants.”

I glanced back in Himeko at surprise. The dress was only a little bit above her ankles but she was wearing shoes with a reasonably high heel so her feet were more visible than usual.

Despite myself, I frowned. “She can do that in those heels?”

Eiko rolled her eyes. “Yes. It’s not easy, but it’s nothing compared to some of the training she’s had to undergo over the years. We had these signals figured out by the time she was ready for junior high.”

I drew breath to make some sort of snarky comment, realized what I was doing, and let it out more slowly. “Sorry,” I told her in a much more patient voice. “I’m angry and I’m taking it out on you when it’s not your fault, it’s the situation. All of this is getting to me, but at the same time I’m just pissed off at all these idiots harassing Himeko in the first place.”

Eiko smirked again, but there was an angry glint in her own eyes. “I don’t blame you, that’s why I brought you here in the first place.”

“You’ve done this before?”

“Nothing this bad,” Eiko responded humbly, “and it’s been… yeah, it’s been more than a year since I last had to do anything this important. But yes, I’ve been helping Himeko get through these things ever since we were old enough to go to them. Even when the only thing I could do was stand there as a reliable witness to make sure no one was trying to get handsy.”

My disgust must have shown on my face because she took one look at me and smiled with a mixture of humor and sadness. “It wasn’t that big a threat Mamoru, even these idiots aren’t really that stupid. But enough of them are pretty self-important and a little delusional. And if you mix in drinking along with one or two of the younger morons out there taking their first sips of alcohol, and getting pressured by other idiots looking to discredit them, things sometimes happen. Himeko’s parents were glad to have me along as an unobtrusive aide, just to make sure everything went smoothly.”

I let out a huge sigh of relief. “Sorry. It’s just after how you’ve talked about some of these people, and what I’ve seen them doing tonight…” I trailed off, unsure how to finish that in a remotely diplomatic manner.

“Yeah, some of them are pretty bad,” Eiko reported bluntly. “They’re powerful and they know it, and they’re not afraid of using that power to get their way. I’m not saying there’s not some pretty big scumbags out there, more of them than you’d get in a usual crowd! But it’s not all of them, and most of those scumbags wouldn’t have gotten that power in the first place if they were totally insane. Himeko’s facing a lot of unwanted propositions tonight, and a lot of unsubtle social backstabbing. She’s probably even going to get felt up a little by a few of the bigger idiots if she’s not careful, at least after they’ve had enough drinks to make them even stupider than usual. But it’s all minor league stuff, no one’s going to try drugging her or dragging her off into a dark corner and assaulting her.”

I’d have felt slightly more reassured if there hadn’t been the slightest twinge of doubt in Eiko’s tone. She clearly wanted to believe that, but there was a hint of real concern in her voice underneath all the bravado. Considering that I was the paranoid one that was enough to make me really worried!

Suddenly Eiko’s eyes lit up and her face opened up in the biggest grin I’d seen on her in weeks. “Then again,” she said quickly, taking my hand, “some of them aren’t complete wastes of space. Come on!”

“Why? Is Himeko signaling?” I was confused by her expression combined with this sudden action.

“Oh no! In fact, she’d want us as far away from this as possible. But I have to see how this turns out!”

We veered to the side and quietly took up position next to a punch bowl, well within eavesdropping distance of Himeko. “Who’s that?” I asked as I saw someone else approaching her.

“Watanabe Hiro,” Eiko reported with undisguised relish, her eyes alight.

It took me a moment but then I realized even I knew the name and I also realized I wouldn’t miss this for the world.

Himeko turned to see him, and then momentarily froze as she found herself face to face with her crush.
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So far the big event at the Meiko mansion had been pretty painful for me. Sure, I’d been glad to be there and helping Himeko out rather than letting her suffer. But that didn’t mean I’d been having a good time, dressing up in a bunch of borrowed clothing and helping Himeko herd self-important snobs was not terribly enjoyable. Perversely fascinating and educational, yes; enjoyable, no. So far I’d spent most of my time in absolute terror I was going to completely humiliate myself in front of Japan’s elite.

But, as I saw Himeko come face to face with her crush, I realized there really was nowhere else in the world I’d rather be.

“That’s Lord Fancy Shoes?” I murmured softly to Eiko, remembering her nickname for the man.

“In the flesh,” she responded in the same low tones, obviously not eager to interrupt the situation either. “We’ve been so busy I forgot that he’d probably be here. I wonder if Himeko remembered?”

Apparently not, I thought as I saw a spark of terrified surprise in her eyes, along with a noticeable blush on her cheeks that was not due to makeup. So far Himeko had been acting as a sort of secondary hostess for the event, suffering the worst of both worlds in the process. She would greet and acknowledge various people after they’d arrived, making sure they were doing fine. It wasn’t as compulsory or formal as what her mother was managing at the entrance, but it was the next best thing to it and as far as I could tell Himeko covered everyone eventually. But, at the same time, she didn’t have the same rank and respectability as her mother or any of the Himawari Ball organizers. People were more honest and less respectful of her, most often to her detriment. Himeko had told me that was the point, that she was doing so in order to draw fire away from the more important people while also providing a more accessible person to contact to make sure the evening went as smoothly as possible. That was actually sensible, so far she’d received several minor critiques and complaints that the guests had either been too afraid or too intimidated to bring to her mother. Some had just been thoughtless whining but some had been entirely justified, things that the Meikos had missed while trying to bring everything together in such a hurry. Himeko had taken the opportunity to fix those problems as quickly as possible before the more hostile guests could discover them and use those lapses against her family. All in all, Himeko’s odd role was proving surprisingly important. That hadn’t stopped my blood from boiling a few times as she became a target for a bunch of backstabbing society matrons and a much ogled idol of too many men old enough to be her father.

But, as Watanabe Hiro was proving, she’d also come in contact with plenty of neutral or mostly pleasant people too. They usually hadn’t made as much of an impression as the nastier guests, and they usually didn’t exchange more than ten words with the Meiko heiress, but Himeko’s long-term crush was proving the exception.

This was the first time I’d ever seen the guy and he was a little… surprising was the first word that came to mind.

Don’t get me wrong, some of it was expected. For example, his perfectly tailored and painfully elegant tuxedo. Don’t ask me how, but even at first glance I could tell there’d been subtle alterations to make it more fashionable and stylish than the ‘standard’ model I was wearing. And he was handsome. But he was handsome in a different way than I’d expected. He was a little more… rugged? Masculine wasn’t quite the right word (though that was there too) but something told me in another decade or so craggy would be, he was too young for it now but you could see where the lines were set to later develop. His stylists and makeover had gentled his looks for the party but he was solid, broad shouldered and I’d have bet under his tuxedo he was just as well defined muscle wise as Eiko. The solid, good kind of muscle that martial artists and manual labourers had rather than the bodybuilding of some of the actors and gigolos we’d seen earlier in the night. I was surprised Himeko was interested in him but not surprised in the slightest that he’d attracted my friend’s attention, the guy made an impression.

“Meiko-sama,” he said, coming up to her and giving her a polite bow.

Is he shorter than her? I cocked my head and studied the pair in surprise. After a moment I remembered Himeko was wearing decently high heels. Nothing that she’d break her legs in, probably still under ten centimeters, but they definitely added a little to her height. Not usually, I decided finally, but I think they’re pretty close. He’s probably only two or three centimeters taller than Himeko.

I had time to consider that, because for the first time I could remember Himeko seemed to stumble a little with her words! “Hir-… Watanabe-sama… it is good to see you at our party. I mean the Himawari Ball.”

I was caught between cringing and chuckling at watching my friend flounder like that. She pulled it together well at the end, but after the last hour and change of watching her manipulate politicians, movie stars, and CEOs without even blinking this was almost painful to watch.

“It is good to see you again,” Watanabe continued politely, “and it is good to be here. You must be proud of your mother for putting all this together so quickly.”

“Yes… proud…”

“Come on Hime, pull it together,” Eiko murmured passionately from beside me.

“She does great credit to the Meiko name,” Himeko declared. The wording itself was smooth and sounded a lot more like the Himeko I knew, but coming on the heels of all that awkwardness it felt a little jerky. “She did not do it alone, all the people from the Himawari Committee helped, but we’re all proud of what she’s done. That’s why I’m grateful for the opportunity to help out tonight.”

Watanabe nodded pleasantly. “Yes, I liked the combination of the sound system and the live band. It’s unusual, but it seems to work.”

“Yes, we have them set up in the Lesser Hall. It had the best acoustics.”

I jerked slightly. “What? Really?” I whispered to Eiko. I’d heard the omnipresent background music but I’d simply assumed it had been recorded.

Eiko nodded slightly. “Setting that up so that speakers could relay it over the party was a pain. But it seems to be paying off now.”

“Other groups might want to consider something similar in the future,” Himeko continued after an awkward pause. “We’ll see how it turns out, but so far we are seeing some surprising advantages. We were able to bring in more musicians than usual, and they seem to be playing a little better on top of that.”

“Really?”

“Oh yes, without the guests getting too close and either disturbing them or stressing them out there seems to be a touch less stiffness in their playing.” There was a small pause and then Himeko seemed to realize some of the implications of what she was saying because she faintly rushed her next words. “Of course, it’s early days yet. It’s hardly necessary for most events and I suspect most musicians appreciate seeing their audience. At least when it’s more reasonable numbers.”

“True. The balance would be tricky tonight, given how many of us have turned out.”

There was another small pause.

“Speaking of musicians and crowds,” Watanabe continued, “will there be dancing later? That is one place where the extended loop between musicians and audience could be detrimental. And I can understand how it would be too awkward to manage tonight, given just how many of us showed up.”

Himeko laughed. She tried to make it elegant but there was a hint of panicked shrillness to it. “Of course there will be dancing! We could hardly try to hold the Himawari Ball without that, everyone would laugh us out of Japan! No, once a few more people have arrived and the committee’s made it’s speeches the main area between the tables will serve as the dance floor and all the conversations will be relegated to the edges. I suspect some people will find the privacy of the gardens and the woods more useful than usual tonight.”

The conversation fell flat again for a few moments after that.

“Well, it was good to talk to you again Meiko-sama,” Watanabe said politely. “I hope I will see you around the Ball.”

Himeko bowed stiffly to him, he bowed back, and then he vanished back into the crowds.

Eiko sighed. “Well, that went even worse than normal. Come on Mamoru,” she pulled me behind her and we soon had Himeko flanked on both sides.

“Are you alright Himeko?” Eiko asked.

“I’m fine Eiko,” Himeko answered in a perfectly controlled, too-calm voice, “why do you ask?”

“Mamoru,” Eiko said firmly, “use that ‘don’t notice me’ thing of yours. Max power.”

Max power was a bit of a misnomer, but given the crowds of important people around to provide an easy distraction I turned the spell up strong enough to keep everyone from noticing Himeko for anything short of a strip tease or extended scream. “Done.” I reported.

Himeko instantly let out a combination of a moan and a wail, spun around, and slammed both her palms violently against the punch table. “What did I just do!? What just happened?””

“You panicked and turned into a babbling idiot,” Eiko reported, “Same as always.”

“It wasn’t that bad,” I temporized. I mean, compared to how I would have done it-

“Yes, it was!” Himeko protested, taking a glass of punch and slamming it back in one shot with a reckless disregard for her finery. (She still managed it without spilling any or making a mess of her makeup, but I was shocked to see her try it.) “I sounded like a stiff marionette, a brainless idiot sewn into a dress and shoved out onto the floor with a bunch of stock phrases! This was a big chance, and now I’ve blown it!”

She moaned again and hung her head in shame.

“She’s always like this,” Eiko confided in me.

“Really?”

“Oh yeah,” Eiko grinned sympathetically. “How do you think I came up with the nickname Lord Fancy Shoes? She’d seen him before, and was a little bit smitten, so the first time they were formally introduced she was too shy to look up and meet his eyes. When he asked her about that she made the excuse that his shoes were just so impressive and fancy that she couldn’t help but look at them.”

I snorted and looked the other way, trying to hold in my laughter.

“I was twelve Eiko!” Himeko moaned.

“And he was thirteen,” she responded sweetly. “If he’s still coming up to you after all this time I think you still have a chance.”

“Not with performances like that! He’s got to be terrified of how I’d ruin his family if he ever married an insane person like me!”

Eiko didn’t even bother saying a word.

Himeko took a deep breath, sighed, and regathered herself. “Mamoru,” she continued more politely, “you may drop the spell now.”

I glanced at Eiko. She simply shrugged at me in return and I dropped the spell. It wasn’t like I could have kept it going too much longer anyway.

“Well,” Himeko, continued, her mask of perfection settling back into place, “that will have to do for now. Hopefully he’ll have forgotten it by the next time we run into each other. In the meantime, there are still other people to greet.”

“You’re not even going to try and talk to him again?” Eiko asked sardonically.

“Hush, Eiko. That would be foolish. I already have plenty to do tonight and now I can simply focus on the rest of it with my full attention.” Eiko opened her mouth again but Himeko calmly overrode her before she said anything. “Now back off a little, I need you two back in place for next time.”

Eiko didn’t quite stomp off, dragging me along with her, but her feet hit the ground with more force than normal. I decided it was a good thing Eiko wasn’t wearing heels, I suspected she might have broken them at that point.

“Unbelievable,” she muttered after we were out of Hime hearing distance, “she does this every time.”

“Mess up with Lord Fancy Shoes?” I asked distractedly. I was using the excuse that I was pulling in mana to refill my emergency reservoir as a reason not to get too involved.

“And then retreats for the rest of the evening,” Eiko confirmed. “She’s always like that. And it’s never good but it’s not too bad either, it’s not like she’s ever thrown up on him or accidentally grabbed his crotch. But you wouldn’t think so from the way she acts, Himeko’s always too embarrassed to risk going after him again so she runs away. And because of that she never has the chance to get any more comfortable with him, so she screws it up again next time!”

I made a vaguely encouraging sound but said nothing, still focusing on the mana. I had no idea who was right or wrong and I wasn’t going to take sides

“I was hoping this time would be different, that all the time she’s spent with a guy friend this year had loosened her up, but I guess I was wrong.”

Again, I said nothing.

“We have to help her.”

I choked on thin air. “What? No!” I gasped out, sputtering a little as I tried to get my breathing back in order.

Eiko gave me an impatient glance. “Mamoru, we’re her friends.”

“And she needs us meddling in her love life like she needs a hole in the head!” I countered with surprising force. “Look, I’m sorry. I feel for her and I want her to be happy. That does not give us the right to act like we’re in a grade school anime. One of the ones that humorously warns people not to do this! It’s all fun on the screen, less so when you have to live with the experience the rest of your life.”

“Mamoru, you’re being ridiculous.”

“You’re the one talking about manipulating Himeko’s love life.”

“I’m just saying we should push them together. And maybe make sure they have some privacy… in a good location… okay, maybe you’ve got a point.”

I nodded firmly. “Trust me Eiko, I’ve had lessons telling me not to do this and spelling out all the ways it’s a bad idea.”

“Really?”

“Mage,” I reminded her pointedly, “sooner or later someone always brings up a love spell. And even when they’re not dumb enough to think mind control is fine if it’s done for love the rest of the matchmaking suggestions involving magic usually aren’t much better.”

There was a pause in our conversation as Eiko caught Himeko signaling again. She swiftly advanced to do a short stint as an irate guest. When she came back she was a little calmer. “Okay,” she said, in a more subdued tone, “I guess that was a bad plan.”

I sighed in relief and unbent a little. “I’m not saying we can’t do anything,” I admitted, having had a few moments of my own to calm down a little. “But it’s got to be sensible and minor. If they actually end up in conversation in a room somewhere I don’t have any problem with guarding the door to make sure they’ve got the privacy and time to sort themselves out. But trying to shove them into that room and then lock them in is another story entirely.”

Eiko snorted. “That does sound like a bad anime episode, doesn’t it?”

“Sometimes it works,” I defended the trope by reflex, thinking back to a few animes I’d liked where it had effectively advanced the story. Then the less memorable occurrences followed on their heels and I sheepishly added “nine times out of ten it’s pretty contrived and stupid though.”

We fell silent and observed a little longer. Within a minute I had to approach and do another ‘foreign guest’ bit to help Himeko out of trouble. When I got back I sighed to Eiko “this is going to be a long evening.”

Eiko smiled sympathetically. “Don’t worry, we’re almost through the bad bit. Most of the guests have arrived and Himeko’s probably going to switch to schmoozing mode soon. There’s going to be less for us to do when that happens.”

“Really?” I asked, hating how pathetic I sounded.

Eiko giggled. “Really,” she confirmed. “Himeko’s not going to bother going up to groups that she knows are going to be hostile. She’s still too young for this crowd, she can’t fight them too effectively because too many people will dismiss her words because of her youth. So, the best thing to do is let them fester off in the corners. She’ll mostly focus on allies and neutrals, making sure they’re having a good time and keeping things smooth. There’s probably still going to be some knives coming out, but anyone who gets really vicious is going to lose more than they gain by doing it in front of this crowd. Himeko can probably handle them by herself anyway. But we’ll be around in case she needs some more help.”

I sighed again but I couldn’t complain too much. I’d just have to take the situation as it was.

No sooner had I thought that then I felt an unexpected presence in my head. >OJOU-SAMA! OJOU-SAMA!<

I winced at the volume, and so did Eiko, but Himeko managed to bury her flinch so effectively I barely even noticed it. We pulled ourselves a little further into the shadows and Himeko quickly excused herself from the guests she been talking to and then hurried to join us.

“Kameiko?” she asked softly, addressing the air. “This is not a good- “

>OJOU-SAMA! The former ojou-sama is on her way to see the elder now!<

Himeko sucked in a deep breath and turned pale.

>One of your guests let her ‘overhear’ something- <

I was amazed the kami could imply those quotation marks through a mental communication, yet somehow Kameiko managed to do it clearly.

> -and she thinks your grandfather is going around saying Miwa-sama was weak and foolish! There’s blood in her eyes ojou-sama!<

“Oh hell!” Himeko said softly but feelingly. “Where is she?”

>He’s still in the north-east, by the woods. But she knows, and she’s headed right to him!<

Himeko looked in that direction fearfully, it was nearly halfway across the estate. Grandfather and granddaughter had deliberately positioned themselves as far away from each other as possible to both cover more ground and avoid any chance of revealing any internal family conflict. “I’ll never make it,” she whipped around to me, “Mamoru, you have to do something!”

“Me? What? I-“

>If the mage is willing, I might be able to help.<

“What do you need?” Himeko asked instantly, not even bothering to consult me.

>More power and an anchor.< The kami replied. Then, before I knew what was happening, my naginata bag materialized out of nowhere and then dropped in my arms. >I cannot do this alone.<

“Huh?” I stared in amazement at it, I had not been expecting that! “What are you-“

“Mamoru, please!” Himeko interrupted, “there’s no time!”

I hesitated for a moment but Himeko’s eyes were pleading with me. And, beside her, I belatedly realized Eiko had somehow managed to go pale beneath her makeup.

“Oh hell!” I muttered feelingly, unzipping the bag and fumbling with my staff. “I hope you know what you’re doing.”

While I did that Himeko pulled off one of her gloves and revealed that the magatama beads were wrapped around her right wrist.

I suppose that makes sense, I noted distantly, they wouldn’t have worked with the dress.

She then pulled it off and separated Kameiko’s wooden bead with her fingers, holding the whole necklace towards me. I assumed Kameiko was prompting her, because with something that obvious I was able to figure out what I had to do next.

Gritting my teeth against the inadvisability of what I was doing, I firmly planted the base of my staff on the ground. Then I gently lowered the tip of the staff and touched it to the magatama, simultaneously opening the connection wide and giving Kameiko direct access to all the stored mana I had available.

I vaguely felt Kameiko’s shock and dizziness through the connection as he took a huge bite of power. Spirits processed mana differently than we did, and for the kami it was like he was taking hits of pure oxygen after injecting a needle or two of adrenalin straight into his heart. He’d be capable of smashing past all his limits, but quite possibly smashing himself to pieces in the process.

What happened next was… odd. I vaguely felt Kameiko’s euphoric high but it was overshadowed by the impression of the world flexing all around us. It was as if we were insects on a titan’s arm and they suddenly curled their biceps, and in the process shoved us from the tip of said bicep to the wrist before they unflexed. It felt like we were suddenly hurled through space while not moving much at all, and before we could sort through all that we found ourselves on the path at the edge of the Meiko estate’s wooded area.

I vaguely felt Kameiko going >OWww...< and then fading away.

I staggered back, the only reason I didn’t fall over was because I planted my staff into the ground and leaned heavily against it. I took a little comfort from the fact that Himeko and Eiko were similarly afflicted, staggering around and bracing themselves against the trees as they tried to regain their equilibriums.

While I was still struggling to understand what happened (and stop the world from spinning) Himeko decided to power through her problems. She hurriedly wrapped the magatamas back up around her wrist, pulled her glove back on, and stalked out of the woods. Eiko, still looking unsteady, staggered after her.

“Wait! What about- “ I made a frustrated noise and looked at the staff and naginata bag I was left holding. The ‘don’t notice me’ spell was pretty good, but I wasn’t comfortable trying to test its limits under the circumstances. Part of it was the attitude and expectations of the onlookers, and while I could probably manage to make my way through the party I had a sneaking suspicion that combining the tuxedo, a staff, and a naginata bag would be a little too strange in someone’s head. Especially if they already had strong opinions and were looking to cause trouble and they noticed me before I could get to a group of people. I could probably still make it through, but Himeko had made it clear this whole evening that probably wasn’t good enough.

“Kameiko?” I asked the empty air as loudly as I dared. Unsurprisingly, the kami did not respond and offer to take care of them for me.

I glanced at the bag and my staff, considering the wisdom of temporarily tucking them behind a tree, and then remembered I had the flying talisman in there as well. With no time to think about what a stupid idea that was, I quickly pulled on the goggles over my glasses and activated it, making use of the invisibility function as well as the flight it offered.

As I zipped off after my friends I actually managed to catch up to them. Himeko had slowed her stride just before exiting the woods, appearing almost natural as she re-entered the public eye. I zoomed along unseen, just a bit above head height, and tried not to think about how much cleavage I was glimpsing from my elevated position.

Her grandfather was holding court along with a fair sized crowd off old fogeys. And I didn’t mean that to be generally insulting to all seniors, I’d seen plenty of dynamic and impressive looking older gentlemen and ladies since the event had started. As my grandparents had constantly demonstrated to me: sometimes age just added experience and perspective to all the virtues a person already possessed. Those sorts of seniors had more than earned their respect. This group however, this one seemed dominated by the less virtuous sort of oldster: the type that used their age as an excuse and reason to try and beat down the younger generation while covering up their problems.

For better or for worse, Himeko’s grandfather was keeping the lot of them entertained and they seemed mostly happy, albeit in a ‘the youth of today, pathetic!’ type of way. Himeko attempted to casually skirt the edge of the crowd but was interrupted by a half-shocked, half-thunderous “Himeko?” from her grandfather.

Himeko gave her grandfather a measured smile and bowed formally and politely towards him. “Greetings Grandfather. I apologize for interrupting, but I heard Nakayama Yayoi had encountered a problem of some sort and wished to talk to us about it. I was aiming to take care of it before it reflected poorly on our hospitality. Unless she’s already talked to you and you’ve dealt with it?”

There was something in Himeko’s tone. Something I couldn’t make out. But before I could think too much about it, I was stunned by the expression on her grandfather’s face. I was used to seeing him look stubborn, grumpy, superior, smug, and most definitely angry. But this, this was the most human looking I’d ever seen him. For a moment a mixture of shock, despair, regret, and pain flicked across his face. He managed to get his own mask up again before most of the group could have noticed, the majority had turned to Himeko when she’d spoken, but he couldn’t completely hide the fact he was shaken as he unsteadily went “no… no, I haven’t.”

“Understandable,” Himeko answered, smiling, “you have your own duties to attend to. I shall take care of it immediately.” She then bowed slightly to the assembled other assembled guests. “My apologies for leaving so rudely, but I trust my grandfather is an acceptable substitution?”

All the guests laughed politely as her tone conveyed the gentle joke, that of course they’d prefer the most senior Meiko over such a young and shallow heiress! Propriety maintained, Himeko made a quick exit and resumed her search for this Nakayama Yayoi.

She didn’t have to look hard. It was soon easy to spot the path opening up in the crowd for a middle-aged woman storming our way with blood in her eye. She was dressed in a formal black dress and jewelry but she was giving off more killing intent than I’d seen in anyone short of Master Tai; all the other guests were scrambling as casually as they could to get out of her way. Several members of the staff and security were trailing behind her, but they couldn’t catch up to her without creating even more of a scene as she cut through the crowds like a hot knife through butter.

Himeko stepped up to her without hesitation, managing to meet her halfway between the house and her grandfather. The woman looked ready to shove her aside until Himeko bowed politely to her and said. “Greetings Nakayama-domo, I am Meiko Himeko and I wished to welcome you to the Himawari Ball.”

The woman reeled back as if Himeko had slapped her but soon rallied. “Get out of my way kid,” she growled at Himeko, despite wearing what I realized was probably several million yen worth of pearls and diamonds in jewelry.

She tried to go around but Himeko stepped smoothly to the side and blocked her. “Respectfully Nakayama-domo, I cannot.”

“You cannot? You cannot! I- “

“You are overwrought, and wrongly so.”

“Wrongly so? Do you know what that bastard said about your own aunt?!”

Wait, WHAT?! I thought incredulously, almost losing my grip on the flying talisman.

“Yes,” Himeko replied flatly, her voice filled with steel. “I also know what he did not say.” The woman sputtered but this time Himeko overrode her and continued with “you have been deceived Nakayama-domo. The old man is many things, many of them regrettable, but for all his many faults that is one thing he has never dared say.”

I helplessly grabbed for the broom with both hands and hauled my limp body into a sitting position across it. Finding out this was deep family drama was bad enough, to hear Himeko actually roasting her grandfather on top of that floored me. To be fair, everyone had pulled back far enough I doubted they’d actually heard, Himeko had spoken relatively softly. But that it had happened in any way, shape, or form after all this time might have been my biggest shock so far this evening!

“You expect me to believe that?” the woman scoffed, but she was losing steam.

“It is the truth Nakayama-domo. I will not insult your intelligence by claiming that he dares to admit his faults or his mistakes, we all know that’s not likely to happen at this point! But Aunt Miwa’s death pains him deeply, a wound he will never recover from.”

“Good,” the other woman said viciously.

Himeko made no attempt to defend her grandfather, she merely nodded. “That is why you were primed by a malicious lie, an attempt to damage our family and this house by creating such a scene. On any other subject he would ignore you or brush it off, at least in public. That is the one thing that would create a scene of such legendary proportions that it would be talked about for years to come.”

“Well, maybe he deserves that!”

Himeko’s face was iron, an expression that would strike fear into the heart of any samurai. “Whether he does or not is irrelevant. It would hurt the Himawari Ball and it would hurt my family. I will not allow you to do that. My younger brother is here, doing what he can to help out our household. I will do whatever it takes to keep you from creating a scene that will cause him such pain and difficulty.”

I had trouble following that, but Nakayama Yayoi staggered back a step as if Himeko had physically struck her. She rallied, but fell silent for a long while. “That was a low blow,” she finally said after a good twenty seconds. Her face and tone were sour, but they were much calmer than they’d been a minute ago.

“I will use whatever means are necessary in my sibling’s defense, even low blows,” Himeko replied serenely.

“And so was that.” The woman sounded almost darkly amused about it though.

A gentleman hurried up behind her and gently touched her shoulders. “Dearest,” he said simply, but I couldn’t help but notice the arm he slid around her had more to do with restraining her than affection.

“Nakayama Motoshi-domo,” Himeko put on her pleasant expression again and bowed to the newcomer, “welcome to the Himawari Ball.”

The man’s return smile was… interesting. It was stressed, but it contained a surprising amount of amusement given the situation. “And greetings to you to Meiko Himeko-sama, it is an honor to meet you.”

“Your wife and I were just discussing some of the lies and spurious rumors a mischievous guest tried to tell her at the entrance. It is amazing what some people think they can get away with.”

“That I can believe, Meiko-sama,” the man replied ruefully. “Critics sometimes accuse modern media of being too fantastical, but if they heard some of the things that got passed around at these sorts of events…”

“Indeed,” Himeko smiled inscrutably. “Although, to be fair, the old saying about truth being stranger than fiction exists for a reason. But in general most of it is just honest exaggeration, the usual problems of a credulous audience gradually exaggerating a problem in a giant game of telephone.”

The man’s smile was surprisingly honest, especially given the venue and how many fake smiles I’d seen so far this evening. “Indeed Meiko-sama, that might be one of the best descriptions of high society I’ve heard yet.”

“I apologize, but I really must be going now. I fear others rumors might be starting and as a member of the hosting family I have a duty to try and stamp them down.” She bowed deeply to the pair. “Aunt, Uncle, it was an honor to finally meet you. I hope I can talk to you more in the future.”

HOLY SHIT!

“And I you,” Nakayama Motoshi bowed back to her, equally respectful.

“Niece,” his wife replied, giving her a wintery but honest smile before she let her husband lead her away.

Nakayama Yayoi had to have originally been Meiko Yayoi I realized, stunned. She shared too many of her brother’s and grandfather’s features now that I knew what I was looking for. It wasn’t immediately obvious when she was facing off against Himeko, who took after her mother more than her father, but if she been standing next to one of her other relatives I might have figured it out by myself.

Himeko stood there calmly for a few moments, letting the excited babble of other party goers wash over her like mist from a breaking wave. Then she smoothly began making her way back towards the house as if nothing interesting had happened.

Eiko quietly returned to shadowing her while I followed unseen from above, trying to figure out what the hell had just happened. I had a little time, Himeko moved in a deliberately unhurried way and exchanged passing pleasantries with half a dozen guests on the journey, but even that wasn’t enough to let me regain my equilibrium. I had no clue what to make of all that!

Himeko re-entered the mansion and smoothly ducked into an unused room along the way. The mansion wasn’t off limits to attendees, but the majority of it was reserved for staff except for a few designated areas and the bulk of the event was happening outside. Himeko slid into a dark room and leaned heavily against the wall.

Eiko rejoined her silently and just stood there, not saying anything but just supporting Himeko with her mere presence.

I slipped into the room behind them, causing Eiko to frown for a moment as I stopped her from shutting the door. She soon realized what was going on as I dropped the invisibility once inside.

I opened my mouth to say something. But I stopped before any words came out, realizing there was nothing I could say. Where the hell could I even begin? I didn’t know much but I could easily tell there were years of family drama and shame there, and that I was only glimpsing the tip of the iceberg. How could I inflict more of that on my friend? What right did I have to demand any answers? The indignation and annoyance I’d felt at being dragged into this shriveled away and turned into dust in the face of Himeko’s tired pain.

Himeko stayed that way, silent in the dark, for a good minute or two. Finally, she raised her head again and put her pleasantly cheerful mask back on. “Well, that could have gone worse,” she said with false brightness. “We’d better get back out there and make sure there aren’t any more burgeoning crises waiting to flare up.”

I started to say something, but stopped as Eiko gently touched my wrist. She was right, now wasn’t the time.

Himeko finally looked at me and noted. “You should probably remove those silly goggles, Mamoru. They don’t look good with a tuxedo and you’re not pulling it off.”

Despite everything I couldn’t help but make a disgusted sound. I’d been so distracted by all the drama and worry for my friend that I’d forgotten I was wearing them. I dragged them off my head and started reconsolidating everything back into the naginata bag, presumably we’d tuck it back away again before heading back.

“There, there,” Himeko surprised me by leaning in closer and taking a moment to fix my hair. That close I couldn’t help but note there was a lingering moistness at the corners of her eyes. “The stylists did a good job, even the goggles didn’t mess it up much. Just a quick fix and it looks like nothing happened.”

“Nothing at all,” she said, once more, softly, before she turned around, reopened the door, and rejoined the event.
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“So…” I asked slowly a few minutes later, having finally found what I hoped was a safe conversation topic, “where is Shinji?”

Eiko sighed slightly, off with me to the side of a small knot of people while we watched Himeko return to her schmoozing. She seemed almost as shell shocked as Himeko and I about all the recent family drama but looked to be coping. There was still a touch of weariness in her voice as she responded though.

“Shinji’s around,” she replied, “he’s mostly overseeing the younger crowd.”

“Younger crowd?” I asked in surprise.

Eiko nodded. “Some parents drag their kids to events like this. Not all of them, and not everyone has them to begin with, but there’s enough to create a little subset. The kids prefer not having to be perfect little dolls in front of adults and the adults are glad not to worry that their kids are about to do something unfortunate in front of someone else and embarrass them. Shinji’s overseeing that little disaster area to try and keep things orderly.”

I winced at her tone. “That bad?”

“It can be,” Eiko answered frankly, “some of them can be self important brats who try to abuse the power of their parents’ names. Others have plenty of their own baggage, especially if they’re getting dragged to events like this, and when you put them all in the same area things can get out of hand if they bounce off each other. Someone pressures someone else into stealing a drink and then the soused ten-year-old son of a politician is shouting at the eight-year-old daughter of a billionaire while an overachieving twelve-year-old films the whole thing to share with their dad for blackmail purposes. Shinji can pull rank as both a member of the host family and one of the Meikos and cut things like that off at the knees, no one’s going to try any ‘you can’t tell me what to do, my dad could buy you’ lines on him. Not that crap like that ever stopped my dad. But a lot of other retainers are a little more hesitant, especially the temps we’ve brought in for tonight. So, Shinji’s there to keep any blood feuds from starting at a young age.”

She took one look at my expression and smiled wryly. “Don’t worry Mamoru,” she said more calmly, “they’re not all that bad! Most of them are a little spoiled but that’s about the worst of it. Because we’ve got so many guests tonight Shinji might have to deal with two or three things like that, but that’ll be it. That’s useful, but half of it’s keeping Shinji out of everyone else’s sights.”

I must have still looked confused because she smirked and elaborated. “He’s going to be a good two or three years older than the oldest kid there, most of the time the kids are joining the main party by his age.” She nodded with her chin towards some of the assorted guests around us. I didn’t think I could see anyone who wasn’t already a teenager, but I certainly could make out a few junior high aged people amongst the crowd.

“Between all the people wanting the Meikos to fail, and the maneaters out there who’d think of him as an inexperienced youth who is heir to the Meiko fortune, Shinji would be having a hell of a time if he was out here. Normally he’d be doing the same sort of thing as Himeko, that’s why she’s so overworked trying to cover his part too. But since he’s not quite ready for that, not in this case, everyone figured it was better for him to cover somewhere safer.”

“Everyone?” I asked before I could stop myself, glancing back in the direction of Shinji’s grandfather.

“Everyone,” Eiko verified firmly. “Don’t get me wrong, he had several stupid things to say on the subject of Shinji’s weaknesses.” Eiko’s tone made it clear what she thought of that. “But even he agreed it was better for the whole family to keep Shinji off the meat market tonight.”

“Is that really what- “ I started to say. I then realized a man in his mid twenties was shamelessly trying to chat up Himeko not ten meters in front of me. “…never mind, stupid question.”

Eiko smirked as we watched Himeko casually and politely eviscerate the guy and his veiled suggestions.

(She told the guy “You should drink more, Ono-sama. We want you to enjoy the party and you’ve already had too much to enjoy it in that way, even if I’d been willing.” I don’t know how Himeko got away with lines like that, but everyone besides the man in question just laughed delightedly at her response.)

“Yeah. Both the younger Meikos are starting to hit that age. Himeko’s dealt with it before but Shinji’s just getting started and there’s a lot of knives out tonight.”

“Hence why we’re here?” I asked, mostly just to show I was paying attention.

“Hence us,” Eiko agreed. Nodding back towards the knot of people. “Himeko’s had a lot of experience dealing with this sort of thing, and that’s why she’s happy to have us around in case of an emergency.”

I mentally shrugged, sort of able to see that. Himeko had shown she had more than enough talent and discipline to get around any regular sort of attempt to seduce her, clever or just conceited. But I could pick up on the subtext and suspected that the Meikos were worried a less honest type of attempt could arise. It was a bit fantastical. But Himeko was a beautiful heiress to a super-rich family, if you were going to try something right out of a novel or movie (take your pick of genre: romance, drama, crime, or psychological) then she was the target to try for.

(And lest you think I was just being paranoid, again, my warning bracelet would end up fluttering a few times over the course of the evening. Nothing too major, and I’m not sure I’d have even noticed if I hadn’t been scared and paying so much attention to it, but enough to suggest there were some dangerous and cunning guests wandering around the Meiko house that night. I couldn’t have told you what set it off, it might just have been people watching out for their own dates and evaluating if my oddities meant that I was a threat. But I suspected at least a few people had impure thoughts towards our little group and gave a little consideration to certain actions.)

“Alright,” I said uncertainly, looking over all the fancy people around us again, “how do we know when to intervene?”

“We don’t,” Eiko replied firmly, “the security team and I do. You’re just here as…” she trailed off, unable to articulate my purpose where anyone else might have heard.

“Right,” I replied, for once not insulted. I doubted anyone was listening, neither of us were really behaving like that was likely, but we couldn’t have ruled it out and mentioning magic would certainly have invited a little attention. I suspected our previous conversation hadn’t included anything another guest couldn’t have figured out on their own, but the fact I was a mage was a whole different story.

We fell silent again and watched Himeko work the crowd a little bit more, helping ourselves to some snacks and drinks along the way. I was kind of terrified to be consuming anything in a borrowed tuxedo but since I’d missed dinner I had to eat, terror had already burned away too many calories and I was starting to get worried my stomach was going to announced that loudly and clearly to everyone around us.

After a while we got a quick break as Himeko’s mother and several other members of the Himawari Ball Committee got up, made some quick speeches, and then opened up the dancing area. I was mildly startled to see Mr. and Mrs. Meiko open up the dancing with a surprisingly smooth waltz.

“Huh,” I noted, trying not to stare as Himeko’s parents held each other closely but still displayed some athleticism. They weren’t brilliant, but I knew just enough about dancing to appreciate they were still pretty good. For some reason I hadn’t expected that from them. “Do they train to be that good?”

“From an early age,” Eiko verified. “Don’t get me wrong, at this point they probably just do it once a week and keep in practice at these sorts of events. But back when they were our age they practiced it as often as Himeko practices martial arts.”

I couldn’t think of anything else to say about that so Eiko and I tailed Himeko off to the side where she was putting in another great performance as a secondary hostess, schmoozing and talking with the best of them. This time she was talking to a member of parliament and his wife, assuring them that the best time to dance would be during the third number. “Do not worry domo. Conversing with me will excuse you from the first dance and no one will mind if you do not take the second. By the third everything should be all natural again.”

“His wife loves to dance but he’s terrible at it,” Eiko whispered to me. “He doesn’t want to embarrass himself or make a scene.”

“How do you get such bad grades?” I asked incredulously, shocked by all the things she knew off the top of her head.

Eiko just rolled her eyes and drew my attention towards her hand. There she quickly flashed me a glimpse of a miniature electronic device, barely palm sized, with a text screen. I wasn’t sure where she tucked it away a second later, her slight of hand put any of my skills with illusion to shame.

“Don’t get me wrong,” she added calmly, “Hime can do it off the top of her head. She crams this info almost as much as she does her schoolwork. And after all these years I’ve absorbed more of the details than I want to admit, you hear it often enough and eventually a bunch of the stuff just sticks. At least for the worst offenders and the really important people. But seriously Mam, of course I cheat! Security and intelligence have files on everyone, and I pull them up whenever I need to. It doesn’t take much, usually they’ve got them cued up based on who Himeko’s talking to so the rest of the security people and I know what’s up. But since they’re also helping out the rest of the Meikos at the same time sometimes I need to do a quick search.”

I really hoped it was mostly security. I could accept I’d missed her occasionally glancing at the device all evening, if I found out I’d missed her entering a bunch of information into it as well…

Before I could ask or mention anything Eiko glanced at the crowd and blanched. “Uh oh.”

I looked in the direction she was but couldn’t see anything wrong. Just that Himeko had moved along and run into a new guest, an older businessman of some sort. Well, middle aged really. But he seemed a bit shorter and overweight so my first impression of him was he came off as older than he really was.

“Sakamoto-sama,” Himeko greeted the man respectfully. “It’s good to see you again, we are honored by your presence here tonight. We all know it’s unusual for you to attend events like this and we’re glad you made an exception.” She glanced around and added “are you here alone tonight? Your family is welcome here.”

“We felt it was important we put in an appearance under the circumstances. My wife and elder sons are around somewhere,” the man replied. “My youngest son… he had a cold and couldn’t make it.” The man flushed deeply when he said that.

Sonofabitch! I thought, suddenly understanding Eiko’s reaction and why the man had sounded so odd and uncomfortable when saying that. I hadn’t recognized him until he’d flushed, but I had seen him before. He was the father of one of the delinquents who had tried to assault Shinji and Himeko, the one that had tried to blame her and have her arrested!

(Looking back at the situation I had to give him a lot of credit for immediately recognizing his son’s guilt when confronted with actual evidence and not trying to brush it off. After seeing some of the more delusional and self-centered idiots around the party tonight, combined with all of Eiko’s commentary, I had to put him in the saner half of rich people attendees.)

If Himeko remembered (and I was sure she did) she gave no sign of it. “That’s a pity, but I salute your restraint in not risking his or anyone else’s health.” She briefly glanced aside as a braying and slightly drunken laugh coming from over near the tables. “Would that other people were that considerate,” she finished a little more softly.

The man was still flushed but he followed her gaze and frowned a little. “Yes,” he said in an undertone of his own, “as much as I’m embarrassed by my son’s failings, I could wish others were more embarrassed by theirs.”

“Everyone may be forgiven in time, and with proper repentance,” Himeko noted, a hint of amusement and understanding hanging over her features, “but first they need to understand their faults. Unfortunately, expecting Maeda-sama to recognize that is an exercise in futility. If you’ll excuse me, I think I have to rescue Jinpachi-san.”

“Go,” Sakamoto saluted her with a glass of punch, “you’ve been more than courteous enough and I think he needs it.”

Himeko nod/bowed gratefully to him and hurried as quickly as she could without seeming to rush over to the tables, Eiko and I trailing behind her as subtly as we could manage. There, one loud and already halfway drunk man had cornered a younger and more dynamic man and was regaling him with too loud tales.

“- so so then,” he slurred, “then I told her- “

“Maeda-sama,” Himeko interrupted brightly, “I’m terribly sorry to interrupt you like this, but I’m afraid I need to borrow Watanabe-sama for something important.”

“Wasza?” the man asked blearily. Judging from the way he stumbled I upgraded him from halfway to three-quarters drunk. Already? I thought incredulously. Don’t get me wrong, the Meiko family had made available a stunning amount of alcohol. Everything from champagne to sake to plain beer was easily accessible from multiple bars around the proceedings. But they weren’t pushing it on people just yet, you had to seek it out and get it yourself. For this guy to be this out of it already…

Himeko ignored the alcohol-soaked breath that could probably have knocked a man out and smiled pleasantly at him. “I’m afraid we need to discuss a Watanabe-Meiko joint business venture our families are undertaking.”

“Yes,” the young man jumped on the line instantly, “we’ve been involved in a hotel project in Hokkaido. It seems appropriate to talk about that now, it started at another party just like this.”

“Really?” the drunk man asked, sounding half suspicious and half impressed.

“Oh yes, it came out of nowhere like a divine gift.”

“If you’re hungry for more company Maeda-sama,” Himeko continued in her same, pleasant tones, “I believe Chiba-sama was looking for a dance partner.” She nodded in the direction of the dance floor.

“Really?” the drunk man mumbled, sounding intrigued. He pointed himself in that direction and started to stagger forward.

The pair watched him go for a few moments.

“Thank you, Himeko-sama,” Watanabe said, giving Himeko a deeper bow than I thought the situation demanded. “But wasn’t that a little cruel to Chiba-sama?”

After all the fake smiles I’d seen so far, Himeko’s was a little more honest and vindictive than I’d expected. “She had it coming after what she tried to do last year. Besides, I wasn’t lying. He didn’t ask which Chiba I was referring to, and I’m pretty sure her grandmother’s always looking.”

Watanabe covered up a laugh and Eiko whispered in my ear “the old lady’s got a reputation.”

“So, would you actually like to talk to me or was this just a rescue?” the man asked with a grateful smile. “I certainly don’t mind either way, but I do not want to monopolize you if you’re busy.”

Himeko politely laughed his deflection off. “Do not worry Jinpachi-san, I’m pretty much caught up on greetings at this point. I can stay if you have time to talk but I don’t want to be accused of monopolizing you this early in the night. You know the dance as well as I do.”

Jinpachi nodded sadly. “We’re two of the more eligible people here tonight. If we’re alone within arm’s length for more than ten seconds people will talk.”

I noticed someone else coming up and looked enquiringly at Eiko. She glanced back, grinned widely, and shook her head in an obvious ‘no’.

“And I don’t want to ruin your chances with anyone else,” Himeko continued politely. “If the daughter of the host family corners you alone this quickly in the evening then it will be all over the gossip magazines by this time tomorrow.”

“Which is a pity since I really did want to talk to you about Hokkaido,” Jinpachi said smoothly, shooting an almost imperceptible glance over Himeko’s shoulder. “My family is indebted to you already and we seem to keep digging ourselves deeper.”

“That was nothing,” Himeko made a brushing off motion.

“With all due respect Meiko-sama, it wasn’t,” Jinpachi replied a bit more seriously. “Your kindness gave us a big boost when we needed it most. And then we failed miserably at the hotel itself, leaving you to pick up the slack and fix our failings. You are long overdue for some thanks and appreciation.” He matched word to deed and bowed deeply to her.

“Jinpachi-san!” Himeko flushed slightly, and I didn’t think it was all polite dramatics. “You shouldn’t do that, people will talk!”

“And I will tell them, honestly, that I was simply conveying the Watanabe family’s long overdue gratitude for all your hard work. Too many people underestimate you, it’s long past time we started fixing that. Isn’t that right, brother?”

Himeko momentarily looked horrified as Hiro’s strong voice sounded over her shoulder. “Indeed,” Watanabe Hiro replied, “too many people still think it is your family’s name and money which allow you to stand above others. They haven’t realized the skill of the lady behind it.”

Himeko managed to school her face before she turned around to face Hiro, but it took her a moment. By the time Hiro could see it she had her usual mask up as she noted “it is kind of you to say that Watanabe-sama, but unnecessary. I like to think of myself as above average, but I’m nothing special by Meiko standards.”

Then she froze.

“Now we jump in,” Eiko told me softly, “just not in the way she expects.”

Before I could ask what she meant by that Eiko simply pulled me into the little circle. “And now we’re here,” she reported happily to everyone, “that simply makes it a knot of people by the table discussing something at a party. Hardly worth noting.” She turned to Jinpachi and gave him a quick bow. “Hello, we’re Himeko’s escort for the evening. Please continue, we’re just here to give you cover.”

Hiro looked momentarily taken aback and confused but his older brother simply smirked. “Really?” he asked, sounding genuinely amused.

“Eiko!” Himeko hissed.

“Really,” Eiko confirmed happily, “you know some of the people coming tonight, do you really think her parents wouldn’t want a little extra insurance before they let her in the same room as someone like Hara Choki or Ito Harou?”

Jinpachi nodded knowingly while Hiro looked like he wanted to spit something out of his mouth at the mere mention of their names.

“Well, we’re the more subtle solution.”

“Eiko, this is not subtle!” Himeko hissed violently again. I wasn’t quite sure why she was bothering, everyone there could still hear her. But I was getting the impression this was ‘simply not done!’ in the strongest terms possible and Himeko was caught between being shocked and mortified.

“We were also at Hokkaido,” Eiko continued unrepentantly, “so if anyone comes close we can continue the conversation that way. Don’t worry, this is fine.”

“Really?” Jinpachi asked again, clearly entertained by all this. “Do you mind? Because I have to admit, we wouldn’t mind some feedback. Wouldn’t we, Hiro?”

“Well…” Hiro looked a little bit flushed and awkward by the turn everything had taken too.

“So, what did you think of the hotel?”

“Oh, I loved it,” Eiko replied cheerfully. “Nice rooms, good staff, plenty of amenities right there. But I’m not sure I’m the best person to ask. Part of it has to be based on cost and I wasn’t the person paying for it.”

“A fair statement,” Jinpachi replied, happy to be playing along. “Meiko-sama?”

“I don’t know if I’m the best to ask either,” Himeko replied, almost smoothly as she instinctively tried to act ‘normal’ in the situation. “I don’t have the best grasp of the average person’s budget and you gave us an incredibly generous group discount. But I didn’t hear any of the other guests complaining about it during our time there, so I suppose that was a good sign.”

“No opinions from you?”

I was so surprised at being addressed, and so incredibly distracted by all of Himeko’s awkwardness, that I managed an almost normal answer. By my standards. “What? Me? No no no no. No, I’m not the guy you want to ask about vacations.”

“Well, what about the location then?” Jinpachi was almost as charming as Himeko in a way, but he managed to be more approachable despite being a bit older. I’d have guessed his age as twenty-five or twenty-six.

Somehow he put me enough at ease that I forgot who I was talking to for a moment and frowned. “Wait, do you mean the beach area or how far away from the city it was?”

“Well, now I know you really did go there,” Jinpachi noted a bit ruefully. Before I could start to panic he quickly pinned me down with “Either.”

“Well, the beach was amazing,” I admitted, babbling a little now that Jinpachi had gotten me started. I was comfortable enough with him to talk but still nervous. “Easily top beaches in Japan territory. Maybe not top ten but if you told me it was in the top twenty-five I could believe it. And the surrounding woods were nice, but you might have been underutilizing them a little.”

We’re going to ignore the supernatural weather, spirit-based attempts at murder, and the dark proto-god which was behind it all, I added mentally. As amusing as it was, I wasn’t in the least bit tempted to share that thought with the Watanabes.

“Huh,” Jinpachi seemed honestly surprised by my response.

“Mamoru!” Himeko looked horrified.

“Come on Himeko,” I said defensively, still running at the mouth, “we discussed it on the trip back. You thought they should have at least put in a few paths running through the forest so guests could enjoy them.” We’d also thought it was a good idea they hadn’t already, otherwise the proto-god would have probably gotten free earlier and there’d probably have been a massacre long before we’d ever arrived at the hotel. But it certainly would have made our lives easier.

“And it would have been impractical for them to have put them in!” Himeko looked livid.

“No, you’ve got a point,” Jinpachi sounded thoughtful. “We did have a proposal or two about using the woods when we were planning the hotel out, we just discarded them for budgetary reasons. We wanted everyone focused on the beach and the ocean.”

“I still don’t think the fully paved ones would have worked,” Hiro noted confidently. “And going along with that tamed garden area idea still seems counterproductive. But maybe some hiking trails?”

“We were right in shooting down all those sillier suggestions,” Jinpachi agreed, addressing his brother, “they were all too expensive and wouldn’t have done much except run up the construction time and budget. But I think you’re right about hiking trails, right now we’re doing nothing with the woods at all and that does seem a little bit foolish. We should look into that later.”

“Dad’s not going to be happy,” Hiro had the smallest of smiles upon his face when he said it though.

“Then don’t worry about it! It was nothing!” Himeko said a little too forcefully.

“Meiko-sama,” Jinpachi said patiently, “he won’t be that annoyed. He’ll mark us down for not getting it right the first time but he’ll give us even more credit for fully utilizing our resources and correcting our own oversights. Trust me, for Hiro’s first independent project our father will be overjoyed he’s not stubbornly riding an idea down in flames rather than admitting a failure.”

Before I could do or say anything else Himeko proclaimed in a too loud voice, “oh look, I think I see a crisis brewing! Eiko, Mamoru, with me.” before launching herself to the side, a furious blush upon her face.

Eiko gave the Watanabes a helpless nod/bow before grabbing my arm and dragging me off with her.

Himeko walked faster than usual, dangerously close to stomping given the fact she was wearing heels. She managed several perfunctory greetings and pleasantries along the way before leading us into the wooded area. Once we were out of sight of the party she whirled upon us, murder in her eyes.

“Eiko,” she said in a tightly controlled voice. “We are going to have words. Mamoru, Kameiko-san’s not responding, I’d like you to check on him.”

I looked between Eiko and Himeko a few times. Eiko seemed completely unfazed but I didn’t like the vibe Himeko was giving off. “I’m not sure- “ I started hesitantly.

“Now!”

I instinctively took a few steps, stopped, and only moved further into the wooded area when Eiko calmly nodded to me and said “it’s alright Mamoru, go on.”

I cursed softly to myself all the way to one of my collectors, still not sure that I was doing the right thing. I trusted Eiko. And she had been together with Himeko almost as long as I’d been alive (sort of). But Himeko was pretty stressed and been having her buttons pushed all night. No, the last few days, I reminded myself angrily. I wasn’t sure I completely trusted Himeko to act rationally under the circumstances.

Stop being an idiot, I told myself firmly, trying to stop the churning in my gut. You’re not good at the social stuff and they’ve had years to get to know one another. Even if you don’t trust Himeko, and you should, Eiko knows what she’s doing. Knows their mutual boundaries and limits. If she said it was okay for you to go then it was best for you to go. She’s probably sparing Himeko more of an audience while she gets it out of her system.

That didn’t help too much. But it kept me from turning right around to check on them. Instead, I cast a small spell to help keep the tuxedo safe and forded through the trees to one of the collectors.

I barely had enough magic to manage that quick trip, but this was one of the newest collectors with mana networking capability. Badly needing the distraction, I soon immersed myself in the problem of Kameiko’s status.

For a while there I was able to forget and leave behind all the nerve-wracking social travails. I was a mage. I had a magic task to do. And I was out of sight of anyone (since I’d made sure to place the collectors where security couldn’t easily see them). I threw myself at the problem with gusto and pretended it was only for Kameiko’s sake.

Luckily for me it was a pretty distracting problem. Kameiko was all the way back in Kyoto, and it wasn’t like I had the magatama bead with me to provide a direct connection. After a while I figured out how to approach the problem sideways: tap into the mana from my home reservoir, use that power to cast a spell focused through the estate to contact the magatama bead, then piggyback off of that connection to get more of a read on Kameiko.

It took a bit of work. None of the individual pieces were too complex. Not nothing, and they required using esoteric principles of connectivity that would make your average scientist scream in frustration, but not anything worth getting that excited about either. Combining them all at once took a bit of effort and provided a badly needed outlet for my attention. By the time I was done I was awfully glad the Meikos had lit their grounds up so brightly for the party, on an ordinary night all the light thrown off by the linked magic circles I’d created would have gathered someone’s attention. But for safety and the sake of appearances there were a large number of electric lanterns strung through the wooded paths, allowing party goers to stroll down them without issue. Between them and the way the trees blocked direct line of sight I managed to get away with it.

I’m not sure how long it took me, probably an hour to an hour and a half. But by the time I was finished I was reassured by the answers I’d gotten. Sort of. Kameiko had hurt himself pulling that transportation trick, hurt himself even more than he’d anticipated since in the heat of the moment he’d forgotten he wasn’t the spirit of the Tokyo mansion, he was basically possessing it from afar. That extra bit of difficulty had taken it from an ‘I’m going to have to disjoint my shoulder to do this’ effort to an ‘I’m going to break both my arms in the process’ sacrifice play. He was in a great deal of pain, and would not be available to help Himeko any time soon, but he was still alive and would eventually heal up. It was probably going to be at least a week before he was up to even talking to her through the magatama though, let alone anything more advanced.

I sighed slightly with relief as I finally shut down my spells and leaned back against a tree. Then I stiffened, remembering where I was and what was going on. And what was waiting for me outside of the woods.

I wonder if I should hide back here for the rest of the evening? I thought. Sadly, I wasn’t joking in the slightest. I’d been dragged into this and only kept going via inertia and the fact I was accompanying my friends. Now I was separated from them and had no idea where the were or what the situation was. It was tantalizingly easy to let my nerves get the best of me.

I mean, seriously, I thought to myself, liking the idea more and more. If I go out there, wandering around blindly, what’s going to happen? I don’t have Eiko or Himeko to back me up this time. I know no one out there. What am I going to do, go to each knot of people and call out “Himeko! Eiko! I need help!” hoping one of them is going to hear and come rescue me? And while that idea’s obviously ridiculous it’s not like the real answer’s any better. If I’m roaming the party randomly I’m probably just going to create more trouble and embarrassment for the Meikos, one way or another. I have no idea what I’m doing.

I’ll probably just do more damage than whatever good I’d manage to achieve by hooking back up with them, I thought, coming up on a decision point. We all know they’re already too busy, they don’t need to babysit me on top of that. Not now that they’re already through the introductions. Eiko said the rest of the evening should be better, right?

I looked around my little knot of the wooded area and smirked. Yeah, I knew I was being a bit ridiculous and cowardly. And I wasn’t looking forward to hiding out there for a few more hours until everything was finished. But I really was having a hard time coming up with a better reason for going out there other than “don’t be a coward!” That sounded great in theory, but when your so-called ‘bravery’ could hurt your friends it really did seem like I was trying to be a macho idiot, bull through a problem when I should just quietly bow out. Social skills weren’t my forte, I really couldn’t think what I’d add to the situation.

I sighed softly to myself. This seems stupid, I admitted wryly. But it does seem slightly less stupid than going back out there and hoping I can flag down a staff member without being noticed. And then, if they can somehow help me, make my way back to Eiko and Himeko without being noticed either! It’s a lose lose situation, I guess I should just cut my losses and accept-

A reasonable number of people had gone up and down the path since I’d arrived. It didn’t happen often, this wasn’t a busy path, but there was someone every five minutes or so since I’d first started working. I’d been distantly aware of them but not too concerned (if I’d thought I’d eventually be spotted hanging out in the trees by myself I wouldn’t have even been having a debate!). Some had been idly looking over the Meiko grounds now they were this far in, some had been romantic couples laughing and joking about the privacy of a dark woods, and two or three had been upset people retreating out of the limelight, looking to either vent or cry their tears where no one would see them. But now a different conversation was occurring.

“Don’t be cold like that, Hiro-sama!”

I stiffened slightly upon hearing the slightly whiny female voice. It’s just a coincidence, right? There’s got to be plenty of people named-

“You should be out there, dancing, upholding the Watanabe family name,” a second female voice joined in, wheedling in an overly confident and familiar way.

I also felt something else stir. A ghost of an impression, doing something.

What the- I thought, looking around for it and trying to decipher what was going on. It wasn’t up to anything major, but it was asserting some sort of influence on the proceedings. Or trying to, I wasn’t sure it was actually doing much. If Kameiko hadn’t been disabled I would have assumed it was him, doing something with a light touch.

Back at the path Hiro spun around so suddenly I felt it even though I couldn’t see anything. “Ladies,” he replied in a slightly tight voice, “you may trust I will always uphold the Watanabe family name.”

“Then come on,” the first voice protested, “come back into the Ball. Dance with us.”

“Eventually.”

I carefully peaked through a crack in the trees. Hiro was being subtly herded by two young women in fancy dresses. In a story these two would have been the ugly stepsisters and their selfishness would have been obviously reflected in their looks. But in reality this was a gathering of people who had plenty of access to beauticians, personal trainers, and plastic surgeons in addition to the best clothes and cosmetics money could buy. While not everyone was a Himeko or an Eiko you could count on someone being at least above average. These were two reasonably attractive girls, roughly our age, and Hiro was…

I paused and took a second look, the path was well lit enough for me to see Hiro’s expression clearly. A dark part of me wanted him to be shallow and manipulating the pair, make it easy for me to tell Himeko she was better off without him. But no, his expression was pleasant and non-committal.

A mask.

The first girl pouted and the second took up the conversation. “We would never dream of pushing such a noble son of the Watanabes,” she claimed, disingenuously, “but it would reflect poorly upon them if you were to suddenly forget that later this evening.”

“Why would I ever forget that?” Hiro replied, attempting to be charming. But after everything else this evening I couldn’t help but note that wasn’t a denial.

“Oh, the usual. You’re busy, prior commitments, you hurt your foot.”

“Stop dodging and dance with us!” the first almost commanded.

Hiro looked to the side and abruptly realized they’d gotten a little too close, he’d either have to physically brush them aside or cut through the trees. In a tuxedo. I could get away with that since it was a loaner and I had magic. Not to mention I was a nobody. For someone in his position to try it…

Even I could tell Hiro’s smile was a little tight. “Ladies, you are pushing the bounds of politeness.”

“Oh Hiro,” the second one sighed theatrically, “we were just asking for a little dance. Why couldn’t you go along with it?”

“I wonder,” Hiro replied, not bothering to fake the emotions in his eyes any longer. “And it’s Watanabe-sama. You are being too familiar.”

“Now we’re going to have to teach you a lesson,” she continued with mock sadness, obviously ignoring his complaint. “Make sure you are properly courteous next time and know your duties.”

“Oh, are you?” Hiro countered, not a centimeter of give in his posture. In fact, I noticed his hand make an abortive move towards where a sword would rest at his side, and his feet reflexively slid apart into a stance. Kendo? I wondered momentarily.

“After all,” the second continued, in the manner of someone playing a trump card, “we’re all alone out here, no one able to see what happened. And if we were to come back with our dresses scuffed and torn… my goodness, what would people believe?”

“What we told them to,” the first girl tossed in nastily.

“You’re going to be our escort for the rest of the evening,” the second girl continued confidently, “otherwise… well, you don’t want the Watanabes to be in the middle of a scandal, do you?”

Hiro grimaced and his expression might as well have been forged in iron, but I could see the panicked spark in his eyes.  I knew it all too well, Inoue Sakura had caused the same emotions in me all too often this year.

Which is probably why, before I could think too deeply about it, I found myself brushing past the trees and stomping back into the clearing. “Sama,” I said respectfully to everyone gathered there.

The girls jumped and let out satisfying “yeeps!” before spinning around. They hesitated, both out of shock at being interrupted and my massive appearance in the middle of the woods.

Before they could recover (or I could hesitate) I did my best to channel Himeko and apologetically told the pair. “I’m afraid I’m here as a witness as well, and the Meiko family does have security cameras covering the paths. They would take it amiss if you were to try and cause a scene at their estate, especially one based on lies. Why don’t we…”

I trailed off, no idea how to adequately end that sentence. All calm down a little? Forget this ever happened? Take this last chance to back off? All the usual anime cliches ran through my head but I couldn’t pick one of them in time. Not with a straight face.

Fortunately the pair simply let out a confused gabble of denials and apologies and began to retreat as quickly as they could manage.

“Routed after an attack in the flank,” Hiro murmured, watching the disorganized pair flee. After they turned the corner he instantly turned back to me and bowed deeply. “My apologies.” He said, holding the position for too long.

“For what?” I blurted out in confusion.

“For being stupid and getting outmaneuvered like that. I should never have been that careless. I thank the Meikos for helping me with my mistake and apologize for taking up your resources like this. I’ll convey my proper thanks to your mistress shortly.”

“My mistress?” I continued, still befuddled.

“Your Lady then? Ojou-sama? Boss?” Hiro slowly unbowed and I suddenly realized one reason for the overly dramatic gesture had been to hide a flush. “Himeko-sama?”

“Oh. OH!” the light suddenly dawned for me. “No, no. I’m not a Meiko employee, that’s Eiko.”

Hiro hid it quickly, but now he seemed confused. “You’re her boyfriend then?”

“I wish,” I muttered with more feeling than I expected, instantly wincing as I realized I’d just said that out loud.

“I’m just her friend,” I continued a little too quickly. “Himeko’s too. They recruited me to help them out this evening because…” I trailed off again but stopped when I realized I didn’t really have a good answer to that.

“So, you are serving the Meikos?” Hiro asked carefully.

“No. I mean, yes. Sort of? Not really?”

Hiro was now looking openly incredulous.

“I am in a similar position to you,” I said slowly and carefully, enunciating each word. Both to try and be clear and to stop myself from babbling. “An honored and respected guest of the estate, but one that likes and is willing to help out the Meikos.”

“That’s… not really my position.”

“Yeah,” I sighed, “I was kind of stretching it with that one.”

“So… the Meikos don’t know about this?” Hiro asked cautiously.

“No? Well, maybe? I wasn’t lying about the security cameras.”

Before I could blink Hiro was almost on top of me. “What would it take to make sure they never find out?” he asked urgently, desperately.

“Whoa!” I took two giant steps backwards.

Hiro looked instantly contrite and bowed again. “I’m sorry,” he said trying to sound sincere but also coming off as a little too enthusiastic. “That was rude of me. But, please… I don’t want to…”

We both heard a branch crack and spun in that direction. Fortunately, there was nothing there (I checked with ‘mage sight’) but it shook us both. “We should probably get off the path,” I sighed. About the only stupider thing I could do at this point was attract an audience. “This way.”

What am I doing? I asked myself incredulously as we walked back through the trees to the area around my collector. More importantly, what is he doing? Hiro was following me without a word of complaint, even though he should have known better.

Despite the relative darkness (not that dark with all the lanterns around, but still noticeably darker than the path) Hiro spotted the collector instantly. He looked at it in confusion for a few moments, tilting his head back and forth as he tried to understand.

I sighed again. “It’s a scientific instrument,” I explained. “It’s here to collect- I mean measure-… you know what? Never mind. It’s not important right now.”

Hiro’s head immediately snapped back to me. “Of course! My apologies. Now, how much do you want to never mention this to Himeko? I mean the Meikos.”

“Whoa, wait, what?” I babbled.

“How much so that you never talk about this to anyone else?” Hiro pressed. “I’ll pay you anything.”

“First,” I said, holding up a finger as his fearful intensity forced me into acting normal. “You really wouldn’t. Don’t say stupid things like that. Second,” I held up another finger, “why wouldn’t I?”

“Because I’m paying you.”

“No!” I held my forehead. How the hell are we both missing the point here? “If it’s important to Himeko, you couldn’t stop me from telling her. And if it isn’t, I’m not going to take money from you for something I wouldn’t do anyway.”

Missing a chance there, a more venal part of me couldn’t help but note. I mentally shooed the mercenary thought away with barely a glance.

Hiro opened his mouth, blinked in surprise a few times, and then slumped limply against a tree. After a few moments he cracked open his eyes again and looked at me with undisguised envy, “you really are her friend, aren’t you?” he asked, completely ignoring the expensive clothing he was brushing up against the wood.

“Uh, yeah?” I replied cautiously.

“I thought you were just another Meiko employee,” he admitted. “And when I found out you weren’t, I hoped I could keep you from mentioning this to… the Meikos.”

“Right. Following so far.” I still wasn’t quite sure why he didn’t want it mentioned, but it didn’t take too much imagination to come up with a few reasons.

Hiro smiled ruefully, but it was obviously directed at himself. “I thought that since you weren’t bound to them by honor or money it would be simple. But you’re Himeko’s actual friend. And I… I’ve never seen that before.”

I frowned. “Wait, what? For real?”

“If you’re really her friend, you’ve seen the circles she moves in. That we all move in.”

“Yeah…” I said slowly. “And I’ll admit there’s a lot of hangers on and sycophants, but she has plenty of friends. Of a sort.”

Hiro shook his head. “They don’t count.”

“Why? Because they aren’t rich?” I asked, a little heat in my voice.

He didn’t take it amiss, he just smiled at me. “No, because you just summed them up: they’re hangers on and sycophants.”

I must have looked confused because his rueful smile widened another centimeter. “Tell me: if I had made such an offer to them how do you think they would have reacted?” Before I could think about it, he answered his own question. “They would either have instantly taken the money or instantly told Himeko in an attempt to suck up and make themselves look good. There would be none of this ‘I’ll decide for free based on what I think is best’ business.”

“I think you’re misjudging them,” I said instantly. I then immediately undercut that by adding “some of them.”

I had to quickly bit my tongue to keep myself from backtracking any further. His point about them instantly tattling to Himeko to suck up was a little telling. I couldn’t think of many of her entourage that would fit into the first category. But the second? Shizu fits there, definitely.

“I hope so,” Hiro responded, naked longing in his voice.

I blinked in surprise and studied him a little bit more. I’m starting to get the impression… I cut that thought off before I could let it take seed. I wasn’t good on the social side, that sort of assumption was definitely putting the cart before the horse.

“To be honest,” Hiro admitted, “even offering was a foolish move. You were right, I panicked in the heat of the moment and acted stupidly. I’m sorry.”

“Why?” I asked, figuring we were finally getting to the core of the matter.

“Because it assumed you were more interested in money than principles, and I should never have insulted a stranger like that.”

“No,” I said quickly, before he could embarrass me or self-flagellate too much over it. “Why did you even… no, that’s the same problem. Why did you feel the need to ask me to do that?”

“Because… because I didn’t want to embarrass my family in front of the Meikos,” Hiro claimed.

“Really?” I was unable to keep the sarcasm from my tone. Such a poor lie triggered it before I could even think. Even I could smell the BS in that claim.

Hiro chuckled. He flushed a little but admitted “no, you’re right. I should be honest with myself. Because I didn’t want to embarrass myself in front of Himeko.”

I felt a sudden surge of emotions (mostly hope, excitement, and jealousy) but quickly tamped them down. Stay calm. Don’t read too much into that. This might be strictly mercenary or formal obligations. “Okay,” I continued, almost clinically as I leaned up against another tree. “Why does that matter?”

Hiro shot me an incredulous look. “Because she’s amazing!” he responded, pulling some temper back at the last minute. “I mean, look at her! She’s beautiful, brilliant, composed, and capable of attracting top class talent like you to her.”

I barely managed to repress a snort at that inclusion. Well, he called three out of four right.

“She… she just doesn’t seem impressed with me,” he said, a little despondently. “Most of the girls in our circle are like those two little sharks. They’re little predators looking to lock down someone relatively rich, attractive, and controllable. The reason half our peers settle for bimbos is because at least they’re not vicious, the ones who can’t coast on their looks tend to be dangerous.”

That’s a different perspective! I thought, giving him a slightly incredulous glance. Normally I would have scoffed, but after our recent encounter I had to give it a little more credence.

“But Himeko’s not like that!” Hiro continued without even noticing. “She’s got the looks to be competing for a top trophy wife but she’s also got so much in the way of brains and abilities that the guys should be begging her to consider joining their family in order for them to rise to the top. Only she’s already there, and too smart for that. And they’re too dumb to do so. Instead, she gets tormented by a bunch of idiots who see the body and are either too stupid or too intimidated to see the brains.”

He sniffed self depreciatingly. “Of course, I’m one to talk. I should be on my knees burning incense and praying that my future wife’s half as beautiful and smart as Himeko. Here I am, chasing after her, and I’m just as bad as the rest.”

That startled me. “Chasing after her?” I asked incredulously.

Hiro nodded, flushed slightly, then sighed. “I guess that’s one way to put it,” he admitted, “but the circumstances mean it’s kind of half-hearted. We rarely interact and when we do I can barely get some formal conversation out of her before she avoids me the rest of the evening. I get the feeling she’s not terribly impressed with me. And she probably senses I’m serious, unlike most of the other idiots out there who might proposition her but then brush it off when she shoots them down, so she won’t let me get close. So I usually back off after an hour or two, try to give her space.”

Oh. My. God. I though incredulously, not sure whether to laugh or cry.

Hiro shook his head sadly. “I should really either go at it full strength or back off further, even I feel foolish about my mixed approach. But I want her to be aware of me. I keep hoping she’ll see me as a candidate, a possibility at least, and I worry she’ll dismiss me from her mind if I’m not around. I can understand why she’s not interested in me now, it’s not like I’m that impressive, but I want her to keep looking and see what I can do. But at the same time, I don’t want to ruin my chances forever by forcing her to shoot me down. And I appreciate how she’s been sparing our family the embarrassment by not doing so yet. Hence all this silly dancing around instead of being more straightforward. Because the last thing she needs is me forcing some sort of overdramatic confession at a public event, I don’t want to even think about what she’d do to a guy who tried that to her.”

That’s… actually pretty fair, I reflected a little more thoughtfully. As much as some of this seemed like laughable teen-drama filler (and it really did, Hiro’s constant babble and justification simply screamed teenaged insecurity) Hiro had probably called that one correctly. At least for some random chump who Himeko wasn’t terribly interested in. What she’d do to the poor fool that put her in that sort of position… I shuddered to even think about it. And even for Hiro… Himeko’s likely responses, programmed into her for years in the name of ‘the Meiko family’ and ‘what’s proper’, would not end well. Between that and her (legitimate) fear that Hiro wasn’t who she thought he was… no, she wasn’t going to just throw herself at the feet of a fool who’d made a scene like that.

Yeah, Hiro’s called this one correctly. “No, I think you have the right of it there,” I agreed slowly. “A sentimental romantic gesture or two, even big ones, after everything’s established could go well with her. Trying some sort of grand, romantic confession at an event like this… Himeko would eviscerate the guy.” Himeko might want a romance anime ending, but not romance anime theatrics. Not where they could damage her family.

“Exactly!” Hiro said, looking surprisingly grateful for my agreement. “You need to earn your spot with her. And that’s what I want to do, impress her and earn her attention!” His head fell again. “But all I do is screw up.”

“How do you figure that?”

“Himeko appreciates brains, competence,” Hiro stated as a matter of fact. “But I’m barely out of high school. I’m working with my brother to oversee the new hotel on Hokkaido, the one you went to, to get a better idea how everything works.”

“All by yourselves?” I interjected skeptically.

“We’re the heads of the project,” he admitted, “we have a lot of help and managers oversee the day-to-day operations. I’m still in university and Jinpachi’s got other duties on top of it. But the buck stops with us, it’s our project and our responsibility. It’s Jinpachi’s last chore before stepping up to higher management but it’s supposed to be where I’m finally getting my feet wet so I’m trying to take the lead as much as possible. I didn’t expect I’d get everything perfect immediately, I knew there’d be problems and I’d mess stuff up even with Jinpachi’s help. But I hoped… I hoped I’d at least be above average, get Himeko to notice me as I showed I could get the job done.”

“Instead? It’s been nothing but disasters and me humiliating myself in front of Himeko,” Hiro threw his hands up in frustration and paced for a few moments before leaning heavily back against the tree. “Delays, delays, and more delays! We missed peak season last year and the low attendance already looked bad for us. Then, Himeko finds out about it from Jinpachi, throws us a bone, and books a major event there. And what happens? Catastrophe after catastrophe! Bad weather! Power failures! One of her classmates almost drowning on our oh-so-perfect beach!”

Fortunately, he was so lost in his depressive ranting he missed my sudden coughing fit at that one.

“Our entire staff gets hit with carbon monoxide poisoning after the backup generator malfunctions! And the only reason no one dies is because she has to go save our asses again!”

“And then, AND THEN,” Hiro looked caught between crying and manic laughter, “she goes and does us a huge favor by letting us use her as our advertising model! We have this beautiful, perfect model of a girl hanging up all over the hotel and I have look at her every time I go there to do work and reflect what a failure I am! Do you have any idea what that’s like?”

As much as I felt for Hiro, and forced to look at it from his perspective I really, really felt for the guy, I couldn’t help but give him a look at that one.

I liked Hiro a bit better that he immediately flushed a little, looked embarrassed, and realized what I was getting at. “Sorry, I suppose you do,” he admitted in a small voice.

I gentled my expression a little and went easy on him. I’d have been a basket case too if I’d thought I’d screwed up a tenth of that badly in front of Himeko. “I never let myself have it as bad as you,” I told him sympathetically, “but that doesn’t mean I never felt any of it. I knew I was never going to get with her, that any thoughts in that direction were a non-starter, but I’m not going to claim they never crept in around the edges.”

“In that way you’re smarter than me,” Hiro replied, a mixture of ruefulness with a touch of self-loathing in his tone. “I… I figured I should go for it. That Himeko was an amazing woman worth fighting for and if I was going to have to eventually marry someone from our circle that I should just shoot for the best. And it was easy to see that was Himeko and fall for her. But saying it out loud like that just makes me feel shallow and foolish. That I should just accept she doesn’t want me instead of trying to change her feelings, and accept that I am not that worthy.”

“Hm,” I made a non-committal sound. I’m grateful for the humility, especially after all the arrogant idiots we’ve crossed paths with tonight, but that’s still not the world’s healthiest attitude. I didn’t know if Himeko and Hiro would be a good pair, or even be good for each other, but worthy was one of those words that was pretty worrying when it showed up in regards to relationships. At least, when it was preceded by ‘not’.

“And you have to deal with having the real thing in front of you, while I whine about pictures” Hiro continued, working himself into more of a corner. “I have no right to claim that’s so difficult, especially to you. I apologize.”

“Now that,” I said frankly, “we disagree on. You shouldn’t get too self-pitying or think you’re somehow inferior in that regard. Pretty much every straight male in our school has felt at least some of that, briefly, when it came to Himeko. It’s why she’s had to devote way too much time and effort to keeping ill-considered confessions to a minimum. But Himeko doesn’t go around school putting up giant posters of her posing in a swimsuit either, it’s alright to admit you’ve got some legitimate complaints.”

“Heh,” Hiro said, still sounding a little too self-critical for my liking. “Yeah, complaining I’m surrounded by giant pictures of a beautiful woman. I’ve got it so hard.”

Before I could say anything he just sighed. “It’s my fault,” he said, clearly building his mask back up. “I’m being shallow and foolish, wanting a woman I can’t possibly have. I know I should just accept she’s not into me and back off, look around for someone else. Needing her to do more than she already has to shut me down… I should be ashamed of myself. I always promised myself I wouldn’t act like a scumbag, make sure I didn’t become an Ito or a Hara. But here I am, trying to pretend I’m any better than they are because I’m not going quite that far and that I still have a chance. I’m pathetic. She’s more interested in my brother than me.”

“Really?” I asked before I could stop myself.

Hiro didn’t seem to notice my tone. “You were there. She’s always willing to talk to Jinpachi, she respects him. I don’t blame her for that, and I’m pretty sure it’s at least partially because she knows he’s not going to harass her, but it still drives me nuts. Even when we’re all in a conversation together she’d rather talk to him than me.”

Not… inaccurate, I thought reluctantly, trying to look back at the conversation through Hiro’s lens.

“I don’t think she actually likes him,” there was a strong undercurrent of ‘thank the gods’ in that statement, but Hiro kept that much under wraps! “It’s more that he actually respects her, is worthy of respect, and is close to our age while still capable of being a smart guy. I just don’t have that. Not in her eyes.”

Aoth, these two, I thought with a frustrated roll of my eyes. It was ridiculous. Himeko had brought out the big guns, all without needing to, but never given the guy an opening. Meanwhile, Hiro was so respectful of Himeko and determined to be honorable that he refused to be just that little bit rude he needed to be in order to break through. Neither was entirely wrong, if they hadn’t been mutually interested in each other they’d have actually been fairly reasonable (in reality Hiro would probably need to be more than a little bit rude to break through and Himeko would have needed to track Hiro down and give him some obvious invitations. Neither could have done so at an event like this without breaking a couple of rules and attracting a lot of attention), but looking at it from the outside it was kind of infuriating.

“I thank you again,” Hiro said, straightening up and bowing to me deeply. “… I’m sorry, Mamoru was it? Mamoru-sama? I have caused you so much trouble this evening, and now I’ve talked your ear off. It is easy to see why you are Himeko’s friend, I shall stop troubling you.”

I sighed and straightened up myself. “Come on,” I said, somehow taking command of the situation.

“I’m sorry?” Hiro blinked in confusion.

“You obviously needed to get that off your chest,” I replied a touch wearily. Seriously, even I could tell he’d been keeping that in for way too long and needed to vent! “Now it’s time to get to the tailor’s room and get our tuxes fixed. After that… we’ll see.”
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I managed to get Hiro and I through the woods and back to the mansion without anyone commenting thanks to the ‘don’t notice me’ spell. It didn’t need too much power, our tuxes weren’t that badly off after our time going through the trees, and we easily blended into the crowd. But the various marks, leaves, and chips of bark would have definitely attracted some attention if we’d stopped to mingle so we quickly made our way to the room the Meikos had set up for emergency repairs and let them have at us.

“I can’t believe that worked,” Hiro looked a little amazed as half a dozen servants descended on us with brushes, needles, and expensive looking chemicals.

“We came in at the right time, at the right angle, and had a bit of luck,” I said as casually as I could manage, not wanting him to get suspicious or think he could get away with trying that again. “It’s not something I’d recommend trying, not unless you like being humiliated, but it wasn’t too big a risk under the circumstances. If we’d tried it earlier in the evening when everyone was still looking around and trying to figure out what to do, or later when they were bored and looking for a distraction, that would have been impossible. This was merely lucky.”

I was talking out my ass of course, making stuff up and combining it with a few off-hand comments from Eiko. But it sounded vaguely plausible. To me and Hiro at least, Eiko’s uncle shot me an inquisitive look but let it all go at that as he focused on returning us to presentability.

After a good ten minutes of straightening us up and removing stains with specialized, industrial strength, laundry pens (now there was some real magic!) Eiko’s uncle Hideo finally felt confident enough in his progress to note “the mistress warned us to look out for you, Matsuda-sama.”

Ah, forgot about that factor, I winced, remembering my aborted plan to quietly retreat and not actively embarrass my friends any further. If I’d thought about it at all, and I hadn’t at the time, I’d probably have justified it as Himeko and Eiko being too busy and distracted to worry about me. That would have been stupid though, even if you totally disregarded the friendship factor they’d still have been worried about me turning up in the most embarrassing way possible at the worst moment if they weren’t there to keep an eye on me.

“I had to take care of something for Himek-… Meiko-sama. It took longer than expected.”

Hiro and Hideo both glanced at me but I kept my lips firmly sealed on any more justifications. I hated indirectly justifying my cowardice that way, momentary as it had turned out to be, but since I couldn’t exactly explain my original task (of using magic to check on the health of their Kyoto estate’s kami) I didn’t have too much of a choice.

It seemed to pass muster though, neither followed up on it.

After another minute I thought to add. “Have you let her know that I’ve been found again?”

“Of course. As soon as you walked in.”

“Ah,” I waffled with myself a little but mentally sighed. Seriously, I’ll feel more guilty and embarrassed if I don’t try something this basic, I thought to myself. I still hated the idea. Really, really, hated the idea. Both for itself and just on general principles. But, as dumb as it was, and as much as I mistrusted my own judgement, it at least adhered to the KISS principle. Keep It Simple Stupid.

I waited a few moments, making sure Hiro was momentarily distracted by a stylist, who was doing one last check for any remaining chips of wood or bugs in his hair, before softly asking Hideo. “Perhaps you could tell her to retrieve me at the back doors before I get into trouble?” My eyes darted between Hideo and Hiro several times as I did so.

Hideo blinked a few times in startlement. But in the end he simply murmured “understood Matsuda-sama,” in a slightly more respectful tone.

***

Getting us fit for the ball again only took a few more minutes. We’d had a lot of surface damage but it was merely surface damage. Off to the side I noticed the aftermath of an encounter between a full glass of red wine and a white dress, that was a lot tougher. The staff were hurriedly fitting the poor woman into an entirely new dress like some kind of F1 pit crew in her case.

“I thank you again, Matsuda-sama,” said Hiro, a little more haltingly, as we made our way back to the ball. “I’d heard the Meiko family had something like this available, but I had no idea how to access it.”

“Most days I wouldn’t have either, but this time they took special care to show me.” I replied, a statement simultaneously truthful and misleading. I wasn’t really thinking about what I was saying though, I was too busy trying not to sound distracted or nervous.

I wasn’t sure I succeeded, but Hiro was too polite to show any doubt or question what was going on. Thankfully I didn’t have to pull it off for long. A few seconds later we were at the final turning. “Wait a second,” I said, taking a step forward and holding out a hand to stop him.

Hiro looked at me in confusion. “What is it?”

“Just let me check the way is clear first. I doubt anyone’s planning some sort of ambush but let’s not come this far just to mess it up at the last second.”

Hiro looked mildly surprised but then his expression firmed up and he nodded his agreement at me.

I can’t believe that worked! I thought in amazement. It was probably the weakest part of this whole (already laughable) plan. Later on I’d go on to realize how often Hiro faced social ambushes like from that pair of… ladies, in the wooded area and how often his staff and servants would do something similar to this. The placement of such an ambush would have been unusual. The timing? Pretty much par for the course by his standards.

I turned the corner and there was a straight line available to the party. And the only ones there waiting in ambush were Eiko and Himeko, who were there for me. Himeko spotted me instantly and started to… it wasn’t quite angry enough to be a stalk, and it was way too elegant for the emotion behind it. But she was obviously both peeved and worried in regards to me and wanted to give me at least a quick piece of her mind before too many people could see me.

(Not unreasonably. I’d gone dark for too long and she must have been near panicked with worry about what might be happening. Letting me wander around unsupervised amongst the Japanese elite would have been a recipe for disaster, and all on her watch. I’d probably been responsible for raising her blood pressure another few notches on an already horrible night.)

I plastered a patently fake smile on my face, which was perfectly normal for me under the circumstances, and waited until the last moment before giving Hiro a quick ‘all clear’ signal.

“Mamoru! What- “ Himeko began before Hiro turned the corner and they almost ran right into each other.

Both froze. Not far behind Himeko, Eiko clearly struggled to keep from bursting out laughing as the pair’s faces formed identical little ‘ohs’ of shock.

“Meiko Himeko-sama? This is Watanabe Hiro-sama. He saved me when I ran into some difficulties in the woods. I believe you owe him a dance for his troubles. Watanabe Hiro-sama? This is Meiko Himeko-sama. I believe you should have at least one dance with the host family.”

Damnit!  I thought, stepping aside. I’d been obsessing about it for the last five minutes and I’d still flubbed my line! I’d meant to say host family’s daughter. But I was grateful enough I’d gotten through that, albeit in a hurry, without tripping over my tongue, so I let it pass.

Himeko and Hiro stared into each other’s eyes for several long seconds, barely daring to breath. I have to admit I was holding my breath too, if I didn’t I was probably going to hyperventilate and ruin the moment.

And, as the silence dragged on longer, I realized it was going to fail. Hiro was about to do the honorable thing, admit that I’d helped him, and beg off. And Himeko would let him, too worried she was embarrassing herself in front of him, afraid I was forcing him on her behalf, and all the while hating herself for it. It had been a noble effort, but between their mutual self-control and their conviction the other wasn’t interested they were going to dodge out of it.

I could see Hiro’s will firming up, his mouth forming the words even though they’d shatter him, when Eiko spoke up first.

“It really is overdue,” she noted, almost diffidently. “People will talk if the Meikos and Watanabe’s don’t have a dance at this event. I’ve already heard some speculation about that, that the Watanabe family said something to offend Himeko after she ran off in the middle of a conversation between both brothers. You both have a duty to squash that rumor before it can grow.”

Both of them started slightly, like someone had given them and electric shock, at the word ‘duty’. Off to the side I wanted to leap back behind the corner and pump my fist a few times, all while shouting “go Eiko!”

Hiro opened his mouth but nothing came out. I’m not sure either of them realized that though as he still extended his hand, Himeko took it, and they slowly started to walk towards the dance floor.

They were both moving… oddly. After a few moments I realized this was a mutual ‘is this a dream?’ moment for them and they were moving slowly and feeling lightheaded, expecting to wake up any second now. I started panicking again, terrified that they were going to trip or get distracted or that something would provide them an excuse to bow out before it happened. But no. They made it all the way to the dancing area, and then wordlessly slipped into a waltz.

I let out a breath I didn’t know I was holding. Much to my surprise I heard Eiko do the same thing from beside me.

I looked at her in surprised and she seemed embarrassed. She immediately played it off by punching my shoulder and going “hypocrite.”

I rubbed the area where she’d hit. She’d pulled it, but not by that much. “What?”

“ ’Himeko needs us meddling in her love life like she needs a hole in the head’,” Eiko quoted. “Then you go and do this?” She struck me again.

“Ow!” I felt no shame in admitting that. “I couldn’t help it! I stumbled into such an obvious situation that I had no excuses!”

“Sure you didn’t,” Eiko smirked, calming down now that we’d gotten this far.

Sort of. “Are they… well, is Himeko normally that stiff?” I asked after watching a bit longer.

“Yeah, they’re pretty jerky,” Eiko frowned.

I felt a little cheated that we weren’t immediately getting a storybook ending. I then felt like an entitled and particularly dumb idiot and wanted to slap myself. I settled for wincing. Stop it, I told myself firmly while Eiko shot me a mildly worried look.

“Sorry,” I apologized. “I was just… reflecting how stupid I was being, I guess. I kind of figured that was all they needed. And the second I realized I was thinking that I realized how ridiculous it was.”

Eiko looked surprised for a moment. Then she half snorted, half sighed, and lowered her head. “Yeah,” Eiko admitted, “this is a crush, not the red string of fate or anything. A movie might immediately cut to the wedding but it doesn’t really work like that.”

“A mutual crush,” I cut in quickly.

“Really?” Eiko looked mildly surprised. “I thought his brother might have been suggesting that, he was giving me some pretty solid hints in that direction earlier. But I was worried I was misinterpreting things.”

I frowned. “When’d he do that?” I didn’t remember anything like that. Sure, I wasn’t the best guy at the social stuff and he might have been sending out quiet rich-person messages to Eiko the whole time right under my nose. But I-

“We danced while you were gone,” Eiko responded casually. “That’s why I’m sure Hiro’s not doing well, he should be at least as good as his brother.”

I felt a momentary flash of frustration and jealousy at that, surprising in its intensity. Seriously, his brother’s dancing with Himeko right now. Why’d that get me so riled up? I thought.

I blamed it on all the romantic tension and fear this wasn’t going to amount to much. I then paused. “Why is Himeko so focused on him anyway?” I asked after a moment, suddenly realizing I didn’t know.

“What do you mean?” Eiko looked surprised.

“Well, he’s good looking,” I said uncomfortably. “And he’s rich. And he’s a lot more polite than most of the idiots we’ve seen around here. At least the ones that are our age. But that doesn’t seem like enough to hang a crush on. A least for Himeko. Or a crush as strong as this.”

Eiko smiled and stopped me before I could get more awkward. “You don’t think he’s worth it?” she asked teasingly.

“I didn’t say that!” actually, my short time with Hiro had convinced me he might not be a bad match after all. But I wasn’t sure Himeko knew that, knew much about the real Hiro, and I was worried she might be disappointed.

Before Eiko could answer the music stopped. Both of us jerked our gazes back to the dance floor and we stared at the pair with an intensity that should have burned a hole right through them. Looking back on it, I’m kind of surprised that didn’t end everything right there, making it so uncomfortable for them they immediately broke apart. But they seemed to have eyes only for each other, barely noticing what was happening around them. Whereas half the dancers casually broke apart or switched partners there wasn’t even a word or glance around from either of them as they continued into the next dance.

As the music restarted and they drifted further into the dancing floor Eiko grinned and I let out a huge sigh of relief.

“Hiro’s… solid. Real and dependable and true in a way that calls to Himeko. She first fell in love…” Eiko trailed off and then smirked knowingly at me, “well, developed a crush, when we were all at another party like this about six years ago. There was this slightly older kid, nearly sixteen but who was too afraid to join the adult side so they were taking out their fear and nervousness by lording it over the rest of us. Or trying to. They never bothered people like Hiro or Himeko, they were the kids of the real power players, but they were being a complete ass to anyone they thought they could get away with it.”

“Hiro stepped up. Confronted them. He tried to be polite but you could tell he was pissed at this guy’s behaviour no matter what sort of face he was trying to put on. And when the kid wouldn’t listen Hiro just followed him around for the next fifteen minutes, always sliding between him and his victims. The kid started getting more and more frustrated, and even a little physical, but even though Hiro didn’t even come up to this kid’s shoulders Hiro never flinched. Finally the kid lost it so hard he actually punched Hiro in the face.”

“And Hiro just took it. Calmly let the punch roll off him like it was nothing.”

“That gave the staff the excuse they needed to finally hustle the kid out of there, and it was easy to do so because the kid broke. He knew he’d just committed social seppuku and the way Hiro didn’t even seem to care what he’d done? Yeah, that just totally finished off his will. Hiro finished the rest of that party with a black eye and never even complained about it.”

I grinned in spite of everything. “I can see why that would appeal to Himeko.” I gave Eiko a sharper look. “And neither of you did anything?”

Eiko smirked back. “Well, we might have been there as extra witnesses and there might have been a reason so many servants were waiting in the background to snatch him up. But Himeko didn’t actually think much of Hiro until he accomplished that. We both saw he had training, that if he’d wanted to he could have easily dodged or blocked that punch. Or simply taken it and then used it as justification to take that idiot down. But Hiro didn’t, and for a while there Himeko had thought he was just being a stubborn fool, inciting the other kid without realizing it and not accomplishing anything. But he stayed the course, did what he thought was right, and took action when no one else was willing. And in doing so actually managed to demonstrate a strong enough spirit to break someone else. At thirteen.”

“Since then Himeko’s been…” Eiko clearly struggled to find the right words. “It’s not quite obsession, she knows herself and how stupid that would have been. But… no one’s captured her heart in quite the same way since. She sees Hiro’s honor, and will, and strength, and it calls to her.”

I paused. I hated asking the question, and I’d have probably found an excuse not to do it with Himeko. But with Eiko I gave in to my need to seek balance. “How much of that is real and how much of that is wishful thinking?”

Thankfully, Eiko just smirked knowingly at me. “Eh, I’m not sure. It’s not like I really know the real Hiro, not the way I do Himeko. Hell, you probably know him better after spending an hour with him!”

Oh, that’s reassuring, I thought, grinding my teeth a little at the thought.

“But I’m pretty sure it’s all there,” Eiko continued a little more sympathetically. “Himeko’s overromanticizing everything, she is looking at him through rose colored glasses, but I’m almost certain she’s right about the base. He really is honorable, dependable, strong, and actually protects the weak. She’s also focused on him so much because he’s one of the few guys in Japan who’s both in her social circle and won’t pretend to be those sorts of things just to try and gain access to the Meiko family fortune.”

“That- “ I started to object. Then I started to think about how much money we were talking about. More romantic or optimistic protests died in the face of cold, hard reality.

“Mamoru…” for a moment Eiko’s eyes went sad and serious. She started to say something about then stopped. Three different times. Finally, she just said “you know that sort of thing has happened before.”

And then she deliberately glanced in a certain direction.

I stared at her in confusion for a good thirty seconds, not getting it at all. That direction was towards the house. Sort of. More towards the corner. Or maybe-

…leading past the house… to where Himeko’s grandfather was… who’d almost had a horrific confrontation tonight with…

Holy shit, I thought, my face turning ashen and my blood running cold. There were a couple of different interpretations of that, which is probably why Eiko had permitted herself that much, but if any of them were true… well, it added a few new twists to Himeko’s focus on Hiro, that was for sure! Dependability, honesty, and honor weren’t just desirable out of an excessively romantic outlook, they were practically a necessity for survival!

We both went quiet for a long while after that.

We managed to thaw out when a third piece of music started up, but both Himeko and Hiro remained connected. Even more importantly, they were moving together much more smoothly, dancing more like two athletic young people who knew what they were doing and enjoyed themselves. Their expressions were still a little bit shell shocked, but an honest and penetrative warmth was starting to spread from their smiles.

“Looks promising,” I murmured softly.

“I hope so, I just wish they were actually talking,” Eiko replied, barely stopping herself from gnawing at her lower lip.

“You think that would actually help?” I muttered, not quite under my breath.

“As much as I hate to agree with you,” a somewhat stiff voice noted from behind me. “I suspect you are right.”

My back went rigid, and for a moment I seriously considered turning invisible and fleeing. I cautiously and carefully turned around to see Himeko’s mother studying the young pair with a measuring gaze.

“She does politeness very well,” she continued, not even sparing me a glance. “And I would trust her in a situation of gradual discovery and progress. But admitting what is already in her heart, leaving herself vulnerable in a situation like this? I fear we might have to hold her down and torture it out of her before she confesses to the young man.”

Eiko calmly bowed towards her. “Meiko-sama.”

“So,” she gave Eiko a cold gaze, “she finally got that far?”

“Yes, Meiko-sama.”

She turned back towards the dancers. I abruptly noticed that, as little emotion as her face showed, Himeko’s mother was playing with a fan, twisting and turning it around in her hands as if she were a hyperactive four-year-old desperately trying to behave in front of her parents.

She turned back to Eiko. “Watch over my daughter, Eiko-san. He’s suitable, and she’s needed to do this for a long time.” Without a further word, she simply turned around and made her stately way back through the crowds.

I studied her retreating back thoughtfully, still not quite sure what to make of that.

“It’s both,” Eiko said, semi-randomly.

“Pardon?”

“It’s both,” she repeated. “She’s interested in making sure Himeko’s making the right sort of choices as the eldest child of the Meiko family. And she’s also worried about Himeko as her daughter. Don’t overthink it.”

A very confused babble of thoughts interrupted in my head. Most of it belonged in the categories of ‘how can I not overthink it!?’ ‘What do you mean it’s both!?’ and ‘does her mother really care about her?’ with a couple of different variations on all three. Fortunately, I wasn’t dumb enough to say any of that out loud, but it was still a struggle keeping all of it behind my lips.

Eiko obviously guessed some of it anyway. “Why do you think she was over here Mamoru? Someone’s obviously already commented on her daughter giving someone two dances in a row. Himeko’s not helping her out any more if she’s doing this, and is creating a lot of gossip and speculation that’s going back up the chain to Meiko-sama.” Eiko sighed, “Come on, let’s dance.”

I just blinked in confusion at her for a few moments, even as she grabbed my arm and started hauling me out that way. “Wait, what?” I asked, not bothering to hide my surprise.

“Himeko and Hiro are going deeper onto the floor. They’re safer that way but there are still a lot of manipulative snakes around that might try to interfere. If we’re going to keep an eye on them and help out, we need to stay closer.”

“Oh! For a moment I thought- “ I abruptly cut myself off. Not touching that one. Unfortunately, that left another problem. “Eiko, I can’t dance.”

Eiko stopped her tugging. “Of course you can’t,” she muttered under her breath.

I thought furiously for a few moments and dropped my voice. “If we’re really careful I might be able to use magic. I don’t have much power, but if we position ourselves right I might be able to keep the spell circle hidden between our bodies and then cast a variation on my memorization spell. If I do that, I might be able to copy someone else’s- “

“Or I could lead,” Eiko interrupted me impatiently. “Seriously Mamoru, we’re not going to try anything stupidly difficult and I know you’re not that uncoordinated. Heck, I’ve had lessons about dancing with partners who don’t know what they’re doing. Just trust me a minute, I can lead you through the basics.”

I tried not to whimper as she pulled me onto the dance floor and took a position not too far away from Hiro and Himeko. I was terrified of embarrassing myself, terrified of hurting Eiko, and terrified that… well, I was going to be holding a good-looking woman in my arms while already emotionally worked up. I wasn’t sure how Eiko would react if she figured out my back wasn’t the only thing that was as unbending as a steel beam.

Luckily, I needn’t have worried. The formal dances we would end up doing were close but not that close. I was still uncomfortable, and no matter how distracted I was trying to focus on the movements I couldn’t help but remain aware of how attractive Eiko was, but we weren’t exactly dancing cheek to cheek either. Between her difficulties in trying to keep me dancing while watching our surroundings she had no attention left to note my other physical reactions.

And, somewhat worryingly, it looked like she was right to do so. I never noticed anything, but over the next twenty minutes she casually steered us past to three separate couples to quietly deliver warnings as we danced across their paths. Murmuring “I wouldn’t” “try it and die” and “the Meikos are watching you” respectively. I had no clue about the subtleties of the situation, I was barely able to keep up an effective performance as her partner, and if the situation hadn’t been so serious I’d have worried she was messing with me.

As it was, after the third time I couldn’t help but ask “is it usually this bad?” Step, step, turn. Step, step, turn.

Eiko seemed vaguely surprised that I’d finally spoke. “What?”

I briefly looked up and nodded with my head in the direction of the last couple she’d warned. “This.” Step, step, turn.

“Oh. Yes and no. This is about normal, but there’s more people today and it’s more directed.” She gently stopped me as I tried to turn in the wrong direction and made sure we made the 180 degree opposite turn the fourth step needed. “Normally we’d have to worry about maybe one or two things a night. But with so many people gunning for the Meikos, and then Himeko tossing a fox in the middle of the chickens with this development, a lot of people think they might be able get away with something spontaneous.”

“What sort of something?” I asked cautiously. Step, step, turn. I’d kind of wondered ever since the first warning. I mean, even I knew about the stereotypical “oops, I’m sorry I spilled wine on your dress” sort of thing but I was guessing this was something a little more. Step, step, turn.

“Don’t worry about it.”

Have you met me? I thought sourly. Step, step, turn. I worry a random person on the street is going to learn my secret, not asking me to think about this is impossible. Step, step, rotate.

“Besides, I think we’re past the third or fourth hurdle now. They’re actually talking to each other.”

“What? Really?” My head snapped to the side and focused on Hiro and Himeko. I’d had to focus so much on the dance steps, and not looking down directly at my feet (not to mention Eiko’s chest) that I hadn’t been able to look around much.

Much to my surprise, they were actually talking to each other. And more importantly, there was a subtle softness in their expressions that made me confident it wasn’t all awkward politeness that meant nothing.

Eiko pulled me along and I stumbled through another step, step, turn. I quickly returned my attention to her, trying not to grit my teeth. Unfortunately, our size differences made this a little awkward. Not too awkward, but I really was worried about hurting her by putting my foot down wrong or accidentally bowling her over by going the wrong way. It wouldn’t have been a threat with a more normal sized classmate, not with her muscles and above average height, but with me it was a legitimate possibility.

Eiko kept quiet for a minute to let me regain the rhythm. Then had to pause and train me in yet another simple dance as the next song started up. She was right in that none of them were terribly hard, they were all things that I could pull off after a minute’s observation, but all of them required concentration. Most of the dancers had it impressed into their muscle memory by now. Me? I was a total rookie in comparison.

“Ah, shi- shoot,” she noted, stiffening up for a moment even though I was doing reasonably well. “Right. This one’s got a twist.”

“A twist?” I tried not to sound too panicked.

“Don’t worry, I’ll take care of this. Just follow my lead.” After the next set of movements she gentle but firmly stopped me, raised my right hand, and did a little pirouette.

“And twirl,” she said firmly as she smoothly returned to her original position and we resumed the previous steps. “Don’t try to memorize it, it’s based on the movements of the song. I’ll just let you know when it’s coming.”

Aoth damn it! I though feelingly, trying not to grimace.

“At least it’s clearing out some of the other dancers,” Eiko noted, glancing around. I didn’t dare look around so I was willing to believe her as she noted “it looks like half of them have decided to sit this one out.”

“If this is too hard for them- “ I began, a little too enthusiastically.

“It’s not,” Eiko gave me a sympathetic smirk. “It’s just troublesome, so they think it’s time for a break. Or they don’t think they have the grace to pull it off. Watch it, we’ve got a few relatively close together now… and twirl.”

I took a quick glance around and had to admit the dance floor did seem a bit more deserted then it had a few minutes ago.

“They’d all stay if it was important. But they’ve got nothing to prove so- and twirl.”

I couldn’t help but note that Eiko rotated in the opposite direction this time. I wondered if that was part of the dance or just her going for extra style points.

“Besides, just look at how happy Himeko is. I’m not going to risk anything. Twirl.”

This time I spared a glance in Himeko’s direction. Despite the fact I felt like one, huge bundle of nerves my heart melted a little as I saw her laughing a little during her twirl, deliberately causing her skirt to float up a little higher than I’d have expected as she spun with a little extra energy.

Fuck, I thought to myself. But it was almost a happy expletive despite the anger, fear, and resignation I felt. If Himeko was happy than embarrassing myself on the dance floor for a while was a small price to pay. End of story.

“Alright, we’re back to normal for a while,” Eiko reassured me as we returned to our regular positions. “Be careful. We’ve got one more busy section in the middle and there’s a quadruple twirl in at the finale.”

“Right,” I reported with resigned stoicism, trying to embrace my impromptu dance lessons.

***

We danced together for another hour before Eiko allowed us to leave the floor. She could have kept going but I was hitting my limits. It wasn’t heavy exercise, but given how stressed and stiff I was it hit me harder than it should have. Fortunately, any attempts at sabotage seemed to be slowing down. Eiko had only had to warn off one more person during that whole time and I’d only received one noticeable alert from my warning bracelet. And since Jinpachi had casually reappeared with a partner of his own (no one I recognized, however little that meant), and exchanged a significant glance with Eiko that apparently translated as ‘I can take over guard duty for a while’, we retreated over to the side for a quick rest.

I drank several glasses of punch as quickly as I could manage without seeming too rude. Thanks to the excessive powders and sprays the Meiko servants had doused me with I didn’t stink like a dead fish, but I was still losing fluids at a rapid pace and I needed to rehydrate.

“Relax,” Eiko reported casually, “only an hour or two left in the Ball, and it should be smooth sailing for us.”

“Don’t say that!” I said, probably with more force than warranted, even given my nerves!

Luckily for me Eiko just smirked. “I said for us. There’s going to be plenty of problem cases with the drinkers. Those that the alcohol snuck up on or who had something upsetting happen to them and downed a few more drinks than they realized. But other people will be taking care of that. Look, the crowds are dying out already.”

I looked around again and was surprised to find she was right. It wasn’t a huge drop, we still had about three-quarters of the original guests remaining, but it was a noticeable difference. “Has it really been that long?” I said wonderingly, starting to feel a touch of hope.

“Time flies when your having fun,” Eiko replied innocently.

The look I gave her should have hurt, mana or no mana.

“There’s still a bit to go yet,” Eiko continued more normally, “but it’s actually going to get more peaceful. There’s less cover and room for excuses, and more things to distract people as the drunks attract attention, so all the dirty tricks and clever ploys are less effective. There’s no use in creating an embarrassing scene for someone if half the witnesses have already gone home.”

That made a surprising amount of sense. I mean, obviously that wouldn’t work if it was something legendary, something right out of a movie or a book, I thought absently. But for more ordinary stuff? I supposed it would be like being one of the middle acts in a concert or collection, usually they all threatened to blend together unless they were extraordinary. And if the purpose was to embarrass someone, and you were taking a risk to do it, it didn’t make much sense. Not that a lot of this makes much sense to me.

As if summoned by our conversation the Nakayamas crossed right in front of us. Himeko’s apparent aunt (and you’d better believe I wanted that story!) stared at her dancing niece intently.

Eiko coughed deliberately, a loud and penetrating sound. When they looked in her direction she merely smiled sweetly at them, bowed deeply, and said “Nakayama-domo.”

Nakayama Yayoi frowned for a few seconds as she studied Eiko. Then her expression suddenly cleared. “Kobayashi?”

“Indeed, Nakayama-domo.”

She smiled tightly at her. “Please let my niece know that we have left for the evening, and that we were sorry we didn’t get a chance to talk.”

“Of course, Nakayama-domo.”

The woman nodded at her, looked at me thoughtfully for a few moments, and then continued on her way with her husband. We watched her go until she disappeared into the crowd. Then I cautiously said “so-“

“Don’t ask Mamoru,” Eiko said sadly. “It’s one story I’ve got no right to tell.”

Something in her posture told me this was not a good subject to press her on. And, honestly, it wasn’t hard for me to see why. Or at least how it could be. So I simply nodded and leaned back against the refreshments table, determined to make the most of my break while I could.

“They look happy,” Eiko said after a few more moments.

I glanced back towards Himeko and Hiro, who were still dancing together after all this time and showed no signs of stopping. And there was something in their faces… it wasn’t like they’d dropped their masks, it was more like they were keeping so much joy contained that it had no problem shining through them. Their eyes glowed and their polite smiles ignited in a way that they hadn’t previously.

“They do,” I agreed with tired satisfaction.

“Think it will work out?”

“I have no idea!” I answered quickly and emphatically. I’d given it a fair amount of thought over the last hour, albeit in the background while I focused on not stepping on Eiko’s feet. And I’d come to the conclusion that I had no clue how that would turn out, and no right to speculate. From what little I knew about them I figured they’d be a good pair. But that wasn’t much, and I wasn’t either of the two people in question. They had to figure out their own relationship, and if it was good or bad, without their friends interfering.

Or, at least, without us interfering too much.

“I guess,” Eiko said, still looking at them.

“Have you ever thought about us?”

For a moment my brain failed to register what she’d just said. Then it promptly froze and suffered a complete systems crash!

I stood there, stock still, for a good thirty seconds while I tried to bludgeon my brain back into working order. There’d been a wistful longing in Eiko’s question that cut straight through to my heart in a way I didn’t think anything else could have.

For the first few seconds I considered pretending that I’d misunderstood the question or her intent. Just laughing it off or throwing it all away with a simple dodge like “finding people who’d be interested in us is hard!” Then I spent the next ten seconds in full technicolor fantasy mode, wondering if I could parley that into something more… maybe quietly slip back to Eiko’s room with her and peel her out of that dress… see just how far down that fake tan went.

(No. I didn’t seriously think that would happen, not even in that hormone fogged and exhausted moment. Even at best we’d probably have gotten halfway there before guilt and worry about abandoning Himeko drove us back. But… honestly? Under the circumstances? It was low odds, but I think there might have been a chance.)

But, as tempting as that was, I knew there was only one answer. And while it was surprisingly hard to force it out, it was the only one I could give.

Eventually I spoke up, somehow managing to sound almost normal. “Truthfully? Of course I have. You’re a beautiful young lady who somehow became my friend Eiko, even if I was gay I’d probably still have considered what it would be like if we tried to make it something more.”

I took another big gulp of punch, my mouth suddenly gone dry, but all Eiko did was say “And?” in a slightly irritated voice, not satisfied with my stalling.

I let out a long sigh. “We’re just not quite right for each other,” I said, a little tiredly. “We’re close enough to think about it, really think about it. But at the end of the day…”

The look I gave her was both sad and amused. “Well, I could hardly call it settling. But that’s what we’d be doing.”

Eiko smirked a little at my ass-backwards compliment and let me continue.

“It’s hard,” I admitted, “if you told me the choice for the rest of my life was between you or no one, or you and a pick from twenty girls our age chosen at random off the street, it would be no contest. I’d take you in a second and never look back. And I like to hope I manage that much-“

“You do,” she interrupted me with a mix of annoyance and amusement.

“-but let’s be honest here. Long term? Get married and spend your life together stuff? It’s obvious we’re not a good pair. I’ve said this before and I’ll say it again: the one thing my parents got right was marrying each other. They found the person who was right for them, who complimented them properly. Us? We’re obviously not that.”

Eiko sighed, but it wasn’t exactly an unhappy sigh, and she went silent for a good ten seconds. “It doesn’t have to be that. We could just… help each other get some experience,” she said finally. It was more amused than inviting. But, uncharacteristically for Eiko, there was a small hint of passive aggressive curiosity in there as well.

“We’re incompatible in that way too,” I admitted, getting it out quickly before I could give in to doubt. “I gave the matter a lot of thought. But… we’re both just a little bit too serious. You could probably do something more casual than I could, but not with me. We’d complicate things, and it wouldn’t end well.”

Eiko sighed again, but her soft “damn it” had a ring of agreement to it.

How do you think I feel? I thought intently, covering up my expression with another glass of punch. Honestly, if it had been my first time around I might have been able to manage it, might have been willing to try. Unfortunately, my status as a reincarnator messed everything up. I had more knowledge of who I was, how I was likely to act, and I had an extra level of responsibility, especially if there was a serious chance of sleeping with someone! If I ever tried anything casual if would have to be with someone who had a heck of a lot more experience than Eiko.

But even if we’d been twice our ages (well, physical ages) I’d hopefully have been smart enough not to go down that route. Maybe we could have stopped before getting outright sexual, I still wasn’t 100% sure I wasn’t reading too much into her words, but I didn’t like our odds. And in both of our hearts we were a little too serious and committed. Not “I’ll only ever do it with the person I plan to marry” serious, not that fanatical. But we could never open ourselves up to anyone and actually intend it to be a “one and done” thing. And since we were already friends and close, leaving no convenient exits or ways to cleanly split apart, it would only end up in an awkward tangle that would leave us hurt and in an untenable position. Ironically, giving in to Inoue Sakura might have been healthier for me! At least she’d quickly and cleanly break it off when she decided it wasn’t worth it any more, I wasn’t sure Eiko and I could have ever managed that.

It looked like Eiko was reluctantly reaching the same conclusion. It was easier to wonder, to hope, to look at other options on a night like tonight. To feel the loneliness (and horniness) and convince yourself ‘it’s worth a shot’. And as much as we both loved Himeko it was hard to watch at her and Hiro and not feel just a hint of jealousy, especially when we were already dressed up and at a ball! But, at the end of the day, it would have been the wrong choice for us.

We were silent for another few minutes. It wasn’t an uncomfortable silence, more of a weary and melancholy one, and a part of me was glad we’d gotten that out of the way.

(Another part of me was whispering “take it back, take it back. Go for it!” in my ear as loudly as possible. But I tried not to let that part of me make the decisions on general principles.)

Finally the song changed yet again, and Eiko gently tugged my arm. “We can’t force Jinpachi to guard his brother forever. Come on, let’s get back in there.” She was more tired than she had been a few minutes ago, but there was a weary smile upon her face as she spoke.

I felt my own lips curve up in a matching expression. “Yeah.” I agreed, as we took to the floor for one more dance. And I found myself smiling just a little bit wider as I saw Himeko and Hiro once more. Maybe neither of us had found love yet. Heck, maybe they were deluding themselves and they hadn’t either. But it was obviously worth the attempt.

After all, I reflected as Eiko ran me through a new set of steps, I certainly didn’t see today coming from yesterday. Who knows what tomorrow may hold?
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It’s weird, I reflected, feeling a mixture of amusement and annoyance.  I can’t decide whether or not I’m excited or exhausted right now.  A part of me wants to bow out and another bit wants to throttle me for even thinking of throwing this chance away.

And the ironic thing is: for once I’m pretty sure that’s how Himeko and Eiko feel too.

We were going to a fireworks festival, the last one of the summer before school started, and the girls were just arriving at our meeting point.  I wasn’t too surprised to see the pair were fully done up with kimonos that probably would have passed muster at the Imperial Palace, whereas I was just dressed in my everyday clothes along with a small backpack.

Despite the fancy clothing (and slight touch of makeup) the girls looked a bit weary.  There was still excitement in their eyes as they came up to me but they were obviously a little tired too.  In a perfect world I suspected all of us would have rested up another day or three before going to this festival.  Unfortunately, it was this or nothing.  And that was kind of the point.

I’m not sure whether it was Himeko or Eiko who’d realized it, but sometime after the Himawari Ball at the Meiko estate they’d made the connection that we’d never gone to a fireworks festival together.  Given that this was our last summer as high school students it seemed like that would be an unforgivable oversight to let it just pass by.  So, we’d all reluctantly put our heads together and were hauling our asses to this one.

“Hey Mam,” Eiko said, deliberately casual as the pair finally reached me.  “Decided not to dress up?”

“I blend more than you two this time,” I countered with weary humor.  As the last festival of the summer there seemed to be a few less yukatas than normal out there.  Still more than enough to dot the crowds, but it definitely seemed like not quite as many people were bothering this time.

“Never mind that,” Himeko said quickly, flushing slightly.  “Do you have… it?”

I smiled wearily but handed her a quickie talisman without complaint.  “One temporary ‘don’t notice me’ talisman courtesy of yours truly.  And no complaining about how I’m not wearing more traditional clothing, the bag wouldn’t have matched and that’s where I’ve got the traveling reservoir stashed.”

Himeko nodded and hurriedly pulled the talisman over her head before tucking it away.  I was glad she was the one doing that, Himeko’s hair was done up in a very fancy style and at first glance her head looked twice as large as normal.  I had no idea how I could have put the talisman on without messing something up.

Once it was in place I connected the talisman to the mana supply and activated it, albeit at a very low level.  “I know I’ve got no right to say this,” I admitted reluctantly, “but are you sure you actually need that?”  I hated asking that, but I hated spending even more mana (even the relatively token amounts this would take) after everything else that had been happening recently.

“Bite your tongue,” Eiko inserted before Himeko could respond.  “Do you know what it took to get Himeko out of the house and to one of these things?  If Himeko needs it than she needs it.”

“My apologies Mamoru,” Himeko said a little more softly.  “But it really is best that I use this, for everyone.”

I glanced at her quizzically but simply shrugged as we all started walking towards the festival proper.  “If you say so.”

Himeko didn’t defend herself any further but Eiko apparently felt the need to explain.  “Himeko’s got the idea that someone’s going to see her, recognize her, and then create trouble for all of us if that happens,” Eiko reported.  She didn’t sound terribly sympathetic towards her friend but she didn’t sound hostile either.

“Ah,” I replied neutrally.  I’d have been a little more supportive if we hadn’t been so far from home.  This festival’s main selling point was it was one last chance to celebrate before school restarted and we were halfway across Tokyo from our usual haunts.  The chances of running into someone who knew us… well, they seemed pretty miniscule.

“I know it’s unlikely,” Himeko admitted a little shyly.  “But it’s been that way for years.  How someone like Shizu would react if she saw us all together is a little worrying.”

I winced.  When she puts it like that… I admitted to myself.  “Fair.”

“It’s my first real chance to actually enjoy one of these.  I just want… I just want it to go smoothly.”

My question must have shown on my face because Eiko just shook her head and answered it for me.  “She’s been dragged to other festivals by her entourage, but that’s it.  And in that sort of situation she was basically getting a couple of glimpses of fun, but not enjoying it since she was too busy acting as the perfect Meiko heiress instead of a real person.”

“That’s not- “

“Hime,” Eiko interrupted her wearily, “it’s just us.  Give it a rest.”

Himeko flushed slightly (probably a sign of how worn down she was) but pressed on.  “It’s not that bad.  It’s not like I’m an entirely different person when I’m doing that.”

“But you are subordinating all your desires.  Whenever it’s a choice between the image and what you want to do, you pick the image every time.  It’s not healthy.”

“It’s important for the Meikos, and to encourage others by setting a good example.”

I frowned slightly.  “Is there actually a reason we’re having this argument again tonight?  Did I miss something?”  I was honestly confused.  I mean, it came up often enough indirectly.  But it usually didn’t merit more than one or two passes anymore, I couldn’t remember the last time I’d heard them explicitly arguing about it instead of leaving it as subtext after one dig or comment.

Eiko looked a little sheepish.  “Sorry Mamoru.”

Himeko didn’t look as embarrassed but she did let a sour face slip before hiding it.  “Apologies Mamoru, I guess we’re still a little tired.”

“That and school’s starting again,” Eiko agreed apologetically.  “It’s on my mind a little bit more, especially since I was already worried from the ball.”

We resumed our journey in the direction of the festival.  “I thought you’d be a bit better by now?” I asked indirectly.  It had been a few days since the Himawari Ball already, and it had ended on a high enough note (or so I thought).

Himeko shook her head.  “We’ve still been dealing with the fallout.  And it was exhausting enough getting ready for that on such short notice in the first place.  And I’ve had a couple of last-minute Student Council issues come up.”

“Fallout?”

Himeko stayed silent, but Eiko took one look at her friend and picked up the slack.  “Trust me, just because you didn’t see a bunch of behind-the-scenes stuff going one didn’t mean that it wasn’t happening.  The Meikos did pretty well overall, but we still had enough mishaps get through that we’ve been in damage control mode since then.”

“Oh well, it could have been worse,” Himeko reported with blatantly fake cheer.

Eiko glanced at her and then smirked.  “Himeko’s had to spend the last three days reassuring her entourage that the report of her spending a lot of time at the dance with Hiro was exaggerated.  At the same time, she’s had to reassure the Watanabe’s that this is serious, and no, we’re not insulted or bothered that Hiro wants to court Himeko.”

“Eiko!” Himeko flushed for a moment, then turned back to me with a more serious expression.  “I trust that you’ll help me with that back at school Mamoru.  Please don’t go encouraging the gossips and rumors, I want to finish up my last few months in peace without those giggling fools trying to pry every detail out of me or give me unsolicited relationship advice!”

I was slightly surprised, that might have been the strongest condemnation I’d seen yet of Himeko’s entourage.  Rather than embarrass myself I just asked “reports?”

“The gossip mags milked it for all they could,” Eiko continued to smirk.  “Since they didn’t have any pictures it wasn’t too much.  But you’d better believe they tried to hype up the heirs of two of the richest families in Japan dancing the night away.  If there’d been a few pictures and they’d been a year or two older they’d have probably turned it into a full page spread.  As it was, they had to settle for a few rumormongering paragraphs.”

“Hiro’s the second son, not the heir,” Himeko reminded us primly.  There was a light in her eye as she said it though, meaning I had to fight down my own smirk.  It faded as she added “and neither of us want the scandal sheets involved in this at all!”

Honestly, I almost have to side with the tabloids on this one, I thought in amusement.  When you looked at the wealth and power at stake you realized there was a reasonable argument for the public keeping informed.  Combine that with the honest romantic emotions and storybook appearance of the participants and it was no wonder the idea had them salivating!  I’d still defend my friend’s right to privacy, and I’d do so even without the personal connection, but I had to admit that in this case the tabloids had some pretty legitimate reasons to bring this to the public’s attention.

“Just think of it as one more reason you’re not going to a love hotel any time soon.”

“EIKO!”

Eiko tittered at her friend’s reaction and I carefully kept a neutral face on.  Especially since I was pretty sure Eiko wasn’t as far off the mark as Himeko would have wanted.  She’d had a lovely time dancing with Hiro at the ball, and they’d laid a strong foundation for further developments, but they hadn’t so much as kissed yet.  Between their positions and their mutually strong desire to do ‘what was right’ it didn’t seem like they’d be doing anything more intense than that any time soon… but that didn’t mean they didn’t want to.

Himeko looked like she was about ready to start chasing Eiko down the street so I quickly broke in with “any other problems I need to know about?”

Himeko quickly regained her composure.  “No, that should be about it in terms of you Mamoru.  Just keep quiet about Hiro and I if anyone asks you.  I can’t think of anything else.”

“Well, there’s the police, fire department, and politicians,” Eiko noted somewhat sarcastically.  “He should probably keep an eye out for them.  I can’t believe they’re just going to let you get away with that.”

“Get away with what?” I asked in surprise.

Eiko gave me a look.  “While you were busy in the woods one of the local council members made the mistake of being condescending to Himeko.  She was already angry- “

“Thanks to you,” Himeko interrupted darkly.

“-so she took the opportunity to haul them over the coals in regards to the whole saboteur incident.  In front of a bunch of Japan’s rich and famous.  To say they were a bit upset would be putting it mildly.”

“I don’t see what you’re so worried about,” Himeko answered calmly, though there was a touch of a smug smile on her face.  “Nothing will come of it.”

Eiko shot her a look that mingled amusement and concern.  “Hime, you made veiled references about embezzlement, wondering where all the police and fire had gone when students had to rescue fellow students while an arsonist was on the loose.  He’d have had more face remaining if you’d scraped it along the sidewalk.”

“I don’t see what you’re so worried about,” Himeko sounded so innocent, but the satisfaction in her expression set off some alarm bells for me.

Eiko just shot me a look.  “Don’t be surprised if the next time you two have to visit the police you somehow manage to get released before her.”

Sweet Aoth, it was that bad?  I thought incredulously.  Given that every time a visit with the police had happened so far (and wasn’t that a depressing thought!) they’d always been suspicious of me while treating the ultra-rich heiress with the kid gloves… well, I was beginning to see why Eiko was harping on about it.

Himeko just continued to look innocent and serene.

Eiko sighed.  “Never mind that,” she said with a little forced cheer, “we’re here for what one of the Americans at the ball said were the five F’s: Fun, Fireworks, and Fried Festival Foods!” she finished in English.

“That was awful Eiko,” Himeko said with a shake of her head.  She was still smiling though.

“I know!  And I bet you can’t wait to participate.”

“Well…” Himeko’s smile threatened to become a small grin.

“I see the first booths up ahead, let the magic commence!”

***

Lesson number one, I thought an hour later, don’t be the guy with a backpack when the girls are hitting up the festival games.  Lesson number two, never challenge Eiko at anything resembling a festival game.  Ever.

Himeko and Eiko were having a blast cutting loose at the various booths.  Himeko was doing about average for a girl her age but Eiko was proving scarily adept!  Some of that was to be expected, with Eiko’s physical training I’d have been stunned if she wasn’t good at something like the ring toss.  But her deft touch with the paper scoop?  I fought down a small smile as I looked at the competing bags of goldfish in my hands.  One for Himeko, six for Eiko.

The girls were keen to make the most of everything and tried almost every stall they came across.  I didn’t participate quite so much, but it didn’t take too much cajoling to get me into some of them.  I had actually gone to summer festivals before, but it had been years ago, back around the time I was first starting school and my grandparents had taken me.  So things like the shooting game were new to me.

Which is why I didn’t win anything.  Eiko on the other hand… “come on, that isn’t fair,” I muttered under my breath while the crowd cheered.  Eiko had claimed another big prize.

Eiko laughed as she received a large stuffed animal before handing it to me for storage.  I sighed and tucked it under my arm with a smile while I shucked off my backpack again.  I wasn’t really frustrated, but her winning streak was starting to get to me a little.

“How does martial arts training make you a good shot?” I complained as we moved on.

“Oo, Octopus!” Eiko exclaimed enthusiastically, eyeing the skewers.  She then looked back to me wryly.  “Come on Mamoru, of course I developed a good eye and a good aim after all that training.  I doubt I could shoot a real gun that well, I’d need to get used to the recoil first and I doubt I could shoot it quickly without at least a week or two of training.  But an airgun?  Piece of cake.”

“No, just crepes,” Himeko said laughingly, handing Eiko said snack before passing another one on to me.

I juggled the goldfish for a moment before I rearranged everything enough to grab it, but I still took a bite without hesitation.  “Should we really be mixing foods like this?” I asked a second later, considering things just a little too late.  We hadn’t had much of any one thing, but we’d pretty much had a little of everything so far.

“No,” Eiko replied cheerfully.  “That’s what makes it fun!”

“Well… ‘all things in moderation, including moderation’,” Himeko quoted after a moment’s hesitation.  “It is our last chance to try this in high school, so we really shouldn’t hold back.”

“That’s the spirit!” Eiko said, blatantly encouraging us to spit in the face of all sanity.  Despite our current treats she was already buying some octopus skewers.

I rolled my eyes and mentally reviewed what spells I had that could be used to fight an upset stomach.  I didn’t say “no” though.  That would be rude, I thought primly, not even fooling myself.

Because, at the end of the day, I knew what she was talking about.  I’d never indulged like this before, and it seemed Himeko hadn’t either.  And we were already getting old enough that this was pushing it.  But to go through life without having done it even once, stomachache or no stomachache, would be a shame.

Stomachache is pretty much a certainty though, I noted wryly.  Going from sweet treats to hot and fried and then back again randomly?  We’re in for a bad time later on.  Seriously, I was kind of surprised my warning bracelet wasn’t going off at this point.

“I don’t suppose you’ve secretly got an iron stomach and this isn’t going to effect you?” I asked Himeko wryly.  Don’t get me wrong, in an anime that would be pretty normal.  In real life though-

“Oh I’m sure I’ll have to take some medicine later,” Himeko said breezily, “and I don’t even want to think how hard I’m going to have to work out to burn this off.  But it’s worth it.”

“Oh no!  You’re truly overeating Himeko!” Eiko laughed.  “Seriously, none of these are big and you skipped dinner.  You’ll be fine.”

“Eh, even I have to admit that’s probably not a worry,” I noted, taking a bite of the octopus.  It was just as tender and tasty as I’d hoped.  “Once in a while is fine.  Although I’d hate to think what we’d look like if we’d done this twice a week over the summer,” I finished, trying not to mumble around the food.

Himeko smiled a little shyly.  “I just want to get it out of my system,” she admitted.  “Every time I let myself get dragged to something like this I had to be proper, and set a good example by not overindulging.  I’d get maybe one real festival food in the entire time I was there, and the smell and sight of all the others almost drove me nuts!  I want to binge a bit just once.  Although I’m happy the inevitable… difficulties will help me make sure I don’t do this again.”

“Wow, that’s a really Himeko way of looking at things,” Eiko noted with an amused shake of her head.

“You really only had one thing when you went to these?” I asked incredulously.  Don’t get me wrong, I’d have probably only had like two or three different types of food, maybe four, if Eiko hadn’t been instigating us to sample everything.  But going through one of these festivals and only having a single skewer or shaved ice struck me as torturous.

Himeko shook her head sadly.  “I couldn’t even suggest taking a bite of someone else’s food,” she admitted.  “You know how some people would react to that.”

I thought about it for a second.  And then winced.  “Yeah, no, I can see your point.”  Between people claiming they were Himeko’s favorite based on that, those looking to compete for her favor if she opened up that possibility, and some of the ones like Shizu who probably would believe in ‘indirect kisses’ the whole concept would have been a bad idea for Himeko.

“And you’ve never overeaten at one of these things Mamoru?” Eiko broke in, probably as much to distract Himeko as actual curiosity.

I smiled wryly.  “My grandparents wouldn’t have let me indulge like that when they took me.  Then my parents wouldn’t bother taking me.  And for the last few years I haven’t been interested in going.  So no, I haven’t.”

Eiko looked mildly shocked.

“Whereas Eiko actually goes with her parents and sisters on occasion,” Himeko confided in me.  “They don’t usually get in more than one or two festivals a summer, but the Kobayashis make a point to make the time.”

“Yeah, feels kind of weird,” Eiko admitted, looking a little stunned, “I missed it last year training with Master Tai.  I thought I wasn’t going to enough of these things, but you two…”

I thought about where this was going, and I didn’t like it.  “This is about to turn into a who had the worst childhood debate, isn’t it?”

“Ah, I see your point,” Himeko nodded after a moment.  She glanced at Eiko and I.  “It’s supposed to be a fun night, agree to drop the subject?”

“Agreed,” Eiko and I said in unison.

Not the least because I’d likely lose, I thought sourly.  Or win, for given values of winning.  Himeko had at least managed to go to a few festivals, or so it sounded, as torturous and troublesome as the whole thing had been.  And I did not want to either underplay how difficult it had been for her or to try and make my friends feel sorry for me!

I desperately cast around for either a new booth to focus on or a subject change.  Luckily, I found both.  “Oh, look!  Dango.  Let’s see what they have.  By the way, did Master Tai not come to the Himawari Ball?”

That caused both girls to burst out laughing.  For a moment I thought it was at the blatant nature of my evasion, but it turned out I’d been even sillier than that in a way.

“Master Tai?  At one of those things?” Eiko gasped out.

“I must admit,” Himeko was wiping tears from her eyes, “the idea’s amusing.”

“Yeah, because it would end up with blood on the floor!”

“I take it that’s a no,” I stated more than asked.

“Not just a no, but a hell no!”  Eiko replied.

Himeko stifled her chuckles with a little difficulty.  “Seriously Mamoru, do you not think you would have seen Master Tai if he was there?  Even if he had been willing to force himself into a tuxedo?”

“Now I kind of want to see that,” Eiko admitted.  “That, and Uncle Hideo breaking down when someone asked him to do something about Master Tai’s hair and beard.”

That set Himeko off on another bout of snickering and giggling.  And I couldn’t entirely blame her, now that it was pointed out the idea was pretty funny.  How the hell would you get Master Tai presentable for polite society?  I wondered.  It made the challenge of setting me up look easy!

“No Mamoru,” Himeko answered, almost normally as we pulled up to the dango stall.  “Master Tai avoids such things like the plague.  He is welcome to join us at such, he has a standing invitation and no one on the estate would dare gainsay him.  But he’d have the same sort of problem I have at school, being quickly surrounded by gawkers and those looking to suck up to him.  He has no desire to go through that, or reason to do so, and I would be quite shocked if it were ever to happen.”

“Well, I could see him jumping in if needed,” Eiko offered casually.  “I could even see him hanging around sometime just so he’d be ready when Hara Choki gave him an excuse to intervene and use a little force.  But it’s not usually his thing, and I don’t see that changing.”

With that, the tension was broken and we easily moved on to more comfortable subjects.

***

“Really, Mam?  Really?” Eiko looked at my jittering skeptically.  “What’s wrong?”

“It’s just that… I don’t like being so close,” I said uncertainly.  The fireworks were about to begin, and we were right at the front of the viewing area.

“I agree with Eiko,” Himeko nodded, “why on Earth are you so nervous?”

“It’s uncomfortable.”

“Why?”

“I worry I’m getting in other people’s way, alright?  I’m so tall, it’s half the reason I always try to sit at the back of a room.  If I don’t, I just get in the way of anyone stuck behind me!”

That actually gave the girls a moment’s pause.  Unfortunately, this time they weren’t terribly sympathetic.

“That’s a noble reason Mamoru,” Himeko said approvingly.  “And normally it would be the correct one.  This time is an exception though.”

“Yeah, seriously,” Eiko heckled me.  “It’s the last fireworks of the season, nearly everyone’s already satisfied and it’s not too crowded here.  And those that are fanatics already got places equally up close.  Besides, from here everyone is looking up already!  Someone would have to be pressing their face into the small of your back before you were really blocking their view!”

Eiko was exaggerating of course, but not by too much.  The crowds were reasonably spread out even up front like this (by Tokyo standards, if I stretched out my arms I’d still be touching multiple people besides my friends), for once I really should have been able to stand at the front without feeling guilty.

It still felt wrong though.  I opened my mouth to say so, but-

Phweeee….

BAM!

The sudden thunder and flash of the firework shut me up immediately, and the impact of the shockwave took my breath away.  I’d seen fireworks before, but it had been about a decade since I’d seen a full display, and never from this close.  Even on the beach at the school trip, back then the Miuras had been forced to play it safe and err on the side of caution.  They’d had no time or ability to do any sort of precise calculations, been forced to use a mishmash of uncoordinated fireworks, and had gone for safety instead of risking harm to their classmates.

This time, this time we were at the very front of the viewing area.  And had veteran professionals had calculated everything for maximum impact using proper fireworks to full effect.  I could feel each explosion rattle through my flesh and bones and the colors lit up the skies.  For a moment, I was even younger than my biological age and I let the display take my breath away.

They were right, I thought distantly, we should have this.  And then I let my thoughts die down and surrendered myself to take in the sight of the night sky raining fire.

***

It didn’t last of course.  As amazing as the display was, and it was amazing, I couldn’t stop my thoughts creeping in before the fireworks ended.  Eventually I got used to the sheer impact and difference the timing made, how having the sound and the firework’s burst of light going off in unison actually made a difference.  And that got me started about how it wasn’t actually in unison, which led to me thinking about the speed of light vs. speed of sound, which in turn made me wonder about the speed of mana and if I should be looking into that.

But even that wasn’t enough to truly distract me from the display.  We all stood there, wordlessly, staring up at the blazing colors getting painted across the sky.  Until finally it was done, and the silence was almost shocking in the wake of the grand finale.

Of course, that wasn’t quite the end of the evening…

“Jeez Himeko,” Eiko noted while Himeko leaned against the side of a stall, looking a little green.  “Even Mamoru’s doing better than you are!  I would have thought it would be the other way around.”  Her tone was a mix of amusement and concern.

“Give it another hour,” I muttered under my breath.  I doubted I’d be nauseas, but I was pretty sure I had an urgent run to the bathroom in my near future.

“It’s not a problem Eiko,” Himeko replied in a tightly controlled voice.  As hard as she tried, it didn’t match her actions though.  “I’m sure this will pass in a moment.”

“Uh huh,” Eiko didn’t bother hiding her skepticism, “only if you actually let it out.”

“I’m not doing that!” Himeko hissed feelingly.  “I’m not going to throw up.  I’m not.”

“Is this about a Meiko not being weak?  About not creating a problem and a mess for other people?  Or is this just so you don’t mess up your kimono?”

Himeko would have answered, but she had to fight down a momentary upsurge.

“Not the best ending to the day,” I sighed.

Eiko just grinned.  “Are you kidding?  Himeko got to indulge, she got encouraged not to be that stupid in the future, and I’ve got some great memories of this.”  She snapped a quick picture of Himeko with her phone.  “I’d call it the perfect ending to the summer.”

“I hate you,” Himeko breathed feelingly.

Despite myself, I had to snicker a little.  Seeing Himeko like this, all totally done up but struggling not to vomit, was kind of amusing in twisted way.  I knew I shouldn’t be, especially since I wasn’t likely to be in great shape when my stomach started trying to process everything together.  But it was just so unexpected.  Especially after the last week where, between the Ball and the formal getup for today, she’d been acting extra fancy and sophisticated.  It was like finding me dancing as a stripper, so off the wall and bizarre you’d just have to laugh even though it wasn’t funny in and of itself.

Well, it might be funny given my dancing skills, I thought, momentarily caught up in the bizarre nature of my own non sequitur.

“I hate you both,” Himeko added, making note of my amusement.

Eiko just smirked.

“You’re not wrong,” I admitted a little more gently.  “This does seem kind of appropriate.  My summer’s involved contact with four different gods, a dream quest, a police investigation, a dark magic user, dealing with a two lesser kami, being followed by private investigators, surviving Comiket, being dragged through high society, and Himeko’s grandfather.”  Well, her whole family drama really.  But we still weren’t touching on that subject!  “Staying with a sick friend seems totally appropriate after all that.  I’m about ready to go back to school where things are nice and sane, please.”

“Oh really?” Himeko asked.  I didn’t like the momentary glitter in her eyes before another stomach tremor forced her to put a hand over her mouth.

“Four gods?” Eiko asked after a moment, tilting her head and thinking.

I counted up again in my head.  Aoth, Noxtinus, Inari, and Son Wukong.  I also realized I hadn’t exactly gone into details with my friends about some of those.  And that bringing them to the attention of the Monkey King, or vice versa, was a bad idea.

“Well… representatives of them at least,” I temporized, “I encountered a couple of kitsune the other day who I was pretty sure were working for Inari.”

Eiko gave me a slightly incredulous look before getting distracted by the noises Himeko was making.

“How’s your mana holding up?” Eiko asked after a moment instead.  It was at least in part due to the ‘don’t notice me’ spell that we weren’t attracting any more attention.  Not much more attention, most people would have quickly averted their eyes and ignored us, but normally we would have been hit up by someone making sure Himeko was okay and/or directing us to the nearest garbage bin or bathroom.

“It’s fine, I’ve got plenty.”

“Anything you can do for an upset stomach?” Eiko asked, finally showing her friend some sympathy and mercy.

“Not for curing it,” I said reluctantly, already feeling guilty about the surge of hope in Himeko’s eyes.  “That’s a little more complex, usually left for potions or proper healers.  There are so many factors involved, at least if you don’t want the patient to throw up!”

I saw Himeko’s desperation and sighed.  “But…” I said, then carefully positioned myself before I started casting.

“For real?” Eiko grumped, but shifted herself to help block the spell from any onlookers.  Most people had already wandered away and we were near the edge of the event so there weren’t many people around.  But we weren’t the only people still lingering, I appreciated the extra cover.

The spell didn’t take too long though, and quickly faded from sight.  “I don’t think you’re going to be thanking me for this,” I said reluctantly.

Himeko paused thoughtfully for a few moments.  “I don’t feel any better,” she said carefully, trying to hide her disappointment.

“You won’t,” I said frankly.  “The spell is literally called ‘keep down’ and it was designed to help mages stomach their potions until they could be absorbed into the body.  It does absolutely nothing for your nausea, but you can’t actually throw up now.”  It was kind of like a twisted, reverse, constipation.  Even though you wanted everything out, you couldn’t.

Himeko tentatively straightened up.  Then took a few more steps.

“You’re sweating,” Eiko noted frankly.

“It is no matter Eiko,” Himeko replied, ignoring the fact she had to force that out between grinding teeth.

“You say that,” Eiko looked skeptical as Himeko staggered forward.  “But I’m pretty sure it matters.”

“It’s just… taking me… a moment… to get used… to this.”

Eiko glanced at me.

I shrugged back.  “It’s the best I have right now.  Despite how it looks she shouldn’t do herself any permanent damage.  That doesn’t mean it’s fun.”

Eiko shook her head in disgust but followed after Himeko.  Who, if you ignored how much she was sweating, was actually doing a good job of covering up how much she was suffering.

“How long’s this going to last?” Eiko asked a minute later as Himeko’s stride had (mostly) evened out.  Our friend didn’t look well, but if you didn’t know what was up you wouldn’t think too much of it.

“As long as I keep the spell up.  It’s a fairly cost-efficient spell, while it’s not meant for something really long term like regeneration potions it’s sometimes used to make sure recipients keep down powerful concoctions for the hour or three it takes them to be absorbed into the body.  I can keep this up for a while.”

“From how far away?” Eiko asked skeptically.

“Ah,” I instantly grasped the problem.  I wasn’t exactly going to be sleeping over at the Meikos, even if I wanted to.  Once we split up Tokyo’s habit of interfering with mana transference was going to run the spell out pretty quickly.  And when that happened, the results were likely to be… impressive.

Eiko nodded, clearly recognizing my unspoken answer.  “We’re giving you a lift home, even if we’re dropping us back off at the mansion first.  Hopefully we can get Himeko to a bathroom before you get out of range.”

“I am not going to… throw up,” Himeko forced out, getting a little bit better with experience.  “I will master this.”

“We’ll see,” Eiko was clearly skeptical.

“I will be still by then… it is simply a matter of will.”

“If that was the case you wouldn’t need this in the first place.”

Is she telling Himeko off or offering her a distraction?  I thought with a small frown.  I then mentally shrugged.  No reason it couldn’t be both.

“I will master this,” Himeko’s eyes practically glowed.  “I accept this is fitting… punishment for my overindulgence.  But I will not embarrass the… Meiko name by throwing up.”

“So you don’t regret this, Hime?” Eiko asked sweetly.

“Not even for a moment!”

“Good.  Mission accomplished then.”

I just smiled and shook my head, even though my own stomach gave out a slightly worrying gurgle at that point.  I had a sneaking suspicion I’d be grateful I was getting a lift before this was all over.  But I was even more grateful for the night, and the experience of seeing the fireworks in person with my friends.

Ironically, I think Himeko has the right of it, I thought, trying not to pay attention to a little bit of bubbling in my stomach.  This really has been the best summer ever… even if it’s probably going to end in the bathroom.
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“Class, may I have your attention please? I know this is unusual, but before we begin the semester I would like to welcome in a new transfer student- “

The excited murmur that picked up around the classroom helped cover up the sound of me slamming both my palms into my desk. And since everyone looked forward towards the front in surprise (or exchanged a few whispers with their immediate neighbors) they weren’t looking at me. Which was a good thing, since anyone could probably have read most of my thoughts on my face.

FUCK! SHIT! AOTH DAMN IT! It’s a fucking mysterious transfer student! AHHHH!!

This might have seemed an overreaction (and it was) but think about it from my perspective. I knew the world was weird and that truth really was stranger than fiction. Mysterious transfer students were a running trope in way too mangas and animes that had supernatural elements in them. Having one walk into our classroom like that, completely out of nowhere, seemed like a humongous red flag to me!

Yoshida Hideki might not have seemed terribly mysterious, his only remarkable characteristic was his slightly above average height. But, unfortunately for me, the circumstances guaranteed he’d come off that way. No one transferred between schools for the last two semesters of high school! No one! Normally you’d be more likely to rent an apartment or stay with relatives or find an excuse to live at your school rather than transfer at such a critical time! Doing it for the last year was bad enough, but doing it only a few months before entrance exams? Right when you’d get the worst balance of disrupting your study habits and comfort level? Eiko would have hesitated to do that, if only because she’d rather be more comfortable at home if she was going to fail her exams anyway!

And as paranoid as I was (to put it mildly) there was also the mystery of how we had enough room for him! Our class had been full before summer break, but suddenly there was an empty spot available for him to occupy. We hadn’t moved any chairs around, a student was gone and nobody was talking about it.

This is getting worrying, I thought, staring intently at our new classmate. This is actually a mystery, and I’m going to have to get to the bottom of it!

***

Himeko sighed. “The reason that nobody is talking about it is because I asked them not to,” she explained patiently.

I blinked in surprise. “Come again?”

We were in my lab after classes were done. Much to my surprise Himeko had put in an appearance not long after I’d gotten back from collecting the mansion’s mana. Before she could speak I’d brought up our new transfer student and started venting my fear, which had only grown worse after being bottled up for so much of the day.

“Mamoru,” she asked, giving me a look, “what do you remember about Sugiyama Kai?”

“Uh…”

“Our former classmate who’s now gone,” she clarified.

Well, that just took the wind right out of my sails, I reflected in embarrassment. It was alright to claim you were worked up and worried about one of your classmates vanishing mysteriously. It came off as a little less genuine when you couldn’t remember their name. And not out of any supernatural chicanery, just because I didn’t focus on my classmates too much.

I flushed and didn’t answer Himeko.

“Let me give you a clue,” Himeko continued, looking slightly irritated, “he was constantly on his phone. And he liked to point it at pretty ladies.”

I must have still looked blank.

Himeko sighed again, this time with a hint of frustration. “Remember how you warned me about the risk of someone having gotten a panty shot?”

“Oh. Oh! You mean he was the one who- “

“Posted online in flagrant violation of several laws, school and national? Yes, that was him,” Himeko nodded. “His being unable to finish his year here is not as mysterious as you seem to think.”

I flushed.

“I simply asked people not to talk about it so much, about two weeks ago when all the decisions were finalized. I stated the school’s position, calmly and clearly, and started a whisper campaign that no one should make a big deal out of this. Ironically, Inoue’s been quietly helping me with this one. She wants everyone to forget the whole incident as much as possible so she’s also been working on it from her side. Putting it all behind us and moving on works to her advantage so we’re on the same page for a change. Normally she’d probably be harping on about my tyranny or how this was an abuse of power.”

“Or how it was your fault for flashing your panties in the first place,” I muttered in annoyance, thinking of the usual justifications.

“In fairness to Inoue,” Himeko replied, pursing her lips a little, “that’s one I doubt she’d have used. She might have suggested it was too harsh or that Sugiyama should have been given a chance at redemption, but I doubt we’d have seen her trying to condemn me that way. Especially given Inoue’s usual attire and method, I’d have needed to be a lot more blatant or careless before she’d dared try that approach on anything I did. But in any case, this time she’s spent her effort quietly agreeing and strengthening my position. Now that we’re all back in school and there’s a new transfer student to grab everyone’s attention most of the students have simply put that aside and moved on.”

“How do you start a whisper campaign to ignore something?” I asked, still puzzled by the incongruity of that idea.

“Hint to some credulous people that while I say I want to move on I’m really still pissed as hell inside and looking for an excuse. There’s a brief surge in interest and gossip before everyone wisely figures they should keep their heads down. Unfortunately, I couldn’t lead that. I simply had to suggest it to a few people, and let it spread naturally. Most people heard about it weeks ago from one of their friends but I’m guessing it never trickled back up to you.”

“That worked?”

“Focus Mamoru!” Himeko said a little more sharply. “We’re almost out of time!”

That brought me up short! “Time for what?”

Before I could get an answer, Sensei-san’s voice came from the magatama. “Meiko-sama, you are out of time. She is already in the room.”

“Drat! Mamoru, follow me.” Himeko spun on her heel and left the lab at a brisk pace.

I stared in confusion for a few moments and then hustled to catch up. Luckily, I hadn’t had the chance to start any experiments yet so I had nothing to put away or shut down.

(Later on, I’d realize there was nothing lucky about it. It was all part of the reason why Himeko had made sure to catch up to me so soon after arriving back at school.)

“I wanted time to brief you on this,” Himeko sounded intense and her footsteps echoed harshly as she walked down the steps, “but we’re out of time. We’re just going to have to play this by ear.”

“Play what by ear?” I asked helplessly. “Himeko, what’s going on?”

“No time,” Himeko reported as we hustled towards the second-year classrooms. “Mamoru, if I give you the nod I need you to create fire.”

“Wait, what?”

“Create fire, just like you did when I first figured out you were a mage.”

I glanced around the hallways in a panic, but fortunately they were deserted. There were still plenty of students around but they were all participating in their clubs right at that moment.

“Just fade into the background for now,” Himeko continued in a clipped voice, “and don’t do it unless I tell you to. But, if I need you to, don’t hesitate to conjure fire.”

“Himeko, I- “

Himeko reached one of the homerooms and dramatically threw it open without a pause. “Fujita Yaeko!” she called out, her already harsh voice rising on the second word.

A girl kneeling in the far corner of the room jumped and spun around.

Oh wow, I thought so surprised by her reaction that it caught my attention even through my confusion and near panic. Even I can tell she looks guilty! Fujita looked like a deer caught in the headlights and her eyes darted back and forth, clearly eyeing the other door out of the room.

Himeko’s brisk pace meant that she cut the other girl off before she could make any sort of decision. She was standing in front of Fujita in moments, having woven through the desks like they weren’t even there, without even breaking stride. The difficulty in doing that brought me up short and made me remember Himeko’s instructions. So I reluctantly retreated back to the door, taking care to shut it so that we were all sealed within the room.

Himeko stopped barely ten centimeters away from the girl and then folded her arms. This classroom was on the wrong side of the school for this time of day and the lights weren’t on, it was on the shady side and Himeko looked surprisingly intimidating. “Would you care to explain yourself?” she said shortly.

“I- that is- you- “ the girl sputtered helplessly.

I felt some sympathy for her, being the target of this unrelenting surprise attack. Fujita wasn’t a terribly attractive girl; her hair was long but on the lanky and oily side and she wore a bang across half her face. She’d have probably been pretty average if she cleaned herself up, which I supposed was why she was trying such an odd look.

My sympathy abruptly died when Himeko’s hand shot past her and snatched up a piece of paper that had been between two shelves. “Perhaps you are not aware of school rules?” Himeko asked icily, holding the paper up.

The paper had blood on it, scrawled into silly looking occult symbols.

I instantly slammed on ‘mage sight’ and took a closer look. As I’d expected, the nonsense wasn’t doing anything but it was a notable hotspot of mixed mana and psi. If I’d been any closer I’d have probably gotten a cold jolt from it, just like I had at Valentine’s Day and last year’s Cultural Festival prep.

My own gaze sharpened as I took a closer look at the girl. Exactly like then, I thought suspiciously, having an inkling of where this was going. The girl had been working that piece of paper into a gap between the shelves when Himeko had burst in. And, if I’d somehow needed any more confirmation, she was wearing disposable plastic gloves. The clear kind, and they showed there was a large bandage wrapped around the ring finger of her left hand.

“I- that is- “ the girl continued to sputter.

“Go on,” Himeko said calmly and coldly, “take your time. I want to hear this.”

It took her a few moments, but Fujita managed to pull herself together a little more and put up a cocky, sneering expression. It was obviously forced (as in, even I could tell it was an act) but at least she managed it. “What are you going on about?”

“Last chance,” Himeko’s low voice was barely above a whisper. “Don’t waste it Fujita-san.”

“You think I put that there?” Fujita protested with amateur dramatics. “What are you doing? Where’s your proof? In fact, this is a plant! You framed me!”

I sighed softly in disgust in the background and almost facepalmed before I caught myself, belatedly remembering Himeko’s instructions about blending in and not drawing any attention to myself. I quickly put my hands behind my back and gripped them tightly, assuming a sort of parade rest stance. Yeah, not terribly natural for you, my inner voice rolled its eyes at my effort to be invisible, but it’s better than you normally manage. Fortunately, Himeko seems to be keeping her attention.

Himeko didn’t even bother saying anything. Her deliberate look towards Fujita’s gloved hands spoke volume.

“What does that prove? Huh, what does that prove?” Fujita claimed desperately. She ripped each glove off as she spoke, literally tearing them to pieces in her haste.

“Fujita-san,” Himeko stated in a commanding tone. “I know you’ve been up to this for a while now. I know about your little attempt to sabotage your classmates in gymnastics, and how that backfired and hurt a member of the Volleyball Club in addition to a half dozen or so people helping out at last year’s Cultural Festival. I also know about your attempt to help a classmate win Sato Ryuji’s heart during last Valentine’s Day.”

“Kumiko,” Fujita hissed for a moment before spinning back to Himeko. “That doesn’t prove anything! That bitch is just trying to sell me out!”

Himeko just gave Fujita another look.

“You tricked me! I didn’t mean it! She’s the one trying to frame me! She did the crime!”

“That is actually the point Fujita-san,” Himeko continued a little more coldly. “As disgusting and immoral as your acts were, up until now they weren’t actually against the rules. We looked, and we thought very carefully, but we couldn’t quite stretch any of the rules far enough to punish you in a worthwhile manner. And as tempting as it was to punish you unofficially, to go for a more social or off the books punishment, that is not the way I like to operate.”

The thoughts Thank Aoth and Since when!? warred with inside my head. Himeko had shown plenty of willingness to stretch the rules and punish people indirectly. Just off hand I remembered how she’d played Harada after my beating. Still, she hadn’t been heading the Student Council back then, and that business had been more personal than school based. As far as I knew she’d played her official council business as straight as she could manage.

(I was completely oblivious to the fact she’d just dragged me along to a secret intervention in a darkened room.)

Fujita started to look smug and open her mouth again but Himeko stopped her with a look and a gesture. “That is why we had the student regulations updated over the summer,” she continued with a thunderous frown.

“What?” Fujita suddenly looked a little more nervous.

Himeko pulled a crisp, freshly printed, student handbook out of nowhere and opened it to a bookmarked section. “I’ll summarize a little since most of it’s the same. After the new changes, deliberately harming another student or breaking school rules utilizing practices or technology not fully understood or covered by the established rules is a punishable offense. We phrased it that way so we could cover novel new advancements in technology, but it is applicable to magical and psychic powers as well.”

Well… dang, that’s clever, I thought appreciatively. It made sense, whenever the next equivalent of the cellphone or the vaping device reared its head the school wouldn’t have its hands tied by exact phrasing. No more claiming ‘that’s not covered in the rules!’ to get off on a technicality. Not that such an attempt would usually work, but the person making it could usually weasel their way into a lighter punishment or getting off with a warning. This was actually a sensible update, Himeko had just fudged it a bit more so that it quietly covered the supernatural too.

Fujita seemed to realize it as well. She stared at Himeko for a good ten seconds, her breathing slowly getting faster and more ragged as she through it through. Then she lunged at Himeko.

I reflexively started to move forward but it was over before I could do more than raise my hand.

Himeko continued to stare at Fujita impassively, only now Fujita was bent forwards with one elbow tucked into the small of her back and her other arm held upward at an awkward angle. Oh, and Himeko had rotated behind her as she’d lunged.

“If you wish to continue our discussion that way Fujita-san,” Himeko’s voice was still soft and polite, but there was now a hint of restrained threat there as well. “I am more than happy to oblige you. For now, I’ll give you one. Think very carefully before you attempt to claim another.”

Fujita was furious, but also terrified of how easily Himeko had handled her. After a moment she nodded tightly and with a few subtle flicks Himeko was back in her original position and Fujita was left stumbling back to an approximation of hers.

“Now, as I was explaining,” Himeko continued as if nothing had happened. “I was going to let you off with a warning this time. I don’t think many of our students have managed to read the revised handbook so soon after the changes. We’ve barely managed to send out an email and put a notice in the front lobby so far so it doesn’t feel right to penalize you for your ignorance just yet. And since we intercepted you before you could actually manage any harm, not to mention the differences between your intentions and your actions, we’ll settle for a warning today.”

It took me a moment to decode that last sentence, then I remembered Right, these things aren’t doing what she means them to. Fujita meant them to be some sort of hex or spell. In reality they were sparking and slowly spinning piles of junk rather than the well tuned machines that proper spells were. At worst it was like she was trying to plant a landmine and randomly dropping a couple of sharp pieces of metal on the ground instead. Sure, it could still potentially hurt someone but you couldn’t punish her for a planting a landmine with a straight face.

“Do not make me regret this mercy Fujita-san, it is the last one you shall get,” Himeko told her coldly. “Make no mistake: part of the reason I am doing this is so that if you misstep again I can bring down everything upon you with a clear conscience and no room for argument. Should you try anything like this again we will find out and we will punish you to the fullest extent possible.”

Himeko crumpled up the offending piece of paper and then tossed it to me. Amazingly, despite the decidedly non-aerodynamic nature of the paper, it went straight to me and I caught it easily. I still almost missed Himeko giving me a small nod though, and it took me a good five seconds before I realized what she was referring to.

Oh! I waffled for a second more but the cold and prickly impression of the paper throbbing against my aura made as much of an argument for me as anything Himeko could have done. My face tightened in a grimace and I burned the paper up with a quick spell, flaring the power so high the flames momentarily burned white and turned the paper into specks of ash so quickly it didn’t create enough smoke to worry anyone.

I let the fire burn brightly above my palm for a few extra seconds while Fujita stumbled back in fear before I glanced back at Himeko. She waited an additional few seconds, then gave me another nod. At which point I quickly extinguished the spell.

“One more thing Fujita-san,” Himeko continued, as if nothing out of the ordinary had happened. “One other amendment to the rules was to give the right of judgement and punishment for unrecognized practices to the Student Council. Or to representatives appointed by them, especially if they have some knowledge of the subject.”

Himeko’s voice sharpened a little. “This is the representative I have chosen.”

Sensei-san manifested beside her.

I was slightly startled, almost jumping back a step and then blinking a few times in confusion. I had a hint of trouble believing my eyes, and I knew who Sensei-san was! Fujita fell to the floor and started hyperventilating.

“This is our school’s kami,” Himeko continued as if she were merely lecturing a slightly annoying student. “They have been formally granted the right to deal with the likes of you if necessary. I do not recommend getting on their bad side.”

Fujita clawed at the wall, eventually dragged herself to her feet, and then fled the classroom.

The second the door was closed Sensei-san blinked out of existence. “Are you okay Sensei-san?” Himeko asked the air in a much gentler and more concerned voice.

“I am alright, Meiko-san,” Sensei-san replied through the magatama. “Such a short appearance was not overly taxing.”

“Are you sure, Sensei-san?” I asked in surprise, so shocked by that little twist it momentarily drove everything else out of my mind. “I don’t want to sound rude but I’d have thought you were still a year or two away from a serious manifestation like that. At least, without hurting yourself or without help.” A few seconds wouldn’t have surprised me, but that had nearly been half a minute!

I got the impression of an invisible nod as Sensei-san agreed with me. “You are right Matsuda-san, even a few more seconds would have probably hurt me a little. But my sempai has been teaching me how it is done, I have a much better handle on it.”

That knocked me for a loop! “Sempai?”

“Indeed!”

Now Kameiko’s voice echoed throughout the room! Since it came from the same location as Sensei-san’s I assumed Kameiko was copying the technique and using his magatama bead.

“I have to admit I’m impressed with my kohai’s work ethic,” Kameiko continued in positive tones. “The mansion’s kami is slacking shamefully, but I’m glad to see the school the Meiko family has decided upon is of a much higher caliber. They are young, and still relatively ignorant, but they are doing well for their age and are obviously willing to work hard!”

“Thank you, Sempai.”

So. Many. Questions! I thought, struggling with near brain overload from everything prompted by that little exchange.

Unfortunately, part of the problem was I didn’t dare speak up. First, there was simply the fact that they deserved their privacy, I didn’t really have the right to suddenly butt in and then start bombarding them with questions. Then there was the incomprehensibility of the answers to a human. Chances were that at least some of their answers would be even more unclear than mine were! Probably one of the reasons they were working together so well was the simple fact they were both the awakened spirits of buildings. They instinctively related and interacted with each other in entirely different ways than souls bound in bags of meat like me.

And more importantly… I was a little worried there were a few landmines buried there. I was reading an awful lot into an awful little, but I was pretty sure one of the only reasons they were both working together this easily was because Himeko had asked them to. I doubted Sensei-san was truly ‘over’ Himeko (whatever that meant! That was an entirely different field of landmines I had no intention of walking into!) while Kameiko was practically addicted to the idea of being helpful to the Meiko family. With her around to mediate their relationship I could see things going smoothly. Me bringing up that fact and then stepping into the mix, especially when Himeko wasn’t around, would not go well. The sheer number of issues and conflicts of interest that I could trip over were staggering, I figured it was best to leave things alone for the time being.

Uh huh, the back of my brain noted skeptically. You’re going to try to look into this ‘subtly’ aren’t you? And given how bad you are at subtle-

I shook the thought away before it could give me nightmares.

“That said, young ally of the Meikos,” Kamieko continued, “you are not wrong. My kohai is showing excellent potential but they were manifesting inside their place of power with a powerful artifact attuned to the physical world present. I commend them for such forward thinking and planning, but neither you nor they should think about trying such a manifestation without both those things. Not unless the situation is dire.”

Powerful artifa- right, the magatama. I wanted to slap myself. Sensei-san hadn’t used it in that way previously but it made perfect sense that they could do so. Hell, if they’ve seen Kameiko do his version of the trick they were probably already raring to give it a try!

“Understood, Sempai.” Sensei-san replied humbly.

“And we judged this was the best way to avoid that,” Himeko calmly re-entered the conversation. “By frightening and laying down the law to Fujita in a controlled manner we can prevent any further trouble. If we just let her go on like that she might have hurt someone else, or prompted Sensei-san to try and deal with her by himself. That’s why we needed to crush her, hit her from multiple angles and spell out to her that whatever power she thought she had it was no match for what we could bring to the table.”

I blinked in surprise a few times as Himeko brought us back to the present. “Ah, right,” I said slowly. I thought a few more moments. “You’re sure she’s responsible for everything?” I asked tentatively.

“Positive,” Himeko nodded. “Sensei-san and Kameiko cooperated to figure it out. Sensei-san had the knowledge buried inside themselves, and Kameiko taught them the techniques to bring it out.”

“Do not understate your own part, Meiko-sama,” Kameiko inserted humbly. “Your coordination and effort in bridging the distance between us was crucial in this.”

“Yes! Do not undersell yourself Council President!”

My eyes flicked slightly between the spots the magatama beads would have rested. Suspicion confirmed, I thought with a mixture of humor and worry upon hearing their tones. I doubted just anyone could have caused them to play together so nicely and there was a hint of them competing to suck up to Himeko more.

Fortunately, after all her experience, Himeko seemed to know it too. “I appreciate the compliment,” she replied calmly, subtly quelling the pair, “but my work was the least important of the three of us. In an emergency we could have removed me from the process and the pair of you could have worked it out by yourselves. I am honored to have had your assistance in solving this problem.” She bowed slightly.

Once again, I got the vague impression the whole school was blushing. And I suspected veteran members of the Kyoto mansion staff were looking around the grounds suspiciously, aware that something was off. Not every girl can make two buildings blush simultaneously, I thought with amused wonder.

“Well… the other heir to the name should be here next year,” Kameiko continued, trying to sound gruff to conceal how pleased he was. “Neither of you should have to deal with that useless garbage around here, I was honored to help.”

“And I was honored to have both your help,” Sensei-san leapt in quickly. “Thank you for helping me rid us all of such a blight!”

Still sucking up, I thought, doing my best to judge Sensei-san’s tone. Since they were almost as socially inexperienced as I was, albeit with much better excuses, I was pretty sure I had it right. But I think they’re also being honest as well. Huh. I wonder if being the kami of a school means they’re naturally inclined to a kohai/sempai relationship? I brought out my phone and quickly jotted that note down. Now that I thought about it the idea made a surprising amount of sense. Sensei/student and kohai/sempai were probably the two most common interactions Sensei-san had experienced. They were probably implanted into their DNA at this point… so to speak.

“And I cannot thank you both enough,” Himeko continued calmly. “Unfortunately, I have work to do. And I suspect Mamoru would like to return to his lab and continue his own tasks. So, unless there is something else?”

Both kami made hurried and apologetic farewells before falling silent and leaving Himeko and I (sort of) alone in the classroom.

“Thank you, Mamoru,” she added politely as she walked past me back to the door. “You see my point?” she asked in passing, her eyes sparkling just a little.

For a moment I was confused. Then I remembered her original reason for wanting me to awaken the Tokyo mansion’s kami: as a counterbalance to Sensei-san. After seeing her utilize and play off the pair I had to admit she’d had a pretty good idea.

Of course, I couldn’t actually say that when there was a good chance they were still listening. “Yes,” I admitted. At her small but smug smile I felt compelled to say “and I’m finally burning up that last ‘spell’ she tried back in November! We didn’t need to keep it after all,” I added feelingly. It was a petty victory, but I’d take what I could get.

“Do as you will,” Himeko replied sweetly before calmly walking away. After a she was halfway down the hall she tossed over her shoulder “remember to study the newly revised student handbook! The rules apply to you to, Mamoru!”

I sighed in disgust (not in the least because I’d missed that implication before) and as I turned back to the stairs I briefly glimpsed Yoshida Hideki crossing the hall a level below.

And I still don’t know why the heck he’s here! I raged internally. He’s still a mysterious transfer student!

  

    
        Earth Isekai Chapter 127: Back to Work

    
    
    
    
  Earth Isekai Chapter 127: Back to Work


My phone rang about three doors down from our apartment, and I wasn’t the only one to glance at my pocket in surprise.

“A phone call? For you, Mamoru-san?” my neighbor Morita noted with undisguised surprise and curiosity. She’d been gossiping with one of our other neighbors in front of her own door but my situation was unusual enough to grab her attention.

I was barely able to keep my own startlement and panic to a minimum as I pulled my phone out. “It’s probably just my parents,” I temporized, “warning me that they’re going to be late again.”

“That seems unlikely!” Morita didn’t bother to hide her skepticism.

Yeah, she’s a nosy old biddy. But I think I have to give her that one, I thought with a mental wince. By now, even our less intrusive neighbors would know how unusual it was for one of my parents to bother calling. At this point it would be more unusual and disturbing if one of my parents took the time to call me and say they wouldn’t be home!

“Fair,” I admitted easily, even as I quietly used the few words as an excuse to get to our door and pull out my keys. “It’s more likely they’re bringing over one of their bosses or coworkers tonight and wanted to make sure the fridge was stocked and everything’s still clean.” With that I quickly ducked inside the door and finally answered the phone. “Hello?”

I was instantly glad I had when Master Tai’s unmistakable voice answered me. “Hello! Master Matsuda, are you free to talk now?”

My stomach clenched up a little and I made doubly sure that I shut and locked the door behind me. “I guess so,” I replied cautiously.

“Good, something’s come up- “

I groaned aloud, unable to help myself. I’d already been busy in the lab and at the Meikos for a few hours and I was getting tired. Not too tired, it had actually been a fairly early day by my standards, but I had been looking forward to some rest and dinner.

“Not a full-on Night Tiger situation!” Master Tai hastened to reassure me. “You can refuse this if you have to, this is just a favor for a friend of a friend situation. Unfortunately, it does need to get handled. And I think you’re the best Master we’ve got available left in Tokyo right now. If you can’t handle, it tell me now. Time’s short and I might have to get in touch with Eiko.”

Shit. “Well, now you’ve got me intrigued,” I admitted reluctantly. Half of the problem was that I didn’t want to possibly endanger or trouble Eiko if I was a first choice. But the other half… I was honestly curious what sort of situation had come up that this was the best solution!

“It’s like this…”

***

Aoth damnit, I sighed as I exited the apartment the back way, via flying talisman off the balcony. I should have just left it to Eiko. From the sounds of things, she might actually have been the best person to handle it. Unfortunately, that was discounting speed. And after I’d taken up all the extra time having the situation explained to me I’d felt guilty about passing the buck to her since I’d made everything more difficult.

And me finding her, picking her up, and transporting her to the destination just seems like it would have been a useless delay and waste of effort, I sighed to myself as the broom picked up speed. It could have been done, but at that point it just seemed easier and more sensible for me to try and handle everything myself.

Unfortunately, this wasn’t a situation where there was an urgent risk to the public. Innocents didn’t really look to be in danger, nor was hell literally threatening to break loose. Those sorts of things I would have handled without (much) complaint. This was a straight up martial artist problem.

“One of the other Masters took a disciple in Tokyo recently,” Master Tai had explained. “He’s fairly new to this level of effort and sophistication, but apparently he’s gifted and talented. Master Dan thinks well of him.”

“Master Dan?” I inserted quickly, worried I’d missed or forgotten something.

“No one you know. He’s an acquaintance of mine. Not the strongest Master in Japan but certainly worthy of the title. Unfortunately, he’s down around Hiroshima right now. And that seems to be a common problem, he’s been frantically calling around but none of us have been able to find a Master left in Tokyo right now.”

“Wait, what?” I don’t know why, but I was slightly startled by that.

“I know! It's not like many Masters live in Tokyo but we’re always passing through it or have some sort of business there. Master Dan and I aren’t the only ones with disciples or promising trainees in the city. But it seems like the stars have aligned and everyone’s out of the city doing something else right now.”

“Everyone?” I continued, still a little shocked at the idea.

“I’m calling you, aren’t I?” Master Tai replied. He tried to sound amused but there was a slightly stressed and fearful undercurrent there that surprised me. “Master Dan’s tried half a dozen Master’s so far and we’ve all tried all the usual suspects we know. You and Eiko are looking like the best options we’ve got left so far, and there’d be some serious problems using Eiko.”

This time I bit my tongue and didn’t ask the question. I was already feeling a bit rude and foolish after interrupting Master Tai like that.

“We’ve got a small crisis Master Mamoru,” Master Tai continued grimly. “Master Dan’s disciple, Ito Daisuke, has been pressured into a very suspicious duel with a very bad fighter.”

“I don’t suppose we could just call the police?” I inserted quickly.

I could almost feel Master Tai shaking his head sadly. “I’d almost consider it,” he admitted, “It was the first thing Master Luo suggested when we called him. But I don’t think we could explain everything and get them to the right place in time. Ito’s girlfriend called his master, and she said she was going to try and follow, but she doesn’t know the exact location. Since Ito’s technically a willing participant he’s not going to try and flag down the first convenient officer he sees. Besides…”

This time Master Tai hesitated and then sighed before continuing. “Masters don’t always see eye to eye, and there’s all sorts of philosophical differences between us. Master Dan’s alright with Ito fighting the duel. He’s almost guaranteed to lose, but Master Dan thinks that would be an excellent lesson that Ito deserves to learn if he’s going to be this dumb. What Master Dan wants is a master there to monitor things, step in before everything goes too far. His opponent's a failed seeker, someone who wanted to be a disciple like Eiko or Ito but couldn’t cut it. He’s vicious, ambitious, and at least a little bit unbalanced. Master Dan’s afraid he won’t settle for simply beating Ito, he’ll go for a kill or a cripple.”

I hissed in a sharp breath and sped towards my room. I was going to need my staff, the naginata bag, and the flying talisman. “Where are they at?”

“Thank you, Master Matsuda,” Master Tai replied, sounding relieved.

He could have started with that, I reflected a little bitterly as flew towards the rough area. If he’d led with that I wouldn’t have been so reluctant.

Of course, that was kind of the point. Master Tai hadn’t just wanted to bullrush me into helping him. He’d wanted me thinking calmly and logically, making an informed decision. And if he’d started with “someone will be crippled or killed!” I’d have been off the balcony within seconds, basically making the same sort of mistakes I’d made when Saori had called me in a panic. This way I’d had some time to think, plan, and consider everything before he’d gone and triggered me.

(Later on I’d discover he’d also been coordinating with a few other Masters at the same time, checking if one or two other long shots were in Tokyo. Unsurprisingly, they weren’t. They were already scraping the bottom of the barrel when they’d gotten to me.)

This time I was reacting a little more sensibly. I was taking my staff with me so I could connect to my mana reserves and the flying talisman for transport and stealth (along with a pair of goggles so I could actually use it effectively) but that was pretty much it. In fact, I was leaving more stuff behind than usual. I’d forced myself to leave my cellphone at home, I was starting to verge on some risky stuff here and I didn’t think taking a traceable electronic device with me was a good idea. I had grabbed the burner phone Himeko had given me, just in case. I didn’t think that was going to matter but I felt better having it as an option if something came up. I’d also grabbed the naginata bag, just so I could carry everything.

I really hope the naginata bag’s not going to be the thing that trips me up, I thought uneasily as I navigated the Tokyo skies. Normally it wouldn’t be, but it sounds like I’m going to be dealing with young and proud martial artists this time. If there’s any situation where it’s likely to trigger an unfortunate reaction, this is it.

I kept pushing the flying talisman a little further, making my way to a section of the Edogawa ward and reviewing my options. Not having my phone with me was going to be limiting in some respects (no map or GPS) but since I didn’t know exactly where I needed to go that wasn't going to be a big problem.

Alright, I pursed my lips, partially in thought and partially against the increasing wind resistance, magic it is. But what sort of spell?

That was a trickier question, especially when I was already distracted by trying to get to the basic area. The first few spells I could think of… well, they’d work but I didn’t think they’d work well enough. Not in the greater Tokyo area. Looking for sources of fear and anger generally weren’t bad ideas, but not if you had to cover any real area in some of the most heavily populated territory on the planet. I’d probably get three or four signals that were worth following up on if I’d tried that spell on my school, let alone an area covering multiple blocks. Many of my other spells ran into similar problems, they’d work to find a needle in a haystack but Tokyo was a city full of haystacks that each contained a needle. I’d get too many results and waste too much time tracking each of them down.

Detecting ki? For a moment that looked promising, but then I remembered this guy had only recently become a disciple. Too high a chance he hasn’t worked on that yet, I thought in disgust. He probably had more ki than the average person, but I had a sneaking suspicion he’d be at Himeko levels of ki rather than Eiko levels, and trying to find something like that over a distance was a fool’s errand.

Fate or luck manipulation? The instinctive flinch that happened after I seriously considered that possibility almost sent me into a building. No, no, nope, and just no, I thought, trying to bring my heartrate under control, both from the near miss and the thought of what would happen to me if I tried it. I could, theoretically, manipulate probability so that I just happened upon the guy like a contrived coincidence in a poorly written anime. Unfortunately, chances were pretty good I was going to be the one that ended up crippled or killed not long after that. If I tried pushing the universe that much, especially on the fly, it was going to push back. Anime protagonists might be able to get away with it due to ultra thick plot armor, the only reason an average person survived that sort of thing was to serve as a living warning to others not to be that stupid.

Alright, I guess… there’s the obvious, I thought reluctantly. It was theoretically possible to try and track the guy just through his name. But without any more detail or knowledge of him than that… well, it would be a lot like entering his name into a search engine and assuming the first person to come up was him.

I thought about it the rest of the way to the Edogawa ward but wasn’t able to come up with any better ideas. Not with the time and resources I had to work with. But, as I looked at the general area, I realized there was something else. I did know something about Ito, or at least I strongly suspected it, and I might be able to use that to make the spell more effective.

After all, I thought with surprising seriousness, if I was a hot-blooded young idiot who was acting like I was the hero in my personal anime, where would I be?

***

“Ito Daisuke! You actually had the guts to show up, I’m almost impressed!”

Score one for deductive reasoning, I thought wryly. Although it looks like macho stupidity scored a few points of its own if these two idiots are actually acting like this.

Lacking any better ideas I’d spent some time flying along the rivers in the part of the district Master Tai had directed me to, all while running a finding spell based on Ito’s name. I’d figured that if some young idiots were looking to have a climatic duel than this was some of the most likely territory. To be fair, there were some good reasons for that, the stereotype hadn’t come out of nowhere. The riverbanks helped keep things out of sight and the floodplains were a pretty reasonable place for two people to have a fight without bringing every policeman in the area running. Especially if you were a martial artist and wanted at least a little room to maneuver.

And, for better or for worse, the plan had worked. The spell had pinged a young man about ten minutes earlier and I’d been following him ever since. I hadn’t actually known he was the correct target until now, but I’d been reasonably hopeful the longer I’d looked. Ito was a bit on the short side but his shaved heard and rangy muscles had screamed serious martial artist. I also thought I recognized something about the way he walked, a sense of balance and danger to it, but I suspected that might just have been my own sense of drama and confirmation bias going off.

Of course, drama seems to be thick on the ground today, I noted, still caught between fear and a hint of amusement. They’d timed and placed this whole fight so that the sunset was an effective backdrop. Not too literally, we were too deep into the city and too far below ground level to manage that. But the sky was a nice red background for their fight at this point.

Ito wordlessly picked up his pace a little.

“That’s what I’m talking about,” his opponent put on a fierce grin and then ducked into the shadows of a bridge across the river.

Alright, a few points for sanity, I admitted reluctantly. Between the depth and the bridge it was unlikely someone was going to notice these two. They’d get their chance to fight in private. Heck, the traffic on the bridge would probably prevent any passersby from hearing the conflict even if they were trying to listen!

I shadowed Ito a little further, still not quite sure what to do. Ito was not an advanced student and didn’t seem to have developed his ki much. By flying invisibly above the river I figured there was no chance anyone was going to notice me. Ideally, that was where I’d remain. Ito would have an attack of reason, tell his opponent “I’m not going to fight you” and walk away. Or they’d have a fair fight and the winner and loser would both walk away with maybe a few teeth getting lost at worst. I didn’t like that idea, but I liked it a hell of a lot more than the thought I was about to act as an unofficial judge for a street fight!

My hopes were quickly dashed however. Once Ito stood in the shadow of the bridge he shouted “this is it Kaito! One fight and we are done! You want to know why Master Dan chose me, I’m all too happy to show you!”

His opponent’s grin was unbearably cocky. “Sure. Show me what you can do, you little runt.”

The contrast between the two was amazing. Ito’s head was shaven while Kaito ‘s long unkempt hairdo was edging into anime territory. Ito was on the short side and looked like a first or second year for high school. Kaito was on the tall side and looked like he was first or second year for university. Not that he looked like he was a student. His casual, near delinquent, look screamed someone who hadn’t gone on to higher education. Unfortunately, his muscles and eyes screamed ‘don’t mention it to him and just walk the other way’.

What little I knew about Ito meant I had more respect for him… except that he’d been stupid enough to accept this fight. I really don’t want to be here, but I’m starting to see Master Dan’s point about having some sense beaten into him.

Then everything changed.

Kaito made some sort of signal, and then two other guys walked down from where they’d been hidden between the bridge and the bank. They both looked like delinquents. And they were ‘escorting’ a young girl between them, one who was wearing the same sort of school uniform as Ito.

“Izumi!”

“I’m sorry Daisuke! I tried to follow them and-“ she was cut off as one of the young thugs put a hand over her mouth.

Ito couldn’t conceal his rage. “You promised you’d never harass her if I gave you this fight!”

“Yeah. But she harassed us,” Kaito replied smugly, “besides, you haven’t given me the fight yet.”

Ito growled.

“Relax Romeo, I haven’t hurt her yet and I don’t intend to. Unless you want to chicken out, then she’s fair game.”

Oh, you are cruising for a bruising pal! I thought, not that much calmer than Ito. Suddenly I was much more sanguine about getting involved if this was the sort of thing going on here.

“Seriously dude, chill,” Kaito continued, much too casually for what was going on. “She’s too skinny and ugly for my tastes, and if she’s insane and stupid enough to be interested in you then I’ve got no interest in her. No matter what happens she’s going to walk away from here just fine. You, on the other hand…”

Ito leapt forward.

“That’s right, fight angry!” Kaito enthused, his eyes blazing with enthusiasm. “Give me everything you’ve got!”

Soon the pair were a whirling zone of blows and blocks. Kaito and Ito shot punches and kicks at each other with reckless abandon and devastating skill, dodging and deflecting with a smoothness the belonged in movies rather than the real world.

Most people would have been stunned speechless by the fight. By my standards, it was a four out of ten. Don’t get me wrong, it was still an awesome display of skill. But I’d been dealing with the likes of Eiko, Himeko, and Master Tai for nearly a year now. While I was nowhere near that level of skill myself I’d gained an expanded appreciation for just what a talented martial artist could do. I’d have put Ito at just a hint below Himeko’s skill level. And while that was pretty damn good by normal standards (especially since I doubted he’d had access to special tutors for over a decade!) I wasn’t going to claim I was especially impressed.

I was, however, invested. And even more so when I quickly realized Kaito was better than Ito. It wasn’t much, and Ito’s smaller and wry build was helping him stay ahead of Kaito’s attacks, but he had an edge on the younger boy. I wasn’t sure how to explain it, but if I’d been looking at the scores for each of their blows then Ito’s would have had a bunch of high 80s but Kaito’s would have been in the low 90s. He was just a little bit better a little more consistently.

I still had some hope. As Ito pulled off an awesome dive dodge and then turned his recovery into a leg sweep I still believed he could turn it around. He might be the weaker of the two but he was still pretty damn strong. Both the fighters had collected a number of small cuts and bruises from the near misses and blocks, but no one had scored a good hit yet. If Ito could be the first then he might be able to turn that into an advantage and gain the edge on Kaito, then snowball that edge until he won the fight.

Alas, it was not to be. Less than a minute later Kaito successfully suckered him. He was out of Ito’s field of view for a moment as the younger boy pulled off yet another acrobatic dodge. Ito came up from the dodge blocking, but Kaito went right while Ito was ready on his left.

I flinched at the meaty thud as Kaito’s fist found the flesh below the ribs. The good news was that Ito had still been twisting and turning enough that it missed the kidneys and stole some of the force away from the devastating blow. The bad news was it was still a good strike at softer tissue.

“Heh,” Kaito smirked savagely, “I win.”

Ito’s face was twisted with pain but he didn’t immediately accept that. He fought on, struggling through that suffering, but Kaito proceeded to systematically dismantle him.

Should I intervene? I though, my teeth clenched hard enough to ache as I forced myself to watch. Kaito now had an almost unbeatable edge and he knew it, sadistically taking his time in finishing his opponent off blow by blow. But Ito was still trying, and it was theoretically possible for him to turn it around. It would have required Kaito being monumentally overconfident and somehow leaving Ito an opening large enough to pull off a full-on groin shot, but it could be done. Neither of the combatants had called the fight yet, so I felt I couldn’t either.

Finally, Ito fell to the ground. And even though Kaito smirked and gave him the time, even though Ito’s muscles were quivering with effort, he couldn’t rise again.

I was breathing hard and feeling sick to my stomach but I held my tongue. Ito was badly battered but, despite how much of his body was swelling and bruising, I didn’t think I’d seen any permanent damage. I was pretty sure I’d heard a rib or two snapping, but that was the worst. And if that was all-

“And now,” Kaito continued, only a little short of breath. “To finish you off. Let’s see how much of a disciple you are without any knees.”

Izumi began to scream protests loud enough to be heard even through the hand of the thug holding her. But Kaito didn’t care as he grabbed Ito’s leg and positioned it for a blow.

“ENOUGH!”

Everyone paused and looked towards me as I suddenly seemed to appear just a little bit to the side of the thugs and Izumi. I’d ripped off and tucked away the goggles in one move and I stalked towards the fighters with barely contained fury. I had the naginata bag at my side and I’d switched my grip so my hand was inside and already wrapped around my staff instead of the broomstick. A dozen spells were whirring through my head, so much so that I almost missed how my warning bracelet was now going insane.

I didn’t care. I stomped up to the pair and told Kaito. “Leave. Now.”

Kaito just sneered. “And who the fuck are you?”

“Master Matsuda,” I told him in a cold fury. “Ito’s teacher called me in when he heard what was happening.”

I heard a pleased but startled sound from behind me and belatedly realized Izumi was probably the girlfriend who’d called Master Dan in the first place.

“Oh yeah? A Master, huh? You really claim to be one of those delusional hypocrites? Those self-serving morons who think this,” he indicated Ito, “is talent?” Kaito continued, his sneer growing even bigger.

I was too pissed off to banter or even trust myself to say anything reasonable. “Don’t tempt me,” I ground out.

Then with no warning Kaito shot a blow directly at my face. In a distant sort of way I had to admire the artistry of it, he went from zero to one hundred with no warning at all, driving a fist at me that was clearly of killing strength. It should have shattered my glasses and then driven whatever remained of my nose deep inside my face, never to be recovered. I should have woken up in the hospital days later, if I ever woke up at all, while doctors told me to look on the bright side and brought up reconstructive surgery.

Instead, my ‘mage armor’ precaution went off and Kaito smashed his fist into a steel wall.

Well, not quite that bad. But the while the armor flexed and absorbed shocks from my perspective, it also had a lot less give than the shields and barriers I used when training with Eiko. Kaito made a shocked noise of pain and grabbed his now broken hand, and his face began to twist into an expression of surprise and agony.

I say began because I instinctively reacted to the attack. I was too angry and ready to fight, when my precaution went off I was overjoyed for the rush of adrenalin and excuse to strike him.

Kaito began to fold a few moments later as I shocked him with a short, sharp, surge of electricity. Then, before he could finish crumpling to the ground, I blasted him with a large scale ‘air strike’, a solidified blast of air wide and powerful enough to throw him into the middle of the river, where he landed a few seconds later with a gratifying splash. And I'd done all this while feeling he should be grateful I hadn’t gone for the sledgehammer approach, hit him with a smaller but more powerful ‘air strike’ that would have mirrored what he’d tried to do to me.

“Boss!” echoed behind me and a moment later the two thugs were running past me to chase after Kaito as he floated down the river. Izumi followed quickly behind them but slid down to hurriedly start checking on Ito.

I took in a deep, shaky, breath as the reality of the situation hit me and I began to realize what had just happened and how near a miss I’d just had. Thank Aoth I had that precaution ready, I thought faintly, he could have killed me! Kaito’s blow had been playing for keeps. Even Eiko or Himeko would have been badly hurt under the circumstances, assuming he had taken them by surprise as much as he had me. Sure, they’d probably have instinctively dodged and rolled enough to keep it from killing them, I’d managed to move my staff a few centimeters (even hidden in the bag) so it was almost a certainty they’d have done much better than that. But even for people as good as them, chances were high they’d still have ended up concussed. For me or any ordinary person that had been lethal force!

The realization held me stock still for a good minute. I know that was stupid, I’d faced potentially deadly situations before. It wasn’t like the Onryo or the possessed Yuna hadn’t tried to kill me. But this had been a disturbing blend of impersonal and unjustified, even the frigging Onryo had possessed a better motivation! Combine that with how up close and personal it had been, the fist had literally filled nearly half my field of vision for a brief flash before it had bounced off the protections, and it had gotten to me.

In fact, I felt quite proud for only shutting down for about a minute. It helped that it looked like I was keeping an eye on Kaito. He’d been hurt enough that he could only thrash a little to keep his head above water while the current carried him downstream. Luckily it wasn’t a strong current at this point on this river, as much as he’d shocked and disgusted me I didn’t want to be responsible for his death. Before too long his thugs had caught up, waded in, and eventually pulled him out. Although I did take some sadistic satisfaction in how they pulled him out on the other bank, and then proceeded to drag his stunned and staggering ass away as quickly as possible.

Once they were up past the other side of the river bank I was able to finally refocus and turn my attention back to Ito. “How’s he doing?” I asked Izumi.

“I don’t know!” Izumi said a little frantically. “He’s hurt but I don’t think he’s dying… we’ve got to get him to a hospital!”

I knelt down and checked him over with ‘mage sight’. Unsurprisingly, I didn’t get too much more information out of that (without any training or experience it was about as useful as a layman examining an X-ray) but what I did see was slightly reassuring. He was definitely hurt, but it seemed like his core was still in decent shape.

Ito sort of verified that a second later. “N’ h’spital,” he muttered through swollen lips.

It would have been more encouraging if he hadn’t sounded half conscious, but Izumi barely checked herself from throwing a hug around him “you’re alive!”

“N’ h’spital,” he repeated, half delirious.

I wavered for a minute before deciding yeah, this needs professionals. Not half-baked help from a conscripted idiot. “I don’t suppose there’s a clinic nearby?” I asked.

“I don’t know! I was following them, trying to find out where they were having this stupid duel. But when I did, they grabbed me. Said I was their insurance.”

“Okay,” I said, a little surprised to find out I was the calm and collected one in this situation. I chalked it up to the fact I didn’t really know the pair and I was emotionally drained now that all the action was over with. “Do you still have your phone with you?”

Izumi stared at me in confusion for a moment then immediately whipped it out and started dialing for an ambulance.

“Yeah, I think that’s the right course of action,” I said, for whatever it was worth. I may have well as been talking to the air, Izumi was so panicked and distracted I don’t think she’d even registered that I was covered in a faintly glowing armor of blue energy.

Which isn’t a bad thing, I reflected with faint surprise. Ito was still pretty out of it and his eyes were swollen shut so I didn’t think he’d noticed. And neither Kaito or his thugs had stayed around long enough to have a serious look at me. They’d probably noticed, but it had happened so quickly and they’d been so concerned with getting away from me I was pretty sure they were going to doubt their own memories when they looked back at it.

Hey, I might actually get away with this! I realized, taking a quick look around. The armor wasn’t going to fade for another minute or so, and showed up quite visibly in the shade of the bridge, but it seemed like no one had gotten a good look yet. With that surprising revelation, I knew what I had to do.

“Okay,” Izumi said, spinning around to look at me again, “the ambulance is on-“

She then looked around in confusion.

“Where’d you go?” she asked in a small voice.

***

Despite everything I still stuck around another fifteen or so minutes, making sure to watch as the ambulance team came and checked over Ito. I seriously doubted there was anything more I could or should do, this sort of situation was waaay out of my skills or experience, but I wasn’t eager to screw everything up at the last minute by running away like a coward.

Thankfully, I had the right tool for the job. The flying talisman was proving its worth once again with its invisibility potential, I hovered over the area and watched everything from as close as I’d dared. But the actual medical professionals verified both Izumi and I’s first opinion: Ito had been badly beaten, but he’d live. They were still careful and made sure to check everything, and Ito was going to receive a very thorough checkup and observation period before they allowed him to go anywhere. But there was also an air of quiet relief about them that suggested this was a good result by their standards.

The police were also going to be called in, which pleased me to no end. First, it made my decision to quietly vanish when no one had been looking much more sensible. Being connected with this situation in any way, shape, or form would not have turned out well for me! I didn’t even want to think about how the hell I could try and explain this one, suddenly mysteriously turning up to intervene in a fight multiple wards away from my home. And that was without any reports of me doing anything unusual or the weird record I was starting to get with the police! Frankly, even if I was lucky enough to avoid any of that the best option I'd been able to come up with was contacting Master Tai and saying “you tell them.” Hopefully he’d have had the experience (and a few friends on the police force) to come up with something helpful.

But, almost as importantly, the police being involved meant that I could got home with a clear conscience. Kaito and his thugs were now going to be in trouble with the law. From the sounds of it they’d pretty much threatened and then kidnapped a girl in order to lure a guy somewhere and then give him a beating. The police were not going to ignore that. And Kaito seemed like a dangerous individual. I didn’t want to take the law into my own hands but I suspected Ito and Izumi still needed a little protection. It was best that it came from the real authorities rather than me trying to wage some sort of war in the shadows.

War in the shadows, I snorted softly at my own dramatics as I watched the flashing lights of the ambulance drive into the slowly darkening night. Yeah, right. A couple of light skirmishes in the shadows maybe. Mostly exacerbated by the idea I have no idea how I could try and handle that. Since I wasn’t willing to kill Kaito (though I suspected I’d have to seriously consider that possibility after his attempt to kill me) I couldn’t think how I’d try to… make him back off? Put him in his place? Go back to the right path? Trying to figure that out, and do it halfway across Tokyo in a ward I didn’t know, would have made my blundering with Ishida Kenji’s situation last year look like an example of decisive good judgement.

Thank Aoth this one wasn’t a Kenji at least, I thought with a trace of good humor. I’d start to get worried if I ran into another problem case with that name this year! At least, I don’t think he was. I almost wanted to find out Kaito’s other name after thinking that.

Instead I shook my head, gained some more altitude, and set off for home. Well, maybe I’d get some food first. Now that my stomach was finally unclenching I realized it was several hours past dinner and I’d had a very active day. My stomach growled in agreement and I shook my head at the ironic humor in the situation. Definitely food first, it’s no use being invisible if your stomach’s shouting your location to everyone the whole way home.
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“No Meiko-san!” Sensei-san spoke urgently, materializing between Himeko and the lab’s doorway and spreading their arms wide.  “You mustn’t go in there!”

Himeko blinked in startlement, several times, and just looked at them for several seconds.  “Why not Sensei-san?  Are you alright?”

“They’ve realized you’re about to walk in on me again,” I answered in an emotionless monotone, “and don’t want you upset.”

Himeko hesitated for a second before sighing and then dropping her eyes to the floor.  “I recognize that tone of voice.  He’s naked again, isn’t he?”  Himeko carefully covered her eyes and only then entered the room.

Sensei-san blinked out moments before she walked through them.  “Sensei-san?  Could you please guide me so I may look at Mamoru without seeing anything untoward?”

With my heightened awareness I could vaguely feel Sensei-san gently line Himeko up so that when she uncovered her eyes the lab counter at the front of the room was between her and anything below my ribs.  While she obviously bit back several less complimentary things Himeko couldn’t help but note “Seriously Mamoru?  Can’t you face the other way at least?  Do you have to present a full-frontal to anyone entering the room?”

“Not for these spells,” I replied in my all-too-calm voice, “I require a certain alignment with magnetic north.  And I prefer to be able to watch the door.”

Himeko sighed again, then she cocked her head slightly as she took in the fact I had so many symbols painted on the parts my body she could still see.  “Are you alight Mamoru?” she asked with a little more concern.  “That seems intensive.”

“I have put in a few more refinements since last time,” I told her emotionlessly.

“Really?”

“This version will be slightly tougher.  And I will be able to shut it down more easily if I have to.”  It still wouldn’t be easy, the base spell had been designed to automatically activate and stay active if it was to be effective and it had centuries of development and refinement in working that way.  Otherwise clever enemies could hack the spell to turn it off before the mage was ready, and had done so back when the precautions had first been introduced.  The ‘stay on’ circuits were buried deep in the spell’s architecture and even with all my changes I’d still need a good thirty seconds or so to shut it down even under ideal circumstances.  I hadn’t fully considered that concern until it had actually happened, and then I’d realized how much more trouble I could avoid if I could simply removed the protection before someone else spotted me running around with an active spell.

Himeko looked thoughtful for a few moments.  “This is why Master Tai asked me to look into a police case yesterday, isn’t it?”

“That is highly probable.”

Himeko sighed again.  “Alright, I’ll keep quiet and let you work.  How long do you think this will be.”

“Another twenty-five or so minutes, things are progressing well.”

Huh, that’s a surprisingly exact estimate, the tiny corner of my mind that was still me noted in surprise.  Don’t get me wrong, ‘or so’ wasn’t exactly a down to the second figure.  But I got the impression I wasn’t rounding too much.

“Right,” Himeko nodded decisively.  “I’ll go out and get few more things done then, I’ll be back shortly.”

With that Himeko left the room and I immersed myself in my odd state of being while I reconstructed a new ‘mage armor’ precaution.  It was always odd to try and describe it while I wasn’t in that state.  A sort of hyperawareness where everything seemed to move slowly and was somehow timeless at the same time.  So much of ‘me’ was shut down it was almost frightening, would have been frightening if what was left wasn’t so minimal and distanced from the rest.  But all the parts that remained were supercharged, working well past their normal capacities, and it was oddly glorious to wield that sort of ability.

Himeko returned after a while, entering the lab a lot more cautiously this time, just as the glowing symbols were finishing fading into my skin.  While she didn’t see anything untoward this time I still found myself wishing she’d waited a few more minutes, or at least until I’d finished and put on my pants.

I was starting to return to normal so I couldn’t help but think isn’t it supposed to be the other way around?  Isn’t the guy supposed to be accidentally walking in on his attractive and almost nude female friends all the time?  Granted, three times in almost a year wasn’t exactly ‘all the time’ but Himeko seemed to be making a habit of this.  I was beginning to see why the female victims of those sorts of anime got quite so angry and suspicious of the guys even when they were pretty sure it was an accident.  After the second or third incident you couldn’t help but think something was up!

I mean, I guess it’s still better than the other way around.  I’d have a hell of a time claiming I was innocent if our situations were reversed.  At least, as a mage and after the third time.  I suppose I’d rather it kept playing out this way if I had a choice.  Not that I wouldn’t like to- whoops!

I’d returned enough to myself that such a dangerous thought was having the usual effects.  I hurriedly gathered up the blanket I was sitting on and wrapped it around my waist, counting on the loose nature of the coverage to hide my… issue.  Not that Himeko was likely to look, but of course my body was being stubborn about calming down again and I had no desire to try and explain that reaction!

“Almost on the dot,” Himeko noted, sounding approving as she deliberately looked at the classroom’s clock.

That short circuited my embarrassment.  “Sorry, what do you mean?” I asked, pausing a moment once I’d gotten up.

“I was just impressed by how accurate your estimate was,” Himeko admitted, still not quite looking directly at me.

“Really?” my eyes shot towards the clock too, even though that was a useless gesture.  I hadn’t realized what time I’d spoken at.  “It was that close?”

“Almost on the dot,” Himeko repeated with a nod, “that’s why I put it that way.”

“Huh,” I said, momentarily distracted by this new revelation.  “I really have to go about testing that someday.”

I flushed a little as I re-remembered where I was, and how little I was still dressed, then hurried over to the pile of my clothes.

“Test what?” Himeko asked politely, her voice slightly muffled as she faced the front of the classroom.  “Your sense of time?”

“Huh.”  I thought about it, considering various possibilities and what I’d have to try and do as a control test, “… not quite, although that would probably be a part of it.  No, I really have to test what I can and cannot do in that state of mind, how it actually works.  Parts of my brain seem almost supercharged.  But given how much of my brain is practically shut down, thereby impairing my judgement, I’m not sure how much I trust that.”

“Sounds like you need to be in an MRI machine too,” Himeko noted sympathetically.

“Probably,” I sighed, realizing what that meant, “I guess that’s another one on the list for after I’m a little better established.”  There was no way I was getting that sort of access any time soon.

I fumbled around with my clothes and my phone at the same time, making some notes about the experience while it was still fresh in my mind.  This time Himeko waited patiently for me to finish.  Once I was completely dressed (presumably Sensei-san informed her when that was) she didn’t hesitate to turn back to me and say “so, I received a rather unusual request from Master Tai last night.”

Her tone was somewhat pointed.  Not too aggressive, she wasn’t going to overcommit herself just yet.  Not before she gave me a chance to explain.  But there was definitely a warning in there that left me going “ah…” as I struggled to find a place to start.

“He asked me to look into police reports in the Edogawa ward, looking into a young martial artist who’d recently been beaten.  Do I also need to start applying pressure to this Ito Daisuke?”

That startled me into action.  “No!  Of course not!  Why would you think that?” I asked, horrified at the idea.

Himeko gave me a jaundiced look.  “Because he was beat up under mysterious circumstances and you’re now here, restoring a spell which protects you physically?  Some people might suspect that he attacked you and then got what he deserved.  And that keeping your magical abilities quiet should be the next priority.”

“No!  It was nothing like that!  He- I- “ I the words all got tangled up in my mouth and I couldn’t speak.

Himeko let me flounder like a landed fish for a few seconds before letting me off the hook.  “Relax Mamoru, I read the full report.  I know a guy named Kaito Kakuji’s the one who’s really responsible.”

“Oh, thank god,” also: not another Kenji, I noted with a little more relief than the thought deserved.

Himeko gave me a moment to collect herself and then folded her arms in front of her.  “Mamoru, I yanked your chain for a reason,” she said frankly.  “If you don’t tell us stuff like this then we are going to make assumptions, we are going to wonder, and we are going to make mistakes.  I like to think I wouldn’t do anything that rash, but let’s not pretend that Eiko wouldn’t.  And, to be honest, I might have to take that sort of risk at some point if you’re really worried about your secrets.”

“And that’s why you can’t keep this sort of thing from us!” Himeko continued, still under control but showing some frustrated passion in her tone.  “Seriously Mamoru, it happened two days ago!  And if it was strong enough to set off your protections I have to assume it was pretty bad, if I hadn’t had Master Tai’s request to give me a few clues I’d have reacted poorly when I found out it had been that nasty!”

Ah.  Right.  Friends.  I though awkwardly.  She wasn’t wrong, I’d have been some combination of pissed and hurt too if I’d thought she or Eiko had been keeping a commensurate encounter from me.

 “Sorry Himeko,” I was immediately apologetic.  Awkward, but apologetic. I really had to admit I was in the wrong now that I thought about it and that was embarrassing.  “It was so unexpected, then I was distracted by practical concerns like dinner and getting home.  Then I was distracted by needing to get everything together to set up a new physical precaution and I guess I didn’t think to mention it to you two.  It was another Master Tai situation… but I guess it wasn’t a ‘night tiger’ this time so I don’t really have an excuse.

“So… what happened?” Himeko asked, now sounding much calmer and a little bit interested.

“Well… it’s kind of hard to explain.  Master Tai… “ I sighed in frustration and then shot an exasperated look at her.  “We’re really getting into ‘a friend of a friend’ territory here,” I admitted.

“Okay…” Himeko said patiently, still looking curious.  Probably because a ‘friend of a friend’ situation with me that didn’t involve her or Eiko already sounded weird and improbable.

“Master Tai called me because another Master’s student was in trouble.”

“Ito Daisuke?” Himeko guessed confidently.

“Right.  And we only knew that much because Ito’s girlfriend called him.  Then that Master was out of Tokyo so he tried calling around looking for any other Master left in Tokyo.”

“I can hear the capital M in that, so I assume that’s how Master Tai got involved,” Himeko noted.

“Yes.  Unfortunately, it seemed like there was no one left.  They were desperately short of options so they called me.  Apparently, it was down to me or Eiko.”

That startled Himeko.  Slightly.  “They were that…” she trailed off, obviously trying to avoid the word ‘desperate’.

“Yup.  That’s how bad it was.  So I reluctantly stepped in and flew down to Edogawa ward, eventually managing to track down Ito before he got into a duel with Kaito.”

“So it was a duel?” Himeko asked, sounding a little bit skeptical.  “The police reports say they kidnapped Ito’s girlfriend.”

“Yes.  No.  Kind of?” I answered awkwardly.  “From what I gathered it started off as just a threat but when she decided to follow them Kaito figured he’d follow through on his threat to make sure Ito would definitely fight him.  I’m not really sure though, I didn’t really stick around to ask a lot of questions.”

“Understood,” Himeko nodded.  “Proceed.”

“Well…” I debated trying to convey some of the details of the fight to her but quickly decided I’d just end up embarrassing myself.  I thought about how I’d feel if Himeko tried to describe some complicated piece of mage craft to me and repressed a wince.  I’d already managed to annoy her twice today (the first, exposing myself to her again, wasn’t my fault.  But that didn’t mean it hadn’t happened), I didn’t think going for a third time was a good idea.

“The short version is that Ito and Kaito weren’t too far apart in skill level, but Kaito was better.  He thoroughly put Ito down, and I intervened before he could deliberately break Ito’s knees.”

“What?”

Himeko’s tone was so glacial and so full of understated anger that I suspected that Kaito, wherever he was, suddenly found himself shivering for no reason.

I nodded enthusiastically.  “That was my opinion too!  I hated witnessing the whole fight but I figured it was best to let the meatheads have it out.  If Kaito’s thugs hadn’t grabbed Ito’s girlfriend I’d have had serious doubts about why I was there but up until then I’d still been willing to give him the benefit of the doubt.”

“I don’t blame you,” Himeko replied.  Her voice sounded normal but her narrowed eyes conveyed a different story.  “That sort of twist is insane.  Did he have a reason for spitting on honor, tradition, and sanity like that?”

I could practically see the sparks in Himeko’s eyes.  Not that I thought less of her for that reaction, I was only so calm because I’d already gone through that phase already.  “Not that I know of.  I stepped between the two and… “ I hesitated, caught between remembered anger and honest balance.  “Told Kaito to back off and stand down in an aggressive way.”

Despite her own anger Himeko paused for a moment and her expression morphed into a mildly amused smile.  “Why are you putting it like that Mamoru?  That sounds stupid.”

“Mostly because it was,” I admitted.  “I was so angry at him I kind of wanted the excuse to put him down.  I didn’t do too poorly… but I didn’t exactly handle it in the best way either.”

Himeko thought about it for a moment, and then I could see her fighting down a smile.  “Tried to intimidate him?” she asked sweetly.

“Not exactly tried,” I answered, waffling a little.  “More like I acted as if I was intimidating and he should be showing me respect since I was already so angry.”

“That’s not a bad tactic,” Himeko looked a little more neutral at that.  “Except…”

“Yeah.  Except,” I nodded in agreement.  Except it’s me, I finished in my head for the both of us.  I was a hairsbreadth away from being intimidating, so much so that it wasn’t hard to see me as intimidating under certain circumstances.  But I was still on the other side of that divide, especially when confronting an experienced martial artist who might have been a bit unstable.

“Sorry Mamoru, but to a trained martial artist who’s only looking at the physical you practically scream ‘weakness’,” Himeko sounded slightly apologetic but wasn’t going to hold back.  “Not ‘weak’, but we take one look at you and see all the flaws which lead us to think there’s a soft interior underneath.”

“No need to apologize,” I admitted ruefully, “that’s kind of why I have precautions in the first place.  So, when Kaito tried a killing blow-.”

“Wait, what?” Himeko interrupted, her voice having gone flat and dangerous again.

I probably should have put that differently, I reflected an instant too late.  “I declared myself a Master, so he went all out with a surprise attack,” I said hurriedly, surprised to find myself defending him just a little.  “Against someone like Master Tai… “ I hesitated a second.  “Well, it’s not a fair comparison.  Master Tai would never be taken off guard like that.  But if he had been… it might still have connected but I doubt it would have been with enough force to change the outcome of the fight.  Unfortunately, for someone like me, that would have been a potentially fatal blow.”

“He responded with a surprise, potentially deadly, blow?” Himeko emphasized, her eyes flashing dangerously.

“Yes,” I sighed reluctantly.  Why am I defending this guy in any way, shape, or form?  I wondered, exasperated at my reactions.  It was like now that I’d had some time to recover, and it looked like things were going to turn out fine, I didn’t want to create any more trouble for him.  Or possibly I hoped it was all taken care of and I just wanted to move on.  Either way, I thought I was being too stupid about it.

“Mamoru- “

“My precaution triggered and he broke his hand on it Himeko,” I interrupted her quickly.  “Then I stunned him and then blew him away into the river, it was a totally uneven match.”  I suddenly clapped my hands as it all fell into place “that’s why I was feeling guilty!”

Himeko blinked in surprise at my sudden tone shift.  “I’m sorry?”

“I was trying to figure out why I was defending the guy a little, he was a total scumbag.  It’s just that he was totally outmatched!  He never stood a chance with me and I stomped all over him.  Right.  Of course.  I guess I was feeling a little bit like a bully when I looked back on it since everything was so one sided.”

“Really?” Himeko gave me a look.

I gestured helplessly.  I hadn’t intended to talk it out like this but I guessed that sort of thing really did work.  “I know it doesn’t make any sense.  But it’s true.  The second I showed up and still had a physical precaution in place the whole fight was over.  And I came in aggressive and wanting him to hit me just so I’d have the excuse to hit him back.  And I did.  And I absolutely pulverized him.  And after the fact…” I just shrugged again.

Surprisingly, Himeko just nodded and responded in a much softer tone.  “And you feel a little bit guilty because you ended up being the one bullying him, no matter how much he deserved it.”

“Yeah,” I said, not bothering to hide my surprise at how well she’d just described it.

Himeko sighed.  “Alright, I guess I can understand that.  And I can also guess that you don’t want me going on about it, trying to turn you into some sort of helpless victim.  You handled it, even if it was dangerous, and that’s what mattered.”

I jerked back a bit, startled.  Now that she mentioned it… “how’d you know?”

She gave me a gentle smile.  “Mamoru, who do you think you’re talking to here?  I’ve occasionally had to wrestle with that sort of question in the past.  At school it’s exceedingly rare I’m dealing with anyone in my own weight class.”

I winced.  Oh.  Right.  There’s more than one kind of power.  Between Himeko’s money, popularity, social rank, and pure physical abilities she was practically a walking cheat code.  If she wanted to go up against anyone in the school (including the teachers!) she’d win.  One way or another she’d be the one to come out on top, there was no other possibility.

“I went through a little of that myself, back in grade school,” Himeko smile was small but surprisingly honest.  “It took me a while to deal with it.”

I rolled my eyes a little at hearing it was grade school.  But in the end I had to ask the obvious question.  “What did you decide?”

Himeko’s smile turned approving.  “That’s the correct question.  I decided that the result was the most important thing.  That if someone started trouble and I could fix it I was being a coward if I backed off just because it wouldn’t be a fair fight.  They could whine and cry and complain all they wanted, they shouldn’t have been that stupid in the first place.”

“But,” she said a little more seriously, “you’re not wrong, you have to be careful.  Too much of that and you start thinking you’re infallible or falling into a ‘the ends justify the means’ trap.”

And you haven’t?  I added a little more softly in my head, thinking of some of the things I’d seen Himeko do.

Himeko didn’t notice, she was obviously looking inward.  “You can’t balk, and you can’t refuse to help.  That’s just cowardice.  But restraint, keeping your intervention to a minimum, that is the right course.  It’s hard sometimes, finding the path between hitting someone hard enough to stop them from hurting others… and crushing them like a bug.”

Himeko laughed softly at my expression.  “Wow.  I guess I needed to talk about this too,” she admitted, looking a little more raw than I think either of us had expected.  “I used to be able to talk about this with Eiko, but I guess it’s been a while.”

“This is really bothering you?” I asked softly, taking a small step closer.  I don’t think either of us had been expecting this.

“Not really,” Himeko answered, though her eyes suggested otherwise.  “I guess I’m just a little worried I’ve been losing some restraint.  You’ve been really skittish around me this whole year, both you and Eiko have told me off a few times.  And I usually think I’m right.  I usually am right.  But I haven’t double checked that in a while and it bothers me.”

“Anything in particular bothering you?” I asked cautiously.

“You.  Not being willing to talk about this.  And then me accidentally indicating you were helpless here without me.  That hurt, that I was being a little careless,” she pursed her lips, struck by a sudden thought.  “And getting rid of Sugiyama Kai,” she admitted after a moment.  “That one’s getting to me a little.  I worry it was a little harsh.  If there’d been a more reasonable in-between step I probably should have taken that.  Unfortunately, he’d been previously warned that something like this would result in his expulsion.  I worry that I should have been a better Class Representative over the years and shut him down before he got to this point.  So now I worry I made an example of him to cover up my own failings.”

“Himeko- “ I began.

“I know, I know,” she held up a hand to stop me.  “That’s complete nonsense.  He chose his own actions and deserves to suffer the consequences of them.  And this is one where we did some investigating to make sure there were no extenuating circumstances.  There weren’t and his punishment is proper.  But I still felt that one, getting rid of him so close to the end of his high school career after spending over two years in the same class with him hit me a little harder.”

Which is why I worry about Yoshida Hideki!  I thought feelingly, touching on my own personal bugbear.  But I was careful not to say it out loud.

“So I see your point about Kaito,” she continued more firmly, “he got badly hurt and didn’t stand a chance when he went against you.  He wasn’t Master Tai, there was no way he could have broken through your protections.  And maybe you could have hurt him a little less.  But you still introduced yourself as a Master, Mamoru.  And he still attempted to cripple another person for his own selfish reasons.  Even if you overshot a little on the force needed to stop him, I don’t think you need to cry over his fate.”

“Oof,” I admitted with a forced grin.  “No, you’re right.  Gently pushing him away or just standing there wouldn’t have… probably wouldn’t have solved this issue.  He was mad and dumb enough to try something stupid.  But I should remember, and do better next time.  I didn’t make a good judgement call, I acted out of anger.  And I need to not keep making the same mistakes.”

“You acted out of righteous wrath,” Himeko corrected me gently.  “And while you need to control that, you should never be afraid to listen to it.”

I looked at Himeko slightly askance.  This was a facet of her I’d never fully realized before.  In a twisted sort of way, Eiko might have been more controlled.  Or at least Master Tai’s teaching her to be so, I reflected.  She seemed a little more cautious about her own anger.  Not afraid to use it, but a little more aware of the need to control it.

I certainly didn’t have any grounds to go into that though, not when I was so far away from knowing what the right amount of anger was!  So, I changed the subject.  “Anyway, it’s something I still need to work on.  More importantly, will I get the chance?  I assume the police report means that Kaito’s going to jail and no one’s investigating me?”

Himeko seemed grateful not to dwell on things too much either, it had obviously surprised her and snuck past her defenses to get such a confession out of her.  “The police have taken Kaito into custody already,” she confirmed.  “He already had a little bit of a record and it wasn’t hard for them to catch up to him.  He put up a little bit of a struggle and two officers got a little hurt bringing him in-“

I flinched.  I hadn’t even considered that when passing the buck over to the police.

Himeko caught it and her voice sharpened slightly.  “-but it wasn’t anything major.  Just some nasty bruises and enough to add resisting arrest and assaulting a police officer to the charges.  Don’t go blaming yourself for everything, Mamoru!”

“Sorry,” I grinned/grimaced awkwardly.

“If it makes you feel any better, he couldn’t put up much of a fight.  Between the pain, his injuries, and the debilitating effects of some painkillers, the police were more than a match for him.  I’m sure he would have been a real handful at full strength, but this wasn’t it.  The authorities have him now and I don’t think they’re letting go any time soon.”

I let out a sigh of relief.  “That’s good to hear!  He didn’t seem entirely stable and I was kind of worried I needed to go back and set up a few protective spells on Ito and his girlfriend.”

“No, everything seems under control on that front.  And the police reports contained no mention of you.  Otherwise I would have been much less sanguine and interested in visiting you after school, I’d have been waking you up in the middle of the night and asking just what was going on!”

I kept quiet.  There really wasn’t anything I could say to that.

After a moment Himeko gave me a small shrug.  “There was an offhanded mention that the girl thought it looked like you were glowing blue.  But it seemed she didn’t emphasize it too much and the officers who recorded everything certainly weren’t going to make a big deal out of it.  I think the only reason they recorded it at all was to emphasize how traumatized and upset the girl was, I certainly didn’t connect you to ‘the master martial artist who rescued them’,” you could practically hear the quotation marks in Himeko’s words, “until I walked in today.”

Himeko paused a moment than gave a slight ‘ah’ of enlightenment as something hit her.  “I should have though.  She mentioned they were holding a sword bag.  I assume that was your naginata case?”

“Yes,” I sighed ruefully, a little amused by the misidentification.

So was Himeko.  “She’ll learn.  She was shocked, so if she wasn’t a martial artist I suppose I can forgive her.  Still, I think I’ll tell Eiko.  She’ll get a kick out of someone calling it a sword bag.”

“So I guess I’m down as some sort of mysterious stranger, and that’s it?” I asked hopefully.

“Pretty much, I don’t think anyone’s going to guess it was you from the description.  Honestly, for a few moments there I wondered if it was Master Tai.  I didn’t think so, he’s a little too distinctive and I’d have expected the beard to come up.  But she didn’t give too much of a description and she really emphasized your massive size.”

I could hear a hint of amusement in Himeko’s voice and I had to agree.  I was big by any sort of reasonable standard, but by the sounds of it Izumi had described me as some sort of oni.  “Do I want to know?”

“I don’t think I’ve seen that many synonyms for big in one place since elementary school.  She struggled to convey how large you seemed.”

“She was kneeling by Ito,” I replied apologetically.  I suppose from that angle I really had come off as some sort of giant.

“And it seems no one got your name either,” Himeko continued more calmly.  “Both Izumi and Kaito reported different names: Masaji and Mantaro.”

I snorted a little, both amused and a little bit disappointed they’d gotten it wrong.  “Really?”

“Really.  You’d think they’d have at least gotten Mat instead of Ma.  But apparently not, otherwise I might have suspected you.  As it was, even I couldn’t put it together until I walked into the room.”

“That was a critical clue, wasn’t it?” I admitted wryly, looking back on it with the sort of information she would have had.

“Just a little,” Himeko agreed with a smile.  “So I think you’ve gotten away with this one, all on your own.  Feel proud?”

“Relieved,” I said with a small sigh.  “I didn’t think I’d screwed up that part, not this time, but I was worried.”

“So was Master Tai, or so I assume.  But it seems you all got away with it, no more awkward questions this time.”

“Not unless the police are going around questioning everyone in Tokyo,” I let out a small snort of derision.  “Not even I’m that paranoid.”

“So, what now?”

“Now it’s back to normal.  Just peace and qui- “ the words caught in my throat as I realized what a big lie that would be.

Himeko cocked her head.  “Mamoru?”

“Sorry,” I said sheepishly.  “I just remembered what I was about to do next.”

“Why does that sound a little ominous?”

“It’s not that bad!” I spoke a little too quickly to seem completely honest.  “But… I’m about to do some more gravity experiments.”

“Okay,” Himeko looked cautious but not too afraid.  The way she was looking at me showed that she knew there was going to be more to that statement though.

“With mithril this time,” I admitted.

“Ah.”  Himeko looked a lot more thoughtful as she considered all the angles.  “Mamoru, I don’t think I have to tell you this, but just to be sure: the school’s already having some budget issues between replacing the archery range and all the little repairs your report turned up.  Please don’t blow up the laboratory.”

“It’s not likely!” I protested.  It would have sounded more convincing if I’d been passionate instead of sheepish.  “It’s just… it wouldn’t be an experiment if I knew what was going to happen.  And I figured, well, maybe it was best if I had the ‘mage armor’ precaution back in place before I attempted this.”

“Mamoru…”

“It shouldn’t happen.  But… I still don’t have any idea what’s going on with mithril.  That density does not work with that level of hardness or the mass of the aluminum going into it!  I’ve got a theory that some of the mass is extending into other dimensions so gravity’s not pulling on it like it should.  And I want to see what happens when I… poke its gravity.  Just a little.”

“Mamoru!”

My warning bracelet was starting to twitch, just a little.  And I wasn’t sure if it was because of the experiment, Sensei-san, or Himeko herself.
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Despite the somewhat inauspicious beginnings, I soon settled back to a more normal school life.  By my standards at least.  I managed to avoid blowing up the laboratory (although I did manage to smack myself in the face with a block of mithril during the gravity experiments) and settled back in to classes, study, and quietly hiding in plain sight.  It may not have been the most exciting life, but it sure beat the frantic problems I’d kept running into during summer break.  I’d probably get a little twitchy in a month or two, but for the moment I was glad to get the rest.

Hell, I thought wryly as I took in Friday’s lunch, I’m probably good until at least the end of the year.  It’s entrance exams this time around, I’m perfectly happy not to have to deal with anything else stressful until all those are settled!  I suspect I’m going to handle it better than most of the students here, but that’s a pretty low bar.

It was a fairly normal day in the classroom, and just for a moment I’d caught myself thinking “I’m bored.”  Not too seriously, and certainly not desperately, but it had been a worrying shock.  I did not intend to become some sort of adrenalin junky!  The excitement of discovery and my experiments was enough for me, thank you very much.  After an overly busy summer I was hoping and praying for at least a few months of peace and quiet without any gods, demons, criminals, or martial artists.  Or if they were there, then it was a civil conversation in passing instead of a desperate fight against or alongside any of them!

I suppose I still have to walk that back some more, I reflected wryly.  I mean, I’m still going to be practicing with Eiko and Himeko often enough.  And I’m guessing Master Tai and I are eventually going to have a talk over what happened in Edogawa ward.  But if I never get called upon to rush out in the middle of the night to another conflict-

The door to our classroom opened and Inoue Sakura entered the room.

Whoops!  I thought, hurriedly activating the ‘don’t notice me’ talisman as Inoue flounced in with her usual, artfully exaggerated, motions.  The kind that looked playful and cute but somehow lifted her skirt up just a little too high for comfort.  Not high enough to show anything indecent off, but high enough that most guys looked, just in case.

I kind of had that coming, I thought, suppressing a sigh of relief as I realized she hadn’t spotted me, I forgot about High School Drama, all in capital letters thanks to all the teenaged hormones, in the middle of all my complaining.

Inoue made her cheerful way over to Sato Ryuji’s desk and presented him a lunch box.  “Hey there, Ryuji-kun,” her voice a little shy yet playful.  “I made lunch for you, want to join me outside?”

Needless to say, Sato almost broke something getting up from his desk that quickly.

Still a sucker, I thought to myself sadly, seeing his reaction.  Or maybe I’m misinterpreting things, maybe he either has things in perspective or they’ve really connected?  Before I could stop myself, I took a peek with ‘mage sight’.

I realized my mistake and shut it down instantly.  NO!  Bad Mamoru!  No prying!  Unfortunately, it was too late.  While I hadn’t had the opportunity to truly examined their auras and look at their emotions I had looked long enough to see there was an obvious connection between the pair, and that Sato was no longer a virgin.

While I was castigating myself (and blushing a little) for my careless intrusion into their privacy.  Yoshida watched the pair leave.  “What do you have to do to get a girl like that?” He asked rhetorically with a slightly wistful tone.

Abruptly there was a pause in the ambient noise in the room.  Yoshida had asked loudly enough to be heard across the room and had just violated the unofficial ceasefire we all had in regards to talking about Inoue.  It wasn’t anything we’d discussed, it was just that after some gentle encouragement from Himeko we’d all decided not to repeat the arguments of her first visit and generally kept silent.  Don’t get me wrong, everyone still whispered amongst their friends.  Usually prurient thoughts from the boys and bile from the girls.  But we all kept it to ourselves and no more outright conflicts occurred.

Unfortunately, this was Yoshida’s first exposure to Inoue.  And he’d just stepped into it.

“Rank and power.”

“Yeah, the Golfer’s just polishing her club heads.”

“Think she’s really polishing his club head?” someone else asked with a snicker.

I’m pretty sure that last one was Shizu, I mentally noted over the protests coming from the guys in the classroom.  Not that she was necessarily wrong.  Definitely crude, but not wrong.

I leaned back in my chair, kept the ‘don’t notice me’ talisman on, and let the commotion wash over me.

“Don’t slander Sakura-chan like that!”

“You’re just jealous, ugly old hags!”

“Himeko worshiper!”

Should I call Himeko?  Well, text her?  Let her know what’s going on here?  Himeko was busy meeting with a few of the Student Council members, as usual for a second Friday.  It was half a business meeting and half a reward for all their hard work, she usually provided some fancier food for them.  I didn’t want to interrupt anything if I didn’t need to.

Luckily the rowdiness began to die down a little, although ringleaders on both sides were still slinging insults and accusations.

“If you quit thinking with your junk, you might actually realize what she’s doing!”

“And if you stopped being jealous you might realize how great she was!”

“Yeah, great enough to have ten boyfriends at the same time.”

“Talk to me again when you’ve got one.”

“Of you guys?  Inoue’s welcome to you morons.”

“Is that why you’re acting so jealous?”

The sad bit is that’s a little true, I reflected wryly, tuning out the argument for a few moments.  Don’t get me wrong, the girls were a lot more in the right than the boys!  But at least some of the reason for all the hatred was that they wished they could be a little bit more like Inoue.  Not completely like her, give them the choice of all or nothing and most of the girls would choose nothing.  But, generally, Inoue had something they wished they could imitate.  Be it her confidence, her ability to get guys to do what she wanted, or just her looks, the girls really were a hint jealous of her.

Unfortunately, focusing on that when Inoue really was leading a lot of the guys around by the nose didn’t calm things down.

“- have you unless you paid me.  And if I was a guy I’d avoid Inoue even if you paid me!”

“No boy would ever agree with you!”

“What about Mamoru?”

Startled, I responded instinctively and half-shouted in panic.  “DON’T DRAG- “

“AH!”

“-me into this,” I finished a little more lamely, trying not to look sheepish.  My speaking up that loudly had broken the ‘don’t notice me’ effect, and doing it so loudly had startled the whole class and left everyone doing some mental double takes.

I tried to shrug it off and nonchalantly return to my work, examining and writing out figures on the paper in front of me.  (It was mostly nonsense.  Just a few rough estimates of mana income versus expenditure recently, and a reminder I should be saving a little more.)  I doubt anyone bought it, even if they’d been willing to believe I was that oblivious I was still a little too awkward and red faced.  But it served its purpose and everyone left me alone.  As a bonus, now that the momentum had been shattered, and they’d had a chance to calm themselves down a little, they remembered why there’d been a ceasefire in the first place.  Everyone let the matter drop and sheepishly returned to what they’d been doing while I slowly turned the ‘don’t notice me’ talisman up again.

Yoshida though, he’d just watched the classroom go from zero to one hundred and then back again just as quickly.  Without the proper context he was understandably confused about everything.  “What just happened?” he asked, a little more quietly than last time.

One of Sato’s friends answered him (Hidemaro?  Hidemitsu?  Something like that.)  “Sakura-chan gets the girls a little upset.”

I carefully bit the inside of my cheek.  I’d already spoken up once today when it was foolish, I didn’t need to do it twice!

“Why?” Yoshida blinked in confusion.

They were joined by one of Sato’s other friends and the trio retreated a little closer to the window, thus avoiding antagonizing anyone else.  Although (for better or for worse) they were still close enough for me to hear.

“Sakura-chan… used to be a bit of a worse person,” the other one admitted, surprising me with that perspective.

“The girls are just jealous.  But Sakura-chan did used to just string a couple of guys along,” Hide-something admitted reluctantly.

“She did?”

“She did,” Hide-something confirmed now that none of the girls would have to hear him admit it.  “You saw how she is.  Everyone wants her, and she wanted to make sure she wasn’t stuck with some loser so she didn’t just bow down to society’s standards.  She dated a lot of guys, trying to find out who was right for her.”

“And since they still had to be impressive guys,” the other friend took the story up.  (Yugo!  That’s it!  I finally remembered.  I always forgot his name since I thought of Yuko first and then got confused.)  “The girls tried to make something out of it, like she was plotting to control the whole school.”

I bit the inside of my cheek even harder.  That is one hell of a good job spin doctoring it! I thought in frustration.  My guess was it was from Inoue herself, it seemed like her sort of thing cleverly twisting everything around like that.  But I couldn’t be sure, if you told me some of the guys had just made it up all by themselves to try and defend her actions I would have believed it!

I gave Yoshida a few points for immediately looking a little uncertain and skeptical.  “That’s… “

“She was a bit bad about it back then,” Hide-something said magnanimously.  “But she’s changed now, and they just won’t forgive her.”

“Inoue’s a lot more choosey now,” Yugo continued earnestly.  “See, one of the guys she dated before got possessive and followed her to the school.  Tried to get her to… go with him or something.”

“What?” Yoshida asked with a frown.  “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“We’re not sure,” Yugo admitted sheepishly.  “We weren’t there for this part, we only got it second-hand.  One of her old boyfriends just stormed into the school, started beating people up, and demanded she go with him.”

“Nani?”

“I know, right?” Hide-something agreed.  “It sounds insane, but that’s really what happened.”

“Until the teachers stopped him,” Yoshida nodded.

“No!  He actually beat up the teachers!”

“No!” Yoshida sounded both horrified and fascinated.

“Swear to God!  Sensei Hirano had to go to the hospital because of him.  It was like something out of America!”

“So, what happened?  Did the police have to stop him?”

Hide-something and Yugo looked at each other, obviously a bit embarrassed.  Yoshida looked between them a few times and then asked “what?”

“Actually… it was Meiko-sama.”

Yoshida looked at them in confusion.  When they didn’t say anything more he asked “so… she talked him down?”

“I guess no one’s told you yet,” Yugo said awkwardly, “but the prez has two black belts.  This guy was good, but she was better.  She put him down and then held him until the police arrived to take him away.”

“With help!” Hide-something protested quickly.  “At least… for the holding part.  She took him down all by herself.”

I smirked a little bit off to the side, but I was still annoyed at how grudging he was being with his praise.  Of course, he wasn’t there, I admitted with a little reluctant grumbling of my own.  I guess I can see why he’d be hesitant to pass on any wild tales he’d heard to someone else.  It was obviously more out of a desire not to praise Himeko than any desire to be accurate.  But, in all fairness, if I’d heard wild tales about Inoue being the hero of a story you’d better believe I’d have been very parsimonious in how I was telling the tale to anyone else!

“This is the same girl you were talking about earlier?” Yoshida asked skeptically.  “Our classmate?  The one you were accusing of being prejudiced against Sakura?”

“She is!”

“It’s not the same thing!”

Thankfully these two morons were too incompetent and ridiculous for me to even consider cursing them.  I suppose I should be thankful to them in a way, I thought meditatively.  They really demonstrate how stupid an overreaction something like that would be.  Not to mention being living examples of how someone can make an honest mistake and have a different perspective.  And Master Tai’s right, after recognizing that and fighting off the temptation here I’ll have an easier time in the future with more challenging situations.  It was kind of twisted, but I really was learning a lot from them.  Even if it was in the “don’t do it like this” category.

Yugo sighed and continued more normally.  “Meiko-sama is a little prejudiced against Sakura.  And too many people want to put our prez on a pedestal because she’s such a cool and beautiful but icy idol.  But that doesn’t mean she isn’t an awesome person.  She might be even more arrogant than she deserves- “

Debatable.

“- but she really does do a lot for this school and the students.  So when Sakura-chan was really in trouble she was able to put aside her feelings and step up. That doesn’t mean she isn’t prejudiced, or is as awesome as her fangirls want to say she is, but she can still be pretty awesome.”

I was glad I had the ‘don’t notice me’ working, everyone in the class would have known something was up just because of the expression on my face.  Aoth, I don’t even know where to start with that one.  Because the disturbing part was: it was kind of accurate.  The context and tone made me want to slap Yugo up the back of the head, but strip that out and just print the words on a page and I’d have had to agree with it.  Himeko was pretty awesome.  She did have a small grudge against Inoue.  And her fangirls really did have an incorrect image of her.  But what Yugo seemed to imply with his tone…

“Forgive me for saying this, but it sounds like you’re prejudiced against Meiko-san.”

The two boys immediately exploded into a series of suspicious denials.

“No!  Of course not!”

“We just know her too well, the shine’s worn off.”

It is kind of fascinating observing this from the outside, I reflected, starting to watch the whole encounter with interest.  It certainly added a little bit more context on some of my family’s reactions to the garbled reports they’d gotten about the school.  Yoshida seemed like he had some common sense and was the type to at least think a little about what others were telling him.  And since he had no prior context or prejudices, I was kind of curious what he made out of everything.

(Ironically, in the back of my mind it was also making me a little more suspicious of him.  Not much more.  But my own prejudices were going “who is this mysterious transfer student and why’s he acting like this?”)

Even the horny teenaged boy factor seems to be somewhat cancelled out, I reflected.  He was obviously at least a little bit interested in Inoue, he’d said as much.  But unlike every other guy around he was neither fixated on Himeko or resenting her because she’d (passively or actively) rejected him.  That was at least part of the reason so many of the guys in our class fell so hard for Inoue; after two years in the presence of Himeko but getting nothing you’d better believe they were tempted by an available beautiful girl!  But since Yoshida was so new he just regarded them both as really hot schoolmates, fewer preconceptions there.

Hide-something and Yugo’s chain of denials finally ran out of steam and they quickly changed the subject.  “Anyway, Sakura-chan figured she should tone it down a little after that happened,” Yugo continued.  “She’s still going out with a couple of guys, but not so many as before.  It just so happens that they’re all the heads of various clubs.”

“Right,” Yoshida obviously wasn’t buying it.

“It is!” Yugo protested.  “She just wants to go for stronger guys!  It’s not a surprise that those are club heads, it’s just a coincidence!”

Yoshida wasn’t bothering to hide his skepticism so Hide-something chimed in.  “It is!  Take Matsuda-san.”

Uh-oh, I quietly turned the ‘don’t notice me’ talisman up some more and scootched just a little bit closer to the nearest group of people.

“He’s not the head of a club, but she was interested in him too,” Hide-something continued.

“Matsuda-san,” Yoshida frowned.  “Matsuda.  Is he the…” he trailed off as he looked around but failed to spot me even though I was only about three desks away (two to the side and one back).

It was a little bit harder to hear over the grumbling coming from the group of girls I’d inched closer to, but I couldn’t help but focus on their conversation.

“He’s the one who spoke up a little earlier.”

“The gaijin?”

“What?” for a moment Hide-something looked mildly confused.  “Oh, right.  There’s always something about his eyes, isn’t there?”

“You get used to it after a year or so,” Yugo tossed in.

“Nah, he’s Japanese as the rest of us.  Just weird.  And also smart, he was our top scorer last year.  So, even though he’s not a club head Sakura-chan was interested in him.”

“He’s got a crush on the prez though, so he bought into all that anti-Sakura junk and turned her down.”

“He really turned her down?” Yoshida looked surprised.  “I mean… Meiko-sama is even more amazing than I thought.  But still, there’s that old saying about ‘a bird in the hand is worth two in the bush.’  I didn’t think he’d be the type of person who’s so obsessed or confident as to turn down a girl like her.”

I felt a vein on my forehead twitch a little at that.

“Hah!  Don’t say anything like that.  You never know if Matsuda’s around or not!”  Hide-something replied.  He tried to make it sound joking, but there was an undercurrent of nervousness in his words.

“Nani?”

Yugo was sweating slightly as he looked around the classroom himself.  “Shit,” he said so softly that normally I wouldn’t have heard it, “I can’t see him.”

“I’m missing something here, aren’t I?”

“Matsuda’s like a freaking ninja,” Hide-something admitted.  “He’s nowhere in sight, and then he’s suddenly there!”

Yoshida just snickered.

“Come on man!  You saw it!  That was Matsuda popping out of nowhere in the middle of the argument.  He wasn’t there!  Until suddenly, he was!  He keeps doing that sort of thing.”

Yoshida smiled and appeared like he was about to say something, but abruptly stopped himself as he recalled my abrupt interruption of the argument.

“I still say he’s got an invisibility cloak,” Yugo muttered.

Yoshida snorted and immediately slapped his hands over his mouth to cover up his laughter.  I meanwhile rolled my eyes so hard I was almost surprised they couldn’t hear it, completely ignoring the fact I basically had an invisibility broom back at home.

“Don’t laugh, it’s the sort of thing he’d make,” Yugo protested.

“What?  So he’s a magician now?” Yoshida grinned.

A stopped clock is right twice a day, I noted, considering the irony of that.

“No, he’s a freaking mad scientist!”

“A mad scientist-ninja?” Yoshida was having a hard time repressing his chuckles.

“He’s not joking,” Hide-something said, a mix of reverence and fear in his voice, “Matsuda’s like something out of a manga.”

My expression was almost as incredulous as Yoshida’s.  Seriously, where are you getting this from?  Okay, it wasn’t like most of my classmates thought I was normal… and I was secretly a reincarnated mage from another world…  But this is clearly an exceptionally weird opinion!  I finished in a hurry, not wanting to consider all the things that had happened to me over the summer.

“You know that odd spot over on the other side of the school?  The empty part that looks churned over.”

“Yeah…” Yoshida said slowly, obviously unsure where the other guy was going with this.

“That was our school archery range.  Or it was where it used to be, before it burned down.”

“What?  Was he the one to burn in down?”

I was surprisingly reassured by the amount or sarcasm in Yoshida’s tone.

“No!  He ran into it!”

Yoshida just looked confused (unsurprisingly) so Yugo took up the tale to give him some context.  “See, we were dealing with a madman- “

“What?  Another one?” Yoshida interrupted with a small laugh.  “This school seems to go through a lot of them.”  He obviously thought the veteran students were pulling his leg.

“Shut up, I’m serious.  This was a guy with a grudge against our school, he’d been lighting things on fire for a while but that was when he finally went big.”

Yoshida still looked skeptical so Hide-something cut in with an earnest.  “It’s the truth!  Ask anyone later on, they all know the story.”

“Anyway,” Yugo resumed.  “This guy lit the whole archery range on fire.  And he barred the doors to the range with half the Archery Club still in there!  Matsuda was one of the first guys there- “

“And Meiko, don’t forget Meiko!” Hide-something cut in quickly.  “You know it was mostly her, he’d have never looked up from his test tubes otherwise and missed the whole thing.”

“And Meiko-sama,” Yugo continued, giving his friend a dirty look, “and one of their friends, were the first people there.  Anyway, they knew there were still people inside so Matsuda coated them all with a chemical so they could pull the students out!”

Yoshida looked at the pair in polite disbelief, not saying anything.

“I’m not making this up!”

“Really?”

“Ask anyone, they’ll tell you.”

“So you’re telling me this mad scientist-ninja goes around saving other students.  Oh, and the Student Council President too.  Do they have special costumes they wear when their doing this?  Maybe spandex?  Or capes?”

I couldn’t help but smirk a little to myself.  You know, I’ll have to remember that one.  And that way of describing it.  I should use it the next time someone else start’s mentioning Sato Gota’s articles.

“I’m serious!”

The look Yoshida gave him was worthy of Himeko herself.  Especially since he’d been here less than two weeks, he had to be very wary of disrespecting the established students but this had obviously pushed him too far.  “So you’re telling me that one of our classmates is a mad scientist-ninja-hero, and our School President is also some sort of hero… and that they’re clearly the delusional ones who are prejudiced against Inoue Sakura and not judging her correctly?”

Okay, I love that sum up.  It was worth listening to all this just to hear him say that to these guys.

Hide-something just threw up his hands in disgust.  “You just don’t get it man, you just don’t get it.”

“Yeah, go somewhere else if you’re going to be like that,” Yugo echoed, turning his back on Yoshida.

Just for a moment, a split second so short I almost missed it, pure rage flashed across Yoshida’s face.  It was quickly replaced by sadness but Yoshida soon had that under control and looked almost normal by the time he’d retreated back to his regular seat.

As much as I was still a little bit suspicious of Yoshida, and those reactions hadn’t done anything to fix that, that was enough to put me over the edge.  Alright, I think this merit’s some kind of response.

I immediately checked myself.  NO!  No.  Stop it.  Be a bigger person.  Be more mature.  You don’t have to-

“We have to tell Sato and Sakura-chan to avoid that loser,” Yugo muttered.

Ah fuck it.  I blamed the fact I still had a (late) teenagers’ body and hormones fizzing around inside me.  But I did manage to keep it in a bit more perspective.

I toyed around with an idea or two for a few minutes before coming up with something.  It was clearly juvenile.  And stupid.  But so were Hide-something and Yugo.  They didn’t deserve cursing or any sort of truly painful retribution, I’d recently had the whole bullying conversation with Himeko and I knew how I’d feel if I used even a tenth of my true power.  But maybe something a little juvenile and stupid in return…

I smiled in spite of myself.  It was petty, and it wasn’t that likely to accomplish anything.  But it wasn’t likely to escalate anything either, and I figured I could get away with that much without overly burdening my conscience.

I quietly moved to sit on the floor in the corner next to the window, checking a few things on my phone to pass the time.  Then about ten minutes later, when the bell rang, I carefully dropped the ‘don’t notice me’ effect and then stood up about as suddenly as I could manage while still seeming somewhat natural.

Hide-something and Yugo, about to move back to their own desks, did gratifyingly dramatic double takes.

I deliberately stretched and then casually glanced at them before returning to my desk.  “You guys really should check the corners,” I said as blandly as I could manage.  “It’s not so much that I’m a ninja as that people never pay attention to what’s around them.”

“Wha- wha- what?”

“Oh shit!  You think he heard us?!  He heard us, didn’t he?”

Totally worth it, I thought to myself with a small smirk after I’d turned away.
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“What do you think you’re doing?”

“I- uh- “

“You can’t put those there, they’re totally incompatible!”

“I mean- “

“The Azaleas will poison them!  Get those out of there immediately.”

I watched with poorly concealed amusement as cousin Akira jumped to follow her orders.  Beside me, Kaede looked a little surprised.  “Wow, she’s really passionate about gardening, isn’t she?  She didn’t look like she could swat a fly.”

“Saori’s really blossomed under grandma’s care,” I agreed with a pleased smirk, making an unintentional joke.

Kaede just groaned and then moved on and I quickly returned to my job too.  As amusing at it was, and it was surprisingly funny, we weren’t there to watch Akira get bullied by a girl nearly half his size.  We were all there to help Grandma Kanoko.

It was Respect for the Elderly Day and, like many people in Japan, we were making sure to show our care and love for our grandparents.  Unusually there were a few twists and turns to the formula this time around, such as Saori’s presence at Grandma Kanoko’s house.

I mean, it still makes sense, I shrugged mentally to myself, it’s not only about our own grandparents.  And even if it was, Saori’s virtually an adopted grandchild by now.

But it still felt a little weird seeing Saori running around along with Grandma Kanoko’s biological grandkids.  Like me.  Of course, it wasn’t like this year wasn’t weird in a couple of other ways.  Such as the fact the rest of the Kanoko kids were there.  Well, minus Sakura.  Usually that branch of the family showed its care and affection in ways other than gardening, but this year they were at the house and helping out.

If you can call it helping, I thought with a slightly superior smirk.  Kaede had quickly (and sensibly) retreated to help with inside chores.  Akira was showing that skill and knowledge were more important than energy and guts when it came to gardening, hence Saori’s lecture.

I shook off the distraction and resumed my own work: high level harvesting and maintenance.  And not high-level as in ‘only the most skilled of individuals can do this’, this was all stuff that was taking place a storey or more above the ground.

It’s enough to make me want to come out as a mage to the rest of my family, I thought with a secretive smile.  Just bring out the flying talisman and quietly float around everywhere, picking fruits and trimming branches.  I wouldn’t even have to tell anyone else, just use the invisibility while hovering around and remind the rest of my extended family not to react.

I chuckled softly to myself even as I carefully set the ladder in place and then started climbing.  It was a lovely fantasy, and I couldn’t blame myself for it, but it was still patently ridiculous.  Seriously, even if I could do that I’d be worried about the neighbors glimpsing something, seeing something weird like the end of a pair of clippers extending past the invisibility.  That or the strange and methodical dropping of perfectly cut branches off grandma’s trees.  Well, trees and tall bushes.  Right at that moment I was working on the small wall of nearly two storey shrubberies lining that side of the garden.

Akira paused in his hurried transplanting and looked at me.  “Oy!  Are you going to be alright there Mamoru?” he shouted up to me.

“Hm?  Yeah, I’ll be fine!”  I called back down.

“You sure?  I didn’t think you’d ever go up a ladder without a spotter.”

I paused for a moment to consider that.  “It’s alright!” I eventually shouted back.  “Grandma uses some very stable ladders and the ground is in the right sort of condition for the feet to really bite in.”

“If you say so.”

He’s not entirely wrong, I admitted in the privacy of my thoughts.  That’s all true, but I doubt I’d be so sanguine if I didn’t have the ‘mage armor’ precaution back in place.

So, a little warmed by his concern (and not wanting to encourage any self-destructive habits in my non-magic using cousin) I told him.  “It’s fine, today!  Don’t ever let me try this just after a heavy rain!  But Grandma deliberately buys ladders for their stability and durability, I’ll be fine.  Besides, you don’t want to be spotting me for the hour or two this will take, do you?  I’ll call you if I come across a really slippy patch or need to try working on the cherry tree.”

Satisfied, my cousin returned to his job while I returned to mine.  I worked for the next hour or so and enjoyed the simple satisfaction of hard work and helping my grandma.  Well, mostly hard work.  I was cheating a little bit and using ‘mage sight’, after my last time doing the high up gardening chores I’d realized how useful that could be for spotting problem areas and weak points.  And since it was for my grandma’s precious garden I didn’t have any regrets about ‘cheating’ that much.

I was eventually interrupted by Kaede calling out “okay everybody, time for a break!”

Looking down I saw that she and grandma had set up a table along with some glasses and cake on the back porch.  I smiled, shrugged, and stopped what I was going to join the crowd.

After a quick wash up I came to the table just in time to hear Akira humbly go “you didn’t have to do this, Grandma.  It is Respect for the Elderly Day after all.”

I quirked my eyebrows and barely kept from doing a double take.  From Akira?!  Well, I guessed my younger cousins were growing in maturity as well.  Of course, that was pretty easy compared to how he’d been before.

 “Nonsense,” Grandma Kanoko said with a smile, passing him a slice of cake.  “What sort of person would I be if I just took advantage of my grandchildren like that?  Besides, Kaede helped with the refreshments so it’s no trouble.  And I want to enjoy this chance to find out what’s happening in my grandchildren’s lives.”

“Thank you, Grandma Kanoko,” I said a little more normally as I picked up my cake and juice.

I sat between Saori and Kaede as I settled in to eat.  As Akira took the hint and started to go on about his adventures in the Football Club I tentatively tried a bite of cake.  Eh, not bad, I thought judiciously, but not what I’d call good either.  I don’t think it’ll cause me any problems though, which was always a key litmus test when figuring out how polite to be about a relative’s cooking.  I’d been quietly hoping Kaede’s inclusion would turn out to be a pleasant surprise, improve upon our grandma’s acceptable cooking skills.  Unfortunately (but not shockingly) the inclusion of a rookie baker had only dampened things a little.

Fortunately the juice, as usual, made up for it.  Raspberry lemonade? I wondered to myself.  I wasn’t sure that was it, it seemed closer to raspberry juice with a few dashes of something else, but it was still quite pleasant.  Grandma had obviously made it herself from the fruits of her garden.

I couldn’t help but note it disappeared a little quicker than the cake!  Kaede needed to grab a second pitcher from the kitchen by the time Grandma Kanoko persuaded Saori to tell us all how she was doing in her school’s Gardening Club.  No one had bothered to grab a second slice of cake, but we all appreciated the drink.  Fortunately, Kaede didn’t seem to mind.

“-and we’re still not doing anything as interesting as Grandma’s garden,” Saori finished a little more naturally, “but I kind of like it.  It’s peaceful.”

Grandma Kanoko chuckled ruefully.  “Ah, I can see both sides of that argument.  If I’d had that sort of opportunity back then I’d have liked to do something a little more impressive.  But you’re all still so young.  And since no student’s going to be taking care of the place for more than a few years I can see why your school’s not going to let the club go too far.  It would be nice for you all to be maintaining an amazingly beautiful school garden, but it’s too likely to backfire.  All it would need was one or two years of incompetent or indifferent gardeners and the whole thing would go to waste.  And they can’t count on getting those, not at the junior high level.”

“Or higher,” I cut in gently, hoping to bring my grandparent back down to Earth before she tried volunteering as a special club advisor or something.  Saori’s wish that the Gardening Club was doing something a little more advanced had clearly struck a chord with her.  “I’m not exactly impressed with what our Gardening Club is doing, not after spending so long with your garden, but I can hardly blame them for it.  They’re allowed to relax and do what they want, especially since they have to be aware of things like entrance exams.”

“I suppose so,” Grandma Kanoko’s sigh was still a little too wistful for my tastes but it was better than the alternatives.  “After all, I wouldn’t like getting saddled with a major project that I didn’t quite agree with just because someone else thought it was good.  And I hope your cousin keeps that in mind when he’s done with his little side projects!”

That was awfully salty!  Especially since it seemed to be towards Daichi.  She’d never pick favorites, but if someone had ever held a gun to our collective heads and told her to accurately rank her grandchildren or we’d be shot she’d probably have put Daichi at the one or two spot.  Then I remembered.  “He told you about the banana plant, didn’t he?” I asked dryly.

“Honestly Mamoru!  What was that cousin of yours thinking?”

“Banana plant?” Saori asked in confusion

While Grandma Kanoko briefly explained (making her displeasure very clear) I fought to keep a straight face.  Daichi could have accidentally killed someone and I don’t think he’d have provoked this reaction!  Our Grandma had very strong feelings about plants that needed to be raised in greenhouses!

“Seriously!  What was he thinking, taking in such an impractical plant like that?  I know I trained him better than that!” she finished indignantly.

Don’t smile.  Don’t smile.  Don’t smile.  Don’t smile.  I thought frantically, biting the inside of my cheek.  It wasn’t helped by the fact that my Kanoko cousins were both fighting to keep their own straight faces, while Saori was just solemnly lapping up Grandma’s opinions like they were holy writ.

Unfortunately, Grandma Kanoko seemed to pick up on it.  And since I was another one of her students, and the oldest grandkid there, she didn’t hesitate to take it out on me.  “Mamoru,” she asked leadingly, “how’s your school year going?”

Shit.  “Oh, it’s early days yet,” I said unconvincingly, “we’ve just barely gotten back from summer break.  Nothing exciting’s happened.”  I wouldn’t have believed my own story; I was way too nervous and not quite looking my grandparent in the eye.

“Oh really?  No further fights?  No more encounters with mysterious ladies?”

“Hah hah ha.  Hah hah ha.” I tried to play it off by speaking the laughter, and I failed miserably.  Now Kaede and Akira were looking at me with disbelief as well.  Unfortunately, recent encounters with Inoue Sakura and Kaito Kakuji left me unable to deny her charges.

Right at that moment the doorbell rang.

“Oh look, someone’s at the door!  I’ll get it!” I said while practically leaping to my feet and hurrying out of the room.  Anything had to be better than this!

I rushed through the house and quickly opened the door to discover I was wrong.

“Mamoru-chan,” my Matsuda grandmother greeted me.

Beside her, Sakura flinched just a touch.  There’d been a bit of ice in her tone.

“Grandmother Matsuda!” I greeted her, my voice going slightly higher.  “What brings you here?”

For better or worse I realized her attention was redirected, her gaze focusing on something behind me.

“Hina,” Grandmother Matsuda spoke a little curtly.

“Manami,” Grandma Kanoko responded from behind me, her own tone a little cool.

I flinched visibly and glanced behind me.  Oh fuck, I couldn’t help but think.  Saori was standing beside Grandma Kanoko in a mirror of the way Sakura was standing besides Grandmother Matsuda.  They usually got on adequately, but not much more than that.  On Respect for the Aged Day, with their respective biological granddaughters standing beside another person, was apparently a bit of a trigger.

After a few moments Grandmother Matsuda sighed slightly then spoke up.  “My apologies Hina, I didn’t mean to drop in on you suddenly like this.  I’m afraid my temper’s a little frayed after a poorly conducted performance downtown.  They meant well, but it was disappointing to see them trip up on today of all days.  May I please come in?”

Grandma Kanoko chuckled ruefully and gestured for them to enter.  “Come in, come in,” she said a little more warmly while the pair removed their shoes.  “I suppose that’s why I don’t bother with that sort of thing anymore.  All the crowds and extra little inconveniences on days like today, it always hits worse whenever something goes wrong.”

“They should know better,” Grandmother Matsuda complained mildly.

“And they usually do.  But there’s always an exception.  And they feel so disappointing on a day like today, when it’s supposed to be special and easier.  Anyway, come on in Manami, we were just in the middle of some juice and cakes.”

I tensed up, unsure how my Matsuda Grandmother would react.   She generally prided herself on being more sophisticated than Grandma Kanoko’s faire.  But I needn’t have worried, she was too polite to simply rebuff that offer.  Even to family.

“I’m fairly full Hina, but I wouldn’t say no to a small sip,” she continued.  “I originally came by to meet up with my spouse, but I assume neither of our husbands are back yet?”

Grandma Kanoko rolled her eyes in amusement.  “Of course not.  We’ve got half the grandkids about the house today but of course now’s the time they must play some more of their games.”

Both my grandfathers were out at a special Respect for the Aged Day Shogi tournament, about halfway between competitive and casual.  None of us minded, we understood this was an uncommon opportunity for them.  They got to play a little more seriously against different opponents without killing all the fun by making it deathly professional with reams of rules and regulations.

“They were supposed to be back by now, and this was supposed to be a simple matter of dropping Sakura-chan back off with you while rendezvousing back with my husband to go back home.”  Grandmother Matsuda grumbled.

I realized the arrangement was just a little too small for two more people, and hurriedly grabbed another table as we made our way back to the deck.  Kaede and Akira took a hint from my slightly frantic motions and quickly left their seats to grab two more.

Grandmother Matsuda favored them with a small smile as she slid down to a seat without even having to break stride.  “Thank you.  You seem to have yours well trained, I guess your son raised his right.”

“Hah!  You should see them on a regular day,” Grandma Kanoko said with good humor.  “I love them all dearly, but there’s a reason I had to poach Saori from your side of the family!”

Grandmother Matsuda chuckled darkly.  The glint in her eye suggested she was about to say something competitive and cutting.  In an effort to prevent a fight I quickly spoke up.  “Grandmother Matsuda, is there anything I can get for you?”

I spoke way too loudly, and I’d interrupted my grandmother as she’d been starting to speak.  Both of my grandmothers contemplated me for a moment, and it wasn’t a friendly look.

“Speaking of those who weren’t trained well,” Grandmother Matsuda said disapprovingly.  “He does so well academically but it’s embarrassing to think about how much he falls behind in other ways.”

“Oh, I don’t know,” despite her words, Grandma Kanoko’s tone was not friendly, “it’s adorable how he thinks he can distract us.  Why, just a minute ago he rushed to the door to dodge a question.”

“Really?  What question?” Grandmother Matsuda asked in faux fascination.

“If he’d gotten in any more fights or had any more encounters with strange ladies since going back to school.”

Oh fuck, I though as both my grandmothers’ gazes threatened to bore holes straight through me.  Right then I would have loved for Master Tai to phone me up about some sort of demonic emergency across town, giving me the excuse and push I needed to be rude to my grandparents and run away.  Unfortunately, my phone remained silent.

Sakura shot me an apologetic glance and began to serve out juice and cakes to her seniors.

“That’s fascinating,” Grandmother Matsuda continued in those same understated but dangerous tones.  “In my experience, when Mamoru does something like that it’s usually because it’s true and he knows he can’t lie about it.  Is it the same in your experience?”

“Why yes, so it is!” Grandma Kanoko agreed with mock surprise.

Oh come on, seriously?  You’re bonding over this?  Being double teamed by my grandmothers like this was a new experience.  And while I was glad they were getting along more than usual I really would have preferred it being over something else!

My cousins had all inched away from the table, but they were still hanging around.  On one hand they didn’t want to draw the ire of either of their seniors.  And on the other, less noble, hand they kind of wanted to hear my answer.

“Mamoru,” Grandmother Matsuda’s voice could have frozen helium.  “You still haven’t answered.”

I kept silent, thinking frantically.  I wanted to protest I was a grown adult and they weren’t my parents, maybe even just leave them if they pushed it.  But I’d have had a hard time doing that under these circumstances on a regular day, let alone Respect for the Aged Day.

“Mamoru,” Grandma Kanoko’s voice was slightly gentler but it didn’t have any give in it.  She also seemed to have gained psychic gifts sometime in the last few minutes.  “Don’t you even think about running away from this.  We’re not going to let this drop, we can tell from your reaction that something’s up.  We know your parents aren’t handling this, that makes it our responsibility.”

“It really isn’t,” I protested.  My voice lacked conviction though.

“We tried our best with your parents,” Grandma Kanoko sighed.  “But we all know how they turned out.  Now they’re raising a child.”

“Or not raising him,” Grandmother Matsuda noted.  There was more sympathy for me in her eyes, but none in her voice.

“And it’s our responsibility to make up the lack.”

I am so fucked.  And part of that was my own fault.  I’d gotten so used to all my parental neglect I’d become careless, forgotten about the rest of my family.  They were not going to totally ignore all the irregularities in my life, not if they thought it might be hurting me.  And because I didn’t see them too often I’d never developed good skills for lying to their faces.  I might have been able to get away with it to one grandparent, but not two.

I was still going to do my best though.  “It’s complicated…” I began slowly.

“There’s been an awful lot of that in the last year Mamoru,” Grandmother Matsuda interrupted sharply.  “We have been patient but we are not fools.  Uncomplicate it.”

“The girl thing is just a misunderstanding,” I replied hurriedly, “more indirect.  Inoue Sak- I mean…”

“I heard enough about it from my husband, I know.  Get on with it.”  Grandmother Matsuda sounded slightly more sympathetic though.

“Okay.  Well, I didn’t deal with her directly.  But I kind of hid from her when she visited our class.  And got involved… well, dragged into… a big argument about her after it happened.”

“That was it?”

“It was a big argument.  Heated,” I temporized.  “Ino- she tends to do that to people.”

Both my grandparents looked at me suspiciously, well aware I was hiding something.  I was mostly trying to keep quiet about how and where I’d gotten involved, not to mention the importance of the ‘don’t notice me’ talisman to the whole proceedings.

“Alright then,” Grandma Kanoko let me off the hook.  Or so it seemed, because half a second later she followed it up with a sharp “how about the fight then?”

“Oh, well I was embarrassed about the argument because- “

“Mamoru.”

“It’s- “

“If you say ‘it’s complicated’ again then I am bringing this up with your parents!” A frustrated Grandmother Matsuda said a little shrilly.

I glanced at the side as my younger Kanoko cousins couldn’t help but giggle a little at that.

“It’s…” I sighed.  Alright, back to basics.  Keep it honest but keep out the details.  “I wasn’t really involved with the fight.  It’s just… I ended up witnessing two guys fighting… and I also ended up being the one who broke things up.”

“That’s it?” Grandma Kanoko asked skeptically.

“That’s it.”

“Mamoru, we know you’re lying,” Grandmother Matsuda didn’t bother to hide her disdain or disappointment.

“I’m not lying!  It’s just…” inspiration struck.  “It was a bit worse than that.  I had to break it up because the winner was about to break the loser’s knees.”

There were a couple of small gasps and exclamations around the table, even my grandmothers looked a little bit shocked at that, Grandma Kanoko half raising her hand to her face and Grandmother Matsuda going pale.

“Thankfully I managed to break them up without getting hurt, but this was a little more serious than two idiotic teenagers scuffling in a back alley.  The police got involved, and I… I didn’t want you to think I’d gotten involved in one of those cases again.”

Judicious editing at it’s finest, my inner voice noted sarcastically.  Ironically, this was one case where I hadn’t ended up stuck in interviews with the police for a few hours!

“You didn’t get hurt?” Grandmother Matsuda asked instantly, looking concerned.  And making me feel like a bit of a heel for worrying her.

“No!  No, of course not!  You’d have all heard about it way before now if that happened!”

“Mamoru,” Grandma Kanoko sounded skeptical.

“I certainly wouldn’t be here trying to climb ladders if anything had happened.  I’m unharmed.  It’s… I got lucky.  They were tired, and beat up, and I surprised them, and they didn’t know me so they just took in my size at first glance.  They probably should have hurt me, but I got away with it this time.”

Both my grandmothers let out sighs of relief.  A large one for Grandma Kanoko but Grandmother Matsuda let out a subtler one too.  “Thank heavens,” Grandmother Matsuda muttered feelingly.

I suddenly realized I’d stumbled backwards into a believable story.  That was something they could believe I hadn’t wanted to tell them.  “I didn’t want to worry you.”

It might have been believable, but they were still my grandmothers.  They’d raised too many kids to simply buy that.  “You didn’t want to get in trouble,” Grandma Kanoko said with a mix of sharpness and humor.

“That too,” I admitted.  “I don’t make a habit of these sorts of things I just sort of… stumbled into this one.”

“Mamoru…”

I sighed.  Right, don’t lie directly.  “The girlfriend of the victim looked around for someone to help.  I was the only one they could find.”

“And that’s why you don’t want to do things like this,” Grandmother Matsuda spoke swiftly.  “Being good is a good thing, but being an all-too-willing sucker is another thing altogether!  You should have gone to the police!”

“That was what I did next,” I said, quickly enough that I didn’t get the chance to stumble over the fact Izumi had called the police without any much input from me.  By the time my brain had caught up with my mouth we’d already moved on.

“Good.”

“I might be a little more generous than Manami-san,” Grandma Kanoko folded her arms across her chest.  “But I think I have to agree with her this time, you seem to be getting an awfully bad reputation here Mamoru.  Your classmates should not be treating you as some kind of saviour.”

“Agreed.  I’m starting to believe all those supposed incidents that the so-called ‘Truthseeker’ was reporting on.”

“Grandmother!” I half gasped, unable to hide my horror.

I spent the next half an hour getting lectured and reassuring my grandparents that it really wasn’t a big deal.  That, yes, I was getting dragged into stuff a little too much but it was mostly coincidence.  And even if it wasn’t, it would only be a problem for a few more months.  After I went to university there wouldn’t be anyone around who’d drag me into that sort of thing anymore, and even if there was there’d be fewer incidents.

By the time they were finished with me they were (somewhat) reassured and I was mentally exhausted.  I’d managed to keep my magic quiet, and any sideways connections to my friends mostly obscured, but I felt thoroughly chastened and disinclined to do that again.

Not that the guilty feeling’s going to stick, I thought with a purely mental sigh.  The next time Master Tai calls I’m hardly going to tell him “Sorry, I can’t help you out.  My grandmothers disapprove.”  But, Aoth, I wish I could give him that excuse!

“Someone’s in tro-o-ouble,” Kaede said in sing-song as I dragged myself back to the garden.

“Leave me alone Kaede,” I half growled.  “I’m tired.”

“Hey, it’s unusual enough to see you in trouble Mamoru, it’s part of growing up.”

I shot her an annoyed glare.  “Said the girl still in pigtails.”

“I’m just waiting for high school to change them,” Kaede replied cheerfully.  “I figure I’ll do a full makeover and transformation then.  I’m leaning towards short hair, but we’ll see what I look like in a few months.  Do you have any opinions?”

“No ponytails,” I said bitterly, “I don’t want to be reminded of Inoue.”  Whoa!  Where’d that one come from?

Kaede looked at me in surprise.  “Are you alright Mamoru?  You seem more upset about the girl then the fights.”

“Are you really surprised at that?”  I was thoroughly irritated about everything to be honest, but also relieved now that my grandmothers were done with me.  So my whole emotional state was kind of confused.

“Let’s work on the bushes together,” Kaede suggested, looking concerned.

I took in a deep breath and pulled myself together a little more.  “I’m alright Kaede,” I reassured her.  “It’s fine.”

“It’s not fine Mamoru.  Akira might get chewed out all the time but you’re not used to it, you’re taking it too hard.”

“That’s what you think is- “ I paused for a moment and reconsidered.  “Huh.  Well… no, no that’s not it.  Not really.  But I guess it is a bigger part of it than I realized.”  I really wasn’t used to getting told off by parental figures anymore, it probably had hit me harder than I realized.

Especially since their objections were reasonable and founded in caring, my conscience needled me mercilessly.  Whenever your parents do it you don’t have a problem shaking it off since you can usually dismiss most of it as greedy, self-centered, or stupid.  Your grandmothers were trying to look out for you.

Kaede cocked her head.  “Then what is it?”

I glanced at her suspiciously.  Kaede’s expression was blank but I was pretty sure the innocence was a front this time, Kaede’s brainpower tended to sneak up on you.  But it was a sensible question.  And even if she was being a bit deceptive it helped calm me down a little more, make sure my annoyance and frustration didn’t coalesce and ground itself through her.  I carefully quieted my brain and thought about it for a few moments.

“It’s probably a mix of a few things,” I said finally.  “None of them are overpowering on their own, but together they add up.”

“Like what?”

I immediately edited out the half a dozen I couldn’t tell her about, and still had to be careful about some of the others.  “Oh, you know.  Getting told off by my grandmothers; all the guilt, embarrassment and defensiveness there.  Then there’s the frustration that these things keep happening to me in the first place!  You know I’m not going around looking for trouble, right?  Then there’s how people keep misinterpreting everything!”

I realized my voice was creeping upwards a little and immediately pulled it back a little.  “Plus there’s just the usual stress about entrance exams coming up,” I said with a shrug.  “And the fact that all of this took me by surprise on what was supposed to be a nice day, I guess I understand why Grandmother Matsuda was a bit annoyed earlier.  Oh, and all the fun reminders about my parents on top of everything else.  It seems like all of that at once got to me.”

Kaede grimaced.  “Okay, yeah.  I could see that.  But you know we’re all here for you cousin, right?  That’s why grandma was so worried, you always try to do it alone.  You can call on us for help.  And you should.”

“Yeah, I know.”

“She’s right,” Saori suddenly cut in unexpectedly from behind us.  She spoke softly, but there was no hesitation in her eyes when she faced me. 

“You never call on us for help,” she said, her voice even more mature than Kaede despite the difference in years.  “And you should, we’re family.”

I writhed under her gaze.  “I- that is- I’m the eldest cousin, there’s not much you could help me with.”

“You’re only the eldest cousin amongst us,” Kaede replied frankly.  “Sakura and cousin Daichi are still older than you.”

“Yeah but Daichi’s in Osaka and Sakura…” we all glanced back at the deck where Sakura was continuing to politely serve and talk to both older ladies. 

“I don’t think Sakura could help me with anything,” I said, trying to keep me tone and words as matter-o-fact as possible.  “Well, maybe getting a date.  But short of that I don’t think she’s a practical option.”

“And your aunts, uncles, and grandparents aren’t?”  Kaede asked with false innocence.

I shot her a dirty look.  “You know that’s not what I meant.”

“Mamoru,” Saori continued with her soft voice, “we know you don’t want to ask for help, you don’t want to be seen as bothering people.”

I flinched.  I couldn’t help it, I knew instantly she’d hit the nail on the head.  With all my extra years of experience I’d somehow decided that it wasn’t fair or right for me to ask my relatives for help, not unless it was a life-threatening situation.

Saori put her small hand on mine.  “But you’re family.  You help us and we help you, that’s how it’s supposed to be.”

I fell silent, caught between conflicting feelings.  Because on one hand I didn’t need much help.  I had so many resources at hand, and even if you discounted the magical ones I’d probably have called on Eiko or Himeko ahead of my family.  The physical and social resources they represented were enormous and I’d have felt less guilty about using them.  Especially Himeko, things like a stay in Kyoto were barely a blip for her but would be a significant problem for my extended family.  Combine that with the secrets I had to keep from them and it was no wonder that using Grandma Kanoko’s herb lore was about the most I ever did.

On the other hand… well, Saori was obviously right.  My family was a resource that I wasn’t using.   And, in a twisted way, if I wasn’t calling on them for help but still trying to help them, I was being arrogant and unfair.  Yes, I could do more than them (kind of, sort of, usually).  But it wasn’t like they could do nothing.  And being fanatically independent while hurting myself… well, it was no wonder they worried about me.

I didn’t want to admit that though, so I tried to play it off.  I smiled and said “I’m just saving it up for later in life.”

They didn’t buy it for a second.  Hell, I didn’t think Saori needed to be a psychic for her to see through my BS.  “Seriously Mamoru?  I expect that sort of macho stupidity from Akira, not you,” Kaede noted.

I sighed and tried again.  “It’s… there’s just not that much you guys can do for me.  Not right now.  And you’ve already done so much, being a family for me when my real mom and dad are such failures at it.”

All of us jolted as the idea hit us all at once.

“Don’t tell me that’s it!”

“Cousin Mamoru, you’re not really- “

I facepalmed.  “No.  No, I’m not.  Not consciously at least.  I’m worried there might have been a little subconscious stupidity though.”

“Wait,” Akira of all people spoke up, he wandered in from the side and had obviously been listening.  “Has cousin Mamoru really been doing that sort of thing?  Where he thinks he’s always been trouble and has to earn his place?  Pay us all back while not causing any trouble?”

“It sounds like it,” Kaede noted sarcastically.

“No, no that’s not it,” I protested.  “I have not been doing something that- that- something that’s straight out of an angsty anime!”  We were all thinking about variations on the theme where we’d seen a character make that sort of dramatic declaration, often for the stupidest of reasons.

It’s probably a little that, a traitorous voice inside me said judiciously.  I didn’t think it was a major factor, most of my reasoning was a little more logical and cautious than that.  Not wanting to hurt my relatives or accidentally reveal any secrets, those were still perfectly sound reasons.  But I was becoming embarrassingly suspicious that something to that effect had been playing a role in my choices.  My extended family had already given me so much important stuff growing up, I’d always known that, but now that I combined that awareness with the thought of asking anything else from them… Yeah, there’s a little of that there, I realized as I tracked my instinctive panic at the thought.

The fact that three of my younger cousins were all looking at me skeptically suggested they realized it too.  And, given the fact that only one of them was psychic, that meant it must have been pretty obvious.

“Shit,” I muttered softly, rubbing my forehead.

We were all silent for a few more moments.

“Well, that’s embarrassing,” I said awkwardly.  “Even I know that’s pretty stupid.”

“Cousin Mamoru,” Kaede declared, hands on hips, “you have to accept more help from your family!”

“When he needs it,” Akira broke in unexpectedly.

Kaede shot her brother an incredulous look.

Akira just shrugs.  “Hey, he’s still got his pride.  It makes sense how he’s not going to run to us for every little thing.  He’s got to be able to stand on his own to feet.  I can respect that.”

Thank you, I think, I thought, my mental tone a little wry as I considered how much I didn’t want approval from Akira.  More often than not I’d have considered that a red flag.

“When he should have it,” Kaede corrected haughtily.  “There’s a difference between needing it and should have it, and I don’t think cousin Mamoru’s asking for help unless he absolutely has to.”

“Agreed,” Saori said softly from the side.

Much to my surprise Akira thought about that for a few seconds and then nodded too.  “Okay, I can see that.  And yeah, I guess it’s stupid.”  He looked at me.  “My parents can step in and pick me up when I’ve pushed myself a little too far and fallen down.  You don’t have that cousin, you should be a little more careful.”

His sister slapped him on the arm.  “’Pushing yourself too far’, is that what you’re calling it?”

“Hey!”

While they descended into a little bickering I couldn’t help but reflect that cousin Akira was growing up.  Without any girls around to push him into idiot mode (eligible girls, I corrected with a quick glance at Saori.  Technically she wasn’t any sort of blood relative to him but she was still too young.) I could actually see that he’d matured a little bit more than I’d realized.  He was still a long way from a responsible adult, and ‘when there’s no eligible girls around’ was a pretty big qualifier, but he was starting to get there.

Then, maybe, I should do that too, I thought with a small smile of my own.  Maybe, just maybe, it was time to start getting over my issues and factoring the rest of my family into my plans just a little bit more.  From the knowing look Saori was giving me I could tell she was thinking the same thing.  After all, she already had a mana collector at her house, and she’d practically had to force it on me.  At the very least I was long overdue to deploy three more of them around Tokyo.  And, a little selfishly, this conversation and meeting gave me the perfect excuse to bring the subject up.

“Alright guys,” I sighed, going forward before I could hesitate and bury it under a mountain of doubts.  “If you really want to help me out then there is something you can do.”
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I frowned and looked around the Meiko grounds suspiciously. Once again I’d felt something. It was weak, if I wasn’t already paranoid and looking around to keep an eye out for Meiko employees I doubted I would have felt anything. But it was definitely something. It was the third time I’d felt it since the Himawari Ball, and I still wasn’t certain what it was.

No, that’s not it, I thought with a small frown, I’m pretty sure I know what it is. I’m just not sure how it’ll turn out. Or if I should do anything about it. Because after multiple times, and a nearly a month to think about it, I had a surprisingly solid theory.

It was a baby kami, kicking in its womb.

I wasn’t completely certain about that, I definitely wouldn’t have staked anyone’s life on it if I could help it (at least, not anyone’s life I wanted to keep). But I was pretty sure that the Meiko mansion’s kami was finally waking up. The continued intrusions and activities of Kameiko and Sensei-san around the estate seemed to be prodding it towards awareness. I suspected Kameiko was also doing something a little more direct too, hurrying his junior’s progress along. I wasn’t certain of that thought, for all his lambasting the estate’s kami for its absence and lack of development he seemed to be reveling in the chance to help out Himeko. That further complicated things by making it really chancy for me to mention this potential new kami to either Himeko or Kameiko.

I don’t think he’d harm it, I reflected for the dozenth time. But I don’t know that. And, on the other hand, if he’s hurrying the kami’s development then he probably knows better than I do. But I really wish I was a little more certain of that!

For the dozenth time I also went on to mentally kick myself for deciding to start studying spirits in the first place!

I sighed, continued draining the mana collector, and moved on. One good thing about this situation, I grumbled mentally, is at least doing nothing isn’t just an excuse this time! By not doing anything I help set a good example for this future kami, help make sure it’s going to behave itself. Sure, that was a bit of a weird justification. But it wasn’t a lie. One of my greatest fears was what could happen if this new kami turned out to be a busybody. There were so many ways that could go wrong, and many of them led back to me!

To be fair, so far at least one of the attempts seemed to have been a good thing. I was pretty sure the impression I’d gotten at the party had been a clueless attempt at hooking up Himeko and Hiro. Or at least making sure he got help since he was important to her. It had been totally ineffective, but given how often I was totally ineffective with my attempts to manage something socially (and I had the advantage of being human!) I couldn’t hold that against the kami.

Though that does raise some interesting questions, I reflected. Sensei-san ended up with a bunch of academic knowledge as part of their nature. What would be intrinsic to a kami of the modern mansion? Would socializing, manipulation, or dealmaking be a part of it? That was an awfully big stretch, especially since I wasn’t sure how the whole process would weigh the Meiko family vs their legion of live-in servants, but it wasn’t something I could rule out either.

I was just making a note of that on my phone (swearing mentally at myself all the while for being unable to resist some more spirit research) when it rang. I hesitated for a few rings before tentatively raising the phone to my face and answering. “Hello?”

“Mamoru,” Himeko’s no-nonsense voice came over the line. “Sensei-san is reporting a suspicious person hanging around the school gates.”

Aoth damn it, I muttered bitterly inside my head, I’m going to develop a complex about answering the phone at this rate. Maybe I needed to tell my friends to call me about nicer stuff more often…

“Um… shouldn’t this be something you talk to the police about? Or Eiko, at worst?” I asked reluctantly.

“I have called Eiko as well, she’s on her way,” Himeko reported briskly. “But I want to make sure we’re not taken off guard. Not when Sensei-san’s reporting that this guy’s done a good job of developing his ki.”

I started to rush through the estate, looking to quickly drain my last collector and get out of there. “That does sound a little more suspicious,” I confessed. I thought a little more about the implications and asked “um… what about Master Tai?”

“Still out of Tokyo,” Himeko admitted reluctantly, backhandedly indicating that she’d thought of him first. “I don’t know what’s up, or if this guy’s going to be trouble, but this seems suspicious. I didn’t want to handle this without being prepared.”

Prepared to do what? Get our faces driven into the dirt? I thought fearfully. If this guy was a Master Tai level threat than the best thing to do was try to buy him off as quickly as possible. Himeko was deluding herself is she thought we could take him even three-on-one.

Ironically, for once my need for balance actually started making me more optimistic a few moments later. I quickly realized I was being too hard on her. Especially since it wouldn’t be three against one, it would be five. If they were actually foolish enough to start something at the school then both Sensei-san and Kameiko could get involved. And if we could plan and coordinate ahead of time, combine our abilities, and especially if we could take them by surprise…

Okay, I’m still not sure I’d like our odds against Master Tai himself, I noted judiciously. It was possible, but Master Tai’s skill and experience (along with not having to worry about coordinating so many moving parts of an ad hoc team) made such an attempt far from certain. But against a lesser master, someone not quite on his level… that actually sounded fairly reasonable.

“Mamoru?” Himeko asked, and I realized I’d suddenly gone quiet for a bit.

“Sorry, just thinking,” I replied quickly. “I assume we don’t want to do something sensible and report this to the police too?”

“Mamoru, report what?” Himeko asked me with slightly exaggerated patience. “That someone with a surprising amount of ki isn’t too far away from our school?”

I let out a hollow laugh. “Yeah. Okay. I see your point.”

“We don’t actually know this is a problem,” Himeko continued calmly. “Honestly, I’d be tempted to go out and talk to them first- “

“Don’t!”

“-if Sensei-san wasn’t so worried,” I could practically hear Himeko rolling her eyes at the both of us over the phone. “They seem like they’re about ready to stop me physically and they have just enough of a point I don’t want to provoke a confrontation. I suspect everyone is being too paranoid. However, I look both ways before crossing the street, the same as any sort of sensible person; logically I have to admit they’re right, we should prepare the ground and make a few reasonable preparations before we take any sort of avoidable risks.”

I thought about that for a few seconds. “I’d still feel better if we had Master Tai.” Himeko wasn’t wrong, but I didn’t think Eiko, two kami, and I were enough of a counterbalance to a high-level master. Not if they were actually looking to create trouble. We’d have needed another half dozen cops or security personal to start evening the odds.

(Mostly as a deterrent to keep such a person from acting too brazenly in public, or at least make them hesitant to unleash their full power. Not that I doubted their abilities but, unlike mages, martial artists tended to be masters of mobility. Trying to use superior numbers against them could be a challenge.)

Unfortunately, while she might have had the power, Himeko didn’t seem inclined to whistle that sort of thing up on a mere ‘suspicious person’ warning. “We’ll have to make do,” she told me with a hint of annoyance. “I trust that Master Matsuda will be enough.”

Ouch. “I guess he’d better be,” I sighed, retrieving the last of the available mana from the estate and planning the next move.

***

Ironically, the next move was going back to my house! If this was going to be some sort of dangerous conflict I wanted to be prepared so I went home to retrieve my flying talisman and staff. After a brief debate with myself I grabbed the naginata bag as well. That might have been accidentally asking for trouble, someone trained with ki was more likely to take notice of it and take exception to my use of it than the average person. But it still seemed like the better option overall, especially if I didn’t want to try simultaneously juggling two unwieldy sticks in the middle of a fight! There are a lot of reasons people don’t try to use six-foot staves as dual weapons, but the biggest reason is simple: it's awkward as hell.

I flew back to the school, figuring I could use the height and invisibility to survey the situation first. The height was probably going to be more useful than the invisibility if this really was a ki master, they tended to sense someone using mana even better than we could sense them. But if I was going to have any real chance of getting a look at them first then I needed both, especially since a bunch of people gasping and pointing towards the sky would have been a dead giveaway even if this particular master was careless about looking up.

Assuming it is a master, I thought with a small flinch at my carelessness. I really should have asked just what Sensei-san meant by that, just how good is this person? Is this really a Master Tai threat or is it just Eiko’s senior by a year? My guess was that they were closer to the first than the second, I doubted Sensei-san would even have mentioned anything if they were only a little better than Eiko. But that still left a lot of room for interpretation.

For a moment I considered calling Himeko back, unfortunately I was almost at the school already. I didn’t think trying to pull a sudden stop and retreat this close was a good idea, nor was distracting myself with a cellphone while exposed seven storeys above the ground. Maybe we were all worrying over nothing, but if this was a hostile master the best I could expect was a pebble to the forehead and a smugly overconfident smile from ground level. So instead I slowed myself but made sure to keep in motion while I cast ‘eagle vision’ and started searching the ground level for suspicious characters. I could have used a more certain method, but against a true Master I was pretty sure they’d have detected an active spell like that. With ‘eagle vision’ there was at least a chance I could get away undetected.

Which was why it was a little ironic that someone that wouldn’t have shown up with a more advanced spell gave everything away.

I jerked back a little as I spotted them, added two and two together in my head, and then sighed in a mixture of frustration and relief. Finally, I pulled out my cellphone again and called Himeko.

“Hello, do you have something Mamoru?”

“You can cancel all the panic,” I told her, involuntarily letting a little sarcasm seep into my voice as the fear receded. “I’m pretty sure I know what’s up.”

“You do?” Himeko sounded mildly impressed.

“Yeah, well, Ito Daisuke and his girlfriend are waiting just a little bit away from the school entrance. I’m going to go out on a limb and guess the tough looking guy next to him is Ito’s master.”

Himeko fell silent for a moment and then let out a slightly disgusted sigh of her own. “Of course.” After a few moments she politely added “would you prefer to take care of this yourself or would you like assistance?”

“Probably best for you not to get dragged into this,” I admitted. I hated to think what her parents would do to me if I deliberately did that. “We still don’t actually know what this is, and for all I know Ito’s here to request a duel out of some sort of misguided attempt to prove something.”

“Like what?”

“Damned if I know,” I sighed in frustration, “but I still think Ito was a macho idiot for getting into trouble last time! I can’t guarantee he’s being sensible this time around. But I doubt that. Master Tai sort of spoke up for Master Dan, I’m guessing they’re not going to be that unreasonable.”

“Depends how you define unreasonable,” Himeko replied, putting a hint of warning into her tone.

“Yeah, I’m kind of afraid he’s going to request the same sort of proof as Master Tai and I’m going to have to go through the whole shield thing again.” I admitted. Aoth, I hope not, I added mentally. I’d just gotten my ‘mage armor’ precaution back up, I didn’t want it getting tripped again. This time by a training accident!

“I was more worried about the opposite possibility,” Himeko said firmly. She was clearly worried beating around the bush might cause me to accidentally hang up on her, and she wanted to make sure I was aware of a problem before I accidentally walked into it. “There’s a pretty good chance they might think that they owe you, how do you plan on dealing with that?”

I laughed weakly. “Come on, that’ll never happen.”

“Mamoru.”

“Shit,” I muttered softly, acknowledging the point. “Um…”

Himeko let me struggle for a few moments before noting. “Now, imagine you were doing this on ground level right in front of them.”

Okay, okay, she’s dead right about this, I acknowledged uncomfortably. There was no way that would have gone well.

“I’ll defer the debt to Master Tai,” I finally said triumphantly, “claim that they owe him since he’s the one that brought me into this.”

“That’ll probably work,” Himeko was judicious in her words. “I’d be careful in how you do it, but my guess is you’re right and that’ll play better to them. But I’d also be cautious and approach the whole thing carefully, we still don’t know for sure what we’re getting into here. Please don’t hesitate to call me for help.”

“Understood. Anything else?”

“No,” Himeko sighed reluctantly. “Just be careful with this Mamoru, if this is a social encounter we know that’s not playing to your strengths. I don’t want to go out there and complicate things even more, but I want to reemphasize you should call on me if that’s what’s needed. I don’t want you to accidentally dig yourself into a hole or throw away a valuable favor just because you’re embarrassed.”

“Understood,” I repeated a little more hastily. “Bye.”

I quickly hung up on Himeko and tried to pretend I wasn’t just a little bit flushed after that last exchange. I mean, it’s not like she’s wrong… I thought as I slowly brought myself in for a landing about a block away. It was just embarrassing to hear it said out loud.

After I landed I kept the invisibility up and crept a little closer. Well, for given values of crept. Basically I tried to move a little more carefully but because I was so unused to it, and more than a little bit stiff thanks to my nerves, I was probably a little worse than usual. Fortunately, it was hard to be a total failure at sneaking around when you were invisible so I managed to approach the little group without too much trouble.

Ito Daisuke and Izumi were easy to recognize, they were standing just a little away from the corner of our school and watching the entrance. As I got closer I realized Ito was still recovering from his injuries. His school uniform covered most of it, and he was recovering well, but his arms were still coated with nasty looking bruises. He was standing, but he was already leaning against the wall with one arm and shaking a little from the effort of remaining on his feet. Izumi was hovering over him protectively and holding on to a pair of crutches for him.

Slightly more inconspicuous, leaning against the wall around the other side of the corner was a somewhat older man. His age was harder to estimate because his head was shaved, which only revealed a half dozen faded scars which crisscrossed his scalp, along with another one across his right eye. His clothing was a little odd. It was casual, but a little bit baggy. Not enough to hide his well-defined muscles or shoulders, but also not enough to hinder him should he need to explode into action. He was… well, probably only about average height. But somehow he had a dangerous aura about him that simultaneously made him seem bigger… but also made you think he was a little smaller than he seemed because you expected him to be bigger. I know that sounds weird, but I couldn’t help but think that.

Maybe it’s because he’s almost the opposite of Master Tai? I thought, tilting my head as I tried to figure it out. Master Tai was so massive and so archetypal in a strange way that I’d instinctively expected this guy to be similar. And since he couldn’t be a giant I supposed I’d expected him to be on the small side and then take everyone to the cleaners whenever they underestimated him.

As I got closer, Ito half stumbled before catching himself.

“Dai!” his girlfriend cried.

He held up a hand to stop her and painfully forced himself back into a standing position, all while the older man watched with mild interest. Ito’s forehead was running with sweat by the time he was standing again, but he managed.

Izumi rounded on the man. “How can you make him do this?” she demanded.

“I’m not making him do anything,” the man replied. I shaved a few years off his age and put him at late-forties upon hearing his half-compassionate half-emotionless voice. “Daisuke chose this path. I empowered him to do it, as he asked me to, but it is all according to his own will. If you have a problem with that, don’t go blaming me as an excuse.”

Izumi bit her lip and whirled back to look at Ito but said nothing. She then turned on the older man (presumably Master Dan) again. “And how do we even know this Master Matsuda is really there?” she half cried. “What if you’re wrong?”

“If I am wrong, I am wrong,” the man replied. “He simply tries this again another time. But I do not believe so. In fact, I’m pretty sure that Master Matsuda is closer than you think.”

As he said that he shot me a disinterested glance, clearly showing he knew my position even though I was invisible.

I rolled my eyes slightly, but I couldn’t claim I was truly surprised by that. I mean, after a prompt like that Eiko would probably know to search around with her ki and could find me, I admitted as I quietly moved past the students to stand on the other side of the master. Expecting a Master not to know I was coming at this distance would have been patently foolish. So I simply took a position on the other side of the corner, tucked away my goggles and the flying talisman, and only then dropped the invisibility.

“But what if he’s not,” Izumi protested after a few moments, focused on her boyfriend and not noticing the moment I seemed to materialize.

I sighed slightly, and both Ito and Izumi jumped a little as they traced the sound and saw me there.

“As much as I hate to contradict a master,” I said while the startled youngsters struggled to readjust themselves and face me. “She’s got a point. I had to hurry back here after I heard you guys were snooping around. What if I hadn’t gotten that?”

“Then Dai would simply have received a very painful lesson during his recovery,” Master Dan replied without mercy. “And that would have been a good thing. Frankly, I think he deserves a few failures like that to drive home how foolish he’s been. If he’s going to go and get into unwinnable fights then I think he needs to have the consequences of that driven home as strongly as possible. How difficult even the simplest and most necessary of tasks become when one has lost a battle.”

“Master Dan, I presume?” I asked, bowing deeply towards the man.

“Master Matsuda,” the man replied with a hint more respect, bowing back to me. “I appreciate you saving my disciple from the worst of those consequences, but in a just world he would have received a few more broken bones to deal with. Kaito was a mad dog, and Dai didn’t deserve to be ended by that. But he should have been hurt a little more so he understood the consequences of dealing with mad dogs thoughtlessly.”

Jeez, this guy’s a piece of work! I mean, I didn’t totally disagree. But…

“Master Matsuda,” Ito forced out, his voice rasping from the effort. “Thank you.” He forced himself to bow deeply to me, trying to almost touch the pavement with his head despite his injuries.

Izumi and I both caught him just as he collapsed.

“Dai!”

“Stand up you little idiot!” I said a little more harshly than I intended. “I didn’t go saving you just so you could rupture something like this!”

We hastily propped the sweating and trembling Ito against the wall while Master Dan simply commented “Don’t go too easy on my disciple, Master Matsuda. You’re not going to do him any favors in the long run.”

I carefully suppressed a flare of annoyance. This guy was rubbing me the wrong way. But, I reminded myself extra firmly, that didn’t mean he was wrong. I was getting the barest glimpse of his teaching methods and their teacher/student relationship. Frankly, I could imagine a similar scene playing out between Master Tai and Eiko under a particularly twisted set of circumstances. Not a realistic set, I’d have to create an awfully contrived chain of events to get to a similar point. But it was possible, the whole situation with the potion after her fight with Himeko had shown that. I had no right to judge them or criticize.

“Master Matsuda,” Ito croaked out, “thank you for the help you provided, for saving me and Izumi.”

I growled slightly in frustration and put a hand to my forehead before I forced it away. “Listen kid, heal up next time before you go trying this.”

I shot another glance over at his master. “Was that part of this lesson?”

“Perhaps,” Master Dan replied blandly. “It was more about him learning about how difficult this is, and reinforcing how important it was not to get hurt in the first place. There are things you must do, and the universe does not care about how injured you might be when you have to do them.”

“Whereas I,” I replied a little bitterly, “do care about that.”

Ito’s expression suggested he was a little scandalized by that underneath all his pain. “Master Matsuda- “ he began.

“Listen up kid,” I interrupted him abruptly. “This was a stupid way to do it. Sure, I’ll give you a few more points for sincerity and dedication. I’m taking off twice as many more for stupidity and all the problems you’re causing. Next time, heal up for a little bit longer before trying this.”

“Hmph,” Master Dan put in indifferently, “Master Tai claimed you were on the softer side.” There was a hint of dismissiveness in his words. But, to be fair, only a hint. It sounded more like he politely disagreed over a philosophical point rather than he thought like an anime supervillain, someone pushing evolution and growth through conflict.

Izumi however softly voiced “thank you” to me.

“But I couldn’t- ungh- “ Ito lost the thread for a moment as something in his side twinged, “- couldn’t just leave it hanging like that!”

I sighed. “Try to find out what the person knows and what they like before you do something like this,” I told him a little more kindly. “Sometimes, like with your master, it’ll be the right call. Other times you’re putting the other person out more than you’re being polite or helping them.”

Again, to be fair, he wasn’t completely wrong. I could see a couple of points to this sort of approach in principle. If I hadn’t known he was alright then Ito dragging himself to his phone and sending me a quick text outlining his situation would have been a good idea, something that relieved both our consciences. This however, this was just stupid.

“If you won’t let him thank you, then let me,” Izumi interrupted, pushing herself forward and bowing deeply to me in turn. “We are both humbled and grateful for your intercession back at the bridge, we wouldn’t be standing here today if not for that.”

Literally, in Ito’s case, the back of my brain threw in randomly.

“I’m not sure we can ever pay you back enough for that. If there is anything we can do, please don’t hesitate to ask.”

“And before you go begging off like some soft-hearted fool,” Master Dan cut in firmly. “Make sure you consider this: Ito is not going to feel whole until you do. Leaving this unredeemed is going to leave a millstone around his neck that he may never get over. And even if he somehow changes enough to get over that, you will still only be reinforcing the wrong sorts of lessons. That he is somehow owed that sort of help and that the universe will react to save him without consequence when he acts that stupidly.”

Wow, harsh. Again, not totally wrong. Put like that I could easily see the logic and the philosophy behind it. But it still put me in a heck of a position.

Fortunately, thanks to Himeko, I had an out. “Then he should be thanking and showing gratitude towards Master Tai,” I claimed. “He’s the one who called me into this.”

“But you’re the one who helped,” Izumi said looking at me in confusion.

“Yes, but it’s his responsibility.”

“How?”

“Master Matsuda’s trying to say,” Himeko’s voice cut in smoothly from Izumi’s other side, “that Master Tai traded a favor to him to get him involved. Master Tai now owes Master Matsuda a favor, and Master Matsuda is too honorable to double dip or claim more credit than he is due.”

Izumi looked a little stunned as she turned around and found Himeko there, and even Master Dan raised his eyebrow and showed a hint of surprised curiosity.

(At this point I should probably note that Izumi was a little plain looking. Not bad looking, and she was impressing me on the mental side, but only average in looks and a little bit… flat. That’s probably why her shocked gaze kept flicking between Himeko’s face and her chest.)

“I would also ask,” Himeko continued politely, “that you please continue this discussion a little further away from the school, you are starting to attract a little attention.”

“Oh?” Master Dan looked amused. “And who’s going to stop us?”

Before I could either panic or rise to some sort of bait Himeko simply gave the master a tolerant look. “You have an odd way of showing gratitude, bringing unwanted trouble to the recipient’s doorstep.”

That surprised a genuine laugh out of Master Dan. “Ha ha! I like you.”

“Then you can show your appreciation by not causing our local Master any more trouble,” Himeko continued calmly. She also shot Ito a look that clearly showed how she blamed him for this whole mess, and that she wasn’t impressed.

Ito tried to defend himself. “I- that is- “

“Your guilt over your stupidity caused you to act rashly again,” Himeko noted in her same, cool tones, “you prioritized your own beliefs and wants over others, not bothering to think and find out how you could actually show your gratitude. Now you’re just digging yourself and others in further. Master Matsuda is not the most socially able of masters, and you are certainly not the smartest of disciples. I figured it was best to end everyone’s problems quickest before you added to my own headaches.”

“Well aren’t you the sharp sword,” Master Dan noted with a hint of respect, “cutting through the Gordian Knot like that.”

In that we’re in 100% agreement, I admitted to myself, relieved to have Himeko coming to my rescue.

“Are you his girlfr- “ Izumi began.

“I’m going to stop you right there,” Himeko continued, completely unruffled, “before you join the ditch digging party and turn this into some sort of comedic misunderstanding. I’m the Student Council President, and Master Matsuda is a respected member of the school.”

I let out a huge sigh of relief, I’d seen the multi-car pileup coming but Himeko had nipped it in the bud almost instantly. I need to remember this the next time I start getting annoyed at Himeko’s way of doing things. This could have easily been, like she said, some sort of embarrassingly comedic set of misunderstandings between Ito, Izumi and I with everyone horribly confused and getting even more horribly embarrassed as it was eventually straightened out. Himeko had seen it coming and was going into overdrive to keep everything functioning as smoothly as possible.

“I still have,” Ito paused to take in a gulp of air, “to pay him back.”

“All you’re doing is causing him trouble,” Himeko sighed. “That’s the opposite of paying him back.”

Ito gave her a stubborn look. I had to respect that much about him, his willpower was top notch. No so much his sanity, intelligence, and common sense. But willpower was top notch.

“Okay, now you’re just embarrassing yourself,” a new voice cut in.

And this is getting ridiculous, I noted to myself as Eiko joined us. It was especially noticeable given that Ito and Izumi were also still in their school uniforms, meaning that now we had three separate sets of uniforms creating an awfully distinctive clash in front of our school.

“Seriously, how do you think you’re going to help him?” Eiko continued mercilessly. “Even if you were back in fighting shape you’re still second-rate. I think Hime’s still good enough to take you right now, let alone me.”

Ito gave her an angry look, but I upped my estimation of his intelligence a little as he forced himself to keep silent.

“Let me spell it out for you,” Eiko said, looming over him a little. “You. Are. Useless right now. Mam- Master Matsuda has no use for your physical abilities, no need of money, and I’m betting you don’t have anything else special to offer. You’ve long since passed the point of politeness, now you’re being a stubborn brat. So, if you think you’ve actually got something to offer him, now’s the time to bring it up.”

“I- my honor- “

I’d mostly been keeping quiet (doing my part to not make the situation worse) but that was enough to set me off. “You claim to want to pay me back and then bring all this trouble to my doorstep?” I asked, no longer bothering to hide my annoyance. “How’s that honorable?”

I don’t know if it was the fact it was me, that he’d been told off by three separate people, or just that we were finally pounding the idea into his skull, but he finally flushed and bowed his head.

“There we go,” Master Dan noted with a touch more enthusiasm, “this is more like the sort of punishment he deserves for his stupidity.”

“Who do you think you are?” Ito muttered, directing it towards Eiko in an attempt to avoid my point. It could have been angry, but his tone suggested he was fighting back exhausted tears.

“Kobayashi Eiko,” Eiko replied frankly, staring down at him, “disciple of Master Tai and friend to Master Matsuda here. And I’ve never caused him trouble like you have while pretending to be grateful.”

A liiiittle bit of a stretch there, I reflected mentally in a combination of annoyance and amusement. I wasn’t going to dilute her point by saying that out loud though.

“I have to- “ Ito tried again.

“Has anyone ever explained the sunken cost fallacy to you?” Himeko allowed herself a small sigh. “This is getting embarrassing.”

“Dai,” Izumi said gently, tugging at his arm.

“I- I can’t give up,” Ito said softly, “I can’t lose.”

“Those are two entirely different statements,” Master Dan broke in a little smugly. “And if you can’t learn the difference then you have no business learning from me. I admire your fighting spirit and your determination; it will take you far. But it can also take you to places you don’t want to be. Your inability to judge a situation and determination to do everything yourself almost ended your journey last time, and once again it is bringing you nothing but pain.”

Ito flinched really hard at that one. “But I thought- I couldn’t turn to you! You weren’t there! Izumi was in danger!” Ito protested.

Master Dan finally left his position against the wall and moved to face his disciple full on. There was no mercy in his face and the disapproval in his aura silenced us all. “You never even tried,” he said flatly. “That was your mistake. It is true that I couldn’t have helped you physically, but it would have been trivially easy to advise you. Instead, I had to hear about it from your girlfriend and beg for assistance from others to try and save you. If I can’t get through to you after this lesson then it’s not worth my time to teach you.”

“Big words from a small man.”

My blood froze when I heard Himeko say those words, laced with a little disdain of her own.

Master Dan calmly turned his head and looked at Himeko. “What did you say?” he asked, mostly calmly.

“I believe you heard me,” Himeko replied, iron in her eyes. “You might be getting at your disciple’s lack of judgement, but it’s obvious where he’s learned it from. You engineered this whole situation but you thought nothing about what it did to the rest of us or what we now think of you. If you want to discipline your disciple that’s one thing, that’s your right and I suspect he’s earned it. But if you want to claim it’s because he’s showing a lack of judgement, arrogance, and troubling others, all while acting that way towards others yourself, then I’m going to call you out for the hypocrite you are.”

“I?” the Master smirked. “I have done nothing, this is all my disciple’s choice.”

“And he found this place and information on Master Matsuda all by himself?”

“He merely wanted to show his thanks. What sort of teacher would I be if I denied him that?”

“You gave him this sort of information deliberately and engineered this whole thing.”

“I engineered the possibility of it,” Master Dan replied unrepentantly. “All Daisuke had to do was stop and think, or even consider the possibility of this and ask for my advice, and all this could have been avoided.”

“And that would be great and all if we were talking about a path up a mountain or performing a specific move. Things involving just your disciple and inanimate objects,” Himeko let some chill sarcasm seep into her words. “But we are not. You involved other people in this mess, take responsibility for your own actions.”

For a moment Master Dan looked thunderous. Without a word Eiko and I immediately stepped between the pair, facing the master down. As I slipped my hand back inside the naginata bag, touching my staff and preparing to draw upon mana, I realized Sensei-san and Kameiko were also close by, spiritually speaking. They seemed to be covering the area with something similar to my ‘don’t notice me’ spell, which probably explained how we’d actually managed to have this whole conversation without interruption.

Then the moment passed and Master Dan looked composed again. “Very well,” he said, back to the combination of calm and arrogance he’d shown before. He bowed to Himeko. And if it was a little on the shallow and perfunctory side it was still a legitimate bow, and it was still coming from a legitimate master. “I apologize for my part in this unfortunate situation. You are right, I need to set a good example for my disciple and show how to admit your mistakes and humbly fix a situation rather than make it worse by bulldozing through. I thank you for the opportunity to demonstrate that.”

“And it wasn’t just Dai,” Izumi cut in suddenly, moving to stand next to Master Dan and then bowing to Himeko in turn. “I wanted to thank Master Matsuda and show my appreciation as well. I’m sorry we managed it so poorly and ended up troubling him.” She then turned to me and bowed again. “Thank you once more for saving us. I know we are just troubling you now, but if a time ever comes when we may pay you back, please give us the opportunity. I don’t think Dai could handle it if he couldn’t.”

“Much better,” Himeko said more approvingly, shooting me a very quick glance since she couldn’t elbow me my side in front of all these strangers.

“I’ll keep that in mind,” I said, trying to sound as magnanimous as I could. “I appreciate the gesture and the spirit even if it’s unlikely to come up.”

Ito himself flushed a little more and couldn’t look at us, but he didn’t disagree.

Master Dan smirked a little. “And that’s why I know Daisuke’s not a totally lost cause, at least he has the proper respect for a woman like you.”

“Before we go sir,” Izumi got out in a rush, “I have to ask: are you really a master?”

I was taken by surprise for a moment but sighed as I answered. “Yes, yes, I’m really a master. A young and low level one, probably the least senior master in all of Japan, but a master.” Last time she hadn’t gotten a good look at me. Finding out I really was a fellow high schooler was probably a bit of a shock.

“When you saved us back there,” after her initial rush Izumi was now hesitating a bit. “It looked like you were bigger. And almost… like you were glowing. Then the way you threw Kaito into the river. It was almost like magic… “

I froze for a few seconds and then I let out a long and deliberate breath. “Have you ever read an American author called Feist?”

“I-… n-n-no,” Izumi said hesitantly.

“In one of his books one of the strongest magicians in the world tells someone ‘There is no magic, only tricks.’  It’s one of the reasons I appreciated the book and it stuck in my head.  Whenever someone uses the word magic they usually mean that something’s impossible and special in some way.  In reality it’s just an advanced technique.  Difficult to learn, and anyone who’s studied and trained enough to pull it off is worthy of respect, but not something terribly special.  Your boyfriend’s probably years away from managing that, but given enough time he can probably manage his own version of those moves.  Don’t go around looking for ‘magical’ solutions to problems.  Work hard with what you’ve got, whether that’s science, ki, or just your body.”

Himeko managed to keep a perfect poker face but I could tell that Eiko was struggling not to burst out laughing.

Master Dan however gave me a mildly approving look. “Well said Master Matsuda. That attitude is the surest sign of mastery there is. A man who knows a hundred techniques but understands none of them is no master. It is the man who understands his art who deserves that title.”

“Which is the paradox,” I sighed, for one brief moment in total sync with Master Dan. “To claim you’ve mastered your art is the surest sign you are no master.”

“Now do you believe he’s a master?” Eiko asked, looking at Izumi sardonically. There was still a lot of laughter in her eyes though.

“I’m… I’m not sure I understand,” Izumi said slowly.

“Would you prefer Arthur C. Clarke’s rule of Martial Arts?” I asked sweetly. “Any sufficiently advanced technique is indistinguishable from magic.”

Master Dan laughed out loud at that one, Eiko didn’t bother to hold hers back this time, and there were fine laugh lines around Himeko’s eyes as she struggled to keep it in. All three of them realized the irony of a mage saying that.

Izumi just looked a little uncertain though. “Don’t worry, you’ll understand later,” I told her gently.

She shook herself. “Right! We’ve caused you far too much trouble already, thank you for your time!” she bowed once more for good measure and began to carefully guide her limping boyfriend away. Master Dan shot me a somewhat mocking salute and trailed after them.

We waited until they were around the corner and halfway down the street before finally relaxing. Himeko finally snorted and let out the remaining snickers she was still holding in which caused Eiko to let out one more laugh at the memory of everything.

After a moment Eiko recovered and punched me on the shoulder. “Mamoru, you jackass! That was mean!”

“What? Was I just supposed to tell them ‘No, magic’s real and I’m a Master Mage’?”

“You have to admit,” Himeko said, still amused but getting herself back together, “he didn’t have many other options.”

“Yeah, yeah. And then there’s the point about not getting a young martial artist confused and worried about magic too soon,” Eiko admitted. “I’m pretty sure that’s what Master Dan was most worried about.”

“For certain interpretations of worry,” Himeko noted a little acidly.

“Yeah, Master Danpachi’s a real piece of work in some ways,” Eiko looked caught between annoyance and embarrassment. He might not have been a member of her ‘school’ so to speak, but they were both part of the same profession. “Master Tai’s warned me about him,” she continued. “They’re not fans of each other.”

“I wondered about that,” I admitted.

Eiko shrugged. “They’re not bitter rivals or enemies or anything, but their outlooks get on each others nerves. That’s probably why he was in such a mood today, going through Master Tai must have really rubbed him the wrong way.”

But he was willing to do it, I reminded myself upon hearing Eiko verify my suspicions. When the things were bad and his disciple was in danger he was willing to grit his teeth, be a worthwhile human being, and ask Master Tai for help. I hope I don’t see him again, but if I do I’ll have to remember he’s still someone worthy of respect and not some sort of two-dimensional villain from a cheap martial arts movie. I’d liked two out of the three master martial artists I’d met recently (three out of four of the Masters if you wanted to count Mika the miko on top of that). I couldn’t complain too much that I’d finally met one that I didn’t get along with.

“Speaking of that,” Eiko continued, “thanks for your help there, Himeko.”

“I could hardly hold back and let Mamoru dig himself in deeper,” Himeko replied, brushing he matter aside. “When it was obvious things were going to get a little twisted and awkward I had to step in.”

“Thanks for that,” I said sincerely. “Izumi and Ito together would have been a handful with their stubbornness and misunderstandings. I don’t think I could have gotten through to them without accidentally hurting them some more.”

“Or giving in and creating trouble for yourself by trying to let them thank you in some way,” Himeko said, giving me a wry look. “don’t kid yourself Mamoru.”

I laughed nervously, unable to deny the charge.

“Besides, don’t give me too much credit,” Himeko went on, now looking a hint embarrassed, “I’m afraid I do have an ulterior motive.”

“What’s that?”

“I need you free and focused this weekend. We’re going on a double date.”
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This… is a big ask, I thought to myself as I approached the meeting place in front of the Tokyo Funderland. It shouldn’t be, Himeko’s done so much for me already and I’m willing to do a hell of a lot for her, especially when it’s in regards to her happiness. But this… this is a tough one.

I felt horribly embarrassed by those thoughts. If you’d asked me how much I was willing to do for my friend a few days ago I would have agreed to enchanting items, conducting great feats of magic, and even some carefully thought out dragon slaying. Going to an amusement park with her, and acting as a combination friend/chaperone, should not have been a problem!

Unfortunately, it was me we were talking about. And I was going to be doing it while going on a sort of date with Eiko.

Himeko and Hiro had finally managed to clear all the hurdles and set up their first real date. They’d managed to see each other a little in the month since the Himawari Ball, meeting up and spending some time together at two other social events since then. But those had been big gatherings in the public eye, and they hadn’t exactly been able to duck out and run down the street somewhere to actually have some fun (even if either of them had been willing to neglect their duties that much). They’d been stifled and barely managed anything more than honest conversation, and both were apparently desperate to start moving their relationship forward before the other one had an attack of cold feet and backed out.

Unfortunately, neither of their families were keen to let them do that. Both the Meikos and the Watanabes were afraid they’d go wild if let off the leash (which, not unexpectedly, was probably only increasing the odds of that happening. Thereby trapping everyone in a vicious cycle.) so the two families were trying to keep their courtship slow and formal. They weren’t being totally unreasonable, after a month of dealing, pleading, and good behaviour, the pair had finally managed to arrange a date for themselves. But even then their families hadn’t just been willing to let them go at it alone.

Honestly, I can’t entirely blame them for that, I thought sourly as I started looking around the area. Himeko and Hiro are both good people, but they’re still teenagers. And they’re inexperienced with actually moving forward. If any sort of situation would lead to them losing control, this would be it.  It wasn’t hard for me to see them accidentally going a little too far, getting caught up in a moment, and then becoming so lost in the thrill and freedom of everything that they didn’t even think about stopping until it was too late.

Hence the necessity of chaperones. To avoid attracting attention their families were willing to settle on Eiko and I. Apparently the Meikos had talked up Eiko as a member of a trusted, generations long, family of servants and getting her approved had been easy.

(Which kind of confused me. I wasn’t sure if the Meikos were lying, delusional, or trying to be nice to their daughter. Eiko was trustworthy, but I strongly suspected she’d make a reservation for Himeko and Hiro at a love hotel herself if she thought it was the best option for them. Once she was satisfied that there weren’t any red flags in their relationship I was pretty sure she was going to start cheering for Himeko to loosen up and lose her virginity. Frankly, the only real theory I had was that the Meikos were playing a deep game, planning on that, and figuring that Himeko was more likely to fight against the idea if Eiko was pestering her to do it.)

Choosing me as the second chaperone was both simpler and harder. I was on good terms with both people but had an outstanding record of academic achievements, moral courage, and general trustworthiness. And since I wasn’t actually dating Eiko they figured I wouldn’t be distracted. And while all that was fairly logical someone had apparently missed the part where I was totally useless in social situations and didn’t think much of society’s overly strict rules! I wasn’t exactly going to start encouraging the pair to go all the way, I figured they’d be better off going slower and developing a deeper relationship before doing anything physical, but I didn’t object either. And I was firmly against them waiting for marriage, it would only encourage the pair to rush forward too quickly while putting too much pressure on them for their first time.

So two of the most unsuitable chaperones possible are going to be accompanying two rich kids in love, I thought grimly. This’ll end well.

Honesty forced me to amend that slightly. We weren’t the most unsuitable chaperones; I could certainly come up with worse. But anything more started to get into unrealistic parody territory, the sort of thing you’d see in a comedy movie or contrived anime situation. Given that the Meikos and Watanabe’s combined wealth could probably be measured as a percentage of Japan’s GNP using whole numbers… yeah, what the hell was I doing there?

Much to my surprise, I spotted Hiro first! I did a double take as I realized the guy was pacing back and forth a little at our meeting spot between the bus stop and the entrance, obviously a little twitchy as he was waiting for someone. People were giving him some space though. On one hand he was still dressed well. It was a little more formal than I’d have suggested for a theme park, wearing what looked like a slightly sharper and more colorful version of a school’s summer uniform (the pants were still a rich looking beige/brown color, but he had a dark and silky looking red top on that certainly didn’t belong to any school. And no tie). But his stressed air helped keep people away, especially since the short sleeves and tense arms showed off some pretty massive biceps. Again, it wasn’t like he was a body builder or anything, but I couldn’t help but feel a twinge of envy in regards to it.

I thought about keeping my distance and pretending I didn’t know him, I wasn’t a social animal and without Himeko and Eiko to provide a buffer I wasn’t sure interacting with him was a good idea. But the girls were due any minute and I was going to be spending most of a day in his company anyway. So I gritted my teeth and moved forward.

“Watana-“ I paused for a moment, thereby screwing up in the first few seconds, but tried to pull something out of the wreckage. “Would you prefer Watanabe-sama or Hiro-sama today?”

Hiro spun around and I was shocked to see him relieved to see me. “Matsuda-san, thank God! I was starting to worry I’d made a mistake!”

I paused and glanced at my phone again. “No messages from the girls,” I confirmed, surprised by the strength of his reaction. I then pulled up the bus app and did a quick double check in case I was missing something. “And it looks like the bus is still on time, they should be here in a few minutes.”

(I’d taken the train and walked over from the nearest station.)

Hiro looked slightly embarrassed. “Ah, I guess I was worried about being late and got here too early. My apologies.”

To be fair, I reflected, I am kind of surprised Himeko didn’t come a little early too. Not ultra early, I certainly wouldn’t have expected her to get there an hour ahead of time. But I’d honestly kind of expected to be the last one arriving, even though I was a few minutes ahead of our planned time. I’d figured that Himeko and Hiro would both have been early out of some sort of combination of dedication and caution, but it seemed like that had only applied to Hiro. Thereby leaving me in the awkward position of having to socialize.

Okay, what the hell do I say to him? Relax? Like I can say that with a straight face! I’m practically the poster child for being overly stressed in social situations. Nice weather we’re having? So, make a billion yen yet or has it been a slow week?

“…it’s Hiro.”

I blinked in surprise. “Pardon?”

“For you, and today, you should call me Hiro,” he said, surprisingly awkwardly. “It’s a date, and it seems foolish to try and have you mess around with formalities when you’re already on such good terms with Himeko and her friend.”

I blinked in surprise. Then the corner of my mouth lifted slightly as I looked at him with renewed speculation. Himeko already, is it? That might not have sounded like much, but given their respective ranks, habits, and circumstances…

“Oh! Is that the bus?” Hiro said excitedly, turning his attention to the bus turning the corner off in the distance.

I allowed myself the full smirk while he studied the bus’s approach intently, it still took the bus a bit to make its way down the roads and then pull into the stop. Hiro almost had his game face on by the time it pulled up, but he was still vibrating a little.

I’d call it adorable, I thought. But let’s be fair, if I was about to get a first date with a girl like Himeko I’d probably be that enthusiastic too.

Just to complete the picture, there was a slightly overeager hitch in Himeko’s step as she exited the bus. It wasn’t too blatant. But since I was looking closely I was able to spot how she started to rush to him, but then abruptly pulled herself back so she didn’t dare do anything too expressive in public. I think Hiro missed it. But Eiko, right behind Himeko, gave her friend an enquiring look as she caught the jerk.

The girls were dressed very nicely. Eiko was more or less normal for a day like this, her shirt and pants may have been slightly higher quality than normal and she’d put a touch of work into grooming but under normal circumstances it would have been barely noticeable. Himeko however had gone with a full yellow sundress and hat combo that looked quite lovely but was probably a little risky for end of September weather. She managed to look soft and beautiful without pushing it too much, this was a ‘second look’ beauty instead of the flashy assault of a tight red dress with a plunging neckline. But I was also pretty sure she was going to feel a little cold before the day was done. Amusement park season isn’t that much longer, I reflected, and we’re just about to switch back to winter uniforms again. I’m not sure that was a great choice.

Himeko rushed up to Hiro as casually as she could manage but then flushed slightly and paused once she got there. “Hi…” she said awkwardly.

“Hi,” Hiro said with a slightly blush of his own.

“You should have worn the high heels Hime,” Eiko noted blandly as she came up behind her. “Then I could casually bump into you and knock you into his arms. Now I can’t do that without practically tackling you.”

“Eiko!” Himeko sounded scandalized

I glanced at Himeko’s feet and was mildly surprised to see she was wearing practical (but stylish) matching sandals. Meanwhile Hiro laughed awkwardly, looked away, and tried to pretend he wouldn’t have liked that.

Eiko ignored her. “Hey Mamoru, glad to see you’re here.”

My quizzical expression prompted her to add “Himeko was worried you might duck out. Plus, it let me dig in my heels and hold her to the planned time. I practically had to put her in a full nelson to keep her from taking an earlier bus. Not making it awkward by having everyone waiting around twenty minutes for you was the deciding argument.”

“Ah,” I breathed in enlightenment. I didn’t actually admit so that explains it! out loud, but my expression was so obvious I may as well have said it anyway.

“Let’s just get going,” Himeko muttered irritably, marching straight up to Hiro as she put some distance between her and Eiko.

I couldn’t help but smile and smirk because there was an adorable moment of hesitation when she reached him, then he slowly took her arm, and they melted into each other a bit. All of Himeko’s irritation slowly vanished as she gently leaned against Hiro.

“And that’s why they’re getting chaperones,” Eiko noted from next to me, watching the pair with apparent disinterest.

“Yeah, I can see that,” I replied after a moment’s thought, mildly surprised at how careless Himeko was being with her hat. It was such a minor thing for me to focus on, but after going to all the trouble of wearing it today it was already getting bent as she pressed snugly against Hiro.

Despite that, I figured we probably weren’t going to be needed. At least for today. But I wouldn’t bet on that in the long run. No matter how strong their senses of propriety and discipline were they had it bad, they were going to need a little bit of anchoring to keep things from snowballing on a good/bad day. Plus, I could see how their parents and guardians would all be in panic mode after getting the merest glimpse of that.

“Well, at least we’ll get a free trip to the park out of it,” Eiko said philosophically. “Don’t hesitate to make them pay for everything, we’re the ones doing the work here. Speaking of which, did you bring it?”

We started slowly following the pair to the entrance, Hiro and Himeko weren’t setting a fast pace but seemed to be enjoying their time on the other’s arm. They also seemed completely distracted by each other, making it safe for me to answer.

“All set,” I replied softly, patting my pocket, “it’s not much but I’ve got a full emergency reserve to work with today. And a quickie ‘don’t notice me’ talisman there as well. I can’t do pull any major tricks, not unless it turns out the amusement park has a ley-line running through it, but I’ve got enough to manage the minor stuff if I need to.”

“Good.”

I was surprised that Eiko was relieved at my answer. “You really think we’re going to run into Shizu or another member of Himeko’s entourage at the park?” It wasn’t a major factor, but one of the reasons Himeko had wanted me as a chaperone was to bring my magic to the table. Once again she’d been worried about being spotted out in public. Not too worried, but she’d described it was making sure you were carrying an umbrella during the rainy season.

“I’m more worried about Sato Gota or paparazzi,” Eiko replied grimly. “This is supposed to be a nice, casual, day at the park for the both of them. But if any of the gossip mags get the slightest sniff of this they’ll send a half dozen photographers to the park to get shots.”

I can’t really argue that, I thought, thinking back to how amusing I found their antics. I was allowed, I was a close friend. But there were millions of gossip hounds across the whole country, and shots of the pair acting all lovey-dovey like that would probably be a jackpot for some lucky photographer. Hell, if I’d gotten through school without ever getting to know the real Himeko, and then I'd seen a photo of that on the cover of some scandal sheet a few years later, I’d probably have bought a copy!

“Do you think that’s likely?” I asked Eiko, starting to feel a little concerned.

“I don’t know…” Eiko looked uncharacteristically grim. “They’re not famous famous, but anyone in the know will recognize them and they still stand out a bit. I don’t think we’ll randomly run into anyone like that at Tokyo Funderland but you never know. Plus, I don’t know what the Watanabe servants and employees are like. The Meiko staff would never betray Himeko, but if someone on the Watanabe side is selling info to a reporter then all bets are off.”

Whoof! Usually I’m the paranoid one! Granted, Eiko painted a more reasonable picture than most of my paranoid fantasies. But it was still a little bit jarring to see the roles reversed like that.

We proceeded to the gates and Hiro bought day passes for us all. One weird advantage to Hime and Hiro’s courtship was money was not going to be an issue at all. There was no worry or debate or even a thought of obligation over who paid for what, it meant less to them than spending a single yen did to me. I snorted mentally, I suppose they may split the bill if they want to rent a whole cruise ship and take a trip around the Pacific for a month or two. Short of that, it’s not going to matter.

“Okay then, where do we start?” Hiro asked happily as we entered the park.

“I don’t know, where do you want to start?” Himeko asked, looking blissfully happy.

“I don’t really care. I get to finally experience all of this with you for the first time.”

“Flatterer,” Himeko giggled.

“Just the truth,” Hiro responded with a sincerity that worried me, “this has all the ingredients to be the best day ever.”

“Ugh,” Eiko rolled her eyes and leaned a little closer to the giant map at the entrance. “Well, we do have a lot of choices. I doubt we’ll get through everything today. Why don’t we let the people with some experience make a choice. Mamoru, what do you think?”

I gave her a slightly odd look. “What makes you think I know? Everything I know about amusement parks comes from TV and manga.”

Much to my surprise, that gave everyone pause. Even Hiro. They all looked at me in surprise. “This is your first time at an amusement park?” Eiko asked.

“Yeah,” I answered, feeling a little uncomfortable at their gazes.

“It’s just that… “

Himeko took up the thread. “Hiro and I weren’t allowed to go when we were younger because it wasn’t proper and it was seen as too low brow.”

“I always wanted to go,” Hiro noted a little wistfully, “but my parents said it wasn’t safe or appropriate. I think they were worried I’d never sit still at a party again if I’d ever been on a rollercoaster.”

Himeko smiled at him for a moment before turning back to me and continuing. “But I would have thought your parents- “ Himeko’s voice darkened. “Your parents.”

I sighed. “Yes. But it wasn’t all them, it was me too. I could have pressed for something if I really wanted to. And I was curious. But it didn’t occur to me that often, and it just didn’t seem worth the effort when it did. So I never did anything.”

I’d been too focused on magic by the time it was possible. And after coming from Avalon amusement parks had always seemed a little strange to me, foreign to everything I’d originally grown up with. Not completely so, I was familiar with faires and festivals and those had a lot of similarities. But amusement parks had kind of fallen into the uncanny valley for me: close enough to have some reference and some fascination, but just off enough that they were a little strange and I wasn’t in a hurry to check them out. And, since the thought would never have occurred to my parents, I’d never gotten the opportunity.

“Well then,” Eiko said, quickly grabbing my hand, “I think I just heard three votes for rollercoaster. Let’s get going then!” She started to pull me off in that direction.

This time Himeko just laughed and gently tugged Hiro along to follow us.

***

“How can you take a rollercoaster so calmly?” Eiko gasped, bent over and braced against the fence next to the exit.

I shrugged helplessly. Himeko was a bit better off and Hiro was… well, I suspected at least a little of their mutual wobbliness was an excuse to hold each other. But only a little. I on the other hand seemed almost normal. A little breathless and still mildly buzzed from a little adrenalin but otherwise good.

I took a quick glance around. There was no one else too close and the other pair were too involved with each other. I leaned down to Eiko and said softly “seriously Eiko, I can fly. Between that and all the strange stuff I’ve already put my inner ear through with magic it seems like its gotten desensitised to simple movement.”

She gave me a dirty look. “I hate you.”

“I wouldn’t have called it,” I admitted, a little bewildered. “Especially not after what happened with the plane. But apparently I’m okay with this.” I supposed being able to see and experience all that had been happening so directly had helped. If someone had put me in a sealed and pressurized tube again I’d probably have panicked. Being in an open-air rollercoaster with the wind whipping against my face had been fine despite the much more violent movements.

I was kind of surprised Eiko had been hit so hard. Then again, she had been at the very front with me. Hiro and Himeko had sat behind us, maybe that had helped a little…

While I was still slipping into observation mode Hiro spoke up. “Well, that was fun. I do want to go again- “

“Not straight away!” Eiko commanded/pleaded.

“Maybe at the end of the day,” Hiro said happily. “So what should we do next?”

Eiko looked at me with a growl. “There!” she said, pointing at a drop tower.

“Oh! That looks like fun!”

Himeko was slightly less enthusiastic about the ride. But I could tell from her slight smirk she was quite interested in what Eiko was getting herself into.

***

“Hrk! Hrrrrrrrk! Urp…”

“You know, this is probably the most suitable way for a date with Eiko to go for me,” I reflected, waiting outside the door to the woman’s restrooms.

“Yes,” Himeko said pleasantly, sounding amused even as she continued leaning against Hiro. “You two do so well together in so many ways. But there are some very odd areas of discontinuity between the pair of you. Since you’re the weakest of all of us in so many ways Eiko’s having trouble wrapping her head around the idea you’re actually stronger than her in some respect.”

I shrugged helplessly. “I can’t believe it either! And I’m a little shocked she’s this competitive.”

After the drop tower, which had been surprisingly fun, Eiko had taken us to the spinning cups. Those had been a hit with Himeko and Hiro since it had ‘conveniently’ pressed them close together. Then Eiko had suggested a rotating cylinder which had pressed us all against the padded wall with centrifugal force and then started moving those pads up and down. That had been weird but I’d kind of enjoyed feeling like a test tube in a centrifuge, and the sight of Himeko’s hair splayed out against the pad like that had made us all laugh. Himeko and Hiro had been smart enough to back out before Eiko dragged us through the next ride though. I’d put up a token protest that we were supposed to be chaperoning them, it didn’t make sense for us to leave them alone to go on a ride, but Eiko had dragged me into the ride with blood in her eyes. I didn’t know what to call it, only that it was something like the rebellious punk cousin of a Ferris wheel where you were strapped in place and all the separate pods spun around independently of the wheel itself, which was also rotating. All at high speed. That one had been a confusing trip! Kind of fun in its way, but not one I planned on repeating. And I’d had that opinion even before it had driven Eiko into the bathroom to lose her breakfast.

Not that I was unaffected, I was still a little bit shaky and recovering myself. But, especially after everything else, Eiko had stood no chance. I’d felt her holding everything together with her ki, locking her stomach with energy and willpower. But that was the only reason she’d managed to rush to the bathroom in time after it was done. And the park designers had been smart enough to make sure the bathrooms were right next to that ride.

Although it was impressive she managed to rush, I reflected for a moment. I certainly couldn’t have run while in that state, but she managed it. While her training obviously hadn’t hardened her against nausea as much as she’d hoped, it had certainly done something for her ability to cope with dizziness, disorientation, and suffering!

“I don’t think it’s so much competing as pride,” Himeko noted a little more seriously. “She’s…” Himeko searched for a word.

Despite being the one distracting her, and the one least familiar with Eiko, Hiro was the one to find it. “Surprised,” he said. “I don’t think she’d have reacted this way if she’d had some warning. But it took her by surprise and got under her skin. Like how you or I would feel if we encountered a genius who was ten years younger than us but smarter in some way. If we weren’t braced for it, we’d be resentful at first.”

“That’s it,” Himeko shot him an adoring look, and Hiro grinned back stupidly at her.

Half a dozen emotions fought within me. Impressions like ‘that’s sweet’ competed with ‘gag me’, ‘it wasn’t that impressive’, and just plain jealousy. In the end I just calmly asked “are you sure that’s it?” after giving them a few moments.

“Pretty much,” Himeko admitted, reluctantly turning away from Hiro. “Eiko’s pretty good with not letting her pride get out of control… when she knows where it is. It can happen, but Master Tai’s made sure she’s too disciplined and aware to turn into another Ito.”

“Ito?” Hiro asked in surprise.

“A disciple of another master, he’s a new development. I’ll tell you later darling.”

Darling? I thought, barely keeping a straight face at the slip. Especially since they both blushed and Hiro grinned a little upon hearing it.

“In any case,” Himeko continued, trying to rush past it, “I don’t think Eiko ever thought of this aspect before. If she’d had some warning and time to come to terms with it, I doubt she’d have reacted this way. She’d have looked at it, remembered all of Master Tai’s lessons, and realized it was stupid to get too worked up over it.”

“She’d have still done something,” she added a little more wryly, giving me an amused look. “She’d have never let it go without testing you and making sure it was true. But she’d have been prepared to lose and probably given up before committing stomach suicide by going on that last ride.”

As if to punctuate that, the sound of Eiko being violently ill again came from the washroom.

I glanced at Himeko, who looked like she was having too good a time given the circumstances. Even if she was still attached to Hiro, she wasn’t dreamy enough for it to be just that. “You’re remembering the fireworks festival, aren’t you?” I realized, suddenly enlightened.

Himeko’s smile grew a micrometer. “Why Mamoru, why would you say that?” she asked innocently.

Yeah, I’m guessing I don’t want to know what happened after I left them, I thought, a little concerned by Himeko’s satisfaction. No sense in putting myself on the chopping block if she’s this pleased to see Eiko like this.

“You really do have good friends,” Hiro noted happily from her side. “I’m glad.”

“I hope you’re blessed like that one day.”

“I doubt it, it seems like you were born with them. Or is it just a coincidence that ‘Eiko’ sounds so much like ‘Meiko’? Do I need to look at the kanji?”

Himeko just laughed and I had to admit I have always wondered that to myself. It was just too awkward a question to bring up randomly and I’d never remembered it at anything close to resembling the right time.

“I’m pretty sure it’s just what you’re thinking,” Himeko admitted, a hint of bashfulness in her tone. “But we try not to think that way. It cheapens our relationship if we think she’s doing it just because of that. It might have been her dad’s hope back then, but Eiko really is her own person.”

Right at that moment Eiko walked out of the bathroom. “Whew!” she exclaimed, trying to play it off even thought she still looked a little pale. “Now that that’s out of my system, where to next?”

“Is it all out of your system?” Himeko asked slyly.

“Yup. All gone, I’m good now,” Eiko replied heartily, and we all knew she wasn’t just talking about the contents of her stomach. “Let’s get on with it.”

“Alright, next stop- “

Himeko turned around and we all suddenly realized the only ride in front of us that we hadn’t been on yet.

We all fell quiet, not sure how the heck to respond.

“… isn’t that a little too on the nose?” I asked after a moment, mostly just to break the silence.

It was the Tunnel of Love.

“W-w-w-ell,” Himeko actually stammered. “I wouldn’t say ‘no’.”

“I-i-i-t does seem a shame not to,” Hiro said, sweating. “I mean, we are at an amusement park. When else are we…” he fell silent, not quite sure what to say.

“Of for the love of- “ Eiko stepped forward, grabbed the pair, and gently started pushing them towards the line. “If we don’t do it now it’s just going to haunt you and you’ll obsess about it. Let’s get this over with, it’ll be a nice and quiet cooldown ride. Come on Mamoru,” she called over her shoulder. “They get in the first cart, we get in the second to monitor them.”

I’m pretty sure it doesn’t work like that, I thought skeptically as I moved to follow her. Even I was almost certain half the point of the ride was the cars were out of sight of each other! The contradiction (both to the idea of the ride and the idea of our role as chaperones!) kept me so distracted that I completely failed to realize I was going to be stuffed in one of those all-too-small carts with Eiko until the smiling attendant shut the door, gently but firmly pushing us together, and then sent us on our way!

“Ack! This would be tight even if you weren’t kind of plus sized Mamoru!” Eiko complained as she got shoved half onto my lap. It would probably have been small but okay for an average Japanese couple, but I was on the broad side.

“Sorry,” I said hurriedly, trying to squeeze myself as much as possible to the other side.

“Don’t be so worried about it,” Eiko reassured me with a rueful sigh upon seeing how much I was starting to stress out. “It won’t kill me.”

No, but it might kill me! I though a little frantically, trying to lean out of the car more than the ride’s safety regulations would have liked. We’d bought ourselves a little room with our mutual squeezing, but the edge of her leg still had to awkwardly rest on top of mine as the cart tried to gently push her into my lap. And, of course, being squeezed that close to Eiko in the freaking Tunnel of Love was starting to cause the expected effect. It wasn’t too obvious yet, but if she was forced to get closer again it would probably end up being (ahem) something she could feel.

I doubted that would end well.

“Seriously Mamoru?” Eiko asked as she realized I was starting breathing exercises. “You take rollercoasters with a grin but this stresses you out?”

Interesting point there, I thought distractedly. It’s kind of like when I took Himeko and Eiko flying. I was so distracted and pumped by what was going on that I didn’t have any time to start thinking about them as anything but friends even though we were all pressed together closer than Himeko and Hiro. But something slower and suggestive like this gets my instinct, hormones, and imagination going.

That was mostly back of the mind stuff though! The front of my brain was too preoccupied with the healthy girl wriggling around next to me, trying to find some comfortable way to sit. The breathing exercises helped a little, but the tunnel of love varied between softly lit stretches with nothing to distract me and cheesy but amusingly sweet dioramas and scenery pushing the glory of love and romance.

Aoth damnit, if I wasn’t limited to the emergency reserves I really would break out the size changing spells and shrink myself down! Safety be damned!

“This was a bad idea,” I said, sounding a little more panicked than I liked.

“Relax,” Eiko sighed, sounding bored as she leaned on her elbow a little out of the cart so we weren’t trying to breath the same air. “Himeko and Hiro are going to be too uptight to actually try anything. The ride’s only about twelve minutes, they won’t have time to get over their fear, make a decision, and do anything before it’s over.”

“You sure about that?” I asked, watching a flock of plastic cupids fly by.

“I’m sure, they’re both too cautious. By the time they decide they should go for it the ride will be nearly over and they’ll be too worried about getting caught.” She snickered a little. “Don’t let them go through it again though, they’ll be worked up and know exactly how long the ride lasts. If we give them a second chance they’ll throw themselves at each other the second the cart reaches the shade and who knows how far they’ll get?”

That’s… both a little more and a little less reassuring than I’d like. Still, I had to admit it sounded reasonable. This was one situation where Himeko wouldn’t be decisive. Maybe if she’d planned on taking this ride from the start, then I could see her hesitating but managing something within five minutes if that had happened. But coming at her cold, with no time to think? Eiko had it right. And as for Hiro… yeah, he’d be equally reluctant to risk moving forward too quickly. It was still too early and he was still too nervous about losing what he already had to try putting the moves on Himeko too quickly.

“Seriously Mam, why are you getting so freaked out?” Eiko asked, turning to look at me quizzically.

Okay, decision time. Use the truth or keep lying? The part of me that wanted to act like a mature adult was tempted, unfortunately that was awkward on so many levels! From being embarrassed by my overreaction to making it more uncomfortable between us to opening a big can of worms by returning to our relationship conversation… that whole talk was just a mess even if we weren’t stuck in the Tunnel of Love. Even trying to deemphasize it and joking about the subject… I couldn’t think of anything that didn’t sound like either I was coming on to her or sexual harassment. “I doubt you want to sit on my ere- “ yeah, no matter what tone I tried to project I couldn’t even finish that in my head without cringing. I might have been hopeless but I tried not to be that bad!

Unfortunately, trying to lie was a challenge. This close and with nothing to distract her there was no way Eiko was going to buy any badly told excuses. I briefly considered trying to claim I was claustrophobic or my leg was cramping, but I quickly realized that would snowball even worse.

So, partial truth and faking it. Without somehow insulting Eiko in the process!

“It’s already uncomfortable here and I don’t want to make it more uncomfortable for us,” I told her. “Physically or emotionally.”

Damn it, that still sounds a little too dismissive! I panicked inside my head, instantly worried she was going to think back to the dance and assume I was saying “I don’t want to be stuck in here with you.”

And for a moment that’s what looked like it was about to happen. She looked confused, then she started to look pissed. But just before she said anything she caught herself, blinked, and shifted her leg slightly more.

We both flinched slightly as her leg brushed across a now overly prominent part of my anatomy.

“Ah fuck,” Eiko muttered softly. “Sorry Mamoru.” Then, much to my surprise, she fell silent and then carefully put her weight on the side of the cart so that she held herself above me. She didn’t say anything more, and we went through the rest of the ride in that awkward position.

It sure felt longer than twelve minutes.
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The Tunnel of Love turned out awkwardly for everyone. I think the only reason Himeko and Hiro didn’t notice our odd silence as we exited was that they were still a little embarrassed and flustered by their own trip. It appeared Eiko had called that one correctly, they’d hesitated too long and hadn’t had the chance to do anything, but that had left them both a little pent up and dealing with issues of their own. We all jumped on the nearest available ride to clear the air (one of those things that has swings that raise a storey or two in the sky then spins around) and then quickly broke for lunch, almost feeling back to normal as we took a spot in the food court.

“I’m a little surprised you can eat so quickly, Eiko,” Hiro admitted, his expression matching his words as he watched Eiko dig in to a hamburger. He was polite enough not to remind her that she’d been puking her guts up less than an hour ago.

“It’s because of that I need this so much,” Eiko returned, unabashedly speaking even though her mouth was still full. “I’m completely empty.”

I hesitated. I was the last guy who should be bringing up etiquette, but… “you’re okay with him calling you Eiko?” I leaned in and asked her softly. I was worried she might be defaulting to her servant training and not complaining.

“It’s okay, I talked it over with Himeko first,” Eiko replied, more interested in her burger than my question. “We’re going to keep it simple and informal today.”

“Sorry,” Hiro did look a little abashed, “I should have checked it with you first. I was making too much of an assumption again, that you should be alright with it since I was encouraging you to be casual with me. My apologies,” he did a quick bow at the table.

“No no, it’s alright!” I said awkwardly. “I’m better at keeping it casual anyway, usually I’m the one making that mistake!”

“I know,” Hiro admitted, raising his head. “Himeko’s already told me so much about the two of you, it’s why I feel I know you so well and it just feels natural to drop all the sans and samas. But it was still rude for me to do that without a word, let me know if this is more uncomfortable.”

“I’m sure it’s fine Hiro,” Himeko shot us a quick look that threatened painful death if we disagreed. “Right?”

I couldn’t conceal my flinch, but after a moment I sighed and did my best to act natural. And, to my surprise, I found it wasn’t that hard. Because when you got down to it, Himeko had already called it correctly.

“No, you’re both right.” I admitted. “I don’t want to think about how much I’d be stumbling over everything if I was trying to keep track of anything more advanced today. I mostly try to go all one way or the other anyway, if it’s not Himeko and Eiko I assume it’s Meiko-sama and Kobayashi-san. Trying to juggle formality and informality at an amusement park wouldn’t end well.”

I was a little concerned how much Hiro’s face lit up. I was also concerned just how much he was enjoying his lunch. If it had just been because of Himeko that would be one thing, they obviously loved being in each others company quite a lot. But he also seemed genuinely thrilled to be eating his overpriced and under-quality burger and fries. They weren’t bad, they were pretty average if you didn’t count the cost, but you couldn’t have told that from Hiro’s reaction.

Maybe it’s just the day, I reflected as Himeko and Hiro enthused with each other about the rides. They were effusive in their praise of all they’d already been on. And don’t get me wrong, I’d certainly enjoyed myself too. But if you looked at the sparkle in their eyes you’d have thought they were five or six years younger than their actual ages.

“So,” Hiro asked finally, “what do we do next? Do we plan it out or just go with what catches our eye?” There was a puppylike eagerness to him that really surprised me after seeing the formal young man at the party.

“Well, logically- “ Himeko began.

Eiko overrode her with a loud sigh. “Stop right there Himeko, you’re going to ruin it.”

“Eiko, it makes more sense to think about what we’re doing and plan our day,” Himeko protested patiently. “When are we going to get a chance like this again? We need to think carefully about what we want to do and then maximize our time.”

“And miss the point of everything!” Eiko rolled her eyes. “It’s an amusement park, you’re supposed to have fun!”

Himeko gave her a lowkey glare, Eiko matched it, and their wills began to clash.

My stomach was starting to turn over, and not due to the park’s food, so I quickly broke in with the first thing that came to mind. “Line ups!”

Eiko and Himeko turned to me simultaneously, looking confused.

“What?”

“I’m sorry Mamoru. What do you mean?”

“Ah!” Hiro looked enlightened. “I get it! There’s hidden information. We won’t know what the wait times are like for each ride so we can’t plan too firmly in advance.”

“Oh. I see.” Himeko settled down a little in the face of that implied argument. After a moment she tried to hide her embarrassment and said “well, we should probably make a list of our top choices and examine them in a good order, try to hit as many of them as possible.”

“Sounds good,” Eiko agreed grudgingly. “It’s what most normal people do. Just not so stiffly.”

Hiro shook his head, looking way more pleased about that interaction than I thought it warranted. But I had to rethink that a moment later when he noted “it’s great actually seeing the three of you in action.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Eiko asked. She sounded amused but there was a hint of wariness in her eyes.

“Hiro-o-o,” Himeko blushed slightly and looked surprisingly embarrassed.

Hiro hooked his arm back around her shoulder and pulled her in comfortingly, but he still spoke with enthusiasm. “I mean it’s just so wonderful to see how Himeko actually gets on with her real friends. She’s told me about the crowd she has to put up with at school, and how they can be useful minions at times, but most often they’re just a pain. But she can actually talk to you two, and you’ll talk back. You’ll tell her when you think she’s wrong and you’ll actually stand up to her.”

“Ah, fair enough.”

I shot a disbelieving glance at her, unable to believe she’d just accepted that statement so casually. Like it was a normal statement of fact. “Wait, what?” I asked incredulously.

“Seriously Mam,” Eiko looked surprised at my surprise. “He’s right. I just didn’t expect him to recognize it.”

“Garbage in, garbage out,” Hiro nodded, “most guys our age don’t realize it’s happening to them.”

“I know the saying,” I admitted, a little flummoxed by this conversational turn, “but how does it apply here?” I was more used to it in a computer context, or just a general scientific one. When you applied bad data into a model or equation you (of course) got bad data out the other end no matter how good the model was. It was one of the key tenets in making sure your original data was properly collected and collated.

(Surprisingly, it didn’t apply quite so stringently to magic. It still mattered, and Avalon’s history was full of incidents where spells and curses had rebounded because of critical factors that weren’t accounted for. But because of the strange way mana seemed to respond to a user’s will and intention it wasn’t quite as ironclad a rule. Sometimes a mage could bludgeon a poorly constructed spell into working a lot better than it should. The cost efficiency of such an effort was pathetic, only an idiotic or desperate mage would try it. And a spell that was put together out of nothing but lies and mistakes worked just as poorly as the rest of Fujita’s occult nonsense. But it was a lot more likely to work than an equivalent case in computer programming!)

“Still so innocent Mamoru,” Himeko said with a half-amused/half-sad shake of her head.

I feel insulted by that. I was twice the age of anyone else there after all!

“My parents raised me right,” she continued, “but not everyone’s so smart. And even if they are, the teenaged years are pretty corrosive to good sense.”

“Think of Shinji,” Eiko inserted wryly.

“And there she goes deflating me yet again,” Himeko remarked, more amused by it than anything else. “Making sure I don’t get too egotistical about my family in front of Hiro.”

Hiro gave her a quick, affirmative squeeze on the shoulder and she continued. “Leeches and yes men are a common risk for us. And when you’re in the middle of high school it can be quite addictive to have a circle of such people around you, telling you you’re always awesome and making the right call. And even if you know that’s what’s happening… when you’re constantly striving to be the best, fighting for good marks, and dealing with a rebellious body, the temptation to surround yourself with people who will constantly affirm you is extremely strong.”

That gave me pause for a moment. I’ve never considered it that way.

“And even if you avoid the leeches,” Hiro picked up as if they’d practiced it. “You then have to avoid the manipulators. The ones who might disagree with you, but only to try and get you to do things their way. Quietly line their pockets. And all the while they claim it’s for your good, that you’re the foolish one and they’re just trying to help.” He sighed bitterly. “At least the yes men aren’t trying to actively harm you.”

“To be fair,” Himeko noted clinically, “most of the manipulators aren’t either, they just don’t care if you get hurt so long as they get what they want.”

“Most prefer to make you dependant on them,” Hiro countered politely.

“Okay. I am officially declaring a subject change,” Eiko broke in firmly. “Mam’s an optimistic idiot and we all know the rest of this story. We’re not going to dwell on it today.”

“Hey!” I noted, a little too belatedly to have a good effect.

“We’re at an amusement park, let’s amuse ourselves. What else is on the wish list?”

We spent the rest of lunch doing a back and forth on ride suggestions, a procedure not helped by the fact most of us didn’t know the proper names of rides or had only seen them in movies or books. Then there was the mild embarrassment Himeko, Hiro, and I felt over certain subjects. All of us knew we were too old to get much out of a merry-go-round, it was guaranteed to be a letdown… but we all kind of wanted to try one at least once.

Eiko sighed after we all got around to indirectly admitting that one. “It’s not far and it’ll be a nice warmup after lunch,” she sounded more resigned than anything else. “And I seriously doubt there’s going to be a long line up for it.”

“That is one advantage to our frantic and intense morning,” Himeko said diffidently, idly toying with the straw of her now empty drink. “We got the riskier rides out of the way before eating too much, and before the crowds and lines grew too long. I can see how some of them are starting to get a little long even from here.”

“We did start a little too strong, didn’t we?” Hiro agreed, looking fond of the recent memory. “I guess Eiko’s got a point about not overthinking it, if I’d been planning out a day I would have tried saving one or two of those for the end.”

“And then regretting it when it didn’t go smoothly,” Himeko agreed, a smile of amusement upon her face. “It would have felt like a letdown.”

“Well, nothing feels like a letdown when I’m with you.”

“Hey, I’ve already thrown up once today,” Eiko noted with half lidded eyes as the pair started to simper, “could you two tone it down a little?”

Himeko shot her a dirty look.

“Anyway, we still should try to catch one or two intense rides near the end,” Eiko suggested, ignoring her friend. “But those can wait and we’ll see how we all feel.”

“You’re awfully quiet Mamoru,” Hiro noted. “We aren’t forgetting anything you want to go on, are we?”

I wasn’t sure how much of that was a smooth interruption and how much was honest curiosity. It was kind of strange having someone besides Himeko in the group that could do that. In any case the answer was the same. “Me? No, I’m good. I think we’ve listed anything I’m still curious about. Something might come to me as we wander around, but that’s about it.”

“Well, no sense hanging around here then,” Eiko declared abruptly. “Let’s go.”

***

I chuckled ruefully to myself. Well, I don’t regret crossing it off the list, I reflected as the horse went up and down. It scratches an itch and makes sure I won’t always wonder about this. But that’s about the only satisfaction I’m going to get out of the ride.

Needless to say, Eiko just looked bored. “Yeah, it’s a good ten years past the time I’d really have enjoyed this,” she noted from her place on the horse next to me.

“Not that long, surely,” I cajoled.

“Look at the rest of the kids around us Mamoru, it’s been that long.”

She wasn’t wrong, ignoring the parents we had nearly a decade on most of the other riders. But I still gave her an amused glance and tilted my head towards Hiro and Himeko. They were laughing delightedly from their position a couple of horses ahead of us on the merry-go-round, the very picture of a romantic young couple as they held hands.

“They don’t count,” Eiko sounded grudging but an unwilling smile tugged at her lips, “they’re just lost in recreating a scene out of too many movies.”

“If they’re having fun then it counts,” I declared firmly. Even I was having fun in an ironic, embarrassed, and backwards kind of way. I didn’t plan on going on the ride again, not unless it was about to whip out a surprise and the horses started spinning around or something. But as a calm, one time thing… it had been kind of nice.

“Ugh,” Eiko’s sigh was a little bit forced, “and here I thought those two were the romantics.”

There was something in her tone that made me give her a second look though…

***

“Okay,” I said firmly. “I hate to be the voice of sanity here, and I hate the thought of leaving something off the list, but this a bad idea. We’re not doing it.”

“Come on Mam,” Eiko wheedled, “we can’t just ignore the log ride! It’ll be great, we need another action one! And you’ve barely blinked at anything so far, why are you afraid of this?”

“Because I’ve looked at the people coming out. We plan on remaining here a few hours and I have no desire to walk around sopping wet for that long. Maybe on any other day- “ I hurriedly cut myself. On another day I’d have quickly dried us off with magic, but I couldn’t exactly say that in front of Hiro, no matter how well he was fitting in.

“It’s damp at best,” Eiko waved the objection away.

I gave her an annoyed look as she tried to underplay it. “You really want to try walking around the park with Himeko’s dress that wet?”

I was burning a little as I finished saying it, amazed I hadn’t stumbled over my own words towards the end. And pretty quickly Himeko and Hiro started to get a little flushed too as they glanced at the exiting people and realized what that much water would do to Himeko’s sundress. It looked great, but it was a little too thin and clingy to get soaked. Not unless she wanted to turn this into a wet t-shirt contest!

“Maybe we should skip this one today!” Hiro said quickly, and a little too loudly as he studied the sky and tried to pretend he wouldn’t have liked that.

“It’ll leave us something to come back to next time, a reason to visit again,” Himeko agreed, studying the ground and trying not to pretend she was thinking of giving Hiro that show.

“Fine,” Eiko declared grumpily. But the fact she didn’t raise any more objection or even tease Himeko about it showed she secretly agreed. Even she drew the line at parading her friend around the whole amusement park like that.

“Alright, what’s next?” Himeko said, trying to hide her blush.

***

“This is either the stupidest group for this ever… or the best,” Eiko noted with a shake of her head.

“Hush Eiko,” Himeko noted, carefully examining the reflection of herself with a shrunken head but ovoid stomach.

“Well, she’s not wrong,” I agreed, turning my head this way and that as I looked at my own distorted reflection in the Hall of Mirrors. “I always wondered what the appeal of this was supposed to be, it seemed kind of pointless and stupid. But I have to admit: this is actually kind of fascinating.”

“It does feel a bit like an art exhibit,” Hiro agreed, studying a mirror that literally twisted his body around. “I keep expecting someone to be droning on about how it’s a metaphor about how we see ourselves, or the expectations of society, or how we can never see the truth. Only this time it feels like they’ve got a real point instead of being pretentious.”

“You’re right!” Himeko blinked in surprise. “This does feel a lot like that! Only those need a lot of explanation and half of them seem contrived while this is a lot closer to the surface.”

“I’m never going to be able to go to an art exhibit again,” Hiro grinned.

“I think you guys might be missing the point here,” Eiko rolled her eyes, deliberately looking at the young kids running around and laughing at their silly reflections.

Or they might be better at discovering it than most, I reflected silently, considering Hiro’s unexpected comments in my head.

I smirked a little as, appropriately, the next mirror was a concave affair that that bent my reflection around and made it look like my head was almost touching my feet. Of course, it’s not impossible I’ve got my head shoved up my own ass, I reflected with self-depreciating humor. No mage has ever been guilty of that!

***

“Huh. Well, I’m glad it’s not just a girls thing,” I noted as I watched the latest round of games.

Himeko didn’t even notice, she was enraptured by Hiro’s concentration as he tried to win the top prize for her. Never mind that either of them could have purchased the entire amusement park’s stock of prizes out of their equivalent of petty cash. Which, I suppose, does make this a little more meaningful, I reflected begrudgingly.

Our diversion through the little games and booths of the amusement park was reminding me of the festival, save that this time we had Hiro along. That was proving to be a pretty important distinction though. Buoyed by his feelings for Himeko, his determination to win stuff for her, and his own impressive abilities, he was putting in a good showing at the games. He was still behind Eiko overall, but he was placing a very strong second out of our little group.

Meanwhile I continue to bring up the rear, I thought, fighting off vague feelings of embarrassment. While I was kind of glad Hiro was holding up the guys side of things and performing well, hence my earlier comment, it was emphasizing how much they all left me in the dust.

Don’t feel too bad, it’s not the real world, I consoled myself. If Eiko’s willing to hold herself back, not use her ki, and place second to Hiro in the test of strength, then I’m willing to not use magic just to try and make myself feel better. The park actually had one of those old-fashioned mallet and bell arrangements. Eiko had still done awfully well, her attempt had just brushed up against the bell and left a faint ghost of a ring that was almost lost in the noise of the park. Hiro had hit it solidly though, combining a greater raw strength and a better eye for how you were supposed to hit the lever (a point which had actually allowed me to come in third for once). His attempt had led to a solid DING which had delighted Himeko.

If it had been striking with her fist, Eiko would probably have managed it too, I reflected with a hint of smugness. But because it was a brute force weapon, and weirdly weighted, the strength of amateurs worked a bit better. Since it was one of the few games I’d done well at, managing to get all the way up near ‘80’ on the results, I focused on it a little too much.

“Dang it!” Hiro said passionately as he missed the top bracket with his last shot. He’d come close, but it was still only second tier stuff. “Maybe if I- “

“You know the rules,” Eiko broke in quickly, “two goes a game! Otherwise, you might as well get a professional down here to win the prizes for you if you’re just going to throw money at them.”

“I know,” Hiro tried to put a good face on it but he was clearly disappointed he couldn’t give Himeko an absolutely GINORMOUS bear instead of the reasonably large one he’d earned.

Fortunately, Himeko’s delighted face at the prize was good enough, and he was soon smiling confidently again. That’s what I think my favorite part of the day is, I reflected with a quiet smile of my own. No masks. They’re not trying to hide things or put on a front for each other, instead they’re trying to show how they feel. It’s the most honest and expressive I’ve ever seen Himeko be over an extended period. And I’m pretty sure it’s the same for Hiro too. And that idea was enough to warm my heart and forgive them for this whole stupid double date thing.

“Your turn, Mamoru,” Eiko said with an evil grin, pushing me up.

Of course, I’m free to change my mind about that, I noted with a mental sigh as I prepared to humiliate myself once again.

***

“Hmm, we may have outsmarted ourself with this one,” Himeko reflected ruefully as we returned to the rollercoaster, this time laden down with half a dozen prizes. The lines had died down as the sun had set and the park was maybe an hour away from closing, but our arms were a bit full from our trip through the midway.

“You make everything so dramatic Himeko,” Eiko rolled her eyes. “One of us can wait behind and hold everything. That’s one of the reasons they have so many benches.”

“I suppose you’re right. I’ll stay behind.”

“There’s no need,” Hiro said quickly. “We don’t have to do it again; I don’t want to do something if it means we have to leave you out.” His eyes said he was disappointed not to get a chance at the coaster again though.

I glanced around quickly. At this point the crowds were starting to die down and even we weren’t going to be there much longer. What the hell? I thought with a mental shrug. You only live once.  Or, at least, you only lose your amusement park virginity once. “Guys, you’re overthinking this,” I said as confidently as I could as I gently gathered up everyone’s prizes.

“…what are you up to Mamoru?” Eiko asked suspiciously as I tried to act calm and smooth.

“We’re in Japan and there’s not much of a crowd,” I answered, trying to pretend I wasn’t sweating bullets. “I wouldn’t want to try this is the middle of the day, we might run into some kids who were too upset at not winning a prize, but now should be safe.” I carefully stacked our prizes on one of the benches. Then, after carefully positioning my body between the toys and any onlookers, I quickly cast a spell.

Himeko and Eiko, who by now knew what to look for, caught a glimpse of what I was doing. Luckily, the garish lights of the amusement park helped hide the glow leaking around my body and they quickly moved to distract Hiro.

“I guess you’re right,” Eiko said a little loudly, “they’ll be safe enough for a few minutes.”

“You are right about the timing,” Himeko said, nodding in affirmation. “It wouldn’t have worked earlier. More importantly, it would have been rude when we were taking up seats real people might have needed. Let’s just add a business card though, make sure we identify it as ours. Hiro? I know you’re carrying yours.”

“Oh, right!” Hiro quickly reached into his pocket and drew out a business card holder that belonged in a boardroom rather than an amusement park. He quickly added one on top of the pile without a second thought.

“I really should start designing mine,” Himeko sighed as we walked towards the coaster entrance. “I wasn’t going to make any until I was in university but the time is coming due.”

“It’s hard,” Hiro commiserated. “Doing it too early makes you look pretentious but doing it too late makes you look incompetent. And it’s tricky to judge how much you should be drawing upon your family.”

“I know! Not emphasizing the Meikos feels foolish. But not emphasizing how much I am myself, how much I add to my family on top of that, feels a little pointless.”

I was distracted from their conversation by Eiko softly murmuring “what’d you do to them?”

“Just a small aversion spell, basically a slightly different take on the ‘don’t notice me’ spell,” I replied quietly. “This is more like ‘it’s not worth much’, people will notice the pile but they’ll value it about as much as a balloon tied to a fence unless they’re really paying attention.”

I was oversimplifying things of course, but it got the gist of it across. And the spell wouldn’t last too long, I didn’t have the mana to pump in too much power or longevity. But I figured it would suffice long enough to get us through the ride.

We didn’t have to wait long, this close to closing the lines were very reasonable. We were soon boarding the coaster again.

As we strapped ourselves in Himeko ruefully noted “I should have left the hat with them too, it’s such a pain trying to hang on to it.” Even without looking I could tell she’d taken it off again and was holding on to it in a death grip. Her formerly pristine hat was showing a lot of subtle creases and bends from all the abuse it had taken over the day.

“The sun’s pretty much set now,” Eiko noted with some malicious humor, “you could always let go of it at this point.”

“I’m going to pretend I didn’t hear you suggest something so wasteful and unsafe,” Himeko replied calmly.

“I’m more impressed with Mamoru’s glasses,” Hiro noted absently. “I didn’t even think of those until he had to deal with them.”

I was just finishing tucking my glasses away into their case, and then safely fastening said case in my pocket. “It’s just one of those things glasses users have to think about,” I replied absently. “Honestly, if I’d been thinking about it, I would have remembered the stuffed toys would get in our way. I have to keep that sort of thing in mind for every ride, you guys don’t.”

There was an abrupt ka-CHUNG as the roller coaster got under way and started climbing, precluding any conversation between the front and back seats. That didn’t stop me from noticing Eiko was looking at me oddly. Not quite staring at me, but it wasn’t a disinterested look either.

“What?” I asked awkwardly as we neared the peak.

“Nothing,” Eiko said with a quick shake of her head. “I was just too distracted last time; I didn’t realize this was the first time I’d seen you going through your day without glasses.”

What’s that supposed to mea- I started to think, before the coaster crested the drop and abruptly yanked my attention in an entirely different direction.

***

“Alright, last stop,” Himeko declared happily.

“Really Hime? You don’t think you’re trying too hard?” Eiko crossed her arms and looked at her friend a little skeptically. She smiled when she did so though.

We were at the Ferris Wheel. And the sun had completely finished setting.

Himeko glared back and Hiro was obviously caught between defending his girlfriend’s really romantic attempt… and having to admit it was a little cliché and excessive for a first date. He obviously wanted to speak in Himeko’s favor, but he didn’t want to seem like an idiot by ignoring the truth of the matter. A couple in love on the Ferris Wheel at night was a classic scene, and if they’d been on a couple of lowkey but truly date dates instead of formal interactions this would have been cheesy but acceptable. For a pair who was truly having their first real date, and it was chaperoned at that, this was a little excessive. About the only thing that was missing was the fireworks display going off in the background. Eiko was being gentle with Himeko since she was a long-time friend, she’d have really roasted Hiro if he’d been the one to try this!

“Well… we’re here,” I shrugged fatalistically. “It’s a bit too much, but it’s probably a better way to end the trip than walking away and doing nothing. It’s like the merry-go-round, it’s on the list of things we want to try even though it’s probably been overhyped. It’ll be a nice, relaxing way to end the day before going home.”

“Precisely Mamoru,” Himeko said, bestowing me with a beatific smile.

Eiko just muttered some good-natured curses under her breath and we all moved to join the line. Amusingly, it was full of young couples who also had the same or similar ideas. I felt a little bit better about wasting so much of my mana at the roller coaster, there was no need to cast a spell to blend into this crowd!

Before too long we were boarding, Himeko and Hiro in the cabin in front of us while Eiko and I took the second. I collapsed gratefully into my seat and smiled at the slow but smooth elevation followed by a stop as the wheel rotated and the next couple got on.

“So how long does this one last?” I asked, considering the size of the wheel. It wasn’t going to set any world records but it was appropriately huge.

“About twenty minutes I think,” Eiko replied, glancing out the window as we slowly rose. “I’m pretty sure this is the last or second last trip before they close for the evening.”

I glanced at the time on my phone and considered. “Probably the second last,” I said judiciously, “but I’m not sure how much loading counts when they’re doing this.”

Eiko smirked but it was a little softer than usual. “Trust Himeko to plan it out like that.”

I glanced outside. “Say what you will about this, it looks like it’s going to be a great view,” we were gradually rising up higher and higher and the bright lights of the park and greater Tokyo area were starting to paint a pretty picture. I then glanced back at the phone still in my hand and for once contemplated using the camera function in real life. Why not? I thought with a small smile, taking a quick shot of the outside.

“You’re taking photographs?” Eiko asked, in a mix of amusement and affront.

“At least a few,” I admitted. “We’re going to get some great panoramas, I may as well make use of this.”

“That’s not what most guys would think, being stuck alone with a pretty girl while in a romantic situation.”

I froze.

“See? That’s what I mean, there it is again,” Eiko noted.

I couldn’t parse her tone. It seemed like there was annoyance there. But also amusement, tiredness, a bit of frustration, and… desire?

I carefully wetted my lips. But I didn’t turn around to face her, instead continuing to focus on the (admittedly great) view.

“Mamoru, why won’t you admit you… “

Aoth, damn it. “Admit what Eiko? That’s the problem, admit what?” I said tiredly, finally turning back to her.

“Admit you want me.”

“Want you? Of course I want you. I’m a horny teenaged boy without a partner. Physically speaking: I’d love to have you.”

My frank but weary admission seemed to throw her almost as much as this sudden turn had thrown me.

“Then why won’t you… try?” she asked finally, as we slowly climbed higher into the air.

I let out a puff of breath. “Because that’s not enough,” I said tiredly.

Eiko looked slightly hurt so I ignored the churning in my stomach and continued. “Eiko,” I continued gently. “Of course I want you. I also want Himeko, and Inoue, and half a dozen other attractive women that have crossed my path. That doesn’t mean it would be sensible for me to have you, even if I could.”

“You could,” Eiko said, in what was possibly the smallest voice I’d ever heard from her. “I mean… maybe.”

I let out a long stream of frustrated swear words in my head while both my intestines and lower parts of my anatomy tightened up. But, thankfully, I was too experienced after my first time going through this. I wasn’t going to be fooled, not even by myself.

“Eiko,” I said gently, “what brought this on? Was it following Himeko and Hiro around all day? Seeing them in love?”

“Not just that!” she protested. Although the flush to her cheeks suggested that was a pretty huge part of it. “It’s just… I know you’re interested in me.”

“I- “

“And don’t give me that ‘teenaged boy’ crap again,” she said, shooting me an angry look. “I don’t buy it Mamoru!”

Touche. I admitted to myself, I was deflecting just a little too much with that excuse. “Yes, I’m interested in you,” I said as calmly as I could. “You’re beautiful, and you’re talented, and you’ve got a wonderful personality. But it’s not the right personality for us to work romantically.”

“Bullshit.”

“Eiko,” I continued, for once keeping my cool since the stakes were so high. “Even if Hiro didn’t exist, even if we could somehow ignore the entire Meiko family, do you really think it would be a good idea for Himeko and I to try some sort of relationship?”

“What does that have to do with this?” Eiko countered, getting redder and redder through a combination of embarrassment and frustration. I could tell she was getting near tears, probably thanks to the exhausting day (both physically and emotionally), which only made it more important I do this right.

“Everything,” I replied calmly. “Seriously Eiko, you know this answer. Even though I’m a pretty great guy, good enough to interest you, you also know how you’d answer.”

Eiko made a frustrated sound and tried to blow it off, turning away from me, but the answer was clear in her eyes.

“It’s the same situation with us. I wish it wasn’t. I wish I could take you to a love hotel right now and get all sorts of dirty things out of my system. But it would be a mistake. A huge one, and one that could screw up my relationship with a friend I’d do anything protect.”

“You don’t know that,” Eiko refused to face me, but I could tell from her voice she was fighting back tears. “You don’t mean that. You don’t know that.”

We were silent for a good half minute as I played out a few options in my head, the uncomfortable tension in the gondola only growing worse, and I reluctantly decided it was time to cross a Rubicon I’d been avoiding for a long time.

“Yes, I do Eiko,” I said as calmly as I could. “You know I’ve been keeping secrets. One of them… in my studies I’ve managed to regain some of my memories of my past life.”

Eiko turned back to look at me, surprise clear in her eyes.

I smiled a little shyly and shrugged. “It’s true. How do you think I learned so many magic secrets so quickly? It turns out I was a mage in my last life too, I’ve been plundering those memories for more information.”

“So that’s why- and that’s how- but then- “

Eiko didn’t look so upset anymore, or even that shocked, but she did look a little befuddled as she tried to sort everything out in her head.

I gave her a little time. The Ferris Wheel had finally finished loading and started it’s slow but smooth journey when she finally spoke again. “Is that why… how are you such a mix of knowledgeable and hopeless?”

I grinned a little in relief at that question. “I don’t know. I’m just me.”

I gave her a few more moments before speaking again. “Eiko, I’m a teenaged guy. Of course I went looking back into my past incarnation for how my sex life went.”

“Of course you did,” she agreed with the ghost of a smile.

Encouraging. Now that I’d broken up the desperate but forced forward momentum she was alright with thinking again. She’d been so focused on trying before, even if it was a bad idea, she hadn’t been willing to admit it was bad idea. Plus maybe a little bit of pride as well, I reflected, momentarily reminded of the thrill ride fiasco earlier in the day.

“Well,” I continued, “I got a better look at some relationships from an inside angle than you’ve realized. So, believe me when I say: this would be a mistake. You and me. If I didn’t have that experience to fall back on I could convince myself to make this mistake. It would be easy. But I saw that sort of thing happen the last time around, I don’t want to screw us up that badly. We’re at about the worst point you could get: too incompatible for anything long term, but too close to try anything casual without putting our friendship through a meat grinder.”

“How can you be sure?” Eiko asked, but it was more wistful than tearful now.

“Eiko, think about how awkward we’re going to be for a while after this,” I replied with a mildly amused smile. “You know we won’t work out long term, how bad do you think it will be after we’ve kissed? Or gotten up after being together naked? How about after a few times? How do we go about being the first one to admit we made a mistake and it wasn’t working?”

I was almost tempted to take a picture of Eiko’s expression. It wasn’t flattering, but it was pretty telling.

“It’s easy to justify the moment. And they’d probably be pretty great moments. The fallout after those moments? I wish we were the type of people who could handle it, but we’re not. I’m pretty sure you’re better at it than me, I could see you getting away with this using someone else. But I take this thing sort of thing seriously, and one of the reasons you’re my friend is because you care. And you’d worry about what you’d done to me in the process.”

Eiko bowed her head and was silent for a long while, but it was a much less tense silence than before. Finally, she let out a soft “fuck” sighed, and raised her head. “Damn it, you’re not kidding about the awkwardness, are you?”

I let out a sigh of relief of my own. “Yeah. Hopefully we can get over it soon enough, but we’re going to be tender for a bit now, aren’t we?”

“Tender? Yeah, that’s probably a good way to describe it,” Eiko agreed sadly. We weren’t going to be too sensitive (hopefully) but if anything brushed up against the subject we were still going to wince.

“So, what brought this on?” I asked, figuring it was best to get it out of the way (and safely secured) as quickly as possible. A tiny part of me was hoping she’d say something that would give me an excuse to reverse course, that there really were some deep feelings there and we should throw ourselves at each other. But the first words out of her mouth dashed that.

“You were right,” Eiko admitted shamefacedly. “It’s just been the whole damn day, watching Himeko and Hiro together like that, all the while being on a sham double date together. I was exhausted, and lonely, and thinking about how you wanted me earlier…”

“And it seemed like such a simple and easy solution,” I finished sympathetically.

Eiko heaved out a huge and frustrated exhalation. “Yeah, I guess so. I was trying to use you as my rebound guy before I’d even gone out with someone! You were just so…”

“Available?”

“Aargh!” Eiko covered her face with both hands. “That was it, wasn’t it? I was horny and frustrated and afraid of being alone. I trusted you, and you were there!”

“Pretty much,” I said, a little more relaxed now that she seemed to be getting it. It was disappointing, but I’d been dealing with the mirror of that for most of a year. “Let’s be honest here: we haven’t exactly had much romantic chemistry, have we? Seriously, up until lunch did you have any real romantic thoughts towards me?” I didn’t believe for a moment she’d driven herself to throwing up because she’d been trying to impress me. Nor would she have acted like she had in the Tunnel of Love if there’d been any real inclination in my direction. It would have either been better or worse towards me, not indifferent. At least some of this scene would of played out then instead of now.

“No,” Eiko sighed in resignation. “No, I didn’t. I just… I don’t know, wished I had what Himeko did and you seemed like a good candidate.”

“Believe me, I get that,” I said wryly, not quite able to look her in the eye. “It’s hard being friends with two beautiful girls and not having anyone to call my own. Himeko’s time with Hiro might be making that worse but I’ve felt it a lot over the last year! Aoth knows, if you’d approached me at the wrong time in the wrong place, I might have been that stupid too.”

Eiko shot me a dirty look that clearly said ‘and that couldn’t have been tonight?’

I quickly moved on before I could make things worse. “Thankfully, I’m too tired tonight. I’ve gone past emotionally exhausted to emotionally beaten and ready to collapse into bed. Even if my soulmate actually turned up I’d probably try to gently brush them aside and ask ‘could you please call me tomorrow?’ I don’t think I could even manage a fantasy right now, let alone reality.”

I was laying it on a little thick, lying and not mentioning how much of that was thanks to the exhausting events of the last few minutes, but I wasn’t that hopeless!

Thankfully, it worked. “Heh. It has been a long day, hasn’t it?” Eiko said a little more good naturedly.

“Oh yeah.”

We sat in silence for a few minutes, watching the slow rise and fall of the scenery through the windows.

“It really is an underrated ride,” I reflected as we climbed back up to the top a second time. This time I really did bring my phone back out for a few more shots.

“Aren’t you the guy who talked about being able to fly earlier today?” Eiko replied, sounding a little better humored. It was obviously somewhat forced, but it wasn’t a total pretense either. There was no way we were going to be completely comfortable around each other until we’d had a few days and fully rested up.

“Yeah, but flying while holding a camera’s a challenge,” I continued, snapping another picture. “And I’m usually too distracted by whatever crisis caused me to take to the skies in the first place.”

“ ’Take to the skies?’ ” Eiko grinned/grimaced. “Really?”

“Yeah, that was a bit much,” I smiled awkwardly. “Blame it on how tired I am and the situation. It’s… “

“You don’t have to say anything,” Eiko said a little sadly. “That’s probably half the reason I gave in. It felt too… dramatic and appropriate not to try something.”

I thought back to the beach on our school trip and my feelings then. And back then I wasn’t exhausted and we didn’t have nearly as much privacy, I admitted. Not to mention Hiro and Himeko as a goad. Given Eiko’s personality, damn any fear and full forward, it was no wonder she’d reacted like that.

“Yeah,” I agreed with a rueful sigh.

“Trust Himeko to set up something like this,” Eiko said with tired good humor.

“I hope their trip is going better than ours.”

“I don’t know,” Eiko said, trying to get an angle through the window. “Is their cabin rocking?”

“Eiko!” I couldn’t help but sound a little shocked this time! Never mind the fact that it was a really romantic situation and the Ferris Wheel was set up so that most of the time you couldn’t get too close a look at the nearest neighbors. Especially now that it was dark.

“Hey, if I’d have thought Himeko would try this I wouldn’t have set them up with the Tunnel of Love. At this point they’re probably primed and ready.”

“They’ll be too tired,” I said primly, “… and prudish. They wouldn’t try anything too ambitious anyplace this public.”

“Suuuure they wouldn’t,” Eiko replied with a grin.

I sighed and tried to pretend she didn’t have a point. Or that we weren’t complete failures as chaperones. I just did my best to enjoy the rest of the ride.

Eventually the ride came to an end and we exited, finding a wistful and tired but happy pair waiting for us by the exit. Luckily, not too tired or satisfied if you get my drift.

That didn’t stop Eiko from calmly noting “your shoulder’s crooked,” as we came up.

Seeing show quickly Himeko whipped her head around to check was funny.

“Made you look.”

And so was the glare that Himeko bestowed upon Eiko afterwards.

Hiro was unfazed. “Best day ever,” he said happily, putting a comforting hand on Himeko’s other shoulder.

Himeko’s annoyance instantly melted away. “Yeah,” she agreed blissfully.

The park announcements were calmly but incessantly warning everyone that Tokyo Funderland would be closing soon, so we started making our way to the exit. Himeko and Hiro leaned against each other and lingered a little, walking slowly, and Eiko and I followed behind them. Our silence was mostly companiable, although a bit of lingering embarrassment and discomfort did remain.

We did find ourselves in agreement upon exiting the park however, and finding two separate but nearly identical luxury sedan’s waiting near the front.

“Real subtle guys,” Eiko looked half amused and half embarrassed as she glanced towards the driver of the (presumably) Meiko sedan.

After a few moments, and some tired mental swearing, I finally toned down my response to “It feels a bit wasteful to bring me out here.” Seriously, what’s the point of trying to be subtle and bringing along a guy with a ‘don’t notice me’ spell if you’re going to run up a red flag at the end of the day? Not drawing attention to Himeko and Hiro had been half the point of their understated arrival methods.

“Ah, it appears our parents were a little bit worried,” Himeko noted calmly.

“They were probably afraid we’d exchange a goodbye kiss,” Hiro noted. There was a highly amused glint in his eye as he said it though.

“Then let us just say goodbye for now,” she said with a small bow, obviously put on for the newly arrived drivers. The slightly more subdued glint in her eye told me a lot more than her words.

“Indeed,” Hiro said, giving her a highly proper bow in return before walking off towards the other sedan.

After a moment Eiko and Himeko began to load their various prizes into the car. After one last wave between her and Hiro, Himeko shook herself and remembered to ask me “Mamoru? Do you need a ride?”

I seriously considered it for a few seconds. I was really exhausted by the day and it wasn’t a short train trip back home. But it wasn’t going to be that short a drive either, and the idea of being trapped in another enclosed space with Eiko and Himeko under the circumstances was enough to decide me. “No thanks,” I said with some forced cheer. “I think a little fresh air and cooldown time will do me good, I’ll make my own way home.”

“If you’re sure?” Himeko suggested leadingly, obviously a little concerned.

“I’m sure,” I replied. “See you soon.”

With that I began to walk away before she could think of anything more to say. I took a deep breath and smiled ruefully as I began the journey home. It’s been a day, I though with a mixture of amusement and sadness. Thus ends my first trip to a theme park. It’s going to be a long time before I can fully unpack this one! I can’t even decide if I want my next trip to go better… or if that’s unrealistic and greedy and I should be hoping for something less exciting!
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I caught it when Himeko entered the lab this time, which made it a little odd that I’d missed the knock. I was in a contradictory state of being distracted but trying to keep an eye on everything at once. And thereby failing to do anything too well.

Himeko had spent the first couple of days after her date on cloud nine. It hadn’t been obvious to anyone else, and she’d certainly been doing better while distracted than I was today, but Eiko and I could tell she’d been a little bit preoccupied. She was over it by now though, and she gave me a thoughtful look.

“Are you alright Mamoru?” she asked in concern. “It looks like something’s bothering you.”

“Eh, it’s alright,” I waved her concern away.

“No, really. I want to know. I know I haven’t been paying you the most attention the last little while, but I don’t want you to suffer on my account.”

“It’s nothing today, or probably nothing at least,” I held up the arm with my warning bracelet on it and pulled down the sleeve slightly. “My warning bracelet’s been giving me a low-key warning all day and it’s been distracting me a little.”

Himeko looked concerned. “Is that normal? What could be wrong?”

“It’s probably just another earthquake,” I answered with a rueful shake of my head.

“I’m sorry?” Himeko asked, a slightly vexed undertone to the question that said “explain. Now.” in the calm but concerned way most Japanese citizens considered anything related to earthquakes.

“It acted like this the last couple of times we had a mild… well, reasonable, quake. It seems to start taking notice of them when something in the mid 4’s starts coming up. It might give me a couple of quick squeezes just before something a little weaker if I’m in a riskier situation, like if I’m standing next to the edge of a busy road, but generally it seems to regard the minor stuff with even less worry than we do.”

“And you’re sure it’s not something worse?” Himeko asked cautiously, showing the sort of reasonable care and respect anyone living in Tokyo gave the quakes.

“Pretty sure, assuming that’s it,” I shrugged. “Don’t get me wrong, one of these days I suspect something a little more powerful is going to come along and really set it off. But if we were really looking at a 7 or an 8 I’m pretty sure this thing would be trying to cut off circulation to my hand.”

“Fascinating,” Himeko said, looking at my warning bracelet with renewed respect.

“Earthquake prediction and divination is one of the things I want to look into in the future,” I admitted. “I think there’s a lot of potential there. But that’s going to be pretty tricky to calibrate and verify. And at best I suspect we’re looking at ballpark estimates a day in advance. We’re probably going to need some real experts for something better than that, we’re talking a double doctorate in geology and magic to figure out what’s necessary and measure it properly.”

“That’s still pretty important Mamoru,” Himeko didn’t hold back this time. “Make a good showing and you’ll have no problem securing any funding with that!” Japan might be used to its earthquakes but we still made sure to take them seriously!

I shrugged. “It’s probably a long way off yet. And I still might be misinterpreting everything today. I’m working with some strong acids here, that might be all there is to it.”

“In fact…” I frowned and pulled out my phone. “Huh, almost time.” I mentally shrugged, I still had a bit more then a minute left on the timer. There was no sense in pulling out early but I might as well double check all my preparations.

“…what are you doing?” Himeko asked after a moment of watching me check a flask on a magic circle.

“Just one final check, making sure I haven’t missed anything,” I told her distractedly.

“That is remarkably uninformative.”

“Sorry, Himeko. Just give me a minute here.” I went over everything in my head again and nodded. It didn’t seem like I was missing anything.

I (carefully!) put on gloves, safety goggles, and an apron. Then I picked up one of three seemingly identical flasks before placing it on another magic circle a little away from the first. Unlike the other flask, these three all seemed to have a small piece of metal in them. Then, a couple of seconds later, when the timer finally went off, I quickly cast a spell to unscrew the top off the flask, levitate the metal within to the waiting flask, and then sealed the top on that one.

The liquid within began to instantly bubble and react.

“What is that?” Himeko asked with undisguised curiosity, studying it intently.

“Just a mild base solution,” I reported distractedly, more focused on the now empty flask. Well, empty of metal. “This stuff is the real issue, sulfuric acid.” I made very sure I hadn’t spilled a few drops anywhere before sealing the flask back up and putting it aside.

After a moment I could tell Himeko had pulled up it’s stats in her head because she took an abrupt step backwards. “Are you serious?”

“Yes,” I replied grimly. “And unlike the stuff we use in the school, this isn’t a terribly dilute solution. This is as strong as I dared make it.”

Himeko paused a moment, then paused a few more as she waited to make sure I’d taken care of the potentially dangerous chemical before speaking again. Once I’d secured the flask off to the side she spoke.

“Mamoru,” she was careful to be polite, “I do not want to sound like I’m doubting you, but you have been known to get ahead of yourself at times. Are you sure you should be working with something so strong and dangerous right now? I do not want to tell you how to do your job, I freely acknowledge you’re better at this than me, but I am concerned about how you seem to be trying to juggle three vials of acid at once while still working on another project.”

That was actually a pretty fair objection, I noted grudgingly. It probably helped that she’d had an extra few seconds to verbalize it right rather than just reacting out of fear, but she had nailed a good point right on the head. I’d have had some skeptical comments for a single scientist who was trying to do this all at once instead of one project after the other. Fortunately, I had thought it through this time.

“I needed to make sure the time, surrounding conditions, and sample size was uniform on this,” I replied seriously while (gently!) picking up and agitating the flask with the metal in the base solution. “Especially since I didn’t want to try brewing up another batch of acid this strong but keeping it to the same solution. I don’t have that much time to spare for this, but I think it’s an important test, so this was the best balance of safety and accuracy I could come up with. That’s also why I’m using so much magic along the way, because this is a risky number of things for one student to be trying on their own.”

“It’s not quite as bad as it first looks,” I added as an aside. “I’m not taking the second flask out for testing for another hour, and it’ll probably be at least another hour on top of that before I check the third. I want to see how the first two go before I decide on the final timing.”

“Alright, that’s a little bit better,” Himeko admitted, sparing a slightly skeptical glance for the other work I’d been doing as she came in. “I admit it’s reassuring to see you picking up the metal with magic rather than fishing around for it with tongs. But why on Earth are those flasks so full? Is it an air thing? You cannot tell me that’s a safe amount for a container filled with a powerful acid!”

The flasks were all pretty much filled to the brim with as little air as I could manage. And, like she’d said, that was a pretty big red flag at first glance. “It is an air thing,” I admitted, “but not in the way you’re thinking.” I carefully opened up the flask of the base solution, extracted the metal within, and started cleaning it.

Himeko respected the need for attention and went quiet again. I was silent for a few moments as I kept eyes, ears, and nose peeled for any unexpected chemical reactions or dangerous signs. There shouldn’t have been any, but discovering new things was the whole point of this experiment and I was even more cautious with Himeko there. My precautionary spells should have protected me in an absolutely worst-case scenario but she didn’t have that safety net.

(Granted, unless I’d accidentally created a nerve gas there should have been no risk to her since she was making sure to give me a fair distance. But better safe than sorry.)

I stopped drying and wiping clean the piece of metal and tried laying it down on the bench. Unsurprisingly, a small breeze immediately lifted it into the air.

I watched it for a few moments, seeing if there was anything different, then grabbed it out of the air before it could get too far. “It’s mithril, Himeko,” I continued. “I had to make sure the flasks were full because this stuff is buoyant in air, let alone liquid. There was no point in trying this at all if the metal was going to float on top of the air in the flask like some kind of buffer solution.”

“Okay,” Himeko said thoughtfully after a few moments, “I can see that. But why such big flasks then? That’s a lot of acid for not too much mithril.”

The flasks were all half a liter in volume. The chunks of mithril were only five centimeters cubed each. “They were the smallest flasks we had that had sealable lids,” I admitted a little sheepishly. “At least, that I trusted to deal with sulfuric acid. It was this, or somehow attempt powdering mithril and try to work on a test tube scale. Honestly, I’d have preferred that. Unfortunately I couldn’t come up with a practical way to grind up mithril and then keep it floating away.”

Himeko thought about that for a few moments. “Ah,” she said, looking at the air where the piece of mithril had been floating before. After a few moments she added. “I can see that too. But maybe next time you should just ask me to buy you some better equipment?”

I opened my mouth to object reflexively, but this time I followed Himeko’s good example and caught myself before speaking. “I might take you up on that next time,” I admitted reluctantly. “I don’t like the thought of doing it, but this is a lot of acid to be messing around with! When the pH is this low, I do not like measuring the amount in liters unless I have to!”

Himeko wordlessly accepted her little victory, her worries that I was letting pride or enthusiasm get the in the way of good safety sense were assuaged, and she moved on. “So why do it? What’s so important that it was worth working with something so risky?”

“Not that risky,” I demurred a little, even as I started stripping off all the safety gear. “Just dangerous. It needs to be handled with caution, but it’s not like it’s going to spontaneously combust if I breath on it wrong.” Probably, my conscience added with a sideways glance at me. Experiment, remember?

Himeko just looked at me patiently.

“I’m still trying to understand mithril,” I continued quickly. “Given all it’s weird properties I needed to see how it would react with acid. Unfortunately, given how resistant even regular aluminum is, I needed to get serious. I tried some weak acids just to be on the safe side, but nothing happened. So, rather than waste time and take even more risks as I gradually went lower and lower on the pH scale, I jumped to something that should have dissolved aluminum.”

Now Himeko did look a little bit intrigued. “Did it work?”

“That’s tricky in a different way,” I admitted. For the sake of being thorough, I tried placing the piece of mithril on a scale. Unsurprisingly, it slowly floated off rather than give me a measurement.

“Ah.”

“It was worth trying, just in case,” I shrugged and then grabbed the mithril before I lost track of it. “But I’m not exactly surprised a weight test isn’t working.” I hadn’t expected there to be any sort of chemical reaction, or not enough of one to notice with this level of equipment. But, again: experiment.

“I’m not seeing any pitting or scarring,” I continued, carefully turning the mithril block over and also making sure that all angles were visible to my phone, which was recording everything. “As for measurements…”

I carefully taped the mithril down and brought out a ruler, measuring each side again and comparing it to the original.

“Anything?” Himeko asked after I pulled back.

“Nothing.” I sighed, slightly put out. “This stuff continues to vex me.”

“Well, that’s a good thing, right?” Himeko said encouragingly. “At least you don’t have to worry about it with acid rain or anything.”

“Well, that is a plus,” I admitted. “But I’d like to know how and why, especially if that’s subject to change. If it turns out a simple catalyst is all that is needed to make this stuff as vulnerable as aluminum then I’d like to find that out before I’m flying in an airplane made out of it.”

Himeko smiled. “A little dramatic there, don’t you think?”

“A bit. And it’s not like I expected any major changes from that dosage of acid, aluminum by itself is reasonably acid resistant and an arcane alloy is usually less vulnerable than its conventional counterpart. But I’d have still felt better if there was something, that would at least have given me a thread to pull on.”

“Well, you’ve still got two more samples. Maybe something will develop.”

“I sure hope so,” I muttered, glancing back at the other two flasks. I hadn’t really expected much from the first one, hence the additional two to measure longer reaction times and get the stats for some formulas. But getting nothing was still a bit of a disappointment.

I then sighed. “And I have to remember to check the acid,” I reminded myself firmly, carefully starting to re-don my protective equipment. “It’s unlikely the mithril somehow neutralized or made any significant impact to the chemicals, but I do have to make sure that’s not a part of this.”

“Do you really think so?” Himeko asked with a combination of amusement and worry.

“Not really, no. I’m pretty sure there’d have been at least some evidence of a reaction if that had happened. But it’s not like I understand mithril in the first place. My current theory is still that part of its mass is still displaced along a dimensional axis. But even if that is the case the remainder should still have reacted at least a little with the acid, so that’s no excuse. Either it’s something else or mithril is really just that acid resistant.”

Himeko paused a moment, making sure she hadn’t missed anything, and then smiled. “Which also isn’t saying much,” she noted with quiet humor. “That’s basically stating ‘the material didn’t react. So it either won’t react, or there’s something else.’ It sounds important, but that’s a pretty basic truth Mamoru. It means you still don’t know much.”

Despite everything, I did have to smirk at myself when she put it like that. “Well, it’s not unimportant,” I said with a touch of good humor. “I now know mithril’s a at least a little more acid resistant than aluminum. To sulfuric acid at least. But you’re right about keeping the dramatics to a minimum, at least before I go writing up any scientific papers.”

“Good.”

I carefully transported said sulfuric acid to a lab table and started to conduct some basic tests. “Yikes,” Himeko noted after a moment. “I never thought I’d ever see the litmus paper actually turn that color!”

I smiled calmly, despite the danger the litmus paper was verifying. “Well, I’ll do a few more tests. And compare it to how the next set turns out. But I think we can rule out the idea that the mithril has somehow neutralized the acid.”

“Hmph,” Himeko looked amused too, “being around you is always an education. My dad would probably throw a fit if he knew I was even standing next to acid this strong! I’m a little amazed they actually had something that acidic in our school.”

“They didn’t,” I reported calmly, “I made it up myself.”

Himeko just shook her head. “If this was something more explosive I’d be a lot more worried about that, Mamoru.”

I wisely decided not to mention some of the chemical reactions sulfuric acid could be involved in.

Himeko cocked her head for a moment, looking at me thoughtfully. “Which reminds me. Mamoru, how busy do you think you’ll be next month?”

Something about that sent chills up my spine. “Why?” I asked cautiously.

“It’ll be the leadup to the Cultural Festival again,” Himeko admitted. “We’re probably going to need you for safety checks and whatever other odd jobs we’re going to pass on to you as the Science Advisor- “

Oh, right. Fair. I admitted reluctantly to myself. I wasn’t looking forward to that, but it was a more than generous cost for lab access.

“-but I was also thinking of getting you a little more involved in the class project this year.”

“Wait? What? How?”

“Don’t panic Mamoru,” Himeko waved my confused objections away. “It’s not even decided what we’re doing yet. I certainly don’t want to stifle anyone else so I’m not going to get involved unless there’s a lack of creativity this year.”

“Really?” I asked somewhat skeptically.

“Really,” she nodded at me. “I have an idea, but it’s not a great idea. I want to make sure I’m not going to bulldoze over someone else’s better idea by bringing it up first. I merely want to make sure we’re not going to be stuck with something silly this year. I appreciated the maid café last time, but I’m not in a rush to give in to a couple of bozos campaigning for a swimsuit café this Cultural Festival.”

I winced, appreciating her point. Himeko was pretty much guaranteed to get her plan approved if she brought it up, she had too much influence over the class otherwise. It wasn’t impossible that another person’s idea would be better, but it would have to be one of the most awesome ideas of all time to manage it. Even if Himeko simply suggested something and then stepped back it would take a pretty good concept and an awfully good presentation to overcome her prestige. So she was obviously reluctant to step forward. Unless our class was boring or boorish enough in its suggestions. Then all bets were off.

“If we do things my way we’ll probably end up doing a play. And since you’ve got access to a science lab I figure you could do a good job in mixing us up some special effects.”

“Huh,” for a moment I paused, turning the idea over in my head a few times. You know… that’s not a bad thought, I admitted, momentarily intrigued by the change of pace. There was plenty of stuff I could cook up with just conventional chemistry, no magic required unless I wanted an extra level of safety and ease in making it. And in doing so I’d actually have a rare opportunity to contribute to the class while reinforcing my cover story. Nothing like seeing me set off some real smoke and mirrors to help conceal the fact I was a mage!

(Sure, there was at least a fifty percent chance I’d use magic to do the actual setting off, it would be easier and more certain than physical or electric triggers. But that was something I could conceal easily enough.)

“What sort of special effects?” I asked cautiously.

“Well, lets see if we end up using my idea first,” Himeko replied casually. “I’m thinking of the usual suspects: smoke, colored flashes, sparklers. But there’s probably going to be less of that if we decide to do Snow White, so let’s not get ahead of ourselves.”

I went silent. I was still a little suspicious of Himeko, I suspected she had at least one more ‘grand finale’ trick in mind that she wasn’t telling me about yet. But I didn’t actually hate the idea…

She interrupted my train of thought (probably deliberately) by asking. “So, what’s so important you had to work on it even though you’re running an acidic experiment in the background? It looks like a mana collector.”

I sighed but gave in to the inevitable. “It is,” I admitted. “I’m building some new model collectors for my family.”

“For your family?” Himeko looked a little startled.

“To be placed at various family homes,” I corrected myself. “My relatives finally got it through my skull that I should trust and respect them enough to ask for help. So, I’m building a few more collectors to place at both my grandparents’ houses and the Kanokos. And maybe a slightly upgraded one for Saori too.” I wasn’t that worried about the one at the Suzukis, and it was probably better just to trust Saori, but while I was working on everything anyway…

“So, what’s different about these ones?” Himeko asked in curiosity, trying to see if she could spot anything different in the early construction.

“Honestly? Not much. There’s a couple of minor improvements and tweaks but in terms of efficiency and mana collection we may be looking at a four or five percent increase in mana collected. And that’s mostly on the side of transmitting the mana to the central reservoir, I haven’t made any real breakthroughs in actual collection recently. Not to mention that these aren’t exactly going to prime locations. Compared to even the school these things probably aren’t going to collect too much. Collectively they might just barely exceed one of the collectors on the Meiko estate.”

“Well, that’s still valuable,” Himeko acknowledged, well aware of how much I appreciated the mana. “But that begs the question: why are you changing things?”

I thought about BSing her, giving her the usual excuses about incremental progress, experimentation, and experience. But I realized Himeko probably wouldn’t fall for it and gave her the slightly more awkward truth. “I’m also trying to fit in a couple more safety precautions into these ones,” I admitted. “They’re going to be a hint safer and more secure than usual while also incorporating a couple of detection spells that will send me a signal if something goes wrong.

To Himeko’s credit she only frowned slightly. She did not go complaining about all the collectors on her estate not having these features nor did she immediately start demanding I upgrade all of my collectors on Meiko grounds to include it. She obviously would have preferred that, she was still the Meiko heiress and she had a responsibility to protect everyone under the Meiko umbrella. But she was also willing to understand the practicality and effort involved, that I was checking those collectors personally every day unlike these collectors which would have to operate independently. And she was willing to acknowledge that I cared a little bit more for my family on top of that.

Which was why it surprised me a lot when about a minute later she finally spoke up again. And when she did, all she said was “so… reincarnation?”

I twitched and went stock still. Despite everything I was still tempted to play it off, joke around, or deny it. Even though I’d been expecting this since I opened up a little to Eiko my first instinct was still to make excuses. But, in the end, I was tired of lying to my friends. I wasn’t yet willing to come totally clean, I was still going to keep the other world factor quiet as well as the extent of my memories, but they deserved to know as much of the truth as possible. Especially since that might help all of us on occasion.

So, of course, I started out with by stalling. “Eiko told you?” I asked carefully, pushing aside everything on the bench to a safe distance and then turning to Himeko.

“A little, there wasn’t much,” Himeko admitted. “Just that you claimed you had access to memories of a past life.”

“That I’m able to use magic to access some of those memories,” I ‘corrected’, trying to be very careful with my lies. “Using some more complicated magic I’m able to ‘remember’ them so to speak. This isn’t one of those isekai animes where I suddenly remembered everything around puberty.”

Since it was obviously a stressful and uncomfortable subject (not to mention unbelievable and unverifiable), and I was technically telling the truth, I managed to slip the deception past Himeko. She simply nodded seriously and waited for me to continue.

“It’s… not a guarantee it’s actually reincarnation,” I continued awkwardly. “It’s possible I’m doing some sort of weird access to the akashic library or the collective unconscious, that the spell is poorly understood and I’m misinterpreting the results. Even mages are still debating it.”

Again, not a total lie. There was a spell that worked like that, it just had nothing to do with what was actually happening. My personal opinion was that it was a collective unconscious/racial memory thing. But Avalon had beliefs that were closer to western Europe than Asia, it was possible our unconscious biases and teachings had colored my opinions.

“But you think it is?” Himeko asked with gentle certainty.

“In my case, yes,” I replied a bit more confidently. “For whatever it’s worth, I seem to have accessed memories of a previous life that I went through. For some weirdly twisted values of ‘I’ of course.”

“Of course,” Himeko replied with a small twitch of a smile. She grew a little more serious as she asked the important question “it that how it works for everyone? Death and reincarnation?”

“That’s… a little beyond me,” I responded, sweating a little. “From what I know, there’s an awfully wide mix and match of options and possibilities. Afterlives, oblivion, ascendance, reincarnation… all of them seem to have happened. When you combine that with concepts like impressing a ghost on the world and the idea of higher and lower souls it gets even more complex.”

“That’s not a straight answer,” Himeko noted calmly.

“It’s not a straight question,” I shrugged. “I am familiar with at least some cases where the soul’s afterlife is like a heavenly spa for a while before they get reincarnated, sort of the ultimate vacation and work cycle.” Granted, that had been for the souls of destined heroes but there was no reason it couldn’t apply to others. “And I know of another situation where it was supposed to be a hell that ground down a truly, irredeemably evil soul into nothingness.” I wasn’t sure I truly believed in that, but torture and oblivion were frightening concepts. “Based on what I know, all of these things happen. How often they happen, and where and how they are applied, is a little beyond me.”

Himeko sighed. “I suppose that’s believable,” she admitted. “But, as scary as it was, I would have liked to know for sure.”

I shrugged. “Sorry, I have no idea how common or uncommon my case is. And just to make matters worse: I’m pretty sure the fact I was a mage in my last life too, and worshipped Aoth, also had an impact.”

Himeko looked at me, giving me a slightly surprised reappraisal. “You mean like you’re destined to do all this? It’s your purpose to bring magic to the world’s attention?”

I opened my mouth to deny this, but the words caught in my throat before I said them. Maybe? I thought to myself. It’s not that dissimilar to what I’ve thought on occasion, her version seems a little too dramatic thought.

“Probably not that,” I demurred, shying away from such a pretentious claim. “More like I decided to work for a certain company, and they decided what happened to me.”

Himeko quickly covered up a giggle. “The Gods as the ultimate cosmic employers?” she suggested sweetly.

“Huh, maybe a little?” I suggested after a moment’s thought. “That doesn’t sound quite right… but I’ve got to admit, it doesn’t sound totally wrong either.”

“And your company had a tendency to send people overseas?” Himeko asked innocently, her eyes sparkling a bit.

“I don’t know if it’s a tendency, just what they did in my case. I think,” I added hastily.

“Of course.”

“Sorry Himeko,” I continued a little sheepishly, “I don’t really have any great revelations about life and death to give you. I can tell you what I think, and what I’ve gone through, but you’re probably better off consulting various holy books.” I was momentarily distracted by the idea of various religious texts as peer reviewed publications versus my lone experimental results. Along with the various strengths and weaknesses of both those positions.

“I suppose,” Himeko smiled a little in disappointment. “It’s not like you couldn’t be hallucinating either.”

“Precisely!” I said suddenly, startling Himeko with the strength of my agreement. “I certainly believe my position, and I’d be insulted if you told me I was lying after I’ve gone to such trouble verifying it for myself. But expecting you to simply trust that is an equally bad idea.”

“Calm down Mamoru.”

“Sorry, that pushed a few of my buttons,” I admitted. Proving magic to the world was going to be difficult, thanks to all the prejudice out there. But part of the reason for that prejudice was a history of people just blindly falling for silly claims, a lot of people weren’t interested in listening to another potential delusion. I was not looking forward to threading that needle.

“I suppose it would,” Himeko admitted, tilting her head for a moment. “It’s weird. It’s strange to think of you as someone else. But at the same time, not so strange. It seems to fit you.”

I laughed awkwardly, not quite sure what to say to that. “I’m me. Looking into my past life has certainly shaped me, but I’m still me.”

“I can believe that. It… helps explain how things went at the amusement park.”

My stomach dropped a little at the thought of revisiting that. “So… I’m guessing Eiko told you?”

Himeko nodded. “She had to tell me about the past life thing, and she could hardly avoid telling me about the rest in the process,” Himeko bowed deeply to me. “I’m sorry for my selfishness Mamoru.”

“Huh? What?” I jerked backwards in surprise, belatedly grateful I’d shifted the acid well out of the way.

“It was my fault,” Himeko’s face was growing a little redder as she held her bow, “I only considered my own needs and wants, and my desire to get closer to Hiro. I didn’t think about what I was doing to my friends at all. I am responsible for placing you two in such an awkward position.”

“Whoa! Hold it, Himeko! Raise your head!”

I did not expect the conversation to turn that way! I thought in shock, taking a few moments to collect myself. It shouldn’t have surprised me though. Too much of that encounter had been too important to keep from Himeko, and there was no way Himeko would have failed to realize something had happened with her friend. And as for Himeko blaming herself… yeah, that should have been the least surprising thing of all.

“Mamoru,” Himeko continued humbly, “I dragged you two along without thinking anything of it. You have your own lives, and I subjected you to an exhausting ordeal. It was not your fault that one of you… faltered.”

I sighed. One nice thing about putting a foot out of the reincarnation closet, I reflected, is that I can mention a few more things to my friends. I could reveal a hint more experience, especially with relationships, then I could have previously. I still wasn’t terribly good at them, but at least I knew what could go wrong.

“Himeko, that’s nonsense. Things just… happened. It’s no more your fault than if one of us had tripped on the concrete at Tokyo Funderland and then hurt ourselves.”

“With all due respect, that’s not true,” Himeko said stubbornly. “I wore you two out with a long day, and then thoughtlessly threw you two together into a romantic situation. How could something not happen?”

“Seriously Hime?” I was blushing but I couldn’t help but give her a little side-eye. “That’s pushing it, don’t you think? If it had been Hiro and I in that gondola, or one of the boys from our classroom, do you think there’d have been anything going on?”

“Well, no. But- “

“But Eiko and I were closer and friends,” I finished for her. “Fair enough, that did make it a little more uncomfortable. But we could have said no, or done something different. If I’d suddenly gone mad and assaulted Eiko, how could you blame yourself for that?”

“I think you’re reaching a little with that comparison, Mamoru.”

“Okay, fair,” I admitted. Just because I was reincarnated didn’t make me any better with this stuff. “But Eiko and I had a gentler version of that conversation back at the mansion when you hooked up with Hiro. She should have known better.”

Himeko flushed a little bit again and looked away. “She was worried you were too shy back then,” Himeko mumbled a little off to the side. She obviously knew it was a bad excuse but she felt she had to defend her friend.

“And she was tired and lonely,” I nodded. “I get it, I won’t have much of a problem moving past it with a little more time. But seriously, do you honestly think I’d have turned down a chance with Eiko if I’d thought there was any real possibility? Come on Himeko, I’m shy but you’ve been dealing with horny guys for years now and she was giving me easy openings.”

“The fact that you can recognize her as attractive…” Himeko began before cutting herself off with a sigh. “No, you’re right. I could see you backing away from something too aggressive, but you’d at least tentatively accept an opening.”

“Right. And do you honestly think we could have any kind of romantic relationship without screwing ourselves up?”

“Well… no,” Himeko admitted sadly. “You two have a few key divisions between you. That’s not an automatic no, I don’t think I should dictate either of your feelings, but I’ve never seen any signs you two actually felt that way towards each other. You could force yourselves together for a while, but the gaps between you would eventually cause too much friction. I’m just surprised you knew that.”

“Hence why I confessed to knowing some of my past life’s experiences,” I admitted a little wryly. “I knew we’d be making a colossal mistake because I saw things like that happen the last time around.”

“ ’Saw?’ ” Himeko noted with a carefully raised eyebrow.

“Some secondhand, some firsthand,” I rolled my eyes, “for whatever those terms are worth in this case.”

“Ah.”

Not wanting to dwell on the subject too long, I rushed forward. “In any case, even I could see we wouldn’t work out long term. And I’ve got just enough self knowledge to realize we wouldn’t work out as some kind of fling.”

“I cannot help but note you keep coming back to that.”

I winced. “I have to keep telling myself that so I don’t screw up,” I admitted reluctantly. “It’s… one of the reasons I’m so conflicted here, it makes me simultaneously want to blame Eiko a little more, but also understand and forgive her at the same time. Just because I’ve realized it would be stupid doesn’t mean I don’t want to give in. If I hadn’t seen some of those results from my last life I’d probably have found an excuse.”

I was surprised to hear a bit of self-loathing in my own words. Himeko was silent for a long time, obviously mulling it over. When she finally spoke her tone and words were gentle.

“It’s alright Mamoru. We forgive you.”

My head shot up as I realized she’d hit the mark.

She smiled slightly. “Not that there’s anything to blame you for in the first place. It’s alright, we understand. You’re straight and you’re human and you’re imperfect. It’s okay that you’ve desired us, and it’s also okay that you’ve rejected us. There might be a moment of pain or discomfort but it hasn’t done anything worth noting. We’re your friends either way, your faults haven’t done any real harm and that won’t change.”

I sat stock still as I realized her words were having an effect, and more tension than I’d realized was there was melting from around my heart.

We were both quiet for a solid minute before I chuckled a little wetly. “Two lifetimes worth of memories and I still fell for that stupidity.”

“It’s okay, that sort of fear can sneak up on you, prey upon you in your weakest moments. You remember how Hiro talked about the dangers of yes men at the amusement park?”

“Yeah. I think I get that a little better now,” I admitted. It would have been damn nice to have a circle of people around me, telling me a slightly less deep version of that all the time. Even when it wasn’t true.

Himeko nodded silently.

“Well, that veered off into even more awkward territory,” I sighed, clearly not eager to dwell on it.

“So long as you’ve realized the truth,” Himeko noted with a hint more concern. “That everything’s alright and you shouldn’t stress out. Despite her few bad moments Eiko’s not made out of glass, she’ll be alright.”

Oof! When she puts it like that, I do feel a little stupid, I admitted. I knew that worry was misplaced. Even in rejecting a romantic relationship, in the end I was a little more worried about what it would do to me than her. We’d both have ended up hurt, but she’d have been more likely to walk away from it.

“What happens in the future is what happens in the future, if it happens,” Himeko said firmly. “We’ll cross those bridges if we come to them. In the meantime- “

Himeko was interrupted by a sudden, violent vibration as the room around us began to shake. Being long time residents of Tokyo we both acted instinctively, making sure to instantly put ourselves under cover and out of danger.

This particular earthquake lasted less than a minute. After the shaking died down we waited a little bit and then cautiously began to climb up.

“Well…” said after a moment, a little breathless in the wake of the shake. She carefully scanned the room and was instinctively braced for aftershocks. “You certainly called that one right.

“Yeah…” I said slowly, carefully giving everything a visual examination and then casting a few quick spells to check for damage. Normally I might not have bothered, but I had three separate vials of a strong acid in the room! There were a lot of bad ways to discover something was cracked, damaged, or leaking; and I had no intention of falling into any of them! What moron decided to do an experiment involving sulfuric acid when his warning bracelet’s been going off for hours? My internal voice noted derisively.

“It looks like everything’s alright here,” I said, trying to ignore that little voice and reminding myself any experiment with this strong an acid would probably have generated some level of warning. “Thank Aoth the lids all stayed screwed on, otherwise we probably would have seen a bunch of acid leaking over the sides and on to the counter.”

Himeko winced at the mere thought of that. “Good call Mamoru, it turns out flasks were the right way to go after all. I wouldn’t have wanted to deal with a test tube full of sulfuric acid if it broke. Not to mention floating, acid dipped, mithril shards flying around the room.”

I hissed in a breath at the image she conjured. “Yeah, sometimes it’s better to be lucky than good.”

“I’d better get going,” Himeko said reluctantly, “make a sweep of the school and check that everyone and everything is okay. What do you think? 4.5 magnitude?”

“Probably around that,” I admitted. “I think it was a little more myself, maybe a 4.7 or 4.8. But I’m feeling a little panicked after the near miss with the acid, so I’m probably overestimating things.”

Himeko gave me a miniscule smile. “In which case, you’re probably not the only one. I should probably hurry and reassure people that everything’s alright.”

There was a frantic pounding on the lab door. “Hime-san! Hime-san!”

“Case in point,” I noted with a slight smirk of my own.

Himeko frowned but quickly moved to the door and was soon back at her duties. I meanwhile rechecked that everything was secure and then returned to my work. But under the circumstances I couldn’t help but wonder Hmm, does mithril have any earthquake related applications? I mean, it’s probably impractical to try and build houses that float slightly above the Earth. But…

I was soon lost in my weird little speculation.
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“Hm,” I checked the note again just to be sure. But, unsurprisingly, it looked like the address matched. It’s not likely that I’d have gotten the address wrong but suddenly ended up at another real shrine, I reflected with amusement. I guess I’ve just gotten a little bit addicted to my phone.

The note in question was a physical piece of paper for a change. And, just to be extra cautious, I’d avoided looking the address up on the internet. While I was definitely being cautious, for once I didn’t think I was being paranoid. Merely cautious enough.

Yesterday I’d gotten a surprise emergency call on my burner phone. It had come from the psi kids, more specifically Hayashi Chika. She’d encountered an unusual case and was requesting my help. So, after some quick preparation work, I was at an unfamiliar part of Tokyo instead of the lab for my post school time.

I seriously doubt I needed to be quite so cautious, I though, glancing at the piece of paper again. But that’s ‘seriously doubt’ as in ‘95% sure’. Given the potential stakes here, revealing all the kids they’ve networked with, that’s worth a little inconvenience and old school methodology. With that in mind, I shifted the backpack and naginata bag I was carrying and then cautiously entered the shrine.

The second I took a step past the Torii gates I felt it. An overwhelming sense of attention, and some serious distrust and disapproval. Whoa! The local kami is not happy with me!

I rushed as quickly as I could to the chozu-ya to begin purification. Well, as quickly as I could without breaking into a run or seeming even more disrespectful. It was a pretty brisk walk thought! The resident kami was not in a good mood and I was not looking to make it any worse!

As I carefully went through the steps of chozu I became aware of something else in the air. A subtler disturbance hidden somewhere in the area. The kami’s presence was drowning it out but this was… wrong. Nasty. Tainted.

I was considering going through chozu again when a girl in a miko costume rushed out to meet me. “Good, you’re here,” Hayashi Chika said shortly. “Follow me.”

I blinked in surprise at seeing her in such different clothing but shrugged and followed behind her. “Is it alright?” I asked as politely as I could. “The shrine’s kami doesn’t seem happy to see me.”

“They aren’t,” Hayashi verified instantly. “But that doesn’t matter. Not so long as you don’t do anything stupid to piss them off.”

I glanced at her a little askance, but was sensible enough to keep the “are you sure you’re a shrine maiden?” question locked inside my head.

“They’re in a nasty mood because of this curse. So long as you’re not making the problem any worse they shouldn’t do anything permanent to you.”

As worrying as that ‘permanent’ question would be under other circumstances, the first part of her statement was what caught my attention. “A curse? Are you sure?” I asked swiftly and seriously, suddenly more willing to forgive her abruptness.

“Positive,” Hayashi nodded. “I’ve never seen anything like this.”

I ignored the obvious “you’re what? Thirteen?” comment and focused on what lay up ahead. If she was right then this was serious.

Hayashi led me into what turned out to be her family’s house, as temple caretakers their residence lay on the grounds. We quickly made our way to a small room off to the side where Hayashi knocked on the side of the door before sliding it open with a surprisingly gentle “I’m coming in.”

It was a sparse room with barely a window and a futon in there. A young girl had been kneeling before the futon but she practically jumped as we came in.

I frowned mightily upon seeing her. The long sleeves of her winter uniform couldn’t cover up the bandages on her arms, or the large patch over her left cheek. And even without activating ‘mage sight’ I could tell there was something dark surrounding her.

“Aoth preserve us,” I muttered, instantly falling to my knees and setting down both backpack and naginata bag. I instinctively moved to grab her, start doing a metaphysical physical, before pulling back at the last moment.

“Hay-ashi-san?” the girl asked nervously, her voice breaking.

“It’s alright, Nanami-san,” Hayashi said soothingly. “He’s a friend, he’s here to help.”

“If I may?” I asked, trying to seem a little more friendly. Even though I’m pretty sure my grimness was leaking through.

The girl glanced at Hayashi who nodded encouragingly. After a moment she said “o-okay.”

I activated ‘mage sight’ but it didn’t reveal much. The girl’s whole aura was coated in a nasty black and purple looking cloud. I switched it off, and carefully started checking the girl out, paying close attention to my inherent abilities.

“How clued in is she?” I asked, gently raising the girl’s arm. She flinched a little at my touch, but she seemed able to move her arm without pain. Almost as importantly, her aura underneath that miasma felt almost normal.

“She’s a new convert,” Hayashi replied, a tiny hint of an eye-roll present in her tone. “She used to be neutral, maybe even a little skeptical, but recent events have converted her.”

“I’ll bet.”

The girl, who was probably another junior high student of Hayashi’s age, started to speak. “E-e-everytime I slept,” she said haltingly, “I-I-I’d dream of skeletons clawing at me. Trying to drag me down. A-a-and when I’d wake up…”

“There’d be scratches on her arms,” Hayashi finished grimly. “She tried to tell herself she was doing it in her sleep, but it kept getting worse. Two nights ago she basically tied herself into her bedroll, but when she woke up her face had been clawed.”

Nanami sobbed and covered her face.

“I assume you’ve tried all the usual cleansings?” I asked, gently pulling away but continuing to study her.

“Yes. And last night we had her sleep over,” Hayashi’s eyes tightened in a way that didn’t seem right for a girl that young. “It was fainter, but something still bloodied her.”

Damn, no wonder the kami’s pissed. Granted, the curse seemed to be on the girl and coming with her. That wasn’t quite as impressive as it piercing the kami’s protection directly. But having enough power to have an effect like that while still within the kami’s sphere of influence… that was worrying.

“Alright, I want to try something basic first, just to see what will happen,” I replied, leaning back and digging through my backpack. After a moment I pulled out some incense, the one made with concentrated cleansing herbs. I paused at the last moment and turned to Hayashi. “Do you mind if I light this in here?”

“Is it really stinky?”

“Not really,” I considered a moment, “about average for an incense.”

“Then go ahead. My mom would object to us really messing up the place but we’re used to a little bit of smoke around here.”

I nodded and lit the incense, squeezing out another startled “yeep!” from Nanami as I did it with a quick spell rather than spending too much time searching for a lighter. I started wafting the smoke over the wide-eyed girl.

“It’s not doing anything,” Hayashi noted flatly.

“No, I didn’t think it would,” re-examining everything with ‘mage sight’, “I just wanted to see how the cu- how it would react.”

I kept it up for another minute, but the purple black cloud around the girl barely stirred. Occasionally it would ripple a little under the influence of the incense, but there was little real effect.

Finally I sighed, leaned back, and extinguished the remainder. “Hayashi-san, a moment if you please?” I asked getting back up and stepping out of the room.

“I’ll be right back,” she told Nanami gently. Then she rose up to join me just outside the door.

“Keep it open,” she added softly, “she’s just going to get nervous if we close it.”

This is weird, I noted in the back of my mind. I appreciated Hayashi’s attitude, and how seriously she was taking everything, but if felt strange to be doing it with a girl who wasn’t coming up much further than my waist. Thankfully, the seriousness of the situation kept that to a minimum.

“This is definitely a true curse,” I murmured softly. “How much do you know?”

“Wait, what do you mean by true curse?” Hayashi asked in return. “Is there an important distinction?”

“Ergh,” I scratched the back of my head, not quite sure how much to tell her. Let some of Avalon slip out again, I thought, angry at myself. I’ve got to be more careful about that. Just because I’d given Eiko and Himeko a glimpse of the reincarnation thing didn’t mean I should be getting too loose lipped.

“It’s how my… school defines these sorts of things,” I replied reluctantly. Hayashi had both psychic and sacred powers, and I was standing in the heart of her territory. Trying to lie to her would not go well. “There’s three categories, you probably know them as something else.”

“We need to help Nanami,” she replied, her eyes blazing. “Tell me everything.”

“Okay, first are fake curses,” I held up a finger. “Those are just regular spells that do something unfortunate but in a regular way. Like if I took the time to cast some sort of ridiculously complex spell that made a farting noise whenever you sat down. They’re just like any other spell and they’re easy to deal with, even if they’re complex they just don’t have the oomph or penetration to…”

I trailed off a little, not wanting to oversell it. A so-called fake curse could kill you or make your life a living hell just as much as any other spell. They were just ‘easy’ to deal in the sense that you could read and break them using ‘regular’ methods.

“Next are lesser curses,” I said quickly, Hayashi’s faint puzzlement clearing up with my next words. “These aren’t just spells. They might do the same sort of things but they’re more primal, organic. Closer to forces of nature. They’re harder to explain, it’s less like a formalized spell and more like someone’s put an ill-wishing on the victim that’s seemed to come to life.”

Hayashi nodded. “We’ve seen those around, when someone hates the recipient so much and gathers all their hatred against them and throws it at a target.”

“Yes! Good! That’s a good description.”

Come to think of it, I realized belatedly, curses like that are kind of a hybrid form too. Less pure magic, and more something that utilizes multiple sources like psychic and demonic energy. Someone like Hayashi, who seemed to utilize psychic and sacred powers, probably had a better grip on the idea than I did. It was closer to her ‘family’ of languages, like someone speaking Chinese or Korean. Whereas it was like someone speaking French or German to me, something that operated by a vastly different set of rules.

“Well, true curses are the next step up,” I continued a little more hesitantly, trying to sound serious but not overbearingly arrogant now that I realized her experience. “True curses are set by someone, or more usually something, that knows what they’re doing. They’re similar to lesser curses, but lesser curses are haphazard and usually have weak points. Especially around the edges. True curses have a lot of power behind them, and are set in a way it’s hard to remove them.”

Hayashi looked back towards the other girl. “You’re right. I’ve seen lots of jumbled pieces of darkness and muck set up by angry schoolkids before. This is like that, but on a whole other level.”

I found my eyebrows raising a little. Huh. So this is what it feels like, I reflected in surprise. It was weird finding someone younger than me who more had more knowledge in a supernatural subject like this. It was also strange to find someone who’d had so many more encounters with a subject like this than me.

Although that’s probably just due to the location, I realized, the back of my mind getting a little distracted by the subject. Fujita wasn’t that far away from accidentally pulling off some lesser curses, one could argue she almost managed it at the last Cultural Festival. She had lacked the necessary HATE and PASSION to pull it off, and she’d have probably cracked after the first time if she’d managed to get that intensely deranged about a single target, but other than that she’d probably been a good example. Dealing with a temple, Hayashi probably had seen a number of victims come to her over the years from multiple schools where someone had been that far gone.

“So, what do we do?”

I shook myself slightly and returned to the present, and the very real problem of the victim in front of me. “That’s…” I hesitated for a moment, reluctant to admit weakness, but shoved that thought to the side. “That’s where things are tricky. Fixing this is probably up to you. I’m only one mage, fighting a true curse like this would probably take seven or eight masters working together.”

Hayashi’s eyes flashed with both anger and despair. “That’s what I’ve been trying to do, but nothing’s worked! Fix this!”

“A true curse’s power resist’s a mage’s all too well. It’s like trying to clean up sticky syrup while using a remotely operated mechanical hand. There’s a reason people turn to priests and shamans at times like this, and it’s not because they’re credulous.”

Hayashi still looked ready to boil over with a combination of annoyance at me and worry for Nanami. So I hastened to add. “I’m not beat yet! I still want to have a closer look at this, make sure there’s not something more I can do. And even if I can’t help directly I might be able to do something indirectly. Some divination spells might give us a better idea what’s going on here. Your power might be more effective, but to get the most out of it you’re still going to need to apply it well. I might be able to arm you with knowledge, the most effective weapon of all.”

Whatever Hayashi was going to say was interrupted by an angry slapping of sandals on the floor. “Granddaughter!” an old but not yet weak voice (sort of) roared.

Hayashi made a face but got between me and the incoming storm. In this case, a somewhat wrathful old man dressed up in full kannushi getup.

I started to bow respectfully to him (I think it was the hat, the eboshi just triggered it in me). But much to my surprise Hayashi stopped me by putting her hand on my chest. And when I looked at her I was surprised to see an annoyed expression on her face.

“What do you think you’re doing here?! I told you I’d take care of this!” he shouted, ignoring me.

“Lay off old man! I told you this was my responsibility, and I’ll handle it!”

I stared in dumbfounded shock at the pair, and thus missed the third party taking a calmer and much more responsible approach down the hall.

“You can’t handle it! This is too much for a little girl like you!”

“And it’s too much for an old geezer like you! This is too important to leave to your pride!”

“It’s not pride, it’s fact! You know you can’t help this girl! It’s too much for you!”

“That’s why I got help!”

“You got help! Who? Some young charlatan that doesn’t know an oni from a kappa?!”

“Why do you doubt my friends?!”

“Because they’re inexperienced incompetents, that’s why!”

“Oh my!” a new, gentler and more feminine voice cut in. “You might want to moderate your tone a little there elder, before you make a mistake you regret.”

I abruptly turned to the source of the new voice, surprised to find I recognized it. “Mika-sensei,” I said, trying to sound polite instead of shocked as I bowed deeply to the veteran miko.

“Master Mamoru,” she replied, bowing deeply back to me, shutting up both the elder and younger Hayashi with her calm respect. “I did not expect to be running into you again any time soon.”

“Neither did I,” I admitted a little awkwardly, “… is Master Luo with you?”

“No,” Mika smiled in a charming way that made her look half her age. “He’s off on his own business right now. As am I. An old and respected friend of mine called to ask for help with a serious case.” The pleasant expression abruptly left her face and she grew serious. “I can tell he was right to do so.”

I nodded in firm agreement, overjoyed to suddenly have a reinforcement like her. “He was, we have a true curse on our hands.”

Both Hayashi and her grandfather (presumably Hayashi the elder) stared at us in open mouthed shock, their eyes having constantly flicked between us as we’d spoken. I belatedly realized half of Mika’s behaviour had been in order to politely give her host a chance to recover himself. Finally, with an abrupt clearing of his throat, he put on a stern but reasonable demeanor. “Is this boy known to you, Mika-san?”

“Indeed. Although I’d be careful about calling him a boy, Noboru-san. Master Matsuda may be young, but he is also a genius mage. Probably the youngest to earn a master title in the last few generations.”

“Not a genius!” I protested quickly and desperately. “And probably the weakest master in Japan!”

“So that’s how you did the amulets so young!” Hayashi breathed softly, mildly impressed and not helping my argument.

“Master Mamoru,” Mika gave me a gently chiding look, “I have seen your abilities. And while I worry you may overexert yourself in the field undervaluing your abilities to others might have a detrimental effect.”

How do I get myself into these situations? I groaned mentally.

“Trust me,” I replied, trying to go for humble but stumbling into grumpy, “this is a case where your and Hayashi’s powers are far more important.”

“Yes,” Mika replied, finally turning back towards the young girl, “some evil creature has directly connected her with Yomi.”

That stirred up all three of us.

“What?”

“Oh no!”

“Are you sure?”

“I am certain,” Mika replied to me, “once you have smelled the foul stench of it you can never mistake it for anything else. Someone has cursed that poor girl with a connection, and every time she sleeps the dead seek to drag her closer.”

“How do we fix this, Mika-san?” the elder Hayashi asked seriously. In the room Nanami looked like she was trying to shutter her ears, not listen or hear anything, but it was obvious it was sinking in.

Much to my surprise, Mika smiled. “Fortunately, Noboru-san, we seem to have everything we need here. May I borrow your granddaughter for this?”

“Well I- that is- “

“I’m in,” Hayashi Chika spoke without hesitation.

Mika smiled just a little wider. “Good, it will be helpful to me to have another set of hands. And it is good to teach the younger generation this technique. Master Mamoru, will you lend us your aid?”

“If I can help,” I said, not quite as surely or strongly as my junior. “I’m not sure how much I can do thought.”

“That is easy. You will push, while Hayashi-san and I pull.”

***

Huh, I thought as I considered Mika’s instructions. I never really thought of it like that before, I guess you learn something new every day.

“Do you think you can do that Master Mamoru?” Mika asked. It was obvious she was just being polite though, and had complete confidence in my abilities.

“I think so,” I said after a moment. “The basic idea is pretty straightforward. Doing it effectively though… give me a minute.” I put my backpack on the floor, ruffled around in it, and then pulled out a notebook and a pencil. I began to sketch out some rough magic circles.

“You truly mean that Mika-san?” Hayashi Noboru asked cautiously, still surprised. “This boy’s really a master?”

“A very impressive one.”

“For his age?”

“For any age,” she corrected him serenely. “I have witnessed him do magics that I would have been surprised to see coming from an eighty-year-old veteran. And while the invulnerability of youth might help with that, it in no way explains away his skill.”

My ears burned slightly, and I tried to hide an embarrassed flush by bending over in my notebook a little more. Of all the times not to be so focused on my task I ignored everything around me!

“And how do you know him then, granddaughter?” he turned to her, sounding a little perplexed.

“It’s a secret,” she replied smugly.

“Why you impudent little- “

Mika chuckled. “Like grandfather like granddaughter.”

“How could you say that!”

“No I’m not!”

I could try to sketch it out on the fly, I reflected, getting even more and more embarrassed via second-hand experience. Neither Hayashi seemed too bothered, and I was glad they seemed to have a good relationship (sort of), but it wasn’t comfortable for me to be there.

Not helping the situation for anyone was the disgusting presence of the curse itself, or the looming doom of the annoyed kami that filled every corner of the shrine. Neither was overpowering by itself, or even together. But they created a really uncomfortable atmosphere, and that backdrop probably affected everything.

The pair bickered a bit for a while longer but it wasn’t long before I’d finished to my satisfaction. After all, I wasn’t doing anything too difficult. These spells were reasonably straightforward, I’d just wanted to make sure I hadn’t missed anything in the planned adaptation. Basically, I was doing the mystic equivalent of checking a chemical equation and making sure there weren’t any unanticipated byproducts. I’d caught one small error in my mental calculations, and that should have only led to a little loss in power as opposed to anything catastrophic, and I wondered if I should have even bothered as I quickly interrupted the arguing pair with “okay, I’m done.”

“That was fast,” Hayashi Noboru noted in surprise, breaking off in mid quibble with his granddaughter. I was starting to wonder how much of it was serious and how much of it was some sort of twisted family tradition.

“I just wanted to do a double check, make sure I hadn’t missed anything too important or obvious.”

“Do you need additional supplies today?” Mika asked politely.

“Well, assuming I can borrow some candles…” I trailed off and looked at the Hayashis significantly.

“Of course!”

“No doubt.”

“…then I should have everything else I need with me.” I indicated my regular backpack with a small smile. “When Hayashi-san indicated she needed to talk to me about something important I came loaded up with all the basics. Speaking of which,” abruptly reminded, I turned to dig around my backpack again.

After nearly a minute I finally found it and pulled out a phone. I almost casually tossed it to Hayashi Chika, but caught myself at the last minute (after starting the throwing motion) and then sheepishly got up to hand it to her.

“Here’s a replacement burner phone for you. I’ll take back the old one if you still have it, give it to Hime-…” I stuttered for a second, getting caught up on the weirdness of the situation and wondering how honest I should be. “She provided a replacement, but that doesn’t mean we should go around casually throwing away the old ones.”

“Ah. Right,” Chika replied a little awkwardly, but less so than I usually did. After a moment she nodded. “It’s still hidden in my room, give me a moment.”

As she quickly left to retrieve it, Mika shot me an amused look. “Keeping secrets Master Matsuda?”

“It’s… not quite my story to tell,” I replied awkwardly. “I’m mostly being paranoid, but better safe than sorry.”

I felt kind of foolish telling her that. When I thought about it a little more it was kind of stupid not to mention Himeko’s name, it’s not like it would have been a terrible challenge for her to figure it out if she wanted to. Even if you ignored the possibility of networking through Master Tai and Master Luo (after all, it was at least even odds they wouldn’t tell her unless it was important) I’d still been picked up at a satellite Meiko family home by a literal police detective friend of hers. Now I had spare cellphones to throw around via someone with ‘hime’ in their name? You didn’t have to be Sherlock Holmes to start putting those sorts of clues together. But I stood by the basic principles of not telling her too much. Especially things that might end up exposing the psi kids, that wasn’t my set of secrets to tell.

For better or worse, Mika accepted that but asked. “Did you ever find out who was watching you back in Kyoto?”

Shit, I thought, seeing Hayashi Noboru look at me sharply. “Yes and no. It was a firm of private investigators. Who hired them to do it, and why, is still up in the air.”

After a moment I quickly followed that up with a spell to detect watchers, just in case. It turned up nothing, apart from the people around me and the kami of course.

Hayashi Noboru was mildly startled to see me casually toss off a spell like that, but that was it. I debated asking how experienced he was with the supernatural or how powerful he was, but I couldn’t figure out a way to do so that didn’t sound a little insulting. And given how he and his granddaughter quarreled I had no desire to set him off again!

Luckily Hayashi Chika returned with the phone before it could become awkward. “Here you go,” she told me simply. “Tell her we appreciate all the support.”

I let out a sigh of relief and smiled at her. “Thank you, I will.” Thankfully, Himeko knew that I was helping out Chika and the others already (it was why I had another burner phone in the first place!) so it felt good to be able to pass that on honestly. Even though I was probably going to get a headache figuring out what it was safe and proper to tell her about this whole mess!

“Anyway,” I said quickly, “let’s get to work!”

***

We moved to a bigger room (not quite a hall, but getting there) inside the house and set things up. It took me the better part of an hour to set up the magic circle around Nanami. Not that it was too complex, I was just taking extra care to make sure every line and symbol was perfectly in place. And I also made it a little larger than usual to accommodate Nanami in the middle of it with room for her to sit and move around a little without the risk of smudging my work. It’s one of those factors you don’t think of until it suddenly becomes important, especially since Nanami was obviously a little sleep deprived and tended swing between periods of adrenalin fueled wakefulness and times when she was starting to nod off.

Mika and Chika (a combination of names which made me fight off a few giggles when I first realized it) talked about what they were doing off in the corner and Mika showed her junior a few moves. Her grandfather kept stubbornly in the background, obviously not happy. But I’d used ‘mage sight’ a few times while constructing the circle and I’d stolen a couple of glances at him in the process. He wasn’t nothing, I detected notable traces of ki in addition to a little bit of mana training and sacred connections. But all were at a significantly lower level than someone like Mika, and I was pretty sure his granddaughter was already closing in on twice his overall strength. He obviously wasn’t going to leave everything alone though.

I can’t entirely blame him for that, I thought, pouring a few herbs in a brazier set at the north point of the circle. He has a curse victim in his shrine, he’s going to want to see this through. Hopefully he’s got the sense to know when to help and when it’s best for him to stay out of the way. Mika’s friendly connection with him gave me hope that was the case.

“All taken care of over here,” I declared finally. I shifted my bags well off to the side and then finally drew my staff out of the naginata bag. I returned to stand near Nanami and the circle and planted my staff firmly against the wood of the floor. “I’m ready to begin when you are.”

All four of the other people in room stopped and looked at me for a moment.

“What, did I miss something?” I asked, looking around a little awkwardly.

Mika smiled slightly. “it’s nothing Master Matsuda.”

“Just for a moment there, you looked like a real mage,” Chika reported.

I was mildly annoyed (never mind that not looking like a real mage 99.99% of the time was the point) but I shifted that thought aside wordlessly and just looked towards the other three.

“Begin,” Mika said, a relaxed seriousness in her tone.

For a moment, nothing happened. Then I almost jumped as the hollow bom! of a drum sounded.

And then, Mika took a step.

It’s a kagura, I realized after a moment as Mika took another precise step and more instruments slowly began to join in. Soon Chika joined her in the dance, taking up a subordinate but in no way lesser position as she followed along. Mostly she mirrored her senior’s movements. But at critical moments, and don’t ask me how she knew, she’d take a different but more complementary positioning. Leaning right when Mika was leaning left or raising her left hand when Mika was raising her right. Slowly, they began to dance into and around the room.

I tried to take in everything at once, but that was impossible. The steps, the slow reaction of the curse, the gradually rising power coming from the two mikos… it was all too much to keep an eye on simultaneously. Even the grandad got involved! Mika had… caused? (Channelled? Provided?) the music to start, it was coming from elsewhere. But as the music grew more complex, and her own attention became focused on both the dance and her own ritual, she passed the effect off to Hayashi Noboru, letting him support it in a manner similar to the way my staff’s third and fourth hands could hold on to my spells.

Gradually the room filled with a different type of power. It was hard to categorize it. There was a mixture of ki, psychic energies, sacred powers contributed by multiple kami, and even a little bit of good old-fashioned mana in there! And it wasn’t just loose, it was directed somehow. Not as precisely as if it was a spell, more like a current of water or the tides of the ocean. And that current slowly grew more and more powerful, beating against the curse.

At first the effect was negligible. But then the curse started to vibrate, and then ripple, and then finally wave under this tide. The form of the curse thrashed to and fro to my ‘mage sight’. Little flecks of it were sometimes broken off by the violent motion, like a dark spray cut off from breaking waves, and when that happened they were swiftly subsumed by the power the mikos had raised. But as much as the form of the spell wavered, tossing and turning like a violent sea, it still remained anchored to Nanami like a sticky tar.

Wait for it, I thought, struggling under the tension and power in the room. Wait for it.

“Now Master Matsuda,” Mika commanded forcefully.

I lit the braziers and candles with a quick gesture and then called forth the spell.

At its heart it was a simple but powerful protection spell, a ward against darker powers like this curse. And normally it would have been useless at this point, this evil was well and truly anchored to Nanami. But I’d changed the activation of it slightly, this time casting it through the target instead of around it. I carefully but quickly grew the form of the ward deep within the uncontaminated core of Nanami, and then swiftly began to expand it outwards.

Normally this wouldn’t have worked. Or, if it had, it would only have been a partial and temporary victory as the curse was temporarily pushed away from Nanami only to come rushing back in when the ward failed. But this time was different. This time the curse was already loosened, and something else was already affecting it on the other side. The curse was pushed away from her, shoved outwards like mud around a balloon as the lines of the magic circle lit up with a defined, burning light.

Something came with it. I felt it, something more. Something deep within the heart of that muck. It wasn’t alive, not in any way that I understood the term, but it came closer than I felt comfortable with. When I had time to think about it, I realized it was something akin to Sensei-san’s magatama. And it reacted to being removed from Nanami.

“Keep it up Chika-san!” Mika shouted firmly.

“Yes Sensei!”

A psychic rumble had filled the room, a sound that wasn’t a sound and yet threatened to drown out everything. Nanami was the most protected from it, but she still fell to her hands and knees and started to sob and heave. I gritted my teeth and gripped my staff as hard as I could, distantly noting how for the first time my warning bracelet was starting to pulse. More worryingly, I could feel a buzz from my ankh. It wasn’t as if Aoth had taken any action yet, but it felt like something had tapped a key and the ankh had awakened from sleep mode.

Through it all the two mikos danced, and the power they raised thrashed at the curse. Now that the curse was separated from Nanami the power whipped the evil energies back and forth, battering huge pieces of it away. Those pieces tried to persist against the pressure of the tide, tried to draw themselves back against the main body of the curse. But the cleansing power the mikos brought forth dissolved each piece, eroding and undermining it step by painful step. As inevitable as the tide against the cliffs.

Slowly the mass of it retreated, condensing itself to a smaller and smaller area. Until finally, when barely a quarter of it remained, it burst forth.

It surged out towards the dancing mikos, an ill-defined blob with a vaguely skeletal shape to it, the heart of the curse being manipulated to strike at the ones destroying it by some unknown master. But as dramatic as it appeared, the gesture was futile; the dark energies were tossed about and driven back by the power already filling the room.

The form fell to the floor and then made a desperate lunge back at Nanami, but it bounced off the protections around her. The spiritual impact pulled a small grunt from me, that hit had been harder than anything Eiko had ever managed in our sparring sessions. And the feel of the feedback from the curse’s touch was anything but pleasant. But the protections around Nanami were strong and grounded, it would have taken a lot more than that to break through, especially in one hit!

Then the weakening remainder of the blob turned to me.

If it had struck at me first it might have succeeded, I’d been taken off-guard by this unexpected manifestation and manipulation. This was a more spiritual and organic magic than I was used to. My type of magic could not have transformed in this way, it was flexible but not that flexible, and I’d never seen anything like this before. But I’d been given time, and I had no patience for this sort of nonsense, the type that would attempt to connect a child to Yomi. I had no room for fear or doubt in me, by the time it targeted me I had the ghostfire waiting.

Burn, I thought simply as the blue-white fire threw it back once more. This time it was enough. There was too little energy remaining in the twisted existence of the curse, and I’d just blown a few more holes in it that the sacred energies flowed into as inevitably as the tide. The currents the mikos had raised tore the remains of the curse apart, scattering it and cleansing it within moments.

The tide of energy in the room slowly receded. The pair of mikos didn’t immediately stop their dancing. But they gradually slowed it, and I could tell the remaining effort was to honor and respect the powers that had answered their call. I kept the circle up until they were finished, being extra careful not to screw things up at the last moment.

Finally the music stopped and both mikos stopped dancing, subtly turning from impeccable pillars of mystic strength to two tired and sweating ladies, trying not to pant too much after their physical and spiritual exertions.

“Well,” Hayashi Noboru breathed softly from near the door. “I’ll be.”

His granddaughter found a second wind and laughed joyously. Then she threw herself at her grandad in a dramatic tackle hug. “Did you see that grandad? I did it!”

“You did child, you surely did!”

I smiled softly and quickly chanted a spell to burn away the magician’s ink that made up the circle. Then I began to remove the remaining candles and brazier (almost burning myself as I tried to pick up the wrong part, but I tried to pretend that careless and unfortunately unprofessional mistake hadn’t happened). As I did so Nanami hesitantly raised her face to look at me “is it… over?” she asked, hope dominated her voice but there was still an undercurrent of fear.

Chika laughed again and rushed back to her. “It’s okay Nanani-chan! We did it!”

“It’s okay? I’m cured?”

“You’re fine! Curse free and ready to go on with life!”

It was only then Nanami finally let the tears go, breaking down and starting to cry wholeheartedly as she let the terrors and sorrow of the last few days flow out.

I smiled slightly and finished cleaning up, then quietly ducked out as the priest and priestesses began to comfort her. I was neither equipped for nor good at that job, and she was better served by those who wouldn’t bog everything down with technical explanations.

I was smiling as I left the house, and as I paid a respectful stop to leave a proper offering at the shrine. Unfortunately, that delayed me long enough that Mika caught me on the way back out. “Leaving so soon?” she asked casually as I made my way back to the Torii gate, where she was calmly waiting a little off to the side. “I didn’t think you were the type to make a dramatic and mysterious exit.”

“It’s a school night,” I replied with some tired irony. “It’s not my place to do anything more and I didn’t want to make it any more awkward.” I didn’t know where things would go from here, but I doubted my presence would make things any better.

“Being thanked makes you uncomfortable?” Mika asked playfully.

I actually considered it for a moment. “A little,” I admitted in surprise. “I didn’t really do that much in this case, and I’m guessing she’s going to be overly effusive given the state she’s in. I don’t know how I’d feel about that.”

Mika smiled. “You are an odd one Master Matsuda, even in our decidedly strange circles.”

Now there’s an idea I’m going to have to get used to! Between Master Tai, Master Mika, Master Luo, and Master Dan, I could no longer deny I was starting to enter a strange new territory. I seemed to be networking between fellow professionals in a strange new way, and I had no idea what to think about that!

“Well, I’m not going to hold you if that’s how you really feel,” Mika continued, smiling softly. “But for what it’s worth, at the very least let me thank you for your valuable contributions,” she bowed deeply to me. “Thank you for your help, Master Matsuda. I look forward to working with you in the future.”

That also set off a plethora of mixed feelings within me! Terror at what might happed next, panic at the idea I might fail, and frustration at the idea of doing something like that again, of course. But also gratitude, curiosity, and hope. I appreciated being able to interact with these masters, be myself, get assistance, and learn more about Earth’s supernatural side with qualified (for certain values of qualified) professionals. And that surprised me, but less so than I’d expected.

With no idea what to do next I fell back on politeness. “And I you,” I replied with a deep bow back to her before I resumed my walk away from the shrine.

“You need to work on that,” Mika noted with a hint of polite humor from behind me. “Next time either make a more dramatic exit in a puff of smoke or flash of light. That or vanish mysteriously and completely, it ruins the effect if someone catches you on the way out.”

Everyone’s a critic, I thought with a surprising amount of tired humor of my own. It was a few minutes later I realized I should have gone with “curses! Foiled again!”
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“I’m not sure. Mamoru-san, what do you think?”

I screwed up my face as I tried to consider it from all angles, I hated making judgement calls like this!

“I don’t know,” I admitted slowly, taking another look at the proposal.

“What’s there not to know!” the head of the Engineering Club said hotly, incensed by my hesitation.

“I don’t doubt you’ve got the technical expertise to pull it off,” I said awkwardly but truthfully.  “It’s combining that with the human factor that’s got me worried.  If this was just up against a wall or in midair that would be one thing, but do you honestly have enough club members that are coordinated enough to handle this?”

The head of the club flushed slightly and frowned, but couldn’t quite meet our eyes.  For the Cultural Festival the Engineering Club was proposing a truly impressive display, basically imitating some of the more fantastical acts out there with a combined laser light display with performers interacting with it.

“Nor-san, Mamoru is right to worry,” Himeko said sympathetically.  “I applaud you for your ambition, and would love to see you dazzle the students and visitors with this.  I am glad the Engineering Club is seeking to put on a display equal to their talent!  But you’re being a little too ambitious.  Tone it down a little, either propose something with a more manageable level of athleticism or requiring fewer performers.  As large as the Engineering Club is, I do not believe you have enough members with the right skills to succeed at this.”

The club head huffed a little but reluctantly backed off and admitted they’d rethink their proposal.  As he walked away Himeko sighed softly.  “Thank you, Mamoru,” she said in a sotto voice.

“For what?”

“Instantly seeing the true problem.  I knew something was off but I got distracted by the technical challenges they faced and momentarily forgot it was simpler than that.  The Gymnastics Club or the Drama Club might be able to manage the performance they proposed, but not the Engineers!”

I made a slightly noncommittal sound.  Himeko probably had the right of it but I hated to be the one to say it.  I had no doubt I’d be surprised by how many dramatically talented people the club had.  But what they’d been proposing probably needed ten or more coordinated and athletic people to be on the safe side, and I doubted the Engineering Club could spare that many!

It was still reasonably early in the month but Himeko had grabbed me as part of a ‘preliminary checkup’ on some of the Cultural Festival plans.  Basically, Himeko, the vice president, and I were going around and doing a check on every project that seemed a little ambitious.  I wasn’t quite sure what she was up to.  It might just have been as sensible as a quality check while giving the clubs enough of an opportunity to change plans or fix things if something was wrong.  That’s what she claimed it was anyway.  But I was pretty sure there was more to it than that.

Let’s not get too paranoid or egotistical here though, I thought carefully.  For a moment I’d wondered if it was to make my life easier.  Even though I was being dragged along in my ‘science advisor’ capacity and supposedly helping out Himeko, doing so much work all in one go and being able to give out some simple and easy technical advice early on was probably going to make the later safety checks go a bit better.  But expecting it was all for my sake was a pretty big jump!

Don’t get me wrong.  She probably put that in the ‘pros’ category when she decided to do this.  Along with the improvements to the overall quality of everything, this is going to be the Cultural Festival under her watch after all.  But I doubt either of those were key reasons for her decision.

“Alright, next up is the Tea Ceremony Club,” Abe Hajime noted from beside us, checking a list on his phone.

“Wait, the Tea Ceremony Club?” I asked incredulously.  “How could they be doing something that needs a safety check?”  Their entire schtick was calmness, appreciation, and tradition.  Apart from making sure the water wasn’t too hot I couldn’t think of why the heck I’d be there.

“They are working in both music and noise canceling apparatus this year to achieve a properly harmonious space,” Abe reported, already having the notes on his phone.  “It will be subtle, but apparently quite impressive.”

He wasn’t lying!  My heart lurched a little when I saw the Tea Ceremony Club’s preliminary proposal.  To properly drown out the noise of the rest of the festival they had planned an incredibly complicated setup, all while trying to keep it quietly hidden behind the scenes (or screens and tatami mats in their case).  Unfortunately, they were not experienced with this sort of thing and I saw half a dozen risk zones that gave me palpitations.  Nothing too bad you understand, this wouldn’t have automatically ended in disaster.  But hot water combined with too many high voltage cables that had not been optimally planned was enough to get me so worked up I almost stayed for a tea ceremony just to calm my nerves!

“Hmm, almost the opposite problem this time,” Himeko noted clinically as we left.  “Too many club members with artistic talent and not enough with technical skills.”

Abe smiled broadly, both too mannered and too cowed to laugh out loud.  “You’re right prez, that’s exactly the problem.”

I meanwhile was remembering that Chiba belonged to that club and was getting seriously worried about how they’d set up on the actual day.  If there was anyone who’d bull through with enthusiasm instead of common sense it was him.  I think I’m getting an ulcer, I thought, feeling a dull burn within my stomach.

“The good news is that I think that’s the last surprising club,” Abe continued.  “The rest of the clubs and classes have… oh dear.”

I jerked myself out of my self-absorption and took an urgent look around, wondering what had made Abe sound so concerned.  I soon spotted it out of the window and in front of the school.

Inoue Sakura, standing between two pissed off looking guys who were glaring daggers at each other.

“Let’s casually walk in the direction, shall we?” Himeko said quietly, deliberately not focusing at the developing scene.  “Gentlemen, follow my lead.”

Himeko set a deceptively swift pace and took a slightly indirect route to get to the scene.  However, while this wasn’t the quickest way I couldn’t help but note that despite having to go down two floors and around the side of the school it allowed us to always keep an eye on the trio.  And we eventually managed to arrive at a spot slightly concealed from them, allowing us to see and hear them easily while they remained unaware of us.

Things had gone from glares to words when we arrived.

“-can back that up?” one of the guys, Sato Ryuji replied hotly.

“Aw, look at the little Baseball Club head.  Think you can stand up to someone without a bat in hand?”  A smirking guy replied.

Juro Sadaaki, my brain supplied instantly.  You might have been surprised to see me recognizing someone outside our class.  Unfortunately, Juro was the Captain of the Basketball Club.  He was well built and one of the few people in the school almost as tall as me-

(2 cm shorter as of the last physical.  A disappointment for the both of us, I was hoping there’d be a few more people taller than me around.)

-so he was both recognizable and he’d been one of the guys who’d occasionally pleaded/pressured me to join the Basketball Club for the last few years.  Not too often, everyone knew I wasn’t coordinated or quick enough to be a natural pick.  But they’d all wondered how I’d take to training, and also been annoyed by my atypical position in the ‘go home early’ club, so every month or so someone would at least make an attempt.  They’d been mostly token attempts for the last year or so, no one wanted to risk getting on Himeko’s bad side, but there’d been a couple of passionate tries during my first year.

Right now it looked like he was back in high pressure recruiting mode though.  “Seriously Sakura-chan,” Juro smirked, “aren’t you tired of this guy already?”

And he was another conquest of ‘the Golfer’ my brain kicked in, somewhat superfluously.  Another club head in Inoue’s bag.  I’d stopped paying much attention to who was and who wasn’t a week or so after the summer break had ended.  Apparently, it had just come up again.

“Meiko-sama- “ Abe breathed softly.

“Quiet,” Himeko returned at an almost whisper.  “Not yet.”

“- without a bat if you’re not careful!” Sato replied hotly.

“Hah!  I’d like to see you try, shortstop.”

“Any time you want, benchwarmer!”

The pair attempted to maneuver around Inoue to get to each other, but both seemed to simultaneously stumble in the process.

“Oh, nicely done,” Himeko noted with a hint of approval, giving me the clue that someone had tripped the pair up.

Instead of getting between the pair again, Inoue actually took a step backwards, closed her eyes, shook her head, and crossed her arms disapprovingly.

Both potential combatants scrambled to their feet but also leapt back a few steps, anticipating they’d be at a disadvantage.  It took them by surprise to find their rival doing the same.  They both stared at each other hotly, panting for a few moments at the near miss.

Inoue waited for a few seconds before asking.  “Are you done now?”

“Sakura-chan!”

“Sakura-chibi!”

I was surprised to see a new expression on Inoue’s face: disdain.  She spoke no words but conveyed her absolute disappointment with both guys.

She also briefly met Himeko’s eyes as she looked around.  There was a split-second of startlement, then they both seemed to share an unspoken communication and Himeko gave her a tiny nod.

“But Sakura-chibi-“ Juro tried again.

“Oh, is it cutesy names now?” Inoue interrupted him with surprising coldness.  “Because I thought it was all about beating each other bloody in an attempt to impress me.”

“I’m not- that wasn’t- “

“And you,” she rounded on Ryuji before he could get too comfortable, “don’t think I missed how much you were egging him on, how smug you were being.”

“I didn’t- “

“I’m seeing you both because I thought you both had potential,” Inoue overrode him, looking away and closing her eyes.  “I thought you were both mature enough to handle it.”

I had to turn away and cover my mouth, desperate to suppress the coughing fit such a claim provoked.

Luckily no one noticed because both guys protested again.  Inoue let them do so for a few moments before speaking over their panicked babble.  “I’m not expecting miracles,” she declared, holding up a hand to stop them, “and I’m not expecting you to like each other.  But you knew what you were getting into when you started this.  If you can’t handle it; that’s fine, that’s perfectly normal.  But I’m not going to stay around wasting my time with you.  I have better people to be with.”

They both tried speaking up again.

“Sakura-chibi!”

“Sakura-chan!”

She silenced them with a shockingly annoyed look.  There was still a hint of artful pout about it, this was still Inoue after all.  But it was drowned out by the annoyance, disgust, and impatience in her eyes.

“What exactly did you think was going to happen if you fought?  That I’d swoon into the arms of the winner like they’d proven something?  Bloodied and hurt guys are not a turn on for me.  And I am not dumb enough to encourage my partners to use violence, to treat me like I’m some sort of tournament prize to be won by the strongest fighter.  If you want to prove yourself to me, try another way.  And make it fast, I’m about ready to dump both of you after this.”

Both Sato and Juro looked away from her, clearly red faced when she put it like that.  While they did so, she looked around for Hime again and gave her a small nod.

Himeko nodded back.  “And now,” she told us softly before walking into view.

“Sato-san, Juro-san, Inoue-san,” she said calmly, nodding to each of them in turn.  “I trust everything is going alright?”

“It’s fine Meiko-sempai,” Inoue replied, putting on a cheerful face again.  I had to appreciate her acting skills, she somehow managed to subtly convey that it was a mask to everyone there, and she wasn’t so happy underneath.  “I’ve just been checking the Cultural Festival plans and these two sempais were simply helping me.”

“Good, I’m pleased to see you on task.  Please give us a quick status update, I want to make sure there’s nothing we’ve missed.”

“Of course, sempai,” Inoue replied, skipping slightly over to join us.

“Do you want to go near or far?” Himeko murmured softly.

“Near please.”

Himeko nodded and we retreated off to the side.  After a moment of shuffling I realized we’d positioned ourselves into an arrangement where both Himeko and Inoue could casually keep an eye on the two guys.

Much to my surprise, Inoue did proceed to rattle off a shockingly complete and detailed accounting of several of the other clubs and classes plans.  Himeko had always told me that she actually did good work, but this was my first time seeing it.  She gave us a concise and reasonable appraisal of what each of the groups were planning, as well as how practical she figured each plan was.

She still did it in a very Inoue way though.  Abe took copious notes but that was mostly just an excuse not to look at her as she assumed a cute but provocative pose.  Nothing too over the top, she wasn’t putting her cleavage in anyone’s face or twisting around to try and show off both her boobs and butt at the same time.  But she did manage to ‘casually’ stand in a way that slightly emphasised both her legs and chest to anyone watching, crossing her arms and pushing her breasts up just a touch while absently fidgeting with her legs.

(No, she didn’t get to me at all.  There was no way I noticed that.  Not in the slightest.  I wasn’t stiff as a board to hide my reaction.  Of course not.)

Himeko took it all in without comment.  At least until Inoue was done her report.  Then, without even glancing to the sides, she calmly asked.  “Good.  Do you need anything else before we go?”

“No.  Now that they’ve calmed down, I’ve got this.  And if I haven’t, that’s all the more reason to find out now and drop an idiot or two before it gets worse.”

“So long as you’re confident,” Himeko nodded at her, “good work Inoue-san.”

“Sempai,” Inoue bowed slightly to Himeko and then left.

I tried not to show my shock, and I probably failed miserably because Himeko noted “I doubt we’ll ever agree, but we’ve come to an accord at this point.  Now that she’s toned it down and is showing a better appreciation for her limits I’m more willing to acknowledge her strengths.  Say what you want about her, she has ability, courage, and determination.  Those must be respected.”

“I’ll say,” Abe jumped in with surprising enthusiasm.  “She managed to avert that whole situation without violence!”

“Hm, a little too much sexual manipulation for it to be actually praiseworthy,” Himeko demurred slightly.  “But they do both belong to her in a way, and she is trying to avoid doing too much to bystanders anymore, so I can’t really complain this time.  Besides, she succeeded.  And I’ll take a slightly underhanded but successful method over a totally upright solution that utterly fails and hurts the innocent.”

Calling Sato and Jura innocent, in any sense of the word, might be a stretch as this point.  The thought was a little more jaded than usual, but unlike Himeko I was a straight guy and I’d just had to endure Inoue’s posing for a little too long.  To be fair, Himeko was right and she wasn’t doing that sort of thing too often anymore.  Inoue still did… stuff.  But now that Himeko had pointed it out I had to admit I was seeing a little less of it since the break.  Take today.  Inoue’s outfit still wasn’t quite a standard school uniform but it had been significantly less engineered than the one she’d started the year in and she’d dropped her over-the-top perfume.  (I suspected it was actually laced with some pheromones, and there was no way Abe and I could have pretended to be so calm if we’d been stuck next to a girl that was wearing it all this time.)  Now it was like Inoue was still driving fast, but she’d shifted down a gear or two.  That level of a show had mostly been for Sato and Jura’s benefit, something to keep their eyes on the prize… and to help keep her options open if she did have to dump one of them.  It was still Inoue after all.

  It had also left my nerves a little raw.  Still… Himeko’s not wrong about its usefulness.  I don’t like admitting to that sort of moral flexibility, and I’m not too comfortable with Himeko saying it either, but there’s no use denying it.  If I had to endure ten times that performance, and it spared Saori or Akira a beating, I’d do it in a heartbeat!

“That’s true,” Abe nodded seriously after a few moments of his own thoughts.  “The most important thing is that a fight was averted and no one got hurt.”

“President!  President!” a new student ran towards us, panting a little and waving their hand frantically.  “There’s a fight!”

You had to say it, I though with a mixture of panic and annoyance.  I didn’t have much room for anything else though, Himeko took off running in the direction the student had come from, breaking into a swift sprint that left Abe and I behind.  I took off after her instinctually, even though it was obviously hopeless.

I briefly wondered where she was going, how she knew where to run.  The direction the student had come from was an obvious clue, but a better destination than that should have been required.  Then I glimpsed her briefly touch something underneath her shirt.  Right, Sensei-san, I noted with a quick mental ‘duh’ for my slowness.  The kami of the school was probably giving her guidance.

I followed in her wake, a little surprised to find that I pulled a little further ahead of Abe in the process.  It’s just the leg length, I noted distantly as I hurtled clumsily around the corner of the school, hoping I didn’t collide with anyone.  No big deal.

Once past the turn I quickly spotted Himeko.  She’d just reached the large knot of students gathered around the fight.  One badly battered guy was on the ground and three more were holding back the other participant, who still had blood in his eyes.

That fact dominated my awareness from nearly forty meters away.  This wasn’t the stereotypical anime bloodlust that paralyzed with its pressure, this was terrifying berserk madness.  So much so that it took me a moment to recognize the guy.

It was our new classmate, Yoshida Hideki.

“Stand down Yoshida-san,” Himeko didn’t raise her voice but she projected it with such confidence and strength it practically qualified as a martial art.  The fire in Yoshida’s eyes died down a little and he stopped struggling against the other guys.

Himeko ignored him in favor of dropping next to the beaten student and giving him a quick examination.  “Kazumi-san, Hachiro-san, Keiji-san.  Help Futoshi to the nurse’s office immediately.  Be careful about it, I think his nose may be broken.”

Abe and I came up behind Himeko but stood far enough back to give her room to work.  The two boys and one girl that Himeko had named gently helped Futoshi to his feet and then half-carried him away in the direction of the nurse’s office.

“Yoshida-san,” Himeko said coolly, addressing our classmate, “I trust you aren’t going to create any more trouble?”

Yoshida made a “tch” sound and didn’t answer her, but there was a subtle relaxing of his posture and muscles.  He was clearly embarrassed, but unrepentant, about what had just happened.  The two remaining guys (the third had been Hachiro, who’d Himeko had dispatched to help the wounded student) slowly relaxed their grips and took a few cautious steps away from Yoshida.

Himeko’s eyes narrowed slightly.  “Abe-san, please make sure the teachers have been notified and fetch one,” she continued in that same calm tone.  “Anyone who saw what happened should remain here for the moment.”

I heard a few muttered and whispered comments around me.

“-went mad.”

“What a freak.”

“Futoshi was only joking.”

Himeko’s gaze sharpened, as did her tone as she raised her voice slightly and addressed the crowd.  “And explain what happened to the teachers,” she projected disapprovingly.  “Without making up a story amongst themselves first.”

Everyone fell silent, several of the students looking a little guilty.  Others did not, which raised my mental eyebrows.

What just went on here? I wondered, taking another look around myself in the vain hope I could discover some sort of clue.  That reaction… Yoshida was still a new arrival and sort of an outsider at the school.  He hadn’t exactly ‘clicked’ with anyone and most people hadn’t been in a hurry to add him to their circle for the last few months of school.  He was still something of an outsider.  Not as much as me, he fit in a lot better with the student body than I did!  Without even trying, he’d still made more of a place for himself than I had.

Until now.

Oh, you’re one to talk!  Mister “oh no, it’s a mysterious transfer student!  Ahh!”  You were afraid of him too, my conscience reminded me sarcastically.

But that was kind of the point.  Yoshida had at least sort of fit in with Japan’s notorious homogeneous school culture.  Never mind the actual story was a lot more complex than that stereotype, there was still plenty of truth to it.  And Yoshida had probably just killed the rest of his school social life, under the circumstances I didn’t think anyone was going to dare getting close to him now.  So why’d he done it?

What could Futoshi have possibly said that prompted this?  I wondered.

Of course, it was possible that I was leaning in the wrong direction.  Just because I had a soft spot for outsiders and a little bit of a grudge against Japan’s “the nail that stands up” mindset didn’t mean that Yoshida was the innocent one.  Why did he suddenly transfer to our school at such a strange time? I wondered yet again.  Had he been kicked out of his old school for one too many similar incidents?  Was Futoshi the innocent one and instead I should be more worried about my new classmate exploding over nothing and triggering my precautions in the middle of class one of these days?

My stomach gurgled alarmingly over that last thought.  Stomach settling spells, I thought firmly, trying not to think about the overly stressful big picture and focusing upon myself.  I need to look into those spells, make sure I know which ones just block pain and which ones actually do something.  At this rate, I’m going to need to use them before the Cultural Festival is done.

“Mamoru,” Himeko said softly, as she continued to monitor the situation.  “I’m going to be busy here for a bit.  You should go off and practice your lines for ten or twenty minutes until we can resume.”

My stomach gurgled again over yet another uncomfortable reminder.

“And take an antacid,” Himeko added calmly.

Or, you know, I could just do that, I reflected, having to admit to my own bias.
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“Hi-yah!”

“Agh!”

I winced and fiddled around with my staff at hearing the painful slap of flesh against floor. Eiko had done a good job of planting herself and blocking well. But even after that Himeko’s strike had still launched her backwards a good five meters. She’d rolled fairly well, but that hit had knocked her all the way off the mat and onto her back.

Not that you could tell that from her reaction. “Damn it!” Eiko declared, slapping the floor beside her in frustration. “No fair!”

Himeko smiled smugly from back on the mat, pleased to bask in her success now she knew her friend wasn’t hurt. “You’re just saying that because you lost.”

Eiko glowered at her. “That spell’s a fucking cheat code and you know it!”

It was Sunday and the three of us were making use of the Meiko mansion gym. Normally this would have been a day when I was testing out physical spells on Eiko down at the school. Unfortunately, with only about two weeks to go until the Cultural Festival, preparations were in full swing and there was nowhere safe for us to do so. Everyone was busy somewhere, even if I’d been willing to forgo the usual testing methods there was nowhere in the school I thought we could have successfully managed a complete test at. We could have hidden in the janitor’s closet to test push-ups or tried to do chin-ups in the nurse’s office and someone would have walked in on us before we were through.

Much to our surprise, Himeko had come up with an alternative suggestion. So we were back at the mansion, and Himeko was acting as a lab rat and the recipient of spells I’d previously tested with Eiko. And since Master Tai had then stuck his nose in, the girls were starting off with some sparring!

Master Tai chuckled from his position next to me. “You might be right, student,” he told her with stern amusement. “But what are you going to do when a dark sorcerer casts it on one of his minions? Are you going to tell him ‘No fair!’ and run home? ‘If you’re no going to fight cleanly then I won’t participate’ and just sit there pouting? Maybe say ‘oh well, you win this one’ and just walk away?”

Eiko growled, gritted her teeth, and got back on her feet. She then stomped back onto the mat with poorly concealed annoyance, bowed to Himeko, and resumed a fighting stance.

Master Tai waited a few moments to be sure Himeko was ready, and then went “Resume!”

Himeko, who was glowing under the effect of ‘battle aura’ calmly resumed her attack. This time, Eiko focused on dodging.

“It's a pretty effective spell though,” Master Tai admitted to me now that the girls were distracted, “Himeko’s usually quite effective but this is boosting her to above Eiko levels.”

“Hm, I don’t know if I’d go that far,” I said clinically as I watched them fight. “She’s certainly stronger and faster than Eiko, and now she’s got her eye in she can use the spell’s boost effectively. But I think a bigger part of it is Eiko’s not fighting smart.”

“You're right about that,” Master Tai admitted, sounding vaguely embarrassed for his student. “She’s too used to Himeko’s normal status, and having to hold back a little. She’ll adapt, but because it’s Himeko she’s being slow about it.” Master Tai puffed out a small sigh. “Ah well, that just makes it better training for her.”

I guess that makes sense. Eiko would adapt to someone else pretty much instantly, but she’s had years to get used to the idea of Himeko being behind her and it not being safe for her to go all out. It was pretty much ingrained into Eiko’s bones by this point, it was as hard for her to go all out against Himeko as it would have been for her to treat Master Tai as a beginner. “For fighting someone stronger or adapting quicker?” I asked, still not sure whether to be amused or worried.

“I think you’ve just answered your own question Master Matsuda,” Master Tai replied with a wry twist that felt odd for his booming voice. “Both.”

Up on the mat Himeko knocked Eiko to the ground with a whistling backhand. This time Eiko managed to roll with it and get back on her feet quickly enough that Master Tai didn’t pause the action.

“I might have to ask you to do this again,” Master Tai said thoughtfully, stroking his beard as he continued to watch. “Eiko’s progress has been slowing down when it comes to sparring. She’s at an awkward stage where she’s not getting enough out of her current partners and there are no reasonable alternatives around.”

“Really?” I asked in surprise.

Master Tai chuckled softly. “Well, I’m overstating it. But Eiko wants to get better as quickly as possible, that’s best done with opponents who are close enough to push and challenge her. You’ve gotten enough experience over the last few months, how much do you think opponents like Himeko or Master Dan’s disciple can do that?”

I winced as I remembered Eiko’s ‘one hand tied behind my back’ brag. And how she’d kind of managed to back it up. “Not much,” I admitted.

On the mat, Eiko managed to knock Himeko off her feet with a leg sweep. But Himeko easily managed to catch her follow up, and then throw Eiko off her feet too.

Master Tai nodded. “But actual masters like me are still too much for her. She can learn, but it’s more like her exercises trying to break through your shield. And that’s not as useful as something like this.”

I glanced sharply at Master Tai but did not ask the question that suddenly came to mind after he’d mentioned my experience gains. Because I wondered: was that also one of the purposes of Eiko trying to pierce my shield? To indirectly teach me about martial arts and how to better defend myself? By now it was obvious that exercise served multiple purposes, and I’d been getting more and more suspicious of it recently. Thanks to months of exposure and osmosis I’d gained a much better eye for how good a martial artist was, just how quick and strong they really would be in a fight. I was far from an expert, both Himeko and Eiko would still laugh at the shallowness of my knowledge if I tried bragging in front of them. But unlike the inexperienced boob I’d been back when I’d met Master Tai I had a lot more of an idea than the average man on the street. Had Master Tai looked at the young and innocent master I’d been back then and decided I’d needed more training?

I said nothing though. And after a few more moments Master Tai called out “and break! A five minute breather for the both of you, and then Eiko can rest an extra five minutes while Himeko acclimates to whatever spell Master Matsuda tries next.”

Himeko frowned for a moment while Eiko looked relieved. I in turn tired to hide a smile as both of them immediately tried to cover up their expressions and pretend that it didn’t matter as I calmly canceled the spell on Himeko and the glow around her died.

The girls moved to the benches along the wall and sat down for a quick breather. Neither was exhausted or anything, but they were obviously okay with a little bit of a cool down before the next clash. I took the opportunity to check my phone, which was braced off to the side in order to record everything going on. It was still alright, but I realized it had missed a little when Eiko had been knocked off of the mat.

I frowned slightly. I wonder if I should try to come up with a tracking spell for this sort of situation? Something to keep the camera focused on the target. There were a couple of similarly designed spells to that out there already, I could probably adapt one…

“I’ll get you next round,” Eiko noted, fairly calmly.

“Oh really? What makes you think that?” Himeko returned, with only a hint of underlying arrogance.

“Because that’s the best spell of the bunch. You won’t be able to handle me with the rest of them.”

“We’ll see.”

Master Tai simply smiled at the exchange.

“Don’t let me forget to get your medical readings,” I called out. “I want to give you a moment or two to calm down first, but I really should check that.” I wasn’t sure what good it would do in this case, this was an entirely different set of circumstances and I didn’t have the established library of readings I did for Eiko. But it wasn’t a bad idea, something important or unexpected might come up from these unconventional tests with a different person.

Eiko rolled her eyes but Himeko accepted the reminder without comment. At least until I got around to them and was putting the sensor on Himeko. Then she slyly noted “can you account for Hiro though? He’s probably throwing everything off, keeping her calm and happy. Or making her heart race.”

“Eiko!” Himeko blushed.

I frowned slightly. “Could you please stop trying to ruin the readings.”

Eiko shrugged casually. “All I’m saying is that she’s pretty happy after spending last night with him. You should probably make a note of that.”

“It wasn’t like that,” Himeko protested, not meeting my eyes. “There was a charity auction we were both attending. We just spent some time together.”

“You should have seen her eyes when she came home,” Eiko said confidentially. “Absolutely sparkling.”

Is there any sort of safe comment to make in this situation? I wondered, focusing on the equipment as an excuse. I was kind of glad to see Himeko and Hiro continuing to make progress. Uninvited advice or commentary on them… yeah. Himeko might be able to manage the sort of gentle encouragement or reverse psychology necessary to make that work but I certainly couldn’t!

“I was just glad to see him!”

“I saw the bills this morning. I know the statue we’re getting next week. Is it going in the halls or straight into your room?”

“Come again?” I frowned, not following.

“It was for charity,” Himeko folded her arms in front of herself crossly.

“They each won something for the other,” Eiko said confidentially.

Huh. I had to think about that for a second. It was definitely a rich person type of thing, at least on this sort of level. But it was kind of cute…

“I am going to make you pay,” Himeko spoke calmly, but there was definitely an undertone of ‘oh, it is on now!’ in her words.

Eiko just grinned.

Well, these readings are going to need a bunch of asterisks, I thought with a mental sigh as the device pumped out its findings. The good news was there didn’t seem to be anything too remarkable in there, especially when you accounted for Himeko being excited, worked up, or just plain annoyed.

“Alright,” I said, trying to keep calm. “We’ll try the ‘physical boost’ spell next. Himeko, are you ready.”

“Absolutely.”

Himeko stood up and moved back to the mat. Once there I cast the spell upon her and she began to run through a quick set of stretches and warm up exercises, getting used to the effects.

“I’m sorry to be bringing this up so late, Mamoru,” Himeko noted while doing some quick calisthenics. “But are you going to be okay for mana? We’re not going to cost you too much, are we?”

I shrugged. “More than I’d like, less than should be a problem,” I admitted. “Now that school’s back on I’m doing a lot less gold fishing so I’m not draining so much of my reserves that way. I’m probably only going to make one or two more trips out of habit, it’s almost winter and I’ve got plenty of gold after the summer break. I’ve got more than enough for money and orichalcum at this point. Combine that with the extra mana I’m getting from the new collectors spread around my family and it’s alright.” My mana income wasn’t spectacular, but compared to where I’d been a year and a half ago I was not going to complain! I had more than enough to splurge on the occasional day like this without any problems. Even accounting for all the spells I’d be casting, losses from transfers through the staff, a regular practice, and probably another quick session with Master Tai, I didn’t really have any complaints at this point. It’d still cost more than I'd collected for the day, but the general trend would be steadily upwards.

Himeko nodded and said no more, returning to her preparations. After a few more minutes Master Tai brought Eiko out again, and the girls began to spar for the second time.

The results this time were more even, but still interesting. Himeko no longer had a significant edge, and Eiko was adjusting to the idea she could no longer take her friend a little lightly, but Himeko still held her own quite successfully. More importantly, I thought I noticed something which corresponded to a theory of mine.

“Master Tai?” I asked cautiously after a few minutes. “Correct me if I’m wrong here, but is Himeko holding up better than usual?” It only made sense to check with the expert since he was right there.

“Yes,” Master Tai said judiciously, continuing to watch the pair with critical eyes. “I’m not sure how much, Eiko reported that she’s been improving and I haven’t had a chance to observe her for nearly a month. But she’s definitely lasting longer than I expected. Your doing?”

“Maybe,” I said a little absently, focusing more on the girls. “I’ve got a theory that this spell hyperoxygenates the blood, that would help Himeko with her endurance issue.”

Master Tai nodded but kept silent. I hadn’t thought about it too deeply, but if I was right ‘physical boost’ worked better for her than Eiko.

Of course, there’s a lot of arguments to be had there, I thought, getting lured down a mental tangent. It’s less about playing to her strengths and more covering her weaknesses. Is that a good thing? Something to be encouraged? Or is it a crutch that would only weaken her in the bigger picture?

I wrestled with the issue for another few minutes but, unsurprisingly, couldn’t come to any groundbreaking philosophical conclusions. At the end of the day, the spell was a tool and a weapon. And there seemed to be circumstances where it would be better for Himeko to use it than Eiko. It might not have been one of the universe’s greatest truths, but as a practical matter I felt comfortable with it.

“And cease!” Master Tai commanded after a while. I had a feeling he was going easy on Eiko. She wasn’t falling down or defeated yet, but I had a sneaking suspicion that the exertion was starting to take its toll while Himeko was still surprisingly fresh. Master Tai had let it go on long enough to give Eiko some good training (and probably reinforce to Himeko that she should work on her endurance abilities) but Himeko hadn’t ‘won’ that set. Her slightly satisfied air indicated she knew Eiko had been saved by the bell though.

“Alright, more readings,” I said once the girls stepped off the mat. “I definitely want to get these ones. Blood oxygen and fatigue poison levels are going to be interesting.”

Eiko wasn’t gasping for breath but this time she focused on her recovery and kept quiet while I hooked Himeko up and got the results. It wasn’t definitive, but it definitely looked like I was on the right track when it came to ‘physical boost.’

“Are you alright to continue, Eiko?” I asked after I was done.

“What? Of course I am!” Eiko sounded mildly offended. “You didn’t think something like that was enough to wipe me out, did you Mam?”

“Just checking,” I demurred. In all honestly, I figured we both had a point. Eiko was more tired and drained than usual, she'd needed to go hard against Himeko for a fairly extended period. And it wasn’t just exertion, she was taking her licks too. But she was also a long way from down and out, especially with these breathers to give her some recovery time. It was well worth keeping an eye on her but I was jumping the gun asking her already.

Of course, I thought with a small, internal smile, we’ll see what she feels like after another two rounds.

***

Eiko fell to the mat, gasping, and didn’t bother getting up again. She’d lasted until Master Tai had called “cease”, but that was about the only thing you could say for her.

Of course, this was an unusual exception. Which was why we ignored her to hurriedly check on Himeko.

“Okay, let’s just sit you down and check you out,” I said cautiously, bringing her back to the benches, Master Tai had only called it ahead of me because I’d hesitated at getting involved. “Master Tai? Do you sense anything or have any opinions?”

“I’m fine Mamoru,” Himeko demurred politely even as I put the sensor back on. “There’s nothing wrong.”

I felt Master Tai gently probe the heiress with his ki. He didn’t look upset, but he did look thoughtful. “I think she’ll be okay,” he said after a moment, “but that wouldn't have been safe for much longer.”

“I don’t know what you’re worried about,” Himeko continued, putting on a good face.

“Don’t worry, I’m fine,” Eiko gasped sarcastically from the mat.

I decided to be ultra-cautious and play a card I’d almost never have bothered with. I cast a quick spell to connect with the magatama beads, basically the spiritual equivalent of a phone ring, and addressed the kami directly. “Sensei-san, Kameiko-san? Any opinions here?”

Since it was in regards to Himeko, they responded directly.

“Ojou-sama is fine,” Kameiko parroted Himeko.

Sensei-san disagreed. “She’s lightheaded and putting on a good face,” they reported, “she’s getting dizzy and had to really focus hard to get through the last minute or so.”

“But no signs of anything more serious?” I asked, just to be sure. The first readings from the device were starting to come in, and they seemed to bear that out.

“No…” Sensei-san hesitated. “Well, something about her feels a little off.”

“But no more than that?”

“No.”

I let out a huge sigh of relief. “Good.”

“Her aura’s going to be sore,” Master Tai reported with a small smile, “but she’ll be okay. That’s enough for today.”

“Yeah, I agree.”

Eiko heaved herself to her feet, now starting to look a little bit worried as she limped over. “What happened? Is everything alright?” she asked in concern.

“Physical and mystical strain,” I reported. “Nothing too bad, but it would have gotten that way if we’d pushed any further.”

I’d decided, with everyone’s permission, to attempt two physical enhancement spells on Himeko at the same time. Both only at a low level, and both had given us fairly weak results when tested on Eiko. ‘Iron’ sounded dramatic but had only provided a tiny physical boost when Eiko had used it, so little I hadn’t been sure if it had just been a placebo effect. It also had a defensive effect of hardening the recipient’s skin. I’d combined it with a spell known as ‘snapback’, which had a weird effect on one’s muscles, causing them to snap around like a rubber band.

(That one actually had some potential. But Eiko had found it tough to use effectively, you had to really think about what you were doing to get the most out of the boost. And there’d been much more efficient and effective spells so I’d put it on the backburner. Himeko on the other hand had quickly figured out a way to use it, and it seemed better for use in a fight on top of that.)

Together, the combo had been almost as effective as ‘battle aura’, albeit in an entirely different way. However…

“I can’t believe I didn’t see this coming,” I admitted, a little shamefaced. “I should have remembered the whole reason we were doing this slowly with Eiko.”

“What do you mean?” Eiko asked in confusion, looking more and more concerned since she didn’t know what was going on. “That was just because of my ki pathways, wasn’t it?”

“Yes, but the underlying principles are obvious. I just didn’t think they’d apply to Himeko in this way, or that there’d be this much feedback.”

Between her worry and my obtuseness Eiko was starting to get angry so Master Tai interrupted. “Student,” he said firmly. “Why would magic be ruining your ki paths?”

In spite of her exhaustion and pain, Eiko instinctively stood up a bit straighter. “I… um…”

Master Tai smiled slightly. “You actually have the answer already, we told you at the time. But you have forgotten it.”

Eiko visibly bit back a retort. Given how worn out she was, as well as worried about her friend, Master Tai seemed to forgive it.

“You need to pay a little more attention, Eiko,” he chided her mildly. “I understand you not remembering, there was a lot happening. But it was fairly important, and you need to make sure you notice when something like this comes up.”

I thought about taking pity on Eiko and answering anyway. But I was still a little worried about Himeko, monitoring the sensor and doing a few, minor, mystical checks on her. I was distracted and if I’d answered I’d have probably started doing techno babble immediately.

“When Master Matsuda casts a spell on you, some of the magic leaks into you. It travels through your energy pathways. For yours, which were still developing, it hindered your progress. But for Himeko, who’s barely worked on them at all, it was starting to overload them.”

“Overload?” Himeko asked in surprise.

“It’s a lot more complex than that,” I waffled back and forth for a moment. “…but that’s probably the best explanation right now. I’d probably have put it in terms of muscles straining and tearing. But neither explanation is exactly right, since your body’s energy pathways are entirely their own thing.”

“Casting spells like these on someone, things that directly alter and interface with the body, naturally cause a little bit of mana to feedback through the recipient’s body. Normally that isn’t a problem, but Himeko’s energy pathways are relatively untrained and we’ve been doing a surprising amount of that today. Then that last test… sorry Himeko, but I think the feedback went up geometrically instead of arithmetically.”

“Huh?” Eiko asked.

“Four times instead of just doubling,” Himeko responded calmly.

“Or more,” I said seriously. “And that was after you’d already had a fair bit of mana in your system today. You were getting closer than you realized to some real damage there.”

“Was it really that dangerous?” Himeko asked, keeping her expression neutral. I got the impression she thought I might be exaggerating again, but wasn’t going to be foolish and ignore the expert.

“There’s no such thing as a free lunch,” I responded seriously. “You have to work to control and handle mana. Even if it’s a less physical part of your body it’ll still break down if pushed too far. I had to train my body for years before I could handle that much mana without an issue, just like you and Eiko spent years honing your muscles. You’ve still pushed yourself too far, you’re going to be pretty sore after this. But we stopped before we had any full-on muscle tears or major injury. Just.”

I’d been a little too careless. In my defense, I suspected the problem was I’d been too used to both Eiko and Avalon. Eiko was obvious, but there’d been a second, more insidious factor. Himeko had grown up on Earth, in Tokyo on top of that. She’d had much less of an exposure to mana than the average person on my home world. That normally wasn’t a factor, but in a case like today’s her limits were significantly lower than I was used to. So I’d been slow to recognize the problem.

Master Tai nodded. “There may be times when you have to push yourself, suffer those sorts of injuries to accomplish a worthwhile goal. But those times are not today. Learn from this humbly and accept this truth.”

He then turned to me and added as an aside. “Although she might be a slightly better off than you think. I think the constant attention and occasional work with the kami has improved her pathways a little bit. She’s nowhere near strong enough to handle something like this, but there's a hint of a foundation there.”

That startled me slightly, even though it too was kind of obvious now that Master Tai had said it. “Huh,” I said. I then pulled out a notepad (my phone was still across the gym to record everything) and made some notes about everything. It might be something to monitor and keep an eye on in the future.

“I don’t really feel it,” Himeko noted politely.

“You didn’t really feel lightheaded and dizzy?” Eiko countered sarcastically, remembering Sensei-san’s comment.

“Alright, perhaps a little,” Himeko granted graciously, trying to play everything down.

“You’ll feel it in a few hours,” I warned her. “We stopped before you got really hurt, but you’re still a little wounded Himeko. Make sure you watch out and try not to exert yourself too much for the rest of the day.”

“Oh, that’ll work well,” Eiko muttered feelingly.

“Perhaps we’d better make it up to her,” Master Tai suggested before she could object.

“Sorry?” I asked, confused.

“It seems to me she’ll be more likely to rest, and happier, if we don’t just end it like that,” Master Tai went on, a twinkle in his eye. “Let’s test your progress and give her a good display, show her how a real master can break through even a mage’s shield.”

Argh, I thought mildly. Still, it wasn’t like I hadn’t suspected this was coming anyway. And by putting it this way Master Tai managed to pacify Himeko a little while still getting what he wanted.

“You don’t have to,” Himeko demurred. But I’d seen her eyes light up before she caught it. She’d missed the previous times we’d done this, and was none too subtly keen to see just what happened when Master Tai and I both showed off some of our true power.

I tried not to sigh and walked on to the mat. “Sorry Himeko,” I told her as I positioned myself carefully. “This won’t take long so I’m not going to bother changing into my training clothes.” Unlike the girls, I was still dressed pretty normally.

Master Tai tried not to be too obvious about it, but it was still pretty clear he was happy to have this opportunity. Once more I braced myself and then summoned a shield between us.

“Oh boy,” Eiko noted with a hint of worry. She still sat down next to Himeko to watch the show though.

“You’ve improved!” Master Tai noted enthusiastically. “This is much better!”

“It’s the staff,” I was more neutral, well aware this wouldn’t make too much of a difference. Having a proper tool helped me out in a half dozen minor ways, but none of those made this a shield strong enough to withstand Master Tai.

Master Tai laughed delightedly as he shot out a few testing blows. After he was satisfied he jumped back into a steady rain of lighter punches.

They left me gritting my teeth and digging in, but I was surprised how light they seemed to his normal faire. “Showing off for Himeko?” I ground out after a good thirty seconds.

Master Tai laughed again. “Just a little, I figured the Meiko heiress deserved a show. Ready for me to turn it up to the next level?”

I nodded curtly, and tried not to flinch, as Master Tai turned it up a notch.

Himeko audibly gasped as Master Tai started to get serious, loud enough for me to hear even through the abrupt increase in volume as a machine gun of punches struck my shield. She was an experienced enough fighter to recognize just how talented and incredible Master Tai was being, and this was the first time she was getting to truly see the depths of his abilities.

It wasn’t old hat for me, but I’d been on the receiving end often enough for the shine to be off it. I focused on trying to hold the spell together even as he rained one ki enhanced blow after another into the shield. I’d gotten stronger, and more experienced with it. And the way the staff strengthened the spell while insulating me a little from the feedback certainly helped. But there was no doubt in my mind what the end result would be.

No! Stop thinking like that! Keep pushing forward. Even if this will never work, try! This is training for you too, one day your life might depend on this. Eiko and Himeko have given it their all today, learn from their example! Stop assuming you can’t do it and try!

I did my best to reharden my will, pull the spell together again. Each of Master Tai’s blows pushed it further and further apart, poking one hole after another in the shield faster than I could fix it. But I dug in, focused on the task in front of me, and tried to hold strong…

And then I found myself abruptly coming to at the edge of the mat.

I blinked a few times, trying to recall what had happened. I’d apparently fallen into a bit of a fugue state as I focused on holding the shield and it took me a few moments to restart my brain.

“A very respectable effort, Master Matsuda!” Master Tai had a huge grin on his face. “I can’t believe how much you’ve improved in the last few months.”

“You too,” I mumbled, using my staff to slowly leverage myself back on my feet. I gently shook my head and the last few moments came back to me. “You didn’t break through with a power strike this time, you kept up with the flurry.”

“And overcommitted given how much of a fight you were putting up!” Master Tai replied agreeably. “Sorry.”

This time I hadn’t been knocked away by a single blow, more like shoved hard by the air pressure of a dozen little blows so fast as to be practically simultaneous, terminating just ahead of my body. Once again there’d been a wind impact that had knocked me back, like someone had just blasted me with three dozen high-powered blow dryers. But I still felt a little proud of myself, I’d lasted longer than before and I’d only been pushed backwards (hard) instead of hurled back helplessly.

(Of course, that was at least half because of what Master Tai had done this time. But I was going to ignore that and take what victories I could.)

“That was…” Himeko gaped from the sidelines. “That was…”

“He’s getting better,” Eiko noted with deliberate blandness. “He was able to get up by himself this time.”

“That was what you should be shooting for,” Master Tai lectured the pair calmly, abruptly putting on the face of a serene master. “Only better and more efficient. You should be going for power instead of attrition. I doubt you’ll be able to break through any time soon, Master Matsuda earned his title through skill, not courtesy. But it is possible and it’s an important step in your journey.”

He then deliberately ruined the effect by grinning at the pair. “At least, that’s what I should be saying. In a real fight you should just go around the shield and hit the squishy mage on the other side. It’s nice to stretch your abilities sometimes, right Master Matsuda?”

“Sure, whatever you say,” I tried to keep the groan out of my voice as I straightened up and cautiously took a step.

Master Tai chuckled. “Aren’t we a matching quartet of injuries?” he asked in a pleased voice. “That’s not how training is supposed to go, but it’s been a surprisingly fun day today.”

I started to make a sarcastic comment about how much he was hurt, figuring he must be joking, but then I took a closer look at his arms. Once again I’d used a shield that reflected some of the attacker’s power back at them, Master Tai seemed to like the extra challenge. And once again I’d mostly just succeeded in shredding his sleeves, Master Tai was just too tough and the reflected force from his ‘low’ powered blows wasn’t enough to hurt him. But I’d lasted longer than previously, and managed to reflect just a little more force than last time too. This time his hands and forearms were covered in needle thin scratches all the way up to his elbows. There were barely a few drops of blood in a few of the (relatively) deeper scratches, but they were there.

I felt absurdly proud of myself for that. Even more ridiculously, Master Tai seemed overjoyed to see them there. “I’m actually going to have to work on those tonight,” he said, seeming to admire his forearms. “I figure an hour or three of focusing and meditation should wipe them out, but I’m still going to need to do it. Do you have any idea how long it’s been since I had to do that in training?”

Eiko broke in before I could say anything. “About half a year?” she suggested sarcastically. “After that incident with the Spruce tree?”

“Hush Eiko,” Master Tai never lost his grin. “I may as well use this. I’m going to go out and make sure some of your relatives see this, that ought to get some people talking!”

With that declaration, Master Tai happily made his exit from the Meiko gym, leaving the rest of us there.

“I hope he knows what he’s doing,” Eiko muttered with a mix of frustration and worry.

“I agree with him,” Himeko said airily, “hush, Eiko. He’s done an excellent job of stirring up the estate so far and keeping everyone guessing. I was a little worried before, but after seeing just how much he’s keeping in reserve I think he’s doing a wonderful job of playing with us.”

I wasn’t sure Himeko (or I) had truly seen just how much Master Tai really had. I’d gotten enough glimpses to impress me, that was for sure, but I wasn’t going to guess his true limits any time soon. That little incident with the demons and the college students… well, I’d only seen the aftermath but I was pretty sure I didn’t want to go around underestimating him any time soon!

“Really?” Eiko’s sarcasm was palatable.

“I’ve failed Mamoru too much already. I’m not going to stand in the way of Master Tai helping him out.”

“Whoa, that suddenly went dark!” I said, jolted back into joining the conversation.

“Don’t worry too much,” Eiko didn’t look concerned, “she’s just feeling a little guilty since she didn’t do anything for your one-year anniversary.”

“One year anniversary?”

“It’s been a year since we became friends,” Himeko sighed, reluctantly admitting Eiko’s point. “But I was so distracted by school- “

“And Hiro,” Eiko inserted smugly.

“That I didn’t even realize it until we were more than two weeks past the date. I should have done something for that, Mamoru. I should have properly honored such a- “

“I’m going to stop you right there,” Eiko interrupted again, this time looking a little more serious. “You’re overdoing it again Hime. That doesn’t matter. Right Mamoru?”

Luckily, this time I didn’t need her loaded glance. “Right. Seriously Himeko, it’s fine. We’re all busy and I don’t need anything special. Well, more special than you’ve already given me. Besides, when would you even count that from? From us meeting at the construction site? When you discovered magic was real? When you shanghaied me into that whole science advisor thing?”

“Still hopeless I see,” Himeko replied with a small shake of her head. And a mildly amused smile, which made Eiko and I let out mental sighs of relief.

“And you’re just as much an overachiever as ever,” I retorted, proving that I had made some progress over the last year! “Don’t worry about it, it’s fine.”

Eiko snickered. “Well, as fine as anyone is in this room right now.”

I looked around our assorted collection of minor injuries. She had more of a point than I wanted to admit.
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I almost failed to recognize the doorbell when it sounded.  I heard it so infrequently, and I was deeply involved in examining some footage when it rang.  I hadn’t thought about it at the time, but my phone had been placed to capture my latest bout with Master Tai where he’d shattered my shield.  My camera phone was far from a precision device, that sort of thing really needed a highspeed camera with a hell of a lot of focus.  But I was getting some surprising glimpses from even my phone’s level of detail.  I was zooming in and squinting at the picture, trying to go frame by frame and see what exactly had happened to the shield when it had broken.  That was when the bell rang.

At first I didn’t really register it, just knowing that something had happened and coming back to myself.  Then it sounded again and I realized what was going on.  With a sigh, I pulled myself up from my desk and made my way to the front door.

Whoever it is should be thankful I don’t go for curses, I thought grumpily.  I wasn’t serious though.  Now that I wasn’t so obsessively focused on the work my stomach was reminding me I was long overdue to take a break and cook some dinner.  I wasn’t grateful for the interruption, but I really couldn’t get too annoyed either.  But I still doubted I would hold my tongue if it was something as anachronistic as a door-to-door salesman.

Neither of my parents were in, and at worst I expected it to be one of them returning home drunk and having forgotten their keys somewhere.  That wasn’t likely, but it had happened four or five times over the years.

I did not expect to open the door and find a badly wounded Sato Gota leaning against the side of the doorframe.

“What the hell!”

Sato smiled weakly, trying for his usual insouciance but coming up well short with the blood around his swollen lips.  “Hey Matsuda-san.  Sorry to just- whoop!”

Sato tried to wave at me casually, but he overbalanced and fell forward.  I caught him instantly.  “What the hell?!” I repeated in a panic.  “We have to get you to a hospital!”

“No can do,” he replied, his voice rising in and falling randomly, “can’t trust the ones in this area.”

“You’re delirious,” I said firmly, reaching towards the apartment phone.

His hand shot out with surprising strength and grabbed my wrist.  “I’m serious,” he said more grimly, seeming to find a second wind.  “That’s the best way for both of us to die.”

“Okay…” I said slowly.  I’d meant to be humoring him, but I abruptly realized he’d grabbed my wrist with the warning bracelet.  It wasn’t responding to him.  So, whatever was going on, he wasn’t a threat.

“Mind if I… come in?” he forced out weakly, trying for a semblance of politeness and humor.

I muttered a bunch of unprintable curses and while swearing under my breath half dragged him to our living room, carefully lowering him to sit on the couch.  I came away with a half dozen small smears of blood over me, freaking me out even more.

Sato laughed weakly.  “Yeah, sorry about that.  Good thing it’s a black couch, that’ll hide the blood.”

“What the hell happened to you?” I emoted feelingly, too confused and upset to even think of anything else.

“Got unlucky,” he replied, leaning back against the couch.  I couldn’t help but notice his pose was very odd as he tried to favor a half a dozen points on his body simultaneously.  Presumably the ones hurt the worst.  “I was checking out this business that had some shady dealings going on.  There were a bunch of lowkey rumors from all over so I knew something was up.  But it turns out I really underestimated them.  They were helping smuggle drugs.”

“What?” I asked in disbelief.

Sato let out another weak laugh.  “Yeah, shocked me too.  I figured this was just fraud or unsafe business practices.  They were keeping most of their employees away from the back room and there’d been some odd smells, and times the employees were told to be somewhere else.  I figured I was going to go in and find it was a case of adulteration, maybe even to the point of being a health risk.  Turns out they were acting as a hidden warehouse for the local drug trade.  And they actually had a few thugs around, looking out for the place.  They didn’t like me very much.”

Sato let out a quick laugh that turned into a rough coughing fit, followed by him spitting up a gob of mixed fluids into a tissue.

It wasn’t stereotypically dark.  But there was still a worrying amount of blood spotting it.  “You need to go to a hospital,” I said firmly, returning to the obvious point.

“Can’t,” Sato replied, sounding a little clearer now that he’d spat up the mess.  “They’ve got a few too many of the locals in their pockets, both police and medical.  That’s what convinced me I needed to look into this in the first place.”

“Seriously?” despite the evidence in front of me, I couldn’t keep the skepticism off my face.

“Oh, it’s not everyone,” Sato waved his hands vaguely, a bit of inappropriate humor in his tone.  It was somewhat undercut by the remains of a plastic tie still wrapped around that wrist.  “This isn’t some sort of nationwide conspiracy, it’s not even that much of a local one.  But they’ve got a couple of people in key places to make everything go smoothly.  It makes so much more sense now that I know it’s drugs.  I couldn’t figure out why they had that many before, I was wondering if it was some sort of district pride or economy thing.  And they only need one or two in the right place to make sure I don’t pass on this story.  Especially when I’m already this beat up.  ‘Oh, he bled out soon after he got to us.’  Too bad, so sad, but not their fault.  That’s what’s going to happen if I end up in a hospital around here.”

I stared at him in disbelief for a few moments.  If I hadn’t done some research on him after his attempt to infiltrate the Meikos I wouldn’t have believed him for a second.  Even while he sat there, bleeding on our couch, I was still tempted to-

Wait, is he really hurt? I wondered suddenly.  This is all a little bit too dramatic and convenient.  What if this is some sort of plot to get more information on Himeko?

Admittedly, that wasn’t the most rational thought either.  I only jumped to it thanks to all the Cultural Festival work at school.  Between the plays and the three haunted houses that people were putting on; makeup, especially fake blood and injuries, was on my mind.

A glance at Sato through ‘mage sight’ quickly cured me of that delusion.  I was no doctor, but the damage reflected in his aura was thorough enough to tell me he was seriously injured.  I flinched and looked away out of a combination of sympathy and guilt.

Sato caught that.  “It’s not that bad,” he said with a forced grin.  “I’m not about to die on you.  Well, not unless I do something really stupid.  I’m pretty sure I’ve got a couple of cracked ribs here, but they didn’t want me dead on site.”

“What the hell happened?” I asked, gesturing at all of him.

“The goons spotted me and then took me by surprise,” Sato grimaced, “I got a few shots in but there were three of them and they stumbled across me while I was still crouched down and filming stuff with my camera.  They had me down on the ground pretty damn quick.  They started roughing me up but they didn’t realize who I was, they figured I was the legwork guy or informant for the real boss instead of the actual threat.  So I made up a story about working for a reporter, and after they hit me a few more times I promised I’d take them to him.”

“That worked?” I barely kept the skepticism off my face.

“Heh,” Sato smiled grimly.  Light glinted off the colored tips of his otherwise bleached hair, silver this time.  “Don’t underestimate me.  Besides, you don’t get the brightest people working as low-level muscle.  They were all too willing to believe I was just as stupid as them, and that they’d managed to intimidate me with their strength.  They tied my hands, threw me in the trunk of a car, and started driving off.”

“I noticed the plastic tie,” I admitted.  It looked pretty strong.  “How’d you get out of that?  Wait, how’d you get here?  Why did you get here?  I mean come here?”

“They destroyed my phone and took my wallet,” Sato admitted, “but these were still amateurs.  The didn’t realize it was a fake ID, or that I still had a hidden camera as well as a small blade in my belt buckle in case of emergencies.  I pretended to be unconscious after they hit me hard, then started wiggling around and cutting the tie as soon as I was in the trunk.  Once I was free, I popped the inside of the trunk and jumped out at the next intersection.  Yours was the closest place I knew of, just coincidence.”

“You got away from them like that?” I asked, back to skeptical.  What I’d seen of him was impressive, but this…

He grimaced.  “Barely.  I waited until just after they started moving again before I quietly rolled out and managed to force myself a fair distance before they realized what had happened, stopped the car, and got someone to start looking around.  The good news was that it’s late enough out there that I could get away.  The bad news is that there weren’t any witnesses around on the street.”

I glanced at the time again and winced.  It was just past 10 pm on a weekday.  The streets weren’t deserted, but there wasn’t much casual traffic around. If Sato Gota had quickly retreated to the shadows, like he should have, there was little chance someone would have noticed something too odd.

Sato half shrugged before he stopped with a pained wince of his own.  “It might have been for the best.  I don’t think these idiots would have done something rash in front of one or two bystanders, but I’m not sure about that.  They were searching pretty desperately for me so I had to get somewhere safe as soon as possible.”

“And you chose me?” I emphasized, not quite sure what to make of that.

Sato grimaced again.  “It’s not like I had much choice.  Making it even a few blocks while staying away from those thugs almost killed me, I didn’t want to chance getting away from them or hiding given the shape I’m in.  And I’m not exactly dying here, but I sure as hell didn’t want to create a commotion by going somewhere random.  If I went to one of your neighbors they’d have called the police or an ambulance first thing, and then we’d just be back to square one.”

“Well, just what is your plan then?” I let out, sounding exasperated given how worried I was. “I hope you’re not going to try something out of an anime where you’re hiding here while you heal up.  I’ve got parents and that doesn’t work in real life.”

Sato laughed a little bitterly.  “It might with your parents.”

A chill ran down my spine.  “How did you- “

“I’m a reporter, I did my research.  You really think I’d have your address but not know what scumbags your parents are?”

I opened my mouth, Aoth alone knows what I would have said since Sato wasn’t being that unfair to them, but Sato kept going and overrode me.

“No, I just need to phone some friends of mine.  Get a real ride to a doctor I can trust and then get patched up.”

I paused for a moment to consider that.  It was a little paranoid, but it wasn’t like I wouldn’t have acted the same under similar circumstances.  It isn’t paranoia if they’re really out to get you, I reminded myself.  And his beaten state gave a lot of credence to that claim.

“Fine,” I sighed, going back to collect the apartment’s phone and then pass it off to him.  “Make your calls and get out of here.  Preferably before you literally die on my doorstep.”

Sato took the phone, dialed a few numbers, and then stopped as he realized I was hovering.  “Could I get a little privacy please?”

I almost turned away out of reflex, but stopped myself as I realized what was going on.  “Unbelievable.  You barge into my home, ask for my help after involving me in Aoth knows what, and then you have the gall to tell me to go away when you’re using our phone because you don’t trust the regular police!  And you have the gall to talk to me about privacy?  You?!”

“Alright, alright,” Sato waved me off and returned to dialing.  I shut up and stood there fuming while he made the call, making sure he wasn’t taking advantage of me to do something else entirely.

He spoke to whoever he called tersely, using a couple of obvious code phrases of his own, but he gave out my address and it was easy to guess most of the conversation from context.  Unless he’d planned something truly, diabolically deceptive, he really had called for a ride and warned the person on the other end to be extra careful, it was potentially deadly trouble, and that he was seriously hurt.

When he was done he handed the phone back to me with a forced grin.  “There we go.  Don’t you worry, I’ll be out of your hair before you know it.”

“Yeah, well, it can’t be soon enough,” I said grumpily.  A little tsundere there, I noted with a mental roll of my eyes.  I was feeling a little guilty about giving him a hard time in the face of the growing evidence he was telling the truth.  To cover that up I continued with “anyway.  You go home, call some police you actually trust, and then we can get this all over with and forget it ever happened.”

“What?  Are you nuts?” Sato looked at me like I’d just grown another head.  “I’m not calling the police over this.”

I returned the look.  “You claim they just tried to kill you!”

“Yeah, and that’s the point.  I want these guys broken and gone.  If I submit a police report right now probably the worst that’s going to happen is the thugs who beat me might get arrested.  There’s no way they’ll do what needs to be done or take this seriously enough.  And even if they wanted to, between the confusion and the police the bad guys have on the take they’ll never get to the drugs in time.”

He took one look at my expression and gave me a pitying and superior look.  “You’re too naïve Matsuda-san, this is a big fish and it’s going to need a big net to haul everything out of the ocean.  You don’t get that from one beaten up guy, especially when there’s a couple of key people around to disrupt an investigation or confuse the issue.  You think the local police want to admit they missed something like this in their backyard?  No, they only way to do it is to force them to act.  That’s why I’ll put everything together, publish a big expose, and only then will they bother to come down on all these scum like a ton of bricks.  No weasel words or ‘investigations are continuing’ until the public forgets about it, they’ll scoop everyone up immediately to try and salvage their image.”

I stared at Sato incredulously.  That attitude did explain some of his approach, and there was probably a little more truth to it than I’d have liked, but I still thought it was arrogant and dismissive as hell.  “You know, I’ve got a friend or two that might be able to help with that,” I said inanely, no idea how to respond.

Sato made another ‘tch’ sound.  “Like I’d ever prostitute myself to the Meikos.”

I sighed, it wasn’t like I shouldn’t have seen that answer coming from a kilometer away.  “Fine, be that way.  Anyway, do you want an aspirin or some water or something?  I can give you that much.”

“Better not,” he replied with surprising seriousness.  “This sucks.  But I can take it, and it’s best I don’t make life any more complicated for the doctor.  I’d rather have the good stuff in an hour than limp around in a bunch of pain for the next four while I wait for a couple of weak pills to work their way out of my system.  I took a couple of headshots, they’re not going to want to risk mixing any medicine.”

I instantly repositioned myself and looked directly at his eyes, gently grabbing his head and holding it to make sure I could get a good view.

“You’re not my type,” he noted with an imitation of his usual grin.

“Oh hah hah,” I deadpanned, too relieved to get very annoyed.  “I just wanted to make sure you weren’t concussed.”  His pupils were still the same size, and his aura wasn’t showing anything too bad around the head.

“Nothing major.  They focused on the body when they were roughing me up.  They may be idiots but they still knew it was hard for a guy to answer questions if he’d been knocked loopy.”

I figured he was underplaying it, his swollen lips and a few darkening facial bruises suggested they’d hit him there a few times.  And there was a swelling lump on the back of his head that gave away why they thought they’d knocked him out.  But given that he wasn’t missing any teeth, nor were his eyes swelling shut, I figured he might have a point.

“This isn’t my first beating,” he continued with some faux airiness, “I’ll recover.”

“Uh huh,” I muttered, walking away from him.  “You’re the best one to judge that?  I swear, you’re almost as bad as Himeko.”  She was more likely to drive herself to destruction through emotional pain or exhaustion, but the end result was pretty similar.

“What was that?” Sato’s ears perked up.

“Nothing,” I sighed, remembering he was still a reporter, “forget I ever said anything.”  I had to admire his chutzpah (to use another word my cousin Hikaru had introduced me to), he’d gone to a guy he was investigating to get help, even after spreading rumors on the internet that I might be some sort of heavy!  Desperation was obviously a part of that, but if that was the only thing driving Sato Gota then he’d have gotten himself killed long ago.  Good judgement, instincts, and sheer gall helped make him dangerous.

Something caught my eye as I turned around after putting the phone back, a repeating flash of light.  I reluctantly returned and peered out the balcony window.  “Huh,” I noted, not bothering to hide my mixed feelings.  “It looks like it might all be a moot point.  The police are here.”

“What did you say?” Sato asked in a way that chilled my blood.

“It looks like whatever went on drew the attention of the police.  There’s a police car parked just down the block.”  They weren’t directly in front of the apartments, they were nearly half a block away, but they’d left the flashing lights on.  “I suppose it could just be a coincidence.”

“Yeah, probably nothing.”

We were both silent for a good minute after that.  I focused on looking out the window, trying to make out what was going one, because I had no idea what I should be doing and felt awkward about it.

“Listen Matsuda-san,” Sato said suddenly, “you’ve got to be careful.  This is probably nothing.  Or just a coincidence.  Or maybe some patrolmen checking out the area after someone called about the thugs blundering around looking for me.”

“But it might be more.”

The sudden seriousness in his tone made a chill run down my spine.

“I found at least three policemen involved with these guys,” Sato continued solemnly, “and there might be others.  And if they called any of them in that means they’re feeling desperate.  This isn’t the sort of situation where they’ll leave witnesses and loose ends.  If I’m right, and they’re looking for me, we’re both in deadly danger.”

Despite the obvious pain Sato leaned his head back and let out a bark of manic laughter.  “And the irony is: it’s useless.  If I just disappeared, and there was someone to tell the world I went off with the nice policeman before that, then all sorts of things would happen and they might find themselves getting cut off as the loose end.  So they think it would be better and quicker to eliminate any witnesses.  But if they do it to you then they’re just going to bring down an even bigger world of hurt on themselves than usual!  Your special friend’s not going to ignore you just vanishing, and I’m pretty sure she’d be out for blood if you just died.”

Sato missed my incredulous expression as I realized he was talking about Himeko.

(Not that he was wrong.  If things had gone like his scenario I was pretty sure Himeko would then pull out all the stops.  And when the Meiko family’s resources had finished bulldozing over the whole area I doubted there’d be anyone connected with the situation who wasn’t in prison or the afterlife.)

“Matsuda-san,” Sato said with bone chilling seriousness.  “They can’t find me here.  I won’t get you killed too.”

He awkwardly twisted around and after a few painful moments I realized he was trying to reach his shoe.

“This is no time for politeness!” I let out my frustration at his stupid actions.  Yes, he was a rude bastard.  But he was hurt enough I didn’t mind he was still wearing his outside shoes.

“Shut up,” Sato panted with exertion, pulling something off his shoe.  At first it looked like a larger than usual shoelace divider, something to help keep the laces from shifting around too much.  Then I realized it had a small lens on it.

“This is my hidden camera,” Sato said, holding it out to me.  “Take it.”

I looked at him incredulously for a moment, then slowly reached out to grab it.

“If the police are getting close, I’ll try going off the balcony.  If I’m lucky I can drop to the next level, and the next, until I’m on the ground.  Even if they spot me that should clear you.  Give this camera to my friend when he comes looking for me, this needs to get out!”

“Oh, shut up!” I emoted feelingly.  I took the camera, and then muttering under my breath I stormed out to my bedroom.  I can’t believe I’m doing this, I thought with a few incredulous oaths for my risk taking.  I carefully put the camera away.  Then, behind the closed door, I started casting a spell.  It took me a few minutes to ready it, this had to work just right and I was already worried I wasn’t thinking straight.

When I thought it was ready I nodded, opened the door again, and returned to the living room.

“You can’t ignore-“ Sato began angrily.  He stopped however, and I wasn’t sure if it was because of the shock of seeing the magic circle in front of me, or because I’d just hit him with ‘mental domination.’

“You will not remember me using magic,” I said solemnly and clearly.  “You will ignore or gloss over any inconsistencies or mysteries that result from this.”

Much to my surprise, I felt Sato briefly struggle against the spell.  This particular piece of magic was no joke, at least two or three levels above the magic I’d used against the detective in Kyoto.  This was getting into outright mind control territory, and I hated it.  That reluctance and lack of practice with it might have explained Sato’s resistance.  But, more likely, Sato had a strong will.  He actually managed to fight it off for a good fifteen seconds before it put him under, and that was while beaten, in pain, and exhausted!

But he did eventually succumb.  And as the awareness went out of his eyes I nodded and continued.  “You will carefully position yourself to minimize any damage you suffer.  Your body will act in the best manner to stabilize you and keep you alive.”

This spell went all the way down to influencing the body’s unconscious functions!  With particularly strong casters and weak targets it could even be used to make the victim cease breathing or stop their heart beating.  This time, I soothed my conscience by using it for good.  This might be a function I should look into later, I noted in the back of my mind.  I’d thought of that before, but this was the first time I’d ever dared to do it!

“After your friend arrives, you may resume any behaviour that you wish.  But keep your body alive and functioning!  Now, keeping all that in mind, is there anything you think I should know?”

“No,” Sato droned calmly.

I sighed in relief.  “Good.  Now just sit there and wait quietly.”

Sato obeyed my commands, repositioning himself over the couch in a way I could never have predicted.  Is it something like my trance? I wondered abstractly, where some parts of the brain are shut down but others seem to be supercharged?  It was definitely something to consider.  Later.

“I’m going to be so embarrassed if they’re just giving someone a ticket,” I muttered to myself.  If Sato was just being paranoid, and it was infecting me, I was being really foolish.  Using any sort of magic in front of a journalist like him (even such an off kilter one) was a ridiculous risk.  If he had-

I paused, considered, and then quickly asked.  “You don’t have any additional cameras or recording devices on right now, do you?”

“No.”

I let out an audible sigh of relief at that!  It had been unlikely he had yet another hidden camera on top of everything else, but that would have just been the cherry on top of this evening!  Assuming we both got out of it he’d have gone home, eventually checked it, and discovered me putting him under mind control!  That would have ended well! I thought in disgust.  I felt dirty and stupid for engaging in it, I seriously doubted Sato would have taken the discovery in stride.

Magic to rule another’s will… no matter how you sliced it you were entering dangerous territory there.  I wasn’t some sort of fanatic (obviously) or a shonen hero who could ignore the complexities of the real world.  Sometimes, like today, a little bit of mind control really was the best solution.  I’d considered trying to knock Sato out more directly, given his condition and taking him by surprise I was pretty sure I could have done it.  But given how hurt he was… yeah, I hadn’t wanted to risk any of the side effects of that.  It was entirely possible (unlikely, but possible) I could have been the one who killed him if I’d done it, I had little idea what the true extent of his injuries was.

But there was one truth that my teachers had drilled into my head time after time.  Something that Avalon’s history had born out repeatedly.  Whenever a mage resorted to mind control, it became easier to turn to that sort of solution again…

I felt dirty.  As a reaction to that I quickly cast another spell to clean off the small bloodstains I’d picked up from carrying Sato.  Aoth knows what a psychologist would make of that, I thought, continuing to spiral around the idea obsessively.

I was almost relieved to hear the doorbell sound again, breaking my obsessive focus.  And considering the circumstances, that was saying something.  Please be Sato’s friend, please be Sato’s friend, I chanted to myself as I went to the door.

It wasn’t.

“Good evening,” the policeman at the entrance said seriously.  “My apologies for disturbing you, but we are investigating a possible incident in this area.  Please answer our questions.  Have you seen a suspicious person around?”

Yeah, you! I thought feelingly.  It wasn’t just Sato’s suggestion, although that had made me hyperaware so I was paying attention to everything.  But the cop in front of me was just… wrong.  There was only one of him, he was being quietly aggressive and pushy, and he had a visible gun showing (not actually brandishing it, but it was out clearly and it seemed like he was ready to use it).  He had quickly flashed me a police badge, but he’d put it away almost instantly and I thought I knew why.  In that instant I’d glimpsed his station, and it wasn’t the local one.

I never thought I’d be grateful to the police for pulling me to their station last year, I thought even as my warning bracelet started to pulse and I broke out into a cold sweat, but now I am.  They had certainly been a little bit pushy back then, but they’d given me a solid idea how this guy should really have been acting (as well as just what our local station’s number was).  Japanese police could be highhanded at times, but this guy was ‘off’ in half a dozen subtle ways.  That didn’t actually mean Sato was right, there might be another explanation, but something was definitely up.

“Sir?” he continued, his tone aggressively pushy.

“Sorry officer,” I bowed quickly to hide my face, “I was just thinking.  You took me by surprise.  No, I’m sorry, I can’t say that I’ve seen anything like that.”

“Are you sure?” the man asked leadingly.  “There’s a bloodstain next to your door.”

“What the- “ I was legitimately startled and quickly leaned out to look around.  There was indeed a pretty prominent smear of blood against the side of the apartment, where Sato had been leaning against the building while waiting for me to answer the door.

“Are you sure you don’t know anything?” the man asked again.

I’d activated ‘mage sight’ out of reflex.  The man’s aura was… I couldn’t properly interpret it since I’d never seen that combination of results before.  Strong indicators of stress and violence were threaded through it though.  Of course, that probably applies to me too right now, I reflected in a slightly panicked realization.  I didn’t want to try anything stupid.  Especially since his hand seemed awfully close to his gun, and my warning bracelet was starting to send me some serious signals.

The worst part was… it was so tempting just to use mind control again.  If I just let him inside there had to be an opening at some point.  Whether he was an honest cop or a crooked one, when he saw Sato Gota on the couch in that state he was going to be surprised and give me a few seconds.  And even if he didn’t, if I was resorting to mind control I could just let any of his attempts to stop me bounce off my precautions and power on through anyway.  I could quickly call up something strong again and put him under, he’d be out of sight of anyone else (who wasn’t already under mind control) and I’d have plenty of time and privacy to figure out what was going on and act accordingly.  I could use it to solve everything without violence or fear of being wrong.

Except I’d be completely stomping over someone’s free will out of fear.  Yeah, I didn’t trust the guy, and he was giving me some awfully worrying vibes, but that didn’t mean I was right.  Looking at it another way I would be screwing with a legitimate authority’s mind, in a risky and deeply violating way, because someone else (who I was awfully leery about trusting) had been suspicious of him.  That was the sort of slippery slope I did not intend to go down.

Even though I was still technically going to mess with his mind a little.

“What the hell?” I asked, stepping straight out of the doorway and standing in front of the bloodstain.  I leaned in close and then looked over my shoulder to give the policeman a frightened look.  “What is this?  Officer, what the heck is going on?  Is everything alright?”

I was babbling.  Mostly because I was focused on casting a few spells as subtly and quickly as possible while I could keep their visible manifestations between me and the officer.  But also because I wasn’t a terribly good actor and I figured ‘panicking and foolish idiot’ was the best way to stall for time without stretching my abilities too much.  Or acting at all.

The policeman looked aggressive and annoyed for a moment, then he seemed to shake himself as the spells started to hit him.  I wasn’t going to try and control his behaviour directly, but a mild ‘he’s harmless’ glamour, the ‘believe’ spell, and a second ‘he’s stupid’ glamour (that I barely managed to complete while nervously looking back and forth between the wall several times), combined with a mild ‘don’t notice me’ vibe from my talisman, all started to prod the policeman away from his previous position.

“That’s what we’re trying to find out,” he said a little less gruffly.  “Are you sure you can’t think of anything?”

“No officer, nothing at all!  You’ve got to believe me, I don’t know- I’ve been working on the computer all night, I haven’t even had dinner yet!” I babbled to give the spells more time to work on him.

“We’ve received reports of a suspicious person in this area,” he continued with a stern expression.  “He might be dangerous.  Please, keep your eyes and ears open.  If you spot anything do not attempt to approach them, even if they appear to be in trouble.  Call me immediately and make sure to lock your doors!”

I struggled to keep eyes from narrowing a little.  That wasn’t too far off reasonable, but it was still-

He pulled out a card and handed it to me.  “And I mean it, do not attempt to call the emergency line.  This person may be an immediate danger to you!  Call me directly, I’ll be in the area for a while.”

Red flag!  Big red flag! My inner voice screamed at me needlessly.  I might have been overdoing the ‘he’s stupid’ glamour, or the man might just have been desperate.  Either way he’d practically just screamed at me ‘I am not following proper police procedure’.  He could have almost justified the first bit, if I hadn’t known Sato’s story already I could almost have seen the logic.  It was a little too stringent but if I’d been a normal squishy human instead of a guy with magic I’d have been willing to fall for it.  A good excuse not to risk myself and lock out potential wounded victims guilt free?  That would have been welcome.  But, since I knew something was up, not even a token attempt to warn people it might be a wounded innocent instead of a blood coated murderer was a big red flag.  And then making it so that everything would go through him instead of the usual procedures…

While that panicked realization was going through my mind I simply said “of course officer!” and grabbed the card.  I just barely kept myself from going “I’m glad you’re keeping us safe,” figuring that might have been doing a touch too far.

“Keep your eyes peeled,” the man warned me sternly.  “Do no hesitate to call.”

“Yes!  Definitely!”  I couldn’t stop myself from probing though, and tentatively asking.  “Is it okay if I wash the blood off?” in a small voice.

The officer smiled at me with fake warmth.  “Go right ahead, just make sure to keep an eye out all around you if you do.”

Damn it, Sato was right, echoed in my mind as I frantically bowed multiple times and said “of course sir!  Of course!”  Destroying evidence while at the same time as he was exposing a regular citizen to what was supposed to be a dangerous individual?  What the hell was this guy thinking.

“Stay safe,” the man nodded at me before moving on abruptly.

To be fair, I reflected as I quickly retreated to the kitchen for some soap, water, and a cloth.  Some of that might be my fault.  The spells were probably having an effect on his thought processes.  I doubted he would have gone quite that far with someone else.  He probably wouldn’t have dared overplay his hand that much to an adult, and he’d have been leery of assigning that much responsibility to a child.  My spells probably meant he was treating me with the worst of both worlds.

Still, I kept the spells up while I quickly cleaned up that blood smear as well as a few other ones around our door.  All while keeping an eye on the policeman.  After knocking on our neighbor’s door and discovering nobody home he hadn’t even bothered with anyone else on the same level, he merely went around inspecting the blood trail.  When he found no other signs, he quickly left our area to keep looking for Sato.

Alright, I thought grimly as I retreated back inside and locked the door.  Do I want to do anything else?  That particular encounter had told me that Sato was really on to something, and I knew which side I’d be on if I had to choose.  That particular bastard had come to my home and the warning bracelet had suggested he was seriously willing to harm me, helping Sato put him and his kind in jail was practically self-defence.

I reluctantly decided to hold off.  As much as I hated to admit it, Sato probably knew what he was doing.  And I was perfectly happy not getting any more involved than I had to.  I ran through and double checked a couple of spells that could have been used to help him escape, partially out of serious worry and partially to kill the time, but that was as far as I went.  His friend took his sweet time in arriving, but that might have been out of an abundance of caution as the police car remained parked up the street for another hour.  I figured having a spell or two in mind if he was being clever and waiting to trap someone else was a good idea.

Finally, about twenty minutes after the police car was gone, a knock sounded at my door.  I leapt to answer it and discovered a young man in a baseball cap and medical mask.  “I’m here to pick up my friend?” he asked furtively, looking over his shoulder even as he spoke.

I nodded.  “Come in, quickly.  The police have already been around here once.”

The guy nodded back and then followed me in, rushing ahead when he got a close enough to see Sato on the couch.  “God damn it man,” he muttered, worryingly awestruck, “what’d you get yourself into this time?”

“Hey P-san,” Sato waved at him, resuming normal behaviour and indirectly verifying this was the guy.

“Come on man, let’s get you up.”

While I gently helped P-san get Sato to his feet and to the door I quickly slipped a ‘don’t notice me’ spell over the two of them.  I didn’t put too much power in it, but I was confident it was strong enough to get them to the car and out of the area without much trouble.  Even if someone was watching for them, unless they were already zoomed in on my door that should have been enough to get the pair clear.  And while I’d been waiting and worrying I’d indulged in a quick spell to detect watchers, nothing had come up then and I assumed no one had started surveilling me in the meantime.

Without another word the pair slowly limped off into the night.

I kept my eye on them until they reached their ride, not wanting to risk the ‘don’t notice me’ spell getting to me.  Once they were inside, they calmly and carefully drove off.

I sighed in relief and returned to my home.  Only then did I take a look at the time.  Aoth damn it, almost midnight, I thought as my stomach gurgled to remind me I still hadn’t eaten any dinner!  I sighed.  Fuck it, it’s not like I’m getting to sleep any time soon anyway, I thought as I started to assemble something to fill the hole in my stomach.  I could go as spicy or fancy as I wanted, I was pretty much guaranteed to be using ‘awake’ tomorrow on top of everything else anyway so I might as well get something out of this whole messed up situation!
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I looked at the night sky and sighed. I really should have thought of this sooner, I reflected guiltily. Admittedly, it was as much a wild whim and a crazy idea as anything else. The chances of there being anything behind it were pretty miniscule. On the other hand, if there was…

I shook my head in disgust at my carelessness and ad hoc arrangements before returning to work, drawing out yet another magic circle on the school roof. If I was going to try anything with a straight face I had to get a move on. I redoubled my efforts, focusing intently on getting everything done as soon as possible. Which was at least part of the reason Himeko was able to sneak up on me.

“Mamoru,” she asked out of nowhere.

Despite the fact I’d been on all fours on the ground, I managed to get nearly a foot in the air.

“I thought you were over that?” Himeko asked in surprise, looking at me with some concern.

“Not when you appear out of nowhere in the middle of the night!” I complained breathlessly, feeling my rapidly beating heart in my chest. “Seriously Himeko! It’s past 8 pm on a Sunday!”

“Funny, that’s kind of my point,” Himeko noted, crossing her arms and mixing some sternness in with the concern. “What are you doing here Mamoru? There shouldn’t be anyone around. You aren’t violating school rules by enchanting the teachers, are you?”

I flushed slightly as she brought up the school rules and the quiet new regulations about magic I’d kind of broken a little too often in the past. Fortunately, if only by accident, this time I was in the clear. “No,” I replied honestly. “I think everyone’s forgotten about me at this point. There were enough random students around earlier doing Cultural Festival preparation that I think I just got lost in the shuffle. I was in the lab earlier, doing prep work for both the special effects and this. They probably just assumed I’d gone home when I wasn’t there.”

“That’s going alright? Everything’s going to be ready in time?” Himeko asked, getting distracted for a moment and cocking her head at me quizzically.

“Should be. Assuming they get the prop wands to me in time, I still have to get those loaded.”

“Phew,” Himeko let out a mild sigh or relief before instantly returning to seriousness. “But that doesn’t explain why you’re alone on the roof right now. Seriously Mamoru, what is this?”

“This is… inspiration,” I answered awkwardly, not quite sure how to explain everything.

Himeko’s mildly impatient look let me know that wasn’t it.

“Sorry, I got hit with a… well, I can’t call it a good idea. But I realized there was something that I…”

I trailed off again. Should do was really stretching it. And could do sounded awfully weak as an excuse for being on the school rooftop all by myself after everyone else was gone.

“Mamoru,” Himeko put on a good face, but by now I realized she was struggling a little to hold on to her temper. “Sensei-san contacted me and let me know you were up to something weird, and you were pushing the limits of a lot of school rules. I’m not happy having to rush back to school to check this out. So, let’s start at the beginning. What is this?”

I hesitated again.

“Seriously,” Himeko asked, letting me see a little more impatience.

“It’s not that!” I protested quickly. “It’s just that I’m not exactly sure what to call this. I can’t call it something like an atherferous flux monitor, it’s pretentious and wrong at the same time. But saying it’s just a cobbled together mess isn’t giving it or me enough credit!”

“All right, let’s try this again. What does it do, and why?”

“That’s a little harder to explain.” I hurried on when I saw her expression starting to darken to pissed, I was wondering if this was interfering with some Hiro time for her. “I’m trying to track Halloween!”

That pulled her up short for a moment. “Track Halloween?”

“Yeah. Wow, that sounded even weirder saying it out loud. Okay, do you remember last year when I talked about how Halloween probably wouldn’t have much effect for us, how it was more of a western holiday if it meant anything?”

“Yes,” Himeko nodded firmly, looking a little more professional now, clearly in her Student Council role.

“I realized I shouldn’t just make assumptions like that, and I should put my money where my mouth is and start doing some actual checks. Since it’s almost Halloween right now I couldn’t afford to wait any longer.”

“It isn’t until tomorrow,” Himeko noted thoughtfully, but she was clearly turning the idea over in her own mind rather than objecting to anything I was saying.

“Which makes this even more stupid,” I admitted ruefully. “I really should have more of a baseline and better calibrations before trying anything. Unfortunately, taking actual readings at and around Halloween are more key, so I had to move and get started as soon as possible. Hence this.”

“Which is?” Himeko prodded a little pointedly, impatient for me to finally arrive at the point.

“That’s what’s hard to describe,” I shrugged. “Think of this as somewhere between seismic readings and atmospheric ones. I’m looking for the mystical equivalents of atmospheric pressure, winds, and humidity. But at the same time it’s something like seismic waves.”

“With this?” Himeko looked at my ‘equipment’ a little skeptically. It looked like a half dozen very rough pendulums, each just a string and a crystal, suspended at rest just above the roof.

They were all braced above separate circles of magic though. “That’s why I thought of seismic waves,” I admitted, “I’m going pretty basic and simple with this. I’ve rigged the pendulums to measure… sorry Himeko, I don’t think you want me to try and get that technical. A bunch of different mystical variables. Here, let me demonstrate.”

Before Himeko could do anything, I conjured up a ball of light. I then pointed at the pendulums, where two of them had started to vibrate.

Himeko paused and looked at them carefully. They weren’t swinging much, maybe an arc of a few centimeters, but they were swinging.

“Now watch what happens when I try this,” I continued, dousing the ball of light and then conjuring a fair-sized flame above my palm.

One pendulum stopped, another started, and one pendulum changed its motion; now swinging along a different angle than before and a little bit more widely.

Himeko watched in fascination for a few moments before I cut the spell and let them all return to rest. “If they respond, and how, lets me know how various mystical conditions are acting around them,” I continued. “In some ways these are as primitive as sticking out a jar to measure precipitation or a weather vane for wind direction. In other ways, they’re a little more sophisticated than that. Precise direction and extent can indicate different factors, that’s why the more elemental fire magic made the fourth pendulum swing in a different direction when compared to the more sophisticated light spell. And the different combinations can indicate a bunch of different things.”

“Fascinating,” Himeko breathed with some new respect.

I shrugged, grateful for her appreciation but feeling a little bit guilty about it. “Well, not that much,” I admitted, a little shamefaced. “As useful as this is, ‘mage sight’ and other detection spells could potentially give me a lot more detail and nuance. Not to mention all the factors I don’t have a hope in hell of tracking this way. But it should give me a few basic readings. And that might be…”

Himeko looked at me shrewdly. “Why are you trailing off there Mamoru? Is this some sort of vanity project? Or a forlorn hope?”

“Not quite that bad,” I admitted carefully. “If this gives me some real results it could be fascinating. Maybe even a game changer.”

“But…?” Himeko asked leadingly.

I sighed. “I don’t think it’ll show anything,” I confessed. “It’s well worth checking. But if I had to guess, I’d say I’m indulging in a wild goose chase. I don’t know if there’s anything here to begin with. And, even if there is, it’s uncertain this stuff will be sensitive enough to catch it. Especially with all the ancillary concerns this raises.”

“Ancillary concerns?”

“I’m going to have to put a reasonably strong ‘don’t notice me’ spell around these to make sure they’re left alone,” I admitted, “that’s going to be another circle that I have yet to draw. And between that and all the stuff that the mana collector’s going to grab… and then Sensei-san being around… Remember how I used the excuse that I wanted to use the Meiko estate because of signal interference?”

There was a moment of silence as it hit both of us at once.

“Could we- “ Himeko began before cutting herself off. “No, I suppose not.”

“Yeah,” I sighed. “It’s a nice thought but it wouldn’t work. I don’t think there’s any way I could just put these things around the estate without anyone commenting on them. The collectors are bad enough but there’s no way I could try and pass this stuff off as scientific equipment. So I’d just have to use a spell to disguise them anyway… then there’s multiple collectors around the estate… hell, there’s even Kameiko! It might be worse there then it’s actually going to be at the school!”

Himeko smiled wryly. “That’s a weird thought given your excuses last year.”

I let out a slightly frustrated laugh. “Yeah, I’ve put so much work into the Meiko estates… well, I suppose it’s not just me. The ley-line itself is a pretty big factor no matter how you slice it. And Master Tai and Eiko would provide their own complications.”

“So, you don’t think you’ll be able to detect anything?” Himeko summarized, leading me on.

“Well…” I said slowly. “It’s not that horrible a set of odds. Something like 60 – 40 against it. But no, I don’t think I will. Or, even if I do, I doubt the results will be significant.”

“So why do it?” Himeko continued, gently prodding me on as she realized she was finally getting to the bottom of everything.

“It’s worth trying,” I protested mildly. “This is still a lot better odds than the lottery. And the prizes if we hit the jackpot could be even greater. Besides, it’s about time I started thinking about this. Developing techniques and tools to start checking out this stuff. Even if this is only a first, stumbling step that’s still progress.”

“Uh huh,” Himeko looked a little cooler, but slightly amused again. “So what’s the real reason?”

I flinched. “Pardon?”

“What’s the real reason Mamoru? I know that’s all true, but I also know that’s not the real reason you did this today.”

“That’s…” I started to protest indignantly but trailed off.

When I didn’t answer for a good twenty seconds Himeko started to look concerned. “Mamoru, is everything alright? Why can’t you tell me?”

“It’s… stupid,” I muttered. And it was, but that was only half the problem.

“Please, I’m your friend. I won’t laugh.”

I let out a long sigh, staling for time as much as anything else, before admitting. “It’s the whole current drug scandal.”

“Ah,” Himeko looked mildly confused. “What about it?”

Currently there was a swift and major crackdown playing out in our ward. Sato had published his report the other day and, just as he’d suggested, police and local government response had been swift, dramatic, and thorough. The mainstream press was struggling to keep up, and it would only be in the headlines for a day or so more, but the arrests and investigations of nearly a dozen police, doctors, and assorted officials in relation to a drug trafficking ring certainly made for a dramatic development.

“Well, just for starters, I assume you know it originally started with Sato Gota?” The mainstream media and the police were seriously playing that down and I doubted most of our regular classmates would have noticed. Himeko on the other hand…

“Yes, of course,” Himeko waved that off, “he continues to do good work even if he is annoyingly wrong on occasion. Is that important?”

I hadn’t told Himeko about Sato’s late-night visit to my apartment, I wasn’t quite sure how she’d have reacted. Between her sense of duty to the nation, her sense of duty towards me after Sato indirectly endangered me, her mild distaste towards Sato, her respect to him, her Meiko family duties, her general hatred of corruption and crime… there were so many different ways that could have played out. Messy didn’t even begin to cover it.

And now we can add in ‘how she’d feel about me not telling her’ to that mix. “Not really. It was a bit annoying, but not that important a factor. Just so long as you know,” I said quickly, before moving on. If she doesn’t know, and hasn’t noticed the minor updates to my section in the ‘Meiko Minions’ category on his page, then I don’t need to be the one to tell her.

(They weren’t major changes. But Sato had turned down the suggestion I was a heavy of some sort while making a few more slightly encouraging comments about my morals. But that was undercut by making a few more veiled suggestions that I wasn’t to be underestimated and was more competent and deceptive than I appeared at first glance.)

“It was… disturbing on several levels,” I continued, mostly truthfully. “First, the obvious. That it was happening here and under all our noses. But then I got to thinking about last year around this time, and how I accidentally discovered the guy releasing toxins into the air, and how that turned out…”

“You can’t really be conflating the two,” Himeko suggested tolerantly.

Sato’s beating being so close to the one-year anniversary of my beating at Harada’s hands didn’t help either, I noted mentally. It was still a real stretch, on several different levels, but it hadn’t helped. I still wasn’t going to tell Himeko though.

“Not really,” I admitted, “a part of me wondered about curses, destiny, or the cyclical nation of time. But mostly even I thought I was being stupid and silly with that, trying to compare things that had little resemblance through minor coincidences. But I couldn’t quite get it out of my head. So… this. I figured I’d keep myself busy, distract myself from the problem until I forgot about it, and maybe do something useful in the process. Besides, on the off chance there was even a ghost of truth to that stupid hypothesis then this would probably give me some hints of it.”

“See? Was that so hard to admit?” Himeko sounded amused.

“Kind of?” I said hesitantly. “It’s still pretty stupid.”

“Well, a little. But keeping yourself busy and trying to do something constructive rather than sitting around fretting is a good idea. I just wish you’d been a little more practical about it, or hadn’t been pushing so many school rules.”

I let out a lot of tension in a deep and long breath. Trust Himeko to see to the heart of the matter. I then walked over and looked out from the roof over the now empty school. Himeko moved over to join me.

“Sorry to drag you out here like this.”

“It’s okay. Sensei-san and I were a little worried you were going too far and doing something you shouldn’t be again, that you were about to cause another explosion right before the Cultural Festival or something. This wasn’t so bad, and it was kind of interesting.”

She glanced back over her shoulder at the collected pendulums. “Are you still going to go through with it?”

“Yeah, now that I’m this far in it would be a waste not to finish everything up. It’s a longshot, but it’s good practice. Besides you never know.”

“What did I tell you?” Himeko asked slyly, indirectly indicating her point from last year’s Cultural Festival where she’d practically had to slap me over the head before I’d admitted the cause could have been something supernatural.

“It won’t prove much, even by itself, if I do pick up anything,” I added hastily but good naturedly. “I’d need a whole battery of results over time, and ones from Europe and North America to match! But yeah, it’s worth checking out.”

Himeko chuckled slightly. “It always amazes me,” she admitted, “just how much you still have to learn. You’d think that an actual wizard would know these sorts of things already. But no, they have to do research and experiments as much as anyone else.”

I smiled and shook my head. “Well, the stereotype’s not totally wrong,” I admitted, “we know plenty of stuff. And when we don’t, we can do quicker and easier cheats using magic to get some basic answers. Back in the old days it was a lot like having access to a very primitive internet while everyone else had nothing. But in general that’s another romanticization that I could do without. We’re just like regular experts in a field, oftentimes we have to do the research and analyze the results before we can give you a good answer.”

Himeko looked at me slyly. “And your predecessors have nothing to do with that inflated reputation. They didn’t encourage it at all.”

I was amused but had to give her that one. “Heh, fair point. I’m pretty sure they were guilty too.” More so on Earth than Avalon from what I could tell, but we’d done our share of publicity and advertising hype too.

“I do admire your dedication though. Don’t be afraid of me stopping you from seeking out knowledge. I worry you might be about to hurt yourself, or might not be thinking everything through, and I sometimes worry I need to run a double check on you. But it also inspires me to see you doing this stuff, pressing out your frontiers and running actual experiments like this. Too many of our students just focus on parroting back facts. You focus on figuring everything out.”

I waved the compliment away. “Eh, I’m just doing what any good mage does.”

“Don’t underestimate yourself. Dismissing your accomplishments like that seems foolish, like claiming ‘any martial artist could do what Master Tai does’. It might technically be true, but it ignores what you’ve actually achieved.”

I flushed slightly. But still felt I had to protest a little. “Don’t give me too much credit,” I said with a smile, “it’s probably a function of the business.”

“Come again?”

“Mages repeat easier experiments because we’re horrible at sharing all our knowledge. In any other profession these sorts of tests would probably have been carried out decades ago, the results published in a professional magazine, and the datasets all available online by now. But for us… if anyone bothered to try this then the results have either been lost or they’re stuck in a box in the back of some long dead mage’s closet. I’m just carrying out the equivalent of high school level experiments since anything more advanced is either hidden or destroyed.”

“That’s grim.”

“Well, I am exaggerating,” I admitted. “It’s not quite that bad. But it’s still a little…” I trailed off as I noticed something.

Himeko was about to ask what was up but she quickly realized the line of my gaze and spotted what I’d been looking at too. “That’s odd,” she frowned.

It was Yoshida Hideki. Not quite sneaking around the school at night, but doing the next best thing to it.

“Sensei-san,” Himeko addressed the air, “has he been here the whole time?”

“I do not know Meiko-san,” Sensei-san’s voice came clearly through the magatama bead. “I do not believe so, but Yoshida-san is still a little hard for me to see. He is… faint to my senses.”

Himeko frowned slightly in surprise. “Really?”

“Yes. It is somewhat disturbing.”

“That might be a function of his circumstances,” I interjected quickly, “he doesn’t ‘belong’ to the school as much as a normal student. He transferred at an unusual time, he identifies too much with his old school, and I don’t think the other students have truly embraced him.”

Himeko let out a small sigh. “Mamoru, if this is more of your paranoia I’m going to be annoyed.”

“No, his words ring true,” Sensei-san noted in surprise. “This is a lot like how my connections with the new students had to grow over time. But they were fertile soil. And Yoshida-san… isn’t somehow.”

“Could it have something to do with…” Himeko briefly paused while she glanced at me and then continued with, “his circumstances?”

“My apologies Mamoru,” she added quickly as an aside. “There are personal factors I’m aware of but that it would not right for me to share.”

Before I could come up with anything to say Sensei-san answered. “I do not know Meiko-san. I suppose grief might have something to do with it.”

I mentally went wait, what? while Himeko looked sour that the kami had let that much slip.

We were all silent for a moment while we watched Yoshida from above. Saying he was sneaking around would suggest he’s trying to remain hidden, I reflected thoughtfully. That would be an exaggeration. This is more like he’s trying to remain unnoticed to avoid accidentally bothering others, but wouldn’t automatically mind if someone saw him. It’s close, but not quite the same thing. But why?

“Himeko,” I asked carefully, “do you need me to… I don’t know. Give you a witness? Act like muscle? Accompany you as you talk to Yoshida?”

“No,” Himeko answered slowly but shrewdly, still watching Yoshida. “Not just yet. I don’t want to officially take notice of this unless I have to. Yoshida’s on thin ice after the fight a few weeks ago, and this might be innocent.”

I almost asked “just what was that about?” Rumors had flown fast and thick for a few days there, especially since Yoshida had been given a two-day suspension. Nothing trustworthy though, unlike Himeko most other people seemed to still be in the dark. And after a few days everyone had been distracted by other Cultural Festival related drama and emergencies so the rumor mill had quickly moved on. But I held my tongue at the last second, realizing Himeko wouldn’t answer that question and I’d just be annoying her.

“Sensei-san,” Himeko continued firmly, “please let me know if Yoshida is doing something I should be paying attention to. I assume you can track him now that you’re aware of him?”

“Of course, Meiko-san,” the kami sounded mildly offended she’d even had to ask.

(Given how young Sensei-san was that seemed like a fairly reasonable question to me. But then, I wasn’t working with them nearly as much as Himeko was.)

“Good. I’m going to give him the benefit of the doubt for now, but that doesn’t mean I’m just going to give him carte blanche.”

“Are you sure that’s a good idea?” I asked cautiously, my own suspicions about the guy niggling at me.

“Well,” Himeko gave me an iron smile, “if I see him officially I’m going to have to give him a pretty firm reprimand for this. And if I do that to him, I’m going to have to do something pretty similar to you just to be fair. He might have had warnings, but you’re an experienced student who’s up on the school roof afterhours. What do you think?”

I laughed weakly. “Alright. Fair point.”

Himeko softened again. “Seriously though Mamoru, you really should finish up what you’re doing here quickly. That way, if I do have to intervene it’ll make everything a whole lot simpler. Is there anything I can do to help?”

I leapt back to action. “Sorry, nothing I can think of,” I said as I hurriedly returned to constructing the necessary magic circles. “It shouldn’t take me more than another half an hour at this point, not after that little rest.”

“Good. And Mamoru?”

“Yes?”

“Next time you need a distraction, just call me,” her smile was a mix of amusement and exasperation. “I’m your friend.”

“Sorry,” I flushed slightly, “I didn’t want to impose.”

“It’s not an imposition. Besides, in the worst-case scenario we could do line readings together.”

I flushed even deeper in the reminder of the upcoming class play. “Is that really necessary?” I muttered.

Himeko shrugged. “That’s up to you. You seem to be doing fine but we are coming down to the wire now. And I know you’re not the most comfortable person on stage, that’s half the reason I wanted you to do this.”

I shot a half glare at her. “That’s why you shanghaied me into this?!”

“Part of it,” she replied calmly. “Trust me, it’s all for the best. I’ve seen you in practice, you’re doing great.”

I snorted with embarrassed amusement. “Hah! For given values of great maybe.”

“Well, I admit I didn’t want to push you too far with a challenging dramatic role,” she admitted calmly. “But I think this will help you.”

“Yeah, yeah,” I said distractedly, returning to the magic circles rather than focusing on my upcoming dramatic debut.

“Unless you flub everything,” Himeko continued in her calm and measured tone. “I don’t mind honest mistakes, but if you mess up everything for your fellow students because you were focusing on stuff like this instead of working on your weak points…”

She smiled at me reassuringly, but I felt a small chill run down my spine and I redoubled my efforts on the circles. I felt a sudden urge to hurry home and do one last reading of my lines before bed.
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“Oh no! It’s Lord Neverheart!”

“BWAA-HAH-HAH-HA! Foolish little Heartwarriors, you think you can fight with ME!?”

Got to admit, I thought as I watched the reaction of everyone in the audience to my ridiculous line, this is kind of fun. Sure, I was torn right down the middle, between wanting to cringe up a storm and breaking out laughing at such a cheesy, pantomime level performance. But, at the end of the day, I did feel a smile tugging at the corner of my lips.

Himeko’s solution to our class’s contribution to the Cultural Festival was simple: a play. But not just any play. We were going to go all out, balls-to-the-wall, scenery chewing, totally over the top crazy with a live show that most super sentai actors would have looked askance at. There was no pretense at having a great plot here, this was going to be something where the first qualification for the actors wasn’t their skill. Instead, it was “can you deliver these lines without either breaking down in laughter or running off the stage in embarrassment?”

And the audience loved it. So far our biggest challenge had been occasionally altering our timing to let the laughter, cheers, and hooting die down before moving on to the next line. It was such a fun and different break from so many other parts of the Cultural Festival that it hit even harder than it deserved to.

Of course, some of that might just have been Himeko in costume.

“Run Heartwarriors!” Himeko declared as Princess Heartwish, brandishing her wand dramatically. “We cannot fight him here!”

Unsurprisingly, Himeko had gotten herself the role of mahou shoujo group leader. And her costume and makeup could probably have accounted for half the male audience (and a tenth of the female) all by itself. It wasn’t too revealing, her swimsuit had been much worse, but there was no sense in pretending she wasn’t using her attractiveness while reveling in the chance to prance around the stage in a version of a mahou shoujo outfit. Or that we hadn’t needed to take extra effort when designing all their costumes, carefully setting it up so there was no chance of them accidentally providing any panty shots.

(Never underestimate talented dressmakers. We hadn’t been allowed to simply buy the fancy costumes outright but Himeko had been permitted to acquire some professional designs and instructions. And those multiple, fancy looking, layered skirts provided volume and plenty of places to put hidden stitches and straps. It wouldn’t be practical for long term use or real life, but on the stage the girls could literally stand on their heads and the skirts would fall and bunch in a way to defend their modesty.)

“Yes, flee! FLEE!” I declaimed as boomingly as I could. Then I seemed to trace brightly glowing symbols of fire in the air in front of me. “Harass them my shadows!”

The audience gasped, laughed, and cheered as I completed the ‘magical’ symbols and then we set off a colored smoke bomb via remote control. As the thick purplish smoke filled the stage, I quickly ducked behind the curtains for the scene change.

I let out a quick sigh of relief once I was out of everyone’s sight. The space backstage was a mad house of people running around as the class set up the next scene. I ducked off to the side to catch my breath, regain my will to keep playing this hilariously stupid role, and momentarily take off the ridiculous hat I was wearing. It was about halfway between a traditional eboshi and a pointed wizard’s hat, so it did the job of appearing both serious and goofy at the same time. Perfect for an over-the-top character like Lord Neverheart.

I chuckled slightly as I took in my appearance in one of the mirrors. After all these years I’m back in formal wizard’s robes, and they’re pantomime dark wizard’s robes! There was something ironically appropriate about that. My clothing was heavy, and about three different shades of black, leavened only by the occasional glimpse of white underrobes to emphasize the black, black, and more black color scheme. Half the reason that Himeko had chosen me for this role was simply my body type. I was large and pale, perfectly suited for the role and to actually run around in this stupid getup without collapsing. My costume probably contained an equal amount of cloth to Himeko’s and her three other co-stars combined!

Of course, half the difference is in the sleeves and the legs, I thought wryly. And I’m not sure I could say that with a straight face if I counted the girls’ gloves and boots. Needless to say, Himeko and the other mahou shoujo had on various ridiculous varieties of footwear and gloves. The dresses might have stopped around the shoulder and lower thigh, but in Himeko’s case the gloves went past the elbow and the boots above the knee to compensate. Taking those into account would probably invalidate my fabric estimates.

“Are you good Matsuda-san?” Yuko-san interrupted my thoughts, checking me over quickly. “Is the makeup holding up? No signs of running?”

As Lord Neverheart I was also wearing a thin and sinister fake beard and moustache. As well as a lot of deep eyeshadow, and some strategic, evil looking, dark purple lines painted thickly across my face. I kind of appreciated the effect to be honest, it helped me deliver the deliberately awful lines without flinching. I was also sans glasses for this role, which helped give me a push. It all combined to help make it feel like I was playing evil Superman vs. my usual Clark Kent personality.

“I’m not feeling any problems,” I answered honestly.

“Good,” Yuko nodded decisively before hurrying off to check on something else. The head of the Drama Club was not participating in this particular play. Not onstage at least. She’d claimed that it was because she was too busy with the Drama Club’s play and had worried she would make a mistake at a critical part. Or that she’d mix up the lines. Or that she wouldn’t be able to devote the full energy each play deserved.

In reality it was more that these particular roles were a little too much for her. Not the play itself, she obviously wasn’t a fan but Yuko was professional enough she could have choked it down and participated actively if she’d had to. But playing a mahou shoujo on top of the pantomime nature of everything, or taking a token role despite being a fairly good actress, was a little too much for her. And those had been the only roles open to her. So, she’d instead dedicated herself to being the best stage manager and director ever. Given her experience and knowledge Yuko had probably done more than anyone else to make sure our little performance was running smoothly.

I cocked half an ear towards the stage and then nodded in satisfaction. I had a token scene coming up soon, Lord Neverheart raging at his minions’ failure before sending out another batch of minor league threats, before a long stretch of doing nothing. Lord Neverheart was an important role, and he certainly had an outsized impact that was proportional to his over-the-top appearance. But he wasn’t in too much of the play, hence why I could manage playing him. Trying to bring that much energy to everything constantly would have been beyond me.

I stood back up straight, carefully resecured my hat, and took up my position.

Within thirty seconds Yuko was giving me and my minions a few hand signs and we returned to the stage.

***

“-and crush these foolish Heartwarriors!” I boomed, finishing off another symbol of power.

On cue, a bolt of lightning flashed in front of the stage, thunder boomed, and the lights cut out as the scene ended. And then we bad guys quickly ducked back behind the curtains while it was still dark out.

There was a startled and impressed round of cheers and applause out there.

“How are you doing that?” Yoshida Hideki asked, unabashedly impressed, as we retreated a little further backstage to give everyone else room to work.

I did a small double take in surprise that he was talking to me but quickly tried to cover it up and I shrugged as blandly as I could. “Simple electricity. There’s a wire running from the rafters to the stage and we ran current through it on cue. It looks more dramatic than it is; high voltage, but relatively low amperage. It’s still not too safe to get near it though, that’s why we had to keep our distance.”

I was lying through my teeth, hence my nerves. The lightning effect was created with pure magic, one of the few cases I’d allowed myself for the play. I really could have done it via wire if I’d had to, maybe use a little magic just to make things run smoothly, but at the end of the day there’d been just a little too much risk of something going wrong and I’d gone with pure magic instead. Thankfully, it was probably the easiest effect to explain away.

“Not that!” Yoshida indirectly proved my point. “I get that. I mean the glowing symbols in front of you, how are you doing that?”

“Oh,” I blinked in surprise. But part of that was simply since it was Yoshida doing the asking. I doubted we’d exchanged thirty words since he’d joined the class. And he was still in an awkward position after the recent fight.

But there was no real harm in telling him. And the timing was good. And at least he was being honest about it, I could see a half dozen other classmates casually leaning a little closer, also curious to hear my answer.

I simply shrugged and then pulled a small, almost transparent, glass plate off of its resting spot about half a meter away from my face.

“Basic chemistry,” I reported, taking a fresh plate from the prepared set stored in the corner. I carefully fastened it into place, it was supported by virtually invisible wires attached to my costume.

“The plate’s coated with a gel that ignites when exposed to air. The gel also contains a bunch of the same chemicals that fireworks sparklers have. So, when I scratch that coating off, the place I’ve revealed lights up and gets all sparkly before it burns itself out. Here, scratch near one of the corners of the used plate, there’s still some unused gel there, and try it yourself.”

I handed over the old plate. Looking at it closely you could see the difference between used and unused sections, even backstage, and Yoshida gently exposed a section near the corner. His expression brightened in surprise and he fought down a delighted laugh as that part lit up.

“It’s not exactly a professional special effect,” I admitted with a verbal shrug. “You’d probably see the plate from a kilometer away if you tried filming this with a movie level camera. And it’s kind of limited for what you can do with it. But on a darkened stage in a high school? Yeah, that works great. At least, if you’ve got a heavy costume you can brace it off of. There’s a reason we’re using wands for Himeko and the girls.”

One nice advantage of my heavy robes was that it was easy to build the light frame in, and then hide it with the folds. The dark coloration didn’t hurt either. Something similar would have stood out like a sore thumb with the girls’ costumes.

“And you actually made these?” Yoshida asked in surprise.

I struggled to keep my voice bland, but managed well enough. “You’d be surprised how straightforward the method is,” I answered with fake calm. “It’s a pain in the butt to manage, and this stuff is ridiculously cost inefficient for what it does, but it’s not exactly rocket science either. Just mix up the gel, spread it over a piece of glass, and carefully coat it with an airtight but breakable covering. It’s more a matter of physical dexterity than any sort of chemistry challenge.”

Okay, that was perilously close to lying through my teeth! I hadn’t actually fibbed, but you’d have needed to examine my statement word by word to realize it. Thankfully none of the people listening in had picked up on the obvious “Hey! Wait a minute…” problem with that: how the heck I had successfully created and then spread a substance that ignited upon exposure to the air over a piece of glass before sealing it off. The answer was, of course, magic. Creating the gel, and then evenly and surely securing the coating over the glass, was something I’d used a couple of spells to accomplish.

Don’t get me wrong, it was possible through conventional methods. You’d need a chamber filled with non-reactive gasses. And in the real world you’d probably ruin at least four out of five plates before you got one with a good seal unless you had a really good piece of specialized machinery. Making a coating that was thin enough to split with a finger but wouldn’t accidentally tear in a way you didn’t want when touched… yeah, that had taken a little magic too. And some mystic reagents. And a quick call to Grandma Kanoko to figure out a substitution for one of the plant ingredients. I doubted there was a high school on the planet that had the sort of equipment or materials necessary to pull it off using conventional methods. Or that they’d have let their students use it unsupervised even if they did.

Still, it seemed to impress my classmates.

“That is so cool!” Yoshida carefully sketched out a small symbol in one of the other unused corners and smiled at how it lit up and sparked.

I shrugged. “It’s a parlour trick. But it’s a neat parlour trick, and it suits this sort of Cultural Festival play perfectly.”

“On in a minute Mamoru,” Yuko inserted urgently.

“Already? Shoot!” I hurriedly rechecked everything and quickly ran through the lines in my head again. Was this Lord Neverheart raging in his throne room?

“Team B with the props,” Yuko reminded us quietly, since a few other people had also been distracted by my explanation.

No, wait, this is Lord Neverheart starting to threaten the city! I remembered abruptly. Right, hence the new plate. I need to do a bunch of different spells. I have to remember to space them out and write small. Well, smallish. In a worst case scenario I could just form a few nonsense shapes in midair using actual magic. It wouldn’t look quite the same, not unless I wanted to try duplicating the effect with an actual illusion spell, but it would be close enough not to raise too many questions. Setting up a future cover and excuse for myself had been half the reason Himeko and I had come up with this complicated method.

Yuko started flashing hand signs again and I quietly cleared my throat, bracing myself to declaim my big entrance.

***

“Come Heartwarriors, we fly!” Himeko gestured dramatically with her wand.

I wished I could do the same with my real staff. Unfortunately, no matter how much we’d considered it, I hadn’t been able to sneak it into the production. It was a little too utilitarian and out of character for Lord Neverheart, and there’d been no way I’d be willing to muck up my proper staff with a lot of paper mâché and paint to try and make it look like something appropriate for the dark sorcerer/overlord/whatever that Lord Neverheart was.

So I had to quietly focus on the small mana reservoir I had hidden underneath my voluminous robes, and then channel that power to the ‘blessed talismans’ all the Heartwarrior were holding instead.

The audience gasped and cheered appropriately as the Heartwarriors gently floated upwards while the talismans glowed softly.

Yuko was almost as tense as I was, as we stood next to each other just slightly offstage. Albeit for slightly different reasons. “You’re sure this is safe?” she asked nervously, starring at our four flying classmates nervously.

“Positive,” I said tersely, trying not to show the strain. It wasn’t too much strain, I’d set the talismans up very carefully to be highly efficient and safe. Even if a disaster somehow occurred and one of the girls accidentally let go of a talisman it would be alright now, the spell had a ‘grip’ on both the girl and talisman in question and I could hold it. At least for the thirty or forty seconds they were all flying, doing a slow circle around the stage three times. Once going up, once at level, and once descending. Thankfully, the number of petticoats on each Heartwarrior meant it was less indecent than the average anime.

Yuko was asking me in my capacity as Science Consultant/safety advisor. What she didn’t know was that capacity was half the reason I’d agreed to use magic for this trick! We could have managed flight for one of the girls reasonably enough, it wouldn’t have been quite as smooth or easy looking but it wouldn’t have been a problem either. And, indeed, that was sort of what we’d done in the dress rehearsal, taking each of them up one at a time using mechanisms. But four at once would have been asking for trouble! That many wires, all at once, in formation, with student stagehands? Getting two or three Heartwarriors tangled up together was the best scenario. There was a reason I’d supposedly ‘automated’ the procedure myself.

Both Yuko and I let nearly out identical sighs of relief as the girls set gently down back upon the stage. Yuko quickly put her game face back on and glanced at me fiercely. “What are you doing? Lord Neverheart never worries! Get in character!”

With that she half slapped me on the back, half shoved me back on stage and the climax began.

***

There was more slapping a few minutes later, from several of my classmates. Unfortunately, it was a bit frantic as we all tried to put out the dozen little fires and smoldering embers all over my costume.

“Matsuda! Hold your breath!” Yuko commanded urgently. Then she began to douse me with a fire extinguisher.

I more or less followed her command (I didn’t have time to take a deep breath, but I did stop breathing) as Yuko thoroughly and professionally spread the extinguisher over my costume, quickly dousing the little flames.

“Thanks!” I gasped about thirty seconds later as she finally stopped, satisfied.

“Don’t mention it,” Yuko said firmly, looking me over and keeping an eye out for any remaining flames. “This isn’t the first time I’ve had to put out an actor.”

What do they get up to in Drama Club? I wondered incredulously as Yuko seemed to be satisfied with the lack of flames and turned her head. “Any problems?” she asked with a carefully aimed question, making sure her tone would carry backstage but not to the audience.

“It’s fine,” Fukumi noted from the side of the curtains. “The clapping covered up everything and I don’t think any of the fire extinguisher’s mist got past the curtains.”

“They’d have probably dismissed it as part of the show even if it had,” Yuko sighed in relief. A large smoke bomb had accompanied my dramatic defeat and retreat backstage, accounting for any remaining mist or smoke. “We got lucky.”

That’s one way of putting it, I thought, still a little shaken from the near miss. Himeko and the rest of the Heartwarriors had just defeated Lord Neverheart, blasting him with their combined special powers. In other words, they’d just fired off their wands, triggering the fancy looking fireworks I’d put inside there. I’d just been showered with a ton of multicolored sparks.

What I’d not counted on was how much of that there’d been in a confined space! With just one of those I’d have been fine. And if all had gone as planned, I’d have been fine. Unfortunately, in the chaos of the finale, several of the Heartwarriors had been a little closer to me than originally planned-

(Partially my fault, they hadn’t been the only ones to miss their blocking. The final act was a little frantic and furious, especially in all our costumes. I‘d been at least two steps nearer to everyone than I should have, and several of them had gotten closer on top of that.)

-and when you combined that with just how many sparks and combusting chemicals had been flying around, well, it was no wonder I’d gotten… it’s hard to say ‘just a little bit set on fire’ with a straight face, I reflected. But it’s the only expression that applies.

“What now?” someone asked.

“What do you mean?” Yuko said irritably. “We finish the play! We’re almost done. The show must go on!”

“But he’s still smoldering,” someone else protested, indicating the thin plumes of smoke still rising from my now considerably bedraggled costume.

“Doesn’t matter, he’s only got like three more lines,” Yuko declared firmly. “It’ll work even better, it’ll add verisimilitude!”

She’s… not wrong, I reflected reluctantly. It looked like I wasn’t the only one, everyone who’d understood the word verisimilitude seemed to be thinking it. Lord Neverheart was about to do a classic ‘curse you! I’ll get you next time!’ line from his throne. It wasn’t supposed to go like this, but now that I thought about it…

“Quick, Himeko’s starting her speech!” Yuko hissed, pushing me towards my spot. “Get on it!”

The show must go on, I reflected. I didn’t even realize I was too shocked and weirdly off balance to be nervous about doing my lines anymore.

***

I was mostly recovered when I sat down heavily outside about twenty minutes later. After almost (sort of, kind of) getting set on fire I’d been given a little break. The Cultural Festival was just about to end, and I’d retreated for a quick sit down in the fresh air.

“Grr! I’ll get you Heartwarriors! Agh!” a surprising voice growled sarcastically from behind me.

I blinked in surprise and turned to look. “Eiko?”

My other friend smiled with unabashed amusement at me. “Good god Mamoru, what the hell was all that?”

“What do you think? Himeko’s idea,” I grumbled. Although anyone could have told you that my heart wasn’t really in it.

“Figures. I had a feeling it was something like that, she’s been a little too stressed but giddy the last few days. I knew something was up.”

“She never told you anything?” I blinked in surprise.

“Well, you didn’t either.”

I thought about that for a second. I supposed I’d made veiled or offhand referenced to everything often enough, but I’d never really thought to mention it whenever we’d talked. Himeko had already known, and with my extremely mixed feelings about everything I’d never bothered to go into detail about it with Eiko. “I didn’t?” I asked evasively.

“Nope,” Eiko said happily. “You complained all the time about the special effects you were doing, or how the play was a little embarrassing, or how you were running around doing all sorts of safety things for the school. But not one mention about how you were playing Lord Nogood.”

“Neverheart,” I corrected distractedly.

“See? I heard more about the insane stuff the Engineering Club was doing than that.”

“With good reason,” I muttered feelingly. Not that they hadn’t put on an amazing show. Even while toning down the human part of the performance they’d probably put on the most purely good show of the entire Cultural Festival.

(People had probably liked ours more. But if you’d looked purely at quality, even accounting for the fact ours was deliberately campy, we’d been at best an 8.5 to their 10.)

Of course, the amount of wiring and timing mechanisms they’d required to do that… I didn’t even want to think about what it would have been like to check their setup without magic! As it was I’d still caught a trio of minor problems, Aoth alone knew what it would have been like to check that manually.

“Imagine my surprise when I came here to discover you and Himeko prancing around stage like that!” Eiko continued with a grin.

“Wait, you watched us?”

“Of course, how did you think I knew?”

“I thought…” I trailed off stupidly. That rumors and tales of our performance had spread all over campus in fifteen minutes? I finished sarcastically. Yeah, that was pretty dumb.

“Anyway, that was classic,” Eiko continued with a cheesy grin, “it was so awful, but everyone loved it.”

“Did they?” I asked a little bashfully. I mean, sure, there’d been a hell of a lot of cheering and the final applause had been loud and long. But come on, there’d been four girls onstage in fancy but revealing outfits for most of it (five if you counted the appearances of my token female minion, Ravania). There was some low hanging fruit there. Now that everything was over with, doubts were setting in and I was cringing up a storm internally at the mere memory of everything I’d done.

“Of course they did!” a new voice cut in, sounding a little surprised. Eiko and I turned to find Himeko coming up at us from the side.

She quickly sat down, and then much to my surprise she grabbed my arms and started moving them about, giving me a swift once over. “Why didn’t you tell me that happened to you?” she asked a little crossly. “I was worried you were really hurt!”

“Uh…”

“What happened?” Eiko looked mildly surprised and concerned.

“He got set on fire!”

“Not much!” I protested quickly. Aoth, that’s a weird thing to say. Especially out of the lab. Which is another weird thing to say, now that I think of it!

“Wait what?” Then, much to my surprise (again) Eiko pulled out her phone and started fiddling with it. “So, you mean at the ending…” she pulled up and zoomed in on a shot of Lord Neverheart on stage at the end, vowing revenge from his throne. “You mean that’s real smoke!”

“Why do you have that?” I asked dumbly.

“I recorded everything, duh Mamoru.”

“Why-“

“Don’t change the subject. You were on fire!”

“Only a little.” Damnit, that was the perfect setup for a good quip! Like ‘thank you, I’m glad you liked it.’  Always two seconds too late, how did Sato Gota manage so well?

“Mamoru,” Himeko cut in, “Yuko only told me about it after I wondered where you went and when I asked why you weren’t helping out with cleanup. You should have let us know if you were hurt!”

“I’m not,” I protested mildly.

They both gave me withering looks.

I sighed and tried again. “Yeah, I was a little bit shaken up. Hence why Yuko gave me a moment. But that was it. I’m fine, it was just a couple of burning spots on the costume and Yuko put those out pretty quickly. No biggie.”

The girls looked at each other, then looked back at the recording again as Eiko zoomed in on the image a little bit more.

“We thought the smoke just added more to the effect,” I defended everyone a little weakly.

The girls were silent for a good ten seconds before Himeko sighed and admitted. “Well, it does. But that’s not the point here.”

“See? This is how we feel about you driving yourself to destruction,” Eiko snarked, indirectly admitting they might have been overreacting a little out of concern.

Interesting perspective there, I admitted to myself as Himeko glared back at Eiko. It was strange finding myself on the other side of that equation.

“Regardless, I’m glad you’re alright but you need to let me know when these sorts of things happen,” Himeko continued firmly.

“Where were you?” Eiko asked, seeming to think it was strange that Himeko hadn’t known.

I quickly corrected her before Himeko could get angry at Eiko or herself (it was hard to guess which way she’d go in this case). “Himeko missed the fire since she was busy onstage with the other Heartwarriors doing the finale,” I explained.

While I paused Eiko let out snicker at hearing the name again, and Himeko rolled her eyes in response.

“Afterwards she did a quick check to make sure nothing had gone wrong with the rest of the festival while she was busy with the play,” I continued. “It didn’t take long, but Yuko isn’t a monster. She let me go quickly after she realized I still seemed to be a little off.”

Honestly, I didn’t think I’d been that bad. Half of it had probably been the stress of the play and the relief it was all over. Well, a quarter. Maybe.

“Okay, that makes sense,” Eiko agreed immediately. She didn’t have to say anything else, she was probably more surprised Himeko had let herself be out of communication long enough to get through a play.

“Precisely,” Himeko nodded, “although we should get back and help with the cleanup. You know that the other students are reluctant to touch your additions to the special effects.”

Translation: I’d better get back there before someone takes too close a look at some of the magic based additions I set up and starts asking questions. I sighed, but reluctantly hauled myself to my feet. It wasn’t that big a risk, it was more like stuff was missing rather than there were any undeniable pieces of ritual magic lying about. But Himeko was right and it was best I took care of it before anything happened. “Right.”

I wobbled for a moment, surprising even me, but not more than that. Himeko hovered over me a little protectively, and thus was just a little bit too slow when Eiko dropped her little bombshell.

“Yeah, I’ve got to meet up with a few more of your audience members too. We agreed to share emails and files, it’s going to be a little bit of work to edit and combine all our footage into the best recording of the play.”

Himeko had taken a few steps when it suddenly struck her. “And why are you doing that?” she asked, unable to keep a hint of suspicion from her tone.

“Oh Hime, don’t you want a wonderful reminder of your performance?” Eiko asked, her syrupy smile and butter-wouldn’t-melt-in-my-mouth tone screaming she was up to something.

“Yeeesss,” Himeko drew the word out with unusual caution, looking for the trap.

“Good,” Eiko nodded firmly, “then I’m sure Hiro will too.”

“Eiko, you rat! Get back here!” Himeko called out as she lunged after her friend, blushing beet red in a way none of the ridiculous lines she’d spouted on stage had come close to causing. It was too late though, Eiko was already running away, laughing.

Huh, I noted in dull surprise as I watched for a few moments, talk about changes to paradigm. It seemed having a boyfriend was going to make Himeko vulnerable in a few more ways than previously, especially to Eiko’s teasing.

Mulling over that unexpected revelation, I started making my way back to the stage area, ready to do my bit cleaning up the last of Lord Neverheart.
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“Thank you for your help today, Mamoru,” my Grandma Kanoko said gratefully.

“Don’t mention it,” I replied, grunting slightly as I had to hurriedly dodge a rude and foolish grade school kid who was running around. He’d apparently been looking to commit suicide via shopping, by colliding with me and causing me to drop a heavy package right on his head.

“Where on Earth is that child’s mother?” Grandma Kanoko muttered under her breath, glaring mildly at the kid’s retreating back. “What are they thinking letting him run around like that.”

I couldn’t really disagree, the kid had been eight at the most and nearly gotten twenty kilograms of shopping dropped on top of him. Well, nearly twenty kilos, I admitted to myself a little ruefully. It wasn’t that bad, it was over fifteen but I was pretty sure it was less than twenty. More than my grandmother should have been carrying for any real distance at least.

“Don’t worry about it Grandma,” I replied instead, forcing myself to try and sound unaffected. “I’m fine.”

“And you’d rather we kept going and got it over with,” my grandma interpreted (correctly). “Alright. But thank you once again for your help today.”

I shrugged as best as I could while carrying the heavy bag of gardening chemicals in front of me. “Don’t worry. It’s usually Grandmother Matsuda that’s dragging me out for shopping. You’re overdue to call upon me too.”

There’d been an end of season sale at one of Grandma Kanoko’s favorite stores, they were making sure to clear out the less useful merchandize before winter set in. That included a half dozen expensive, high-quality, types of gardening supplies. Fertilizers, boosters, pest protection, anti-fungal… you name it and they had it discounted. Grandma Kanoko had just been going in to grab a few small things to finish tucking her garden in for winter, but she hadn’t been able to ignore so many useful things available for so cheap. Especially since they would have sold out fast, this had been an unexpected and sharp cut to get rid of things the Cultural Day sales hadn’t cleared out so there’d been a few items up to eighty percent off! So, she’d purchased first and worried about how she was going to get everything home later.

Hence my presence, I thought ruefully. Grandma had brought along a nice little collapsible cart for herself, but that wasn’t nearly enough to handle everything. A quick call for help later and I’d been recruited as a pack mule.

“Well, don’t worry,” Grandma Kanoko reassured me, “I know where those two old fools are playing today and we should have no trouble recruiting them. I’m almost certain your other grandfather drove today and we’ll impose on him for a ride home.”

I shrugged a few centimeters once again, and smiled as best I was able. It would be a slight imposition on Grandfather Matsuda, but I doubted he’d truly mind. He enjoyed the occasional opportunity to play at being chivalrous, so long as you weren’t taking too much advantage of him too often. This wouldn’t be much of a risk. And even if it was, it certainly beat trying to get all the way home with this load! If I’d had to do that…

I wouldn’t have gone all the way to flying or revealing magic to Grandma Kanoko, I thought judiciously, but I’d probably have contrived a way to duck out of sight long enough to cast some sort of spell on myself. Probably a strength enhancer, although testing out ‘physical boost’ upon myself was a pretty good possibility. I mean, this isn’t that heavy. And if the spell does have an enhanced oxygenation effect-

“Watch the curb, grandson,” my grandmother noted, patiently pulling me back to reality as we crossed the road. It wasn’t hard for me to guess where we were going, there was a park ahead with a number of tables available.

“Getting in their last outdoor games before the winter starts?” I asked rhetorically, we both knew the answer.

“Of course. They’re going to be cooped up mostly in their houses for the next few months soon,” Grandma Kanoko sighed slightly, as much for her own limited gardening abilities as sympathy for them. “I’m not sure they’re going to stop until the water starts freezing.”

I smirked. “Well, no worries about that yet.” It was still early November. Predicting the weather was a fool’s game, but I still suspected we had until the start of December before they’d have to quit.

Not such a fool’s game if I asked that kami, I reflected, recalling the summer’s surprising heat and the equally surprising forewarning I’d gotten. I quickly banished that thought as ludicrous. That kami might have been less aggressive than it first appeared, but that doesn’t mean it was any less dangerous. Seeking it out and harassing it to… what? Satisfy my curiosity about the weather? Out of mild concerns about my grandparents? That would probably be one of the dumbest mistakes I’d made yet.

I was a little worried I seemed to be filing that thought away for future reference though. And that I was considering prying with Sensei-san, asking them if they’d seen that kami again and casually interrogating them about it. For better or worse, the thought was quickly driven out of my head by the sight of something even weirder.

My grandfathers, in the park, playing Go. And, standing just behind them, watching the game with apparent interest, was Master Tai.

“Oh my,” Grandmother Kanoko stopped and blinked a few times in astonishment. Finally, she asked. “Mamoru-chan, I’m not hallucinating, am I? That man really is even larger than you?”

I sighed a little in relief as she accidentally confirmed I wasn’t seeing things either! “No Grandma, he’s real.” That was an appropriate response for seeing Master Tai for the first time.

“He looks more like your grandparent than we do!”

“That’s not… entirely true,” I answered carefully. Master Tai still looked a little too vital and ageless for that. And his fitness level compared to mine didn’t help. But compared to the stereotypical little-old-man and little-old-lady that were my Kanoko grandparents… Yeah, there no good answer to that. Thankfully, my grandma didn’t say anything more.

We walked a bit closer, but we were the only ones. Most other people had pulled a little further away from my grandfathers than usual, a little bit concerned over Master Tai’s distinctive appearance.

We both knew better than to interrupt my grandfathers in the middle of a game though, we calmly pulled in close and made sure they acknowledged us first.

“Hina!” Grandpa Kanoko said happily after a few moments. “And Mamoru-chan too! What brings you out here?”

“Oh?” Grandfather Matsuda looked up from the game, unperturbed. “Greetings Kanoko-san, what brings you and our grandson out here?”

“Shopping,” Grandma Kanoko replied unabashedly. “There was an unbelievable sale at Sakura Supplies and I didn’t hesitate to take advantage of it. Unfortunately, that made getting home a little rough, so I called in Mamoru.”

Grandfather Matsuda chuckled. “I see.”

Grandpa Kanoko sighed in mock disappointment. “Still spending money foolishly.”

“It’s not foolish when it’s eighty percent off!” Grandma Kanoko retorted sharply.

I very carefully said nothing. Grandma Kanoko was relatively wise with her money and got a lot of bang for her yen. But it was kind of hard to miss how much of her household budget went into the garden, one way or the other. We all agreed it paid off, both directly and indirectly, but she could be a little sensitive about it when reminded.

Which was why Grandpa liked to needle her about it from time to time. “Oh? And how were you planning on getting it home? You don’t have enough left money to call a cab, you had to call our cab sized grandson instead.”

“Well, that’s what family is for,” Grandma Kanoko replied airily. “Speaking of which, I apologize Matsuda-san, but I was hoping to impose.”

Grandfather chuckled yet again. “I think we’ve both been outplayed,” he noted to Grandpa Kanoko.

The both laughed and this time they were joined by Master Tai’s deep chuckle. It was amazing that he’d managed to blend into the background as much as he’d managed for that conversation. “So this is what your family life is like, Master Matsuda!”

Grandfather Matsuda turned back to him and smiled politely. “Well, it’s not usually this exciting,” he responded with a smile. “But it is rewarding. However, what’s with the sudden ‘Master’ Matsuda?”

“Oh, sorry,” Master Tai responded almost normally. “I should have been clearer, I was talking to your grandson that time.”

I flinched and cringed all at once as my three grandparents turned to look at me in a mixture of confusion and astonishment. I did not see anything like this coming when I got up today! I reflected, semi-randomly.

“Mamoru,” Grandfather Matsuda asked in a carefully measured tone. Nothing too accusatory or impatient, but definitely something that calmly and inevitably awaited an answer. “Would you care to explain that to us?”

Gritting my teeth, I bowed deeply to Master Tai. “Greetings Master Tai,” I said, trying to sound respectful without coming off as too humble, “it is an honor to see you again.”

“Hah!” Master Tai bowed back to me. “What’s up with that Master Mamoru? I appreciate the compliment in front of your grandparents, but there’s no need to be so formal.”

Oh, but there is! I thought, hoping he’d pick up on that.

“I am familiar with Master Tai,” I continued with forced calmness, “he’s Kobayashi Eiko’s master, and an occasional visitor to the Meiko family. We’ve met several times in the last year.”

“That does explain a few things,” Grandpa Kanoko nodded.

“But not why he’d refer to you as Master Matsuda,” Grandfather Matsuda noted with deceptively mild sharpness.

“It’s a joke,” I said hurriedly, “a goof. He’s just kidding. His version of Mahou-Mam, saying that I’m good enough at science to be considered a master!”

For a split-second Master Tai’s expression said everything. ‘You mean they know nothing!?’ Was spelled out as obviously and incredulously as if he’d said it out loud. But he quickly clamped down on that and smoothed out his face, it was a testimony to how shocked he’d been that it had happened in the first place.

Thankfully, my grandparents had all been staring at me the whole time and had completely missed it. They just stared at me with varying degrees of hurt, disbelief, and worry.

Yeah, that’s not going to sell it, my inner voice noted sarcastically. I might have managed to play off such an obvious overreaction to one grandparent. Three of them? Not a chance.

“Mamoru- “ Grandfather Matsuda began.

“It’s complicated,” I cut in.

“Again?” Grandma Kanoko looked at me in disbelief.

Aoth damn it, I thought as I realized the first, panicked options to cross my mind, I am not memory wiping my own grandparents! Even if you took all the moral aspects out of it (and you shouldn’t!) that was still a bad idea! About the only thing you could say in its favor was that it might be possible for a change, my grandparents would probably have trusted me enough for me to lure them somewhere private to hit them with the spell. My teachers weren’t kidding about how easy it was to slide down the mind control slope!

“Alright, alright,” I said tiredly, burying my face in the shopping bag for a moment to hide my shame for even thinking that for a moment. “Just give me a second.”

“To think up a convincing lie?” Grandpa Kanoko asked sarcastically. When I popped back up to give him a startled look, he gave me a grim one in return. “Mamoru, we’ve all raised kids in the past and we know you. You’re not fooling us.”

“I wasn’t looking to lie,” I protested weakly. “Just, you know, figure out how much of the truth I should tell you.”

“Mamoru-“ my grandmother began, sounding disappointed.

“It’s all connected to the same incident where I met Eiko,” I said hurriedly, struck by inspiration and memory. “And… other people still have privacy concerns there. Not to mention the whole police thing. I’m not sure what it’s proper for me to say.”

Since that was all technically true, and my grandparents could recognize it, that set them back a step. They quickly began to look concerned and annoyed again though, so I dove into that gap.

“I… might have understated how serious things got when I met Eiko,” I began, stopping as I realized I still had no idea where to go after that.

“That’s why you haven’t told them?” Master Tai broke in, acting incredulous. He shook his head, captivating my grandparents’ attention as that made his hair fly everywhere, and then took up the story in a much more convincing way than I had.

“Master Matsuda saved my student from dying after she accidentally wandered into a complicated situation,” he explained. “Eiko’s talented, but she wasn’t up to taking on four yakuza thugs in a dark alley.”

“Yakuza?” Grandma Kanoko gasped in horror.

Master Tai nodded grimly. “New wave ones. Eiko’s good, and I've no complaints about her morals, but she shouldn’t have dove in carelessly like that. I guess I shouldn’t criticize her too much. After the last year of training she’s almost good enough to handle that sort of thing, and she came damn close to managing it last year as well!”

Grandpa Kanoko almost spoke up, but the words caught in his mouth at the last moment. He then gave Master Tai another long, evaluating look.

Ah. Points to Grandpa, I thought with a quiet mental smirk. He’d obviously been about to object, accuse Master Tai of making something up. But he’d held back after remembering the unbelievable but undeniable reality that was Master Tai.

Master Tai laughed out loud. “Yeah,” he continued without a prompt, “I know it’s a little hard to swallow. But Eiko's my student, and she’s a gifted one. I wouldn’t encourage her to choose that sort of fight, but she’s able to do it. Now. Back then it almost killed her.”

“In fact, it would have killed her if not for your grandson,” he continued, becoming much more serious. “He stepped in at the last moment to distract and throw off the last yakuza thug, giving Eiko the opening she needed to end the fight. And she still had to go to the hospital after all that! And needed nearly twenty stitches!”

“Seventeen!” I protested in an odd mirror of Eiko’s attitude at the time.

I had a moment to reflect on the irony, I’d never have believed I’d have agreed with her a year ago, before my grandma rounded on me and noted “That’s not what you told us happened last year!” in accusatory tones.

“I didn’t?” I temporized.

Grandpa Kanoko was pissed and worried. He dug his phone out of his pocket (earning him a look of mild surprise and approval from Master Tai), and started punching in things in with surprising dexterity for a man his age. In less then a minute he held up the phone and grumpily reported “no, you didn’t. I have the email your aunt forwarded us right here.”

Fuck.

His eyes quickly scanned through the text. Then he frowned and looked again. “Oh ho, trying to be clever, were we?” He might have been trying to sound jovial, but you couldn’t miss the anger beneath that.

“What is it?” Grandfather Matsuda asked. If I’d needed a clue just how seriously they were taking this, I’d have just gotten it. They’d outright abandoned their game at this point. They never did that.

“He hints there were only two people, but he never actually says it,” Grandpa Kanoko continued, cold fury obvious in his eyes and tone. “Just lets us assume it.”

I started reassessing the necessity of mind control spells.

All three of my grandparents were looking at me coldly now. “Well Mamoru,” Grandfather Matsuda asked, “do you have anything to say for yourself?”

I just stood there for a few moments, emotions awhirl, and wished I could just disappear or reset everything. And believe me, I was giving serious thought to a few of the more complicated feats of magic that might be able to do just that! Running away, retreating back home to the mana reservoir, and whipping up some heavy-duty magic was starting to look awfully good.

Instead, I gritted my teeth, sucked in a deep breath, and faced my elders.

“Yes,” I said, trying not to sound upset or angry, “I knew you’d react like this.”

My grandparents all looked shocked, completely off-balance by my talking back to them in any way, shape, or form, even as mildly as that. Before they could address me again, I forced myself to continue.

“Grandfather, you all have a right to be worried. But what would it have served? It was all over and done with, and I certainly didn’t plan to do anything like that again! Instead, I knew you’d all treat me like a child who didn’t know what he was doing. You’d never even consider the idea I might be right.”

I paused a moment. That was a little disjointed, and I was only starting to grasp the point I was groping towards, but I knew I was on to something.

“Mamoru-chan,” my grandmother gasped, “what are you saying?”

“I’m- “ careful here, I thought, barely moderating my words to something more sensible before I said them. I’d almost gone with the classic, angsty, ‘I’m no longer a child’ bit and that would have gone over like a lead balloon. “-making better decisions than you realize. I’m not perfect, we all know that by now, but I’m not simply blundering around making stupid mistakes. I know you all worry about me, given my upbringing. I’m not normal, and we all know I’ve got some huge weaknesses after growing up with mom and dad. But this wasn’t any of that.”

“Mamoru-“ Grandpa Kanoko began.

“Remember what you told me about my mother?” I cut him off, giving him a little glare. “How she jerked you all up short when she was around my age? Made the point it was her body, her choice, and she’d thought it out? Consider this my version.”

“Mamoru, what are you saying?” Grandma Kanoko protested. Probably not following my rather chaotic logic.

Master Tai coughed with surprising delicacy. “I think your grandson’s trying to say that you’re not giving him enough credit,” the martial master said gently. “He’s an amazing young man who’s turned out quite well, but you seem to want to treat him as a particularly reckless boy who’s several years younger. I’ve trained disciples that I wished were half as mature as him.”

“Yes, he lied to you,” Master Tai shot me a telling glance, reminding me that my grandparents had a point. “But if you’re going to react like this: are you truly surprised? He did endanger himself. But he waited, judged his moment well, and minimized the risk. And even if he’d done something as truly stupid as throwing himself at someone with a gun, what good would it do getting upset about it now? Do you really think he planned to do something like that again?”

Master Tai met each of my grandparents’ eyes in turn, and his gaze was weighty. After a few moments each of them dropped their eyes first.

Before he could get to me I moderated my own tone a touch. “You were already so worried about everything else,” I continued with a sigh, “and too inclined to combine things without thinking about them. I was still trying to figure out what the heck was going on with Eiko and Himeko, I could barely believe I was making friends. I didn’t need you guys overreacting and trying to interfere, thinking you needed to talk some sense into me or forbid me from even going near them. Especially since I couldn’t give you a bunch of details about the situation.”

“And why not?” Grandfather Matsuda took up the torch, and the repressed anger and hurt that remained in his tone cut into me.

“May I?” Master Tai asked carefully, indicating Grandpa Kanoko’s phone. When my grandparent indicated yes, Master Tai gently picked it up and started scrolling around the screen.

“Probably because he was afraid of the Meikos,” Master Tai reported clinically as he looked over my old email. “He didn’t want to be the one who… nope, didn’t think so.” He handed back the phone to my grandfather. “He didn’t want to be the one who admitted Shinji was the biggest part of the problem.”

“Shinji?”

“Meiko Himeko’s younger brother,” Master Tai reported wearily. “He was being blackmailed by the thugs, and he was the one responsible for dragging everyone into this.”

My relatives looked aghast and I let out a shocked “Master Tai!”

Master Tai shook his head. “You’re going too easy on him.” He looked back at my grandparents and added a little more gently “it’s pretty complicated. And there’s extenuating circumstances. But Shinji’s weakness was the biggest cause of all of this.”

“Master Tai- “ I started again.

“You’re going to have to learn to stand against all the Meiko family drama,” Master Tai replied frankly, folding his arms in front of him and giving me a measured look. “You’ve been doing that well enough for yourself, but now you’re failing when it comes to others. There’s line between being polite and falling on your sword for their sake. If you want to avoid getting dragged into messes you need to be firm and let them know you’re not going to bend and contort yourself to accommodate their mistakes.”

“I don’t even know all the drama,” I muttered feelingly. I didn’t really want to find out what the hell was going on with Himeko’s aunt, but I had a feeling I really did need to know at some point.

“And don’t get me started on the Meiko patriarch,” Master Tai told my grandparents feelingly. “If there’s anyone in that family you need to worry about, it’s him. Himeko’s not as lucky as her friends in the grandparent department.”

“Master Tai!”

“I see,” Grandfather Matsuda stroked his moustache thoughtfully, looking a little surprised and fascinated by this turn. “He really wasn’t understating the problem when he said it was complicated.”

“Well, the heart of it is pretty simple,” Master Tai noted neutrally. “He didn’t want to get into trouble or worry his family. But since it looks like you’d all jump to conclusions, and he couldn’t tell you everything because of the complications- “

“-that’s why he lied to us,” Grandpa Kanoko cut in a little more roughly.

I wanted to say something like “point of order, I didn’t actually lie to you.” But I wasn’t quite that stupid and held my tongue.

“Hmph,” Master Tai grunted, still mostly neutral. “I don’t think that was the best choice, but I can’t really condemn it.”

“Remember that I was also trying to keep quiet that it was Himeko’s house I was going to,” I said hurriedly. “Mom and dad still don’t know I’ve got a connection with the Meiko family.”

That pulled everyone else there up short.

“They don’t?” Master Tai looked startled.

Grandpa Kanoko snorted. “Can you blame him?”

His wife agreed. “Oh dear. No. No, that one I can see where Mamoru’s has a point.”

“That is an important factor to consider,” Grandfather Matsuda then leaned back and sighed. He looked at his usual gaming partner and noted “it’s the piece off to the side, the one that hasn’t moved all game and is easy to forget about. But if you leave an opening for it then you’re going to suffer a huge loss.”

“You said it,” Grandpa Kanoko looked like he’d bitten into something sour. “He’s never had friends before, so I’ve never considered how they’d actually be with those friends. And if you waved something like the Meiko family under their noses…” he shook his head and glanced at his usual opponent. “It’s enough to make me glad he’s got the Matsuda name instead of the Kanoko!”

Grandfather Matsuda looked sour too, clearly picturing how his son and daughter-in-law would probably act, and the potential fallout from it. “Indeed.”

I felt my hopes rise a little. My parents, like usual, had gotten through to them and given me some freedom.

Master Tai coughed. “I’d heard they were pretty bad,” he noted, sounding unusually bashful, “that’s why I sought you two out today instead of them. But would they really…?”

“Oh yes.”

“In a heartbeat.”

I rolled my eyes and noted. “Probably not that bad. My parents are a little too logical and cautious to do anything too unreasonable or greedy. They’d attempt to get any sort of edge they could out of this, and maybe even take a few chances given how big an opportunity this would be. But they’re too… reserved to try anything that would be risk bringing the wrath of the Meikos down on their heads.”

It was disturbing to see all my grandparents look amongst themselves, clearly thinking “he loves them too much to see them clearly.” I was well aware of how my parents were, I had to live with them (sort of) ever day. Don’t get me wrong, it was still a toss-up if they’d have bargained me to the Meikos directly or just had me digging deeper and deeper for whatever information I could get. And they’d have almost certainly tried to set up at least one ‘meeting between parents’ which they’d have attempted to rapidly segue to business. But not even they were going to be… accompanying me on each visit to the Meikos, looking for opportunities.

It's kind of worrying I had to think hard to find something semi-realistic that they wouldn’t do, I admitted to myself. My grandparents weren’t totally wrong.

“My son has hollowed himself out,” Grandfather Matsuda sighed, “and I’m not even sure he knows what for any longer. Some sort of nebulas goal of ‘success’, I believe. With so little inside him, I am no longer sure what he would or would not do.”

“It’s the same with our daughter,” Grandma Kanoko agreed sadly. “And while that makes them perfect for each other, it leaves the rest of us and their son in a very awkward position.”

Master Tai took it better than Eiko or Himeko, but that was about it. And he’d had some warning. “I knew his parents weren’t great, but I didn't think they were this bad,” he muttered softly.

“So,” Grandfather Matsuda repositioned himself slightly to focus on Master Tai. “I take it this wasn’t a coincidental meeting?”

Grandfather sounded good humored, but there was more than a hint of distrust in his tone. Master Tai ignored all that to reply frankly. “Not really. I’ve been meaning to have a look at you for a while now. I was warned off of your grandson’s parents so I figured I’d go through you instead. Mamoru-san turning up, and this whole argument, that’s coincidence. But I was always here to discuss him. I just wanted to get to know you better, and didn’t think it was worth interrupting your game. I got caught up in it after a while, you were using some interesting strategies.”

As usual, Master Tai managed to unbalance his opponents with his directness and honesty. All of us (including me) were a little startled at that.

“You were always here to discuss Mamoru-chan?” Grandpa Kanoko asked suspiciously. “Why?”

“I was going to see what you were like first,” Master Tai clarified without rancor. “And not bring him up if it didn’t seem right. But yes. And it was because I was curious. He might not be a martial artist, but in his own way he’s probably the most gifted young man I’ve ever met. After everything he’s gone through recently I thought I should check up on him, make sure he was alright.”

Once again my grandparents found themselves wrong footed. They thought the world of me (within limits, not trusting me as far as they could throw me if it was a social situation) and were used to the rest of Japan misinterpreting, misjudging, or just underestimating me. Finding someone else who also appreciated me, but thought they were the ones failing to understand me, really threw them for a loop. It took a few seconds before Grandfather Matsuda managed to put together an almost normal “that all sounds good, but why?”

“Why not?” Master Tai countered with obvious puzzlement.

“They’re too used to people not getting me,” I tossed in quickly. “Or not caring about my problems. Even teachers tend to either make trouble or put in only token efforts.” After meeting my parents they usually either put me in the ‘oh, that explains it. It’s genetic’ category, or ‘nope, not trying to dredge that hopeless swamp’ position. I was functional, doing great academically, and not actively creating any trouble. While my weirdness and social weaknesses worried them (had really worried some of them) they couldn’t really justify doing too much about that. If I’d ever ended up with an educator-of-the-year type teacher, someone who won awards, I’d have probably gotten a little more help. As it was, I’d just ended up with mostly average level teachers.

“It is weird, Master Tai,” I added quickly. “I’m not sure why you’re here either.”

Now Master Tai sighed. “Master Matsuda,” he said patiently, “we help each other out. And not only have you been going through a hard time recently, the balance has been far too much in other peoples’ favor. I thought I should look into things a little more.”

“Explain this whole ‘Master Matsuda thing,” my grandmother inserted suspiciously.

“He might not have his degree,” Master Tai replied feelingly, “but it’s already obvious to anyone who looks that Mamoru’s a Master scientist. Even a layman like me can take one look at his work and realize he’s going to be one of the greats of his generation. Have you seen the boundaries he pressing? He’s not even out of high school, but he’s already looking to expand the bounds of physics.”

My grandparents all subtly softened for a few moments upon hearing me addressed like that. They quickly shook it off, but it was obvious that Master Tai had once again risen a little further in their estimation.

“Like he said,” Master Tai inclined his head towards me, “I originally meant it as a joke. He’s still too young, and not official credited, so I didn’t want to go around calling him Sensei or Professor, I figured that'd just be too confusing and might create trouble for him. Plus, he’s so far away from being a martial arts master that it’s on the border between funny and insulting. But he’s done so much for my disciple, I owe him that sort of respect and gratitude.”

I didn’t know Master Tai was such a good liar, I reflected in amazement. Don’t get me wrong, there was a strong undercurrent of my preferred tactic there: misrepresentation and obfuscation rather than outright lying. But Master Tai was still coming off as a hell of a lot smoother and more trustworthy than I was.

“Just for saving her life? Almost a year later?” Grandpa Kanoko asked. He still sounded a little suspicious, but he was softening.

“Not just that. I’m guessing he hasn’t told you he also helps her train nearly every week? Having someone that big and strong hold up a target for her to properly practice striking is no small favor.”

I shot Master Tai a sour look. Aoth damn it! How can he get away with that? It was the sort of thing I would have done, conveniently not mentioning the ‘target’ was a mystical shield, but he was ten times as believable than I’d have been.

My grandparents all shot me various looks. Mostly a mixture of amusement, amazement, and a little sourness of their own that I’d been keeping quiet about something else.

Thankfully Master Tai distracted them before they could lay into me this time. “And he’s also given a few colleagues of mine a helping hand. We’re smart, but not book smart like he is. It’s embarrassing, but sometimes we need someone like him.”

Totally not fair, I mentally grumped yet again as he rode the momentum and got away with being that vague. Not even suggesting that it had been scientific help, just that it had been some sort of intellectual assistance.

“He’s helped out two of us recently, and we haven’t done anything in return,” Master Tai shrugged expansively.  “You know how he is, how a lot of young people are at that age.  So I figured I should dig a little, make sure he wasn’t trying to stubbornly tough something out rather than ask for any help in return.  He’s owed some.”

My grandparents finished thawing. “That I can believe,” my grandmother admitted. “We appreciate his good attitude, but actually getting him to admit something’s wrong and he should be asking for help practically requires divine intervention.”

“Hardheaded,” Grandpa Kanoko muttered with a mixture of approval and frustration.

“I asked for that herb help just two weeks ago,” I protested.

“Mamoru, that took me all of ten minutes,” Grandma Kanoko gave me a gentle but knowing look. “How far out of your way have you gone today?”

“And that’s the sort of thing he’s been doing,” Master Tai continued calmly. “So, I wanted to see if there was anything I could help with in return. But I didn’t want to insult him, or just be an interfering busybody when it turned out his life was fine. I figured I should approach his family and talk to them first if they seemed like reasonable people, ask their opinion.”

“We all know what you mean,” Grandfather Matsuda sighed, glancing back at Master Tai. “We were all kind of overjoyed when he actually asked to put some devices in our houses. I appreciate him being respectful and willing to help. That’s as it should be, and I’m proud of that. But it shouldn’t all be one way.”

“Yup,” Master Tai nodded happily. “And it seems like destiny's provided us with an easy answer.” Master Tai smoothly slipped forward and before I realized what was happening he’d already taken all the shopping from Grandma Kanoko and I. “Why don’t you let me take this to your home?” he continued, “I’ve accidentally caused all of you enough trouble today.”

My grandmother was a little thrown by this casual display of strength. “Oh! That’s very kind of you. But I was just going to trouble my relatives for a lift home, no need to put yourself to all that trouble.”

“It’s no trouble.”

“You just want to spend more time with the dandy,” Grandpa Kanoko accused his wife mockingly.

It took her a moment to readjust, but then she playfully noted. “No! Of course not! Why would I ever want to do that?” and fluttered her eyes at him.

Grandfather Matsuda laughed softly but played the game and smiled back at her. None of it was serious, but they enjoyed the occasional chance to joke around. Especially since Grandmother Matsuda was a little stiffer and more sensitive about that.

“Unfortunately, dear lady, I am afraid I did leave the car at home today. I figured I should enjoy the exercise while I still could. If I had known it could have served you, I most certainly would have brought it along.”

“You can stop flirting with my wife any time now,” Granpa Kanoko grumped playfully.

“Oh dear,” Grandma responded with a mixture of humor and actual disappointment.

“See? Sometimes the universe the aligns and everything run smoothly,” Master Tai continued happily. “Why don’t I take care of this for you as an apology? That’ll make life easier for you and I’ll get the chance to get in a little more of my workout.”

“It will?”

“Sure! I’ll have to jog, but I’m not seeing anything too breakable in these packages. Not that it would matter. I don’t want to brag, but I could manage all these even if they were fragile glassware. Fertilizers and chemicals will be no problem for me.”

“Oh,” Grandma was slightly taken aback by the idea, slightly shocked by Master Tai’s absurd physicality. “Well… if you’re sure.”

“Of course.” He then looked at me. “It would be helpful if your grandson could show me the way though, and I don’t wish to be a burden on any of you.”

I leapt at the proffered escape hatch! “Of course, we should hurry! Goodbye Grandmother, Grandfathers.” I said, quickly bowing to each of them in turn. Then, before anyone could think to object, I took off at a moderate jog.

Master Tai instantly started to match me, step for step, despite the weight he was carrying. In fact, to make sure I wasn’t going to start failing, I ducked down a shielded and momentarily unoccupied path through the park to cast the ‘physical boost’ spell upon myself after all.

We ran in silence for a few minutes. When Master Tai judged the time was right, he simply said “you should tell them.”

I winced. How can he manage to sound so calm and solemn while running with a weight? I wondered distantly. He had both my load and Grandma Kanoko’s, that must have been at least thirty kilos.

After a moment he added. “I know that I don’t fully understand your situation, and I get the necessity of keeping secrets. But they love you. And you love them. You shouldn’t keep them in the dark like that.”

There were half a dozen angry and fearful denials on my lips. But I couldn’t say them. And not just because of the exertion.

“Master Mamoru,” he continued when it was obvious I wasn’t going to speak, taking care to sound a lot more respectful and formal than he normally would have. “If you continue down this path, eventually you're going to face even heavier choices and situations. We both saw how they reacted to the lesser secrets you were keeping. Are you sure you wish to risk coming clean later? I don’t believe you’re the sort of man who would let them get hurt if the choice was between using magic or keeping silent.”

I flinched. They’re getting old, I worried inside my head, it was easy to just brush that aside when I didn’t have any magic to speak of. But now… now we were reaching the point where spells and potions could be an option. I couldn’t give them immortality, not even if I wanted to, but even I figured I could extend their lives by a good decade or two if I combined my magic with Japan’s modern medical system. And even if I wasn’t going to do any general maintenance… when their next health crisis arose, was I truly going to risk keeping my abilities secret?

Master Tai obviously felt he’d pushed me too far already, that he was slipping further into the role of a busybody than a martial arts master should allow. He refused to prod me any further, and we fell into a slightly distant silence for the rest of the run.
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This was a new and odd experience for me.  Not shopping.  I may not have done that too often, but after accompanying my grandmothers and other relatives it was old hat for me…

“What do you think of this one?” Hiro asked suddenly.

… but doing it with Hiro was something else.

I looked it over, a high-class calligraphy set.  Useful as both a showpiece and actual tool.

“Not a bad idea, but I suspect Himeko already has one of these.”  I said thoughtfully.  I paused to consider.  “She’d use it, especially since it’s from you, but I’m worried she already has one from another relative.”  It seemed like the sort of thing Himeko would have somewhere already, just in case she was required to show off her skills.  And I gave it pretty good odds it would have been a gift from either her parents or grandfather.

“Oh.” Hiro was crestfallen.  “That would make things complicated.”  With a disappointed sigh he left the fancy looking calligraphy set alone, and moved on.

This is weird, I thought, looking at Hiro in disbelief.  How the hell am I the knowledgeable and experienced one here? For shopping, that was an entirely new experience for me.

The previous day Hiro had phoned me up.  That alone had been a surprise that had shocked me so much that my expression probably would have been a deadly insult to the Watanabe family.  It was only the fact that Hiro hadn’t been able to see my face that had saved me.  Well, that and he’d been awkwardly explaining the situation for so long I’d actually managed to recover enough not to totally blow the whole situation.  Eventually, he’d managed to get through to me that even though it was only mid November he had wanted to start looking for Himeko’s Christmas gift.

That shouldn’t have shocked me, I reflected.  He’s a lot like Himeko in that respect.  Proper preparation, planning, and diligence far in advance are natural for him.  Combine that with the fact it’s Himeko, their first Christmas together, and he’s still technically a teenaged boy, and everything makes sense.  Really, about the only surprise was that he wasn’t throwing all his money at the problem in some over-the-top extravagant gesture.  Like trying to stage ‘The Twelve Days of Christmas’ song in real life.

Not that he wasn’t tempted.  He stopped in front of a travel agency, momentarily arrested.  “Maybe a cruise…” he said, staring at a picture of a cruise ship a little desperately.

“Hiro…” I said tiredly, unintentionally mimicking the cadence Eiko used when dealing with Himeko.

“Right, right, too soon,” Hiro shook his head as if to clear it, sounding embarrassed at his oversight.

I sighed.  But I couldn’t get too upset, we’d already been at it for nearly an hour and a half.  And everything we’d tried so far had just driven the problem deeper and deeper home.  Just what the hell was he supposed to get for Himeko to properly express his feelings?

I should have known after the phone call.  Hiro had just been phoning me for advice and suggestions, and to bounce a few ideas off of me to make sure he wasn’t going to accidentally trip over something obscure.  Like getting Himeko roses when it turned out she was allergic or something.  Unfortunately, me being me, I hadn’t had any good ideas.  And after an hour of increasingly frustrating conversation, and then running into the problems of discussing more and more obscure ideas over the phone, we’d decided to meet in person.  That wasn’t getting us any closer to solving our problem though: what the hell did you get for Himeko as some sort of romantic gift?

We were getting near a food court so I decided to pause before we accidentally went too far.  “We’re getting tired and frustrated,” I noted with a small sigh of my own.  “Let’s sit down for a moment, have a drink, and then try again in a more reasonable mindset.”

“I can keep going,” Hiro said instantly.

“Can is not the same as should,” I responded calmly.  “We’re starting to get a little more desperate and spiral around that emotion.  Let’s calm down and relax for a moment, break that feedback loop before it goes any further.  There’s no sense in wearing ourselves to the bone before we break, not if we’re going to make stupid decisions because of it.”

Hiro blinked a few times and then abruptly settled down with a rueful smile.  “You’re right.”

That left me surprised, but I tried not to show it.  I could literally see some of the tension seep away from his broad shoulders.  I’d been expecting more resistance after that first protest, but it looked like Hiro was a little smarter than that.  “Good,” I responded, sounding just a little abrupt.  “I know we’ll feel stupid if it turns out the next store holds a perfect gift for her.  But it probably won’t, and there’s no sense in pushing on until our feet are bleeding when there’s a convenient rest stop in front of us.’

Hiro tolerantly said nothing, and we took a moment to buy some bubble tea from a nearby stall before sitting down on a bench.

Great, I thought to myself sourly, even as I chewed on my first bubbles of tapioca.  Maybe we should have pushed on.  At least that was distracting and kept us busy.  What the hell am I supposed to say to him now?

Hiro wore a small smile on his face, looking at his drink happily.  “This is only the third time I’ve had this,” he noted.

“Not a bubble tea fan?” I asked in surprise.  It wasn’t a favorite of mine, but I thought it was kind of nice to have on the right occasion.  Like now, it was a good balance between a drink and a snack at the same time.

Hiro shook his head.  “I wasn’t allowed to have them growing up.  Too unhealthy.”

I could only shrug at that.  “Well, that’s not wrong.  They’re not usually good for you, you really should only have them in moderation.”

“See?” Hiro said enthusiastically, taking me by surprise.  “That’s why I like you.  You’re not trying to suck up to my parents by agreeing with them, but you’re not trying to suck up to me either by encouraging a bad habit.”

“It’s just a simple fact,” I responded weakly, uncomfortable with that much respect.

Hiro shook his head again.  “You’d be amazed how many simple facts get ignored at my level.  Money and power trump any other consideration.”

I fell silent again, taking another hit of milk tea and tapioca.  Sitting next to him I couldn’t help but feel out of place.  Once again I was casually but comfortably dressed, emphasizing flexibility and ease since I hadn’t been sure how long we’d be walking about.  And once again Hiro’s outfit was halfway between a more colorful version of a school uniform and business wear, all pressed lines and designer brands.  If he was wearing a tie, I reflected, and his shirt was white instead of a pale red, I could have been convinced it was a uniform.  The blazer and pants still matched, although I seriously doubted any school had such a rich shade of black for their uniform.  Not unbroken like that.  Not even the wealthy ones.

I had on a grey sweatshirt.  I shouldn’t be pissed at him, I reflected irritably, not when it’s my execrable fashion sense that’s the problem.  But I am.

Not helping the matter was the several girls sending appreciative looks his way.  Hiro might not have scored as highly as Himeko in the head turner category, but he was no slouch.  His appeal was slightly more niche, he was a little too solid and sort of masculine for the pretty boy set, yet just a little too young and fresh faced for those who got excited by manly men.  On the other hand, he was more than good looking enough to appeal to both of those sides.  Combine all that with some subtle magnetism and it was no surprise there were half a dozen groups of girls around the area not-so-subtly checking him out.

And one approaching, I noted in mild surprise, finally realizing the college aged pair walking up on our left wasn’t just ogling Hiro in passing.  They were actually coming to us.  Or, more precisely, Hiro.

“Hi there,” one of them said flirtatiously, brazenly ignoring me to get Hiro’s attention.

“Hello,” Hiro replied unflappably.  Not quite coolly, but definitely on the chilly side of polite.

The first girl was undeterred.  “I know you must get this a lot, but we have to ask: are you in movies or something?  Because I could swear I’ve seen you somewhere.”

“No.  Sorry, nothing like that.”

“Are you sure?  You could just be trying to stay undercover?” both the girls giggled a little at the word ‘undercover’.

I did nothing, just sat there incredulous and stunned at this whole situation.  I think I’m starting to understand what Eiko feels like.

Hiro, however, was unruffled.  “No, I’m afraid not.  I’m just here shopping for my girlfriend.”  He continued in the same cooler-than-polite tone.  The one that quietly said “go away, you’re bothering me” but added a sincere “please” to the front of it.

The first girl was undeterred.  “Do you want some help with that?  We could come along and give you some good advice.”

Okay, should I be getting involved in this?  I was starting to get annoyed, and my first inclination was to speak up.  My second, wiser inclination was to remember I was still pretty socially incompetent and that I didn’t want to make everything even worse for Hiro.

Thankfully, that seemed to be the right course of action.  Hiro simply dropped his tone a few more degrees, from chilly to cool, and somehow subtly conveyed it could get colder if need be.  “No, thank you.  I wish for this to be a special gift.”

The brash girl was a little taken aback.  While she wasn’t quite Inoue level attractive, she wasn’t far off it.  I suspected she wasn’t used to being so thoroughly rebuffed when she was that direct.  “Are you sure?” she asked, but a little less aggressively this time.  Her friend was already tugging gently at her arm.

“Positive.”

“Alright then,” she said cautiously, only then walking away.  Although they still made sure to mutter loudly enough we that could hear “leave him to his boyfriend” as they left.

I swallowed back a hint of anger, and the temptation to call something after them.  Aoth only knew what.  The best I could come up with would have been something along the lines of “you really think I’m pretty enough to score with him?” in an incredulous tone.  Only probably even less sophisticated as I bobbled the delivery.  I wished I could have poked them back, but I did not regret having avoided a swing and a miss like that!

Hiro let out a tiny sigh of relief when they were gone.

I sighed too, a little more openly, as I was forced to acknowledge he faced some of the same problems Himeko had.  “Sorry about that,” I said awkwardly, “I guess I should have thought about it a little bit more before I suggested a break.  You were right.”

“No, it’s fine,” Hiro said much more normally.  “They’re usually not that brazen.  I don’t normally let myself be such an easy target, but even when I do they usually just look and maybe try to give me an invitation from the edges.  And even when they don’t, they usually take the hint and back off at the first rebuff.”

“It’s a common problem for you?” I asked as casually as I could.

“You have no idea,” Hiro slumped back against the bench in despair, the loosest I’d seen him all day.  “Probably one of that pair had a celebrity magazine in their purse and knew exactly who I was.”

I figured he was wrong, in this case at least, but wasn’t prepared to debate it. The confidence with which he said that spoke of a lot of painful experience.  Chances were way too high that he was right more often than he was wrong.

“You probably think I’m whining, don’t you?” Hiro asked, shooting me a sideways glance.

“Not really,” I replied, playing with my straw.  “I’ve gotten enough of a look at Himeko’s situation that I’m familiar with it.  And I’m not some sort of delusional, sex-starved idiot that thinks that would be a good thing.  A constant stream of shallow girls coming up and trying to hit on me like that would be hell.”

Sure, I’d have loved a perfect situation where just the right number of girls of just the right quality and personality came up to me at just the right time.  Hiro’s situation wasn’t nearly that.  And for an introvert?  Having to reject and deal with girls like that all the time?  Hell might have been putting it lightly.

Hiro seemed to read my sincerity correctly, he brightened up a little.  “You really mean that.”

He’d meant it as a surprised statement rather than a question, but I still answered.  “Of course I do.  The next time someone says otherwise, ask how they’d feel if…”

I suddenly remembered how stupid, horny, and short sighted some of our male classmates were.  And held a hand over my eyes.  “They wouldn’t see the problem, would they?” I asked, pained.

Hiro gave me a sympathetic smile.  “No.  Scandals, teen pregnancy, blackmail, and predators don’t feel real to them.  They just see girls, girls, and more girls.”

“Argh,” I groaned softly.  Granted, I was pretty sure we weren’t talking about all our classmates, not even most of them.  At least if you explained the situation to them and pointed out this wasn’t an animated sex comedy where the plot armor protected all participants from all the real-world problems.  But there was a pretty sizable minority that would just stare at us blankly even after we spelled it out for them.  That was half the reason Inoue Sakura had been so successful.

Well… to be fair, I doubt Sato Ryuji’s in their number anymore, I suspected his relationship had opened up his eyes to the real world.  His friends however…

Hiro kept silent, but he still smiled a little more as he took another drink of bubble tea.

As the silence grew longer and a little more awkward I searched around for another topic, trying to ignore the fair number of girls who were still looking at us (well, Hiro) and giggling.  After a minute, something else did occur to me and I latched on to it desperately.

“What’s the procedure with your bodyguards?  Should we buy them a drink too?”

Hiro shot me an incredulous glance.

My brain caught up with my mouth.  “Right.  Sorry,” I flushed a little and refocused on my drink.  “Forget I said anything.”

After a moment the corner of Hiro’s mouth turned up in a small smile.  “No,” he replied calmly.  “…but thanks for asking.  I guess I don’t even think about that any more.  It’s a good question.”

Unlike Himeko, Hiro’s parents weren’t as inclined to let their kid wander about freely and unprotected.  Not in a totally open and unsecured area like a mall or shopping arcade.  Somewhere like Tokyo Funderland had been a little different, but even that had required a lot of negotiation; not to mention the fact that Himeko and Eiko were probably tougher than his regular escorts.  The Watanabes hadn’t been about to let Hiro meander around a crowded area like this without a little support, or at least more than a tall and wide nerd they barely even knew could provide!

(And rightly so.  Even if they’d known the full extent of my powers I’d have argued in favor of an additional bodyguard or two.  They were more specialized and skilled in that respect than I was.)

Hiro’s escorts were dressed in plain clothes, and hung around the edge of the food court as subtly as they could.  And it was pretty subtle.  If I hadn’t seen them arrive with Hiro and then follow us around for all this time I wouldn’t have picked them out.

I paused.  “I don’t suppose that’s a good avenue for a Himeko gift?” I asked carefully.  “Something to… I don’t know, help out her escorts?  Make them more effective but keep them further away?”

Hiro shook his head again but he was still smiling at the thought.  “No.  Unlike us, Himeko rarely uses escorts.  Aside from Eiko-san.  And when she does, she’s already pretty close to whoever she uses.  We use a large and rotating pool, she’s on a first name basis with anyone they’d send out with her.  I can’t think of any way to use that.”

I thought for another moment.  “Something else she could use as an alternative?” I suggested hopelessly.

Hiro let out a quick and surprised laugh before catching it and working to cover it up.

I flushed a little.  “Yeah, yeah, I know.  I’m hopeless.”

“Not hopeless,” Hiro replied, still chuckling a little.  “Just naïve.  It’s refreshing.”

That’s a polite way to put it, I thought, taking enough sip of my drink.

Still, I’d managed to lighten the mood a little.  We managed to get to the end of our drinks without any further awkwardness and resumed our search.

***

“A naginata?” Hiro asked, looking at a particularly beautiful looking example of the weapon that was fastened to the back of the shop’s wall.  The shaft almost glowed and the delicate engraving on the blade meant it was practically a work of art.

We both looked at each other thoughtfully for a few seconds before declaring “no” in unison.

“It’s not her art,” Hiro admitted, a little embarrassed.

“It is a little stereotypical,” I agreed, my face screwing up a little as I pictured her response.  It wasn’t bad, per se.  At least, not so long as the gift giver didn’t screw up the follow through as well…

Hiro just shook his head.  “She’d worry I was dismissing her skills or trying to shove her into a box,” he said in flat denial.  “I already know her specialty is in hand-to-hand combat.  Giving this to her would be ignorant in the extreme.”

“Not if it had a great story behind it,” I weakly tried to come up with an excuse, even though he already had it figured even better than I did.  “Or if it was a historical artifact.”

“But it’s not,” Hiro crossed his arms in front of him.  “And I don’t want her to think I want her to be different, to try to change to something more socially acceptable.  She doesn’t even use weapons.  It’d be less insulting if she gave me a sai or a tetsubo.”

“Well… at least you realized that,” I said encouragingly as we turned to leave the weapons store.  It was full of fascinating artifacts, from the deadly functional to pretty but useless pieces for the pure otaku.  But in hindsight none of them had been suitable for Himeko.  “See?  You’re getting better about it.”

“That still doesn’t solve our problem though,” Hiro looked thunderous, reminding me of an angrier version of Himeko.

Do we want them to get together?  I wondered randomly.  They certainly seem compatible, but are we sure they’re not just going to heighten each other’s weaker points?

“We still have over a month,” I said, still trying to find the positive.  “We have plenty of time to figure something out.”

“Not if we have to order or arrange it,” Hiro continued pensively, not even looking at the shops around us.  “We’re already running short on time if we have to go far afield or make a reservation.  I’d take her out for chicken, but the good places are already booked solid and I couldn’t count on convincing someone to give me their reservation.”

I glanced at him in surprise, not sure what to say about that.  On one hand, I was uncertain Himeko would have enjoyed a visit to the best KFC as much as a normal girl, not on its own merits.  On the other hand, I suspected she might have been tickled pink by the experience.

“That might be the way to go,” I sighed, finally seeing the writing on the wall now that Hiro had brought it up.

“What?  Bribing our way into a KFC reservation?” Hiro asked in surprise.

“No!  Well, maybe,” I shook my head, stopping myself before I started rambling too much.  After a moment I resumed.  “I meant that we should be thinking of experiences rather than things.  Himeko would rather have a great time out somewhere or doing something than having to put up with a well meaning and expensive gift that fails.”

Hiro just looked sour.  “I know, but I just can’t do it.  That day at the amusement park is going to live with me forever, and I’d love to do something like that for her.  But I can’t, the timing and our families just get in the way.”

“How so?” I asked, a little impressed and curious that he’d already thought of it and dismissed it.

“It’s… I can’t do anything worthy of her without it being too much,” Hiro sounded pained.  “I’d love to take her on a cruise or skiing in Europe, somewhere amazing that would be a great memory just by itself.  But we’ve only been seeing each other a few months, sneaking together what time we can.  Even if our families would let us get away with that Himeko would think it’s too much too fast.  And I would too.  Somewhere along the way we’d start to get awkward and the whole thing would be ruined.”

Well, yeah.  Of course it would if you were trying something that insane!  I thought inside my head.  Most people couldn’t live out their romantic fantasy vacations, not without years of savings and planning.  For the Watanabes and Meikos it was the equivalent of a weekend trip to a hot spring.  Unfortunately, that brought along its own set of problems.

“What about something a little less grandiose?” I wondered.  “Something a little closer to home.”

Hiro shrugged.  “I’d like to, but it doesn’t really work.  Just seeing the fireworks or the Christmas lights aren’t quite special enough, not as the main thing.  And that’s assuming our families would let us.  Even if we got away from the bodyguards, the paparazzi or crowds noticing us would ruin everything.”

“Hmm.”  I doubted it was quite as bad as that.  But even if it wasn’t (and I might have been wrong there) the fear of that possibility was kind of a date ruiner.  I seriously doubted Hiro and Himeko together could get over that enough to truly enjoy themselves.  The mood and venue would have been totally different from the amusement park, and even then they’d needed me and Eiko (along with ‘don’t notice me’ spells) along as backup to manage that much.

“No, next year we might be able to manage something,” Hiro declared grimly.  “This year it’s going to have to be a gift.”

“You realize you don’t need to do this, right?” I asked carefully.  “Himeko’s too into you to mind if you don’t manage a totally amazing Christmas.”

“I’m not going to chance that.  Besides, someone who is worthy of her has to give her a worthwhile Christmas.”

I looked at his squared jaw and decided it was useless to argue.  I wonder if Eiko’s going through a similar conversation with Himeko right now?  I didn’t think it was really happening this exact moment, the universe was rarely that cute.  But damned if I wasn’t tempted to text her just in case.

“Let’s keep looking,” Hiro said grimly.  “But I think we might have to go to plan B.  We need to start thinking about what to get her.”

I didn’t know what to think about that.  We’d talked about it earlier and we both knew that plan B was jewelry.  And it wasn’t a bad plan, given their respective wealth levels it kind of made sense.  Hiro could give Himeko something beautiful and valuable that she could actually wear in public if she wanted to, thus serving as a reminder and symbol of their relationship.  But it was going to be hard to find something she’d actually like, especially something that threaded the needle of being worthy of their families but not too much.  Hiro could simply buy a ruby or sapphire the size of my baby cousin’s fist and hang it on a gold chain, but risking the paparazzi to watch the fireworks together would have been a far better gift than forcing Himeko to wear something that gaudy in public!

Hell, I have it easier in that respect! I thought a little sourly as I wrestled with the problem.  I could build something for Himeko and so long as I put in a bare minimum of an enchantment she’d love it.  I could come up with a totally tacky ring that was obviously made up of fool’s gold and cubic zirconium, but if the zirconium lit up on command due to magic it’d probably be her favorite ring ever!

We’d discussed the difficulties earlier, hence why we’d both relegated it to plan B.  It was better than shooting in the dark and pissing Himeko off with something like that naginata.  At the very least Hiro should be able to come up with something ‘acceptable’ in the jewelry category, while it was possible for him to flub the jewelry it was unlikely he’d fail too badly.  But Hiro didn’t want to squeak by with a pass, he wanted to excel.  And that was going to be hard.

“Mamoru-chan?  What are you doing here?  Are you shopping with Grandmother Matsuda?”

I spun around and then jerked backwards violently as I saw my cousin Sakura about a meter away, on the other side of the cosmetics counter.  I collided with a very surprised Hiro.

“Mamoru!” Sakura emoted in shock.  She hurried out of her position and separated us, then began to bow rapidly and deeply to Hiro.  “I’m terribly sorry sir!  I humbly apologize for causing you any discomfort!  Please forgive us!”

For a moment I was peeved.  Then I had to admit Sakura’s point, as far as she knew I’d just inconvenienced an attractive and powerful looking potential customer.  I was family, I was more at fault and even if I hadn’t been I was obligated to forgive her.  A customer on the other hand…

“It’s no worry,” Hiro replied calmly, projecting strength and an unflappable demeaner like he was a Buddha himself.  “No harm was done.”

They really are alike in that way, I had to admit.  It was kind of weird to see both Himeko and Hiro flip their masks up and down like that, trying to project the image they were perfect scions of their families.  I was still getting a bead on Hiro’s real personality.  I only ever saw him when his excessive stress and feelings in relation to Himeko would throw off my limited ability to read him, just like Himeko’s giddiness and crush in relation to Hiro weren’t quite the real her either.  It was definitely a part of her, but not the whole of who she really was.  But whoever Hiro truly was, the ‘perfect’ persona he tried to cultivate definitely wasn’t it.

“We appreciate your patronage and patience,” Sakura reassured him.  She then grabbed me and tried to tug me away.  “Move away Mamoru!” she hissed softly.

“Excuse me,” Hiro continued with flawless politeness, “would you mind unhanding my friend?”

It was amusing to see Sakura’s head whip around and her jaw drop.  Especially when she spun back to me and pointed before almost giving herself an injury to face Hiro again.

I sighed and covered my face with my hand for a moment.  “It’s alright Sakura, he’s kidding.  You don’t have to lie and cover for me Hiro, she’s family.”

“Hiro!” Sakura emoted, her voice a squeaky pitch that was starting to raise painfully high as she heard me refer to someone else casually.  Some guy who was cool, attractive, and apparently successful at that.  In other words: my complete antithesis.

“Hiro,” I began, my voice probably a little less respectful than it should have been, “please be known to my cousin from my mother’s side of the family: Kanoko Sakura.  Sakura-san, meet Wat- “

I realized the problem just a second too late.  Sakura was a fan of Truthseeker and read the celebrity tabloids on top of that.  Giving out Hiro’s full name was likely to end poorly!  I thought he was a little foolish to go to me for help, but I wasn’t about to start plastering his name over the worst types of websites deliberately!  Not when he was already having enough complications dating Himeko.

“- Hiro-san, just Hiro,” I finished hurriedly.

Sakura gave me a suspicious glare.

“Would you believe I’ve already forgotten his family name?” I suggested, not sounding quite as intimidated or remorseful as I normally would have since Sakura was family.  But unless I wanted to create trouble for both Hiro and myself I didn’t want to identify him.

“You can’t remember your friend’s name?” Sakura asked sarcastically.

“Would that really be so surprising?” I countered with depressing honesty.

“No.  But not as surprising as you having a friend in the first place, especially one that looks like this.”

“Mamoru-san,” Hiro dropped into a slightly more formal approach in front of others, but still kept on a distantly charming face.  “It’s alright to tell her.”

I sighed.  “Perhaps I should rephrase that introduction,” I replied, trying to put a hint of warning in my tone.  “This is my cousin, Kanoko Sakura.  Fan of Truthseeker and an unrepentant gossip.”

“Mamoru,” Sakura matched that with a hint of cold warning in her own voice.  Actually, she was quickly putting on a surprisingly sophisticated face now that the initial shock was over, and this was a lot subtler a tone than she’d have taken a year previously.  Apparently her lessons with Grandmother Matsuda were having an effect.

“Does this have something to do with all those rumors?  Are you really involved with something dangerous?  Grandmother Matsuda just finished telling me about the conversation she recently had with her husband and- “

“Yes!  That’s it exactly!” I interrupted, jumping on that excuse with unexpected vigor.  Yesterday I would have hated bringing that up again, rekindling more debates and curiosity, but now I welcomed it as a useful distraction.

I mentally winced a second later as some of the implications of that caught up with me.  Well, there goes any chance of peace and quiet with my family, I thought, already getting depressed at the idea.

For better or worse, my cousin was sharper than that.  “Mamoru, you’re still a terrible liar.”

“Mamoru-san, I don’t want to cause any trouble within your family,” Hiro continued, still as smooth as ever.  “You don’t have to lie for me.”

I sighed and stared up at the ceiling for a moment (appreciating just how high it actually went and how much of a chore it must have been to maintain, you never think of that sort of thing under normal circumstances) before admitting “He’s really Himeko’s boyfriend.  And that makes things a little complicated.”

“That makes much more sense,” Sakura admitted, instantly starting to nod along.  Then she frowned.  “Wait.  Then why’s he here with you?”

“Mamoru-san was gracious enough to offer his help when I asked,” Hiro volunteered immediately.  “Getting the proper Christmas gift for Meiko Himeko-san takes great grace and judgement.”

Sakura’s gaze shot to me again.  “And he asked you?”

“That’s how desperate he is, yeah,” I reported.

“Thorough, not desperate,” Hiro noted calmly, “why wouldn’t I consult with one of her friends?”

The look Sakura and I exchanged was surprisingly in sync.

We were all interrupted by a somewhat older man approaching us with an angry glint in his eye.  “Kanoko-san!” he projected a surprising degree of stern anger.  “What are you doing out of your section just gossiping with your friends?”

Sakura instantly began giving the man rapid fire bows and apologies.  But before she could get more than two out, Hiro put a hand on her shoulder and somehow turned up his presence a little.  He went from merely a handsome guy to ‘oh, he’s obviously someone important’ with just a little bit of posture, expression, and confidence.  It was kind of amazing, I’d have needed a full minute and a pretty powerful spell to have pulled that off.

“Hello there,” he said, bowing politely to who I assumed was Sakura’s floor manager.  “I’m Watanabe Hiro.”  He smoothly and effortlessly drew out a small folder from a pocket and then handed the man a business card.

Fuck!  I thought with some feeling.  Hiro’s cards were understated but obviously high class.  More importantly, they quietly but firmly made it clear that he was a member of those Watanabes.  Any chance we’d had at concealing Hiro’s identity from Sakura or her manager had just jumped off a skyscraper and fallen screaming to its death.

“I’m sorry for monopolizing the young lady’s time,” Hiro continued with a confidence that belied his age.  “I’m doing some shopping for my girlfriend today.  Kanoko Sakura is my friend’s cousin and we were using the connection to our advantage.  We didn’t mean to take her away from her duties for so long.”

“Wata- Wata- Wata-na-be?”  The manager croaked reluctantly.  Suddenly he was the one issuing rapid fire bows and apologies.  “Of course, Watanabe-sama!  A thousand apologies!  I did not mean to interrupt your shopping!  Please, use the girl as much as possible!  Is there anything I can do to help you!”

“Nothing right now,” Hiro said calmly, as if this sort of thing happened every day.  “We’ll just wander around.  But we’ll let you know if something comes up.”

“Of course!” the manager rapidly backed away, still bowing.

I watched him go and noted “That was kind of impressive.” Once the manager was out of earshot.

Hiro was nonchalant.  “Some problems can be solved by throwing money at them.”

“Wait, those Watanabes?” Sakura mostly kept herself in check but still reeled a moment before catching herself.  “As in: trillions upon trillions of yen Watanabes?”

“I have that honor, yes,” Hiro replied humbly.

It took Sakura a few moments to collect herself.  “Well.  I guess it makes sense that you’re Himeko-san’s boyfriend.”

I shot her a dirty look.  “Their relationship is actually romantic,” I told her a little sourly.  “Hence why he’s trying so hard to get her a good Christmas present.  And desperate enough to turn to me for help!”

Sakura’s eyes both softened and lit up at the same time.  I worried I’d just made a tactical mistake.  I’d just screamed this wasn’t an arranged relationship, this was outright prince and princess romance material.

Before either of us could say anything, Hiro cut back in.  “Let’s get to work first,” he said good naturedly.  “I don’t want to get you into trouble with your manager.  Besides, maybe we’ll actually find something here.”

For the next half hour we trailed over the department store (Sakura worked in a subcontracted section that ran the cosmetics, I didn’t completely understand the arrangement) and purchased a small tower of things.  Mostly from Sakura’s section, but Hiro tossed in a bunch of other oddities along the way to make sure the main store didn’t feel resentful.  While I explained the situation to Sakura, Hiro in turn explained to me: he was mostly purchasing things to protect Sakura.  He’d basically use everything we were purchasing as a bunch of random gifts and employee bonuses later.  As much as this was going to cost in absolute terms (Sakura’s floor manager was going to have no regrets about his decisions) this was all petty cash purchases by Watanabe standards.

In return, Sakura actually gave us some advice.

“Experiences would be best,” she admitted with a shake of her head, “but Hiro-san’s right: it’s too early.  You’d never get away with it, and even if you could you’re not experienced or comfortable enough with each other to pull it off.  You’d ruin it.  Especially since you’d be putting all your eggs in one basket.”

“But that doesn’t mean you shouldn’t try,” she gave Hiro an earnest look.  “Use a combined approach this year, go for a small but meaningful experience or two in addition to a great gift.  Everything should feed off each other.  You’ll have good times, make good memories, and that’ll just add significance to whatever you give her, even if it isn’t perfect.”

Behind a small mountain of boxes I tilted my head thoughtfully.  Huh, that does make a lot of sense.  Even a foolish gift would gain a lot of sentimental value under the circumstances.

Hiro seemed to agree.  “I can see that,” he admitted.  “But I want the gift to be special without that.”

“And that’s a good attitude,” Sakura agreed.  “But you’re just going to talk yourself into a bad choice if you only focus on the gift.  You’ll be so worried that it’ll be flawed in some way that you’ll choose something bland and generic.  Something safe because you’ll be too afraid of ‘ruining’ it for Himeko.”

Also true, I reflected.  After thinking back on today’s journey I could have easily seen that happening.  We’d encountered too many obviously bad choices so far that we were starting to get a little bit skittish and desperate.  That was why we were leaning towards plan B in the first place.

Her words did seem to get through to Hiro.  He looked a little more thoughtful.  But, even though he still had his ‘public’ mask on and oozed confidence, he still looked a little worried.  “That’s true.  But I still want to give her a gift she’ll love on its own merits.  What can I get her that can manage that?”

“Anything from you,” Sakura responded instantly.  “If it’s truly that sort of relationship she’ll love anything.  But for best results it should be unique, something that truly represents the sort of bond you have and acknowledges who she is.”

Hiro opened his mouth to respond, probably still not sure what that was and terrified they weren’t that close yet.  But I interrupted him, Sakura’s words having given me an inkling of an idea.

“Hiro,” I asked thoughtfully.  “Has Eiko… have you seen any footage of our Cultural Festival?”

“You mean the play?” he asked instantly.

“Eiko sure works fast,” I muttered.

“I… uh… yes,” Hiro flushed a little.

I glanced at him curiously, worried he was a little too stiff to have enjoyed it and was judging Himeko.  Then I took a closer look.  Ah, remembering shots of Himeko in that outfit, I realized.  Princess Heartwish hadn’t been too sexy, but it wasn’t a costume you’d hate to see your significant other modeling for you in private either.

“Play?” Sakura asked.

“Our class put on a performance for this year’s Cultural Festival,” I deliberately rolled my eyes to try and keep from blushing.  “Himeko was the lead heroine.”

“Let me guess,” Sakura smirked, “you did the special effects and hid backstage?”

I looked away, torn between wanting to wipe the smug expression of her face and using that excuse to make sure Sakura never found out what I’d done.  I’d never hear the end of the Mahou-Mam jokes, I noted.

Unfortunately, this was one area my cousin was a little too sharp.  “Wait, you were on stage?” she asked, shocked as she read my expression.  “You?”

Hiro blinked, looked at me, and then after a few moments blurted out “Lord Neverheart?” in surprise.

That was enough to break my embarrassment and get me to look back at him.  “You didn’t realize?” I asked, more than a little surprised myself.  I figured either he’d have already known or he’d never have remembered the character’s name, having been too focused on Himeko.

“No!”

“Wait, Lord Neverheart?” my cousin asked incredulously.

“Anyway,” I bulldozed ahead, ignoring the expression on Sakura’s face that clearly said she wasn’t going to be dropping this.  “That play’s already a nice memory for Himeko.  She was the driving force behind it and had a lot of fun being silly and playing Princess Heartwish- “

“Princess Heartwish?”

“- do you think we can commission a jewelry piece in time for Christmas?”

Hiro was polite enough to control his expression.  Even though the answer to that was obviously ‘bitch, please.  The Watanabes could afford to put a bounty on the raw materials, have them dug out of the Earth, transported to the best jeweller in Europe, and then ship the result back to us in time for Christmas.’  Instead, he simply replied “that’s why we’re making sure to do it this early, there should be plenty of time.”

“Then I think I’ve got an idea what Himeko’s physical gift should be.  The experience side’s still up to you though.”

Thankfully, as much as my cousin was obviously curious, she was also too good an employee to ignore a customer and too involved with the romance of the idea to let Hiro flounder.  She spent the next ten minutes giving him a bunch of pretty good advice and ideas on what to do for Himeko around Christmas.  And if they were a little less fancy or intense than what Hiro or I would have come up with that didn’t mean they were any less good.  She managed to provide some simpler and safer ideas that I was pretty sure Himeko would love.

They’re still a little iffy, I reflected, all while making a few notes in the hope I might find a girlfriend sometime soon.  I’m not sure the Meikos and Watanabes will let their kids do all of these.  But they’re still safer and easier to justify than some of the grander and more famous events.  Sakura also had some humble and interesting suggestions about timing.  Again, I don’t think she appreciated how much their families and duties would limit their freedom.  But if they could pull if off…

You know, in hindsight: why didn’t I come to my social expert cousin for advice?  Sakura might not have been my extended family’s brightest bulb in terms of pure brainpower, but when it came to the social side of things she obviously had a gift.

Sakura wrapped up her advice and Hiro bowed to her gratefully.  It was obviously only propriety and the public nature of the venue that kept her from bowing even deeper and more emotionally.  Between Hiro’s looks and the small mountain of our purchases we were already being quietly watched by most of the store’s employees.

Sakura and Hiro finished exchanging polite thanks and then she turned to me.  “So, Truthseeker’s full of lies, is he?”

Oh, right.  That’s why, my memory prodded abruptly.  Granted, the real reason was I’d never thought of it or remembered her.  But even if I had, that was an awfully big roadblock.

“I should note,” I replied a little coolly, “that I never said anything like that.  And I only met Hiro about two months ago.”

“Uh-huh,” my cousin noted skeptically.  There was a spark of impressed surprise in her eyes though.  Up close like this she could tell I wasn’t lying, and she hadn’t been expecting me to stand my ground like that.

“More importantly,” I sighed, “they’ve got some pretty big obstacles in their relationship.  For crying out loud, he’s coming to me for advice!  That alone should let you know how messed up this is.  They don’t need some sort of media circus dogging their heels.”

Sakura instantly softened.  “I understand,” she actually bowed slightly to me, “I’ll keep this quiet.”

I would have bowed back if I hadn’t been so loaded with packages.  They weren’t heavy, but they were a bit bulky and challenging to hold on to.  Instead, I settled for saying “thank you, Sakura.  We both appreciate it.  And all the effort you’ve put in today.”

“Indeed, thank you once again,” Hiro inserted from the side, tossing in yet another bow to make up for my inability.

“Don’t mention it,” Sakura replied with a quick bow in return, “you’re a valuable customer and Mamoru is family.  Only the best for you two.”

With that, she finally had to retreat back to her counter.  Hiro and I beat a retreat out of the area, trying not to pay too much attention to all the employees trying to edge closer to her to ask questions.

“You value yourself too little,” Hiro said thoughtfully, as we moved on.

“Not really,” I replied calmly.  “I know my strengths, and anything social or personal is not one of them.  I’d get in even more trouble if I didn’t keep an eye on that.”

Hiro opened his mouth again, but stopped before saying anything, examining me closely.

You say that, a less-than-noble part of me noted sarcastically, but I’m still the one carrying all the packages!  That was par for the course though.  I was used to being used as a pack mule on trips like this, my relative size and strength meant I was everyone’s first pick.  Meanwhile Hiro was probably used to handing everything off to servants.  I was sure he’d have taken half of the load if I’d pointed it out to him, but I didn’t want the complication so I wasn’t bothering.

Before Hiro could decide on whatever he was going to say I spoke again.  “Come on, we’d better get to a jeweller and start discussing what they have to do.  I do not want to risk forgetting that after everything else that’s happened today!”

So, a little reluctantly, Hiro pulled out his phone and started making a new appointment.
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“Boy,” Eiko noted with a smirk, examining our little group.  “This doesn’t look right.  We can’t do an autumn leaf viewing like normal, huh?”

At least half of that had been directed at me.  We’d just exited the train station and my slightly too heavy clothes combined with the naginata bag over my shoulder stood out even amongst the train station crowds.

“Well, what did you expect Eiko?” I shot back with surprising sourness.  “It’s not like we ever do anything normally, why should Momijigari be any different?”

Eiko and Himeko both looked at me with some concern.  “Are you alright Mamoru?” Himeko asked, looking both sympathetic and worried.  “You seem upset.”

I swallowed back an acute urge to bitch at them.  It was a very pleasant Sunday but it’d been my birthday on back on Monday, and once again they’d thrown me a small party.  Unfortunately, as good as it had been overall, a few complications had arisen from it.  The most annoying one had surfaced last night.

For the most part it had been the same as last year, a little bit more subdued and shorter because it was on a Monday, but that had suited me overall.  We’d still eaten well, they’d invited my Kanoko cousins over, and I’d been reluctantly dragged through some more karaoke that I’d enjoyed more than I’d expected.  Even Kanoko Sakura had managed to put in a late appearance!  I’d expected my working cousin would not have been able to join this year, not on a weekday, but our recent visit to her store had provided a good excuse.  She hadn’t been able to justify leaving early enough to catch everything, but the slightest chance Hiro could have been there as well had been enough that she’d had no problem getting out in time to join us in the middle of it.

Unfortunately, that had led to some new discomforts.  For starters, Hiro had sent me a gift via Himeko.  It hadn’t been anything too over-the-top (I suspected Sakura’s hand in that, Himeko tended to overshoot by a wide margin if left alone) but it had still been disturbing to receive an actual suit.  Hiro and Himeko had justified it as a combined gift from both of them and that it had cost much less than I’d have expected, they’d acquired it through their families’ supply chains.

Honestly?  It was a pretty nice gift.  It wasn’t something of the quality Himeko’s father would wear, it was pretty much on par with my parents’ everyday business clothes.  And they’d been right about how it was a good thing for me to have, getting clothes in my size was a pain and I was honestly grateful to have that around as an option for when I needed it.  I wasn’t a fan of suits, but I had no problem with wearing one when it was appropriate.  And, given their legitimate point about how often I’d needed to adapt while moving in the Meiko family’s circles, there was a pretty good chance it would become appropriate again at some point.  If another occasion like the Meiko family dinner arose then I’d be prayerfully grateful to have the suit as an option rather than suffer another hurried and makeshift alternative.

No, I was just a little freaked out that half the credit belonged to Hiro on that one.  I had no idea how to respond, and that little twist was like a stubborn pebble in my shoe that just kept causing me discomfort and distraction at the wrong moment.

But, even more worryingly, the party had brought Eiko and Sakura together again.  And, after our recent discussion at her place of work, my cousin had made some inquiries.

“Upset?” I responded to Himeko’s question in a strangely stressed voice.  “I suppose you could say that.”

“Is something wrong?” Himeko was obviously getting worried.

“Wrong?  What could be wrong?  Apart from the fact Eiko was dumb enough to send a video of that stupid play to my family!”

That gave both the girls pause, if only for confusion.  “And that’s a problem?” Himeko asked cautiously.

I dug my phone out of my pocket, typed a few commands, and then thrust it at her.  “You tell me!”

There should have been a bunch of widely spaced texts on the page.  Usually separated by a day or two since when I talked to the girls it was most often in person or entirely over the phone.  Instead, there were a half a dozen texts from today, and you had to scroll a lot to see them all since they all had dumb gifs lifted from the performance.

“Ah,” said Himeko, obviously fighting down a giggle.

“You might laugh but I have to put up with this!”

“What’s so bad?” Himeko asked, barely managing to keep her voice normal.  “It doesn’t seem like that’s a problem.”  It detracted from her argument that Eiko was now biting down on one of her fists and hammering the other against a nearby wall as she tried not to laugh too hard.

“Not a problem?” I angrily pulled my phone back and then hit a few buttons.  “This is Sakura’s new ringtone for me!”

I turned the phone back at them.  A picture of me in full Lord Neverheart glory stared back at them while “Foolish little Heartwarriors!” played several times in sequence.

“And that’s my new profile pic for her phone,” I continued sarcastically.  “This is Akira’s.”

Another Lord Neverheart pose.  He’d gone for the simple “BWAA-HAH-HAH-HA!” as the ringtone.

“Kaede’s.”

Different pic.  She’d been a bit more creative though.  She’d used a short loop of my butchered attempt to sing ‘Macho Man’ at karaoke as the ring.  Given that half of them were using the ‘Mahou-Mam’ nickname with those stupid pics it was kind of inevitable.

“And even fuc- Hikaru!”

The fun had spread to my Taito cousins.  Hikaru was using yet another Lord Neverheart pic and she’d gone with the classic “I shall destroy you!” line.

“I am now worried Lord Neverheart’s going to show up in one of her mangas,” I grumped running out of steam a little now that I’d vented.  I didn’t think it was likely, or if it did happen it was probably going to be as a token or ironically humorous villain that got dealt with quickly, but I really couldn’t rule out the possibility.

“We’ve never even met her,” Himeko protested in gulps, trying to keep down her laughter.

I shot her a glare.  “It doesn’t matter.  You think my cousins weren’t going to share something like this with the whole family?  All of them know.”  Even cousin Daichi.  He’d refrained from changing my profile picture (or at least, if he had then he wasn’t telling me about it) but he’d still taken the time to clip a pic from the end of the performance, after the little accident with the wands, and then send it to me along with the quip “you really shouldn’t be smoking cousin.”  I was about ready to throttle the lot of them.

But, as annoyed as I was, I couldn’t really sustain it.  It was really annoying.  Really, really annoying in some ways.  But I couldn’t truly justify all my anger.  Even half the annoyance was twinned with worry and guilt after the recent incident with Master Tai and my grandparents.  It was just that I’d been sitting next to the girls on the train trip from Tokyo and stewing about the subject the whole time, forcing myself not to mention it and trying to keep silent.  Unfortunately, it had all bugged me so much that I couldn’t get it out of my head and had done nothing but build up my frustrations.

“Mamoru,” Himeko asked innocently, “I don’t understand.  Why is this a problem?”

I glared at her, but it was weak now that I’d blown off the steam.  I also couldn’t bear to say ‘it’s embarrassing’ out loud, since that was probably 90% of my justification.  And while I wrestled with the idea of saying something like ‘it makes them more suspicious’ or ‘it might blow my cover’ those were pretty big stretches and even if I did somehow make Himeko believe that I’d only end up feeling guilty over making her feel guilty about it.

Thankfully, Eiko came to my rescue.  “Let it go, Hime,” she said, gently putting a hand on her friend’s shoulder even though she was still chortling.  “You don’t understand.  It’s a sibling thing.”

I shot Eiko a grateful look and forgave her a little, even though she’d be the one most responsible for the mess in the first place.  But, if it was a choice between digging myself a little deeper or admitting I’d overreacted a little and graciously accepting the out, well, I wasn’t so stupid or embarrassed that I wouldn’t accept her help.

“Forget it,” I sighed, trying to conceal my relief, “she’s right, you wouldn’t understand.  Besides, half of it was the train trip.”

Himeko was smart and smooth enough to let the subject drop.  “I thought it was a reasonably nice journey myself,” she spoke calmly, resuming our trip away from the station.  “Though it was a little inconvenient making some of the transfers.”

“Hah!  That’s one way to put it,” Eiko noted with good humor.  “You think they’d have made it a little easier to make the trip this time of year!”

The three of us were way out in the boonies, relatively speaking.  To get in a ‘proper’ autumn leaf viewing Himeko had tracked down what was supposed to be a really great spot, hiking trails around this small little tourist village in the middle of nowhere.  We’d had to transfer trains twice to make it here, and the final train had been so small and light it looked like it should have been serving as the monorail in a theme park somewhere instead of inter-city transit.

“They do,” Himeko continued calmly, “but those are all too touristy and mobbed by thousands of casual observers looking for something too quick and easy.  I wanted us to have something amazing, but one where we could appreciate it without being elbowed to death by hundreds of other onlookers.”

I looked around the area again with new eyes.  Well, I’d say she’s exaggerating things, I thought judiciously.  I might not have been leaf viewing outside the city before, but I doubt it’s that bad.  On the other hand, she might have a point about today.  The forty or so other visitors we’d traveled on the train with had already dispersed, and the vibrant looking woods surrounding us looked like they could swallow up the lot of us without chewing.

Himeko directed us towards one of the trails.  The ‘best’ one according to her research, she’d thoroughly planned this out.

“You’re taking this too seriously Himeko,” Eiko noted with a hint of weariness and sarcasm as we entered the woods.

“Nonsense,” Himeko declared, “if we’ve come this far, we have to do it right.”

“And what the heck’s that supposed to mean?  Seriously?  Because half the point is supposed to be appreciating the transientness of life and some other such junk.  What?  It doesn’t count if it’s not ‘perfect’ life?”

“Well,” I said judiciously, “you’re not wrong.”  I also thought Eiko was now the one who was busy digging herself a deeper hole.  Eiko might have tried to play it off but I was pretty sure she appreciated the deeper concepts and ideas a little more than she let on.  Not too much more, she wasn’t suddenly some deeply spiritual individual who was totally synchronized with the universe.  But from little things here and there, both from her and Master Tai, I was pretty sure she’d been educated in those philosophies along the way.  And that at least some of it had stuck.  She wasn’t some wise old hermit meditating on a mountain, but I was pretty sure the seed of a martial philosopher had been planted, and at least sprouted a little no matter how much Eiko might try to deny it.

“And Himeko is a little too focused on the result,” I continued.  “We’re literally getting into missing the forest for the trees territory here.”

Eiko snorted.  “Cute.”

“But there’s no harm in trying to go down the prettiest route or the seek the most breathtaking sights,” I shrugged.  “So long as you’re willing to turn down a different direction when it’s more appropriate, that seems like a pretty good philosophy to have.”

Eiko rolled her eyes.  “Stop enabling her, Mamoru.  She’s really just looking for a dramatic forest to walk down alongside Hiro.”

Himeko blushed a little.

I was dully surprised.  “What?  Really?”

“No!  At least not just that!” Himeko protested abruptly.  “But I was thinking it would be nice to do it together, or if he could just join us.”

“Probably together,” Eiko sounded almost bored by the idea.  “But if you think either of your families would let you two wander off into a romantic set of woods unsupervised for a few hours then you’ve lost your marbles.”

I glanced around us.  Unfortunately, the temperature wasn’t bad enough for me to shiver dramatically and the somewhat cooler conditions couldn’t be indicated with a significant glace.  “I don’t think that would be a problem,” I noted, somewhat lamely.

“Really?” Eiko gave me a jaundiced look.

“Eiko, it’s not that far above zero and there’s too much nature about.  The mechanics of it are- “ I stopped, trying to figure out how the heck they could get around the colder ground, multiple layers of clothes, and the piles of falling leaves.  Especially the leaves coating the ground.  That sort of thing looked great, but it didn’t create the sort of accompanying sound or texture that… let’s just say that the classic ‘squeaky bedsprings’ would have been an easy choice compared to ‘crunch crunch crunch’.  Not to mention all the leaf fragments getting everywhere.  You had to be careful with sand on the beach but this…

“They’d be motivated,” Eiko continued in the same bland tone.  “Besides, you really think one or both of them wouldn’t bring a few supplies along?  Make some excuses and then take the time to cuddle up naked while wrapped up together in a space blanket?”

“Could you please stop discussing me like I’m not even here!” Himeko half shouted.  She was blushing furiously now, looking to be a fair match for the falling maple leaves.

“Like you don’t plan these trips the same way?  How much input do we usually get?” Eiko deadpanned.

Even without looking Eiko was aware of Himeko’s volcanic (but still kind of funny) expression and moved on.  “Anyway, their parents know that too and would never let it happen.  They wouldn’t let the pair out without an escort.”  She turned to me.  “Anyway, it’s still five Celsius?  Six?  I’ve done a lot worse in colder stuff.”

I blinked for a few times in surprise.  “What?  Really?  Oh!” I clued in belatedly.  “Right.  Training in the mountains.”

Eiko nodded.  “Trust me, you can get a lot done in even worse conditions than this if you put your mind to it.”

“Can we try appreciating the beauty of it?” Himeko muttered, still recovering a little.  “Silently?  Just for a change?”

Eiko smirked and shut up, but I don’t think it was hard.  By now we’d ventured a fair way away from the village and train stop, and neither had been impacting the woods that much in the first place.  There was a clear hiking trail through the area, but that was it.  And the sight surrounding us was magnificent.

I can see why this is a thing now, I admitted begrudgingly to myself as I took in the colors.  Himeko really had timed it to perfection.  The weather was pretty cool, simply screaming autumn, but it wasn’t too cold yet.  There was an occasional breeze, shaking the loose leaves off the trees and creating beautiful little cascades of falling color.  And the trees… don’t ask me what it was, but they were somehow more than the pale imitations back in Tokyo.  These were wild and vibrant, and it showed in their colors.  It was vivid red and a bight but deep gold as far as the eye could see, and the three of us found it easy to shut up and just walk, slowly but surely appreciating the colors and taking in deep breaths and the clear, mountain air.

And, in my case at least, letting the wild mana of the area flow through me.  It wasn’t amazing, this was still probably a little bit less than the intensity I’d been feeling around the hotel back when we’d gone to Hokkaido.  But it was still a heck of a jump from the mana depleted atmosphere of Tokyo.  It heartened and refreshed me.  Both as a reminder of the unspoiled nature of the place… and as a slight encouragement for me to keep doing what I was doing and walk the path of bringing magic back into general awareness for the whole planet.

After a few minutes I finally thought to activate ‘mage sight’ and look around the area in a little more detail.  It wasn’t a huge change, we weren’t being stalked by hundreds of spirits, but it was interesting to note what was really there.  I could see glimpses of maybe a dozen spirits around the area, mostly hidden under the leaves or by the auras of the trees themselves, all observing us with mild interest.  None of them were major, these were all small folk and tiny powers that were just a part of the forest’s mystic ecosystem.  In a more aware time and place I probably wouldn’t have spotted more than one or two, but these spirits were so used to humans being unaware and unconcerned they looked at us without fear.

I mentally snorted at my own egotism, spotting the barest edge of something quickly drawing back behind a leaf.  There’s probably another two or three dozen that are still cautious, I reminded myself.  Just because I can see some of them doesn’t mean that’s all there is.  The paradox and carelessness of thinking otherwise almost amused me.  I usually chided that sort of thinking in other scientists.  Yet here I was, falling victim to it myself.  It was a humbling reminder.

It was easy to keep humble because something else in the woods was watching us, something bigger that didn’t bother hiding simply because it was sure there was nothing to fear.  A somewhat greater kami of some sort was watching us.  I couldn’t see it, but I could definitely fell its attention when I opened up my more mystical senses.  Still, there was no sense of hostility to it.  It was simply a bored and sleepy elephant, keeping half an eye on us as we wandered across its field of vision but not feeling any urge to get up.  And I was more than content to leave it that way.

“It really does refresh your soul,” Himeko sighed happily, finally speaking up.

“You’re just happy it gave you a subject change,” Eiko noted a little less romantically.  She still had a satisfied smile on her face as she spoke though.

“Eiko!”

I smirked a little.  Himeko’s exclamation lacked its usual bite as the woods worked its magic on us.  But not that kind of magic, I chided myself.  Otherwise a precaution would have gone off.

“Come on Hime,” Eiko still grinned, “if you didn’t spend so much time stressing out you wouldn’t have to spend time stressing even further out and planning perfect getaways to something like this.”

“Eiko, I do not stress out.”

“She only did this after making sure her Christmas present to Hiro was settled,” Eiko mock whispered to me.

“Really?” I asked, my tone sounding strange as I fought both amusement and fear.  It seemed they didn’t know everything about my recent trip with the Watanabe family’s son.

Eiko glanced at me a little oddly but she obviously wanted to get it off her chest.  “Yeah, for all her bold claims she was more interested in making sure Christmas was done than taking care of autumn leaf viewing.”

“It’s going to be our first Christmas together,” Himeko said in a small voice, not quite looking at us.  “I wanted it to be special.”

I shot her a slightly concerned glance, I’d expected a much more vigorous and confident defence.  Instead, Himeko looked surprisingly embarrassed and uncertain.  “What…” I started to get out, but paused when I realized I didn’t know how to finish that question.

Eiko finally glanced back at Himeko, took one look, and sighed.  “It’s alright, Himeko,” she noted a little more grudgingly.  “We’re not upset.”

I then turned my surprised look back on Eiko.  “Why would we be upset?”

“She’s worried we’ll think she’s spending too much time with Hiro, and not valuing her friends,” Eiko reported with a much gentler smile.

“I don’t mean to,” Himeko admitted, looking uncharacteristically shamefaced, “but we can’t spend that much time together so I get caught up in it.  I’m sorry.”

“What’s there to be sorry for?” I asked, still not quite getting it.

“I spent so much time focusing on Hiro I already forgot our anniversary,” Himeko continued.  “And now I’m realizing Eiko’s right, and I was trying harder for Hiro’s present than I was for our first autumn leaf viewing together and- “

“Whoa.  Stop.”

We all physically stopped.  Eiko and I looked at each other.

“It seems a little early,” I admitted, “but I think it’s time.”

“Yeah, if we go any longer than I think we’ll be falling into Himeko’s trap of overplanning everything.  Sticking to the schedule instead of going with the flow,” Eiko agreed.

Having decided that, I shrugged the naginata bag off of my shoulder and started removing equipment.  Namely the flying talisman and goggles I had stored within.

“We don’t have to,” Himeko protested weakly.

“Yes, we do,” Eiko countered firmly.  “I don’t know where that came from, but we’d better leave it behind.”

Himeko didn’t need that much encouragement.  She eagerly mounted the broom I was holding out and started to put on her goggles.  “Sorry about that,” she continued, much more brightly as her excitement started to mount.  “I was just reflecting on the temporary beauty of the seasons.  And then I started thinking about how I’d been treating our friendship.  And then- “

“Mamoru,” Eiko interrupted abruptly, swinging herself across the back of the broom.  “Get on and get up.”

I actually did one better (or so I thought).  I instead grabbed the middle of the broom between them and activated it, starting to shoot us skyward.

For given values of shoot, of course.  The flying talisman still maintained its relatively slow acceleration.  While I took off a little faster than I had the last time I’d tried this, going for maximum consistent accel rather than a slow and capped approach, it still looked more like something out of Mary Poppins rather than anime.

It still made the girls whoop and laugh though as we rapidly put ourselves above the trees.  I didn’t take us too high, but we still stopped well above the tallest trees in the area.

The girls spent a few moments laughing at the sheer thrill and fun of it all before Eiko turned to me in surprise.  I was still hovering off to the left side, holding on to the talisman with my right hand from a position equidistant between the girls.  “You’re not getting on?”

I shook my head.  “It doesn’t make sense today,” I admitted.  “It was already a little crowded last time and we’re wearing much thicker clothes this time.”  For the brisk fall air outside the city we had on a couple of layers.

“Is that safe?” Himeko added, glancing behind in surprise to still see me hanging there.

I tried to shrug, but it didn’t really work from my position, so I then tried to put the same casual but unconcerned uncertainty in my voice.  “In this case, yes.  We’re just going to do a slow meander around rather than any sort of complicated maneuvering.  It wouldn’t be a good idea for me to be this far off to the side if we were trying to test the maximum speed again, there’d be a lot more wind resistance and only having one point of contact would be stupid.  Ditto with any complicated maneuvers.  But we’re just going to float about for a bit and move at an elevator’s pace.”

“You’re sure?” Himeko asked sympathetically.

“I’m sure,” I let a hint or sardonicism enter my tone as I continued.  “Or do you really think we’d all be happier if I tried to cram myself back on there?”

“Heh, good point,” Eiko admitted, taking another look at the broom.  There was a comfortable distance separating her, Himeko, and my hand.  Trying to cram all three of us on there at once however…

“Alright,” Himeko smiled gently at me.  “So long as we’re not forcing you out.”

“Trust me, this is the more comfortable option for today,” I told her instantly.

“Yeah, I guess broomsticks aren’t really built for three people,” Eiko noted as I nudged us forward.

“Not really,” I admitted more normally.  “Of course, I’m not sure they were ever really real to begin with.  I just built one as an experiment.”  It was definitely an Earth legend, not something I’d even seen on Avalon.

“Really?” Himeko sounded surprised again, looking back away from the foliage beneath us.

I tried to shrug again, and failed again.  “I don’t really know,” I admitted.  “It seemed silly at first.  And it still seems a little impractical.  But I’m starting to come around on it a little.”  We hadn’t used anything similar on Avalon.  But on Avalon we’d never had to hide our magic or the fact we were flying.  And staffs configured specifically with flying in mind were a thing.  Combine the need to hide what you were doing, the simple efficiency of using a broom as the base, and the fact you only needed to fly one person around at a time, and suddenly the broomstick started to look pretty clever.  Not ‘oh, of course it was real’ clever, but not something I was quite willing to rule out either.

“I would have figured that you’d know if anyone did,” Himeko noted in surprise.

“Not necessarily,” I demurred.  “This is one of those things that could just be a regional variant or secret technique.  If my teachers didn’t know of it, then I wouldn’t know of it either.”

“Huh,” Himeko left it at that, getting distracted by the sight of the forest from above and the simple joy of flying over it.  It was still beautiful, but now in a slightly different way as we got a better appreciation of the ocean of trees as we looked upon them from above.  Combine that with the simple pleasure of gently flying over the area and we all fell silent to enjoy the experience fully.

About a dozen minutes later I put us down at a lookout point.  “So, fly back or walk along the trails?” I asked after we landed.

Himeko looked thoughtfully over the view for a few moments, but after seeing a similar one from the air for so long she wasn’t too affected.  “I think we should walk back,” she declared.  “We’ll appreciate the different perspective, and might see things we missed from above.”

“Works for me,” Eiko shrugged much better than I had recently managed.  “I think we’ll appreciate the walk more too, since it’s only one way and then we’ll be back.”  With that the girls started taking off their goggles and handing them back to me.

I took them, and the broom, and started to tuck them away.  “Makes sense,” I agreed.  “Using magic to get more of a perspective on traditional leaf viewing seems like a good idea.  Replacing it entirely and not bothering to try the old way just seems like a waste.”

“Well, we did try the old way,” Eiko needled me a little.  “Even if it only was for a few minutes.”

Usually I’m the pedantic one, I thought, rolling my eyes.  But I wasn’t stupid enough to rise to Eiko’s baiting though.  Not this time.

“It does feel more relaxed somehow,” Himeko noted as we started the walk back.  “Like it’s easier and simpler to let it go and just enjoy the moment.”

“Maybe for you,” Eiko shot back, “you’re always overthinking things, trying to decide when the perfect time to head back would be.”

“Not overthinking things,” Himeko demurred, “just being thorough.”

“There’s a difference?”

“Mamoru overthinks things, I don’t.”

It was a moment before that registered.  “Hey!”

The girls giggled.  “Seriously though,” Himeko noted apologetically.  “I’m better at moving past things.  You tend to get stuck on them Mamoru.”

Eiko fought down a sudden burst of laughter.  “Oh really?” she chortled after a few moments.  “Who was it who spent nearly a week trying to come up with a Christmas gift for Hiro?”

“That wasn’t overthinking!” Himeko protested.

“Suuuure it wasn’t,” Eiko had sarcasm down to a fine art.

“It wasn’t!  I had to be thorough in selecting the proper blacksmith for making the sword!”

I glanced at her, not quite hiding the disbelief in my eyes.  That’s what we’re working with here?  Not that Hiro had been much better mind you.  Blacksmith, goldsmith, there’s more symmetry there than I want to admit.

“I had to be sure,” Himeko continued to lecture.  “A half-assed sword that wasn’t worthy of Hiro would have reflected poorly on all of us.  He deserved better.”

“Right.  You could have gone down to the mall and bought the first otaku made piece of crap you could find, Hime.  He’d still have been overjoyed to get it.”

To be fair, I considered silently, something like that probably would have been a problem.  Not a big problem, I was pretty sure Eiko was right and Hiro would have been overjoyed to get a gift personalized towards his interests.  But Hiro would also have been likely to overthink it and read something negative into something that cheap too.  I didn’t think their current plans were all that healthy, they were definitely trying a little too hard.  But there was something to be said for giving it your all, at least when you could be confident the other person would respect that.

“You’re being awfully quiet there Mamoru,” Eiko noted.

“Just enjoying the leaves,” I replied with a quick start, not wanting to reveal my part in Hiro’s gift plans.

Eiko smirked, clearly thinking I was just trying to dodge trouble.  “Whatever.”

Despite that rowdy start, we really did calm down and fall silent again, take the time to enjoy the journey back to the train station.  The fall colors really were amazing.  And being there, with my friends, I really did want to savor the moment and the sensation, appreciate the transient beauty of it all.  Sure, we weren’t quiet the whole way.  Quick conversations would flare up for a few minutes then die down again as we hit a particularly impressive patch.  We had fun and enjoyed the day for what it was, we didn’t try to force it to be some sort of ‘perfect’ version of what we thought it would be (even though Himeko might have fallen into that trap if she’d been by herself).  We got back to the village, had some nice tea and regional snacks, and then took the train back to Tokyo.  All in all, as much as I hated to admit it, Himeko had been right and we had kind of needed that.  It had been a lovely and unique time out together as friends.  And that should have been the end of it.

Except…

***

“What the hell?” I muttered, none too softly, whipping my head around in surprise.

Himeko looked at me in concern, we were just getting off the train platform and she’d been asking me if I wanted a ride home.  But before I could answer there’d been a surge of something supernatural nearby.

I activated ‘mage sight’ and looked around, but was forced to look away, blinking away tears after a moment.  Something major was going down a block or three away, a flare of magic an order of magnitude or two greater than anything I’d have expected to encounter in Tokyo.  Whatever it was, this was impressive.

“Mamoru?” Himeko pressed gently.

Before I could decide whether to tell her to run or that we should try and get closer (probably run.  My warning bracelet was starting to twitch, and given that we were still blocks away from the center of the disturbance that was a bad sign) I was shocked for the second time in under a minute as I caught the effects of a spell spreading around us and my ‘mind shield’ precaution suddenly unfolded.

Himeko’s eyes blanked.  “We should get going,” she said, sounding almost brain dead as she ignored everything that had just happened and calmly turned to leave.

“Yes,” Eiko agreed, sounding equally empty and turning to join her without a word.

I looked at them, and the dozens of other people on the train platform silently mirroring their actions, in concern.  But, as I looked around, I spotted something off in the distance, a person standing just outside the train station proper.  Since they were the only person not simply turning to leave they drew my attention.  And when I got a look at them my panic level spiked even higher.

They were wearing a black suit.

I swallowed hard and very casually turned around so I was facing the same direction as everyone else.  Just keep walking I told myself very firmly, taking one nervous step and then placing one careful foot in front of the other as I struggled not to break into a run.  My warning bracelet seemed happy with my decision, its tempo started to decrease as I joined the mass of people moving in the opposite direction.  I carefully and calmly took my place amongst the throng, trying to place myself back with my friends as casually as possible.

It was nerve wracking enough.  But when a minute or so later I felt a sudden surge from Eiko’s ki, that shot my adrenalin up to a whole new level.

For a moment nothing happened.  Then the ki surged again, stabilizing around her head, and she shook herself.  “What the…” she muttered blurrily, shaking herself slightly as if she were just waking up.

My arm shot out, grabbed hers as she started to rub her eyes, and carefully pulled it back down to her side.  “Do nothing!” I hissed feelingly.

“Mamoru?” Eiko was still obviously a little confused.

“I mean it Eiko,” I hissed again, trying to keep quiet and not make any obvious movements.  I didn’t dare look around to see if there were any other black suits in the area.  There probably weren’t, not anyway nearby, but if we were the only two people in the building doing anything unusual we were going to stand out from an awfully long distance.  “We might be in deadly danger right now, follow everyone else’s lead and do not be the nail that stands up this time!”

Eiko looked around in confusion, and started to look a little freaked out, but nodded and settled down.  We calmly but slowly made our way outside, and then got in the waiting car out there.  Himeko had called earlier, and the Meikos had sent someone to pick her and Eiko up.  The driver was also starring into the distance silently and blankly.  Without a word, he calmly got into the car himself and started driving us away.

“Mamoru?” Eiko asked after a moment, starting to look a little panicked.

“Wait a little longer,” I told her, tight lipped as I stared intently at Himeko.  About a block later some expression started to seep back into her face.  Three more blocks after that she seemed to jerk slightly.

“I’m sorry about that, Mamoru,” she said, sounding mildly embarrassed, “I must be a little tired.  I seem to have blanked out there for a moment.”

“Hime- “ Eiko began, a mix of relief and worry still on her face.

“Quiet,” I commanded her firmly.  Then I turned to Himeko.  “Himeko, what’s the last thing you remember?”

“Mamoru?  Whatever do you mean?  I remember everything.”

“What are you talking about Hime!” Eiko almost exploded.  “It’s like you weren’t even there!  You were a zombie who was-“

“Quiet!” I reemphasized firmly again.  I then nodded in the direction of the driver.  He seemed to be coming out of it too, but without direct conversation and stimulus he was a little further behind Himeko.  And that was for the best.

I thought furiously for a moment, and then brought out my phone.  I typed out a message in the text function but carefully did NOT send it so there would hopefully be no trace of it out in the wider world.  This close to an active event there was too high a chance they might be monitoring things.  Especially for obvious keywords.

Eiko and Himeko leaned forward, curious and eager to find out what was going on, and read my message.

Congratulations.  You’ve just had your first meeting with the Men In Black.

I looked at them significantly, then calmly and deliberately erased the message.  First thing when I get home, I thought grimly, make sure I put a new mind shield back in place.
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“Wzywig?”

“What, really?” I asked, mildly surprised.

“Vzzt. Tilik soca.”

“Okay, I’ll take a look,” I replied, repositioning myself to the other side of the lab table. Once there I studied the plans and progress again, trying to see them with fresh eyes.

“No,” I told them after a minute’s thought, “the main sequence has to stand. And the whole thing just flows better here and here if that remains the same. I guess you’re right about how difficult it is to use, but if we try anything else the whole spell collapses. But you’ve definitely got a point about transmission,” I tapped the top of the rod thoughtfully. “This works. But even if the rest of it has to stay the same there’s got to be a better way to do it.”

“Izmph.”

“I’m open to suggestions.” That felt weird for me to say, but upon reflection I was glad to be able to say it.

Since I was talking I actually heard the knock, the sound of the door unlocking, and Himeko’s polite “I’m coming in” before she entered this time.

“Sorry, Mamoru,” she said, stepping briskly towards the table, “but I’ve got- Oh!” Himeko stopped in startlement as she got closer and saw the Little People were once again hard at work in the lab. I was a little surprised she was surprised this time, after getting to know me she’d made sure to look around upon entering the lab. But she’d missed the Little People with her first glance due to their smaller stature.

Himeko reminded me yet again why I liked her by changing direction in under a second. She quickly recomposed herself, bowed fairly deeply to the collection of beings on the table, and apologized. “I am sorry,” she said humbly, “I did not realize I was interrupting. Please continue.”

“Ada.”

Himeko cocked her head slightly for a moment but quickly covered it up.

“Don’t worry Himeko,” I reassured her. “This will only take a second.” I then turned back to the spokesperson. “We’re not in a hurry, and I don’t want to underestimate you guys. If you want to think it over and propose something else I’m alright with that, and I’ll see if something comes to mind in the meantime. Let’s give that section a few days then come back to it.”

“Ay.”

The little being nodded at me and then turned around to rejoin his fellows.

Himeko’s eyes burned with a dozen giddy questions but all she allowed herself to ask was “working on a new fishing rod Mamoru?”

I nodded. There were actually several projects contained in the large circle that encompassed the whole table, but the fishing rod was obviously the most prominent. “I’m trying something a little different,” I admitted. “I’m tweaking the spellwork a little for a new version and attempting to make a new rod that can switch between different metals.”

“Really? Something other than gold?”

I nodded. “There are a few other imperishable metals in the ocean. Now that I’ve had so much success with gold I figured I’d look into a few of the other useful ones, primarily platinum and titanium.”

Before she could even say it, I hurriedly added. “And yes, I know you could just buy those for me. You still might have to. But this will be a good experiment, see if it’s really possible or practical.”

“Just so long as you’re not stuck on that idea,” Himeko demurred, seemingly satisfied I wasn’t being too stubborn.

“I’m not,” I reassured her. “For all I know this won’t work or it will only grab a hundredth of the mass I’d get of gold for the same amount of power. It’s worth trying, especially since I’ve got an eye on creating pollution filters using these principles in the future. But it’s not something I’m going to bet on. Besides, at this point I doubt I’ll even get to the ocean before it’s too cold and too suspicious for me to be out there!” It was already getting a little too chilly and nasty for a guy of my size to be standing around and ‘casually’ fishing for hours at a time. Not impossibly so, but if something went wrong with this idea I didn’t want to risk a malfunction attracting even more attention! Nor did I want to catch a nasty cold at this time of my life! After years worth of planning I wasn’t keen to throw a wrench into the works by getting sick during entrance exams season. Pretty soon fishing was going to be on hold.

“That seems like bad timing,” Himeko noted sympathetically. Her eyes sparked though, clearly amused by the oddly banal turn the conversation was taking while a dozen Little People carried out various tasks on the table in front of us. “It would appear you’re getting a new fishing rod just in time to wait a couple of months for spring.”

“More or less,” I smiled wryly. “But I’m in no hurry. And it’s better for all of us to take our time rather than trying to rush it out and force a day or two of fishing.”

We fell silent for a few moments. I didn’t deliberately try to drag it out, but Himeko wasn’t too subtle as she finally went “So…?” while glancing at the scene playing out in front of us leadingly.

“Sorry,” I sighed, “it’s a little hard to explain.”

Himeko snorted in amusement, barely managing to hold in a quick burst of laughter, and looked off to the side. Maybe I should get her a fan for Christmas, I reflected, some sort of prop she could more easily use to cover up her face whenever I do something like that. That one’s not on my top 10 list of dumb things I’ve ever said, but it’s still up there.

“They came to me,” I added hastily, only adding to my slightly bumbling impression.

“Mamoru,” Himeko’s tone was serious but her eyes sparkled, “I’m not going to have lecture you about the dangers of being too sympathetic, am I? You can’t just take in every freeloader and sob story out there.”

Said the woman that puts up with how many damaged people in her entourage? My baser instincts shot back instantly. I didn’t say it out loud though. Not when it wasn’t the whole truth and I was one of those damaged people.

“It’s not that. Well, it is a little…”

Himeko now looked genuinely concerned, even if it wasn’t much. “Mamoru…”

“No! not like that,” I protested, glancing sideways at the Little People. They were doing their best to ignore us and keep working, but I was sure they were still listening and I didn’t want to insult them.

“I’ll believe you,” Himeko noted frankly. “After all the times you’ve told us about your family doubting your judgement, that they worried you were letting other people take advantage of you, I’ll grant you the respect of not assuming that’s the case here. But you’re not doing a good job of selling that.”

Aagh, I thought in disgust. It wasn’t like she was wrong, but it was still frustrating to admit it. I took a deep breath and tried again, striving to be calm and clear this time.

“Sho-uk and his clan here encountered a little trouble,” I continued more normally. I immediately flubbed it as I added. “Well, sort of. The trouble wasn’t really with this clan, it was with another clan of Little People somewhere else in the city.”

I paused but Himeko was used to my less than brilliant explanations by now and merely nodded. “Continue.”

“Okay, try to remember I’m getting some of this second-hand and the Little People don’t want to reveal certain things. That’s why all the details on this other clan are fuzzy, Sho-uk’s clan is willing to trust me a little. The other clan is not, and want as much kept secret as possible so Sho-uk’s not going to violate their trust by telling me.”

“Ay,” Sho-uk himself noted from further down the table, verifying that they were still listening.

Himeko concealed her surprise at his speaking again and merely nodded.

“Well, this other clan apparently got their home destroyed somehow. I got the impression it was due to construction but that might just be me reading too much into things. Anyway, the other clan had to move. And since they’re a bigger clan, and Sho-uk and his people were known to be a little more prosperous since they had that deal with me a few months ago, they were targeting Sho-uk’s home.”

That startled Himeko. She opened her mouth but caught herself before saying anything more than “that’s bar-“, probably not wanting to be accidentally rude to the Little People.

“It’s a matter of life or death Himeko,” I said apologetically. “It’s not just about living space, it’s about mana. The Little People need mana to remain healthy and survive, especially now that December’s almost here. They couldn’t just move into any old spot, they needed somewhere that could provide a decent amount of mana too. And a spot that’s warm, concealed, safe, and mana secure is a pretty hard thing to find in Tokyo.”

“I can see that,” Himeko said with a respectful nod of her head towards the little people.

I’m not sure you can, I thought, tempted to expound on the idea a little bit. One of the other implications involved in Tokyo being generally mana poor was that most of the high points were already taken in some way. Sure, it was usually just by spirits or similarly weak beings, existences that probably couldn’t pose a real threat to a human unless you really pressed them. It was the equivalent of feral cats being able to live off the land in Tokyo, not lions. But relatively weak beings like the Little People had to find places that were weak enough to be unoccupied while still being strong enough to sustain them. All while balancing the many physical threats and difficulties Tokyo posed.

I decided Himeko didn’t need me to lecture her for days on the subject, especially when half of my ‘knowledge’ was speculative, and moved on. “Well, the Little People aren’t barbarians. They didn’t want to hurt each other if they didn’t have to. Neither side wanted to fight, but their old home couldn’t have supported everyone and trying to leave the city and reestablish themselves in the country would probably have killed even more of them in the end.”

“They could do that?” Himeko interrupted me in surprise. “Leave the city I mean? I’d have thought it was…” she hesitated a moment, stuck on a polite way to put it.

I gave her a small smile. “You’re not entirely wrong, but I don’t think you’re giving them enough credit, Himeko. The size and mana problems are big obstacles, there’s no getting around that. They’re surprisingly mobile for their size, but I get the feeling they usually don’t go much further than a block or two away from their homes if they can help it. But these aren’t some sort of ignorant humans from hundreds of years ago, these are intelligent beings that have lived in Tokyo for generations. They’d take a train.”

Himeko opened her mouth and looked at me skeptically, but I’d stunned her so much that nothing came out.

“Alright, I’m guessing,” I admitted ruefully, “they haven’t actually verified that yet and I don’t think they’re going to volunteer the details. But don’t think that small means helpless. It would have been difficult, dangerous, and probably killed more of them than I like to think of, but they could have quietly snuck aboard a train or truck leaving the city and used that as their means of transport.” Trying to cross the whole of Tokyo, braving weather, crowds, and lack of mana, would have been impossibly epic at their size. Quietly subverting a human invention was another thing entirely. Something that would take the trip from ‘walking from here to London’ to merely ‘climb to the top of Mount Everest’.

“Still, that wasn’t a good idea,” I said more seriously, “some of them might have made it, but they’d have lost a lot of elders and children in the process. And then they’d have needed to find and set up a home in the wilderness. So the two clans worked out a deal. The other clan got Sho-uk’s old home and his clan decided to play the odds and throw themselves at my mercy.”

Himeko tilted her head from one side to the other a few times, clearly thinking that through. “I don’t want to go back to thinking you’re a sucker Mamoru,” she said frankly. “But…”

“But they weren’t taking too big a chance,” I admitted ruefully, able to read her politely underplayed implications. “Yeah, we’re working out the details of a deal. They don’t particularly want to be indebted to me, not indefinitely at least, and I don’t want the responsibility and stress of taking care of them long term. But for the moment I’m sheltering them at my home and providing them with mana while they work for me.”

“You do know the old adage about there being nothing more permanent than a temporary solution, right?” Himeko asked cautiously.

“Yes, but in this case we’re both taking care not to get too comfortable,” I said hurriedly. “The Little People are currently hiding in the apartment’s airducts, and that’s not a comfortable fit for anyone. Neither is the hunting situation. The ducts and I are enough to provide warmth, space, and mana for the winter but there’s no way for them to make it comfortable enough for the long term.”

“Hunting situation?” Himeko tilted her head slightly, obviously not having expected that particular wrinkle either.

I shrugged. “They’re hunter gatherers, Himeko. But for food and materials they prefer to hunt down rats and mice. There’s plenty of stuff they can get from humans, but the combination of difficulty and danger means they have to hunt for most of their food themselves. Well, usually. Right now I’m providing them with some.”

“Mamoru,” this time Himeko allowed herself a sigh and held her forehead for a moment before raising her head again to face me. “you’re providing them free food as well, and you honestly think they’re just going to easily move on in a few months?”

From further up the table Sho-uk put in an annoyed “atanacus, tai! Kineesh, uo!”

“They have their pride,” I reported back. “They’re not happy with the situation as is, and would prefer to be hunting even now. Unfortunately, the fact that they’re multiple floors above the ground, and our apartment complex doesn’t have a vermin problem, kind of limits their options.” I paused for a moment as a thought struck me. “I suppose I could take a hunting party down in the morning and then try to pick them up again when I came home…”

“Vsigig, shunen eek. Esak?”

“No, you’re right. I barely know how you guys are doing everything and even I can see half a dozen problems with that.” It was possible, but there was practically no safety margin in that method and I was trying not to get the Little People killed.

Himeko looked between me and Sho-uk again and asked. “Mamoru? How do you know their language? Are you translating with a spell?”

“Hm? No, it’s just Japanese.”

Himeko’s disbelieving look spoke volumes.

“It’s a heavily accented dialect of Japanese,” I corrected myself quickly, “and he’s… I’m not sure how to put it. Basically, he’s using a bit of mana to project his voice so we can hear him so clearly despite the size and distance. But his methodology means that… it’s like…”

“It’s that bad?” Himeko asked in surprise.

“No. It’s just that I’ve never thought about it before. He’s using a touch of mana to carry his voice. But a lot of the words are getting… subsumed into the mana for a lack of a better term. I don’t have a problem picking up on them since I’m mana sensitive and it’s second nature for me, especially since the other half are pretty easy and give me a good framework. For you, it’s probably like listening to something on headphones where every other syllable switches between different earbuds but one of them is broken. When you combine that with their accent it’s no wonder you can’t make it out.”

“See? That was a much more easily understandable explanation than usual. You are getting better.”

“Huh,” I couldn’t remember the last time someone had said that. I made a note to remember that particular explanation.

I then went on to ruin it by going even further. “It’s an efficient method,” I continued heedlessly, “incredibly so. It gives the Little People incredible value in terms of power used versus effect. I’m not doing it justice with that simple explanation; this is one of those things like finding out how amazing the physics are for insect winged flight. It’s somewhere between a natural adaptation and whistling, it’s kind of fascinating in and of itself.”

“Uh huh,” Himeko responded tolerantly.

I flushed. “Right. Too much.”

Himeko did me the favor of not rubbing it in. Instead she asked, “hypothetically, and I am not promising anything here, would my home be a good spot for them?” She quickly added. “I’m not volunteering yet, I certainly don’t know enough about this, but before I insensitively refuse to consider it I figured I should ask.”

I sucked in a breath between my teeth. It was an even more awkward question than she realized. “It’s… not the worst place in Tokyo for them…” I said slowly.

“But not really suitable, got it,” Himeko nodded decisively, trying to spare me any embarrassment.

“It’s not that!” I said quickly. “In a lot of ways the Meiko estate would be great for them. But the downsides…” I shook my head, trying to figure out where even to start.

“Nisoka?” Sho-uk inquired.

“Well, the freestanding mana’s great, good but not too good,” I told him. The slowly trickling ley-line through the estate provided a lot of mana over time but wasn’t that good for anyone’s immediate mana needs. It would be more than they could handle and hold under normal circumstances, but not by too much.

“But I don’t think we’d want to deal with the complications,” I continued. “The Meikos take security and maintenance pretty seriously, both inside and outside the grounds. Then there’s the artificiality factor, and the sheer number of herbicides and pesticides they use.”

Sho-uk wrinkled his nose. I was slandering the Meikos a little with that one, they were relatively efficient in their use of artificial support. Not enough so that my grandmother would approve, they could have been using much less if they’d been as attentive and efficient as Grandma Kanoko, but they weren’t dumping barrel after barrel of stuff all over their lawn either. They were prioritizing appearance and face over the environment though, and the chemical concentrations were several times that of your average city park or back garden. Not your preferred conditions if you were the size and body mass of a Little Person.

“Then there’s the kami situation- “ I said sheepishly.

“Hoo uk! Da na!” Sho-uk turned away in disgust, making his opinion clear.

“Excuse me?” Himeko sounded mostly calm, but I could tell she was a little affronted.

“It’s a long story and I don’t have all the details,” I rubbed the back of my neck. “As a general rule: the Little People don’t get along too well with active kami and try to stay out of their territories.”

Himeko didn’t seem to know what to make of that. “But… they’re here now,” she noted, allowing me to see more confusion than normal.

I shrugged. “I don’t know what to tell you. It seems to be more of a guideline than a rule, from what little I understand there’s the occasional clan that’s allied with the exceptional kami and share the same territory. And it doesn’t seem like it’s some sort of ‘kill on sight’ animosity. But the two sides try to keep interactions to a minimum and avoid each other.”

“Indeed,” Sensei-san broke in unexpectedly, speaking through the magatama. “Their presence is uncomfortable. It feels somewhat like a tickle or an itch. I do no mind it in moderation, it is a good exercise in discipline. But over the long term I would either break down or feel compelled to scratch.”

“Huh. Interesting,” I noted absently. Some sort of effect of their minimal supernatural nature? Especially given how physical they are and how the kami have a physical component too?  The Little People barely used any mana, but it was there. And if they felt like small splinters or sand in the body of a kami that would go a long way to explaining the adverse reactions. Probably splinters, if splinters fell out on their own more often. Something you’d prefer to leave alone if it was only going to be short term, but for long term you’d dig it out even if it was in deep.

“I think you should avoid taking them to school too often Mamoru,” Himeko noted a little more seriously than I’d have expected. She then frowned. “They also have to be violating the rules some way.”

I started to object, then thought about that for a moment. “Probably,” I admitted, “they really are visitors I’ve brought in without permission.”

Himeko had obviously been thinking along other lines, but did stop to seriously reconsider my suggestion.

“Sensei-san?” I addressed the air. “Are you going to be alright with me bringing them along for the occasional visit? I don’t want to stress you out too much, but it is for the best they have some access to work around here on occasion.”

I got the impression of some pensive brooding from the school’s kami for several moments. They obviously weren’t happy. But, like they said, the problem was more an annoyance than a danger or terrible inconvenience so they seemed not to want to seem too weak or sensitive either.

“I suppose they’re fine, in moderation,” Sensei-san finally replied, a touch of annoyance in their tone. “But do not make a habit of it, I cannot predict what I would do.”

“Fair. And thank you,” I replied, bowing deeply in the general direction of his focus.

“Do you really need them?” Himeko asked, sounding more curious than anything else.

“Need? No. Are they really useful for some projects? Yes,” I answered instantly. “Seriously Himeko, these guys are a miniaturized but highly skilled construction crew. In another ten years I’d probably be putting in some major work to recruit them more permanently. Right now they’re inconvenient and I won’t have enough work for them, but if they were looking for a more long term deal I’d still have given serious thought to it as an investment in the future.”

It would have been a slightly stupid and overly optimistic plan though. Thinking I knew what I’d need in the future and supporting them for all the time from now until then would have been a mistake. All the wasted resources, risks, and distractions… there was a reason I was glad they weren’t thinking along those lines. Himeko wasn’t wrong to worry about me being a sucker.

“Well, you’re not wrong about that,” Himeko looked at the Little People in a new light. “I was coming in here to give you a list of your December chores.”

“December chores?” I asked in confusion.

Himeko smiled gently. “The Choral Club’s doing another concert. And given how popular they were last time the Tea Ceremony Club and Cooking Club are also going to be doing some additions on Christmas. Plus the Gardening Club was going to put on a little Christmas themed display this year. You’re doing a lot of safety checks and a couple of odd jobs this time.”

Damn, I thought with a small sigh. I didn’t mind too much, that was the deal, but that was going to cut into my lab time a bit. Especially with end of term and entrance exams right around the corner. I might not have crammed as much as others, but even I was going to make sure to put in a little extra studying time.

Himeko smiled sympathetically. “The good news is that the Engineering Club is handling the sound for the Choral Club this year, you just have the final tune up and safety check.”

Despite everything I couldn’t help but smirk a little. “The whole Club? Or just Ishida Kenji?”

Himeko’s smirk was smaller and more sophisticated, but no less amused. “I do believe he is taking the lead on that, yes.”

We both glanced at each other and smiled.

“But you are still going to have to put in some work,” Himeko continued more normally, “while Ishida might go all out to impress his lady, I doubt he’s perfect. Or has your advantages. And I thought the Little People might serve as one of those advantages.”

Now it was my turn to turn around and consider the Little People in a different way.

“Probably not,” I said judiciously, “I’ve done fine so far by myself and I don’t see the risk versus necessity of that being a good idea. But it’s worth keeping in mind. I can definitely see situations coming up where they might be the best option.”

Sho-uk looked up at me curiously. “Na?”

“Untangling wires and doing work in hard-to-reach places where we’d have to dismantle a bunch of things that were already working fine in order to get to what we wanted,” I explained to him. “Not something I’m going to risk carrying you around all the time for, but definitely a case where I might make a quick trip back to the lab to recruit some of you if you were already here.”

Sho-uk looked seemed to look thoughtful for a moment then simply shrugged (a surprisingly human gesture) “aita.”

Honestly, I was missing the occasional word to that accent alone! And between my previous life and dealing with my Taito cousins for so many years I was more familiar with how accents worked than the average person (trust me, when drunken dwarves slur their words in a second language it gets interesting). I was usually able to pick out the meaning from context even when I missed the word, like then, but it was no wonder Himeko couldn’t understand them.

Himeko just watched them for a few moments and then shook her head. “I guess I want them to be more than they are,” she admitted. “Something more magical and amazing everywhere.”

“Well, don’t underestimate them,” I said judiciously. I was trying to balance a little annoyance as that statement pushed my ‘magic is not special’ button hard. “They’re intelligent and skilled little craftsmen who can work on a scale much smaller than humans can usually manage. I don’t think I can overstate how useful and powerful that is. But there are definite risks and practical limits to that as well, and that’s even if they were slavishly devoted to me and willing to follow my every command. Even the apparently suicidal ones.”

I got the feeling Sho-uk and a few others snorted in amusement at that comment. But this time they did not broadcast it to us bigger folk so it might just have been my imagination.

“Which is not the case,” I continued, just to be clear. “But make no mistake, if you didn’t have a kami around the estate a small team of Little People could turn your home into a living hell, with or without magic. If they didn’t mind the risk of exposure.”

“That’s one of the things that I was worried about,” Himeko confessed. “That this was somehow connected to the Bureau in some way and that’s why you were so willing to help them.”

“Not… quite,” I answered slowly. I expanded on that before Himeko prompted me for once. “I don’t think they’re connected with that incident in any way. But I kind of felt a little more sympathy for them, and wanted to work a little faster on a few projects, after that incident.”

Himeko and I exchanged a glance, clearly both remembering what had happened on Sunday.

***

Back then…

After we’d returned to the Meikos, Eiko had dragged us all up to Himeko’s room. That had been kind of a shock, and I think only my reluctance on the matter had kept the other Meiko employees we’d encountered from protesting. I’m still not sure they could have gotten me into Himeko’s bedroom without physically pulling me in under normal circumstances, and various Meiko staff members had given me some unfriendly glances, but after the Men In Black incident I’d been feeling a little jumpy and reluctant to leave my friends.

(Ironically, as it turned out, Himeko’s bedroom had been a little bit boring. Absolutely ginormous of course, nearly the size of our whole apartment. And the four-poster bed had been notable. But apart from that it had lacked a little character. It was there, Himeko wasn’t quashing everything in her mostly private space. But it was something you had to look a little closer to see as she kept it slightly concealed. And I hadn’t had the time or freedom to go digging around to find it all.)

“Eiko, what are you doing?” Himeko asked cautiously.

“Phoning Master Tai,” she muttered seriously. “We need absolute privacy. Give me a second here.”

I blinked as I finally realized the importance of what she was doing. Calling Master Tai up was a big move, one that wasn’t done lightly. She didn’t even keep the number in her phone, she was doing it out of memory.

By that time the phone had been ringing. “Sensei?” she said into the phone. “We need a word with you immediately. So long as it’s not dangerous. Use the burner phone.” She waited a few moments, apparently for a confirmation, then hung up.

“I assume he’s got something similar to me and the psychic kids?” I asked after a moment.

“More than one,” Eiko said seriously as she dug around for a second phone. “Stuff that’ll be absolutely safe, but only for one call because it’s going to set off all sorts of alarms with a lot of people.”

I didn’t say anything. It was something I already knew and the fact that Eiko was repeating it might have been a strong indication of how freaked out she was. Or just that she was worried I was freaked out and forgetting stuff.

(I was a little curious just how it worked though. I strongly suspected a Meiko family bribe and/or sabotage at some level was involved so that they could still use the official systems, even if only once per phone, with no tracing or monitoring whatsoever. Maybe a virus or piece of hardware quietly installed into the phone system itself?)

Before I could get too caught up in that, Eiko’s other phone rang. She answered it instantly. “Hello? I’m going to put you on speaker Master Tai, Himeko and Mamoru are here too.”

She did so instantly, just in time for Master Tai’s urgently concerned voice to sound through the phone. “All three of you? Eiko, what just happened?”

We were silent for a moment. Then Eiko noted. “I’m not quite sure. I think Mamoru knows best. Mamoru?”

Oh sure! Thanks for that! “Uh… hello Master Tai,” I said awkwardly.

“Master Matsuda. Am I needed?”

“Uh… I’m not sure exactly. I don’t think so. But Himeko and Eiko just had their first encounter with the Men In Black.”

“Men in black?” Master Tai sounded confused for a moment. Then he sucked in a quick breath. “The Bureau.”

“That’s what I’ve heard them referred to as, yes,” I said awkwardly.

“Are you three alright?” Master Tai asked urgently.

“Yes. I don’t think they spotted us, we were peripheral to something else going on downtown.”

“Meiko-san should be alright thanks to her rank,” Master Tai mused, still sounding concerned but also a little more thoughtful as he processed the details and talked it out. “I don’t think they’d risk a fight with the Meikos unless they had to. But I’m not sure how they'd rate Eiko. And as for you Master Matsuda…”

“Yeah, I’m not in a hurry to find out either,” I replied.

“Master Tai,” Himeko interjected a little grumpily. “Who are these people? Why are you all acting so strange? All I know is that I seem to be missing a few minutes of my life and everyone around me is acting weird, could you please explain?”

Thank you! I thought with overwhelming gratitude. Finally someone asks! I hadn’t wanted to reveal any ignorance so I hadn’t been speaking up in front of Master Tai.

“We don’t entirely know, Himeko-san,” Master Tai replied a little more formally. “I’m not sure who does. Some people out there probably do, I suspect some of the other Masters know much more than I do. But if they revealed that information carelessly, and the Bureau found out, I’m pretty sure they and the person they spoke to would disappear.”

Himeko looked notably taken aback at his phrasing.

“The Bureau is Japan’s official organization for dealing with abnormal weirdness. Spirits, ghosts, magic, anything that a skeptical person would laugh at taking to a regular branch of the government falls to them. Only they’re secret, so no one knows much.”

“We’ve mentioned them before Himeko,” I reminded her gently. “Remember the conversation with the psi kids?”

“That’s them?” Himeko seemed even more taken aback. I suspected she’d been underestimating them, or wondering if we were just paranoid, or maybe overstating the matter in the past. Given how speculative we’d been, and how hooked in the Meikos were to so much of the government, I supposed that made sense.

“It’s complicated,” Master Tai said shortly. “Most everyone on our side of the fence keeps their distance from the Bureau, it's why we call them that. I’ve heard a few theories about what their real title is, but I don’t know anyone who'd actually swear to know their name. And they seem to prefer it that way.”

Himeko was recovering and looking thoughtful. “Please refresh my memory, Mamoru,” she asked politely. “What did you tell me last time?”

I was saved from embarrassing myself in front of Master Tai by him cutting in. “I probably know more than Master Matsuda, the Bureau is more tolerant of ki masters than mages.”

“Please,” I said gratefully, trying to pretend I wasn’t listening intently.

“The Bureau is scary, and no one wants to deal with them lightly, but we don’t think they’re some sort of evil conspiracy.  Yet in some ways, they’re worse.  They work with the government, and they’re all about maintaining the status quo.”

I was tempted to interrupt there, wondering if that was confirmed or just speculative, but reluctantly held my tongue.

“They’re a major part of keeping some of the supernatural weirdness from the general public.”

“Yeah,” Eiko broke in, “I wondered why more people didn’t know by now!”

Master Tai chuckled unexpectedly. “I said part,” he noted a little more warmly, amused by his student. “They don’t really have to do that much. Seriously Eiko: inertia, fakes, embarrassment, skepticism, and the fact there isn't much real magic out there do a lot more than them. You might have a slightly skewed view of the world since one of your best friends is a mage. In reality that’s a lot like Himeko’s life being skewed because she’s a Meiko, a normal person isn’t going to encounter nearly that much.”

That gave me pause. Huh. I suppose that’s accurate in a way. By Earth standards I’m almost as rich in magic as Himeko is in money. I suspected that was stretching it a whole lot, ratio wise at least. But on the other hand, if we were talking about how both of us were in the top 1% of the 1% of the 1% of our respective brackets… I probably need to add another 1% or so for Himeko, I added skeptically. Still, the point had merit.

“The Bureau just stands as a big stick to keep any of us from being too showy,” Master Tai continued, “and sweep any official evidence under the rug.”

“They seem to do more than that,” I added abruptly. “They were up to something today. Or at least involved with it. And they didn’t want anyone watching so they deployed a wide range aversion spell to send everyone away from the area.”

“You might need to give me a few more details, Master Matsuda,” Master Tai asked respectfully. “I didn't understand that.”

“Simply,” Eiko cut in abruptly.

I bit my tongue and spoke slowly and carefully. “They used a very big, very powerful, but very simple spell to make sure no one knew what they were doing today.”

“Mamoru dodged it,” Eiko confirmed. “But it hit Himeko and me, along with everyone else in the area. I broke out of it after a minute, but it was freaky as hell.”

“Oh?” Master Tai sounded mildly impressed. “You managed to stay aware enough to perform a crown surge after being caught? Nice work.”

Eiko actually blushed a little. “Thanks.”

“This isn’t the first time I’ve seen the Bureau do something like this,” I said after a moment. “Last time was to give them some privacy for handling a nasty spirit but I wasn’t going to stick around to look at what they were doing this time. It could have been more of the same, but it could have been something more sinister.”

Master Tai was silent for a moment before speaking again. “I wouldn’t be too paranoid Master Matsuda,” he answered respectfully. “There are a lot of mysteries surrounding the Bureau, but I don't think they're evil. But I do think that you should keep your distance. The Bureau's shown a degree of tolerance and willingness to look the other way when it comes to ki masters. There are even rumors that some of us have more direct contact with the Bureau. But more than one psychic or magic user has disappeared under mysterious circumstances when the Bureau is around.”

Both Himeko and Eiko had looked towards me in concern. “That’s not happening!” the Meiko heiress declared firmly.

“Do not be too worried, Himeko-san,” Master Tai said a little more gently. “It's mostly just rumors. Some of them are probably false and I know of Bureau apologists who claim the Bureau was simply there to catch the beings who were responsible for the original disappearance. Or that the mages in question had slipped to the dark side and the Bureau was merely taking care of them before we could. I think Master Matsuda should keep his distance but I don't know there’s actually a problem here.”

Yeah, because no one’s dumb enough to volunteer as a test subject! I thought feelingly. I knew it wasn’t strictly logical, I had basically zero evidence one way or the other. But I’d have deployed a hell of a lot of heavy magic rather than let myself, Saori, or any of the psi kids into this Bureau’s clutches.

“More importantly, you shouldn't get involved, even if something does happen,” Master Tai said a lot more seriously. “While we don’t know the extent of their abilities we do know the Bureau uses supernatural weapons and techniques. Given how determined they seem to be to keep the supernatural under wraps your wealth and rank wouldn't matter too much. Try to stay away from them, and do not let yourself get drawn into this conflict no matter what happens!”

Master Tai’s concerned, I thought, vaguely shocked. It wasn’t like he was trying to hide it, but he was very worried about what might happen to Himeko if she stepped into that sort of fight. He was trying not to frighten us, trying to make sure we didn’t go off half-cocked when he wasn’t there to stop us, but underneath all of that he was very worried. The implications of that threw a bucket of cold water over all of us.

***

Back in the present I looked away first. “Anyway, I don’t think it’s affecting my judgement when it comes to the Little People,” I said awkwardly. “If anything, they’re a little reassuring on that subject. They might be pretty closemouthed with me about a lot of topics but there’s obviously a grapevine through the various clans. If this Bureau was going around hunting them down or something I’m pretty sure they’d have mentioned it.” Also, the Little People themselves kind of underline Master Tai’s point about how I’m warping Eiko’s and Himeko’s perspectives I thought with a mental shrug. This wasn’t a scene or situation you were normally going to encounter in your life, even if you were aware of the supernatural!

“That sounds a little bit specious Mamoru,” Himeko said with a small shake of her head. “Also: not paranoid. And therefore somewhat unlike you.”

Ouch. True, but ouch. “Well, it’s not like I can do anything about this,” I replied with forced humor. “So, I’ve decided to put it out of my mind and stay positive for once. There’s nothing to consider here, it’s not like I’m going to go on the offensive against the Bureau in any way, shape, or form. So I’m just going to have to accept they're out there, and keep my head down. If they’re letting other supernatural forces like the Little People exist peacefully I should be safe so long as I don’t cause any trouble.”

“Really?” Himeko crossed her arms in front of her and didn’t bother to hide the skepticism.

“Really.”

Neither of us mentioned the obvious. My current trajectory had to eventually bring us into conflict. An organization dedicated to keeping the supernatural quiet was not going to have much truck with an idealistic young scientist dedicated to bringing magic back into general awareness. Sooner or later, the Bureau and I were going to clash.
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I opened the door to our apartment and was immediately greeted with the sounds of laughter, the feeling of warmth, and the smell of good food.

I was instantly on guard.

There was a moment of surprise and then my mother cheerfully called out “Mamoru-chan!  Welcome home!  Come in, come in!  I didn’t expect you yet, did clubs finish up early?”

I took one overly cautious step in, then another.  As I carefully began to take off my shoes I noticed just how many other pairs were in our little alcove.  A sideways glance over the apartment confirmed she was hosting eight guests.

“Not exactly,” I replied cautiously, unsure of how to proceed, especially with that little setup.  “They ran a little late actually, they’re usually ending a little earlier now that we’re in exam season.  Most of them anyways.  But by the time I was finished with a safety check for the Tea Ceremony Club it was a little too late for me to start work on anything else so I came home early.”

“What’s this Chiho-san?” one slightly older looking man asked with a grin.  “I thought you said your son was in Engineering Club, not Tea?”

He looked a like he’d already had a little bit of cheer already, none of the other people in the apartment dared say anything to my mother and were avoiding meeting her eyes.  She meanwhile was shooting me a fierce look that said ‘fix this!’

Ah fuck, she’s been manipulating the truth to her advantage again, I thought with a touch of fear.  Not that it was any surprise, it was a fairly common thing for her to do.  Especially when it was implications and not quite lies (where do you think I got some of my habits from?) But it was the first time I’d seen it literally come to rest on my doorstep.

“Not quite,” I answered the man as smoothly as I could manage.  “Technically I’m in a weird position with the Student Council.  I’m their designated safety and tech guy, I look over the other Clubs’ setups and equipment before they do anything unusual and make sure there are no problems.”

I didn’t know if I should be worried about all the ‘ahs’ and ‘of course’ comments I was hearing around the edges.  Apparently it was shocking that a son of my mother’s would be in something as old fashioned and slow as the Tea Ceremony Club.  My explanation (such as it was) made a lot more sense to everybody!

“Yes,” my mother said smoothly, “it’s such an unusual position I have trouble keeping it straight.  What’s your official title again Mamoru-chan?”

I fought down the temptation to frown or roll my eyes, probably only managing to keep a straight face because of the competing impulses.  I wasn’t sure if my mother had actually forgotten (dismissing it as mostly unimportant) or if this was just an attempt to subtly brag about me (thereby boosting her status) but make it seem a little more reasonable by having it come out of my mouth instead of hers.

“Officially I’m supposed be the ‘Student Council Science Advisor’… or something to that effect,” I answered, trying to balance honesty, embarrassment, and pleasing my landlady.  I couldn’t help but add.  “I think the title’s supposed to be a little uncertain and pretentious, giving me a little authority without giving me too much authority if you get my drift.  The Student Council wanted me to take care of a lot of technical stuff and I needed some sort of rank, but they didn’t want to make me one of their top officers either.  And they certainly didn’t want to risk me going around and actually doing something on my own!”

At first I was worried that had come out garbled.  I was then increasingly worried when there were even more nods, ‘ahs’, and ‘of course’s coming from around the room after that explanation!  After a few moments I realized they figured I was taking after my mother, being a go-getter for the council enough to earn something… but not a true seat at the table.

That… actually would fit, I reflected after a few moments, mildly amused and disturbed by that thought.  Amused since that wasn’t really what was happening (at least, under Himeko.  In retrospect I wondered if that had been a factor in Yamamoto’s decisions).  Disturbed because it was so close to my parents’ situation and probably another reason some of my other relatives had been so concerned.

“Well you should have phoned or messaged me ahead of time,” my mother chided me mildly.  “We’re having one of our usual team get-togethers today and I could have warned you.”

I barely kept the incredulous expression off my face.  Since when?!  I screamed internally as she implied that my checking up with her like that was a usual procedure or her having people over was some sort of regular thing.  Occasionally inviting a boss and/or maybe their spouse over, that had certainly happened before.  I think one time we’d actually had three guests at once when it was a boss, spouse, and important guest from a different branch combo.  But today was the most people we’d ever had in the apartment at once!

(The back of my brain paused, did some mental arithmetic, and nodded.  Yes, that one occasion with all four grandparents, Aunt and Uncle Kanoko, and my father only added up to seven other people.  I wasn’t exaggerating for dramatic effect.)

I bit all that down and tightly replied “of course.”

My mother sighed.  “Ah well, it’s my fault too.  I was so focused on everyone else and making sure everything was in order that I forgot to warn you either.  I simply assumed we’d be done long before you’re back.”

She was exaggerating her thoughtfulness and maternal habits, but she wasn’t wrong.  Which reminded me.  “Did you warn father?  Should we be expecting him?” I asked, trying to warn her at the same time as inquiring.

“He’s too busy with some of his colleagues tonight,” she replied with a small nod.  “Sadly, he doesn’t think he’ll be joining us.”

Right, implying she contacted him when she really hasn’t, I thought cynically as I decoded what she’d actually said with the long experience of someone else who would let other people assume things rather than lying.  Well, I hoped she was right and he wasn’t about to make it an even bigger problem by walking in.

I took another look around the apartment.  It was probably the brightest I’d ever seen it, we rarely had more than two or three lights active at the same time but for this gathering everything had been turned on.  I could see why, the place actually looked a little cheery when it was filled with people and well lit.  But with eight other people it was also starting to get a little full so I mentally sighed, said “I understand, sorry to have interrupted everything tonight.  I’ll head out and grab something for later,” then turned around to leave.

“Nonsense,” my mother said a little too quickly, “I’m hardly going to kick you out of your own home Chibi.”

Chibi? I thought incredulously, barely managing to keep a straight face.  I don’t think she’d ever used that term for me in my life, and I could barely believe she’d managed to do it (almost) normally now.  A few of the guests snickered around the edges at the incongruity of it.  But, ironically, it was so big and ridiculous a lie that it seemed like the majority of them were willing to buy it just because the only thing stupider than it being the truth would be making it up.

Of course, I could see more than a few beer and wine bottles on the table.  That probably helped too.

And the deception continued.  “What sort of mother would I be if I sent you away without dinner now?  Especially after bringing home so much special food for my coworkers.”

The same sort you’ve been all this time?  I added mentally.  Out loud I went “and what sort of son would I be if I got in my mother’s way?  Don’t worry, one advantage of being home early is that it will be easy for me to go out and grab something.  It’s not a problem and I don’t want to distract you from your coworkers.”

My mother’s expression grew surprisingly vexed.  “Matsuda Mamoru,” she commanded in a firm voice.  “I cannot have you suffering because of me.  Come in and sit down for a while.”

Uh, what?  “Well,” I said cautiously, “I’m not going to object to a good meal if you insist.  But I doubt your colleagues need me hanging over their shoulders like a lead weight.  I can just collect something, go to my room and- “

“Sit,” my mother commanded, eyes flashing.

I glanced around the room and suppressed a groan as it clicked.  Ah fuck, she has to prove to them she’s a good mother or in a stable family somehow.  And this is how she figures she should do it.  It wasn’t totally nonsensical; I could see why kicking out your son to have a staff party wasn’t a great look.  But it seemed to me that being forced to sit in on this situation was asking for trouble.

Fortunately, with that many people in an apartment the ‘don’t notice me’ talisman was back in play.  There were enough targets around to confuse and distract people, so long as I was careful.  I cautiously crept in, took as much food as I dared, and tried to surreptitiously edge off into a corner of the room.  Thankfully, everyone seemed to be interested in appearing as team players so they tried to cluster closer to each other and the table.  As quickly as I could I started pumping a lot of power into my talisman and trying to stay quiet.

For better or worse, my mother mostly let me get away with that.  She was no fool, she knew the more interactions we had the more chance there was that someone would slip up or her coworkers would see something.  So she focused on her strong points, schmoozing and socializing with said coworkers, and only tossed in the occasional maternal proof of concern and attention when she figured she needed to.

Which is kind of impressive in its way, I reflected absently while having a bite of sushi.  She’s working with a mental list and keeping it in mind, therefore avoiding some of the effects of the ‘don’t notice me’ spell.  It wasn’t a brilliant twist, it was a pretty simple away around it overall since she wasn’t even looking for me.  She was just tossing out the occasional comment in my general direction and trusting me to answer.  But it was still worth noting.

Dinner was uncomfortable, but at least it was tasty.  My mother had apparently not been cheap with whatever she’d ordered for this (and I suspected she was paying for it out of pocket, just to prove her sincerity and trustworthiness) and there was a wide spread of food and drink available for everyone.  It wasn’t the best I’d ever had.  Heck, it wasn’t the best I’d had in the last month thanks to the Meiko kitchen supplying my birthday party!  But it was a cut or two above my normal dinner, and I tried to look on the bright side.

It also gave me an unusual look at where my mother was and what she was up to.  It took me a while to decode the meal time interactions, but just listening and watching quietly from the corner gave me a surprising amount to work with.

That she was up to something was obvious, there were actual guests in our home after all!  But some interesting twists and developments were on display.

For starters: these were her underlings.  Her immediate subordinates and submanagers.  That might not have sounded like much but that was a first for me.  The rare occasions that my parents had brought someone home they’d usually been their bosses, or at the very least important people on approximately the same level as them.  Treating her workers this well… that pricked my attention.

To the best of my knowledge, she didn’t actively mistreat her workers.  She drove them hard, hard enough to border on abuse at times, but even then she made sure to drive herself at least as hard.  She wasn’t a good boss to work for, but you could do notably worse.  She at least understood the practical realities and middle term benefits of not making her employees burn out or absolutely loathe her (and therefore easily betray her).  She was still willing to do it, but she usually drove strategically close to the redline and only went over when it was for a purpose.  When compared to all too many bosses that tried to bury the needle and just leave it there she came off as tolerable.  She didn’t usually treat her employees well though, so this little display was a pretty big clue of some sort.

Related to that was how all her guests were reacting.  They were deferential and respectful of course.  They were occasional slipping into a little bit of sniping and veiled back biting now that they’d had a little too much to drink but for the most part they were well behaved.  And very cautious.  They tried to cover it up and act naturally, but looking at it from the outside it was obvious they were all surprised and suspicious too.  The covert glances, subtle tensions, and slight hesitations in their first responses to anything all said they knew something was up.  All except for one.

And there’s the last, curious point, I reflected, focusing on a young man in the group.  He was only in his mid twenties, but my mother kept subtly circling back to him.  More importantly, everyone else was slightly deferential and cautious around him too.  Not much, but it was there.  From what they were saying, a little too loudly and a little too often, he was just supposed to be another one of the group.  But their actions… what was that quote? I think it was from George Orwell?  “All animals are equal, but some animals are more equal than others”?  It seemed the principle was in effect here, somehow.

It all added up to a mildly intriguing mystery.  Not a big one, but it helped distract me from the uncomfortable circumstances and keep my mind occupied.

“But seriously Meiko-san,” one of the guests asked cheerfully.  “Why call your boy Chibi?  He’s about the least chibi guy out there.”

My mother smiled.  “Oh, it’s just an old habit and joke,” she said with a small laugh, “from when he was smaller but still the biggest boy of his age.  We called him Chibi then to tease him and so we still call him that now as a nickname.”

Everyone around the table laughed and I frowned pensively.  Liar, I noted internally.  I wondered if she even remembered that was the reason so many of our relatives called me by the -chan suffix.  Nothing like what she’d described had even happened for chibi, but I’d ended up with the whole Mamoru-chan thing under similar circumstances.  Only it was a little more mental since I hadn’t been a stereotypical boy even though I’d been such a big kid for my age.

I sighed quietly and released the tension as she skirted around the subject.  Of course, they rarely used it, I reflected a little more wryly.  My parents hadn’t been that fanciful or attentive, and it wasn’t like it had been a big deal for me.  I’d appreciated it in an ironic sort of way from the people who loved me, just like Mahou-mam, but I hadn’t gone around telling others to call me that.  She was probably just trying to remember what it was and slipped into Chibi at the last second, needing some sort of cute nickname for me but not having anything.  Then she had to run with it instead of answering any awkward questions.  Still not a good thing, but not something I could honestly blame her for either.

“But Yoshiki-san,” she said, turning back to the odd man out, “we don’t know you that well.  Do you have any nicknames you’d prefer us to use for you?”

“Hah, none I want,” the man replied easily.  “All the ones I’ve got are at least as foolish as your son’s.  I doubt he want’s you using that either.”

“Oh, he’s not bothered,” she changed the direction of her voice while never taking her eyes off the young man, “are you Mamoru?”

I fought down a half dozen sarcastic and annoyed replies and simply said “no, mother.” I still came off as slightly tired, but I counted that as a win under the circumstances.

“See?”

“How does your boy do that, Matsuda-san?” one of the older employees went with an exaggerated shudder.  “You take your eyes off him for a moment and he seems to disappear.”

This time I allowed myself a small smile and commented “I get that a lot” at the same time that I turned down the power to the ‘don’t notice me’ talisman a little.  Not too much, but enough people could easily find me if they were actively looking.  I figured it was the safest option, and I would start slowly turning it back up again in a moment.

“Mamoru’s always been a very well-behaved boy,” my mother answered without looking.  “He always takes care not to get in our way.”

“But it’s not natural,” another older, drunker gentleman added.  “Boy like that shouldn’t be a damn ninja.”

My mother just laughed the comment off politely, but apparently the guy was on a roll.

“Damn unnatural kid,” he continued to mutter, all too loudly and audibly to all of us.  “How’s she got a kid anyway?  Don’t make sense.  What’d she do, fuck a computer?”

Oh shit, I thought with distant horror, he’s gone past drunk into smashed.  He was holding himself very well, he seemed to have a lot of experience, but he was pretty far gone.  And while his soft comments might have gone unnoticed in a bar of some sort, in the relative quiet of our apartment they were all too audible.

“Never leaves the office.  Still can’t believe she’s got a man.  Must be a computer.  Computer kid.  ‘Plains the skin.  And the eyes.”

My mother went white.  And most of the other guests were exchanging horrified glances around the edges.

“Okay!” I said, a little too brightly and leaping to my feet.  “It appears he’s just a little too tired right now.”  I went to the man, hooked an arm underneath his shoulders, and gently hauled him to his feet.  “Mother, I’m going to take him out for some fresh air, maybe call a cab to help him get home.”

“Yes,” my mother responded with false brightness, “that might be for the best.  You’re such a good boy.”

I turned away from her quickly so she wouldn’t see my face.  That last had been said with the same faked goodness she’d been using to hide the fact she wanted to murder the guy I was carrying.  Thankfully good manners would hold everyone in place.  Keep everyone pretending ‘overly tired’ didn’t mean ‘stinking drunk’.

“Stupid ‘nt,” the man muttered as I hauled him to the door as quick as I dared.  “think’s e’s so smart.”

“Come on, hold it together until we’re out of earshot,” I muttered feelingly.  Thankfully my mother hadn’t heard that last bit, but I was terrified he was about to turn out to be a loud drunk.  I cheated and cast a small and subtle spell to determine which of the shoes at the door were his, he was too drunk to have noticed even if he’d known what to look for.  He slipped into them without comment and I hurried us out of there before anyone would have too much time to think.

Thankfully, as bad as this was, I still heaved a sigh of relief once we were out of the apartment.  I prefer this to being stuck in there with all of them, I reflected.  That’s saying something.

“Stupid,” the drunk continued to mutter, “thinks it matters.”

“Ni?” a small voice inquired from my side.

I shot a quick and panicked glance up and to that side.  Since they were trying to be seen, and I knew what to look for, I spotted the tiny hints of a Little Person up in the building’s vent exhaust.  “Not now!” I hissed feelingly.  Of course this would happen today!

“Ai,” the voice replied and ducked back, making me feel slightly guilty.  They’d just been a little worried and wanted to make sure everything was alright.  And even if they’d dropped down right in front of us there was no way this guy would believe they were anything other than a hallucination.  Assuming he could even make one out, I was starting to realize he probably couldn’t even see straight at this point.

“Stupid,” he continued, obviously loving that word.  “ ‘hinks she can suck up.  Like e’s going to care.  Not that important.”

“Uh huh,” I replied blandly, making my way towards the stairs.  This is going to be tricky, I reflected.  I was tempted to use a little more magic, but this time sanity won out and I restrained myself.

“Yup,” the drunk continued.  “They’re all stupid.  Thinks we don’t know, thinks he’s actually getting a look at how it all works.  Hah!  We knew in a day.  And she ‘hinks she can get credit.  That she’s special.”  He snorted magnificently given how smashed he was and the fact we were (slowly) walking down stairs.  “Like they’d move that crazy bitch up any higher.”

“Uh huh,” I continued, already a little out of breath since I was supporting most of the guy’s weight.  Which was a shame, this was kind of fascinating.  In a miserable and dark way.

“We aaaaaall know how she is,” the guy continued expansively.  “Never does stuff like this.  Crazy bitch.”

Needless to say, he went on in this vein for quite some time, much longer than was comfortable for me.  Still, at least he wasn’t a violent drunk.  I managed to get him out to the curb and called a cab for him without having to do anything more than listen to his ranting.  And it was surprisingly lowkey ranting given its content.  Just a steady stream of minor, if very vulgar, complaining.

And, surprisingly, it did tell a story in the end.  The guy prompting all this special treatment was apparently a relative of one of the company’s big bosses.  I think he was supposed to be a nephew, but that might just have been the drunk going off.  He was trying to get a better idea of how various parts of the company actually worked and was ‘secretly’ working at various positions for a while.  For some strange reason (and I had to agree with the drunk that this was stupid) they’d decided to stick him with my mother for one of them.  Even if he wasn’t working any low-level jobs (and, again, that was trusting the drunk was giving me the right story) someone should have picked a different person than my mother, not unless they’d were trying to disillusion the guy or get my mother fired.

My mother had, of course, picked up on it almost immediately.  It was an open secret it was happening all over the company and she had plenty of sources.  Now she was in an unusual position of trying to impress the guy, trying to be nice to him, trying to show him how good she was at her job, and trying to seem she was a balanced and admirable employee.  Needless to say, she had a really tough time with that last one!  Hence a number of little things like tonight’s little get together, trying to pretend she had much more of a rapport and good relations with her employees than she really did.  Not to mention pretending to be something of a normal human being.

Aoth, I hope this is the last time she tries to use the apartment, I thought as I bundled the man off into a taxi.  Thankfully he still had his wallet on him so figuring out his address and paying for his ride were fairly easy.  Though I would have paid in a heartbeat if it meant getting him away from the apartment.  I don’t need another distraction like this so close to all my exams.  Unfortunately, if she wants to try and convince her VIP that she’s still human, this is about it.  It’s not like she had any hobbies or anything she can fall back on.

I spent a few moments wondering if she’d try and fake it, casually invite her VIP to golf, or volleyball, or racquetball or some other sport she ‘always’ did.  She might try that, I thought with a mix of whimsy, hope, and disgust.  It’d be more controlled circumstances, less chance of things like this going wrong.

The taxi pulled out of sight and I turned around to face the apartment building again.  And just stood there for a few moments, wondering if I should really head back up.  To my surprise, I found myself hesitating to move.  Just standing out there in the chill.

Right at then my phone rang.  “Hello?” I answered instantly, not even bothering to check since I was so grateful for the distraction and legitimate excuse.

“Hello Mamoru,” Himeko answered instantly from the other end.  “Are you okay?”

I blinked a few times.  “I’m sorry, what?”

Himeko sighed.  “Yes, in retrospect that does seem more like something you’d do, doesn’t it?  But I was really worried, and I thought it was best I led with that.”

“I’m alright,” I responded.  Alone.  Outside my apartment building in the relatively cool weather with inadequate clothing yet still looking for an excuse not to go back.

Somehow Himeko seemed to pick up on that.  “Are you?”

“Why do you ask?” I deflected a little too quickly, simultaneously casting a quick spell to help keep me warm.

I only realized Himeko’s connection wasn’t quite as crisp and clear as usual when a third voice cut in.  “Because I told her,” my cousin Saori answered.

“Saori?  Is everything alright?” I asked quickly.

“That’s why we’re calling you Mamoru,” Himeko came back gently but firmly.

“Is that crying I hear in the background?” I asked, listening closely.

“Just Tetsuji,” my cousin replied.

“And you’re defensive,” Himeko continued in that same gentle but unyielding tone.  “Mamoru, please talk to us.  Your cousin was worried enough to call me, and now I’m worried.”

I leaned against the base of our apartment building.  “It’s fine.  My warning bracelet’s quiet and nothing’s happening.”

“Mamoru, even without psychic assistance I can tell everything’s not fine.”

I was silent for a long while.  But I didn’t hang up.

“Mamoru?”

“I’m trying to figure out a way to say you’re overreacting,” I replied carefully, “without being too dismissive or overreacting myself.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” yet another voice cut in.  Eiko’s.

“Oh for crying out loud,” I muttered feelingly.

“Mamoru, your cousin called us,” Himeko emphasized firmly.

“I can feel your pain from here,” cousin Saori said plaintively.

“Talk to us, or we’re coming over,” Himeko continued, threatening to slip off the kid gloves.

“No!” I replied mildly, but a little too quickly.  I tried to recover by adding “my mother’s got guests over, now’s not a good time.”

“Aunty Matsuda’s got guests?” Saori sounded like she thought me fighting demons again would have been a more believable option.

I sighed, rubbing my forehead.  I was pretty sure I could feel the veins popping out at this point.  “Coworkers,” I replied.  “She’s trying to have a… I have no idea how she’s trying to justify this.  Team meeting?  Casual get together?  Teambuilding exercise?  Reward for a job well done?”

“How’s it going?” Himeko asked.

“Well, I just escorted one of them out to the curb and called them a taxi because they were drunk enough to start calling my mother out on her unusual behaviour.  So, given how often she does this, I’d say it’s going well.”

“Ah.”

“This is what I mean by not overreacting to your overreaction,” I said, taking a few nervous steps back and forth.  “This isn’t fun.  But I’d- “ the words ‘rather suffer through this then another dinner with your parents’ caught in my throat as I realized that was too big a lie.  It caught me by surprise.  I’d rather do neither, they were both so far out of my comfort zone I was willing to take some pretty big steps to avoid them.  But, if it was a choice, I think I’d rather have been back at the Meiko mansion and dodging those awkward questions.  At least, if I got to wear my own suit this time.

“Mamoru?”

“Sorry.  Got caught up in not accidently lying or comically exaggerating for a moment.”

“That sounds more like you,” Eiko noted, finally coming back.

“But not enough,” Himeko said firmly.  “Mamoru, it’s obvious your cousin’s right.  What’s wrong?”

“Not much,” I replied as calmly as I could.  “It’s just painful and awkward.”

There was another long moment of silence.

“And…?” Himeko prompted leadingly.

I seriously thought about evading some more, or pretending I didn’t know and it was some sort of buried secret.  But that seemed too stupid, especially with my psychic cousin there to call me on it.  So I admitted “and it’s painful just sitting there and watching her be a huge, hypocritical liar about everything.  She’s trying to pretend she’s something she isn’t, and it’s like nails on a chalkboard.”

Now the silence was on the other end, and it was thoughtful.

“That doesn’t seem pleasant,” Himeko admitted.  “But how’s that different from most social interactions?  I know at events like the Himawari Ball almost no one is what they appear to be.  We could make it a full-on masquerade and people would probably be more open, trusting their masks to hide their expressions instead of faking it quite so much.  I know it must be different in some way, you wouldn’t react like this otherwise, but I don’t understand how.”

“Degree,” Saori inserted softly.

“Pardon?” Himeko asked politely while I reflected that Saori might have put her finger on it.

“I don’t know what it’s like at your ball,” Saori said simply.  “But it’s worse with Aunty Matsuda.  She… she… it’s like she doesn’t have a life.  At something like your ball it’s like they pretend to like red when they really like blue.  Or the reverse.  But with Aunty Matsuda it’s like she doesn’t like colors at all!  She likes her life in black and white but now she’s pretending to be an artist.”

“Think of me putting on a display worthy of Himeko,” I suggested with a hint of heat.  “Then take it one step further.  That’s my mother.  And she’s doing it in our apartment and trying to make me a part of it.”

“Is it personal?” Himeko asked cautiously.

I started to answer, stopped, and reflected a few moments before continuing.  My friends let me.

“No,” I said finally, “not really.  It probably hits a little harder because it’s family and she’s using me as a prop.  But… I’m pretty sure I’d be almost this angry and upset if it was someone else doing it.  99% as angry.  90% at least.”

They let me think about that a little.

“Maybe it is a little personal,” I admitted.  “But not much.  I don’t- “

I stopped suddenly.  When Eiko eventually asked “don’t what Mamoru?” Saori gasped a little, probably already seeing what was coming without her powers.

I sighed again.  “I don’t care for them enough for it to be personal,” I responded wearily.  “They get my goat sometimes, and having this close an angle on them doesn’t help, but that’s the main problem.  If I had the same level of knowledge about strangers doing the same thing in same ways I’d feel mostly the same.  It doesn’t really matter that they’re my parents.”

“Whoa!” I could almost feel Eiko jerking back from the phone.

“That’s- “ Himeko seemed to be at a loss for words.  “That can’t be true.”

“It’s not,” Saori said softly.  Before I could object she followed it up with “there’s too much hurt and tiredness there.  He feels it more than he lets on.  But not much more.  He hates them with a dull, burned-out ember that occasionally gets poked up, not a raging fire.”

“I don’t hate them,” I protested wearily.

The silence was deafening.

“I don’t,” I continued.  “Not really.  They’re too hollow.  And I’m too old and have too much perspective to go on some sort of ‘you never loved me and you’re bad parents’ rant.  I don’t like them.  I sure as hell don’t respect them!  But… I can’t really say I hate them.”

I probably should have.  And if a new soul that had never been in the world(s) before had graced this body than that Matsuda Mamoru probably would have hated them.  But I’d been too relived at first, them being such garbage parents had made my transition into this new life easier.  And as time had gone on… I’d always kept my old parents in my heart, and these ones had never made any effort to replace them.  That odd but critical bit of distance had always kept me from truly hating them, and I’d usually been able to look on the bright side of the situation.

But nights like tonight… “I don’t hate them.  At least, not in general.”  I admitted frankly.  “I suppose there’s times when it goes that far.  When I get caught up in an event and let everything get to me.  Tonight… I don’t know, some sort of combination of her dragging me into this situation, never thinking of me in the first place, and then all her acting like she was a real human being got to me.  Plus, it threw me off, the apartment looked… nice for once.  I guess that hit a nerve, seeing a real and tasty dinner there for a change.  But that was a silly impulse.”  I snorted in dark amusement at the irony as I thought of the next step.  “Seriously, at this point I’d hate it more if they tried to inflict that on us.  Sit down dinners as a family at a well-lit table?  Given how different we all are and how bad we’d be at it?  It’s a nice romantic image but I’d be clawing at the walls in three meals.”

“Mamoru…” Himeko trailed off, her voice full of pity.

“Don’t worry about me,” I replied frankly.  “This isn’t some legendary tale of abuse.  The through line isn’t ‘this character has never known love’.  The rest of my family’s always been there for me.  And then some!  Seriously, this whole call is due to my psychic cousin getting worried about me.  That should give you some idea how above and beyond they’ve gone to make sure I’m alright.  It’s just that there’s still a small hole in my life where most people have parents.  And I occasionally trip and stumble over it.”

“And that’s why you hate your parents?”

“I don’t.”

“Are you sure?”

“I don’t.  Not really.  Not often.  It’s just that… they don’t often make me feel anything else, expect maybe mildly sad, or mildly afraid, or pity for them.  The hate’s the only strong emotion I have in regards to them so… I guess it’s the dominant feeling by default.  I don’t truly hate them.  But if I had to come up with a word for my strongest feeling describing them, and I wasn’t allowed to just leave that space blank since it really wasn’t that strong or that often, that’s probably the closest thing I’d have to an answer.”

I could feel my friends on the other end, both of them taken aback.  We’d danced around this subject often enough, and they’d known I didn’t have good parents.  But confronting the situation like this… it was raw.  It was painful.  And I didn’t want to think how I’d have felt without the anchoring comfort of my previous life.

I wonder if I should tell them that? I thought with weary whimsy.  Now that I was occasionally referencing the subject I wondered if that would reassure them.  Probably not, I concluded with a sad smile.  Unless I was willing to come totally clean about everything then I doubted they’d be comforted by that approach.  ‘Oh, I’m still this sane and balanced because I had good parents in my previous life and I still consider them my real parents’ didn’t sound like the most reassuring argument.  Besides, Saori still didn’t even know the partial truth and this didn’t seem like the best time to tell her or test the limits of her ability to detect lies over the phone.

“Look guys,” I said with a touch of real, if slightly forced, amusement, “nights like tonight aren’t fun.  But you can’t get too worked up about it.  They’re few and far between, and compared to kids who have parents who really abuse them…” I shook my head, trying to keep the memories away.  “Trust me, I know the difference and so should you.”

“This sounds pretty abusive to me!” Eiko said hotly.

“It isn’t,” I replied tiredly.  “Just bad.  Neither of my parents are contenders for any ‘parent of the year’ awards but they’re not crossing any lines either.”

“Mamoru,” Himeko spoke more gently but she was just as concerned, “there are many types of abuse and victims often try to defend their abusers.”

Despite myself, and ignoring a small voice inside me that whispered she’s got a pretty good point and you know it, I smiled and shook my head.  “And how am I supposed to counter that argument?  If I don’t; you’re right.  If I do; I’ve been intimidated by my parents and you’re still right.”

“Mamoru-“

I interrupted her before she could gather momentum, I was slightly worried Himeko might take action on her own if I wasn’t careful.  “My parents are neglectful Himeko, not abusive.  They’re very neglectful, and if the rest of my family hadn’t picked up the slack then they might have slid into abusive through gross negligence.  But they’re not actively abusive.  Not quite.”

“Saori?” Himeko asked, not bothering to hide the tension in her voice.

“Well…” Saori hesitated.

I felt a flash of temper at Himeko for putting my cousin on the spot like that.  But I carefully took a deep breath and calmed down, not eager to make things worse.

“He’s not wrong,” she said finally, regretfully.  “Aunty and uncle Matsuda are horrible people who are more in love with work than anything else.  Not even each other or Mamoru.  But they try to take care of Mamoru.  Sort of.”

“They’re the students who barely show up,” I qualified for her.  “The ones that go through the class cleaning chores as quickly as possible and do a poor job of it.  But they still show up, and they at least do what they have to.  I’m lucky not to have turned out even worse, there’s no getting around that.  But, as bad a job as they’ve done, I’m not going to call them abusers.”

“Mamoru,” Himeko tried to sound gentle, “I think you’re ignoring the truth.”

“Oh and y- “

“DON’T,” Saori interrupted me desperately.

There was a brief pause.  And I started to really consider what I’d been about to say so hotly as Saori pleaded “cousin, please, don’t say it.”

I stood there a few moments, thinking through that chain of events.  Especially now my psychic cousin had pulled me up short.  I still thought I had to say it though, but saying it that hotly or thoughtlessly would have been a horrible mistake.

“Don’t say it at all, or just don’t say it like that?” I asked more politely.

“I- “ Saori feel silent.  I got the feeling she was trying to prod her abilities into action, get some idea of what she was feeling.  For her to have gotten such a strong and certain flash it must have been bad.  I had a feeling her powers were on an upswing right now, a puberty based surge, but even if I was right that must have been a hell of a landmine I was about to step on.  “I… I’m not sure.”

“Okay,” I said soothingly.  “I think I’ve got to broach the subject.  But you’re absolutely right, doing it like that would have been really dumb.  So I’m going to take this more reasonably and slowly, okay?  And if you start to feel like I’m about to set off a bomb then don’t be afraid to speak up.”  Thinking about it a little more, there were aspects to this I still didn’t know about.  Things that were all too likely to blow up.

“Okay,” Saori said in a small voice.

“Mamoru, what are you talking about?” Himeko asked, obviously concerned.

“Yeah, you’re not about to do something really dumb, are you?” Eiko asked bluntly.

“Maybe.  Just give me a few seconds, I’ve got to be gentle and reasonable about this.  And you know how much I suck at that.”

I heard the small sounds of amusement on the other end of the line, and hoped I wasn’t about to screw things up too badly.

“Himeko,” I said a few moments later, trying to sound calm but frank, “I appreciate your concern.  And it is merited, what I’m about to say in no way invalidates any of your points-“

“Oh shit, it is going to be bad,” Eiko stage whispered.  But there was a terrified undertone to her voice that suggested she was really worried.

“-but don’t you think you should…” I stalled out, still desperately searching for the non-confrontational way to say it.  I failed.  And after a moment I sighed and continued.  “Don’t you think that maybe you should get your own house in order first?  As unpleasant as my parents can be at times, and they can be, I can’t take your judgement and interference seriously when- with everything that your grandfather and your parents are doing to you and Shinji.”

There was a frozen silence over the phone.

I grew more nervous the longer it extended.  I don’t think Eiko or Saori were daring to breath.  And Saori had been right to yank me up short earlier.  This version was still a little unfair, while her parents had their own flaws I still thought they were overall doing much better than mine.  It was only because they were more active in their kids lives that I had even a fig leaf of justification in calling them out, and that was more towards their treatment of Shinji then Himeko.  The hot tempered and even more judgemental words I’d been about to say before Saori stopped me would have been the worst combination of truth and lies, and I could see how they’d have really gotten underneath Himeko’s skin.  Heck, even her grandfather, who I regarded as the most abusive idiot in this whole, sordid mess, was probably more complex than I was giving him credit for.  I still didn’t know the whole story there.  But I stood by the fundamental point: even in the best of interpretations Himeko’s grandfather was closer to abusing her and Shinji a lot more than my parents were abusing me.  And she needed to admit that.

(Which was probably similar to what she thought in relation to me and my parents, I realized, feeling even more low as the recognition percolated in my brain.)

I wasn’t aware I had stopped breathing too until Saori let out a small “thank God,” and I took a breath again.

“Your concern is noted,” Himeko told me in clipped tones.  “Have a good evening, Mamoru.”

I waited for the beep of the call ending, but it never came.  Instead I heard Himeko say, in the same tightly controlled voice, “let go of my hand Eiko.”

“Hime,” Eiko said with surprising gentleness, “I can’t let you let it end like that.  It’ll just go badly.”

“Well, what do you want me to say Eiko?” she replied much more hotly, “he just accused my parents of abuse!”

“And you did the same to him, first.  Besides, he was careful to say they weren’t actually abusing you two.  Just that some of their actions were pretty bad.  And Hime, are you honestly going to tell me you can blame him for thinking that from the outside?”

Himeko let out a frustrated exhale but didn’t say anything.  I could almost see the stubborn expression on her face.

“And Hime,” Eiko said in her gentlest tone yet, “do you really want to lie about your grandfather?  To pretend he hasn’t been meaner to Mamoru than his own parents have been?”

“What?” Saori asked softly on her end.  I don’t think she meant to get an answer.  And, even as upset and overwhelmed by everything as I was, I read enough into that to make me worried.  I made a mental note to have a talk with Saori about the ethics of powers, and make sure she didn’t resort to whatever the psychic equivalent of cursing was.

The line was silent for a good ten seconds.  And then in a broken voice Himeko admitted “no.”

Yeah, this is a touchy subject for everyone, I reflected, realizing how quietly emotional I was getting too.  There was an angry ‘I am right!’ part of me that had been aiming to bring up the two aunts that Himeko was supposed to have, but didn’t, as a way of driving the point home.  Now I realized that was cruel and unnecessary, especially without knowing the whole story.

It did make me want to back off a little.  Go easier on all of us now that the big stuff was out there.  “Look, none of us have perfect parents or relatives,” I said conciliatorily, “and we all have things we want to… interfere with.  Things we’d change in our friends’ lives if we could.  I’m sorry Himeko, I know you were doing it with a good heart earlier.  My parents aren’t good at their jobs, you’re not wrong.  But we all have to be careful before we start throwing the big words like ‘abusive’ around.”

Unspoken, but all the louder for that, was a collective thought of I’m pretty sure they are abusive though that we all thought in relation to different people.

“I don’t want to push you on the subject,” I continued, “not without something obvious in front of my face and when there’s so much that I don’t know.  But can I ask you to do the same?  Please?  Can you trust me and the rest of my family know what they’re doing?”

I stopped.  Not just to let Himeko answer but because a thought struck me.  I wonder how fast the rest of my extended family would have pulled me out of the house if they’d thought my parents were crossing the line?  I’d sort of realized they’d been looking at that for a long time, it was one of the reasons the rest of my extended family paid me so much attention.  But this whole conversation really drove the point home.  They hadn’t.  But I’m pretty sure there’d been a few conversations between my other relatives about moving me in with my cousins or grandparents.

“Very well,” Himeko said after a few moments.  I was shocked to realize from the thickness in her voice she’d either been shedding tears or very close to it.  “Your point is well taken Mamoru.  My apologies for jumping the gun.  This isn’t over, but I’ll try to leave you alone.”

“When it’s right to,” Eiko jumped in hurriedly.  “Seriously Mam, we expect you to call us if something ever comes up!  Okay?”

“Alright,” I sighed in relief.  “I can accept that.”

“We’re here for you.  Never forget that.”

“Yes,” Himeko came back in, recovering quickly.  “If you even need a place to stay, the mansion is always open.”

Like I’d stay under the same roof as your grandfather, I thought caustically, quickly biting my tongue to keep the words inside.  My parents would have to be a hell of a lot worse before I made that call.  Though maybe not too much worse before I decided to try some of my other relatives…

“I’m glad to hear it,” I said instead, keeping my voice neutral.

Eiko chuckled.  “Yeah.  Not touching that one.  Alright, if you’re really okay then we’ll leave you alone.  Just be careful, okay?  You’re our friend.”

“I’m alright,” I reassured her more normally.  “It’s okay.”

“Okay.”

“Okay.”

“I’ll see you tomorrow at school Mamoru,” Himeko finished.  There was also a strong undertone of ‘and I’d better see you!  Because if I see any signs of real abuse I’m pulling you out of there.’  But that might have been me being too sensitive and reading too much into it.

“Understood,” I said simply.

There was a long pause, no one quite wanting to do it, but finally someone disconnected and the call ended.  I sighed and tucked my phone away, glad I’d cast the spell to keep me warm after how long I’d spent outside.  I then turned around and faced the apartment again.

I wondered if I’d have been so quick to go back up the stairs again without the call.  If, not buoyed by the combination of reassurance and the need to reassure my friends in turn, I’d have lingered in front of the building for longer.  Finding some excuse not to go back to the apartment so quickly, and all the discomforts that awaited within.
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I didn’t believe in time loops. Well, that’s a lie. I acknowledged they were theoretically possible but the complications and problems with them (via physics, magic, and theology) meant that I didn’t think they’d really occur in the real world. If I was pressed I’d have hemmed and hawed a little about how they could start to form ‘for a while’ (whatever that meant in this context!) but they’d be quickly disabled before they could turn into ‘real’ time loops.

But, after finding myself roped into shopping for Hiro’s Christmas present by Himeko, I was starting to wonder…

“What about that?” she asked desperately, pointing at something. Before I could turn around fast enough she’d already lowered her hand. “No! No, that’s stupid. Totally inadequate.” She paused. “But maybe as an additional item?”

I glanced at Eiko.

“Cologne,” Eiko smirked with a hint of both amusement and boredom.

“Ah.”

Himeko was… well, having a little bit of meltdown to be honest. It was getting uncomfortably close to Christmas, we had just over a week and this would be the last weekend before Christmas unless we wanted to try shopping on Christmas Eve. That might not have been the nightmare it would have been in, say, New York, but it still would have been pretty bad. So Himeko was uncomfortably and unusually desperate to find something today when the crowds were nasty but a little more manageable. We were getting buffeted about a bit and had to speak louder to be heard over the background hum but weren’t having to try and shove through tides of people either.

(Usually. And I suspected I’d be pushed into the lead again to be used as a human plough if that happened.)

To be fair to Himeko, it was an unusual situation. From what she’d babbled frantically last night (and Eiko had calmly qualified this morning) I’d gotten a pretty good picture of the situation. She'd planned to give Hiro a katana for Christmas. And not just any katana either, a top class one forged by one of Japan’s master swordsmiths in the old ways. And that would have been an awesome and appropriate gift. Something he could use. Something traditional but stylish. Something that matched his interests. And something that was just plain cool, Hiro might have covered it up on the outside but you could bet the twelve-year-old boy inside him would have been squealing to have gotten an actual katana! It was exactly the sort of gift Hiro had been hoping to find for Himeko when he’d hauled me around in November.

Well, Himeko had figured that out in plenty of time, used the Meiko name and money to commission the perfect gift, and then calmly relaxed knowing that she’d planned everything out perfectly.

And then the master swordsmith had died.

Himeko had gone to the very top level, one of those eighty-year-old masters at the very pinnacle of the traditional craft. One that charged ungodly sums for their work if they accepted the commission. Not because they wanted it, but to keep the riffraff from harassing them and to at least try and instill the proper respect for the blades they created. Unfortunately, this last sword had proven too much for him. He’d had a heart attack at his forge nearly two weeks ago. Since he'd been determined to try and finish the blade, he’d felt his duty and honor had demanded it, he’d asked everyone to keep quiet. He’d tried to push his recovery much too far, too fast, and finished himself off with a second attack. Himeko had only heard the bad news yesterday.

(I had mixed feelings about that attitude. On one hand I couldn’t pretend I didn’t understand it, the desire to live up to your reputation and finish the job. I doubted I would have been that stupid or stubborn about it, but I was only using those words because he’d failed. If he’d succeeded we’d have all applauded his willpower, judgement, and professional pride. On the other hand, he had pushed himself too far and failed. And now everyone else had to try and fix this mess.)

The master had left no apprentices worthy of the task, and even if there had been they wouldn’t have had the time. Even if there hadn’t been a few days of dithering, panic, and shock amongst his estate they wouldn’t have been able to suddenly pick up his commission and put together a Meiko/Watanabe worthy blade in the time remaining. It was much too late to commission another sword and Himeko didn’t want to try and find a worthy premade one in the time remaining. And rightly so, even I flinched at the idea of trying to find and buy a worthy, available blade in about a week! Those things didn’t exactly grow on trees, and convincing an owner that already had one to part with it in a hurry would probably involve a price tag that would make even a Meiko flinch.

Thus Himeko’s frazzled state and our current quest.

“Maybe a cruise?” Himeko stared wildly at the picture of a young couple in the front window of a travel agency.

Time. Loop. I thought feelingly. Seriously though, at least it was a different agency this time. And there was a hint of sweetness and reassurance in seeing them think in such a similar way.

“No no no no no,” Himeko tore herself away from the poster before we could gently tell her no. “Too much, too soon. Too inappropriate. Besides, he runs a hotel.”

Yeah, he’s totally bored with vacations and he’d hate a situation where he got to see you in your swimsuit again, I thought sarcastically. I didn’t say anything though, she was right about the rest of it. They’d love to try, but by day two they’d be suffering a mutual meltdown that would be quieter, but still pretty close to this. They weren’t confident in each other enough yet and had a dozen mutual neurosis and family complications. And how they’d play off of each other when suffering all that… yeah, I agreed with them this time.

“Hime…” Eiko sighed gently.

“I’ve got to make this work, I’ve got to,” Himeko muttered, actually starting to bite her nail before pulling back in reflex. “I can’t let him down.”

“You’re overthinking things.”

“He’s perfect! Have you seen the things we’ve done this month? I can’t lose him!”

I coughed and hurriedly turned my head to the side. Hiro seemed to be following some of my cousin Sakura’s advice about lower key but still romantic occasions, including some gentle but important ones leading up to Christmas. Apparently Hiro had made the time to pull it off, and it was working.

Eiko shot me a look that mingled amusement and warning. It was a testimony to how stressed-out Himeko was that she hadn’t even noticed.

“Well,” Eiko said, brightening a little more as she looked around. “We could always get him a Christmas gift from there.” She suggested significantly, pointing at another shop.

It was a lingerie store.

I waited for Eiko’s follow up joke about it actually being wrapping instead of a gift, or Himeko’s usual annoyed glare. Instead, she just said “do you think that would work?”

“Okay,” Eiko declared firmly. “That’s enough. You’re getting too desperate Himeko, we’re going to plan B.”

Time. Fucking. Loop. I thought incredulously.

“No!” Himeko protested. “Not yet!”

“Yes,” Eiko declared firmly, taking Himeko by the arm. “If we run into anything on the way we can discuss it, but you’re obviously too far gone right now. Come on Mamoru, change of plans.”

Eiko began bodily hauling Himeko off in a different direction. “What’s plan B?” I asked, trying to sound casual even though there was an unreasonable churning in my gut and I was mentally chanting please don’t be jewelry, please don’t be jewelry.

“Get him a book.”

Thank Aoth.

“Not just any book!” Himeko protested, only reluctantly allowing herself to get dragged off. “It’s the Art of War! It’s Hiro’s favorite!”

“Huh,” I cocked my head a little and my mouth raced ahead of my brain. “Really? I could suggest a few better titles, something a little more interesting.”

I was relived that Himeko shot me a glare. “Not like that! It’s just been really useful to him, on multiple levels. It’s helped him get through a lot in his life, contextualize how to handle a lot of the problems he’s faced, and he loves it.”

“It’s probably a better choice than the katana,” Eiko tossed aside. “Except that Himeko couldn’t find a way to make it special enough. She wouldn’t be satisfied unless she could find a first printing that was signed by the author.”

I snorted and looked aside again, highly amused by the comment. Thanks to its longevity, early start in China, and worldwide importance, it might still be Earth’s all-time best-selling non-fiction non-religious text (I hadn’t looked for a few years, and those definitions were pretty arbitrary). And given some of the questions regarding its origins an actual first edition signed by the author from around sixth century BC would have been a hell of a find. In several ways.

“Not that early,” Himeko protested, although something in her tone suggested she’d have loved that to be the case. “But I do want to find something a little more special. An older and more valuable copy. Preferably one with a slightly different translation that Hiro would enjoy comparing and thinking about.”

“Huh,” I thought yet again, filing that little tidbit away for later. That wasn’t an aspect I’d have ever called, but I trusted that Himeko was right.

“Anyway, we’re headed over to Jimbocho,” Eiko declared firmly, keeping her grip locked on her friend.

***

I’ve been to Jimbocho before. And I kind of loved it, I was a little more modern at heart but scratch my surface and you’d find plenty of affection for the old-fashioned book. The security, stability, and simplicity they offered counted for a lot with me. Not quite enough for me to deny the manyfold advantages and ways in which electronic media could sometimes be superior, I was far from a luddite, but more than enough for me to argue they had a pretty solid place in the modern world.

It was a little different this time though, we were doing Meiko level shopping and that meant a few changes. Normally I stayed away from the older and more valuable stuff. This time we sought it out, and usually took priority. We tried to do it politely and with minimum disruption of course. But these people knew their clientele, and when a member of the Meiko family walked in and asked ‘what is the oldest copy of Sun Tzu you have available?’ they tended to sit up and take notice.

For a few moments I wondered what I was doing there, but I did turn out to be surprisingly useful in an unexpected way. The merchants were not going to risk lying to the Meikos, their reputations were too important to risk for something like this, but The Art of War was in a weird space book wise. Lots of copies, lots of translations, and more than a few fraudulent versions running around. And, given how long the stores had possessed some of their copies, or where the chain of ownership had gotten muddied, they weren’t always as sure about their provenance as they would have liked. They were completely honest with us about this fact, especially when they found out Himeko was thinking of walking out of there with a copy today so they couldn’t take the time to raise the issue in a roundabout manner. But that still put everyone in an awkward position.

Thankfully, Himeko had the bright idea of turning to me. That simultaneously gave me a reason to be there and relieved the confusion and suspicion of several owners who were concerned by my presence. While Himeko and Eiko distracted the owners or people monitoring us I would quietly cast a few spells behind a book, holding it tightly between my body and the spell circle. I would then go on to ‘examine’ the copy of The Art of War in question and quietly pass on the information I’d obtained as subtly as I could. The bookstore employees knew I was telling her stuff of course, but the idea I was ‘quietly’ her expert appraiser kind of worked. Sure, they probably thought I was five or ten years older and just pretending to be a teenager, thus explaining my incongruous appearance. But an independent evaluation of a valuable book was far from unheard of. So Himeko bringing her own expert with her while she was in a hurry, and keeping it quiet for some reason, was simply filed under ‘the (rich) customer is always right’ and then shrugged off as teenaged foolishness.

It was kind of enlightening. Himeko dragged us between nearly twenty stores before she was satisfied, and even then it was mostly the time factor that kept her from hitting up another dozen. And, what a shock, all of them had at least a decently old version of the book available. Some were clearly not good enough for Himeko, a mere century or so was nowhere near adequate for Hiro in her eyes. But others seemed like things that belonged in Tokyo U or the National Museum. And having a mage along to check them was a surprisingly good idea. I found two separate cases of… they may not have been fakes but at the very least they’d been misidentified. And the one Himeko settled on was actually older than its owner had thought.

As we exited that particular store Himeko sighed.

“What’s wrong now Himeko?” Eiko asked in a mixture of frustration and concern, that had been a surprisingly loud and depressed sigh for the circumstances.

“It’s nothing,” she said quickly, “I just wish this copy had been Japanese instead of Chinese. But I realize now that was a little naïve of me if I wanted to get Hiro something closer to the source.”

Himeko had purchased an old Chinese copy of the book. My spells put it at the early to mid 1600s and it was in surprisingly good condition for something of that age. At least for a civilization without magic, back on Avalon that wouldn’t have been so uncommon but most mage libraries (and the libraries of the wealthy) were stacked with half a dozen preservation and protective spells. On Earth that was a different story.

Eiko meanwhile rolled her eyes. “Yeah, no kidding. If you wanted something younger, sure. Or if you didn’t mind something less accurate. But if you wanted something before the Meiji Restoration in a hurry, I think you’re going to have to settle for Chinese. Even I could have told you that.”

Even I had to shoot Eiko a sideways look. “Liar,” I said with good humor, “you didn’t think of it either until we started talking to the booksellers.” Granted, neither had I. But once you put some of the facts in front of me it became more obvious. I suspected more copies existed than either of us realized. Finding them however, that would have been a different story.

Eiko just grinned.

It also indirectly raised another point. “You do realize I can check condition and age but not accuracy, right?” I asked Himeko. “At least, not without a ritual that’s a heck of a lot more complicated and obvious than anything I did today. That’s a nearly 500-year-old book in good condition alright, but I’ve got no idea how close it is to the source material.” I’d tried to make that clear to her before, but I was worried I hadn’t been obvious enough. It was hard to indicate the subtleties of supernatural abilities in front of ordinary booksellers without giving anything away. They gave us privacy, but not too much privacy.

“That’s alright,” Himeko answered serenely, “I trust it’s good enough.”

I wasn’t quite so sure, dredging up some scattered memories of problems with forgery and low-quality printing during certain eras of Chinese history. But I couldn’t remember any exact dates. And, to be fair to Himeko, she probably was right to be confident. Most forgeries probably would have deteriorated a lot worse than this thing, so at worst it might have been a poor interpretation.

“Well thank the heavens!” Eiko emoted, oblivious to my nagging worries. “You’re finally satisfied! It only took dragging us half the bookstores in Jimbocho to take care of it.”

“Not even,” I muttered, looking at all the stores in the area that we hadn’t been to. I was too worn out to be wistful about that, but I was tempted.

“Don’t encourage her.”

Himeko flushed just a touch, but she wore a ghost of a happy smile on her face as she clutched the book bag a little closer. She wasn’t as happy with her gift as if she’d succeeded in getting the sword. But she seemed sure Hiro would like it, and that was enough.

“Seriously though,” Eiko continued to bitch good naturedly, “this has been exhausting. You’re explaining my grades to my parents this semester now that I’ve lost the studying time, I’m way too tired to hit the books tonight.”

I looked at her in surprise. “I thought… do you need help? I can probably push through a quick rejuvenation spell if you really need it.”

“Don’t listen to her,” Himeko replied almost normally. “She barely bothers studying anyway.”

“I’m not that bad,” Eiko replied with a small grin, “but yeah, don’t worry about me Mamoru.”

I let out a small sigh of relief. Exam season was not fun. I regretted the loss of studying time, even though I probably didn’t need it at this point, and I worried how less capable students like Eiko would have managed.

“Anyway, want to hit up a curry place and then- “

“Hime-sama!” a loud voice interrupted us, sounding clear even across the Christmas crowds.

Himeko’s face fell. “Oh shit! Mamoru, take the book and hide!”

“Wait, what?” I started to ask, but Himeko quickly shoved the bag with her treasure into my arms and pushed me away. Eiko joined me, letting the crowd flow around us both, and I instinctively activated the ‘don’t notice me’ talisman.

Just in time too. “Hime-sama!” a girl called excitedly again, finishing her push through the crowds. “I thought it was you!”

“Hello, Aki-san,” Himeko noted calmly, having completely recomposed herself.

“What are you doing here?” she asked eagerly.

“Shopping,” Himeko’s tone was polite even if her response was short.

“What a coincidence! Me and some of the girls were too. How about- “

“Let’s call it at this point,” Eiko murmured softly, gently leading us away from the pair.

“What, really?” I asked in surprise.

“Himeko’s about to lie about why she’s here and then feel too guilty about it to push the others away. At least without a ‘fair’ appearance with them. Whatever that means. She’s not getting out of it for at least a few hours.”

I wanted to protest a little, ask if we should butt in and help Himeko, but Eiko was too confident and making a little too much sense. I knew that was how Himeko acted. She might have managed to peel off a little more time for herself this year, the excuse of being Student Council President actually helped in that respect, but it was pretty typical of her. She was too committed to the image she’d founded, and wouldn’t have accepted whatever help we could have given even if she secretly wanted it. Plus, our help? Eiko’s direct methods and my social ineptitude? It was easy to see why she would have chosen not to have us intervene.

“I hope she’s not pushing it too far this time,” Eiko admitted, “she’s pretty exhausted too. A couple of hours with those idiots is going to wipe her out. But she’s going to be a little bit relieved and energized to have gotten a good gift for Hiro, so hopefully she can tough it out.”

Within five steps Eiko’s phone let out an urgent bleep. When she took it out there was a text from Himeko. “Get gift to library container NOW Eiko!”

“Relieved might be too strong a word,” I noted randomly as I read over her shoulder.

“Yeah, she’s probably afraid we’re about to dip it in curry or something now that it’s out of her sight. Well, come on. I’m too tired to mess around this time, let’s get it home.”

***

I probably should have left Eiko rather than returning to the Meiko mansion. There really wasn’t any point in me being there, and I was pretty tired too. But it hadn’t felt right to bail out on her, and I’d been just a touch concerned about the book too. I hadn’t really thought anything was going to happen to it, but after the spending all that time searching for it I would have felt really guilty if Eiko had gotten clipped by a car or something on the way back and the book had ended up damaged.

(You know, that miraculous clipping that would somehow be precise enough to leave her unhurt but hit the book with surgical precision. I didn’t claim it was a reasonable worry.)

It turned out to be a fortuitous decision, getting me access to a part of the Meiko mansion I’d never considered before.

The house’s library was laid out pretty stereotypically, with the usual architectural laziness of the mansion, aiming to impress and overwhelm the visitor with the power of the books contained within. It was a fair-sized circular room, two storeys tall, with imposing bookcases surrounding the edges and a skylight to provide relatively strong natural lighting. I did appreciate that the designer had gone for an upper-level balcony rather than rolling ladders. As cool as they looked I thought they were unsafe and impractical, something too hard to use and too likely for someone to fall off of.

Needless to say, I had a quick bibliophile related meltdown at the sight.

“Wow Mamoru,” Eiko barely bothered to hide her smirk as I darted from bookshelf to bookshelf, barely even trying to not look like a kid in a candy store. “We’ve just gone through how many bookstores today and this impresses you?”

I didn’t bother speaking. The library wasn’t a magical treasure trove of mysterious books, but it was surprisingly impressive. The majority of the books I was seeing were top quality editions, and most were fifty to a hundred years old. Having them all out in the open like that, almost available, made me itch to start picking up and reading them. Even though the majority were either things I’d read before or had little interest in, I just wanted to draw out a copy, pick a place at random to start, and enjoy the atmosphere. After all the ‘look but don’t touch’ of the really expensive older books we’d been looking at for the last few hours this hit a lot harder than I’d have expected.

“Don’t take it too seriously,” Eiko’s smirk escaped as she headed over to several glass cases towards the back of the room. “The less attractive books are on the second level where a guest isn’t likely to see them.”

“The less attractive books?” I asked, tearing my eyes away from the shelves.

“The ones the Meikos actually read. Most of these were bought because they were the sort of books a library was supposed to have back when the mansion was first built.”

That does help explain the age. I admitted to myself.

“The second floor attracts the more useful stuff,” Eiko continued, stepping up to an empty glass case and examining it. “The things the Meikos actually read and use. Take a good look at the angles, they put more of the fancy books on the top shelves but the shelves you can’t see well from the bottom floors get all the normal books. That also makes them easier for people to reach. Ah!”

I looked over to see her hit a few mechanisms and then pop off a glass box from its settings.

“Come on, bring it here,” Eiko waved me over.

“This is what Himeko meant?” I asked, a little puzzled as I got closer.

Eiko nodded. “These are display cases,” she explained. “Pretty high-quality ones too. They were talking about adding mechanisms to fill the boxes with inert gasses for the next upgrade. They’re supposed to showcase the books that are more about owning than reading, but the Meikos have never been interested in acquiring those.”

I glanced over to the side. There were five of these cases as the back of the library but only three of them were in use. A quick glance showed the case to the side held a small book. A discrete plaque declared ‘The Legend of Momotaro, printed in 1755.’

 That’s… still pretty impressive. If I remembered correctly, and I should have since I’d memorized it in case it came up on the history and culture exams, the earliest surviving print version was from 1723.

Since I was looking Eiko felt compelled to add “They do pick some up along the way. Charity auctions, gifts, attempts to curry favor. It does happen, and until they pass it along as their donation to a charity auction or a museum they keep those sorts of books here.”

I carefully schooled my expression. I’d love for someone to just give me a valuable 300-year-old book in an attempt to curry favor.

Actually, upon a little more reflection, I wouldn’t. Chances were it wouldn’t be anything I’d want to read. And even if it was, I doubted I would dare to read it. After realizing that I begrudgingly had to admit the Meikos had a point here. You couldn’t just ignore something like that, but treating it properly would be tricky.

Eiko finished putting Hiro’s gift (which was already contained in a very nice box, the book store hadn’t just tossed it us with a casual “here you go”) on the fourth pedestal and started resealing the glass container over it. “This is still temperature, moisture, and climate controlled,” she admitted. “I think Himeko’s being a little excessive, but the space is there and it’s ready to use.”

“Seems a waste not to,” I replied carefully.

Eiko smiled at my overly cautious response. “Relax Mamoru, I know this is all a little ridiculous. But I figure Himeko’s owed a little reassurance, put her mind at ease after the problem with the swordsmith. Besides: she has a valuable book, her family has empty space designed to keep valuable books, it’s kind of hard to argue with that.”

“Okay, I suppose,” I admitted a little more naturally, “but they’re really not going to object to it? Tell her she’s the one who’s being ridiculous?”

“Not really. We’re going to avoid mentioning that it’s a Christmas present for Hiro, I’m not sure what they’d think of that,” Eiko looked a hint shifty at that part. “But I doubt it’s even going to come up. We’re not going to deliberately mention it and I doubt they’re going to even notice there’s another book in the library’s display cases. Not in a week. But even if they did they wouldn’t object to her using this, not unless they suddenly acquired a few more books they had to store safely.”

If they were going to raise concerns about a book (albeit a nearly five-hundred-year-old book!) as a gift I wondered how Himeko had gotten away with the swordsmith and the sword. I decided I didn’t want to know and left it at that. Chances are it’s just some matter of obscure etiquette, I told myself firmly. Like how a sword’s supposed to be formal and wouldn’t normally mean much, but a book appears too intimate and personal. Sure, that made sense.

“Anyway,” Eiko brushed past the point and hit a couple of more switches. There was a subtle hiss sound as the pedestal did something. “That’s done. Now- “

Eiko was interrupted by a frantic beeping on her phone, a different tone than I’d ever heard before. She instantly picked it up and frowned.

“Mamoru, would you mind waiting here for a while?” she asked, an unusual expression on her face.

That should have rung a bunch of alarm bells. Unfortunately I was too distracted by the library to clue in. “Really? That would be alright?” I asked, trying not to sound like an overenthusiastic eight-year-old.

“Yeah. Don’t do anything stupid, but I’ve got to duck out and check on something. Just… stay here, alright?”

I barely noticed Eiko retreating cautiously out of the room, I was looking at the bookshelves greedily. The first floor was intimidating but interesting. And the second floor… Eiko was right, that was a lot more for use than for show. It was a much more eclectic mix of books, magazines, and a few other oddballs tucked away where they wouldn’t immediately ruin the aesthetic of the room.

I came back to reality two hours later-

(Look, they had some Osamu Tezuka stories in the original magazines tucked away on one of the shelves! And then I got curious about all the other vintage stuff there I’d barely even heard of… it was distracting, alright?)

Anyway, I came back to reality two hours later when the door to the room opened and shut a little too hard, jolting me out of the world of the story. I glanced around nervously, but before I could decide on anything a voice by the door noted. “Okay, we should be safe in here.”

“Really?” a second voice asked skeptically. “He’s not going to think to look in the library?”

“Not likely. You know what he thinks of me, he’d never expect me to go somewhere useful or educational.”

The bitterness in the tone finally struck a chord. Shinji, I realized belatedly. And I think that’s the same guy I saw him with before. What was his name?

“You sure you’re not reading too much into it?”

“Are you sure you want to go back out there?” Shinji countered

I could practically hear the other guy shudder even though I was standing almost directly above the pair, on the second-floor walkway above the door. “Absolutely not,” he replied, “what’s your grandad on about this time?”

Oh shit, I thought. I activated the ‘don’t notice me’ talisman on reflex. It wouldn’t do me much good if he was actively looking for me, but if he wasn’t looking around the area it would probably give me some cover.

“Damned if I know,” Shinji replied.

“Sometimes I think he’s losing it,” the friend replied frankly. “Or that he should be the one they put in therapy.”

Shinji chuckled darkly. “I’d pay good money to watch you say that to his face.”

“How much?”

“Don’t,” Shinji replied instantly. “Not even as a joke. Grandfather’s not insane but… he wouldn’t take that well.”

“I think maybe I should,” his friend said a little hotly. “Someone needs to tell him. And if he does something to me… someone needs to stand up to that bully!”

“Don’t… don’t judge him on his bad days, Kaito.” Shinji sighed.

Kaito, that’s the name! Thank you!  I thought, semi-randomly. It was a stupid thing to be thankful for, especially when I was debating a few spells to restrain the guy. Not that I could blame him, I sure had my share of things I’d fantasized about telling Himeko’s grandfather to his face. But as tempting as it was, I’d so far managed to keep my perspective and been able to tell the difference between needed lessons and angry self-indulgence. Kaito didn’t sound like he had that.

“I mean it,” Shinji continued reluctantly. “He’s stupid, but he’s not that stupid. A few things have combined to set him off and he’s not usually that bad.”

“Really? Like what?” Kaito challenged hotly.

It’s not my fault they never even looked around for me, I though, eavesdropping with only a hint of shame.

“Well, the weather’s bad and his arthritis is acting up. I think one of his old buddies died a few days ago. And then there are things that obviously irritated him that I don’t know about.”

“Uh huh,” I could hear Kaito’s skepticism. “And that justifies this?”

“There is more. It’s just that some of it is stupid,” Shinji admitted with a sigh. “Like I think he’s got a hair up his ass about my marks. I did pretty well this semester, but I didn’t do as well as my sister so he wants to harass me; but it bugs him that he doesn’t have enough ammunition. Especially since he can’t get on my case without acknowledging her.”

“So he’s taking it out in a different way? You know what our counsellor would have said about that.”

“Then there’s the fact my sis is out and shopping for a present for her boyfriend. That would probably be enough to set him off all on its own.”

“Your grandad has a complex.”

“No. Well, okay, he does. But not in that way. He’s absolutely nuts but I think he really is worried about her.”

“Oh yeah. This screams worried.”

“It’s because of my aunt.”

I froze. And after a quick second I threw away what few compunctions I had, thought screw it, and cast a quick spell to help me listen in on the conversation.

“Your aunt?” Kaito asked, suddenly a bit trepidatious. “I… Shinji, what’s the story there. I remember you brushed up against it a few times in the group sessions but you always backed off. How… she’s important isn’t she?”

Shinji laughed a little bitterly. “Oh yeah. My youngest aunt was a little like me. Or so they tell me, Aunt Miwa died long before I was born.”

“What happened?”

Maybe it was just a side effect of the spell, but I could tell Shinji forced casualness as he then shrugged and continued. “It sounds like it was a pretty simple story. Aunt Miwa was like me, she didn’t live up to Grandfather’s expectations and after a while she got sick of it and rebelled. Only she was even dumber than me. Or maybe less lucky. She fell for someone, defied Grandfather, started fooling around, and had this knock down, drag out fight with Grandad as he found out. And then ran away from home at the end of it. Only it turned out the guy really was using her. He dumped her as soon as he found out she’d dumped her family.”

“Damn,” Kaito’s words were spoken in a hushed tone. They matched well with my mental oh shit.

“Well, there she was,” Shinji continued, obviously struggling to keep his voice even, “alone, out or resources, disgraced,” his tone made clear what he thought of that silly judgement, “and friendless. Grandfather had been his usual bastard self before she’d run off. So rather than come slinking back to him, risk him haranguing her and saying ‘I told you so’ before maybe just kicking her out anyway, she killed herself.”

Everyone was silent for a long moment.

“Actually, I don’t know that’s true,” Shinji said, obviously fighting back a few tears, “no one does. She didn’t leave any sort of note. We don’t know why she did it. Not exactly. Maybe she really thought it was the only way to maintain the Meiko family’s honor. Maybe she was just too stubborn to admit she was wrong, especially if it meant Grandfather was right. But when she did it… it…”

“I spoke to my other aunt for the first time this year,” Shinji continued after ten seconds. “My Grandmother wasted away after her daughter died, she was dead within three years. After that Aunt Yayoi left the family in a different way and swore she’d never come back, she was apparently just as pissed at Grandfather as I was. And Grandfather… he doesn’t dare admit he was wrong. Not in the slightest. Not in any way. Not after all this time.”

I had to remind myself to breathe as Shinji fell silent again. But when he finally started speaking again it surprised me.

“That’s the real reason he hates what sis is doing so much,” Shinji continued almost normally. “I had a long talk with the counselor about this and she pointed a few things out to me. Sis had been proving all of Grandad’s prejudices about girls are so much shit for her entire life. And it doesn’t matter how good or bad Aunty Miwa really was, he probably thinks that if Himeko’s really that good then it means his judgement is crap. He doesn’t want to accept that guilt. So he wants me to be better to validate him and all his judgements.”

“Shit,” Kaito breathed reverently. “So that’s it.”

“Maybe,” Shinji said a little more normally. “Sensei pointed also out that’s probably not all of it. Grandad’s still got the prejudices themselves. And he probably really does want us to succeed. And he probably is worried for Himeko on some level, doubly so after Aunt Miwa. He’s got crap judgement and I’ve got no idea what he’s thinking, she’s obviously ten times as smart and able to make decisions as he is. He’s paranoid that anyone trying to get close to us is after something now, especially if they’re not making trillions of yen each year. They usually do want something, but Grandfather takes it to the extreme and assumes everyone’s like the scumbag that seduced Aunt Miwa. But if Himeko crashed and burned with her boyfriend and then… did something…” Shinji’s voice caught for a few moments. For all his tough talk the thought of that happening to his sister was obviously something he didn’t even want to consider. “It would probably destroy him. He’d probably go the same way as Grandmother after that.”

That… does put a different spin on things, I thought reluctantly from above. I wasn’t sure I fully believed it. But… well… wasn’t that basically his problem? His inability to accept an unpleasant truth was causing him to lose his temper and make stupid decisions? It was a sobering thought.

“Wow. That’s messed up,” Kaito agreed. “I mean, my parents were worse; but at least it was a straightforward kind of worse. Your family doesn’t do anything by halves.”

“I know, right? You knew what to forgive them for and what was unforgivable. Grandad’s an infuriating mess of good and bad. Some days I almost start hoping he’s going to drop dead, give us the easy way out of it. Then he gives me a backhanded compliment or I catch him looking sorrowfully at a picture of Grandmother and I feel sorry for him. If someone had made him see a counselor about thirty years ago we’d all be a lot happier.”

“Amen to that,” Kaito replied feelingly. “I don’t want to think about what I’d have done to my kids if I’d had to keep it all inside for decades.”

“Anyway, I think he’s gone now. It should be safe to sneak you out.”

“Yeah. I see your point about him, but I still don’t want to get cornered by him anywhere in your home!”

You and me both, I thought, guiltily cutting off the spell as the pair cracked open the doors and snuck out. Suddenly I was alone again in the library with my thoughts.

I nervously drummed my fingers against the second floor’s railing a few times, unsure what to think.

Aoth, that’s a hell of a revelation. I’d suspected at least some of it before. And I probably shouldn’t assume I’d gotten a complete and balanced view from Shinji, especially secondhanded. I didn’t know who had told him, and given that he probably had his own prejudices in telling the story this was definitely getting into ‘a friend of a friend told me’ territory. But even assuming it was only half right that was a heck of a thing to consider. It didn’t change the stupidity or sometimes dangerous arrogance and anger in their grandparent’s actions, but it wasn’t hard to see some of the reasoning behind them either.

I winced as I tried to look at it from his angle. There’s this strange, maybe even exotic looking guy doing ‘science’ that he doesn’t want to explain to anyone and he’s convinced your young and inexperienced granddaughter to allow him free access to your home. Yeah, I can see how a guy who’s already lost a daughter to an outright gold-digger might not react well to that.

It didn’t excuse what I’d seen him do, and I still had to stretch a little to give him even that much, but it added a little more validity to his actions than I’d ever expected. He was still really misjudging Himeko and refusing to give her nearly enough credit. And most of the so-called reasons behind that were as dumb as ever. But without that tragedy I suspected he’d have been a lot more harmless.

Aoth, this is a mess. And, in a way, I was now even deeper in it than previously! How did I go about letting Himeko I knew this? Should I let Himeko know I knew this? Did I even really know this? I suspected Shinji had been pretty accurate but I was also sure there was more to the story than that. How much more did Himeko know and how willing would she be to tell it if I told her I knew anything? And how would any differences in the story come back to trip us up?

And just to top it off: how guilty would Himeko feel that I’d gotten this from Shinji? Never mind the overhearing it part, Shinji had been willing to tell a newer, younger, and less mature friend than me the truth. How was that going to affect Himeko when she thought about it? Would she get angry at Shinji for being too loose lipped? Or would she feel guilty and ashamed about not sucking it up and telling me sooner?

Probably option two I thought with a frustrated sigh. I really couldn’t judge Shinji’s friend one way or the other, I knew way too little about him, but Himeko had kind of been due to tell me at least half of this for months now. I’d have argued she should have after that little incident at the start of summer, or at least sometime after the Himawari Ball. I was hardly the best person to criticize someone else for keeping secrets, but I’d been caught up in enough things enough times I was overdue something of an explanation. Family privacy was one thing, but if her grandfather kept trying to take his issues out on me then that was another!

But I don’t want to put a damper on Christmas for her, or Hiro. Argh. I thought with understated frustration. Hell, her feelings and the distraction Hiro had provided was probably part of the reason she hadn’t gotten around to telling me!

We’ll think about it sometime in the New Year, I promised myself uneasily, turning back to the magazines to try and distract myself from this uncomfortable situation. It didn’t help that I belatedly realized this was probably why Eiko had hidden me away in the library in the first place, to hide from Himeko’s grandfather while he was in such a mood!
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Okay, I didn’t think I’d be back here so soon. I reflected. Which is a little weird. Especially since in hindsight I should have been doing this long ago. I really should have started this… hmm. Last Winter Solstice? I mean, that was still a little soon. I was only starting to get ramped up with everything. I could have. But things like building better collectors still took priority.

I was meandering a little, a bit nervous as I went around the roof of the school setting stuff up. Like at Halloween, I was setting up a bunch of pendulums to track and monitor various mystical facets. Unlike last time, I was a little excited to be doing this experiment and it was getting to me. Well, that and the cold. It was literally edging towards the longest night of the year and the weather on top of the school was pretty chilly. It encouraged me to move around briskly as I set everything up.

Oh, and I was distracted by that whole Ishii/Ishida thing, I remembered. I then smiled and shook my head a little at how that had almost been an afterthought. You’d think that would have been the first thing to come to mind. I’m only a few days away from attending this year’s Choral Club performance and I’m thinking of attempting to record the whole thing. It was amazing how much difference a year could make. Almost a year ago I’d been on the roof of Ishida’s apartment, preparing an ill thought out but lucky intervention.

Huh. I wonder if that would have played out any differently if it had been the Solstice instead of the day after. Sort of. Well, one more thing to think about tonight.

My purpose was a long overdue check on various metaphysical and mystical factors related to Winter Solstice. Up until now I’d arrogantly assumed I knew all of them already, that they were pretty much just the same as on Avalon. But when I’d realized that was what I’d been doing I’d known I had to start checking my data. Since I’d already assembled and practiced a setup for things like this at Halloween, even if that had been a bit of a stupid impulse, I’d set it up again and was preparing to see what I’d gotten right about the longest night. And hopefully get a clue what I’d gotten wrong.

Honestly, it’s embarrassing to think I made that assumption, I smirked in amusement as I adjusted one of the pendulums. Seriously. I knew it had to be… there I go again! I didn’t know anything of the sort. I thought it should be. And I’m probably right. But this unconscious arrogance is ridiculous!

The solstices and equinoxes, as well as other astronomical cycles, had an effect on a world’s magic not dissimilar to the tides. It was a lot more complex than that, it was closer to a combination of tides, currents, and weather changes when you looked at how much some supernatural factors changed. But it usually wasn’t to the extent of the tides either.

Take pure power, I thought, testing out a few numbers in my head. Back on Avalon the ambient mana probably only went up like five to ten percent. It was a much more significant change in places of power like ley-lines or their nexuses, especially at the peak of the event. But overall it wasn’t that large. I frowned. Is there a way for me to check the income from my collectors? It probably is changing and I wonder if it’s by that much?

Over the course of the whole day I wouldn’t have been surprised if the ley-line managed around 150% of it’s normal power. But that was an estimate. And it was based on the whole day. Right at that moment the ley-line through the Meiko estates was probably only ten percent above normal. But closer to the peak I’d have expected it to double.

Which raises some interesting questions now that I think about it, I frowned, realizing I was missing something obvious. Like where’s all this extra mana coming from? There are probably some big clues into what mana actually is and how it works if we take a close enough look. After a few moments I made a frustrated sound, pulled out my phone, and jotted down a few notes.

I’ve been sleeping on all this too long. Too focused on my day-to-day practicalities and missing a few of the bigger, theoretical questions and problems. I need to pull my head out of my ass and start fixing that.

I was being slightly unfair to myself. I’d originally dismissed those concerns because I’d figured I wouldn’t have the infrastructure to even think about seriously studying those questions for at least another decade. And I was still woefully underequipped in many ways. These needed the supernatural equivalent of the Large Hadron Collider and the Hubble Space Telescope. I’d just managed to cobble together a fairly decent Renaissance level telescope. But it was high time I started using that more primitive telescope to figure out a few things and then use that information to pose the right questions to zero in on with the Hubble when I got the chance. Such as figuring out what was the same and what was different between Avalon and Earth, and coming up with a hypothesis or two as to why.

I mean, I already know mana is currently weaker on Earth, I thought, trying to multitask and think about the problem, take notes, and finish off my mystic sensors at the same time. But the rest of the factors? It’s time to start checking those assumptions. Are various dimensions still easier to reach? Is the mana change proportional to Avalon? Is-

>Matsuda-san?< Sensei-san unexpectedly interrupted my thoughts and I almost dropped my phone.

Is it easier for spirits to reach us? I finished a little irritably. “What is it Sensei-san?” I asked out loud, trying to keep my voice polite.

>I believe a situation has arisen. I require your help.<

I frowned a little but paused in my setting up. “How so?” Normally it should have been Himeko helping him out, but she was at home. I was there pretty late again, it was already pushing eight, but I had full permission this time. It was frustrating to get interrupted but this whole situation was already setting off alarm bells

>I… am not certain I should say. I am not sure what’s going on, and it might violate another student’s privacy.<

“Is this a magical situation?”

>I do not believe so.<

“And you’re sure you shouldn’t ask for Himeko?” I emphasized carefully. I didn’t want to seem ungrateful or unwilling, and I also wasn’t happy about the idea of dragging Himeko to the school this late at night. But if this was a situation that required even a modicum of social graces… yeah, it might be better to risk Himeko’s wrath rather than throwing me at it. I was probably a better choice than Sensei-san, but that was about all I could say for it. Probably.

>Ordinarily yes. But I am worried that time is a factor tonight. Your classmate Yoshida Hideki is back again. And our connection is still weak, but I do not think he should be allowed to go around unsupervised. He feels… off.<

Normally I would have pressed for a few more details. But given that Sensei-san had only been interacting with humans for about eight months I figured that if that was the only word they thought they could use to describe the situation then that was the best I was going to get. “Alright then,” I replied, cautiously moving in the direction of the door. “Where is he?”

>Currently he is moving around. It is hard to predict his movements, he’s wandering around the second floor.<

I felt a nervous gnawing in the pit of my stomach but took the stairs down from the roof. Maybe it’s nothing, I reflected nervously, but we’ve already had one nutjob sabotaging parts of the school this year. I’d feel pretty guilty if he did something when I could have stopped him. The last thing we all needed was something else going wrong and disrupting our school year even more!

Plus, I won’t be able to focus if I just try to ignore this, I admitted. I’ll just spend all the time worrying that he’ll do something that’ll disrupt my experiment or cause even more trouble for Himeko. She needs another crisis hanging over her even less than I do! It was probably nothing, but there was no sense in not checking it out.

I took the main stairs down to the second floor and started to look around. I fought down the urge to activate the ‘don’t notice me’ talisman. I wasn’t sure how good it would be in the school this late at night, with so little cover it would probably depend on Yoshida’s mindset. Besides, I kind of wanted him to notice me. I wasn’t keen to talk to him, and if he noticed me wandering about and figured maybe it was best just to head back home then I could count that as a victory without any awkward conversations or social mistakes!

I went up and down the hallways for a good five minutes without encountering him. Although I thought I might have caught glimpses of him from time to time, a foot there or a quick flash of a retreating shadow, he remained stubbornly out of sight. I didn’t mind that, I wasn’t exactly making any serious attempt to catch him, but I was starting to get a little more concerned. Sensei-san was right, he wouldn’t be making this much effort not to be seen but still staying around the school if something wasn’t up.

>He’s moved to the stairs.< Sensei-san inserted finally. I felt a momentary surge of hope he was retreating but that was soon dashed by the kami. >He’s going upstairs… I think he might be heading to your classroom.<

I shrugged a little nervously and moved to follow him, struggling to keep my pace even. I didn’t exactly want to go any faster and catch him, or increase Yoshida’s stress by giving him the impression I was chasing him. But in a similar manner I didn’t want to drag my feet too much either. Trying to walk normally under the circumstance was surprisingly difficult.

So, as calmly as I could, I wandered up to our homeroom. When Sensei-san didn’t give me any more warnings or advice I just walked right in, figuring it was the safest bet. Hopefully he’d moved on. But if he hadn’t that gave me the best shot at claiming it was a coincidence or casual.

What I saw there froze my heart.

Yoshida had opened a window towards the back of the classroom. And it was obvious he wasn’t just doing it to get a little air.

He was so preoccupied with it, and judging the exact mechanics of how he could manage the next move, he didn’t actually notice me entering. I stood there for a good ten seconds, then the stupidest thing I could think of popped out of my mouth. “You know, that’s not a great place for it.”

“Jeez!” Yoshida jumped about a meter backwards, only stopping because he collided with a desk. Given how worked up he probably was already, that reaction really wasn’t a surprise.

I carefully wandered over and sized up the window and the drop. “Seriously. This is probably the worst of both worlds. It’s too short to kill you outright and too tall that you could get away without significant injuries. You’d have to try a proper dive, head first, and I’m not even sure that would do it.”

I belatedly realized I was in shock, and babbling.

“I don’t know- what are you talking about?” Yoshida asked, trying frantically to play it off. He was less convincing than I would have been.

I carefully and shakily pulled the window shut, my own arms trembling a little. “Yoshida-san, let’s not pretend you weren’t thinking what you were thinking.”

“You can’t stop me.”

I couldn’t have parsed the tone. Not even on a regular day, let alone these conditions. There was just so much in it. Despair, tiredness, determination, pleading, defiance. All of them there, yet none dominant.

You could, a dark part of me whispered. Temporarily, it would have been no problem. Long term, the lure of the mind control spells reared its ugly head again.

“No, I can’t,” I replied, my own voice not much better as the shock rendered me distant. “Come on.”

Yoshida blinked a few times in confusion as I began to shakily walk off. “Where are we going?”

“The roof. If you absolutely have to jump then that’s going to be a better option.”

***

Yoshida followed me in silence, too stunned and off balance to even think of doing anything else. We’d probably have acted differently if it was any further away, but at this point it was close enough we were both acting on autopilot.

“You can’t stop me,” he repeated once we finally stepped out into the colder air and shook ourselves awake.

“No, I can’t.” Please don’t make me choose, my internal voice cried. Because I sure as hell wasn’t happy with either of those choices: let him go through with it or resort to morally questionable magic.

“I’m serious.”

“So am I. Why do you think I brought you up here? If you have to jump the roof’s a much better option.” There was a token railing around it but that was mostly just to prevent accidents. A truly determined person would have no trouble surmounting it, not even our physically weakest students.

“You’re truly okay with this?”

I made a frustrated sound. “Of course I’m fucking not! What the hell are you thinking man? I don’t want you to go and kill yourself, especially not when I’m now involved with this! But it’s not like I have a lot of choice here. What? Am I supposed to wrestle you to the ground and then spend the next four years of my life guarding you from yourself?”

“That’s not…” Yoshida trailed off and looked away. “What’s that?” he asked, his attention momentarily arrested.

I followed his glance and abruptly remembered I hadn’t finished setting up the pendulums. That meant the ‘don’t notice me’ spell around them wasn’t complete either, and they were just sitting out there in all their ridiculous lack of glory.

“That?” I tried to casually wave it aside. “I was setting up and experiment when Sensei- don’t change the subject!”

Yoshida’s mouth tugged up in an unwilling grin. “It looks like something out of an occult movie.”

I shot him a glare. “It’s like seismographs,” I replied tersely, stretching the truth an awful lot. “They’ll measure waves when they’re disturbed. At least, they will when they’re done.”

There was a moment of uncomfortable silence.

I broke first and sighed. “Look Yoshida-san. I don’t know you. I don’t know your situation. Maybe you’re doing the right thing. I sure as hell don’t think so! But I’m not going to pretend there’s no chance that there’s a twistedly contrived combination of logic and events that might justify you killing yourself. I don’t think so, but I don’t know. So explain it to me: how’s offing yourself the right choice?”

“I- you don’t- “

“Explain it to me, Yoshida. Slowly.” I said, crossing my arms in front of me. “Because that’s a hell of permanent decision to make.”

“It just hurts so much,” he said, his face twisting up in pain.

“What does?” I asked a little more patiently.

He clearly didn’t want to answer, but I just kept looking at him. He both did and didn’t want to say it. It obviously hurt, but equally obviously he needed to get it out. I’m not sure I could have won any sort of clash of wills, but I wasn’t trying for that. Instead, I did my best to hold myself together and simply waited.

Finally, he just whispered “my sister”, then fell into a ball next to the roof’s edge and started crying.

Fuck, I wish it wasn’t me here, I thought, despairingly. But while he cried I simply sat down next to him and waited.

It took a bit. Not too long, no matter what it might have felt like, only a couple of minutes. But that was long enough to turn his face red and swell his eyes. Grief wasn’t pretty.

“I suppose you think I’m pathetic,” he said bitterly.

“Why would I think that?” I asked, genuinely surprised.

“Everyone does.”

“Not everyone.” Still a little in shock I then shook my head and added. “Aoth, that sounds so formulaic. But it’s true. You’re allowed to be upset at the loss of a loved one. You could tell me she died before you were even born and you’re regretting the lost opportunity and I’d still say you’re allowed to feel that.”

“You don’t mean that,” Yoshida looked away.

I shrugged even though he wasn’t looking. “I’d say you were dwelling on it too much if you were feeling it that much every minute of every day, and I still think killing yourself over that would be stupid, but I stand by that statement. Sometimes things just hit us, and that’s something I could see easily enough. Wishing you could see your sister again, now that the holidays are coming up-“ the words caught in my throat and I suddenly stopped speaking.

“What?” Yoshida asked suddenly, not so far gone he’d missed my response.

This time I fell silent for a long moment.

“What?” this time it was straight up challenging. You brought me up here, you made me talk. Now live up to your own damn example.

I let out a long sigh. Aoth, I know this isn’t your thing. But please don’t let me screw this up. “Once, long ago, I lost two of my siblings.”

Yoshida’s glare made it clear what he felt about this sudden revelation at this time and place. He thought I was lying.

“It’s true,” I said with deceptive mildness. “It was before I was born, which is why that idea came to mind for me, but I should have both an older brother and an older sister. And I don’t.”

Oh dear gods this is a tightrope! I am a straight up idiot! What the fuck am I doing? I thought feelingly. I wasn’t lying, precisely. But since I was talking about my sibs from my last life back on Avalon I was stretching the truth in multiple directions at once.

“Sometimes it hits me,” I continued a little more honestly. “The absence. The realization I’ll never see them again. The fact they are family but…” I fell silent again. “Sometimes I’ll just lie there in the dark on my bed for a while. Just… stunned and empty. Knowing that it’s stupid to feel the absence when it was never really there in the first place, but still feeling it.”

Aoth that felt wrong to say. And it wasn’t. I’d done that for my siblings when they’d died back on Avalon. And I’d done it again for all of them some nights when I’d keenly felt all of their absence on Earth. But mixing the two like that without explaining… it didn’t feel right.

“It’s not the same,” Yoshida protested, his voice breaking. “You’ve had years. You never knew them. They were older! My- Juri- “ he broke down crying again.

I waited it out.

He came back quicker this time. But angrier. “I should have been there for her! I should have protected her!”

“Know that feeling,” I muttered, even though that would have raised more questions than it answered. Thankfully Yoshida was so lost in his own feelings he never even noticed.

“And now- I- “ he trembled. “I should jump. Just like she did. It’s the only way to redeem myself.”

“At the risk of stating the obvious,” I said tiredly, “would she have wanted that?” I knew that wasn’t the right tone, and a not insignificant part of myself wanted to strangle me for not sounding solemn enough, but the rest of me didn’t care. I was too tired and heartsick in my own way as Yoshida’s words reminded me of my own pain. I would stop him if I could, and I’d probably regret it for the rest of my life if he still did it, but I didn’t have much gentleness left inside me.

“It doesn’t matter, she’s GONE!”

“And you’re still here.”

“So what? It doesn’t matter. I’ll never see her again, never have the chance to apologize. If I end it the pain will stop.”

“No. It won’t.” I said sadly.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Yoshida shot back harshly, getting to his feet. “Don’t tell me you’re one of those idiots who thinks there’s something more to the world? There is NOTHING more! Otherwise she wouldn’t have died!”

I sighed, put a touch of mana into my words, and addressed the empty air. “Sensei-san? This might be a good time for you to chime in.”

The kami of the school manifested in front of us. “And say what Matsuda-san?” they asked politely.

Yoshida fell back down and scootched away until his back was firmly braced against the roof’s edge. “W-w-what?”

“Thank you,” I nodded at the kami, “that’s enough for now. Don’t strain yourself too much, we might need a little more from you later on.”

Sensei-san nodded back at me. “As you wish, Matsuda-san. But please remember, you are right next to my shrine. Kameiko-sama has been teaching me, this is easier than you realize.”

“Huh,” even after the emotional clubbing I’d just been taking that still raised a bit of wonder and curiosity in me. “Good to know. Thank you.”

With that the kami vanished again, as if they’d never been.

“That’s Sensei-san,” I explained in a tired and drained voice to my fellow student. “He’s the school’s kami. Although I suppose I should say ‘they’ since they really don’t have a gender. Sorry Sensei-san, I’m tired and slipping.”

Yoshida just stared at me like I was insane.

“Anyway, they were worried about you. That’s why I went looking for you. I get that you’re angry and bitter at the world right now, and you’ve never seen anything like that, but don’t go around saying there’s nothing more. That can get you into trouble.”

Yoshida suddenly exploded. “Well where was Juri’s kami when she needed it?!” he yelled. “Where was her school when all those assholes were harassing her?! If they care so much why didn’t someone step in?!”

“Don’t know,” I answered blandly, although I quailed inside to hear those words and the anger behind them. It was a question that hurt me to hear, I couldn’t imagine how it felt for Yoshida to have been living it all this time. “I’m not saying it’s fair Yoshida-san, or right. It’s not fair or right any more than anyone harassing her was. Maybe a kami should have helped her. Maybe a human should have. But don’t go saying that good kami and good humans don’t exist just because no one did back then.”

He was silent for a moment, and so was I. I wanted to say more, but that sounded too preachy already. And I was already worried I was trying to tap dance through a minefield.

Instead, after another moment, I added. “If you throw yourself off the roof of this school I don’t know what will happen next. There’s… a lot of unknowns. Maybe the pain will stop. Maybe you will meet your sister again. But maybe you won’t either, and maybe the pain will just continue. Only even worse this time, because you’ll have done something unforgivable.”

I sighed. “I didn’t want to bring up your parents before because I don’t know them any more than I know you. But will losing another child really make them hurt less?”

Aoth, please don’t let me have stepped on a landmine. For all I knew he was an orphan or his parents were of a type that made mine look good!

Thankfully, Yoshida looked stricken. “That’s- but they- “ he then looked away, ashamed.

“Whatever you feel right now,” I asked gently, “would you really feel okay inflicting that same sort of thing on them?”

“DAMNIT!” he screamed, turning away and punching the roof so hard I winced.

I fell silent, worried I’d said too much already.

Yoshida panted for a moment. But when he spoke again he sounded a little stronger. Still broken, but a little firmer and accepting of that brokenness. “Damnit,” he repeated bitterly. “You’re right.”

I nodded. “Yoshida,” I told him as calmly as I could. “You’re in pain right now. That’s because you’re hurt. There’s nothing wrong with that, there’s a huge hole in your life! It’s a real, horrible wound even if it doesn’t correspond to your body. If you weren’t feeling pain you wouldn’t be human. But don’t do something stupid to relieve that pain.”

“What do I do?”

I sighed softly. “Talk to a real doctor,” I replied more firmly, reaching out and putting a hand on his shoulder. “A psychiatrist or a counsellor or something. You’re hurt, mental bones are broken and out of alignment. You need a professional to put them back in place or you’re going to heal wrong.”

“Because I’m weak,” Yoshida said disgustedly.

I made a disgusted sound of my own. “Why do people keep saying that?” I replied with a surprising amount of heat. “It’s as stupid as you can get. That’s like saying those who can’t bandage up their own arms and shove their own bones back into alignment are weak! Sure, it’s impressive if you can do that. That or you’re an insensitive, meat headed idiot. But that doesn’t mean that someone who needs a doctor to do it is a weakling. No! They’re normal!”

Yoshida let out a wet chuckle at my mini rant.

“Seriously, see a professional,” I said a little more normally. “They could really help you. And listening to tired idiots like me isn’t that useful.”

“I don’t know about that,” Yoshida replied, almost amused.

“If it helps, I could always try listening Yoshida-san,” Sensei-san’s voice echoed over the empty rooftop.

Yoshida tensed up again but I simply went “Huh.” After a second, I added “are you sure that’s a good idea Sensei-san? I’m not sure you’re the best counsellor for a human.”

“No, but I can always listen,” the kami replied. “And I know better than to judge.”

I considered that for a few moments. “He could do worse,” I admitted. Like me. Or all too many inexperienced and overly stubborn teenaged boys. Sensei-san wasn’t a great choice, but compared to some of our classmates…

“Is he… is he really there?” Yoshida asked cautiously.

“They,” I reminded him. “And yes. Sensei-san is the kami of the school. I don’t know their exact limits, but it’s safe to assume they know pretty much everything that’s going on around here.”

“How…?”

I shrugged. “No one’s completely sure. There’s plenty of theories but nothing definitive. But sometimes, through a combination of age and spirit, old buildings and places really do awaken.”

Needless to say, I was keeping it simple and not going to mention ‘and I kept poking this one until they woke up.’

“As far as I know, schools are weird cases. There’s a lot more ‘feeling’ and ‘spirit’ and ‘connection’ to most of them, and that really helps. But you need time as well, and most schools aren’t old enough to manage.”

Yoshida looked down again. “So there really wasn’t a kami at my sister’s old school?”

“Probably not,” I replied cautiously. “I… know that a really old kami said that Sensei-san was the first kami of a school they’d ever encountered.”

Thankfully Yoshida was too distracted to follow up on all the things I obviously wasn’t saying there. “I don’t know if that makes it better or worse,” he said, sounding bitterly bemused. “Someone would have been looking out for Juri then. And she wouldn’t have been alone. But…”

This time my sigh was long and loud. It was so stereotypical and obvious, and I had to say it, but I probably wasn’t the right guy to be doing this!

“Look, do you want to talk about it? I don’t think I’m the guy you should be talking to, you barely know me and I’m really bad at this sort of thing. Obviously. But you need to talk to someone. Get it out of your system, start… not dealing with it, it’s obviously too much for that. But start figuring stuff out. Suicide… look, I’m not going to be arrogant and definitively say it isn’t the answer. But that sounds a lot like saying ‘my house is a disaster and I’ve got three broken windows. Well, better burn the place to the ground with everything still in it.’ There’s an overwhelming amount of stuff to take care of but that’s obviously an overly dramatic and overly simple answer!”

Yoshida let out another wet chuckle, amused and on the verge of tears at the same time. “You really suck at this.”

“So I’ve been told,” I agreed, too grateful he wasn’t taking it badly to be upset at the criticism. “The word they usually use is ‘hopeless’.”

Yoshida chuckled again and then sighed. “No. No, I don’t really want to talk about this. It’s just so much. After Juri died it was just so overwhelming. And then Mom and Dad moved to Tokyo just so we could get away from everything. And- “ he punched the roof again, but more lightly this time. And then winced and fought down a few swears as he felt the pain through his already abused knuckles this time.

Well, that explains the whole ‘mysterious transfer student’ thing, I thought guiltily, decoding a lot from those few sentences.

“It’s just been too much,” Yoshida said finally. “I’m not ready yet. It was overwhelming enough back home. But here, here it’s just… I can’t connect with anything. I’m drifting.”

I winced. “Yeah, that would do it,” I said softly. A lot of unresolved grief and emotions, and then you went to try and sort out Tokyo life while going to a new school for your last few semesters of high school? I’d have asked what the hell his parents were thinking except I doubted they were. They’d just lost one of their children, they had to have taken their own emotional blow to the head.

“Yeah, you got screwed in that respect,” I agreed in a stronger voice. “That’s a bad situation. And I’m not going to lie, I don’t see it getting any better in the next few months.”

“Entrance exams, finals,” Yoshida groaned and rubbed the back of his head.

“You could try bonding with everyone over the stress of that,” I admitted, “but I don’t see you making any close friends in the time remaining. You were in a bad place to start with, but I think that boat has pretty much sailed.”

I knew I shouldn’t have said it that way. And it wasn’t automatically true, it was always possible that he could have stumbled into someone he really clicked with. But between the stress, lack of time, and already developed cliques, he wasn’t likely to make any strong connections at our school at this point and I figured lying to him or trying to give him false hope wasn’t going to do either of us any good.

Yoshida shot me an angry look for a moment, then broke down into another sad chuckle. “Yeah, hopeless sounds about right for you.”

“Argh. I kind of deserved that one though.”

“Yes, you did.”

I was silent for a few moments and then added. “This isn’t much better, but it’s worth mentioning: you just have to last about four more months. They’re going to be hell, but that’s it. After that you’ll be out of here. And you’ll be starting with a clean slate in the same way as everyone else. Whether you go to university or straight into the workforce, you’ll be just the same as everyone around you.”

Yoshida sighed again. “That would be nice,” he said wistfully. “I’ve just been putting on faces since I started here. Sometimes it would be almost normal. And then people would say the stupidest things and the anger would start bubbling over.”

“Like what?” I asked, thinking of at least two fights that I knew of.

“That only those who were weak would commit suicide, and that they didn’t deserve to live,” he said darkly, clenching his fist again.

I winced. “Ah. That.” Not quite the typical Japanese attitude. But not an uncommon one either.

“And I couldn’t just stand by after hearing that. Not after what happened to Juri.” Yoshida fell silent again.

I pursed my lips. “I don’t know what to tell you. I kind of want to say ‘use your words, not your fists’ or something like that. But it’s not like those idiots are likely to listen. And you don’t want to give out your whole life story the next time someone makes a brainless crack like that. At least some of them would double down and be worse even if you tried.”

Yoshida let out a long, shuddering breath, and some of the tension leaked out of his shoulders. “Thanks.”

“For what?” I asked, genuinely confused. It wasn’t like I had a solution to his problem.

“For saying that. I only ever hear the idiots. I forgot other people knew the truth.”

I sniffed. “I suppose so. It isn’t something that comes up in everyday conversation. You’re more likely to hear a fearful or insensitive joke than ‘oh, isn’t it a tragedy that bad things happen to good people and sometimes they’re driven to suicide.’ It’s kind of hard to make a pithy crack about that.”

Yoshida let out a quick and tired laugh and then fell silent again.

I looked up at the sky and considered it for a while. Ah, fuck it, I thought. “In a few hours we’ll pass through the Winter Solstice,” I reported calmly. “It’s literally the darkest time of the year.”

Yoshida looked at me curiously.

“Some of that’s Seasonal Affective Disorder, and that’s going to keep going for a while, but I’ve got a suspicion that some of that isn’t. You’re feeling at your lowest point right now, and that’s why you were looking for a way out.”

And now I really want to test that, a stubborn voice in the back of my mind noted. Hell, it was starting to make interesting connections between SAD and the implications of Winter Solstice. Especially on the cause and effect side. Winter Solstice was often connected with the dark’s strongest point and easier connections to more negative forces. Were the supernatural effects due to SAD or was SAD due to the supernatural effects? Despite everything already going on around me, I was making a mental note to add that to my list of things to look into.

“But, looking at it a different way, we’re literally just a few hours away from the turning of the tides. From this point on, things are about to get lighter. It will take a while for the effects to take hold, for winter to turn to spring and then summer, but it’s inevitable at this point. There will be more light in the world, and it’s only going to keep growing. So, hold on. Stay the course. Things are only going to get better from this point.”

Yoshida shook his head sadly. “That was an awkward way to put it,” he said, with a touch of humor.

“Again, hopeless.”

“But you’re right,” he heaved out the hugest sigh of all and slowly climbed to his feet. “Killing myself would be stupid. I know that. It’s just…”

“For a moment there, darkness overwhelmed you and all you could think about was escaping the pain?” I asked, cautiously rising myself.

“How’d you- “ he cut himself off in amazement.

“What do you think we’ve been talking about for the last while? Or why I made that speech?” I asked wryly.

“Heh.”

“Talk to a counsellor,” I told him feelingly. “Talk to Himeko. Talk to Sensei-san. Hell, talk to me if you have to! Just expect that you’ll get more stupid stuff like tonight if you do. Just… talk to someone. If you let the darkness fester inside you, that’s when you start thinking something like this is a good idea.”

“I will,” he said, with a modicum of sincerity. He then looked up at the sky. “Four more months, huh?”

“Yeah.”

“Assuming I make it that long.”

I shrugged. And I wasn’t going to lie, I figured seeing something like the cherry blossoms and then watching them fall was going to hit him pretty hard when it happened. I wasn’t quite hopeless enough to mention that to him though.

“Screw it. I’m not going to give all the assholes like Futoshi the satisfaction of killing myself! I’m going to live.”

“That’s the spirit,” I said encouragingly, even as I winced at how lame it sounded coming out like that.

Yoshida shot me a quick grin. “Living out of spite.”

“Don’t knock it, it beats the alternative.”

We were silent a few more moments.

“You’re really going to be okay?” I asked cautiously.

“I think I’m going to try,” Yoshida answered frankly. “I feel a little better now.”

“Talk to people,” I said feelingly. “When you need to. Please.”

“I will.” He then looked at the building and then grinned. “Or maybe not people. Who knew a school would literally listen to your problems?” he shook his head.

Before I could say anything more or somehow make it any more awkward he turned around and started descending the stairs.

“Sensei-san?” I asked after he’d left.

>I do not know, Matsuda-san. He feels better than before. And there is more of a connection there than before.<

“Yeah. Well, you did just talk to him directly,” I noted judiciously. It would be kind of surprising if there hadn’t been anything after that.

Sensei-san remained silent.

After a few moments I cast a spell to warm myself up and went back to the pendulums on the roof. On one hand, I was emotionally exhausted and just wanted to go home. But on the other, I was ready to attack the project with renewed vigor. If some of what I suspected was right it was even more important than I’d realized for me to start getting readings and figuring out the truth. Even if I wasn’t going to be the one to make the breakthroughs then my successors could use the data points. And Yoshida’s situation just drove that home even further.

And maybe not just Yoshida, I thought judiciously as drew more sigils on the roof. Looking over the last few weeks I remembered what I’d seen. The situation with my mother. Himeko’s overreaction, her grandfather’s temper. Hell, last year and the situation with Ishida and Ishii. I’d been encountering an awful lot of darkness in December. Maybe that was just coincidence. Or, as I suspected, I was reversing cause and effect. That maybe the darker places were easier to access because so much of humanity was affected by things like SAD and holiday depression and we were the ones weakening the barriers and drawing the darkness to us. Whenever it was a choice between a supernatural possibility or humanity messing itself up then blaming humanity was usually the safer bet. But if I was right, just like how knowing about SAD helped people deal with it, even the mere knowledge of that fact might help save a few more lives.

I hurriedly put down a few more sigils and prepared to try and measure the immeasurable.
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Holy shit! I thought, looking through the viewfinder of the camera. I think it’s working!

I was in our school’s gymnasium, just like last year, watching the Choral Club’s performance. Unlike last year I was in the audience, rather than behind the curtains. And also unlike last year I was attempting to record the mystical effects of the music.

It hadn’t been easy, so far I hadn’t been able to come up with a way to successfully translate the visual information I got through spells like ‘mage sight’ to a digital format. But then I’d thought of things in a different way, and the Little People had helped me throw together a different option.

Surprisingly, the old analog version video camera seemed to be working. In retrospect that shouldn’t have been too much of a shock. The use of light and translating it directly onto film was a little closer to our eyes than the extra steps necessary to record a digital format. More physical and less esoteric too. I’d still needed to adapt the same sort of spells I used in my glasses to make it work, it still wasn’t a direct transition. But, when I’d finally thought about it, it had looked like it might be a lot simpler than the digital translation had been proving. I’d been trying to get the digital version to work for the last year, coming back to it for a little and then putting it aside in disgust when my latest attempt failed. This was the first time I’d dug in for a more concentrated crack at it. And while the digital enchantment was still beyond me, the analog version seemed to be working fine.

We’ll see how it turns out in the end, I reflected with cautious optimism. So far I was only getting the theoretical picture through the viewfinder. It might not be transferring as well to the tape as I hoped. The Little People had completed transcribing my final prototype design overnight (I’d been sleep deprived, it had seemed like a good idea at the time), I’d finished the last few enchantments on the fly, and this was the first field test. But, if all was going as well as it seemed, it looked like I would be getting a full-on record of what was happening to analyze at my leisure!

I was going to need it. The Choral Club wasn’t performing as well as last year, without Otake Kai being a slavedriver for all of December they weren’t quite as sharp as they’d been the previous Christmas. But, at least to my ear, they were still a good eighty to ninety percent of the way there. And the results seemed to bear that out.

Once again the singers were raising a lot of power, a mix of psi, ki, and mana. It didn’t seem to be quite as much as last year but it was still a pretty fair amount by any sort of absolute measure. And before long the audience began to resonate with it too.

I was quietly hiding out in one of the gymnasium’s corners, using the ‘don’t notice me’ talisman and doing my best to remain unobtrusive. Partly this was due to the fact I had the naginata bag with me today. Just to be on the safe side (and because I’d been in a hurry this morning) I’d brought my staff so I’d have enough mana to pull off any spells I might need. I’d mostly been worried I’d forgotten something in enchanting the camera, but there were plenty of other possibilities too so I wasn’t too worked up about it.

While this made the corner and the ‘don’t notice me’ talisman even more important than usual it was still the best position to tape as much of the area as possible, getting a good view over both the audience and the performers. It wasn’t perfect. If I’d been really prepared and known this was going to work I’d have had at least two cameras: one to focus on everything and a roving one to zoom in on areas of interest. But I wasn’t complaining.

Seriously, I thought to myself with a small smirk, if I really wanted to go down that route it would be something like three or four cameras. Enough to seriously focus on an important area or two while still maintaining the big picture from a different angle. This is enough for today. It’s not perfect, and I might just put together another camera or two for next year, but it’s more than enough for this year.

As it was I tried to cover as much of the area as possible with the camera, but was constantly glancing aside and using normal ‘mage sight’ to try and find areas of interest.

One such area was the school itself. It took me three songs before I clued in, but the energy wasn’t quite acting the same as last year. Some was going to various audience members, a little bit of the raised mana was siphoned off by the school’s mana collector, but it was like the edge of it was slowly being absorbed too. Not quickly, but something was happening to the energy that hadn’t last year.

“Sensei-san,” I murmured softly, trusting the school’s kami to hear me immediately under the circumstances, “are you absorbing the energy of this performance?”

>Not intentionally,< the kami responded almost immediately. Surprisingly, they sounded almost flustered. >I am not trying to take it in. But it just keeps happening! And I’m not sure how I feel about that!<

That gave me pause. “Why? Are you feeling bad?”

>It’s… it’s like I can’t sit still! I want to fidget in my seat, get up and do things. But I’m a school! How am I supposed to do that?<

“Huh, interesting,” I had not expected that effect! “It sounds almost like sugar high or dose of caffeine.”

>Well it’s uncomfortable! And that’s a shame, because our students are putting on a beautiful performance.<

“I don’t think we need to worry yet,” I replied, too soothed by the music to start getting paranoid. “But let me know if that changes. In the meantime, maybe think of something you can do to burn off the excess energy.”

>Understood Matsuda-san. I’ll try not to, I feel ashamed I’m affected this much. Maybe I should ask my sempai for advice.<

“That’s not a bad idea,” I allowed. “Just try not to disturb Himeko in the process.”

Himeko and Hiro were in the audience. The pair were combining duty with pleasure by making the trip out to watch the performance. Officially it was just one of Himeko’s Student Council duties. Just a boring old trip to monitor some student activities and make sure everything was going smoothly. Unofficially Hiro and Himeko were loving the opportunity to snuggle close together in the dark at Christmas and listen to some lovely singing. They’d managed to quietly sneak this one past their parents, so far as they knew the only romantic gesture Hiro was making right now was offering Himeko a ride home after she was done. Given how busy Himeko usually was at similar events, and that they’d all been distracted by the other romantic things he’d been doing for her this Christmas, they’d all been fooled by the sleight of hand and weren’t monitoring them. Combine that with a little ‘don’t notice me’ magic from yours truly (I wasn’t complaining. I figured I owed them a little Christmas present and it helped me to justify bringing along the staff) and they were enjoying a lovely little date.

Just focus on that. And not the twinge of jealousy that’s eating at your guts, I reminded myself firmly. It wasn’t a big thing, I was much happier for them than I was annoyed. But I couldn’t deny there was a little thread of envy gnawing at me every time I looked their way. Not too much of one, just enough that I was glad Eiko wasn’t there and in danger of making any of her own bad decisions at the same time. Combine all that with the effect of it being Christmas and it was a day we might have been mutually tempted not to say no. At least to the extent of quietly looking for some mistletoe and using it as an excuse to test the waters.

To my surprise, Sensei-san didn’t immediately withdraw. >Matsuda-san,< they asked tentatively, >have you noticed one of the other audience members?<

I paused. “I don’t think so. Is there someone in particular you think I should be focusing on?”

>One of those drawing on the performance the most.<

I frowned a little and followed that mildly cryptic clue, trying to get a good look at who was doing just that. I’d been so focused on keeping the whole scene in view that I hadn’t made any effort to try picking people out of the crowd. The gym was over four fifths full, it hadn’t seemed worthwhile to try and make out any details like that. With Sensei-san’s prompting I indulged in a few subtle spells and took another look at the crowd.

On my third try I spotted it. There was one aura that had been put through the wringer. I’d thought Ishida’s mental wounds had been bad last year but this one took the cake. There was one individual wound that was almost as serious as Ishida’s, but the rest of the psychic wear and tear on this aura was even worse. It was pretty threadbare in too many places, and if anyone needed the energy it was him.

And, unshockingly, it turned out that was Yoshida.

Damn he was hurting, taking a closer look at that aura it was no wonder he’d been so desperate to stop the pain. His mental fortitude had been whittled away to nothing, and it was no surprise he was reacting so strongly to little things.

“Was this your doing?” I asked Sensei-san.

>Partly. I suggested it.<

“Well, it’s not going to fix everything. But it’s going to help a little.” A little music wasn’t a going to be magical cure-all for all he’d gone through, not even stuff as charged up as this. But the timing and quality of it was going to help clean out and bandage those wounds. Back during my little dream trip to Avalon I’d made sure to glance at some more advanced magical texts during my trip to the Mage Guild’s library, including some on healing magic. I’d been looking for more info on what the more physical spells were doing and how the spells actually worked but I hadn’t had too much luck there. I had managed to pick up a few more spells and principles though, as well as some notes on wounds and healing. At the time I’d assumed it was just my subconscious trying to assure me that Yuna the shaman could still recover from her spiritual wounds. Now I was extra grateful for the knowledge, if Yoshida took care of himself and didn’t encounter anything too traumatic he might actually start getting better.

I waffled with the idea of deliberately recording and focusing on him a little more, studying the process in more depth, but decided against it. Getting edges of the audience is one thing, that’s forgivable, I decided grudgingly. Deliberately and secretly focusing on one guy with an eye on studying his trauma, all while not having enough of the groundwork and baseline knowledge to truly make that worthwhile, is definitely over the line. I’m not going to do it.

My moral dilemma was made slightly easier by the fact he was somewhat obscured by the crowd around him. I doubted I’d have gotten that much data with all the stronger auras getting in the way and covering up what happened. Especially with an untested camera. I snorted mentally at my decision. It’s kind of easy to do the right thing when the wrong thing has such low odds attached. No wonder Santa wasn’t so generous this year.

Reminded of that, I waited until a quick break between the next two songs and quietly asked the school “Sensei-san? I apologize for asking this so late, but I didn’t bother you with my little Santa shrine, did I? I didn’t even think of that until now.” The Choral Club was doing a quick reorganization on stage, rearranging members and setting up a few minor props for their next piece, so I had a moment to focus.

I’d once again hidden a minor shrine to Santa in the lab, festooned it with appropriate decorations, and left offerings of milk and cookies to the Saint. And, once again, they’d been accepted. I’d only ended up with an orange in my stocking though. A truly amazing orange, don’t get me wrong, I wished I could have something that good every day! But no great presents like-

I shook my head at that train of thought. Yeah. Getting a little greedy there. I was still given a gift from literal Santa Claus and I’m complaining it wasn’t enough because it wasn’t some sort of amazing artifact. Maybe it’s for the best I didn’t get anything more. I’d only start to expect it.

But what I hadn’t thought about until now was that I’d practically been putting a shrine inside a bigger shrine. And doing so with a relatively undeveloped and inexperienced kami like Sensei-san. If the Little People were already an irritant I hesitated to think what something like that would have felt like, especially for a being that worked in such a different way on such a different level.

Fortunately, this time, my fears were unfounded.

>The Saint? No Matsuda-san, it was barely noticeable. And when he stopped by last night he was very polite and followed all the formalities.<

I started a little. I kind of wanted a follow up on that statement but I couldn’t figure out a polite way to ask about it! Before too long the Choral Club started singing again and I lost the chance.

***

I suspected Sensei-san was taking a deliberate and subtle revenge on me for something-

(Probably all the rules I bent and the less than humble way in which I acted. I didn’t flaunt it, I tried to appear a studious little student, but inside my head I was probably more smug and arrogant than the average kid. I suspected the kami of a school was distantly aware of that and didn’t find it amusing.)

-because, in addition to not volunteering any more details about Santa’s visit, Himeko and Hiro soon found me after the performance had ended. That might not have sounded like much, except that the ‘don’t notice me’ effect was still up but they zeroed in on me quickly. I strongly suspected the kami of the school was guiding them.

“Hello Mamoru-san,” Himeko noted demurely.

I did a brief double take, and even Hiro looked subtly confused for a moment before he clued in, not used to her doing the deception at school. Despite the surprise I followed through with it “Himeko-sama,” I nodded respectfully.

“I am done at the school for today and our clubs seem to have cleanup well in hand. I was wondering if we could give you a ride?”

“A ride?”

“I believe you still have to check your instruments at my house.”

I paused. That was actually a point. I’d had to rush to the school after oversleeping a little this morning, I’d stayed up too late coming up with the spell adaptation for the camera. I’d never been in any danger of missing anything, I’d had plenty of time to go over final checks for the clubs. I’d just lost any cushion I’d planned to have. Which was unfortunate, but that was one of the reasons I’d put one in there in the first place. So any thought of hitting up the Meiko mansion in the morning had been a nonstarter, one of the other reasons I’d decided to bring along my staff rather than depending on the day’s take from the mansion. Getting a ride to pick that up now wasn’t something I’d considered, but it was convenient.

“Are you sure?” I asked cautiously, glancing at Hiro and trying to decode the undercurrents. Was this a genuine offer or just politeness? I would have thought they’d have wanted a third wheel in the car with them as much as they wanted a hole in their heads.

Himeko simply nodded. “It is convenient. It is duty. And it will help maintain propriety.”

“O-kay,” I said slowly, glancing around for any last-minute signals. “Just give me a moment to collect my stuff.”

Pretty soon we were all climbing in to the backseats of a limo. The second Himeko shut the door she heaved a sigh of relief. “Phew! Glad that’s over with.”

“I’ll say,” Hiro said with a grin, “it felt weird seeing you suddenly cover yourself in a veil of formality like that.”

“I know! I can barely even offer a friend a ride without people reading too much into it.”

Himeko and Hiro took the chance to snuggle back closer together while I sat across from them and navigated the naginata bag across the limo lengthwise. “Sorry, I hope I’m not interfering with anything,” I noted hesitantly.

“No, you’re fine,” Himeko sighed happily. “Better than that really. Taking you with us will help Hiro and I keep our families happy. They’re going to have doubts about today, but having an additional escort come home with us is going to reassure everyone this was all business.”

Hiro gave Himeko a chaste but sweet kiss on the cheek and she giggled happily.

I tried to hide the mix of emotions I was feeling behind a smile and a shake of my head. In reality I was also a little jealous even at the same time I felt happy for them. But I also felt a little bit of pity too. This was their version of being naughty and sneaking around behind their parents’ backs, and the most they could get away with. Most people their age would have seriously been eyeing love hotels, but that sort of option was impossible for the pair. And while there were obvious plusses and minuses to that (just for starters neither Hiro or Himeko was the type to take that step easily, and were probably a little relieved to have the option removed. For the moment.) they really should have been allowed more freedom than this! It was no wonder they’d had such a hard time hooking up while trying to live by these sorts of rules.

“Anyway, you being with us just makes Hiro’s excuse look more legitimate,” Himeko continued after a moment, oblivious to the huge smile on her face. “And we’re happy to give you a hand in the meantime.”

“Well, it will make draining the col- I mean checking the sensors a little easier,” I hurriedly shifted back into cover story mode as I remembered Hiro wasn’t clued in. And even if he was, I added hurriedly, trying to pound the thought into my brain, this is his family’s car. Not the Meikos. I don’t know how much the driver or other parties are listening in. I kind of doubted the Watanabes were in the habit of recording the conversations in their vehicles, but I wasn’t in a hurry to find out the hard way.

“Besides,” Himeko casually renewed the conversation to cover for me, “I admit I’m being a little bit selfish. I want to show off my Christmas gift. There aren’t many people I can just go flashing it to but Hiro chose such a perfect one for me I just want to burst!”

“Not as perfect as the one you chose for me, darling,” Hiro replied with a happy grin.

The way they looked at each other warmed my heart a little.

After a few moments they reluctantly broke the gaze. And when Hiro looked back at me there was plenty of gratitude there. “Although I must admit, I am surprised to see you practicing a martial art, Mamoru. You should have told me. My mother and aunt are connected to several schools and we could have arranged for you to sit in on a demonstration this winter.”

“Hmm?” for a moment I was puzzled. Then it clicked. “Oh! You mean the naginata bag.”

“Yes. I admit to being surprised, that is very unconventional. But then, in that way it suits you very well.”

Himeko probably should have stopped him, but she’d had to look away and was busy burying her laughter in the limo’s thick upholstery. I shot her a quick and dirty look before frantically trying to explain. “No no no, you’ve got the wrong idea. Sorry, it’s just a bag. I needed a longer and thinner carrying case for… certain equipment. And this is what I ended up with. It was simpler and more durable than trying to find something in the right size but a little more generic.”

“Ah,” Hiro noted a little awkwardly. He then brightened a little more and ruefully noted “that is also unconventional. And therefore I should probably have expected it from you.”

“Mamoru is known to work in that way,” Himeko turned back, composed but with her eyes shining a little too brightly. “I am starting to think he does it on purpose. You should have seen the bokken bag he used to use for his fishing rod.”

“Really?” Hiro asked, his eyes brightening with good humor. And a touch of fascinated horror given that he was a swordsman.

“It was my dad’s,” I inserted quickly, and a little irritably, “I didn’t want to spend anything more on an expensive bag just to carry my fishing pole and- why am I explaining this?”

“I don’t know,” Himeko noted politely, obviously on the edge of laughter again.

I sighed in disgust. But I just couldn’t maintain the attitude, they were just too sweet together. But I did get the feeling it was going to be a long ride to the Meikos.

***

It was weird driving up to the front doors of the Meiko mansion before I got out, I actually had to revise my usual route a little and backtrack to get to the first of the collectors. And Himeko and Hiro made me promise that I’d stop back at the mansion before I left. Himeko was practically giddy with the opportunity to show off her gift.

I suppose that makes sense, I thought with an amused roll of my eyes as I trekked between collectors. Who else is she going to show it off too? It was just like me and anything enchanted I built. No matter how proud I was of it there was a very limited pool of people for me to show it to. Basically just Himeko and Eiko. I supposed I could include Master Tai, Saori, and Reiji. Maybe the Little People, the psi kids, and a few other Masters if I really wanted to stretch things to their absolute limit. But that was it. And if I’d had something I was half as proud of as Himeko, I’d have at least been stretching it to the Master Tai level. By my standards she was positively restrained!

Yeah, better let her get it out of her system before school restarts, I reflected. Otherwise she might risk blowing her little secret. This is something she’s going to be tempted to brag to her circle of sycophants about. She normally would have rather crawled over broken glass than discuss (or reveal) her relationship with Hiro to them. But Hiro’s gift had her giddy enough to burst and even she knew it!

I eventually walked back to the mansion, wondering if I should pretend to be surprised when I saw it, and Eiko greeted me at the door. “Come on,” she said with an amused roll of her eyes. “The lovebirds are in the tea room. Let’s get over there before Himeko orders someone to haul us in.”

As I switched to indoor slippers I couldn’t help but ask “What? And you’re not going to deliberately drag your heels and force that?”

“Not this time. I’m worried that if I try to be deliberately disruptive, Himeko will order security to break out the tasers.”

I gave her an amused look, even though I wasn’t entirely sure she was joking, and then let her keep talking as she led the way.

“Honestly, it would be pretty annoying if everyone wasn’t a little happy to see Himeko so head over heels. She’s really enjoying her first Christmas with her boyfriend. Well, that and we’re also glad someone’s redirecting her energies,” Eiko added reluctantly. “She was even worse than usual last year, but for the last few Christmases she’s been a little too determined to make sure everyone in her family was having a happy and perfect holiday. Half the reason everyone’s so happy for her is so we can all heave a sigh of relief instead of stressing out so much.”

After a few moments I decided I didn’t want to dig too deeply into that and let it go. Although I suppose I obliquely referenced it as I asked “is it my imagination, or has Himeko been mellowing out a little recently?”

“Yes and no,” Eiko shrugged. “She’s still pretty tightly wound in some ways. But since you met her she’s made a new friend, hooked up with her crush, and managed to straighten out the big problems with her brother. She’s managed to drop a couple of big weights off her back, even if she’s still trying to stand ramrod straight and keep an iron spine while carrying the rest of them.”

I thought that was a little too simple a sum up, but I was prevented from following up on it as we reached Himeko’s location. This was a more internal room of the mansion and a little more formally decorated than the ones we normally used. Despite that, it was actually a little homier than most of the rooms too. It was one of the few places in the mansion I’d have actually described as feeling like a place the Meikos lived, instead of just occasionally visited or used for work. Something about it actually felt a little warmer and familiar despite all the fancy furniture and tea paraphernalia.

“Mamoru!” Himeko said excitedly when I entered. I was mildly surprised to see her being so familiar, two other maids and Hiro’s pair of bodyguards discreetly lined the opposite walls.

“This is what Hiro got me for Christmas, isn’t it amazing?”

Despite knowing in advance what it would be, I still let out an involuntary and admiring whistle. It was a wand. More precisely it was a gold and precious stone version of her ‘Princess Heartwish’ wand from our class play. Hiro had taken the footage of the event to a jeweller, quietly asked me from some more exact measurements, and then gotten it made especially for Himeko.

I had to admit, the finished product was impressive. Hiro had taken the idea to a master jeweller and turned what could have been a gaudy or stupid looking piece of paraphernalia into something that looked like it should have been fit for royalty. The gold was lustrous enough without being too shiny or soft. Semi-precious stones adorned most of it, but Hiro hadn’t skimped on the diamonds and single large (heart shaped) ruby where it was required. And there was a subtle elegance and majesty to its loops and curves that hadn’t been there in the stage version, obviously a refinement from a proper artisan. All in all, you never would have guessed it had originated from a silly little tribute to the Mahou Shoujo genre.

“That is impressive Himeko,” I admitted unreservedly. Between Sakura and myself we’d come up with the idea, but I had to admit I’d never pictured something like this. I’d expected a more durable and permanent version. Something better than the original of course, but more appropriate to the top winning cosplayer at Comiket rather than the place of pride in a high-class jeweller. Hiro had really run with the idea and taken it it’s ultimate place. It made me appreciate why Himeko had taken the sudden upset and failure with the sword so hard.

“I know, it’s amazing,” Himeko had a huge grin on her face. “My one regret is that I’m not going to have the chance to play with it often. But you’d better believe I’m going to take every chance to break it out that I can.”

I laughed softly. “That I can believe,” I admitted frankly.

Himeko retreated to sitting back next to Hiro, still hanging onto her wand. She would obviously have snuggled up next to him again, or maybe even sat directly in his lap she was so happy, if she could have. But in front of so many employees she settled for casually shifting her old, European style, chair a little bit closer to his.

I smiled and shook my head. “Anyway Himeko, if that’s all you have to show me I should get going.”

“What, are you sure?”

I was surprised that Himeko seemed surprised. “I get the feeling I’d just be getting in the way,” I gestured at the pair good naturedly, “and I don’t want to do that. Now that I’ve… got my readings I’ll just head on home and relax.”

“Mamoru,” Himeko continued with some obvious concern. “It’s Christmas. Are you going to be okay? Especially with your family?” There was a small pause and then Himeko very cautiously asked “are your parents even home?”

“No.” I replied frankly and easily. “But that’s okay. I’ll take the opportunity to relax and maybe phone up a few of my cousins, see how they’re doing.”

“Mamoru,” Himeko reluctantly stood up from the table again. “Are you sure-“

We never found out what she was going to say. Because there was a soft groaning, and an almost subtle clinking, and when we turned to look we saw that Hiro was on the floor and his cup of tea was spilling across the carpet.

Despite the four people around the walls racing for him, Himeko was still there first. “Hiro? Hiro!”

Hiro’s lips had started to turn blue, and he began to convulse.

“Meiko-sama.” The maids rushed in to pull Himeko back, only succeeding because Eiko joined them. The bodyguards immediately began to check Hiro.

While Eiko gently but forcefully pushed Himeko back to the wall one of the maids peeled off and pulled out a phone. “We need Doctor Yorozu in the tea room immediately. Medical emergency.”

One of the bodyguards looked up at the other one. “It’s poison.”

“Shit.”

“HIRO!”

“Calm down Hime,” Eiko said, sounding dangerously calm as she forced herself to act rationally. “Mamoru! Get out of the way.”

Hearing a voice of authority I took a stumbling step to joining them back against the wall.

“Hold him down!” one of the bodyguards commanded the other as Hiro’s convulsions began to get more violent. “Don’t let him hurt himself!”

“HIRO! PLEASE!”

“How?” the second guard asked a little desperately.

“Just do it damnit! I’m not even sure he’s breathing.”

“HIRO!”

Suddenly Hiro gave one especially violent convulsion, then began to settle down.

The second guard went almost as ashen as Hiro was turning. “I can’t feel a pulse.”

“hiro.”

The word was spoken so softly, it seemed like Himeko’s heart had suddenly stopped too. And so had mine.

Suddenly I seemed to lose a few seconds. Then I was striding towards Hiro while ripping my staff out of the bag. “I need room!” I yelled.

Himeko and Eiko were off the wall like a pair of shots, pushing the shocked bodyguards back.  I reached Hiro less than a second behind them, and the first sigils were already forming in the air.

No heartbeat? Fine. We don’t need it anyways.

I worked fast and furiously. Most spells still used the lungs and the flow of blood to provide oxygen to the body but there was one that simply oxygenated the blood directly. It was dangerous to use for long, nutrients and carbon dioxide removal was not covered, but it could buy us more than enough time.

I reeled that spell off and then slipped seamlessly into my second: ‘quickened perception’. I pushed it even further than I normally would have with Eiko, shifting myself to about five times my natural speed. Of thought at least. But that didn’t matter, casting spells was more mental than physical and Hiro needed every second I could provide.

Which led neatly to my next spell: ‘hibernation’. I slowed Hiro’s body and biological processes, trying to shift him into a state resembling suspended animation. We needed more time, especially if it was me doing this. I had to slow the poison’s effects and give myself room to work.

The staff burned cold in my hands, going from zero to a hundred in seconds as I opened up the link to my home reservoir as far as I could. I pulled in my hoarded mana recklessly and cast the spells as quickly as I could form them. I slipped the ‘quickened perception’ spell onto the staff’s third hand with barely a conscious thought and then put the ‘hibernation spell’ into the fourth. I really wish I’d gotten that fifth hand in there, I noted almost absently. But there was no time for wishes, Hiro demanded my full attention.

Stuff was definitely happening around me. But I had no time for it. My sped up perception meant it easily became a sort of white noise as I focused on the problems in front of me.

Continuing convulsions? Time for a spell of paralysis.

Signs of intense pain? Mages had been blocking such things since the very beginning.

A build up of CO2?

I frowned slightly. That was more of a problem. Something about the poison seemed to be causing it to build up much quicker than it should have. And there wasn’t any sort of pat spell I could think of to take care of it. Let’s try detoxify.

Much to my surprise that seemed to work! ‘Detoxify’ was the most basic of the anti-poison spells, a valuable tool but a lot closer to aspirin than penicillin. Let’s see if we got lucky, I decided to risk taking the time to cast a more detailed and powerful spell to provide me with medical information about Hiro and his condition.

My hopes were dashed as the spell started providing me that feedback. Whatever poison was affecting Hiro was much too advanced and had already spread and diffused across too much of his body. The simple measures that ‘detoxify’ took were no match for it.

The good news, if it could be called that, was that my latest spell was providing me much more detail on Hiro’s condition. And warning me that several problems were creeping up fast. I could try and keep using 'detoxify' to counter the carbon dioxide buildup but that was a stopgap I’d have to keep doing. The real problem was Hiro’s stopped heart and lungs.

Okay, how do we do this? the new spell told me clearly that the poison was jamming many of Hiro’s nerves, disrupting signals all over his body. The ideal way would be to take care of the poison first, then sort out any problems that remained. Assuming Hiro’s body didn’t self correct without the poison screwing everything up.

Unfortunately, that was beyond me. I could maybe see a way to take care of it. But even if I was right, and I was far from sure I was, it was all but certain Hiro would be dead before I could finish the process. That meant I had to take care of the symptoms before the cure.

Fuck this is a bad idea, I despaired as I kludged together a new spell. But I didn’t have a choice, I knew of no spells that could do what I needed to manage. Sure, I could restart his heart but the poison would simply stop it again almost immediately. So I’d have to be creative with what I could do, and adapt on the fly.

The air in the tea room glowed with even more magical sigils as I carefully constructed a spell to essentially perform chest compressions on Hiro. This would be a little gentler and safer than standard CPR (or so I hoped, since they’d be happening inside his body) but I would never have dared try this under ordinary circumstances. I was trying to manipulate his heart gently enough not to cause harm but with enough force to keep his blood pumping. I tried to keep the physical process as simple as I could, and gently increased the power of the spell until Hiro’s heart and circulator system began to respond. Thankfully, the monitoring spell gave me plenty of feedback and I managed to pull it off without crushing my friend’s heart in the process.

I had no time to waste though, I couldn’t even take a moment to sigh in relief. I had no idea how long this was actually taking but it was still too long. I didn’t dare keep wasting mana with the blood oxygenation spell and the constant detoxifies! My home reserve was deep, but not infinite. Besides, I was inspired by my success with the heart to try something new.

Aoth, I hope this works, I thought, trying not to grit my teeth as I used my mana to construct a magical equivalent of an Iron Lung. It was a little more sophisticated than the old-fashioned monsters, but not much. Even more sigils and a clearly visible coating of mana sprang up around Hiro as I constructed a spell to alternate the air pressure around his body but not his head.

As I snapped the final sigils into place I was rewarded by a slight hiss of air around Hiro as the mechanisms of the spell got to work. More importantly, I was rewarded by a slight hiss of air from Hiro himself as his breathing restarted.

I gratefully let go of the blood oxygenating spell and let out a small gasp of relief of my own. Even with the staff to help me I was still maintaining five spells, three of them fairly demanding. I suddenly realized all my clothing was sticking to my body with sweat and my muscles were starting to tremble. My mana reservoir was not infinite, and neither was my body’s capacity.

I shoved that thought aside, and tried to do the same with any awareness of my body, for one final push. Come on, one last spell. I’d successfully brought myself some time. Now all I had to do was take care of the poison.

Unfortunately, that was easier said than done. Even with the fairly powerful and tested medical magic providing me an enhanced awareness of Hiro’s body I could barely find the stuff! It was way too much for any of the typical anti-poison spells at this point, some of them were pretty powerful (like the precautionary spell I had upon myself) but they needed to be in palace before the poison entered the body or only a short time afterwards. I needed to use one of the advanced medical ones. The good news was I had some idea which one. The bad news was that was like saying I knew the surgical procedure in theory and had all the right tools on me… but I’d never operated on anyone before.

Suck it up Master Matsuda, one last push. I distantly felt myself glare and I forced myself to forge a new sequence of sigils.

I carefully and slowly formed the necessary symbols, feeling the mana channels in my body protesting every step of the way. Line by line, sequence by sequence, I carved them out. Until finally I had a new spell circle formed. I gave it one last push with mana and watched with fierce satisfaction as it slowly began to work its way down Hiro’s body and pull the poison out of him along the way.

Only, as it reached the end, I realized it wasn’t enough. My casting wasn’t bad, positively excellent for the first time I’d used such a complicated spell and under such difficult conditions. But it was far from perfect, especially for something so specialized and precise. It had only managed to extract about 30% of the poison on its journey.

I ground my teeth. NO! I will not fail now! I kept a tight grip on the spell and forced it to repeat its job.

30% of the remainder.

Again.

The poison kept dropping. It was now at about a third of the original amount. But I couldn’t trust that was enough. Again.

About a quarter.

Again.

Less than a fifth.

I’d long ago passed any safe limits. The blood was pounding in my head and if I’d been vaguely aware I’d have realized the edges of my vision were going fuzzy. But I didn’t care. I couldn’t trust that was enough of a drop. So I forced the spell to repeat.

Again.

And again.

And again.

Finally, as it was passing less than a twentieth of its original amount, I had no choice but to let go. My body had hit its limits and all my spells unraveled at once as my awareness returned to normal.

It was a lot more crowded in the tea room now. I saw at least a dozen blurred forms around the edge of the room. They’d stayed back though, not interfering with the wall of sigils that filled the area. Those sigils quickly scattered, falling into a million motes as my will lost its grip.

“My god!” someone breathed. “His eyes were glowing!”

Oh, that? That’s just excess mana flowing behind the eyes and lighting them up. That’s not a good sign, it only happens when someone’s working with a lot of mana and not handling it perfectly, but it’s perfectly harmless to onlookers.

At least, that’s what I thought I was going to say. Somewhere in the process of thinking it someone seemed to turn the room’s gravity dial up to 'high'. I didn’t even get a chance to ask why before I was suddenly impacting with the carpet.

And then blackness.
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I hurt all over.

It wasn’t an intense agony. It wasn’t even that bad as dull, full body aches went. It wasn’t good, I’d had nasty bouts of influenza that hurt less, but not agonizing either. It was just enough to encourage me not to wake up and remain unconscious a little longer. At worst, I’d keep from feeling it a little bit longer. And who knew? Maybe I’d feel better by the time I surfaced again.

Eventually, almost unwillingly, consciousness returned. Awareness was a different story though. It wasn’t helped by the fact that things obviously weren’t right. I could tell I was in a bed, but it didn’t feel like my own. And the room… it was dark and I wasn’t opening my eyes but somehow it didn’t feel right either.

Eventually, enough of a spark ignited that I slowly opened my eyes. The first thing I noted was the wild and long but good-looking hair of the person in front of my bed. Since it was dark in the room and the first bit of hair I focused on was grey and I was confused, I said the first thing that came to mind.

“Santa?”

Master Tai let out a surprised snort and followed it up with an unwilling chuckle. “That’s a new one.”

That was enough to start kicking my brain into gear.

“Master Tai?” I tried again, blushing vaguely.

“Good. I was starting to get a little worried for a moment there. You went through a lot; you made me think you might have fried yourself.”

“Why would you- “ I tried to move and pain stabbed through my body, cutting off my words with a hiss.

“That’s why,” Master Tai replied. He leaned down a little and tried to look me in the eyes. “How much do you remember?”

It finally came flooding back to me. “Aoth! Hiro, Hime, are they okay!?”

Master Tai sighed with relief. “Good. You’re alright.”

“But what about them?” I started to force myself to rise despite the pain.

“Easy there, easy,” Master Tai said softly, putting a surprisingly soft hand on my shoulder. With inevitable gentleness, he pushed me back down onto the bed. “They’re okay. Watanabe-san’s still on the mend. He’s been through a lot, but he’s probably a little bit better than you right now. And Himeko’s been by his side the whole time.”

I sighed in relief. “What happened?” I asked once my head was back on the pillow and the world settled down.

“That’s a big question, you sure you’re up for it?” Master Tai’s tone was surprisingly neutral.

I swallowed hard as everything started to click and the possible implications of what I’d done finally started to dawn on me. “Maybe you’d better tell me,” I said, my voice croaking a little as the fear hit me in my weakened condition.

Master Tai nodded shortly. “Well, I’ll try to hit the highlights. But you lit a lot fires with that little stunt of yours, and they spread all over the place. I barely know where to even begin.”

“When you started putting on your little light show in the middle of the Meiko house you attracted a lot of attention. Himeko and Eiko had to literally fight off the bodyguards for a minute there to keep them from pulling you off Hiro. And the Mieko people weren’t that much better, if it wasn’t for the deep respect they have for Himeko they’d have been piling on her too.”

“But they managed to keep everyone at bay long enough and shout loud enough that they bought you some space. And as time went on, and you kept adding more and more obvious magic to the room, everybody realized something strange was going on. They backed off, but a lot of them stayed to watch.”

I winced. I mean, it made sense. You didn’t just leave a potential heir to a multi-trillion-yen company in the same room as a young weirdo putting on an unknown lightshow, especially if he’d been poisoned and one of your bosses was claiming the lightshow kid was using supernatural powers. That was the sort of situation where you didn’t want to find yourself saying “and I figured it was fine so I left them alone” to either the judge or Hiro’s parents later on!

“Eiko realized they might need some reinforcements and called me in. Luckily, I was in Tokyo for the holiday so I rushed over. It took me some time to get here, I only arrived a few minutes after you fell.” Master Tai shook his head. “I could feel it when your spells released from two blocks away. You were messing with an awful lot of magic, Master Matsuda.”

“That’s an understatement,” I muttered, trying not to move around too much as my body protested.

“The room was in an uproar when I came in,” Master Tai continued. “No one knew what to do and everyone was shocked by everything. Himeko wasn’t sure how either you or Hiro was doing, no one knew what had happened, Eiko didn’t have the rank in people’s eyes to give any orders…” Master Tai let out a sigh. “There were some pretty stupid suggestions getting tossed around, so I took control of the situation.”

“After things calmed down-“

I fought off an involuntary snicker. I was pretty sure Master Tai was glossing over a lot with that statement. That seemed like a hell of a jump and I suspected plenty of threats, intimidation, and possibly even a little old-fashioned violence had been required for him to dominate the room like that. But I wasn’t stupid enough to press for details on it, not even if I’d been at full strength instead of my current condition.

“-we took the two of you down to Dr. Yorozu for a medical exam.”

Master Tai glowered mightily. “Turns out Watanabe-san was poisoned. Someone attempted to assassinate the boy, and throw suspicion and shame on the Meikos in the process.”

“What?!” I emoted incredulously, wincing as I moved too much and too fast in shock. “How could anyone- I mean, anyone who’d even looked at Hiro and Hime- “

Master Tai nodded sadly. “Some idiots would believe that, dismiss any other idea because they believe in money or power over love. But think about it a little further Master Matsuda. What if someone in the Meiko family were afraid of that match? What if they didn’t want to risk them ending up together? If you’re a stranger that sounds entirely possible. And be fair Master Matsuda,” Master Tai shot me a measuring glance, “if someone had tried to intimate that it was Himeko’s grandfather, would you be so quick to doubt it?”

I flushed a little as I realized my train of thoughts there. Damn it, I realized, even I’d have ended up with a pretty big seed of doubt if that happened. Even before finding out the situation with Himeko’s aunts I’d have been willing to consider it. And now that I had some clue about how that could be influencing her grandfather…

“Damn it,” I muttered out loud, annoyed at myself.

Master Tai nodded. “Not as stupid as it sounds, is it? If you’re just trying to create a scandal, spread a whisper campaign, her brother, grandfather, and aunt are all pretty believable targets. Especially since the event would have taken place in the Meiko home. Not many people would have assumed that it was automatically one of them, but nearly everyone would have wondered if there was an insider involved somewhere.”

“Fortunately, you were right there to counter that. The Watanabe kid is under the weather and a little exhausted by everything he’s gone through, but Dr. Yorozu expects he’ll make a full recovery.”

Master Tai glanced sideways at me. “It helps that he had a sample of poison to work with. It was mightily handy that you pulled it out of his system and then formed it into something that looked almost like a candy for him to test.”

I flushed again (I blamed my condition) and looked away. “It’s just how the spell was designed,” I muttered. “It flushes the poison from the system, but then simply having it hovering above the body in raw form is asking for a disaster. So, the designers had it harden an outer shell around the poison but keep the center fresh so someone could examine it and figure out what it was.” It was no great virtue of mine, I’d just cast the thing and it was a well-designed spell even if I hadn’t been able to use it to its full effect.

“Well it worked,” Master Tai nodded approvingly. “It’s apparently a pretty nasty poison, and it really puts a victim through the wringer. But if they survive the long-term side effects are pretty minor, not too hard to overcome. The doctor added his own contributions to whatever you did and I might have quietly pushed a little with my ki as well. It’ll take a few days but he should bounce back quickly enough from this.”

I sighed in relief. “Good.” That was a huge weight off my shoulders. Whatever else happened, Hiro was fine. Even in a worst-case scenario that was still something worthwhile. Hope you can keep that in mind, a darker part of my mind needled me mercilessly. It’s easy enough to think that now. But when the wolves of the Bureau are at your door?

“Dr. Yorozu was a little more confused about you,” Master Tai continued with a hint of both disapproval and amusement. “But I explained you were mostly just exhausted and overextended. He had some trouble wrapping his mind around that, but I eventually convinced him. He insisted on monitoring you for the first few hours, but after that he was convinced you were stable and allowed us to move you here.”

I blinked. “First few hours? How long have I been out?”

“A little less than a day. I’d say we’re getting near to the time the boy was poisoned and you started working on him. So call it about twenty hours.”

Twenty hours? Wait, how long was I working on Hiro for? I assumed Master Tai was exaggerating or rounding a little. I knew I’d worked on Hiro for a while I didn’t think it was for hours! Not in real time. I admit my sense of time had been pretty bad between my tunnel visions and the time distorting effects of ‘quickened perception.’ But still.

That would explain how sore I feel, I noted with a wince. Using that much mana for that long, I was surprised I wasn’t in ever worse shape! I pushed that aside and struggled to articulate my next question.

Master Tai guessed it half right. “Your parents don’t know what’s going on,” he reported, sounding painfully neutral. “Meiko employees took a look at your house but no one was there. Given how complicated the situation was we decided not to say anything yet.”

I let out a huge sigh of relief at that, too grateful to care how much that movement made me want to wince. Thankfully, that seemed to be one complication from this whole mess I’d managed to dodge. Or two. Or more depending on how you wanted to count things. “Thank you,” I replied gratefully.

“Don’t thank me or the Meikos too much,” Master Tai said a little more grimly. “Part of the reason they agreed was their security people were still a little worried. They thought you might be a security liability and wanted to keep you under wraps as long as possible. A few of them were even worried you were behind the poisoning, and that your supposed parents’ being missing was evidence for that.”

It took a few moments for that to register. And then-

“WHAT?!” my indignant response quickly turned into a chain of winces and flinches as my violent attempt to rise made me hurt all over and clutch at my sides.

Before I could recover the door to the room shot open. “Is he awake?” Eiko asked urgently, poking her head through the door.

Master Tai let out a long-suffering sigh. “Yes Eiko, he’s awake. Is there any point- “

Before he could finish Eiko had ducked back out. But she was back a second later, Hiro and Himeko trailing behind her.

Their appearances gave me a start. Eiko looked the best, but she was still sporting a shiny new black eye I assumed she’d acquired while defending me. Himeko looked mostly composed, but you could tell she was putting on a front. Even without the dozen subtle signs of brittleness the redness around her eyes would have given it away. And Hiro was leaning heavily on her and struggling to walk. He was doing it, it obviously pained him but he was doing it. But the black bags underneath his eyes suggested he shouldn’t be.

I turned away, wincing even more as the light they let in from outside the room stabbed my eyes. Aoth, they should be the ones in bed!

Thankfully, I was still in too much pain and shock so I didn’t immediately say something that stupid and ridiculous out loud. And then the hypocrisy and blindness of that statement occurred to me before I actually spoke.

“Mamoru-“

“Mamoru!”

“Matsuda-sama.”

Master Tai made a disgusted sound. “Yes, everyone crowd him. That’s just what he needs.”

Everyone hesitantly pulled back half a step in embarrassment, but they still took up places around the bed.

“You’re alright!”

“Are you alright?”

“Mamoru?”

“I’ll go watch the door. I assume the rest of the idiots are on the way,” Master Tai continued. His expression was disapproving, but there was a hint of both sympathy and amusement in his tone.

I meanwhile was still struggling.

“Why aren’t you talking?”

“What aren’t you saying?”

“Why’s it so dark in here?”

At that point someone flipped on the main lights and finally managed to punch a response out of me. I’d had a little bit of time to adapt thanks to them opening the door and letting the outside light in, but it still felt like the photons rushed through my eyes and started stabbing my brain.

“OW! Fuck it! Aoth damn it!” I jerked upwards in bed and started covering my eyes.

“Oh, lights off then,” Eiko said sheepishly, turning them back off.

“No,” I sighed, still blinking away tears and pain. After a moment I started getting myself a little more under control. “You may as well leave them on at this point. I’m adapting.”

Everyone fell silent and the lights came back on. I kept my eyes covered and only slowly peeled my hands away, this time finding I could tolerate it. After a few moments I forced myself to sit more naturally on the edge of the bed. At that point I realized I wasn’t wearing my regular clothes either, but had on some very simple pajamas instead.

Not thinking about that, I thought firmly after a few moments. All of the possibilities there were pretty unsettling, (the least disturbing possibility was that Master Tai had stripped off my regular clothes and put those on!) but ultimately trivial. I figured I had bigger fish to fry.

I was still breathing a little hard from even doing that much and everyone looked at me in concern. Then I heard “here, this might help.” And felt something fly towards the air at me.

Even in my diminished state and without looking I reached out and caught my staff, such an uncharacteristic display of prowess that Himeko and Eiko were both left taken aback and blinking for a few moments. I however sighed in relief, curling up around in a little and bracing the base of it against the floor. “Thanks,” I told Master Tai gratefully.

“You’re welcome,” he replied gravely. “The rest of your clothes and doodads are in the closet. I don’t think anyone lifted anything, but you can bet security really wanted to go through it so you might want to look when you get a chance. I’ve been keeping a close eye on all of it, but I haven’t been able to watch it every second of every minute.”

“Shit,” I muttered softly, as that once again drove home how awkward and problematic this was all going to be. And that was if things went well!

For a moment Himeko looked away from me, shame on her face. “Sorry Mamoru.”

“I wouldn’t be too worried,” Eiko put in quickly. And a little too cheerily. “Master Tai’s been watching it almost all the time. Except for when that lady was here.”

“What lady?” I asked instinctively.

“The one that checked you over and found the traitor.”

“What?” I put more emphasis into that then I’d intended.

Before I could panic myself or anyone else too much Master Tai spoke up from his position by the door. “Mika-sama felt that she still owed you, Master Matsuda, I figured I should call the favor in. She briefly stopped by to check you out, make sure you weren’t suffering any permanent damage or deeper wounds. As much as I tried to reassure the doctor, I wasn’t sure how well you were doing either. She gave you a checkup, and verified that you’d badly overextended yourself but you weren’t in any danger. And since she was here already, and felt like she wasn’t being fair to you if that was all she did, she helped us with some other problems.”

Eiko shot a slightly puzzled look at her teacher. “She also wasn’t very happy about it,” she confided in me. “She seemed pretty pissed off you’d done something like that so openly.”

I flushed and hunched over just a little bit more.

“That might have just been the Meikos though,” Eiko added hurriedly. “She wasn’t happy to be seen as helping out their family. Or Master Tai, she seemed a little resentful of him.”

Master Tai cleared his throat a little awkwardly. “Master Mika and I have a… complicated history.”

Something about the way he said that… Don’t ask me what it was, maybe it was just because I’d been hanging out with too many masters recently as a sort of junior equal and I had a slightly easier time seeing them as humans. “Wait a minute,” I let out in shock, “you and Master Mika were a thing?”

The other three around my bed looked stunned for a moment but Master Tai just coughed. And didn’t answer the question. Or turn around from staring at the closed door.

“Right, shutting up now,” I muttered. Something else I’m not thinking about, I noted with a touch more humor and irony this time. It was less disturbing, but more likely to get me hurt if I pursued it too much or in the wrong way!

It might have been good timing that there was a knock at the door right then. Master Tai simply sighed, said “I’ll go scare them off. You let me know when you’re really ready for visitors.” And then opened the door. He didn’t move away from it though, and quickly occupied the whole space as he started a quiet argument with whoever was on the other side.

I stared down at the floor guiltily. I knew I shouldn’t be making him do that, that I should at least try and start digging up out of the hole I’d gotten myself into. But I couldn’t yet. I was too tired, and in pain, and reeling mentally. I was pathetically grateful to put it off, even if it was just for a few more minutes.

At least, until Master Tai actually had to flare his ki and I felt an overwhelmingly hostile presence at the door. “Gods!” I exclaimed in surprise, that was disturbing and I knew it wasn’t even aimed at me. “Who’s out there?”

Master Tai kept it up a few more moments before turning back to me and sighing. “A few people. The head of security, both Himeko’s father and grandfather, and Dr. Yorozu are all gathering. The doctor might be worth giving the time of day to, but I think the other three can go jump in Tokyo Bay.”

I didn’t hear anything from my position but I saw Master Tai turn back around and his posture said he was glaring at someone outside. “You heard me and I stand by that. Your behaviour has not impressed me, nor has your weakness in standing up to that elderly jackass that you call a father. I have no more time or patience to indulge him. If he wants to hurt someone else with his foolish antics I will take action.”

Himeko looked a little panicked, and so was I. Later on I’d realize Master Tai was exaggerating a little to achieve the best effect. He wasn’t eager to hurt anyone, least of all Himeko’s grandfather, but by making sure everyone knew it was on the table he was hoping to head off too much bluster or anyone backing themselves into a corner and forcing him to actually act. At the time I was about ready to crawl out of the Meiko mansion on my hands and knees as fast as possible to avoid any potential disaster.

“Tai-sensei,” much to my surprise I recognized Dr. Yorozu’s voice almost pleading (as respectfully as possible) from just beyond the door, “please let me check on young Matsuda-san. It’s in no one’s interests to see him hurt.”

“Master Matsuda?” Tai tossed over his shoulder once more.

Something in Master Tai’s expression suggested I let him in. That surprised me, but Master Tai was worried about me and I suspected he wanted to drive home to the others how not seriously he took their supposed ranks in this situation.

Reluctantly, I conceded. “I probably should.”

Master Tai nodded, and a few moments later Dr. Yorozu cautiously edged around the mountainous mass of muscle and then entered the room. He was careful to not take his eyes of Master Tai until he was almost to the bed.

“Matsuda-san,’ he said a little awkwardly as he finally took me in. “You’re sitting up. And holding your… stick?”

“Staff,” I sighed reluctantly.

“Is that safe?”

“Safer than the alternative,” I almost smiled at how weird this must have been for him. “After a shock like that it’s probably the best thing for me. The staff’s attuned to me, and it’s bolstering my system a little.”

“Really?” the doctor struggled and failed to keep the skepticism off his face.

At that point I did indulge in a smile despite myself. “Really. The staff’s attuned to me and supports my metaphysical systems. Now that I’m awake it’s like moving around using a crutch instead of trying to walk on two busted legs.” I then snorted despite myself. “Of course, after what I did to myself it’s probably more like keeping the legs elevated in traction than anything that simple.”

“How does that even work?”

I shrugged. “Pretty simply actually. My energy channels are all sore and bleeding right now, I went way past any safe limits yesterday. The staff’s a tool, and one of its functions is essentially a combination of insulation, regulation, and surge protection. Just holding on to it is easing the load on my systems. The crutch analogy is easier since it’s a freaking staff! They’re literally oversized canes. But the actual purpose and help is closer to electrical systems.”

Needless to say, I was stretching it and glossing over several important points. But as a quickie explanation when I was already in that much pain it kind of worked. Half of the help it provided was psychological and emotional. But the ‘physical’ factor was very much welcome in this case!

“Ah, Mika-chib… -san thought so-” Master Tai sighed in agreement from the door.

No one in the room dared to touch that one.

“-but she wasn’t sure. She just knew the staff was deeply connected with you. We debated putting it in the bed with you but decided against it.”

I considered that for a few moments. “It probably would have helped,” I decided in the end, “but not by too much. The staff needed some cooldown time after all it went through too. Doing it straight away would have done as much harm as good, it’s probably only in the last few hours the balance has tipped significantly in the other way.”

I was a little amazed the staff and I had bonded as much as we had to be honest. I’d been getting there the last few months, and making quite good progress. But this felt like a big leap forward. Of course, we just spent a few hours working major magic together, I thought a little sarcastically, that probably helped a little. The staff wasn’t truly sentient (probably) but working with that much magic and that closely with the will of a practitioner tended to give magic staffs an echo of awareness. The actual mechanics were still hotly debated, I tended to come down on an impression of the caster’s subconscious combing with all that magic and trace elements of the staff itself to create a shadowy illusion of a personality… but I was more than willing to believe I was wrong.

“Regardless,” Dr. Yorozu declared, shoving the thought aside and obviously a little desperate to return to more solid ground. “You’re still in pain and I should check you out.”

Much to my surprise he presented me with the same advanced medical scanner I used to monitor Eiko and gestured for me to put it on. Reluctantly I fitted it around my forearm, wincing all the while.

We all fell silent for a few moments, letting the scanner and the doctor do their work. Still, partway through the process I couldn’t help but note “Is that going to be useful enough for you? I didn’t think you had a good baseline for me.”

“The Meikos acquired your basic medical files easily enough,” the doctor replied shortly. “And I’m looking for abnormalities anyway. I might not be able to understand everything, but I’m pretty sure I can spot any major signs of distress.”

“Ah, fair enough,” I replied, flushing just a little. “I’d probably pay more attention to all the usual fatigue markers. Especially blood sugar levels.”

“Is that really going to be useful?” the doctor couldn’t help but sound a little withering. “You haven’t eaten in nearly a day.”

Reminded of that, my stomach let out a despairing little gurgle.

Himeko smiled a little. “I’ll get the kitchen to send something up,” she reported, taking out her phone.

I flushed even deeper.

“Seriously Mamoru,” Eiko said with an amused shake of her head. “You claim you’re not good at biology?”

“I’m not!” I protested. “The doctor here is very patiently humoring a patient who has relatively no idea what they’re talking about. I am curious though, I want to see if there’s any correlation with the readings we got from Himeko that time we accidentally pushed her a little too far.”

“What’s this?” Dr. Yorozu asked a little sharply.

Aoth, is there any chance I can avoid putting my foot in my mouth today? I thought, flushing even more. It was getting to the point I was probably starting to worry the doctor, make him wonder if it was a symptom rather than simply embarrassment. Some cultures referred to December 26 as Boxing Day. In my case that apparently meant repeatedly hitting myself in the face.

“Sorry about that,” I muttered shamefacedly. “We were testing spells on Himeko a few months back. We accidentally pushed just a little too far, going just a little past her mana tolerance. We stopped right away of course, it was barely worth noting, but we came awfully close to making it something worth noting in the process.”

Dr. Yorozu paused, looking at me incredulously (again), opened his mouth, and then shut it with a shake of his head before returning to the instrument.

“Don’t worry,” Himeko reassured him gently, “we all know you’ve been under a lot of stress lately, and we appreciate how much you’ve been doing.”

Much to my surprise, Dr. Yorozu flushed at that one! I shot an enquiring glace towards Himeko but Eiko was the one to answer.

“He’s feeling a little embarrassed because we’re giving him credit for Hiro,” she reported wryly.

“That’s not it!” the doctor corrected her with a weird mix of deference and feeling. “Although I do think it’s shameful and wrong for me to be receiving credit for something I did not do. And I am not happy about the potential breach in medical ethics or room for long-term problems this poses!”

There’d been a surprising amount of bitterness creeping in at the end there, and I was even more thoroughly lost at this point. I kept looking at the girls blankly.

“That is my fault,” Hiro said instantly, bowing deeply to both the doctor and I. “I humbly apologize for all the trouble I’ve caused.”

Despite his good intentions Hiro wobbled a little on his feet at the attempt. Himeko quickly pulled him up and braced him while both the doctor and I launched simultaneous protests that he didn’t have to and shouldn’t be so stupid.

After checking Hiro was okay (just lightheaded and woozy) Himeko turned back to me. “He exaggerates. Unfortunately, the difficulties with the Watanabe family are one of the reasons Father and Grandfather are at your door.”

I blinked a few times but didn’t say anything. The second she’d put it like that all sorts of possibilities had flooded through my mind, some of them pretty likely. “Ah fuck,” I sighed feelingly.

Himeko nodded. “Precisely. One of their members was poisoned and almost killed. They would not be taking that lightly at the best of times. Since we’re concealing stuff from them and only allowing them limited access to Hiro things are…”

“A shit show,” Hiro said shortly, “I’ll be leaving soon, try to calm things down a little. I only stayed this long to rest up a little. And to make sure you’re alright, make sure we took care of your needs as well Mamoru-sama. I didn’t want to leave and then somehow stumble into making things worse for you, but even with all Himeko’s been telling me I wasn’t quite sure how to act. So please, Mamoru-sama: I owe you my life. How do you want me to do this?”

Aoth, I thought, making the word an oath with my mental tones. How the hell do I sum that up simply? Doing that quickly would have been difficult at the best of times, let alone after all Hiro and I had been through.

I rubbed my aching forehead, not sure if the headache was new or it had been there since I’d woken up and I’d only just gotten around to noticing it. “Just don’t mention the magic,” I said tiredly. “There’s a…” Aoth, how did I even begin to describe the Bureau? “… government organization out there that would probably object to all of this and I don’t want to tangle with it. We’ll try to explain everything a little more later. Just… I didn’t do it for thanks, alright? Just don’t get yourself hurt overreacting.”

For some reason, almost everyone in the room seemed to find that funny, all glancing away or repressing giggles of some description. Even Hiro, as hurt as he still looked and as serious and solemn as he was trying to present himself, developed some laugh lines around his eyes. “Understood Mamoru-sama,” he said yet again. This time Himeko physically stopped him from bowing.

He then sighed and turned back to Himeko. “I should go,” he admitted.

“You should,” Himeko looked disappointed too, she obviously didn’t want him to leave.

He shook his head. “I want to see how this plays out,” he said regretfully, “and it feels shameful to leave you two to this conflict. But…”

Himeko nodded sympathetically. “There isn’t much you can do. This will be a Meiko family matter. If you continue to stay here then you’ll do as much harm as good.”

“More so. And I know that. But…”

For a moment the pair sighed in unison. And despite how my heart was quailing a little from that ‘this will be a Meiko family matter’ comment I couldn’t help but feel a tiny, cutesy hint of ‘aw’ as the pair momentarily rested their foreheads together.

“You need to go,” Himeko said softly, with sorrowful humor, “your health comes first. Mamoru didn’t half kill himself so you could push yourself back into the grave.”

“Which is why I’m willing to go there if that’s what’s needed to help the both of you. Promise you’ll call if you need help?”

“I promise. Do you?”

“I promise too.”

I was honestly a little disappointed they didn’t kiss then, but I supposed there was too much of an audience. After a few moments Hiro reluctantly pulled back and then left the room with a sad smile, Master Tai willingly making room for him to leave.

There was a moment of awkward silence, and then suddenly all of us found other places to be looking as Himeko turned back to us. Eiko whistled casually. Dr. Yorozu studied something fascinating about the medical equipment, Master Tai continued to be another wall staring outside the door, and I just blushed and stared at a sigil carved into my staff. I’m glad I saved him, I thought yet again.

“Those aren’t just empty words Mamoru,” Himeko noted while I looked at the wood grain. “Hiro might not be able to bring the full might of the Watanabes to the table, but given him an hour or two to straighten things out and he’ll be able to call in a lot of it. Don’t hesitate to use that.”

A couple of thoughts warred in my head. Embarrassingly, the most prominent was I wonder what are the chances the Watanabe family has a property with a ley-line running through it? I suspected I was repressing all the terrifying implications in those statements.

I was saved by Eiko snorting and noting. “Straighten things out? That’s an interesting way to put it. How many lies is he going to have to sell?”

“None.”

“Hah!”

“That’s the official line and I hope you remember it Eiko,” Himeko noted a little more severely. “We’re not just dealing with our own internal people this time, the Watanabes are going to scrutinize any cracks a lot closer if we show any. Seriously though. He isn’t going to be lying much. Merely… altering a few details.”

Even after everything else I still found myself looking at her incredulously and saying “And how the hell’s that supposed to work?”

“We’re staying mostly to the truth.”

“How?!”

Himeko shrugged. “Officially, everything happened the same pretty much up to the moment Hiro drank his tea. Almost immediately afterwards you knew something was off, detecting the poison in the tea with your keen nose. You quickly induced vomiting and dosed Hiro with a few basic counter chemicals. That still wouldn’t have been enough by itself, but it got enough poison out of his system quickly enough, and slowed the effectiveness of the rest of it, that we were able to buy Hiro enough time for real medical treatment and get him to Dr. Yorozu before it was too late. It was touch and go but the doctor then managed to save him.”

I didn’t look any more reassured after that explanation. “And they’re going to buy that?!”

Himeko looked a little grimmer. “Hiro’s here, alive, and we identified the poison. That explanation is amazing, but it makes the most sense. We had to tell his family what poison was used on him, there could be too many complications later on if we didn’t. The fact that he survived a lethal dose… any explanation would seem incredible, the one we've given them makes these results seem almost logical.”

“You’re underselling it Meiko-sama,” Dr. Yorozu noted clinically. “That was about ten times the dosage needed to kill a normal man. If their investigation determines that, any explanation will seem fantastic.”

“But this one will seem reasonably fantastic,” Himeko countered confidently. “Amazing, miraculous in the combination of factors perhaps. But not supernatural or requiring any sort of additional investigation. Mamoru is a known genius who works with chemicals, identifying it and knowing the chemical counter makes a reasonable amount of sense.”

I meanwhile had gotten sidetracked down the stupidest mental alley possible. “Ten times? Damn. I could have stopped a few passes sooner.”

They all looked at in confusion. “What was that Mamoru?” Himeko asked politely.

I blushed. “Sorry, getting distracted. Nothing important.”

“Mamoru, this is a critical situation. Anything more you can- “

I interrupted her with a sigh. “I was being stupid,” I reported, eager to get it over with before I made things even worse. “It’s just the reason I overexerted myself quite so much was that I was struggling to try and get all the poison out of Hiro’s system. I’m not exactly great with that spell, it was only getting about thirty percent of the poison on each pass, give or take. I didn’t know how much was too much so I took it way past my limits. If I’d known it was only that much I could have stopped a few passes earlier instead of driving myself to collapse.”

I tilted my head and thought for a few moments before stupidly adding. “Two passes? Three? Although it had already done some damage, we were coming back from the other side. But Hiro’s a lot healthier than the average guy, he probably needed a larger dose…”

I abruptly pulled myself back, realizing what I was saying. “Sorry. Babbling. Disregard what I was saying.”

Dr. Yorozu gently took my head and examined my eyes. “It could be a symptom of something,” he said with a small frown, looking at me closely.

“No,” Eiko reported with a grin, “that’s just Mamoru being Mamoru.”

“Anyway,” I said firmly, “it’s not important.”

“I’ll be the judge of that,” Dr. Yorozu said crisply. “I’m already being forced to sign off on lies that could affect the well being of a patient. Watanabe-sama is still recovering from being poisoned and I hate the thought of giving false information that might influence any future physician treating him, hate it with my very soul. You will give me full and unrestrained information so I can keep that to a minimum!”

“Sorry doctor,” I was surprised the heat from my cheeks wasn’t setting stuff on fire at this point, “I’ll try.”

“You will.”

I hesitated a moment, after everything else I was reluctant to put my foot in it again. But this was one point I had to stand firm on. “I’ll try,” I reemphasized as gently as I could. “Between secrets I have to keep and technical difficulties there are things I can’t explain.” I immediately tried to gentle it a little more by adding. “Trust me on this: you don’t want to get me going on the long and detailed technical explanations. Himeko and Eiko can verify that.”

Eiko snorted back some laughter. “Trust me, we can.”

“What sort of technical information could there possibly be with something illogical as-“ Dr. Yorozu began, but cut himself off.

I was too worn down to snap, but as crappy as I felt I wasn’t about to let that one pass!

“Oh?” I asked with false sweetness. “You think it’s simple, do you? That it’s an easy matter to take an extradimensional energy, modulate it through your body, and then transmute it into a useable form? That it’s simply a matter of willpower, and that’s why not everyone’s doing it?”

This time Dr. Yorozu flushed. “Matsuda-san-“

I overrode him. “Perhaps all those symbols and shapes are a dramatic affectation? The artistic choice or some sleight of hand to hide how simple it all is?” I dropped the smile and the tone. “Get over it doctor. Magic isn’t special, it takes work to make it work. You of all people should understand how insanely difficult it fucking is to take care of a malfunctioning human body, separate out a single component that’s already mixed in to the whole system without breaking everything down. Magic’s got some advantages, the same as tools for corrective surgery or chemicals for medical treatment, but it’s just as hard to use as other methods and requires just as much knowledge and skill.”

Dr. Yorozu hurriedly finished pulling the medical sensor off of me (finally. I suspected he’d been using it as an excuse for the last little while) and turned away.

“Mamoru-san,” Himeko said gently, obviously trying to get my attention. “You are not wrong, but I should probably point out that the doctor’s been awake for even longer than you’ve been asleep.”

My anger and self-righteousness took a big hit and instantly deflated. And when they did a few other factors also came to mind. “Shit,” I hurried out my apology before shame made it too hard for me to speak. “Sorry doctor, you hit one of my big buttons there and I still feel like garbage. I’m being arrogant and exaggerating anyway, if I were half the medical specialist you are I could have used that spell better and cleared out the poison with only a pass or three. I have some skill, but I’m like someone with first aid training who was trying to use the real surgical tools. They’re really good tools, but given what a hash I made out of it… sorry.”

“Do not worry Matsuda-sama,” Dr. Yorozu responded, not even looking at me, “I am used to difficult patients.”

“It’s not even totally true,” I lamented. “Half the reason I’m studying the healing spells this much is because previous generations of mages have been woefully careless about due diligence. Most of them seem fine, they really seem to work almost as well as we thought they did, but I’m still worried about accidental interactions and side effects.”

The doctor frowned and gave me a searching look. “Really?”

I nodded. “Take the spell I used to remove the poison from Hiro,” I confessed. “That’s been pretty refined over the years, and those using it were always careful to monitor a patient for immediate side effects so I trust it’s directly safe. But I still worry about indirect side effects. What if I accidentally took out other nutrients or chemicals as well as the poison? Or what about micro scale damage to his system from drawing the poison out? I don’t think anyone’s tested for things like that. I trust it’s nothing major, the healing spells are pretty safe for that reason. But if we tried accidentally mixing it with a powerful medicine and there’s new trace chemicals left behind from the process…” I shuddered a little, thinking of the potential consequences.

“I could see that,” Dr. Yorozu said grimly. “Fortunately, I’m not too worried in this case. I’ve given Watanabe-sama a thorough examination over the last day and his system has had enough time to start flush out any side effects of your treatment. I’m confident it’s safe this time.”

I heaved a huge sigh of relief. I hadn’t really thought about it until I’d started talking, but after I’d begun the doubts had started to creep up on me. I noticed Himeko quietly doing the same off to the side. “Thank you, Sensei,” I said more respectfully, “that’s a weight off my mind.”

“Truly?”

“Truly,” I nodded at the medical sensor he still had in his hands. “Why do you think I’ve been so serious about monitoring and testing Eiko? I’ve been checking out the physically enhancing spells this year, and they’ve been less… there were apparently a lot fewer checks and balances on the mages who came up with those spells.”

“It’s a bit of leap there Mamoru,” Himeko muttered, more bemused than anything else. “You can’t have really expected Dr. Yorozu to have instantly intuited or deduced that was what you’d been up to all this time.”

I was too tired and worn out to flush this time, otherwise I would have. “Sorry.”

“That’s what you were doing?” Dr. Yorozu asked, looking at me in disbelief. “That’s why you wanted all the medical info and one of these?”

“Yes?” I said tentatively. “I’m trying to figure out how the physically enhancing spells actually work, the mechanisms they use to achieve their results. Preferably before I have to use them on someone else and accidentally ruin their health with some sort of unforeseen long-term side effect. The time we tested a few out on Himeko was an exception, and it accidentally ended up proving a different point! One about the dangers of using too much magic no matter what the spell was, and maybe something about mixing the wrong spells being as dangerous as mixing the wrong medications.”

The doctor looked surprised, and opened his mouth to say something else. But whatever it was got pre-empted when Master Tai’s presence suddenly flared up in a murderous rage.
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In retrospect Master Tai had been surprisingly quiet for a while. But, as his presence flared to a level that no one in the room could have denied, that didn’t mean he hadn’t been busy.

“You. Dare.” He bit off simply.

“Now look here- “ Himeko’s father had raised his voice and it could be heard even in our room. He sounded a little nervous, he wasn’t insane, but he still stood his ground. “We’re not going to- “

“Not going to what? Feed the man who’s helped save your reputation and family? Again?” Master Tai sounded quietly furious.

“Oh, the damn sandwiches,” Himeko breathed feelingly, suddenly standing up and storming over to join Master Tai at the door.

“Hey, yeah!” Eiko suddenly perked up a little and looked concerned too. “Where is the food we asked for?” She moved to join her friend a little more sedately while my stomach grumbled at the reminder it was still very empty and unhappy with me.

I stared at the wall for a good few seconds, unsure what to do. On one hand I did not want to go out there! I was hurt, tired, and even I knew my head wasn’t on straight. I was way too sensitive and impatient. And yet, at the same time, until I hit my ridiculously low thresholds, I was pathetically eager not to do anything. I was not looking to get involved with more trouble. Especially when I wasn’t sure there was much, if anything, I could do. I was pretty sure my presence was just going to inflame the situation even more. That was a pretty good reason to keep my head down and lie back in bed, maybe fake going to sleep.

On the other hand, these were my friends and I was in their home. I was worried I was just being cowardly, I couldn’t just let them get into trouble and take all the heat. Especially since there were probably some legitimate concerns out there. I knew that if I were Himeko’s parents I’d be a little suspicious if it suddenly turned out my daughter had been hanging out with a mage for over a year!

I sighed and then leveraged myself to my feet awkwardly, taking full advantage of my staff to do so.

“Hey,” Dr. Yorozu protested mildly.

I had to take a few deep breaths after doing so, but it worked. Okay, not good, I admitted as my vision swam around the edges for a few moments. But workable. I am mobile. I can do this if I’m careful. If this were an ordinary school day I’d have given in to the inevitable and stayed home. But I figured I could force myself to do one trip without being suicidally stupid. The train station’s not that far, I should be able to make it there and then ride the train home. Although maybe I should think about asking someone to pick me up from the other end. Normally, if I’d somehow reached this state, I’d have done the sensible thing, swallowed my pride, and actually asked Himeko to loan me a driver. Today that seemed like a bad move.

“Oh, you are kidding me!” Eiko let out in unrestrained frustration.

Yup, bad move! I agreed, hurriedly hobbling over to join the others at the door. If Eiko was openly criticizing the Meikos that much then things were getting really heated. I needed to cool them down in the simplest way.

(See above about me still not having my head on straight. My heart was in the right place. My head was still a little loopier than I’d realized.)

“You will not speak to the master that way!” another voice chimed in angrily. I vaguely remembered it as the head of security from the first Sato Gota incident.

“Yes, ‘master’,” Master Tai rumbled dangerously. “You should think hard upon that term.”

“Oh, threats is it?”

“And what the hell do you think you’re doing you stupid- “

“Stop it!”

My voice cracked over the proceedings. Unfortunately, while I’d meant to have it be a whip crack, it turned into the reedy and barely half-heard kind of crack part way through. I coughed a few times as everyone looked at me, then cleared my throat and tried again.

“Stop it,” I repeated a little weakly. “Give me a minute to get dressed and I’ll go.”

I should have known that would be waving a red flag in front of my friends. I was hunched over a little, still wearing pajamas, leaning heavily on my staff, and just generally looked like hell. I couldn’t have done anything more calculated to get them to fight harder for me.

“Like hell you will,” Eiko’s eyes blazed.

“He needs more rest and food,” Dr. Yorozu chipped in from behind us. “I do not think he should be going anywhere in his condition.

“And he won’t,” Himeko said firmly, staring down the people outside the room, “the Meikos have not fallen so far we will fail our duties so badly.”

I was finally able to see outside the room and look at the small crowd on the other side. Both of Himeko’s parents and her grandfather were there, as well as the head of security. A short distance away a trembling maid was pushing a food cart ladened with sandwiches and soup, obviously the final catalyst for this little confrontation.

Just to add a little to the mess, my stomach growled alarmingly at the sight and scent of food.

“You’re one to talk about the Meikos, girl!” Himeko’s grandfather thundered.

“She is,” Master Tai rumbled, not bothering to hide his impatience with her grandfather. “I’d say she’s the only one in this hallway who is qualified to talk about it.”

“Master Tai,” Himeko’s mother began calmingly. She was clearly on the opposite side of this, and more than a little afraid of the mountainous martial arts master, but also a little more level headed. I assumed she was the most recent arrival. “Surely you can’t mean that? Let’s not say things we’ll all regret.”

“Like what?” Eiko shot back hotly. “Let’s not feed the guy who just saved your daughter’s boyfriend? He’s only almost killed himself for us, let’s not trust him?”

“Disrespectful fool!” Himeko’s grandfather chimed in again. “You know nothing!”

“Big words from a small and petty man,” Master Tai’s cold tone was even more terrifying than Eiko’s heat.

I sighed and stubbornly attempted to hobble out of the room and past everyone. Needless to say, Himeko stopped me instantly.

“Mamoru, what on Earth do you think you’re doing?”

“Leaving,” I replied shortly. “I’m not helping the situation by being here, so I’m trying to remove myself from it.”

“That’s right,” the grandfather sneered, “run.”

Even as worn out and uneager for a fight as I was that old bastard still got my goat! I had to fight down a surge of anger and I quickly spoke up before Himeko responded, I only got the chance because she was clearly wrestling for words that were still vaguely polite instead of a chain of colorful obscenities.

“Himeko,” I said, trying to sound as strong as I could manage, “they’ve got a point! They’re idiots, but they’re right to be worried. They should be worried about a guy with secret powers who’s been hanging around their teenaged daughter for over a year.”

Himeko flushed slightly. It was easy to see how we’d all gotten here, step by step it had made sense. But when you realized where we were and put it like that… well, Himeko was an ultra-rich and beautiful young heiress. Finding out I’d been keeping so many secrets all this time, and such large ones at that, sent up some legitimate red flags to her parents.

“With respect, Master Matsuda,” Master Tai tossed in almost causally, “not as much as you think.” He pre-emptively waved away any disagreement as he noted, “they're right to be concerned, they'd be poor parents if they simply said ‘oh, alright. Nothing to see here.’ and didn’t do anything. But this level of stupidity. Of paranoia! Of pigheaded, obscenely, delusional- “

Master Tai cut himself off, at a loss for words, and I stared at him in shock. What have they been doing that they’ve rendered him speechless?

Himeko nodded, unwilling to back down. “Agreed.” She turned back to her parents. “You wonder why Mamoru keeps his powers a secret? And why I supported him in it? This. This is exactly the reason why he doesn’t casually tell even his closest friends the truth. This knee-jerk, arrogant, thoughtless fear and overreaction! I used to think all those stories were exaggerating when they used the old ‘people fear what is different, and try to destroy what they fear’ trope. But now I look upon my own family, people whom Mamoru has done nothing but help, treating him like this and I realize what a naïve little girl I was being. Straighten your backs and act like Meikos! Stop disgracing our name!”

“Disgracing our name!” her grandfather looked apoplectic. “Why I should- “

He cut off as Master Tai turned his full attention to him. “Measure your next words out very carefully,” he said, his words dangerously calm.

“Himeko,” her father said very tightly, “you are being a naïve little girl. You suddenly have a mysterious new friend. And then we later discover he has supernatural power? You don’t think we’re worried for you? That we aren’t afraid he’s manipulating you? Or has you under some kind of control?”

“And that,” Master Tai rumbled again, “is why both you and Master Matsuda have less of a point than he mentioned. If we were just talking about some random beautiful girl in the middle of the city and Master Matsuda just happened to come into her life you'd be entirely right to be concerned. I’ve dealt with cases like that, where a magician has subtly started enchanting or puppeteering a victim.”

“Precisely! So- “

He fell silent as Master Tai turned his attention to him, and then continued as if Himeko’s father hadn’t even spoken. “And if you’re an unfortunate middle-class family with no special connections, abilities, or powers that should terrify you. Even the question of how you could possibly go to the police would be iffy. But that isn’t the case here. You are one of the most powerful families in the world with connections and privileges piled from here to the top of the mansion. You should ask these questions. But the fact you’re asking them after I’ve already reassured you it’s fine? Without even a moment’s consideration for my expert opinion or history with you? Not a thought to what you’re doing if I’m right? That’s when you show your true colors. You’ve declared you trust no one, least of all me. You’ve declared that for all that power, all those connections, and the friends you already have… they aren’t enough. Master Matsuda terrifies you, simply because you aren’t sure you can counter what he can do. Not even that you know you cannot, you fear you might not be able. And how much that panics you, how that causes you to act…” Master Tai shook his head. “Himeko is right. You’re the fucking Meikos. Act like it.”

All of us fell silent, taken aback by Master Tai’s carefully chosen swearing as much as his shockingly thorough speech.

Mr. Meiko tried to rally. “But surely you can see the threat he poses!”

“What threat?” Himeko’s eyes flashed. “Master Tai could pose a threat but he doesn’t receive such treatment. Choji-san there could pose a threat,” she indicated the head of security with a tilt of her chin, “but he doesn’t receive such treatment. Mamoru has only ever used his powers to help us but we proceed to treat him like this?”

Probably not the time to mention how I once turned invisible in their bathing area and accidentally spied on her father and grandfather, I thought randomly, embarrassed by Himeko’s excessive praise.

“This isn’t reason, this isn’t threat assessment,” even more anger flashed in her eyes. “This is fear. This is abuse of power. You fear Mamoru abusing his abilities but give no thought to how you use your own.”

“Bah!” her grandfather made a dismissive sound. “Overdramatic words from an overexcited girl.”

“One more word out of you- “ Himeko’s eyes flashed dangerously hot. After the ups and downs of the last day she was not in a mood to bow down to him merely for tradition’s sake. I saw Eiko mutter the words “code bath” under her breath. But, tellingly, she didn’t say them out loud.

“And what?” the elder Meiko challenged her, unrepentant.

“I walk out of here,” Himeko didn’t even hesitate, although the rest of her family drew back a second in shock. “I’m sick and tired of propping up the family name when all you’re interested in doing is dragging it down. If that’s the case, I refuse to keep bailing out this sinking ship any longer and renounce the Meiko name.”

“Himeko, you can’t be serious!” her mother cut in looking panicked.

“She isn’t!” her grandfather protested stubbornly, but I could see a hint of terror in his eyes. “She’s running off her mouth and bluffing!”

“I can and I will,” Himeko said, her gaze as sharp as a katana. “I’m of an age now that you cannot hold me here against my will. And lest you think you can pressure me or my hosts into forcing me back,” she continued with silken venom. “I was thinking of paying Aunt Yayoi an extended visit. I’m pretty sure she’d support me in this endeavour!”

Himeko’s mother clutched at her father. “Stop her, Hajime, stop her! Please, talk some sense into her!”

“She’s bluffing!” her grandfather continued, the fear in his eyes growing more and more obvious as he tried to deny it. “And if she’s not, good riddance to her!”

“If the only way to prove my sincerity is to carry out my threat, then rest assured I will do it,” Himeko said dangerously

“You tell him Oneesan!”

The world seemed to stop and shift a little as one last Meiko came into play. Everyone paused in surprise as Shinji not only supported his sister verbally, but he walked down the hallway and took up a position by her side. He wasn’t quite calm, his stride was nervous and his expression clearly revealed how afraid he was, but he never hesitated in walking up to his sister and then spinning on his heel to face their parents.

“All my life all I’ve been hearing ‘why can’t you be more like your sister?’ or ‘why aren’t you as good as Himeko?’  Well that’s because I’ve got a fucking amazing sister who clearly should have been heir to this whole family for the last five years!  Seriously!  Three hundred years ago we’d have bound her breasts and pretended she was a man rather than lose her but today you’re all such loser assholes that you won’t even consider it.  Now she’s gone and shown up all you idiots again by somehow finding and making friends with a wizard and you’re going to drive her out?  Fucking morons!”

“Language,” his mother pointed out, clearly in shock.

“Oh fu- “ Shinji barely managed to keep a grip on himself and pulled back at the last second. The way he was panting a little showed he’d been keeping that little rant in for a long time.

Everyone pulled back a little, and probably because with Shinji there the entire picture had become clear. This wasn’t just about me. I was the catalyzing agent, and clearly the single biggest factor. But this was also about the Meiko family in general. There were several deep problems and issues that they’d been quietly ignoring for ages. The current crisis about dealing with me had just crossed with those. Normally Himeko would have backed down, deferred, or done something more indirect to have avoided such a confrontation. But for once the situation meant that she couldn’t, and now all of it had finally been forced to the surface.

The whole family seemed to realize it. And everyone paused, trying to rebalance themselves. They couldn’t take back what had already been said. But it was obvious what was happening and they were enough of a family that everyone was suddenly checking to make sure they didn’t do something to break it, take that final, unforgivable step. Even Himeko found herself a little calmer and on firmer ground upon finding she wasn’t alone against the rest of her family for once, her brother’s unexpected support reassuring her.

So, of course, in that silent moment my stomach let out another particularly loud and extended growl and gurgle that took a while to slowly trail off.

Aoth damn it, I thought, bowing my head and resting it against my staff so they couldn’t see how brightly I was blushing.

Then, much to my surprise, Eiko’s father calmly crossed between the opposing sides. He effortlessly arranged a few sandwiches from the cart onto a smaller plate, then crossed back and passed it on to me. He quietly vanished into the background after that, as unobtrusive as a piece of furniture, but the message was clear: Himeko and I had allies amongst the servants.

I fumbled with the plate, eventually leaning back against the wall, and began to devour the sandwiches and politely as I could manage. What? I was starving, it gave me an excuse not to look at everyone, and I sure as hell didn’t want my stomach making another one of those noises again!

Mr. Meiko finally took the lead, releasing a deep, explosive breath. “Perhaps it would be best if we continued this somewhere else? Somewhere not the hallway. And perhaps somewhere we could all sit down and discuss this like civilized human beings?”

Himeko nodded curtly, obviously still a little tempted to make an intemperate remark and not trusting herself. Her father took the lead, and everyone began shuffling down the hall.

“I’ve got Aunty Yayoi’s number if you ever need it sis,” Shinji muttered angrily as we started to move. “Just give me the word and it’s yours.”

“Thank you, Shinji,” Himeko muttered back in a much politer tone. “That was some good forethought. Please send it to me immediately, even if I don’t use it today I should still be courteous and give her a call.”

Shinji nodded and quietly pulled out his cellphone, starting to tap a few things out on it.

I reluctantly followed the group, barely keeping up even at the shuffling pace. I was sorely tempted to leave. If I hadn’t been in pajamas and had possessed all my usual talismans I wondered if I’d have dared to use the ‘don’t notice me’ talisman and tried slipping out. Heh, I thought as I followed up on that idea a little more, I wonder what the warning talisman would make of all this? I couldn’t decide if I should be more nervous that it wasn’t on my wrist, or grateful it wasn’t distracting and worrying me with however it would have reacted in this situation.

Much to my surprise, just down the hall was the same conference room that I’d met with Himeko in just after she’d come back from vacation. I guess that’ll do, I thought bemusedly as Master Tai pulled up a chair and helped me to sit down. I wondered if it was just coincidence, but the couches along the edges would give me an opportunity to easily lie down if it was necessary.

What wasn’t so much of a surprise was the way the two sides of the table lined up against each other. Himeko’s parents, grandparent, and Meiko security chief (Choji-san apparently) uncomfortably sat down on one side. Himeko, Shinji, Eiko, myself, and Master Tai all sat down on the other.

It was interesting to note how little Choji-san seemed to want to be there. And also how we outnumbered (and, with Master Tai and myself, seriously out massed) our opposites were.

Probably worth taking into account when thinking about how defensive they are, I admitted while eating another sandwich. A maid had quietly pushed the food cart into the room and then beat a hasty retreat, I’d taken full advantage of that fact to replenish my plate and then some before sitting down.

“Now,” Mr. Meiko started much more calmly once everyone was seated. He carefully clasped his hands together in front of himself and looked every inch the calm businessman. “Where were we?”

Himeko was apparently not willing to let him have too much of an advantage by structuring it just like one of his usual meetings. “Are you sure you want to start there father?” she asked witheringly. “It seems an unproductive place to begin.”

“Rotten little-“ her grandfather began to grind out.

“That is enough!” Mr. Meiko spoke with a stentorian crack strong enough to make everyone other than Master Tai jump a little. He then turned his head. “Father, there were reasons that you made me the head of the company and then stepped down, even stepping back from the family. I suggest you remember them.”

“But- “

“If you cannot, I will ask you to leave this room,” he said with barely concealed disgust. “I will not have you lose me my daughter the same way you lost yours.”

Himeko’s grandfather jerked backwards as if punched, rocking on his chair and looking stricken.

“I am sorry father,” Mr. Meiko continued in a calmer and politer tone. “But that is what it has come down to. I would not do this for anything less, but here I will make that stand. If you could not believe it from Miwa and won’t believe it from Himeko then believe it from me: You. Do. Not. Control. Us. You are worthy of respect, but not that much. Do not make me demonstrate it.”

I could feel the startled surprise from the Meiko kids on my side of the table.

“You- “ the elder Meiko hesitated, and seemed to shrink back. “You wouldn’t dare.”

“Apparently, I have to,” Mr. Meiko replied, not a trace of give in his expression. And I began to truly see the man who led what was one of the richest families in Japan.

His father seemed to wither back into his chair a little. He didn’t say anything, and his son didn’t force him to, but we could all see the retreat.

“Now,” he said, turning back to face Himeko. “You were saying?”

Himeko took a deep breath and then continued. “I was saying you and the rest of the family were reacting poorly,” she replied frankly. Passionately, but with none of the earlier heat in her tone. “You have reason to ask questions and raise concerns, and no one will deny that. But you have no reason to treat Mamoru like you have been!”

“No reason!” her mother protested. “Himeko, did you somehow not see what he just did?”

“Yes,” Himeko replied flatly, staring her mother down. “He saved a life. He used knowledge and skill he’d founded over long years of practice and applied them to save a life on our property. A life which,” her voice hiccupped a little despite her best efforts, “a life which was very important for us to save. Even ignoring my personal biases, how do we think losing Watanabe Hiro on Meiko property would go over with his family?”

“That is fair,” Mr. Meiko replied grimly, holding firm even though the other people on his side all flinched a little at the thought, “but let us not pretend to miss your mother’s point. It is not so much what he just did, but how he did it. Or are you going to pretend the ends always justify the means?”

Himeko let out a mild but impatient sigh. “Of course not, father. Nor am I going to allow you to sidetrack or distract me, running around discussing the weaknesses in your own argument. Mamoru used magic to save Hiro. So what?”

“So what?” Mr. Meiko continued to look stone-faced and grim but Himeko's mother took up the argument again with an emotional protest. “He used magic Himeko!”

“Yes. And I repeat: so what?” Himeko visibly repressed herself from getting up from the table, obviously feeling the desire to stalk around on this point.

“One thing Mamoru has pressed into me, time and time again, is that the belief magic is somehow special is a delusion. It is practically the first thing he said to me when I discovered his secret over a year ago.”

“Over a year ago,” Mr. Meiko started to get a little red in the face but his daughter bulldozed over him.

“Magic is simply a collection of techniques utilizing an unusual power source. Nothing more, nothing less,” Himeko continued forcefully, leaning across the table a little. “The unique strengths and weaknesses of this school are worth noting, there is no argument there. But the same can be said for any type of power or skill. Master Tai uses his body and his ki, Choji-san uses leadership and his experience, and we use our wealth and position.”

“That’s not… quite true,” her mother protested weakly. I respected that she was obviously reevaluating the appraisal in her head even as she was speaking. And, equally obvious, she regretted the words even after speaking them. Himeko’s father merely looked serious and thoughtful, mulling the idea over.

Himeko slapped the table angrily with her palms. “It is true. And we are failing badly!”

“Himeko,” said her father warningly, clearly worried that she was about to heat things up again and not wanting to be the one to start the spiral.

Himeko took a deep breath, leaned back slightly, but looked at her father frankly. “I am sorry, but it is a simple truth. When faced with a crisis Mamoru immediately elected to reveal a secret that endangered him and then worked himself nearly to death in order to preserve a life. And how did we use our power?” Her frown was so deep her delicate eyebrows nearly touched each other. “We proceeded to treat that person with utmost suspicion, attempt to strip him of all his equipment, and then debated whether he should be kicked out of the estate or held here like it was the Warring States Era. And all while ignoring every law that ever existed in favor of digging up more information on him. You even wanted to withhold food from him. Food! When he was practically starving and exhausted!”

I guiltily paused in stuffing my face, unsure what the hell to do in this situation. So far I’d been slowly but surely making my way through a pile of sandwiches, I was starving and it gave me a good excuse not to speak or meet anyone’s eyes. Now it just felt awkward.

Mrs. Meiko squirmed in her seat a little to hear her daughter put it like that, and a little wind had obviously gone out of both Mr. Meiko and the security chief’s sails too. “You overstate things,” Mr. Meiko replied, without any judgment.

Himeko glared at him. “Do I? We complain about what Mamoru might do, could do, but completely ignore what we actually do. In the past year Mamoru has tried his best to dance around the fact that while he trusts me he doesn’t trust this family. His secret is revealed in what might be the best way possible and what do we do? We immediately live down to all his expectations.”

“That’s the whole reason,” the security guy reluctantly spoke up again. “It seemed a little too pat, it could have been a setup.”

Himeko transferred the glare to him and he fell silent again. But looking at it from that perspective I couldn’t help but quietly note “he’s got a point.”

Himeko transferred the glare to me, and I instantly flinched back. But I also helplessly shrugged and said “well, he does. He’s not entirely wrong.”

Master Tai sighed. “Master Matsuda,” he said with exaggerated patience, “we have got to work on that guilt complex of yours.”

“It’s not that,” I continued quietly. Although it is a bit of a balance complex, I admitted in the privacy of my head. Moments like this I wished I was a little better about keeping quiet about it. Nevertheless, I continued. “I’m actually in the mansion for a change, right there, just as someone happens to get poisoned? I mean, if you were the police would you let me go without questioning?”

“Master Matsuda, you're not wrong. But that is not what is happening here,” Master Tai continued with a mild but disapproving look of his own for the other side of the table. “In your own analogy, they are acting as the police, hauling you down to the station, and beginning questionable interrogation techniques while assuming it must have been you. Or, at the very least, you are guilty of something. Even while knowing someone else was responsible.”

“Yeah, someone else one of you fingered,” the elder Meiko finally found an excuse to rejoin the conversation and sneered at Master Tai a little. It was a ghost of his previous self-righteousness though, and Master Tai only favored him with a mild look in response.

My expression was only puzzled.

“Lady Mika and Master Tai found the assassin earlier,” Himeko explained quickly.

“Okay, you explained that earlier, sort of. But how- oh!” I sighed and facepalmed. “They used magic, didn’t they?”

Himeko nodded. “Magic and ki. They quickly backtracked the poison to one of Hiro’s bodyguards- “

“What?”

“-and when questioned they knew he was lying and Master Tai intimidated him into telling the truth.”

Yeah, intimidated. That’s one way to put it, I thought grimly. In reality Master Tai probably hadn’t touched him physically, but I was pretty sure he’d used a combination of ki and posturing to become pants wettingly terrifying in order to get the guy to confess. It wasn’t quite torture, but it was definitely getting uncomfortably close to it.

“And you can’t see how your parents might have an issue with that?” I asked instead, my hand still muffling my voice a little. “Why they might still be a little suspicious, off balance, and afraid of a conspiracy?”

“With respect Mamoru,” Himeko responded unapologetically. “No.” She shot a disdainful look across the table. “The Meiko family has indulged in similar tactics in the past without even blinking at them. To act otherwise when we’re not the ones doing it is the height of hypocrisy.”

“Yeah,” her grandfather indulged in a sneer again. “Because there’s no chance they’re all in this together.”

“Which involved the boy half killing himself and then pointing out the imperfections in the logic himself to his defenders?” Mr. Meiko sighed tiredly as he asked an obviously rhetorical question. “It’s not impossible. But the baroque combination of cleverness and stupidity in such a ridiculously complex plan… Father, what was it you once told me about creating such stories to try and justify my decisions?”

That one actually caused Himeko’s grandfather to look away. “It’s not the same.”

“ ’Don’t go around making shit up to try and excuse your stupid ideas,’ ” he continued, obviously quoting. “Seriously Father, you told me to fire any employee that twisted around logic and consistency like that in order to justify what they’d done. It was alright if they had evidence, humans are stupid and make stupidly unbelievable moves, but if they were attempting to bend the truth to you after the fact…”

Mr. Meiko trailed off then looked at his father more seriously. “What proof do you have Father? This is the time to present it.”

“Proof? Proof! What more proof do I need when it’s obvious that…”

He trailed off as he realized how few people in the room would even look at him. And the expressions on the ones that could… even as shitty as I felt I still managed to feel a little sorry for the man.

“Rest assured,” Himeko told her father calmly, electing to totally ignore her grandparent, “I am completely confident the Watanabe family’s investigation will bear this out in time. This is why the culprit was merely prevented about mentioning magic before he was handed over to them.”

I must have looked confused because Eiko leaned over and whispered in my ear. “The new lady did something to Hiro’s two bodyguards, made it so they couldn’t talk about anything supernatural after they left.”

I perked up a little at that, I was professionally curious what method she’d used but the conversation was already moving on and I had to focus on it.

Himeko’s dad sighed heavily and for a few moments slumped in his chair. “Alright Himeko, you’ve made your point,” he admitted tiredly. “You’re right, we were going too far and being unfair in how we treated your friend over this. I can admit it.”

He took a deep breath and then slowly but smoothly reassumed the strong and confident pose he’d had at the start of the discussion. “That does not mean we should suddenly trust Matsuda-san here. While I can agree we fumbled our response to the current incident at least part of that is the completely legitimate distrust we should be showing him. Or are you going to ignore the half dozen or so facets of his and your relationship we should be asking about now that the fact he has supernatural powers has come to light?”

“Not just unfair but ungrateful, prejudiced, selfish, foolish, and stupid,” Himeko demurred. “But yes Father, so long as we’ve established those were the Meiko responses why don’t we talk about Mamoru some more? What exactly do you have a problem with? It can’t be the fact we kept his abilities a secret. Not after the response we’ve just given him to these circumstances and given how often we keep secrets.”

Mr. Meiko’s expression tightened a little but he refused to rise to the bait. “How about we discuss the problems he’s exposed us to? The risk and weaknesses we now have to scramble to cover as a result of your arrogance and foolishness? Let’s start with the gold we’ve been buying from him?” He responded with only a touch of irritation. “Do you have any idea what you’re playing at? Don’t you know how unsafe or inconvenient it will be if that reverts at a wrong moment?”

“Reverts?” for some strange reason that finally triggered my mouth and got me to speak up. Probably because it sounded like an indirect critique of my work and I took it personally. I flushed a little as the attention finally returned to me. “Sorry Meiko-sama,” I attempted to sound a little respectful. “But how or why would it revert? What would it even revert into?”

“I don’t know,” Himeko’s father tried to repress his own irritation. “Lead. Or fairy dust. Or air. Whatever you conjured it out of in the first place.”

He stopped speaking because his daughter just looked smug while I stared at him incredulously.

After a few moments of silence I spoke, unable to keep myself from sounding like I was talking to a five-year-old. “I pulled it out of the ocean,” I explained slowly. “Yes, using magic. But it’s the gold that’s always there, created by billions of years of dissolution and erosion. It’s not going anywhere. Why the hel- why would you think it’s anything else?”

“Ah…” Mr. Meiko trailed off awkwardly, obviously caught on the backfoot by this.

“I know it’s impractical to retrieve any other way,” I said with false patience, allowing myself to vent a little with one hand while I tried to hold on to my patience with the other. “I’m not even sure it’s magically practical on a larger scale, it takes me several hours of work to pull together 20 grams of gold. I’m pretty sure that’s a lower rate of pay then you make sitting in your office. But- ”

Himeko gently nudged my foot under the table and I hurriedly bit my tongue and pulled back. I’ve got to watch that, I thought feeling almost feverish. I’d been willing to keep silent through all the Meiko family drama (hell, I’d wished I was on a different continent entirely at the time!) but now we were getting to topics near and dear to my heart. And I was a mess. I had no idea how this could possibly end well.

“And perhaps you now see why I wanted to avoid this?” Himeko asked with an unabashedly insincere smile. “Even if Mamoru wasn’t a friend the questions people tend to ask would only embarrass the Meiko family with their assumptions and ignorance.”

Mr. Meiko grunted and pulled back a little in his chair, but to his credit he was obviously thinking and didn’t launch any kneejerk counterattacks. The head of security on the other hand…

“Please watch your tone Meiko-sama!” he said, obviously barely holding back some intemperate words of his own. “You bring a security risk like him into the mansion without a word to others- “

“Yes, a security risk,” Himeko interrupted smoothly. “You mean the one who first detected Sato Gota? When all the rest of you failed?”

The head of security started turning red but held his tongue.

“Shall I remind you how Sato Gota wasn’t using any magic? Just guts and cleverness. Or perhaps I should point out how Mamoru is scrupulous about not entering the mansion that often?”

I tried to not to turn a little red at that one. You might be reaching a little bit with that one, I though, feeling a hint of shame. I didn’t exactly act like I owned the place. But when you were at the Meiko gym as much as I was, or using the house’s baths once a week on average… I wasn’t being too greedy and I was doing it mostly aboveboard. But the security man was more right than he knew, a dishonest mage could have done an awful lot with even less access than that.

“Perhaps you should tell us what your friend is really doing on the estate grounds once a day,” Mr. Meiko countered with deceptive mildness. “What all those mysterious objects he’s placed upon the grounds are really for?”

Himeko carefully controlled her expression, but she’d walked right into that one. She’d been so busy pressing her attack she’d forgotten there were still a few weaknesses there.

“They’re mana collectors,” I sighed. Tired, hating to admit it, but kind of relieved to finally have it out in the open rather than sweating and dancing around it time and time again. Well, I’ve got the new collectors spread across my whole family, I reflected, and they might forget about the ones in Kyoto for a while. This would be hellaciously painful, especially since I’d just blown away the vast majority of my reserve in saving Hiro, but it wouldn’t be the completely crippling blow it would have been a year ago.

“Mana collectors?” Mr. Meiko looked startled.

“Mana collectors. They collect the free mana floating around your grounds so that I can later pick it up.”

“Which, I’ll remind you,” Himeko inserted a little acidly, “we agreed to after he proved invaluable in solving our problems last year.”

“Your and Shinji’s problems,” their grandfather sneered a little again.

“Perhaps,” Himeko shot him a glare. “But that doesn’t mean we didn’t agree to it, even if some old fool was occasionally determined to drag the Meiko name through the mud by going back on our word!”

Her grandfather started to get angry again but Mr. Meiko cut through all of it with a word. “No,” he said simply but firmly. “We are not going to get sidetracked by that issue again.”

Himeko shot him an unsubtle glare. Surprisingly, I realized Shinji was mirroring his sister’s expression this time. And for once it was a lot deeper and more adult than petulant!

Mr. Meiko blinked for a moment and seemed to realize this might be a more urgent and deeper problem than he’d assumed. A key point in why his children were on the edge of open rebellion. He refused to be distracted though. “We may return to it when we determine just how much of a threat your friend is,” he continued sternly. “We will not cloud the issue by attempting to juggle both simultaneously.”

“What threat?” Himeko asked rhetorically. “He helped us, and when we offered him our gratitude he didn’t ask for wealth or power, he did the equivalent of asking if he could pick the berries that grew on our estate that we weren’t even bothering to harvest ourselves.”

“Not traditional wealth or power,” I couldn’t help but note quietly. Claiming the estate’s mana was far from being nothing.

Himeko shot me a quelling glance before continuing. “But we couldn’t even do that without being asses about it.”

“Himeko,” her father warned her with a single word.

Himeko sighed. “I’m sorry Father, but that really galls me. And it should you as well. Not to mention it should only serve to prove Mamoru’s good intentions and safety. He’s had to dance around Grandfather for the last year despite our promises and he hasn’t done anything untoward. He’s simply accepted the abuse or the times we haven’t been living up to our end of the bargain.”

“We don’t know that,” the security man inserted.

“Grandfather’s still here, isn’t he?” Shinji tossed in sullenly. “If I was any sort of dark mage I’d have ended the bastard long ago.”

“Worthless little- “ the bastard in question began.

“Enough!” Mr. Meiko’s voice drove everyone back into place again. He then sighed and with painfully stressed calmness addressed his daughter again. “And this is why we’re not dealing with that issue now. It is not helpful.”

“So long as you acknowledge the basic truth of that I’ll be happy to let it lie for now,” his daughter countered stubbornly.

“You’re attempting to gloss over the fact he could have done something without our knowing!” the security man protested.

“And you’re attempting to claim he must have done something like that, that he isn’t trustworthy, in defiance of all facts!” Himeko shot back.

“Enough!” Mr. Meiko repeated yet again, attempting to make sure things were back under control.

Not all the facts, I noted. I managed to keep that deep in my brain this time thanks to Mr. Meiko’s efforts. I appreciated Himeko’s partisanship, but that didn’t change the truth that I’d been lying (even if mostly by omission) to the majority of the estate for over a year now. The related family issues had her pissed off enough she didn’t want to yield a millimeter to the other side though.

“What is a mana collector?” Mr. Meiko asked after a moment, electing to cut through all the emotionally charged stupidity by going back a few steps and addressing me directly.

“A… device that collects mana?” I replied uncertainly. “Sorry, I thought I said that already. I don’t know what else to tell you. Unless you want me to start going into technical details. And trust me, that’s a big mistake- “

Mr. Meiko cut me off with a raised hand. “Alright. Fine. What is mana?”

“Ooo,” I made a noise and looked up at nothing for a moment, distracted by the technical/philosophical question of that. “How honest do you want me to be?” I asked frankly. “Because I don’t want to be accused of trying to be too simple in this case, but I also don’t want to lie to you by giving you the grade school- “

Mr. Meiko’s “explain!” mixed with his daughter’s simultaneous “Mamoru!” in equally annoyed tones.

“Mana is the main energy used to create what you call magic. It is an inadequately researched energy, probably existing along an unconventional dimensional axis that- “

Mr. Meiko cut me off to focus on the important stuff. “What do you mean creates magic?”

I hesitated again. “It… is both the fuel and the material a mage uses to create their spells?” I suggested. Later on I’d realize I was being a little unfair to Mr. Meiko. If I’d been talking to a modern high schooler, who’d probably dealt with MP meters in videogames for their entire lives; or a fantasy fan, who was probably used to ‘it’s mana’ being used as a handwave by now; that would have been enough. For an older gentleman who hadn’t roamed in either of those circles it was a new concept. “I’m not sure how much more I should be- “

Mr. Meiko held up his hand to cut me off again. “So, you’re saying that magic depends on a power source? It doesn’t just work like- “

This time he cut himself off rather than say the slightly stupid thing. That didn’t stop me from looking a little smug and finishing it for him. “Like magic? No, that ridiculously stupid assumption is one of those things that always pisses me off. You can’t just wish for something and it will happen. It needs work, knowledge, and skill. And, in this case, materials.”

Mr. Meiko obviously didn’t like my tone, it showed clearly in the distasteful expression on his face. I’d come off a little too much like a snotty and self-righteous teenager with that last one. And his initial assumption had been pretty stupid. But…

“Look,” I sighed and slumped my shoulders a little more, trying to fight off my own annoyance. “I get it. You’re afraid and uncertain. I’m an unknown. You should be able go to the police, or the library, or some sort of government agency and be able to get some help to deal with me. You should have something simple and straightforward that would at least give you a trustworthy baseline of information and suggestions of what to do. That’s the dream.”

“That’s the dream?” Mr. Meiko looked at me in surprise.

“Yeah,” I replied simply. “Magic’s just another science. Like I told your daughter: it’s no better or worse than physics or biology or chemistry. And it deserves to be out there, doing its bit, presenting its options, and helping people out in the world. This fear and mystery around it? It looks impressive as hell but it keeps people from looking at it objectively, they either deny it or romanticize it. I long for the day this knowledge is commonplace. When I can simply walk into a department at a government building and apply for permission to do some magic.”

“Really?”

I snorted a little, amused at my own attempt to romanticize everything after complaining about other people’s rose-colored glasses. “Well, probably not that much,” I admitted. “Chances are it’ll be reams and reams of way too much red tape and bureaucracy if that actually happens. If this actually works I’m probably going to long for the days where I could quietly go around casting spells without a half dozen licenses and probably some sort of waiver or environmental impact statement. Back when no one would actually catch me breaking the law because they didn’t believe in magic or know what to look for. But I’ll take that over ignorance, stupidity, and witch hunters.”

“Perhaps I should mention,” Himeko broke in gently, taking one look at her dad’s confused expression and deciding to intervene since I was obviously too lost in thought. “Mamoru’s end goal is making magic public knowledge. Of explaining magic and presenting it to the academic community scientifically. When he’s talking about ‘collectors’ and ‘sensors’ and ‘not wanting to tip his hand early’ it’s not just evasions; he’s telling the truth. His endgame is humanity’s first, official, arcane degree.”

“I wouldn’t go that far,” I demurred. I mean, deep in the recess of my mind I kind of hoped for that. But realistically-

For a moment Mr. Meiko leaned back far in his chair, stunned. “I see.”

“Master Mamoru,” Master Tai muttered softly, sounding bemused and quietly emphasizing it to everyone there.

“Mamoru is a magic nerd,” Himeko continued. “Maybe he’s a genius at it- “

I opened my mouth to interrupt. But Eiko slapped a hand over it before I could even get a syllable out.

“- but he’s not some sort of evil sorcerer king. We wouldn’t assume a chemistry genius was plotting the end of the world or a computer genius was automatically hacking our systems. So why do we treat Mamoru any differently?”

There was a moment of silence around the table while everyone considered that (and Eiko slowly withdrew her hand while giving me a stern look).

“I see,” Mr. Meiko repeated. After a moment he sighed deeply and then continued in a much more relaxed tone. Later on, I’d realize the man that was very used to high level negotiations and he’d just seen the path through everything. And given what the stakes were (his family) he wasn’t going to hesitate in taking it. “Very well then Himeko, you are right. That doesn’t completely excuse everything, but it does go a long way towards explaining large parts of this.”

He then fixed her with a mildly stern glare. “Now, like I said, that does not automatically excuse or explain everything. We are obviously due to have a serious discussion about this. However, you’ve made your point. We were reacting poorly, and it was reasonable to expect us to have reacted even worse than that if this secret was discovered. This means I am offering you clemency. If,” he emphasized clearly, “and only if you start explaining completely and truthfully what you’ve been up to. If you keep any more secrets I will not be so forgiving when they come up. You’ve mentioned living up to the Meiko legacy, now is your chance to put your money where your mouth is.”

“Of course Father,” Himeko responded with a small smile, and proceeded to do just that.
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This is… weird, I reflected while taking in the quiet stares of the Meiko family employees. They were very subtle about it, they were highly trained and capable people as opposed to the high school students I was more used to dealing with, but they couldn’t help but look as I waited in the lobby of the mansion.

Of course, there were some who weren’t quite so subtle about it…

“Hisako! Maki!” Eiko half shouted in annoyance as she came in through the side. “Get lost!”

Her giggling sisters beat a quick retreat when confronted like that, quickly running off. I’d been trying to ignore the pair ‘subtlety’ staring from around the corner but it had been making me uncomfortable.

Eiko gave the direction they’d retreated in an annoyed glare for a few moments before sighing and turning back to me. “Honestly, why is this the one time you’re the first?”

I shrugged helplessly. “Surprisingly, everyone seemed to schedule their bath late this time. The bathhouse was filling up uncomfortably and so I left early and lucked out in catching the train. I didn’t see any point in awkwardly meandering about in the crowds for an extra half hour so I figured I may as well come in. Sorry.”

Eiko shook her head but didn’t say anything more. We were already in an odd position and my timing had made it odder. Not necessarily bad, on balance it was probably a slightly better thing to be early than late, but odder nonetheless.

The Meiko family and employees were… adapting to the idea that they had a master mage (or should that be Master Mage?) wandering in their midst. In turn I was adapting to the strange idea that everyone around me knew. And no one was quite sure where the whole dynamic would fall out in the end.

Honestly? For the most part the much dreaded conversation with Himeko’s father had gone pretty well. After the initial hiccups of course. Once we’d reached that point Mr. Meiko had recognized how badly they’d messed up the initial response and been in more of a mood to be accommodating. It didn’t help that the whole discussion also emphasized how much of a weight around the family’s shoulders his father had been. They hadn’t directly dealt with that there (which would have been really surprising given how Master Tai and I were not family members), but there was a growing, embarrassed awareness that maybe they should have been giving their children a little more credit and their patriarch a little less. That was always a difficult position to take, even in the most obvious cases, but a full recounting of our story had kind of driven that home. Himeko and I had tried to be polite about it but we couldn’t help but indirectly point out all the elder Meiko’s missteps and mistakes. Several of which Mr. Meiko had not known. Even while trying to brush past the exact language, bringing up her grandfather’s twisted logic in blaming Himeko for her panty shot had momentarily brought a look of fury to Mr. Meiko’s eyes as he correctly interpreted events. Meanwhile, explaining things like the part I’d played in getting Himeko through the Himawari Ball in time to intercept her enraged aunt-

(Yes, we’d mentioned how much of that had been Kameiko. He’d even manifested briefly in front of the gathered Meikos for introductions and explanations. I wasn’t sure how much the rest of the Meikos had understood, Kameiko was a lot to take in even without the rest of it, but they were now aware of their Kyoto estate kami.)

-or how I’d originally stumbled over Sato Gota had only emphasized that I wasn’t just sucking up to Himeko, I was occasionally helping the whole family with my actions. Stuff like my contributions to the school play or providing a magical authenticity check to her Christmas shopping had made it clear I was very much Himeko first, she was my friend and I was much more likely to be using magic on her behalf than some random person. But little bits like that had made it clear I wasn’t Himeko only.

Needless to say, we had very much downplayed or edited certain parts! Some of that was fairly acceptable, such as leaving out the incident with Saori almost entirely. I imagined even if Mr. Meiko later found out the full details he’d mostly understand that, given how it was dealing with my cousins and some of their secrets. We did briefly mention it (it was kind of hard not to, given that we’d had to borrow a driver and a car from the Meikos back then) but we'd played it off as dealing with a surprising and worrying supernatural incident at a school. We’d tried to implicate it was simply a matter of nasty curses, a haunting, and coincidences; no mention was made of demons, onryo, or just how much danger Himeko had been in. Similarly, the incident with the dark proto-god in Hokkaido was summed up as “we ended up running across a nasty spirit while on the class trip and dealt with it then. It looked really intimidating and scary but was actually exhausted, and it turned out it wasn’t as bad as it first seemed. In fact, it was trying to raise energy through fear and accidents to recover its power, hence all the weirdness at the Watanabe’s hotel. We didn’t have too much trouble stopping it once we recruited a local Ainu shaman”. We did not suggest a couple of hundred people had nearly lost their lives in a blood sacrifice! That one might yet come back to bite us in the ass, that much deception was not going to go over well if Mr. Meiko ever found out. But no one on our side of the table had felt any shame in the ludicrous amount of editing we’d done.

But the majority of the story had been surprisingly complete, Himeko had taken care to quietly but consistently emphasized the slow and occasionally boring work I was doing in the school lab. Nothing too obvious or over the top, you had to think carefully about what she was really saying in order to realize how Himeko was manipulating the story, even if you’d been there for everything. But upon reflection there’d been just a hint of slanting there. I didn’t mind that so much, that was how I wished my life had been going! But it was still a mild surprise.

She’d even indirectly mentioned the Little People, although she’d done some very fine dancing around that subject! Himeko had basically indicated that I had connections and occasionally worked with “creatures similar to the beings mentioned in legends” while indicating these were the lesser and more benign type. I took it as a good sign Mr. Meiko had accepted his daughter’s hints that they wished to remain quiet so we weren’t going to go into too many details there. It suggested a level of flexibility and willingness to compromise I’d been afraid he wouldn’t provide.

And, in return, Mr. Meiko had passed on something that still made me a little weak in the knees whenever I recalled it. Something that helped explain why I still felt so awkward and obsessed on the subject even now.

***

Mr. Meiko had gently shooed everyone but me, Master Tai, and Himeko out of the room before speaking. He’d had to stare down his father to accomplish that, but the elder Meiko had been reeling from a number of things already and it hadn’t been too much of a contest.

After everyone was out and the doors had been closed he’d sighed and dropped a few of his own masks, revealing just how tired he was.

“You’ve put me in an awkward position,” he’d said. Before Himeko could get a word out he’d held up a hand pre-emptively. “Not in the way you’re thinking of daughter! I mean legally. There are things out there you are unaware of.”

He’d held his head for a moment while Himeko and I had just looked puzzled. Master Tai had merely tilted his head slightly and then asked “you mean the Bureau?”

“Ah, so you know,” Himeko’s dad had looked sickly relieved. “That will make this easier.”

“Hold up a moment!” Himeko had said hurriedly, before quickly pulling it back. The day had rubbed her raw too, and she was struggling to keep up appearances. “You know about the Bureau? I don’t. At least, not much more than the name.”

Mr. Meiko’s response was disappointing. “I suppose I don’t either,” he’d admitted with some amused weariness. “They weren’t happy communicating with me, not even indirectly. But apparently they try to touch base with men of sufficient power and a reasonable mindset within the country. They worry a particularly clever and sneaky criminal might manage something impressive by getting to one of us. It doesn’t require much magic if the one thing you can do is pull the strings on one of the most powerful men in the country.”

That was a disturbingly logical idea! When I considered what I could do with some of my most powerful mind control magic and then casting it on Mr. Meiko… it was a shudder worthy thought. And underlined how not entirely unreasonable the security man’s concerns had been.

“So, some mysterious men paid me a visit, provided just enough credentials and contact information to make me believe they were probably government, and warned me that more of the supernatural is real than society would have you believe. And they also told me if I ever encountered anything significantly supernatural I was to contact them immediately.”

I’d frozen up then. It was incredibly arrogant and naïve, but I hadn’t really expected that.

Mr. Meiko’s weary smirk somehow sold the encounter more than either a factual recitation or overdramatic reaction would have. “They made it very clear they weren’t going to tell me more, making sure I knew that I shouldn’t pry into their affairs even if I was now aware they existed, and then warned me that me and mine would be the ones at risk if I didn’t take the supernatural seriously. After that they pulled a dramatic disappearing act right in front of me just to emphasize their point. It was just theatrical enough to leave an impression, but just practical enough I didn’t go nuts looking for the smoke and mirrors.”

“And I assume they all wore black suits and black glasses?” Master Tai asked, half-rhetorically.

Mr. Meiko had nodded. “Precisely. There are occasional whispers about the subject at a high enough level, veiled references once in a while. It is a subject no one wants to talk about because even if they’re not afraid of the Bureau itself they’re still afraid of being ridiculed, of being thought a fool. And even now I couldn’t tell you who else knows; which people have been contacted and which are just nodding along when the subject gets referenced, controlling their expression and hoping no one thinks they’re ignorant. But every once in a while one of us comes across something weird and dangerous. It usually either has to be very weird or very dangerous before it lands on any of our desks but it happens. And when it does, we call the number on the little cards we’re given. And soon enough the problem seems to go away.”

“I assume,” Himeko had responded politely, “that if you’re telling us this that is not going to be the option today?”

Mr. Meiko had smiled at her a little sourly. “Precisely. And I don’t think my father knows about them. I get the feeling they skipped over him at the time because he can be a little too stubborn and intransient.”

We all held our tongues, but I suspected it was a challenge for some of us.

“These people are too much of an unknown and rely too much on fear. Frankly, as odd as this is, I prefer having your friend on call than depending on them. Matsuda-san might hold stuff back, but that’s as much about politely trying not to talk over our heads as it is keeping secrets.”

I’d flushed again out of a combination of pleased embarrassment and shame at all the secrets I was still keeping.

“And that’s without all the potential headaches of how they might regard you my dear. But you all need to realize you are stepping out into deeper waters here. I doubt your plan is going to work Matsuda-san. And if these people ever come for you, today never happened.”

***

The irony, I thought sourly, is that the Bureau might still be in the right. As worrying as all the signs were, and Mr. Meiko’s revelations were not comforting, it wasn’t hard to see that they might have had a point. Spreading supernatural knowledge everywhere or encouraging the wealthy and powerful to think the Bureau was at their beck and call… it was easy to see how the current methods might be the least evil option available to them. It limited the spread of information and kept people like Mr. Meiko ‘in their place’ (as the Bureau saw it) while still keeping some crucial eyes in crucial areas. I didn’t agree with the methodology of course, it was too cynical, secretive, and sinister. Mr. Meiko preferred to take a gamble on me rather than placing all his trust in the Bureau! If that wasn’t a sign there weren’t some problems with their presentation than nothing could qualify! But if I’d had to take a gamble on the fate of the world…

I mentally flinched. Yeah, it’s easy to argue about principles, and freedom, and believing in humanity when it’s all theoretical. But when it’s actually a question of ‘um, thousands of people are going to die here if even one person betrays us. Do you want to risk it?’ it’s a lot harder to take that position.

That didn’t make me any happier to hear it though, hence why it was still going around and around in my head several days later as we headed into the New Year celebrations.

“Hello? Earth to Mamoru?” Eiko asked, waving a hand in front of my eyes. “What’s going on in there?”

I shook said head abruptly. “Nothing. Just being paranoid and overthinking things.”

“Like what?” Eiko asked skeptically. There’d been just enough truth in my statement to jam her radar, but it still came up as odd. Fortunately, for once I had an easy evasion.

“Like whether it’s really a good idea to…” I trailed off a little as I realized I hadn’t told her about my plans and thoughts for tonight. I instead found myself smiling a little mischievously. “You know what? It’s a surprise. I’ll tell you later.”

Eiko looked at me warily, clearly as stunned at the revelation I was pulling something like that at all as she was surprised at the idea there might be something else coming later.

I allowed myself the tiniest of smirks. “Seriously. We’ll see. It’s something I’m having second thoughts about. We’ll play it by ear.”

“Well, at least that’s better than Himeko thinking she’s planned for everything and charging forward without a care in the world,” Eiko grumbled reluctantly.

“And pissing you off because she’s so successful?” I asked with faux innocence.

“Precisely! She’s good, but more stuff should go wrong for her than it does.”

I shrugged slightly. To be fair to Himeko, after dealing with her so much for the last year I suspected it wasn’t so much that things didn’t go wrong for her often, it was that she kept the problems quiet and had a devoted legion of employees and fans to turn to and secretly fix those problems before anyone realized. She did a good job planning things, a great one even. But as the guy who’d occasionally been the sucker fixing things for her (albeit not as often as she’d fixed my mistakes) I didn’t believe she was supernaturally fortunate.

“I think this week’s been enough of that already,” I said more neutrally, glancing around at another passing Meiko maid who was painfully not looking at me. “I doubt any of this was part of her plan.”

“That’s fair,” Eiko grudged. “This was one she was hoping to avoid. And that if something ever came up she knew she was going to have to adapt to the circumstances an awful lot. She wanted to plan for it, but there was no sense in coming up with a great speech praising your abilities and judgement if you were blown out a window by your experiments and lying comatose in the hospital.”

I shot her a dirty look but didn’t say anything.

Eiko was the one who shrugged this time. “All I’m saying is that things could have gone an awful lot of ways. Now that everyone’s calmed down and gotten over stuff I have to admit they had a point: that was an awfully impressive and complimentary way for them to find out. I can see why they were a little suspicious, even if the rest of it was idiotic.”

“You call this calming down and getting over it?” I asked, glancing around at the staff significantly again. I tried to sound wry about it, but there was a hint of worry and hurt in my tone. I’d gotten used to the Meiko employees over time, and I thought they’d gotten used to me. Seeing these reactions… well, it didn’t hurt much. But it did sting more than I’d expected.

Eiko suddenly looked shifty.

“What?” I asked, looking at her in surprise.

“Nothing.”

“What” I repeated. It was clear enough for me to notice. And it had not been the reaction I’d expected.

“Well…” Eiko hesitated a moment. “Turns out we weren’t quite as good as we thought.”

“What do you mean?” now I was completely lost.

“I mean everyone knew something was up, and they were pretty sure it was something supernatural. They just weren’t telling us about it.”

I just looked at her for a few moments. “Are you pulling my leg?” I asked skeptically.

“I’m probably not putting it right,” she admitted. “I only found out after the fact too, and they’re probably overstating things. But pretty much the whole staff thought you were a psychic before this.”

“A what?”

“A psychic,” Eiko smirked in amusement. “And I don’t know how sure they really were. But it sounds like most of them wouldn’t have been surprised if it that had been the revelation. You’d done enough strange and mysterious things, too many people had gotten too many glimpses of something out of the corner of their eyes… like I said, everyone talks to each other and they’d all figured out that something wasn’t normal about you. And not just scientifically; supernaturally.”

“So they figured I was a psychic?” I asked, trying not to sound too disrespectful or skeptical.

“Sounds like it,” Eiko shrugged casually. “I think it was just a convenient label. They knew something was up and they didn’t want to sound too credulous or superstitious so they focused on that. And most of them probably didn’t believe it nearly as much as they claimed they had after your little lightshow with Hiro. But they were willing to believe it. Finding out the truth was even more unbelievable and supernatural than that, that’s thrown them!”

I shook my head incredulously. Still, it did explain a lot. We’d all known I’d been a little too obvious about too many things for a while now. And while we’d been simultaneously worried and not-too-worried about everyone putting everything together, we'd never really considered a totally off base conclusion. At least, not one that actually stuck around. We’d all seen them making some, like wondering if I was a martial artist, but we’d also all slipped into assuming they’d forgotten all of that and put it out of their minds rather than coming to a conclusion and keeping quiet about it. In that respect, psychic actually made a lot of sense. It wasn’t that big a leap from everyone’s current understanding but it still wasn’t something you’d talk about seriously, especially with your bosses. So everyone had whispered it, believed it to varying extents, and then moved on with their lives.

“Anyway, finding out you’re a wizard just messed with everyone’s heads even more,” Eiko continued after I fell into silent thought, waving the subject away. “The ones that didn’t really believe it are weirded out because the truth was even stranger. The ones that did believe it are off balance and a little bit put out that they didn’t go far enough. They’ll get over it.”

“I hope so,” I muttered needlessly.

I was saved from having to talk about that any more by Himeko bursting out of the upper floor hallway. “He’s here! He’s here!” she fretted.

“Of course he’s here,” Eiko noted sarcastically, “I’m standing right next to him.”

“Not Mamoru!” Himeko noted, taking the main staircase two steps at a time. “Hiro!”

“I feel like I should be vaguely insulted,” I couldn’t help but quip.

Himeko shot me a dirty look as she landed on the ground beside us, almost panting. After a moment she sighed and then apologized. “Sorry Mamoru,” she said quickly, “but this is the first real chance we’ve had to talk since last week. I’m worried about him.”

“Fair enough,” I apologized back at her. “But how’d you guys plan this if you weren’t talking?”

Himeko rolled her eyes. “I meant talking without half his family hovering over his every word. They’ve been protective ever since…” she trailed off, not quite sure how to finish that diplomatically.

“Ever since they found out they had a traitor and one of their own almost killed him?” Eiko’s tone was surprisingly light. “No, how could they possibly be worried about him and looking out for him ever since that happened?”

Himeko took a deep breath and ignored that. “But I am being a little too dismissive Mamoru, my apologies. How are you holding up? I know you told me you were doing better, but are you truly going to be up to tonight?”

“As long as we’re really keeping it short there should be no issue,” I reassure her without reservation. “I’d probably have had a problem if I tried to duplicate last year’s whirlwind but this should be fine.”

Since Hiro and I were both walking wounded, and the Watanabe’s were apparently twitchy about letting Hiro out for even this much, we were just doing an abbreviated New Year’s celebration this time. We were still getting together for an hour or two and headed down to join the crowds at the temple, albeit one of the more midrange temples, but we were going to take it slowly and casually while avoiding all the other little flourishes we’d tried last year.

I couldn’t help but smirk slightly as I saw a few of the Meiko employees take extra care, quietly hustling up to the door and opening it for Hiro just in front of his arrival. He looked almost surprised for a moment, then his eyes fastened on Himeko and his expression melted. “Hey…” he started to say for a moment. He then caught himself, coughed slightly, and changed it to a more formal “Himeko-san.”

“Hiro-san,” Himeko returned with forced calmness, as if she hadn’t practically flown down the stairs a minute ago to meet him at the door.

Eiko let them quietly gaze into each others eyes for a few moments before she shook her head in amusement and noted “hey Hiro.”

Hiro started a little but recovered well. “Eiko.” He caught sight of me and then instantly bowed deeply “Mamoru-sama.”

“No, no,” I insisted quickly. “Just Mamoru. Please.” I was finally coming to realize the poor bastard was actually something of a friend (what can I say? Himeko was right about me being hopeless) and I didn’t want to put any distance between us.

Hiro straightened up and after a moment of study he nodded at me shortly. “…is your own recovery proceeding alright?” he asked in concern.

I tried to smile reassuringly at him. It was mostly a success. “Pretty good. I’m almost there physically, just a little fragile and lacking in endurance right now. My mana pathways… they’re still a little bruised and sensitive but they’re healing up alright. Give it another week and they’ll probably be back to normal. Two tops.”

“If you say so,” he replied hesitantly.

Like usual, I continued the trainwreck. “It was mostly long-term damage rather than surge damage,” I tried to reassure him. “Bad overexertion from running a marathon instead of broken bones and torn muscles from lifting a car.”

“And that’s the true Mamoru,” Eiko noted sarcastically. “Don’t worry, you’ll get used to him over time. Just don’t get him started too often, it’ll embarrass the both of you less that way.”

“Ah,” Hiro noted neutrally while I flushed slightly.

We were both saved by Himeko stepping forward. “Are you truly going to be alright with this Hiro?” she asked in concern. “We can always change plans if you’re not.”

Hiro’s return smile was sweet, but I kind of had to agree with Eiko as she bluntly cut him off and added “and don’t give us any overly romantic BS in return. ‘For you my dear, anything’ sounds great but it’s just going to cause more problems and piss people off if you collapse halfway through the evening.”

You went back to school with how many stitches? The balance seeking part of me noted, smelling just a touch of hypocrisy. But the rest of it was so true and necessary to say there wasn’t any real heat to it.

“Fortunately, I seem to be mostly fine,” Hiro admitted with an embarrassed but amused smile. “I’m still recovering, but at this point I think that’s as much due to all the physical tests and blood samples the physicians keep taking. They were… concerned and confused over the results they’d gotten…”

Diplomatic, but not surprising, I noted, seeing a quick glance towards me. Between the effects of the spells upon his system and whatever Dr. Yorozu had done to help him (and I suspected an obscure, expensive, and unusual treatment from that side as well) it wasn’t a surprise that Hiro’s doctors had been left scratching their heads.

“…so they’ve been very reluctant to give me a clean bill of health. Frankly, I’ve been poked and prodded and made to run so much exercise these last few days that even a wild New Year’s Eve party would probably be a relaxing change of pace.”

“Well, that’s not happening,” Himeko said gently but firmly, not coincidentally stepping forward to take him by the arm. “It’s just going to be a simple but fun night together with friends and a trip to the shrine.”

Hiro smiled at her and then we were all awkwardly shuffling back into appropriate winter clothes. We also discovered we would have one additional guest for our trip tonight.

“It’s good news and bad news,” Hiro admitted with a touch of amusement as he presented his bodyguard. “They weren’t going to let me go out without a bodyguard after last time, especially not if I was going in public. But because things are still shaking down so much and they aren’t completely sure who to trust they went with the only guy they knew for sure wasn’t compromised. And he’s the one that lady put a spell upon last time, so we can talk openly in front of him.”

“About the supernatural,” Himeko demurred. “Don’t forget he can spill any personal secrets he wants to if he feels it’s appropriate.”

“So don’t go booking any love hotels in front of him, right,” Eiko nodded with a smirk.

While Himeko and Hiro blushed a little I frowned and took a closer step towards the bodyguard in question. He was fairly ubiquitous at first glance, short cropped hair, average looking clothes, and a face that was trained to blandness. But a closer look revealed the carefully concealed muscle, and also the quiet terror and sweat upon his brow as I approached.

“Sorry,” I apologized, “I just want to see what she did to you.”

The fact that I was acknowledging his existence at all seemed to upset him even more so I hurriedly activated ‘mage sight’ and studied his aura and the spell imbedded in it.

“Huh,” I noted after a quick study, “it’s a psychic-mana mix. That’s… huh.”

“Is that bad?” Hiro asked uncertainly after a few moments.

“It’s different. It’s probably a little gentler but complete in its protection. A pure spell would be a little more exact, a little easier to look for loopholes around the edges or try to find some sort of exact rule to get around. Not as bad as in the stories if it was done right, but definitely there. This psi/mana mix looks a little more intuitive, like it does a better job of reading intentions and guilt than a spell of similar power would.” I responded, getting caught up in the analysis. “It also seems a little more power efficient, and likely to- “

“Mamoru,” Himeko chided me gently with one word.

I flushed slightly. “Sorry,” I apologized, both to Hiro and the poor bodyguard who was not exactly comforted by my overly detailed over analysis.

“See what I mean?” Eiko asked in return.

“Anyway, let’s get moving,” Himeko brushed the matter aside. Since she also brushed up against Hiro’s side it wasn’t hard for her to get his attention. “We can take our time this way, and if something happens we’ll have plenty of room to maneuver.”

The evening was a little on the cool side, so we’d all made sure we had appropriate clothing on, but it wasn’t bad. It gave Hime and Hiro a good excuse to stay closer together though. Warmth, romance, and positioning herself to support him if it turned out he wasn’t as strong as he said? I was pretty sure even the bodyguard had seen that one coming.

“I love being here with you,” Hiro admitted with an open heart as we started walking down the street. “But I worry I’m putting a crimp in your New Year’s plans.”

“Don’t be absurd!” Himeko corrected instantly.

“You are,” Eiko re-corrected more accurately. “But don’t worry about it. Himeko tends to go over the top anyway. This way we’re more likely to get a simpler and more enjoyable New Years. Besides, she’d have had to tone it down for Mamoru too.”

“Eiko!”

“He’s going to have to learn how to handle you sometime Hime.”

“My apologies,” Hiro said quickly, trying to brush past that deadly chasm, “I was worried I was keeping you from participating in other fun activities or something special.”

“No, don’t worry about it,” Eiko continued with a simple honesty that was probably for the best in this situation. “We don’t usually do all that much together for New Year celebrations.”

“And,” I jumped in, sensing an opening, “you’re not keeping us from doing anything special. In fact, it’s probably a good thing you’re joining us for the one tradition we do have.”

That brought everyone up short. They all stopped and turned to look at me, and I was clearly wearing an amused smirk on my face.

“…what are you up to Mamoru?” Himeko asked with polite suspicion.

“Nothing, nothing,” I continued, despite pulling a few simple talismans out of my pockets.

“We don’t actually have any traditions,” Eiko continued, with im-polite suspicion, not bothering to hide what she was thinking. “We’ve done this once before.”

“Which is why I figured we should do this again,” I admitted, distributing a talisman to everyone. “I figured it would be simple, you guys would enjoy it, and it would help, hm, educate Hiro a little about what he was stepping into.”

Everyone cautiously took a talisman. Judging by the small but growing twinkle in Himeko’s eye she was the only one who suspected of where I was going with this.

“Alright everyone,” I continued, “brace yourselves just a little…”

There were three intakes of breath, sharp and surprised from Eiko and Hiro but joyous from Himeko, as I activated the talismans as well as my own glasses.

“This is ‘mage sight’,” I continued casually, “the tool I use to examine the world. You’re seeing into some of the supernatural spectrums now, and will clearly be able to make out things like mana and spirits.”

“This is amazing,” Hiro breathed, looking around in wonder at the odd flows around the area. To me, there wasn’t that much to see. To someone who’d just learned about the hidden aspects of the world around him, it was like seeing color for the first time.

Himeko hugged him tighter, and I quickly realized she was grabbing his arm. “First lesson,” she said with slightly tense sweetness, “don’t point or stare too much at the spirits. Mamoru taught us that last year.” She shot me a quick and mild glare.

I nodded at the implied criticism. “I’ll follow that up with another reminder from last year. Himeko and Eiko probably remember this, but you won’t know Hiro. One reason I’m doing this now is because it’s unusually safe and interesting. All those New Years cleansing rituals? They actually have an effect. The supernatural side of things is unusually crowded right now and it’s full of neutral to good beings rather than all the predators and nasty stuff. Don’t go thinking this is normal, it’s not. But it’s a good time to show you guys all the nicer stuff out there.”

“So to speak,” Himeko demurred, quietly ‘not’ looking at the weird being posed on top of a nearby lamppost.

“I’ll say,” Eiko agreed. “Mamoru, have you had any luck figuring out what some of these things are in the last year.” She was doing her best not to stare at the goblin like creature running from alley to alley.

“A little. Sensei-san and the Little People have been helpful in giving me a few more pointers and pieces of data.” I fought down an urge to cast a scrying spell or two on another one of those spirits composed of 1 and 0’s that was floating down the street. I was so sure I had a basic idea on what they were doing, or a least some of it, and the idea was fascinating.

It also wasn’t the time or going to set a good example, so I reluctantly kept my magic to myself. “But a lot of it is still unknown,” I continued. “And I don’t want someone accidentally offending a spirit with surprising abilities and powers. So keep the fact you’re seeing all this to yourselves, attracting too much attention would be a bad thing.”

Eiko shot me a smirk. “You just brought Hiro back from the dead, I’d imagine you could handle this.”

She was joking but I was unamused. Spirit safety, and just magical safety in general, was a button for me. I shot Eiko a dirty look back. “First,” I said, not bothering to hide the fact I was annoyed, “he wasn’t dead. Big difference. Second, I had at least some idea what was going on and I had some well tested and tuned spells to counter it.”

Exaggerating a little in your annoyance, the balance seeking part of me noted clinically. It was well aware how much I’d had to improvise at the time.

“That’s not necessarily going to apply if you attract the attention of some of these things.” I continued grumpily, ignoring that.  “If one of them lays a digital curse on you so that all of your online posts are going to be flagged for the rest of your life, then I’ve got no idea how I’d go about curing that.  And that’s assuming we could even figure out that was what happened in the first place!”

Eiko blanched a little at the thought but Hiro just looked shocked and impressed. “There’s something that can do that?” he asked in wonder.

I sighed slightly. “That I know of? No. But some of the modern spirits I’ve seen out there… I really wouldn’t be surprised if they had something like that in their toolbox. I’ve got theories- “

“And we’ll miss the celebrations if we let you tell us all about them,” Himeko interrupted politely. She picked up the pace just a touch to make sure we all paid attention. She made sure that I knew she wasn’t annoyed though. “Honestly Mamoru, this is a wonderful gift and I thank you for the opportunity again. This is fascinating and I wish we could do it more often- “

I made a quick mental note about keeping these talismans around, or maybe even making some better ones. After everything that had happened in the last year it occurred to me that having the ability to give my friends ‘mage sight’ once in a while might not be a bad idea.

“-but I do want to get to the temple as well, welcome in the New Year with people who are… important to me,” she and Hiro smiled beatifically at each other for a moment.

“And part of that is not stressing out those people too much,” she added abruptly. “Mamoru, are you sure you’re up for this? And how about your mana? I know you were talking about how little you had.”

“This much is fine,” I hastened to assure her, twisting around to pat the small backpack I was wearing. The staff would have been too awkward and obvious today, so I was back to the old portable mana reservoir. “No problem whatsoever.”

“Really?” I suspected she was toning down her skepticism in front of Hiro.

“That’s why I made talismans this time,” I admitted, “ ‘mage sight’ doesn’t cost much to begin with and these make it even more cost efficient. I figure I can keep it on for nearly the whole trip this time without too much trouble.” I was stretching the truth slightly, keeping four copies of it going the whole time (I damn well needed to keep it on too, just in case something dangerous came up and they didn’t realize it) wouldn’t be nothing. But I figured it was worth it, I owed my friends something like this.

“And it’s not going to blow out your already stressed system?” she pressed.

This time I shot her a smug look, but quickly pulled it back before she could get too annoyed at me. “This much is fine,” I said, being careful to moderate my tone. “There’s so little mana involved there’s practically no threat.”

“Not even over time?”

Wow, she really is worried, a part of me noted in surprise. Normally she’d have been overjoyed at the opportunity, this much double checking was more my thing than hers.

But there was no danger in answering honestly this time. “No. I’m guessing you’re thinking of it mathematically, but this is closer to a heat exhaustion problem. Doing something as minor as ‘mage sight’ is like turning up the heat by one degree. Doing some major magic would be like turning the heat up fifty degrees. I’d rather maintain ‘mage sight’ for fifty minutes than suffer for one minute in the fifty degree heat.”

“Huh,” Hiro looked at me, surprised and impressed. “That is more like exercise and working out than I’d have thought.”

“Although you should be a little more careful,” Eiko noted with false sweetness.

I mentally sighed but played along. “What do you mean?” I asked politely.

“You forgot to mention your starting point. If it’s any colder than today, I’m pretty sure you’d rather it was fifty degrees warmer than just one.”

I flinched, as much in annoyance at myself and shock that Eiko was the one to point out the flaw in my logic as anything else.

Himeko almost did too, barely holding that back. “You?” she asked looking at her friend in surprise. “You’re pulling Mamoru up on a pedantic point and something important he overlooked as an assumption?” I was oddly flattered by the incredulity in her voice.

Eiko shrugged. “Hey, I’ve got exams too. I’ve gotten in the habit of reading the question carefully and looking for all the fiddly little bits that will trip you up.”

“Don’t remind me,” the groan in my voice was obvious. “It’s right around the corner.” So many of my current plans sort of hinged on Entrance Exams. Despite everything, despite all my advantages and the intellectual confidence I felt, I was still somewhat stressed. Hell, the last few days had been a nice distraction from those worries in a twisted, backhanded sort of way.

We all paused for a moment as something huge and immaterial walked down the road. Its body looked a little like an elephant’s, save that it was on giraffe legs. And eight of them. And it was purplish. And that elephants didn’t usually have more than one trunk.

“What was that?” Hiro said after it had ambled a fair distance away, breaking the rule of not noticing things and looking the direction it had gone.

I decided not to call him on it this time. “Wish I could tell you,” I admitted. “If I didn’t know all the New Years rituals had driven most of the bad things into hiding that would have been terrifying.”

“You sure about that Mamoru?” Eiko asked incredulously, clearly a little shocked by something that massive and strange, even after everything else she’d seen.

“Positive,” I nodded. “Don’t do anything too obvious, but make note of all the spirits still left around here. If that thing had been particularly dangerous or evil they’d have taken notice of it. They might not have run away, but you could bet they’d be hunkering down, more worried, and making themselves less obvious. As it is… I have to assume either that thing’s lost or darker spirits usually prey on it. Or maybe it just… actually: no, there’s a lot of explanations and I’m jumping to conclusions.”

Despite everything, everyone just laughed a little, as much relieved as amused by anything I’d said.

“Still, I’m beginning to truly understand what you mean about the need for specialization,” Himeko admitted in a more conciliatorily tone as we resumed walking. “You could make a career out of studying just that one spirit, let alone all the ones we’re seeing out here.”

“And sometimes I think that’s part of the problem,” I said grudgingly.

“What problem?”

Why scientists are going to be so reluctant and resistant to recognizing things like magic and spirits. Starting from scratch and needing to delve deeply into things like that would make their heads want to explode. It’s a mind bogglingly enormous enough idea for me, let alone them. Not the new and hungry ones, they’d love the chance to make some new discoveries and names for themselves. But the old and established scientists… not only would it be upsetting the applecart and all they’ve already accomplished; the sheer logistical horror of trying to swallow that big a chunk of the universe all at once would make them choke! Building step by step from the large body of established knowledge is one thing, but being relatively lost in the wilds and having to start from virtually nothing like that… 

But trying to condense and describe that in any sort of logical way, and explain it to my friends in under three hours, was enough of a challenge to make me choke. So, I brushed it aside. “Nothing, just a long-term logistical problem. I’m probably being a little paranoid.” Although, the resistance to everything just based on how people would want to allocate funding alone… ow ow ow. That’ll be painful.

Himeko didn’t quite buy it, but Eiko just chuckled and said. “That’s like saying water is wet. Come on everyone, let’s have some fun!”

And so, I actually pushed aside all those concerns for a moment. I decided to leave the potential problems of the future and byzantine struggles of academic funding for another day. And I decided to join my friends in the here and now, and did just that.

***

“108! Happy New Year!” we all shouted together, laughing and cheering. Himeko and Hiro looked around awkwardly for a moment, but then gave in and exchanged a deep and soulful kiss.

“Spell still working?” Eiko asked ‘subtly’. With all the revelry around us that just meant she was shouting it slightly less loudly in my ear.

I nodded rather than speak over the din. Just to be on the safe side, Himeko and Hiro were covered by the ‘don’t notice me’ spell. And we still took care to position ourselves so Hiro’s bodyguard probably couldn’t see what they were doing. It was… an awfully deep kiss. If the spell hadn’t been covering them they’d have probably gotten a few cheers and comments from the crowd around them as well.

To give them a little privacy (and distract from the tang of envy and temptation to ask Eiko for… Aoth knows what) I looked up at the sky. I couldn’t make out much, there was way too much light and noise in the city tonight of all nights; but it was still there, above all of us.

It’s been one hell of a year, I reflected. New discoveries, spirits, demons, several flavors of masters, family, school, waaay too much drama for my tastes, kami, gods, and even a new friend or two on top of that. I was kind of glad to see it go, if I was honest. But, at the same time, I wouldn’t have traded the last year for anything in the world.

Of course, if I’d known some of what was about to happen in the upcoming year…

"Hey Mamoru?" Eiko asked after a moment.

"Yes?"

"Congratulations on the new year."

She grinned at me and I grinned back, clearly remembering the mirror of last year and appreciating both the similarities and differences. Such as our two friends making out in the background.

"Congratulations on the new year Eiko, congratulations on the new year."
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This. Is. Weird. I thought, not for the first time as new onlookers cycled through the gym and disrupted my barely maintained train of thought. Honestly, as distracted as I was getting by multiple things, I was surprised this wasn’t the day that Eiko had broken through my shield.

So was she. And that was only making her a little more pissed that she hadn’t. “Mamoru! Focus!” she commanded even while smashing a devastating punch at the shield.

I shook myself slightly and only barely kept from apologizing to her (again) even as the blow bounced harmlessly off the barrier. Instead, I just shot her a half-apologetic half-sickly grin and continued the exercise.

In most ways this was a typical practice day at the Meiko gym. Eiko was in her judogi and attempting to break through my shield. Himeko was off to the side, similarly attired and waiting her turn. And I was on the mat with her, easily maintaining the barrier between us as she rained blow after blow upon it all while dressed in my practice clothes and holding my staff. Eiko was getting better, especially at maintaining and using her ki, but she was still a long ways away from breaking through. Although I had to admit she was still closing the distance, I was improving with my own abilities and combat experience but she was way more focused and getting better faster.

Of course, some of today’s performance might have been the audience. In defiance of all our usual practices Himeko had metaphorically thrown open the gym doors and invited the whole estate to watch. She’d still invoked her privilege as the heiress, no one else was getting in a workout while we were busy, but other than that people were free to come and go as they wanted.

I’d thought she was insane! When I’d first heard of her plan I’d been rendered speechless and when I’d had to put up the shield with over a dozen people watching from the sidelines I’d almost flubbed the spell. If I’d been any less practiced with it after the last year I probably would have messed it up, I was already stressed out enough from all the exam concerns and this hadn’t helped at all.

But I’d managed it, Eiko had started her usual task, and Himeko had (as usual) been proven right. She wasn’t just trying to show off my abilities, she was working with the old ‘familiarity breeds contempt’ adage. And she’d realized this was the perfect opportunity for that.

See, the shield was certainly impressive and shocking the first time you saw it. It was a big glowing piece of energy hanging in midair with magically illuminated runes and symbols, looking for all the world like it belonged in a manga or high budget movie. And it was certainly well worth staring at… for a few minutes. After that, you started to get bored.

I’d complain, but that’s kind of my point, I reflected with a mild frown as another person left. Magic’s not inherently special. This is just one more tool, and there’s only so much you’re going to get out of it if the caster’s not trying to put on a show.

For a moment I toyed with that idea in the back of my head, wondering if I should try organizing the magical equivalent of an airshow in the future. You could easily make this a more interesting display. Work some showier martial arts or flashy danger or even go more American and add monster truck type elements in to it. There might be a point where that was a logical solution, a good way to attract people’s attention and show things off. But I quickly discarded the thought, I was way more likely to have the opposite problem way too often. Even I wasn’t paranoid enough to think that was going to be a necessary idea any time soon.

Before I could get too distracted by any other bad ideas, the timer sounded.

“And time,” Himeko declared easily and cheerfully from the sidelines. “Step aside Eiko, it’s my turn now.”

Eiko made a disgusted noise but stood down. “If you actually break through today it doesn’t count,” she grumped as she stalked off the mat. “He’s too distracted, and it’s all thanks to your plotting.”

Himeko smirked a little but didn’t say anything, simply taking her place back on the mat.

Over to the side Dr. Yorozu intercepted Eiko and put the medical sensor around her arm. I was tempted to tell him it wasn’t necessary, he was jut being paranoid, but I held my peace. If it made everyone feel better than I could hardly object. Besides, I was kind of curious and I knew I’d feel really stupid if he did actually discover something after I made an arrogant pronouncement like that.

“And begin,” Hiro said cheerfully off on the sidelines as he activated the timer again.

Himeko started off with a bang, possibly to show off to all the onlookers of to the side (or maybe just the one really important onlooker). Meanwhile I mentally shrugged and tried to return to studying inside my head. It might have been a little irresponsible, but I was only a few days away from the Entrance Exams and I was getting cold feet. Not horribly so, compared to the absolute wrecks some of my classmates were I was quite collected. But when you factored in just how much I’d prepped for this for how long, and how many little advantages I had, I wasn’t doing so hot. So, I tended to review stuff at the drop of a hat, dip back into my memories and practice, practice, practice. I doubted I was doing that much good, but it wasn’t a bad coping mechanism.

I wonder if that’s why Himeko’s spent so much effort on this? I thought, re-examining her distractedly. She was handling things better than I was, but she was still more than a little stressed out herself. Frankly, without Hiro occasionally distracting and reassuring her I suspected she’d have been even more of a basket case than I was. This is one time when I’m really glad he’s a year ahead of us, I reflected. I don’t want to think about how they’d be if they were feeding off each other. But since he’s been through this already he can reassure her just a little, in addition to just keeping her mind off the subject. I wasn’t quite sure how he’d managed to juggle all his responsibilities and activities to handle that, but he had.

“Come Hime, you can pace it better!” Eiko yelled ‘encouragement’ from the sidelines, apparently forgetting her own desires in the moment.

Himeko gritted her teeth and recentered herself.

“That’s it! Better breathing, better balance. Hit him properly!”

“Go Himeko!” Hiro yelled much more cheerfully.

Oh this is going to end well, I sighed to myself as I saw the slightly wild glint in Himeko’s eyes. I’d better expect a stronger and longer channeling than usual today. Despite her best intentions she didn’t always try to use the kami’s power to end our bouts. It still knocked her down pretty easily, and she didn’t want to be too foolish about that. But I suspected the confluence of events and showing off in front of her beloved meant it was going to happen today.

Himeko spent the next fifteen or so minutes getting in her martial arts practice, trying to improve her weak points under Eiko’s half-jabs/half-helpful catcalls. They were a little more playful after all this time, after nearly half a year of practice Himeko had come a long way in making up her deficits. She hadn’t fixed all her problems, but at least she was maintaining good habits in practice and making progress with them. In that way, a little annoyingly, she was still an example to both of us since I didn’t take this seriously enough at times and Eiko tended to be stubborn about some points.

Then, with about three minutes to go in the practice:

“Sensei-san,” Himeko called out softly.

The power surged through her fists and my shield rocked a little under the assault. Her calling upon the kami was usually the toughest part of the whole day but this was especially harsh. She was trying harder than ever, and she’d been steadily improving. I heard various murmurs of surprise and respect from the onlookers, especially since each blow now raised a shower of sparks from the mystical and physical impact.

But, for all her good intentions, it wasn’t enough. In fact she went so hard she actually collapsed before the timer, falling to her knees, puffing and panting, and clearly struggling not to fall any further.

I held the shield up until the timer rang, I knew Himeko wouldn’t have wanted it any other way and I figured she needed to learn the lesson on top of that. But I quickly shut the shield down and knelt to take a good look in her eyes once it was all over.

Dr. Yorozu, Eiko, and Hiro all hustled on to the mat immediately after that, but fortunately I was able to simply stand up and nod in their direction as they arrived. “It’s okay. She pushed too far, but not so far she’s actually hurt.”

“With respect Matsuda-sama,” Dr. Yorozu said brusquely, taking Himeko’s arm and attaching the medical sensor, “I’ll be the judge of that.”

I simply smiled and said nothing. After all, it was literally his job to make sure the members of the Meiko family were healthy and safe. He wasn’t simply going to trust a teenager’s medical opinion on anything, let alone something this weird.

“Are you okay Himeko?” Hiro asked, trying to restrain his concern. And, to his credit, obviously trying not to underestimate her or act like an idiotically overprotective or patronizing boyfriend. He was clearly almost as worried about that as he was about Himeko.

Himeko had to fight for a good thirty seconds before she had enough breath to smile at him and say “I’m fine.”

“Well, that depends on how you count stubborn, proud, and stupid,” Eiko noted, trying to pretend she didn’t sound relieved.

Himeko shot her a look. This time Eiko returned it with interest.

“She was trying to show off,” I qualified, making sure it was known but trying to avoid the caustic over exaggeration Eiko was likely to put in. “Not too much, but she pushed further past her limits than she should have with that last rush. It’s no wonder it knocked her down like that.”

Hiro heaved a huge sigh of relief and stepped back a little, giving both the doctor and Himeko room. “I’m glad.”

There was a moment of awkwardness all around, no one was quite sure what to say. Especially since the Meiko heiress couldn’t actually stand up just yet.

“Actually Mamoru,” Hiro asked suddenly, “I’m afraid I have a favor to ask you.”

I felt a hint of trepidation at the back of my neck. I was pretty sure this was just politeness, but… “What is it?”

“Would you mind if I tried a few passes with that?” he asked, sounding a little conflicted. He tried to control it, but I was pretty sure this was an excuse off the cuff so he didn’t quite manage to keep everything concealed. He wanted to cover and distract for Himeko so he’d said the first thing that had come into his mind. Of course, the reason it was the first thing to occur to him was because there was at least a hint of genuine interest… as well as similar traces of embarrassment and hesitation in his question.

And the reason I focused so much on that was it threw me off for a moment! “I… well…” I hesitated.

“It’s alright, I apologize for being rude,” Hiro responded with an apologetic bow.

“No! No, that’s fine,” I said quickly, trying to bludgeon my thoughts into order. After a moment I nodded to myself. “It’s fine for today but don’t bring it up by surprise in the future. Some days I might be a little tighter on time or mana. And I don’t want everyone on the estate just thinking they can walk up to me and ask ‘hey, mind if I have a try?’ But today’s good, I can go a little bit further.”

I stopped babbling and hesitated again. “Are you sure you’re up for it? I don’t mind the clothing, you should ask Himeko and Eiko what they had to go through to get me to wear workout clothes. But I am worried you might rip or wreck something.” Hiro wasn’t dressed too formally, but it was still a cut or three above any clothing I’d have regularly worn. I was also a little worried there might have been some lingering effects from his poisoning, but he kept assuring us that wasn't the case so I didn't want to press it.

Hiro smirked ruefully at himself, glancing at his clothes. “Yes, I didn’t quite think that through, did I? I’m not adequately prepared. But I’m fine, I wouldn’t be looking at anything as long or difficult as Himeko or Eiko. Just a couple of passes to see what it’s like.”

He then turned to Himeko. “I assume you have a few bokkens around for practice?”

“I’ll get you one, Watanabe-sama,” one of the onlookers chimed in eagerly, already moving off before anyone could say anything. I was pretty sure it was one of the security staff. Figures that they’d know. And want to see this.

Soon enough the security guy was back, along with both a bokken and a shinai: the typical soft bamboo practice sword. “Apologies, I figured I should bring both.”

Hiro instantly took the bokken and measured how it felt in his hand. “Yes,” he said with a subtle smile, “it feels odd to think about wielding one of these against an unarmed opponent. It’s hard to drop the feeling I should be using the shinai.”

“If you think Mamoru’s unarmed,” Eiko retorted, “then you haven’t been paying attention.”

“Yes,” Hiro agreed softly, settling on the bokken. It was an exceedingly simple one-piece version, suitable as an easily interchangeable version for a training ground. Disturbingly, something about the way Hiro handled it brought to mind the apocryphal tale of Musashi killing his opponent using a bokken he’d carved out of a paddle. “It would be insulting to everyone if I thought Mamoru needed to face a bamboo sword after everything thing else he’s gone through today.”

“Not that insulting,” I demurred, feeling a hint of nerves at Hiro’s expression.

“Yes, it would be,” Eiko countered, but I couldn’t help but note the appraising look she was giving Hiro too.

Hiro ignored us both and took a few steps to the side, getting a proper grip on his wooden blade and taking a few practice swings.

“The sword is very important to Hiro,” Himeko murmured softly. “Why do you think a blade was my first choice for a gift?”

Neither of us said anything, we were too busy studying Hiro’s subtle transformation. I couldn’t have told you what it was precisely. There was a laser focus to him that was obvious, but after that it was… Eiko probably could have told you more than me, but it was like he was simultaneously even more exact than usual, but at the same time more flexible and looser. As he ran through a few movements and exercises with the bokken I remembered when Eiko ambushed me on the estate soon after we’d met for the first time, and her comments about the combat responses being telling. I was pretty sure this wasn’t the same thing, but as I observed Hiro I began to truly grasp her point instead of merely understanding it intellectually.

Hiro seemed to shake himself slightly as he reached the end of what was probably a kata and remembered where he was. “I’m ready,” he said to me with a bow, his voice somehow a little more serious and deeper than usual.

“O-kay,” I said cautiously, returning to the center of the mat while everyone else finally moved off to the side. After a moment’s hesitation, I brought the shield back up.

Hiro just stood there, poised, for a few seconds.  And when he finally did attack there was a hint of a hitch to it, like he’d been expecting someone to say ‘begin!’ and it was throwing him off that it wasn’t there.  But by the time his bokken was slapping my shield that flaw had been removed.

It was… educational to watch Hiro battering my shield like that. I was used to the girls and their unarmed styles by now, facing someone with a weapon was something else entirely. Hiro threw himself into the attacks, striking fiercely, and I could feel the difference in each impact as the bokken struck the barrier. The soft ‘swoosh’ of the blade as it turned this way and that, seeking a weakness as it quickly struck every which way as Hiro committed himself to making an opening even if he couldn’t see one.

It was hypnotic, especially since Hiro didn’t seem discouraged by his failure. In fact the bokken just moved faster and faster as he tried out strike after strike in an attempt to see if they could get through. His blade… it wasn’t as fast as Eiko could punch, but I was pretty sure he was outpacing Himeko. I began to understand the ‘whoosh’ effects and huge curves manga artists used when illustrating the path of a blade, being on the receiving end of strikes like that was an experience.

Until, a few minutes later, Hiro finally stopped. He abruptly pulled back, took a deep breath, and stepped out of the zone (both metaphorically and physically). Suddenly he became Hiro again. “Phew!” he said, looking a little sheepish. Overjoyed, but sheepish. “That is addicting!”

We all seemed to shake ourselves then, we’d been hypnotized by the whole experience.

“Sorry Mamoru,” he bowed to me respectfully. “I got carried away after being caught up in the moment. I’ve never been able to do something like that before, use real strikes against a live target. Especially one that could just shrug them off like that. It was a great chance to see my limits. And knowing I would fail ahead of time… that somehow made it better.”

“Ah…” I wasn’t quite sure what to say to that. There had actually been a ghost of ki in Hiro’s strikes. Not much, barely worth acknowledging, but it had been there. Despite that, there’d been no threat he would break through the shield. Not even with the added advantage of a weapon. My warning bracelet had been silent the whole time. So I simply shrugged helplessly. “Thanks, I guess?”

Off in the background Himeko covered her face with her hand and Eiko groaned in amusement. “Stop being hopeless Mamoru!” she called out after a few seconds.

“That was fun,” Hiro said more normally, looking a little wistful now that it was over. “It was good to be able to cut loose like that.” He handed over the bokken to the security guy who was now looking over the Watanabe family scion with renewed respect.

The sweaty and now slightly disheveled looking Watanabe family scion, Hiro had obviously gone a bit further and harder than he’d anticipated. It had only been a couple of minutes, three or four at most, but Hiro had gone all out and he was starting to look a little worse for wear. Hiro took one look at how his sleeve was now sticking to him and sighed. “You were right about the clothing after all,” he admitted ruefully.

His expression started to darken a little, probably picturing how he’d explain his less than proper appearance to his parents, when Himeko chimed in quickly. “We have a bath! You could get cleaned up while we quickly launder your clothes!”

Hiro’s expression instantly cleared. “Thank you.”

Eiko glanced at Himeko, apparently I wasn’t the only one who’d thought her response had been a little too quick and eager. “Mamoru can show you where it is, he needs a soak too.”

“Well I- “ I began, I wasn’t really that bad. Enough that I normally might have, but not so much that I was in a hurry for the potential awkwardness of bathing with Hiro.

“Mamoru needs a soak too,” Eiko emphasized carefully, with a few significant glances around the area.

“Ah,” I said dumbly, clueing in to a few things after her following her gaze. Apparently I’m the one playing chaperone and alibi today, I realized. Nothing was likely to happen. But we had an audience, and Himeko had obviously been a little… impressed by Hiro’s display. Impressed enough that everyone there could see it. She needed to have her own wash off after the workout. Having someone else around to swear the male and female sides of the bathing area had not interacted was probably a good idea. And given how most people thought of Eiko (as an unabashed Himeko supporter who probably wanted them to do it) that meant…

***

“Thank you once again for the opportunity today, Mamoru. It meant a lot to me.”

“Don’t mention it,” I replied, trying to keep my voice neutral. I was leaning back against the bath edge, literally up to my neck in hot water as I kept my shoulders submerged. I also had my eyes closed, trying to force myself to calmness. Seriously, you were in a public bathhouse with how many people for New Year’s? And this is what’s making you tense? At the very least you’d think it would be the worry that Himeko’s dad or granddad is about to come in here.

I tensed up a little more after that pleasant thought, forcing my eyes open.

Hiro had his own eyes closed in relief as he slid into the hot water. He’d taken a while longer scrubbing off; both because he’d been a little bit dirtier and out of respect to the Meikos, he wasn’t going to contaminate their bathing area on his first visit if he could help it. In any case, apparently my attempt to master my tone had worked since he just kept speaking. “It’s been nearly a year since I could do anything even close to that,” he confessed. “I couldn’t afford the time or commitment to do kendo at the university, not while doing my part at the hotel.”

That made me blink a few times in surprise. “Seriously? I assume you can still work out in your own family’s gym. Hell, in the hotel gym if it comes down to it! I saw that place and it had plenty of amenities.”

(Although in retrospect it said some unflattering things about me that I simply assumed his family must have had its own gym. I don’t know whether it was better or worse Hiro didn’t question that either.)

“Sure, and I do that all the time to make sure I stay in shape and don’t backslide,” Hiro admitted. “But it’s not the same. I don’t have any sparring partners. And if I did, they’d be employed by my family. They’d probably be so afraid of actually hurting me they’d be useless for something like this.”

I carefully held my tongue, but I probably made some sort of noise in doing so because Hiro merely allowed himself a small smile and said “go ahead Mamoru.”

Well, since he’s asking for it. “My apologies,” I said a little more naturally, “but I thought you’d have had no problems employing someone who could manage that. The Meikos… I realize Master Tai’s an exception and I’ve never met any of Himeko’s everyday teachers but I’m pretty sure they’re not that bad.”

“Yeah. But the Meikos are pretty liberal in that way. And we’d be practicing with swords. Even if they were just shinai that’s a lot different than hand-to-hand. My parents would have balked at regular sparring. And crippling someone’s ability to strike back…” Hiro just shook his head, “I’d have just felt guilty trying to practice with someone like that.”

“I wasn’t trying to strike back either,” I felt compelled to point out.

“Yeah, but you were… I don’t know how to put it into words. It felt like you were actively blocking, like that was your fighting style. You weren’t having to hold anything back or stop yourself from doing something.”

“You’re probably exaggerating a little,” I said. But I said it thoughtfully. I didn’t think he was entirely right, but he might have been on to something there. Himeko or Eiko… wow, he’s right about the difficulty in trying to phrase it. They’d have been looking for openings. The natural instinct and flow of their fighting style would mean they’d be looking to strike back, offense and defense are too connected. But I’m more… compartmentalized? I’m not sure that’s right but I can’t think of better way to put it. I can just do defense without cutting off huge parts of what I’d normally be doing.

“And after they verified the bodyguard was the one who tried to kill me...” Hiro shrugged. “Even if they had been willing to let me have a teacher who would fight with me they’d probably have suspended that by now. Too much room for a training accident or some poison rubbed onto a shinai somewhere.”

Despite myself I frowned for a moment, both intrigued and confused by that comparison. “How would that even work?” I wondered. “I mean, you’re both wearing so much protection at that point…” Proper kendo practice gear made fencers look like rugby players when compared to American footballers.

Hiro laughed good naturedly. “Alright, maybe you’re right on that one. Lacing the gear itself with poison somewhere would probably be more practical than that. Try telling that to my parents though. They’d still claim it was possible or worry about a potential assassin hiding a real blade within a shinai.”

Despite myself I snorted in amusement. There was some awfully tortured logic there, but no worse than I’d seen from other overprotective parents at a much lower level of wealth. Although, to be fair, my conscience added, splashing some cold water over my amusement, someone did just try to kill Hiro.

Before I could stop myself, realize how sensitive a question it could be, I found myself asking “Have they gotten to the bottom of who tried to kill you? I’d think they’d be a bit calmer after that.”

Hiro simply shook his head sadly. “No such luck. They traced the traitors in the household, and the two layers of cutouts after that. But that’s where the trail ends, they have no idea who the final culprit was. They’re going to keep trying, but if they haven’t found out yet then I doubt they’ll ever know.”

The way he said it so calmly and simply was kind of disturbing. “Well… shit,” was all I could say in response.

Hiro nodded. “And since there were two other employees they found who were a part of things they’re all really sensitive right now. They’re doing harsh checks and investigations on everyone, hoping to find more clues or flush out any other potential traitors. But at this point I think they’re just riling up everyone even more. Most of our people understand, but now they’ve reached the point where they’re starting to feel offended their loyalty’s being questioned so much and they’re suffering this many hardships. If I had my way I’d bring in, well, you, and do one last magical check of everything and then call it done if it turned up nothing.”

“Don’t overestimate my powers,” I warned him quickly. Although, I had to admit to myself that wasn’t a bad idea, already running through a couple of possibilities in my head. It wouldn’t work if anyone had any real mystical protection, I told myself off firmly. Besides, no matter how much time and resources I got for the ritual I don’t have enough mana left. It’d be at least another full month of doing nothing before I dared try anything that big, it’s out of the question.

“I know,” Hiro admitted ruefully, “I shouldn’t be depending on magic to solve my problems. Hime made sure to emphasize everything you’ve taught her; it would be just as dumb as trusting some sort of ‘magical’ computer program that a fast-talking expert claimed could solve everything.”

“Not that dumb,” I demurred slightly, “most spells have had a longer time to be perfected and bug checked. Not to mention that most criminals probably aren’t taking any precautions against it, unlike most computer tech.”

“But yes,” I added quickly, noticing Hiro was starting to show a bit more interest, “it would be pretty dumb and over trusting. Not something to count on.”

Hiro looked at me appraisingly for a few moments before smiling and shaking his head. “It’s a moot point. They’d never let me get away with something like that. They’re not believers in the supernatural, even if I wanted to betray you and give away your secret they wouldn’t buy it. And I couldn’t just say ‘my friend’s found something suspicious’ without giving them the rundown on how you’d done so.”

“And rightly so,” I murmured, “lives would be on the line.”

Hiro nodded. “So I guess it’s just a silly fantasy. But I wish I could do it, put everyone’s minds at ease.”

We fell silent again after that.

“I’ve missed this,” Hiro said suddenly, about a minute later, startling me a little.

“What?”

“Just… talking with the guys. Relaxing in a hot bath after a good workout. I haven’t done it in about a year now and I didn’t realize how much I appreciated it.”

I remained silent. Not sure what to say. But I didn’t shut him down either, and apparently that was enough.

“The closest I got to friends before this was the Kendo Club,” he admitted. “Everyone’s ranks… well, it wasn’t that they didn’t matter. Everyone claimed they didn’t but we all knew it kept coming up here and there. Everyone did the same chores but somehow the higher ranked people always got the least inconvenient times to do their shifts. But we had to actually practice and compete, and we couldn’t put in a poor showing in front of other schools, so we actually tried to keep it to a minimum. Anyone who showed up and wasn’t prepared to put kendo first got shown the door.”

“That sounds… pretty normal for a Kendo Club,” I noted tentatively. Granted, that was mostly based on secondhand information. Mostly my father’s stories (which were probably a little unreliable and tailored to the audience) along with stuff I’d observed from the sidelines in school. But it sounded fairly consistent.

“Yeah,” Hiro smiled ruefully, “but I went to a private academy, one of the richest in the country. They might not have been as bad as the silly stuff you see in fiction, but they were still pretty bad.”

I hesitated a moment and Hiro pointed out “our school had baths that were comparable to this,” he said, gesturing around the Meiko family bathing area.

“Ah,” I replied with a small grimace, fighting off resentment and envy. Even I’d probably feel nostalgic for something like gym class if we’d had something like that waiting for us when we were done.

Hiro nodded. “And there was a lot of politicking and sucking up going on all over the place. An all boys school too, thank God. People might talk about the need for equality but I don’t want to think about how that place would have turned out if sex had gotten involved too.”

I was struck by the picture of a classroom where the class contained five separate Inoue Sakura’s. And probably five of the male version of her too. And then multiplied that to encompass all the classes in a school.

I grimaced again. Yeah, that would suck. He might be overstating things but I’m not going to embarrass myself by trying to call him on it. It’s just like his comment that suggests sex wasn’t involved just because it was all boys. That sounds naïve. But if everyone was already that conniving, and no one wanted to risk humiliation or revealing an exploitable weakness, I could easily see the non-straight members of the school concealing everything for safety purposes. If I’d have been bi or gay it sure sounded like I wouldn’t have wanted to risk it being known at that school!

Hiro obviously wanted to forget that side of things too, so he continued with his story. “But at the Kendo Club… we could put all of that aside for a few hours. We got to focus on the sword and just be actual teammates for once! It wasn’t perfect, real life isn’t that simple, but it was a hell of a relief from everything else.”

We were silent for a few moments more.

“It was the closest I got to real friends in high school,” he admitted finally.

When he didn’t say anything more I felt like I had to poke him just a little. “No entourage like Himeko?”

“No,” he shook his head before turning to me and smiling briefly. “Of course, things of that size were pretty rare at the academy. When everyone there’s that rich and powerful you don’t get too many people willing to be the sixth or seventh hanger on for someone else. They usually settle for being the second or third member for someone less important.”

“Huh,” I looked up at the ceiling for a moment. “That does make sense.”

Hiro nodded. “Plenty of sycophants around. But they’re all after something, and they didn’t get that by volunteering to be the bottom step on someone else’s ladder. That’s how I avoided the problem, they weren’t going to keep chasing after me when there were so many other more practical targets around that actually wanted them.”

“Whereas Himeko’s the only game in town,” I nodded to myself. “I guess that helps explain it.”

“That and she’s beautiful,” Hiro smirked, “smart, rich and powerful. I wasn’t that high up in the rankings back then. But if it had been a mixed school she’d have had a larger entourage than anyone else at the academy, I guarantee it.”

I was caught between agreeing with him and countering that with Himeko’s propensity for kicking pure opportunists to the curb. Let’s be honest here, I thought, she’d still find plenty of people she couldn’t turn away even in a situation like that. Just because you were rich didn’t mean you’d made it through life undamaged. Hell, as I was finding out quite a lot these days, sometimes that meant you just ended up even more damaged.

Fortunately, Hiro didn’t seem to need a response. Instead, he stared up at the ceiling for a few moments and sighed before asking “I wonder if she’ll miss her entourage when she graduates?”

“I doubt it!” I responded instantly. I then immediately started walking that back, realizing it sounded too judgemental, dismissive, and just a little bit possessive. “I mean… not most of them. Not most of the time.”

Hiro smiled wistfully at the ceiling. “That’s what I thought at the time. I really liked the Kendo Club, it was an important escape from a whole lot of stuff. But the members weren’t real friends, it wasn’t like we hung out together much outside of practice or events. Out in public we couldn’t keep away from all the ranks and political nonsense, so rather than risk dragging it back into the club we just stayed away from each other. I never thought I’d miss them this much. But now…” he shook his head. “Now I almost want to call some of them up for old times sake.”

“So why don’t you?” I asked, now honestly curious.

Hiro sighed and slumped a little further into the water. “It’s a great fantasy, but it’s not reality. Even if they were willing I doubt we could recapture the same thing, and it’s not like we were all that close. I can think of half a dozen examples that would probably go on to prove my parents points if I tried anything like that with them, ‘accidentally’ hurting me in the course of our bouts.”

“Ouch,” I flinched both at the basic idea… and the damage of giving his parents an opening like that.

Hiro smirked at himself. “Not even out of high school a year and still nostalgic for the good old days,” he noted.

“Yeah,” I half agreed, having been through similar things once before. “I don’t buy the overly romantic idiots who say ‘these are the best days of your life’. They’re obviously ignoring half the hellish things about high school. That or whatever bullying or abuse they suffered has caused brain trauma-”

“Hah!”

“-But that doesn’t mean there aren’t things we’re going to miss,” I admitted. “Things we won’t have appreciated fully until they’re gone.”

“Which is why I wonder if Himeko’s going to miss her entourage,” Hiro agreed. “She’s always talked about how much of a pain they are. How they’re annoying and silly and she can never just be herself around them. But I wonder… will she miss the company? Will she miss having a few more people who were loyal to her? Not the Meikos or her money, her. Even if they’ve got a twisted view of her.”

“Huh,” I said again, a little stunned by this different view. I doubt I would have given it much credence if Hiro hadn’t gone through similar things to Himeko already. But put like that… “Food for thought,” I admitted.

“Food for thought,” Hiro agreed.

***

After a while we left the bathing area, put on some heavy towels and trailed back to the Spa. Hiro’s clothes were still being laundered, and would be for some time, and I didn’t think leaving him alone and vulnerable was a good idea. I was mostly sure Mr. Meiko wouldn’t be troubling him (not 100% sure, Himeko’s dad was still her dad after all) but I was much less certain about Himeko’s grandfather. So, just like Master Tai had been for me, I figured I should be there to watch out for him. Especially since Himeko couldn’t hang around him like that, not in good conscience.

Although I’m pretty sure she’d like to, I smirked, glancing over at Hiro on the massage bed. The masseuse had spared an appreciative glance for Hiro’s musculature when she hadn’t realized anyone was looking. Not much of one, she hadn’t drooled over him for twenty seconds or anything. But it was pretty clear she approved of her mistress’s choice, aesthetically at least.

So did Eiko. She entered the Spa area, took a glance at Hiro, and let out a soft but appreciative whistle. “Not bad,” she admitted to me. “Not brilliant, but even better than I’d thought. Next time he should just take off his shirt and jacket to do the swordwork topless.”

“Eiko,” I chastised her. But I doubt it had much affect since I was grinning, too amused by the thought and suggestion to put any heat into it.

“What? After all the ogling Himeko’s suffered she deserves some eye candy too.”

I simply shook my head. I mean, it’s not like she’s wrong, I admitted to myself. But I’m opposed to oversexualizing anyone, of any gender. Yeah. Sure. We’ll go with that. No chance it’s because he’d look so much better than me in a swimsuit.

“Anyway, Mom says his clothes will be done in about twenty minutes. If you want to get going I can make sure he gets them, I’m sorry we’ve kept you this much longer today.”

I shrugged. “It’s not a biggie. And at this point I should probably finish the job, no sense in letting Himeko’s grandfather walk in on him now.”

Eiko started to say something. Probably a protest by the way she stopped and turned away, looking faintly ashamed. She wanted to deny that. But it was just a little too likely to be true and she couldn’t bring herself to lie.

“Anyway, it was an okay distraction,” I admitted.

“Just an okay one?” Eiko teased.

I shrugged. “I’m still not entirely comfortable with him. But that’s more my fault, he’s a good enough guy but you know how I suck at making friends.”

“That’s true,” Eiko crossed her arms and looked at me a little more seriously. “And I wouldn’t have called you two being friends either. But when you’re together… there’s just something about the pair of you. Maybe it’s because he’s just smart enough to keep up but humble enough to not have a problem with you being that much smarter. Or maybe it’s because you’re just clueless and indifferent enough towards rank to talk to him normally and truthfully, but careful enough to acknowledge that rank when it’s actually important, while he’s polite enough to ignore all your faults. And you both need that. But you two kind of work.”

I blinked in surprise at her a few times, not sure what to say.

“Whatever,” Eiko tossed it away with a raised hand and the moment was lost. “Maybe you’ve just spent too much time with Hime and me, and that’s the sort of relationship you’ve imprinted upon. And now that you’ve met another guy…” she trailed off suggestively and smirked.

I rolled my eyes, but I was amused at the thought too. “Yes Eiko, I’m sure that’s it. I’m that hopeless and that’s the only way I know how relate to people.” Sadly, there probably was a hint of truth to that. But even I knew that wasn’t all of it.

“Hey, you said it. Not me.”

I just shook my head in mock disgust and turned back to my notebook. “Anyway, it’s no problem. I’ll stay a little longer and make sure Hiro’s fine before I get going. I’m mostly just doing theoretical work today anyway, designing a few things and making plans. I appreciate the chance to rebuild the mana reserves a little more and it’s stupid to start any ambitious plans or distracting problems right now.”

“Right,” nodded, a hint of concern in her eyes despite everything. “This week we’ll fight our greatest opponent yet.”

I nodded back at her. “Entrance Exams.”
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I dragged my tired ass up the stairs to my apartment, in almost a fugue state. It’s done. Thank Aoth.

That immediately triggered another thought, something finally enough to penetrate my brain bludgeoned fugue, and I followed that up with another, more formal prayer. Aoth, great teacher, protector of the learned, patron of the wise: please protect and guide all the poor students of this country. May they go to where they are supposed to, and may they learn and accept where that is humbly and easily.

I didn’t know if it would help much. But given some of the faces I’d seen at the testing center and what some Japanese students put themselves through I figured I needed to ask. I expected at least a few suicides after today, or at least when the marks went up. As usual. If I wasn’t at least putting in a quick word with my patron god then I wasn’t living up to Aoth’s teachings. I doubted Aoth would do much, he wasn’t big on forcing people to learn. But given how twisted and stressful the entrance exams could be in Japan I figured it didn’t hurt to give him an opening, Aoth had a soft spot for protecting scholars and students from other’s misconduct.

I mean, I doubt he’d hate this system, I reflected caught up in the thought after everything else. He’s more than smart enough to see the practical problems and limitations here. Trying to fairly evaluate about half a million students at once requires some compromises and simplifications. But putting so much of everyone’s futures and scholastic evaluations on multiple choice sections! What can I say? Aoth was a much bigger fan of short answer, show your work, and essay style questions instead. He favored evaluating what someone knew rather than potentially rewarding them for lucky guesses.

I heaved myself onto our floor and was shocked to find someone waiting outside our door. Not my parents, that surprise would probably have finished me off! Sent me falling back down the stairs in shock at the idea. But seeing Saori waiting in front of our door wasn’t that far off.

A hint of adrenalin stirred. “Cousin, are you alright?” I asked urgently, finding a little more energy to walk towards the door faster.

“That was my question,” Saori responded. “Are you alright?”

She gave me a searching look. And I don’t just mean with her eyes, I shuddered slightly as I felt her other senses sweep over me like cobwebs across my aura.

“I’m okay,” I responded, lying only a little.

Saori kept silent, just watching me as I unlocked the door. She wordlessly followed me inside.

I turned on the lights in the empty apartment. “Seriously Saori, are you alright? Was it something you couldn’t say outside?” I felt a little flicker of dread. I was mentally and emotionally exhausted. But physically I wasn’t that tired. If she had an urgent issue I would be morally obligated to suck it up and-

“I was worried about you,” she told me frankly. “We all were. But we all thought I was the best one to start this.”

“Start what?”

By way of answer she took out her phone and hit a few numbers. A few moments later she had it up to her ear. “Hello? Yes. It’s not a disaster, but it’s as bad as we thought it would be.”

Before I could do more than frown a little, Saori handed the phone up to me. “It’s for you.”

Instinctively, if a little confused, I held it up to my ear. “Hello?”

“Mamoru,” my grandmother’s stern voice echoed across the line, “what are you doing to yourself?”

“Grandmother Matsuda! Hello!” I responded, trying not to sound a little panicked.

“Don’t you hello me Mamoru-chan! Have you even eaten yet?”

I winced, at least some of my current state was due to low blood sugar. I’d had some toast for breakfast and a packet of crackers for lunch, and it wasn’t like my meals for the first day of examinations had been terribly hearty either. It wasn’t like I was starving myself, I’d known that would have caused even more complications than going light would! But given the stress and importance of the examinations I hadn’t been about to risk sleepless nights, inconvenient bathroom trips, or fighting a rebellious stomach during the exams!

“That’s what I thought,” Grandmother Matsuda said when I didn’t immediately answer. She then raised her voice loud enough that I held the phone away from my head. “Saori, put the food on for your cousin!”

Saori actually bowed towards the phone. “Yes grandmother.” I belatedly noticed she was wearing her school backpack, and it was bulging a little.

I reluctantly and carefully brought the phone back in close. “Uh, Grandmother? I’m not sure you have to- “

“Are either of your parents there?” she interrupted caustically.

“Uh,” I looked around the darkened apartment as if there was any chance they were going to suddenly appear out of the shadows. “No?”

“Then apparently I do.”

“Big surprise there,” another voice sighed on the other end of the line.

My eyes widened a little further. “Grandma Kanoko, is that you?!” my grandmothers getting together for something was almost as big a surprise as Saori being outside my door.

“Of course it is,” my grandma projected with a hint of impatience. “So, sit down, eat up, and then log on so you can check in with your family.”

“Uh, what?”

“You’re not getting out of this without talking to us Mamoru,” Grandmother Matsuda cut in brusquely. “So we can either do this over the computer or we can do it in person. Which would you prefer?”

I winced. “Computer,” I admitted reluctantly.

“Well then,” Grandmother Matsuda acted as if that simply settled it, “hurry up and do so before we either have to come down there or ask Saori to force the issue even further.”

“And we’ll do it Mamoru,” Grandma Kanoko’s voice was slightly fainter but no less serious, “don’t think we won’t.”

“Indeed. Now, talk to you soon. Goodbye.”

“Goodbye,” I answered instinctively. Before I could pull myself together enough to go “hey, wait a minute!” the phone was already registering a cut line.

I turned towards my cousin, only to see her putting dishes in the oven. “Both your grandmothers thought you wouldn’t be eating,” she offered by way of explanation.

I winced. They know me so well. It’s kind of disturbing.

“They gave me some things to give to you. And instructions on how to reheat it. Grandmother Matsuda did the main dish. Grandmother Kanoko did the juice and deserts.” Saying that she handed me a thermos.

That’s a good division of labour, I reflected as I cautiously sniffed the contents. Grandmother Matsuda wasn’t an amazing cook but she was more than competent, I trusted her more for the main dishes. But Grandma Kanoko had an artistic touch for the other stuff, hence the odd but interesting smelling contents of the thermos. “What is it?” I asked carefully.

Saori shrugged. “Some kind of smoothie. All Grandma Kanoko would say is: it’s good for you.”

She uses Grandma Kanoko too, I noted distantly as I cautiously took a small drink. It was a little too thick to just sip. Not bad, I thought as I carefully smacked my lips, but a little odd. I can definitely taste strawberries and raspberries in there, but a couple of other things too. It wasn’t something I’d drink again of my own volition, but it wasn’t going to be a challenge finishing the thermos.

Saori nodded at me, looking a little relieved. “Now settle down, you’re in bad shape.”

“No, I’m not,” I protested mildly. Now that the exams were over I was tired but felt nothing but relief. Well, mostly relief. A little relieved.

“Cousin,” Saori’s tone wavered between worried and annoyed, “you…”

“I’m alright,” I repeated, ignoring all traces of common sense.

“No, you’re not! We knew you were going to go too far, that’s why we’re all worried about you!”

“Well, everyone does that,” I protested a little weakly. As if I hadn’t made similar comments about how stupid that was in other people.

“But most of them have parents or friends to help them! Even the ambitious and driven parents usually draw the line somewhere just to make sure their kid survives! Or at least treat them to a nice meal after the exams are over!”

That sounds a little fantastical, I thought randomly, mentally skirting around the point. I mean, sure, I bet that plenty of them did. I imagined a good 60-70 percent of people might act like that. But hardly everyone, Saori was exaggerating things.

Fortunately for me, my younger cousin was on a roll and not going to indulge my self-destructive rambling. “But Aunty and Uncle aren’t even here today! And you never think to ask us for help! So that means the rest of us have to watch out for you instead. Go sit down and tell everyone what happened.”

“Yes ma’am,” I smirked sarcastically and made the tired journey to my room, still not quite getting it. I don’t think I accepted quite how beat I was until I thumped heavily into my desk chair and suddenly realized I wasn’t sure I could get up again.

Alright, maybe I’m a little drained, I conceded as the computer woke up. But I still think-

Following my grandmothers’ instructions I had been grudgingly logging into the family’s chatroom. I’d expected Grandma Kanoko to be there. The odd guest account for Grandmother Matsuda was a surprise, but not a major one. If I’d been a little less tired I probably would have realized that would be happening ahead of time.

Everybody else being logged on, that was a surprise.

I stared in shock as nearly a dozen acknowledgements, greetings, inquiries, and well wishes started popping up as soon as I entered the scene. Grandma and Grandmother, Aunty Hina, Akira, Kaede, Daichi, both my grandfathers, Hikaru, Uncle Reiji as well, Aunty Mei… it was a virtual avalanche of acknowledgement! About the only people missing were my Taito Uncle and Sakura, and I assumed they were still at work!

(Although I should note that Hikaru wasn’t entirely there. She was obviously trying, probably because her mother forced her to, but seemed to be distracted by whatever she was working on.)

Finally, after the comments were cycling back around to worried that I wasn’t responding, I wrote something.

Mamoru: I don’t see what everyone’s so worried about.

ObaaKanoko: Of course you don’t.

Hina: Mamoru, are your parents there?

Daichi: You’ve just been through entrance exams, that’s tough.

(Guest)Manami: Of course they aren’t.

Mamoru: Try to slow down, I don’t know how to respond.

Thankfully that seemed to get everyone’s attention, the cavalcade came to an abrupt halt, although I suspected a few people had stopped just before hitting the enter button.

Mamoru: I know it’s an important and stressful exam, and I’m glad it’s over, but this seems like a little much.

Daichi: I take it you’re feeling confident?

“Thank you, cousin, for the intelligent question,” I muttered out loud, hurrying to respond and ignoring several other comments.

Mamoru: Very.

Mamoru: It’s not like I got a perfect score or best in the country or anything. But I’m absolutely confident I scored well enough to make it into the next round of testing.

ObaaKanoko: Saori, does he mean it?

I blinked a few times at the question. And also at how quickly she’d posted it. A minute later I was then surprised at how long Saori was taking to respond.

ObaaKanoko: Saori? Everything alright?

Saori: Sorry Obaa-san, just taking everything out of the oven.

Saori: Are you sure that was long enough? 10 minutes seems short.

(Guest)Manami: I chose something that would reheat quickly.

(Guest)Manami: It won’t keep very long, but I figured it was better to make it convenient and something Mamoru would actually be forced to eat rather than make excuses to ignore.

Akira: That sounds about right.

Daichi: Cousin Mamoru’s like my sister, getting distracted and refusing to eat at the slightest excuse.

I was saved from having to respond by Saori shoving open the door to my room and bringing in several plates on a tray. “Sorry,” she said a little apologetically, “I had my hands full.”

Then she froze.

I should have missed it, I was still too tired and annoyed by all the babying, but while looking directly at her I couldn’t have mistaken it. For a moment Saori looked like she was about to have a panic attack.

“Saori, are you alright?” I asked. When she didn’t respond I started to try and rise from the chair.

Upon seeing me struggle Saori took a sharp breath and forced herself to pull it together. “No! Don’t get up! I’m fine!”

I didn’t really think so. But before I could figure anything out she rushed over and plopped the tray over my lap, forcing me back down. “Eat.”

I gave her a dirty look but Saori had pulled out her own phone and started texting. It was slightly surreal to me, given how I was right there in the room, but her response popped up quickly on the screen. It never occurred to me that several of my other family members probably felt the same way, and that they were doing it because of how much they were worried about me.

Saori: He means it.

Saori: He’s about ready to collapse but he’s not depressed or beaten or anything.

Kaede: Anyone surprised?

Akira: Not really.

Hina: Mamoru, eat your meal.

“Yes aunty,” I muttered in annoyance before shovelling a spoonful of curry into my mouth. I’d almost forgotten Saori would be able to hear that before the next text.

Saori: He’s agreed. He’s doing it.

I spun around to give her a disbelieving look, slightly dampened by the fact my mouth was still full and I couldn’t speak. She just gave me an equally disapproving glare in return, managing to say ‘you’re not eating’ without ever speaking up.

I made a disgusted sound but turned back around, not wanting to admit she’d won as I continued to eat. It felt strange to be eating in front of my computer like that, especially with multiple plates balance on a tray. But I had to admit, my stomach didn’t want me to stop. Now that it had been reminded food existed it was threatening to do something nasty if I didn’t accede to its demands.

Saori: Don’t give him an excuse. Let him eat.

ObaaKanoko: She’s right. Don’t distract him.

Akira: So we’re done here? All good to get back to our lives?

ObaaKanoko: Saori?

Saori: I think so. I’ll watch over for a bit.

“I’m right here,” I muttered. But not too loudly, so we’d both have an excuse to pretend I hadn’t.

Reiji: I still think we should stick around.

Saori frowned for a moment. So much so that I had to remind her “my uncle Reiji, not your brother. Hence the different kanji.”

“Oh! Right! He never posts, I forgot for a moment.”

I shrugged. I wouldn’t say he never posts. But I’m hardly one to talk. I can’t blame her for that.

(Guest)Manami: Mamoru’s not that stupid.

Hina: But he is that stubborn.

I sighed. “Again, right here guys,” I muttered aloud. I was just venting, I wouldn’t have been that rude in person.

Hina: And he seems to think he’s just as invincible as any teenaged boy.

I scoffed a little. Of course, if you didn’t know I had a few precautionary spells set up to protect me from cars, poisons, and mind control you’d probably think that too if you were looking in from the outside.

ObaaKanoko: Agreed

(Guest)Manami: Everyone that wants to can go. But maybe some of us should stick around a while, just to be safe.

Hikaru: Okay. Congratulations Mamoru. Bye.

I snorted slightly as cousin Hikaru quickly logged off. “I’m surprised she got the spelling and spacing right,” I admitted.

Saori glared at me. At the same time the screen flashed up.

ObaaKanoko: Mamoru, eat your dinner.

ObaaKanoko: Saori, tell us when he’s finished.

“This is ridiculous,” I sighed.

“They’re worried about you,” my cousin emphasized irritably. “We all are! Look at how worn you are! And then coming home to an empty house? We were worried that- “ she abruptly cut the sentence off.

“Worried what?” I asked, still too mentally drained and close to the problem to put it together.

Saori hesitated a long moment. I got the distinct impression she was testing the (future) waters with her gifts before responding. I wasn’t certain of that, if she was Saori was operating at a level I couldn’t touch without a lot of complex spellwork (usually, mostly, ignoring my own nascent, everyday psychic awareness). But I had a strong suspicion that was the case.

Whatever she did or did not discover, she still responded. “We were worried you were going to hurt yourself,” she replied finally.

I rolled my eyes and sighed. “Look: I’ll admit I’m beat, and this is very nice and convenient,” I indicated the meal in front of me, “not to mention healthier than the alternative. But even if I didn’t grab an instant ramen before taking a nap, and even if I somehow slept through the whole night, it wouldn’t have been that bad.”

“Not that way,” Saori’s voice had gone softer again, and she was looking away from me. “We were afraid something might have gone wrong. And if it had… and you had to come back to this place you’d… hurt yourself.”

I stopped for a moment, not so tired I couldn’t see the problem there. At least, not after it was rubbed in my face. Fuck, they’ve got a point. I wouldn’t have. But only because of my last life. If this had been my first go around, and I was this exhausted and vulnerable to teenaged drama…

Well, I liked to think I wouldn’t have. But it wasn’t a stretch for my relatives to worry. Hell, it we’d been talking about a different family member in similar circumstances I’d have been in the “let’s be on the safe side and send someone down to check” camp.

Luckily, as Saori looked away from me, she froze again. This time for even longer.

“Saori,” I asked urgently, both my guilt and annoyance being banished by worry, “are you alright?”

Saori seemed to shake herself. “I’m fine!” she answered, her voice just a little too fast and strident to be honest.

“Saori,” I gave her a frank look, she looked like she was contemplating a panic attack, “even I can tell it’s something.”

“It’s nothing.”

“Saori…”

Saori shuddered. “It’s…” her voice fell back down to near whisper levels “…the room.”

For a moment I just stared at her. Then it clicked. “Aoth,” I swore, suddenly remembering. The last (and only other) time she’d been in my room she’d been possessed and I’d pulled a demon out of her without anesthetic, no wonder it was affecting her!

I started to struggle out of my seat, the tray and my weakness making it a challenge.

“Cousin!” Saori said urgently, focusing on me.

“Fuck that,” I said feelingly. I matched word to deed, pulling mana out of the reservoir and tracing some quick spells. Soon enough, plates, tray, and I were floating out of the bedroom and back towards the living room.

Saori followed, looking red in the face. “I’m sorry,” she whispered again as I sank into a chair and the food all settled onto the table.

“Don’t be,” I told her forcefully, “it’s not your fault.”

“But it is!” she half cried. “It was so long ago, and the demon’s gone now, and even your room is so different…”

“But something nasty and painful happened to you in that room,” I replied firmly.  “Very nasty and very painful, I don’t blame you if you’re affected in someway.”

Saori looked away again. “It wasn’t bad when I was talking to grandma, or the others,” she admitted, “but once it was quiet, and I could look around, and see the same corners…”

“It hit you,” I nodded. “There’s no shame in that. It happens.”

Saori looked like she wanted to disagree, but didn’t. I decided not to force the issue too much and took another bite of curry.

“I’m okay,” she said finally, “I can handle it”

I’m not going back into my room while Saori’s here, I decided. My cousin was too stubborn and worried about hurting me, I wasn’t going to let her hurt herself in the process.

(In the back of my brain I wondered if this was how I was coming off to the rest of my family. It wasn’t the same, not really, but the level of stubbornness and denial probably wasn’t that different. Fortunately or un-, I was too tired to pay much attention to that thought.)

I searched desperately for another subject while still eating. Unfortunately, between my hunger, worry, and the mush my mind felt like I didn’t turn anything up.

Suddenly Saori frowned and looked to the side. Not like she was looking away from me this time, like something had attracted her attention.

“What is it?” I asked as she took a few tentative steps in that direction.

“I’m not…” she frowned, stopped her stalking, and then walked over to the kitchen. When she returned she was carrying a big mug. “I think I saw something.”

“Like a spider?” I asked, surprised by this much focus on such a thing. Maybe it’s her way of changing the subject? I wondered distantly. A good way to focus on something else and leave all the awkwardness behind?

“No,” Saori was frowning in deep concentration now as she carefully stalked around with her mug. “Something bigger.”

I frowned too, but I wasn’t too worried. If it was something strange like a rat I’d just have to inform the apartment manager, maybe break out a few of my anti-vermin spells. I hadn’t needed them much in this life, but back on Avalon they’d been vital necessities at times.

Or maybe it’s just a lost hamster, I rolled my eyes at all the unnecessary drama. Seriously, I think maybe we’re both focusing too much on something mundane as a convenient break. Saori was stalking her prey with a focus that belonged at the climax of a show, in a forest or jungle where someone with a gun was slowly stalking their target while soft but ominous music played. Given this was a particularly small junior high girl in a Tokyo apartment armed with a cup… yeah, I’m taking this too seriously, I thought, shaking my head and eating one of my grandmother’s dumplings. I still couldn’t shake the feeling that I was missing something though.

That lingering feeling of unease lasted through two more dumplings before several things happened at once.

Saori went “Ah ha!” and raised her cup high.

A voice ‘shouted’ “Tae!”

And I suddenly remembered that we weren’t actually alone in the apartment.

“Saori stop!” I shouted urgently. This proved both necessary and unnecessary. At the same time she pulled up short on her own, wincing as her gift abruptly yanked her up short and she stumbled for a moment as she went cross-eyed. This in turn caused something to miss her as a miniature spear passed through the area she would have otherwise been occupying!

The spear hadn’t been much bigger than a half-sized chopstick, but that still pissed me off. “Sho-uk, what the hell?!” I asked angrily, spinning around in the vague direction the voice had come from.

Luckily for everyone, Sho-uk was already marching along the kitchen counter and looked furious… but not at the humans in the room. He was shouting angry instructions and reprimands at someone I couldn’t see.

I listened for a few moments and after struggling through the accent realized what had probably been going on. “Saori,” I said quickly, before things could go out of control. “Stand back and stay still. It’s alright.”

Wide-eyed, Saori did as I instructed, backing up until she was leaning against the wall.

Meanwhile Sho-uk reached the edge of the kitchen counter and then clambered down the side like he was some kind of mutant spider before leaping to the floor when he was halfway down. He then resumed an angry stalk towards the location Saori had previously occupied.

I watched with mild interest as, once he reached the halfway point, two other Little People shamefacedly slumped out from their hiding places to meet him. One was the ‘standard’ Little Person I was used to: a ten-centimeter tall, greyish, slightly misshapen, caveman-

Although their tailoring does seem to be getting a little more sophisticated, I noted absently as I took in everyone’s clothes. It was hard to tell given the distance and scale, but their clothing was starting to look a little less ‘caveman’ and a little more ‘primitive winter peasant’.

-but the other one was only six centimeters tall. And even from a distance I could tell their proportions were different.

An adolescent.

“Cousin?” Saori interrupted my fascinated analysis. She was looking a little frazzled around the edges as she took everything in.

“Ah…” I said awkwardly. Could be worse, at least it’s Saori. Honestly, I’d have chosen her over any of my other relatives under the circumstances. Well, maybe not Tetsuji. But that was obviously cheating.

“I, ah, have a few guests over at the moment,” I continued in the same awkward vein. “You seem to have…”

I glanced back at the Little People, who had now met in the middle of the floor. Sho-uk was obviously tearing a strip off the pair of them. Judging from their postures, if Little People had blushed like humans we’d probably have been able to see their red faces even from this distance.

“…stumbled into a situation,” I finished a little lamely. Sho-uk was no longer projecting his voice so we couldn’t hear the exact dressing down.

“Guests?” Saori asked, carefully controlling her voice.

I just barely kept myself from saying ‘it’s complicated’, mostly because for once I didn’t want to be that awkward and stupid about it. I’d said that a little too often lately, and after recent events at the Meiko estate (and a little coaching from Himeko) I was trying to remove it from my vocabulary as something a little too condescending and egotistical. When someone actually knew about the supernatural, and at least something of my nature, it started to come off like I was hiding something.

“It’s a long story,” I said after a few moments. Better, but still not good. “The short version is that Sho-uk’s clan ran into some difficulties and is staying with me for a while. Sort of. I’m giving them a little food and mana to help tide them through the transition period and they occasionally help me out with a little crafting and construction. They usually stay in the heating ducts.”

“But I can see them.”

Before I could comment on that, Sho-uk spun around and once again exerted his own power so that we could hear him. “Ai. Ka na croseyek na voya. Ala dansig dar ka!”

Saori frowned slightly. “Did he just say they were idiots that…”

“Disobeyed orders twice and then tried to kill themselves by attacking you,” I completed, simplifying and cleaning it up a little. “Yes. You can hear them?”

“Sort of? I can hear half of it clearly, but the other half is like it’s a bad connection. And then it’s in that accent.”

“Huh,” I filed that one away for future reference. I guess psychic gifts work well enough. That shouldn’t be a surprise. Heck, if anything I should be surprised she’s not making out more! I wonder if she’s having a harder time with the accent since it’s the first time she’s heard it?

Sho-uk slapped the regular sized Little Person (now there’s a phrase you don’t hear often!) across the back of the head and the pair bowed towards us. He began speaking again and this time I translated for Saori’s sake. I’d already guessed the majority of the tale so it wasn’t a challenge for me to keep up this time.

“The, ah, smaller one is the larger one’s son. He was feeling cooped up and broke the rules to do some exploring. Sorry, not exploring. More like trespassing? Being a bit of rebel and going where he wasn’t supposed to. His father went out to get him. When it looked like you were going to capture his son with the cup he threw the spear at you to try and make you flinch and back off.”

Sho-uk fell silent and glared at the pair for a few moments. Little People spears were sharp and well made, and I was pretty sure they had a few mildly enchanted weapons tucked away where I couldn’t see them. But unless that had hit Saori’s eye, there’d been little chance that weapon would have hurt my cousin. Well, hurt her badly.

Let’s be honest, a sudden sting like that to the face? Yeah, a normal human would pull back and back off. And breaking line of sight on a Little Person for only a few seconds would probably give them enough time to get away, vanish into a better hiding place. As a tactic it was understandable. But it still rankled a little.

Fortunately, Sho-uk seemed to agree with me and spoke up again. “All of them apologize for causing you trouble, and hope that you will forgive them,” I relayed.

“Hh,” Sho-uk nodded expressively enough to be seen from a distance.

Saori was still a little off balance. “Well… I… “

I sighed and sucked back my own annoyance with them a little. I didn’t want my younger cousin accidentally getting into trouble. “Saori-san, they are more in the wrong here than you, but you were trying to capture his son in a cup.”

Saori instantly flushed a little and bowed back at the three. “Thank you,” she mumbled slightly. “I accept your apology. And… I’m sorry too.”

A little grudging, I reflected, quickly popping another spoonful of rice in my mouth, but I can’t blame her for that. Aoth knew it was probably better than I’d have done under the circumstances!

Sho-uk nodded approvingly at Saori again and then started herding his wayward clan members back towards the wall, his annoyance clear despite the distance and size difference. He stopped projecting his voice, but it was obvious he was still berating the pair the whole time.

“Wait!” Saori said suddenly.

The trio stopped while she hurried off to the side and picked something out from the pillows of our couch.

“You forgot this,” she said, carefully stepping a bit closer and then lowering the miniature spear to them, carefully held between her thumb and forefinger.

“Ari,” Sho-uk projected again, bowing towards Saori while his clanmate leapt up to carefully take the still dangling spear back from her.

We watched them go, Saori in shock and me casually as I continued to make my way through my grandmother’s cooking.

“Cousin Mamoru?” Saori asked finally.

“Yes?”

“Have they always been here?”

“I assume you mean in the apartment? Not some sort of philosophical generality?”

Saori was too surprised to do more than nod, let alone shoot me the glare that sort of pedantic question deserved.

“Then no, they’re a relatively new arrival. I suspect we’ll have parted ways after winter is done.”

“You’re weird cousin.”

***

Eventually I finished off all the food, recovered a bit of strength, and managed to reassure all the remaining digital watchers that, no, really, I was alright and it was okay to leave me be. I hadn’t choked, I wasn’t putting on a brave front, and while it was poor form that my parents still weren’t home I wasn’t about to indulge in any self-harm in order to get their attention.

Although I can’t blame them for wondering that, I thought sourly as I watched my grandparents finally log off. If I’d been an ordinary kid I’d probably have tried that tactic years ago. I doubted I’d have done anything too dramatic with it, not to start at least. But…

I shook my head to banish that thought before I dwelled on it too much. “So,” I said to Saori instead, passing her the empty plates and containers that had once held my grandmother’s food, “I trust this won’t happen again?”

Saori shot me a measuring look even as she slipped the empties back into her backpack. “Well,” she admitted a little shyly, “we’ll probably check in after your Tokyo U exams. Assuming you get those. And maybe when the results are posted.”

I sighed. I should have known. “That’s not necessary.”

“But what if you don’t succeed!” Saori protested. “Cousin, you’ll be devastated! And you’ll be all alone-“

“But I will succeed,” I reassured her calmly, “it’ll be fine.”

Aoth, does that sound egotistical now that I’ve said it out loud! I reflected briefly while Saori tried not to look too skeptical at my pronouncement.

I was suddenly struck by a thought. And, despite the selfishness, I couldn’t help but follow up on it.

“Do you feel any problems in that respect?” I asked her leadingly.

“Well, no. But-“

“And how about my chances of getting into Tokyo U? Do you feel like I’m going to fail?”

Saori shot me a suspicious look. “Cousin, are you trying to trick me into reading the future for you? Because you know that probably won’t work.”

“Maybe a little,” I admitted. “I’m mostly confident but I wouldn’t have minded a little reassurance. I guess I’m still just a little nervous underneath everything.” I was pretty confident in my basic abilities, but my relatives weren’t entirely wrong to worry about the possibility of something weird throwing everything off, like me missing the exams due to a train accident, and then I’d be reacting badly to that. I wouldn’t be suicidal or anything under those circumstances, but I would be seriously pissed and probably go into a funk for a while if that happened.

Saori sighed too. “Well, I’m not feeling anything like that. But I don’t know that I would! You’re family cousin Mamoru, and I love you as my favorite cousin, but that’s not the same thing as being one of my brothers!”

“Fair,” I admitted.

“So you’ll just have to put up with us!” Saori declared with surprising firmness. “Talk to us, let us know you’re alright, and we won’t have to come over here.”

I couldn’t help but laugh a little. “That might be the friendliest threat I’ve ever heard.” And I’m constantly around Eiko, I added mentally.

“But we mean it,” Saori replied seriously. “You were born into this family, you don’t have a choice. Goodbye cousin!”

With that Saori finally left, leaving me (sort of) alone again in the apartment… and trying not to admit I felt just a little bit happier after all that.
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It was dingy and gloomy.  The sky hung low and unpleasantly heavy flakes of snow fell in an irregular pattern, too wet and heavy to be pretty and too cold and large to be ignored as rain.  It was thoroughly unpleasant weather that drove sensible people inside.

Perfect conditions for a test.

“I’m starting to wonder if you’re not a little masochistic, Mamoru,” Himeko noted dryly as she observed me working outside.  “I can’t imagine what you think this weather accomplishes.  At least, when comparing the amount of actual pain you’re suffering versus the little bit of gain.  Especially from here.”

We were standing on the roof of the Meiko mansion.  More or less.  This was actually closer to a hidden balcony or maintenance resting point concealed in the inner slopes of the mansion roof.  An area that was concealed from the street, a cut and flat surface breaking the standard lines of the house.  It would have looked unattractive from the streets, but it was practically invisible unless you knew just what angle to look at from inside the grounds and it made life much easier for anyone venturing onto the roof for any reason.  It gave them a place to put down tools and supplies rather than having to leave them inside or risk them on the roof proper.  Since that also meant we were hidden from the street, and most onlookers would probably be Meiko employees who would keep their peace anyway, Himeko couldn’t help but remark on my silly seeming insistence on using bad weather.

“If we were just talking about passers by, I’d agree,” I admitted, performing a few last double checks on the circle.  “But I’m worried about more distant observers and radar as well.  It’s still best to wait for days like this, make sure that nothing’s going to be accidentally spotted.”

“Hm,” Himeko responded with a ghost of a smile.  I think she’d have been more amused if it hadn’t been so nasty out.  Even standing right by the door to the cutout she still needed a fairly heavy jacket and an umbrella to keep most of the snow off.  “And you’d still have done this if it was a week before exams instead of a week after?” she asked sweetly.

“A week and a half,” I answered instantly.

“I rest my case.”

I frowned a little.  She’s probably misusing that, I reflected.  But that’s being pedantic based on what I actually said.  She’s dead right about what I actually think and mean.

“Seriously Mamoru,” Himeko noted in a more concerned tone.  “Are you sure you’re not trying too hard?  Attempting to distract yourself from the stress of waiting for your marks?”

I barely managed to hold back my first response and consider that a little more seriously before I accidentally insulted Himeko.  “Not… really,” I said slowly, still thinking about it.  I then nodded decisively.  “Not this time.  There’s a little bit of that there, I guess I can’t deny that when it’s pointed out.  But mostly this is just wanting to follow up on the last experiment in the most effective way possible.”

“Are you sure?” Himeko asked, sounding mildly stressed, “because I’m struggling with waiting for mine!”

I paused in my preparations and looked at her in surprise.  I couldn’t actually say much though.  Because the second I actually thought about it, that wasn’t a surprise.  And I didn’t want to indirectly insult Himeko by suggesting I’d have presumed otherwise.

So, for once, I broached the situation sideways.  “Is it actually waiting for the marks, or just pretending to be calm to everyone else while waiting for your marks?” I asked.

(Hey, it was about taking tests.  This was a subject I was a little more aware of.)

Himeko smiled ruefully.  “Both,” she admitted.  “I don’t blame any of our classmates for getting a little stressed and worried, these are some of the most important results of our lives.  But I still think some of them are getting too stressed and worried, if they’re really that concerned then they should have put more effort in before now!”

I refrained from commenting on that.  I had mixed feelings about some of Japan’s cram schools and overemphasis on the Entrance Exams.  On the other hand, that didn’t mean some of our classmates hadn’t been a little lackadaisical about their approaches.

“So trying to appear calm and confident all the time is starting to stress me out!” Himeko indulged in some mini-ranting since it was just me.  “You shouldn’t be seeking me out to reassure you, you should have done better in the first place!”

I made a neutral and encouraging sound but Himeko still just pulled herself back and pushed her mask back into place.  “I’m sorry Mamoru,” she replied more pleasantly, “I fear I might have been projecting on to you after one too many poor classmates seeking reassurance.”

“I assume you mean ‘poor’ in the academic sense, and not monetarily?” I countered, trying not to smile a little.

“Mamoru!” Himeko sounded a little scandalized that I would even suggest that, and rightfully so.

“Sorry Himeko, I couldn’t resist.  Especially since most of them aren’t really that bad.  I wouldn’t call them poor students, not after my cousin or Eiko.”

Himeko sighed.  “Alright, you have a point there.  But some of them cracked a little taking the test, and most of those are panicking about how it might have affected their marks.”

“Anything bad?” I asked, suddenly a little more concerned.  The exams had been real pressure cookers in a few ways, if someone had really lost it-

Fortunately, Himeko just shook her head.  “No, mostly just periods of panic where the test taker may have lost time or been shaky on a few sections.  They won’t have scored as high as they should have, but they didn’t lose their minds and simply fill in all the spaces on the sheet either.”

I let out a relieved sigh.  “Oh good, you worried me there for a moment.”

“Imagine how I feel,” she indulged herself in a little more grumbling since I didn’t seem inclined to blame her, “listening to all of them overreacting and losing their minds.”

This time my smile was sympathetic.  At most I was getting some unreasonable hate and jealousy from our classmates since I was mostly confident about my marks.  And even that wasn’t too much.  Don’t get me wrong, there was enough of if hidden beneath the surface that if I went around bragging or trying to rub my confidence in peoples faces I’d probably get beaten up, there was potential for trouble there.  But since I mostly kept quiet and continued to make judicious use of the ’don’t notice me’ talisman there were no real worries on that front.  Himeko on the other hand had made herself approachable, and was regretting that now.

“But I apologize for thinking that must apply to you since it applied to so many other people,” Himeko replied with a small bow in my direction.  “I shouldn’t be blaming you for the sins and problems of others.”

“Eh, you’re not entirely wrong,” I waved the problem away.  “I won’t say I feel no nerves about it, I wish we had the results already.  But even my paranoia only goes so far, and I’ve gotten used to it over the years.  I can still worry about my marks.  But after all this time I feel pretty secure in how I performed and I just can’t get too worked up over them.”

Eighteen years of dominating and breezing through tests had given me a reasonable amount of confidence.  I could still worry, and I did.  The gap between me and the majority of other students was definitely shrinking.  But after all that experience I just couldn’t make mountains out of molehills the way I did with so many of my fears.  It was like being panicked that someone would randomly run me over the next time I walked anywhere.  Sure, it was possible.  And if there was even a hint of evidence something might be up I’d start getting unreasonably worried.  But in the absence of any of that even I couldn’t get too worked up all by myself!

Himeko shook her head ruefully.  “Your mind works in the strangest ways Mamoru.  Okay, I guess I’ll just have to accept this is one of them.”

“I feel like I should be insulted… but I can’t actually argue that one.” It was a pleasant surprise I wasn’t so much more worried and paranoid than everyone else on a subject for a change.

“I hope not,” Eiko insulted me playfully, opening the door to the mansion and popping onto the roof.

“Yeah, not touching that one,” I noted after a few seconds.  Meanwhile Eiko invited herself to join us.

“I just finished my snow exercises with Master Tai,” Eiko continued with unapologetic energy.  “What’s going on today?”

“Are you sure you should be out here Eiko?” I asked, taking in her outfit.  She was in a red hoodie with black sweats today, and it was a little bit damp, presumably from her previous workout.  Heck, she was still a little red in the face from whatever she’d been doing.  I’m sure it had been fine for whatever workout she’d been engaging in, but up on the roof in this weather…

“I’m fine,” Eiko waived the objection away.  “What’s the story?

This will end well, I thought with a mental sigh.  I found it telling that Himeko pulled in a little closer to her friend and quietly positioned her umbrella so that both of them were protected.

“I doubt this will be exciting, or that you’re going to see much,” I said out loud, trying to discourage her gently.  “I’m just continuing my research into using magic to reach space.”

Eiko paused.  “Only you could try and make something like that sound boring Mamoru,” she muttered.

“Yes, it does sound illogical,” Himeko sighed in despair.  “Like ‘it’s only a boring alternate universe, not one of the important ones’ or ‘it’s only technically a demon I’m summoning today, not a dangerous type’.”

“I’d never do that,” my response was instantaneous to that idea!  Whenever anyone started thinking they had a clever idea in regards to demons I wanted to break out into hives.

“Regardless Mamoru, it sounds ridiculous.”

I shot her a mildly annoyed look.  “Okay, I find it exciting.  But we all know I’m a weirdo and I’m going to be getting more out of this than you are.  I can feel the spell and magic, know what’s happening.  You guys are going to be looking around at a whole lot of nothing if you stick around.  I’m glad to have you here, it’ll be boring and cold otherwise, but this should be pretty quiet.” 

“Really?”

I tried not to think too hard about how much skepticism they were showing.  Nothing’s going to explode.  “Really.”

“Alright then,” Himeko made no attempt to hide the fact she was skeptical.

I swear, if I find out this is reverse psychology… I mentally muttered in annoyance, wondering if she was trying to get me to be extra cautious and boring today.  It all seemed so calculated to make sure I’d hope nothing exciting was going to happen today and be extra cautious in my approach.  I didn’t really think that was what Himeko was up to, she’d seen enough of my ‘accidentally’ exciting experiments to earn a little skepticism.  But I couldn’t rule the idea out.

“Anyway,” I said, finishing up a few more lines and then placing an item in the center of the pattern.  “You may as well watch this bit, it’s likely to be the only exciting thing to happen here.”

“What is that Mamoru?” Himeko asked, tilting her head sideways as she looked at the object. It looked like a thin metal box, shaped like a square roughly the size of my fist, with a small bag glued to it.  The fact that the box was starting to light up with a number of mystical sigils, while the bag remained incredibly mundane, only added to its odd appearance.

I held up a hand for silence, focused the mana on the device, and then sent it towards orbit.

“Whoa!” Eiko jumped back a step as the arrangement took off, appropriately enough, like a rocket.

Even I whistled softly as I soon lost the small parcel in the clouds.  “Wow,” I noted with a touch of respect, “that was even quicker than I expected.  Maybe I should have included a speedometer along with the altimeter.”

Himeko maintained a much more blasé pose, but I was just close enough to have noticed how much her hands had tightened on the umbrella.  “That did seem even quicker than last time,” she noted.  “But Mamoru, what was that?”

I hesitated a few moments.  I was a little embarrassed and not quite sure how to explain.

“Mamoru?”

I sighed.  “Remember a while back when I discussed talisman creep?”

Himeko paused a moment.  “After you finished your staff?  I don’t remember you calling it that, but I take your meaning.”

“I don’t,” Eiko inserted in confusion, finally giving up on trying to spot the package again.

“When Mamoru talked about the bad habit wizards have of not knowing when to stop with their talismans,” Himeko prompted her friend.  “How they tend to make their creations a step or two fancier or better than they need to.”

“Yeah, give a mage free reign and they tend to spend a day or two make precision carved chopsticks out of the best hardwood instead of carving a pair out of a twig with a knife in ten minutes,” I puffed out a breath in exasperation at the habit.

“Okay…” Eiko nodded, remembering the event but not getting what I was driving at.

“That… was a little overengineered,” I half-confessed, glancing back up at the sky.

This time Himeko allowed herself a sigh, both at my actions and my reluctance to admit that.  “Mamoru, what did you do?”

“It’s not badly too far,” I temporized.  “It really did have to be almost that sophisticated.”

“Sophisticated in what way?”

“Well,” I glanced skyward again, as if that would somehow save me.  “After last time I had that breakthrough with mana networking.  After a while I realized lifting something into space with a ground-based spell was still possible… but there might be a more efficient solution.”

“I’m not going to like this, am I?”

“It’s not that bad,” I protested.  “It’s just that… well… I basically wired today’s test platform to the mana network itself.”

Himeko frowned a little and pursed her lips in thought.  “Isn’t that unsafe?” she asked after a moment.

“No!  Of course not!” I protested.  “There’s… alright, it’s an experiment so I shouldn’t be so definite.  But there shouldn’t be any way that thing should go catastrophically wrong.  I could see the whole thing burning up in a worst-case scenario, but that’s about as bad as it could realistically get.  And unless there’s a really weird way everything’s going to react upon reaching another layer of the atmosphere I can’t see it going that badly.”

“Weren’t you the one trying to reassure us nothing could go wrong?” Eiko asked sarcastically.

“And it won’t,” I replied firmly.  “Probably.”

Eiko snickered.

“Look,” I rolled my eyes.  “It’s still an experiment.  There’s a reason I’m using a small-scale model in a relatively light test rather than jumping all the way to a full-sized prototype.  Maybe there is still something that could go wrong.  Essentially this is going to be testing how well the mana transmission is going to work on its way to Earth orbit.  There’s a lot of unknowns there.  Difference in pressure, temperature, possible exposure to more radiation… I don’t think any of that’s going to cause some sort of catastrophic reaction, but I can’t rule it out. We’re a long way from an orbital elevator here.”

“Wait, what?” Eiko looked at me askance.

I sighed.  “Like I said, I overengineered this one,” I couldn’t quite meet her eyes, “I probably should have put a step or two in between, but that’s basically version 0.0001 of an orbital elevator.  A simple platform to lift men and materials into space a lot more cheaply and easily than the current models.”

I frowned as I heard a small thud somewhere and immediately looked around, half expecting it to have been some sort of unforeseen failure and that was the talisman rapidly returning to Earth.  Fortunately, it just seemed like it was some heavy snow falling off the roof.

“That thing?” Eiko asked skeptically, her look simply screaming ‘are you pulling my leg?’

I shrugged.  “I said it was version zero, right?  But yeah.  If everything goes according to plan it should be able to lift itself right out of Earth’s gravity well using a simple spell and the direct connection to the network.  And since the spell itself is tuned and engraved onto the talisman as well it should be highly efficient.”

Eiko still looked skeptical.

“Look, it’s not strong enough to lift much more than itself, the altimeter, and an emergency parachute, but the concept is still sound.”

“I’m sure it is Mamoru,” Himeko interrupted me hastily.  “But I wasn’t so worried about that.  It took me a little to figure it out, but isn’t that an unsafe connection to the mana network?  Like leaving an unprotected terminal in a computer network while everything else has antivirus software and firewalls?”

I opened my mouth, thought a few moments, and then shut it again.  Shit.

“Not quite,” I temporized, not wanting to admit how much of a point she had.  “It’s a little better than that, since every other point on the network still has precautions against intrusion, even internally.  But yes, it is more of a weak point than the others.  I should make sure to toughen those protections in the future.”

Himeko nodded.  “You’ve constantly compared your mana network to a computer one, and Kameiko’s been teaching me a little too.  And if there’s one thing that’s been drilled into my head constantly, it’s that you shouldn’t leave any access points unsecured.”

“This isn’t quite the same… but the whole point is that this is supposed to be an experiment.  If I find out there are some spirits that live in the stratosphere who’d love an opportunity like this I’m going to feel a little embarrassed.”

That was unlikely, but not impossible.  Drawing power from the network wouldn’t be as simple as touching the talisman.  But, just like with computer systems, proximity would equal access.  As embarrassing as this was, and it was fairly embarrassing, I was still glad to have this pointed out to me before I expended too much time and effort on a more advanced prototype.

“I’ve also got the equivalent of administrator access,” I added hastily.  “So overriding and fixing any such problems wouldn’t be an issue.”

Yeah, right.  My conscience noted sarcastically.  I could do it.  But unlike in computing that would require as much hardware rebuilding as software.  In a worst case scenario I’d have to physically engage in a number of quick changes and remodels on the mana reservoir and other collectors themselves.  And even in an ordinary case it would be a lot closer to a mystic duel in order for me to block someone’s access or wrest control back.  Mana networking was similar to computing, but definitely not the same.

“But it’s something to consider over the long run,” I continued, trying not to let any of those thoughts show.  “It’s safe enough today since this is one test where I’m monitoring everything.  A more permanent and long-term version, something that’s supposed to actually lift stuff into orbit consistently over time, that could actually be a problem.  Something like that would provide someone plenty of opportunity to try and manipulate an even better mana network connection.  I’d better add that to the list.”

I matched word to deed and took out my cellphone, struggling with it in the unpleasant weather to add a few notes.  Better to find out and start thinking about this now than five models down the line when I’ve got to undo or redo a bunch of legacy work, I reflected.  But, please Aoth, let’s not have anything happen to this one?  I don’t want to have to do that much work on the network itself now of all times!

Eiko smirked.  “How much are you panicking?”

“I’m not!”

“Mamoru, you only try to appear this calm when somethings gone wrong,” Himeko noted almost playfully.

“Yeah, normally you’re babbling about all the things that could go wrong,” Eiko needled me.

I hid my face and tried not to blush.  Damn it, that’s a point.  They were overexaggerating of course, but in retrospect my attempt to brush the problem off this much was a bit of a tell.

“Seriously Mamoru, how bad is it?”

I sighed, trying not to dig myself in any deeper.  “Not bad,” I replied a little more honestly.  “As a one-time thing with a prototype it’s fine, any real worry is my paranoia rearing its head again.  As a long-term model?  That would be pretty bad.  Pretty much the mystic equivalent of password locking a series of passenger planes with the password being password123.”

“It’s depressing how often that really happens,” Himeko murmured.

I shrugged.  “And I’d like to avoid it in the future.  But today it should be okay.  Even in the worst case, a dumb action movie, the gods-obviously-hate-me scenario, it shouldn’t be too hard to backlash a spell through the network and destroy the prototype.  But trying that with a building sized platform carrying people and cargo to orbit?  Not a great option.  The amount of power and skill required to do it would be prohibitive.  Not to mention the loss of the platform and whoever and whatever would be on it.  Today I’d be losing an altimeter and a primitive parachute cemented on to the prototype.  In the real world it would probably be billions of yen worth of equipment and the lives of some pretty important people.”

“No, you’re not ambitious at all,” Himeko murmured again, a little more clearly this time and with a smile.

“Yeah, that sounds more like the Mamoru overthinking and paranoia I expected,” Eiko agreed.

“Said the woman freezing to death on a roof!” I shot back lamely, feeling a little oversensitive about the oversight and how much they were harping on about it.

I wasn’t entirely lying though.  Eiko was dressed too lightly for sedate conditions like this, and I was pretty sure she’d been sweaty before coming up here.  Now that the physical exertion had worn off and she’d been sedate for a bit, she was starting to get a bit twitchy and shiver in place.  There was even a hint of blue around the corner of her lips.

She still grinned back at me.  “Nice comeback.”

“That doesn’t make it untrue Eiko,” Himeko chided her.  “You really should go in and change.  There’s nothing to see out here.”

“Oh please,” she shot back, “you’re still staying out here, and Mamoru’s got the magic circle still.”

“That’s just an emergency backup plan,” I noted quickly.  “A way to retrieve the prototype if something goes wrong.  The actual spells are on the talisman, it should be self-sufficient and this the first safety precaution.”

Himeko nodded approvingly.  “Well thought out.”

“Thank you.”  I tried to at least take sensible precautions when running experiments.  That was why missing such a big potential problem with the mana networking had rankled.

Eiko rolled her eyes.  “So why are you on the roof Hime?”

“Because someone needs to make sure Mamoru’s safe and monitored,” she answered serenely.

“And it’s not because you think something interesting might happen?  Or you want to be distracted from Hiro and your exams?”

Himeko twitched.  “Go change Eiko,” she ordered more firmly.

“Fine, fine,” Eiko turned irritably to the access door and abruptly threw it open.

I was surprised by her submitting so quickly, in a way her annoyance was just as obvious a shield as my forced calmness a minute ago.  She must have been getting really cold.  But not even that was as much of a shock as Mr. Meiko stumbling onto the roof when Eiko opened the door so suddenly!

The elder Meiko showed a moment of surprise but quickly reassumed his iron poker face.  “Daughter,” he nodded at Himeko calmly and straightened up, trying to pretend he hadn’t obviously been listening at the door.

“Father!” Himeko protested with a little less equanimity while Eiko and I stared in shock.

“Do not shout.”

“Why shouldn’t I?” Himeko replied, calming down only a little.  “I promised Mamoru this would be okay.  I only got him to do it here rather than at the school because it seemed like a safer option, less chance of accidents or discovery.  Now I’ve got to explain away my own father listening at the door like a spy!?”

Beat me to it, I admitted mentally.  I’d only been a few seconds behind her in raising similar objections.

I don’t know if it was for better or for worse that there was a discreet cough from the doorway.  A quick glance revealed that Eiko’s father was primly poised on the other side, the clear implication that he’d also been there for a while.

“Well then, that’s your mistake, isn’t it?” Mr. Meiko responded calmly, ignoring all the snow falling around him and sticking to the high-quality suit he was wearing.

“Father!”

“Himeko,” Mr. Meiko responded without apology, “you’re being silly.  Of course we’re going to keep an eye on your friend and what he’s doing.”

“By listening at the door!?”

“That, I admit, was a bit foolish,” Mr. Meiko acknowledged without shame.  “When I returned home and found out you were all up to something on the roof I stopped by to listen in for a few seconds.  I then got distracted and fascinated by what was going on and stayed much longer than I should have, forgetting where I was and what I was doing.”

Despite everything, Eiko and I couldn’t help sharing a glance behind Himeko’s back.  Like father, like daughter was clear in our eyes.

“You cannot think that was proper.”

“No,” Mr. Meiko admitted a little gravely, “I cannot.  And for that I do apologize.”  He leveled a token but sincere bow in our direction.  “However daughter, you cannot deny you are being a bit foolish too.”

I think we all saw Himeko just barely bite back half a dozen emotionally charged responses to that.

“You and your friend have only a limited right to privacy when you do things like this on our grounds,” Mr. Meiko lectured his daughter reasonably.  “You obviously should not expect your father snooping at the door, that is too much.  However, staff and security are going to discreetly monitor such situations from a polite distance.  First, propriety must be maintained.”

He gave his daughter a stern but level glare.  “I do not believe you would do anything inappropriate, but that is the surest way for rumors to start.  Especially with your friend’s supernatural powers in play.  You should be thankful for Eiko’s efforts in guarding your reputation after that little incident with your workout.  When the Watanabe boy is involved as well, witnesses will be paramount.”

Himeko flushed and reluctantly looked away.  I felt a pang of sympathy for her, this was a weird mirror to her pointing out the mana network security problem earlier.  Himeko knew this, she’d taken steps to protect Eiko’s reputation the first time we’d used the Meiko gym.  The fact that her father felt he had to point this out to her had to be very embarrassing.

“And the second point is security and safety,” Mr. Meiko continued, crossing his arms across his chest.  The fact he managed to come off so stern and reasonable despite the clumps of snow that were starting to stick to him was a testament to his poise.  I didn’t think he could pull it off much longer, the snow was starting to mount up a little much in places, but it was impressive he could manage as much as he had.

“We oversee how many people on this estate Himeko?  We are responsible for all of them, and their safety.  I know your friend would not and will not deliberately endanger them, but that doesn’t mean he has free reign to conduct whatever experiments he wants without at least token monitoring.  Especially when they’re actual experiments.  Something could go amiss and the safety of the staff is paramount.”

I winced a little to hear him put it like that.  He’s not wrong, I admitted grudgingly to myself.  Now that everything was out in the open like this my security and privacy weren’t as important.  I still had plenty of my own objections and counterarguments on the subject, I wasn’t just going to let the Meikos do whatever they decided without debate.  But it wasn’t black and white either, I needed to acknowledge they had the right and reason to at least do the basics.

So did Himeko.  “Yes father,” she admitted hanging her head a little.

Mr. Meiko simply nodded.  “Good.  We’ll all have to discuss this a little more later.”  He then turned to the two of us.  “Eiko-san, please go back in the house and change before you freeze to death.  Matsuda-san…” for the first time he paused a little.

“I do not want to disrupt your experiment,” he continued politely.  “But please talk to me or my wife and set up some ground rules before you do this again.  I understand Himeko’s intention, and I fully support it.  But it is no longer her place to go that far purely on her own authority.”

I bowed towards him, eager to get this over with.  “Of course, Meiko-sama.”

Having said and done that, Mr. Meiko favored me with a small smile.  “I must admit, I see my daughter’s point.  It is one thing to hear her claim you’re just a scientist experimenting with magic, it’s another to hear you discussing the mechanics of that actual experimentation, all with an eye towards boosting humanity’s presence in space!”

“Uh… thanks?” I noted uncertainly.

“Tell me,” Mr. Meiko continued, a hint of a familiar spark in his eye, “are you really planning on building a magically powered space elevator?”

“Planning might be too strong a word,” I replied helplessly.  As I did, I looked around and Eiko managed to catch my eye from just inside the doorway.  When she noticed I’d seen her, she mouthed the words ‘Space Otaku’ in as exaggerated a manner as possible.  Her own father shot her a slightly disapproving look as he caught her doing so, but I noticed he didn’t disagree or tell her off.

Ah, something else that runs in the family, I realized, recognizing this as a lesser and more controlled mirror of Himeko’s fascination with magic.  It was tempered by a lot of other things: experience, age, knowledge, and who knew what else.  There was no way Mr. Meiko would ever let it dominate him even as much as Himeko let hers dictate her actions.  But it was still there.

Still, it wasn’t like it took a lot to get me talking about my obsessions either.

“I’m experimenting with it as a practical alternative,” I continued.  “One of the most sensible ways to use magic in modern society.  I don’t know if it will work.  I don’t even know if a space elevator’s even the best option.  I’m also looking into…”
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There were a lot of things for me to be legitimately stressed about in early February.

Sure, marks had come out.  And, surprise surprise, I’d done extremely well.  That just meant I was booked into Tokyo U’s entrance exams in about another week.  And while I was pumped at my progress, and to be on the cusp of a huge leap forward, it was stressful as hell.  On top of that I had Valentine’s Day worries coming up. Yeah, the situation with Himeko had clarified, I was expecting giri chocolate and nothing else from her this year, but recent awkwardness with Eiko had left me a little twitchy.  I didn’t think she was going to try anything excessive… but the one-two sucker punch of Himeko and Hiro’s relationship combined with the push to find someone for Valentines Day meant that I couldn’t rule it out.  The fact I wasn’t 100% sure what I’d do in that case didn’t make things any better. In my head I knew it would be a bad idea.  I also knew that if she tried something straight out of a teenaged boy’s fantasy, like waiting for me naked in my bedroom, I’d probably do something stupid too.  It wasn’t likely, to put it mildly, but between my paranoia and the season I wasn’t sure it was actually impossible.

(I figured it was slightly more possible than the ‘take me, take me now’ scenario I’d presented to my grandfathers, but not by much.  I knew that if I tried talking to them about it that way they’d… well, they’d try to keep straight faces.  But they wouldn’t succeed.)

Combine that with worrying about the problems Himeko and Eiko were facing on Valentine’s Day (Shinji for Eiko and the horde of rabidly delusional fans for Himeko), how my family were going to react to my testing situation, a few magical experiments I wanted to run while I still had lab access, actual high school final exams, and I was struggling not to turn into an explosive bundle of nerves.

One thing I had not been worrying about was Sato Gota.  So of course he ambushed me on my way back to school after collecting mana from the Meikos.  And I mean that literally, the first I knew of anything was when I was abruptly yanked into an alley and realized someone was dragging me further away from the street.

“Mph!” I went as I felt a hand slip over my mouth.

“Chill out, Matsuda-san,” an unfortunately familiar voice whispered before I had time to switch into panic mode and do something dramatic.  “I just want to talk.”

Thankfully Sato let me go immediately after that, and also backed off a few steps to give me some room.  I meanwhile grabbed my chest and tried to restore my shattered nerves, my heart was going a hundred kilometers an hour and Sato had just barely avoided being smashed physically or magically.  I wouldn’t have done either of them well you understand, it would have been quick and violent flailing around in either case.  But I would have done it, and it was only the quick turn around time and my indecision over what the hell to do that had let him escape.

(Well, in all likelihood he could have easily handled my physically.  But if I’d been nuts and gone with magic that would have been a different story!)

After gasping for air for a few moments I turned back to him and hissed “you insane bastard, what the hell?!”

I also shot a dirty glance at my warning bracelet, which still remained silent.  Granted, that probably just meant Sato had intended me no actual harm, but I couldn’t seriously consider that in the moment.

“I need you to run some tests for me, and I didn’t want to be spotted.”

I stared at him for a good twenty seconds, too stunned to come up with anything to say.  I didn’t even know where to start!  The sheer gall, and illogic, and after all he’d already done to me… suddenly blasting him back down the alley with magic and then walking away was starting to look good!

“You…” I goggled at him incredulously, mouth wide open.

“Come on Mam-san, you owe me.”

“I owe you!!!” I replied.  The sheer shock and disbelief I felt at that statement meant my voice was rising to such a pitch that dogs in a three-block radius were probably covering their ears.  The good news was that tone didn’t carry too well, so we didn’t attract any more attention.  The bad news was that I suspected it was somehow going to get worse.

Seconds later Sato verified my suspicion.  “Of course you do.  I haven’t revealed how competent you are.  I kept quiet about how good you really are in a crisis and how sneaky you are.  I could tell that to the world any time.”

I just looked at him, mouth agape.  I couldn’t even get the words out.  That’s what you’re trying to threaten me with!?!?

(To be fair to him, if I hadn’t been hiding so much more that might not have been a bad threat.  Given what he could have been blackmailing me with in a true worst-case scenario, and how relieved I was that this was all he could come up with, it didn’t even get a second look.)

“So come on Mam-san,” he slapped me on the shoulder, suddenly all smiles again.  “Do me this favor, put in a few hours work, and we’ll be all even.”

“Fuck you!” I said feelingly, spinning around on my heel and storming off.  I got about three steps away before I spun back on my heel to shout some more.  “Don’t you dare even think about asking me for anything else ever again!  Don’t even come near me again you arrogant, idiotic, piece of worthless shit!”

I’d turned around again to angrily stomp off but I stopped when I heard Sato’s now tired voice report.  “There are lives at stake.”

I stood there for a long few seconds, gritting my teeth and fighting the urge to stamp my feet like an angry toddler.  I wanted to scream, pound the alley walls, punch Sato Gota’s stupid face!

But this time he had my number.  I couldn’t.  Despite everything, I had just a hint too much respect for Sato to assume he was lying.  And if there was even a chance he was telling the truth I couldn’t just walk away.

This time Sato remained silent.  He just let me stand there, tense as a board and clenching my fists so hard my nails threatened to pierce my palms.  After nearly a minute I finally got control of myself enough to force myself to turn around and face him.

This time I didn’t say anything, didn’t give him any openings.  My furious face simply challenged him to back up his words.

For Sato’s part, he’d dropped the act.  He was still as flashy as ever.  He still looked more like he was a member of a boy band rather than a serious reporter, this time the highlights of his bleached hair were an almost metallic indigo.  But he also looked tired and serious.

He held out a jar of liquid.  “I need an analysis run on this water,” he told me bluntly.  “I need to know just what’s in it and how dangerous it is to the general public, and I need to know now.”

A petty and angry part of me wanted to slap the jar out of his hand, smash it against the alley wall.  Teach him a lesson about his arrogant stupidity.  And that part of me kept me from immediately agreeing.  But I still stood there, listening.

Sato seemed to read me pretty well.  “Look Mamoru-san, I know I overstepped.  And for that I apologize,” he matched deed to word with a quick but deep bow that dipped almost to his knees.  But he didn’t waste any time in straightening up and continuing either.  “But right now I might be on the trail of something dangerous, something that could get people killed.  I don’t have the time or budget to be nice or try and go through official channels. That means I’ll do whatever it takes to get this stuff analyzed.  Will you help me?”

Fuck.

“ ‘Whatever it takes’ is a pretty shitty way to try and live your life,” I noted as I grudgingly reached out and took the glass jar from him.  I was not encouraged by the way my warning bracelet started faintly twitching.

“I do what needs to be done,” he replied unrepentantly.  “If it saves lives, I can live with that.”

“So, the ends justify the means?”  I tried to let neither respect or condemnation into my eyes as I said that, mostly because I was torn between both emotions.  “And how many of your targets had that opinion in one way or another?”

Sato said nothing, just continued to stare at me stubbornly.

I sighed.  “Whatever. Let’s go.”

***

Sato broke off about half a block from the school, saying he’d meet me at my lab and then ducking down the back way.

I sighed again as he quickly vanished down a corner.  I’d ask how he knew which was my lab, I reflected.  But that would be pretty stupid.  It wasn’t like it was a great secret, with all the research he’d done already he had to have learned about it.  And if he was coming to ask me to do some chemical analysis (as a favor!) it only made sense that he’d at least checked his notes on the subject.

As tempted as I was to try and run away, quickly duck somewhere different and then use magic to try and escape home, I instead sucked it up and continued back to the school.

Once I was past the gates I was immediately accosted by someone else.

>Matsuda-san, we have an intruder,< Sensei-san reported in my head.

I heaved yet another huge sigh, this seemed to be the day for them.  This was something else I hadn’t anticipated.  I muttered under my breath “I assume it’s Sato Gota?” trusting the kami to hear me.

>Correct.<

This is going to go well, I reflected with a mixture of depression and bitterness.  I didn’t want Sato anywhere near me.  How the hell was Sensei-san going to react and could I convince them otherwise with a straight face?

“Sensei-san,” I said carefully.  “I apologize for this, but could you please excuse his presence in the school this time?”

>Matsuda-san!< Sensei-san’s mental voice sounded a little shocked and scandalized.

“I know, I know!” I hissed angrily.  “I hate it too!  It was up to me I’d let you put the bastard in detention for the next five hundred years!”

Careful with that, the back of my mind poked me none too gently.  Sensei-san might take that sort of comment seriously if I wasn’t careful, and I didn’t quite mean it.  Honestly, if Sensei-san could have compelled Sato to attend detention at the school after school hours for the next year or two I was still angry enough I might have agreed to it.  And in not too many years time the school’s kami might be able to do so.  Encouraging them to think that way could be dangerous.

“But this is different,” I continued quickly if bitterly, “this is something important.  He says he’s doing an investigation that will save lives.”

Sensei-san paused, but it wasn’t an encouraging pause.

I sighed and tried putting it in terms the kami of a school, who wouldn’t feel as obligated to save random human lives as most people, would support.  “It’s my duty as a student to uphold the community and the public good,” I half-babbled, trying to get the words right.  “That means I have to suck it up and work with him this time, even if I don’t want to.”

That got through to them.  >Well…< Sensei-san was clearly reluctant >if it’s for the public good…<

“That’s what he says,” I puffed a little as I was angrily taking the stairs three at a time.  Another thought occurred to me as I passed the second floor.  “Frankly, if he’s lying, I’d love to pay him back for his shit.  And that’s going to be easier if he’s here.  And if you’re doing it for legitimate crimes.”

What did I just say about being careful?  My subconscious practically wailed.  I was still pretty pissed at Sato Gota, he’d hit a number of buttons when I was already stressed and wound up.  That didn’t excuse me potentially corrupting a kami in an attempt to get back at him.  I already knew I’d regret saying this when I calmed down, worry about it for ages, but I still did it.

>I see< Sensei-san replied, whole layers of subtlety in their tones.

I nodded as I turned a corner towards the lab.  “Yes,” I muttered softly, “if he’s actually doing something good I’m all for giving him a shot.  If he’s lying, doing it here and now he’s only digging his own grave.”

>Very well Matsuda-san,< the school’s kami replied, sounding satisfied, >special permission granted.<

A few seconds later Sato appeared out of nowhere as I stalked up to the lab door.  “Do you often talk to yourself?” he asked with a returning trace of his usual insouciance.

“Only when I’m trying not to be angry enough to kill someone,” I replied darkly, unlocking the lab door.  He must have ducked inside one of the other classrooms, but which one? I wondered absently.  And people call me a ninja!

Sato just smirked and followed me in to the lab area uninvited.  I in turn didn’t bother restraining my huge sigh at that, not bothering to hide how I felt as I put the jar of water on the main lab table and starting to set up some equipment.

As I ran through the huge list of potential tests in my head, trying to triage them as sensibly as possible, I asked “I don’t suppose you could give me some clue to what I’m looking for here?”

“Sorry Matsuda-san,” this time he did sound a little apologetic despite the obvious amusement, “I don’t want to prejudice you or risk you missing anything.  You have to do this on your own.”

I ground my teeth a little, but that was mostly due to how much I was already annoyed.  That one was honestly pretty fair, under normal circumstances I doubted I would have objected.  Unfortunately, as peeved as I still was at Sato and the entire situation it just rankled a little more to admit he was right.

Instead I forced myself to gather some equipment sensibly and carefully, instead of grabbing a whole armful of it and dumping it on the table in a futile attempt to hurry things along.  “Fine,” I said a little forcefully, trying not to slam the beakers too hard, “but don’t complain when this…”

I trailed off and looked at him askance as I realized he was setting up a camera to cover the front of the room.

“… what are you doing?”

“Photographic evidence,” he reported.  “I want to make sure this is properly documented so I can shove it in everyone’s faces if they hesitate.  That way they’re not going to be able to claim I’m faking it or just got things wrong.”

I growled and angrily returned to fetching the equipment, oh great, now I’ve got to do this under camera pressure on top of everything else!  I was supposed to be between tests for the one time this month, where the hell did this come from?

Of course, the reason I was whining inside my head instead of throwing Sato’s camera out the window was because I could see his point.  I didn’t completely believe it.  But, at the same time, it was hard to argue against it.  When I’d analyzed the air sample and submitted my results I hadn’t gone any further than the Student Council.  And even then I’d double checked everything and had Himeko in my corner!  If Sato was really serious about this, and I wouldn’t have gone this far if I wasn’t willing to believe he might be, documenting my steps and procedures in this fashion really did make sense.

After a few more trips to the supply cabinet and quickly sketching out a checklist I figured I was ready to begin.  The basic tests to determine if there was anything there, and if it was enough to start getting excited about, wouldn’t be that hard.  If there was something there, and I needed to find out just what the substances were, that could take me all night.

Especially if I didn’t want to reveal my magic to the world just yet.  I shot another sour glance at the camera.  I’m going to have to watch out for that, I reflected.  I didn’t use magic in the lab out of habit, especially not for something conventional like this, but I’d gotten used to having it as one more tool in my toolkit.  Recording me might be necessary, but it made casting any spells to skip over some steps look awfully chancy.

I sighed and went to get my lab coat.  Which might be for the best, I admitted to myself begrudgingly, if I didn’t have that thing there to remind me, I might be tempted.  And then there’d be hell to pay later on when someone asked just how the hell Sato Gota got his results that quickly.

“A monogrammed lab coat?” Sato couldn’t help but smirk a bit as I returned to the lab bench.

I barely managed to bite back an acidic response, I very much appreciated my birthday gift from the girls.  I only stopped because I decided I didn’t need that being splashed all over the internet.

I still felt compelled to add “Do you have to be here?” in a surprisingly bitter tone.

“Sorry Matsuda-san,” he responded with a bare hint of sympathy, “I need to keep an eye on you and make sure the testing is bulletproof.”

“If you really wanted that you wouldn’t be depending on a high schooler in his lab,” I muttered in annoyance.

“What was that?”

I decided not to repeat myself.  Instead, in a slightly more normal voice, I noted “this is going to take hours if we’re lucky.  Are you sure you don’t want to give me any more clues?”

“Thorough testing is more important than that, go get to it.”

Muttering a half dozen obscenities under my breath, I turned to the water sample and got to work.

***

The next few hours were not fun.  Running tests while Sato Gota watched me was not my idea of a good time, especially when I was far from certain what I was doing.

To give Sato credit, he really was just a watcher.  By the third hour most people would have felt compelled to have spoken up a little, made at least a few attempts at small talk to fill the awkwardness and silence.  Not Sato though, he patiently watched and let me work as best he was able, recording everything along the way.

Well, almost everything.  I did not want to be there all night so I did find a way to cheat a little.  On occasion, usually when a reaction was running and I had plenty of room to maneuver, I would lean down a little behind the main lab bench like I was reaching for something and then quietly cast a spell out of sight of both him and his camera.  Nothing major, nothing too intensive, usually simple little spells to catalyze the reactions and processes a little bit better to have them complete faster and more completely.

It wasn’t until I had a few small piles of components that I gave in and quietly cast a detection spell, hoping to narrow down what I was looking for.  That way I could ‘luckily’ chose the right tests first and stumble onto the results quicker, rather than running through a bunch of negatives first as I ruled stuff out.

The results I got back surprised me.

“What the- “ I muttered softly.  I grabbed a small test tube of products and looked at it in shocked confusion.  That can’t be right, can it?

“Found something?” Sato asked, finally re-entering the picture based on my comment.

“I- “ I immediately checked my first response and hurriedly tried to edit it to remove any hint of the spell.  “I suspect- I don’t know,” I carefully emphasized, “but I suspect this has some… surprising products.”

“Come on Matsuda-san, don’t leave us in suspense.”

“It’s still just a hunch,” I shook my head in negation, “I need a few more tests.”  I quickly began reorganizing the lab bench some more.

I might have cast the spell wrong, I reflected with a small frown.  That can’t be it.  I had a sneaking suspicion it was though, Sato had been desperate enough to bring this to me for a reason.  And my warning bracelet, which had been a faint and occasional companion on my wrist ever since I’d grabbed the jar of water, had started to amp up its efforts.  I was suddenly very glad I’d taken reasonable precautions so far.

Still, maybe it was time to turn it up a notch.  I already had on my lab coat, safety goggles, and gloves.  But if I was right, and didn’t want to need a ‘detoxify’ spell, I needed to get more serious.

I frowned and started to add a few more pieces of protective equipment, slightly heavier gloves that I taped around the edges followed by a proper breathing mask.

“You’ve found something?” Sato asked eagerly.

“Maybe,” I answered, getting deadly serious as I put on a plastic hood and made sure all the edges connected.

“Come on,” he wheedled me.

I remained silent, returning to the lab bench and carefully coaxing out a few milligrams of product from the test tube.  Alright, what’s the best way to test this?

After a few moments I decided my pride wasn’t worth anything.  “Sato-san, I can’t operate a touch screen with these gloves on.  Do me a favor and pull up thallium on your phone.”

“Thallium?” I was a little worried that Sato sounded surprised at that one.  He didn’t question it though, immediately pulling out his phone and starting to punch stuff in.

I could tell when he’d found it by the small whistle he let out.  “Whew, this is nasty stuff.  Arsenic’s cousin, huh?”  He suddenly hissed at something he read.  “Hair loss, that would explain it.”

“What aren’t you telling me?” I asked sharply.

“Nothing.”

Whatever power my glare had was muted by all the protective equipment.

“I brought this stuff to you for a reason,” he said more somberly.  “I think you might be on to something.”

“Read out what you’ve got,” I told him, in full, serious mode myself now.  “I need to make sure I’ve got everything right if I’m truly finding this much thallium out in the real world.”

For once Sato Gota dutifully complied, quickly giving me the basic specs, stats, and history on thallium, presumably reading out an internet article.  I quickly moved to start testing my suspicion.

Let’s cross off the basics, shall we?  I thought as Sato continued to narrate.  Most of it wasn’t terribly useful, or stuff I already knew, but it did remind me of one, reasonable point.

“Sato?  Dumb question here, does your phone have recording abilities?”

Sato didn’t even bother to answer that, just giving me an amused look.  It would have been unusual to find someone in Japan who didn’t have a cellphone with recording abilities, let alone a self-styled guerilla reporter.

“Right,” I said as I lit the Bunsen Burner.  “That’s what I figured.  I think we’re going to need a highly zoomed in focus on the burner here.  I don’t have too much material to work with, and I don’t want to waste any of it.  And making sure we’ve got a clear record of this is going to be good.”

To Sato’s credit, he didn’t ask and questions.  He just came in close and held the phone barely half an arm’s length away from the flame.

“You might want to back up and zoom a little,” I noted, too concerned to be amused.  “If my hunch is right you don’t want any of this stuff near you.”

Sato smirked a little, assuming (rightly) that I was being a bit paranoid, but he did follow my suggestion.  He backed off about two arm lengths away from the table and assumed a pose that let him easily hold his phone steady.

I ignored that in favor of carefully placing a clean white background behind the flame.  Then, ever so carefully, I inserted a little of the products from the water into the flame.

It burned bright green.

“Fuck,” I said feelingly, “thallium.”

“Are you sure?” Sato asked eagerly.

His enthusiasm was a bucket of water to my face.  “No,” I admitted, walking around so that I could see his phone too.  He intuited my intention and rewound the recording.  “This is far from a definitive test.  I’m doing this quickly in a high school lab and I might be misreading things.  But this…”

Sato held out his phone to me, having froze the image where it showed the product burning green.

“This is a pretty bad sign,” I admitted.  “From the sound of things, I need to focus on thallium and run a few more tests as backup.  That stuff is dangerous.  If the products from the jar are even half thallium salts then I think there’s enough in there to kill a guy.”

“That’s what I was afraid of,” Sato answered grimly.

I gave him an angry glance, but it was diluted by the fact that my anger was no longer entirely at him.  “You want to give me a clue what I’m dealing with here?  Now that I’ve got the basics and really think there’s a threat?”

“Not everything, there could still be more in there,” Sato said reluctantly.

I glared at him angrily.  “Sato- “

“Look,” he interrupted me.  “I don’t completely know.  And even if I did I wouldn’t want to tell you for fear of prejudicing everything.  But I got reports of workers at a certain plant known for cutting corners getting sick.  I did some investigating and realized there was something there, an awful lot of them had started suffering over the last few months.  So I snuck in, started snooping around, and realized that everyone was trying to ignore something had changed in one of their processes recently.  It was somehow a lot cheaper, but the site boss wasn’t letting most people near it.  That water was the waste product, and it wasn’t exactly being stored safely.  How do you think I managed to get some otherwise?”

I frowned and looked towards the jar again.  Industrial processes, eh?  That was slightly better.  But Sato was right; if it was coming up at this concentration, not mention that people were getting sick and he could just waltz in there and get a sample, then things were still pretty bad.

“I figured it might be radiation,” Sato admitted a little sheepishly.  “Some of the workers were starting to lose their hair and that came immediately to mind.”

“Not quite,” I muttered absently.  Thallium was a lot of things, most of them unsafe, but radiation wasn’t one of its problems.

“Wait,” I suddenly turned around to face Sato as it struck me.  “You just handed me a jar of stuff you thought might be radioactive?!”

Sato grinned.  “Well, I did a quick check and I didn’t think it would be very radioactive…”

I shook my head.  “You son of a bitch.”

“This is important Matsuda,” Sato said a lot more seriously.  “I already know of at least three workers who are sick, and I’m pretty sure they’re not disposing of this stuff properly either.  I need to know what we’re dealing with here, and use that to shut these bastards down.”

“See if I ever work for you again,” I muttered under my breath.  But I did it while returning to the lab equipment.  He was right.  I hated to admit it, and I was glad he couldn’t see me flushing in embarrassment at the idea underneath all my protective gear, but he was right.  If someone was really doing something this unsafe and illegal they needed to be stopped.  And if that meant lying to me or getting me to do a few hours worth of tests… well, I wasn’t happy about it.  But I couldn’t argue about the necessity.

I dug in and started doing some heavy chemistry.  Now that I knew what I was looking for I could focus my tests, start working backwards and fine tuning my efforts.   Beakers bubbled, burners flared, and I ruthlessly raided the supply closet for a few chemical reagents to make everything go smoother.  And I thoroughly cataloged and documented each result, doing page after page of calculation to make sure I wasn’t missing anything.  This was serious, and might have to go before a regulatory agency.  I had to make sure everything was accounted for, and I removed magic from the process entirely.

(Well, sort of.  Before we were done my eyes burned and my bladder threatened revolt.  I quietly cast a few spells upon myself to increase my endurance.  I was not going to let this go but I wasn’t going to risk screwing up because I was tired.)

I worked late into the night.  But by the time I was done I was confident I had a pretty complete chemical workup of the contaminants.  There was some other stuff in there, mostly harmless trace elements even if they weren’t anything you’d want in your drinking water.  And there were a few other troubling chemicals, most notably lead, mercury, and good old-fashioned arsenic, but nothing in concentrations that would normally have precipitated this much of a reaction from me.  Nothing good you understand, but nothing strong enough to hit the big red button over.

There was also a whole whack of thallium products, big time.  That was worth hitting the proverbial big red button for!  That little jar hadn’t contained enough thallium to kill Sato, it had contained more than enough to kill the both of us!  When I’d started running the numbers and verified just how bad it was, I’d turned around and started ruthlessly grilling Sato, making sure he hadn’t accidently exposed himself to anything.  Luckily for the both of us he was not an idiot when it came to stuff like this.  He’d worn some basic protection when sneaking around the area (apparently facemasks were excellent for both protecting yourself and concealing your identity) and, according to him, had been cautious and careful enough in collecting his water sample that even I couldn’t fault him.

I still advised him to see a doctor after this was done, make sure he got his blood tested.  Frankly, if I’d had the Meiko medical sensor on me I’d have strapped it to him and seen if it was any good for thallium testing.  I trusted he’d been careful enough to avoid any big, fatal doses.  But if things were that bad there was more than a little chance of some other thallium sources hanging around, drops of water soaking into his skin and the like.  I was about three words away from throwing secrecy out the window and casting a ‘detoxify’ spell on him, this level of thallium was nasty stuff!

Eventually I finally finished triple checking all the numbers and leaned back heavily with a sigh of relief.  It wasn’t whole hearted, this still indicated too much of a threat for me to be happy about it, but I was confident I’d done my part.  I carefully put the mechanical pencil down, tore out the necessary sheets as neatly as I could manage, and handed them to Sato.

“Done,” I reported.  “Here’s a complete breakdown of everything I found in there.  Long story short?  Someone needs to go to jail for this.  Unless you’ve suddenly turned into Lupin there’s no way you should have been able to collect something like this, not unless they were violating a bunch of laws.  I’m pretty sure any process using and creating this many thallium byproducts must be illegal.  And even if it isn’t, that some profit hungry idiots found a loophole to sneak through, byproducts this toxic should have been monitored and contained almost as thoroughly as nuclear waste.  Something isn’t adding up here.”

“Good,” Sato took the pages and carefully put them away with a look of intense satisfaction.  “If I can’t light a fire under the appropriate parties with this then I need to give up my camera.  If you’re right about this then I should be able to get these guys shut down for good.”

“Make sure that you do,” I muttered.  I was still too annoyed and bothered by Sato’s antics to support him wholeheartedly, but I couldn’t deny he was on the right side of things this time.

Sato moved to leave the lab and I moved to start cleaning everything up.  Unlike whoever had started this mess I needed to make sure all the thallium products were disposed of safely!  Luckily our school occasionally did demonstrations using chemicals just as toxic as thallium (always by teachers, and never by students!) so all the necessary supplies were on hand.  I was still going to make sure I did everything right though, and maybe use a spell or two to make sure all surfaces and equipment were thoroughly cleansed and neutralized after the fact.

 Aoth, another day losing more mana than gaining it, I thought in mild disgust at how much I’d used already with more yet to come.  Still, I couldn’t argue it was worth it.  I might have resented it being for Sato Gota given our history, but the cause and reason for it was just.

Sato paused at the door, half in and half out of the lab.  “And Matsuda-san,” he added at the last moment.  “Just skip school today.  You can’t do it and you’ve earned it.”

I frowned at his vanishing back.  What the hell’s that supposed to mean?

>I hope you’re not thinking of taking his advice Matsuda-san,< Sensei-san noted almost immediately after he left.

“No,” I admitted out loud as he left, “I don’t know what he’s talking about.  I mean, it’s only…”

I pulled out my phone and just stood there for a moment in disbelief, staring at the numbers as if willing them to change.  At first I assumed my eyes were blurring and I was seeing the same number multiple times, but soon the truth was evident.

“4:44 am!  What?  How?”  I’d been at this for about twelve hours?!

The damn endurance spells, I suddenly realized.  I’d been so focused on what I was doing I’d lost track of time, and the spells had blocked any of my body’s usual indicators from warning me.  Hunger, tiredness, the simple need to pee, I’d shunted all of them aside.  I hadn’t taken any of that to dangerous levels yet (although I’d better go to the bathroom before I release the spells, I noted uneasily) but it was starting to get up there, and I’d stumbled onto the secondary problem.

But wait, I frowned slightly, surely the staff or the teachers should have-

Sensei-san spoke up again, sounding just a hint embarrassed this time.  >My apologies Matsuda-san.  When it became obvious that man had actually brought in something important, something that a dutiful student should take notice of, I took steps to make sure you could work in peace.  I hid your presence from the rest of the school so you could perform your tests without interruption.<

Aoth damn it, I thought angrily.  I’d subconsciously thought it was still before midnight, that one of the teachers or Himeko would have been angrily knocking at the door if I’d tried to go any later without telling them.  And they would have, I hadn’t actually arranged anything else this time, but Sensei-san had taken care of it.  I couldn’t actually complain, in 20-20 hindsight I still thought it was the right call, but now I’d thoroughly worked myself into a corner.  And I still have to clean this place up!  No way I can half-ass this with all the toxic things I’ve been working with.

I looked at the lab again and after a few moments I sighed heavily.  Alright, cleaning first.  I don’t dare take off all the protective equipment until after that.  Then go to the bathroom and drop the spells.  Then… I guess I’m going to try sleeping at the school for a few hours.

I could now see what Sato had been talking about, I was kind of screwed whatever I did. Even if I’d been willing to miss a day of school it was kind of stupid to do so after the school’s kami had helped me out and already warned me not to do that (and who was dumb enough to awaken the school’s kami in the first place? I thought caustically) But if I went with the stay at school plan, snuck in two or three hours of sleep, rushed out to grab a quick bite to eat from the nearest convenience store, then deployed some spells throughout the day as necessary (probably ‘awake’ again)… I could just barely make it through the day.  Probably.

The joys of being a student, I sighed again at the mere thought of it all as I reluctantly buckled down to start cleaning.  Luckily, I was still a resilient teenager.  I’d have wanted to cry if I was trying this with a decade’s more wear and tear.  As it was, this was stupid but doable.

And with that I got to cleaning, planning my next step, and wondering if I should text Himeko and ask her to bring in a big coffee first thing in the morning!
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Whoever scheduled the Tokyo U exams so close to Valentine’s Day is a sadistic madman, I reflected sourly, taking a look at the gathered chocolates on my desk for the hundredth time.

I drummed my fingers against my desk in annoyance. Valentine’s Day had been nearly a week ago at this point, and I’d finished my Tokyo U exams a day and a half ago. I’d been able to (mostly) ignore the troubling implications of the chocolate in order to focus on my goal but it had been a near thing. Now that I’d had some time to cool down and recover from the experience I had to deal with it.

Lined up next to my computer were three chocolaty gifts. One from Himeko, one from Eiko… and one from Inoue Sakura.

Himeko’s was easy. It was just giri chocolate, plain and simple. Even if I’d somehow maintained any delusions after all this time she’d also shown off what she was giving to Hiro; it was obvious which one of us was the friend and which one was the boyfriend.

Eiko’s was confusing. She said she’d meant it to be giri chocolate too… but it was just a little too much and a little too heartfelt for me to completely brush it aside. I was pretty sure that was just my hormones and wistful thinking getting the best of me, wishing I had some of what Hiro and Himeko had. But that was it, I was only pretty sure. Even after Eiko just telling me it was giri chocolate I had a sneaking suspicion that…

I frowned slightly and looked up at the ceiling. What? What do I suspect? That was the problem, I just didn’t know.

And finally, there was the surprise gift snuck into my locker from Inoue Sakura, the one that I had no context for. It was a nice mid-upper range set of store brought chocolates that had appeared next to my shoes between me returning to the school after the Meiko mansion and then heading home after finishing up in the lab.

Inoue’s beaus had all received the same gift, with a few minor personal touches. And I’d heard she passed on a few slightly lesser gifts to a few other choice guys as tempting but forgivably giri chocolate, most notably Abe Hajime. This wasn’t the same though, this seemed to be almost as major as her current boyfriends. Which begged several big questions.

Needless to say, I welcomed the ring of my phone this time. It was an excuse and a distraction I very much appreciated in the moment. Even if I did have to groan a little when I saw it was the other big Sakura in my life, my cousin Kanoko Sakura, on the other end of the call. I stifled a small sigh and answered, pretty sure I knew what to expect. “Hello?”

“What are you doing helping out Truthseeker?!”

“What? Wait, what?” I blinked a few times in confusion. I’d had to field a literal half dozen calls from my worried relatives so far, checking on me in the wake of the Tokyo U exams. They were concerned about me, even after my grandmothers had provided me with a pre-emptive care package this time! The trend had become so prevalent I’d almost given in and answered the phone with ‘we won’t have the results until March. Don’t worry about it, I did fine.’ This was totally out of left field for me and I was scrambling to keep up!

“Don’t lie to me Mamoru, you’re on his website!”

I frowned and woke up my computer, looking to pull up said website. I couldn’t think what she was talking about. Yes, I’d helped Sato Gota out. And yes, he’d already posted an expose about the thallium poisoning and the bad practices of the company responsible for it. That had gone up days ago. He’d already done a follow up about how quickly they’d been raided and shut down, and about the professional cleanup and contamination crew that was on the site that the government was trying to downplay.

(I suspected more than a hint of hyperbole in that one. But also more than a hint of truth as well. Given all the company behind this had been up to, and the fact this had not been the first flag to show up for them, the authorities were not happy to admit all that they’d missed. Mainstream media had picked up on the original story, but so far no notes on the cleanup.)

On one hand I’d been a little bit disappointed in Sato. Subconsciously I’d been expecting him to take all the information and evidence to the regulatory bodies first and then do the expose. Yes, that was naïve of me. I blamed shock and tiredness. If anyone had straight up asked me at the time “where do you think he’s going to post this information first: the internet or the government?” I’d have gone “oh, shit. He’s going to do one of his articles first, isn’t he?” But I’d been so focused on the job at the time, and getting through the school day after that, that I’d never thought about it.

On the other hand, even I couldn’t deny this had probably cut at least a few hours off the government’s reaction time. I was confident they would have shut these guys down. Heck, I think they’d been less than a month away from doing so even without Sato. Their quick response and additional evidence Sato had dug up suggested there’d already been a file opened up on this company after some of their workers had started coming down sick. They hadn’t figured out thallium poisoning yet, it wasn’t the first thing to come to mind, but that would have been only a matter of time. Similarly, I could easily have seen them needing to immediately run their own tests rather than trusting my results, but I was almost certain those tests would have been very expedited after what I’d provided.

I doubt the extra speed saved any lives, I reflected as my computer got up to speed and I turned to my browser while listening to Sakura fidgeting on the other end of the phone. But I can’t deny it was a good thing. I dislike feeding Sato’s ego, and I’m a little bit worried he risked the company covering things up by doing it this way, but…

I trailed off and frowned as Sato’s site came up. It was just a small thing, one of his casual “oh, also” updates rather than the big, splashy, stories he made sure everyone was aware of; but there were some more follow-ups on the thallium story. Including details about the proof.

With a sick feeling of dread in my stomach, I clicked on that.

I was immediately taken to a multi-hour-long video (offered at default low-quality to avoid too much bandwidth use) of me working in the lab. The one Sato had taken to make sure the work was documented. I started to frantically skip around it as my stomach clenched in panic.

Now, to be fair to Sato: he didn’t actually tell anyone it was me. He’d blurred my head when I was just using relatively light protection and only stopped once I’d switched to the heavier face-concealing stuff. And he’d always taken care to blur my monogrammed name on the lab coat. You couldn’t even tell that’s what it was, if I hadn’t been there in person I’d have assumed I was wearing a nametag and/or company logo or they’d just been a little overzealous with the blur filter (Sato had gone a little large to cover both English and Japanese versions simultaneously). And he’d zoomed in and cropped the picture a little. You could still tell this was a school lab instead of a professional one, there were still too many subtle signs to think otherwise. But given how relatively advanced our labs were you’d have assumed a university or college lab instead of a high school one.

All in all, I couldn’t claim he’d done a bad job concealing my identity. Heck, the reason he’d only released this now probably had a lot to do with all the editing needed to protect it! But my cousin had figured it out. And Sakura was still impatiently waiting my response, barely keeping herself contained.

I licked my lips. “How… I mean why do you think that’s me?” I asked nervously.

Sakura exploded. “Dream on Mamoru! How many giant scientists like that do you think there are? And I saw when the girls gave you that lab coat! I was there!”

I winced, both at the volume and the reminder. Yeah, good luck getting out of that one, I reflected despairingly. “That’s hardly definitive,” I countered. And that might have been a good defense… if it hadn’t sounded so weak or I’d immediately followed it up with a couple of better counters and realistic protests instead of sitting there like a radish.

“Mamoru! You said you hate Truthseeker and now I find out you’re working with him?!” Sakura was starting to sound as shrill as I had at the idea.

“That’s not…” brilliant job there, I noted sarcastically as I started weakly and couldn’t even finish the sentence. Truly, you are a master of deception.

“I’m telling mom,” Sakura stated flatly, clearly pissed with my repeated lame attempts to lie.

“No! Wait!” I sighed deeply. “I do hate the bastard, now more than ever. But he showed up out of nowhere about a week ago, claiming he was desperate and that he needed a sample tested.”

Finally my brain kicked in and I added “his first thought was to try and blackmail me into doing it, stop worshipping this scumbag.”

“I don’t believe you.”

“He did!” I protested hotly. I then remembered just how he’d tried to blackmail me, and the circumstances surrounding that, and abruptly realized I’d better let the matter drop before I ended up explaining to Sakura I’d probably already saved Sato Gota’s life once. Telling that to her would be a better idea than admitting it to Hikaru, I didn’t want to think what my other cousin would do with such manga fodder, but that’s about it.

“Anyway, I laughed in his face and started to storm away but then he broke out the whole ‘lives are at stake’ line. What was I supposed to do? Ignore that? Believe me, I was tempted to smash his precious sample against the ground, but I couldn’t.”

I winced at the memory. Yeah, 20-20 hindsight there: would the warning bracelet have stopped me if I’d seriously tried? I mean, spreading that much thallium contaminated water and broken glass that near to us… I had a sneaking suspicion that would have triggered a reaction!

“So he trusted you? And you trusted him?” I could practically hear the stars in Sakura’s eyes even over the phone.

“Not quite,” I temporized, glancing back at the computer screen. “Heck, you could argue there’s video evidence of that. I didn’t dismiss the idea out of hand, but I didn’t fully believe him either. That’s why there’s a gap before I get really serious with the protective equipment. If I’d thought we were dealing with that level of threat I’d have used everything from the start.”

“I didn’t actually see that,” my cousin confessed, “but I read something about it in the comments when I was waiting for you to get to the video.”

I’m not sure what to think about that, I reflected as I quickly scrolled down and saw a few of the comments she was talking about. It’s probably a good thing. It looked like this wasn’t a particularly popular or well watched video, but a few fanatics had made note about how odd it was that I suddenly turned up my level of protection. Some thought this might make it fake or me an incompetent, others claimed it was just further evidence of when I’d found something.

Overall, I figured it was just more proof I shouldn’t get too bent out of shape about this. My biggest worry had been… well, some sort of formless fear that I was about to be exposed to the world over this. But really, no one else was likely to put everything together or start wondering about me from this video. It wasn’t a good thing that this existed, but the amount of people who’d pay enough attention and/or have the knowledge to figure anything out from it… I’d kind of won the bad luck lottery that Sakura had done so. I suppose some of my classmates might also be able to figure it out, I admitted reluctantly, but, overall, even I think I’m being paranoid about this thing.

“In any case, the bastard recorded me while claiming it was just to prove what I’d done to any sort of regulatory group. Now I find out he’s pasted it all over the internet! The man’s a scumbag.”

“Stop whining Mamoru-chan,” Sakura waved my objections aside, “you admit he needed to do it. Besides, he took care to protect your identity. Facial and voice changing and everything.”

I paused, frowned a moment, and then turned back to the video.

“Besides, he’s just doing what he said. He’s showing everyone how he legitimately tested the water before posting his article.”

“Yeah, he tested it,” I muttered under my breath, but without much heat. After a good thirty seconds I’d managed to find a bit with us speaking and discovered Sato had also warped my audio. I wasn’t sure by how much, I had the usual problem recognizing my own voice when it had been recorded, but I could tell there was something there. He’d had to keep it understandable to make his point, and when you’re me and you’re talking about chemistry that’s a challenge, but he’d definitely put in some alteration. Huh, didn’t think about that. I wonder if I should come up with a talisman to cover that in the future?

“Anyway, stop protesting too much,” Sakura continued.

She’s your cousin, you can’t kill her. She’s your cousin, you can’t kill her, I repeated like a mantra in my head for a good ten seconds, gritting my teeth the whole time. Finally, I released a long shuddering breath and said, barely managing to keep my tone civil, “look Sakura-san, I do not need this right now. Between exams, Valentine’s Day, and- “

“What’s this about Valentine’s Day?” Sakura interrupted abruptly.

Walked right into that one. “Nothing.”

“No no no no, I heard it in your voice. Do you actually have a girlfriend Mamoru-chan?” Sakura sounded unhealthily excited over the idea.

“I wish,” I muttered half under my breath.

“Spill it to big sis Sakura.”

“It’s nothing, alright?” I sighed, shifting my glasses and massaging the bridge of my nose for a moment, “I just received some awkward giri chocolate this year.”

“Come on Mamoru, tell me all about it.”

And why would I do that? I thought tiredly, disgusted at myself for letting slip that much.

“You know you’re no good with social stuff and it’s obviously stressing you out if you’re willing to mention it to me.”

I held my phone away from my ear for a moment and stared at it in shock. That’s… actually a pretty good argument, I admitted in surprise. Sakura was my relative, good at social stuff, knew most of the important players but didn’t have an awkward position to the other people (hence why I hadn’t asked Himeko for advice yet, I wasn’t sure how it would go when asking her about either Eiko or Inoue!), and wasn’t likely to judge me for anything. Well, more then she was already at least.

Much to my surprise I found myself describing the situation to my cousin. Or, mostly describing it if I was honest. There was still so much I couldn’t bring up about certain factors: magic, kami, and the attempted assassination of Hiro had all played their role in this situation but weren’t things I could discuss with Sakura.

Not that she didn’t guess some of it. Like the fact I tried to avoid naming Inoue Sakura but my cousin deduced it almost immediately.

“Wait, how’d you know?” I looked at my phone incredulously when she pulled that off.

“Dream on Mamoru,” my cousin responded with an auditory eyeroll, “between everything you, Himeko, and Eiko have said of course I know about her. You let enough slip when talking before, and it’s not like it was hard to get Himeko talking about it at your party. We share the same name and she was almost as worried about you as I was, of course it came up.”

Well, scratch that unbiased trait off the list, I though with a mixture of amusement and annoyance. If she’d gotten her information from Himeko I doubted she’d gotten the most flattering picture of Inoue. “She’s bad,” I hastened to add, “but probably not as bad as Himeko portrayed her. She’s really gotten under Himeko’s skin for the last year.”

“I think you’re underestimating Himeko,” Sakura responded, sounding honestly surprised. “She’s not a fan of Inoue, but she has a lot of respect for her. Well, maybe not respect. It’s more like she can acknowledge her abilities. This Inoue… it sounds like she’s changing her ways, so Himeko’s not quite as angry with her anymore. Her ultra-greedy and shortsighted methods at the start of the year were stupid in the long term. Now she’s refining and honing that method into something more sustainable. It’s still not there yet, and Himeko still disagrees with it, but she has to acknowledge it.”

“Really? And how do you know all that?”

“I’ve discussed it with grandmother,” Sakura admitted.

Wow. That idea gave me pause for a minute. Grandmother Matsuda and Kanoko Sakura dissecting and analyzing Inoue Sakura’s methods and performance over one of their get togethers. The mind boggles. It was both mildly amusing and mildly horrifying to think of them as the peer review board for Inoue’s projects.

“Of course,” now Sakura’s voice turned a little scornful, “I hope you’re not falling for it Mamoru-chan. It’s obvious she just wants to nail down another useful source. Valentine’s Day just gave her an easy opportunity.”

“No,” I sighed, trying to pretend I hadn’t really been slightly tempted before her call, “I figured as much. I wished it was otherwise, and the whole thing about other guys getting some true giri chocolate really threw me off, but it was kind of obvious even to me.”

“That’s what I mean about refining her method,” Sakura admitted. “She managed to keep her little harem content, look a little bit better to everyone else, and still quietly slip in an invitation or two to other people she might find useful. Or do you think you were the only one she did this to?”

I laughed softly and bitterly. I had until you put it that way, I admitted to myself, but that was me not thinking it through. As soon as she’d said it, I’d realized it was probably true. It was just like how I had kept this to myself, anyone else she’d approached like this had probably done the same.

“No. No, not really,” I told Sakura. “I doubt she approached more than one additional person, but I also doubt I was the only one.”

I could almost hear Sakura nod. “It’s diabolically clever. An almost no risk way for her to quietly increase her harem, giving them an invitation when they’re lonely and it’s acceptable for her to do so.”

I meanwhile smiled and shook my head a little. Sakura was sounding more sophisticated these days. Between Himeko as an example, her job, and Grandmother Matsuda’s lessons she was throwing off some of her teenaged habits in exchange for… well, I wasn’t quite sure what to call it. A higher class of social interactions? A more analyzed view of the world? A less intuitive and more calculated one? She still had plenty of the old Sakura left, hence her fangirling over Sato Gota, but a newer one was slowly pushing outward.

“I’m glad you didn’t fall for it Mamoru,” Sakura’s tone was a hint less than perfectly convinced, but she was obviously ready to let it go. “But why were you worried about it then?”

“White Day,” I admitted, mostly honestly. I’d figured I wasn’t going to do much over that particular gift, but I still hadn’t been fully reconciled to it. Figuring out how the hell to handle March 14 on the other hand, that was an unavoidable issue! “That and the whole thing was getting tangled up with my paranoia over Eiko’s giri chocolate.”

“It’s not paranoia Mamoru,” Sakura surprised me by responding instantly. “There’s really something there.”

“Wait, what?” I asked in confusion, suddenly sitting up a little straighter in my chair.

“It’s not much,” Sakura instantly dampened my enthusiasm, “and I think Eiko’s fooling herself and trying to convince herself it isn’t there. But there’s a hint of passive aggressive invitation in that so-called giri chocolate.”

Well, that just throws me right off! I thought faintly. “How can you be sure?”

“She’s my kohai, remember? I went to the same school as her for two years.”

“Yeah, and you called her the Hellhound, same as everybody else,” I responded a little more skeptically.

This time Sakura sighed. “Okay, you’re right. For the first year and a half I was just as stupid as everyone else about her and I bought into all the rumors. But for the final half year after you two became friends I started paying attention. And you’re right, that’s not quite the same type of chocolate as last year.”

“You mean she’s got feelings for me?” Well, that’s a dumb question, I thought, wincing as soon as the words had left my mouth.

“I mean she wishes she had feelings for you,” Sakura replied cynically.  “You’re available and she’s lonely.  But she knows it’s a bad idea, and she doesn’t feel it strong enough that she can bring herself to state that directly.”

I winced to hear my cousin put it that way. It’s also probably doing Eiko a disservice, she doesn’t want to do it again after what happened last time.

“This is her looking for an excuse. A way to say ‘oh, I didn’t make the mistake, I was just being polite and he misinterpreted it. But now that we’re here, let’s try it.’ That way she won’t feel so guilty when it fails.”

Ouch, I thought, wincing yet again as I recognized the very direct mirror to some of my own feelings and thoughts. I couldn’t lie, if things had been reversed I could easily have seen myself accidentally doing something similar. ‘Oh, I shouldn’t add so many flourishes to Himeko’s chocolate, it’ll come off too strong now she’s got a boyfriend. I'd better remove a few. Oh, now Eiko’s chocolate looks so much better. Well, it would be a waste to redo the whole thing, I’m sure she won’t misinterpret it.’ Yeah, I could see me convincing myself of something like that. The whole thing hit some very tender and embarrassing points!

“Would it really?” I surprised myself by asking, especially at the trace of wistfulness in my tone.

Sakura’s voice was surprisingly sharp. “That’s Valentine’s Day talking Mamoru, don’t be an idiot like my brother.”

“Why? What’d Akira do this year?”

“Nothing, but the baka brain’s still as girl obsessed as ever. And do you want to be like him?”

I sighed. “No. And I know we’re not really compatible. But sometimes… Well, you know how much I suck at this. Can you blame me for not trusting my own judgement?”

“Yes,” Sakura told me bluntly. “Honestly Mamoru-chan, this is obvious even to you, isn’t it? You two just aren’t cut out to be together romantically. And you’d be a disaster at trying something casual, no matter how horny you are.”

There was an awkward pause.

“That felt weird to say,” Sakura noted after a moment, sounding like she was trying to get the taste of something bitter out of her mouth. “Don’t make me say it again.”

“Right,” I agreed instantly.

“Anyway, don’t take it too seriously. I’d say she doesn’t feel it deeply, just that there’s a little bit of it there. Since she was already making chocolates for Valentine’s Day, a little of that slipped out. I saw some really passively stupid chocolates being given out back in school, this barely qualifies.”

“Ah,” I let out a hint of a sad snigger. “There was something there, but I was making a mountain out of a molehill?”

“Pretty much,” Sakura answered honestly but with a little more kindness in her tone. “You tend to overthink things and get torn up inside, so I didn’t want you killing what little social sense you had by convincing yourself this was nothing. But it isn’t much Mamoru, just a little hint of loneliness on her side.”

I snorted slightly and then hung my head in tired embarrassment. “Figures.” Sakura was right, it was good to know I wasn’t being totally delusional and making stuff up. But it was still embarrassing to realize I’d been reacting over so little. It was like getting scared over a loud noise outside. Sure, being startled and maybe taking a cautious peek around was more sensible than trying to convince yourself nothing had happened. But obsessing about it for hours, formulating plans to defend yourself in your home from imagined threats? That was taking it too far. Aoth, I’m going to be glad when these damn hormones stabilize, I thought, conveniently pushing the blame onto my body rather than my mind.

“Anyway,” Sakura said, a little awkwardly as she decoded a lot of my reactions. “I’ve got to get going. Talk to you later cousin.”

She hung up abruptly after that and I smirked a little as I remembered the reason for her call. There had to have been better ways for me to get out of that conversation, I thought in amusement. But I’ll take it. I wasn’t precisely glad to have had that conversation with Sakura, it was a little too embarrassing for that, but it was good to have set my mind at ease. And since it had gotten me out of any further conversation over just what I’d been doing with Sato Gota I guessed I could count it as a win.

For given values of win, I added sourly, taking another look at the video still up on my screen. Feeling another surge of paranoia, I spent the next half an hour examining it closely. I wasn’t too worried about my identity anymore, although there was a hint of that there, but I felt just a little bit trepidatious about the fact I’d cast a few spells during that time. I hadn’t been worried when I thought the video might have been viewed by three or four people from a regulatory body, and even they’d probably have been bored and more focused on the chemical processes by that point. But exposing it to potentially thousands of viewers who were the type of people to follow a guy calling himself Truthseeker? I was a little bit worried about that sort of scrutiny and attitude.

Although… Sato or an editor already went through this to do all the editing in regards to my identity, I reflected a little more philosophically as time went on. If there was anything to spot, logically they’d have already done so and probably broadcast that to the world! Either as evidence of magic or that I was hiding something. Granted, that wasn’t an assumption to bet your life on. But it was a good enough starting place to calm me down a little more.

Fortunately, it seemed like I’d gotten everything right. I examined all the spots I could find where I ducked a little behind the counter to cast my spells and there were no visible signs of my magic. I sometimes looked a little bit awkward, like someone could legitimately ask what I was doing, but none of the sigils or circles were visible in any way. There might, maybe have been one point where there was a hint of glow from the spell reflected in a way it showed up on the recording, but that was it. And even I was pretty convinced I was just trying to justify my own paranoid by that point.

I’m not even sure I was casting a spell then, I reflected, staring at the screen and rubbing my chin. That might have been one of the times I legitimately did something down there. What was I doing? Was that when I was quickly running a few numbers through the calculator?

While I struggled to remember my phone rang again.

I was almost grateful for the interruption. Almost. I hope Sakura hasn’t realized there was more she could have squeezed out of me, I sighed. Although, if this is yet another relative calling about the exams-

It wasn’t.

“Hello? Mamoru? What’s an appropriate gift to get Himeko for White Day?”

I stopped and stared at my phone a little in startlement. It was Hiro, sounding a little uncertain. Normally two phone calls in a day would have usually been shocking enough, but since my family was on worry overdrive in regards to me it didn’t bear mentioning. But when one of those calls was Hiro…

“Hello? Mamoru?”

“Sorry,” I hastily spoke up. “Just needed to get my thoughts together.”

Hiro sighed in relief. “I’m sorry to be so abrupt,” he apologized a little more calmly, “but I’ve been busy at the hotel the last few days. I’ve been overseeing our Valentine’s Day specials and deals, making sure everything went smoothly there. Between that and school I was slow to realize I needed to get an appropriate gift for Himeko this year.”

I worry what it says about your life that you call me, I thought, glancing at the chocolates on my own desk and thinking of my own confusion. “Uh huh,” I said noncommittally.

“Usually, I just send off a formal but minor chocolate in return,” Hiro admitted. “Treat it as giri chocolate even if someone was trying to approach me. This is the first time I’ve actually had someone send me special chocolates where I should respond, I’m a little unsure what’s appropriate.”

I wish I could hate you, I sighed internally. The guy was rich and good looking, it was no wonder he had the opposite problem to most men when it came to the supply and demand of women. Though he’d probably had to deal with at least a hundred Inoue Sakura’s in his time, each one even more cynical than mine. Hence why I can’t hate him.

“Alright,” I sighed slightly, mentally reaching for the boilerplate responses, just like I had last year with cousin Reiji. Seriously, how the hell do I actually have practice at this? Why on Earth would anyone think I’m the guy they should be asking this question? “We have to keep it proportional, what did she send you this time?” Theoretically, I already knew. But just in case Himeko had decided to sneak something in at the last minute without telling me (and that seemed all too likely from her) I figured-

“This time?”

I blinked. “Uh, yeah. Didn’t she send you a bunch of bon-bons last year? All from that Tokyo chocolatier… what’s their name again? It’s on the tip of my tongue…”

“That was her?”

Hiro was startled, and so was I. “She never told you?”

“No! That was a surprisingly extravagant gift and I wondered and worried for a week afterwards, but it was never signed.”

“Of course she didn’t,” I sighed in disgust. Though it did make me feel a little bit better about myself in a backhanded, maybe-I’m-not-so-bad, kind of way.

“So that was really Himeko?”

“It should have been. I heard it from Eiko herself that was what she was sending you.” I quickly bit my lip back on the revelation she’d used lesser versions of that as her giri chocolate to other guys like me. I was shocked and stupid, but not quite that careless!

Thankfully Hiro was off balance too. “She never told me…” he said in happy wonder.

I said nothing, still confused with sorting through all the implications of that in my own head. And that was without all the extra romantic stuff Hiro had to deal with!

“Well, then I have to do something extra special this year to make up for it.”

“What? No! Uh-uh, no dice!” I said urgently, almost X-in my arms in denial at the thought of Hiro going off the rails like that. I spoke quickly, trying to head off stupid and overenthusiastic efforts. “If you do that she’s just going to feel guilty, embarrassed, and worried!”

“But-“

“No buts,” I interrupted him in near panic. “Think about how worried you’d feel if you got Himeko some chocolates and then she got you a yacht in return.”

“But it’s because- “ Hiro cut himself off mid protest and sighed, reminding me why I had some respect for the guy. “No, you’re right. I’d be putting too much pressure on her and coming off as too forward, right?”

“Well, to be fair, I imagine she’d just feel embarrassed and worried. She’s too in to you to get worked up over anything less forward than a marriage proposal.” I paused a moment. “Her family on the other hand, and yours too now that I think about it…”

I could hear the wince in Hiro’s voice. “Yeah, you’re right. They’d probably pull us apart for a month’s cooldown if I went too far.”

Crisis averted, I thought with some relief. The way Hiro had sounded I’d been expecting him to give Himeko a van-sized, heart-shaped box of beachball scale white chocolates on her driveway. At least.

“I can’t just give her fancy chocolates back though, not after missing last year,” Hiro protested.

“Well…” I temporized. He did have a hint of a point there, that did make things a little complicated. It wasn’t his fault, but now that he knew about it and they were both so into each other… yeah, it felt like that added an awkward spin to everything. I was almost tempted to call Sakura back and ask for her advice.

“I know! How about we combine it with an early hanami party?”

“Hanami?” my eyebrows rose a little as I thought about it. “I don’t know… that’s a little bit on the early side, isn’t it?” Not impossibly so, but it wasn’t exactly a safe bet. I’d have said Hiro was aiming a week or two too soon. I haven’t checked the weather reports recently, I reflected.

“I can make it work,” Hiro said enthusiastically. “Besides, it’ll be a great way to combine it with celebrating Himeko’s acceptance into Tokyo U. And yours, of course!” he added hastily.

I leaned back in my chair and frowned. He talked a good game, but I was worried he was being overenthusiastic. Just for starters, there was the obvious. “How confident are you that she’ll be accepted?” I asked obliquely.

“Completely.”

I made a noncommittal noise. I had to put Himeko in a slightly more awkward spot. She was on the weaker end for Tokyo U acceptance academically, but I’d still have said she qualified. Still there, but in the bottom fifth of accepted candidates. And while she was weaker in pure marks her confidence and control meant she jumped up a few spaces when tests were involved, doing better than strictly smarter students who wilted under testing conditions. Combine that with her courage, applying when so many other ‘lower’ end students would flinch away and go to a different university rather than risking ending up as a ronin for a year, and I figured she’d get in. But, I had to admit, I was still more worried about her being unable to do it than me.

Of course, there’s also the elephant in the room, I reflected, staring up at my ceiling, the Meiko name. But I’m not sure how much that actually counts for admissions. I was pretty sure her wealth and rank would count for something. But how much was unknown. Especially since Himeko would hate if it actually counted for anything significant. She’d accept it if that was the literal last tie breaker. Well, that or countering any lingering sexism in the admission process. But anything more than that and she’d rage about how she was failing to live up to her potential and family name.

“It sounds good,” I said carefully, each word dragged out of me with heavy reluctance.

“Great! And with you and Eiko around I’m sure we can slip under the radar. You’re always good for that.”

I frowned for a few moments before I decoded his statement. “People might be listening to this so I can’t talk about magic. Please bring along an extra ‘don’t notice me’ talisman or two.” Got it. “I’ll do my part.”

“You’re right Mamoru, it’s a much better plan than a couple of pearls.”

I blinked in astonishment and lost a few seconds. That’s what you were planning? And just what do you mean by ‘a couple of’? Is that two? Three? Four hundred? The mind boggled.

“-just do it a day early so it’ll be Sunday, this will be perfect! Thanks Mamoru, I’ve really got to get planning this. Was there anything else you needed?”

“No,” I answered automatically, as if he wasn’t the one who’d called me.

“Great! Talk to you next time. Goodbye.”

“Goodbye,” I replied on autopilot, almost surprised he waited for the acknowledgement before breaking the connection.

Wait, what? Oh hell, I belatedly realized I was getting dragged along on another Hiro/Himeko date, this one more optimistic than realistic and seeped in romanticism. I’m in for it now.

I groaned and leaned even further back in my chain. And, after getting my initial fear out of my system, started to feel just a little optimistic.

Okay, it’s stupid. Hiro’s planning too far in advance on too many things. But almost everything is done at this point. Himeko and I do deserve a little treat after all the university entrance exams stress. And Hiro and Himeko do deserve a little more time together romantically. Heck, I wanted to go to another hanami party with Himeko and Eiko this year. Maybe it’ll work and maybe we’ll change it up at the last minute because it’s cold out and all the trees are still bare. Who knows? Let’s run with it, how bad could it be?
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I was in my room, trying not to talk myself into a divination spell when my night went south in an unexpected way. And that was by my insane standards!

Ostensibly, I was transferring tape format to digital. The adapted analog camera was successfully recording supernatural energies onto tape. I had the Choral Club concert, some workouts with Himeko and Eiko, and a few laboratory experiments I’d tried out with that running. It wasn’t a perfect or sophisticated recording, I still got more out of the moment using the standard ‘mage sight’. But the ability to record, compare, and study what I was seeing in detail outweighed the drop in precision, I was more than satisfied with this development.

The biggest problem (of course) was the lack of flexibility that the tapes provided. I could work with it, but there were reasons people used digital when it was practical. So, I was doing the obvious. I’d purchased the necessary equipment and was converting the recordings to a digital format. There wasn’t a huge drop in quality, and if it ever became important I’d try turning to the original tapes.

Though that will eventually make archiving them a pain, I admitted distractedly as the current tape finally played out and I switched it for a new one, I do wish these were a little less bulky. Something to consider when I try to come up with the next version. In a worst case scenario I was still willing to make that trade-off, there were a lot worse problem for me to deal with than storage space. If it was a choice between greater precision or half sized tapes then I was more than willing to put in more and more shelf space in for the tapes!

My lips quirked for a moment as I managed to distract myself. That is a stereotypical problem for mages, isn’t it? We always have the cluttered libraries full of books, books, and more books. It would be kind of amusing to become the first mage to do that with a video library, wouldn’t it?

I toyed around with that image for a few more moments, expanding it to other media. I had to wonder what the average mage’s computer desktop would have looked like if Avalon had been that advanced. Mine was still pretty good, but that was mostly because I was trying to keep things subtle so I wasn’t keeping anything too obvious on the desktop proper. And I couldn’t help but notice a growing creep in my more internal file architecture.

Unfortunately that couldn’t occupy my thoughts forever. Soon enough I returned to my standard concern. Had I succeeded in getting into Tokyo U? I was almost completely confident, but now that we’d started to reach the point where the results were around the corner, but hadn’t come out yet, I was starting to get a bit jittery. I knew it was stupid but I couldn’t help myself! I needed to be sure!

No, you are not doing a divination spell! I told myself yet again. You know how much you’d have to put into that before you’d get one you could trust. Ironically, it wouldn’t have been hard to do a basic divination, something simple and minor on this subject should have been a breeze. The exams had been pretty straightforward and they all should have been marked by this point, there really wasn’t much in the way of variables or room for complications. But doing a sophisticated enough divination spell to give me a no room for doubt, 100% clear, you either are going or are not going result, was a different story. Standard divination would have given me something like 80-90% confidence in this case. But I already had that just from logic, and I wasn’t listening to it. I’d have needed to do something major if I really wanted to set my mind at ease.

And using that much mana is ludicrous! I told myself once again. Seriously! It would be another healing Hiro or all the connected spells down in Kyoto, I’m not even sure I have that much mana in the reservoirs any more! No. Settle down. You’re not blowing that much power for something you should be getting for free in the next few days.

Those good intentions failed to settle the gnawing worry in my stomach. I found myself debating the merits of going to the Meikos and casually asking Himeko’s parents if they’d found out the results a little early. Obviously in regards to their daughter of course, but somehow subtly asking if they could let me see mine.

That particularly ludicrous scenario was interrupted by my phone and I picked it up with a mixture of relief and dread. Relief that something was breaking my chain of thought, dread that it was probably another relative worrying about me.

I frowned a little as the number came up, it wasn’t one I recognized. Isao Izakaya, cute, I thought with a tiny smirk as I took the name in. As names of bar’s went I figured you could do worse, I’d certainly seen a few back on Avalon. Still, I did have to wonder why the hell I was getting call from that number.

Father’s home tonight, I frowned as I activated the phone, maybe mother? If she’s lost her phone or something…  “Hello? Matsuda Mamoru speaking.”

“Oh thank god!” a voice I didn’t recognize let out in relief.

I blinked a few times and sat up a little straighter. There was a dull and busy drone in the background that indicated this was from a public place but that had not been a voice I recognized. “I’m… sorry?” I asked cautiously.

“Apologies Matsuda-sama,” the unfamiliar voice was instantly polite and submissive, but there was a hint of frazzledness there that even I could hear over the phone. “I was just pleasantly surprised and relieved to get through to you. We’ve gone through every other name on the list, but they were all out of Tokyo or not answering. You were the very last one available.”

There was a pause, quickly followed by a more frantic question “please tell me you’re in Tokyo right now?”

“Yeah, I’m here,” I answered the man’s near panic instinctively, even though I shouldn’t have answered that if I was really being sensible.

“Thank heavens!” the man cleared his throat, and then in a slightly more normal voice went on. “Matsuda-domo, you are listed as the contact of choice for two of our customers right now. It is not safe to leave them by themselves in this state. Could you please come and pick them up?”

I just sat there, my brain in neutral for a good ten seconds as I tried to make sense of that. I failed completely. Eventually, I just gave in and asked “I’m sorry, what?”

“You are on the contact list,” the man repeated calmly, “like I said, you’re literally the last name on the list. We’ve been unable to find anyone else, could you please come and take care of them?”

Who? What? Huh? I went inside my head. But I couldn’t quite bring myself to say that to the man calling me. He seemed so helpless and desperate. That was usually my thing, and I couldn’t bring myself to hurt someone else. “Why do you need me?” I temporized, still trying to get a clue.

“Well,” the man began with a hint of fraying patience, “they’ve been drinking quite heavily for a few hours how. At this point- “

“No, no, I get that,” I said hurriedly. It was good to have it verified, but even I’d guessed it would be something like that if I was getting this sort of call from a bar. I was still almost completely in the dark though. “I mean… why not just call a cab for them or something? Wait, they’re not out of money or something, are they?” Was this really just a weird con of some sort?

“No, of course not!” the guy sounded horrified at that idea. “They’re great. But…they’re at that weird point where you think they should no longer be standing. But they’re still staggering around sometimes. And they’re not thinking straight, so if anyone touches them in the wrong way we’re afraid they’re going to put that person through a wall.”

“Through a wall?” What’s he talking about? Who or how could-

Suddenly the penny dropped. I groaned aloud and then held my forehead in my hand. I looked back over our conversation and suddenly it all came together. “They’re masters, aren’t they?” I asked, quietly praying he was going to sound as confused as I was.

“Yes, of course. Did you not know?”

I mentally recited a half dozen of the vilest curses I remembered from Avalon and drummed my fingers against the side of the desk, thinking frantically.

“I understand you might not do this often-“

“You could say that,” I muttered under my breath, too softly for the phone to pick up.

“-but you were on the list. Were you not expecting this?”

“You could say that,” I repeated, a little more loudly this time as I struggled with my thoughts. Needless to say, they were a confused mess. But one thing seemed to be clear: I’d been volunteered to help by a master somewhere along the line.

“I apologize Matsuda-sama, but we are desperate here,” the man on the other end pleaded as politely as he possibly could. “Surely you understand?”

Not really, I thought miserably. I had so many questions! Unfortunately, I did understand the most pertinent point: that sending in some random server or person was just asking for trouble. Hopefully not hospital or morgue level trouble, but the bar staff couldn’t rule it out. And neither could the martial artists apparently. I still had no idea why the hell I was on this list, but the fact they had a contingency plan like this was both impressive and more than a little worrying.

“There was no one else available?” I temporized, stalling for time as much as anything else.

“No one!” the man hastened to assure me. “We tried everyone else! Master Tai, Master Danpachi… we even tried Master Yo! But they all failed to answer or gave their regrets because they were too far away. Please Master Matsuda!”

Argh! I’m going to regret this… unfortunately, I knew I’d regret the lingering doubts and worry a lot more. “I’ll see what I can do,” I sighed.

“Thank you! Thank you! Thank you a thousand times Master!”

I could practically hear them bowing over the phone.

“Now, where am I heading?” I asked, picking up a pen and paper. Is it going to be a train or the flying talisman this time?

***

It turned out to be the flying talisman. Not that I’d expected otherwise, as late as things were getting I’d have been surprised if the bar was located in a place where trying to transport drunks via train was a good idea. Besides, flying had let me leave quietly via the back balcony. I hadn’t wanted to try and sneak out through the front door on a night my father was home. He was just in the living room watching television but my exit at this time of night would have raised at least a token inquiry. It wouldn’t have been hard to dodge him using magic, but somehow deliberately using spells just to get around him felt wrong.

A weird little mental hitch there, I frowned as I took off. I mean, I have no worries about doing this because of the linked invisibility spell around me. That means father or the neighbors aren’t going to casually look out their window or see a reflection somewhere and catch an eyeful. It’s still obviously a piece of magic protecting me. But directly casting a spell on him, or using a quick illusion to sneak out and take a cab… that feels wrong somehow.

I wrestled with that question on my way to the bar. Eventually I figured it came down to the idea I was trespassing where I shouldn’t and when I didn’t have to. He should have had an idea what was going on in his own house. It was alright when I was in public, or doing something that was more general to everyone, I wasn’t trying to be unfair or single anyone out when I did that. But deceiving or manipulating someone in their own territory just to make life a little easier for myself, especially if I was casting spells only for them, felt like a step too far.

It still doesn’t feel like I’ve gotten it right, I eventually grudged. I mean, just offhand I can remember hiding from Himeko’s father and grandfather in their bath! But I guess that was different because they walked in on me? If I’d done that to walk in on them… would that have been a better comparison?

I toyed with the idea a little longer but tracked down the bar before I came to any conclusions. It served as a nice distraction both from what I was doing and the stupid direction my thoughts had gone beforehand, but it still bugged me. Still, overall it felt a lot like the weather I was flying through. Too cold and brisk to be comfortable or fun, but it was kind of a refreshing stretch and better than just continuing to do what I’d been doing before.

Maybe getting a little too pretentious there, I noted as I landed in a nearby alley and dropped the invisibility. Especially since I probably should have been worrying about just what the hell I’m going to do now.

I quickly tucked the broom and goggles away in the naginata bag. I already had my staff in there, of course. I was not going to interact with some unknown martial arts masters unarmed, especially if they were soused! Past that...

Let’s play this one by ear, I thought a little hopelessly, exiting the alley as a drunk stumbled into it going the opposite way. There’s so much I don’t know here. I guess I just would have been getting worked up uselessly if I’d tried to come up with a plan on the way. I didn’t feel comfortable with that idea either, it felt like I was excusing my stupidity. But this time I was pretty sure there was some truth to it.

I walked into the bar. It was a fairly unexceptional example of the breed, at least as far as I knew. A hint more run down than I’d have expected, but decently homey despite that. I don’t hate the atmosphere, I thought judiciously as I moved towards a bartender. It was still a little crowded, but by this time things had started to thin out a bit and there was some room to maneuver.

I stepped up to the counter and the man behind it squinted at me for a few moments. “No alcohol if you’re under twenty,” he stated flatly.

I sighed mentally, if he realized my age that might make things a little harder. Figures that he’d be good at it though, I doubted that too many people bothered lying about their ages, but it had to happen.

Out loud I tried not to show that and said “I’m here in response to a phone call earlier. I’m Matsuda Mamoru.” Please blow me off, please, I thought, kind of hoping for the excuse. Or the revelation they’d managed to go home by themselves.

“Master Matsuda!” a slightly older man excused himself hurriedly from his position a little further down and practically leapt to exchange places with the guy serving me. “I’m so glad you-“

He paused as my appearance seemed to dawn on him.

I sighed. “Yes, I’m Master Matsuda,” I can’t believe I just said that with a straight face, “I’m the youngest master of the bunch.”

“Ah, so that explains why you were so far down the list,” the man said sagely, nodding and recovering quickly. “Well, thank you for coming Master Matsuda. They’re in the back corner.”

Not sure what else to do, I turned to look. It took me a moment to spot them through the remaining crowds, but when I managed I wondered how I’d ever missed them.

The first guy seemed to be trying to look like the stereotypical drunken old master! White disheveled hair, bleary eyes, too large and too red nose topping a wild but not too long beard. About the only thing missing was the old timey clothes, his clothing was a little alcohol stained but otherwise unremarkable in the bar.

Actually, there was something to remark about it. My eyes tightened slightly as he moved his arm and the sleeve stuck for a moment, showing off his forearm. The clothes helped conceal his muscles. As unimpressive as he appeared at first, there was a formidable body hidden underneath that clothing.

His tablemate was a bit more ageless, fitting into that same fit but experienced mold of Master Tai and Master Dan. He had a closely cropped fuzz of hair and was built like the proverbial brick wall. The alcohol helped soften his expression a little, but he looked like a thug and seemed even more muscley than his elder. If I had to guess I’d have said he was only in his late thirties, but you could have told me he was just a fit fifty-year-old and I’d have believed it. Your first impression probably would have been ‘dumb criminal thug’ rather than martial arts master.

But how do I come off on first impressions? I noted with a mental roll of my eyes. ‘Reincarnated master mage from a different planet’ is not the first thing to come to mind.

“How… long have they been here?” I asked carefully, trying to figure out what the hell I was doing. I was mostly playing for time, but it seemed like it could be a pertinent question.

“Since around four in the afternoon,” the bartender grudged. “They’ve been drinking ever since then.”

“Surely they’ve been pacing themselves?” I asked with an askance look, shocked at the idea.

“A little, to start at least. They started off slow, and had a fair amount of food. But for the last three hours it’s been almost nothing but drinks. They’re gone, but every time someone’s even looked at them funny they’ve just shot the interloper a death glare. No one’s been stupid enough to try anything. Yet. We’ve had to make a couple of quick catches to keep particularly drunk idiots from starting anything. That’s when we started working our way down the list to try and get someone here. Please Master Matsuda, they’re ticking time bombs!”

I wasn’t so sure, but I also wasn’t sure I wanted to bet anything on my opinion. At least anything I couldn’t afford to lose. The pair didn’t look actively aggressive, but there was a surliness and twitchy air about the pair that suggested a bomb waiting to go off. Or maybe dynamite that was sweating nitro would have been a better comparison, it had been left alone too long and now no one wanted to be the one to try and fix the problem.

Alright, I thought slowly, all too aware of the bartender watching me, first things first. When in doubt: call an expert.

I dialed Eiko.

Despite the relatively late hour (a little past ten, not too late but I could see why the bar was starting to get worried about how the hell they’d handle closing around those two) Eiko picked up on the third ring. “Yo.”

“Eiko? Sorry to bother you this late at night- “

“Mamoru? Is that you?” she seemed quietly shocked. “Is something the matter? Do you need help?”

“In a manner of speaking,” I admitted. Can’t fault her that reaction, me calling at this time of night without any warning is kind of a red flag. “I’m at a bar- “

“Wait, you’re at a bar?” her incredulity and worry were only increasing.

“-because they called me to take care of a couple drunken masters,” I finished with only a hint more annoyance. “I could use a little advice.”

“They called you?” Eiko sounded shocked. Then she muttered something under her breath I couldn’t make out, judging by the tone it was swearing. “Of course they did. Some idiot put you on the list, didn’t they?”

“You know about the list?” I seized on that quickly, hoping to get a clue what was going on.

“Of course I do,” Eiko began. Then she paused for a moment. “And of course you don’t. Right. Okay, the list isn’t some sort of special, formal thing. This isn’t a plaque where great masters are carved in stone or anything. It’s just…”

Eiko seemed a little embarrassed.

“Look, it can be a rough life being a martial artist,” she continued, surprising me by approaching the subject obliquely. “A real one. One that’s about living the art and not just posing in movies or looking good for cameras. And we need to blow off steam sometimes.”

“Uh huh,” I said, trying to indicate I was following. Even if I wasn’t entirely sure I was.

“According to Master Tai there aren’t that many good bars in the city, ones that are worth going to and can really accommodate us.”

Eiko fell silent again and I fed her another “uh huh” to push her a little. It’s probably all intellectual knowledge, I reflected, just a little concerned. I doubt Master Tai’s taking her to bars. But the fact he’s willing to teach her this…

It wasn’t necessarily a bad idea. Heck, in a way you could argue it was impressive he was willing to teach her about maintaining her mental health. All too many teachers failed to do that. But… drinking in bars?

“Well, we want to make sure we’re always welcome at those spots. And we try to treat them right. And part of that is making sure some drunk master doesn’t get triggered after one too many sake on a really bad day! Even if they’ve gotten to the point of passing out someone like Master Tai or Master Danpachi’s likely to come up swinging if they feel someone manhandling them. So we give these bars a contact list, that way someone can come and safely haul away a master that’s too far gone without the building or a bunch of people getting torn to shreds.”

“Great. Just great.”

“Someone put you on that list?” Eiko asked incredulously.

“Apparently!” I couldn’t keep even more incredulity out of my own voice.

“They might have been worried about you,” Eiko said apologetically. “It also serves to list the people who should be covered by the other people on the list. It’s about mutual assistance, not just getting dragged in to help others.”

“Right,” I said skeptically, glancing again at the two drunks in question. The younger one had just glared angrily at a too loud pair of office workers, flaring a hint of a killing aura in the process. The two were now relocating to a table a couple more places away.

“Seriously,” Eiko sounded just a hint defensive. Not surprisingly so, this was her type of people and her path we were talking about. I’d critique various parts of Avalon mage philosophy and practice for hours on end but I’d still point out the parts they’d gotten right to an outsider who didn’t seem to know them. “There are masters on there that don’t drink anything stronger than weak tea. Master Tai might just have been worried about you.”

I sighed and decided to let that drop in favor of the practical problem in front of me. “Never mind all that. Is there some sort of practical protocol I’m supposed to be following here? Do I just tell them it’s a ‘night tiger’ situation and they’ll follow me?”

Eiko stifled a laugh. “It’s an informal agreement to help, Mamoru. Not a rulebook.”

“Great.”

“Let me see who we’re dealing with here. Switch on your camera.”

Huh. I was a little surprised at that, but I supposed it made sense. I fiddled around with my phone for a bit and managed to give Eiko a clear picture of the two. In doing so I activated video chat so I saw Eiko grimace when it came through.

“Master Taka,” she admitted. “That’s not a surprise. He’s the old guy. He’s actually a really nice person most of the time but he loves his liquor.”

“Any chance he’s not as much of a drunken master as he looks?”

Eiko flinched and reluctantly said “I don’t know personally, I only met him the one time when I was training in the mountains with Master Tai. He was more respectful to me than just about any other master I’ve met so far. I don’t think he deliberately uses a drunken style, but Master Tai told me he’s got such a head for it he can fight better blind and drunk than most people can sober.”

Of course. “And the other guy?”

“I don’t know him,” Eiko admitted, turning a few different ways to try and study the screen, “he’s no one I recognize. Do you have a name?”

“Sano Tsunemasa,” the barman supplied from behind me instantly, revealing he’d been listening in. It was probably a sign of how worried he was that he didn’t bother hiding that or politely pretending he hadn’t been. “He’s new. Master Taka brought him in today and added him.”

“Probably a new master then, only just made it to the top,” Eiko noted. “Careful Mamoru, guys like that usually feel they’ve got something to prove. That’s probably why they’re so drunk, he thought he could match Master Taka in drinking and Master Taka decided to rise to the challenge.”

“Great,” I sighed out loud this time, “any other advice on how to handle this?”

“Be firm and decisive-” Eiko declared instantly.

There was a worried pause as we both realized who she was telling this to.

“Be firm and decisive,” she repeated firmly. “They’re not bad people, and they wouldn’t be masters if they just went around hurting and abusing people. They’re just not thinking straight right now. Be strong, break through to them, and their honor won’t let them do anything to you. You just have to be a beacon and keep them focused.”

I looked at the pair again, already having absorbed enough alcohol to kill most people. “That’s going to have to be a hell of a bright beacon,” I muttered.

Eiko tried to sound encouraging. “You can do it! In the meantime, I’ll go and tell dad and we’ll see about sending a car over for you to use.”

“You sure about that?” I asked, looking at the soused pair again. I don’t mind that idea, I admitted to myself, but it feels a little iffy. I’m kind of worried the Meiko staff are going to have to hose out the backseat after these two have travelled in it.

Eiko smirked. “One nice thing about everything that’s happened recently is you’re kind of covered under Master Tai’s rules now and we can do things like this. The family’s keen to do things for you after… well, Christmas.” She gave me a quick glance reminding me I wasn’t alone in my location. “How else were you planning on getting them home?”

“That’s… a pretty fair question,” I admitted. They were way too drunk to try using the flying talisman with them, that was asking for a news report about how a drunk man seemed to have fallen out of the sky in the middle of nowhere and then died upon impact. I’d been unconsciously thinking about a taxi, but that just put a little too much on someone else. It was best I accompanied them anyway, otherwise I’d just be risking the taxi driver, so at this point the Meikos seemed like the best bet.

“I’ll get a car to you. Where are you all at?”

I relayed the address to her and then we cut the connection. I then turned back to the pair of masters in the back.

Well, I sighed softly to myself, that’s one problem solved. Unfortunately, that still leaves a very big pair of them left.

“Master Matsuda?” the barkeep asked yet again, practically fawning as he tried to get me to take several hundred kilos of muscle and trouble off his hands.

“Give me a minute. Do you have a bathroom I could use?”

“A bathroom? Yes. Why?”

I looked at the pair again and shook my head. “I need to get into character.”

***

I ruthlessly appropriated a stall in the bar’s bathroom and then got to work. After a quick check for watchers I started layering spell after spell upon myself in the privacy of the washroom.

(It was mostly just paranoia that prompted the check. Japanese bars were not known for spying on their patrons that way, let alone in the males’ bathroom of a bar that a number of martial artists seemed to trust! But I was weaving a bunch of spells in a bar bathroom, it was already uncomfortable and I hadn’t been able to keep myself from checking first.)

On the plus side, I had my staff with me. This meant that mana and maintenance weren’t a problem. In truth I was only layering about three spells upon myself, along with a quick clean and polish up of myself and my clothing to help everything go smoothly, but trying to maintain a proper attitude while supporting all three of those spells at the same time would have been a problem. As it was, I could pass along two of them to my staff’s third and fourth hands for simplicity’s sake and only had to keep one going by myself. Which was still a challenge, I still chose the spell I was most familiar with to make that easier, but it was a doable challenge rather than a stupidly arrogant one.

On the minus side was the fact that these were spells I was not too familiar with. And I wasn’t sure how well some of them would work on master martial artists. Even drunk ones had defenses and reflexes I did not want to mess with. Otherwise it would have been a simple matter of using ‘detox’ on the pair or other spells to sober them up in a hurry. Unfortunately, even an ordinary person could resist and struggle against spells trying to affect their body against their will. Everyone had some level of ability, and if a mage tried something as complicated as transforming a person into a rabbit or pulling the oxygen out of their lungs then that person reflexively used their limited and untrained abilities. And a mage’s bad ‘leverage’ (for lack of a better word) in a target’s body meant that their many times greater skill and strength weren’t as important as usual. It could still work, but it was complicated and the difficulty went up the more sophisticated a spell you were trying to pull off; because the target only had to break down one part of it in order to make the whole thing fail. I’d only managed to do as much as I had with Hiro, internally massaging his heart when the poison had stopped it, because his body and awareness had been crippled. I’d had to keep things simple and minimal to manage that much, and even then I suspected his body had unconsciously realized I’d been trying to help it and not struggled like it normally would have.

And all that was with an untrained person! With a martial artist they usually had reflexes that sent their highly developed ki directly at any spell that was affecting them without their consent. I could conjure fire and throw it at a martial artist without too much trouble (okay, maybe not that easily. But it was a long, technical story there), but trying to induce spontaneous combustion from the inside? Good luck with that! I’d probably have a better chance trying to pull that off with pure chemistry rather than a magical solution.

So I cast a few spells that weren’t so likely to set off their defenses. Especially given how drunk they were.

First off: ‘submit to me’. It felt uncomfortable to use the same sort of glamour as ‘don’t notice me’ in that sort of way, but I did so. In fact, I turned it up as high as I dared. Heck, given how drunk the two masters were I had to turn it up to eleven! And I still wasn’t sure how much they’d feel it given their inebriation and normal personality.

Second, ‘majesty’. That one was difficult, especially since I wasn’t quite sure how it worked on people. But with ‘majesty’ wrapped around me there was a weight and presence to me there normally wouldn’t have been. Like in a super dramatic moment of the movie where the main character strides in confidently with all the flattering framing and awesome backing music. Basically: it’d give me Himeko or Mr. Meiko levels of presence and authority despite myself.

And finally, ‘impression of power’. This one was close to the ‘submit to me’ and ‘don’t notice me’ family of spells but a little different. Those spells tried to passively suggest and deceive. It was like wearing a jacket cleverly tailored to hint you had muscles when you really had none. ‘Impression of power’ was like wearing a muscle suit underneath your clothing, it actively deceived and jammed perception, creating an illusion of strength where there was none.

And, despite all that, I still turned to lessons learned from our play at the Cultural Festival before exiting the bathroom.

“Okay, okay,” I muttered, psyching myself up. “Get it together, get in character. You can do this. You’re a big, tough, no nonsense badass. You’re a big, tough, no nonsense badass. You’re a big, tough, no nonsense, badass!”

And, before I could let doubt re-enter my mind, I strode out of the bathroom while doing my best to channel Himeko, Hiro, and just a little bit of Lord Neverheart.

I accidentally swung the bathroom door a little too hard in my nervousness, making more of an entrance than I’d intended. A dozen sets of eyes swiveled to me from nearby customers and then a dozen jaws dropped as I made my entrance. All the nearby patrons quickly parted and made way for me.

It was a good sign, but I barely noticed it as I strode towards the two masters. It took real effort to try and appear severely annoyed but not too pissed, especially when I was trying to clamp down on pants wetting terror.

I reached their table quickly enough that they didn’t have time to react, looked at them for a moment (giving them a brief second to get a look at me in turn), and then slammed both my palms down on the table.

“Master Taka, Master Sano, what the hell is this?” I hissed fiercely.

“Hzah? Wazit?” Master Taka began.

I pushed ahead and did my best to ride the momentum. “You two are masters! What the hell do you think you are doing going around disgracing yourselves and threatening the public like this?”

“Whoza-“

I ignored that and overrode them with a disdainful glare. “That’s it, we are out of here. Get up, we are no longer sullying this establishment with your presence!”

“Who-“

“NOW! Or do I have to haul you two idiots out by the necks?” I bared my teeth at the pair.

The two drunken masters stumbled slowly to their feet and I began to shepherd the shambling duo towards the door. They were resentful, and muttering the whole way, but they were moving. I didn’t dare let myself think about that though, I was terrified that if I did I’d break character and the whole thing would just fall apart. I punctuated the whole thing with occasional stabs near the pair with the naginata bag, trying to suggest annoyance and a willingness to fight, but I was very careful never to actually touch them. I had a sneaking suspicion I’d trigger an instinctive reaction if I ever did that and I did not want to see what would happen if that occurred! As it was, my warning bracelet was humming on my wrist in anticipation, not indicating any active danger but subtly hinting to me that I was walking a very dangerous tightrope with this act.

I carefully herded the two outside the bar to the waiting vehicle the Meiko family had provided (I’d been very careful to check that had arrived before I’d dared leave the bathroom!) where the driver went from bemused to terrified at the sight of me and hurried to open the back door for the two masters. I did my best to appear impatient while they reluctantly sorted themselves out, but eventually they managed to pour themselves into the backseat.

Huh, he who strikes first really does win, the back of my mind noted in surprise. I was a little shocked I’d managed to bullrush them that easily. I quickly slipped into the front passenger side before that thought could gain enough strength to get me to break character. “Drive,” I told the Meiko employee urgently.

He instantly obeyed, but even though he was thoroughly terrified he still asked the important question. “Where to?”

I paused. Ah fuck, I knew there had to be something I’d forget.

Then Master Taka calmly rattled an address off from the back.

Both the driver and I turned around to look at him in surprise.

“Heh heh heh,” he cackled drunkenly. “You two are so cute! C’mon, get ‘s home. ‘ll put Sano-kun up for the night.”

I was torn between keeping up my persona and asking questions. I honestly wasn’t sure which was a better idea.

“Cute little baby masters. ‘inking they can get over on their elders. Heh heh heh. Wheee!”

Safest bet is to say nothing I thought firmly, gripping the naginata bag a little tighter in front of me. He was obviously still smashed, he was also obviously coping at least a little better than he let on. How much was one and how much was the other was a complete unknown. It was best not to push him.

“Just drive,” I growled at the very intimidated Meiko driver, trying not to sweat too much in the process.
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I tried not to stumble as I crossed the tarmac to a private jet. And why did I think Hiro would do a hanami party in any sort of normal way? I asked myself sarcastically, trying to fight off the fear and discomfort I felt as I approached the Watanabe family’s plane.

Oh, and I now have two friends who own planes, the back of my brain continued to harp as I climbed up the steps. I have to actually add qualifiers like ‘the Watanabe’s’ or ‘the Meiko’s’ when talking about their personal airplanes! What the hell is going on with my life? Seriously, that made the whole ‘reincarnated mage from another world’ thing seem almost normal by comparison.

I grumpily fell into the plush seating of the interior, obviously in a huff. “What’s wrong Mamoru?” Eko asked with false sweetness. “Couldn’t find an excuse to back out?”

“Don’t remind me,” I muttered feelingly while Himeko exchanged pleasantries with the pilot and copilot. If I’d had my way, I’d rather have flown to Koshi under my own power rather than gotten into a plane again! Never mind the fact that this would have been a perfectly practical trip to make via train. But no, that was too pedestrian and vulnerable for the Meiko and Watanabe families, we had to fly there!

Ignoring all the places you fly to within the city, the back of my brain needled me with merciless honesty, lest I get too self-righteous. Seriously, those families could afford private helicopters if they wanted to. But you don’t see them flying to and from school, do you?

“I’m starting to see why Himeko has such a warped view of reality,” I said out loud, trying to be a bit fairer to the both of them.

“Yes,” Himeko noted politely, climbing into another seat and gently fastening herself in. “Not going to one of the more private academies was probably the smartest decision I could have made. I can’t believe Hiro did this for me.”

Despite her words, she sounded pleased that he had. And who could blame her? It was over-the-top, but it was a sweetly meant romantic gesture.

White Day was rolling around. Technically it was tomorrow, but Hiro had rightly decided that if he was going to do this it made more sense to do it properly on a Sunday rather than trying to cram everything in on a Monday. Because, as expected, it was still a week or two too early to do a hanami party in Tokyo. Down in southern Shikoku on the other hand, that was good. So of course Hiro’s solution was to quickly fly us down there for the occasion!

I sighed a little internally. Honestly? It was a kind of clever solution. I kept harping on about magic being just one more kind of power, no more or less special than the others, and this kind of proved it. Hiro was simply using money and connections to pull this off. I just had mixed feelings about it. On one hand, it was way too much. This was the sort of flaunting and self-centered use of power that bordered on abuse and that really set me off.

But it only bordered on abuse, I didn’t think it crossed the line. And he was doing it for some really sweet reasons this time: a romantic date with his beloved and actually having a good time at a hanami party with friends. Seriously, even I’d managed that one time more than Hiro! When combining that with White Day and a celebration for Tokyo U acceptances it was kind of hard to fault him.

I guess as a one-off thing this is fine, I reflected a little more thoughtfully, missing Eiko’s smirk as I unconsciously crossed my arms and looked up at the ceiling of the aircraft. There are a lot of things converging here and Hiro does have this ability. But the potential for problems gets to me. If Hiro were to normalize this or try to make a habit of this… The thought of him trying to do a bigger and better White Day each year made me shudder. Trying and failing to imagine the spectacle he’d try to put on for their five-year anniversary was enough to drive home what was really bugging me. I’d better try and hint that to him, make sure he doesn’t start falling into a bad mindset.

Especially since if Hiro fell down that path it was pretty much a given that Himeko would reciprocate! I was aghast and lost in the horrible pageantry of that thought, picturing competing parades through Tokyo and the city basically shutting down for the month between February and March 14, when the plane jerked into motion and I was abruptly jerked back to reality.

“So Hime, ready to watch Mamoru lose his mind for a few minutes?” Eiko asked conversationally.

“Oh dear. You did tell me about it after the school trip, but is it really that bad?”

“You’ll see,” Eiko replied smugly as we all felt the plane taxiing down the runway for takeoff.

I thought several very uncomplimentary things about my friends and I hoped I wasn’t gouging anything out of the chair’s upholstery as my knuckles turned white.

***

“You finished unclenching yet Mamoru?” Eiko asked me about an hour and change later, as we rolled up to our final destination, a flower park.

I proved I hadn’t by keeping my jaw clenched firmly shut. That’s it, I’m taking the train back, I promised myself sourly.

The actual plane ride had been a fairly short hop, barely half an hour. The rest of it had been an overland trip in a very luxurious SUV that I doubted would have worked in Tokyo’s city streets. As a decadent option for a trip between a remote airport and an out of the way destination? It was a good choice. It was just a shame I was having so much trouble enjoying it.

But even though I was in a dark mood I had to admit I found myself blinking in amazement at the scene that awaited us when we got out.

Himeko gasped and clapped her hands together, and even Eiko let out an impressed whistle at the acres and acres of flowering plants spread out before us. “Got to admit, he’s definitely Hime’s boyfriend. Of course he found the most over-the-top spot in all of Japan for this.”

Himeko was so enraptured with everything she didn’t bother admonishing her friend.

“Meiko-domo, this way please,” a pleasant but understated servant told us politely.

We instantly fell in. This one was being handled by the Watanabe’s and the difference was obvious. Two bodyguards trailed not too far behind us while someone who obviously thought themselves a major-domo led us to our destination.

It’s a pretty pleasant walk though, I admitted without reservation as we made the trip. It wasn’t just the Sakura blossoms, although there were plenty of those! Canola flowers made a wonderful ground level accompaniment to the thousand shades of pink all the cherry blossoms provided. The bright contrast between them shouldn’t have worked in nature, and yet it somehow did.

Calling it nature might be a stretch, the ever present cynic in me noted. This was a flower park after all, cultivated and organized. But that voice was oddly muted. This was still shockingly natural, and shockingly beautiful at the same time. Maybe it wasn’t perfectly wild but I had no objections.

After ten minutes or so we came across our destination. A small rise overlooking the area with a picnic blanket spread on the ground, along with a half dozen baskets of goodies off to the side. Hiro, who was standing next to the arrangement, instantly lost his nervousness at the look of joy in Himeko’s eyes.

Eiko instantly caught her friend’s arm. “Hime,” she said in patient warning, “no running ahead and throwing yourself into his arms. There are witnesses.”

Himeko shot her a sour look but quickly composed herself, as if she hadn’t been considering doing just that. I casually looked at the sky and pretended that hadn’t been a real possibility for once, she’d definitely been caught up in the moment. And while I was sure Hiro wouldn’t have minded that, the four additional guards spread quietly around the perimeter probably would have said something. Hiro wasn’t the head of his family either, and I was pretty sure they’d have been caught in an unenviable position if the pair suddenly started rolling around on the picnic blanket.

I appreciate how they’re trying to stay out of the way though, I reflected. Counting ours there were six in total, but they’d made sure to pull back a fair distance. And if the surroundings hadn’t been such a riot of color I probably would have had more trouble making them out. As it was, there was only so much they could do to hide in the shadows of a Sakura tree when they were dressed in black and there was so much pink around.

Given how we were out in the open, and it was still less than three months since an assassination attempt on Hiro’s life, I couldn’t really blame the Watanabe’s for their choices. I did my best to put them out of my mind and kept up the pace towards Hiro.

Himeko still surged ahead the last meter or so, and Eiko and I exchanged a sardonic look as the pair kept it to a very passionate embrace. Yeah, chaperones and witnesses might have been a good idea today, I reflected. The pair were obviously a bit eager and pent up. Not ridiculously so you understand, they’d have actually been more restrained if they had free reign. But knowing that nothing could happen was simultaneously a goad and reason to do all they could to show what they felt within those limits.

“So, when’s the right time to cough discreetly?” I asked, just loudly enough to carry as the pair remained stuck together.

Eiko grinned. “Probably when his pants start coming down.”

That finally broke their embrace. “Eiko!”

Both of them were flushed, but Eiko was unrepentant. “Eiko, Mamoru,” Hiro nodded politely to each of us in turn.

“Hiro,” I returned, a little too curtly as I struggled to cope with the situation.

“Hey Hiro,” Eiko tossed back more casually, “don’t mind us. I know we’re not supposed to watch adult movies yet, but…” she trailed off significantly, and then wiggled her eyebrows at the pair.

The two lovebirds blushed just a little brighter.

She really does just equate ‘billionaire’ with ‘someone to harass’ doesn’t she? I noted almost blandly. It wasn’t too surprising, she’d literally grown up with Himeko and Shinji after all. But it was still a little disconcerting to see her apply it to Hiro as well.

“My, it’s lovely weather, isn’t it?” I said just a little too loudly, desperate to break the embarrassed pause.

As conversation gambits went, it was clunky as hell. Himeko seized on it immediately though. “Yes, we’re not far away but that little bit of distance makes all the difference. It’s a perfect day for this, don’t you think Hiro?”

“Spoilsport,” Eiko noted. But she did it mildly, sticking her tongue out at me to show she didn’t really mean it.

Hiro just nodded. “Just what I hoped for. But not half as lovely as the company.”

Himeko giggled and I was torn between smiling at the sweetness and joining Eiko in her eye rolling and smirking. It didn’t help that while Eiko and I were attired fairly naturally, Himeko and Hiro had dressed themselves up a little. Himeko had another sundress on that would have been too light for the Tokyo weather and was still pushing a it a little for the current climate. Not much, but I’d have thought it needed to be five degrees warmer before Himeko could seriously bring that out. Hiro’s clothing was a little less obvious, but it was high quality and his shirt was just a little too fancy to qualify as everyday wear. Especially the way the top three buttons were strategically undone. It wasn’t ripped straight from the cover of a trashy romance novel, not enough ruffles and it wasn’t pure white, but I had a sneaking suspicion the designer had taken a little inspiration from one.

“Seriously though,” Hiro admitted a little more naturally as he helped Himeko to sit down on the picnic blanket. “It is amazing how much difference a little travel can make. I see it all the time when I fly up to do work at the hotel. It’s not as bad going to Shikoku, I usually see a much bigger jump when I travel to Hokkaido. But you really realize just how much a number of little things make a difference.”

“Huh. You hear about jet lag all the time for sleep patterns and time zones,” I reflected, momentarily distracted. “I never thought about it before, but I guess it would apply for climate zones too.”

Hiro just laughed. “I’ve never thought about it that way either,” he confessed. “And given how much time I usually spend in a climate-controlled hotel I’m not sure it counts. But that’s a good way to think about it.”

Maybe I should be a little more forgiving of this trip, I thought, trying not to begrudge Hiro his unusual life. He really has been trained to make trips to solve things, hasn’t he?

“Is it hard, traveling between home, work, and school so much?” Himeko sympathized. I had to respect she said it calmly and curiously, it seemed like she was honestly wondering and not just trying to simper for her boyfriend.

“A bit,” Hiro admitted. “But you can’t really count home separately. The family mansion hasn’t really been home for about four years now. Ever since I started at the academy.”

“Really?” Himeko asked, mildly surprised.

“The official Watanabe home is based out of Morioka,” Eiko whispered to me.

Hiro still seemed to catch it though. “That’s mostly just tradition,” he admitted, “officially we live there because it’s our power base and it sounds good, like we’re honoring our roots. Most of us are based out of Tokyo most of the time and we probably spend more time at our Tokyo home. The Morioka thing…”

“Appearances,” Himeko suggested.

“Mostly. Although I think a lot of the family likes having the excuse to visit there so often, take a break and get away from all the stress of Tokyo. We don’t want to appear provincial or lose out on the communication delay away from Tokyo so we spend most of our time in the capital. But I think some of us go back there so often to destress and take a break, no matter what sort of excuses we give to everyone else. I know a lot of my family laughs and claims it’s for tradition, or the optics, or so we can put in an appearance for our local managers, all while complaining about spending time out in the boonies. But I’m pretty sure at least half of us are taking a breather away from Tokyo’s stress.”

“Huh, that’s actually kind of clever,” for once Eiko actually sounded impressed.

Aunt and Uncle Taito would probably agree, I reflected thoughtfully, thinking of my family’s country cousins. And I sure wish my parents would take that lesson!

“I could take you there some day,” Hiro offered sincerely.

“One day,” Himeko promised.

They looked deeply into each others eyes. It started going on long enough I felt obligated to say “cough, cough” out loud before Eiko could get rude again.

They both looked the other way with small blushes and Eiko sniggered.

I wonder what the bodyguards make of all this? I thought, casually glancing around. Unfortunately, they were all much too far away for me to make out any details. And I doubted I could have made out anything past their cast iron poker faces anyway. Maybe if I used ‘mage sight’...

“Anyway, today’s the more important thing,” Hiro said quickly, reaching towards the baskets of food.

“That’s right, that’s the whole point,” Himeko agreed, a little hurriedly at first but soon returning to her normally controlled cadence. “As tempting as it is to worry or long for the future it’s best to focus on the now and the wonderful things in it.”

“Smooth Hime, real smooth,” Eiko noted sarcastically.

“I brought a variety of traditional hanami foods,” Hiro continued, opening up the first basket and starting to pass out some bundles. “Let us enjoy the moment.”

Fortunately, that bit was easy. Good friends, good food, and good scenery… even I found it simple to lose myself in the moment and enjoy what was all around me.

***

For a while we focused on eating and simple pleasantries, enjoying the day and letting go of our worries. It helped that we were mostly between worries right then. Not completely, I still had plenty of things I could stress over if I wanted to. But even I had to admit we were past all the big ones. My friends could actually cajole me to look at the beautiful scenery and appreciate the fleeting beauty of the moment.

It was nice.

“Next time, get your people to dye the sky a deeper blue,” Eiko eventually sniffed mockingly, “it’s not good enough.”

“Hah!” Hiro took the ribbing in good grace. “I would if I could!”

“Don’t worry about her darling,” Himeko smiled, reclining on the blanket beside Hiro, “she doesn’t want to admit you did a good job.”

“He did a great job,” Eiko corrected her, “but not a perfect one. I’m sure he wants to do better next time.”

“Oh, do not start,” I groaned softly, I wasn’t sure if Eiko was just joking around or had failed to realize what would happen next.

“Actually, I do,” Hiro looked unwontedly serious, “what did I miss?”

“Ah fuck, sorry,” Eiko muttered, clearly recognizing the same impulse as in her friend.

“Perfect is the enemy of good enough,” I quoted loudly. “Don’t worry about it Hiro, you did fine.”

“No, seriously,” Hiro looked at us in a solemn manner, “I want to do better. You all deserve better.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Eiko tried again, although she clearly recognized the futility of it. Himeko was shooting her a dirty look for disturbing the moment, even if by accident.

“It’s a paradox you know,” I warned him, “or maybe just the impossible horizon of a calculus equation. The harder you try the more you’ll stress out and the bigger an obstacle that will become to anything being perfect.”

“Wow Mamoru, that was so you.” Eiko noted, both impressed and a little disconcerted.

“Uh, thanks?”

Himeko sounded a little happier as she added. “She means it was obscure and a little too pretentious and advanced, but there was a pretty good point underneath it all. And she’s right. Calm down Hiro, you did fine.”

Hiro took a deep breath. But that just meant he was calmer when he said. “Fine isn’t good enough, not for you. Now tell me, please.”

Eiko and I exchanged a glance. “Next time, let us take care of the cooking,” Eiko answered obliquely.

“It was fine. I mean good, great even!” I protested. “But it was trying a little too hard. I don’t blame you for that, but not everything has to be cherry flavored.”

“It was sweet, but the cherry tinged dumplings on top of the tea and the candies was a little much,” Himeko admitted. We’d all enjoyed it, but it would have been nice to have something that didn’t have at least a hint of cherry to it.

“And the sky’s not blue enough,” Eiko added, trying to take the sting out of it, “make sure you fix that next time.”

It worked, Hiro just smiled ruefully and shook his head. “I’ll try, but wouldn’t Mamoru be the better one to ask about that.”

“Don’t start!” I replied instinctively, “you do not want to know what weather control is-“

I quickly cut myself off and then looked around furtively. Luckily the bodyguards were all far enough back to have not responded.

Hiro looked around too. “We can talk, but we’re going to have to be careful about it,” he replied in a low tone.

“What do you mean?”

“They’ve got sharp hearing,” Himeko noted, “but in order to give us a little privacy they’ve deliberately placed themselves where they won’t hear everything if we’re careful. But be careful. They’re at the point where a normal conversation amongst ourselves will sound like a Little Person would to anyone but Mamoru. Not quite understandable, but easy to pick some parts of it out.”

I suspected she was overstating that to make her point, she’d certainly had more trouble than that the last time she’d dealt with them. But I figured it was an apt comparison.

“And try not to overdo it,” Eiko added calmly. “They’ll start getting worried if it seems like we’re plotting too much. And I doubt all these guys are that loyal to Hiro.”

Hiro sighed regretfully. “They’re not bad, but I have to admit that they’re not in the same category as the Meiko family’s servants.”

Some of them recently tried to kill you, I would hope not, I thought. I wasn’t dumb enough to bring down the mood by saying it out loud though.

“Don’t give us too much credit,” Himeko reassured him. “We inherited that loyalty after generations of our ancestors worked on it. Father and I do our best to support it and live up to that. But lately grandfather’s been slacking in that respect, and I worry my brother hasn’t yet realized how special or important that is.”

“Give him time Himeko, he’s getting better,” Eiko sounded studiously neutral on the subject.

I glanced at her. “Not expecting any White Day shenanigans from him this year?”

“No, he’s finally been getting better. I think the counselling helped.”

“Or he just grew up a little,” Himeko acknowledged. “I’ve still caught the occasional wistful look from him, but they are less common and less intense than they were a year or two ago.”

“Well, Eiko’s worthy of a look or two,” Hiro noted with a slightly hesitant grin.

“And it can take a while to get over a crush,” I added a little too quickly, both to defend my gender and support the still slightly uncertain Hiro. I didn’t envy his position. He didn’t want to walk on eggshells about the fact Eiko still looked good, but he was obviously still uncertain how much he could do that without causing trouble with Himeko.

“In any case,” I continued, taking a moment to rummage around in one of the food baskets. The others looked at me funny, not sure what I was up to until I withdrew my hand half a minute later.

“That should do it,” I reported, “it’s not a major spell, but it should garble our words a little bit more for a few minutes. We probably shouldn’t keep it up too long, they might get suspicious.” I’d never thought about using a picnic basket to hide a spell’s visible manifestation before, but it was surprisingly practical.

“Really?” Himeko looked fascinated and next to her Hiro looked surprised and impressed.

I shrugged. “Really. It’s not too hard. It’s just creating a few other tones around our conversation, cancelling out a few of our own. If we tried shouting at the top of our lungs the effect would barely be noticeable, but under the circumstances it’s pretty effective and power efficient.”

“Which reminds me,” I shot a slightly sardonic look at Hiro myself, well aware of how much I was overreacting. “Don’t ask me about weather control. It’s doable. Surprisingly easy in some respects. But the chain reactions from any big workings…” I shuddered as I recalled the histories and lessons I’d learned back on Avalon.

Hiro blinked in surprise. “I was joking.”

“I figured as much. But some of the side effects from that can be no joke. It’s such a problem I figured it was better to nip that one in the bud before you wondered.”

Hiro blinked a few more times and then laughed in astonishment. “You can really do that?”

“Sort of,” I shrugged. “There’s a half dozen different methods of trying it. The best ways of doing so require a dozen mages or some major coordination with spirits. The worst are pretty brute force and they have the sort of side-effects that you’d expect from doing it that way.”

“I don’t,” Eiko noted sarcastically, “seriously Mamoru, how’d that even work?”

I shot her a lowkey glare. Like I’d indicated, this was a sensitive spot for me. “The weather is a process Eiko. Temporarily breaking apart or shifting pressure zones and moisture concentrations doesn’t remove them. And shoving them where they’re not supposed to go willy-nilly-” I shuddered at the tales. “Think about creating two converging category five hurricanes and then work your way up. Worst-case scenario weather workings can get legendarily bad. And I mean that in a literal way! I’ve got some suspicions about Noah’s tale in the Bible that- “

“Mamoru, breath,” Himeko interrupted me firmly.

I stopped myself and took a deep breath.

Himeko nodded. “It’s a hanami party, remember that. Live it.”

“Yes Himeko.”

“And that’s the danger of letting Mamoru go too far,” Himeko told Hiro with a little more good humor. “He can get a little too caught up or focused on things.”

“I can see that,” Hiro agreed, regaining some of his own good mood.

“Some days I think it’s for the best all this supernatural stuff is a secret,” she admitted, “I worry that he’d be a mess if everyone talked about this sort of stuff all the time.”

“They’d probably know better then,” I responded defensively, “there’d be better general education.”

“So I assume I should avoid mentioning aliens in front of him too?” Hiro asked. His tone suggested he was testing the waters.

I frowned. “Actually, I have to admit that’s a fair point.”

“What? Aliens?” Eiko scoffed, looking at me oddly.

“Sort of. More that I shouldn’t have my head stuck so far up my butt about certain subjects. I tend to assume I know more about the world than most people, but there’s always a chance there’s something obscure, esoteric, or just plain mad that I don’t know about.”

“That’s obvious, you’re quite free about the fact you don’t know everything Mamoru.”

“Okay, yeah,” I nodded ruefully. “But it’s more than that. I tend to walk around assuming… I don’t know, that my view of the world already has room enough for everything. That if there is something I don’t know it won’t be that hard to slot it in and attach it on to everything else. You see so many people who’d almost break down if they had to admit magic was real. It would be literally mind blowing to them.”

“And you’re the same?”

“Probably more so than I want to admit,” I shrugged. “Take the aliens thing. I believe they could exist, Fermi Paradox and all that- “

(Given all that I knew existed that Fermi hadn’t, things like magic and the gods, I found the paradox even more complicated. Both a greater chance that aliens should exist, but also that there was a greater range of possibilities and a pretty large probability that we were missing signs.)

“-but I still roll my eyes at most UFO sightings. Some are very telling, but I still think the vast majority really are hoaxes, mistakes, and weather balloons, along with a few misidentified spirits. So if tomorrow a flying saucer were to land in front of the Diet and a little green man were to come out and calmly explain that most of it really was true, and had been for years, I’d be just as stunned and panicked as the next person. Well, almost as panicked.”

The other three all laughed a little at that. Maybe it was delusional optimism, but I figured my knowledge and magic gave me a better chance against a hypothetical ray gun wielding extraterrestrial than the average person.

“It would completely disrupt my world view and my belief about what was real and how the world worked.” I shrugged again. “It feels strange to say that when I don’t think there’s any chance that’s going to happen. But at the same time, I’m about to go to a university where I’m sure at least half of the professors feel the exact same way about magic. The paradox of that… it feels a little weird.”

Hiro nodded, looking thoughtful. “I can see that. I know what you mean about the mind-blowing thing, I went through a little of that at Christmas. And I didn’t have any strong feelings about it one way or the other, it was simply something I’d never had to think of.”

“I think that’s what some people mean when they talk about the flexibility of youth,” I admitted. “It’s less that the young are particularly flexible or open minded, it’s just that they haven’t had the opportunity to think about it or decide on something yet.”

“Said the absolutely ancient eighteen-year-old,” Eiko cracked.

Everyone laughed again, me a little nervously. Showing your age a little there, I thought uncomfortably.

“It’s a worthwhile point,” Himeko replied. At the same time she handed me another dumpling. “Still, I think you’re missing the point of a hanami party. Let go. Relax. Enjoy what is for as long as it lasts.”

I took a deep breath and refocused on the pink petals around us. “Fair,” I admitted, a little embarrassed at how far afield I’d gone. I took the dumpling and bit into it gratefully, even with the cherry accents to the flavor.

We looked around at the beautiful scenery for a moment, and I quietly released the spell around us.

“Enjoy the moment,” Himeko said wistfully as a nearby shower of pink petals began. “It won’t last forever.”

Hiro gently kissed her on the forehead.

“It’s our last hanami in high school,” Himeko continued. “Make your memories.”

“Well, maybe not too many memories,” Eiko noted with a sly glance at the pair. “Should I start making cracks about how Hiro’s now your upper classman? Maybe something about how he treats the kohai under him?”

“Eiko!” Himeko almost blushed as pink as the petals given how she was lying with Hiro. They were mostly side by side but given his relative width and how he’d positioned himself he was notably higher.

I’d call her dirty minded, but they do make it so easy, I admitted internally. Frankly, if Eiko wasn’t monopolizing so many of the innuendos I’d probably have made at least one or two cracks myself. Maybe not that blatant, but a few.

Hiro blushed, but he laughed too. “Are you looking forward to Tokyo U, darling? That’s part of the reason for this.”

“A little,” she admitted with a small smile, “and not just because we’ll technically be schoolmates. Although that doesn’t hurt.”

Hiro smiled wider for a moment before he told her “I’ll do my best as your sempai. But it’s probably best not to count on me, I’m away a little too often.” It didn’t come up that often, but Hiro was a Tokyo U student too.

I was torn between sympathy and jealousy in regards to Hiro’s position. His family had pulled a few strings and the work he was doing to oversee their hotel counted as course credit for him. That allowed him to have a slightly lighter course load at Tokyo U. And while that was clearly special treatment he was going for the economics path, it was kind of hard to argue that practical experience of that level shouldn’t count towards his qualifications. And while that arrangement lightened his load it certainly didn’t remove all of it. He was still putting in more time and effort than the average Tokyo U student to manage everything, it made it hard to begrudge him little things like today.

“And that goes for you too Mamoru,” Hiro added hastily. “For what it’s worth, I am your sempai. You can come to me for help.”

I smirked a little at the abrupt aside. “Thanks.”

Hiro smirked too. “Yeah, I’m more likely to need tutoring from you than the other way around, aren’t I?”

I shrugged. “Don’t underestimate yourself and don’t overestimate me. I’m good, but I’m no genius either.”

The other three exchanged looks. An unspoken, sarcastic “yeah, right” circled around me.

Himeko sighed. “It’s hard to focus on the moment, even if it’s as wonderful a moment as this.” Before anyone could say anything else she pinned Eiko with a look. “Whatever you’re going to say, Eiko, keep it to yourself.”

Eiko slowly shut her mouth.

Hiro smiled at his girlfriend. “Trust me, it’s good enough.”

Himeko smiled back, and after a moment I casually tossed in “remember that point about ‘perfect’ being the enemy of ‘good enough’? Keep that in mind.”

Hiro laughed. “I deserved that.”

“Then I hope you learn it well so that Mamoru doesn’t need to do any more imperfect interruptions,” Himeko noted with just a touch of acid towards me.

Yeah, killed the moment a little early there, I reflected. Still, even I couldn’t beat myself up over it too much as I observed the way Himeko immediately calmed down and snuggled next to Hiro a little bit more.

We were all silent for a minute, taking in the scenery again.

Finally, Hiro chuckled. “It’s hard to stay in the moment, isn’t it?”

“Just a little,” Himeko admitted happily from his arms. “It’s wonderful, but part of that appreciation is knowing it won’t last forever and that holding on to it too much would be shallow.”

“It’s hard to know when you’re trying too hard,” I agreed. “The borderline between trying to do something and forcing it can get a bit blurry.”

“God, you’re all so uptight,” Eiko shook her head in disgust.

“Guilty.”

Himeko shook her head. “Well, let’s not worry about it and let things fall where they may. It’s already been a wonderful day. Let’s go a little further but not stress about it too much. If we’re done in five more minutes I would prefer that to forcing five more hours and tainting the day with the last few of them being miserable.”

“Always leave them wanting more,” Hiro agreed. “But that’s hard, because I always want some more of you.”

Himeko giggled while Eiko sighed in disgust and looked at me. “Mamoru, give me something I can throw at them.”

***

In the end we went about another hour and a half before we sadly parted ways. It had been a wonderful day, and I was glad to have participated (even with the looming threat of the flight home hanging over me). But the day was starting to get a little cool, we were starting to become more and more aware of the bodyguards hanging around, and there were other things we did eventually have to do. Himeko and Hiro exchanged a deep and meaningful kiss goodbye (which had threatened to turn into a full fledged make out session before the bodyguards gently reminded everyone they were there) and we made our way back to the airfield.

Himeko remained wistfully silent for the start of the trip and Eiko let her. And while I debated on whether or not I should pass on their White Day chocolates to them at this point I realized something.

I really had become Mamoru.

It had quietly snuck up on me sometime over the last year. Heck, probably only in the last three or four months! But somewhere along the line I’d finally integrated into this new identity. My previous life on Avalon was still an important piece of my history, and definitely a part of who I was. But I wasn’t that person anymore. I was Matsuda Mamoru.

I wonder how much my parents helped with that? I thought with some playful irony. Most of my integration had been through my friends and family. Of how they’d made me recognize this new life and new me through love and connections. But a key part had been my parents’ bad attitudes. They’d made me recognize that no matter what happened I was a Matsuda and they were my family. But that could be true without defining me like it would another person who was closer to their parents. And, once I’d realized that, my previous life on Avalon had slotted into place: a part of me, an important, fundamental, and undeniable one, but not necessarily what defined me.

Today, living in the fleeting moment and treasuring it with friends, I’d been Mamoru. And it was good.

Good enough I almost don’t mind the flight back to Tokyo. Almost. I reflected with surprising good humor. It wasn’t a small price to pay for that revelation. But it was still a worthwhile one.

I settled back in to my seat with a contented smile and decided I’d give the girls their White Day chocolate after we got off the plane. That would end the day on an up note without any suggestion I was trying to upstage Hiro. And hopefully make tomorrow go a little smoother without that complication in it.

It’s almost the end of high school and I’ve only just figured out who I am, I reflected with a combination of humor and worry. It would be a shame to be torn apart by a jealous mob at the last minute after I was caught giving chocolate to Himeko.
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“Looks like he’s almost here,” Himeko nodded decisively, looking at her phone. “Everything is in readiness?”

“Yeah, no problems here,” I reported feeling both a touch of nostalgia and nerves. I would have felt both of those emotions a lot more, but it wasn’t my show this time and I had a little much confidence in Himeko.

“Good,” Himeko nodded decisively. “Now please retreat to the background Mamoru. For now, at least.”

I smiled and then casually ‘hid’ behind the entrance to the school roof. I wasn’t really actively hiding, just making sure I was in a position I wouldn’t be immediately seen.

Yeah, that sounds a little stupid, I mentally snorted at that twisted logic. Especially since I was indirectly taking advantage of the ‘don’t notice me’ spell over the shrine, collector, and reservoir combo that was perched on top of the stairway roof. I’m not hiding, I just deliberately placed myself in a really good spot for hiding things. That’s perfectly sensible.

Fortunately, before I could obsess on the subject and dig myself any deeper, the door opened and Abe Hajime climbed on to the roof. “Himeko-sama,” he greeted her carefully.

I peeked out from around the side to watch.

“Hajime-san,” she returned serenely, smiling at the guy. “Come here for a moment.”

I watched as Abe cautiously joined her near the railings. He was a little stiff and uncertain. Poor guy, I reflected sympathetically, he’s probably got one or two fantasies floating around the back of his mind even though he knows they’re not going to happen. Abe was too responsible and reasonable for that under any sort of normal circumstances, but now that the school year was over and Himeko had invited him for a mysterious meeting up on the roof I suspected it was floating through his head. That might just have been me projecting after my last year and a half around Himeko, remembering all the occasions I’d done something similar, but this time I didn’t think so.

Himeko quickly put the kibosh on any of that. “Relax Hajime-san,” she smiled gently. “It’s nothing bad. Just a little bit of a ritual. The previous Student Council President did it with me and I expect you’ll do it with your successor in turn.”

“Ah,” Abe instantly untensed a little bit more. As expected, he’d be taking over the role for the upcoming year as Himeko moved on.

Himeko spent the next ten minutes giving him serene but heartfelt encouragement and advice; passing on a few pointers and tricks to him, making sure to emphasize a few things he might have missed, and being sure he knew a few students and problems he had to keep an eye on.

(Needless to say, Inoue Sakura was on that list. I didn’t envy the mixed blessing and curse Abe was going to have to deal with as she became a returning Student Council member.)

Himeko also made sure to build Abe up a little, encourage him and reassure him of all his strengths and capabilities. She didn’t lay it on too thickly, he wouldn’t have been ready for the task if he’d needed that, but I thought it was kind of sweet what she did. A memory that he might hold on to when things got tough.

“Thank you, Himeko-sama,” he said when she reached the end, bowing to her deeply.

Himeko smiled, but there was a touch of worry in her eyes. “Now,” she said a hint more tightly despite herself. “That was all very traditional and usual. I think Student Council Presidents have been doing that since our school was first founded. But I have the unique honor of needing to add just one more thing to the tradition.”

“Himeko-sama?” Abe asked politely, back to looking a little worried.

“It’s not too bad,” Himeko temporized, trying to find the right mix of enthusiasm and caution. “But I’m afraid you’ll have to deal with one more duty this year.”

While saying that, Himeko reached under the collar of the school uniform and then pulled out her magatama necklace. She then unfastened it, and carefully removed the mithril magatama from the arrangement.

“Himeko-sama?” Abe asked again, obviously confused.

“Take it. And be careful, it’s lighter than it looks.”

Abe still didn’t get it but he followed her instructions, taking the magatama into his hand.

“Sensei-san?” Himeko seemed to address the air beside Abe.

Abe jumped about two meters to the side and then fell to the roof when Sensei-san manifested beside him. Fortunately, the pair had talked about this beforehand and Sensei-san made sure to appear on the railing side of Abe so that he suddenly thrust himself towards the center of the roof rather than accidently throwing himself off of it.

(Not that such an accident would have occurred. Our roof edges were better than that! And even if Abe had some how found a weak spot we literally had the kami of the school right there, I was pretty sure Sensei-san would have caught him before he fell. But the scene and trauma it would have induced were not something any of us had wanted to chance.)

“This is the kami of our school,” Himeko continued calmly while Abe stared in disbelief and confusion. “In addition to your other duties you will be working as their kannushi for the next year.”

“Hello, Abe-san. I look forward to working with you.” Sensei-san bowed to Abe politely, ignoring his position on the ground.

Abe caught himself before responding, so he didn’t actually sputter or stammer, but he still stared at Sensei-san in disbelief. Both kami and heiress waited patiently for Abe, until about a minute later he licked his lips and carefully asked. “Is this a joke?”

I sighed slightly from my hiding place. Still, it wasn’t the worst possible response.

“This is a joke, right?” Abe turned to Himeko, a slightly sick grin upon his face.

Himeko kept up appearances this time, showing no sign of judgement or humor, and simply replied. “No Abe-san, it is not a joke. It is a new development, Sensei-san only awakened at the beginning of last year. We settled upon me acting as their kannushi for simplicity’s sake. In many ways it might be a good thing if you can change it this year, if you pass on the duties to the next Student Council President after you then the process might turn into one of those very permanent emergency measures we all despise.”

Himeko allowed herself a little derision in those words. Understandably so, even as some of the lowest-level bureaucrats on the planet the Student Council was well aware of the dangers and problems involved with that phrase.

“But,” she continued calmly, “since the only other alternative I could see was creating an official position on the Student Council, I don’t believe there are any other real options. I had a hard enough time making Mamoru-san a science advisor, I don’t want to think what would happen if we tried to make an official kannushi or miko position even if we tried to play if off as a joke or formality. Even a deceptive title like Student Spiritual Advisor would be asking for a lot of trouble.”

Huh, I reflected on that one for a few moments while Abe continued to sit there and stare. That one might… no, she’s right. If I’d just entered this school I’d have a lot of questions and skepticism about some student with a title like that! And that’s me. I don’t want to think about what the average student would believe.  At best they’d mentally roll their eyes and think it was a mealy-mouthed evasion of some sort. Either a made-up position for someone out of some sort of nepotism or a position created out of some of the silliest compromises and attempts at student well being. Yeah, my weird position had caused me my share of trouble and confusion but Student Council Science Advisor was a great title in comparison to that!

Abe was silent for a long while. And his voice was a little squeaky. But at least when he spoke it was an actual sentence instead of stuttering confusion. “A kami? A real kami?”

“Indeed,” Sensei-san nodded calmly.

“Abe-san, do you really think I’d bother with this for anything less?” Himeko asked rhetorically.

“But… I mean… “ Abe finally spoke before he was sure what he was saying. I had to respect he’d made it this long. “An actual kami! Right in front of us! This changes everything! Why don’t people know?”

“There are a lot of reasons,” Himeko nodded politely at Sensei-san. “The short version is that neither the kami nor a lot of humanity like gratuitous and obvious displays like this. This is a special circumstance that’s allowable because you’re taking over from me. Trying to do this for everyone would get Sensei-san in trouble, and probably the people who enabled it to boot. Besides, you couldn’t do it anyway.”

“Pardon?”

“Mamoru’s facilitating this encounter, it would be much less pleasant or clear cut without his help.”

“Mamoru?” Abe sounded even more lost than ever.

Himeko changed her focus slightly and pitched her voice to carry. “Mamoru-san? Would you care to explain?”

I leaned a little further out from my hiding spot, enough so that Abe had no problem noticing me. “Um… no?” I suggested tentatively.

Himeko’s eyes tightened almost imperceptibly. “Perhaps I should rephrase that…”

“Sorry Himeko…-san,” I sighed, almost missing the greater formality she was going for this time. “But are you sure you want me to explain?”

“Yes, I am,” Himeko answered in a way that cut off all argument.

“Matsuda-san?” Abe asked me, still sounding too lost for comfort.

Okay, I’m not sure what Himeko’s game is here but I guess I have to run with it, I thought cautiously. This had not been part of the plan. But, given the circumstances, I wasn’t going to try riding the plan down in flames just because that was what I was ‘supposed’ to do!

“Alright,” I replied with obvious hesitancy. I calmly walked over and gave Abe a hand in getting up first. He was a little unsteady on his feet, but he supported himself with his own power.

“Alright,” I repeated a little more strongly, “a word of warning though: my explanations tend to be pretty bad.”

“Okay… the quick and easy version is that Sensei-san usually has to put in some real effort to manifest like this. The comparison I once gave Himeko is that they’re on the other side of a tall fence. To appear like this they have to jump up, grab the top of the fence, and then pull and hold their upper body above the fence to talk to us. It’s not something undoable, but it takes work and it gets tougher and tougher to hold themselves up there as time goes on.”

“I don’t think that’s quite the explanation you gave me,” from Himeko mixed with Sensei-san’s simultaneous “I’ve gotten better and more experienced since then Matsuda-san.”

I shot the peanut gallery a quick glare. “Look, do you want me to explain this or not?”

The pair quieted down but Abe asked “a fence?”

I sighed. “Okay, it’s more like different levels of reality. And you’ve got the complication of how Sensei-san does exist on them anyway, but in a different proportion and way than we do. Do you really want a more technically accurate explanation?”

Abe quickly shook his head in an emphatic ‘no’! Although, strangely enough, the brief divergence and consideration of other ways to explain it did bring to mind valence levels in electrons, as well as ion variations and how one induced a charge. I quickly brought out my phone and made a note about that (both as a possible future explanation and something to consider in my theorizing about the nature of reality) before moving on.

“Anyway, long story short: Sensei-san usually can’t do it for this long. By now they’d normally be straining and showing the effort if they tried, they couldn’t really have a normal conversation with you. Or…” I trailed off and glanced at Sensei-san, “I don’t want to put words in your mouth, but you couldn’t really focus on what was happening or give good responses if that was the case, could you?”

Sensei-san briefly considered that before agreeing. “You are correct Matsuda-san. I am practiced and strong enough that I could actually manifest this long under these circumstances, this near to the shrine and the magatama, but if would be challenging to do anything complex at the same time. At least, anything for more than a few moments. It would be like one of you attempting to have a conversation while simultaneously answering the questions of a final exam.”

“So don’t expect long interactions like today too often,” I concluded to Abe. “Sensei-san can have conversations with you easily enough, the magatama will enable that, but full on manifestations like this are unlikely.”

“Then… what’s the point?” Abe asked curiously.

“I am still the kami of this school Abe-san,” Sensei-san responded for themselves. “You have a duty to me just as you have a duty to the school itself. And, simultaneously, I have some level of responsibility to the school and its students. I am still trying to decide how much, and in which way, but the students here are obviously an important part of everything. It is easiest to have a human taking care of the human side of things. And, in turn, I can provide you with a surprising amount of knowledge and blessings to help you in your tasks.”

Blessings? I wondered briefly. I suspected Sensei-san was overstating his case. On the other hand, it’s not like Himeko tells me everything. And it’s possible he’s learned a few new tricks recently.

“Ah, thank you for that,” Abe remembered his manners and bowed towards our school’s kami.

“But there was another point here, one that I’m afraid we’ve veered away from,” Himeko inserted herself back into proceedings firmly. “Mamoru-san, please show Hajime-san how you’re helping Sensei-san manifest.”

I blinked and started to turn. “Well, I- “

“No Mamoru,” Himeko interrupted me gently, “show him.”

I blinked a few more times, both in disbelief and uncertainty. But Himeko gave me a subtle nod and I figured out what she was after.

Well… I guess I trust her, I admitted to myself. I was pretty doubtful about this, but if we were already introducing Abe to Sensei-san…

So, as Abe’s eyes widened to the size of golf balls, I cast a quick spell and then caused four balls of light to appear in front of me and then float off to different points on the roof.

“Basically, we’re all standing in a simple but efficient magic circle that brings the two levels of reality closer together. Sorry, that wasn’t very basic, was it? Okay… I cut- no, too permanent. I put a few boxes on either side of the fence, Sensei’s standing on them on his side and we’re standing on our set on ours. As a result we can easily talk face to face while in this specific location.”

“Wait wait wait! Time out,” Abe took a deep breath and tried to appear calm as he asked. “You created a magic circle?”

“Well… yes, that would be the layman’s version.” Granted, unless you wanted to start digging really deep the professional version wasn’t that much different.

Abe continued to stare at me.

It was uncomfortable after a few moments so I felt compelled to continue. “This is a pretty low power but high efficiency one. I’m not quite sure how to describe it… maybe that this one doesn’t so much connect the different levels of reality as reduce the resistance levels between them? That I’m doing the equivalent of adding a puddle of water to concrete? An area of relatively good conductivity over a ground that’s usually not conductive?”

I briefly glimpsed Himeko fight down a giggle before she resumed her standard face and spoke again. “And that’s what I wanted to bring up. Mamoru-san is skilled in many sciences, including the arcane ones.”

“Arcane… ones?”

Himeko nodded serenely. “In a few years you’ll probably learn of his discoveries. However, this is about a more practical point. Please look at the area above the stairwell.”

“The area above the stairwell?” Abe followed her instructions in confusion. “Why?”

“Please do so. Really look at it.”

I wonder if she’s enjoying being the one answering so many of the questions about the supernatural for a change? I thought randomly, still not quite sure of Himeko’s endgame.

“I don’t see why, it’s just…” Abe trailed off and squinted at the area in question, frowning in confusion.

“There is a spell protecting it,” Himeko continued serenely, “keeping students from casually noticing what is there. That is the location of Sensei-san’s shrine, and one of Mamoru’s experiments that we’ll be keeping in place.”

“One of his experiments?” Abe asked nervously, at this point just surrendering to the inevitable.

“Nothing harmful,” Himeko reassured him calmly, “in fact, it is helping to protect the school in a few ways by vacuuming up residual supernatural energies.”

A few very minor ways, I admitted, grateful Himeko was willing to spin it that way.

“But it is still a piece of equipment, and it might malfunction. So I wanted to make sure you were aware of it and knew it was best to call in Mamoru if such a thing were to occur.”

“Ah!”

Himeko nodded. “It should be safe. And if it ever starts to degrade I expect that Sensei-san will be the first to tell you about it. In fact, Sensei-san is likely to be your foremost expert on any supernatural happenings if they are actually to occur. But I figured you should know that such a thing exists. And that there are other options, such as Mamoru, if the need arises.”

Argh! I thought at the same time as That’s actually pretty fair as Himeko sprang that suggestion on us. She wasn’t wrong, and since I was kind of leaving both Sensei-san and the collector behind for Abe to deal with it was only fair that I be on call to fix any problems that arose. Hell, given that I’d still be getting a small but not insignificant amount of mana from the collector in perpetuity I was getting off pretty easily in this deal.

It still smarts, I grumped a little pettily as Himeko gave Abe a few more assurances. I’d hoped to put high school behind me, but now it seems I’m anchored here a little. Granted the chances of anything coming up with pretty slim. But try telling that to my paranoia!

“In any case,” Himeko declared firmly, putting a hand on Abe’s shoulder, “I trust you Hajime-san. You are strong and smart enough to manage this, you’ll do fine. Now, why don’t Mamoru and I leave you and Sensei-san to get acquainted. They’ll be your ally this year, it’s your school now.”

“Himeko-sama…”

“Sayonara Hajime-san,” Himeko declared with a smile and a friendly wave before heading towards the stairwell. “You’ll do well.”

I blinked a few times as she set up such a sentimental scene, something straight out of a manga, barely realizing I was about to be left up on the roof with them by myself if I just stood there like an idiot while Himeko did her big exit. I managed to do a quick and silent bow then I ducked in behind her as we descended the stairway. “Was that really necessary?” I bitched once we were out of earshot.

“It’s not about what’s necessary Mamoru, it’s about what’s right,” she chided me gently. “I had no excuse to end my duties with minimum effort, Abe and the school deserved someone who made sure everything was taken care of before they left.”

“Yeah, sure,” I tried to come off as sarcastic but in reality I was blushing a bit. She was right, and I was embarrassed to admit I’d forgotten about potential complications from the collector. There shouldn’t have been any. But I also knew what my opinion would have been about anyone who seriously thought that about any piece of equipment and then used that as an excuse to abandon it somewhere without any documentation or way to reach out for help in an emergency. Words like ‘careless’ ‘idiotic’ and ‘irresponsible’ came quickly to mind, and then things went downhill from there. I wasn’t happy about her surprising me with her high-handed methods, but it was hard to argue that I hadn’t earned it or that she didn’t have a pretty solid point this time.

“Is your spell going to last much longer?” she inquired casually as we walked the halls of the almost abandoned school. There was theoretically a teacher or two in the staff room doing some paperwork, but for the most part the school was empty. Hence why we’d acted so freely and Himeko could simply bring something like that up.

“Another twenty or thirty minutes,” I admitted, “I hooked it directly into the school’s mana reservoir. It’s not a big drain, not when it comes to maintaining the thing. It’ll run down naturally, but I’m guessing he’ll have gotten all the important questions done by that time.”

“Probably for the best,” Himeko acknowledged. “I’m not sure how Hajime’s taking it. But he’ll either gain so much enthusiasm he’ll want to keep going too long, in which case a cutoff point is a good idea; or he’ll be desperate to take a break and assimilate all he’s learned, in which case it’s good that he has a convenient and easy breakoff point. He might be too polite or too afraid to get away otherwise.”

“Huh. That’s a good point,” I wouldn’t have felt that way about Sensei-san, but even I could come up with a few spirits where I’d have appreciated that arrangement. “Which do you think it will be?”

“Desperate for the break and to assimilate everything,” Himeko admitted. “But it’s always possible that Hajime’s secretly a magic fan, or that this experience has awakened something in him.”

“Wouldn’t you know that already?”

Himeko laughed as we finished descending the steps to the first floor. “Come on Mamoru, how many Student Council members do you think spontaneously admitted to me that they secretly loved the idea of magic? They were all too focused on appearing competent and serious individuals most of the time. The thought that- “

>Himeko-sama! Matsuda-san! Beware!<

SQUEEZE! SQUEEZE! SQUEEZE!

Sensei-san’s unexpected intrusion mixed in with my warning bracelet suddenly going crazy. It was so distracting that we almost missed the sound of the school’s front doors being violently swung open, so suddenly that they overpowered the safety mechanisms and made a loud crack.

Before I knew what was happening four men in cheap suits, sunglasses, and face masks were rushing towards us. One of them unceremoniously bodychecked me to the side as the quartet converged on Himeko.

A lot of things happened simultaneously then. I fell hard as I was tossed a couple of meters away. But I didn’t fall too hard as Sensi-san began to flex his power and cushioned my landing. And Himeko turned into a whirling ball of death.

I just stared in shock for a few moments, it was the delinquents at the construction area all over again. Only this time it was turned up to eleven, I could see both Himeko’s improvements and how she really had been holding back a little that time. Himeko moved like lightning as she shot hurtful but not disabling blows while quickly retreating back up the steps.

These four thugs were professionals though, they’d been taken by surprise but it was only the awkward footing of the steps that was saving Himeko. She’d gone up and down them nearly every day of the last three years, she knew her footing instinctively enough to fight on them. Her opponents did not, so every quick punch and kick to their faces had even greater impact as they struggled not to fall down. Himeko’s lighter and swifter blows hurt but couldn’t have knocked back her determined opponents on level ground, they were clearly trying to bull forward for a quick grab and dogpile on the heiress and didn’t mind taking a hit or two in the process.

On flat ground it would have been the most sensible tactic. But while trying to place their massive feet on a set of high school stairs Himeko could keep their battlefield contained and brought herself precious microseconds as her opponents worked to keep their balance after suffering her strikes, struggling to press forward without crowding themselves too much.

It helped that Sensei-san was subtly lending their help to proceedings. They couldn’t do much, and I suspect they were almost as surprised as we were, but I felt their presence in the air. I had a feeling they were slowing and weakening Himeko’s opponents slightly, and that it wasn’t just familiarity that made Himeko’s footwork so sure while her attackers were occasionally slipping back a step, almost toppling back down the stairwell a time or two.

She’s even doing the hair thing again, I realized a little shakily. It was usually done up in our practice sessions but today she’d been taken by surprise. So she was carefully managing to float her hair around her head artfully, concealing her exact position and making it harder for her attackers to grab her by the hair by not accidentally flinging it nearly a meter away from her body.

Strangely enough, it was that recognition that finally spurred me to action.

Himeko had just reached the first landing and it was obvious what everyone was about to try and do. Himeko was going to have to scramble to somehow reach the next set of steps and her opponents were about to try and surge forward to cut her off before that. They were obviously surprised, and a little bruised from the unexpectedly effective resistance the heiress was putting up, but still seemed confident in their victory. Himeko had neither the time, space, nor footing to commit herself to the powerful blows needed to put them out of action. Even in a worst-case scenario where one of them fell off the top of the stairs they still had more than enough mass to overpower her. They knew victory was in their hands.

That changed as they tensed up for another surge forward, only to falter as my ‘power bolt’ smashed into one of them from behind. It hit one thug hard enough to throw him forward into a second opponent and then still carry the both of them past Himeko and onto the landing.

I smiled tightly while quickly prepping a second bolt. I was not fucking holding back against these goons. I was only limited by the difficulties in using the school’s collector, if I’d had my staff I’d have used a ‘power bolt’ that drilled right through the bastard. Power efficiencies be damned!

Himeko meanwhile took the opportunity to go on the offensive. While the two remaining villains paused for a split second in confusion she used the solid ground of the landing to smash a full powered spin kick into another guy’s face. This time she committed her full weight behind it and launched him back off the stairs, he fell a good three meters to land beside me with a sickening crunch. Meanwhile I blasted the remaining opponent with another ‘power bolt’, throwing him past Himeko in the opposite direction.

Himeko hesitated a second, an eternity in a fight (so far the whole thing had taken a little over twenty seconds) before striding confidently over to the fighters still groaning and on the landing. She then proceeded to knock them out with surgically brutal strikes before any of them could fully recover, prioritizing the one that had been knocked over by the other goon and who was still mostly functional. Only when they were all unconscious did she pull out her phone.

As she dialed she pinned me with an urgent glare. “You threw a book bag!” she commanded plainly. Then, before I could say anything, she returned her attention to the phone.

“I need to report an attempted kidnapping.”

***

Aoth damn it, I thought tiredly. Couldn’t I have made it through the year without ending up in the police station? Again!? I supposed I preferred this to doing it after I’d started at Tokyo U, make a clean break in my habits, but it really wasn’t a good look. Finishing high school in a police station. This is not how I thought this would go when I first started my high school career.

The good news: I was being treated with the kid gloves this time. Even after all the suspicious and strange things that had happened around me in the last year and a half, and the police didn’t even know a quarter of them, there were limits to how suspicious the authorities were willing to be. They were doing due diligence, they wouldn’t have been good cops otherwise (and sure as hell didn’t want the Meikos to accuse them of slacking!). But when four adult guys with records suddenly burst into a school, clearly after the incredibly rich and beautiful heiress standing next to me, they weren't going to act cruelly or capriciously while eliminating what were obviously very remote possibilities.

Apparently the goons’ records put mine to shame. No arrests or convictions, but their names were connected with a dozen other kidnappings and similarly dirty deeds. The police were making sure I wasn’t somehow involved with them, luring Himeko into position or signaling them as accomplices, but it was clear they were just being thorough. There was no evidence of that and for once I was actually feeling pretty good about my chances. I didn’t have any suspicious mage paraphernalia on me (a little magician’s ink in the pen and a mithril emergency reservoir, but that was the worst of it). I’d just stopped by to help Sensei-san manifest, and I’d kept everything to a minimum for a quick trip. Even my cellphone was clear of any suspicious experimental data. The police had searched me for electronic devices and were doing a quick check of the phone records, but that was it. There’d been a few nasty moments as they’d realized my phone was altered in some suspicious ways, but Himeko had talked fast and smoothed that over before any problems could take root.

Now, if I can just get through this without any of my relatives finding out… I reflected with some nervous optimism.

Himeko re-entered the waiting area where I’d been parked (something that was getting disturbingly familiar after multiple trips) and sat down heavily beside me. “Well, that was annoying,” she let out in frustration.

“Annoying?” I looked at Himeko in disbelief. “Himeko, those guys tried to kidnap you.”

“Yes. And I’m never going to hear the end of it after this.”

I just made disbelieving noises, unable to speak.

“Mamoru,” she said with a mix of sympathy and impatience, “you had to know this was a possibility. My parents and Eiko have gone on about it often enough.”

I stopped making noises. It was out of a combination of being stunned…and admitting that was actually a pretty fair point.

Himeko sighed. “Some fool figured out that the tradition of the outgoing Student Council President taking their successor for a private talk was the perfect time for this. That I’d actually be at a predictable and mostly secluded spot by my own. That I’d be vulnerable enough it was worth a try.” Himeko looked ready to spit. “Morons.”

“To be fair,” I sounded a little strangled as I struggled to speak. Unfortunately, my need for balance drove me forward. “They were almost right.”

Himeko shot me an annoyed glare but quickly dialed it back a little. “Not right enough,” she said grumpily.

“Um… are you sure you want to put it that way?”

Despite herself Himeko snorted for a moment and had to fight down a quick burst of laughter. “Damn it Mamoru,” she spoke after a few moments, still sounding unwillingly amused. “Can’t you just let me be angry in peace?”

“Sorry.”

Himeko shook her head and calmed down a little. “Don’t be, that was a fairly Eiko thing to say. I’m just so angry about what’s going to happen next.”

I was now getting a little more concerned. “Why? What do you mean?”

Himeko sighed again. “My parents are going to go into overprotective mode,” she admitted. “They’re going to question my judgement and my freedom and probably insist on half a dozen new precautions before they let me out and about at Tokyo U. And forget any casual dates for the next half a year! If I don’t submit a full itinerary scheduled down to the minute there’s no way they’re going to risk me going out with Hiro.”

I winced. “Ouch.”

“It’s just about the worst timing of this that could possibly be,” she grumped. “I’m moving up to Tokyo U and we’re still not that far away from the attempt on Hiro. We don’t know enough, they’re going to worry about everything.”

“Um…” I hesitated, the instinct to just agree with my friend warring with the care I felt for her. “Don’t you think they should? I mean…”

“Mamoru, I refuse to live my life in fear of these evil idiots. Besides, all our precautions worked.”

I kept silent on that one, waffling back and forth on what to say.

“They did,” Himeko protested mildly after a few moments. “They might not have worked as well as we’d hoped, but even in the worst-case scenario they still worked. Sensei-san was distracted, weakened by all they’d done already, and getting used to the fact we’d just passed the magatama on. And they still managed to give us warning and hinder the attackers.”

So this is what it looks like from the other side, I thought with a little sarcasm, given the number of times I’d tried to pass off weaker justifications to Himeko. Honestly, I was being a little bitchy and self-righteous. Her logic was still stronger than most of my excuses had been. But most of mine had at least been in regards to much less important subjects than this!

“I’ll admit, it would have been nice if I could have just channeled Sensei-san’s power and taken care of them myself,” Himeko conceded in an offhand manner. “But perhaps it worked out for the best this way. They completely missed your spells and now there’s no supernatural tinge to the incident.”

I glanced around nervously, but we were being left to ourselves. No one else was in earshot and the low murmur of background noise would keep our voices from being heard from too far away. I suspected the Meiko influence was already in effect to allow us this much space and privacy, and that this time I was completely under their umbrella instead of only being protected by the edges of it.

“Which reminds me,” Himeko said abruptly. She turned around in her chair to face me a little more and then gave me a respectful bow. “Thank you, Mamoru-san. I do not know that your intervention today was necessary, but it was certainly handy and it meant the situation was resolved in a quicker and easier manner.”

“Oh! Hey, yeah,” I blushed awkwardly. “You don’t have to.”

“No,” Himeko admitted as she straightened up, still threading the needle of being appreciative while working to downplay the danger. “But that doesn’t mean I shouldn’t. Because if there’s one good thing about this entire mess it’s that we can use this against my parents.”

“Use this against your parents?”

Himeko gave me a slightly mysterious smirk. “In regards to you, idiot. We can emphasize that you’re trustworthy and on our side, drive home how silly they were acting and how much we owe you as compensation. Maybe we can even get something a little more substantial out of it. I wonder if we can convince father to place a few of your collectors at a couple of Meiko owned facilities after this?”

I was momentarily arrested by that possibility, taken in by the idea of expanding my mana network even more. They’d be relatively low intake points, I doubt most Meiko facilities are terribly mana friendly. Even the school and Kyoto collectors would put them to shame. But if I put in some relatively wide-reaching collectors… a dozen of them would still add up to a nice little chunk of mana.

I reluctantly shook that off and focused on the present, wondering if Himeko had been trying to deliberately distract me. “I’m not on your side,” I added hurriedly. I immediately corrected that to. “Well, I am on your side. You, personally, Himeko. But I’m not signing up with the Meiko family as a whole. Not now. Probably not ever. I’m sorry Himeko, but I’m not going to put myself in a place where I have to take orders from them.”

“And that’s fair,” Himeko agreed serenely. “But let’s be honest Mamoru. If you had the opportunity to interrogate those goons magically, determine just who had sent them, wouldn’t you do it? And wouldn’t you tell us?”

I ground my teeth a little. Because the obvious answer was “yes, gladly”. I was keen to see whoever was behind this brought to justice so neither Himeko nor I had to worry about them any longer. One way or another. And I might not have liked or approved of some Meiko family practices, but I’d have been more than willing to let them take care of this themselves rather than digging myself a hole by undertaking some sort of ‘hero of justice!’ mission or simply ignoring what I’d learned and letting the perpetrators get away with this.

“Well it’s a good thing I won’t have that opportunity,” I answered obliquely. “Do we know much about them? Just what’s going on?”

Himeko sighed and let the point drop. “Unfortunately, no. If we did I’d be much less worried about my parents locking me down. These were professional criminals, they weren’t carrying any ID or incriminating items on them when they were captured. It looks like there was a fifth guy with a van driving around outside the school, but even the licence plate on that was a fake. We only know who these people are thanks to fingerprints.”

Himeko shot me a sideways glance. “Frankly Mamoru, you shouldn’t be surprised if my father does start asking you if there are any magical options. He’s going to try conventional methods first, and our family has a long reach, but whoever did this looks to have covered their tracks well. Now that he knows you’re an option it wouldn’t surprise me if he ends up reaching out to you.”

I didn’t know what to say to that. “Great. Just great.”

“We’ll see,” Himeko conceded, “it might turn out they slipped up in some way. It’s pretty early yet. They’ve obviously done a good job covering the basics, but unless they’ve done a perfect job we’ll catch their slip up and have them.” Himeko’s smile was shockingly vindictive. “And, since they were stupid enough to try this in the first place, I doubt they were really that good.”

I looked at her carefully. “It almost worked.”

“Almost isn’t good enough. And the fact these idiots have forgotten that, and were dumb enough to underestimate us in the first place, means it’s time for us to teach them a lesson.”

Himeko seemed to realize I was getting a bit uncomfortable seeing her that vengeful and toned it down a little. “But that’s for another day. Besides, as you constantly remind me, it is best that we don’t make too many assumptions to start. It’s always possible this really was four or five fools who got it into their heads to try this! It doesn’t seem likely, but it would be less stupid than someone clever thinking they could actually get away with it. If that’s the case they probably got the original idea from an employer who looked into it, then realized it wasn’t worth it and discarded the plan. But that’s neither here nor there. We’d have to give such a person a mild chastisement but we couldn’t really blame them for overoptimistic ex-employees. This really might be over by this time tomorrow if one of the goons blabs and we catch up with the driver.”

“You don’t have to try and make me feel better Himeko,” I noted a little more tolerantly.

“It’s the truth,” Himeko replied serenely. “It is unlikely. But before we go swearing pacts of vengeance or haring off in the wrong direction I have to keep it in mind. I am frustrated about how this is going to fall out, but I can’t let that frustration drive me into blaming the innocent.”

“I don’t suppose we could simply leave this to the police?” I suggested tentatively.

The look I got this time was a bit more tolerant, but still condescending.

“I thought not.”

“Mamoru, I do not want to inflate my own importance here, but not even the police are going to be leaving this to the police. This was a brazen attempt at kidnapping the Meiko family heiress. National level agencies are going to become involved, if only to keep my family from acting too precipitously. And it is likely whoever tried this knew that, and took precautions.”

“What did you say just a minute ago?” I countered tiredly. “And what’s that saying about not ascribing to cleverness what can be explained by stupidity?”

“I’ll grant you that,” Himeko agreed graciously. “I am a little blinded by vengeance right now, and the desire to take my anger out on someone-”

The way she said that so calmly and easily was both amusing and a little disturbing. Such a weird mix of her mask and her honest feelings

“-so I’m ignoring the other possibility. But trust me Mamoru, it’s unlikely. One way or another my family’s probably going to have to take care of this ourselves.”

Okay, I’m getting a little freaked out here, I admitted to myself. It might be time to change the subject. Although how I was going to do that while we were confined to a police station was a stretch.

Himeko seemed to recognize that and sighed tolerantly. “Relax Mamoru,” she reassured me. “We’re not fools. You seem to keep thinking we have a secret army of hitmen and assassins. Rest assured, if we did Father wouldn’t have been so worried about you.”

Before I could get too calm she continued with “I won’t pretend we always keep within the letter of the law. We don’t, and we wouldn’t in this case, not if it wasn’t our best option. But death and dismemberment only make the heirs more concerned with vengeance and start feuds while increasing our legal vulnerability. It’s a last resort.”

Note: not “we would never do that.” Just “it’s a last resort.”

“We prefer to find out who’s responsible and then destroy them legally or financially, whichever is more sensible,” Himeko continued patiently. “We might play a little dirty in the process, we don’t hold back when someone starts things, but we don’t turn to tactics like this. Our way ruins their credibility and ability to retaliate. And even if we can’t ruin them, hurting them usually warns these sorts of people off reasonably well. They might not like us afterwards, they’ll certainly keep an eye out for opportunities to hurt us back. But the sorts of people who are unscrupulous enough to resort to these measures but capable enough to hide are usually the type to write off their losses when they have to. They’re like- “

Himeko suddenly cut herself off, looking a little embarrassed and guilty.

I watched in confusion for a few moments, wondering just what she could have been about to say that would have prompted such a reaction. She’d just calmly been monologuing about playing dirty and the fact her family was willing to skirt the law when she deemed it necessary, and doing it not so long after she’d been busy lying through her teeth to police officers to keep any mention of my supernatural abelites or Hiro’s near assassination out of the official records. And she’d freely admitted she was a little on the vengeful side right now on top of all that. What could she have possibly been about to say to me that…

I suddenly got it. Despite myself I sighed and momentarily dropped my head. But when I brought it back up I was wearing a crooked smile. “You were going to say ‘they’re like my parents’, weren’t you?”

“I’m sorry Mamoru,” she replied, indirectly answering the question.

“No, it’s fine. When you put it like that I actually see your point.” My parents didn’t work on that high a level, but I didn’t have to stretch things too far to see what Himeko meant. My parents really would brush off a loss and move on, vengeance wasn’t profitable or useful to their goals any more than sentimentality or most human emotions. They’d certainly take an option that gave them that vengeance! If all other things were equal it was no contest for them, they weren’t that inhuman. But I’d been thinking too much of hot-blooded feuds and arrogant oligarchs. This was probably cold and near sociopathic calculation at work. The profit vs loss in regards to kidnapping the Meiko heiress. And that sort of person wasn’t going to fall into the sunken cost fallacy. If something served their goals, they did it. Law and ethics be damned. And if it didn’t, they didn’t. No sense in letting their emotions get in the way of what they really wanted.

“It’s reassuring to think about it that way,” I continued, still sounding more bemused than upset. “Really, don’t worry about it.”

“Sorry Mamoru, I guess this whole thing has me really upset if I’m slipping like that.”

That does explain some of her responses. She was handling it much better than the average person would have, no doubt about that, but underneath her collected demeaner Himeko was really upset.

“Don’t worry about it,” I repeated sincerely, “I think we all feel that way.”

There was a moment of silence.

“I could have done without ending high school in a police station,” I admitted, looking around again.

Himeko laughed under her breath. “I think you’re getting a little dramatic there.”

I gave her a slightly annoyed look. “Aren’t I?”

Himeko’s return smile was tolerant. “Well, classes and official attendance are already over, so you’re already long done in that respect. And are you truly telling me you aren’t going to be back there soon enough for other events? It’s not like that was going to be the last time you ever stepped foot in the place.”

I looked at her in confusion for a few seconds, trying to decode that. I mean, she wasn’t wrong. If nothing else I’d just agreed to help out Sensei-san and Abe if something came up, and that was ignoring a few other possibilities. Like how I wanted to record next year’s Choral Club Concert if possible. But that didn’t seem right. She sounded so sure there was something else.

“What are you talking about Himeko?”

This time she blinked in confusion. “Did you not think about it? Are you truly not attending the Entrance Ceremony?”

“No, I’m terrified they might try to make me a part of everything. School’s top scoring graduate from last year and all that.”

I frowned. “Why? Is there something you know that I don’t?”

Himeko’s smirk was alarming.
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“So, cousin,” Kanoko Sakura asked me casually, “would you mind pointing out Inoue Sakura to me?”

I started a little.  But only a little, out of all the many little shocks I’d received so far that day her question was merely the icing on the cake.

We were standing in the background of my old high school’s Entrance Ceremony, the place reserved for family members and guests.  And we were doing so because it wasn’t my old high school any more, it was Kaede’s current one.

Is it kind of weird that the Kanoko kids have all gone to different high schools? I reflected randomly.  It seems a little odd.  Sakura had been forced to settle and go to a slightly lower one.  Akira had gone the easy route, taking the average level school nearest to them.  Kaede however had studied hard and made it to my old alma mater, one of the top tier high schools in Tokyo.  Don’t get me wrong, I wouldn’t have been surprised if one had gone to a different school than the other two, that was about par for the course in Japan.  All three of them doing so seemed a little strange to me.

And Himeko knew, that rat, I thought sourly for the dozenth time.  It wasn’t surprising, Shinji was also in the incoming year.  I would have been more shocked if the Meikos hadn’t done at least a quick background check on everyone he’d be sharing the school with.  But that still left me surprised when I suddenly found myself being dragged to the Entrance Ceremony with only a day’s warning.  The Kanokos had sent me a puzzling text the day before, and Himeko had only ‘casually’ inquired if I’d be there the night before.  I’d had to scramble a little in order to get everything together and still make it to the ceremony.  I’d been too worried about my own Tokyo U ceremony tomorrow.

“Cousin?” Sakura gently prodded me yet again.

“She’s hard to make out from here,” I whispered back, “ask me again a little later.”

Honestly?  I was buying time.  I wasn’t sure giving Sakura that information was a good idea.  She was obviously in overprotective-big-sis mode as she asked.  But she’s going to find out eventually anyway, I shrugged to myself.  And Grandmother Matsuda’s been training her, I doubt she’s going to do anything stupid.

In the end, I had to admit that point indirectly swayed me.  I wasn’t completely reconciled to Inoue being my younger cousin’s sempai either!  Having Sakura be a little forewarned and ready to look out for her, and ready to use Grandmother Matsuda’s advice on Kaede’s behalf, seemed like it might be a good idea.  I didn’t think Inoue was going to directly do anything to her, that didn’t seem like her style.  But between the bad example Inoue could set and how she might indirectly knock Kaede about in the process of her own maneuvering (Inoue didn’t usually play deliberately rough, but she wasn’t the type to care too much about another girl getting hurt in the process of her working her angles) I figured forewarned was forearmed.

We both quieted down as Aunt Kanoko shot us a warning look and the speeches started.  I tried to meditate through the boring process I’d gone through three times previously, only paying a little more attention when Himeko stepped up as a special guest speaker.  Normally she wouldn’t have been included.  But given that she was a beautiful, exiting Student Council President, rich heiress, that had also graduated to Tokyo U… yeah, they’d made an exception and had asked her to say a few words.  Needless to say, she did a great job.  She fulfilled all the usual ‘do your best and work hard’ requirements while subtly inserting a few more realistic warnings and 'heads up' hints that most speakers were afraid to touch on.

Aunt and Uncle Kanoko also shot me a few knowing looks upon seeing Himeko in person for the first time.  They’d seen pictures of course, but knowing how it all came together in the real world… well, they had some suspicions about how and why I’d suddenly come out of my shell.

Their thoughts were so obvious that as soon as the formalities were over, and we could move and talk again, I straight up told them.  “Yes, she’s attractive.  She’s taken, and I never imagined I stood a chance even when she wasn’t.”

“Oh, I wasn’t saying anything,” my aunt responded with a secretive smirk.

“We were just thinking this was one of Akira’s more justifiable crushes,” Uncle Kanoko tried to sound innocent.

I carefully controlled my expression, any response was just going to dig me deeper into that quagmire.  “Anyway, Sakura?  Inoue’s over there, look off to the left of the stage.”

 Sakura frowned and focused.  “Where?  Which one?”

“Don’t focus on the faces, focus on the uniforms.”

Sakura frowned for a moment and then hissed in realization.  “Goddamn, how does she do that?”

“Careful tailoring.  And believe it or not, she’s actually toned it down for the beginning of the year.”  Inoue was being careful not to come off as too available or fascinating during the Entrance Ceremony, her usual walk and body language were pretty subdued by her standards.  It was all still there though, a little hint of both strut and flounce in her walk combined with a uniform that was just slightly too tight and short in a few suspicious places.  The uniform was subtle, we were talking centimeters here, not decimeters.  But it was enough that if you actually focused on her clothes while she was standing still next to a similar student you’d be able to see.  Altogether, it was already enough to get everyone to notice her so they’d start paying more attention as she turned it up.

“Really?” the disbelief in Sakura’s tone was music to my ears.

“Really.”  Although, to be fair to Inoue, I don’t actually know she’s going to play it that way again this year.  Himeko had mentioned how she expected Inoue to do something similar, but more moderated and patient this time around.  She was already connected with a power base now.  She had no reason to rush this time, she could be choosy and subtler in her approach for her second year.  Himeko had said she wouldn’t have been surprised if Inoue changed up her style significantly based on the different circumstances, and all the new developments a new year might offer.

I still didn’t mention that to Sakura though.

“Okay, now I can see why you were so worried about her!” Sakura admitted frankly, watching the subtle differences in Inoue’s skirt lifting walk.

I’d have gloated, but I was mentally eating some crow of my own and feeling something similar in regards to Himeko right then.  Previously it had been easier to label some of her worries as excessive (not all of them, but some of them) in regards to Inoue and Shinji being in the same school.  Now that I’d found out my cousin was also going to be there my own fears were starting to ramp up, way up!

But I still couldn’t help but smile a little as I saw Kaede again, now wearing the female version of the uniform I’d worn for three years.  She was a little taller than the last time I’d seen her, and she’d cut her hair a little shorter, now she was styling it in a different way, an odd little wave across her forehead instead of her pigtails.  It felt strange seeing my little cousin going to the same high school I had, but I didn’t hate it.

I guess we’re all growing up and moving on.

***

On the other hand, I thought a little grumpily the next day, the more things change, the more they stay the same.  Seriously, we’ve just gone through a dozen years of these platitudes.  You’d think they could do something a little different.

Despite my cynicism, the Tokyo U Entrance Ceremony was a little different from what I’d experienced so far.  Just for starters the pomp and grandeur were turned up significantly, not to mention the numbers.  And the speakers had no qualms about mentioning the heritage, quality, and standards of the institution we were becoming a part of.

Again.  And again.  And again.

I mean, they have earned it, I reflected while trying to listen to the speech.  This is Tokyo U after all.  It would have been a letdown if they didn’t use at least some of that, we’ve earned the right to feel and appreciate the fact we’re a part of something this impressive.  But I think they’re overdoing it.  If they’d ended five or ten minutes ago it would have been great, now they’re just going on and on about everything.

Still, what can you do? I thought as a few minutes later as I listened to the top scorer amongst the incoming students step up and do his part.  Not mention all that history and pedigree?  I mean, I hoped this guy would do something a little more practical and interesting, but what was he supposed to say?  ‘It doesn’t matter that we’re some of the top students in the country and we’re going to Tokyo U’?  It would have been interesting if he could have pulled it off, but that would be a stretch!  Let’s be honest here, if it had me on the stage, I’d have fallen back on the old standards too.

(No, I wasn’t the top scorer.  Not even top ten.  Get real!  I was smart, studied, and had some minor supernatural advantages.  But now I was going up against literal geniuses and those who were just as smart or smarter than me but had been nearly psychotic in going through cram school for their entire school careers.  I was shocked that I’d apparently managed to just barely squeak into the top 2%, and I suspected that was merely due to the fact I was better at taking tests than the average student.)

Even by the standards of Tokyo U’s top scorer you’d have to be pretty damn amazing to pull that off in your opening speech and not bring yourself to everyone’s attention in a pretty negative way.  That’s not usually the first impression you want to give the Dean and all your classmates!  I can’t really blame them for going boring but safe.

I listened with one ear while I killed the rest of his speech musing about one of the top art path students actually being the top scorer as well and somehow pulling it off.  It would have taken an award-winning performance though.  And even in my fantasy I was brushing past several of the points, pretending that someone that talented would have an idea how to pull it off even though I didn’t.  Yeah, you’d probably need a top-level script, a master presenter, someone with Himeko level rank and looks, and then a few powerful glamour spells in order to successfully pull it off.  It wasn’t hard to see how someone could manage something more popular than not, something that would appeal to just over half the attendees. But nearly everyone?  Including all the powerful staff and alumni in attendance?  Without shooting their Tokyo U (and possibly real world) career in both feet?  That was something that made my long-term plans look realistic.

But, eventually, all things come to an end.  The speeches ended, the music finished, the ceremonies began wrapping up, and we were released to officially begin our lives as Tokyo U students.

***

Despite everything, I was in a good mood overall as I stepped out into the fresh air.  It’s really begun, I reflected in bemusement.  I’m actually here.  I mean, I’d always figured I would be.  It had never seemed like an unattainable dream.  But I wasn’t sure I’d truly believed believed I’d be there until that moment.  Even through all the orientation and other prep work it hadn’t really seemed real until then.  I guess the Entrance Ceremony really does work.

I shifted a little further past the doors, making sure to leave more space for everyone else.  The area was rapidly filling with other happy new students, usually laughing and celebrating with their parents.

I smiled and shook my head.  I suppose I could explore the area a little more, I mused happily.  Take advantage of the circumstances and just meander about a little.  I knew the basics of course, I’d already taken orientation and had my map.  But this was probably a good chance to look around a little, maybe go through the basics again and retrace the routes I’d be taking between all my classes.  I was kind of cheerful and excited, almost bubbly.  I didn’t want to go home just yet, I wanted to celebrate and enjoy becoming a Tokyo U student, savour this first official time on campus.

I laughed happily but quietly to myself.  Ah, I’m actually a little giddy.  This… this is pretty amazing.  Even if the first year’s going to be a little standard I can’t wait to-

“Mamoru-chan!”

I whipped my head around in surprise, shocked to hear someone hailing me.  Especially with that suffix!

Much to my surprise I found my Matsuda grandparents pursuing me at a stately pace.  “Grandmother!  Grandfather!  What are you doing here?”

“Silly child!” My grandfather smiled.  “We were here for the ceremony of course.  When else do you think we’ll get the chance to see one of our grandkids enter Tokyo U?”

“Don’t underestimate Reiji,” my grandmother tut-tutted him mildly, “the boy shows a lot of potential, we might be back here sooner than you think.”

And, honestly, Saori too if she really wanted it, I reflected somewhat randomly.  If she chose to truly develop her powers, and didn’t care too much about the ethics of it, I had no doubt she could make Tokyo U’s cut in a slightly more indirect way.  Psychic abilities are easier to cheat with than magic, I thought, momentarily caught up by the tangent.  Huh.  It applies more to the Entrance Exams than Tokyo U’s specific ones though.  I wonder if that’s a reason for them?  Or maybe if I should check to see if few of my new schoolmates have special abilities.

“Surprised to see us Mamoru?” My grandfather misinterpreted my distracted silence and patted me on my shoulder.

“Very,” I jerked back to the present but gave them an honest (if slightly awkward) smile.  “I figured… well, you know.”

“Hmph!” another unexpected voice sounded and I refocused my gaze in surprise.

“I’m not surprised!” my Grandpa Kanoko grumped as he appeared from behind my taller Matsuda relatives.  “Your no-good parents not even bothering to show for this, it’s as disgusting as it is expected!”

“Yes, your husband has a point,” Grandma Kanoko joined the other three and gently twitted Grandmother Matsuda.  “Your other grandkid might get in, but do you actually think his parents won’t bother to show up for the entrance ceremony?”

Grandmother Matsuda sniffed derisively, but her body language grudgingly showed she had to agree.

I meanwhile was almost as stunned by my Kanoko grandparents’ clothes as their presence!  Grandmother and grandfather Matsuda weren’t dressed terribly different by their standards.  Oh their suit and dress were of noticeably higher quality than their everyday wear, but it had taken a moment for that to register.  Grandma and grandpa Kanoko on the other hand, seeing them in formal clothing just about floored me!  They didn’t look right without their head kerchiefs and with their hair (what there was of it in grandpa’s case) properly combed and organized.

“Obaa-sama, Ojii-sama,” I said, more or less acting on autopilot and giving them a bow in my shock.

“Oh don’t give us that Mamoru-chan,” my grandpa said stepping in close.  “How about a hug instead?  You made it boy.”

I was soon enveloped in a hug with both my grandfathers and Grandma Kanoko.  I have to admit, it tugged at a place in my heart I hadn’t known I’d wanted filled.

“Not yet,” I admitted with a smile as I finally pulled back.  “I’ve really just started.  There’s a lot to do yet, but I am on the right track.”

“Good,” Grandfather Matsuda nodded wisely, “that’s the right attitude to have.”

Grandma Kanoko nodded too.  “Don’t denigrate your achievements Mamoru, you’ve done well to make it this far.  But don’t rest on your laurels either, you have a ways to go.”

“Bah, don’t put too much on the boy yet,” my grandpa spoke dismissively, “today’s a day of celebrations!  That’s why they have an entry ceremony in the first place.”

Well, partially, I thought, a wry smile tugging my lips.  Most of those speeches had not said ‘don’t worry, it’s all smooth sailing from here’.  They’d tended to emphasize how much there was yet to do.  But my grandpa had a point.

“That and boring people to death,” my grandma laughed.

“Heretic,” Grandmother Matsuda muttered.

“Oh please,” Grandma Kanoko twitted her back pleasantly.  “Half of those old farts were just taking advantage of a captive audience to go on and on and on.  Thousands of students and parents who were forced to pay attention to them because it was such a special day, and they revelled in it.”

Grandfather Matsuda laughed pleasantly.  “Well, I’m not sure you’re wrong about some of them.  I thought the Dean’s speech was quite good personally, set the tone for all the young minds nicely.  The ones after him though…”

I looked from one, to the other, to the next in surprise and counted on my fingers just to make sure I wasn’t somehow missing something.  “Wait, all four of you attended?  How?  I thought they were ultra strict about everything just to keep relatives from mobbing the place?”

I had received two tickets with very strongly worded instructions about the limits on guests and what I was supposed to do.  I’d passed them on to my parents of course, mostly as a formality just in case they’d wanted to use this for bragging rights or a way to up their standing in the office.  I never would have heard the end of it if this had been the one time they’d chosen to come.  Them not showing up had been totally expected.

(I did expect them to turn up for graduation in a few years, I figured that would be brag worthy and notable enough to get them to come.  Those sorts of pictures on their desks and the casual dropping of ‘oh, my son’s a Tokyo U alumni’ was worth it to them.  Merely getting in wasn’t useful enough to be worth missing work in their books.  At least, not as much as pointing out they were more dedicated to their jobs than their son's Entrance Ceremony was.)

“Well, your grandmother and I got tickets from your parents,” my grandfather admitted, “I assume you already guessed that?”

I nodded, that barely even deserved mentioning.

“But while we wanted to support you, it didn’t seem right to leave out the other side of the family.  Not if your parents weren’t attending.”

“I offered to play the dandy for them,” my Grandpa Kanoko noted offhandedly, “but he wasn’t willing to risk it.”

“Fortunately, I married a brilliant woman,” my grandfather favored his wife with a happy smile.

Grandmother Matsuda had been trying to seem above it all and standing slightly away from the other three.  Even now she simply turned around and said “hmph!  It was just a matter of a little networking, no big deal.  There are always a few people who don’t show up, even to something as important as this!  It’s simply a matter of knowing who to talk to if you want to get your hands on a few extra seats.”

The other three were all smiling at her, not fooled in the slightest by her slightly tsundere act.  To say the rules were strict was understating it, Tokyo U had to stand strong if they didn’t want a half dozen guests attending for every new student!  Grandmother Matsuda had to have done something pretty amazing to account for two additional tickets.

“Thank you, Grandmother,” I said simply, bowing deeply to her even as I was grinning at the same time.  “I truly appreciate it.”

Grandmother Matsuda’s expression finally softened a little.  “Come here child,” she finally admitted, “give your grandmother a hug on your big day!”

I did so happily.

We broke apart, and turned with the rest of my family, at the sounds of a small commotion behind us.

It took a moment for me to decode the growing knot of babbling people, but when I did I had to wince.  “Ah.  Himeko.”

Grandpa Kanoko looked at me sharply.  “What’s that Mamoru?  I don’t have your centimeters, you’ll have to tell me.”

“Nothing,” I said a little sadly, feeling some sympathy for my friend’s plight.  “It’s just that someone seems to have figured out Himeko’s identity and blabbed.  She’s at the center of the crowd over there, trying to gently push through a mob of…” I didn’t quite know what to call them.  Leeches?  The star-struck?  Fortune seekers?  Wannabe hangers-on?  Probably all of those and one or two others besides, I assumed one reason Himeko was being gentle about her retreat was that the majority of the circle were mostly innocent.

My gaze refocused a little, taking on a little more than Himeko, and I realized I wasn’t entirely correct.  “Correction: the Meikos in general,” I admitted with a hint of surprise, “it looks like both her parents made the ceremony as well.”

“That surprises you?” Grandpa Kanoko’s gaze was sharp-eyed, and a little concerned.

“A little,” I admitted, “I figured she’d get at least one of them, but I wasn’t sure both of them would be able to make it.”  I wasn’t sure why I’d have thought that, which was probably why my grandpa was worried.  But subconsciously I guessed I’d figured that one of them would be too busy with something important and figure that sending the other one was good enough.

I looked at the knot a little longer and nodded.  The Meikos were all impeccably dressed, but up close there were a few more slightly familiar adults that were dressed just a little more practically.  “Anyway, it looks like they brought the security staff along with all three of them here.”  Which made sense, Himeko’s parents had nothing to prove, didn’t have her self-defence skills, and realized all three of them in a relatively public place like this would be a tempting target.  “They’re keeping everything moving and the crowd from getting too close to the Meikos, no need for me to stage a rescue.”

Grandpa Kanoko snorted, my grandmothers gave me twin looks of disbelief, and Grandfather Matsuda had just a hint of laughter in his voice as he asked “and just how would you do that, Mamoru-chan?”

I snorted too while my grandmothers hid a mutual giggle at the thought.  Maybe with magic? I thought internally.  Although the way even my mental voice sounded tentative was a pretty good indicator how practical that idea was!  “Yeah.  That’s why I’m glad there’s no need.”

Much to my surprise, my phone buzzed.  “Sorry,” I apologized to my collection of grandparents as I took it out.  “I’d better just…”

I trailed off as I saw the text.

PrincessMei: I see you.

I blinked in surprise, refocused on the knot of people, and realized Himeko casually had her phone out and was doing her best to text without looking like she was texting.

PrincessMei: Any chance of some help?

“Sorry,” I apologized again before quickly typing.

MahouMam: Why?  Do you really need some?

PrincessMei: Not yet.  But this is annoying.

I sighed in relief.   I’d have helped if needed, but I did not want to think how that likely would have gone down!  Yeah, my most sensible option would have been some spells to intimidate and impress like with the masters, I thought grimly.  How the hell I’d pull them off quickly, and then explain the effects away to my grandparents… yeah, glad I’m not doing that.

MahouMam: Sorry.  With grandparents.

PrincessMei: I can see.  Wished I could meet with them.

I frowned a little while Grandmother Matsuda noted “Mamoru?” with a hint of both concern and annoyance.

MahouMam: How?

PrincessMei: You’re nearly two meters tall.  Think about it.

I sighed and groaned softly.  She was exaggerating a little, I was only 186 cm.  Though I’m probably breaking 190 in these shoes, my conscience reminded me.  While I might not have been in the top 1% of the incoming class’s grades I was easily in that range when it came to height.

PrincessMei: Give your grandparents my greetings and respects.

PrincessMei: I’m sorry I can’t talk to them, but it’s for the best that I don’t drag them into this mess.

“Himeko says hello,” I reported to my collected grandparents while the Meiko knot continued to slowly make its way across the open space, gradually collecting a few more curious onlookers in the process.  “She apologizes for not being able to greet you properly, but she’s a little busy right now and doesn’t want to drag you into everything.”

“Ah!” my grandfather looked enlightened.  “Of course.  I assume she doesn’t need a rescue?”

“She’d like one but doesn’t need it,” I confirmed, belatedly wondering just what the heck my grandparents would have done if I’d told them otherwise.  I tried not to underestimate their abilities, it was just that I didn’t usually think about them until one of them did something like somehow getting two extra tickets for the Entrance Ceremony!  My grandparents may not have been geniuses or hidden masters but they certainly had a few tricks of their own up their collective sleeves after all this time.  I’m almost curious now, I thought, the maddening little question taking up root in my brain.  I always harped on magic not being special, just another type of power.  I needed to add my grandparents to the list of examples for that!

Fortunately or not, my grandpa derailed that line of thought.

“That’s the redoubtable Himeko-sama?” Grandpa Kanoko looked at the knot in surprise.  He let out a low whistle.  “Wow.  Hina was right, she does look even better in person.”

“What?  Where?” his wife asked.

I groaned while my grandpa guided the other three’s eyes.  It was hard to make Himeko out, but she was near the center of the knot, holding a phone, and very noticeable.

“Oh my,” there was surprise and a hint of a giggle in Grandma Kanoko’s voice.

“Good face,” my other grandmother nodded approvingly, “great control, even in public.”

“I doubt that’s the first thing Mamoru-chan noticed about her face.”

I carefully did not make any note of that and returned to my phone.

MahouMam: Done.  They appreciate you thinking of them.  I think they’re sorry they didn’t get the chance to meet you too.

I, on the other hand, I thought a little sourly as I hit send, am not.  Don’t get me wrong, I wasn’t too put out by the idea.  In fact, if they could safely do it while I would be out of the city for a few weeks I might even be happy with the thought.  The idea of being caught between all four of them and Himeko was enough to make me grind my teeth.  I think I’d have rather taken another dinner with the Meikos over a luncheon like that!

PrincessMei: Maybe next time.

I raised my head to see all four of my grandparents smiling at me to varying degrees.

“So,” my grandfather asked, his eyes sparkling somewhat.  “You were only hanging around with her out of friendship, eh?  You weren’t telling us the truth only because it ‘was complicated’, eh?”

“She’s taken,” I responded grumpily.

“And not in the ‘take me, take me now’ way?” my grandfather inquired with a chuckle.

I made a disgusted noise.  “I’m never living that one down, am I?”

“Come on Mamoru,” Grandpa Kanoko cackled.  “If you think we’re ever going to let you forget that then you’re an idiot.  Especially after seeing her in person!”

“She does have a greater impact than a screen can convey,” Grandmother Matsuda still sounded approving.  “Excellent self discipline.”

“I might have to forgive Akira some of his stupidity,” Grandpa Kanoko was still snickering.  “She’s worth a crush and a few fantasies.”

“Some of his stupidity,” his wife emphasized sourly.  “Mamoru’s friend being that gorgeous doesn’t explain the rest of it.”

“Doesn’t it?  How much do you think it goads him that Mamoru gets to hang around someone like her but he isn’t that fortunate?”

That one made even me think for a moment.  Huh, never considered that angle before.  I mean, my grandma was right about it not explaining all of Akira’s stupidity.  But at least a little of it over the last year or so… I don’t want to get too Freudian, but I suspect he’s got a point.

Grandfather Matsuda just chuckled.  “Ah, if I were that age again I’d be a little bit distracted too.”

His wife gave him a none too gentle poke.  “Which is why it’s good you’re not!  And that I’m surprised Mamoru’s not been too stupid about it either.”

“Oh, I wouldn’t say that.”

“I wouldn’t either,” I muttered under my breath with a little too much feeling.  I hadn’t done too badly around Himeko.  But if I tried to count the number of times I’d let my hormones get me a little carried away on the subject I’d probably end up wincing for the next month.

“What was that?” Grandmother Matsuda asked sharply.

“I was just saying I was thankful my parents weren’t here!” I responded in a panic, saying the first thing to come to mind

All four of them turned to look at me worriedly.

“Because of the Meikos,” I finished a little lamely.  “You know, I was just worrying that here and now would have been when they’d have found out.”

My grandparents had to think about that for a moment.  But it was so evidently true, hence why it had come to mind immediately, that they had to grudgingly agree.

“No.”

“He’s right.”

“Hate to admit it, but…”

“Let’s be honest here,” I added quickly, “if my parents were around, they’d already be in the mob around the Meikos.”

“Hah!” Grandpa Kanoko barked laughter.  “You underestimate them boy!  They’d be creating a path for the group, all while trying to use that to ingratiate themselves.  And that’s if they didn’t realize they already had an ‘in’ with Mamoru.”

“Oh, it would be just about the worst time for them to find out, wouldn’t it?” his wife agreed with a hint of fear in her tone.

“That does sound like them,” Grandfather Matsuda admitted with a small wince of recognition.

“On that note,” Grandmother Matsuda asked a little more seriously, “are you sure you wish to remain at home, Mamoru-chan?  I think we all expected you to move out for university.  If it’s about money we could put you up if we had to.”

My Matsuda grandparents were only a little closer to campus than my parents, just on a slightly different angle.  In any case, I shook off their proposal without hesitation.  “I appreciate the offer,” I responded calmly, “but it’s for the best.  It’s going to be a pain moving, and I didn’t want to do so for a second time in a few more years when I graduate.  Staying with my parents is the cheapest and easiest option.”

“Are you sure about that Mamoru?” Grandpa Kanoko chimed in, sounding more than a little bit worried and skeptical himself.

I nodded firmly.  “I am.  I don’t want to deal with all the hassles along with all the problems of a new location and a bunch of teenaged dormmates on top of that!  Not when I’ll just move out again in four more years.  It’s easiest and cheapest just to commute from home.”

Granted, my complete reasoning included such factors as making sure Sho-uk’s clan of Little People was still alright, they hadn’t moved out yet either.  And also my worries about being discovered as I tried to make do with less living space next to smarter, more openminded, and more aware dormmates.  Not to mention the problems that would such a move would create in getting even limited experiments done at my new ‘home’.  Say what you would about my parents, having a whole apartment to myself so often was handy at times.  But it really was the practical stuff for the most part.  The extra supernatural factors were all important, but they were less of a concern than the idea I wasn’t paying rent yet.

(Although I was getting to the age where I was starting to think I should be offering it to my parents independently.  The pair were still so buried in their work, and merely going through the motions outside the office on autopilot, that it never would have occurred to them.  I didn’t feel too guilty yet, I was still young and I was paying for my whole education through scholarships without burdening them that way.  But if I stayed any longer than the four years I figured I probably needed to start slipping them some yen at the end of the month.)

“Still a fair commute,” Grandfather Matsuda noted neutrally.

“It’s what most students do,” I shrugged.  “Heck, Kaede’s got it worse than me!  My Tokyo U commute is long, but it’s still a good fifteen minutes shorter than her trip to high school.  And that’s only in one direction.  And her options aren’t as good as the ones I’ve got.”

My Kanoko grandparents grudgingly conceded that and backed off, not about to weaken their position by saying it was all right for one grandchild and not the other.

“Really?” Grandfather Matsuda asked calmly but cautiously.

“Really,” I nodded.  “Remember, Tokyo U’s a pretty big hub since there’s so many of us coming and going from here each day and it’s more centrally located.  I have about three times as many routes I can use to get here as Kaede does to my old high school.”

“Honestly,” I added, partially to distract them and partially because it was a concern of mine too. “I’m a little worried Kaede’s being too sentimental because I went there, or too dependant on my recommendation.  She got good enough marks to have other choices and there was at least one higher ranked high school a little closer to her.”  My old alma mater had been a top-level high school but not the best in Tokyo.  The nearness to my home had been an influence on my decision, I hadn’t needed to travel an hour and a half each day just to attend the best of the best.

(Of course, I’d then ended up with awkward travel times anyway, thanks to looping around the Meiko estate to collect mana everyday.  Shows what I know.)

“So you understand why we’re concerned?” Grandfather Matsuda countered gently.

Walked into that one.  “Absolutely,” I agreed, “and who knows?  Maybe something will come up and I’ll change it.  Maybe I’ll end up moving in with some hot grad student who has a room conveniently near the campus-”

Grandpa Kanoko snorted loudly and then quickly turned away.  Grandfather Matsuda kept a straight face, but the redness and tightness in his expression showed he was struggling.  “Well,” he said slowly, in an obviously forced-calm voice, “you might just have driven ‘take me, take me now’ out of our heads.”

“No he hasn’t!” my grandpa cackled, still not facing me as he wheezed with a little repressed laughter.

“Maybe I shouldn’t be so hard on Akira,” Grandma Kanoko sighed.  “He just does a worse job of hiding it.”

I rolled my eyes and then continued. “The point is,” I emphasized, “something might happen.  I’m not married to the idea, it’s just the most sensible thing so far.  I’ll do something different if the situation changes.”

“Sensible.  Right.”

“Seriously,” I emphasized, stung a little by their amusement, “nearly every student commutes to Tokyo U.  Well, obviously not those from out of Tokyo.  Or those on the very edge of the city.  But the majority of us do.  Even Himeko and Hiro commute from home!  Granted, they have much nicer homes than- “

“Wait a moment, Hiro?” Grandmother Kanoko interrupted me.

“Yeah…” I answered cautiously, not sure why she sounded so urgent.

“Mamoru, you have a new friend?!”

There was such hope and optimism in her eyes it left me momentarily stunned.  Especially since all my other grandparents immediately joined her and started to press me for details.

I mentally winced and rolled my eyes to the heavens.  Great.  Just great.  How exactly am I supposed to explain this?  ‘He’s Himeko’s secret boyfriend’ would be bad enough.  But given that he was actually my friend by now, and a scion to another rich family on top of that, and I in no way, shape, or form wanted to mention anything about ‘and I finally realized we’d become close after I saved him from an assassination attempt’!... yeah, I had no idea how the heck I was supposed to respond.

“It’s complicated…”
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I struggled not to whimper a little as I was dragged to lunch almost against my will. Himeko was merciless about establishing me as a friend and known associate though. We had a clean slate now, there would be none of the pretending we’d had to go through in high school if she had anything to do about it.

And I didn’t mind that idea. It made a fair amount of sense and would probably help us all out over the long run. It was unlikely to be as big a factor as in high school, everyone was at least a little more mature now and Tokyo U was a much larger venue where it was impossible for everyone to know everyone. But having me just be her friend was going to be useful and take a fair amount of awkwardness off our backs.

(Well, mostly my back as I’d usually struggled to remember who should know what and how formal I was supposed to be in a given situation. But at the very least it would make Himeko’s life easier as it gave her easy access to me and made sure I didn’t flub my cues miserably.)

Unfortunately, I was still an introvert at heart. And Himeko was still a presence that drew people like the proverbial moth to a flame. And between kindness and not wanting to disgrace her name she gave all of them a chance. Between her beauty, her rank, and her inherent charm that meant big crowds gathered around whatever table we were sitting at. On the upside, that usually gave me a chance to activate the ‘don’t notice me’ talisman and shift into the background as the meal went on. But getting started was hell.

“Not trying to back out this time?” Himeko asked as softly as she could manage, a hint of amusement in her voice. The last two days I’d tried some pretty pathetic excuses and evasions to try and get around lunch.

I shook my head. “Not this time,” I muttered, my heart not truly in it.

Himeko gave me a slightly reassuring smile. “Chin up Mamoru, only another week or two of this before it begins to ebb.”

“Yeah, just in time for Golden Week. Then everyone’s going to get a second wind afterwards,” I muttered feelingly to myself. Fortunately, we’d reached the food court and the spike in noise covered up my words.

“Meiko-sama! We have a seat for you over here!”

“Over here Hime-sama!”

“Hime-sama!”

Himeko laughed off all the attention good naturedly and seemed to chose one of the tables at random. In reality I knew she was being terribly clever and calculating, but since her explanations of how she made those decisions and weighed all those factors went even further over my head than advanced arcane physics went over hers it all amounted to the same thing: I was clueless. Himeko and Eiko went ahead to claim spots in the crowded area, making sure to save one for me in the process, while I went to buy everyone food. That gave me a few extra minutes free of the social crush and allowed me to slip into the background a little more easily while still giving me a literal seat at the table.

“Don’t worry,” Eiko smiled wryly at me as we split up, “you’ll get used to it.”

“Fat chance of that,” I muttered feelingly while I joined the impersonal crowds to buy food.

Eiko’s presence at Tokyo U was a surprise, but one that had made a lot of sense when it was broken down for me. After the attempted kidnapping Himeko had gone through just before university started, the one I’d been along for, her parents had not been inclined to just let her wander around Tokyo U without protection. And while Himeko and I shared several of the same first year classes (similar basic qualifications and requirements abounded in Tokyo U’s junior division, so we’d deliberately aimed for the same classes when feasible) I wouldn’t have been considered to be enough security even if I’d been around her all the time. Between my lack of training, my focus on the actual classes instead of guarding Himeko, my hesitation to use magic in public areas, and the simple fact they didn’t trust me that much, I was never going to be considered an adequate bodyguard.

(I should probably note that I agreed entirely with that assessment. Don’t get me wrong, I was more than willing to fight to protect my friend, as I’d proven several times over. But, even if you ignored all the practical problems we’d already thought of, there was a more fundamental issue underneath it all: I just didn’t have the right mindset for it. I was too emotional in the wrong ways, a little too self-centered, and too unaware of issues I had to be instinctively reacting to as they were happening. As odd as it may have sounded, Eiko had all of that down pat. As disrespectful as she acted at times, and there was a lot of that there, between her training and her upbringing she was well prepared to be Himeko’s bodyguard. She'd instincitvely realize what she had to do and would do it without hesitation. Meanwhile I had only considered what such a strong reaction from my warning bracelet had meant several hours after the kidnapping attempt. Himeko’s opponents hadn’t been about to leave a witness around, someone able to report to everyone just what had happened and who had done it. At the very least they’d have made sure I was out of action for a few hours while they made their getaway. Quite possibly, given the stakes and what the Meikos would have done to them, they’d have made sure it was permanent.)

So the Meiko family had loomed menacingly over Tokyo U and quietly gotten Eiko some special privileges. Eiko wasn’t a student, she had no official placement within Tokyo U. Instead, she was being quietly ignored as something akin to a combination of a medical assistant and a visitor auditing Himeko’s classes. The Meikos could have gotten her an ‘official’ bodyguard status, Tokyo U got enough VIPs that there was a quiet provision for the position, but everyone felt that was too noisy and disruptive when half the point of using Eiko was to try and make things easier on Himeko. Instead, Eiko pretended to be just another student. All the teachers knew she wasn’t, and the truth would probably come out in another year or two when Himeko moved on to a more focused field of study, but with the larger classes and thousands of strangers around she could fake it for the time being. She would attend classes and exams but received no marks, did no assignments, and would get no accreditation. Eiko wasn’t too thrilled to be accompanying Himeko like this, but she was even less thrilled at the thought of her friend getting kidnapped.

And, as much as Eiko protested about going to school for nothing, I was pretty sure she was secretly a little pleased at this development. Her position within the Meiko household had always been a little odd. She had a place, but for the daughter of such a loyal servant family it had started to bother her a little that it was somewhat forced and separate. Not much, but now she had graduated from high school and been about to focus on her martial arts instead of traditional higher education it had started to gnaw at her confidence. But between my supernatural shenanigans and Himeko’s attempted kidnapping the Meiko household had quietly come to the conclusion that ‘you know, a loyal staff member with generations worth of history with us who’s also a ki trained martial artist might be a really good idea.’ Eiko was getting paid for all this, and in the process was carving out a surprising little place for herself in Meiko security. Maybe not in the traditional way, Eiko fit with standard security about as well as I did, but she was making a niche for herself that might work better for her than any of us had expected.

I purchased some lunches for the three of us and began making my way back to our table. Even if I hadn’t remembered where it was it would have been easy to locate, it was the one with more than a few casual onlookers crowding around it and an overabundance of female students. While Tokyo U was trying to correct some admission biases (some legit, others much less so) the boys still outnumbered the girls nearly three to one. This only increased Himeko’s popularity and impact, especially amongst the incoming students, and it showed.

I suspect the biggest problem, I reflected as I gently but inexorably nudged my way through the crowd, is that the new arrivals are in a weird place confidence wise. On one hand they’d just had the incredible high and feeling of success from making it into Tokyo U in the first place. That was one hell of an affirmation about your abilities and decisions! On the other hand, they were now in a place where they were surrounded by thousands of other students who’d also been good enough to make Tokyo U’s cut. The mix of ego boosting and humility inducing that created… each student took it differently. I imagined most of us would sort it out in a month or so, but for the moment that meant even more guys hitting on Himeko than usual as the more egotistical ones rode that ‘top of the world’ feeling and/or the more insecure ones tried a little desperately to validate themselves by scoring with her.

(It also applied to more than a few girls too, or so Himeko and Eiko informed me. But under the circumstances they were usually much more subtle about it so I didn’t see those incidents.)

One such male specimen was ignoring all Himeko’s polite hints as I slowly pushed my way to the table. “I mean seriously,” he continued in what he clearly imagined was a suave and confident manner as he tried to crowd the empty space next to Himeko, “why are you bothering with that loser?”

Himeko gave him a drolly amused look. “I think the fact you’re calling him a loser says a lot more about you than him.”

“Hah! That giant gaijin looking freak? He won’t last a month, there’s a reason he sits at the back of the class.”

Oh, so it’s about me.

There was a flash of something in Himeko’s eyes, but she played up her amusement as she noticed me coming up behind the wannabe pickup artist. This guy was clearly overacting to get a response, but Himeko preferred to be a little more artful than that. At least half the girls sat around the table correctly interpreted her intentions and hung on her every word as they noticed me approaching and took in the show.

“Yes,” Himeko continued serenely, “it’s a leftover habit of his from high school. Mamoru-san prefers to sit at the back so that he doesn’t get in the way of good students trying to see what the teacher is doing. He also likes to put his back to a wall so he’s not vulnerable to the jealous and the foolish. Unlike you, he has excellent situational awareness.”

Himeko combined that with a significant glace over his shoulder. And since the guy’s companions had already been trying to quietly signal him ‘shut up, shut up, shut up’ for the last twenty seconds or so, he actually took the hint and looked behind him.

Unsurprisingly, he saw me looming over him and jumped to the side like a scared rabbit.

I sighed, both honestly and to back Himeko’s play. Since the school year had begun I’d been getting a little more experience how to assist her at times like this.

“Like I show situational awareness,” I noted calmly, passing on some ramen and curry to Himeko and Eiko respectively. “Anyway, here are your lunches.”

The wannabe babbled something apologetic and made a hasty retreat as I sat down and Himeko noted. “You’re actually better than most Mamoru.”

I gave her a jaundiced look. “Not really.”

“Really,” Himeko replied sincerely. “It goes hand in hand with your… jumpiness.”

I made a vaguely polite sound of acknowledgement before turning to my own lunch. That’s a pretty polite way of saying paranoia, I thought, letting the sound of the enthusiastic girls around the table congratulating Himeko wash over me like a wave of background noise.

Thankfully, their attempts at brown nosing gave me the good opportunity to fade into the crowd. As much as they were congratulating Himeko on her ‘great judgement’ and ‘cutting wit’ they seemed to be totally ignoring the wingman next to her. Don’t get me wrong, the ‘don’t notice me’ talisman was definitely a part of that. At least some of them would have played me up a little more to try and get on Himeko’s good side otherwise. But most of it was on them. These were the people auditioning to try and be Himeko’s new hanger’s-on, a new entourage for a new institution.

I had hoped for better from Tokyo U students, I reflected. But that’s pretty unreasonable. A lot of this is the straight, female equivalency of that wannabe pickup artist. Himeko’s a great opportunity to advance and validate themselves so of course they’re going to try and suck up to her, try to ‘make friends’ with her. And, as obvious as they’re being, they could actually be a lot worse. They’re being blatant, but they’re not playing dirty or in danger of crossing any lines. Aoth alone knows how hard my parents would be trying if they were my age. And damned if I’m not being a little bit of a hypocrite here. If everything had gone according to my original plan, if I’d arrived at Tokyo U just as friendless and goal focused as I’d imagined, and then you’d told me that I could get all the benefits I'm currently enjoying from the Meikos if I simply made friends with her? All the mana? The protection? The occasional free stay at a mansion? You’re damn right I’d have made at least a token attempt at getting to know her! And I hate all this! It’s no wonder those who are a little more sociable and ambitious are making the attempt.

I thought about that a little more, waffling over the philosophy, ethics, and practicality of it while I ate my own curry and rice. I probably wouldn’t have made much of an attempt, I was still too socially hopeless and being ‘moral’ and ‘independent’ would have given me an excuse to give in to my anxiety and not try it. On the other hand, if I’d really known for sure about the ley-line through the Meiko estate… Well, old me probably would have at least tried to play up my intelligence and offer to help Himeko study.

Recognizing that made me slightly more sympathetic to the crowds surrounding us, and helped distract me through lunch. More importantly, it also helped me feel slightly more sympathetic to Himeko! She was the one putting up with this, and tolerating me ducking out of everything as subtly as possible. I resolved to be at least a little more supportive in the future.

***

“That is it!” Himeko half-shouted the second the car door closed. “Hiro is right! We’re coming out as a couple!”

Eiko and I blinked in surprised and turned to stare at Himeko’s little outburst. Classes were over for the day and we were on our way home. Well, to the Meiko mansion at least. Himeko and I both ended at the same time on Tuesdays and Thursdays. It was a new development, but since our friendship was out in the open I wasn’t above catching a lift home with her while she was willing. If nothing else it had seemed a good way to avoid attracting too many ‘friends’ of my own as the Himeko chasers turned their attention on such a vulnerable and obvious target as myself, trying to suck up to me in order to get closer to her. The ‘don’t notice me’ talisman helped, but not if I made myself an obvious target like that. Neither of us had thought about it until Himeko had been about to take off, then we’d noticed several of them circling me like hungry wolves. After that we’d quickly adopted this new model.

I suddenly found myself doubting the wisdom of that as I found myself trapped in the back of a luxury car with a venting heiress.

“I don’t care how much press we’re going to get, I’m not putting up with this stupidity any longer!” Himeko continued her passionate but low-key rant.

Thankfully, Eiko recovered first and took the lead with this one. “Wow Hime,” she noted calmly, “today’s the day that got you to break? Really?”

Himeko shot her a furious look. “Did you hear that asshole Iji’s suggestion that we spend Golden Week together?”

“Uh, no,” Eiko looked slightly startled.

“Good. Because I’m worried he was high on something to say an idea that lewd and aggressive out loud!”

“I take it he suggested something a little more than taking a vacation together?”

“You could say that!”

I flinched, embarrassed on behalf of my gender. What’s more, I suspected at least half of the idiots who’d approached her today would have done the same. Damn, I wonder if she’s right about him being on something, I reflected as I read a lot into the subtext. Someone taking some liquid, or powder, courage to approach her. Or maybe just deal with university life in general and this was a side-effect. That must have been an almost pornographic suggestion to get her this upset!

The movement attracted her attention. “And how many of them try to use poor Mamoru as a strawman for their approach… you heard what some of the idiots were saying today!”

“You had to have seen that coming,” I noted instinctively. “It’s what we spent half of high school avoiding.”

Himeko shot me an angry glare. “Yes. But I hoped the idiots would be better than this! They’re Tokyo U students for crying out loud, and I made it clear from the start you were no sort of romantic partner or candidate.”

I shrugged helplessly. I didn’t entirely disagree. But by the same token she was being a little unfair. Don’t get me wrong, there were still far too many guys being idiots just like she said. But it really was only something like 1% of our entire year. Far too many as an absolute number, but not too bad as a percentage of humanity. I was a little disappointed in our fellow students too, as evidenced by my thoughts at lunch, but they were a bit better than she was making it sound.

“And even if the Mamoru thing dies down, I still don’t want to deal with all the idiots hitting on me. It’s time Hiro and I were honest about it.”

“I don’t think that’ll stop them Himeko,” Eiko warned her, treating the topic with unusual sensitivity.

“It’ll stop some of them,” Himeko transferred that glare to Eiko and declared firmly, “and it’ll give me a lot more ammunition to beat the next guy over the head with when he tries to put the moves on me.”

Eiko glanced at me and I simply shrugged. She wasn’t entirely wrong. I was pretty sure a solid ‘I have a boyfriend’ would at least cut the number of arrogant Casanovas in half. Especially once it was known to be Hiro. Yes, most of them were still idiots, especially to be trying this hard this quickly. But this wouldn’t be like trying to pretend I was her boyfriend, or even just some random guy Himeko assured them was real. Knowing Himeko had a rich and good-looking boyfriend who also looked like he could pound them into the ground like a fence post would deter most of the would-be Romeos in a way I certainly couldn’t. Not all of them, sadly. There’d always be some egotistical or opportunistic idiots who tried their luck. But knowing Hiro was the wall they’d have to overcome would hopefully send a lot of them retreating to greener pastures.

I still had trouble decoding all the unique obstacles and advantages in Himeko and Hiro’s relationship. And it wasn’t like I would have been that great at it in a regular pair’s relationship, let alone theirs. “Is that going to be alright?” I asked Himeko cautiously.

Himeko let out a huge sigh, releasing some of her tensions, and slumped back into the well upholstered car seat. “It’s not going to be great,” she admitted, “but it’ll be better than this. We’ve cleared all the bigger and chancier obstacles. The remainder are still going to be a pain, there’s no getting around that. But I’ve been discussing it with Hiro. And, if today’s any indication, the new problems will still be preferable to what we’re dealing with now.”

“Yeah, they’re already sniffing around,” Eiko admitted with some reluctant annoyance. “May as well get it over with rather than waste all this time dragging it out.”

“Who’s sniffing around?” I looked at Eiko in surprise, not quite understanding their point. “Even more guys?”

Himeko smiled tolerantly. “The press Mamoru. There’s only so much Tokyo U can do to limit their access. I caught at least two gossip reporters shadowing us today.”

“Three,” Eiko inserted, “but I only saw the one from The Chat because security gave me a photo of them first. And they’re a legitimate fourth year student at Tokyo U.”

“The what?” I asked, starting to get totally lost.

“Tokyo Chateau,” Himeko responded calmly. “Don’t let the fancier name fool you, they’re not that high class. Mid-range at best.”

I kept my mouth shut, but barely. I didn’t think Himeko was worth chasing around to try and get pictures and gossip about, but if they claimed that was what reporters were doing then I wasn’t going to be the one to gainsay them.

Besides, is it that much a of a surprise? My own subconscious gave me a tolerant side-eye. I mean, remember that scene today at lunch? Are you going to tell me some of the trashier or more gossipy mags wouldn’t use that? Granted, I still didn’t think it was worth as much effort as the girls seemed to be indicating. But it was hard to argue it wasn’t right up their alley.

“In any case, they’re already hanging around,” Himeko said as if it was as natural as breathing. “We might as well get it over with. Besides, we kind of owe them something. Father and mother burned up even more clout and favors making sure no one even mentioned rumors of an attempted kidnaping after that little incident at school. We really do need to give them something in return at this point, and giving the better papers the jump on finding out about Hiro and I should help even the scales.”

“Do your really believe that, Hime?” Eiko asked slyly.

Himeko sighed in frustration. “No. But it would be nice to get something out of it rather than keep dancing around keeping things quiet. If I have to start this circus I’d rather pay back the restraint of some of the better papers rather than letting one of the rags eventually break a distorted version of the truth.”

She began to count off her fingers. “Doing it this way we’ll pay some of the press back, get the most of the arrogant and hornier idiots to back off.” She paused and shot me a wry look, “that alone is probably worth it just so they stop annoying both me and Hiro.”

I jolted a little to seriously think about that. I hadn’t considered the crosscurrents before. In addition to their own problems, Himeko and Hiro were both probably pissed about seeing all the other people trying to hit on their secret significant other. Yeah, Hiro would probably have been splintering all his pens and pencils in his hand if he was forced to watch today’s gong show.

Himeko ticked down a third finger. “We can finally be together in public. And we can even assuage our families a little, when we’re together we’ll be combining our security and that’ll help them all feel a little better.”

Okay, that’s another one I never considered, I thought in surprise. Granted, I thought that was putting a pretty optimistic spin on it. I didn’t think Eiko would be adding that much to their combined security or vice versa (Hiro was one of those VIPs with bodyguards at university. It annoyed him to no end, and he tried to keep them in the background as much as possible. But they were sometimes useful in helping him avoid scenes like Himeko’s lunch.) But it wouldn’t be nothing either. And I could see how it might make their families feel just a little bit better.

“And all it’s going to cost you is a ton of spectacle, speculation, and gossip,” Eiko smirked.

For a moment Himeko’s mask slipped and she barely kept from burying her face in her hands and screaming into them. “Yes,” she admitted instead, “and it’s not going to be fun. But better to get it over and done with now than later. I probably should have just given in and gone that way from day one at Tokyo U, but I really was hoping things would be better.”

“Optimistic,” Eiko pointed out mercilessly. “But hey, you’re right about the timing. At least this way you’re not having to deal with the reporters while explaining things to a Shizu or a Fukumi.”

That bit I got, even though it had to be pointed out to me. Himeko was currently without an entourage. She’d said she was going to try and avoid picking one up at Tokyo U but I was pretty skeptical of that. Still, with Eiko around it might just be possible. In either case, at this point she could set it up so that anyone who did maneuver into that position knew beforehand. Even if they were only shallow and opportunistic friends they wouldn’t have any room to complain or create trouble. Well, much room. Whereas someone like Shizu…

I winced at the thought even in the car. Yeah, I’m glad to be across the city and never going to be seeing her again before she finds that out.

“Or having to deal with it after a week of confusion and blurry photos,” Himeko added, trying to look on the bright side. “Where they saw me with someone but couldn’t quite make out who. That one would actually be worse now. With Mamoru being known to be a friend he’d probably have to deal with almost as much cra- garbage as I would.”

That one brought me back into the conversation! “What, really?” I asked in startlement.

“Blurred pictures of me getting close to someone else? Especially someone who’s also bigger than the average guy? Come on Mamoru, you know a bunch of idiots would speculate it’s you in that sort of case. You could be gay and openly dating another guy and there’d still be plenty of people who suggested it was all a cover for you seeing me.”

Eiko sniggered. “Especially by the worst of the bunch,” she added mockingly. “A blurry photo? Of course, it’s proof of everything! One of the smartest guys out there who’s close to Meiko Himeko can’t be gay!”

I mean, she wasn’t wrong. I was slightly annoyed that was all they meant, but it was kind of hard to argue that after seeing some of the idiots hitting on Himeko since starting university. They were a minority of students, but claiming they didn’t exist was patently wrong.

“Regardless,” Himeko said firmly, obviously trying to hype herself up for the decision. “Hiro and I have cleared all the necessary hurdles. We are now both old enough and can live outside of our families if we have to. We are going to the same school and can see each other regularly. And we are sure of our decision. We know where this is going, we just have to travel down this road.”

I bit my tongue and kept my peace on that one, even though plenty of cynicism and plenty of romanticism were fighting over my opinion on that subject.

“We would have liked a little more peace and space to confirm it,” Himeko granted us graciously, “but we will simply have to accept what we have. I’ll talk to mother when we get home, then we shall begin.”

“Shouldn’t you talk to Hiro first?” I added a little skeptically.

Himeko shook her head. “We have been for the last week. He was more certain this was coming than I was.” She pouted for a moment and added a little grumpily “I didn’t think they’d have time to be this stupid. We’re in university now, they should be more focused on classes.”

That one tempted me to call out Himeko for being a little optimistic and naïve. Don’t get me wrong, she had a point. But we weren’t that busy. And, even if we were, for a girl like Himeko your average guy would make the time. Seriously, that’s what Hiro’s doing after all. He had it even worse than most but he was still managing to create time for them to be together. Still, even I thought anyone getting into Tokyo U would have been smarter about it than this, I admitted privately. I guess the loss of blood to the brain still drops their intelligence too much.

(What? Me being hypocritical and blind? Never.)

“But I’ll text him and make sure there are no new developments,” she admitted while taking out her phone. “And of course we’re going to coordinate however we reveal this.”

“You could just, I don’t know,” Eiko rolled her eyes, “get together on campus and kiss each other in public?”

“Hush Eiko, you know better than that.”

Aoth, if this is what they’re going through just to admit they’re a couple, what’s their actual wedding going to be like at this rate? I thought in disbelief as Himeko started texting back and forth with Hiro. I winced at some of the ideas that came to mind. Normally Himeko and Hiro preferred to be a little bit understated. High budget, but understated. On the occasion of getting married and demonstrating their love to each other... Remind me to be out of the country then. Or maybe out of the dimension! Okay, that’s too impractical. But maybe I could arrange to be doing some important work at an Antarctic research station?

I had a sneaking suspicion that, even if I somehow managed that trick, I’d just encounter a specially built helicopter flying through a blizzard to find me and drag me back to Japan.

I got as far as picturing the team of tailors in the back to fit my tuxedo enroute before I shook my head and refocused on the present. As I took in the car, a concerned Himeko texting with her boyfriend, a bored Eiko, and the Tokyo traffic around us, I reflected how much had changed from last year when I’d been worrying about the developments of a newly awakened kami. I guess time marches on, whether we want it to or not. We’re in university now, and things are going to be different.

I then of course went on to prove how not different things were by mentally adding I wonder if Tokyo U has a kami? Or multiple kami? Maybe they’re divided by campuses? Or by age of campus? Huh, I really should look into that. Because despite everything that had happened to me, despite how much I’d grown, there were some things I just never learned.
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“Mamoru, what are you doing?”

“Penance,” I muttered feelingly under my breath, feeling a hot flush of embarrassment as I recognized Himeko’s voice. That was unexpected, I hadn’t told me friends where I was. So for them to suddenly find me, kneeling by a tree with a bucket of what looked like tar by my side, covering parts of the tree trunk with the mixture, was not a welcome surprise.

“Mamoru?”

I sighed. “I’m helping repair and strengthen the trees,” I replied more pleasantly. “There was a beetle infestation recently, and a number of them are more hurt than anyone knew. I’m sure the groundskeepers will get to them in time, but they’re too busy with all the start of year chores and haven’t realized it just yet. So… I’m taking care of the problem before it gets too bad. By the time they got to this there’d probably be some real damage setting in, we’d lose plenty of branches and probably a few trees. Doing this will limit the harm.”

Eiko looked amused but Himeko’s gaze was particularly sharp eyed as she saw through the evasion and asked the obvious question. “Okay, why?”

“How’d you two even find me?” I countered quickly instead, trying not to admit how stupid I’d been.

Himeko was not amused, but it seemed like either Eiko hadn’t realized how serious this might be or was willing to play along. “Come on Mam,” she smirked and crossed her arms in front of her. “You’re in Himeko’s orbit, really distinctive, and doing something strange. Of course some of her wannabe sycophants were casually mentioning you.”

“Dang it,” I said mildly, even though I was blushing some more. “Should have turned the talisman up higher.” I was using the ‘don’t notice me’ talisman, but only at the lowest level. Apparently a nearly two-meter-tall weirdo wondering around campus seeming to paint trees was a little too noticeable for that level of glamour.

It probably would have worked later in the year, I admitted to myself. But right now everyone’s too new and still looking around and noticing things rather than going on autopilot. And I’m just a little too singularly weird in doing this. Although I should have guessed that was what had happened, given that my friends had found me too. I should probably just be grateful most people who noticed still decided it was either none of their business or that I knew what I was doing and it was best to leave me alone. Most of the time that’s what they did subconsciously while ‘don’t notice me’ was in effect, but the paths weren’t worn into their psyches after such a short exposure to Tokyo U so this time they’d had to make the decision after thinking about it for a minute.

“Ostensibly, they were inquiring into what you were doing and wondering if they could help,” Himeko muttered with feeling. “Really they were probing the situation, obviously hoping to undermine you and work their way into my graces when you were out of the way.”

I winced. “Sorry Himeko,” I apologized. It wasn’t my fault they were opportunistic idiots, but I really should have considered how this might affect my friends. Not too much, but enough to have at least turned the ‘don’t notice me’ talisman up into the mid to high range.

“Don’t apologize for their behaviour Mamoru, apologize for your own. And start by telling me why you’re doing this!” Himeko did not hesitate to put a little force behind her last words.

I couldn’t quite meet her gaze. “…remember the other day?” I approached it a little sideways. “When I was asking about Kameiko?”

“Yes,” Himeko replied a little more neutrally, still giving me a sharp-eyed gaze.

About two days previously I’d decided to inquire into the kami situation at Tokyo U. I’d started in the obvious and safest way, utilizing what limited contacts I already had with kami. I’d have preferred using Sensei-san, a literal kami of a school, but that wasn’t really an option in this case. Sensei-san was still too young, inexperienced, limited, and connected to their own school even if they’d been willing. Kameiko though, he might have been far away but he had a lot more experience and more of an ability to operate at a distance.

So, wisely for once, I’d inquired with him through Himeko. I’d asked if there were kami around Tokyo U, what they were like, and if he’d been willing to open a dialogue.

Unfortunately, he hadn’t been so receptive. Himeko had apologized for that, but Kameiko had been getting more and more fractious ever since he’d revealed himself to everyone in her family during the mess around Christmas. Not horribly so, she was more than willing to trust and depend on him, but Kameiko was getting a little less eager to just stick his nose out because she asked. He’d briefly confirmed that there were kami around Tokyo U, but also told me that “I am not some sort or hired messenger for a low class onmyoji, take care of it yourself.”

After a few moments, back in the present, Himeko abruptly added “I’ve been thinking about that actually. Kameiko’s been less keen on helping me ever since I threatened to leave the family. There have been so many other things going on, and it developed so gradually, that I didn’t put it together before now. But it seems obvious in hindsight.”

“Kind of,” I admitted with dull surprise, getting distracted but appreciating her point, “he is the kami of your family’s Kyoto mansion after all. Loyalty and duty are pretty much coded into him. As well as traditional obedience over common sense and logic.”

Himeko nodded. “The rest of the family also knew about him after that, so he wasn’t so alone. And now that he’s no longer competing with Sensei-san for my attention he’s not so eager to please. I still trust him, he would never allow me to come to harm, but I doubt he’s going to do so much for us anymore.”

Eiko just snickered. “Figures. The one member of your entourage who’s actually useful and he’s throwing a snit.”

“Some people would consider you a part of my entourage, Eiko,” Himeko responded serenely.

I wonder if I qualify? I thought absently. Huh. Interesting perspective. “The Sensei-san thing is a good point,” I added out loud. “I suspect manifesting any real power this far from Kyoto was a little more taxing than he wanted to let on. Not too much so, but not as easy as he tried to claim. Without Sensei-san to compete against he’s probably trying to limit that a little more too.” I tried to project my voice towards the remaining magatama beads Himeko was carrying, “sorry Kameiko-san, I wasn’t thinking.”

The kami didn’t respond, but I thought I could feel a grumbly, reluctant acknowledgement of my words in the air.

“I apologize for interrupting, Mamoru,” Himeko continued politely after a moment. “But I figured it was best to let you know that before I forgot about it, it’s not usually a subject that comes up. Now, you were saying?”

Left unspoken, but implicit in her tone, was the sentiment, “and you’d better answer me this time!”

I sighed. “Well, I was taking things more cautiously on that front this time- “

“Compared to what?” Eiko interrupted incredulously.

“Sensei-san,” Himeko responded calmly. “Ignore her, Mamoru, please continue.”

Oh, I hate this. “But the stars literally aligned and I figured it was best I take advantage of that. There was one of those cosmic intersections that made contacting spiritual beings about five times easier than usual the other day, and that only happens like two or three times in a year. And there was an empty room available since we’re getting that weird break in our lab courses before the next one. So, I thought: when am I going to get a chance like this again? It seems almost like destiny. I then performed a quick ritual to see if there was a kami of the campus, or the building, or Tokyo U in general, by clearing the way for them and inviting them to my location.”

“And things went wrong,” Eiko guessed with another smirk, crossing her arms in front of her.

“Not… quite,” I temporized.

“Oh, then how would you put it Mamoru?” Himeko asked, torn between concern and amusement.

“Things went horribly right?” I suggested. “Turns out that I miscalculated, but not in the correct direction.”

“Okay, that’s confusing,” Eiko admitted when I hesitated. “What are you getting at Mamoru? I don’t understand.”

I sighed. “Tokyo U isn’t home to just one kami, or even half a dozen over the various campuses. It’s a veritable court of dozens of kami, at the very least.”

The girls blinked in surprise. “Oh,” Eiko replied dumbly.

I nodded. “Just like with Kameiko, in hindsight it should have been obvious. The sheer history and importance of this place combined with all the powerful and significant people who have passed through here and all the archeological and technological artifacts around campus… yeah, I can’t imagine what I was thinking when I assumed it would just be a kami or two. Leftover prejudice from high school I suppose. But if I tried extrapolating everything else from high school to a university level it’d be just as bad, so that feels like a pretty stupid excuse. Anyway, instead of a single, relatively young kami there’s a ton of them, from minor beings representing old but treasured tsukumogami to… well, at least one spiritual bull showed up and hung around in the background after I did my spell. I am not dumb enough to assume Tenjin isn’t taking an interest.”

The girls blanched at the thought of me anywhere near such an important kami, especially one so closely connected to scholarship and learning. I didn’t exactly come off as someone who was good at getting along with the kami, more like someone who was going to blunder into their shrines and accidentally give offense despite my best intentions (which, as this incident demonstrated, was not an entirely unfair assumption). And given Tenjin’s other areas of interest, such as natural disasters and storms, they had to be worried I was about to become a literal lightning rod for trouble.

Surprisingly, that was one particular deity I wasn’t too worried about. One nice thing about being an adherent of Aoth was that knowledge and learning based gods were likely to give me leeway. Not a blank cheque mind you, if I went to the nearest shrine to Tenjin and then literally pissed on the torii gate then Aoth would give Tenjin free rein in whatever they did to me, and would probably still issue at least a small punishment of his own if I actually survived the experience. But the gods of knowledge generally got on and had agreements, or at least knew of each other and were polite on the off chance that knowledge sharing would be required in the future. So long as my offenses weren’t egregious or deliberate (and Aoth had final call on that one) Aoth and his servants would smooth over and communicate with Tenjin and any of his court without too much trouble. They would make sure to get word to me, and probably at least a mild scolding, if I was innocent but doing something particularly stupid. But I was pretty sure I was in the clear with Tenjin.

Of course, that still left a couple dozen other kami that I wasn’t so certain of…

“So, like a moron,” I continued, trying and failing to keep my annoyed sarcasm out of my voice, “I enacted a ritual that essentially invited any local kami to have a word for me and then opened the way for them. And then I found dozens of them crowding into the room, almost as surprised as I was that a Tokyo U student was both aware and mystically talented enough to call upon them.”

“What happened next?” Himeko asked, fighting down some amazement.

“Well, first my jaw dropped and I stared like a slack jawed idiot at all the kami rushing into the room. It was…”

I struggled and failed to find words to convey the experience. My greatest regret was that I hadn’t thought about bringing the mystically enhanced camera for this one, I was still kicking myself over that! I hadn’t even thought to set up my cellphone this had been so much of an off the cuff development and I’d been in a hurry. I wasn’t sure it would have worked, the kami had only been half in and half out of the physical world, but I sure wished I’d thought to try. The dozens of kami, of all sorts and varieties, pressing into such a small space had left an impact.

“Impressive. Startling.” I finished somewhat lamely. I pondered a few more moments. “Think of something like the Hyakki Yagyo that’s generally a little less horrific but crammed into a university lab room.” You know, I really should figure out some way to look into the Night Parade one of these days. I knew it was real, but little beyond that. Witnessing it directly was out of the question, way too dangerous. But maybe some sort of remote camera setup?

The girls stared at me for a few moments. Eiko in disbelief. Himeko too, but her gaze had a hint of envy to it.

“Things started getting… awkward with all those kami rushing into one space at once. Apparently some of them don’t get along too well.”

“Really?” that did startle a surprised comment out of Himeko.

I shrugged. “I don’t know the details, but from what I gather it’s just like any other sort of large organization or group. Even though you’re all on the same side there’s always some people who have a bad relationship with each other. I’m guessing though. I’m basing an awful lot on human perspective and a few angrily shouted comments between a couple of kami.”

“Still, showing that much disunity in front of an outsider…”

“They were really surprised,” I emphasized, “I gather that the worst cases usually stayed on whole different campuses from each other. And half the reason for their surprise and hurry was because I wasn’t exactly an outsider. As a Tokyo U student…”

I paused, trying to find the right words when I was still feeling out the situation.

“I had certain rights to them and they had certain rights to me,” I finally stated. “Just like how we’re entitled to talk to our professors and seek guidance from them but they have final say in what they teach us and whether we pass or not.”

I then snorted slightly as something else occurred to me. “I suppose that’s why all the rush and excitement and confusion from them. It was like they were teachers from one of those ludicrously over-the-top bad schools in anime, one with nothing but delinquents and losers where all the classes were abandoned, and then I marched into the teachers lounge, slammed the door open, and declared ‘TEACH ME!’ It’s no wonder there was a commotion.”

“So they’re teaching you?” Himeko asked cautiously, once again looking at the trees around me that I was spreading the mixture over. “This is about helping you achieve your goals?”

“Well…”

“Oh boy,” Eiko muttered under her breath.

“You’re not exactly wrong,” I said hurriedly, seizing on to the unexpected lifeline she’d thrown me. “In a way this is part of that.”

“And in another way?” Himeko’s tone suggested a distinct lack of patience with my continued evasions.

“In another way this is about doing odd-jobs to pay for that guidance,” I told her straight. “I don’t think I’m going to learn anything particularly deep or important from this, but I do have to pay for what I’ve learned already. At least, if I want to continue my university career.”

“Alright Mamoru,” Himeko stared me down, “what did you do?”

“Honestly, I’m not sure I’m in that much trouble- “

“Mamoru!”

“Seriously! It’s just that I was in the room with so many kami, tempers were flaring, I hadn’t said anything and some arguments were breaking out… so, I panicked a little and… defaulted.”

“Defaulted?”

“Went with the polite and submissive route in front of greater powers,” I admitted. “Babbled something to the effect of ‘oh great kami of Tokyo U. Is there anything I can do for you right now?’ This was one of the items on the list.”

“One of the items?” Himeko’s tone was still annoyed and worried for me.

“I did sort of get some rewards mixed in there,” I temporized. “Well potential rewards. But I made it clear I wasn’t just volunteering to do anything they wanted whenever. But, that as a Tokyo U student, it did make sense that I do my bit to help out my school. And that in return I’d appreciate if the Tokyo U kami paid me back for such services. A little, in appropriate gratitude, when and where it was possible.”

“How many items?” Himeko’s voice was getting frostier.

“Not that many,” I took one look at her and headed Himeko off before she could yell at me. “Seriously, there’s this. A few minor building repairs I can accomplish through magic since they’re apparently just a couple of not too large foundational cracks that no one’s spotted yet. And quietly relabeling a few forgotten boxes in storage so the university remembers what’s there, it seems the staff lost a few things in a shuffle the kami think should be remembered. It’s not a fun list of chores, I don’t like having to do all this. But it’s all pretty doable, just some things the kami wanted a human pair of hands for.”

Himeko let out a small sigh of relief and I quietly kept the critical addition of so far to myself. I’d taken the kami by surprise, that was all they’d been able to remember in the moment. I was pretty sure I had a few additions to that chore list in my future.

Himeko quickly recovered and calmed down now that she was no longer afraid I’d let Tokyo U literally take my soul hostage. “Then why all this reluctance?” she asked with some honest confusion. “Seriously Mamoru, the way you were blatantly evading everything and trying to avoid telling us the truth I was starting to get worried you only had a few days left to live. That you were trying to spare us the pain and stress or something similarly stupid and self-righteous.”

“Mostly embarrassment,” I told her, only mostly honest. “I made a couple of mistakes to get here. And it ended up with me doing the whole Student Council Science Advisor thing again!”

That startled a laugh out of Himeko. A big and long one that ebbed and surged as she took in all the implications. It took her a good thirty seconds before she could speak again. “Oh. Oh my. It really did, didn’t it?”

“Pretty much,” I admitted ruefully. Totally different title, totally different institution, totally different source of orders. But pretty much the exact same type of jobs.

“Is it really that funny?” Eiko asked her friend, surprised at the unusual role reversal.

“Trust me Eiko, if you’d seen half of the complaining Mamoru did back at our old school…” she trailed off into giggles again.

“Which you never saw because you didn’t go there, but I made sure to constantly gripe to Himeko about since she was the one who dragged me into the trouble in the first place,” I continued with a hint of good humor. Admitting to the situation helped, now that I’d torn the band-aid off I could be a little more philosophical about it. Especially since it was distracting Himeko. “Trust me, I’m well aware of the irony here.”

“Good,” Himeko was still grinning.

“And this time I don’t even get a lab out of the deal,” I griped good-naturedly. “Not yet at least, maybe I can leverage one later.”

“I wouldn’t count on that.”

“Me neither,” I admitted. “But I can hope. That’s one aspect of this whole thing that’s really annoying me. That and I don’t get even the smidgen of authority and cover I got with the official title back in high school. It wasn’t much, but sometimes it helped. Now that I’ve accidentally volunteered myself for the exact same type of work without even that much…”

I trailed off again, and Himeko turned her head away to fight off a fit of giggling.

“Honestly, this could turn out for the better,” I continued, reminding myself to look on the bright side. “I can’t expect much out of this, but I am making connections and gaining knowledge in the process. I already know a lot more about the kami situation at Tokyo U than I ever expected. And while I don’t want to make myself too available to them,” I had better things to do than run across the campuses every time they wanted a crack fixed, “it could be pretty educational and worthwhile to work with them on occasion.”

“Why do you have to work for them in the first place?” Eiko asked, looking at me like I was being stupid. “They don’t have any real authority to order you around, do they?”

“Well…”

“Here we go.”

“Oh dear.”

“Remember what I said earlier about Tokyo U’s kami had certain rights to me just like I had certain rights to them?”

“How bad Mamoru?” Himeko asked, losing most of her earlier amusement.

“It’s complicated. And I don’t actually know the limits. But it’s like…”

“Think this explanation’s going to make any sense?” Eiko asked Himeko when I hesitated.

Himeko didn’t respond, which was an answer in its own way.

“I think it’s a grey area,” I answered, trying to make an attempt at explaining even though I figured Eiko probably had a point. “It’s like I’ve joined or created an official club back in high school, and by its name and nature we should be doing something for the school. Like the Gardening Club taking care of plants or the Volunteer Club helping out whenever the school’s short a few bodies. But it was never officially agreed upon or part of our charter, just something logical and assumed.”

“Okay, I think I’m following so far,” Himeko replied cautiously, clearly expecting me to make a swerve.

I shrugged. “Well, it depends on what they ask for next. Because if they ask for something reasonable, and I don’t do it, the school would be right to be annoyed with me and take a few steps to punish me for my rudeness. I might not technically be wrong, and they couldn’t punish me officially, but you bet the teachers could bury me indirectly if I did that multiple times or was rude about it.”

Himeko nodded thoughtfully. “Funding denials, room reassignments, official complaints,” she listed easily. “Those happen often enough when the school is having trouble or a club isn’t living up to it’s potential. No one would hesitate to unleash them on a club that was actively making trouble or being defiant.”

Not encouraging, but I’m the one that brought up this comparison. “Right. But by the same token; if a single teacher asked for something unreasonable, and our club denied it, then the school itself probably wouldn’t take much action. The individual teacher might hold a grudge and take a few petty revenges but the school itself wouldn’t do much, especially if we’d followed up on other requests. And if we’re more useful than not we should expect to get at least basic funding and support.”

“That’s more or less the situation now,” I shrugged. “Unfortunately, I’m not sure what the kami around here consider reasonable and unreasonable. On the downside, they’re not human and don’t have a human perspective. On the upside, I’m kind of the only game in town right now. So as long as I don’t go around turning down too many requests the majority of kami are probably going to protect and help me in the hopes I’ll accomplish their tasks.” The situation didn’t exactly fill me with confidence, but it wasn’t all doom and gloom either.

“That was a pretty decent explanation Mamoru,” Eiko looked at me in surprise.

“Keep in mind that it’s based on a hell of a lot of simile and metaphor,” I responded frankly. “And I’m not even touching on the weird crosscurrents and mystical associations that connect me and the Tokyo U kami. I’m ‘theirs’ now, and they’re ‘mine’, in a way that none of us were a month ago. The practical comparisons are easy, the supernatural mechanics of it are something else entirely.”

We were interrupted by an odd and melodic ‘chiree.’ A bird flew down and briefly trilled at me. At least, that’s what someone from a distance would have seen. Up close we all realized the bird’s ‘feathers’ were made of cherry blossom petals.

“I understand,” I told it with a hint of impatience. “But they’re friends, and they’re in the know. It seemed best I explained things to them.”

The ‘bird’ gave me one last annoyed ‘chirrup’ before seeming to fly away. If you were watching it closely, and knew you could believe your eyes, you’d realize it vanished soon after takeoff.

“Sorry, I’d better get back to work,” I told the pair, returning to the trees. “That was a little impatient of them, but they are right. I’m supposed to be on task, not talking to you two. They’re probably worried I’m going to try and run away from everything.”

The pair looked at each other for a moment, clearly surprised by such a casual, if brief, manifestation of the supernatural.

“So you’re really just taking care of the trees?” Eiko asked, looking back at my brush and mixture.

I nodded. “It’s mostly just a mixture of sealant and nutrients. And a minor blessing from that kami. They pointed me towards the trees that needed it and now I’m busy making sure they get taken care of.” It wasn’t too challenging, not with the info the kami had provided me and all the experience I’d gotten at my Kanoko grandparents’ house. In between all the stress, disgust, and embarrassment I was also mildly amused to be using my grandma’s lessons on plant care after all. That had not been something I’d expected to be calling upon in my first month at Tokyo U! There’s a lesson there.

“It’s a good example of something best suited to human hands,” I added as I worked. “There’s a lot of nasty but widespread damage. The plant equivalent of wounds that need two or three stitches, or maybe a disjointed limb being put back into place, but no more than that.”

“I’m not sure we needed another metaphor, Mamoru,” Himeko noted mildly.

“Anyway,” I said, feeling a hint called out on that one, “the kami could have taken care of one or two of these. Heck, they’re not strong but I think they could have taken care of something more serious than this if they’d really stretched themselves. But each individual effort would be a separate breach into the physical world, and incredibly taxing. So, saving that one big effort to pay for the task and then making a human do the physical work makes a lot of sense.”

“Are you getting paid?” Eiko asked sarcastically. Judging by Himeko’s expression she’d been trying to find a delicate way to say the same thing.

I sighed. “Hopefully. Eventually. Probably not for this one, but in the long run I think so.”

“Just what sort of tasks are we looking at here Mamoru? And how many?” Himeko asked, looking at me with a hint of worry and curiosity. She seemed worried I was might be about to half kill myself while being a sucker.

“I’m unsure,” I responded frankly, “at best I got a garbled picture of events from what I heard in the room. The kami around here have been… I think neglected is the best word. Neglected for the last eighty or ninety years. At least the majority and the more obscure ones. Someone with major shrines like Tenjin is doing fine,” the number of prayers, pleas, and bargains he received in relation to Tokyo U was probably unreal, “but something like that minor kami who cares about the Komaba Campus plants has had no real recourse when they’ve needed something done. The authoritarian crackdown in the leadup to war, followed by the occupation afterwards, seems to have created a big gap in their needs being serviced. People have been worshipping and respecting at least some of them, but no one’s been doing anything for them.”

Himeko cocked her head slightly. “Really? That’s surprising.”

“I’m probably oversimplifying again,” I admitted. “And I’m definitely extrapolating a lot, but I’ve had some time to think about it.” I gestured at the trees I’d been busy helping.

“I’m guessing that Tokyo U’s staff and students have been a little too rational and busy to listen to the kami for some time. And the minority of people who weren’t ended up repressed or restricted by the rational ones so they couldn’t take care of the kami either. At least in a deliberate and effective way. There’s probably been at least a couple of people doing a couple of things over the years, there have simply been too many people around for no one to have done anything! Not to mention that humans are decent about taking care of the place without any supernatural help, and the kami have probably nudged the humans here from time to time to take care of some of the things that fell through the cracks."

"Someone like a gardener or sensitive student has probably heard a request or two, or at least taken a hint when the kami really stretched their power, from that kami you just saw. I doubt that they've been totally neglected for nearly a century. But given the number of kami around Tokyo U there has to be a big buildup of chores that need to be done, and no one's been volunteering to do it for a while.”

“And?” Himeko gestured for me to go on when I paused.

I sighed. “That means in some ways I’m indispensable. They’re not likely to let me go, and they’re not likely to let me totally ignore everything. But they’re not going to risk breaking me either, having me resign from the university and run away screaming. And I’m pretty sure a group like this is smart enough to use the carrot and the stick method so I’m a little hopeful it will all turn out worthwhile in the end. But we’re all feeling our way into a working relationship right now, I’m not sure how it will go.”

I’d meant to reassure her a little more, unfortunately the more I’d gone on the more honest I’d been. I was a bit uneasy about the situation I’d gotten myself into. But… at the end of the day I was also a little optimistic it would turn out alright. I wasn’t just whistling in the dark when I tried to reassure Himeko, I expected more rewards than threats. I doubted everything would turn out anything like I expected it to, I probably had no idea what I was going to end up doing or what I would get out of the deal. But I was pretty sure I’d get something out of it.

At the very least I’m getting an amazing peek at the spirit world in general and Tokyo U’s in particular, I told myself firmly. The chance to see that many kami, and learn about them as they indirectly volunteer information, is amazing. And hey, I might have missed the chance to tape them at the start, but as this goes on I’m pretty sure I’ll have a few more opportunities to work that in.

I was debating the merits and practicality of starting to bring the enchanted video camera to school when Himeko spoke up again. “So, how long do you think this will take?”

I shook off that distraction (though I promised myself I’d revisit the question later) and looked at the long row of trees which the kami had marked. “Probably another hour,” I said judiciously. I then thought twice and revised that to “no, better make that two. Maybe two and a half going on three. No more than that though.”

“Alright,” Himeko smiled, “we can’t stay with you the whole time, but I think we can manage an hour and a half.”

I blinked in surprise.

“What?”

“We’re friends Mamoru, we’ll keep you company.”

Eiko smirked. “Seriously, you are so dense. We’re not going to help you out with this-“

“You’ll never learn if we do,” Himeko inserted with blatantly false serenity.

“But we can talk here just as easily as inside. No reason not to.”

“It might even be a little easier here,” Himeko added with a small hint of darkness. “If you’re doing your ‘don’t notice me’ thing again hopefully no one’s going to interrupt us.”

I took her advice and turned up the mana to the talisman a little more. And at the same time I found myself revising my estimates about how much trouble this whole situation would be. I can’t believe I forgot to factor my friends into the equation, I thought ruefully as I worked. Over a year and a half into this and I’m still hopeless. I sure hope I’m doing better when I move on up into Tokyo U’s senior division!
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The secret’s out!

I almost had a heart attack when I read that on my phone.  Luckily, looking a little further revealed an article Kanoko Sakura had linked me.

‘STUDENT BODIES!  THE MEIKOS AND WATANABES GETTING VERY CLOSE ON TOKYO U CAMPUS!’ followed by a somewhat provocative picture of Himeko and Hiro.

I wonder how long they had to wait to get that one? I wondered while my heart rate slowly returned to normal.  Himeko and Hiro were usually good about maintaining propriety in public, but apparently they’d slipped a little for a few moments.  Not much, this was still more cutesy and lovey dovey than sexy.  But there was a hint of smoldering intensity you could feel between them, so of course that was the picture the article had run with.

I sighed and spent the rest of the train trip to the Meiko mansion flipping through a dozen articles on the subject.  Mostly starting from reasonably reputable magazines, the ones Himeko and Hiro had organized things with, but quickly going into the off the deep end bananas stuff as speculation and reposting dominated on the gossipier websites.  It seemed Himeko hadn’t been understating the impact of this after all.  They were young, beautiful, rich, from influential families, and even had a great pair of names for the subject (even the respectable sources had to comment on the whole ‘the princess and her hero’ thing.  It was just too romantic and appropriate not to.)  It wasn’t front page news, but the potential earthquake to the financial world of the Watanabes and Meikos getting that close meant that pretty much everyone had to comment on it even if they weren’t usually interested in what amounted to gossip.  A quick search revealed at least a token note on the subject in the social or business section of every major Tokyo news source.  It might just end up being a fifteen minutes of fame thing, but for those fifteen minutes Himeko and Hiro were going to be very hot news.

Which is probably why they arranged to release it on a weekend, I reflected.  The pictures and interviewing had been from yesterday, and the pair had been on open display around campus and talked directly to their chosen magazines, but the gossip on social media hadn’t quite hit critical mass before articles had come out late last night/this morning (I’d started looking at the timestamps after the first few, it was kind of fascinating to watch the correlation between the excited but restrained early articles versus some of the batshit insane later ones).  I suspected the pair were planning/hoping for everything to run its course before classes were back in on Monday.  It was probably more out of necessary optimism than expectation, I fully expected at least a little more attention, but hopefully it would be dropping off by then.

Nothing from Truthseeker yet, I noted with a mild hint of surprise.  It wasn’t really his oeuvre, but I’d kind of expected at least a little note of it and further speculation in his Himeko archives.  Still, I might not have been giving Sato Gota enough credit.  He wasn’t one of the vetted journalists who’d first done the story.  And unlike the other scandal sheets, who were engaging in wild speculation and reposting the facts from those who were approved, Sato Gota was more likely to do his own research and verify his facts first.

Or he could just be neck deep in trouble again and doesn’t know yet because he’s too busy, I conceded at I got off the train.  Heh.  I’m getting on everyone else’s cases for all the ridiculous speculation but here I am doing the exact same thing.  Granted, I wasn’t blasting it across the internet either, or trying to make any money from it, but it really was more a matter of extent than kind.

I mean, after all the trouble he’s caused me, I certainly wouldn’t have much of a problem doing it to Sato.  If you told me a mean and sensationalist post about him would give me a thousand yen I’d probably take you up on that.

I was still deciding if I really meant that, debating with myself if I’d really trust anyone offering that or open myself up to all that potential trouble in a real-world situation, when I came up to the Meiko mansion.  And I then proceeded to discover Himeko wasn’t the only one dealing with suck ups and opportunists at a new school.

There was a small group of students gathered at the front gates, two guys and two girls.  And I could easily guess that they were Shinji’s schoolmates since they were dressed in the school uniform I was so familiar with after the last three years.  I was a little bit confused and thrown off by the way the gates weren’t opening for them.  In fact, as I got closer, I realized one of the Meiko security had come up to the gates and was glowering at them from the other side.

Further throwing me off was the realization that one of the students was Kaede.

I debated turning around and putting off the mana collection for later as I realized one of the guys was arguing with the security man.

“Just talk to Shinji-san, tell him we’re here,” the young man was barely holding on to his temper.  “He’ll vouch for us!”

“No unauthorized visitors to the estate,” the security man (is that one Daiki? My brain threw up randomly.  The Meikos had a number of security people, and we didn’t interact to much, but I thought I vaguely remembered him) told them sternly.  His voice was mostly even.  His expression suggested they should be grateful they were on the other side of the gate to him.

“You’re not listening.  We- “

He stopped in startled surprise as he felt my large presence behind him.  I waited patiently for him to do a double take and jump to the side.

I glanced towards Kaede first, and was surprised in turn when she gave me a quiet shake of the head where no one else could see.  With no idea what was going on I figured ignoring it and being casual but professional was best.  “Matsuda Mamoru, here to check on his sensors,” I told the guard.  Thanks to the audience I barely managed to get out the default line without stumbling over it.

Luckily the security man merely nodded at me.  “Of course, Matsuda-sama.  All the usual restrictions apply.  Please do not violate them or we will be forced to take action.  Be welcome to the house of the noble Meiko family.”

Despite myself, my eyebrows went up a bit.  It’s been a while since I’ve heard the whole spiel, I reflected.  I’d been here so often, and was such a special case, they didn’t usually bother with the warnings any more.  I very carefully did not look at the other students, pretty sure that hadn’t been for my benefit this time.  Luckily, I was facing the wrong way for them to see the expression on my face.  “Understood.”

Daiki(?) carefully positioned himself to catch any intruders and then opened the gates a little, which I promptly slid through.  It happened quickly enough, or the students weren’t stupid enough to break the law, that there weren’t any incidents.  However, as I started to walk away I heard the ringleader shout “tell Meiko Shinji his study group is here to see him!  He’ll understand!”

I carefully tried not to react, just walk my standard route to the first collector.  It was surprisingly difficult to keep my stride even.  And as I got further away I heard a little more between him and the guard.

“How come he gets in!?”

“Matsuda-sama is a regular visitor with a longstanding authorization.  You- “

I waited a good minute, until I was sure I was out of sight from the gate, and then whipped my phone back out.

MahouMam: Are you there Kaede?  Can you talk?

MahouMam: So to speak.

I was reflecting on the silliness of both those phrases under these circumstances when she texted me back.

TwoKay: Yeah, I’m fine.

TwoKay: The others are too distracted at the gate.  If they ask, I’ll say it’s my sister.

MahouMam: Should I even ask?

TwoKay: We’re a study group.

I debated with myself a few moments before sending my next text, half expecting a winking or laughing emoji to show up in a separate line.  When it didn’t, I responded.

MahouMam: Really?

TwoKay: Really.

TwoKay: Our teacher assigned our default study groups by row.

MahouMam: You got Sensei Sakurai?

TwoKay: Did big sis tell you?

I sighed.  I’d thought that particular piece of stupidity sounded familiar.

MahouMam: No, I recognized the style.  He’s been doing that piece of idiocy for years.

Normally I wouldn’t have been so down on it.  It was generally a little silly, and the reason I’d heard about it was because plenty of students complained about it at the start of each year, but there was a bit of backwards logic in his actions.  He taught first years.  And since most of them were strangers to each other, but he felt they needed to hit the ground running, he immediately forced them into arbitrary study groups at the start of the year so they’d socialize and everyone would have at least some academic support.  On the other hand-

MahouMam: I didn’t end up in his homeroom.  I was prayerfully grateful I didn’t.

TwoKay: Yeah, that would have been hell for you.

I nodded even though no one else could see me.  “Oh yeah,” I said out loud, feelingly.  Chained together with four random strangers like that?  Hell was pretty accurate.  Still, in hindsight I did have to wonder what would have happened if that had been the case but I’d ended up in Himeko’s group.  Probably not much… but maybe I am being a little harsh on Sakurai-sensei’s methods.

MahouMam: He’s got a point.  And it does mean that incompatible students quickly make sure they set up their own study groups after the first month.  He allows it after Golden Week.

MahouMam: But there’s a reason no other teacher at our school does it.  I take it you’re in one of the bad cases?

TwoKay: Oh yeah.

I winced.  I could practically feel how she felt about the situation even through the screen.

TwoKay: Meiko Shinji’s okay.

TwoKay: Not great, but okay.

Damning with faint praise, I thought with a tiny smirk.  Still, it was probably more complimentary than I’d have been about him around this time last year.

TwoKay: Mone and even Haruo might be okay too.

TwoKay: But Ginji is the worst.  And he’s got the other two wrapped around his finger.

TwoKay: He’s got Haruo acting as some type of flunky.  And he’s convinced Mone she can actually seduce Shinji.

I winced and then looked back at the screen incredulously.  I mean, the other girl hadn’t exactly made an impression when I’d seen her outside the gates.  And I’d seen the circles Shinji moved in.  Even when you accounted for how much of it was makeup and professional stylists, Himeko level beauties didn’t exactly grow on trees, thinking she could seduce him was… optimistic.

MahouMam: Seriously?

TwoKay: I know!

TwoKay: Ginji’s got some big plan about trying to suck up to Shinji.

“Huh, similar sounding names,” I noted semi-randomly as I reached the first collector and began to transfer mana.  I doubted that actually meant anything, I was just surprised it hadn’t clicked earlier.  Maybe because I’m so used to the whole Eiko and Himeko thing.

TwoKay: He’s an opportunistic scumbag.  Thinks this is his big chance.

I paused a second, unable to help but consider what I was doing and how much further ahead I was thanks to Himeko.  Not thinking about that, I decided firmly.  Besides, I didn’t try to set it up on purpose, or manipulate her, or- no, not thinking about that.  I just focused on the mana transfer before returning to my phone.

MahouMam: Anything I can do to help?

TwoKay: Not really.  I’m just here to keep the peace and try to insulate Shinji if some idiot really does let us in.

TwoKay: Maybe warn Shinji not to give in?

TwoKay: Ginji’s probably going to try and pressure him on Monday, but so long as we’re being kept out of his home uninvited he’s probably okay.

MahouMam: If I run into him, I’ll let him know.

TwoKay: Thanks cousin.  Hopefully these idiots will have given up by the time you’re done.

That’s a bit of an empty promise, I reflected.  The number of times I ran into Shinji while wandering the mansion grounds was next to non-existent.  I deliberately tried to stay away from most Meiko family members and he certainly wasn’t seeking me out.

…or at least that’s what I would have thought, if I hadn’t felt something brush by me just on the edge of my awareness.

Aoth… damn it, thought weakly.  I quickly looked around the area with ‘mage sight’ but saw nothing.  Whatever it was had already disappeared.

Whatever it was.  Yeah.  Right.  With a heavy sigh I started to trudge to the next location, fully expecting some variation of running into Shinji along the way.  I wonder what it would do if I decided to go in the opposite direction today?  Hit up the rest of the collectors in counterclockwise order instead of clockwise?  I was almost tempted to try it, just for the novelty value, but figured I may as well play along for the moment.

I toyed around with that idea, along with wondering how this was going to play out, until I was about to enter the wooded portion of the estate.  There, just coming out of the woods, I almost literally ran into Shinji.

And the baby kami strikes again, I thought, unsurprised and unimpressed.  I’d thought that was the sort of touch I’d felt earlier.  And, as suspected, it had engineered an encounter.

Could be worse, I reflected with a mental shrug, it could have tried to have me dragged inside for some reason.  That thought mixed with Shinji’s surprised “Matsuda-sama!”

I decided to get it over with.  “Hello Shinji-sama,” I responded calmly, “my cousin wanted me to warn you not to give in.”

Shinji blinked a few times in surprise.

I sighed after playing the last few seconds back in my head and realizing how stupid that sounded coming out of nowhere.  “Sorry, let me rephrase that.  My cousin was worried you might be tempted to give in and let your opportunistic study group into the mansion uninvited.   She wanted me to warn you against that if I ran across you today.”

“Fat chance of that,” Shinji muttered feelingly, startled, surprised, and feeling it strongly enough to reveal so in front of a virtual stranger.

“Good,” I nodded and attempted to move past him, on the way to the next collector.

“Wait,” Shinji seemed to shake himself, “your cousin?”

Normally I would have been discouraged at any extension to our encounter but this time I was too startled.  “Kanoko Kaede?” I turned back in surprise.  “My youngest cousin on my mother’s side?  I was sure your family would have briefed you about her, she’s even been to the mansion before.”

Shinji flushed a little and couldn’t quite meet my gaze.  “There was a lot to read, I hadn’t gotten to that bit yet,” he muttered.

I bit my tongue to keep from saying anything.  And a second later I was glad I had.  Himeko would have made the time and read everything.  Himeko was also a fanatical overachiever on anything that could have been remotely connected to her family.  Shinji’s attitude was too lackadaisical if he’d missed something that big.  But he was busy and distracted right now, and that attitude was probably a little closer to the proper balance point than Himeko’s, albeit on the less constructive side.

“I was too focused on Ginji-san,” he continued a moment later, “trying to figure out what his game was.  Wait, Kaede-san’s your cousin?”

“On my mother’s side, yes.”

“You…” Shinji trailed off and didn’t finish his statement.  I mentally filled in “don’t look anything alike” from context and let it go.  He wasn’t wrong.  Kaede had toned it down a little for high school but she was still on the small and cute side for her age while being undeniably Japanese.  I was none of those things.

“Is she a mage too?” he asked instead, hurriedly shifting tracks.

That one startled me.  “Aoth no!” I said urgently.  “Kaede doesn’t know anything about the supernatural!  Nor does she need to or want to know!”

“Then how do you- “

This time he stopped abruptly under my glare.  As well he should have.  Himeko knew better than to press me for that sort of information, he had no excuse.

Stop bullying kids, I told myself firmly.  I toned it down a little, sighed again, and in a deliberately calm voice told him.  “Shinji-sama, if you think about that one just a little longer you should realize there many reasons how and why I could not answer it.  It is not a casual question, do not ask it carelessly.”

He was still obviously bothered so I lightened up a little more and added.  “Your sister knew better, but Eiko stumbled over it the first time too.  Probably because of her situation studying under Master Tai.  Be a little more careful, but don’t be so afraid you don’t ask the questions you need to.  Learning that you shouldn’t ask my cousin about magic was a good thing.”

“Right,” he shook himself then.  “But wait, how’d you know to warn me then?”

I looked at him incredulously and held up my phone.  “I texted her,” I responded, trying not to put ‘you idiot’ into the subtext as Shinji pushed a few of my buttons.  He has just been manipulated here by a baby kami, I reminded myself sternly, don’t get too mad at him for showing some supernatural prejudice after that!  Especially since you don’t know how that kami did it, for all you know he’s still recovering from the mystical equivalent of a blow to the head!  You’re acting impatient because you hate doing this, don’t blame him for it or overreact.  “Then she texted me back.”

I did indulge myself enough to add.  “Not everything has to be about the ‘supernatural’ or ‘special powers’ you know.  Don’t ignore the practicalities and abilities modern society makes available to everyone just because they’re ubiquitous.”

Shinji grumbled a little and looked away.  But before I could take that as a dismissal and escape he asked “Wait, Kaede-san was worried about me?”

I paused.  “A little, I think,” I allowed.  “It’s kind of hard to tell over the screen.  She might have been more worried Ginji was going to push too far and you were going to have him dragged off and beaten.”

“I wish,” Shinji muttered, but without worrying heat.

I glanced over the texts again, not wanting to mislead him in my impatience.  “Yeah, I’m not sure,” I admitted.  “I think there’s a bit of both in this: worrying about you while embarrassed about what the idiots in the study group are doing, but also worried about what you’re going to do if pushed too far.  I couldn’t tell you how much is one and how much is the other though.”  Heck, I doubt I could have told him if I’d spent half an hour in face-to-face conversation with her, let alone from a couple of texts!  I was pretty sure it was mostly worry for Shinji, especially given Kaede’s personality, but I didn’t want to make any assumptions or put words into my cousin’s mouth.

This time Shinji was the one who sighed.  After a few more moments he pulled himself together and spoke to me in a much more collected and formal voice.  “Matsuda-sama.  I apologize for asking you this: but can I trust your cousin?”

“Pardon?” I asked him a little incredulously.  Thankfully I was too surprised by him projecting that much ‘Meiko’ at me to take any real offense.

Shinji bowed at me anyway, and kept his head lowered.  “I apologize Matsuda-sama, but I have to know!  Can I trust your cousin?  The rest of our so-called study group is a bunch of opportunistic idiots.  Or if they’re not then they’re even weaker than I was!”

Sadly, I can’t argue with that, I admitted mentally.  Say what you would about Shinji when I’d first met him, and I’d certainly thought a few uncomplimentary things, at least he’d been looking to increase his own strength and take initiative in making his chances.

“I just want to know… is there someone there I can trust?”

Damn it.  Right, it’s not like Shinji has an Eiko in his life.  Again, say what you would about Shinji, that was a pretty fair reason to be a little jealous and resentful of his sister.

I rubbed the back of my head awkwardly and looked away.  “I’m not sure I’m the one to ask, we all know I would be biased towards my family.”

“I know.  And if my grandfather heard me asking this he’d just launch into another one of his rants about outsiders trying to infiltrate the estate and take advantage of us.  That’s probably why the report on my classmates never emphasized that Kaede was your cousin, they didn’t want to set him off.  But please… is she trustworthy?”

Hell, I thought, rapidly reevaluating my opinions on both Shinji and the senior Meiko, I didn’t think of that.  I wonder if Eiko or her dad quietly slipped that information to the back of the report?  Because normally it should have been something highlighted on the first or second page.  But what the elder Meiko would do about it if he knew, especially given his history and everything that had happened recently… and I couldn’t even blame him for that!  He was a bitter and paranoid old coot but that sort of thing should have made him suspicious!

I mean, ending up at the same school is one thing, but everything else?  What would it be?  About a one-in-five chance that they’d end up in the same class together?  Followed by a one-in-six chance of being in a study group like this?  How he’d react to that… ouch.  It wasn’t impossible odds, far from it.  But given that he knew I literally had supernatural powers I couldn’t even get upset at the idea it might set Himeko’s grandfather off.

Shinji was still keeping his head down so I finally gave in and answered with sigh.  “Kaede’s trustworthy,” I admitted, “and she’s a younger sister too.  Between Akira and Sakura she probably understands where you’re coming from even better than I do.”

He looked so hopeful as he finally looked up I felt compelled to add.  “But be careful, I think Kaede’s a little ambitious in her own ways.  She’s undertaking a hell of a commute to get to your school and because she’s a younger sister I get the feeling she’s trying to outdo her older siblings a little.”

Where did that come from?  I wondered.  I hadn’t ever thought about that until I’d started talking.  Still, putting everything together and then comparing it to Shinji’s relationship with Himeko it had made sense.

“She’s not likely to try and take advantage of you,” I continued.  “There are… family issues that make it distasteful-”

Thank you, mother and father, I mentally added with a combination of ironic amusement and disgust.  Thanks to my parents the rest of our family tended to recoil in horror at the idea of sucking up to someone in order to get ahead.

“-but I’m not sure how much patience she’ll have for you.  She’s a good person, but she’s not Himeko in wanting or needing to help every wounded person around her get better.  Especially at this point in her life.  Trying to lean on her would probably be a mistake.”

“I don’t need that,” Shinji responded.  There was a hint of longing in his words but they were surprisingly firm otherwise.  “That asshole Ginji seems to think he can blackmail me, try to ruin my reputation if I don’t cooperate.”

I blinked in surprise.  “What, really?”

“Yeah,” Shinji looked a lot like his sister in that moment, the same level of disdain for the idea that would work, “the moron’s not even saying how he’d do that, just that he will.  If Kaede-san is willing to stand up to him then making sure none of his mud will stick is a whole lot easier.”

Unspoken in that statement, but heavy in the subtext, was that Shinji had already been blackmailed by people a lot scarier and more competent than Ginji with a whole lot more on the line.  There was no way he was giving in to this high school level pettiness.

“Four peoples’ word against one is a lot easier to believe than three on two, you know?” he finished with a little more uncertainty.

Fair enough.  “Alright, in that case in think you can count on Kaede.  My cousin has her flaws, she can even be a little gullible some times, but she’s a big believer in getting to the truth of a matter.  I don’t see her just going along with something like that against someone she actively bears a grudge against, let alone someone she barely knows.  The guilt alone would throw her off.”

“Thank you, Matsuda-sama,” Shinji’s shoulders relaxed.  “I wasn’t sure how I should handle this.  And the fallout from it could have poisoned my high school years, which is what Ginji was trying to exploit.  This is a load off my mind.”

Don’t get involved, just turn away.  Don’t get involved, just turn away.  DON’T… ah, fuck it.  I had as little right to get involved in this as any other bystander, and a hell of a lot less competence than most, but I couldn’t not say it.

“Talk to your big sister,” I told him, surprising us both.  “I know you don’t want to, but this is a situation where you should.”

“Himeko would hate this!” Shinji protested.  “She’d claim I should be able to handle this myself, that I wasn’t being a true Meiko if I wasn’t!”

“A year ago, maybe,” I admitted.  “But now?”  It was subtle, and I was only half as certain as I was because of a number of side observations Eiko had made, but the Meiko siblings relationship had been undergoing a change over the last year or so.

Shinji knew it too.  “Well…” he was still reluctant to say it, but his tone made the answer clear.

I nodded.  “Talk to Himeko.  Maybe she’d think that under ordinary circumstances, but this is her old alma mater too.  She knows more than anyone else on the planet about what’s going on, what the actual risks are, and who you could talk to at that school.  She might hate you randomly getting her into something else, but this is different.  It’s a subject where she is an expert and where you’re being dragged into it through no fault of your own.  And if you make it clear you’re only doing it because she is an expert she’ll respect you for it.”

“She’s kind of busy right now,” he temporized.

I nodded again, it was a fair point.  Between the Hiro situation and her Tokyo U schoolwork the last thing she needed was for her brother to rudely walk up to her and start badgering her to help him.  “And just barging in and demanding her attention would be stupid, you’re right.  But maybe text her?  Do it in a way that she’s got time and space to respond to you when she’s not too tied up.  Trust me.  Don’t ask me how she juggles all the things she manages, but she does.”

Shinji looked a little thoughtful about the idea and I took the opportunity to finally get out of there and get on with my life before I could get dragged in any deeper.  If I stayed there any longer I’d start thinking of casting a few spells to try and make the whole situation go smoother and easier for everyone, and that was clearly even more of an overreaction.

Seriously, I told myself sternly, already blushing at the idea I’d intruded so much into other peoples’ lives and dared to give some social advice.  Magic is not the solution to every problem.  Leave well enough alone.

At the back of my mind I could almost hear the baby kami giggling, especially since the situation seemed to be pushing the two Meiko siblings a little closer together.  And I couldn’t decide if that made everything better or worse.  Yet one more thing I have to worry about, I thought in disgust.  I resolved not to dig myself in deeper by chasing after said kami, I did eventually learn my lessons once I was hit over the head with a big enough stick and the extra work around Tokyo U was already enough for me!  But I had a sneaking suspicion that subject was going to eventually blow up in my face no matter what I did.
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Golden Week was a nice break from the stress of the last month.  Granted, not every Tokyo U student took it as an opportunity for a vacation.  Plenty of them did, more than a few students needed the chance to catch their breath and get their feet under them after everything the university threw at them.  Others chose to stay on campus, get ahead on their studies or try to reach the top of their classes.  And, given how many overachievers Tokyo U attracted, that wasn’t a small number.

But, even amongst all of those, I thought wryly, I’m probably the only one doing something like this.

The Tokyo U kami had summoned me again, this time to undertake some chores halfway across Tokyo at the Kashiwa campus.  Once again, nothing too serious.  At least in my eyes, for various kami these strange chores probably had a much higher priority and importance.  But I’d actually been able to bang three of the chores out in one trip, quietly rearranging, rebuilding, and repairing parts of the university to kami specifications.

I was just finishing my last chore, and feeling reasonably good about everything.  I don’t know why it’s important I get all these books fixed, I thought as I finished retrieving the last of the requested titles.  But it’s not something I mind doing.  The kami had needed me to find nearly three dozen of the library’s books and make sure they got set aside with a list of fixes.  Some of them needed repairs while others were misclassified or mislabeled, without the help of a kami and a little surreptitious spellcasting I’d never have been able to find them.

Still, I probably shouldn’t go and assume it’s important, I reminded myself wryly.  This is probably just the kami equivalent of obsessive-compulsive behaviour, or maybe just an itch they needed to scratch.  None of these seem terribly unique or fundamental.  Not bad, I could certainly see myself using them if I ever needed to do a project on these subjects.  But nothing vital either.

Still, the Aoth worshipper in me was happy to see them get taken care of properly.  Making sure knowledge was properly cared for and accessible was still a big thing to me, this was one request I’d probably have volunteered for without hesitation.

Well, except this last bit, I thought with an amused roll of my eyes as I surreptitiously glanced around the library and then ducked into the most private corner I could find for a little more spellcasting.  To actually get everything taken care of I was going to have to bring everything up to the front desk.  And then somehow explain how I’d found and knew everything about all these problem case books.  As a new student who’d only been at Tokyo U for a month.  At a different campus.

Hence my magic use.  I didn’t like doing something like this, spending several minutes layering myself in spells in a public place really felt wrong.  But it still made more sense than trying to fix everything myself, and things looked quiet enough in here during Golden Week that it seemed like I could get away with it.

(Okay, I could have taken care of the problems by myself.  But the practicalities and risk involved in doing that… I wanted to shudder at the very idea of it all.  The repairs would be easy enough, if it had only been physical damage then I probably would have fixed them myself rather than trying to explain anything to another person.  But the combination of hacking and magic needed to properly reclassify and relabel the necessary books without getting caught?  Yeah, I would rather have brought everything to the front desk and tried making up a story to explain everything off the top of my head without any magic before I attempted anything that ridiculous!)

So, after putting on some heavy glamours, I made my way to the front desk and handed over all the books to the library staff while claiming I was doing it on behalf of a professor.  They’d been the one to discover all this in the course of their research, they were just assigning it to me to take over.

I had a spiel planned out: I’d have claimed to be a new graduate student just assigned to a professor, hence why no one had ever seen me before.  But it turned out I didn’t need it.  Between all the subtle mental aversions and the librarians’ horror at seeing so many misclassified books they simply ignored me to swoop in on the pile I’d given them.  I made sure they knew which books were which and then beat a hasty retreat before my luck ran out.

After I was out of sight I let out a sigh of both relief and satisfaction and took another look around the campus.  I wonder if I’ll end up here? I reflected idly.  The Kashiwa campus was a little more dedicated to newer ideas and interdisciplinary studies than the older Tokyo U campuses, that seemed a pretty good fit for my odd path.  On the other hand, it was a little too focused on the sciences.  As much as I emphasized how much of a science magic was, and that felt like a pretty important point to me, having a little more access to the arts and humanities resources wasn’t a bad idea either.  Especially history.

No sense ignoring or wasting energy rediscovering stuff that’s already there, I noted with a mix of humor and seriousness.  It was especially appropriate given my tasks for the day: I was pretty sure at least two of the kami involved had migrated (or been transferred, I was still working it all out) from the older Tokyo U campuses.  I had no idea how or why that had happened, it could have been duty, necessity, or even spiritual politics for all I knew, but they’d been a little too experienced and old fashioned, and a little out of place, for such a new part of the university.

Questions for later, I’m getting way ahead of myself, I thought with a small smirk, in all respects.  Still, I did take an appreciative meander around the campus before I set off back home.  Normally I might have stood out a little, especially since I’d brought along both the staff and the flying talisman (both in the naginata bag!  I wasn’t that insane) just in case.  But between Golden Week and a little spellwork I’d managed it without too many stares.  I think from a distance most people assumed the naginata bag was just a long container for some other sort of equipment (which it kind of was, but since it was definitely designed as a naginata bag there was only so much I could protest the subject) so they simply shrugged and didn’t pay too much attention.  I kind of liked the Kashiwa campus, I wouldn’t be unhappy setting myself up there in a few more years.

***

It would still be a bit of a commute though, I thought with a little less amusement as I rode the train back.  THAT might be a reason to consider moving out.

I was still in mostly good spirits, but the crowded train was dampening them a little.  Given the Golden Week crowds, the mid-afternoon timing, and the fact I was crossing through the downtown area, it was getting pretty stuffed in the train.  My size and the naginata bag meant I wasn’t getting squeezed quite as much as some other people, but given the crowds that didn’t mean too much.

I repressed a sigh and focused on the bright side.  Under the circumstances I was distracting myself by indulging in some spirit watching, activating ‘mage sight’ and just observing the world around me.  Squeezed together with so many people I was pretty well camouflaged, all the surrounding auras were overlapping and covering mine so thoroughly that I didn’t think that many things short of an outright god would have been able to pick me out.  Not unless I started doing some active spellcasting.

Probably a little egotistical there, I admitted.  Especially given how tall I am.  Talk about literally being the nail that stands up!  But I’m pretty sure I’ll be able to spot anything that could be a threat long before it could parse me out of this crowd.  And if I can’t, it’ll probably be because they’re so strong it wouldn’t matter if I was looking or not.

Not that there was much to see, between the crowds and the train’s speed I wasn’t seeing too much of Tokyo’s spirit life.  But it was mildly amusing to watch a half a dozen somethings flitting around our heads inside the train car.  They looked like a weird cross between a chipmunk sized manta ray, a goblin, and a bat.  They obviously drew some sort of sustenance from the crowds, but I wasn’t quite sure what form it took.  Some kind of combination of stress and sweat? I thought, skeptical of my own suspicions.

I was observing them, and also trying to surreptitiously watch a second, shyer, type of spirit, when it happened.  The second type of spirit… it almost seemed like some kind of a reverse gremlin.  I was reading a lot into a little, but they seemed to be safety checking various parts of the train.  And the easiest time I had observing them was when they seemed to be focusing on an obviously loose bolt on one of the handrails.  They were still very shy and subtle, even with ‘mage sight’ I was barely catching glimpses of them, but from what little I could tell they seemed to be interested in the train’s maintenance in a positive way.

They scattered like leaves at the major flash of magic though.

“Ah!” taken by surprise like that, with ‘mage sight’ still on, the experience was literally blinding.  I gritted my teeth and squeezed my eyes shut, trying not to let out any further sounds of pain at the nasty flash of light that had shot straight through my eyes.  The other passengers around me glanced at me in surprise then quickly tried to pay no attention to me as I recovered.

What the hell?  I thought incredulously.  I mean, literally, what the hell was that?!  If my main mana reservoir exploded I don’t think I’d have seen that big a flash of magic!  That would have been something major in Avalon, what the hell was it doing in downtown Tokyo?

I cautiously cracked my eyes open again and tried slowly looking around.  It was still mystically bright outside, a half a dozen streamers of mana and supernatural energy going past the train car windows in an unnatural pattern.

And then they stopped.

I glanced around a little more, and I could pick out the edges of something off in the distance, but no more then that.

Okay.  Seriously, what the hell?  My warning bracelet had developed a low-level twitch.  Verifying, as if I’d needed it, that something was most definitely up.  I was torn between the urge to investigate… and the realization that discretion was really the better part of valour and it might be better to leave this one alone.  Or at least back off a safe distance away from everything and do some more remote observation instead of trying to observe a nuclear explosion from ground zero.

I am pretty well equipped and armed today, I thought uneasily.  I brought a lot of supplies in case in needed them up at Kashiwa campus.  My staff, the flying talisman, the travelling reservoir… I mean, there’s other things I’d bring along before going into an actual combat situation, there were a bunch more herbs, temporary talismans, and incidental supplies I’d have packed before facing a demon or onryo again, but this is a pretty darn good set of things to have for just wandering around randomly.  Maybe I should investigate.

I pondered that uneasily for another minute before finally, reluctantly, shaking my head.  No.  No, too risky.  Maybe hurry home and try something remote, maybe I should even cheat a little and try to leave some sort of beacon or remote monitoring spell here, but actually investigating is a little too much.

Besides, I reassured myself, it’s probably a moot point.  The train’s probably going in an entirely different direction and even if I wanted to I’d-

I, like everyone else on board, was suddenly jolted as the train started an unexpected and abrupt deceleration.

Amid sounds of shock and protest an announcement sounded.  “Our apologies passengers, but an incident had occurred and the track ahead has been blocked.”

I barely heard the shocked and worried rumble of the passengers over my own mental oooooh shit.

“We do have enough track remaining to make it to the next station, but we will have to stop and unload there for now.  We sincerely apologize for this unexpected delay.  For refunds and explanation slips, please- “

I tuned out the apologies and emergency procedures, taking a careful look around in the mystic spectrums as we slowly pulled into the next station.  Fortunately, while some background glow was still shining through, it wasn’t that bad by absolute standards.  By Tokyo standards: yes, this was still pretty worrying.  But compared to what I’d have normally seen on Avalon it wasn’t worth getting excited over.  I began to calm down a little.

Okay, something’s up, I told myself.  And being careful is a good thing.  A very good thing.  But let’s not go overreacting here.  I don’t think we’re that near the epicenter or anything.  I’ll keep my eyes open, that’s a good idea for safety and research, but let’s not go looking for trouble, eh?

I was uneasy as I joined the crowds filing off the train, but started to feel a little better as nothing else happened.  As I pulled up some apps on my phone, looking up alternate routes home, I realized a few blocks in the area were getting closed off and there were some nasty disruptions as traffic was getting redirected around the sealed area and evacuating people were further slowing everyone down.

A truck crash?  Involving dangerous chemicals? I thought skeptically, looking at the official warnings coming up on my phone.  I barely kept from swearing out loud.  Yeah, right.  Not unless someone was indulging in some industrial level alchemy!  Not with that much magic floating around.  There was still a near Avalon level background count in the area, and this was downtown Tokyo!

Still, it was none of my business.  Hell, for all I knew I was being paranoid again and that story was more or less the truth.  Maybe someone was indulging in some industrial sabotage and had used a particularly spectacular or inefficient spell in order to cause an actual truck crash!  Unlikely.  But not impossible, especially given how carefully anything involving dangerous chemicals would have been treated.

I was concocting a scenario where someone was setting up a baroque plot, a businessman using magic since that was the only possible way to smear his incredibly careful rivals, when another wave of magic passed over me.  This one was a lot weaker, but more familiar though.  It was the same type of magic the Bureau had deployed previously, ‘nothing to see here’ combined with ‘go away’, and once again my mental protection unfolded around me while the rest of the crowd began to space out a little.

I paused for a moment, looking all around me.  After a half minute’s observation I realized the crowds weren’t changing that much, but no one was going north-west any more.  Every other direction was pretty much normal, but everyone was redirecting away from or straight up avoiding that one while a trickle of glassy eyed people continued to leave that area, the last evacuees of the chemical warning.

Alright, I thought cautiously, no sense in causing trouble or drawing attention to myself.  It’s not like I needed to go that direction anyway.  How about this time I just-

And then I heard the crash.

It was kind of interesting, the crowds around me had a moment of reaction to it.  A split second where they almost started to look, a fraction of a head turn in that direction before they stopped themselves.  But it came from the direction of the spell.  So, of course, they all stopped and told themselves they were hearing things, wondered just what they heck they thought they’d been looked for, and then resumed their lives.  I, on the other hand-

Shit.  Shit.  Shit.  I thought, slowly and reluctantly moving upstream against everyone in the opposite direction.  That had sounded bad.  Like a car slamming through a couple of plate glass windows bad.  My bowels were already a little watery, and I couldn’t help but notice the steadily increasing pulse of the warning bracelet around my wrist, but I couldn’t just ignore the situation either.  Something was going on over there.  Something bad, and I couldn’t just close my eyes.

Not encouraging me was the steady series of ‘small’ crashes I was hearing from that direction, ‘little’ booms and crunches I was hearing in a steady if slightly irregular rhythm even of the dull hubbub of the crowds.  Almost like something big was stomping around Tokyo’s streets.

Why’d you have to think that?  I thought as I finally broke free of the group.  That’s not helping.  Despite now having plenty of space to maneuver I found it hard to produce any speed going forward.  My survival instinct was fine, thank you very much.  And it was not keen on me going towards whatever the hell was making those sounds!

Okay, staff out, I thought, only getting further disturbed by the situation as I turned a corner and suddenly found myself alone in downtown Tokyo.  That was even more surreal than all the magic and potential danger!  I was deep in the heart of skyscrapers and big business territory, suddenly being all by myself while deep in Tokyo’s normally beating heart was almost enough to make me rush back to the crowds for safety all on its own.  Half the reason I took out the staff was for comfort, once I turned the corner and left everyone else behind it was almost like I’d entered another world.  Holding on to the familiar wood of my staff helped me ward off the almost existential terror of that experience.

It was creepy.  If I squinted and looked off into the distance I could just make out a few more people on the far end of the spell, more ordinary Japanese citizens who were being quietly redirected by the simple but powerful magic.  But otherwise I was staring at a street’s worth of downtown Tokyo that was just abandoned.  And that just seemed bewildering.  Even late at night or on the most sacred of days you’d usually see some sign of someone around here!   There’d always be the cleaning staff, or someone taking care of an emergency, or even just a fanatic or two like my parents, and there’d be the odd light or two on in a building or someone else on the street.  But no.  This was as deserted as something a hundred years into a post apocalyptic show.  If a faint blur of background noise hadn’t penetrated from the rest of Tokyo I’d probably have run back around the corner, terrified I’d suddenly stumbled into another dimension or through a time portal or something similarly ridiculous.

I cautiously crept forward, trying to figure out what the hell was going on, staff held in front of me like a shield.  This is dumb, what am I doing here?  Now’s the time to get the hell out of here before I get into trouble!  The fact that I seemed to be all alone just unnerved me even more.  It seemed surreal, like a dream I’d wake up from any moment because this clearly couldn’t be reality.

Then something smashed into the office a few buildings down.

It hit about eight or nine storeys above the ground, with another one of those godawful, glass shattering crashes that made me glad I wasn’t any closer as fragments of cracked glass rained down from above like deadly hail.  I’m not ashamed to admit I almost wet myself at the sudden shock and noise, twisting around stupidly as if that would somehow protect me from what was happening.

A few moments after that, a blue armoured samurai jumped out of the hole in the building.

That was so surreal and unexpected my fear was momentarily suppressed.  It was like the situation had gone from terrifyingly strange to pure ‘wait, WTH?’ and I couldn’t even be afraid any more because my brain needed to reboot before it could even process it.  It just didn’t add up for me.  Even in the middle of all the magic and other weirdness a blue samurai was just so out of left field my hindbrain automatically assumed ‘alright, now THIS is the hallucination.  It’s safe to just ignore it.’

Don’t get me wrong, he was a hell of an imposing figure.  Simply calling it blue didn’t do him justice, his armour was a deep and lovely azure that even from a distance I could tell was marked with all sorts of fancy engraving.  It was just a little too dark for a sentai suit, but the vibrancy of the color would not have been out of place in the genre.  The dark blue menpo that connected with his helmet completely covered his face, further reminding me of a sentai show. And he was wielding a deadly but elegant looking katana that shone with a pearl whiteness that contrasted brilliantly with its dark blue hilt.  And as for magic, ho boy, he was burning with it!  I couldn’t take in all the details in a few moments, but the power he wielded looked like it put everything I’d done so far to shame.  All in all, the samurai made one hell of an impression as he calmly leapt down from the hole in the building back to the street!

And then he stumbled after a few more steps, apparently the impact with the building finally caught up with him, and he fell to the ground and lay there.

“Hey, what the hell?” I asked, breaking out into a half stumble/half run to reach him.  “Are you alright?”

Before I could think too much on that (like “he just got launched a dozen storeys into the air to get stopped by a building.  Of course he’s not alright!”) a terrifying roar echoed across the area.  I spun around to look at the street the blue samurai must have come down from, and what I saw there made me freeze in terror.

Imagine a Tyrannosaurus Rex.  The traditional, lizard-like version; not the more scientifically correct one.  Now: imagine it about twice as long, maybe half again as tall as normal, and with a snout more like a crocodile’s.  Oh, and four legs rather than the two and the vestigial arms of a real T-Rex.  Now add on an armoured back (not a full turtle shell, more like an embedded cape of triple thickness scales) and you had some idea of the nightmare creating all the commotion.

But what really stunned me, really paralyzed me in the moment, was the realization that I knew what it was.

A Vorasoth!  What the hell?  Despite the fact I knew what sort of deep shit I was in, that I knew how real and present the threat really was, I was stunned by its presence.  A Vorasoth was half a physical being and half a spirit, its natural form was a spirit but it created and possessed a real body made out of real matter.  And they were uncommon back on Avalon, I was willing to believe this was just a very similar spirit that had come about through a similar evolutionary process, I’d seen similar examples before, but there was no way a Vorasoth should have been able to grow to that size on Earth!  No matter how mana efficient the Earth evolved version of the spirit might be, a Vorasoth that large should have been impossible.  Vorasoth integrated into their bodies in an unusual way, most spirit possessions were like changing clothes.  But for a Vorasoth it was somewhere between a hermit crab switching shells and a human getting a replacement organ, damn important and not something done lightly!  And that sort of existence required a lot of mana, way more than it should have had access to on Earth.  Why and how was one suddenly in downtown Tokyo?

Well, there’s one obvious solution, I gulped mentally as the Vorasoth ceased it’s screaming and turned its attention our way.  It began a ground shaking charge, obviously keen on eating us.

Well, probably not so much me.  It was probably just after the blue samurai.  But given that I was vaguely in the same area, and not even the stunned samurai was going to completely sate this thing’s hunger, it didn’t make that much difference in this case.  Vorasoths ate their victims in order to consume their mana, a necessary predation when they reached that size, even on Avalon.  You did not get that sort of size, strength, and power with conventional biology alone!

Well, that’s it then, I thought with a distant calmness as I stood up and started walking towards the Vorasoth.  It was no use running, the sheer size and speed of the Vorasoth made that useless at this distance.  Yes, it was still a block and a half away.  But it was getting up to speed pretty quickly and the sheer size of it meant that it could move shockingly fast once it was going flat out.  It also had too much reach for me to try breaking out the flying talisman, that accelerated much slower than the Vorasoth so there was no chance for me to get away even if I went straight up.  And even if any of that worked, that it took a little too long finishing off the samurai and let me get high enough to get out of it’s reach; what then?  Was I going to sit by as this thing started savaging Tokyo’s innocent population?  Quietly hover there or fly home while it ate hundreds of civilians in order to try and make up the mana balance?

Guess we’re trying this, I thought, slamming the butt of my staff against the Tokyo street and swiftly shaping my spells, my mind somewhere beyond fear in the quiet panic of what was going on.  The Vorasoth was closing on me quickly, and my mana use was piquing its interest, but these spells weren’t that complex.  Insanely dangerous, and specialized spells I’d designed myself, but not too complex.

See, there was no way I could have taken the Vorasoth in a ‘fair’ fight.  Something where I simply brought everything I had to the table, it brought all it had, and we duked it out in some sort of stadium?  It’d win.  Hands down, every time.  It was too big, too strong, and its nature gave it a slight edge on resisting magic.  An ordinary Vorasoth would have been an archmage level problem, let alone this oversized monster!  There was no way my magic could handle it directly.

So I didn’t try.

Back on Avalon I’d never have tried facing it head-to-head.  The standard trick was to use the environment against it, try setting off an avalanche or rockslide on the monster, or maybe luring it into a floodplain and breaking open a dam.  And while I didn’t have those options in the middle of urban Japan, not until I suddenly developed the ability to start collapsing buildings, I’d long ago realized I had something even better.

Tokyo’s power grid.

“wait- “ the blue samurai coughed out weakly from behind me.  But it was too late to stop, I completed the last few sigils and then pure electrical power started arcing towards me from every available socket or open source within range.  From broken street lamps and exposed transformers to the available sockets in the buildings surrounding us, the spell opened a path and drew that electrical energy in to me, quickly creating an apartment sized ball of lightning around my body.

I, meanwhile, was safe in a magical faraday cage at the center of it all.  Well mostly safe, I quickly had to shut my eyes against the brightness of the raw electricity arcing around me.  Never thought of that, I admitted with some distant amusement, my eyes watering from my second blinding light in under an hour.  I’d come up with the spell years ago, an efficient way to make use of my surroundings and available resources if I’d ever needed a more powerful attack.  It had fallen on the wayside with all the mana available to me, there’d been much simpler and more sensible ways for me to engage any opponents ever since Himeko had given me ley-line access.  I’d originally intended this as a way to give me a quick and dirty lightning bolt back when I’d barely had a dribble of saved mana to work with.  This was a way bigger use of the spells than I’d ever intended, it was originally meant to tap into a couple of wall sockets at most.  But it seemed the principle was still sound.

The Vorasoth let out another godawful roar, sounding disturbingly close now, and I blindly shot out the current in that direction.  The tone of the roar quickly changed, and took on a squealing undertone, and I risked slowly cracking my eyes open.

The ludicrous amount of artificial lightning blasted out at the Vorasoth, now just about a building’s length away.  But, shockingly (heh), this was actually enough to stop the giant creature in its tracks.  The Vorasoth writhed and howled at the electricity striking it.  But it slowly backed off, step by step, screeching in rage and pain all the while.

“Raiju,” the samurai behind me breathed in shock, audible only in between an odd lull in the creature’s screams.

Huh, I thought in a somewhat distant way, buoyed by a combination of surprise, confidence, and shock, this is actually working.  And not just in a temporary way either.  The electricity was hurting the Vorasoth, inflicting some nasty damage on it, but it was a long distance away from killing it unless the Vorasoth was dumb enough to try pouncing on me or closing to point blank range.  Even a building’s length away was more than enough to create a serious drop in power, and I sure as hell didn’t have anything else strong enough to hurt the monster!  But the spells were sustainable.  With my staff at hand, connecting me to my home reservoir, and the relative cost efficiency of the spells, I was actually winning the battle of attrition.  This wasn’t exactly inexpensive you understand, I was still burning through significantly more mana than I normally would have.  But for something that could handle a Vorasoth?  This was cheap as hell and I was more than happy to make the trade!

Let’s not be too overconfident, I warned myself a little more naturally, finally starting to adapt to the ridiculous situation and think again.  Mana wise I should be good.  And between my skills and the staff I don’t think I’m going to have any trouble maintaining these spells.  In fact, it seemed easier than I would have expected.  I was beginning to think there might be more to lightning struck wood than I’d initially believed.

But something could still cut the power, I thought more soberly.  I don’t think I’m in any danger of overloading the block’s breakers, I wasn’t actually using more than the area normally would have, merely condensing it to one point, but I don’t actually know that.  And if that happens, or the Vorasoth get’s lucky and wrecks some critical power lines, or someone gets the bright idea of cutting power to the area… well, I was dead.  Simple as that.

With that chilling realization in mind I kept up my standoff with the Vorasoth, continuing to blast at it with electricity while it struggled to keep me in striking distance without getting hurt too much.  At the same time I tried to come up with a way to fully turn the tide and defeat the monster.  Unfortunately, between the need to maintain my spells, the sheer surreal shock of the situation, and the overwhelming scope of the power in front of me, I couldn’t think of anything.  So the pair of us danced back and forth for nearly a minute in that electric tableau.

… until it backed off a few too many steps and a then black armoured samurai smashed it across the face with a humongous tetsubo.

The Vorasoth roared and staggered, there’d been more than simple impact in that strike and it showed.  Meanwhile the black samurai, who’d had to leap nearly a storey into the air in order to hit the monster’s face, merely pivoted around upon landing and with shocking grace delivered a massive blow against the creature’s left leg.  I felt the ‘wham’ of the impact all the way over where I was and the Vorasoth tilted and fell forward a little.

I quickly cut off the flow of electricity.  I trusted this new samurai, just as unthinkably powerful as the last one, had at least some resistance to the current.  Otherwise they’d have never been able to get as close as they had without being fried.  But simply assuming it was safe… I hadn’t actually taken any blows to the head yet and I tried not to be that stupid.

I did quickly glace behind me, making sure this hadn’t simply been some sort of color change, and looked just in time to see the blur as the blue samurai now launched themselves forward.  By the time I looked back at the Vorasoth there was now a thirty-meter gash along its side and the blue samurai was already past its tail.  Oh, and there now were a dozen arrows in the beast, all marked with red fletching, and I could just make out a red armoured figure on the roof of a nearby building.

Wait a second… I thought, staring a little harder.

I looked a little closer.  The black armor was the most obvious, the back had extra protection on it that resembled a turtle shell.  But in the moments where the blue samurai was still, stabilizing their footing and waiting for the opportunity to strike, I could see the serpent like engraving on their armor.  And the stereotypical color scheme, blue, black, and red.  So should I expect-

It wasn’t much of a surprise when a white armoured samurai seemed to fall from above right at that moment.  They were wielding a polearm of some sort, most likely a naginata or a guan dao.  And, of course, the engraving on their armour looked suspiciously like tiger stripes.

Of fucking course.  The Four Guardians.  It was pretty much impossible not to recognize them.  Even if you were a dunce scholastically you were all but guaranteed to have picked up something about them simply by cultural osmosis.  I mean, pick an anime at random and there was a pretty good chance there was going to be at least a token, backwards reference to them somewhere in it.  I’d even seen it come up in high school romances as cute and overdramatic nicknames!

Which made their appearance, (or, more precisely, the appearance of some of their champions) in front of me all the more surreal.  I was so taken aback, shocked at both their power and presence, that I just stood there and watched even though there was a fucking gigantic Vorasoth right there!  That didn’t matter anymore.  The Four Guardians were on the scene.  I had a front row seat, I figured I might as well just watch the show.

And what a show it was.  Now the four of them were together and working in unison I felt like patting myself on the back for not interfering, I would only have gotten in the way of their coordination.  The tetsubo wielder stayed in front, drawing the Vorasoth’s attention and keeping it off balance with mighty blows from the enormous club.  Meanwhile the two samurai with blades danced around the creature’s sides, slashing and cutting deeps chunks out of the Vorasoth with every swing of their weapons.  They were so in sync they’d even change sides on occasion, one hurtling over the Vorasoth’s back while the other slid underneath it, leaving a deep slice across it’s underbelly along the way.  And all the while arrows peppered the monster, always striking where they’d do the most damage.

And they did do damage.  All of them did.  It probably went without saying, but champions representing the Four Guardians packed a hell of a wallop magically.  Each samurai was souped up well beyond human limits, carrying around a significant portion of their patrons’ power.  And then their weapons were all of a quality that any hero of legend would be perfectly happy to wield.  And then each blow received magic backed assistance of on top of that… yeah, each arrow alone could have punched straight through a tank, let alone what the tetsubo was doing.  The Vorasoth was large and powerful, it did deserve this kind of response, but pretty soon the outcome was obvious.

With one final, pitiful wail the Vorasoth fell and stopped moving.  After a moment I shook myself and started to say something, but the samurai were already on top of it.  The focused their powers in some unfamiliar way, opening up their link to the Four Guardians even further, and those beings reached out and grabbed the spirit of the Vorasoth directly, yanking it away to parts unknown.

I let out a quiet sigh of relief at that.  It wasn’t likely that anything else would have happened.  Even the Avalon version of the Vorasoth was still a little too physical for that and I doubted an Earth based evolution would have been any better.  But it wasn’t something a wise person would have taken any chances with.  Not in the middle of Tokyo and with all the ordinary civilians so close by!  The Four Guardians living up to their title, I guess.

The black samurai started to say something but the blue one held up a hand and forestalled him.  They then nodded towards me and seemed to undertake a whole conversation without words, just a few small gestures and head tilts.

(Given the nature of their patrons it might just have been a purely telepathic set of communications.  I couldn’t make anything out.  But I didn’t think to look too hard, and given the power and level of connection The Four Guardians probably possessed I certainly wouldn’t have bet on catching it even if I had been looking.)

Finally, the four of them nodded in unison.  The more recent arrivals immediately took off, retreating in a series of bounding leaps straight of an anime, but the blue one turned and took a few steps back towards me.

“Thank you for your help stranger.  Now get out of here before the Bureau arrives!  They’re going to be impatient over this one, and we certainly aren’t staying around to help!”

With that they leapt off too, leaving me slack jawed at staring after their retreating form.

It wasn’t what you’re thinking.  See, when they’d turned to face me I’d actually gotten a momentarily look through the eyeslit between their helmet and menpo.  And when you combined that pleasant mezzo voice, those incredibly soft eyes with their long lashes, and that brief but delicately sharp slope of cheekbone, they all added up to the fact I’d been a bit sexist and my gender assumptions had been off.  Don’t get me wrong, not every swordsman had to be as masculine as Hiro.  But it beggared belief to assume that had been a guy.  Which meant-

God.  Damn.  Actual.  Mahou.  Shoujo.  I thought, staring off in the direction they’d retreated.  That was what caused my jaw to drop and me to just stare stupidly.  Not the Vorasoth, not the near-death experience, not the still empty space in the middle of Tokyo; the fact I’d just encountered a team of actual colored coded magical girls prompted a blue screen of death in the middle of my brain.

I just stared in their direction for a good minute, the only thing close to a sensible thought in my head: Himeko can never know.

Thankfully, a rapidly approaching siren eventually pierced my brain fog and I realized I’d already spent far too long there.  They were right, I did not want to be the one left behind and holding the bag for all this!  So, finally, I grabbed my flying talisman and took off, not even bothering to put on the goggles so I could see where I was going as I fled the scene and just tried to get away from all the madness I’d just encountered.
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“Are you sure you don’t want to try something different Matsuda-sama?” the Meiko hairstylist asked me respectfully. “It hasn’t been that long. If you’re going to do this anyway, we could easily go for something more stylish.”

“No, just the usual, please,” I responded, struggling to keep my voice normal.

It was a triple challenge this time, since I’d given serious thought to the idea myself. It was an active struggle for me not to give into her suggestion out of politeness or curiosity, on top of that was the usual temptation to try and look a little better and less boring than my normal appearance, and then there was the fact I was still stressed out and terrified in the wake of yesterday’s kaiju and magical girls incident!

And that’s a phrase I don’t think I’ll ever have to consider again, I thought, not for the first time since yesterday. Not unless it’s in regards to an anime or video game! I know truth is stranger than fiction, but what the hell world!? What’s the point of trying to be rational and scientific if you’re going to throw stuff like that at me, Earth? Fucking actual mahou shoujo.

Okay, I knew I shouldn’t have been that offended by it. I was a freaking reincarnated mage from another world after all. But I’d studied and practiced and experimented for years to reach my current status. I’d spent most of my life figuring out what was actually interesting, fun, or creative from mangas and anime; and what was just ridiculous. Finding out there were some actual magical girls out there, in whatever form, well…

Thank Aoth this bunch dressed practically. Real armor and weapons instead of lace, ribbons, and frills. I think I’d have actually needed to confine myself to bed for a day or two if that had been the case!

To be fair, they hadn’t actually been that far outside my worldview. They’d obviously been champions of the Four Guardians, people connected to and empowered by those great beings. And while I didn’t know all the details (even I knew there were dozens of forms or variations that connection and service could have taken. And that was assuming it wasn’t something completely outside my knowledge!) with something that legendary in their corner it was no wonder they’d been so overwhelmingly powerful. Honestly, if they hadn’t all turned out to be young girls-

I repressed a sigh, not wanting to annoy the hairdresser.

You’re assuming again, I warned myself sternly. You only saw one, and you’re only almost certain it was a young woman. Seriously, even if they appeared to be a girl, for all you know they actually undergo a gender switch while on duty-

(Granted, something that manga worthy would have been even more weird and freaky to me. Not impossible, for all I knew that was something the Four Guardians did with their champions for some obscure reason. But pretty unlikely, even by my standards.)

-Or that they’re all really eighty years old and they simply revert to their youthful health while they are on a mission for the best possible combination of experience and ability. Assuming they’re all young women is a pretty major extrapolation, don’t go jumping to conclusions.

Still, for all my cautious words my intuition was telling me that was actually the explanation. Don’t ask me how, but after seeing one of them was some type of martial mahou shoujo I was pretty certain that all of them were.

“Any particular reason you wanted a trim Matsuda-sama?” the hairdresser inquired as she worked. “It’s no trouble, but it is unusual for you.”

“No real reason.” I paused for a moment, considered making up some sort of excuse about making sure I looked better in case I got caught up on camera next to Himeko and Hiro. But in the end I decided it was no use lying like that. “A couple of things happened recently and I figured it was a good idea that I looked my best.”

“Well, I can’t argue with that,” the hairdresser, Kako-san, shrugged, “but I really think you should go for something slightly different if you wanted to look ‘your best’.”

I smiled slightly, clearly able to hear her quotations marks around that phrasing. If only you knew how much I was debating that, I thought, trying not to smirk a little at the idea.

I was a little panicked and paranoid after yesterday’s incident. Quite frankly I’d been really tempted to change my hairstyle, hair color, and facial structure in an over-the-top attempt to disguise myself!

(Yes, of course Avalon had counted cosmetic sorcery amongst its sophisticated magics. It was a side branch that combined shapeshifting magic, medicine, and blessings. Needless to say, it was incredibly appealing to the wealthy and nobility. All those beautiful princesses and hunky princes didn’t achieve their looks with just genetics. And no, it would have been an incredibly bad idea for a mage as inexperienced with it as myself to try using it on my own body.)

It was only because such a thing would probably have seemed even more suspicious that I’d managed to hold myself back. I mean, actually changing my face would scream to nearly everyone in the world that something was up even if I came up with a believable excuse for it. I didn’t even want to think how most of my relatives would react to something like that. And even changing my hair color or style wouldn’t have been that much better. It would already raise eyebrows at Tokyo U, and that was with all the excuses and handwaving that being young and finally free of high school could provide. Amongst my family, who knew how boring and unobtrusive I usually tried to act, it would practically have been a cry for help.

So, reluctantly, I’d decided the best course of action was to act as naturally as possible. I was allowing myself a haircut, doing a little bit to differentiate myself from how I had appeared yesterday, but since it was just going to be my usual style it wasn’t going to attract much notice. But if anyone was randomly doing a wide sweep and had a not-so-great picture of me I would hopefully have changed enough from the day to avoid being spotted.

The good news was that a not-so-great picture was the best the Bureau probably had.

The media had talked about the incident a fair bit the previous day, there was still a block sized chunk of downtown Tokyo being shuttered after all. While there was a coverup going on there was no way to sweep under the rug the fact a whole block was temporarily being shut down for a day or two while things were being fixed up. The news was underplaying things, saying this was just a quick cleanup of toxic materials and a repair of critical infrastructure after a truck carrying dangerous chemicals suffered a dramatic crash the other day (hence the huge, opaque, ‘protective coverings’ over the Vorasoth corpse while the Bureau removed it). Worrying for a few hours, and an annoying traffic disruption for a day or two. But all emergency procedures had worked as planned and it was nothing worth getting excited over. However, one interesting new detail had cropped up: the truck crash had apparently caused a power surge, corrupting and frying various electronics around the area.

Conspiracy theorists and internet pundits alike had joked about this being to cover up evidence, but I’d realized this might not be the Bureau’s doing. After hearing the news I’d indulged in some divination spells, probably spending as much mana on them as I had against the Vorasoth. I hadn’t been able to do anything too advanced, I was worried the Bureau might be on watch for someone looking too deeply or directly in that direction, but I had been able to verify that particular detail wasn’t entirely made up. I hadn’t intended it, but apparently a side effect of my massive electrical manipulation had been an EMP. Not a major one, but similar to a real lightning strike or two at street level. I’d managed to mess up any nearby cameras, and probably degraded the recordings from anything a little more distant. The Bureau could no doubt find some pictures of me if they looked, but probably only distant and blurry shots.

Hopefully they’re more concerned with other problems, I frowned a little. Like the Vorasoth and the not-Sailor Senshi. Hell, I suspect they won’t even look for me for another day or two, it’s probably all hands on deck trying to vacuum up every possible detail in regards to that monster before they go worrying about loose ends like me!

The hairdresser coughed discretely and I immediately straightened up and wiped the frown off my face, trying not to make her job harder. She didn’t say anything, but kept up her cheerful small talk as she resumed her work. I did my best to try and pretend to be a normal person, and failed miserably, but she politely tried to ignore that and let me keep my responses to a minimum. They were used to my social awkwardness by now, and after a few haircuts (and open demonstrations of my magic in the weekly workouts with Himeko and Eiko) the shine had worn off the whole mage thing. After all, this woman cut the hair of the Meiko family often enough. Himeko’s father and grandfather regularly wielded power that put mine to shame, even if it wasn’t supernatural in origin.

I cocked my head for a moment, then quickly corrected it before the stylist could scold me again, but was still momentarily arrested by that thought. Huh. Interesting bit of language there when you think about it. I mean, I often bitch about ‘supernatural’ being used so loosely. When you start thinking about wealth on that level… especially when you consider how much of it is abstract or electronic rather than ‘real’… Huh. Could their power be considered supernatural? I mean, obviously no one thought that in ‘real’ terms. We all knew what was really meant by the word. But thinking of about the exact definition and then looking at it in a certain way-

It was probably for the best that my thoughts were interrupted then by another discreet cough. Although I did have second and even third thoughts when I realized said cough had just come from Himeko’s mother, and she was standing just behind the hair dresser. Only the incredibly awkward position kept me from instantly bowing.

“Meiko-domo,” the hairdresser said instantly, taking a quick step away and bowing to her respectfully.

“Kako-san,” Mrs. Meiko nodded towards her and then faced me through the mirror. “Matsuda-sama.”

“Meiko-sama,” I returned awkwardly, already as tense as an iron rod. “My apologies if I’ve accidentally taken your spot. I will leave and- “

“No,” Mrs. Meiko interrupted swiftly and elegantly, “that is fine. The staff would have informed you if that was the case. And if it wasn’t, it would most likely have been their fault or because of an emergency. Kako-san, please continue.”

The hairdresser nodded once again and resumed her work.

“No,” Mrs. Meiko continued, “I’m here because I don’t normally get the chance to talk to you, and I have an important question.”

“Matsuda-sama, is it possible to talk to the dead?”

The hairdresser frowned as I somehow found a way to become even stiffer than before.

Despite that, I answered in the only way I could. “Are we talking about questioning a remanent, analyzing an impression, or a full soul summoning here?”

Unsurprisingly, even with all her experience maintaining a straight face, even though she was obviously steeling herself for this conversation, Mrs. Meiko blinked. “Ah… there’s a difference?” she asked hesitantly.

“Of course,” despite myself, or possibly because of my panic, I quickly started switching into lecture mode. “There are a dozen different broad varieties of dead and undead beings out there and they fall into bunch of subcategories. Thankfully there’s only like four or five ways you’d really be ‘talking’ to them, but you do have to take into account all the little complications each different type of undead throws at you. For instance- “

“I want to talk to my sister-in-law!” Mrs. Meiko interrupted me hurriedly.

That shut me up! I hesitated. Opened my mouth. Then hesitated again. Aoth! Where the hell do I even start with this one! Suddenly I was tempted to go run out of the mansion and look back into the Vorasoth situation a little more, at least all the landmines associated with that disaster weren’t personal.

“I see you’re at least vaguely familiar with the situation,” Mrs. Meiko nodded after seeing my stunned and stricken expression in the mirror. “Good.”

I found it telling just how panicked the hairdresser looked to be even indirectly caught up in this situation, and I’d have traded places with her in a heartbeat!

Mrs. Meiko sighed and then for a moment looked away. “My sister-in-law’s… absence, has haunted this family for almost as long as I’ve known Hajime. I’d barely met him before she was gone, and I certainly wasn’t close enough to have truly seen what they were all like when she was still there. But even I can clearly see the hole her passing has left, know the scars.”

She raised her head again, and her gaze was almost defiant as she stared me in the eyes through the mirror. “I would like to speak to my sister-in-law, Matsuda-sama, see if those scars can finally be healed. Can you do it?”

I licked my lips nervously, fighting down the mad urge to say well, you could just pick up the phone. I know your son has his aunt’s number. “I… don’t honestly know,” I replied truthfully.

Mrs. Meiko didn’t actually say anything, merely pinned me with her stare even through the reflection. Himeko was good, and maybe it was just familiarity breeding contempt, but she still had a long way to go before she could match her mother.

“I don’t think it’s likely,” I continued, compelled by her unspoken ‘explain’, “not after this long. Not if there haven’t been any other signs… It’s been what? Twenty years?”

“Twenty-six in another month.”

“Over twenty years then. And I assume you cremated the body?”

“Yes.” Mrs. Meiko replied tightly.

“Then chances are pretty slim,” I shook my head slightly. “I don’t want to say it’s impossible, especially if what I heard about the circumstances were true-”

Please don’t ask how I knew that. Please don’t ask how I knew that.

“-but that would be an awfully long time for a ghost or soul to be hanging around without something more physical to help anchor it. Especially if no one’s seen anything already. An impression that strong?” I shook my head again. “I should already have felt it and everyone would know the house was haunted.”

“She didn’t die at home,” Mrs. Meiko inserted, almost hopefully.

“Ah.” Fair point, I conceded as I thought. But in the end, it was still the same conclusion. “It’s just too long, there’s no way. Not if you haven’t seen or identified some sort of ghost already. I suppose I could try and find the place where she killed herself, there might still be some trace impressions left if we’re lucky. But if it wasn’t anything directed enough to leave a mark then I seriously doubt they’ll be anything useful left after this long. We might find something, but at best I’d expect to do a bunch of hard and tricky magic and then discover she felt angry and depressed.”

“I’m a little confused,” Mrs. Meiko interjected with tense politeness. “I’m talking about having a conversation with her, not looking at her remains. Even her mystical ones. Can’t you do that?”

“This is what I meant earlier by all the different types of undead and ghosts,” I admitted. I took a deep breath, centered myself, and tried to be clear. The Mages Guild once gave us a checklist of things we were supposed to make sure people knew whenever this came up. I tried to remember it.

“Okay. First things first: after this long I don’t think there’s any way we can talk to your sister-in-law’s soul. If there’s no evidence she’s hung around then she’s moved on to a new destination, either deep in an afterlife or years into a new incarnation. There’s a small possibility she’s visiting during the Bon Festival, but apart from that I assume she’s deep into the next country. Attempting to summon her from that would take the blackest of necromancy to even try.” This time my gaze hardened, I gave up even trying to pretend we were still doing the haircut, and I turned the chair around to face Mrs. Meiko directly. The expression in my eyes made it absolutely clear there was no way that was happening, and even Mrs. Meiko had to repress a flinch at what she saw there.

“And even if I was willing,” I added conversationally, “or you could find someone else with the talent and morals to do so, I’m pretty sure the power balance would be prohibitive. If I saved every scrap of mana from the Meiko estate for a year and was willing to sacrifice a dozen people on top of that it might be enough to pull off that trick. Probably not though, you’d probably want five times as much mana and twice as many sacrifices just to be safe.”

Mrs. Meiko went pale, and the hairdresser had to cover her mouth and suppress a few retches at the thought.

I nodded angrily. “Life and death for life and death, that’s what’s required to balance the scales and open the doors so long after the fact. That’s why a responsible mage doesn’t do that sort of thing lightly. Necromancy’s tightly regulated for a reason. Done quickly and responsibly it can be useful to help catch murderers or bring relief to the bereaved. Done thoughtlessly or carelessly it becomes the stuff of nightmare and legend.”

I shuddered slightly, remembering some of my lessons from Avalon. Necromancy was a misunderstood art with a lot of very benevolent applications. But it was all too easy to cross the line, to let grief and compassion could fool you into thinking ‘surely it’s okay to go just a little bit further’. Or worse, a certainty that you could ignore the tides of life and death with impunity. And that was what led to necromancy’s blackened reputation as the art of villains and monsters. Over the years way too many mages had fallen into that trap for one reason or another, I was determined not to screw up that way on Earth.

“If her soul had stayed around with unfinished business,” I continued, trying to dial it back a little, “or she’d left a high-level remnant around that would be a different story. It would be a lot easier. And the morality would tilt the other direction, I wouldn’t have to do anything questionable and helping to resolve her issues or pain would be the right thing to do. But from what you’re describing it seems like we’ve got the opposite problem. Rather than helping the dead to move on we’d be abusing the dead who were already at peace in order to try and help the living. That’s an important litmus test. And when it fails a responsible mage knows it’s time to put away his staff and try something different.”

“Good,” a new, gruffer voice inserted. I tried to keep my expression serious, and not let my face light up at the rescue as Master Tai entered the Spa. “I know I keep repeating this; but once again you show the perspective of a master, Master Matsuda.”

Both Mrs. Meiko and I began to issue short bows towards Master Tai, but he continued abruptly. “You’re treading on dangerous ground Meiko-san. Be careful where you step.”

Mrs. Meiko flushed slightly at Master Tai’s measured rebuke, but she didn’t back off. “My apologies Tai-sensei, but I have to know. Miwa’s death has been a millstone around this family’s neck for decades. If there is even a chance to finally lift it…”

“At what cost?” Master Tai asked with a hint of restrained heat.

“That’s what we were just discussing,” I inserted hurriedly, worried that Master Tai was about to accidentally start bullying her when she hadn’t actually gone too far just yet. “I don’t think it’s possible to help under these circumstances, I assume her husband’s sister is much too long gone, but it was worth asking. I know I like to go on about how magic isn’t special and there are lots of other practical solutions to problems, but this is one of the rare exceptions. This sort of thing is the reason necromancy is allowed to exist, it’s one of the best ways to get closure after death. Well, this and certain psychic gifts. Under some circumstances.”

I slowly shut up as I bogged down and ran out of steam.

“Under some circumstances?” Master Tai asked politely when it was obvious I wasn’t going to dig myself any deeper.

I glanced at Mrs. Meiko and then hurriedly looked away.

For better or worse, Himeko’s mother just laughed with a hint of bitterness and then answered him. “Don’t bother pressing him Tai-sensei, the answer’s obvious in his eyes. He’s wondering if Miwa’s response would only have made things worse. As was I.”

Both Master Tai’s and my own gaze shot to her in surprise.

Mrs. Meiko smiled at us both grimly. “Why do you think I’m here asking about a chance to talk to her first and without my husband or father-in-law? I truly believe that her answers are the best chance to heal our family. But it’s only a chance. I’m not about to parade her in front of my husband and her father without knowing what she really thinks, there’s also a chance her grudges and feelings are the one thing that could make this even worse. I wanted to find out what she really thought before making that mistake.”

I leaned back in the chair, a little surprised. I don’t know why, I admitted to myself, a hint embarrassed. It’s not like it’s that hard a concept, and Himeko’s mother seems a fairly smart person. A little too prideful, and a little too addicted to society’s rules and her image. But I don’t think I’d have ever used ‘stupid’ to describe her. So why’d that take me off guard?

Master Tai sighed slightly. “That’s smart. I don’t claim to know her, or what her situation was. But knowing what your father-in-law has made me feel some times…” he trailed off significantly, a little too polite to say anything else to Mrs. Meiko’s face.

Himeko’s mother sighed too. “It appears it was all in vain, there’s no chance of that anyway.”

“I’ll look into it,” I promised, a little impulsively, “I’ll check out the location where she died if you’ll pass it on to me. But I wouldn’t get your hopes up. The chances of me being able to do anything seem pretty slim.”

I regretted the words the second they were out of my mouth. It seemed like a futile waste of time, there was almost zero chance there was anything there I could use. Maybe a full-on necromantic specialist, but I was pretty sure even they would have had to admit defeat unless they’d wanted to start crossing the line from white to grey or even black magic.

Mrs. Meiko smiled gratefully though, and bowed towards me once again. “Thank you, Master Matsuda. I only ask that you try. I’ll get the information to you before you leave.”

Her message delivered, she beat a hasty retreat. I watched her go with mixed feelings. On one hand I was glad to see she was so aware of the problems in her family, and was willing to try and fix them. On the other hand, she was still trying to avoid some of the harder options, like actually talking to her husband and father-in-law or convincing them to go to therapy. What does it say that we both seem to think necromancy would be a slightly more reasonable option than that? I thought wryly.

The hairdresser carefully crept back to me and turned me back around to face the mirror. She was a little hesitant at returning to her work after the interruption, she wasn’t used to stopping and starting like that, but professional pride kept her from leaving my head about four-fifths done.

“So,” Master Tai asked carefully, “think you’ll actually do anything?”

I sighed. “Probably not. I doubt there’s anything I can do. But I’ll check it out first. I’m going to feel awfully foolish if it turns out there’s some remnants there, or her soul really is lost and wandering around.”

“And if there isn’t?”

“If there isn’t, that’s all there is to it.” I paused, pursed my lips a moment, and then immediately undercut myself by adding. “Well, there’s a slim chance some other option might be available. That she left enough of a connection or impression that I can check the Akashic Records for some more information, or a local kami actually remembers her and could tell us something. But I doubt it. I’ll check things out to be safe, but there’s no reason for me to be silly about it.”

“Good,” Master Tai nodded decisively. “Playing with dead things is a filthy habit.”

I paused, but did feel the need to defend myself and the art a little. “Not if done in moderation and responsibly,” I replied, being very careful to keep a calm and neutral tone. “It’s very easy to overstep or be a sucker and go too far. I don’t blame you for worrying about me after I agreed to help Mrs. Meiko out like that, I’m pretty sure a lot of necromancers started paving their path to hell that way. But, ironically, I’m not skilled or experienced enough to fall because of that. At the first sign things aren’t going to work I’m going to give up rather than pushing my limits. You might be wrong about it being a filthy habit, but it’s awfully easy to get dirty this way if you’re not careful.”

Master Tai nodded tightly while the hairdresser started clipping my hair again.

I wonder why that’s a sensitive subject for him? I then decided I didn’t need to know. I already knew too many nightmare-inducing scholastic accounts of what happened when necromancy was abused. I didn’t need to add a firsthand account from someone I knew. Maybe it would only be small scale and relatively mild compared to the worst cases from Avalon, two or three zombies versus mountains of corpses and armies of the dead, but intimate details could end up making it even more terrible than those safely distant horrors.

Still, best to change the subject quickly. So I jumped on something I had been wondering.

“Master Tai,” I asked politely, “do you know anything about the champions of the Four Guardians?”

The martial artist stirred slightly out of his own darker thoughts and looked mildly surprised at my sudden subject change. “Champions of the Four Guardians? I know about the Four Guardians of course. But champions of them? What’s that mean?”

“Maybe you refer to them a different way,” I replied, frowning a little. “I’m using champion in a technical way here since they were directly empowered by the Four. But I recently encountered four samurai who were obviously serving them in that capacity.”

Master Tai chuckled a little, disbelievingly. “Four samurai?”

“Well, I suppose I should say they were dressed like samurai,” I admitted with a small smirk of my own. “But they were ridiculously powerful. And between that power and the incredibly stereotypical motifs on their armor it was kind of obvious who they were working for.”

Master Tai smiled indulgently. “Master Matsuda, are you sure no one was playing a- “

He paused and then suddenly looked upwards, frowning as if in thought.

“Master Tai?”

“Master Luo once told me about a time he encountered an armored figure, clearly meant to be representing the God of the West,” Master Tai stroked his beard as he riffled through his memories.

“Fancy white armor with an obvious tiger theme? And wielding an obscenely powerful polearm of some sort?”

“Hmm,” Master Tai nodded. “And Master Luo emphasized how breathtaking his power was too. At first Master Luo thought he was going senile or hallucinating, that an enemy had slipped him a poison of some sort and he was reading too much into some live action sentai actor. But he kept checking himself and the warrior and eventually accepted it was real. Then the warrior simply leapt away like Sun Wukong himself, going off in the direction of some evil they both sensed.”

“Did he know any more than that?” I asked eagerly, suddenly glad for the unintended reassurance I hadn’t going insane or fallen for some sort of mental attack. I hadn’t thought of that possibility until Master Tai had mentioned it, I’d had a little too much confidence in my ‘mind shield’ up until now, but I’d felt a brief spurt of panic once he’d brought it up. Frankly, some sort of spell or drug meant to confuse and block my memories would have made way more sense than real life mahou shoujo!

Master Tai shook his head. He didn’t do it particularly hard, but I couldn’t help but note the hairdresser’s sour frown at the sight of Master Tai’s wild hair flying everywhere when he did so.

“Sorry, I always thought Master Luo was pulling my leg with that one, playing some sort of subtle prank in order to teach me a lesson about not taking everything more senior masters told me too seriously. He couldn’t tell me any more than that, and it sounded pretty wild. Even he said he’d occasionally wondered if he’d actually seen the god itself.”

“Yeah, well, that’s fair,” I sighed.

Master Tai looked at me sympathetically. “Now you know how other masters feel when I try to explain you to them.”

“Oof!” on one hand I couldn’t take that seriously. But, on the other, if you ignored the ridiculous power level difference and just focused on my absurd age/skill/strength mix… well, I still didn’t think I was nearly at the same level as the champions I’d encountered. But I could see his point about how skeptical people would be about it.

“He couldn’t tell me anything more about it,” Master Tai continued. “Just that by the time he’d reached the place that had felt wrong everything had been settled already. That there were some subtler signs a big fight had taken place, but they were already smoothing out and disappearing. It was deep in the wilderness,” he added abruptly.

“Ah,” I almost nodded before a warning look from the hairdresser stopped me. Still, I supposed that made sense. The Bureau was less likely to take care of things like that, and it certainly seemed like the Four Guardians had enough power to manage it.

“Like I said, I figured this was just a tall tale Master Luo was using to keep me thinking and keep me humble. But you’re saying it was actually true?”

I hesitated a moment. For all I knew Master Tai had it right and this was all coincidence. I mean, the Four Guardians were obvious fodder for something like this, right?

“Maybe,” I allowed. “All I know is that I encountered four people like that yesterday, all obscenely powerful and using the obvious Four Guardians imagery. I suppose this could be unrelated, it’s not like I got anyone’s name or address for us to check. But it’s kind of unbelievable that… “

I trailed off for a moment and rechecked an assumption. “Huh. I was going to say ‘it’s kind of unbelievable that there’d be two people like that around’. But it isn’t that unbelievable. We are talking about the Four Guardians here.”

I couldn’t claim that I knew the Four in the same way I knew Aoth, yet I was all but certain they had more than enough strength to power up multiple champions if they wanted to. To a lesser extent that was what happened back on Avalon. That was more or less how paladins worked back there, albeit on a significantly weaker way even before you accounted for Earth’s lower mana levels.

I continued to think out loud. “It seems weird that they’d have multiple people acting as champions that powerful, I’d assume they’d only have one at a time. But I don’t actually know that. Heck, if they’ve got a list of potential candidates but only empower one person at a time that’s actually a pretty practical system. For all I know they’ve got one person ready to act on their behalf in each prefecture or region, only powering them up when there’s a need.”

Master Tai shook his head again. “Too deep for my head, I’ll leave that sort of thing to the wizards.”

“Yeah,” I was a little embarrassed to realize I was starting to create Four Guardians fanfiction with that much speculation. Seriously, it was starting to sound like a plot idea I should pass on to cousin Hikaru. It was possible, maybe even clever, but I was seriously drifting away from what few facts I knew.

“So where did you encounter these four samurai?” Master Tai asked suddenly.

“Uh…”

My thoughts kicked into overdrive. Okay, how much trouble could the truth potentially cause or get me into here? It was kind of hard to tell. If these champions were urban legends even amongst Master Tai’s level of people then I wasn’t sure I wanted to be spreading any more tales. It wasn’t too much of a surprise, like me Master Tai would probably have ignored any stories or evidence they existed until he ran into them himself. We both thought we ‘knew’ too much about how the supernatural world worked. But it might have been evidence that the Four Guardians tried to keep word about their champions repressed, and I didn’t think crossing those beings was a good idea.

Toss in just how over the top yesterday had been (there was no way a Vorasoth in downtown Tokyo wasn’t a winning the lottery level occurrence) and the possible involvement of the Bureau, and I figured this was riskier than usual. If he believed me, there was a worrying chance I was going to bring some trouble down upon myself and anyone who’d heard my story. And if he didn’t I certainly didn’t want to shoot my credibility in the foot! I was already fighting skepticism thanks to my age when compared to my abilities. Master Tai hadn’t even fully believed Master Luo, and that elder must have had a hell of a better reputation than I did!

“I’m… going to plead professional secrets here,” I answered, copping out rather lamely. “This one’s a weird one, kind of unbelievable even by our standards.” I paused. “I assume you haven’t looked into the chemical truck crash in downtown?” I asked plaintively.

Master Tai’s eyebrows shot up past his hairline (not as much of a challenge as it would have been with others, given how much his long hair hung down. But still a telling reaction.) “No. I take it there’s more to it?”

“Oh yeah,” I answered feelingly, a little concerned by the way the hairdresser twitched upon overhearing what I was hinting at.

“Huh,” Master Tai looked thoughtful and curious, reminding me a little of Eiko in the process. “Maybe I should- “

“I wouldn’t recommend it!” I said hurriedly. “The Bureau’s out in force for this one. They’ve probably covered up most of it already, and you do not want to attract their attention this time!”

Master Tai looked at me, then he looked deliberately at the scissors cutting my hair. “I see,” he said significantly.

“Uh huh,” I responded a little lamely, noticing the hairdresser suddenly fighting the urge to sweat.

“All right Master Matsuda, you win. I’ll leave it at that for today,” Master Tai sighed a little in disappointment. “Although I want to hear that story someday!”

“And when it’s safer, and I’ve got a little bit more of an idea what’s going on, I’ll tell you,” I promised him a little rashly. “Until now, let’s not upset any of the greater powers, okay? Either legal or spiritual.”

Master Tai smirked, gave me a bow tinged with irony, and left.

Once he was gone the hairdresser finally addressed me again.

“Is the haircut to your liking, Matsuda-sama?” she asked, her voice squeaking only a little in the process.
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“H-i-i-i-i” I said, drawing out the world playfully.

“ h’ “ my newest cousin replied, testing the syllable in his mouth.

“H-i-i-i-i-i” I repeated in the same tone

“ h’” Tetsuji replied with an adorable little smile.

“Goodness Mamoru,” my aunt noted with a warm smile as she watched me holding up my baby cousin.  “It always surprises me that you’re so good with children.”

“Eh, I’m cheating,” I replied, never losing my smile as Tetsuji giggled at something.  “It’s not like I’m here for all the harder or annoying times.  I just come over and bond with him once in a while for an hour or two.  It’s all the best parts with none of the pooping, vomiting, or worrying.”

Aunt Suzuki smiled at that, and it was mostly good humored, but there was a hint of underlying stress and annoyance at the truth in it.

“Anyway,” I said quickly, “is there anything you need a hand with?  I didn’t come here just to be an annoying guest and monopolize Tetsuji-kun for a while.  If you need some help with anything then now’s the time to tell me.”

Aunt Suzuki sighed a little and relaxed at that.  “No, no, it’s fine.  It’s been so strange not having Saori around right now but little Tetsuji’s kept me too busy to worry about that.  It’s odd to say that, that I’m grateful one child is keeping me too tired to worry about another, but it’s true.”

I smiled sympathetically.  Saori was away for a few days for a school trip.  For their last year of junior high they were going a little further and longer than usual, a fairly standard practice.  Nothing too special, they were spending a few days touring sites and historical spots down in Kyushu, but still something pretty impressive and important for the youngsters.  I didn’t doubt this was the longest Saori and her mother had ever been apart so far.

“I just worry.”

“That’s normal,” I told her calmly while I gently jiggled Tetsuji.  In return I was rewarded by a few more giggles.  “Saori’s still young and it’s pretty reasonable that you’re going to worry the first time she’s gone a few days.  But she’s a responsible kid, and she’s got a good head on her shoulders.  It’s no wonder you’ll forget your worries if Tetsuji distracts you and keeps you from dwelling on them too much.”

Plus she’s a psychic, I added in the privacy of my head.  It’s kind of hard to worry too much about her if you know that.  Saori could still be hurt and surprised, and I was a little concerned about her emotional state given that she was almost as much of an outsider as I’d been without the dubious benefits of size and intimidation to keep people from harassing her too much. But it was hard to worry about her being hit by a random accident when she had a whole additional sense to help protect her from that.

Ironically, that was part of the reason I was there that day.  Not because she’d warned me or anything, but because I finally had a little free time to check Tetsuji properly.  Given his sister’s psychic gifts and his brother’s surprising competence I was well overdue to check my youngest cousin out again.  Call it a mystical instead of a physical.  I still didn’t think I’d been going to find anything terribly surprising, hence why I’d been willing to put it off so long, but it had definitely been worth trying.

And the results did bear that out.  I didn’t get any major shocks, like he was an isekaied person too, or that he had psychic gifts that put Saori’s to shame.  But he had significantly more spiritual potential than the average person.  Don’t get me wrong, I didn’t think it was going to be an incredible amount.  Heck, he was still much too young for me to be absolutely sure, he still had a long way to go, but I figured chances were good he was going to be the second or third most psychic kid in any of his classes.

Or train to use his ki fairly well.  Or turn himself into a pretty decent mage, I reflected.  Tetsuji was going to be generally mystically fit.  He didn’t look to be particularly naturally gifted in any particular way, but he looked like he’d have enough of a good foundation that he’d be able to chose from a couple of paths easily enough.  It wasn’t anything to get particularly excited about, he was closer to Sato Gota than Saori, but it was enough to make me glad he had a psychic big sister looking out for him.

Huh.  I wonder if that would have been one of the reasons the Onryo targeted him? I wondered absently, a hint of darkness and rage clouding my mind at the mere memory of that possibility, made all the worse by the fact I was now talking about an actual warm baby in my arms rather than some sort of theoretical cousin.  His relative sensitivity and connection making him more of a target?  Food for thought.

“Has he started talking yet?” I asked out loud, trying to distract myself.

Aunt Suzuki dimpled.  “Not just yet.  But you can see him working up to it.  This is about when his brother started talking, so I expect it any day now.”

Tetsuji squealed a little.

“Well, no rush,” I said cheerfully.  “He’s not quite eleven months yet, plenty of time before he’s getting late.  Isn’t there Tetsuji-kun?  Isn’t there?”

My younger cousin squealed again, and my aunt giggled a little.

I kissed him on the forehead and turned back to my aunt.  “I do want to quickly check over Saori’s room before I go,” I admitted.  “Make sure the walls are holding up since uncle and I are the ones responsible for them.  Especially since I was the one to try and seal the bad wood around the nails.”

“I suppose that’s something your height would help with,” my aunt agreed.  “But I doubt you’ll find anything, neither my husband or Saori have mentioned anything so far.”

“Better safe than sorry,” I replied glibly.  In reality I was more interested in doing a quick check on the mana collector, just in case.  But I supposed it wouldn’t hurt me to check the walls too, now that I’d thought about it.

Tetsuji reached towards my face and I redirected his hand with my own.  Both my aunt and I smiled to see him grip one of my fingers.  “And who’s got a nice strong grip?  My baby cousin does.  Yes he does.”

Tetsuji smiled at me, even as he tried to reach for my face again with his other hand.

“Yes, I’m your weird looking cousin!  Yes I am.”

“You shouldn’t encourage him to think that way, Mamoru” my aunt noted with a mixture of humor and concern.

“What?  It’s true,” I replied cheerfully.  “He’ll hear it from everyone else soon enough, he may as well get used to it.”

“That’s not true!” my aunt replied with a surge of surprising force.

Both Tetsuji and I turned to look at her in surprise.

“Honestly,” she continued, her voice breaking just a touch.  “What has my brother been teaching you?”

Ah, fuck, I realized a little too belatedly.  She’s feeling particularly maternal today.  Not a surprise with Children’s Day right around the corner and her eldest daughter out of the house.  Combine that with me playing with her baby, and the reminder I was a blood relative, and it wasn’t a surprise my situation was hitting her harder than usual.

Still, it wasn’t like I could give her a truthful answer.  Not without risking a full-fledged maternal meltdown!  I already had enough of that from my Kanoko aunt, I did not need another one getting involved.  My first response would have normally been a wry “the nail that stands up gets hammered down.”  But I wasn’t quite that unaware or stupid, no matter how I acted some times.  Not around my family.

“It’s alright aunty,” I replied calmly, simply pretending I hadn’t noticed how upset that had made her and jiggling Tetsuji a little more.  “I’m not embarrassed by it.  I’ve owned my oddness for years now, it’s mostly just strangers that notice it.  Honestly, I’m not sure I would have remembered it if I hadn’t started at Tokyo U and had it come up a few times.”

Yeah, lying through my teeth with that one.  I glanced at my youngest cousin apologetically as I lifted him up high.  Or exaggerating at the very least.  Sorry Tetsuji-kun, I shouldn’t be setting such a poor example for you.  It wasn’t bad, per se, and I usually wasn’t that bothered by it.  But claiming I’d fully owned it was doing a major disservice to all the people who had managed that with their own issues and differences.

I quickly passed Tetsuji off to my aunt to distract her.  “What’s that?  You want your mommy?” I asked playfully as Aunt Suzuki instinctively took her son back.  “Okay then.”  I smiled at her in turn, “he seems to be getting a little bored and he’s looking to you a bunch, best not to overstay my welcome.”

“Aw, who’s a good baby?” my aunt said with a smile of her own.  She then turned back to me.  “You sure you don’t want him a little longer?”

I shook my head ruefully.  “I wouldn’t mind, but I’ve got enough to do today.  Besides, he’s going to get passed between everyone like a parcel in a few days, it’s probably best not to tire him out too early.”

Aunt Suzuki chuckled.  “Oh, he’s going to attract a lot of attention on his first Children’s Day, isn’t he?”

I smirked a little.  “Hence one of the reasons I’m here today,” I admitted, “No sense in joining the crowd and making everything more exhausting and awkward.  Some times it’s best to honor the holiday, other times it’s best to be a little more practical.”

Aunt Suzuki sighed.  “I really should scold you for that one, tell you you’re being a little too like your parents.  But I think this time you might be right.  Between my parents, Sansho’s parents, and a few of Tetsuji’s aunts and uncles, it’s probably going to be pretty busy here come Children’s Day.”

In reality I’d worried that the additional relatives would have kept me from getting a good read on Tetsuji, been too many obstacles and no one would have let me keep him or focus on him long enough to have a good look at his aura.  Especially since nearly all his Suzuki relatives had never seen me before and might have reacted a bit oddly, see above about my unusual looks.  And if that set off Grandfather and Grandmother Matsuda in turn, I thought, keeping my dark imaginings purely in my head, well, all the more reason I should be doing this today and nowhere near the Suzuki household come Children’s Day.

“Alright, I’ll go check on Saori’s room and try to check in on you before I go.  Both of you,” I added good humoredly before ducking out the door.

I wonder if I should do a protective amulet for Tetsuji? I wondered as I took the stairs down.  I don’t know that he needs one, but it probably wouldn’t hurt him.

In hindsight I probably should have done one for Saori, except I hadn’t had the tools or resources at the time.  I wasn’t sure how much it would have helped against the demon, even with the vastly greater supplies I had now I wasn’t planning to do anything extreme enough to protect against that!  But it probably would have helped her in a lot of other places.

I was still debating Tetsuji’s need versus the risk of upsetting Saori when I reached her room.  After a moment’s waffling I gave in and did check the wall connections, quickly throwing off a spell to do so.

Alright, as expected, I nodded in satisfaction as the spell sent its results back to me, everything’s holding up fine.  Not that I’d really doubted, but better safe than sorry.  After that I quickly ducked into Saori’s room and checked the collector too, for much the same reasons.  And with much of the same results, that one was still holding up fine and not showing any signs of wear or tear.

Well, that’s a load off my mind, I thought in relief, trying not to spy upon Saori’s private space too much.  I doubted there was anything for me to discover, but it was the principle of the thing.  I mean, it’s pretty unlikely but not impossible.  She is getting older, even though at this point Reiji’s more likely to have dirty mags than her.

I paused for a moment at that thought.  It wasn’t quite brain bleach worthy, but it definitely left a funny taste in my head.

Wow.  That’s weird to think of, but I guess he really is about that age.  He had just started his second year of junior high after all.  I was probably exaggerating just a little, they were still on the young side and I didn’t think either of them were really the type the personality to go that way (not to mention they were more likely go digital rather than physical these days) … but they really were getting to that point.

I heard a rapid stomping down the steps and I barely had time to think speak of the devil before Reiji threw open the door with a “cousin Mamoru!”

I blinked a few times upon seeing my younger cousin, it had been a few months since our last meeting and he was starting to really hit his growth spurts.  Combine that with being the only relative who was likely to give me a run for his money in size and the results took me aback.  “Cousin Reiji, is that you?”

Reiji grinned back at me, but not from as low as I’d anticipated.

Nearly nine months, I reminded myself with some surprise as I added up dates, stuff kept coming up.  I’d failed to realize that because I’d seen both Saori and my Kanoko cousins so much, but I’d just kept missing Reiji for a while now.  Entrance Exams and all their related stresses, not wanting to harass them too much with Tetsuji as a new responsibility, and I hadn’t gotten out much around the winter holidays after the mess with Hiro… all in all, I hadn’t been around in a while and my cousin had changed a lot. I found myself revising my opinion on the dirty magazines issue, Reiji had to be nearly thirty centimeters taller than last time!  And as for his shoulders-

Alright, let’s not exaggerate here, I thought while exchanging a few polite inanities with my cousin on autopilot, compared to someone like me or Hiro he’s not quite broad shouldered, not even for his age.  But, dear Aoth, we are actually starting to look like family! 

I was still exaggerating a little, our body types were similar but we were definitely distinct.  Not to mention Reiji looked pure Japanese and noticeably more handsome than me on top of that.  And then there was the fact he was close to my size at that age, meaning he was already bigger than some of my smallest university classmates, but still had a way to go in absolute terms.  But it was such a shock to see him that grown up, and in a similar mold to me, that it was easier to see the similarities than differences.

So much so that I just had to say it before I tripped over it stupidly.  “Wow, it has been a while since we talked face to face,” I admitted, “it’s been nothing but a few texts and calls for nearly a year now.”

“Has it?” Reiji looked a little surprised too.  I felt a twinge of wistfulness upon looking at his new expression.  He still wasn’t fully grown up but it was easier to see the man he’d become rather than the boy he’d been, and that hit even harder after spending that time with his baby brother.  “Oh, wow, it has been a while!  I don’t think we’ve talked since- “

He suddenly blushed a little and glanced away, back to looking a little yonger.  And his voice cracked too as he admitted “… that… thing… at the… exhibition hall.”

I did my best to spare him, keeping my expression neutral as I noted “yes.”

Much to my surprise my cousin bowed to me.  “Sorry cousin!” he said emphatically.  “I acted so poorly and stupidly that day!  I never apologized enough for how you had to save me.  I promise I won’t be that dumb again!”

I blinked a few times.  Oh, and teenaged hormones and mood swings, the back of my brain added diffidently.  He’s not getting that much growth without his body chemistry getting all kinds of mixed up.

“It’s alright,” I added instinctively.  With my usual lack of social grace I immediately amended that to.  “Well, no.  It wasn’t alright.  But it was an understandable mistake.  So long as you’ve learned from that and don’t repeat it then that’s alright.  We all screw up like that occasionally.”

Reiji raised his head and nodded firmly.  “I’ve been training with the Kendo Club ever since, making sure I’m better in mind and body.  I won’t misuse my training like that again!  And if I ever have to use it, I’ll make sure I can finish it properly.”

That’s… better.  I think?  There was still a little too much eagerness there, like he was not-so-secretly hoping someone would give him the opportunity sometime in the future.  But it wasn’t like I could talk.  I’d certainly acted almost as dumbly at times, and that was with several additional years learning how to deal with my body’s rebellious biochemistry and over three decades more life experience than my cousin!  Let’s just say I felt pretty lucky not to have gotten called out or failed more often than I had with my actions, and that I didn’t feel hypocritical enough to chastise him any further.

“Okay,” I said simply, putting it aside.  I quickly looked around for a safe subject and noticed something else in the process.  “It looks like the club’s been working out for you.  Physically at least.”

Reiji gave me a small grin.  His growth had outpaced his current clothes a little.  Not embarrassingly so, but he was showing more wrist than he should have and the shoulders were too tight.  And those shoulders and wrists were strong.

They’re probably showing a little more than a normal person’s, I reflected, mentally comparing how everything looked to the other strong kendo practitioner I knew: Hiro.  Reiji’s still growing so I think they’re a little more defined than they should be right now, a side effect of the timing.  Of course, I could have been talking out my ass with that guess.  Or Reiji could have been feeling a little vain or uncertain as he grew up, throwing a little bodybuilding into the mix rather than just straight ‘professional’ muscle in order to look a little enlarged.

“Thanks cousin, I’ve got to work hard to keep up with you and my sister.  I can’t rely on mind or magic to stay with you guys.”

Or it could just be hard work, I reflected, now a little concerned.  “You don’t have to keep up with anyone you know.  You just have to be you.”

“You say that,” Reiji noted a little darkly, “but I almost got possessed.  And my sister did get possessed.  She would have been seriously hurt if not for you.  Maybe even dead.  I have to be ready for next time.”

Red flag!  I was pretty sure I knew what it was though.  And maybe I was just being paranoid in getting worried, there was a good chance Reiji would work through this one on his own.  But it touched upon a couple of my own sensitive spots so I figured it was time to get involved.

Before I could say anything, we were interrupted by a big thump above us.  Followed by a slow but obviously building tantrum from Tetsuji.

I turned back towards Reiji.  “Come on,” I said, trying to keep my voice light, “let’s go for a short walk and get a drink.”

***

“So,” Reiji asked cautiously a few minutes later, “what did you really want to talk about?”

Right, socially adept as well, I sighed mentally.  I was glad to see he’d kept that, I’d been a little worried for a moment there, but it might make this bit a little harder.  “I’m a little worried about you Reiji,” I answered honestly.  We were on our way to the convenience store, I’d made an excuse about owing my cousin an ice cream and asked if there was anything I could get Aunt or Uncle Suzuki.

(That commotion been my uncle arriving, stumbling over one of Tetsuji’s discarded toys as he got back in, and accidentally triggering his son’s tantrum.)

Since my aunt had actually needed a little sugar for dinner it had turned out to be good timing, so it all worked out in the end.  Reiji and I had made our polite escape.  But, unsurprisingly, my cousin had figured it out.

“In what way?” Reiji asked, keeping his tone light.

I sighed.  “Reiji, one of my biggest problems with magic is that people keep thinking of it as ‘special’ in some way.  Like it’s somehow even better than it is, a pinnacle that’s the best thing there could be.”

“Sure, you’d say that.  You’re a mage.”

“And that’s not entirely unfair,” I admitted, trying to be a little more patient and fairer to my cousin.  “I mean it when I say that, but I’d probably say the exact same thing if I was just trying to be polite or keep quiet how amazing it is.  But I want you to think about it: just how much you can do in so many ways without any ‘special’ magic.  The wonders of the internet, the world around us, your brother’s vaccinations, think about how much we get done and how amazing the world is without having to resort to magic.”

I fell silent and gave him a significant look.

To Reiji’s credit he sighed and replied “look, I get what you’re saying.  I don’t want to live in some sort of fantasy world where we’ve got outhouses and no internet or electricity just because magic would be easier there.  But come on cousin, magic’s so cool and amazing.”

“So’s everything else,” I replied calmly.  “And, while a lot of those anime are pretty silly, how often is science and technology trumping magic whenever they fight?”

You could tell Reiji was now a teenager.  The look he shot me perfectly encapsulated the phrase ‘really? ’

Okay, fair response, I admitted with a mental eye roll at my own foolishness.  I hated how stupid and contrived most of those animes acted in order to pull that off.  Don’t get me wrong, the good ones were great (some of Bookworm’s struggles really called to me).  But when isekaied heroes suddenly pulled firearms out of their asses and started handing everyone their heads, and the mages opposing them suddenly couldn’t pull off even the simplest and common sense counters (seriously, you have fire magic and gunpowder explodes!  Figure it out!) I tended to see red too.

“Yeah, some of them are awfully stupid and bad examples,” I admitted.  “But the base point still stands.  It’s the whole ‘grass is greener on the other side of the fence’ thing.  It isn’t that magic, or technology, or even good old-fashioned muscle is better than everything else.  It’s that people look at whatever is shiny and different and mysterious, and if they’re not afraid of it they assume it’s better.  Their judgement is more about marketing than objectivity.”

“You can’t be serious, cousin.”

I smirked.  “If all goes well, in about twenty years time you’ll have your proof.  Magic will have been well established in the mainstream and the shine will have worn off.  It’ll probably be the hot and interesting flavour amongst the sciences, something like what marine biologist was like a few years ago, but no more than that.  Once everyone’s accepted it, and everyone knows what to do in order to become a mage, it’ll be a lot less popular.  Give it another twenty years after that, time for magic to stabilize and a whole generation to grow up with it and accept it like the current generation does cellphones, and they’ll still say ‘neat’, or admit you can do some cool stuff with it, but being a mage will be a lot like being a computer programmer is now.”

“I don’t believe that,” Reiji’s expression was getting cloudier and cloudier as I threw stones at his worldview.

“Trust me on this,” I said a little more confidently than I felt.

Honestly?  I was underselling it just a touch.  I figured it would be a little more than that, but only a little.  I was extrapolating a lot, basing my estimates on how the Guild and society had worked back on Avalon and then cutting down their influence and power a bunch based on how much technology would continue to take care of in Earth's situation.  But if felt pretty right.

Hell, if we make another new breakthrough between now and then, say gravity manipulation or genetic engineering right out of the silliest mangas, and I’m probably overestimating things a little!  Magic was great, but take away some of the mystery and then cure cancer and offer the kids live action Pokémon on top of that?  I was pretty sure I knew what was going to get them more excited.

Reiji, to his credit, was obviously trying not to pout.  He was trying to listen to me and be fair.  But he was slowly losing the battle.

I sighed.  “Listen Reiji, and please hear me out.  I didn’t want to use the phrase ‘junior high syndrome’- “

“Cousin!”

“What did I just say about hearing me out?” I said with a mild quelling glare I copied from Himeko.  I didn’t do it nearly as well as her, but Reiji respected me enough to reluctantly settle down.

“As I was saying,” I repeated with deliberate calmness.  “I don’t want to use that description.  Not when both you are your sister have actually faced possession and fought a real onryo!  You do know that things most people think of as supernatural are actually real.  You aren’t acting nearly as over-the-top or silly as I think most people mean when they use that phrase.”

“But,” I added with a hint of emphasis, “you’re accidentally falling into a similar trap.  It seems like you’re not taking the next logical steps and finding balance.  And in doing so: I’m worried you’re heading down a harmful path.”

“Alright, I’ll play your game,” Reiji responded with just a hint of sarcasm.  “What step aren’t I taking?”

“First,” I noted calmly as we stopped at the crosswalk to wait, the convenience store was just across the street.  “You’re not realizing ‘supernatural’ is a silly word for all this, or you’re not using it right.  It’s not supernatural in the way you’re thinking about it: it’s all just natural.”

I paused a moment and then hastily added “whenever I use the term I’m usually thinking about it in a different way: the levels of reality ‘superimposed’ atop the normal one.  In many ways, most of what I’m dealing with is basically stuff happening in the next valence level of our natural world.”

Okay, I was definitely talking out my ass a little with that one.  That was how I justified it to myself.  But in reality I was often just being lazy and using terms like supernatural as a shorthand to help other people understand, or to try and avoid subjecting them to three-hour lectures as I struggled not to get too technical in my explanations.  Some of that was fair, like using ‘weight’ when I should be using ‘mass’ in more casual conversations.  But other times I was just being careless.

“And two,” I continued as I watched the lights down the street change, “you’re a little off balance, seeing that supernatural stuff as too common or too important.  It’s like a cop getting cynical and seeing crime everywhere while believing everyone is dirty and all ordinary citizens are scumbags under the surface.”

“What?” Reiji looked at me in disbelief.  “Where’d that come from?”

“I didn’t finish.  That happens because that cop is constantly exposed to crime and the most dishonest portions of humanity.  It’s not that they’re making it up out of nothing, but they’re seeing a highly concentrated and focused portion of the world and forgetting the rest of humanity isn’t really like that.”

“You could say the cop is just seeing past the veneer,” Reiji countered, “that they’ve got a better idea what’s really going on, and a better read on the real world.”

I shrugged good naturedly.  “And in some ways you’re right.  That example is clearly out of whack, a real policeman can easily be a little more jaded and a little less optimistic than an average citizen who’s lived in a civilized bubble all their life.  And they’d probably be right.”

The light finally changed and we started to cross.

“The point is that you’re overdoing it, seeing the supernatural as too important and prevalent.  Yes, it is there.  Yes, it is all around us.  Yes, it is worth acknowledging and studying.  But think on this: how often do you or your classmates really run into it?  That thing with the onryo was horrible and dramatic, and you’re absolutely right to learn from it.  I respect that you’re not running away from it or denying anything ever happened.  But if one of your classmates had encountered a horrible criminal of some sort, a deranged murderer perhaps, what would you say about them hunkering down and expecting to run into several more of them over the course of their life?  About them basing their life around that expectation and thinking the rest of you were naïve fools for not following their example?”

We fell silent as we entered the convenience store, it wasn’t really the sort of conversation you wanted to have in front of someone else.  Especially somewhere relatively close to your home where a listener might recognize you later.  I followed through on my promise, Reiji insisted on acting like an adult and turning down the ice cream but I still bought my cousin a drink in addition to my aunt’s sugar.

Reiji was silent until we crossed the street the other way.  “It’s not the same,” he said finally.

“No, it’s not,” I responded agreeably.

“I mean, you’re a mage.  And my sister’s a psychic.”

“Yup.  And that does legitimately skew all the results.  I mean, seriously,” I continued with a little bit of forced good humor.  “If we went back to that police example, and you were a member of that policeman’s family who didn’t even learn the basics of self defence, then you’d be an idiot.  There’d be a small but legitimate chance some criminal could target you and you’d be burying your head in the sand to ignore all the regular bad things that happened.”

“Right,” Reiji responded, a little confused but encouraged by my response.  “I can’t just ignore everything.”

“Right.”

“Right.”

“But you can’t see the supernatural everywhere.  And you can’t let fear of it control you Reiji,” I continued more seriously.  “And that’s the path you’re heading down.”

“I’m… not,” Reiji hesitated and his voice cracked over the word.  He was too smart and self-honest not to see it after the conversation we’d just been having.

“Fearing for your relatives is still letting fear control you,” I noted.

Reiji winced.  “But I’m a big brother now!” he protested.  “I have to protect Tetsuji-kun!  And as for Saori-“ Reiji looked haunted.  “She’s still so small.  I know she’s a psychic, but people still see her as weird, and vulnerable.”

Given that Reiji was starting to get comically larger than his ‘big’ sister I kind of had to give him that one.  I mean, we’re not talking manga level here differences here.  Yet.  But it wouldn’t take that much of a push to get there.  Saori had grown a little too, she was always going to be on the short side I but figured she’d eventually break 150 cm.  Barely.  Whereas I suspected Reiji was going to join me in the 180+ club.  Again, barely.  I had a feeling he was going to top out at 180 or 181 and I’d still end up being his ‘big’ cousin.  But that was not going to be a trivial difference between siblings.  I think we all knew that the days when Saori was taller than her brother were long gone by this point.

“And that’s fair,” I agreed, stretching the truth a little to keep the peace (somehow I doubted Saori would just calmly accept her brother’ s protection).  “But even I can see you’re looking for a fight Reiji, looking to prove yourself.”

Reiji looked away, a little flushed.

I sighed.  “Reiji, I’m not quite sure how to put this.  And I’m absolutely certain I’m not getting the proportions on this right.  But I’m pretty sure you’ve got some sort of twisted idea in your head right now, how you’ve got to be some sort of supernatural hunter who goes around righting wrongs and protecting people.”

“No!  I mean- no!  Of course not!”

Aoth, that sounded hollow even to me!  So I simply held my peace and let Reiji have enough rope to hang himself.

“I… no!  That’s not it… not really.”

After a few moments he said.  “There’s so much evil out there!  Someone has to protect people!”

I made a neutral sound.  “Do you mean supernatural evil?”

“Yes!”

“Then why haven’t you called me for help?” I asked, feeling a little scummy about the manipulative track I was taking.  “Surely you’re not just letting those people suffer while you train yourself up to handle it?  Not when you have an actual mage for a cousin?”

Reiji made a frustrated sound.  “It’s out there.”

“Well, you’re not wrong,” I agreed.  “But seriously: how much have you seen since the onryo incident?”

Reiji opened his mouth but then hesitated.  I could see him tracking things behind his eyes, and I could make a pretty accurate guess to his process.  He was thinking of a dozen rumors and stories he’d heard since then, and maybe a few warnings from his sister.  And he’d been able to justify keeping them in his head up until now, that in talking to an ordinary adult they “wouldn’t have understood” when they told him those stories were clearly fiction.  But now that he found himself faced with a real-life mage, and had to take those stories out of his head and into the light, he realized he might have been getting a little too dramatic.  They might be real, but we were probably talking about literal ‘bump in the night’ level hauntings instead of psychotically murderous ghosts.  And it was hard to get too worked up about those after an onryo.

I took pity on him.  “Reiji, just because you live with a powerful psychic doesn’t mean that everyone has something hidden in their family tree or demons lie around every corner.  They do exist.  And it’s hard to know where.  But actual murderers and purely human criminals are a much more common occurrence.  And you’re not letting that control the course of your life, are you?”

“No,” Reiji admitted a little sourly.  But you could tell my cousin was a bright boy because he was still willing to admit to it, and I could tell from his tone I was getting through to him.

“Reiji,” I sighed, “I think you’re dealing with a tangle of a few different issues.  And by themselves none of those issues are bad, or even necessarily wrong.  But you’re accidentally letting them feed back on each other, and that’s pushing you down a bad path.”

“First,” I held up my first finger, “the supernatural is not that important.  It is still important; ignoring it would be like ignoring the possibility of a hurricane or earthquake, a safe thing to do on any given day but absolute madness to do over the long term.  But basing too much around it or considering it the most important factor is a bad idea.”

“Two,” I held up my second finger, “you’re afraid of it.”

“No, I’m not!” Reiji protested immediately.

“And that denial is half the reason you’re getting into dangerous territory,” I sighed.  “Seriously Reiji, you’ve got a twisted and dark view of the supernatural, I can tell.  Being cautious around it is an excellent idea, doing anything else is like blindly skipping into a deep forest singing ‘la la la, nothing’s going to happen to me!’  But I can tell you think everything out there’s a monster, you don’t seem be thinking at all of beings that can be benign or friendly.  Assuming a kitsune’s going to help you is a bad idea, and one they’ll cure you of quickly enough!  But assuming it’s there to hurt you is even more stupid.  Angels, koropukkor, and kami… do any of them even occur to you when you talk about the supernatural or is it all yokai, vampires, and curses in your mind?”

Reiji flushed and looked away.  It was obvious to see what he’d been remembering and what he’d been forgetting.  I decided it was best not to mention the fact he’d probably been repressing that so much because he loved his sister and hadn’t wanted to either lump her in with the rest or realize he was guilty of hypocrisy when he left her out.

“And three,” I continued while trying to pretend I hadn’t seen his embarrassment, “you’re afraid for your family.”

I shrugged.  “Honestly, again, at it’s base there’s nothing wrong with that.  You’re taking it a little too far but it makes sense that it should be a factor.  You are a big brother, you’re the most physically capable member of your family, and your parents don’t know about the supernatural, keeping an eye out on behalf of everyone makes sense.  Heck, between me and Saori you’ve got an extra reason to think that way.  Ignoring the fact that we’ll attract and interact a little more with the supernatural world would be like ignoring the fact a relative has a harmful food allergy!  It’s just a natural quirk of theirs, but it could turn harmful or even deadly under the wrong circumstances.”

“Seriously cousin?” Reiji shot me a jaundiced look, shaking off some of his embarrassment as I continued to make a fool of myself with my twisted examples.

“You know what sort of explanations you get with me.  Just accept it,” I responded almost serenely.  “But, anyway, all three of those factors bounce off of each other and build up in your head.  There’s nothing wrong with that either, I’ve certainly been guilty of that on occasion!  But I’m worried you’re about to start taking it too far, getting to the point where you’ll no longer be able to walk it back with only a hint of embarrassment.  Once you’ve crossed a Rubicon… it gets a lot harder to admit you’ve made a mistake so you start doubling down and before you know it you’ve dug yourself a deep deep hole.”  Such as mixing so many metaphors I reflected wryly.

Reiji looked away again, a little more thoughtful and a little less embarrassed this time.  And I kept my And fourth, I think you’ve got at least a mild case of Junior High Syndrome, locked deep in my head.  I was pretty sure a little bit of being extra dramatic and a little bit gothic, emo, and self-important had influenced this whole knot too.  Not too much, but enough that it had tangled with everything else and made it just a little bit worse.  But pointing that out to Reiji would only have prompted him to deny everything and undo whatever good I’d done.

(I completely missed the mild hypocrisy of my own reaction and how much I'd been on the soapbox.  I was reacting a little overdramatically because these issues were so near and dear to my own heart.  It wouldn’t have been unfair to accuse me of falling for Junior High Syndrome too.)

“You’re… “ he said slowly, and then hesitated, not sure how to finish that.

I debated with myself for a while.  When Reiji ended up debating with himself for even longer I decided to give him one last push.

“Most days are normal for me, cousin,” I said with some gentle humor.  “I get up, eat breakfast, brush my teeth, and go to school.  Yes, my daily chores include picking up some mana from the Meiko estate.  But let’s be honest here, the words ‘the Meiko estate’ should be the most special part of that phrase.  If I was going there to pick up the garbage or trim their hedges that would be almost as odd as picking up mana was.”

“I suppose,” Reiji’s expression was an odd combination of grin and grimace.

“Yes, my world includes doing some research on magic,” I admitted with a shrug.  “But the key point is that it’s the same world as everybody else, it’s no more or less special than theirs.  I do see a little bit more of it on occasion, and that’s not unimportant, but we’re not talking about vast conspiracies and whole hidden worlds here.  It’s important to keep everything in perspective.”

Liar, I thought, giving myself a mental side-eye as I didn’t mention running into magical girls, gods, or monsters.  Not to mention the mysterious organization that had quickly and effectively cleaned up said monster’s corpse downtown.  (Although, to be fair, I suspected that was less a vast conspiracy and more a highly efficient janitorial service that everyone preferred to keep the supernatural out of sight.)  Or that I’d quickly stopped by the site of my friend’s aunt’s death today, trying to see if I could contact her spirit, before visiting my extended family.

I pushed all that aside without much guilt though.  Yes, that was a part of my world.  A less than 1% part of even my world that Reiji did not need to focus on.

“I’m not telling you to change what you’re doing Reiji,” I said a little more seriously.  “Hell, when you’re a bit more advanced and we all know how big you’re going to be: let me know and I’ll see about making you a real enchanted sword.”

Reiji’s eyes lit up like his birthday, Christmas, and Golden Week had all come at once.  “Really?”

I nodded “Really.  But only when you’re fully ready.  And only if I’m convinced you’re not going to be going off half cocked and looking for trouble.  I’m not putting something like that in the hands of a fool who thinks there’s darkness everywhere and it has to be exterminated.”

“I wasn’t that bad,” Reiji muttered, returning to being a teenager pretty quickly.

I nodded and spoke hurriedly to head off any resentment.  “You weren’t.  But I think you were starting to head down that path, and that’s what I was worried about.  Needless to say, giving a sword to someone like that would be a mistake.”

“On the other hand,” I shrugged, “I already offered a talisman or two to your sister, and I was thinking of making a protective one for your brother.  If this is your path, and you’re going to walk it well, I do owe you the same sort of support I’d give them.  Normally I’d offer you something more protective, but it seems you’re the type to want to protect yourself.  And if you’re properly trained with the sword, it could be a useful tool that’ll allow you to protect others.”

“Thank you, cousin.  You’re the best!”

“I mean it Reiji,” I said seriously.  “This is a promise, but only if I know you’re not going to abuse it.  And only once you’ve grown up a little more.  This sort of thing is a project, even for me!  I’m not going to make one you’re only going to grow out of in a few years.”

Reiji, nodded eagerly.  As would any teenaged boy upon being promised an enchanted sword.  “Don’t worry cousin, I’ll make you proud!”

I sighed mentally and then shrugged.  That should hold him for a year or three.  And I did have faith in my cousin.  Give him a few years to mature and get over the worst of puberty, see and accept that supernatural evil wasn’t lurking around every corner, then combine that with the discipline some dedicated kendo would further instill, and I had faith that I could give him that sword without regrets.  I’d have given him at least 50/50 odds without me doing anything.  Now that he knew what to look out for, and would try to avoid crossing any Rubicons simply to prevent me from saying ‘I told you so’, I was pretty sure he’d stabilize without any trouble.  Besides, the thought of owning an enchanted item would probably help dispel some of his fears and anger towards the supernatural.

And it’s not like I haven’t been seriously thinking about the project since Christmas.  After Himeko’s failed attempt to get Hiro a sword, combined with his discovery of what I could do and the advantages the Little People provided in regards to manufacturing things, I had to admit I’d been giving some serious thought to making and enchanting a katana or two.

(Well, those reasons and a little of my own inner child.  I won’t lie, I kind of thought owning a powerful enchanted katana of my own would be cool.  Totally silly, and pretty useless given my lack of sword skills, but cool.)

So, we walked back to the Suzuki’s caught up in our own little worlds.  Reiji dreaming and drooling over the thought of wielding an enchanted sword while I toyed with interesting and practical problems of building one.
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It hadn’t exactly been a restful Golden Week, but I had been reassuring myself that it had still been a hint calmer than last year.

Okay, that was stretching it quite a lot. But it wasn’t the stupidest set of justifications I’d ever come up with. If I included the whole fire incident with the Archery Club, which had been technically just before Golden Week but otherwise close enough; and then discarded or downgraded the whole Vorasoth incident from this one, because it was obviously too mad and outside the curve to count; then the logic kind of held up. I knew I was whistling in the dark a little, but I kind of wanted to believe my life wasn’t going totally bonkers. Besides, I would have felt guilty telling Reiji to tone it down a little if my life was turning into an outright anime.

So, of FUCKING course…

***

“So, what do you think?”

“Nee des?” Sho-uk answered curiously.

I had a diagram spread over the coffee table in our living room and I was checking over a potential design with the Little People. I was a little too far behind on certain projects, so I’d decided to just say ‘fuck it’ and come up with a workaround. We were looking at a design for a magic measuring device, something to quickly measure and quantify how much mana was in a given vessel at any given time.

In all honesty, it was only two or three steps above total nonsense. I still had a few questions about thoths, especially with using mithril as the base material, and the device would be using a fair amount of divination magic in its methodology. I would have preferred a fully physical or at least technological solution, using magic to detect magic opened up whole cans of worms when it came to rigorous analysis. But I’d been stalling out for the last year in that regard, not coming up with any solutions. Until I did, this could prove a useful stopgap. A method I could use to start looking in the right direction and advancing my understanding of magic.

Yeah. Sure. And in two hundred years time, when someone comes along with a proper way of doing it, discovers all the errors the have resulted and the house of cards that was built upon this decision, how hard is my soul going to wince? Hell, I almost winced right then simply thinking about it! It was why I’d hesitated so long, there were a lot of potential problems awaiting me and future mages on this path. But I still had no idea how else to do this, I figured it was time to put this in the ‘perfect is the enemy of good enough’ category and get to work.

Sho-uk paced around the design, looking at it from a few angles, a tiny frown upon his face. I noticed that he was careful to walk on the paper, not the table, to avoid leaving too many signs of his passing. It wasn’t necessary in this case, the table was wood and he had decent shoes on, but it was an unconscious habit for him.

I miss the lab, I reflected morosely, not for the first time, as I realized all that. One of the reasons I was going this way was my lack of a space to safely conduct experiments. With this in hand I’d be able to do some more of the heavy maths and magical physics type research, things that needed a calculator or a computer more than test tubes and thermometers. It would probably be a pain in the ass, and I would have preferred to do it only once instead of possibly having to spend days redoing everything as I discovered a ‘Garbage In, Garbage Out’ (GIGO) problem with the measuring device, but it was better than sitting around twiddling my thumbs because my parents were home that night and I didn’t want to risk any explosions.

Aoth, that’s a weird way to put it. Small explosions? Weird signs? Accidental evidence I’m doing something I shouldn’t?

While I was still contemplating that problem, and trying not to think too hard what it said about me or my habits, my phone rang.

I glanced at with a small frown. Saori? Doesn’t she still have a day on her trip? I shrugged and accepted the call. “Hello?”

“Cousin Mamoru?” Saori’s voice immediately set me on edge, it was too controlled and calm. “Can you talk?”

“About what?” I replied, carefully shifting a few pens and pencils aside and sitting up straighter. On the table, Sho-uk frowned and looked at me, clearly sensing something in my tone.

“I think I have a problem here.”

I glanced around. Unsurprisingly, the apartment was empty save for me and the Little People. I wasn’t sure it would stay that way forever though, I figured I had at least another hour or two but that there was an even chance one of my parents would be home tonight.

“What sort of problem?” I hedged a little, just in case I was being paranoid again and jumping to conclusions in the wake of the talk with her brother.

“The sort we don’t like discussing over the phone. And the sort you don’t want uninitiated bystanders to hear.”

“Ah hell,” I muttered under my breath, swiftly retreating to my room out of habit. Once I was inside and the door was shut I asked. “I’m safe. And so long as we don’t talk too long in too much detail we’re probably okay. What’s up Saori?”

“It’s… complicated.”

So that’s what it feels like, I reflected with a mix of amusement and annoyance as Saori used my usual dodge against me.

“You know how I’m on my school trip, right?”

“Yes. Down and around Kyushu if I remember.”

“Okay. Well, we were touring a temple today, and someone touched something they shouldn’t have.”

The mix of projected annoyance and worry in her tone told me she wasn’t just doing the ‘a friend of mine’ dodge. And even if it hadn’t, the small but terrified whimper in the background would have.

I paused. “Saori, are you- “

Saori sighed. “One of my schoolmates ignored all the warnings and ropes, and took a very stupid risk in trying to prove something wasn’t real. Turns out, it was.”

“I didn’t know!” a small voice almost cried somewhere behind her.

“Something was sealed there, cousin. And it’s trying to get out, through her.”

“Oh fuck,” I breathed softly, my mind starting to whirl up to a hundred kilometers an hour. “Saori, how bad is it?”

Saori made a frustrated noise. “Why do you think I’m calling you?”

“Okay. All right. Is this an imminent takeover? Something where you can bring her to me the day after you get back? Something I have to meet you guys at the airport when you return?”

“Train station. And I don’t know,” I could hear the dread in her voice, “I think it might be the first.”

Shit! Damn! Fuck! I raged inside my head. I was hundreds of kilometers away. If Saori had caught this in time it was probably doable, but not from this distance. It wasn’t like I could fly down there!

(I paused, ran some quick estimates in my head, and reluctantly concluded that was off the table. In theory it was verging on possible, the flying talisman was slow to accelerate but its top speed was up there. Going anywhere near that top speed across half the country for an hour or three without killing myself, and all while trying to navigate successfully to Saori’s location, was asking for it. There were a ton of things that were all too likely to go wrong and very little margin for error.)

Astral Projection? I winced as I realized the paradox. Normally it might have been reasonable, not a great option but five or six times better than flying. Unfortunately, I wasn’t the best at it, and under these circumstances I’d be facing the ‘don’t think of an elephant’ problem. The stress and need to astrally project would keep me from doing it, and I was all too likely to get more and more frustrated as time went on and I kept failing. Combine that with the risks and limitations involved, especially in trying to do it quickly, and I didn’t like my odds.

“Cousin?” there was more than hint of tension in Saori’s voice.

“Sorry Saori, I’m thinking.”

“Think faster. Can’t you just…” she made frustrated noise. “Can we do this through the camera and you guide me through the symbols?”

“There’s a bit more to it than that!” I said sharply. “And it’s not like the camera would-“

I stopped abruptly.

“Cousin? You’ve thought of something.” Her abilities made that more of a statement than a question.

“Give me a minute.”

I practically leapt out the room and rushed to the kitchen, forcing myself not to throw dishes behind me like a madman as I frantically dug through them.

Too plasticky… too plasticky… too plasticky… I didn’t actually know that would affect things too much (and made a mental note that should be an experiment at some point) but this wasn’t the situation to take risks in. It should have had an effect, and I was already trying to cut a few corners and simplify things-

Ah ha! I finally reached the good stuff, the things my parents only brought out when hosting their bosses or other VIPs. I quickly grabbed one of the bowls and filled it with tap water. Then, trying not to slosh it around too much, I hurried back to my room and set it on the empty part of my desk.

“Cousin?” Saori asked again.

“Keep quiet for another minute or two Saori,” I replied, sounding a little distant as I focused on the task. Keep it simple and direct, I thought firmly, deciding to eschew fancier and more effective methods and refinements in favor of limited but strong. “I might have something.”

I recentered the bowl a little more and then quickly drew a relatively simple magic circle around it in chalk. Compared to the usual number of sigils I used this was brutally minimalistic. But that was alright, today I was actually taking a page from the Bureau’s handbook and using something fundamental rather than sophisticated.

Once the sigils were in place I quickly dug around for my desk for a cheap pen, snapped the plastic coating in half, then ripped off the excess parts to empty the ink into the bowl. Then, trying not to overthink it, I grabbed a needle, poked my finger, and quickly squeezed out three drops of blood into the mixture.

“Cousin,” I spoke solemnly, my voice taking on a deeper cadence as I started to focus the mana and my mind.

“Yeah?”

“Think on me. Focus your thoughts on me. Other family is okay too, but think about me. Think about your blood.”

The mixture in the bowl rippled as if something else had just been dropped in its center.

Saori drew a breath but stopped before saying anything, clearly recognizing that asking any more questions would be dumb. She did what I asked, and I worked on things from my angle.

The important thing to realize is that connections can take many forms. Distance and closeness… it’s easy to get caught up in the purely physical perspective. But scratch the surface and many things are closer together than they first appear. It’s how all the Tokyo U kami were able to instantly feel my invitation and travel so quickly even from different campuses halfway across the city, on a different level the university as a whole was one; a close-knit entity. On a more practical note: it was how I’d managed to build a working mana network that circumvented all the obstacles in the modern world.

Water connects. It endures. Over its long life every particle of water will have touched every other particle of water at some point. It might have spent a couple of million years trapped in a glacier or stuck in an underground sink but eventually it would work it’s way free and mix again. And those connections lingered. They could be distant and hard to use but they were always there, ready to be tapped and remembered again. And water always surrounds us, and is always a part of every living being on the planet.

That makes it a good material for scrying. Not necessarily the best, not necessarily the most effective. There are a lot more sophisticated magical tools and spells out there-

(Or, you know, things like telescopes, listening devices, and the internet. Scrying’s a great tool. But there were some very practical reasons I hadn’t used it much on Earth. Investing in a drone and then tricking it out with a little magic had always seemed a more practical and cost-efficient method than trying to build a proper scrying mirror.)

-but if you had to randomly start from scratch, and didn’t know what you were specifically looking for, it was hard to beat water. With my blood in the bowl to provide guidance, connecting me to my biological family sure and true; and the ink to help provide definition to the image, I attempted to call forth a picture of Saori and her circumstances.

The sigils lit up, the water rippled, and slowly but surely a picture formed.

Under other circumstances it would have been fascinating to watch. I’d never tried anything quite so basic in either of my lives and I’d never seen this before, back on Avalon I’d always used something a step or two above this even when training and on Earth I’d never dared go this far (nor had any reason to). The vision started out in almost black and white, an artefact of the ink I was using. But as I focused on the image more and more color started to creep in. At the same time, the ripples in the water ceased and the picture grew clearer. I really need to study this some more, I thought distantly, before Saori’s situation drove such distractions completely from my head.

Saori was in a small hotel room of some sort, pacing back and forth in front of a bed, trying and failing not to look a little stressed out. I gently tilted the view a little and saw there was another student, literally huddled up in the corner in a fetal position. It looked like a girl, and she’d obviously been crying.

“Okay, I think I’ve got you,” I sounded a little distant as I mentally juggled a few things at once.

Saori in the bowl stopped pacing and snapped to attention at the same time as her voice over the phone responded “you do?”

“I think so. I’m assuming that girl in the corner is our problem case?”

Said girl buried her head miserably in her knees and sobbed.

“Yes.” Saori paused and looked around, frowning a little and her eyes going unfocused. “I can feel… something.”

“Good. That’s probably me. We’ll look into that more at another time, but right now the girl’s our first priority.”

“Her name’s Nene.”

I almost asked which kanji were used, because frankly some of the ‘shrine’ based ones were both too ironic and might have explained why she’d been silly enough to have done this. However, the surprising protective urgency in Saori’s voice forestalled me. Instead, I slowly and calmly said “Alright, try to get her standing up and try to keep her near you. I want to have a good look at her, see if I can figure out what we’re dealing with here.”

Saori put her phone aside and gently coaxed the other girl to her feet. Nene’s face was not a pretty sight, she’d obviously been blubbering for a bit, but she seemed physically unhurt. Psychically though…

I frowned a little, observing through the bowl. Getting it to focus where I wanted was tricky, but it was actually a little more detailed and sophisticated than ‘mage sight’. Not too much so, but if I were to compare it to hearing I was picking up a couple thousand more hertz or a few higher notes than usual. This was useful, but added yet another twist in trying to figure anything out through the scrying.

“Okay,” I said after a minute, “I’m guessing she touched whatever she wasn’t supposed to with her right hand.”

Saori looked around for a moment in surprise, having been distracted by trying to comfort the girl. “Yes,” she projected a little and her voice carried faintly over the phone. “You can tell?”

“Can’t you? There’s some sort of… I don’t know what even to call it. Something creeping up her right arm.”

Nene made another distressed noise, clutched her arm, and tried to bend back down to fetal again. She was only stopped when Saori physically put her hands on her shoulders and held her back.

“Can you help her?” Saori asked again, surreptitiously taking her left hand off of Nene’s shoulder and shaking it a few times. I’d simplified it a little. The energy had already covered her entire right arm and shoulder and was now spreading out in a small half-circle across the rest of her body. It wasn’t far yet, said circle was only just reaching in line with the edge of her neck, but it was getting there.

I watched it for a little longer while Saori calmed her down again. “I think so,” I said finally. “Or, at least, I can help you help her. I think we caught this just in time.”

Saori sighed in relief. “Thank god.”

I carefully bit my lip. Ironically, Aoth was one power I dared not call for help or invoke with this one. Nene wasn’t a follower, and she’d been unbelievably stupid during a school trip (whether she’d believed the threat was real or not). Unless there were some extenuating circumstances Saori had failed to mention, and those would have needed to be pretty impressive to sway Aoth, then my particular deity of knowledge and learning was going to stand by and let her learn her lesson. It wasn’t impossible. If, for example, one of their teachers had told her to touch whatever object had led to this, trying to teach her about ignoring old superstitions; and she’d only obeyed out of obedience and respect for their title of teacher, then Aoth would have immediately jumped into the fray since a teacher being that wrongheaded and putting a willing student in danger was a red flag for him. But, short of that, I was probably on my own for this one.

Better check that, I noted distractedly. “I don’t suppose this particular entity is connected to a powerful kami of some sort?” I asked as casually as I could manage. “One we could appeal to for help?”

“You think I’d be calling you if that was the case?” Saori made a frustrated noise. “No, this was supposedly just a collection of cursed items in the temple’s keeping. They weren’t even that public, Nene had to duck past a rope and open a door to get into the room they were!”

“I’m sorry! I lost the bet and- I’m sorry!”

Wow. How many people had to be how stupid to pull this off? I wondered incredulously.

As if in answer to my question Saori added “the caretakers were careless in leaving it unlocked and some of the other students were too bored and stupid.” Her sharp tone made it clear what she thought of that. “But never mind that. How do we fix this?”

I shook myself slightly. “First, try to get the affected parts of her body under water. Do you have a bath in your room?”

“How fancy do you think our rooms are Mamoru?” Saori’s tone was just getting more and more annoyed as her worry increased. “We’re junior high students! You think they sprang for something like that? It’s communal baths, and they’re long closed.”

Fuck. “I don’t suppose you could sneak in?”

One disadvantage of the scrying spell was I could see the frustrated glare Saori shot the phone.

“Okay, dumb question,” I admitted before she could blast me. Sneaking in wasn’t the problem. Unlocking the door and doing everything they needed to do while not somehow giving it all away, that was a problem!

“We are near the ocean,” Saori admitted.

Halleluiah. “Great! Salt water would be even better for this. Get her there quickly!”

Saori snatched up the phone then grabbed Nene and yanked her along, and I fell mostly silent as I tried to follow them with the scrying. The viewing window felt a little… awkward? Stiff? Heavy to move? It wasn’t undoable, especially since the spell focused so much on my blood connection with Saori, but if I’d been following them physically I’d have been puffing and panting.

Saori guided her classmate quickly through the hotel, stopping and starting a few times to avoid being seen by other people. She’s worryingly good at this, I noted with a mix of emotions as they snuck out the front doors while the person minding the desk was too distracted. I couldn’t help but remember Saori had been sneaking out of her house to investigate her school before we’d ever reconciled. It seemed she’d gotten pretty good at using her psychic senses for at least one practical application. I wonder if she’s as used to using her abilities to stay unseen as I am with the ‘don’t notice me’ talisman?

Of course, it probably helped this wasn’t a five-star hotel either. Not for a bunch of junior high students! (At least, not for a bunch of junior high students that didn’t have a Meiko amongst them pulling strings). It wasn’t a falling down wreck or anything, but even my quick glimpses through the scrying showed that this wasn’t a five-star stay with a top class staff. But it was relatively near the water, only about a block away, and the two girls quickly made their way to the beach itself.

They did have to walk a fair ways across the sand, we’d obviously stumbled onto a relatively low tide situation and this beach was a very gradual slope, but that wasn’t completely a disadvantage. While we all would have preferred to take care of things as quickly as possible, I could see the infected energy slowly creeping further and further into Nene’s body and I was pretty sure both girls could feel it, but at least they were far away enough to avoid being easily seen by any passersby.

That took on an entirely new context when they finally reached water more than ankle high and Nene began tearing off her clothes.

Oh fuck! I thought, quickly averting my eyes and almost losing my grip on the magic. Damnit, I didn’t think of that. I didn’t have much of an excuse though. Yeah, I was laser focused on the problem and guiding my cousin through it. But it wasn’t like I shouldn’t have seen this coming a kilometer away. Were they supposed to somehow immerse large parts of her body in water while wearing completely opaque clothes?

Still, it wasn’t a comfortable situation for me either. And it was made worse by the fact I was using a water scrying method! Most other mediums would have blocked or blurred the image as water disrupted the connection. Maybe not much, not unless she’d have gone a foot underwater, but enough for decency’s sake. Unfortunately, using a method which took advantage of the water itself avoided that problem.

Why is it this the one time that’s a bug rather than a feature? I thought sourly. After a few moments I coughed to clear my throat and asked Saori. “Is it done?”

“What, can’t you see?”

“I’m trying not to be a pedophile here,” I replied trying not to be too embarrassed. “Could you please ask her to cover her, um, chest with her left arm?”

I could almost feel Saori’s mixture of embarrassed anger and annoyance over the phone. Fortunately, my cousin was too responsible to do anything but relay my instructions in low tones to her classmate. In the meantime, while I was looking away from the bowl, I was mildly surprised to see Sho-uk and a few other little people ferrying the stuff from the living room back to my bedroom. Apparently they’d decided this was important, going to take a while, and that I shouldn’t be distracted, and then taken on the responsibility of clearing everything away. It wasn’t anything major, but I was glad to realize my parents weren’t going to come home and see the designs for a mana measuring device left on the table. I spared a split second to give Sho-uk a grateful nod and he nodded back in return.

After a few moments Saori came back with a terse “it’s done.”

I cautiously looked back and sighed in relief when I saw Nene was now covering herself. Nene had stripped off most of her clothing before immersing herself but Saori was clumsily holding it all in a bundle above the ocean in the meantime. I did wince to see Saori standing in the water in her sandals though. It’s practical, but that just feels wrong.

I pushed all that out of my mind and focused on the important issue. And, just like I’d suspected, the nasty energy was not happy with its immersion. It was… agitated for lack of a better word, maybe even roiling a little, but it was no longer advancing.

“It f-f-feels weird,” Nene reported, chattering a little in the relatively cool conditions.

Fuck, one more thing to worry about. Hypothermia. Down in Kyushu it was probably warm enough that hypothermia wasn’t an immediate threat yet, even at night. But it wasn’t that warm! It wouldn’t be long before her body temperature started creeping down into dangerous territories.

“Will this fix it?” Saori asked, clearly feeling something of how the energy was reacting.

Focus. “No,” I replied, trying to sound serious. “Not by itself. Saori, I need you to listen closely, I’ll try to guide you through the next steps.”

I took a deep breath and hoped this was going to go better than my usual explanations. “Alright. Here’s the deal. It’s good news and bad news. The good news is that we’re not facing a possession situation here. Whatever Nene connected herself to, it doesn’t want control of her body.”

Saori just nodded but I could see a little relief on her face. That wasn’t surprising, she’d faced enough possessions for last several lifetimes.

“The bad news is that whatever’s behind this is trying to use her to escape. Nene’s essentially acting like a living conductor. Whatever was sealed in what she touched is trying to enter her so it can flow through her and escape into the greater world. We don’t want to let that happen.”

I hurriedly bit my lip before I could let any more details escape, the last thing they needed to hear was something that would make her panic. I didn’t know much about the entity we were facing, virtually nothing in fact, but chances were good that the process would not turn out well for Nene. Even ignoring the fact it had been sealed away in a sacred place (and that was pretty telling) this entity was not showing much care for Nene in its actions. Especially the speed at which it was moving. Done gently, gradually, and with understanding and cooperation, it was possible for various types of entity to safely use a person as a bridge from one place to another. That was tricky at the best of time though, usually requiring two compatible beings striving for synchronization. This one looked to be using a way that would burn Nene out in it's passing, leaving her badly hurt if it didn’t outright kill her.

“What do we do, cousin?” Saori asked, yanking me back to the present with her calm determination.

“We sever the link,” I replied sharply. “This thing pushed a little bit of itself into Nene when Nene touched it, even though she’s physically far away the two parts are still linked. But once that connection’s severed then it’s going to remain helpless and trapped wherever it really is. The salt water’s already disrupting and suppressing its energies, it’s going to be up to you to push them back out of Nene’s body.”

“How?”

I took a deep breath. “You already know,” I told her gently but firmly, “this one’s on you. You have to use your own energy and abilities to push the energy infecting her out. Once you break this entity’s fingerhold on her it’ll fall back. Use your gift Saori.”

Saori tensed up but didn’t seem surprised. I suspect she’d known all along (even without psychic gifts) but hadn’t wanted to do it.

“I don’t want to tell you how to do it,” I continued softly, “you know how your abilities work even better than I do. But I’ll give you what advice I can, continue to spot and monitor you from here. But trust yourself Saori. This won’t be easy, but it will be simple.”

Saori licked her lips nervously, and looked a little stricken, but asked “what do I do?”

“Touch Nene and then channel your energy into her. I suggest using one of the major nexuses, but that’s up to you. Try to use your power to shield her uninfected body, make it a barrier against whatever’s forcing its way in, and then start pushing that barrier back against the contamination.”

Saori was breathing a little hard, and she struggled not to dip Nene’s clothes in the water as she dropped lower, but she gently reached out and slowly touched two of her fingers to the base of Nene’s neck.

Throat Chakra, good choice, I noted to myself with a small nod. I wasn’t sure she should have gone for something quite so major, but that chakra had associations with communication and was better equipped for sending and receiving than most areas. It was also the closest major point to the contamination.

Slowly, hesitantly, Saori started channeling some of her energies into Nene. Her classmate flinched at the unfamiliar sensation, but Saori took care and it seemed her intrusion was barely a tickle to what Nene was already dealing with.

I watched and couldn’t help but be fascinated by what I was seeing. The scrying was giving me greater depth than usual, and I’d never actually watched Saori stretch out her raw power in this way. This wasn’t quite her psychic abilities, this was a little more fundamental than that. She was using her psychic experience and senses to help her extend her own energy: a mixture of ki, psi, and even traces of mana. It was similar to whatever the intruding entity was doing; but Nene was permitting my cousin to do so, and Saori’s energy was a lot gentler and not so inherently harmful to Nene.

Saori formed that energy into a barrier in front of the contaminants. She had a hard time doing it. She wasn’t fully used to her own gifts yet, let alone working like this. But this was primal and simple, and her psychic abilities let her know she was doing it. Then, clumsily and slowly she began to move that barrier forward.

Good, good, I nodded to myself, watching intently through the scrying bowl. Normally I might have been a little worried having someone this untrained and inexperienced trying something like this. But Saori’s own abilities lent some surprising depth to her energy. It wasn’t all psi, but there was a strong undercurrent of psi to it that was reinforcing her power like rebar in concrete. It was a lot tougher than it should have been.

“Ungh,” she winced a little as her energy came in contact with the intrusion.

“Are you okay?” I asked quickly.

“It’s slimy. And squishy.”

“I kn-n-n-ow,” Nenne chattered in the background.

Saori ignored that though, and started to push through.

The intruding energy seemed to react violently, but it bounced off Saori’s efforts like goo against steel. Saori was probably much weaker than whatever was trying to escape; but that didn’t matter this time, the young psychic had a bunch of advantages. First, only a small fraction of the entity’s power was there; she wasn’t trying to lift the whole thing, merely one of its fingers. Second, it was already distracted and preoccupied trying to maintain it’s grip on Nene, let alone do anything else. Especially since the salt water of the ocean was already impairing that. Third, Saori’s power belonged in this part of reality, and had been allowed in to Nene’s body. That gave her a home field advantage.

And fourth, I noted as I watched from afar, she has me. “Be careful Saori, it’s trying to creep around the barrier.” The energy was trying to reach around her projection for lack of a better word, squeeze out around the edges.

Saori just nodded tightly and widened her efforts a little. The intruding power didn’t dare try to get too far away, the salt water of the ocean dissolved and disrupted it once it wasn’t shielded by Nene’s body.

I watched with bated breath as Saori slowly but surely pushed the intruder back. Or peeled it away might have been a better description. Maybe it was just Saori’s wording, but the more I looked the more this seemed like some sort of sticky ooze. It was an odd word to apply to what was essentially living energy, but it seemed apt. But, centimeter by centimeter, Saori pushed it back down Nene’s arm. Some of the intrusion seemed to condense, some seemed to dissolve in the ocean, and some seemed to fall back to wherever it was originally contained, shoved back through the strange linkage Nene had inadvertently created.

It was slow but steady progress. I occasionally passed on a word or two of caution or encouragement as Saori worked but for the most part she managed it on her own. And, as unpleasant as it was, it didn’t seem too dangerous. I suspect that’s what the entity counted on, lulling us into a false sense of security. Because as soon as Saori had pushed in back to one last finger, it’s original point of connection, it tried one last, desperate leap to her!

Saori gasped and struggled a little as she tried to figure out how to fight it off. It wasn’t anchored to her like it had been to Nene, but it was searching for a way to manage that trick and she didn’t know what to do.

“Oh no you don’t,” I breathed with some satisfied venom. Whatever it was had just made a big mistake. There hadn’t been much I could do for Nene from this distance but I was already using our shared blood to connect with Saori. This wouldn’t be easy, or efficient, but trying to strike directly at my cousin put me back on the playing field!

A few seconds later Saori gasped again as the small fragment grasping at her lit up with spectral ghostfire. There was a small, strange screech that was audible to all of us for a moment, then the fragment burnt away to nothing.

“Cousin?” Saori asked in a small voice, panting a little from fear and exertion, “was that you?”

“Yeah, give me a second,” I was a little out of breath myself from pushing that much of a spell through the link. “I want to make sure it’s not hiding anything more.”

I did one last look over Nene and Saori but, unsurprisingly, there was no trace to be found. That last little push had severed whatever little anchor entity had remaining outside its containment. Anything left had either snapped back to its prison or boiled away in our part of reality like water in a vacuum.

I sighed in relief. “You’re clean,” I reported, “both of you.”

I would have said more but Nene leaped/splashed upwards, both overjoyed to have escaped the danger and eager to get warm and dry. I hurriedly cut the scrying spell before I saw anything I shouldn’t and the image in the bowl dissolved back into simple water.

I still heard both Nene’s laughter and teeth chattering over the phone, and the noise as the pair tried to return to dry land and figure out what to do next.

I remained on the line for a little while longer, just in case, but it seemed that my cousin had everything in hand. Hell, I’m not sure she needed me at all, I thought with a small smile. She could have done that pushing all on her own, and with her abilities I had a sneaking suspicion she’d known that all along. Or at least realized that might be possible. Sure, I’d given her some helpful advice and tips along the way. But in reality I suspected my biggest help had been as a confidence booster and double check.

And not unreasonably so, I tutted myself silently. She’d never done anything quite like this before and someone else’s life might have been at stake. Saori would have needed to be extremely arrogant not to have called me for at least a quick second opinion if it was an option, it had been the sort of situation where you took every precaution. But even that last little attempt by the entity to jump to Saori… I’d resolved it more easily and cleanly but I didn’t doubt she could have handled it in the end. Worst case scenario? One where she’d been even more tired and vulnerable after battling it without the advantage of salt water? It might have managed to set up a toehold in her but I had no doubt she could have held it in place instead of letting it grow and expand like Nene had. She had knowledge and strength her schoolmate didn’t, not to mention she had a pretty clear picture what was happening. At worst I figured Saori could have held at bay for long enough for her to get home and then get to me. And even that was being pessimistic, now that it was all finished and I was no longer fearing the worst I was pretty sure she’d have just fought it off over the long term.

I was almost offended when Saori finally remembered to cut the call without saying anything more. Almost. But, given that she was more concerned about getting her classmate back to her room without anyone catching pneumonia, or getting caught by a teacher, I let it go. She already had enough trouble on her hands, having to balance getting Nene dry, warm, and back to where she was supposed to be without any awkward questions. She didn’t need to bid me a polite goodbye right then.

Aoth, it seems Saori, Reiji, and even little Tetsuji are all growing up, I reflected with a hint of wistful nostalgia.

I turned around and saw Sho-uk and another couple of Little People watching me with some concern. “It’s all fine,” I reassured them, “they took care of it.”

It was amusing to see the Little People all look a hint relieved and then go about their business without getting too hung up about it. I should follow their example, I thought with a small smirk. Just business as unusual around here.

With that, I laughed softly to myself and reached for the mana measuring device’s design again.
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“New photo of you,” Eiko reported casually as I hooked up with her and Himeko after class.

I just cocked my head and looked at her in confusion.

“There’s a new photo of you,” Eiko repeated, as if that should have made sense.

“Eiko,” Himeko sighed, “remember who you’re talking to.”  She then turned to me, mildly apologetic, “Sorry Mamoru, she’s so used to this one she doesn’t even think about it any more.”

“Right,” Eiko admitted, rolling her eyes at herself and pulling out her phone.  Meanwhile Himeko got distracted exchanging a few pleasantries with a couple of girls in passing and I lost a few seconds going wait, what?  A case where it’s Eiko that’s so used to the weirdness it doesn’t occur to her anymore, not Himeko?  I was too used to the roles being the other way around.

“Anyway, here,” Eiko said, turning her phone around so I could see it.

It took me a moment to decode, but I realized it was a prominent article on one of the gossipier websites.  The subject, and header photo, were a happy Hiro and Himeko on campus.  But I was captured clearly in the background walking right behind and a little to the right of them.

“Ah crap,” I noted mildly.

“Don’t worry, you’re not named or noted,” Eiko smirked.

“Thank Aoth for that,” I sighed in quick relief.  “The last thing I needed was for my parents to have noticed that!”

I was back at university after Golden Week, and quite frankly it was more relaxing than the so-called vacation had been.  Yes, classes were challenging and the social interactions I was dragged into as Himeko’s friend could be hellish at times.  It still beat Vorasoths, misbehaving entities, and real life mahou shoujo!  I had no idea why my life had gone bonkers like that, but it gave me a hint more sympathy for my parents.  (I seriously doubted their reasoning was anything like mine, but if that was what was going to happen to me when I received more time off then give me a heavier workload!)  That was not enough for me to admit to them I knew the Meiko heiress though, or tell them I had an ‘in’ with the prestigious Meiko family.

“Your mom reads the gossip mags, Mamoru?” Eiko asked with a smirk.

That one made me pause for a moment.  “I don’t think so,” I replied cautiously, “but I’ve never really considered it before.  It seems too much of a waste of time for her.  But, now that something like this has come up, I have to wonder if she’s scanning them for things to give her an advantage over her rivals.”

That one gave both Eiko and Himeko pause for a moment too, once again taken aback by my slightly twisted relationship with my parents.  “I was joking,” Eiko added hastily.

“I wasn’t,” I shrugged.  “I’m pretty sure it’s just me overthinking things again, or just plain paranoia, but I don’t think I can rule it out.”

Himeko finished freeing herself from the unexpected interaction and we began to walk towards our next classes.  They were different, but they were in the same building this time.

“Anyway, don’t worry too much about the photo,” Eiko continued.  “That sort of thing happens all the time, it’s become a game with me and some of the other bodyguards at this point.  Back when I was young I’d make a point about how many times I showed up in a picture of Hime in the background.”

Himeko smiled and shook her head.  “It’s slowed down a little since we went to different high schools, but for the last year or so of junior high it was almost one every month.”

“That was just because you were starting to make a splash on the social scene,” Eiko waved it away, “making the transition from ‘child’ to ‘young woman’.  And since you looked so goddamn good everyone caught at least a quick shot of you.”

“And a lot of the time Eiko was in the background or next to me,” Himeko concluded.  “Hence why she’s so used to saying it like that and everyone realizing what she means.  I’m honestly surprised it took so long to happen with you, they’ve taken a fair number of shots of Hiro and I already.”

I shrugged.  “I’m more surprised they didn’t crop it a little closer and remove me from the picture entirely.”

“Cutting it too close,” Eiko noted after a critical glance back at said picture.  “They’d have removed a hint of Himeko if they tried.  Besides, they like to have at least a little background to help prove they’re not fake and the picture’s really taken at university.”

I shrugged and simply conceded that point.  In this case, their knowledge far outstripped mine.

“Anyway, you should add that to an ‘I’m in the picture too’ folder back at home.  It’s kind of fun and amusing.”

I opened my mouth to say no, but reconsidered.  What was I just thinking about how their knowledge and experience with this far outstripped mine?  I noted to myself.  Who knew?  It did seem kind of interesting in a twisted sort of way.

“I’ll think about it,” I said instead, startling them both a little.

Himeko recovered first.  “Anyway Mamoru, don’t worry too much about it.  Barring something totally unusual, nothing will ever come of it.”

I shot her a wry glance.  “Unusual?  Like your friend turning out to be an actual mage?”

That one gave Himeko another moment’s pause.  “True,” she replied finally, “but that’s not going to happen, is it?” putting a subtle emphasis on the last two words.

“Not for a while yet, I hope,” I replied with a mixture of dread and flippancy.  Unfortunately, Golden Week had left me a little shaken in that regard, hence my weird response.  It was stupid, if nothing else the cover up and suppression of the whole Vorasoth incident should have encouraged me that no unauthorized information was ever going to reach the public’s eye.  But that combined with the trouble Saori had run into made me worry.

Saori’s case was more her issues though, I tried to tell myself.  I’d been closer to a guest star in an episode of her life.  I had a hard time deciding if that was a reassuring truth or I was whistling in the dark again.

(It helped that she’d eventually called me back on Children’s Day, well after she’d gotten home, and given me a few more details while casually hiding from all the relatives that were cooing over Tetsuji.  She’d been tired and unable to take it, plus she’d needed to vent a little and there hadn’t been many people she could have talked to.  The conversation had cleared up a few minor mysteries for me, like the fact Nene hadn’t been her roommate for the trip but everyone had switched when Nene had started breaking down.  Or that Nene had been from an entirely different class and they’d barely interacted at all before this incident.  Or that Nene’s dumb decision to touch the object had been so random and spur of the moment that Saori’s gift hadn’t picked it up until the last few seconds and she’d been halfway across the temple.  There’d been a half dozen other little things like that, and taken all together they had helped me feel the whole thing might have been a strange adventure of Saori’s rather than one of mine.)

“Anyway,” Eiko interrupted the awkward topic with her phone again, “here’s one of mine from around grade six.”

She flashed the phone at me.  The main picture was of Himeko at some sort of event, looking a disturbing combination of beautiful and adorable at that age.  She easily dominated the picture, like she was supposed to, but if you looked a little behind and to the side you could still see a slightly out of focus girl with Eiko’s hair walking beside her.

“You kept it short back then?” I asked, mildly surprised.  She still resembled her sisters at that age, but the totally different hairstyle compared to them meant I’d been in no danger of mistaking her.

“I was already studying with Master Tai,” Eiko replied, surprising me with a hint of a blush.  “It made more sense.  Besides, I was never going to compete with Himeko’s flowing locks.”

I glanced at Himeko and she shot me a quick ‘drop it’ shake of her head.

Okay, still a long way to go before I match their relationship, I reflected.  I’d had a bit over a year and a half with Eiko and Himeko.  It felt longer, and we’d gotten pretty close during that time, but sometimes it was good to remind myself just how much more history they had together.

(Besides, even I could make an educated guess on that one.  Himeko being the more traditionally beautiful and popular girl, Eiko deciding to differentiate herself and cut her own already distinctive hair…  I’m sure there were a lot more details and subtleties but the basics were a pretty safe bet.  It was probably a bigger issue at the time, and one they worried about, but even they’d probably laugh it off now.  Still, I wasn’t dumb enough to try testing that.)

“It’ll be Mother’s Day soon,” Himeko started, obviously trying to gently change the subject.

“Wow, we’re all hitting sensitive topics today, aren’t we?” I blurted out in surprise.

Himeko actually winced at that one.  “I’m sorry Mamoru,” she was instantly apologetic, she never would have swerved into a mistake like that if everything else hadn’t already had her off balance.  “I take it Mother’s Day is another…” she trailed off, trying desperately to find a diplomatic way to say it.

“Another non-holiday in our house, yeah,” I replied with only the barest hint of depression, mostly having made peace with that long ago.  Ironically, neither Mother’s Day or Father’s Day corresponded well to their Avalon equivalents so I mostly found them to be non-issues.  “My parents were never interested in taking the time to participate in any of the parent-based holidays, either for them or their parents.”

The girls looked mildly scandalized and horrified at my description.

“I mean, they’ll do a token email to their parents of course, even they try to avoid seeming that disconnected from everything!  But that’s about it.  Ever since early grade school my mother simply bought herself whatever Mother’s Day gift she thinks will play best at the office.  Apparently mine didn’t send the message she wanted to project, she prefers the gift suiting her needs at work over any actual sentimentality or feeling.”

I paused for a moment, really thinking about it for the first time in nearly a decade. “I wonder if I should offer to pay for it this year?”

“That’s twisted!” Eiko exclaimed.

“A little?” I made an iffy gesture.  “I mean, parent’s offer their kids cash as gifts on occasion.  It seems a little weird going the other way, but it kind of makes sense this time.  Maybe?”

“Well, maybe not so much what you’re doing,” Eiko struggled to put it into words.  “But the backwards way you got there…”

Himeko desperately searched for yet another safe topic to turn the discussion to!

“Hello!” Hiro intercepted us.

Himeko’s face lit up, and not just with the usual shine of love and a hint of lust either, there was a strong undertone of ‘thank god for the rescue!’ this time.

“Is something wrong?” Hiro asked, instantly reading some of the nuances of Himeko’s expression.

“No, nothing.  It was just surprisingly good timing,” Himeko answered casually.

I’m not so hopeless I’m going to contradict her, I reflected with a hint of humor, stepping away from the trainwreck for once.

Hiro smiled as he and Himeko stole away a few more moments together.  This was theoretically to cement their relationship in everyone’s minds and give the reporters some grist for the mill.  At least, that was the excuse they gave their families.  In reality they appreciated the chance to get a little more time together, even though they had to jump through a few hoops to coordinate their schedules.  Hiro was off for an hour right now, so he briefly joined us on the trip to class.

“Still getting flak for hanging out with a bunch of kohais?” Eiko teased him as he and Himeko molded themselves together.

“Only by the jealous ones,” Hiro smiled.

I rolled my eyes, but that was evidently true.  Hiro was suffering a few snipes and jabs for his habits, but since over half the university population would gladly have traded places with him it was a little bit insincere.  And while he did have his issues and insecurities most of them were towards Himeko, anyone trying to claim Himeko was a weakness or a bad choice was just going to receive a tolerant look from him.

“I’m surprised that lasted more than a day,” I admitted, participating in the conversation for once.

“Please,” this time Hiro rolled his eyes, “you think everyone would give up on the dream of Hime that easily?  No matter how long the shot was?”

“When you put it like that…” I shrugged.

“It’s only because most of the older girls have studied alongside Hiro for a year already that we’re not facing a similar response over me,” Himeko noted serenely.  “They’re more familiar with him, and know he’s made up his mind.  The incoming year has not fully acclimatized to me yet.”

Yeah, I’m sure that’s the only reason, I thought a little sarcastically, taking another look at Himeko’s beauty.  Don’t get me wrong, Hiro was no slouch.  But guys had an easier time convincing themselves he wasn’t that much better than them.  It probably helped that the Tokyo U gender ratio was skewed though.

“I’ll say,” Eiko noted slyly, “the Student Union only got around to approaching you yesterday.”

Himeko twitched and only just caught herself from making a more dramatic reaction.  “Don’t remind me!” she said, trying to keep some bitterness in check.

“What’s wrong?” I asked in surprise.

“I’d hoped to get a little more rest,” Himeko allowed herself a controlled sigh since we were in the public eye.  “I cannot slouch on my duty, if I am really needed then I will answer the call.  But I suspect I am only being asked so quickly because of my family’s name.”

“Wel-l-l-l-” I drew out the word, trying to decide if mentioning her looks would be taken well.

Himeko shot me a mild glare.  “Have you been asked, Mamoru?”

“What?  Gods no!”

She nodded.  “Then I rest my case.  If they were truly recruiting just based on ability then you should have been significantly ahead of me.”

Really? I thought, a little skeptical about that evaluation.  With my social skills? I mean, she was almost certainly correct about the motivation.  But that excuse seemed like a stretch to me.

There was a brief pause as we filtered through the doors of a new building.

“By the way Mamoru,” Himeko added in a different tone.  “You do know you can sit with us, right?  I keep forgetting to bring it up because I know you don’t like the crowds, but we’re more than willing to sit with you in our shared classes.”

“No, I’m good,” I responded easily, “I still prefer the back of the class.”

“You know you don’t have to do that, right?  Not at Tokyo U,” Eiko poked wryly

I shrugged.  “Eh.”  Most of our classes, especially the shared and larger ones, were in larger rooms with staggered levels.  My height was no longer the dreadfully unfair obstacle to anyone sitting behind me that it had been for the last few years of my school career.  “I’m used to it.  Besides, if you’re a short person with a bad angle I’d still be an annoying obstacle if I sat up front.”

“Whereas I,” Himeko sighed, “need to keep everyone directly under the teacher’s watchful eyes to have a hope of them not trying to gossip or suck up to me.  I understand Mamoru, it’s just disappointing.”

I smiled sympathetically, and decided not to mention the additional reason: keeping her would-be sycophants further away from me to prevent petty harassment and sabotage attempts.  I doubted much would happen, but I suspected I’d suffer a little if I tried to sit next to Himeko even at the front of the class.

“Anyway, see you later Mamoru,” Himeko said goodbye graciously as we reached the stairs.  The trio of them would go straight while I proceeded up a floor.

“Yeah,” Eiko grinned, “have a happy chem lab!”

***

An hour later I was fighting off boredom, reflecting on that comment.  Yeah, right, I thought tiredly.  I know I shouldn’t find this more boring than class.  But, somehow, I do.

It was a stupid feeling, I was literally working with dangerous chemicals and I couldn’t afford to get too blasé, but it was the truth.  Tokyo U’s labs, even the ones the lowest level undergrads like me were using, were wonderful.  And we were doing legitimate if low level chemistry.  But it just made me long for my old lab at high school and the work I’d been doing.

I sighed mentally.  For goodness’ sake, next I’ll be complaining about how the lab coat doesn’t fit right.  I was, of course, wearing a standard lab coat for this exercise rather than my personal, monogrammed gift from the girls.  Granted, it was substantially less comfortable than my personal one.  It was of a cheaper make and even the largest ones Tokyo U had generally available were for someone a little smaller than me.  But it was a lab coat for crying out loud!  They were supposed to be disposable!  You weren’t meant to spill acid on one and lose precious seconds thinking ‘wait a second, can I still salvage this?’  The girls were the weird ones (for once) for having given me such a nice one in the first place.

It would be karma if this lab generated an unexpected result, you know? I reminded myself as I released a few more drops from the pipette and marked down the results.  Sadly, the chemicals remained indifferent to my boredom and everything went as planned.  We were just working with some interrelated acid/base reactions with a buffering solution involved.  It wasn’t exactly trivial, but it wasn’t terribly riveting stuff either.

The sad thing was: I thought Tokyo U was doing this right.  This was already a quick acceleration compared to high school or the average university.  Not absurdly so, but enough to properly acknowledge Tokyo U’s high standards.  An average university probably wouldn’t have done this lab for roughly another month, especially with the relatively strong chemicals involved, but Tokyo U trusted its’ students to handle things.  Or maybe just prove themselves unworthy quicker, and not waste everyone’s time.  I couldn’t fault the university just because I was experienced enough with this subject to find it dead easy.

Dutifully I measured and marked down everything, but it was obvious it was all working as planned.  Three more data points and everything would be complete.

Well, no sense in delaying, this close to the end I could suck it up and get everything done without complaint.  I forced myself to refocus and went through the next three steps swiftly but completely.  I was well experienced with the equipment.  While I didn’t rush through, there was no sense in being unsafe or risking a reprimand from the TA monitoring us, I did allow myself to move as swiftly as I could within that limit.  Before long I was handing my final product to the TA for physical proof.

To kill some time, and for completeness’ sake, I quadruple checked my final products and then moved on to do my basic calculations.  Even just eyeballing my raw results I knew everything was fine, it was obvious it had all worked like it was supposed to.  But I was going to have to run the final calculations to five decimal places, better to make sure I hadn’t missed anything.  Hadn’t accidentally turned a .80 into a .88 when my eyes had glazed over or something to that effect.  I might as well get some perfect marks on the early labs if able, I wasn’t going to find things that easy later on.

Hell, I might actually be at a small disadvantage, I reflected absently.  I’ve gotten used to using a touch of magic in the lab.  It’ll be a pretty tiny handicap, but reminding myself not to use it will be a minor distraction during practical finals.  I didn’t expect to finish at the top of my class or anything, but I did want to place reasonably high if possible.

squeeze.

I blinked in surprise as my warning bracelet let out a tentative, almost hesitant, response.  After a moment I pulled down my sleeve a little and glanced at my wrist.

Did I really just feel that? I wondered.  It had felt almost featherlight.  For a moment I wondered if I’d just imagined it, or maybe coincidentally had a moment of itchiness around the bracelet location.

Then it happened again.

Okay, I thought, looking around, what the heck?  I mean, we were in a chem lab.  There was no shortage of dangerous chemicals around.  But no one was being obviously stupid about them.  It was always possible someone might get that stupid, act too irresponsibly or carelessly.  Tokyo U students or not, that was just human nature.  But this early in the semester?  That was unlikely.

I looked up above my seat, seeing if a ceiling tile was loose or something as my bracelet squeezed me again.  Still faint, but a hint quicker and more strident now.

Alright, this is absurd.  Should I just leave?  I mean, technically I was done the lab.  In many ways I should have left already, making sure I was out of everyone’s way rather than doing any further work in the lab.  I was mostly still there because I felt so self conscious that I’d been much quicker than everyone else.  I didn’t want to put any undue pressure on my other classmates, suggest that they should be getting things done a little faster.  Or worse, draw any unnecessary attention to myself or get people thinking I was some kind of chemistry genius.

Both of those options could create some trouble for me, especially as the semester went on.  Now that I was finally at university level, especially Tokyo U level, I was finally losing the lead I’d developed over all these years on my fellow students.  My success wasn’t really because I was smarter than them, it was simply that I’d been a mature adult and started my studies about five years ahead of everyone else.  It wasn’t that easy of course, having a proper teacher made a hell of a difference, even with the basics!  But between that and all the transferable skills I’d learned the first time on Avalon (while the majority of my knowledge hadn’t been relevant things such as math had been pretty universal) I’d managed to get ahead and stay ahead in my studies.  Imagine getting to do grade six again when you were a high school senior, you’d get pretty good grades too.

But the fine details, and the feedback a teacher could provide, did count.  And now we were starting to reach some more advanced subjects.  I had complete confidence in my ability to already handle the basics of any of my subjects all the way up to fourth year courses.  All the little things though, formulas, edge cases, and applications I’d never heard or thought of up until now, that was a different story.  I was already encountering occasional things that made me go ‘ah!’ and sit up a little straighter in my seat when they came up in our lectures.  Not very often, but they were there.  And I firmly believed that would only become more common the further we went.  Getting a reputation beyond my actual abilities would not be helpful!

But it would be more helpful than just sitting here and getting maimed by something, I thought, trying to glance around surreptitiously as my warning bracelet slowly continued to ramp up its urgency.  Seriously, what the heck is going on here?

Squeeze…  Squeeze…  Squeeze.

Alright, alright, time to call it, I thought, putting my books away.  Let’s just finish this up in the library.  I’m not sure what’s up, but apparently staying here’s a mistake.  It wasn’t like I was actually going to get hurt.  Well, seriously hurt.  My precautions would activate under the threat of anything seriously harmful.  But doing that in a lab full of university students wasn’t desirable either.

Granted, the anti-poison precaution is a lot more subtle than ‘mage armor’, I reflected absently.  I could probably get away with it if that was the one to go off, like the ‘mind shield’ precaution it would be almost invisible to the naked eye.  ‘Mage armor’ though… I shuddered slightly to think about it.

I carefully put everything away, took five steps to the door, and then-

Squeeze.  Squeeze.  Squeeze.

“Alright, what now?” I muttered under my breath with a small grimace.  Apparently the bracelet liked my chances even less now that I’d moved a little closer to the door.  I glanced around.

-and saw something I shouldn’t have.

That’s… definitely not right, my face screwed up in surprised confusion.  How the heck is he doing that?

It was another student in the lab, running the same experiment that we all were.  The one who’d been right behind me.  But his final solution was bright red.  And starting to fizz a little.

How… I mean, just how? I asked myself, running over the formulas in my head.  We’re not working with anything that should be doing that.  Anything!  No matter how you combine all of them!  We’re supposed to have three separate clear solutions and generate white powder precipitate along with another transparent solution as the end products.  How the hell did this guy get red?

It appeared the student in question seemed to know that too.  He was sweating profusely, and his face was going as red as his solution because he knew he’d messed up somehow and his assignment had gone south in a major way.

Okay, change of plans, I thought urgently.  I shot my hand up and looked around.  Unfortunately our TA had his head buried deep in another student’s case, obviously invested in helping them, and he didn’t see me.

The continuing throb of the bracelet on my wrist was really starting to worry me now.  Funny, I thought with a hint of panic, I never even considered other people might be in danger too.  Kind of stupid of me.  I’d assumed it was something weird and singular focused on me, it was an almost Pavlovian response to my bracelet going off in a laboratory after so many of my own experiments.  I hadn’t thought someone else’s lab experiment might be about to explode!

I kept my hand up and tried not to fidget too much.  I didn’t have to worry about looking like a genius anymore.  Maybe a busybody or a brownnoser, but anyone with a hint of sense would realize something had gone wrong with this guy’s assignment in a major way!  Unfortunately his nearest bench mates were ignoring him.  I wasn’t sure if it was out of kindness, trying not to notice his screwups or stress levels; or if they were just focused on getting their own things right.  But no help was coming from that quarter.

Come on, come on, I thought, starting to sweat a little as my bracelet’s response spiked even higher.  All I had to do was get the TA’s attention, get them over here, and ask the innocent question of “should it be doing that?”  They’d take care of things easily enough, no muss and no fuss.

“That doesn’t make sense!” the poor schmuck whispered feelingly, obviously just as confused as I was by his results.

Yeah, no kidding!  Seriously though, how could this happen?  I felt a pang of sympathy for the guy, I was starting to wonder if this wasn’t his fault.  Or, if it was, it was through some entirely unexpected problem.  I was beginning to wonder if he hadn’t picked up some contaminated glassware at some point, because trace amounts of something more interesting and reactive was about the only explanation I could come up with to explain this!  That still shouldn’t have happened.  Just like every reputable chemistry lab, Tokyo U was very responsible about making sure their equipment was cleaned between uses and no cross contamination occurred.  But the evidence before me suggested this was that rare case that somehow slipped through the cracks.  Like the students before us had accidentally spilled a few drops of something more reactive into his flask and not noticed.  If it had dried there, and wasn’t visibly distinct, a new student could easily have missed it.

Unfortunately, the student in front of me hadn’t come to the same conclusion.  He seemed to be suffering from some tunnel vision, too focused on getting things right to realize this was already be too far gone, far past the point where he should just have scrapped everything and started over.  Maybe it was pride, or fear he’d made a mistake and didn’t want to admit it.  Or maybe he just obsessed about every single step so much he had trouble seeing the whole.  But, in any case, it seemed he was determined to salvage something that was unsalvageable.

Squeeze!  Squeeze!  Squeeze! 

And dangerous, I thought, starting to sweat as much as he was.  Granted, I wasn’t sure I’d have come to that conclusion without the bracelet to prompt me.  But the fizzing was really starting to get violent.

Finally! I thought as the TA finally looked up, saw me standing there with my hand up and starting to sweat visibly, and began making his way over.  To his credit he looked visibly concerned, he wasn’t bad at his job and my appearance had to be setting off some alarm bells in his head.

“Now what!” the poor guy with the experiment in question emoted.

I glanced back down at him and saw the products flask was smoking.  And shaking violently.

Squeezesqueezesqueezesqueezesqueeze.

I don’t have hair-trigger reflexes, I’m easily the slowest of all my friends to respond in a crisis.  Split-second decision making is not my forte.  I can do it, but I rarely do it well.  But this situation had been brewing for a while now, I was aware and ready.

“EVERYBODY DOWN!” I roared, tackling said student to the ground and covering him with my body.

“What the-“ the student started to say before I knocked the wind out of him.

This wasn’t quite last moment rescue.  It was about five more seconds before the flask actually shattered, and it was closer to an extremely loud POP than a deafening boom.  It still sent glass and liquid flying everywhere.

It was a good thing I’d accidentally given everyone else those extra seconds though, our nearest classmates had also taken a few moments to respond to my unexpected yell.  They didn’t all instinctively hit the ground, probably something they should work on if they really aimed to be chemists, but everyone at least turned away, hunched down, and shielded themselves.

I looked around and sighed in relief as my warning bracelet settled down, although I still made sure to haul the poor student back up as some of the remains of his experiment started to spill off the table.  Not so bad, I reflected in relief, only a small explosion by my standards.  Not a harmless one, you did not want your face anywhere near ground zero when something like that happened!  But when all the soft bits were protected that glass had nowhere near enough penetrating power to get through lab coats or safety goggles, especially a few meters away.  It looked like everyone was a little shocked but otherwise unharmed.

Although, as the wide-eyed TA stormed in our direction, calling out some of the standard instructions and safety procedures to the rest of our shell-shocked classmates along the way, I reflected that might not be the last explosion of the day after all.
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“Really? So what happened after that?” Dr. Yorozu asked in mild fascination.

I sighed. “I had to spend about an hour explaining and discussing matters with the TA and then the chem teacher when he was hauled back in,” I said, reporting on my most recent (and unfair!) science misadventure. “They were not happy.”

“I can see why,” Dr. Yorozu admitted, “but surely they couldn’t blame you?”

“No. But convincing them of that took a while. They weren’t happy with the situation and wanted a convenient scapegoat, preferably one that didn’t cause trouble for the university.”

“Ah,” the doctor replied, all too much knowing in that simple word.

Probably not something I want to touch on, I noted mentally. That suggested painful experience. Probably best not to build a fanfic out of it either, I added quickly, fighting off the temptation to make too much out of it, suggest that might be the reason such a talented doctor was working with the Meikos or some similarly ludicrous speculation.

“But they’re not idiots or unreasonable,” I shrugged. “They were just as amazed and stunned as I was that it had happened. Some idiot student playing a ‘prank’ of some sort was their first explanation, and I was a logical suspect. But the fact I was stood there for nearly five minutes trying to get the TA’s attention kind of defanged that problem.” The teacher had needed to have a few words with his TA after discovering that. They’d been mostly understanding, the TA had been doing his job right and helping a student after all, but the teacher had been a little acerbic in noting the TA needed to look up more often and show better situational awareness in a chemistry lab.

The phrase “never underestimate what an undergraduate can get themselves into” had featured prominently.

“One moment,” Dr. Yorozu held up a hand and studied the machine in front of him. “I’m not sure I like her heart rate. Is that normal?”

I frowned and looked, even though there was almost no chance I’d see any more than the doctor. “Is it dangerous?”

“Not yet. But it seems a little unstable. Not completely arrhythmic yet, but these gaps look just a little too inconsistent for my liking.”

“Alright, we’ll pull her the second it looks like it’s too much. I haven’t seen that problem yet but there’s a first time for everything.”

The doctor nodded. We were in the Meiko gym and testing out another spell via Eiko. This time the spell was ‘Heart of a Beast’. Ironically, it was starting to look like it wasn’t as much hyperbole and metaphor (not to mention straight up advertising hype) that most spell names were. It really did seem to be heart focused at the least.

Right now, Eiko was doing the weight lifting part of the testing. And since we were in the Meiko mansion Dr. Yorozu had her hooked up to a heart monitor that was broadcasting the information to us in real time. I was coming to appreciate him being there. While he wasn’t a medical pioneer at heart, he preferred saving people through the tried, tested, and logical methods he knew, he was still mildly curious about what I was doing. Combine that with his honest concern over Eiko’s safety and we got along surprisingly well. Although I suspected half of it was that we were both desperate for someone to occasionally ‘talk shop’ with.

Dr. Yorozu settled down and returned to the previous subject. “Was it the other guy’s fault?” he asked conversationally.

“Yes and no. As best we can tell he didn’t actually do anything wrong. But he didn’t use his head either, he was so focused on ‘fixing’ whatever had gone wrong and so terrified it had been one of his mistakes that he never put two and two together to realize how absurdly bad it had gotten. It wasn’t his fault, but he was the one that kept digging that hole deeper and deeper…”

Dr. Yorozu sighed. “I can’t entirely blame him for that. When it happens gradually it’s hard to realize when you’ve passed the point of no return. I see it all the time with other employees. And it’s half the reason we’re monitoring Kobayashi-san here after all.”

“Fair,” I acknowledged a little reluctantly. I didn’t entirely agree. But I’d also conducted a number of independent experiments and tried to be aware of what was going on… mostly so they wouldn’t hurt me if they blew up. I had more experience, and a better mindset about accepting things could and would go south. For someone who’d prized getting the expected results out of an experiment for their whole school career, and who was just taking chemistry to fulfil a prerequisite requirement, that was a little much to expect.

I still think all the fizzing should have been a clue, I thought sourly. Still, we had been working with acids and bases… and its intensity had only increased gradually…

I yanked myself back on subject before I could either get too angry or think something unfair that I’d regret later. “Anyway, they did give him a stern lecture about thinking a bit more and calling for help well before it reached a point like that. In the end we all agreed it must have been some sort of contaminant in his equipment. Either someone dropped a little something on it without noticing or someone accidentally put one of the pieces in the ‘clean’ bin instead of the ‘to be cleaned’ bin.”

“Probably that,” the doctor agreed. “It happens to all of us sooner or later.”

I started a little in surprise. “What, really?”

The doctor looked darkly amused. “If you continue on with chemistry, sooner or later you’ll see it Matsuda-san. Well, I guess you already have. But don’t be surprised if it comes up again, everyone’s got a story or two like that from when something went wrong. They’re usually not that dramatic. But even through all the precautions, sooner or later a shared lab means something gets contaminated somewhere and an unexpected result happens.”

“Well, that’s disturbing. And a bit of a relief, I guess. I was starting to wonder what was happening in my life.”

A small smirk tugged at the corner of Dr. Yorozu’s mouth. “Don’t worry, everyone feels that when they see one of these things happen. Perfectly normal. I suppose this one was a little worse than usual because it happened to such a rookie, by his next year he would have shut it down much quicker, but that’s it. I know some of the things I’ve seen would have been much worse if people had kept blundering forward.”

I said nothing, just sighed in relief. Unspoken between us was the point that it was a lot easier to talk about other peoples' screwups and accidents instead of your own. The more honest part of my mind couldn’t help but note the criticism I was slinging towards my fellow student was a little bit hypocritical. I hadn’t exactly mentioned the exploding mithril container, or the pendulum, that I was responsible for all on my own. Those were different circumstances, just for starters they were more physics than chemistry. But they hadn’t really been my fault either and they were cases where I was more defensive than self-critical.

All the more reason to focus on today’s biology experiment, I thought quickly, guiltily shunting that thought aside.

I hadn’t thought about it too much at the time, but my moving on from a high school where Himeko was Student Council President meant that I’d also lost access to the gym and physical fields needed to test out the effects of spells on the body. Granted, that was partially because that access had always been a bit inconsistent and I’d used it a lot less than the lab. But it was still another blow to my research. And while Tokyo U had some amazing facilities there was no way we could use the public ones, and any attempt to acquire privacy would either fail or run into some pretty big problems pretty quickly.

(Even trying to blatantly strongarm the university with the Meiko family’s power wouldn’t have worked. Tokyo U was not going to give anyone carte blanche to run some sort of medical tests in their facilities, they’d demand more oversight and awareness than I was willing to give. And the amount of paperwork we’d need to fudge to try and deceive them… the double checks and safety precautions we’d have to try and get around would probably have foiled even outright mind control!)

Fortunately, I now had another option. The Meikos weren’t going to just let me run roughshod over their house either (despite how Eiko and Himeko sometimes acted, occasionally turning parts of the estate into fighting game stages, the Meikos weren’t going to let me use the front hall as a testing lab) but they were still willing to let me schedule some testing time. And since my magic was out in the open now, and Himeko was encouraging me to show off the mostly harmless stuff, it was no problem to let people see Eiko doing things like bench pressing twice her usual maximum. Heck, it might turn out useful in the end! I’d had at least two curious security people making tentative enquiries if I wanted any more test subjects.

Throw around a powerbolt or conjure up a major light show as a side effect of saving a life and people get nervous, I smirked mentally. Allow them to outlift an Olympic champion and suddenly they get interested. I shouldn’t be so amused, but that last option is more likely to get them hurt than the other two!

Hence Dr. Yorozu’s presence. “Alright, that’s definitely a little arrhythmic,” he said firmly.

“Got it. Eiko, stop!”

“I’m fine!” she protested.

“Eiko,” I repeated firmly.

“All right, all right,” she grumbled, puffing and panting a little even as she reluctantly set the weights aside.

The doctor and I exchanged a look that was shockingly in sync. He was instantly on top of her and brought out a stethoscope for a more old-fashioned double check.

“I’m fine!” she tried to say again.

“Kobayashi-san, you are not fine. Your heartbeat is irregular and your face is beet red.”

“Well, yours would be too if- “

“Enough of that,” Dr. Yorozu interrupted her firmly, “It would not. Not if I was under a spell that was working properly. This one isn’t.”

I was torn between feeling slightly offended by that and being amused at how easily the doctor was using terms like ‘spell’ now. He’d danced around it for the first week or two after the secret had come out, being mostly accepting of mana but not wanting to be associated with some of the sillier sounding and more fantasy related paraphilia, words like ‘spells’ or things like my staff. But by this point his resistance had mostly worn away and he simply accepted it.

I gave him another minute to check the fidgeting Eiko over, and see if she recovered, before asking. “So, should we continue with the last few exercises or should I just cancel the spell and call it for the day?” we’d already done the running portion, and most of the weight tests. I didn’t like not completing everything, but…

“Her heartrate’s stabilized,” Dr. Yorozu frowned a little, still listening, “but I don’t want to push it off again, not so quickly after a disturbance like that. I say shut it down.”

Eiko started a wordless protest but I simply nodded and canceled the spell. “Done.”

She turned her disappointment on me “Mamoru!”

“Hey, I’m disappointed too,” I replied mildly. “But I’m not going to risk you suffering permanent damage just to get in another ten minutes of weightlifting. The whole point of this is to test these spells and figure them out. This one might have worked on low power but if medium power is already causing this much trouble then it’s time to seriously rethink it. If we do a high power test of it we’re going to take some serious precautions!”

“So, we are going to continue?” Eiko asked hopefully.

A little too hopefully and openly. I glanced at the doctor. “Think that’s her or a side effect of the spell?”

Dr. Yorozu frowned slightly. “I’m not sure.”

Eiko made a face and barely managed to bite down on a sarcastic comment before she let it out.

I sighed. This was all unusually unreasonable for Eiko, I was starting to worry this particular spell might be a little addictive. Don’t get me wrong, it might just have been my usual paranoia reading too much into random factors. She seemed unusually recalcitrant. But, to be fair, I’d have expected a lot more protests than that if we'd been talking about cancelling all the experiments altogether; Eiko was having more than a little fun acting as superwoman while being my guinea pig. But for scratching just one spell off the list that had been an unusually strident protest, actively protesting and being rude to Dr. Yorozu like that…

“We’ll look over the results and think about it,” I replied honestly. “If we can figure out the where’s and whyfor’s of this spell then we might try it again. If it turns out it’s fine for quick boosts of power but is dangerous to maintain then seeing what the limits are would probably be a good idea. If it’s just plain unhealthy then we’ve got better and safer options to work with. Master Tai would kill me if I acted irresponsibly and hurt you.”

Not to mention my own guilt and regrets, I added internally. Once upon a time I might have been able to justify a little more risk. Now that I actually had a qualified medical professional on my side, and had already determined a bunch of safe (well, safe-er) spells I could use in an emergency, the idea of hurting one of my friends through carelessness was practically anathema. I could probably have justified a few more risks a year or so ago, making sure I had an arsenal I could use with a clear conscience had already proven useful after all. I wouldn’t have used ‘battle aura’ on Himeko so quickly if I hadn’t tested it first. But now things were stable enough that I preferred caution.

I frowned slightly, realizing what I was thinking. There’s probably a philosophical lesson in there, something related to both science and life in general. But I can’t quite fully parse it.

Eiko groaned. “Come on Mamoru,” she made it sound like a curse. “Why are you being so stu- silly about this?”

I shot her a slightly incredulous look back. “Why aren’t you being more sensible?” I asked in return.

“I’ve been testing these things for over a year now, I know my limits.”

“The battle cry of every addict,” Dr. Yorozu muttered, not quite under his breath.

Yeah, I think we want a look at the endorphin levels she had under this spell. And maybe a few other things in her bloodstream, I noted to myself. Eiko didn’t seem too badly off, especially now the spell was shut down. But she wasn’t quite acting like herself either, I had a feeling she was coming down from some sort of high.

“What are you talking about, Yorozu-san,” Eiko noted, showing acid disrespect now; both in her tone and in the suffix by dropping the -sensei he was rightly owed.

Dr. Yorozu looked worried. “Kobayashi-san, you are not yourself.”

I nodded, quietly gathering mana for a restraining spell. “Eiko, don’t make me stop you,” I said, feeling a chill of fear in my stomach. This level of out of character aggression was starting to frighten me.

Eiko grinned fiercely, getting up and taking an aggressive step in my direction. Then she stopped, and her face suddenly fell.

“God, am I high? I don’t think I’m high,” she said, looking haunted and holding her forehead with one hand.

“I’m not sure,” I answered cautiously, I couldn’t help but note that her behaviour had me slipping into a combat stance. Or at least my version of one. I suspect that had been part of the subconscious clue slapping her in the face to make her pay attention.

“It’s like I want to kill you! And I don’t know why.”

“I think it’s more about the withdrawal than the high,” Dr. Yorozu reported in a deliberately calm voice, although he was taking care to stay out of arm’s reach. “Probably traces of the drug remain, but the desire for another dose is making this the worst of both worlds. Kobayashi-san, focus. Ride it out.”

Eiko nodded. As a sign of how worried she probably was, she actually dropped straight to the floor and assumed a lotus position. She deliberately placed shaking hands in their places and gave her intense focus to a pattern of breathing.

Dr. Yorozu nodded and took a few cautious steps back.

We watched silently for a few minutes. It felt weird for me to watch Eiko in this sort of meditative pose, but it beat the stuffing out of how she’d briefly been acting for a minute there. Still, I felt compelled to quietly mention it to Dr. Yorozu at about the five-minute mark. “It’s strange, I don’t really think of this as one of Eiko’s talents.”

The doctor nodded. “Both she and Master Tai look like unsophisticated brutes at first glance,” he replied softly. “But this is part of what they can do. They don’t usually do it, I don’t think it’s a preferred method for either of them. But it’s in their toolbox.”

I nodded and switched to ‘mage sight’, trying to get a better bead on what was happening. Eiko was mostly just controlling and settling her body, she didn’t have enough ki control or experience to do anything too much more advanced. But she also was managing to circulate and filter her blood a little more, metabolize whatever was in her system a little bit quicker.

Finally, about ten minutes later, she opened her eyes and let out a shuddering breath. “okay, okay,” she said, still sounding a little nervous, “I think I’m good.”

“I would like to take a blood sample, Kobayashi-san,” Dr. Yorozu said neutrally, “just to be sure.”

Eiko wordlessly held her arm out, still looking a little ashamed. The doctor took out a needle he’d prepped while waiting and got to work.

I didn’t speak up again until he’d pulled the needle back out again and swabbed the area. “And that’s the sort of thing I’ve been afraid of ever since we started this,” I admitted. “Finding one of these spells was working in an entirely unsafe and unhealthy way. We’ve had a couple of nasty-ish ones so far, it should be no surprise we finally hit a real problem case.”

“What the hell happened there, Mamoru?” Eiko asked, still looking a little stricken. I didn’t want to know what had briefly been going through her head. She bowed to Dr. Yorozu in quick apology for her earlier misbehaviour. “I was so angry there! I couldn’t think straight except when it came to being angry, and then I was just focused on the nearest target.”

“My guess? The spell induced a drug into your system, something analogous to PCP or an amphetamine,” Dr. Yorozu reported clinically.

I nodded. “At least a little. I think it also provided a few minor magically based effects on top of that, but at least three-quarters of it was the drug.”

“But we tested it before, and it was fine then!”

“Dosage thresholds,” I noted darkly. “I’m guessing the low powered version was a pretty small ‘hit’ and you shook it off easily. But this was like the difference between taking one drink and taking four, and it really hit you hard.”

“Don’t forget psychological triggers,” Dr. Yorozu noted. “Previously you were doing it more calmly and without an audience. The extra stress and pressure to perform could have increased her aggression or feelings of being judged, leading to more of a reaction from Eiko.”

“Shit. Sorry Eiko, I never even thought of that,” I was ashamed to realize I’d been so focused on so many other things, mostly my annoyance at my feelings of being watched and judged, that I’d not really considered the effect on my friend.

“It’s fine, don’t worry about it.” Eiko tried to wave it off but that did little to reduce my shame, I was worried she was still embarrassed about her little lapse there.

“We’re speculating,” Dr. Yorozu noted calmly, “but I do want to see the data from the last test.”

“Right, of course.” I started pulling it up on my phone. I didn’t usually carry it around, but since we a testing the spell I’d used previously I’d made sure to bring it along today.

“Hmm, nothing too suspicious,” Dr. Yorozu noted after examining it for a minute. “A few things I don’t like, but I wouldn’t have thought too much of them if we hadn’t had today’s incident.”

I breathed a silent sigh of relief I hadn’t endangered my friend by missing something obvious.

The doctor nodded and quickly copied the information down. “We’ll know more once we compare it with today’s results and the blood work, but I strongly recommend you cross this spell of the list.”

“At least the testing list,” I agreed immediately. “There might be some edge cases where it’s useful, or the side effects are the right counter to something else. But I don’t think we should be going any further until we have a much better idea of what’s happening right now. And I seriously doubt I’m ever going to encounter a real-world situation where I’d risk it.”

“Could there ever be one?”

I thought a moment. “Fighting some sort of fear effect?” I suggested thoughtfully. “A case where someone needed to press forward, even though their foe was attempting to paralyze them with fear and indecision?”

Dr. Yorozu looked startled for a few seconds. Then he smiled and shook his head slightly. “I see.”

“See what?” Eiko asked, showing a hint of irritation but trying to control and hide it after her recent slip. “All I know is losing control like that terrified me!”

“As well it should,” the doctor replied, a mixture of disgust and amusement in his voice. “And I recommend you keep a close eye on yourself today, I expect there’s still traces of drugs in your system. But I thought the spell was poorly designed at first, not working right or its creators hadn’t understood what they were doing. But, in fact, it is doing exactly what it’s supposed to.”

“A feature, not a bug,” I said nodding. “But don’t kid yourself Doctor, this might still be accidental or poor design.”

“Or it could be a drug for child soldiers and conscripts.”

“What?!” Eiko looked startled.

“It could be more innocent than that,” I allowed. “Something where the original recipients had to literally go out and fight monsters. A case where they not only had to be more powerful but had to resist fear, and did so through pure aggression.”

“Do you truly believe that?” Dr. Yorozu responded. He sounded slightly too self-righteous for my taste, but only a little. And it was probably just because he didn’t have too much experience with actual monsters.

That doesn’t make him wrong though. “As an origin for this spell? Possibly. Maybe even probably. Especially if the original recipients begged spirits for the knowledge of it.” I sighed and let go of my own self-righteousness to then admit. “But I don’t doubt it’s been used for a lot more harmful purposes since then. I’m pretty sure it wasn’t put in my syllabus for the original reasons.”

Dr. Yorozu nodded respectfully back at me, glad I could concede his point and graciously admitting mine.

“Wait, what?” Eiko asked, looking back and forth between us.

“Knowing what we do now about how the spell works, and after seeing so many less harmful spells, this spell was…” I struggled for a moment to find a way to describe it without implying too many things about my Avalon based education. “… probably included in my lessons for less than noble reasons. I don’t know the exact origin or reasoning, but most likely it’s there so that the user can turn conscripts into berserkers. Drug up someone inexperienced and then send them at the enemy with more raw power than skill or reason.”

“That’s barbaric!”

I shrugged. “Yes. And possibly necessary. Let’s be honest here: remember those possessed doll things you fought in Hokkaido? Assume it was someone like me fighting them, only I didn’t have any magic. What would be the best way to even the odds? Use a more balanced spell like ‘battle aura’, which would do a better job of powering me up but leave me the same nervous and indecisive idiot I’ve always been? Or use this spell, which would get slightly worse results physically but have me charging at my opponents to tear into them without hesitation?”

Eiko hesitated, licked her lips, and looked away. She obviously didn’t like the answer she came up with.

“Possessed dolls?” Dr. Yorozu muttered softly.

“You might want to forget you heard that,” I said quickly, remembering how Himeko had brushed past the whole incident when first discussing what I really was with her father.

I turned back to Eiko, at least partially to distract from that subject. “That doesn’t make the spell ‘good’,” I told her before I could start hesitating and making up too many excuses to avoid this uncomfortable conversation. “And I’ve no doubt it’s probably been abused or carelessly misused a lot more than it’s been used correctly for the last century or so. But it’s worth remembering this spell isn’t inherently evil.”

Dr. Yorozu looked troubled for a moment and then sighed too and surprised me by getting off his high horse. “A doctor has a whole range of medicines to treat sickness, some of them awfully terrible or open to abuse. I shouldn’t be surprised a mage has the same problem with his spells.”

The look he gave me was less than gentle though. “Although we are better at knowing just what ours do. And we have better organizations, with proper checks and balances, set up to monitor that.”

I fought down the urge to snipe at him a little about that first part. Especially since…

“Believe me Doctor, that’s what I’m trying to change.”
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“Why did I pick Spanish?!”

It was just after classes, and we’d stumbled into a rare, deserted corner stairwell of the university for a few moments. So Himeko was indulging in a little freakout while no one could still see.

“What was I thinking?!”

“That there was a language requirement and Spanish sounded interesting?” Eiko tossed in with a ghost of humor.

Himeko shot her a death glare. “Easy for you to say Eiko, it doesn’t matter if you pass or fail!”

Eiko just shook her head in disgust and looked to me. “Her version of failing is only being on the upper end of the class average.”

“Ah.”  I’d wondered.  Sitting towards the rear and only meeting up after class I’d been a little worried I was missing something.  It wasn’t that large a class, I’d still been relatively close by (only three tiers back) and I’d thought she was doing fine until this little breakdown.

Himeko turned a slightly less angry but slightly more desperate version of her glare upon me. “How are you doing it Mamoru? It’s not just memorization.”

I shrugged. “Experience. I have a few more languages than you and I’m relating to the language family easier than you are. When it comes to the European family of languages you only have English. And just enough German and French that you couldn’t qualify for those classes.” Tokyo U required us to take a totally new language, while Himeko wasn’t fluent in either of those she’d felt she already knew too much to go for either of them without violating the spirit of the rule. And given how she felt about Meiko honor and reputation that had meant Himeko would only take a language she knew almost nothing about.

(Honestly? From what I knew I’d have said she was right about her German being a little too strong. Her French I wasn’t so sure about.)

“It’s not like I’m especially gifted or the top of this class,” I continued, quietly brushing past which languages I already knew since I didn’t want to bring up things like Ocean Trade or Low Elvish. “I think I’m… what? Third at best? And there’s only thirty-three of us in this class.”

“More like tied for second,” Eiko reported calmly. “You and Kimura-san have been trading back and forth over the last few assignments.”

“She doesn’t count,” I protested a little lamely, “she’d be trying harder if she knew it was that close. I only know because of you and Himeko.” Kimura had been trying to suck up to Himeko a little, showing off her marks. Not horribly so, it seemed like she was just angling for some well-paid tutoring, but it was enough that we all knew how she was doing.

The look Eiko gave me in response to that argument suggested she thought both her friends were being stupid about their marks, albeit in different ways.

Still, Himeko let out a little sigh and calmed down, clearly feeling better for having gotten it out of her system. Or maybe it was witnessing me being almost as silly from the opposite angle, because she opened with “honestly Mamoru, why are you so afraid of being thought of as good?”

“Because I’m not?” I suggested instantly. “Seriously Himeko, this is just another one of those things where people will blow it out of proportion. Someone like Ono-san,” our class’s top scorer, “has a real gift for languages. Or he’s cheating. Either way someone like him deserves full credit and notice. I don’t want any confusion or problems arising over something minor like this.”

We finally began to walk down the stairs, having to raise our voices a little as the hubbub of Tokyo U began to pick up again.

“You’re being silly,” Himeko noted, trying to keep any censure out of her tone.

“I’m being realistic. I mean, seriously. Between my minor magical hacks and the little bit more experience I have there isn’t really anything I could teach you.”

Himeko tilted her head and looked at me quizzically, quickly decoding some of the implications of my statement. “Is that it? You’re worried about requests for help? That you’d either have to turn them down or suffer through studying with strangers?”

I frowned and thought about it a moment. “A little,” I admitted, mildly surprised. “I guess that is a part of it. I’d just rather have them not ask than feel guilty about turning them down.”

“Kind of like Hime does with romantic confessions,” Eiko noted, in sotto voice.

Himeko shot her a dirty look before turning back to me. “Well, that’s fair,” she admitted. I think we were both a little surprised to be able to touch on that weird commonality. “But that’s not all, is it?”

“No,” I sighed, “it’s more of the usual stuff. About combining that with keeping a low profile and feeling guilty about my advantages. I’m not really that much better than everyone else, not by as much as my marks might indicate. And I don’t want the guilt or the problems that suggesting I'm that good might bring up. I don’t want to tell good students earnestly asking me how I do it ‘just take proper notes, keep calm, and do regular studying’. Not when I do magic on top of that!”

“I still think you’re underestimating yourself a little.”

“Not much. Look, I might be a little smarter than average but it’s not anything worth getting worked up over.”

The two girls exchanged a look as we exited the stairs and returned to the main crowds.

“None of this is major,” I tried to make myself seem a little less ridiculous. “I try to keep myself away from uncomfortable situations but these aren’t big issues. If it turns out one of our classmates has a truly tragic backstory, and for some reason I’m the only one available to tutor them… then sure, I’ll give it a try. I don’t think I’d be terribly good at tutoring but I could probably bring someone up to regular level easily enough and I’m not that afraid of having to interact with a new person. But I don’t know that much! And I’m worried people will overestimate me.”

“Uh huh,” Eiko noted with deliberate blandness.

Himeko was about to add something but I was saved by my phone. “Excuse me,” I said before she could finish forming her first word. “I have to take this.”

I pulled out my phone and was mildly startled to discover it was Kaede. What could this be about? I thought, hitting receive with a slightly worried frown. “Hello?”

“WHAT THE HELL DO YOU THINK YOU’RE DOING?”

I winced and leaned away from my phone, and half a dozen nearby students glanced my way before studiously turning back to whatever they were doing and trying to ignore the commotion.

“COUSIN MAMORU, ARE YOU ALRIGHT?”

“Uh, what?” I answered cleverly.

“COUSIN-“ Kaede cut herself off, fell silent for a few moments, and when she resumed it was almost a normal tone. “Cousin, what the hell were you doing last year?”

“Uh…” there were a bunch of answers to that. Most of the honest ones weren’t any good though.

“MamoRU- ” she began, her voice starting to rise again on the last syllable.

Himeko plucked the phone out of my hand and answered for me. “Hello Kaede-san,” she said with bland calmness, “I do not wish to interrupt but we are all upon school grounds and you are causing a disruption. Might I ask what the problem is?”

“Oh, I’m causing a disruption? What about all of you last year when you apparently ran into a BURNING BUILDING?”

Ah fuck.

Himeko, of course, didn’t miss a beat. She instantly responded without committing to anything. “Let us all be sure we’re on the same page here. I can only think of one incident which might apply, but I want to be sure you’re not listening to exaggerations or complete fabrications made up by a mischievous sempai.”

“I’m talking about the Archery Club burning down!”

“Yes, what about it?”

“What about it?! You ran into a burning building!”

“Yes. Twice technically,” Himeko responded calmly.

Himeko gave my cousin a moment to sputter then continued with. “And then we ran out again. Also twice. What seems to be the problem?” A hint of mild curiosity and disbelief in her tone was the only inflection, as if Kaede was asking “did you eat three meals yesterday?!” in the same desperate tones.

“What’s the problem? You ran into a burning building!”

“Yes, and then we exited it. Unharmed.”

Kaede continued to sputter, not getting how Himeko couldn’t understand. Himeko further wrongfooted her by simply waiting her out calmly.

“No, I don’t know how she gets away with it either,” Eiko muttered softly under her breath.

When she judged the time was right, Himeko simply said. “Think about it calmly for a moment Kaede-san, then please explain the problem to me.”

“THE PROBLEM IS- “ Kaede abruptly cut herself off, and I could hear a moment of heavy breathing. Frankly, I was beginning to feel sorry for her. So much so I almost intervened and took back the phone so we could have the train wreck of a conversation that I’d put off.

But only almost.

I was surprised and impressed when nearly half a minute later Kaede came back, sounding tense but almost calm and reasonable. “The problem is: you could have been hurt.”

“But we weren’t. And we’ve known that for over a year.”

“Alright, then the problem is that we didn’t know that!” Kaede sounded ready to tear her hair out.

“Okay,” Himeko replied patiently. “Why is that a problem?”

“WHY IS THAT- “

This time Himeko interrupted her, somehow overriding my cousin with a calm tone. “I do not mean to be rude Kaede-san, it is admirable and appropriate that you worry about your cousin. But I do not know of any obligation he has to tell you about something like this.”

“NO- “ Kaede cut herself off and after a moment I thought I could hear her teeth grinding as she forced herself to sound calmer. “No obligation?”

“Indeed. The only obligation I can think of from back then was the one from the doctor, where the doctor requested that someone check up on him each hour just in case there was a delayed reaction of some sort. And he fulfilled that.”

“But- that- he-“

Himeko calmly let Kaede sputter for a minute. Finally, the younger girl came up with “Himeko-san, you know how my cousin is.”

Himeko paused for a long moment, then actually turned to face me. “Mamoru, my apologies for earlier,” she said, with a surprising amount of sincerity, “I’m beginning to see where you get such a complex about an exaggerated reputation.”

My “wait, what-“ mixed with my cousin’s “what are you-“

Himeko calmly overrode us both, once again shutting us up with her more formal tone. “Kaede-san, we all know Mamoru has a number of issues. Believe me, I am not going to lie or argue that there aren’t areas where someone has to look out for him. I would have to be the world’s biggest hypocrite to do that, sometimes someone really does need to step in and override his weird combination of shyness and arrogance.”

Thanks for that! I thought sarcastically, flushing. And also completely ignoring the fact she’d spent the last few minutes taking over my phone call and digging me out of a deep hole I’d managed to wedge myself into. One that I’d have somehow have managed to make deeper if I’d been the one talking to Kaede!

“But why on Earth would you think this is one of them?” Himeko continued, sounding genuinely mystified. “Especially a year after the fact?”

“Well, I…” I was surprised to realize I could practically hear my cousin’s blush over the phone.

“If this was in regards to any sort of social interaction I might be able to understand, you could be worried about an ongoing situation. Blackmail, or some sort of toxic relationship he didn’t want to admit to and can’t manage to get himself out of, all of those are certainly possible with Mamoru. I still think such a dramatic response a year later seems a little foolish but I’m willing to let that go. But this wasn’t that. Do you truly think so little of your cousin?”

“What? No! Of course not!”

“But you picked up a phone and called him merely to scream at him for saving people. Why?”

“I- I- I- was shocked.” Suddenly Kaede’s voice managed to firm up a little more. “And he lied to us!”

Normally I’d have fallen back on the I didn’t actually lie to you, I just didn’t tell you the truth defence. But A) I wasn’t on the phone. And B) I was having serious flashbacks to Master Tai with my grandparents. Wow this is weird, I reflected, should I get Eiko to talk to my aunts and uncles next?

(There were a couple of big differences of course. Such as Kaede not having quite as much ‘right’ to rule, control, or worry about me as my grandparents. Not to mention Himeko’s status as a previous acquaintance of Kaede’s. But I couldn’t help but note the similarities.)

“And if you’re going to react in this way,” Himeko continued calmly, “can you truly be surprised at that? You literally called him at school to scream at him after the fact. In fact, isn’t it just after your schooling is done? Shouldn’t you be doing something else?”

“That’s how I heard,” Kaede grumbled in a lower tone, “some of the clubs are still pushing hard for new members and I’m still testing out my options. Mamoru came up, I heard the story, and then…”

“And you worried,” Himeko finished gently. “You’re doing this out of love, I know.”

Wait, what, really?

Eiko caught my expression at that one and had to cover up her own face with a hand. I still heard her snickering though.

“But you have to ask yourself what your actions really mean, and why?”

Even over the phone and half a meter away, I still heard Kaede take a deep breath and then let it out in a long, shuddering sigh.

“I am sorry Himeko-san,” she said in a calmer if not entirely reconciled tone, “I was shocked, and this took me by surprise.”

“Mm-hmm.”

“But you have to understand! Mamoru’s parents…”

Kaede trailed off again. Not out of embarrassment or reluctance, just because she didn’t have any idea where to even begin on that subject!

I figured this was a good time to bring up a point Himeko probably hadn’t considered. “Yeah, that was one of the reasons I kept the whole thing quiet,” I added in a way that Kaede would hear me too. “You know how my parents would have tried to milk this. Not much. Well, not too much at least. But I was already tired and didn’t want a fuss, just wanted everything to be over with. So not mentioning it to anyone in my family just seemed like the best idea.”

“Tired? Mamoru yOU- “ Kaede caught herself this time before her voice could creep up too dramatically. Even over the phone I could hear her deliberately calming herself down before she continued.

Himeko looked shocked for a moment, but she quickly covered it up and you couldn’t have told by her voice as she calmly talked to Kaede. “You probably received a somewhat overdramatic and distorted version of the story. It is good fodder for that, the basics are so fantastical but true that it’s hard not to embellish it a little when telling it to others. But it’s important to realize it wasn’t too traumatic or dramatic to those of us that were there.”

At this point an incredulous Eiko had dug out her own phone and flashed it towards us. She’d written LIAR on the screen in the biggest font she could manage.

“At least to us,” Himeko added calmly, “I don’t want to diminish what happened to those in the Archery Club. But it happened too fast to the rest of us to have made too much of an impact.”

LIAR LIAR Eiko had written on her screen. Frankly, if Himeko hadn’t been using my phone I’d have probably joined Eiko at this point.

“And he didn’t want to deal with Aunty and Uncle Matsuda after that,” Kaede sighed, “okay, I get it.”

“Do you?” Himeko asked, barely managing to catch herself and turn her surprised exclamation into a careful double check.

“Of course I do! Why do you think I’m so worried about Mamoru? It’s because we all know his parents wouldn’t take care of him. And he feels so guilty and afraid of asking for help that we practically have to beat it out of him!”

Not… that bad. Not quite. I thought guiltily in my head. The problem was: there was more then a hint of truth to that. And that problem was only exacerbated by the way I acted in order to hide magic and my oddly reincarnated status from them, it was no wonder relatives like Kaede were interpreting my behaviour that way.

“I was worried he was really hurt, that he’d been hiding burns over half his body or lung damage all this time! You know that’s what he’d do.”

“That’s…” Himeko began, then reconsidered thoughtfully. “No, you’re right. I could see that being something he’d attempt.”

“See?!”

“But Kaede-san, do you really think he could pull it off?”

“That’s… Well… I wouldn’t have before I came to this school,” Kaede rallied a little lamely. “Then I hear stories about this… or how all his classmates thought he was a ninja…”

“Aagh,” I muttered feelingly under my breath as that came up again. Meanwhile Eiko flashed MEAN on her phone to Himeko, probably because she was making Kaede feel a little guilty when Himeko darn well knew I could probably have pulled off that deception if I used magic.

Himeko ignored all that. “Precisely. You shouldn’t ignore that possibility but you should also strongly temper your response by keeping it grounded and realistic. Overdramatic overreactions like that only serve to reinforce Mamoru’s suspicions. Do you honestly think he’d tell you about anything if he thought you’d simply phone him back to yell at him?”

“No,” Kaede admitted despondently. But (and full credit to her for getting any sort of counter on Himeko) she did manage to come back with. “But I already live with an older brother Himeko-san, they never admit to wrongdoing or when one of their mistakes gets them hurt!”

While I uncomfortably reflected that the comparison to Akira was depressingly accurate, Himeko simply noted “It wasn’t a mistake. It was brilliant.”

“Running into a fire was brilliant?”

“Did you not get the full story? About how he coated us all with a chemical first, something to make us temporarily fireproof? And then coated the victims in the Archery Club with the same chemical so we could safely carry them out?”

“Well… sort of…”

“But that was the bit you didn’t believe,” Himeko responded in a measured tone.

MEANIE Eiko flashed again, watching Himeko manipulate my cousin.

Himeko shot her an annoyed glance but none of it reached her voice as she continued. “Kaede-san, your cousin also jumps to all sorts of conclusions. They aren’t usually healthy ones, but at least he keeps them inside and thinks about them some more rather than shouting at people.”

Okay, I appreciate this. But I might be on Eiko’s side with this one, I reflected, a sour taste in my mouth as I watched Himeko continue to pull on my cousin’s strings. Still, it’s not like I actually said anything. Or that Eiko was yanking the phone back from Himeko.

Kaede was silent. I imagined I could hear shame broadcasting over the phone.

Himeko sighed deliberately. “The whole story in much less exciting when it’s simply stated as fact without embellishment-“

“Alright Hime,” Eiko broke in suddenly and firmly, “that’s enough.”

Whoops! Spoke too soon. Sort of.

“You’re not going to try telling her a saboteur who’d been harassing your school for months and almost succeeded in killing a bunch of kids was nothing. Even if he was kind of lame and he was the least exciting version of that there could be.” Eiko pitched her voice to address Kaede directly. “This wasn’t some sort of mastermind planting bombs, this was a delusional idiot who decided to set a few fires.”

Himeko had the grace to look a little embarrassed when Eiko put it like that. It wasn’t exactly a movie worthy plot, and Kaede really had been getting too excited, but it really wasn’t the nothing Himeko had been trying to suggest it was either.

Himeko kept her composure, let out a carefully measured sigh, and then continued. “I’m sorry Kaede, that was a good point. I was getting distracted by your focus on Mamoru and accidental implication he’d done something stupid in saving people. There really were a few associated factors which were a little more interesting or noteworthy.”

“That bit had nothing to do with Mamoru though,” she added hastily. “That ridiculous saboteur knocked themselves out in the process and we easily took them into custody after the students were safe.”

“Knocked themselves out?” Eiko murmured to me sarcastically, though she made sure this time Kaede wouldn’t hear her.

I shrugged and answered in the same tone. “They tried messing with a kami’s home territory, that seems self-inflicted to me.”

Eiko fought down an unwilling chuckle and looked away.

I meanwhile, decided not to call Himeko out on the ‘nothing to do with Mamoru’ claim. Given that I’d been the one to do the necessary studies that led to them being prosecuted I’d have said I had a significant bit to do with it. Not all of it, not even the majority of it; the work of the Student Council, various law enforcement agencies, and even the Municipal Council had plenty to do with it too. But I might have been the single most important person in the whole chain of events. That might be a little egotistical. And even if it’s not, it’s best not to tell Kaede that thought.

While Himeko continued to calmly paint Kaede a fairly boring picture of the incident neither Eiko nor I commented on just how and who had taken the saboteur into custody so easily after the fire. Listening to even a deliberately repressed version of events I was reminded how good a story it made, at least for something that had actually happened. By manga standards it was pretty pedestrian. Don’t get me wrong, it would be a key, climatic event in a romance or sports drama but it was pretty lame by action standards. For real life though… in hindsight I was a little surprised it had taken this long for the story to get to Kaede.

You’d have thought it would have come up in the first week, I reflected, a good story for sempais to use to impress their new kohais. Still, maybe it was a little too embarrassing or over-the-top for them, something they figured the new arrivals wouldn’t believe. Or maybe Kaede just got a quickie version of it with no details or names attached.

“Okay,” Kaede sighed finally, “I guess I understand. That was still pretty major, and I think he should have told us though.”

“Maybe next time if your family can learn to trust him a little more and not overreact,” Himeko agreed sympathetically. “Here, let’s try this one: a little over a week ago Mamoru saved another student from serious injury in his chem lab.”

“Wait, what?”

“Wait, what?” I echoed, doing a double take upon suddenly realizing Himeko was bringing that up.

Himeko ignored me, and Eiko restrained me from my immediate reaction of trying to grab my phone back. “Oh yes,” the heiress continued, “he was in the right place at the right time to recognize one of the other student’s experiments had gone bad. So, when it became necessary, he knocked them to the floor just before their flask would have shattered and thrown glass right in their face.”

“That’s horrible!”

“Indeed. There’s at least a small chance Mamoru might have saved their life. That much sharp glass around such a vulnerable area might have cut into something crucial, and it’s hard to tie a tourniquet around someone’s neck.”

“But,” Himeko continued firmly, “that’s hardly a newsworthy incident. It wasn’t hot gossip around the university and Mamoru’s not being hailed as a hero. And are you going to make a big deal out of it now that it’s been explained to you calmly?”

“Well, why should I?” even over the phone I could tell Kaede seemed to be licking her lips nervously, well aware she was being set up.

“It’s another incident he didn’t tell you about,” Himeko continued, perfectly reasonably, “one where he saved someone but could have gotten hurt.”

Kaede heaved a huge sigh.

“I know I’m being a little silly with that definition,” Himeko kept going in the same tone, “there are many differences between the two. But I do want to drive home the problem with that reasoning, and the reactions your family tends to have.”

“Alright, I get it.”

“Good.” Himeko immediately softened her tone and added. “Don’t let Mamoru completely off the hook though. I sympathize more with him, but he should be communicating with you a little bit more. Neither side benefits when you fall victim to exaggerated or false information.”

“I didn’t expect her to go to my old school!” I protested, the first thing to come to mind. I winced the second it was past my lips. I just said that, didn’t I? Brilliant.

Unfortunately Kaede heard it. And after being worked over by Himeko so long she was quick to leap on the obvious follow up. “That’s your excuse? What else do you want to tell me now that I’m here?”

“Uh…” I went cleverly.

“There was the incident at the Cultural Festival,” Himeko continued blandly. “I know Mamoru didn’t want to talk about our performance at all, and I kind of doubt Eiko passed it on with the whole ‘Lord Neverheart’ thing.”

“What incident?” Kaede asked suspiciously.

“Uh…”

“Ironically, that was probably the more dangerous encounter with fire Mamoru had that year. He wasn’t prepared for that one.”

I shot Himeko a dirty look. Intellectually I had to admire how she was manipulating the narrative and serving up another dramatic but harmless incident in order to distract and mislead my cousin. Especially off the top of her head! Give me a few prompts or a day to prepare and maybe I could have done that. Coming at me cold when my cousin was already on the phone? Never. Unfortunately, that still meant that I was about to reveal another accident to my cousin!

“What happened?” Kaede demanded.

“Look closely at the video of the climax, and immediately afterwards. Mamoru accidently got set on fire by the Heartwarrior attacks. They had to use a fire extinguisher on him backstage. He’s still smoldering a little in the last scene.”

“Mamoru!”

“Who was it who set me on fire again?” I asked in annoyance. “And it was just the costume, not me.”

“Mamoru, what were you doing? I can’t believe you-“

“I think your cousin wants to talk to you,” Himeko countered sweetly, handing the phone back to me in revenge.

I sighed but reluctantly took my phone back to let my cousin complain for a little bit more. And the sad thing is, I reflected with a depressed eyeroll, this is still a ten times better result than the alternative!
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“Okay Mamoru,” Himeko asked me with a touch of tired impatience. “What are you up to this time?”

I spun around awkwardly, my hiking backpack slowing me down. “Himeko!” I emoted in surprise that came off as awfully suspicious. “What are you doing here? And what makes you think…”

I trailed off, I couldn’t bring myself to finish that sentence. Not with a straight face. Especially since Eiko and Hiro were there too, and I’d been trying to quietly move around the Tokyo U grounds hours long after I’d normally be at home. Not quite sneaking, and I hadn’t activated the ‘don’t notice me’ talisman either, but pretty close to it. Himeko had confronted me in the shadow of one of the university buildings.

Eiko was smirking and Hiro looked mildly interested. Himeko just looked peeved though. “On a date with Hiro?” I asked, slightly embarrassed. I had a feeling that explained her impatience as well as her presence.

“Officially? No, I’m here to take in a student performance, drinking in Tokyo U culture and supporting other students. I just happen to be doing it with a few other students as well. Unofficially? What do you think?”

“Right. Of course.”

Himeko nodded. “Hiro’s back off to check in at Hokkaido early tomorrow so we’re getting in a quick date without so many of the formalities. Or at least we’re trying to.”

But I just saw one of my idiot friends blundering around campus in a suspicious manner without telling me, went unsaid. And I couldn’t blame her, I was walking around with my huge hiking backpack on after well after dinner. That wasn’t too suspicious if I was just a random person, but if you knew me it was a big red flag. Himeko obviously wanted to spend some more time with her boyfriend but was worried she couldn’t leave me alone without something happening, especially if seemed like I was trying to keep it secret. I briefly wondered if she’d have shrugged it off, or just issued a knowing “that’s your version of subtle?” in passing if I’d given her a heads up.

“Well Mamoru?” Himeko pressed.

I glanced around. “I, uh… if Hiro’s here, are his bodyguards…” I hesitated on finishing that statement just in case they were right behind me.

“Check near the doorway of the nearest building,” Eiko smirked slightly and tilted her head just a touch in that direction. “They’re still being discreet.”

“Out of earshot but close enough to see if you do something too obvious,” Hiro agreed affably. “So be careful about spells, especially in the dark.” The sun hadn’t set yet, but it was definitely getting there.

“Alright,” I shrugged helplessly, giving up, “it’s another request from the Tokyo U kami. It actually came up a few days ago, but I just figured out how I could get this one done a little more easily so I thought I’d come back and take care of it quickly. Or at least try to.”

“Anything we can do to help?” Himeko asked a little more sympathetically. She was obviously willing to be a little more forgiving since it wasn’t all my own stupidity.

“No. In fact, my bit’s almost done. Hopefully. I’ve been running a tracking spell this whole time, zeroing in on the seal.”

“A seal?” Eiko sounded disbelieving. “Wait, some kami has you running all over the place because someone lost a seal?”

I found it notable that Eiko was the one to raise that objection. Neither Himeko nor Hiro blinked at that idea, they were more familiar with just how important a lost seal could be.

I shrugged. “Apparently it’s some sort of historical seal, and it was lost a good forty or fifty years ago. They wouldn’t give me any details, but it seems there was an accident in transit and the seal fell into the sewers.”

“Ew, ick.”

I nodded. “It’s apparently out of the kami’s reach, but it’s a source of annoyance and shame to them so they asked me to go find it.”

“That seems challenging,” Himeko noted neutrally, not ignoring my confidence but obviously not sure it was warranted either.

“And it is. Until you realize the right angle to approach it from,” I smirked slightly, secretly a little glad to have a chance to show off my problem solving. “The university did have a record of what was on the seal, and the kami were able to pass it on to me. It was easy for me to hook that into a simple tracking spell, something cheap and reliable. Now I know it’s about ten meters or so in that direction,” I pointed diagonally between us, “and a fair bit under the Earth.”

“Okay,” Himeko answered neutrally, “now how do you plan on getting it out?”

“For that bit,” I told her, carefully swinging the backpack off my back and to the ground, “I made sure to bring in some experts.” I took one more quick glance around then unbound the top.

Sho-uk cautiously looked around, nodded gravelly at Himeko, and noted “Kochi.”

Himeko looked surprised but took it in stride. Hiro and Eiko less so. They both jumped back and little and barely kept themselves from making any sort of rude or startled exclamations.

“Oh, right,” I realized a little too belatedly, “this is your first time actually seeing the Little People, isn’t it? I know I’ve mentioned them before but I guess I should have warned you. Sho-uk, this is Kobayashi Eiko and Watanabe Hiro. They’re friends who are in the know.”

Sho-uk looked up at the pair and issued a quick bow. “Daakay.”

“Eiko, Hiro. This is Sho-uk, the leader of a friendly clan of Little People.”

I paused and noted in aside to him. “If you want a better introduction, now’s the time to give me something.”

“Des.”

I shrugged. “They’re private folk who prefer to keep their own secrets so I guess that’s all you’re getting today. Don’t be offended, I don’t even know their proper clan name. And they’re living with me.”

While the other two continued to look on in fascination (but not staring or stunned I was pleased to see) several other Little People began to climb out of my bag and Himeko noted. “And what was all that about how it was only a temporary arrangement? That they’d be gone at the end of winter? Hm?” Her tone was gently mocking, but not mean.

I sighed. “Things happened.”

“I'm sure they did,” Himeko allowed herself a small smirk this time, feeling more than a little vindicated about her first pronouncement on the arrangement.

A dozen Little People formed up at the base of my backpack. Sho-uk then looked at me.

“That direction,” I repeated, pointing again, this time making sure to make it as exact as possible. “And underground. I’d say about ten meters away, and maybe ten meters down too.”

“Des?”

“Maybe not that much,” I admitted, “probably more like six to eight. I’m guessing the sewers. Something’s disrupting the tracking spell. It might just be construction or the Earth, but it might be running water too.”

Sho-uk nodded. He and the rest of the Little People with him made very sure to sight up along my pointing finger, pulled out some new clothing from tiny carry sacks they had with them… then immediately ran the other way.

My friends blinked a few times. “Wait, what?” Eiko asked.

“I’m guessing they were getting under cover or looking for the nearest access point to get underground,” I admitted with more confidence than I felt. “I’m not seeing any obvious points of entry in that direction. And even if there were, that might be a little too conspicuous for their tastes.”

“Were they… wearing potato chip bags?” Hiro asked in bemusement. He seemed more charmed than anything else by this particular encounter with the weird. (Or maybe that should have been capital letters: The Weird.)

“Yeah, it surprised me too when they packed those,” I admitted. The clothing the Little People had brought out before taking off had been carefully cut and tailored from used potato chip packaging. “But, thinking about it on the trip over, I realized it actually made sense. If they’re about to do some spelunking in a sewer that’s a good thing to put on. It should be relatively tough, waterproof, and it offers them some good camouflage until they get down there. Seriously, if you caught a glimpse of one of them you’d just assume it was a crumpled up chip bag.”

Hiro looked surprisingly thoughtful as he considered that.

“It’s not as good as their normal outfits. But for a task like this… I don’t want to overstate it, but not calling it brilliant seems like it’s not giving them enough credit.”

“Normal outfits?” Himeko enquired.

“Well, gear. When they go out they usually have some little cloaks on that can act like really low powered ‘don’t notice me’ spells. At least when they activate them.”

“Wait, they can use magic? They have actual invisibility cloaks?” Eiko looked surprised.

“Come on Eiko,” Himeko was gentle but still rolled her eyes a little, “how do you think they’ve managed to avoid detection so long?”

“Actually, you’re both right,” I noted cautiously. “They do use a little magic but most of what they do is simpler and more effective than that. They don’t use anything as powerful and inefficient as an invisibility cloak. In some ways I think they might be the best example I’ve seen of where and why and how much magic to integrate into everyday life.”

“Really?” Much to my relief, Himeko sounded more impressed than offended.

I nodded. “Really. The magic and the cloaks are pretty important. But just as important is their outlook. It took me a while to fully appreciate it, but even though they keep me at arms length I’ve still come to realize and learn a few things. A Little Person away from home is in constant danger from predators and the dangers of the city. They are in a war zone, and act like it. You saw how they quickly disappeared when they set out? They’re always like that, constantly dashing from cover to cover and on the lookout for risks. Ones who don’t take the situation seriously don’t seem to last long enough to pass on that sort of cavalier attitude. Combine that with a little magic when they need to use it and the perpetually distracted and skeptical citizens of Tokyo would be hard pressed to notice them at human size.”

“Surely you exaggerate,” Hiro suggested.

“Are you telling me that someone who looked like them, but who carefully covered up all their differences and only moved from alley to alley under the cover of night would be…” I paused for a moment, making sure I was using an unexaggerated term. “Would be truly noticeable? That you’d think anything of it even if you did catch a glimpse of them?”

He thought about it a moment and then shook his head. “I retract my objection,” Hiro admitted with some wry humor.

“At 10 cm tall, we don’t stand a chance,” I shrugged. “I mean, seriously. Assume you’d never met me and you caught a halfway decent look at them for a second or so. It’s not like you’d see them deliberately posing for attention, you’d get a moment or two of them moving from cover to cover. At best the average human might go ‘what the heck?’ and take a quick moment to go over to where they thought they'd seen the Little Person last. And by then the Little Person has probably already moved on or gotten under even better cover so that you’re never going to find them.”

“And most people wouldn’t do that much,” Himeko nodded. “Especially not that quickly. They’d convince themselves that they’d seen a toy being blow along by the wind or just experienced a weird optical illusion combined with a piece of garbage. Even I wouldn’t immediately chase something like that. I’d ask myself if I wasn’t letting all the experiences I’d had since meeting you overexcite my imagination, then maybe take a cautious look after considering things carefully.”

“And that’s probably what it would be most of the time,” I admitted ruefully. “you’re not going to run into them often. It’s not like there’s a family of Little People hiding in each home. Heck, I doubt there’s a tribe for every ten blocks in this city!”

“That’s still a lot in absolute numbers,” Hiro noted with some mild amusement.

“Smart aleck. But you get the point: they’re not that common and they’re very cautious. On the off chance the average Tokyoite did spot one they’d almost certainly ignore it and keep hurrying on to whatever they were doing.”

“Speaking of that,” Eiko noted with a sigh. “I hate to be the one to break up this discussion, but shouldn’t you get moving? We’re going to be late to the play at this rate.”

Himeko started a little and immediately checked her phone. “It’s that late? Drat! Mamoru, do you want to come with us?”

I hesitated, completely taken by surprise by the offer. “I do want to stick around…”

“And do what? Look suspicious?” Eiko asked incredulously. “You just talked about how your little friends do it, why aren’t you taking a page from their book instead of standing around like a moron?”

Ouch. And worryingly true, I had to admit, now that it had been pointed out. The ‘don’t notice me’ talisman would help, but the reason I hadn’t already used it was because I was trying to save as much mana as possible. “I want to be here to help the Little People if I have to…” I said reluctantly, knowing I was being at least a little stupid.

“How do they contact you?” Himeko asked with a small frown.

“Magic,” I admitted. “I’ve got a linked talisman with them. They can get a signal to me easily enough, and I can use that to initiate a more detailed conversation.”

“Well, what’s the range?”

I paused for a moment. “Huh. I’m not actually sure,” I thought about it a little longer. “I did take care to use an indirect connection rather than a direct one, I was worried about construction or water getting in the way if they had to use it in a sewer. It should be pretty decent.”

“The play’s only about a block away,” Himeko noted. “And, while it’s rude, you will be able to leave in case of an emergency. It won’t take you that much longer to reach wherever you need to be if that’s the case.”

“Well- “

“Unless you want to keep loitering around here suspiciously?” Himeko continued, giving me a look.

“Point taken,” I sighed. “This isn’t going to be a long play, is it?”

“No, this is pretty simple one that shouldn’t be much more than an hour. An hour and a half at worst.”

“May as well then,” I agreed, trying to balance amidst reluctance, nervousness, and curiosity. “I asked Sho-uk and the others to contact me around the three hour mark if they were having any trouble. Hopefully it won’t take that long, but I doubt it’s going to be much less. At the very least this will give me an excuse to be in the area.”

Himeko smiled and gently pulled me along.

Eiko soon grabbed my other arm to help. “Come on Mam, stop looking like you’re going to an execution. Be spontaneous for once, it’ll be fun!”

***

The play wasn’t a brilliant proof of Eiko’s point.

Don’t get me wrong, it wasn’t bad. Hell, I had a lot of respect for the students acting in it, they put a lot of passion into the project and showed some surprisingly impressive skills for their age. But there was only so much they could do with the subject matter, and they’d gone just a little bit too pretentious and arty for my tastes.

“So,” I asked carefully on the way back, “was the vase supposed to mean anything? Or…”

“I think it was supposed to be something about how fragile our possessions are. Maybe a little bit about how futile it is to hold on to them?” Himeko answered thoughtfully.

“Unfortunately, it ended up symbolizing they were trying too hard,” Hiro noted with good humor.

“Hah! I thought the backdrops did that,” Eiko tossed in.

“I thought they were…” I trailed off again, not having anything nice enough but honest enough to say about them.

Himeko solved that problem for me. “Sincere,” she answered immediately. “They may have not been the best idea ever, but they were sincere.”

Hiro chuckled in a surprisingly rich way (seriously, I wanted to learn how he did that just in case I ever got a girlfriend) and pulled Himeko a little closer. “You’re always such a gifted diplomat.”

Himeko flushed slightly.

“You’ve got an audience,” Eiko noted blandly. Then, in the exact same tone, she added. “Of course, you’ve also got Mamoru along. If you want him to set off a blinding flash and then run for the nearest private room while everyone’s still blinking-“

“Eiko!” Himeko and I half-shouted it together this time.

Eiko didn’t say anything, just looked deliberately innocent. And Hiro looked away from Himeko, he was amused but there was just a hint too much temptation and truth in that comment for him to be comfortable with it.

“Anyway,” I said with a mixture of regret and relief the timing was convenient, “this is where I should go. Hopefully the Little People are done soon, but even if they’re not I should be in the area to make sure we can plan for what we do next.”

“What, are you going to stay out all night?” Eiko joked.

“If need be.”

The others all looked at me in surprise, but I missed it as I continued with. “I don’t plan on it, and if it’s really going to take that long we’ll probably just pull back and try again tomorrow.” I considered things for a moment. “Maybe a day or two after that, if things are really that bad we might need to figure out some sort of specialized piece of equipment or something.”

“What, really?” Eiko blurted out.

I smirked at my own paranoia. “Yeah, that’s unlikely. But who knows? Maybe the seal’s half embedded in concrete and we need to bring some sort of drill or pickaxe. I’m not talking something sophisticated here, just that it might be too much for them to take care of via hand or the small tools they always carry with them. I’m not going to try… I don’t know. Using some sophisticated kid’s construction vehicle toys via remote control.”

“That was a stretch,” Eiko grinned.

“Yeah, sorry. It was the first thing I could think of.”

“You’re going to want to move around a lot if you’re staying,” Hiro noted neutrally. “University security is going to want some answers if you stay in one place too long when it gets late. They’re pretty reasonable, but it’s getting to the hour where students loitering around randomly either means they’re in either in trouble or going to create trouble. Either way, they know they have to look into it.”

I winced to hear him put it like that. “And it’s getting late and deserted enough that the ‘don’t notice me’ talisman isn’t going to have too much to work with,” I admitted. “At least around here. Not unless I want to try hiding in the bushes or an alcove.”

“Honestly Mamoru,” Himeko looked at me inquisitively, she was too happy and distracted by Hiro to be truly worried, but she was concerned. “What is going on here? You seem a little paranoid and off balance.”

“Even for you,” Eiko muttered.

“I’m not sure we should leave you alone. Are you okay?”

I sighed. “I’m just worried about the Little People. I know that’s unreasonable, they’re darn good at surviving and they lasted a long time without me. But I’m the one that got them into this particular situation. I need to be here for them, just in case they run into trouble. They’re my responsibility.”

“Ah.” Hiro nodded wordlessly from beside his girlfriend, neither of them was the type of person who could argue much with that philosophy.

Eiko looked at me skeptically. “What sort of trouble could they even get into?”

I returned the look. “Eiko, they’re ten centimeter tall beings in a human city. Plenty. They’re great at handling themselves, don’t get me wrong, but that’s because they have to be. The danger level for them is high.”

“Mamoru, I already have Himeko and now Hiro to deal with. Don’t be like them.”

“I’m not!” I protested mildly. I looked up at the darkening sky and thought hard for a few moments. “Okay, maybe I am. A little. I guess I’m not really giving them enough credit and confidence for their own abilities. But that doesn’t change the fact that each time they go out like this it’s equivalent to firefighters entering a burning building. Yes, they’re well trained and equipped to handle the situation. But the danger is real and present, even if they don’t make a mistake something could go fatally wrong.”

“That’s a more understandable comparison than usual,” Himeko noted, “but I have to ask: what could really go wrong? I can’t think of any direct danger they might be facing.”

“What about predators?” I shot back. “What if they’re so distracted looking for the seal in an unfamiliar environment something gets the drop on them?”

“Predators?” Himeko frowned slightly.

I nodded. “At that size the Little People are part of the food chain. Their little glamours don’t work so well on wild animals, they’re too aware and have too many senses to fool. Don’t get me wrong, aware Little People working as a group can handle anything short of a large dog. But if something gets the drop on them, takes them by surprise, that first attack can be fatal. That’s one of the reasons it’s so important for them to have a safe and secure space, so they can rest and don’t exhaust themselves being alert twenty-four hours a day.”

The other three fell silent for a few moments.

Finally Hiro broke the quiet. “Really? A large dog?”

Ironically, that calmed me down a little. “Eh, I guess I’m oversimplifying a little,” I admitted sheepishly. “They can handle something like that. Hell, probably even bigger if they bring a whole clan or two to the party. It’s more like… nothing smaller than a large dog is going to risk itself when it realizes the Little People are aware and ready to fight. Something smaller could chance it, but unless it’s desperate or out of it’s mind it’s going to turn away and look for something easier. If a large cat pounced into the middle of a prepared knot of Little People it could probably get one or two of them and then retreat if it wanted to. But it would get stabbed an awful lot in the process, and those spears they use can do a lot of damage. There’d be way too much of a chance the cat would lose an eye or the spears would hit an artery, that’s not the sort of risk any predator wants to deal with. A large dog is about the point where the predator is likely to get away with just a couple of slashes and mostly superficial damage. They probably still wouldn’t attack, but it's not as stupid as something smaller trying it.”

“They’re really that good?” Himeko asked. I, of course, failed to realize she was setting me up.

“They have to be. And I’m pretty sure they’ve got a few enchanted weapons they break out when facing something like that. Not powerful ones, not even on their scale, but enough to make sure those spears can pierce opponents and won’t break.”

“So how about you stop worrying about them and trust them?” Himeko countered with mild exasperation.

I couldn’t help but give her a sardonic look.

“What?”

“Hypocrite! Hypocrite!” Eiko coughed not-so-discreetly into her hand. Hiro was very careful to keep his expression neutral.

Himeko gave her friend a dirty look but failed to get distracted. “Seriously Mamoru,” she continued gently. “Relax.”

I pinched my lips tightly shut and worked hard not to say anything.

Hiro, probably wisely, decided it was time for a diplomatic intervention. “I thought you said you didn’t know much about them?” he noted with mild interest. “This doesn’t sound like the knowledge of a man who’s ignorant.”

I flushed slightly, and the girls settled down too as some of the sensitive matters and hypocrisy (on both our parts, after some of the flak I’d given Himeko on the subject I certainly wasn’t practicing what I preached) got sidestepped. “I don’t,” I reassured Hiro. “Half of this is speculative or extrapolation. But I haven’t spent a few months with them as neighbors without picking up a few things.”

“Some of it’s based on my old lessons,” I added, “knowledge about other types of fey folk and how they managed. Based on what I’ve seen I’m pretty sure that sort of stuff also applies to the Little People. But I couldn’t say for certain though.”

“You’re always cautious,” Eiko sorted. “You don’t dare say something’s fact unless you’ve done three separate experiments on it.”

I shot her an annoyed glance. “Yeah, and with good reason. Seriously, if nothing else the fact that these Little People are a modern, urban tribe should skew everything. Even if they had the exact same physical attributes as Brownies or Fairies that could make a huge difference. Consider how different a human farmer and a modern businessman are, both in terms of physical skills and mental outlook, and you should get the idea.”

“Wow,” Himeko noted, blinking in surprise. “That is a strange idea. I know you’ve mentioned the odd nature of modern and urban spirits before, but I’ve never actually thought of it like that.”

I shrugged. “Again, speculative. It’s pretty probable, I’m almost certain that if you compared urban Little People with their kin that lived outside of the city there’d be some key differences based on priorities and environment. But pretending I know that for sure, or know just what those differences would be, is more arrogant than I want to get.”

“I see what you mean,” Hiro nodded. “Maybe it’s just because I see a few different types at the hotel. Or maybe just because I get to see the subtle differences between people from Tokyo, Hokkaido, and Morioka so often. But I couldn’t imagine it being any other way.”

“And that’s the general level of knowledge and confidence I have,” I confessed. “It’s probably mostly accurate most of the time. But if I count on it being a 100% accurate…” I hesitated and looked down. “It’s not just me that’ll suffer this time. And if I give it any less than my all, and something happens…”

“Not to discount ‘your all’, Mamoru,” Eiko noted, “but just what do you think you can do if something happens?”

“He is a mage,” Himeko noted.

“Yeah, but it’s not like he’s got resurrection magic. And we’re talking about stuff happening well out of his reach and probably a delay of at least a few minutes before he hears about it, I doubt he’s doing time travel either. Master Tai always wants me to push my limits, never simply accept them, but warns me about not doing it stupidly. I’m not sure Mamoru remembers that.”

That was kind of a good point in this situation. An embarrassingly good one. Because there were some things I could have come up with, but they were obvious and required advanced preparation. The equivalent of having an emergency station already set up, even if we were talking about bound spirits and prepared spell circles in my case. No matter how you looked at it, this overly broody worrying felt kind of stupid under those circumstances. I’d spent all of this energy being worried and dramatic but none of it actually doing anything.

I flinched. “I- “ I began awkwardly, a flush starting to creep all over my face.

It’s weird when a ten centimeter tall being deliberately projects a loud cough over the area to be diplomatic. But that’s what happened. Two seconds later, Sho-uk calmly walked out of the shadows of the university wall. “Ban.”

I blinked in surprise. “What? Already?”

Sho-uk nodded, “so kan da.”

He gestured to the side and a troop of six Little People appeared, carrying a filth encrusted item between them on a sling made from heavy canvas.

Or they could just accomplish everything without difficulty, I admitted mentally. Out loud, I just let out a sigh of relief. “Any trouble?”

Sho-uk shrugged. “Wan a kara set so- “

I nodded as he went on, but Eiko quietly murmured “what’s he saying?” from the side.

“That they soon found a drainage pipe that led to the area I indicated,” I translated back softly. Although Hiro and Himeko hadn’t been so presumptuous as to say anything, they were obviously quite interested too; and I suspected Sho-uk appreciated having a human audience for his tale by the way he conveniently ignored that but seemed just a hint smug.

“It was a relatively long route, and it didn’t take them right to the area,” I continued, “but it came out to a spot that wasn’t too far away. The biggest problem was that it was high up, and it turned out the seal was on a different side of the sewer runoff to the one they ended up on. They had to split up and be cautious, but it wasn’t too much for them. He’s emphasizing the ‘too’ by the way.”

Right on cue, two more sets of two Little People followed the six carrying the seal. Each pair was carrying a dead rat on a spit between them, tied to it like a boar in some sort of classical era drama. Distantly, I noted how all of them were being careful to come to us from an angle that meant my backpack was between them and Hiro’s bodyguards. Just one more example of how talented and aware the Little People were.

“They had to fight a little, but it wasn’t anything too hard. After taking out the first two the rest knew to avoid them.” I swallowed a little harder than I should have, “and now they have tomorrow’s dinner.”

Eiko made a face, and Himeko barely controlled hers. Hiro was a little bit better, but he obviously didn’t find the rats terribly appetizing either. Yeah, doubt I’m getting invited on too many more dates with them after this, I reflected with a mixture of hope and (surprisingly) disappointment.

“And after that it was just a matter of searching the area until they found the seal. It was annoying, but not too hard since they knew the basic area and it was pretty distinctive.”

I frowned and paused a moment, making sure I’d heard Sho-uk’s words right. “The real challenge and work was in getting the seal back? Apparently that was what really wore them out and took so long? Why…”

Suddenly something occurred to me. Two Little People were carrying each rat, despite the fact that each rat probably out massed even the combined pair of Little People. But six were needed to carry the seal, which was only about the size of a Little Person.

“Uh, Mamoru?” Himeko interrupted with some barely repressed urgency.

“I saw it too,” I said tightly. The Little People had just carried the seal close enough to us that they were out of the shadows. And something in that filth encrusted mass had just glinted in the streetlight. Glinted in an awfully suspicious and familiar manner…

“Here,” Hiro said quickly, offering me a handkerchief.

I nodded, took it, and gently reached down to take the seal. I carefully wiped a little of the softer muck off…

The four of us stared for a moment.

“Well,” Hiro said finally, “now we know why the kami wanted you to retrieve it.”

“Mamoru,” Himeko asked carefully, “I know you can be pretty task orientated. You said the kami gave you the seal’s impression before, so you could track it. What exactly was that impression?”

I laughed weakly. Now that I had all the clues in front of me I could easily translate it. Since it was an older form, and I’d been so focused on using it in a tracking spell, it hadn’t actually dawned on me just who the seal had belonged to or what it had been used for.

We were looking at the solid gold seal of one of the old emperors.

My head felt a little light as I turned to my friends. “Hiro? Hime?” I noted a little faintly. “I might need a little help returning this to the university.”

Eiko just burst out laughing, realizing the latest situation I’d managed to get myself into.
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“So you see,” I finished awkwardly, “we don’t really know how to handle this.”

Mr. Meiko, Himeko, and I, all did conspicuously not look at the solid gold seal lying on the desk.

Mr. Meiko sighed and leaned back in his chair. “This… this is a surprisingly heavy load Matsuda-san.”

I flushed even redder. “Tell me about it,” I muttered.

“It can be done,” the elder Meiko frowned mightily as he thought. “But doing it so we can use it to our advantage… managing it so we actually come out ahead… that is going to be tricky.”

“I’d butter you up, father,” Himeko noted mildly. “But we both know you can do it.”

“But will I?” he tossed back. It was a token objection though, his heart wasn’t in it.

Himeko’s counter was mild and polite. “Please, the Meikos have always been loyal servants of the emperor. At worst we might pass it on through his graces and offices first.”

“Uh-“ I started to object urgently. There as at least one kami at Tokyo U that expected it returned to where it belonged (even though there had to be an argument the university didn’t deserve it any more after losing it like this!) and probably a bunch more that would team up with the first kami as a matter of principle.

“Relax Mamoru,” Himeko noted airily. “If that happened we’d be exerting pressure for them to return it to Tokyo U, making it a condition of our actions. That’s just the backup plan in case my father can’t see a path through the university proper.”

“Okay, I’ll trust you on that,” I replied a little hesitantly. I was kind of being unfair though, it was a solution. And certainly a lot better than anything I had!

See, suddenly returning an artefact like this was a big problem. Under normal circumstances it would be bad enough, all sorts of questions about how and where the hell you discovered a solid gold seal that at some point belonged to the emperor were to be expected. I couldn’t just walk up to a professor or campus administration and hand it in going “here you go, I found this on campus. Someone must have lost it.” I’d originally planned something like that, utilizing a decent glamour spell to smooth everything over. But that had been when it was just supposed to be a historically important seal of some sort. One look at this thing told you what it was! And even if I dug deep into the mana stores for enough power to mentally stun someone and hand it over (and the actual mechanics of that would be a challenge in and of itself) there was no way whoever received it would let that be. They’d know the person handing it in should have known. And the red flags that would come up when they realized I’d somehow done something to quietly pass it off… we were talking the university calling in federal investigators for a manhunt in a situation like that.

And that was without the complication of it having belonged to the school in the past! If it hadn’t been for that I might have been able to get away with simply letting Himeko or one of the other Meikos hand it in with a token excuse, like it had been dug up at the site of a construction project or they’d been cleaning out the backroom of the Kyoto mansion and discovered it hidden somewhere. But if there was any chance the university could identify the seal that plan would backfire, hard. No matter what we tried, if or when Tokyo U realized the seal had already been theirs at some point the shit would really hit the fan! I had no idea how the seal had originally been ‘lost’ (at this point I assumed some sort of plotting and attempted theft had been involved) but the university was not going to take its rediscovery lightly. Frankly, if I had used excessive magic to temporarily stun someone to hand it in they’d probably have been pleased; doing such would have given them an excuse to call in the hounds and blame everything on me as they launched a manhunt. Ditto with me leaving it somewhere to be ‘mysteriously’ rediscovered. At this point my safest bet would have been to contrive some sort of way for me to end up in the sewers and discover it along the way… and you’d better believe that would still cause one hell of a commotion!

“I don’t want to take a loss over this,” Mr. Meiko mused. It sounded like he was just talking to himself, but judging by his daughter’s reactions there was a point to it.

“Of course not,” she said mildly. “But let’s be honest here: are you truly looking at a loss? A very token gain for the amount of work put in, I could certainly see that. But a loss?”

“You’re looking at the overall balance,” he countered, still mild. “But remember, even in that scenario we’ll be taking a significant loss in order to make a slightly more significant gain. And since that loss will be towards the school you’re attending, making them more suspicious of us…”

“Unfortunate, I know,” Himeko replied, her iron control firmly in place. I was still struggling a little to keep up though.

Mr. Meiko gave her a mild look. “I’m not sure you realize how thin the ice you tread on is getting,” he noted. “Arranging for Eiko’s secretive presence ruffled a few feathers and your on-campus drama with the Watanabe scion hasn’t made you any friends. Tokyo U is far from angry with you, but the conditions are ripe for that to change. Such as the Meikos coming into possession of valuable goods stolen from the school itself.”

I winced a little to hear him state it that bluntly. But he wasn’t wrong, that was going to be the problem for whoever handed in this particular hot potato. Especially since we couldn’t provide any sort of verifiable story about how we’d gotten it!

“Which is why we’re coming to you to handle it,” Himeko finished calmly. “And before you give me any more runaround, please consider our debt to Mamoru and the losses and gains we’re looking at in that respect.”

Mr. Meiko sighed again but allowed himself a tiny smirk. “Point taken daughter, point taken. And I suppose you want me to move ahead with that too?”

“It would be nice. And long overdue,” Himeko noted mildly.

“Fine,” Mr. Meiko turned to me. “Matsuda-san, my apologies for the lateness of this. Out of gratitude for your continued help, and as an investment in your future, we would be willing to place a few more of your mana collectors around Meiko businesses. After your help this December and your forbearance with some of our more embarrassing missteps we owe you that much.”

I blinked a few times in surprise, saying nothing.

“Is that not to your liking?” Mr. Meiko asked politely.

“No, no! That’s fine, that’s fine,” I didn’t quite babble, but it was close. “I was just surprised, and got distracted thinking about the practicalities and problems.”

When I got distracted actually considering that Himeko double teamed me by asking “not as exciting as the original ones?”

“Honestly? No,” I answered absently, missing the mildly amused father/daughter glance. I still didn’t fully appreciate the dynamics of their relationship, but in a twisted sort of way they seemed to be enjoying this. Perhaps it was the Meiko version of playing catch. “I’m more than pleased to try this. But, and please don’t take this the wrong way, I doubt you have many properties that are mana friendly.”

I smiled wryly, amused at myself as I realized what I was saying. “That I haven’t already taken advantage of, that is. Feel free to correct me, and if I find out you’ve got access to another ley-line somewhere then I’m probably going to have a little breakdown. But I suspect these are going to be a lot more like the collectors I’ve got going with my extended family. Useful, not nothing, but not exactly major contributors either.”

“I’m afraid I don’t follow,” Mr. Meiko continued politely.

I paused, momentarily mortified about how casual I’d been with him when distracted, but by this time Himeko knew the answer and easily picked up the slack. “Basically, location matters a lot with his collectors: like sunlight to solar power or wind direction and strength to a windmill. Remember how I was telling you about how he avoided lying previously? That natural spaces free of too much interference really were the best for him? I suspect our offices and remaining properties won’t work brilliantly.”

“I’d have to check,” I added quickly, apologetically. “I could be wrong, for all I know you really do have a great location available and I’m being an arrogant fool- “

Mr. Meiko held up his hand. “Do not worry Matsuda-san, that is fine. It helps put things in perspective. I’m still willing, and we’ll give you some permission to look around first. It helps balance this particular gift out a little more.”

“I really am grateful,” I said a little belatedly, wanting to kick myself for the unintentional rudeness.

“Don’t be,” Mr. Meiko noted calmly, “we have too many backhanded selfish motivations in this. Gratitude and appreciation are the biggest part of it. But make no mistake, keeping on your good side and making it easier and more likely for you to help us in the future is a part of this too. I have no intention of ruining that by attempting to indebt you to us, so finding out this gift is smaller than it first seems is useful to the both of us.”

I stopped, really not sure what to say to that. I was mildly flattered by the honesty (and later on I’d be a little concerned he had such a good read on me) but also thrown off and confused by the open truth of it all. Fortunately, Himeko stepped in and saved me again by adding “thank you father, I’m sure it is appreciated.”

“Right,” I said quickly, before she had to do anything as unsubtle as kicking me. I gave her father a quick bow.

Mr. Meiko just allowed himself a small smile and shake of his head. “Alright, I’ll think about this. You should get him out of here before this conversation makes him any more uncomfortable.”

Himeko smiled back and gently drew me out of her dad’s office before I could do anything worse than blush. I still let out a huge sigh of relief when we were outside and the door was closed though.

Himeko looked at me in amusement. “And once again the word hopeless springs to mind.”

I gave her an annoyed look, but that was mostly because I couldn’t counter that. Frankly, given how big a mess the whole seal thing could be, I should have been prayerfully grateful the situation had turned out that well.

“Mamoru, relax,” Himeko commanded me a little more seriously. “My father and I both understand you well enough. While we hope that you improve you’re going to have to be a lot worse than that to annoy us. Or trying to be deliberately that rude. Honest mistakes and your usual eccentricities will do no harm.”

“They will at this rate,” I muttered under my breath, but my heart wasn’t in it. I kind of meant it, but I wasn’t confident or arrogant enough to gainsay Himeko.

We were interrupted by a maid. She rushed up to us, waited for Himeko to acknowledge her, bowed, and then said. “Ojou-sama, my apologies but Kenta-sensei is here and waiting for you.”

I was shocked as Himeko barely caught herself, I could tell she’d almost made an intemperate remark. It took herself a moment to compose herself enough to say “thank you, please tell him I’ll be down shortly.” And even then her eye twitched.

I looked at her in surprise as the maid swiftly retreated. “Another stubborn suitor?” I asked in surprise.

“No, a teacher,” Himeko replied, her mouth twisting as if she’d tasted something bitter. At my startled reaction she added “he’s my current karate tutor, my old one retired from teaching students a few weeks ago and he was her chosen replacement.”

I cocked my head slightly. There’d been something in her tone “but…?” I suggested leadingly.

Himeko sighed. “He has a garbage personality and attitude,” she admitted. “He’s actually the son of my former teacher’s master, that’s how he got this job. I keep hoping he’ll turn a corner, but so far he’s missed every subtle hint to the contrary. At first I hoped it was just because he was uncertain in his new position, but now we’re all but sure that’s the real him. Remember what I just said about being a lot worse or deliberately that rude? That’s him.”

Himeko visibly pulled herself together and started walking. A little concerned, I followed.

“Then why are you putting up with him?” I asked in confusion. “Surely if he’s that bad you could just fire the guy and get someone else?”

“For the same reason he got the job in the first place,” Himeko said with grim determination, “his predecessor. Even if she was pressured into choosing him, Sensei Tomoko was an excellent teacher for many years. To get rid of him this quickly would shame her. Just like she only chose him for her teacher’s sake, I will have to try and endure him a little longer for hers.”

She stopped so suddenly I almost ran into her and then gave me a serious look. “Feel free to curse him though.”

I laughed for a few seconds before I realized she was being serious. “He’s that bad?” I asked as we resumed.

“It’s the level of disrespect,” Himeko confessed, “it’s getting on my nerves! He has much too inflated an opinion of his skills and place in the world. He’s no true master, one like Master Tai, and I’m just about ready to sick Eiko on him.”

I stared in shock. “I’m kind of surprised that hasn’t happened already,” I blurted out. If this guy was that bad…

Himeko shook her head. “We’ve been keeping them apart. Just to make everything even more awkward, I’m not sure she can. For all his stupidity he does have some talent at karate, he wasn’t chosen purely on his lineage. Eiko’s damn close, I’m confident she could take him by next year, but right now I think he still might have the edge. But either way it would be a knock-down, drag-out fight and end up almost as disastrous as me firing him. More so if he wins.”

We reached a set of stairs and started down. But since we were on the third floor and Mr. Meiko’s office had been towards the rear of the mansion we still had a way to go.

“Thankfully,” the degree of frustration in Himeko’s voice was a little frightening, “we haven’t had to deliberately keep him and Master Tai apart. There’s only one way that would go, and Master Tai would feel obligated to do it after meeting this ass. But I don’t like to think of all the complications that would arise from such an encounter. No, it’s best to tough it out for now, endure his nonsense for two or three hours three times a week. It’s tough, but eventually we’ll have enough room and rope to hang him with.”

We were just starting to approach the upper level of the main staircase so Himeko signaled for silence and quickly rebuilt her iron mask. I wasn’t sure what to say, I was just tagging along, but I discovered why in a moment.

“What is this Himeko, a new boyfriend? You’re already playing the field?”

Himeko did nothing thanks to iron control but I twitched out of a combination of surprise and violent annoyance at his tone. The words could have been innocent or joking, but they weren’t. Sweet Aoth, this guy’s got a gift for this! I’ve known him for all of five seconds and he’s already getting on my nerves.

“Himeko?” the same voice enquired insouciantly.

Seriously, who the hell does he think he is to refer to her so casually? I mean, I outright sucked at managing my honorifics but even the most delusional sycophants at high school had usually tried to add -chan to Himeko’s name. It wasn’t much better, but in a twisted way it still showed more respect than this guy.

Himeko waited until she was at the top of the staircase and barely had to raise her voice as she projected downwards. “This would be Matsuda Mamoru, a friend of mine and frequent guest of the mansion. Mind your tone Kenta-san, he is your senior.”

The man in the front hallway just laughed smugly. “It is Kenta-sensei,” he added, a slightly worrying glint in his eye.

“Only when it comes to the martial arts,” Himeko continued calmly as she descended. “If you’re going to be that rude then I will not extend you that courtesy anywhere else.”

I cautiously followed behind Himeko, not sure what else to do. The man in question was heavily muscled but looked surprisingly light on his feet. Given that he was only a few centimeters shorter than me that was an intimidating combination. Also, surprisingly young. I’d have guessed around twenty-five, I wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or a bad thing in a martial arts teacher.

“And you’d do well to remember it, student,” he said smugly. “Especially when you’ve been dallying with your boyfriend. Now get dressed and get on the mat so you can call me Kenta-sensei like you’re supposed to.”

“As you say,” Himeko noted neutrally reaching the bottom of the stairs and then moving off in the direction of the mansion’s gym.

I found it telling that while Himeko kept herself perfectly composed the three (no, wait, there’s another maid over there, four) servants in the area all struggled to keep from saying anything. Also, belatedly, I realized that four separate servants being there to surreptitiously keep an eye on things was probably a bad sign. I counted two maids, a butler, and one of the security people scattered around the mansion’s grand entrance. One wouldn’t have been unusual, two or even three wasn’t that uncommon if they were just passing through. But four loitering around the area was a sign that something was up.

Which meant it was high time that I got out of there. While Kenta continued to watch Himeko’s retreating back I went wide around him to get to the shoes and get out of there before anything happened.

I’d almost made it to the step when my warning bracelet started twitching.

What the hell? I looked at it in shock. But that meant for once it truly served its purpose, I was so wound up that I actually sensed the heavy hand coming ahead of time and spun clumsily out of the way.

“Hey you-” Kenta began with false heartiness, trying to put a ‘casual’ hand on top of my shoulder. He cut himself off abruptly as I avoided being under his control. Looking at me in mild surprise.

“Well, what do you know?” he said with a patently false grin, “I guess there was something to you after all. Or are you just that jumpy and lucky?”

Oh for fuck’s sakes! I thought I was done with this sort of shit after high school! Seriously? Obvious physical bullying like this? I bit my lip and said nothing.

“Come on man, I just want to talk.”

My warning bracelet, which was starting to go a little harder, said otherwise.

The butler, a more senior fellow who’d probably passed 50 a few years ago, coughed discretely and spoke up. “Kenta-sensei, Matsuda-sama has important things he needs to do. I don’t think he has the time- “

“Don’t interrupt gramps!” Kenta said fiercely, “we’re talking.”

My eyes tightened slightly. Most of that was the rudeness this guy was showing, but a small part of it was because I belatedly realized something. This guy was not estate staff. That meant he had no idea what I could do. And while that wasn’t a good thing, he probably wouldn’t be harassing me like this if he had and there was a legitimate risk he might trip my ‘mage armor’ precaution at this rate, it did open up certain possibilities.

“I just wanted to make sure you knew where you stood,” Kenta continued, that same fake expression on his face. “That you weren’t going to try and make any stupid plays for Himeko.”

Despite everything, despite how much I just wanted to be out of there, that was so out of left field it couldn’t help but knock something out of me. I had to frown slightly and note “You do realize Hiro is her boyfriend, right? Not me.”

“Oh I’m aware. But sooner or later she’ll get bored of him and start looking around again. Then she’ll realize what a good prospect she’s got in front of her.”

“You’re delusional,” fell out of my mouth before I could think.

Kenta reached for me again but the security man’s voice cracked like a whip. “Kenta-sensei,” he commanded firmly, “Matsuda-sama is a guest in the Meiko household. While he is here we will protect him. Cease your actions.”

Kenta turned around and faced the security guy fearlessly. “Or what? You’ll stop me? Fat chance of that soft boy.” He took a few steps closer to the man. “You should be thanking me, chasing off another gold digger hanging around your mistress, looking to slip in when she changes her mind.”

The smart thing to do would have been to quickly change shoes and beat a hasty retreat. But I didn’t feel right just leaving this idiot alone with Himeko or the mansion’s staff. “Is he always like this?” I asked the butler in disbelief.

“Never to this extent,” the butler answered softly as we watched Kenta harangue the security man, obviously savoring the opening to harass him safely. “He has grown bolder over time, but this is a shocking leap from his previous behaviour.”

“I think Matsuda triggered it,” a small voice crackled and I realized the butler had an earpiece in. “He’s obviously had a thing about the mistress for a while now, seeing her with another guy about her own age seems to has pushed him further. Listen to what he’s saying.”

“- hanging out with some exotic looking gaijin while you do- “

“Great,” I muttered softly. I looked at the guy getting more and more vicious as he ranted and was struck by a bad idea. “Do me a favor? Don’t move.” I told the butler, slipping behind him and starting to cast.

After a moment said butler must have realized what I was doing and began to sweat. “Matsuda-sama,” he began in a polite but strained voice, “while Kenta-sensei has not impressed us he is a guest of the mansion too. I must ask that you refrain from casting… from casting any spells upon him.”

“Oh, don’t worry,” I muttered, still not sure how stupid I was being in this case, “I’m not going to cast anything upon him.”

Thankfully Kenta was so distracted and revelling in his chance to bait one of the Meiko security people he paid me no attention. Which was a good thing, I was trying to get out multiple spells is quick succession with one of them being a little bit challenging. Thankfully I had my pack and the travelling reservoir with me, Himeko and I had combined this visit with my normal mana collection. But even with all that I was still worried I was being too ambitious. I might end up trying to pull from the central reservoir at this rate.

I was jerked back to my surroundings when I heard. “And you? Look at you, so pathetic and hiding behind a butler. If you were a real man you’d come out from behind that loser and face me.”

I hurriedly finished off the last few sigils, watching as the spell quickly flared and then faded from conventional sight. And done, I thought in relief. I really hate justifying such a stupid line, but I’m not going to get a better setup for this, am I?

So, as ‘quickened perception’ snapped into effect, I calmly stepped out from behind the butler, quietly leaving my pack and mana reservoir behind me.

Kenta sneered at me. “Sssssooooo, tttttthhhhhiiiiiinnnnkkkkk-“

I sighed mentally and focused on my movement. It was hard moving around under ‘quickened perception’, almost as hard as talking or making out what someone said! I figured I was experiencing everything at about a quarter of the speed everyone else was. That made listening a challenge, and trying to talk under the circumstances almost an impossibility. Making out what someone else meant was doable, at least at this level. It was just like listening to a slowed down recording, the distortion was starting to get pretty bad at a quarter speed but usually there was enough context to figure out the more confusing bits. Speaking was different, my mouth couldn’t move any faster than normal but my brain could. The natural inclination to either speed up or overcorrect and draw things out too much usually meant that a user’s words ended up garbled and unintelligible. It was possible, but you either needed a gift for speaking or a lot of practice. Normally mages just used another spell if it became necessary.

And, just to make this even more complicated, I was under the effect of ‘better body’ at the same time. I wasn’t pumping myself too much, ‘better body’ was actually one of the weaker and less cost-efficient boosters we’d discovered so far. But it was an effective all-around improvement and I was probably twice as physically capable as I normally was. I couldn’t have pushed it much further than that, three times seemed to be roughly the limit and the amount of mana needed to push up that curve was ridiculous, but twice worked well enough for today’s purposes. It was also the safest and least likely spell to cause me any harm.

Yeah, because this is soooo safe, I thought as I stumbled slightly, watching Kenta sneer a little wider in slow motion. Unfortunately, trying to manage the quickened perception and a superior physical ability was a challenge. Changing two variables like that at the same time would have taxed any of my friends, let alone me. My motions were jerky and strange as I tried to hold back and move faster at the same time. Fortunately, Kenta merely interpreted that as a combination of nerves and bravado as I walked up to face him.

I stopped within easy reach of Kenta and simply smiled at him.

Kenta’s look turned ugly, watching me stand there unafraid. He started ranting again.

I think it’s something along the lines of “you think you’re so tough”? I cocked my head slightly. Something about Himeko? Is that more about us getting- oh, wait. I think it’s “you think she’ll protect you?” Something to that effect at least.

I didn’t try to say anything. Instead I watched Kenta’s lips curl slowly curl back into something resembling a snarl. It’s almost humorous watching this in slow motion, I noted with a hint of adrenalin fueled amusement. It gives you a strange kind of perspective.

Kenta spouted out something else equally ridiculous while I got lost on a philosophical side track.

Of course, even the greatest speeches of mankind would seem off and silly if you tried to listen to them like this. I wonder if that says something about the construct of speech and language itself? Maybe just another commentary of the difference between perception and reality- whoops!

I ‘quickly’ leaned my head back and to the side as my third spell kicked in: ‘combat precognition.’ I saw a shadow of Kenta’s hand coming a second or two before he launched it and moved out of the way. His ‘playful slap’ caught nothing but air.

Kenta stared at me in shock for a few seconds. Probably only three or four in real time but it was more than enough for me to prepare. I easily saw the shadow form this time, and once again dodged with ease.

Kenta tried again.

I’m glad he’s warming up slowly, I reflected, this ‘slap’ was a bit faster but still no challenge for me under this combination of spells. I figured I could match him in this state, that was the whole point, but I was still getting the hang of the actual process. It wasn’t too hard, but I was still glad I’d gotten a few ‘easy’ rounds in first.

Another attempt. A triple combo this time, right, left, right.

You know, I really should test out ‘combat precognition’ sometime, this is fascinating. The first attempt had appeared as normal, but the second and third were telegraphed a little further in advance. A faint shadow appeared ahead of the move, like one of those combined montage photographs showing someone’s movement. Then it was like more and more layers got added to the shadow the more certain it became, until finally the real move followed it. The shadows for the first move were fainter and slower to appear, but the follow ups were a good second (my time) quicker and much clearer.

Kenta let out a slow-motion shout and started to go after me in earnest.

I was concerned for the first few moments, especially when he launched his first kick, but soon realized this wasn’t going to be too hard for me. I knew what I had to do, had my eye in now, and the combination of success plus adrenalin was driving back my fear and allowing me to perform to the best of my ability.

Kick, roundhouse kick, straight kick. Damn, that would have hurt if it connected.

Heck, I was having a little fun! It was cathartic outmaneuvering an egotistical bully like this. Try as Kenta might, he was unable to touch me. He was fast, and even an amateur like me could tell he was really skilled, but while I was buoyed by my spells he didn’t stand a chance. And since I wasn’t striking back I wasn’t feeling too guilty! If I’d been hurting him I’d have probably felt awful (later. Much much later) when I realized I was bullying someone who couldn’t hurt me. I’d probably still feel a tiny hint of guilt later, I was kind of cheating after all, but only a small one. This was about giving him enough rope to hang himself with and watching in amazement as he kept making his own situation worse and worse.

Punch, punch, spin kick. Ooh, impressive job turning that into a leg sweep! I noted with a small hint of respect as Kenta dropped low and continued to rotate. I had to move quickly to avoid that one! It reminds me a little of Himeko’s moves, like when she took down the saboteur or the creep who was after Inoue. I guess it shows they have similar teachers.

I should note that my own movements were far from perfect. In fact, if I was honest, that was probably one of the factors driving Kenta on. My weird condition (moving too fast but in slow time) and lack of proper training meant that my dodges and evasions probably drove a real martial artist nuts. In an ideal situation I would have been smugly just tilting my head or twisting my body and letting these blows sail past me by millimeters. No wasted motion whatsoever. Instead I appeared at least a little bit spastic and untalented in my defence. Not desperately so, I wasn’t in constant danger of falling over or completely stumbling through everything. But even an untrained onlooker could easily guess which of us had more training.

Well, more martial arts training.

I dodged a few more punches and belatedly recognized something. Whoops, he’s maneuvering me so my back will be against the staircase. It was another great example of Kenta’s ability when compared to my own. Even though I was dodging successfully he’d still managed to get me in a position where I’d soon run out of space. If I hadn’t noticed in time he’d probably have managed to nail me even through the advantage my spells provided, getting a clear shot in when I tried to move one way and suddenly found it occupied.

It's a good example of how magic does not necessarily trump proper training and forethought, I reflected before focusing on the task at hand. Now that I knew what was coming I figured I could get around it, but this bit actually would be tricky and require my full concentration.

Judging by Kenta’s expression he clearly thought I was a fool who hadn’t realized what was happening. I couldn’t entirely blame him for that, Master Tai, Eiko, Himeko, himself… I figured all of them would have realized what was coming immediately and never fallen for the trap in the first place. But, since I was here anyway and he was so overconfident, I figured I may as well use that. Even I knew that traps could backfire if you weren’t careful.

I evaded a few more strikes and tried to pretend I didn’t realize there was a solid barrier right at my back. Then, with complete confidence in his abilities, Kenta launched himself off the ground in a sort of hopping-punch strike.

That would have been devastating if it had landed.  And if I’d tried to back up and away from it like usual I wouldn’t have had the room.  But this time I darted and ducked forward, just barely avoiding the shadow of where he’d be.  Even with all my advantages our bodies still brushed past each other.  But only that much, and Kenta continued unhindered by my flesh until he smashed into the side of the mansion’s staircase, burying his arm into it just past the elbow.

I spun around and watched him carefully, wondering if he’d clue in and beg for forgiveness at this point, he’d just damaged the Meiko house. It took Kenta a few moments to disentangle himself from the hole he’d created, and when he pulled his hand out it was bloodied with several large splinters of wood still embedded around his knuckles. But his expression suggested he didn’t care. He lost all reason as he launched himself at me again.

Wow, I though, a little worried by the slight increase in the speed of his blows. Thank Aoth he’s lost it, that only makes his attacks easier to dodge.

‘Combat precognition’ was a powerful but very situational spell. It allowed its user to see oncoming moves and threats ahead of time. Sort of. See, if the user moved too early then of course the attacker would change their plans, creating a new future and a feedback loop in the process. And if you had multiple opponents things only got more complicated, ironically the spell suffered a little from a temporal version of the three-body problem. This meant the spell was most useful against one opponent, and the more predictable that opponent was the better. I suspected if I’d tried this against Master Tai the spell would have given me next to no warning as he flowed with the battle a bit better. Or, alternatively, that he’d be better at altering his blows in mid-action and he’d at least be scoring shallows strikes against me. Not full-on direct hits, but enough to still leave me bruised and wear me down.

That had not applied to Kenta, not even when he’d been more controlled and tactical. Unlike outright nutjobs like Kaito (wow, another mad K martial artist) or Otsuka (wasn’t his given name Kansaku? I’m starting to see a trend here. Of course, given that Eiko’s family name is Kobayashi I probably shouldn’t go spreading that around) he’d started out with something more excusable, only slowly turned up his effort, and kept in mind some degree of tactics and planning to start. Sure, he’d been a stupidly arrogant idiot for starting everything in the first place. But you could have said the same about me for opposing him like this. However, his strikes had started as reasonably predictable and mechanical. Now that he’d lost all control they’d only gotten worse.

Right fist, left fist, right fist, left fist, right kick, left fist, right kick again…

Luckily, ‘better body’ also worked on a person’s stamina and endurance. Otherwise I’d probably have been in trouble. As it stood I was able to keep up with him, my movements were still on the wasteful side but they weren’t too overblown and they were a lot less taxing than the series of blows he was throwing my way.

Right fist, leg sweep, rising kick, side kick, another side kick…

Honestly, if this wasn’t likely to hurt me I’d have thought this wasn’t bad training. Not great training, not unless you counted me using the spells as magical training. But I thought I was getting a pretty decent education in evasion and martial arts. At least in terms of efficiency, I figured I was learning more in a few minutes than most people would have in two weeks.

Of course, I really should have figured out a better exit strategy, I admitted to myself a hint nervously. I’d kind of counted on him either giving up or the intervention having already happened at this point. I wasn’t in trouble yet, but pretty soon I was going to have to start drawing mana from my home reservoir. And even if that worked all Kenta needed was for me to screw up once, allow him one solid hit. If that happened… well, if that happened I assumed my ‘mage armor’ precaution would kick in. But I figured the resulting mess would at least get me banned from the actual mansion for the foreseeable future.

Left fist, right fist, left fist, high kick-

Suddenly Himeko was there, sweeping Kenta’s leg out from underneath him from behind. Taken totally by surprise by that he fell on his ass. While he quickly started to scramble to his feet he was interrupted in mid rise by the security man, via taser.

Kenta stiffened and seemed to resist it for a few moments, but when the security guy eventually pulled it back Kenta fell to the floor again and didn’t get up this time.

I dropped the spells, then I dropped to my own knees with a little gasp as it all hit me at once. That had been tiring work, and ‘combat precognition’ was a relatively hard spell to maintain, especially if you were trying to hold on to two other spells at the same time.

“Mamoru, are you alright?” Himeko asked urgently. She was dressed in her judogi and had her hair up, presumably in preparation for her lessons.

“Fine,” I replied, gasping only a little.

“Good,” she immediately turned back to the twitching Kenta. The security guy was on his back, securing both Kenta’s hands and feet with plastic ties. “Do you have anything to say for yourself?” she demanded imperiously. “Any defense you can offer for this?”

Given that all Kenta could do right now was drool, his nervous system still electrically fried, the answer was no.

“Fine,” she turned to the other staff members. “Get Mamoru to Dr. Yorozu now, I want an explanation of what happened here.”

***

I was mostly recovered by the time Himeko got back to me. The doctor had given me a quick once over but I’d just overexerted myself a little. Not that I could blame Himeko for worrying, for a second there I’d wondered if Kenta had tagged me just a little and I’d missed it in all the confusion. But no, pushing my physical limits at the same time as juggling some stressful spells had just stretched my system a little far.

I still considered playing sick when Himeko came up to me with a storm in her eyes, trailed by a few more members of the Meiko staff.

She considered a few moments and then began in a tight voice. “Mamoru, I know I said feel free to curse the man but this wasn’t what I meant. I do not need another overprotective fanboy thinking- “

“Whoa, hold up,” I actually interrupted her in startlement, still a little sensitive after everything I’d gone through. “What do you think was happening?”

“Mamoru,” Himeko’s voice was deadly quiet, “are you going to tell me this wasn’t some sort of ill-conceived attempt to ‘protect’ me?”

I opened my mouth, paused, and thought carefully for a moment before I answered. “Maybe a little?” I admitted, a little annoyed at myself for how uncertain I sounded. “Yeah, I guess there was at least a little of that there. Mostly it was a combination of fear and just how garbage his personality really was. And protecting the Meiko staff a little after he went after them.”

And a bit of dumb pride, I added mentally. I think I had to admit to that too now that I’d calmed down a little and could look back at it more rationally.

Himeko jerked back slightly. “What?” she asked quietly. Then she turned back to those trailing behind her, who seemed to be doing their best to avoid meeting her gaze. “What?” she asked them in a slightly more pointed tone.

“Perhaps you should look at this Meiko-sama,” the head of security suggested calmly as he came into the room holding a tablet. “We’re just syncing up the audio recording with the video files now.”

Himeko backed off a few steps and took the tablet. Softly, and a little staticky, the words Kenta had exchanged with everyone after she’d left began to play. I guess that makes sense, the butler’s earpiece must have worked both ways.

I reconsidered my own actions as I heard Kenta’s abuse again. Yeah, I can see why she’d be a little pissed, I admitted to myself. Even ignoring the risk I’d taken (and it was kind of hard to evaluate that fairly. So many factors had been in play there) there had been more than a little hint of the sort of high-handed ‘we need to protect the princess’ attitude Himeko hated. Seriously, listening to Kenta you could see that even he had a little bit of that about him. The worst, most selfish, and delusional version of that to be sure, but still growing from the same seed. Given how I’d just met the guy, literally knowing him for about five minutes before getting into a fight, I could see why Himeko had gotten a little worried and angry that I might have just gone ‘Himeko must be protected!’ with no thought as to what or why she was doing for herself.

Fortunately, the rest of Kenta’s actions bore mine out. While protecting Himeko had definitely been a part of it, embarrassing as it was to admit that, protecting the Meiko staff and myself had been at least as important if not more so. Kenta had clearly made trouble and been the main person driving and escalating the situation. I certainly wasn’t guilty free, under most circumstances I could and should have just walked away (seriously, half a year ago when the Meiko staff were still in the dark about my magic I’d have never tried anything like this), but it was equally clear who was more at fault. It helped that two staff members had quietly started filming the fight right after it started, so it was obvious how I’d just dodged while Kenta had gotten more and more aggressive and unhinged.

It also hadn’t hurt that the mansion staff filled in a few of the details from before they’d started recording, telling Himeko what had been happening in addition to the conversation the security people had recorded. While they didn’t precisely lie, they had too much respect for Himeko, I couldn’t help but think they were embellishing or emphasizing certain details a little much. While Kenta had clearly tried to bully me a little I didn’t really think his ‘eyes had flashed with rage’ while my back was turned. But I got the distinct impression that they’d underplayed Kenta’s lesser misbehaviour in the past, a combination of stoicism and not wanting to create trouble for their masters. In retrospect that helped explain why there’d been four of them around the entrance when he’d arrived. The fact that Kenta had been this stupid towards another guest had finally given them free reign to spill everything guilt free, and they took it gladly. They’d been a little reluctant to mention their own suffering until pressed though, hence Himeko’s original, slightly distorted, impression.

At the end of it all Himeko could do was sigh and hand back the tablet to the head of security. “Thank you, Choji-san,” she said wearily, “please make sure all of this is properly collated and filed. And please let Kenta-san know that his services are no longer required. Out of respect to his master we will not press charges against him if he promptly pays for his damages to the house and makes no fuss, but be sure he knows we will not hesitate to bring this to the police if necessary.”

“Repairs to the staircase will probably be expensive ojou-sama,” Choji noted diffidently.

There was a hint of a vindictive smile upon Himeko’s lips as she noted. “I know.”

“Understood,” Choji offered her a short bow before hurrying off.

The rest of the staff started shuffling out and Himeko turned back to me. “Sorry Mamoru,” she said, offering me a small bow in apology.

“Don’t be,” I admitted sheepishly, a little embarrassed now that I had a cooler head and was witnessing the whole commotion of the aftermath. “It was a little bit stupid.”

“Yes,” she agreed. “But only a little bit. It would have been better to have handled it in a safer way. But you were right, something had to be done. I don’t think he would have truly hurt any of our employees, but he’d already abused them too much.”

“That’s what I thought. Mostly.”

Himeko gave me a small smile. “It’s alright to be human, Mamoru. You don’t have to be perfect.”

“I know, I know,” I said out loud. Mentally I crowed those words from YOU?! in disbelief. But the key point was too important for me to get sidetracked. “But I don’t want to get too careless, you know?”

“I know,” Himeko agreed quietly and calmly, deflating some of my self-importance.

“I guess that one was okay, but it was still a little borderline,” I continued. “I can’t just go around dispensing ‘justice’ with magic just because a guy pisses me off.”

“I think you mean ‘you shouldn’t’,” Himeko noted with pedantic amusement.

I was annoyed, but I too snorted softly in amusement. “Fair point.”

“So long as you know that,” Himeko continued more seriously, “and strive to do better next time, you’ll probably be fine. Honestly Mamoru, I think this was okay. You’re right, it wasn’t great. But it was okay, Kenta was obviously a little more unhinged and obsessed with me than we all thought. I did see some of that myself over the last few weeks, but I arrogantly assumed it was just the usual and I could safely ignore it. I failed to realize his own entitled attitude wouldn’t allow him to simply accept or get over that, and that my lack of respect for him would only make him want me more-”

“Hey,” I smiled a little bleakly, “no beating yourself up over this either, no taking all the blame upon yourself.”

Himeko shook her head but smiled. Before she could say anything her phone beeped and she pulled it out.

After reading it, her smile morphed into an outright smirk.

“Of course, before either of us get too down upon ourselves, it seems that my father approves of your actions,” she reported. “At the very least, he says that however many mana collectors you were about to create: make one more. He’ll find room for it somewhere on the Meiko properties.”
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“It’s finally over,” Himeko groaned with a surprising amount of relief.

I glanced at her in surprise. “I didn’t think it was too bad today,” I replied cautiously. “Not great, but- “

“You got to zone out during lunch!” Himeko cut me off, “dealing with those idiots was especially bad today, you’d think they’d have gotten the message by now.”

I glanced around cautiously in surprise. We were still on Tokyo U grounds, heading for a rendezvous with the Meiko car and driver. While we weren’t too near any other students that was still a hell of a thing for Himeko to be saying where someone else might hear her! Eiko maybe, but Himeko?

“That bad, huh?” I said with cautious sympathy. I glanced at Eiko and she just gave me a quick shake of her head.

“You have no idea! I’m just ready to get home and- “

“Hello darling, I’m back,” Hiro surprised us from the side.

“Hiro!” for a moment Himeko looked pleased. Then, much to my shock, as Hiro continued to talk she grimaced and started looking more and more pissed.

“-so I just finished picking up auxiliary notes and work,” Hiro continued happily. “Do you want to do anything?”

“Do I want to do anything?” Himeko’s eyes flashed dangerously. “I’ve been through the worst day ever, and then you just come up to me at random, no warning and no forethought, and ask if I want to do anything?”

My mental what the hell? Mixed with Hiro’s surprised “Himeko?”

“Let me tell you- “

What is going on? I thought, perplexed, as I watched Himeko go off on her boyfriend. Is this a possession or something? Hiro’s back a little early and surprises her, she’s gotten rid of her crap karate tutor, and I didn’t do anything particularly stupid today. So why on Earth is she-

Suddenly my brain kicked in. I brought up the date, added two and two together, and the blood drained from my face as I realized the result was ‘oh shit!’

As soon as Himeko paused for breath I lunged forward and grabbed a surprised Hiro by the arm. “That’s alright,” I babbled quickly, “it was an honest mistake. Since you two won’t be doing anything today why don’t I borrow him for a little? He can pay you back for his rudeness by assisting me in a little experiment. I need a second hand for something. And a car! I didn’t want to annoy you, not after the day you’ve been having, so why don’t I bother Hiro instead? Come on Hiro!”

I held on to the startled Hiro and started quickly walking away in the other direction, muscling Himeko’s stunned suitor away from her as quick as I dared. Fortunately, after venting a little, Himeko’s only response was a disgusted “do whatever you want” as she turned away, stepping awfully heavily as she resumed her journey to the car.

I glanced at Eiko, she nodded at me and then grimaced in turn.

“What… I… Mamoru…” Hiro babbled a little in confusion as I hustled him out of range.

“Shut up if you don’t want a worse problem tomorrow!” I hissed emphatically as I manhandled him away. I didn’t relax or stop until we were around the corner of another building and safely out of the girls’ sight. Only then did I allow myself to sigh and relax a little. “Safe,” I declared finally.

“Safe from what?” Hiro asked a little incredulously.

“The rising blood tide,” I muttered feelingly.

“What?”

I looked back at Hiro and sighed again. “I’m guessing Himeko was too embarrassed or too worried to share this with you.”

“Share what?” Hiro almost demanded.

“Two days after the full moon is Himeko’s time of the month,” I told him, flushing a little as I realized what I was saying. Even under the circumstances it felt weird for me to be the one telling him that. I don’t think I could have told him normally. Hinted at it, maybe. But not straight up told him if Himeko hadn’t already.

Hiro stopped and then blushed too. “Oh.” His bodyguards, abruptly catching up to us after my sudden escape, turned the corner and overheard. I found it a little telling that they winced at that news, nodded respectfully at the pair of us, and then quickly withdrew to a more discreet position out of earshot.

“Thanks to the wonders of synchronicity that applies to most of the Meiko estate,” I continued, making sure I properly warned Hiro. “Give or take a day or two with personal variance. That’s the main reason I know. Usually it doesn’t matter too much, but I try to make sure I tread lightly around this time.”

Honestly, that was a bit of an exaggeration. It hadn’t been when I’d first learned it, for about three or four months there I’d been extra careful and nervous about visiting the Meiko estate during this time of month. I’d tiptoed around the place, terrified Himeko’s mother was in a bad mood or her grandfather was out hiding in the garden and waiting to take his annoyance out on a convenient passerby. But, as time went on, I’d gradually calmed down and regained sanity. I was fairly careless about forgetting it these days, until something like this reminded me. I need to set a reminder on my phone, I thought, not for the first time. I kept meaning to set up my calendar with more reminders for all sorts various natural cycles, and that was definitely on the list!

“Usually it’s not a big issue with Himeko and Eiko,” I continued. “Neither of them is prone to especially bad times and Himeko’s got no problem with using medication.”

In fact, Eiko had confided to me Himeko used some slightly stronger drugs than most people when she felt she needed to. Nothing outright unhealthy or dangerous, but leaning a little too far in that direction for Dr. Yorozu’s taste. Unfortunately, Himeko felt she had to keep up her reputation for her family’s sake even when on her period so she’d made sure to have that in her back pocket.

“This seems to be the except- “

I paused as my phone buzzed and quickly pulled it out.

FuryFistA: REALLY bad this month.

FuryFistA: Possibly her worst ever.

FuryFistA: Now trapped in car with Hime. Pray for me.

Oh, yeah, I thought wincing mentally, I should probably be grateful for this whole incident. I don’t even want to think about the ride home if I’d just stumbled into that.

“This seems to be her worst month ever,” I reported to Hiro with a mixture of amusement and sympathy. I had those feelings towards everyone involved, but most especially Eiko. I assumed she had her own period to deal with in addition to Himeko’s. “Times like this it’s just best to get out of the line of fire and let the girls work through it themselves.”

“Surely there’s something I can do?” Hiro protested.

“And that’s a good attitude to have,” I said agreeably, “but now’s not the time to go asking Himeko about it, and she’s the only one that could have a good answer for you.  Ask her when it’s all over and she can give you some good pointers and ideas how best to handle it.  Bothering her now, when she’s already suffering so much, by blundering in and pestering her to tell you how you can help, is not going to go over well.”

“I wouldn’t do that,” Hiro demurred.

“Probably not. But I’m pretty sure that’s how Himeko will see it given the state she’s in right now. And I’m also sure Himeko would be horrified in a day or so when she’s back to normal, beating herself up for how she lost control and snapped your head off. But that won’t stop her from doing it in that moment. So how about you make it easier on both of you and give her some space this time?”

“It just seems… cowardly,” Hiro said finally.

I thought about it a few seconds. “It is, a little,” I admitted, “but it’s more sensible under the circumstances. Think about it this way: if you were sick with a really bad fever, aching all over, unable to move, killer headache; and then someone burst into your room and kept asking ‘can I help you? Can I help you? Can I help you?’ over and over again, how would you feel? Would you appreciate having to use the extra energy to tolerate that? Would you feel guilty if you blew up at them, at least when you got better?”

After giving Hiro a few seconds to think about it I shrugged. “That’s the situation Himeko’s in now. If you knew what to do, could quickly go into the bedroom and do a few things to make it more bearable, that would be a different story. But you don’t and neither do I, and it’s too late to ask Himeko.”

Although, when is the right time to ask your girlfriend when her period is and what to do? I reflected absently. That kind of seems like a thing you should let her bring up first. I suspected that was what had happened here. Hiro had never even thought of it, and if he had he’d been a combination of too polite and embarrassed to mention it. And Himeko had probably been too worried about alienating him or presenting him with a less than perfect picture of herself. I was guessing she’d convinced herself she could handle it when it came along and it wasn’t worth mentioning.

(I should probably note that she still hadn’t technically told me about it, and I’d been her friend for nearly two years at this point. I’d gotten all this information from Eiko, ostensibly for my own safety in regards to the whole Meiko estate. I suspected Himeko knew that I knew, but that was it.)

There was an awkward pause.

“So, what are we doing then?” Hiro asked finally.

“Just waiting things out for the moment,” I replied with a wry grimace. “I guess I’ll go to the Meikos a little later to collect the mana, but I’ll try and avoid Himeko.”

“No, I meant us,” Hiro corrected me. “You said you had an experiment you needed to run.”

“What?” I blinked in surprise. “Oh, no, sorry. It was just the best I could come up with on the spur of the moment to try and get you out of there.”

I paused and thought a moment.

“I suppose there are a few things I could do,” I mused opportunistically. I then shook my head. “No, there’s nothing urgent and nothing worth dragging you halfway across Tokyo for, I’d need to fetch some equipment from home for that.”

“Heh,” Hiro smiled a little crookedly, it was charmingly different from the suave face he put on for the public. “I kind of want to do something now. At first I rushed over here to make some more time with Hime, then when I found out I couldn’t I figured helping you with something would at least be an interesting alternative. I’m a little worked up after all that, and I’m just going to worry about Hime some more if I try going back and studying. Do you want to do anything?”

I froze.

“My apologies Mamoru,” Hiro continued, reading my response and closing up a little. “I see that now that was rude, if I’m imposing-”

“No no, that’s not it,” I cut him off quickly, feeling a surge of sympathy. Aoth, the guy has less ordinary bonding chances than I do! “It’s just that… I really don’t have any sort of idea what we could do. I mean, seriously, that experiment excuse probably was the best idea I could come up with.”

“Well, what do guys normally do together?” Hiro suggested reasonably.

Unfortunately, I had to give him a knowing smirk for that one. “Come on Hiro, neither of us are exactly normal guys. Seriously, how many standard things… how can I put this… how many of them would mean one of us was forcing ourselves for the other’s sake? And neither of us would enjoy that.”

“Surely it’s not everything?” Hiro protested mildly.

“Well…” he did have a point. I started to think out loud.

“I’m guessing karaoke’s out,” I mused, “I don’t mind it in moderation but it’s not a favorite of mine, and I think I remember Himeko saying you were similar.”

“Yeah,” Hiro agreed with a small smile. “I can enjoy it once in a while, and it’s great in the right time and place, but it’s not my thing.”

“Hanging out…” I smirked slightly, “I’m willing to try if you are, but I’m guessing today’s not the day for it.”

Hiro sighed. “No, you’re right. Normally I’d want to try that, but right now I’m too worried about Himeko and that’s not distracting enough. I’m just not in a mood to do nothing.”

“Still, a good point,” I conceded, “I shouldn’t have been so dismissive of everything to start. But, I hate to tell you this, sports are right ou…”

I trailed off, momentarily arrested by a realization.

“You’ve thought of something?”

I shook my head and quietly glanced around to make sure his bodyguards were still far enough away. “Not really,” I replied once I was sure. “I suppose we could do more training with your swordsmanship alright. If we had the privacy. I assume we can’t just waltz into one of your places and arrange for a situation where it’s safe to use magic.” I’d only gotten away with that at the Meikos’ thanks to Master Tai’s previous setup. And today was not the day to try spontaneously doing that with Hiro!

“No,” Hiro looked seriously disappointed.

I nodded. “And I hate to tell you this, but I’m not generally a sports fan. So going to a random game or match or something doesn’t really appeal.”

“That much I assumed,” Hiro’s eyes regained just a touch of sparkle as he replied. “No offense intended Mamoru, but you didn’t seem the type. And I enjoy it in moderation, but I’ve never found anything I’m an active fan of.”

“And, no offense Hiro,” I tried to return without rancor (hey, he was right. I was kind of stereotypical in that respect), “I assume you’re not a fan of manga or video games?”

He shook his head. “Sorry. I’ve enjoyed the occasional game but never really gotten into them. I’ve seen too many people try to lose themselves in fantasy.”

That sounded slightly condescending… but given that it was coming from a healthy, reasonably handsome, heir to rich family, there was a pretty decent point there. Hiro had opportunities the average person didn’t, it made more sense to pursue and enjoy them than to immerse himself in an illusion. Doing anything else would have been like the heir to a dojo only playing fighting games when he actually wanted to get in shape and learn a martial art, or me giving up magic entirely as too difficult while still only playing mage characters in all my games. Sure, there was still relaxation and escapism. But I suspected you could cross off a good half of the video games out there off the list because Hiro had better real-life options if he wanted to try that. I mean, the average racing or golf game… about the only reason for him to try one was to preview a track or a course! And when you combined opportunities like that with his family’s expectations… Something to think about, I noted, realizing that was still a somewhat shallow reading of a complex subject.

Especially since he also admitted “I suppose I wouldn’t mind trying one of those manga cafés.”

I shifted my amateur analysis off to the side in lieu of that opportunity. Hiro sounded awfully uncertain thought. “Not the right day for it?” I asked sympathetically.

“It’s the same problem as just hanging out,” He admitted. “I think I’m a little too focused on Hime, too worried about her to really enjoy something like that.”

As tempting as it was to try and throw a few titles at him, confidently assuring him they’d grab his attention and hold it no problem, I didn’t really know enough about Hiro’s tastes or that the depths of his feelings. “Fair enough, no sense in forcing it if this isn’t the right time. But you see what I mean about running out of options? About the only thing I can come up with now is… exploring Tokyo U.”

We both paused to consider that.

“Not the right campus,” Hiro said after a moment.

“Huh. That’s a good point,” I admitted. I figured Hiro was even more experienced with Komba area, and I’d investigated a surprising amount of it for someone still in their first semester. I doubted there was too much left for us to find here. Another campus however… “too long of a trip?” I suggested reluctantly.

Hiro sighed. “I suppose so. It’s tempting, but I don’t want to trek halfway across Tokyo and possibly inconvenience other students as we ignorantly tramp around their area. Not if we don’t have something in mind and are just wandering around randomly.”

“No, fair point,” it was a little too late in the day for that. A few hours earlier might have been fine, now it seemed a little self-centered.

“We could try… shopping?” Hiro suggested tentatively.

I looked at him in surprise, barely keeping the (stupidly sexist) comment of ‘isn’t that a more of a girls thing?’ to myself and instead noted “I didn’t think you were the type.”

“Not really,” he admitted, “but I kind of want to buy something for Himeko to make up for my blunder, and just to make her feel better if she’s sick and hurting.”

“Huh,” I wasn’t sure about the idea, but I had to give him points for trying. “Sure, why not? Let’s give it a shot.”

***

Even Hiro quickly realized that getting anything big and expensive for Himeko would be over the top and counterproductive (not even the Meikos and Watanabes used money that carelessly), just engendering guilt and confusion. We figured we were looking for something small, meaningful, and hopefully useful.

We also quickly realized that we were not the best people to try and figure that out. Between the fact we were guys, and that neither of us knew Himeko that well (“what to get Himeko when she’s having a bad period” was a whole different level intimacy), we suspected we were about to walk into a minefield. Saying something like “here you go, we thought you could use a new rice cooker” to a woman suffering from horrible PMS was likely to end poorly, and while we weren’t that clueless we had a sneaking suspicion we weren’t as far away from that attitude as we would have liked. Fortunately or un-, Hiro had a solution to that.

“I should probably emphasize I don’t even know if Sakura’s working today,” I noted nervously as we drove towards my cousin’s place of employment. The Watanabe’s vehicle of the day was a hint flashier than the usual Meiko choices, but Hiro had been hoping to take Himeko on a surprise date.

“I think that she is,” I continued in the same vein, taking out my cellphone and playing with it a little as I toyed with the idea of texting a Kanoko for information. “But this is a pretty big trip to make on a probably.”

“I’m open to other suggestions,” Hiro countered reasonably. “Do you have a sister or someone else we could ask?”

I winced at the mere thought of a female sibling trying to have survived in the Matsuda family. “No.”

“Unfortunately, I don’t either,” Hiro admitted. “I would not hesitate to ask my brother, but this is one area I seriously doubt he’s knowledgeable about. And I don’t have any female relatives I’d dare to ask about this.”

I decided not to bring up his mother. It was possible that the question “hey mom, my girlfriend’s having a tough period this month, what’s an appropriate gift?” wouldn’t end in disaster. But I wouldn’t have bet on it.

“Your cousin seems like an excellent choice, and it’s best we use the resources we have.”

I shook my head reluctantly. “You say that, but- “

Hiro held up his hand and gently interrupted me. “Please, hold that thought. It seems I have a text from Eiko.”

I blinked in surprise. “Anything important?”

“It seems, ah…” he hesitated a moment, and when he continued his voice made it clear he was quoting. “ ‘Himeko is all weepy and broken up about everything now, feeling guilty about snapping like that. Anything you can do to reassure her?’ “

“Ouch,” I winced, “sounds like it’s a really rough month this time.” I barely even thought of it anymore, I was getting the impression that Eiko had not been exaggerating with that ‘possibly her worst ever’ comment.

Hiro nodded distractedly but he was already tapping out a text of his own. After a minute he turned back to me. “Now that’s done our own errand seems even more important.”

“Are you sure you don’t want to ask Eiko?” I asked reluctantly, not certain I should even suggest that.

Hiro shook his head sadly. “A week from now, or a week prior, I might be able to do so. It would still feel a little off, like I was asking her to betray a friend’s confidence, but a better option. Now though, now that she and every other member of the Meiko estate is probably suffering in a similar way, it feels too rude and insensitive to contemplate.”

“Ouch, good point,” I agreed instantly, I hadn’t thought of that factor. He was right, the idea was good but the timing probably sucked! Even if they weren’t suffering to the same extent as Himeko that seemed like a pretty selfish question to ask anyone there.

“Your cousin is knowledgeable and knows about Himeko too, I can’t think of a better choice,” Hiro reassured me.

Sadly, neither can I, I admitted to myself, a little less positive about that. It wasn’t that Sakura was a bad choice, I would have wrestled Hiro away from one of those rather than digging us both in even deeper. But I still wished I was as confident in her as Hiro seemed to be.

“Any advice for first semester finals?” I asked as an aside, mostly to kill the last few minutes of travel time. It wasn’t much more than a month until the end of semester, I wasn’t too worried but it was time to start getting serious.

Hiro smiled a little. “Nothing that doesn’t seem presumptuous. Himeko told me about your marks, I’m pretty sure I should be asking you that question.”

Luckily we hit a good stretch of traffic flow and made it to the mall Sakura was working at without any more difficulty or awkward conversations. Soon after we were invading Sakura’s workspace and imposing upon my cousin.

“Mamoru?” Sakura blinked in surprise as she saw me first. “What are you-“ she stopped as she took in Hiro right behind me. “Ah.”

“Yeah, relationship-based advice again,” I admitted. “Hiro’s kind of starved for choice.”

“Kanoko-san,” Hiro said charmingly, “I apologize for our presumption, but we were nearby anyway and needed the advice.”

Sakura just smiled happily. “What, you couldn’t ask Himeko?” she asked teasingly.

“Ah… “ Hiro flushed slightly. Even with his iron control he looked away.

“Oh! Is it a gift for her again? Is it her birthday.”

“Huh,” I paused. “It isn’t that much longer until that comes up, we should probably think about that.” To make life simpler for everyone I’d been considering going half and half with Hiro on a gift for Himeko. I was probably going to use magic in whatever I did for her, she was a little too hard to shop for otherwise, and I didn’t want to outdo her boyfriend. When I’d briefly thought about it a month or so before I’d realized that was probably our best choice, but it had seemed to early to bring up back then.

Hiro, however, was more focused on the immediate problem. “It is a gift for her,” he admitted, “but the circumstances…”

Sakura’s eyes narrowed slightly. “Did you cheat on her or something?”

“No!” Hiro protested, horrified.

“Oh, good. A mistake of some sort then? You have to be careful with those sorts of gifts, keeping them very small and emphasizing a heartfelt and honest apology is the best course.”

“No, not that…” Hiro flushed even deeper and looked away.

“Then what?” Sakura looked genuinely mystified. I belatedly realized she’d been so blunt in order to get past Hiro’s embarrassment but by missing even the possibility of PMS she’d accidently made it worse.

You have the will to bring people back from the brink of death, I told myself sternly, you can say this. “It’s Himeko’s time of month, and she’s having a bad time.”

“Oh,” even Sakura hesitated in surprise for a few moments. However, between her social skills and saleswoman experience she quickly brushed past it. “I see, that is a little more complicated. Is she having a bad month?”

“Probably her worst ever,” I admitted when Hiro hesitated again.

(To his credit, I think that pause had mostly been Hiro struggling to balance honesty with not accidentally slandering or spreading rumors about his girlfriend. He wasn’t just chickening out and leaving me to take the brunt of it.)

Sakura’s return smile suggested she didn’t quite believe me and that we were being such guys about it, but she didn’t actually say that out loud. “Poor thing, that is bad. Well, I don’t know too much about Himeko in particular, but I can give you a few general guidelines…”

The next twenty minutes of questioning lead to a surprising series of suggestions from Sakura. In the end, Hiro settled on some scented and soothing oils that Sakura assured us would help Himeko both physically and mentally. Stuff that should calm her and alleviate at least a couple of symptoms that were plaguing her. Or at least help them a little.

I suspect a little, I thought somewhat skeptically as Hiro finalized his purchases. To make up for taking so much of Sakura’s time he was making sure to get several different types of oils (it was also to make sure he got one that Himeko could stand, about the worst thing he could have done for her was accidentally pick one she hated). I doubt those are going to help too much, and I think Sakura’s still underestimating how bad it is for Himeko this month. Still, better some help than none. And the whole reason we were asking a woman in the first place was because we weren’t the best people to judge.

I was just sighing in relief, glad to be done with the whole embarrassing affair, when a surprised voice behind me asked. “Mamoru-chan, is that you?”

I went stiff as a board and slowly turned around, dreading what I knew I was about to see. “Greetings, Grandmother Matsuda-san,” I said weakly.

Sakura broke off from Hiro as quickly as was polite and then bowed deeply to her. “Grandmother.”

Hiro looked between us once and then quickly gave my grandmother a relatively deep bow of his own. I had to appreciate how nicely it was calculated though, smooth and deep enough to be flattering but not so much it came off as sarcastic or shallow.

“Greetings,” he went smoothly as he straightened, “I assume you must be Mamoru and Sakura-san’s grandmother?”

“Oh my,” my grandmother went, a slight twinkle in her eye suggesting her evaluation of Hiro was pretty favorable. “Mamoru-chan, please introduce me to this impressive young man.”

I carefully repressed a sigh. “Grandmother Matsuda, please be known to my friend Wata-. My friend Hiro, the one I mentioned before.”

My grandmother eyed me somewhat less favorably. “Mamoru…” she trailed off putting a clear warning in her tone.

“Grandmother, do you remember what I told you about him at the entrance ceremony? And why I might not want to mention his name in public?”

“Ah,” to my grandmother’s credit her expression immediately smoothed out. While I hadn’t emphasized that fact, basically just briefly explaining that Himeko’s boyfriend was rich and famous, I had mentioned it in passing and my grandmother had more than enough social smarts to pick out the implications of that.

“I’m probably being paranoid,” I admitted, “but better safe than sorry. Especially when you toss in my parents.”

“Ah,” my grandmother went again, this time in an abrupt but entirely sympathetic and understanding way.

But, to make sure I didn’t lose that, I quickly made sure to add. “Hiro, please meet my paternal grandmother, Matsuda Manami.”

“An honor,” he replied quietly and respectfully.

“Well, this is a surprise,” my grandmother said smoothly. “Here I was, just on my way to spend some time with my lovely young protégé when I run into my grandson and a friend of all people.”

Aoth damn it, do I have to cook up something to help me evade my family? Some sort of memory charm or a longer term, subtler version of the ‘don’t notice me spell? I didn’t quite mean that, but after the last month or so I really was starting to wonder if I should do something to help me operate under the radar.

“Sakura’s almost done for the day, we could all get together for some tea?”

AAAAAAAAGGGGGGHHHHH!!!

Fortunately, even though he hadn’t heard my mental scream, Hiro turned her down. “I would love to,” he replied sorrowfully, “and under different circumstances I would accept happily. Unfortunately, your grandson and I are on a schedule today and have to keep moving.”

Thank you thank you thank you. It probably said something about me that I’d rather have accompanied Hiro back to the Meiko mansion to take our chances with a badly PMSing Himeko rather than trapping us in a tea date with my grandmother. And I doubted that something was good, but that didn’t make it inaccurate.

“Oh?”

“I’m afraid they are, grandmother,” Sakura inserted apologetically. “They made it clear to me when shopping.”

Thank you, Sakura!  I thought gratefully, making a mental note to forgive her the next four or five things she did that pissed me off.

“A pity,” my grandmother lamented, “but understandable. Very well, I apologize for taking up your time.”

Hiro’s smile was an understated ray of sunshine. “It wasn’t that much time, and our schedule was hardly that tight. While I cannot spare you more than a few minutes we do have that long, I am grateful to have meet one of Mamoru’s grandparents. I only hope our next meeting is a little more opportune.”

I don’t! I thought somewhat pettily. Don’t get me wrong, I was overreacting and I knew it. But I wasn’t in a hurry to suffer through a painful tea with my grandmother alongside Hiro at the best of times. When conversation was going to involve dancing around the subject “why were you here today?” “Oh, buying something to help my girlfriend through her period” it was not the best of times! Toss in the need to avoid subjects like, say, the fact I knew magic, or that Hiro preferred to be informal and out of the public eye, and the whole thing seemed like a reason for me to throw around spells left and right in order to avoid it.

“Wow,” Sakura noted quietly, watching Hiro converse with her mentor, “I knew he was being a little more relaxed around me but I didn’t realize just how much. His manners are incredible.”

Huh, I cocked my head slightly, taking in the more formal and slightly debonair approach Hiro was taking. You know, I don’t really consider that enough, don’t give Hiro enough credit. I know he puts on a formal mask with almost everyone. But because I didn’t see that ahead of time, didn’t get it embedded in my head the same way I had after a year and a half just seeing Himeko’s mask, I don’t give it the same weight. I wasn’t quite sure what to make of that, it was mostly just a matter of our weird circumstances, but it was food for thought.

My grandmother was completely charmed by it though. “Ah, it’s a shame to let you go,” she said a sad shake of her head, “but I wouldn’t be worthy of anything if I was greedy enough to keep you any longer. It’s a wonder you put up with my grandson.”

“No wonder at all,” Hiro said with a smile, “we compliment each other so well. My manners are less than half of his brains, it’s just a shame our society values them twice as much.”

My grandmother laughed. “Flatterer,” she said with a pleased smirk. “Now run along, try to keep him out of trouble as much as you can.” She combined this with a small bow as she added, “thank you for being Mamoru’s friend.”

I had trouble deciding whether to be embarrassed or pleased by my grandmother’s backhanded love and worry. So instead I settled for polite, inserting myself back into the conversation a little and joining Hiro in bowing back to her. “Thank you, Grandmother, I’m sorry we couldn’t spend longer with you today. I’ll try to make it up to you next Grandparents Day.”

“I’ll hold you to that,” my grandmother replied firmly, making me wince as we quickly made our escape.

There was a slightly awkward silence as we retreated to the car. After the packages we safely stowed, and we were safely underway, Hiro awkwardly noted “your grandmother was nice.”

I sighed. “Grandmother Matsuda is a wonderful person and I’m grateful to have her as my grandparent,” I said frankly. “But she’s way too focused on formality and tradition. I love her, but I’m not going to subject you to an occasion with her if I can help it.”

“I’ve been through worse,” Hiro said with a hint of amusement.

“I’m sure you have,” I said with surprising seriousness. “And I’m not going to subject you to something like that again. I think you’re underestimating the secondary factors Hiro. This wouldn’t just be empty or boorish conversation, not even trying to verbally dance with people who hate you for no reason. You’d have to juggle the awkwardness of lying to a well-meaning old lady who worries about her grandson, one who I do love and I think you’d respect more than most of the sharks at one of your society events. And most of that’s my fault. So I want to try and avoid doing that to you.”

Hiro’s look was unreadable. He wasn’t quite staring at me, but it wasn’t a casual examination either.

“What?” I asked, a little surprised.

“It’s nothing,” he said finally, but I could tell he was thinking about it all the way back to Himeko’s.
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Wow, I thought, glancing outside as the wind rattled the balcony door violently, things are still picking up. I wonder if I should have boarded up the outside?

It was too late now, but this was edging into true typhoon territory. Maybe a spell was called for? “What do you think?” I asked the other residents of the apartment. “Should I start thinking about reinforcing the windows with magic?”

Sho-uk glanced outside and though for a few moments. “Yatei,” he said finally, “cee de das.”

I smirked slightly. “Easy for you to say, you’re safely up in the ventilation if one of them breaks or gets pushed in.” Still, I was mostly being paranoid. This was barely a typhoon, and it wasn’t like it was going to get any stronger.

Overall, I corrected myself firmly as a particularly stronger spatter of rain struck the side of the building, not likely to get any stronger overall. There’s still going to be stronger and weaker points to the storm. Be precise and think about everything first. That sort of carelessness is what got us all into this mess.

The storm had kind of snuck up on Tokyo, at least as much as a proto-typhoon could sneak up on anyone. Everyone had said it was too early in the season and it was going to miss the islands like most of them did. We might get a hint of bad weather, but that was going to be it.

Unfortunately, ‘everyone’ had been wrong. The typhoon in question had only finished fully forming at the last minute, and then veered so that it would clip Tokyo itself. It still wasn’t too terrible as these things went, we didn’t really need to board up the windows and it would probably finish passing through before tomorrow morning, but it was still nasty enough to cause some major disruption. Hence why I was hanging out with Sho-uk in our apartment’s living room rather than attending classes at the university.

I smirked slightly and checked my phone. It’s good to be a dedicated student, I reflected, but sometimes common sense, and supernatural powers, should rule. I bet Himeko wishes she’d taken my advice now.

The weather had jolted me awake somewhere around 5 am. I’d gone to sleep the previous night believing there would be some nasty weather today but it would otherwise be alright. That literal rude awakening had made me start to think otherwise. Websites had been cagey about committing to anything, the usual Japanese habit of waiting until the very last minute before closing things coming to the fore, but I’d been pretty sure I could see the writing on the wall. However, to be on the safe side, I’d done a quick divination that had given me the unambiguous result (and that was pretty rare for low powered divinations) that classes would be canceled today.

That had actually been an unanticipated benefit from my recent episode with Saori. Being forced to use scrying like that, especially water scrying, had caused me to actively think about some of the spells from Avalon that had flown under my radar. They were such everyday yet situational things back there that they’d become kind of subconscious, sort of like using 119 in an emergency was for Japan. If you were isekaied to another world you might think of the telephone or some similar form of communication easily and quickly enough, the simple but important jump to an emergency number was another thing altogether. I’d realized I’d kind of been treating a few spells in a similar manner, especially scrying and divination. That was mostly because things like the internet filled their roles pretty well (if I could only keep one or the other it was no contest: give me the web!) but there were a surprising number of niche areas where I figured I should be looking at integrating them some more. It was kind of embarrassing to realize that, I’d been doing that for ages with the warning bracelet after all!

So today, with such an obvious case in front of me, I’d actually thought to do a quick divination. Hopefully I’d keep that in mind for the future, I still had to figure out the power efficiencies and make sure I wasn’t becoming too dependent on them (using divinations without question or perspective was like making the weather report your main guideline for planning your day) but I figured I still had some room before I hit that point.

In any case, I’d sent Himeko and Eiko a quick text warning them, crawled back into bed, and then done my best to get a few more hours sleep. Unfortunately for the girls, they’d decided to ignore my text. Neither the university nor the schools got around to officially closing for the day until around 10 am, pretty much exactly the wrong time given how many students had tried making the trek. Including Himeko.

Fortunately for my own peace of mind, Eiko had posted and verified they were safely tucked back in at the Meiko mansion as of ten minutes ago. With all the trains canceled and the taxis much too overbooked Himeko had felt duty bound to help transport a number of her less fortunate classmates safely home. It had taken a while, and gotten a little scary in places, but it was finally done.

I couldn’t begrudge her that, in fact I felt proud she’d done it. But now that everything had turned out alright I could mentally gloat ‘I told you so’ all I wanted. It was almost one in the afternoon, it had taken them an unpleasant while to get even a limited number of people taken care of. And it was only because the Meikos had such high-quality cars and drivers they’d dared to take such a risk. But they could have avoided it all if they’d just taken my advice.

I guess I won’t gloat to her in person, I smiled to myself. Overall it was a good thing she was there, she helped a couple of people avoid some serious inconvenience. Or possibly danger. I like to think they were too smart to try anything in this weather, but they’re still young enough to feel invincible and these are no conditions to try walking or driving through!

Of course, the universe seemed to think I was being too smug and self-righteous. I can think of no other reason that the phone rang right at that moment.

I looked around in confusion for a while, it took me until the third ring before I realized that was the apartment line, the dedicated ‘family’ line that almost never got used. I eventually untangled myself from what I was doing and managed to pick it up on the fifth ring.

What on Earth? I thought as I lifted it to my ear and mouth. Is this some sort of emergency call out to the area or something? Or maybe someone’s being really desperate in trying to sell us stuff? “Hello?”

“Hello? Matsuda-san, is that you?”

I frowned, the voice sounded vaguely familiar but I couldn’t have told you any more than that. “You’ve reached the Matsuda residence,” I replied stiltedly. “Could you be a little more specific?”

Worryingly, the person on the sighed in relief. “It is you. This is Sakurai-sensei, from your old school.”

That explained it then. He’d never been a homeroom teacher of mine, but he’d taught a few of my classes. “Oh! Sakurai-sensei, of course.” I hesitated a long moment, trying to figure out how to ask why he was calling me in any sort of polite way while at the same time I was wracking my brain to make sure I hadn’t missed or forgotten anything important.

“I’m afraid a small situation has come up,” he continued just before the pause could get too awkward. “We were hoping you could help. It’s your cousin.”

I was instantly alert and attentive. “Kaede? What’s wrong, is she hurt?”

“Not quite, but I’m afraid she’s in a bit of a pinch. You see, she came to school today-“

I glanced back outside at the weather. As if on cue, the windows rattled again in the face of a particularly strong gust.

“-and I’m afraid it’s a little too unsafe to take her all the way home right now. Would you be willing to put up your cousin for the night?”

Oof!  Damn, things must be bad, I reflected. I wonder what Kaede thinks of all this? I can’t imagine she was in a hurry to come to this place! Our apartment was practically considered cursed territory by my extended family, they knew how useless it was to expect a pleasant visit.

Fortunately, both my parents had gone in today and I was all but certain they weren’t going to bother coming back this evening. Chances like this were a great opportunity for them to show their dedication, and playing ‘a better employee than thou’ by staying at the office overnight was a favored tactic. Our apartment wasn’t exactly a beacon of light, but between their absence and the situation outside I had to admit it really was the preferable option!

“Ummm…” I still hesitated, looking for something I’d missed. “I guess so…” I replied slowly.

“Thank goodness! Thank you, Matsuda-san. We’ll be there soon.”

I was a little worried about how quickly he broke the connection, but given the conditions outside it really wasn’t a surprise.

I turned to look over the mess in the living room, it was almost amusing. “If it’s not one thing it’s another,” I muttered with a hint of humor. I finally had some time to spare, and confidence I’d have enough privacy, so I’d started work on some new collectors. Various parts, ingredients, and pieces of equipment were spread over the living room, along with Little People who were helping me out with several important tasks. I’d assumed with the storm shutting me in, and my parents out, that it would be the perfect time to get some work done. Now, of course, those plans were to be ruined by a visit from my cousin of all people!

Some days you just can’t win, I thought wryly. It was seriously disappointing, but I just couldn’t be too upset. Given all the trouble I’d already dodged today I had a hard time getting angry or feeling like I was being put upon, compared to what Himeko or Kaede were going through this was a pittance.

“Alright everyone,” I sighed, addressing the Little People, “better start packing it up and shutting it down. It turns out- “

***

Despite everything, it was almost a shock when the doorbell sounded. I quickly leapt to the entrance.

Thankfully the apartment door was on the lee side of the storm today. Even so, there was a blast of moisture and air pressure from all the wind blowing around and I stumbled back a step.

Aoth preserve us, I thought, taking in my cousin and her teacher’s appearance. Kaede looked really bedraggled but even in a poncho Sakurai-sensei looked like a drowned rat.

Before I could say anything Kaede’s teacher pushed her towards me. “No time to talk, Matsuda-san, I have to go!” he said, half-shouting to be heard over the storm even when we were relatively close. Then, before I could say anything, he was doing his best to rush away through the weather.

I took half a step towards the door before the storm forced me back. “Is he going to be okay?” I asked my cousin, unable to keep concern from my voice.

“I hope so,” my cousin replied. “I was the last student he had to take care of. I think he’s trying to hurry home now, get out of here before it gets any worse.”

Kaede had worryingly low energy, and if she wasn’t as soaked as her teacher she still looked in bad shape. “Gods,” I muttered softly, “let’s get you some towels, something to get you dry. Do you want to take a bath? Seriously Kaede, you must be freezing. We need to do something to get you warm!”

“That would be nice,” Kaede half mumbled.

I rushed about a bit, grabbing the towels and eventually the kotatsu futon as well. Our apartment had central heating so it was mostly just there for appearance’s sake, a more traditional prop my parents could mention when their bosses were over. Today though, today I put it to good use as I swaddled Kaede in towels and stuck her half under the table.

Kaede shuddered in relief as she warmed herself. “Oh, that’s good,” she said, finally livening up a little, “I hope I don’t get sick from all this.”

“Me too,” I said feelingly. “Kaede, what did you do to yourself?”

“The wind knocked me into a puddle before we could reach Sakurai-sensi’s car,” she admitted shamefacedly. “I had the raincoat on, but I landed on my butt so it soaked into my skirt and under... I didn’t want to complain with all he was already doing for me and all that was going on but I’ve been really cold for a while now, and going through the storm again to reach your apartment was worse than I expected.”

“Gods,” I muttered again. “Well… make sure to give me your stuff and we’ll see about giving it a quick wash and dry.”

“You don’t have to-“

“You’re acting like Akira, Kaede-san,” I said a little roughly. “Don’t be that dumb. Get your wet clothes off, get dry, get warm, stay healthy.”

Kaede flushed but then reluctantly wiggled all the way underneath the kotatsu and eventually managed to extract herself from her clothing. I meanwhile hit up my closet and grabbed an oversized pair of shirts and pants for her to wear, ironically an old uniform from high school that I’d outgrown partway through year one. She eventually nudged her soiled clothes out from underneath the futon and I put the clean clothes beside it.

“That’s better,” I said firmly, blushing slightly as I took the clothing away to the washing machine, giving Kaede a little privacy for changing. I took my time about it, tossing a few other things in there so it wasn’t a wasteful load, and by the time I was back Kaede was re-clothed, even if she was only poking her upper torso above the futon and was still patting down her hair.

“So,” I said cautiously as I returned. “Do you want anything? Need anything? Some tea or soup?”

“Some soup would be nice,” Kaede admitted in a small voice.

I nodded and headed to the kitchen.

“Cousin…” Kaede called out after a minute.

“Yes?”

“Are Aunty and Uncle Matsuda going to be home?”

“I don’t think so,” I replied neutrally, “they went in today. I’m pretty sure they’re going to stay out overnight rather than try and make it back through the storm.”

We both tried to pretend we hadn’t heard Kaede’s sigh of relief.

Still… “How are we handling this?” I asked as I can back in with some simple chicken ramen. “Am I just keeping you safe until uncle can come pick you up or the trains start again?”

Kaede looked like I’d just slapped her. She’d sat up as I brought the soup in but now she looked ready to faint back down.

Shit. “What did I say?” I asked even as I handed her the ramen cup.

“Dad was in a car crash,” she replied softly, staring at the cup.

“Is he alright?” I tried and failed to keep the urgency out of my voice.

“He’s… okay,” Kaede replied slowly, “they think he might have a hairline fracture in his arm. The car slipped off the roads and hit a lamppost, but it hit the side so it wasn’t too bad… they say.”

Thank heavens, I thought. But Kaede still seemed a little haunted so I just continued to look at her patiently.

“It’s my fault,” she said, starting to tear up a little, “if I hadn’t gone in today…”

Oh fuck, I thought, decoding that instantly. Uncle Reiji had been on his way to try and fetch Kaede from school after it closed. Like any sane person he wouldn’t have been driving through the storm for anything less than that.

“Hey,” I said softly, repositioning myself a little so I was sitting down next to her, “it’s alright, it’s not your fault.”

“Yes, it is! If I wasn’t so prideful in going to that dumb school, if I wasn’t so stupid as to go in today, he wouldn’t have needed to try and drive across half of Tokyo to try and collect me! Now my dad’s hurt…”

I sat there a long moment, not sure what to say. While it wasn’t really half of Tokyo it was a fairly long trip. I’d had plenty of doubts about Kaede’s choice of high school, and I didn’t want to risk sounding insincere when talking to her about something so sensitive.

Finally, after watching her silently cry for a minute, I said “then it’s our fault too.”

“Cousin?” Kaede turned to me in surprise.

“If we were better family, if we were the sort of people we should be, then you’d have come here immediately and your father wouldn’t have been out on the road.”

“Cousin, that’s not- “

“It’s stupid? Yeah, I know. But it’s also true. Be honest: did you come up with this idea or was it the teachers acting out of desperation?”

Kaede flushed and looked away, unable to meet my eyes.

“That’s what I thought.” In hindsight it was obvious, the teachers had done an excellent job making sure their students were getting home safe but nobody wanted to try making the long-distance trip to get Kaede safely to her family. It wasn’t a safe trip one-way, let alone the fact they’d then have to make their own way home after that! So they’d desperately looked for other options and come up with the fact she had a relative so close by. That was why it’d been her teacher calling me, not Kaede.

(To be fair, it had probably been at least half for Kaede’s sake. Sakurai-sensei wouldn’t have been the only one in a car crash, in the event of an accident Kaede would have likely been hurt too.)

After giving her a moment to realize all that, I continued. “Kaede, if this had been our grandparents’ house you wouldn’t have even hesitated. And neither would your dad, you’d have just come here straight away. But it’s not. It’s ours. And your dad would rather have tried driving through this weather than leaving you here if he even thought of us in the first place.”

Kaede was still silent, unwilling to confirm the evident truth. Not now, not under these conditions.

I sighed. “Kaede, I’m not going to get too torn up about it. I mean, I would if your dad had gotten more seriously hurt! I don’t want to say I don’t care-“

Kaede let out a sad giggle at watching me mess myself up like that, and I coughed and backpedaled. I should probably just be glad I didn’t start babbling about magic, I reflected in embarrassment. I’d been about five seconds from adding ‘even if he’s really badly hurt, I’m confident I could eventually heal it up’! And then probably dancing around the subject of ‘at least he’s not dead! I couldn’t have done anything about that!’ All in all, Himeko’s description of me as ‘hopeless’ definitely applied.

“Anyway,” I continued clumsily. “You get the point, right? Yeah, it is partially your fault. And it’s partially my fault, and my parents’ fault, and probably a bunch of other people too. I’m not going to tell you that’s not true, but you’re taking way too much on yourself for what it really was. Let it go. Your dad will be alright. You should only feel as guilty as if you’d accidentally stepped heavily on his foot and bruised him or something like that.”

Kaede let out a cross between a snicker and a sob at that. “God Mamoru, you really are so bad at this!”

“Tell me something I don’t know.”

“But I guess you’re right,” she admitted with a tiny ghost of a smile, finally taking a close look at the ramen cup. She started to blow across the top of it to cool it down a little. “That feels a little more honest than some sort of shallow ‘it’s not your fault’ reassurance.”

“Yeah,” I scratched the back of my head awkwardly. “I mean, it kind of isn’t? Your fault I mean. You’re only something like one percent responsible for this, and that’s almost nothing so I should probably say something like that? But I have a hard time denying that one percent and you’d know I was lying so…”

Kaede finished swallowing a mouthful of noodles and nodded with a little more life. “No, you’re right. I’d have thought you blamed me for everything if you were obviously lying to me. But that whole you’re one percent responsible thing? That’s so you. I believe it.”

“Thanks, I think.”

I fell silent and let her eat the ramen and drink the broth, it looked like she needed it. I finally sighed and spoke again when she was almost finished. “Just to be on the safe side, let’s put you up in my room tonight.”

“What? Why?” Kaede looked shocked.

“It has a better bed for one thing, and you need a warm one after that soaking. But more importantly, on the off chance one of my parents comes home tonight we don’t want them stumbling over you in the dark.”

“Oh,” Kaede looked momentarily depressed. Then she snickered. “Yeah, would they even recognize me?”

I hurriedly worked to recompose my face while Kaede laughed at her own joke. Mostly because I had a sneaking suspicion she had a point. Even ignoring the surprised in the dark factor… I mean, have they even seen what their nieces and nephews look like recently? And Kaede has recently gone through her growth spurt and new look for high school.

The balcony door rattled again and we both looked towards it. I took out my phone for a quick double check but I was pretty certain what I’d find.

“There’s almost no chance you’re going home tonight,” I noted, checking current progress and expectations. “There are no notes about when the trains are expected to start up again and they’re predicting the weather’s… well, they expect the worst of it will pass this evening but it’s probably not going to stop raining until at least tomorrow. The storm’s way too strong.”

“No kidding,” Kaede looked out the window with a hint of wonder and fear. “It looks blacker than midnight out there and it’s barely two! I didn’t think it could get even worse than when we were driving here, but it managed.”

I nodded. “So we may as well accept you’re really here for tonight.” We’d all sort of talked about it up until now, but I was pretty sure both of us had been hoping things would settle down enough to let her go at the last minute. Now I was accepting the reality that it was going to be an overnight stay, and I think Kaede was too.

She looked around the apartment uncomfortably. “Sorry cousin,” she said, a little more subdued, “I didn’t mean to put you out like this.”

I shrugged. “Could have been worse. I could have been stranded at university and who knows how it would have all worked out if that happened?” That was unlikely, between magic and Himeko I figured I would have made it home one way or the other. On the other hand, it seemed perfectly in keeping with our branch of the family. The one time our relatives were desperate enough to call upon us of course we were all out!

“So, this is your home?” she asked, looking around. “I guess I’ve never really been before now.”

I blinked a few times before it struck me she was right. Has it really just been my aunts and uncles that have visited? I thought furiously. I’m sure they’ve brought a few of my cousins over. Briefly. When they were young. I was almost sure I could remember a baby Sakura and Akira being along with their parents when they checked up on me. Almost. And I’ve got to be honest here, apart from Saori I’m not sure I can remember any of my cousins visiting the apartment when they’d be old enough to remember it!

“It’s…” Kaede struggled to find words to describe it. “…nice.”

I completely missed her point. “It’s messy,” I said with a roll of my eyes. “That’s my fault. With my parents out and me trapped here I was getting some work done. I had a bunch of stuff spread across the living room when your teacher called, I didn’t have time to put everything away before he arrived.”

The Little People had already taken care of all the small and light stuff, shifting those things away after we’d all hurriedly worked to get to the nearest convenient stopping point. But I still had three partially assembled collectors and a few odder tools and pieces shoved off to the corners of the room.

Kaede shot me an incredulous look. “This is messy? Mamoru, I grew up with Sakura and Akira; this is nothing.”

I shrugged. “Well, it’s not like any of us use the place that much. And we’re all fairly good about quickly cleaning up the smaller things so there’s no clutter. My parents want it good to go in case someone important drops by.”

Once again misinterpreted her look. “Yeah, I know it’s still a little dirty and dusty. We’re not that good about doing a proper clean-“

“Seriously Mamoru?” Kaede stopped me incredulously.

“What?”

“Goddamn robot story,” she muttered under her breath.

It took me a moment to realize she was talking about how Akira had convinced her my parents were robots for quite some time.

“Mamoru, seriously,” she repeated with a little more heat, “this looks like it’s almost ready for a home visit. Yeah, your stuff looks weird. I can instantly tell it’s out of place. But you cannot claim this place is dirty. You’ve been to our house, you know how a normal house normally looks if people actually live there!”

“It’s not that clean,” I mumbled.

“Yes, it is!”

“Himeko’s is even cleaner.”

“Himeko’s got an army of maids and butlers cleaning up after her! Professionally! Seriously Mamoru, this apartment’s hollow. Not having any clutter’s a good thing, but there’s no personality around here. I-”

Kaede hurriedly cut herself off again and took a big gulp of the last of her ramen instead. I sighed and mentally filled in that blank as something along the lines of ‘you live a pitiful life with abusive parents cousin’. Probably not quite that strongly phrased or thought, my extended family had more of a perspective on my parents than complete outsiders, but I’d have bet the sentiment was there.

Let’s nip that in the bud quickly, I thought with a roll of my eyes. “Cousin, are you warmed up enough to move around a little?”

“Yeah…” Kaede responded cautiously.

“Come with me a moment.”

I led her to the side, the door to my room. “This is where you’ll be sleeping tonight,” I replied, my voice heavy with irony as I threw open my door.

Kaede jerked back a moment in surprise. One thing you could not accuse my room of was having no personality. It was actually a little bit better than when Himeko and Eiko had visited; I’d cleaned up, organized, and stored the cherry wood much better in the intervening year. On the other hand, two of my storage bins were out in the middle of the floor and open since that’s where I’d been keeping the mana collector construction supplies.

“Don’t worry about the storage bins,” I added a little hastily. “The stuff you saw in the living room is going back in them a little later and they’re going back under the bed.”

Kaede didn’t seem to know where to look first. Then her eyes focused on the corner. “Is that a broom?” she asked in confusion.

Shit, forgot about that. I now had the broom and the staff tucked into the corner next to the naginata bag, all good for quick access if I needed anything. It wasn’t immediately visible from the doorway but it was easy to see if you’d stepped in and were looking around. “Long story,” I brushed it aside.

Kaede giggled a little unwillingly. “it’s so you.”

“Yes, and that’s the point,” I said, chivying her out of there gently and shutting the door behind us. Twenty-twenty hindsight, I probably should have looked first rather than being dramatic like that. What if there’d been a Little Person or two still wandering about and doing something?  “Let’s not have any of that ‘Mamoru lives a poor life in an empty apartment’ garbage, okay? My parents aren’t great but they give me a lot of freedom and I take full advantage of that.”

Kaede returned to the living room and the kotatsu, a little bit of shivering suggested she wasn’t quite as warmed up and dry as she wanted to pretend. “We don’t really- “ she started to suggest as she put her legs back under the table.

I shut her up with a knowing look.

“Okay, maybe we do,” she sighed. “I’m sorry Mamoru, but can you blame us? You know your parents. And you haven’t exactly lived a life that… that…”

“Encourages you to think otherwise?” I suggested with a hint of irony.

“Exactly!”

“And how did you react when you got a hint that might not be the case?” I asked, turning up the irony some more. “I remember a recent phone call-”

“Alright, alright, I get the point already!” Kaede flushed.

“Sorry Kaede,” I said a little more seriously, “but I had to do some thinking after that one, and you coming here just brought it up again. It seems like I’m damned if I do and damned if I don’t. If I don’t say anything then everyone seems to think I’m going slightly mad in some grey box while living on plain rice and studying. And if I do say anything everyone seems to panic and worry I’m about to kill myself or get in over my head.”

“That’s because that’s what you made us think you were doing for fifteen, sixteen years,” Kaede retorted. “Seriously Mamoru, you’re going from zero to one hundred awfully quick here. And you can’t think that running into burning buildings is usual teenaged behaviour!”

I winced. “I’m never going to live that one down, am I?”

“Nope,” Kaede replied fiercely. “Seriously Mamoru, we’d have rolled with it if you’d joined an anime club or something but this is a whole different magnitude of sudden changes. You befriended a trillionaire, started talking with the police, and then we find out stuff about you running into a building someone else set on fire… how did you think we were going to react? And don’t get me started on Sakura and Truthseeker.”

I groaned and held my head. “She’s still on about that?”

“Mamoru, you can’t expect her to not bring it up. She’s got this whole picture in her mind about the enemies to friends narrative. And of course it came up again after we found out about the fire! You underplayed that whole thing and then we found out it was true.”

Fuck. Right, didn’t think of that wrinkle. I reflected.

“Seriously," Kaede said yet again while crossing her arms in front of her, "how much of that did Truthseeker nail on the head?”

I sighed. “Not much, but a little bit more than I indicated,” I admitted reasonably. “He was so far off about so many things it’s embarrassing, but there wasn’t that much on the list that didn’t have at least a little hint of truth.”

“I knew it!”

“I said ‘hint’ Kaede, and I mean it. Most of the time he was so far off base or so exaggerated it was ridiculous. And don’t tell me you haven’t spotted at least half the times he was reporting stuff that was completely made up.”

“I just didn’t know any more,” Kaede confessed. “Seriously Mamoru: the fire, helping him put criminals behind bars, assisting Himeko with stopping maniacs-“

“I just recorded the bastard,” I protested incredulously.

“Which time?”

Aoth, the fact that has to be an honest question… I decided to brush past it rather than bring that up myself. “Look, don’t go falling for Sato Gota’s dramatics. Hell, he doesn’t go falling for his dramatics! There’s a reason all that stuff is tucked away as unverified rumors.”

“But the fire, the fights, the police, they’re all real?” Kaede pressed.

“No one ever mentions the generator,” I muttered under my breath.

“What was that?

“Nothing.”

“No, seriously. What do you mean by generator?”

I sighed deeply. “Sorry, just one of the things he listed was that I’d fixed the backup generator at the hotel on our school trip. That one’s exaggerated, but true.”

Granted, my actual fixing had been little more than turning it on after the dark spirits disabled it. But it was the principle of the thing.

“I just think it’s telling and annoying that everyone focuses on all these supposedly big and dramatic happenings but ignores something that requires a little more technical expertise. Like the generator. Or maybe that bit with the Astronomy Club when I had to check over their telescope,” I didn’t actually mind that, I didn’t want to lie about it or mislead people more than I had to. But it was getting to be an odd little complex of mine because at least it was more associated with the person I tried to be like: someone who used knowledge and technical expertise to fix stuff.

“The Astronomy Club?”

I rolled my eyes as I realized how far I’d wandered off topic. “Forget I mentioned that one, it’s not exciting or special in any sort of weird way. If Sato Gota even heard about that one I can see why he didn’t bother mentioning it. The only complaint I can launch in his direction is that he’s not mentioning the more boring or technical stuff so that people end up with a somewhat distorted view of me.”

We both jumped a little as something hit the side of the building, hard. I assumed something relatively heavy had been uprooted by the storm.

“Can you fix this generator if it goes down?” Kaede asked, only joking a little.

“I don’t think our building has a backup generator,” I answered honestly. “But don’t worry, I’m sure I can rig up something if I have to.” I’d been looking into using mana as a source of electricity for years now.

(Long story short: possible, and a useful trick in regards to various mobile devices. But not as efficient or practical as other renewable sources of energy.)

“I’m glad to hear that,” Kaede responded, still not entirely joking.

We both fell silent for a while.

Finally, I sighed. “Look Kaede, I can just turn on the TV if you want-“

“No!” she protested. “I mean, yeah, sure, later. But I want to talk to you. I’ve been going to your old school this year and some of the stories I’ve gotten… it’s made me wonder if I know you at all.”

I rolled my eyes but internally I had to cringe a little. I might have considered myself Matsuda Mamoru; but given my reincarnated origins that I’d never told my family about, Kaede had a pretty legitimate complaint.

“Come on Kaede,” I scoffed. “You know how stupid most of that stuff is, how badly most people do when trying to interpret me. You still know me better than they do.”

“Do I?”

I forced myself to give her a knowing look. “Kaede, how many of the people telling you these stories would have predicted my bedroom?”

“Well…”

“Or how about how much I talk with Grandma Kanoko about gardening?”

“That’s true, but…”

“How many times has the word ‘gaijin’ come up when they’ve discussed me?”

“Not always,” she protested.

“Uh huh. And how many of those people who didn’t mention it knew that you were my cousin?”

That one she looked away on.

I sighed and lay off a little, I felt guilty pushing this much even if I felt I did have a point underneath all my deceptions. “Look, I’m not saying… I’m not saying you’re wrong to ask. But, seriously, taking all of this at face value… come on Kaede, you should know better.”

That is true, I reflected. It would help a lot if I wasn’t lying to her about a bunch of related stuff, but it is true.

“I mean, next- “ I paused, then stopped.

“What is it?” Kaede asked, managing to sound suspicious despite looking a little guilty.

I waffled back and forth a few more seconds but eventually decided just stopping there would be more suspicious. “Sorry,” I sighed, “I was just going to say ‘next you’ll believe that Inoue Sakura actually seduced me.’ About three seconds too late I realized that one was actually kind of believable and that I couldn’t blame you if you had reasonable doubt.”

Kaede let out a surprised snicker. “Oh. God. Her.”

“How many boyfriends is she up to this year?” I asked, unable to keep the weariness from my tone.

“Too many,” Kaede replied with a smirk. “But it’s hard to tell who’s real and who’s lying so I don’t try to count. She just flounces by and it looks like every boy around is watching her and wishes he could be with her.”

“Business as usual then,” I sighed a second time. “Glad I’m out of that situation!” Honestly, I suddenly felt a little more forgiving of all the trouble that spilled over to me from Himeko and Hiro’s relationship. Especially the egotistical idiots still after one of them, thinking they could seduce one of the pair away from the other. As annoying as all that was at times, and it could get pretty damn annoying when the really big idiots like her karate tutor turned up, I’d have gladly taken twice as much of it instead of one more year with Inoue.

“Actually Mamoru,” Kaede looked at me with something approaching respect, “I heard you were one of the first guys to turn her down.”

“If by ‘turn her down’ you mean ‘run away and hide from her’ then yes, that was me,” I corrected her seriously.

“You still did it,” Kaede replied, equally seriously, “and the way most guys start drooling and following her, like they’re starving and she’s a prime, perfectly prepared steak…”

“Yeah, you don’t have describe it, I’ve seen it,” I said sourly, mildly disturbed to hear that description from Kaede’s lips. “And from what I hear she’s being more restrained this year.”

Kaede jolted a little, like I’d just stuck her with a pin. “What, really?”

I shrugged. “I’ve only heard it from Himeko. Remember: her little brother’s there now. She’s been keeping half an eye on Inoue just in case. Meiko Shinji seems like someone Inoue would go after.”

Kaede suddenly looked a little worried. “That would explain a few things.”

“Like what?”

“Nothing!”

My eyes narrowed slightly but I put the thought aside. I still made note of it though, carefully marking that as ammunition or something I could use to try and make an escape with if the conversation turned in another unexpected way.

“Anyway,” Kaede quickly took the offensive, looking to change the subject herself. “Why don’t you tell me about your high school life then? The real story. If you don’t want me falling for all the lies and exaggerations you should tell me the truth.”

“Well…”

“Come on Mamoru, I know a bunch of the people involved now. Tell me.”

Oh, this is going to go well, I thought, caught between a mental sigh and a wince.

***

Despite my fears it ended up being quite a pleasant way to kill some time and take our minds off the storm. Kaede and I spent the next few hours discussing and comparing our high school lives. I writhed a little inside, because I was strategically omitting or underplaying so much it wasn’t even funny, but it was actually kind of fun and interesting to be discussing what had happened to me at the school in a normal manner. And it was interesting to see how Kaede was fitting in and what clubs she was looking at. She hadn’t settled on one yet, her extra long travel time made it an even more difficult decision for her, but she was still interested in a couple of possibilities and wanted one for the high school experience so she was still looking into them.

It was also interesting to note how she was treating her relation to me, given my odd reputation at my former high school. Kaede wasn’t advertising her connection, but she wasn’t denying it either. She’d originally kept quiet about it, mostly to avoid any expectations she’d be as smart as I was or worries she was as socially unusual.

(I couldn’t really blame her for that. Making sure she had a more firmly developed identity of her own before letting that come out made a lot of sense. Especially in regards to the teachers, given the long sort of trip she was making each day it would have been easy for them to assume she was a lot like me mentally. And start worrying about it.)

However, lately she’d started to encourage it a little. It wasn’t entirely on purpose, it had mostly come about because she’d been so obviously shocked about the story of the fire and the Archery Club and she’d rolled with it to get a few more details. But for the last week or two she’d been encountering a few sempais who had known me and had sometimes emphasized the connection in order to hear their stories. Finally getting my perspective in turn…

Well, she wasn’t worrying less about me in the end. Not when I confessed to things like my beating at the hands of Harada or the near drowning experience on the school trip. But she was worrying in a noticeably different and saner way by the end of it.

“I guess I was worried you were a little more like your parents,” she admitted shamefacedly as I cooked us dinner.

“What, really?” I asked, trying to sound amused instead of a little offended.

“I know, I know,” she blushed. “The fact you were hanging out with Himeko and Eiko should have stopped that. But… we still worried. Especially that it might be all them, forcing you to try and act like a normal human being.”

I paused, and not just because I was judging the curry. “Fair,” I nodded in the end. It was still truer than I wanted to admit, after all. And neither Eiko nor Himeko were the most normal or balanced people out there either, no matter how good a job Himeko managed to do at pretending otherwise. They just came off that way in comparison to me!

“Today… I don’t want to be too dramatic cousin, but I think today’s the first time I’ve ever been able to see you as a normal person.”

Despite everything, I still had to let out a bark of laughter. “If you think this is normal,” I noted with good humor, “you need to have your eyes checked.”

“You know what I mean. I mean, sure, I’d hoped that. Things like your birthday party or Grandparents Day gave me a lot of hope. But I secretly worried you were just a better version of your parents: knowing when or how to just go through the motions even when you didn’t really mean them. It was obvious how you were forcing yourself some times.”

“That was just me being an introvert.”

“Sometimes,” Kaede said with sudden seriousness. “But other times… I don’t know how to describe it, other times it was a lot more than that. And given Aunty and Uncle…”

I sighed again. I hate deflecting like this, I thought as I ladled out some curry, because, in the end, she’s not wrong. Her judgement and worry would be spot on for a normal person and I don’t want to make her doubt that. It’s just that I’m a special case.

“I wish people would stop worrying about that so much,” I said seriously as went to the rice cooker. “My parents aren’t good at their job. Well, their parenting job. But they’re not actively harmful. I’ve adapted,” I shrugged. “I won’t claim those worries weren’t pretty important the first ten years or so, making sure I could get to the point where I could adapt. But since then? I’ve long understood how it was going to be, what I’d need to do. And in a stupid, ass-backwards way, they’ve made it easy for me to do that.”

I paused and gave her a small smile. “Would your parents let you treat your room that way?”

“Well, not the storage containers,” Kaede admitted. I’d long since returned everything back into place; but I’d still had to give her the warning about only getting in to or out of the bed on one side since I had the containers overflowing past the other. “Mom and Dad would have forced me to either get rid of some of it or put it away in storage a long time ago.”

“Precisely,” I nodded. “Mine just don’t care so long as I keep it in my room. There are some opportunities with them if you know how to handle it.” I shrugged and let slip as much truth as I dared. “It’s a weird coincidence, no great virtue of theirs, but that’s just what I needed. I’m… okay with them as my parents. We make it work.”

Kaede was silent as I handed her dinner. She obviously wanted to say a little more, but even she was only willing to go so far. Especially after all the other progress she’d made that day. Besides, I’d kind of made my point already in those spheres, putting most of her fears to rest and convincing her that while my life was weird I was handling it much better than it first would have seemed.

“Itadakimasu,” we both noted before digging in. The curry was nice and hearty, we kind of needed it with the weather still raging fiercely outside. Plus Kaede was obviously fighting off a minor cold at this point, we wanted to uproot it before it took hold.

“So, any more news on your father?” I asked cautiously after knocking back my hunger. Kaede had checked her phone a few times over the course of her stay.

“It is a hairline fracture,” Kaede replied a little sadly, “but only that. The car’s going to need at least a few days of repairs though. Maybe a little more, they’re worried water might have crept into a few places before it got towed to cover.”

“Ouch,” I winced.

“We’ll cope. He’s not happy, but they’re all relieved I’m staying here tonight.”

Unspoken was the addition ‘and it’s just Mamoru, not his parents’.

Kaede sighed. “At least it’ll be a relatively easy trip back to school tomorrow. I can sleep in an extra hour.”

The wind gusted. “Assuming you can sleep,” I noted. It was an empty statement though. I’d have estimated we were just past the apex and by this point it was becoming more background noise than anything else.

“No kidding. You’re really going to be fine with the couch?”

I smiled. “I would have preferred it to be a little bigger, but don’t worry. My parents deliberately purchased it with this in mind. Not only is it stylish, they wanted a comfortable option just in case they were ever in the position of having a VIP over for the night. That way they could give up their bed but still wake up properly rested in the morning, thus hopefully earning some big points with them but still appearing perfectly competent by the time everyone was up.”

Kaede stared at me for a moment, but I wasn’t lying. “Wow.”

“Yeah. Say what you will about them and their goals, I know I do, but in their own ways they are clever planners.”

“I don’t really think of your parents like that,” Kaede reflected thoughtfully. “I’m always so focused on… well…”

“Them being them,” I suggested, unable to think of any other way to sum up the enormity of their aberrant behaviour.

“Yeah, that. But I guess they’re not just mindless automatons. They really do have their own goals and dreams. It’s just… the way they go about them…”

I shrugged. I was nominally their kid and I thought Kaede was still giving them a little too much credit. Their goals and dreams were so nebulous and undefined at this point, especially for what they’d done to themselves for years, that I couldn’t be so forgiving. But it was still a good point, just like how she’d underestimated, oversimplified, and misinterpreted me for years (with good reason) maybe we were both a little guilty of doing that to my parents too.

That was the last of any deeper conversations though, we were both a bit wrung out by that point. The rest of the evening was split between homework of various sorts and watching television. Kaede turned in a little early, still fighting not to become sick and tired after the fight to get to school followed by the harrowing journey to the apartment, and I carefully prepared to sleep on the couch for the night.

There was still one more thing to do though. Once the lights were off in my room I whispered quietly to the air “Sho-uk?”

There was a moment of silence before someone answered “mateh.”

It took me a few moments for me to find them, even with their attempts to attract my attention, but I eventually managed. It wasn’t Sho-uk, but another Little Person I was starting to recognize as one of his higher ranking underlings.

I nodded respectfully towards them. “Everything alright with your people? No sudden complications or surprises?” I hardly expected that, but it was only polite and sensible to check that first. After all, if their living spaces were getting water logged or unsafe and Kaede was still in the apartment-

Luckily the Little Person soon cured me of that fear. “Na des ku der foo. Mat kalei.”

“Good, I’m glad to hear it,” I sighed in relief. I waffled a few moments and then nodded towards the bedroom. “You’ll keep an eye on her tonight, warn me if there are any problems?”

“Ai,” the Little Person replied solemnly.

“Good. Thank you for your service.”

Okay, so maybe I am a little weird and paranoid, I reflected. I’ll own and accept that. And maybe I should accept their overprotectiveness is just more of the same in its own way, and learn to appreciate it. I’m not changing my ways any time soon, maybe I shouldn’t be so hypocritical and expect them to change theirs.

And with that food for thought, I prepared to bed down for the night.
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We stopped outside the gates of the Meiko estate this time, mostly because Sato Gota was being held there by two security guards.

Himeko looked at Eiko and me, sighed, put on her game face, and then got out of the car. Eiko immediately followed her, and I tried to slip in behind them as quietly as I could. I would have just stayed in the car if it was practical, but doing so after my two friends who actually lived there had gotten out seemed too rude and arrogant to contemplate.

Sato, his hair tips a deep purple this this time, smiled at her insouciantly. “Well well, if it isn’t the Meiko heiress.”

Himeko gave him a moment’s observation, then calmly turned to one of the security men. “Any damage or problems this time?”

“No, ojou-sama,” he reported. “We’re not sure how he got onto the grounds, but just like last time he was spotted well before he could reach the main house.”

“So says you!” Sato laughed. “I wasn’t even trying to reach the main house this time, and I made it nearly two hours before you goons spotted me!”

The security men reddened just a little but said nothing. I meanwhile noted that Sato had his camouflage patterned hoodie on again, despite the heat, along with a few stirps of material tied to his limbs to help break up his silhouette. One of the security guards was also holding a section of netting in their fist, and I assumed the leaves and twigs stuck to it weren’t random dirt but a deliberate part of Sato’s attempts to hide.

“So,” Himeko turned back to Sato, seemingly unconcerned, “before we go any further, is there something I actually need to know? Some sort of explosive secret or treachery within the Meiko estate that would drive you to this? Perhaps corruption within the company that we’d prefer to know about and start fixing before you’re done investigating whatever you think you’re researching this time? Given your track record I’m willing to give you this chance to earn some leniency, but this is it.”

Sato Gota just smiled smugly.

“As I thought,” Himeko didn’t actually sigh, but she somehow managed to give the impression of it while giving Sato nothing he could use. “Come on, let’s go. From this point on it’s the police’s business.”

She moved to get back into the car while Eiko just gave Sato a glare before moving to join her. I, however, actually did sigh, and figured I may as well make use of it. “You guys go ahead,” I told them reluctantly. “Now that I’m out I may as well get started checking my… sensors.”

Of all the times to fucking stumble! I raged internally, trying hard not to look at Sato. Yeah, let’s do it in front of the reporter! I’m sure that’ll turn out well!

Himeko paused for only a split second, but that was probably because similar thoughts had just gone through her mind even if she was too polite to vocalize them. “Are you sure, Mamoru?” she asked calmly.

“Yeah, may as well be practical about it,” I replied, trying to seem a bit more casual.

“Very well.”

“Actually Matsuda-sama,” one of the security guys interjected politely. “Master Tai is on the grounds as well. He knew you’d be by today, and requested your presence. He should be near the rear, in the open area behind the mansion.”

Even if I hadn’t seen Sato’s sharp eyed glance I would have felt the intensity of it. Come on, why’d you have to go and say that? I moaned inside my head. I at least have the excuse I’m incompetent, you’re supposed to have been trained!  I’d obviously pricked Sato’s attention.

“So, the redoubtable Master Tai is here to see you,” Sato muttered under his breath. “Interesting!”

I flushed but did my best to ignore him, even I realized Sato was trying to get a rise out of me and get me to say something else stupid. Granted, I only realized that because he’d A) succeeded in the past and B) he’d been relatively close lipped even while loopy from a beating, stuff I wouldn’t have gotten if this was our first conversation. But I did realize it! So instead I tried to enter the estate as casually as possible.

“We’ll continue this later, Matsuda-san,” Sato noted calmly from behind me. Even without seeing his face I could tell he was grinning.

About five seconds after that I got a text from Himeko.

PrincessMei: Don’t react! Don’t give him anything to work with.

“Yeah yeah,” I muttered under my breath. “Even I got that this time.” I didn’t say it too loudly though. I couldn’t blame her for thinking I wouldn’t, especially since I wasn’t sure she knew about any of my additional little meetings with Sato. Surely the time I tested the water sample for him has come up, right? I thought nervously.

I worried about that through my first two collectors. Then, as I came to the open area at the back of the mansion, I was reminded of my other worries.

“Ah, good. You’re here, Master Matsuda,” Master Tai waved at me across the distance, “we can finally begin.”

Ah fuck.

Normally I wouldn’t have been too worried about Master Tai wanting to see me. However, this time he was accompanied by two strangers. One was obviously stamped from the same mold of ‘master’ as Master Tai. The other…

I paused and tilted my head slightly as I examined him. I… huh, I’m really not sure about him.

The second one was the youngest of the bunch, I’d have estimated somewhere around thirty, maybe just a little younger, and looking quite fit for his age. But there was something about him… I couldn’t tell what it was, it seemed like he was much more of a ‘true’ master than someone like Himeko’s failed karate tutor. But I just couldn’t put him on the same level as Master Tai or his other companion, and I didn’t think it was just his age.

A few variations on pretending I hadn’t heard Master Tai, or deliberately ignoring him, flashed through my head. But ultimately realized those were the same sort of wild, stupid, impulses that I wouldn’t have given the time of day to when they suggested ‘I wonder what would happen if I stuck my hand in that fan?’ Only even more likely to lead to grievous bodily harm this time! So, instead, I sighed and trudged over to join them.

“Greetings, Master Matsuda,” Master Tai seemed in a good mood, even more enthusiastic than normal. It worried me. “This is Master Eizen. And, hopefully, soon-to-be-master Hideji.”

Master Eizen, a muscular, stiff looking man with his hair up in an iron gray pony tail on top of his head bowed to me reluctantly. Hideji bowed deeper than I though was necessary and was fighting a nervous flush. “Master,” he said politely.

I glanced at Master Tai, but he cheerfully refused to enlighten me. “Well, now that everyone’s gathered, shall we begin?”

“Hai,” Hideji replied instantly, almost bouncing to follow Master Tai to the center of the Meiko’s back lawn.

“Okay, I’m confused here,” I muttered softly once the pair were too far away to hear, “am I supposed to have any idea what’s going on?”

I almost jumped when a new voice inserted herself into the conversation from behind us.

“Hideji is Master Eizen’s student,” Eiko noted as she joined us in observing. “Like I am to Master Tai, only a few more years advanced. Master Eizen,” she added with a somewhat surprising amount of respect, pairing it with a proper bow and salutation to the master in question.

“It seems, hm,” she continued, her attention focused on her own master and Hideji. “There’s no easy way to put this. Hideji’s testing to go up to the next level. Not an actual master, but the one step below it. It’s a little like going to the graduate student level, only even closer to full mastery than that is.”

Master Eizen gave a soundless, choppy nod at her description, his perpetual frown not even moving a millimeter.

“Okay,” I replied, trying not to sound lost. Especially since that part of things almost made sense. “Then why the heck am I here?”

“Beats me,” Eiko shrugged.

Helpful, real helpful, I thought sarcastically in my head. But I kept it purely mental, I was riveted by the developments in front of me.

Master Tai and Hideji faced off across the lawn, bowing to each other and assuming combat stances. I couldn’t have told you what they really were, only that Master Tai’s seemed relatively low but solid and calm while Hideji’s was vaguely crane-ish and betrayed a nervous energy. Then, after a momentary period of staring at each other, Hideji exploded into action.

Master Eizen shook his head and made a clicking sound in the back of his throat.

“Hey, go easy on him,” Eiko noted with a touch of sympathy. “He’s up against Master Tai! He’s just making a virtue of necessity.”

Master Tai easy blocked a series of sharp blows that would have laid Himeko right out and probably driven Eiko back.

“Uh, what?” I asked.

“Hideji rushed it,” Eiko replied, not taking her eyes off the action as the pair exchange a series of lightning-fast strikes that ended up with Hideji getting knocked back a good ten meters. It was a testament to his training that he stayed on his feet and only trembled a little upon landing.

“There should have been more of a clash of wills and testing, seeking the best path,” she continued, her voice a little distant and her attention was focused on the fighters. “But Hideji knew he’d lose, so he didn’t want to waste any energy and tried to take Master Tai by surprise.”

Master Eizen shook his head incrementally. “Cowardly,” he ground out, his voice like gravel.

That’s… I couldn’t make up my mind, easily able to see both points. And before I could think about it too deeply the combatants fully demanded my attention again.

Hideji rushed forward again, but this time he was smoother, falling into the more natural rhythms of the fight instead of freezing in the face of Master Tai. And he leapt forward the last five meters with unnatural force.

Whoa! I thought, instantly switching on ‘mage sight’. It revealed what I already knew, Hideji’s was definitely adept at using his ki.

Of course, so was Master Tai. It was a lesson watching the two go at it. I might not have been great at comprehending the blows themselves, it was too fast and there was too much subtlety there for me to truly grasp it, but the principles beneath that were unexpectedly fascinating. I still wasn’t following too much, my practices with Eiko and Himeko gave me more understanding of combat than the average mage but no more than that. However, even the basics were enlightening. I watched how both fighters boosted themselves, walking a delicate line between enhancing their bodies and shaping ki around their blows. I wasn’t truly getting a tenth of it, I didn’t have the intuitive understanding of the physical side of things I needed as a foundation, not to observe it in real time. But the picture they still painted with their actions…

I didn’t really grasp that before, I thought distantly, entranced. The different sets of limitations and strengths a ki using person has to a mana using one. And I still don’t! Not truly. But I’ve got a better idea of it now.

Master Tai and his ilk could call upon less power in the moment than a well-equipped mage could. Even for a master the ‘amount’ (and you’d better believe I hated using that term when it came to two separate forms of supernatural energy! The idea made comparing ‘amounts’ of gravity vs. electricity sane) of power he could channel at his maximum was well below my own theoretical limits. But ki’s strengths and weaknesses led to entirely different ways of using it, and entirely different philosophies.

Master Tai and Hideji used their ki with precision and balance. It wasn’t miserly, their internal reserves seemed surprisingly vast (or maybe they just generated more and did it quickly, I could easily have been misinterpreting how they were doing it) but they carefully and cleverly rationed out how and where they used that energy with each move. When was it more efficient to make a block harder than iron, and when was it better to use half that energy and let an attack flow past you harmlessly? And I realized half of that calculation was a chess match, was it really cheaper to dodge when doing so put you in a worse position for the next move? Or was it better to block, break your opponent’s momentum and position, thereby setting yourself up better for a counterattack?

Whatever the answer, Master Tai’s doing it better than Hideji, I reflected with a hint of sympathy. The younger martial artist was clearly and consistently coming off the worse of each exchange. But he wasn’t giving up! He kept trying, and kept reducing the damage he took in turn. He was cultivating a startling collection of bruises in the process but he was legitimately standing his ground against Master Tai. Or at least only getting slowly pushed back.

But the outcome was never in doubt. Eventually Hideji fell one too many times, and when he was a too little slow in rising Master Tai barked “enough!” in a commanding voice.

Hideji still climbed halfway to his feet before his brain caught up to him, but he reluctantly relaxed his muscles. “Tai-sensei,” he said respectfully, bowing even though he was still only on his knees and panting a little.

Master Tai unbent a little and smiled. “Good job Hideji-san, well done. I agree with Master Eizen, you’re ready for the next level.”

Next to me, Master Eizen unbent a miniscule amount.

“Thank you, Tai-sensei,” Hideji gasped out.

“Now, how about you cement that by working on your wounds, hm?”

Hideji nodded shortly and painfully assumed a meditative position, then began to channel his ki in an entirely different way.

While I watched Master Tai calmly made his way over to us. “I hope you’re paying attention, Eiko,” he noted with some amusement.

Eiko made a disgusted sound. “Of course I am!” she protested, keeping the volume down out of respect for Hideji. “I know if I’m lucky I might be doing the same thing with another Master in four or five years, I’m not going to ignore something like this.”

Master Tai smirked a little. But it was an amused and pleased smirk, not a superior one. “Good.”

“Not to sound whiny, but why did you request me, Master Tai? I appreciate the chance to observe some higher-level martial arts in action but it doesn’t seem like there’s much of a point to me being here.”

Master Tai turned to me and I was mildly startled to realize he’d picked up a few small wounds of his own. Nothing major, and it was no wonder I hadn’t seen the small scratches and bruises on his face from a distance (seriously, if it somehow missed all his hair he could get a slash that required six stitches cut into his face and it’d still be hard to see it through the beard) but it was one more proof that Hideji really was up there in skill level.

Master Tai was probably holding back a little more than Hideji, I noted absently, but forgot about that as the master in question spoke.

“We needed you here for something pretty important, Master Mamoru. Could you prepare a potion for Hideji? One like the potion you created for Himeko and Eiko?”

I looked at him suspiciously and my answer was a little slow. “O-kay,” I replied a little reluctantly. “I guess I can do that. Just… don’t make too much of a habit of it, okay? It takes a- I don’t mind doing it when it’s necessary but it’s not exactly a trivial expenditure of mana.”

I felt a bit embarrassed making that complaint, the potions didn’t cost that much time or effort after all. But it wasn’t something I wanted everyone to think was trivial either, I didn’t want people to think I could toss them out willy-nilly.

“Understood Master Mamoru,” Master Tai replied solemnly.

I sighed, half in resignation and half in relief. “Okay then.” I then turned to Eiko. “Is it okay if I raid the kitchen for supplies again?”

Eiko smirked. “I’ll just toss all your warnings right back at you. It’s fine today, try not to make a habit of it.”

I rolled my eyes and felt slightly better at the irony of it all. “Fair enough. I’ll check in with the kitchen then hit up the rest of the collectors for mana.”

***

A little bit later I returned to the martial artists, who now stood next to a very nice serving cart which held all the ingredients I’d requested from the kitchen. I was mildly amused to also see a few of the Meiko employees watching discreetly from a distance.

Well, maybe it’s for the best, I thought with an internal smile, there’s not going to be much a show with this, it’s another good option for demystifying magic and familiarity breeding contempt. With that in mind I quickly got to work sketching out the necessary magic circle. Well, relatively quickly. It was still a good twenty minutes and change of work to get that done!

Towards the end I was so focused on my task I thought nothing of Master Tai giving his fellow master a subtle nod, or of the way Master Eizen simply frowned and called out “Hideji.”

I assumed Hideji could easily understand his master’s tones. His eyes instantly popped open and he stood up. “Yes master?”

I wasn’t happy with the way he was quietly favoring a few wounds. He was coping with them well, but I could tell he was still hurting in a few places. Well, we’ll soon fix that. Hopefully.

“Come here.”

I gave Eiko a curious glance, not sure why she was hiding a grin. Probably because she knows what this will taste like, I reflected after a moment. I supposed I shouldn’t toss any stones, I was a little more sympathetic to Hideji on principle but if I’d thought he’d earned some problems I’d be grinning too.

“Lesson for you,” Master Eizen said solemnly.

Hideji just looked at his master respectfully.

Master Eizen did nothing, and as the silence started to drag on I mentally shrugged and felt the need to say “please don’t disturb me too much for this next bit. These parts aren’t too bad, I only really need to focus when we get a bit further on, but I don’t want to deal with two martial artists literally trying to fight around me either.”

(I didn’t really think that was about to happen. But for all I knew I was about to become a part of his tests. You know, a weird equivalent of the occasionally ridiculous ‘you must fight without spilling a drop of water from this cup’ type of test. Sometimes the movies and mangas did that well, most of the time thought...)

When no one said anything I mentally shrugged and started to pump mana into the circle.

Hideji instantly jumped back and assumed a guard position. “Gods! What is that?”

Master Eizen grunted. “Lesson.”

Master Tai smirked a little. “And one for you too, Eiko. You got your introduction to magic too early, Master Eizen left Hideji’s education just a little too late.”

“Magic?” Hideji asked incredulously.

I wasn’t so focused I couldn’t shoot Master Tai a slightly annoyed look. “That’s why you wanted me here?”

“I’m afraid so, Master Matsuda,” he admitted, sounding slightly conciliatory. “We thought it was a good way to kill a few birds with one stone.”

I sighed, but in actuality it only took me a few seconds to start seeing the point.

“You’re joking, right?” Hideji asked, trying to repress a nervous grin. “This is a test of my credulity and thinking, right?”

“No Hideji,” Master Tai replied with a touch of sympathy. “This is real.”

Master Eizen grunted “sorry” in a slightly apologetic manner.

“What?” Hideji sounded lost.

Master Tai sighed. “Hideji-san, this is an important part of your wider education,” he explained. “There is more to the world than you’ve encountered so far. In some ways your sensei has been… a little overprotective.”

I had to fight to keep an incredulous look off my face as Master Eizen turned away slightly. Is that a small flush on his face?

“Don’t take it personally,” Eiko cut in. “They like to keep their secrets. I only found out by accident.”

“Yes,” Master Tai addressed her directly, “and don’t forget how many problems it caused you in the process! You set your ki development back several months, and don’t think I didn’t hear of the recent incident from Dr. Yorozu. You’re lucky not to have suffered any lasting effects.”

This time Eiko flushed. She’d probably been hoping beyond hope that Master Tai would somehow miss her accidental encounter with drugs. “Sorry.”

Master Tai nodded. “I think it’ll be useful to you in the long run, keep you from deliberately experimenting with drugs or medicines, but that doesn’t mean I’m happy it happened! Learn.”

Meanwhile Hideji was watching wide-eyed as I slowly combined several of the ingredients. The way the volume of the combined beef broth, potion base, and powdered bone meal clearly defied conventional physics obviously stunned him.

Finally, someone who gets it, I thought with some mild satisfaction. I mean, I didn’t mind that no one was going around screaming “witchcraft!” and demanding my head. But sometimes it was nice to finally see people realizing how wrong it was that I was screwing around with natural laws and logic that much. It’s strange, I reflected distantly, but I think you should appreciate and respect those laws before you start violating them.

“How’s…” Hideji licked his lips nervously, “how’s he doing that?”

“Do not get him started!” Eiko warned him before I could say anything.

I shot her a mildly annoyed look but didn’t say anything, I had to admit she was probably right to pre-empt an overly technical explanation. “Okay, do you want the overly simple ‘it’s magic’ explanation? Or would you prefer a little more detail?”

“Uh…”

“It’s okay, Hideji-san,” Master Tai answered sympathetically. “This’s the whole reason we engineered this thing.”

“Hai,” Master Eizen nodded.

“Master Matsuda is a master mage,” Master Tai continued gently. “A relative genius and prodigy amongst his own kind.”

I snorted derisively, unable to help myself.

“-so we wanted to take the opportunity to introduce magic to you a little more thoroughly, give you the chance to ask questions and catch up a little.”

Hideji hesitated a moment, but then turned to his master. “Why?” he asked a little plaintively. “Why didn’t you tell me about this before? Why only reveal it now?”

Master Eizen couldn’t look him in the eye. And since both Eiko and Master Tai hesitated to say anything (it was probably a martial artist thing, limits to how much you interfered with another master/student pair) I figured I should speak up.

“It’s a combination of the technical and, well, I suppose the psychological,” I noted distractedly, continuing my potion brewing. “On the technical side, magic and martial arts… it’s not that they don’t mix, it’s that you need a lot of skill and experience before you can successfully combine them. Martial artists develop their ki, mages develop their mana, but both types of energy travel through the same network in your body. And I suppose you use different techniques and mystic ‘muscles’ in order too-“

“Mamoru,” Eiko interrupted me in a soft, warning tone; letting me know I was getting too technical and caught up.

“It’s like bulking up to be a bodybuilder or linebacker when you should be trying to be an acrobatic gymnast,” I summed up abruptly. “It’ll mess up and get in the way of what you actually want to do. And as for the psychological side,” I shot a glance to Master Tai, inviting him to interrupt me at any time. “That’s a little trickier. I don’t want to speak for your teacher or martial artists in general, but it seems there’s a tendency for inexperienced martial artists to either despair or lose perspective when they find out about magic. They either think ‘that’s cool and what I’m doing is lame!’ or ‘what’s the point?’ when they discover magic is real.”

“Master Matsuda puts it a little too strongly,” Master Tai agreed. “But that’s the basics. Especially if the student finds out at the wrong time, that’s what Master Eizen was most afraid of. If it’s done too early they'll despair over what they can’t do, or how far they have to go. The student will have an appreciation of how hard their path is and the limitations they face, but they don’t think to learn magic’s limits and obstacles.”

“Plus they think ‘Oh! Magic! Amazing!’ ” Eiko jumped in good naturedly. “Mamoru’s grumpy death on two feet towards that attitude. You need to respect magic around him, but the second you start thinking it’s better than anything else he’s going to jump on you and start hitting you over the head with how it’s just one more amazing thing in an amazing world.”

“Hai,” Master Eizen inserted again.

Man of few words that one, I thought with a mental eye roll. That was probably a little hypocritical given how little I wanted to just talk to random people. Especially since silence was probably better than the babbling that occurred when you did get me talking. And it probably helped explain why he’d waited so long to broach a complicated topic like this one.

Master Tai just nodded. “That’s one of the other reasons we’re using Master Matsuda, he’s skilled and can give you a demonstration but has a proper master’s perspective: it is not what your art is that matters, but how you pursue it and how good you are at it.”

“I see,” Hideji replied uncertainly.

I snorted slightly. “No, you don’t,” I stated. “But don’t worry, if you’re half the student Master Eizen seems to think you are, I’m pretty sure you will after thinking about it for a bit. Now, everyone please be quiet for a few minutes while I get this thing completed.”

Everyone settled down with various degrees of reluctance. Hideji obviously wanted to ask a few more questions, but pretty soon he seemed grateful for the chance to think and regain his balance. I just focused on completing the potion, although I managed to go a bit quicker than last time since I had a little more experience and was just brewing up a dose for one person instead of two.

“There we go,” I nodded in satisfaction about ten minutes later. “Potion’s done.”

“Potion?” Hideji asked in startlement, looking at the liter or so of unappetizing looking concoction in front of him.

“What did you think he was making?” Eiko asked with an evil grin.

“We figured a practical and positive example would be good for you,” Master Tai nodded seriously.

I glanced aside at him. “And you came up with this?” Turning back to Hideji I warned him, “drink slowly and carefully. It’s not quite as bad as it looks, but it’s still bad.”

Hideji took the offered liquid reluctantly, exchanging an unreadable look with his own master, before cautiously tasting it. He was too polite to actually make a disgusted sound or complain, but his expression and watering eyes said it all.

“It’s good for you,” Eiko encouraged him, obviously and deliberately not sounding one hundred percent sincere.

I paused and turned to Master Tai. “How bad was he hurt?” I really should have asked before making the potion, but I was still hopeful it would be more useful than bad.

“Lots of bruises and muscle damage,” Master Tai replied sympathetically while Hideji took another sip. “He had to in order to prove himself to me, but that doesn’t mean it’s fun. And I think he’s bruised almost all of his ribs. Nothing cracked though, so that’s impressive. Most of us usually break one or two.”

I winced. I also fought down the impulse to ask how Master Tai had done back in his day, that comment made me really curious. “Ouch. Yeah, then the potion’s a good idea. Bruised ribs should heal a lot quicker with this one. I’d guess… yeah, he’ll probably be back to normal in a week.”

“What? Really?” Hideji looked pleasantly surprised by that.

I nodded. “If you finish it,” I emphasized firmly. “The potion’s not that much different from what you were doing yourself, speeding and enhancing your natural healing. But the potion will do it without you having to spend your concentration and ki on it, and also provide your body with the necessary fuel. By the time you’re a full master I expect you’ll be able to manage the same effect on your own, this will just be a lot easier.”

As I said that I was considering the practicalities of trying to make another potion and somehow slip it to my uncle to help with his wounded arm. Normally I’d have never even thought about it, but after suddenly getting pushed into this situation so soon after my uncle got hurt? It seemed almost like fate. Unfortunately, Uncle Reiji’s arm wasn’t that big a problem so I was unwilling to go through all the ridiculous hoops and contortions necessary to try and pull it off. The potential complications with his doctor or job as his arm healed up almost overnight, raising a bunch of legitimate questions with outside witnesses, were enough to make me shudder all by themselves. Since I wasn’t willing to come clean about magic to him either I figured it was a non starter. I felt a little guilty about that, making a potion for a stranger while letting my relatives suffer, but couldn’t come up with a sensible alternative

Hideji meanwhile returned to the potion with slightly more enthusiasm. But even finding out he’d be able to skip weeks worth of healing wasn’t enough to make him like it.

“Yeah, expect it to feel like a lump in the pit of your stomach for a day or four,” Eiko warned him with a little more sympathy. “But it really does work. My broken rib was all better within a week.”

Hideji kept drinking the potion, slowly but surely.

“Actually, Master Matsuda, there’s one more demonstration I’d like to do,” Master Tai noted. “If you don’t mind.”

I fought down both panic and depression. “What is it?” I asked cautiously.

“I figure another shield test should help demonstrate to young Hideji the power of magic and what he could face. He’s now aware of it’s subtler face, we should show him it’s raw, fighting strength too.”

I fought down a sigh. Another day that ends with me flat on my ass, I reflected. And I didn’t exactly like the extra mana expenditure either. Still, I couldn’t argue his point. Besides, by now I was getting all too experienced with using the mana collectors around the Meiko estate improperly so I could connect back to my home reservoir, so that wouldn't be too much of an issue. Plus, for all my complaints about how much mana I would be spending it was still a pittance compared to what it would cost if I ever encountered a situation where I called Master Tai for help, the cost efficiencies wouldn’t even come close to each other. And that was ignoring all the everyday help and education I picked up from him!

In other words: there's a bunch of reasons to do it. Suck it up and get on with it, I reflected with a ghost of humor. “Alright,” I replied with the tiniest of smiles, “we may as well add that to the list.”

I gestured towards Master Tai but he surprised me by backing off a moment and saying. “Not me. I’ve already had my fun today and Hideji’s not as experienced with my style. This one’s best done with Master Eizen.”

I turned towards the other master in surprise but said nothing, merely bowed to him respectfully. “Master Eizen.”

Said martial arts master calmly nodded and strode out on to the Meiko’s lawn.

How does he manage to teach his student if he never talks? I thought randomly as I followed him. It was a silly question though, I’d only known the guy for about an hour. For all I knew he was a real chatterbox once you got to know him. Or, on the opposite end, perhaps his lessons were mostly physical and one of the reasons he and Hideji had such a good master/pupil relationship because they just got each other.

We eventually found ourselves taking up positions mirroring Master Tai and Hideji’s earlier bout. Foolishly, I waited for him to say something. When he didn’t I reluctantly went first.

“Master Tai, what sort of shield should I use for this?”

“Just the standard thing you use against me, no better and no worse.”

“Okay,” I muttered under my breath before bringing such a shield up.

“Whoa,” Hideji muttered softly from the sidelines at seeing the glowing magic circle sprang up in front of me.

When his master remained silent I felt compelled to speak and point a few things out to him.

“This is a magic shield… obviously,” I started out awkwardly, slowly getting a little more certain. “There’s actually a lot of variety in them and a lot of ways a proper mage can alter the spell. We’re going to be doing a pretty artificial demonstration here, in a real fight Master Eizen would obviously go around the shield to strike at me directly; and I’d have probably made the shield itself a little tougher to deal with, setting it on fire or electrifying it or something similar. This one will reflect a little of the force of his blows back at him but that’s it. So… keep that in mind. This is demonstrating what a shield and martial artist can do, not what you should do.”

Hideji just nodded, still distractedly sipping at his potion while trying to watch us, and I turned back to Master Eizen. “Ready,” I reported, bracing myself.

Master Eizen nodded curtly (although there was a hint more respect and appreciation for me in his eyes) and then began.

It was hard to tell that though. He slipping into a combat stance but didn’t immediately attack. He just stood there, observing. Watching.

I frowned slightly but kept my focus. It’s still a little intimidating and nerve wracking now, I reflected distantly. I don’t find it too bad, but this is only a demonstration and my role is to solely focus on the defense. If this was an actual fight, or I had to counter-attack as well, this would be pretty damn stressful. I could see why Hideji had taken the easy route out and just attacked earlier. My warning bracelet was barely quivering, only underscoring the relative lack of stress. In a real fight I’d probably be struggling to hold it together. I made a mental note to use some of the other spells like ‘quickened perception’ if I even actually found myself in that situation.

Suddenly Master Eizen sprang forward, upon me in an instant and thrusting his arm forward like a spear.

There was a faint but audible ‘clang’ as his blow intersected with my shield. I felt the vibration of it pass through the shield straight into my body, shaking the both of us to our cores. The spell, shield, and myself all wavered. But we held.

Master Eizen nodded, sprang back, and resumed his observing. Off on the sidelines Hideji let out a short, sharp gasp and Eiko broke into some spontaneous and enthusiastic applause.

That was rough, I thought briefly before I bent all my will to firming up the shield. I wasn’t sure I’d ever taken a single blow of that magnitude before. Apparently Master Eizen favored the one strike technique rather than Master Tai’s rain of lighter blows.

Master Eizen carefully paced and observed another twenty seconds, eventually lining up a slightly more oblique angle, and then struck again.

Agh! I though as once again my spell stymied him. The thrust of his ki! It was hard to describe, but these blows were ‘sharper’ and had much more ‘momentum’ than what Master Tai usually used against me. Master Eizen committed a hell of a lot more in each individual blow, turning the full power of his body and every muscle possible into it in addition to his ki. My shield was holding, but barely.

Master Eizen once again backed off, observed and repositioned himself.

Is he playing fair? Trying to set a good example for his student? I wondered even as I worked to reaffirm fraying sigils. He could have easily broken the shield with some follow up instead of backing off. Well, maybe not easily. But I wasn’t going to pretend it wasn’t well within his capability, even I could tell that much! But I also had a sneaking suspicion that doing so would have been overcommitting, that in a real fight to do so would have left Master Eizen dangerously off balance. It wouldn’t be a problem here, I had no intention of retaliating even if I’d had any capability for it, but in the real world it would be dangerous. So he’d refused, even if it was possible.

Of course, I was only guessing. It might be even cleverer than that or more subtle than that. Master Eizen had taken a little damage, my shield was still reflecting some force back at him and there were two not insignificant slices along his arm now. But between the focus and force of his attacks my shield was reflecting less of it back against Master Eizen than it should have. His blows were also proving more efficient in that respect. Maybe a less centered follow up wouldn’t have gotten off so lightly?

My distant speculations were interrupted by another lightning-fast attack, a kick this time. Just as dangerous as the others even if different.

I held once again, barely, but as Master Eizen backed off once again I noticed something different about him. A faint but noticeable air of satisfaction. Damn it, he’s pleased. He’s spotted something. Or he just has my number. I think this is it.

It was. It took Master Eizen another twenty seconds to reposition and prepare, but his fourth blow smashed straight through my shield. It was another spear-like arm strike, but this time he came in low and launched it as an upward thrust. I wasn’t sure if that was a better angle, he’d found a weak spot, or it was just attrition (probably all three) but, regardless, his hand shattered through the shield and went sailing past my shoulder and head, the wind of its passing slapping me hard on the cheek.

I fell to my knees as the backlash of the destroyed spell hit me as well. Funnily enough, doing it that quickly and cleanly was less of a blow than usual. Or maybe it was just because Master Eizen directed his ki differently so less of it backlashed through me. In any case, I actually stayed conscious this time and managed to shakily climb back to my feet after a few seconds.

Master Eizen was bowing respectfully to me at that point, and both students in the audience were applauding sincerely too. I forced myself to bow back as best I was able, and was thankful I was able to do it with only a few spots clouding my vision. Well, more than a few, but after witnessing everyone else I felt I had to tough my way through it.

I suspect I ruined it a little with the faintness in my voice as I turned back to Hideji. “And that’s how magic can work in a fight,” I responded, trying not to pass out or look too stunned. “Impressive, powerful, certainly useful, but far from unbeatable. It’s just one more thing, keep it in perspective and I’m sure you’ll do fine.”

“Thank you, Master Matsuda,” Hideji replied sincerely, pairing it with a small bow this time.

“And that’s why we call him Master Matsuda,” Master Tai noted with a grin.

Eiko just laughed. “Come on, Master Matsuda,” she said coming forward and offering me a shoulder, “let’s get you some electrolytes or something before you collapse. One of our potions.”

“That would be nice,” I admitted a little faintly, taking her up on her offer. I probably rushed it a little too much, I admitted to myself as I walked off the lawn, thinking I’d most likely have been fine if I’d just given myself thirty seconds or so to lie down and then gotten up slowly, rather than still struggling to stay conscious. Magic can ‘naturally’ overpower martial arts? It’s somehow ‘superior’? Hah! I hope I get to see Master Eizen feed any idiot who says that their own teeth!
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I felt Himeko come up behind me and stare. And it was a fairly stare worthy sight, I had a dozen sigils just sketched out and floating in the air in front of me while I sat cross-legged on the grass examining them. Since this was the Meiko’s backyard it kind of invited questioning, but something about my posture and attitude made her hesitate.

It took her a bit, but finally she decided to speak up. “Okay Mamoru,” she asked cautiously but calmly, “what are you doing this time?”

“Just…” I trailed off and sighed as I realized what was happening. When I turned back to her my smile was a little wry. “I was going to say something else, but it’s practically a cry for help, isn’t it?”

“I didn’t want to say anything,” Himeko demurred politely, “but…”

I shook my head at my own silliness. “Technically it’s me attempting to be clever, I’m taking advantage of the ley-line’s energy to try and examine a few parts of a spell.”

“In reality…” Himeko prompted me leadingly.

“I guess it’s halfway between a cry for help and desperation,” I admitted. “I’ve… been a little bit lost and frustrated without the lab recently, feeling like I’ve stalled out and slowed down too much on my research. Without the privacy and dedicated safe experiment space there’s been nothing- “

I shook my head vigorously. “No, that’s not it. It’s been too hard for me to do what I want to. There’re a dozen things I feel like I should be making progress on but I’m not. And I feel… well, a lot of things. But a big part of the problem is I feel conflicted. I don’t think I’m wrong in not trying to push forward, wasting days worth of magic and time to try and carry out experiments that might be unsafe or interrupted at a moment’s notice. But it still feels a little cowardly, you know? I want to, and I could, but I’m not.”

“You know, a normal person would just say this instead of creating floating letters in mid-air,” Eiko noted half-jokingly as she came up to us and joined in the conversation.

“Do you want to make the comment about me never being normal, or should I?”

Eiko just smirked. But I was both flattered and little bit ashamed to see there was a hint of honest worry beneath that smirk.

“Eiko overstates it. But that was a pretty long explanation to spontaneously give out. And, in a sense, you are literally getting our attention by writing things out in brightly glowing letters,” Himeko noted, trying to defuse the situation with a hint of humor.

“Yeah,” I agreed ruefully. “That’s what I meant about realizing it was practically a cry for help, not matter what I was trying to tell myself. It’s not quite the proverbial sign written in two-meter-tall neon letters, but it’s kind of hard to ignore how close it’s getting.”

Himeko and Eiko politely said nothing.

“Ugh,” I groaned, “the second I start talking about this out loud I realize just how much teenage drama I’m indulging in.”

“That’s why you talk about it beforehand,” Himeko suggested, making sure it was gentle and with a touch of humor, “keep communication up and your pressure down before it builds too much.”

“Hypocrite!” Eiko coughed into her hand. “Hypocrite!”

Despite myself I snickered while Himeko shot her friend a dirty look.

“Anyway,” I said a little more lightly, taking my turn to keep it a little friendlier, “I guess it was just a surge of frustration and impatience, combined with some stupid, hormonal moping. I was whining a little to myself about how much I’ve done for everyone else recently, but haven’t had the chance to work on what I wanted, and I was getting depressed. And it really is just whining! The second I think about ranting to either of you two about what I’ve done I just want to cringe myself inside out, even thinking about the actual list and details I want to complain about is embarrassing. It’s not really that long when I take it out and look at it, and there’s a lot more nuance to most of the things than my self-entitlement wants to admit to.”

“Don’t be too hard on yourself Mamoru,” Himeko said cheeringly.

I snorted. “Trust me on this, if I was stupid and actually believed all this stuff you’d be hard on me.” I just barely kept myself from mentioning one of the things I’d been tempted to mention had been the incident with her karate tutor.

Seriously, I thought, wanting to physically slap myself. How dense do I want to act? Never mind that she never actually requested that, never mind that it was at least half for the other Meiko staff the asshole was abusing: believing that would be acting like him! That’s the sort of entitled ‘I’m special and I deserve something from Himeko’ attitude that makes me feel homicidal whenever I encounter it! I can’t believe I let that sneak up on me so much.

“I doubt that, you’re too responsible,” Himeko replied, accidentally driving the knife in deeper.

“Not this time,” I sighed, trying to steer away from exact descriptions. “This is kind of embarrassing, I thought I was done with all this mood swings type junk. But I guess I’m still stabilizing and this one fell on fertile ground.”

“Oh no,” Eiko said mockingly, “you’re still a teenager! And going to a top-level university during exam season! There’s no way you could possibly get upset or stressed out!”

“Yeah yeah,” I muttered with a trace of weary humor. Ironically, I wasn’t too stressed out about exams, not compared to Himeko or most of our classmates. But saying I wasn’t stressed at all… yeah, that would be a lie.

“Anyway, I’m done with my little pity party,” I said, trying to brush it off. “I know where I’m coming from but it’s still a selfish and stupid overreaction. I’ll cope. I guess I’m just a little spoiled, in withdrawal after nearly a year and a half of lab access.”

We were all silent for a moment.

“You know,” Himeko began, “I could always-“

“No. I appreciate it, but no.” I interrupted her, having half expected that ever since I’d realized what I was saying. “There’s no way you could do it without raising too many questions or getting me too much in the Meiko’s pocket. Or both.”

“Everyone knows you’re a mage, Mamoru,” Himeko noted with a touch of humor.

“Everybody here,” I corrected her. “And even if you somehow had a fully functioning lab on the estate it would be a hell of a jump to let me start using it. Trying to do so at some sort of Meiko facility, all the rumors that would start and questions people would ask about a nineteen-year-old suddenly having private lab access…. do you want Sato Gota camped on your front doorstep? Because that’s the sort of thing that would make him camp out on your front doorstep.”

Himeko hesitated to give me any platitudes. Eiko simply smirked and noted “like he was last week? I doubt you’re going to change much.”

“And that was worrying enough,” I couldn’t help but note now that we’d circled around to it. “Did he give any reason why he was here?”

Himeko’s simple “no” mingled with Eiko’s sarcastic “what do you think?”

“Because I’m worried he was interested in Master Tai,” I noted seriously. It hadn’t struck me until much later, but once it had I couldn’t shake the idea. “Remember how he didn’t even try to enter the mansion? And he said he waited outside for two hours? Almost like he was trying to observe something that was happening on the grounds but outside the mansion on the same day Master Tai was testing another martial artist?”

Himeko looked slightly perturbed at that, she’d probably been even more stuck on the idea it was focused on her and her family than I’d been.

Eiko though just let out a bark of laugher. “Hah! Good luck with that, my master was the one to figure out he was there after all!”

That one put me back off balance for a few seconds. Then I simply sighed, smiled, and shook my head. Figures, I admitted to myself ruefully, I don’t know what else I was expecting. I might have critiqued Himeko’s tunnel vision but I didn’t make the next connection in that chain of thought either: Sato Gota’s going to have to wake up pretty early in the morning if he hopes to catch out a martial arts master with decades worth of experience. Now that Eiko had mentioned it I couldn’t even decide if Master Tai had simply been able to see through Sato’s camouflage with observation and years of practice or he’d sensed the reporter using his ki.

“There is another possibility, Mamoru,” Himeko noted with some concern. “He may have been trying to observe you.”

“Really?” Eiko was skeptical. “And he waited around for hours? He’s got to know our university schedule by now, why wait so long?”

“Yeah, it seem less likely,” I agreed, trying to conceal my relief. “Not impossible, but pretty unlikely.”

We all fell silent for a few moments.

“Is it alright to keep those up?” Himeko finally asked, looking back at the sigils still floating in the air.

“They’re harmless, not active or part of a spell,” I reassured her.

“I was more worried about your mana actually.”

“Don’t worry, since they’re not really doing anything I’m just supporting them with the environmental energy the ley-line’s providing.”

“I’m surprised it’s that cheap.”

I shrugged. “Imagine an engine made out of plastic. How much oil does it take to make the engine vs the oil it takes to run it?”

“Wow,” the look Himeko gave me could only have been described as amused impatience. “I got that one, but you sounded a bit condescending there.”

“Yeah,” I blushed a little, I belatedly realized I had sounded like I was brushing her off. “Sorry. But I doubt you want the metric ton of details, qualifications, and exceptions the full explanation would contain.”

“Alright, that’s fair.”

We looked at it a few more moments.

“Why are the colors different?” Eiko finally asked. “It keeps bugging me. Sometimes this stuff is blue, sometimes it’s purple, sometimes it’s a whole rainbow! Why?”

I sighed. “I wish to Aoth I knew. Believe it or not, that question is one mages have actually asked and looked into over the years! Even we couldn’t totally ignore it. But no one’s come up with a satisfactory answer yet. There has to be one, but there are too many inconsistencies.”

“Really? Nothing?” Himeko looked surprised.

“It’s… the leading theory is a little complicated. Basically, it boils down to the idea that there is a ‘true’ color for each spell, and that would give us some big clues and leads on the nature of magic. But when we cast a spell the mana passes through the caster’s… 'being' for lack of a better word, and that adds its own individual filter to the spell, causing different colors for each person.”

“And no,” I added quickly, “no one’s yet been able to come up with a color key or color correction for an individual caster. That ‘filter’ is just an analogy, and I suspect the actual alteration would resemble an incredibly complex physics equation that included the caster’s skills and personality. And probably health and mood on top of that.”

I actually had a few points to add to that debate if I ever got back to Avalon. Maybe. The colors of my spells seemed to have changed since coming to Earth. Given that I had a same soul but a new body that suggested there was at least some physical component to it. Or the Earth’s mana has an effect, or the Earth’s atmosphere, or my memory is off, or- yeah, there was still a lot of uncertainty there.

“I wonder if new technology can help with that one?” Himeko jolted me out of my thoughts by musing innocently

“Heh, using photoshop to make breakthroughs in magic?” Eiko added with a smile.

I, however, paused to think about that. “You may be on to something there…” I didn’t think it would be that easy. But taking pictures and the using modern computers and color evaluation and filtration tools… It won’t be that simple, I thought, even as I whipped out my phone and made a note of that, and I’m going to need a bigger sample size than just me if I’m ever going to stand a chance. But it’s definitely worth checking out.

“I was joking,” Eiko demurred.

“I’m not,” I said with a small frown, already going over the possibilities in my head. “Sometimes it’s the simplest and most unexpected tools that lead to the biggest breakthroughs. It’s not something I’ll be able to check tomorrow. But in ten years, when I have a few students of my own to get a range of samples from, who knows?”

They let me finish taking down a few notes. But once I was done Himeko noted “Seriously though, Mamoru. It’s obvious you’re dedicated to this, are you sure you won’t let the Meikos provide you with a lab? Our people know how to keep a secret.”

I gave her a wry look. “Himeko, I think you’re confusing the estate with your more distant properties. And also forgetting how weird this is. I had a hell of a time checking out a couple of Meiko facilities just looking for places to put a few new collectors, and your dad essentially gave me a free pass for that.”

Himeko looked mildly surprised. “What do you mean?”

“I went around to a couple of your company’s offices and facilities, checking out if any of them were a little more mana friendly then I realized.” Unfortunately, they’d been just as bad as I’d suspected. Still, it had been well worth looking. If there’d actually been another ley-line waiting to be tapped into I’d have been very embarrassed that I’d almost thrown that away, right before having a joyous breakdown.

“I was respectful, made sure to dress in my suit, and always checked in at each place first,” I qualified, “and I still had to wait around at each spot and make several requests before I was allowed to walk around. And keep in mind I had your dad’s seal on a letter of introduction and several forms with me! It was three hours before I was allowed into the main building where he works!”

Himeko looked affronted. “How dare they!”

I shrugged. I was still annoyed, and the fallout from that had contributed to my depressed mood, but I wasn’t that annoyed and I still had hopes the return trip to place a few collectors would go easier. “Keep in mind I’m still a young man with a vaguely gaijin-ish cast to his features. They wouldn’t have been doing their jobs if they weren’t at least a little bit suspicious and checking things out, that’s why I always made sure to go through the front desk rather than imperiously wandering about and flashing the papers only if someone tried to stop me. And I think that last half hour at the head offices was them frantically searching for a scapegoat or a way out after they realized what they’d done.”

After my previously life in Avalon I recognized bureaucracy and office politics in (in)action. Suddenly realizing that guy you’d been ignoring and put on low priority in the main lobby for two hours really was a VIP the big boss was interested in? That was the sort of thing where everyone who’d been in the chain of decision making suddenly started looking for a way to cover their asses and make sure everyone knew they weren’t the ones who’d made a mistake.

“But still, the nerve of them to act like that!”

Himeko’s shocked anger was a balm to mine. But I wasn’t so keen on the way it was slowly bubbling into rage (hypocrite! Hypocrite! my subconscious coughed this time. Using a voice remarkably like Eiko’s). So I tried to act casual and continued as if it wasn’t a big thing. “I’m pretty sure various things got misinterpreted going up the line, everyone assuming I was a messenger or scout of the VIP rather than the VIP themselves. Or that it wasn’t really the carte blanche your father had intended it as. Not a fun development, but not shocking either. Seriously Himeko, I imagine if I’d been thirty-five it wouldn’t have taken them more than fifteen, twenty minutes at most. And if they didn’t act at least a little skeptically than guys like Sato Gota could just walk into the place and help themselves to all your secrets. You can’t expect them not to take a few precautions, that’s why I tried to do it properly in the first place.”

Himeko reluctantly settled down. “But three hours…”

“Yeah, I wasn’t expecting it to be that bad either. But I brought a book, and did some studying. And they got there eventually. But you get the point, right? There’s no way there won’t be some blowback and a lot of rumors if I start using a Meiko lab, no matter what you try to decree.”

“He’s right, Hime,” Eiko interjected, still smiling but looking unusually serious. “We’re used to Mamoru by now. But you’d be unleashing him on an unsuspecting population.”

That startled a small chuckle out of Himeko. “Alright. I’ll let the matter drop. For now.”

I nodded. “And for now that’s fine. Seriously Himeko, I want to reiterate: I’m not a fanatic. If something changes or in three or four years I don’t have any better options then I’m going to take you up on that. But for now, it’s best left as is.”

“It’s good you’re no longer being a fanatic,” Himeko noted. “Have you changed your mind about the rare metals yet?”

“Aoth no! Look at how much trouble I’ve had with mithril so far, and I suspect that’s going to be an easy one!”

Eiko smirked while Himeko looked sympathetic, she’d seen more of how I’d had to struggle with mithril. Frankly, even if the Meiko family had possessed a mansion-based lab for some ridiculous reason (and that would have been getting into patently convenient manga territory for such a sudden development, finding out her great-great grandfather had been a scientist or something and there was a dusty lab tucked away in a corner of the mansion somewhere) I was pretty sure it wouldn’t be long before I managed to get any experiments with new arcane materials banned from the premises. It was fascinating, but a little too risky to be carrying out anywhere near places where people were eating and sleeping.

“I’d like to at least start testing a few more,” I continued a little more calmly, “make sure there aren’t any convenient and obvious winners waiting to be developed. I’ve got a good feeling about titanium, I’ve got that earmarked as ‘adamantium’ and if the results are anything like mithril- “

I noticed my enthusiasm was rising and that both my friends were fighting grins.

“Anyway,” I coughed, “I’d like to try making a few more, just to get the basic tests in and see where to focus my efforts. But the problem isn’t materials, it’s lab space. Seriously Himeko, remember how hot it was getting in the lab to melt down gold so I could mix in the mana to get orichalcum? Now think about how hot I’d have to get it to work with titanium or platinum.”

“I wouldn’t think you could do that in your apartment,” Himeko noted sympathetically.

“Not safely,” I agreed. “Theoretically it’s possible. But if I forgot something or messed up the spells in any way I’d probably end up burning down the whole building. And then you have the problem that I don’t know what the end products will be! I don’t think we’d end up with any shockingly different surprises like mithril again. But I don’t know that, that’s the whole point. And finding out the new material is highly radioactive or poisonous…”

Both girls winced.

“And while that’s my usual paranoia poking it’s nose in,” I continued to babble now that I was going, “it would be irresponsible of me to assume it couldn’t happen. Doing that amongst my unsuspecting neighbors would be the height of insanity. And then there’s all the power and focus I’d need to use make it all in the first place, but what if my parents actually came home early or the neighbors stuck their noses in-”

“Are you sure you won’t let me arrange another lab for you?” Himeko broke in, starting to sound concerned. Both at my litany of problems and the undercurrent of longing in my voice.

“I’m almost talking myself into it,” I admitted. “I had enough problems just making the new mana collectors at home. But no. Or not yet, at least. I still have some options and can make do and focus on other factors.”

“Don’t force yourself.”

“Does anyone else feel like that’s a really weird conversation?” Eiko broke in. “ ‘I, the rich heiress, can give you, the teenager, a lab’ ‘no, I shouldn’t’ ‘don’t force yourself to hold back’. Getting a little strange there.”

We both ignored her, although our ears burned a little to hear it put like that.

I coughed. “If nothing else,” I continued cautiously. “I worry it might be a sign I should… I’m not quite sure how to describe it. ‘Detox’ is probably the closest word. My parents are almost addicted to work in a way, getting twitchy and distressed if you force them away from it. I’m a little worried I’m getting a little too jittery about this, that maybe I should step back a little and try to reset my behaviour before I turn out like them.”

The girls fell silent. “Well, now I feel like an asshole,” Eiko noted after a few moments.

“Sorry.”

“That’s…” Himeko paused, suddenly remembering something. “You were getting awfully obsessed around this time last year.”

“Yeah,” I rubbed the back of my head awkwardly. “Honestly? I’m not sure what to make of it. I sure as heck don’t want to quit, or step back. But maybe… I don’t know, maybe I need to watch myself a little closer?”

“That might be a good idea,” Himeko replied diplomatically. “I don’t think it would be too bad if this was just your career. But it’s not, you’re a student on top of everything else and trying to do hours and hours of research on top of classes each day is going to take a toll.”

There’s something to that, I thought reluctantly. It had been fine when school was easier, when I’d been further ahead of the curve back in high school. I’d still needed to pay a little attention, take the notes about what I already mostly understood and make sure there weren’t any surprises, but it hadn’t taken too much effort, half of the actual work had been about maintaining the lead and making sure I was ready for the next level. Now that I was reaching the university level though… well, maybe it was time to start thinking about my time budget.

“It’s summer break soon-“

“He said, brushing over exams,” Eiko muttered in sotto voice, clearly a little concerned and frustrated by my attitude.

I frowned at her. “It’s summer break soon,” I repeated. “That should help me reset and gain some perspective. Relax. Maybe I should think more about multitasking, how to combine some stuff again.”

“Uh, what?”

“Yeah, that sounded bad, didn’t it?” I replied, realizing what I’d actually said out loud. “What I meant was that I should think about how to balance things a little better. Do experiments and work that will either save me time or help me relax a little as well as advancing knowledge. Or just do things more efficiently so I’ll actually have time to relax as well. I’ll be fishing for materials again, mostly gold but I’m going to experiment with other materials as well. I can study for my next courses during that time.”

“Not exactly relaxing,” Eiko interjected.

“-so I’ve got more leisure time during the summer and I can relax a little more back at university.” I finished quickly.

Himeko pursed her lips, clearly unhappy at how that had been a sudden addition at the end. “You might need to work on a better example than that,” she noted judiciously.

“Yeah, maybe.”

“How about this,” she suggested suddenly. “Hiro and I have been talking about a visit back to his hotel again-“

She pre-emptively shot a glare at Eiko, who was already winding up for a ‘whoo-whoo!’

“Why don’t we make sure you come along as well, get in some more relaxation and actual vacation?”

I hesitated. “I’m… not sure…”

Himeko shot me a look that was half-glare and half-amused. “Mamoru, are you planning any sort of vacation this year?”

I looked away.

“That’s what I thought. Don’t worry, we’re not going to impose upon you. You can do what you like. But seriously, you just talked about a need to detox. Wouldn’t getting out of the city and breaking your habits help?”

Damn it, I thought, embarrassed. I don’t have a good response to that. And the worst part was: I wasn’t sure why I was so resistant. I was pretty sure it boiled down to the idea I was just shy and nervous about taking a vacation with my friends.

“You need to relax and get in a change of pace. Preferably far away from any kami that might pester you for some more chores. And having a few more friends around will help relieve everyone’s worries that Hiro and I are doing anything inappropriate.”

“I’m not the biggest far of beach vacations…” I suggested, shading the truth slightly.

Himeko shrugged. “So? Do what you want. The hotel provides plenty of transport to tourist sites around the area. I’d appreciate it if you could join us when Hiro and I do something together, show that we’re taking the whole chaperone and propriety thing seriously, but apart from that you’d be free to do what you want. You don’t have to try and spend every waking moment with us.”

Himeko had correctly called one of my concerns there. Well, there’s that fear checked off, I admitted grudgingly. I suspected that if I’d been welded to my friends the whole time I’d have driven them nuts. Or vice versa.

Himeko wound up for the finishing blow. “And if you do, we could see about placing a mana collector or three around the hotel,” she finished sweetly. “I’m sure with everyone there we could do it easily.”

Damn it, that was mean, I pouted inside. That whole area of Hokkaido was much mana richer than Tokyo. One collector there would probably provide me with as much as the five I was going to place around the Meiko facilities. I’d have to be a little extra careful, make sure I wasn’t screwing up the spirits or somehow going to free that dark proto-god again. But if I really could place three of them it would probably be the biggest boost I’d gotten to mana collection since the Meiko estate!

“Fine, you win,” I sighed, trying not to be too graceless about it.

“Good,” Himeko smiled brightly. “That’s one more reason I can use to get father to let us go.”

I shook my head but fell silent again.

“Did you learn anything from this?” Himeko asked after a moment, looking up at the sigils that were still floating there in mid-air.

“Not yet,” I admitted, “I was a little too depressed to start. I was going through the motions and trying to pretend it wasn’t a cry for attention.”

“Regret that yet?” Eiko asked coyly.

I laughed. “Maybe,” I admitted. “But at least my head’s out of my own ass now. Guess I’d better start working on this a little harder, see if there is anything to learn. My original reasoning was legit, and I’m going to feel mighty stupid if I don’t make an effort after having them floating there this whole time.”
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My next Saturday was a little weird. Well, okay, it was a lot weird. But it was a weird weird, not just my usual strangeness.

The trouble started with me getting ferried to the Meiko’s head offices in a limousine. I was only going there to place a collector, but Himeko’s father was a little annoyed at the previous treatment I had gotten so he had decided to kill two birds with one stone. I was on a schedule, so getting a ride like that helped me get there and back quicker. And by showing me such clear and unambiguous support (I even had two of the estate staff following me around) he made sure everyone knew better than to get in my way, now or any other time I might show up.

(I was pretty sure it was also to make anyone and everyone that had delayed me the last time sweat buckets. Mr. Meiko agreed that untangling the multiple idiots who had done that, figuring out who was actually responsible for how much, and then punishing them appropriately, wasn’t worth all the effort. At least if he went through channels. Making it clear he was annoyed and giving them an ulcer or two worrying about what he might do… It was easy to see where Himeko got some of it from.)

After I got back to the mansion I was going to be joining Himeko and Eiko in a study session, helping them prep for the upcoming exams. But before I even left the building things started going south…

***

I studied the mana collector one last time, trying to balance caution with realism. I knew I was being silly, I was taking way too much time given how little this one was likely to collect, but I couldn’t help myself.

Actually, that’s not entirely true, I thought as I pursed my lips. I’ve never tried one at this elevation before. I don’t think that’s going to have a major effect, not given all the other skyscrapers around here, but now I’m kind of curious to see how that works. I mean, in a twisted sort of way there are going to be less things getting in the way of ambient mana at this height.

After some careful thought I’d decided to place a collector on top of the building, roughly two hundred meters up. It would be less likely that someone would interfere or accidentally (or ‘accidentally’, sabotage was always a possibility) mess with it up here. It would hopefully be out of sight, out of mind, but still provide me with a decent amount of mana. But it wasn’t until I got up that high, and out in the open so the full reality of it sank in, that I truly began to consider some of the other implications of that.

Honestly, this does open up some interesting possibilities, I thought, considering. This is one case of Avalon based prejudice I never thought about. Can I spread out some collectors a bit more vertically in addition to the Earth’s surface? On Avalon we rarely built higher than five or six stories, (it happened, major stadiums and castles and the like, but it wasn’t common) but on Earth we’ve got a lot higher vertical displacement at times. I really should think about working with that.

Maybe it wasn’t going to be practical normally, not enough mana or enough distance at anything but the tallest of buildings. But if we ever did build that space elevator, and then put collectors along it every kilometer or so…

A noticeably strong and cool gust of wind slapped me and brought me back to reality. Something to consider, I told myself firmly, realizing I was starting to space out a little, coming up with tentative construction plans and designs. I also realized one of my escorts, the combination driver and assistant, was starting to get a little too nervous. I didn’t think they were terrified of heights or anything to that extent, but being out in the open this high up was starting to wear on them, especially with the occasional gust of wind. If we weren’t near the center of the roof, right next to the doors that led there, they’d have probably been breaking down by this point.

Time to finish up, I thought, taking mercy on the poor guy. I did one last check and then declared “that’s it. Let’s go.”

I politely ignored the huge sigh of relief the guy let out the second my back was turned. Or the way even the security man looked a little happy to get off the roof. Yeah, it’s not a place you just want to stand around waiting. Not unless you can fly. I imagined neither of them had expected that today when they’d started their shifts back at the mansion. And while it wasn’t too bad if you were just standing near the center of the roof it was still going to start wearing at you after ten or twenty minutes. Especially with the occasional gusts of wind.

Seriously, I reflected, a little annoyed at my own insensitivity, I should be more sympathetic than that. Think of how much that’s annoyed me the last seven or eight years. I hadn’t exactly been scared of heights before I’d gotten good mana reserves, but I’d needed to be extra concerned and cautious. With my unusual height and body type it had been annoyingly unsafe for me in too many places, my center of gravity would have flipped me over all too many railings and fences in a worst-case scenario.

Yeah, it was kind of weird, I reflected as we started the relatively long elevator ride back down. It still is, I guess. I’m not really afraid of situations like that, where I’m hundreds of meters up in the air but have plenty of room and privacy to use magic if something goes wrong. But put me on the third floor of a shopping mall where those little glass fences at the side barely come past my thigh and I start getting nervous. I still make sure to put myself well away from the side, just in case. Granted, these days it would just mean my ‘mage armor’ precaution would go off before I hit the ground. But still…

The elevator ‘bonged’ and we exited on the ground floor. But, as we did so, a new man frantically hustled up to the security guy accompanying us and then whispered something in his ear.

The security guy frowned.

I gritted my teeth and forced myself to speak up, it still felt wrong for me to approach Meiko staff from anything remotely like a leader’s position. Especially since I wasn’t truly in charge. But I had to pretend that was a real possibility to reinforce my position with all the onlookers. “Is something wrong?” I asked, trying to sound polite.

The security guy (Yashiro! That’s it, my memory finally supplied. I’d had one of those stupid slips of the brain up until now, and the harder I’d tried to remember it the more the name had evaded me. And I hadn’t wanted to seem rude by asking) glanced at me and then subtly shook his head. I might have been discouraged by that, afraid I’d overstepped my bounds, but he made sure to catch our driver’s eye and make sure he was watching too.

“It’s nothing, Matsuda-sama,” he said calmly. “We should return home as swiftly as possible.”

“Alright then,” I replied cautiously, squelching the temptation to remind them ‘your home, not mine.’ Sometimes even I could control my pedantry.

Yashiro kept quiet until we were all safely back inside the limousine. There he surprised us by making sure we didn’t immediately drive away but instead held up his phone after writing something on it.

‘We’re being watched.’

‘Matsuda-sama, can you sweep the car for bugs or tracking devices?’

The driver blanched a bit, and I was certainly taken aback. “Give me a second,” I replied out loud, causing Yashiro to wince slightly.

Yeah, if there is a listening device here that was pretty stupid to say, I thought vaguely as I double checked my options. Just in case, I figured I’d better do something a little more serious than the usual spells and it took me a moment to recall it in my memories.

Okay, that’ll do, I decided eventually. It took me a full minute to carefully cast the spell, making our driver even more uncomfortable again, but when it was over the crisp yellow sigils sent a wave of energy over the car.

“Huh,” I noted in a little disappointment, “I guess that one’s a little too obvious. If there were any visual recording devices in here that would have been a mistake.” Of course, if that had been the case then my minute’s worth of casting would have been a problem anyway. But if I’d thought about it, I could have tried to hide the spellcasting, shaped the sigils behind a book or something. The magic actually scanning the car was a different story.

“I take it from your comment that isn’t a problem today?” Yashiro asked politely.

I nodded. “No listening devices or bugs or any sort, physical or magical,” I reported. “That spell’s too flashy but it is thorough about it.”

Reassured that we weren’t being recorded directly, I quickly reeled off the old spell to detect watchers. Those results were less encouraging, and I frowned deeply. “We are being watched by at least three sources though. That’s… not a good sign,” I reported with uncertain understatement.

“At least one of those is probably the building’s security,” Yashiro nodded. “They’re the ones who realized someone seemed to be watching us.”

Huh, points to them, I thought, feeling mixed feelings about it. Ironically, if they were that good and thorough it helped me forgive the three hour delay the last time I’d been here.

“I suppose it could be all of them, depending on how your spell works,” Yashiro continued a little less certainly. “But I wouldn’t think so. I’d expect one set of physical eyes on us and the security cameras.”

“That sounds about right,” I agreed, even though I didn’t have much right to certainty. Still, I trusted Yashiro’s logic and knowledge, and it sounded vaguely right.

“We’ll have to be careful on the return,” Yashiro continued, looking serious. “This might be nothing, or something might be up. Caution is required.”

I nodded and finally reached for the naginata bag I had off to the side. Just in case, I’d made sure to pack my staff and flying talisman for this trip. I’d always planned on placing the mana collector on top of the building, and having those two tools around meant I’d have some safer and easier options and tools available. I hadn’t brought them in to start since the naginata bag was way too obvious and noteworthy, even accompanied by backup I’d shied away from being that strange! Now though, now it was reassuring to have them at hand.

We settled in for an uncomfortable trip back to the Meikos. Nothing happened, but our unease was not helped by the fact we were being followed. We didn’t spot anything, but I tried the spell to detect watchers twice more on the return trip. Both times revealed that someone was watching us.

Eventually we made it back to the mansion, and Yashiro ducked out almost immediately to brief the other security staff about the incident in person. I tried to feel encouraged by being inside the mansion’s walls as a maid escorted me to a room I’d never seen before. It wasn’t anything too impressive, basically just a small conference room with an extra fancy table and chairs, but still yet another reminder about how massive Himeko’s house was.

“Mamoru, we heard you had some trouble,” Himeko noted after I entered. “Was it anything serious?”

“I don’t think so,” I replied cautiously. “It might just be nothing.”

Himeko said a paragraph with a single look.

I sighed. “No, really. I’m not just saying that. I remember everything you brought up the last time I had someone watching me and it was that detective agency. And this is my second time going to your father’s head offices. It’s no wonder someone might have been interested.”

“That is my thought too,” Himeko admitted. “But we haven’t found out any more about it, and I wondered if you’d seen or heard anything else.”

“Or something something’d anything else,” Eiko cut in with a combination of humor and worry, noting how I was carrying the naginata bag. “How else would you describe using magic?”

“Divined,” I muttered distractedly. Then, in my typical fashion, I did get sidetracked and note “although that’s really a misnomer. At least with most spells. Really-“

“Still nervous, Mamoru?” Himeko interrupted me politely.

I sighed. “Point taken. I know it’s stupid, but the uncertainty gets under my skin.”

Himeko nodded sympathetically. “That is the hard part, not totally ignoring it but keeping everything in perspective. It gets easier with practice.”

“For you maybe,” Eiko muttered.

“For now, why don’t we just distract ourselves with studying?”

It was hard to argue that one, and for the next hour or so we settled down into an almost normal study session. At least, as far as I knew. It wasn’t like I’d done this with friends in… ever. Or that I recognized where Himeko was cheating and using all the Meiko advantages to make our lives a little easier. A private, quiet room in one member of the group’s house seemed pretty normal. It being this large, quiet, and suited for purpose was probably just a bit much for a normal person.

Still, we dug in and worked to practice and train for some of our mutual classes. I was taking the lead on this one, just a little bit. I wasn’t acting as an outright tutor but it was quickly agreed I knew the most about the majority of the subject matter. That meant I was helping Himeko through all the bits she didn’t have quite down yet. Mostly, we would review and then discuss the subjects we didn’t understand or were worried we were a little weak on. Once in a while I’d bring something up, mostly just to seem like I wasn’t being conceited, but nine times out of ten Himeko was the one seeking clarification.

It wasn’t all one sided though, getting an outside perspective and occasional reminders, not to mention being forced to actively think about various subjects, was helping me too. I didn’t believe I was getting a third out of it that Himeko was. But I didn’t need so much, and most of what I was getting was surprisingly enlightening, perspectives and deeper understanding that I probably wouldn’t have realized on my own.

Interesting point there, I reflected while trying to gently lead Himeko to an answer. I’ve always known most of the aphorisms, Aoth alone has got to have a dozen of them on this subject. And the whole time I’ve been discussing magic with them I’ve realized that intellectually. But ironically this serves to drive the whole idea home. In order to master a subject, you should first try and teach it to another.

Eiko was mostly just there. While she was going to be taking the exams, it would fray her cover pretty fast if she just ignored them, they weren’t going to truly matter. And even if she somehow passed she wouldn’t be given any course credit. Still, she didn’t want to come off as totally idiotic or ignorant so she was putting in a bit of effort too. She rarely asked any questions, but she was paying attention to everything that went on.

At about the two-hour mark someone gently rapped on the door. “Ojou-sama?” a voice asked gently.

Himeko looked up in startlement. “Ah, is it time already?” she asked, pulling out her phone and looking at it in surprise. “Please, come in.”

A maid opened the door and wheeled in a tray laden with tea and snacks.

“We should keep our blood sugar up,” Himeko said, motioning for us all to rest.

“Suuuure,” Eiko drew out sarcastically, “and none of this was a chance for you to try the whole ‘studying with friends’ thing you avoided all throughout high school? Snacks included.”

Himeko carefully schooled her face and refused to dignify that with a response.

“Not even her…” I asked, trying not to favor one side or the other. Unfortunately that meant I wasn’t quite sure what to call them.

“Sycophants?” Eiko finished for me sarcastically. “Not really. She knew better than to let them get into the mansion.”

“Hush Eiko,” Himeko said mildly. “And it was more about getting real studying done. If I was present they’d never firm up and force themselves to study outside of school.”

That… no, that seems reasonably possible, I reflected as Himeko passed me some tea and I took it. I’m pretty sure at least half of them would have studied. But the other half? I’m also pretty sure those ones would have dragged the whole thing through the mud pretty quickly. And how much trouble would Himeko have caused if she’d just picked and chosen?

Still, I had to fight down a smirk as I saw the snacks. They were obviously professionally baked within the last hour, but they were equally obviously a high class attempt to duplicate pocky sticks. It was hard to ignore a clue like that, I was pretty sure Eiko had a point too.

They were tasty though. Strange, not quite like normal pocky, but it wasn’t like the freshly baked effect was bad. I enjoyed them with the tea. Right up until the head of mansion security, Choji, walked into the room.

He tried to balance deference with worry as he waited for Himeko to acknowledge him, then quickly bowed. “Ojou-sama,” he spoke rapidly, “I am sorry to interrupt you, but might I borrow your guest for a moment?”

That took us all aback! Especially since everyone in the room knew that Choji and I were in an awkward position to each other. He was still uncomfortable with me since he lacked any reasonable counters to magic (in his mind) so that left me a potential security risk that had way too much access to the mansion and his charges. And I was uncomfortable with him because, as much as he’d been overruled, I had to admit he had a point. Everything he wanted to do about it was too much, in his own way he was even more paranoid than I tended to be. But he wasn’t wrong, they really should have had something and some level of precautions in play. And it bugged me that he was being overridden for my sake.

It wasn’t a major thing, not for either of us. Especially not since we had such an easy time avoiding each other. But we were mutually aware of it, and it made us and our relations a bit uncomfortable. So, needless to say, him entering a room and asking for me sent everyone’s minds awhirl.

“Choji-san,” Himeko answered while carefully taking another sip of her tea. “Do I have to point out to you that Mamoru is our guest, and that we expect him to be returned unharmed and unharassed?”

“No ma’am,” Choji answered firmly, not quite comfortable but not showing too much stress either.

Himeko raised her eyebrow but neither of them said anything more.

After a moment’s silence Himeko sighed and then turned to me. “It’s up to you Mamoru, you’re under no obligation.”

“I kind of am,” I replied seriously, already getting up. “That goes hand-in-hand with being a good guest after all.”

“Thank you, ojou-sama,” Choji said, notably bowing to her once again but not to me.

Choji didn’t waste any time in drawing me off to the side. “I’m all but certain we’re under some observation,” he told me bluntly. “Anything you can do to identify the culprits?”

That took me aback, again, but also quickly got me thinking. “Maybe,” I replied, rubbing my chin, “give me a second here.” After a moment’s thought I added “do you need it to be something that will stand up in court? Because that’ll be awfully hard from my end.”

To my relief, Choji merely shook his head. “No. Give us a lead and we’ll take care of the rest, I’m not even thinking about that nightmare. We just need to know where to look and we can start rolling them up.”

Not the most comfortable attitude in the world, I reflected uneasily, reading into it the Meiko family’s usual ability to ignore the rules with their money and prestige.  But it’s not like I can talk.  I wasn’t quite so hypocritical to forget all the times I was the one who ignored the law when I judged it was important enough.

“Okay, uh…” a half a dozen possibilities flitted through my mind. Unfortunately, I had to discard them equally quickly. They’d have worked… if I didn’t mind showing the whole world I was a mage.

“Do you have something?”

“No, that won’t work. Give me a minute here,” I answered trying not to sound too nervous.

I realized I was stressing out, trying too hard because between the situation and Choji being the one who’d asked me I’d felt I had to do amazingly. So, instead, I took a deep breath and mentally stepped back.

Calm down. Focus. Do it right. You have time and space with which to operate.

I tried to break down the problem. I was failing because I was panicking and relying too much on Avalon’s way of thinking, and so I kept tripping over the problems there. The easy and immediate stuff would work, but those spells were loud and flashy, like the spell I'd used in the limo. They'd been meant to highlight spies and watchers so they would either panic and flee or become easy targets for the mage’s allies. And that was all logical… for a society where magic was commonplace and mages had a little status. Causing someone to glow with a mysterious light around Tokyo would not have the same reaction.

Then there were all the advanced spells. They too would have worked… if I had all the necessary equipment and preparations set up. They were a little too advanced, needlessly so. They’d been designed to work against other mages and magic, working on the assumption the opposition had shields, deceptions, and ways of magically spying of their own. They were wonderfully effective, but meant for experts and professionals working at the higher and subtler levels. Basically, the magical equivalent of Choji and his experts making move and counter move.

Okay, so those aren’t appropriate either. So take it back a few steps, look to something basic, and then- huh, I guess that might work.

I thought about it a few more seconds and then shrugged. “Could I get a decent sized bowl of water?” I asked politely. “Preferably clay or some other type of earthenware? I think I’m going to have to go a little primitive on this one.”

Choji nodded tersely, then touched an earpiece and relayed my request.

This is weird, I reflected, returning to the study room and then requisitioning one end of the table. And the plan is a little insane, but I think it might actually work. I grabbed the staff out of the naginata bag, a notebook and a pen, and quickly sketched out a few tentative designs.

I was pretty sure I had the basics when I maid returned, five minutes later. “Your bowl, Matsuda-sama,” she said politely, rolling in a bowl and a big pitcher of water on one of their food service carts.

I took one look at the bowl and then had to swallow hard. It was fine porcelain, and probably two or three hundred years old.

Well, that will work, I reflected, feeling slightly faint. “Thank you,” I replied, gently transferring the bowl to the table and trying not to whimper. After a moment I carefully pushed it a little further back from the edge.

Maybe I’m reading a little too much into it, I thought, unable to stop myself even as I started drawing a magic circle around the bowl in magician’s ink. Maybe this really isn’t as old or valuable as I think. Maybe this was just a useless piece of forgery that’s been gathering dust in the Meiko’s attic for a hundred years. Somehow, I doubted that though. I was pretty sure I was about to use a bowl for scrying that any museum would eagerly have broken a few arms in order to acquire.

After about ten minutes I looked judiciously at what I’d sketched and nodded. It still wasn’t a terribly complicated setup, this was going to be somewhat basic, but I was pretty satisfied with it. At least for a quick solution I was putting together on the fly. Maybe I should add a scrying mirror, or some sort of other device, to my list of things to build? I admitted to myself as I looked everything over. I scrupulously tried to avoid thinking about some sort of crystal ball, I’d never hear the end of it if either of the girls saw one of those, but I had to admit it was looking more and more practical.

“Alright,” I admitted finally, pouring the water into the bowl and then removing a cheap pen from my backpack. “I think I have something, but this is going to get a little complicated.”

I quickly dismantled the pen and then emptied the ink into the water, trying not to wince at the idea of the marks it might leave later. “I’m going to try using two spells,” I said, grabbing my staff with my left hand. “The first should hopefully detect any spies or watchers, the second in going to find those targets and let us look at them.”

“What do you mean ‘hopefully’?” Choji finally asked, trying to keep his tone even.

“I mean I’m a little worried about how sensitive it’s going to be,” I admitted. “I’m pushing this one a little, it’s not really meant to be so wide range or cover so broad a target as ‘this house and the people within it’. It should work, but I’m worried with so large and obvious a target as the Meiko estate we’re either going to get a lot of false positives or accidentally filter out some of the real watchers. I’m not too practiced with it and we’re forcing it past the usual limits on top of that, I’m not sure how precise it’ll be.”

Choji looked seriously annoyed but obviously pushed that aside. “Understood. Proceed.”

I guess if you’re desperate enough to turn to me, and give me this sort of leeway, the last thing you want to hear is ‘but I’m not sure this’ll work’, I admitted to myself before turning to the spellcasting.

Having my staff made things much easier. Not only did I have full access to my home reservoir, which was a big help in and of itself, it made casting the spells slightly easier and I was able to shift the first spell off to the staff’s ‘third hand’ in order to focus on my scrying spell. “Okay,” I reported as the spell took hold, “let me know what you see.”

Choji looked at me skeptically. “All I see is some mucky water.”

“Good, that’s all there should be for now. But when we focus the spell a little…”

I focused on tracking the revelations of my first spell, targeting the scrying to them. Slowly, as the ink in the bowl began to shift and shape itself, an image formed.

Sadly, the first three results were all busts. The spell caught innocent passersby who were just passing the mansion and paying attention to it with varying degrees of amusement, envy, wonder, and disgust. I shifted away from each as soon as I realized. My fourth attempt however…

“Okay,” I said after a moment, “I think we have something this time. Look at the bowl, what do you see?”

Choji frowned. He stared a little longer and started to squint. “Wait, something’s happening.”

I nodded, I could already see it but I had practice and a better angle. Not to mention there was a bit of a trick to it, it took some time to get your focus in.

“Three people in a car,” Choji declared. “But they’re in black and white. Black and water really, a greyscale.”

“Huh, interesting,” I kept my focus on the spell but I couldn’t help but wonder about that. The color was already starting to fill in for me, but maybe he was missing it? “Give it a second, the color should come soon.”

I wasn’t looking, but I could tell when it happened by the small intake of breath and the satisfaction in his voice. “Well, what do we have here?” he asked rhetorically. “You’re right, that is suspicious.” It wasn’t immediately obviously, especially if you were only trying to make it out in shadows and greyscale, but there was some surprisingly expensive surveillance technology hidden below the level of the windows.

He touched his earpiece again. “Get me a drone visual. Southwest, about two blocks away.” He turned back to me. “Can you get me a look at the outside of the car?”

I nodded, slowly and carefully pulling back the image a little. I couldn’t recognize it, not beyond a slightly weathered silver coloration, but Choji instantly rattled off the model and make. He then pulled out his tablet.

I glanced over in surprise and realized it was receiving an image from a simple drone, one flying somewhere above the Meiko grounds. Handy, I thought wryly, and much more practical than this. I doubt I have to worry too much about him recruiting me in the future. I’d be the first to boost my magic’s usefulness in some cases. For the majority of them? I figured the drone was much more practical.

As if to verify that, Choji gave a few more commands, some guidance, and before too long the drone was focusing on the same car as my scrying. Although, much to my surprise, the video of the car didn’t show as much since the windows were almost completely black.

Choji frowned. “That can’t be legal,” he noted.

I fought down the urge to laugh at the disbelief in his tone, I strongly suspected we’d already broken a half dozen laws and were on route to breaking a half dozen more.

“It isn’t, but I don’t think it’s that bad,” someone else, presumably a tech expert, chimed in from the other side of Choji’s conversation. “I’m pretty sure this is one of those jobs that looks a little opaque to the naked eye but screws with cameras.”

Choji nodded. “Even more suspicious then. Tag it and get ready to move in.”

“Wait, wait,” I said urgently. “There might be more! Let me check a few others first!”

“Sir-” the other end started apologetically.

“I know, I know,” Choji interrupted, obviously more annoyed at himself than anyone else. “These idiots are really frustrating me. It’s bad enough I turned to him. I jumped the gun.”

“Actually, before you do,” I quickly took out my phone, “could you hold the tablet next to the scrying bowl for a moment please?”

Choji looked slightly skeptical but did as I asked, I quickly recorded the pair of them with my phone. “What’s that for?” he asked.

“Paranoia,” I replied, lying a little and making stuff up as I went along, “or maybe insurance. Recording the two of them live, simultaneously, might be an important piece of evidence later. Proof of a sort.”

Choji didn’t look much less skeptical after my explanation, but he accepted it. In reality I was more excited to have this unexpected experimental evidence and wanted to record it, review it all later on, and think about what it all meant. Just for starters, my recording of the scrying bowl was showing up only in the same sort of watery black and white we first saw, and a little less defined. I still saw it in color when I looked at it, but that suggested some fascinating things about how the spell worked.

However, I did make sure to move on to the next targets detected by the spell. We got four more false positives before hitting a second car with different people but almost identical monitoring equipment. We went through the same procedures again, this time with me recording most of the process for future examination.

At the end Choji went “do I even have to say it?” into his headphone.

“Flagged and tagged sir,” his tech guy noted. “But the plates on the first car are failing to turn up with any of the usual suspects. Wait, hold on.” There was silence for a few moments before he spoke again, “you may want to hold off on anything too rough, we finally have a match. It’s Arashi Analytics.”

Choji frowned mightily. “Them again? And bothering us on our home turf this time? What the hell is going on?”

I frowned too before I placed the name. It was the same agency that had been following me back in Kyoto. Damn it, have they been doing it on and off all this time and this is just the first time I’ve caught it?

I stayed quiet though, not quite sure I wanted to suggest to Choji this was all my fault.

I was glad I’d done so a few moments later. “Be prepared to grab one of their teams,” he said. “We’ll squeeze them gently. Let the other go with a warning. I don’t care who hired them or why, I’m not letting them get away with this sort of thing on my watch.”

“You think it could be about Matsuda?”

“I don’t care,” he emphasized. “They’re still doing it against us, and without a warning or explanation. As far as I’m concerned they’re fair game, I don’t care who they’re tracking.”

Yay. Sort of. I wasn’t too encouraged, but it was a mild relief to find out that Choji was that determined against everyone. It wasn’t just a prejudice against magic or mages.

And, before I could get too relieved, Choji turned back to me. There was still plenty of irritation in his voice as he said “keep checking, we need to be thorough. Arashi usually uses two teams in these situations but I don’t want to bet on that, let’s make sure they’re not changing it up or doing something sneaky.”

I nodded and started going through more people. I got another pair of false positives, but the third person we picked up seemed different.

“Hold on him,” Choji commanded me, “something seems off.”

I frowned, I knew what he meant but I just couldn’t put my finger on it. Unlike the Arashi teams this was just one person. There wasn’t anything immediately suspicious about him, he looked pretty standard. Regular hair, if a slightly messy cut. A pleasant face, but he was too round cheeked to actually be handsome…

“Damn it,” Choji muttered, trying to get a view of him with the security cameras or the drone. “There’s something about this guy, I just don’t know what it is. Let’s get a shot of him and run him through the databases.”

Am I just being paranoid? I wondered, looking at the scrying image with increasing doubt. The guy paused and knelt down to tie his shoes, and my first thought was ‘is he up to something?’ I mean, something feels wrong here, and I want to trust that. But I’m paranoid at the best of times, and we know there are two other people watching the house. It might just be-

Then I saw his shoes.

“Oh fuck me!” I emoted out loud.

Choji instantly swiveled back to me.

I heaved out a huge sigh, simultaneously relieved and more aggravated than ever. “It’s Sato Gota,” I replied, my voice a roil of mixed emotions.

“You’re sure?”

“Pretty sure,” I replied even as I refocused the image and took another look at his head. “His shoes have Sato’s hidden camera on the laces. And now that I know what I’m looking for…”

I took another look at the face.

“Cotton in the cheeks,” Choji noted with disgust. “Oldest trick in the book. But, if you’re not looking for it, still pretty effective. Go to the right a bit. Now down a bit. Try twisting around, see if we can get a look from underneath.”

I followed his instructions and eventually he grunted in a combination of satisfaction, along with even more disgust. “Wig,” he declared, pointing at the image in the bowl. “There. You can just barely see where there’s a little gap.”

I made a noise of my own and held my head. We’d both been looking for something more complex, not even thinking of Sato because ‘it can’t be him, he bleaches his hair and then colors the tips.’ But even I knew Sato was smarter than that. Sato liked to act flashy for the same reason a stage magician did: once you drew the audience’s attention to one point it was a hell of a lot easier to do something somewhere else.

I frowned mightily. There’s probably a big lesson in this. Between the two of us we have some of the best magic and technology on the planet when it comes to finding snoops. And we were still almost fooled by a guy with some cotton and a wig! It kind of illustrates what I’ve said all along, that all knowledge and skills are useful and nothing’s inherently superior to something else. But right now I’m too damn annoyed to care about that.

As if to verify that the tech support on the other end spoke up again. “We’ve finally found him, we’re running facial recognition software now sir,” the voice said apologetically. “But just looking at the side by side I think you’re right.” Unspoken, but obvious in the tone, was the admission he didn’t think the software was going to catch it. Not without a few prompts at least.

“Great,” Choji hung his head for a moment before resuming his usual confidence. He drummed his fingers against the table in annoyance a few times before asking “Recommendations?”

“We could grab him too,” someone else on the other end suggested. “He shouldn’t be here.”

“On public streets? When we’re already going to need too many people to deal with the Arashi snoops?” Choji asked sarcastically.

Yeah, that pretty much sums it up, I reflected. I’d seen Sato give them a hard time on estate grounds. I didn’t want to think about them trying to do so where he had more room to maneuver and plenty of civilians to get in the way.

“Well, we can’t just leave him alone,” the new person replied, but a little uncertainly as they began to grasp the problems.

Choji nodded. “Get me his phone number. We’ll give him a phone call at the same time we’re wrapping up the Arashi people, shake him up a little.”

I carefully schooled my expression. Fat chance of that! I noted inside my head. If Sato wasn’t being stopped by outright arrests I doubted he was suddenly going to back off just because he’d been spotted. He had way too much ego and fanaticism for that!

Still, it’s not a bad compromise, I reflected a little more thoughtfully as Choji made a few arrangements. It suggests he can’t just get away with whatever he wants without giving Sato any more ammunition or actions he can crow about on his web page. I still doubted it would do much (especially if there’d been other times we hadn’t caught him) but it was better than nothing.

“Fine,” Choji finally sighed before turning back to me. “Let’s go through anyone else your magic turned up, make sure there isn’t another group watching the estate on top of that.”

Aoth, I hope not, I thought, almost making it an actual prayer before I turned back to my spells.

Fortunately the remaining five targets were all false positives, just ordinary passerby that my spell was picking up for strange reasons. Choji wasn’t visibly affected, but I could still feel the relief behind his lack of expression.

“Alright,” he declared finally. “It seems that’s all of them. Thank you, Matsuda-san,” he noted, bowing ever so slightly towards me. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to be very busy for the next little while. You may now return to your studying.”

“Need a hand, Choji-san?” Eiko noted, unexpectedly.

“No thank you, Kobayashi-san,” he responded, making as quick an exit as was possible while still being polite.

I finally looked up and saw the girls had been surreptitiously watching the whole thing from the other end of the table.

I froze, completely paralyzed by the awkwardness.

Well great, what do I do now? Do I try and somehow ignore everything, even while their security people are conducting operations outside their gates? Do I apologize for the interruption? Offer to clear off this valuable bowl that’s now full of inky water?

I sighed, realizing there was almost no chance we’d be able to focus on our scholastics now! Some people just aren’t meant for group study sessions.
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>__<

I paused and looked around.  What the heck?  Even more disturbingly, I was far from the only one.  I was on my way to my next class, like many people, and the area was reasonably crowded.  Even at a quick glance I could spot another half dozen people glancing around in confusion.

I frowned.  It was indistinct, formless, but that had definitely been an attempt at psychic communication of some kind.  Faint, like someone with a soft voice trying to get your attention, but still there.

>__-

I paid more attention when it started to happen again.  I thought there was a faint undercurrent of terror and panic to the thing.  But, before I could decide if I was just imagining that, my ‘mind shield’ precaution unfolded around my head and cut it off.

I didn’t have time to get too confused or worried by that, one second later the attack washed over the area.  A disorganized blend of psychic static combined with a ‘don’t notice anything’ command.  A few of the more sensitive students around suddenly winced, but most simply fell victim to the compulsion.

What the hell was that? I asked myself, looking around in confusion.  That was one of the most disorganized but powerful attacks I’ve ever seen.  The disparity in its strength, skill, and purpose threw me completely off.  It was like someone had just dumped bucket loads of chaff over the area to disrupt radar, but at the same time had embedded a tiny signal to somehow hack any radar which miraculously made it through.  It was kind of effective.  The vast majority of the people in the area had either needed one or the other, not both, but that didn’t mean it hadn’t worked.  It was just… I’d have said you needed to be rich in resources and either a really clever genius or a complete idiot in order to try something like that.

Before I could decide what to do, balance my obligations as a mage against my obligations as a student, a voice whispered in my ear.  “To the south.”

Well.  I guess that settles that, I thought, fighting off even more shock and surprise.  That last comment had come from one of the University’s kami.  Due to all the lingering psychic static in the area it had been forced to resort to a physical communication, and I suspected putting even that much together in these unusual conditions had been a challenge.  With that in mind, I suddenly veered off to the south.

***

I hate this.  I hate this.  I hate this.  I thought rhythmically in my head about a minute later as I tried to appear unsuspicious while still looking for trouble.  I hated the thought of randomly and suddenly missing a class in the middle of the day, especially to investigate Aoth knew what!  I was hurting my standing in the university, possibly damaging all my future plans, and I had no idea what for.  And to make matters worse all I had were my everyday supplies: a half full travelling reservoir, a couple of talismans, my ankh, and some magician’s ink in a pen.  This was not something I’d have chosen to do!

I was, of course, completely ignoring the opposite side right at that second.  But deep in my heart I knew I’d probably have done this all anyway.  While I did hate the circumstances (really, really hate them) I was not-so-secretly grateful to the kami for enabling me and making all this much easier.  I also had obligations as a mage and to myself, and that meant I wasn’t happy about just walking away when a couple of red flags had just come up.  I might have been able to justify it without that brief psychic flash before all the static and magic, tell myself I was being paranoid or it was unfortunate but I had my student obligations to take care of.  But, as things stood, I’d have had a hard time getting to sleep at night if I didn’t at least try and look around first.  Maybe I wouldn’t find anything.  Or maybe it had been another weird tactic, an attempt to get everyone to drop their guard and then sucker punch them.  But I had to look.

That didn’t mean I was happy though!  I’d have at least wanted my staff, if not a half dozen other little talismans and supplies, if I’d had any say in the matter.

Oh, why not just wish for Master Tai as backup while you’re at it? I thought sourly, looking around while trying to not be obvious about it.  I felt pretty alone and naked out there though, despite all the crowds of students.  If they hadn’t had classes too, I might have tried calling up Eiko and Himeko.  In fact, I was just starting to wonder if texting Hiro, seeing if the universe was going to toss me a bone and he’d be available, was a good idea.  But that was when I spotted them.

Three kids.  Trying not to look terrified or draw attention to themselves as they swiftly cut across campus.

I stared in disbelief for a few moments.  Because I wasn’t just talking about young looking students here, the oldest amongst them might have been twelve and I was pretty sure the other two were sub-ten years old.

What the hell?  This is a school day, right?  I thought.  They weren’t in any sort of uniform either, further throwing me off.  I took a quick look around, trying to spot some sort of tour group or school trip.  Needless to say, there was nothing in sight.  Their little group stood out like black beans in white rice.  I suspected that was half the reason they were going unnoticed: they were so out of place that the students who were glancing them were going “wait, what?” and then mentally shaking their heads and deciding they didn’t want to get involved.  It was too complicated to deal with in the middle of classes.

Am I reading too much into this?  They could have been unrelated to everything, or a peripheral side-effect.  That seemed unlikely, but so did pretty much everything else about the situation.

Are they… I wondered, activating mage sight before I remembered what was going on.  I winced a little at the image my glasses presented me.  The psychic static remained in the area, creating an effect similar to a pretty heavy snowfall combined with a light fog, only in darker and uglier colors.  Think black snow and red mist.  Picking out any sort of detail at any sort of distance was next to impossible.

Despite that, I did pick out something that stunned me and made my blood run cold.  Some sort of… mystic gunk was wrapped around one of the kids.  It wasn’t doing much, not as far as I could tell, but it marked them out clearly enough that even I could spot them through all the interference, the mystic equivalent of tagging someone with florescent colored sticky foam.

Someone’s following them, I realized belatedly.  No, chasing them.  They’re on the run.

I shut down mage sight, the effect was hurting my eyes, and I was horrified to realize they were already starting to pull out of sight.  Not knowing what else to do, I took off after them.

I had the advantage in leg length.  But they were young, desperate, and in better relative shape than me.  And also unburdened by a backpack full of school supplies.  I barely managed to keep them in view as I ran across campus, wishing fiercely for the flying talisman and muttering a dozen obscenities under my breath.  I promised myself I’d look into upgrading the spells on the naginata bag after this, maybe go for outright invisibility rather than be caught out like this again!  I’d run into too many odd situations lately, and if kids got hurt because I didn’t have my staff with me…

Of course, I was underestimating said kids quite a lot.  They were doing an admirable job of parkouring across the campus.  Don’t get me wrong, they weren’t taking a straight line through every obstacle with unbelievable acrobatics.  But they were using their small size and flexibility to cut some surprising corners and make their way through gaps I’d have never thought of if I wasn’t watching them.

I was too caught up in the moment, struggling too much with too many surprises, but I really should have clued in with that one.  The way they just flowed through the campus while I, the student who’d been going here for months, was only keeping up because I was following them… yeah, later on I’d want to kick myself.

Of course, it didn’t help that what I could see of them looked normal.  The psychic static was slowly clearing and the mystic gunk wrapped around one of them was one of the only ways for me to keep them in sight, I was flashing ‘mage sight’ on and off in order to keep following them.  And it was one of the things that threw me a little, just how normal their auras looked.  Just what the hell were they doing that required all this?  I was almost tempted to assume I was barking up the wrong tree, assuming a coincidence was making me follow three random kids who just happened to be doing something on campus at the same time as the strange phenomena.  If not for the gunk tagging one of them I’d have probably felt too embarrassed and backed off, worried someone was going to mistake me for the problem and call the police.

Then we left the campus area, and everything changed again.

The second the kids were past the boundaries something flashed in the mystic spectrums and I realized they’d been spotted.  More worryingly, so did they.  But they didn’t hesitate, they continued running down the Tokyo streets.

Something didn’t want to mess with the kami, I reflected, a chill running down my spine.   The kids… well, they hadn’t exactly been safe or protected while on campus, the psychic static and their continued flight pretty much proved that.  But at least one of the campus kami seemed to be interested in their well being, hence why they’d contacted me.  I still wasn’t sure how it worked, even with all my kami chores my understanding of Tokyo U’s mystic power dynamics that was far from complete.  But I suspected that if the kids’ pursuer had tried anything serious on Tokyo U territory that one kami would have been able to rally its fellows, get everyone interested in the insult and threat that was right in front of them.  And while one kami might have been a manageable threat, especially one of the weaker ones, no one in their right mind wanted to try taking on the combined might of Tokyo U’s collective group.

Of course, if said pursuer had simply put physical hands on the kids and gotten them out of sight before they did anything then most of the kami would probably have done nothing.  The kami could be even worse than humans in that regard.

I was guessing though, and I certainly didn’t have time to think too deeply on it as the chase wove through the Tokyo streets and sidewalks!  If I’d thought the kids were impressive on campus they somehow managed to go up another gear or two on the streets.  They wove through other pedestrians with ease and timed their crosswalks with a synchronicity that made me wonder if they secretly had a hacker supporting them.  Seriously, they always managed to either catch a legal crossing or just make it on the reasonable end of a cycle.  I meanwhile was usually left taking a moment to catch my breath while the lights changed.

Fortunately or un-, they were starting to tire too.  My longer leg length allowed me to keep up with them and the mystic gunk meant that I still managed to follow them despite the many twists and turns they took which should have stymied me.  Even when they cut through back alleys or took sudden corners I managed to keep an eye on them.  It took all my effort though.  Which was why I almost missed it when the predator suddenly appeared.

My first view of her aura struck me like a physical blow.  I had to spin away and fight down an urge to throw up at the sickening sight, requiring me to lean against a nearby building and struggle through several nasty heaves.  The blood and darkness there!  Murderer!

Her aura was a roiling mix of blood, souls, and death.  All dark blacks and reds and screaming as the trapped spirits of her previous victims cried and whimpered.  It was like watching a person walking down the street with a dozen flayed torture victims chained to her, a powerful but sick aura that extended around her in a bubble bigger than some people’s cars.

Which made it all the more incongruous that she was simply riding a scooter as she calmly chased after the kids.

I watched with dread and disbelief, barely getting myself back under control as she patiently waited for a light to change.  I can’t… that…

Then the light changed, she simply started putt-putting in the direction the kids had gone, and I discovered the one thing that scared and shocked me more than her was the thought of letting that creature get her hands on some kids!  I heaved myself back to my feet and was running again.

I was shaky, Dr. Yorozu would probably have declared me in shock, but I found I couldn’t give up.  I followed, even though I had no idea what I could do in the face of so much power.  The raw energy she had… I had no chance of matching her without my staff or some other connection to my main reservoir, but I wasn’t thinking about that right then.

About a block and a half later she calmly pulled her scooter off the road, parking by an abandoned building.  Then she unhurriedly got off and strolled down the alley next to it.

Where the tagged aura was stopped.

I somehow found fourth wind and hurried after her.  I reached the alley, sweating and panting a little, just in time to hear “quick, in there!”

It was followed by a scratchy laugh as an equally scratchy voice declared “you think you can hide?”  I saw a blocked off alleyway and a broken-down door.  I just barely managed to catch sight of the predator walking confidently through said door.

Needless to say, I tailed after them.  I made it through the entranceway just before a surge of sickening energies came out of the woman, already halfway down a hallway.  It was a raw mix of unpleasantness and evil that wrapped itself in an invisible ring around the building.  Ahead of me, she laughed.  “No way out darlings!” she projected across the building, almost pleasantly.  “You’re trapped in here with me.”

Arrogant fool!  I thought angrily, pausing to take one more look at what she’d done.  Her claim was an unpleasant exaggeration at best.  The energy surrounding the building was disorganized and primitive.  Sure, it would subconsciously drive back anyone attempting to go through the barrier, anyone would feel afraid and disgusted by it, rightly preferring to stick their arm into a pile of rancid garbage than that!  But it was far from impenetrable.  Physically it would be like wading through treacle: slow, difficult, sticky, and best avoided.  But I could have done it even without the ‘mind shield’ blocking the mental effects.  Assuming that the kids couldn’t find another exit and simply force their way through the barrier in such a life-or-death situation was the height of stupidity.

An idea was staring to geminate at the back of my mind.  But right then I was too preoccupied by the threat in front of me.

The woman stalked through the corridors and I stumbled after her.  She was moving at a decent pace and I was in rough shape physically and mentally.  I was already thoroughly creeped out, concerned, and sickened, and the abandoned building only threw me off some more.  Don’t get me wrong, this wasn’t ‘abandoned hospital filled with deliberately disturbing props’ levels of creepy.  But it was empty and somewhat decrepit.  Knowing that I was pursuing an actual monster, even if seemed to be of the technically human kind, hit me hard.

I’m not sure what I would have done if she’d ever turned around, looked behind her and noticed she was being followed in turn.  But she was monomaniacally focused on her prey.  One more clue, if I’d been thinking about it, about what was really up.

“Come on out darlings!” she began to hum cheerfully as she continued her pursuit.

Damn it, I thought, still not catching up to her.  I almost wished I didn’t have the ‘mind shield’, then I could have blamed it on some sort of mental trick.  Two-thirds of my weakness was physical, I was falling behind for a reason.  But that last third?  That was all mental.  I was terrified and sickened, and the weight of it all in my mind dragged me down and made it even harder to move.

I heard a clatter from far ahead as the kids knocked something and it echoed through the abandoned building.  The monster simply laughed and lengthened her stride a little more.

Come on Mamoru!  Think!  I started glancing around for something and eventually my gaze settled on a broken piece of wood.  I picked it up and weighed it in my hands.  It wasn’t great, closer to a sheet of plywood than a bat-like plank, but it seemed solid.  You’ll have to do, I thought grimly.  I wasn’t going to be able to take this woman in a fair contest, not mystically.  But if I could stun her, tangle her powers, or maybe just protect myself for long enough to get a few hits in… she didn’t seem like the type who’d studied martial arts.  All other things being equal, I was bigger, stronger, and heavier.  That would have to be enough.

If anyone wants to help, I’m open to it! I suggested to the surroundings, thinking that as loudly as I dared.  I didn’t believe anything friendly was around, but under the circumstances I was more than willing to send out a half-prayer for any available help.

Up ahead and around a corner the woman laughed again.  “Oh come on!  Heading to the basement?  You’re making it too easy for me darlings.”  I could hear her chuckles along with the sound of her steps descending.

Oh come on!  I thought, in reluctant agreement as I followed.  Are you trying to act out a horror cliché?

I crept down the stairs as fast as I dared, trying to balance sight, exhaustion, and not making any noise.  One thing in my favor, as horrifying as that realization was, was that we could now hear the frantic kids and that noise was dominating the area.

“It’s blocked!”

“Dig!”

“We have to find another way!”

“It’s here!  It’s here!  The way out is here!  I feel it!”

The woman laughed again.  “Sorry, there’s no way out here darlings.  You’re not as good a psychic as you think you are.”

My breath caught as I finally reached the basement and looked upon the scene.  Suddenly, it all clicked.

The basement was relatively wide open in design.  It was clogged by a lot of debris, abandoned equipment, illegally dumped trash, and collapsed pieces of the floor above, but it was a wide-open area broken up mainly by support pillars.  There was a second stairway at the other end of the building, but rubble was blocking that path and two of the kids were frantically digging away at it.

And how was I seeing all this?  It was an abandoned building after all, I doubted any lights were intact even if the power was still on.  There’d been enough cracks and windows on the first floor to provide dim illumination, but that hardly applied down here.  No, the whole floor was lit by a brightly glowing ghost trying helplessly to interpose herself between the kids and the oncoming predator.  They were all surprisingly blasé about its existence.

Because they’re psychics, I realized, dazed.  And, more importantly, that explained the murderer.  She looked fairly average, if a little dishevelled and deranged, but she was some sort of blood psychic.  I’d assumed she was a blood mage of some type, dealing with the difficult and easily abused magics of that nature.  But she wasn’t.  She was messing about with something even madder and more dangerous.  She was killing other psychics, and through a mix of powers I doubted even she understood, she was binding their souls and energy to her.

My gaze tightened.  She was untrained, going by instinct and greed.  She’d probably already been half mad, but this must have driven her all the way there.  The impressions she was feeling, what she’d done to her aura, the disorganized mess of power flowing through her at every single moment.  She was strong, unbelievably so by Tokyo standards, but her lack of understanding meant that in mystic terms she had more weaknesses and openings than I would have had in a physical fight!

I quickly put my board down on the floor and pulled all of the mana out of my traveling reserve for one last, desperate spell.

“Leave us alone!” one of the children shrieked, crying. They were understandably distracted by the monster in front of them.

“Shh, shh, now darlings,” the woman said, comfortingly.  “Don’t worry, soon you’ll be a part of me.  All together forever.  Won’t that be nice?

“No!”

“Don’t worry,” she repeated, the light of madness in her eyes, “soon it won’t matter.  Soon you won’t have to worry about anything ever again.”

The ghost floated closer to her, Aoth alone knew what it hoped to try, but she casually grabbed it with her power.  When she did so it’s light dimmed dramatically…

…making everyone pause as they realized there was another source of light in the basement.  My spell circle.

Too late, I thought as I hurried through the last of the casting and launched the spell.  ‘Blood breaker’ was a combat spell, it was designed to be cast quickly.  It had simply taken me a few moments to remember it.

The results were instantaneous.  The room brightened again as the woman lost her grip on the ghost.  Then she began to scream.

I raised my voice and tried to be heard over her “come on, this way!”  I quickly realized it was futile though, the woman’s voice climbed higher and higher.  I started to signal to the kids, but stopped to stare as the woman began to smoke and the screaming changed pitch to something barely heard as she ran out of air.

‘Blood breaker’ had been designed for use against blood mages.  A major part of the danger they posed was the souls and life force they absorbed and held on to.  This spell broke the forces holding those, weakening the blood mage and often hurting them a little as their dark power suddenly flowed away from them.  It was supposed to be the mystic equivalent of a groin shot: not directly fatal, but when it worked it often set up the victim for the killing blow.

In the real world it often had mixed results.  It was useful, but when blood mages were trained and experienced they often had defences against it.  At first I’d assumed that applied here, it seemed impossible that someone with her sheer power had discovered it simply through experimentation.  But, in fact, the opposite was true.  Due to her psychic abilities she’d stumbled through the process of managing it, and the differences in technique I’d at first assumed were experience and refinement were simply due to her psychic nature.  It wasn’t too surprising, many Avalon blood mages were self taught, hence why my education had included ‘blood breaker’ as an important lesson to defend ourselves while discouraging the use of blood magic.  But, as I stared, I realized that she hadn’t understood the powers she was messing with.  I certainly hadn’t, and the resulting mix was unexpected.

All of us watched as she started to smoke more and more, the fine white whisps starting to vent from her pores.  Then her ears and mouth.  Then, with an audible crackle, she burst into flames.

Aoth!  I swore internally as I watched with horror.  What is happening?

Internally I already knew.  Or, at least, I had a pretty strong hypothesis.  ‘Blood breaker’ could hurt mages, the forcible release of their ill-gotten power could overload and physically harm them.  Sometimes quite nastily, in rare cases where there was quite a lot of power and not much experience handling it.  But I’d never heard of it being directly fatal.

But this wasn’t about mana and mana adjacent powers, this was psi based.  And while it was similar enough that ‘blood breaker’ could still work (the spell itself worked on the powers binding the blood and souls to the user, regardless of precise source) the energies released were different.  And psychics were much more closely tied to their powers then mages were.

I stared, fighting down my gorge as the woman burned from the inside out.  The flames burned with unnaturally dark colors, fueled by the evil energies she’d used.  The heat they released blazed like a furnace, much hotter than their brightness would have indicated.  And they burned her.  Bone, skin, clothing… all of them burned, blackening and crisping as she collapsed to the ground helplessly.

We all watched for a long while, unable to look away.  Some of that was horror.  But some of that, little though I wanted to admit it, was relief and satisfaction.  We stared.  Long after she stopped moving, long after she was obviously dead, we watched until there was nothing left of her but a fine, gray ash.

And still we stared.  Suddenly, something within me snapped and I stormed forward.  “Why didn’t you idiots tell me you were having trouble?!” I exploded.

“W-w-what?” the oldest of them stammered.

I grabbed the neck of his t-shirt and tugged it to the side.  Unsurprisingly, hidden beneath the cloth, was a necklace.  I tugged it up.

“If you needed more of these you should have told me!” I raged.  “And if they weren’t working you should have told me!  Not let me find out through this- this-“

“You know about the hiders?” the boy continued, caught between confusion and crying.

“And the shielders.  And the blinders.  Who the fuck do you think builds those things?!”

Deep inside I knew I shouldn’t have been taking it out on him.  Maybe he deserved it, but I certainly didn’t know.  Not one way or the other.  But I was so shocked, and tired, and horrified… I had to vent a little.  And I’d started helping the psi kids precisely to avoid situations like this!

“It was my fault,” the male younger kid piped up.  He quickly turned away though.  “I knew she was… looking.  The hider worked.  But she got close.  Touched me.”

I groaned aloud.  “That would do it,” I said, holding my head.  A physical presence getting close enough to physically touch someone through the shield?  They’d know instantly.

We were all silent for a moment.  Suddenly the third, the younger girl kid, smiled slightly.  “Told you we’d get out,” she said in a faint voice.

Then she collapsed.

All three of us rushed to her side.  “Is she alright?” I asked urgently.  I tried to look her over with ‘mage sight’ but that turned up nothing.  She was still wearing her hider.  That had been part of the problem from the start, I’d only figured it out when the hunter had said they were psychics.

“Brain blasted,” the oldest said in return, “she’s got sight, and telepathy.  She tried desperately to call for help before that monster blasted her-”

I winced at the thought of being an open psychic on the receiving end of the assault that had started my involvement in all this.  Talking about disabling hits, I reflected sympathetically.  I was amazed she’d been able to walk after that, let alone run.

“-And she was trying to link with me and see a way out of this mess!” the older boy continued.  “I don’t know how she did it.”

I gently slid a hand under her neck and removed the hider, letting me examine her with ‘mage sight.’

I studied her intently for a good thirty seconds before sighing in relief.  “Well, she’s not in good shape but I think she’s going to be okay.  She’s really done a number on herself but I think we’re short of any permanent damage.  Make sure she gives her gifts a long rest though, I think we’re talking at least three or four weeks before actively trying to use them again.”  She was suffering from the mystic equivalent of torn muscles, maybe even a disjointed limb, and plenty of bleeding.  But, given what she’d been facing, I didn’t think anyone there thought that was a bad trade.

I slipped the hider back over her neck, looked thoughtfully at the mass of mystic gunk still marking the other boy, and pulled my backpack off my shoulders.  “Hold on a second, I think I still have some incense with me.  Let’s see if we can clear that stuff off you.”

“Who are you?!” the eldest boy finally emoted, staring at me in disbelief.

“Ask me no questions and I’ll tell you no lies,” I responded, somewhat inanely.  “It’s better I keep that a secret for now, talk to your sempais if you think you need to know.”

I was half-babbling then, my mind working at a hundred kilometers an hour as I tried to figure out what the hell to do.  But I had to take care of the kids.  And it probably was for the best I didn’t go into any more details, either learning about them or letting them learn too much more about me.  And after that was done I probably had to talk to Himeko and Eiko, figure out what I’d missed in class.  Then I had to think about contacting the psi kids directly, talking with Arai and Hayashi again.  If this had happened then who knew what else might be going on that I didn’t know about?  Chances were good I probably needed to build something new, or at least refine and redesign something.  And then, after all that, maybe I’d finally have the time to consider I’d just killed-

Later, I thought, cutting myself of abruptly, I’ll think about that later.

But I was lying.
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I glanced out the window.  Looks like rain today, I reflected.  Good, that’ll help reduce the risk of fire.  I had various pieces of equipment spread out across the living room and I was planning to make some orichalcum.  Fire wasn’t a big risk, but I was glad for anything that reduced it.

My phone, facedown and conspicuously out of reach, buzzed to get my attention.

I ignored it.

Sho-uk glanced at me, but after a moment merely shook his head and said nothing.  He was good about that.  Or he simply knew better.  Same difference.

I focused on the task in front of me: forge some more orichalcum and then build a few more amulets.  I was going to cheat a little more this time, rely on the Little People for a bunch of the engraving rather than spend mana on a spell to do it.  I’d also refined them a little bit more.  Nothing major, if that monster had gotten to touch a recipient again she’d still have detected them, but I’d still made a couple of improvements.  The shields would be slightly tougher, the camouflage effect slightly sneakier, and the blinding effect slightly more efficient.  Not big changes, but progress.

My world went away for a while, my attention consumed by the task in front of me.  I didn’t come back until the doorbell rang.

I shook myself and then glanced at the time.  Only 2 pm, no chance it was the parents.  I could safely ignore it.

A minute later, it rang again.

I ignored it again.

“Ni?” Sho-uk suggested carefully.

I didn’t dignify that with a response.

The Little Person wisely decided that annoying a mage a couple hundred times his size was counterproductive and simply went back to work.  I’d never stopped, I’d simply slowed down a little to be sure.

It wasn’t until there was a tap on the glass, sometime later, I really stopped.

I spun to the side at the sound.  And then I stared in disbelief at the sight of Master Tai calmly standing on our balcony.

He waited a second to be sure he had my attention.  “Master Matsuda,” he asked, his voice sounding both slightly muffled and concerned, “may I come in?”

***

“So this is where you live,” Master Tai noted calmly a minute later.  It had taken a few moments for my brain to reboot and then a few more to bow to the inevitable and let him in.  Then we’d had a mildly odd moment where he’d taken off his shoes and had to cross the apartment to place them in the proper place by the entrance.  But now he was back and simply looking around the living room.

“It’s not normally this dirty,” I mumbled, blushing a little.  My stuff was spread out all over the area again to forge the orichalcum and then construct the talismans.  It wasn’t too messy, but it was definitely a little cluttered and odd.

“I can believe that,” Master Tai nodded, “I saw you and your little helpers at work.”

Master Tai had hidden his presence so well that not even Sho-uk had realized he was there until he’d knocked.  About the one thing I appreciated about this whole situation was the way Sho-uk had briefly looked before all the Little People quickly scattered and hid.  The offended and shocked expression of surprise had almost been worth it.

“So you, uh, know about the Little People?” I asked a little inanely.

Master Tai nodded.  “Eiko informed me a while ago.  It was still odd to see them in action.  I think I’ve caught glimpses of them here and there over the years, but this was the first time ever I’ve gotten a solid look.”

“I guess that makes sense.”  Master Tai certainly had the capability to spot them, but he’d have to be actively using the right combination of his abilities and in the right place at the right time to boot.  The Little People weren’t exactly hiding behind every chair and every closet.  On the other hand, he had been skilled enough for ages.  It was no wonder that something had occasionally caught his attention at the right/wrong moment and place.

Master Tai nodded back.

We fell into a slightly awkward silence.

“So-o-o-o,” I reluctantly drew out after a moment.  “Why are you here?”

“Master Matsuda,” he replied calmly, crossing his arms over his massive chest and looking at me, “I’m pretty sure you can guess.”

I flushed slightly and couldn’t meet his eyes.  When I stayed silent a little too long he continued.

“You vanish from school for two whole days and refuse to speak to your friends?”

“It’s only been a day and a half,” I muttered under my breath.

“Two,” he repeated calmly, “we’re about to reach the third time you haven’t gone to the Meiko estates to retrieve your mana.  Or are you going to tell me that was actually going to happen today?”

I definitely couldn’t meet his eyes after that one!  That’s… pretty telling, I had to admit to myself.  I’d missed it after helping the kids out, having gone straight home afterwards, and I would have missed today’s pickup as well.  They made pretty convincing bookmarks.  Me missing one day was unusual but not panic inducing.  Before this I hadn’t missed three days in a row unless I’d been out of Tokyo.

Of course, I didn’t exactly feel like admitting that.  “It’s unnecessary,” I half mumbled, “I’ve had the collectors rigged for remote transfer for nearly a year now.  I’m not losing that much in the process.  Hell, with all the scattered collectors I never get to, the Meiko estate ones are the exception!  I don’t even know why I bother any more.”

“Master Matsuda, that’s a ridiculously weak argument and you know it.  But I’m not here to be distracted by that, I’m here for the reason behind it.”

“I’ve been busy!” I protested with a force that surprised even me.  “I’ve let too many things fall behind, that’s all.  I’ve just been busy catching up!”

“So busy you refused to go to university?  So busy you won’t even talk to your friends?” Master Tai asked calmly.

I stubbornly refused to respond, suddenly losing a good ten years of maturity.  Or maybe forty if you looked at it in a different way.

“So busy your cousin felt that something was wrong?”

My eyes widened suddenly and I leapt to the side to grab my phone.  For the first time in ages I actually brought up my history of calls and ignored messages.  Several of them belonged to Saori.  “Shit.”  I muttered feelingly.

“Your cousin eventually turned to your friends.  And, between the three of them, they turned to me.”

“A remarkable young lady, your cousin,” Master Tai added as an aside.  “I was very impressed by her.  It seems to run in the family.”

My mind was awhirl with a dozen thoughts already, I couldn’t comment on that.

Master Tai noted however.  And I was too distracted to notice his briefly thoughtful expression before he carefully schooled his face and deliberately mused “I wonder if I should start trading some favors with her?  She seems like she could be useful.”

I instantly whirled on the martial arts master.  “Don’t you dare!  Saori’s still an innocent, too young for this!  She shouldn’t- she shouldn’t-“

My voice cracked and I just stopped, it took all I had just to keep it together and not break down.

“I figured,” Master Tai said gently.  He knelt down just a little so he could look me directly in the eyes.

“It was your first, wasn’t it?” he asked, his voice almost shockingly compassionate.

“First what?” I asked, horrified that I sounded almost like I was about to break into tears.

“Your first kill.”

I squeezed my eyes tightly shut, determined not to do something so childish as cry in front of the master.  “Yes,” I whispered, collapsing back down to our couch as my legs went weak.

I felt Master Tai’s massive body nod, and then he sat down on the couch a comfortable distance away.  “I thought so,” he continued.  “Your cousin didn’t figure it out.  But the things she had felt, combined with what you were doing, meant it was the most logical possibility.”

“You guessed?” I asked, still unable to speak above a hoarse whisper.

I felt him nod again.  I was overly sensitive and the couch shifted under his mass.  “I’ve been preparing to have this happen with Eiko for the last year or so,” he admitted.  “She’s… less sensitive than you, and I’ve been trying to prepare her for it, but I knew it would still weigh on her.  And the way she kept getting into fights that were too advanced for her level… I figured it was only a matter of time before it happened.”

“Heh,” I half-laughed wetly.  It was kind of hard for me to argue that, I’d barely met her before she’d almost killed one or two of the thugs in that alley.  A centimeter or two more to the left or right, a little twist of fate, and Eiko would have passed that Rubicon long before me.

Master Tai remained respectfully silent for a while.

After a minute or two the urge to cry passed and I finally risked opening my eyes again.  He was still there, deliberately not judging me.

“I’m pathetic,” I sighed.

“Maybe,” Master Tai said neutrally, “but maybe not.  I’ve become more inured to death than I like to think over the years.  Too many things harden you, not just the deaths but the evils you see people committing.  But I still think the first time is important.  Tell me about it.”

“It’s stupid,” I replied, shying away from the subject.  “I’m being a prejudiced moron.  I’ve fought with plenty of other things, and I’ve ended my fair share in the past.  I’ve even been close to killing humans before!  The way I acted with whatshisname, the one going after Master Dan’s student.  Or when we fought Yuna back when she was possessed.  I certainly didn’t go in thinking I needed to hold back!  I’ve got no right to be upset about it!”

“Oh?” Master Tai said leadingly.

I was too far gone, and it all started to come pouring out.  “I don’t!  The way I’ve gone about things… it was inevitable that this was going to happen.  I never prepped myself!  I never trained to be ready!  Of course I was going to kill someone eventually!”

“I had years to develop the right mindset, to think about my options.  Instead, what do I do?  I kept blundering around like a moron!  Kept acting like some sort of entitled ‘hero of justice’ and letting my emotions take over.  Well guess what?” I asked the universe sarcastically, “Police train to handle their emotions for a reason!  People who expect to be in those situations make sure they know what they’re doing!  They have procedures, and backup, and train to make damn sure they don’t just go in with their gun drawn and shoot the first person they think might be a criminal!”

I trailed off a moment, shocked to realize I was breathing hard, panting a little.

“Breathe,” Master Tai said softly, “let it out.  Follow the thread.  Untangle it.”

“She was a criminal.  A monster,” I continued a little more softly, not sure if I was talking to myself or him.  “I shouldn’t feel guilty about killing her.  Not if it was her or the kids.  And it was.  But…”

I stopped.  The emotions were just too big.  The whole thing was too big!  I couldn’t handle it.  I wanted to say it, but I wasn’t sure what it was.  There were just so many angles.

Master Tai gave me a few moments. When he was sure I wasn’t going to continue he sighed, but his smile was a gentle combination of compassion and amusement as he spoke.

“This is normally where I’d take you out for a drink,” he admitted with a touch of irony.  “We’d have started with that, and I’d have let the alcohol loosen your tongue and lubricate the words.  Unfortunately, you’re still too young to do that with.  And even if you weren’t, I suspect you're too much of a lightweight to get everything out before you either passed out or started throwing up.”

I chuckled.  “Yeah.”

“Alright,” Master Tai repositioned himself so he was directly facing me.  “Let’s try this again.  Start from the beginning.  What happened that day?”

***

“And after that I sort of chivied the kids home and made sure to call Hayase Chika.  They kind of wanted a few more amulets but they hadn’t wanted to bother me and had been trying to make do with what they had.  There hadn’t been any more incidents like that, thank Aoth, but they’d been stretched a little thinner than they’d wanted.”

I sighed.  The next bit was blindingly obvious now that I was looking back at it.  So blindingly obvious it was embarrassing that I'd missed it for even a moment.

“I… latched on to that,” I admitted.  “Used it as an excuse to keep busy, keep from thinking too much about what happened.  I focused on making some new amulets, maybe doing a few other projects, as a way of dealing with… everything.”

“I’m surprised you didn’t just bury yourself in your studies,” Master Tai noted.

“Too easy.  There’s not enough new stuff, I’d just be trying to review what I already knew with this threatening to swirl around in my head…  Anyway, I didn’t want to leave the house.  Or talk to… them.”  I couldn’t have hidden that something was up from Eiko and Himeko.  And I couldn’t admit the truth to them either.

Not that I’d done a great job with that first problem.  I mean, seriously, what was my exit strategy for all this?  Unless it involved a mind control spell I couldn’t see how I could have successfully gone back to school and pretended that nothing had happened.  I admitted as much to Master Tai.

“I hope you’re joking,” he noted calmly.

“Mostly,” I sighed.  “…no, I am.  There’s no practical way I could have successfully cast such a thing upon them, it’d be too hard and I’m too conflicted.  And without that I can’t pretend I would even consider it.  I’m almost certain I wouldn’t have anyway; I don’t care how upset I was, it’s still obviously such a horrible idea.  But without the practicality I don’t think there’s any way I could have convinced myself, no matter how stupid I was being!”

Master Tai said nothing.

I suddenly realized what I’d just said.  “Aoth, I’m horrible,” I sighed, holding my head in shame and embarrassment.

“No, just human,” Master Tai noted calmly.

“I told myself that it was about preparing, about guarding the kids and making sure that didn’t happen again.  In reality it was all about running away.  When I redid my ‘mind shield’ or threw myself into designing new amulets it was all so I didn’t have think about anything else.”

“You weren’t thinking straight.”

“Not if I could help it,” I sighed.  I mean, it was embarrassing how much effort I’d wasted in some ways.  I hadn’t failed, or made too many mistakes, but in deliberately obsessing and trying to fill every waking moment with my projects in order to drown out my memories I’d probably expended 100% more mental energy for about 10% extra results.

I looked down, and for the first time really noticed the tea cups in front of us both.  We’d both taken occasional sips but neither of us had commented.  Which was kind of remarkable since the tea had been provided by the Little People.

(I should probably note it wasn’t terribly good tea.  They’d quietly made it in the cups in front of us while we’d talked.  But given the effort involved, and the willingness to do so in front of a stranger, it was a subtle but unambiguous sign they agreed I needed to talk.)

I took another sip, grateful for the hydration.

“And you want to know the worst part?” I said abruptly.  “I can’t even decide if it’s better or worse that I killed her by accident.  I didn’t intend to kill her, I certainly didn’t think the spell was going to turn out fatal.  But it did.  And she died.  Should I be using that as an excuse? A way to forgive myself since I didn’t try and kill her?  Or is that just more evidence that I’m a careless incompetent who’s flying off the handle?”

I sighed, but didn’t give him any time to respond.  “Gods forgive me, but it’s probably for the best she died.  It’s not like I had the authority or ability to do anything else to her, and letting her roam free would just have been letting a monster go on to kill other kids.  But that just makes it worse that I didn’t actually make that decision, it just happened.”

“What else would you have done, if you’d had the time and resources?” Master Tai asked gently.

I sighed, in the back of my mind I’d been thinking about nothing else the last two days.  It only slipped to the forefront whenever I slowed down, became something I actively acknowledged when my guard dropped.  But by now I knew the answer to that question.

“Something different, but it probably would have amounted to shifting the responsibility to someone else,” I admitted.  “Like you or arranging it so that she ran into the Bureau.  And I hate that.  It feels like I would have been cowardly passing the buck to someone else.  But it’s true, I don’t think I could have gone in intending to kill her if I’d been thinking about it.”

“And that’s alright!” Master Tai said, for the first time in ages putting a little more passion in his words.  It had been weird witnessing the normally expressive man so subdued for all this time.  “That wasn’t the wrong decision.”

“But…” I struggled for words, just like I always had for this whole damn situation.  “She was a monster.”

“Yes,” Master Tai agreed a little more calmly.  “And you shouldn’t feel guilty for ending the threat of a monster either.  But you’re struggling with the paradox.  You want to make it simple, that either it was a mistake that you killed her or that it was a mistake for you to be merciful in the first place.  And you’re blaming yourself for both.  But, Master Matsuda,” he looked me directly in the eyes, “it wasn’t.”

I felt the tears well up in the corners of my eyes again.  “But-“

For once he overrode me.  “There are no easy answers here,” he said frankly.  “Taking a life is not something that breaks down to a simple, easy set of rules.  You’ll find even something as simple as ‘I can kill them if they’re trying to kill me’ has too many exceptions.  And everyone has to come to terms with their own lines and rules.  But yours seem internally consistent, and in line with what you value.”

“You don’t know me that well,” I protested, a little too childishly for my taste.  Especially since, in this respect, Master Tai probably did know me better than any person on the planet.  Eiko and Himeko knew me better in general.  But combine knowledge of me with the recognition of power, perspective, and responsibility?  I had to choose Tai.

He seemed to agree.  “You value life, especially the lives of children.  It’s plain from all your actions that the simplest way to drive you to rage is to threaten a child.  And you believe in responsibility, especially the responsibility of power.”

“You are too emotional,” he continued, still compassionate but clearly not just there to feed me pablum.  “Make no mistake, you should learn to control your emotions better in a crisis.  They’re important tools and strengths when evil rises.  I’ve always tapped their explosive power when needed, and that’s one of the reasons Eiko and I get on so well.  But if you let them rage out of control then that fire burns everyone around you.  You do a good job in general, but it’s only because I haven’t yet seen you make a mistake that I think you’re adequate for a Master.”

“And this wasn’t a mistake?” I asked, caught between hope and bitterness.

“No,” Master Tai nodded.  “The children needed to be protected, you didn’t have any real options, and you were stumbling along in the dark.”

He gave me a side-eyed glance.  “Of course, that’s half of why you started obsessing about that, isn’t it?”

I let out a long sigh.  “Yes,” I admitted.  Half of my efforts in the last day had been either directly or indirectly so that I wouldn’t be caught with my pants down again.  They hadn’t been too successful, I’d still been too messed up in my head, but that had been the intention.  “I just keep thinking that if I’d been better prepared, if I’d acted sooner…”

Master Tai nodded knowingly.  “You would have had more options.  And that’s true.  That is something that maybe you should work on, that is the whole point of experience.  But you know there is a point where that’s an obsessive lie, right?  Where you have to accept you can’t know everything and get it all perfect each time?”

I was conspicuously silent.

“Master Matsuda?” he asked a little more sharply.

“I know, I know,” I replied tiredly.  “It’s just… I still should have done better.”

He gave me a slightly sharper look.  “Master Matsuda, let us assume you had full knowledge the second the kids contacted you.  That you even had every resource you’d ever collected.  What would have happened then?”

I looked down at the floor.  I didn’t want to say it, and I still went over a dozen last minute scenarios in my head looking for a better answer.

Master Tai, with years more experience, easily answered after a moment.  “Sure, you could probably have protected the kids, gotten them out of there safely.  But would you really have ignored the hunter?  Left her free to do whatever she wanted?”

I let out a deep breath.  “No,” I admitted in frustration.

Master Tai nodded.  “And do you think she could have been captured, restrained in some way?”

“Maybe,” I suggested a little more quickly.  “I could have attracted the attention of the Bureau to her.”

Master Tai’s look let me know I was grasping at straws.  “So, you would simply have let her walk away?  Trusted them to handle it?”

“No.”

He nodded again.  “So, your best alternate options were to monitor the situation, put yourself in danger from the Bureau, and hope they didn’t kill the villain in the process.  Or get killed by her.  Not to make too fine a point, Master Matsuda, but if they’d become involved they would not have hesitated to end her.  I think they’d have given her one chance and then gone for the killing blow if she’d showed even the slightest hesitation.  And if they’d deduced even half of what you had I’m not even sure they’d have waited that long.”

But it still wouldn’t have been me, the somewhat childish voice in the back of my head noted.  I felt ashamed about that, especially since I wondered how much I’d still be obsessing about the subject if that scenario had played out, but I still thought it.

Master Tai gave me a little time to process that, then he hit me with the truth I hadn’t been expecting.  “A life is a heavy weight, Master Matsuda, a precious responsibility.  It's no wonder you’re feeling this.”

My head snapped up.  “But I- but you- “

Master Tai nodded again.  “I'm a little jaded by now.  More jaded than I ever wanted to become.  I think I could still count the number of times I’ve killed.  At least, if I really tried hard and gave myself some time.  But I don’t want to, and I don’t want to find out I was wrong.”

The elder master was pensively silent for a moment before continuing.  “Killing is… the ultimate responsibility.  Literally taking on life or death judgement upon yourself.  No man should have that kind of power.  But... sometimes we must.  Sometimes to do anything else would be the coward’s action, would be throwing away all responsibility and duty.  You don’t want that responsibility, no one who’s even close to being worthy of it does.  And no one is truly worthy of it, we are all human and fallible.”

I found myself drawn to his words, seeing it in a different light.

“But we must face that responsibility, face it without fear and without anger.  Face it with solemn duty.  We should never decide to kill, but we should always accept it might be the action we are forced towards.”

This time he sighed deeply, hung his head, and looked up at me with wry humor, a tiny smile deep within his black beard.  “Look at me, that might be the stupidest thing I’ve ever said.  I started out by saying there were no easy rules or guidelines, then I stumbled along into saying that.”

Despite everything, I smiled back sympathetically.

“I’ve decided to kill,” he admitted more grimly, his eyes looking back at some place I never wanted to be.  “Gone into a situation intending to commit murder in my heart, deliberately hardening myself and working to make sure I didn’t falter and choose any other possibility.  Never again.  Killing him was the right solution, and if I ever thank that bastard for anything it will be that he didn’t pull any last-minute pleas for mercy, didn’t try to pretend he’d seen the error of his ways and had changed or that his reasons had been worthy.  But when I think about the place I went to, the person I became… no, if I am to have any worth as a teacher I will make sure my students never make the same mistake.”

He looked back at me, gently shoving the darkness in his memories aside with the experience of long practice.  “We all have different morals, different rules.  And the situations we face are as infinite as the Earth and its people.  Do you value life?  Do you find it sacred?”

“Yes,” I answered instantly.  Whatever else I might think, might struggle with, I wouldn’t have worked myself up about this if it wasn’t true.

“Did you kill in the process of protecting even more life?”

“Yes.  But that’s just semantics,” I immediately protested, “trying to pretend it’s a numbers game rather than something more.  To boil life’s worth down like that… that’s a different sort of arrogance and evil.”

To my relief Master Tai simply gave me a brief nod.  “Good.  You’re right, making that the justification is just a different flavor of wrong, but still… well, I find it wrong.  And so do you.  But it is an important step.  Was there any other practical way to resolve the situation?”

I hesitated a moment, but the answer was still obvious.  “No.”

“Do you need to make amends to the victims?”

That one made me hesitate.  “I don’t think so?” I said hesitantly.

“Or their families?” Master Tai suggested.

I blushed and looked away.  “I’m afraid I never looked,” I admitted.

Master Tai nodded once again.  “You probably should.  Maybe you’ll fail.  And you probably won’t have to do anything.  But you’ll feel better for trying.  And finally: have you learned everything you should from this whole experience?”

I paused for another moment.  “… not yet,” I said hesitantly.  But, as slow as I was, the answer still felt right.  After a moment I nodded and repeated it more strongly.  “Not yet.”

“Then focus on doing so,” Master Tai said seriously.  “Do it with a clear mind, and with mercy towards all, including yourself.  Nothing is stupider than creating more stuff for you to feel guilty about later by being too busy feeling guilty about something now!  The way forward isn’t to run from this.  You’ve killed, things will never be the same.  But the important thing isn’t that you’ve killed, it’s why you’ve killed.”

“You need to try and make peace with that.  I’m not sure you’ll ever be totally reconciled.  The same way that there will always be a tiny piece of you missing when someone close to you dies, killing someone else removes a piece of you and a piece of the world.  But if you focus on the reasons, the why of it, you can get through this.  And you can reach a point of peace.”

“Of peace?”

Master Tai looked at me seriously.  “Of peace.”

I thought about if for a moment.  “That sounds suspiciously like the ‘ends justify the means’,” I noted reluctantly, hating myself for saying that.

Fortunately, Master Tai didn’t take it amiss.  “Not quite.  Do you feel justified in what you did?”

“Not… really?” I said tentatively.  I could sort of see how I could, but I didn’t feel it.

“And I don’t think you’re the type who ever will.  And that’s not a bad thing.  The ends and the means justify the forgiveness.  That’s what matters here, if you can see the path to forgiving yourself for what happened.”

That one made me step back a moment mentally.  “Huh.”

“Ask a hundred masters and you’ll probably get a hundred different answers on when you should kill.  No two will be precisely alike.  And that tells me there’s no true answer to that question.  And it’s unimportant.  What matters is if you can forgive yourself for each time, and what you have to do to achieve that.”

That’s… that might be wiser than I realized, I thought, my eyebrows raising as I considered the full implications of that.  Even if someone did come up with a definitive answer of when it was alright to kill (and I didn’t think that was ever going to happen) actually applying it to each case was what mattered.  And if you did come up with an easy answer, but lied to yourself or attempted to justify cases to set your own conscience at ease, it was easy to go down even darker roads.  Isn’t that the real problem underneath it all?  Not the concept of killing, but how, when, and why we do it?

Master Tai could see that my brain was finally in gear, and he smiled slightly.  “You came upon this too young, Master Matsuda,” he said with a slightly sad shake of his head.  “It happens, but it’s a problem.  Usually it happens in a few more years, when someone has a little more experience under their belt.  And can get drunk.  You’d be amazed how much that can help.”

I laughed a little, involuntarily.

“No joke, Master Matsuda,” he noted, even though his smile was a little better humored.  “It’s easier to share and talk with the group when you’ve numbed yourself and lubricated everything a little, easier to compare notes and listen to everyone’s perspective.  Even if you’re only going to remember half of it in the morning, and none of what came in the aftermath.”

“But we don’t have that luxury, you’re too young and too straightlaced,” he continued.  “So let me give you this advice: start moving forward.  Staying in, obsessing about it, only living in the past will just mean more pain.  You can’t ignore it, you’ll have to deal with it, but staying by yourself means it will all stagnate.  It’s the same as grieving, because you grieve for both yourself and your enemy.  And if you simply stay and wail and obsess about it, you will never move past that.”

“I…” my heart trembled a little at that, and I realized it was a bad sign.  “I can’t just pretend nothing happened.”

“So don’t,” Master Tai answered frankly.  “But you don’t have to go screaming to everyone the whole tale.  Tell your friends if and when you think it’s best.  You know Eiko and Himeko.  They’ll accept it if you tell them it’s something private, I'll make sure of that.  But see them, know that life goes on and they’re there for you.  They worry about you, and you’ll only feel more pain and doubt the more you add to that, until it traps you underneath a stone.”

Damn it, a type of hikikomori, I thought, annoyed to recognize that truth.  It had been a worry of mine for a while, a trap I’d wanted to avoid because it seemed all too possible for me to fall into it.  I’d never considered getting caught up in it this way, but if I looked back upon the last two days I could see the threat of it.

“If you need to talk to someone, that’s what me and the other masters are for.  That’s part of the reason I’ve been introducing you.  We help and support each other, especially with things like this.”

“Really?” I asked, mild surprise warring with embarrassment.

“Well…” Master Tai hesitated a moment.  “A little.  I’d suggest you talk with Master Luo before you talked with Master Dan.  He… I think he’d have a different view of killing.  Maybe check with me or Luo before you actually talked with some of the people about something this important.”

Okay, that one I can believe, I admitted with a little more relief.  It was a lot less romanticized or idealized and a little more realistic.  There was wisdom out there, but there was an awful lot of caustic stupidity too.

Remembering that I don’t actually know what Master Dan would say, my conscience prodded me with an eye-roll.  I was really reading too much into stereotypes and a little bit of a bad reputation.

“Start now, take the first step,” Master Tai said compassionately.  “It’ll make the next step easier, and the one after that.”

“Ai,” Sho-uk chimed in unexpectedly, just to underline how good the idea obviously was.

Master Tai let out a bark of laughter.  “Of course, maybe I shouldn’t be so worried,” he admitted in a much easier manner, obviously delighted by the Little Person’s surprise reappearance.  “It’s not like you were actually alone all this time.”

“No, but I may as well have been,” I sighed.  “I certainly didn’t give the Little People the respect or attention they deserved.  Sorry about that,” I added, bowing towards Sho-uk.

“Ko nai.”

“You’re thinking now, and moving,” Master Tai continued.  He got up, and patted me gently on the shoulder as he passed.  “That’s what’s important.  Keep doing so, eventually you’ll get to the point you want to reach.”

With that he calmly made his way back to the door, redonned his sandals, and left.  Probably for the best, I thought with a hint of humor, I’d probably be too terrified to indicate when he’d overstayed his welcome.  It’s just too awkward to even think about telling him ‘maybe you should go home now’.  He’d stayed just long enough to make me think and make me glad he’d come, and not so long that I’d either started to sullenly resent him or counted on him to give me all the answers.

I stared at the closed door for a minute and then abruptly shoved myself to my feet, not daring to lose momentum.  “Come on, let’s get this place cleaned up,” I told Sho-uk.  “I’ve got to hurry if I’m not going to make my friends worry too much.”  If I moved quickly I wouldn’t be too much later than usual when I made it to the Meikos to collect the mana.  After that… we’d see.  I didn’t plan on telling my friends what was up, not exactly.  Not yet.  But maybe I didn’t need to.

Keep moving forward, I thought, carefully reaching for my orichalcum supplies.  Words to live by.
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You know, I reflected as the chaos at the Kanoko house flowed around me, there are advantages to living with my broken family.  I really should remember them.

I was joking, mostly.  But as I stood there, taking in the odd confluence of events at the home of my relatives, I had to admit there was a hint of truth to that.

It was a surprising study in coincidence, and I would not have expected half a dozen family members flowing around me in near panic even on a holiday.  For a semi-random day in summer it seemed almost absurd.

Of course, I was indirectly a part of it.  Right then I was busy trying not to feel resentful as the heavy package I was carrying tugged at my arms but the disorder around me prevented me from getting to the kitchen.

The Kanoko branch of the family was in a bit of a crisis, and of course everything had happened at once.  With their car still out of order and my uncle still with a cracked right arm they’d suffered plenty of disruption for the last few weeks.  Not too much, most of them were coping, adapting and taking on different responsibilities to take care of the new arrangements.  And where they hadn’t quite been able to stretch to cover everything my Kanoko grandparents had willingly stepped in.  All in all, they had been handling it quite well.

Then everything had gone wrong at once.

First, it was exam territory.  That meant both Akira and Kaede had seriously knuckled down and were preoccupied with their exam studying/cramming.  Between it being Akira’s last year before university, and Kaede’s first exams at a new and higher level of schooling, both of them were taking it even more seriously than usual.  They were trying, but that meant the time they’d lost and the stress they’d gained in the leadup to exams were weighing on everyone.

Then there’d been some sort of mix-up at the garage.  The saga with getting their car fixed had already been awkward and troubling.  Due to the circumstances, the accident having happened while my uncle had been deliberately trying to drive through a typhoon, the insurance company had been a little stubborn about paying out as they sought clarity.  That had meant a significant delay in getting actual repairs started.  They weren’t being unreasonable about it; the Kanokos had eventually received a loaner vehicle, something to tide them over while their car had been fixed, and they had received most of their expected payout as the company had eventually decoded and evaluated the circumstances.  But it had been a longer and more awkward process than usual as everyone tried to make everything fit together.  Unfortunately, something unusual had happened at the end.  Their loaner had been retrieved as expected, but for some reason their fixed car had failed to reappear.

(I suspected someone, somewhere along the lines was stressed while preparing for their own exams and had missed an important checkmark somewhere, probably because my uncle’s case required three times more paperwork than normal.  That was purely speculative though, based merely on the time of year and both my cousins’ and my own exam stress.)

While Uncle Reiji was already busy with that, on the phone and trying to track that problem down, someone had missed a shopping trip.  Kaede and Akira were arguing over who’s fault it had been, each blaming the other.  Someone should have restocked their food already, but hadn’t.

Normally that wouldn’t have been too bad, the Kanokos had still possessed a little reserve (which probably explained why one of them had been careless enough to forget), but there’d been a cooking accident.  Grandma Kanoko’s early preparation of dinner had run into Sakura’s attempt to try and cook something.  My cousin had been distracted and had reset the oven to pre-heat for her own thing, not realizing it was already in use.  When she’d realized the cupboards were bare she’d stomped off to confront her siblings, kicking off that argument.  Given how stressed they’d all been, and how much of a distraction they’d provided, no one had realized most of dinner had been burned to a cinder until the house had been full of smoke.

Needless to say, that had not improved everyone’s mood.  No food, smoky air in the household, bad feelings all around, nothing for dinner, panic over their car… they were really having a bad day.

How bad was it?  They’d called me in.

I was there with a relatively heavy box full of take out.  Given the sort of day everyone had been having my grandma had decided to say ‘fuck it,’ and ordered a big meal from everyone’s favorite place.  She could have just raced off to the market and quickly purchased some more stuff, that would have been the most direct solution, but by the time she’d finished cooking everything it would have been even later than this.  And then combine the stress of it all, along with the chance of forgetting something important in the shop or just messing something up under pressure and while tired (which would have just been par for the course today) and my grandmother had decided it was best just to spend some money and try to overcome it all with something we’d all enjoy.

I’d been recruited for this for the simple reason that no one else was really available.  My uncle was stuck near home, having to focus on the family’s misplaced car.  My cousins were all too busy and angry while my almost as stressed aunt was pinned down being the peacekeeper and organizing the cleanup.  And even if they hadn’t been, it would have been a pretty long trip for a non-driver.  Especially for the amount of food involved, the sheer weight and bulk of it had disqualified my grandparents from the job.  Heck it would have been a pretty inconvenient trip even if they had been able to drive, the place I’d picked it all up from had been nearly half-way between my home and the Kanokos.  I had a sneaking suspicion the cab ride for me to go there and then to my cousins was slightly cheaper and shorter than a round trip would have been for them.

The good news was, her plan had worked.  And it was even a pleasant surprise for the family itself, Grandma Kanoko having kept it to herself to try and turn the day around.  The bad news was that meant they were all scrambling now that I’d arrived, and they’d failed to realized how heavy the load was getting.

If this goes on much longer I’m going to use a spell, I thought, only half kidding.  My arms were starting to get dangerously sore, and at this rate I was going to end up dropping it.  Wouldn’t that just be the final insult to the day they’re having?

“Seriously boy,” Grandpa Kanoko tossed in over from the side, “you’re going to strain something at this rate!  Come over here.”

I gratefully took the opportunity as he quickly cleared away a shoji board from his little side table.  It was only after I put the load down (fighting off a moment of panic as the light table vibrated alarmingly from the heavy load) that I noticed he wasn’t alone.  “Grandfather Matsuda?” I emoted in surprise as I noticed my grandpa’s mutual gaming partner was also present.  “You’re here?”

My grandfather just chuckled.  “Yes, I would be hard to notice with so many people running around,” he agreed.

“He’s been mooching this last month,” Grandpa Kanoko needled him playfully, “since I’ve been pinned down here making sure Reiji and Hina are fine he often comes down to drink their tea and get his butt kicked.”

“Really?  And who was it who won the last two games of shoji?” my grandfather suggested amicably.  “Let me think.”

“I was distracted!  They shouldn’t count.”

“Honestly,” Grandfather Matsuda continued pleasantly while his playmate just fumed, “your aunt and uncle have been very kind and patient about putting me up.  I try not to be a burden on them, even occasionally help out when it would be appropriate-“

“Mostly with Sakura-chan, you lecher,” Grandpa Kanoko interjected sarcastically.

Much to my surprise, my other grandparent did dignify that with a response.  “Giving your cousin a lift, especially when she has been meeting with my wife, only seemed sensible.  But I won’t claim to have done too much, except for keeping this old reprobate out of trouble.  Your aunt and uncle have been nothing but gracious in their treatment of me.”

“Hah!  Don’t forget being a good example for Akira!” Grandpa Kanoko tossed in unexpectedly.  “Having someone actually dignified around probably did more to remind him of his manners and encourage his maturity than the last ten lectures his parents gave him.  Say what you will, that alone has probably been worth all the tea he’s drunk.”

For a moment I was stunned with visions of Grandfather Matsuda taking Akira under his wing in the same sort of way Grandmother Matsuda had done with Sakura.  Fortunately, his next words defused that worry.

He just chuckled and shook his head.  “He’s a teenaged boy.  I can see why you’d worry, especially after all the things you’ve told me about, but I think you’ve been spoiled by Mamoru and Daichi, forgetting what you and your boy were like at that age.  He’s not that bad.  And trust me, you’d prefer to have to deal with him than Mamoru’s father.”

“True,” Grandpa Kanoko agreed, only a hint of humor in his tone.

“Still,” Grandfather Matsuda’s eyes did twinkle a hint, “I won’t lie, I did enjoy putting him in his place a little just by acting dignified and reminding him how a polite person should act, simply by example.  I try not to get too upset at today’s youth, but sometimes it’s good to encourage them to meet the old standards.”

“Heh.  Never going to happen, but he probably needed that prod just to make sure he was facing in the right direction.  He’s thinking about his future this year, you were probably in the right place at the right time.”

I wanted to melt with relief.  I’d seen too many things repeat or cycle around recently and I was disturbingly grateful this wasn’t one of them.  Not that many, and I was really stretching it to try and count some of them.  But others had been worryingly close and I was starting to get a little twitchy, concerned that some more things were about to cycle on some sort of yearly basis.  Granted, cases like tying myself to the Tokyo U kami in a way vaguely similar to how I’d tied myself to Sensei-san should hardly count, that had been totally self inflicted.  But Arashi following me again, Golden Week being so chaotic and troublesome (and not in the typical fun way!), and running into another set of psi-kids almost exactly a year later while they were being chased-

My heart froze and I immediately shied away from all that.  No!  No.  Nope!  Not thinking about that today!  It wasn’t a panic attack or anything that bad, but it was a subject I wanted to stay away from lest I start obsessing again.  I was getting better, but I was still… processing.

My grandparents still seemed to pick it up though.  “Are you alright there Mamoru?” my grandpa asked in concern

I put on a bright smile.  “Never better.”

Their expressions made it clear that had gone over like a lead balloon.

I sighed and tried again.  “Sorry… long story.  It’s… if you don’t mind, I’d rather not talk about it.”

The pair were clearly concerned, but reluctantly settled down.  “Alright Mamoru,” Grandfather Matsuda noted, “we’ll trust you.  But-“

“There you are!” Grandma Kanoko bustled in.  “Come on, come on, bring it to the table!  We’ve got to get this all set up.”

I gratefully took escape, leaving the two of them behind for a few minutes.

***

“Itadakimasu!”

The response was a little more mixed this time, compared to how it had been the last time I’d been to the Kanoko’s for dinner-

(Fortunately, that one had been so long ago I’d been willing not to count it on my list of cycles.)

-as many of the responses were a little louder and more heartfelt, but others were a little quieter and more desperate.  Regardless, we all gratefully tucked in to the meal in front of us.

That all of us included me and Grandfather Matsuda, much to my surprise.  I don’t know why that possibility hadn’t occurred to me.  Well, actually it had.  But I’d quickly dismissed that thought as too greedy and forcefully shoved it out of my head.  I’d assumed they hadn’t thought about that in all the other crazy things that had happened, quite reasonably under the circumstances, and that I’d only make things worse if I assumed I was staying for dinner or directly brought it up.  They’d either feel awkward and guilty about excluding me, annoyed that I was intruding, or lose out on some of their dinner as they tried to stretch to include me at the last minute.  All in all, it seemed like it would be just one more thing in their already bad day and I’d quietly decided not to be a part of the problem.

Fortunately, Grandma Kanoko was a little smarter than that.  She’d darn well ordered a little extra for all the potential guests (and two more on top of us, she’d confessed she’d half expected Grandmother Matsuda to put in a last-minute appearance and wanted to be extra extra careful).  Worst case scenario: we didn’t eat it and the Kanoko’s had a little more food to help with tomorrow.  They were already looking at a quick convenience store trip tonight to make sure they had enough for breakfast tomorrow, there was no pressure on us to eat everything.

Which was unfortunate, because it was a good meal.  Not exactly Meiko level, I thought judiciously as I savored the tuna sashimi, but still pretty darn good.  I was going to have to double check my messages and make a note of the place, from what I’d glimpsed of their prices they were pretty darn affordable for this level of quality.  I was beginning to understand why they were a Kanoko favorite despite being so far away.

Finally, a few minutes after we’d started, someone finally broke the conversational silence.  There’d been a few softly spoken words up until now, but they’d all been at the level of ‘pass the soy sauce’ or ‘could I try something off that sushi platter?’

“Well, that hit the spot,” my cousin Akira sighed contentedly.

“Anyone who brings grudges to the table,” Aunt Hina warned, looking pointedly at her daughters, “can leave and eat elsewhere.”

I saw both the girls reluctantly swallow down some insults.  Probably along the lines of ‘so why didn’t you go shopping in the first place then?’

Fortunately, they let it go easily enough.  It seemed our grandma had been right and after a good dinner and cooldown there were only traces of resentment lingering at this point.  To cover up her almost gaffe, Sakura spoke up quickly.

“We really should be asking our guests first.  Matsuda ojii-sama, cousin Mamoru, are you alright?”

I hid a smirk.  I see he warrants full honorifics, but not me, I noted in amusement rather than resentment.  Grandpa Kanoko was less subtle, cackling a little under his breath.

Grandfather Matsuda, who probably recognized his wife’s training in those words, simply smiled back at her and gave her a gesture that mixed a nod with a bow.  “It was lovely, Sakura-san.  Thank you for asking.”

I decided to play along as a good guest, as much to be polite to my grandfather as Sakura (which was probably how he’d made progress with Akira).  “It’s fine Sakura.  And any problems are due to me, not you.”

“Going for honesty rather than lying again, eh cousin?” Kaede smirked.

That one I refused to rise to the bait on.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Sakura asked her sister with a hint of heat.

“Just what he said,” Kaede responded casually.  “He’s not totally pleased.  But this wasn’t meant for him, it’s good enough, and he wants to be a good guest.”

“It’s fine,” I emphasized calmly, even though Kaede had pretty much hit the nail on the head.  “Good food is good food and I’m grateful to have it.”  It wasn’t what I was in the mood for that night, and I would have chosen something else if given the choice, but it wasn’t like I was having to force myself to choke it down.

Sakura caught my thoughtful expression.  “What is it?” she asked.

“Just thinking,” I answered (ironically) without thinking about what I was saying.  “This is one area where I might have been a little spoiled growing up.  Since I was always cooking and buying my own meals I’m not used to deferring to someone else’s choice.  I’m probably a little too sensitive in that way, I should really work on it before I get a girlfriend.”

I started to blanche a little as I realized I’d indirectly brought up my parents and their complete inability to parent me, a sure mood killer around this table.  Luckily we were all saved by Akira focusing on the less important part.  “You getting a girlfriend?  I think you’ve got a few years left to work on it cuz.”

I cut off the rising protests around the table (mostly pro-forma and from Kanokos who were just embarrassed one of their own had said it) before they could truly start.  “You’re not wrong cousin,” I replied with a good-humored smile.  “But it’s going to take me a while, and if I want to have any chance I’ve got to think about things like that.”

“Well said,” Grandfather Matsuda cut in smoothly, “marriage, like any relationship, is a give and take.  And complaining your wife isn’t cooking exactly what you want all of the time is a good way to end up with no wife at all.”

“Well, let’s be honest here,” I responded in the same vein, “if I ever do get married I’m likely to do at least as much cooking as she does.”

“Which is something the men of old failed to realize,” my grandfather replied with an amused shake of his head.  “The surest way to get more of what you like is to do your share of the cooking yourself.  You are a smart boy.”

We actually went around the table a few more times discussing the subject, Uncle Reiji chiming in with some interesting perspective since he didn’t usually cook but had recently taken it up a little more in order to make up for the chores he couldn’t do with his wounded arm.  Which only led to Aunt Hina bringing up the pros and cons of that, followed by Sakura’s mixed feelings on the subject given how she was starting to move into that phase of her life.  Notes about the historical reasons and practicality of it in older days versus the more modern times with more modern conveniences and stores made for surprisingly interesting conversation, especially given the sort of day the Kanoko family had just gone through!  All in all it made for a surprisingly entertaining little talk.  Of course, it probably helped we were all having a particularly nice meal that none of us had needed to cook.  This might have come off as a little ungrateful or hypocritical if we’d been having it over one of Grandma Kanoko’s home cooked meals!

Eventually it petered off a bit, gradually losing steam and changing direction.  But the next subject did surprise me, even though it flowed pretty naturally from the previous conversation.

“Which reminds me,” Aunt Hina noted, turning to me.  I was slightly taken aback by her bow in my direction.  “Thank you, Mamoru, for taking care of our daughter like that when the typhoon hit.  We apologize for the inconvenience, and the fact it’s taken us this long to properly make it up to you.”

Uncle Reiji winced and then gave me a quick bow of his own.  “It did, didn’t it?” he admitted, a little embarrassed.  “My apologies, that’s my fault.  Thanks to the accident, getting the car taken care of and then dealing with my injury, we never did get around to sending you more than a quick text, didn’t we?”

In all honesty, that had been more or less what happened with me too.  It was why I’d never thought of that until they’d brought it up.  “It was nothing.  That’s what family does,” I tried to brush it off, blushing a little.

“That’s what family’s supposed to do,” my aunt chided me gently.  “But you stepped up and did it.  And we were also supposed to be a little more grateful and thank you for it, but failed, so you can see how important it is we actually do it and acknowledge your efforts.”

Unspoken, but clear in the undertext: ‘we expect your parents would have failed at it.’

“So, thank you,” she repeated once more.  “We’re sorry we had to impose upon you like that.  Please consider this dinner part of us making it up to you.  On that note, please let us pay for this mother.”

“Well said Hina,” Grandma Kanoko responded with grudgingly amused approval.

I hid a small smile of my own.  I wonder how much of that was an excuse to let her pay for this?  I mused with some humor.  It made sense, but I doubt grandma would have let her do so under normal circumstances.  Making it about giving back to me, however…

Given how both my grandfathers were hiding smiles of their own I suspected they agreed.  Before anyone could object, Grandfather Matsuda cut in smoothly with a subject guaranteed to grab everyone’s attention.

“I hope we didn’t drag you away from anything important,” he asked me deliberately.  “I expect we didn’t, we all know how excellent and prepared you are for exams, but we did worry we were disrupting your life at a critical time.”

“Oh fuck,” Akira let out, drawing glares from the rest of his family.  But he didn’t notice and earned some grudging forgiveness from everyone because he was already bowing deeply to me.  “Sorry cousin, we didn’t even think of that!”

“You think it’s important?” my grandfather goaded, mildly.

“Of course it is, it’s exams!”

With Kaede chiming in as well the conversation easily turned over to exams, studying, and stress levels.  In this I was honest with them, easily admitting I wasn’t as well positioned as I would have been in high school but that I was still comfortable and they hadn’t caused any harm.  Kaede and Akira were much more stressed and in worse shape, and I didn’t mind passing on a few tips and pieces of advice while I was there.  They gave me much more respect and attention than usual.  After all their years of exposure to me, and the official verification of my skills that my admission to Tokyo U provided, they were firmly of the opinion this was one area I knew what I was talking about and could be trusted.

Ironically this ended up making me feel a little uncomfortable given how many advantages I had that I wasn’t telling them about.  I actually ended up supporting Sakura a little, she was (half-defensively) pointing out that they didn’t have to do well on exams and they shouldn’t burn themselves out.  Judging by Kaede and Akira’s expressions it was one of the most unexpecting things I’d ever done, cautioning them to have a little more perspective about exams.  But it was an easy subject to distract Japanese teenagers with, and their parents too given how concerned Aunt and Uncle Kanoko were about their kids.

By the time we were done with that subject dinner was over and it was time to go.  I thanked my hosts, apologized for leaving so soon, and made a quick exit.

My grandfathers, ever the cunning strategists, had already anticipated me and ambushed me just outside the door.

“Mamoru,” Grandfather Matsuda said gently but firmly.  “We need to talk.”

“Don’t worry boy, we’ll make it quick,” Grandpa Kanoko said, sounding a little concerned underneath his veil of good humor.  “But we weren’t going to let you duck away without speaking to us.”

Before I could respond, or just outright run away, Grandfather Matsuda continued with the one-two punches.  “Mamoru, we know something’s wrong.”

“And not just, ‘I’m stressed out over exams either’,” Grandpa’s sarcasm couldn’t hide his concern.  “Something’s hurt you.  Something deep.”

“You hid it well over dinner, but that glimpse we got was terrifying.  We looked, we know you.  We could tell there was still something there.”

“And we’re not letting you go without talking,” Grandpa Kanoko finished.  “Even if it’s just a little.  So… talk.”

I seized up for a moment, completely frozen and stricken.  If there’d been any chance I could have convinced my grandparents otherwise I lost it right then.  But I couldn’t talk about it, I just couldn’t!  And it wasn’t even the supernatural side of things this time (although that was a major factor to it!).  Even if I was willing to oversimplify things and just leave all that out, and that would remove a hell of a lot of context, there was no way I could just straight up tell my grandads that “I killed a person.  I’m still coping with it.”

I stayed silent too long, especially after revealing my emotions like that.  My grandparents exchanged a glance and resumed.

“Mamoru,” Grandfather Matsuda was gentle but firm, “we’re not leaving it like this.  We can’t.  Make no mistake, we respect you.  We trust you.  But…”

“There’s trusting you, and then there’s deliberately closing our eyes to the obvious,” Grandpa Kanoko went for concerned but blunt.  “Even if you were as tough as you looked we wouldn’t just ignore wounds that were this bad physically, we’re not going to do it just because they’re mental.”

I winced, but when he put it like that it really did highlight how much trouble I was in.  My grandfathers knew me.  And it was like they’d just caught on to the fact I had one of those stereotypically anime wounds.  You know, the dramatically appropriate ones where I was heavily bandaged on the side and dripping blood as it slowly soaked through just above my hip?  The fact that this wound was mental rather than physical didn’t help much.  Not when they were family and the hurt was that dire and obvious!

“Mamoru, you can’t run from this.  We will break out the big guns if we have to.”

“It looks like Reiji’s sorted out the problem with the car, and he’s healing up pretty well.  If it comes to it, we can devote all our attention to you.”

“You don’t want us doing that.  And we don’t want to put you through any more trouble.  But you’re one of our precious few grandchildren, we don’t want to see you gone before us.  We could never forgive ourselves, and for something this serious we will bring our wives into this.”

“And don’t think we’ll stop there,” Grandpa Kanoko had an unusually serious glint in his eyes.  “We’re going to go to your friends Mamoru.  If we can’t get answers, we’re going to start badgering them to get the answers for us.”

“And if that doesn’t work,” Grandfather Matsuda’s eyes made it clear how reluctant he was to even say this.  “Then we’ll go to your parents.  I’m sorry Mamoru, but that’s how worried we are.”

They paused and gave me a little time to process, trying to balance driving me into a corner with giving me some space.  My grandfathers were doing it out of love, and they weren’t wrong.  The damnably awkward problem was that they had no idea just what the actual problem was!

“Recently…” I stopped, swallowed, licked my lips, and then awkwardly continued.  “Recently… I underwent something traumatic.  Sorry, I know that sounds stupid and evasive.  Hell, hearing me say it out loud like this I’d think I had to follow up and dig a little deeper!  But I can’t talk about this one with you.”

“Mamoru…”

“I am, however, talking about it with Master Tai,” I got out quickly.  “You’re not wrong.  This was bad, I’m still getting over it.  It was even worse for a while there but he got me to pull my head out of my ass and start moving forward.  Don’t worry, this is one where I know how bad it is.  But I’m not in denial, and I am healing.”

I figured that was at least half of their fear.  They were worried I was being some sort of macho idiot, keeping it all inside or convincing myself I wasn’t as badly wounded as I really was.  But no, I knew I was still hurt, still off, still moving through it all.

“Mamoru,” Grandfather Matsuda was slightly reassured, but not completely sanguine.  “That’s good to hear.  But you can talk with other people.  Please, tell us.”

I did briefly consider it, a few possibilities flicking through my head, but in the end I sighed and said “no.  Thank you for your concern.  Believe me, I understand it.  I practically shut down for a day or so there after this first happened.  I can see your point, and you're mostly right.  But no, this is one I can’t talk about with you.  Not now, not yet.”

I did consider revealing that I’d seen a dead body or seen someone die, try playing the ‘ongoing police investigations’ card again to excuse me not giving them any details.  But I was worried what sort of conclusions they’d jump to, especially given my life of the last two years.  The most likely scenario they’d concoct was that it related to someone acting criminally against the Meikos, and then the Meikos having to defend themselves.  Either a stalker or kidnapper after Himeko (kind of wild that no one died back when that actually happened, I reflected randomly.  Although one of the kidnappers had ended up with a permanently crippled leg after being kicked off the landing.) or some sort of criminal after the rest of the family.  And that whole thing led to them starting to wonder if my relationship with Himeko was actually healthy for me, or if it was toxic on an entirely unconsidered level and way.

“This isn’t-“ I paused and thought quickly about how best to put it, encouraged that my grandparents gave me the time to do so.  “This isn’t me just being stubborn about telling you,” I said finally.  “I’d love to be able to let it out, talk a little.  Get another perspective and maybe a little more validation.  And you two would be on the short list of people who might be able to handle it.”

Weirdly true, even though I never thought about that until now, I noted.  Needless to say, half the problem was neither my family or most of my friends really had the experience or perspective necessary to deal with this.  Especially my cousins, aunts and uncles.  My grandparents however… they might.  I had a feeling they had enough life experience and perspective to give me some good advice, at the very least second-hand through dealing with friends and acquaintances who had gone through similar journeys.

“But this…” I fought down a frustrated growl.  “I am not just going to say ‘it’s complicated’ and leave it at that.  I think that sounds pathetic in this case!”

“Take your time Mamoru,” Grandfather Matsuda said calmly.  “Tell us what you can.  Please.”

Reassured by his patience, I tried again.  “Something… something traumatic happened recently.  I can’t go into the details, can’t even go into the reason I can’t go into the details,” I admitted in exasperated frustration.  “But it hurt me.  Shook me.  Made me question a bunch of things about me and the world in general.”

“It involved a death, didn’t it?” Grandpa Kanoko asked flatly.

“I can neither confirm nor deny that,” I answered, all but verifying it in the process.  But that was okay, I was grateful for that much.  Doing it that way gave me a lot more leeway, let them know something while not leaving me in the awkward position of directly lying or accidentally casting suspicions on my friends.

Just to cement that, I quickly added.  “But I think you can make a pretty good guess.”

Grandpa Kanoko just snorted.  “We’ve seen too much death by our age boy.  Seen too many friends and relatives take that walk out of this world and seen what it does to a person.  And now we’re seeing some of it in you.”

“Decide what you will,” I said with surprising cheerfulness, madly relieved I’d managed to pass that much on.  “But it hurt me.  Hurt me worse than I wanted to admit.”

I paused, then was unable to stop myself from adding as an almost amused aside.  “Seriously, half the reason I’m being so stubborn with you two is because I was at the point you seem to think I am now.  If you two had seen me before Master Tai had managed to pick me off the floor… I get why you’re worried, why you’re acting this way.  And you’d have been right.  But I’m a lot better than I was back then, I guess that’s why I’m frustrated and almost amused that you think I’m still that bad.”

My grandparents didn’t look entirely convinced, but there was a spark more hope in their eyes.

“Anyway,” I continued, trying to be honest but convincing.  “I’m coping.  You’re right, I’m still hurt, still getting over things, still trying to get everything straight.  But I’m getting there, I’m on the right track.”

“Mamoru-“

“I’m not saying you shouldn’t watch me,” I interrupted abruptly.  “I’m not saying I couldn’t still break down or have a backslide.  That somehow everything’s all right and it’s simply a matter of time.  I’m glad you know this much.  But… I’m honestly healing, honestly getting better.”

“Today helped a lot, in it’s way,” I admitted a little wryly.  “I think I needed this, needed it more than I realized.  Spending some time with family… a simple life, simple joys.  It’s grounding, you know?”  I’d still had to dodge a little more than I liked, too many sensitive subjects and questions, even if you didn’t include my granddads!  But overall?  I was really glad I’d came.  A part of me hated to be that cliché, touting the healing benefits of a simple family get together.  And if I was forced to attend one of those a month I’d probably be tired of them and hate it.  But, as much as I didn’t want to admit it, today really had worked some wonders.  I felt… more ready to take on tomorrow then I’d been this morning, much readier.

I fell silent, not sure what else to say.  Not sure if what I had said made any sense or actually comforted my grandfathers in any way.  That was pretty disorganized, wasn’t it? I thought with a mental wince, trying to review what I’d just told them.  On one hand I didn’t feel too stupid, I wasn’t sure there was a good way to not tell your grandparents you’d accidentally killed someone via magic and were still dealing with that in your head.  It was kind of messy, and that was without the need to keep the killing and magic parts secret.  But I probably could have done it better than that.

My grandfathers exchanged a long look with each other, considering.  After a while they broke it and Grandpa Kanoko sighed “fine.”

“Fine?” I asked in confusion.

“A poor choice of words,” Grandfather Matsuda tilted his head in acknowledgement.  “Nothing about this is really ‘fine’ in any sense of the word.”

“But we get it,” Grandpa Kanoko picked up like they’d rehearsed it.  “We’ll back off, give you a little more space.”

“Really?” I asked, almost flabbergasted I was actually getting away with it.

“We’ll trust you,” Grandfather Matsuda nodded.  “You are far from perfect, but you seem to have some understanding.  And we’ve made the other mistake far too often lately.”

“Your cousin showed us some pictures of your room,” Grandpa Kanoko explained.  “Well, Kaede I should say.  Your cousin Saori also chimed in with a few things when it came up.  Kaede talked about the whole trip.  We’d worried about you, and then there were all the things she’d found out after talking around your old school.”

I winced.  Ah.  Right.  One more reason this wasn’t the best timing.

“But it did all come together and tell us we’d been misestimating you.”

“Mis-estimating, please note,” Grandfather Matsuda added pleasantly.  “Not underestimating you.”

“Yeah, you still have plenty of problems,” Grandpa Kanoko cackled gently.  He sobered up a little to apologetically add.  “But not always the ones we believed you had.  We were being unfair to you; you really did have a better handle on some things than we thought.”

I stood there, not sure what to say.

Grandfather Matsuda took up the thread.  “We’re not going to suddenly stop paying attention to you, and we’re probably not going to stop worrying about the odd way you’ve been raised until your own child is at a minimum of a year old-”

Grandpa Kanoko snorted.  “Please.  Five at least.”

“-but we can acknowledge that you aren’t falling into some of your parents’ traps, some of the things we were most afraid of.  That you do have some idea how to be human and deal with the real world.  It’s often messy, and certainly imperfect.  But that applies to most people.  You…”

For once my grandfather lost the thread, unable to come up with the right words.  Mostly because they were still a little insulting and discouraging.

So I said them for him.  “Yeah, yeah, I know,” I said ruefully.  “I’m still behind most people.  Still hopeless in my way.  But I am trying, and I am moving forward.  Slowly.”

He nodded.  “And we should stop being so quick to assume you are getting in trouble and being too embarrassed or feeling too guilty to ask us for help,” he said seriously.  “Being helpful is one thing, and being cautious and willing is a good thing too.  Being overenthusiastically overprotective is quite another.  And something neither of us wish to be.”

“Well, it’s not like you’ve been entirely wrong,” I admitted, obscurely flattered and embarrassed to get that much acknowledgement from my family.  And also a little embarrassed how much better than me they were doing in that sphere.  “Even this time it’s just a matter of timing that I didn’t need an intervention.  And sometimes I do need a little help.”

Grandfather Matsuda nodded firmly.  “And the fact you’re willing to admit it gives us hope.”

“Don’t be afraid to ask for help boy,” Grandpa Kanoko agreed.  “You’re not really as smart or mature as you think you are, don’t think going to Tokyo U means that’s changed.”

“Believe me, I know that,” I replied, marveling at the unexpected way my guilt and confusion over killing a person mingled and diluted a little with the more prosaic truth of that.  Huh.  Probably not something I should deliberately try to do, that’ll backfire horribly.  But it's kind of encouraging.

“And, if I’m honest,” I added quickly, “half the reason I don’t need the help is how often Himeko or Eiko have already butted in to provide it.  They’re usually right there, and have a better idea when I can handle it and when it’s time to save everyone a little pain and frustration.  I probably shouldn’t give my family such a hard time when that’s the only reason they aren’t right.”

“Not the only reason,” Grandfather Matsuda chided me gently, “don’t sell yourself short.”

“But friends looking out for you is new,” Grandpa Kanoko admitted.  “We’re still getting used to that idea.  Especially since we weren’t really expecting you to make friends who were…”

“So socially adept,” Grandfather Matsuda filled in quickly.

In other words: they expected I might eventually bond with other oddballs who were as socially atypical as I was.  I filled in mentally, suppressing a smirk.  Granted, they weren’t wrong.  That definitely applied to Eiko, and it really wasn’t a stretch to apply it to Himeko once you looked at it from the right angle.  They’d probably expected more intellectual types, or indifferent to the social scene altogether.  The beautiful, rich, and master of social interactions that Himeko was had come straight out of left field for them.  Me too, come to think of it.

I shrugged.  “I don’t know what to tell you.  If it makes you feel any better, lunchtimes with them and all the wannabe hangers on are still hell.  This is the first meal with a bunch of people that I’ve enjoyed in months.”

Both my grandfathers broke out laughing at that admission.  Reassured, in spite of everything else, that I was definitely still me.
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Eiko took a deep breath in and then exhaled dramatically. “Smell that fresh sea air!” She spread her arms wide and obviously as she did so.

I looked at her in curiosity, unsure what she was doing. Himeko though just looked mildly fed up. “Stop it Eiko, no need to tease.”

“Who’s teasing?” Eiko asked with patently false cheerfulness. “We’re just here on a vacation, time to rest, relax, and recharge. And I, for one, am happy to do so!”

Himeko sighed, noticed my confusion, and took pity on me. “She’s making fun of me,” she explained.

“Why, what’s there to make fun of?” Eiko continued in the same tones. “That’s what you told your parents after all. For days upon days at a time. Yup, nothing but fun and sun going on here!”

I bit my lip to keep from smiling. Well, I guess at least one of us is already having fun.

Finally we were on the summer break, and after a few months of Tokyo U we really needed it. Our first semester of university had been a struggle and we all needed some time to destress and relax. And, to kick that off right, we were going to start off with a group vacation. Himeko and Hiro had followed through with their combination of threat and promise so we were all spending a week up in Hokkaido at the hotel he was overseeing.

Now, we weren’t quite doing that alone. I was amazed Himeko had managed to swing as much privacy and freedom as she had, using the excuse the three of us were all adults now and we should go around learning to behave by ourselves. She’d talked fast, suggesting it would be a disgrace to the Meiko name to assign her an outright babysitter now that she was going to university, and that other families would sneer at them, and somehow suggested both Eiko and I going along would be enough to help keep her honest. All while vigorously asserting that the majority of the reason she was going was simply for a convenient beach vacation that would balance privacy, respect, and quality, but not quite treat us just the same as everybody else.

I kind of wished I could have seen it, I smirked internally. Eiko had been mocking the whole thing mercilessly all this while. To hear her tell it, Himeko had been a really desperate and aggressive fast talker to get her family to agree to all this, bull rushing her father into it with desperate promises and complete bullshit. And while I kind of doubted it had quite gone down in the way she was describing I suspected there was at least a hint of truth to her version. Himeko was just a little too defensive and sensitive about a few of Eiko’s jabs for it to be all a lie.

Of course, that might just have been because she was eager to see Hiro. I fought down a smirk, and Eiko didn’t even try to hide her expression, as Hiro ‘casually met us at the lobby of the hotel. He was dressed up in full official suit, and trying to present it as welcoming a VIP, but I didn’t think anyone there was fooled. Not me, not Eiko, not Himeko, and definitely not the dozen or so Watanabe employees around us. Some of those were just hotel staff, others were a little more specialized.

The Watanabe family had not been quite so sanguine about the Meiko heiress and her boyfriend being under the same roof and unsupervised. Not when it might come back to haunt them in the most inconvenient and scandalous of ways. They were going to be providing some watchers of their own on this trip, making sure Himeko and Hiro didn’t get up to any funny business.

(Overall, I had mixed feelings about that. On one hand I didn’t really like it, I figured the pair were old and mature enough to deserve a little more freedom. Not to mention I leaned towards it being their business, not really anyone else’s, what they did together and when. On the other hand… well, the Watanabe’s had some reason to worry. And ‘their business being their business’… that sounded great in theory, but in the real world there were a lot of problems with that policy. If I’d actually thought Hiro was an abusive boyfriend I would definitely have been trying to get involved. And, if I was completely honest, I wasn’t sure Hiro and Himeko were emotionally mature and comfortable enough with each other just yet. Not for going all the way. Without interference I suspected they would have forced themselves to go past where they should have, figured ‘it was about time’ and forced themselves to go an extra step or two further than they were ready for. This way would probably nix that before they could accidentally hurt themselves by trying too hard.)

The Watanabes were trying not to be too obvious about it. A number of Watanabe employees had greeted us at the train station and taken us on this last leg of the trip. And at least half of them had truly been for Himeko’s comfort and to show respect to the Meiko family. But the other half were there as chaperones and disruptors, and helping us out was secondary to making sure Hiro and Himeko didn’t get too close during their time together. I expected the pair was going to keep them fairly busy.

“Himeko-sama,” Hiro greeted Himeko with a precisely smooth bow.

“Hiro-sama,” she returned instantly.

Hiro just laughed politely. “Not today. Today I am just the humble caretaker and head host of this establishment.”

“Oh, more than that I suspect,” Himeko continued coyly, playing the game in front of all their escorts.

I fought down an amused eyeroll. Hopefully that’s still funny by day three, I thought, enjoying their concealed frustrations. While it was funny in the moment (and it really was) I’d probably be feeling frustrated and restricted if that was all they could do the whole trip. I didn’t want to think about how they’d be feeling at that point!

But, as we entered the hotel lobby in a fit of flattery and carefully ambiguous statements, we encountered another problem.

Eiko burst out laughing, most of our escorts paused and either stared or did double takes, and Himeko let out a slightly drawn out “ah. Right.”

I carefully said nothing, not quite as amused as Eiko and not quite as shocked as our escorts. But, to my shame, I’d forgotten that Himeko was literally the poster girl for this resort. At least until I’d entered the lobby and seen the 20-meter-long banner of her in her swimsuit stretched across the area.

“Ah.” Hiro admitted too, clearly struggling with an honest but polite comment. “I guess that’s true. By this point they’ve somewhat faded into the background and I don’t think about them much any more.”

Liar, I thought. That was only verified by his barely restrained reaction a few seconds later when Himeko admitted. “I probably should have brought along a different swimsuit this time. I fear that one may attract a little too much attention.”

“Ah,” Hiro went. He struggled to find anything to say, though I suspect a half dozen fantasies flashed briefly through his head, and eventually just settled on “ah.”

“Alternatively,” Himeko offered, a hint of mischief leaking through her mask, “I did want to make use of your incredible beaches, that was part of the reason I came. I certainly wouldn’t mind advertising a little bit for your hotel after all the kindness you’ve already shown me. I don’t want to make too much out of it… but perhaps you could make use of it in a low-key way?”

“Well, that is true,” Hiro admitted, blushing a little despite his control.

“Perhaps a few escorts? And you yourself, just to reassure and promote the hotel. While making sure no one else got out of hand, of course. I suspect someone of rank could do that better than the average person, just in case someone a little too self-important was around.”

I stared at Himeko in amused incredulity. Is she deliberately trying to arrange it so she’s posing in front of her boyfriend in that swimsuit? And all as an official ‘business’ function so he can do it in front of all their chaperones? I couldn’t decide whether to be amazed or horrified. Especially since her swimsuit was… impressive. Or maybe that was just the way she wore it.

“Well, I’d certainly be grateful for that,” Hiro returned smoothly. “It should be a startlingly effective promotion if we do it right.”

“I’m certainly glad to return the Watanabe’s kindness.”

Eiko had turned away, put her hand over her mouth, and was stamping her foot against the floor repeatedly to keep from screaming with laughter. I was still a little too incredulous to find it that funny, but I did appreciate it

So, after a storm of polite nothings and hidden flirting, I found myself on the beach.

***

Honestly? I don’t really mind baking in the sun a little (although I’d made sure to apply a very strong sunscreen… and had a spell on standby just in case). It wasn’t usually my thing, but after everything I’d gone through recently it felt nice to just lie back and shut down for a while. To heat my worries away and just let go.

Unfortunately, trying to do that anywhere near Himeko proved to be a little tricky. At least when she was in front of the hotel she was practically the spokesmodel for.

I sighed as yet another person hurriedly plunked themselves down next to me, taking advantage of the closest space to Himeko, and finally gave up on the exercise. It wasn’t too bad, I’d gotten nearly an hour of relaxing in before things had started going south. But go south they had. We’d made sure to go a little further down the beach than usual. Not much so, but not directly in front of the hotel either. That hadn’t helped too much though. The crowds had been reasonable to start. But, just like she’d threatened, Himeko was wearing her blue swimsuit again. It was almost surprising how quickly every available male between fifteen and fifty (and a fair number of females! Don’t think they weren’t represented) had started finding excuses to come around the area. Himeko drew them in like iron filings to a magnet. I’d already moved a little bit further away, twice, to try and keep my privacy. But they just kept coming

On the plus side, it looks like the hotel is doing well, I reflected vaguely as I gathered up my stuff and prepared to move a little further down. Again. But while I was mildly annoyed by that I was also a little cheered to see the hotel doing better. Hiro had mentioned as much from time to time, going into too many details would have seemed like bragging so he usually didn’t talk about it. But even the stuff he’d let leak out was encouraging. Despite their problematic launch word was getting around in a good way. And now that peak season was here they were doing a brisk business as vacationers took advantage of the good quality, privacy, and excellent beach.

Normally I’d have been a bit worried about Himeko. Not seriously worried, I didn’t think anyone was going to be stupid enough to try anything more than asking her out. Not in public like this. But I’d have been concerned about a string of half-assed attempts to get close to her getting Himeko seriously annoyed, especially since no one knew her reputation. Today that wasn’t an issue though, not a serious one. The second Himeko had gone to the beach Hiro had started expediting everything (which, I was pretty sure, had been Himeko’s plan). Hiro, along with a dozen other employees, were set up in a circle around Himeko already. Ostensibly they were looking at new photos to further promote the hotel. Less subtly they were making sure everyone else maintained a little more distance. Half those employees were either photographers or marketers. The other half were bodyguards in all but name.

Sadly, it seemed their plans had backfired a little. Himeko had hoped for something a little flirtier and more private. She was succeeding, a little. She and Hiro were getting in some time together and banter. Unfortunately she’d underestimated just how much of a crowd they’d draw. Especially since the second part of that plan, try to segue things and put Hiro in a speedo next to her for a broader advertising appeal, would only make things even more crowded and awkward around there.

Well, we’ll see how things work out, I though with a small smile as I settled down again a little further away. It had been a clever plan. And if it worked they’d get a chance to be along the beach together in front of everyone while still supporting Watanabe interests. But I had a feeling this might be one of Himeko’s rare failures.

I barely finished putting my blanket down before I saw a whole crowd of boys around our age approaching, a good thirty or so of them. I fought down an expression of disgust, levered myself back up, and started cleaning up again.

Seriously? That’s it.  I thought, firmly tamping down my annoyance. This is also a failure for me. I’m not getting any peace unless I trek a kilometer or two up the beach, and I’m not in the mood for that right now. And even if I do so I’m pretty sure I’ll be too annoyed and worked up by them to really relax. Let’s take what we’ve gotten and get out of here while the getting’s good!

I cleared up everything and sent a quick text to Eiko and Himeko before I made my retreat. Eiko was theoretically out there somewhere, getting a swim in and presumably relaxing on the waves rather than the beach. She might be the smartest of all three of us, I thought with an eye roll as I packed up and left.

I’d timed it pretty well though, even if that was entirely coincidental. I’d left when it truly was too annoying and hopeless, so I wasn’t going to feel guilty about quitting too early or being too weak. But I’d also left before I could get too stuck in a bad mood, as I walked back to the hotel I found my lips quirking a little as I saw the humor in it all.

A literal crowd of thirty or so boys rushing up, I reflected, fighting down laughter at the absurdity of it. What the hell? I mean, seriously, how and why? I have got to ask around and find out the story on that one later!

It was probably something relatively simple, like they were a club or school group who were on vacation together with one or two members who’d gone to the beach while the rest had gone somewhere else. Then the beach going members texted the rest with some sort of message about Himeko and brought them running. Probably not even an accurate message, I reflected, smiling. Probably something about a movie shoot or exaggerating how sexy it was.

As I calmed down I realized I wasn’t in the mood to just retreat back to the hotel either. I was still a little too energized and mentally off to just go back to my room and watch television. But it was a little too late and I was a little too tired to set off on any big adventures. After the trek to get to the hotel we were all a little worn down. Nothing too much, but at the point where we didn’t want to try travelling somewhere else unless it was really good. Not any real distance. It was already 3 pm, I didn’t really feel like trying to somehow find something to do and then arranging transport to get there.

Yeah, ‘arranging transport’, I thought with a small smirk as I felt the familiar weight of my staff and flying talisman on my back. One thing I had done while dealing with my little mental crisis had been to drastically redo my naginata bag. I’d redesigned the spells to hide it in a much trickier fashion and then embroidered them into the bag with orichalcum (with the Little People’s help). They were still mostly mental, relatively inexpensive tricks that wouldn’t fool cameras or recordings. But now the ‘don’t notice me’ effect was interwoven with a set of mental/optical illusions that made the bag itself look less than half it’s size. You wouldn’t realize I was even carrying a naginata bag and even if you did notice (and without that first “what the-“ you were less likely to notice in the first place), you’d think it was a much smaller bag of some sort. Not even a bokken bag, maybe something for a fishing rod if the rod broke down into several pieces.

The effect would break if I put the bag down on empty ground next to a measuring stick, just like how you could see through an optical illusion if someone calmly and clearly walked you through it. And I was pretty sure anyone paying me the least amount of attention would break through it if I made any dramatic gestures involving the bag. But for carrying it around in the real world it was perfect.

And that was the point, after that incident with the psi-kids (and a couple of the other recent encounters, like the Vorasoth) I had no intention of being caught unarmed and helpless anymore. I intended to take my staff and flying talisman darn near everywhere from here on out! Yeah, it was still inconvenient, even if it didn’t look large the naginata bag was still going to be a pain to maneuver everywhere. But I had no intention of being unable to do anything because I was too short of mana again!

Of course, that didn’t ‘magically’ solve all my problems. Take today. I could have used the flying talisman to make my way down to Kushiro or some other spot with something to do. But that still would have been a little too much of a hassle and a journey. Probably even more so than arranging a bus or a car when I was trying to make the return trip later. Finding the hotel in the dark and while tired, assuming I stayed out for a worthwhile amount of time, would have left me cursing myself every kilometer on the way back. Keeping the staff and flying talisman with me gave me some much better tools to solve nearly every problem, I still had to use them wisely.

Which is why I perked up a little as I got near the hotel and noticed a new sign, one that hadn’t been there on our disastrous first trip. ‘Hiking trails this way.’

“Huh,” I said to myself, smiling a little. “He actually listened to my advice.” I’d tossed out that note in a fit of panic to Hiro and his brother back at the ball last summer. I was obscurely pleased to see that they’d listened.

I followed the directions and soon found a large sign detailing the trails through the area. It was a surprisingly extensive network for them to have put in so quickly. A half a dozen labels covered the map as trails and branches split and then reconnected later, they included such categories as ‘suitable for children’ ‘easy for running’ and ‘not recommended for the inexperienced’ that gave visitors a range of options.

“Alright then, nature walk it is,” I said to myself, surprisingly cheered by the idea. It was a good way to have some fun, burn up some energy, and still easily get back to the hotel in time for dinner. Plus I was kind of curious now, I wanted to see what they’d done.

I soon discovered that one of the reasons they’d managed to put in the trails so quickly was that they’d taken a minimalist approach. At least for the majority of them. The path I found myself on was mostly natural, now just coated with wood chips for a more even and easy surface. They’d obviously trimmed the trees back significantly, it wouldn’t have been that large or easy a path through the woods otherwise, but the original trail had been formed by nature.

I was impressed! I wonder if I should put a mana collector out here? I thought as I started to move a little further in. The mana in this part of Japan was relatively strong, and this sort of engineering had created much less of a disruption than most human works. Don’t let me exaggerate things, it wasn’t actively mana friendly or perfectly in harmony with the local geomancy. If I’d been doing it I could have designed something better, even as a relative amateur. But compared to what I was used to seeing in Tokyo it was a wonderful improvement.

No, I admitted reluctantly, too far away and too much of a chance something would damage it out in the ‘wild’ like this. I’d have to settle for somewhere more directly on the hotel grounds, a place where the employees would leave it alone and I could trust it would be noticed and I’d be contacted if something went badly wrong. The mana collectors were nearly harmless, but I wasn’t going to repay some friends helping me by being careless and completely ignoring the risks. Somewhere out in the woods, where it would be vulnerable to wildlife and local spirits? That was starting to push things a little. I figured even under those circumstances there was only a 10-20% chance that something would go wrong, but that was getting a little too high to potentially inflict on Hiro and his family. Not when I could simply get some well above average mana collection going by placing the collectors around the edges of the hotel proper and only have about a 1% chance that something was going to go wrong.

It is a nice fantasy though, I noted, looking at the surrounding forest with ‘mage sight’. The area was pretty strong when it came to mana. While it was hardly the over-the-top amount that had gathered last year when the dark proto-god had made their move, that had been an unnaturally thick concentration, it was still pretty good. Not as strong as Avalon, not on average, but I was pretty sure there had been places on my original home planet that had been weaker than this.

I paused, struck by a wild and weird thought. Then I laughed softly to myself. “Why not?” I mused. “That could be fun and productive.”

I swung the naginata bag off my back and extracted my staff, carefully tying my few pieces of beach supplies around the bag now that I was hiking. Then, heedless of the stereotype, I started using it as a walking stick as I wandered down the trail.

Aoth, I thought with a shake of my head. I’m almost tempted to take a selfie. Levitate the camera ahead of me and take a full body shot. Then send it to everyone. Eiko would be paralyzed with laughter if she saw this.

The urge was almost overwhelming. The only reason I didn’t do it was because that would defeat half the purpose. I wasn’t just doing this out of some sort of twisted roleplay. I was trying to take in some of the surrounding mana and channel that back to my main reservoir through my staff. Actually turn myself into a walking collector and refill the mana reserves a bit.

Of course, I wasn’t trying too hard. The other half of my reasoning was still just to enjoy the walk. Sure, I could exhaust myself going all out in trying to absorb everything around me. But there wasn’t any point to that. This worked because it was enjoyable and productive at the same time, and I really felt good about that.

So, feeling surprisingly cheerful, I just walked. I let the beautiful sights and sounds of the forest surround me while being in a mildly meditative state in order to pull in mana.

It was wonderful, and absurdly fascinating in places. Part of that was the trails and path in general. This wasn’t exactly one of Japan’s top hiking trails or anything, I knew of better ones nearby thanks to the class trip, but it was still kind of fascinating. I’d chosen the deeper and slightly more difficult paths, and the forest obviously ruled there. I was a visitor, an easily accepted visitor, but just a visitor nonetheless. I felt the majesty of the huge trees around me and the strength of nature that could have wiped me off the map without a second thought if it were so inclined. I felt absurdly grateful for the choices the Watanabes had made in making this path. While they’d carved a path through the forest they’d taken care not to do much damage. The wooden chips of this path seemed less intrusive, and even the occasional distance markers, carved into the base of felled or fallen trees, seemed like a respectful part of the trip rather than a foolish attempt to try and master the forest.

Which was good, because another part of the reason this whole trip was fascinating was the difference between now and my last trip through these woods. Parts of these trails were the same path I’d taken when we were all tracking down the dark proto-god. The contrast was amazing. The darkness, the desperation, the weather back then… now it was still intimidating and impressive, the thick canopy still blocked the light like it had the rain, but there was a quieter sense of calmness now. Not peace, not quite. But it was like the forest simply accepted I was there and wasn’t too bothered this time. Not unless I did something stupid.

That might just be my memories and old nervousness, I thought wryly, but I don’t think so. Not this time. Something tells me I don’t want to get too arrogant around here.

I felt the spirits of the forest watching me. And, unlike previous times, they weren’t too shy about it. They didn’t openly come out and stare, but they were only putting in token attempts to hide. And they didn’t seem too bothered that I’d spotted them either.

Still, I was wandering through their territory and I was actively syphoning mana while I did so. Not too much mana, not even the maximum I could manage if I truly had to, but enough to be noticeable. I accepted their observation as calmly as I could, simply going about my business and enjoying the journey.

Until something changed.

I paused in mid step. Okay, I know I felt that, I paused and looked around. Nothing obvious had changed…

Although all the spirits were gone. Either withdrawn or hiding much more seriously now.

Alright. Ominous. And I can be certain something’s up now.

Surprisingly, I wasn’t too worried. I doubted I was about to be attacked. And if I was, it was hard to imagine it was any real threat. I was fully armed and prepared with my staff in hand, and I doubted I needed that much. If there was something out there that stalked these paths and was a real threat to humans I was sure Hiro would have mentioned something before now. I wasn’t totally sanguine, I might be the first for some reason, but I couldn’t take that thought too seriously. Even being a mage and taking mana from the area I found it hard to imagine it was that much of a coincidence.

Alright, proceed with caution, I nodded softly to myself. I followed that up with saying “I intend no harm and plan no mischief. If I have offended or trespassed, please let me know and I will discuss making amends.”

Discuss being the operative word. Never give out blank cheques to supernatural beings, especially unknown ones.

Nothing responded. I moved forward a little more slowly and focused on my surroundings. Nothing happened though. Which was more unnerving in its way. No spirits. No animals. Even the wind and sunlight seemed a little muted-

I frowned. Wait a minute…

I looked around once more. Still missing most signs of the natural world, like the whole place was a set meant to look like a forest instead of the real thing. Yeah. That’s not suspicious at all.

I cast a detection spell, taking a few minutes to get out one of the more mid-range ones. Jackpot, I thought as soon as it went off and started feeding me back information. I was slightly outside of normal reality, shifted to a subdimension. It wasn’t far from reality, and using the reflections of nearby reality to create its appearance. If you thought of the different planes of reality as a stack of pages in a book then someone had stuck a tiny shred of onionskin paper between two of the sheets.

(Keeping in mind that the real world worked through several different axis and dimensions. For the simple three dimensions of physical reality this was easy. Trying to do a subdimension that was stacked against time was a whole different story!)

The pressure of being caught between the two sheets created an impression of the writing underneath it on the ultra thin and small onionskin/dimension. And I had suddenly crossed from the regular paper to the onionskin.

Huh, now that I think about it, I wondered absently as I thought about the information I both was and wasn’t receiving from my spell. I really should think about doing some experiments on these things at some point. I mean, none of the animals or insects got an impression in the subdimension but the trees and plants did. Why? They’re all alive too. Is it about complexity? If I took a microscope to the trees would I find reflections of bacteria? Or is it some sort of time or speed-based factor? That if an animal stood perfectly still in one place long enough there’d be a reflection of them here too? Or is it something else entirely?

(Granted, I was probably decades away from being able to conduct that sort of experiment. The power and sophistication of it was pretty high, at least to undertake precise experiments in a practical manner. Then there was the fact it was probably a continuum-based answer rather than a simple binary, which was only going to make that precision even more important. But I made a note of it, it really did arouse my curiosity now that I’d gotten a look at it.)

Pushing that thought aside, I focused on scanning the area and what I could figure out. A little more probing showed the space wasn’t too large, but it was looped. Cute, I thought with a smirk, that was a fairly common trick with these things, especially when they were small. The dimension was only about fifty meters in distance, but if you reached one end you’d go back to the other. It wasn’t much wider than the path, but the relatively thick forest on either side would have made it difficult even if the dimension wasn’t looped in that direction too.

Alright, do it the clever way? Or the easy way? I pondered a few moments before nodding firmly. Easy way. I had nothing to prove, didn’t want to encourage any mischievous spirits by playing their game, and if this was a natural phenomena of some sort (unlikely, but not impossible) there was no sense in wasting time, power, or trying to appear clever only to realize there was nothing to appear clever to.

Sure, I had the power and skill to make the relatively short jump back to reality. Or to cleverly penetrate through the ‘sides’ of the dimension rather than being looped. Or simply wait, see if this was a spell and it would fade out on its own, this thing was so close to regular reality that option would be perfectly safe and harmless. But I was on vacation. So I simply took out the flying talisman and went up.

I smirked a little as I quickly ‘popped’ back to reality and several birds scattered at my sudden appearance. The subdimension was only about four meters tall, and there was no looping in that direction. The canopy was still too thick for me to fly out and away, not unless I wanted to search for a relatively thin point and then scratch myself half to death breaking through the ‘thin’ branches, but it was more than high enough for me to get escape the subdimension. Seriously, I’ve got at least eight meters until it’s too thick to fly, you think they would have gone a little bit higher.

Despite that thought, I suddenly found myself freezing in place. A loud and surprised laugh sounded at my reappearance. Looking around I saw a person standing around about the point the subdimension would have ended. They were masked. And they were obviously a magic user.
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I hesitated a moment, startled when confronted by such a surprise.  But I wasn’t entirely shocked by such a development.  That subdimension had to have come from somewhere, and another magic user of some description had been one of the most likely suspects.

After a few seconds I mentally shrugged.  They seemed pleasant enough and the subdimension hadn’t been harmful.  Sure, it hadn’t been a friendly “konichiwa” but that spell wasn’t an outright attack either, if this person had been interested in harming me a straight up surprise attack with magic would have been much more effective.  Hell, it hadn’t even inconvenienced me!  Sure, it could have technically left me trapped in there, but I’d realized what had happened before I’d even looped around once.  For all I knew it was a test of my awareness and he’d have broken it before I even made the first loop.

With that in mind I carefully floated over to the person.  I’d have preferred it to be a little smoother and more elegant, but my flying talisman was still as slow to accelerate at ever.  And, just in case, I avoided the area the subdimension had been copying.

“Well done,” they greeted me as I floated down, “that was simple, but effective.”

The voice and build were vaguely masculine.  And the mask seemed Ainu in style, a wooden version of a smiling, bearded man.

(Maybe?  Ainu-ish?  It didn’t quite seem traditional, but I sure wasn’t going to comment on that!  Between what I didn’t know, individual tastes, and the possibility it was related to a secret magic tradition, I wasn’t going to risk offending another magic user by pointing at it accusatorily and going ‘that’s not right!’)

“I thought it was fairly clever,” I shrugged, trying to remain casual as I landed.  “Of course, it’s hard to loop the sky.”

“Hah, true enough!  But we didn’t even bother to take it up to the trees, we shouldn’t have made it that easy for you!”

His clothing was pretty normal.  A little casual, but not if you were going to be spending part of your day trekking around the woods.  However, up close I could spot a half dozen sprits of varying strength hovering nearby.  I spontaneously played a hunch.  “How’s Yuna doing?”

That made the man sigh.  And this close I could just see his own beard poking around the edges of the mask’s wooden version.  Just like his hair, it was mostly grey with a reasonable smattering of black remaining.  Also, either it really was a man or someone was taking extraordinary lengths to deceive me.

“Healing,” he admitted, slightly more subdued, “we don’t know if she’ll ever fully recover.  But she’s making great strides, and even now she’s still better than anyone else of her generation.”

“Damn,” I muttered, bothered by that on a professional level.  I quickly added.  “I recently learned a few more things about spiritual healing, a couple more tips and tricks.  I’m no expert, but I’d be willing to share whatever I know.”

“Thank you, but not necessary,” the man answered politely.  I vaguely wondered how he managed to seem so big even though I towered over him by a good fifteen centimeters or so.  “we’re making progress and we have a few more years experience than you, even if we don’t count the sprits.  It will go as they will.”

Shaman, I thought, nodding mentally to myself.  I was a little embarrassed to realize I felt a slight touch of distaste at that.  I’d hoped I was over the somewhat biased teachings my Avalon mage education had put into me.  On the other hand, I suspected the simple acceptance and surrender conveyed by that ‘it will go as they will’ statement would have grated just a little even without all the indoctrination.  Don’t get me wrong, a little humility and acceptance went a long way in preventing a magic user’s corruption!  Start thinking you could just do anything with a little more blank (time, power, knowledge, etc.  Take your pick) and you were one small step away from that megalomaniacal dark mage category.  But completely surrendering, and the suggestion you were only surrendering on a spirit’s say-so, rubbed me the wrong way.

I shoved all that aside and did my best to lock it down before I started an incident.  I also tried to keep in mind that Yuna was a shaman as well.  So that meant A) I still knew very little about healing in any respect.  And B) she was going to be doing magic along with spirits, a different style of mine that had a number of different twists and priorities.  My methodology might be harmful or counterproductive even if it was anything her peers didn’t somehow know.  I should probably just have been glad this new shaman had kept his rejection polite.

“As you say,” I replied.

I could feel the surprised and slightly knowing look even through the mask.  “You felt something else there, didn’t you?”

“Mostly arrogance and surprise over that arrogance,” I temporized with the partial truth, unable to look at him lest he somehow see the full story.  “Even the moment I felt it I realized it was undeserved.”

To my surprise the man chuckled.  “Not according to Master Tai.”

I almost gave myself whiplash turning my head so quickly.  “You know Master Tai?”

“Oh yes, I’ve worked with him before.”

“Please tell me this isn’t some attempt to recruit me to deal with a problem?” I asked, half panicked.  It was almost reflexive under the circumstances.

He chuckled again, probably grateful he could still stay so far ahead of his junior.  “No, nothing like that.  You think I’d bother wasting energy on a loop if we had something to do?”

Oof.  Fair, but oof.  “I don’t know,” I countered slightly embarrassed.  “Depends on any number of things.”

Slightly awkwardly, I followed that up with.  “Depends on the master.  I wouldn’t expect that from Master Tai or Master Eizen.  Master Dai on the other hand, that seems like… he seems like someone who’d test everyone.”  I continued awkwardly, trying to justify myself.

Much to my relief, the shaman only acknowledged that with a head tilt.  “That’s fair.  Skill and experience usually mean someone won’t waste energy like that.  But there are always exceptions.”

“Sometimes reasonable ones,” I added, perversely driven to acknowledge the opposite side even though I kind of agreed with the stranger on that point.  “I mean, if it was about to be a dangerous task involving dimensional anomalies it would kind of make sense to test me like that.”

“How often do you think that happens?” he countered, and I could hear a touch of amusement in his voice.

“Fair,” I admitted in turn, wondering if the words ‘junior high syndrome’ were going through his head too.  Despite how my life had been recently (or perhaps because of it) I firmly believed such a thing was unlikely.  Dimensional anomalies, on any significant or harmful scale, rarely ‘just happened’, not even on Avalon.  And accidentally created ones rarely lasted.  Heck, deliberately created ones had to be planned out if they were going to last any real length of time.  Expecting one to have suddenly come up, and for me to be some sort of logical expert to consult on it, was stretching credulity an awful lot.

(It wasn’t impossible for something like that to happen.  Especially with less physical beings, like spirits, involved.  But it wasn’t likely either.)

“No,” the shaman continued.  “Today I’m just here to check up on you.  Tai let me know that you and his disciple would be in the area.  And when we talked it came up you were the people who took care of The Forgotten when you were last here.”

“The Forgotten?” I asked.  I realized I should have just kept quiet and thought a moment, it all clicked as soon as I said it out loud.  “Oh, that’s what you’re calling that whole dark, ancient, proto-god, thing… yeah, The Forgotten really is a better name for it, isn’t it?”

The shaman nodded calmly.

“Not to pry,” I asked carefully.  “But I assume you’ve all got it stashed somewhere safe?  I’m not going to ask where, not my business, and I suspect the fewer people who know the better, but I want to be sure you’re not underestimating it.”

“We’re not,” his reply was blunt this time.  “It was ancient enough that we’d all forgotten it still existed until its escape, but we’re not ignoring it’s threat now.”

“Good.”  The Forgotten was probably weaker than ever after it’s failed attempt, especially after Aoth slapped it down personally then Yuna rebound it after gaining an intimate connection.  But something that strong was still hellaciously dangerous, and probably more desperate than ever if it got another opportunity.

“I’ll put my trust in you guys,” I continued a little facetiously.  “It’s not like I have a choice, but it would make more sense even if I did.”

The shaman was wise enough to refuse comment.

“I just don’t ever want to see that thing active again,” I continued, stupidly digging in a little deeper.  “Once was enough.  More than enough.  Next time, people are going to get killed.”

Thank you, Captain Obvious, I noted when the shaman remained silent.  Or maybe Captain Pretentious.  Seriously, was there any chance he didn’t already know all of that?

“So, apart from being socially incompetent and undeservedly arrogant, was there anything else you needed to know about me?”

That startled a laugh out of the shaman that he quickly turned into a coughing fit.

“Just… trying to match what Tai told me about you with what I was seeing,” he replied after a moment, fighting to keep an even voice.  The mask meant he didn’t have to worry about keeping a straight face, but he still struggled with his tone.  “It was somewhat unbelievable.”

“I suspect he exaggerated, or at least didn’t understand all of what he was seeing,” I temporized abruptly, suddenly afraid of what the shaman might be thinking.  “I mean, do either of us understand all the nuance of the martial arts moves he’s doing?  Do we get when something’s truly impressive and skillful, and when it just looks so to the uninitiated eye?”

The shaman planted himself firmly in place and crossed his arms.  “Master Mamoru,” he said firmly.  “Stop it.  I helped transplant The Forgotten.  I got the story from Yuna herself.  You do not have to temporize or hide from me, I know you haven’t made a deal with evil forces.”

“Not necessarily,” I continued, my little frisson of panic and need for balance only digging me in deeper.  “I could just have been really good at hiding it.  Or it was something unfamiliar that Yuna didn’t recognize, especially given the state she was in.  Or-“

“Or it wasn’t,” the shaman sounded a little annoyed at my prevarications.  “Whatever few doubts I might have had were dispelled by how you handled the loop.  You showed excellent judgement and awareness, quickly came up with a simple but clever solution, and never once showed any trace or darker or more dangerous powers in your action.”

“That’s why the subdimension!” I almost slapped my forehead, it was so obvious in retrospect.  “It was a clean room!”

The shaman nodded.  “Without anywhere to hide or any noise, any connections to a darker source or traces of twisted power would have stood out.”

I was impressed the concept.  Right, makes sense.  The subdimension wasn’t contaminated by the complexity of life like the real world was.  There wasn’t anything to hide behind or confuse his abilities.  It was almost like I’d stepped into a clean room.  Faint traces of stuff might have been excusable or not conclusive under normal circumstances.  Like cigarette smoke for example.  Ordinarily, if I smelled like that I could try and pass the blame on to someone else in the room or claim it was a lingering odor from previous people.  But if that showed up in an otherwise purified room it made sense it’d come from somewhere, and you’d need to take a closer look at whoever had just entered.

“I have to be mature and acknowledge you as a Master after all that,” the shaman continued.  “It is still a little unbelievable, finding one your age.  I thought we were incredibly lucky to get Yuna, but you shine as if Yuna was just as gifted intellectually as she was blessed with her incredible magical gifts.”

“I’m not that impressive,” I demurred.

I could tell even behind the mask that the shaman was starting to get pissed at my stupider denials.

“I’m strong but not that strong mystically speaking,” I added hurriedly.  “In high school terms I make the cut for the magic team, beating out a lot of people but not the best around.  Yuna’s the automatic captain of the team, and the strongest captain that decade.”

“I’ll accept that much, but are you really going to deny the rest?”

“Ah…” I hesitated to actually start making him suspicious with continued denials.  But it wasn’t like I could tell him the whole truth.  Or wanted him thinking I was an especially gifted genius either!  That could lead to a different but almost equally troubling set of problems in the future.

“Let’s just say circumstances are a little complex,” I temporized.  “I… have a few advantages that other people don’t.”

That still sounds pathetic.  Aoth, I wish I could tell someone the whole story just so we could brainstorm a few better excuses for times like this!

“Would you like to elaborate about that?” the shaman asked a little more sharply.  And I couldn’t blame him, it almost sounded like I really was messing around with dark powers when I sounded that evasive!

“It’s school and style secrets,” I replied, half honestly.  “Sorry, you know how it is.  There’s a bunch of stuff I’d love to learn about your style, and the spirits around this area, but I assume much of it is things you’re obligated to protect.”

Fortunately, that did prompt the shaman to sigh and take a metaphorical step back.  “I can sympathize with that.  We just talked about The Forgotten, and I’m keeping secrets from you there.  Forgive me, I didn’t realize I was intruding on oaths you’d sworn.”

“That’s the trouble with oaths of secrecy,” I admitted with relieved amusement, “how to reveal that’s a problem without giving away half of what you’re supposed to protect.”

The shaman nodded grudgingly.  “Once someone’s already initiated they’ve already guessed some of it, but that makes it all the more important to keep the rest out of the hands of the unworthy or unready.  And it’s our responsibility to accept there are things we aren’t ready for.”

“Precisely!” I jumped on that with both feet.  “I mean, I want to learn as much as you can tell me about your style and the local spirits, especially so I don’t hurt or offend them.  But if I don’t accept there are things I’m not ready or equipped for, then I deserve whatever happens to me when I arrogantly try to force my way through those techniques.  Unfortunately, the world around me would not deserve what happened when things went wrong and started exploding.”

“I wish some of our apprentices had your perspective,” the shaman muttered under his breath.  The amount of feeling he put into it made me think that he hadn’t meant to say it out loud, but that had really struck a nerve with him.

Ah, right, student magic users.  Hormones, the eagerness to push forward, and an ill-thought-out sense of your own invincibility did not mix well with magic.  I had a bunch of complaints and objections to the Mage Guild’s methods of teaching and general attitude of repression and control.  But other parts of it had really been necessary.

I suspect both of us were having similarly unpleasant thoughts, the way he swiftly moved past it (with me in total agreement) was telling.

“I noticed you were using a more western style,” he said quickly, leadingly.

“Not exactly,” I replied, “but I guess it’s got more in common with those styles.  And I guess that’s one of those advantages I can give a few more details about.  This is-” I hurriedly deleted my first few ways of explaining it as a little too arrogant and mage-centric, eventually settling on “…easier to use with little, simpler things that can combine to create effects that can interact with each other for a larger result.  You know, setting up a landslide of a couple dozen small boulders instead of throwing one massive rock.  If I understand spirit magic correctly, those styles still take a while but will develop the strength to launch that massive rock much quicker than the more formulaic styles.”

Thankfully the shaman merely went “ah!” in enlightenment rather than looking insulted.  “I see.  You lack the strength to be direct, but it gives you more tools to be indirect and clever with.”

“Maybe not that weak,” I demurred, too grateful to be annoyed at the slight insult.  “But essentially true.  Two pulling together are often going to outdo someone who’s trying to do something by himself.”

“I’ve never understood why anyone wouldn’t work with the spirits,” the shaman continued.  “Not when it came to working with magic.”

Now, on one hand that was still a hint insulting.  Maybe that was just me being oversensitive since I was trying so hard not to say things like that.  But it still felt like a dig at my style.  On the other hand, it was a great opening.

So I swallowed any pride I had and went.  “Well, I do try to work with spirits whenever it’s feasible.  It’s just that I didn’t have a good starting point.  Is there anything you can teach me about the local spirits, make sure I’m not about to accidentally insult someone or make a problem?”

Even through the mask, the shaman looked torn.  “Well…”

***

“Mamoru,” Himeko looked relieved.  “Where were you?  We were just about to send out a search party!”

“Yeah, sorry I’m so late,” I replied a little sheepishly.  “Is the hotel restaurant still open?”

“It’s closed,” Hiro replied.  “But there’s still plenty of stuff left over.  I made sure a meal was set aside for you.”

“Thank you,” I sighed in relief.  Judging from a glance around the lobby, where Himeko, Hiro, Eiko, and a few escorts were waiting, he was one of the few that hadn’t been terribly worried about me.  Apparently he knew me just well enough (and knew about my supernatural abilities) that he’d trusted me.  And he'd been naive enough to think that was what mattered.  Unlike Himeko and Eiko, who knew all too well what sort of trouble I could get into when unsupervised.

I couldn’t blame them for being worried though.  It was half past ten, ten pm, and I’d been uncommunicative for about six hours.  I’d sent them a quick ‘I’m okay’ text around seven, but since then I’d kept my phone off and focused on the opportunities in front of me.

“Sorry to keep everyone waiting,” I apologized again, figuring I might as well beat everyone to the punch.  “I ended up running into a teacher out there and lost track of time.”

“A teacher?” Himeko looked taken aback.

“Yeah, a teacher,” I repeated putting a subtle emphasis on that word.  “We got to discussing a few things and it turned out they knew a lot of local history.  I got so wrapped up in it all I didn’t realize how late it was getting.”

Himeko let out a slightly exaggerated sigh, quickly slipping into deception mode.  “It figures.  You’re always learning, never even stopping for summer break.  I should have figured that was the only thing that would keep you out this late.”

She gave me an aside glance.  “I hope you compensated this teacher for all their time.”

I almost smirked.  I was both so tired and so pumped up by everything I was kind of having fun with using partial truths this time.  “Ironically, that’s why they were so willing to help.  Remember Yuna, from the last time we were here?  The girl we ended up helping after she got hurt?”

Himeko’s eye’s narrowed ever so slightly.  And off in the background Eiko visibly started before she could get a hold of herself.  “Of course,” Himeko replied cheerfully.

“Turns out he was one of Yuna’s relatives, that’s why he was so happy to indulge me as a way of paying us back.”

I bit my tongue slightly, tempted to keep going and expounding on that even though it would have gone worse.  That felt a little too obscure and twisted.

Fortunately, Himeko just absorbed it with a cheerful “ah!  That explains things!”  The heiress put on a pleasant smile.  “Alright, all’s well that ends well.  But you really should be a little more careful in the future.  Let us know what’s going on and give a few more details when something like this happens.”

“Right, sorry,” I repeated yet again, this time combining it with an apologetic bow.  “It shouldn’t happen again.”

The girls exchanged a quick glance, too fast to notice unless you’d been looking for it, and Eiko chimed in.  “I’ll take Mamoru back to his room, make sure he’s not going to collapse halfway there.”  She made it a lot more believable by adding “I know you want some alone time with Hiro.”

“Eiko,” Himeko’s objection was a hint more forced than usual.

“Don’t forget your food,” Hiro added quickly, a little more confused but following everyone’s lead.  “I’ll have it sent straight up.”

“Thank you,” I said gratefully, really glad I wasn’t about to end my first day underfed.  Then, with a few more awkward goodbyes and apologies, I extracted myself from the mess.

Eiko barely waited until the elevator doors were closed.  “Alright, spill it,” she said urgently, grabbing me and spinning me around so she was staring me in the eyes.  “Are we in trouble?”

“What?  No!” I did a quick double take.

“No revenge?  No return of the spirit monster?” she pressed me.

“No and hell no, that’s one of the things I checked with him.”

The elevator beeped as we reached our floor, we were only on the sixth.

Eiko sighed in relief.  “Good.” She whipped out her phone and shot out a quick text message.  I couldn’t make out all of it, but I still saw the “he says there’s no trouble this time.” at the end.

“Why would you think that?” I complained as we quickly reached my room.

Eiko invited herself in.  “I don’t know.  Maybe because you were referencing the idiot who almost killed us all the last time we were here?”

“She was possessed,” I muttered a little defensively.

“Your point?”

To be fair, I was pretty sure Himeko hadn’t been nearly so worried.  But she’d been talking directly to me and looking me in the eye while Eiko had been further off to the side.  It really wasn’t hard to see Eiko’s point.

“Seriously Mam,” she continued complaining, “when you wander off like this half the time you’re busy getting in over your head.”

“Not half the time,” I countered in annoyance, “one time in six at most, probably more like one time in ten.”

Eiko glanced at me.  “Not helping.”

I sighed.  “Sorry.  But I was feeling kind of proud of myself today.  For once I ended up doing the opposite of that, something that’s going to keep me from getting in over my head in the future.”

“What, really?”

Before I could decide whether or not to get annoyed at the surprise in her tone (probably not, it was a little too fair) there was a knock at the door.  I went back and was unsurprised to find it was Hiro’s promised food.  I thanked the server and took everything into my room.

“You’re lucky Hiro thought of that,” Eiko added as an aside.  “Himeko didn’t want to seem like a pushy or ungrateful guest and directly ask for it.  She dropped a few gentle hints, but that was all.  Given that all you gave us was a quick ‘I’m fine’ you’re lucky you got that much.”

“That one I’ll give you,” I admitted.  “And I’m grateful for it.  But I was so involved with what Turushino was telling me that-“

“Turushino?”

“The Ainu shaman I was talking with.”  I paused a moment, thinking to get in a quick question before stuffing my face.  “Actually, he says he knew Master Tai.  Any chance you know of him?”

Eiko was a little startled and then took a minute to think about it while I ate.  “No, I don’t think he’s mentioned this guy.  But Master Tai’s still keeping plenty of secrets, especially about his contacts.  And if this Turushino’s a magic guy it’s even less likely he’d have told me.”

I nodded in understanding, making sure to swallow before I spoke.  “Makes sense.  You wouldn’t go casually dropping my name and what I do to just anyone if the positions were reversed.”

“Yeah, but you think he’d tell me this stuff by now,” Eiko grumbled.

There wasn’t much heat to it, but there was a touch.  I guess it applies to some martial arts students too, I thought with a touch of amusement, remembering the conversation earlier in the day.  Don’t get me wrong, Eiko was doing well.  Both in her studies and her maturity level.  But she still had some distance to go before she could start expecting Master Tai to tell her all his secrets.

I ate a little more to cover up my expression.  While I did so, Eiko eventually asked.  “You sure you trust him?  He could have been lying.”

I shook my head.  “He brought up Master Tai first, my warning bracelet never gave the slightest twitch, and there wasn’t any point to lying; if he’d intended anything else he could have done a whole bunch of different things than what he did.  He’d either of straight up ambushed me or strung me along rather than revealing even some of what he knew.”

“Some,” Eiko emphasized seriously.

For once I gave her a look.  “Come on Eiko, you can’t expect him to start gleefully giving out all the secrets of his arts and his heritage just because I asked.  I’m grateful I got as much out of him as I did.  I’m supposed to be the paranoid one, where’s all this coming from?”

Eiko let out a long and frustrated sigh.  “Because, baka, we spent the last few hours worrying about you.  And that’s on top of the rest of the day.”

I ignored the baka comment.  “Why?  What happened?” I asked in concern.  “Is everything alright?”

“It’s not too bad,” Eiko admitted.  “Just frustrating.  Very, very frustrating.”

I frowned.  “I thought you liked that?”

“I do!  I like watching Hiro and Himeko suffer through the rules.  But only when they’ve got the ability to break them if they wanted to.  The Watanabe family look like they’re taking this very seriously.”

“I thought we figured that out when they sent all those ‘escorts’ to get us?” I replied, making sure to emphasize the word strongly enough to make sure she knew even I saw what was going on there!

“Yeah, and that’s fine,” Eiko grumped.  “But one of the reasons we’re having this conversation is because I think they’re monitoring our phones and texts.”

That gave me a jolt.  “What, really?”

Eiko waved her hand nebulously.  “Not directly hacking them or anything.  But it’s all going through the hotel’s wi-fi right now.  We’re pretty sure they’re reading the signals.”

“That’s… disturbing,” I answered slowly while I thought about that.  It seemed a little unbelievable.  I mean, the encryption they’d have to be bypassing was pretty impressive.  But if they had the whole hotel at their disposal, and had figured out a way to spoof the IDs of our phones…

“Don’t get me wrong,” Eiko continued.  “We’re pretty sure we’re not looking at cameras or listening devices in the rooms…” she trailed off as I quickly put the remains of dinner aside and then dug a book out of my luggage.

“What are you doing?”

“Being careful,” I replied, positioning myself precisely.  Once I was almost certain I’d managed an angle that no camera would conceivably be looking at, not unless they’d perfected miniaturized, stealthed, camera drones to hover above my shoulder, I quickly cast the spell to detect watchers so the spell circle was between the book and my chest.

Thankfully, that turned out negative.  As did the next spell I cast, just in case.  “It’s clear.”

Despite what she’d just been saying, Eiko rolled her eyes at my antics.  “Seriously Mam,” she noted sarcastically.  “There’s keeping an eye on our texts, making sure Hime and Hiro aren’t trying to arrange any rendezvous, then there’s committing legal suicide by spying on us in our rooms.  They’d probably like to do that, but at the very least they could kiss this whole hotel goodbye if they got caught at it.  The Watanabes are concerned, and that’s why they’re trying everything short of that, but they’re not that terrified.”

“Good to know,” I replied, sighing in relief.

“Yeah, well, you’d have known already if you’d been there for the rest of the day.”  Eiko grumped.  “This is going to be a long week for everyone if they’re going to be that obvious about it.  They really started ramping it up at the beach today, once they realized just how sexy Himeko could get.  I think they figured she was going to keep it more demure, casual.  Basically like she was an inexperienced little rich ingenue trying to appeal to him for an arranged marriage.  Seeing all the pictures of Himeko in the hotel and then her really turning up the heat like that seems to have made them panic.”

I fought down a smile and an inappropriate laugh.  How the hell did they miss that?  I thought with amused incredulity.  But the answer was pretty obvious.  The Watanabe family was more spread out than the Meikos, and their employees on average were a little less loyal and devoted to the family itself (according to Hiro).  The disparate elements hadn’t looked close enough and hadn’t bothered talking to each other, so Himeko’s more respectable act had pulled the wool over their eyes.  Suddenly going from ‘just be there, she’s a mature and respectable young lady so we’re just here to maintain appearances’ to ‘she’s clever, sexy, and wants a closer relationship with Hiro… and actively works towards that’ had them all in a tizzy.

“She’s been stuck with at least three or four of them hanging as close as they’ve dared all day,” Eiko continued.  “And that’s just the ‘official’ ones.  We immediately spotted the women who either rushed ahead or immediately come in behind her every time she uses the bathroom.”  Eiko rolled her eyes.  “Seriously, I’m glad they’re thinking of that.  But they should either have stopped trying to pretend or done a better job of trying to be subtle about it.  Always using the same two, and having them dressed so obviously?  You know better than that.”

I declined to comment.

“Anyway,” Eiko sighed.  “I hope they calm down.  If they’re going to hover like that it’s going to be a long week for everyone.”  Then she smirked wickedly.  “Unless they goad Himeko and Hiro on, and they can slip away from everyone.  If that happens things are going to get interesting.”

I laughed weakly at that, not sure quite how I felt about it.  I get where their families are coming from, I admitted to myself.  But you’d think they would be smart enough to realize that the surest way to get two young people to do something is to be so adamantly against it.  Eiko wasn’t wrong, and I didn’t think it would actually happen, but I was a little more worried now than when we’d started this trip.

“Anyway,” Eiko moved back towards the door.  “I’d better get going, tell Himeko the basics of what actually happened and make sure her escorts aren’t hovering too much.  Are you going to be good Mamoru?”

I forced a smile.  “I’ll be fine.  I just need to eat and rest up.”

“Alright, just make sure you give us a hint if something else happens.  As best you can, I mean.  But don’t use that as an excuse!  If something really weird happens just send us a straightforward text.  We’ll have Hime make up some bullshit about it being codewords or a joke if they spy on it.”

“Okay.” I nodded.  I wasn’t fully convinced that would work.  Then again, given the sort of things I’d seen Himeko get away with in the past, maybe I shouldn’t have been so skeptical.

Eiko gave me one last appraising look, and then retreated.  In fairness she was right to do so.  The second she was gone I quickly bolted what remained of my food.  Then, after a few moments assessing my room (which was very nice, no complaints there) I retreated to the bathroom with some magicians ink.  As nice as the room was I didn’t think I wanted to try sketching out any symbols on the carpet, and I urgently needed to run a few summonings.
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“Is it really that important?” Hiro asked, carefully stretching his muscles out.

“Oh hell yes!” I emoted, but in enthusiasm rather than frustration. “This is the break I’ve been waiting for, a proper ‘in’ to the local spirit world!”

Hiro and I actually had a touch of privacy for the first time since we’d arrived. We were up on the top of the hotel. Ostensibly we were there in regards to one of my ‘sensors’ (aka mana collectors) but we were also there to talk, and I was reluctantly going to help him calm down and blow off some steam by letting him get in a sword workout against one of my shields.

We didn’t really have total privacy, he had been forced to take an escort with him. Fortunately, it was the same guy from back in December, and Mika’s geas on the man was still holding. Admittedly, that was only towards magic and supernaturally related phenomena. If we really had been about to try and plan some way for Himeko and Hiro to run away together there’d have been no restrictions keeping him from shouting out the truth to everyone. He might have needed to edit out or lie about parts where I was planning to use a spell, assuming I was using magic in such a case, but he’d have been perfectly able to pass on everything else. But for stuff like this? I was a hint nervous, worried someone else was going to walk in unexpectedly, but figured we had pretty much perfect deniability.

“With what Turushino taught me I was able to contact a couple of willing local spirits,” I expounded on the subject eagerly, “then they gave me the names and introductions to some more spirits. Then those spirits included the spirits of the sea.”

“Why do you sound so enthusiastic about those in particular?” Hiro asked, curious about my energy.

Normally I would have been slightly jealous about how deeply he was managing to bend his knees. Granted, Eiko was more flexible. But Hiro wasn’t on the road to becoming a professional martial artist, and he had a more muscular build to boot. He had no business being able to move like that!

Right then though? I was too excited about my progress. “I am!” I explained happily. “The sea spirits are more mobile, they communicate with their nearby brethren. And nearby for them covers pretty much the entire Sea of Japan. And probably it’s neighbors too. That means I can use them to get some more introductions to sea spirits local to Tokyo Bay! And once I’ve got some Tokyo Bay introductions, I can use them to finally start networking the local spirits around Tokyo itself!”

Hiro laughed good naturedly. “It’s so strange to hear you talk about networking. But so appropriate that you’re doing it in regards to spirits.”

That dampened my enthusiasm just a little, made me realize I might have been getting a little too overexcited. “I am kind of an anti-networker in general, aren’t I?” I admitted, rubbing the back of my head and blushing a touch, the irony and embarrassment of it all getting to me a little. It was something of a holdover from my last life. I’d seen too many cases of connections and rank trumping ability in the Mages Guild and it had left some deep scars inside my head. I’d come to realize that between my lingering resentment and my determination to make my own way I sometimes fought against the help my friends offered a little too hard. Now that I was getting older, and no longer identified as my old self, the lingering mark of it was starting to stand out. I’d finally noticed when thinking about my connections with Master Tai and the odd little network of masters he belonged to. I liked to think my old trauma wasn’t too much of a factor, that I wasn’t just being stubborn and silly, but I was starting to realize it was definitely a factor.

Thankfully, Hiro smiled and reassured me without knowing it. “I wouldn’t go that far. And the fact you’re not deliberately trying makes you charming to Himeko and I. Trust me, you’re a breath of fresh air given how many people try to pass me their business cards on any given day. But you do generally try to avoid taking help from others.”

A part of me wanted to object to that. Given how I was actually placing a mana collector on the roof, and was going to put a pair more around different parts of the hotel, this was a case where I was accepting some help. But given how much convincing I’d needed, and how much help from Himeko I was still resisting…

So I focused on the truth, and refocused my attention on the present rather than nebulous uncertainties. “This is one case where it’s better safe than sorry,” I admitted. “I’m woefully uneducated about modern spirits and how the Tokyo… spiritual ecosystem is working.”

Hiro gave me an amused look.

“Yeah, I really need to come up with a better name for it. But you get my point; while there’s not too much there in relative terms, in absolute terms there’s still a ton of spiritual activity going on. Completely ignoring that, and leaving it there to trip me up when I accidentally stumble over something, is a huge problem. I’m finally going to have the tools to start correcting my ignorance.”

“You seem to have been doing fine without it,” Hiro noted neutrally, finishing his stretches and walking over to where he’d put a bokken. He picked in up and took a few moments to verify its balance.

“Yeah, but it’s easy to misstep if you’re not careful,” I replied, trying to come up with a way to convey the risks and complexities without overstating it. “I mean… you made sure to note the local wildlife and biology before building the hotel, right? Could you imagine all the problems if you’d tried to build the place in the middle of bear country?”

Hiro snorted briefly, but his expression and stance suggested he was already ‘in the zone’ when it came to the sword and further conversation would be mean. I mentally shrugged, put away the subject, and then put up my shield.

It was much the same as last time, although a little more interesting to be doing it on top of the hotel roof instead of a sterile environment like a gym. I can kind of see why Himeko and Eiko sometimes get a little wild about it, I reflected with a touch of amusement, thinking of the times I’d seen them spar outside or in the mansion’s main hall. It added something to the experience. The breeze, the openness, the disruption to all the usual expectations, the vague feeling you were living something out of a tale, it all sharpened your senses and made you feel a little more alive, made it feel a little more real. After feeling the contrast I suspected it helped all of them in their training too.

Of course, it still wasn’t actually real. Don’t get me wrong, Hiro was going all out. And if my shield had suddenly failed for some reason I probably would have gotten really hurt before he could stop himself. But that was kind of the point. Hiro knew he wasn’t going to suddenly break through, so he could go all out and throw everything he had at me in absolute confidence that it was alright.

And thus, he did. He also seemed a little stronger and faster than last time. I knew I’d only seen him do it once before, but somehow I was sure of it. And that difference was impressive. Maybe I was wrong, or maybe he’d just been inspired to practice a little harder for these times, or maybe he was just more used to the idea and he’d still held back a little last time…

Or maybe he’s suffering from blue balls and this is a way of working out his frustrations, my subconscious pointed out a little more cynically, tired of all my overromanticizing things. That was a little cruel and crude for my tastes, it really felt like something that Eiko would point out, but it was probably something to keep in mind before I lionized Hiro too much. I was still impressed though.

(To be fair, I don’t think I was being terribly biased. I caught a glimpse of the bodyguard’s expression towards the end of the session. He too seemed shocked and impressed at Hiro’s showing.)

We didn’t go too long. Hiro didn’t have anything to prove and nothing to aim for. Heck, unlike the girls he wasn’t trying to break my shield. He’d probably have been horrified if he’d somehow managed it. So after six or seven minutes a panting, sweat soaked Hiro pulled back and bowed to me. “Thanks,” he said between breaths as he straightened, “I needed that.”

“Happy to help,” I shrugged. “Sort of. This isn’t the thing to get too comfortable doing outside in the open like this. But once was more than okay.”

“Yeah,” I was thankful Hiro immediately agreed. “If we try this any more often they’re going to get suspicious and try assigning even more watchers. Thankfully they’re trying to keep a closer eye on Himeko than me, so we could get away with this.”

“By the way,” I asked carefully. “Should I ask who ‘they’ are? Or is that too sensitive, family politics or something?”

Fortunately, Hiro just sighed. “A little. It’s really a mess, half of it is family politics and the other half is just business. And trying to figure out which half is which is next to impossible. Some people are worried I’m going to cause a scandal. Some people are worried about getting us closer to the Meikos. Some people hope I’ll get over Himeko and choose a match they want. And some people-“

Hiro abruptly stopped. Coughed. And tried to pretend he wasn’t a little redder as he said “… some people want to put off me creating an heir as long as possible. They value being as high up in the line of succession as they can be.”

I blinked a few times as I decoded that. If Hiro had a kid there’d be one more person between certain people and inheriting more of the Watanabe fortune. I couldn’t decide whether to be amused or embarrassed by the whole thing. The implications were… complicated.

“This whole situation is a mess of all that. But no one’s revealing what they really want, and half the time someone’s lying or just politicking for entirely different purposes. So I’ve got to go around with a dozen spies watching Himeko’s every step rather than having a nice vacation with her!”

I decided not to say anything on that subject, given my own slightly mixed feelings there.

“Sorry Mamoru,” Hiro apologized, slipping his professional mask on as we headed to the stairs back down. “I shouldn’t complain.”

I shrugged. “I’d argue that you should. But even I don’t know how much or too whom. I can understand some of this and some enforced regulations. This much seems a little too excessive.” Nice and truthful answer, I thought to myself. Even if it is a little weaselly.

“I wish they’d understand that,” Hiro muttered, half in character and half out, “they mouth all those words about protecting the Watanabe reputation and then fail to think how this makes us look to everyone.”

Ouch, I thought, starting to realize the depth of the problem. He wasn’t wrong. I was overlooking it because I was so involved with the situation, but a neutral third party was not going to get a good impression of the Watanabe family. Hiro was personally and professionally pissed at all this. No wonder his bladework was so fast today.

“Sorry I’m not helping much,” I apologized, not sure what else to say.

“Believe me, you helped a lot,” Hiro said, a touch of desperate sincerity underneath the politeness.

“Yeah, today,” I admitted. “Yesterday I spent nearly the whole day up in my room while this was all happening.” I’d been so excited about the potential of the information I’d learned from Turushino that I’d spent nearly the whole day in summoning, talking to one spirit after another. I considered it a day well spent. Himeko and Eiko though… well, they were polite about it. And it was definitely an improvement over me disappearing into the woods for most of a day. But they weren’t exactly enthusiastic about it either.

“By the way,” I added. “Is there a reason we’re taking the stairs?” We’d exited the roof but were now taking the stairs back down the hotel rather than using the elevator.

“If anyone asks: it’s for slightly more of a workout combined with a cooldown.”

Unspoken but clear in his tone: ‘it’s really for privacy and to put off dealing with those idiots for as long as possible.’

“Right. Got it,” I fought down a sigh. Well, it’s not like I don’t need some more exercise after all of yesterday’s lazing around. I’d been fairly active, but not in the directly physical sense.

“Seriously Mamoru, I appreciate any help I get. I’d be more willing to do my duties if I knew I could actually spend time with Himeko at the end of it.”

“Uninterrupted you mean?” I asked, a little wryly.

Hiro didn’t catch it. “Yes! Although,” he sighed a little in disappointment, “I suppose I should be glad it’s only humans blocking me. At this point I half expect the Meiko family kami to come out if we’re actually spending some time alone.”

“Kameiko?” I was mildly startled at the thought. And given how I already had spirits on the brain I gave it more attention than it deserved. “Hmm. I wouldn’t expect that, but it’s kind of hard to say with him.”

“Really?” I couldn’t tell if Hiro sounded horrified or encouraged by that.

“Yeah. Given the fact we’re off the estate, off any Meiko property, it seems unlikely he would intervene. Plus, he’s been a little… odd lately.”

Hiro stopped for a moment, giving me his full attention. “Odd?” he asked, trying to keep his tone respectful.

Yeah, that’s probably not a comfortable thing to hear. Am I trying to torpedo Himeko’s love life? The last thing I need to tell her boyfriend is “the kami paying attention to your girlfriend is acting a little erratically” I’m sure that’ll go over well.

Before I could get Himeko homicidally pissed at me I tried to fix the problem. “It’s a little hard to describe,” I temporized. “It’s not so much that Kameiko’s acting unreasonable, it’s just that we don’t know the reason for it.”

Hiro’s deliberate eyebrow quirk said it all.

“Okay, let me try that again. This behaviour sort of makes sense. But it is a change. Logically, there’s a reason for that change. We’d all feel better if we could decode that reason.”

“Alright, that is better,” Hiro admitted, resuming our descent. Albeit at a slightly slower pace.

“Kameiko’s been a little more distant and reluctant recently,” I continued trying to describe the problem. “And that’s not a bad thing. He should be acting like that, it’s a much safer kami baseline. But the degree of change from his previous behaviour… it’s hard to make that statement, especially without knowing the reason.”

“Could you give me an example?”

“Intrusions on Meiko territory,” I answered instantly. It had been on my mind for a while. “Him not interfering with the whole Arashi situation mostly made sense. They were off Meiko grounds and not targeting a member of the family. When you remember he’s also based way off in Kyoto it becomes pretty sensible that nothing happened. But then there was the situation with Sato Gota intruding on the property. That one… that one’s odd. If Sato really was after Master Tai that time, and that’s only a theory, then Kameiko’s inactivity might make sense. But even then he seemed unusually passive. I would have expected him to have warned somebody about the situation. But he didn’t.”

“Hm. And you wonder why?”

I would have crossed my arms in front of me if I hadn’t needed to keep a hand on the railing. “Yes. If he’s been told to toe the line and avoid too many interactions with humans by his higher ups, someone like Sarutahiko Okami-“

Behind us, the bodyguard gulped noisily.

“- then I can easily see why he wouldn’t take any risks over that incident. Same story if he’s not competing with Sensei-san any longer or he’s just tired and drained over last year’s activities. But I don’t know any of that. And compared to how he was acting last year this passivity is starting to concern me.”

Hiro quickly hid some amusement.

“What did I say this time?” I asked in surprise.

“Nothing.” Hiro quickly composed himself, if you hadn’t seen it previously you’d have never known it was there.

“No, seriously,” I continued. “You know I’m just going to repeat it and make a fool of myself again otherwise. I’d like to know.”

“Apologies Mamoru,” Hiro continued, smiling slightly. “It was just the irony that you of all people were getting concerned about someone acting different and withdrawing from the world. Especially now.”

That stung a little, but that didn’t make it wrong. The only thing I could do was sigh in admission. “That is a little ironic after yesterday, isn’t it?”

“Yes,” Hiro made sure to keep all but a trace of amusement out of his voice.

“Point. And I suppose it’s a point I should keep in mind before I get too worried about Kameiko. At least he’s a kami, it’s less worrying than when a human like me does that sort of stuff.”

“At least to your friends,” Hiro added a little more neutrally.

“Especially friends who have to fight and cheat to make time to be with me,” I admitted, trying not to feel a hint ashamed now that I thought of it. “And I end up spending my free vacation at the beach holed up in my room.”

“Don’t get too harsh on yourself Mamoru,” Hiro was still mostly neutral, but the traces of emotion there were sympathy rather than blame. “Himeko told me how she almost had to strong arm you into coming. And if there’s one thing I’ve learned through helping run this place; it’s that people enjoy themselves in different ways. If what relaxes you is hiding in a comfortable, catered room all day and just watching television then that’s what makes a good vacation. We’ve had guests that needed that, were too exhausted to do anything else and needed to get as far away from Tokyo as possible before they could allow themselves that much freedom. Sometimes that is cowardice and a waste. And sometimes that’s exactly what you should be doing.”

I sighed again, this time in relief. “Thanks, I guess I needed that.” I replied, unintentionally mirroring his earlier gratitude.

Hiro nodded. “It usually makes sense to try and go out your comfort zone, at least for the fun stuff around here. But our guests need to figure out their own needs. We’ve seen too many people having a miserable time because they think they’re ‘supposed’ to do something and push themselves too hard. Our staff are trained to offer and suggest reasonable options, but not try to push anyone to do anything they aren’t comfortable with.”

“Isn’t that normal?”

This time Hiro gave me a wry look. “More or less, but you’d be surprised how many less scrupulous hotels there are out there. Ones trained to encourage their guests to spending more money on things, especially on properties owned by the same parent company.”

“Okay, that one I can see.”

Hiro smiled slightly. “I shouldn’t slander our competition too much, most hotels are too smart to potentially alienate guests like that. But it’s been a real eye-opener to see how much some hotels have been trying to milk me at times, how they’ve subtly being pushing just a little too much.”

That was surprisingly startling. “Really?”

Hiro smirked. “Oh yes. Looking back it’s obvious they saw a potentially naïve member of the Watanabe family as a big windfall and tried hard to get me to spend as much as possible while I was around. At the time I’d thought they were just trying too hard to suck up to me. Now that I’ve got the benefit of experience I realize it was more about trying to drain me dry.”

“Huh. I… huh.” I wasn’t sure what to say to that. It was perversely logical now that I thought about it. A little rude, and a little short-sighted in some ways, but not pushing the line stupidly far. On the other hand, the fact that it had become a subject that Hiro had wanted to vent a little about with me... that suggested those hotels had made a strategic error.

Hiro shrugged. “It was one of the reasons that I wanted to give Himeko this chance. This way she wouldn’t even have the annoyance of a good hotel trying too hard to make sure she was completely satisfied with everything.”

I coughed. My body couldn’t decide whether to laugh in disbelief or choke on my own spit at that claim, so I settled for the halfway option and gave in to a coughing fit instead.

“No, it wasn’t the only reason,” Hiro added with obvious patience.

Oh good! If he’d actually believed that he was more delusional than I was!

“But it was-“

He was cut off by his phone beeping. The tone was unconventional, obviously for someone or something specific, so I wasn’t surprised when he frowned but pulled it out immediately. “Hello brother, what do you require?”

“You to pay attention,” the reply came through urgently. “Hiro, you’re not doing anything inappropriate or indecent, are you?”

“No, why would I-“

This time Hiro was interrupted by the stair doors half a flight below us being thrust open suddenly. And a well-dressed woman striding into the stairwell imperiously.

I’m not sure who’s heart froze faster or more fully, mine or Hiro’s, when his brother reported “because mother’s pulling a surprise inspection.”

***

For better or worse, his mother spotted us almost instantly. “Hiro,” she noted coolly.

“Okasan,” Hiro replied, bowing even though he was on the stairs. After straightening he quickly moved to join her.

If I’d had even a few seconds more I’d probably have panicked and tried making us invisible. I can’t decide if that would have been the better or worse option, I reflected, debating whether or not I should crank the ‘don’t notice me’ talisman up as I high as I could. I didn’t think it could do much in the stairwell, but I was willing to try!

“I see you’re not with your… girlfriend,” she continued. Her tone wasn’t actively disrespectful, but it was clear she didn’t like the word.

“No mother,” Hiro answered calmly. “I was just helping out one of my other friends, and getting in a workout while we were at it.”

“Hm,” her attention turned briefly to me.

Damn it, I thought as her cold gaze washed over me. The flying talisman. It’s still in the bag, I should have used that one for its invisibility effect!

“Ah, that Matsuda. The one that scored in the top ten percent after the first exams.”

“Just barely,” the words fell out of me by reflex, unfortunately. “Seriously, given how many different courses are still getting involved, I can’t believe anyone can take that seriously.” Don’t get me wrong, there were enough common requirements for all of us it wasn’t completely ludicrous. It wasn’t like they were trying to equate the Literary History marks with Quantum Physics results of students on entirely different campuses. But it was still a stretch. And-

“Quite,” she replied before turning her attention back to her son, cutting off my oddly self-depreciating mental babble.

“So,” she began, “an heir to the Watanabe family must walk down the stairs of their own hotel? Or is it hiding?”

“I was unaware you were coming mother,” Hiro responded politely. “Otherwise I would have been the first to greet you. This is merely a warm down after our workout. And a nice chance to inspect and test out the stairs while we are at it. I’ve checked our first five or six floors often enough, but I never think about the top ones. Fortunately, it seems our maintenance staff are doing well and have made sure I had nothing to worry about.”

Mrs. Watanabe didn’t seem pleased by that answer. Hiro was outwardly respectful, but there was a carefully hidden hint of talking back in his words.

“Well, I am pleased to see you are thinking about your duties.  And if it isn’t the best way to go about them, you are still young.  In time I trust you’ll learn.”

Get me out of here, I thought as loudly as I dared after I heard all the subtext in that one.

“Do not worry mother, I am learning all the time.”

Mrs. Watanabe paused for a moment there. Once again Hiro had threaded the needle in his tone. That could easily have been obsequious, or it could have been obviously defiant and snotty. Instead, his polite but firm phrasing had been perfectly opaque. Which, in its own way, was obviously the best answer.

“That remains to be seen,” she answered coolly.

“As is your reason for being here,” Hiro returned calmly. Again, it could have sounded defiant and critical. But Hiro carefully modulated his tone so it merely sounded like a mildly respectful inquiry.

With maybe a hint of criticism wrapped around the center, I thought. But so careful a hint even I’m not sure I’m not just being paranoid again. I imagine his mother’s doing a little better than I am, but I doubt she wants to get annoyed at him in front of witnesses.

Instead, she answered “just stopping by. If you’re going to continue this silliness then you should expect the occasional parental check in. Stop acting like a child and instead embrace your responsibilities.”

Hiro cocked his head slightly, and I thought I could detect a small tremble in his fists before he managed a neutral answer. “Mother, are you sure I’m the biggest problem here? I know some escorts and witnesses are necessary, but this is verging upon parody. If you expect anyone to take us seriously after this debacle then I don’t think you’re focusing on the right subjects.”

Mrs. Watanabe gave him a cold look. “Of course you’d say that.”

“Yes, I would,” Hiro gave her a neutral answer. “Mother, I know what you’d say if I suggested a dozen people follow one of our guests around in the most unsubtle manner possible.”

“Stop exaggerating.”

“Mother, I’m doing you the kindness of assuming some of this is not your fault. That some other members of the family are responsible for taking it this far. Because we’ve got a dozen people following Himeko’s every move but we’re ignoring the signs that someone else may be following her from a slightly further distance. And all those people around her are just interfering with our actual security’s attempts to find out. And all that’s not even counting the breaches in the law that we’re committing. And yes, Himeko knows about that. She broke the news to me in the most backhanded method possible so we’d have deniability, but she’s well aware of what we’re doing.”

Mrs. Watanabe had momentarily looked troubled and confused, but had shifted it aside towards the end. I, however, had quietly switched ‘mage sight’ on and recognized the signs of someone doing a good job covering it up as she said “a likely story.”

“Mother,” Hiro said patiently while I tried not to look at my friend’s aura. “You know you can verify this. There were plenty of witnesses, and you already know we haven’t exchanged any secret communications. You might accuse me of bias and irresponsibility but you aren’t helping your case right now with your actions.”

Mrs. Watanabe’s emotions spiked higher, but not quite as high as her tone indicated as she started with “insolent child! I-“

It might have been for the best that this time her phone rang urgently, interrupting her. I didn’t want to say it, but I was pretty sure she’d been exaggerating her annoyance and using it as an excuse to avoid admitting her son was right.

Mrs. Watanabe held the phone tight, but whatever she was told clearly shocked her. “He did what?!” she declared, suddenly spinning around and almost running out of the stairwell in her haste to be somewhere else.

Hiro waited a few moments and then took a deep breath before visibly recomposing himself.

“Are you alright?” I asked cautiously. I’d turned off ‘mage sight’, I didn’t believe in deliberately prying into my friends’ privacy unless I had a good reason.

“Just annoyed,” Hiro said calmly, leaving me guessing whether he was understating the matter or not. “I don’t mind her concern-“

Liar, I thought, although not unkindly.

I wondered if I’d thought it a little too loud as he added “-too much. But blind hypocrisy really gets under my skin. Especially if it’s hurting the whole family on top of that.”

I found it telling that, for the first time since Hiro had almost died, I heard the bodyguard speak up. It was so surprising I jumped a little. “I do not know if she actually knows the extent of the problem, Hiro-sama. From what I have heard, at least three or four of the escorts have been directly thrust upon the rest of us by some of your other relatives.”

Hiro went silent for a moment there. I wasn’t sure how much of it was assessment and how much of it was surprise at his bodyguard’s intervention.

After a good ten seconds I spoke up, trying to avoid any awkwardness. “Should we be worried about whatever has her so worked up?”

I frowned. Now that I think about it… it was a good thing my warning bracelet wasn’t going off, otherwise I might have started to panic.

Hiro frowned too. “Yes. If she were to go to all the trouble to come here and then perform a surprise inspection if would have to be something important to distract her.”

He whipped his phone back out. He started to look a little more concerned a moment later. “Jinpachi’s not answering.”

Oh shit. His brother had just phoned Hiro to warn him about their mother a few minutes before. If he was no longer answering then chances were good that the shit really had hit the fan somewhere and he was busy too.

The three of us wordlessly picked up our pace, ducked out to the stairwell, and headed straight to the elevators as fast as we could. “Where are we going?” I asked as Hiro hit the button to summon the elevator.

“We check in with Himeko and Eiko immediately,” he said grimly. “Hopefully this is just one of my family’s business things. But we’ve got to make sure someone’s not causing trouble with the girls before I focus on that. It’s a huge vulnerable point. And mother’s too focused on our family name while not being focused enough on Himeko’s safety.”

The elevator dinged and we all quickly piled in. Meanwhile dark imaginings began to plague me as I took Hiro’s meaning. Especially after that note about someone maybe following Himeko. That was the first I’d heard of that, and I didn’t think Hiro had made it up only to harangue his mother. If so, it added a whole new undercurrent to some of his earlier objections and frustrations. But the current problem took priority, if Himeko or Eiko had just gotten hurt then Mrs. Watanabe’s first instinct was going to be damage control rather than helping them. It wasn’t likely. But given Mrs. Watanabe’s reaction something very unlikely had just gone down.

My heart froze in my chest a little as the elevator opened up its doors on the lobby to reveal a small crowd. A dozen panicked looking escorts around an angry and flustered looking Himeko. That was even more of a red flag than usual, given how good a face she’d been trying to put on in front of the Watanabes. There was making a bunch of subtle hints to suggest how dissatisfied she really was, and then there was this. Something had truly upset Himeko to get her to drop her mask like that.

Hiro dove in, looking both worried and relieved. “Himeko- “ he began.

She interrupted him instantly. “What is your brother doing, swooping in and taking Eiko out on a date?”
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Hiro just stared at her for a moment. Then he broke out into laughter. “He did what?” he asked incredulously.

“Ran down here, spoke about three words to Eiko, practically yanked her into the sportscar the valet had just delivered, and then sped off while tossing out ‘I’m borrowing Eiko for a date, bye’ over his shoulder,” Himeko looked incensed. “Hiro, what is your brother doing?”

“Saving my ass,” Hiro grinned openly.

We both looked at him incredulously. And I don’t think the crowd around us was much less constrained. They tried to be, tried to pretend they weren’t listening in, but I could feel their reaction too.

Hiro coughed softly and composed himself. When he spoke again, the mask was back up. “My mother just decided to visit-” he began, noticeably more calmly.

Himeko didn’t say anything, but I could clearly read the oh shit! in her expression before she quickly put her own mask back up.

“-and check up upon the hotel and our behaviour. Jinpachi apparently has decided to have some fun. Or maybe just force her to reconsider her perspective.”

“How so?” Himeko prompted with clearly forced calmness.

“Well,” Hiro couldn’t keep a small smile off his face. “Instead of trying to take it slowly and reasonably with a beautiful heiress, I could just be a flashy fool who used his wealth and position to have fun with random hotties. I don’t want to knock Eiko, she’s amazing in her own ways, but she does help put you in perspective. Mother can complain all she wants, but even by her most exacting and ridiculous standards you’ve got a lot more she’d value than Eiko does.”

Himeko’s expression was neutral. But she gave off an aura of ‘be careful what you say next’, obviously feeling a little defensive of Eiko.

“Which might be Jinpachi’s other point,” Hiro continued a little too quickly. “That those standards are bull- nonsense in the first place. That ‘why shouldn’t he be interested in someone as amazing and beautiful as Eiko?’ rather than trying to marry within his class.”

Nice recovery, I thought to myself. A lot better than mine would have been.

“Mostly I think it was just spur of the moment though,” Hiro finished a little more gently. “She was the first, logical candidate he could reach without taking any real risks or hurting someone. He’d have needed to chance some unknown single from the hotel otherwise. And that could have gotten messy, maybe even into some sort of psychological drama territory. But with Eiko they can zoom off, laugh about it, and maybe have some fun together without anyone misinterpreting it. Except maybe mother.”

Himeko looked at him for a good ten seconds and then let out a long breath. “I can see that,” she admitted in a surprisingly reasonable tone. “I suspect it will be a little more serious than that, if your brother did that much then Eiko’s going to egg him on to take her out for a fun time. But I suppose I was overreacting. For a moment there I was worried either something was really wrong or your brother was making a big move on her. And not knowing which of those directions to go was really throwing me off.”

“How could it not?” Hiro returned with a smile. “I’d have felt much the same thing if Eiko had done it to Jinpachi. And he’s my big brother, I have a lot more faith in his ability to handle things like that!”

“Uh, should we be worried about the age difference here?” I inserted tentatively.

Aoth, do I feel a hypocrite saying that! I writhed a little inside after speaking up. I supposed it was inevitable though. I still had mixed feelings about my mental age gap if I ever went out with someone. I was slowly coming to the conclusion that it wasn’t a big concern anymore (anymore, I hasten to add. Back when my body had been fifteen that was another story.) but there were still a half dozen caveats and reasons attached to that. Even assuming I was right, and that was a big assumption, I wasn’t sure how many of those applied to an Eiko/Jinpachi pairing.

“No,” Hiro answered. “He’s not going to take this seriously Mamoru.”

“Well…” for once Himeko hesitated a moment. “Probably not.”

“Himeko, you know Jinpachi better than that,” Hiro was mildly disapproving. “He’s only twenty-five. He’s not interested in a nineteen-year-old.”

Huh, he’s younger than I thought, I noted briefly. I’d have estimated Jinpachi a year or two older than that back when I’d first seen him. But that was probably what they’d been trying to accomplish back at the party, make him look a little more mature.

“And you know Eiko,” Himeko countered, a mix of emotions faintly discernable in her voice despite her best efforts. Amusement and nervous worry mostly. “Would you put it past her to suggest something dramatic and dirty? Like taking a picture of themselves posing together in a bed in a love hotel with their clothes strewn about the room?”

That gave us pause. “That does sound like her,” I murmured softly. It was a little bit of a stretch, that was a little bit more involved and contrived than I’d have expected with Eiko, but it did fit in with her sense of humor.

“And if they’re already going that far, are you absolutely certain they wouldn’t decide to…” Himeko couldn’t quite finish the question, struggling to find words that both felt right and weren’t a little too rude or insulting to either party.

“No, I’m sure my brother wouldn’t do that,” Hiro responded promptly. It would have been slightly more reassuring if something in his tone hadn’t suggested he was mostly saying that for the remaining watchers. It was subtle, but his expression and voice indicated there was a seed of doubt there.

“Right,” Himeko agreed with forced certainty.

“Right.”

Yeah, that’s not awkward at all, I noted, trying to keep my face straight. I also tried to ignore the faint twinge of jealousy in my gut. Not just towards Himeko and Hiro, but also towards the thought of Jinpachi and Eiko. It was entirely stupid, but there was a hint of greedy desire in there as well.

Himeko shook herself a little and then bowed. “I’m sorry Hiro, I shouldn’t be taking up so much of your time and disturbing you with such slanderous doubts about your brother.”

Hiro looked momentarily confused and bowed back. “No, it’s fine. You have every right to worry about your friend.”

“But this is their business,” Himeko continued. “And I really shouldn’t be interrupting you at such a time, not over something as non-urgent and trivial as this.”

She paired that with a significant glance towards Hiro, towards both of us really.

It took me a moment to get it. But when I did, I had to wince. She wasn’t looking at us, she was looking at our clothes. Right, right. Appearances. We were both still a little sweaty and dishevelled after the rooftop workout. Hiro even more so than I. And now we were both in public and the lobby of the hotel.

“No, I apologize,” Hiro replied, having to restrain himself from awkwardly bowing again. “You are right, the level of trouble is nowhere near bad enough for me to justify this rudeness.”

“I wouldn’t say that.”

“I would. You deserve only the best. And so do the hotel guests and the Watanabe family. I’ll go change and clean up.”

It was almost startling to realize Eiko wasn’t there to insert some unwanted commentary, especially given how mawkish that was. It seemed ripe for something like “Himeko should join you” or “oh, I thought you two wanted it dirty?” The fact that I’m running those lines through my head says an awful lot about the both of us, I thought with a mixture of amusement and sourness.

***

Despite those less than auspicious events, I did not just retreat to my room and cower in there the rest of the day. Don’t get me wrong, I was tempted. And I still went back to my room first. But I was a little too distracted. Not just by concern for Eiko, as stupid as that was, but out of worry for Himeko as well. Some of what Hiro had let slip out… I couldn’t focus on the spirits with that hanging over my head. Not if Himeko was without her strongest protector.

So, after an hour of bathing and debating with myself, I gave in and phoned Hiro.

“Hello Mamoru,” he replied smoothly. “This is unusual.”

“Yeah, well, I figured I’d better get this taken care of,” I replied a little grumpily. “What’s that you said earlier about someone watching Himeko?”

Even over the phone I could feel Hiro stiffen and freeze.

“Hiro?” I asked after a few moments.

Hiro finally sighed. “I’m sorry Mamoru,” he replied politely, “I did not want to disrupt your trip with this. Before you get angry at me, please keep in mind I knew you’d worry and obsess about this a little. And I do not actually know there is anything to worry about. As a man in charge of the hotel it seemed irresponsible for me to burden you with things that we should have been taking care of if they even existed.”

“Alright, I can see that,” I admitted. After all, he was right. Give me yet another thing to focus my paranoia on and I’d inevitably take it. And something like this was guaranteed to gnaw at me for the whole of the trip. Both as an overseer of the hotel and a friend that was something Hiro wanted to avoid.

However. “Is Himeko at risk?”

“I do not know,” Hiro admitted, a hint of sourness in his voice. “And that’s what is really bugging me. The signs are all too subtle, and all too indicative of Himeko, to be sure.”

I frowned a little. “What do you mean by that?”

“Mamoru, when hasn’t Himeko drawn stares wherever she goes?”

Okay, walked right into that one. “Ah. Right.”

I could almost hear a shrug in his voice. “It’s inevitable. She’s an incredibly beautiful young woman whose poise and behaviour only makes her more desirable but yet unobtainable. It’s perfectly natural that some people are going to linger a few moments, stop and stare, or even be rude and snap the occasional picture. As much as I dislike it, I can’t go around calling the police on everyone who looks at her for more than a second.”

Yeah. That is a problem. Figuring out when admiration and natural impulse had gone over to something unhealthy and darker was always an issue when it came to Himeko. I thought of all the times something had flashed through my head or my gaze had lingered a little too long, especially in the early days, and wondered how it would have looked like to an outside observer. Especially a paranoid one like myself.

“We’ve seen some worrying indications that someone is a little more serious, or that something more organized is up,” Hiro sounded slightly frustrated. “But I can’t say that we know that. This could all still be coincidence. Or even worse, people feeling like it’s safer or more justified to stare since there are so many people around her.”

I frowned slightly. “How’s that worse?”

“Because in that case the Watanabe family is empowering and encouraging it,” Hiro replied sadly. “People are feeling it’s alright to stare because we’re the ones making a spectacle out of her.”

“Ah.” I wasn’t sure what to say. When he put it like that it was obvious he was right. I might not have openly stared at a pretty girl just walking down the street, but I’d probably have looked a lot longer if that same girl was surrounded by half a dozen bodyguards. Most of that would have been just to stare at the scene, wonder what was going on. But I’d have been a lot slower about averting my gaze from the girl in the process, using the excuse ‘I’m just looking at the bodyguards’ to cover up staring at her a little longer. And that was me. Take a particularly horny but harmless guy a few years younger than me and they’d just stare until she was out of sight.

Hiro might have been overstating the matter slightly, and I strongly suspected he felt it even more deeply than he was letting on, but I was still certain Hiro was more correct than I usually was under these sorts of circumstances! That made it hard to make any sort of comforting response.

“This might be more of the usual,” Hiro continued. “And that with all the pressure they’re under, and unfamiliarity with the situation, Himeko’s more responsible escorts are jumping at shadows.”

In other words: you and all your relatives have them all worked up with conflicting desires and demands. I thought a little more cynically. I didn’t like including Hiro in that mix, his instructions were probably the sanest and most sensible of the bunch. But I suspected he was also the outlier, and that just made everyone even more uncomfortable.

“But I’ve got a nasty suspicion that it’s not,” Hiro finished. “That someone really is watching Himeko.”

“Shouldn’t you tell her?”

Hiro sighed. “I wanted a little more certainty and knowledge before I did so. If I just blurted this out with so little evidence it would seem like I was just letting things get to me and coming off as an overprotective boyfriend. And I wouldn’t be able to argue that. Even if someone is watching her it could just be even more of my relatives thinking they’re being subtle and doing it from a distance. There are a dozen similar explanations out there and I don’t want to burden Himeko or embarrass myself without a little more proof.”

“Okay, I see your point there,” I admitted, drumming my fingers against the room’s desk. This really was kind of borderline, and he really did seem like he’d come off as more overprotective than wise if he spoke up without a little more than this. And that was just to Himeko. If he was wrong, and made a fuss about it, his relatives would just use it as an excuse to act up even more. Actually, that was optimistic. Never mind if he was wrong, they’d do it if they just thought he was wrong. And they were unlikely to give him anything at this point. Hell, I was only taking him this seriously since I’d been the one to approach him about it. If he’d come to me, and this was his level of proof and knowledge, I’d have been gently telling him to relax and calm down.

“Mamoru, I hate to ask this, but can you… help?”

For a moment the portentous hesitation and extra emphasis on the word threw me. Then I realized he was probably being watched, at least to some degree, too. Maybe not directly, not like they were getting a transcript of everything, but I wouldn’t have been surprised if someone was quietly eavesdropping. He couldn’t ask for magical help directly.

“I’ll… look into it,” I answered uneasily. “I wouldn’t expect any great results though.”

“I’ll take any help I can get,” Hiro affirmed. “And there might not be any great results to acquire. But the last thing I want to do is take any chances with Himeko’s safety.”

“Alright. Is there anything else?”

“No, I guess that’s it for now.”

“Okay. I hope to see you for dinner. Hopefully one of us has better news by then. Goodbye.”

“Goodbye,” I replied. Once the beep singled the call had ended, I sighed I turned back to the room. “This won’t end well,” I muttered to myself.

I was right. I tried a mix of scrying and divination again, just in case it really was that simple, but soon ran into problems. My setup was less than optimum to begin with, using a barely workable scrying bowl (the one that had held my lunch a few hours ago) in a hastily sketched circle on the floor of my room’s bathroom with chalk (I’d run out of magicians ink with my repeated spirit summonings), and I couldn’t find anything concrete.

Don’t get me wrong, I could find plenty of stuff. But it was just as Hiro had said; wherever Himeko went she attracted attention. My first attempt, trying to discover people watching her, turned up plenty of people. None of them seemed suspicious though, just other guests, beachgoers, and a few of her escorts; who were attracted by the beautiful young lady who was the real-life model of the hotel they were going to! After nearly three dozen examples of that, hoping in vain that it really wasn’t just a needle in a haystack, I finally gave it up as a bad idea.

My second attempt seemed a little smarter, I tried to detect people who were feeling any hostility towards Himeko. Unfortunately, that just turned up a lot of girlfriends, relatives, and would-be significant others of people in the first category! Most of them weren’t homicidal, or even that pissed off, but my somewhat insensitive divination turned up plenty of people who were holding a minor grudge against Himeko for various reasons.

I gave that one up in disgust a little after the dozenth failure. It wasn’t even that bright an idea in the first place, I realized in hindsight. There’s no guarantee that anyone after her is feeling any hostility. This might just be some purely professional observation.

Granted, I suspected that even professionals likely fell into category two most of the time. I doubted they could watch Himeko for too long without feeling some level of resentment for her, be it for her beauty, success, or wealth. Probably not much, but probably enough to trigger the spell based on what I was already getting. Still, it wasn’t something I should have been betting anyone’s life on.

I made a mental note to try again later, at some point where Himeko wasn’t in so public a setting, but doubted I was going to turn up anything. Chances were, if she was being observed by someone (in addition to all the Watanabe family watchers) they weren’t going to be doing anything so risky. Not when her regular activities provided such great opportunities. It was worth trying, making sure I crossed it off the list, but even her Watanabe escorts and hotel security should have picked something up if someone was trying it without the cover of the crowds.

I toyed around with trying something more advanced, but eventually I decided it wasn’t worth it. I just didn’t have the skills or equipment necessary to pull it off, not without a lot more prep work or practice. And that was ignoring the fact I was trying it so far away from home! The more advanced stuff… well, it probably would have left a mark on my hotel room. And I obviously wanted to avoid that more than ever this time! And that was ignoring the fact I might be under direct observation. Or, even if I wasn’t, they were going to put me under some once I started warming up to do something that advanced! Seriously, the sort of spells I would have felt confident in giving me good results would have taken a few hours of casting. Hours of funny lights and uncomfortable feelings leaking out around my room. Again, under normal circumstances I might be able to get away with it. But when elements of the Watanabe family were deliberately hostile to anything Himeko related, someone was practically guaranteed to notice that and start taking an interest.

And all that for something that none of us know is actually real, I thought to myself a little sourly. I’d hate to go through all that, take all those risks and spend all that mana, just for it to turn out to be nothing. Aoth, I can see why Hiro didn’t want to mention it to us. Now I’m going to be trying to think up a ‘clever’ way to do it for the rest of the trip.

My mind was already awhirl with a couple of possibilities. Talking to the spirits, trying to bodge together some equipment, seeing if I could combine some divination along with internet searches or security footage. All of it was at least technically possible (and some of it was quite interesting!) but none of it seemed like a practical solution.

Fortunately, before I could get too caught up in that loop, dinner rolled around and I made an effort to go eat with my friends.

***

We were eating in a private dining room the hotel provided. Normally that would have been a little more intimate, but I wasn’t sure Hiro should have bothered this time. For one thing, the Watanabe escorts couldn’t stop following us. They did pare themselves down a little, only a half dozen lined the walls, but they stood out a little more under the circumstances. At least in the main dining space they could have quietly taken up seats at other tables and tried to blend in a little more.

Even more disconcertingly, we were using a table for five this time. Jinpachi and Eiko had just returned from their whirlwind trip out and deliberately joined us, laughing and holding hands.

Okay, I thought through a roil of emotions. Do I believe this, or is it just them trolling us?

Since that ‘us’ also included a bunch of uncomfortable watchers it seemed like a strong possibility. On the other hand, the energy and happiness the pair put out suggested a young couple in love with each other. And the tricky thing was… I could sort of see it. I didn’t know Watanabe Jinpachi all that well, apart from meeting him at the ball the other year and a couple of moments in passing we hadn’t interreacted at all. But that was enough to give me some basic impressions, and what I had gotten from Hiro didn’t contradict that.

Jinpachi was similar to Hiro and Himeko, but he was also significantly more fed up with the whole ‘society’ dance and the rules they tried to impose. He was still responsible enough not to ignore them randomly, he wasn’t going to defiantly act out just for the sake of acting out. But he revelled in the excuse and chance when it came up, and did actively look for it on occasion. I got the impression of someone like Hiro or Himeko that had a much more secure position thanks to the combination of his gender and birth order. And after a few more years of getting more and more annoyed with everything, and not having anything in particular to force him to keep in line now that his brother was in university, he was ready to break a few rules and flick society in its sensitive bits. Live a little and make sure others realized that suffering just because someone said you should was ridiculous.

That was all highly speculative, to say the least.  If I hadn’t heard a fair amount of that from his brother (and I was still reading between the lines to get that interpretation out of it!) I certainly wouldn’t have made that jump.  But from what I had seen, it all held together.  And a guy like that taking an opportunity to hook up with Eiko?  That didn’t seem so impossible to me.

Himeko and Hiro were doing their best to ignore it. But even their mutual joy at spending some time together was distracted by the presence of the other ‘couple’ at the table.

Just to make matters a little more awkward, the food was a little… off somehow. I couldn’t complain! Don’t get me wrong, this was far superior to my usual meals. But compared to Meiko standards (and probably Watanabe ones as well) it felt a little wrong. Not bad per se, but if you were cooking it and your soup or curry tasted that way you’d probably frown and think about how to alter it. You might not do it, you might well think “well, close enough. I don’t want to ruin everything by trying too hard and adding even more stuff to this” but your first impression would still be “it’s not quite right.”

Assuming that’s not just me being weird about something. Blaming the food for the odd attitude around the table.

Eiko laughed at something Jinpachi said and clung to him a little.

That’s another factor, I noted with a thoughtful frown. Jinpachi wasn’t as muscular as his brother, Hiro was a bit more dedicated in that respect, but he was built along similar lines and he wasn’t ignoring his workouts either. He was closer to Himeko than Eiko in his intensity and dedication, but that still put him ahead of the average guy. And that lack of bulk made him look a significantly smoother than his younger brother. He was still broad-shouldered, but more ‘leading man’ than ‘professional athlete’ like his brother. All in all, I could easily see that appealing to Eiko.

As Jinpachi and Eiko got into a description of what they’d been up to I listened with half an ear while carefully examining my own emotions. Am I jealous? I asked myself thoughtfully as they talked about driving with the top down.

Eiko made the requisite crack about it being the car’s top that was down. Not hers.

I rolled my eyes while Hiro and Himeko laughed in a slightly brittle way. But I did note how both Jinpachi and Eiko were enjoying needling them a bit.

No, not really, I finally concluded. There’s definitely a little of that there. And it’s hard to be sure one way or the other when I’m not certain how serious that pair are. But… there’s a hint of relief there as well. If Eiko had suggested we be the ones putting on an act to keep the Watanabe’s off balance, playing at being a couple and being a little naughty… oof. Yeah, I hate to say it, but I think I prefer this option.

I mean, I wasn’t enjoying watching this. Being the single guy at a table of amazing couples kind of grated. But compared to the thought of that… of Eiko acting up and giving me blue balls as my hormones suggested naughty things all the time, all of it necessary for the act so I couldn’t even get angry at her. Fighting the temptation to give in all the while, because the emotional damage that would result from that one if we did give in…

I wonder if I should write Jinpachi a thank you card? I thought. It was a stupid idea, but not completely without merit.

“So, what’s the plan for tomorrow?” Hiro asked reasonably. He was probably the least disconcerted of us three, but some of that was the degree of confidence it was just an act.

“Well, I was going to get take Eiko for a spin out to Lake Akan. It’s a longer drive, but we’ll have time.” Jinpachi answered, his eyes alight with humor.

“It’s a very pleasant site,” Himeko noted politely, “we went there last year.”

“That’s true,” for once my brain kicked in quickly. “Hey, wait a second! You’re not just going there to see the marimo balls again, are you?”

Eiko blushed a little.

Himeko looked mildly surprised and even Hiro looked startled. “Well,” Himeko said with carefully moderated neutrality, “that is a very thoughtful and considerate date. Thank you for your wisdom, Jinpachi-san.” She was obviously a little worried that was more ‘considerate suitor’ than ‘brash acting.’

Jinpachi’s return smile was amused but gentle. “You’re allowed to be more casual with me, Himeko-san. Our mother and half our relatives might have still be dazed and staggering under the idea you chose Hiro, but I’m not. I accepted you’d probably end up my sister-in-law months ago, when you didn’t run away screaming from all the stupidity our families are trying to put you through. You can drop the honorifics.”

Himeko blushed a little. Not that I could blame her, apart from Eiko and Hiro it was probably the first time someone had put it as plainly as that. “Only in private,” she demurred.

“And public for all I care,” Jinpachi said plainly. “The older idiots can go choke on it, the sooner they get used to the idea the better.”

“I don’t want to cause you any trouble.”

“What trouble? Only half the family is throwing up roadblocks. The other half will be willing to do somersaults when they hear you’ve implied a closer relationship between the Meikos and the Watanabes. They’ll argue with the first half in support of you and hopefully you two can go about your business while they’re all screaming at each other over such trivial things.”

I coughed a little and turned to the side. On one hand that seemed clever. On the other hand, deliberately saying it in front of spies for said factions… I can’t decide if that’s genius or just stirring the pot, I thought while sneaking a peak at some of the people lining the walls. I couldn’t quite make the details of their reactions from this far away, but they were definitely startled out of their professional stillness. Jinpachi could be playing a deep game here, or he could just be causing trouble. Either way, it only makes a relationship with Eiko more believable. Especially since for once someone had managed to deflect Himeko off her original topic.

“So, how long do you think you’ll be gone?” Hiro asked a little nervously.

“Most of the day,” this time his brother was a little apologetic. “Sorry brother, I hate to leave so much of the hotel to you.”

“So desu ne,” Hiro replied, shrugging a little. He was obviously suppressing a little unhappiness, but not too much.

Jinpachi smiled. “Don’t worry, I wasn’t going to take you away from Himeko for half a day without compensation. I had an idea to make it up to you. There’s a concert in town tomorrow night. Why don’t you and Himeko join us there? And you too Mamoru?” He added as an aside.

Eh, I’m grateful to be included, I thought with a mental shrug. I wasn’t so sure I was grateful for the opportunity, especially when a few words later they revealed it was a rock concert, but something in Himeko and Hiro’s posture suggested they’d be grateful for a friendly buffer to be along. So I agreed.

“Great!”

“Are you sure you’re up for this Mamoru?” Himeko asked. Her voice was calm and almost bored. There was a hint more uncertainty in her eyes though.

I shrugged physically this time. “I should broaden my horizons a little. I’ve never been to one of these before, it’s time to give it a try. Who knows? I might end up loving it.”

“That’s the spirit,” Jinpachi noted cheerfully.

Meanwhile I looked directly at Hiro and nodded slightly to show I was remembering his words from the other day. “It’s probably not for me,” I continued. “But I won’t know that for sure until I sample it. Besides, I’d rather have gone to at least one rock concert in my life.” I figured there was practically no chance I’d like it. But I really did think it was worth a shot. And this way I’d be helping out some friends, and I figured the loud music would be an excellent way to distract myself from all the social awkwardness. And if it went as I suspected it would; loud, awkward, and unpleasant for me, I’d still have plenty of vacation time to relax and recover from it. All in all, it probably was the perfect opportunity.

Eiko smirked. “Plus, you’ll have the perfect weapon to use against people in the future. You can bring it up whenever you want to throw someone off or prove that they don’t know you, just say you’ve been to a rock concert.”

Despite himself, Hiro was shocked into snorting in amusement. He briefly turned his head to recompose himself, but when he turned back he was still sparkling a little. “Sorry Mamoru,” he apologized, “but she does have a point. It’s kind of hard to see you going to a rock concert, especially for a group named Deep Demon.”

It was hard to be insulted when it was the truth. Especially when it was a safer topic than anything else around the table! “Yeah,” I agreed, smiling ruefully, “but how bad could it really be?”

  

    
        Earth Isekai Chapter 185: Forward Momentum

    
    
    
    
  Earth Isekai Chapter 185: Forward Momentum


“What happened to you?” Turushino asked, I could feel he was frowning a little even underneath his mask.

“Went to a rock concert,” I answered, trying not to sway a little.

“What, really?” though we’d only known each other a short while, even he was surprised by that!

“Yes. It was… educational.”

I mentally snorted at that line, but not for the reason you might have thought. Bio classes from a shaman, practical sociology courses trying to deal with all my friends and the Watanabe family, and now comparative energy courses in the evening. I’m spending more time studying on vacation then I did in university!

The rock concert had proven surprisingly fascinating, but not in any way I’d expected. I’d mostly been wondering if I might actually enjoy it while simultaneously fretting I might have to deal with something, that a group called Deep Demon really was connected to something supernaturally nasty. I hadn’t really expected that, but given how chaotic my life had been recently I hadn’t quite been able to shake the thought off either. I’d not been as terrified and stressed as I’d have been if I’d actually expected to run into something there, would need to dodge Jinpachi and any Watanabe watchers, and then quietly deal with a soul-sucking entity of some sort (i.e. I’d have been a complete basket case). But I’d definitely been a little jumpy. Still, that twisted attitude had distracted from the ‘what is going on with Eiko and Jinpachi?’ worry so I hadn’t spent as much time chastising myself as I normally would have.

Instead, I’d gotten another wake up call about how much I didn’t know. The concert itself had been fine. Kind of fun in a ‘not for me, but once is a nice novelty’ kind of way but obviously not something I was going to make a habit of. I could appreciate Deep Demon’s skill, and I didn’t hate their music, but it wasn’t to my taste.

But the energy of the place, that was a different story.

I’d had some previous experience with how music could create power via the Choral Club, and was definitely going to be following up on that for some time, but Deep Demon’s live performance had added a few new wrinkles to it all. They’d raised a little power too. It hadn’t been nearly as much as the Choral Club’s to start, and it hadn’t seemed quite as sophisticated. But I wasn’t sure I wanted to bet on that, because I’d only gotten a quick glimpse before the audience had quickly started adding to the matrix in a way that hadn’t happened back then. Deep Demon’s dedicated fanbase and their energetic enthusiasm had created a much wilder and… well, I was still trying to figure out the words to describe it. ‘Wilder energy mix’ would have to do for now.

I also have to think about other points, like the greater amount of free-floating mana around here, I thought to myself, still considering factors nearly twelve hours later. I’d feverishly written out pages of notes and questions before finally going to bed last night. I didn’t think that was a major part of things, not with both concerts being so deep in the city, but I wouldn’t have been surprised to find out it was a factor.

I was tempted to bring it up with Turushino after that opening. I suspected that a shaman, who was more familiar with mixed energies and multiple being workings, probably would have had some interesting perspectives and clues to give me. I wasn’t going to discuss that with him today though, we were already working on enough other new topics.

Turushino gave me a few moments, becoming used to my weirdness, before speaking up again. “This… collector of yours-“

“Not mine,” I corrected instantly. “The concepts are ancient.”

The masked man nodded. “This collector… I’m not sure what to make of it.”

Turushino had a primitive collector in front of him, one several generations removed from the ones I was working with at the hotel. It was like he was working with acids in glass jars while I had a modern car battery. However, such a thing still provided power. And while I’d guided the shaman through the construction of his first collector, this one he’d made entirely on his own.

“In what way?” I asked politely.

“This… this could change things,” the shaman admitted. “This could change almost everything. We’ve stored power in talismans before. But those we based around a specific spell, preparing half of it so we could cast later.”

I knew it! I crowed mentally. I’d long suspected that was the origin of some legends and practices.

“But this is raw power, ready for use. It feels… unnatural.”

“So are roads and clothes,” I replied, trying to keep any smugness out of my voice, “but we use them anyway.”

Even through a mask, Turushino’s look suggested I hadn’t fully succeeded.

I sighed out loud this time. “My apologies, that was a little too glib. And you’re not entirely wrong. I think your real objection isn’t that it’s unnatural, but that it could be harmful if handled wrong. And that’s a pretty fair point. It’s easy to dismiss individual collectors as harmless, especially if it’s only one or two. But if you use them carelessly and put them everywhere then suddenly things start changing.”

Turushino nodded firmly. “Yes, I can see that.”

“That’s one of the reasons I wanted more spirit knowledge,” I admitted. This was part of the trade I’d made with him. Politeness and gratitude only took me so far, he hadn’t been going to part with so much sacred knowledge if I wasn’t going to give something precious to me in turn. So I’d tried to be cunning, give a little knowledge of collectors, and hoped I could quietly parley that into knowledge about some related subjects as well.

“A couple of these aren’t going to do any harm unless you’re deliberately trying to use them to hurt something. And even then it would be awkward and difficult, it wouldn’t work on most targets and you’d have to be pretty clever in how you handled the mechanics of it.”

It wasn’t impossible, but you’d basically need to find a being that was dependant on a fairly consistent mana supply, couldn’t relocate, either couldn’t sense what you were doing or couldn’t fight back, and then carefully coordinate to switch out the collectors as they filled up in order to starve the being out. Basically: you’d need to trap a giant squid in a relatively small lake and then bail said lake out with buckets until there was too little water to keep the squid alive. Not impossible. Even clever under some really strange conditions. But pretty unlikely and impractical.

“But put a couple of these everywhere, with no thought to how you’re doing it, and then up their potency level a couple of generations and you can really do some damage,” I continued, letting Turushino knew I took his concerns seriously. “In the best-case scenario, you’d hurt a lot of things and cause plenty of collateral disruption. And the worst possibilities don’t even bear thinking about. That’s why looking at proper geomancy and sustainability are key if you want to take this to its ultimate level.”

Turushino shook his head, obviously amused. “I never thought I’d see the day when a youngster was lecturing me on the ecology of magic use.”

“Hah!” I let out a bark of laugher. “We’re a long way from that! But I’ve seen how stupid humanity is, I figure this time it’s best we put in the good habits from the start so we don’t have to uproot and redo things later on.”

“You mean ‘dither and fail to redo things later on’ don’t you?” Turushino asked sarcastically.

I rolled my eyes and nodded. Gods. Roads, garbage, electricity, the internet… when haven’t we kept doing things the old way for way too long when we should have sucked it up and changed either the equipment or the process? Some days I think half of Japan’s current advantage is how often earthquakes and fire wiped stuff out, leaving the rubble clear to just put the new stuff in. Until humanity is forced to change we usually keep finding excuses. It was one of the few things I could acknowledge and accept about the isekai genre. Part of the reason the protagonists usually succeeded was because they skipped over the intervening steps and usually went to a much more practical, if not outright perfected, solution to whatever they were introducing. And even when they didn’t they usually managed to move past the intervening steps before habits could take root. Sometimes it was unrealistic, a clear part of a power fantasy, but they knew better than to mess around with all the intervening steps if they didn’t have to. Thus they avoided getting their new world stuck on them and refusing to move on.

So, appropriately, I was trying to do the same thing on Earth as best I was able. I doubted it would work so well as in fiction. Just for starters, I was beginning to realize I didn’t have anywhere near a ‘perfected’ infrastructure. Not even in theory. Between new developments I could introduce based on Earth technology and concepts, and the completely different mana levels and environmental obstacles when compared to Avalon’s based designs, I figured (hoped) the collectors I was placing at the hotel were going to end up being proportionately further behind the curve than they were compared to the collectors Turushino was making for himself today. Granted, I wasn’t expecting anything that advanced until I was eighty or ninety. But I was kind of expecting it. I just hoped I could A) put in good mana infrastructure and habits in before I was that old. But also B) set it up so that humanity could change and upgrade everything without making a fuss.

Probably a pipe dream. But I can hope, right?

“In any case, it’s probably easiest to think of it in terms of water,” I continued, violating my usual habit of comparing mana with electricity. “I’m sure you’re familiar with geomancy in some form? Possibly by another term?”

The shaman nodded. “We don’t do it on a major scale anymore,” he admitted, “but our ancestors used to. These days the modern world disrupts the flow of mana.”

“Tell me about it,” I muttered under my breath. To be fair, it probably disrupted it less than we thought. I suspected Turushino was overromanticizing how much his ancestors managed (a common problem amongst all of humanity) and I probably blamed the modern world for too many things that just amounted to Earth being mana weak compared to Avalon. But it was still a big issue.

I shook off the temptation to commiserate some more, perversely overjoyed to finally find someone else who got it. “Anyway,” I continued. “That’s like water ways, dams, and lakes. It controls, optimizes, and maximizes the flow of water. It does a great job, and handles massive amounts, but is ultimately dependant on nature.”

Turushino nodded again. “We still use the places of power for our greater magics. And the tales of what our ancestors could do back in the days when the greatest of them were undisturbed are astonishing.”

“I’d take those tales with a grain of salt,” I replied. I hastily added, “unless they come from the spirits themselves, then it’s a firsthand account. But usually they get distorted over time, those who don’t understand what was going on or how will accidentally change things over the years. It doesn’t make the original works less impressive, but it’s still easier to boost the power of an already existing storm into a typhoon rather than conjuring one out of nothing.”

Turushino inclined his head grudgingly, acknowledging the point, and I hastily moved on before my big mouth (and subtly bigger ego) could get me into any more trouble.

“Anyway. Collectors can be used as part of a proper artificial network of reservoirs, reserves, and practically a modern waterworks. It doesn’t carry much, not when you compare it to all the water of the world. But what you can do with what you have when it’s simply on tap is amazing.”

“And corrupting,” Turushino noted skeptically. “Think of how few people properly respect all the water they have and what goes into it. Or electricity. I shudder to think of doing that for magic.”

I wish I could argue that one. But I can’t. Not really. Not after seeing what happened with the Mages Guild back on Avalon. And that had been a reasonably good outcome! Far from ideal, and probably getting worse as time went on, but not the total shit storm it could have been. They’d monopolized things and been a little too corrupt and incompetent for comfort, with a slow downwards trend from what I could tell. But they hadn’t (yet) been actively evil, and had wanted to preserve Avalon and mana resources, even if it was only for their own comfort and power. Which puts them above way too many shortsighted companies on Earth today.

I skirted around that issue since I didn’t have any particularly good solutions yet. I did have some ideas, a list of things both necessary and to be avoided at almost all costs, but they were going to depend an awful lot on what actually happened and what conditions arose.

“I’d be more worried about the environmental effects,” I continued, trying to focus Turushino’s attention on that. “That’s the other reason for the water analogy. You might not be able to take all the water of the world. But if you took all the freshwater, or even a majority of it, and didn’t leave adequate support for the natural world, you’d soon have a disaster on your hands.”

Turushino winced, at the thought. “It would never work,” he declared firmly. “The spirits would riot.”

I made an ‘iffy’ motion with my hand. “Maybe. The really powerful ones usually aren’t too dependant on mana. And they’d be the last effected. But there are a lot of factors involved, and even I know spirit psychology is hugely different and varied when compared to humanity.”

Turushino nodded. “Some would need to be placated before they’d tolerate even one of these,” he gestured at the primitive collector beside us, “in their territory.”

Good to know, I noted mentally, making sure to account for it in my future expansion plans. It wasn’t a surprise, that had happened around Avalon too. Mostly we’d gotten around it by tapping the areas around their territories, an easier exercise with the less restricted flow of mana on Avalon. That probably wouldn’t be an option here.

“Anyway,” I continued out loud, focusing on Turushino’s lessons, hoping to learn a little more from him in turn. “This has a lot of potential as a baseline. But there are a lot more advanced collectors out there.”

“Are they actually advanced,” the shaman asked shrewdly, “or just bigger?”

I nodded, grateful for the setup. “Yes, good question! The answer is both. They are more advanced, working more efficiently and  reaching wider for their size. But part of their power just comes from being scaled up. But we started with this one for a reason. It’s easy for you to build, and you can use it as a good base to adapt a type of collector which works better for your needs and the conditions you face…”

***

All in all, I reflected as I walked back to the hotel, a pretty successful trip. I’d advanced Turushino’s understanding of collectors and picked up some interesting tidbits in turn. Some of that was deliberate knowledge sharing. Other pieces were things he’d let slip around the edges.

For example, I now had more knowledge of how shamans and some others gathered power to cast their spells on Earth. Turushino had simply assumed most of it was common knowledge and talked about it in regards to the new potential of the collectors. Those like him usually had to depend upon multiple sources and take in a lot of power over time to power their spells, reaching deep into the surrounding environment and drawing in the power over an hour or two if it was for something significant. That was an oversimplification of course, especially since their spirit allies usually helped in many ways and there could be a ton of environmental factors, but it was their baseline.

It wasn’t a fundamentally bad method, but it could be exhausting. It increased the problems for more powerful spells exponentially as you had to range wider and wider for enough mana while trying to maintain a difficult spell at the same time. It was like trying to stretch one hand to reach something further and further away while the other was trying to juggle chainsaws. And when you went too far… well, hopefully the chainsaws just clattered to the ground around you. But it was all too likely that at least some of them were coming down on your head.

I’d suspected something similar from comments those like Master Tai and Mika had made. The miko’s worry about what I’d been doing back in Kyoto seemed a lot more justified when you took that into account, she’d been overestimating the difficulty I’d faced and the consequences if I’d been too ambitious. It also helped explain why I hadn’t run into too many magic users in Tokyo. They needed a non-urban environment and more free-floating mana to power their spells. They could get around it in other ways, it turned out there were some interesting and powerful ways to use ofuda talismans, but most mana users preferred an environment where there was actually mana to use.

Wow, that was a pedantic comment, I thought to myself a little sarcastically. Or maybe a tautological one? Hmm, not quite I suppose. It’s always possible that mana users wouldn’t have preferred an environment with mana. Still, it’s awfully close and silly.

“Mamoru!”

I gratefully left that ridiculous side track behind as I heard Eiko hail me. Then I did a big double take as I saw Eiko calmly striding through the hotel in her swimsuit. It wasn’t her usual one, but an even brighter red bikini that had clearly given up support in favor of cutting away half the fabric. It wasn’t indecent, and I was pretty sure I could go out to the beach and find something worse without trying too hard, but it was a hell of step up for Eiko! What, is she trying to compete with Himeko now?

Eiko just took in my reaction and laughed. “I’ll take that as a vote of confidence,” she told me. “I’m just on my way to see Jin-kun, give him a preview for tomorrow. Make sure he knows his brother’s not going to be the only one with a hot girlfriend on the beach when we go out.”

A million thoughts rushed through my head. Jin-kun? Hot girlfriend? Was she serious? Was she teasing? In that case, who? Unfortunately, I couldn’t settle on any one of them. So after a moment, somewhat lamely, I just settled on “oh really?”

“Oh yeah,” Eiko smirked fiercely, “I can’t beat Himeko, but I can make sure everyone knows I won’t go down without a fight! No one’s ever going to accuse me of being Himeko’s ugly friend, or that Jin-kun’s settling.”

“I’m pretty sure that’s my role now,” I noted, more or less on autopilot. Thus losing, or wimping out on, the opportunity to follow up on that gratuitous Jin-kun comment.

She’s just milking it for any watchers. Right? Right?!

For better or worse, Eiko toned it down several steps. “Sorry Mam, wasn’t thinking. You know, we could always find you someone for a few days. I’m pretty sure girls would be lining up if they knew they could hang out with the Meiko heiress and two Watanabe heirs by being your date.”

“Thanks but no thanks,” I said instantly, too repulsed by the concept to even hesitate or get distracted. “I want no part of that!”

Eiko grinned a little. “Figured. That’s also why I figured it would be safe to ask. If you really were that depressed or pent up there’s still no way you’d cross the line. You might ask, but you wouldn’t force.”

“Who says I wouldn’t?” I countered irritably, perversely annoyed by the indirect compliment.

“Oh please! Your version of forcing would be ‘are you sure you wouldn’t-?’ You’d never try to blackmail or strongarm a girl into anything.”

“You don’t know me,” I muttered under my breath. But my heart wasn’t in it. Even I knew she was over ninety percent right. There was a little of that, and I could contrive plenty of edge cases where I might pressure a girl a little. Definitely to the point of being the slightly scummy sort of passive-aggressive if I was in a mood. But any sort of gross misconduct? No, I’d had too many years of fighting off the temptation to use magic to accomplish that. I wasn’t going to suddenly excuse forcing a girl to do something she didn’t want to simply because I was using words instead of sigils to do it.

“Uh huh,” Eiko didn’t bother to hide her amused skepticism. “Anyway, do what you want to do. That’s what we’re doing after all!”

With that she moved swiftly past me, presumably to track down Jinpachi. He was tag teaming a little with his brother, taking care of the hotel today while Hiro enjoyed some more time with Himeko.

I should probably see if there’s anything I can do to help there, I thought grudgingly as I made my way to my room. The pair were going to work hard tonight and make sure their schedules were cleared for some beach time tomorrow. Given that certain members of the Watanabe were apparently trying to throw some red tape and delays their way, anything to keep them too busy to socialize, that was a lot more of a chore than it should have been.

I stowed my more mystic supplies in my room and nodded firmly to myself. There was so much about their situation I didn’t understand, and I seriously worried I was getting myself in over my head, but I was confident whose side I was coming down on. With that in mind, I decided to head to Jinpachi’s office and offer my assistance.

Of course, I thought wryly as I took the elevator back down, it probably helps that this is going to be a two-minute interaction that’s mostly about moral support. I do want to make the offer. But the chances that there’s going to be anything there I can actually help with…

I came up to Jinpachi’s office just as he was laughing and seeing Eiko back out. I tried not to look too sharply at how close they were to each other. It would have been too easy for me to read too much into it, misinterpret the slightest thing out of paranoia and worry. It seemed a little too intimate for my tastes, but that was the whole point of it. They wouldn’t be fooling anyone if they never even touched and just robotically went ‘oh, you’re so sexy’ two meters away from each other.

“Mamoru-san,” Jinpachi greeted me as I came up. We were in a slightly odd position formality wise, especially with so many people looking to nitpick, but we were past family names.

“Hello Jinpachi-san,” I greeted a little awkwardly. I suddenly felt a surge of awkwardness as I realized ‘how the hell do I even say this?’ I decided to just brute force past it and squeezed out an awkward blurt before I could paralyze myself. “Do you need a hand with anything? Sorry to sound so stupid, but I know your family’s trying to block you and I figured I should offer with all that you and Hiro are doing for us.”

Jinpachi stared at me in mild surprise for a few moments, obviously not having expected anything like that. Then he smirked self-depreciatingly.

“Are they ever,” he replied, “I’ve got some of the dumbest and most petty demands I’ve ever seen on my desk. You can’t really do much about them though. They’re…”

He trailed off and paused, looking at me thoughtfully. “You’re good with numbers and maths, right?”

“Decently,” I replied modestly.

“I do have a stupid request for a little auditing,” Jinpachi replied. “Nothing major, basically just a double check of the numbers and the forms for our fees, licensing, and checkups. It’s meant to be maximum pain and delay with very little risk. Normally I’d pass it off to one of our people but I’m pretty sure they’ve been compromised. If I do that my family’s going to make them insert some sort of stupid mistake and call us in the middle of tomorrow’s beach time to interrupt us and make a fuss about it.”

“Oh,” I was surprised at this, but it didn’t take long for me to see the logic in it. If Jinpachi could cause trouble and consternation for the rest of his family by playing around with Eiko then of course they could do things like this back to him.

“If you’re really willing, it would probably be a big help if you could go through everything and see if there are any problems. Be careful, you will have to check it. I wouldn’t put it past them to have sent me a report with a mistake or two in it to start in order to make trouble.”

Well, I offered, I reflected. Besides, it wasn’t that different from one or two things I’d helped the Student Council with back in the day.

“If you think I can handle it,” I replied cautiously. “I am good with numbers. I’ve got some free time, I want to help, and that is the sort of thing that pisses me off a little.”

Jinpachi smiled a little at that last comment. “Good man. Here,” he paused and fetched me a hardcopy file. “Just compare the final numbers to the expenses, do the math, and see if you can’t spot any egregious errors. I’m not expecting miracles. But if you see that someone’s spent 6000 yen on mousetraps this month but invoiced us for 6000 dollars, that is the sort of thing you should point out.”

I nodded, repressing a more visceral reaction. I hope I haven’t gotten myself over my head, I thought nervously. The example he’d given sounded an awful lot like something he’d encountered personally instead of a random suggestion. The good news was that any actual errors or crimes were probably already known, had deliberately been left there to test us. That meant it wasn’t going to do any real harm if I failed. It was still pretty nerve wracking though.

“I’ll get on this right away.”

“Thank you, Mamoru-san, I really appreciate it.”

***

And thus my exciting summer vacation of beach accountancy comes to a close, I thought wryly as I completed one last double check of everything. I probably shouldn’t mention this to anyone else, Himeko or my relatives would worry that I’m becoming too much like my parents.

I briefly toyed around with the idea of mentioning it to my parents at some point, using it as a way to prove I really was serious and capable, at least by their inhumanly skewed angles. As much as the thought amused me I quickly tabled it, there was no realistic way that ended well.

Honestly, as bad as it sounded, it really hadn’t been such a big deal. Of course, I hadn’t exactly done it in a traditional manner. I’d taken the files out to the hotel’s veranda, a nice and informal area of tables and chairs facing the beach. The wind was calm, the day was nice, and the Watanabe family was paying for all my drinks, so I’d simply sat down and started sorting through everything. A little use of the ‘don’t notice me’ talisman meant I got away with it easily enough and some quiet and careful application of magic (having a big file folder I could conveniently hold close to me made casting spells surprisingly easy) meant the whole chore was pretty much a walk in the park.

It was kind of educational, and good practice for both my editing and magical skills. I’d quietly and slowly applied some of Turushino’s lessons and pulled in the magic from my surroundings to power the small spells that detected and highlighted areas of concern in the files. With such an obvious set of cues to guide me it was no trouble at all to go through the entries and find a few areas where someone had messed with it. It looked like Jinpachi had called it correctly, someone had altered a few entries with minor errors that looked inconsequential but would probably allow his family an excuse to make a commotion. Not many, and nothing actually harmful, but enough to allow a prejudiced onlooker to harangue someone for missing them.

So for about two and a half hours I’d sat out there, sipping fancy drinks (non-alcoholic! We were talking slushes, punches, and smoothies here) and working my way through the errors. It had been kind of amusing in moderation, like doing the math version of a logic puzzle. I wouldn’t have wanted to do it regularly, but as a change of pace I’d almost enjoyed myself.

Well, I smiled slightly as I finally stood up from the table, more like I enjoy the feeling of a job well done, and spiting the bastards that tried this in the first place. Still, with my spell taking most of the stress out of it, this was almost relaxing. If I’d been doing this with a sudoku this would almost have been normal.

After a brief diversion to the bathroom to relieve myself, I’d really enjoyed the drinks but I had been overdoing it a little, I walked back to Jinpachi to report my success.

This time Hiro was in his office. Well, technically it was the office for both of them. The hotel wasn’t going to devote that much space to something that was only in use a few days a week, the whole thing was an office that was reserved for whatever Watanabe (or designated Watanabe VIP) that was there at the time. It was a nice if somewhat bland professional space that would have driven me up the wall in a few days.

Presumably they’d both been there for a while. They were deep into discussion of a subject and there were the remains of a half-finished tea break on a cart next to the desk. The brothers broke off their conversation when I entered. “Do you need something Matsuda-san? Jinpachi asked politely.

“No, I’m done,” I replied simply as I came up to the desk and calmly gave him the folder back.

“That was fast,” Jinpachi looked mildly shocked.

I shrugged uncomfortably. “It helped that I knew I was looking for deliberate errors,” I temporized. “That made them easier to spot. Long story short: you were right. There were four problem cases in there, and I’m pretty sure they were put there on purpose.”

Jinpachi quickly opened up the file and began cross-referencing what was there with my notes. After a few moments he smiled wryly. “I don’t think you’re giving yourself enough credit. Three of these look like our family being stupid and slipping something in. I think the fourth’s a real problem someone tried to hide.”

“Nani?” Hiro inserted, moving to look over his brother’s shoulder.

“Oh yeah, see here?” he pointed at something in the files. “I’m pretty sure that’s one of our people screwing up the fees, then trying to cover it up by paying the fees late while claiming the penalty we suffered was something else.”

“Huh.” After a moment Hiro smiled. “I told you he was smart.”

While Hiro said that he took a moment to shoot me a questioning look. Even I could read enough into that to recognize ‘did you use magic?’ being asked without saying it out loud. I gave him a small nod in return.

“Well,” Jinpachi sighed explosively, setting the file down, “that’s about four hours of my life back. Thanks a lot, Mamoru-san. You really helped.”

“Glad to, this time,” I demurred slightly.

Jinpachi smiled back at me. “Yeah, you really shouldn’t volunteer to do things like that. Remind me to make it up to you somehow.”

“I think a free hotel stay is enough,” I replied with a hint of both humor and panic.

Jinpachi’s smile grew a little wrier. “Fair enough. Now I have to think if there’s a way to use this against the stubborn fools who sicked it on us in the first place.”

“Probably not,” Hiro said warningly. “That might have been their plan. They knew one was a real problem and left it in there.”

“True enough,” Jinpachi sighed. “But there’s got to be a way…”

Hiro shrugged and took a bite out of a tea cake. After a moment he made an expression of distaste and looked at it. “What is going on with our kitchen?” he muttered irritably.

I felt a faint stirring of suspicion. “This isn’t normal?” I asked, grabbing a piece of my own and having a small bite.

“You remember the first night, don’t you? Normally it’s more like that. This last day or two… it’s embarrassing.”

I frowned thoughtfully, remembering last night’s dinner. This food had the same sense as ‘not quite bad, but not right either’ that last night’s meal had suffered. But my breakfast had been fine.

“We might just have gotten a bad shipment of sugar or flour,” Jinpachi sighed. “Let’s take a look at that.”

“I’m more worried someone on the kitchen staff’s taken a bribe,” Hiro frowned. “That they’re trying to sabotage us.”

“With this? It’s not great but I’ve choked down much worse in meetings, brother. One little poisoning attempt and you get all paranoid.”

No, that’s me, I added mentally as I frowned at the food. One meal seeming a little off was nothing. That could just be sickness, or a matter of taste, or an accidental spill in the kitchen. But multiple meals, in the eyes of multiple people? If my warning bracelet hadn’t been absolutely silent I would have suspected something poisonous too. Or at least vaguely dangerous.

“Do you mind if I take a few of these?” I asked impulsively. “There’s something I want to check out.”

The Watanabe brothers looked at me in surprise. Hiro hesitated, his mind obviously busy with the possibilities and how the hell he could justify them to his brother. Fortunately, Jinpachi just shrugged. “Sure, knock yourself out. I’ve got no idea what you think you’ll do.”

“Probably just waste my time,” I admitted as I grabbed a sampling of things off the cart. “But I’m feeling a little paranoid right now, better safe than sorry.”

Still, as I left I realized I felt more amused than worried. I was going to do some relatively quick tests that would be much more magic based than scientific. I had my doubts I was going to find anything, but you never knew. And even if I didn’t…

Bio, maths, and now chemistry, I thought with a hint of amusement. I’ve almost got a harder STEM schedule on vacation than I do at Tokyo U. I’d try to call it pure sciences, but given how much magic I’m using these are impure sciences at best. Especially this one, it’s going to be about 90% magic to find if there’s anything there and then separate it out with maybe 10% chemistry to do a double check. It’s only because knowledge of chemistry will be so important I can even call it that with a straight face. I’d probably laugh out loud at anyone who tried the same thing and called it chemistry.

Ironically, it turned out when I did eventually finish my analysis, and had to look up what I’d found on the internet, I couldn’t decide whether I should laugh or rage at the Watanabe family’s stupidity.
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I’m not sure how effective this plan is, I thought, looking at the people around me. But I’m not going to lie, it beats the alternative. Hell, unless I was going to reveal my magic to Jinpachi, and then probably make half the Watanabe family and the hotel staff suspect I had it in the process, I’m not going to claim I could have done any better!

In theory we were having some private time on the beach. In practice that meant the five of use were accompanied by a dozen Watanabe provided staff of varying degrees of loyalty. It was kind of hard to ignore their presence when they literally outnumbered us more than two to one.

This was Hiro and Jinpachi’s version of sneaking out. We’d all quietly ducked away in a private car (along with a second van stuffed with personnel following) and driven a little away from the hotel. There was a very nice spot where the road and the beach diverged nicely, creating a tucked away little nook with plenty of privacy. It was still a great beach, still a great place to go, still technically under Watanabe jurisdiction, but also a good place to get away from the crowds. For given values of crowds.

It’s still better than we would have done otherwise, I reflected, striving for fairness. I mean, if we were trying this at the area in front of the hotel we’d have been smothered by onlookers. Especially now.

Hiro and Himeko were facing off against Jinpachi and Eiko in a game of beach volleyball. And everyone was in swimwear. Needless to say, with that amount of hotness on display there’d have been a lot of convenient fans showing up to watch ‘the match’. Especially since Jinpachi nicely contrasted and complimented his brother. Being both older and a little more conventionally hot (not Himeko level or anything, but definitely worth a second look) he helped cover what tastes the other three didn’t already manage.

Eiko practically flew up into the sky and then spiked the ball, hard. It zoomed straight between a diving Himeko and Hiro and then bounced away.

“And that’s six to three,” I reported from the sidelines, marking another line in the sand.

Himeko and Hiro laughed and cursed good-naturedly while they picked themselves up and I trotted after the ball. One advantage of beach volleyball was that the ball didn’t usually go too far, not even as hard as everyone hit it. They could get some decent distance out of it, like this time, but the sand kept it from truly escaping us.

“Thanks Mamoru,” Himeko said breezily as I jogged back to her with my prize. There was a slightly discordant moment as she allowed herself an annoyed glance at all the Watanabe people standing there. For all the claims that they were there for our benefit, there was an awful lot of them standing around and doing nothing.

I shrugged and noted. “If we were alone I’d be doing it anyway. I appreciate them letting us maintain the illusion.”

Himeko laughed lightly and then forced her mild annoyance away. “True enough. And this beats bikini clad girls rushing back up to Hiro with the ball, spontaneously offering to join us and trying to press close to him.”

I suspect it would be more swimsuit clad guys, I smiled mentally, all of them posing up a storm. Especially with what you and Eiko are wearing. But you’re not wrong. “True enough,” I said out loud, moving to resume my place as scorekeeper. “There’s something to be said for doing it this way, even if it isn’t completely legitimate.”

The game resumed and our escort continued to do nothing. It’s hard to be too sympathetic towards them, I thought with a mental shrug. But it’s also hard to claim they’re not partially right either. I can see a couple of points to what they’re doing.

As annoying as it was to be doing so much while they stood around in the background, and it was really annoying at times, it wasn’t their job to be running down volleyballs. It’s not like Hiro or Himeko would have pulled in his bodyguards and loaded them down with shopping if they were out on a date together, this was really just more of the same. Not only would they not be doing their jobs if they helped out, they’d be actively failing at said jobs. And that wasn’t even thinking about the openings it would have given us to try running away and straight up ditching all of them. Standing around at a distance, just watching, really was a sensible way to do it.

I’d be just a little more comfortable if at least a few of them were watching outwardly, I admitted, the thought a little sour. Hiro’s warnings about someone maybe creeping around the edges still rang faintly in my head, and I could easily see the problem from this angle. The surrounding employees were watching us almost exclusively. Or watching each other. Only one or two of them could spare any attention for the area surrounding us, and even that seemed a little distracted and token. If you’d told me someone reasonably talented was sneaking up to watch us, someone like Sato Gota, I’d have believed you.

And, just to annoy me a little more, they got in the way of me doing anything! Admittedly, I couldn’t have resorted to active spellcasting even without their presence. If someone had been watching us that would have been a huge ‘oops!’ when my spells pointed that out, the spell to detect watchers was on the subtler side but someone directly watching on an empty beach probably could have noticed it. So that had been out. But I had quietly put together a quick talisman to support that spell, something I could have used a little more safely. Unfortunately, trying to use that when there were almost a dozen people already watching us was going to turn up a pretty unambiguous, and absolutely useless, result.

Still, even with that worry in the back of my head it was fun to watch my friends playing volleyball. It was nice to see them relax a little, drop all of their masks (maybe? Possibly? I was still debating how much of Eiko and Jinpachi’s thing was an act), and have fun. Which wasn’t to say they weren’t taking the game seriously, both sides were playing to win. But it was the fun kind of competition instead of the deadly serious kind.

It was still pretty impressive to watch though. One of the reasons I had no problem being the scorekeeper was there’d have been no way I could have kept up or competed on the same level without using magic! Three of them were significantly more fit than the average person, Jinpachi had the advantage of being in the prime of his life on top of that (we were all good, but Jinpachi had really hit his stride), and Eiko was dangerously close to ‘Olympic athlete’ level fitness to boot. The jumps, hits, and dives they were pulling off had no business being in a casual match that no one was ever going to see. I was almost glad for all the Watanabe employed watchers, at least I’d have witnesses to corroborate this in the future!

I watched Eiko perform a dive across the full length of the court, Jinpachi quickly set up the wildly wobbling ball, and then Eiko rolled and flipped to her feet in a kip-up before leaping high enough to conduct a return smash. Don’t get me wrong, said smash was still a little weak and Hiro was able to successfully block it. Eiko wasn’t that impossible, she’d still needed to hurry and had failed to contact the ball like she should have. But that didn’t detract at all from the amazing nature of what I witnessed. Out of the corner of my eyes I noticed at least two Watanabe employees almost start to applaud before they caught themselves.

I guess Eiko’s being a little unrestrained too, I reflected, remembering the last time I’d seen her at beach volleyball. This was a significant step up from then. There were obviously several reasons for that: her ankle was no longer hurt, her pride was on the line versus Himeko, she’d improved over the last year and change, she was rested up instead of drained by our official schedule, and she had a lot more room to maneuver with two-on-two instead of four-on-four. But a good part of it was that she could show off all her training and capabilities instead of holding back a little.

I decided not to touch on why, there were too many possibilities and I didn’t care to get my friend pissed at me if I called it wrong! It could have actually been showing off for Jinpachi or the Watanabe’s, or it could have been she simply enjoyed the opportunity. So many motives, so many combinations, I wasn’t going to bet on getting it right. All that mattered was the game in front of me.

Despite Eiko being the overall MVP it was far from a runaway game. She and Jinpachi maintained their solid lead the whole time, but they never completely dominated. I didn’t want to be too mushy or romantic about it (despite the obvious implications) but Himeko and Hiro’s teamwork was significantly better. Even though they’d never practiced anything like this, even though they usually had one hand tied behind their backs due to formality even when they were dating, they were much more experienced at working with each other. They read and understood their partner better and therefore their coordination was much more solid. Eiko and Jinpachi succeeded in overpowering them, and their own teamwork was pretty damn good under the circumstances, but if all the players had been equal the Himeko/Hiro pairing would have dominated.

But, as it turned out, Jinpachi and Eiko took it. I eventually marked down the last point and then quickly called out “Whistle!”

Everyone paused and then looked at me with varying degrees of amusement. “Whistle?” Himeko just barely asked before anyone else, a small smile on her face.

I shrugged. “I didn’t bring one, and I figured I might have needed it to get everyone’s attention. Anyway, that’s match point to Eiko and Jinpachi. Good game everyone!”

There was much laughing and rueful head shaking all around. Which was sort of what I’d been going for. Emotions had been getting slightly high towards the end there. Not badly so, but just enough that I’d wished I’d brought along a real whistle. It had seemed best to end everything solidly and quickly so they’d move past it.

And, whether I was right or wrong, it looked like they’d managed to shake off whatever rough feelings they’d been suffering from. “That was fun. I’m heading in to the ocean to cool off,” Eiko declared, panting a little. “Himeko, you coming?”

Himeko shook her head. “I need to rest first,” she admitted with a small laugh, “that one put me through the wringer.”

“Alright then. Mamoru?”

I shook my head too. “I think that took longer than you guys realized, I’m going to get started cooking lunch. Even if you’re not feeling it now, I’m pretty sure you’re going to have an appetite soon.”

“You don’t have to cook.”

I shot her an amused look. “Do you really think anyone else-“ I paused and quickly caught myself though. “I’m sorry,” I turned towards the Watanabe brothers. “Do either of you want to cook? Or have any particularly good cooking skills? I’d say I’m above average, but if anyone’s better than that I’m perfectly happy to cede the responsibility.”

Hiro looked caught between amusement and embarrassment but Jinpachi just laughed good naturedly. “Nope, I’m afraid you’ve caught us. Just the stereotypical rich kids, I’m not sure we could cook anything to save our lives.”

“That’s about what I expected.”

“We’re not that bad,” Hiro protested with surprising openness. “But… well… we’re not that that good either. And it would ruin everyone’s time if we messed up the meat or gave everyone food poisoning. I’m sorry we have to put this on you Mamoru, but would you mind?”

“It’s what I figured, and what I planned,” I replied with a small smile of my own. As soon as I’d realized the staff surrounding us wouldn’t lift a finger to help us, not unless they had to, I’d also recognized we’d be doing our own cooking. And, as much as I hated to say it, it didn’t take a genius to realize I was probably the best cook of this bunch. That didn’t say a lot about our collective cooking abilities, but didn’t make it any less sensible either. After all, I didn’t want to ruin the day with charred food or diarrhea either. And, on the plus side, I wasn’t going to feel any guilt if I didn’t give our escort employees any food after this!

“Thank you, Mamoru,” Hiro said with surprising gratitude, pairing his relief with full bow.

I looked at him incredulously but his brother just laughed again. “Alright, I’ll give you that one little brother. It would ruin the romance of the occasion if half of us got the runs,” Jinpachi gave me a slightly shallower bow, and was still amused, but sincerely added. “Thank you for saving our asses Mamoru-san. Possibly even literally!”

Maybe he is better suited to Eiko after all, I reflected, semi-randomly, as I tried to wave them off. He also prefers disarming and deflecting with humor. But he’s a lot more sophisticated and subtle about it, no matter what sort of language he’s using with us.

While I moved to grab the shichirin and the charcoal we’d brought with us, not to mention the small cooler of food, Eiko turned to the other boys. “So, you coming or am I swimming alone?”

“Sorry, I’m tired too,” Hiro begged off politely. “I’ll go in after we eat.”

“Yeah, none of that’s a convenient excuse to stay with your girlfriend,” Jinpachi just grinned.

Hmm, I noted with mild interest, it sounds mildly mocking. But why do I get the feeling he’s trying to help his brother save face while understating the importance of his action to the watchers? I had no idea why I was relatively confident about that, but I was.

“It’s no wonder you two lost the match,” Jinpachi continued. “I, on the other hand, am your older and wiser brother. And I know better than to pass up the chance to frolic around in the water with a hot girl in a bikini. I think I can force myself to go a little longer.”

Or maybe I’m just reading too much into typical brother stuff, I rolled my eyes internally at my pretentious confidence. I still felt it, but I was more than willing to admit I might be wrong.

While Eiko and Jinpachi went out to frolic in the surf, and Himeko and Hiro snuggled up a little on the sand, I got to work over the grill. I couldn’t complain too much about the cooking duties, the Watanabe brothers had brought along a fine selection of beach foods and we were going to be eating well. It helped me banish any lingering feelings of guilt to be the one cooking it, given how I was freeloading. Eiko and Himeko were their respective dates, it made sense that they were trying to impress the girls. I was just a third wheel mooching on some very choice cuts of meat otherwise.

(Yes, that attitude was a bit cockeyed and probably a little sexist on top of that. At Himeko’s level of wealth I doubted the expense of the meat mattered except as politely trying to do your best. And Eiko would probably have words with anyone who thought she was just arm candy to be pandered to or couldn’t pay her way. Didn’t matter, I still felt that way.)

It was interesting to see the watchers struggle a little, deciding how to handle the circumstances. Eventually, half of them trailed down as close to the water as they dared to keep an eye on Jinpachi and Eiko.

I fought down a snicker and said nothing, trying to focus on the cooking. Still funny though, I admitted to myself. What do they plan on doing if they have to head out there? None of them are wearing any beachwear. There were an awful lot of suits on display given the terrain, our quick escape had forced them to follow us with whatever they’d already had on. You could probably have taken a photo of the beach and tried to sell it as some kind of artistic statement on Japan or modern society.

I absently toyed with that idea for a while. Given how my friends all looked, and then me on top of that, it was an entertaining subject to muse absently about. There was a lot of room for pretentious interpretations. Eventually I was able to put the thought aside. But only when a dripping wet pair of Eiko and Jinpachi made their way back to me from the water, still laughing and holding each other close. “That smells good!” Jinpachi declared as he toweled down a little.

“One of the advantages of grilling,” I admitted as I grabbed a plate for him. “The smell. That’s one of the other reasons I started a little early. You do not want to be grilling meat for a bunch of people if you’re already hungry!”

“You are smart,” Jinpachi admitted as he made a few selections.

Debateable, I thought as I handed out some food then took a little more for myself. I then joined the other four in a beach lunch.

“You’re not going to stay behind all day, are you Mamoru?” Himeko half asked/half commanded with a touch of humor as I sat down.

Fortunately, my honest answer was also a reassuring one. “Nope,” I replied with a small smirk. “I’m not that ridiculous. I’ll be out there after we finish lunch. I might not do too much on the water but I’m not going to bother coming to a beach day only to spend all my time sulking on the sand.”

“Good,” Himeko nodded firmly. “I was starting to worry you were keeping away from us, feeling like you were intruding amongst all the couples.”

I struggled not to flinch at that, and wondered how many of them I actually fooled. Ouch, I thought. Too accurate. Not the entire story, but definitely a part of it. Still, I couldn’t actually say that. I wouldn’t have admitted it even if it had been entirely true, it would have made some of them feel too guilty. Combine that with the weird position Jinpachi and Eiko put us all in, the question of how much was real and how much was deception, and I’d have kept quiet even if that had been the whole of it.

Out loud I admitted. “Maybe a little, but only to the sensible extent. Me trying to intrude on the whole volleyball match would have dumb even by my standards! Talk about being a fifth wheel under the circumstances! But no, I’m not going to run away and hide just because I’m the dateless guy on the beach. I’m going to get in some swimming and fun in the sun too, I just want to make sure I don’t get in your way while I do so.”

“And we appreciate that Mamoru,” Himeko chided me mildly, “but don’t be too self-sacrificing as you do so.”

“Hypocrite. Hypocrite,” Eiko coughed off to the side

I shrugged. “I think it’s fine so far. It’s not like I was needed for the volleyball. I’d have just been frustrated and gotten pounded if I tried to participate in that match, I was fine giving it a miss. I got enough fun and exercise watching from the sidelines there. I’ll get some swimming and wading in after lunch, I’m not here only to sit on the beach and read a book.”

Especially not today, I reflected a little more sourly, fighting the urge to glance around. Normally I’d have gotten at least a little of that in. Probably a meditation as well. Today, all that was kind of ruined by all the Watanabe employees just standing around and watching. I did not want to be the only guy on the beach while a bunch of suit clad idiots just stood near the water’s edge and looked around desperately for something to do.

“Alright, it’s a deal.”

***

“Are you alright Mamoru?” Himeko asked in concern as I retreated back to my beach blanket.

I just smiled ruefully. “Don’t worry Himeko, I’m fine,” replied easily, “just got my bell rung slightly.”

“Sorry about that,” Hiro winced again.

I did a quick and discreet check of my nose. It was close, but I wasn’t bleeding. “Don’t worry, it happens. Especially to me.”

Eiko sighed, all four of them had followed me back to the beach. She was a mixture of amused and worried. “It really does. Seriously Mamoru, it’s like you’re a magnet for this stuff.”

I tried to play it off. I still wasn’t sure what exactly had happened. We’d playing around in the water. Nothing structured, just some general swimming, frolicking, and whatever took our fancy. A little bit of ball throwing here and there. I’d been crossing behind Hiro when he’d suddenly thrown his arm up, intending to signal to Himeko. Unfortunately, my face had gotten in the way.

I wonder if my warning talisman would even have gone off? I thought as I toweled off the water and sat down. I think it was so spontaneous and sudden it might have slipped by. Or been like a half second of warning.

Unfortunately, for actual swimming I’d stripped off all my talismans. I’d quietly moved half of them to my bag for the trip and removed the rest before heading into the water. It was kind of hard to hide them when all you were wearing was trunks and occasionally a Hawaiian shirt, and I didn’t think I wanted to try making excuses about them to the Watanabe watchers.

Eiko wasn’t wrong about how this sort of thing seemed to happen to me though. I made a note about checking if I’d been cursed or something later. “I’m fine, I just wanted to be cautious. Everyone would worry otherwise and I’d feel really stupid if something else happened, like I slipped because I was a little dazed, because then it really could have gotten bad. Give me a minute and I’ll be fine.”

“We really should have had a lifeguard.” Jinpachi acknowledged a little ruefully. “I guess we didn’t think about it, between all of us acting like kids playing hooky and being followed by all the spies it didn’t occur to us this section was unmonitored.”

“It’s fine, it’s fine,” I waved it away. “No harm and we were all staying together.”

“Wow Mamoru,” Eiko looked halfway between impressed and worried. “You wanting to ignore safety precautions? Are you sure you’re not concussed?”

Well, everyday safety precautions, I thought a little ruefully. I was fairly conscientious of those. Some of the more careless stuff I excused in my own experiments, at least the magical ones, were another story.

But she wasn’t wrong. When it came to standard things I was pretty cautious, if only so that I didn’t accidentally set off my magic precautions in public. “I’m okay,” I reiterated. “Don’t get me wrong, if there were ten of us it would be easy to lose someone in the crowd and we’d really need a lifeguard then-“

Eiko let out a slightly exaggerated sigh of relief.

“-but for five it’s okay. Besides, it’s not like lifeguards can prevent accidents from happening. It’s better we’re all just sensible about it. Just think of what happened last time.”

“Last time?” Jinpachi asked, looking at me with a mixture of amused and concerned that compared fascinatingly well with Eiko’s.

“Oh! Um…”

“Our school trip,” Himeko cut in smoothly. “The kid who almost drowned.”

“That seemed like it was a little bit more then just that,” Jinpachi noted, calmly but with some surprising strength.

“Mamoru just didn’t want to bring up bad memories or comparisons,” Himeko lied calmly and quickly, covering for me as we realized the landmine I’d accidentally stumbled into. “He was worried you might believe we somehow thought less of the resort or were trying to make trouble.”

“Are you sure you don’t just want to come clean?” Jinpachi countered. There was no heat to it, but he made it clear he wasn’t buying it either. For whatever reason, he didn’t want to back down from this particular subject.

There was a moment’s standoff between the pair before Eiko sighed in disgust. “Remember how there was one guy from her school that almost drowned? The one that spotted the kid in the first place and raised the alarm? That was Mamoru.”

Both Watanabe brothers looked back at me in shock, and I flushed a little.

“That was you?” Jinpachi asked in surprise.

“Yeah, yeah,” I muttered, not meeting their eyes. That didn’t help as much as I’d hoped. I became more aware of all the Watanabe employees still hanging around, and there were a variety of interested looks some of them were giving me now.

“Why didn’t you tell us?” Hiro responded, sounding a little hurt and distressed.

Because we didn’t want to go into the whole thing about how the Forgotten almost ripped your hotel a new one the last time we were here, I thought to myself darkly. The way the water spirit had held me and the boy under back then had been directly connected to that.

“We didn’t want to cause any more trouble,” Himeko continued primly, “and Mamoru didn’t want any special treatment. It was all the worse since he ended up in an in-between place: half a hero for spotting the boy and buying enough time for everyone to come to the rescue, half a victim for needing to be rescued too. We felt it was easiest to just let it all lie, especially after all this time.”

That did settle both brothers down. Hiro especially. Although Himeko had her hand on him, and I suspected she’d quietly given him a ‘there’s more to this story, tell you later’ signal. Or maybe just ‘it’s some of Mamoru’s supernatural idiocy. Let it drop.’

“Okay,” I said with false brightness. “Let’s not end the beach times on that stupid note. What else is there?”

***

Unfortunately, that did dampen the mood somewhat. We forced a little more time, and overall we all decided the trip had been a success, but we called it quits less than an hour after that. Soon afterwards we packed up and headed back to the hotel.

“Probably for the best,” I suggested, trying to lighten the mood in my usual (incompetent) way, “I think the watchers were in danger of getting heat stroke. I was starting to wonder if we should offer them water.”

Jinpachi smirked a little. “When dealing with bodyguards and assistants, especially ones forced upon you, it’s best to act like a nature documentary. Look, but don’t intervene or interfere. Besides, you’re underestimating them. They’re prepped and you’re usually coming off as an interfering micromanager if you try anything like that.”

“Normally yes,” Eiko interjected, looking a little sharper eyed than usual, “but half of these idiots have been pulled off their desks and forced into something they’re not ready for. Mamoru’s right, I should have thought of that when I saw how many of them were still wearing business suits. I bet they didn’t pack any quick snacks, water, or rehydration powder either.”

That did actually startle the rest. “What? Really?” Jinpachi asked, looking a little worried.

Eiko nodded. “Some of them looked okay, but others are probably half naked in their van right now and begging for water from the ones who knew what they were doing.”

“Oh dear,” Himeko noted, understating it a little. “That might have been a little much.”

“No guilt,” Jinpachi snapped out quickly, he was mostly looking at his brother as he said it but I felt him noting Himeko as well. “It’s not your fault we didn’t know, and we weren’t the ones assigning unqualified personal to a dangerous situation. But I do wish we’d known.”

“You do?” Eiko seemed mildly surprised.

“Of course,” Jinpachi grinned fiercely. “This was too dangerous for them, but I wish we could have come up with a situation that put those idiots through the wringer safely. Something to properly punish them for siding with other members of the family and requestion their loyalties. Risking heatstroke would have been a little too cruel, but something that left them looking as bedraggled and unqualified as they really are? That would have been worth it.” He sighed regretfully. “Lost opportunities.”

Suddenly, his eyes glinted a little more. “Or maybe not…” he noted as we pulled back up to the hotel. “Why don’t you all head out? You especially Hiro, you’re still on a date with Himeko. I’ll handle this.”

I looked around in confusion for a few moments. Then I eventually spotted Jinpachi and Hiro’s mother waiting just inside the lobby, looking annoyed and spoiling for a fight. Or at least a lecture.

“I’ve got the bags,” I declared instantly, not bothering to hide a hint of panic. We hadn’t packed much for the quick trip, but we still had a few things.

“That might be for the best,” Himeko agreed cautiously, noting her potential mother-in-law with healthy respect. She nodded. “Hiro, out the other side.”

As we pulled up to the hotel Hiro, Himeko, and Eiko made a quick exit out the other side of the car while Jinpachi thrust himself out the hotel side, going to meet their mother head on. He quickly pressed the car keys in the hands of a valet (Hiro’s brother had been our driver for this little adventure) and moved to intercept his mother as far away from the others as was practical.

I dived towards the packs in the back. The first thing I did was dig through the pile for my pack and try to find my ‘don’t notice me’ talisman.

I missed the first exchange, but I heard the first, slightly mocking, “mother” that Jinpachi let out.

Where is it? Where is it? I thought, digging through the pockets frantically. Got it! I quickly pulled out the talisman and activated it.

“You dare to talk to your mother that way?”

“You’re one to talk about daring.”

There was a tense pause I could feel without even seeing the pair. I kept my head low and awkwardly gathered all our bags together before quietly sliding out the same side of the car as Himeko and the others, all while bent double so I didn’t come above the window line.

It didn’t matter as much as I’d hoped. The valet didn’t quite burn rubber once I was out, but it was clear he didn’t want to hang around here either. Thankfully, Jinpachi and his mother were absorbed in a staredown and spared me no attention. I circled widely around them, hoping to hug the wall, slip past her, and rush through the lobby.

“Would you care to expand upon that statement?” Mrs. Watanabe asked icily.

“Just waiting for exhibit A,” Jinpachi responded with confidence.

I wondered if he’d timed that deliberately, because moments later the van holding our assorted escorts pulled up and they quickly piled out, most moving to belatedly chase after the others. It was kind of telling how bedraggled many of them now looked. They were doing their best to pretend otherwise, but it was obvious many of them were just as keen not to be seen by Mrs. Watanabe as I was.

Jinpachi waited a moment for the little clown show to be over with, then he simply smiled.

Mrs. Watanabe maintained stony silence.

I hugged the wall and debated turning up the talisman even further! Unfortunately, Mrs. Watanabe was a little too close to the doors for comfort. I’d have to move through spaces less than a meter away from her to make it to the lobby. I didn’t feel like risking it, so I quietly scooted a little further back and waited for an opportunity.

“Watanabe family quality,” Jinpachi finally spoke, his tone gently mocking. “And you accused Hiro and I of being silly and not living up to our family responsibilities.”

“I’m sure whatever trick you pulled to dirty them up like that amuses you,” she responded coolly, “but it proves nothing.”

“It proves you’re a fool who ignores reality in favor of what you want to see,” Jinpachi responded with derision. “Say what you want; but that attitude is unworthy of our legacy and responsibility and I will not listen to anyone who is stupid enough to cultivate it.”

“Sharp words that mean nothing,” Mrs. Watanabe gave the impression she ‘harumphed’ without actually doing anything so vulgar. “Unlike you, I do what I have to in order to protect our business. You are still a child, and mother knows best.”

“Like drugging her sons?” Jinpachi responded with false sweetness.

Both Mrs. Watanabe and I froze. You know, if I was watching this on a screen I’d be riveted and probably chomping through popcorn like a madman. Here, unfortunately, I’m torn between wanting to run and wanting to watch from a safe distance to discover how it all plays out.

“What?” Mrs. Watanabe asked softly.

“Surely you knew,” Jinpachi noted with derision. Despite that, I thought I saw a small flare of sympathy and optimism in his eyes. “After all, you know everything about this situation.”

Jinpachi nodded. Behind his mother two security men led someone else in a hotel uniform out of the building. The man being led refused to meet anyone’s gaze.

“It’s as you said Watanabe-sama,” one of the security men told Jinpachi. “He was attempting to spike your lunch.”

“And the drug?”

“Just like you predicted.”

“What is the meaning of this?” Mrs. Watanabe asked with repressed fury.

"I might just have suggested I'd have lunch when I got back," Jinpachi replied with patently false innocence. "Then made sure to assign some hotel security with strict instructions to watch what happened."

"And why would you need to do that?"

“Oh? Pretending to be innocent mother?” Jinpachi responded. “It wasn’t you that was trying to have our food spiked with anti-aphrodisiacs? Drugs designed to reduce our sex drive and performance?”

“No! I- Of course not!”

Mrs. Watanabe was either a brilliant actress or she was legitimately surprised and confused.

I have to admit, she was the first one I thought of too, I thought to myself grudgingly. Once I’d analyzed the food I’d been the one to discover this particular twist. Since it wouldn’t cause any long-term harm unless administered for a few months consecutively (which was a considerable relief to me!) I’d assumed this was simply their mother taking parental precautions to a whole different level. Guess I was wrong.

“Then surely you must have been aware of this?” Jinpachi pressed with contained viciousness. “After all, you were aware of everything and how all we were doing was whining and failing to live up to our potential.”

“Stop it Jinpachi.”

“Mother, I will not,” Jinpachi crossed his arms in front of him while the culprit was lead away. “This whole thing has been an embarrassment of a farce for our family. You should be down on your knees thanking Himeko-sama for not running in the opposite direction after all she’s witnessed. There’s no way to stop our family from being a joke after all this, they’re already going to be talking about it for months. I refuse to condone this sort of behaviour and make it worse. Unlike you, I am a true Watanabe. I will see the family straightened out, even if I have to walk through fire and humiliation to do it.”

On that final note, Jinpachi didn’t even bother waiting for his mother’s response. He simply strode past her and back into the hotel without even bothering to turn around.

Well, that was awfully cool, I noted, a little shellshocked myself. A little overly dramatic, but that seems to have been what was necessary to get through to her. It was also impressive, responsible, and I’m a little jealous that Hiro’s got such a caring big brother. Unfortunately, that leaves me in a pinch. Mrs. Watanabe was still a little stricken, and not budging. And I did not want to be anywhere near her when she snapped out of it!

I circled wide the opposite way, heading for the beach in front of the hotel. Well, not quite in front of the hotel. I stayed well away from any angle Mrs. Watanabe could possibly see me from. Maybe I can stand a little more time at the seaside after all, I reflected as I waddled forward with everyone’s baggage. Even with the crowds, I’m pretty sure it’s the preferrable option!
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You know, I considered as I did my final packing, I think this qualified as fun. Overall. And that’s not counting the educational factor. But even if I hadn’t lucked out in that way, and I really did, I think I’d still count it as a net win. Still be glad I came.

It was the last day of our somewhat exhausting trip out to Hokkaido. And I’d had fun. I’d spent time with friends, gotten plenty of surf and sun, gone to a bunch of locations around the area-

(Most of those had been by myself. Getting to some of them had required a full day out and I tended to enjoy a somewhat nerdier class of tourist location and museum than my friends. I thought it had been totally worth it though.)

-and even had some fun with my friends along the way! Me going to an art or science museum wasn’t a surprise. A rock concert with friends however, that was a shocker!

But I was glad it was coming to an end. The constant monitoring and the spillover of the Watanabe family drama was more than a little draining. I figured we’d all timed it right, it was still on the right side of tolerable. And I was really glad I’d been able to provide a little cover and support for Himeko and Hiro, especially after seeing what they were dealing with. At least, now that it was over and done with and I was confident they hadn’t gone too far. But I was ready to pack it all up, go home, and vegetate in my room for a day or two to recover from my vacation.

Still, time for one last trip today, I may as well enjoy it.

The plan was for me to head down to Kushiro and grab a few of the sights. Most of them we’d already hit up during the school trip last year, but there still were a couple of stores and locations I wanted to check off the list. Nothing too major, and nothing I’d mind too much if I had to miss after spending too much time at a different spot, but it should have been a nice, lowkey finish to the trip. I’d hook back up with the others and we’d take the train back later that night, then get back to Tokyo tomorrow after some well timed switchovers. The hotel and Watanabe family would take care to transfer our luggage, hence my packing.

Should be a comfortable journey, I reflected, going over the plan one last time. I could have done without the 6 am switch but apart from that one-

My phone beeped urgently. I pulled it out to look.

FuryFistA: Who’s got eyes on Himeko?

FuryFistA: Hime, answer now.

SwordoftheHiro: She’s out doing the official photo shoot.

Right, Himeko was doing a few more promotional pictures for the hotel. Even after everything she still wanted to help Hiro out. Well, that and messing with everyone who was watching’s heads was a big plus. Especially when she’d essentially be able to do more sexy poses in front of Hiro with their blessing, giving a big middle finger to half the Watanabe family in the politest way possible. But that had to mean her phone was turned off and put away, she wasn’t getting this.

SwordoftheHiro: I was going over there soon.

FuryFistA: GET HER SAFE

I was on my feet and had the naginata bag over my shoulder in an instant. I was texting even as I half ran towards the elevators.

FuryFistA: I’m with Jin.

FuryFistA; We’re hurrying back. Still too far away.

MahouMam: What’s wrong?

FuryFistA: Too much.

FuryFistA: Kenta’s after her.

SwordoftheHiro: Kenta?

I stopped my typing, almost impressed with how quickly Hiro had managed to beat me to it.

FuryFistA: Her ex-sensei.

Oh shit! It was for the best I was already in the elevator and heading down. If I’d read that a few second earlier I might have done something stupid and pulled out the flying talisman.

I almost typed a half dozen other things, but stopped each time. If this was her ex-sensei then there was a clear danger. He was at least a little unhinged, and talented enough to be dangerous. I wanted to say I was just being paranoid again, that Himeko was going to be surrounded by about two dozen people and he’d never try anything. Unfortunately, after my own encounter with him I couldn’t convince myself of that. It seemed just possible enough he might try something stupid. Especially when the situation involved him following Himeko all the way down to Hokkaido, then her posing in front of a bunch of people with that damn swimsuit.

As I rushed out of the hotel, and heard some panicked screams coming from the beach in front of me, I suspected I was right.

I could still be wrong, I reflected faintly even while seeing a bunch of people running in every which direction, this might just be a coincidence. But-

My height let me see above the crowds. It was chaotic, but there was an almost clear knot in the center of the disturbance. Himeko in a combat stance facing off against her leering ex-sensei. And, just to make life even more fun, she was trying to stand between him and Hiro. The Watanabe scion was wincing but forcing himself off the ground, holding his side.

Damn, he must have made good time, the back of my mind kicked up randomly. He must have really torn out of his office to make it here before me, he was still dressed in his business suit. Of course, he’d probably started jogging at the very first text. But still.

I took in the situation as best I could. There wasn’t much to say, everyone was panicking and running around like chickens with their heads cut off. It was probably the stupidest response possible, as talented as Kenta was he should have been vulnerable to a good old-fashioned dog pile. The ONE time that ridiculous number of Watanabe watchers would have proven useful and they fucking failed! Unfortunately, people all along the beach had panicked and probably half of them didn’t even know why they needed to at this point.

My expression tightened, I wasn’t going to risk my friends. Fuck it, there’s enough confusion. I couldn’t get away with any lightning bolts or magic shields, and I wouldn’t unless I was forced to, but no one was going to notice strange lights in front of me so long as they were brief and couldn’t be paired with any obvious effects. I opened myself up to the mana and started casting.

First and foremost, ‘quickened perception’ upon myself. If I needed to do anything it was best kept quick and clear minded. I followed the up with a quick ‘mental speech’ to both Himeko and Hiro.

>Brace yourselves! Quickened perception incoming.<

Thankfully while Hiro reacted just a touch Himeko’s response was almost imperceptible and she did not flinch. It probably helped that Kenta seemed like a sadistically overconfident idiot and was trying to draw things out (not as stupid an option as it usually was. He had been her teacher for a while and had a decent read on their respective abilities. Still pretty dumb, but at least halfway earned for once.) so this time I didn’t almost get my friends killed.

Before Kenta could attack I’d sped up their perceptions to match my own, somewhere a hint over three times the human normal, and then followed up with one more ‘mental speech’ to cross-link the pair. >Alright. You’re under quickened perception now. And mental speech. It’s not full-on telepathy, you’ll have to focus. Anything you need?<

>Any help you can give us.< Himeko replied shortly.

>A blade.< Hiro replied. >A stick of some sort would do. I feel naked without anything.<

>How do you think I feel?< Himeko added a little feelingly.

I winced a little, suddenly realizing that problem. The blue bathing suit wasn’t bad in that respect. Compared to Eiko’s little outfit yesterday or half a dozen other things around the beach it was a slam dunk of a choice. But it wasn’t a great thing to be fighting in. And unlike Eiko, Himeko hadn’t trained to remove her modesty in a fight. I don’t think any of us were sure how it would hold up to combat. I really didn’t give Master Tai enough credit for teaching Eiko that.

Kenta meanwhile had loose but not too loose beachwear on, allowing him full freedom of movement without anything getting in the way. At that moment Kenta launched a ‘playful’ attack against the pair. None of his strikes were aimed against vital points but Himeko and Hiro had to make some frantic dodges. They managed, their sped-up senses certainly helped in that regard, but it was a little clumsy and they had to roll in opposite ways.

>Damn it.< Himeko thought as the situation stabilized but now she and Hiro were on opposite sides. >Hiro, dodge left. I’ll have to take the offensive.<

>Wait- < he began, but his girlfriend was already in motion. She dashed forward as best she could, the sand throwing her off a little more on top of the perception switch, and threw a kick at Kenta’s head. He grinned and easily dodged it, but Himeko managed to jump back from his counter strike and Hiro successfully circled back around to rejoin her.

>Sorry.< Hiro sent as they returned to something of an impasse. At first I thought he was apologizing for being weak, I respected him a little more as he followed that up with >it’s a fight, I won’t second guess you.<

Himeko nodded physically.

Aoth damn it, I thought, starting to grasp the trouble. Hiro was hurt and at a disadvantage without a weapon. The confining remains of his suit (still there, but splitting apart under beach combat conditions) didn’t help either. Himeko was weakened by protecting him, her apparel, and the sandy beach. Quickened perception was countering some of that out but unlike with Eiko, who I’d indirectly been training to utilize combat magic for over a year, neither Himeko or Hiro had much experience using their new abilities. They were still in the weaker position.

I looked around frantically and spotted an old-fashioned looking beach umbrella next to me. It was new, but done to evoke older styles and made out of bamboo. Before I could think too hard about what I was doing I yanked it out of the ground and made to split it over my knee.

>MAMORU!<

Both my friends’ mental yells sounded in my head simultaneously and I winced. Right, bamboo. It was possible this was either cheap or badly treated and my move would work. More likely I’d just end up splitting my knee instead.

Kenta launched another attack while they were mutually distracted. Once again they managed to dodge but he deliberately aimed to split them up this time. When they ended up on opposite sides of him he grinned viciously at Himeko, daring her to either attack him this time or leave her boyfriend vulnerable.

With no time for anything clever I eyeballed it and sliced off the top part of the umbrella with a quick spell. Kenta lost his grin as I tossed the remaining length of wood to Hiro and his whole being suddenly shifted as he fell into a kendo stance.

>Let me lead this time.< There was something weirdly different about Hiro’s mental voice as he fell into a certain mindset. It was a little more distant and somehow fainter. But also firmer? Reverberated a little more? >I’ll distract him. You make him hurt.<

>Yes.< Himeko replied.

Hiro shot forward, his pain suddenly forgotten. Kenta hissed and leapt back, his whole attention focused on Hiro and this unfamiliar form of attack. Hiro’s swing was slightly slower than usual as he coped with the unconventional and poorly balanced piece of wood, but that wouldn’t have made it any less critical if it had connected.

In doing so Kenta leapt right into the strike Himeko made, she was only a split second behind her boyfriend in attacking. She didn’t overcommit or get herself into trouble, she nailed Kenta with two quick jabs before leaping away, but it was still enough to make him cry out.

Damn, I thought, impressed despite the situation. That hadn’t just been my spells. Those had certainly helped a lot, there was no way they would have been that clean and coordinated otherwise. But most of it had just been the pair of them.

They went on to prove that over the next few minutes, they were that in sync. It was even more impressive if you could hear their communications and realized just how few words they were sharing. They certainly ‘spoke’ to each other a few times, this was serious and they weren’t going to ignore that advantage. But they didn’t usually need to. A look, a stance, a word or two, and they were coordinating like they’d planned this out in advance.

Kenta went from trying to split them up to frantically trying to keep them together. The closer they were the easier it was to try and keep an eye on them. Every time they managed to get on either side of him he only got out of it with another wound. Mostly just a light to medium hit from Himeko, the sand and Kenta’s talent kept him from getting hit too hard. But the pair knew better than to be too predictable. Hiro’s makeshift weapon had already raised several welts on Kenta’s body, and Kenta had been lucky to keep it that way.

I watched the whole thing nervously but forced myself to hold back. This was already way too public for my tastes and, more importantly, I didn’t want to screw my friends up with any more poorly timed ‘help’. The only reason Kenta wasn’t done and out yet was because they weren’t willing to risk a powerful enough attack to put him down. Their tag-team methodology worked with speed and unexpected strikes. If they tried to stay too long or wound up too much to deliver a power strike that would have given him the one chance he needed to turn things around. Kenta could have struck back, and then used the need of one of them to protect the wounded other to pin them down and reverse their positions. Whatever was going on in his mad little mind (and I did not want to know) he was too well trained not to take advantage of that.

So they didn’t let him. It was exhausting and nerve wracking to watch, let alone how Hime and Hiro must have felt, but they gave him the death of a thousand cuts. Blow by blow, kick by kick, they took the safe route and whittled him down. It seemed to take forever by our perspective, ‘quickened perception’ was incredibly useful but only increased our stress in that regard, but the pair gradually overcame him. He slowly began to stagger, then reel. Finally, when it was time, Himeko drew his attention and then Hiro risked a slightly more powerful head strike that knocked him to the sand.

Once he was down two members of hotel security risked rushing in. I hadn’t even noticed them pulling up but Hiro and Himeko later confessed they had long been aware of them. I felt slightly better about things that they too had realized they’d only be getting in the way and had held back for a good thirty seconds or so. Kenta still tried to put up a fight, managing to blacken the eye of one of them even though his head was still spinning, but they soon had the wounded martial artist pinned and subdued.

Unfortunately, that still left all of us with the aftermath.

***

Well, at least it’s different police this time.

I snorted mentally at that thought and immediately followed it up with. Aoth, what does it say about my life that that qualifies as an upside to me?

Needless to say, there was quite a commotion at the beach. I hadn’t been in time to see it, but Kenta had announced himself in a big way and part of the reason for the panic was how he’d gone through a half dozen other people in his first attempt to grab Himeko. He hadn’t been deliberately striking to kill, but he hadn’t bothered pulling his punches either. Three of them had been sent to the emergency room. Some of that was just the doctors and police being cautious but some of that wasn’t, I overheard one of the officers saying one victim in particular probably would have ended up with a broken neck if he’d landed anywhere but the sand. Attempted murder charges would be in Kenta’s future. The other two were still hurt, but it was stuff that family doctors could take care of without undue worry. Broken arms and busted teeth, but no threat of organ damage or life-threatening complications either.

The good news was all that firmly established Kenta in the everyone’s minds as an insane villain, totally around the bend. Even with our… interesting records-

(Fuck, I suddenly realized. How’s Sato Gota going to respond to this one when he hears about it?)

-the police were barely even bothering to investigate. They were still doting their I’s and crossing their T’s, being sure that this wasn’t some overly elaborate setup carried out by the disgustingly rich in order to frame an innocent man. But we were way past Occam’s Razor here, and everyone knew it. Kenta was an idiot who’d developed an obsession over a beautiful girl. And when he couldn’t win her over he’d tried to take her by force. There were plenty of flourishes and details there, and some of them were even a little fairer to Kenta then that summary let on (a sane and reasonable man could get a little hot under the collar and jumpy watching Himeko strut around in that swimsuit, let alone an already obsessed one). But at the end of the day it was kind of obvious who was in the right and who needed jail time and professional help.

Which was a good thing. If it had been me who was the primary mover, or Eiko again, we might have been in trouble. It would have been hard not to look at our slowly growing record of incidents and not get a little suspicious. But while Himeko’s looks got her into trouble they also helped generate a lot of sympathy in this case. And not even in a terribly sexist way. The police took one look at her, then one look at Kenta’s history, and rightfully concluded “yeah, she was just defending herself from a stalker. Violence: justified.”

That didn’t mean there weren’t a lot of troubling details they didn’t have to go over though.

“So let me make sure I have this straight,” the police detective began, struggling to keep some incredulity and skepticism out of his voice. “You first realized your friend was in trouble when your other friend here sent you a text.”

“That’s correct officer,” Hiro answered with slightly distant but sincere politeness.

“And she knew that because?”

The detective turned to Eiko, clearly prompting her. She and Jinpachi had joined us for our little interviews for obvious reasons.

“I received an urgent tipoff from Arashi Analytics,” Eiko replied her gaze a little more defiant.

I couldn’t blame the policeman his confusion. I’d only just heard about this part and was still trying to wrap my head around it. “And they are?” he prompted calmly.

“A company that handles investigations,” Himeko answered even more calmly. The police had handed her a blanket to cover herself up with, and she seemed to be taking things quite well. “They’re a little more than simply detectives, they can provide a whole range of services.”

“And they were here because?”

“That’s what I’d like to know,” Hiro muttered with a trace of barely repressed irritably.

“You’re going to have to ask them,” Himeko responded more formally, “we’ve shared with you what little they’ve shared with us. Apparently they were tasked with monitoring us. They spotted my ex-teacher stalking me in the process, bumped the question up the line to their client, and with their client’s blessing warned us about his presence.”

Which simultaneously explained a lot, and yet nothing at all. Between Kenta and Arashi I figured we’d solved the mystery of who was watching Himeko all this time. There had really been someone, apparently lots of someone’s. But between Arashi’s skill and Kenta getting lost in the crowd we’d never found them. But why Arashi were doing it, on who’s behalf they were acting, was a whole different story.

Not to mention who they were following, I thought, trying not to twitch uncomfortably. I had the nagging suspicion it might have been me again, and that was one of the reasons why we’d all failed to find them. I wasn’t sure about that, especially if they’d been observing closely enough to spot Kenta, but it seemed disturbingly possible.

“Quite frankly, we’d love to know,” Himeko continued, deliberately putting a mild hint of irritation in her voice. “We’re going to look into some legal action against them later. But right now that looks tricky.”

It’s kind of hard to prosecute them for much when they made the right decision in the end and helped us out when they didn’t have to, I translated mentally. They’d texted Eiko and Himeko before the attack, trying to warn them. And while they’d still kept plenty of secrets they’d immediately come clean with enough information to be taken seriously and underline the threat, nothing that could just be dismissed as an anonymous post coming from a kook. Unfortunately, Eiko had been too distant and Himeko had been away from her phone for her little modeling session. But the intent was there, and that made making any sort of complaint against them tricky.

“Okay, moving along,” the detective tapped his tablet a few times. He didn’t seem completely satisfied either, but wasn’t going to push it.

“I’ll not make either of you go over the whole attack once again, you’ve been very patient with us there and I apologize that you’ve already been made to recount it so much. But we do have a few things I want clarified.”

“First, what was Matsuda Mamoru doing over there?”

Crap. “I got the same sort of text as Hiro, warning me Himeko was in trouble, and rushed over,” I said, speaking very slowly and carefully. Some of that was nerves and trying not to embarrass myself in front of the police. But some of it…

“You didn’t participate in combat at all?”

“Not directly…” I hedged somewhat, hating that it had taken all of two questions to get that far.

“He found the length of wood I used as a weapon,” Hiro tossed in, trying to make it look like he was helping rather than rushing in to cover for me. “And tossed me that.”

The detective had a very good poker face. It was probably just my paranoia that suggested his suspicion spiked at our actions. It was probably true, but I had no way of actually knowing that.

He gave us a moment, either thinking or giving us more rope to hang ourselves, before continuing. “Some witnesses claimed they saw lights around his hands. No use of fireworks? Chemicals? Lasers?”

Oh, a laser pointer to his eyes! That would have been a clever idea! The panicked geek in me noted distantly. The rest of me was too busy clenching.

Himeko’s shoulders slumped slightly. “Nothing that dramatic,” she admitted, her tone suggesting this was a mildly embarrassing confession. “But he was trying to reflect light in to our attacker’s eyes. He didn’t succeed too often, Kenta was moving around too fast, but it did create some openings for us the time or two he managed.”

That would also have been clever, I noted mentally. Distantly, I had to respect some of Himeko’s subtlety. It wasn’t just the lie, though that was good enough, but something in her posture and tone suggested a reluctance to mention it without going into any details. Ah, I think she’s trying to convey ‘it wasn’t as clever as he thinks, but it wasn’t nothing and I don’t want to hurt him.’ Which, to be fair, was something that came up with me a little too often.

“We usually prefer that unqualified bystanders get away from trouble like that,” the detective noted sympathetically, apparently willing to play along. “But that was a better method than most of what I see. He managed to keep his distance and didn’t get hurt.”

“On a related note,” he tapped his screen again, obviously switching to a different section, then frowned. “We have gotten a very confused mix of claims from various employees involved in this. Their reasons for being there and surprisingly defensive explanations for their behaviour have us a little confused.”

That one rendered Jinpachi, Hiro, and Himeko tight lipped! Given that Himeko had just tossed out an explanation for my magic use with barely a blink, if that much, that was impressive.

Of course, I doubt the detective believes in magic or was thinking in that direction. High level business backstabbing and politics though, I suspect he’s had to deal with that before. I doubted the trio were in a hurry to say anything that might be a provable lie in the future.

“We were hoping you could give us a more definitive answer. Not for everyone of course, but the general logic and responsibilities. After some of their responses we’re concerned one or more of them might have been conspiring with your attacker.”

“Impossible,” Jinpachi’s response was surprisingly calm and measured given his claim.

The detective took it in stride, although his brow tightened almost imperceptibly. “Why?”

Jinpachi took in the detective’s posture with a glance. “Do not worry detective, I’m not being foolish. These people are not blood sworn loyalists who would die rather than betray my family.”

I fought down a mad but inappropriate giggle at that phrasing. Everyone glanced at me as a small sound escaped.

“But they’re all engaged in an entirely different form of betrayal and loyalty, as well as some internal Watanabe family politics. And that’s all I’m going to say on the subject.”

“Are you sure?” the detective asked in a slightly sharper tone. “How can you be completely positive that none of them would trigger this as a method to get what they want?”

“Because it would bring too much attention and too much embarrassment upon them,” despite everything, Jinpachi actually smiled a touch and shook his head in amusement. “They’ve already thoroughly embarrassed and weakened themselves; this would be beyond the pale for them. And believe me, I do not have a high opinion of those involved in this. No officer, they are careless and foolish but no one involved was responsible for this.”

“I’ll take that under advisement.”

“Please do so,” Himeko cut in as politely as possible. “I understand and agree with his logic, and I represent the Meiko family in this case. Deliberately attempting to create such a situation would have led to dire consequences. All those people are foolish, but they are foolish in a business sort of way, seeking money and power without thinking about the wider world. While some of them probably would be stupid and unheeding enough to create this sort of situation they’d never dare to do so in this case. They value their careers. The impact of getting both the Meikos and the Watanabes pissed at them simultaneously,” Himeko shook her head. “No, that’s the type of thing these sorts of people wouldn’t risk even if the Prime Minister himself talked to them and offered them a deal. They view our combined families as too powerful and influential; they know they could never achieve what they wanted if they made themselves a target.”

The detective kept quiet but he obviously remained skeptical. I couldn’t entirely blame him, in his eyes Himeko and Jinpachi probably seemed a little too overconfident and looked to be underestimating human stupidity just a touch. Having been around the idiots in question all too often for the last week I agreed with them, our watchers were all too career focused and blind in a similar way to my parents. They’d have preferred being cursed by a kami before taking the chance that both Meikos and Watanabes would put them on a blacklist. But if I hadn’t had that exposure I’d probably have been arguing on the detective’s side.

Of course, in some ways said detective was being blind too. The power and position of their families was the reason that we had as many police as we did combing the area. It wasn’t totally ludicrous, this had been a bit of an incident. But so many police this far from the city? That was because of the families involved. Their respective names were also the reason we were all being treated with this level of kid gloves, getting a group interview while still at the beach instead of something a little more intimidating. Hell, they’d at least have commandeered a few of the hotel offices if that hadn’t been too daunting and too much of a conflict of interest as they went into a Watanabe place of power.

The detective gave us one last look. “Is there anything else you wish to mention? Anything else you think the police should know?”

He gave us a few moments, waiting to see if someone was going to crack or let something slip. When none of us did he let out a small exhale and then started handing out his cards to all of us. “Very well, if something else occurs to any of you, please do not hesitate to call us.”

After another strategic pause he nodded, said “you’re free to go.” And meandered off to another part of the scene.

I think we all held our breath for a good ten seconds before letting out a collective sigh of relief. Some quite loudly, like me, but even iron-faced masters like Himeko and Jinpachi let out small exhales as well.

Eiko recovered first, smirked, and elbowed Jinpachi in the side. “First police interview?”

“At a crime scene,” Jinpachi allowed.

“You get used to it.”

No, you don’t! I protested mentally, biting my lip to keep silent. It would have been a bit of a lie though, even I was slightly less terrified or intimidated after all the times I’d gone through the experience.

Seriously, that’s one thing they usually skip over in the mangas, I took a moment to mentally harp on. Either the main characters are friends with the police and they’re almost treated as if a part of the force. Any police encounters are completely skipped over. Or the police don’t spend even a tenth of the time they should, properly grilling the main characters about the shenanigans they get into. Aoth I wish that were true!

I was whining a little, but considering how often I’d encountered the police in the last two years I felt like I was entitled to. This had been a stereotypical example of it. And the fact that I had a large enough sample size to make that declaration annoyed the hell out of me!

“Sorry to end on such a sour note,” Hiro apologize to Himeko. He kept his face as straight as possible but even I could detect a little tension within.

“It wasn’t your fault, these things happen,” Himeko answered graciously.

“Besides, it’s still better than last time we were here,” Eiko noted.

I completely ignored Eiko’s sarcasm to object. “Not really. I mean, we had some hard times but the ending was fairly normal. And the police didn’t have to get involved. For a change.”

Himeko’s gaze tightened a little and she forced a small smile. “True. But perhaps you shouldn’t say that in front of quite so many policemen, Mamoru? After all, someone could easily misconstrue it.”

I winced and looked around furtively. “Sorry.” The good news was they all seemed to be too far away and distracted to question such a suspicious statement. No one seemed to have noticed. Except the one slightly older man off to the side who then deliberately turned to me and slowly winked.

That tears it, definitely Turushino. The man was unmasked and hadn’t spoken, but I’d been a little suspicious of his body type and body language for a few minutes now. That and the fact he had a few spirits hanging around him. They weren’t quite close enough to be obviously attached to the man, but even I could put two and two together. Not that I was going to say anything. I could always have been wrong. And even if I wasn’t, what he wanted to reveal and to whom was completely up to him. Frankly, I was just glad he’d been around for potential support. What was I just thinking about the unrealistic advantages manga characters have? My inner voice mused sarcastically.

“You live such fascinating lives,” Jinpachi murmured, half in amusement and half out of jealousy.

“It’s been an usual year or so,” Himeko said airily, being completely truthful while saying nothing at all.

He turned to me of all people “and what were you doing with a naginata bag of all things?”

“Nothing!” I squeaked a little too quickly. At Himeko’s suggestion I’d hurriedly handed the bag off to the hotel staff before the police had arrived, not wanting to deal with that potential mess.

“Nothing?” He smiled slyly.

Himeko sighed. “Mamoru had some scientific equipment in there,” she explained patiently. “It is a quirk of his. We didn’t want it damaged or all the questions it would raise, the police being naturally suspicious of a naginata bag on the scene but no naginata. So it seemed wisest to simply remove it.”

“Yes. Absolutely.” I nodded along like a mad marionette.

“If you get the chance, ask Eiko to tell you about the bokken bag he keeps his fishing supplies in,” Himeko added casually, glancing sideways at Jinpachi.

“That just makes sense,” I protested, yet again defensive about it.

Jinpachi just laughed. “Oh, do I want to know the story over this,” he glanced at his potential sister-in-law tolerantly. “But don’t worry, I won’t press today. The Watanabes already owe the Meikos too much over this incident, I don’t intend to make things worse.”

“Thank you.”

“No, thank you,” Jinpachi rolled his eyes. “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but this should give me all the ammunition I need to put mother and other obstructionist factions in their place. This incident thoroughly proves how stupid they’re being and how competent you and my brother are. I should be able to cut down their interference after this.”

“If only you could do the same with my parents,” Himeko muttered feelingly. “Father and mother are going to…”

“Yeah, good luck going out without me, Mamoru, and a bodyguard, until after New Year’s,” Eiko agreed apologetically.

“Are they really going to think that?” Hiro asked his brother wistfully. He obviously wanted that (and was trying to ignore more problems from the Meiko side of the equation) but knew his own family too well.

Jinpachi shrugged. “I’ll make them believe. Besides, the photographer says he got some excellent shots of the fight. That should help.”

I think all four of us looked at him a little incredulously but Jinpachi took it in stride. “He did,” he reported calmly. “He’s already said he wanted to talk to us, iron out all the rights and monies. It wasn’t what he was contracted for, not the photos for promoting the hotel, but it did involve our people and our property. The situation is complex, but he claims the shots will turn out beautifully.”

Neither Hiro nor Himeko looked entirely pleased. Not completely unhappy, but not entirely pleased either.

“Could you use them for advertising?” I mused randomly, still a little bit shocky after the way the day had gone entirely off the rails. “I mean, Himeko’s still in the same swimsuit. It seems like something that silly but impressive has got to work through some weird sort of lens. ‘Beaches worth fighting for’ or something. Maybe ‘the most amazing beaches in Japan’? Or ‘you never know what will happen on our beaches’?”

Jinpachi laughed out loud.
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It all took me by surprise. There was a split second of warning from my bracelet, then before I could even adapt to that I realized she’d hit my shield hard. Really hard! Before I even knew it I felt the sigils fraying apart and her fist punched through with just enough force to clip my shoulder and spin me to the side.

Eiko stared in shock, clearly almost as taken aback as I was by her sudden success.

In some ways the shield was barely broken. In comparison, when Master Tai or Master Eizen had busted it, my shield had then popped like a stuck balloon. With Eiko it was more like she barely managed to poke a hole in it and the balloon slowly deflated. It took nearly ten seconds before the sigils and the form of the circle finally finished untangling themselves into nothingness.

But break it she had, and as the shield finished dissipating a burst of applause and cheers rang out around the workout area and Eiko was mobbed by a couple of onlookers to shower her with congratulations.

I decided not to mention it had partially been my fault. I could have stopped that, if I hadn’t been distracted and careless.

Let’s not be petty, I told myself with an amused mental eyeroll as I watched reality dawn on Eiko and her face light up. That’s what happened. So what if that’s partially your fault? You dropped your guard because you didn’t think it mattered, that she couldn’t do even this much. Then she did. That’s what could really happen in a fight. This wasn’t about what would normally happen based on what your mutual averages were. This was about what could happen, if Eiko could successfully judge her moment and accurately apply enough of her strength against your weakness. And full credit to her, she really did it. Maybe there was a little more luck involved than there should have been but she still damn well did it!

And the onlookers knew it.  After seeing her (and some of the others) beat futilely against my shield for the better part of a year, it was an incredibly cathartic victory for the home team to see her finally break through.  Especially since it happened without ceremony and took everyone by surprise.

After a minute or two of hugging, congratulations, and hair ruffling from one older security man (who I was pretty sure was one of her uncles) things died down again and I could finally get a word in edgewise. After calming down from my initial surprise, and in the face of such a good example, I had no problem with being a good sport about it. Besides, I was a little curious too.

“Good job!” I said as soon as I could get a word in edgewise. “But what the heck was that? That was one hell of a surge in power, it took me by surprise.”

“I know!” Eiko agreed breathlessly. “But you were there, looking even more bored and distracted than usual. And I was already annoyed. And I took that and tried to throw it at you, wipe that overconfident look off your face. And suddenly it all clicked. It all came together, and I managed to put all my ki with all my anger into that one blow and break through!”

I nodded but inside I had to wince a little. Yeah, even more evidence it wasn’t luck, I admitted. That was a miscalculation on my part, a straight up mistake. And if someone makes a mistake and someone else takes advantage of it in a fight you can’t just go around calling them lucky.

I briefly wondered if this was a deeper tactic by Master Tai, part of an attempt to train us both and drive that lesson in. I didn’t think so, this was probably just a happy coincidence that was a good lesson. So far I wasn’t getting this overconfident and foolish about my spells in real fights, but I could have seen it creeping up on me in another decade or so if I hadn’t had this wake-up call.

Sadly I was more preoccupied by the fact Eiko was still panting a bit this long after the fact. I quickly checked her over with ‘mage sight’ and grew a little more concerned. “Let’s sit down for a moment,” I said quickly.

“Why?” Eiko asked eying me with a touch of suspicion.

I sighed, I should have known better then to try subtlety. Especially since she was probably still on an adrenalin high. “You weren’t kidding about throwing all your ki into it,” I admitted a little more honestly. “You’re pretty depleted right now. Let’s get you off your feet and evened out a little before you end up fainting.”

“Oh.” Eiko’s flush was only partially due to exertion.

We quickly made our way to some of the benches along the wall and sat down. “Damn it,” Eiko muttered softly, still having a little problem breathing normally despite her attempts to hide it. “Still not good enough.”

“I wouldn’t say that,” I murmured distractedly, giving her a slightly more thorough once over. We were in our workout clothes and it seemed her judogi actually gave me small advantage there, providing a simple white backdrop that helped not to confuse the colors of her aura. “You still broke through. And I’m not going to claim to be a ki expert but I think you dug a little too deep into your reserves and now you’re paying the price. No more using it for… damned if I know. Probably an hour to be safe and then light use until at least tomorrow.”

I thought about it for a moment and then nodded. “Probably best to be safe. Though if Master Tai tells you anything different you’re probably- definitely better off listening to him.”

“Still not enough power to beat you,” Eiko muttered in disgust.

“I wouldn’t say that,” I reemphasized, still distracted enough to have it come out naturally rather than sounding like the forced optimism I’d normally have managed under the circumstances. “I think you could have managed that much ki safely if you’d put it together near the beginning of the practice. But you’d already depleted yourself before figuring it out towards the end. You forced yourself to put in your best ever all-out sprint after a kilometer of running, it’s no wonder your body suffered.”

Eiko looked momentarily offended but then shook it off and grinned. “Just like Master Tai always said I should,” she admitted. “It just took me forever to finally put it together.”

I shrugged innocently. “That’s what training is for.” I was calming down, now that Eiko was at rest and no longer trying to force anything her body was evening out fine. Her breathing was still a little heavy but no longer obviously distressed.

Eiko sighed and leaned back, the back of her head tapping the slightly padded wall of the gym area with a tiny thump. “I just don’t want to forget it, you know?” she complained cheerfully. “It took me forever to finally get this. I want to get it down cold through repetition rather than lose the trick of it.”

“Hm,” I grunted noncommittally. I got where she was coming from, but I didn’t want to accidentally egg her on by protesting that wasn’t possible in this case.

“Especially since you’ll be on guard against it next time,” she continued. “I’m never breaking through that thing again.”

“That was unusually negative for you,” I noted in surprise.

Eiko sighed again. “Sorry,” she apologised with a small grin. “Guess you’re right about me being depleted. And I’m coming down off the high of finally beating you.”

“That would do it,” I agreed. I suspected there was a little more to it though. Don’t get me wrong, it made sense that both of those together would dent even Eiko’s spirit. But I figured it was a little more than that.

Still… I went silent for a minute as I ran some mental numbers and weighed the pros and cons. Eventually I decided I could stretch things that much,

“Check with Master Tai first,” I said cautiously, “but I can probably bend the rules and help you a little with that. I can probably give you a minute or so of shielding beating time each day, quickly get in a mini-session when I come by to pick up mana. If you can’t put it together in that time it’s probably not going to happen, and no sense stretching your ki too much. But this is a quick thing where you’re either going to get it or you’re not, and there’s no sense in making you wait a whole week before we try to do it again.”

Eiko perked up. “You’d do that?”

I shrugged. “For a week or two. You’re right about getting it nailed down. I’m still not sure it would be healthy to try it every day, check with Master Tai first! But you’ve struggled with this for a while, better to try it this way then make you wait a week and risk you getting even more frustrated with this or seriously hurt yourself by only remembering it again near the end of the session.”

Eiko’s eyes lit up. “Thank you, thank you, thank you!” she said rapidly. But then she suddenly drew back. “And you’re going to be alright with this?” she asked with renewed suspicion.

“It’s summer break,” I admitted. “And all the new mana collectors I’ve been putting down are definitely helping. Especially the Hokkaido ones. I couldn’t do this regularly,” well, more like wouldn’t, I added mentally in a pedantic note. It was theoretically possible at this point. “But for a week or two it’s probably doable.”

Partially to distract Eiko, and partially because I figured we could use it, I quickly cast a few simple spells and levitated some drinks to us from a discrete cooler on an adjoining wall. Juice for me and a flavored milk for Eiko, she claimed she usually needed more protein and I saw no reason to doubt her. Since I made sure to keep them circling the edges of the gym, rather than disrupting everyone’s workouts by pulling them to us in a straight line, the onlookers just watched the floating drinks with tolerant bemusement.

Eiko was amused too, but still took the drink with gratitude. Her breathing had finally calmed down but she was probably grateful for the excuse to keep resting. (Though she was starting to discretely do a few minor exercises and stretches, Master Tai had been thorough about driving home the benefits of warming up and warming down when you had the chance.)

We sat there for another minute, companionably resting, before I dared broach the topic. “So, Eiko, what’s got you so worked up you actually broke through the shield?”

There was a moment’s hesitation. Oh, that can’t be good, I couldn’t help but note. Maybe it was just because she was tired or surprised, but if even I could catch it…

“A couple of things,” she admitted. “How you seemed smug, how I wasn’t there when Kenta attacked and Hime almost got really hurt, Himeko’s parents acting up a little after that whole incident…”

She hesitated so long that I felt obliged to tentatively ask “anything else?”

Eiko flinched, then after a moment sighed. “Jinpachi,” she admitted.

“Ah.”

I was careful not to put any inflection in that, but Eiko was still awfully quick with her defence. “Don’t get me wrong! It wasn’t like that!” She flushed a little. “Not really.”

I once again carefully said nothing, easily my strongest and smartest play in times like this. Himeko would have known what to say. My cousin Sakura would have known what to say. Probably even Hiro or Jinpachi too. Me? I’d have babbled.

“It’s just…” she paused and rubbed her forehead in frustration. “It’s just I wish it could have been, you know? That we could have really tried. At least for a quick fling, an awesome summer romance.”

I very carefully kept myself still and said nothing. It’s not like I disagree with her, I thought distantly. For a moment I pictured what it would be like if Himeko had possessed an older sister and I’d been in a similar situation. Definitely not like I disagree with her, I nodded slightly to myself.

“But it’s like I can’t decide if it’s better or not that we didn’t do it!” Eiko emoted.

My head whipped around suddenly. “ ‘It?’ ” I asked in shock.

Eiko smirked a little. “Cool your jets Mamoru, I mean going out. Sticking together for the summer,” she then flushed a little more. “Though I suppose… I do mean that too.”

“Not prying!” I emoted quickly, throwing my hands up in a gesture meant to emphasize that.

“Don’t worry Mamoru. We both knew we were just messing around, buying space for Himeko and Hiro. We didn’t do anything... too bad.”

“Um, awkward hesitations are usually my thing,” I felt compelled to point out. The fact that Eiko was feeling discomforted and uncertain enough to make them only underlined how ‘off’ she was feeling.

Eiko sighed in frustration. “We got a little hotter and heavier than we meant for a moment or two there,” she confessed. “We both stopped and laughed it off when it happened. But…”

I nodded. “But a part of you wishes you hadn’t been that responsible.” In hindsight it was easy to be calm. I’d just been studying her aura intently when checking her ki, and Eiko still lacked the sort of markers she’d have gained if she’d experienced some truly intimate encounters with Jinpachi. There might have been some indicators of something, that hot and heavy-ness she described, but you’d have needed a true master to interpret that safely. Chances were that was just me reading too much into her words.

“Both of us, I think,” Eiko said defensively. A little bashfully she added “I’m pretty sure he liked it too.”

Not commenting, I said to myself firmly. On one hand: Jinpachi was a guy and Eiko was a hot girl. I was pretty sure if you forced him into a binary liked/didn’t like response then the answer would be yes. Or, more likely, Yes! On the other: I didn’t want to put words in his mouth or accidently make him out to be some sort of horny scumbag.

It was made all the more difficult by Jinpachi’s awkward age. He wasn’t too too old, not when Eiko was already nineteen. She was basically an adult, and for all her joking around I had reasonable confidence in her maturity and judgement, even in this sphere. But he was just a little too further ahead for comfort or to brush it off.

As if in answer to my thoughts Eiko continued with “if he was just a year or two younger, or I was a year or two older, we’d probably have given it a shot. But it just felt a little too… you know?”

“Sort of,” I replied cautiously. Of course, given my own reincarnated status I had to add, “age isn’t the most important factor. It’s not nothing, but sometimes you just click with someone and-“

Eiko cut me off with a laugh. It was slightly forced, but about 80% honest. “Dream on Mamoru, that was half the problem. It’s not like we were star crossed lovers or anything, we both knew it probably wouldn’t have worked out long term. But we could have had a really nice time together for the summer. Maybe really nice.” She said with some wistful suggestiveness.

I’m… not sure I should be the one talking to her about this, I reflected as traces of my own jealousy and hormones responded. Of course, her other options for discussing this were basically all relatives. Or the girl who’d probably end up said guy’s sister-in-law. She really wasn’t spoiled for choice when it came to people she could talk to about this subject.

I forced that aside and strived to calmly ask “so why didn’t you?”

After a moment she heaved a huge sigh. “Because we could both see the writing on the wall,” she admitted. “This one would be fun for a while. But it wouldn’t go anywhere, and at the end of it we’d both be left with more regrets then was worthwhile. He’d feel uncomfortable about me being so young and I’d just feel disappointed I went that far with him while knowing it was nothing.”

She scrubbed at her face. “Agh, it’s the situation with you all over again! I know it would be a mistake but seeing Hiro and Himeko running around all over the place just triggers me! It would have been so easy to do something with Jinpachi. He’s fun, confident, good looking. Probably experienced-“

I frowned slightly at that. Huh, I wonder. He’d have had opportunity, sure. But between his responsibilities, sense of duty, and how dubious some of those opportunities would have been… it made me wonder if that was why he’d slipped a few times with Eiko.

I quickly let go of that thought to refocus on Eiko. “-and the thought I could have actually ended up Himeko’s sister-in-law didn’t hurt either.”

No bringing up Shinji, I thought firmly.

“But… long term? No, we wouldn’t work. Not in reality. And it would have to be either a month or long term, there’d have been no in-between for us. Not with the sort of fight his family would put up.”

“You’d really have been okay with that?” I asked cautiously. I wasn’t used to Eiko bowing to the whims of others.

Eiko sighed. “No, but this time they’d have a point. Jinpachi couldn’t go running around with anyone without causing trouble. He’s too rich and eligible, after two or three dates I’d start looking like a gold-digger. It’s excusable for a while, neither of us had a problem with tweaking their noses about that! But after a few weeks he’d have to at least try and pretend it’s a permanent match with a responsible partner. Or at least a serious attempt at one. And if I was the one to break it off I’d be getting him in trouble, and I didn’t want to do that to him.”

I was a little surprised how much Eiko had thought this over.

“It did make me realize you were right,” she said, giving me a sad, lopsided smile. “Back at the amusement park. When you talked about how much of a problem getting out of the relationship would have been.”

Well that made me feel all kinds of things! “You didn’t back then?” was the question that popped out.

“Sort of. It was kind of obvious about the personality thing but I figured you were overreacting about the problems. Again. But after getting as far as I did with Jinpachi,” Eiko shook her head. “God, you were right about it. It’s not bad with him since we weren’t close and won’t see each other often. Heck, it’ll probably be a few months before we even see each other and I figure we’ll be alright after an awkward minute the first time we meet again. But thinking about how difficult it would have been for us to try going back to being friends after even making out a few times…” She looked at me again, sad but also calm. “Thanks Mamoru, you were right.”

Internally I sighed. Not exactly what I wanted to hear, I realized. I really had no room to criticize Eiko about not realizing her side of things if I was only thinking about that now, but I was. I guess a stupid, horny, and prideful part of me wanted something different. But that’s why making the right choice can be hard.

“Some people can do it,” I reflected, trying not to sound wistful. “And give us another decade or so and we maybe could have done it. But here? Now? As some of our first relationships? Nope.” I figured I was probably overestimating myself with that estimate, by this point it was obvious I was always going to obsess, but I suspected Eiko would be alright by then. She was a little more resilient, a little less obsessive, and a lot better at living in the moment.

I suspected Eiko knew that too, judging by the tolerant glint in her eye. And I was already bracing myself for a sarcastic comment as she opened her mouth. But before she could actually say anything we were interrupted by everyone’s phone pinging in an urgent manner. Well, everyone but me. That didn’t make it any less important, it was almost amusing how everyone else in the gym area quickly stopped what they were doing or put their equipment aside to check their phones. Especially since it was accompanied by a lot of simultaneous grimacing and under the breath swearing.

“Shit,” Eiko muttered softly after she pulled out her phone. “It’s Sato Gota.”

I grimaced too. “Of course,” I muttered. “Think he’s here over the incident in Hokkaido?” Himeko being involved in a public fight against a bad guy again was the sort of thing to get his motor running.

“Don’t know,” Eiko muttered. “He hasn’t actually trespassed on the property this time, he’s just in the area, but everyone’s to be on high alert.”

I had to think about that for a few moments. “Think he’s going to?” I asked after making sure I wasn’t missing something.

“Don’t know,” Eiko repeated, obviously thinking along similar lines as I was. The last two times Sato had gotten onto the mansion grounds he hadn’t even been spotted first. Security had only ever noticed him ahead of time when he seemed to be doing a reconnaissance of the area. It was probable this was just a quick check up of the estate, a little scouting and seeing if there was anything worth probing in to. It seemed when he was getting serious, actually going to break in or do some active spying, he was usually a lot more careful. And that was just based on the times we’d caught him! There could have been a dozen more cases where no one had ever even realized he was there. On the other hand, there was a first time for everything. Maybe security had spotted him ahead of time for once?

“Let’s find out,” Eiko declared, grabbing me by the hand and springing to her feet.

“Whoa! Hey! Eiko!”

“Come on,” she said, striding forward. “Security’s not going to bother if he’s really just keeping to the streets, he’s too slippery to bother with out there and they don’t want to encourage him. But there’s no reason we can’t grab him for a friendly chat. Oh!”

She stopped as she reached the door, probably because she’d realized she was about to step barefoot onto the mansion’s floor.

“I was going to mention-“ I started to say sarcastically. We were still in our workout clothes. Mine might have been acceptable for the street but I thought Eiko’s judogi was pushing it.

“After changing!” Eiko declared, doing a quick about face.

***

Despite my better judgement, I found myself being dragged along the sidewalk a few minutes later. This time I’d left the naginata bag at the Meiko estate. I felt a little naked without it, but that seemed a better option than flaunting it in front of Sato Gota. Especially since I wasn’t sure if he was recording everything or not. If he looked over the recordings later, and then compared it to what he'd noticed in person, he might have started asking some uncomfortable questions about why he hadn’t paid it much attention at the time. Normally that would have been my paranoia speaking. But given Sato’s tendency to notice everything, and his familiarity with all of us, it seemed like a stupid risk to run.

I still felt twitchy about my lack of magic when he spotted us, calmly waited a good ten seconds, and greeted Eiko with a cheery “we match today!” Once we reached him.

Eiko glared for a moment. Today the highlights on his bleached hair were a bright crimson. While they didn’t actually match her hair they were a surprisingly pleasant contrast. “What are you doing here?” she asked bluntly without preamble.

“What are you doing here?” he countered charmingly. “You add an awful lot to the scenery but it is a public street. I can go anywhere I want.”

“Except on to Meiko property,” she said frostily.

Sato made a show of looking around. “Did I miss some new signs?” he asked with unabashedly false confusion. “Did you buy up more of the city without me realizing it? You really need to take more care in labeling your things.”

Why am I here? I thought miserably. I thought Eiko was pushing it a little as it was, bringing me along seemed like big a mistake. I barely had any mana available, just an old emergency reservoir hidden in my pocket (and that was ignoring how desperate I’d have to be to use magic in front of Sato in the first place), I was hardly going to intimidate or convince Sato to do anything with my social skills. And, on top of all that, I kind of agreed with him on this point! Yeah, I thought he was something of a scumbag and didn’t really trust him. But so far he was well within his rights and the idea of the Meikos circumventing the law even further made me feel even more uncomfortable.

“Why, so you can have more fun in ignoring them?” Eiko asked sarcastically.

“That too,” Sato agreed quickly. “But I was thinking more about legal responsibilities and liability. Of course, the Meiko family doesn’t really care about that, do they?”

“You’re still breathing, aren’t you?” Eiko retorted, surprising me with her quick wit. “You think you’d still be alive if the Meikos were really like that?”

“I’ve survived attempts to end me by much better than you.”

“Hah! Doubt it. And even if you have, that doesn’t change all your attempts to break the law. Your awfully quick to throw shade on us given how much you treat the law as a suggestion.”

“So you admit the Meikos break the law?” Sato dove in swiftly.

“I did no such thing and you know it!”

“Then why are you out here?”

Why am I out here? I repeated to myself with feeling, standing around awkwardly and feeling more and more uncomfortable. The best reason I could think of was that Eiko was worried about her mental state after the recent highs and lows on top of depleting her ki like that. And I was supposed to hold her back if need be.

I failed that miserably as soon as I let her speak, I reflected as the verbal sparring match continued.

“I’m here because the Meikos are law abiding citizens and someone had to come out here and keep an eye on a known criminal because their security is scrupulous about obeying the law.”

“Really? I’ve got a dozen incidents of hacking that suggest otherwise.”

Only a dozen? I couldn’t help but note mentally.

“And I’ve got a dozen cases of you breaking into to people’s property!” Eiko shot back hotly.

I bit the inside of my cheek to keep from quipping ‘only a dozen?’ out loud. You’re supposed to be helping, I reminded myself.

“Ah,” Sato posed thoughtfully. It said something that he somewhat managed to pull it off despite being on the street, his pretty boy looks, and that ridiculous hair. “So it’s alright for the Meikos to ignore the law to beat up criminals, but when I do it in order to report on a criminal’s wrongdoing to the proper authorities it’s wrong.”

He suddenly frowned theatrically. “No, wait a moment…”

Eiko opened her mouth to retort again, but they both paused and turned to look at me as I erupted into somewhat derisive snickering.

“I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” I forced out as I tried to hold back a little full-on laughter. I snickered a little bit more just at the absurd stupidity of the situation and my complete lack of timing. “It’s just the claim that Sato… reports to the proper authorities…” I turned away and held my sides, struggling to hold it in. “Ever tells them anything…”

To Sato’s credit, his counter was an amused and charming “well, they learn about it at the same time as everyone else. It’s not like I deliberately try to keep them from finding out.”

My interruption (and the break in the legitimate listing of Meiko sins) let Eiko cool down a touch. “I’ll bet,” she noted dismissively. “Look Sato-san, why are you here? We’re not going to just let you break into the house again.”

“Really? I’d have thought you’d have done that just so that I could be arrested properly again.”

Eiko glared at him. “Don’t tempt me.”

“But perhaps that’s the whole point of this exercise,” Sato continued theatrically while I finally managed to stop snickering in the background. “Perhaps I’m here to ask you out.”

That backfooted Eiko a little. “What?” she asked irritably.

“Why so confused my little rose?” Sato put a hand over his heart and presented the other one to her.

“Isn’t Sakura blossom more traditional?” I muttered, still more amused than anything else.

“But they’re pink instead of a vibrant red,” Sato chided me gently, “and they don’t have such vicious thorns protecting their lovely petals.”

Damn that was a good line, I reflected to myself. Maybe even a little too good, even for the quick-witted Sato. I wondered if-

“My beautiful Rose-chan,” Sato continued, nearly setting off my laughter again, “is it so hard to imagine I’m just a poor, love-struck fool? Merely hanging around your door, struggling to find the courage to ask you out?”

“Well, not the fool bit…” Eiko struggled a little.

“Why would I be here for nefarious purposes, perhaps I am merely here to try and win your heart?”

Eiko just stood there for a moment. Then I think she surprised the both of us a little as her lips slowly spread into a wicked smile. “Alright, bet.”

Sato faltered just a smidgen. “Pardon?”

Eiko quickly grabbed his still outstretched hand. “We’re going out.”

She turned around to me, but I couldn’t help but note she had a death grip on Sato instead of a lover’s gentle touch. “Mamoru, you let everyone know I’m going to be a while, it seems I’ve got a date.” She turned back to said date. “Come on, Sato-kun,” she said sarcastically, “let’s go have a good time.”

As she half dragged Sato back down the street in the opposite direction I was left behind to stare after her, stunned. What just happened? I thought, taking a little comfort in the fact that Sato’s mental processes seemed to be mirroring my own.

I watched them a little longer. A part of me was just amused, especially to see Sato outmaneuvered like this and staggering from having the tables turned. Another part was slightly worried, especially after our recent conversation.

I don’t think she’s treating Sato as her rebound guy, I thought uneasily. Not truly so, not in her head. But I’m really not sure. Combine loneliness, our last conversation, then the fact she might still not be in her right mind after blowing all her ki like that…

I had a hard time ruling it out. It wasn’t enough to make me run after her, try to break it up and let Sato escape (I was having too much fun watching his own conflicted and confused expression, made all the better by the fact he wasn’t protesting.) But I did seriously consider it, worried the two of them were going to end up doing stupid as both of them refused to back down and things spiraled out of control.

I mean, we’re not talking some sort of comedy trope where they both make it all the way to a love hotel together. Right? Right?!?

That still wasn’t quite enough to make me chase them down. If nothing else, I didn’t dare try to explain that to the pair of them. Even if I was right (and not just being a paranoid idiot again) the chances of them acknowledging that, and then admitting it to me, instead of just mocking me in stereo extra hard to avoid admitting it… yeah, that seemed somewhere between slim and none.

I immediately regretted that as soon as they disappeared from sight and I realized the other side of the equation. See, I still had to go back to the Meiko mansion and report on what had just happened. And that meant there was a non-zero chance I’d have to repeat this to either Eiko’s mother or her father!

Maybe I can hold off on that until after I’ve collected my staff… and the invisibility talisman!
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“Hello, I’m sorry to SWEET AOTH! WHAT IN HEAVEN’S NAME IS THIS?!”

I’d stood outside the house for a good three minutes, checking and triple checking the address before I’d dared to ring the doorbell. But within three seconds of opening the door I’d known I had the right place.

Master Taka caught my initial rush towards the victim. “Well, that answers that,” he noted, the amusement in his voice undercut by all the worry.

I can still smell alcohol on him, I noted distantly. There was no blame in that thought though. Even if I hadn’t been overwhelmed by a sense of shocked horror at what was in front of me I wouldn’t have condemned him, I would have happily slammed back a few drinks to wash the memories out of my brain, provide some insulation against what I was seeing!

Master Tai had contacted me on Master Taka’s behalf. Or, to be more precise, Master Tsunemasa had contacted Master Taka, who’d then contacted Master Tai, who’d then contacted me. Apparently the relatively inexperienced master had suspected he needed an expert in the mystical and reached out through the network, eventually landing on my space. I hadn’t exactly been happy to have my name passed around like that. But now that I was here, had the evidence right in front of me, I wished I’d gotten here even sooner. The twisted nature of the spells had set off an itch as soon as the door had been opened, I’d activated ‘mage sight’ on reflex. And what I’d seen…

“Calm down Master Matsuda,” Master Taka forced himself to sound calm but easily manhandled me back to the doorway. “Let’s get you settled first.”

“Oh, I thought it might have been Iemon,” the girl I’d spotted said, oblivious to everything happening in front of her, “my apologies.”

I goggled, unable to get any words out as I watched the abomination playing out in front of me as she simply turned around and left the room.

“I take it you can see why we brought you in?” Master Taka asked.

“That- that- the atrocity that-“ I sputtered.

“Can. You. Help. Her?” Master Taka enunciated each word slowly, losing all humor and pretense in favor of the all-important question.

It was a one question slap to the face that brought me back to the present. I turned to face him, shocked at the difference in his demeaner compared to the first time I’d seen him, back at the bar. He still looked like a drunken old man, his wild mustache and swollen red nose discouraging any sort of respect, but there was seriousness, compassion, and determination in his gaze. The look of a master.

I swallowed back all my emotions, took a deep breath, and refocused.

“I think so,” I answered carefully. “I’m going to have to take a closer look, and it’s going to be tricky, but I can try.”

I carefully turned back to the fortyish year-old woman who’d originally opened the door, and who I’d roughly shouldered past to charge into her house without even taking my shoes off. “I’m sorry,” I bowed to her deeply, not sure what I could even say in the face of my outburst.

It said a lot about the situation that she simply clutched my hands and looked at me desperately. “You can really help her? You can really help my daughter?”

“I can try,” I replied grimly, already doing a checklist of my supplies at the back of my mind. I’d come reasonably well equipped today, all my general equipment, herbs, and tools packed away in my backpack in addition to my staff and flying talisman in the naginata bag. But if my first glance had been correct, and I was pretty sure it had been, then we were dealing with dark mind control here. You could never have too many supplies for that.

I took another deep breath, removed my shoes, and entered the house. “Alright,” I asked Master Taka seriously. “What’s the story?”

“Are you sure you want to know?” he asked, trying to cover up concern with a touch of humor again.

“No,” I answered honestly. “But that poor girl… I’ll take any clue I can get in order to free her.”

I paused and turned to the mother. “Is there a small room we could use? Something unoccupied where we might have some privacy? I need to prepare a few things.”

“Anything!” the mother said with desperate hope. “We have an empty space in the basement where we were trying to put in an office but never finished. Will that do?”

“It should be perfect,” I said shortly. “Thank you.”

“I’ll lead the way,” Master Taka claimed, matching deed to word.

To my surprise, we picked up an uncomfortable looking Master Tsunemasa along the way. He’d been waiting a little further inside and it looked like he had mixed emotions about everything. Gratitude that I was there, but also embarrassment, and a deep concern along with plenty of stress about what was happening.

“This started with Tsunemasa,” Master Taka reported as we descended the stairs. “Make sure you jump in with anything I missed, Tsueny.”

Wait, was that Tsueny or some sort of play on Tsu-ni? I had the brief thought despite the serious situation.

“Tsun-Tsun was investigating reports of a troublemaker in the area. Someone doing stuff that seemed almost supernatural in origin,” Master Taka continued.

“Around here?” I asked in surprise. We were well outside central Tokyo, down to the south and west. It was a nice place to live from what I could see, the equivalent of where my Kanoko relatives were at to the north, but not terribly exciting.

Master Taka laughed a little bitterly. “Ha ha, no. That bastard’s hanging around the more red light districts. Or so we think, he’s definitely hiding in the shadows. Tsun-Tsun dug around for a few days but this Iemon jerk stayed two steps ahead of him. He did manage to find his girlfriend though.”

I glanced back up towards where the girl had gone. I fought down a shudder. “I see.”

Master Taka nodded. There was a brief pause as we arrived at the room I’d been given. The walls were a little too thin for my tastes, just thick paper screens, and there were a few things to move out of the way. Otherwise, it would serve quite well.

I started carefully shifting those boxes and other obstacles aside while Master Taka continued. “Well, it soon became obvious the girl wasn’t right. Loyal to him, absurdly so. People were saying she’d do anything for Iemon, anything. But her attitude wasn’t right. Most people like that are either angry and desperate fanatics or they’re practically religious cultists. Her… it’s kind of creepy. It’s like she literally doesn’t know what’s happening to her or what she’s doing. I’d call it delusional but she was a little too in touch with reality and capable for that. Like she seemed completely unconcerned by what she was doing, but she did it anyway, and did it perfectly on top of that.”

“It was unnerving,” Master Tsunemasa finally spoke up but he wouldn’t meet my eyes. It was kind of weird to see such a tough looking guy acting so quiet and uncertain. “I tried to ignore it at first. Then when I tried to act intimidating, frighten that bastard’s location out of her, I ended up being the one who was scared. It was like half of it didn’t even register and the other half didn’t matter. Like Iemon was her god and she had absolute faith in him.”

“Shit,” I muttered under my breath. I’d already suspected as much, but it didn’t feel good to have it confirmed.

“Well, that was about the point Tsun-Tsun bit the bullet and called me in,” Master Taka continued. “He hasn’t had too much experience with the supernatural. Heck, he still wasn’t convinced it was supernatural! He still half suspected Kiyoko was lovestruck and maybe there’d been a bit of brainwashing and drugs going on!”

Master Tsunemasa looked even more uncomfortable and shuffled his feet a little.

“Me?” Master Taka looked haunted for a moment. “I’ve felt that touch before. And her eyes… I don’t know who’s there, but I don’t think it’s her anymore.”

“Debateable,” I said bitterly, the master’s comment really resonating with me. “If what I suspect is true… you’re right, it’s a real question of whether or not it’s even her anymore.”

“Can we save her?” there was a heartbreaking hint of quaver in Master Taka’s voice.

“I don’t know,” I replied, sketching out the first curve of a circle on the floor. “But I’m damn well going to try.” I couldn’t even begin to list all the points this touched on. I had old obligations and oaths back from my time with the Guild. I’d sworn additional oaths and had obligations as a follower of Aoth-

I paused for a moment and gently touched my chest, feeling the reassuring weight of the ankh beneath my shirt. I’ll try to do this on my own, I sent towards my patron God, but I’ll not object or complain about any help you’re willing to give.

But even beyond all that, I’d made oaths and promises in my own name on this subject! Free will was something I held sacred, something I could get fanatical about if pressed. I wasn’t above using mind control, wasn’t so pure I couldn’t come up with excuses to use magic that manipulated a person’s brain. But to completely and totally overwrite a person’s everything like this, to perform such a- a- a- atrocity-

Tone it down, it told myself firmly. Channel that anger. Do this right. Pure rage at the perpetrator won’t free her. Do what you can here. And then…

I shied away from that thought too, focusing on my spellwork instead. But deep inside, underneath all the surface thoughts, I already knew:

The rage and horror were too much. I was ready to cross that Rubicon again.

***

About two hours later, Master Tsunemasa stared at my work in shock.

“Eh, Tai wasn’t kidding about you after all,” Master Taka nodded, trying to look nonchalant in front of the junior master. However, half my setup was linked detection spells designed to examine a person’s state of mind and look for any magic. Even at a fraction of their effectiveness (they were meant to scan what was inside the main circle instead of the surroundings) I could tell he was a bit uncertain and shocked himself.

Two linked circles were lit up on the floor, and a dozen free floating sigils hung sharply in mid-air facing towards the unoccupied central circle. I stood in the smaller one slightly behind it, controlling everything. I’d linked more sigils together in an ad hoc way than I cared to think about, but the theory was sound.

Which means it’s better to get this over with before doubts start creeping in, I acknowledged uneasily. So far fury and determination had kicked my usual paranoia to the curb and then beat it up until it lay still. But if I really started thinking about it, started second guessing myself, I’d never have the guts to go through with this.

“You’d better bring her in,” I told Master Taka. “Then… we’ll see.”

“So, how’s this work?” Master Tsunemasa asked uncomfortably. “She just steps inside the circle and then ‘poof’ back to normal?”

“Aoth no! I wish it were that simple!” I frowned slightly trying to figure out the best way to explain it. Fortunately, I’d had a few thoughts in that direction ever since I started scribing out the sigils.

“The stuff I saw around her… Aoth, it’s practically indescribable. But the phrase ‘meat puppet’ seems pretty apt, and those were the strings pulling her. There was a tangle of dark magic controlling her in a bunch of ways, and it’s worked deep into her mind and spirit.”

“If I just tried to rip it out I’d take a bunch of ‘her’ out with it, it would be like trying to treat a physical device that was wired to her brain by amputating her entire head. And that’s not even considering the psychological effects.”

I paused a moment, I didn’t want to ask but I needed to know and I didn’t see any better a time coming. “I take it she’s… done things she never would have if she wasn’t under control?”

The master nodded grimly. It was clear he didn’t even want to speak of them. She was an attractive young girl only a little bit younger than I was. The best case scenarios there were already pretty horrible, and after that they quickly went to places only the Dark Web would put up with.

I wet my lips and then swallowed hard. “Imagine you were having a nightmare. The worst nightmare of your life, something you knew was going to haunt you for years to come and that you’d be running for therapy or drugs as soon as you woke up. That this nightmare was redefining the phrase ‘I never even dreamed it was possible’ to you. Now imagine you were woken up by being immersed in icy water. And that it wasn’t a dream.”

The younger master flinched at the mere thought of that.

I nodded. “This is going to suck,” I told him bluntly, my own voice already a little haunted. “There’s no way around that, this is going to suck shit. If she even wakes up, and she might not, she might just die from shock or retreat deep inside her brain in catatonia. But if she wakes up, she’s going to wake up screaming. And I don’t think she’s going to stop for a long time. But the only thing worse than that is running away and leaving her in that hell, under the control of the one who did this to her.”

“So I’m going to wake her up slowly,” I continued, bracing myself for what was to come. “Get her brain working while slowly peeling the spells away from her. I’ll try to find her, get her to push a little at the magic from the inside, and remove as much of it as possible while leaving the real ‘her’ as intact as I can. And when it’s over with, when I’m finished, hopefully we’ll be left with a real girl who’s hurt but alive.”

I fell silent, and for a few seconds so did Master Tsunemasa. You could tell how relatively young he was (I was even more sure he was still under forty at this point) by how uncomfortable he was with the silence. “What’s taking them so long?” he said nervously.

“Sorry,” Master Taka demonstrated an incredible sense of hearing and we finally heard the sound of footsteps on the stairs.

“Sorry to take so long,” he repeated about half a minute later as he led two other people into the room, the girl and an older man I assumed was her father. “Yamada-san here, Kiyoko’s father, was a little reluctant to abandon his daughter in a room with three strange men.”

That was pretty fair, especially when you took into account my age on top of everything else, but said father was just staring at all the free-floating sigils like he was the one about to crack and start screaming.

I looked at Master Taka. “How… clued in is he?” I asked, deciding to be a little diplomatic.

“What do you think?” Master Taka countered with a hint of smugness. It was surprisingly reminiscent of Eiko.

Clueless denier, I inserted mentally. Someone who was overly committed to their world being logical and making sense, but only as they understood it. Given what was happening to his daughter, in just about every sense, it was understandable that he was trying to cling to that even tighter than before.

He’s probably half mad with worry, my conscience reminded me, lest I get too self-righteous or frustrated with him. “Maybe he should wait outside,” I suggested gently. “He should be able to see and hear us alright through the screen, at least well enough to be sure we’re not acting inappropriately, but it’s better that we don’t distract Kiyoko when talking to her. Interrupting her is unlikely to help the process either.”

“A good idea,” Master Taka agreed, gently escorting the father back outside and then shutting the door behind them.

Well, one problem solved, I thought with a hint of humor, I then grimly turned back to the girl who remained. Now for the big one.

The father’s presence had been mildly disruptive but completely understandable. The girl’s continued blank faced pleasantness, just standing there vacantly with a smile even though the room was lit up by a bunch of sigils and two magic circles, was much more disturbing. And that was just the physical level.

On the mystic level her entire being was crisscrossed with an ugly looking magic of some sort. Taint ran rampant in it, as did traces of blood, mana, and maybe even hints of psi. A literal unholy amalgam, I thought, barely keeping an expression off my face this time. The whole thing reeked of demonic influence and power. It was made worse by the fact there seemed to be multiple spells there, placed with no thought or concern for how they might interact with each other. Contradictory commands and edge cases might have caused her to destroy herself without anyone else’s input.

Which might explain why she seems so vacuous, I thought worriedly. Trying to carry out commands like ‘always do what I say’ and ‘never remember anything incriminating’ at the same time could easily cause results like that.

She abruptly turned to go.

“Wait!” I called out quickly. “Please step into the circle Kiyoko-san.”

She simply did so. “Is this going to take long?” she asked, a ghost of awareness in her eyes. “I need to be ready for if Iemon needs me.”

Alright, you can do this, I said, taking a deep breath as my spells started giving me information on what had been done to her in gruesome detail. It was actually easier to talk, it gave me something to hang on to. “Do you know why you’re here, Kiyoko-san?”

“No,” she stared at me blankly.

Not a twitch from any of the spells or her aura. Independent thinking’s been shut down hard. Fortunately, I think there’s a workaround for that.

“Your parents are worried about you,” I continued, trying to project calmness. “They think Iemon might have done something to you.”

“That’s absurd!” she emoted with a ghost of true emotion.

More tellingly, at least two of the spells on her ‘twitched’ at the question. When they were active they pulled ‘away’ from Kiyoko just a little, making it easier to attack them without hurting the victim underneath. I used my own magic to slice gently at them, fraying their outside edges and loosening them a touch. Snip, snip.

“Possibly,” I said in the same gentle tone. “Do you know who I am?”

“No.”

No motion whatsoever.

“Well, I’m a doctor,” I said gently.

Off to the side, Master Tsunemasa barely kept a straight face at the bald-faced claim, made even worse by how I was dressed and the fact I was standing there with my staff in one hand.

Yeah, I know. But I’ve got to use this dark magic against itself. “And I agree with you, it’s absurd.”

Kiyoko smiled vaguely. “Oh, good.”

Another spell twitched. Thought so! I crowed a little as I gently cut at it. I hurried to follow up on my success.

“I’m here to reassure your parents that they’re being silly, that everything is fine. That you and Iemon are perfect together.”

Another spell continued to twitch, and I slowly sawed at it while it was ‘up’. Presenting myself as an ally, that was key. She was programmed to respond to and help her allies. And she’d obviously been ordered to keep herself safe. So:

“But your parents are so worried they aren’t simply going to take my word,” I continued, inserting a hint of concern into my tones. “If I simply brush them off they’re going to try finding someone else. And that might be bad. They might even get in the way of you and Iemon.”

“Oh no!”

Snip and saw, snip and saw. I had to go slowly, the magic I was using could hurt the real Kiyoko if I wasn’t careful.

I nodded gravely. “Fortunately, we have an easy solution. If we do that, I should be able to protect you and Iemon from them.”

“Thank goodness!”

Snip.

“I’m going to interview you, and monitor your responses. In doing so I can provide real evidence that everything is fine, just like Iemon wants. Nothing anyone has to take any action over whatsoever.”

“Thank you doctor.”

Snip.

I hated laying it on so thick. But given the heavy-handed nature of the control on her it was better safe than sorry. “First, how does Iemon make you feel?”

“Happy.” Kiyoko smiled brightly.

I gave her a moment, happy to saw away at the spell that activated, but when that was all she offered I added “I could use a few more details then that dear.”

Off to the side, Master Tsunemasa mouthed ‘dear?’

I gave him a miniscule shrug, I was struggling to provide a character. The gentle and slightly condescending doctor had come out easily, even though it was a poor fit for my looks.

Fortunately, Kiyoko was in no state to notice. She simply smiled a little wider. “Iemon is my sun and my moon, my everything. I would die for him.”

I wanted to throw up. It would be disturbing enough if she felt that naturally. To have that forced upon her by the person in question. And that she was serving a piece of excrement that would do that to her-

I tried to hide the fury behind a smile that wouldn’t have fooled anyone who wasn’t already half-conscious or less.  “Go on,” I encouraged, spending the next couple of minutes carefully working at the edges of the magic manipulating her as she spewed forth a torrent of overenthusiastic but somewhat generic praise.  My biggest problem (besides not spontaneously combusting from rage) was trying to keep the damage somewhat even.  This was already a mess, I didn’t want to risk removing only some of the spells and leaving other ones intact.  I’d do it if I had to, there were other options if we got to that point, but there was a chance that leaving one or two commands intact while removing the others could put her in an even worse position.

Finally, she started to peter out of pre-programmed good things to say.  So I tried to keep things going.  “So, how did you two even meet?”

She smiled vacuously. “That’s a secret.”

Whoa, her spells activated but one of them clamped down hard on her. I immediately went to work on that one but tried to choose my next words very carefully.

“Something that you can’t share even with me?” I asked, making sure to try and keep my voice a little playful. I wasn’t sure how much nuance or judgement she was allowed, or that the spells had. “Something secret between two charming young lovers?”

Her nod was playful, the magic working on her was anything but. Definitely some sort of gag spell dedicated to suppressing the truth, I thought darkly, making a note of that one. It wasn’t the most important of the bunch, if anything like that could be said about the unholy mess binding her being, but it might have been the most dangerous. That one looked like it could hurt her all on its own.

“Alright, we’ll leave that one aside unless we absolutely have to. This is for helping the pair of you, of course you’re allowed to keep your secrets.” I tried to keep my tone light and friendly.

“I don’t suppose you could tell me where you two met?” I continued, trying to sound teasing.

Same response from the spell, and just a stiff attempt to playfully shake her head from Kiyoko. Careful, don’t lose her, I told myself cautiously. If she tagged me as an adversary or obstacle then we’d be in deep shit.

“Alright, how about this then,” I tried to continue in the same lighthearted tone. “What’s your favorite memory with Iemon?’

“Favorite?”

Jackpot! I thought with a mix of pleasure and panic as a just about every spell around her started working. That one seemed to have slid through a little gap in the bindings and hit hard. That wasn’t entirely a good thing, it might have been close to a contradictory command that had some of the spells working with it while other spells worked against it, but I sprung into action slashing at the whole arrangement as quickly as I could.

I had an advantage in that Kiyoko went entirely blank there, like her mental functions had completely frozen as they tried to process. She didn’t do anything, didn’t pay me any attention at all, while she worked her way through it. And because of that I had no problem attacking the exposed magic, cutting and fraying every spell that I could.

Eventually though, Kiyoko struggled through to a solution. “It’s so hard to pick just one,” she finally answered.

My heart leapt to hear a touch of weary emotion in that answer. And Master Tsunemasa stirred a little, a spark of hope in his own eyes.

“I can understand that,” I said encouragingly. “And it can be limiting to try and say something’s the ‘best’ in a situation like this.”

“Right,” she replied, rallying a little.

Come on, stay up. The spells were pulling back a little, but still somewhat active. “But we have to give your parents something, otherwise they’re going to start thinking they should separate the two of you. And we don’t want that, it would be inconvenient for Iemon.”

“Right,” she agreed instantly, only two or three of the spells on her active at something so easy.

“I know, why don’t you just list off a few of your top ones?” I tried to appear helpful and nonaggressive. “Don’t try to order them, just give us a few of the first ones that come to mind.”

“I…”

Every spell was active again, I went back to attacking them with a vengeance.

“Don’t worry about being perfect,” I babbled, abruptly realizing I had to blink some sweat away from my eyes. Between the emotion and the exertion I was perspiring hard. “I’m sure every Iemon encounter was special in its own way. Just be honest and supportive of him by letting your true feelings show.”

Snipsnipsnipsnipsnipsnipsnip.

“I… It’s…” she froze again. But this time there was a more human reaction underneath everything. She wasn’t quite so much a doll any longer. Not normal, but hints of emotion and reaction were starting to slip through.

Her spirit is strong! I realized in surprise as I started to reveal more of it. Between the restraining effect of the dark power, and the simple distraction it had posed, I’d failed to realize that before. But underneath it all she was significantly tougher minded than the average person. Not excessively so, not some sort of special protagonist ridiculousness. But second or third in her grade at school level.

She’s going to need it, I reflected. At a few points the dark magics were already starting to separate from her a little. I made a note of those, mostly to leave them alone for the moment to avoid an unbalanced release. But the wounds they were leaving behind were non-trivial.

“What did you say you were a Doctor of again?” she abruptly asked.

My heart soared! That was an active evasion and she sounded a little skeptical. Sure, it was prompted by the dark magic. But it was showing some of her thoughts, and she was starting to think a little underneath it all.

“I don’t think I did,” I said quickly, trying to attack the stronger parts of the spells binding her. “But it’s psychology. And neuroscience.”

“I-“

For the first time, I interrupted her. “Good question. You should always ask questions and be sure. You can’t help Iemon if someone’s lying to you, that might hurt him.”

“Right,” for a moment, one of the stronger remaining spells pulled her back and she seemed dazed. I struck at that one with a vengeance. Snip and saw, snip and saw.

It took her a good ten seconds, but she shook it off. “What… is all this?” she asked, sounding a little bewildered and looking around the room as if seeing it for the first time.

“It’s neat, isn’t it? It’s a portable MRI machine,” I answered, lying though my teeth. I’d prepped that excuse earlier for her father, “this new one’s practically invisible, top of the line. Except for a few circuits and the holographic interface it’s incredibly hard to see. Not as powerful as the old-fashioned ones, but a hell of a lot easier to use for fieldwork.”

“That’s not…” Kiyoko held her head and swayed a little.

It really wasn’t. But I’d figured the dad might just need an excuse that he could hang some justifications on later if he’d briefly glimpsed something. After all, advanced top-secret machine was a much easier pill to swallow than magic. But now the excuse proved even more useful. I wasn’t trying to make it seem like it was realistic, and in doing so I was gradually dragging more thought and consciousness out of Kiyoko as she struggled with the blatant lie and contradiction.

“This one’s top of the line,” I repeated shamelessly, all while continuing to work on the dark magic. Snip, snip. “Not just cutting-edge technology, bleeding-edge. This one’s a prototype being lent out to me.” Listen to the story, keep those damn spells up.

“Really? But that couldn’t…” she held her head as if she’d suddenly started developing a migraine. “Maybe I should go,” she said faintly.

“You can’t go, you need to help Iemon.” Snip, snip.

“Yes… that’s right… wait, why…”

Come on, come on, I thought with a surprising surge of hope. Master Tsunemasa seemed to agree. He subtly shifted his stance, becoming poised to react in a split-second if need be. Snip, snip.

“He… why would I…”

Almost there, I thought, caught between joy and terror, looking frantically for anything I’d missed.

Snip.

A light suddenly came back to her eyes. “But I-“

Kiyoko fell to the floor and screamed, a heart-rending wail of anguish and desperation that came from deep inside and probably shocked half the people in the neighborhood with its volume and raw emotion. The remaining tatters of the magic binding her broke as the force of all they’d been repressing tore them apart from the inside.

Master Tsunemasa quickly grabbed her, worried she was going to hurt herself and just motivated by the purely human impulse to provide physical touch and comfort in the face of so much pain. He quickly backed off and gave her to her father as Mr. Yamada tore the door open and rushed to her side, holding her close and crying too as he tried to comfort his baby. The little huddle on the floor was soon joined by the mother, and not long after that a younger sister as they all tried to somehow comfort and protect her.

Kiyoko just knelt there, sobbing endlessly except for another occasional wail as a particularly traumatic memory came back to her. But her family was there, and they loved her. Combined with her strong spirit… I allowed myself to hope. I mystically grabbed the remaining fragments of dark power and tried to gently peel them away from Kiyoko as best I could. Then, after gathering as many as I could find, I quietly lit some incense to help with cleansing any remains, and did my best to step around the traumatized huddle of the Yamada family and leave them to their grief.

The spells shut down as I left the room, and I quietly and quickly burned away the magician’s ink on the floor. “Think she’ll make it?” Master Taka asked softly as Master Tsunemasa and I rejoined him next to the stairs.

“I hope so,” I said, “there’s a good foundation there. But… I don’t know if I can even imagine what she’s been through. That’s… that’s not something you just walk away from without harm. How she’ll cope… it varies from individual to individual. There’s no easy answer.”

“You got her this far,” Master Taka said encouragingly, a hint of water in his eyes suggested he’d dealt with cases where the victims hadn’t been so lucky. “That counts for a lot.”

“Not enough,” Master Tsunemasa growled. He looked ready to put his fist through one of the Yamada family’s walls.

“Don’t overreact, Tsun-Tsun,” Master Taka said with false playfulness. “That wall didn’t hurt you.”

The younger master ignored him. It wasn’t the right response, but I couldn’t blame him. He’d been dealing with this situation for who knew how long, it was no wonder he was so angry. It might not have been the world’s best control but I had nothing but respect for it, I’d have been damn near apocalyptic by then!

“We have to stop this guy! We can’t let him do this to anyone else! Never again!”

Master Taka began to make soothing noises but stopped in the face of my evil smile.

“Oh, we’re not,” I said, letting my own satisfied rage seep back into my voice, embracing it to drown out the desperate sobbing so nearby. I held out a hand even though I doubted the other two could see what I was ‘holding’.

“I grabbed the remains of all that dark magic. It has his scent, and a hint of a connection. I should be able to track him with this. I say we follow this back to the caster and ruin this bastard’s day.”
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“You’re something else, Master Matsuda.”

Master Taka sounded mildly amused.  Which was an interesting emotion to be feeling given that we were flying nearly twenty storeys off the ground while hanging on to a broomstick, dangling weightlessly as I juggled a few different tasks at the same time.

Night had fallen, I hadn’t realized just how long everything had taken at the Yamada house, terror and rage was very good for distorting one’s sense of time.  Combine that with a few explanations, a few excuses, and a medium speed flight across half of Tokyo, and the sun had set during our trip.  But we were close, I could feel it.

After freeing Yamada Kiyoko we’d all been in a mood to track down the perpetrator.  The excuse to run away from the pain in that house along with the opportunity to take out our own pain and frustration on the sicko that had perpetrated everything?  You bet everyone had been willing!  Don’t get me wrong, noble reasons like making sure Iemon didn’t do anything like that to anyone ever again were also in our thoughts.  But our deep down, animal reactions?  Find whoever had done that to Kiyoko and turn them into mush.  Master Taka seemed to be keeping that under control well enough, but I could tell he still felt it.  Master Tsunemasa and I?  We’d started out hovering on the edge of berserk rage.

The flight itself had helped cool us down.  There’d been no way we could all have sat on the broomstick.  The martial artists weren’t the most massive of their kind but they were still pretty big.  And then there was me on top of that, we might have managed two of us but three was obviously too much of a stretch.  Fortunately, flying everyone had merely required that they hold on to the flying talisman while I operated it.  Thankfully, the pair had been relieved, disappointed, and a little bit amused to not be crammed on top in the traditional manner.  Me handing a pair of goggles to each of them so they could see through the invisibility effect while flying probably only fed that impression.  We’d all ended up standing around the broomstick equidistantly while gripping it with one hand, taking advantage of the practical way the spells could work.  But for safety’s sake that formation had limited our speed a little more.  We were at a vastly reduced weight while the magic was in effect, which made problems with wind and air resistance a little more telling.  If we’d all tried to hang on to the broom in that way while I was flying us at high speed there’d been way too much of a chance someone would have been peeled off at some point.

(Most probably me, I seriously doubted my grip strength and endurance remotely compared to either of the martial artists.)

As it was, the time and experience of flying over the city with the wind still battering us had helped to distance us from the pain and given us a hint of perspective.  We weren’t calm, not even Master Taka, but we were a little more centered and controlled.  The anger still burned, at least in my case, but the nearly psychotic, reflexive fury that I’d started out with had scorched away too much fuel.  My emotions were still sensitive, I had to be careful not to explode again, but they were also tired enough I could monitor and control them.

Or so I told myself.

That was put to the test as I realized we’d reached our destination.  “There,” I called out, pointing with the hand that gripped my magic staff.  Flying in this manner I’d never bothered putting it away.

Master Taka smirked tolerantly.  “Shinjuku.  Of course.”

“It’s been his stomping grounds,” Master Tsunemasa replied with bitter anger.  “Where he’s been creating all his trouble.  Let’s finish this.”

Shinjuku wasn’t too much of a surprise, at least not in the red-light district.  But I frowned a little as I realized we weren’t quite hitting one of the glitzy neon areas.  We were going to end up a few blocks away from the really bright lights, going to a grey, concrete box of a building that didn’t quite fit in with its surroundings.

“Hold on a second,” I said as we landed and all took off our goggles.  “This might be a trap.  Or maybe he’s holed up in there?”  I was starting to worry he’d been smarter than I’d thought and suckered me.

Master Taka cocked his head for a moment and then smirked.  “I don’t think so.  So that’s where it is these days.”  He calmly handed me his goggles

Master Tsunemasa nodded while doing the same.  “He’s been there before.  Black Juice.”

That was weird enough to momentarily cut through all my worry.  “Black Juice?”

Master Taka nodded.  “I can feel the vibrations from here.  Come on kiddies, we’re going to the bar.”

Master Tsunemasa merely nodded and joined Master Taka in striding forward.  I brought up the rear, stumbling a little as I juggled the goggles and flying talisman back into the naginata bag.  I probably did nothing for the impression of their dignity or competence, but I had everything back under control by the time we strode through the building’s front doors.

The doors themselves were normal, but the fact they were open as this time of night was a big clue, as were the two unconventional guards that tried to stop us.  When two men who resembled bouncers moved to intercept our little group Master Tsunemasa froze them with a glare and a not-so-subtle flare of his ki, striding past them without a change in pace.

Smart people, I thought as the pair fell out of our way and crawled backwards.  The killing aura Master Tsunemasa projected was a ki based cousin to one of my glamours.  Only there was very little illusion to it, Master Tsunemasa was ‘politely’ letting people know his own strength and the fact he was very much willing to hurt them if they got in his way.  Humankind had evolved to understand that, even if they didn’t realize they did, and responded appropriately.

It proved doubly necessary about ten meters later.  We turned a corner and encountered a packed line of people inside the building of all things.  I could also hear pounding music coming from up ahead, and I truly began to understand this building’s unassuming shell was one hell of a façade.

Master Tsunemasa parted the crowds like Moses parted the Red Sea.  Scantily dressed party goers of all sorts suddenly pressed themselves up against the walls to let him pass while Master Taka and I easily followed in his wake.

(Although it was kind of telling that we had to follow single file.  Even with the deadly and obvious danger that Master Tsunemasa presented there was no room for the crowds to get any further away from him than that.)

The line stretched a while, but at the front of it was a further surprise.  Several bouncers were guarding the doors.  And they were talented (or dumb) enough not to immediately get out of Master Tsunemasa’s way.

Three of them huddled up together (stupidly close, even I could see they’d get in each other’s way if there really was a fight) and a trembling man told Master Tsunemasa “n-n-n-no entry.”

Master Tsunemasa stopped and stared him down for a few seconds but Master Taka never even broke stride.  He simply put a hand on Tsunemasa’s shoulder, vaulted over him like he had helium in his veins instead of blood, and within moments the three blockers were laid out on the floor.

The fourth and final guard wisely stayed back, and Master Taka simply walked through the doors.  I tried to match the martial artists’ aplomb and simply followed the pair.

The doors actually led to some stairs, as well as a shocking increase in volume.  At this point even I could feel the whole building vibrating to the beat.  We followed the stairs up and immediately came to-

Well, I’m not sure I could have described it.  I certainly couldn’t have done it justice!  I supposed it was a club, but it was hard to tell amid the visual cacophony.  It was a giant area two floors high that occupied the entire interior of the building.  It seemed to be dominated by a giant dance floor but there was a wide balcony around the edges, what looked like three separate bars, and a dozen things scattered around the area that I couldn’t even describe!  They may have served some debauched purpose, they may have just been statues for all I knew.

Further adding to the problem was it seemed to be pitch black save for all the black light illuminating neon impressions everywhere!  Combine that with all the strobing lights, occasional lasers, and Aoth alone knew what else, and you had an area where an epileptic would have had a heart attack before they could get around to having the seizure!

And yet, it was filled with a gyrating mass of humanity.

“Welcome to Black Juice,” Master Taka had to yell to be heard over the pounding noise.  “Hottest underground pit of sin in Shinjuku.  Master Matsuda, can you still follow him?”

I shook off the deluge of sensations and focused on my spell.  That was a challenge under the circumstances, but it still worked.  “That way,” I said, probably too softly to be heard over everything.  But I pointed at the same time so it worked out.

Master Taka nodded.  “Lead the way.”

I looked at him incredulously but I’m not sure he noticed in all the chaos around us.  Not daring to either let the masters down, or show weakness to everyone around us, I sucked it up and started moving forward.

It was unreal.  And I was a reincarnated mage from another world saying that!  I knew of pleasure cults and infamous circles of nobles back on my home world that would have taken one look at this place and backed off saying “that may be a little much.”  There was a frantic energy about the place.  And while some people were having fun, taking things to the limit in as reasonable a manner as they ever did; others were just posing, pretending they could keep up or were enjoying things.  And others had clearly been dragged here against their will, or at least their better judgement.  Even under the blinding confusion around us I could clearly see half a dozen people using almost as many drugs, with no one even batting an eye about it.  Men and women of obviously negotiable affection were either slipping out with ‘partners’ to rooms on yet another level or were getting into things amid the slightly darker parts of the room.  Again, with no one saying anything about it.  And for all that, it didn’t seem that many of them were truly happy about what they were doing.  It was a house of hedonism, but with precious little satisfaction in sight.

I think I would have run screaming from the place if I hadn’t had two martial arts masters with me for backup.  I had never wanted to retreat to my room and have a calming cup of tea so much in my life, all while huddled under a blanket.

(And keep in mind, this was still Tokyo in the summer!  I had no idea how they kept the whole place to merely sweltering even after the sun had set, not with so many people so physically active in such proximity.  It must have had industrial level cooling systems working in the background to keep the clientele from suffering heat exhaustion.)

I’d never considered myself a prude, especially since getting to enjoy the benefits of Earth’s internet, but far from being an incitement to join everyone the whole place had me ready to swear oaths of celibacy and simplicity.  So many of the people there were suffering or pretending, all while the whole place screamed at them ‘no, no, this is really what you want!  Do more, take it further.  Then you’ll be satisfied.’  It was all quietly horrifying, but in a subtler way than I’d have ever imagined.

I tried to ignore all that and reluctantly walked around the perimeter of the dance area, doing my best to not see all the things happening against the edges.  Eventually I managed to follow the trail to a large bar taking up a third of the back wall.

Much to my surprise, the area around the bar had some sophisticated noise canceling tech surrounding it.  It failed to completely shut out the boneshaking volume of the music, but it did deaden it to a level where the bartenders could actually hear the requests their patrons were making.  Although they probably ordered by color rather than name, the bar was bathed in black light leavened mostly by the fluorescing colors traced strategically around the area.

“There he is,” I reported, almost shocked to be able to hear my own voice again, even if I did still have to speak up to be heard.

Master Tsunemasa looked ready to commit murder.  “Damn it!” he swore.  “I can’t see him anywhere!  The coward’s still hiding.”

I frowned slightly and activated ‘mage sight’, I didn’t know what Iemon was supposed to look like but I’d assumed the masters would recognize him and the spell only pointed to an area around the bar.  I had mixed results in the supernatural spectrum.  That much desperate energy and excitement crammed into such a confined space threw some spiritual haze into the spectrums I was looking through, much in the same way the fog machines were doing the same in the physical.  But with my tracking spell to provide a much-needed reference it wasn’t hard to see the problem.  One area of the bar had a criss-cross of dark powers in front of it, presumably hiding Iemon from casual observation.

More worrying were a dozen other minor signs of the supernatural around the area.  Nothing too major.  Or at least nothing I dared look too closely at.  But I got the distinct impression that Iemon wasn’t the only supernatural predator or darker presence in the building right then.  I could see a bunch of daker spirits making the rounds, enjoying everyone’s misery and desperation.  On top of that were other subtle traces of darker power.  Some of them might have been from Iemon, or might just have been old, but I had a suspicion that some of them weren’t.

I opened my mouth to explain to Master Tsunemasa, but Master Taka was already striding forward.  Before I could speak he did something, shaped ki around his hand in a way that brought to mind both a hook and a blade, and then swiped at the dark energy surrounding Iemon.

There were startled exclamations at the bar as Master Taka simply ripped the protections concealing Iemon away.  Then Master Taka grabbed the surprised young man while he was still gawking.  “You need to see with more than your eyes, Tsun-Tsun,” he noted calmly.

Iemon, who looked to be about twenty-five or so but was a little scrawny and covered with what looked like old acne scars, stopped staring long enough to gasp out “get them!”

Master Taka was forced to drop Iemon as fists came for him from either side.  That wasn’t a knock against the master’s skills, he still caught both of them.  But he seemed surprised at how he had to struggle a little in order to hold them.

“Watch out!” I yelled quickly as several toughs threw themselves at all of us.  “They’re enhanced!”

I suspected Master Taka already realized that.  And in a twisted sort of way I had to admire Iemon’s ingenuity.  These thugs weren’t strictly speaking stronger than a normal human.  But he’d altered all of them in similar ways to Kiyoko, save with an eye to combat this time.  Their fear responses were tightly bound, their anger enhanced, feelings of pain blocked off, and their physical limiters were completely overridden.  The men could freely use strength that would destroy them, and perform such feats without even realizing they were doing so.

One thing I did not detect were any sort of control spells.  “They’re servants, not patsies!” I followed up, all while frantically scrambling to put Master Tsunemasa between myself and a trio of them coming out way.

“Huh?” Master Tsunemasa asked, even while parrying an unskilled but speedy barrage of blows.

“He means, they’re doing it willingly, not controlled!” Master Taka called back.  At the same time he wove between two of his attackers, ducked down, and calmly hit one on either side of him simultaneously.

The other patrons at the bar cheered and clapped.

“Good to know.”  Master Tsunemasa wasn’t so elegant or interested in messing around.  He launched a whip-quick spin kick at the head of one of his opponents that probably would have killed the man if he hadn’t been enhanced.  Hell, I was still surprised his head didn’t fly right off.  But he did go down.  Meanwhile both of Master Taka’s targets were clearly struggling but the martial artist looked mildly perturbed that they were able to try and attack him again.

I couldn’t think too much about that, I had other problems.  Master Tsunemasa was tied down with one thug and one more rushed straight at me, a sadistic look of glee on his face as he tried to smash my face in.

Speed shield, I thought in a mixture of reflex and panic, throwing up the magical barrier directly in front of his punch.

The man’s hand rebounded from the shield with a loud ‘bang!’ that probably suggested several broken bones.  But he didn’t hesitate at either the pain or supernatural manifestation, quickly launching even more punches at me.

I frantically conjured up a sequence of speed shields, more grateful for that sadly wasteful and inefficient spell than I’d ever been before in either of my lives.  The schmuck in front of me completely ignored his failure (and what he was doing to his poor hands) and looked ready to keep going until his bones were little splinters surrounded by blood.  At that point I reflexively smacked him backwards with a wide range ‘air strike’, throwing him back against the bar.

Oh shit! I thought for a moment while Master Taka distractedly finished him off before he could recover.  I just did that in front of-

I took a second look.  The results were almost disappointing.  Everyone was more interested and amused by the whole of the fight than anything else.  Despite the fact I’d just conjured multiple glowing magical shields in front of all of them, all very visible in the darkened club, no one was terribly bothered.

Well, what did you expect?  The back of my brain noted while I watched Master Taka and Master Tsunemasa quickly finish off the remaining thugs.  It happened incredibly fast at the same time that two master martial artists were putting on a display worthy of an action movie.  In the dark, in a place where bright lights are flashing all the time, and probably half of them are drunk or drugged up already.  It’s no wonder they didn’t fully register it.  And even if they did, judging by how they’re treating this whole thing I’m not sure any of them would care.

Master Taka finished putting his last opponent down in a somewhat gentler way then his fellow had.  “Master Matsuda!” he called out.  “Iemon!”

I shook off my shock, refocusing on the tracking spell.  I’d instinctively kept that one going despite the dramatic interruption.  “That way!” I called back, gesturing with my staff.

“Let’s go!” Master Tsunemasa grabbed me and we ran in that direction to assorted cheers and applause from the onlookers.

If I’d thought about it, I would have doubted myself.  I’d pointed up and towards the nearest wall of the club.  Master Taka knew just where to go however, quickly going up to the balcony level and finding a discreet door that led to even more stairs.

I blanched a little as we pounded up the stairs, trying not to see what was happening on the other landings.  It was… just obscure enough that I didn’t see anything too pornographic or illegal, but I was pretty sure the red lights were a big clue.  What little I glimpsed did seem to be consensual and overage though, or so I told myself.

Probably unethical, the back of my mind noted in a jaded way, and almost certainly iffy on that consent.  But just on the right side so that you can’t interfere without being an overbearing and self-righteous fool who’d be imposing his morality on others.  It was exactly the sort of line that evil loved to toe, where there were no good answers and plenty of traps for the well-meaning but overenthusiastic good guy.

It was a relief to burst out on to the roof, and not just to my aching lungs.  My longer legs had helped me stay in the same ballpark as the other two but I was already gasping for breath.  And even then I suspected they’d held back, just to make sure they hadn’t overshot the target.

Said person was trying to escape.  Much to my surprise Iemon was floating a good five meters or so above our heads and shakily rising, accompanied by a minor demon of some sort.

“So long fools!” he crowed with relieved bravado.  “You shall never-“

He stopped speaking as a silver ribbon of power wrapped around his leg and then I yanked him none too gently back down to the roof.  His primitive flying spell had just enough strength to keep him from breaking his legs but he still cried out from the impact.

The demon, a small but nasty looking creature of some sort, opened it’s mouth just before I swatted it with a quick ‘spirit spear’.  Pumping more power into the spell than was strictly necessary, I practically disintegrated the creature in one quick blow.

“Thank you, Master Matsuda,” Master Taka noted calmly.  His demeanour suggested he would have taken care of it in another moment but had been perfectly happy to have me do the heavy lifting.  If I’d been thinking about it, I probably would have agreed with him.  Five meters was much too close for a master like him, even vertically, but I was more focused on the piece of filth my spell still had bound.

“You can’t think-“ Iemon began to hiss through his pain.

I didn’t have any patience for his blustering.  I used the ribbon to whip him around and then bounce him against the roof with bone-jarring force.

Master Tsunemasa smiled in satisfaction at that.

I stomped up to the prone Iemon, rolling about a little in pain, and stopped his motion by pointing the end of my staff to his throat.  “I don’t want to hear it you putrid piece of trash,” I half shouted.  “All I want to know is why?  Why would you do that to her?  Why would you abuse magic like that?”

Iemon sobbed, half in fear and half in pain.

Normally that would have tugged at my heartstrings just a little, made me doubt.  But the pain Kiyoko had gone through, and my memories of all the sick little spells he’d cast, were too recent.  “Don’t give me that,” I snarled.  “I saw what you did to her.  I know what you were up to you sick fu-“

“Master Matsuda!” Master Taka’s voice cracked with a disciplined warning entirely at odds with his appearance.  But something in his expression suggested he was both serious… and a little worried about me.

“Go on,” I ground out, touching my staff direction to the base of his throat, “try to justify it to me.”

“It’s not fair,” he forced out between hiccupping sobs, “I deserved her.”

I couldn’t help but sneer.  “That’s it?  That’s your one justification?  You deserved her?”

““I deserved everything!” he started to move his head but stopped when his neck hit my staff.  “Everything!  The world’s unfair, I should have gotten it years ago, so I just took it.”

I was about ready to drive my staff down and crush his windpipe.  “So the world’s unfair and that justifies you being even more unfair in turn?”  I tried and failed to sound sarcastic, I was too worked up.  “Go to hell you idiotic, self-serving, fool!  I can come up with no justification for what you were doing!”

“Master Matsuda,” Master Taka’s voice cut through my own ranting.  “Is he controlled in any way?”

That was a splash of cold water in the face.  Luckily, a quick look over his aura got rid of any guilt before it could develop.  “No,” I reported.  “He’s tainted as hell by this point, but the form of it says he willingly injected it into himself.  He wanted strength, and he took the dark paths.” Which probably explained his creative but inefficient use of magic. He didn't actually know much, probably having bargained with the demons for what he did have, and tried to use his one or two tricks for as many things as possible.

“Like you didn’t!” Iemon tried to claim, showing just how deep his lack of understanding went.

“Then there’s only one choice,” Master Tsunemasa said with relish.

“Indeed,” Master Taka sighed.  Then, before I even realized what was happening the martial artist was kneeling before the body and lightly struck Iemon twice.

The young man stiffened, almost started to convulse, and then was gone.

Did that just happen? I thought, shock and wonder cutting through my anger.  It hadn’t quite been the traditional ‘death touch’ of schlocky martial arts films, Master Taka had needed two strikes and there’d been a hint of force behind them.  But it had been a darn close approximation, the combination of ki and pressure had sent two waves through Iemon’s body that had shut down his heart when they clashed.

We all stared at the dead body for a moment.

“He didn’t deserve that,” Master Tsunemasa said.  “To pass so peacefully and without fear.”

“It wasn’t about what he deserved,” Master Taka replied wearily.  “It was about what would happen to you two.  You’re both too angry, what you would have done would have haunted you in years to come.”

I jerked back a little, it was the second bucket of cold water to the face for me in less than a minute and I couldn’t help but take his meaning.

Master Tsunemasa had been after the bastard for too long though, and wasn’t so easily dissuaded.  “It.  Was.  Right.” He ground out.

“That’s what he thought,” Master Taka replied.

Even Master Tsunemasa backed off slightly and fell silent at that.

“It is the duty and burden of the experienced to protect their juniors,” Master Taka sighed again.  “You two are still so light.  It was my job to take on this, leave you unstained and unburdened a little longer.”

I don’t feel unstained or unburdened, I thought guiltily.  Neither from this or from what has happened in the past.  But Master Taka was right though, compared to what easily could have happened…

Master Tsunemasa looked away and made an annoyed ‘tch’ sound.  But that seemed like an awfully weak and token objection under the circumstances.  I suspected that now the moment had passed he’d realized the truth too, that we’d been too caught up in our emotions, and didn’t want to admit it.

Master Taka allowed himself a tired smile.  “Okay, Master Tsundere.”

I looked away and tried to hide my laughter.

“Anyway,” I blinked as Master Taka turned back to the door leading up to the roof.  I was surprised to realize a dozen men were gathered there.  Half of them bouncers like we’d encountered before, another half dozen in suits and with actual guns!  Which they were all pointing at us.

Master Taka wasn’t bothered though.  He just calmly asked “you idiots aren’t going to try anything stupid, are you?”

“Only if you don’t leave,” the one in the most expensive suit answered.

Master Taka rolled his eyes.  “Not that!  I know that!  I meant like trying to revive this scumbag after we’re gone.  I haven’t been here since the last location, I wanted to make sure the policy hadn’t changed.”

The man in the suit merely nodded.  “No.  He was too loud, too much, and brought trouble into the club.  As always, the trouble he brings in leaves with him.  He pays his debts, you go on your way.”  It was hard to tell on the roof, but I thought I saw traces of tattoo poking out around the edges of his sleeves.

Master Taka nodded back, almost respectfully.

“One moment,” Master Tsunemasa interrupted, taking a step forward.

All the guns swivelled to point at him.

Master Taka sighed.  “Don’t start trouble that’s going to follow you home, Tsun-Tsun.  You can take them.  But if you start this fight, it’s not going to end on the roof.”

I kept the incredulous expression off my face by virtue of being too burned out and overloaded.  Really?  Against six guns?  From this range?  Don’t get me wrong, I would have bet on Master Taka or Master Tai.  Master Tsunemasa was still pretty young though, and the unarmed thugs were (at a rough guess) below Eiko but above Himeko in strength.  Less skilled than her, but actually possessing at least a hint of ki development.  Put a bullet or two into Master Tsunemasa then throw all six of them at him at once and I figured they had a decent enough chance.  Luckily I didn’t react, Master Taka was probably just trying to keep up their aura of invincibility.

“I just needed this,” to my further shock, Master Tsunemasa took out his cellphone and snapped a quick picture or two of the dead Iemon.

“You bought an active cellphone here?  And you just put pictures of a dead body on it?” I asked incredulously.  Needless to say, I’d left mine at home as soon as I’d found out I was going to be involved in some funny business.

Ironically, the thugs and criminals looked like they agreed.  But Master Tsunemasa shrugged uncomfortably.  “It’s for Kiyoko,” he said.  “Proof.  She’ll heal a little better once she’s sure he’s dead and gone.”

That’s… my thought trailed off into a confused mess before it could really begin.  I doubted it was that simple.  And even if it was, I doubted it would be a magic cure-all for everything.  But I doubted it would hurt matters either.

“Fine,” the man in the nicest suit said curtly, “so long as it never comes back to our door.  We will take care of his body.  Now leave.”

“Agreed,” Master Taka said, slowly drawing Master Tsunemasa back and towards me.  “I could use a drink.  Somewhere besides here.”

“Master Matsuda,” he murmured in a soft voice.  “I think we could use a dramatic exit.”

I slid the naginata bag off my back, causing all the gunmen to twitch a little, and casually revealed the end of the flying talisman, sticking it between the martial artists.  “Grab on.”

Master Taka nodded, both of them grabbed the end, I activated the talisman, and as far as anyone else was concerned we vanished from the face of the Earth.

***

“Heh heh heh.  Shctupid kidz.  Black Juice’s been ‘round longer than I have.”

I was caught between embarrassment and fascination, still accompanying Master Taka and Master Tsunemasa as we all had a late meal at a street stall.  More importantly, a street stall that was apparently on the list.  The proprietor calmly ignored everything that Master Taka was saying while continuing to serve us ramen and beer.

Well, beer to the martial artists.  I was just having food.

“Are you sure you don’t want anything to drink?” the stall owner, a jovial and well-preserved man in his fifties asked.

I shook my head.  “I’m the designated flyer.  I mean driver!  Driver!”

The man smirked.  “Sure you are.  Sure.”

I sighed.  “Don’t tempt me.”

Needless to say, Master Taka already seemed about three sheets to the wind.  Master Tsunemasa wasn’t that bad, but I figured he was pretty soused already, just a more somber and restrained drunk after all we’d been through.  I couldn’t blame either of them though.  I was tempted by a drink, and I’d been involved in the whole affair for only a few hours.  But the rollercoaster ride of emotions I'd gone on during that time was almost indescribable. I was burned out, shaky, and frantically glad for a warm down period before I had to figure out what the hell to do next. I didn't even want to think about what they'd been through over multiple days of this. If anyone was allowed to anesthetize themselves with alcohol it was those two.

“Been to three Black Juices now.  No, four!  Four with ‘his one.  Ain’t goin’ away any time soon.”

I shuddered at the memory of what I’d seen.  “If I ever go to another one it’ll be too soon,” I mumbled.

“Haw!”  Master Taka guffawed.  “You’ll go.  You’ll sssee.  Damn places attract everyssshing.”

“Should burn it to the ground,” Master Tsunemasa muttered darkly.

“Haw!  Been tried by better ‘n you buddy.  Never took.  Jest changes the look.”

I couldn’t keep the incredulous look off my face.  In an odd way I felt like an ignorant child.  I found this whole night somewhat unbelievable, and I was looking to bring magic back to the general public!

“Black Juice ‘ll always exist.  Or sumthin’ like it.”

“What?  because it’s so valuable?” Master Tsunemasa asked with a drunken sneer.

Master Taka gave him a gimlet look back.  And once again I wondered just how drunk he really was.  Last time… well, he handled his liquor well enough the line between drunk and sober seemed awfully blurry.

“No, Tsun-Tsun,” he answered with inebriated patience, “ ‘cause something like it has to exist.  Ain’t no legend, ain’t nothin’ special.”  He paused to take another drink.  “Places like that have to exist.  Too many people want ‘em too much.  Always make ‘em.  Least this one’s better than some.”

He chuckled darkly.  “Remind me to tell ya ‘bout the one Master Luo an’ I had to fight our way through in Shan’hai.  Take ‘king Black Juice over that one ‘nyday.”

“Aoth, that’s unbelievable,” I muttered darkly.  Even though, frankly, it made more intuitive sense than half of quantum physics.  If you stuffed even half as many people as Tokyo had into a city you’d probably still have more than enough people with darker tastes to set up some sort of profitable club.  Combine that with the pressure cooker that Tokyo provided, always pushing so many people to give 110% all the time, and it was no wonder that places like Black Juice developed.  So long as they were discreet, paid the right bribes, and didn’t cross certain lines, they were allowed to keep working.

Iemon had crossed some of those lines.  I was still in the dark which ones, probably just being so obvious and greedy that he brought do-gooders down on the club.  The place was just practical enough to let us go in there and clean him out.  But if we’d tried anything more…

“Haw!  Thin’ Black Juice is the only one?  Gotta be two ‘r three more in Tokyo alone.  Juice’s just the most famous right now.”

“Which is why Iemon hung out there,” Master Tsunemasa muttered darkly into his drink.  “He wanted to feel a big man, like he was doing something.”

I said nothing.

“Figures.” Master Tsunemasa continued, his voice full of self-loathing.  “I went into the Juice twice before, looking for him.”

“Hope you ‘er polite.”

“As much as I could be in that pit.  I wanted to drag half the youngsters in there out by the neck and send them home with a swift kick to the rear.  The idiots thought it was exciting,” the withering contempt in his voice suggested a master’s confidence.  “Thought being close to that much law breaking and danger was somehow cool instead of dangerous, like the owners wouldn’t have disappeared them in a minute if they thought that was the best solution.  If I’d seen anyone as messed up as Kiyoko in there I would have dragged them out.  Fortunately, only Iemon seemed to go that far.”

“Blind fool,” Master Taka muttered under his breath.  And I wasn’t 100% sure who he was referring to.  It probably said something about my own willful blindness that I didn’t pursue it any deeper.

“But I didn’t mouth off and I didn’t bring anyone down, so I put up with their crap and they put up with me.  But today I was going to start some trouble, and I didn’t bother pretending or playing so nicely.”

“Careful,” Master Taka responded, making an effort to seem a little clearer headed this time.  “They’ll let you get away with that, ‘specially for someone stupid and unimportant like that guy.  But you try that with a bigger fish and they might just greet you with enough guns and bodies to take you down.  The Juice is ‘bout money, and if they think it’s worth more to stop you then they’re damn well gonna try.”

Master Tsunemasa muttered under his breath but didn’t protest (that Master Tsundere nickname is really going to stick with me, I thought to myself).  I let out a mental sigh of relief.  Individually we were all much more powerful than the average human.  But even if you were polite about it and only threw one person against us at a time we’d eventually get worn down.  And something told me Black Juice and whoever was in charge of it had a lot of bodies to throw at us.  And that was just strict face-to-face combat, never mind anything more nefarious or tactical.  We were not able to go running around Tokyo doing whatever the hell we thought we should do, no matter how much some things might tempt us.  For a moment I‘d been worried Master Tsunemasa was forgetting that.

“Aoth, that would have been a disaster,” I muttered to myself, momentarily overtaken by just how bad that could have gotten.

“Hm, you keep usin’ that word,” Master Taka asked blearily.  “What’s it mean?”

“You were just telling us about Shanghai!” I blurted out in blind panic, trying desperately to avoid bringing up Aoth.

“Fuckin’ jiangshi.  Alright baby masters, huddle ‘round for story time…”
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Aoth, I thought as I soaked in the sun and tried to ignore the ruckus. I swear, I’m bouncing back and forth between the beach so often I feel like a beachball myself right now. Multiple times in Hokkaido and then barely a week off before I’m visiting one in Tokyo. And I don’t even like beaches!

I was just laying on my beach blanket at Tokyo’s local seafront. Not even one of the decent local beaches you understand (Tokyo lacked any great beaches but we had a couple of surprisingly nice options) I was at a somewhat random spot that wasn’t particularly nice or notable. But even this one was still pretty damn packed as a fair percentage of the city tried to beat the heat. The summer was feeling particularly unbearable that day, the combination of heat and humidity getting to everyone. While water quality was too low for actual swimming, as usual for Tokyo, the ability to wade and strip down to nearly nothing counted for a lot. The area was full of people trying to cool down.

Me? I was trying to rid myself of a mental chill lying deep in my bones.

I didn’t like to admit it, but the previous day’s events (I wasn’t going to glorify it with a stupid term like ‘adventure’) had hit me deeply. The trauma of dealing with Kiyoko and her mind control alone would have been horrifying. Then there was dealing with the thought of me deciding matters of life or death again, via Iemon. Even if it hadn’t been me personally doing it, this time, that had still been damn close. But, somewhat ironically, it might have been going to the Black Juice and my experiences there that had left the most lingering damage.

Stupid, isn’t it? I wondered for the thousandth time. I can’t blame myself for feeling a little off after that. But to regard it as the worst part after the other two… I shook my head in the real world. Aoth, I feel like such an idiot.

It was weird as hell, but that whole jaunt had left my worldview the most shaken. And I couldn’t tell you why! It wasn’t half as unbelievable as way too many things in my life. But somehow, somehow it had felt like a trip to a whole different world. And not a pleasant one either. It was as discombobulating for me as finding out magic existed would be for most other people. The combination of disregard for law, life, and most of what our society seemed to be built on; all while supposedly wrapped up in a ‘cool’ package, along with how popular it seemed to be, had left me feeling adrift.

I guess it’s a combination of half a dozen factors, I thought despairingly as I stared at nothing. Most of them revolving around reality, appearance, and corruption. Intellectually, I’m not shocked that a place like Black Juice really exists. But to visit it, see and experience all of its terrible ‘glory’ with my own eyes… ugh. Sin always sounds pretty in theory. And, give the devil his due, it usually is enjoyable. But not as enjoyable as you think it’ll be, and ten times as messy. Seeing that first hand, especially without even the token insulation of choosing to go there for that sort of thing and trying to fool myself into thinking I was enjoying the trip, had been unpleasant.

But a bigger part of it was a weird combination of deeper worries. I couldn’t fool myself that Black Juice and its assorted vices weren’t a part of Earth’s reality. If you’d asked me previously I would have claimed that I knew, but in reality it was kind of ‘out of sight, out of mind’ with how I really treated it. Having my face shoved in the real thing was eye opening.

And I was planning on adding magic to that mix.

I could try and tell myself I wasn’t, sell the obvious lie that I wasn’t going to be directly giving it to lowlifes like that. But that wasn’t something I could ignore, not in the aftermath of actually visiting the place. If I really did reveal magic to the world, really did normalize it and codify it even a little, pretty soon places like Black Juice were going to be using it too. And in ways I wasn’t sure I could even imagine.

Using it? I berated myself for such weaselly language. Hell, they’ll be early adopters! The urge for a thrill combined with disregard for law and everyone’s safety… they’ll start experimenting with it the second they’ve got anything to use!

And that was ignoring the indications they were a little more clued in than the average citizen, had a few contacts and at least a hint of knowledge about the supernatural. The average business might want to integrate magic into its practices when the news came out (anything for an edge) but they’d have nowhere to start. Somewhere like Black Juice however…

I wonder if that’s part of the Bureau’s purpose? I thought miserably. Keeping this sort of stuff out of criminal hands? Ironically, that gave me a spark of hope. If that really was the case, then maybe criminals wouldn’t rapidly outpace law enforcement when I revealed magic to the world.

Aoth, so much depends on the Bureau in that scenario, I thought pensively. How quickly they admit and share what knowledge they have, and how fully. And I know nothing about them. It feels wrong to be cheering for them and depending on them when they’ll probably disappear me if they ever find out what I’m planning. But I think I have to.

I wondered if this was what the Manhattan Project scientists had felt like, at least a little bit. The fear that what you were about to unleash upon the world might destroy it.

I sighed slightly. A little egotistical there, don’t you think? Not to mention premature. I seriously doubt I’m anywhere near as close as they were at any point during the project. There’s a lot of years left to go. And this isn’t enough to make me change my decision. Yet.

But for the first time since I’d developed this dream I had a few doubts about the wisdom of it. Ironically, I figured it was the black light and all the fluorescence that had done it for me; the way they’d completely adopted that methodology and aesthetic. The only things approaching normal lights in the main area had been strobe lights and lasers, otherwise it had just been black light. And while that had been kind of cool (hey, I could admit it even if I didn’t like it) it had been totally impractical and more than a little unsafe. But they’d done it anyway. For things like atmosphere and fun and, when you got right down to it, money. What they’d do when magic was added to that equation boggled the mind.

I can’t let fear of what bad and irresponsible people might do with the knowledge keep me from seeing all the good that might result, I reflected morosely. I know that. But now… now I have to wonder if I shouldn’t start revising the plan somehow, trying to put a few more safeguards in.

I wasn’t quite sure what those safeguards could be, the closest thing to a reasonable idea I had was somehow pre-creating a better Mages Guild that was ready to roll out as soon as the news was shared. And the number of potential problems and mistakes with that idea made my issues and fears about organized crime look like a sensible alternative!

I snorted softly to myself. Seriously. You honestly think you can simultaneously build a better mousetrap while…

I trailed off, understandably distracted, as I saw the ningyo coming up onto the shore.

I knew she was using a glamour of some sort instantly, the lack of panic and reaction amongst everyone around was kind of a big clue. I was mostly just surprised I could see her. Almost instinctively I activated ‘mage sight’ and took a closer look. At least, as best as I could through the crowded beach.

Huh, an earrings based focus. Interesting. How is it working though? It was a paired enchantment, with half in each ear, which was very difficult to get right. Not impossible, but the closest comparison I could come up with would be successfully putting a spraying device in front of a car in order to lubricate the road in front of the wheels. Sure, everything would go faster if you coordinated and designed everything just right, but there were very good reasons not to do it.

The ningyo got almost to the very edge of the water before I figured it out, and she wasn’t moving very fast. I assumed her form was reasonably maneuverable in the water but she resembled a slender and unhurried walrus as she made her way out of the bay.

Okay, that’s interesting. It works partially on disbelief of all things, I thought (somewhat ironically) in disbelief, if someone believes that she shouldn’t be there then the spell helps them not to see her. Huh, it’s a little more mind control than usual, but it uses the disbelief as a sort of permission to affect its targets and that’s almost like a check to see if it’s worth the effort to enspell the target at the same time. It was a weird sort of logic, kind of effective except when it wouldn’t be. It was drastically unlike my ‘don’t notice me’ spells. This ended up being almost binary in its approach, it would either completely work or be totally useless.

It seems like it’s a really cost efficient at redirecting their eye, I reflected judiciously. The weird way it worked provided plenty of bang for its buck, providing complete and easy misdirection for relatively little mana. It wasn’t working on me, being one of those total failures in my case, because I was pretty much neutral to the idea of ningyo. I wouldn’t have expected something like this, but I wouldn’t have instinctively thrown shade on the idea either.

The other half of the magic keeping her hidden was much more typical, a little bit of illusion and a little bit of ‘don’t notice me’ in some way I couldn’t quite parse. I had to admire the illusion though, it didn’t try to disguise what she was but instead made her body look fake. Like her bottom half was made of cheap and shiny plastic instead of flesh. If you caught a shot of her on camera, say in the background of a photo, you’d assume she was either some kind of weird cosplayer or part of a promotion for something. It was much cheaper and simpler than trying for a convincing illusion, and incredibly effective in this case.

Between my fascination over the mechanics, and my previous misery, I was slow to realize she was coming straight at me. Don’t get me wrong, I realized once she’d started crawling over dry beach directly in my direction. But it was pretty stupid of me to have not realized a minute or two earlier.

Aoth, I need to get my game face on, I thought, trying to calmly wait and compose myself. It was harder than usual, after the previous night I was not up for any sort of further shenanigans. I secretly hoped I was just being paranoid and self-important though, and that she was going to go straight past me.

No such luck. “Earth Fisher?” she asked, coming up to me and stopping.

I had to consider that for a moment. “Not a title I’ve ever claimed,” I allowed. “But I could be. I am often standing up on the Earth to fish, and I’m fishing out Earth elements so I suppose it really does fit.”

“Good,” she declared, shuffling up the last little bit and then lying down next to my blanket. “We should talk.”

Up close it was kind of interesting to see her. She was like the Little People, a mostly physical being. I would not have been so sure of that an hour ago. I’d figured ningyo actually existed in some way, but if I’d been forced to guess I’d have gone with water spirits rather than physical beings.

She was on the petite side, the human part of her body looked thirty-ish at a glance but if she’d been human she’d have only been about 140cm, or even less. The fish part (a surprisingly bright red in color) started above where her bellybutton would have been but not quite all the way to the solar plexus.

And yes, if you were wondering, that did mean she seemed to have human style breasts. From what I could see, her long hair and posture didn’t exactly show anything off, she was wearing an old and slightly tattered bikini top of a modest design. Seriously, if she’d been going bare chested or trying to pull off the strategically placed seashells she’d have probably attracted too much attention upon coming on to the beach, magic or not.

“Our neighbors from the north suggested we should speak to you.”

I blinked a few times before it clicked. “The water spirits? You’re here on their behalf?” I asked, trying not to sound too eager.

She nodded a little awkwardly, like it was a gesture she knew in theory but didn’t perform much. “They said you had requests for the spirits of the water?”

“Not just them,” I said hurriedly, rapidly reassessing and trying to get my thoughts in order. Whatever I’d expected it hadn’t been this, and even if I had I would never have expected the conversation to take this form or go in this way. I’d been expecting something more formal and respectful, with maybe a little bit of warning. Not to have a ningyo casually talking to me while we were both lying down and I was dressed only in my swim trunks!

“Not just them,” I repeated, “and I’m not sure it’s a request. Well, no, it probably is. But I’m interested in knowledge and contacts with the other spirits in the Tokyo area. I was hoping the water spirits would be willing to talk and maybe give me a few introductions.”

“Not for free of course!” I added hastily. “I don’t mind doing a few small favors if that’s necessary. Negotiated beforehand!”

(Never give a spirit a blank cheque. Even if they’re operating completely in good faith they can make deadly mistakes, especially if they lack the perspective on how humans operate).

The ningyo looked at me curiously. “That should be fine. But currently most of the water spirits feel they are slightly in your debt.”

Now I was a little confused. “Really?”

She shrugged. “Not all of them, and not to any great extent. You really should ask soon, otherwise they are likely to forget even that little sense of gratitude. But they claim you’ve helped confine an opponent who would enslave them, slain a minor demon or two, and delivered a more important one straight to Inari.”

Wow, I was momentarily surprised to hear that one come up again. It had been almost a year since I’d seen to my cousin’s possessor. Inari must really have had it in for that bastard in order for the knowledge to get around like this.

Good.

“And there are a few other whispers and rumors,” the ningyo finished, giving me another curious look. “They don’t add up to much, the spirits of the sea aren’t going to go out of their way for you. But they’ll probably be happy to give you a few names and introductions, it’ll give them a good excuse to feel their debts are discharged.”

“Really? That would be great!” I answered with a little more enthusiasm. I suddenly realized who/what I was talking to and toned it down a little. “That is, if you wouldn’t mind telling them.”

“It’s all part of the bargain,” she waved it away, “why do you think I came up onto this dry hellhole looking for you?”

I ignored some of the obvious context there to hurriedly ask “may I ask just what that bargain is?”

The ningyo sighed, in exactly the manner of a clerk who’d been asked the same annoying question too many times. “We live with one hand in each world,” she responded tiredly, “spirit and flesh. To help keep the peace, and earn our own help from the spirits, we help them in turn.”

I opened my mouth, stopped, then tapped my beach blanket a few times as I though furiously.

“Go ahead and ask it, Earth Fisher.”

“Not if it’s unwelcome,” I demurred. Even I could clue in to her tired tone. “You and yours are entitled to your own secrets. And if I’m just going to get a ‘no’ anyway then I’d rather not be rude enough to ask.”

“My apologies,” the ningyo continued with a little more patience, “I am being impatient and rude because of the unpleasant conditions. But your kind… we used to live a little closer to all of you. But between how you’d hunt us, and what you’ve done to the waters, we’ve retreated further away from it all. Out in deeper waters where we…” she paused, obviously struggling with how to say it.

I could make a guess though. “You’re living in a different dimension or subdimension, something that’s still connected to reality but separate?”

She just looked at me blankly. “We swim sideways through the flowing waters in order to get to your places and back,” she reported.

I drummed my fingers a few more times. “Okay, different terminologies,” I think, I added a little more honestly. It sounds logical enough, and that seems like a fairly reasonable interpretation, but I shouldn’t be too certain. “How do you get enough mana? I would have thought that sort of arrangement to be too big and expensive for a large population.”

“Enough what?”

I opened my mouth, paused for a few moments, and considered. This is an easy way to screw things up, let’s not be an idiot about it.

I had my traveling reservoir with me. I’d hit up the Meikos for my usual take before being struck by this idea, feeling too off and weird to simply sit in my room and stew, and pretty much rushed back out of the house with my swim trunks after reaching home. Now I carefully pulled some of the mana out and circulated it around my body. “This,” I said simply, making sure to focus some around my hand.

The ningyo saw in that part of the mystic spectrum naturally, easily following. “Ah! We call it the waters of creation,” she reported.

I nodded respectfully. A little poetic, I reflected, but not entirely inaccurate. It is a little like water in some ways, and it certainly lends itself to creation. And when you look at the historical origins of the word 'mana' before the modern world adapted it to magic usage it’s kind of hard to criticize them.

“I assume it rolls off the tongue a little easier in your native language?” I asked more neutrally.

“Yes,” she agreed. “This silly surface speech makes it much more difficult.”

I let that one go. Although the temptation to point to English and how weird that was at times… Let’s not get into that. Especially since the written language portion gets even stranger.

(Although I was really tempted to ask her about her written languages now that she was here…)

“In any case,” I continued, roughly shoving the thought aside even as a part of me cried out to bring that up again later. “How do you get enough mana; sorry, water of creation, to support something like that? I would have thought that was too expensive to manage, especially with the way the salt tide disrupts most spells.”

The ningyo looked surprised at the question. “We anchor them to the lands, the dip before the dark, and the true deep. And between all that the shore offers and the help of the spirits we have no problems with it, the waters provide.”

I frowned a little. “The dip before the dark and the… wait, you set them in the… argh, what is it? Bathyp- no, wait, it’s the twilight one. Mesopelagic. The Mesopelagic zone?”

The ningyo looked at me blankly.

“Right, more stupidly specific terminology that doesn’t translate well,” I muttered. Well, it was worth a shot, my conscience noted, forgivingly for a change. She does somehow know Japanese. It wasn’t that big a stretch that she might know some more scientific terms that dealt with her home.

I frowned a little more. Now that I think about it… “Before I confuse you any further, how do you know Japanese?”

She shrugged. “We learned ages ago, and try to keep up. We tap…” this time she frowned a little, searching for the term, “ra-di-o waves and listen to those to learn.”

Huh. That opened up a bunch of different questions. Like what are they listening too? And how often? I would have assumed they’d have focused on something that was useful to them. But if she’s struggling with the word radio, and doesn’t know ocean related terminology, that’s a little worrying. I could think of several shows and stations I could only pray they weren’t tuned in to. The xenophobia and stupid opinions on display… well, it was no wonder they didn’t have a good opinion of humans.

Like we couldn’t have done that all on our own, my conscience prodded me sharply! I mean, she literally had to travel here through water that we’re forbidden to swim in. Something tells me a ningyo isn’t happy about what humans have done to the ocean no matter what quality of programming they’re listening to!

Which led to a second, important realization. “How are you holding up?” I asked a little hurriedly. “Between swimming through all that… poor water, and then hanging out in this heat, am I keeping you too long? Are you in any danger?”

Her smile was slightly strained. “It is… a challenge,” she admitted, obviously reluctant to give me that much. “I can do it, but it is slowly draining me.”

“Would it be better if we continued this in the shallow water?”

“A little.”

I quickly got to my feet. And her trek back to the water was notably swifter than the trip out. She sighed softly in relief when she was able to get even a little water back underneath her. “Thank you,” she admitted in a slightly more pleasant tone.

“My apologies,” I said in return, trying not to sound too sheepish. “You came up to deliver a message and I just keep badgering you with questions and delays. Sorry about that.”

“I’ll take it over all the idiots who have asked for our flesh,” she half muttered.

I pursed my lips. Okay, how rude would that question be? I had to know, I might never get the chance to ask it again, but even I knew I should pursue it obliquely. “Should I go around spreading the word that the legend is false?” I suggested carefully. “I doubt it’ll make much difference at this point, but you never know.”

I felt the spirit of Himeko facepalming at my lame attempt, I half expected she somehow felt me being that stupid in an attempt to be clever even halfway across Tokyo.

The ningyo saw through it immediately. “The legend’s true,” she said a little more curtly. “But don’t get any ideas, it’s even worse odds than the tales suggest. It’s not just cooking our flesh, you have to prepare it alchemically. And no, I don’t know the exact formula. I think it varies from person to person. If you get it wrong you might as well just eat a whole fugu.”

“Surely it’s not full immortality,” I suggested back, trying to brush over my rudeness.

“Well, no,” she conceded, “just very slow aging with very good health. And you could naturally heal anything. Although it would probably take a decade or two to actually heal back any lost limbs.”

“That’s still pretty impressive,” I admitted. I am ashamed to admit that my first thoughts were I wonder if I could synthesize an effective healing drug from ningyo flesh?

I quickly hid that thought, especially since it was so impractical. Although, if we could come up with an even trade. And maybe only extract a small amount of healable flesh at a time…

Thankfully, the ningyo distracted me before I could get too far down that tangent.

“Are you alright, Earth Fisher?” she asked a little bluntly.

“Why do you ask?” I returned, trying to keep a hint of nervousness out of my tone. If even half-fish person strangers out of legend could immediately tell I was off, then I really wasn’t doing well.

“Because this makes little sense,” she continued roughly. “Your responses are all over the place, flitting from this to that like someone has poisoned you and you’re half conscious. You have the talent to garner all this attention and the zen to just take it in stride when a ningyo crawls out of the ocean to give you a message yet you still ask about the legend of our flesh. The mix of thoughtlessness and knowledge… you are either out of sorts or running the cleverest deception ever.”

I winced. Yeah, that was worryingly accurate, I reflected. “Out of sorts,” I declared immediately, falling back on my desperation play of total honesty. “I’m sorry, you caught me at a bad time and I’m still a little messed up in my head.”

The ningyo bowed slightly. “Then you have my apologies,” she said instantly. “This is my fault, I am sorry for causing you further problems.”

“Don’t worry too much,” I said, ironically proving her point by running my mouth off. “This isn’t too far off my normal, I’m still not great at things like this. But I’m desperately looking for a distraction while trying to get my feet back under me-“

(She frowned slightly at that one. In hindsight, probably not the best metaphor to use to a ningyo.)

“-so I just seem to be letting my curiosity have free reign. Like you said, I’m bouncing from one related subject to another and seem to somehow be hoping something I discover will make everything make sense again. Or at least distract me from the bits that were bothering me.”

“But that doesn’t excuse things like trying to ask you about the flesh question,” I finished, desperately pulling a point out of my babbling. “And I’m sorry about that. My friends describe me as hopeless, but I’m usually not that bad or stupid.”

The ningyo nodded. “I was sent here in part to evaluate you, look at your character and how trustworthy you are.”

I winced. “I’m very trustworthy,” I noted, still a little manic and not quite right in the head, “it’s just that I’m not always as sensible as I should be.”

“I can see that,” the ningyo replied, pursing her lips. My brain, of course, threw up the random thought of Teeth! Try to get a look at her teeth before she goes! What are they like? Are they really fangs?

Under the circumstances I managed to throttle that one back, barely. “I am curious about a lot of questions you raise,” I noted, trying to sound more reasonable. “Just for starters, it sounds like you’ve got an underwater mana network going already. Finding out about that, and how it could affect my own work, might be pretty important at some point. I’m trying to construct one on land. Finding out how your people manage, and making sure I don’t somehow screw your arrangements up, is something I should be doing.”

Again, I’d only managed to find the point about halfway through my argument. I hated to think about how any teacher would grade me. But I was right, and I suspect I had known that one instinctively even if it was coming up a little late. It wasn’t a major worry, chances were slim that anything I was doing would hurt whatever they’d set up. But it wasn’t impossible. And, now that she’d let me know about it, I really did have to ask.

The ningyo hissed a little (ah, it is fangs! The back of my brain noted) but fortunately it wasn’t at me, just at the thought in general.

“It’s not likely,” I hastened to add, before she could get pissed at me directly, “there’s plenty of mana out there and I doubt the mana of the oceans is interacting with the mana up here much. But I’d rather not discover I’m wrong the hard way, that a critical ley-line or two transfer between the land and sea and that I’m about to hurt the ningyo.”

“I’ll have to discuss this with my people,” she replied, unhappy. “You need one of our mystics. But you’ll have your answer.”

I tried not to feel guilty that a small part of me went yay! at that. I was more thrilled that someone on Earth had managed to make it work in any format, and I’d be able to get a good idea of what they’d done. It probably wasn’t too applicable to me, I had a feeling that undersea based mana networks were quite different than anything that was appropriate for the surface. But I wasn’t willing to bet on that, there was a good chance there were some important lessons for me to learn.

(It wasn’t all selfish desires. I really was trying to take sensible precautions. I was more worried about interference, or there’d be some sort of weird AC vs DC thing going on here and we’d be risking feedback or surges by trying to connect both to the same circuit. Neither of those seemed likely. But it made more sense to be careful than to simply dismiss all the risks.)

“Thank you.”

She abruptly stopped and swiveled around to face me. That was a little more fascinating than usual, watching how much rotation she managed to get in around the waist area. It seemed her ‘hips’ (for what that description was worth with her anatomy) were less flexible than a human’s but the areas above and below them could also rotate. It felt a little more snakelike than fishlike.

“Listen, Earth Fisher,” she said angrily. “I don’t like you. But I’m willing to respect you. You’re willing to help out when others would not. Willing to pay attention to others when most of your species doesn’t care. And willing to admit when you’re wrong. That does not give you liberties, are we clear?”

“Um, I think so?” I answered, trying to pretend I wasn’t a little confused.

“You do not get to take advantage of the sprits,” she continued forcefully. “You do not get to take advantage of us. We are willing to listen, we are willing to help. We are not your indentured servants. Ask politely. And if we see a hint of selfishness that disregards our safety, we will end you. But we respect the rise of a new master mage, and that you’re at least trying to be polite and care about us.”

I think I missed a step here, there seemed to have been a small jump somewhere that I hadn’t followed. I wasn’t complaining, exactly. I was certainly confused, but it sounded like I was getting something that I wanted. Or would be useful to me? Maybe? “Okay…” I tried not to make it sound like I was accepting anything I shouldn’t be.

For whatever reason, it seemed to satisfy the ningyo. “Good. If you’re really talking with the spirits we’ll let them know to expect you. Keep in regular contact with the spirits and we’ll make sure to send a message about our next meeting through them.”

“Alright,” I said, still cautious but a little more certain this time. I preferred the phone, or text, or email if I was honest. But that was sensible enough under the circumstances, I doubted the ningyo had much access to any of those.

“If there’s nothing else, I’ll leave then. I don’t particularly want to spend any longer than I have to in this dry hellhole.”

“Well, is there anything I can get for you while you’re here?” I asked, more or less on autopilot. It was somewhat stupid, I was still a little lost and confused, but through both training and habit I preferred to make that sort of offer when dealing with reasonably powerful or influential creatures. At least when I wasn’t terrified of them and wished they would leave immediately. In the worst-case scenario they’d think you were polite and might be willing to forgive some of your faux pas, and I tended to need that. In the best-case scenario, you might put them in your debt and earn some level of favor, payment, or reward.

The ningyo, who I was beginning to realize had yet to give me her name, flinched and looked away. After a moment she muttered something I couldn’t make out.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t catch that,” I asked carefully.

“Potato chips,” she repeated with a hint of embarrassment. “If you’re really offering, I wouldn’t mind some potato chips.”

I blinked a few times but carefully measured my response. “Any particular flavor? Or just plain?” I asked, trying to keep the curiosity out of my tone.

“Flavour?” she asked excitedly before immediately pulling herself back. “Anything would be fine,” she said, taking care to seem as calm and measured as a buddha.

“Alright, give me a minute to collect my wallet and run down to the convenience store.”

“Please, don’t take too long,” she said, her tone one of iron self-control. I couldn’t help but note her tail was twitching a little. “I don’t want to stay up here any longer than I have to.”

I nodded, struggling to keep a straight face. Then, before I could show either incredulity or amusement, I quickly turned around and started to jog back to shore.

I mean… it makes a little sense, I thought to myself, carefully biting the inside of my cheek the whole time to make sure I didn’t smile. I doubt they’ve got many potato products under the sea. And I can see them managing some other types of cooking, maybe, with some sources of heat. But oil-based frying seems like it would be a challenge.

On one hand it seemed a little funny. On the other hand, I was making a big mental note about it in regards to bribing and bargaining with other sea-based entities. Probably more ningyo, I doubted many spirits were interested in potato snacks. But you never knew, this was a fascinating new development.

I probably shouldn’t make too many assumptions, I added quickly. This might just be her particular taste. Or maybe she just went with the first thing she’s always wanted to try as a way to test me. Assuming I could just bribe my way out of trouble with another ningyo by offering them potato chips seemed like a bad idea. Hell, assuming I could do that with this one (if I ever saw her again) seemed like a really stupid idea! An especially good way to get torn to pieces when it turned out I was making a baseless leap from one occasion.

But for someone who claimed to really hate the surface, she sure took an awfully long time savoring those chips.
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This is almost annoying.  At this point It’s happening almost enough to qualify as a summer job.

Of course, the reason I couldn’t quite find it annoying was that I’d completely brought it down upon myself.  I was back at Tokyo U again, fulfilling another demand of the kami.  Actually it would be two demands this time, maybe a little bit more depending on how you looked at it.  Strangely enough, multiple kami were interested in my first chore.

I was about halfway through that first set of tasks when Himeko and Eiko found me.

I stared in incredulity as they came through the door to the room I was in.  “What, do you have a tracker on me or something?”  I hadn’t told them anything, and I’d had no reason to expect they’d be at Tokyo U today.  Especially in a random room like this.  I wasn’t in a classroom or main area, this particular room was in an upper floor towards the back of one of the buildings.

“Yes,” Himeko sighed.

That made me blink.  “Wait, what?” I asked in confusion, and a hint of betrayal.

“You remember the question about Arashi Analytics?  About whether they were following you, and why?” she asked simply.  “Well, they’re still at it.  And I finally got the answer to that particular mystery.”

I paused and sat down on a nearby chair abruptly.  That had come out of nowhere for me.

Eiko looked at Himeko, then me, and then sighed herself.  “Jeez Himeko, I know it’s some real family drama, but couldn’t you have done it better than that?”

She then turned to me.  “Sorry Mamoru, she’s been stewing the whole way over and struggling with this one, it’s really weighing on her.  Take it as a compliment.  She too concerned about her aunt and she knows that you’re going to be fine.”

I blinked several times.  “Wait, aunt?” I asked, not following the jump in logic.

Himeko abruptly seemed to pull herself back to the present (which was probably karmically appropriate, given how often I’d done similar things to her).  “My apologies Mamoru,” she said in a curt but apologetic tone.  “I just received some disturbing news.”

“So did I,” I muttered.

Himeko nodded at me respectfully.  “For the last two months we’ve been stepping up our efforts to get to the bottom of the Arashi Analytics situation.  We’ve had to move carefully, displays of pure power would have been ineffective and trying to infiltrate a literal company of detectives is a tricky proposition at best.”

“Fortunately, we’ve been helped by recent events.  While they were on guard and expecting us to try something after we caught them around the mansion that actually left us some room to play around with.  And when Arashi indirectly came to our aid in the Kenta situation it gave us the opening we needed.  We’d made some obvious moves that we expected them to spot, but we were using that as cover for the actual attempts at infiltration.”

“And by we she means higher ups in the company,” Eiko inserted quickly, rolling her eyes as she did so, “mostly Corporate Intelligence.  Don’t let her fool you, she’s finding most of this out after the fact too.  That’s why she’s having a hard time digesting all of it at once.  Actual professionals planned all this out and did it.  And I’m pretty sure they’re retroactively claiming some of their failures were ‘on purpose’ or ‘all part of the plan’ in order to make themselves look better.”  Eiko’s tone made it obvious she was quoting.

“Yes, well,” Himeko’s answer acknowledged that without quite acknowledging it if you know what I mean.  It was probably the best we’d get out of her under the circumstances.  “Regardless, it worked out in the end.  By hook and by crook we’ve worked our way into their systems, and today we managed to infiltrate them thoroughly enough to figure out who was employing them.”

“And it’s my aunt, Nakayama Yayoi.”

Holy shit, I thought, suddenly glad I was sitting down.  Eiko wasn’t kidding about it being family drama.

They politely gave me a few moments to recover, even though it was obvious Himeko wasn’t too good herself.  She was torn between not wanting to talk and getting this all out in the open and over with.

Finally, somewhat inanely, I noted “she was not on the list of people I suspected.”

“I know,” Himeko replied, starting to pace up and down the room in order to burn off energy, no longer able to keep still.  “And that was stupid of us.  It should have occurred to us the moment that someone told Arashi to reveal themselves back during the Kenta incident.  They couldn’t have known we’d spotted them in Hokkaido, someone cared enough about my well being to burn Arashi’s cover in order to make sure I was safe.  Of course I should have suspected my aunt!”

I mouthed ‘of course?’ to myself disbelievingly while Eiko rolled her eyes.  “Yeah.  It was so obvious.  Your aunt, who you’ve exchanged a paragraph or two’s worth of words with in the entire time you’ve been alive?  The one who’s estranged from your family and probably wants to murder you for respecting your stupid grandfather as much as you do?  That aunt?  It’s so simple!”

Himeko shot her friend a dirty look but Eiko returned it with disinterest.  “Calm down Hime,” Eiko told her bluntly.  “You’re better than that.”

“I should have expected her,” Himeko enunciated each word extra clearly, “it makes sense.”

“How?” I asked a little incredulously.  Seriously, I’m a freaking reincarnated mage from a different world, and I think that’s a hell of a leap in logic!

“Thank you, Mamoru,” Eiko noted with the relief of actually having a sane person around.

(Which was a really bad sign when you thought about it.  Any situation where I qualified as the sane one was not normal.)

Himeko pursed her lips together tightly.  “She had the power, she had the ability, and she has more motive than nearly anyone else on the planet.  I should have known.”

“Seriously Hime?” Eiko crossed her arms in front of her chest.  “You should have known your aunt was using Arashi to spy on Mamoru?”

Himeko opened her mouth again but before she could say anything she was interrupted by her phone.  “Well,” Himeko noted as she checked the number, “took her long enough.”  Before I could get too confused, she activated it and began to speak.  “Hello Aunty, would you care to explain yourself?”

I stared in shock.  Especially at the tone.  Not only was she being bold enough to speak to her aunt directly about this, but the tone was decidedly frosty.  Given her previous actions I’d expected either emotionless distancing or outright rage.  This was clearly peeved but still giving her aunt a chance to talk.

Eiko gently touched my shoulder and guided me a little further away.  “Let’s give them a moment.”

“Her aunt knows?  That she knows, I mean.”  I furrowed my brow and thought about it a little further, but couldn’t come up with a better way to put it than that.

“Not Himeko’s idea,” Eiko admitted.  “Or, at least, not Himeko alone.  She got the report from Corporate Intelligence at the basically same time as her mother, father, and security.”

I frowned at Eiko, something about that phrasing had sounded odd.

Eiko sighed.  “Alright, it went to those three first.  But our head of security immediately started reading it and forwarded it to Himeko when he found out her aunt was involved.  He was worried about security risks or that her aunt might secretly have been working on Himeko and might be about to try something.  It would be more accurate to say Himeko started reading it at the same time as her parents, she gave that an even higher priority and they had things to finish up first.”

“Anyway, both Himeko and her father finished around the same time and they were pretty incensed.  This is a family thing after all, and Nakayama Yayoi looked like she was pushing a few lines by even coldly impersonal standards.  This was too close to home,” Eiko paused a moment and then gave me a tiny smile as she added, “in just about every use of the phrase.  Himeko and her dad started talking to each other, their own tempers started building, and pretty soon they’d sent a mutual demand to Nakayama Yayoi that she stop and explain herself.”

“That seems…” I hesitated to use the word stupid, both Himeko and her father had a lot more experience in this sphere than me and I didn’t want to put my foot in my mouth with a snap judgement.  But simply telling the mastermind who’d been spying on you and yours for a while that you knew what she was up to, before researching and diving into what you knew as deeply as possible, therefore giving them a chance to hide anything incriminating or useful, seemed a little dumb.  Don’t get me wrong, I read more fantasy manga’s than spy thrillers.  My judgement wasn’t brilliant.  But I was pretty sure that most people would have used this information first, made countermoves to take advantage of it in some way, rather than immediately going “hey!  You’re spying on me!  Stop it!”

“Like I said: family.  They don’t have a good relationship but Yayoi and Hajime are still brother and sister.”  I noticed a slight hesitation at using Mr. Meiko’s given name.  As much as Eiko tried to play it off even she wasn’t that comfortable with it.  “I think this hit Himeko’s father on that level, and that’s why he acted so directly and emotionally.  To them, this feels a lot like a family member spying on you, going through your stuff, and ignoring your privacy rather than some big flex in the business world.”

The took me back for a moment.  But only a moment.  “But using giant corporate agencies to do it…” I trailed off, unsure how to even finish that statement.

“Big kids using even bigger toys,” Eiko threw up her hands.  “I don’t know how to justify it to you, Mamoru.  I agree, it sounds nuts!  Especially since all of them are usually so much smarter about everything.  Our security or Himeko’s mom would probably have handled it more like you thought, with plotting and deeper plans.  But when I think about how my sisters and I sometimes act I’m not sure I can disagree with Himeko.  This feels just a little bit like a sibling thing on a totally stupid scale.”

Eiko calmed down a little and cocked her head.  “Especially when you realize they haven’t told their father yet,” Eiko added thoughtfully.  “Last I checked they were still keeping him in the dark on this.”

That took me aback as I considered it from that angle.  “That does put an interesting perspective on this.”  I admitted.  Granted, I wasn’t sure I’d have wanted or trusted Himeko’s grandfather getting involved even if it had been a purely corporate thing.  But when you thought about how it was his kids involved, well, the ‘don’t tell dad’ vibes started getting pretty powerful.

Uncomfortably so.  After a moment of awkward silence, made slightly worse by the tense undertones of Himeko’s half-heard conversation with her aunt on the other side of the room, Eiko quickly spoke up.  “So, what are you even doing here?”

I looked at her, grateful for the distraction.  “I thought you knew?”

Eiko shook her head.  “We’ve essentially got a bug into Arashi’s system,” she reported.  “We knew they were following you here, but we only know what they know.”  She pulled out her own phone, punched a few things, and then waited a good half a minute.

“What are you doing?”

“Waiting for the refresh,” Eiko admitted.  “Arashi’s pretty good about keeping in touch with their people, it makes sure that they’re always up to date and most data gets downloaded in case of an accident.  But they’re not usually streaming everything in real time.”

“Okay, here we go,” she quickly read something on her phone and nodded.  “They know we’re here all here, Himeko and me and I mean, but they still don’t have a clue about what or why.  They have to follow and monitor from a distance, especially in a case like this.  Even you would have spotted someone trying to follow right behind you today.”

I nodded in acknowledgement of that, trying to silence the little voice that said maybe inside of me.  I was pretty distracted.  I’d been more focused on what was in front of me rather than anything behind.  But we were on a somewhat obscure part of campus at a not terribly busy time.  I probably would have spotted a too close watcher.  Eventually.

As if in corollary to my thoughts, Eiko added.  “Apparently they’ve gotten decently close during the regular semester, they’ve had no problem inserting watchers on campus during the busy times.  Or following you on the train between your home, us, and from the mansion back to your apartment.”

“Wow, that much?” I asked, feeling a sharp spike of fear.

“I’m not sure,” Eiko admitted.  “I think it’s mostly been random spot checks with a few more intensive periods.  There’s a lot more electronic monitoring.  They didn’t get your phone.  Or mine, or Himeko’s.  But they made sure to slip software into a bunch of our classmates’ phones as well Himeko’s would be sycophants.  They had a pretty good idea where all of us were most of the time.”

Damn, didn’t think about that one.  I admitted to myself.  Keeping my own electronics clean had been a biggie for me, but I’d never thought about indirect spying like that.  It wasn’t much different than the usual worry about security cameras, but it was something to keep in mind for the future.

“It looks like when something unusual came up they tried to dispatch physical watchers,” Eiko continued.  She then smirked.  “One of the reasons they watched you as much as they did was your odd habit of completely disappearing off their radar for a while before coming back again.”

“That’s a relief.  I think?”

Eiko shrugged again.  “I’m reading between the lines of some of the reports I skimmed that got copied and forwarded to Himeko.”  She frowned as she thought about what she’d just said.  “Wow.  That’s a lot of steps in a game of telephone.”

“Yeah.  Lots of room for misinterpretation.”

“Anyway.  Long story short: your secret seems to be safe.  You’ve raised a bunch of suspicious flags with Arashi, but they’re all of the ‘what the hell is going on here?’ type.  They know something’s not quite normal, but they aren’t sure how or in what way.”

“Really?” I wanted to melt in relief.

“Really.  They’ve got such mixed messages they don’t know what to think.  They know you’re a little paranoid about your electronic security, and that knocks most of their best tools out of their hands.  But they also know enough to realize you’re deeply involved in research of some sort, so between that and your relationship with the Meikos your level of cybersecurity doesn’t seem too unusual to them.  It’s not normal, but most of them take a similar approach to their own security for personal and professional reasons.”

Eiko smirked a little before continuing.  “The way you seem to alternate between a completely gormless teenager and a highly capable person, that has them off balance.  Especially since they’re clueless about the methodology.  You’re too consistently, well, you, too much of the time for them to seriously believe it’s all a cover for some sort of secret identity.  But you’ve also disappeared from their watchers too often and too completely.  Once or twice they’d just chalk up to bad luck and Tokyo crowds.  But you do it too regularly.”

Her smirk grew wider.  “I think they’re overestimating you because they’re thinking in conventional terms.  Or maybe just their specialties: spying and stealth.  They idea you’re literally going into alleys and then flying away would never occur to them.  Especially using magic.  I almost want to tell them just to see how they’d react.  It would blow their minds if we tried to hint you had a jetpack or optical camouflage, they’d never even think of something like you casting spells.”

“That’s… another thing I never considered,” I admitted, trying to think of all the potential ramifications of that.  I was kind of used to using everybody’s disbelief and ignorance of magic to my advantage.  Not consciously, but I factored it in to a bunch of stuff without even thinking about it.  I never stopped to think about what sort of other explanations someone would come up with in a long-term situation like this.

It's an interesting question.  Kind of a troublesome one too, now that I think about it.  If you’re narrow minded (and I couldn’t blame them for that, it would have screamed of incompetence if they’d jumped to ‘he must have supernatural powers!’ as the explanation for all this) then I start looking really suspicious in some really weird ways.  How do I keep disappearing and casually getting away from them? It’s easy enough to explain or ignore if this happens to you as an ordinary person, but if you’re a team of professional investigators it really does suggest something is up.

Back when I was in high school and just dodging classmates and Himeko fans it wasn’t a worry.  Only the most psychotic of my peers would have even thought about the implications of that or taken it seriously, and everyone else would simply have rolled their eyes and ignored them.  But simply evading professionals consistently, and without leaving any clues how I was doing it?  That was a clue in and of itself.  It was no wonder they were pretty sure something was up.

Really, I should have been warned after what happened with the estate staff, how they were starting to suspect I was a psychic after all the weird stuff they’d glimpsed out of the corner of their eyes.

Eiko brushed it aside.  “And the contacts you’ve kept haven’t made them any less suspicious,” she continued a little more seriously.  “The Meiko family, Master Tai, ties to Hiro and the Watanabes.  And then there’s the other stuff.  I don’t think they know much about it, but the first time they encountered you was with that weirdness you talked about in Kyoto.  The glimpses they got of that confused the heck out of them.”

“You mean they-“

“Relax Mamoru,” Eiko interrupted me, “I said your secret’s safe and I meant it.  If they’d even gotten a glimpse or two of supernatural stuff then by now even they’d have been floating a few weird theories.  Or at least have issued a warning or two to look out for weird stuff and make a note of it, even if they were doing it in the most backhanded way possible and trying to claim it was for something else entirely.”

Ah, the ‘we think he’s in possession of unknown and advanced technology’ excuse.  In other words, ‘don’t worry, you can report weird stuff to us and we won’t think you’re crazy or on drugs.’  I was probably being a little to dismissive in thinking of it like that, but it really was the way it tended to work with more straightlaced and bureaucratic organizations.  In fiction, at least.

“No,” Eiko continued, “remember?  You were getting into an area cordoned off by the police and then driven around by a police detective.  That was just confusing at first, but by this point there seems to be a theory going around Arashi that you’re actually an undercover cop of some sort.”

I couldn’t help it.  Despite the seriousness of the situation I snorted and it took me a few moments before I was sure I wouldn’t burst out laughing.  Eventually, with a shaky smile on my face, I had to ask Eiko “really?”

Eiko grinned back at me.  “Really.  It doesn’t look like it’s a popular theory, or a widely believed one.  But since it’s the most reasonable one they’ve come up with yet it doesn’t look like it’s going away.”

I turned away and bit my cheek to keep from laughing.

“Honestly Mam, you should be grateful for it,” Eiko continued, forcing herself to sound reasonable.  “They’re stuck on that idea so it’s usually the first thing they jump to as a possible theory for explaining the other odd things they encounter.  Take some of your weird stuff on campus.  We know you’re up to mystic nonsense, usually helping out a kami, but they sometimes glimpse it from the outside too.  Their first thought is that you’re waiting for a contact or using a dead drop of some sort.”

I started wheezing at the idea.  “Stop, please,” I begged Eiko, starting to bend over double with the effort of keeping it in.

“Seriously,” Eiko’s own voice was shaking as she tried not to laugh.  “There’s a whole file that got forwarded to us about theories where your drops could be.  Which are real and which are fake.”

“No,” I said, barely above a whisper.

“Oh yeah.  They’re not trying too hard, most of them know it’s too speculative and silly.  But our guys in Corporate Intelligence think it’s a pet theory of one or two of Arashi’s analysts, and they’re going nuts trying to make it work.”

Eiko broke off and turned away at that point, fighting to keep her own face straight.  It was too much.  We knew it wasn’t true, but the image that stuck in our heads was one of an analyst or two locked in a smoky room with a whole ball of red string and reams of sticky notes pushing pins into a map of Tokyo U, trying to make it all work.  And all based on some of my weirder actions…

It took us a few minutes to calm down and recover.

Eventually we managed to settle down.  A quick glance at the other end of the room showed Himeko was still deeply involved in her phone conversation.

“When do you think Himeko’s going to be done?” I couldn’t help but ask.

“Soon,” Eiko said quickly, obviously more in hope than expectation.  “Anyway, what were you doing here this time?”

I went along with the obvious distraction, content to keep giving Himeko privacy.  “Not much,” I said wryly.  “The Tokyo U kami gave me some chores to do.  I’ve got something else halfway across campus after this.  Right now, I’m mostly just fixing up this room since some students messed it up.”

Eiko looked around again.  We were essentially in an unassigned room, halfway between a meeting room and small classroom, well out of the usual spots.  It looked a little disorganized, but not like it was a problem.  “Wow, really?”

I smiled wryly, especially since I thought most of what I was doing was making it look more disorganized.  “Yeah.  I don’t have the full story, but they didn’t think it was being used for anything and they were basically going to appropriate it for a project of theirs.  Or maybe an assignment, I didn’t get the details.”

“Wait, they were just going to hijack a room?”

I shrugged.  “It’s not that illogical if you think about it.  At least, in the short to medium term.  If they were hoping to keep this going for much longer than a semester I think they were nuts.  But they didn’t think anyone was using it for anything.  And if they just moved in, did their work, and pretended it was perfectly natural for them to be there… well, would you have bothered going to all the trouble to ask questions?”

Eiko nodded grudgingly.  “Gutsy,” she admitted, “but not totally nuts.  I know of a room or two where we could probably get away with that trick back at the mansion, if only for a day or two.  And we’re way closer and more security conscious at the mansion.”

“That was the plan.  Or maybe it was more along the lines of the ‘it’s better to beg forgiveness then ask permission’ proverb.  In any case, it didn’t work out.  Apparently the room’s important to the kami for some strange reason.  Or, at least, they’d have been put out if the students kept doing what they were doing.  They quietly drew the administrators’ attention here, and the students quickly got caught.”

“Unfortunately,” I smiled ruefully.  “I’m not sure the school quite knows what it’s doing with this room either.”

“Some sort of tradition, huh?” Eiko asked with a wry but sympathetic smile.

“Apparently,” I nodded.  “The school was all too willing to drag out the opportunists and punish them a little, but actually fixing this room back up to the satisfaction of the kami was a different story.  The kami could gently push people to notice someone was here who shouldn’t be, trying to suggest they return the room to its former condition is a couple of orders of magnitude harder.  Especially since most people barely remembered it in the fist place.  So, rather than trying to push that boulder up a hill, the kami called me in and I’m trying to translate what they want into action.  Some of the small touches that matter to various kami for some strange reason, little things that have to be just right.  It’s frustrating to try and figure it all out, it’s almost like this room is some sort of weird feng shui nexus for the whole building!”

Actually, I reflected, I suppose I’m not that different from Arashi Analytics in that respect.  At the end of the day I’m still pretty puzzled about what the point of this is, a lot of it doesn’t make sense, and all I can do is speculate wildly on very few facts.  It was an interesting perspective, and a little sobering to boot.

Perhaps it was for the best that Himeko finally finished her phone call, sighed heavily enough to be heard across the room, and then made her way back to us.

“Mamoru,” she reported tiredly, “I think I’ve managed to talk some sense in to my aunt and get her to call off Arashi.  But she might be lying to me, or just waiting a little while for us to drop our guard again.  Try to keep your eyes open.”

“Why?” Eiko interjected feelingly.  “Stop burying the lead Hime, why’s she doing all this?”

Himeko let out a small puff that mingled frustration with acceptance.  “Come on Eiko, you should be able to guess.”

“Not really,” Eiko folded her arms across her chest.  “This seems nuts.”

“Only because you know Mamoru,” Himeko responded, leaning heavily against the nearest wall.  “She doesn’t.  And Aunty Yayoi is afraid I’m taking after her sister.”

It took us a few moments for us to decode that.  Then Eiko and I both burst into startled protests and disbelief.

Himeko held up her hand and after a few moments we fell silent.  “I know, I know,” she said tiredly.  “I totally agree.  But think about it from her perspective.”

“She first started paying attention to Mamoru after his trip to our Kyoto house,” as an aside she added “yes Mamoru, it turned out she was behind that one as well.”

“Eiko kind of…” I paused as I went back over my memories.  “Well, she didn’t actually say it in retrospect, but she kind of hinted at it.”

(I was mostly being pedantic, I'd suspected as much from what she'd talked about.  But, based what she’d actually said, it had been possible that Arashi’s files were started back then via an entirely different client and Nakayama Yayoi’s employment of Arashi had come later.  I was trying to cut down on my assumptions.)

Himeko just nodded.  “It wasn’t the first time she’d done it.  Turns out she has a watch on us, paying attention to who we’re dealing with and why.  Usually it’s just casual, the sort of thing most of our competitors are doing in order to keep abreast of what we’re up to, trying not to get taken off guard by any sudden and clever maneuvers.  But your presence didn’t fit any of the usual models so Arashi shifted up to active watching.”

Eiko winced.  “And then Mamoru had that stupid incident come up in Kyoto.  Sorry Mamoru.”

After a moment I remembered it was Master Tai who’d originally dragged me into that one.  I nodded back to her.

Himeko nodded too.  “Right.  And that raised all sorts of questions with everybody.  Mamoru’s name would have gone down in a file somewhere even if he’d stuck to just the tourist stops like he’d originally planned, probably with a special flag for being unusual.  Maybe two flags if they found out about how he planted ‘sensors’ around the estate.  But getting involved with the police was a whole different order of magnitude of weird.  As was the way they lost track of him a few times.”

“They made special note of Mamoru and flagged him for my aunt’s attention.  At first she wasn’t that suspicious of him.  She had them do a little background investigation but that was it.  He remained tagged as odd, and at least a little suspicious, but not a particular worry in her eyes.”

“Then came Christmas.  Aunty Yayoi was paying more attention to me, especially with Hiro, after the Himawari Ball-“

Himeko paused for a moment, stricken.  “I almost forgot,” she said faintly, “it’ll be our one-year anniversary soon.”

“Hime, focus!” Eiko said irritably.  I was pretty sure it was half in the hope Himeko would forget about that and not start obsessing and overplanning something regarding that event.  But it was an annoying time for Himeko to get distracted.

“Right.  Well, my aunt was paying close attention to everything.  And she quickly figured out that Hiro had almost died.  And when she learned about the cover story there, and then learned about how Mamoru had played an important role in maneuvering Hiro and I together back at the Ball, she started getting more suspicious.”

“Oh shit,” Eiko muttered.

I winced.  “Well, when you put it like that…” I admitted sheepishly.  It started to look like I might be up to something, especially like I might be someone planted by the Watanabe family attempting to manipulate Himeko.  Or at least subverted by them over to their side.  It looked especially possible if you thought all my disappearances were due to covert training.  Or if you looked at my parents and their proclivity for scheming and getting ahead in the corporate world.  It wasn’t a huge leap to assume I was either taking after their example or being controlled by them in some way.

Honestly, it was still a pretty of cock-eyed view of events.  But it was a legitimate view based on what was known, and half the problem was all the stuff that everyone (especially me!) was concealing.  Once you knew about my magic, or simply how much I did not get on with my parents, that theory fell apart.  But I didn’t exactly go around advertising either of those, and without them in the picture…

“I look… wow, I really do look pretty suspicious from that angle, don’t I?”  I admitted.  It was almost unbelievable how bad it was when you started mixing in things like family history (both mine and the Meiko family) and familial concern.

“Probably not as bad as you think,” Himeko said grudgingly.  “But it gets worse when my aunt only has a confused and misleading impression over how we met.”

“Ah, right,” Eiko winced.  “Yeah.  I remember how I first reacted to that too, how shocking it was that Mamoru suddenly had all those privileges and access to the mansion.”

Himeko sighed heavily.  “It’s not nearly so bad when you know the details,” she said a little crossly, obviously feeling defensive.  “He only had some limited access to the grounds, and he got it in the name of science after turning down a much greater reward!  But when someone hears a simplified ‘he saved their daughter and they invited him into their home’ they start getting suspicious.  Especially how he quickly got close to me after that.”

“Yeah, that was part of what had me so suspicious too,” Eiko admitted.

“Not unreasonably,” Himeko agreed.  “You got over it, but you had a chance to meet with Mamoru and learn about him-“

After threatening me, I noted mentally.  I couldn’t put much heat into it though, it was sickeningly fascinating to think about this perspective.  Suddenly a lot of things that had happened to me in the past started looking a little more reasonable.  Hell, even Harada beating me up starts to look a little more justified after this!  I was kind of amazed Himeko’s parents hadn’t sat me down and grilled me thoroughly even earlier than had happened.

“-Aunt Yayoi didn’t.  And when she started looking backwards at everything her suspicions started getting worse.  Think about how it looks when you don’t know about magic, and that’s what got me interested, or that neither Mamoru nor I originally had any intention of becoming friends but it just happened.  Then think about how it sounds when you don’t know the details but hear that within the first month of meeting me, he ‘saves’ me and then quickly ‘saves’ you Eiko in order to cement his position.”

Both Eiko and I winced.  “That’s not what happened!” I protested.  Seriously, both Himeko and Eiko had 95% saved themselves in both incidents.  Well, maybe 70% in Eiko’s case, the back of my mind noted grudgingly, I was pretty handy there.  But I hadn’t exactly been swooping in to save the day either time, they’d mostly handled it themselves and I’d just been useful in keeping the damage to a minimum.

“But it can be simplified that way,” Himeko said seriously.  “Especially if you’re only looking into the incidents a year after the fact and there’s been plenty of covering up going on.  Aunty Yayoi only read about the reports on the reports of what had happened.”

Himeko huffed a heavy breath, “I had to force her to admit how tentative her reasoning was, then spend a good ten minutes explaining away those two incidents.  And I had to try and make it convincing while not making Eiko and I sound too superhuman.”

I fought down an inappropriate smile.  In other words: you didn’t want to sound like you were bragging to your aunt but it was hard not to.  That would grate on Himeko.

“Thankfully the whole incident at the beach meant that she was ready to believe me,” Himeko muttered in annoyance.  “Then there was the fact you appear to be such a wimp but you haven’t been driven off by grandfather yet-”

Another wince from me.  Yup, can totally see how that got her attention.  I avoided him like the plague even after all this time.  If you didn’t know what was driving me, or knew that I used magic to help stay under his radar, you’d expect me never to go near the mansion after meeting him even once.  It was a pretty solid sign I was up to something, or keeping something big about me hidden, that I kept going back.

“-and the fact that since I’ve met you it looks like I’ve been dragged into a bunch of other cases where it looks like I should have needed saving.”

“What?!” Eiko protested.

I, however, very much knew what she was talking about.  Since we’d recently had yet another talk with the police the list was still pretty fresh in my mind.  “The saboteur, Sakura’s stalker, the kidnapping attempt at the end of school,” I ticked them off my fingers and then frowned.  “I’m forgetting one, aren’t I?  Aoth, the fact I even have to ask that…”

Himeko fought down an inappropriate smile of her own.  “Now, those really were coincidences that had nothing to do with you-“

“Mostly,” Eiko muttered under her breath.

“-but convincing my aunt this sudden surge was because of us dragging you into it was a hard sell.”

“Are you sure you managed that, Himeko?” Eiko asked reluctantly.  “Your aunt’s probably just as good at lying and putting on a face as you are, and that’s a hell of a list to just brush off in a half an hour conversation.”

“No, I’m not,” Himeko admitted.  “That’s why I’m worried Arashi will be back.  She had even more stuff on top of all this and I was hard pressed convincing her not to be worried.”

“There’s even more?” Eiko beat me to the punch.

“Like how Mamoru’s oddly capable in some areas,” Himeko noted dryly.  “How he was capable of finding a crime and generating a believable enough report to get a businessman arrested.  In his second year of high school.”

The saboteur again, I noted.  Aoth, I miss my lab.  But if I knew all the trouble I’d get into fulfilling the Student Council’s requests… well, I’d probably still have done it.  But I’d have asked for something more!

“Take out the context, all the secrets, and come at it backwards through an already slightly suspicious lens,” Himeko admitted with a touch of both amusement and frustration, “and it’s not hard to see why my aunt was getting a little worked up.  I’m still not sure how we can actually allay her fears without spilling the big secret.”

“That’s…” even Eiko had to hesitate and think about that for a minute.  “Wow, yeah, at this point I can kind of see what you mean.  Mam’s done so many little things that you don’t even think about any more.  None of them are worth noting.  But if you add them up, and don’t know there’s a supernatural explanation involved-“

Himeko interrupted with a nod.  “That’s just it.  They have added them up and know there’s obviously a secret there.  A missing piece to the puzzle.  And the only logical solutions to both Arashi and my aunt are highly concerning.”

“Well, your aunt,” Eiko noted a little apologetically.  “Arashi Analytics are professionals.  They might know, but I doubt they really care.”

“Professionally they do,” Himeko acknowledged with a tilt of her head.  “But you’re right.  It’s mostly my aunt.  And she’s been getting kind of desperate to figure it out before she loses even more relatives.”

Fuck.  That was some pretty good motivation there. She'd already lost someone close to her by trusting them too much and not paying enough attention. It wasn't hard to see how that affected her thinking.  Okay, I really need to step up my anti-watcher game.  Even though that would probably make her even more suspicious!

“So she and Arashi have been turning up their efforts recently,” Himeko told me apologetically.  “No matter what she says, I don’t see her giving up yet.  I’m going to have a talk with my father and see if we can’t come up with some sort of way to reassure her.  He knows her better than I do, maybe it will be simpler than I think.  But I just can’t see a way to do so that doesn’t involve the whole truth.  No matter how much I think about it, if she really is worried then I don’t know how we can honor our commitments to you while reassuring her at the same time.”

“That’s… not a reassuring comment,” I said finally, not coming up with anything better to say that didn’t involve a lot of swearing.

Himeko seemed to agree.  She shrugged, but I could tell she was fighting back a much more expressive response.  “I’m sorry Mamoru, I don’t know what to tell you.  I think we’re going to be facing another annoying insolvable problem from this point on.”

Well, fuck.

“It’s better to go in forewarned and forearmed,” Himeko did her best to reassure me.  “I have every confidence we can handle things from this point on, now we know what we’re up against.  But I’m pretty sure they’re going to be around.  And if you don’t want them to find out about magic, well, you’re just going to have to be even more careful.”

Aagh, I thought softly, resigning myself to the truth.  I had to agree with Himeko, I couldn’t see any reasonable or clever solutions to this either.  Internally, I started running a checklist of new possibilities and precautions I was going to have to start looking into.
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Aaaand there’s the Monkey King, I thought, having to physically resist the urge to scoot my chair back as far as possible towards the wall. I’m not surprised to see him back, but he is not good for my stress level right now!

Once again, the legend was cosplaying. He was wearing a costume that was simultaneously very good but had some significant flaws at the same time.

Although, I thought with some terrified humor, that depends on what you consider him cosplaying as. If he’s trying to pull off a manga character, it’s a little lacking. Not horrible, pretty damn good in fact. But not one that would have a ten-minute lineup of people for taking pictures either. He couldn’t resist letting a little too much of his true nature shine through, even though it didn’t quite match the character.

But if you consider him cosplaying as a human, then he should probably win the competition award. I don’t think anyone else suspects a thing, and the only reason I do is because he’s letting me. Or messing with me. Same difference really.

The whole thing was made even more complicated by the fact he was once again dressed up as a version of himself. Not one of the myriad DBs this time. It was one of the newer series that, what a shock, also included a Sun Wukong interpretation in it.

He’s got plenty of choices, I thought. What with all the times Journey to the West alone has been remade or reinterpreted in various media. Thinking about it, I’m really not surprised he has fun by putting on some of those costumes and traipsing around events like this. I know I’m reading too much into his legend, he could be quite different than he’s portrayed, but that really does seem like a Monkey King thing to do.

Honestly, in a strange sort of way, it kind of made sense for any deity. Many of the doujins on display could be counted as a sort of worship and attention, albeit in a twisted manner. When you looked at how often interpretations of characters like Wukong or Amaterasu came up, even if they were awfully unusual takes on the beings in question, a place like Comiket probably generated more worship for them than the average temple.

I frowned slightly. I’m reaching, right? Making that up. I mean, come on. The way some of these works interpret the originals… I glanced at my own cousin’s product this year. She was continuing the previous series, and it was proving worryingly popular. Not ‘Comiket’s undisputed winner’ popular, nothing that ridiculous, but enough I had a feeling we were going to sell out again and Hikaru was going to turn a profit this trip. And given that she’d had a run of five thousand copies made this time, five times last year’s amount, that was pretty impressive. A sign that her story might actually take her to the professional level.

It was also a mixture of entertainingly good and teeth grindingly frustrating, at least to me. First, it was still an Isekai. My general skepticism towards that genre, especially in the hands of amateurs and incompetents, was unchanged. I hoped my cousin could be one of the exceptions, and she was doing pretty decently so far, but I wasn’t quite willing to bet on it. But the second, more pertinent, objection this year: she’d brought in the gods. More specifically, amongst all the others, she’d also brought in an interpretation of the Egyptian god Thoth, who was another face of my own patron god Aoth. And that really ground my gears.

Calmly, Mamoru, calmly, I reassured myself yet again. What would Aoth himself say about claiming you know the ‘truth’ of him? Granted, I’d actually seen my deity. But claiming I’d seen all of him, or even completely understood the parts I had seen, that would have been actively blasphemous!

Hikaru’s take was merely annoying. Very, very, annoying in my eyes, but passing a couple of important litmus tests even by Aoth standards. First and foremost, it wasn’t deliberately pretending to be the truth or an accurate take on the god. Hell, it wasn’t even accidentally pretending to do that! Hikaru was clearly portraying that as fun and fiction. And a close second to that was how it was basing it off Thoth rather than Aoth. And while they were the same entity, or at least parts of the same entity, that wasn’t a trivial difference.

Yeah, two degrees of separation there, I sighed internally. If she’d picked another deity, one that I didn’t know was another Aoth mask, would I be so bothered? I allowed myself a small, physical sigh at the obvious answer to that one. Of course not. Even ignoring the fact that Aoth’s clergy and rules don’t properly exist on this planet or in this nation I’m pretty sure she’d still get a pass.

Don’t get me wrong, back on Avalon Hikaru probably would have faced a properly learned and educated tribunal in that case. Something between a judge and a doctoral thesis committee. But while Aoth had some pretty strict rules about misrepresenting the god of knowledge and his rules and practices (it was bone chilling what could happen when liars managed to manipulate something that fundamental) there was room for allegory, thought experiment, and even parody. Aoth was big on thinking. And while he insisted on firm demarcations between truth and philosophical metaphors (much like the proper definitions between hypothesis, theory, and law in science, only even better enforced and recognized) he actually encouraged them so long as they were done in a sensible way.

Back on Avalon, Hikaru would probably be fine by herself. And that’s assuming she wasn’t aligned with a patron god that had her back. Probably one of the artistically inclined ones. While they didn’t believe in going too far, no one was allowed to just make up stuff about gods and claim ‘artistic freedom’, they were all too willing to have their followers’ backs against the ‘stuffier’ deities when their artists were in the right. And a clearly fictional and different deity merely based on Aoth would have been fine.

Still, did she have to go the bishonen route? I know it probably appeals more to her audience, and she’s got more experience doing pretty boys than bird heads, but it feels oddly disrespectful.

“Alright,” Hikaru said in relief, abruptly plunking herself back down beside me, “sorry to take so long, there was a line for the bathroom. Did you sell any more?”

“Just six copies,” I responded, glad for the interruption.

“Dang, slowing down a bit.”

I probably had less appeal, I thought a little wryly, noting at least a few more people covertly turning around and approaching our area now that my Taito cousin was back. Hikaru had grown a little more attractive over the last year, in her slightly unconventional way. She was still deep into ‘real women have curves’ territory, but she was in slightly better shape (mostly by adding her last few centimeters without gaining any extra weight) and her face had grown a little more mature. Combine that with the fact she was the author and it was no wonder more people were making sure to buy from her rather than me.

In fact, we soon had a short line going. “Want me to stay or want me to do some more shopping for you?” I asked in the brief space between customers.

“Stay, we can always get the rest tomorrow. Hi!” she greeted the next customer cheerily.

I smirked, but continued my role as assistant. It didn’t hurt that I’d been around the market plenty already; getting this, that, and the other thing for her. I was grateful to have the break and sit down a little longer. Just keep going, I told myself, it’ll be over with soon. Just keep going.

Needless to say, the rest of our extended family had dodged and juked out of this bit easily enough. Our Kanoko uncle was still transporting Hikaru and her boxes of work too and from the venue, and the Kanokos were providing her some sleeping space when she could be convinced to collapse for a few hours of rest. But the rest of our cousins had evaded any booth based help easily enough. Sakura was working, Akira had to focus on getting in to university, and Kaede was still too busy thanks to her longer commute to and from school (a less than impressive excuse during the summer break). Meanwhile Daichi had his own schooling to worry about back in Osaka. And while I wasn’t ideal, no one was ignoring the fact I was now at Tokyo U, everyone figured I had the easiest time of it academically and I was large enough to handle the physical side of things easier too. That left me as the only logical choice, even Hikaru balked at trying to get our grandparents to help her out on the convention floor.

(My parents had, of course, contributed nothing and no one had even bothered asking.)

Still, as much as the theory behind all that annoyed me, in practice it was proving mildly fascinating. Not good. The noise, crowds, and annoyance over dealing with Hikaru’s chores on top of that still outweighed the positive things. But I was forced to admit that if I had to be here anyway it wasn’t too bad a trade-off. If it was a choice of this or my uncle’s chores, assuming I got a drivers license, I figured I preferred things this way.

Ignoring the comic side of things (I was a little too much of a casual to fully appreciate that. I was taking advantage of stuff while I was here, I wasn’t a stubborn or blind fool, but I wouldn’t have chosen this) the spirits were surprisingly active at Comiket. I’d suspected that might be the case after last year, and I’d quietly come equipped for it this time. I was armed with a lot more knowledge and perspective after my trip to Hokkaido, and I was trying to quietly tape our little chunk of the area with my specially altered video camera. I wasn’t sure how much I was going to get out of that, nor was I sure when I’d find the time to go over it in detail, but I was glad to try.

(Well, except for the mildly questionable ethics of it. I had a mild glamour on the camera to keep anyone from noticing, and figured I would claim it was for the booth’s security if anyone asked. But the thought that one of the staff might somehow spot it and ask some pointed questions was only adding to my stress and annoyance.)

But even without the camera I was getting a mystic eyeful. This year I’d come as equipped as I could manage. I’d reluctantly left my staff and the naginata bag at home. As much as I was tempted to try and pass it off as a prop or a cosplay of some sort I didn’t feel comfortable taking that chance. There was a fair chance that someone (or, more worryingly, something) could notice it was real magical tool if I just had it out in the open like that. Worse, there was a chance Hikaru would notice and remember it, if only as a prop for one of her own characters! Neither was a good option.

However, I’d packed a new model collector into my backpack, as well as a few other supplies on top of that. I was good for mana, good for a few useful reagents, and good for extra tapes to use in the camera. I couldn’t observe everything fearlessly or openly, if a Monkey King level power noticed me I’d still be in deep shit. But I could undertake quieter and subtler observations with confidence.

And it was paying off! Ghosts, gods, and elementals were all attending Comiket alongside their human counterparts. Some were just simpler background spirits that were taking advantage of the crowds to feed, that would have been there for any well populated event with some emotional intensity. Others were not. Spirits of the departed hung around to attend just one more Comiket, something that looked suspiciously like a muse flitted from artist to artist, looking giddy; and I glimpsed something I strongly suspected was Susanoo putting the moves on a couple of scantily dressed cosplayers.

I quickly looked away from that one though. Not prying! I thought very loudly as I kept my eyes to myself. Not getting into that one if I can help it! It was a tough choice, but I think I’d rather have gotten involved with Wukong than Susanoo if I was forced to call it. I’d be in for a hell of a time either way, but my chances were slightly better with the Monkey King. Not brilliant, and it was a guarantee that I’d end up poorer, bruised, and humiliated in some way. But there was still a pretty fair chance I’d come out of it alive. Getting tangled with that elemental hothead was a good way to end up maimed or dead!

Still, a second deity? Maybe I was on to something with that worship hypothesis.

And maybe I’m just a moron, I mentally rolled my eyes at myself. Seriously. Remember who you’re dealing with here. The Monkey King and Susanoo-no-Mikoto. It’s not that hard for me to see them coming to Comiket for other reasons. I mean, if it really was all about worship you’d expect to see Amaterasu-

I cut myself off and took a surreptitious look around, trying to ignore the area where I’d potentially spotted Susanoo earlier. Fortunately the universe wasn’t taking that as a dare, I spotted nothing too unusual. You know, by Comiket supernatural standards.

-Amaterasu here ahead of her brother. But you don’t.

Still, I had a feeling that might be a factor. Mages had long debated back and forth about how much deities wanted or needed faith and worship. It was a highly technical question for us. Of course, it was also a highly loaded question too. The nature of the gods was iffy, some seemed to need or strive on faith where others seemed indifferent. Plus there were different requirements for different deities, different amounts of faith preferred by different deities, and then even different types of faith and worship. It wasn’t a question anyone was definitively answering any time soon.

Hell, as simple as the term sounded, faith was hard to define. Taking some of the lessons I’d learned from Earth, I’d have described faith as a spectrum with at least two axis (probably more) rather than any sort of binary. And a person who had faith both created some energy for the entity they had faith in and simultaneously created a sort of anchor and bridge to that entity.

Now, take a kami like Amaterasu. She showed up in a wide range of forms and interpretations in even professional manga, let alone the amateur versions showing up here. How much was someone squeeing in their head, thinking ‘that was so cool!’, really worshipping her? On one hand, it was probably a very shaky connection and the image in the reader’s head was very little like the ‘real’ Amaterasu. On the other hand, the intensity of belief and indirect cheering of her, all without thought of recompense, far outstripped the average, bored, citizen putting in a token appearance in one of her shrines.

Looking at Comiket, and to a lesser degree popular culture of all sorts in general, I had to wonder what beings like Amaterasu and Susanoo thought of it all. Was it actually useful to them? A source of power and influence? Or was it all a disgusting, useless distraction, like truly unhinged fans writing completely bonkers fanfics about their favorite music idols?

Thoughts for later, I admitted to myself. But I’m pretty sure the answer is going to be ‘it’s complicated.’ Given how many variables you’re dealing with, and that’s before you even get to the beautiful mess that is Comiket, I don’t see how there can be some sort of simple black and white solution.

***

It was a question that still nagged at me all the way home, made even worse by my cousin’s work. Thinking about how I’d at first been offended by the idea, but then having to wonder if my patron god didn’t actually find it useful, gave me a case of mental whiplash. It wasn’t too bad since I hadn’t actually done anything, I only had to be embarrassed over being too sensitive and jumping to conclusions, but it wasn’t something I could be proud of either. Wanting to castigate Hikaru (egotistically) in my deity’s name when, by that logic, I should have been trying to encourage her… that didn’t sit well.

It still nagged at me the next day, even as I wrestled with tiredness, rushing around with Hikaru’s list of chores, and a little disgust at myself that this was what I was getting all hung up over. There was a whole convention’s worth of distractions around me, as well as some lowkey but intriguing mystical mysteries, but the combination of this puzzle, my family connection, and my own personal connections kept it in my mind. Admittedly, Comiket itself might have been the problem. It was too distracting but in an annoying and inconsistent way. If I’d been able to go home and actually lose myself in the embarrassing amount of reading material I’d acquired I’d probably have been able to move on and put it out of my mind. But since I was constantly annoyed, disrupted, and uncomfortable, of course my mind kept straying back to the annoying, disrupting, and uncomfortable subject!

It bugged me so much that even Hikaru eventually noticed! And given that she was running around like a madwoman while distracted by all the temptations in front of her that Comiket offered, busy enough that even Himeko would have looked at her and said “breathe, you don’t have to try that hard”, that was saying something. Granted, I wasn’t doing a good job hiding it, and Hikaru was especially attentive to facial expressions. But if a bomb had gone off in the hall I’d have expected her to clear out the line in front of her first before even noticing it.

“All right, what’s bugging you cousin?” she eventually asked as we finally settled down in the booth’s chairs.

“Huh, what?” I asked, dragged out of my annoyed distraction in surprise.

“Something’s on your mind. We’ve got about five minutes before everything opens up and it’s too loud in here to speak. So, what’s up?”

Damn, I hate it when even she’s better than me at the social side, I reflected briefly. But we were finally set up and ready, she’d gotten everything she wanted and the booth now had everything tucked away, powered up, and right at hand to sell her work. I supposed it made sense that now was the time that she’d ask.

Unfortunately, that didn’t make talking about it any more feasible. Especially since certain entities weren’t so constrained by official starting times, and were already starting to wander the hall. I did not want to attract their attention by talking too much about arcane subjects. “It’s nothing,” I replied, wincing to hear the patently obvious grumpiness in my own voice.

“Is it about helping me out?”

“NO!” I immediately protested, afraid I might be hurting her. “I’m not exactly happy about that, this is still too chaotic and noisy for me. But you’re my cousin, family. Of course I’m going to do this. At least until I’ve got a job or I’m a grad student.”

“Then what is it?” she pried, partly impatient and partly curious.

“It’s… complicated,” I temporized. “More of a philosophical objection.”

“So tell me.”

I frowned at her in surprise. “What, really?”

“Yeah. If it’s good I can work it into my doujinshi.”

A laughed a little bitterly under my breath. “Oh, the irony.”

“What?”

“Nothing. Nothing.”

“Anyway, we don’t have long Mamoru. Now spill.”

I rolled my eyes slightly and looked up at the ceiling, caught between annoyance and the weird way both of us seemed to be interested in the subject. “Fine,” I said, still a little grumpily. “I was just pondering the question of worship. What various gods and entities might think of how they’re portrayed in all the works at events like this. Do they like it? Hate it? Is it worship of a sort? A new way of praying and honoring them? Or is it all insulting garbage?”

Hikaru blinked a few times. “Wow. That is a heavy one.”

I blinked back, surprised to see her actually sit back and consider the question. “Wait, you’re not brushing it off?” I’d expected something along the lines of ‘don’t be silly Mamoru, it’s just ink on a page.’

Which was equally silly on my part, now that I actually thought about it. If any of my relatives were going to acknowledge the power and importance of ink on a page, it would be Hikaru.

“No, of course not,” she noted a little sarcastically. “It’s a bit pretentious, a little too hoity-toity liberal arts student- wait, weren’t you going into science? What’s with the philosophy?”

“You practically need philosophy if you’re going to dig deep into quantum physics,” I muttered feelingly. I was overstating the matter of course. But figuring out how and why you’d want to define some things or look at the world in different ways… I very much planned to look into philosophy courses. I figured after years of amateur study and my experience as a mage (which most definitely looked at the practical aspects of philosophy!) I probably wouldn’t find much new in there, not in any way that would be useful to me. But I was very willing to be proven wrong.

“Seriously Mamoru, you believing in religion? I figured you’d be some sort of atheist.”

Thankfully, before I could open my mouth and embarrass myself in that sphere (I was feeling a little sensitive about it after a day contemplating stuff related to my beliefs) Hikaru just ploughed on. “I kind of want to say- wow, that is a weird one to think of. I kind of want to say that’s a lot like us using real life celebrities and political figures. But we usually try not to do that. And when we do it’s usually vague or a cameo.”

I coughed slightly and looked away. Deliberately trying not to look in the direction of several booths which were probably pushing a couple of laws pretty close to the edge. Assuming they haven’t quietly slipped over the line and no one’s noticed. The thinly veiled depiction of a popular idol (and thinly veiled could also have been used to describe the costume they seemed to be wearing) was pretty front and center.

Hikaru frowned mightily. “Okay, some of us do a lot more. But they’re usually unhinged idiots that should just stick to posting fanfiction on the internet. Especially since most of those things are X-rated anyway. But most of us try to avoid that quagmire. It’s usually not necessary anyway.”

I nodded a little apologetically at that one. She was right after all, it wasn’t like Hikaru’s isekai doujin needed to cut back to Japan and show shots of the PM and their cabinet. And even if it had for some reason, it would have been easy to keep the encounter brief and unobjectionable. Even so-called stupider responses could have easily been forgiven, it was pretty fantastical subject matter after all. She’d have really needed to dig in and try in order to create a truly notable and offensive situation.

“But now that you’ve brought it up… we really don’t do the same with the gods, do we?”

I nodded apologetically again. “Not so much,” I said diplomatically.

“Agh, now you’ve got me thinking about it!” Hikaru complained, angrily rubbing her forehead for a moment. I was briefly struck by some family resemblance, in attitude if not exact mannerisms.

She frowned. “I’d say it doesn’t matter, it’s such a small thing and we’re small time. That there’s no reason for them to even notice us. But we do things with the gods we’d never do with a real politician, just in case it ever came to their attention and we got sued.”

She frowned a little more. “I kind of want to say that it doesn’t matter. They’re not real it’s all fictional. But that feels like a copout.”

“Kind of,” I poked her, perversely enjoying seeing someone else struggle with this.

“And Superman and Astro Boy aren’t real either,” Hikaru continued, “but I’d say it mattered if some of us started doing badly twisted interpretations without permission all while claiming it was the real thing. And not just legally. As an artist that can really piss me off.”

I fought down a smile. That was pure Hikaru. And a fair perspective on the subject I probably wouldn’t have thought of on my own.

“I mean seriously,” she started to mutter, getting caught up in her own little sidetrack, “the way some people are allowed to abuse other artist’s works-“

It might have been for the best that right at that moment the market opened, customers started flooding in, and the noise level jumped to a level that prevented casual conversation. But that was alright. Thanks to my cousin, for a little while I could distract myself from my previous conundrum with the old nature vs. nurture debate instead.

***

The rest of the day was pretty chaotic. Word about Hikaru’s work continued to get around in a certain subset of the community and we were pretty busy. Not too busy, we weren’t setting any records or anything. But we were attracting our share of envious glances from our neighbors and I became absolutely certain the Hikaru would actually turn a profit. Even if her relative margins were still a little low, she’d once again gone for a higher quality printing without increasing her price proportionally, they were there. And with five thousand books (seven thousand if you included the two thousand copies of her first work she’d reprinted and brought along, those were also going to sell out) that still added up to a fair chunk of yen. Even with all her own purchases and expenses I was confident that she’d actually make money off this venture.

I had to feel a little pleased for her, despite everything. I didn’t necessarily want to volunteer to help her with this for the rest of our lives, it was still painful and tiring. But I didn’t mind helping to jumpstart her efforts. And hey, if it didn’t go any further than this, she never quite cracked into the big leagues, but she continued to grow and was actually able to start paying me for events like this, that might be a different story.

(I had second thoughts about that opinion when an odd lull in the market allowed us to exchange a few more words. She ended up grilling me about the philosophy and theory about how gods used faith and belief. She was familiar with it of course, too many comic greats had used it already. But she didn’t understand it like I did, and relished the opportunity to squeeze a free lesson out of me. She got a promise out of me to tutor her a little further online after this and I got a sickening feeling of dread about what might come up in the next volume of her doujin.)

Still, I was feeling a little more balanced as the day went on. Annoyed, stressed, but more balanced. I was able to continue my observations, help out my cousin, and actually got an interesting new perspective to consider about the whole faith situation.

Ironically, the new perspective was the one of the stereotypical fangirl. I got the chance to observe a trio of them cornering a favorite artist on the floor and squeeing her half to death.

You have to wonder how your average deity considers a worshiper like that, I reflected with a bit of sympathetic bemusement as I looked at the artist’s body language. They clearly wished to get away from their fans and hoped they’d take the hint, but didn’t want to actually be rude or cruel to them. And the fact that I could see that across a crowded room meant it should have been ridiculously obvious to the trio, but they were either oblivious or ignoring it. I mean, they’re quite useful and good in some ways, but harmful and annoying in others. I can see the pluses and minuses of that on a human level, but how does it work when you’re actually a god? It was an interesting question, especially since I thought at least some of the doujinshi depictions of gods and legends fell into the category of fangirling.

Before I could get too distracted by that track, as much as I could in the chaos of the hall, Hikaru finished selling yet another box of her work so I quickly moved to bring some more up and open the new box of product. “Here you go,” I said with a small grunt as I put the box down a little more heavily than I liked. “I think there’s two more boxes left.”

“Thanks Cousin.”

“Yes, thank you,” Sun Wukong smiled at me. Somehow, he’d managed to materialize at the front of the line in the time it had taken me to get the single box. And I knew he hadn’t been in the line ten seconds ago.

So, like a complete spastic, I panicked and immediately threw myself back against the wall abutting our booth and spread eagled myself in an attempt to get as far away from the Monkey King as possible.

Sun Wukong grinned happily while my cousin and several other people in the line just stared.

I didn’t even try to play it off, not while watching the Monkey King with barely concealed terror in my eyes.

Sun Wukong just turned back to my cousin and seemed to ignore me. Although he also took an extra long time staying there, flirting with my cousin, and ogling her boobs. I was too panicked to do more than stare (you did not ignore the Monkey King when he was taking a personal interest in you! Not unless your title was Buddha, and even then you probably needed to be cautious.) but if I had been thinking I would have wondered how much of that was just him acting natural and how much was him deliberately being a jerk to me. I mean, it seemed perfectly like him to do all that. And not just to harass me, not when there were also other customers behind him to annoy by taking so long. But I remained pretty sure some of it was for my personal benefit.

Eventually, he got tired of it and seemed to let her go, only to turn back at the last minute and face me. “Oh, before I go…” he said, acting as if he was trying to remember something.

I swallowed heavily. “Nani?”

“A friend of a friend…” he paused and made a show of counting on his fingers. “Actually, a friend of a friend of a friend. I ran into them at Kami-con, and they wanted me to pass on a message.”

Oh come on, that was on purpose! I wanted to wail out loud. No one else around thought too much of it, thinking he was simply misspeaking the name of another convention if they'd noticed at all. But it was clearly meant for me, and meant to drive me nuts! I knew he was almost certainly joking, I knew he was probably just enjoying a pun that only I’d realize. But I couldn’t ask him, and I was always going to wonder after this! Bastard. The idea there might really be a convention of kami in some way shape or form was going to keep me up at night.

He waited for me to show I was paying attention. And, if only subconsciously, since everyone around us knew better than to interrupt him, the other customers politely gave him the time to do so. Eventually I managed to pull myself together enough to ask “go on, please.”

He nodded. “They said to tell you that Miwa wanted to speak to her niece and nephew. She’ll only be in town for a few days, could you pass on the message?”

I frowned in confusion despite the situation, thinking furiously despite the temptation to just lie and tell the Monkey King “sure”, desperate to get him to move on. But eventually it clicked, and my eyes widened in a mix of shock and panic. “Oh, shit.”

Sun Wukong smiled and nodded in satisfaction, took a moment to deliberately wink at my camera, then turned around and left.

Hikaru watched him go, then shook herself free as he got far enough away and the spell of his presence wore off. “What was all that about?”

I didn’t answer, staring off into the distance and numbly considering my next course of action. Obon’s almost over. Something tells me I need to act fast. It’s almost time for the Okuribi. I’ve got a horrible feeling that whatever we do, however this is actually going to go, we don’t want to miss that!
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My uncle did a quick double take as he pulled up beside the front gates. “This is your friend’s house?” he asked, staring unabashedly.

“Yeah, tell me about it,” I muttered under my breath as I hopped out of the car as quickly as possible. “I had the same reaction the first time I saw it too.”

I hadn’t even thought of my relatives’ reaction to bringing them here, I’d been too distracted and in too much of a hurry. Normally I would have tried to preform damage control. The expression on Uncle Kaito’s face suggested I was headed for another round of ‘we’re worried about you Mamoru’ in the future. Meanwhile Hikaru had actually been shocked out of her own post Comiket distractions, frantically pulled out her sketch pad, and started making a few quick reference drawings.

Unfortunately the sun was already setting, and I was much too short on time if I was going to pull this off. Damn the Monkey King, I thought irritably. I was all but certain he could have told me earlier if he’d wanted to, but it amused him more to put me in this situation. I’d have said I was getting off lightly, but I had no idea what was going to happen if I messed this up.

So instead I simply bowed and went “thank you uncle. I’m sorry I had to divert you like this. Don’t worry, I’ll be able to get home from here.”

“Okay…” Uncle Kaito looked on skeptically as I dashed to the gates and hit their doorbell.

“Matsuda Mamoru to see Himeko on an urgent matter,” I reported a little breathlessly.

“Understood, Matsuda-sama,” despite their words, the voice on the other end sounded a little uncertain. “Himeko-domo let us know of your coming.”

Despite the skepticism, the gates still opened, I briefly turned around to give my uncle another quick bow (he’d been waiting, obviously half expecting me to get turned away) and then started jogging up the path to the mansion as quickly as I thought I could sustain.

The bad news was that Sun Wukong had timed his news to perfection. There’d been no way for me to quickly extract myself from Comiket, even if I had been willing to totally abandon Hikaru. It had been about an hour to close, and the crowds were already starting to disperse as the really popular vendors had run out. Disperse from the venue that was, which had only clogged up the routes out even more. Cleaning up after ourselves, wading through the crowds, and then getting to a place where we could actually hook up with Uncle Kaito had taken hours. Hours I could ill afford to spare.

Even worse, I couldn’t have simply ducked out and gone to Himeko’s directly. Making the train connections from the venue to the Meiko estate would have been hard. Not horrible, but transferring back and forth to actually get to their line? At that time of day during the holidays? It would have taken much longer than I’d have dared.

Fortunately Uncle Kaito had been willing to do me a favor, go well out of his way, and drop me off directly. I’d had to be pretty cagey about the what and why of the necessity, and the hurry, but he’d been willing to do it. I’d managed to be mostly honest and explain it had to do with some nasty family drama amongst the Meikos, and that it really wasn’t my place to violate their privacy by explaining all of it. My uncle had been willing to buy it, but I was pretty sure that was only going to contribute to more drama and skepticism within my own extended family over the long run. It wasn’t the sort of thing designed to reassure them, kind of the opposite.

How much of this did that damn monkey plan, and how much of it’s a happy accident? I wondered angrily as I rushed up to the mansion. I knew I’d never find out, the Monkey King would never answer me and Sun Wukong was a master of bullshitting even when he did. But I did have to wonder. He seemed perfectly capable of being a genius who’d thought all this out but just as likely to be an aggravating fool that had merely been lucky to have everything fall his way. In other words: Sun Wukong.

I forced that out of my mind to focus on the present. Namely Himeko opening the doors just ahead of me and looking very concerned. “What is it Mamoru, what’s wrong?” she asked as I rushed in.

One advantage of getting a lift with my uncle was that I’d been able to quickly text Himeko. That had let me know that both she and Shinji were available, and I’d let her know I’d needed to grab them. Unfortunately, between my uncle and the fact it was a non-secured line I hadn’t been able to give her any details and had been forced to settle for impressing on her the urgency of the situation.

I hurriedly switched out my shoes. “We need to grab you and Shinji and then get somewhere private, fast!” I responded as I struggled with the heel.

“Mamoru, what’s going on?”

“No time, just trust me!” I said hurriedly.

My own tone got through to me despite everything, I realized how desperate and unthinkingly egotistical I was sounding. I forced myself to stop and take a deep breath. “Sorry,” I told Himeko a little more reasonably, though the stress in my voice was still pretty obvious. “There’s a time component here, and I don’t think we have a moment to waste. Please, work with me here. It’ll all become apparent shortly.”

Himeko still looked slightly skeptical, and I noticed Eiko was hovering off to the side looking even less pleased than that.

I didn’t have a clue how to deal with that, and was too hurried to really consider it, so I ignored it instead. “Okay, okay, where to do this?” I asked myself a little breathlessly. That gave me a moment’s pause. Normally I’d have probably tried in front of the house’s altar. But given this was the Meiko household… “You guys have a kamidana, right?”

Himeko and Eiko exchanged another look. “Mamoru, are you feeling alright?” she asked gently.

“Yeah, we know you can be weird and mysterious,” Eiko inserted, “but that doesn’t mean someone can’t slip you some drugs. Because you seem pretty high right now.”

“I’m perfectly fine-“ I started to emote a little too strongly. I stopped myself as I finished the rest of that sentence in your head. I just need you to come with me so we can talk with your dead aunt. The Monkey King told me to, and I’m worried what will happen if I fail. Yeah, that wouldn’t have filled me with confidence either. Hell, for a moment there I wondered if someone really had slipped me some hallucinogens!

I brushed that thought aside too, and my overstressed mind did me a favor and coughed up a memory (which was also probably a reminder of why Himeko was a little worried). “Oh, right, of course you do,” I noted a little more normally. “We visited that one when we were seeing if we could wake up the kami of the mansion.” It had been a logical starting place. Unfortunately, the mansion’s kamidana was just as perfunctory as the rest of the house. It was reasonably good looking, and studiously maintained. But it had been stuck towards the back as an afterthought, and it looked like it only received a little token use. I was pretty sure that if I looked in the apartments of the people serving the Meikos I’d find better kamidana that were more suited for any sort of sacred or supernatural use.

“Okay, we’re going to need a quiet room and some privacy,” I thought, thinking aloud. “Let’s keep this simple, smaller is probably better.”

Himeko struggled with herself for a few moments, in a way that was really obvious be her standards. I was too distracted to think of all the implications, but her whole expression and posture screamed ‘should I really be doing this?’ Finally, her expression firmed. Slightly. “Alright Mamoru, we’ll head up to the fourth floor. I can think of a spot or two there. I trust you.”

“Eiko,” she added as an aside, “bring Shinji.”

Eiko didn’t bother hiding her inner conflict, and was obviously still undecided. “Are you sure?”

“I’m sure.”

It didn’t dawn on me at the time, but she casually flicked her hair right then. Later on, Eiko would reveal Himeko had also taken care to tug at her necklace, subtly signaling to Eiko that Kameiko was still in play in case of an emergency. Himeko did trust me, deeply. She’d never have even thought of doing what I was saying, especially given how worked up I was, otherwise. But she wasn’t so stupid as not to take precautions, just in case.

Himeko led me to a small room on the fourth floor and I tried not to act like an eight-year-old on a sugar high as we walked. Given the temptation to urge her to hurry, and my general twitchiness and impatience, it was a challenge.

The good news was that the room itself was pretty perfect. It was a generic spare bedroom left there in case the Meiko family needed it. And not one of the good ones either, this was for when they either had lots of guests or one of those guests came along with servants. It was still quite nice, the Meikos weren’t going to bother with anything cheap or tacky, but very bland and on the small side. Something they’d only bothered with since they had the room and didn’t know what else to do with it.

Must be nice to have that problem, I thought a little irritably as I quickly looked it over.

“Perfect,” I declared firmly once I was satisfied. “Now we just need-“

“Alright Himeko,” Shinji noted a little impatiently as Eiko half dragged him in. “What’s this about?”

Despite everything, I was mildly surprised to see how good Shinji was looking. He looked… a little calmer, a little more solid. Just a little more mature. Maybe even a little fitter on top of that. Not to the level of being a young Hiro or anything! But the family resemblance was starting to show a little more, both physically and mentally.

“That’s what I would like to know, Mamoru,” Himeko replied softly.

“I need you two here for this,” I replied shortly, then winced when I realized how that came off. Now that I was almost at the finish line I could spare some attention for how I was sounding. Unfortunately, it wasn’t like I could offer any reasonable explanations. So I just tried to bull ahead, but now I sounded even lamer in the process thanks to my sudden doubts.

“Okay, that didn’t sound great. But you two will understand in a minute. Eiko, you need to leave us alone and… still coming off like some kind arrogant supervillain, aren’t I?”

Shinji, as a distant acquaintance, was too polite to say anything. Eiko and Himeko, as my friends, said it all with their faces.

I puffed out an urgent breath. “I am sorry about this,” I said ground out, trying desperately to sound patient, “but this is important. And it has to be you two, and only you. Trust me.”

“You’re not making this easy,” Eiko noted sarcastically. It was hard to blame her for that, I was asking her to leave the literal future of the family her family had served for generations in my hands. And I was not coming off well.

“Mamoru, are you sure?” Himeko asked, searching me with her eyes.

“Yes,” I replied a little desperately, worried at how the clock was metaphorically ticking.

She nodded decisively. “Eiko, stand guard. Make sure no one else comes in.”

“What?” Shinji blurted out, obviously a little weirded out by all this.

“Hime, are you sure?” Eiko asked, sparring me a slightly worried glance as I started doing something more felt than seen. (There wasn’t much I could do before the door was secured, but there was a little and I figured I should get started on the preliminaries.)

Himeko simply nodded, also moving to grasp her brother to prevent him from running out of the room. Shinji showed no signs of that yet, but he wasn’t looking comforted either.

Neither was Eiko, but she obeyed her friend and mistress, leaving the room and shutting the door behind her.

The instant it was shut I started shaping a couple of sigils.

“Mamoru, can we speak?” Himeko asked politely even as I worked.

“Oneesan!” Shinji emoted urgently.

“A little,” I replied distractedly, hurriedly casting down more sigils. “This isn’t complex, but it’s going to take a little work.”

“Can I ask what you are doing?” she asked, keeping to the polite tone rather than falling into exasperation or an outright I’m-humoring-a-crazy-person voice.

“I don’t want to tell you exactly, not yet,” I replied trying to keep it simple and honest.

“May I at least ask why not?” Himeko continued, unable to keep some exasperation from creeping in.

“A lot of reasons,” I replied distractedly. “I don’t want to get your hopes up, I don’t want to fail, I’m worried how you’ll react, I’m worried about resistance to the idea, I’m worried you’ll believe too strongly-“

“Then why are you doing this?” Himeko interrupted me.

That’s a very good question, I admitted to myself when it was put like that. “That’s harder to articulate,” I answered a little evasively.

“Why are we still here?” Shinji asked his sister, saving me from having to try and answer that. The mixture of worry and exasperation in his tone demanded a response.

“Because I trust Mamoru,” she replied simply, stabbing me in the heart just a little as I about thought how much I was winging this.

“Seriously?” her brother responded.

Himeko nodded. “I know it’s hard to trust his judgement on occasions like this, I was worried about him too. But his fundamental character is unimpeachable and I can’t see anything obviously wrong, he’s just badly stressed and in a hurry. He wouldn’t be doing this lightly, nor without reason.”

“Well, what is he doing?”

That one I answered, mostly to buy myself a little time. “You know how if you dig a hole in damp earth, water will fill that hole?”

Shinji blinked at the weird non-sequitur. “Yeah?”

“This is a similar principle to that,” I continued, letting the magic work. “Normally it’ll be a slow process. And if you were to try it in a desert you’d have to dig fairly deep and it would take a while. Whereas if you were to try it in a swamp, the process is almost instantaneous. The water flows in and will practically fill the hole straight aways.”

“Alright Mamoru,” Himeko asked calmly, “I’ll humor you. Where are you going with this?”

“I’ve isolated this room, mystically speaking, and I’m scooping out,” Aoth, even I hate this analogy now, this is so oversimplified, “reality and resistance.”

The truth of it was a lot more complicated than that, but if you boiled it down to its simplest terms then that wasn’t a bad analogy. I wasn’t trying to fully punch a hole through our dimension, trying to reach the dead using that method was horrendously difficult and expensive. Hence why all those usual methods of contacting those who’d already passed on were so hard. Nor could I pull off the comparatively simple methods I used to talk to spirits or kami, the dead who’d fully passed on were usually much more distant than that. But the Bon Festival meant that certain barriers were low and certain presences were strong and actually present rather than far, far away. I merely had to create a space that was ‘friendly’ for those forces to gather in.

I felt a little relief (followed quickly be fear and amusement that this was a source of relief) to see a vague white shape forming behind Himeko and Shinji. I nodded towards it, and the pair did matching double takes as they quickly spun around to watch it.

“Normally that wouldn’t matter too much,” I continued, a little more softly and respectfully. “To continue the analogy, normally the ground here is cracked and parched. There isn’t much water, and what there is would take a long time to gather. But this is Obon, and right now there is moisture to spare.”

With that I fell silent, and also fell back a few more steps.

The being that came forth was slightly surprising. Not in general form, the white kimono was expected, as were the little hitodama flames that started appearing alongside her. But her actual appearance… I’d foolishly been expecting someone around the age of Himeko’s mother or other aunt. But Meiko Miwa had died when she’d been about our age, and it showed. The being that came through was a young woman that looked more like Himeko and Shinji’s cousin than their aunt.

Standing together, the family resemblance does shine through though, I thought in the back of my mind. It might not have been so obvious with only one of the Meiko siblings, but with both of them together it was easy to see the parts of Meiko Miwa in both of them. I usually thought of Himeko as taking after her mother, but there was something about her eyes and cheeks that her aunt possessed too. She hadn’t been a breathtaking beauty, but she was an attractive young girl at that age.

“Can you hear me, descendants?” she asked finally.

“Wha- wha- wha- “ Shinji muttered.

Himeko just stared at her intently.

I cleared my throat nervously. “You guys can hear her, right?” I asked carefully. I could, there was a slight echoey quality to her voice and maybe a few ethereal undertones but it was otherwise quite understandable. But I was still a mage, and I worried this might be one of those cases where mana sensitivity was making it easier for me.

“We can hear her,” Himeko answered tightly. “Whoever she is.”

“Oneesan, are you insane!” Shinji hissed at his sister. “That’s Aunt Miwa!”

Himeko started somewhat. “Aunt Miwa?”

The ghost nodded solemnly. “Correct.” She looked slightly sorrowful. “Do you truly not recognize me?”

Himeko looked away. To my surprise, her brother answered for her. “Probably not,” he said apologetically, “I had to snoop around to find your photos. Himeko’s too upright for that.”

Somehow the ghost sighed. “Typical Meiko obedience. I do not know whether to be pleased or disappointed that it still endures.”

“It was painful for father,” Himeko said apologetically, still not quite able to look at her aunt, “and grandfather couldn’t deal with the memories. So he had all the pictures of you quietly put away long before we were even born.”

Something in Himeko’s voice suggested she was seeing those actions and all the implications behind them in a new light, now that she was forced to revisit them with her aunt actually present.

The ghost’s expression tightened, and I couldn’t help but feel a trickle of dread. So far she seemed clean of anger and negative emotions, a true yurei rather than something twisted like an onryo. But if prompted by something that dramatic and hard hitting, especially something that was so personal to her… I worried she could still turn.

“Father…” Miwa Meiko gritted her teeth for several moments, the hitodama around her momentarily shading towards darker and uglier colors. Then she released the tension in another breath and the flames went back to normal.

I tried to keep my sigh of relief inaudible, I wasn’t sure I managed it.

“We are too alike,” Miwa noted with a trace of sad and rueful humor. “And neither of us want to admit it. Even beyond the grave, even after knowing it led to my death, I still struggle with that.”

“Aunty,” Shinji once again took the lead, bowing respectfully to his relative while Himeko struggled to sort through all her conflicted feelings. “Why have you returned? What wisdom do you bring?”

The ghost of Meiko Miwa smiled, and the dimples that appeared shone with surprising charm. “You have no idea how long I’ve wanted to hear that. That might have been the first time anyone in this family ever suggested I was wise. And I’m not. I should have tried harder to contact you two, and earlier. I should have gotten to know my niece and nephew.”

Shinji had no response to that, and Himeko was still struggling a little. To my horror, I found myself coughing and tentatively noting “not a great idea. There’s a reason the living and the dead usually remain separate. A little contact is important, but how much and by which medium…”

I trailed off as I saw everyone’s growing impatience with my intrusion into family matters. “I’m going to shut up now.”

Meiko Miwa nodded and moved on. “I don’t have much time, and I am sorry about that. You’ve… never sought me out. And I’ve been too resentful and selfish. For the longest time I needed you to call to me first.”

“Why?” Himeko asked suddenly, a hint of pleading in her tone. “I understand your anger and resentment Aunt Miwa, I really do. I understand what it’s like to grow up as a girl under grandfather’s eye. But…” she trailed off, unable to bring herself to say anything else.

The ghost smiled sadly. “But I already abandoned all of you once, and I’ve kept abandoning you since,” she finished for her niece.

“You didn’t abandon us,” Shinji said quickly.

“It’s kind of you to say that nephew,” the spirit of Meiko Miwa reached up and gently touched her nephew’s face. “But that doesn’t make it true. In my anger and self-righteousness, my pathetic self-pity, I turned my back on my family. Once and then twice and then thrice after I was dead! My father deserved a lot, and still does. But not even he deserved all of this. And I spared no thought for my mother or sister or brother, let alone for any of my nieces and nephews that were yet to come.”

“There’s still just the two of us,” Shinji half muttered. He seemed a little confused by his aunt’s touch, like it was comforting but strange at the same time.

Miwa’s smile was sadder. “And sometimes I worry that was my fault too,” she admitted. “That Yayoi would have pushed for children and Hajime might have dared one or two more if not for the pall I cast over everything.”

“Nonsense,” Himeko snapped instantly, regaining some of her usual certainty. “That was all their own choices. You may have affected them, but at the end of the day they chose what they chose of their own will. They do not get any excuses.”

Miwa’s old smile fit poorly on her young appearance. “Good. That’s the sort of attitude I want you to have, the reason I came.”

Himeko’s polite “Miwa-sama?” mixed with Shinji’s les formal “aunty?”

Miwa rested a ghostly hand on each relative’s shoulder. “I needed to say this. I should have found a way to say it years ago, when it really would have made a difference, but I was too stubborn. Please, put away any resentment about my failings and pay attention to this.”

First she focused on Himeko. “The Meiko family is poisonous,” she said grimly. “If you are not careful it will rule you, drag you down to hell on Earth with its stupidity and tradition and rules. You cannot let it take over your life.”

She then turned to Shinji. “The Meiko family is your family. It is your strength, your past. And, like it or not, it will be part of your future. Do not attempt to disown it, you will only disown yourself.”

She pulled back a little. “You need to treat this whole thing like a tree,” she said, sounding surprisingly calm about what she was saying. “It is a wonderful and powerful old thing, with deep roots tethered to the land with incredible strength. And we should rejoice in that. But that doesn’t mean we can simply ignore it and let it grow out of control. We must prune the branches that are rotten, dead, or simply dangerously positioned and get in the way.”

It's not that much better than my metaphors, I thought grudgingly. I was a little annoyed at how starstruck the Meiko siblings looked, gazing upon the ghost of their aunt like she was a prophet dispensing divine wisdom. I kept quiet though. It was better. And a lot more practical to boot.

“My father made that first mistake. I made the second. And I should have told you that long before, attempted to make it right.”

“Aunty…” Himeko began, but stopped. It looked like she had no idea what to say while being shocked to finally be able to use that term.

Meiko Miwa smiled at the pair but suddenly stopped and looked up and at something in the distance that was invisible to us. “They’re lighting the fires,” she said urgently. “I don’t have much time.”

“Shit,” I muttered, looking around in the mystic spectrums. I couldn’t see anything, not even my usual ‘mage sight’ was attuned to anything that sensitive or esoteric, but I could still feel it on the edges of my awareness. Like a slight change in air pressure or electrical charge, something was shifting. “She’s right,” I noted, probably needlessly, “the Okuribi are starting.” The fires to guide and send the dead back to their place in the afterlife.

“Aunt, wait, don’t go!” Shinji protested quickly. “We haven’t had enough time.”

Meiko Miwa smiled sadly at her relatives. “And I hate that. I wish I had more time to spend with you, especially like this. This is more than I could have hoped for and I could spend hours talking to you and trying to make up for my past mistakes. But we cannot stay out past the sending fire, terrible things could happen if I tried. I’ve harmed this family enough without getting lost and turning myself into an onryo through sheer arrogance.”

“Will you come back?” Himeko asked, unable to keep the wistfulness from her voice.

Her aunt’s smile broke my heart, equal parts hope and sadness. “I will try. I’ve failed too many things too often now. I am not totally at fault, but I need to do my part to set things right. But I do not know if they will let me.”

“They?”

“Think about it dear. I do not have the impunity the Meiko name offered me when I walked amongst the living.”

I pounded my fist into my palm. “That’s what he was doing! Or at least it was part of it. I think. Maybe.”

Three sets of Meiko eyes turned to stare at me in varying degrees of confused incredulity.

I wilted a little under all that attention, especially the part from beyond the grave, but I couldn’t help but babble out my confused, intuitive leap. “He wanted the other powers to give you more time, time when your relatives had a thought or two how to handle it,” I rushed out. “That’s why he told me so late! Those who are in charge of all this will see how you barely had any time. And when they look into why they’ll go 'ugh! Typical Monkey King nonsense'.”

“Monkey King?” Shinji asked incredulously, barely beating Himeko to the punch and probably the only reason she didn’t speak up.

I ignored that in order to catch my thought before it slipped away. “And because they’ll blame him they’ll probably give you another chance next year, not getting too worried they’re being too generous to you or letting the borders thin too much. Meanwhile, Sun Wukong gets the twisted satisfaction of making me run about like a madman to get this much done and he tweaks the noses of a bunch of gods and authorities again. Aoth, it all really fits!”

Uh huh, the voice in the back of my head sounded skeptical. How much of that is bullshit you just invented on the spot? Or happy coincidences Sun Wukong never intended but will simply take credit for? Better tone down the ego and jumping to conclusions there, you’ll never get taken seriously if you keep making leaps like that!

Meiko Miwa quickly brushed all that aside and turned back to her relatives. “It was a joy finally meeting you, even for a moment,” she spoke quickly. “If I cannot come back, know that I go on with a lighter heart.”

“Aunty, wait!”

“Don’t go yet!”

But Miwa’s form was becoming less distinct and defined by the moment. Within seconds I felt her surrender herself to some form of flow, a current I hadn’t even realized was there, and started her journey elsewhere.

Soon, the only ones left in the room were the living.

Wordlessly, having not a single idea what to say, I began dismantling the magic around the room.

Neither of the Meiko siblings said anything. But Shinji was clearly crying, and I thought I could detect some wetness within Himeko’s eyes.

But before I could somehow ruin the situation, give in to the urge to say something and thereby choose the wrong thing, I was distracted by something else. There was another presence outside the room. Not just Eiko (and a few more human feeling signatures, hanging around and worrying after I rushed the heirs to the Meiko fortune into a random room for no explicable reason) but something else. Something a little more sideways from the real world. And I realized they’d always been there. They’d blended in subtly, and their impact was minor, but they’d been another part of the reason Meiko Miwa had managed to manifest so easily and completely.

They retreated into the ‘background’ almost as soon as I noticed them. Or, more precisely, back into the walls and floors around us, diffusing into the mansion itself. That gave me a pretty good idea who or what it was.

The mansion’s kami is getting involved in this, I thought, feeling a burn of acid in my stomach. Great. Just what we needed.

This had been a good thing, or so I thought. And for all the trouble I’d had to go through I was glad to have been a part of it. But a new vista of troubles was opening up in front of me. What the hell was going to happen next Obon? What did we want to do? What was right? Did we want to try and involve other family members? Especially without asking Miwa? On one hand, that should have been her choice. On the other, what right did we have not to mention it to some of the other Meiko family members? But who? Her brother? Her father? Himeko’s mother? What the hell did we do in regards to her other sibling, Yayoi, after that?

The thought of that particular issue made me wince physically. How the hell would we even get her in the same house as her father, especially in regards to their dead relative, without them burning the whole place down? I wondered pensively. The sheer magnitude of the problems related to those two… it was enough to make me want to track down Hikaru again and make her promise to keep me pinned down somewhere over the whole of Obon next year, just as an excuse to get nowhere near this volatile and personal situation again!

Alright, let’s not get ahead of ourselves, I thought as I turned towards the door and felt the increasing weight of people outside. It’s alright to be worried, there’s a ton of issues that are going to come up over that whole thing and thinking about them is good, but obsessively paralyzing yourself over them is kind of stupid. Especially when you’ve got other crises to deal with, you can’t solve the Obon issue if one of the other problems kills you before then. First things first, we have to get out of this room without somehow starting a major incident!

Something told me that was going to be a nasty challenge all on it’s lonesome.
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“So that’s what happened?” Eiko asked incredulously.

I sighed.  Playing it all back and looking at it objectively… yeah, I really couldn’t give myself good marks about how I handled it either.  “Yes, Eiko.  And yes, I know.”

“I’m not sure you do, Mamoru,” Eiko continued to stare at me.  “You were a finger’s width away from being banned from the mansion after that.  Himeko’s parents are still pretty sensitive after the whole Kenta thing in Hokkaido, and they were already in a mood before that because of the near kidnapping a few months ago.”

“You think they’d remember the part I played in stopping that,” I groused.  I didn’t say anything about the Hokkaido incident though.  I’d played a crucial role, but nothing so important as Himeko’s, Hiro’s, or even Arashi Analytics in that one.

Eiko sighed.  “They do,” she admitted.  “And that’s why it’s being let go.  But it really was that close Mamoru.  I mean, even you’d react poorly if Himeko suddenly burst into your cousins’ house, grabbed two of them, and then mysteriously disappeared for an hour!”

“It was more like twenty minutes,” I objected under my breath, being especially truculent because I knew she was right.

“And you’re not the Meikos,” Eiko bulldozed over my interruption, “used to ruling the world and getting everything they wanted.  And Himeko wouldn’t be bringing supernatural powers into play.  Seriously Mamoru, how did you think they were going to react to all that?”

I winced, mostly because Eiko was had me dead to rights.  “I was too busy thinking about the task the Monkey King assigned me,” I admitted, “and what might happen if I failed it.  Especially since there was the hint that some of the dead and the deities who ruled the dead might be a little pissed at me if that happened!”

That one made Eiko reluctantly go quiet.  I took the time to take another measurement.  This trip was a dual purpose one.  On one hand, I was measuring some of Tokyo’s potential ley-lines and seeing what had happened to that potential so close to Obon.  That was worthwhile in and of itself, I was glad to be comparing last year’s results on the more familiar lines while searching out new ones.  It felt good to be doing more research and making some progress.

But this was also about talking to Eiko in private.  The Meiko estate was just a little too worked up and a little too nosey for me to try doing this explanation there.  The truth was tricky, and sensitive in so many ways it wasn’t even funny.  Meiko Miwa had just wanted to see her niece and nephew.  But how her brother and father would react to finding out she’d been there, and they’d missed her, was not something I wanted to experience firsthand.  Not to mention Himeko’s mother, Miwa’s sister-in-law had some slightly less personal but still deeply important reasons to want to speak to her.  The permutations and combinations of any of them finding out what had happened, especially if they thought I’d deliberately kept them from meeting with their deceased relative, were enough to give me palpitations.

Hence why I was only telling Eiko about this outside of the mansion.  This was something that Himeko and Shinji had to decide how to handle, family business that I did not want to get involved in!  I trusted their judgement, at least if they had some time to think about it and consider their options.  Plus, it would probably go over better (for given values of ‘better’.  i.e. without fatalities) if it came from them.  They could present it properly, including however much truth they wanted to, to the right family member, and in a way that would go over as gently as possible.  Around the mansion there’d been too many eyes and ears, and most of them a little too sensitive and worked up after my performance.  A partial story overhead by security and reported incorrectly to the senior Meikos out of a sense of loyalty… that started badly and quickly started going downhill from there.  I may have been paranoid, but descriptions like ‘apocalyptic’ and ‘blood feud’ came to mind in that scenario.

But Eiko did deserve to know, and was going to be kind of important in the future if I had to send communications regarding this subject with Himeko (or Shinji, although that seemed unlikely).  Even phones and email would be a dicey prospect.  Even ignoring the threat of outside listeners, which was made even more chaotic with Arashi Analytics entering the picture, this subject was near and dear to too many Meiko hearts.  Security was probably going to be monitoring anything going from the house to me for the near future, and all my previous arguments against Himeko’s parents getting a garbled or partial version of this applied there as well.

As if to verify that, Eiko noted “that’s a pretty good threat, but that doesn’t mean you should ignore the Meikos.  They’re really sensitive about you and their kids after that.  If it was just Himeko that would be bad enough, but grabbing Shinji too made it ten times as bad.  There are a few paranoid idiots talking about you enspelling them or putting them under mind control.”

I winced.  It didn’t help that if I’d been an outside advisor, discussing the matter with the Meikos as a neutral third party, that would have been one of the possibilities I would have raised.  Not as something serious or likely, but as a definite option that had to be considered.

“Don’t say anything around the house you don’t want Himeko’s parents to hear,” Eiko continued, verifying my previous suspicions.  “They’re listening to everything, making absolutely sure there’s no code words or Manchurian Candidate stuff going on.  And I mean even the burner phones!  You’d probably get away with it, but I think security’s up to something even more devious this time and might just overhear.”

I sighed.  “Great.”

Eiko shrugged.  “It’s not like they really believe that,” she said more neutrally, “I think they’ll stop being idiots about it after a week or two.  A week or two after we’re back at university at the worst.  But there’s a lingering doubt here, and they’re worried about their kids.  This…”

Eiko hesitated, so obvious and long about it that I deliberately looked back at her.

Eiko sighed.  “Sorry Mamoru.  But remember New Years and how this all came out?  Remember how Himeko’s father wanted her not to keep any more secrets on this subject?”

I winced again.

“Yeah,” Eiko continued neutrally.  “That.  This one’s tricky.  Believe it or not, they’re actually trying to remember how they reacted last time and trying to learn from it.  They don’t want to act like panicked idiots and have their daughter rake them over the coals for it.  Not a second time.  But…”

“But I probably couldn’t have hit any more buttons of their buttons if I’d tried,” I groaned, feeling a headache coming on.  I seriously doubted there was much more I could have done to get them concerned and suspicious.  Well, not without getting deliberately theatrical and stupid, being over-the-top merely for being over-the-top’s sake, I admitted in a nitpicky manner.  I suppose I could have added some worrying sound effects and demonic howls while we were in the room.  Or had Himeko and Shinji come out bruised and bloodied.  But seriously, that might actually have been better.  In that case it would have seemed so ridiculous and theatrical that everyone would be slightly less suspicious, wondering if it was a deliberate trick.  This way they’re probably worried I really am up to something and just trying to play it off.

“Pretty much,” Eiko agreed unsympathetically.  “Himeko’s dad just finished dealing with a meeting regarding that gold seal you dropped on him when this came up, so he wasn’t in a patient mood when it comes you.”

Of course, it just kept getting better and better.

“It’ll take them a while to calm down,” Eiko continued.  “But you can’t blame them for getting worked up.  They’re not doing too bad a job of controlling it, but they still feel they have to look out for their kids this time, just to be on the safe side.”

“Can’t argue that one,” I sighed as I stopped and took another mana measurement.  “I mean, I know I’m not up to anyth…” I trailed off and stopped as I realized how big a lie that was.  I was literally talking to Eiko about a secret I was conspiring to keep from them.  “That I’m not plotting anything against their children,” I amended.  “But if I was watching a documentary or a news report talking about a terrible tragedy of some sort, and then a report about this came up, I’d practically be ready to pick up the screen, shake, it and scream ‘why’d you ignore the warning signs?!  Why?!’ ”

Eiko’s look suggested something along the lines of ‘because it’s you, and you’re overestimating yourself if you think you’re a real threat?’ but she was a little too polite and smart to mention it.  However, I knew that human monsters of all types could put on unprepossessing faces.  Like it or not, Himeko’s parents were in the right on this one.  Heck, it was only because Himeko was in university they were holding back this much!  Last year we could have expected even more of a reaction.  They were at least trying to acknowledge her maturity and independence.  It was just that legitimate threats to their daughter kept making them backslide.

Eiko let me stew in silence for a few moments before reluctantly noting.  “I wouldn’t worry too much about this one.  We’re letting Himeko and Shinji take the lead here.  But…”

I gave Eiko a serious look when she hesitated.  I was used to thinking twice about what I was saying, I did it all the time.  Eiko was the type to rush straight ahead.  So why was she being so coy and doubtful this time?  “But?” I prompted her a little impatiently.

“But my dad thinks we’ll quietly have a word with Himeko’s mother even if she doesn’t,” Eiko admitted.  “I’ll see if he changes his mind after I give him the full story, but I think me might already know some of it.  He mentioned that much to me before I went out today, and now I think I get it.”

I frowned for a moment as I decoded that.  It seemed like he’d known something even before his daughter had gone out to talk to me.  “How would he even know anything?” I asked semi-rhetorically.  I hadn’t said anything around the Meiko mansion, and from all Eiko had told me neither Himeko or her brother had.  So, how’d he get his information?  Eiko’s dad impressed me, but not in that way!  I was a little worried he was being particularly clever and manipulating either Eiko or I while knowing nothing.

Eiko shrugged.  “You got me, I don’t know.  I’m guessing either Shinji or Himeko told him some of it.  Anwyay, it kind of makes sense now.”

“It does?”

Eiko gave me a jaundiced look.  “You might have forgotten the hairdresser when you had your little conversation with Himeko’s mom.  We know what she wanted you to do.”

Ack!  I thought, instantly mentally castigating myself for that slip up.  I’d just wondered how Eiko’s father had known something while completely forgetting just what grapevines he was plugged into.  It still didn’t make sense, but I’d definitely underestimated him.

Eiko shrugged.  “We all agreed that was best kept quiet too,” she continued unhurriedly.  “At least for the moment.  It’s something we all decided to keep an eye on so we didn’t say much about it, even among ourselves.  But if anyone understands what sort of pinch you’re in, my dad does.  If we quietly break the news to Hime’s mother, assuming Himeko doesn’t go that way, we can probably get her to work on her husband and eventually calm things down.”

Damn it, I always forget about the Meiko servants! I groused to myself, hating how I’d become just as complicit as the Meikos when it came to overlooking them.  I was better about recognizing they were there, I wasn’t that inured.  But I tended to forget they talked, and had brains and goals of their own.  They weren’t flashy about it, and their goals tended to be the same as their masters’, but they were a quiet power in their own right on the Meiko estate.  I discounted that at my peril.

Especially since I probably freaked half of them out in my last visit!  I thought bitterly.  One more thing to worry about!  Given how I was usually paranoid and prone to exaggerating things, I hated finding out I’d actually been underestimating the stupidity of how I’d handled that day.  I wanted to blame the Monkey King for everything, creating chaos and embarrassing people was supposed to be a gift of his, but I was pretty sure at least half of this was just my own idiocy in action.

I hid my embarrassment by making another measurement, taking extra care on this one.

“So-o-o-o,” Eiko drew the word out leadingly.  “The Monkey King?”

“I don’t want to talk about it,” I said grimly.

“Really?”

“Eiko, that’s one personage…”  I paused for a moment.  “Deity-age?  Legend-age?  Anyway, that’s someone you don’t want to take an interest in you.”

Eiko smirked at me.

“Eiko, I mean it.  The less you know the better, you do not want to form any connections with him.  If he knows you know, he’s more likely to try and play tricks on you.”

“Really?” Eiko’s skepticism was on full display.

“Listen, Sun Wukong can fuck around with an ordinary civilian any day of the week with zero effort.  They’re a dozen a yen to him, and no challenge.  But the chance to mess around with someone who knows him?  Knows he actually exists and something of what he can do?  That appeals to him.  Especially if they’ve got skills and abilities, then it’s not just shooting fish in a barrel and he can justify it as taking them down a peg.  Don’t go suggesting you know he’s real!”

“I think you’re being paranoid again.”

“And I think you’re not being paranoid enough,” I shot back.  “Seriously Eiko, you’re underestimating him.  It’s not like I discovered him through my vast knowledge and understanding of the universe.  He showed himself to me.  And he kept showing himself because it amused him.  You think the freaking Monkey King sent me to the Meiko estate to take care of this because I was the only option?  There were a dozen different ways he could have handled that, I was just the best mix of amusement and low effort.”

Eiko, of course, zoomed in on the one part of that conversation I didn’t want.  “ ‘Kept showing himself to you?’  Mamoru, how many times have you seen him?”

“I don’t want to talk about it.”

“For someone who doesn’t want to talk about it, you’re doing an awful lot of it.”

I wanted to scream.  Unfortunately, it was partially because Eiko was right (again) and the urge to bitch and moan about the subject was bubbling up inside me.  “It’s not a good idea,” I said between gritted teeth, “I don’t know if Sun Wukong can tell if someone’s talking about him, but I suspect so.  And encouraging that damned monkey is not a good idea!”

“So, all the more reason to get it out of the way now,” Eiko noted with false innocence, “he’ll expect you to.  If you talk about it a month or so from now, that’s when he’ll know he really got you.”

Aoth damn it, I thought.  Not the least because she actually had a point.  It wasn’t a great argument, ideally I’d put the bastard out of mind and walk it off without showing any emotion at all.  Unfortunately, I was obsessive even by human standards.  Chances were high something would bring him to mind months later and I’d still have all this undealt with resentment just waiting to take me by surprise.  So then I’d either risk having an aneurism by keeping everything contained, or I’d just make the bastard smirk wider by letting it all out so much later.

I hated letting both Eiko and the Monkey King win, but sometimes it was better to just accept the smaller loss than half-kill yourself and only end up losing even worse anyway.

“It’s all Hikaru’s fault,” I muttered, still not comfortable with committing to this.  “She’s the one that got me into all this.”

“Wait, what?” that one left Eiko blinking, as was my attempt.  “Your cousin?  The artistic one?”

For a moment I was tempted to grump ‘for given values of artistic’ but reluctantly kept that between my teeth.  As annoyed as I was, and as much as parts of her doujin bugged me, I couldn’t disparage my cousin’s work like that.  Instead, I just said “That’s the one.”

“How?  That makes no sense Mamoru.  We’re talking about the literal Monkey King here, right?  The guy from Journey to the West?  How the hell would your cousin know him.”

“Oh she doesn’t know him,” I noted, taking a sadistic pleasure in drawing things out by taking another mana reading.  “Not a single clue.  But it’s still her fault.”

“If you don’t tell me, I’m going to hurt you.”

Huh, I wonder if she could?  I wondered, almost idly as I paused to needle her a bit longer.  Eiko was progressing well with her ki control and usage, she had the trick of power strikes now.  She had needed that solid week of practices to manage it, but she’d eventually gotten it down.  For the last two practices I’d jumped her up to a more powerful type of shield, one that I had to struggle a little more to maintain for the full workout.  If I hadn’t, we’d found Eiko could consistently break through the previous shields in a couple of minutes.  The new one wasn’t a Master Tai level barrier, but it was certainly a step or two above what we’d been using before and was (so far) lasting throughout her practice time.  Thankfully, it was appropriate for her level and Eiko was just taking it as a challenge.

Probably not in a real fight, I finally decided, not even with all the advantages she’d have in that situation.  I’d trust my precautions to hold her long enough for me to take her down.  But it’s getting close.  I’d still have to hit her with my spells, and I was no longer certain I could do that before she managed to break through ‘mage armor’.

Finally, I stopped stalling, sighed, and told her.  “It turns out the Monkey King’s a cosplayer.”

Eiko fell silent, and after a few moments just fixed me with a baleful glare, daring me to either expand on that or tell me I was joking before it was too late.

My lips twitched.  “Seriously, that shouldn’t be a surprise.  Remember, any time he goes out and he’s not in his full Sun Wukong glory he’s essentially cosplaying as someone else.  But no, from what I can see Sun Wukong gets off on dressing up as different anime interpretations of himself.”

Despite herself, she still looked obviously annoyed, Eiko had to physically fight back a burst of laugher.

I smirked a little, getting into it now that I actually had the chance to share.  “Keep in mind I’ve only seen this twice, and I only think I know this because it’s what the Monkey King is letting me see, but he’s shown up at Comiket twice now while dressed up as himself from two different shows.”

“Oh, you bastard,” Eiko whispered, holding her sides and trying not to cry.

I shrugged with deliberate nonchalance.  “It makes sense.  He gets to pull one over on all the poor, clueless humans around him and he gets to brag to anyone who’s actually in the know.  I mean, seriously, how many other gods and legends do you think could pull that off?  At least, for more than a year or three?  Not too many.  Meanwhile Sun Wukong’s got access to all those cool choices and costumes, it’s no wonder he does it.”

While Eiko wheezed I couldn’t help but look up at the sky and note: “where does he get the costumes?” as it suddenly struck me.  He didn’t seem like the type to make them himself, and they clearly weren’t some sort of store brought, off-the-shelf costumes.  And he was the Monkey King.  Simply buying them wasn’t impossible, but it seemed out of character.  So what did that leave?  Having them made for him by mortal craftspeople, and then cheating the tailors out of them… well, that didn’t seem impossibly dickish for the Monkey King, but it did seem weirdly petty for him.  More mind blowing was the idea that he might be getting them from celestial craftsbeings in some way.  Had I actually seen cosplaying constructed by the gods?

“In any case, he’s at Comiket,” I continued while Eiko struggled to keep up without bursting into laughter.  “I can make guesses about why he’s going, but they’d really just be guesses.  He could be on some deep mission of cosmic importance because he’s the only one smart and worldly enough to recognize the importance of Comiket… or he could just be going there to bask in all the backhanded recognition and ogle the sexier cosplayers.”

“It’s Sun Wukong,” Eiko gasped out, “both are pretty likely.”

“Precisely,” I agreed.  And try knowing that personally instead of as just an intellectual exercise, I groused.  It was one thing to know that as random fact, it was quite another to have it come by your table right in front of you.

Physically, I just shrugged.  “All I know is that he’s come by my cousin’s table twice now.  Both times he’s purchased her doujin, and both time’s he’s flirted while clearly leering at her chest.  And both times he’s let me know who he was, and he’s more than capable of keeping that concealed from someone at my level if he wants to.  This year he picked his timing and let me know that Meiko Miwa wanted to see her niece and nephew, intimating he was just the messenger for other interested parties.  Keep in mind he did this as last minute as he could manage.”

“Are you sure he didn’t just get the news?” Eiko replied, I wasn’t sure how serious she was since laughter was still threatening to bubble up through her voce.

“Not completely certain,” I allowed, “but I doubt it.  He seemed to intimate that it was an older message he just remembered.  But, again: Monkey King.  I wouldn’t totally trust him if he claimed the sun rose in the east and set in the west.”

I probably should have picked something different, my conscience prodded me sarcastically.  I knew you could nitpick that statement to death when you thought about orbital rotation and who was moving relative to what.  Still, I figured I got my point across.  Eiko stopped talking for a bit longer while she struggled with her laugher.  I took the time to get two more sets of data points logged before she felt recovered enough to speak up again.  Of course, when she did, she felt compelled to get me back.

“So,” she asked, taking care to sound casual, “is there a reason we’re on our way to Arashi Analytics?”

I stumbled and almost fell over nothing.  “What?!” I asked furiously.

“Arashi Analytics,” she repeated with studied casualness.  “Is there a reason we’re on our way to their Tokyo home office?”

I swore a blue streak under my breath for a good half a minute.

Eiko stopped trying and let out a short laugh.  “Seriously Mamoru, you need to be more aware.  We’re only about a block and half away from their building.  They occupy the sixteen and seventeenth floors of that one there,” she quickly pointed at a surprisingly large skyscraper we were approaching.

“Great, just great.  Were you going to tell me before I stumbled right into the lair of the group that’s been watching me?”

“And is probably still watching you,” Eiko noted cheerily.  “You don’t really believe they’ve stopped, do you?”

“I-“ I paused as I really thought about it.  Aoth damn it, I really did, didn’t I?  And that really was as stupid as she made it sound.  I had periodically checked for watchers immediately after things had come up, started using a quick talisman for the spell.  But I’d stopped after the two days or so, getting distracted by everything else.

“I figured they were still lying low and waiting to resume,” I temporized.  Basically, weasel words trying to say ‘no, I wasn’t that stupid’ without actually lying.

“Hah!  But I guess I shouldn’t be so quick to judge,” Eiko noted, pulling out her phone.  “I haven’t actually checked in the last two days.”

I frowned.  “What are you doing?” I asked, leaning over slightly

“Seeing if our backdoor’s still intact,” Eiko admitted.  “They know that we know.  But they might still be deep into all that ‘but if we know that they know that we know-’ garbage.  Or they might just not have figured out all we’ve done yet.  Either way, it might still... hah, it is working!”

“You sure about that?” I asked reluctantly.  “That it’s not downloading a virus or something?”

Eiko gave me a smug look.  “You’re thinking like we’re in a spy movie.  You really believe Arashi’s going to set up something that might nuke their own people by accident if they access the wrong files?”

I bristled a little at that.  It’s not that outlandish, I thought defensively.  Besides, proprietary spyware that checks if you’re a member of the company seems pretty sensible to-

I was interrupted by Eiko’s amused snort.  “Oh yeah, they’re watching us right now.”

I went back to trying to read her phone.  “What, really?”

“Yup.  Hang on, I’m trying to see if I can find out who it is and where.  I want to wave at them if possible, mess with their heads.”

I… I don’t even know what to think about that, I thought finally, caught between confusion, horror, and amusement at the possibility.  That did feel like a little much, and maybe a little bit stupid.  But I had to admit, it did feel a little fun too.  I already knew that I’d give in, smile and join Eiko in waving at our watchers, if she could pull it off.

Eiko snickered.  “Oh, they’ve been having a fun time with you these last few days,” Eiko noted.

“Nani?” I asked in confusion.  Then it clicked.  “Wait, they didn’t try to follow me at Comiket, did they?”

“Tried and succeeded,” Eiko noted in satisfaction.  “Sort of.  That’s kind of the point of these reports.  They’re trying to justify how much they succeeded while still admitting it wasn’t 100% successful.  Apparently, it was a bit of a struggle trying to successfully watch you in the crowds.”

“I would have thought that would be easy,” I frowned thoughtfully.

“For not being seen?  Yes.  For actually keeping an eye on you?  Not so much.  They couldn’t exactly stand around, milling in one spot indefinitely.  And actually keeping close enough to keep an eye on you through everything was a really challenge, especially when you were at your cousin’s booth.  Apparently it was easier when you were walking through the convention, and even then it was pretty difficult.”

She snickered.  “One really frustrated guy is suggesting that if they have to do it next year they should try and come up with a fake booth of their own nearby.  It’s obviously stupid, and he knows it, but they think it would be a hell of a lot easier than trying to perform effective surveillance while walking through Comiket.”

That gave me pause.  You know, I don’t think they could manage it, I thought carefully, giving the idea undue consideration, even second-hand I know a bunch of the stuff Hikaru had to go through, how long it took and how carefully booth selection and placement is conducted.  But they’ve got a point.  I don’t even want to think about how I’d try to secretly monitor someone who was staying in one spot at the convention.  Not without giving myself away to all the organizers and monitors!  Frankly, my best bet would be to use the broom and then hover invisibly overhead the entire time.  And even the logistics of that… yikes.

“If it helps, it seems they were just as confused and frustrated by your sudden diversion to the Meikos at the end of it as you were,” Eiko continued, obviously more amused than sympathetic.  “But that feeling's normal for them.  It’s what’s happening right now.”

“Wait, it is?” I blinked again.

Eiko smirked at me.  “What did you expect?  They’re only watching from a distance.  They think you’re walking around and taking measurements of some sort, they’re not that clueless.  But what you’re measuring and why are a complete mystery to them.  And the fact you’re doing it with me today, and so soon after something that was obviously a little weird and off at the Meiko’s, just has them even more confused.”

“Seriously Mam,” she added as an aside, “think about the confusing way you act.  Then think about how that looks to an outsider who doesn’t even have half the information we do.  You confuse the shit out of them, you’re abnormal.  The baseline suggests you’re acting like an overly serious loner.  But you’re friends with two of the richest people in the country around your age.  And then you help run a booth at Comiket.  And you’re obviously running scientific experiments despite the fact you’re under twenty.  And you sometimes hang out with martial arts masters.  And you have an unexplained tendency to just disappear on them.  And now there’s a note in here about you flirting with a mascot on the beach…?”

Eiko looked at me inquisitively, still amused, and it took me a moment to decode that.  Oh, right.  They must have gotten a glimpse of the ningyo.  Which just went to show the wisdom of the way her illusion tried to make her fishier bits look fake rather than outright hiding them.

But it was still a sensitive subject, and her whole description of me had me a little flushed, so instead I hit back defensively.  “Well, what about you?” I protested.  “How the hell do they get around describing you.  You’re the one who went out on a date with the reporter trying to break into the mansion!”

Fortunately for me, Eiko just laughed that one off.  “Yeah, that one really messed with their heads when they realized, almost as much as I messed with Gota’s and he tried to mess with mine.”

“Gota?” I couldn’t help but prod, raising an eyebrow.  Although, not so secretly, I was curious.  And grateful Eiko was taking it in stride.

Eiko did flush slightly.  “Sorry, it was stupid of us to even try and pretend to be having a date while calling each other by last names, so it got to be a habit.”

“How long did that date last?” I asked, glad for the chance to probe without looking too nosey (or jealous).

Eiko smirked.  “Hours.  It was exhausting.”

I’m not sure what my expression showed because she immediately grinned and hit me in the shoulder.  “Not that way, idiot,” she protested in amusement.  “It was just a constant show of masks and posturing, both of us trying to put on a good face while we needled each other and probed for information.  And it wasn’t like either of us wanted to show weakness by being the first to call it off.”

“So, did you not enjoy it?” I asked carefully.  She was giving off some surprisingly mixed vibes.

Eiko hesitated a moment.  “It was… interesting,” she said finally.  “Honestly, if one of us had been straight up deceiving the other it would have been torturous.  But since we both knew, and both knew that we knew, it was kind of fun in a twisted sort of way.  Almost like some sort of strange party game.  We were both trying to outdo the other, keep up the pretense while acting like we were actually willing to date, and we somehow ended up going on an actual date in the background of all that.  I kept trying to bankrupt him and pry out some secrets, he kept trying to get me to reveal stuff through my reactions, and along the way we actually did some fun couples’ stuff while trying to stick knives in each other’s backs.”

“Bankrupt him?” I asked, sticking to the safest question.

Eiko rolled his eyes.  “He’s an independent journalist, he’s still dirt-poor Mamoru.  I get the feeling that’s half the reason he doesn’t date, he can’t really afford to.  He was going to be eating the cheap ramen for at least a week after keeping up even the pretense of taking me out on a casual date, and it wasn’t like we did that much.  Watching him flinch as I convinced him to do a photo booth with me was fun.”

Some really mixed messages there, I thought with a hint of amusement.  On one hand, she’d really enjoyed sticking it to him.  On the other hand, there’d been a hint of sympathy and understanding in her tone at the note of ‘half the reason he doesn’t date’.  “I never expected I’d see one of those silly TV show premisses in real life.  You know, ‘I hate you, you hate me.  Let’s go out for some contrived reason.  And then we fall in love.’  It always seemed stupid.”

Eiko flushed slightly.  “Dream on Mamoru!  Those are stupid and it wasn’t like that!”

Uh-huh, I noted mentally.  Honestly, I was stretching things quite a lot.  And I’d probably just had my brain poisoned by seeing too many of those things on TV or in manga for years.  But it really was starting to look like the pair had some odd chemistry, enough similarities that they clicked in a few weird ways.  Maybe I was reading to much into it, especially given my horrible track record with relationships, but I had to wonder how they’d get on if they weren’t on opposite sides.

“Anyway, shouldn’t you be taking some measurements?” Eiko shot back acidly.  Further proof, as if I’d needed it, I’d actually scored a hit.

“We wandered off the line,” I admitted.  “We really should have turned left at the last corner.  I just figured, since we’d come that far we might as well go by Arashi Analytics.”

Eiko fell silent, although she did go back to checking her phone and what Arashi was doing.  She kept up that silence for the next minute as we walked right up to the building holding Arashi and paused by the entrance.

“Think we should go in?” I asked after a few moments.

“Well, the building’s not all them,” Eiko admitted.  “They’re just one of the tenants.  And it’s not like this is a terribly active branch.”

I frowned slightly.  “What do you mean by that?”

“This is more where they interview clients and perform administrative duties,” she clarified.  “Most of the actual investigative stuff goes on in other places.  There are still some investigators here, and I think they’ve still got a couple of vehicles for tailing and monitoring people in the staff parking spaces.  And they do a lot of the data collation and analysis here.  But most of the actual fieldwork and snoops work out of smaller, more discreet offices elsewhere in the city.”

“Huh, interesting.”  I wasn’t sure what else to say.  I’d never thought about it like that, but what she said seemed to make sense.  And it was kind of fascinating to think about it.  Right off the top of my head I figured yeah, that makes sense.  It’s hard to spy on someone when all of your spies report to the same building and have offices there.  Kind of a big single-point-of-failure problem.

(Yes, I knew I was being a bit silly.  I seriously doubted they had a bunch of spies in offices with their nameplates on the door anywhere in any capacity.  But the basics of the idea were sound.)

“Still, seems a shame not to do something,” I admitted after a few moments, not quite willing to give up on the idea after coming this far.

If I was honest, I was half hoping Eiko would talk me out of it.  I had no idea whether I’d mourn simply walking away as a lost opportunity or think ‘phew, dodged a bulled there’ when I looked back on it tomorrow.  And that was probably a sign I shouldn’t be doing it.

Unfortunately, Eiko just went.  “Hah!  Got them now, they’re panicking now that we’re here at their offices.”

“Got who?”

“It’s a shame Himeko’s not here,” Eiko muttered, staring intently at the glass building.  “She could just use her compact mirror.”

After a moment I realized she was trying to use the reflection in the building’s glass to secretly look behind us.  It was difficult, but there was just enough reflectivity to make it possible.

“There they are!” she declared.  “Across the street and at the corner, the young couple messing around with their camera phones.  Smile and wave Mamoru!”

With that she spun us around and posed for the camera, looking directly at them.

I had to admit, about two days later when she showed me the picture they’d taken out of shocked reflex, that was kind of fun.
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“It’s not letting up any time soon,” Akira sighed, looking up at the sky.

For once, I agreed with my cousin. “Yeah, this seems like an unholy cross between the earlier summer rains and the September ones,” I admitted. The sky was dark and angry, and showed every sign of raining for a while longer. But the heat combined with all the humidity made the conditions in Grandma Kanoko’s kitchen oppressive and unbearable.

I kind of wish it’d been her I’d helped find an air conditioning now, I noted, semi-randomly as we sweated. It figured that it was Grandmother Matsuda I’d that help get the better air conditioning for, whereas Grandma Kanoko just used me for garden chemicals. Right now, I really wished it had been reversed.

Although, what Grandmother Matsuda would have used gardening supplies for, apart from a gift to her fellow grandmother, was beyond me.

“Ugh! It’s so hot!” Akira emoted dramatically, making me feel a little better about my own illogical but silent gripes.

“It’s not the heat, it’s the humidity,” Kaede noted, walking behind us and fanning herself with a paper fan in an attempt to cool down. That could have just been a quip, but her tone made it clear it was more a bitter truth.

Saori joined us. “Cousin Mamoru,” she asked softly while the Kanoko siblings were distracted by exchanging a few words. “Could you do any magic? Something for the heat?”

I can’t even complain about that question, I thought bitterly, I’m really tempted. Unfortunately, I only had the travelling reservoir with me today. I’d left the naginata bag and my staff at home, figuring that would just be inviting too many comments and questions from my relatives. They were used to me being odd, but confronted by something like that they’d at least try and get some idea what sort of ‘scientific equipment’ I was supposedly carrying in there. They were now old and tech savvy enough that I didn’t want to try simply BSing them with some sort of untrue technobabble. And even if they hadn’t asked they’d still have noticed, and made a mental note about it, something that could trip me up in the future.

In any case, that meant I had enough mana to do some simple self cooling but it wasn’t so deep a reserve that I wanted to waste it.

Then there’s the problem of how suspicious it would be if I was cool while everyone else was sweating buckets, I reflected reluctantly, then how I’d feel guilty I wasn’t doing it for the others, especially grandma… I didn’t like admitting all that, a not inconsiderable part of me was going ‘but not sweating!’ in the whiniest voice possible, but I had to acknowledge the path of sanity this time.

“No, I’m afraid not,” I told my cousin regretfully. Not today.

“Sorry everyone,” my grandmother declared, looking a little embarrassed as she returned to the room. “It looks like it’s not letting up any time soon. I’m afraid I brought you all out here for nothing. Sorry.”

All our instantaneous denials ran into each other and created a blur of noise as we all rushed to reassure her that we weren’t too bothered or disappointed. It was all sincere, as was grandma’s contrition, but it was almost amusing to watch.

One of the ‘smaller’ trees lining the edges of Grandma Kanoko’s yard had died. It had been hurt but hanging in there ever since the big storm the previous year, and in an ideal world it might have clawed its way back, especially under Grandma Kanoko’s skillful care. Unfortunately, and a little ironically, it had been finished off by the typhoon that had recently forced Kaede to stay overnight at our place. Grandma had waited a little longer, seeing if she could coax something reasonable out of the snapped trunk, but this tree was completely dead. It hadn’t had enough left in it after struggling for the last year and had died off.

In her younger days that would have been all, but the point at which Grandma Kanoko could safely take care of something like that all by herself (over a period of time! This wasn’t something she’d handled in an hour or so even back in her prime) were long gone. And even she’d had no problem admitting that for the last decade. So, she’d gotten on the family chat and eventually managed to organize a date for us all to come over, to chop up and then remove the stump before replacing it with a smaller and younger tree.

Unfortunately, barely ten minutes into the process, the storm had finally blown in and the plan had rapidly gotten untenable. We’d taken shelter in the house and hoped it would quickly pass over, but apparently that wasn’t going to be the case.

“Damn it,” Akira muttered, looking balefully out in to the yard in the direction of the offending tree. “I want to head out there right now and hack it to pieces.”

“Don’t,” his sister said quickly.

He gave Kaede an annoyed look. “Don’t worry. I said ‘want to’, not ‘I will.’ I’m not that stupid.”

“I’d hope not,” Kaede shot back mockingly, but undercut by some real worry. “I remember you working out with the Football Club. I’d hoped you’d learned from that, but I was willing to believe you’d be out there, trying to hack at a tree stump with a wet handled hatchet and no regard for your safety.”

“Working out?” Saori whispered softly to me.

Oh, right, I actually know this one, I realized belatedly. That seemed a little unusual, me actually knowing a real incident about my extended family. Although it made sense that that was the incident that came to Kaede’s mind right now.

While Kaede and Akira took out a few frustrations on each other, I filled Saori in. “About… huh, getting towards two years now. Anyway, over a year and a half ago Akira was trying to impress a girl, he really overextended himself while doing some poorly thought out endurance training with his school’s Football Club. They were running laps in freezing rain.”

Saori winced and looked outside. She still muttered “I wish we had freezing rain today.”

Put like that, I kind of agree with her. I kept talking before I could dwell too much on the heat. “After that, Akira came down with a really bad fever. He still tried to push through, and I think Kaede said he collapsed at school-“

“I didn’t collapse!” Akira protested, revealing he’d been keeping at least half an ear out for what I’d been saying.

“Oh please!” Kaede heckled. “Mom told me everything.”

“I just stumbled,” he said stubbornly.

“I think the fever wiped your memory,” Kaede continued, “because I heard you stumbled all the way to flat on the floor.”

“Anyway, I’m better now,” Akira grumped, not meeting his sister’s eyes.

I decided not to comment on that, although his sister still went “sure you are, sure.”

Grandma Kanoko decided to jump in at this point though. “Yes, you are,” she said firmly, “and we appreciate that. Everyone in this room but Saori had to come together to help out when that happened, and we appreciate you not trying to do it again.”

Point to Grandma, I though as both Kanoko siblings blushed slightly and held their tongues. She manages to reinforce the lesson and keep the peace by gently keeping Kaede under control with a simple sentence. It’s easy to see she’s had experience as a parent, I wonder what went wrong with my mother?

“Anyway, everyone’s temper is a little frayed right now in this heat,” Grandma Kanoko continued. “Come on, let’s have a cooling drink.”

Grandma cajoled us to the dining room, not that we needed much convincing, and we sat down around the table. She handed out a homemade juice of some sort to each of us.

All of us, even Saori, knew better than to ask what it was by now. It wasn’t a big thing, but Grandma Kanoko could be a little hurt when we didn’t even try her stuff before we got too cautious or judgemental.

Well, that’s an oversimplification, I reflected as I sipped it cautiously. She doesn’t mind if there’s a reason, like we’re tired or already have an upset stomach. Or it’s something that turned out a little wrong and she’s just going through the numbers of making sure someone doesn’t like it. Or there’s a real stink or bad look to it, even though it’s good, and she wants to reassure us… I let all that go and focused on the present.

I smacked my lips thoughtfully. And I couldn’t help but note the other three looked to me to go first as the most senior grandkid there. Cowards, I noted, but with good humor this time. “Not bad,” I declared finally, “but not my favorite. I don’t mind the mint, but there’s a little too much of an aftertaste to this one.” It was actually quite nice, sort of a mild and minty ice tea. But that taste lingered and transformed a little too much.

“Yeah, it’s the aftertaste,” Kaede chimed in quickly and gratefully. “That’s my problem with it. It’s fine when I’m drinking it, but that’s a little too much.”

After a few moments of quick agreement from the Kanoko siblings, Saori tentatively spoke up. “It’s not right for sipping,” Saori said, more softly and thoughtfully. “Good when you’re thirsty, not so much when you want to linger.”

Grandma Kanoko sighed regretfully. “I suppose I tried too hard this time,” she admitted, “this would have been good for after you’d come in from the tree, both cooling and healthy for you. But you’re right, I guess it’s not great for you kids to savour. I think it’s fine, but I guess you have different tastes by the time you get to be my age.”

I was quick to jump in and try to distract from any hurt she might have been feeling. “Usually I’m the one who overthinks things,” I said good naturedly. “I suppose I had to get it from somewhere.”

Grandma Kanko let out a startled laugh and then favored me with a smile. “Oh you! Don’t worry, I’m not too disappointed. I’d just meant to do better after you kids took the time to help me out today.”

“Well, we failed at that part,” Akira muttered, shooting a dirty glace at the rain outside.

Our grandmother shrugged. “Can’t control the weather, Akira-kun. And there’s no sense in crying over it. If there’s one thing you kids should learn from today: sometimes the world is just going to mess with your plans.”

“Still, what should we do now?” Kaede noted more neutrally. “We don’t just want to lie around here being a burden on you.”

“My grandkids are never a burden,” our grandmother answered instantly.

I was tempted to make a sarcastic comment about Hikaru, and how she hadn’t been staying with Grandma Kanoko, but stopped myself at the last moment. That would have been unfair, and it had been more about the practicality of getting my cousin and her work to the convention than any unwillingness of our grandparents to have her.

“What does the weather say?” Kaede asked. “How long’s this supposed to last?”

“Bad news,” Akira reported, looking at his own phone, “they say this one’s going to last all day.”

Kaede wilted. “Are they sure?” she asked, almost pleading. “There’s really not going to be a break in it, or that it will just last an hour?”

“They’re sure, and so am I,” Grandma Kanoko reported, looking between her own phone and the sky. “This feels like it’s going to stick around a bit, we’re going to be stuck with this for a few hours at least.”

“Damn,” Kaede muttered it softly under her breath. The heavy sound of the rain almost covered it up.

“It’s really coming down out there,” Akira explained. “Mom and dad are a little sensitive about driving in the rain right now. And so’s our insurance company.”

And so’s Kaede, I thought, taking in my cousin’s appearance. Akira wasn’t saying anything, obviously protecting his sister rather than being oblivious this time, but the thought of driving through the weather had Kaede looking a little pale and unsteady. Or maybe it was just the thought of her parents driving through these conditions. Whatever it was, it wasn’t a huge issue you understand, not a major phobia or something she’d have fought while kicking and screaming. But it was something that people who were as familiar with Kaede as we were could pick up on. Even Saori looked like she recognized it, between Saori’s psychic abilities and her own traumas I was pretty sure Kaede might as well have been wearing a sign.

“Which means we’re trapped here for a while,” Akira concluded, a hint of sourness mixing with concern for his sister.

“Yeah, it’s a little too far to walk to the train station,” I agreed, taking another look at the rain. It wasn’t impossible. Heck, it was an easy decision in a real crisis. But for anything remotely optional you’d be tempted to wait it out a little longer. “And I don’t think anyone here’s in a real hurry, I doubt we’d want to pay extra for a cab in this weather.”

“Maybe an air-conditioned one,” Akira noted, taking another drink of his tea with a small wince, apparently preferring the aftertaste to the muggy weather.

“In a few hours we can probably get a ride with my grandfather,” Saori noted a little shyly. “Maybe sooner if they come back early.”

Both my grandfathers were out gaming again, and Grandfather Matsuda was driving. We took one look at the weather out there and collectively went ‘nah’ at the thought they’d drive home early through these conditions, especially if the place they were at had even a little climate control of some sort. They preferred parks and the open air, but they had their little matches in all sorts of places based on the weather.

“So, what do we do in the meantime?” Kaede asked, looking around. “Sorry Grandma, but we already helped with all the major chores around here last month.”

“Inside at least,” Grandma Kanoko agreed cheerfully. “And very helpful you were. I’m afraid the only things left to do are outside.”

“I’m sorry, what happened?” I asked quizzically. A little worried I’d missed something and ignored my own familial duties.

“Don’t worry Mamoru,” Kaede brushed it off. “It was part of a school thing for me, and Akira wanted some credit he could claim too so he accompanied me.”

“Ah,” I nodded, abruptly getting it, “that community service requirement. Got it.” I’d forgotten that summer assignment from my first year at high school, I’d had it too.

“There wasn’t much to do anyway, they keep everything in good order.”

“Well, last time this happened we talked about school,” I suggested awkwardly, recognizing a silly suggestion even as I said it out loud. “Is anything interesting happening there?”

Kaede’s look to me was half amused and half frustrated. “Not two or three hours worth Mamoru! Dream on! You wouldn’t have enough interesting stuff either, not unless you’re living a university life straight out of a manga.”

I laughed a little hollowly, and my family looked at my reaction suspiciously, but I tried to play it off as me feeling stupid about suggesting it. “Yeah, a dumb suggestion. I might have a slice-of-life manga’s worth of events… no, who am I kidding. I’m too boring, not even that.”

“Mamoru,” Kaede still asked suspiciously, “have you been doing something dangerous again?”

“What? No. No! Of course not!” I said unconvincingly, fooling no one there. Fortunately, for once my brain kicked in with a convincing true story I could provide them. “There was some Meiko family drama recently,” I said, a little more subdued, “I can’t talk about it, that’s private stuff. And even if I could, it’s not that long or complicated.”

“That thing after Comiket?” Kaede asked, recognition lighting her eyes.

“That’s the one.”

“Dad mentioned it,” Akira noted with a touch of dull surprise.

“Meiko family drama,” I said firmly. “I probably shouldn’t even say that much.”

“I’ll have to ask Shinji about that when school restarts,” Kaede noted a little darkly.

I felt a small surge of panic. Right, she can do that now, remembering belatedly that I was no longer the only one with a Meiko classmate. “Just… be careful abut that,” I noted a little weakly. “This one’s especially sensitive. It involves his aunts.”

Kaede’s eyes lit up in surprise. “His aunts?”

I winced. “I shouldn’t have said that.” I wasn’t Shinji’s biggest fan, but I’d be the first to admit he’d gotten better over time and he did not need me creating trouble for him like this! “Seriously Kaede, treat that like you’d hope someone would treat you accidentally mentioning my parents. Maybe make a note of it, but do not think too hard about it or pursue!”

Kaede looked more curious than ever, but I could see her pulling herself back a bit. An attitude that was mirrored by everyone else in the room. Mentioning my parents tended to have that affect on our family, remind us that everyone could have embarrassing and disturbing relatives through no fault of their own.

“Anyway,” I said a little too quickly, “that’s out. What else?” I mean, it wasn’t like we could just lay about trying to watch TV for a few hours. Especially in the oppressive heat, it would have been hellish to try and find something we all liked and it still would have felt a little strange to be lazing about at Grandma Kanoko’s house doing nothing.

“Well, if it was night then ghost stories would be traditional,” Akira snorted, glancing back outside.

“It is dark enough,” Kaede forced a small laugh, trying to lighten the mood and move on.

There was a small pause, and all of us glanced outside again. It was pretty damn dark, the heavy clouds were cutting off more and more sun. Heck, it may have been darker than most nights simply because the streetlights hadn’t actually come on.

“I’m game if you are,” Kaede suggested diffidently.

“Heck yeah,” Akira said with some growing excitement. “Let’s give it a try.” He seemed eager to try and spook his sister.

Our grandmother smirked slightly. “Oh, this is interesting. All my friends talk about the traditions dying out and here you are doing a variation on the old ways. Don’t worry, I’ll get out of your way and let you have some fun.”

I glanced uneasily at Saori to see how she was taking it, worried she might about to be pressured in to something. Surprisingly, she seemed more curious about it than anything else.

That was unexpected, although I wasn’t sure why. I wasn’t a huge horror fan. Stuff tended to either scare the bejeezus out of me because I knew it was based on reality and recognized it as the equivalent of an industrial warning instruction film, along with a graphic “and this can happen to you if you don’t follow these safety precautions”. Or it was obviously totally made up and so contradictory to even supernatural reality that it felt more like a flat-earther ranting and raving about ‘the truth.’

(Yes, I recognized the irony there. There really were some surprising conspiracies and concealments going on in the world, and it was easier than most skeptics thought it was. It was one of the reasons some of the dumber conspiracy theories drove me nuts. I actually took the time to double check most of them, just to make sure I wasn’t being too closed minded. There were still some conspiracy theories out there that were on my ‘to be checked’ list just to be on the safe side, even though I was extremely skeptical about them. Others, like the idea the Earth was really flat, I’d managed to debunk to my satisfaction back in junior high without even using any magic.)

Neither situation really appealed to me for fun, so I didn’t usually get into horror. Some exceptions applied. A good story, well told, could still interest me even if it was horror based. But the wild swing between the two extremes rarely meant I’d go looking for them.

I’d expected Saori would be similar, especially after what she’d already lived through in her life. Surprisingly, she seemed at least mildly interested in this. So, not willing to spoil everyone else’s fun, I reluctantly settled in.

We turned down the lights, going for a little more atmosphere, put on some candles, and Akira went first.

Akira spun a fairly typical tale of some of his schoolmates exploring an abandoned hospital, only to discover it wasn’t as abandoned as it seemed. I had to give him points for trying, he was going first and did a great job of conveying the atmosphere of such a thing, that was honestly quite chilling. Unfortunately, for me at least, the whole supernatural element felt flat and illogical. Not to mention way too typical, and it failed to get too much of a response.

He did get to his sister, at least a little, and Kaede dug in deep, going next in order to get him back. Hers was a little more believable (for given values of a ghost story) because it featured an abandoned house back in their old neighborhood. She spun a tale of a friend of hers that explored it at one point, and then told her the tale she was relaying to us before her whole family just vanished one day. It was good, nicely creative, but she had to pause to think about what her next step was a few too many times and it didn’t help the verisimilitude.

“Pretty good though,” I told her when done. “If Hikaru ever wants to experiment with a horror manga you might want to try telling her that one.”

Kaede pouted a little, dissatisfied with my reaction, but quicky moved on. “Alright, this is actually working,” she noted. Feeling the chill of fright both helped distract from the heat while cooling us down in the twisted-est way possible. “So, who’s next? Saori, you want your turn?”

Saori looked momentarily startled, then thoughtful. After she was silent for nearly a minute I almost spoke up, about to try and give her a way out, when she began.

“At my old school, my elementary one, we had a shed that no one liked to talk about. That no one went near, not if they could help it. We all laughed it off, tried to ignore how we felt, but deep inside we all knew that something wasn’t right…”

Kaede and Akira were already fascinated, so much so that they completely missed me jerking back a little as I recognized what Saori was up to. Is she really doing this? I thought in slightly sick shock.

It turned out, she was. Saori went on to tell the tale of the onryo at her school. She took care to keep the actual tale focused on Reiji and Takako (without actually naming them) and their nighttime excursion through the school. The few slight slips she made, half naming them before catching herself and just referring to them as ‘the boy’ and ‘the girl’ only made her recitation all the creepier.

She didn’t tell the whole story of course. Given my own experience with everyone involved I could tell she was putting together a mashup of what had really happened to her sibling along with various things she’d heard and known. And she fudged the ending a little, instead of me coming in to save Reiji she made it so that the demon was still there and pulled the onryo back himself, not willing to let his watchdog escape. But altogether it made for a shockingly creepy tale. Saori’s own slightly odd appearance, and the few times it was obvious she was terrified of what she was saying, only made it all the scarier.

“…and that’s all I know,” she finished, not quite smoothly but quietly certain. “Is it true? I’m not certain, I’m pretty sure parts of it were made up. But I’m pretty sure others weren’t. And I hope we move to a different district before my younger brother is eligible for that school.”

Saori fell silent and both Kanoko siblings continued to stare wide-eyed, transfixed with terror.

As the frozen silence continued I glanced at my youngest cousin, looking a little more fragile and smaller than usual in the candlelit darkness, and softly asked “are you alright?”

After a moment Saori, who looked only a little less daunted than the Kanoko siblings, looked at me and gave me a tiny quirk of a smile. “Actually… yeah. It helps to talk.”

That… huh… I thought, rapidly reevaluating a few things inside my head. I never thought of that. We’d certainly made progress with her, dealing with a few things and banishing the demon responsible. But I’d never even considered just making a space for her to talk about what she’d gone through, even in a weird way like this. We’d certainly done so. But talking to someone new, someone who hadn’t been involved, even if it was framed in a fictional way… I wouldn’t have called that, I concluded, seeing Saori recover much quick than my other cousins, but I guess I can see it now that it’s right in front of me. Heck, seeing how the others were scared of just the story probably helped her deal with a couple of issues she still had in the back of her head.

“That was incredible!” Akira finally declared

“Yeah, you have a real gift for storytelling.” Kaede quickly agreed, not so subtly taking care to quickly distance reality from the tale.

Saori smiled shyly. “Thanks.”

“Well, she is kind of suited for it,” Akira suggested, still hugging and rubbing himself despite the heat. “Cousin Mamoru can look intimidating, and she can look-“

“Akira!” his sister slapped his shoulder

“What? I’m just saying that if she wants to play it up, she could really make that work.”

Much to my surprise, Saori giggled a little. “I don’t hear many people say that about my looks,” she noted with a small smile.

The Kanoko sibs looked surprised. “Well, they should,” Kaede said firmly.

“Yeah! Seriously, it’s not normal or anything, but anyone with half a brain can tell you could look really cute if you tried.”

Kaede quickly elbowed her brother and turned to me. “Anyway, you’re next cousin Mamoru.”

I wonder if that was a knee jerk reaction thanks to me? I wondered absently. They’re probably used to defending unusual looking, and sized, relations thanks to putting up with me all these years. But before I could overthink that too much, I had to deal with the issue in front of me. “You seem like you’re scared enough already,” I said, trying to beg off as politely as possible. “Are you sure you want to hear one more?”

“Come on cousin, we can’t stop now!”

“Yeah, you’re the only one left,” Akira agreed. “Come on, complete the circle! It wouldn’t feel right if we didn’t.”

“I mean, me storytelling,” I noted mildly, “are you sure you want to end on such a bum note after Saori’s work?”

“I want to hear cousin Mamoru’s story,” Saori said softly, but with a spark of mischief in her eye.

I shot her a sour look. Great, no getting out now. I’d been reluctant to disappoint Kaede and Akira, upsetting Saori too was beyond me. I was pretty sure she was more into teasing me than anything else, but just in case…

“Fine,” I sighed, “but you know me. You know what you’re in for.”

“Come on Mamoru,” Kaede smiled. “It’s just a scary story.”

I paused, suddenly hit by inspiration. If Saori could be half truthful in her approach, then so could I. “Well… maybe a little more than that,” I said slowly.

Saori suddenly looked cautious, hearing something in my voice change. Akira just smirked. “Oh, so this really happened then?”

“That’s… uncertain,” I replied the gears in my head rapidly spinning. “But you know how I’ve started going to Tokyo U this year? That means I have access to their libraries.”

“And really scary stories?” Akira pressed, still more amused than scared (possibly in an attempt to get over Saori’s too true tale.)

“No, really scary files,” I replied.

After a mild dramatic pause (covering up some frantic thinking on my part) and some gently amused smirks from the Kanoko’s, I began. “I came across this file while looking through the libraries. I’m not sure it was supposed to be there. It was marked as belonging to the University, but I didn’t recognize the specific library marking. Inside, it contained a most unusual biology report…”

With that, I was able to take it easy and give the three of them a quick biology lesson on ghouls, one of the weirder but more common undead creatures out there. At least on Avalon. And, judging by legends and names, I suspected a virtually identical creature occupying a similar ecological and mystical niche existed on Earth. It was doubtful they were exactly the same, but I figured they’d be similar enough that my lessons actually might come in handy for my startled cousins at some point in the future.

I quickly fell into the rhythm of a class presentation. I’d had to do a report on ghouls as part of my education when I’d been about their age in my previous life, hence why this came to mind so easily, and I found myself falling back upon my old lessons. Heck, more than once I half turned to the side, expecting to find the visual aids of my original report available to me. But that didn’t matter, the more I talked the more I remembered, and I easily waxed lyrical about ghouls, their habits, common modes of attack, the combination of supernatural poisons and just ordinary bacteria in their mouths (honestly, they were almost as bad as a Komodo Dragon in that way) their senses, lairs, social habits… It wasn’t conventionally horrifying, but the calm and almost casual way that I could talk about them stalking their prey, overwhelming them with numbers, and then backing off to a safe distance and waiting for their victims to die from wounds and poison, was all the more chilling in a twisted way. Like hearing the report about a serial killer on the news as opposed to watching a horror movie.

The biggest difficulty I had was constantly editing out minor references to Avalon as I talked. I slipped up a place or two, mentioning names of countries and cities back on my old world before I could catch myself. But my cousins either missed those or assumed they were names of obscure locations in places like Africa or South America. I also had to skip the section on effective magical countermeasures and precautions, but since that was a whole section it was easy to lift it out as one piece rather than keep running into it again and again.

In fact, I ended up going so long I only cut myself off when Grandfather Matsuda dropped off Grandpa Kanoko and ended up picking us up. I just got a ride to the train station, the rain hadn’t let up yet and I appreciated the chance not to get totally soaked. But I wasn’t going to inconvenience my grandfather any further than necessary when he was already being kind enough to give my other relatives rides home.

As I rode the train home I had to smile at myself and reflect upon my performance. Needless to say, I didn’t think much of it. I assumed I had been tolerably amusing, and probably a pleasant warm down after the chilling truth in Saori’s tale, which is why they’d let me go on so long. Looking back on it and making some estimates, I’d probably taken almost as long as the other three combined. I imagined I’d surprised them with how good I was, but that wasn’t saying much. Basically that I’d managed a 4 out of 10 instead of the 1 or 2 they’d been expecting. I’d just rambled on for ages. Heck, without being able to include the magical factor I’d been nearing the end of ghoul facts when we’d been interrupted. I figured I could have maybe gone on for another ten or fifteen minutes but that would have been about it, and even that was stretching it horribly. Still, it had been a tolerable distraction from the heat, and I figured I’d done better at that than I had at karaoke.

It wasn’t until a few days later, when I was back on the chatroom and coordinating for the next try at handling grandma’s tree, that I thought anything more about it. Scrolling up a little through the history I found some very firmly emphasized notes by both Kaede and Akira:

Never share scary stories with Saori or cousin Mamoru! Not if you want to sleep at night!
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Flying in a suit feels weird, I thought uncomfortably.  Then I shook my head at just how silly that thought was.  This whole thing feels weird!  Especially by my standards.

I was getting kind of used to my life throwing me curveballs, few things in my life had gone simply or according to plan ever since my encounter with Himeko at the construction site.  I wasn’t there yet, but between my paranoia and the ridiculous number of times something had happened I was starting to both expect the unexpected and learn how to roll with surprises.  Not necessarily roll with it well, my friends could all attest to my bad habits in that respect, but at least try to roll with what happened.  But this was a society curveball, I couldn’t believe I’d even been called up to the plate and I half expected the ball to hit me in the face,

Heh, should that be ‘ball’ or ‘Ball’ given that it’s the Himawari Ball again?  I wondered with dark amusement.  That felt like a huge red flag right there, given all the stress and trouble of the last Himawari Ball.  I felt my resolve shake slightly and I was tempted to just turn around and go home rather than subject myself to all that again.

Himeko had given me a quick call for some emergency help.  She hadn’t been free to give me too many details, too little time and too many ears, but she’d made it clear that she needed some help ‘only I could provide’ at the current Ball.  Even though she couldn’t say it directly it seemed a pretty safe assumption she meant magical help.  I supposed it was possible that it could have been something else, like she needed me to reassume one of the fake roles I played during the last Himawari Ball, but that was one heck of a stretch!

Despite everything, I snorted softly to myself at that one.  Aoth, I can’t even contrive a situation where that would apply.  Not even when stretching logic well past the breaking point.  I can maybe conceive of a situation where she and the Meikos could be serious disadvantaged or troubled if one of last year’s tricks was discovered, that might be possible.  But to the point of getting me out there as urgently as possible to try and conceal it?  Have me try to act with no warning?  That’s beyond all logic!  Himeko would get someone else to play the role professionally even in the fictional world where the Meikos thought that was necessary for some reason.  And that’s completely ignoring how the Meikos would probably just take the hit and come clean, use their wealth and power to make amends when it’s easy and simple, rather than digging themselves in deeper by pretending.  There’s no world where Himeko wouldn’t recognize the disaster she'd be about to unleash.

There was a little whistling in the dark on that one, and I was only focused on it so much in order to distract my nerves, but I was pretty sure I was right this time.  But the fact she’d requested I wear the suit, dress-up even a little, still left me shaking.  I did not like the implications of that, not one bit, and I was quietly terrified about what might happen once I arrived.

I couldn’t decide if it was more or less nerve wracking that that she’d suggested I should come in ‘through the back’.  Which, given that the ball was being held at a huge and fancy hotel this year, didn’t mean trying to sneak in through a service entrance.  I wasn’t using the flying talisman merely to get there, Himeko had tossed in enough other hints that I’d realized she wanted me to come in via air.

The hotel in question had an interesting design.  Nothing groundbreaking, at about the twentieth floor it suddenly narrowed, making the top half of the building look like it had been stuck on to the bottom half.  This left a surprisingly spacious rim around that floor of the building, and this hotel had taken care to turn it into an attractive rooftop garden; thus allowing the guests a pleasant space to roam around in private.  Guests could enjoy a change of pace and fresh air and then switch back to the hotel’s fancier receiving area at will.

Tonight, Hiro was conspicuously placed in this artificial park so that his device’s screen was pointing outwards towards the city, and it was set to a bright and unusual violet that strobed intermittently.  It was still hard to see from a distance, but it stood out if you were doing even a casual search.  Himeko had told me which side to look for, and there were only a dozen or so people taking advantage of the area right then.  Even I managed to spot Hiro without too much difficulty.

I flew down invisibly almost right next to Hiro and then paused, not quite sure how to proceed.  I felt a little shy about startling him, and a little intimidated by the fancy atmosphere surrounding us.  Hiro was dolled up in a tuxedo again, and everyone else on the balcony area was dressed for the Ball too, not to mention I could faintly hear classical music coming from the main area.  Needless to say, I felt a little out of place and outclassed.  The suit helped a little, I’d have been too embarrassed to even think of dropping the invisibility if I’d just been dressed casually, but I was still… well, me.  And I was a little dishevelled after flying to the hotel as fast as I could.

After I’d hesitated a good twenty seconds or so, Hiro suddenly perked up a little.  “Mamoru?  Is that you?” he asked in a quiet voice.

I sucked it up and deactivated the flying talisman, losing the invisibility and dropping the last half meter to the roof next to Hiro.  I did, however, activate the ‘don’t notice me’ talisman at the same time, praying it would be enough.  Since I was carrying the naginata bag as well… it wasn’t something I would have wanted to try in the main ballroom, not even at high power.

Despite everything, Hiro did jump slightly as I landed next to him.  “Yeah, it’s me,” I noted awkwardly.  “Sorry, I couldn’t… anyway, what’s up?”

I winced at my own phrasing.  I couldn’t have put it a better way than that?! I screamed at myself internally.

Hiro however, was all business.  He just nodded and indicated I should follow.  “Apologies Mamoru,” he said firmly.  “But something happened, and Himeko figured you would be the best one to help.”

“Uh…!” I emoted urgently, looking towards the bright ballroom at our side.  The one I did not want to try walking through in a suit and naginata bag!  Belatedly, I also remembered I still wearing the goggles I needed to see through the invisibility effect and quickly stripped those off.

Hiro gave me a small smile.  “Don’t worry, we’re not going through there.”  He instead led me to a corner of the building where there was a discreet staircase leading inside and to the next floor.

“Oh thank heavens,” I sighed gratefully as we went up.

Hiro nodded.  “The majority of the action is going on at the Ball proper, but the organizers reserved the floor above as well.  They were looking to sweeten the deal with the hotel while acquiring rooms they could use in case of an emergency or problems.  And since Himeko’s mother is still a key member of the committee…”

“…Himeko could easily appropriate a room, got it,” I finished when he trailed off significantly, probably making sure I was still with him.

Hiro nodded and took me through the door to the upper hotel floor.  “There are security aspects as well.  That’s why Himeko wanted you to come in secretly.  Given how many movers and shakers are here tonight they’re being through about vetting anyone who wants to come in.  There’d be delays and a bit of a ruckus if we tried to get you up the proper way.  And…”

Hiro trailed off and stopped in front of the door to a room.  He glanced at me apologetically and then opened it.

I belatedly realized I’d been hearing soft sobbing coming from the room.  That was made all the more obvious when I looked inside and saw an especially fancy looking Himeko comforting another young lady who had her face in her hands and could not stop crying.

My heart froze, for a moment all sorts of devastating possibilities flashed through my mind.  Fortunately, Himeko glanced up and gave me a gentle and somewhat reassuring smile at the same time as Hiro softly murmured “It’s not quite as bad as that.  But it is pretty nasty.”

Himeko went back to paying attention to the other girl before she noticed, patting her on the back and going “there there, Lin-san.  Don’t give up hope.  The specialist I asked for is here.”

The aforementioned girl’s face shot up and looked at me.  If she hadn’t been so devastated it would have almost been funny, she’d obviously started the evening with an incredibly fancy makeup job, something that probably took an artist the better part of an hour to put together.  But now, after too much sustained crying, she looked like a clown.  Everything had run everywhere and then she’d managed to smear it back and forth… I felt an entirely inappropriate urge to snicker at the sight.

That died slower than it should have in the face of the desperation, hope, and sorrow in her puffy eyes.  Whatever had happened had hit her deeply.  “He can’t!” she choked out, but there was a hint of anguished hope in it, as if she wanted to be convinced otherwise.

“Let’s let him decide that,” Himeko cajoled her gently, pulling her away from the bed they’d been sitting on.  “Matsuda-sama?”

Sama?  I mentally asked, needing a moment to take the hint that we were going to be on formal terms here.  That thought was quickly eclipsed by the sight of what was on the bed behind them.

At first I failed to recognize it, it just looked like a mess.  But after a moment the remaining good parts crystalized and I sucked in a shocked breath.  It was the remains of an absolutely gorgeous necklace or choker of some sort.  The back of it and most of the sides of it, a thin and elegant network of finely linked gold, remained intact.  But the front part of it had been twisted and shattered, and a fortune in pearls, gold, and jade lay on the bed.

The girl continued to cry.  “She’s ruined it!  It’s ruined forever!”

“There there,” Himeko comforted the girl again, gathering her in close and somehow managing to comfort her without staining her own extremely fancy dress.  “We’ll see.  Master Matsuda is a wizard with such things, let’s give him some privacy and see what he says.”

The girl, Lin, didn’t say anything and Himeko gently led her out of the room.

I barely waited for the door to close before I rounded on Hiro in shock.  “What the hell happened?!”  Even damaged, a quick look at the combination of artistry and valuables on display suggested that thing had been worth at least hundreds of millions of yen.  Probably pushing into the billion range!

“The worst combination of petty jealousy and rich snobbery I’ve seen in a while,” Hiro replied, caught between amusement and a quiet rage.  “One of Lin’s rivals, an Ono Eriko, ‘just happened’ to trip and fall as Lin was leaving the elevator.  And she ‘just happened’ to reach out and grab Lin’s necklace in the process.  And anyone claiming that she threw her full weight into the fall or cleverly twisted her wrist in the process is obviously slandering her, it was a complete accident.”

I just shook my head and tried to say something but found that nothing came out.  I’d been rendered voicelessly, unable to say anything in the face the blatant maliciousness Hiro was portraying.

Hiro snorted, but his arms were crossed tightly across his chest and his knuckles were white as he fought to control his own anger.  “Yeah, this is beyond the pale.  I don’t know what Eriko was thinking, I can only assuming she was hoping to get away with this through sheer audacity.  Mostly it’s just rumor spreading at these events, and plenty of gossip and slander.  Sure, some darker things get done.  It’s not as bad as you see on TV but plots do get hatched and shadowy maneuvers happen.  But usually the worst someone should be afraid of is a conveniently spilled drink.  This… it’s no wonder Himeko jumped in for this one.”

“She’s a friend of Lin?” I asked a little faintly, finally finding something I could say.

Hiro allowed himself a tiny smirk.  “She kind of hates her, actually.  Both Lin and Eriko are two of the bigger bitches around our age, both way too rich and self-important and determined to lord it over everyone they can.  They quietly hate Himeko right back, since she’s prettier and a shining example of what they should be, but Himeko tries to stay out of the petty sort of entanglements they’re usually involved in.”

“Then I’m surprised…” I started to say, but trailed off as I looked back at the remains of the jewellery and thought of my own first reaction.  “No, I’m not.” I finished.  Himeko was kinder and more social than me at the best of times, and I'd have probably sucked it up and intervened even if I'd been by myself. Of course she’d gotten involved in this one.

Hiro nodded.  “Lin’s actually the bigger bitch of the two.  But she’s capable, and has been growing up a little.  Eriko’s still living off her family’s fortune and looks like she’s going to be happy being a useless nothing for the rest of her life.  That’s part of why Lin’s so devastated, this necklace has been in her family for generations, her wearing it today was a sign she’s a worthy and recognized continuation of her family’s line, something she was allowed to do because she’d impressed her family with her progress and accomplishments.”

So it wasn’t just valuable, it was old and sentimental as well.  “Fuck,” I said, feelingly as I looked back towards the pile of gold and precious stones.  Better make that tens of billions of yen, I thought feelingly as I added historical value to the list.

Hiro nodded again.  “That’s why this was so… so…” he shook his head, even he couldn’t find the words for this.

After a moment he tried again.  “The blatant disrespect and cruelty of this is terrible.  That’s why Himeko was willing to call you for this one.  I apologize Mamoru,” Hiro paired this with a quick but deep bow to me, “but can you do something about this?”

Damn it, I have to try, I thought, looking on with horror at the ruined mess.  They’re right, I can’t just let artistry and history like this be destroyed by one delusionally petty brat.  Himeko and Hiro had that one nailed.  I hated the thought of doing it, using magic in this manner grated on several different levels, but I couldn’t just stand by and do nothing.

“I don’t suppose you’ve got your phone?” I asked a little grumpily.

Hiro just looked at me quizzically.

“Right, dumb question,” he’d just been signaling me with it a little earlier.  “Okay, here’s a better one: how’s it’s security?  And it’s recording capabilities?”

Hiro’s lips quirked into a smile.  “Great and great,” he reported confidently.  “Downloading things to it is slow because I’ve got four independent virus checkers scanning any information that comes in, but its functionality is top of the line.”

“Well then, you may as well set it up to record.  I might as well get something out of tonight.”

***

“That is amazing,” Hiro noted, his voice barely above a whisper as he watched the pieces of the necklace slowly refitting themselves together.

I nodded.  “I cannot tell a lie, it kind of is,” I agreed respectfully.  “The spell of restoration is a spell I don’t fully understand yet.  It’s too complex and powerful to toss out casually, and I’m still trying to get a handle on the actual mechanics of how it fixes stuff.  The sensing and manoeuvring of pieces I mostly understand.  But the actual mending process?  Even I’m a little dumbfounded by it.”

I was keeping half a fascinated eye on the necklace as I spoke, trying to see if I could figure it out this time.  The key was the stretched golden links that were still mostly intact.  Gold was a soft metal, especially in an older and purer piece like the necklace was.  When it had been broken several of the pieces had warped and stretched like taffy before their brethren gave way.  They were still technically intact, but not in a way the spell was going to ignore.  How those were restored, and via what mechanism, might finally give me a clue how the spell was working.

Or not, I noted in the back of my mind, but it’s worth a shot.  And it would be nice if something useful came out of all this.

As it turned out, the result was mid.  Gradually the links did change and resume their former shape.  But I still wasn’t sure of the mechanism.

I’ll have to study the recording, I frowned thoughtfully.  Get a closer look at how it actually happened.  I think it’s a slow and gradual physical repair though, nothing as dramatic as time reversal.

I’d been so focused on that for so long that I’d failed to realize the spell was struggling with something else.  Getting this far had already taken us a good half hour, and the spell gradually brought everything together.  I blinked in surprise to realize the spell was… it would have been hard to describe to a non-caster.  But you know the sounds your computer makes if you really push it hard and it’s choking on a program?  I was starting to get the mystical equivalent of that.

I quickly looked around at the necklace, changing my focus to take in the whole thing and trying to feel out where the spell was seizing up.  I soon realized the problem.

“Shit.”

“What is it?” Hiro looked at me seriously.

“We’re missing a few pieces.”

He frowned but then hung his head.  “Da…ng.  We did our best to gather up everything, but we must have missed something.”

I was perversely pleased that he hadn’t asked me if I was sure.  “It’s hard to be certain, but I think we’re missing a pearl or two around here.” I pointed towards the left center of the necklace.  It was starting to come back together, but it was still fairly messy.  However, looking closely at everything it seemed there were slightly less pearls on that side than the right.

“What do we do?”

I frowned thoughtfully again.  “Well… huh,” I looked back at my magic staff and reconsidered things.  I’d made sure to bring it along for this little call, figuring I needed the remote access to my mana reserves it provided.  But now that this had come up I realized it did present a surprising option.

“Let’s see if we can’t find what’s missing,” I said suddenly.  “Normally I’d have to focus on this spell too much, but with my staff I can slip it on to the third hand and keep it running without my direct attention.  It’ll be tricky, but I think I can then go around to where the necklace was damaged and that the spell of restoration will help us find the missing pieces.”

Hiro paused a moment, considering.  “I’ll take your word for that,” he replied, tapping out a few more things on his phone so it would keep recording.  “That seems a little long ranged for what the spell is doing, like it should have already been trying to levitate those pieces here if that was the case.  But I’m more than willing to believe the expert.”

Despite everything I had to smile.  “You’re more or less right,” I admitted.  “But the spell of restoration’s range drops off quickly.  It’s trying to pull them in, but at this range it’s having about as much of an effect as a magnet would have on an iron nail at this distance.  But if we get closer I should be able to sense that pull, feel out where the spell’s trying to pull in pieces, and work from there.”

“At least, that’s the theory,” I admitted.  “I’ve never tried this before, but I’m pretty sure it should work.”

Maintaining the spell from a distance was a little bit tricky.  I actually had to cheat, leave the staff in the room, and then place a few quick drops of my blood upon the staff so I could still access the mana ever through (more technically: around) the walls of the hotel.  It also gave me some feedback, allowing me to channel the spell of restoration through my body and treat me as ‘close’ so that the spell would work better on any fragments near to me.

“Should I be worried about that?” Hiro asked carefully as we slipped back out of the room.  He’d been a little disconcerted to watch me pull a needle out of the naginata bag’s pockets and then stab myself in order to squeeze out a little blood.

(I couldn’t blame him, I hadn’t been a big fan of it either.)

“Only if we take a while,” I answered distractedly, a little faint from trying to keep up the spell and connection.  It would settle down once I got used to it, but I felt like I had a touch of the flu and walking down the hall took a little effort.  “That trick only works while the blood is fresh.  I figure we’ve got an hour, maybe two at most before it fails.  Still, a blood connection should work even if I have to leave the hotel for some reason.”

As I said that, we stepped into the elevator and it hit me.

I spun towards Hiro in panic as the elevator doors closed.  “Oh shit!  I can’t be seen here, can I?”

“Calm down Mamoru,” Hiro was unruffled.  “We’re just going to be in the hall in front of the main area.  We should be able to get away with that.”

Thankfully he was right, and the doors opened again to reveal that before I could panic any further.  Several well dressed but burly men in tuxedos eyed us suspiciously as we stepped out of the elevator, my naginata bag was not doing me any favors in this environment.  Its enchantments helped to minimize and distract from itself, but it was too out of place to ignore entirely, especially by people dedicated to doing their jobs.  Luckily, they soon settled down a little after they recognized Hiro.

“It was right here,” Hiro reported calmly.

I closed my eyes and did my best to pay attention to what the spell was telling me.  It was tricky, but I could get an impression of where the remaining pieces were.  I quickly fell to my knees and started running my fingers through the thick carpet.

The good news: as a side effect of the spell, pieces of the necklace actually stuck to my hand.  It wasn’t anything major, but it was like I was a magnet and they were made of iron.  I picked up a few fragments of broken gold links in the carpet and managed to track down a small pearl that had gotten wedged between a gap in the baseboarding.

The bad news: it was not what I’d been looking for.  And even as I wondered how the heck I was supposed to carry around the fragments (they were sticking to me like a plasticky sheet with static cling) I could tell there was still more to find.

And that the spell was gently tugging me in the direction of the Himawari Ball proper.

I took one look at the guards… and then got back in the elevator.

Hiro followed me wordlessly and we went back up, but he could tell something was up.  “Was that it?” he asked cautiously.

“No,” I answered with a frown.  “There’s more, but it’s in the main room.”

Hiro frowned too.  “But how would-“ suddenly his expression darkened even more.  “Eriko.  She probably grabbed and then palmed a pearl or two.  Shameless.”

“We don’t know that,” I replied, instantly taking the contrary position out of my balance finding habit.  Even though: “It probably was her.  But you never know.  Someone might have just accidentally kicked them inside.  Or they got caught up in someone else’s clothing.”

“It was pretty chaotic there,” Hiro admitted.  “There weren’t too many people around to start, but it got pretty confused when Lin realized what had happened and started breaking down.  Plenty of people quickly moved to get away.”

“It’s what I would have done if I hadn’t realized there was physical damage to deal with,” I admitted reluctantly.  I’d have probably just retreated rather than getting involved or witnessing a young woman’s breakdown.  At least if it looked like there was already a person or two there who was helping her out and supporting her.

Hiro thought furiously for a few seconds before looking at me in concern.  “We have to get you into the ballroom, don’t we?”

I tried not to look horrified at that.  I had, of course, suspected as much.  But I’d really hoped Hiro had a better idea.  “Do we?” I asked, trying not to sound too desperate or stupid.

“I don’t think we have a choice,” Hiro replied.  “Unless… can you cast the spell on me so that I can detect the pieces?”

I shook my head.  “Sorry, no,” I replied instantly.  “This isn’t a feature, this is a side effect of the spell I’m casting.  I… hmm, no.  I might normally have been able to provide you with some sort of detection spell, but that would have been a bit tricky and iffy under normal circumstances, at least for anything effective enough to detect small, disparate pieces like this under these conditions.  While the spell of restoration is already affecting the pieces you’re after I don’t think there’s any chance that’s going to work.  Casting detection-based magic on someone else can be a real challenge.  Without the ability to ‘feel’ the spell itself or the feedback it provides… it’s hard to describe, but it I think the closest analogy would be like trying to use a scale or piece of equipment without calibrating it first.  You’d still get something, and if you’re lucky it would be correct or at least close enough for what you needed.  But most likely it would be too far off to be useful.”

“Mamoru,” Hiro noted cautiously.  “I think you’re panicking a little, I didn’t need that deep an explanation.”

I took a deep breath and then let it out slowly.  “Sorry,” I replied a little more calmly, “I just wanted to be sure you understood or that I wasn’t being stubborn in some sort of stupid way.”

“Alright.”

“And so that you know for the future,” I continued to babble just a bit.  “Like, I could do a spell that would find the things.  But it would have to be a spell that was open and obvious to everyone.  And that’s not an option here.”

“Okay, good to know,” Hiro continued tolerantly.

I fell silent for a few moments.

“Could you just disguise yourself as someone else?” Hiro suggested.

I thought about it.  Unfortunately, the answer was simple.  “No,” I sighed, “I’m not that great at illusions.  I’m not sure I could do an effective one for anything short of simply mirroring you.”

“And,” I added quickly, before he could suggest the obvious, “I don’t like my chances of being able to pull that off!  Especially since trying to hold on to that spell, the spell of restoration, and trying to look for the missing pieces all at the same time, would be a lot to juggle already.  I’m pretty sure trying to pretend to be you in a room full of people who already know you would turn into a disaster.”

“Well, they have a history with me and my family,” Hiro corrected me gently.  But he was nodding along.  “No, you’re right.  A simple walk in and walk out would be risky enough even if you were at full strength, even if we brought in Himeko to escort you.”

“Especially if you brought in Himeko to escort me,” I replied with a touch of humor.  I didn’t think I could effectively duplicate the happy and sappy air they could give off when they were together.  I was pretty sure that would give it away to anyone who was even remotely familiar with the couple all by itself.

“Well,” Hiro looked at my naginata bag a little reluctantly.  “The ceiling in the main room is a little high.  Not a full on double sized floor, but it is a good four meters or so.”

It took me a few moments to get what he was driving at, and I blanched at the mere thought of it.  “That is possible…” I replied with a little bit of my own reluctance.  “And it does beat my original thought of just trying to shadow you invisibly.  On the floor I mean.”  That had been my first thought, back when I’d realized the missing pieces hadn’t been near the elevator, and that had practically been enough to get me to run home screaming.   This… this still seemed like a bad idea, but a little more doable.

Hiro waffled a few moments and then nodded decisively. “It’s decided then, let’s try this.”

I almost screamed out “wait!” and tried to protest that nothing was decided, but I couldn’t do it.  I really didn’t have any better ideas and Hiro’s determination was infectious.  Or maybe just intimidating.  Either way I ended up muttering “oh hell” softly to myself and reaching back into the naginata bag for my goggles and flying talisman.
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Hiro and I made a few more preparations, got our camouflage set back up, and then returned to the elevator.  There were cameras in both the elevator and at the elevator entrances, but only a few monitoring the hallways proper.  That meant I had to be a little careful where I first activated the invisibility, not wanting to be caught doing it directly on camera, but it wasn’t going to be too horrible the way I kept vanishing and reappearing.  Sure, it’d still be suspicious as hell if someone decided to go looking for me and closely examined all the records.  But so long as I was careful it wasn’t something that would trigger a lucky/unlucky security person to go and do so after seeing it on camera.

As I flew invisibly into the elevator besides Hiro, hovering besides and a little bit above him in the relatively cramped space, I couldn’t help but note how much he was now hiding.  His entire mien had changed subtly but significantly as he put a more formal mask up.  He was slightly stiffer now, and almost a little chilly, but somehow a little sharper and more formidable.  I couldn’t quite put my finger on it, but gone was my capable and sometimes slightly naïve friend (at least in regards to everyday life).  In his place was the scion of the Watanabe family, and he gave off the air of not being someone you wanted to mess with casually.  Not totally unapproachable, but not someone you should be bothering unless it was worthwhile.  That he might tolerate you, but he would remember what happened and he would bring it up at a later date if necessary.

He returned to the location of the Ball and tolerantly submitted to a quick security check.  I was instantly glad that we hadn’t decided to try the illusion plan, the people monitoring the door were quick, courteous, but subtly competent.  They waved Hiro through as quickly as possible, but made sure to quietly scan him with metal detectors and subtly checked his signature against their records as he signed back in.  And I was pretty sure they would have done more if he hadn’t already been a confirmed guest at the Ball, he was merely stepping out and then stepping back in again this time.  I suspected that if I’d tried to go through them, in whatever form, this would have been the point where things had rapidly started spiraling downwards.

In this case, I quickly flew over their discrete barriers while they were preoccupied with Hiro.  One of them looked around, apparently detecting the slight breeze of my passage, but I otherwise managed to get inside just ahead of my friend.  I immediately flew up a bit higher, just to make sure I was out of everyone’s way.

>I’m in< I sent to Hiro.  I’d taken the precaution of casting a ‘mental speech’ spell upon us before going invisible.

>No need to be so dramatic< Hiro sent back calmly >but good to know.  Try to stay above me.  It is unlikely anyone is going to suddenly stretch upwards, but it’s better to be careful.<  The ceiling wasn’t high enough for me to get completely out of everyone’s way, not without performing some uncomfortable and extremely limiting aerobics by trying to lie flat along my broom.  If I wasn’t careful, most people in the room would brush against me if they tried stretching their hands directly above their heads.

The area the Himawari Ball was taking place in this year was extremely large for an area on the twentieth floor of a building.  Decorations were strategically scattered about in a minimalist way, but with a clever eye to making the whole thing seem sophisticated and high-class.  A statue here, a beautiful but understated flower arrangement there… it wasn’t ultra-luxurious or over the top but it managed to convey tasteful elegance in a quiet but unmistakeable way.  Especially with the garden surrounding the place, it wasn’t overly extravagant but there was a quiet air of dignity (and more than a little snobbish ‘we’re better than you, well above all the regular peons’) around the place.  Two or three hundred elegantly dressed guests wandered the area, attended by a small but discrete army of servants armed with hors d’oeuvres and glasses of wine.

Still, for all the class I couldn’t help but note >it seems a bit smaller than last year.<

>It is,< Hiro returned casually as he unhurriedly made his way through the Ball.  >Last year got hyped to ridiculous levels by those who opposed the Ball organizers and those who supported them.  This year is little less than normal.  It’s still an important event but not vital, a number of the more intermittent guests who made their appearance last year didn’t bother coming again two years in a row.  There are also probably another hundred guests wandering in and out of this area, but it’s still a noticeably lesser Ball than the last one.<

I was tempted to twit him a little about panicking and overexplaining, like I had earlier.  But in reality I was a little relieved to know that, and I think Hiro had realized I would be.  So I kept quiet and continued to float above him.  >More to your left,< I relayed instead.  >I’m not sure how far.  And I think there might be… two?  Maybe two separate signals.<

>Alright, I’ll keep an eye out for Eriko.  She’s probably still our best-<

“Watanabe-sama!” a young girl greeted Hiro overenthusiastically.  “Where’s your other half?”

Hiro deftly dodged around her not-so-subtle attempt to cling to his arm.  “Still busy,” he reported politely.  “She sent me down to check on things and keep up appearances.”

The girl, a year or two younger than Himeko and wearing a dress with a much less demure neckline, pouted.  “You’d think she’d know better.  She shouldn’t leave someone like you, unaccompanied, other people might draw the wrong conclusions.”

“That is their problem, and not something we worry about,” Hiro returned politely.

“Come on!  Let me do you a favour and protect you from others!” the girl continued in the same, overenthusiastic tones, gathering herself for another lunge.

Hiro was in no danger of being caught, if even I could see it coming a mile away then it must have been tutorial mode for him, but everyone there froze as another voice intruded.

“That is not necessary,” Mrs. Meiko inserted, her voice equally polite but with subtle undertones chilled enough to liquify helium.  “My future son-in-law is quite capable of protecting himself from anyone he needs to.  There’s no need to waste any effort here, I’m quite certain others would be quite happy to accept a ‘favour’ from you.”

Despite everything, my own eyebrows climbed all the way up to my hairline upon hearing Mrs. Meiko straight up refer to Hiro as ‘my future son-in-law’.  I didn’t deliberately send anything to Hiro, but I was so shocked that I suspected a quiet, mental version of a keyboard smash leaked through our link.

The girl babbled a few apologies and made a hasty retreat, bowing along the way.  Mrs. Meiko kept an icy eye on her until she’d broken contact.

“Arigato,” Hiro murmured quietly once she was gone.

“No need,” Mrs. Meiko returned without directly looking at him.  From above I saw her subtly hiding a device of some sort in her palm and it looked like she was discretely texting something with it.

(I also felt a moment of relieved gratitude that Himeko’s mother was not wearing a dress that revealed any cleavage!  Her dress was quite sophisticated, and made her look younger than she was while still keeping her maturity, but the high neck on it meant I was not staring down at Mrs. Meiko’s exposed decolletage from above.)

“That was unimpressive, but it’s obvious that someone’s given that girl her first drink or two.”

Hiro nodded respectfully.  “I could smell it from here.”

“I do not know if it was her own fault or someone pressured her but she’s not holding her liquor well.  I’ve let her mother know.  It’s up to them how they handle it now.”

With that she quietly hid the device she’d been using and turned back to Hiro.  “So.  How is my daughter doing?”

“Still comforting Otsuna Lin,” Hiro told her a little reluctantly.

Mrs. Meiko allowed herself a tiny sigh.  “Honestly, that girl.  Still, I cannot blame her.”

“Which one?” Hiro asked, a hint of concern leaking into his voice.

“Either.  What that Ono girl did… the only reason we’re allowing her to stay is so that we can quietly finish destroying her.  The poison’s already set in, she just hasn’t realized she’s dead yet.”

Something of my shock and worry must have leaked mentally because Hiro took a moment to send >metaphorically and socially, Mamoru.  Metaphorically and socially.<

“I understand how devastating a loss that must have been, but she needs to pull herself together, put on a good face and soldier through.  And I don’t see what Himeko’s going to accomplish by babying her any further.”

“She… did call Matsuda in,” Hiro revealed, sounding deeply conflicted.  Which made sense, the overriding need to defend his girlfriend to her mother was understandable.  But the extra can of worms of it being me, along with the extra extra can of worms he was opening because I was hovering invisibly above the pair of them while he knew but she didn’t, made him reluctant to say it.

Despite everything, Mrs. Meiko stiffened and froze for a moment.  “I see,” she said finally.  After another brief pause she added “I assume she did so discretely?”

“Oh yes!”

If I hadn’t been in complete agreement with the both of them, I’d have been a bit insulted by the level of quiet enthusiasm there.

“Well,” Mrs. Meiko pursed her lips.  “That does change things slightly.  Alright, I’ll keep covering for her absence.  I hope her plans-“

Mrs. Meiko abruptly fell silent.  And I wished I had the power to go doubly invisible as Hiro’s mother, Mrs. Watanabe, calmly walked up to her.

“Meiko-sama.”

“Watanabe-sama.”

They were perfectly polite on the surface, but their language and the undertones in both their voices made me float up as close to the ceiling as I dared.  The only reason I didn’t plaster myself against it was because I feared dislodging any dust or plaster and causing them to look up.

“Do you have business with my son?”

“Just inquiring after my daughter.  She’s attempting to be clever, I wanted to make sure she was living up to her abilities and not succumbing to the overconfidence of youth.”

“Ah, an understandable fear.”

Despite the brittle but unobjectionable words, neither Hiro nor I were unbending even a little.  Although Hiro was covering up his tension a little better, despite being the one of us who wasn’t invisible.

“I was concerned when I didn’t see her around,” Mrs. Watanabe continued with false civility.  But a slightly smug and dismissive air told everyone she was winding up for a putdown.  “I had hoped-“

“What?  You lost track of her again?” Mrs. Meiko interrupted in a much more elegant manner than any of us could have managed.

“Excuse me?” Hiro’s mother’s eyes smoldered slightly with anger.

“I am just surprised,” Mrs. Meiko continued.  “I would have thought after the last time you would have hired more capable minions to keep an eye on her.”

>Oh fuck.<  echoed faintly in my head.  This time, I think Hiro was so horrified and thinking it so strongly that it slipped through by accident.

Color began to creep into Mrs. Watanabe’s cheeks as her opponent carelessly noted.  “I guess I shouldn’t be so surprised.  The Himawari Ball does have decent security and standards, I suppose we simply refused to admit the sort of riffraff you like to hire.”

“How dare you?  Slandering me for-”

“For failing to keep an eye on my daughter, just like before?” Mrs. Meiko strategically let more than a little maternal anger seep into her own eyes.  The choice to do that was deliberate, but I was pretty sure it was so effective because the anger itself was genuine.  “For being unable to protect her despite saddling her with a half dozen watchers that did nothing but get in the way?”

“Do not get me wrong,” Mrs. Meiko stepped back and then continued with false airiness, “I am a mother, I do understand.  It is commendable and correct for us to keep an eye on our children.  And even to keep an eye on those they’re interacting with, we wouldn’t be responsible parents if we didn’t.  That’s why I know your Hiro is a praiseworthy addition to your bloodline, a dependable young man who was capable of stepping up when your employees failed.”

Written large within her words was the addition of ‘completely unlike you’.  Himeko’s mother was making it so obvious that even I could pick it up without any effort.  And I belatedly noticed at least a dozen other attendees around the pair listening in with barely concealed glee, watching as Mrs. Watanabe slowly turned redder and redder.

“But honestly,” Mrs. Meiko continued, letting a little withering weariness creep into her tone.  “I would have thought you’d learned your lesson after last time.  That you’d have either invested in better spies or cut it down to just one or two who simply accepted the inevitable when Himeko managed to slip away from them.”

Daaamn, I made a mental note to get Mrs. Meiko a fan if I ever needed to suck up to her or make amends for something I’d done.  She didn’t need the prop, she was doing just fine with subtler hand gestures, but the old school drama of a fan was about the only thing missing at this point.  And providing her with an enchanted fan might be the only thing that could save me from a similar shellacking if she ever found out where I was right at that instant!

“How dare you!” Mrs. Watanabe tried again, starting to shade towards purple.  Unfortunately, between the anger, shock, and truth of Mrs. Meiko’s accusations she found herself groping for anything to follow it up with.

“What?” Mrs. Meiko’s offended innocence was wonderfully false.  “Give you good information for managing your budget?  It is all about efficiency.  That way, in the future, you can receive the same amount of information and they won’t be in the way again when Himeko and your son have to save themselves.”

“You-“

Mrs. Meiko suddenly turned the anger up to 11 and stepped in right next to Mrs. Watanabe with her eyes practically blazing.  “Because, let me make this clear: if your paranoia and incompetence ever endanger my daughter again, we shall have words that make this look like a genteel poetry recital,” she said, her soft voice containing a dangerous hiss.  “Your son’s bravery and patience are the only reason my husband and I haven’t consigned your family to the curb.  And it is only Himeko’s feelings for him that spare you all from a highly deserved reprimand.”

She stepped back from a suddenly trembling Mrs. Watanabe.  I couldn’t blame Hiro’s mother for her reaction, my legs were shaking a little and I hadn’t been the recipient of any of that!  When she resumed her voice was almost calm.

“I will not insult Himeko by fighting her battles for her, nor will I disgrace our family by pretending Himeko’s failures aren’t her own during the exceedingly rare times she does fail.  But she and even the most disreputable of her friends have demonstrated far more competence than the majority of your family.  Do not disgrace yourself by attempting to tear her down unnecessarily, and do not press me.”

With that, Mrs. Meiko simply turned back around and spoke politely to Hiro.  “I apologize for taking up so much of your time, Hiro-san.  Thank you for your continued efforts, and please pass on that message to your brother when you seem him next.”  And, just to underscore the difference in her opinion of the two different Watanabes, Mrs. Meiko bowed to him to a miniscule degree.

“Of course, Meiko-sama,” Hiro responded as smoothly as he could, bowing back to her.

With that he beat as quick a retreat as he could manage without looking cowardly, and I did not hesitate to follow him.

(Although a wild and crazy part of me wondered what would have happened if I’d fallen out of the sky right then.  Completely ignoring the magic factor, I thought it would have been madly amusing timing after Mrs. Meiko had gone to such efforts to point out the incompetence of the Watanabe employees while even, indirectly, complimenting me.  I was glad it hadn’t happened, but it was one of those strange thoughts that stuck in my head after seeing such a frightful performance.)

Hiro didn’t send anything to me and I didn’t press him, I was quietly terrified after witnessing that.  I didn’t dare speak to him until I couldn’t help it.  We slowly and casually made our way through the main room, and as we did so I could feel the two signals separating more and more.  Hiro politely exchanged greetings with a few more people, and I tried not to flinch too much as an occasional guest sent a confused or suspicious look in my general direction.

Hiro noticed the third of those.  >Wait a second, is he seeing you?< he sent to me with a combination of surprise and uncertainty.

>No.<  I sent back, trying to lean a little further away from the old man in question.  He was scanning the area above and around Hiro with an eagle-eyed gaze but not focused on anything.  Thankfully, my warning bracelet remained at the same low-key level it had been since I started this hairbrained scheme.

(The warning bracelet wasn’t giving me any major signs, it was basically quivering on my wrist just enough for me to notice when I wasn’t distracted.  My best guess was that it was just confirming “okay, this isn’t really risky.  But if you actually screw this up, get to the point of creating a scene or getting detected, you could bring all sorts of hell down upon yourself.  Between security, all the capable people here who might react badly, and the opportunistic idiots that would see attacking you as a chance to prove something to someone, there is danger all around.”  And the bracelet was warming itself up to respond instantly and violently if I was about to screw myself.)

>He’s either got very good instincts or is significantly more psychic than the average person.< I continued, doing my best to ignore that worry.  >Or maybe a combination of both.  Either way, he knows that something is off but isn’t sure what.<

>Alright.< Hiro returned, subtly changing his course so he veered a little further away from the man in question.  >Makes sense.  Rumor has it the Major was once involved in some black-ops, back in the day.  Whatever the truth, he’s definitely more situationally aware than most people in this room.<

I decided not to follow up on that, although under less risky circumstances I would have been a bit curious.  Instead, I asked >Is there anyone even better than him around?<  I hadn’t thought about it up until now, but there was no reason there couldn’t have been someone nearly as psychic as Saori in this crowd.  It wasn’t likely, however some small but significant psychic gifts could easily have explained the success of at least a few people in this room.  Seriously, even the ability to be sure when someone was lying and when they were being truthful could easily help a clever person climb high up the ladder.  I wouldn’t have been surprised to find a smattering of those among the attendees.

Hiro subtly scanned the room.  >No one I can think of,< he replied.  >The Major’s about the sharpest there is.  But it’s hard to tell, so many of us conceal- uh-oh.<

>Uh-oh?<

>Sorry Mamoru,< Hiro relayed, quickly changing our path and speeding up a touch.  >Quick change of plans.<

I almost asked, but I was slightly distracted by matching his changes to stay almost directly above him.  Especially since he lengthened his strides to generate a deceptively quick pace.  By the time I’d refocused enough the answer was obvious.

“Come on, you’ll be the heir to the Meiko fortune.  Don’t you think you should have a little fun?  Get a little experience?”  An attractive lady carefully positioned herself so Shinji either had to walk directly into her or get backed up against one of the room’s support pillars.

“Don’t worry, we’re not stupid.  We know our place,” another girl winked at Shinji.

“He’s not stupid either,” Hiro interrupted, politely and calmly looming over the two, who were accompanied by yet another young lady that abruptly tried to distance herself a little.  Hiro didn’t say anything else, but his serene and courteous attitude screamed ‘beat it, you’ve lost’ in the most politely understated way possible.

The first one, the oldest (I’d have guessed around twenty-four) sneered at Hiro and I realized I could smell a little booze on her even from my position.  She turned back to Shinji.  “Come on kid, he’s already nailing your sister.  Don’t you think you deserve a little fun too?”

The second girl, obviously a little wiser or more sober than that, quietly started to distance herself from the situation too.

I suspected that suggestion had pissed Hiro off but he didn’t show it.  Instead, Hiro merely sighed and asked “Do you honestly think I would bother being out here, and dressed in this suit, if I was ‘nailing’ Himeko as you so claim?”

He managed to sound so mildly curious and clinical about it that everyone around him was slightly thrown off.  He didn’t actually say anything dirty, and the suggestion there was so mild as to be almost unnoticeable, but the subtle combination of both propriety and lust meant that everyone was a little confused how to respond.

“Now, if you’ll excuse me,” Hiro responded, gently reaching out and guiding Shinji around the lady, making himself a living shield.  “Shinji-san and I needed to discuss Himeko’s birthday present.”

“Aren’t you a real man?” the lady hurled at Shinji.  “You should decide for yourself.”

I respected Shinji a little bit more that without hesitation he calmly noted “I am, that’s why I’m going with him.”

Hiro sent >sorry Mamoru< to me before leading Shinji all the way back to the glass wall separating the function area from the park balcony.

I said nothing, not sure how much right or perspective I had to speak up.  On one hand I wasn’t a fan of any delays or spending any more time here then we had to.  On the other hand, we did have at least a little time, the spell of reconstruction still had a way to go with or without the missing bits, and I was in no danger of losing my connection with my staff yet.  And Shinji was practically Hiro’s brother-in-law, there was pretty much a family connection there.

“This should do,” Hiro declared firmly, when they were positioned to his satisfaction.  “It’s still entangling ground, but with two of us they shouldn’t be so foolish.  We will have to disengage carefully.”

“What are you talking about?” Shinji asked carefully.

Hiro gave Shinji a mild look worthy of Himeko.  “Sun Tzu.  I suggest you read it, it applies to more than the traditional battlefield.  Although, no matter what outlook you take, it was foolish of you to put yourself in a position to be cornered like that.  You should have known better.”

That made Shinji flush and look away.  After a few moments he managed “I…”

“It happens to all of us,” Hiro told him calmly.  “No matter how much we study.  But that doesn’t mean you should be careless.  You know the difficulty you could have faced.”

Shinji’s mixed expression suggested he kind of did.  And that he knew better… but wasn’t sure he wouldn’t have taken the easy way out.

Hiro diplomatically ignored that.  “Just take the lesson, keep it in mind and work to be better next time.”

“I don’t have to,” Shini replied, unintentionally sounding a little snotty as a bit of his older self reared its ugly head again.

“You don’t,” Hiro agreed.  “But you know what you’d be facing.  And you know what those who have gone down that path are like.  Do you really have the stomach to truly embrace that?”

“I don’t have to do that,” Shinji responded, backpedalling a little bit already.

“Again, you don’t,” Hiro replied neutrally.  “But what would be the point if you were only going to try it once and then chicken out?  It would be the worst of all worlds, creating vulnerability, and looking weak, without even embracing the enjoyable bit.  Say what you will about Ito Harou, and most of us think he’s a sleazeball, but at least he’s truly committed to his path.  He’s ignorant about so much, but not what he’s doing.  It might be the only thing I respect about the man, but I do respect that he’s made a choice and he’s going to follow through on it.”

“The choice of going after everything with breasts and the legal right to say yes,” Shinji muttered.

“True, but he does not flinch away from what people say of him, or all the consequences of his… enthusiasm.  He’s not an admirable person, but that is a virtue of the strangest sort.”

“This is such a weird conversation,” Shinji muttered, shaking his head as if to clear it.

Hiro smiled at him gently.  “It is, but it is also a necessary one.  My brother had a similar one with me once I graduated from the children’s circle and started having these sorts of encounters.  And his was with my uncle.  I wondered if your father or a close friend had already had one with you and feared I was intruding.”

“Ack!  No!”

Hiro nodded again.  “Understandable.  It is a hard thing for fathers to discuss directly with sons.  It’s easier to try and warn them away from all sex completely when there are so many predators hunting in this terrain.  But smarter people suggest a more nuanced approach.”

“You’re not actually suggesting I…” Shinji didn’t finish the thought but I could see his eyes dart back towards the female predators suggestively.

“No,” Hiro replied calmly but firmly.  Shinji and I breathed synchronized sighs of relief as he went on.  “But you’re a real person.  And the real world is nuanced.  I strongly suggest that you don’t.  You’ve heard everyone go on about all the consequences and problems of carelessly sleeping around, especially with reputations and money at stake.  I’m not going to harass you with yet another recitation.”

Shinji’s expression clearly conveyed ‘thank god’, but at least he was too polite to say it.

“But your sister told me this is your first real time in the tiger pit,” Hiro allowed himself a small, sympathetic smile.  “I recommend you don’t get rushed into anything tonight.  Then, in another day or two, you think it all through.  Take all your theoretical lessons, go through it in your head, and start comparing it to the actual experience of being out there and what would happen next.  Then decide how you want to handle it in the future.  What’s worth it, what’s not, and where you’ll draw the line.”

“And what difference will that make?” Shinji muttered resentfully.

Hiro kept his expression carefully neutral.  “That’ll be for you to decide.  You decide how you control your fate.  Not your parents, and not someone trying to take advantage of you and rush you into things.  Even that drunk opportunist said it: ‘aren’t you a real man?  You should decide for yourself.’  She may have been desperately trying to trick you into doing something stupid, but the theory is sound.  Once you’ve decided, everything becomes easier.  You’re no longer thinking about rebelling against your parents out of resentment, looking to sleep with someone for such a shallow reason as that.  But you’ll also no longer being so distracted by wondering if you should accept offers, asking yourself ‘maybe this time it’s a good idea’,  that you leave yourself open to being outmaneuvered.”

“But…” Shinji glanced around in concern.  “They’d never let…”

Worried his mother or Himeko overheard that, I interpreted, pretty confident even with my limited knowledge and experience.  Then again, after hearing what his mother just said to Mrs. Watanabe, I’d probably be doing the same thing before I dared give him a lecture even half this rebellious.

“If you truly want to, you’ll find a way around them,” Hiro shrugged in a miniscule manner.  “And if you don’t decide, that’ll make you all the more vulnerable to someone suggesting to you they have a way around them instead.  You’ll only see that possibility, and not look for the poisoned pill behind it.”

“I’m not that stupid,” Shinji gave Hiro a quelling look.  “I’m not going to fall for that.”

Again, I added silently.  Although, to be fair, the subtext was fairly clear.  And I was pretty sure Shinji was saying it inside his head too.

“Good,” Hiro replied simply.

Shinji’s shoulders slumped slightly.  “You’re right though,” he admitted after a moment, slightly more relaxed for some reason.  “I wasn’t ready for something that…”

“Blatant?” Hiro suggested.

“Yeah, that,” Shinji nodded gratefully.  “I knew that someone might try to take advantage of me, but I figured it would just be subtle stuff and a matter of me politely saying no.”

“And it doesn’t help that Himeko’s busy and your mother’s already distracted by her absence,” Hiro nodded sympathetically.  “Normally they’d probably be keeping any eye out for anything that bareknuckled, especially for your first time.  I am not shocked that such a thing happened to you, but I am surprised.”

Hiro’s emphasis was mild, but honest.  And worrying, at least if you were an outside observer like me who was incredulous about how willing Hiro was to accept the idea of a twenty-four year old woman trying to seduce a sixteen year old boy at a party.  But Shinji seemed to agree with him.

“All this time I figured that Himeko would probably be hovering over my shoulder, too afraid to let me even breath,” Shinji admitted.  “I wasn’t prepared for her to totally vanish like that.”  His own expression tightened a little in memory.  “After that bitch, Eriko, did that.”

Hiro nodded slightly.  “I was there too.  I’m disappointed not to be with Himeko right now, but just letting that pass without acting wouldn’t have sit well with either of us.”

“I’m glad,” Shinji admitted openly, surprising me a touch.  I made a note about it, wondering if I should pass it on to his sister later.  “But what’s my sister doing at this point?  I know Otsuna Lin must be upset, but for Himeko to vanish like that so completely for this long?  If you weren’t here I’d have assumed she took the opportunity to sneak out with you.”

Shinji wasn’t quite as smooth as his sister.  There was a small hesitation there where he quickly caught himself before mentioning or hinting what he thought they’d be doing together.  He was getting better though, he quickly moved on.

“I assumed she’d be down here by now, joining everyone else in socially eviscerating Ono Eriko.  She’ll be lucky to get invited to anything in the next year after this, even Ito Harou’s more welcome than she is right now.”

Hiro allowed himself a small sniff.  “Ito at least waits for consent, and doesn’t go around causing millions of yen worth of damage for petty reasons.  Not to mention that his money’s his own, not his parents’.  He’s not a good businessman, but at least he manages to stay afloat.  It’s sad as hell he’s more welcome than her, but for once I have to agree with it.  If you were forced to invite one of them to another party, which would you choose?”

Shinji outright snorted at the question.  “Ito,” he answered instantly.  “I’d triple the security staff and halve the drinks, but I’d still trust him more than her.  Wow, that’s so fuc- strange to say.”

Huh, I thought, mildly impressed by the way that had been a reflexive evaluation from Shinji.  You don’t often see the results of his Meiko upbringing like that.  I should probably keep it in mind.  I’d trust Himeko’s judgement and education much more, she was the older sibling and she’d studied harder.  But it might be worth keeping in mind Shinji as someone that I could use to doublecheck situations and questions like this.

“Indeed.  That’s why Ono’s reputation isn’t going to survive this.”

“But what’s sis doing?” Shinji tried to keep his outburst to a minimum, but he was obviously frustrated.  “She should be down here helping punish that bitch, what’s she accomplishing by staying away?”

Hiro looked at Shinji thoughtfully for a few moments.  “Plotting a deep strike,” he said finally.  “She called Matsuda.”

Shinji’s eyes widened.  “Oh fuck,” he almost whispered, the standard reaction to that revelation.

Hiro nodded.  “Indeed.  And that’s why I must play my part.  We should disengage carefully, I trust you’re recovered?”

Shinji sighed, but nodded immediately afterwards.  “Back into the fray,” he muttered with tired humor.

With that the two boys broke apart, walking  with purpose that was almost comical after that exchange.

>So,< I sent carefully.  >Should I ask?  Or just leave that be?<

>Just my duties as sempai,< Hiro waved it off mentally.  >Along with the complicated position we’re in thanks to Himeko.  He really should have a big brother to give him some advice here.  The adult side devours overconfident kids who have just moved up.<

>I can see that.< I sent back carefully.  But I took the hint and left it at that.  >Actually… we’re pretty close to something now.  I think…<

I looked around and then frowned.  I could actually identify the person we were after because she was all alone, putting on a good face not that far from where Shinji and Hiro had secured themselves by the glass.  Only she was holding down the actual corner of the room, for maximum security.

>There, the Chinese girl in the cheongsam.<  The majority of the dresses on display were more European in style along with a fair smattering of more traditional Japanese types and flourishes.  She stood out in the Chinese type clothing.

I felt Hiro’s mild frown.  >I don’t know her.<  He sent back.  That didn’t stop him from approaching her fearlessly though.  “Pardon me, miss,” he asked with a polite smile.  “I’m afraid I don’t know your name.

She seemed startled at his approach.  She’d clearly noticed him coming, but had disregarded Hiro as just part of the background until he’d spoken up, someone who would ignore her like the rest.  “Zhu Nayao,” she returned a little hesitantly, her Japanese accented.  “Of the northern Zhu family.”

Hiro made a little ‘ah’ sound.  “You’re here with your father as part of the deal delegation.”

Needless to say, I was lost.  The girl was around our age but flaunting her Chinese origins as much as she could without being gauche.  She also looked miserable, even with Hiro talking to her.  “Correct,” she replied a little stiffly, clearly expecting a negative response.

Hiro surprised her instead by responding with a polite bow and a miniscule smile. “Watanabe Hiro,” he returned.  “Do not worry, the Watanabe’s are not part of the partnership debate, on either side.  I suppose my girlfriend’s Meiko group might be, I believe they have a few minor investments in the clothing industry.  But it is not a factor worthy of getting concerned about.”

“Of course,” Zhu Nayao returned tightly, as if she still expected to be hit.

Hiro smile was gentle but slightly wider.  “Worry not.  Would it put your mind at ease if I told you this was in relation to something else?”

“It depends what else,” she replied, still totally guarded.

“I believe you witnessed something unpleasant earlier.”

Her demeanour suddenly opened up.  “That’s where I saw you before!  You were with that beautiful lady after-“

She clammed up again, as abruptly as she’d started.

Hiro merely nodded knowingly.  “So you did see the incident between Otsuna Lin and Ono Eriko?  I thought as much.”

“What was that girl doing, acting like that?” Zhu Nayao started again, seeming to stutter back and forth like a manual car in the hands of a rookie driver as she struggled between the urge to stay silent and the need to speak  about it.  “The way she acted, it was unthinkable!  She should have been dragged from the party by the police afterwards!”

“I don’t disagree with you,” Hiro admitted.  “Himeko and I think that she hoped to get away with it through pure audacity, that no one could believe it and would hesitate to take action.”

“That much I can believe!” Nayao said a little haughtily.  “The nerve of that woman!  I’d have been less surprised if she’d simply driven a knife into her victim’s heart!  At least that way her target would have been safely dead!”

She obviously been bottling all this up and dwelling on it for a while.  Under Hiro’s sympathetic expression she found herself continuing.

“I’ve not had a good time at these events, my father’s plan has backfired badly and no one wants to be friendly while everything is still so up in the air.  But I wouldn’t have traded places with that girl for the entire world, you could practically see her rival had ripped out her heart along with that necklace.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” Hiro said apologetically.  “I won’t claim we’re anywhere near to perfect, but we’re not usually that bad.”  He looked significantly at something.  “As I like to hope we’re proving right now.”

Both Nayao and I followed his gaze, and I realized he was looking at a small knot of people.  A very small knot, just three.  And they looked about as nervous and defensive as Nayao had a moment ago, only that they were trying very hard to look more open and like they were having fun.  The trio was being studiously avoided by everyone around them.  Given that the spell was also tugging me in that direction I could guess that one of the three was Ono Eriko, although the impression was still too diffuse for me to be sure which one.

“A social death, hm?” Nayao asked a little more quietly, but with some satisfaction.

“Yes,” Hiro nodded.  “At the end of the day, what she did was just property damage.  Massive and vicious property damage to a family heirloom, but just property damage.  If the families fought it out legally there would be a fine, but also a massive scandal.  And I suspect the Ono family will quietly pay that anyway, merely to save face and distance the rest of their family from Eriko.”

Nayao sighed, but seemed she understood.  I wondered what that said about rich people being a culture entirely unto themselves.  “Of course.”

“But Eriko’s reputation is not going to survive this,” he then turned back to Nayao, and you could practically see the sincerity coming out of his eyes.  “Zhu-sama, my girlfriend is not here because we are plotting to strike at her hard.  By fixing the necklace.  Do you have something to contribute?”

Nayao looked at him for a long moment but then sighed and dug around at her side.  “It rolled to me,” she admitted, handing Hiro a beautiful and large pearl.  “At first I planned to hand it over to the police because I assumed they’d come over this.  Then I figured I’d give it back to the girl when she reappeared.”

“Lin is understandably upset,” Hiro replied diplomatically.  “That necklace has been in her family for generations.”

“Oh no!” Nayao gasped.

Hiro nodded.  “To not only have it damaged like that, but to have it damaged on her watch and when it was supposed to be a sign of her progress… it affected her deeply.”

“That explains why she isn’t back yet,” Nayao agreed.  “I thought it was strange at first.  But if it’s an heirloom, and you’re trying to have it fixed…”

“We still need all the pieces,” Hiro admitted.  “Thank you for your help.”

“Of course,” Nayao agreed.  “I saw your girlfriend comforting and helping the poor girl earlier.  I will trust you.”

“And I will tell Otsuna Lin of your help,” Hiro returned firmly.  “Believe me, it has been very much appreciated.”

And I am once again reminded how magic isn’t special, I thought wryly.  If I’d been doing this alone I’d have struggled and sweated about how to retrieve the pearl with magic, trying to balance the impossible task of juggling the multiple spells and doing it in secrecy.  Hiro?  He’d managed it with courage, grace, and social skills.  Sure, I’d helped by pointing him in the right direction.  But I was pretty sure he could have managed that with his own skills and connections, given a little more time and patience.  It was an interesting and slightly contradictory thought to be having, at least while hovering invisibly in a room of Japan’s upper crust while simultaneously maintaining a spell fixing an expensive piece of jewellery.  But that didn’t mean it was wrong.

“Now, Zhu-sama, I apologize for leaving you so abruptly.  I will try to return with Himeko and Lin later, properly thank you for your help.  But there’s one last pearl to retrieve.  And I’m pretty sure I know where to find it.”

With that, Hiro set his jaw and began to walk in the direction of Ono Eriko.
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Before Hiro could take more than two steps towards Ono Eriko he had to pause. Another woman was moving in our direction with obvious intent. And, as much terror as she inspired in the both of us, neither of us thought we should just blow her off.

Because it was Nakayama Yayoi, Himeko’s aunt.

I glanced down at my warning bracelet, just to be on the safe side. Thankfully, it was not reacting more strongly to her approach. At the same time Hiro carefully noted. “Apologies, Zhu-sama, but I think you might want to switch positions. I fear we’re about to have some family drama.”

Zhu Nayao took one look at Himeko’s aunt and decided Hiro was right, quickly abandoning her corner and leaving the area on a perpendicular track to Hiro’s path. Hiro managed to take about two more steps before Nakayama Yayoi strode in front of him.

“Hiro-san,” she said coolly, “how lovely to meet you here. We should talk.”

>Do you want any help?< I asked in the softest mental voice possible, unconsciously drifting a little closer to the ceiling. I didn’t want to get in Hiro’s way, but this was not an encounter I relished. If he wanted any magical assistance, I was willing to provide it.

>Not yet. Let’s see how it goes.< “Nakayama-domo,” he noted politely.

“I’ll get straight to the point: what are you doing here without my niece?” Yayoi asked brusquely.

“Respectfully, Nakayama-domo,” Hiro responded. Something about the way he said it suggested he was playing for time. “What business of it is yours?”

A hint of something flashed in her eyes. “Know your place, junior.”

“I do,” Hiro responded more swiftly this time, leading me to believe she’d given him an opening. “Which is why I ask. The Meikos and Watanabes have a complicated enough relationship already. But one thing we actually agree upon is that someone,” his emphasis and glace was mild but significant, “was being insulting and improper by having Arashi Analytics spy upon us. Forgive me if I don’t make the situation worse by indulging you too much.”

Mrs. Nakayama was unrepentant, remarkably un-defensive in the face of that. “Hah! I wouldn’t have needed to if your people were anything resembling competent! You should be thankful that I did so given your own performance.”

Hiro tilted his head mildly. “Perhaps. Although I will note that their presence confused the issue greatly. The rare, competent, employee in that herd knew that something was up. But having two, separate groups of watchers with different agendas confused the issue.”

“Don’t you mean three?” Nakayama Yayoi returned in an icy voice.

“More than that,” Hiro responded pleasantly. “I’d have called it at least six with all the agendas within our family. But they were internal and known. Yours was an external threat.”

“That saved your asses when they failed,” Yayoi responded, unrelenting.

“Your niece and I saved our own asses, thank you very much,” Hiro sent back. “For all your claims of competence and attention your people did nothing but watch until it was almost too late. And I would very much have appreciated a call or text of my own. The delay in communications almost led to me being too late.”

I looked at Hiro with a bit more respect. That was a comeback I hadn’t thought about, but had to admire since it was very true.

It knocked Mrs. Nakayama back a step, but she quickly recovered. “Don’t go using that to cover up your own incompetence, boy.”

“I’d never dream of it,” Hiro returned fiercely. “I informed my mother that we’d be laughing stocks for our incompetence and I’ve been proven right. Your own sister-in-law just finished reminding her of that less than an hour ago. But just because members of my family have acted the fool in the past does not mean I shall do so now. Your own actions have been less than sincere or aboveboard recently, I shall not betray either Himeko’s or my family’s trust just because you ask me to.”

That set Nakayama back again, leaving her fuming just a little at Hiro’s apparent obstinacy. But it was a thoughtful fuming, rather than an angry one.

“Now, if you’ll excuse me.”

“Be wary, Hiro-san,” she told him more normally, “I cannot force you to respond, but I can follow you around and disrupt your plans.”

“And be accused of chasing after a younger man?” Hiro returned with slightly forced amusement.

Himeko’s aunt actually indulged in an eye roll. “Please, my husband may not be here tonight but my love for him is almost as well established as how much you and my niece dote upon each other. Anyone who suggested anything else would deserve the response they got. Try again.”

“Then do as you will, but chose carefully Nakayama-domo,” Hiro returned more seriously. “Your niece will not be pleased if you disrupt her plans.” With that, Hiro resumed his approach to Ono Eriko.

I wasted a few moments keeping an eye on Nakayama Yayoi, expecting her to try something. But, to my surprise, she merely followed from a discrete distance. By the time I refocused my attention on the actual target we were almost upon her.

Three young ladies in expensive dresses were clearly put out, the one in the center being their obvious leader. The center one seemed pissed as she looked around the Ball as a whole, seeming to note the distance everyone else was keeping from them. Her two followers gave off an impression of being nervous, but too afraid to try backing away from their leader.

I felt pretty safe in guessing which one was Ono Eriko. In addition to her obvious position she had on… I wouldn’t quite have called it ostentatious jewellery, but it brushed as close to that line as anyone I’d seen in the room managed. Given how much elegance was valued over pure ‘bling’ (I could almost feel all my friends wincing at me even thinking of using that term), and how everyone in this room probably had professional advisors and stylists, that was a pretty big sign right there. On top of that, her expression just screamed that she was in control, everyone else was just there on her sufferance, and how dare they not be acknowledging that right now? I wasn’t quite sure it was a classic ‘resting bitch face’, she was probably too stressed and annoyed for it to be her default expression, but she seemed awfully comfortable with it.

The haughty gaze she turned on Hiro pretty much verified my suspicion. “Well?” she asked imperiously. “Are you here to apologize on your bitch girlfriend’s behalf?”

For all his control and sophistication, Hiro still lost a half step and I caught a hand twitch in the direction of where he’d have kept a sword. He did a good job of not showing it as he pleasantly went. “No.”

Nothing was objectionable on the surface, his smile and tone were polite, but somehow I could hear “you can go fuck yourself” from where I was flying. Of course, I might have been projecting. I’d certainly just opened up the ‘curses’ file for a quick browse in the back of my own head.

“Then go away,” Ono Eriko flicked her hand dismissively. “I don’t need any more of your slander tonight.”

“I am attempting to do you a favor,” Hiro returned indifferently.

“The fools around here have tried to do me enough favors already,” Ono spoke up before Hiro could continue. “I’m not interested. They have no idea what they are doing. They’ll regret what they’re doing when my father finds out.” With that she laughed smugly and her sycophants quickly joined in.

“My God. If anyone deserved to deal with my father it would be her.” Yayoi muttered from a little further back. She was being careful enough not to yet intrude on Hiro, but had no trouble witnessing everything. Hiro and I could barely hear her, and I bet Ono Eriko would not have even without the laughter

Hiro was working at the speed of thought though. >Mamoru, can you verify she’s the one with the piece?<

I shook off my shock and anger to refocus on the trio. The impression was still a little indistinct, but not so much that I couldn’t figure out where it was coming from at this distance. >It’s her,< I verified, nodding unconsciously.

“That may or may not be,” Hiro answered diplomatically when the trio finally stopped. “But you’ll only have more trouble to deal with if you’re caught holding stolen property.”

“Nani?” Ono sneered.

“We know you’re still holding on to some of the necklace-“

Ono interrupted him while rolling her eyes. “That again? It was an accident, stopping making such a big deal of it. I simply tripped. Partly over seeing her wearing such a gaudy mess.”

Even though I was invisible, I just stared at her incredulously. Seriously?! I couldn’t decide which was the dumber possibility: that she was making up such a blatant lie in order to antagonize us or because she actually expected other people to believe her.

Hiro was in control of himself though. He simply crossed his arms and coolly responded. “Your claims are going to look foolish and your troubles will only increase when the police arrest you.”

“For what?” Ono sneered. “They’d never dare.”

Hiro raised a strategic eyebrow. “When you’ve kept part of the necklace on you all this time? That will give your enemies all the ammunition they need to drag you out of the Ball in handcuffs.”

While Ono huffed indignantly, Hiro merely pressed the point in an almost calm and analytical manner. “Think of it Ono-san. The little rich girl arrested and charged for stealing some broken jewellery. That’s the sort of thing all those who have it in for you would love to exploit. It’s just tawdry enough to be pathetic while being too serious to ignore. You’ve given them a gift, surely you’d expect them to use it?”

>Be ready to move,< he sent to me quickly.

>Where?< I asked in confusion.

>Just in case she tries something dramatic like racing outside to throw it off the edge,< Hiro responded grimly. >Can you catch it in that case?<

I lost a few moments in surprise and incredulity, but thankfully that was not an issue this time. >Yes.< I replied shortly. I wasn’t blessed with amazing reflexes, but if would still take her a moment to do that. And between the small size of even the largest pearl, giving it a pretty low maximum velocity, and the height we were off the ground, I was pretty confident even I could manage a mid-air catch in that case! At least with a spell that allowed me to track and attract said piece already in place.

Fortunately, it turned out to be a moot point.

“You’re bluffing,” Ono returned darkly.

“Did I say I would do this personally?” Hiro replied openly, letting a hint of confidence into his words. “I actually almost agree with you there, it would be a lot of trouble for very little return.”

While Hiro gave her a moment to calm down, and leave herself wide open for his next move, I quietly smirked from above. I knew Hiro, and he had parsed that phrasing closely. He absolutely would do it, but there was no reason for him to be obvious about it.

“But do you honestly believe that others will not?” Hiro continued earnestly. “Lin or her allies? We know you held on to a bit of it, why don’t you think they will use that against you?”

For a moment the girl seemed startled and maybe even a little scared. Then her unassailable confidence and self-importance slammed back down and the glimpse of reason was gone. Ono smirked again.

>Mamoru, boost me physically.<

>What?<

>Boost me physically. Especially speed.<

I struggled with the sudden change in focus, especially since I was already juggling multiple spells through an unconventional connection. Trying to come up with a sudden speed based solution wasn’t easy. But it wasn’t as hard as it could have been either, I’d been eyeing questions like this for more than a year as I’d practiced and tested spells with Eiko. I instinctively cast ‘nitro boost’ on my friend. It was a short spell, with no easily detectable signs on the user. I flew up as near to the ceiling as I could get and managed to get the quick spell out without anyone catching the sigils.

(And no, that wasn’t the original name. The proper name was much more poetic and from one of the elvish tongues. It also took me half a minute to say out loud as I struggled with the pronunciation. Unsurprisingly, I’d started thinking of it as ‘nitro boost’ on Earth.)

>You’ve got maybe a minute.< I warned Hiro. Part of the reason I called it ‘nitro boost’ was because it was highly effective, especially for one’s speed, but only for pretty short-term boosts. You could maybe get a four hundred meter run out of it, assuming you weren’t already out of shape, but not much more than that.

Hiro began to quiver a little, struggling to hold back his sudden increase in capability and need to move. But my friend had planned everything to perfection.

Ono Eriko pulled the pearl out of somewhere and held it in front of her tauntingly. “You mean this pearl?” she asked mockingly, her eyes flashing. “I’d like to see them try. The stink that will-“

Hiro’s hand lashed out, bullet fast. He snatched the pearl from between her fingers before she even realized what was happening.

Ono Eriko just gaped and stared for a few moments, her mouth wide-open. One of her followers was bug-eyed while the other one just looked mildly puzzled, and I don’t think that one had realized Hiro had even moved.

“Arigato,” Hiro said politely, simply turning around and leaving.

“I- you-“ Ono Eriko literally stamped the floor and raised her voice. “I’ll- I’ll sue! I’ll have you arrested for theft! Assault!”

Hiro calmly ignored her attempt to create a scene (as did nearly everyone else) and continued to walk back through the ballroom. As he passed Nakayama Yayoi, she smiled unwilling and noted “smooth.”

“Do you hear me! This isn’t over!”

“And I’ll testify to the truth,” she continued, following behind Hiro. A little less certainly she added “you didn’t really hurt her, right?”

“Maybe some slightly bruised fingers,” Hiro admitted reluctantly. “I’ve never practiced something like that, and I knew I’d only have one chance. I don’t think I truly hit her, it didn’t feel like it, but I wouldn’t bet my life on that.”

“Assaulter! Pervert!”

Himeko’s aunt glanced subtly over her shoulder. “I can’t remember the last time I wanted to slap someone so badly,” she murmured. “It’s a shame, after everything she’s already done to her reputation I suspect I could get away with it.”

Hiro carefully said nothing out loud. Although he did take the time to focus and send to me >Arigato, Mamoru-sama.<

>Don’t mention it,< I returned, still deeply impressed. >That was amazing all on its own. How did you know she’d do that?<

>Know your enemy,< Hiro quoted with a mental shrug. >That sort of taunting and willful stupidity is exactly the sort of thing Ono Eriko does. She thinks she’s immortal and untouchable, and she likes to rub it in the face of others. And she’s not entirely wrong. I wouldn’t have normally tried something so daring, but it was necessary tonight and I had magical help.<

>Don’t undersell yourself,< I noted with admiration. >I sure as hell wouldn’t have wanted to try something like that, not even with ‘nitro boost’.<

Hiro nobly refrained from commenting on that name. Instead, he skillfully navigated his way through the Ball. Unfortunately, Nakayama Yayoi followed him the whole time, even when he left the hall and went into the elevator.

Her cool gaze challenged him to say anything. Hiro, for his part, showed no reaction to what she was doing, thought I got the impression he briefly considered it. Unfortunately, he seemed to come to the conclusion that it would have been a struggle that wasn’t worth it. So instead the three of us rode the elevator back up a floor and continued together.

(Hiro couldn’t take the stairs with me trying to fly around invisibly. Not without looking pretty suspicious with the extra long and obvious times needed for me to enter and exit them. As it stood, even that short an elevator ride was extremely unpleasant and tricky as I tried to stay unseen and unnoticed in such a small space.)

Himeko’s aunt continued to follow us we made our way back to the room with the necklace.

>Shit.< Hiro sent, finally starting to sound a little stressed. >Mamoru, disengaging is going to be tricky. Can you send a-. Wait, you remember where the room is, right?<

>Yes…< I sent back a little slowly. Fortunately, I had made sure to note the room number. And even if I hadn’t, my staff and the spell in the room gave me a faint tugging back in that direction.

>Good. I’ll split off the next turn. You go to the room, get inside, and text Himeko for help. We’ll handle Nakayama.<

I was a little bit worried for Hiro, but he didn’t have to tell me twice. I knew what the correct division of tasks was, and he had it right. I hurried away at the next intersection and slipped back into the room as quickly as I could while Hiro put his own plans into action.

Didn’t think of that possibility, I admitted to myself as I surveyed the room again. The necklace was progressing nicely but one key factor was how Hiro’s phone was the one still there and recording the process. He hadn’t been able to text Himeko when he’d needed to since I’d been the boob who’d had him recording everything. I quickly sent Himeko a text with my own device, giving her a quick and garbled explanation, and sat back down to examine the necklace.

It was progressing quicker than I’d anticipated. I gently opened my hand over the jewellery and all the shattered fragments I’d collected detached themselves from me and fell roughly to where they were supposed to. As I watched they began to knit themselves back into the whole.

I lost a bit of time, watching the process with fascination, until there was a soft knock on the door. “Matsuda-san?” Himeko called gently. “I have the last two pearls.”

Something in her tone suggested caution, so I carefully went back to the door and opened it a crack, being sure to keep my staff in hand.

On the other side, Himeko nodded in approval at my actions and slid her hand through to small opening to carefully press the last two pearls upon me. I could see Otsuna Lin looking miserable in the background, although I was impressed to see her looking that presentable. While Hiro and I had been working on the necklace Himeko had obviously been working on her. She still looked she wanted to cry, but not like she was going to burst into tears any second, and now her make-up and hair were restored. I couldn’t tell you if they matched her original look, having not seen her beforehand, but the new setup looked fairly nice and suited to her. Ignoring the notably blank spot around her neck and chest where I assumed the necklace once lay. It seemed her look had been coordinated with that in mind. Without it, the lack showed.

Nakayama Yayoi loomed in the background, quietly impatient, and I didn’t think it was coincidence that Hiro was positioned in a spot where he could block her if necessary.

“How’s the necklace coming?” Himeko asked carefully, doing her best to ignore all that behind her.

I glanced back at it again. “Pretty well,” I answered cautiously.

“Do you think it’ll be ready any time soon?”

“Let me get back to you on that in a few minutes,” I replied with surprising honesty, given how much we were hiding. “I want to see how the pearls fit back in before saying anything.”

“Alright then.”

I gratefully took the pearls back to the necklace, but not before locking the door behind me. They instantly started moving under the spell’s influence and returning to their original places. Seeing it altogether like that I had to reflect upon what a beautiful piece of jewellery it really was. It was still a little too much for my tastes, and I suspected that even this crowd thought it wasn’t appropriate for the ‘average’ Ball-

(And there’s a weird thought, I smirked to myself tiredly.)

-but for a special occasion or making a point it really was something special. The network of gold holding together all those artfully placed pearls along with three jadeite beads arranged in a spiral at the center… it was lovely. And the thought of Ono Eriko looking to spitefully destroy it like that really did make me consider cursing her.

While I stood back against the door and carefully watched the last pieces flowing back into place I couldn’t help but hear Nakayama Yayoi speak to her niece on the other side. “You don’t have to pretend formality with him to me. Do you really trust him with that?”

“Aunty,” Himeko returned tiredly.

“I am serious.” Yayoi was speaking quietly but there was a firm urgency in her voice that carried even through the door. “Think of me what you must, but I know a lot about that boy.”

“Because you’ve been spying on him,” Himeko returned, some weary anger in her tone.

“If we have to argue about that in a moment,” the urgency increased to almost desperate levels as Nakayama Yayoi spoke, “then we will. I will gladly accept that. But please, in the name of whatever we are and whatever we may be to one another, please, just listen to me.”

The sincerity and hint of fear in those words touched even me, and I wasn’t her relative. With a carefully patient and neutral voice Himeko responded, “I’m listening.”

“I know that boy is no jeweller. I will not deny his more notable qualities, even looking at everything from the outside I can easily tell he’s an impressive young man, but why would you have him fix such a valuable piece of jewellery?”

“Maybe you don’t know as much about Matsuda-san as you think.”

I could hear a muffled stamp of her foot, faintly feel the frustrated vibration of it even though the carpet and the distance. “Just listen to me! Maybe you don’t know as much about him as you think! Why else would you hand the boy something like that to work on. Is he deceiving you? Using you?”

“Trust me. It was my idea.”

“Was it? Or did he manipulate you into thinking so?”

I wanted to find somewhere else to be, to not listen to this. But I didn’t dare move, didn’t want to risk them somehow finding out I’d heard that much already. And somewhere deep inside me, parts of myself I wasn’t sure I liked or fully trusted, both my self-loathing and my need for balance suggested that maybe I should hear this.

“I’ve seen this before,” Nakayama Yayoi pleaded softly but passionately with her niece. “That’s the reason you grew up with no aunts instead of two!”

My heart stopped for a moment, stunned to hear anyone actually say that out loud. And then Himeko responded, in a carefully neutral tone. “You sound like grandfather.”

I heard her aunt’s pained hiss. And then there was silence for a good half a minute.

“That was a low blow,” Yayoi said finally. There was carefully controlled anger in her tone.

“But a necessary one,” Himeko returned coolly. “Aunty, I won’t deny there is truth in what you are saying. But between your own errors and mistaken assumptions… I am sorry Aunt Yayoi, there’s no other way to say this: you are starting to sound like grandfather.”

“Don’t make the same mistake Miwa did!” Yayoi tried again. “I want you to pay attention, because I hate saying this with every fiber of my being, but sometimes my father is right! Don’t let the fact that he is often an idiot blind you to that, make you stubbornly go against him on principle.”

“That’s what you’re afraid I’m doing?” Himeko asked, carefully suppressing a little enlightenment and surprise. “That’s the mistake you think I’m making?”

“Isn’t it?” I could almost feel Nakayama Yayoi fold her arms across her chest. “He’s a stubborn asshole that never gives the Meiko women anywhere near enough credit. But that doesn’t mean he’s always wrong. And we fight to the bitter end to avoid admitting that when it happens, even if it means taking a greater loss.”

I don’t think… I thought to myself, reeling a little myself from that revelation. No, actually, she probably has a point there. Himeko was very careful not to be wrong and prioritized her family’s honor highly. But if she had ever made a bad mistake that her grandfather had warned against, especially if it had been in his usually highhanded and stubborn way that only looked reasonable in comparison to Ono Eriko, then Himeko probably would have acted that way. Not if it endangered others, or her family. But if it were more personal? I suspected she would have moved heaven and Earth rather than let him know he’d been right.

“And the fact that you believe that,” Himeko responded in her same, emotionless tones, “shows that you are simply making the same mistakes that grandfather does.”

“Girl, I’ve grown up with that man as my father,” her aunt responded with a volcano’s worth of repressed and growing heat. “I know what living with him does to a person.”

“But you don’t know me,” Himeko responded swiftly, finally showing some heat of her own. “And you don’t know Mamoru. For all your claims you’ve stubborn stayed away my whole life. Now you get concerned about family ties? Now you start acting? Well, it’s a little late Aunty. You don’t know nearly as much as you think you do, you’re just like grandfather in that respect. Your intentions may be good but the ignorance and lack of knowledge poison what you’re trying to do. You may not want to admit it, but you’ve turned out more like grandfather than you know.”

There was another brittle, stricken silence.

“I know more than you think I do,” Yayoi finally responded, so soft I could barely hear it through the door.

“Oh?”

“I may never have gotten close, but I never stopped caring about my family. Hajime, Shinji, you… whatever I may think of my father we are still family. Maybe it was shallow and cowardly of me not to deal with him at all, and in doing so to stay away from all of you. But I’ve always kept an eye on the Meikos and our family’s interests. Why do you think I suddenly took notice of your little friend after he showed up at the Kyoto mansion?”

“That-“

“Please listen to me niece,” Yayoi continued sincerely, “this is important. But do you truly know your young friend? A young man you’ve only known for about two years now. Yet is someone who you’d put up on the family’s properties? Who goes down to Kyoto and then immediately gets involved in police business?”

Yeah, if that was the first time I truly showed up on her radar that would be pretty damning, I thought guiltily, gritting my teeth a little. I was grateful she didn’t have anything close to the full story on that, this was still the better option, but that didn’t make it any less suspicion inducing. And that was without her sister’s sad history!

“You put great trust in this boy, and give him great resources and support. But why? I acknowledge he has potential, even the slightest glimpse of his history shows that. But there’s potential, and then there’s suddenly calling him in to fix an almost priceless necklace. There’s trust, and then there’s not questioning how he suddenly recognized a poison in your boyfriend’s tea and had some possible antidotes on hand. There’s lucky, and then there’s finding a precious artifact on campus. There’s giving him support, then there’s apparently letting him launder gold through the family.”

I couldn’t decide whether to be terrified that Nakayama Yayoi had discovered all that, because I don’t think anyone had realized she’d gathered quite so much, or just be grateful she hadn’t managed to get any deeper in each of those cases. She was hitting the cover stories and surface explanations. But once you rolled all of them together, they did not paint a terribly flattering picture of me. I really thought we’d been doing better than that, not lying so much, I reflected guiltily. But, over time, I guess everything has built up. And we never considered how they’d all fit together. When it’s all in the hands of someone who isn’t in the know, but does care about the Meiko family, this happens.

Himeko sighed gently. “All right Aunt Yayoi, I see where you’re coming from,” she said patiently.

“I don’t think you do-“

“But have you ever considered the possibility I might know the secret even if you don’t?”

There was a moment of surprised silence as Himeko interrupted her. Himeko gave her aunt a moment to recover, then continued.

“This is part of what I mean by acting like Grandfather,” she continued, mostly calmly. “Your concerns are legitimate. But here’s the thing, I’ve been actively involved in those cover stories, I’ve been the one to make half of them up. Mamoru’s keeping secrets, and we’re helping him keep them for our own reasons. And I’m willing to bet you never even considered that.”

“Aunt, do I have to spell out the unconscious arrogance in that, the level of foolishness? Having another set of eyes, fresh ones looking from the outside, to watch out for us wasn’t a bad idea. I’ve seen our family, and I’ve seen other families too-“

Most recently the Watanabes, I filled in mentally.

“-having an observer outside that sort of tangled mess has its merit. But assuming that you must be right, and we were all acting as gullible idiots, especially when you haven’t really taken the time to get to know the people involved… Aunt Yayoi, that has Grandfather written all over it. You’ve listened to surface reports from a distance, then filled in the rest with your own assumptions and fears based on the troubles of your own history.”

Himeko fell silent again, letting her words sink in. After a good thirty seconds or so, her aunt finally said “God damn it,” in a soft voice on the verge of tears. It felt like she wasn’t fully reconciled or in agreement with that… but she could no longer deny there was plenty of truth to it too.

Himeko’s own voice softened in response. “I understand why,” she said sympathetically. “I truly do. That’s why I try to show patience to Grandfather even when I just want to punch him some days. And you’re not as bad as him, you understand all the heartache that causes, and are trying not to be like that. But it doesn’t mean it can’t happen. And this is one of those times.”

“Aunt Yayoi, you need to learn better. You need to know someone to earn that level of mistrust, the right to start spying on them like that. And now’s a good time.”

I almost jumped a meter in the air as she suddenly knocked on the door. “Mamoru,” she asked in a voice projected into the room. “How’s it coming?”

I flushed bright red to realize the spell had actually finished while the conversation had been going on. I wasn’t sure for how long, just that the spell was now reading as ‘pretty much done’, and the necklace looked fixed. “I think it’s ready,” I called back, dropping the spell and quickly tucking the staff away. “Give me a second.”

Soon I was opening the door. “Here we go,” I said, gently holding up the fixed necklace.

Otsuna Lin gasped and looked about ready to cry again upon seeing the necklace whole.

She was still a bit further back, probably having given Himeko and her aunt space to deal with family drama, but Himeko practically leapt down the hallway to be back at her side. “Now now,” she said gently, carefully patting the edges of Lin’s eyes with a tissue, “none of that. You can’t win if you go back out there with tear-stained makeup. Here, let’s get this back on you.”

With that, Himeko carefully took the necklace from me and tied it back around Otsuna Lin’s neck. When she turned back around, I had to smile in satisfaction. It was beautiful enough in and of itself, but Otsuna Lin really carried it off well. It was obvious she’d carefully chosen her dress with the necklace in mind.

“It’s impossible,” she breathed joyously.

“It really is,” Yayoi seemed almost stricken. “Are you sure that’s the real necklace? Not some sort of forgery?”

“It’s real,” Lin continued rapturously. “See?” she claimed, gently touching one of the beads. “There’s still a faint scratch on the third magatama, back from an accident in my grandmother’s time.”

I leaned forward unwittingly. “Huh.” I said, momentarily caught up in the implications of that. “Would you say it’s fully the same? I’d have half expected… that is-“

“What he means to say,” Himeko inserted swiftly, quickly grabbing me and pulling me gently behind her. “Is that he wondered if it had been filled in slightly? I believe Matsuda-san used some resins and molds in his process.”

“Yes, right, resins and molds,” I agreed quickly.

Lin was still too stunned, but I was pretty sure Yayoi caught the way Himeko quickly stepped on my foot.

“No. No, I’d say it’s exactly the same.”

“Huh. Interesting,” I muttered to myself, barely managing to keep from whipping out my phone and taking a note. I wasn’t shocked at that, the damage was much too old and the traces of the material were probably long away and long dispersed, but it did raise some interesting questions. What was the time component to the spell? What counted as ‘fixed’ ‘broken’ and ‘damage’ and why? Was it simple and just that the spell returned the target to a set time period, rewinding it to the state of the last day or so? Or was there more of an ‘identity’ to the target, and how and why that identity came to be was an important factor? Something I’ve got to look into.

“Don’t go spreading this around,” Himeko cautioned Lin. “Matsuda-san’s working on some experimental processes, very secret at this point. They’re only just ready for field testing.”

“Thank you,” Lin said, grabbing Himeko’s hands, “Thank you, a thousand times thank you!” She bowed deeply to the girl. “I’ll forever be in your debt!”

I should probably be annoyed, I reflected. I really should get at least some of the credit. But I can’t. Hiro deserves a bunch too, probably almost as much as I do given how effective he was. And I’m too grateful to finally be finished to get upset.

Himeko smiled back at her gently. “Now let’s not get overexcited, pull yourself together Lin-san.”

Lin took a deep breath and nodded. “Of course, Himeko-sama.”

Himeko’s smile was now deeper, and just a hint vicious. “Now, get back down to that party and show Ono Eriko who’s the real boss around here.”

“Of course,” Lin’s smile was a little more forced than Himeko’s. A fact she verified a second later as she asked, with a small quaver in her voice, “would you mind being with me? I… I’m just a little afraid she might try to wreck it again.”

“No sense being careless,” Himeko agreed. “Besides, I do want to see her reaction. And Hiro and I returning together with you should put to rest any false rumors going around. Now go and collect yourself by the elevator, I’ll join you shortly. I just need a few words with Matsuda-san and my boyfriend.”

Lin smiled happily and then hurried away.

“Phew,” Himeko sighed tiredly and then took a moment to melt against Hiro. “That was exhausting.”

Hiro looked too pleased to be holding his girlfriend (finally) to complain. “Oh?”

“The girl is a handful. I get that this was devastating, and I can’t blame her for being upset, but she really should have handled herself better than that.”

“You can’t fool me, niece,” Yayoi’s voice suddenly cut in. It was somewhere between annoyed and amused. “I know you haven’t forgotten about me, and this whole tender scene is set up.”

“Not set up,” Himeko demurred unrepentantly, “demonstrated. There’s a difference. I think you’ve forgotten how many faces and masks we all wear, and how little you actually know about the true me.”

Himeko’s aunt made a ‘tch’ sound, but did seem halfway amused. “And don’t think anyone here’s fooled,” she added. “I don’t see why you bothered returning to Matsuda-san after you slipped and called him Mamoru a few times.”

“Lin was too distraught to recognize. It matters.”

“Or that this mysterious ‘fixing’ of the necklace doesn’t raise even more questions with me.”

“You’ll have to wait a few years on that one,” Himeko replied, calmly but firmly. “Either that or earn our trust first. The processes are still in development.”

“Really?” Yayoi didn’t bother hiding her skepticism.

“Really.”

“You’re not going to make this easy on me, are you?”

“Should I?” Himeko asked, still within Hiro’s arms. “Growing up, I really would have loved an aunt at some points. It’s a shame I never had one.”

Damn, that was harsh! I thought, jerking back slightly even though I wasn’t directly involved. Still, when your dead aunt takes the steps and makes the efforts to officially contact you first… I could see why that might have started to get to Himeko.

Nakayama Yayoi looked slightly stricken but Himeko finally looked back at her and continued in a calm voice. “But I’m trying to overcome my resentment over that. Some of it was my fault too, I was too obedient and too focused on being a perfect little scion of our family. I would have been a lot more open than you think I was, but it was never a case where I would have desperately welcomed you with open arms either. I can understand why you didn’t try. I want to make up for lost time Aunt Yayoi. But, frankly, the best evidence I can give you that I’m not Aunt Miwa is that I’m not just going to throw myself at you wholeheartedly.”

A mix of emotions played across the older woman’s face. Pain, embarrassment, anger… but also amusement, joy, and pride in how Himeko was turning out. After a moment she said “I’ll leave you be. I want to be back down at the Ball for your big reveal.”

We all watched her leave. Once she was around a corner, Himeko sighed once again and leaned back against Hiro. “Well, I’m glad that’s over.”

Hiro gave her a gentle smile. “Is it over?”

“We won’t be healed or reconciled in a day, there’s too much history and pain on all sides,” Himeko answered openly. “But… I’m a little glad that happened. At this rate, I might actually have something for Aunt Miwa next year.”

I continued to hug the wall and tried to keep an incredulous expression off my face. That was her major concern? I had to give her points for thinking big, and thinking of the future, but it was kind of shocking it had entered her mind at all with everything else going on.

Fortunately, Himeko had eyes only for Hiro at that point. She finally lifted her head off his shoulder and looked him sadly in the eyes. “I’m sorry I took up so much time,” she apologized morosely.

(Huh, she’s wearing flats tonight, I noted semi-randomly. It wasn’t a major factor, but most of the women were wearing some degree of heel for the ball. Himeko apparently preferred not to be taller than her boyfriend though. Or maybe that was just her excuse for not torturing herself with an absurdly high heel.)

Hiro smiled back at her gently. “It’s okay.”

“But it’s not,” Himeko indulged herself in a small whine at the universe. “It’s our one-year anniversary. The Ball is special. I wanted to dance with you all night. Instead, we’re probably going to get a little less time than last year.”

“There will be other Balls, other years,” Hiro’s eyes shone with happiness. “It needed to be done, and I wouldn’t trade a perfect Himawari Ball for everything else we’ve already had together.”

Himeko finally smiled back. “It has been a wonderful year, hasn’t it?”

I couldn’t help myself, they’d been just a little too lovey-dovey for too long while ignoring reality and Eiko wasn’t around to say it. “Oh, sure,” I cut in sarcastically, “a year of poisonings, beatings, toxic media attention, dealing with a ridiculously asocial weirdo, tons of family politics and drama-“

“Totally worth it,” Hiro responded, not taking his eyes off Himeko’s face.

And that’s why he gets the girl, I reflected with wry amusement.

***

For all my cynicism and frustration, I still smiled as I watched Himeko and Hiro dance together at the Ball. There was such a tenderness and satisfaction to the way they held each other that it melted my heart. In a room full of too much politics and posturing, they were truly happy.

Of course, I was pretty satisfied myself right at that moment. It helped that I wasn’t in the room. I’d quietly exited out the back before they went back down, and then watched everything invisibly from outside while using ‘eagle vision’. It was practically like being in the room, now without all the extra concerns and fear of being within touching distance.

Everyone’s reaction had been exactly what Himeko had been hoping for, especially Ono Eriko’s. There’d been a general muted ripple of shock throughout the gathering, along with surprise and a little bit of being impressed as Himeko and Lin (accompanied by Hiro) calmly strode back through the Himawari Ball. But Ono Eriko had screeched so loudly upon seeing everything fixed up that I’d had no trouble hearing her from well back and outside the building. The girl’s offended shock after she’d basically committed social suicide in order to hurt her opponent, and then finding out it had all been for naught… it was glorious.

After exchanging a few words with the trio (heated, on Eriko’s part, but looking smugly calm on the side of Himeko and her allies) Eriko had literally leapt towards Lin, obviously just looking to tear the necklace off in plain sight of everyone this time. Fortunately, it was a futile attempt. While Himeko and Hiro had clearly been ready to intercept Eriko they’d never even gotten the chance. A prepared Nakayama Yayoi had simply stepped out of the crowd and followed up on her previous comments by viciously and literally slapping Eriko down in front of everyone. And been roundly applauded for it too. Her own satisfied smile as well-dressed security men firmly picked up a shocked Ono Eriko and quickly escorted her out of the Ball had been another highlight of my evening.

As I watched Himeko and Hiro dancing together, sparing an occasional glace to where Mrs. Meiko seemed to be exchanging some polite but brittle conversation with her sister-in-law, I felt surprisingly happy.

You’d think I’d just be jealous and frustrated after everything, I reflected, a little surprised that I wasn’t. But I’m not. Not now at least. Maybe a little later. I wasn’t a perfect human being after all, it had been a hell of a stressful night with darn little in the way of personal satisfaction to me. But… I felt glad I’d been able to help my friends. It had been a worthy cause, and they deserved some help and happiness.

Alright, let’s leave on that high note, I thought after taking one last look at the happy couple. The last thing they need is a stalker watching them up from on high. Let’s head back while I’m still feeling good about everything. The rest of the evening is going to be a letdown after this.

As I turned my flying talisman around I couldn’t help but note. Although… I could ask Himeko if anyone got a picture of her aunt slapping Eriko to the ground. That might be enough of a memento to make everything worthwhile.
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After my summer break it was almost a relief to return to Tokyo U.  Heck, the only reason it wasn’t a straight up relief was the painful social situation.  I was grateful to be Himeko’s friend.  And, ironically, some of my awkward experiences over the summer had only reinforced the wisdom of actually being known as Himeko’s friend rather than thought of as a sycophant, grifter, or hanger-on of some sort.  That still didn’t make lunchtimes any less grating.

Still, I reflected in my little bubble of privacy at the table, if she can put up with this then I should work harder at not whining either.

I was being a little silly.  I wasn’t sure how much all the groupies trying to get closer to Himeko truly annoyed her after all.  Himeko usually tried to be polite about the matter, and even when she wasn’t she tended to be honest about admitting the benefits.  Being hooked so directly into the grapevine, and having networking connections throughout the university, were non-trivial advantages.  I seriously doubted she was as annoyed by everything as I would have been.  And even if she was, she’d probably worked up a serious mental callous after all these years.

I snorted softly to myself.  Hell, she might find it relaxing compared to some of the society shenanigans I saw.  Some of the people she deals with here are assholes, but even the worst of them… well, they’re probably as delusional as Ono Eriko.  But they’re less ambitious, the stupidity they undertake is usually a lot less meaningful or destructive.

I briefly tuned back in to the table conversation, realized it was focused around someone approaching her in an attempt to secure some Meiko patronage for an ambitious arts project, and nodded in satisfaction.  Case in point.  Sometimes modern artists were surprisingly subtle or impactful, I’d been pulled up short a time or two as explanations and meanings were provided, forced to acknowledge there really was a good point to something and it probably did qualify as art.  Which was kind of the artist’s purpose, forcing me to reexamine my prejudices and preconceptions.  Other times, especially amongst younger students, they were arrogantly pretentious idiots like this one.

Himeko was more polite about it though.  “Your point about the sillier constructs of wealth is well thought out, Taichi-san.  And the base idea has merit.  But surely you’re only reinforcing that illusion if you’re using actual diamonds and gold?  Honestly, a melted stack of credit cards with a million yen forever locked within their accounts would probably convey your message better.”

“But you don’t understand!” the budding young artist protested dramatically, trying to pretend it would have been much more meaningful in his original vision (and not coincidentally have provided him with a fair amount of excess diamond and gold after he was done crushing and ‘ruining’ them.)  But even as he was being slowly pushed aside by the rest of the table I noticed there was another student at the far end, one I was pretty sure was also aiming for the arts program, who was giving Himeko’s comment serious thought.

That’s probably too conventional, I thought with some amusement, if even Himeko and I can see it then it’s on the obvious side.  Still, I’m kind of curious what they’ll come up with if they’re taking it seriously.  Unlike the more arrogant opportunist, they looked like they might be able to do the idea justice after thinking it through.

I gave myself a mental snort.  And if I seriously complained about things like this, I thought with self-depreciating amusement, I’d be one of the biggest hypocrites on the planet.  Seriously, who’s so much further ahead in their research and experimentation thanks to Himeko’s support?  Oh, right.  Me.  Maybe I should complain a little less about painful lunches and be a little less jealous about not having a girlfriend capable of matching Hiro as a boyfriend.

Still, ironically, the reasons behind the thought stuck with me a little.

***

In fact, they stuck with me so much that Eiko commented on it as we prepared to go home.

“Earth to Mamoru, what’s going on in there?  Seriously, should I be getting ready to run at this point?”

I shook off my woolgathering and returned to the present.  “Sorry Eiko, what?”

“What are you thinking about so intensely?” Eiko pressed with a hint of concern.  “It can’t be class, you’re doing too well at that.”

“I’m only doing so well because I think about it intensely,” I tossed back automatically.

“Uh-huh.”

I sighed.  “Sorry, I was just getting a little worried I was sliding too close to the Meikos.”

Eiko’s expression, always a threat when I said something silly, was even more puzzled than usual this time.

“Yeah, that’s probably a stupid thing to say to someone who’s been serving that family for generations,” I sighed.  She might not have been blindly taking up her family’s traditional post, but she’d still been overjoyed to slip into a different role she was more suited for.

“Eh,” Eiko waved her hand in an ‘iffy’ motion.  “I can still sort of see it.  And putting up with Himeko’s grandfather can be unpleasant at times.  But yeah, talking to the wrong person here.”

I glanced back at Himeko, who was deep in a conversation over the phone.  It was apparently important Meiko business of some sort so we were waiting for her to conclude.

“I guess I’m worried about a slippery slope situation,” I thought out loud.  “Nothing I’m doing right now is a problem, nor have I gone too far.  But after some recent events I’m starting to worry… I guess I’m starting to worry that I’m slowly sliding further and further downhill into the Meiko family’s pocket.”

“That seems harsh,” Eiko looked more amused than anything else.

“It is,” I agreed.  “Even weird stuff like the Himawari Ball feels more like something I’d just do for a friend than some sort of imperious Meiko demand.  But with both Himeko’s aunts having recently gotten involved…”

I looked up at the ceiling, searching for the words.  “It feels like there isn’t much to balance me out, pull me the other way,” I said, feeling awkward.  “I truly appreciate Himeko.  No scratch that, even now I don’t think I fully appreciate everything she’s done for me.  But that doesn’t mean I want to end up a Meiko family retainer.  And as more and more of the Meiko family get more comfortable with me… it just feels like that’s the way I’ll end up going at this rate.”

Eiko pursed her lips.  “That’s… I don’t think that’s intentional,” she allowed.  “But I see your point.  Himeko and her father both pull people into their orbits.”

“Yes!  That’s a good description,” I jumped on it.  “It’s like I want to be my own planet, have my own existence and path in the solar system even if it’s a smaller one, rather than just be an important moon of Jupiter.”

Eiko smirked.  “Still as hopeless as ever.”

“I wouldn’t say…” I trailed off as I realized how silly that comparison would sound out of nowhere.  “Okay, yes I would.”

“But yeah,” Eiko continued more sympathetically.  “You want an existence that’s more like Master Tai’s, but you’re worried you’ll end up like me at this rate.”

“Now it seems like you’re being harsh,” I was quick to say.  But upon giving it a moment’s thought “… you’re not entirely wrong though.  It was a better comparison than mine.”

Eiko smirked again.

“By the way,” I asked suddenly, as much to move away from my repeated failures as anything else, “why weren’t you at the Ball this year?  I’d have thought you’d have been helping Himeko out.”

Eiko sighed.  “Himeko’s mother and the rest of the Himawari Ball Committee was trying to keep the number of hangers-on down a little more, make it a little more intimate in a slightly more enclosed space,” she admitted.  “I was a good, symbolic sacrifice to make everyone more compliant.  And then Himeko wanted a little more privacy with Hiro.  And they were both a little worried about awkwardness if Jinpachi actually showed up this year.  And it wasn’t like I wanted to go either, so we all figured it was best that I stayed home this time.”

I looked thoughtfully at Eiko.  That all seemed true, but… “Do you regret it now?”

“God yes!  I wish I’d been there to watch Nakayama Yayoi slap that Ono bitch down in person!”

I snorted with laughter.

“I’m not sorry to have missed Lin’s little breakdown,” Eiko vented furiously, “I’d have been gritting my teeth the whole time.  But I’ve had to go to too many parties with both of those asses around, I wish I’d been there to finally watch Ono Eriko’s downfall!  It’s not fair.”

“That was pretty satisfying,” I couldn’t help but tease her a little.

“I know!  I’ve seen the footage, but it’s not like it would have been being there in person.”

Himeko had been quietly taping everything.  Mostly just as potential evidence, Ono Eriko melting down in a big way had seemed a safe bet.  But that didn’t mean that both Eiko and I (and probably even Hiro, Yayoi, and Mrs. Meiko) hadn’t requested and saved the footage for more satisfactory reasons.

“But after years of wanting to punch that arrogant bitch I feel like I should have been there to watch her crash and burn.”

“Then you’d have only been jealous that Himeko’s aunt beat you to the punch,” I mocked her gently.

“I wouldn’t!”

I gave her a confident look.

Eiko half growled.  “Okay, I would.  It’s just not fair!”

“Probably for the best,” I noted half-seriously.  “You’d have done it a little too hard and-“

Eiko looked at me in concern as I suddenly stopped and seemed to stare off at the side.  “What?  What is it?” she asked, narrowing her eyes.

I sighed.  “It’s nothing.  Let Himeko know I’ll be busy and she should go home without me.”

“Mamoru,” there was a threatening undertone there.

“It’s another Tokyo U kami request,” I confessed.  “It doesn’t sound like there’s much to it, it’s a pretty weak kami.  But this one’s really trying to get my attention, I should go.”

“You promise you’ll call for help if you need it?” Eiko gave me a jaundiced look.

The kami in question was really agitated so I was already starting to pull away.  “Yes, I promise,” I replied quickly.

“We’ll hold you too that,” Eiko warned me, “we’ll probably wait a few extra minutes before leaving.”

“That’s fine!” I said, bowing to the kami’s unspoken begging.  “I’ve got to go, see you.”  With that I broke into a jog.

What is going on?  I wondered to myself as I followed the kami.  It was pretty formless, not one I recognized, and didn’t feel too strong.  It was just bombarding me with impressions of urgent!  emergency!  hurry! without explaining anything.  But, while that was a little worrying, I just wasn’t getting the impression that it was anything too serious.  I was glad I didn’t have to try and explain that to any of my friends, that was one of the other reasons I’d been so keen to hurry away, but I was pretty sure it was true.  I just didn’t think I was going to run into another monster (human or otherwise) or something major enough that Himeko or Eiko would have been the correct solution.  It was hard to put into words, it was like I was pretty sure this was really important to the kami, but even with limited and quick contact I was almost sure that even the kami knew this wouldn’t be too big an issue in normal human terms.  Like how excited I would have been getting over certain experiments.

I still started getting a little twitchy as the kami led me towards the professors’ offices.  That doesn’t mean too much, I tried to comfort myself.  But I already knew I was lying a little, and second guessing that ‘I don’t need Himeko’ idea.  I preferred to do things myself and not drag my friends into trouble whenever it was practical, but Himeko provided a great counterpoint about when to suck it up and not do that.  She was incredibly talented and powerful in her own ways, but she had little problem with calling upon Eiko or myself when she figured we were the best solution to the problem.  I was still a little shy and hesitant to call upon my friends.  I could manage it, and I no longer needed to be beat over the head with how stupid I was being when it really was the best answer, but I still hesitated a bit too long when it wasn’t a blatantly obvious solution.

And as the kami pushed me further and further into teacher territory I started to worry this really might be a Himeko case.  Dealing with senior members of Tokyo U?  That was where power and prestige (not to mention money) came in real handy.  The Meiko name might not have brought us an automatic solution, Tokyo U was even more prickly than I was about maintaining its independence (they wouldn’t turn their nose up at money, but they were practical about it and even at their most commercial they knew they’d get a better to deal if they weren’t beholden to any one group), but the Meiko fortune and position would have still guaranteed politeness, explanations, and an opening.  I, meanwhile, decided to turn on the ‘don’t notice me talisman’ as I got further and further into the offices.  I was in the middle of my first year at Tokyo U, still doing the mandatory courses at the Komaba campus.  Hell, it was still almost a year before I’d move on to whatever senior division I’d finally end up at.  And the kami was leading me into territory where the only students looking for their professors were either fourth years or post-grads, I was starting to get nervous.

Fortunately, between my size and even a mild ‘don’t notice me’ effect I got through without even a glance.  Most of the people sharing the corridors with me were obviously distracted or worried by their own projects and concerns, the spell easily helped them ignore the minor incongruities of my appearance.

The kami finally led me to an office on the top floor.  There, despite the urgency the kami was still broadcasting, I had to pause.  Just like the people around me weren’t paying attention to my peculiarities, thanks to the ‘don’t notice me’ effect, I wouldn’t have normally noticed this office.  But since I was paying attention to it…

This… I frowned, worried I was jumping to conclusions due to stress and worry.  Am I reading too much into this?  Basing things on zero evidence and bad assumptions again?

Because the office screamed contradictions.  For starters, it was on the top floor.  There was an unsubtle indicator of rank and seniority there.  Not only was it the classic ‘higher is better’ thing, it minimized students and riffraff making the trip to see you.  We’d still do so if we needed to!  Make no mistake about it, the average Tokyo U student would hike to the top of Mount Fuji if they thought something was threatening their mark or their future and they needed to see someone about it!  But a slightly less accessible office cut down on the number of nervous and perfectionist students who would approach you for every little thing, leaving you more time to focus on other tasks.

But this was a smaller than average office, shoved into a corner that at first glance seemed the furthest away from all the elevators and stairs.  And the heat around this corner was a bit stifling.  Not horribly so, I’d certainly felt much worse within the last month.  But this was September now, and it was the first time I’d felt hot all day.  How it must have felt back in June or July…

Making some awfully big assumptions here, I told myself uncertainly.  Maybe there’s a convenient freight elevator right around the corner that all the staff use.  Or that this is as bad as the heat gets and it’s actually pleasantly toasty in winter.  But I’d spent too much of my last life dealing with the politics of the Mages Guild, this setup screamed to me that there was a reason for it, and it wasn’t a terribly friendly one.

At that point the kami sent an almost overwhelming surge of URGENCY! towards me and I found myself stepping forward and knocking on the door before I even knew what I was doing.  “Sensei?” I asked instinctively.

There was a long and silent pause, during which I swore a blue streak within my head.  Just when I was starting to think I might have gotten away with it, a confused voice from the inside asked “yes?”

What now genius? My sarcastic inner voice asked, speaking with an extra helping of incredulity for how deep a hole I was digging for myself.  I ignored that, mostly because I didn’t have a good answer, and doubled down.  “May I come in?” I asked politely.

There was another long silence, but also some soft clattering from inside suggesting he was shifting a few things around.  I wasn’t sure what to feel when a sad voice tiredly declared “come in.”

Okay, okay, think fast, I told myself, deliberately opening the door as slowly as I could get away with.  What’s the reason?  Come on… temperature!  I suddenly realized, desperately flashing back to my time at high school.  That’s it!  I’m doing something about temperature research for someone.

“I’m sorry to interrupt you Sensei,” I said almost normally as I entered, still thinking furiously.  “But I’m checking the building’s temperature as part of a project,” come on, who’s it for and why? I tried to bludgeon my brain into working order while still babbling, I decided to gloss over that until I could come up with an idea.  “Do you… mind… if… I…”

I slowly ran out of steam as my brain confirmed what I was seeing. A noose that the man inside the room had hastily tried to tuck behind his desk.

“Mind?  Why would I mind?” the professor behind the desk was almost crying.  “Go on.  Do what you want.  It doesn’t matter.  None of it matters.”

Fuck.  I suddenly wished I had brought Himeko along.  She was much better at the social sort of thing than I was.  I revised that quickly as the smell of alcohol hit me, and hit me hard.  I wasn’t sure what the man’s tolerance was, but it was obvious he’d been drinking.  And stuffing Himeko in the same room as a drunk and despairing guy was asking for trouble.

To the (presumably) professor’s credit, I assumed such trouble would be creating more despair and disappointment for him.  He didn’t seem like the type to harass his female students.  A quick glance around the office showed it was full of bookcases, all filled with journals and references.  Probably a little overfull if I was honest, he would have been fine in a normal sized office but in this smaller one it didn’t help matters.  But what was really telling was the lack of personal items of any description.  I took me a while before I could see any photos, even ones of him being on a team with colleagues.  And they were there, but they were old and small.

So was the professor, in a way.  He was a little below average height, and seemed a little smaller now that he’d shrunk in on himself in despair.  He had a neatly trimmed beard and a full head of short-cropped hair, but they’d both long since turned white, a sharp contrast to the black hair he had in the photos.  And while both were normally well groomed, they were severely ruffled and messed up now.

I don’t think he drinks often, I thought, a creeping feeling of dread seeping through my panic.  He’s in too good a shape for that.  But that only meant he’d probably been hit even harder by whatever alcohol he’d consumed.

“Fifty years,” he continued, to vent despairingly, the slur to his words making it hard to figure out just how much he’d been drinking.  It was too much to have been nothing, but he was still too articulate to have been completely smashed.

“Fifty years, all for nothing,” I wasn’t sure how much the man was seeing me.  “There’s no point.  What was any of it for?”

I gently made sure the door was shut.  Fuck, what the hell do I do?  I was vaguely formulating a simple plan in my head.  Basically: stall.  It seemed he was drunk and having a bad time.  Keep him talking until he either sobered up or passed out and the problem was solved.  And if that proved too hard: use a spell or two to restrain him or knock him out.  It wasn’t a brilliant plan, but it had the advantage of being within my capabilities.

“You shouldn’t be here,” he said, vaguely in my direction.

I swallowed hard.  Obstacle one.  “I told you sensei, I’m here checking temp-“

“No, no,” he waved his hand around vaguely, “not that!  Here, you shouldn’t be here!  At university.  Don’t waste your life, not like I did.”

I opened my mouth, but then hesitated.  The obvious counter… Aoth, even I could see it would probably get me into trouble!  But I had to try it.  “Surely not,” I suggested nervously, “I’m sure you-“

He slammed his desk with a fist, hard.  “It was wasted!  Useless!”

I tried again.  “But surely your students-“

“My students,” for a moment he looked almost hopeful.  “My wonderful, foolish students who I just led into the morass.”  His face screwed up in despair again.  “I made them a part of this.  Told them time and time again to trust, that knowledge and effort would win out.  If there’s any justice in the world the demons will roast me a long time for that.”

“I-“

“You know what wins?” he projected angrily.  “Politics!  Brownnosing!  Publish or perish!”  His head fell to his desk again.  “The signal to noise ratio…” he wailed in despair.

I paused and pursed my lips slightly.  Ah.  I thought, not sure how to take that.  It wasn’t like I disagreed with him.  I’d been looking at things from the outside for long enough to see the problems, especially with the experience of my last life to give me perspective.  And if you thought the internet was ridiculous, with everyone needing to comment on everything all the time with more weight given to size and loudness, then you needed to take a closer look at scientific literature.  You could argue about when it had gotten bad, or at least when it had gotten really bad, but we’d been in a slow-mo, analog version of that state for decades before the internet had gotten big.  Only we used whole papers and articles instead of YouTube or Reddit.  And yes, we did a little bit better.  Especially in certain fields and on average.  Quite a lot better if you actually counted in style, organization, and spelling.  But we weren’t ahead by as much as we should have, given our education and purpose.  At least someone on the internet churning out clickbait and so-called ‘think pieces’ was being a little more direct and honest in their need for attention and/or money.  Our side kept protesting ‘no no, it’s to advance knowledge and society’ like a wrestler trying to maintain the illusion.

Don’t get me wrong, just like on the internet, good stuff did come out of it too!  Some really great and amazing stuff that made it hard to argue the system didn’t work (at least in a fashion).  Scientists made world-shaking strides and enlightening discoveries and published those too.  But finding those advances in the sea of forced articles that professors were publishing merely to maintain their importance/jobs… I had no trouble believing that was why this professor was so upset.

But, before I got too sympathetic, I had to be aware he might be the other side of the coin.  For all his rhetoric and despair, which seemed to indicate he might be more like me, he might have been one of those who was more concerned with his status and fame rather than science as a whole.  He might merely be despairing because someone else had better politicking skills than he did, and he wasn’t getting as many articles published as he thought he should because they were simply better bootlickers than he was.  Or, as strange as it seemed, because they had better ideas and more solid science in their articles!  It was a little ironic to think about it that way, but I didn’t have any actual evidence to the contrary.

While I didn’t think he should be suicidal over that (I didn’t approve of that mentality, but I wasn’t that fanatical or self-centered about my own outlook!) I’d have been considerably less sympathetic to all his dramatics if I knew that was the case.  Especially if he was convincing himself he was right with rhetoric rather than logic.  But, in a weird fit or irony, being forced to consider all that forced me to calm down a little and approach the whole thing more rationally.

“It’s all been stupid,” he muttered once again, laying his head down against his desk.  “Just so stupid.”

Okay, do I just let him run down like that?  I thought for a moment, cautiously wondering if all he’d needed to do was vent a little.  I mean, I’d still quietly stay here for a bit, maybe let him pass out and then quietly take away the noose.  But if that’s all-

“There’s no point,” he muttered, once again raising his head and looking towards the noose.  “Time to give up.”

“Sensei, you can’t be serious,” I blurted out quickly, desperate to distract him.

“Why not?” he half cried.  “Fifty years.  Fifty years of nothing.”  He shook his head bitterly.  “Time to leave.  Time to bow out, save myself the last few years of indignity.  No kids, no burdening the state, no more suffering, get it over with now.”

He finally looked at me, though his eyes didn’t quite focus.  “Sorry kid.  But would you mind leaving now?  And if you could avoid mentioning this for a few more days I’d appreciate it.  I’d like to stink up the place, get back at those bastards just a little for all they’ve done to me.”

“Sensei, I’m not doing that,” I said, a little worried how panicked I was sounding.  Okay, starting to get why the kami was broadcasting feelings like that.  I was pretty sure it was the kami of this particular building, or at least deeply associated.  No matter what their feelings to the professor himself were, what he’d do to the building with his death-

The professor interrupted my thoughts.  “Please.”

The quiet desperation in that request tore at my heart.  But I toughened up and soldiered on.  “Not without knowing why.”

The professor stared at me a long moment, then looked away with a bitter chuckle.  “Sure, why the hell not?  I might save your life in the process, keep you from making the same mistakes.  I may as well save one student after all those I’ve condemned.”

He settled back down into his chair, getting almost comfortable.  Unfortunately, he also pulled out a bottle of something at the same time, and poured himself another drink.  I fought down a wince as he took another shot.  Well… maybe it’ll help him pass out first.

He hesitated a long moment, then smirked at an unspoken thought before he began.  “I’ve been at this university for fifty years now, fifty years,” he started, a bitterness underneath his conversational tone.  “Started here right after high school, same as you.  Bright-eyed, full of energy and hope about how I’d change the world.  I applied myself, and gradually worked my way up the ranks.  Student all the way to professor.”

He looked away, anger written clear on his face.  “I was a fool.  A stupid, stupid, fool.  I was blind for too long.  I believed in science, in knowledge, and I was sure that if I persevered I could make a difference.”

“But you know what makes a difference?” he turned back to me, his eyes flashing angrily.  “Politics.  Sucking up to those in power.  Doing papers about what people want to hear instead of what you want to research.  Fifty years, my whole life for this university, and they can barely stand to acknowledge me.  I managed to get this high because they didn’t dare risk hurting themselves by undermining the seniority system, couldn’t risk someone else questioning why their own precious asses were sitting in the high seats, but you can see how well that worked out for me.  They still stuck me in the shittiest office they could find to freeze in the winter and bake in the summer, well away from anything important.”

His smirk was a little nasty.  “They’ve been trying to kill me for years, quietly hoping this office would do me in.  I hope the cadaverine and putrescine soak into the walls.”  He looked almost thoughtful for a second.  “Maybe I should do something to help that along.”

He glanced at me, and despite his despair and drink he saw something in my eyes.  “Hah!  I can see it now,” he crowed.  “You think I’m just a bitter old drunk.  A loser.  That this won’t happen to you.  Because you’re smart, you’re special.  You’ll be a success, and I’m just making excuses about why I failed.”

Worryingly close, I admitted to myself, trying not to flinch.  I wasn’t thinking anything quite that judgmental, nor that egotistical.  But I had been wondering about the excuses part.

“Well, you can fuck off,” he said calmly.  “Maybe I’m not special, maybe I was never going to win the Nobel Prize, but I’m damn good.  Everyone’s been sitting on my work on acids to break down plastic for years.  Not sexy enough, not efficient enough.  They want the magic bullet, and I’ve not kissed enough asses to make it into the journals.”

That took me aback.  “Wait, what?”  I was shocked into thought.  “What sort of effectiveness are we talking about here?”

“Five percent,” he said with morose pride.  “Sure, we’re probably only talking about two percent practical, anything more than that needs laboratory specs.  And the equipment for that much wouldn’t be easy.”

“But two percent worldwide…” I looked at the floor, running the numbers.  Sure, it wasn’t great in relative terms.  But in absolute terms…

“Not happening,” the professor said, taking a perverse glee in his failure.  “ ‘not worth it Toranosuke, too much infrastructure needs to be built.’  ‘Too hard Toranosuke, not for what it’ll do.  Most of the world won’t bother.’  ‘It’s just two percent Toranosuke.  Just leave it.  Someone’ll come up with something worthwhile in a year or two.’ ”

He sighed.  “I know it’s not perfect,” he said pitifully.  “But they’ve been saying that for a decade and a half now, and still no one’s bothering!  One of my old students was kind enough to run all the numbers, show all the progress and the net gain even after building and transporting all the infrastructure.  But the scientific journals won’t touch it.  Too minor, not worth it.  At best my work gets referenced by other guys as how bad the situation is, that this is one of the best that currently exists, and that’s why their research is more promising.”

He shook his head.  “I’ve been trying for years, hoping to get them to see that doing something, even if it’s only a little, is a lot better than doing nothing.  But the university won’t even touch my work, they’re worried they’ll seem ineffective.  Or worse, someone will raise a stink about them wasting resources when all this will do is two percent.  I don’t have the name, I don’t have the connections.  They’re not going to fight for me.”

“But you’re still here,” I suggested, even though it sounded a little feeble even to my ears.

He let out a bitter laugh.  “Can’t get rid of me now,” he replied.  “That’d only give me room to complain, ammunition to try and make a point of my own.  Either I was right all along or they really had been wasting resources all this time and I’d been the evidence of that.  So, they kept me around, gave me the absolute minimum of time and funding.  That way, if I did make a breakthrough and improve things they could get full credit.  And if I didn’t, it would keep me quiet and neutralized, toiling away for nothing silently.”

His eyes turned back to the noose.  “They’ve wanted me to quit for years, quietly retire and remove the problem.  I won’t give them the satisfaction.”

“You can’t let them win,” I replied instantly.

“That’s what I thought once,” the professor shot back.  “And that’s why I hope and pray you’re listening.  I spent my life fighting for nothing, just digging myself in deeper with that exact logic.”  He suddenly spread his arms out wide.  “And this is what it’s got me!  Years of pain, futility, and a shitty office!”

He looked at me, daring me to contradict him.

I tried, even though I knew it was probably stupid.  “Your students-“

“Deserved better!”  He slumped once again, his head hitting the desk.  “I tried,” his voice was hard to make out but I could just manage, “heavens know I tried.  I tried to be the teacher they deserved.  But all this…” he waved his hand around at the office again.  “All this held me back.  They were tarred by their association with me.  And I never taught them the important thing, how to play the game.  How to suck up and get ahead.”

I jumped a little, startled as the ankh resting upon my chest started to heat up, just a little.

He raised his head again, his eyes bleak.  “I know you want to change the world, make it better.  Every scientist does, deep down.  Kid…”

He paused a long while, and when he spoke I felt him struggling through the despair and alcohol, trying to still be a professor and answer fairly.  And finally, unambiguously, I had to respect him for it.

“Maybe you can make a difference.  Maybe you really have the potential, or you’re just better suited to all the bullshit than I am.  Parts of it still work, maybe it’s not as bad as I think it is.  But don’t waste your life.  Don’t go in following an ideal rather than the truth.  Don’t confuse the system with knowledge.  I think you should give up now.  But choose your own path, learn from my mistakes, and do it wisely.”

Suddenly, my sacred symbol of Aoth burned.

FOLLOWER OF AOTH, SEEKER ON THE PATH OF KNOWLEDGE.  My Deity’s voice rumbled inside my mind directly, shocking but unmistakable.  BY YOUR OATH I CHARGE YOU TO LISTEN.  HE IS BATTERED.  HE HAS BEEN ABUSED.  BUT HE IS TRUE.  NOW IS THE TIME, THOUGH NEITHER OF YOU CAN SEE IT.  STRIDE FORTH TOGETHER!

Great deities and little forces!  I thought, shocked almost to tears by what that must mean.  Aoth almost never intervened directly or unasked!  He knew if he was too active he would accidentally create a similar sort of situation to the one this professor had encountered: one where sucking up to and getting the attention of the God of Knowledge was more important than the actual ideas.  What had this professor been dealing with that the God of Knowledge and Learning had decided enough was enough?  Sure, Aoth had kept it to an absolute minimum, using one of his followers that had coincidentally crossed the professor’s path, then made it a suggestion rather than an order.  I could still refuse to do anything, there would be no repercussions from Aoth.  But if you knew Aoth’s teachings even half as well as I did you realized what a huge ‘oh fuck!’ revelation and vote of confidence even speaking up for the professor was!

Which was why, before I even knew what I was doing, I actually stepped right up to the professor.  “Professor,” I said, my voice distant to my own ears, “I think I have something to discuss with you.”

Then, before either of us could think, I quickly threw out a few sigils and conjured a ball of light above the palm of my hand.

“My name is Matsuda Mamoru.  And I think you’re supposed to teach me how to navigate the system.  Can you show me?  Show me how to introduce magic to science without messing either of them up?”
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“Fascinating,” the Dean of Sciences looked once again at the line of mana hovering in mid-air.

Professor Ichikawa Toranosuke nodded solemnly. “Indeed. Matsuda-san has long realized there is something to be studied here and has been working on the problem for years.”

The Dean turned back to the professor. “And you say the hypothesis is extraordinary?”

Professor Ichikawa nodded again. When sober and cleaned up the professor presented a shocking contrast to the wreck of a man I’d seen in the office. Calm, reasonable, trustworthy, and respectable. “Indeed. Matsuda-san?”

I took the cue just like he’d warned me. Professor Ichikawa may not have been a fan of brownnosing or gaming the system. But he knew how to work with it, and he thought my proposal would win under its own merits. So he’d used what connections and authority he had to get me an attentive audience. And while he was a big fan of substance over looks, hating the thought of popularity over solid science, he wasn’t above helping me polish what I had.

“My working hypothesis is that this is energy that extends along an extra-dimensional axis,” I replied cautiously. “Please keep in mind that I’m reluctant to call that even a hypothesis at this point. There is something here, and it doesn’t seem to be corresponding to the laws of physics as we know them. I don’t think those laws are completely wrong, so there’s obviously something more at play.”

“If I may?” I gestured towards the Dean’s phone, he’d made a few notes on it.

The Dean looked at me a moment and then nodded.

I’d already demonstrated an ability to move things, though I was keeping the spellwork quiet. With a little slight of hand, I cast a ‘telekinesis’ spell behind my back and then picked up his phone without touching it.

“Somehow this seems to correspond with either creating some sort of force or physical presence,” I continued, gently moving the phone along all three directions in front of the Dean. “But that’s patently strange. How this,” I created another line in front of me which I carefully did not shape into a sigil, “translates to this,” I caused the phone to waggle again, “doesn’t work as we currently understand the universe. My hypothesis is that there’s an extra component to it in other dimensions, and once it has been analyzed and measured that everything will balance out.”

It was almost ironic, but I wasn’t really lying. I was simplifying things incredibly, and leaving tons of information out, but it was pretty much the truth. I really did hypothesize that mana was energy with a strong extra-dimensional component, and that by exploiting that property we were able to use it to do all the amazing things we could through magic.

Of course, some of those esoteric other things would probably require an entire new faculty or two to be built on campus to cover them. So I wasn’t mentioning that.

“Hm,” the Dean looked thoughtful as he studied his floating phone. He carefully used the sheets of aluminum and lead we’d provided him with to check for wires or simple magnetism. “So you believe this energy has either more mass or more force along an unfamiliar dimensional axis than the phone does, hence why it’s easy to move?”

“Possibly,” I admitted, “it’s just a working hypothesis, but it seems the simplest explanation.”

“That is an extraordinary statement,” the Dean agreed, understating the matter just a little as he carefully positioned both the lead and aluminum to check multiple angles. “But less extraordinary than any other explanation I can come up with right now.”

“And it may be wrong,” I admitted humbly. “I could be totally off base with this. It took ages to come up with even that much, and I still hesitate to say it. That’s why I’ve been working on it by myself for so long.”

“Unfortunately, it looks like Matsuda’s hit a wall,” Professor Ichikawa noted reasonably. “He’s been careful to cross off any false excitement or novel but simple uses of normal forces, but he hasn’t been able to determine what is actually going on with the equipment and resources available to a simple student.”

“I can see that,” the Dean noted with a tiny smile.

“This may just be a very weird property of electromagnetism,” Professor Ichikawa continued reasonably. “Some sort of very precise and very odd way of manipulating the fields through whatever,” he gestured at where the line of power had been visible, “this is. I have a hard time imagining that, not when we can actually use it to move lead and Mamoru hasn’t been cooked by radiation poisoning yet, but it’s not impossible. But to go any further we’re going to have to use university level equipment.”

“This is most irregular,” the Dean noted neutrally, “he’s not even completed his first year.”

Professor Ichikawa nodded. “Agreed. But that’s the point. If we’re careful and quiet, we can do it now without creating a fuss. Underplay it and make it a special project, see where it goes. If it’s nothing, or just an interesting footnote somewhere, we can use that with no harm done. But if it’s something big, we can work with that.”

“Do you think that’s likely?”

“Yes,” Professor Ichikawa replied firmly. “I don’t know how big, but I think we’re on to something important here. And if we don’t do it, Advanced Science and Technology is only going to snap him up.”

The Dean’s face creased with a notable frown. “I would like to get ahead of them for once,” he admitted. “Show they’re not the only ones being innovative and looking towards the future.” He looked over the both of us and crossed his arms. “Very well, what’s the catch?”

Professor Ichikawa was stone faced, but I couldn’t help but flinch.

The Dean, a long-time veteran of a lot of bullshit, caught it instantly. “Young man,” he said commanded firmly, “I’m not an idiot. I know there’s something you’re not telling me. If you want to make this work, come clean, now.”

Luckily, the Professor and I had worked this out before this meeting. We had the excuse and deflection thoroughly practiced and polished. My stomach still burned with stress at trying to present it though.

“I’m trying desperately to avoid the m-word,” I admitted.

“M-word?”

“Magic,” I said, forcing myself to look even more embarrassed than I was. “I first stumbled upon this when I was studying some ancient practices. I was looking to see what was surprisingly smart and what was just dumb. I was pretty surprised when an ‘ancient superstition’ turned up the first traces of this.”

The Dean’s expression was sour. “I see.”

I nodded eagerly, not really faking my rush to qualify that. “In ten years, when we’ve got a ton of documentation and some idea what’s really happening we might be able to mention that ancient cultures thought a primitive, misunderstood form of this was magical. But until then I don’t dare taint any of this with that term, suggest there’s anything somehow ‘supernatural’ about this. Especially with the biological component.”

Aoth, I hated using that term. I was referring to the fact a human being needed to use mana to have this sort of effect. But I didn’t think I was going to convince anyone else without being a little disingenuous. That was always going to be the hardest selling point, the fact that we were manipulating mana (however much we danced around that word) through our bodies. I’d underplayed the idea as much as possible, given a demonstration where I’d had the Dean clumsily burn through several days worth of collected mana in order to briefly create a primitive line of his own, but I’d managed to convince him that’s how it worked so far. The Dean was understandably skeptical about trying to support science regarding an unknown force that somehow had to be manipulated through the body. Without Professor Ichikawa to provide me with an opening and some legitimacy I doubted I’d have gotten this far.

“Are you sure you want to have heard the term?” Professor Ichikawa asked sympathetically. “We all know how some idiots would react if they knew you’d heard even that much.”

“Wasting time and resources on wild goose chases,” the Dean agreed sourly. “Yes, I see your point.”

“That’s why I spent so much time making sure this was real,” I hurried to blurt out, the role and my feelings as one in this case. “And why I don’t want it to be public yet. Because if I don’t want to jeopardize my future, and we want this to be taken seriously, the one thing I absolutely cannot do-“

“-is mention magic,” the Dean agreed solemnly, finishing the statement for me. “Yes, the furor that would create…”

“All the more reason to start quietly and subtly,” Professor Ichikawa suggested. “And have it be a low-level student checking something out. Because if this is something new-“

“-then any sort of ridiculous suggestion of the supernatural would set everything back years,” the Dean nodded along, seeing the point. “Too many academics would assume it must be false, too many politickers seeking more funding for their own purposes would jump on it, and far too many credulous fools would create a cloud of confusion and fabrication around the issue. The mountain we’d have to climb to establish credibility after that would be ridiculous.”

“Like I said,” I repeated apologetically. “I’m trying not to mention the m-word.”

The Dean looked at me sharply. “And you didn’t, this time. Understand?”

Inwardly, I began to feel a faint stirring of hope. “Yes sir!” I bowed at the Dean.

“If we can figure out how to work this without the biological factor,” Professor Ichikawa said with a hint of optimism and ruefulness, “we can defang half the problems before they begin. And if we can’t, we want to provide as much proof as possible this is safe. Or, at least that we know the risks and can quantify them.”

The Dean gave him a look of annoyance. “You want a doctor?”

The Professor shook his head. “Too much, too early. But this is going to have to be interdisciplinary. We’ll need a biologist.”

The Dean relaxed a little, just like Professor Ichikawa had planned. “I’ll see what we can do.”

“So you’ll do it?” the Professor pressed him calmly.

“We’ll talk,” the Dean temporized a little. “I need to look at budgets and availabilities first. But you’re right. This is worth looking into, at least a little bit further, even if it is unconventional. I’ll get back to you shortly.”

I lost the rest of the conversation in the rush of blood to my head. Holy shit, this is really happening. I was vaguely aware of the polite words being said, made sure to bow as deeply as I could at the correct times, but inside I was a dazed mess of joy and stomach-churning nerves.

The Dean eventually exited the lab room we’d used for our demonstration and moved on. I half collapsed against the nearest lab bench as soon as he was gone, a mixture of relief and shock making me weak in the knees.

After a few moments, an abrupt knock sounded at the door. Before either of us could do anything, Eiko poked her head into the room and asked “how’d it go?”

“Eiko!” Himeko followed close behind her, and despite her harsher tone both girls casually entered the room. Despite the minor hypocrisy, Himeko still didn’t hesitate to say “don’t pressure them like that! Give them some time.”

“I don’t know,” I responded, trying not to hyperventilate a little. “I think… I think this is actually happening.”

“It is,” Professor Ichikawa nodded firmly. “I know his type. He’s not pleased he’s going to have to do a couple of unconventional things, even put so much as a foot out on a limb for this. But he’s too much of a scientist not to follow up on something like this, not when he’s seen enough to make him curious. We’ve given him more than enough room to cover his ass and we’re going to be modest in our requests, giving him the easiest way forward. He’ll agree.”

I hope you’re not projecting a little too much there, Professor, I thought nervously.

Professor Ichikawa was, almost literally, a surprising godsend. He was a true scientist, fascinated by how the world worked but still open to finding out how wrong he was when even a little evidence pointed that way. Overturning nearly sixty years of his own studies and career? Not a problem for him, he’d been able to let go of his habits with an ease that should have made him a buddha amongst scientists.

One of the reasons I’d planned the slow approach was to gently work my way around resistance and gradually break it down and apart. At the end of the day, most fields weren’t going to be affected too much. The revelation of magic might greatly expand them, and take them in some entirely new directions, but after the initial shock their bases would settle down to a pretty familiar situation. But exposing the experts in their fields to the whole of that change at once that would have normally been a different story. Half of that resistance would be human nature, for all my experience and expanded perspective I’d have been a highly resistant denier if some seemingly random person suddenly claimed I was completely wrong about some major facet of magic. On top of that, the majority of the senior scientific community would have understandable kneejerk reactions based upon their careers and livelihood, usually to fear that they were wrong and/or about to become obsolete as everything changed. Which would in turn cause them to fight, deny, or otherwise resist the idea of magic.

Ichikawa Toranosuke (quite literally ‘Tiger of Help’ in its spelling, a name he was living up to) wasn’t like that. Part of that might have been his skepticism and bitterness at parts of the system, it was hard to be too attached to something which had misused you, but a bigger part of that was his honest curiosity and intelligence. Even fifty years into his career he was still hungry to find out more about the world, and patiently fierce in his curiosity. My revelation of magic, and that I was looking to study it scientifically, had lit a fire under him that I’d barely believed. And that was after he’d gotten a recommendation from Aoth, a deity in charge of learning and knowledge! He'd barely waited to sober up before throwing himself into my corner, and then pushing my plans forward several years.

Right now he was essentially lobbying to put me into a position akin to an advanced grad student. Not a true grad student, I’d still be attending my normal classes and working my way through a more standard Tokyo U education, no skipping any levels for me! I didn’t particularly want to, I needed the further education, and missing them would hurt my future legitimacy. But we were aiming to treat my magic project (without ever admitting that’s what it was!) like it was my graduate student research. Except that Professor Ichikawa was trying to arrange for me to have a lot greater access and resources than the average grad student, something more akin to what their lower-level professors might have. My ability to ‘study’ magic would give the university a low-risk and low-cost opportunity to look at the new phenomena while starting the process of gradually worming magic awareness into the system.

“How confident are you?” Himeko asked the Professor calmly. They’d been putting their heads together the last few days and were surprisingly comfortable with each other. Himeko was more artful and better suited to politicking, while Professor Ichikawa knew all the players involved and had an official position within the system.

“Pretty confident,” Professor Ichikawa’s smile mixed happiness with a bitter awareness of the system. “It’s too low a price for too high a payout. He’ll hem and haw a little, but he’s already made up his mind. We’ve already demonstrated there’s something to see. If it doesn’t work out, his only real objection, he won’t have lost much and he’ll probably get more than his money’s worth out of this whole thing with some minor, trivial parlor trick he can use to boost the university’s name.”

“And his own,” Himeko noted with matching cynicism.

“Precisely. Most likely he figures Mamoru’s onto something more solid, in which case it’ll be a good deal if nothing too special. And if he hits the jackpot, well, he can milk that all the way to becoming the next President of the University.”

“Yeesh. And I thought the Meiko’s world was cynical,’ Eiko noted.

Professor Ichikawa sighed heavily. “And science shouldn’t be,” he agreed sadly. “But at this level, with all the money and prestige mixed up with everything, it’s a problem.”

“Be fair Eiko,” Himeko added with a touch of sad bemusement. “Tokyo U at least tries to head in the right direction. This is a problem of humanity. Our fundamental selfishness and greed creeps into even our noblest endeavors.”

Well, that poured some cold water on my mood, I thought wryly. I wasn’t suddenly despairing or anything, but it had yanked me back down to Earth.

Thankfully, possibly because he was bouncing back from the worst of it, Professor Ichikawa was surprisingly philosophic about it. “A problem on both sides, both the patrons and the scientists,” he agreed respectfully. “I find some of the problems with funding abhorrent, especially when it’s because companies and individuals fear science will suggest there is a problem with their approach or practices. But even I’ll admit that you shouldn’t give even the most well-meaning researcher a blank cheque if you can help it. They’ll suddenly start building an entirely new generation of particle colliders on two sides of the world to prove the most token of points. There are some questions that do deserve that sort of effort, and as quickly as possible, but it’s amazing how nearly every scientist thinks it’s one of their questions that’s really so important. And with that sort of budget devouring threat lurking in all of our hearts, is it any wonder that even good intentioned investors have to be persuaded and catered to?”

Eiko looked between the Professor and Himeko. “You two are getting on way too well for comfort!”

The pair exchanged a smirk that a nineteen year old girl had no business sharing with a sixty-nine year old man, and I found myself agreeing with Eiko! Thank Aoth there was nothing sexual in it, just a level of understanding and respect that they had no right to have within a week of meeting each other.

“On that note, young lady,” Professor Ichikawa asked, sounding honestly curious, “are you interested in chemistry as your degree path? I’d certainly love to have you in some of my classes.”

Himeko shook her head sadly. “Sorry, I’m still deciding between economics and political science for me,” she said regretfully. “With maybe some history on the side. Even if those weren’t the more useful courses, I probably still don’t have the proper talent for a pure science.”

“I think you underestimate yourself,” Professor Ichikawa chided her gently. “But it’s better to know what you’re suited for, and what will work for you, than to try and force a different direction.”

“Thank you, Ichikawa-sensei. I’ve appreciated working with you these last few days, having a sharp mind and an unclouded view of the system is all too rare. But I don’t think I’m destined for the sciences. I do hope my teachers end up being as good as you are.”

The Professor smiled. “It might be for the best,” he admitted. “I’d only want to be your graduate advisor too, when they time came. I suspect I’m going to have my hands full enough with Mamoru. Not to mention all the political knives that would come out if I attempted to have you both as my grad students at the same time!”

Himeko giggled politely, but this time my opinion was a bit more jaded. Yeah, that’s going to be another problem for Himeko, isn’t it? I wasn’t sure she was going to go for a post-graduate education, she hadn’t said anything yet and I suspected she was playing it by ear. But if she did, you could bet that everyone would be looking to break each other’s arms in order to claim the Meiko heiress as their student. Even if Himeko didn’t give them anything or remain in contact after graduation (and politeness pretty much guaranteed she’d give them something) the bragging rights alone would have been worthwhile. Not to mention the benefits someone could acquire by merely hinting they had an ‘in’ with the Meiko heiress…

“Anyway,” the Professor continued, “I’m going to be busy enough already, I expect. For once it’s going to be hard to keep myself away from a project. I’m going to have to keep poking my nose in to keep you informed, advise you about the science and anything happening with the university,” he admitted with a little more cynicism. “And if I’m not careful I’m going to start inserting myself a little too much.”

“Like that’s never happened before,” Eiko muttered.

“Sorry, Eiko-san?”

Eiko flushed slightly under the Professor’s open but polite curiosity. She was bold, and more than a little cynical herself, but he was a professor and his integrity did quietly impress her. She was just too used to teachers not giving her enough credit or attention.

“Sorry, Ichikawa-sensei,” she answered more respectfully, giving him a slightly apologetic bow as she spoke. “You’re just describing some of Himeko’s habits there.” She considered for a few more moments and then added. “And my sensei, Master Tai, as well. Although his reasons are a little different.”

“Yeah,” I agreed, finally inserting myself back into the conversation. Then I immediately frowned and contradicted myself. “Maybe not. Some of what Master Tai does seems to be about making me a better Master. I guess that might equate to Ichikawa teaching me to be a better scientist? Or researcher at least?”

“Interesting. Will I see this Master Tai at some point?”

Eiko and I glanced at each other. “Probably,” she admitted. “He’s not as committed to Mamoru’s project as you or Himeko, but he’s keeping an eye on it. I figure you’ll run into each other sooner or later.”

Himeko pursed her lips in thought. “That sounds about right,” she agreed after a moment. “He values his privacy, and I doubt he’ll want to get too tied up with this. But I seriously doubt he’ll keep so far away that you never encounter him at all.”

My mind momentarily reeled at the prospect of Master Tai and Professor Ichikawa meeting. That’s… going to be interesting, I thought, finally deciding to go for the understatement rather than get too far ahead of myself. Honestly, I didn’t know enough about either of them to make any definitive guesses. But what I had seen of the pair, between Tai’s combination of respect and disrespect, the way he separated himself from standard society as opposed to playing its sillier games; and Ichikawa’s odd mix of cynicism to the system but energetic idealism towards the ideals… Those two are going to bounce off each other in unpredictable ways, I finished a little lamely, unsure I wanted to know how that would turn out.

“I look forward to it,” Professor Ichikawa finished politely. His phone beeped and he picked it up in surprise. “I’m sorry to have to run out on this,” he said apologetically as he read something on his device, “but one of my grad students seems to be having a problem. I need to take care of this.”

“Of course,” I bowed to him instantly, still a little overwhelmed by what he’d already done.

“I’ll talk to you as soon as I get some word,” he promised, even while starting to back out of the room. “In the meantime, start working on some basic plans.”

He wove past the girls and then took off at a surprising clip for his age once he was out the door.

“I wonder what his hurry is,” Himeko noted in mild surprise.

“Best not to ask too closely on that,” I replied cautiously. There were a lot of things that could cause a professor to hurry to a chemistry graduate student’s side. Many of them were worrying. It’s probably not one of those, I thought judiciously, but I still give it thirty to forty precent odds.

“You’re right,” Himeko turned back towards me, “especially not when you’ve just taken this big step! How do you feel?”

The bright-eyed enthusiasm took me by surprise. “Nervous,” I answered thoughtfully, “a little shocked. Honestly, I’m still having trouble believing it. A part of me thinks we’re still jumping the gun and that Tokyo U is still going to turn me down.”

“Don’t get cold feet, Mamoru,” Himeko smiled at me widely. “You’re on your way.”

“Not to doubt your judgement,” Eiko noted a little more skeptically, “but are you sure about that, Hime? I know you’re better at eyeing this sort of thing than I am, but are they really going to give a guy like Mamoru… whatever it is you two think he’s going to get?”

“Professor Ichikawa put it best, Eiko,” Himeko was patient in her response, “it’s too good a deal for the university for them not to. If we were talking about some sort of fully funded independent project, something akin to a deep-sea dive or a trip to the heart of the Amazon, that would be a different story. Mamoru’s not there yet, and Professor Ichikawa doesn’t have nearly enough credit to pull that off. But we’re not looking at that. They’re looking at providing Mamoru a little spare lab space and giving him a few unassigned research assistants, along with the possibility of booking some time at some of the more advanced facilities when it’s practical.”

“There’s never any ‘spare’ lab space,” I added instinctively.

“And do we trust a guy without that much credit?” Eiko continued, looking uncomfortable but stubborn about not backing down.

That got Himeko’s goat, just a little. “Eiko,” she replied, a hint of something dangerous in her tone, “are you really going to criticize someone else because Japanese society hasn’t treated them right? You?”

“Hey, I’m a teenaged rebel,” Eiko answered without a hint of self-consciousness. “And a girl to boot. He’s been a scientist for fifty years. Different story.”

“Same story, different chapter,” Himeko disagreed. “He wouldn’t cater to what everyone wanted him to do, not when it was against his code. And he suffered for it.”

Eiko made an exasperated noise. “And why are you just trusting him with this, Hime? Do you really think he’s not out to ride Mamoru’s coattails after failing for nearly fifty years?”

“That’s what you’re worried about?” Himeko replied with a passion that surprised all of us. “Eiko, that’s precisely the reason we can trust him. After all this time, he finally has purpose again. He’s beat his head against a wall too long, and it’s really hurt him, but he’s not blind. He can keep his integrity and accomplish something now. Mamoru’s revelations are the real deal: a groundbreaking scientific breakthrough. Professor Ichikawa doesn’t have to cheat or cater to someone else’s whims, this is the scientific equivalent of ‘the next big thing’ and everyone who gets close to it is going to realize that. All he has to do is guide Mamoru through the system, and get Mamoru’s foot in the door with his own credibility. Mamoru can take care of the rest. But Mamoru won’t be able to do that for a while without the professor’s help. So, in doing so, Ichikawa can finally achieve something worthwhile after all this time, and still do it without finally giving in and proving everyone else right!”

Himeko was breathing a little harshly after that little speech, and both girls feel silent. In that moment I realized just how personal it was for the both of them. Himeko saw a lot of herself in Ichikawa, I flashed back and remembered the little speech I’d gotten from her back when I’d first gotten free access to the high school lab. She saw the professor as the same as herself, only he’d not gotten the benefits of her position and had been forced to suffer setbacks for fifty years. A combination of guilt, sympathy, and duty meant that his situation hit her hard. And I suspected she was at least partially right, Professor Ichikawa saw me as a chance to make all he’d gone through worthwhile. It was more than that, but consciously or unconsciously I figured that loomed big in his psyche. So Himeko empathized with him on several levels.

But, ironically, Eiko was falling into her habits in regards to Himeko, only it was happening towards me this time. She was afraid both Himeko and I were being too generous and trusting towards someone else, leaving ourselves open to be taken advantage of. It was a habit that dealing with Himeko had drilled into her throughout her whole life. Only, maybe for the first time ever, she had to base it around me. And instead of around money, or social power, it was based around my brains and idea. She had the abstract suspicion Ichikawa was going to try and leech on my potential fame and importance, and was even more worried than usual because she wasn’t quite sure how it would work.

“That’s a good theory,” Eiko said after a few moments, giving them both some breathing room to calm down. But she still crossed her arms and stared down at Himeko confidently. “But where’s your evidence? We’re talking about Mamoru’s future here.”

“You don’t trust me?” Himeko tossed back, still just a little heated.

“Himeko, you’re good. But your judgement isn’t perfect. Or haven’t you heard what just happened with Shizu last week?”

Both Himeko and I wilted to hear the name of our slightly unhinged former classmate come up. “Why? What happened?” Himeko demanded fearfully.

“Nothing,” Eiko replied, continuing while Himeko and I let out twin sighs of relief. “But you believed it could have, didn’t you? And that’s after hanging out with her for three years, trying to ‘reform’ her. Don’t go feeding me any lies about it.”

Himeko gave her friend a dirty look, but didn’t try to deny it. “People are still mostly good,” Himeko muttered, but a little weakly as she was reluctantly forced to acknowledge Eiko’s point.

Eiko was unimpressed. “Maybe. But we’re not talking about that. We’re talking about why you trust this guy so much.”

Because Aoth approved him, I admitted in my own head. I wouldn’t have been so doubtful or suspicious as Eiko without that, but I couldn’t claim I’d have believed in him this completely this fast without that doublecheck. Unfortunately, ‘because my God told me so’ wasn’t a card I wanted to play. And without it, I could see why Eiko was getting a little worried.

Thankfully, Himeko was still on top of things. “No, we’re talking about why you trust him so little,” she countered swiftly.

“I-“

“I’m not saying we can’t be cautious, make sure there’s a contingency plan in place,” Himeko overrode her swiftly. “After all, while I trust him completely for the moment,” her emphasis was careful and deliberate, “there’s nothing to say he couldn’t change in a few years. A few bad experiences in life and some jealousy over Mamoru’s progress could easily twist him up a little.”

“So-“

“But expecting that to happen, or that it’s happened already, is pretty foolish, Eiko,” Himeko continued, laying down the law with the assurance that came from years of experience. “Being ready and willing to accept that might happen if the time comes is one thing. This starting point of fear… what did you have to say about my family reacting to Mamoru? Or even Master Tai when he first discovered him for that matter?”

Himeko finally paused to let Eiko respond, but only after that little reminder had shut her up with an abrupt snap. Eiko looked stunned, and then sullen for a good while before she finally muttered “Master Tai was willing to test him,” as an excuse.

“And so was I,” Himeko nodded sagely, “he passed.”

Eiko glared at Himeko, but didn’t actually respond.

“Actually,” Himeko admitted, “you’re not entirely wrong. The man’s been seesawed back and forth between hope and despair recently. Between his fiftieth anniversary at Tokyo U, one of his old friends and colleagues passing away, and yet another political based refusal to publish his work, he really was hitting rock bottom-”

I winced. I’d known about the anniversary, and strongly suspected the publishing issue after a few aside comments. The friend on top of all that was news, and really helped explain why he’d been toying with the noose.

“-with Mamoru coming along and offering him some inspiration and purpose he’s at the top of an apogee. After he calms down and evens out a little more he probably wouldn’t be quite so enthusiastic and trustworthy.”

“See?!”

“However,” Himeko emphasized firmly, “by that time he’ll be firmly committed, and have trust and reason to throw in behind Mamoru, not using quite so much emotion. He’s stubborn and got a lot of integrity. He’s jumped the gun, going a little too fast a little too early, but he really will be this trustworthy once everything pans out.”

Oof, have I just been taking advantage of an old scientist when he was emotionally vulnerable? I wondered, hearing Himeko put it like that.

“Don’t you start feeling guilty,” Himeko inserted firmly, apparently reading my mind. “You’ll pay him back in the end, trust me on that. And he really would have done it. Eventually.”

Eiko and I both looked a little unsatisfied. It didn’t help that Himeko had backhandedly admitted that Professor Ichikawa was going to be getting something significant out of this in the end, if everything worked out his reputation and credit with Tokyo U were going to rise significantly even if I did nothing, and that Himeko had been gaslighting her friend just a little. So Himeko firmly grabbed us both with one arm each. “Come one,” she declared firmly, “no more moping around. Let’s go get a treat and celebrate this milestone.”

“Nothing’s really happened yet,” I tried to claim, even though a lot of me really did want to shake off the dark thoughts and doubts.

“It has,” Himeko declared firmly. “Just because the boulder’s not picked up steam yet doesn’t mean it isn’t rolling. Trust me, getting a project started is the hardest part. They’re not going to stop soon. The only thing harder than getting something started is getting a bureaucracy to stop a project once it’s in motion. Trying to convince them to admit it was a bad idea is almost impossible, at best they might twiddle their thumbs and quietly wait to not renew it at the next opportunity.”

“Yeah. Barring a disaster they’d never put in the effort,” Eiko agreed reluctantly.

“So yes, you’ve passed an important milestone,” Himeko continued, “even if you haven’t realized it yet. Let’s go celebrate.”
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Himeko’s boulder analogy was kind of correct, only I would have used an avalanche instead. A lot got done over the next week and a half, but it was in little pieces and developments from half a dozen different people and places. It all finally coalesced into a fateful but unexpected meeting with several new Tokyo U students.

“Welcome to the Renfa Research Room,” Professor Ichikawa Toranosuke said to the four of us, caught between enthusiasm and a mischievous smirk. “This will serve as your central base of operations and coordination as you embark upon your new project.”

“You probably won’t be doing all of your experiments here,” he continued to the people he’d gathered. “But we do have access to a number of the more basic things and can easily transfer in more of the simpler devices. Scales, thermometers, cameras, voltmeters, anything of that nature should be easy enough. We’ll have to sign the paperwork, and make darn sure you provide a notarized explanation to the University if anything breaks! But mostly that’ll just be a matter of taking extras out of storage and putting them in here. Be sensible, use this room for the easy and reasonable experiments. Maybe even some mid-range ones if you’ll be doing them repeatedly and it makes more sense than trying to arrange lab time over a long period.”

“You may also do some of your private experiments here,” the Professor continued, a touch more sternly this time. “Miyoshi-san, Takano-san, I’d expect that to mostly apply to you. But always make sure you check with the group and coordinate before you do so. That is not the primary purpose of this room, but it’s a fairly standard compensation for this arrangement when it doesn’t affect the main project. Please keep that in mind.”

“Now, introductions.”

I thought the professor was enjoying himself a little too much, taking this more theatrical approach to his slightly stunned and confused audience, but I was too near panicked to even think of objecting.

“Miyoshi Ryota,” he began, indicating the most normal looking of all of us. “Chemistry. Focuses on inorganic chemistry and current post-grad project looks to be on substances that blur the lines between metal and glass, how to form them chemically. But also surprisingly good at organic chemistry for someone who didn’t go that way. I’d call him an excellent all arounder.”

Ryota stiffened a little in surprise. He was pretty average looking at first glance. Glasses, short black hair, a bit slight but not weedy. A centimeter or three higher than average but barely worth mentioning. There was something oddly solid about him though, a slightly defensive toughness.

“Takano Chie,” the Professor continued, indicating the lone girl in our group. “Physics. You’re still debating your project a little after your advisor talked you out of your last subject due to lack of lab access.” He toned it down a little to smile at her more gently. “We’ll see what we can do for you after this. I think it’s a noble effort, but you need a little more recognition before you’ll be allowed to do your own experiments at anywhere near a sophisticated enough level. I doubt you just want to work with publicly available data. But do well with this and we’ll see what happens.”

Chie flushed slightly, obviously fighting the urge to shrink back just a little. She was pretty average too, not really standing out in any particular way. Well, maybe glasses, I thought with a tiny mental smirk, but since every person in this room has those I’m not sure that really counts. Hers had rims that were very subtly pink, only noticeable if you looked closely, and her black hair was cut almost to the length of her ears (which made it long by this crowd’s standards). But those were the only nods to her femininity. She looked nervous but serious.

“Nakane Kiyoto,” the professor turned to the other unknown guy. “Biology.”

He actually paused there, just to let the surprise percolate through the other two. Biology sometimes had a hard time fitting in with the other sciences. Not that hard, it was closer to the rest of the science family than I was with most of my relatives! But the odder definitions and messier qualifications, blurred lines that came up sooner than in the harder sciences, meant it sometimes made the other branches feel uncomfortable. That wasn’t usually a major thing, but finding a biologist on your team at this level, in some sort of mysterious project, was a bit startling.

“You’re going to be the odd duck around here,” Professor Ichikawa continued. “In more ways than one. But you’re going to be pretty important. Make sure to bring up your observations and insights when they come up. We’re all more likely to look to other concerns first, and ignoring the biological factors would be a mistake.”

As I already suspected, and would soon verify, Kiyoto really was what people tended to think of me as: half-foreigner. Namely an American father with a Japanese mother. He was only about ten centimeters shorter than I was, had brownish hair only slightly darker than Himeko’s, and the startling hazel green of his eyes made him seriously stand out. He’d been given a fully Japanese name to try and help him fit in, rather than using his father’s. It hadn’t helped much when he’d turned out almost as tall and not much slimmer than I had, especially since his hair was trying to curl even though he’d cut it as short as the rest of the boys.

“You are all underappreciated mavericks,” Professor Ichikawa continued. He gentled his smile a little. “Not anarchists or outright mad scientists, but you’ve pushed the norms and conventions more than the average student and suffered for it. Trust me, I know. Ryota’s my own student, Kiyoto is a student of one of my former students, and I know of Chie from a friend of a friend. Otherwise, I suspect I’d never have heard of any of you. And that’s a pity, I have few doubts you’d have all gotten research appointments eventually. But you weren’t getting the priority you should have.”

“For example, Chie-san,” he looked at the surprised young physicist. “You were actually fourth in your year overall. You should have been snapped up already. But between your unusual interest in dark matter, asking the important questions about it; and the fact you’re a girl, causing some idiots to worry you’d only done so well thanks to preferential treatment; you’ve been passed over for positions you should have gotten.”

Chie flushed slightly again, but matched the professor’s look with a small touch of defiance.

Professor Ichikawa nodded. “Good. You’ll need that here. Kiyoto-san’s desire to look a bit deeper into the effects of cellphones on humans and Ryota-san’s cross-discipline questioning of some of our material definitions are other good examples. None of you are afraid to press forward, even at a younger age and even though it might cost you. You’ll all need that soon.”

“You’re all going to be acting as research assistants on a very important project. At least, that’s your official title. I suspect as time goes by you’re going to be co-authors of some very interesting papers. The plan is to start with some coordinated experiments, but as we get further and further along I believe you’re all going to be looking into some important, related questions that Mamoru-san’s not going to be able to look at. He’ll have neither the time nor the specialty. I want you to keep that in mind.”

“This,” the Professor finally gestured at me, “is going to be your boss, the lead on this project. Matsuda Mamoru. First year.”

I got a lot of incredulous looks and barely surprised starts from the other gathered students. It didn’t help that the professor was taking us all by surprise, so I looked even more ridiculous than I normally did. I had the naginata bag and my usual backpack, and under everyone’s direct attention it was hard for them to miss all my little peculiarities.

I fought the urge to shoot a black look of my own at Professor Ichikawa. I sort of got what he was doing, given the shock we were about to dump on them and all we were about to ask of the trio he wanted them open minded, off balance, and ready to accept the extraordinary. Even with this crew it would take forever to try and break it to them gently, especially with their disparate backgrounds and how they didn’t know each other. But this somewhat theatrical approach to throwing them into the deep end wasn’t comfortable to me.

Still, after hanging out with Himeko for a few years (and, you know, having fought with a proto-dark god, evil magic users, and unhinged martial artists to help toughen me up. Though I suspected all the social experience and desensitizing I’d gone through with Himeko had helped more.) I shoved that aside, sucked it up, and rolled with it. “Hello,” I said, forcing a fake smile and facing everyone. “I’m Matsuda Mamoru.”

More barely hidden skeptical looks.

“We’re going to be investigating something I discovered a few years back,” for given values of discovered, not mentioning it was on a different world, and a few more years than I hinted, I added sarcastically in the back of my mind, once again technically telling the truth. Before I could mess things up entirely, I decided to plunge right in. I focused a few lines of mana above my palm and told them “this.”

The trio stopped, checked their initial temptation to deny it or ask “is this a joke?” And slowly started to spread out and look a little closer. They also surreptitiously looked around for equipment, especially projectors or mirrors I could be using to create an optical illusion. They even tried to position themselves so they might be blocking such a projection. But I counted all that as a mark in their favor. There was being ready to believe, then there was being naively credulous.

They stared, sometimes coming in pretty close, for nearly a minute before Miyoshi Ryota was the one who finally asked. “Okay then, what is it?”

I was momentarily startled by his voice, he had an almost comically high tone and I didn’t think it was due to shock. Not an outright ‘I’ve been sucking on helium’ voice, but close to it. And given that he already had a chemistry degree, and thus had been dealing with chemistry students for years, I was willing to bet he was sick of cracks to that effect.

I quickly moved past that to get to the point. “That is what we’re going to try to determine,” I answered. “Why we’ve got such a mixed group and it’s being headed by the new student who discovered and has been researching this thing for years. Its properties are… I don’t want to say unique, but they’re damn strange.”

“Such as?” Chie asked promptly, as a physicist she was settling into a highly analytical mode.

“Such as how responsive it is to humans,” I said with a wan smile. “I’m not just presenting it like this for dramatic effect. So far we’ve seen our best results handling it directly.”

“Which is why I’m here,” Nakane Kiyoto looked enlightened.

“Precisely.”

“How safe is it?” Chie asked, looking at me sharply. I could practically hear her thinking ‘the Curies’ even without a spell.

When your predecessors’ remains are still radioactive enough to qualify as hazardous waste, I reflected, it teaches you to be cautious. “Pretty safe, so far as we can tell,” I answered, just a little weaselly, “there seems to be a level of acclimatization over time. I haven’t exactly pushed towards any truly lethal or harmful limits-“

Wow. That’s where you outright lie? My subconscious noted in disbelief and amusement, reminding me of just how I’d perished back on Avalon.

“-but from what we know, this seems more like heatstroke or overexertion when you expose yourself to too much.”

“We need to be cautious,” Kiyoto studied at the glowing lines grimly. “This sounds like something where the drop off is steep once you reach the threshold.”

“What do you mean?” Chie asked him directly.

“He means it sounds like you’re almost completely fine for a while, but once you’ve reached the limits then damage mounts up quickly.” Ryota answered, chemistry being a closer cousin to biology. “Up until point X you only take Y damage. But X+1 exposure equals Y+3 damage, then +2 equates to +8 damage and so on.”

I’ve never thought of it like that, I reflected, running that sort of model in my head. But they’re probably right. I was trained not to go over that limit in the first place, and biology wasn’t quite that pat, but the basis of it seemed sound.

“Should we even be exposed to this much then?” Chie asked, frowning at the lines of mana I was holding.

“This much should be fine,” I answered, even as I released my hold on it and tried to take as much of the unformed mana back as possible. “But it doesn’t hurt to be cautious. I’ve never seen someone particularly sensitive to this stuff before, but that’s why we’re investigating it.” I supposed such a thing could easily have happened back on Avalon, but the Guild had either never figured it out or dismissed it as a fluke.

Not to mention the effects of evolution on Earth, I reminded myself a little more harshly. Less mana available, less need to have that be a factor in humanity’s adaptation. Combine that with the new pressures and side-effects of the more industrialized society, a sort of mystical counterpart to the way certain allergies were growing in certain societies, and that question suddenly seemed a lot more pertinent, and my blithe assumption stupider and dangerously ignorant.

“Does it do anything?” Kiyoto asked with a frown of his own. “That’s usually a clue.”

“Ah…” let’s break it to them a little more gently, I decided, wimping out at the thought of plunging them straight into the deep end. I might have with ordinary people, but these were scientists. Relatively young scientists, but they’d still been good enough to get a degree from Tokyo U. They’d realize damn well how many laws we were about to start bending.

I did a little slight of hand to hide the sigils (not too hard when you’re holding a backpack), then telekinetically picked up a nearby pen and floated it through the group, causing a variety of startled reactions.

“That’s part of what we’ll be researching,” I said apologetically as I started putting the pen through a few maneuvers. “It seems we can use this to create a physical force.”

“Fascinating-“ Kiyoto began, but he was interrupted by Chie irritably stepping up to the pen, narrowly beating out a suspicious looking Ryota.

“No, no, no,” she declared irritably, looking this way and then that. “This is all wrong!”

The two guys said nothing, while Professor Ichikawa just remained silent and amused.

She began gently feeling around the area for wires.

“If you want, you can take that one and I’ll grab a different pen,” I offered, still sounding apologetic.

“It’s not the pen, it’s the logic,” she half demanded, sounding annoyed. “What’s the mechanism? What’s the force? How is this working?”

“That’s why we’ve got you,” I continued a little more normally. “Believe me, that’s something I very much want to find out. It seems like it’s-“ I quickly cut myself off before I could say different with each spell.

Chie looked at me sharply.

“We’ll get into that in a minute,” I said, a mixture of sheepish and evasive. “Some of the tests… maybe I shouldn’t show you, it might prejudice your results.”

“That is going to be a problem with all this,” Professor Ichikawa finally admitted. “We’re all going to have to watch out for our preconceptions. Especially you, Mamoru-san.”

I flinched. “Yeah, I’m starting to get that,” I confessed, rubbing my head. I’ve not done badly, but now that I’m thinking of trying to justify what I actually think I know to some actual scientists in person… my stomach was starting to bubble even more just at the things that were likely to come up in the next ten minutes.

Chie meanwhile had grabbed the pen, carefully felt along it for devices and wires, and then returned it to where I was keeping it in mid-air. “It almost felt like a physical presence,” she noted, once again looking around the pen.

“Can’t have been,” Ryota jumped back in. “The densities-“

“But if it was energized-“

“And those are the sorts of questions you should be asking,” Professor Ichikawa noted once again. “I suspect you’re going to run into them a lot on this project. Make sure you write them down, make a note of them, and start planning. My recommendation is to make quick notes about those questions each time, then return to them at the end of each day if not sooner. That way you should be able to remember the details of what you were asking, and why, but you’ll also have a chance to think about them, see if you don’t already know the answer or if the question is a little more complex based on other things that happened. You’re going to run into more unknowns than usual on this project, try not to get too distracted in the moment.”

Probably something I need to work on too, I reflected, trying not to think of how Eiko or Himeko would have laughed at that claim. I liked to think I didn’t do too badly, but that was mostly just because I was too focused in the moment on keeping the spells up. And the tangents I went down when given half an opportunity-

“This still seems,” Kiyoto hesitated a moment. “Well, obviously not unbelievable, but-“

“But you’re having a hard time adapting to the idea this might be another fundamental force,” Professor Ichikawa nodded.

All three of them jumped a little to hear it stated so plainly. They’d all been wondering, but still dancing around the issue in their heads. Hell, I danced around it in my head! I still wasn’t sure this was just a mix of the usual stuff and it was all the extra-dimensional axis making it seem so esoteric.

“Get used to that,” Professor Ichikawa continued. “There are too many unknowns here. And even what we think we might know… Mamoru will get into that later, but it’s important to start with a blank slate on this one.”

There was another moment of silence.

“I’m still having trouble believing this,” Kiyoto tried again.

“Well, how about trying it yourself,” I finally stopped getting side tracked and jumped back to my original plan.

“Myself?”

I nodded, and then finally put down my backpack and hauled out a collector.

“This is one of the vessels I use for collecting and storing this energy-”

There was another round of skeptical and incredulous looks from the gathered students, so obvious it interrupted me without them saying anything. With the Little People doing so much of the work the collectors looked better than they used to, smoother lines and a more professional finish, but that did nothing to hide their odd appearance.

“I know, I know,” I sighed. “Look, think of this as the equivalent of primitive mercury thermometers or acid jar batteries. It works, and it’s a necessary first step, even if it seems pathetic when compared to everything we’ve been refining for a hundred years.”

“Anyway, put your hand here,” I told Kiyoto. “Then picture yourself drawing power from the vessel and into your body. Try to then bring it through your body, and form something with it using your other hand.”

More skeptical looks from the grad students, but they were muted thanks to what I was already showing.

Kiyoto put his hand down. Took a deep breath, closed his eyes for a few seconds, and then yanked it back suddenly. “Whoa!”

“You alright?” I was mildly surprised that Ryota asked first, but the chemist was probably most used to that question.

“Yeah,” Kiyoto replied, “just a little bit of… something. It was almost like a shock, but heavier and more physical than that.”

“Are you sure that’s safe?” Chie cut in. “That you should be doing that?”

Kiyoto gave the collector an appraising look. “That’s what we’re here to find out,” he said finally, trying to sound more rueful than nervous. “And I already have all my baselines, do either of you?”

Oh, right, biologist, I thought, slightly amused despite the situation. Chie and Ryota looked like they shared the same opinion, but couldn’t appreciate it so much from their position as they shook their heads.

“That’s what I thought,” Kiyoto noted, and then reached towards the collector again.

This time I was the one slightly surprised. He struggled, and he wasted enough mana that I wanted to grind my teeth, but he didn’t do too badly. To everyone’s shock he managed to carve out a faint and squiggly line of mana in the air.

He’s not bad, I thought, taking another look at him mystically. He’s not gifted or anything, but his mystic potential is significantly better than the average person, and it looks like he’s got a better instinctual understanding of it than most.

While I was momentarily checking my own assumptions there (just for starters, what would be the average Tokyo U student’s proficiency with mana? We were kind of selected for above average intelligence and skill) Ryota asked “are you still alright?”

“Yeah,” Kiyoto was panting a little, but it was hard to tell how much of that was exertion and how much was relief or excitement. “Yeah, I think so. I should take my vitals, but I think I’m okay.”

“How did that work?” Chie pressed.

“I don’t know,” Kiyoto was now starting to sound a little excited, even as he revealed he was wearing some type of smartwatch and started taking down a few readings. “All I know is that it felt like I took that stuff through my body. And it was kind of heavy, kind of slippery, but I could move it.”

Huh, first time I’ve heard those terms, I pondered. But then, he’s from Earth. And he was using four or five times as much mana as we’d give a rookie to play with at this stage.

“You think you felt it,” Ryota emphasized carefully.

Kiyoto just nodded. “Right. Seemed like that, but I don’t have any proof.”

“But how does it work?” Chie asked again. “Why does it have to go through the body?”

“Some sort of chemical reaction?” Ryota suggested, defaulting to his specialty. “It needed the things his body had? Or maybe his body’s chemicals reacted to the energy in order to produce that?”

“Maybe it’s like a control rod? Or some sort of prism effect?” Chie suggested, going the physics route. “Altering the energy’s form or wavelength?”

“But is it energy if-“ Ryota cut himself off. “What were we seeing when that happens? Energy? Matter? Plasma? A gas?”

“This is what I meant earlier,” Professor Ichikawa cut them off with a smile. “All good questions, and now’s not a bad time to start asking and remembering them, but I want you to be careful about when you do that in the future. If Kiyoto-san had more information to give you, or you were supposed to do several data sets in quick succession to reduce other variables, you’d feel foolish.”

“Of course, sensei,” the three of them answered, more or less in unison. And I barely stopped myself from joining in the chorus only because I’d been dealing too much with Professor Ichikawa in a different capacity.

“Now,” Professor Ichikawa continued with a small smile. “Let’s give you Mamoru’s official hypothesis, the one we’ll be looking into.”

Okay, I think I see where this is going, I thought nervously. We hadn’t choreographed this one like we had the presentation to the Dean of Sciences. We were going to be working with these people for a while, and trying to bamboozle multiple people at once and then keep it going while actually attempting to use them to research the subject was an obviously bad idea. Honesty and sincerity were going to be more important. Hence why the timing and start of it had been as much of a surprise to me as anyone, my discomfort, surprise, and natural reactions were more useful than a slightly more polished but still mostly awkward façade. But the Professor and I had discussed it, shared a few ideas and notes, trying to figure out how and what to explain to them.

“I believe,” I continued out loud after a small hesitation, “this is energy extending along an unfamiliar dimensional axis.”

Both Kiyoto and Ryota just looked puzzled, struggling a little to decode that. But Chie instantly started thinking deeply, you could practically hear the fan for her mental computer start working at full blast as she started a deep dive on the idea. It was made both better and worse for her that this wasn’t just some sort of philosophical question, she actually had a little evidence to work with. However, it wasn’t much evidence, yet, and that really threw off what she could assume without making stupid extrapolations.

After half a minute the other two noticed, settled down, and let her think rather than asking the obvious questions. They’d started to grasp the basics, but when the physics major looks intense you think twice before you open your mouth.

“Inter-esting,” she said finally. Slowly. She looked at me. “And do you have any theories about how far we extend into this unrecognized dimension? How much most of the physical world does?”

Huh, that’s an interesting way to put it, I thought, instantly getting what Chie was driving at. She was wondering if the reason that this energy needed to be manipulated by humans was simple. That along another dimensional plane we were somehow much ‘more’ than average, hence why we could stop and redirect this energy while it flowed over the paper-thin presence that was the majority of the physical world.

And the strangest thing is, I reflected, now starting to think almost as furiously as she had, she might be right. It feels counterintuitive to look at it that way, but what if that’s more or less it? An actual explanation of why living, thinking beings are much more likely to be behind magical manipulations? The implications, both philosophical and practical, of that idea were startling, but that didn’t make them wrong. Aoth, the tangle that creates… could it be used to determine how ‘alive’ someone or something is? A quantifiable and basic measure of life? How about consciousness? How ‘advanced’ a lifeform? And how would you even start to determine cause and effect?

“Let’s put a pin in that one for now,” Professor Ichikawa suggested, finally breaking me out of my deeper musings as I got caught up in the possibilities. “But keep that in mind! That’s an excellent point, one that might end up being pretty important to our future work. If we can determine that, one way or the other; or even suggest possible experiments that could determine it, we’ll be able to go a long way to legitimizing the biological component of this.”

“Or getting around it,” Ryota suggested quickly.

“That too,” the Professor agreed. “Your main purpose here is going to be digging into this energy, figuring and the hows and wherefores. Or at least as much as you can. I suspect this is going to be about setting up the ground work, determining the basis of all that is to follow. It has to be as solid, simple, and as airtight as possible. We’re going to need mountains of evidence, and at least some idea where this is going. Or least seem to.”

My stomach twisted as I realized where he was going. It was time

“ ‘Seem to?’ ” Ryota asked immediately.

Professor Ichikawa nodded. “Mamoru, why don’t we share with them the real theory now?”

I mentally balked a little, but sucked it up and forced myself to cast a spell in front of the assemblage. They all blinked as I made the previously ‘abstract’ energy into sharp and precise sigils, then jumped backwards as I brought into existence three small balls of flame.

I kind of wish I were good at illusions, I thought vaguely. In an ideal, fantasy version of this I’d bombard them with a fancy but inspiring and enlightening display, probably showing stars, galaxies, and complex wonders of science while making my explanation. Unfortunately, I couldn’t have managed that sort of thing even if I’d set it up in a ritual beforehand and devoted all my concentration on it, and that would have been without the additional complication of trying to make an explanation! So, I settled for something a lot less impressive but far more practical.

“The more proper name for this energy, at least in popular culture, would be mana,” I said, rotating the balls around my hand. I momentarily sent them off to different corners of the room before bringing them back in close. I then made a sour face despite myself. “And I am what you might call a mage.”

“Bullshit!” Ryota broke out instantly. We all looked to him as he lunged towards the fireballs, trying to grab one. “We all know that AHH!”

He yanked his hand back, clutching it in pain after he momentarily succeeded.

Damnit, I wasn’t expecting that serious a reaction, I thought, instantly joining the rush over to him.

“Easy there, easy,” Kiyoto said, grabbing Ryota’s hand and gently but firmly forcing it open. He may not have been a proper doctor, but he obviously understood the basics. He gave it a quick once over. “Is there any ice around?”

“That one I can help with,” I answered, surprised at how easily I was throwing away some of my habits. I quickly conjured up some ice above my other hand and then placed it in Ryota’s wounded one.

Kiyoto fought down his instinctive reaction to note “handy.”

“Damn it,” Ryota hissed out through the pain, “it’s a trick, don’t you understand? Sleight of hand!”

“And this, children,” Professor Ichikawa sighed wearily, “is why everything’s going to have to be bulletproof. Ryota-san was not wrong to doubt. He acted correctly in being skeptical. An incredible claim like that should not be simply accepted at face value and a skeptical lens is going to be especially useful in this project. But his instinctive, dramatic, denial is all too common. And just as unreasonable, as he’s just demonstrated.”

“What are you saying Professor?” Ryota protested, even with tears welling in the corners of his eyes. “You can’t believe this!”

“Is your hand not burned?”

“That doesn’t prove anything!”

I was mildly annoyed, partly as a defense mechanism to keep me from feeling too guilty, so I made the mini-fireballs go through some more acrobatics.

“It’s all a trick!”

“And the ice?” Kiyoto asked, unable to keep a little shocked amusement off his face. It probably didn't help that Ryota's high-pitched voice went even funnier with the pain, even if nobody wanted to admit that.

“Just more sleight of hand! He’s hiding a thermos on his body or something!”

“Can you heal his hand?” Chie asked, skepticism and wonder warring in her tone.

I shook my head. “I shouldn’t.”

“How convenient,” Ryota sneered, even though the pain took away the sting of it.

I shot him an annoyed glance. That sort of denial always got my goat, the subjects involved just frustrated me on top of that, and his voice wasn’t doing him any favors. “I could. And I still can if you insist. But one of the things I want to do is actually test the damn spells before I use them on anyone. I don’t know what actual mechanisms they use to work-“

“The power of suggestion,” Ryota shot back.

“- and I’m worried they’re secretly doing as much harm as good sometimes.” I relented enough to add. “I’m pretty sure I could use a lesser spell that will just speed up his healing, make him good as new in about an hour or so, without risking anything.”

“Yeah, right.”

Okay, time for a demonstration, I thought grimly. No one had yet brought up the naginata bag, but I still had it with me. I’d quietly drawn mana through my staff before, now I simply brought it out into the open and then clearly used a spell to levitate the startled grad student upwards until he almost touched the ceiling.

“Indeed, it is right,” I said a little more coolly before bringing him back down.

There was a moment of silence before Kiyoto cautiously asked “what do you mean by testing the spells?”

It was obvious from his tone that half the reason he was asking was to change the subject, but I seized upon it like a lifeline.

“Because while Ryota-san has a huge stick up… blindfold on when it comes to facing reality, he’s not totally wrong in his assumptions. The mages of old relied way too much on superstition, guesses, and just plain nonsense when they were doing things. Spells work but…” I sighed. “Ryota’s going to especially hate this comparison, but it’s like the people who made them never bothered to properly analyze things. It’s like they were doing chemistry but stopped at discovering the elements and never went any further down, simply based all further discoveries and research on that level.”

I was surrounded by scientists. The shocked and dismayed sounds they all made at the idea were both embarrassing and comforting. Even Ryota made a slightly crowing laugh rather than calling it a lie.

“One of the things I want to do is figure out how and why these spells are doing things,” I continued grimly. “My predecessors were gravely lax in figuring some stuff out. We understand some parts, but other things were just hand waved as ‘this is how you cast spell X, spell X does this’ without any deeper understanding of the principles and procedures. When I found out the ‘lighten load’ spell actually affected gravity-

“WHOA! TIME OUT!” Chie burst out, surprisingly loud. She rounded on me instantly. “Did you just say affected gravity?” she asked in a strained voice.

Oh fuck. “Um, yes?” I admitted weakly.

We all proceeded to watch as Chie had a little moment. Over the next minute or so. She went from literally rolling on the floor one moment, to punching the air the next, to hyperventilating against the wall the moment after that. It was almost kind of cute. None of us felt like commentating on it though, I’d had a similar enough moment when I’d first realized that nearly two years ago, and everyone else in the room was also a little stunned as they grappled with the idea we could affect gravity in any sort of workable way, finally being able to treat it as a practical variable instead of a merely theoretical one. And we weren’t physicists. Sure, humanity could vary the effect of gravity in a manner of ways. But the complications and hoops we had to jump through to manage even that much-

Finally, Chie managed to pull herself together enough (sort of) to round on me again, grab me by the throat of my shirt and demand “GRAVITY?!”

“If you have a force meter and a weight, I could show you,” I said in a very small voice.

She began to look around for them frantically.

“Weights we have in the room,” Professor Ichikawa suggested faintly. “But a force meter-”

Chie tore out the door.

“If you’re lying-“ Ryota began dangerously, managing to sound threatening even with his high voice.

This time I interrupted him. “How the hell do you think I felt when I first discovered it?” I said throwing my hands up in the air. “I was doing the experiment as a formality! Trying to cross that off the list! I never fucking expected to find out we’d been messing around with fucking gravity all this time!”

“And that’s why we make sure not to assume anything,” Professor Ichikawa noted. “Always do your due diligence and make sure you know what’s actually happening.”

Before anyone could say anything else we heard the sound of rapidly approaching footsteps. Chie burst back into the room, apparently having found a supply cabinet with a simple force meter somewhere, thrust it upon me, and demanded “GIVE!”

Instantly understanding she meant for me to give her a demonstration (and terrified what might happen if I begged off) I took it and gave her a brief run through and demonstration of my first experiments. I showed how the force of gravity on the weight remained the same with most spells, with even greater relative forces at times depending on the direction and spell I was using, but that once I used the ‘lighten load’ spell…

Chie stared at the meter hovering around zero, enraptured.

“One of the key things,” I said, uncomfortably worried I’d missed something, “is that no matter how high I turn up the spell I’m not getting any lift out of it. The equivalent amount of power into that ‘telekinesis’ spell you saw earlier could propel it like a bullet. But this just makes it float in the air as relative gravity nears zero.”

“How do we know you’re not just lifting the force meter as well?” Ryota asked. It was still pretty suspicious, but a ghost of how bad it had been previously.

“You don’t, but what would be the point?” I shot back, more tired than annoyed at this point.

“Still, an important point to consider,” Professor Ichikawa interceded, playing peacemaker. “When we proceed with the experiment publicly that has to be accounted for. This is why you have to establish the basis of this new energy first. Especially how to detect and monitor it.”

Okay, maybe not just playing peacemaker, I reflected grudgingly. That was actually a good point, and a good reminder we had a lot of groundwork to do before we could get on to even this level.

Officially, at least.

“How’s it doing that?” Chie asked, never taking her eyes off the display.

I made a frustrated noise. “Don’t ask!” I said emphatically.

Everyone turned to look at me.

I sighed. “I’ve made some progress,” I admitted, “isolating the sigils that manipulate gravity and starting to work with them. But how they manipulate gravity…”

I hesitated to say anything, not wanting to embarrass myself in front of my seniors. Too much of what I had was pretty speculative, and I was kind of worried that soon I was going to have a teacher give me an important piece of knowledge or perspective that I’d missed, and do it in only a 200 or 300 level course. I feared revealing my ignorance. But the varying degrees of curiosity, impatience, and hostility suggested I’d better go on.

“I think the spell is manipulating gravitons,” I said carefully. “But the implications of even that much-“

“Gravitons? Really?” Chie looked at me, eyes aglow.

“Maybe,” I emphasized cautiously. “I really hate speculating about what I’ve gotten so far. But some of the things I’ve seen… it’s less disturbing if it’s gravitons when compared to anything else.”

“What do you mean less disturbing?” Ryota asked suspiciously.

I couldn’t even be offended this time. “Remind me to show you some footage of my previous experiments. If you can figure out what happened with them I’ll be grateful. Right now I suspect something like the graviton equivalent of an electrical discharge occurred-“

“Whoa, whoa, whoa. What?”

“Yeah, how do you think I felt?” I asked feelingly. “Anyway, there could have been a half dozen other explanations, but I’ve been very cautious about pursuing those experiments without a bunch more safety measures than I actually had. And right now I’m leaning towards it being gravitons, and that they don’t behave exactly like we think they do.”

Chie was practically giddy with excitement. Ryota just muttered “I don’t believe this.”

I sighed, dug around in my backpack, and pressed something on him. “Here.”

He took it, blinking. “What’s this?”

“This is what happens when you fold mana into aluminum in a way similar to how carbon is folded into iron to create steel,” I replied with only a hint of smugness as I took my revenge upon him. “I call it mithril.”

Kiyoto snorted and quickly looked away, obviously familiar enough with fantasy to recognize the name offhand. Ryota just stared at the impossibly light block in his hand.

“It drives me absolutely nuts, how it does what it does, so why don’t you take a crack at it? Why don’t you put it through its paces? If you can give me a perfectly normal explanation for everything: great! I’ll sleep better at night having some of this explained at last! It’s a great chance for you to prove that at best I’m being a credulous idiot who’s jumping to conclusions, and at worst I’m an active fraudster trying to pull the wool over everyone’s eyes. Have at it.”

Technically speaking, that wasn’t quite his field. He was close, but a real materials engineer or chemist probably would have been insulted by the comparison. However, he was a good 90% of the way there, and probably a little bit more on the basics. The cracks in his original denial were already starting to show, he was skeptical but not so hardheaded as to completely deny the evidence right in front of his eyes. He knew he could probably do the job too. So, between his determination to prove me a liar, and his honest scientific curiosity, he wasn’t going to turn down the challenge.

“Before you do that,” Kiyoto interrupted. “I want to get a picture or two of your hand. Then we’ll let Mamoru-san run his, uh, healing spell on you-“

I couldn’t tell which of us wanted to cringe more upon hearing that term.

“-and we’ll see what sort of effect it has.”

Ryota looked worried for a moment, then his expression firmed. “Alright then,” he said as he looked at me, a touch of defiance in his eyes, “challenge accepted.”

We shook on it (awkwardly, as Ryota avoided his burned hand), and then Ryota and Kiyoto wandered a little further away.

“What’s so special about it anyway?” Kiyoto asked him more casually. “And you should put it down so I can do this.”

Ryota responded by putting the block of mithril down in mid-air, and watching in satisfaction as Kiyoto watched its slow fall in stupefaction. “What the hell?” he muttered.

I glanced from that, to Chie still studying the floating block like it was a holy relic, to Professor Ichikawa monitoring all the chaos with an expression of satisfaction, to me standing in the middle of everything still holding my staff.

This is going to be interesting, I reflected, my mental voice heavy with irony.
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“So,” Kiyoto asked carefully as several of us approached our new base of operations.  “Does anyone know why it’s called the Renfa Research Room?”

“Oh, thank god,” Chie muttered feelingly.  “It’s not just me.”

“No idea,” I admitted.  “I just assumed I didn’t know as much about the naming conventions as I thought I did.”  From what little I knew, most rooms took the name of their supervising professor.  A few did something different, or had a legacy name from a particularly famous project or prof that had worked there once, but I didn’t think that applied here.  The use of Renfa puzzled me too, but I figured it must be some sort of strange edge case.

“Well, we’ll find out eventually,” Kiyoto shrugged awkwardly, but there was a little less tension as we headed up to our mutual appointment.

It was early the next day.  Professor Ichikawa had told us there’d be a meeting first thing in the morning and we were all on our way for it.  Now that everyone had gotten a chance to wrap their head around everything, think about some of the implications, and then sleep off the shock,  we were ready to get down to some serious planning.  Chie, Kiyoto, and I had run into each other just a little outside the building.

I hope they don’t blame me for this, I thought awkwardly, a little embarrassed.  I wasn’t completely sure, but I had a feeling the timing for this meeting was to work around my classes.  The meeting was at 6:30 am.  Kiyoto was holding a big cup of coffee, Chie was struggling not to yawn, and I’d caved in to the stress and was using the ‘awake’ spell for the moment, not daring to be half-asleep at such an important time.

It might be Professor Ichikaw’s classes too, I thought to myself hopefully.  But, from what little I knew, all three of the grad students’ schedules were wide open in that respect.  And I doubted they appreciated having to wake up at Aoth only knew when in order to make it to this..

(They were willing of course!  They were people who’d already made it to Tokyo U and graduated, this was nothing!  But there was a big difference between could do it and wanted to do it.  And I was pretty sure I knew where this fell.)

I was a bit surprised not to see Ryota when we stepped out onto our floor.  “What, he’s really not here?” I emoted in mild surprise.  It was unlikely he was inside the room already, it should have been locked and we were only getting our keys today.

Kiyoto turned to look at me.  “Go easy on him,” Kiyoto suggested, clearly conflicted about speaking.  “Apparently his great-grandmother died after she got taken advantage of by a supposed astrologist.”

I winced visibly, apparently I’d let some of my own resentment slip into that statement and Kiyoto had felt compelled to comment.  That one fact went a long way to me recontextualizing Ryota’s stubborn reaction yesterday, if his family had already suffered at the hands of one those deceptive frauds it was no wonder he was terrified of being fooled again.  Especially at the start of his scientific career.

“How’d you know?” Chie asked, barely stifling another yawn.

“He let it slip while I was looking at his hand,” Kiyoto admitted.

“Well, it explains a lot,” I sighed as we reached the door.  “He was still too stubborn and closedminded, but it’s hard to blame him for that.  I’ll try to keep that in mind.”

An additional “assuming he even comes back” died unsaid upon my lips as, much to my surprise the door opened, and we found Ryota asleep on a mattress within the room.

Professor Ichikawa was waiting quietly beside the door on the inside.  He instantly made himself known, made a shushing sound, and led us back outside.  “We’ll give him a few more minutes,” he said softly, once the door was closed again.  “Besides, I want to see if he was careful enough to set his alarm before he collapsed.”

“He should have set it a few minutes earlier,” I said, a little inanely.  It was already 6:24, if he was going to wake up I figured he should have done so already.

“What happened?” Kiyoto asked, a little more sensibly, while Chie continued to blink in a combination of confusion and sympathy (and probably a little envy) for her fellow tired student.

The professor gave him a tiny smile.  “About what you’d expect.  When confronted with the mystery of Mamoru-san’s new material, Ryota threw himself into trying to make sense of it.  I left him at around eleven last night, warning him this could happen if he wasn’t careful.  I don’t know how late he actually worked, but I am a little impressed he managed to sleep here.  It wasn’t his best choice, but it was better than doing nothing.”

I wanted to make a comment about that being a little unhealthy, or too shortsighted over the long run, but I wasn’t that hypocritical.  I’d gotten too involved in projects and discoveries and then gone too late too many times, even if I’d never gone this far.

Ahem!  My conscience reminded me pointedly.  Remember that time with Sato Gota?  Discovering it was 4:44am, and that you still had to do some cleanup and preparation work on top of that?  Are you really going to claim Ryota’s acting any differently?

I flinched again at that memory.  Especially when I realized Ryota at least had the excuse he didn’t have to go to school the next day.  The early morning meeting was arguably more important, but after he got through that he had a more legitimate period within which he could sleep.  That was a lot better than I’d done.

We were interrupted by the sound of an alarm going off inside the lab and Ryota struggling to rise.

“6:26,” Professor Ichikawa noted, checking his own device, “not bad.  Still pretty optimistic, but I’ve seen students do worse.”  He looked at Chie, “you might want to come in last, just in case he’s being overly ambitious.”

Before any of us could ask any questions the Professor was opening the door and striding through energetically.  “Good morning, Ryota-san!  How are you doing today?”

Both Kiyoto and I paused a moment, but followed the professor as Ryota tried to muffle some startled and embarrassed swears.  He was bright red with embarrassment as he tried to fold up the mattress and put it to the side.

Still yesterday’s clothes I see, I noted without judgement.  They’re looking a bit rumpled after he’s slept in them, but they’re still serviceable.

(The self-aware part of me which knew I had no fashion sense snorted in derision at that evaluation.)

No sign of him trying to change them, I guess that’s what the professor meant by suggesting Chie should come in last.  That would have been pretty cruel to the both of them.  And despite Professor Ichikawa’s deliberately high energy, clearly looking to make a point or two, he didn’t seem to want to set up that sort of stupid anime trope.

Damn, I realized suddenly, given how they only met yesterday it really would have been that trope, wouldn’t it?  It would only have been more blatant if it was Chie doing it instead of Ryota, and then she got flustered and surprised by our entry, then probably proceeded to fall against one of us boobs first.

I was mostly just relieved we weren’t about to live anything like that out in real life.  Instead, Professor Ichikawa continued to cheerfully lecture a furiously blushing Ryota as the young chemist frantically cleaned up.  “Less than five minutes was far too little time if you were hoping to be undetected,” the prof continued tolerantly, “I was here nearly ten minutes ago and your fellow youngsters still made it in before you were awake.  I know you want to maximize your sleep if you’ve gotten into this situation, but you have to think ahead.  Even if-“

Man, I thought ruefully, that might be the best way to do it.  The Professor Ichikawa’s upbeat presentation was thoroughly embarrassing, but somehow drove everything home without being mortally humiliating.  And the fact he was doing so somehow glossed over the embarrassment of all of us coming in as well and then sitting down at the main table.  By the end of everything Ryota would be thoroughly chastised and educated, but it seemed like we’d all be in a good position to move on.

The research room itself was an interesting area.  There were essentially a set of desks/cubicles set up at one end of it, sort of like the reading desks you’d see in a library but a little bigger and more thoroughly separated.  These were obviously our main individual workspaces.  The other end, the one near the door where Ryota had deployed his mattress, had two short couches arranged in an L shape along with a coffee table in what was obviously more of an informal rest/break area.  Along one of the long side walls was a continuous whiteboard, currently empty except for a bunch of what was clearly Ryota’s scribbles and notes at the near end.  And the large area in the middle of the room was designed to be more modular and flexible.  Currently, two large tables occupied it and one was surrounded by the room’s desk chairs.  A few supply cabinets rested on the opposite wall, but they were mostly empty and waited to be filled.

Correction, I noted as Ryota carefully put the mattress away into one of them, and saw some assorted beakers and measuring devices there already, we’re already working on that.

Ryota took his seat, still blushing, but as he did so he muttered.  “Okay, okay.  You were right,” without quite facing me.

“Sorry, what?” I asked in surprise.

“I said you were right,” Ryota admitted, still taking care not to actually look at me despite sitting just to my left.  “That stuff is weird as hell, and something has obviously interacted it in an unknown way to change its fundamental properties in an unnatural way.  Some of it being out of this dimension is about the only way that stupid thing works.”

“THANK YOU!” I emoted instantly, which I think surprised everyone at the table.  “I was starting to think I’d gone nuts settling on that!  I was half hoping there was a more rational explanation for it but I’m glad I wasn’t just missing something too obscure.”

Ryota looked a little unsettled by my vehement agreement.  “No,” he said cautiously.  “The properties… they just don’t match up.  There’s no way it should be that hard and that durable while barely being denser than the surrounding air.  I suppose that matter in it could be… de-gravitized.”

I have to admit, I didn’t seriously think about that one, I thought.  Meanwhile, across from us, Chie perked up a little at that word.

“But that’s dancing around the point, some of the matter seems to be there, somehow, but it’s not interacting with the world in the way it should be.  About the only option is…” he trailed off, making a sour expression, as he struggled to say it.

“That some of its mass and structure is displaced somewhere, and the only logical explanation is another dimension,” I finished in frustration.  “And the fact that I just used the phrase ‘logical explanation’ with that makes me want to beat my head against the table!  And that’s what I’ve been working with all these years.  And that’s with a nice, solid, piece of material to work with.  You do NOT want to think about what the hell is happening with the size changing spells!”

“With the whatsit now?” Kiyoto asked incredulously from the other side of the table.

“The size changing spells,” I rubbed my forehead pre-emptively.  I knew of them, and I could figure out the basic theory behind them, but I’d strenuously avoided testing them to try and keep from having an aneurysm.  “The shrinking ones seem to displace mass somewhere else, that’s almost reasonable.  But the growth ones… the extra mass has to come from somewhere and I’m trying not to think too closely about that and what the hell it means!  They’re expensive in terms of mana, but they’re nowhere near enough to equal constant squared!”

Chie sucked in a shocked breath and started blinking rapidly as her brain fired off and she thought about all the implications of that.

“Surely it’s just altering something?” Ryota asked, although he started to look a little twitchy himself as he realized just what he’d said.

“And if it was only inorganics, I could accept that,” I said bitterly, “but it’s supposed to work on people too.  And I’m freaking terrified of how-“

Professor Ichikawa coughed.

I instantly shut up and sat at attention.

Professor Ichikawa smiled at the group of us and began.  “And now you’re all starting to realize what we’re working with here.  Mamoru-san’s ‘mana’ is going to be a revelation for the world as a whole, if we can somehow figure out a way to present it scientifically.”

“Proving magic is real,” Kiyoto sighed.  “That’s going to be tough.”

“Ah!” I held up a finger and corrected him, wanting to nip that in the bud immediately.  “An energy previously unknown to science is real, and this energy can be manipulated to reliably perform feats that were previously considered to be supernatural.”

There was a moment of silence around the table, the professor simply smiling and giving us all silent encouragement.

Kiyoto blinked a few times and then sighed again, this time ruefully.  “I’m going to have to get used to saying that to other people in a year or two, aren’t I?”

“Well, probably a bit longer than that,” I admitted.  “I doubt we’re going to be anywhere near revealing the truth that quickly.  But pretty much, yeah.”

“So we’re lying to people?” Chie asked quietly.

“Somewhat,” Professor Ichikawa replied gently.  “It’s a more complex situation than usual.  Mostly we’re going to be waiting on evidence to back up our claims, and to make sure that the scientific community as a whole actually listens to our claims we’re only going to be dribbling them out slowly and carefully.  On top of that, well, I think I should let Mamoru-san try and explain it.”

“We’re still figuring a lot of this stuff out,” I said more seriously.  After so many years, and more than a little discussion with Professor Ichikawa, I knew what he was referring to.  And I was still refining the precise idea after all this time, it was unfair of me to ask him to communicate it to anyone else.  “You just heard me talking about how weird magic was, right?  Well, that’s the problem.  Even if I could make these grandiose claims, I wouldn’t.  There are way too many assumptions and inadequately understood parts of magic.  Parts of it are pretty well solved, parts of it deserve as much respect as any other science.  Other parts though…”  I shook my head.  “Other parts are just as stupid, superstitious, and ill thought out as Ryota claimed.”

Ryota looked at me sourly, but reluctantly kept his mouth shut.  But he seemed to be truly listening this time, and I took heart from that.

“We need to start untangling this mess,” I told them sincerely.  “Start looking at it rationally and methodically.  And that’s going to be tough.  We’re basically going to be starting in the middle.”

“In the middle?” Kiyoto asked, confused.

Professor Ichikawa smile was a mix of ruefulness, good humor, and a little sadness.  “Mamoru-san has a ton of practical knowledge about… I’ll refer to it as magic this time, but we have to be very careful about that.  In any case, he has a library’s worth of knowledge about the subject.  Unfortunately, it’s an ancient library.”

“What I know is cracked, flawed,” I said frankly.  “And we have no idea where those flaws are ahead of time.  Think of what your own sciences knew about a hundred, a hundred and fifty years ago.  Think about how much of it was right, how much of it was partially right, and how much of it was completely wrong or had dangerous gaps.”

There were a lot of sighs, winces, and rueful expressions around the table as we all thought about how far we’d come.  “But that just means you’d be behind us,” Kiyoto suggested hopefully.  “Not what you seem to be describing.”

“Okay.  But now imagine that your fields had tried to ignorantly push ahead on those principles, not changing things.  And that they’d mostly succeeded.  Somehow.” I rolled my own eyes as yet another analogy got away from me, “yes, I know that’s even more unrealistic than magic, but work with me here.  Pretend that they managed to get practical results and simply forced them into the existing theories and beliefs through the most convoluted ways possible.”

Chie fought down a snort.  I suspected she did so because there were some that believed that’s sort of what was happening with physics.  It wasn’t nearly as bad as some of the detractors suggested, or at least I didn’t think so.  But when you had to come up with dark matter to balance your equations there were obviously some big X factors out there left to explore, and a strong possibility that physicists were going to be revisiting at least a few chunks of the field for some pretty big revisions.

“And now imagine that your predecessors had been simultaneously lazy about digging down into the underlying basis,” I continued a little ruefully.  “That they decided ‘well, that’s good enough.  No reason to look any further down, we absolutely understand the most basic components of our universe.’  Even though they’d barely scratched the surface.”

“That’s what we’re looking at here,” I finished, struck by mad amusement.  “I’m basically trying to convert an advanced knowledge of ancient herbology into modern biology and chemistry in a world that doesn’t have those.  There’s some really useful information there, stuff that could save lives and make people’s everyday existence better.  But there’s also plenty of stupid assumptions, completely mistaken interpretations, and missing pieces.  If it can all be properly converted and analyzed it’ll be amazing.  Whereas if we just try to import it wholesale it’ll probably do as much harm as good. And that’s if it was even accepted, because any halfway reasonable scientist would be understandably skeptical about all the contradictions and gaps.”

“We’ll work on that comparison before we write any papers,” Professor Ichikawa noted blandly, saying a lot without actually using any words.

I sighed and slumped down slightly in defeat.

“And that starts with the basics,” he continued.  “What is mana?  How do we manipulate it?  Where is it?  Is it safe to use?  What can we prove we can do with it, scientifically?”

“So how do we start going about that?”

Professor Ichikawa looked at us all, obviously trying to prompt a response.

“I guess I’m on the ‘safe to use it’ team,” Kiyoto began after a moment, his properly caffeinated brain working a little quicker than the rest of ours.  “I can start a series of tests, start monitoring everyone’s vitals, seeing what mana use and exposure does to a person.  I’m not a doctor, but the basics of this are pretty straightforward.”

“Good!  Try to see if you can’t figure out the ‘how’s’ of how Mamoru-san’s manipulating it too, come up with a hypothesis or two about the mechanics.  It doesn’t matter if it’s not right, you’re probably going to have a few false starts before you get anything.  But if it’s a possible starting point it at least shows we’re trying and not simply writing the subject off as ‘it’s an unsolvable mystery of the universe’.  And who knows?  Between the two of you we might stumble onto the answer sooner than we think.  It’s important that we try.”

Fat chance of that, I found myself thinking.  I instantly recognized what that was and began to castigate myself.  Oh no you don’t!  That’s exactly the sort of un-thinking that led to this whole mess in the first place!  Yeah, it’s unlikely we’re going to find anything, but thinking that it’s impossible-

Thankfully, my thoughts were interrupted by Chie speaking out.  “I’m not sure how much use I’m going to be.  You say we still need a way to detect this stuff?”

I nodded and refocused on the people around the table.  “Scientifically at least.  I can detect it just fine.  And I’ve got a couple of ways that might work, but they all use magic.  All of that…”

Chie nodded.  “Even if we could explain it, that would raise all sorts of questions.  I don’t want to be attached to any sort of paper where we’re telling everyone ‘Trust us, the numbers we’re giving you are real.’  Okay then,” she took a deep breath and her gaze finally hardened.  “I guess I’m trying to come up with a way to detect this stuff.  I’ll have you manipulate and move it around in front of a bunch of detectors.  All the usual suspects: thermal, EMF, infrared… And I can work on indirect methods.  You said you collected it in containers?”

“Yes.  Sort of.”

She nodded.  “I’ll try weighing the containers, see if the basic methods work.”

“Oh, good idea,” Kiyoto chimed in.  “I’ve got to remember to do that too!”

That won’t work… will it?  I frowned slightly.  I didn’t think it would work.  But if we were really going down to the nanogram scale…

She frowned a little.  “I’m going to have to offer some proofs about behaviour too, aren’t I?  You said this stuff tends to get blocked by most materials in the modern world?”

“That’s what I think, yes,” I said, being a little more careful in my claims around an actual scientist.

“If we set up a few of your collectors around campus, then measure how much they collect in each area, that should give us something to work with.”

Holy shit!  I hadn’t dared think I could ask for that yet.  But if Chie was right, we could easily make it part of the starting experiments.

She frowned a little deeper.  “Do we even have a measurement for this stuff?  And are we really calling mana?”

“I’m open to better suggestions.  But…” I hated saying this in front of this crowd, but I forced myself forward.  “It is what it is.  I’m used to thinking of it like that, it’s probably going to occur to most people when they’re told about it.  And, well, I’m probably going to end up credited as it’s discoverer.  And if the abbreviation is already going to end up as ‘Mats’ or ‘Mams’…” I grinned in embarrassment, obvious to everyone I was gritting my teeth.

There was a moment of silence, then Kiyoto sighed.  “Someone always gets the credit,” he said philosophically.  “Electricity existed before the volt and the watt.  Mana splits the difference more equitably than usual.”

“I think we want to avoid using that in any official communications for a while though,” Professor Ichikawa noted thoughtful.  “Still… you are right about how we might be able to slip that abbreviation in gradually.”

“Okay then, how about measurement?” Chie suggested.

“Well, I’ve got something,” I admitted reluctantly.  “And it’s not bad, but it’s not great either.”

Everyone looked at me.  “What’s that mean?” Ryota asked, summing up all their feelings.

“I call it the thoth.  And it isn’t a bad measurement, I tried to keep it as metric as possible.  But it needs some verification.  And even if it does work, I’m a little worried it’ll end up more like horsepower or Fahrenheit rather than meters or joules.”

“It’s the amount of mana naturally containable in a cubic decimeter of mithril,” I added hastily.

Everyone around the table leaned back thoughtfully.

“Is that consistent?” Professor Ichikawa asked after some thought.

“Shockingly so,” I said ruefully.  “Mithril is-“  I paused a long moment.  “Mithril has been driving me nuts for a lot longer than it has Ryota-san, but that seems to be one of it’s stronger points.”

“How do we measure that?” Ryota asked, not so calmly.

“That’s… something I’m still working on,” I admitted.  “At least, if you don’t want to include the phrase ‘trust me’ or ‘enchanted equipment’.”

“Argh,” Ryota said it softly but feelingly.

“Ryota-san, that’s probably going to start with you,” the Professor noted with some good humor.  “Work with Mamoru and see if there isn’t a way.  If you don’t have any objections, I want you starting on the material side of all the substances Mamoru-san’s working with.  Try to figure out how and why this mana is interacting with it.  Especially the collectors, that’ll work nicely with Chie’s attempts to detect mana.  If you can discover a way the mana is changing it, and quantify the rates and amounts, we’ll have a proper detection method.”

“And you’ll have a tool named after you,” Kiyoto noted, only half joking.

Ryota looked suddenly thoughtful.

“And that is going to be the purpose of these meetings,” Professor Ichikawa declared, finally looking very serious.  “We’ll work out the best time, but once a week we all need to get together, have a status update, and coordinate properly.  I know it seems like bureaucratic busywork, and sometimes that’s all it’s going to be.  That’s frustrating, but we’re not going to stop having them because other times it’s going to be an important chance to step back, look at where we are, and figure out how the whole project is going.  Especially when we get deeply involved in our own areas and fail to realize how different parts will interact.”

“That’s going to be especially important with this project.  Because, despite the problems it’s going to cause, we’re going to simultaneously be going up and down.”

All of us looked a bit confused, but the elder scientist just smiled tolerantly at us.  “I know you aren’t going to ignore all the more interesting and exciting experiments Mamoru-san is looking at.  Ryota-san’s already obsessing over mithril, and Chie-san’s drawn to all the potential behind Mamoru-san’s gravity magic.”

Chie wiggled uncomfortably in her chair and Ryota looked away.

“I should probably chastise you for that, to tell you to be more patient, but I’m not.  It’s not brilliant science, but it’s very human.  And I trust you all to work appropriately.  By working that way, knowing when to keep things separate and when to use what you learn, I’m hoping you’ll make quicker progress.  That you’ll be able to connect what you learn on the higher, more focused applications back to the basic principles.”

“That’s not a great plan,” Kiyoto murmured, obviously reluctant to say it but feeling it had to be said.

“Not usually,” Professor Ichikawa agreed.  “In fact, the only reason I think it’s such a reasonable idea is that we haven’t had a field in this position in a long while.  Usually we have a much more advanced and developed base of knowledge to work from, and that’s the responsible thing to use.  And when we don’t, usually so much is unknown that our only option is to work from what little we have.  But this is more like what we chemists had to work with around the 1700s, where there was so much practical work from the alchemists that we hadn’t demystified and fully integrated with our theories and practices.  Ignoring that information when it was practical to use was foolhardy, so we used it.  Just like then, things are going to be messy.  We’ll just have to struggle through.”

“And if I forbid you to look at the higher stuff at all,” he added with a hint of tolerant humor.  “Then I have a sneaking suspicion you’ll either ignore me or rush through the earlier work just a little too carelessly in order to get what you want to.  I’ve worked with grad students for many years, children.  I know you’re good, but I know if I dangle a temptation like that in front of you for a long time then sooner or later at least one or two of you will crack.”

He gave the three grad students a measuring look.  “And I also expect you to keep up work on your own projects.  It’s alright to get a little distracted by these shiny new discoveries, but I do not want you to forget what you’ve worked towards for so long.  Get it out of your systems, I’ll be loose about discipline for a week or two for Ryota and pass the word to your own advisors, make excuses about some intensive work at the start of a project.  But after that I expect you to settle down and work towards your own research.  If you want to be acknowledged as professors you’re going to need papers under your own names.  And it’s going to be at least a decade before they can involve terms like ‘mana’ before you can use them to advance.”

Well, hopefully a little less than that, I thought a little selfishly, thinking of my own potential doctorate.

***

“Okay, now one last thing, and this one’s a little unusual,” Professor Ichikawa declared after we’d bounced ideas, procedures, and plans back and forth for nearly an hour.

What, like everything else was normal?  I could practically hear the same thought echoing across the brain of every student at the table.  It probably varied a little from person to person, but I was pretty sure the sentiment was darn near universal.

“Data safety and security.”

Despite ourselves, we all sat up a little straighter and regretted our previous thoughts.

The professor looked at us grimly.  “It is vitally important for both the future of this project and yourselves that you take data safety even more seriously than usual.  On the practical side, you’re going to tank this project’s legitimacy and ability to get anything done if even a garbled whiff of the word ‘magic’ escapes in the next few years.  I want to emphasize this strongly, if the rumor spreads that we’re dealing with magic, or anything supernatural, then this project is going to be laughed at and derided.  People will start to develop a twisted idea within their heads, and all too few of them are going to listen to what we’re actually saying.”

The irony that we were working with magic, and that what we would be saying would only be a small, gentle fraction of the whole truth, was not lost on us.  Not even in the face of the horrifying picture Professor Ichikawa was painting.

“If it comes up, it’s alright to admit we’re investigating what seems to be a new type of energy.  If anyone bothers to pay attention or remember then that will only make them more receptive to our discoveries as we slowly release them.  The words ‘mana’ and ‘magic’ are to never make an appearance.  If they do, and they start to spread, there is every chance this project will be canceled.”

“Similarly, you need to start being careful about where you store your research and take adequate precautions.  It is unlikely we’re going to face any real degree of espionage,” Professor Ichikawa smirked slightly, “but you never know.  If the idea we’re working with a new type of energy spreads then that might actually happen. I can think of several professors and groups would start snooping around in that case, looking to either steal our research or try to profit from any discoveries.”

I think all of us were surprised at the thought, but it was almost a greater surprise to realize I wasn’t shocked when he put it like that.  That sort of academic espionage and industrial profiteering wasn’t usual, but it wasn’t unknown either.  I knew of several controversies and questionable cases from around the University where it seemed like a professor’s research had been stolen.  Nothing definitively proven, but I’d have bet on more of them being right than false accusations.

Professor Ichikawa waited a few moments to see if any of us were going to make shocked denials, then seemed pleased when we didn’t.  “It’s unlikely,” he continued reasonably, “and I don’t see it happening for a while yet, assuming it happens at all.  But we won’t know when it will start until it’s too late, and it would be a huge pain to change habits and procedures in the middle of everything.  We’re going to start serious and then continue that way.  I’ll be going over proper procedures soon and I expect you to follow them the same way you would any lab safety requirements.”

“I… might have a few things to add to that,” I admitted reluctantly.  “Maybe.”

The rest of the table gave me an assortment of looks: curiosity and confusion from Chie and Kiyoto, a little bit of suspicion from Ryota (completely earned this time, given how I was acting), and cool evaluation from Professor Ichikawa.  I couldn’t help but squirm a little, especially given what I was thinking.  I didn’t really believe I could add much to whatever the professor had planned for our physical precautions.  That meant, as much as I tried to deny it, I was thinking about geasses and spells of compulsion.

Only minor ones! I protested to myself.  And only if they’re willing!  It wasn’t a truly bad idea, judicious use of those could prevent minor, accidental slips of the tongue.  Cases where a word or two slipped out when you were discussing your day with your family or friends and got a little ahead of yourself.  But it would be using magic on their brains, and constricting their free will.  I was unpracticed, and these people were supposed to be my comrades.  That idea didn’t sit well with me.

“We’ll discuss it later,” Professor Ichikawa declared calmly.  “That might be important.  Especially since I’m afraid we might be facing outside resistance and repression.  There are rumors of a governmental organization or branch whose duty is to keep the supernatural a secret.”

“So that’s why no one knows anything!” Ryota squeaked, startled.

To my surprise, Kiyoto just snorted in response.  “Don’t kid yourself.  That’s on humanity, we’re blind and stupid.”

“Not that stupid,” Ryota fired back, “surely we’d have noticed.”

Kiyoto gave him a pitying look.  “How often do you think of the microscopic world?  Or all the insects around us, the mini but absolutely real biome under our feet?  How often do you actually pay attention to it despite how it interacts with us?  How often do you see the various species of animals we know share the city with us?  Humanity is great at putting aside anything it doesn’t want to think about.  If supernatural factors aren’t an obvious and big part of our everyday lives then it’s no wonder we haven’t paid any attention.”

Huh, must have touched one of his nerves there, I noted with a touch of curiosity.  I was familiar with that sort of passionate mini-rant, I had a couple myself (such as whenever an idiot thought magic was ‘special’ in some way) so it wasn’t hard to recognize the signs.  It was kind of interesting seeing it from the outside, I wondered where Kiyoto’s sensitive points were.

“There’s something to both sides there,” Professor Ichikawa declared frankly.  “This ‘Bureau’ is certainly responsible for helping keep people in the dark.  However, that’s only possible, and probably not too much of a challenge, thanks to humanity’s own bad habits.  But their apparent existence adds another X factor to everything that we have to keep in mind.”

“Wait a second, Bureau?” Chie asked skeptically.

“It’s the only name we have,” I admitted apologetically.  “And I’ve got no idea how accurate it actually is.”

“Are we going to get into trouble over this?” Ryota asked uncomfortably, though he was mostly just voicing everyone else’s thoughts.

“Unlikely,” the professor declared firmly.  “Especially not if we’re smart and patient.  If we move slowly, gradually releasing our information through proper channels, then we’ll be fine.  They’ll pay us no notice, and by the time we’ve reached a point that might worry them it should be too late.  We’ll be too well established and any sort of attempt to interfere with us will only raise more interest and awareness than it represses.”

Chie and Ryota looked relieved.  Kiyoto was more skeptical.  Huh, interesting, I thought, noting the other big guy’s reaction.

“That is if we’re quiet about this,” the professor emphasized again.  “If we were to scream from the rooftops ‘we’re researching magic!’ I’d expect them to do something about it.  And we’re not sure how serious they are about monitoring software.  So I want to emphasize this again, no posting about this on social media.  No texting that involves words like mana or magic, not even amongst your team members.  Sooner or later that will come back to bite you.”

“Now,” he finished firmly, “hopefully this is just an old scientist going a little senile, getting a little too paranoid and overprotective about what looks like it will be the most important project he’ll ever be attached to.  Hopefully I’m just instilling good habits into you so that in the future you’ll be prepared for the one time in your whole lives this will actually be a threat.  But no one wants to find out they’re wrong.  And, for this project, data safety is probably going to be just as important and practical a precaution as the eye-wash station.”

“Now then, let’s do some science.”
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“You have got to be kidding me.”

Kiyoto was the one to say it, and his tone was almost conversational, but you could sense all three of them were thinking it. After all, it was the normal reaction when confronted with the reality that was the Meiko family home.

“Yeah,” I sighed, and then automatically proceeded with what was turning into my normal response, “that was about my reaction the first time too.”

Except mine was worse because I didn’t have anyone to make any introductions, I added a little more honestly inside my head. They seemed to be doing a little better than I was, but I doubted any of the three would have been willing to suddenly cold call on the Meiko family either.

I’d say follow my lead, except I don’t want to screw them up, I thought wryly as I stepped up to the gates. I had a feeling that the Meiko employees had gotten desensitized to me over time, and I did not want them being set off by anyone on my new… team.

I was still getting used to that thought, especially since I was something approaching a team leader, so I brushed it off and pushed the button for the intercom.

“Welcome to the Meiko estate, what brings you to the house of this noble family?”

“Matsuda Mamoru, on a business visit, accompanied by authorized guests,” I replied very carefully, trying not to screw things up by giving the standard response out of habit, it would be incorrect under the circumstances and set a great example for everyone.

“Understood, Matsuda-sama,” the security person on the other side, sounding a little more serious than usual. “Himeko-domo has explained the situation already. Please emphasize to your guests that their status is privileged, and may be revoked at any time.”

I heard someone behind me gulp.

“Understood. We’ll make a round of the collectors and then proceed to the gym.”

The connection cut off and the gates to the estate opened up.

“Alright then,” I said, almost adding ‘follow my lead’ despite my determination not to say it. “I’ll lead you around. Try not to get into trouble. The Meiko staff are professional, and pretty good natured, but they do take some time to warm up to outsiders.”

We all remained conspicuously silent as I made my way to the first collector. Chie was finally the first one to speak up, as she saw me transferring the mana between the collector and the travelling reservoir.

“So, how does that work exactly?” she asked with a frown. “Because all I’m seeing is you touching the two things.”

I took a nervous breath as I got up. “This… this is going to be an even stupider analogy than usual because you guys actually know the principles I’m discussing, know how what I’m saying doesn’t match up with reality. So… sorry.”

I heard Ryota mutter “oh, this is going to be good” under his breath, sounding a little bitter. After less than a week all three of them knew how bad I could be at this.

“Alright,” I started, fighting the urge to wince. “First things first: it works like itself. The reason I’m using bad analogies is because mana is strange. You know this already, and you’ve experienced this yourselves.”

All three of them nodded. After Kiyoto had collected everyone’s vital stats all three of them had tried basic mana manipulation, and they were proceeding to practice it with the intent of acquiring the equivalency of a grade school proficiency in it. Basically, we were going to try and train them up to the mystic version of basic crafting or basic first aid. As weird as that might have seemed it was a necessary part of the experiment.

First, it would be much needed evidence, proving that human manipulation of mana was safe. But it might also turn out to be a practical necessity. We were going to try to use strictly scientific tools whenever possible. And if we could use them exclusively, all the better. But at this point none of us thought that was going to be practical, not for everything. At some point, and on some occasions, we were probably going to have to use enchanted equipment. We hoped we could minimize it. Or, failing that, that we could use a long and complicated technological method to take a few verification measurements, a few data points to calibrate and prove what we were doing, and then use enchanted methods to take the rest more easily. Basically, that would be the equivalent of doing the complicated and verified equation longhand on occasion to verify the results your new machine provided were in agreement. But if we did any more than that we would pretty much be publishing fiction instead of scientific papers.

However, unlike Eiko and Himeko, the trio weren’t exactly skilled in any sort of training that would let them utilize enchanted equipment. At least, not half of things I was thinking of. Give me another ten years to idiotproof and simplify a design and I could probably come up with something a layman could use reliably. But that was ten years in the future. For now, they had to learn at least the basics of mana manipulation and use.

(Surprisingly, Ryota seemed to have the highest natural affinity for it, both in terms of talent and ‘physical’ ability. He wasn’t a jaw dropping genius or anything, but he would easily have been accepted for training back on Avalon, and maybe even with a minor scholarship or two. I was kind of curious to see how that would turn out.)

In the present, I continued my less-than-brilliant explanation. “Transferring mana like this… well, part of this is like being a conductive bridge, letting the electricity flow between sections. But it’s not that simple, you all know how mana doesn’t flow like that. So part of it is like inhaling a gas directly into your lungs, then turning around and exhaling all of it out into a different container.”

The expressions on all of their faces would have been priceless if I’d been trying to mess with the grad students’ heads. As it was, I fought down another sigh.

“You had me up until that last bit,” Kiyoto said carefully.

“Yeah, that one feels…” Ryota was polite enough to stop and search for a better word than ‘stupid’.

“I sort of get what your saying,” Chie was a bit more restrained. “But… really?”

“Okay, it sucks. But you get the point right? It’s a combination of physical effort and conductivity, leaning towards effort, but not quite either.”

“Okay, that makes it clearer,” Kiyoto emphasized.

I sighed. “I also wanted to point out that for best results you had to practice and increase your physical capabilities,” I continued a little more gently. “Hence the lung comparison: someone could increase their lung capacity, breath control, and ability to work without oxygen. Handling mana’s not quite like that, that’s something closer to increasing your dexterity while decreasing your resistance, but it worked a lot better than anything I could come up with for electricity.”

There was a moment of silence.

“Okay, I can see where you were going,” Kiyoto said thoughtfully. “But I don’t think that presentation worked at all.”

“It is fascinating though,” Chie chimed a little more enthusiastically. “I mean, does that suggest to you guys what it might be? Because I’m having a hard time thinking of it as an energy with those properties.”

“It does sound more material, somehow, when you put it like that,” Ryota looked thoughtful.

“Huh.” Now I was a little more thoughtful too. Maybe I’m barking up the wrong tree after all. Is it more like matter? And perhaps that’s what’s down the extra dimensional axis?

“Keep in mind,” Chie was quick to point out. “That means nothing. It’s not proof. For all we know, mana’s simply a fifth state of matter. Or this is another exception that acts like multiple things at once.”

“You’re just-“ Ryota started to object. Then he remembered just what we were talking about, and grew silent again as he thought about it.

“I lean towards exception,” I said slowly. “Another case like light’s. Only instead of being a particle and a wave, mana is…” I waved my hand vaguely.

“Like this,” Kiyoto noted dryly.

“Yeah. But I’m also a little too close to the subject. I don’t trust my objectivity on this.”

“Well, at least you’re trying to experiment and figure it out,” Chie surprised me with how cheerful she was. Then again, she’s a physicist on the ground floor of a new type of energy, my subconscious inserted wryly. It’s easy to see why she might be enthusiastic. As if to verify that, she added. “Trust me, that puts you above all too many idiots who call themselves scientists. At least in my field.”

Ryota rolled his eyes. “That’s because most of the easy experiments have been done already. At this point, your guys’ important tests need facilities costing millions of dollars and take three nuclear power plants to run.”

He was exaggerating, but Chie shot back in a good-natured manner and the pair distracted themselves as we went through the rest of the collectors at the estate. After all, they weren’t exactly comfortable about what was coming next either.

***

I fought down some embarrassment as I came back out of the changing room in my workout clothes. I wasn’t sure why, but it felt weird to be doing it in front of my new… teammates.

I reluctantly looked at the trio of them, and felt oddly heartened by how odd they seemed to be feeling as well. It wasn’t too obvious, but if you looked it was easy to tell how they were a little more awkward and defensive about everything. Maybe it was just a matter of being ‘nerds’ deep in ‘jock’ territory, but it was there.

Himeko was doing her best to help, but she was hampered by all the obstacles. They didn’t know her yet, this was their first official introductions, and she was a little intimidating with her status and beauty. Especially when she was dressed in a judogi. It was great for getting people to take her seriously (or to get idiots to dismiss her as just ‘playing’, thankfully none of the three that Professor Ichikawa had chosen were anywhere near that dumb), but it was less useful for putting them at ease. Combine that with being at her very impressive house, and the fact that this was the first time they were dealing with the reality of magic in the real world with people who were outside their circle, and they were just too off balance and guarded to relax.

Well, mostly, I thought, oddly heartened to see Kiyoto and Dr. Yorozu talking. He still wasn’t comfortable, but unlike the other two he seemed to be getting there.

Eiko just smirked. “I remember when you used to be terrified of any sort of physical test,” she noted as she did a few final stretches. “Taking precaution after precaution to make sure people weren’t watching. Now you’re actually inviting people to join the audience.”

I sighed, but she was right. I tried to ignore that and focused on the newcomers. “Are you guys ready?”

The three eagerly sprang into action, glad for the distraction. “Camera one, ready,” Ryota reported, his voice a touch higher than usual.

“Camera two, ready,” Chie agreed.

Ryota was using a more standard and digital recording device. Chie was using my modified camera with the videotape.

“Basic thermal and electrical cameras are going,” Kiyoto nodded. “And your watches are recording.”

With Kiyoto, and administrative support, we’d been able to acquire two reasonably decent wrist monitors to keep track of our vitals. Kiyoto had smirked slightly and called them ‘glorified smart devices’, hence his watch comment. But for all his apparent derision he had a reasonable amount of trust in them. For once, I was wearing one and Eiko had been talked into using one as well.

“Okay then, activating shield.”

The grad students had to visibly repress their excitement and reactions upon seeing me create a magical shield. The surrounding Meiko employees quietly smirked a little behind their backs, this being familiar territory to them by now, but even that was mostly honest amusement as opposed to anything meaner. The grad students quickly pushed all that aside to focus on their tasks.

“Heh, you think they’d never seen a magic shield before,” Eiko noted, before launching herself at me.

I flinched a little, and realized my warning bracelet had actually twitched. That was mean! I thought with a frown. Eiko had started with an unusually strong ki enhanced blow that threatened to destroy my shield immediately. That was impressive, this was the stronger shield after all, and that was easily the strongest individual blow I’d ever fielded from her. But it was also a bit nasty, trying to end everything instantly in front of the grad students.

“Whoa, what was that?” I heard Kiyoto mutter softly, and saw Chie frown and nod slightly out of the corner of my eye.

Let’s focus on what we came here for, I decided. Although I also decided to be just a little bit mean in return as I played it off. “You’re right Eiko,” I said sweetly. “We’ll switch to a weaker shield later so you can show them what a shield break looks like.”

Eiko frowned mightily and launched herself at me with gusto.

I had to focus on what I was doing, but even I couldn’t help but hear Himeko’s weary sigh. “Children.”

“What was that?” Ryota asked incredulously, although half that incredulity might have been at the martial prowess Eiko was displaying.

(Or, you know, the magical shield that was taking all that martial arts prowess without breaking. But I had a blind spot to that.)

“Children,” Himeko repeated. After the fact I’d realize she was deliberately pitching her voice so that we’d overhear. “Eiko’s feeling a little hurt and neglected, taken advantage of, since Mamoru’s spent so much time with you three recently. That’s partly my fault I’m afraid. I blithely assumed she’d be okay with you three monitoring everything when I was busy getting permissions and setting everything up. I knew she’d say yes, between practicality and loyalty she’d never protest. While I did ask, I was careless and the effort I made was a little too token, which only inflamed the situation a little further. Now she’s being extra aggressive and a little bit of a show-off to try and make sure Mamoru’s paying attention to her, hasn’t forgotten his friends.”

Shit, I thought, hoping I wasn’t blushing too much as Eiko smashed a heavy heel drop into the shield. It was appropriate, I felt a hint like a heel upon hearing Himeko put it like that.

“Like I said, childish,” Himeko continued. “And she’s probably showing off a little more on top of that because she’s nervous about being recorded by strangers and wants to impress upon you that she’s not some neophyte, even though the whole purpose of this exercise pretty much means she’s going to ‘lose’ to the magic shield. It’s all understandable, but less mature than she should be.”

Still, I thought distantly, observing Eiko’s face, one advantage of her going all-out like this is that any flushing and red faces are easily explained by all the exertion. I was still pretty sure she was blushing a little underneath that though.

“Fortunately,” Himeko noted, seemingly unaware we could hear her, “this should give them an adequate opportunity to vent their feelings harmlessly. Mamoru’s probably a little resentful in turn that Eiko’s ignoring his own ambitions, feelings, and the fact she should know he doesn’t think in that way. Especially given all he’s done for us in the past. So, while a little childish, it should work out in the end.”

She immediately took the sting out of things a little by adding. “Besides, it’s not like I don’t feel a touch of that, and am looking forward to a few minutes of throwing punches at him. But I like to think that’s about the practical level of childishness for all of this. A little bit of self-indulgence to take the edge off, but not so much you’re embarrassed by it later.”

Kiyoto, nor any of the others, knew what to say to that, so they just kept silent. And they mostly kept that way for the rest of the practice session, say for the occasional, understated, ‘ooh’ or ‘interesting’ as they kept their eyes on both the screens and the demonstrators. Needless to say, they weren’t quite sure what to make of anything, but they did seem to be getting some interesting results.

Meanwhile Eiko and I remained silent throughout our session, but we both seemed in a better mood by the end of it. I was still a little awkward, but she seemed to have brushed it all off and moved on by that point. “And time,” she admitted, halting herself in mid blow as the alarm sounded. “Alright Himeko, you’re up next. Try not to embarrass yourself in front of the new people.”

Himeko calmly and formally switched positions with Eiko on the mat, not bothering to comment on that crack. And after receiving the monitoring device from Eiko she started her own training.

The grad students watched in silence for a few minutes. But Himeko, while talented, was obviously less of a show than Eiko. And nothing wore the shine and mysticism off a magic shield better than staring at it for fifteen minutes straight. They put in dutiful effort, and their primary focus was still on recording and observing, but around that point Ryota asked “So, you do this every week?”

“Pretty much. There’ll be a few times when it gets skipped, like next week with Respect for the Aged Day, but it’ll usually happen.”” Eiko replied distractedly, eying Himeko’s form for flaws. By this point Himeko knew what she was doing though. She was still perfecting her form and skills, they were still much lesser than Eiko’s. But her process of doing so was pretty much flawless, Himeko timed her sprints and rests to perfection in order to push both her endurance and speed higher.

“Himeko’s a little less consistent,” Eiko added, a little more willing to chat when she was convinced there was nothing to critique. “She’s got a few too many family duties and expectations, things come up and she’ll usually miss one out of three or four of these.”

“Somewhere between four and five,” Himeko protested breathlessly.

Eiko smirked a little at drawing a response. “But this is my primary duty,” Eiko said in a mild voice, “so it’s rare I miss one. It’s one of the most useful regular lessons and training session I get. And its how Mamoru pays me back for acting as a lab rat.”

“Sorry?”

“She’s Mamoru-san’s primary test subject for physical magic,” Kiyoto noted from his side. “I’ll be back here tomorrow to see how that works.” He sounded a little more distracted than the other two, but he was keeping track of more information simultaneously.

I fought down a small frown. Given how enthusiastic she was about testing physical magic… I didn’t finish that thought though. Even if that was true (and I believed it was) Eiko was much less enthusiastic about all the proper procedure and patience she had to go through. It might not have been as one sided as that description had sounded, but she was putting up with a lot for my sake and had been doing very consistently for the same reason.

As if to verify that, Eiko added. “Most of the time it’s fun, or at least mildly interesting, but sometimes it’s as dull as dirt or a little dangerous. Don’t worry, Mamoru keeps it as straightlaced as possible. You’ll love it.”

“Probably not me,” Ryota demurred, right at the same time as Kiyoto muttered something about dirt not being dull.

“Better get used to it,” Eiko smirked wryly. “Mamoru’s experiments swing wildly between as proper as you’d expect,” her tone made a mockery of the word, “to as ridiculously insane as you’d expect when testing magic.”

“Hush Eiko,” Himeko said in a tight voice, trying to recover her breath between exertions again. “You’ll give him the wrong impression.”

Eiko gave her mistress a gimlet eye. “You do remember the time he was blown out of his lab, right?” she asked, her voice dripping with sarcasm. “Or the time he was huddled behind the teacher’s desk, terrified that he’d broken gravity?”

Chie shot Eiko a sharp glance at that one, and I took notice of things enough to add as an aside “we’ll get to that one later.”

“I remember how worried and protective you can get, when it comes to your friends,” Himeko shot back, a little more evenly this time. “And this is not the time. You’re starting to border on Shizu level possessive, back off.”

Eiko physically recoiled at that comparison, and quickly shut up, while I fought down a small smile. That wasn’t really fair, even at my most paranoid I figured she still had a long way to go before she was hitting Shizu levels. But now that it’d been pointed out to me I could see it, and it kind of warmed my heart in a twisted sort of way to see my friend being worried I might forget about her in favor of a new peer group.

You’re one to talk! The back of my head crowed while Himeko started up another flurry. Just think how much you’d be worrying if Eiko had fallen in with a couple of talented martial artists around her own age. I suspect you’d be awfully quick to try and find an excuse to be offering this sort of training to everyone, just to be sure you were still keeping close to her.

Still, Eiko carefully kept her mouth shut after that one. And before too long we’d finished her training too.

Himeko carefully removed herself from the fight in a dignified manner. “If Hiro was here,” she noted as she towelled down some sweat, “we might do another round with him practicing his swordsmanship. Unfortunately, that’s a rare event.”

One or two of the onlookers seemed tempted to volunteer, take the chance to actually get in a live practice up against my shield. I was honestly surprised to see multiple people briefly consider it, and if I was catching them who knew how many there were that I hadn’t noticed? But no one spoke up. I suspected they might have if there hadn’t been strangers about looking to record them though.

“Anyway,” I noted. “Eiko, do you have enough left in you for a shield breaking? You went fairly hard in that practice already.”

Eiko looked surprised, and awfully tempted, but reluctantly shook her head. “No. I think I could do it if I absolutely had to. But I’m not sure, and Master Tai would kill me if I overused all my ki like that for a demonstration.”

“Maybe we’ll try tomorrow, after the spell testing,” I noted sympathetically. “I’m not sure we’re ready yet, but I think it’ll be educational for us to study a spell actually breaking.”

“But we don’t even understand how they’re working yet,” Kiyoko protested mildly.

“So? We could learn a lot from the failure process,” Chie countered, already looking over the data she’d collected. “There’s so much here to analyze already, but the how and why of that… shield… stopped working could be really useful.”

“Or misleading,” Kiyoto muttered.

I wish I could argue that, I reflected as I quickly checked everything was okay. But I really can’t. I figured it was better to have more data than less, at least for what we were doing, but it given our weird position it was going to be awfully easy for us to start accidentally falling down some mistaken paths. Especially given my dubious status as expert, I had to be very careful not to accidentally mislead anyone else into wrong assumptions.

With that in mind, I looked to see if anyone had somehow stumbled onto any breakthroughs.

***

Needless to say, it wasn’t that easy or pat. And in doing so, I accidentally put myself a little further behind schedule. By the time I’d finished, extracted myself, rinsed, done a quick soak, and then changed back into normal clothes, Himeko had corralled all the grad students into an uncomfortable little tea. When I came back out of the baths, and was directed a few more doors down, I was handed a fait accompli.

“I hope you didn’t rush through things too much, Mamoru,” Himeko noted pleasantly from her spot at the table. “There’s no hurry here.”

Uh huh, I thought, taking in the stiff and awkward status of the grad students. They’d obviously thawed a little, Himeko had worked her own magic in what little time she’d already had, but they were a long way from comfortable.

“Sit down and have a quick rest up before you go. I was just making sure they understood all the rules of the estate while getting to know them. Some of them, like Kiyoto-san, are probably going to be here often enough. I wanted to make sure they knew what was a privilege, what they should expect, and what was expected of them in turn.”

I cautiously moved to sit down, not sure I should be doing so but not having any better ideas. Himeko had put everyone around a circular table a slightly different room than our usual place, a little larger and even more elegantly furnished, but still looking out on the back garden. It felt a little telling that the spot next to her was still open, usually guys were breaking each others’ arms to claim a spot like that. She had switched into a more casual outfit, which was still about three notches above the clothes of anyone else at the table, and made sure she looked ‘adequate’. Normally that would have triggered a rush for a seat at the same table, in boys and girls alike. But Chie, Kyoto, and Ryota were all on guard and looked like they wished to be anywhere else

“Help yourself to whatever you’d like,” Himeko nodded at the small collection of baked treats in front of us. “We have plenty.”

“Now, as I was saying,” she turned back to the newcomers. “Most of those in the house should be on your side. We are long time allies of Mamoru.”

I carefully kept my face blank as a maid poured me some tea. That’s… one way to put it, I reflected carefully. I didn’t want to say anything, it certainly wasn’t too obvious, but if she was making a statement that strong I couldn’t help but wonder if Himeko was feeling just a little bit possessive and jealous as well.

“If you are forced to come here without Mamoru, for whatever reason, then contacting and counting on Eiko or myself are your best bets. After that, my father and mother are also quite reasonable and willing to entertain surprises in order to help Mamoru. And, in a worst-case scenario, you might try getting in contact with my younger brother. I’m afraid he’s a little less enamored, and probably won’t go out of his way to help, but he should be able to provide you with the necessary permissions for anything you might need to do.”

There was a subtle but clear subtext of ‘and you’d better not be asking to do anything stupid in those circumstances’ to Himeko’s words. She was willing to give the new people some permission and access, but not carte blanche.

After a moment of checking everyone’s tea, she sighed artfully. “Unfortunately, my grandfather is not one of Mamoru’s biggest supporters. And he is understandably concerned about our family after a lifetime of facing off against frauds and opportunists. I would strongly advise against encountering him if you are on your own. He would never do anything to harm you directly, but you might find yourself ejected from the estate in an abrupt manner that could damage your equipment or your research.”

I busied myself with quickly drinking my tea. Let’s not comment on that one, I thought firmly. I had a little more sympathy and understanding for the elder Meiko these days, between knowing a little more of his story and having to deal more with the adult Japanese world I was starting to see why he was so angry and suspicious. That still didn’t excuse all of it though.

Which was probably why Himeko brushed past it so quickly, even though she had taken the surprising step of bringing it up at all. “Now, I should stop monopolizing the conversation so much and prove my sincerity. Please, what are all of you doing and is there any way I can help you with that?”

Slowly, hesitantly, she began to work the truth out of the gathered students around the table. They were still cautious, but Himeko worked to put them at ease with her usual, artful grace. Even observing everything from the outside, and with years of firsthand experience in this exact subject, I still didn’t know how she did it. A subtle look, a hint of inflection, and soon the grad students were spilling everything they knew. I learned more about the trio in that one tea than I had in the whole previous week.

Don’t get me wrong, a fair amount of it was retreads or things that I’d already guessed. Like how Chie was interested in the big picture stuff in physics, she was looking into dark matter. She had a couple of fascinating thoughts of her own on the subject, and was revising her own theories in light of the information that was coming out over mana, but I’d been pretty certain of most of that before this afternoon.

Other things came as a surprise. Like Kiyoto was looking towards outright genetic mapping and engineering. But not quite in the same way as most people (for given values of ‘most people’), he was taking an even more chemistry focused approach than usual. That was why he’d ended up with one of Professor Ichikawa’s former students as his advisor, who’d in turn mentioned him to the professor. Kiyoto hadn’t nailed down his precise field yet, genetic engineering was in an odd place that was simultaneously wild and uncertain yet highly specialized, so he’d been having a hard time finding a position as a research assistant despite his good skills. Combine that with his slightly foreign appearance and impatience with some of our culture’s hypocrisies and blindness (nothing like being an actual biologist to make you realize how stupid certain prejudices were) and he’d been prayerfully grateful for this opportunity.

And other things had turned out to be more personal. Like the quiet but obvious verification that Ryota’s voice was a button for him. He’d taken a lot of crap and bullying for it his whole life. While that had helped drive him towards science and logic, hoping to escape from all the ridiculousness his tormentors came up with, growing up as a weedy guy with a high intelligence that had only been rivaled by his high voice hadn’t made for a pleasant school life. Kiyoto and I had at least gotten token protection out of our sizes. Ryota had not. And his current appearance was the result of him bulking out through significant workouts, my previous thought about nerds vs jocks had been entirely wrong when it came to him, he could pump iron and bodybuild with the best of them. Kiyoto and I hadn’t thought our token advantages had saved us from much, our school lives hadn’t been pleasant either, but finding out what Ryota had gone through disabused us of that notion. Not much was said openly, Himeko was too good a host to make a guest relive traumas unless it was necessary. But Himeko’s gentle, almost casual questions, and Ryota’s telling pauses and silences, had told everyone enough. And Himeko’s firm, understated, but sincere condemnation of all of that had meant he became the first of the grad students to be converted into a typical Himeko fan.

I wonder how much of this was also for my benefit? I thought, a little uncertainly, as Ryota actually laughed openly at one of Himeko’s subtle little jokes. Breaking the ice a little further and educating me on my teammates?  I didn’t believe it was all for that. But I had an uneasy suspicion that had been a deliberate part of it.

Of course, that doesn’t mean Himeko knew any of that in advance, or that her actions are any less sincere, I realized in relief. This is her natural reaction to Ryota’s situation, there’s no doubt in my mind. The fact that Eiko wasn’t condemning her old friend as a sucker though, that suggested Ryota’s case really was as bad as I suspected.

Eiko mostly stayed silent throughout the proceedings. She wasn’t afraid to toss in the occasional sarcastic comment, but since this was in regards to others she mostly held her tongue. Which made a few quiet affirmations and signs of her own rage at Ryota’s history pretty telling. It was probably for the best we were all in university now, a year or so ago she’d probably have directly offered him “hey, want me to beat some of those guys up?”

Eventually however, at some unseen signal Himeko looked at us apologetically. “Now, I’m sorry to have to say this, but I have to go. As much as I’d like to chat a little further, I have some duties to attend to.”

She stood up, and then bowed politely to the group of us. “You are all doing important work here, and I feel privileged to be able to help. Please, stay as long as you need to. And if you ever feel the need to contact me, here is my card.”

With that, she formally presented a business card to each of the three wide-eyed grad students while Eiko and I exchanged a smirk with our eyes. Himeko had only just settled on her cards, and while she wasn’t handing them out willy-nilly, she certainly didn’t want to encourage the wanabees and sycophants to call on her lightly, she was taking any opportunity to show them off to anyone she didn’t mind having them.

“Please,” she continued as she casually but confidently disengaged, “stay as long as you need to, the staff will see to your needs. Until we meet again.”

With that, Eiko quickly got out of her own chair, smirked at all of us, and tagged after Himeko.

“Um…” Chie asked hesitantly after an awkward silence. “Did we ever find out about Eiko-san? What exactly is she?”

“Complicated,” I sighed in answer. “She’s a friend, a bodyguard, an employee, from an old retainer family, a bad influence and probably Himeko’s excuse for an Id…” I paused and deliberately cut myself off before I could add even more obscure suggestions. “… like I said: complicated.”

“She’s amazing,” Ryota sighed blissfully, obviously referring to Himeko.

“That we can agree on,” I admitted, albeit in a much clearer tone. “Himeko’s one of the most competent individuals I’ve ever met, probably the most competent that’s even close to our age. She might not quite have the scientific brainpower of any of us, but she’s got smarts to spare in addition to physical prowess, sharp social skills, and money enough to make a god an offer. Never underestimate her.”

Both Ryota and even Kiyoto looked in the direction she’d gone longingly. After a moment Chie shot me a glance. “How do you stay focused around her?” she asked with a hint of both sharpness and amusement.

“You get used to her,” I took another look at Ryota and Kiyoto and wondered if I’d really been so different my first few months. I’d been too excited about the opportunity, and too nervous about losing it, to fully give in to everything. But underneath that… ‘Take me, take me now,’ I reminded myself. And that had been with nearly thirty more years experience than the average guy.

“Eventually,” I added, just a little more honestly.
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“I’m not sure how much sales have to do with respecting the elderly,” I muttered softly but bitterly to myself as we slowly navigated the crowds.

“What was that Mamoru?” my grandmother asked attentively.

“Nothing Grandmother,” I replied swiftly and as sincerely as I could.  “I was just looking at a sale and thinking it wasn’t worth it.”

Grandmother Matsuda glanced in roughly the direction I’d been looking and then nodded sagely.  “No, you’re right.  If they’re only knocking 10% off rice cookers at those prices then I really don’t see the point.  It’s no wonder there are still so many left over.”

I was caught between relief at having gotten away with it and a touch of bemusement over my grandmother’s rapid mental calculations and evaluations.  I wonder how much of my dad and I’s talent at math comes from her?  I wouldn’t have thought it was much, especially given my weird mental status.  But occasionally my grandmother displayed flashes like that and I had to wonder.

It was Respect for the Aged Day again.  For better or for worse, this year I found myself helping Grandmother Matsuda.  On one hand, that wasn’t entirely inappropriate.  I didn’t want to play favorites or hurt my grandmother’s feelings, and after helping out Grandma Kanoko last year she was at least due the right of first refusal.  But we were never the best fit for each other, and I wasn’t exactly having a good time acting as her porter.

This time I kept my sigh and complaints mental.  It’s not like I don’t see the point, I griped.  But it still feels a little wasteful and superfluous.  She could just use a pull along basket instead of having me carry everything.  It’s not like I’m even terribly useful as a person plough today, with the vast majority of the customers being senior citizens the amount of pushing and pressure was being kept to a minimum.  Not none, they were still willing to push and shove around themselves a little bit.  But they had that right, and they kept it to an appropriate level.  And on Respect for the Aged Day no one under the age of fifty (and that was being conservative) was willing to physically disrespect any of the shoppers around us.

Still, it is a little more crowded than I’d expected, I admitted grudgingly.  I guess I can see why she wouldn’t want to chance a trolley or basket amongst this many people.  We weren’t looking at Golden Week specials level, or even door crasher anniversary sales.  But it was significant more crowded than the average weekend, leaving me a little surprised.

Of course, it might just be the stores we’re going to, I considered as the crowd moved another centimeter.  They’re the only ones trying hard today, they’ve got the good sales, they get the vast majority of the limited number of shoppers.  I was making a bunch of assumptions to get to that point, but it did work a little bit better for my personal worldview.  None of which helped at all as the crowds slowly shuffled around.

Well, I’ve still got four grandparents, and I should be glad for that, I told myself firmly.  The least I can do is be willing and helpful on the one day of the year when I’m supposed to!  And, to make sure I remembered that, I’d also made sure I was wearing my backpack today.  It contained a full traveling reservoir’s worth of mana, and I’d taken care to grab a newspaper as well.  Worst case scenario, it was a useful thing to read during the delays and times I was waiting for my grandmother.  More likely it would prove a useful prop to hold in front of my body when I needed to cast a few spells.

 ***

“Phew!  That was tiring!” my grandmother declared happily a few hours later.

No comment, I thought firmly.  On one hand, I was carrying a fairly decent load by that point, and had been for a while.  On the other, I was still under the effect of a mild but useful buffing spell.  I had no doubt that between my youth and my magic I wasn’t feeling it as much as my grandmother.

“How’s your stomach holding up, Mamoru?” Grandmother Matsuda asked apologetically.

I felt it pinch a little more in a pointed reminder now that I thought about it.  “I’ll be fine,” I lied with a smile.  In reality we were two hours past lunchtime, it was starting to complain a little.

“Nonsense!  You’re still a growing boy-“

Both of us paused a moment.  Grandmother Matsuda then proceeded to look up at me while I looked down at her.

“Hopefully not,” I noted with an unwilling smile.  “Seriously though, I’m pretty sure I’ve finally stopped.”

Grandmother Matsuda sighed and started walking again.  “And I have to get used to the idea I have a grandchild that’s past that phase.”

“To be fair,” I noted a little more sympathetically, “both Saori and Reiji are both in the middle of their teenaged growth spurts, and I heard that Tetsuji is growing like a weed at this point.”

 “That is true,” Grandmother Matsuda noted with a mix of sadness and pride, “I don’t think Tetsuji is going to match you or his brother, but it looks like he’ll outpace his sister in the end.”

“Hopefully not until he’s at full size,” I noted, wondering how much Saori would hate it if both her brothers outgrew her while she was still in her teens.  She was still growing, just not much.

Grandmother Matsuda fought down an unwilling chuckle at the idea.  “True,” she admitted, a twinkle in her eyes.  “And I expect Tetsuji will still end up closer to normal than either you or Reiji.  In fact, he might be the only child of his generation to do so.”

I fought down a small snort of laughter myself to hear her put it that way.  Yeah, Saori’s doll-like figure on one hand and my hulking self on the other… the Matsuda side of the family really did skip the middle of the height chart this generation, didn’t it?  From what we’d seen, and it was still way too early to know for sure, Tetsuji was probably going to end up averagely tall instead of the noticeable heights that Reiji and I seemed set to achieve.

“It does make clothes shopping for any of you an exercise in futility,” she added calmly.  “I can barely keep up with the size changes whenever I go out.”

I made a polite but noncommittal sound to that.  She could probably manage with Saori, I reflected.  But I kind of doubt that Saori would actually like the clothes Grandmother Matsuda would choose.

I frowned mentally at that thought, glancing back down to my own clothing, and started revising that.  Actually…  I had a worrying suspicion I wasn’t giving my grandmother enough credit there.  Saori might have a point, our grandmother was a little too focused on more traditional feminine values and roles.  But if it came to having something a little more stylish and attractive in my own wardrobe… I could probably do a lot worse than whatever my grandmother would pick out for me.

Do I want to actually suggest that? I pondered a little fearfully, listening with half an ear as Grandmother Matsuda noted some of the other sales and deals available while we made our way through the shopping area.  I instinctively wanted to reject that idea, the thought that I wanted and/or needed my grandmother’s help in how I dressed made me break out in a cold sweat.  But looking at it objectively, especially my lack of style versus my grandmother’s relatively good eye in that area, I couldn’t dismiss it out of hand.

I don’t think I want to suggest that, I finally decided, trying to ignore how much I was relieved to come to that conclusion.  And I’m not going to remind her that she probably could buy clothes for me at this point.  But if she ever does, I probably should make a note of them and pay close attention to how they look on me.  Chances are pretty good they’re going to be a lot better than anything I’m choosing for myself.

I was glad I could go that way, but the decision had been awfully close.  Frankly, if I didn’t have Himeko to fall back upon, I admitted to myself with full honestly, I probably should have brought it up.  It’s only because I can turn to her in an emergency, and Himeko’s probably a bit better at the trending styles, that I can dismiss this idea.

In reality I didn’t even want to think about how bad the situation would be before I called Himeko out of the blue and requested emergency style advice.  It’s just not how I’m wired.  And between embarrassment and not wanting to bother Himeko over the idea… yeah, we’re probably looking at a meeting with the President of Tokyo University or a date with a model before I actually sucked it up and did that.

“Oh look,” my grandmother noted, jerking me out of my slightly disturbing ruminations.  “There’s Masae.  Masae-san!  Masae-san!”  My grandmother waved to get the other older woman’s attention.  I didn’t recognize the name offhand, but I had to admit I hardly knew who was in my grandmothers large and ever changing circle of friends and acquaintances.  I did however note that she was accompanied by a young helper of her own.  A girl around my own age.

The warning bells immediately went off in my head.  Ah crap, this again.

“Masae-san, what a coincidence running into you here today?  Have you had lunch yet?  Why don’t we go together?”

Damn it, I sighed mentally, struggling to keep my face from falling as Masae verified that in fact, no, they hadn’t had lunch yet, going together would be a wonderful idea!  Of course.  The late lunch, when it wouldn’t be so crowded.  And she probably pushed us a little too far so I wouldn’t even think of trying to run away or encouraging her to end it early.  Himeko and Eiko wondered why I was so paranoid, but my grandmother really did sometimes embark on detailed plans in order to get me.

“This is one of my grandsons, Matsuda Mamoru.  He’s the one that’s a first-year student at Tokyo University.”

Well, it was about time for another one of these, I reflected as I was ‘coincidentally’ forced together with one of Mase’s granddaughters.  At least I’ll get to put this stuff down and get a meal out of it.  And no complaining ahead of time!  Who knows?  Maybe it’ll turn out they’re right this time and this is the one.

***

She wasn’t.

Don’t get me wrong, this wasn’t some sort of completely bonkers attempt with no thought put into it.  My grandmother hadn’t been operating on some sort of ‘opposites attract’ or anime rom-com insanity.  In fact, the young lady had been quite nice in her own way and I’d almost been tempted to get her number for Kiyoto or Ryota.  She’d been fairly smart and driven towards a career in the sciences.  And, embarrassing as it was, my grandmother had actually been able to use my top 2% entry score into Tokyo U as a big point to pique her interest. Giving her a chance by enduring lunch I’d found out we had some surprising compatibilities.  

Unfortunately, in her case she wasn’t quite smart enough for what she’d wanted to do, and she’d become a little too fanatical and rigid in her beliefs, and too driven.  She’d been nowhere near enough to be Tokyo U level, and she was compensating by brute force effort.  And to enable that, convince herself that was the right path and give her the strength to go on… it was hard to describe, but underneath the veneer she’d reminded me a lot of Ishida Kenji from my second year of high school, back when he’d been too stuck on breaking everything down to only numbers.  And she hadn’t been receptive to even gentle hints that wasn’t a completely healthy philosophy to follow.

“Surely you’re overstating that, Mamoru-chan,” my grandmother needled me gently after lunch, gently pushing me towards a second meeting.

“Grandmother, I thought we were trying to avoid the tragedy of my parents again.  She’s a slightly less insane version of my mother waiting to happen.”

I immediately wished I could snap the words back seeing how my grandmother’s face fell.  I’d been fighting to be tolerant and not say anything over the whole, deliberately extended, lunch we’d just gone through and the breakdown of it afterwards.  Especially on today of all days.  Unfortunately, it all was too much and that had just slipped out.

“Mamoru, I-“ my grandmother began, sounding a little watery.

“Grandmother, stop.  Let me qualify that,” I said quickly, trying to limit the damage.  “It’s not that she’s that bad, but her own bad habits pared with mine make that a real threat.  Put her with someone else, someone without my own flaws, and she’d probably be fine.  Put us together and you’re asking for my parents all over again.  Her obsession, my own way of getting focused on things… put us together long enough for us to get used to each other, not willing to make the effort to change, and that won’t end well.  But only then.  Only then.”

A little too much truth in that, I thought uncomfortably.  Not something either of us like to hear.  It wasn’t likely.  And if you’d asked me about it ten minutes ago I’d probably have sarcastically denied it.  But, in frantically trying to comfort my grandmother, I’d babbled the truth.  There was a little of that in me, and it was possible that under certain circumstances someone could bring it out to the surface.

“And I’m exaggerating how likely it is,” I continued after a moment, trying to reassure us both.  “Seriously.  What Himeko or Eiko would do to me if I ever truly started acting like that… they’d pull my head out of my ass immediately.  And that’s ignoring how the rest of you would respond.”

“Right, of course,” my grandmother agreed.  Then she sighed.  “No Mamoru-chan, no running away for either of us.  Do you really think that was likely?”

I respected Grandmother Matsuda a little more that she asked the question.  I immediately checked my more comforting response, as much as that would have made me feel better, and said “Not likely.  But not impossible either.  We just weren’t that well suited to each other.  Or maybe it was that our bad habits were too complimentary.  And if we tried to force it, I think that’s the sort of route we’d have taken.”

“But not the one you would have chosen,” she sighed in relief.

“No,” I agreed instantly.  “Never that.”

“Good,” she nodded firmly.

I still felt guilty for what I’d just done though.  “I’m sorry, Grandmother,” I said, bowing to her as deeply as I could manage in the open.  “I didn’t mean to upset you, especially on today of all days.”

“Mamoru, now I want you to stop and think for a moment,” Grandmother Matsuda said firmly.  “Yes, I’m upset you said it.  But I’m even more relieved that you recognize that about yourself and you’re on the lookout for it.  I worry sometimes; I fear you’ll end up sad and alone if you continue down this path, and that my heart will hurt to see you suffer.  But I’d willingly put up with a thousand times worse than that if it meant I didn’t live to see you reenacting your parents’ lives again.”

“To be fair,” I noted, a little shocked to have Grandmother Matsuda saying it so openly.  “They’re almost clever in the way they avoided that, paired up to make sure that didn’t happen.”

For a moment my grandmother looked intensely sad, like I was once again a young child who hadn’t realized something yet and she wasn’t going to tell me.  “Oh Mamoru-chan…”

“I’m not saying I don’t recognize the contradiction there,” I added hurriedly.   “That, while I’m glad to be here, they probably shouldn’t have had me.  But take that out of the equation and they weren’t too stupid.”

It was unusual for me to be able to read Grandmother Matsuda so clearly.  Usually with her different mindset and more controlled expressions I had a hard time realizing what she was thinking.  But I could read her thoughts almost as clearly as if she’d said them aloud.

You’ll learn, my innocent young grandson.  All too quickly you’re going to learn.

But, as if to prove my point about her inscrutability, she instantly covered that up and waved it off.  “Well, it’s not an issue right now,” she said, walking with a brisker pace.  “I suppose I’m getting ahead of myself.  You shouldn’t be getting married for a few more years yet, not until you’re a little better established.  We have some time yet.  I’m probably just overreacting.  The fact your younger cousin already has a steady girlfriend is throwing off my expectations, made me worry that the younger generation were moving even more quickly than I realized and you were falling behind.”

“You know about that?” I asked, just a little shocked.  I mean Saori and I knew about Takako of course, which was understandable under the circumstances.  But I wasn’t even sure Reiji’s parents had yet caught on to the idea theirs was an actual romantic relationship that was starting to blossom.

Grandmother Matsuda chuckled slightly.  “Reiji’s as precocious as ever it seems.  Yes, I’ve known about that for a few months now.  I have eyes and he asked his grandfather a few too many questions where I could overhear.  He really does take after him in that respect.”

I paused to think about that for a moment.   “Huh, I guess you’re right.”  I was so used to seeing Grandfather Matsuda as the dignified older gentleman that I’d forgotten that he’d still been pretty handsome in his youth.  He’d aged extremely well, they type that looked better the older you got.  Reiji didn’t precisely look like him at that age, not from what photos I’d seen, but there was a more than passing resemblance.

“I am surprised that you know, Mamoru,” my grandmother asked.  Her tone was mostly amused but more than a little pointed.  “What can you tell me about this young lady?”

“Not much,” I answered quickly.  And, thankfully, honestly.  “I’ve only met her once or twice.  And those were sort of… in between.  After she’d confessed her feelings to him but before they’d actually started acting on them.  It was amusing to watch, but too awkward for me to really get a feel for things.”

And I’m never admitting that Reiji was desperate enough to ask me for romantic advice, I thought feelingly.  It would have been too embarrassing for all of us, and there was a non-zero chance I could finish our grandmother off with a heart attack if I told her that.

“Ah,” my grandmother nodded knowingly and I heaved a huge mental sigh of relief as she left it alone.  I didn’t want to worry anyone or accidentally slander Takako, I didn’t think I had the right to yet and I didn’t want to accidentally target our grandmother on Reiji’s relationships.  But my actual reports on Takako would have been a little bit… middling.  Not bad per se, and I’d actually been impressed by at least a few things I’d seen.  But her habit of practically worshipping Reiji… that had some potential to turn nasty in the future.  It wasn’t as bad as the case I’d just experienced on my impromptu lunch date, Reiji usually had too good a head on his shoulders to fall for someone else’s flaws, but it was there.

I frowned.  Maybe I should mention it?  Grandmother Matsuda might be able to straighten her out if she tried.  I then immediately shook my head in denial.  No, I’m not a fan of how much she interferes with me romantically.  I sure as hell don’t have the right to inflict that on Reiji, not yet.  Besides, if it was ever really reaching a problem stage I’m sure his sister would-

“What are you thinking, Mamoru-chan?” my grandmother asked me.  Her tone was pleasant, her gaze was sharp eyed.

“Nothing,” I replied quickly.  Before I could make her too suspicious I amended that to “just going over what little I knew of Takako, seeing if there was anything else I could tell you.  There wasn’t.  Even her physical looks are changing too much at that age.”

“Why don’t you let me be the judge of that?” she suggested.  “We both know how much experience you don’t have with women.”

“I know girls,” I protested.  Mildly.  While I didn’t want her to think that, we both knew she had a point.

My grandmother sighed.  “Mamoru, your friends are very nice but we both know they are exceptional and took the time to meet you.  How often do you go looking for other girls?”

“It happens,” I said, a little weakly as I tried to reduce the amount of future interference in my love life without being stupid enough to be caught in a lie.  That would only make me look desperate and hopeless, inclining Grandmother Matsuda to interfere even more.

“Oh really?” my grandmother’s eyes glinted.  “Mamoru, you’ve been in university for about half a year now.  How many girls have you met socially.  And I mean exchanging more than two or three words with, getting to know out of class?”

“Well…” be very careful here, you know she’s going to ask questions.  “There’s been a few…”

“Really?” the amount of quietly underlying skepticism in that one comment was enough to cut, but my grandmother was afraid I might retreat from the world delusionally and was willing to be ruthless here.  “Can you remember their names?”

What I wouldn’t give for another store right now.  Unfortunately, we were on our way to Sakura’s workplace.  Grandmother was going to give it a quick once over and then be on her way with Sakura to another event once my cousin’s shift was over, then I was going to take all the purchases back to grandmother’s house.  It was unlikely I was going to get a reprieve.

“Well, there’s Chie,” I said hesitantly.  Sorry Chie, I added mentally.  “Takano Chie, she’s actually recent enough I remember both her names.”

“That’s one.”

Fuck.  What’s the English saying ‘In for a penny, in for a pound?’.  “Let’s see.  There was also Eriko.  Zhu Nyao, I think, I can remember both her names since she was foreign.  Lin.  I guess there was Yamada Kikyo.”

Too much? I thought to myself, feeling a little bit sick to my stomach to be invoking Kikyo’s name in any way.  It was seared into my memory after what she’d suffered so it had come to mind without too much effort.  But using it like this… it had slipped out in desperation but if I’d thought there was even a ghost of a chance my grandmother would contact her in any capacity I’d probably have thrown myself in front of a truck to prevent it from happening.

Thankfully, that wasn’t the way my grandmother thought.  “Mamoru, I’m having a hard time believing this,” she said suspiciously.  “You aren’t just reciting the names of girls from one of your games, are you?”

“No,” I said with grateful weariness, but decided to include just a hint of truth to make it a little more believable.  “I met most of them at a party recently.”

“You?!”

“I was dragged there by friends,” I suggested with a tired smile.

“Ah!” that made my grandmother nod in enlightenment.

If I wasn’t terrified she was going to find me out, this would almost be funny.  “Yeah.  I didn’t go kicking and screaming, but I wasn’t exactly enthusiastic about it either.  And don’t get me wrong, these weren’t successful encounters.  Well, terribly successful encounters.  I suppose they were kind of successful in that I wasn’t slapped in the face and they didn’t call the police, but none of these girls were going to give me their contact info.  Well, maybe Lin.”

“Really?”

My grandmother’s amazement provoked me.  It’s too obvious, I can’t resist.  “She’d just been through a bad breakup.”  I’m going to pay for that one, aren’t I?

Grandmother Matsuda nodded knowingly.  “I see.  I’ll trust your judgement on that one, Mamoru-chan, but don’t be too proud.  Sometimes that’s a mistake.  Sometimes that’s just the opening you need.”

A little too cynical for my taste, I reflected, Grandmother Matsuda was once again showing a little too much of my parents’ outlook for my tastes.  But that doesn’t make her wrong.  It did, however, make me feel less guilty for adding.  “And Miwa and Yayoi.”

“Really?” I think I’d have shocked my grandmother less if I’d confessed to being a mage.

I did tone it down a little by adding.  “I had no chance with them.  That’s why I don’t remember their family name even though they’re sisters.  They were basically in Himeko’s bracket, we got introduced in passing.”

I’m almost disappointed Eiko isn’t here, I reflected in mad amusement.  She’d probably be on the floor, rolling around laughing, by now.  And I’d probably have felt the same just from looking at Himeko’s expression if she’d heard what I was doing.  Invoking the names of Himeko’s aunts like that… I should probably have felt guilty, but I didn’t.

“Well,” my grandmother responded, clearly gobsmacked, “university does change a person.”

I snorted softly.  “Don’t let me tell you I had any great successes with any of them!” I said, a little more honestly.  “I can give you those names because they’re almost guaranteed to never come up again.  Yes, I’ve actually met a few people and had a few contacts.  It’s worked out pretty much like you’d expect it did.”

“You won’t win the lottery if you never draw a ticket, Mamoru-chan,” Grandmother Matsuda responded with a little more patience.  “I’m not saying you should chase anything that moves, I can understand why your sensitive personality might cause you problems-”

I winced mentally, feeling a little bit of a heel for all my lies.  My grandmother understood me better than I like to admit and was worried about me.

“-and being at least a little choosy is probably a good thing for you.  But we both know you’ll never get anything done if you’re not pushed.  I won’t apologize for being the one pushing you, I worry you might end up isolated and alone otherwise.  But I am glad to see your friends are helping you too, I suspect they’ll be able to do it better.  And I’m sorry I didn’t realize that would happen.”

Okay, make that a lot of a heel, I noted internally.  I wasn’t going to get a girlfriend just to relieve my grandmother (and the rest of my family), I did want one for my own reasons and had been putting it off because of my unique circumstances.  But maybe it was time to acknowledge Grandmother Matsuda’s underlying concerns and bump that a few steps up the priority list?  I was in university now, it might be time to stop making excuses and at least trying to go on the occasional date.

Yeah.  Between school, research, making time for friends, the need to keep secrets, and whatever strange nonsense the kami ask of you next time, I’m sure you’re not going to put this off to the side the second she’s out of sight, my inner voice noted with an extra heavy dose of sarcasm.

“You’re not wrong about pushing,” I said tentatively, even though a part of me was screaming in expectation I’d pay for that comment later.  “But… I’m sorry grandmother, I know this is just because I’m such a difficult grandchild, but could you do it in a different way?  I know better than to try telling you not to do it at all, and we both know that you’re more likely to randomly find my wife than I am.  But you have a hard time understanding me, and all too many of the ‘encounters’ you throw me into are…” I ran out of diplomatic ways to say it.  “Well, they’re doomed to fail.  That last one was well worth trying, even if it wouldn’t work out.  The three before that were pretty bad mismatches.”

My grandmother wilted a little.  After a minute of silence I couldn’t help but mutter “sorry grandmother.”

Grandmother Matsuda sighed.  “No, that’s fair, that’s fine.  I was trying too hard to shake you out of your shell back then, too worried you were already too divorced from reality.”

Given what I do, I reflected, and what I was planning back then, you might have had a point.

“I assumed you’d need a more direct attack and you’d be a little more desperate for any sort of date, even one not so well suited.  I apologize too, Mamoru-chan.  You have gone on to prove that I was wrong there.”

“Barely,” I replied, blushing fiercely, “and mostly only due to luck.”

“But wrong,” my grandmother said calmly but firmly.  “And if I want you to pay attention, to give the next attempt the time of day, I have to admit that.”

And that’s my grandmother in a nutshell, I thought wryly.  Unwillingly gracious, socially clever, humble enough to admit her faults when she has to, but absolutely not going to give up.  It didn’t matter though.  After everything else, especially on today of all days, I wasn’t going to waste any effort trying to talk her out of it.

Thankfully, for once I was provided with a graceful exit by the appearance of my cousin.  “Grandmother Matsuda!” she declared a little breathlessly, intercepting the pair of us and then bowing.

“I appreciate the enthusiasm, child.  But you need to work on your elegance,” my grandmother replied, but she smiled as she did so.

I glanced at Kanoko Sakura thoughtfully.  I think she has been, I reflected.  I wasn’t absolutely certain, but there were a half dozen small touches to my cousin’s appearance that I couldn’t quite put my finger on but somehow made her seem a slightly more sophisticated.  Little accents of jewellery, of styling… I was pretty sure I could detect my grandmother’s hand at play even if I couldn’t nail down what it was.  It made me rethink whether I wanted her to take care of my clothes once again!

I considered asking Sakura about it, or just making a sarcastic comment about Sato Gota, but the pair were quickly involved in each other, planning on taking in a performance.  I thought the better of it, decided I was emotionally exhausted enough as it was, and retreated as best I could with a polite goodbye and as quick an exit as I could manage.

Stop your whining, I told myself firmly.  You just got away from her without Grandmother Matsuda realizing just how much you were lying and exaggerating.  That’s almost a miracle given how sharp she is and how bad at this I am, I’d count that as a big win.  And do you know how many guys your age would love to have dates just dropped in their laps and paid for?  Even if it was by their grandmother?

Musing on the math of that (it was obviously a non-zero number, but probably a lot less than half), I started making my way back towards Grandmother Matsuda’s house, eager to drop off all her shopping before the mana ran out.
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“Yes… yes… damn it!”

Chie just barely stopped herself from launching her pen across the research room out of frustration. I was torn between amusement and sharing that frustration, obviously the most recent model was failing. “Shall I keep going?” I asked instead, trying to keep my voice even.

I was maintaining a relatively high flow of mana between my two hands while she monitored everything. It was proving to be an interesting exercise in its own way. I had my hands a meter apart (we literally had a meterstick on the table to mark it down and make sure I didn’t slip) and trying to maintain that flow without losing much was proving to be a challenge. It was just the right/wrong length to be doable, but difficult, and push me to improve. Ever since we’d started I’d been reflecting on the irony, in several ways this was my version of Eiko trying to break through the magic shield: an exercise that really stretched and frustrated my limits.

It was, unfortunately, testing Chie’s limits as well. The reason we were doing this was to test the interaction of that much raw mana with various detectors and substances. The good news: it did. Chie was managing to get something out of this exercise as reactions did happen. The bad news: consistency and predictability were escaping her.

“A little bit longer,” she said, staring at something intensely. “Maybe it’s just- damn it!”

I’m guessing it wasn’t, I thought with a touch of frustrated amusement.

Chie and I toughed it out for another minute, but at the end of that minute she threw down her pen in disgust and stomped over to the whiteboard.

“I never thought I’d see a literal ‘back to the drawing board’ situation,” Kiyoto murmured softly from where he’d been monitoring both our vitals.

I repressed a small snort of laughter to avoid antagonizing Chie, but that was just what she was doing. She started erasing a set of her calculations and suppositions and revising them.

We were trying an intriguing way of using the long whiteboard in our research room. It was about the twice the length of a similar board I’d seen at the front of most classrooms while growing up, and we’d divided it into four with each of us taking a different colored marker.

(Divvying up the colors had proven surprisingly fraught. Kiyoto had taken green, it was stereotypical for the biology side but he was reluctantly okay with it. But any suggestion Chie take red had quickly died an undignified death under her glare, she’d gotten blue. Ryota had taken red, mostly because I’d been set with black as the default color that needed to stand out and overwrite the others when needed.)

In theory we’d write out important notes and suppositions about whatever facet of the project we were working on. That way the others could see what we were doing, and what we’d learned, at a glance and then maybe make a few addendums, revisions, or connections in relation to their own areas. It was an elegant theory, and we all hoped it would work out over time. But right now we kept running into the problem of how little we had, and how quickly we were often proven to be wrong when we did suppose something.

“Didn’t work out again?” Ryota asked from his spot, about halfway down the room on the next table. He was running more tests on mithril, and some orichalcum that I’d provided. He was still beating his head against the wall when it came to mithril (which secretly relieved me, making me more confident I hadn’t missed anything simple or easy) but I’d been able to give him a few pointers when it came to orichalcum and he was making more progress with the older arcane material.

“No, it worked out,” we could all tell Chie was frowning, even from behind. “Just not consistently or in the way I wanted. Right now we can come up with something for telling mana exists, but that’s pretty useless.”

“Well…” I said, trying to console her without being patronizing. “Maybe not if we can calibrate it a bit more? That’s the real problem. Even telling it exists is useful if it’s in the right amount.”

Kiyoto blinked at me. “Really?”

Chie waved his surprise away. “Of course it is. Saying we can detect if mana exists is pretty useless, that’s like saying X-rays or gamma-rays exist. They exist pretty much everywhere, it’s the amount that’s important.”

“Oh, right,” Kiyoto rolled his eyes. “That’s what you were getting at. Sorry, wasn’t thinking that way.”

“You don’t have to apologize,” Chie tossed back.

Kiyoto shrugged. “I just didn’t want you thinking I was one of those idiots who was surprised that ‘really, the sun emits radiation?’ I want to shout ‘what do you think light is?’ whenever that happens. And I went bio. It’s important enough to me because of photosynthesis, I don’t even want to think about how you take it.”

Chie’s shoulders slumped in a huge sigh.

“Speaking of our focuses,” Ryota noted, pushing a little further away from his chemicals. “Do we need to bring an engineer in on this? We’re looking at making some sort of mana detector, and discussing how to build mana collectors, don’t we need someone who could actually build that sort of stuff?”

The three of them glanced around at each other, and then looked at me uneasily.

I sighed. “You don’t want to know,” I said as calmly as I could manage. “Let’s… let’s see if we can actually start coming up with a mana detector first, and how difficult it’ll be. I don’t want to make promises I can’t keep. But… I should be able to manage it.”

More uneasy silence, and several grad students not quite willing to look at me.

“If it helps,” I suggested carefully, “you could always pretend that I have a rich friend, whose family and related businesses might be convinced to help me out. And that I’m just not mentioning that because it might be seen as a security breech, or a conflict of interest.”

“Is that it?” Kiyoto asked, his tone wry.

“Off the record? No.” I frowned slightly. “Or at least, not usually. I suppose we might be about to hit an exception.”

“Thought so,” Kiyoto turned back to his own numbers. “Okay, when the new collectors arrive, we’ll make sure not to look for the ‘made in Middle Earth’ label.

Chie snorted a little, obviously in spite of herself, and focused on writing something else on the whiteboard.

“It’s not that bad,” I muttered, but let the subject drop.

***

About an hour later we had broken off for dinner, and were sat at the couches at the front of the room. There was a small kitchenette on our floor, suitable for somewhat complicated cooking, and Kiyoto had made a simple meal for everyone.

(If that sort of facility seemed a little too extravagant, ridiculous to include for a bunch of research rooms, then you’ve never been around science students. It was pretty simple, not too much more than you’d find in most employee lunchrooms with shelves, counter, oven, microwave, and a communal freezer. But it had all the basics and provided a safe space where people could cook without contaminants. Otherwise there was too much of a risk that someone would either go hungry or try to cook something in a research room over a Bunsen Burner rather than walk to a convenience store and spend either too much money or time buying something there. The University had probably set it up as a safety feature as much as anything else.)

“Don’t get too used to this,” Kiyoto noted as he served us some pasta and sauce, “I had the time and extra food today, and it’s not like any of my things have ramped up yet. I don’t mind helping out, but the bio guy doesn’t automatically become the chef as well.” He said it playfully, but there was a definite undertone of threat there as well.

“At least you’ve got that excuse,” Chie sighed gustily again. “I still don’t have much concrete to work with.”

“Give it another week or two, we’ll have built up the measuring devices and you’ll have a few numbers to work with then,” I encouraged her.

My inner self rolled its eyes slightly. I was not enthusiastic about that upcoming but sensible project. We were finally going to make some larger mana containers and then quantify them, allowing us to accurately measure just how much mana I was collecting from various places. It was a project that was going to be tedious in the extreme, so I’d found excuses to put it off up until now. Jumping from the thoth to the kilothoth and hectothoth sized containers I was going to need was going to be a pain.

Hell, we’ll be lucky if we hit anything that precise any time soon! Most likely were going to make up a few random sizes that were in the ballpark of those amounts, then I’d measure how much they actually held and work from there. That’s going to be fun, I sighed mentally, like filling a bottle with a teaspoon to figure out how much it holds. But once I’d done that, I could then use that bottle to fill bigger containers, figure out how much they held, and then use those on even bigger containers… anyway, I was overdue to get the process started, no matter how annoying it was going to be. I’d originally intended to make my life easier with some larger mithril containers, but then I’d found out about that curve to the amount of mana being held and I’d gotten distracted from scaling up like I’d intended to. The effort and difficulty versus what little I’d get out of it, combined with all the other things to do, meant that had gotten pushed to the back burner time and time again.

“I’m probably going to need at least a week’s worth of measurements before I even start,” Chie reminded us. “There might be variations from… who knows what? The weather or the temperature or even the phase of the moon.”

“Oh fuck!” I shot bolt upright as I remembered.

“What is it?”

“Nothing.”

Disbelief and skepticism ruled the table. “Really?” Ryota vocalized it first.

I sighed and settled back down, playing with my spaghetti. “If you must know, I wanted to take a few readings for the equinox in a few days.”

“Why’s that-“

I quelled him with a glance. “Mystic readings. You don’t want to know the sort of things I’m going to be measuring. Or how. Some of them are halfway logical. Some of them…”

Kiyoto looked uncomfortable. “Aren’t?” he suggested.

“Yeah, let’s go with that.”

“How much aren’t you telling us?” Ryota asked, looking annoyed.

“A lot,” I sighed without rancor.

That made everyone pause. After a bite of dinner I noticed the silence and looked over them. “What? Did you expect me to deny it?” I asked in confusion.

“Maybe?” Ryota admitted. “I didn’t expect you to just admit it openly like that.”

I shook my head. “Uh-uh. I might not tell you everything, but I’m trying not to lie to you about much. That’ll screw everything up, and we’ve already got enough problems to deal with.”

More confused looks.

“I’m not sure why this is such a hard concept-“

“You mean that you’ll tell us some secrets, but not everything?” Kiyoto suggested with a bit of sarcasm.

I did consider that for a moment. “That’s still an awfully biased way of looking at…” I stared to say, but trailed off as a few more niggly thoughts intruded.

“That is an awfully oversimplified view,” I tried again. “But I guess it’s not entirely untrue.”

“It’s a bit of a strawman,” Kiyoto agreed, apparently having rethought it a little too after seeing my response. “But it does seem really weird. Like somebody telling us a humongous secret, like aliens are real; and then giving us a bunch of details on their biology, but suddenly clamming up and saying ‘I shouldn’t tell you that’ when we ask questions about their technology.”

“Speaking of which…” Chie half-questioned, obviously uncomfortable to do even that much!

“Don’t ask,” I said feelingly. Lest I give them all complexes I quickly added. “I don’t know. I don’t think so, but there’s a hell of a lot I don’t know.”

“UFO’s aren’t real,” Ryota chimed in immediately, trying to hide a hint of relief in his voice.

“Actually, Unidentified Flying Objects are real, and that skepticism is a problem. Remember how long it took to catch on to ball lightning because of it?” I added, since the subject had come up. “Sure, eighty percent of them are silly mistakes. And another nineteen percent are the more obscure but understandable misidentifications. But there’s some possibilities in that last one percent that too many people ignore, from what I’ve seen there’s been at least a few spirits and mystic phenomena dismissed because of the skepticism. We can’t afford to do that here.” Although those numbers should give you an idea how common it isn’t, and how gullible and careless a lot of people can act, I added in my head, barely stopping myself from getting further from the point. That was already a little too much of a soapbox speech for my taste.

I had that moment, because there was another awkward few seconds of silence.

“Like I said,” I tried to clarify my point, and failed again, “probably not alien phenomena. But, especially after we’ve failed with magic, I’m not quite ready to rule it out.”

“Right, well, back to the original point…” Kiyoto tried to yank us back on track.

“Are you sure you want me talking more?” I countered a little wryly. “You’ve all seen how badly I do with explanations.”

That earned me a mixture of amused groans and sour faces.

“I guess the simplest answer is that I’m not sure how much to explain,” I continued after a few moments, swirling my spaghetti around a fork. “Between all the stuff that’s wrong, that I want you to examine without prejudice or preconception; all the stuff I have to keep a secret for your own safety; and then all the stuff I don’t even think of until someone asks a question, I guess there are a lot of things I haven’t told you.”

“Can we back up a moment,” Chie broke in. “What do you mean by ‘all the stuff I have to keep a secret for your own safety’?”

“Can he even answer that?” Kiyoto asked, only half joking.

I took another bite of food and frowned thoughtfully. “I guess I can answer it in the general way,” I said after chewing and swallowing. “But it still sounds a little strange. Some of it is pretty normal, secrets I’m obligated to keep because of oaths and promises. Honestly… it’ll cause trouble, but it might be okay to let some of that slip on occasion. Some of it. I’ll try to be sensible about it, but I don’t want to let any of you guys get hurt just because I’m supposed to keep a secret.”

And I hope I can keep that promise, I thought, feeling worry gnaw my guts. Some of that would be easy. For example, various Aoth related oaths and factors had sensible and reasonable escape clauses built in to them. My deity wasn’t about to let his followers or others die over stupid technicalities, especially about withholding knowledge. The deity in charge of knowledge and learning did not make you jump through a bunch of hoops and chase down permissions if lives could be at stake, it was one of the many reasons I'd decided on him as my patron.

Other things were a lot less clear cut. For example, I had knowledge about demons and darker practices that I was oathbound not to share. Most of it was pretty low-level stuff that the standard mage could have figured out by themselves if they ever wanted to. That had mostly been taught just to make sure your average mage would stay away from that sort of thing, not stumble into it by accident, and to be able to report it to the proper authorities if they ever spotted something amiss. Officially, I was unqualified and forbidden from sharing such knowledge with anyone else, and wouldn’t be unless or until I’d advanced further in the Guild. Which made the thought of ever sharing such knowledge with the likes of Chie or Ryota pretty tricky. They seemed a lot less likely to accidentally brush across that stuff, and with their lack of qualifications or ability the idea of sharing that knowledge seemed more dangerous than it would have been towards a true mage.

But do I know what the future holds? I reflected briefly. Where their own experiments might take them? Unable to reconcile that conflict, I moved on.

“Other things… you know the problem of the observer effect?”

“Yes,” Kiyoto sounded more amused than offended.

“Do you mean quantumly, physically, or psychologically?” Chie asked instead.

“Yes,” I replied with a tiny smile of my own. I could tell how I was amongst my own people by the number of rolled eyes and amused smirks instead of blank looks.

“It’s more like the quantum effects than anything else, but I don’t think it’s quite similar,” I frowned a little. “Or maybe it is, only in reverse. Anyway, the short version: knowing certain things, or thinking about certain things, can bring you to some beings’ attention.”

“That sounds-“ Ryota began skeptically, but he was interrupted by Chie.

“I see! Like you said, the quantum observer effect in reverse. Only we’re the ones being observed!” Chie looked thoughtfully fascinated, putting down her dinner and then making a small pyramid with her hands, just staring off into the distance as she thought about something.

“Maybe,” I said cautiously. “Anyway, let’s just say there are a bunch of complications to that, both positive and negative. And I don’t want to submit you guys to any of them at this time so I’m keeping those things secret as well.”

“And I guess there’s stuff that might get you hurt if someone knew that you knew it,” I suggested awkwardly. “Kind of? Maybe? I don’t actually know that’s a problem. Or at least if it’s any more of a problem now that you know about mana already. But I don’t want to test that out, so…”

“Right,” Kiyoto nodded. “Good, old-fashioned ‘you could tell us, but then you’d have to kill us’ stuff. That makes sense.”

“Which makes it ironic that I’m not sure I actually have any of that,” I admitted. “Not any more. It seems to me that if anyone was going to do something like that you’d already be past the threshold at this point.”

“But would you tell us if that was a lie?” Kiyoto replied with a smirk.

“Argh, this shit again,” Ryota scratched his head.

“Yeah, that’s the problem,” I agreed, caught between amusement and honest curiosity how I could solve that. It really was a somewhat unsolvable conundrum.

“What, you couldn’t tell if he was lying?” Chie asked, coming back to us a little.

“But do we trust that?” Kiyoto countered with sly mischief. “How do we know it’s not all a very clever act?”

And there’s the meat of it. Normally it wasn’t a practical worry. Sure, it was possible that any old stranger on the street was actually a supreme conman or amazing spy. But the probability of that was so vanishingly low you could dismiss the idea easily. In this case, it was just practical and possible enough that it was hard to rule out. Is Matsuda Mamoru really the hapless boob he appears to be? I thought with a mental grin. Or is it all an act? Do you really think someone this… everything… could have made as much progress as he has? It was made even more ridiculous by the fact I was keeping a very big secret about who I was (reincarnated from another world), and that did influence a lot of stuff, but at the end of the day I really was just as ridiculous as I sometimes appeared.

Before that could sprout too much in anyone’s head (which had been half the problem with Arashi and Himeko’s aunt) I decided to distract them all by jumping back a few steps. “At the risk of seeming evasive, let’s go back to what I want to do for the equinox. I’m going to have to use more magical means to measure some… let’s just call them mystic factors. I know that sounds like a copout, but you don’t even have the context to understand what I think I know at this point, it would be like Chie trying to explain sophisticated multi-dimensional factors to the average Junior High student.”

“Ugh, the deeper ideas there still give me headaches,” Chie leaned back against the couch, a disgusted look on her face. “But it looks like I’m going to need them if I’m ever going to crack this stuff.”

I nodded at her gratefully. “Ask me about this again, in a year or so when I might have some examples and readings to show you, I’ll probably tell you then. Chances are you’ll have a better context by that point. And be willing to call me on some of the cases where I’m still being too gullible or traditional. Some of these factors… they’re pretty abstract, probably not as well defined as I think they are.”

“Like what?” Ryota asked, almost politely for a change.

“Well,” I replied with a ghost of a smile. “It’s not something I’m looking for at the equinox, but let’s just say even mages hotly debate how the heck you define things like ‘luck’ and ‘fortune’.”

“That’s-” this time he managed to stop himself from hotly finishing that statement.

My smile grew by a minuscule amount. “The irony is, whatever you’re about to say was probably right. Most mages want to throw up their hands in disgust whenever ‘luck’ comes up. There seem to be half a dozen intertwined concepts there. Probability, fortune, karma, fate… none of those are quite right. Or perhaps all of them are, but we’ve yet to properly sort them out and isolate them. And that’s one factor that mages have actually looked at! It should give you an idea just how many stupid things they’ve left untouched.”

“And they’ve never made any progress?” Kiyoto asked skeptically.

“It’s… complicated. I mean, how would you define luck? And before you give me a simple probability answer,” I added quickly, guessing that both Chie and Ryota were winding up for that by their expressions. “Try thinking in the longer term. What sort of event qualifies as ‘lucky’? If you lose your umbrella, and then get sick and have to go to the hospital, that seems unlucky. But what if you end up meeting your future soulmate there? If you don’t hook up until a year later, only recognizing each other because of your time in the hospital, would you even realize how lucky you were? And what if you were lazy or careless or arrogant, and decided not to follow up upon your second meeting later? Would that suddenly make your original problem, the one that sent you to the hospital, unlucky? Or would that just be you spitting on your own fortune?”

“Argh! This is why I hate philosophy!” Ryota scratched his head in frustration.

“And why magic seems to need an interdisciplinary approach,” I agreed. “Because it runs into the practical version of that problem out in the field! When mages try to manipulate ‘luck’ it seems to work, but rarely like we quite expect it to. And when you consistently mess with the laws of probability, like when you’re trying to study and define ‘luck’ spells,” I smiled grimly, “it seems like they mess around with you right back. Mages who do that sort of thing tend to come to remarkably unlikely and messy ends.”

“Are you sure that’s not just a tale?” Ryota shot back. Although his tone made it obvious that, while he was skeptical, he was willing to accept it might be true.

“That’s what someone thinks every century or so,” I reported, shaking my head, “going back and deciding they’ll be the one to finally crack it; that it was just old wives’ tales, or propaganda, or honest coincidence that doomed their predecessors. That they’re not fooled, or just smarter, and they’ll be the person to reap the rewards of finally mastering luck. They usually end up the next entry in the book.”

“There’s a book?”

“Fuck,” I muttered under my breath. Louder, I said “remember Kiyoto mentioning the ‘I could tell you but then I’d have to kill you’ classification? Sorry, I guess I lied earlier. There was other stuff, and that question fits under the category.”

There really had been a textbook, back on Avalon, and that really had been a whole (long) chapter in it. But there was no way I was telling anyone else that, not yet.

“Re-ally?” Ryota asked, remembering to moderate his skepticism mid-syllable.

“I’m guessing his whole magical education is,” Chie noted more seriously.

“Got it in one.”

“The first rule about Hogwarts is: we don’t talk about Hogwarts?” Kiyoto asked.

He tried to make his tone innocent, but all four of us cracked up the second he said it. Normally it wouldn’t have been that funny, but between the situation and the tension it was just too perfect.

“Ah, god,” I said a good fifteen seconds later, after I’d finished laughing. “I hated those books.”

“Me too,” Ryota was in total agreement.

“The story was good,” Chie’s voice was mild. “The logic, and how their system worked though…”

“ ‘What system?’ ” Both Ryota and I said it in unison.

Kiyoto stayed suspiciously quiet. I suspected he’d enjoyed the series a little more than the rest of us.

“Anyway,” I continued. “Yeah, I really can’t tell you much about my magical education. But I can tell you one thing: it was nothing like Hogwarts.”

“Thank God,” Ryota said feelingly.

Okay, nothing might have been stretching it slightly. At least back on Avalon. After all, I’d still had buildings… and teachers… after that the similarities started running out pretty quickly. And I consoled myself by remembering that only applied to Avalon, this life I hadn’t had even that much.

“And while we’re at it, I might as well add that I’m going to be… reluctant and cagey I guess are the closest words. Reluctant and cagey about telling you stuff about the deeper magical world out there. It’s not exactly a full alternate world just on…”

I stopped and drummed my fingers against the table a few times.

“Wait, is it?” Chie asked, a little shocked.

“No,” I replied grumpily. “Or, at least I don’t think it is. But I don’t want you thinking it’s nothing either. So I’m trying to figure out a way to explain it.”

Surprisingly, it was Kiyoto who had the answer. “It’s an entirely connected biosphere?” he suggested. “A complex one? Just one we’re not aware of?” For a change, he sounded entirely serious.

I blinked in surprise. “That’s a good suggestion,” I admitted, embarrassed by how shocked I sounded.

“Oh, come on!” Ryota protested. “Surely someone would have noticed something by now?”

Kiyoto gave him a cynical smile. “And how many thousands of years did humans spend ignoring and missing the microorganisms that make up so much of existence? How much did we discover in a single drop of water with the first microscope? And how much were all of those organisms doing to us and for us for all that time?”

“But that’s-“ once again Ryota checked himself and looked thoughtful.

Kiyoto shrugged. “It seems we’re at that point. We finally have our microscope, now we have to see what’s there.”

“That’s a pretty good comparison,” I agreed. “One of the reasons I don’t want to tell you anything ahead of time is to avoid overwhelming you. Another is that I’m worried I’m prejudiced and missing or misinterpreting various things because of what I’ve been taught. And another is maintaining the privacy and respect of various beings and practitioners, we don’t want to go knocking on their doors until we have to.”

“I think I almost understood that,” Chie looked at me seriously. “And that frightens me.”

“Yeah, we’ll leave most of that for another day,” I agreed quickly, stalling a little by chasing a little pasta and sauce around my plate.

“We’re going to need a lot of them,” Ryota sighed. “If we really are at the stage of building the first microscopes to examine the microscopic world…”

“Then incredible vistas are about to open up to us, things that won’t be fully mapped for centuries, if ever,” Kiyoto finished with careful enthusiasm. “But just think of it, we’ll be the first.”

“Well, how many mages and visionaries have there been?” Chie tossed out with mixed emotions. “I mean, how many artists painted the Night Parade?”

“Yeah, but we’ll be able to photograph it,” Ryota tossed back with a small smile.

I studiously kept quiet and focused on dinner. Not touching that one yet, I reflected. Because on one hand I agreed, finding a way to record the Night Parade was definitely on my wish list. On the other had, I meant to do it very, very sneakily.

“God, it feels like we’re creating castles in the sky,” Chie leaned back against the couch. “We can barely detected mana yet, but we’re talking about taking pictures of the Night Parade.”

“It’s not bad to look ahead with a little optimism,” Ryota surprised me by saying with a shrug, “that’s how I got into Tokyo U: with a goal, planning, and one step at a time.”

“You’ve got a point there,” Kiyoto agreed. “I wouldn’t have made it in if I’d looked at the requirements in junior high and said ‘no, it’s too hard. I’ll never get there.’ It took a lot of time and work to make it.”

“Okay, but let’s be real here,” Chie countered. “We’re looking at something that makes getting into Tokyo U look easy, and I never thought I’d be saying that.”

“You’ve got to shoot for the moon if you ever want to get off the ground,” I said with surprising force. I immediately grimaced after hearing myself though. “Sorry, that sounded way too cheesy. But if there’s one thing I’ve learned over the last few years it’s that you should always try. Maybe not be stupid about it, maybe not run until you’ve learned to walk. But if you keep moving forward you can be surprised what breaks and blessings come your way. Sure you’ll hit setbacks, we all know that by now, but good things can happen too.”

I stopped, a little appalled at my forceful speechmaking, especially with such a ‘rah-rah! Fight! Fight! Fight!’ attitude. But after a few moments everyone in the room relaxed and smiled.

“Heh, freshmen,” Kiyoto scoffed, but he was still smiling as he said it.

“I don’t know,” Chie said, heaving herself off the couch with a small grunt, “it worked for me. I’ll go set up again, I have a new idea. Come over when you’re finished dinner, and we’ll give this another try.”
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Why do I feel a vague sense of unease, almost dread, coming back here?  I frowned as I walked towards the gates of my old high school.  I mean, sure, I had plenty of unpleasant times here.  Also some of the best times of my life.  Arguably.

Okay, most of those best times had been with classmates from high school, or while I was going to high school, rather than at the high school itself.  The high school itself had featured more memories of things blowing up, catching on fire, or interviews with the police.  But still…

I sighed softly to myself.  Being a little bit dramatic there, aren’t I?  I can name good times too.  They were usually a lot lower key, simple things like researching in the lab or enjoying the Choral Club’s performance, but they existed as well.  But I guess I can see why I’m feeling a little off.  Overall, my time at the school itself was probably more annoying than not.  Dealing with rumors and gossip, fighting off boredom in class, hiding 90% of myself 90% of the time… I prefer my current life, the new pros definitely outweigh the new cons.  I haven’t lived as a university student long enough to feel confident in my new life or feel nostalgia for this place, so I guess it makes sense I’m subconsciously worried now that I find myself back here.  It’s still an overreaction though.

I stopped politely just before the gates, although I did send out a quick, mystic, knock on the door to those inside.

Before too long a random new student came up to me cautiously.  “Can I help you, sama?” they asked, trying not to sound a little nervous.  They were obviously trying to be helpful.  But upon getting close my size and unusual appearance had intimidated them a little, and I doubt my backpack and naginata bag combo helped much.

“Just waiting for a proper escort,” I smiled at them, trying to act friendly.  “For what it’s worth, the more correct term would be ‘sempai’.  The school asked me back to help with a chore.”

“Ah,” they asked cautiously, “then wouldn’t it be better to check in with the front office?”

“Usually,” I answered with complete honesty.  “But this time-“

Thankfully we were interrupted by a loud “sempai!” as Abe Hajime hustled out of the building towards us.

The student turned towards Abe in surprise as the Student Council President rushed to meet me.  “Sempai,” she asked Abe, “you know this person?”

Abe nodded politely at them.  “Yes, he’s one of last year’s graduates, Matsuda-san, back to help us with a project.”

She bowed quickly to the pair of us.  And made a speedy exit, obviously satisfied she’d done everything she needed to and feeling no desire to get involved.

“Thank you for coming Matsuda-san,” Abe said to me.

I nodded to him.  “How bad is it?” I asked as we both turned and started walking towards the school.

Abe smiled with a touch of both amusement and worry.  “You’re asking me?  All I know is that Sensei-san thinks it feels ‘off’, and we both figured it was best to have you look at it rather than trusting things to fix themselves.”

I raised my eyebrows slightly but otherwise kept my expression calm.  That was actually the correct choice, as far as I knew, but I was a little surprised to see Abe’s apparent growth.  He seemed significantly more confident in himself and his position, not to mention a lot more comfortable with the supernatural.  There was something in his posture and expression, a certainty that hadn’t been there before.  It wasn’t anything major, but it was definitely real.

“Seems a little busy today,” I noted as we entered the school and made our way towards the stairs.  I wasn’t just making idle conversation though.  There did seem to be more people than I’d expected, and it made it hard for us to talk about anything supernatural.

“The Cultural Festival is coming up,” Abe smiled wryly, obviously both proud and concerned for all the students.  “A lot of groups are getting started a little early this year, ramping up their efforts ahead of time.”

“Really?”  I mean, it wasn’t far off.  But it seemed like they were nearly two weeks ahead of where we’d have been if they were doing this much already.  Especially this many groups.  One or two clubs wouldn’t have surprised me, some groups had to schedule things differently or planned really elaborate pieces of work that needed a lot more effort.  But this seemed more like it was the whole school.

Abe’s smile turned a little more wintery.  “Inoue Sakura has a way of motivating people.”

Augh!  One more reason to be uncomfortable about going back to my old high school, one I should have put higher on the list.  “Oh god,” I said, palming my face even while we started to climb the stairs.  “What did she do this time?”

“In fairness to Sakura,” Abe admitted more reasonably, “I don’t think any of this is entirely her fault.  But she’s dating three of the club heads, and somehow that led to them getting into a really charged competition over who was going to create the best event for the Cultural Festival.“

You can probably substitute another word for ‘dating’, I thought cynically.  But I kept that one in my head.  It was always possible she was doing something different this year and it really was just dating.  Heck, that might have explained why this was so energetic!  If she really was being more restrained this year then the club heads in question might have been more on edge, and looking to seriously impress Inoue in order to put their relationships over the edge.

“From what I can tell she didn’t do anything directly,” Abe continued, “they came up with this by themselves.  But she didn’t try to suppress it either.  And once they started doing that the rest of the school started worrying about how they’d look if those three clubs put on something exceptional and they just put in an average effort.”

“So then they started going extra hard as well,” I said, nodding along.

“Precisely.  And since it happened at the beginning of preparations, everyone actually had time and space to get ambitious.”

We passed the second floor, and there was still plenty of activity around.

“Honestly,” Abe said with clearly mixed emotions, “it’s not a bad thing, I’m really looking forward to the Cultural Festival at this rate.  But it’s a little bit worrying, and I’m afraid someone’s going to get hurt.”

That’s… I kept quiet, unsure what to say.  On one hand I was pretty sure he was right, all this extra hard effort could easily backfire and I doubted all the sexual tension with the original three club heads was going to end well.  It was possible I was being paranoid, especially with how well Inoue Sakura tended to manage her conquests, but I didn’t think so.

On the other hand… well, I’d gotten set on fire during last year’s Cultural Festival, and that had been without any real interference from Inoue.  Students tended to go hard and get hurt all from their own stupidity and overambition all the time.  Sure, you could make some sort of twisted argument about Inoue being an influence on last year; Inoue had probably been a factor in Himeko going as all out and flashy as she had (and my own willingness to take as many risks as I had), making it a combination of upmanship and stress relief.  But Inoue hadn’t been that big a factor, for all intents and purposes we’d done everything on our own.  And I was pretty sure this year’s students would do that in some way and to some degree no matter what else was happening.

But I wasn’t sure I was correct, or had the right to be trying to dispense ‘wisdom’ like that to Abe.  So, I just kept quiet until we reached the roof.  Once we were on top of the school we actually had some privacy.

“So, what really happened?” I asked, getting down to business pulling out my staff.

Abe looked mildly put out by the magical implement but brushed past it.  “Honestly?  Just pure, dumb, bad luck as far as we can tell.  The Baseball Club were practicing, one of their members got a really weird hit in, and it curved around at just the wrong angle to hit things up here.”

I paused, went back over to look at our schoolyard in case I was remembering things wrong, and then looked back at Abe Hajime incredulously “Really?”

Abe shrugged helplessly, spreading his hands wide.  The school was behind the back fence, for obvious reasons, and then there was fencing around the roof’s edge to further complicate the angle.  A baseball accidentally slipping past all of that was more unbelievable than most of the supernatural stuff I dealt with.  “What can I say?  It was a one in a million chance.”

“Hoshino Naoiji was practicing his ‘screwball’ at the time,” Sensei-san reported.  It felt weird to realize their voice was coming out of the magatama that Abe was now secretly wearing, but Sensei-san obviously felt comfortable repeating his old trick with a new host.  Which made perfect sense after six months, but still threw me off balance.

Sensei-san continued, seemingly oblivious to my surprise.  “At the last moment Ito Gen, thrown off by it, choked and attempted to turn his hit into something more resembling a bunt.  The result threw the ball high into the air but still with something of a forward angle, and it came down here.”

“Huh.”  I could hardly doubt it, not if Sensei-san was putting it like that.  “Well, that’s weird.  But I guess it works.  And if you take a couple of thousand draws in a year, getting that one in a million chance really isn’t that unlikely.”  That was oversimplifying it a lot of course, but it really did make more sense when put like that.

“Indeed.”

I also had the flying talisman in the bag so I decided not to waste any more time and quickly levitated myself level with the mana collector and micro hokaru that made up Sensei-san’s shrine.  I gave the pair a once over in the mystic spectrums, but it was pretty obvious what the problem was.

“Alright, nothing to really worry about here,” I reported back down as I settled down on top of the stairwell roof.  “The collector got knocked around a little but it’s fine.  The hokaru box took the brunt of it.  It’s got a major dent and a crack in it now, probably from the initial hit, along with a few more dings that I’m guessing occurred when the ball bounced back and forth between the two rapidly.”

“Is that bad?” Abe asked, sounding concerned.

“I’m guessing it’s pretty inconvenient for a young kami like Sensei-san,” I admitted.  “I couldn’t tell you how inconvenient, but I’m pretty sure that’s why they’re describing it as ‘off’ rather than ‘in pain’ or ‘weak’.”

Honestly?  Even with my continuing lessons on spirts and how they worked I was just making some educated guesses.  But they were pretty strong educated guesses.  It was like the hokaru box was the only set of clothes Sensei-san ever wore and that they’d just been torn and muddied.  The clothes weren’t part of their body or anything, but they were really used to them and the new damage/stiffness on the clothes further inconvenienced them.

Still, that should make it an easy fix.  “I’m going to run a quick mending spell on the box,” I told the pair.  “I assume there’s no damage to the contents within?”  If any of Sensei-san’s ‘relics’ had been harmed that probably would have been a little more serious.

“No, they just got jostled around a lot.”

I nodded and pretended to be a little more confident than I felt.  “Then this should be fine.  But I am going to run a spell pretty close to ‘you’,” I emphasized carefully.  “If something feels off than you should let me know immediately.  I don’t think there will be any problems, but I’m not going to bet your life on that.”

“Is this really dangerous?” Abe asked nervously.

“Honestly?  No.  At worst this is as likely as a patient having an allergic reaction to a common medication.  And that’s being pretty pessimistic.  But, like the baseball proved, unlikely things do happen.  And I’ve learned my lesson about taking chances with Sensei-san’s health.”

“You’ve done so before?” Abe frowned up at me as I began the spell.

“Technically yes,” I admitted with a touch of rueful nostalgia.  “Not in any major ways, but I did a couple of careless things that could have turned out much worse if we’d been pretty unlucky.  No harm was done, but I’m not proud of it.”  Between my continuing studies on the spirit side of things, and the practical example all the older, experienced, and notably less patient Tokyo U kami provided; I had to look back at my time with Sensei-san in a new light.  I hadn’t been too bad, not even I could get too down upon myself, but that had been more due to luck than planning.  I had blundered around in ignorance quite a bit and I figured I still owed the young kami a little patience and gratitude.

On that note.  “Sensei-san, make sure you’re watching this spell.  I suspect you’ll find it, or something awfully similar, useful to you in the future.”

“Ah, I see your point, Matsuda-san,” Sensei noted calmly.  “It feels… it feels like something I should be able to do.”

“Maybe not quite this way,” I agreed.  “But I’m pretty sure that older and more experience kami have a similar capability.  You might want to ask some of your peers if you get the chance.  More importantly: no ill-effects?”

“None,” Sensei-san reported easily.  “I’m starting to feel much better.”

“Good.”

I kept the spell going about fifteen minutes to be on the safe side; the big, initial hit took a while to completely smooth out.  But, at the end of it, Sensei-san’s little shrine was completely restored and they reported feeling much better.

A closer examination turned up nothing wrong with the collector.  Good to see, I nodded in satisfaction to myself.  It’s one thing to know they should be able to stand up to some casual abuse, it’s another thing to stress test them in the field.  I still wasn’t happy about my little diversion, but it was a reassuring little bit of data to get out of it.

“Alright, done,” I declared in satisfaction, climbing back down off the stairwell roof awkwardly but normally.  It’s not much of a drop if you’re over 180 cm, I thought with a touch of amusement and nerves.  It was a little trickier than that, I still had to manage it while carrying the naginata bag, but I was starting to get a little sensitive to how much mana I was using again.  The necessary waste that was happening in the lab between the experiments and training the grad students was getting more and more noticeable.  I wasn’t short yet, but I was trying to remember to ration myself a little more.

Abe decided not to say anything but there was a hint of a question in his eyes.  “Thank you, Matsuda-san,” he said instead.  “Will there be any more problems?”

“There shouldn’t be,” I reported calmly.  “Not unless there’s another silly accident like that.  But call me if I’m wrong, or if something else does happen.  I doubt I’ll be back, but there’s no sense in taking any chances if something comes up.”

Abe sighed in relief.  “Thank you, Matsuda-san,” he replied, bowing towards me slightly.  “Having Sensei-san around has been a fascinating advantage, but one of the biggest single subjects of stress I’ve had since becoming head of the Student Council!”

“Nani?” I kept it carefully neutral, but I hadn’t quite expected that.

Abe nodded swiftly.  “They’re a secret I have to keep, and a partner I can use to help the school, but I worry about them becoming stressed or corrupted.  And there’s no one else I can talk to about it.”

I had to visibly wince at that.  Yeah, never considered that factor.  Himeko had me, and even Eiko when she just wanted to talk without my overly confident babbling.  Abe’s got no one.  We just dumped this one in his lap.  And it’s not like he can tell anyone either, he’s got to let this stew in his head all the time.

(Of course, in reality Himeko really had let Abe know he could contact her if he needed advice or support, including issues with Sensei-san.  And there was always, obviously, Sensei-san themself.  But between embarrassment and proving himself that was never going to happen, not for anything short of a disaster.  That sort of drive and dedication was the reason Abe had become Student Council President, but it did have its drawbacks.)

“Maybe you really do need that Student Council Miko position after all,” I muttered.

“Maybe,” Abe agreed, looking a little sickly.  “But I’d expect that half the time the President would shove off all duties to the Miko and try to pretend it wasn’t real, just making another student isolated and miserable.”

Probably a little less than half the time, I thought pedantically (and egotistically), I’d give it around a 60-40 split.  But I doubt he’s wrong.  I really didn’t think of all the implications and effects of everything before awakening the kami of the school.

Granted, imagining all the ways that could have turned out and all the chained effects would have been pretty much impossible.  But I hadn’t even tried, and now others were paying the price.  It was a painful realization.

Before I could start feeling too guilty, Sensei-san’s voice calmly noted “someone is coming.”  And before Abe or I could ask any questions we heard the sound of feet frantically pounding up the staircase.

I barely finished stashing my staff away before Kanoko Kaede burst onto the roof.  “Cousin, it is you!” she said, panting a little from her rush.

“Kaede, are you alright?” I asked a little frantically, stepping in close.

Kaede just laughed a little breathlessly.  “I’m fine, just shocked.  What are you even doing here cousin?”

Abe looked at me in surprise.  “Your cousin?”

I couldn’t complain about that, standing next to each other like this you’d never have guessed Kaede and I were related.  Even if you’d been told two people on the roof were related you’d have assumed it was her and Abe, or even Abe and I, before you jumped to that combination.

Kaede merely nodded though, before quickly catching herself and offering Abe a quick bow.  “Apologies, sempai.  I didn’t mean to forget my manners.  I’m just so shocked that my cousin is here.”

“I heard you before,” Abe replied, quickly putting on his best ‘professional’ face on.  He’d learned a lot from Himeko.  “Actually, we were just finishing up.  I asked your cousin back here to check up on something he helped fix last year.  He seemed like the best person to call in, having the experience from last time.  Now we can be confident we don’t have to go and call in the professionals.”

A little awkward, a little too rushed, and a little too stiff.  But still better I usually do.  I thought judiciously, surprised to be witnessing it from the outside for a change.  Abe had obviously prepared an excuse ahead of time (a good idea).  Offering it up unprompted, and a little too forced like that, wasn’t such a great job.  Still, it had probably been better than waiting around and watching me fumble as he discovered I hadn’t even thought of doing even that much.

“That’s great!” Kaede replied, her enthusiasm intact.  “Sempai, can I borrow my cousin now?  I have something I need to talk to him about.”

Abe seemed all to willing to give her the distraction, apparently not realizing he was hanging me out to dry.  “Go ahead.”

Kaede immediately grabbed me and pulled me aside.  “Cousin, do you have any more of those spark sheets from last year?”

“The… what?” I asked after a moment, totally confused.

“The spark sheets,” at my continued blank look she stamped her own foot out of frustration.  “Those little glass sheet thingies you used last year.  And do you mind if we use Lord Neverheart?”

“AARGH!  Don’t remind me!” I half cried, caught between cringing and grinning by the memory of what I’d done.  It took me a few moments to shake off the hit to my mental funny bone.  “Wait, what do you mean ‘use Lord Neverheart?’ ”

“This year the Drama Club is doing something a little more original.  We needed a generic bad guy and thought it might be fun to bring back Lord Neverheart.”

“Wait, ‘we’?  And more importantly, why ask me?”

“Well, we weren’t going to,” Kaede admitted with only the tiniest bit of shame.  “But you are right here so it seemed disrespectful not to ask when you’re right in front of us.  Besides, he’ll work best if we have the spark sheets and we kind of have to ask you about them.”

That left my thoughts awhirl, I had no idea what to focus on first.  So I just stood there blankly for a moment.

“Cousin?”

“Start at the beginning,” I said finally, trying not to sound too stupid, “let’s work from there.”

“Okay, so we’re-“

“Stop,” I commanded, “let’s start there.  Who’s ‘we’?”

“Oh!  Right, you wouldn’t know.  I joined the Drama Club.”

“Okay.  That’s surprising, but a good starting point,” I was strongly tempted to focus on that and ask a few more questions.  Kaede didn’t seem like a bad fit for the Drama Club, but it definitely wasn’t where I’d have guessed she’d end up and I was curious about a half dozen things.  But for once I managed to focus and push that aside.  “Let’s keep going.”

“Alright.  Well, we’re doing a play for this year’s Cultural Festival.  Obviously.”

“Obviously.” I agreed.  I wouldn’t say it boggled the mind that the Drama Club would do something different, at the very least they had to be tempted to bow out of that sort of thing instead of competing with a half dozen or so even worse productions.  Half of which were probably looking to poach their members.  I could have seen them not risking a half-hearted play, but it still would have been surprising.

Kaede verified that a few seconds later.  “Well, we didn’t want to go ultra serious this year, too many members are busy with their class projects.  But we did want to put in a good showing.  So we’re doing something original, and someone had the idea of using Lord Neverheart for the villain as a gag and callback to your guys’ play last year.”

Kaede was just a little bit cagey when she said ‘someone’, I had a sneaking suspicion she’d at least brought it up in a brainstorming session.  “That seems a little bit…” I stopped myself, unsure what to finish with.

“Well, we’re not using too much more than the name this time,” Kaede shrugged.  “Maybe keep the face makeup the same.  While we’re not doing some sort of classic or high drama, we’re not going all the way too over-the-top camp either.  But we needed a powerful but generic bad guy, and when we thought about it, he kind of worked out.  Last year’s students will recognize him and get a kick out of seeing him again.  He’s also archetypal enough we don’t need to waste much time developing him but he doesn’t have any historical baggage so we can pretty much use him however we want.  Plus, we’ve still got about half his costume from last year.”

I snorted softly to hear that.  Okay, didn’t see that last one coming.  And I wonder how much more they’d have if it hadn’t been for the fire incident?  I’d never thought about what happened to the old costume after I’d stripped it off.  Thinking about it now: I guessed that Yuko, who’d been head of the Drama Club that year, had quietly requisitioned anything useful.

“Alright, alright, I can see that.  You hardly need my permission to bring back that scenery chewing dark wizard.  Or whatever he was, I don’t think we ever defined it.  But Kaede,” I said a little more seriously as a few less explosive memories began trickling back, “are you sure you guys want to use him?  Part of his charm was the special effects, and some of those were a little…” I trailed off, not wanting to say anything too condescending or too revealing.  Plenty of them had been fine, but as part of all the ridiculousness we had gone really heavy on all the smoke bombs, fireworks, and others when we did our play.  Without an actual mage setting them up, some of them would start getting pretty dangerous.

Although, it was just standard fireworks that set me on fire, I reflected more philosophically.

Kaede shook that off.  “We’re not planning anything too complicated, basically just a smoke bomb or dry ice for a couple of scenes.  But we would really like the spark sheets, especially since the costume still has the harness to mount a sheet on.  But no one can figure out how you did it.”

I pursed my lips.  “The theory isn’t hard,” I temporized.  “But I guess it is difficult for a high schooler to manufacture.”

“You were in high school,” Kaede responded, a touch of annoyance in her expression.

“And don’t remind me how difficult it was to build them,” I responded, a little too quickly.  “You don’t want to know how many failures I had before I got a good seal.”  None, because I used magic.

Kaede still looked too skeptical for comfort so I quickly moved on.  “I’ll see if I can’t ‘find’ a few extra sheets we didn’t use last year,” I said a little more normally, making sure to add the slightly sarcastic emphasis to the word ‘find’.  Technically, this would be cheating a little.  We weren’t supposed to do things like that for the Cultural Festival.  However, I wasn’t Himeko and this wasn’t an unreasonably unfair possibility.  The school discouraged too much outside help, but (ignoring how difficult the spark sheets actually were to make) little things like this happened all the time.  After all, under normal circumstances there really could have been a sheet or two left over from last year that they were just reusing.

I frowned slightly.  Actually, are there any?  I’m pretty sure I made two or three extras just in case… no, wait, my classmates used them up in the celebration after the play was done.  It had been like leaving a sheet of bubble wrap unattended, of course they’d had a go at them.

Still, it was a pretty good excuse.  “We don’t want to push things too much,” I warned her.  “Would three sheets be enough?”

Kaede’s face lit up.  “Thank you, Mamoru.  Three will be fine.  We’re just looking for a dramatic moment or two.”

“Alright, alright,” I sighed, cutting her off before she could get too effusive.  “It’s fine, I’m just glad you’re not trying some of the sillier things we did.  I know I try to underplay my abilities but some of those were pretty advanced, and I still wouldn’t have done them without Himeko egging me on!”

“Like what?” Kaede asked.  She sounded innocent, but I was pretty sure she was trying to trip me up this time.

Luckily, I had a good answer.  “Like using actual electricity for that ‘lightning’ effect,” I answered immediately.  “I’m proud of that, and it was safer than you might have thought at first glance, but it would be really easy to mess that one up and turn it into something dangerous.  Up the amperage or mess up the spacing and that’s an accident waiting to happen.”  Which is why I used magic.  “I don’t want to downplay your club’s capabilities cousin, maybe there’s an expert or two there that could pull it off.  But that’s one that even the Engineering Club would treat cautiously before they deployed it, I wouldn’t recommend it.”

Kaede’s expression suggested she was about to say something else, but I was distracted by a familiar voice in my head >Inoue Sakura is coming up to the roof.<  Sensei-san reported to me calmly.

My response was anything but calm.  “Oh shit!” I said softly but feelingly, before grabbing my shocked cousin, slapping a hand over her protesting mouth, and quickly manhandling her behind the body of the stairwell.

“Inoue Sakura,” I hissed to her softly, hugging the wall and activating my ‘don’t notice me’ talisman.

Figures, a part of me noted distantly as Kaede quieted down, as much out of surprise and confusion as anything else.  I haven’t actually been using that talisman much recently, but the minute I go back to high school it becomes relevant again.

Luckily (from a certain point of view) Sensei-san had warned me at the last minute, only contacting me when Inoue had started up the stairs.  A moment later we heard the door open.  There was a short pause before a familiar and melodious voice asked “Mamoru-san?”

At this point Kaede truly calmed down, although her eyes narrowed sharply.

We heard Inoue walk around for a few moments, but the roof was pretty empty and she quickly seemed to decide she’d either been misinformed or I was already gone.  Soon, we heard the door shut softly and were alone again.

I took my hand off my cousin’s mouth as she noted “seriously Mamoru?”  She made sure to only do it in a soft voice though, and she looked towards the stairwell cautiously.

“Sorry, didn’t think I had time to explain,” I admitted, flushing a little.

“How’d you even know she was coming?”

“It was her damn perfume,” I said, only lying a little.  “I suddenly smelled it and realized she must be close by.”

Fortunately, that one passed muster.  “Oh!  That stuff!  It’s not strong but it carries everywhere.”

“That’s still consistent,” I nodded.  There was actually a faint odor of it up on the roof now, quickly fading.  You’d only realize it was there if you deliberately sought it out, never mind  realizing where it had come from.  But it was perceptible.

She’s using it again, I realized with a mental sigh.  She’d all but stopped for a while last year.  It wasn’t a major problem, but it was a little disappointing to realize it was back.  No reading too much into that, I reminded myself firmly, there could be a lot of nuance there.

“You’re really so traumatized by her that you’d go to such lengths to avoid her?” Kaede asked, half joking and half worried.

“It’s not so much traumatized,” I temporized, “it’s that I don’t want the hassle.  Especially with you here, the thought of what she might try to pull with you directly in front of her is kind of terrifying.  And that’s just short term.  The long-term effects of her realizing you’re my cousin…”

I trailed off, not sure I wasn’t getting a little too prideful there.  Say what you would about Inoue (I certainly did) but she wasn’t the type to get overly obsessed about one option.  Sure, she seemed to still have me bookmarked as a useful capture target, hence her appearance on the rooftop.  But I was pretty sure she had the mathematics of everything down to a science, carefully weighing the cost of the pursuit versus the gain of the capture.  Giving it a shot while I was right in front of her was one thing, actively pursuing and plotting to get me was another.

Which made it all the more terrifying that Kaede’s eyes narrowed again.  “Right, the look in her eyes sometimes when she spies Shinji.”

“Well.  That’s disturbing,” I noted a little dumbly.  I shouldn’t have been surprised.  Compared to me, Shinji was definitely worth a little active pursuit and plotting!

“Don’t worry, he’s too suspicious for that,” Kaede answered a little airily.  “And I’d love to see what happened if she put herself back in Himeko’s path, the older girls still tell a few stories about what went down when Inoue tried that last year.”

“Don’t put too much stock in those stories,” I said, more or less on autopilot.  After a moment I amended that to the more reasonable.  “They’re probably true, but not as easy as you think they were.  Himeko only made putting Inoue in her place look easy, even she had a hard time with that girl.”

“I can see that,” Kaede looked a little more serious, “some days I worry she’s slowly wearing Shinji down.”

“Fuck,” I muttered softly.  I wonder if I should mention this to Himeko.  Or maybe Hiro, he might have some better advice for the poor bastard.

Kaede beeped, after a moment my startled cousin pulled out her phone.

“Shoot!  Looks like my club needs me now!  And I need to tell them about your promise!”  She shot up and quickly started extracting herself.  “Talk to me about the spark sheets later!  Don’t forget them.  Bye!”

“Wait-“ I started to say, once again on instinct, but she was gone before I could say anything reasonable.  Well, that’s disconcerting news.

>Do not worry too much about Inoue Sakura, Matsuda-san,< Sensei-san sent to me once Kaede was no longer there to distract me.  >She attracts concern wherever she goes, at all levels.  Abe-san and I are already planning to make sure she does not succeed him Student Council President.<

And that’s even more disconcerting!  I thought, feeling a chilling flash of panic.  I wasn’t sure what was more disturbing: the reminder that next year Inoue Sakura might legitimately rank over my cousin and Himeko’s brother… or the thought that a kami might be about to interfere in human politicks and relationships, on any level!
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“So, you came straight here?” Himeko asked, her iron control firmly in place as she considered what I’d said.

“More or less,” I admitted with a sigh.  “On the way out, at the last moment, I did think to quickly ask Sensei-san if they were doing alright, make sure there wasn’t anything else affecting or bothering them.  But there wasn’t.  And I was still shocked and worried enough to come straight here.”

It was getting pretty late for me to be visiting the Meiko household, especially since I’d already been there once already.  My sudden return had (understandably) prompted some consternation and I’d been quickly shunted in to a meeting with Himeko.  But now that I’d gotten everything out of my system I was starting to worry I was overreacting.  And that I might be making Himeko miss dinner.  “Sorry about that-“ I began

Himeko cut me off with a wave of her hand.  “No.  You were right to bring this all to my attention.  I don’t think it’s urgent, but you’re right about how we have to deal with this.  And given your usual propensities, you probably would have hemmed and hawed forever about reporting this to me if you’d hesitated.”

I winced.  Harsh, but true, I reflected.  If I’d given myself any time then doubt would have seeped in, and I’d have hesitated to talk to her about it on my own.

Himeko looked slightly pensive.  “Abe is not wrong to worry, and I suspect Sensei-san is right to have their own doubts.  If Inoue takes over the position then they’re either going to be faced with revealing the secret to her, scrambling for an alternate kanuushi of some description while trying to keep it a secret from Inoue, or letting it lie fallow for a year.  And that last one could create all sorts of other complications.”

“Yeah,” I agreed reluctantly, I’d been mentally gnawing at the subject for my entire trip back to the Meiko house.  “If Sensei-san was an older and more experienced kami I wouldn’t be too worried.  But as a younger one, one that won’t even have been conscious for two years at that point, that seems a little risky.  You know them better than I do, but…”

“Leaving them without human contact for a year is a bad idea,” Himeko nodded firmly, even though I’d half hoped for something more reassuring.  “Agreed.  Sensei-san has too much to learn and their own position is somewhat unstable, they need a physical pair of hands around the school to take care of otherwise unfathomable tasks.  They don’t need much done, I think we’ve been unlucky that Sensei-san has needed even this many things, but I think the occasional task is a vital necessity at this point.  Otherwise, it becomes a small but infected wound that will eat away at them.  You and I took care of that for the first year, and Abe has revealed he’s needed to undertake a few tasks this year as well.”

“Anything major?” I asked, getting even more worried.

Himeko calmly shook her head.  “It appears not, and Sensei-san is not shy about making their needs known.  Abe only told me about three incidents before this one, and this is by far the most serious of anything that’s happened so far.  But if all four of them had been left unattended, and possibly even more on top of that…”

There was an implied question there, it felt ironic to have Himeko bother shooting one back at me after I’d just pulled that trick.  But I still winced at the actual answer.  “I’m not sure,” I reported honestly.  “Older and more stable kami wouldn’t have a problem.  Well, much of a problem.  Most of these things probably wouldn’t have affected them in the first place.  Some would still have been something to take care of, that’s why I’m still doing chores at the university, but they’d either be strong enough to ignore most of the issues or figure out a way to deal with the problem themselves.”

“Sensei-san…” I winced again, hating to admit it.  “Some of this is just straight up my fault.  Because I awakened Sensei-san a little early… it’s hard to put into words.  It’s a little like they’re unstable, or have a weakened immune system.  Or maybe that they’re anemic.  Things that are problems for other kami, but can be ignored without risking too much, are potentially big issues for Sensei-san.  They’ll grow out of it, eventually-“

“How eventually?” Himeko interrupted me.  “Are we going to be taking care of this for the rest of our lives?”

“Not that bad,” I corrected her hurriedly.  “But it’s going to be… well, not that long in kami terms…”

“Mamoru.”  The look was back.

“I’d guess it’ll be around a decade,” I answered quickly.  “Hopefully a bit less than that, probably only five years where they’re pretty sensitive, then roughly another five years where Sensei-san’s still a bit more vulnerable than the average kami but starting to close the gap.  My guess is it’ll be a curve of some sort, but I couldn’t begin to tell you how it will be shaped.”

“Five dangerous, five to watch,” Himeko looked thoughtful.  “That’s not too bad.”

“It could be tricky,” I admitted awkwardly.  “An exception like Inoue Sakura so early on, that’s a problem.  And while I wouldn’t expect anything else that bad to come along during that time…”

“Counting on it not to happen would be foolish,” Himeko finished for me crisply when I hesitated.  “Agreed.  We can barely begin to estimate the next three years, let alone the three after that.  I’m going to need to think up a plan of some sort.”

“What sort of plan?”

Himeko shrugged carelessly.  “Who knows?  Maybe it will just be as simple as making sure there’s always a child of the estate at our old school.  Even if they wouldn’t qualify normally, a little bit of sponsorship, a few well placed donations… I don’t see us having any problems with that.”

That’s creepy, I reflected.  Simple, effective, not really that bad.  But still a little creepy.

“But I’d prefer something a little more elegant, and with less of a trail,” Himeko continued.  “Sato Gota still has me on his list of suspicious people, and security spotted him casually passing by the mansion again yesterday.  Giving him an opening or clue like this would be a mistake.”

I considered it for a few moments.  Yeah, that about sums it up.  I doubted it would be a huge problem in and of itself, but it would give him a solid opening, evidence of wrongdoing, and clues about what was going on.  It would only encourage him and put him in a better place to interfere.

“Not only would it provide him far too many opportunities,” Himeko continued a little more gently as she saw me thinking about it.  “It would also give him a chance to disrupt our original goal, potentially leaving Sensei-san vulnerable.  And that particular plan would leave a child of the estate disgraced.”

I winced slightly.  And that, I added hastily, hating that I’d been so self-centered as to not immediately see those problems.  I knew I was being a little too harsh on myself, this was an area where Himeko far surpassed me, but I still regretted it.

“In any case,” Himeko brushed the issue away with a slight hand gesture, “it is something to think about.  If it were easy then Abe and Sensei-san would already have managed.  Unfortunately, our biggest problem is the same one that those two face.  If the Student Council President doesn’t know, but someone is undertaking Sensei-san’s tasks, then there’s every chance they’re going to either be suspicious or interfere in some way.”

I considered it a few more moments.  “That does sum it up,” I admitted grudgingly.  I hadn’t really thought it through before, but that was the crux of it.  Whoever was doing Sensei-san’s chores was probably going to need access to some authority and power if they didn’t already have it themselves.  Not necessarily much, but the complications that could result if they tried to go around without it could be catastrophic.  I was managing at Tokyo U since I was a trained mage with my own bag of tricks and the Tokyo U kami were reasonable, experienced, and occasionally used a little of their own power to help me.  Also, it didn’t hurt that I was operating over a wide area either, so it was hard to notice me doing so much weird stuff so often.  One university student doing something slightly weird one day was odd, but if they didn’t make a habit of it then observers usually got distracted and forgot about it under their everyday workload.  None of that wouldn’t apply to my old high school, Sensei-san, and probably not to whichever poor sucker got loaded with such a task.

Himeko frowned thoughtfully.  “I’m probably going to have to consult with me brother on this before we make too many plans, see if he’s noticed anything important.  And the upcoming Cultural Festival gives us an excellent reason to visit the school.”

Wait?  Us?  Oh fuck.  I hoped Himeko was talking metaphorically, or about herself and her family, but I had a pretty strong suspicion she meant me.

For better or worse we were interrupted by a bone rattling ‘THUD’ against the side of the house.

I jumped a little to the side, startled, but Himeko only gave the wall an annoyed look.  “Assuming someone hasn’t managed to get herself killed before then!” Himeko noted with some passion.  “Come on Mamoru, we’d better check after that.”

Himeko immediately thrust herself up and stalked out of the room.

I- wait- what?  I thought in confusion as I instinctively chased after her.

Himeko and I had been in a second-floor room and Himeko angrily stomped to the nearest stairwell down (one of the small and cleverly recessed ones the servants usually used, something I’d have never spotted without a thorough search), went to the ground floor, and burst into the Meiko’s backyard with an irate “Eiko, what the hell?”

I looked around and saw a panting and bloodied Eiko on one knee, struggling to get up.  Notably, there were a couple of stains on the mansion wall about three-quarters of a floor above the ground, roughly corresponding to where Himeko and I had been.

(Lest anyone panic: most of the stains were grass and dirt based.  Yes, there were some bloodied spots there.  But it wasn’t a dramatic smear of blood all down the wall.)

“I’m… not…“ Eiko gasped out between huge gulps of air, “done… yet.”  Part of the problem was exhaustion, the other part had to be how her nose was bleeding profusely.  She was pretty banged up and bruised, but the vast majority of the blood was from there.

“Feh,” her opponent noted dismissively.  “I like your spirit child, but part of mastering the fight is knowing when you’re beat.”

I blinked and barely kept myself from doing a double take.  Eiko’s opponent was a tiny old woman, looking around eighty but standing up straighter than most of my fellow classmates.  Her pristine judogi was a sharp contrast to the mess Eiko was in.  She simply stood there with her hands on her hips, thumbs hooked into the sides of the belt as she looked down on Eiko.  Both literally and metaphorically, given how deep my friend’s head had drooped.

I quickly activated ‘mage sight’.  Yeah, that’s a master alright, I thought, totally unsurprised at the well developed ki the woman was displaying.

She however let out a tiny start, and for a split second her attention wavered in my direction as she felt my use of mana.

Eiko exploded forward, and I winced in anticipation of what was about to happen.  The theory was sound, Eiko put her all into it, and by any conventional terms her performance was impressive.  But I doubted she would have been fast enough even when she was fresh.  Already wounded and exhausted like this?  She had no chance.

The master quickly proved me right, contemptuously flicking Eiko’s strike away with just two fingers before rotating Eiko through about 450 degrees, around the vertical axis, then slamming her onto the ground.  Hard.

“Eiko!” Himeko cried out, attempting to go towards her.  Thankfully, Master Tai seemed to materialize before she could take the first step and gently but firmly grabbed the Meiko heiress.

“That’s a bad idea, Himeko-san,” he noted calmly.  “Master Chihaya doesn’t endure fools gladly.  Interfere with the bout before it is over and she’ll serve you a stinging rebuke.”

As if to prove that, Eiko still struggled weakly to get to her feet even though she looked like a concussed turtle that had been flipped onto her back.

Master Chihaya stopped that with a slightly restrained stomp to Eiko’s stomach that she left planted there while Eiko jackknifed out of reflex and pain.  “Give it up kid, you’re done.”

I wasn’t sure if Eiko was still defiant, or just half conscious and struggling to move.  But eventually, a good ten seconds later, the choking and gasping Eiko managed to stretch her hand out and shakily tap the ground in submission.

Master Chihaya nodded and finally took her foot off while Master Tai released Himeko and allowed the heiress to reach Eiko.

“Eiko!” she called out, lifting her friend’s head off the ground in order to make her breathing easier.  She looked at me frantically, “Mamoru-“ she began.

“I’ll hit up the kitchen,” I agreed instantly, turning around.  I was a little too surprised and shocked to panic, still digesting what I’d just seen.  But a bit of fear was beginning to bubble up inside me.  Eiko had gone down hard.  I wasn’t sure I’d seen her this messed up since damn near the beginning, back when she’d been to the hospital after facing the yakuza in the alley.  And even that was debatable!  Her bout with Master Chihaya looked like it had inflicted a hell of a lot more soft tissue damage.

One quick consultation with the Meiko staff later and I was rolling out one of their top blenders and a bunch of ingredients.  Still, the first thing I did upon getting out there was ask “is she okay?  Do I need to risk any healing spells?”

Master Tai was bracing Eiko upright, and he seemed a hint concerned.  Still his voice was normal as he answered.  “No.  She might feel like she’s dying now that the adrenalin’s wearing off, but she’s going to be okay.  Master Chihaya was a little rough on her, but the biggest danger was Eiko choking on her own blood.”

“A little rough?!” Himeko protested, shocked.

“And you’re too soft on her,” Master Chihaya scoffed, seemingly oblivious to Himeko’s indignation.  “If she’s going to be a woman in this business she has to know how to take care of herself, how to recover and when not to fight.”

“This is Master Chihaya,” Master Tai noted, obliquely explaining a few things with his introduction.  “She came into her mastery during a rougher period, especially for female masters in Japan.  We don’t agree on everything, but only a fool would completely ignore her advice.”

“Hah!  Stop trying to be Master Luo, Tai-bozu.  If you want to tell me to go fuck myself then you should just say it to my face.”

Tai-bozu?  Despite everything, I had to pause a moment in my preparations to look at Master Tai incredulously.  Don’t get me wrong, if I was estimating her age at eighty with her level of ki mastery then Master Chihaya was probably pushing a hundred.  But referring to Master Tai like a young boy pushed my sense of reality to the limits.

Master Tai allowed himself a small scowl.  “I’m not that civilized Chihaya, I’ll fight you when and if I have to.  I meant what I said.  Maybe I have been a little too easy on Eiko, that doesn’t mean you’re right either.  This a good lesson for her, and she probably needed what you taught her.  I trust you to have caught stuff with a female student that completely went over my head.  Do it to her again without my permission and I’ll show you how much of a ‘boy’ I still am.”

Master Chihaya’s smile was half mocking and half satisfied.  “That’s better!  I was worried you’d turned into a pile of limp noodles in the last decade.  Good to see you still have some fire left in you.”

Okay, I thought, firmly focusing on all the ingredients in front of me.  Family dispute then.  Let’s not get involved if we can help it.  This was the martial artists ‘debating’ amongst themselves, it wasn’t a mage’s place to butt in unasked.

“I have plenty of fire left,” Master Tai’s tone was normal, but I was pretty sure he was making an effort to hold it to that.  “The point is to tame and hone the fire.  When it’s out of control, you get this,” he gestured at Eiko with one hand, using the other to help support her with his own ki.

“Hmph, just make sure you’re not reducing the fire,” Master Chihaya’s tone put me in mind of Eiko at that moment.  “There’s controlling it, then there’s being weak and getting rid of some of it rather than strengthening yourself to hold it.”

“Then there’s only pretending you’re in control,” there was a steely glint in Master Tai’s eyes, “and using that as an excuse not to change.”

Potion making, potion making, I’m doing nothing but potion making, I thought frantically, strongly tempted to break out ‘don’t notice me’ again.  Frankly, the only reason I didn’t was because I was pretty sure it would be counterproductive.  I suspected Master Chihaya was sensitive enough to mana that using a spell like that would only draw her focus to me, at least amongst this few people.

“My sins are my sins, and I’ll own them,” Master Chihaya’s voice was surprisingly blasé for such a statement.  But it became a little more concerned in the next sentence.  “But seriously, Tai-bozu, she’s earned this beating, and you know it.”

“Agreed,” Tai nodded sourly, while Himeko squawked in anger.

The elder master’s gaze shot towards Himeko.  “What?  You think I should be gentler with her?  You were here in time, you know she refused to quit.”

“You didn’t have to put her down that hard!” I blinked in surprise at Himeko’s angry passion.  “And she was probably only still fighting because you’d already concussed her!  She didn’t know how bad it was!”

“So?” Master Chihaya was almost flippant.  “You think that won’t happen in a real fight?  All the better that she have experience making that decision while concussed.”

“Himeko-san, enough,” Master Tai commanded gently but firmly as Himeko inhaled a hot breath.  He gave her a stern look.  “Control yourself.”

“That might be my fault,” I babbled from my position, too nervous to keep my mouth shut.  “I just barged in here… upset her already… gave her some bad news…”  In hindsight I could see the problem, just like I was more upset and unbalanced having to deal with this immediately after the upsets with Sensei-san, so was she.  And she’d had a lot less time than me to try and calm down.  Combine that with a hot button of Eiko getting hurt and it was easy to see why she was so emotional, the one-two punch had hit her hard.  Hell, let's toss in her being irritable from missing dinner while we're at it, I noted semi-randomly as I tried not to panic. By this point it was starting to get dark, and I was pretty sure Himeko hadn’t eaten yet.

“Ah yes, your prodigy,” Master Chihaya noted, giving me an amused once over.

I decided it was safest not to say anything and worked on my potion making.

“Is he why your student is so overconfident and unwise?” Master Chihaya prodded at Tai.

Much to everyone’s surprise, Eiko coughed a few times and then found her voice.  It was pretty weak, and more unfocused than I liked, but it was there.  “Don’t,” she commanded as firmly as she could, “blame my friend or my sensei for my fuckups.  You just said it.  They’re mine, no one else’s.”  It tugged at my heart a little, it sounded like it hurt Eiko to speak, but it also made me feel a little more optimistic.

There was a hint of a smile on Master Chihaya’s face as she responded.  “Focus on your self-healing girl, you’ve got a lot to learn.”

“Master Chihaya actually likes Eiko,” Master Tai noted calmly.  “She just doesn’t suffer fools gladly.”

“Nor should you,” Tai’s apparent sempai shot back.

“I don’t.  And I agree, this hasn’t crossed any lines.  Eiko has been very impressive, but she has been overconfident lately.  A beating like this will help straighten her out.”  But something made me pay close attention to Master Tai’s next words.  “And both she and I will figure out the correct course of action.  No one else.”

“Still trying too hard to be Luo, eh Tai-bozu?  Fine,” Master Chihaya waved it off.  “If you want to treat her with kids’ gloves, that’s your call.  But in my day, a female martial student that stupid didn’t just get off with a soft beating like this when she screwed up so badly.  She ended up with scars, within and without.”

“That was wrong then, and it’s wrong now.  The old days are gone.”

“Not as far as you think,” Master Chihaya looked at Tai somberly.  “And you’re not doing her favors by forgetting that.  And even if you think I’m just being old and bitter, you need to take a closer look at what’s happening around you.”

“Nani?”

Master Chihaya looked her most sober yet.  “I’m serious, Tai-bozu, it’s getting weirder out there.  Don’t tell me you haven’t noticed.  I’ve seen twice as many demons and monsters in the last two, three years as I should have.  At least one I’ve never seen before, and I thought I’d seen everything!”

“No one’s seen everything,” Master Tai responded, but I couldn’t help but note he looked uncomfortable.

“Yeah, but usually someone’s seen something like it,” Master Chihaya retorted.  “And if they have, no one’s telling me.  Not even the mystics like Mika knew what that thing was.  And I’m not the only one.  Tell me you haven’t seen it happening.”

“Not twice as much.  Nothing that clear.  But… more.”

Master Chihaya nodded.  “And maybe I’m just being an old bitch, losing my marbles after all these years, but something feels off.  I can feel it in my bones.  I know none of us talk about it much, but I’ve been listening Tai.  This isn’t just happening to me or you, it’s been happening to all of us.  It no fluke Tai, not a bad year or two.  Something’s in the air.”

Master Tai was conspicuously silent, and something about Master Chihaya’s tone pulled my attention in like a magnet.  This felt important.

“In the last year I’ve seen five demon summoners.  Five!  And maybe some of that explains the three oni I’ve faced, but I don’t think so.”

“Too many would be sorcerers,” Tai muttered softly.  “Then that mind control in Shinjuku…”

The psi kids needing even more talismans, a Vorasoth, I continued mentally, feeling a small chill up my spine as I looked back at the last year, a blood path psychic, the Forgotten…  I’d assumed all of that was merely because I was looking around now, had the power to raise my head and observe.  And some of that was undoubtedly true, some of that was standard.  But if what Master Chihaya was saying was true…

“I don’t have nostalgia, Tai,” Master Chihaya said frankly.  “This isn’t some ‘it was better in my day’ shit.  The last great surge was during my youth, because of the war.  And I fear we’re looking at another.”

“Beat your disciple, Tai-bozu, beat her bloody until she has a better sense of her place in the world.  Because I fear something is coming.  And if she’s going to survive it she needs to know pain, and she needs to understand just what she can and cannot do.”

After that ominous pronouncement, Master Chihaya turned to me.  “And this one,” she said, almost sounding cheery. 

“Oh fuck,” I muttered under my breath.  Still, between my concern for Eiko and my desire not to be noticed by her I’d finished my prep work.  I focused on what was in front of me and started sketching out the magical circle for the potion.  “Please don’t bother me,” I said, trying to sound polite instead of nervous.  “I’m busy with the potion for my friend.”

I could feel her smirk without looking.  I like to think Eiko will be more mature in about eighty years, I though semi-randomly, but I really could see her like this.  It wasn’t an incredible resemblance, not even spiritually, but I could see it.

“And what if I don’t give you a choice?” she asked softly.

I was reassured that my warning talisman wasn’t reacting.  I wasn’t 100% sure that she was bluffing, especially if I did something stupid and arrogantly mouthed off at her, but I was pretty confident I wasn’t in immediate danger.

There was a low rumble from Master Tai.  Soft, but one that carried clearly over the whole yard.

“Seriously, I really need to focus here,” I said, taking care to try and sound professional instead of intimidated or annoyed.  “Talk to me when I’m done.”

I worried I was overplaying it with that last one, but I managed to sneak a quick glance over at Himeko a few moments later, and she gave me a quick nod of approval.  She was still off balance too, but she was getting herself under control.

Master Chihaya exuded an air of smugness, but did step back and let me work.  Surprisingly, between the distraction of the work itself (which was a little less arduous between practice and the presence of my staff this time) and an opportunity to think, I ended up less afraid of Master Chihaya and more confident about what was about to happen next.  I was still nervous, I wasn’t a delusional idiot after all!  But I had a pretty good idea of how things were going to go, and for once I’d had adequate time to think about what I’d say in turn.

Being in a place of power doesn’t hurt either, my inner voice noted sarcastically.  I probably wouldn’t have tried this on neutral ground, and would probably even have hesitated if it was only on Meiko lands.  But along with Eiko, Himeko, and Master Tai present?  I was feeling a little more confident.

In due course I finished off the potion and quickly handed it to Eiko.  “Drink up,” I commanded her gently.

Eiko looked unhappy, but took my concoction and started to do so.

“That looks vile,” Master Chihaya noted with a little relish.

“It is,” I responded normally.  “I think the first time she had it Eiko described the taste as ‘salted jet fuel’.  But I’m not going waste time reducing its effectiveness by trying to make it more palatable.”

“Right attitude,” the older woman nodded with amused approval.  “Now, are you going to spar with me?”

I took a deep breath, carefully schooled my face and voice, turned to her, and said “no.”

“Oh really?” she smirked again, once more reminding me uncomfortably of Eiko.

“First,” I responded a little awkwardly, trying not to deviate from my mental script too much.  “I don’t ‘spar’ with people.  I occasionally offer them a mild workout against a magic shield.  Everyone knows it has even less of a resemblance to a real fight than normal.  Any martial artist worthy of the title would easily go around the thing and hit me directly.”

“Now you sound like a pedantic mage,” Master Chihaya crowed, trying to egg me on a little.

My eyes tightened slightly, even after all my preparation she still tugged at my emotions a little.  “Second, they cost mana.  Between all this and another small emergency today I’m already running pretty far into the red, I’m not going to waste any more just so you can get some exercise in.”

“I’ll be back someday, will you be ready to face me then?”

I folded my arms across my chest and found it harder than I expected to keep my temper.  I was a little emotionally raw after everything else today too, and being beside a hurt Eiko for this conversation wasn’t helping me.  “No, because I never intend to indulge you.”

For a moment I almost panicked, worried I’d forgotten the word intend.  I wasn’t going to taunt the universe by offering up some sort of stupid, blanket statement like ‘I’m never going to do that’.  But I was going to be strong about my position.

“I can force you,” she said smugly.

“I’m sure you can,” I answered with a hint more heat than I’d be comfortable with later.  “So can any punk on the street.  And if you do, you’d better come after me for real.  Because I’ll respond for real, and attempt to put you in the ground.  With everything I command.”

“Hmph, scaredy-cat.”  I couldn’t tell if she was amused or disappointed.

“No.  I’m willing to help out my friends and good people.  You crossed too many lines.  I don’t think much of you, and I don’t trust you.  I’m willing to believe Eiko earned her beating, she does that.  But even I could see you could have put her down gentler than that-“

“-like her enemies would have?” Master Chihaya interjected sarcastically.

I shot her a gimlet look.  “Oh, so it’s not evil if you’re the one doing it?” I asked tightly, barely keeping the ‘you egotistical bitch?’ behind my teeth.  My temper was high, but even I was pretty sure that was uncalled for.  “I’m not a naïve fool who believes the ends never justify the means.  But I can track a person’s attitude well enough.  Yours doesn’t impress me, and if you’re going to pull this shit then you need someone to stand up to you and remind you there’s a reason for all that junk around the kind, generous, and serene Master archetype.”

Her gaze tightened slightly.  “You have no idea what I’ve been through, you arrogant little fool,” she noted, almost conversationally.  And my warning bracelet finally did start giving me a little squeeze.

Master Tai and Himeko gave me encouraging looks though, giving me the confidence to try and remain on script.  “Nope,” I said enthusiastically.  “And you have no idea what I’ve been through, yet you still gave me that line.  You can go- “ I caught myself quickly but not smoothly, “away and think about that while I tell you no.  Because I’m not giving you anything.”

There was a volcanic anger in her eyes for a moment.  But she was still a master, and still one of the good guys.  She quieted it down, and her return smirk was almost grudgingly approving.  “Hmph.  Some fire in you at least.”

“It’s practically a prerequisite if you’re not going to fall to the dark side,” I responded.  I firmly bit down on a dramatic ‘now get the hell out o there’.  I was already doing too much of a soapbox speech in an attempt to try and make sure I said everything I wanted to, I didn’t need to act totally delusional.

“Fine,” she responded airily, and I fought the temptation to collapse in relief.  “It would have been an amusing distraction, nothing more.”

She then turned back to Master Tai.  “Remember what I said, Tai-bozu,” she said seriously.  “Maybe it won’t matter.  But maybe it will.”  And with that, in order to have the last word, she basically vanished.

Everyone was left blinking for a few moments.  “Nani?” Himeko asked first, looking around in confusion.

“Oh wow,” I said, more or less on autopilot as I analyzed what she’d done, “that was almost a real flash step.”

Master Tai looked at me quizzically.

“Sorry,” I blushed slightly, grateful that the martial arts master didn’t recognize the anime term.  “She simultaneously boosted her physical abilities, cleared her path and resistance with ki, and used an explosive blast of ki to propel herself.”  The impressions of it were quickly dissipating, another minute and I’d never have been able to decipher then, but given that she’d been right in front of me, and the amount of power she’d used had actually left a mark, this time I could make a stab at it.  The end result: a violent and shocking burst of speed.

“Master Chihaya does like to make an impression,” Master Tai granted, with obviously mixed emotions.

“And not a favorable one,” Himeko declared firmly.  “Good job standing up to her like that, Mamoru.  I’m proud of you.”

“Thanks,” I said with a small blush, trying to ignore how much prep time I’d needed to pull off even the half assed version I’d managed.

“I’m serious,” Himeko nodded decisively.  “You’re usually not that firm or impressive.  Good job.”

A small part of me wondered how much of that was catharsis by proxy, given all the things she probably wanted to say to her grandfather but was too kind and respectful to actually put into words.  The rest of me, the bit that had just survived Master Chihaya, buried that part deep down and threatened it with death if it ever said any of that out loud.

“You’re going to be okay, Eiko?” Himeko asked her friend in concern.

“I’ll be fine, stop worrying Hime,” Eiko’s attempt at attitude fell a little flat with how weak and wobbling her voice was, but it was still vaguely reassuring.  “Sensei, Mamoru, and I can handle it.”

Blast it, I thought in hindsight, I should have taken a few pictures, charted her progress and how well the potion worked.  I spent a few moments regretting that, a few more feeling relief that Master Tai’s (and Eiko’s) own ki work would have invalidated the results, a few more moments regretting that lost opportunity and the possibility of a compare and contrast, before finally realizing I was being a bit nuts and Eiko probably wouldn’t have let me take the constant, comprehensive shots that something like that would have required anyway.  At least, not for something this full bodied.

Himeko’s thoughts were probably different, but it was still a little bit before she finally asked “are you sure?”

“Relax.  I might be black and blue tomorrow, but I’ll be back to full strength before you know it.”

Himeko and I took another look at Eiko’s wounds.  I winced and Himeko asked calmly “Mamoru?”

“Yeah.  Probably not so bad by the day after tomorrow, but tomorrow she’s going to look pretty technicolored.”  Eiko had taken a few too many face and hand hits this time, it would be pretty hard to try and hide her wounds.

“I remember how fast everything healed last time,” Himeko noted.  “And the rapid rate would only cause even more questions.  You’re staying home from university tomorrow.”

Eiko’s face was a study in mixed emotions.  She wasn’t exactly a fan of Tokyo U, and she wasn’t a true student either.  But she wasn’t happy with failing in her duties out of perceived weakness or her own mistakes.

“Mamoru,” Himeko sighed.  “I hate to ask this of you.  But could you take over bodyguard duties tomorrow?  I don’t want to miss any classes or provide my parents any ammunition.  And you’ll be acceptable for a day.  I don’t want to think of their reactions if I tried going through the day unescorted, or opened us up to scrutiny by trying to drag Eiko along.”

“Hime-“

“Student,” Master Tai interrupted loudly but firmly.  “You’ll heal rapidly, but you won’t be a match for any sort of real threat Himeko might face tomorrow.  We both know it’s unlikely that one will come up, but that’s not the point.  Your actions have consequences.  This is one of them.”

To Eiko’s credit, she quickly killed the sullen look and schooled her face to discipline.  And a good thing too, the way Master Tai looked at her added ‘and I can bring back Master Chihaya to discuss your stupidity with you if you disagree’ without ever saying it out loud.

I, meanwhile, had severely mixed feelings.  Himeko and I shared some classes.  But I’d have to skip some of my regular courses and spend at least a little extra mana on the ‘don’t notice me’ talisman if I hoped to pull off accompanying her, even in the background.  Needless to say, I wasn’t thrilled.

“This is a failure of my student,” Master Tai continued, looking directly at Himeko, “if necessary, I could be the one to accompany you tomorrow.”

“I’ll do it!” I blurted out quickly.  On the other hand, I admitted instantly to myself, I’d rather do all that than deal with the fallout of Master Tai wandering around Tokyo U.
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Himeko opened the door to the research room and then burst out laughing as we all looked up at her.  “I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” she said, trying to get her amusement under control.  “I shouldn’t.  But the way you all look right now…”

We glanced amongst each other.  Then I considered the room.  I was making up some fresh mithril, and as a part of our continuing research everyone was observing closely.  Kiyoto was about two meters away, monitoring the effects of mana upon us, but still close enough to observe us directly.  Chie was observing and marking down the weight and heat of the mixture every fifteen seconds, seeing if there were any changes in the process.  And Ryota was doing more general observations while recording the proceedings, making notes of things like the process itself, viscosity, and whatever caught the chemistry graduate’s attention.

Needless to say, we were all in full lab coats and safety gear.  But were also gathered closely around a small sized metal pot in the middle of a glowing circle of sigils, which I was carefully and methodically stirring in order to mix in the mana.  In other words…

“You look like bunch absurdly stereotypical scientists mixed with a coven of witches,” Himeko explained, barely able to keep from laughing again, “I’m sorry- I couldn’t-”

She turned away and covered her mouth with her hand, trying to keep it to a minimum.  Behind her, a grinning Eiko was already putting away her phone after snapping a quick picture.

I sighed, but kept my focus on the project.  At least Eiko is better now, I reflected, trying to look on the bright side.

It was a week after her pummeling at the hands of Master Chihaya, and there’d been some changes.  For safety’s sake, Eiko had been forced to stay home and recover for two days.  Her wounds had been just a little too visible and she’d have been in trouble if she’d faced a real threat during that time.   We’d all realized that to avoid too many risks or too many questions she’d been unsuitable for university.   So, I’d ended up watching out for Himeko during that time.  I wasn’t a great choice, but I was better than nothing and it helped repair a few bridges with the Meikos.  And it was their way of compromising a little with Himeko, they weren’t going to unbend enough to see her out and unguarded on her own but they were realistic enough to settle for me for a day or two rather than forcing her to take a truly qualified bodyguard.

(Himeko shirking her responsibilities and classes by just staying home had been a non-starter for everyone involved.)

While I hadn’t been happy to miss a few of my own classes in the process, Himeko and I studied several different subjects, it hadn’t been the end of the world either.  And of the two of us I was better equipped to recover from the break.  Heck, it was kind of fascinating sitting in on some of Himeko’s courses.  I’d have taken more history if I could have spared the time, and economics had some interesting perspectives about modeling and applying mathematics.  But, overall, I’d been grateful to retreat back to my own subjects as quickly as possible.

Unfortunately, Himeko was still courteous and giving.  So that meant she’d tried to alter her own schedule to avoid inconveniencing me as much as possible.  And I, unthinkingly, had taken her up on that.  Which in turn meant she’d gotten a good look at how the grad students and I were experimenting with mana.  More importantly, she’d gotten a good look at how we weren’t doing a great job taking care of ourselves or coming up for air.

It's kind of embarrassing, I thought as I watched Himeko calmly bring in four fancy coffees, a small box of donuts, and then set everything down on the break table as an unsubtle hint.  Four great minds, three of them already with a degree from Tokyo U, and none of us realized how obsessively we were starting to work.

Between our own workloads (regular school for me, their graduate projects for the others) and the enticing mystery of mana we’d been drifting towards thirteen-, fourteen-hour days.  In my case, it was easy to miss that since a good two hours of that had usually been tangled up in transit between home, the Meiko estate, and Tokyo U.  Don’t get me wrong, oftentimes I was doing something on the train while I was moving around.  Usually schoolwork, but sometimes reading or a quick game of something.  So it had helped break things up and had camouflaged how little rest I’d been getting.  I suspected the others had similar excuses, though I didn’t know them well enough to say that for certain.

Himeko had taken two looks, just to be on the safe side and make sure she hadn’t seen us on a bad day, then quickly gone to Professor Ichikawa for a word.

For better or worse, Himeko’s concerns had fallen on fertile ground.  The professor was still a little sensitive and leery about his charges working themselves into a similar position to him, where academics had been the majority of their life and it had betrayed them.  He wanted us to work hard, and achieve our full potential, but considered a healthy life balance to be a part of that.  He was still enough of a Tokyo U teacher to not even blink at ten- or eleven-hour days, especially given our youth and circumstances.  But when he’d taken a good look at how we were doing it was obvious we were starting to drift a little too far.  Especially since it was all four of us.  He probably wouldn’t have frowned if only one of us was doing it at a time but all of us day in and day out was a red flag.  As he explained to us: a really long day as an exception, or even two or three of them as part of an important breakthrough, was fine.  Trying to manage that day after day was a quick road to burnout or a long road to a sad and painful life.

The slightly haunted look in his eyes as he’d passed on this wisdom had driven that home to everyone there who hadn’t already seen him suicidal.

But, given our own personalities and the odd nature of our tasks, not to mention the irregular and uneven way everything worked, it was inevitable we’d start sliding back in to bad habits if he simply warned us and then stood back.  We’d be good about it for a while, maybe even a month or two if we policed each other, but things would slip and all too soon we’d be back where we started.   So Professor Ichikawa had decided to go with the simplest solution: Himeko had requested, and then immediately gotten, a key to the research room.

How does she do it? I wondered, vaguely embarrassed.  I mean, I could understand it easily enough at high school.  That was small scale, she was on the Student Council, and it was just supposed to be one other student in a high school lab.  Now we’re at Tokyo U, and she’s just a first year here.  She’s not even that special by rich and important person standards, not here!

(I might have been stretching things a little with that one.  Himeko was still no doubt in the top 1% of the top 1% of Tokyo U students in terms of power, wealth, and rank.  She was still pretty important.  But there were other students, like Hiro, that could give her a run for her money.  Wealthy elite from all over the country wanted the bragging rights of their kids having gone to Tokyo U, Himeko no longer towered unstoppably above every other student in the school.)

Himeko and Eiko took up positions on the couches, Eiko brought out her phone while Himeko watched us with interest.  A big part of the heiress’s position was to keep us more sane and centered, ground us and serve as a reality check.  But I knew beyond a shadow of a doubt at least some of it was Himeko’s hobby of magic watching, enjoying the sight of me messing around with seemingly illogical and supernatural powers.

With a huge effort of will, I walled that off to the side and refocused on the mithril forging.  We were almost done anyway, so Himeko’s clear reminder to take a break was well timed.

“Huh,” Chie noted after a few more moments, as the mithril cooled down and set.  “It’s getting lighter as it cools.”

“Really?” Ryota pounced on that eagerly, hungry for any clues that could make mithril work.

“Yeah, it’s steadily losing weight as it sets,” Chie noted, her eyes never leaving the scale.

“Interesting,” I nodded along, intrigued.  This was why we were doing this sort of experiment in the first place.  “I guess I subconsciously realized that, it wasn’t like the mithril ever floated out of the crucible until it was hardened, but I’d never put that timing together before.”

“Seems pretty steady,” Chie agreed.  “I wonder what would happen if we tried supercooling it?  Or slowing down the process so it cooled over a day or so?”

“I’m marking that one down,” I said instantly.  “I’m not sure the gradual cooldown is practical, that might take a little too much mana and time, but an ultra quick supercooling might reveal something.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I could see Eiko hurriedly biting back a comment.  Probably something about not letting me play with liquid nitrogen.

“Couldn’t you just use a spell or something?” Kiyoto half joked from his position, probably a little less sanguine at the thought of us messing around with extreme heat and extreme cold like that.

(Well, semi-extreme heat.  We were still talking about aluminum here.  It wasn’t a trivial melting point, but it wasn’t like we were messing around with steel or tungsten.)

Those types of temperatures were the sorts of things that could cause simple but dangerous accidents, especially since mithril was such an unknown.  Some violent but unexpected reaction from the sample and we could end up freezing or frying our faces off as either near molten aluminum or splashes of our ultra-cooled solution went flying around the research room.

Unfortunately… “Can’t do it,” I shook my head.  “At least, not to start.  We want to see how the mana’s reacting with this, and that would be adding an additional source of mana to everything.  That shouldn’t have much of an effect, but-“

“We know nothing and that’s why we’re experimenting,” Kiyoto interrupted me, nodding along and looking a little bitter at how he’d missed it.  And possibly at my slightly condescending explanation.  “Right.  Sorry.”

“What will we do if that changes the weird weight factor?” Ryota asked between writing observations, obviously a little excited by the thought.

My wry “panic” mixed with Chie’s “blackout and have a moment”.  We exchanged an amused glance with each other, understanding perfectly.  That would be a fascinating result.  But the possibilities it would open… well, that was the sort of thing that needed a whole new research team.

“Shit, that could be big,” Ryota muttered, clearly seeing it himself now.

“It’s jumping the gun,” I reluctantly concluded, slowly pulling myself back.  “But yeah, that’s a good question to ask.  So, what do we think?  That something happens to the gravity of this as it cools?  Or the part that controls the gravity?”

I winced slightly at that weird way of putting it, but the others seemed unaffected.

“Seems logical,” Ryota agreed.  “But is it transformative or a state change?  What happens when we reheat this stuff afterwards?”

I frowned slightly.  “You know, that’s a good question.  Thinking back to its behaviour… I think it does gain back a little more weight when reheated.  But I don’t think it regains all of it.  I haven’t done that often though, and I was usually more worried about keeping mithril in the crucible until it was melted.  But from what I remember, the liquid form stayed in and poured out more easily.”

“This is going to make my head hurt,” Kiyoto noted from his side.

Ryota was unbothered though.  “Damn, that’s fascinating!” he noted, his high voice sounding especially strange in hushed, excited tones.  “Gravitational attraction as a property of a shift change?  Independent of mass?  That’d be amazing.”

Himeko coughed discreetly.  I think at least three of us started slightly, pulling ourselves back to reality before we could start devising the next experiment right then and there.  We carefully restrained ourselves and focused on the results we were getting in the present, but I think all of us heard Eiko’s sarcastic whisper of “yes mother.”

About ten minutes later we finished up, took off some of our protective gear, and joined the girls on the couches.  Actually, it was kind of amusing to see how we went for boys and girls couches as Chie joined Himeko and Eiko on the first one while Ryota, Kiyoto, and I took the second.  Himeko did make sure to take the corner position though, so she was closer to everybody.

“Thank you for the coffee, Himeko-san,” Ryota said quickly upon sitting down.

“And the snacks,” Kiyoto agreed quickly.

Neither of them was being too obsequious.  But, while they were still a little better than high school boys, and even university freshmen, but their thoughts were obvious.

Sex appeal in order to make people take breaks? flashed briefly through my head.  Meanwhile, Chie quickly hid her expression behind a cup of coffee.

“One advantage of being rich,” Himeko noted casually, “you can buy decent food for your friends whenever you want to.  The trick is not to overdo it.”

“I take it that’s a warning for us not to get addicted?” Chie asked, revealing a small smile.

“More like not to expect it,” Himeko emphasized patiently.  “I’m not here purely for your edification, nor am I your coffee maid.  If you start thinking of me that way then we’ve both made some mistakes.  But, honestly, you four are doing something important and I certainly don’t mind giving you a few coffees and pastries.  You’re well deserving of a little consideration.”

“Is that about to be a segue into self-consideration?” I asked with a slightly tight smile of my own.  I was more experienced with Himeko and expected the mild censure and reminder.

“Not this time,” Himeko demurred.  “Although now that you’ve brought it up…”

While I wondered if she was being honest, just dodging any criticism since for once I’d gotten there ahead of her, Ryota was quick to say “we’re sorry Himeko-san, but it’s just so fascinating.”

“And I don’t disagree with you on that.  I’ve been watching Mamoru break the laws of physics for years now-”

“Bend,” I insisted quickly.  “Create exceptions.”

Himeko shot me a mildly amused smile.  “And I certainly don’t intend to stop now.  You’ve only seen the tip of the iceberg.  But I’ve also seen him work himself to the breaking point in the process.  And I have no intention of letting him or anyone else do that again.”

“You really haven’t,” I muttered softly.  Don’t get me wrong, I could think of at least one occasion where I probably would have slid all the way there if she hadn’t intervened.  But between the two of us I figured we’d stopped well short of the point she was implying.  I don’t think anyone noticed with the sympathetic noises all the grad students were making, even Chie.

“So, you’ve known Mamoru for that long?  And he’s always been like this?” Kiyoto asked.

“Hm,” Himeko’s smile was both charming and mischievous.  I hated it.  “Not that long,” she demurred.  “But no, I’d argue he used to be worse.”

“Yeah, yeah,” I muttered back, “hopeless.”

“You’ve moved a bit past that, Mamoru,”  Her smile morphed to be a little ‘quirkier’ and I realized she was struggling to find the balance between her charming ‘mask’ and something a little more honest.  “Otherwise, there’s no way I’d be giving you any caffeine.”

I glanced at my drink.  Then at the time.  Better drink it soon, I want to get to sleep tonight.  “Good point.”

“How’d you two meet?” Chie asked, sounding a little more curious.  “You’re amazing, Himeko-san, but I can barely believe you and Mamoru are friends.”

“She was class president,” I inserted quickly, hoping to spare Himeko some awkwardness.

Eiko burst into a fit of ‘coughing’ that was obviously hiding laughter.

Himeko smiled at me a little sadly.  “Strictly speaking that’s true.  But the more honest answer is that I was an idiot and mostly ignored Mamoru for a while.  I realized that he was the smartest person in the class, but even though he was nearly two meters tall and vaguely foreign looking I didn’t pay him much attention.  He seemed content keeping to himself-“

“And I was,” I interrupted, lest Himeko castigate herself too much.  “Seriously Himeko, you know how I would have reacted in those days if the school queen had randomly come up to me and tried to make sure I was alright.  Especially with your entourage around you.”

“Amen,” Eiko muttered in agreement.

Himeko sighed.  “Yes, I did get caught in a bit of a trap there.  If I had to do it again, I’d have remodelled that a little-“

“AMEN!” Eiko emoted much more forcefully.

Himeko shot her a dirty look before continuing.  “-but that doesn’t mean I wasn’t ignoring Mamoru more than I should have.  If I was half the class president I liked to think I was I should have dug a little bit more, and done it a lot sooner than I did.  As for how we really met…” Himeko’s lips quirked again.  “Mamoru, do you still have the footage?”

“No.”  I answered quickly.

“I do,” Eiko volunteered, searching through her phone.

I stared in disbelief for a few moments.  “Why do you have it?” I asked accusatorily.  “You weren’t even there!”

“Himeko’s dad got a copy from the police, and they saved it for archiving and future legal precautions,” Eiko explained distractedly as she dug through her files.  “I made a copy of the copy.  Ah!  There it is.”

I cringed as Eiko put her phone down on the table and showed everyone the recording I’d made back then, of the slightly younger Himeko protecting her brother and beating down the delinquents.  I’d forgotten it also included my voice, clearly revealing me as the cameraman, as I’d given the idiots one last chance to save themselves.

Himeko calmly let that play out before the shocked grad students.  “Basically, Mamoru was smart enough to record everything so that we could prove what they were doing and all their injuries were a result of me defending myself.  We really met afterwards at the police station.”

As the grad students all watched with bulging eyes (it was kind of amusing how similar the expression was on all three of them) I belatedly realized that while they’d known Himeko was rich and beautiful they’d had no idea she was actually that physically capable as well.  Seeing her workout in the gym with me had been something, but I think everyone had seriously underestimated her thanks to Eiko going first.  Or maybe they’d just figured she was good in practice, but didn’t really have practical skill and experience, that it was all showmanship and her way of keeping in shape.  Back when I’d seen her fighting I’d been shocked, and everyone at high school had at least heard rumors to that effect even if that had been vastly different from seeing the full truth of it.  For the grad students, seeing Himeko easily dismantle a group of real people seemed like it came out of the blue.  They sat there in stunned silence once it was finished.

“What the hell?” Kiyoto muttered under his breath after a few moments.

“Which part?” Eiko couldn’t help but note a little sarcastically.

“That those guys thought they could just get away with something like that,” Kiyoto’s reply was surprisingly smooth.

“Nice recovery.  But yeah, I’m in total agreement there.  There’s idiocy, then there’s ‘were you dropped on your head as a kid?’ delusion like that.”

“No kidding,” Chie looked a little incensed.  And also a little more respectful of Himeko than ever.  Not quite to the level of the guys, but pretty impressed.  “Guys like that need to be shot.”

“I thought you were against the death penalty?” Kiyoto smirked a little, though he was obviously not totally against the idea.

“I didn’t say where they should be shot.  And being shot in the head would probably do the least damage!”

I’d be worried and a little offended, I reflected philosophically.  But I kind of agree.  And I had to put up with Shizu for nearly two years.  I know Chie’s not nearly that bad, even if this is bringing out a surprisingly bloodthirsty side of her.

“Did they know who you were?” Ryota asked Himeko.

“Oh shit,” I blinked in surprise, I hadn’t really thought it through until Ryota brought it up.  “They did, didn’t they?  Since they knew Shinji was your brother.”

“Knew, but didn’t understand,” Himeko replied humbly.

I just let out a disbelieving huff.  “Well, that does put an extra bit of shine on their stupidity, doesn’t it?”  The attempts at intimidation and threats of sexual violence… what had they thought was going to happen to them?

“Before anyone get’s too offended on my behalf,” Himeko firmly but surely put her foot down.  “Please remember: this was two years ago.  And I won.  It’s over and done, and so are the perpetrators.  And  at least one of them was being dragged around reluctantly and has since made something of himself.  There’s no sense in lambasting them any further.”

Something in Himeko’s attitude took us all aback.  And, in my case at least, made me feel a touch guilty.  Yeah, I complain about them harping on about my parents sometimes, thinking it’s worse than it really is.  But at least that’s an ongoing situation.  Himeko’s right, this is the past and we weren’t the ones threatened.  No swearing blood vendettas against those who have already paid for everything.  Not when she’s satisfied and one of them is actually reformed!

(Though I had a sneaking suspicion that the one that had reformed was the Sakamoto boy.  And, given his family’s wealth, he had a few advantages.  On the other hand, his father had not seemed a forgiving sort.  If it was him, and I was making a guess, there was a non zero chance he’d gone through an even worse time than the others in the process of redeeming himself.)

“Seriously Mam,” Eiko noted as she finally took back her phone, ending the slightly awkward pause.  “You destroyed your recording?”

“I never said that!” I protested.  “I just don’t keep it in my regular phone’s memory.  I’ve got it backed up and archived at home, just in case.  My phone’s absolutely amazing, but it’s not good enough that I keep something like that around just so I can look at it whenever I want to.”

“Thank god,” Kiyoto saw an opening and jumped on it like a lifeline.  “Your phone is absolutely ridiculous Mamoru, at least for recording.  I’d have expected Himeko-san to own something like that, not you.”

I rolled my eyes slightly.  “Thanks.  I think it’s about average, maybe a little bit higher, as an actual phone.  But I have to admit, I didn’t realize just how good the camera was until this very incident.”

“Did you get it to record experiments?” Chie asked, looking at me in surprise.

“Technically it was a…” I frowned a little.  “I’m not really sure what to call it.  It was halfway between a gift, a necessity, and forced upon me.  My mother got it as part of a deal her company was working on, she passed it on to me to make a point.  Some sort of ‘these are good enough for our families to use, and this proves it’ thing.”  I shrugged.  “I didn’t really need it, but I was essentially ordered to make at least three calls or texts a month on it to make sure it looked like I was using it.  Still, even we usually managed that much without forcing ourselves, and it was better I had it than not.”

Eiko looked grim and Himeko was just a touch stressed as she hurriedly asked “so, has Mamoru shown you any footage of his other experiments?”

It took a moment for it to click.  Ah, right.  My parents.  Speak of the devil.  Something else that hadn’t come up with the grad students yet.  I wasn’t as sensitive about it as my friends seemed to fear, but I was still a little grateful at the hurried attempt to get past the subject.  Honestly, it might have stressed me out a little more under other circumstances.  But right then it was more amusing to watch the grad students frantically try to steer the conversation in one direction only for Himeko to frantically counter steer it in another a few minutes later.

Chie nodded.  “He showed us the gravity experiments a few days ago,” she then shuddered.  “That was scary.”

“Which part?”

“All of it,” Chie answered grimly.  As a physicist she took everything about gravity extra seriously.  “The idea of an exclusive gravity… and then the whatever-it-was that shattered that pendulum…”

“Any more ideas on that?” I asked, almost reflexively now that the subject had come up again.

Chie shook her head.  “No.  I think you’re right, and it might almost be some sort of gravity discharge, but I’m still wrapping my head around that.”

“That can’t be it,” Kiyoto protested.  “Surely we’d see something like that around black holes?”

“How?  And why?” Chie shot back.  “A regular electrical discharge flows to correct an imbalance.  Black holes have high gravity but it’s more or less in balance.  Or at least only changes gradually.  And how the hell would we pick up something like that from light years upon light years away?”

Huh, good question, I thought to myself.  I mean, it’s hard to see a flash of light when even light is pulled in.

“Are we sure that was real gravity?” Ryota jumped in, reasonably.

“No,” I agreed, because it looked like Chie might be about to jump the gun.  This had her really worked up.  “There’s a lot to test with that one.  Just because it seems like we can cancel out gravity doesn’t necessarily mean we can create new gravity.  At least, not real gravity.”

“Define real gravity,” Kiyoto muttered feelingly.

“Fair enough,” I agreed.  “But if you told me this was a close but clearly artificial cousin of gravity I’d agree with you.”

Eiko looked at me incredulously.  “You’re talking like this is artificial sweetener when compared to real sugar.”

“Good comparison.”

Eiko’s expression was priceless.

“I actually mean that,” I told her.  “The spell might be creating a close but clearly artificial substitute.  And, even though it’s doing the same things as gravity, just like artificial sweetener also tastes like sugar; it might react entirely differently in other ways.  And that might be why we’re getting some of the weirdness we’ve seen from the spells.”

“Argh,” Chie groaned and then lay all the way down to rest her head on the table.  “I didn’t need this.  Regular gravity, quantum gravity, and now artificial magical gravity!”

“Welcome to the group,” Himeko noted pleasantly.  “You’ll get used to it.”

“I don’t wa-a-a-an-na!” Chie moaned, half-serious.

“And this is why we’re all working so hard,” Kiyoto told Himeko with a mix of charm and sardonicism.  “It’s either go nuts or try to work through the problems out to the other side.”

“I can see that,” Himeko agreed.  “And I can even support it, to an extent.  But it’s not going to work if you simply drive yourselves into the ground.”

“Hypocrite,” Eiko coughed.  “Hypocrite.”

“Refresh my memory,” Himeko replied, all without even looking at her friend.  “Which one of us missed a few days of school recently after working herself into the ground, almost literally?”

Eiko actually flinched at that one, and I fought down a smirk.  Oooh, excellent comeback from Himeko!  Eiko was going to be a while living that one down.  Now that it was over and done with, and Eiko had healed up alright, I could almost forgive Master Chihaya for delivering her lesson via a beating.  Almost.

“There’s nothing wrong with working hard,” Himeko continued calmly.  “Indeed, I think you’ll have to and that it will lead to great things.  But only if it’s kept in balance.  And if both I, as an outsider, and the professor overseeing you, as an experienced professional, think you were falling out of balance then you must realize how much you were pushing the limits?”

Himeko gave us all a firm, if slightly amused, look.  Then she continued before we could recover.

“I’m going to try to avoid interfering much.  This is your project, and you should all be proud of that.  My name will not go on any of the final papers, and that is as it should be.  But if you want to earn that, then you will have to complete your work.  And if you want to complete your work, and do it well, you’re going to have to pace yourselves.”

“This is important work, and I care for Mamoru as a friend.  In time, I suspect I will come to feel that way about you three as well.  So I will do my part in making sure of that.  And I shall do so with both the carrot and the stick.  I will drag you away from your experiments and out of the lab by coffee and pastries when that makes the most sense, and I will use harsher methods when I deem it fit.”

“So use your great brainpower, use your exceptional abilities and act wisely.  Otherwise, I shall be forced to act as I see fit.”

Himeko smiled as she said all that, but none of use missed the iron lying underneath the silk.

Oof!  Way to lay down the law, Himeko, I though with a mixture of embarrassment and amusement.  We may have thought she didn’t belong here, even though we all liked her, but Himeko had just made it clear how little that mattered.  That we may be able to flaunt the laws of thermodynamics and create exceptions for the law of gravity in this room.   But if we thought we were going to circumvent the law of Himeko then we had another thing coming!
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I did one last check around, just to be extra through, but shook my head sadly.  “Sorry Himeko, I’ve got nothing.  If there was anything here it’s long since passed.”  Me being me, I immediately followed that up with.  “Well, maybe not long since.  I suppose it could have been traces and only deteriorated a short-“

“Mamoru, stop,” Himeko sighed.

I sighed too.  “Yeah, that got away from me in a hurry.”

“I’ll say,” Ryota muttered under his breath, sounding like he was embarrassed to even be near me.

I was feeling extra nervous for some reason today, probably because of the circumstances.  Himeko and Hiro were out on a fairly casual and lowkey date this weekend, just chilling at one of Tokyo’s larger parks.  They were quietly having a picnic and enjoying each other’s company…

I paused and looked around.  I’d been so concerned about Himeko’s worries, that something supernatural was going on at the park, that I’d missed the obvious.  Their parents would never have let them go on a date unescorted.  So where-

“He’s a bit further back, hiding behind the trees,” Hiro told me, correctly interpreting my actions.

“Oh shit,” I tensed up.  “He?”  I’d expected Eiko.

“Don’t worry, it’s the one your friend put under a spell.”

“Wait, what?” Ryota asked, suddenly turning around to look at me.

“I’ll explain later,” I told him quickly.

“Sorry Mamoru,” Hiro apologized.  “But you shouldn’t be concerned, it’s the same guard from back then.  He was already giving us as much space as he could.  And since he’s still not completely comfortable with you he backed off a little further when you appeared.”

“That’s… better,” I said slowly.  I’d been keeping my spellcasting pretty subtle, it was still a public park after all.  But while an ordinary bodyguard wouldn’t have suspected I was using magic they’d still have realized something was up.  I’d used all my standard little tricks, like casting inside a backpack or while holding something in front of me.  And while that was good enough for uninterested passersby, concealing all obvious glowing sigils from view, someone who was literally watching out for Hiro (and Himeko) would look at all that and realize I was hiding something from them.

“Sorry Mamoru,” Himeko apologized as well.  Not too seriously, but with just enough contriteness to acknowledge she’d made a mistake.  “It’s not anything major, but we really should have informed you first.”

“Yeah, but I should have thought it through a little further too,” I sighed in relief.  “After all, if you were asking for me in the first place, and worried something supernatural was going down, you wouldn’t have a bunch of inexperienced watchers just hanging around.”

Himeko, Hiro, and I looked at between each other as my words brought it to mind.

“I’d better do a spell to detect watchers,” I confirmed.

“A good idea.  I don’t believe Arashi is following you right now, but we should probably verify.”  Himeko brought out her own phone and started checking her sources just to be on the safe side.

“What is going on here?” Ryota asked, his frustration beginning to show.

Hiro did his best to explain matters while Himeko and I did our own tests.  While I did so, I reflected on the weird circumstances at play.

It should have just been a nice little afternoon for Himeko and Hiro, just a couple of hours together in the park on a picnic.  Not anything amazing, but pleasant and relaxing.  And because it was relatively quick and in public, but subtle enough not to attract any attention, their families had been willing to minimize their escorts.

Unfortunately, about halfway through, Himeko had thought that she’d spotted some sort of supernatural shenanigans going on, and then called me in.  I’d just been working in the research room at that point, and had worried about my friends enough to answer the call.  Ryota and Chie had been there as well, and Ryota had jumped at the double opportunity to get in some field testing and maybe a little more time with Himeko.

Needless to say, it looked like the day was turning out pretty disappointingly for everyone.  Himeko and Hiro’s date had been somewhat spoiled, and all apparently for nothing.  Ryota and I seemed to have wasted our research time.  Ryota had been slightly disappointed by getting introduced to Hiro (he’d known Himeko had a boyfriend, but meeting Hiro in person really drove home that he didn’t have a chance).  And now I was stressing a little about additional complications.

Thankfully, that last one seemed to be resolving itself alright.  My watcher detecting spells quickly honed in on Hiro’s bodyguard, but gave me no further results.  “All clear on my end,” I reported with relief.

“One moment,” Himeko reported, looking at something on her phone.  After another fifteen seconds she nodded in satisfaction.  “It looks like Arashi’s not up to anything.  I don’t completely trust our infiltration, they could always be feeding us false information.  But if you’re not detecting anything either, Mamoru, then I’m confident.”

“So, no Eiko today?” I asked a little more casually, trying to calm myself down and smooth things out.

“No.  She mentioned having something to do, and I figured Hiro’s escort would leave us alone better than she would.  Especially if I was pulling her away from something Master Tai had asked her to do.  You know how she’d respond to that.”

I couldn’t help but smirk and roll my eyes.  Eiko would have done it.  And she wouldn’t have been directly disparaging or anything.  But the pair would probably have gotten more backhanded pressure to ‘do something’ rather than just relax in each other’s company.  Eiko couldn’t have just calmly watched the pair being cute together, especially not if they were keeping her away from something she’d rather be doing.  And it was obviously something like that.  If it had just been a family chore Eiko wanted to dodge she’d have jumped at this excuse and maybe even behaved herself.

“Maybe it was for the best,” Himeko started looking a little down.  “I doubt she’d have been pleased by how this turned out either.  You’re sure there was nothing?”

Himeko obviously already knew the answer, but I gave it anyway.  “Pretty sure.  I could be wrong, it still took us a good forty minutes to get here,” Tokyo’s train system was good, but we’d still had to catch it, “and something subtle could have faded during that time.  But my guess is that you were just misinterpreting something normal and everyday.  It probably looked unusual from a certain angle and your imagination got away from you.”

Ryota huffed in amusement.  “Never thought I’d hear an actual wizard say that,” he muttered, half under his breath.

“You get used to it with Mamoru,” Hiro said sympathetically.

Himeko sighed.  “I could have sworn I felt something, glimpsed something moving in the trees.  I’m sorry to have bothered you, Mamoru.”

I shrugged.  “Maybe you did, especially if it was something on the psychic end of things.  I’m not sure how much of a trace that would have left behind.  Or maybe just a minor spirit that’s a natural part of the park, and I’m just not picking it up because it blends in so seamlessly.  I stand by my earlier guess, that it was just a trick of the light and too much time around me, but if I tell you that must have been it then you should slap me, hard.  Completely dismissing it like that when I wasn’t even there… yeah, I’d have earned a slap.”

Ryota opened his mouth for a moment but then caught himself and closed it, looking thoughtful.  It was one of those weird places where science sometimes ran up against practicality and neither of them quite won.  We couldn’t and shouldn’t go nuts chasing any little shadow, or automatically assume Himeko had been right, but taking the easy route out and saying there couldn’t be anything there wasn’t correct either.

Rather than get on that soapbox, or embarrass everyone by babbling on forever about a somewhat twisted and pedantic tangent, I tried to move past it.  “In any case, I think it might actually have been a good thing.  Whether it was real or not this time, the next time it might be.  And we really need to think about that and how we’re going to handle it.”

“We’re not really set up for field studies,” Ryota cautioned me, probably still a little off balance about my earlier point.  Lab tests usually gave clearer results, and he was used to working there.  Working in the real world was a little trickier.

“Nope.  And plenty of things are going to escape us if we try.  But do we really want to turn those opportunities down when they come up?  I mean, would you not try to watch Hailey’s Comet when it came by even if you only had a cheap, second-hand telescope?  And that has a predictable pattern!”

Ryota grudgingly nodded in agreement.

“Besides, field testing things like that,” I pointed towards the odd device he was holding, “is only going to help our reports.”

“I did wonder,” Himeko admitted, “what is that?”

Ryota was carrying an odd and incomplete looking metal device a little bit larger than our math textbooks.  It was vaguely reminiscent of a sixties radiation detector, but simultaneously looked newer and a little frayed around the edges.

“It’s our first magic detector,” Ryota said with a mixture of pride and embarrassment.  “Chie finally roughed something together.”

“It’s still pretty primitive,” I agreed with a similarly shy pride, it was kind of like what I’d always claimed my collectors were: the ultra-basic but incredibly important first step.  “Basically, it only has four divisions at this point.  Low to nothing,” basically average Tokyo urban settings.  “A little bit.”  Roughly rural Japan.  “Surprisingly high.”  When there was a fair amount of active magic around, say close to me when casting a spell.  “And ‘oh god, run’.”  Like when the Vorasoth had appeared or the area where the Forgotten had focused all their power.

Himeko politely averted her face at that last one.  Hiro kept looking, but I could clearly make out the edges of his lips trying to twitch up.

And given their iron control, that’s saying something, I reflected.  I was fairly amused myself though, so I just let it pass.  “Needless to say, we’re going to want to improve on that.  But it is something.  And even having this much available to us is a huge leap forward.  Chie’s seeing if she can’t tune it up a bit more.”  Which was unsurprising, no scientist wanted to work with divisions that rough if they could help it.  “But if she can’t do anything soon we’re still going to run with these.  A dozen of them scattered around and recording results will be a lot better than nothing.”

“Shoot the engineers,” Ryota muttered the line to himself, clearly fighting with a few mixed feelings of his own.  On one hand he wasn’t happy with something that basic either, not in the slightest.  On the other hand, he was well acquainted with the idea that sometimes you had to yank what you had out of the engineers’ hands and put it out into the field, lest they take a decade ‘perfecting’ it.  It was a bit of an in-joke around the research room at this point, since a full-on engineer was one of the things we were obviously missing.  Especially since all of us were thinking about the problem, and none of us wanted to declare this ‘good enough’.  But Professor Ichikawa had gently but firmly given us a deadline on that, lest we fall into the stereotypical engineering trap ourselves.  Without his directive, there was a pretty fair chance Himeko would first have seen a significantly more advanced detector… around this time next year.

Himeko looked like she had mixed feelings.  “I would have thought… no disrespect to Chie-san is intended, but if she could have detected magic at all I would have thought she could have managed something more precise than this.”

“That’s the issue,” I admitted grudgingly.  “We’re making progress, but translating that progress effectively is tricky.  This thing’s doing the equivalent of telling us if the water is solid, liquid, or gas.  There are huge temperature differences between each state.  But we’re having a consistency and accuracy problem, and we’d rather take trustworthy measurements that are a pretty basic over theoretically more precise measurements which could be way off.”

“I can see that,” Himeko agreed.  “But measurements that widely spaced?”

“Our current methods are making some pretty big jumps when-“

My phone buzzed, and I paused for a moment.  “One second,” I frowned as I pulled it out, wondering who the heck would even be calling me.

I broke out into a cold sweat as I saw it was a text.

StrangeSaori: DANGER!

Seconds later, as I watched, a second text arrived.

StrangeSaori: DANGER TO YOU COUSIN!  WATCH OUT!

As if to underscore that, my warning bracelet started to twitch.  Not anything too violent, but a rapid fluttering that creeped my out.

“Mamoru?” Himeko sounded concerned.  “Is something wrong?  You’ve gone very…”

Himeko trailed off at the same time my ‘mind shield’ precaution unfolded.  And my heart rate shot up to match the more rapid twitching of my bracelet as everyone around me started blanking out.

“We should leave,” Himeko said, her voice almost a parody of her usual rich tones.

“Yes,” Hiro echoed emptily.

Fuck!  I thought, starting to look around.  The everyone in sight was starting to spontaneously pack up and leave.  I instinctively reacted as Ryota moved next to me, carrying our new magic detector.  I grabbed his arm and quickly cast a ‘mind shield’ over him as well.

Ryota blinked few times, shook himself, and then started to frown.  “Wait…”

“Shit,” I muttered, realizing I’d probably just compounded the problem.  The timing had thrown me off and I’d been a little more concerned about Ryota and the new detector.  Not because I cared about them more, just because I wasn’t sure they could take care of themselves.  If there’d been a clear and present danger that might have been the right call.  But, despite Saori’s warning and the growing reaction of my bracelet, that wasn’t the case here.  This was feeling more and more like-

 “The Bureau,” I muttered, looking around while trying not to appear as if I was looking around.  I probably wasn’t terribly effective, but I didn’t see any men in black yet, nor anyone else not under this spell, so I probably got away with it.

“Wait what?” Ryota asked, clearly waffling between fear and anger as he looked around and saw all the other people acting like zombies.

I shook him gently, my own fear adding a little harshness to my voice.  “Do nothing,” I hissed, “play along for now, act braindead.  Our lives may be in danger.”

“I-“

I shook him again, taking shameless advantage of my size.  “I mean it!  We might be in deep shit.  Follow them, for now.”

Ryota stared at me a few moments, the fear growing stronger behind his eyes.  Then he nodded tersely.

We gently and carefully moved in behind Himeko and Hiro, who had finished packing up all their picnic supplies and were unhurriedly moving out of the park.  Behind us, Hiro’s bodyguard was calmly falling in with everyone.

“Can I ask questions?” Ryota asked a minute later.

“Do it carefully and quietly.  And shut up the second I say to,” I replied shortly, trying to move my mouth as little as possible as my eyes darted every which way.  I didn’t dare move my head though, I didn’t see many other people doing anything like that.

“What the hell is going on here?!”  Ryota’s reaction was soft but very heartfelt.

“Unknown,” I replied, trying to look everywhere at once.  “But remember how I warned you about an agency that seemed to look out for and suppress the supernatural?  This feels a lot like them.”

“How?”

“Working on it.  Look out for people who clearly know what they are doing, and are thinking straight.  Don’t let on you’re not under their spell.  Oh, and they’ll probably be dressed in black suits.”

“Are you kidding me?” Ryota started to turn to look at me

“Shut it!” I said harshly as I spotted them.  Then I nodded ever so slightly with my chin.  “Look towards the sides of the park entrance.  But don’t make it obvious that you’re looking”

Ryota did as he was told, and turned remarkably quiet as he spotted them.

There was four in total.  Two pairs, one on either side of this park entrance.  Both sets were actually a fair distance away from the entrance proper, and they’d also positioned themselves so they’d be well hidden from the street, with heavy foliage behind them.

“What do we do?” Ryota asked, sounding a little freaked out.

“For now?  Nothing,” I replied, trying to keep my mouth movements as small as possible.  “Try to look like everyone else and blend into the crowd.  But if I say run, then run.”

As we got closer I could make out some more details, and they surprised me.  First, one of the quartet was a woman.  I don’t know why that surprised me, I supposed I’d been falling too hard for that whole ‘men in black’ idea.  Second, and a little more worrying, they all had transparent oxygen masks on.

“Hey-“ Ryota began quietly.

“I see it,” I interrupted tersely.  “Don’t react.”

I was being a little unfair to Ryota, I could be a little more confident since my anti-toxin precaution hadn’t triggered.  I’d have been a heck of a lot more concerned without that to reassure me, it was no wonder he was struggling not to fidget.

But more intriguingly was the large banner beside each group.  Each one was a fairly primal talisman, essentially a giant sized ofuda.  And each one was broadcasting a different spell.

Huh.  That’s actually kind of genius.  I think I can feel a third one as well.  Each individual spell was pretty basic, not doing much by themselves.  But their simplicity made them easier to run over a large area, and I was pretty sure they would be more efficient at cutting through urban interference than most of my more ‘sophisticated’ spells.

“Magic detector’s registering ‘high’ ,” Ryota reported softly, almost whispering.

“Keep quiet, blend in,” I repeated in the same quiet tones, forcing myself to sound calm.  “We’ll try to use the crowd.”

No one was hurrying, but as the park emptied out it was starting to get a little bit crowded towards the exits.  Not majorly so, but enough I was starting to hope I wasn’t just deluding myself, that we could pull this off using simple methods.

There was a quiet ‘boom’ somewhere behind us.  Not a huge explosion you understand, but like something pretty heavy had just hit the ground a couple of hundred meters away.

We both flinched, but Ryota started to turn around.  “What the hell was that?” he asked more normally.

I quickly grabbed him and shot him a look that chilled his blood.  “Settle.  Down.” I said in dire tones.

Ryota reluctantly did so.  Fortunately, a dozen or so people around us, including both Himeko and Hiro, had also started to look towards the noise before the spell had overcome that.  Ryota hadn’t completely blown our cover.

“That is our chance,” I muttered feelingly, trying to keep Ryota pointing forwards.  “Probably whatever the Bureau’s here for in the first place.”

And also a reason to apologize to Himeko later, I noted a little guiltily.  It was always possible that this was a complete coincidence, and that whatever she’d thought she’d seen was totally unconnected to whatever this was.  But I doubted it.  That’d be stretching coincidence too far.  Most likely it was somehow connected, even if it had been nothing more than Himeko getting the tiniest glimpse of another much smaller spirit fleeing the area, eager to get out of the park before everything went down.

It was surprisingly good news, the Bureau members were obviously more focused on the whatever-it-was.  They were still keeping an eye on us, it was a pretty reasonable assumption that the group in front of us were around to make sure all witnesses were cleared out safely, for everyone’s sake.  There was probably another team taking care of whatever had made that sound (and others at different entrances).  But it seemed like this group’s attention was focused in the direction the sound had come from, probably considering it the biggest threat.  So long as we didn’t give them a reason to look they probably weren’t going to pay us any attention.

Both Ryota and I reluctantly shut up.  There was very little talking going on amongst all the civilians.  Not nothing, there was the occasional muted comment that had very little connection to reality.  We were a shockingly subdued for a group our size but it wasn’t as silent as the grave either.  Heck, at least one pair were having an outright conversation!  Their tone wasn’t right, it was like they were lightheaded and a little bit spacey, not to mention extremely mild, but they were talking.

I suppose that’s the downside to this approach, I thought, my mind locking on to the subject as a way to distract myself, keep myself from throwing up as I walked right underneath the Bureau’s noses.  There are weird gaps where the combined spells don’t quite work right, you wouldn’t get that with something a little more advanced.  Well, not as often.

From the sounds of things, what parts of the conversation I could overhear, the pair had been involved in a very passionate philosophical and political debate.  It seemed like whatever the Bureau had done hadn’t quite been enough to overcome everything, they hadn’t been going to leave it.  So they were stumbling forward in a very mild version of what they’d been doing, often repeating points at each other as they forgot what had already been said and focused on their most passionately held beliefs.

I’d make a crack about that, I thought with a tiny quirk of my lips, once I realized what was going on.  There’s almost too many to chose from, sadly.  But it’d probably be unfair to those two.  Given that they’re still talking to each other they’re probably smart and reasonable people under normal circumstances who were having a real discussion.  I should probably respect that, and it tells us something about the Bureau’s methods.

More importantly right then, they were another useful distraction.  The Bureau members were obviously focused on them as a potential problem, not us.  Between the unknown threat in the background, and the abnormal pair that clearly weren’t as affected by the Bureau’s measures as they’d like, they were sparing only token attention for the rest of us and hadn’t noticed the other abnormal pair that weren’t affected by their measures at all.

I don’t believe this, I thought, raising my eyebrows slightly as we drew almost level with all the Bureau members.  Are we actually about to simply walk out?  I mean, that was what I’d hoped would happen, sure.  But it seemed too simple.

My hopes were quickly dashed as we exited the park though.

“Shit,” I muttered softly but feelingly.  My stomach felt like it dropped down a couple of hundred meters and the warning bracelet around my wrist picket up its urgency.

“What, what is it?” Ryota asked fearfully, the situation doing interesting things to his already high tones.

“Team B,” I answered shortly.  There’d been two more Bureau employees waiting outside the park, and they seemed to have locked on to us.  They each had a pendulum of some description.  And, even though the pair were probably a hundred meters apart, both those pendulums had swung around improbably to point in our directions.  And the agents were following them.

“Run?” Ryota asked, not unwisely.  The effect was clearly centered inside the park.  And if you looked closely, watching who was effected and who wasn't, you could visually estimate its range.  The crowds outside the gates were clearly just as entranced as they were inside, but they slowly got better and by about a block away were back to normal.  The effect was probably necessary, a gradual transition made it a lot easier to conceal what was happening, but it seemed to promise safety so long as we got out of the zone.

I didn’t trust that though, especially since the Bureau members seemed to be cutting through the crowd like butter and I didn’t think we’d get that advantage.

“Not quite,” I answered, gently hauling him into the nearest building.  It was a simple commercial office building neighboring the park and at least a half dozen other park goers were going into it, probably returning from their breaks.  I tried to rapidly formulate a plan.  “Walk fast towards the stairs,” I told him, “then, once we’re out of sight, we run up them as fast as we can.”

To his credit, Ryota didn’t protest.  He seemed almost grateful to be doing something.  “How high?”

“Second last floor,” I made up almost randomly.

Ryota just nodded.  Then, the second we were in the stairwell, took off like a shot.

Damn, I thought, momentarily amazed.  They said he was the one that worked out, but I didn’t realize it was like that!  I quickly moved to follow him.

Needless to say, my performance was subpar.  It wasn’t bad, I was still in fairly decent shape and my absurd height let me take three steps at a time when compared to Ryota’s two.  But he’d still had plenty of time to get to the second last landing (about a dozen or so floors up) and regain his breath before I dragged my panting and sweat drenched body up there.  I’d blame the fact I was carrying the naginata bag, but he’d had the magic detector in front of him the whole time.

“Alright,” I gasped, “hopefully that brought us some time.”  We walked onto the floor and ignored the businesses around us.  Although my brain did randomly throw out is it time for a dental check? upon noticing one of them was a dentist of some sort.

“Time?  That didn’t lose them?” Ryota asked incredulously.

I shook my head, then pulled Ryota into the floor’s male bathroom.  Thankfully, it was deserted.  “Unlikely, they were locked onto us somehow.  Probably my staff or the flying talisman.  Or maybe the ‘mind shield’ spells.  It should take them a little time to figure things out, especially with the vertical factor, but I doubt we’ve lost them.”

“Then what do we do?” Ryota asked a little frantically.

“Pray I’ve got this right,” I muttered feelingly, pulling out my staff and starting my spell.  I’d never actually cast this spell before, let alone under time pressure, but it was the best plan I had right then.

***

“I didn’t expect the drones,” I admitted about ten minutes later, very carefully steering the flying talisman as close to the building as possible and trying to figure out the best way out of things.  The Bureau had deployed a couple of drones around the building we were supposed to be in.  Well, someone had.  It was a pretty safe bet it had been them.  “That’ll make things a little tricky.”

“The magic detector peaked at ‘oh god, run’ there for a second,” Ryota noted, sounding a little too calm as he changed his position on the broom slightly.  He wasn’t fooling anyone, his grip on the broom itself was white knuckled.

“Wow, that high?”  I considered for a moment.  “Actually… okay, add in the mind shields, the flying talisman, all those effects the Bureau was throwing around, whatever the hell they were facing in the park, and then add in a quick dimensional shift on top of that… yeah, I could see the detector peaking that high.”  It was probably the very bottom of that division, but it made sense.

“Is that what we did?” Ryota asked almost conversationally, obviously hanging on to his control by a thread, talking to distract himself from a gibbering breakdown.

Since I wasn’t all that much better, even if I was putting up a slightly better front, I was an idiot and answered honestly.  “I’m not certain.  Sort of, I think.  I’m pretty sure ‘barrier bypass’ is essentially a small ‘hop’ past a wall across a dimension it doesn’t exist in.  Walking around it, except in multiple dimensions.”

“Right.  Of course.”

We were flying outside the building we’d recently entered.  Since the bathroom had abutted the outside wall I’d come up with the simplest solution possible: exit the building.  We were still working on part two of my plan: fly away unnoticed.

It helped that we were invisible, the standard blessing of the flying talisman.  But the drones were an unexpected challenge, and I was trying to be extra careful as I navigated around.  They didn’t seem to have infrared or radar, or even an audio pickup, but I didn’t want to accidentally do something that caused them to activate it, not after getting this close to escaping.

“We’re almost clear,” I reassured Ryota, “just hang on a little longer.”

The little bubble of laughter he let out was not reassuring.

After a moment’s debate I asked “Ryota?”

“I’m sorry,” he replied a little maniacally, “I’m supposed to be a fucking graduate of Tokyo U.  In chemistry.  I’m a scientist.  What the hell am I doing running away from a secret agency, phasing through walls, and flying away on a broomstick!!!”

Dumbly, I just replied “it just happens to look like a broomstick.”

Ryota’s next stretch of laughter was long, loud, and disturbing.

O-kay, guess that settles the audio pickup question, I thought as I carefully maneuvered around the drones.  It made sense, these ones seemed fairly disposable and cheap.  They probably hadn’t wanted to bother with the expense necessary to put in even a directional microphone, not while overcoming the engine noises.  But the area was still pretty quiet, I was pretty sure agents on the ground were going to figure out where we were before too long.  So as soon as I was sure I’d gotten around the drones I shot us up another dozen floors into the sky.

I turned us in the direction of Tokyo U and started accelerating.  I wasn’t going to pick up the speed too fast, only to something around 30 kph, but I figured putting some distance was the smart first step.  As for the second…

“Are you okay, Ryota?” I asked tentatively, worried I was making a mistake.

“No,” he said in a miserable, small voice.

“Well, you shouldn’t be.  That’s… that’s not the sort of thing that…  something like that should affect you.”

“Maybe it’s just the Ket-lite.”

I blinked in surprise.  “The what?”

“The drug they were using.  It’s…” Ryota frowned.  “God, I can’t even remember what the proper name is anymore, I’m so messed up.”

But he was thinking, and sounding more normal.  “That’s okay,” I said encouragingly, “what does it do?”

“It’s a distant cousin to Ketamine.  Similar effects, but the curve is completely different.  Low doses are a bit stronger than Ketamine, but pretty soon you start needing five times as much to have an equal effect, and it goes up from there.”

“Hence Ket-lite.” I nodded.

“Hence Ket-lite,” he agreed.  “It’s considered pretty useless.  For medical purposes you’d just use Ketamine, and I don’t think anyone figured out any practical way to use the low concentration stuff.”

I glanced over my shoulder back towards the park.  “Except the Bureau.  Any idea what the low dose would do?”

“No idea, I can’t imagine how low it must be if they were trying to use it in the air.”

I wonder if that’s why they had drones around?  I thought suddenly, realizing those cannisters near the exit might not have been the only source.

“It probably didn’t have much more effect than a cup of soothing tea.”

I frowned slightly.  “By itself,” I said thoughtfully.

“What?”

“Those spells the Bureau was using,” I said, getting lost in my own subject as a coping mechanism, “they weren’t…  they weren’t complicated.”

Another small bubble of mad laughter escaped Ryota, but he quickly got it under control this time.

“It’s like they were trying multiple, simple steps to try and accomplish something when one step of medium complexity was all that was required.  Like someone giving out a half dozen ‘now right, now forward, now left, now up, now back right a little’ directions instead of giving just one clear direction through an x-y-z axis.”

That one got Ryota thinking again, it was a little better than most of my usual comparisons.  At least towards a graduate student.  “Okay,” he said thoughtfully after a moment.  “I can see that.  Not elegant programming.”

“Oh, that’s a better metaphor.  Anyway: what if the chemical, that Ket-lite, was another part of their mechanism?”

“In what way?”

This time I frowned.  “I’m not sure.  I’m guessing here, I couldn’t study all their spells in detail.  But from what I saw, I think they had three spells going and I only have a reasonable idea what they were doing because they were so simple.  One was to weaken everyone’s resistance to the spells, one was to slow down everyone’s cognitive functions, and one was to compel them to leave the area.  I think. I’m wondering if the Ket-lite was another part of that, something to further weaken everyone’s resistance and thinking, making it easier for the spells to work on them.”

“Maybe just to get what they wanted,” Ryota corrected me.  “If you directly pumped enough Ket-lite into someone, and I mean a whole lot, practically one of those whole canisters, they’d probably be spacey and suggestible enough to go straight home if you told them to.”

“Good point,” I agreed quickly.  And not just to humor him, I was accidentally being biased and assuming magic was more important here otherwise.  It was entirely possible the spells had all been to make the Ket-lite work better, and that was the linchpin behind everything.  Chances were, the Bureau was just doing what worked.  And most of their connected methodology had used a little magic.

“So… human zombies?”

For once, I decided not to get too pedantic about some obvious definitions.  “Essentially.  A part of me would love to know just what they’re doing and how.  So much of it seems nuts, or stupid.  But other parts seem brilliant, and it seems to work.”

Ryota shuddered.  “Tell me you’re not going back there.”

“Oh hell no!  I’d love to know; I’m not going anywhere near that place for a week if I can help it!  I think we were lucky enough to escape cleanly, they were out in force today.  I am not going to endanger anyone unless I have to.”

“Shit!  Are Hime and Hiro going to be okay?” Ryota asked urgently.

There was a terror in Ryota’s eyes that I was quick to reassure, he was obviously equally scared of the both the thought of leaving them alone and the idea of going back for them.  “Don’t worry,” I told him, almost calmly this time, “they’re going to be alright.  Even if the Bureau was somehow interested in them, and they shouldn’t be, they wouldn’t dare do anything.  You don’t mess around with the potential heirs of two of Japan’s richest families unless you absolutely have to.  But I doubt they even showed up on their radar.  Even we were obviously a sideshow to something much more important to them.”

“That’s…” Ryota looked a little lost.  “I don’t know whether to be relieved or insulted by that.”

“Tell me about it,” I rolled my eyes, finally starting to calm down a little now that we were well away from the site.  My warning bracelet had quieted down to nothing and the wind was a chilly but invigorating, reminding me I was still alive and free.  “That was terrifying, and I don’t want to think about how badly it could have gone.  It seems wrong that we should be unimportant to them after that.  But look at it from their perspective: they were all obviously there to deal with something at the park.  Probably something big and at least a little important if they were going to all the trouble of bringing in all those agents, drugging and enchanting a whole park, and not doing all this in the middle of the night.”

Ryota shuddered again.  “Please don’t make me think about night.  In fact, let’s get home before the sun sets.”

I looked at him sympathetically, then continued.  “They’re all focused and dedicated to whatever’s causing trouble there.  As far as they know: they briefly detected a small magical anomaly or two then dispatched a few agents and maybe some drones to be on the safe side and to make sure they weren’t missing something.  It seemed to disappear on them afterwards, probably after they tracked it to a building and spent some time looking for it.”  I shrugged, although I doubted Ryota noticed from where he was sitting.  “We’ll probably get mentioned in their after-action reports.  Well, no.  This whole incident will probably get mentioned in their after-action reports, but that’s it.  They didn’t get a good look at us, they didn’t figure out what we were doing… hell, they probably never even saw ‘us’ in the first place.  Thank Aoth.”

“Are you trying to tell me that?” Ryota asked, a hint of his usual suspicion returning.  “Or just convince yourself?”

Both, I admitted internally.  I was pretty sure I was right, but the gnawing pit in the bottom of my stomach kept trying to tell me otherwise.  But externally I tried to keep a more positive attitude.

“I’m not saying that couldn’t have rapidly changed,” I told him cheerfully, unable to keep from sounding a little giddy now that we were probably safe.  “If they’d gotten their hands on us, or even a good look at us and developed a suspicion or two of what we were doing, it could have been disastrous.  I’m pretty sure we’d be on our way to a holding cell at this point, terrified of what might happen next.  But we got away with it, and there’s nothing for the Bureau to even investigate.  It’ll go down in their records the same way whatever Himeko did see will go down in ours: there may have been something there, probably was something there; and we might reference this at a later date for a few more clues and pointers; but there’s nowhere near enough information to use for anything practical.”

This time, I added a little less optimistically in my head.  A few more times like that, a few more glimpses, and the Bureau might just have enough to start putting a few things together.

Thankfully, Ryota was too tired, drained, and thoughtful to pursue the manner any further.  Confident he wasn’t going to break, not permanently at least, I focused on getting us back to Tokyo U.
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Himeko entered the research room, hopped backwards a moment in surprise, then actually stamped her foot in frustration.  “God damn it,” she declared irritably, “again!?  I figured we were done with this after high school!”

“Hello, Himeko,” I noted in monotone from my position behind one of the worktables.

Ryota and Kiyoto looked at the heiress in slightly uncomfortable confusion, while Chie hunched over and buried her head even deeper in her own work over at the desks at the other end of the room.  “Again?” Kiyoto asked to break the uncomfortable silence.

“She has an improbable habit of walking in on me when I am implanting precautionary spells,” I answered in my dead monotone.

Since I was in an altered frame of mind, the answer came easily.  Once again, I was naked and cross-legged on the floor with a bunch of glowing symbols across my upper body as I implanted the spell.  Unlike previous times we’d quietly put up a short but useful privacy curtain, hung between the whiteboard and table on either side of me and helping conceal my lower body.  It wasn’t too high, it was spur of the moment thing and the male grad students had still needed to monitor me, but I was only mostly visible from about my pectorals up.  It had been intended as an attempt to make Chie more comfortable (well, less un-comfortable).  But at least this time it kept Himeko from seeing me in all my ‘glory’.

Eiko whistled as she came in behind Himeko.  “Whew, this again?  Himeko’s right, this is getting a little ridiculous.  It’s almost like this is fated.”

“She’s missed it on two occasions,” I continued in my toneless voice.  “It’s not a guarantee.  But I am starting to wonder about that.”  Himeko was a little early today.  If things had proceeded as usual, she probably would have just missed it.

Eiko paused a moment and looked at me thoughtfully.  “Are you okay Mamoru?  That was more… something than usual.”

Both Ryota and Kiyoto looked at her with interest.  “Really, this is different?” Kiyoto asked.

Himeko’s brow furrowed just a little.  “You might be right Eiko.  That seemed slightly more aware and independent than he usually is.”

“The electrodes slightly disrupt the magic, and interfere with my mindset,” I reported dutifully.  “I seem to be slightly more aware than usual.”  The other, major difference from previous times: Kiyoto had a dozen or so wires gently stuck around my head, all hooked up to a machine as they attempted to monitor my brainwave patterns and activity.

“Well, that’s odd,” Kiyoto noted sarcastically from his position by the machine.  “Is there even a point to this then?”

“My mindset is still altered.  The results should be interesting.”

“Here, let’s cut to the chase,” Himeko bounced back quickly, she then projected her next question clearly at me.  “Mamoru, can you tell how different it is?”

“Yes.  The trance is significantly shallower than usual, and more traces of emotion and my sense of self are present.”

Himeko nodded.  “And how much of an impact do you think that has?”

“I am unsure.  Probably more brain activity in the areas governing that than usual.  Possibly a little less in the rest.”

“You just have to know how to handle him in this state,” she told the other two calmly.  “It’s very useful, just tricky.  And you need to remember to be careful, otherwise you’ll get exactly what you’re asking for.”  With that said she addressed the next question to me again.  “Can you think of anything else you should tell us?”

“This is a little exhausting.  I respond easier to prompts and have less resistance to them, while having a harder time with the magic, which is already harder to coordinate with the extra equipment.  I am starting to push my limits.”

“In other words,” Eiko smiled, but put a quelling hand on Himeko’s shoulder, “shut up and let me concentrate.”

“Yes, I got that Eiko,” Himeko replied with a touch of annoyance and contrition.  She then raised her voice again.  “Understood Mamoru, I’ll be quiet.”

Eiko and Himeko retreated to the couches again.  Meanwhile Kiyoto and Ryota fell conspicuously silent as they monitored me for the twenty minutes it took to internalize the spell.

“Phew!” I finally sighed in relief when it was done.  “That was a lot harder than usual!  I didn’t expect that.”

“Harder?” Kiyoto asked, starting to remove the electrodes around my head.

“Yeah, I was a bit of an optimistic idiot,” I admitted as I started to help him.  “I really should have seen it coming.  I’m not getting naked for fun, or just for tradition’s sake.  When it comes to binding the spell and sinking it inside the body, the whole point of a precaution, things like clothes get in the way.  All the wires and contact points were not helping with this one.”  On the plus side, that meant that Himeko probably would have made it in time to ‘see’ me even without being early.  That made it seem a little less likely that some mysterious force was out to mess with her.

“Yeah, that should have been obvious then,” Kiyoto agreed with my statement, trying to repress his disapproval.  “Why did you even think it was a good idea?”

“This has been on my wish list for a while,” I tried not to sound a little embarrassed.  “So I rushed at the opportunity without thinking.  If I’d really thought about it… well, it helps a little that so much of this is slightly more external rather than directly in the way like clothing.  But it was still pretty stupid.”

The machine we had signed out wasn’t quite top of the line.  I’m sure the university itself had a wireless version with even less intrusive contact points, probably several of them.  Needless to say, that sort of thing wasn’t available to students on short notice!  We’d settled for a slightly older model.  It was probably a bit sleeker and less intrusive than whatever an ordinary person thought about when asked to describe a brainwave measuring device, but it was more than enough to interfere with the flow of mana.

“In some ways this was especially stupid,” I admitted grudgingly.  “I’d probably have been better off with the ‘mage armor’ or maybe even the ‘toxin neutralizer’ spells.  But this was based on ‘mind shield’.  So the magic itself was all centered around my head and mind, where all the sensor nodes were as well.  I probably couldn’t have designed a worse scenario without getting unbelievably contrived.  Even after putting myself into an altered state of mind I was barely able to manage the magic, and the strain was starting to overload me.”

Kiyoto suddenly looked serious, and the others in the lab tensed up a bit too.  “Are you alright, Mamoru?” he asked firmly, he stopped taking off the wires and looked directly into my eyes, examining me closely.

I fought down a small smile.  For a guy who doesn’t claim to be a doctor… I didn’t complete the thought.  Since Kiyoto had been shoved into the role of monitoring all of us (and talking with Dr. Yorozu when visiting the Meiko estate) he’d slowly become a little protective of our health.  Not horribly so, and he definitely wasn’t a full-on doctor or med student.  But there’d been an interesting little shift in his actions and attitude.

Still, he wasn’t entirely wrong.  “Just barely,” I decided to say, actually overplaying it a little so he’d hopefully take me seriously instead of suspecting me of toughing it out.  “I didn’t go past my limits, but I was starting to push a lot closer to them than I thought I would.  Usually that state of mind… it’s like it shuts down the extra, unnecessary programs on my mental computer, freeing up extra processing power for spellcasting.  And I’ve known about the- the-“

“Lack of filters?” Himeko suggested from her position by the doors.

“That’ll work,” I agreed.  It wasn’t quite right, but I wasn’t sure I had the right words to try and express everything.  “I’ve known about that problem for ages, that’s why I tried to warn you about it before we started.”

Both Kiyoto and Ryota nodded at that one.  They hadn’t known what to think at first, but as I’d gotten further and further into my altered state of mind they’d gotten a little creeped out by my responses.

“Apparently there’s another problem,” I admitted, sucking on my teeth as I thought about it.  Beside me, Ryota made a small sound of disgust and unsubtly handed me my pants and underwear as a reminder I didn’t have to take off every sensor before I put any clothes on.  “It seems my survival instinct gets turned down too.  I don’t think it gets turned off or anything, I’m almost 100% certain I’d stop before I did anything fatal or permanently damaging-“

“Almost-” Kiyoto started in disbelief.

“-but I’m definitely a lot more willing to hurt myself,” I continued as calmly as I could.  “I was… starting to fry myself just a little, but since it was only minor stuff and pain I pretty much discarded it as insignificant.”

“Please define ‘fry yourself,’ “ Kiyoto told me sternly, obviously trying not to clench his teeth as he had to drag everything out of me.

“Some weird combination of thinking too hard and handling a little too much magic in that state.  Right now it feels like I’m just a little sunburned on the inside and I’ve got a small headache.  But that’s it.  I think I would have let myself get to nasty sunburn and something like a migraine if I’d needed to, but I don’t think I would have gone beyond that.”

Kiyoto settled down a little, but he was clearly both grumpy and perturbed as he checked me over thoroughly.  Eventually, we got all the sensors removed, all the “does this hurt?” questions answered, and all my clothes back on.

Finally, I stood up again, fully dressed.  “Phew, that was a lot,” I sighed in relief, trying to ignore the aching in my head.  “Please tell me we got something useful out of it?”

“How should I know?” Kiyoto was unapologetically sarcastic.  “You think I can properly read one of these things?”

“Then what the heck were you doing?” Ryota asked in amazement, not beating me to the punch by much.

(Although I would have been a little more polite about it, especially given what I was already putting them through.)

“Using the machine,” Kiyoto tossed right back.  “Do you have any idea how this works?  I do.  I had to show that before they were going to give it to me.  I’m just making sure everything is properly hooked up and then recorded, we’ll be giving it to a real expert for analysis.”

“Expert?” Chie chimed in from across the room.

“Alright,” Kiyoto shrugged.  “Talented grad student.  He’s further along than us and should be able to read this.  At least well enough to know if we need to talk to a proper specialist.”

I had to think about that for a moment, but I really couldn’t see anything wrong with it.  After all, that was pretty much what I was doing with the three of them!  “Alright, fair point.”

“Just make sure he’s trustworthy!” Ryota snapped immediately.  “And don’t tell them the details!”

“What, do I look like an idiot?” Kiyoto snarked back, properly cleaning and putting away the machine.  “Do you really think I’m going to ask ‘we’re looking for signs of magic in this mage’s brainwaves.  See anything interesting?’  I’m not that stupid.”

“You didn’t get chased through a park by literal men in black the other day!” Ryota return volleyed angrily.  “You have no idea what we’re up against!  We can’t be careless.”

Ah hell.  There it was, the elephant in the room.  The reason Ryota had been so quiet today.  Everyone was still walking on eggshells around that revelation.  And I didn’t know what to tell them.

Things had calmed down slightly after a team progress session with Professor Ichikawa the day after the incident.  Ryota and I had brought up what had happened with everyone and Professor Ichikawa had proceeded to discuss it with us calmly and rationally.  We’d all started a little upset (even me, and I’d had enough indirect run ins with the Bureau to be a little used to them by now) but had ended up reassured after talking about it so normally.  Like us, the professor had concluded we probably weren’t under any threat right now, clearly having been a secondary consideration in the middle of something much more important.  He had warned us to take care, and taken the opportunity to reemphasize our data security and general secrecy, but also made sure to remind us not to obsess on the matter too much.  All in all, we’d gone back to work more comfortably.

Unfortunately, two days later, lingering doubts and thoughts had been given time to fester.  Chie and Kiyoto, who hadn’t even been there, had gotten time to think about it and were feeling a little uneasy.  Meanwhile Ryota still hadn’t completely dealt with everything, only furthering their own feelings.  As for me?  Well, I’d just completed a precautionary spell in the middle of the research room.  All my excuses and justifications for that were real, but it was definitely my own way of coping on top of that.  A way to make me feel safe, prepared, and in control.  I’d never fully realized that before, mostly because I was hanging out with Himeko and Eiko.  When they encountered situations like this the weight and power of the Meiko name made them feel safe and confident, reassured them that everything was alright.  The grad students around me didn’t have that, and it showed.

“You think I-“ Kiyoto began angrily.

“Enough.”

Whoa.  Himeko rarely projected the heiress like that around me, but her control and confidence rivaled anything I could pull off with a glamour.  It was a palpable cloak around her.

Himeko didn’t even look at the anyone, kept her eyes closed and the direction of her gaze slightly downcast.  But even sitting on the couch it was obvious who was the alpha in this room.

“You are upset.  That is understandable and forgivable,” she finally opened her eyes and transfixed Kiyoto with a stare.  “Losing control and lashing out at others is not.  Contain yourself.”

Kiyoto backed off a step and gave Himeko a small and obviously unconscious bow as he did so.

Himeko took a breath and then continued, still drawing the eye like a magnet without doing anything.  “I will not insult you by telling you what you need to do, or how.  You are all individuals who handle things differently.  But failing to know yourself, failing to handle your problems, is the mark of a fool.  Speak now, if you feel inclined.”

There was a moment of silence.

Surprisingly, it was Chie that piped up first, obviously angry and frustrated.  “It’s alright for you to say that!  You’re Meiko Himeko.  You’ve got tons of money, a wonderful boyfriend, and the most powerful company in Japan backing you!  We don’t have that.  If someone just wants to make us disappear, they can.”

“Perhaps,” Himeko exuded stability.  “But you are a scientist, what is your proof of that?  That either they can, as you put it, disappear you?  Or fail to disappear me?”

“That’s-“ I felt sympathy at the hint of frustrated tears in the corner of Chie’s eyes.  “That’s-“

“That is fear talking.  Nothing more, and nothing less.”  Himeko continued with infuriating evenness.

Yeah, she’s really stepped back from this mode since high school.  But she still has it in her.  I should remember that before I do anything too stupid in front of her, I reflected with a hint of sympathy for both of them.  Chie was overreacting, but Himeko was doing something she didn’t like and deliberately stepping on the pearl of truth at the center of Chie’s objection in order to try and help her.  Himeko had been trying to avoid operating this way since coming to Tokyo U.  She’d gotten stuck in it all too often back in high school-

(Mostly for much pettier things than this)

-and she found it much more comfortable to do the half-role she managed in classes and at lunch, it allowed her more freedom to just do what she wanted.  But she could still put on the imperious Meiko mask when needed, and she still felt she needed to represent her family well.  And, as everyone else was proving, just because we were Tokyo U students didn’t mean we didn’t need some guidance on occasion.

“Do not be ashamed of your fear,” Himeko closed her eyes again, taking some of the sting out of things by seeming to address everyone and no one at the same time.  “Not the base of it.  But do not multiply things by being afraid of your fear, then pouring in even more fear on top of that by being afraid of those new things as well!  You of all people should know: the unknown must be faced cautiously and with intelligence, but humanity does not advance by turning away out of fear and complacency.”

There was a moment of heavy and truculent silence from all of us, including me.

“Well, that’s embarrassing,” Kiyoto muttered, deliberately releasing the tension.

“Himeko is oversimplifying things,” I admitted a little sheepishly, trying to do my own bit to soften any perceived criticism.  “But, at the heart of things, she is right.”

“I know, I know.  But it’s hard to admit it once you hear it put that way.”

“Join the club,” Eiko noted in a normal voice from her own position on the couch.

“Chie’s got a point,” I continued, addressing the other elephant in the room.  “Himeko’s got more of a safety net then we do.  But we don’t know if that safety net is even necessary.  Hell, the Bureau’s given me the willies for years now, before I even had that much of a name for them, but I still don’t know if I’m jumping at shadows or not.”

Ryota started to say something, but just barely stopped himself.

“ ‘But what if you’re wrong?’ “ I said in a deliberately higher tone, completing what I guessed was his question.  I flushed a little as I realized that might be taken as an insult this time, given Ryota’s sensitivity about his voice, and quickly moved on.  “Yeah, you’re right.  But that’s why Himeko’s comment about the unknown hurts so much.  We all know we’d take sensible and reasonable precautions during an experiment.  Maybe even ridiculously extreme and wimpy ones if we had an infinite budget and time.  We’d still do the experiment, and trying to say otherwise seems stupid.  But when it comes to the Bureau… jeez, I don’t even know how to try and describe it.”

“Please don’t,” Eiko said, sounding a little forlorn.

Unwisely, I ignored her.  “It’s like we think that when we do the experiment, no matter what it is and how, that suddenly this unstoppable force is going to burst in from the outside and inevitably end us.”

“Maybe even dumber than usual,” Eiko sighed.

“Yeah,” Kiyoto agreed.  “That… was that even a metaphor at this point?”

“I’d say simile,” Himeko noted thoughtfully, returning to normal.  “But I’m not sure it was.”

“Missing the bigger point here!” Ryota chimed in with a little more heat.

“Actually, we’re not,” Himeko noted calmly.  “The way you are all acting is almost as ridiculous as Mamoru’s comparison.”

Thanks for that.

“I suggest you figure out what parts of your fears are sensible, take precautions against them, and then move on.”

“Himeko’s got a point there.  I mean,” I shrugged, “that’s more or less what my precautions are for.  Not just the Bureau, but they’re probably the single biggest threat and the whole reason I was able to justify spending all the mana on them in the first place.”

“Some of us don’t have that,” Ryota reminded me forcefully, although he did try to mind his tone a little more.

Kiyoto frowned thoughtfully.  “But could we?  Could you put all those precautions on us too?”

Over by the desks, Chie flinched and let out a small “eep” at that, probably startled by the thought of me painting and then spellcasting over her naked body.

“Well…” I said slowly, giving the matter some serious consideration.  My first response was to say no.  But thinking about it a little further, I realized Kiyoto had a point too.  Implanting a few precautions into them might be worthwhile.  They now knew enough to be dangerous, but didn’t have a great ability to protect themselves.  I might not be able to justify ‘mage armor’, especially since that was extremely flashy and visible when it activated, something that could cause a commotion that they wouldn’t be able to  handle.  But setting up ‘mind shield’ on each of them really had some merit.  It would protect against more casual probing and spying, and if someone tried a mental assault as a prelude to something nastier, such as taking them prisoner, the mental protections would quietly disrupt those plans while giving the target a chance to escape.

Unfortunately…“Can’t do it,” I said with a sad shake of my head.  “Not yet at least.”

“Okay, I’ll play the guinea pig,” Kiyoto sounded a little weary, “what’s with the emphasis on yet?”

I flushed slightly at him calling it out like that but continued.  “The precautions can be pretty expensive to set up in the first place, in terms of mana.  ‘Mind shield’ isn’t too bad but it’s not something that can be done on a whim.  But the real problem is: it’s got to be maintained.  Daily, if you want it to last any real amount of time.  And none of you guys have the mana handling skills to manage that yet, not even inefficiently.  I could implant the precaution, but it would have degraded to being pretty worthless inside of a month.  And even if we could technically spare that sort of time and mana it'd be pretty wasteful and silly.”

“And embarrassing,” I heard Chie mutter from her position.

“There’s an obvious follow-up question,” Kiyoto folded his arms in front of him but seemed pretty calm.  “Could you do the maintenance?”

I couldn’t help but smirk awkwardly.  “Yeah, but it’d be a hell of a lot more uncomfortable and intrusive for me to do it.  It only takes me about a minute a day to maintain my precautions, but I’m pretty practiced and that’s homefield advantage for me.  Doing it for you guys from the outside… you’d basically have to strip naked and let me give you a quick ten-minute physical… metaphysical?  Anyway, mess about with you for about ten minutes.  Each.  Each and every day.”

“And if the threat was clear and imminent,” Himeko cut in again, “that would be a worthwhile idea.  For a nebulous case, one where we don’t even know if your theoretical enemy even suspects you exist, that would pretty much be the definition of acting irrationally and giving in to fear.”

I nodded.  “The idea has merit.  If you guys get better with your mana handling then I should probably give you all ‘mind shield’ precautions.  It’ll probably take twice as long as it does to build my own, but I do see your point there.  Anything else though…”

Himeko coughed.  “I’m not unsympathetic,” she noted a gentler tone.  “I don’t think it’s unreasonable for me to provide them with a few burner phones, a safe way for them to communicate if they ever find themselves in trouble.  And I’ll include the house’s number in them.  There’s only so much we can do, but a Meiko vehicle giving them a lift out of a troublesome situation can be a useful deterrent.”

Everyone’s expressions lightened a little at that.  I was a little less sanguine, if things had reached that point then I wasn’t sure the day after such an event would be terribly pleasant.  If the Bureau ever got close enough to realize they shouldn’t make a move because it might cause trouble with the Meiko family then the probabilities were high that there’d be some quiet but unpleasant follow-ups to that realization.  Secrecy was still our first and best line of defense.  But I didn’t put a damper on things, I was glad to see the grad students feeling a little better.

“Thank you, Himeko-sama, Mamoru,” Chie bowed slightly towards us both (well, mostly Himeko) from her desk.  “It is a great relief to hear all this.  Who do those people think they are, acting all above the law and scrutiny like this?”

Chie only sounded mildly incensed, but I could tell it was building up underneath all that.  Which was part of the reason why I wryly noted “the people who took care of the whatever-it-was in the park?”

All the grad students (and Eiko) turned to stare at me but I continued.  “I don’t like them, and I certainly don’t trust them. But, in a twisted sort of way, I’m kind of grateful the Bureau exists.”

“Seriously?” Kiyoto burst out.

“No, I think I know what he means,” Ryota admitted, surprising me with the role reversal.  “I’ve been thinking about it too.  Hear him out.”

I nodded.  “I’m not inclined to just run around the city playing ‘hero of justice’ whenever something dangerous crops its head up.  Someone has to take care of this sort of stuff when it happens, and I’m glad it’s not me.”

“But the secrecy,” Chie burst out, “and the threats!”

“And you don’t even know if that thing at the park was hostile!” Kiyoto continued.  “They may have brought all that trouble down on themselves!  Himeko was busting our chops earlier about jumping at shadows, but isn’t that assumption just the same thing?”

“You’re not wrong,” I admitted in that same, wry tone as I contemplated the irony of me being the experienced person who was defending the Bureau this time.  “And I don’t like the way they operate or what they seem to be doing.  But I have seen them do some good stuff, take down a supernatural predator that was hunting kids and keep innocent civilians out of the line of fire.”

“While keeping them in the dark,” Kiyoto muttered angrily.

I shrugged helplessly.  “How much of that is cause and how much of that is effect?  One of the reasons we’re going to go so slowly on revealing magic to the world is the risk that poses.  Seriously, have you ever thought about just how big and unmistakable a display we’d have to put on in order to rip the band-aid off all at once?  Completely break through all the inertia and denial?”

“That’s just impossible,” Kiyoto noted irritably.  “Humanity’s not a terribly rational animal.  You could rain down fireballs over half of Tokyo out of a kilometer wide magic circle in the sky and half the people would still claim it was either all faked or that was obviously a cover-up for whatever was really doing all that.”

“Precisely,” I agreed.  “Hell, I’m a mage and my first thought would be that was obviously a trick.  I’d need to study the thing for a while before I was even willing to believe that might have happened.  I’d believe there was an experimental aircraft hidden up there before I believed it was actually someone using magic.  And that’s just me, can you imagine the backlash and effects on society as a whole if knowledge of the supernatural started coming out in a negative and uncontrolled manner?  Some days I wonder if the Bureau was created to prevent that, actually make it easier on people.”

“Really?”

“No, when put like that I can see what he means,” Himeko said thoughtfully.  “Even today, witnesses would face persecution and harassment if they came forward after seeing something supernatural, wouldn’t they?  Especially in the general public.”

I nodded.  “They’d most likely have to back down, and hope they’d not been too tainted by what they’d professed.  Or they’d become fanatics, trying to convert others and striking back at the society that tried to deny them.”

Kiyoto shuddered.  “Sounds like some nuts online these days.”

I decided not to comment on that.  Not even I was sure what the ratio of legitimate people to troll bots to outright wackos was these days.  “The Bureau’s methods could be argued to be protecting both society and people from that,” I continued.  “By preventing people from knowing about the supernatural, and secretly removing threats, they protect society as a whole but also protect people from being harmed by society.”

“Like I said: I don’t like it.  But even if I somehow had the power to completely reveal magic all at once, I’m not sure I’d use it.”

“That seems pretty circular,” Kiyoto was obviously skeptical.  “That it’s better to keep people ignorant than risk disruption by educating them.”

“Maybe.  That’s kind of why I’m still moving forward with my plans.  But I have to appreciate what the Bureau does.  Well, seems to do.  And that they might have a point.”

“He’s right,” Ryota surprised us all by agreeing with me.  “That’s one of the things that’s been bugging me the most the last few days.  I was worried about being hauled away and thrown in a dark cell forever.  But I was also worried I was getting in the way of legitimate authorities, those who were just trying to protect everyone.”

“But how can you know that if they keep everything secret!?” Kiyoto protested vehemently.

“Which is why I don’t feel so guilty anymore,” I agreed, trying to help Ryota.  “But it took me a while to get to that point.  And I try to make sure I’m not being too self-serving, trying not to claim that two wrongs make a right.”

“Heh.  A fascist-like secret police on one side,” Eiko didn’t bother to hide her amusement, “and the teenagers making the sort of ‘we’re not really hurting anyone!  Everybody does it!’ claims on the other.  No wonder you’re worried.”

“Pretty much.”

“That’s a lot to think about,” Chie put in, she was now sitting on her hands and looking worried.

“Which is why you’re still a little concerned,” Himeko shrugged, calmly returning to the conversation.  “And I agree: it is worth thinking about.  Someone may have a point that we’ve all missed up until now.  This isn’t black and white, just all uncomfortable shades of grey.  And not even a terribly dark shade, we’d feel better if we could paint the Bureau as much stricter bad guys, giving us free reign to do whatever was needed in order to evade them.  But we don’t know enough about them.  And I’m pretty sure they’d like to return the favor, especially after the incident at the park.  I’m sure there’s some poor Bureau analyst who’s probably wondering if you two were something serious they should be spending their resources on, or if you were a mostly harmless blip they should just let go.”

“Argh, this is why knowledge should be open,” Kiyoto looked like he wanted to swear as he rubbed his face in annoyance.

From your mouth to Aoth’s ears, I thought wryly, a little amused and frustrated to hear Himeko put it that way.  The idea that we might all be potential good guys who were just bumbling around in the dark around each other, everyone accidentally wasting each others’ time and effort… it was frustrating to say the least.  The paradox of being half-tempted to find them and come clean vs. the threat that we might be wrong, and that I’d just end up locked in a dark room somewhere (or maybe starting my third life on an entirely different world!) was pretty maddening.

“Hey Mamoru,” Eiko asked suddenly, “is there any way you can find out more?  Use your magic to…”

“Magically discover the truth?” I finished for her, trying not to smirk a little.  “Honestly?  In a perfect world there’s a few things I could try.  Scrying and divination aren’t as easy or as accurate as you probably think they are, but there are definitely some pretty interesting options there.  Unfortunately, I kind of doubt an agency dedicated to suppressing the supernatural is going to be vulnerable to that.  I’m pretty sure someone would know something more about them if that was possible.  Basically, if I even tried using magic, I think it would be similar to someone attempting to hack the Public Security Intelligence Agency.”

“Don’t do that!” Kiyoto said quickly.  A little too quickly, all of us turned and looked at him.

He sighed and then elaborated.  “A classmate of mine tried that a few years back.  He was pretty good with computers and had heard all the stories about people hacking them or the CIA or MI6.  Turns out, those are the exceptions and they take that sort of thing pretty seriously.  They caught on to him pretty quickly, arrested him, and most of our class had to go through a quick police interview afterwards.”

“Which is probably what would happen with me,” I continued with a shrug.  “I’m probably a better average mage than whatever they have.  But I suspect they’ve got a lot more experience with this subject than I do, and probably a lot more people to throw at me if I try.  In a few more years, with a lot more mana and some more sophisticated tools, I might be willing to make an attempt from a remote location I can try and run away from if things go badly.  Right now, I figure it would be slightly more sensible than what Kiyoto’s classmate tried.  But not by much.”

“Right.  Don’t do that,” Eiko nodded firmly.

“And once again we circle back,” Himeko noted reasonably.  She addressed her next words directly to the grad students.  “Don’t waste your time worrying about it or trying to figure it out, not unless something changes.  There is a mysterious organization out there that might be threat.  It shouldn’t notice you unless you do something exceptionally stupid.  Once you realize that, everything else should flow naturally.”

“You can’t just brush it off like that,” Chie protested mildly.

“Why not?  That’s what the professor did.”

That set us all slightly aback, even me.

Himeko shrugged.  “He’d be happier if more was known, and we could account for it.  But he’s older and wiser than all of us, and has truly internalized the idea that we are not the center of the universe.  Professor Ichikawa has a better perspective on everything, which is why he’s not overly bothered about this.  He’s been dealing with organizations, oversight boards, and the government since our parents were still in diapers, and he’s taught enough classes to have seen the other side, the challenges of control and authority.  He knows deep in his heart and head that we’re not as important as we think we are, especially to strangers like them, so he’s not too concerned.”

“But he said-“ Chie protested weakly.

“That we should be careful, yes,” Himeko overrode her calmly.  “And we should.  If we start hanging big signs out that basically say ‘come here and stop us’ they will get involved.  But if we keep calm and quiet, take care not to deliberately draw attention to ourselves, they seem to have much bigger things to deal with and will leave us alone.”

The grad students were reluctantly settling down, swayed by Himeko’s calm certainty, but I was a little less sure.  After a couple of years with Himeko, and a familiarity with this subject, I couldn’t help but feel she was underplaying and glossing over a few big points.  Namely that if the Bureau did know what we were up to, what my plans were, they’d be all over us in an instant.  And there was probably at least a little active searching for something like our research project going on, not just reacting whenever we made a mistake. I wasn't sure how much, it could have been anything from a dedicated  forty man section to just a single person in a back office, but I was pretty sure they were doing it.

But the research room was finally starting to feel a little less tense for the first time in days.  I wasn’t going to spoil things for everybody by continuing an already pointless argument even further.  But I’ve got to start thinking about protecting them too, I admitted to myself.  Himeko and Eiko were always a little safer than the average person.  The Meiko family’s power and their own capabilities always made worrying about them a bit too arrogant.  Chie, Kiyoto, Ryota, they don’t have that.  So, despite the voice in the back of my head whispering it was a bad idea, I quietly started to work on a few ideas to that effect.
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I looked down at my wrist in startlement as I opened the apartment door.  My warning bracelet had just started twitching as I did so.  But it was the weirdest twitching yet.  So confused and vacillating, yet oddly strong at moments.  It was like someone trying to yell to me “WATch out?  Maybe?  No, lOOK OUt… alright, maybe not.”

“What’s up with you?” I muttered softly.  Do I need to do some repairs?  I did substitute some of the materials traditionally used to make the talisman.  Combine that with the weird workout I’ve been giving it the last few years, and the general lack of mana on Earth, and maybe it needs a tune up?

“Mamoru!  You’re home!”

“Welcome back son!”

I jerked my head back up in startlement at the hearty and emotional greetings, barely keeping myself from expressing either shock or disgust.  Ah crap, both of them!  That explains it then.

I looked around while trying not to seem as if I was doing so.  In addition to being well lit, the apartment had acquired several additional decorations since this morning.

Kendo paraphernalia, the high school trophies, a blade, and a pair of bokken.  So, this is one of father’s.  There were also two guests, but they were placed on the couch facing away from the door so I couldn’t make out any details yet.

With that I tried to put a smile on my face and get into character.  “Hello mother, father,” I replied as pleasantly as I could.  “I’m sorry, did I miss a text?  I didn’t realize we had guests.”  Crap, did I miss a text?  My parents weren’t always great about things like this, but they did usually at least try to avoid surprises on this scale.  For their own sakes if nothing else.

I’d already pulled out my phone to check, but my father forced a hearty laugh.  “No no, this one’s my fault, son.  This one’s off the cuff and I was scrambling so hard to coordinate with your mother that we must have forgotten about you.  I’m sorry.”

That one was probably all true, except for the sorry part.  “No harm done.  Would you like me to leave you alone?  I can find somewhere to study for a few hours rather than getting in the way.”

My mother affected horror at the idea.  “Son, we wouldn’t dream of that!”

Okay, is that one real, or should I be offering them an out?  Given it was our family, I figured I should go with the second.  “It’s no trouble, and I really should be studying.  I can always just retreat quietly to my room.”

“You haven’t even eaten yet, have you?  We couldn’t possibly do that.”

Fuck, it’s ‘prove we’re a functional family’ time again.  Well, guess I’ve got to pay the rent.  This probably wasn’t going to be fun.  But it wasn’t too bad a day for it.  I hadn’t taken any bad emotional hits recently, except for the whole Bureau thing and that was distant enough that it barely counted, and I wasn’t particularly exhausted this time.  I really couldn’t object too much.  I figured it was going to be a tough hour or two, but it was a small price to pay for living rent free.  I figured half my classmates would have made the deal in a heartbeat.

Liar, a small voice inside my head noted, not if it meant giving up their current parents in the process.

“Well, if you insist,” I continued in what I hoped was a friendly yet humble way, “but don’t let me get in the way of your plans and socializing.  Do I need to get changed?”

“Oh no, it’s just a friendly, casual dinner visit,” my mother replied cheerfully.

Uh-huh.  To be fair, they weren’t wearing their best cosmetics or clothes.  But they’d carefully calculated and devised their looks down to the millimeter.  They were presenting just the image they wanted to, and it was a degree or two above ‘casual’ even if you didn’t take into account the excessive plotting.  Himeko and her employees probably spent less time prepping for events like this!

Still, they weren’t going to get on my case for my looks.  I was a just back from the university (and Meiko house, and research room) so I didn’t look particularly sloppy.  And if I wasn’t at their level they were just going to use that to emphasize how good they really were, how it really was ‘casual’ and this happened to just be what ‘casual’ was by their standards.

“Alright, I’ll just drop my stuff off and then join you,” I said, moving to go to my room and trying to squish the temptation to just duck inside and bar the door.

“Is that a naginata bag?” one of the guests asked in an amused tone as I stepped out of the doorway.

I felt the temperature behind me drop to freezing, and my warning bracelet gave me a couple of faint but definite squeezes.  Crap.  I’d instinctively cancelled the spells upon coming in, and if my father was emphasizing his sword background…

“Technically it is,” I said, turning to face our guest with a smile.  “I know, crazy right?  But it was the most practical bag I could find for transporting long equipment across the city.  It’s got just the right mix of space, cushioning, and firmness to haul things like antenna from one place to the next.”

“Hah!” Our male guest, a neat looking mustachioed gentleman about ten years older than my father (so about mid-to-late fifties) actually slapped his knee.  “The irony of it!  But I have to admire your boy’s creativity, Issei-san.  That never would have occurred to me, but once he pointed it out it made perfect sense.”

My father already had his pleasant expression back on.  “Of course.”

“The straps, the hint of durability, the importance of holding a precious weapon right.  If you’ve got to transport something particularly long it’s an excellent choice.”

I smiled a little more naturally.  “It’s not a perfect solution, I’m sure something custom made could do the job better.  And it does offend my father’s sensibilities, for obvious reasons.”

“Oh I can see that,” the man chortled.  “He’d probably object to a daughter using anything naginata related, let alone a son.  But I have to admire the out-of-the-box thinking, I wish we had more of it at the office whenever a new problem comes up.”

My father was beaming already.  “Of course, Soshi-san,” he said with pride.  “My son’s intelligence and ability never fail to impress.”

Oh boy.  Well, if I wasn’t entirely forgiven (and I could tell by a subtle tenseness in my father’s neck that I hadn’t been) I was at least most of the way out of the pit.  Still, let’s focus on digging up instead of falling into another one, shall we?

Dinner was in the living room this time, and some subtle shuffling on the couch indicated that I should go on my dad’s right side while he stayed in the center.  I dutifully took that position and tried to balance acquiring food with not seeming rude.

“So, a university student, eh?” our guest, Soshi, looked me over.

“Tokyo U itself,” my father claimed proudly.  “Made it in on his first try.”

Soshi, and the nicely dressed woman who was presumably his wife, made appropriate impressed noises.  Meanwhile, I reflected and I appreciate you didn’t pull anything like this when it was exam season with a mix of emotions.  This was the first time my parents had really made anything out of my admission, so I couldn’t help but feel a mix of confusion, pleasure, embarrassment, appreciation, frustration, and anger.  Especially at the selfishness of it.  I didn’t feel any of it too much, neither the positive nor the negative side, but when added together they were enough to throw me off balance.

“You must have been so proud, seeing him up there at commencement,” Shoshi’s wife noted pleasantly.

“Of course we were!  It was possibly the proudest moment of my life,” my father agreed heartily.

The enormity of that lie stuck in my craw just a little.  But I quickly forced my own anger and irritation aside to take a few bites of the available food.  Let’s be honest here, I admitted to myself as my father made up a story.  If I’d been given a choice of them not coming, or my grandparents coming instead, I’d have gone that way in a heartbeat.  No sense in getting annoyed over what actually happened.

As if guided by an evil spirit, at the end of my father’s completely fabricated description Soshi noted “and I bet you were glad to see your parents in the audience, eh Mamoru-san?”

Oh fuck.  I wasn’t sure which was stronger, my warning bracelet’s weak signals or the sudden tension on the couch that vibrated through the cushions.

“Well, to be a little less romantic,” I tried going for sheepish.  “I couldn’t actually see them during the ceremony itself, it was much too crowded.  But we did eventually meet up afterwards.”  It was technically not a lie, though I was implying some pretty big untruths in those statements.

Luckily Soshi just smiled.  “Hah!  He’s definitely your son, Issei-san.  The physical resemblance is harder to see, but the mental state shines through.”

“Well, the son of both of you,” he amended belatedly, nodding towards my mother.  “That mindset is clearly the result of his parents.”

My mother smiled brightly.  “I appreciate the compliment, Soshi-san.  Mamoru’s genius shines through even brighter than ours though.”

I had to keep my eyes from narrowing though.  Interesting, I thought, a touch on guard.  This guy seemed familiar with both my parents.  And although they were misinterpreting his words (I wasn’t sure if that was deliberate or accidental, with my parents it was sometimes hard to tell) the fact he knew the pair of them well enough to say that was surprising.  Not impossible, my parents interacted with themselves and their peers a little more than they did with me, like that onsen retreat a year or so ago.  But I thought that was still pretty uncommon.

Of course, they do kind of stand out in their own way, I reflected, grabbing a few more bites of food in the middle of the small talk and false compliments.  I might just be too jumpy and reading too much into things.

Unfortunately, I ended up being too uninvolved for too long.  “What are you studying at Tokyo U, Mamoru-san?  Are you planning on going into business like your parents?” Soshi’s wife asked, trying to bring me back into the conversation.

“It’s still the first year,” I answered quickly.  “Almost a year before we have to decide our majors.  I’m currently planning on going into the sciences, although I haven’t nailed down where I want to focus.  Right now I’m leaning towards physics, although that could end up changing.”

“Oh, I’m surprised.  With your parents I would have been certain you’d have followed in their footsteps.”

“Because of my parents, I am certain I’m not adequately suited for that path.  It’s better to walk in a direction I am suited for.”

“We may have been a little too much of a wall for the boy,” my father suggested (fake) apologetically.  “He’s good, but doesn’t think he can surpass us.”

“Ah,” Soshi’s wife looked mildly surprised but understanding.  “I can see that.  I hope he’s not giving up too easily, being too intimidated by his parents’ progress after decades.  But if he’s not cut out for it then there’s no sense in attempting an ill-thought-out path and failing.”

I was mildly annoyed by all that, but they weren’t wrong.  “Exactly,” I agreed.  “Trying to match the path my parents took would be a bad idea, I lack a couple of key qualities.  Besides, they usually say it skips a generation.  Their grandkid will probably be a champion in the office.”

I found it telling that both Soshi and I froze in horror for a moment at that thought.  The idea of them as grandparents, and the grandkid taking after them…

Thankfully, neither his wife nor my parents paid any attention to that.  After a split-second of heart stopping terror (where I was afraid my parents would run with the idea and start pestering me to get them a grandchild) I slowly let out a quiet breath of relief.  Thank Aoth!  I never thought anything could terrify me more than the sibling idea.  But that… I tried to drive the thought as far out of my mind as possible.  I already had enough problems in the romantic relationships category, I did not need that one haunting my nightmares and further complicating things on top of them!

“We’re incredibly proud of Mamoru’s accomplishments,” my father was saying.  “But we won’t pretend he’s not weaker in some areas too.  Neither will he of course, he’s too smart for that.  And that uncompromising self-awareness is a core part of his strength.  But his physical strength is another matter.  He’s not foolish enough to let himself get weak, but he was never good enough to walk the path of the sword.”

And there’s the turn back to you, I thought with a mental eye roll, ironically acting more like the teenager I still technically was than I usually did.  Still, it wasn’t like he was wrong, and I was grateful to have the attention back off myself.

“I am a little surprised at that,” Soshi’s wife (I kept listening for her name, but it never came up) noted.  “I would have thought a little boy surrounded by this many examples of his father’s skill would have jumped at the chance.”

Soshi chuckled again.  “You have a point dear.  Most boys are mad for the sword growing up, and most of them don’t have a full-on cool katana in their apartment, just taunting them and goading them to learn the art.”

I wonder if they had time to dust the katana after taking it out of storage?  I wondered absently.  They probably had.  My parents were oddly good about details like that.

My father just shook his head sadly.  “Not Mamoru.  He was always books, books, and more books.  We appreciated his thirst for knowledge and diligence-“

Not to mention my silence and how I stayed out of the way.

“-but it was quickly obvious the sword arts weren’t for him.  He was reasonably smart about staying in shape you understand, we’d have quickly reprimanded him if he’d been a lazy slug.  But he wasn’t interested in anything physical.”

My mother nodded.  “Yes.  He was better than we’d have thought, and with the advantage his physique provides him he actually got surprisingly good marks in gym, but he wasn’t a physical boy.”

Close enough, I admitted with a mental shrug.  Between all the regular exercise I made sure to get, and the knock-on effects of my mana exercises (it wasn’t a great physical workout, but it wasn’t nothing either), I’d always been in better shape than the average guy.  Still, it wasn’t a huge advantage.  The weakest member in the wimpiest of the athletic clubs was still better than me, I was ahead of the ‘average’ person but hanging around people like Himeko and Eiko only drove home how little that meant.  It was still a little aggravating to hear my parents dismiss that difference and put it that way though.

“It is what it is,” my father continued, managing to look mildly morose.  “It wasn’t a long legacy, but I had hoped we could build upon it.  But it was obvious that would not be Mamoru.  I am saddened there will be no one in the family to take the sword up after me.”

“Except Reiji,” I noted thoughtlessly.

Everyone paused and looked at me.  After a loaded moment my mother tentatively noted “Son, what are you talking about?  Has your uncle been telling tales again?”

“Cousin Reiji, not uncle Reiji,” I added quickly.  “Virtuous child, not zero child.  He took up kendo in junior high.  From what I can see he’s been doing pretty well at it.”

“Really?” my father noted with a small twitch of his lips on the side our guests couldn’t see.  It matched the twitch of my warning bracelet.

Oh hell.  I put two and two together a little too late.  This particular guest was at least a little devoted to the way of the sword, or maybe just the romanticized image of it.  And my father had obviously been working that angle, and possibly exaggerating things for a while.  To have another potential swordsman in the family, and have him not know about it, would be a blow to his credibility.

I immediately switched into damage control mode.  “Let me guess, he hasn’t mentioned it to you yet?” I continued, trying to sound sardonic.  “Figures.  That explained why I had to find out by accident.  From what I can tell he’s still in his first year of it.  He looks pretty devoted, and from what I could tell he’s doing his usual job of being really gifted for his age, but he’s probably not too advanced yet.  I'm going to guess that he wanted to make absolutely sure he was going to continue with it, and didn’t have any humiliating flaws with his basics, before mentioning it to you.”

Credit where credit was due, my father instantly laughed at that and tried to play it off as if that was actually a sensible explanation.  “Of course.  You’re right son, that does explain a lot.”

I looked at his superior again.  “Reiji will probably be able to match my father,” I ‘explained’ with less honestly than my conversation with the Dean.  “But only in time.  He probably wants a little more of a head start before he actually starts up the comparisons or risks my father’s critique.”

“Hm,” my father nodded wisely.  “And I can see that.  He’s my sister’s son, and I’d probably be a little too tough on him to start.  At least for someone that wasn’t my kid.”

My mother got into the act too.  “Right, and my sister-in-law wouldn’t want the interference just yet,” she continued the half-truths.  “She’s a little too worried about her two kids.”

I managed to hold myself to significant cough.  It was still far too loud and obvious though, everyone looked at me.  When my mother didn’t correct herself, and everyone was still looking, I hurriedly spin doctored it with “three kids now, mom.  Three kids.  Although that only reinforces your point.”  I looked back at our guests again.  “My aunt had little Tetsuji barely more than a year ago.  That was a surprise to all of us, since she’s barely younger than my father.  After over a decade with consistent numbers we all miscount when we’re not paying attention.”

Luckily, Soshi’s wife was more impressed and surprised by the timing.  “At that age?”

I nodded and shrugged at the same time.  “It surprised everyone, them too as I understand it.  But now she’s trying to run around with a toddler while she’s in her forties, with two other kids around, so she’s a little protective and stressed.”

“Thank you, Mamoru,” my father nodded along.  “You’re right, I didn’t think of that.  She’s in full protective mother mode, she’s not going to tolerate me giving her son the strict teaching he probably needs.”

I quickly mixed in a few more truths and lies to deepen the smokescreen.  “That’s indirectly how I found out in the first place,” I explained.  “I was visiting in advance of Children’s Day, doing my bit to help out and check how my youngest cousin was doing, when Reiji’s kendo studies came up.  They’re not exactly advertising it yet.”

As expected, disgusting as it was, my play towards our family values and connectedness went over well.  “Ah, that explains it then,” my father sighed ruefully.  “I left them alone on Children’s Day so they could have more time with their littlest miracle, and I didn’t get the chance to see Reiji on my latest two visits because Tetsuji dominated everything.  I thought it was odd I didn’t see him, but I was too distracted by the baby to follow up on it.  Now I see that he was hiding from me.”

“Pretty much,” I agreed naturally.  Okay, the visits he was claiming were totally made up.  But chances were that both Saori and Reiji would have quietly avoided my father if they’d had any choice.  I didn’t like to think about it, but this whole night just drove it home: both my parents and I had the nasty habit of mixing truth with lies at times like this.

My father chuckled warmly.  “I’ll have to follow up on that.”  He made a blink-and-you’ll-miss-it check on the guests, quickly balancing his best options, before deciding to ask me.  “So: you’ve got at least some experience with the blade arts after all these years, watching and listening to me.  How do you evaluate him?”

Aoth, how even to answer that?  I thought quickly.  I suspected it was more about demonstrating ‘no, no, I really am serious about the blade.  Even my non-martial son knows plenty’ to our guests, but I wasn’t keen to accidently get Reiji in trouble either.

Still, as odd as it might have seemed given how deceptive the whole Matsuda family was being, I decided to be mostly honest.  “From what little I’ve seen, he’s doing his usual thing and blowing everyone away.  He’s as gifted as ever, and for one reason or another he seems a little more focused on this than usual so it’s starting to show.  He’s not suddenly one of the top student swordfighters in Japan, but…”

I hesitated before choosing my words very carefully.  “It came up the other day, discussing three older toughs that were harassing someone.  He noted that he could take out one with a simple stick, and maybe even the second one if the first one fell in just the right way to tangle his buddy up, but there was no way he’d get the third.  I thought it showed remarkable judgement and honest evaluation of his skills, and that’s a pretty good sign.”

This time, much to my surprise, my father’s response was a thoughtful lift of his brows and a slow nod of consideration.  I’d taken him so off guard his reaction was genuinely thoughtful.  “I see.  I see.  Yes.  And Reiji’s only what?  Thirteen?”

I frowned a moment.  “Birthday is August… no, fourteen now.  Damn.”  Time did fly.

“Yes.  For that age…” and then he shrugged it off, started calculating again, and that rare glimpse of humanity was gone.  He laughed to his boss.  “Well, I guess I have to start thinking in that direction after all.  Now he’s got me curious.”

Oh fuck.  I hoped he was exaggerating and lying again, and I’d have given really good odds that he was (there was no way he wanted to spend anywhere near that much time away from the office if he could help it) but I felt sick to my stomach at the thought I might have inflicted him upon my cousin.  Sorry Reiji! I cried out mentally.

“You might at that,” Soshi noted with some enthusiasm, making a salute to my father with a glass of alcohol.  “If that was an honest evaluation then it was pretty impressive.  Skilled enough to take down one, clever enough to see how to do two, but humble enough to admit that three was out of the question.  Looks like you might have a swordsman in your family after all.”

“Probably not for another year or two,” my father noted quickly, reassuring me that Reiji wasn’t going to be a priority.  “He should probably finish growing up first before I get my hands on him.  Wouldn’t you say so, Mamoru?”

There was a strong undertone to that question.  Fortunately, the honest answer was what he would have wanted.  “That’s probably a good idea,” I admitted.  “He’s just starting his growth spurts right now and it looks like he’s going to end up only a little shorter than I am.”

“My goodness!” Soshi’s wife was a little shocked.

“Yeah, took me by surprise too.  But he’s not there yet, and he’s going to be a more slender build than me.”  I waffled for a few moments.  “It probably will be a good build for a swordsman in the end, but he’s still growing into it.”

My father nodded, quietly relieved.  “And that’s all the more reason for me to head out now,” he finally declared.  “My son can take care of himself, and I’ve only got a small window before I should start teaching my nephew.  A year, year and a half, managing the overseas plant is the best timing for it.”

I carefully repressed a sigh of mixed relief and disgust, settling back against the couch as my father returned to business.  Of course.  You almost have to admire his way of turning everything back to himself and his goals.  Almost.

I listened with half an ear as my father indirectly brought his business back to the table.  He was angling for a promotion.  Which wasn’t surprising, both father and mother had stalled out on the corporate ladder for a bit.  They were good, in their way, but they were just a little too inhuman to promote to the higher levels of management.  Some of that was nerves, no higher up wanted to put them in a position where my parents could start chasing their jobs, but some of that was just good judgement.  They just didn’t fit, no matter what they thought.  Divorce them even further from the employees they’d be in charge of and there’d be a disaster.  They weren’t careless enough to ignore what was in front of their faces, but combine their fanatical work ethics with a barrier between them and the employees they’d be running and you’d end up with a mess of burnouts, resignations, and transfers.  Then there was their ethics…

I thought about that one a little further while letting the conversation wash over me.  I’d talked indirectly with Himeko, as well as her and Eiko’s fathers, about this.  And it was still hard for me to quantify.  It’s not that dirty tricks don’t happen at a higher level, I thought, trying to tease out the correct answer finally.  According to Mr. Meiko, that happens all the time.  It’s that my parents don’t use the right level of them.  They’re too cautious when they should actually go really dark, and use the petty stuff too often when they should be more upright.  And that’s fine for their level.  Not great, but acceptable.  But they’ve been too obvious about it.  And if they were bumped up a level or two that wouldn’t work.

I still wasn’t quite satisfied with that answer, but it felt surprisingly close.  Although I’m basing that on a lot of second-hand reports, I admitted.  Seriously, if I didn’t have a few friends who interacted with that world I’d never have gotten that.  Basically, it sounded like the optimum candidate would have been pretty pure, creating trust for their company and leaving no scandals for anyone to complain about.  Until the situation demanded they not be, and then they’d strike decisively and swiftly.  According to Himeko: the ideal candidate would never actually do anything like that, but you’d have no doubt that they would, and perfectly, if they were forced to. 

And my parents weren’t that.  And they were too oblivious to all their faults, not to mention some pretty large parts of humanity in general, for their superiors to promote them.

Thankfully, it seemed this guy knew it.  Soshi was being polite about it, he was still a guest after all, but it was obvious he wasn’t keen on the idea.  My father could flatter and campaign all he wanted, play upon Soshi’s obvious respect for the way of the blade, but the man wasn’t going to let my father damage their company by promoting him.  I had no doubt my father could actually manage an overseas facility quite well for a year or two, bringing in higher profits… and leaving it in a significantly damaged and unstable position for the next poor bastard who took it over.  And probably with an even worse reputation amongst the locals.

Finally, after another two drinks to help him tolerate my father’s pushing, he put his foot down.  “I am sorry Issei,” he declared firmly.  “That’s just not happening.  You’re a wonderful employee, and I would recommend you in a heartbeat for a different position, but you’re not suited for overseas work.”

“And why not?” my father continued to push in an uncharacteristically undiplomatic way.  How much alcohol has he had? I wondered with a hint of concern.  My parents were usually much more obsequious to their superiors.  A bit of drunkenness would go a long way towards explaining his behavior.  Not to mention the occasional twitches I was getting from my warning bracelet.  Seriously, it’s not usually that sensitive towards social situations, is that why its been all over the place tonight?

While I glanced around, trying to subtly determine how much alcohol had been consumed before I’d gotten there, Soshi spoke up.  “The specter of Suzuki Hideo still haunts you, Issei-san.  No one’s inclined to let you out of their sight.”

My father went white.  “That was twenty years ago,” he said between gritted teeth.

Soshi nodded.  “And I refuse to condemn you for that.  As dramatic as it was, much of it obviously wasn’t your fault.  Vile rumors and lies, you proved how much the stories about you were false.”

What the hell?  I thought softly, trying not to jerk my ahead around and stare at the two men.  Although, in doing so, I couldn’t help but note a sudden tenseness in my mother as well.  Whatever was going on here, she knew the story as well.  And something about her reaction told me it was a little personal for her too.

“But even if you didn’t betray him, you still refused to help him.”

“I didn’t know what would happen!”

“No, you didn’t,” Soshi agreed sadly.  “But it still happened.  And it confirmed your character in everyone’s eyes, even if none of them would have acted any differently.  None of your superiors are inclined to let you play around somewhere they can’t keep an eye on you, especially if it’s less lawful than Japan.  I’m sorry Issei-san, overseas is not going to happen.”

“That-“ my father started to say hotly.  But he barely caught control over himself even though he was obviously enraged.  After a moment he bowed stiffly to his superior and then fell silent.

Soshi sighed.  “It’s getting late,” he said apologetically.  “I don’t think any of us realized how much so, not while you were hosting such a good get together.”

“Of course,” my father replied hollowly.

“It’s time we were going.”

“Let me help you with your coats,” I said agreeably, almost leaping to my feet in my urgency to get off the couch.  My warning bracelet wasn’t going particularly strong, but something told me it was ready to ramp things up if needed.

“Thank you, young man,” Soshi nodded to me gratefully as I escorted him and his wife to the door, providing an obvious buffer between the pair and my parents.

“You do seem familiar,” he noted as I politely helped the two of them.  “It’s been bothering me ever since you sat down to join us.  Have we met each other before?”

It was the coat that triggered it for me, I’d never have recognized him otherwise.  But it had very unique buttons, understated but in a fascinating pattern.  He’d been holding it over his arm as Himeko greeted him at the Himawari Ball, and I’d noticed it while wondering why he was still holding on to it.  From what I could remember he’d been one of the ‘lower’ level guests, and hadn’t caused any trouble.  But Eiko and I had pulled one of Himeko’s little dodges in front of him, trying to deal with another more bothersome guest he’d been with.

“I don’t think so,” I replied, hoping my slightly frantic expression could be put aside as worry over family drama.  “Maybe you’ve just seen a picture of me on my father’s desk?”

“Yes, that must be it,” he said, not even bothering to hide his skepticism as he looked behind me at my father.

Yeah, that claim suggests I’m either a very bad liar or unbelievably naïve, I admitted to myself.  I don’t care.  So long as you don’t connect me to Himeko, or just never tell my father about it, I can live with that.

“Well, please thank your father for the wonderful evening,” he told me politely.  “I’m glad to have visited his home.”

“Do you need any help in calling a cab?” I asked, striving for equal politeness.  “Or getting down the stairs?”

He laughed a little more honestly.  “Don’t worry, I haven’t had that much to drink.  And we made sure my wife’s still good to drive.  Isn’t that right honey?”

“Yes dear,” she replied, but there was a faint undertone of weariness there that suggested she’d have loved to be drinking a little more after spending time with my parents.

“Alright, you know your own limits best,” I tried to smile as I opened the door for them.  “Just let us know if it’s been too much, it’s no problem to help.”  In other words: I didn’t mind the excuse to leave the apartment for a bit if it was legitimate.

“Thank you, but no.  Sayonara, Mamoru-san.”

“Sayonara, Soshi-san,” I replied, giving them a brief nod/bow as they left.  Then, with trepidation, I turned back into the apartment.

My father just stood there in the living room, obviously silently frothing with rage.  I could never recall seeing him like that before.  Angry, yes, I’d certainly seen that in the past.  But he was trying to bottle the sort of fury that caused you to drive your fist through a wall.  I decided discretion was the better part of valor.  As casually as I could manage, I skirted the edge of the hallway and placed myself out of his line of sight, right next to my room door.  To be on the safe side, I didn’t enter straight away.  But I was prepared to retreat in an instant if necessary.

To my father’s credit, he lasted almost an entire minute before he exploded.  “Damn the man!”  he shouted while smashing an empty bottle across our coffee table.  “Twenty years later and that damned loser is still fucking us up!”

I flinched as the glass scattered across our apartment.  But to my astonishment my mother snarled in agreement.  “Damn it, how is that fool still holding us back?”

“The idiots have no idea what they’re doing,” my father agreed angrily.  He was still worked up, but that little moment seemed to have vented the worst of it.  “It was painful enough the first year or so after Hideo got himself killed.  That it’s still dogging us twenty years later?”  He made a disgusted sound.

To my father’s credit, again, he grudgingly picked his way over to the kitchen and grabbed a bag, then started searching for all the scattered pieces of glass all over the apartment floor.  “One day,” he told my mother feelingly, “they’re going to clue in.  They’re going to realize what idiots they are and promote us to upper management.  That way they’ll finally have someone who can do the job that they’re screwing up.”

“One day,” my mother agreed, moving to join him before falling silent.

I quietly retreated into my room and shut my door as soundlessly as I could manage.  I neither wanted to be out there in that uncomfortable atmosphere, nor did I entirely trust myself.  I listened at the door for a few more moments, but when it was obvious they weren’t going to reveal any more clues to this mystery I went further into the room.

What the hell was that?  I wondered, caught between being sickened and intrigued.  I didn’t delude myself into thinking I knew everything about my parents, there were plenty of details about their business practices that I was clueless about.  But between their relatively boring lives and my good relationship with the rest of our family I’d thought I’d filled in all the important gaps.  But there was apparently one big secret remaining, and even a few hints suggested it was one hell of a doozy.

Do I care enough to pry?  I thought, sucking on my cheek.  It was a tricky question.  On one hand, I really wasn’t close to my parents.  Something told me they weren’t going to reveal this one easily, or at least not the true version.  And that pushing them on it was going to cause trouble.  And I just wasn’t sure I cared that much.  My parents had done something nasty in the past as part of their business practices, that wasn’t exactly headline news.

On the other hand, something told me this one could be important.  And that if I didn’t, it might yet come back to haunt me in the most unfortunate way.  A literal sins of the father and all that.

I think I have to.  At least… at least to the extent of asking my grandparents or Himeko.  I wasn’t looking forward to that, on any level, but forewarned was forearmed.  And judging from everyone’s reactions I might need that.  I didn’t like counting myself as part of the Matsuda family, or at least my parents’ branch; but someone else, someone like this Suzuki Hideo or one of his family, might not agree with me.

And even though I disliked it… “Sho-uk?” I asked, raising my voice slightly.

“Ai?” the inquiry came instantly.  I briefly wondered how closely the Little People were watching, and just what they thought of everything.

“Please do a sweep over the carpet for any remaining glass fragment.  After everyone’s gone to bed, of course.  Don’t put yourself out too much, but let’s make sure there’s nothing left hiding to cut someone up in the future.”  Whatever I thought, family was still family.  I still had a few responsibilities of my own.
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“3.0,” I reported, staring at the screen intensely even while I kept up the spell. “2.2… 1.5… 0.9… 0.3… 0.1…”

I think everyone in the lab was desperately dividing their attention between the screen and the spell circle in front of us. But I’m not sure all of us caught the split-second flash of -0.2 before the ERROR! ERROR! RECALIBRATE! Message began to flash.

There was a general sigh of disappointment amongst everyone. “Damn it,” Ryota muttered feelingly, summing up our feelings.

“Everyone saw that though, right?” Chie asked eagerly. “It was only a moment, but you saw it?”

“Releasing the spell,” I told everyone, trying to keep the disappointment out of my own voice.

“What? Why?” Chie pleaded.

“I saw it too Chie,” I apologized. “But the machine’s not set up to measure temperatures below absolute zero.”

“Hell, I’m surprised it even went negative before giving us the error,” Kiyoto muttered.

“We’re not getting much more out of it today, there’s no sense wasting the mana.”

Chie looked disappointed, but reluctantly nodded in agreement.

We were all silent as we contemplated the well insulated and sealed box on the table.

“So,” Kiyoto asked after a moment. “Is that safe to open?”

“What, just because we apparently spat in the eyes of the laws of thermodynamics?” Ryota shot back.

“But did we?” I said thoughtfully. “I mean, I really wish the thermometer hadn’t cut out like that, but we didn’t get too far below absolute zero when I cut the spell.”

“You just said ‘below absolute zero,’ I think that sums it up,” Ryota reminded me. It seemed it bothered him enough that he was taking on the sarcastic role while Kiyoto was busy worrying about the block of -273 degree Celsius material in front of us.

I waved the objection away. “That just might mean that absolute zero was off by half a degree or so. Not nothing, but that’s barely a correction to what we already know.”

“It’s a little more than that, Mamoru!” Chie corrected, giddily raising her voice. “You know what it took to get to within a couple of billionths of a degree of it. If we suddenly set it back by half a degree then that’s big news!”

“Okay, yeah,” I said grudgingly. “That’s not small. But the real question is how, and why? Does this mean that the modern theory is wrong? That it’s some sort of natural calculus limit, there’s a weird hitch in temperature and it is actually possible to go past zero Kelvin in to even lower temperatures. Or is the spell calling upon something that doesn’t exist in nature? And what would that be? Negative thermal energy, an anti-heat? Is the spell actually creating a ‘true’ cold?”

“Oh wow,” Chie’s eyes went a little glassy as she contemplated that.

I nodded. “Or is this an equivalent of an optical illusion? A thermal illusion?”

“Really?” Kiyoto noted sarcastically, getting his own snark back in the face of such a weird suggestion.

I ignored him and continued. “The spell might be creating a space where the standard laws of the universe don’t apply, or have a delay in how they translate. And that’s important, but it hardly changes thermodynamics. That would just be like one of those odd thought experiments on how to manage time travel-”

“Except in real life.” Kiyoto couldn’t help but point out.

“Okay, yeah. But, like I said, it wouldn’t really change the laws of thermodynamics.”

“I think you had it right with negative thermal energy,” Chie declared suddenly, but sounding more sure of herself than the rest of us did. “I think we’re looking at the thermal equivalent of a positron here.”

That shut us all up. We rocked back on our mental heels a few moments as we processed that. But we were all scientists, well enough versed in the basic theories to work our way down the logic chain after she put it that way.

“Oh. Wow,” I breathed as the implications of her summation hit me.

“Yeah. Damn, that actually tracks,” Ryota agreed.

“But- then-“ Kiyoto sputtered a little.

“I’m not sure how we’d normally reproduce it in a lab,” Chie continued, rubbing her chin as she studied the chamber. “I don’t think we have the technology yet. But maybe…” she frowned and looked down for a few moments, and we all fell silent and let the physicist cook.

After a moment Chie nodded firmly and then walked over to her section of the whiteboard. “Maybe this is further evidence of mana’s extra-dimensional nature,” she declared, starting to write out some complicated equations. “If we take the motion that is thermal energy, and then have the same motion through an opposite axis, one only accessible through an extra dimension…”

“Huh!” I let out as I got what she was driving at. “It would work kind of like a negative charge, but for heat.”

“I think so,” she pulled back from the board for a moment and faced us. “Thus creating ‘cold’.”

“Damn,” Ryota looked her over respectfully. “Actual, scientifically definable, cold.” He grinned. “The physics majors are going to freak over that one, after all those years of insisting there is no such thing, just degrees of being less hot.”

“It’s pretty amazing,” Chie agreed in a surprisingly restrained tone, tapping the whiteboard with her pen. I wasn’t sure if she was really calm, or just gone through excited all the way to ‘shocked’ and was walking around in that state. “I don’t think it’s reproducible with current technology, but I’d be curious to see if we could do it.”

“That’s half the problem with magic,” I admitted with a rueful sigh.

The others all looked at me. “What do you mean?” Chie asked.

I half shrugged. “It tends to jump over steps. So people assume something is only accomplishable with magic instead of following up with research. Sometimes magic is going to be the most practical solution, but most of the time it’s better to develop a technological method rather than using pure magic. Even if that ends up not the most practical way to do it, that magic is better, simply making a few small changes and doing certain steps of it without magic can make the parts that actually need magic much easier. Unfortunately, most mages are too self-important and egotistical to think that way.”

Of course, that had been more of an Avalon problem than an Earth one, and the grad students looked a little puzzled because of that. To avoid suspicion I hastily added “which is why science and technology have taken over so much of the world, and magic’s fallen to the wayside.”

They looked amongst each other and shrugged after a few seconds, Chie hurriedly returned to the whiteboard to sketch out a few things. Kiyoto was a little more grounded though. “So,” he asked, starring at our vacuum sealed box, “what do we do with the box of doom?”

“It’s not a box of doom,” I noted tiredly.

“Do you want to be standing right in front of it when we crack the seal?”

I looked at it thoughtfully. “Maybe I should do that with a spell from a couple of meters away,” I admitted.

Ryota reactivated our sophisticated thermometer, broadcasting from inside the box. “We’re back up to positive Kelvin again. Barely.” He looked momentarily bemused to realize what he was saying.

“That makes some sense,” Chie reported offhandedly from the board. “I’m not sure about the mechanisms, but there’s no way that temperature should exist in our world, so it evened out to positive Kelvin pretty quickly. But now it’s back into normal territory so the insulation is going to slow it down.”

Kiyoto and I looked at each other. “I’ll open it from a few meters away,” I agreed. That wouldn’t be an expensive spell. I was a little sensitive because of how much mana this little experiment had cost, as much as I’d tried there’d only been so much I could do to reduce the mana needed to cast a ‘cold’ based spell inside of the box. Or at least enough of one to pierce absolute zero. But the safety concerns here were undeniable.

“That might be a good idea,” Ryota agreed, looking over the box with a chemist’s eye. “Never mind the cold, the oxygen and nitrogen in there are still solid. They’re probably going to ‘pop’ a little when you open it up.”

With that, Ryota retreated a safe distance and I used magic to break the seal. As Ryota had warned, the was a loud ‘pop’ as the frozen products quickly sublimated into gasses and a brief but chilling wave of cold spread across the room before gradually diffusing in the much larger room.

All three of us shuddered in its passing. “Ugh,” Kiyoto shook, “it’s going to be winter soon. Don’t remind me.”

“Just be thankful it was only a small box,” I told him, even though I kind of agreed. “I’d probably be doing it from outside the room if it was a man-sized container.”

“Yikes, that would be getting into actual freeze ray territory.”

Ryota opened his mouth instinctively, probably to complain about all the improbabilities and difficulties inherent to freeze rays. But he stopped as what we’d been doing caught up to him.

“That’s not surprising,” I continued. “I’m pretty sure these spells are based on combat spells to that effect. The cold’s pretty deadly… okay, low temperatures are pretty deadly. But to match the immediate combat power of something like fire or electricity mages had to push past the standard laws of nature.”

“Not knowing about absolute zero probably helped,” Kiyoto pointed out with a mixture of honesty and irony.

I thought about that for a moment. “True.” Sometimes, the most amazing discoveries came about through ignorance rather than knowledge. By not knowing that such a limit existed, and using methods that could surpass it, previous generations of mages had seemingly accomplished something impossible.

On the other hand. “We might just be getting excited over nothing you know,” I noted, almost offhandedly. “This might just be equipment error. Or even if this is true cold, the absolute limit might only be about ten degrees cooler.”

Kiyoto smirked. “That seems like you’re reaching a little.”

“No,” I noted seriously. “At least, not about the equipment. I mean, seriously, how much do you trust anything we have to measure below absolute zero? There’s no way it’s properly calibrated for it.”

“This thing’s pretty sophisticated,” Ryota noted, taking another look at our thermometer.

“No, I’m with Mamoru on this one,” Kiyoto changed his tune quickly, seeing my point. “I’d trust that brief minus moment, but something more than that? If it was reading -20 Kelvin? No, were going to need something operating on an entirely different playbook.”

“I don’t know if I’d go that far,” I demurred. “But at least some different programming and calibration.”

Ryota looked thoughtful for a moment but then grudgingly nodded. “Agreed. But how are we going to do that?”

“You think Tokyo U won’t fund a simple thermometer for measuring past absolute zero?” Chie tossed back offhandedly from the whiteboard. She already had a fascinating diagram going.

“You think we can tell them about this yet?” Ryota threw back irritably.

“Yeah, this one’s a bit of a mess,” I admitted as I rubbed my upper lip. We’d originally done this as a combination of fun and curiosity, breaking up the monotony of simpler experiments and testing a few limits. Like my original gravity experiments, I’d mostly just intended to cross this possibility off the list. Don’t get me wrong, I’d figured there was a reasonable chance it could happen, I’d had a couple of sneaking suspicions about magical cold. But I probably wouldn’t have given it more than a thirty percent chance. This new development added some complicated twists to everything.

“Chie?” I asked after a moment. “How confident are you about using this to prove mana’s extradimensional properties?”

Chie shot me a glance full of murderous intent. “You’re asking me this now? Do you have any idea how much math I need to put into this?”

“I mean eventually,” I backpeddled quickly.

Chie frowned, took a step backward from the whiteboard, and thought furiously for a bit. “It’ll be pretty compelling… I don’t know about proving it.”

“But it would be actual evidence,” Ryota perked up a little.

“Only if we get a better thermometer,” Kiyoto tried to put a damper on things.

“We might be able to work backwards from this,” I said with a little more confidence than I should have. I was kind of used to the idea, it was pretty much the entirety of the project from my perspective. “Let’s keep working on the basic stuff, and as we get further we can maybe ‘discover’ a way to use mana to create cold. Well, cool things down and then make the shocking discovery it actually creates cold.”

“Argh!” Ryota scrubbed his face. “We’re manipulating data again!”

I shrugged, trying not to feel too guilty. “We won’t when the time comes. We’ll just… not do the official experiment for a while.”

Kiyoto looked between the pair of us, fighting down a smirk. Both of us had valid points. On one hand, we weren’t being entirely transparent and honest. On the other, this wasn’t too unusual. It wasn’t unknown for a scientist to run into something weird during an experiment, have a pretty good idea what it was, but not actually say anything until running an official experiment focused on that subject later on.

“It kind of works,” Chie noted with a hint of frustrated approval. She looked over the whole of her whiteboard with hands on her hips. “I’ve got a bunch of models and early formulas that kind of agree and suggest that mana’s extra-dimensional, but nothing bulletproof yet. This will be actual, measurable proof.”

“That’s pretty important,” Kiyoto emphasized gently, obviously trying to placate Ryota.

“I know, I know,” Ryota sighed. He looked towards his section of the board, and all of us knew what he was thinking.

We were still working on building up the foundation, basic low-key experiments and data that showed and established mana harmlessly in the eyes of the scientific community. And we were making progress. But it was slow and frustrating, especially when we knew at least some of the real truth behind them. Hence why we liked to run experiments like this from time to time, to encourage us and blow off some steam. But when it clobbered us with a result like this, it was hard not shouting it out to the world.

“It’s going to be an interesting meeting with Professor Ichikawa this week,” Kiyoto added.

“Yeah,” I sighed with mixed emotions. His reaction to this was probably going to be great. His discussion of the information control was likely to be discouraging. I can practically hear him now. This will be a great thing when we do our second major progress report to the Dean, and it’s probably at least five years before we dare do any official publications about it. Maybe hint at the possibility in three.

I appreciated the advice and perspective, and getting mana out there to the world in general was worth a few relatively minor frustrations like that, but I completely sympathized with Ryota’s feelings. We all shared them.

“You couldn’t use gravity?” Ryota tossed at Chie.

Chie shot him an annoyed glance. “There are too many practical unknowns with gravity. All the things connected to heat, thermal, and potential energy are much better understood. Breaking through absolute zero is a great proof of extradimensionality.”

“You just made that word up.”

“Below. Absolute. Zero. We’re going to be making up a lot of new words around here!”

I deliberately didn’t say anything. I was pretty sure she’d gotten the word from me. And while that wasn’t bad, now that I was hearing it out loud I realized I really could have worked on some of the terms a little bit longer. What else do you call it though? In Aoth’s name, it’s literally the quality of having extra dimensions!

I carefully ignored the fact that could still be much better defined (i.e. which dimensions and how many) and that a shorter, less tongue twisting term, could do the same thing.

Kiyoto disrupted their continuing bickering with a question though. “Uh, are these cracks in our little box here?”

That brought all of us up short, and quickly had us moving back to our experimental chamber. It was a slightly smaller than a school desk sized glass box with reinforced corners, although the inside was a little smaller than that since it had an airtight seal and a vacuum between the inner and outer glass for insulation. And, as Kiyoto had pointed out, a couple of small cracks in the inner surface.

“Oh shit,” Ryota looked ashen. “What do we do?”

I carefully reached inside and felt one of them, quickly pulling back because the glass was still damn cold. “I think it’s just surface damage,” I replied. “I wasn’t feeling any airflow, so I’m pretty sure the vacuum is still intact.”

Ryota shot me a glare. “It’s still damaged! We’re going to have to report that! How do we explain this?”

Despite everything I couldn’t help myself. I just casually noted “We’ll tell them an experiment required us to get within a few degrees of absolute zero.”

“OOOOOHHHH!” Kiyoto let out, drawing it out then flashing me an amused grin. “You bastard!”

The others just looked at him funny while I smirked back.

Kiyoto gave them a sardonic look. “He’s telling the truth. But we wouldn’t tell them they were degrees past absolute zero.”

The others now got the joke but were less amused. To make up for it I went “I’ll do a quick spell of mending on this, for damage this minor it shouldn’t be a problem. It’ll be fine by the time we give it back.”

Ryota let out a reluctant sigh of relief. “Okay. You’re sure? We’re not setting up some other poor student for a dramatic failure, right?”

I would normally have been mildly annoyed, but that was actually a pretty good point. “I’m positive,” I nodded. “I wouldn’t be so confident if the vacuum was compromised, but this looks pretty shallow. I’m pretty sure the spell- huh!”

I cut myself off. I’m pretty sure the spell works on a molecular level, I reflected. So, how would being at absolute zero, the point at which movement of molecules ceases, affect that? That was a question I’d never considered before.

“Nani?”

“Sorry, just thought of an experiment for later,” I waved it off. “Anyway, I’m basically certain this one will be fine. Completely certain. One hundred percent.” Although I did try to make a mental note not to be too careless about that in the future. Given some of the tolerances some experiments required, and the potential consequences of catastrophic equipment failure, Ryota’s point was a good one. If something got damaged, and I just carelessly ‘fixed’ it with a spell without truly checking how effective the spell had been, I didn’t want to imagine what could result from that.

“Okay. Good.” Ryota sighed in relief. “I was really worried we were going to have to try and explain this one. The university’s not happy with equipment suddenly coming back damaged without any reason for it.”

“Good point, good point,” I admitted, probably understating the matter a little more than I should have. Ryota was probably overreacting a little (given my own overreactions I could hardly get on his case), afraid of a situation where we had to try and justify what had happened or face dissolution. And that was a little paranoid. At least for this particular piece of equipment and to this degree of damage, if we’d completely wrecked that brainwave monitor from last time you could bet there’d be trouble! But I figured for a first time, and with a chamber like this which would be in legitimate danger of being damaged from some experiments, it would mostly just be token paperwork.

Well, more than token paperwork, I reminded myself. Bureaucracy. It’d probably be a small essay at least.

“Anyway. I’ll fix this up so we don’t forget, then we can return it the day after tomorrow. All on schedule.”

With that, we all reluctantly started to filter back to our own tasks. That had been a more exciting diversion than anticipated, and had given us some big pointers, but it didn’t solve any of our immediate problems. Ryota returned to his grad research, Kiyoto continued collating and expressing some of his bio findings, and I started work on mending the chamber. Chie did continue her new physics calculations, working on the idea while everything was still fresh, but none of us blamed her for that. So far she’d mostly been stuck with useful but monotonous statistical work as we proved that most of the modern world got in the way of mana (without actually saying that), proving through math that ‘yes, there is definitely something here’ when it came to our simplest experiments and detectors, or high level but highly frustrating physics models that tried to explain mana with insufficient evidence to base them on. Something interesting, solid, and potentially useful to work on? She was probably owed that.

Not that Kiyoto is much better off, I reflected as I ran the ‘mending’ spell. Most of his work was either monitoring us or acting as a designated observer. He couldn’t even get too far into figuring out how mana worked in the human body. On one hand I’d told him plenty, and I was 98% sure about 98% of it, one thing the Mages Guild and wizards in general had not skimped on was figuring out how we and mana had worked together. There were still holes, and there were undoubtedly much greater depths that a biology expert with all of Earth’s knowledge could plumb, but that basis was a lot more solid than most of my stuff. When we had access to more knowledge of mana, and more advanced medical equipment, we could undoubtedly go even further. But until then he was a bit limited.

On the other hand, he does still get to consult with Dr. Yorozu and do interesting things like go to the Meiko mansion for our weekly workouts, I continued. It’s not without its frustrations, but it’s a little more than what Chie’s had. Plus, he was a little better at venting and managing said frustrations.

Still, it was something to keep in mind. I wasn’t exactly trying to be too much of a team leader, I doubted I’d be that good at it and we were all a little too independent anyway (not to mention that too much active leadership when I was supposed to be four years their junior probably wouldn’t help much). But I did try to look out a little for everyone’s health and satisfaction.

After a bit I finished repairing the chamber, running the spell longer than it probably needed just to make sure I’d caught any subtler damage we hadn’t noticed. Even if I regretted spending the extra mana, and I did, I still wasn’t mana poor. It was just getting trickier to manage income vs. expenditure with all the new expenses that kept cropping up with the experiments. Several new collectors around campus helped out. And when we could ‘prove’ how little some of them collected in some places we could conveniently start placing more in better locations.

But even when that happens I’m going to need to be careful, I thought with a frown, staring at the newly repaired box. I want some solid savings in case of an emergency. It’s not enough just to be able to do a good experiment when I wasn’t expecting to. I need to be able to do that and have enough to handle a combat emergency like the Vorasoth and have enough to deal with another small emergency on top of that. Because one always crops up. And if I ever ran out of mana I’ll be pretty damn helpless.

Which meant I needed to start watching myself again. Because after the recent incident with the Bureau my reserves had taken a nasty hit. But, despite that thought, I eyed the sealed chamber and realized there was something else I should probably be doing.

I waffled back and forth a few moments, then mentally shrugged. To heck with it. Ironically, it’s my earlier point about doing as much of a process as possible without magic. I should try this even if it’s going to be a little trickier. At worst the mana expense should be pretty comparable, and at best it might be surprisingly efficient. Either way, I’ve got to do it at some point. I may as well do it now, at least it will safety test the chamber if I do it like this.

I went to the lab supply cabinet and then let out an ‘ah’ of satisfaction. I’d moved the glass plates there a few days ago and they were still around. With a small smile, I took those out and then started searching for the chemical components I needed.

It took a while for anyone to notice me. They were all busy with their own projects and/or thinking about the implications of what we’d already done. But they did start noticing when I carefully put the glass sheets, a bunch of chemical components, a few flasks, some fresh (well, fresh-ish) herbs, one of my hairs, and a lit candle inside the chamber. Then, realizing this bit was still going to take a few minutes, pulled out my notes to make a few observations and thoughts about what we’d already done so far.

After a while, Ryota was the one to casually wander over and take a look at the chemical components I’d put in the chamber. He spent a few moments looking over everything and obviously running a few combinations in his head. I let him, I thought it would be insulting to interrupt him by assuming he wouldn’t get it. Not to mention he was already a chemistry graduate, there was a pretty fair chance he was about to point out to me “you forgot something.” And I didn’t want to put my foot in my mouth pre-emptively.

But in the end, he came up with nothing. “I get the candle,” he admitted, “you’re deoxygenating the chamber. And with some of those components I can guess why, you can’t use them in the regular atmosphere. But I can’t imagine what you’d be mixing up with that combination. Or why.”

“That’s because it’s really two mixes,” I admitted. Now that it had come up I started sketching out a quick magic circle on the table. Since Ryota was watching, I figured I may as well get started and let him catch and mistakes I might have made.

We both timed it pretty well, only a few seconds later the candle started to violently sputter. “I can use magic to manipulate the components in there,” I added.

“I figured that much,” Ryota admitted. “I didn’t think you were just sealing them in a chamber and hoping they’d spontaneously react.”

“Fair enough. Anyway, I figured it would be easier to do this while we had the chamber. The last time I did this I needed to set up an air tight area with a spell and then fill it with nonreactive gasses.” The candle went out as I said that.

“Think that’s a safe ratio of oxygen to carbon dioxide?” Ryota asked professionally.

I nodded. “Should be. But the critical step doesn’t come up yet, the candle can smoke a little longer.”

I started my spell. “This is just basic telekinesis,” I told him. “With a little twist to conduct it through the hair to get around some of the resistance the chamber produces. It’s still more expensive than I like, but not as bad as it could be. Anyway, I’m going to mix and mash up the first formula. That’ll create an airtight coating when we spread it out.”

Ryota watched thoughtfully as I worked, his professional curiosity engaged. Especially since it was just close enough to conventional chemistry that he could follow along and make guesses, but I was cheating with the occasional spell to make things that would normally be impractical much more doable.

But he still didn’t get it until I got to the second reaction and started. “Now if I’ll mix that-“

He snapped his fingers. “So it’ll make a gel! The gel would react with a stronger concentration of oxygen!” He frowned. “I still don’t see the point though.”

I laughed softly as we finally came to the purpose of all this. “Yeah, this is actually pretty silly. It’s special effects. My cousin is doing a play for her Cultural Festival and these things are going to be a part of it.”

Ryota frowned for a moment. “How? They’re going to be pretty sparky and bright but they’re not even going to be that colorful. You could add half a dozen more chemicals to make them a bunch of colors.”

That many? I noted internally. Don’t get me wrong, I still knew of three already. But Ryota had already doubled that just off the top of his head. Out loud I went “I didn’t want to try making things more complex and trying to keep track of which sheet was which color. Besides, they’re for a bad guy. We didn’t want to make them too colorful. Anyway, the key is in the coating. I’m going to put the gel on the glass and then put the coating over the gel.”

Ryota was still frowning. “Why does that matter? Of course you’d have to do that, or else the gel would ignite the second you took it out into the air.”

“Yes, but this way you can break the coating with your fingertip, and appear to write sparkly glowing figures in mid-air.”

A quickly muffled “Ooh!” from the direction of the whiteboard revealed that at least Chie was listening in on us.

I was quick to add. “It helps that it’s in a darkened room, and that it’s only a high school level production. But when done right…”

I paused, fished out my phone (one other advantage of using a spell was that it left both hands free) and very carefully pulled up a small clip from the previous year’s performance. I made sure it was just a closeup of Lord Neverheart ‘casting his spells’ which just focused on the arms and the sparkling signs, a shot that did not include the face or body of the guy playing him.

“Like I said,” I repeated, setting the four seconds to loop, “when done right it can be surprisingly good. You can’t see the glass unless you’re looking for it, and it’s a nice effect.”

Ryota studied the clip. “I see, it’s mounted on the costume. That makes sense, I thought they were just holding it in one hand. Okay. Yeah, that kind of works.”

I belatedly noticed that Chie and Kiyoto had casually come over to watch over Ryota’s shoulder. I let them look a little longer before gently taking the phone back, lest someone get curious and go back to the original clip. Five seconds before I’d been declaiming my lines very dramatically and I was a little afraid they might find that out.

“Anyway,” I continued, “as a high school special effect it’s great. As something for a professional theater company, it’d be lacking. And that’s ignoring how hard it is to create these things.” I gestured at the air-tight box again. “Well, unless you’re using magic.”

“You’re doing this for your cousin?” Chie asked, unable to hide some curiosity.

I misinterpreted it. “Yeah, we’re stretching the rules a little bit. Not too much, but this is theoretically still within the spirit of things. Normally she’d have been able to get a few leftover plates from me, and that would be alright. Unfortunately, my classmates used all the spares up in the post play celebration. So I’m cheating a little to ‘find’ a few more for her.”

Kiyoto chuckled at my justification.

“No, I meant that you had family.”

I frowned slightly. “Of course I have family.”

“Well, yes,” Chie looked a little flustered. “But I sort of pictured you being an orphan raised by your wizard grandfather or something.”

Oh fuck. I sighed and faced the trio, looking to nip it in the bud quickly. “I have family,” I said very carefully. “They do not know what I am or what I am doing. At least this way. They know I’m a Tokyo U student, and doing some surprisingly advanced research, but when they refer to me as ‘mahou Mam’ it’s a joke and supposed to be ironic because of how scientifically inclined I am.”

The three of them stared at me with varying degrees of disbelief and distrust.

“Are you sure?” Chie pressed carefully. “Because it looks a lot like you’re trying to give them a way to create a spell like you do.”

I was slightly annoyed, but she was kind of right. “I’m sure. And that’s a false comparison because… you know what? Long story, it would take an hour to get through everything. Anyway: no, they don’t know. And we’re going to keep it that way.”

I shot them a mild glare. “And I’m pretty sure we covered this earlier, but just in case: don’t go prying into how or why I know what I do. It’s complicated, slightly dangerous, and would be a little prejudicial to our research.”

“But not even your parents know?” Chie pressed. “That seems a little unbelievable.”

“We just have to be sure.” Kiyoto cut in quickly. “Just in case we ever have to contact them. You know, for medical history or if you get hurt.”

I was pretty sure he was pulling that out of his ass (even though it was a lot better than I usually managed when I had to do that) but it was just legitimate enough I had to answer. “No, they don’t. They’re the types that are much too involved in their own jobs. They don’t even have a trace of suspicion about me.”

I’d meant that to come out calmly and flatly. Something about everyone’s expressions made me suspect just a little bit of something else had seeped in. Probably hatred, I noted while all of them tried to hide some concern. Our impromptu family dinner had been a little too recent and my patience level in regards to my parents was especially low.

“I’m also lying, slightly,” I added quickly. Both as memory pricked my attention and as a way to reassure all of the grad students. “Two of my cousins actually do know about me. But only them. The other five don’t. Six, the other six,” I corrected myself quickly. I guess I wasn’t entirely lying back then, I thought with a hint of amusement. We really do forget to count Tetsuji unless we’re paying attention.

“My youngest cousin isn’t quite a year and a half old,” I added, unasked. “We tend to forget about him.” Then, both to prove my point and distract from the other subjects, I quickly pulled up a recent picture of Tetsuji. “See? This is him on Children’s Day. Isn’t he a little cutie?”

I gushed about Tetsuji a little more than I normally would have, and I think the trio knew I was forcing it slightly. But it was just truthful and honest enough, especially since I sucked at faking sincerity, that it did reassure them.

“I guess we never thought of you as a family type, Mamoru,” Kiyoto admitted as I returned to working on the sheets. The reactions had needed a little time to run anyway, so it hadn’t been too much of a delay.

“Eh, I’m not really,” I admitted. “Not especially. But I’m still connected, and I do stuff with my cousins on occasion. Like I said: this one’s a long story. And I don’t think you want an hour’s worth of useless information about my cousin, our respective branches of the family, how and why this works for a play, and my own high school history. Most of it isn’t very interesting, just convoluted and personal. But trust me, it does make sense in the end.”

“The mage making special effects for his high school cousin isn’t interesting?” Kiyoto asked in a stage whisper.

“It really isn’t,” I responded with a hint of strained patience. “And do you want me prying into your family business for comparison?”

That was accidentally a low blow. I’d meant it as the point about how everyone had awkward and complicated things with their families that had built up over time and would be hard to explain to an outsider. Given Kiyoto’s mixed heritage, even if I hadn’t known the details at the time, his family history was a bit more complex.

Thankfully, apart from a momentarily appalled expression on his face that warned the rest of us not to inquire too deeply, he quickly laughed it off. “Ha ha, fair enough,” he said pleasantly, not bearing too much of a grudge, “I guess you’re right. I can think of a half dozen in jokes within our family that it’d take ten minutes to try and explain.”

“Precisely,” I nodded, quick to move past the situation too, “sometimes it just isn’t worth the time and effort to try and explain everything.”

I suspected the grad students weren’t entirely convinced. But they knew I wasn’t entirely wrong either. Or that it was a bit rude of them to keep prying when I was so obviously opposed to discussing most of my family. It wasn’t unreasonable, but the extent to which I was objecting was a little worrying. Plus, there was the fact I was a mage. I heard Kiyoto mutter the famous “Do not meddle in the affairs of wizards,” quote under his breath, even though I sure sucked at being subtle.

Still, Ryota got some revenge of his own. “I get that,” he said agreeably as the other two started to drift away. “Sometimes it’s not worth an hour’s explanation for a ten second joke.”

“Right,” I agreed, focusing on the spark sheets.

“We all have to manage our time, and we all have to be sensible about what we can and cannot do.”

“Absolutely.”

“So I’m curious how you’re going to transport those things when they’re done,” he noted with barely concealed relish. “The coating’s going to be pretty thin, it kind of has to be if you’re going to split it with your finger. So how are you going to get them from here to your cousin’s school?”

My face fell and my skin turned ashen as I looked at the sheets. Last time I’d built them in the school lab, and it hadn’t been too much of a challenge to take them to their designated storage space in the gym. And even that had taken some time and multiple trips, lest I accidently pierce their membranes. This time I’d have to take them across half of Tokyo! And I’d originally been planning on doing it via train! Now that Ryota had pointed it out, it was a rather huge flaw in my plan.

“SON OF A-“ I started to swear.

Ryota just smiled.
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I think this might be the last time I do this.  This year I mean, I thought, looking up at the waning sunlight.  I might be able to squeeze another one or two in, but it’s getting to be that time again.  I never thought I’d miss fishing, but here we are.

I still wasn’t the world’s biggest fishing fan, not by a longshot.  There were a half dozen other people around the area, just off the edge of Tokyo Bay, with rods of their own and I suspected I was the least enthusiastic amongst them.  But I’d come to appreciate my little fishing trips over the last year or so.  The chance to just sit down, get in some fresh air, break away from the desk and the computer, and rest just a little… I was starting to appreciate it.

Of course, I rolled my eyes, calling all of this rest, or away from the computer, is stretching it a little.  I was still running a spell through my rod, pulling metal out of the ocean, and I was listening to a recording of my professor’s lecture while doing all this, mentally reviewing the class.  It wasn’t challenging, both of those fit together surprisingly well, but I’d object to one of my friends claiming they were ‘resting’ when they were doing all that.  Hell, claiming it’s truly fishing… I’m pretty sure I’d drive all the other people around here to rage if I tried that.  I’ve never even caught one fish, not even by accident.  The concentration of magic by the hook drives them away.

But it is oddly soothing, I continued to reflect calmly.  Just the right mix of rhythmic and unpredictable to unwind with.  Now that I’m used to it at least.  And the weather’s okay.  And I’m alright with these crowds, not too many and not too few…

I smirked a little to realize just how many caveats I was adding.  But underneath that was a truth, I was going to miss this when I had to stop for a few months.  We were just a few days away from Halloween, pretty soon we were going to be getting too cold and I would be too noticeable.  I still might get in another trip or two, it wasn’t that close to the tipping point where bad weather and standing out too much would keep me away, but I wasn’t going to bet on it.  A couple of idle comments from various kami had suggested winter would be a little earlier and harsher this year, and I was already too busy with all my other responsibilities.  Between university, the research room, chores for the Tokyo U kami, and squeezing in a little time with my friends, things like my little fishing trips were getting harder to make time for.

I snorted mentally.  At least until I need some money, I thought with a mixture of cynicism and humor.  Then watch how I bend over backwards to justify myself.  Taking a regular job, asking Himeko, or borrowing from my family?  Nope.  It could be -40 Celsius, the bay could be frozen over, and I’d still find an excuse to walk out there, cut through a meter of ice, and drop a line rather than doing anything sensible.  I’d probably have to spend about five times more mana than I’m going to today, but somehow I’d justify it to myself.

Thankfully, I’d stocked up on money and gold during the last year (I’d say my money reserves were far more stable than my mana reserves) so I figured that was unlikely.  I was far enough ahead of the curve that I didn’t think I’d have to fish up any more gold until June at worst.  And that was including at least one significant emergency during that time, like having to replace my computer.  Even my paranoia only went so far, I figured I was pretty safe.

I briefly considered introducing the whole thing as part of my research, making it an official part of the experiments.  Better not, I acknowledged after a moment.  That would complicate things immensely.  We’re years away from making the jump as an official concept.  And even when we do, it’s not like I’ll be able to just pocket the gold.  I didn’t want to even think of the bureaucratic nightmare and war of office politics I’d start if I began running an experiment that was making the university money!  The thought literally made me shudder.  Yeah, when I introduce that, best make sure I stick to the environmental benefits as an example and suck up plastics or toxins rather than gold.

I was debating whether or not to even mention gold in that theoretical report in the far future, trying to figure out if it would encourage adoption and research or just focus everyone on the wrong things, when I felt the mystic equivalent of a polite cough.  It was obviously more complicated than that, but someone or something deliberately and gently brushed against my more supernatural senses in an attempt to get my attention.

I looked around, activating ‘mage sight’, but couldn’t see anything.  After about thirty seconds of searching in vain I heard a voice sigh and note “Earth Fisher, look down.”

I started a little and leaned forward, checking out the waters of Tokyo Bay.  I couldn’t actually see anything, but there was a subtler glint of magic there telling me that something was being concealed.  “Uh, greetings,” I said, somewhat lamely.

The voice sighed once more, and this time I noted the small mystic quiver in the air that showed the sound being relayed.  Looking a little bit closer I was able to spot a minor air spirit providing the effect.  Huh, neat, I noted somewhat automatically.  I don’t often get to see spirit magic in action.  Especially not small and consistent but practical work like this.

“Apologies, Earth Fisher, but you have proven hard to get a hold of.  We thought we should take this chance to contact you while we could.”

Okay, it sounds the same, I thought carefully.  But is it?  I’ve only ever heard one ningyo’s voice, and it’s being relayed through spirit magic this time.  They might be all the same or there’s a little distortion on it because of that.  I decided to play it safe and be not say anything until I had a better idea.  Instead, I focused on the obvious “I’ve been hard to get a hold of?  I wouldn’t have thought that.”

“Then you thought wrong,” the voice answered acerbically, only adding to my earlier impression, “the kami around your ‘Tokyo U’ are not welcoming of outside messengers.  Nor is your home.”

Oops, I thought with a small flinch, thinking of the passive defenses I had around the apartment.  They weren’t much, but for a minor spirit like the one passing on the voice to me they were about as formidable as the Meiko mansion security was to the average person.

“And it’s not like your dry hellhole of a city is much better.  The spirits can visit it, but it’s far from pleasant.  Finding you in the middle of such a city, and relaying a message, in the short time you’re not at either of those two places has been almost impossible!  That’s why I came in person when we realized you were fishing again.”

That actually makes sense, I thought after a few moments.  When else was I both in one place and broadcasting magic for any real amount of time?  Apart from my home or the research room.

“If you want any help from us,” the voice continued irritably, “we’re going to need something of yours this time, something we can actually track you from.”

I recoiled instinctively  “That’s-“ I started to deny them very rudely, but quickly caught myself.  I coughed and after a moment asked “is there no other way?”

To their credit, they did seem to understand and back down a little.  To give someone a part of yourself… it wasn’t as bad as movies and mangas usually make it out to be.  But it could be pretty bad, especially in the hands of a skillful opponent.  It would let whoever possessed it lock on to you easily enough.  The trouble was, they could lock on to you with anything, good or bad.  It was like giving some pretty major permissions to your computer away.  That was alright, even necessary at times, but you were in deep trouble if you ever did so to the wrong person.  And a particularly skilled mage could get around an awful lot of protections with that sort of access.

“I’m sorry,” my unseen conversation partner noted more apologetically.  “It’s the only way.  Most enchanted items wouldn’t have the range or strength to be found over all the disruption you endure up there.  And those that do aren’t the sort we’d simply trust to a spirit doing a messenger run to you!”

In other words: you’re not worth that much Mamoru, don’t push it, I thought with some cynical amusement.  I could see the point though.  It would be like if I had to put in a month’s worth of effort and orichalcum in order to create an equivalent talisman.  Sure, I’d put in all the time and expense if I had to, if it was really important or the only way.  But, if it was a viable option, I’d insist “or you could just give me some blood or hair” 99% of the time too!

Still, I wasn’t keen on the idea.  “What if I made you something you could use to track me?” I suggested quickly.

“That’s-“ this time they were the one to hesitate.  After a moment they tentatively offered “that’s… acceptable.  But are you sure you can really do it?  This will have to be something that minor spirits can utilize.  How long will that take you?  And how will you get it to us?”

I pursed my lips.  Damn, they’re right.  Especially with winter coming.  I was pretty sure I could do it, but it would take some work.  And by the time I was ready to pass it on to them it would likely be pretty difficult to make the handoff.  All my objections about being too obvious while fishing in winter would count double for this, especially if we had to arrange an awkward appointment.

Still, the fact they’d been willing to entertain an alternative had been reassuring.  “Alright, give me a minute,” I replied a little tersely.  “I assume hair will be alright?”

“That will be sufficient,” they reassured me.

I dug around in my backpack and pulled out a Swiss army knife, eventually teasing out the small pair of scissors.  I then proceeded to awkwardly cut off a couple of tufts of hair and then bundle them together with some fishing line.  I started to hold them over the bay before awkwardly going “uh…”

The voice sighed again, and after a few moments the head and the right arm of the ningyo I’d encountered last time broke the surface of the water, she gestured impatiently for the bundle.

I dropped it to her without complaint, mostly just glad for the proof I wasn’t being a credulous idiot and giving out a part of myself to a stranger.  We’d long passed the point where I could have smoothly asked her who she was and I’d been caught in the trap of either completely embarrassing myself or giving out my hair to a potential enemy.

(And yes, I would have asked before finally giving it, I’d just been trying to work out the least embarrassing way to do so while hoping for a last-minute reprieve.  As badly as my confession of ignorance would have turned out, it would still have been preferrable to the alternative.)

The little bundle fluttered and curved a bit on the way down, but she still caught it easily enough.  She quickly vanished back underneath the surface of Tokyo Bay.

“Water based invisibility?” I asked as I watched the results.

“Yes,” she replied through the air spirit’s efforts.  “A friend of mine maintains it.”

I nodded.  Another potential advantage of spirit-based magic.  Although it’s inability to operate outside the water, hence her quick and slightly dangerous reappearance, showed the downside to that method.

“Anyway, is that enough?” I asked, fighting down my curiosity.

“It should be fine,” she replied, obviously a little relieved, “we should finally be able to track and send the spirits to you properly.  Please keep an eye out for them, especially in your transitory spaces.”

“Of course, we wouldn’t need to do all that if you bothered to talk to them!”

I flinched slightly.  “I’ve been talking!” I protested defensively.

“Oh yeah?  Have you really?  How often?”

“Uh…” I thought back, trying to count up the times.  Unfortunately, with the sudden opportunities the research room and Professor Ichikawa had brought up, that had gotten shoved to the sidelines.

“I thought so.”

“I’ve been setting up my research?” I suggested a little tentatively.  “I was getting things ready, and getting an expert on spirits set up?”  Sure.  I was always comparing spirit magic to biology whereas most of my magic was closer to physics and chemistry.  If I got Kiyoto involved on this side it would give him more to do.  Although I suspect Aoth himself might finally get fed up enough to strike me down if I really claimed that Kiyoto was an expert on spirits.

Thankfully, as sketchy as I sounded, that lie was big enough that the ningyo felt reluctant to call me on it.  Like even I wouldn’t claim that if it wasn’t true.  “Well, you’d better be willing to accept our methods then!  We’ve already waited too long about-“

“Mamoru, are you talking to yourself?”

“Eep!” I bobbled the fishing pole a little in shock, and this was after holding on to it through everything else.  But Himeko’s unexpected voice behind me took me by surprise.

“What is this?” I asked, swinging around abruptly and irritably.

“Uh, you told us what you’d be doing, remember?” Eiko was there too and looked at me like she was worried I’d been concussed.  “Yesterday.  You wanted to make sure everyone was scheduling everything correctly.”

“So what are you doing here?” I countered, not sounding suspicious at all.

The pair exchanged a concerned glance.  “Hime and Hiro had a quick get together over lunch,” Eiko noted, looking more and more concerned.  “And I was their official escort.  We figured we’d swing by and see how you were doing on the way back, make sure you were alright and actually taking some time to yourself, not just making up stories to put us at ease.”

“That-“ I started to object strenuously, but cut myself off as my internal voice finished -sounds like something I would do, actually.  It wasn’t likely, and I probably wouldn’t do it on purpose.  But if I’d suddenly had to cancel and run to the research room for the day, or maybe to do some more kami chores, I might well have tried to pretend I hadn’t in order to avoid worrying them and spare myself the criticism… if I thought I could get away with it.

“Mamoru, are you alright?” Himeko asked.  Her voice was so full of concern I felt like an incredible heel.  She had on a wonderful white dress and light but beautiful makeup, and she should have been buoyant after a date with Hiro.  Instead, I was dragging her down.

“Yeah, spill it Mam.  What’s going on here?” Eiko was a bit more accusatory, but given that she was worried about both me and Himeko both that wasn’t a surprise.

“Uh!” said urgently, glancing towards the drop off to the bay.

“It’s alright,” the ningyo’s sudden answer surprised me.  “I sense they are a neophyte spirit user and a true martial artist.  They have their rights.”

“What was that?” Eiko asked in surprise, looking around for the source of the voice.

Himeko restrained her surprise a little better.  “Mamoru?” she asked me directly.

“Uh…” I went cleverly.

The ningyo just sighed, and I felt a flutter of a different kind of magic.  I glanced up to see a more powerful air spirit swooping in just as the ningyo launched herself out of the water with a height and velocity any dolphin would envy.

The air spirit stretched out it’s powers in conjunction with the mermaid’s mana, instantly bending a veil of air around her.  The effect reached over all four of us as the ningyo landed next to me and my friends.  I couldn’t quite tell what it did, not instantaneously and from the inside, but I assumed it kept anyone from seeing her.  You know, judging from the from the lack of people yelling that 'a mermaid just jumped out of the water!'

Well, lack of reaction outside the veil.

“Holy shit!” Eiko jumped backwards and fell into a combat stance before she could help herself.

Himeko just stared with outright google eyes for a good ten seconds.  Then, being Himeko, she took in a shaky breath and asked me in an almost normal voice.  “Mamoru?  Could you please introduce me to your friend?”

Thankfully for everyone concerned, the ningyo introduced herself.  “You may call me Nagako,” she replied coolly. 

Remember that name, I thought furiously, Nagako!  Do not forget Nagako!  I’d already dodged about three bullets today in regards to her, I was not going to screw up again.

“And I am Meiko Himeko, and this is my friend and retainer Kobayashi Eiko,” Himeko returned politely, gesturing towards Eiko.  Himeko wasn’t quite as smooth and flawless as normal, but I seriously doubted anyone from the last Himawari Ball would have done better if they’d just had what looked like a mermaid launch herself out of the sea and land in front of them.

Nagako nodded curtly at them but carefully settled down some more, shrinking to a more normal position.  She’d started almost erect, balancing on her fish tail, but it was obviously not an easy or viable position to maintain.  She shrunk down to something like a kneeling position, only using her fishier bottom half instead of knees and legs.  Given that she was a little on the short side (by human standards) to start with, lying half down like that meant that even Himeko and Eiko now towered over her.

Huh, different top today, I noted somewhat inanely, not sure why that surprised me.  Her hair was a little bit wet and messy out of the water, this being the real world instead of a photo shoot, but it was obvious she was wearing a different swimsuit top than last time.  She also had some sort of belt and pouches arrangement tied off a little bit below her breasts.  I suppose that makes sense, I reflected while the trio of females just looked at each other with varying degrees of surprise and caution.  You’d expect it to be closer to where her ‘waist’ is, but she probably moves that bit around too much when swimming.  Keeping it close to her chest means that it’s not getting in the way.  It probably cuts down the water resistance a little bit more too, now that I think about it.

Finally, Nagako spoke up.  “I have business with Earth Fisher here,” she spoke with a hint of restrained impatience.  “Do you have a reason for intruding upon us?”

“Mamoru is our friend,” Himeko responded instantly, already back to normal.  Although she did shoot me a quick look that said we’d be returning to the whole ‘Earth Fisher’ thing at a later time.  “His well being is our business, and we know he is not always the most socially adept or wisest of men.”

Before I could think of objecting, Himeko looked at me.  “Mamoru,” she asked politely but firmly.  “Is this something we need to leave you to?  You’re allowed your secrets, I know better than to pry too much, but my first impression is that we shouldn’t leave you to let this lady run roughshod over you.”

“Ah…” I said stupidly, not quite sure how to respond.  Luckily, Nagako was still puzzling over the meaning of ‘roughshod’ so I had a minute to think.  “That’s…” probably not a bad idea, I admitted inside my head.  But I was a little too worried about causing a diplomatic incident, not to mention embarrassed to admit it, to say so out loud.

“I do not see how it is any business of yours-“ Nagako started to say irritably, but to my surprise she stopped and shook herself.  “No, you are right.  As a spirit caller you have the responsibility to the spirits of the surface, my apologies.”  Nagako’s bow… I wasn’t sure if it seemed a little token because she begrudged it, or if that was just a function of her non-human anatomy.  But either way, it was a real bow and it surprised me.

Himeko, being Himeko, took it in stride and didn’t question anything.  But she did look at me and gently touched a spot just a little below her collarbone.  And, even though her dress covered it up, I realized she was indicating her magatama necklace.

I blinked in surprise.  Oh wow, Kameiko.  That’s what Nagako was talking about!  Apparently the ningyo regarded Himeko as some sort of shaman given her spirit connections.  I wasn’t quite sure what to make of that, if I should explain further or just keep silent, but it did explain a few things.

Himeko meanwhile bowed respectfully back at the ningyo.  “Thank you for your understanding, Nagako-san.  I, in turn will stay back and try to let Mamoru handle his own business as much as possible.  But please know I will intervene if necessary.”  Then, to indicate her sincerity, Himeko took a physical step backwards and indicated for me to proceed.

I faced Nagako.  “Uh, where were we again?” I asked.

Behind me I heard Eiko whisper.  “Oh, for-” before trailing off into imperceptible muttering.

The ningyo did not look pleased, but visibly controlled herself.  “Setting up your future education and how we were going to pay you back,” she answered snappishly.  “Finally.  Although why you need our help when you already have a spirit caller as a friend is beyond me.”

“It’s a long story,” I temporized, hating to fall back on that excuse.  “And I doubt you want to stay out of the water long enough to hear it.”

“Fine,” Nagako crossed her arms.  “Our mystics have heard your concerns, and they think it’s a valid point.  They agree that it’s unlikely that anything you’re planning will affect us, but that it would be foolish to take any risks.  We want to set up a meeting at some time and place you can have a long discussion about the methods and risks.”

It took me a moment before I realized she was referring to my curiosity and concern about how the ningyo had set up their underwater mana network.  So much stuff had come at me so fast that I’d almost forgotten about that.  “Great, I agree,” I said quickly.  “So how can we do so?”

“That’s why we need to talk,” Nagako continued impatiently.  “We’re not going to risk one of our experts anywhere near this dry hellhole.  They’re too valuable, and most of them aren’t particularly strong either.  We’re not going to drag them out into the dry and leave them vulnerable to greedy surface folk, they are neither strong nor skilled enough for that.”

Himeko coughed discreetly.  “Should I take it that they’re the equivalent of Mamoru here?” she asked politely.  “Absolutely skilled in their arts, but perhaps a little too weak and naïve to risk in difficult territory?”

“Not that bad,” the ningyo was quick to say, but she still nodded begrudgingly.  “But that’s probably a fair comparison, yes.”

I decided not to put my foot in my mouth this time and just kept quiet.  I was glad of that when Nagako added, “it doesn’t help that the youngest of them is probably twice his age.”

Himeko nodded.  “All the more reason they couldn’t come to the surface then, I see your point.  We wouldn’t send fifty-year-old scientists to the top of Mount Everest for a meeting, not if we could help it.  Mamoru?  Can you go down there?”

Okay, maybe it was an even better thing than I’d realized that Himeko was moderating.  I thought about that for a good minute.  “Theoretically or practically?” I finally asked.

“That answers that question,” Himeko sighed.

“It’s not impossible,” I was quick to protest.  “I know some spells that should theoretically work…”

“But let me guess: there are some problems?”

“Yes,” I admitted a little reluctantly.  I didn’t think they were insolvable ones… but we were looking at plenty of time and effort.  Mages had learned how to travel about underwater ages ago.  But we had to be careful about mana access and various natural hazards, such as temperature and pressure differences.  It wasn’t just about breathing once you got deeper and deeper underwater.  Failure to account for that quickly led to otherwise clever mages dying deep under the sea as critical spells failed or a danger snuck through the net.  Once I got my pride out of the way I had to admit that I was just being an egotistical fool if I was only trying to push forward to prove something.

“I thought so.  Then let me cut to the heart of things and suggest the easy compromise.  I have a boat.”

I blinked a few times in surprise.  Although why that surprised me was beyond my comprehension.  Of course they have a boat, I thought with a wry bitterness.  I can’t believe I didn’t think of it.  Hell, if you’d asked me, and it turned out they didn’t have a boat, I’d have been even more surprised!

“That would make things a little easier,” Nagako admitted a little begrudgingly.  “It would have to be a fair distance away from your shores, we couldn’t just do it in the middle of your bay, but we could probably make that work.”

She glanced at me.  “Though probably not for several more months.  Winter is approaching swiftly and our air-based friends say it will be a cold one.  We’re not going to expose our important experts to your freezing surface air for hours at a time.”

Works for me, I thought, relieved now that I thought about it.  She thought it would be bad for them, but I certainly wasn’t in favor of standing on the middle of a ship’s deck for hours at a time in the middle of winter either!

“Understandable,” Himeko replied respectfully.  “It will take time to arrange things, it’s better to assume a spring date from the start rather than attempt to hurry it only to end up in the middle of winter.”

“So long as you understand that,” Nagako still sounded a little defensive but more relieved than anything else.

“Of course we do,” Himeko reassured her.  “It is an unfortunate delay, but it will work better all around for everyone.  I see no shame in having to accept that.”  Unlike me, Himeko had already realized that one of the reasons Nagako, and the ningyo in general, were acting this way was out of a sense of pride and obligation.  They felt they had to do something, and the delays and failures were grating on them.  Not even she could tell what the exact reasons and influences were, like whether it was a sense of honor or just fear that they’d seem weak and unreliable to others if they failed, but in minutes she’d managed to figure out something that confused the hell out of me and kept frustrating Nagako because I didn’t get it.

“Good,” Nagako turned back to me uncertainly.  “We’ll get to work on that then.  In the meantime, I originally brought along this friend in order to introduce you,” she gestured above us and I realized she was referring to the air elemental maintaining the veil around the area.  “To at least start living up to our end of things and introducing you.  Unfortunately, she’s getting tired having to maintain our protection.  She’s relatively good with the city itself but not when she’s having to exert herself like this.”

I blinked a few times.  “Oh.  Wow.  Right, of course.  Really?  No-“

“Mamoru,” Himeko interrupted me pleasantly but with a clear hint of frustration underlying her politeness.

“Tokyo itself is going to be tricky for most elemental spirits,” I summed up succinctly, hoping I had it right.  “And that’s what the ningyo are most used to.”

“Of course,” Nagako sounded like I’d just said ‘water is wet’ to her.

“I… miscalculated and misinterpreted a few factors,” I continued, trying to sum up things that were still processing through my head.  “Forgetting just how unique and… atypical the Tokyo area would be.”

“It’s a hellhole,” Nagako corrected me bluntly.

“Not quite,” I responded a little uncertainly, trying not to be too egotistical or stupid in front of an expert.  “There is a lowkey but useable spiritual ecosystem around.  But I really wasn’t thinking about the degree of transition.  I’ve gotten too used to working with it or around it with my magic, it’s starting to be a little bit of a blind spot for me.”

“Oh dear, what’s it this time?” Himeko sighed.

I opened my mouth but Eiko slipped in ahead of me.  “Do we really have time for one of his speeches?” she asked a little irritably.  She tilted her head at Nagako.  “She’s a ningyo on land, and she already said she was running out of juice.”

“Ah, right,” I cut myself off and turned back to Nagako.

Nagako nodded curtly.  “She’s rude but she’s right, I shouldn’t stay any longer.  Siss-ophelian is weakening and so am I.  Be known to her, so you two may talk when she’s recovered.”  With that, Nagako quickly crawled/inched her way back to the edge of the bay and threw herself back into the water less energetically than she’d left.

“Wait!” I called out quickly, even as the air veil around us began to fade away.  I still had very little idea what had just happened or why, so I called out the first thing I could think of.  “Do you want any potato chips?”

Nagako’s head quickly popped back above the water, while Himeko and Eiko looked at me incredulously.

She quickly ducked back down again to avoid being spotted.  But the weaker air spirit returned to relay a grudging “well… if you’re offering…”

I bit down on a small smile.  Well, it seems I’ve done one thing right today.  “We’ve put you out enough.”  I looked at the fishing rod I was still holding, realized the problem, and immediately amended that to almost done one thing right.  “Uh, Eiko?  Would you mind running to the nearest machine or store to get some?”

Eiko shot me a look that was halfway between amused and annoyed.  “You know, the Kobayashis haven’t been serving your family for generations,” she noted, but she still set off at a quick jog a moment later.

Himeko gave me a bit to collect myself before going.  “So, Mamoru…”

“I don’t know!  I didn’t plan any of this!  I was just out here fishing when she arrived a few minutes before you did.”

The look she gave me was politely skeptical.

I sighed.  “Look, it makes perfect sense.  Sort of makes perfect sense.  Mostly.  Anyway!  She’s been trying to contact me for a while, it’s the first time in ages I’ve been in an accessible location while broadcasting I’m here.”

Himeko’s expression cleared up a little as she looked over Tokyo Bay.  “Ah, I see.”

Not quite, I reflected, she was obviously just thinking of water access.  But close enough.  Besides, I wasn’t eager to be grilled or criticized over my previous failings.  I really should have thought of the ningyo and their promise earlier, and taken a few steps of my own to see what was going on.  I’d never thought about how difficult I’d made myself to access.  Granted, I hadn’t known about the Tokyo U kami situation.  But, once explained, it really wasn’t that much of a surprise.

Actually, I reflected while Himeko carefully thought out her next move, I wonder if the Meiko estate is part of the problem too?  I wasn’t sure about that, and I never would have suggested it if Nagako hadn’t referred to Himeko as a spirit caller.  But maybe Kameiko was keeping the spirits away from the Meiko estate, or maybe the nascent native kami of the mansion was doing so.  Either way, if that was true it would be one more nail in the coffin of them contacting me instead of the other way around.

I decided to save Himeko the trouble of the next logical questions, she was mostly just hesitating out for the sake of politeness and to double check her own assumptions anyway.  Even Himeko needed to take a moment and think about her responses when mermaids suddenly got involved.

“It’s a little complicated, but I’m working with the ningyo on a few things.  Mostly just getting in contact with spirits around the Tokyo area, but also on making sure I’m not accidentally harming them through my methods.  And maybe a few more things after we get to know each other a little better, as they’re willing.”

“Such as?” Himeko suggested a little more politely.

I hesitated a moment, then decided it was a good opportunity to float the idea.  “Well, I’m curious if there’s a way for them to donate small amounts of their flesh for medical purposes.”  Before anyone could object, I hurried to add “obviously it would have to be a fair trade, and I’m not sure how humanity could afford that.”

“Mamoru, I- you-“ Himeko was shaking her head, not quite able to believe what I’d just said.  “I don’t even know where to begin with that one!”

I smirked slightly at being able to backfoot someone else after constantly stumbling to keep up ever since Nagako had arrived.  “How about you start with the sheer impossibility of getting mermaid sourced drugs approved by the Ministry of Health and work from there?”

“That’ll do!” Himeko agreed forcefully, but she was now smiling just a little to realize I hadn’t entirely lost my mind.  “I applaud your ambition Mamoru, but…”

“But that’s probably a decade away from happening, at minimum,” I agreed cheerfully.  “And even that assumes just about everything goes right along the way.  Starting with the ningyo being willing to even consider such an idea-“

Nagako wasn’t saying anything, but I could feel her stunned and incredulous silence even while she was under the water.

“-then moving on to creating such drugs and treatments, proving the existence of previously supernatural factors to the world, getting the medical establishment to even look in our direction, and then somehow convincing the Ministry of Health to agree to even the most token of studies or trial runs.  Let’s be honest here, unless the head of the Ministry has a child or grandchild with a conveniently otherwise incurable disease, I’m pretty sure a decade is being insanely optimistic.”

Despite herself, Himeko briefly turned away and snorted a little laughter before she was able to get herself under control.  “I’m not sure I’d go that far,” she said, a little too blandly.  “I’m sure if someone like myself or Hiro is that sick the Meiko or Watanabe family will throw enough money at the right people to arrange for a privately funded series of tests.”

I smirked a little in appreciation of her point.

“This is you being normal?” Nagako’s mutter was transferred over to us clearly.

“Sadly, yes,” Himeko agreed.  “This is Mamoru being himself.  Walking a tightrope between brilliance and madness and he spots possibilities no one else can see.  I respect his ambition and efforts, and he’s realistic enough not to be too frightening, but you do find yourself questioning his judgement sometimes.”

For better or worse, Eiko jogged back up to us right then.  “Hey,” she reported to me, handing me a bag of chips, “will these do?”

I glanced at them and nodded.  They were plain, but a different brand than last time.  “They should work.”  I then addressed my next comments to the bay.  “Are you going to be okay?”

“Well,” Nagako could barely restrain her eagerness.  “The minor spirits should be enough if I take care only to hold my head above the water…”

I shook my head in wonderment, Nagako was obviously trying to get around the fact she could barely pull something like that off after draining herself.   It seemed she had a real chip addiction.  If that was a common problem amongst the ningyo maybe the flesh trading idea wasn’t so impossible after all.

One person’s tastes do not define a whole population, I reminded myself sternly.  Still, the idea of leveraging unique flavors and foods only available on the surface made sense.  But more important was not revealing ningyo to everyone just yet.  And Nagako looked willing to risk it.  “One second, I did bring my flying talisman today.  Its invisibility function could be useful here.”

After a bit of maneuvering, and disbelieving looks from Eiko and Himeko, Nagako crawled back on to the shore, held on to the broomstick while I powered it up to use the invisibility function, and savored her bag of chips in the dry.  I tried not to think too much about the irony of that, but I couldn’t keep the thought out of my head.

After all the confusion and unexpected encounters, my fishing trip had ended with a ningyo hanging on to the end of my other rod, hooked by a bag of potato chips.
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“It’s a bit different doing it from this side, isn’t it?” Himeko sparkled even through her disguise. “I’m enjoying it more.”

I didn’t want to agree with her. But… “some of that’s probably just the lower stress levels,” I grudged. “And the fact we’ve got more freedom to manage everything. But yeah, this isn’t bad.”

We were back at our old high school for the Cultural Day Festival, but this time it was merely as visitors. Himeko was managing to combine business with pleasure, Hiro was accompanying us but even her family recognized she was also there to check on how Shinji was doing and taking a professional interest in our alma mater. That didn’t mean she couldn’t enjoy herself, but the Meikos and Watanabes weren’t going overboard with escorts either. Eiko and I were considered enough accompaniment for today.

Of course, she couldn’t do her job if she just wandered around as herself. So Himeko had gotten us professionally made-up in order to disguise us. It wasn’t anything too dramatic, we couldn’t have walked around and partaken in everything if we were wearing bulky disguises, but it was surprisingly effective. Like how Himeko had gotten her hair dyed black and straightened, while Eiko had gotten a shoulder length black wig. Without their more distinctive hair you wouldn’t automatically think ‘Himeko’ and ‘Eiko’ at first glance, allowing all the smaller and subtler changes they’d also undergone to actually fool you. Nothing major, but enough I probably couldn’t have picked them out of the crowd without some major hints.

Of course, there was only so much you could do for me. My sheer size was too much of a problem to solve with simple makeup. But they had actually changed my skin tone slightly, and managed to reshape my epicanthic fold so I read as much more Japanese than usual. A few more slight changes in styling and clothes and I figured I could fool Abe Hajime or my cousin from a distance.

It helped that there were enough strangers at the Cultural Festival to make them think twice. It might not have been enough on a normal day, but with the crowd of unfamiliar people they were more likely to think ‘wow, that guy’s as tall as Mamoru’ rather than ‘wait a second, is that Mamoru?’ Combine that with a dozen other little touches, like how Himeko was wearing a light wrap to drop her breast size while Eiko was wearing a padded bra to increase hers, and we could walk without much risk. We weren’t the rubber masked spies of movies and manga, but we were pretty well concealed.

And all without magic, I reflected for the third or fourth time. It’s good to get another proof like this.

“Okay,” Himeko declared after checking the time. “Shinji’s on shift right now. We’ll do a walk past the Baseball Club’s batter’s gallery, then we should have about twenty minutes before the Drama Club’s play starts.”

“Batter’s gallery?” Hiro asked, saving me the trouble.

Himeko shrugged. “They’re trying something different. To hear him tell it, it’s a little like a shooting gallery or ring toss except that you’re batting a baseball at the targets.”

Huh. That seems creative. Maybe stupid, but creative. I wasn’t sure how practical it would be, Himeko’s brief summary raised half a dozen questions. But I did kind of want to have a look at it now that it’d been described to me, see how it answered those questions. Like how they’re handling the baseball? Is it pitched at you? On a tee? Hanging from a rope?

“So, your brother joined the Baseball Club?” Hiro continued in mild surprise. “I wouldn’t have picked that for him.”

“Me neither,” Himeko admitted. “And I think he made the choice out of spite. Grandfather and even father would probably have preferred either the Student Council or something a little more traditional like Kendo. But if it was only spite then he would have done no club at all or turned to the Board Game Club or something similar, so I’m not quite sure what he’s thinking.”

“Maybe that he enjoys baseball?” Eiko suggested lazily.

“All the way to joining a club? Without either of us knowing?” Himeko shot back quickly. Her voice didn’t say anything, but her mannerisms were revealing her worry. “You know how seriously the Baseball Club takes everything.”

“Not really. And neither do you, not this year. Maybe they’re more laid back?”

“Actually, I’m with Himeko on this one,” I admitted reluctantly. “I don’t see the Baseball Club changing that much. They were pretty serious, and they came pretty close to making it to nationals last year. I could see them being less hardcore this year, but I don’t think they’d be tolerant of anyone not willing to put in the work just waltzing in.”

“You followed baseball?” Eiko looked at me askance, the skepticism clear in her eyes.

I sighed. “The club head was in our homeroom last year, and he was one of Inoue Sakura’s conquests. You couldn’t help but be aware of how they were doing.” Sato Ryuji had provoked too much gossip that way, between those who were defending Inoue and those who were attacking her the Baseball Club’s performance had come up constantly in our classroom.

“Agreed,” Himeko said curtly. “And the new head of the Baseball Club is also one of the people Inoue Sakura is showing interest in. They’re not officially ‘dating’,” you could hear the scorn in that word, “but she’s indicated it’s not off the table yet.”

That was slightly startling. “I thought she was doing better this year!” I half protested.

Himeko gave me a sharp look. “She is. It’s only three people right now. I suspect this thing is half a threat, something to get keep all her current beaus worked up and working hard because they know they could be replaced. But I don’t think she’ll hesitate to do so if she needs to, that’s just her style.”

“Gods,” I muttered under my breath.

“Plus, it’ll be really awkward if Shinji loses his mind and gives in to her,” Himeko added. “She wouldn’t want to lose the opportunity, but dating a first year and the senior head of the Club he’s in at the same time is a little much, even for her.”

Eiko did a double take. “Seriously?!”

“It’s Inoue’s style,” Himeko noted darkly. “Don’t doubt it.”

“I really hope we don’t run into her today,” I noted, taking a nervous look around. Although, given the crowds, keeping a nose out for her damned perfume would probably have been better than simply looking.

“Don’t worry,” Himeko gave me a surprising reassurance. “She’s around. Luckily for us, she’s focusing on the things related to the people she is dating. She’s not ignoring her duties, she’s still checking around. But she’s spending as much time as she can spare at those locations.”

That gave all of us a moment’s pause. “Dear princess, how do you know this?” Hiro asked with a mixture of cheer and caution.

I wanted to comment on that pet name, but quickly forgot about it in the face of Himeko’s answer. “Sensei-san contacted me when we entered the school. They’re keeping an eye on Inoue for us.”

My head spun a little at that. Sensei-san… I didn’t think that was a good sign. Not when Himeko wasn’t a student anymore. On the other hand, I reflected a little faintly, she is an alumni, and an important one. And as essentially their first shaman I suppose she would have a few rights… especially in regards to a known problem case like Inoue…

Don’t get me wrong, if Sensei-san had been spontaneous willing to keep an eye on Abe for her that would have been panic inducing. Favoring their former kannushi over their current one would be a pretty bad sign of a fixation on Himeko. This case…

Before I could decide what to do, Himeko pointed ahead and my attention was thoroughly distracted. “There it is,” she declared, pointing at the baseball diamond.

Huh, I thought as we casually meandered around and watched for a bit. Well, it’s creative at least.

The concept was simple: the baseball club had a pitching machine set up on the mound that would launch balls towards the participant at home plate. Their job was to hit it back towards the mound, where they had a fair selection of large stuffed animals mounted on pedestals as prizes. Knock one off and it was yours.

Of course, it was a bit more complex than that. Just for starters they’d had to enclose the whole area with an absolutely huge tarp, including overhead, to avoid endangering all the visitors. Members of the club, like Shinji, were constantly running around to pick up all the balls that participants knocked into the tarp. And the one running the pitching machine had to be constantly on guard given how close he was to the intended line of fire, most of the targets were directly on the pitcher’s mound or within half a meter. But it was an interesting and somewhat unique addition to the Cultural Festival, visitors and other students were clearly enjoying the chance to take a crack at it. And while not many people manage to hit one of the stuffed animals, making hits like that on demand was tough if you weren’t well practiced or lucky, they were larger and more valuable than you’d usually expect at this sort of thing.

It probably helps when you’re giving out so few of them, I noted with a tiny smirk as yet another participant whiffed. The budget equalizes. But it’s not a bad idea. It’s different, attracts attention, and indirectly improves the image of the Baseball Club. I’m not going to claim I could have come up with anything better.

We meandered by, looking from a distance as Shinji scrambled to pick up the balls that hit the backstop and then brought them back to the mound during a lull while they changed batters.

“I want to give it a try now,” Hiro admitted. “It looks fun.”

“I know,” Himeko agreed with a small smile. “I wish they’d come up with this last year.”

“You’d have only worried about potential injuries,” Eiko deadpanned.

“True. But seeing it in action I’m a little impressed. Sadly, we can’t do it right now. We don’t have long until the play and we don’t want Shinji to know we were watching him.”

“We don’t have to hit up the play,” I noted with mixed emotions. I was kind of curious, especially now that we were here, but I wasn’t that eager. I was afraid of how embarrassed I might be upon seeing Lord Neverheart up on stage. Or even worse, I might be critical about their performance and convinced that I’d played him better!

“Nonsense,” Himeko waved the objection away. “The arrangement works well, and I want to see what they’re doing.”

“Why?” I objected a little stubbornly, “it’s not like it’s one of your relatives. It’s just the Drama Club. Shouldn’t you be focused on your brother’s homeroom, their little café thing?”

“There’s no reason to do so,” Himeko declared calmly as we moved away from the Baseball Club’s offering. “We can’t participate while they’re around, they’d easily spot us in that sort of situation. And I don’t think there’s any point in going when they’re not on duty, their class isn’t doing anything too interesting this year and we’re not going to learn anything about how our family members are managing.”

I wanted to argue, but I really couldn’t. We might be disguised but there was no way either Kaede or Shinji wouldn’t figure us out if we stayed in their room for longer than five minutes. Well, no practical way, my pedantry was quick to add. They might be distracted. Or, you know, I could use magic. But Himeko was right, there really wasn’t much of a point to it. It wasn’t likely even Himeko could somehow turn the conversation to our relatives and get any useful information from their classmates, not without it being obvious enough to get back to them anyway.

Don’t get me wrong, she was good enough she could have easily managed basic stuff we already knew without anyone realizing. A few subtle prompts and “oh, we have a real rich kid in our class” or “yeah, one of our classmates has a cousin going to Tokyo U” would come up without anyone even realizing what they’d just done. And she probably could have used that to get basic info on them without any trouble. But anything beyond that? During a busy time like the Cultural Festival? Well, she’d still be less obvious than me casting my spells, I reflected sourly, but that’s about all I could say for it.

So, with a mixture of anticipation and dread, I let Himeko cajole me into watching the Drama Club’s performance.

***

I was still mulling over all that I’d seen when we exited nearly an hour later. Even as we made our way back to the Baseball Club’s area, now safe to use with Shinji off duty, I found myself thinking and rethinking a few subjects.

First off: Kaede’s a better fit for the Drama Club than I expected. My cousin hadn’t gotten any major roles, but she hadn’t been a token extra either. And I was pretty sure she’d acquitted herself very well. I kept double thinking that, worried I was just being too generous because she was family, but I also kept coming back to the same conclusion. She’d done well, better than most of her clubmates. Not all of them. It wasn’t a travesty that she hadn’t gotten a leading role, her seniors were obviously still better. But they’d had two additional years of this. For a first year, especially one that hadn’t shown too much interest in drama previously, she was good.

Needless to say, that led to some other questions. Namely: should I tell her that and/or encourage her? That was even trickier, especially the second part. I wasn’t sure how she thought of everything, or how serious she was about it. Was this something she’d try for a year or so? A hobby? A potential career? I wanted to snort out loud at that last one, it was one hell of a jump from ‘she was pretty good in a high school play’ to ‘she’s destined to be an actor’. But if she was thinking about it (unlikely, but not impossible) I didn’t want to discourage her by accident.

Third question: should I talk to her parents about it? Turnabout was fair play, and I’d recorded her performance. I had a sneaking suspicion that she hadn’t mentioned it to her family, there hadn’t been any mentions of it in our family’s chatroom and her parents had been conspicuously absent. And, unlike mine, it seemed highly unlikely they’d have missed their daughter’s play. So my first thought had been to pass the recording to the rest of my Kanoko relatives as payback for last year. But if she didn’t want any drama about the Drama Club yet, positive or negative… suddenly I had a new appreciation for why my relatives had been so concerned about some of my high school antics, and why they’d been uncertain about what to do!

And finally, seeing someone else play Lord Neverheart on stage had thrown me off even more. Like Kaede had said, they’d taken a slightly more serious approach with him this time. Not serious serious, he’d still been closer to sentai villain than scheming mastermind. But he’d actually had elements of that this time. And, on top of that, it looked like he’d originally had more of them. But the audience reaction amongst the seniors when he’d appeared had apparently caused the guy playing him to ad lib a little, hamming it up some more. That reaction had surprised me, especially everyone enjoying it and enthused to see him back. There’d even been a little cheer when he’d used a spark sheet for his ‘spells’. It left me a little confused what to feel, especially on top of everything else.

“You okay Mamoru?” Eiko asked me back in the real world. “You’re being awfully quiet there.”

“How can such a nothing play cause so many questions?” I evaded slightly. “I mean, it wasn’t like the play itself was anything special.” For all my obsessing, the actual play had been pretty… well, it wasn’t just ‘meh’. It was actually pretty decent for high school Cultural Festival standards. But it hadn’t exactly been special, either. We’d arguably done better last year, even if that had been more for comedy and spectacle.

“A proper play elevates the audience,” Himeko tut-tutted me mildly, the small smirk clearly demonstrating she was joking.

Hiro nodded. “Good art causes the viewer to ask questions,” he continued in the same tones.

I shot them a jaded look. “Wiseasses,” both of the pair tittered. “Seriously though, I shouldn’t be that affected by that play of all things.”

Himeko looked at me thoughtfully. “Mamoru,” she asked after a moment. “How many of your family’s events have you attended. You know: games, plays, recitals?”

“Uh…”

“Holy crap,” Eiko muttered under her breath, looking shocked.

“That’s normal, isn’t it?” I protested a hint desperately.

“Not to have too many of them, sure,” Eiko agreed even as she stared at me a little. “But I’ve been to a half dozen of my little sisters’ plays, and they went to a couple of tournaments I was in a few years ago.”

“You participated in tournaments?”

“No changing the subject Mamoru!”

“I suspect that’s part of your answer, Mamoru,” Himeko continued, clearly controlling her expression. “You don’t have much experience dealing with family situations like that. It’s unfamiliar to you, and hitting you harder at the same time.”

Even Hiro was looking at me with some surprise and pity, and when she put it like that I suspected that Himeko had hit the nail on the head. Back in my first life… well, growing up on Avalon I hadn’t quite had opportunities like that. But we’d had a couple of similar equivalents, playing our parts during festivals and community ceremonies, and my siblings and I had been much more normal when they happened. We’d joked around and by the third sib it was usually old hat and we weren’t paying so much attention. But… it was a part of us. And as much as I’d disregarded it, I still remembered parts like my little sister’s less-than-reverential turn as the flower girl in the Harvest Festival a life and a world later. Talia had not been happy to participate, not when she wanted the time off to play and enjoy herself, and everyone watching had known. The smiles, the amusement, even the embarrassment and boredom… it had been part of growing up.

And I hadn’t had that this life. Not even the only-child parts where I got dragged along to a couple of parent and family based events, my parents had evaded or brushed past those. This was really the first time it had come up, so it was no wonder I was struggling with the idea of it with my cousin.

“Huh,” I said as all that flashed through my head. Looking at my friends’ concerned looks I quickly brushed it aside. “Guess that makes sense then, I’m unused to the context. Hey, the Baseball Club’s not got a big lineup right now, guess we timed it right. Quick, let’s hurry.” Then, rather than let everyone wallow, I quickly surged ahead to get in line, for once outdistancing my surprised and worried friends.

I wasn’t entirely lying though. We had managed to time it right. I managed to get in line but five people quickly slipped in behind me before the rest of the group arrived. I took advantage of the peace, even though this sort of event wasn’t really my thing. And quickly took my spot before the plate.

I did pretty terribly, to no one’s surprise. You got ten balls per entry, with plenty of time between them so the participants had a fair chance. I impressed myself by actually managing to hit three of the baseballs, even though the pitching machine was on a setting to make that relatively easy. One was clearly such a dinger that it barely counted though, and the other two were nowhere near the targets. I made a show of laughing it off and then walking aside to wait for my friends.

It's not like they’re wrong to worry, I thought for the thousandth time. Seriously, I’d be going to just as much trouble in their shoes and I hate the thought of doing that. It was just that my unusual, reincarnated status meant they didn’t have to worry even half as much as normal. But before I could get too caught up in that loop again, or worrying about how I was going to play it off without telling them much, I spotted something unusual. Someone else trying to inconspicuously watch the Baseball Club’s area.

I’m… misinterpreting things, right? I thought with a frown, hesitantly coming up to the side of the person. Surely someone else would have noticed. The guy was wearing heavier clothes than most people, a facemask, a baseball cap, and was hunched down a little. Don’t get me wrong, none of that was too extreme. I could have picked a half dozen people out of the crowds with at least one of those things just from where I was standing. Heck, I doubted myself just because he was missing the stereotypical sunglasses you’d have expected with a stalker. But I’d only noticed him because I’d been looking for a quiet corner to tuck myself into. Without that, he was up against the school wall and out of line of sight for most people, covered up by the crowds.

I probably wouldn’t have checked it out under normal circumstances, or at least asked Himeko or Eiko for their opinion first. But between desiring a distraction and a little worry over Himeko I found myself taking a closer look.

It could be Sato Gota, I thought as I gently moved closer. That’s a bit of an obvious disguise for him. But, in a way, that could make it more effective. Make everyone doubt themselves and dismiss the possibility…

Needless to say, I was overthinking things. But, as it turned out, it was a Sato. Just not the Sato I was half-expecting.

“Sato-san?” I asked in surprise.

“Gah!” Sato Ryuji, our former classmate, jumped a good thirty centimeters of so into the air. He spun to face me. “What… wait, Matsuda-san? Is that you?” He then muttered to himself. “Of course it is. I forgot what a ninja you were.”

I paused, really unsure what to say to that. It’s hard to accuse someone of acting suspiciously when you’re in disguise yourself.

As if to verify that, he continued with. “But- your eyes- you-“

I sighed. “It’s a long story. Basically, I’m here incognito.”

His eyes made it clear he didn’t want to just accept that. And I felt guilty enough, despite his own somewhat suspicious circumstances, that I felt compelled to add “Himeko figured it was the best way to go around the school without making a scene.”

“Wait, Himeko-sama? She’s here? And with you? You two really are-“

I burst out laughing. Mostly just amused, but there was a hint of bitterness there as well. Aoth, I don’t miss that part of high school, I reflected, even though university hadn’t proven that much better.

“Heavens, no,” I said out loud, “don’t you read the papers? She’s here with Hiro.”

“Hiro?”

“Watanabe Hiro. He’s the guy third in line for the batting gallery.” Hiro was wearing the lightest disguise out of all of us, although he was still changed enough reduce his visibility. Rather than babble on about that, I quickly went to “it’s a combination of date and family visit for her. She’s enjoying herself but she’s also here to check up on her younger brother, Shinji. Hence all the disguises. He’s in the Baseball Club this year, so here we are.”

“Oh.”

When he fell silent I added “and you?” trying not to sound too pointed.

“What are you…” Sato started to protest, but fell off under my gaze.

I was too embarrassed already, but I’d be even more embarrassed if I simply backed down after that, so I blundered forward unstoppably. “Sato-san, you’re acting suspiciously enough that I noticed and felt compelled to look into it.”

“That’s…” Sato sighed. “I don’t know.”

“You don’t know?” I returned, a little startled. Instinctively, I activated ‘mage sight’ and started to look over his aura for a hostile spell.

“I came back out of nostalgia and to be a good alumnus. But…”

“But?” I prompted mercilessly. Aoth, even I’m not usually this bad. I was usually clueless, but tried not to be this stupid when I was called out.

(I was also a little delusional and forgetting some of my less than brilliant performances.)

When he fell silent for too long, I noted. “Sato-san, I stepped up to talk to you because I worried you were a stalker. You’re not reassuring me here.”

Sato winced, and I instantly felt a little regret. I’m going to feel awfully guilty if he just has a cold and he’s trying too hard, I thought with a hint of nervousness. It wasn’t likely, but a good half of his getup could have been explained away as someone being sick but feeling obligated to come. It was probably why I was the first to confront him.

“It’s… Inoue Sakura.”

“Ah.” I said flatly.

The dams opened up with that admission. “I just don’t know what to do. I want to see her, but I don’t. I feel like I shouldn’t feel guilty and should just be walking around here normally, but I can’t decide whether I want her to know if I was here or not. And I can’t decide if I should just move on and forget about her or if I should be angry. And at who.”

That’s… I gnawed my lip for a moment. That’s pretty fair. I wanted to blame Inoue for this, but in all honesty it wasn’t all her fault. Some of it was. But, on the other hand, if I’d been dumb enough to sleep with Eiko I was pretty sure I’d have been in a pretty similar position by this point.

Sato slumped forward. “Damn that sounds pathetic. And I swear I’m not turning into a stalker, I remember what happened with her other former boyfriend too. I’m not insane, I’m not about to try jumping her. But I couldn’t just… I didn’t want her to see me walking around the school, I was terrified what might happen.”

I thought about that a few seconds, and Sato seemed both surprised and gratified I wasn’t immediately chewing him out. But I did have to ask “so why come back in the first place?”

“It…” Sato hesitated again. “It didn’t seem that bad at first. And it seemed like I should. Like I said, be a good alumnus and set a good example for all my kohai. But once I came back… it all hit me, hit me really hard.”

“What did?”

“Life,” Sato looked like he smirked for a moment under his mask before looking miserably again. “I mean, you did alright. Got into Tokyo U and everything-”

Not commenting on that, I thought, biting my tongue firmly against some acerbic responses.

“-but not all the rest of us were that lucky. Some of us just got into an average program somewhere else. And life’s hard there, away from home, struggling with tougher classes, just one guy amongst everyone else with no girlfriend-

Aha!

“-so coming back here, and remembering all the good times. Back when I was club captain and Sakura was my girlfriend… it hit hard.”

He hung his head in shame. “That sounds pathetic, doesn’t it?”

“A little,” I admitted honestly. Rather than hurt him by leaving it like that I forced myself to babble out. “You’re not entirely wrong, Sato-san, but it’s still a pretty unbalanced and short-sighted interpretation. That doesn’t mean the bad stuff isn’t real, or you’re a failure for feeling it, but you have to realize… I mean, it’s being pretty emo while looking back with rose-colored glasses, isn’t it?”

I respected Sato a little more that he leaned back, sighed, and admitted. “I know, I know! And I hate sounding like that, it all came out wrong!”

“Been there, done that,” I admitted with a bit more good humor.

“But it just feels like I’m so much worse off now then I was a year ago!”

“Especially without Inoue Sakura,” I noted, trying not to sound too smug.

Sato sighed again. “I know what you’re going to say.”

“Actually, I wasn’t going to say it,” I replied a bit more frankly. “We all said it over and over again a year ago. And if you’ve forgotten it in your nostalgia then you really are suffering from memory loss.”

Oof, quit being such a bitch to him, I told myself firmly. He might have deserved a little impatience and a quick reality check or two, but not that much. I blamed my own off-balance state. And tried to ignore the hypocrisy of that, especially since half of my problems were due to dealing with a character I’d briefly played, not a girl I’d slept with!

“Not all of you!” Sato protested. He then closed his eyes and lightly butted his head against the wall. “But yeah, nearly all the girls and you. You said it.”

Speaking of the girls, I looked around and was momentarily relieved to see Himeko, Eiko, and Hiro finally leaving the batter’s gallery after finishing up. To my surprise, Himeko was now holding a large plush in front of her so obviously someone had succeeded at something. I looked over at her imploringly. She, in turn, looked over Sato Ryuji and me. She thought for a few moments, smirked gently, then started pulling Eiko and Hiro back in the opposite direction.

My imploring look turned into a glare. Himeko, you rat-bastard! How could she leave me to try and handle this?

(In the future, I’d realize she was completely right. Adding her to the mix would just have left Sato Ryuji even more humiliated and uncomfortable. Especially since it was her, and how well she was doing, and especially if she’d come in right at that moment. Right then, just like Sato, I was a little too focused on myself.)

Sato finally sighed and opened his eyes again. “I wasn’t even too hurt at the time, you know?” he asked rhetorically. “When she broke it off after I moved on to university. I wasn’t happy, especially when she made it clear all of you had been right all along, but she’d been trying to hint that to me for a good month and she broke it off as gently as possible. It really stung, but it was more like a bad slide into home plate than a broken thumb.”

It took me a moment to decode that, but in the end I nodded to encourage him. Really stung: was really going to irritate for a while, but not crippling or disabling, I translated to myself. I suspected an actual baseball player would have gotten more nuance out of that, but it was probably easier for a layman to understand than most of my dumb analogies.

“It’s just that since then,” he hesitated, then decided I wasn’t going to be someone who’d laugh at him, “since then I’ve gotten nowhere with the girls, let alone with someone like her.”

“Nowhere?” I asked, trying not to sound too skeptical. Sato was still pretty good looking. And even that brief glimpse with ‘mage sight’ had suggested that was a lie.

I could tell he flushed a little under his mask. “Just a couple of casual hookups,” he replied, looking away, “you understand.”

Uh-huh, I thought a little more skeptically, considering my own status. But, to be fair, he wasn’t wrong. If I’d been willing to lower my standards (and wouldn’t have found the thing extra questionable given my reincarnated state) even I could have managed that much, albeit with more effort.

“It wasn’t the same,” he continued obliviously. “It was just…”

“More honest?” I suggested with a hint of sarcasm as he pushed a few of my buttons.

Sato glared at me for a moment, but then wilted. “God, I guess it was, wasn’t it? Nowadays I don’t know how much of everything with Sakura was real. I liked to think we were really close, but she was just using me.”

Feeling guilty, but still my usual incompetent self, I immediately added. “If it makes you feel any better, she probably really was ‘using’ you. Inoue’s too cunning and practical to-“ I coughed as I tried to find a delicate way to put it, “- make herself miserable by faking things. I’m pretty sure any successes or failures you had in that context were honest.”

Sato shot me a disbelieving glance.

“You know how I am, Sato-san,” I responded trying not to sound too embarrassed. “What did you expect me to say?”

Sato snorted quietly. “You haven’t changed much.”

I shrugged, unable to refute it.

“But I really miss what I thought we had, even if I never really had it,” he continued. “I don’t really want Sakura back. Well, maybe for a night or two-“

“There’s no shame in that,” I interrupted, wanting to make up for some of my earlier disparagement. Finding out your first real girlfriend was lying that much really would do a number on you, and I could see why he’d be hurt and uncertain.

Sato looked grateful. “-but after that I’d just feel even stupider and even more empty than before. And it’s not like she’s really going to take the time to try and seduce me again. And I don’t know if that makes me feel better or worse. I guess that’s why I didn’t want to be seen by her. I don’t know what would hurt more, if she flirted with me again or if she was just distantly polite.”

I winced at the thought of that one. Ouch! I mean, I’d avoided getting entangled with Inoue Sakura for a lot of good reasons, but even in my obsession on the subject I’d never thought about that particular problem!

“So I just thought…” he gestured towards his hat, shirt, and mask.

“And then you got caught up in too much nostalgia when you came back,” I nodded along.

Sato sighed again. “I guess. You’re right though, I’m ignoring way too much. I’m wanting the past… no, I’m not even wanting the past, I’m wanting a dream. I’m not fantasizing about what really happened, I’m dreaming of a past where we won the nationals and I had a girlfriend who was madly in love with me and not dating several other guys at the same time. And that’s just the good stuff! The other reason I’m dressed like this is because I didn’t want to risk running into someone else I’d known and then having to admit to you or Himeko or Yuko how wrong I’d been, and you guys were telling me that all the time back then.”

“Eh,” I shrugged, not sure what to say. Technically Himeko and I hadn’t been harping on to him that much about it. On the other hand, Yuko had. And so had plenty of other people. And given how hard and often we were thinking it, I admitted to myself, we weren’t that much better.

Sato fell silent for a long while. “Sorry,” he said after along moment. “Coming back here brought back a lot of stuff. I needed to vent.”

“Eh,” I repeated. “There’s nothing wrong with that. Times change, and there are ups and downs.”

“But I shouldn’t feel like I peaked at eighteen!” Sato complained. “God, it feels like it’s all going to be downhill from here.”

I gave him a gimlet eye. “If that’s your version of peaking, Sato-san,” I told him frankly, “then I think you’re setting your sights awfully low. Captain of a high school club and being one of several guys dating a beautiful girl, all while being oblivious to how silly you were being?”

Sato winced but tried to rally for a moment. “But she told us-” he then cut himself off with abruptly. “…right. What you and pretty much every other girl saw, but we were being led around by our junk.”

“Uh huh. You just talked about dreams versus reality a few seconds ago, Sato-san. Did you forget already?”

“No,” Sato sighed. “No, I didn’t. I guess I want to be as happy as I was in high school, but not as stupid.”

I looked at him in pity for a few more seconds, but in the end I still decided to hammer it home. “You were happy even when half the class thought you were an idiot?”

He looked at me, but this time it was a little more serious and he held his tongue.

“I think you’re ignoring too much from back then, Sato-san,” I told him frankly. “Even when you realize it was a dream. The stuff you were deliberately not listening to back then… I think you’re deliberately not listening to it now.” I shrugged, it seemed a wonderfully appropriate gesture this conversation. “There’s nothing wrong with that when you’re being a little nostalgic. But when you’re getting stupidly depressed and it’s affecting you in the present, letting you say you peaked at eighteen, it’s kind of the same mistake all over again.”

Sato winced again. “Right.”

I was hesitant to say the next bit. My life had kind of been blessed in several ways, and in others even the disadvantages had worked out for me. Like how I’d had very few friends over my school life, but I’d actually gotten to take them with me to university. So it felt a little hypocritical when I said “you have to keep moving forward. You grow up, go forward, and your life gets better overall. This isn’t the nicest bit of it, university can be tough. But so was high school, and entrance exams, and trying to figure out what to do when we were even younger and dumber than we are now. You shouldn’t be so obsessed with all you had in the past that you fail to appreciate all you’ve gained in the present.”

Said he who’s using the knowledge of his past life to bring magic to Earth, my inner voice whispered sarcastically. I ignored it, it wasn’t the same, but I did have to acknowledge there was a little truth to that.

“Ugh, that’s depressingly true. And I hate how emo I’m being. I’m in university now, and I wasn’t this bad back when I was in junior high!”

“No comment,” I said out loud.

“I guess I just wasn’t in the right mind to go to the Cultural Festival today,” Sato admitted. “I shouldn’t have forced it. I wasn’t this bad yesterday, but being back here really set me off.”

“It happens,” I said, for once keeping the rest of my thoughts to myself. It sounded like he’d really needed to vent and get it out there, really examine things, whether today had been particularly bad or not. Of course, losing most of his friends when he moved out and on to university had been another problem that he hadn’t explicitly mentioned in that list but I’d picked up on. And without the context of being there, having seen and known most of the people involved, all this would have been a lot harder to tell another person. Unless you’d actually seen Inoue Sakura’s sashay, and how it strategically lifted her skirt, you were not going to understand how a guy would be so stupid as to be one of her several boyfriends at once! I hadn’t hesitated to critique him for an entire year on the subject, and I still empathized with him more than most strangers would have!

“Sorry Matsuda-san,” he continued. “I should be better.”

“Well, you should,” I told him more neutrally. “But it’s not wrong to feel a little down sometimes, or miss things you had in the past. Just don’t be stupid about it, especially when you’re overromanticizing things or forgetting about all the things you have now.”

“Right,” he sighed again, but this time it was rueful. “Hell, I gave this type of speech to club members sometimes. Don’t get so obsessed over a past victory or down just because you lost today. I even once had to talk to a guy who was marginal and couldn’t effectively play anymore after tearing up his knee. And when I told him to look forward to tomorrow I meant it. Feels pretty stupid that I need this explained to me now.”

Huh. I guess sports do build character, I thought a little stupidly. Not that I’d ever doubted it, but a direct reminder helped drive that home. “Don’t blame yourself,” I said out loud. “We all need to be reminded of that sometimes. Usually when we least expect it.”

“Too right,” he reflected. He pushed himself away from the wall. “Thanks Matsuda, I needed that.”

We were silent for a few moments as we got ourselves together. As we looked around I was surprised and heartened to find Ishii Nanami and Ishida Kenji walking together through the festival, hand in hand and smiling openly at each other. I decided to treat it as an omen. I felt like I'd just been babbling randomly and hopelessly, but seeing them still together and happy reassured me. Maybe, despite everything, I’d somehow helped.

Sometimes, I reflected with a bit more hope, when I interfere I don’t screw things up, even when I’m really out of my depth. Hopefully this is one of them. And hopefully I don’t have an annoyed goddess interfering with me after the fact for trespassing in her domain.

Finally, Sato spoke up after looking at the batter’s gallery for a while. “That’s really creative,” he admitted. “I wish we’d come up with it when I was there.”

“Eh, seems a little impractical,” I said more neutrally as I tore my eyes away from the happy couple to watch more club members running about, retrieving baseballs.

Sato laughed. “Probably. Good for running practice though.”

“Going to go over there and say hello?” I asked, mostly for something to say.

Sato shook his head, but he seemed more ruefully amused. “Nah, nobody I was close to is there right now, and it’ll be awkward as hell. Especially if Inoue’s actually dating someone else on the team this year.”

I decided it was best not to update him on that.

“Anyway, I figure I’ll make sure there’s nothing I’m missing out on and then call it a day. Sayonara, Matsuda-san.”

I smiled in relief. “Sayonara, Sato-san,” I returned politely, glad to have gotten out of that as well as I had.

After watching him go for a few moments, just to be on the safe side, I beat a hasty retreat in the direction Himeko and the others had gone. Thankfully, I’m pretty sure Sensei-san will warn me if Inoue’s around, I thought with a hint of grumpiness. Though, ironically, that did make me feel a little more forgiving of Sato Ryuji, who did not have that advantage!

The previous year’s valedictorian and head of the Baseball Club both come back to the Cultural Festival, separately and in disguise, and end up talking about nostalgia. I smirked softly to myself. Aoth, that sounds so pretentious and ridiculous on paper. If you aged them up ten or twenty years it would seem like the basis for some sort of award bait drama. And yet, it actually happened and actually makes sense to me now. I shook my head, I’d better find Himeko and the others before something else happens to me.

And with that, half a year after leaving high school, I ran off to seek the safety and security of my clique.
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“And that, ladies and gentlemen, is what a spirit looks like,” I declared with satisfaction.

The assorted scientists around me made startled and interested noises. They were using our newest tools, lab safety goggles that I’d altered and turned into ‘mage sight’ talismans. These ones had a small but decent internal reservoir though, contained in a stupid looking but practical block/strip on top of the glasses. ‘Mage sight’ wasn’t a costly spell (at least, not the highly tweaked and perfected version I used, a more extensive version would rapidly get more expensive as well) and if the goggles were fully charged they could provide… well, that was part of today’s test. I figured it would be about three hours of ‘mage sight’ but I could be wrong. When they were active they should be able to provide the same level of knowledge and detail that my glasses did, although no one else was going to have my experience at interpreting it yet.

“You’re okay, Siss-ophelian?” I asked belatedly.

The air spirit sent me a relatively cheerful affirmative. She seemed to be enjoying the attention despite the circumstances.

“Okay. Let me know if or when it starts getting too much for you.” I then turned back to the other four. “This is Siss-ophelian, and…” I immediately hit a hiccup, especially since I was dealing with people who would know when I was screwing up the true definitions.

“Alright,” I continued, trying to recover quickly. “That’s probably a good place to start. Siss-ophelian is a free-thinking individual. It’s hard to estimate her intelligence, most because spirits think in an entirely different way and it’s difficult to tell how and where that’s affecting their responses. For safety’s sake, I’d recommend treating her as smart as the average human, if not slightly more, but some type of mildly neurodivergent. That’s a very overly simplified sum up, but it’ll have to do.”

“Now, keep in mind Siss-ophelian is a spirit. That’s a lot like saying one of us is a human. No, more like an Animal.”

“That high up the list?” Kiyoto broke off his study to look at me in surprise for a moment, already seeing where I was going with that.

I nodded. “Spirits come in all sorts with a heck of a lot of variation in capability and capacity. If we were trying to use the traditional classifications, we’d probably put down something like ‘air spirit’ as her Family, ‘elemental’ as her Class, and ‘primal’ as her Kingdom.”

“That much variation?” Kiyoto seemed mildly startled, but only mildly.

I shook my hand in an ‘iffy’ motion. “It’s hard to describe. I’d say yes, but if we tried breaking it down there’d probably be a lot less members in each category until we got down to Species. And that’s ignoring the fact we’d need a new category between Life and Domain if we wanted to try doing all that. Siss-ophelian is alive, but I’m not sure we want to try using the usual taxonomy for her.”

“That’s going to be a problem,” Kiyoto murmured, turning back to the spirit in front of him. Being a biologist, and hearing me put it that way, he’d naturally turned to that method of classification.

“Think of it as a challenge,” Professor Ichikawa spoke calmly. He was smiling unrestrainedly as he watched both us and the spirit, clearly enjoying himself, but he was still a good professor. “And don’t let Mamoru dictate your research just yet, this is your sphere and you should make your own judgement. But take his suggestion seriously, and don’t go in just assuming you should use the old system.”

And that’s why he’s advising, I thought wryly, unoffended by his perspective. And it was also why I’d invited him to participate today. I welcomed his knowledge and experience, and I did want to show some appreciation for all his help by giving him opportunities like this one. Plus he made a good control subject for testing the new goggles. The grad students had advanced far enough that they could turn their talismans on and off, albeit with difficulty. They were struggling like ten-year-olds with tight jar lids. Meanwhile, I’d still needed to activate Professor Ichikawa’s myself, but it seemed to be working.

“Are you sure she’s… ali…” Ryota trailed off and sighed. “I can’t even force myself to say it.”

“To be fair,” I replied sympathetically. “Even mages have asked that question over the years. And for some spirits it’s a lot less certain. Just to jump ahead a little, there’s a whole Class level or two of spirits where that’s honestly questionable, let alone some more specific examples a little further down. That’s one of the reasons I wanted to start you out with Siss-ophelian here, she’s a fully realized elemental spirit and it’s kind of hard to argue that she isn’t an alive and independent existence. That’s kind of rare inside Tokyo. Even the university kami are-“

“Whoa! Hold up a moment,” Ryota turned away from Siss-ophelian to look at me. “University kami?” he emphasized.

“Um…” I hesitated a moment.

Ryota continued to stare. And the other three, even Professor Ichikawa, turned to look at me too. And this was despite Siss-ophelian being there and accessible.

(And also kind of cute. I should probably note, one of the other reasons I’d chosen Siss-ophelian had been her natural appearance: like a cloud with human eyes. Granted, it wasn’t one of those cartoon clouds. Siss-ophelian’s form was constantly and slowly shifting and changing, from big and fluffy to a bit more spread out and wispy. And those eyes had a habit of occasionally disappearing only to reappear somewhere else entirely. But, overall, this was like bringing in a panda as your first introduction to big animals.)

“That’s…” I reached out and drummed my fingers against a lab table for a few moments, thinking furiously. “I don’t even know where to begin with that one,” I finally admitted frankly.

“What do you mean you don’t even know where to begin? You just told us the university has a kami? Where? Since when?”

“Well,” Chie noted nervously, half joking, “the university was chartered back in 1877. So… for nearly fifty years now?”

“Actually, that’s a good example,” I leapt on that as a lifeline. “That whole ‘you get a tsukumogami after one hundred years’ thing is a superstition. But it’s based on real phenomena.”

Professor Ichikawa was back to enjoying everything, struggling to try and watch everyone and everything at once. The other three were just looking at me incredulously.

“Human made objects gradually develop a spirit of their own over time-“

I paused for a moment and then added. “Don’t ask me about exact mechanics, I’m still looking into that. And most of the knowledge I have comes from biased sources.”

“Biased sources?” Ryota asked in surprise.

I sighed. I wasn’t sure I should get even further sidetracked, but this was important. “Mostly I have it from mages on one side, and they’re usually distrustful and dismissive of spirits and spirit based magic. Think… think something like some of those barbaric early scientists who performed live dissections on animals and brushed aside all their suffering.”

Kiyoto looked thunderously unhappy at the reminder of some of his far distant but direct predecessors while Ryota and Chie both looked sick. Professor Ichikawa just nodded sadly in understanding.

“They weren’t that bad… usually,” I amended with a hint of my own shame and disgust. There were some longstanding grudges that had helped keep mages from learning too much spirit magic on Avalon. “But it’s obvious that their school of thought has dominated, and pervaded into the teachings and traditions. Even doing my best to account for that, it’s still a pretty big factor in some of what I know. What I think I know.” I corrected hurriedly.

“On the other hand…” I hesitated, especially about saying it with a spirit in the room. But I figured I may as well mention it. “On the other hand, a lot of the information I’ve gotten from shamans and spirits has a pro spirit bias. It’s not as bad as the mages, or at least I don’t think it is, but it’s not exactly perfectly balanced either. They’re a little too forgiving and permitting of too many things for my tastes, not to mention a little self-centered in their own ways.”

I briefly glanced towards Siss-ophelian and quickly added. “They’re allowed some of that. Given how much mages usually try to put their practices down, they’re permitted a little pride in the shamanistic way of doing things!”

Thankfully, the spirit in question didn’t seem put out. Probably because we’d worked together a couple of times before this particular event, setting things up and getting to know each other.

“What do you mean ‘too forgiving and permitting’?” Chie asked, frowning a little.

“Hmm,” I pursed my lips and looked up. Ooh boy. You got yourself into this one genius, now get yourself out. “That’s a little hard to describe. Mostly that’s an overgeneralization. Some shamans and some spirits are like this in some ways. From what I’ve seen, it is most of them. But it’s not like I’ve taken a deep survey and done a statistical analysis-“

“Quit throwing out disclaimers and get on with it,” Ryota asked irritably.

“It might be necessary in this case,” I admitted. “But fine. Too many spirits… it’s a little humancentric, but they tend to suffer from the same sort of denial as drunks and addicts. Telling themselves and their followers ‘it’s perfectly fine’ or ‘I don’t have a problem’ or ‘I can stop any time, I’m in control of myself.’ ”

“Addicted to what?” Ryota continued incredulously.

“I’m stretching it a little,” I admitted, “it’s more about the lack of self-awareness and denial of problems instead of addiction itself. Although sometimes-“ I cut myself off quickly with a guilty look towards Siss-ophelian.

“Sometimes what?” Ryota pressed with increasing irritability.

“Let’s not go there, not yet,” I said hurriedly. “There’s a lot more context and perspective you need before we can really discuss that.”

“Now, you care about proper order,” Ryota muttered, but he reluctantly lost the irritability as he looked back at Siss-ophelian and reordered what he thought he knew.

You’re not wrong, I reflected guiltily. But neither was I. And even I knew there was a hell of a lot of context and important perspective to deal with before we talked about spirits getting addicted to killing or obsessed with humans. Sure, some of it was the worst and simplest answers. For fun, lack of empathy, feelings of superiority, etc. But there were a lot of other reasons, stuff that didn’t have any straightforward equivalency with humans but were closest to things like trauma, PTSD, brainwashing, genetic engineering, and addiction on a physical level a human would (hopefully) never know! Trying dump all of that on them at once? At this level? And keeping it from getting horribly tangled? I’m sometimes a little too egotistical, but I’m not that deranged!

“And then there’s other stuff that’s really hard to quantify,” I continued, desperately jumping to a slightly safer topic. “Like what’s the proper amount of deference to a spirit and when? Obviously the extremes are stupid. Some shamans wouldn’t even knock on a spirit’s door to save the lives of their entire village if the spirit had lazily hung up a ‘do not disturb’ sign. Meanwhile some mages would yank a spirit out of the middle of its own wedding in order to sweep their front porch.”

I was obviously using stupid metaphors again, but this time it was so obvious and far out everyone just smiled and smirked rather than staring at me in disbelief.

“And it’s easy to see how both those approaches are insane,” I shrugged more prosaically. “Honestly? It should vary from spirit to spirit and the shamans usually have the more sensible approach. But I’ve still seen them take it too far too often. It’s better to be overly polite than rude, and it’s better to try and understand a spirit’s needs rather than arrogantly assuming you know everything. You especially have to watch out for humanocentrism, you really shouldn’t assume you know what a spirit wants or needs just because that’s what you would want or need. Like I said: the differences here would start around the Domain level. But sometimes you do need to put your foot down and be firm.”

“It’s like being a teacher,” Professor Ichikawa surprised me by speaking up and nodding.

“Nani?” I blinked in surprise, and I don’t think I was the only one.

“I'm sorry, I should probably say it’s like being a good teacher,” the professor corrected himself. “When doing one-on-one teaching you should never go in assuming you know exactly what to do and what is happening. Every student is unique, has their own strengths and weaknesses, and their own situations. Learning those, and tailoring your approach, is the best way to educate them. But no matter how generous or gentle you want to be, sometimes firm discipline and correction is required. Sometimes it isn’t a just a quirk, sometimes it’s a flaw or weakness that has to be dealt with.”

There was a moment of silence amongst all of us. Thoughtful and reflective amongst me and the grad students, but even Siss-ophelian seemed a little pleased to be in the presence of a professor who could say that.

Professor Ichikawa chuckled. “Don’t read too much into it or give me too much credit,” he smiled. “I rarely get to that level. I’m afraid I don’t usually get the time or opportunity to teach like that, there are reasons we usually teach the way we do. But there are reasons for home visits as well.”

“You might want to remember that comparison when you write the paper,” Kiyoto looked at me and said wryly.

“I can’t argue that one,” I admitted, lost in thought. That’s a long way away, but his comparison really does cut to the heart of things, and a lot better than most of the nonsense I come up with! And most of the important readers will be involved in academics and understand it, even if they don’t entirely agree for philosophical or practical reasons.

That was a worthy thing to pursue, but I got a little too caught up in the subject. Before too long, Kiyoto deliberately coughed and noted “ahem, spirits?”

“Oh! Right! Well…”

***

We discussed Siss-ophelian and examined her for another good half hour or so, but eventually she had to retreat.

“The city’s less unfriendly to her than most elementals,” I admitted after she warned us she was weakening and then retreated. “But it’s still not a great environment. Air is everywhere, but the intense urbanization creates an unnatural environment.”

“That doesn’t make much sense,” Ryota tried to be more polite, especially after dealing with an air spirit for so long, but couldn’t help but sound a little skeptical.

“Yeah,” I admitted with a sigh, “I’m still working on that one too. There are theories out there, but they all feel a bit like the ‘aether’ scientific theory to me.”

“Isn’t that what we’re using?” Chie asked, a little more good naturedly.

“Not quite,” I’d looked into the idea and thought about it a lot when trying to figure out how to present mana to the scientific community. Using a version of ‘I was looking at aether from a historical perspective, and then accidentally discovered there was actually a different but real substance there’ had tempted me for quite some time. Unfortunately, no matter how much I’d twisted and turned over the idea, I hadn’t been able to come up with a way where it would end well. “And I’m really hoping to avoid referencing that if I can help it.”

“Yeah, lots of historical baggage there,” Ryota actually agreed with me for once. Given the circumstances, that was worrying but validating. “Besides, mana’s an energy more than a sub- wait, is it?”

“That’s what I’ve been thinking about,” Chie admitted. “I think it is. But then I wonder if part of the problem is that it has extradimensionally charged particles, and we’re just using the charge. Sort of like an ionically charged dark matter.”

“Whoa.” That made me stand up straight and think about it for a moment, then quickly walk to my area of the whiteboard to write a note about. “I don’t think so,” I agreed in exactly the same tone as Chie had used, “but I have to admit, that’s worth thinking about.”

“That was my conclusion,” Chie agreed reluctantly. “I think we’re on the right track with it being extradimensional. And I’m still leaning towards it being a unique type of particle. But so far what we’ve got… it could be something like the matter itself is extradimensional and the mana we’re using is closer to an electrical charge or radioactive decay.”

I wrote that down and then tapped my finger furiously on the blackboard for a few moments. “I don’t… wow, I’m not sure what to say to that. Except ‘I don’t think so’ yet again, and the more I say it the more I worry I’m stuck in a rut and I’m ignoring a truth because I don’t believe it. That’s not very scientific.”

Chie’s expression showed she was in total agreement, she’d been thinking about it even longer than I had. “That’s why I wondered about the aether theory.”

“Oh god,” Ryota groaned. “We’re not really going to try and present that, are we? Mana’s going to be hard enough, but at least we’ll be starting with a relatively clean slate if we’re doing it this way. If we have to suggest it’s ‘real’ aether…”

“If we do, we’ll have proof by that point,” I said firmly, even though I was kind of in agreement with Ryota this time. “But I’m pretty sure it’s not. Or if it is more like a charge on extradimensional matter, it’s going to be closer to its own thing by that point.”

“Extradimensional material could be an explanation for spirits,” Kiyoto tossed in, making a few notes on his own section of the board. “Don’t rule it out just yet.”

“Augh!” I said feelingly. Although underneath all that frustration was a feeling of satisfaction, wonder, and relief. This was why I wanted to work with other scientists, other people who knew their fields and what they were doing. They could come up with other ideas, have better perspectives. I was no genius, no magical renaissance man that could decode everything by myself.

“One does not necessarily equate to the other,” Chie was quick to add. “Both could be true but unrelated.”

“Okay. Fair.” Kiyoto nodded. “But I definitely want to keep that theory in mind. It’s kind of hard to suggest a lifeform with no physical body whatsoever. Extradimensional matter is going to be a lot easier a sell.”

We were all jaded enough that none of us made the obvious crack about how that would qualify as easy. It hadn’t been a long time, but all of us were already well aware of what sort of mountain we’d started climbing.

I was still annoyed enough by his opening statement to toss back “if you think that’s hard, good luck figuring out how to equate a kami’s physical existence with it’s spiritual one. How do you define the body of a spirit that depends a physical existence to some degree? It’s not a one-to-one ratio, they can exist after the thing that created them has been destroyed, but they will eventually ‘die’ because of it.”

“Aah!” Kiyoto groaned aloud, suddenly scrubbing his head in frustration as he had to deal with that thought. To a biologist, it was like saying ‘it can live without it’s skin for three weeks’. How the hell was it a major organ if its owner could last that long when it was gone? “Thanks a lot!”

“Just furthering your education,” I smirked before turning to stare at my own board thoughtfully.

“This is one of the reasons I thought it best to start with young and flexible minds,” Professor Ichikawa noted with a smile, observing all of us from further back.

“And not just because grad students are cheap?” Kiyoto tossed over his shoulder, still annoyed at the brain-buster I’d just thrown him.

“That too,” the professor admitted simply, startling all of us a little with his naked honesty. “But the flexibility was even more important. You already know what you’re all going through to get your higher degrees. Now imagine having gone through that, and then finding it out it was all wrong and you have to do it again.”

All three of the grad students froze in horror for a moment. Looking around, I could clearly see the naked terror on their faces at the mere thought of that.

Professor Ichikawa just nodded. “You wouldn’t want to do it, start over after all you’d already been through. So you’d be more resistant about accepting new ideas, less willing to volunteer and think about radical new concepts like this. That’s why I figured it was better to use people who hadn’t completed their studies yet, who had enough knowledge and skill to be useful but weren’t yet afraid of radical change.”

“It… it… wouldn’t change everything,” Ryota half stuttered as he slowly turned around to face the professor. His voice cracked a little as he finished with “…would it?”

I heard the collective sigh of relief as our elder cheerfully went. “No. No, it wouldn’t. Not even in my wildest dreams do I think it will invalidate and change everything. That’s one of the reasons I’m so unafraid. But it’s going to change a lot, and that frightens some people. That moment of terror you felt? That’s going to happen to other people, and some of them aren’t going to take it well. This is why it’s a good time to remind you about secrecy and data security, and why that’s so important.”

“You could have done it in a nicer way,” Chie muttered under her breath, leaning against the whiteboard for support, obviously a little weak in the knees.

I kind of agreed, it’d been hard to look at their expressions without feeling sympathetic. But I also had to wonder about the professor’s comment earlier on, the one talking about correcting a flaw or weakness in your students even when you had to be tough. That had felt a little cruel, but I’d also noticed a bit of more of a relaxed attitude creeping in with Kiyoto and Chie when it came to security. Not actual carelessness you understand, nothing that bad. But while Ryota and I had been absolutely thorough about security (actually experiencing the Bureau in person did that to people) I’d sensed a little more…

It was starting to seem like they were going through a checklist, and holding more to the letter of the list than the spirit, I reflected. They’d never have been dumb enough not to do anything, or say ‘it’s fine just this once’ and ignore a step. But I’d been starting to get worried they wouldn’t use their brain, wouldn’t think and go a little further than the checklist when they needed to.

To my surprise, I saw Professor Ichikawa raise his eyebrows a little theatrically. “Are you telling me you haven’t seen other young scientists like yourself sniffing around?” he asked.

I was a little startled, but the other three mostly just sighed and looked tired to various degrees. “No,” Chie admitted.

Our elder nodded. “You’ve been starting to attract attention from your neighbors. So far, you’ve been pretty good about it. You’ve been giving out the proper responses and I appreciate that. Pretty soon everyone’s just going to get tired of it, accept it, and move on.”

“I doubt that,” Ryota looked at the professor with a slightly sickly grin. “Not with Mamoru’s weird, undergrad status and Himeko occasionally visiting us.”

“That doesn’t help,” Professor Ichikawa nodded solemnly, “but people will get used to it sooner than you think. They have their own problems to deal with, and all too soon it will just become a part of the landscape. Unless you give them some gossip to focus on.”

“It’s kind of hard not to do that,” Ryota pressed back. “Not with Himeko coming around. She’s a beautiful heiress getting special privileges. That… people notice that.”

“And it eventually becomes accepted and usual. So long as you don’t talk about it and encourage people to keep it in mind. I know you’ll all hate this advice because it didn’t always work growing up: but if you ignore them they really will get bored and walk away. The people asking are no longer obsessive, undeveloped kids. Sooner or later they’ll find something else that grabs their attention if they know there’s no point in asking you.”

“You say that, Professor,” Kiyoto tossed back with a small smile. “But some of them are real weirdos.”

“Like yourselves?” Professor Ichikawa countered with good humor.

Kiyoto laughed it off. “Yeah, pretty much. And you never know if one of them is going to get obsessed over Himeko. You know, stalker territory.”

I frowned slightly. “We’re getting a little far afield, aren’t we? I mean, I’m paranoid about stalkers too,” after all, I’d seen it happen a couple of times, “but that doesn’t mean it’s automatically going to happen this time. Or that it’ll automatically lead to someone discovering what we do here.”

“Maybe not,” Kiyoto admitted a little ruefully, probably embarrassed that I was rightfully calling out someone else’s paranoia. “But that doesn’t mean it can’t happen. I’m worried it already has, I’ve been approached three times now by this one weirdo.”

Chie blinked a few times and then spoke up. “Oh, do you mean the one with white hair? I noticed you talking to him yesterday. Yeah, I dealt with him once too.”

The hairs on the back of my neck stood up. “With colored tips?” I asked, trying to keep the anger and disgust out of my voice.

“Yeah, have you had to deal with him too, Mamoru?”

I let out a string of filthy swears, shocking everyone, and reached for my phone.

“Mamoru!”

“Whoa!”

“Calm down!”

I ignored them all and simply went to Sato Gota’s website. “Was this the guy?” I asked, pulling up a picture of him and shoving it in front of Chie.

Chie looked at me cautiously but examined the picture. “Ye-s,” she went tentatively.

A quick check with both Kiyoto and Ryota revealed he’d talked to them too.

“Sato Gota,” I said, spitting out the name like it was another swear. “He calls himself Truthseeker. He’s an independent journalist who does not go to this university.”

“Nani?” Kiyoto looked a little shocked, and the others only kept silent because he’d spoken first.

“Truthseeker,” I repeated, not bothering to conceal my bile. “He’s been on our case for a while now. He thinks Himeko’s up to something. Or maybe Up To Something with capital letters. Aoth damn it.”

“Wait, wait, wait,” Ryota said, shaking his head like he was trying to throw off a blow. “He’s what? And why? Why’d he be after Himeko like that?”

“Because he’s an idiot.” A careful clearing of the throat from Professor Ichikawa brought me up short. He seemed mildly put out too, but he was obviously doing better than anyone else so I took a cue from him, took a deep breath, and took a second shot at explaining.

“Alright, that’s unfair,” I said grudgingly. “Come on, even you guys have known Himeko long enough to realize she doesn’t act like you’d expect a billionaire heiress to act. Her behaviour is… she attracts attention with what she does. And Sato’s one of those. Unfortunately, he’s put two and two together and gotten twenty-two.”

“Nani?” Kiyoto asked again, in a slightly more confused tone this time.

“He overreacts and thinks there’s more going on then there is,” I paused. “Well, in a way. I mean a different way then there is.”

“Huh?”

“I think Mamoru is trying to say,” Professor Ichikawa cut in with a mixture of slightly strained patience and a touch of amusement. “This Sato isn’t wrong in thinking the Meiko family heiress is keeping things secret and plotting something. However, he’s entirely wrong in what she’s plotting and the extent.”

“Yeah, that,” I said gratefully while flicking through the website. I sighed in relief. “It looks like he hasn’t put you guys under the Meiko Mistress’s Minions category yet.”

“Nani?” Kiyoto asked yet again, but in a much more incredulous tone this time.

I simply sighed in disgust and handed him my device. “Here. He’s got a file on his website about people like Eiko and me, those who are close to Himeko and he suspects are part of her plans. It’s about as dumb as you’d expect.”

“Mamoru,” Professor Ichikawa asked a little more firmly now that I was back under control, “is this person going to be a problem?”

I took a deep breath and then let out an equally deep sigh while the grad students looked at my device and started to mutter as they realized what we were dealing with. “I don’t know,” I admitted finally. “Probably. But I’m not sure how much of a problem he’s going to be. Sato… he’s got the wrong idea but he’s focused on Himeko. And he’s already a bit delusional. I’m just not sure how he’s going to act. Normally… I really don’t know. Normally I don’t think he’d go much further than he already has: talking to the people working with her and trying to get them to spill the beans. But if he’s got it in his head that this is some sort of big and important project for Himeko…”

Would he? Surely not. Although…

I shook my head. “I’m just not sure. I could easily see him doing some hacking, some minor monitoring or attempts to break into our files. But Sato’s got a twisted set of ethics. I’m not sure where he draws the line, or what he’s decided this time. I’m not even sure he’d go that far, he doesn’t like the thought of hurting ‘innocents’, however he’s defining that. He sees himself as there to help the little guy, not step all over them in pursuit of the truth. But if he’s really got it in his head that Himeko’s Up To Something, and that we’re important to that somehow, I could see him breaking in here.”

“Hm,” the professor looked thoughtful. “I don’t like that, but would it really be a bad thing?”

“Professor?” I asked in surprised, barely able to keep myself from mirroring Kiyoto’s ‘nani’.

“First,” the professor held up a finger, “it would give us ammunition to use against him, clearly actionable possibilities. Second,” he held up another finger, “would he understand anything he could find here? How would it actually damage us? I have a hard time imagining he could publish anything here and actually have it believed. Honestly, if he did so it might actually increase our security. It seems…” the professor frowned slightly, obviously double thinking his own supposition.

“I can see your point,” I admitted. “And I half agree. A garbled version of this getting out via Truthseeker seems a little like the National Enquirer publishing the truth. But… Sato Gota’s got a better reputation than that. And…”

“No. You’re right, I was being too optimistic,” the professor agreed. “I’ve never been in quite this situation before. It would still be a problem long term, only lead to more resistance, skepticism, and confusion when we did go public. And that’s ignoring the problems this Bureau might cause for us, especially if they took it as a clue.”

“You weren’t entirely wrong,” I was quick to say. “It really would be a mixed bag. I’m not sure Sato would even publish anything he could find in here. If you’re just coming at all this cold it’s hard to know where to start or make anything of it. Especially if you don’t have a heavy science background.”

Take the whiteboard. There was a lot on it, and we could all follow huge chunks of it since we were the ones that had built it up. But in reality, it was four different takes from four entirely different disciplines that mostly focused on different aspects of our research and problems. Even another graduate student would take a while before they could latch on to any loose thread, and frankly most of the ideas there would be huge WTF’s? if they came at anyone cold. Trying to decode Chie’s deep math or suppositions using entirely new and made-up factors to account for mana and magic? Or Ryota’s tentative calculations and theories about chemical equations with an extradimensional component? Without even the slightest of clues?

You’d start with assuming you were reading words wrong, I admitted to myself. And rapidly move on from there. They were some awfully big clues, and given enough time and/or a rosetta stone or two you could work them out, but by themselves they were weren’t exactly written confessions of everything we were doing.

It's still too big a risk, especially since in the wrong hands it could provoke more curiosity and lead someone to the truth. But it’s just as likely that someone would take one look at it, especially a partial photo of it posted online, and simply assuming we were playing an RPG afterhours in the research room and putting some of it up on the board.

Both of us came to the same conclusion at the same time. “It’s still too risky to chance Sato learning about any of this,” I admitted. “But it’s not exactly game over if he catches any glimpses. This would be hard for anyone to understand, let alone a smart but determined reporter who’s barking up the wrong tree.”

“Agreed,” Professor Ichikawa nodded. “It’s tempting to try and draw him in, really nail him for something more than he’s already done, but I don’t see it ending well. There are too many things that could go too wrong if we try it.”

I sighed in relief. “So what now?”

“That’s tricky,” the professor admitted. “Usually the best way to deal with these sorts of nuisances is to give a polite warning or two. Then, if they don’t back off, wait until you can deal with them with a single, decisive strike. I usually try to avoid this sort of thing in the first place because it’s too much trouble.”

“You’ve dealt with this before?” I asked cautiously.

He shook his head. “Not like this. Normally I’d be thrilled someone was willing to report on my work. But I’ve seen internal espionage and sabotage before, and all the usual office politics. It’s usually best to develop a thick skin for all the little stuff. But also recognize when you have fight back before it sinks you, and do it well.”

I was a little bit concerned about that, especially given the situation I’d found him in, but I was overridden by Kiyoto going “Mamoru, is this guy’s scientific consultant you?!”

“Huh?” I took a few steps back and looked at what they were watching. “Oh, that,” I said darkly as I realized it was the evidence of me testing the water sample Sato had stolen. “Don’t get me started on that one. He strongarmed me into analyzing that stuff, said lives were at stake. Given that we were dealing with thallium he was entirely right.”

After a few moments thought, and completely misreading the situation, I noted “don’t let him sneak into the research room that way. If he ever tries to feed you a line like that either turn him down or use one of the regular labs.”

“And what’s this about you running into a burning building?” Ryota asked incredulously, his already high voice peaking even further.

I rolled my eyes. “That? Don’t-“ I cut myself off as I remembered I was dealing with people who knew the truth about me. “Officially I coated myself in a chemical before I did that,” I noted more normally. “In reality I used magic, but keep it quiet.”

“And they believed that?” Ryota tore his eyes away from the screen to ask me directly. I belatedly realized that all of them had their own phones out by this point and were independently scrolling through different parts of Truthseeker’s website. Great, I’m giving him views.

Fortunately, I was more pleased to distract Ryota. And that someone was smart enough to realize how stupid that excuse had been. “I know, right? I claimed it was-“ and, after two abortive attempts, not wanting to misspeak in front of the actual chemist, I got the formula right.

Ryota shook his head in disgust. “I can’t believe they fell for that.”

“To be fair,” I said, falling back upon my habit of finding balance. “I did claim I was testing out an experimental process to keep it more stable and available at room temperature. Let’s be honest, if you didn’t know I could cast spells you’d find that a hell of a lot more believable than ‘magic’ as an explanation.”

There was reluctant agreement on his face, but I was quickly distracted by Chie asking “and what do they mean you rescued a drowning boy at the seaside?”

“Uh…” I hesitated, torn between the temptation to actually bring that up as part of a further lesson about spirit magic (emphasizing the point that spirits could be really dangerous) and the sinking realization they were going through Sato’s notes about my history. While those weren’t the most accurate things in the world, and even Sato was careful to emphasize that, they held a lot more truth than I like to admit. And I had no desire or ability to BS the group of them about my ability to use magic.

Yeah, never been in this situation before, I reflected uncomfortably. Where I couldn’t temporize and say ‘well, do you really believe that? It sounds impossible.’ These people know I can do a bunch of impossible things, and I don’t want to damage their trust by lying to them.

“You’re like a freaking TV character!”

“Of course I’m not,” I snapped. “Sato Gota’s exaggerating. And half of these things happened over years, it’s not like it was one incident a week!”

“But it’s real?!”

“Oh my god, how many stalkers has Himeko fought? Is this what you were talking about earlier?!”

In the background I couldn’t help but notice Professor Ichikawa fighting a smile. But I had bigger fish to fry. Damn Sato Gota, I thought bitterly. If I can’t get this under control I swear next week’s example is going to be on actual curses, and I’ll use him as the live demonstration!
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“So this is where you’re busy at, Master Matsuda!”

My head snapped up suddenly and I almost got whiplash turning towards the research room door. There, filling the doorway just behind an amused Himeko, was Master Tai.

He examined the room thoughtfully. “Personally, I prefer training in the middle of the elements,” he said, sounding so serious I couldn’t tell if he was joking or not. “But this doesn’t seem so bad. It suits you.”

I discretely pinched myself to make sure I wasn’t dreaming. Seeing the massive mountain of Master Tai moving past the research room couches had an unreal, dreamlike quality to it. Unfortunately, that did nothing.

I couldn’t decide if it made it better or worse that the grad students were all reacting in much the same way: looks of shock, disbelief, and confusion. Master Tai was so unbelievable in person on his own (even though I’d had enough contact I was pretty desensitized at this point) but the ridiculous sight of him moving through the research room was even more discombobulating. All three of them were obviously thinking things like ‘did I fall asleep at my desk? Did I inhale too many of the bad type of fumes in that last experiment?’

Of course, for all my claims I was doing better, it still took me that long to say anything. “Master Tai!” I emoted a little too desperately “what are you doing here?”

I instantly jolted back to reality by his tone and the grim expression on his face. “My apologies, Master Matsuda. I had Himeko bring me because I needed to contact you, and this involves details that I couldn’t give out over the phone.”

“Oh shit,” I muttered, actually saying it out loud given how disturbing that thought was.

Master Tai nodded. “You don’t actually have to come to this one,” he continued in a slightly gentler tone. “This is a friend of a friend mess, and they’re looking for your expertise. If you don’t think you can help then there’s no reason to put yourself out. That’s why I came in person. Frankly Master Matsuda, the balance has been a little too one sided recently.”

I was glad to hear him say that, but I couldn’t help but feel a twinge of guilt. I hadn’t called for help, but frankly that might have been a sign of my stubbornness and immaturity. And when I thought about how he’d tried to create interference and distractions for me back when the Meikos had started getting suspicious, or went out of his way to guard me when the truth had come out, or had done the older mentor thing and made sure I’d been alright after my little breakdown from killing the blood psychic… well, I didn’t think the scales were as one sided as he seemed to.

That flashed through my head in an instant as he continued. “Not that there’s anything wrong with that! It happens and no one’s going to hold it against you, but you shouldn’t be too approachable or try to acquire too much debt. Neither ends well. So maybe you shouldn’t take this one on.”

The grad students continued to stare in shock and confusion, but Himeko spoke up. “Master Tai, we appreciate your efforts, but don’t you think this is the wrong time to bring all this up? We all know how he’s going to react.”

Oh god. “What do you mean?” I asked, sounding both too suspicious and too nervous for my own taste.

Master Tai heaved a huge sigh. “A friend of ours wants you to look for clues at…”

“A murder scene,” Himeko finished bluntly. “There’s been several murders, and Master Tai’s mysterious ‘friend’ want’s an occult expert to consult with.”

Master Tai looked mildly uncomfortable. “Normally I’d call up Mika, but she’s up to something down in Shikoku right now. And anyone else we’d usually call is even further away or less experienced than you. It’s not like there are many choices to start with, but this is just embarrassing. At this point it’s down to you, waiting a week, or going with an apprentice who’s a level or two below Eiko if I’m understanding what they’re saying.”

“So we all know what you’re going to do,” Himeko finished with a subtle mixture of sympathy and weariness. “Do you need any help?”

Aoth damn it, I thought irritably. I wanted to be angrier, but Himeko had it right. There was no way I was going to ignore this unless it was something like… “I don’t suppose the Bureau’s already involved in this?” I asked with a mixture of hope and trepidation.

Master Tai shook his head. “The guy asking for help is a psychic. Whatever’s happening is really worrying him, but it’s confusing as well. He say’s it’s like there’s a bobbing thread of silver that keeps popping up in the middle of muddy waters. He’s barely glimpsing it, but it attracts his attention whenever it’s there. And he’s pretty sure the Bureau doesn’t have a clue yet.”

‘Pretty sure’. I wanted to sigh. But, honestly, if he was a psychic then that was a bit better than it sounded. Not a guarantee, not by a longshot. It could click for the Bureau at any moment. Or, and this thought really worried me, they could have their own countermeasures to keep from being too easily detected. I hated to fear too much, assign the unknown too much power, but there was a pretty good chance they had something like that in their arsenal. Maybe not to the extent of perfect stealth against psychics, but I strongly suspected they had something to cut down their range and effectiveness.

But all that was besides the point. And I was only focusing on it because I didn’t want to admit Himeko was right, even though it was bloody obvious to all three of us.

“Alright, give me a minute,” I sighed after all.

“Whoa whoa whoa,” Kiyoto interrupted. “Time out. You’re just going like that? To help out a murder investigation?”

“I’ve got responsibilities.”

“Since when?”

“It’s… complicated,” I temporized, feeling uncomfortable to be called on it. It was even trickier than usual since I was justifying myself to a person who was kind of my junior in this respect, rather than a senior.

“Besides,” I continued quickly, not wanting to dwell on that, “would you want to deal with the guilt if another murder happens and you could have stopped it?

“That’s a romantic sentiment,” Kiyoto said, looking at me seriously. “But it breaks down in the real world. You can’t be responsible for everything all the time, and it’s not your fault if something goes wrong. Come on Mamoru, you know this. Or else you’d be saving people with your magic left, right, and center!”

“That’s not…” I trailed off, fighting a sigh and a little frustration. Suddenly I feel a little more sympathy for Himeko, I reflected. She was still wrong when she did similar things, but it was worth remembering that didn’t make me right this time, or that Kiyoto was wrong to call me on that.

“That’s different,” I said, being careful to be more reasonable. “And you’re not wrong, that’s something to look out for. I really don’t want to start going all ‘hero of justice’ mode, that’s obviously a bad path to take in the real world. But this is different. This is a legitimate request for my technical expertise, and lives are at stake. I have both a moral obligation and professional requirements.”

“One,” Kiyoto held up a finger, surprising me that he was still going on. There was obviously something he felt passionate about buried here. “You really don’t. Show me this moral obligation and professional requirement and I’ll agree. Until then, you’re making stuff up. Two: I respect Himeko-sama greatly, and I’m pretty sure a guy you’re calling ‘master’ is worthy of my respect too. But calling this a legitimate request seems pretty sketchy.”

“I beg your pardon, Kiyoto,” Himeko kept her voice to a murmur but managed to project it so it carried across the lab. “I think you mean an ‘official’ request. This is a legitimate request, but I agree it lacks the weight and recognition of something more official.”

Something about her phrasing and politeness took a little of the wind out of Kiyoto’s sails. “Yeah, that,” he finished a little more lamely.

Despite that, I could see at least one of his points. And it was a pretty good one I felt I had to acknowledge. “Alright, but I still choose to,” I said, emphasizing the word carefully. “I can help, and duty and responsibility are a big part of that even if I can’t tell you all the details. But I still make this choice of my own free will. Maybe I won’t in the future, maybe it’ll be stupid for me to do so the next time it comes up and you’ll be right if you call me on it. But right now, I might be able to save lives. And I freely do so.”

“Then so do we,” Ryota grunted as he hefted something on to the counter.

“Pardon?” I asked in surprise. I’d been so caught between Himeko, Master Tai, and Kiyoto I’d had no attention to spare for anyone or anything else.

“We’re not letting you go alone,” Ryota said simply. He was packing our magic detector and a few other supplies into a bag. “This is the perfect chance to test some stuff in the field. And you could use some extra hands and eyes.”

“That’s-“ I started to object, then immediately tripped over the huge can of worms I was about to open and stopped myself.

Ryota gave me a slight glare anyway. “What was that you were just saying about being able to save lives and choosing to do so?”

I couldn’t actually object to that, even I’d seen it coming a few seconds before he’d said it, and kept silent. Kiyoto however swore under his breath. “Oh hell,” he finished softly before speaking up “give me a minute. If you’re really investigating a murder then you’re going to need a bio guy.” Having said that, he quickly started raiding the supply cabinet for a few things of his own.

I looked helplessly at Himeko and Master Tai. The Meiko heiress simply smiled. “I assume I should arrange for a larger car?”

***

In the end, that’s what Himeko did: organize transport for the four of us. And just us four, Himeko wasn’t so foolish or egotistical to try and insert herself into an investigation without a good reason and Chie had decided a physicist had no business going to a supernatural crime scene. She’d been reluctant to stay back, with the rest of us going she’d clearly been feeling some of that obligation and pressure that Kiyoto had felt I’d been suffering from. Not to mention the temptation to force herself because it felt a little bit like she was being left out simply because she was a woman. But, after the talk we’d already had, cooler heads and saner ideas had prevailed. There hadn’t been much sense in taking her along, and she’d stayed behind just in case we needed to call back to the research room for some strange reason.

Kiyoto’s and Ryota’s first reactions suggested she might have been the smart one. Ryota was obviously struggling to keep his lunch down as we arrived at the scene, and Kiyoto was a little green around the gills as the stench hit us.

Yeah, I’m kind of surprised he’s taking it so well, I noted to myself as we walked up to the taped off area. I mean, I assume he’s had more practical experience than most people, biology major after all. But there’s a big difference between that and this.

The crime scene was at a fairly nice apartment away from the urban core. It was better than the average person had, but nothing particularly remarkable. At least, on the outside. Today, there was police tape separating the apartment from its neighbors, and I was pretty sure a lot of those neighbors were elsewhere and would remain so until something could be done about the stench.

As well as… I frowned as I activated ‘mage sight’ and verified what I could already feel.

I stopped us a few meters before the tape. “Ryota, Kiyoto. Put on your glasses and activate them. And activate the detector while you’re at it.” Under the circumstances we’d also brought along the ‘mage sight’ safety goggles for the pair.

The pair struggled to do so, but also seemed glad for the distraction. At least until they could see what I saw. Kiyoto turned a little bit greener and Ryota retreated a little further down the hall as he fought down heaves.

“What… is that?” Kiyoto asked in a thick voice.

“Taint,” I reported grimly. “More precisely, supernatural energies made up of some nasty… what we’d consider to be really nasty and evil forces.”

Master Tai looked grimly amused. “Are you going to stay away from words like ‘demons’ this whole trip?”

“It’s a long story,” I replied. I was not looking forward to trying to explain things like demons to my fellow students. “Depends on how many police are around,” I added quickly, since that was another conversation that was best avoided.

“Just one,” another person noted with cheerful humor as he exited the taped off apartment. He shifted aside the police tape with the ease of long practice and quickly walked over to Ryota, handing him a bag. “Here, let it out,” he told the grad student compassionately.

Over the sounds of Ryota’s retching I studied the new arrival. He was clean cut, in good shape, a little on the short side, but also wearing a mask and plastic gloves alongside an inexpensive but professional looking grey suit. He was also psychic. It was hard to tell just how much so at first glance (his sudden appearance and gift of the barf bag to Ryota were suggestive, but that might just have indicated good ears and a long familiarity with crime scenes). But I had a feeling it was a little less about the strength of his gift and instead about how he used it. I suspected he wasn’t as strong as Saori or many of the psi kids, but that he actually paid close attention to everything he was picking up, and then coordinated it with a cop’s knowledge and the information his other five senses provided. A dangerous skillset, I thought with a touch of envy.

My brow creased slightly, he also looked vaguely familiar. That might just be his intent. I’m pretty sure he’s trying to seem friendly and harmless, and that’s his tactic, it was similar enough to Himeko’s methods it immediately clicked with me. But I couldn’t shake the impression I should recognize him.

Once he was satisfied Kiyoto was taken care of, he turned to us. “You must be Master Tai,” the man said with surprisingly friendly professionalism, bowing to the master politely. “And from the looks of it, you’re Master Matsuda,” it took him a moment to focus on me, but I received a polite bow as well. “I appreciate the help, but who are the other two?”

“It’s a long story-” I replied instantly, wincing and stopping even as I said that. Yeah, that’s going to cut it. Especially since we didn’t present very impressive figures, basically just being university students carrying around weird boxes, bags, and containers. I can’t decide if it would have been better or worse if we’d worn our lab coats.

“With respect, Master Matsuda: shorten it. I’m willing to jump through some hoops to sort this out, but they complicate things. I’m alone here for now. But if this goes on, they will be noticed. I would like to have at least an excuse to present to my superiors.”

“We’re here to assist,” Kiyoto declared boldly. “We’re studying magic, but we’re Tokyo U graduates. I cover biology and Ryota over there covers chemistry.”

The man looked reluctantly impressed. “Forensics has already gone over this place but that will probably fly,” he admitted. “We can make an excuse about an independent doublecheck or something similar. Alright, come in. And try not to disturb anything you don’t have to, we’ve already tagged and documented the scene but if you come up with something new we might need to revisit something.”

“I’m Shin, by the way,” he said, belatedly passing business cards to me and Master Tai.

“Oh! Uh…” I felt embarrassed as I realized I didn’t have anything to give Shin back. Especially when Master Tai managed to reach into his outfit and pull out a business card of his own to give back.

He looked at me. “Come up with a separate card for times like this,” he advised me neutrally. His card contained virtually nothing besides his name and a note that he was a martial artist. “It’s stupid, but it helps put people at ease.”

“Don’t worry too much,” Shin kept up his friendly tone even as he led us into the apartment. “Master Tai’s card will cover a lot. We may not have met before, but his name is well known. If my superiors ask, having this should make sure they don’t ask too many questions.”

“Holy-“ Kiyoto breathed out in horror once we entered the living room area of the apartment. He shut up at the sight, clamping his jaw fully closed, but if Ryota hadn’t already emptied his stomach he obviously would have done so then.

It wasn’t so much the horror of what we were seeing (though it was pretty horrible) but what it implied. Like Shin had said, the police had already been here a while. Everything was fully documented and tagged. There were no bodies around, but the blood stains and outlines of one remained, along with signs of a struggle around the apartment. And all of it culminating with a whole wall that had been messily filled with scrawls of blood painting out ‘mystic’ symbols.

I frowned slightly, taking a few steps forward. Parts of my brain were shutting down, trying to close out the gruesome nature of it all as I focused on what was in front of me. I wasn’t as deeply affected as my fellow students, but if I’d dwelled upon it…

“Please use gloves if you have to touch anything,” Shin said, mildly disapproving as he handed gloves out to everyone.

I put them on distractedly, focusing on the wall and trying to ignore the stench of drying blood and death. “Is this what you asked us here for?”

“Partially,” Shin admitted. “I can feel something is up, and the wall feels like a big part of it, but that might be a distraction.”

“You know most of this is nonsense, right?” I asked, not taking my eyes off the wall, and trying not to think too deeply of the blood as anything other than a messy ink. Thankfully, the fact that most of the writing was completely fake and useless helped to distract me. I had to close out the horror of that, deliberately not think about the waste and futility it took to paint that in blood. But my professional annoyance at the uselessness of it, and the ignorance of anyone who thought it was real magic, helped to keep me focused.

I felt Shin nod. “Yeah, and that’s bugging me too. Because I feel something is there, hidden in all the gobbledygook. But I’m not sure what. And I’m worried I might be overthinking it, falling victim to some clever slight of hand.”

Considering that idea for a moment took me aback. “You mean it’s deliberate nonsense, made to distract us from something else?”

“I don’t know,” Shin admitted. “But if you were trying to hide something else in the apartment, something supernatural, this would be a clever way to do it.”

I nodded along, gaining energy as I realized his point. “Distract everyone’s attention and then hide all signs of it with all this damn taint covering everything around us. I see your point.”

“The detector’s jumping between low and high,” Ryota reported shakily. “Clicking back and forth.”

Huh. That gave me an idea. “Try walking around, see if you can find any hotspots,” I replied unthinkingly. The magic detector was still a pretty blunt tool, but it was worth trying.

Ryota swallowed hard, but began to slowly pace about.

I studied the wall for another minute, trying to let my eyes unfocus and take all of it in at once, see if I could find any underlying patterns.

“What are you doing?” Kiyoto finally asked, obviously uncomfortable with everything.

“Trying to see if I can spot anything obvious. Well, not obvious. Easy?” I made a small sound of frustration. “Something simple? Something on the surface of this that we don’t have to dig any deeper to get to.” I decided upon finally.

“All I see is a wall of-“ Kiyoto cut himself off with a gulp and had to look away for a moment as he rebalanced his stomach.

“Try not to vomit over the crime scene,” Shin noted almost absently. “You can manage it, so long as you don’t push yourself too hard.”

Again: psychic knowledge or just lots of experience? I wondered briefly. Out loud I noted “it’s a little like a sudoku puzzle. I’m trying to look at the whole thing and see if there are any obvious lines I should take. Obvious equations I could use to pull apart the whole thing.”

“Unfortunately,” Shin tossed in sarcastically, “this seems more like a toddler’s version of a sudoku, where they’ve seen how one works and they’ve just tossed in a few random numbers. It looks like it might be a puzzle, but it’s really just a mess with no solution.”

I nodded unconsciously. “I think I’m going to have to probe a little deeper,” I admitted, “use some active magic to try to get to the bottom of this.”

“Is that a problem?” Kiyoto asked quickly.

“It’s-“

“If you say it’s complicated, I’m going to smack you,” Kiyoto said angrily, before returning to silence as he struggled to get his stomach under control.

I sighed angrily myself, frustrated by the subject. “It really is! At least if I don’t want to just tell you ‘trust me’ on half of it. There are dangers in that, especially if I’m careless about it and we’re really dealing with someone who actually knows what they’re doing. I can counter that, but it’s going to take time and power. And I don’t want to spend excess mana or be spellcasting in the middle of a crime scene where other police may be back at any minute! And don’t get me started on all the technical issues and concerns. There’s a post-grad’s degree of education you’d need to have before you could even begin to understand that. So yes, it’s complicated.”

Kiyoto backed off a few steps. And over at the side, Master Tai asked “Master Matsuda, how are you dealing with the taint?”

I took a deep breath, doing it slowly out of necessity. As much as I was trying to ignore the hint of taste the air had to it (and I was really trying), it was still there and not something you wanted to take in all at once. “I’m handling it so far,” I said more normally. “But I doubt it’s helping. We all need to make sure we cleanse ourselves after this.”

“Taint?” Ryota asked this time, Kiyoto still a little too on guard.

“Demons and evil leave something of themselves behind,” Master Tai told him grimly. “It can affect you long after they’re gone. That is part of the reason why he’s so short tempered.”

“Don’t make excuses for me, Master Tai,” I reported grimly. “Most of that was just me and the situation. The taint around here’s not gotten to me yet.”

I briefly looked over my shoulder to add to Ryota. “Stripped of all it’s mysticism, tainted energies can soak into your body and spirit then affect you a lot like various drugs. Don’t get me wrong, a lot of the mysticism is right and there’s a heck of a lot more to it than that! Just for starters, these situations do have their own effect on us and that amplifies the taint’s impact. But I want you to take it seriously, it’s a real phenomenon with a simple and logical explanation.”

“You are a strange one,” Shin murmured, caught between amusement and incredulity.

“Yeah, and we’re not getting any closer to solving this while I do nothing. And we’re just going to soak up more taint in the process. I guess I’d better suck it up and get started.” With that, I finally gave in, pulled my staff out of the naginata bag, and then got to casting.

Kiyoto jumped back a little, and even Ryota was still startled. Neither of them was used to me breaking out the big guns like that. Shin took it pretty well however, he paused a few moments to study me before giving a miniscule shrug and then taking a position a little closer to the door, presumably to watch out for anyone else entering.

Alright, let’s see, I thought, getting started. Let’s do some of the basics first, see if I really need to do those hour-long divinations or if it’s a simple as dusting for fingerprints. Almost literally in this case!

Kiyoto and Ryota busied themselves checking out the area, though it was clear they weren’t having too much success. My active casting was messing up the detector and they were not trained forensic investigators. But they were smart guys with experience in their respective fields, and they’d seen some crime dramas and mysteries in their time. They went over the area and tried to look for clues, analyze what little they knew. And to give them credit, they did actually find a few. But, as Shin apologetically told them, nothing the actual police hadn’t noticed already.

“But a double check isn’t a bad idea,” Shin told them. “This one’s puzzling, I wouldn’t be calling in someone else if it wasn’t. Getting a fresh set of eyes on it doesn’t hurt.”

“I just feel so useless,” Ryota said in frustration.

“People are always useless, until they aren’t,” Shin noted with some wry humor. “Police know this better than anyone. The ideal day for a policeman is where he stays in, is bored, and has to do nothing. If he’s not useless, then something has gone wrong.”

Huh, interesting bit of philosophy there, I noted as I completed my last spell. Something to keep in mind. I couldn’t quite put my finger on it, but I thought there was something important in it for Reiji and Saori.

I was distracted, as was everyone else, as one of my spell circles seemed to explode out into a dull red dust.

“What the-“

“Was that supposed to happen?”

“Master Matsuda?”

I frowned mightily, watching the effects. “Quiet,” I commanded firmly, “watch the dust.”

Everyone fell silent and then watched as the cloud of particles moved unnaturally, flowing and settling throughout the apartment.

“The dust is… alright, it’s way too complicated to be accurate,” I said, once I was sure of the basic patterns and we were just waiting on the details. “Think of it like throwing out a cloud of iron dust in order to see what parts of the room are magnetized, and how strongly. This should give us a better idea of what’s really chaff and deception, and what’s really important underneath it all.”

“Okay…” Ryota recovered first. “But what’s it really attracted to?”

“That’s what I mean it by being way too complicated,” I admitted with feeling. “Let’s just say there’s several intertwined factors there, and each single on of them is probably worth a whole lecture in and of itself.” Blood power, active magic, intention, the idea of tuning something to any of those things in the first place… the list went on. “Trust me, you do not want me getting into that explanation right now.”

Everyone went silent as the dust started to settle over the wall, highlighting an entirely different pattern than the nonsensical scrawls had seemed to indicate.

“Okay,” I admitted as the form of it took shape. “This is still nuts, but it looks like it was a little more clever than I was giving him credit for. See?” I pointed to where the dust was settling on to parts of symbols and seemingly random spatters. “This guy concealed symbols within symbols. This looks like nonsense, and by itself it is. But he was really only using parts of it for whatever he was doing. It’s like we’re all red-green colorblind and a coded message was written on a page that you could read if you differentiated the colors.”

“But what does it say?” Shin asked intently.

“That works?” Kiyoto asked, but he was also being the most practical of all of us, taking pictures of the dust settling on to the wall.

“It can,” I emphasized reluctantly. “But it’s awfully complicated and risky. Think of it as running electrical devices with ungrounded and uninsulated wires-“

Both Kiyoto and Ryota drew back at that thought, making twin expressions of disgust and disbelief. We’d all worked with a lot of equipment where that would have been monumentally stupid.

I spared them a quick nod. “It’s dangerous, and not usually a smart choice, but if you’re lucky or take other precautions it can work.”

I returned to examining the new pattern that had emerged. “But this one…” I studied it for a good few minutes, the others leaving me in peace, but at the end I was unenlightened.

“Aoth damn it,” I swore softly. “It still doesn’t make sense. Not totally. This seems better constructed, like it might actually add up to something, but it’s still only a part. And that’s assuming that I have it right.”

“Would this help?” Ryota asked cautiously.

I looked towards him. He was standing next to another area of red dust about halfway between the living room and the bathroom.

“Maybe,” I admitted, wincing a little mentally. I did notice that some of it seemed to be spreading out, I reminded myself. But I’d gotten too distracted by the puzzle unfolding on the wall and I’d forgotten about it, assumed it wasn’t worth noticing.

“I thought I might have picked up a high reading here earlier,” Ryota explained as I came over. “But then you started… spellcasting, and everything got higher so I wasn’t sure.”

“We really do need to work on a better magic detector,” I noted, my tone suggesting it was a backhanded apology. But I wasn’t quite sure what to make of what Ryota had found. It was a small pile of the red dust, but it was all over a medium sized and seemingly shapeless bloodstain on the carpet. The majority of similar stains in the apartment were closer to the wall, and the outline of a missing body near to that told a gruesome tale, but there were at least a dozen similar stains spattered all over the place. None of them had more then a few specs of the red dust on them though, what made this so special?

Shin apparently read our expressions. “The blood spatter people did flag that one as anomalous,” he reported, reading from what I assumed was an official report on his phone. “I’m not sure what that means though, they found a half dozen other splashes and points they marked down as odd.”

Ryota swallowed hard again, looking around the bloody mess of the apartment. “How could they tell?” he asked faintly.

Shin smiled sympathetically at him. “I’m not sure. Sometimes it’s as much art as science, especially when crazy people are involved in something as weird as this. It almost certainly means something, but sometimes it just mean’s that the killer laughed at a joke on the TV and accidentally flicked a little blood off his knife. Sometimes it’s a break in the case, sometimes it’s just a strange little detail.”

“It’s got to be more than that,” I said, studying the pile. But my tone suggested that even I doubted myself. “This time, at least.”

“Maybe,” Shin was being polite, and was obviously too smart to gainsay me, but he was obviously worried I might be focusing on an unimportant detail.

We all stared at the dust pile for another minute.

“I don’t suppose there’s anything else?” I asked, finally looking up and around. If I hadn’t been wearing gloves, I’d probably have gnawed a fingernail.

“Not really,” Shin reported sympathetically. “No full symbols at least. A couple of faint smears of red dust here and there, but this is by far the biggest concentration off the wall.”

I glanced around quickly but had to agree. “Yeah, those are probably where- hey, where’s the murder weapon?”

“Presumably with the murderer,” Shin noted with a grim smile, “we couldn’t find one.”

“Right. Of course.” There’d probably have been a lot more running of prints and checking for DNA evidence and a lot less consulting with wizards if they’d had the murder weapon. Just in case, I noted “the killer probably touched the wall in those places, in the middle of… whatever they thought they were doing. There’s still a faint hint of a charge there.”

That got Shin’s attention. “I doubt we missed anything, but it doesn’t hurt to check,” he noted, going over to the first of the spots for a doublecheck of his own.

It’s probably just as useless as this, I admitted to myself. It means something, but it’s impossible to figure out from this angle. If we’d known everything else we probably could have used them to suggest some sort of timeline of what the killer did in the room and when. Without a lot more than we had it was trivial.

I studied the pile of dust and bloodstain, occasionally glancing to the pattern on the wall, for a few more minutes. But I couldn’t come up with anything. “Agh!” I emoted finally, feeling frustrated. “It just doesn’t make sense! There are obviously a few pieces of the puzzle here, but we’re missing a half a dozen more pieces to connect them.”

“Trust me, I understand what you’re feeling,” Shin responded from his position by one of the small traces. “It’s what all of us are feeling right now, and why I can probably get away with bringing you here, get the rest of the police to look in the other direction for long enough. This is the third case of this and-“

I spun around on Shin. “What did you say?”

Shin looked at me and frowned. He instantly knew what to repeat. “This is the third case.”

I whipped back to the wall again. Argh! I’m an idiot!  I swore at myself. I knew there’d been other cases, Master Tai and Himeko had mentioned that when they came to talk to me! But I’d been so preoccupied with this one, and so focused on trying to block out horror of it all, that I’d missed the obvious.

“Do you need access to the other scenes, Master Matsuda?” Shin asked carefully, looking at me all the while.

“No,” I said instantly. I quickly corrected that to “I don’t think so, I’m pretty sure I can get to the next step from here.”

“What is it, Master Matsuda?” Master Tai asked carefully, finally speaking up. For most of this journey he’d contented himself to fading into the background, staying out of everyone’s way and watching it all with a slightly forced patience. But now I could feel him unfolding outwards a little, starting to rev up his engine. Do I need to chase down and kill a murderer? passed between us, officially unsaid.

“Give me some time,” I reported, already starting my spell. “But I’m pretty sure I know what’s up. We’ll see what I can find out. You know the old trick of writing a message or diagram on several thin pieces of paper? And then once you overlap them and hold them up to the light it shines through?”

Shin smiled unwillingly. “That old trick. I’ve seen it often enough in drama, but I’ve never seen it come up in all my years on the force.”

I almost smiled too. “Well, brace yourself, I think we’re seeing the magical equivalent of that here. This is part of a greater spell, part of the full circle. I’m betting if we overlaid it with what’s at the other scenes we’d be able to determine the whole story.”

“But how would-“ Ryota started to protest, but stopped himself with a roll of his eyes. “Right, of course. Mana’s extradimensional properties. This isn’t far apart along a fifth dimensional axis, it’s all already overlaid with each other.”

“Bingo,” I told him, now breaking out into a slightly sinister smile. “It’s not quite that simple in real life. I kind of wish we really did have Chie with us now, if you marked the locations on a map and then started comparing them this is probably when she’d shine. But those connections should still exist, and be easy enough to read… with the right spell.”

“This one’s going to take me a while,” I added as an aside. “I’m going to link a few spells together to allow me to track and analyze this. Please don’t disturb me.”

With that I devoted all of my focus to my casting. I was going fairly basic but sturdy with this one, going to be using three medium weight spells to help me follow the connection, analyze it, and protect myself from whatever I may find. I was still walking around in the dark in so many ways, whoever was using magic in this sort of way was simultaneously brilliant and incredibly deranged, incredibly skillful and incredibly careless. I had no idea whether I was going to be able to waltz along this killer’s backtrail without any worries or if I was about to trigger some sort of clever trap.

Thankfully, the staff’s third and fourth hands were going to be a big help with this one. It was going to allow me to utilize some pretty useful magic without overextending myself. Without it, I’d have been taking a nasty risk to try and keep all those spells going simultaneously. With it the cost in mana was probably going to be heart wrenchingly nasty, I expected to deplete half of my reserves once again, but I was confident I could follow this evildoer safely. Even in the worst-case scenario where they were a diabolical genius I felt confident that I’d be able to snatch away a few more clues unharmed, though I might have to break off everything very quickly in order to protect myself and everyone else in the apartment.

The effect of all this was pretty dramatic. Kiyoto and Ryota finally found something to do, my linked magic circles slowly spread out to occupy half the living room as the spells became more and more elaborate, flowing into and out of each other like meshing gears. I’d never tried anything close to this complicated in front of the pair, and they rushed around taking measurements, drawing diagrams, making recordings, and generally doing their best to document the whole procedure as best they could after I dumped it all on them without warning or explanation. This was high level magic, the sort that even archmages on Avalon didn’t do every day. Not the highest level, not the most complicated by a longshot. But not something even experts used trivially. If I’d been thinking, I’d have felt somewhat gratified that I had the chance to indulge in my art like that.

Of course, all that made the final result just a little more anticlimactic. My spells worked perfectly, relaying all the information to me I’d desired. I could see how the symbols and sigils and sacrifice in this apartment reached out across half of Tokyo, linking to the other sites and other deaths in a complicated arrangement. I could see the touch of the demonic, orchestrating the and commanding the mad person to carry out this plan. And I could also see…

I looked between the pattern on the wall and the oddball splotch of blood on the carpet. And I burst out laughing.

The others all looked at me. “Master Matsuda?” Master Tai asked carefully after a good twenty seconds.

It didn’t help that my laughter didn’t sound good natured. Yes, it was amused. But there were also traces of disgust and overall it came off as a little unhinged. Right then though, I didn’t care. Ah Aoth, I thought, both annoyed and rueful. After all that… the best laid plans of mice and men indeed.

“Master Matsuda?” Master Tai asked again, subtly moving closer just in case he had to knock me out or otherwise disable me.

I waved him off, tears starting to come out of my eyes. Gods, how do I even begin to explain this one? I asked myself, shutting down the spell. I’d seen all I’d needed to, no sense in wasting any further mana.

I slowly let the laughter trail off, leaning on my staff as I did so, and contemplated the mess I found myself in.

“So,” Kiyoto asked carefully as I finally fell silent, “did you get anything? Or…?”

“Oh, I got something,” I reported, probably not reassuring anyone with my expression. “In fact, I found our killer.”

“Really?” Shin pushed himself forward and poised himself, stylus and device at the ready.

“Oh yeah,” I gently thumped the carpet with butt of my staff. “In fact, she’s right here.”

Shin frowned, and then looked over in amazement towards the point at which all the extra red dust had gathered. “You mean that-“

“Yup,” I reported in grim amusement. “Magical misadventure, the poor idiot incinerated herself.”

“Nani?” Ryota half shouted while Kiyoto just looked incredulous. Master Tai looked both disgusted and amused though, like he’d also seen this sort of thing before.

I let out another sour chuckle. “I’m not sure what you want to do with this Shin-san, or how. But that spot there is all that remains of your perpetrator. She was following instructions but-“ I cut myself off and made a frustrated gesture, unable to adequately articulate how it was so unbelievably stupid at the same time as being clever. “It all went to shit in the end.”

“Oh, and the remains of the knife are there too,” I added as an aside. “I’m pretty sure her clothing was essentially atomized by everything, but there should still be traces of her ritual knife. If anyone ever wants to bother making the effort.” It could be done, but you’d essentially be teasing random specks of metal out of the carpet with a fine-toothed comb if you wanted to even try.

“How?” Shin asked with the most emotion I’d ever seen on him.

I sighed. “I’m making some educated guesses based on fragmentary information, but it holds together pretty well.”

“Okay, this girl,” I indicated the stain on the carpet, “was an amateur demon summoner. That’s… well, it’s not common. But it’s one of the most common paths for dark magic users.”

“Yes,” Master Tai nodded and backed me up, even though he looked unhappy about the reminder.

“She got in touch with a more powerful demon who wanted her to carry out some sort of dark ritual for it, and guided her through the procedure.”

I looked at the bloody wall again, a little more thoughtfully this time. “I’m not sure exactly what it was,” I said judiciously. “But I think this one was to make the summoner stronger.”

“What? Really?” Kiyoto interrupted me suddenly. He flushed a little as we all looked at him. “That doesn’t seem like typical demon behavior,” he said awkwardly. “You know, actually helping someone out, making them better…”

“How many demons have you met?” Ryota tossed at him irritably.

“You’re not entirely wrong,” I assured him, caught between amusement and condescension (popular conceptions about demons were closer to true then most other supernatural beings and concepts, but that wasn’t saying much). “But I think this one wanted the summoner stronger in order to serve the demon better. Plus, if it makes you feel any better, a quick glimpse at this ritual suggests it’s something that would burn the user out over the long run. She’d get maybe five years of being really powerful, then quickly start fading away and die before the end of the decade.”

I carefully bit my tongue to avoid elaborating any further. I was only so sure because it had been a fairly well known practice on Avalon. Not common, no one let the demons get away with it often enough for that to happen. But it made for better servants, and also indentured them to the demons as they desperately did more and more despicable things, carrying out darker and darker rituals in order to maintain their power and stave off their end.

But I was extrapolating, and I didn’t want to get into that even without trying to avoid revealing I was originally from another world! “Anyway, she was carrying out the ritual, killing people and then using their blood and life energies to fuel it,” I shied away from that thought mentally. “But she made a couple of key mistakes, and they really came back to bite her.”

“First, the ritual was already unsafe and unstable. I covered this earlier, but by trying to hide what she was doing in the middle of even more blood she…” I spun my hand around a few times, looking for a slightly more accurate description. “Weakened the integrity and definition of her sigils. The spell was primed and ready to go wrong at a moment’s notice.”

“Second, she connected everything to herself,” I smiled a little cruelly. “That was probably necessary, but if you went over all the evidence in minute detail you’d find a drop or two of her blood in the middle of all the writing at each scene. I don’t know how well mixed in it is, it’s probably impractical to detect it, but it’s there. And it served to anchor it all together.”

“I think I see where this is going,” Ryota noted.

“Probably not,” I noted, allowing myself a small smirk. “Because her third big mistake was not accounting for cleaning time.”

That took everyone aback, Master Tai included, and made them all hesitate for a moment.

“Take another look around, we all know what a horror show this place is,” I said, trying to state it intellectually instead of thinking about it too much. “Well, sooner or later someone is going to have to clean it up.”

“That’s true,” Shin looked a little stunned and thoughtful. “In fact, the only reason we’re haven’t allowed it yet this time is because of the serial nature of the crimes, we were being extra careful in order to make sure we found any and every clue possible from the apartment.”

I nodded. “Well, that didn’t apply to the first site. And, not that I’m going to shed a tear, it looked like this poor fool was unlucky enough to be working on this site at the exact same time the cleanup crew started working on the wall at her first site. And while conventional cleaning doesn’t completely and immediately remove magical effects it does have an impact. We can’t know the exact timing,” at least, not without a couple of hours of intense work and even more mana, I thought a little more scrupulously, “but while our killer was creating and charging this set of symbols, connecting it and adding it to everything she’d already done; the cleanup crew got to work on her first location, essentially dumping a bucket of soapy water over all their cleverly laid out but poorly grounded electronics.”

Everyone but Master Tai winced at that metaphor.

I smiled at them sympathetically. “The power in the whole mess short-circuited and backlashed through her, and this sort of thing makes mana look gentle on the system even when it’s done right. As it was, it killed her…”

I hesitated. I paused long enough that Ryota asked. “It did kill her, right? You’re not just pulling this out of nowhere and realizing your wrong?”

“No, it definitely killed her,” I replied distantly. “I was just about to say it killed her instantly, but I don’t think it did. I’m pretty sure it took a little time. The dark sorts of energies she was messing with would probably have been thorough, but not quick. It took some time to consume her, which is why there isn’t much left, but I doubt it was instantaneous.”

“Good,” Shin noted with some obvious satisfaction.

I wasn’t sure I wanted to dig into that. Especially since I was pretty sure I would agree with him, and I didn’t particularly want to either embrace that part of me or start working on overcoming it just yet. “Anyway,” I shrugged. “I’m pretty sure of all that. I’ve probably got at least a few details wrong, but I’m almost certain that’s the gist of it.”

“There’s no chance she was working with an accomplice?” Shin asked quickly. “No chance this is about to continue?”

I frowned and considered that for a moment. “Depends on how you consider the demon,” I replied honestly. “That’s still out there. And if it’s stymied for the moment there’s no guarantee it might not contact someone else. But I wasn’t sensing any ritual connections or other presences. If you’re asking if she was part of a group of some sort… I didn’t see any evidence of it.”

Shin nodded thoughtfully, but Master Tai looked a little pensive. I wondered about that for a moment, then I considered the circumstances that had led to me being there. Are the other mystics and magic experts they’d usually consult busy with similar cases? Is that the reason they’re all out of town and Master Tai had to resort to me? I was pretty sure I was just being paranoid, but I couldn’t quite discard the thought.

Thankfully, Shin quickly distracted me by going over to the bloodstain on the carpet, kneeling down, removing a glove, and touching it. I felt a whisper of him extending his gift in some fashion, then he quickly withdrew his hand and stood up.

“Well, it’s definitely a second female,” he said as surely as if he’d just read her driver’s license. “And she felt awfully nasty. I’m pretty sure you’re right. Now I just have to figure out how to prove it.”

I blinked a few times, then winced in sympathy. “Ouch.”

“That’s your job, detective,” Master Tai returned cheerfully. “Not ours.”

Shin just waved it away. “I know, I know. And if there’s not going to be any more of these it’s not so big a deal, but I still want to try. At least to give a little more closure to the poor victims’ families.”

I still sympathized, I was facing a similar problem on a much larger scale with trying to bring magic back into the mainstream. But I wasn’t going to volunteer anything.

Shin sighed. “I’ll try to get that patch tested, pull a few strings and see if we can’t identify who’s it is. If I can get that, it should be easy to roll things up and tie everything into a bow, especially if she’s mysteriously vanished and there’s a compelling piece of evidence or two at her residence.”

“In any case gentlemen,” he addressed us more formally, making sure to bow respectfully to the four of us, “I thank you for your help. I’m sorry to have dragged you out here for this when it turned out to be unnecessary in this case. It’s best that I let you go, the longer you stay here the more likely that there will be uncomfortable questions in the future.”

I recognized a dismissal when I heard one. I quickly bowed back, as did Master Tai, and grabbed Kiyoto and Ryota after rising. “Thank you, Shin-sama, we were happy to have been of help.” With that I gently tugged the pair out of the room.

Once they were sure what was happening they were all too ready to leave that apartment of horrors. While it had been somewhat sanitized by all the police and all they’d done already (no one wanted to imagine what it must have been like for the first responders) it had not been a fun or comfortable place to spend your time!

First stop, I reflected as we hurried away as quickly as we could without looking like we were fleeing. A shrine or temple. We need cleansing and we need it now! After that… well I wasn’t really sure. There was the research room, we really needed to return the equipment and maybe analyze some of what we’d learned. There was home. Frankly we were all a little exhausted and in need of rest. And then there was dinner.

I chuckled grimly inside my head. I kind of want to treat them, I thought with dark humor. They deserve it. And today is probably the best day for it. No one’s going to try and order steak or any sort of red meat dish after all that! I was probably handling it the best (after Master Tai, of course) and I didn’t think I could handle anything that wasn’t strictly vegetarian just yet. Salads all around!
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“Kiyoto,” I looked at the grad student in surprise. “What’s up? Why are you hanging around here?”

Kiyoto didn’t help my suspicions by immediately jumping a little. He was trying to ‘casually’ hang out in the entrance of the building that housed our research room. I probably wouldn’t have thought anything of that regularly, but I’d never known Kiyoto to do that before and I’d paid enough attention to him to be sure that something was up.

“Mamoru!” he said nervously. He carried it off a lot better than I would but he was nowhere near someone like Himeko’s skill level. “What are you doing here? Are classes over already?”

I raised an eyebrow at the odd way he said that last bit. “My classes have been over for an hour,” I reminded him. “I’ve had time to run down to the Meiko estate and back. What are you doing here?”

“Why are you so suspicious? What makes you think I’m doing anything?”

He almost pulled it off, especially since I was reluctant to risk a confrontation or embarrass myself. And especially especially since he’d been a little bit ‘off’ thanks to recent events, and it felt hypocritical of me not to give him space and privacy.

Unfortunately for him, that last factor also meant so I was watching him a little closer and worrying about him. So I was paying enough attention to be pretty sure, and I was concerned enough to press a little. “Kiyoto, even I can tell you’re up to something. That’s bad.”

I still backed off a little. “Look, if it’s legitimately private I can-“

Kiyoto cut me off with a laugh. I didn’t like how forced it sounded, but it didn’t seem entirely fake either. “That’s what’s got you so concerned, Mamoru-chan? Himeko’s got you worried about us?”

“Himeko pointed it out to me,” I replied calmly, “made sure I wasn’t so caught up in my own head that I missed it. I’m worried for you by my own will.”

Kiyoto and Ryota hadn’t walked away unscathed from our recent appearance as guest stars at a murder investigation. They hadn’t been too badly damaged, the lack of a body or chunks of flesh at the scene had made this one easy mode by the standards of such things. But that wasn’t saying much, you didn’t walk away from a room covered in blood stains, mystical taint, blood being used to literally paint the walls, and that nearly indescribable stench, without it getting to you a little. The pair had clearly been off balance and struggling.

They were doing better. It’d been about a week and a half at this point. And, on top of that, Himeko had abruptly taken all of us out of the city for a beautiful Autumn Leaf Viewing on the weekend. It was hard to tell how much of that had been worry and how much had been other purposes, she’d plainly said it was partially to have some extra witnesses and cover around since Hiro had been another member of our party. And since they weren’t going to be allowed to go out alone she’d figured the more the merrier, and casually implied it was part of her regular campaign to keep us from overworking.

That bit was artfully done, I had to admit even now. I still don’t know how much of that was true and how much of that was camouflage. By slightly emphasizing the importance of healing and relaxing us after a murder scene, then subtly sliding that in there, we’re all inclined to think she’s using the murder thing as an excuse and feel clever for spotting it. Which could easily be Himeko’s point, getting us to look in the wrong direction because she really was worried about some of us.

Of course, that could also have been me overthinking things. Himeko was perfectly capable of maneuvers like that, and I was never sure just how sneaky she was being at any given time, but she might have just been perfectly honest and I was running around in circles looking for some kind of deeper plotting when there was none.

In any case, it had been a wonderful time out that had served multiple purposes. She’d managed to quietly dissuade the grad students from any sort of romantic attraction simply by having a good time with Hiro (although she’d slightly increased Chie’s jealousy in the process). She’d had a wonderful time with Hiro, no small feat given their schedules and families. And we’d all returned to the city a little calmer and better centered after indulging in some good food and beautiful nature.

She’d still been keeping an eye on Ryota and Kiyoto though, and so had I. And this behavior wasn’t reassuring me.

There’s got to be some karmic irony here, I reflected. Especially given how I’ve acted and how my family’s worried about me on occasion. But that doesn’t mean I’m going to suddenly shut my eyes and ignore everything.

Kiyoto was unusually quiet. But he did finally speak up. “Okay, it all got to me for a bit. But I’m good now.”

“It’s okay not to be good,” I pushed tentatively. “I mean, you know how I am. The only reason I seem so good is because my usual normal is abnormal.”

Usual normal, great tautology there, I thought derisively. Thankfully, it was the right thing to draw a response.

“There’s no such thing as normal,” Kiyoto responded with a hint of his usual snap. “And average only exists in statistics. Don’t be so down on yourself.”

“I’m not. Well, not really,” I temporized. “But I do try to be aware of my problems-“

Kiyoto’s expression indicated our roles were about to be reversed, so I hurried forward “-so I don’t try to justify them away when they do happen. Nine times out of ten, Himeko and my family are worried for nothing. But that’s because I keep an eye on myself, and even then I still miss that tenth time.”

More like three times out of five, my inner voice noted sardonically. Thankfully, the exaggeration still worked to redirect Kiyoto a little.

“Yeah, with your life I imagine so,” he said, and I wasn’t quite sure whether he was scoffing or sympathetic.

“Hey, a murder scene was a… first for me.” That would have worked better without the pause, I reflected. Unfortunately, I’d been caught up with quickly double checking that to be sure I wasn’t lying. And, depending on how you defined and counted things, I still might have been stretching the truth. Although that had been another Avalon case and I’d been much less important. Two Avalon cases. Three if you count that weird student example where the whole class went as a combination of help and a lesson. That one would be really stretching it though. We were mostly just warm bodies dredging the area.

I was shaken out of my stupid tangent by the obvious question. “Really?” Kiyoto’s skepticism was deserved.

“Really,” I replied a bit more reasonably. I then added, “not my first time being called to help the police though, hence my hesitation.”

“That happens often?”

“More like police interviews,” I grumped. I then winced as I realized what I’d just said. That’s going to help a lot!

“See what I mean?” Kiyoto smiled sardonically.

“It’s not that often!” I tried to ignore Kiyoto’s outright smirk at that. “It’s just… it happens, alright?”

“Sure, sure.”

I sighed. “Alright, it would be far more accurate to say it happens too often. Way too often. I’ve no idea what’s happened to my life the last three years. Hell, by my standards this has been a good year, I’ve only had two police interviews.”

“So that one, and one other?” Kiyoto asked, honestly curious.

Okay, make that three, I thought sourly, managing to keep my mouth shut this time. I’d actually been thinking of the trip to Hokkaido and the one after the kidnapping attempt just before we graduated, but this obviously should have counted. “Okay, maybe not that good a year,” I muttered.

“You know, after reading that reporter’s-“

“He’s lying,” I said, almost by reflex at this point.

Kiyoto’s eyes glinted with amusement. “Yeah, I know. He tried to portray you as a heavy. And he still hasn’t taken half of that down even though he’s had you testing for thallium. He’s an idiot.”

One doesn’t preclude the other, the contrarian, balance seeking part of me noted. It’s entirely possible for a thug to be a good chemist. Even I was able avoid saying that out loud though.

“But come on, Mamoru,” he continued. “I thought he was lying about half the other stuff at first, but you really have been to see the police that often!”

“Not that often,” I said, digging in my heels. And I was doing that even though Gota had missed a few occasions here and there. He may have implied an additional time or two, but realistically he’d been pretty accurate.

Kiyoto’s expression had grown into an outright grin at this point. “You really do lead an active life, don’t you?”

“Not by choice,” I replied, my shoulders slumping in disgust and despair.

Kiyoto laughed for a moment, and when he returned to the conversation his tone was a bit more like his old self. “I guess I can see why you’re worried about us, after all the things you’ve been through.”

I hesitated a moment there, unsure what to say to that. My spinal reflex was to avoid and deny that. But given what I was worried about with Kiyoto…

“It’s… been a very weird year or so,” I replied, lamely trying to split the difference. “None of this is by intent.”

“Uh huh.”

“Trust me,” I let some of my irritation show, “I’m trying to gently sneak magic in the back door to scientific acceptance and stay under the radar of a secretive, quasi-legal organization. Doing anything that gets me noticed by anyone ahead of time is counterproductive and not on my to-do list. It just. Keeps. Happening!”

Kiyoto looked at me quizzically. “That seems…”

“I know!” I fought the urge to throw my hands up. “I try not to complain too much, I know just how blessed I am that Himeko took an interest in me, and that was as weird and coincidental as anything else! I’m probably a good decade ahead of where I should be thanks to her. But the rest of it. I mean… I suppose you could argue I bring some of it upon myself-”

Kiyoto was nice enough to keep his coughing fit almost believable.

I struggled not to seem too irritated. “But most of it’s just absolutely ridiculous bad luck! How the hell… it’s no fault of mine that our school had an arsonist. Or Inoue had a stalker. Or Himeko had a stalker. Or…”

I hesitated, I was kind of running short on incidents that I could just simply blame on bad luck, and it shocked me how quickly that happened. Hell, given my indirect role in getting things started, discovering his lawbreaking and then passing on the news, even the arsonist case was debatable. Especially when you included Sensei-san’s part and the fact I’d woken them up. Everything else… well, it was a stretch to claim it was logical. But most of the time there had been at least token reasons for my involvement. Whether I’d been doing research, or indirectly involved because of family, or I’d semi-volunteered for networking, there had been reasons it had happened to me. And I’d at least sort of chosen those reasons.

“Or that Hiro was almost assassinated-” I said quickly, glad I could come up with something.

I worried I heard something snap, Kiyoto swung his head around so quickly. “Wait, what?”

“Oh. Shit. Forgot that one wasn’t on any…” needless to say, Sato Gota had not found out about that one and no one else had mentioned it yet. “Forget I said anything.” Hiro and Himeko were going to kill me over that one.

“No no no no no,” Kiyoto waved his finger back and forth, looking at me incredulously. “What the hell are you talking about? Hiro was almost assassinated?”

“It’s a long… okay, fair enough, that one’s not going to fly. It’s not my story to tell,” I said a little more reasonably. “Ask Himeko or Hiro about that one. They’d be better able to explain all the details and subtleties anyway, it had to do with business, and politicking, and all that sort of high-level junk involving their families. I doubt I could explain it well.”

Kiyoto fell silent, merely staring at me in disbelief.

This is why I try to leave this sort of thing to Himeko. My original intent was to calm him down and reassure him. And I was failing miserably.

“Look, blame the Meiko family,” I tried somewhat shallowly, mentally wincing as I threw Himeko under the bus. To feel less guilty about that, I tried to use it as a way to attack Kiyoto’s attraction to Himeko. “Half of this stuff just seems to happen if you get too close to them, you get drawn into the bigger plots and awkward stuff happening in their world.”

“Uh huh,” Kiyoto replied, more amused than anything else. “And none of it is about the bigger plots and awkward stuff happening in your world?”

I winced. Walked right into that one.

“What bigger plots?” I asked irritably. “Apart from the whole Bureau thing I can’t think of-“

“Shh shh shh!” Kiyoto shushed me urgently. “I think that might be her!”

I blinked and shut up, mostly just grateful for the escape but still a little mystified. “Who?” I asked carefully.

Kiyoto gestured for me to be quiet, then sighed in disappointment after a moment. “Nope, false alarm. I guess that was just a lost student.”

Kiyoto looked back at me, and I wasn’t bothering to hide my impatience or curiosity, and then after a few moments he simply shrugged. “I’m curious,” he admitted. “I’m checking out the competition. We’re getting a new neighbor today.”

“A new neighbor?”

“Well, sort of,” Kiyoto smiled. “Rumor has it she’ll be down on the floor below us. Anyway, we’re getting a wonderkid in the building: Miyamoto Mina.”

I paused for a moment, searching my memory as I struggled to change gears. “I’ve never heard of her,” I replied a little uncertainly.

Fortunately, Kiyoto’s smile was tolerant. “You wouldn’t have, not unless you were biology track, but she’s been a hot topic for us. She’s not on everyone’s lips, we’re not that invested in her, but everyone’s been watching her with interest.”

I blinked in surprise. “She’s that impressive?”

“Graduated in three years.”

I let out a shocked whistle. Tokyo U’s program was thorough and tough, for her to knock a whole year off of it was impressive.

Kiyoto nodded. “And word is that she could have managed in two and a half if she’d really had to, she just didn’t want to break herself and she would have struggled with the sequencing if she’d tried something that quick.”

“Okay, now that’s…” I struggled to find the words. If she was like the rest of us she’d had to put in her first year and a half in the more general program before going down her specific degree path. That suggested she could have completed something that took most Tokyo U graduates, who were already pretty impressive, two and a half years in one single year.

I can see why she wouldn’t have wanted to compress it even further, I thought a little faintly, two and a half to one and a half is already more than enough. But the fact she could have done it… I didn’t think I could have managed that without outright cheating. And/or open use of magic, and even that would probably have needed a good chunk more mana income than I had right now simply to power all the necessary spells!

Kiyoto nodded again. “She’s supposed to be a genius, so I thought I’d try to catch a look at her and introduce myself when she came by. Maybe ingratiate myself just a little.”

“What’s she even doing here?”

“That’s also what I wanted to find out. A little birdie told me that most of the time she’d probably be at different facilities. She’s trying something really ambitious for her postgraduate project.”

“Okay, now I have to know,” I admitted, Kiyoto’s curiosity and enthusiasm was a little infectious, plus this girl sounded impressive.

For the first time, Kiyoto hesitated.

I sighed a little in relief. “You don’t actually know, do you?”

“Nooooo,” Kiyoto drew out the reply, indicating even to someone like me there was more there than he was letting on.

I smiled tolerantly. “Come on, tell me.”

He hesitated again. “Alright, this is just a rumor, and even for her it’s pretty unbelievable.”

“Kiyoto-san, you ought to know by now…” I trailed off as I realized he did know, and he was still hesitating.

Kiyoto nodded. “That’s just it, I think it might be even more unbelievable than the stuff we’re doing-“

We both paused a moment. Then surprisingly Kiyoto relaxed a little and more easily admitted “-now that I’m used to the idea and I’ve got some sense of how it works. It’s easier to accept how bonkers all our stuff is once you’ve realized we’ve got a new fundamental rule in play. It’s like we’re running experiments on Newton’s Fourth Law. The results are completely unanticipated, but they’re consistent with that.”

I smiled too. Though my more pedantic side couldn’t help but note “you know they’re talking about adding a few to the classical three, right? That some people already consider there being four or five laws?”

“Yeah yeah. And you know that we’re probably going to be making some caveats to them, right?” Kiyoto countered

“Not necessarily,” I shied away from the thought. I was already facing enough problems with the scientific establishment without trying to rewrite Newton’s (justifiably) famous laws.

Kiyoto smirked. “Come on Mamoru, half of what Chie’s doing is trying to explain ‘no no, it’s really just caveats, exceptions, and asterisks. We’re not really violating that many fundamental laws.’ “

I sighed and held my head. “Her name’s going first on the eventual paper, isn’t it?”

“Well, under yours. Anyway, the point is: what we’re doing is amazing because we’re blazing new, virgin territory. So of course we’re getting a lot out of it.”

No more tangents, I told myself firmly, though I had to bite down on my tongue to keep from bringing up a half a dozen slightly pedantic objections there.

“Miyamoto Mina’s supposedly jumping further ahead than anyone’s done before,” Kiyoto continued earnestly. “And doing it in a big way. If the rumors are true, she’s looking into breeding symbiotic bacteria to bolster our immune systems.”

I opened my mouth. Shut it. I opened it again. Still nothing came out.

“I know, right?” Kiyoto spread his arms apart wide. “Now do you see why I’m hanging around here, wanting to meet her?”

Aoth, I’m tempted to join him! I thought in stunned amazement. The audacity of that if true… I wasn’t an expert in bacteria, it seemed theoretically possible. But the practical difficulties… and doing it as a graduate student…

I suppose my plan might be more ambitious, I thought faintly. But only just. And I’m using a bunch of knowledge from my previous life in order to enable it. She’s… I mean, wow. “Yeah, I can see,” I replied a little lamely.

Kiyoto nodded again. “I don’t know if it’s true or not,” he admitted frankly, “I’m not even sure I want it to be true, I don’t like to think I’m so far behind her. If she tells me it’s just some sort of crazy rumor that came out of nowhere I think I’m going to be relieved.”

Another reason to join him, I admitted to myself. It wasn’t a major thing, but it would clear my mind and relieve me a little to hear that. And I wasn’t a biology student!

“But real or not, I kind of just want to metaphorically shake her hand, you know what I mean?” Kiyoto continued. “Meet her for a few moments, help her just a little, and maybe she’ll remember my name.”

Suddenly he leered theatrically. “And who knows? Maybe she’s cute and it’ll be for more than a few moments.”

I just smirked and shook my head, some of the weird feeling dissolved by his act. “You’re incorrigible,” I replied, mostly joking. Despite his act, Kiyoto wasn’t some sort of leering anime pervert. Far from it in fact. I wasn’t up on the full details of Kiyoto’s love life, but I was pretty sure he was the most successful of those of us in the Renfa Research room (an admittedly low bar). I tried not to pry, but we worked in close proximity and I’d glimpsed a few things. And I was still debating with myself whether or not to bring up that particular detail about mage sight to everyone before they stumbled into it on their own.

“Mostly,” Kiyoto admitted more naturally. “I wouldn’t mind if that was the case, but I wouldn’t get my hopes up. If she were even a little bit of a looker I’m pretty sure the rumor mill would have made her out to be as beautiful as Himeko by now. But who knows? Maybe we’ll click, and I certainly wouldn’t mind being married to a future Nobel Prize winner.”

I couldn’t help but smirk. “Should I make the joke about biologists collaborating practically, or do you want to?”

“Hah! You should hear the lines we come up with when we get going. Trust me, the dirty puns and innuendos you can make when you understand the technical terms and- Oh! I think that’s her!”

Kiyoto was striding across the entrance enthusiastically, leaving me in the dust. I followed a little more tentatively, taking a look at the young woman in question. I couldn’t see her face, she was carrying three boxes at once and those got in the way, but she was surprisingly tall for a Japanese woman. Not absurdly so, but I’d have guessed she had four or five centimeters on Hiro. But that seemed the only remarkable thing from the outside, her hair was a fairly dull black but done up in a braid that was then tucked into a bun so I couldn’t even tell how long it was.

Sensible for a lab though, I nodded to myself. I’m a little surprised she grew it out. Most of us (of either gender) kept it short. And I doubted it was for vanity’s sake. As I got closer, I could clearly see she was wearing glasses that… well…

I can’t toss stones, I reminded myself firmly. I suck at style. But from the side those look like some thick frames. I took a second look just to make sure she wasn’t already wearing safety goggles.

Then she turned her head, probably sensing me coming from the side, and I was a little more charmed. The glasses weren’t great, but I was a little weird in preferring girls to have them than not, and these helped to highlight and magnify her green eyes. Her face itself was on the slender side, cute I’d have said, but the eyes were…

Well, a little nervous if I’m honest, flashed through my head. And maybe a little unfocused. But, once again, that was not a stone I could throw at anyone else!

“Hello,” I started, for once sounding almost natural. “I’m sorry to butt in like this, but you look like you’re struggling a little. Do you need a hand? Or are those boxes too sensitive to trust to anyone else?”

She sighed a little in relief. “Yes, thank you,” she replied. “I’m sorry, I got a little overconfident. I can carry them alright, but navigating and managing an unfamiliar building is a little much.” Her voice was a little on the light and breathy side, she’d probably had trouble being heard while growing up, but I thought it sounded pleasant.

“That’s alright,” Kiyoto said from her other side, “we’ll all take one and help.” He matched deed to word, deftly plucking the top box off the stack and I took the one after that.

“Thank you,” she repeated with a bob of the head vaguely indicating a bow, “I’m Miyamoto Mina.”

“I’m Nakane Kiyoto, and that’s Matsuda Mamoru,” Kiyoto gestured at me, “and I’m guessing we’re some of your neighbors.”

“Are you here on an exchange program?” Miyamoto asked innocently.

I winced slightly, more worried about how Kiyoto would take that than myself, but Kiyoto just laughed it off as he led us towards the elevators. “No, I’m half-and-half while Mamoru… Mamoru just got an odd draw genetically. I’ve never met his parents, but I know people who have and they say they’re just as Japanese as anyone else.”

“Oh, sorry,” Miyamoto apologized and couldn’t quite look at me.

“It’s alright, I get it all the time,” I answered distractedly, too busy turning Kiyoto’s comment over and over in my head, trying to think who had actually met my parents. Oh, I finally realized. He probably talked to Himeko and thinks she… I wonder if he just made a mistake or if she was deliberately trying to hint that?

The elevator dinged and we all shuffled inside. “What floor?” Kiyoto asked politely.

“Fourth.”

“One below us then, we’re on the fifth. But yeah, Mamoru has this something really odd about his epicanthic fold. I think it’s linked-“

I watched in mild amazement as Kiyoto drew her out into a conversation about my eyes! If I’d somehow missed that he was surprisingly good with the opposite sex before now, this encounter would have clued me in. He wasn’t kidding about the technical jargon, I realized as the pair descended into a complex discussion about my genetics and ancestry. The full technicalities and implications of it were well over my head, but Miyamoto seemed to be following along easily.

It occupied the pair of them all the way to Miyamoto’s research room, and we calmly followed her in and helped her put away her supplies (mostly just journals and notes, she probably wouldn’t have let valuable equipment or precious samples out of her hands) in her research room. Neither of the pair said anything, deeply engrossed in their own conversation, but I couldn’t help but note that there didn’t seem to be any other people in the room. It was a somewhat smaller room than ours though, probably only about half the size.

Maybe they’re coming in later? I though carefully, trying not to get ahead of myself in assumptions. But still a little stunned at the thought they’d given her a room fully to herself. I supposed it wouldn’t have been too much of a surprise if she really was working on a project that advanced, but it wasn’t what I’d have expected.

I was, however, surprised to find myself paying some attention to her figure as she stretched to check out an inconveniently placed cabinet. She was slender, and her figure matched, and I realized that after appreciating it for a bit I was also trying to estimate her cup size. Large A? Small B?

I frowned as I recognized just what I was doing. Stop that! I commanded myself firmly. Seriously, it’s bad enough when you lust after Himeko or Eiko, although I had gotten significantly better about that over time, no getting distracted by a cute biology grad student you barely know and is busy having a technical discussion with a colleague of yours! Control your glands!

Don’t get me wrong. I was still human, I wasn’t going to get too down on myself if the occasional intrusive thought about an attractive girl was dirty. Now that my hormones were finally leveling out, and I’d truly accepted myself as Matsuda Mamoru, I could forgive myself and recognize I’d been a little fanatical sometimes in the past. But my mind wandering towards active speculation like that, and doing it for nearly a minute before I noticed, and for someone I’d just met, was not something I was going to forgive so easily.

Seriously, you’ve just met her and you don’t know nearly enough about her. Sure, it’s alright to be interested, she’s got the body and the brains, two-thirds of the full trifecta. But personality’s at least as important in the long run and you don’t know anything about that. Well, other than she seems to be polite… dedicated… has good judgement….

I shook myself before I fell too deeply into that trap and tried again. You’re still a mage, I told myself in annoyance. Know what you’re doing, and why, lest it accidentally get away from you. Otherwise, there was a little too high a chance for magic users to ‘accidentally’ do a few too many things. Like conveniently test out scrying or divination spells in a way that just ‘happened’ to show that target. Preferably in a state of undress or from an improbable angle.

(No, it didn’t usually happen to adult mages. But it was an annoyingly well-known phenomena amongst younger male mages, sort of our version of an unexpected and awkward erection. Hell, I was pretty sure our education had taken advantage of that in order to teach us awareness and proper focus. Otherwise, you’d be demonstrating one of those spells, usually for a teacher, and suddenly your lapse in concentration would combine with high desire and inadequate checks and balances. Then you’d find the focus of your spell somewhere entirely unexpected and embarrassing. Avoiding that humiliation meant that young mages who’d otherwise just have laughed off the idea of controlling their horniness had studied hard!)

Between that sort of threat, and the ever present temptation to just deliberately abuse magic that way, I tried to be extremely conscious of how I was thinking. Especially since eventually I’d be demonstrating those sorts of spells to the grad students. The last thing I wanted was for one of my spells to go south in that way, to be showing them how the spells could peer through time and then have my horniness cause the image to focus on a girl changing in preparation for bath!

“Nakane-san, you say we can get raw chemicals straight from the supply closet?”

“So long as you sign for what you took and why. I can show you later.”

“That would be nice, thank you very much.”

As I fought down a small but madly irrational surge of jealousy at that small exchange, I realized that might be a harder path to follow than usual. Somehow, I already knew that my thoughts were going to be a floor below and on a set of pretty green eyes a lot more often than they should be.
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“No, not there!”

“But they look so cool,” my cousin Hikaru protested.

“Yeah,” our mutual cousin, Kaede, responded.  She grabbed Hikaru by the arm and held her back.  “Looks can be deceiving.  Big sis warned us away from that place specifically.  It looks cool, but it’s mostly only the stuff in the window.  They don’t really have many good models there and the staff are supposed to be shockingly pushy.  Trust her, we don’t go in.”

And why am I here again? I thought morosely for the hundredth time since joining them for the day.  I wasn’t exactly a fan of helping my cousins shop, especially an extended trip on a Sunday, and I was spending half the trip trying to think up a different way to manage it or a good excuse to duck out.

Hikaru pouted.  “I can’t believe they’d be so deceptive about Gunpla,” she complained.  “Are you sure Sakura said that?”

“Positive,” Kaede nodded firmly.  “She knew you’d look directly.  But these guys are so infamous around here that even she’s heard of them.  And you know how much attention she’d spare for Gundam models!”

That is a pretty telling point, I admitted to myself.  If their reputation is bad enough that the knowledge has trickled up to Sakura then they’re really burying the needle!  Sakura wasn’t anti-geek or anti-otaku, not exactly.  With Hikaru and me in her extended family (and my parents providing an all too real example of negative obsession and divorcing oneself from reality) it was hard to be too blind or prejudiced in that respect.  But she wasn’t a fan either, nor was she the most patient person on the subject.

Although, I noted as some idle comment set Hikaru off on a tangent comparing the anime to the manga, I can’t entirely blame her for that.  They’re usually interesting in moderation, but listening to Hikaru go on and on about manga details could tire out even a hardened otaku.  I appreciated my cousin more than most people, and even I was willing to start tuning her out after an hour or three.  If you were trying to gently coax a friend into manga or insist the stereotypes were wrong then Hikaru was someone you wanted to stay far away from!

While I was pondering the hypocrisy of that thought (given how her explanations towards manga tended to be better than my explanations in regards to magic) Kaede grabbed me.  “What, no comments from you, Mamoru?”

I blinked and looked at her in surprise.  “No?” I said a little uncertainly.  “Why would I?”

Belatedly, I realized she was quickly cutting in while Hikaru was taking a breath, looking to create an interruption in her continued harping on about the details.  So I clumsily added “it is what it is.  I don’t approve of that, but it’s really not that much different from most advertising.”

“I’d say it’s scummier.”

I shrugged.  “Maybe.  It’s definitely more active deception, closer to someone lying directly to you and trying to scam you out of money.  And that is a little different than a really flashy but shallow ad,” that was probably why Sakura was so upset, she prided herself on upselling honestly.  “But it’s not quite the same.  I mean, they’re not chasing us out here, are they?”

Kaede enunciated ‘keep talking’ to me as clear as she could while still keeping her face turned away from Hikaru.  So, randomly, I asked “are there any models you’re after in particular, Hikaru?  I can’t guarantee anything, but I can keep an eye out for them for your birthday or maybe a holiday gift.”

Our cousin just shrugged.  “Not really, I just wanted to see if there was anything particularly interesting or special available while I was here.  I’ve never tried that store before, and I didn’t want to waste the chance.”

I nodded.  Hikaru was down in Tokyo for a reason, on a mission for something in particular.  She was staying with our grandparents, but for local guidance she was relying on us.  That and-

“I get most ultra-special and unique models at conventions anyway,” she added.

That one made me blink a few times.  “I didn’t think you were a Gundam fan, Hikaru,” I noted.

She shrugged.  “I’m not really.  I mostly just like to look at them, admire the artistry and how they’ve adapted ink and paper to 3D.  Sometimes I fantasize that some day one of my manga is that revered.  But they’re kind of cool, have interesting details, and they can be useful in making reference poses I can use for sketches.”

“What, really?”  All of what she’d said was surprising, but that most of all.

Hikaru nodded and looked smug.  “If you want to do some really wild armor, or use one of the crazier types for something non-human, they’re a nice hack.”

Huh, I thought to myself.  I wouldn’t have thought of that.  But now that she’s said it, I can’t help but see it.  It was a bit of a stretch, I figured I was either missing something or she’d oversimplified it.  It wasn’t exactly a one-to-one ratio unless she was being really uncreative, and I hadn’t noticed anything like that in her work.  But I could see an artist like her managing it.

“Plus, they’re great bribes for the real fanatics out there,” she continued shamelessly.  “I like having a few just to swap for something I really need that they might have.  I’ve picked up a few rare manga that way.”

“You’re definitely related to Aunty Matsuda,” Kaede muttered under her breath.

“What was that?”

“Nothing.  Just admiring your… forethought.”

A little cruel, I reflected, disturbed by a small roil of feelings that brought up.  But not entirely incorrect.  And let’s be honest here, if my mother really kept it to that level in that sort of way we’d probably all admire her wheeling and dealing.  As it is… I quickly shut that thought away, lest it disturb us all on this trip out.

“Anyway,” Kaede grabbed my arm and pointed.  “That’s the store we need Mamoru, that one down there.”

I looked at her sharply, fighting a little nervousness and annoyance.  “And you’re sure about that?” I asked a little peevishly.

“Absolutely.”

I half-glared at my other cousin in turn.  “And you’re sure you need this?”

“Of course,” Hikaru looked shocked I’d even asked.  “Are you kidding?  A chance like this?  Something that’s so much a collector’s item and useful for comparison studies?  I have to have it!  And if I wait a few more months, it’ll be too late.  They’ll all be gone and I’ll have to pay ten times as much to get I from the secondary market.  Assuming I can!  I’m shocked there was still a store with some of them available.”

I muttered darkly under my breath, but I was already feeling in my pocket for my wallet.  And not just for my money you understand, for my ID.  The biggest reason I’d been recruited for this particular excursion?

I was over eighteen.

***

To be fair, the expressions my cousin made and the little hop she did as I handed her the bag a few minutes later were adorable.  She quickly peaked inside the bag, double-checked I hadn’t screwed it up, and then clutched it to her while spinning around.  “The ultra special, limited edition, Princess Princess Princess LoveLove wedding: consummation edition!” she enthused.  “Finally!”

Sometimes, I sighed to myself mentally upon hearing that name aloud, it’s hard to argue with the ‘anime was a mistake’ crowd.

“I’m still not sure what’s so special about that,” Kaede muttered, blushing a little and looking away.  She’d been greatly amused to watch me go into the store to buy it, but seeing Hikaru so excited about it seemed to fluster her.  “I mean, I liked three-pee a few years ago too.  And I’m guess I still kind of like knowing they did hook up.  But, come on Hikaru…”

“What’s special?” Hikaru looked ready to spit.  “What’s special?  Kaede, do you know how often they let characters do this?  Never!  It’s unique!  Not only do we get the whole wedding and celebration, but to actually go adult and have the special edition show the full wedding night, with the same artists and animators.  It’s historical!  There’s a reason it’s a special limited edition.”

“That includes a body pillow cover,” I muttered softly to myself.  Hikaru might have been focused on the more historic and artistic merits of this (and, for all my griping, I was pretty sure that was 90% of my cousin’s interest) but that didn’t mean that the commercial and prurient aspects weren’t a little more important to most people.  The explicitly adult scenes only included in the consummation edition were also paired with some… lewder merchandise.

How do I get roped into these things?  I thought forlornly while Hikaru started up her lecture.  Don’t get me wrong, I wasn’t objecting on moral grounds.  While we were technically violating the law, since I was getting it for Hikaru who wasn’t quite of age yet, you’d have needed to be a real prude to get too worked up over that.  It was only a few months until Hikaru could have gotten it for herself and she really was focused on it for its artistic merit.  Not to mention it was supposed to be more romantic and tame as adult material went, mostly just vanilla and athletic scenes that were impactful because they were between fully developed characters with a rich emotional history rather than the mind-blowing kink fests that some hentai went with.  I suspected Hikaru would have had little trouble getting it for herself if she’d really tried.

Unfortunately, that would have created a lot more trouble all around.  And while all the adults in our extended family seemed to be willing to turn a blind eye towards Hikaru having this (hell, I’d already seen Grandpa Kanoko crack a half dozen jokes about all this online) they were still uncomfortable about getting it for her or Hikaru trying to get it directly.  Sakura had refused to get it for her out of professional concern, i.e. been worried about being seen getting that sort of product; and cousin Daichi was tied down back in Osaka.  That had left me the only (nominal) adult left, and I hadn’t had the heart to turn her down.

Huh, I wondered absently while Hikaru continued to go on about artistic choices, and how rarely the artists were allowed to fully explore intimacy if that wasn’t the purpose of the manga in the first place.  I wonder if I should have suggested my parents?  I’m pretty sure they wouldn’t have cared.

I quickly discarded that thought, they’d never have been willing to take the time to get the thing and then get it to Hikaru.  And they’d probably have objected for similar reasons to Sakura, I admitted a little grudgingly.  Seriously, it they’re all about appearances and already blackmail people at work, there’s no way they’d risk being caught-

I stopped, blinked, and then looked at my wrist in surprise.  My warning bracelet was twitching a little anemically.  Okay, I thought, slowing down for a moment and trying to casually glance around, what the heck’s that supposed to mean? I’d been through too much with my bracelet to truly doubt it, but it had a less than impressive track record at times.  I wasn’t going to fault it, in hindsight it wasn’t hard to see why it was trying to warn me about some of those things, but anything less than ‘speeding truck’ or ‘imminent demon attack’ tended to be a little more ambiguous.  I wouldn’t have even noticed this level of response if I hadn’t been tuning out my cousin.  So what was it-

“Master Matsuda!”

Oh hell! I thought as I recognized the voice, my head quickly twitching in that direction.  On the other hand, some speeding trucks were less obvious than others.  “Run,” I told my cousins feelingly, taking a hold of both of their arms.

“Wha-“ was all Hikaru managed to get out before I rapidly yanked them away.

Shit, shit, shit, I thought as I roughly hauled the pair into the nearest alley between shops.  This is exactly the worst pair of cousins for this!  If I’d had, say, Akira and Sakura we might have managed to get up some speed.  Unfortunately, Kaede was not my most athletic cousin and Hikaru was not built for quick movement.  If I’d been perfectly honest, I would probably have admitted cousin Tetsuji would have been the worst of the bunch.  In another year or two he might have creeped up higher, little kids could run fast and hide easily, but right now he was even lower.

And I’ve picked a hell of a time to get pedantic! I thought frantically.  “Quick, behind the recycling bin!” I said hauling them both over and shoving them down behind a large container that obviously took a bunch of the area’s cardboard.

“Mamoru, what-“

“Quiet!” I hissed feelingly.  Of all the fucking days not to have my staff, I thought angrily.  I did still have my traveling reservoir though, tucked into my backpack.  Trying not to think about what I was doing, I carefully positioned myself between the bin and the store wall then quietly started casting a spell to conceal us.

A few moments later, someone ran to the mouth of the alleyway, paused for a moment to look around, and then sprinted past us as they repeated the process at the other end before running off.

“Mamoru-“ Kaede began again, a little softer this time.

I held up a hand and motioned for her to be quiet.  I then waited a good two minutes more before carefully getting up and looking around.  It seemed all clear, although just to be on the safe side I now activated the ‘don’t notice me’ talisman I was still wearing after all this time.  “Okay, he’s gone.  Now let’s quickly-“

“Not without an explanation!” Kaede demanded.  “Who was that?  Why’d we run?  What’s going on here?  And what the heck was that glow for a moment?  Were you trying to call for help?”

Hikaru finished frantically checking that her merchandise hadn’t gotten damaged by our quick stay in the alley (not unreasonably, it had been worryingly damp around the recycling bin.  Not quite as stinky or dirty as the stereotypical garbage bin, but not nice either).  Now that she’d satisfied herself that nothing had happened to it, she was looking at me with unabashed curiosity too.

“Yes, yes I was,” I invented madly, just grateful that that was the explanation she’d come up with for the light leaking from my spell circle.  “Well, texting really.  Checking in with Himeko.”

“Why?” Kaede emphasized in exasperation.

“We should go-“

“Not without an explanation!”

I made an impatient and exasperated sound of my own.  “Okay, fine!  But not here, it’ll be even worse if he just comes back and see’s us-“

“Okay, fine,” Kaede held her hand up and interrupted me with the same words.  “I don’t want to duck into any more alleys.  But we’re not leaving without the truth, Mamoru-chan!”

“There’s the cat café three doors down,” Hikaru suggested helpfully.

Kaede and I looked at each other.

“Okay,” I agreed reluctantly, a little desperate to move on, “but no window booths.”

***

“I would have preferred a manga café,” Hikaru admitted as she tickled the chin of a puffy looking cat with black and grey stripes.  “But this is a nice alternative.”

I grumbled mentally to myself, but I had to admit she had a point.  The cats were a soothing presence as we took a booth tucked in towards the back of the café.  I wasn’t the world’s greatest cat lover, but I wasn’t a complete psychopath (or violently allergic person) who couldn’t appreciate soft fur and purrs either.  Plus, they helped keep my cousins from reacting too strongly either, a definite advantage in my books.

After sitting ourselves down and ordering some drinks and cake, Kaede pinned me with a look.  A year or two ago it would have looked comical on her, but now it looked serious.  Still second place to Himeko or Eiko, but serious.  “Alright cousin, who was that?”

I sighed, and wondered how the hell I was going to get out of this one.  “Ito Daisuke,” I replied shortly.  Bane of my existence, I added in my head.  Seriously, for a guy who’s supposed to be grateful how the hell is he such a screwup at it?

“And…?” she prompted impatiently.

“I’m… not sure how to answer that,” I replied cautiously.

“Why’d he call you ‘Master Matsuda’?” Hikaru asked while still playing with a cat.

Ah fuck.

“Yeah, why did he?” Kaede echoed, only growing more suspicious.

“That…” I trailed off and held my face.  Good job there, my own brain mocked me mercilessly.  Way to make them feel like there’s no story and they’re overreacting.

“Mamoru, right now I’m starting to take Sakura’s Truthseeker more seriously.”

“Oh gods no!” I emoted feelingly.  “That’s the last thing… look, I’m not sure where to even start with this one.  Mostly because Ito’s a complete idiot.”

“Really?” Kaede was obviously not feeling the trust right then.  “Mamoru, you’ve gotten involved in another one of-“

Finally my brain did me a favor and tossed up a memory.  “It’s not another one of these,” I interrupted her quickly.  “It’s the same one, just with a few more details.  Remember last year?  Respect for the Elderly Day at Grandma Kanoko’s?”

“Yesss…” Kaede said a little more cautiously, clearly wracking her brain because she was afraid I was going to pull a fast one on her.

“Remember how I said I broke up a fight?”

“Yes.”

“Ito was the one about to get his kneecaps broken,” I reported with an inappropriate sigh of relief.

“Wait, what?” Hikaru asked, her head snapping back as she paid more attention.

That relief might have been premature.  I reflected as my would-be mangaka cousin paid me her full attention.

“I heard about it in our chatrooms, but that really happened?  You stopped someone from breaking someone else’s knees?  And it was that guy?”

“Pretty much, yes,” I said, starting to sweat a little more as I hoped I wasn’t digging myself in deeper.

“Tell me more!”

I looked towards Kaede for help, but this time it looked like she was on Hikaru’s side.

“There’s not much more to tell,” I temporized desperately, trying to remember the story I’d told everyone.  It had been mostly true, but pretty bare bones and leaving out some very important facts.  “After he lost, I broke up the fight.  Since he probably would have been crippled in that case, he feels he owes me something.”

“You broke up a fight?” Hikaru pressed eagerly, the cat she was holding mewing in mild protest as she held it a little too close and tightly.

“After the fact, when they were both already tired and beat up,” I said frantically.  And his opponent still tried to kill me, and would have succeeded if my precautionary spell hadn’t taken the hit.

As if to underscore how stupid I was being, I realized my warning bracelet was still fluttering faintly upon my wrist.  I doubt I would have noticed it normally, a moth would have made more of an impact, but it was definitely there.

My cousins still looked a bit skeptical, so I hurried to add.  “I got lucky.  They took in the size at first glance and didn’t bother to look any further.  Come on Hikaru, you’re the one who always talks about character silhouettes!”

Hikaru looked thoughtful at that one, obviously thinking it over, but Kaede chimed back in.  “That made sense last year,” she said, controlling her voice carefully.  “But I got a look at the guy today.  He was as fit as an Olympian, there’s no way he didn’t realize you’re a little bit soft.”

“Not that soft,” I muttered, looking away, “I’m more fit than I look.”

(Which was true.  But given that I was usually hanging out with Eiko, Hiro, and Himeko I was starting to feel sensitive about the difference.  Thankfully, all my recent time with the grad students was helping to restore my perspective.  I was behind Ryota, but still stood above Chie and Kiyoto.)

“Besides, it wasn’t him I had to convince,” I added hastily.  “It was his opponent.”

“Who beat him,” Kaede noted flatly, crossing her arms across her chest even as another cat mewed for her attention.  “Someone who’s already that fit.  There’s no way they wouldn’t have realized.”

Thankfully, at that moment our server returned with our drinks and cakes.  I had a few moments reprieve as we all sorted ourselves out.  But the second the server had left Kaede flat out told me “Something’s not adding up.”

“Well that’s what happened,” I lied blatantly, eyeing my cake as a convenient way to have my mouth full.  “Don’t ask me to explain it.  Maybe he took a worse hit to the head than anyone realized and he wasn’t seeing straight.  Or maybe he had an attack of sanity and realized things had gone too far when I stepped in, and I was mostly just a convenient excuse to back off without losing any face.  Oh, and Ito wasn’t that fit last year.”

On that slightly forced note, I pounced on the cake as a way to stall my next answer.  About the only thing I hadn’t lied about was Ito’s fitness, and even that was cutting things fine.  From what I’d seen, he had actually gotten a little stronger and bulkier since I’d seen him last.  But not that much, it had just showed a little more clearly.

Kaede glared at me but sampled her own piece, and softened a little as a cat tucked itself away next to her.

“Okay,” she said finally, nearly a minute later.  “I can buy that.  I’ve seen Akira and Sakura  attempt to ride dumb ideas down in flames before, but jump at the chance to get out when me or mom or dad being there offered them an exit.  But what I don’t get is why that guy called you ‘Master Matsuda’.  Or you ran.  That makes no sense.”

I’d been thinking about that for a while, barely tasting my food.  I thought I might have an answer to that, but still wasn’t sure how to go about it.  “It does.  Well, no it doesn’t.  But it doesn’t because Ito’s a credulous, overreacting idiot.”  Yeah, that was obviously a good way to start.

“Really?” Kaede put all the scorn her Drama Club training could provide into that one word.

I winced.  “Alright,” I said slowly, trying not to look like I was stalling for time.  “Let’s go step by step.  What do you know about Master Tai?”

Hikaru surprised me by being the one to speak up.  “Your friend’s trainer?” she asked immediately.  “Grandpa mentioned him, even included a picture.”

“What?” I asked, a little startled.  “He actually got a shot of Master Tai?”

Hikaru nodded.  “Next to you for scale.  I could barely believe it, I checked forever to make sure he wasn’t joking with me.  Now I use it as a reference photo for someone that massive and muscular.  Can you get me any more-”

“No,” I answered instantly, reeling slightly from that surprise.

“He got mentioned, months ago,” Kaede elaborated, still a little suspicious.  “Probably about a year.  Grandma said he was a friend of yours, and that he chided them a little for not trusting you enough or giving you enough credit.  She wasn’t sure what to think.  Neither am I.”

That makes three of us, I reflected for a second.  Don’t get me wrong, I much preferred Master Tai’s trust and view of me.  But I suspected he’d been a little too optimistic and complimentary, especially in front of my grandparents.

“Okay.  Well, you know him.”  I paused and took a deep breath.  “This next bit is a little complex.”  Give me a moment to make it up.  “Did they mention how Master Tai likes to call me Master Matsuda?  That it’s his version of Mahou-Mam, a joke?”

Hikaru just looked confused, probably having just focused on the physical side, but a light went off behind Kaede’s eyes.  “They did,” she admitted.  “Grandma had mixed feelings but Grandpa just thought it was funny.  I wasn’t sure I got the explanation.”

“It’s tricky,” I temporized, talking while still trying to figure out just how to take this all home.  “You sort of had to be there.  It has to do with how he thinks I’m good enough in my own way to be a master scientist to his master martial artist, just making fun of how I’m not that great physically, all that and more at once.  Anyway, that’s where the Master Matsuda comes from.”

“How?” Kaede pressed, looking fascinated and horrified at the same time.

“Okay.  The big thing to remember is: Ito Daisuke is an idiot.  This whole thing got started because a thug pressured him into a fight and rather than going to the authorities, or saying no, Ito decided to take him up on it.  Say what you will about Akira, he’s a genius when compared to Ito Daisuke.”

Kaede finally flinched at hearing her brother described in those terms.  “He’s that bad?” she asked a little uncertainly.

I nodded firmly, sounding absolutely convincing because all my experiences with Ito had absolutely convinced me this was the truth!  “I’m afraid so.  His girlfriend had to run around looking for someone to stop the fight because he was too big of a headstrong moron.”

“He has a girlfriend?” Kaede’s face screwed up a little in skepticism, that fact not quite jiving with the picture I was painting in her eyes.

“He was well built,” Hikaru noted casually, shrugging off to the side.  I was dismayed to realize she’d quietly pulled out her phone and was taking a few notes during this conversation.  “Some people are just about the body.  You must have seen some girls picking worse.  Just because you’re choosier doesn’t mean other people are.”

I’d have thought that was an idle observation.  But my younger cousin actually blushed, just a little, at Hikaru’s comment.  Wait, what?  What on Earth have they been talking about?  I wondered, momentarily distracted from my own dire straits.  In a weird way, Hikaru probably was the most romantically active of my extended family.  I could see Kaede discussing boys with Hikaru instead of her sister.

I opened my mouth, about to go on the offensive and try to derail her questioning, but Kaede shot me a glare that made me think twice.  For better or worse, I quickly transformed my question into continuing the explanation and an abrupt defensive screen.

“To be fair,” I babbled, “I don’t think Ito deserves her.  Anyway, she got a hold of me,” I said, sweeping a whole garbage can’s worth of problematic explanations under the rug, “and I somehow managed to break up the fight.  Don’t ask me how, I agree that’s a truly unbelievable part.  But it happened.  We then called the police and ambulance, got Ito taken to the hospital for treatment, and moved on.”

“Un-fortunately,” I emphasized with feeling, “Ito’s as hardheaded as a rock.  He feels he needs to pay me back for my help, with no idea how to manage that.”

“Shonen protagonist,” Hikaru noted happily.

“Pretty much,” I agreed, deciding to just roll with it.  I was probably slandering both Ito and a lot of shonen heroes with that one.  But, in Ito’s case at least, I didn’t care.  “And he has a teacher of his own.”

I hesitated a moment.  Careful now, I thought before licking my lips and choosing my words very carefully.

“Ito’s teacher knows Master Tai.  And used that knowledge to track me down-“

“Wait, really?” Kaede’s expression was skeptical again and the cats around her mewed in protest as she stopped her absent-minded petting to refocus on me.  “These two didn’t just go to your school?  They’re complete strangers and it just happened to work out this way?”

I made a helpless gesture.  “Why do you think I’m so frustrated?  And why do you think I’m so stunned he appeared out of the blue today?  He seems to have a gift for this.” Now she's growing up! I noted in frustration. I would have preferred the more gullible Kaede of a few years back, at least this time.

“Shonen protagonist,” Hikaru muttered softly while nodding contentedly to herself.

“If it helps,” I continued, looking to distract them with something slightly more believable, “his teacher is a real… well, a bit of a bastard.  He tracked me down like that while Ito was still on crutches precisely to teach Ito a lesson about being such a headstrong idiot.  So Ito eventually finds me, barely out of the hospital, and tries to talk about owing me a debt.  And all of it while simply getting in my way and inconveniencing me even further.  It took me, Himeko, and Eiko together to get it through his head that talking like that when he could barely bow to me without collapsing was as stupid as you could get!  Not that he didn’t keep trying!”

“Wow,” Kaede blinked, obviously swayed back a bit to my side by the honest passion and emotion over that part.  Not that I could blame her, I was a little surprised too.

“Anyway,” I continued, trying to sneak the lie in as quickly as I could manage, “apparently he heard Master Tai refer to me as Master Matsuda at some point and got it stuck in his empty little head that it wasn’t a joke.  He keeps calling me that, even though if he was half as grateful and interested in paying me back as he claims he would have listened to me and stopped that!  Anyway, he’s a complete moron I don’t want anything to do with, lest he try to ‘help’ me in yet another idiotic way.”

I settled down and tried to calm my racing heart.  I think that works, kind of, I told myself uncertainly.  I mean, it’s got just enough of the truth that I can sort of deliver it and keep a straight face.  Mostly I’m just lying about the Master Matsuda bit.  And brushing over the details of how we really met.

“That’s…” Kaede hesitated.  “Does that really justify panicking, grabbing our arms, and hiding in an alley?”

“Yes,” I replied instantly, trying not to flush too much.

“Really?”

I hung my head.  “Alright, fine.  If I’d had a minute to truly think  about it I probably should have left you two alone and run off by myself.  He probably only spotted me because I was so tall and never realized you were involved with me.”

“That wasn’t what I meant.”

“Then what did you mean?” I asked cautiously, but honestly puzzled.

“I mean, he wants to help you and you’re physically running away from him because you think he’s an idiot and you’re embarrassed…” she trailed off for a moment and looked thoughtful.

Hikaru gave her a knowing glance.  “He is getting better,” she noted, obviously trying to comfort Kaede, “it’s a surprise because you’d have expected better now.  It’s like negative character growth.”

“Yeah… but put like that it probably is the most believable part of all this,” Kaede was obviously reluctant to admit it.

I belatedly realized what they were driving at.  “Oh, come on!” I said defensively.  “If you actually knew this guy you’d agree with me!  Just be glad I kept you from finding out.  He literally hung out in front of our school long enough to get spotted by Himeko and worry her.”  Alright, I was mixing up several things there, but I felt no need to correct myself.  “He’s a nutjob.  Worse, he’s an extroverted nutjob.  At least I keep to myself.  He’s the one who yelled my name in a crowded shopping area and tried to run after me.”

Kaede obviously didn’t like agreeing with me, but also saw the truth in that.

“Look,” I sighed, embarrassed but secretly grateful to turn the conversation in this direction.  “He’s someone best avoided.  Is this me being a little immature and socially awkward?  Maybe.  But I’m here with you two today.  I had a job to do and it’s already been awkward and stupid enough without trying to deal with him on top of that.”

Kaede shot a slightly guilty look towards Hikaru’s bag, the one with the embarrassing adult material.  It was all fun and games when it was amongst family, but she wasn’t mean enough to try and force me to explain that sort of thing to a stranger I didn’t like.

“The last thing we needed was some ridiculous scenario where he tried tagging along or ‘helping’ us out in some way.  Or worse, figured his best way to repay me was to focus on you two.  We didn’t need it, and would you have felt comfortable dealing with that whole situation?  Trust me, he wouldn’t have handled it well.”

I visibly clamped down on my next few suggestions (they really would have been a little unfair to Ito, given how well I didn’t know him) but I couldn’t hide my wince.  I could just see it now, his comments on the lack of family resemblance between Kaede and me or assumptions and notes about Hikaru’s Kansai dialect.  As much as my first responses had been selfish, and they had been, suddenly I did not feel so guilty about dragging my cousins into alleyways and hiding behind bins.

Aoth’s he really is stubborn and dumb enough to say things like that, isn’t he?  I liked to think I was just being too negative, I’d yet to see him at his best, but I really believed he’d have done that.  An over 50% chance, at least.

My cousins remained silent, obviously unsure what to say.  I was suddenly glad we were in a cat café, it gave all of us the excuse to focus on the nearest available kitty and pet it.  It was soothing.

“You keep not telling us about things like this,” Kaede said finally.

I sighed.  “I know.  But… should I really feel guilty about this one?  No offense Kaede, but you’re not my sister.  You’re my cousin, you live halfway across Tokyo.  Can you really blame me for not going on the family chatroom and saying ‘guys, guys, you’ll never believe what happened to me today!  I broke up a fight, and talked with the police, and saw a guy go to the hospital’?  You already treat me like I’m a moron who’s in over his head with what you do know.  It would have taken an hour or two of explanations at best at the time.  And that’s without the follow up of this idiot seeking me out later on.  And the second-hand advice and trouble I still would have gotten in that situation… look, is it any wonder I didn’t tell you guys?”

Kaede looked slightly guilty.  But Hikaru, without even looking at me, noted “Hm, but is it any wonder we think you’re an idiot when you don’t tell us about stuff like this?  You do weird stuff Mamoru, and you’re pretty secretive about it.  You never did tell us why you had to hurry to your friend’s house after Comiket.”

I winced.  “That’s Meiko family drama,” I replied, a little too quickly.  “Not my place to say.”

Kaede looked thoughtful, but Hikaru wasn’t perturbed.  “And if you’re going to say things like that, expect us to think you can’t handle it and ask questions.”

“That’s…” I fought down my first, somewhat self-centered, thoughts and eventually sighed.  “…fair enough, I guess.  But you guys really do owe me some more trust then.  Well, not trust.  Confidence?  Look, I can’t blame you all for worrying about me.  I worry about me sometimes with all the stupid things that happen!  But could you at least remember I haven’t died or been maimed yet?  I’m… handling things.  A lot better then some of you are.”

“Oh really?” Kaede countered, a little peeved at my claim given what they thought of me.

I shot her a look.  “Yeah, miss-trying-to-commute-across-half-of-Tokyo,” while Kaede backed up a moment I turned to Hikaru.  “And let’s not forget how much help you’ve needed with your projects.  Full points for knowing you need it and getting it, you’re doing better than I give you credit for there.  But that doesn’t mean you wouldn’t be in over your head without help.  So far, I’ve managed to avoid that.”

“So far,” Kaede emphasized.

I nodded back.  “And yeah, that might change.  Tomorrow I might actually need help and be as dumb as Akira about asking for it.  You have my full permission to roast me mercilessly if that happens.  But so far it hasn’t.  I’ve gotten help where I’ve needed it and coped fine without it every other time.  Well, family help,” I added a little less confidently.  “I’m not going to claim  I’d have gotten by without Himeko and Eiko.  But too much of our family keeps trying to insert themselves in my business when they really should just step back and let me handle it.  I’m capable enough, stop worrying.”

Kaede wasn’t too concerned, but didn’t seem entirely convinced either.  “Did your brother do the same sort of thing when he was growing up?” she asked Hikaru.  “Because Akira told us he could handle it all the time.  And he really couldn’t.”

“Daichi was better,” Hikaru noted distractedly, more focused on the purring cat beside her.  “But he was older than me.  He usually could handle it though.  Except for that one time with the peppers.”

I would have followed up on that, but right then my phone rang.

Oh shit, I thought, staring at it in horror.  Please don’t be Master Tai.  Please don’t be a night tiger situation.  Or maybe Ito phoning around and trying to make contact.

Those all seemed horribly possible, so I was slightly relieved when the caller ID showed it to be Chie.  I was still a little concerned though, she’d never called me out of the university like this before.  “Sorry,” I told my cousins, “it looks like its from the research room at the university.  I should get this.”

“Research room?” Kaede wondered as I was brining the phone up to my head.

I winced even as I hit connect.  Shit, did I never mention that before?  I’m going to pay for it now.  “Hello?  Chie?” I asked into the phone.

“Mamoru,” Chie’s voice came to my ear tightly controlled.  “I think you should get back to the university right now.”

I glanced at my cousins.  Thankfully they were too far away to hear Chie clearly but anything I said would probably be obvious.  “This isn’t a great time Chie,” I temporized.  “I’m with my family right now.  Can this wait?  Did you make some sort of breakthrough?”

“Not quite,”  Chie continued, sounding more and more odd.  “It’s just that there’s a kami in the research room right now.  And it wants to talk to you.”

There was a dull thump as my head hit the café table, startling the cats around us.

Chie’s “Mamoru?  Mamoru?” mixed with my cousins concerned “Mamoru!” but right then, I didn’t care much.

Aoth.  Fucking.  Damn.  It.  I ground out, trying not to explode.  Why today?!?  I could only assume I’d pissed off some deity along the way for everything to be happening at once like this.  I glanced around, half expecting to see the Monkey King wander casually by and offer to take my place at the booth.  I was around Hikaru again, and this seemed like his sense of humor.

But nothing that obvious happened.  So, feeling like my head weighed a million kilos, I slowly lifted it and spoke into the phone.  “Alright Chie, I’m on my way.”  I then turned back to my cousins and tried to think of how the hell I’d explain why I was going to duck out on them without seeming like my parents or raising a dozen more concerns about what the hell I was doing!

I felt the warning bracelet squeeze my wrist, still lightly but more noticeable than before.  This little masquerade of mine is starting to stretch awfully thin, I realized grimly.  I need to start talking to Himeko about countermeasures, and soon.  Otherwise…

I shied away from finishing that thought.  Some of the possibilities there were too terrible to contemplate.  But I neither wanted to lose my family, nor did I want to put them in the Bureau’s crosshairs for aiding and abetting.  But one day, quite possible soon, I was going to have to make that choice.
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Sometimes looks can be deceiving. Usually, you could tell when something strange (well, something particularly strange) was going on in the research room by all the glowing sigils floating around or the fact all four of us were dressed up in lab coats and full protective equipment. Today, with all four of us huddled around a pair of computers, wasn’t one of those days. And yet, in some ways it might have been the most mind blowing of all.

I caught a reflection of Himeko against the mostly black screen as she entered with coffee and pastries. She wasn’t completely fooled, something about our posture and intensity sent chills down her spine and she hesitated a moment. Eiko, on the other hand, simply entered behind her, grinned, and joked “what’s up guys? Epic gaming session?”

The others all started slightly, but their reactions were muted by their singular focus. Eiko frowned and started to say something more, but Himeko stopped her with a raised hand. She put the food down on the coffee table and moved closer as quietly as possible.

I nodded slightly to myself and refocused on what I was seeing. “Okay,” I told Chie, “I’ve got an entry on…” I had to squint slightly, “10:33:22. Wow, what timing.”

“Kind of makes you want to see the microseconds,” Chie agreed absently as she checked her screen. “I wonder which would be better, 44 or 11?” She then shook her head. “No, standard timed autosave.”

“Shoot,” I sighed mildly. “Okay… 10:36:02?”

Chie tapped a few keys. “Legitimate change by a professor.”

“What are they doing?” Himeko asked quietly.

“Tracking a cheater,” Kiyoto half-whispered back, “possibly more than one.”

Himeko blinked a few times. “That’s noble,” she noted in mild surprise. “I suppose they deserve all praise for doing so. But why? And why them?”

“Ah…” Kiyoto hesitated to even try and explain it.

My stupid comparisons don’t seem so bad now, do they? I noted distantly while focusing on another entry. “10:39:18.”

Chie hit a few keys. There was a long pause, and I felt a trickle of excitement and satisfaction as she hit a few more without saying anything. “Can you give me the raw source number?” she asked finally.

I smiled in satisfaction even as I had to rattle off the sixteen digit location code, several times just to make sure that we’d gotten it right. But it was worth it after the third try when Chie smiled viciously and noted “nothing.”

“Got another one,” I nodded with a predatory smile of my own. Then things got a little weird. “Zak’is?” I addressed the computer screen while channeling a touch a mana into my voice. “Could you do your thing?”

A glowy distortion floated across the screen, seeming to focus on the entry in question. It appeared especially shiny and colorful against the black DOS functions I was working with. Then it simply seemed to vanish.

All four of us leaned back in our chairs and untensed a bit. “Alright,” I asked Kiyoto in a much more relaxed tone. “How long do you think it’ll take them this time?”

“I’ve started the timer,” he reported, holding up a stopwatch. “Probably about fifteen minutes. He’s… sorry, they’re averaging between ten and twenty minutes each time, but it looks like they’ve slowly been getting better.”

“Really?” Ryota spoke up, looking surprised at that

Kiyoto shrugged. “I’m not sure, this will only be the fourteenth data point. There’s way too few for certainty. But there seems to be a slow, downward trend.”

“Huh, interesting,” I noted as I forced myself up from the chair. Feeling a little stiff and in need of a stretch I couldn’t help but ask “think they’re learning, or this is more a matter of getting warmed up?”

Kiyoto shook his head. “Too few for certainty,” he repeated firmly. But I took comfort in how he quickly ducked to the white board to write that down as a note.

Himeko made a discreet and polite cough, and I abruptly yanked myself back to the present. “Sorry Himeko. This is fascinating but it kind of claims your attention, gets you completely focused on it until you get tunnel vision.”

“Like everything else you do around here?” Eiko noted sarcastically.

“It’s even worse than usual today,” I said a little defensively. “Probably because we’re staring at the screen for so long. And so much of it is simple, unambiguous results.”

“That’s a nice change,” Chie noted with a touch of wonder. “It feels good to simply put something in and get answers out for once.”

“Huh,” thinking about it, she really had spoken for all of us there. “Yeah, that sums it up. It’s kind of addictive.”

“Satisfying,” Ryota nodded. “Like you know for sure you’re making progress instead of barking up the wrong tree.”

“Eh, it’d get boring in a few days if we were doing it all the time,” Kiyoto chimed in. “I’ve got to admit, it is a nice change though.”

“So, what exactly are you doing?” Himeko prodded us back towards the point.

“Thank you for the coffee,” I noted as we finished ambling over to the tables and sat down. “It’s much appreciated and well timed.”

“And if you want it again in the future,” Himeko countered sweetly, “you’ll give me some answers.”

I smiled, took a bite out of a donut both because I needed the sugar and to annoy her just a little, and considered my answer.

“That’s a slightly trickier question than you think,” I said finally after I swallowed. “At its most basic level, we’re helping the university identify a few frauds. Someone-“

“Or several people,” Ryota was quick to interrupt and remind me.

I nodded towards him. “Or several people seem to be hacking into the system to change their marks. Or someone’s marks. It’s a little more complicated than that of course, that’s why we needed to check things out down at the code level.”

“Whoever is doing this isn’t simply opening up the files and changing the numbers,” Ryota cut in a little excitedly. “They’re doing it at a deeper level, inserting minor commands behind the scenes to make the changes. And it’s a real challenge to figure it out.”

“I have no doubt,” Himeko nodded towards him solemnly. “And I fully support your efforts, cheaters must be caught and every honest Tokyo U student owes you all a debt of gratitude. But it does beg the question: how and why are you four doing this? Shouldn’t this be referred to security? Or internal affairs?”

“Ah…” Ryota looked at me helplessly.

“It’s my fault. It’s another kami chore,” I sighed.

“Really? They have you catching cheaters now? That makes no-“ Eiko frowned and tilted her head. “No, wait. It does? Doesn’t it? But then…”

“That’s what I mean by trickier,” I told her with a tired smile. “This one… this one’s turned out a little more interesting than expected, on multiple levels. That’s why everyone’s gotten involved this time, and why we’re paying such close attention.”

“Kami in the digital age,” Kiyoto noted with a disbelieving shake of his head. “It’s… nuts. Just straight up ridiculous.”

“Evolution in action,” I noted with a small smile, just to needle him. I then turned back to Himeko and Eiko. “Okay, I was asked to help by a kami we’re having trouble defining. If I had to describe them it would be the kami in charge of the university’s administration. Or at least that of the Hongo campus.”

“Hah!” Eiko just grinned at the idea.

Himeko just looked thoughtful. “That is an odd concept Mamoru. Does that make them a weak kami, or a strong one? The university goes through a lot of paperwork.”

I nodded and spread my hands wide. “I have little idea,” I admitted frankly. “I’m guessing this one’s more mid-range by university standards. Not a small or weak one, probably quite strong and important within its area, but we’re not exactly looking at Tenjin level either.”

“But the really interesting thing is,” I continued, slightly embarrassed by the enthusiasm creeping into my tone, “it’s one that’s been around a while. I think it might have originally been the kami of a building, transitioned more into being in charge of the concept and domain as administration expanded and the buildings changed, and is now in charge of something that’s been slowly transferring to digital over the last decade or three. And all that seems to have had some interesting effects on its nature and abilities. Especially since it was founded and came into being with old fashioned physical and analog methods but is now closely tied to the virtual.”

“Speculative,” Kiyoto tossed back, just to needle me in return.

I smiled. “Pretty much, but that’s why it’s so interesting. And it seems like that’s why the kami came to me. It knew something was up, could feel an impression of the incorrect changes happening. But it couldn’t zero in on them, couldn’t quite figure out the exact problem. It looks like it’s slowly developing some electronics-based powers and awareness, but it’s not up to the same level as its paper awareness. If this had been happening forty years ago it could have probably pulled us directly to the assignments in question and the altered marks, or at the very least the right filing cabinets with all the records. But right now, it’s just a vague awareness that something isn’t right. And it needs outside help, like feeling a small splinter buried in an inaccessible part of your body.”

Ryota muttered something about old-fashioned methods, and how he hoped this wouldn’t be a setback. Tokyo U was already a little reluctant to modernize and he didn’t want to be a part of slowing them down even more.

(Not badly so, the university was quite cutting edge in several ways. But it was also slow about not having older procedures in addition to the more modern ones. Basically the equivalent of printing a hard copy at the same time as submitting a digital one.)

Since I had mixed feelings on the subject I pretended not to hear anything. “We’ve been looking into the matter and trying to figure out what’s going on.”

“Using magic,” Kiyoto noted pointedly.

“Using magic at times,” I admitted a little sheepishly. “We’ve tried to keep this as conventional as we could, but it would have been impossible without magic.”

“Not impossible,” Chie jumped in energetically. “Just very, very hard. We might have gotten lucky, hit one of the right files the first time. We could have done it without magic if we had to.”

“Would you have wanted to?” Kiyoto pressed a little sardonically, although he saluted Chie with his coffee cup at the same time. I was probably the best programmer and coder in the room but I wasn’t that amazing, and it turned out that Chie was a pretty close second. Both Ryota and Kiyoto were better than the average guy, but they hadn’t hesitated to cede the computer duties to Chie while they focused on other factors.

“You’re using magic. On computers.” Eiko stated flatly, looking at me incredulously. A glance behind her showed that Himeko was keeping her poker face, but probably only because Eiko had brought it up for her.

“And not just regular magic,” I answered with a mix of enthusiasm and bemusement. “Spirit power too. Right now we’ve got a friendly spirit trying to track things directly. We’ve stumbled onto an interesting and effective trifecta. We use divination spells and tracking spells to zero in on the problem area-“

“ ‘we’ “ Kiyoto muttered in amusement off to the side.

“-then we check out the individual entries at the code level using good old-fashioned effort and knowledge. Finally, we ask Zak’is to track down the individual entries and create a link to us. Then we go back, check out that link, and investigate it. We might toss in some divination and scrying at the end there too, depends on what we can find out the more old-fashioned way.”

It probably wasn’t the smoothest or most efficient way of doing everything, but it had turned into something shockingly practical. We were still just four university students, none of us studying computer science, but we were quickly and effectively tracking down a hacker.

Himeko looked thoughtful. “And what will be the end result of all this?” she asked after a moment.

“We should hopefully know who’s doing what... although maybe not why,” I admitted.

“It’s Tokyo U and they’re revising marks upwards,” Kiyoto noted with a bit more sarcasm. “I think it’s self-explanatory. Or they’re doing it for money.”

“Not necessarily,” Chie noted. “They could be doing it out of some weird form of revenge, or because they feel they were being treated unfairly and they’re only restoring their ‘true’ marks.”

Kiyoto’s expression was surprisingly jaded as he looked at Chie. “Uh-huh. Sure. That’s a great crime novel, but this is the real world. At best they might feel that way, but I think we all know what sort of cowardly idiots they are underneath that.”

Chie looked mildly upset, but before she could respond Himeko interjected again. “A worthwhile thing to remember, but you missed my meaning. What do you intend to do with this knowledge? I assume you mean to stop this hacker, but how? It doesn’t seem like a good idea to engage in vigilante justice; virtual, physical, or magical. But you’ll have a hard time presenting all this information to the authorities. Even if you were to remove all mention of magic and spirits, aren’t you engaging in a little hacking of your own?”

“We’re justified,” Chie protested indignantly, “we have permission!”

“From a kami?” Eiko asked, fighting down a smile.

I didn’t immediately add anything, I was momentarily distracted by Himeko’s mention of virtual vigilantism. I hadn’t even considered that one, I admitted to myself grudgingly. I’d already thought of magical and physical versions, of course. And I’d dismissed them just as quickly as Himeko had. Both were great ways for something to go wrong and complications to balloon rapidly, there was little chance that either of those paths would end things simply and cleanly. But Himeko was right, given what we were doing some sort of counter hacking and threats seemed pretty obvious. Changing all the marks back and then leaving an ominous threat on the perpetrator’s computer “we know what you’re doing. Stop it.” Or something similar. Probably along with an annoying but temporary virus just to show we meant business.

That might have been the worst idea of all. Whoever had done this had already shown some pretty impressive skills. Not necessarily some sort of master hacker, for all we knew this person had just stumbled across a carelessly abandoned password somewhere and that was how they’d gotten half their access. They really weren’t much better than us, just careful and lucky. But even then, they had at least some level of skill. And threatened in their own home like that? And with no real indication that we really could go to the authorities? That was the sort of situation where someone would panic, desperately convince themselves it was best to keep going, and then things would start going downhill fast.

Himeko knew how and when to push from outside of the system, and how it was best to strike from a position of overwhelming superiority if you were going to try it at all. Her warning to Harada Shio had spelled that out. It might have been a little childish at the time, but so had he. It had also been cleverly thought out as an attack on his weak points. Namely willpower and through a medium he had not been talented in. By comparison, anything we might have tried… yeah, it was easy to see why she was concerned.

On top of that, it meant the next most logical choice was going to be turning to her, having Himeko take the evidence to the higher ups at the university and cover up anything that we did under the umbrella of ‘that’s a Meiko family secret’. Himeko still wasn’t in good odor with the university thanks to the embarrassment created by the return of the golden seal, her special exemptions with Eiko, and (most recently) her quiet acquisition of even more special access to our research room. She wasn’t in a bad position, she didn’t deliberately create trouble, flout all her extra privileges, and was a good student. Plus, of course, the university did want the prestige and recognition that would come from having another Meiko alumni. But after everything else she’d already been involved in, all the places she’d already annoyed too much of the administration, having her reveal a cheater and security breach would really get on everyone’s nerves. Especially if she chose to be coy about certain facets. The university might have calmed down enough that they weren’t actively irritated with Himeko currently, but she was still a sensitive spot.

Fortunately, for a change, I had that covered. “This one’s actually going to be fairly easy,” told her a little sheepishly, coming back to the conversation. “Once we have a better handle on who’s responsible we’ll report it all to the kami that contacted us. This one’s experienced, and literally entwined with Tokyo U’s bureaucracy. It will pass on the information to all the appropriate parties while weaving a web of red tape and obfuscation where the information came from, all while expediting proper punishments and actions. The right reports will appear on the right desks at the right times, then ‘poof’, no more hacker.”

“I know, I know,” I added a little sourly as everyone looked at me with varying degrees of amusement and disbelief at my ‘poof’ description, “I really should have come up with a better way to end that.”

Himeko fought down a small smile but decided not to pursue it. “It’ll really be that simple?” she asked instead, trying to only sound a hint skeptical.

I nodded confidently. “This time, yes. We’re not dealing with a young and inexperience kami like Sensei-san here. This one might not be an all time great or an all-encompassing power, but it knows just how to work Tokyo U’s system. It’ll use its strength and skill in the perfect place to take care of this. Knowing my luck, I might have to do one or two small tasks to expedite everything, deliberately place a report or piece of evidence in the right place. But that should be the worst of it, for once even I’m pretty sure this’ll be easy.”

“Oh, now you’ve gone and jinxed it,” Eiko muttered half in jest and half in terrified horror.

“Eiko!” Himeko critiqued her but smiled while doing so.

“What?” Eiko shrugged. “You just know that now he’s said it the hacker will turn out to be the President’s son or an international criminal or the secret controller of the whole internet.”

Chie snorted softly and muttered “not with those skills” under her breath.

“That sort of thing happens around Mamoru.”

“Aoth, it really seems like that sometimes,” I muttered myself, before raising my voice to add. “But seriously, I don’t think so. Not this time, and not over that. It’s mildly interesting that someone-”

“Or multiple people,” Ryota cut in quickly.

“Or multiple people,” I agreed with a quick nod. “-are hacking their marks. But that should be as far as it goes. Sometimes, it doesn’t need to be anything complex.”

There was an odd little ding from my phone. I picked it up while Kiyoto quickly clicked the stopwatch. “Fifteen minutes, twenty-seven seconds,” he reported. “And I think it’s pretty complex if we’re tracking them with magic and spirits instead of just pure coding,” he added as an aside.

“That’s our end, not theirs,” I countered, trying not to sound too abashed as I read the report from Zak’is. “Just because we’re constructing a Rube Goldberg machine doesn’t mean they have. Anyway, back to work.”

With some small sighs and good-natured joshing, we all got off the couch and returned to the computers.

Eiko and Himeko followed this time, looking a little puzzled. “So how does this work?” Himeko asked.

Ryota made a few notes and double checked the camera before answering. “Mamoru and Chie are doing most of the work. Mamoru casts a spell-“

Right at that moment the spell circle started forming in front of me. I really should have made up a quick talisman for this one, I noted to myself absently. I hadn’t figured I’d be repeating it so many times. And, like before, I once again assumed there weren’t going to be enough casting’s after this to be practical.

“-and checks to see if we’ve anything left to find in this section. If not, he casts another spell to find the next basic area and we move on. If so, he and Chie start manually auditing and checking changes to the marks until they find whatever is unaccounted for. They have to look into the deeper code on two entirely different systems so it’s not like simply swapping between one window and the other. When they find an entry that doesn’t have a corresponding source, they refer that entry to the spirit who tracks down where it really came from. Kiyoto and I are just documenting and making notes, watching the spirit and magic in action. It’ll be good for showing mana’s safe around both people and computers.”

“Sort of safe,” I added abstractly. “Situationally.” I finished the spell and nodded as I felt the results ‘ping’ back to me. “We have another one in this section. Back to work. Where’d we leave off again?”

“10:39:18,” Chie reported back promptly.

“Right,” it took me a moment to go back to the list and make out the next change. “10:40:02?”

“We’ve been at this a while,” Kiyoto added from his side. “We’ve got it down to a system.”

Himeko nodded, but politely asked. “So, what’s this about a spirit? This Zak’is?” she did a great job of pronouncing a slightly awkward name she’d barely heard. “Is he the kami that asked for help?”

“10:42:11,” I reported to Chie before turning back to Himeko. “No, that’s another one of the interesting parts to all this. Zak’is seems to be some sort of subordinate to the kami that contacted us. They seem to be a purely modern and digital spirit, and one reason it’s so exciting to be documenting all this and making contact with such an unusual being.” I quickly turned back to the screen as Chie politely reported that was a legitimate entry.

“Really?” even Himeko’s eyebrows rose as she took in that concept.

I nodded. “10:42:58. Yeah, it’s the first time I’ve ever interacted seriously with a digital spirit. I’m trying to learn everything I can. And it’s ‘they’, not ‘he’.”

“It keeps tripping me up too,” Kiyoto was quick to add. “But I guess it makes sense. A bunch of ones and zeroes isn’t going to have a gender.”

“Eh, I wouldn’t be so sure of that,” I noted absently. “It’s debateable how or why any spirit has a gender, there’s no reason digital spirits can’t have them too. But Zak’is doesn’t seem to.”

“It could be a ‘she’,” Chie noted a little pointedly after asking for the next entry time.

“10:43:03, not long between entries here. And you’re right, it could. It isn’t, this time, but we do have an annoying tendency to default to male.”

Chie held her tongue, but you could tell from her posture she was refraining from saying anything.

“I don’t think we’re that bad,” Ryota protested, surprising me by speaking up.

I shrugged. “Probably not. But did the fact that the killer at the apartment was a woman take you by surprise? It wasn’t a big shock, but after the fact I realized I’d defaulted to assuming it was a guy before the spells told me otherwise. I was a little embarrassed.”

Ryota flushed a little, which actually relieved me. It had been a minor but careless mistake, I was glad I wasn’t the only one who’d made it.

“Okay,” Kiyoto noted, possibly a little too quickly out of his own embarrassment (or maybe just to avoid thinking about the murder scene again). “But that’s flesh and blood. And we’ve all evolved that way. Something that only exists virtually, maybe only as ones and zeroes, isn’t going to have a gender.”

“It’s not just ones and zeroes!” Chie was equally quick to add, only in annoyance, after verifying another professor entry. “It’s something more!”

“We don’t know that,” Kiyoto shot back.

“10:44:01. And yeah, that’s one of the things that makes this so fascinating,” I admitted. “Does Zak’is have some sort of central body? How did they come into being? The line between ‘digital spirit’ and ‘AI’ is… I mean, wow. I don’t even know where to start with that one.”

“It’s… intriguing,” even Ryota had to admit that reluctantly.

Kiyoto shook his head. “I don’t think there is a place you can start with that,” he noted in disgust. “Things like bacteria, viruses, and the definition of life have given us enough trouble, and I never wanted to wade into that debate. Now I’m on the forefront of how we’re going to define ‘life’ when we include spirits and today I find out I’m going to have to figure out how digital life is going to fit into all that!”

“You don’t have to,” Chie still sounded annoyed.

Kiyoto made a disgusted sound. “And what? Back off like a useless coward when all this comes out? I’m going to have to make the first articles and reports on the subject when Mamoru starts going public with this. I’m going to look like a pathetic failure if I just hide in the corner and say ‘it’s too hard, I have no idea!’ I’m never going to get everything right, biologists are going to be looking into this one for years-”

Centuries, I noted absently to myself. This sort of thing was still a debated topic on Avalon, and that was without new wrinkles like digital spirits.

“-but I’m going to have to come up with some basic definitions and theoretical frameworks by then. For the sake of Zak’is and Siss-ophelian if nothing else.”

That made me pause in my work and turn to Kiyoto. Fortunately, Himeko beat me to the punch. “What do you mean?” she asked politely.

Kiyoto looked a little stressed and disgusted. “If I can at least suggest that they’re alive, and at a reasonably high level of sophistication, then we should be able to get them some protections. Ethics committees and official journals won’t touch studies that essentially look to dissect spirits or just treat them as feelingless things. It won’t be perfect, but it should slow everyone down, make sure those who look to simply exploit or harvest spirits get treated like the garbage they are.”

I blinked in surprise, especially at the level of feeling in Kiyoto’s tone. Damn, I thought with a mixture of regret and respect. Something else I need to worry about. I’d never considered that exact problem before, probably a legacy of my mage-centric training, but I couldn’t help but see it now that Kiyoto had brought it up. And he was right. If he quickly established the first, default theory; and it put spirits as one of the more sophisticated forms of life, something more than just bacteria or insects, then he might be able to circumvent all sorts of problems before they even started. Sure, there’d always be something somewhere. It wasn’t like vicious, exploitative, and unnecessary animal testing had completely vanished just because the public disapproved. And that didn’t even touch on what went on out of sight or underground. But Kiyoto really could kneecap it before it ever started with the spirits, make sure that pretty much every academic institution never even considered that path (at least, not before someone else had gone first and provided them with a plausible enough excuse to cover their asses with). But to do so he would have to provide a pretty solid foundation. And simultaneously trying to cover the strictly physical, the more magical, and now digital facets of that was going to be a challenge. To put it mildly.

I’ve focused on the more traditional magic side of things, I thought while feeling a bit of admiration for Kiyoto and disgust for my oversight, thought about how to curb and control the use of exploitative spells. But he’s completely right, if we bring spirits to the world’s attention then some idiots are going to try and take advantage of that. And we’re going to have to think about how to try and protect them. And also how to protect humans from them now that I think about it.

Honestly, some days it was enough to make me think the Bureau had the right idea and give up on my crazy scheme. That maybe keeping humanity in the dark was a better idea then opening everything up to all the idiots and yahoos out there. But I was too dedicated to the path of knowledge (and maybe a little too prejudiced in favor of magic) to give up.

And maybe, I noted to myself thoughtfully, just maybe, with the help of dedicated and principled people like Kiyoto I might just be able to pull it off. Because if I wasn’t an arrogant idiot who tried to do it alone then other smart people could help, provide other perspectives and efforts I’d never even thought of. Such as how to convince biologists that spirits truly were alive.

Food for thought, I noted as I shook myself slightly. And, lest anyone think I was only being selfless and deep, it was immediately followed by: I wonder if we should recruit some more biologists, Mina would be a great-

I shook myself again and firmly refocused on the present. “Alright, there’s a bit of a gap here. 10:49:11.”
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“Oh crap!” I let out, quickly moving to hide behind Kyoto and Ryota.

The pair turned around to look at me oddly, especially since I had to duck down to not be seen towering over the pair. And even when I did that the naginata bag still probably poked over their heads. I quickly began to walk backwards, all while still crouched down, trying to reach the nearest corner to duck behind. The good news? We were almost at the Meiko estate so there weren’t too many other passersby on the street, not on a Sunday afternoon. The bad news? Needless to say, there were still a few around. And I was attracting a few curious looks from people besides the grad students.

Fortunately, I didn’t seem to be attracting it from the one person I was worried about. So I was prepared to live with it.

After a moment’s hesitation, Kiyoto moved to start walking with me. “What’s wrong?” he asked, sounding mostly neutral although I thought I could detect hints of both amusement and fear in those simple words.

I finally reached a corner of the Meiko estate wall and retreated behind it. Then I snuck a quick peek back around the corner before answering him. “That’s my cousin Kaede by the gates, I don’t want to be seen by her.” God damn it, this is the second time this month I’ve done this! I realized, feeling my blood pressure rise. Only this time it’s to hide from a relative, instead of with relatives.

The pair both blinked in surprise and took a second look of their own. “Your cousin?” the two said simultaneously, not bothering to hide their surprise. It was almost December, and surprisingly chilly for this time of year, so we were all wearing some level of coats. But that couldn’t hide just how differently Kaede and I looked, not even at a distance.

“She’s coming this way,” Kiyoto noted with studied neutrality.

“Shit!” of course she is, I added mentally, it’s the way to the train station, where we just came from. Did I think that her father was picking her up or something? We were halfway across Tokyo from her home, it wouldn’t have made sense for uncle to be driving her unless it was really important or necessary. I’d completely forgotten that Shinji was a study partner for her, just because we didn’t normally run into each other didn’t mean we couldn’t intersect.

Since I would have been out of her direct line of sight, I probably could have just retreated a bit further down and kept behind Kyoto and Ryota. Instead, I panicked. I swung the naginata bag off my back, stuck my hand inside, and activated the flying talisman for its invisibility function. Fortunately, no one on the street was looking directly in my direction as I did so, except for the grad students, so I got away with it.

That was dumb, I reflected as I immediately went blind, the magic that made me invisible also deflected the light I needed to see. And this time I hadn’t been smart enough to put on the goggles first. On multiple levels! Seriously, a year ago the warning bracelet would probably have stopped me. Even if the passersby didn’t notice the Meiko security probably did.

Thankfully, they knew about my abilities at this point. And they would probably be too polite to comment on it (not an insignificant advantage I realized, already feeling pretty abashed) so I had more or less managed to get away with this. But it had been a pretty dumb move. Half the reason I kept the invisibility up was to prevent anyone from seeing how hard I was blushing.

“Are you still there, Mamoru?” Kiyoto asked tentatively after a minute or so.

“Yeah, give me a second,” I reported. “I’ve almost got the goggles on.”

“Goggles?”

“They let him see through the invisibility,” Ryota jumped back in, having gotten the full explanation when we escaped from the Bureau. “No visible light in or out otherwise.”

“Oh! That makes sense… Anyway, your cousin just passed us.”

“Good,” I finally got the goggles on and in place. I should probably make them a little easier to grab while blind, I thought with a touch of annoyance. They weren’t badly placed, but I really should have considered circumstances like this before they happened, made it a little more intuitive.

“Sooo,” Kiyoto drew the word out, obviously unsure what to say. “Are you going to stop being invisible now?”

I looked around and sighed. “Better not,” I admitted, “not until we’re past the gates. I was lucky to get away with turning invisible in the first place, coming back might be pushing it too far.” The street wasn’t crowded, and no one was paying us much attention, but reappearing would be slightly more noticeable than disappearing. I’d already been much too stupid for comfort, there was no sense in pushing my luck even more.

Ryota looked incredulous. But after a few moments Kiyoto shrugged and said “Okay. Fine by me, we’ll play it that way,” (all in a tone that suggested he was lying) and then started walking back towards the Meiko gates.

I sighed but kept quiet, although I did move to fly above the pair rather than throw everything off by trying to walk close to them invisibly. When we reached the mansion gates Kiyoto hesitated and looked around. “Uh…” he said awkwardly.

“Back off a few steps, I’ll land and take care of it,” I replied, feeling my flush rise up again. Ironically, it was only because I was invisible that I was able ring the doorbell and go through the standard steps.

“Welcome to the Meiko estate, what brings you to the house of this noble family?”

“Matsuda Mamoru, on a business visit, accompanied by authorized guests.” Strictly speaking, I suspected Kiyoto qualified in his own right by now. But Ryota was a little more questionable and I was operating on autopilot.

The person manning the gates was as well, but they were better about catching themselves. They still got out the first syllables though before they hesitated. “Understood, Matsu-…. Matsuda-sama?”

“Yes?”

“We did see your sudden disappearance a minute ago. Would you please turn yourself visible again for verification before entering?”

I was hit with a surge of embarrassment, and then anger due to that embarrassment. Fighting down the (completely self-centered) urge to point out they should be grateful I didn’t just fly over the walls, I instead pointed out “do you really want me just reappearing in front of the Meiko gates like that?”

There was another hesitation. “Understood,” the voice replied finally, doing a very good job of sounding normal despite the fact this probably wasn’t covered by the standard procedures. “We’ll send a guard over to let you in manually. Please establish your identity at the first opportunity.”

A part of me questioned the logic of that. That if I’d disappeared in the first place how could they be sure that it was really ‘me’ reappearing, or be so certain I’d bother to visible again once I’d been let in? The more sensible part of me was too grateful to object, and just a little bit nervous the answer might be ‘mess around and find out’ as the Meiko security had upgraded itself and their procedures to deal with situations like that. They might not have consulted me, but I could think of at least a half-dozen sensible solutions to that sort of problem that didn’t involve magic. Who knew what they might have come up with on their own? From thermal vision to good old-fashioned clouds of flour, there were some pretty simple solutions out there to deal with invisible and illusion using opponents.

“Understood, security-sama,” I replied instead. “Thank you for your patience.”

The connection was cut. After a moment of waiting, Kiyoto couldn’t help but mutter “this is going well.”

Damn it, I thought in embarrassment. Unfortunately, Kaede’s timing had been about the worst ever. We were heading in to another round of spell testing with Eiko, along with Doctor Yorozu and all the other usual suspects. But we were even more serious than usual today, and both the grad students were carrying boxes with some equipment of their own.

I felt compelled to tell the pair “If we’d run into my cousin there’d have been no way she’d have just let us go, not when we look like this and in this situation. Not going to the Meiko estate. Her first response would almost certainly have been to try to follow us, watch what was going on. And when we said ‘no’ she’d have asked a lot of questions about why she couldn’t.”

“And you couldn’t have stopped her?” Ryota asked a little incredulously.

“What he said,” Kiyoto agreed as I struggled to explain.

“I could have avoided her,” I said cautiously, “but not the questions that would have resulted. She would have brought this up with the rest of my family and then there would have been even more and more questions coming up about what I was doing. And why I was keeping it a secret. Trust me, as bad as all this is, it’s still better than the alternative.”

Kiyoto hurriedly turned away and coughed. Ryota’s expression said it all.

“Sadly, I’m serious,” I sighed, but kept quiet after that. I wasn’t 100% sure I wasn’t being a little too dramatic and paranoid there.

Before too long, one of the security people did come to the gate, let us in, and I quickly ducked out of sight of the street before dropping the invisibility.

“Thank you for your patience,” I responded gratefully, making sure to bow to the man politely. I felt a little ashamed of my earlier ego, and was just glad to have gotten through it all.

The security guy, who I vaguely recognized but couldn’t have named without a memory recalling spell, simply bowed back a little stiffly.

I looked back to the other two, fighting a little amusement, embarrassment, and uncertainty of their own, and fought back a sigh. “Come on, let’s get on with this.”

***

Okay, I reflected with a combination of disgust and bemusement. We’ll add Ryota to the list of people who make me feel physically inadequate.

Ryota was dressed out in some surprisingly professional looking workout gear, and he’d been hiding some shockingly defined musculature underneath his normal clothes. I’d sort of known that for a while, the story had come up in conversation in bits and pieces, but this was my first time truly seeing it. And it was impressive. To offset his slighter build and high voice he’d taken to working out back in junior high. It had never proven as effective as he’d have liked, the sort of idiots who hassled him for all the other stuff were the type to ignore anything that contradicted their judgement, but it had helped a little and he’d found he enjoyed it. I consoled myself with the fact he’d been the fittest chemistry graduate in his whole year. Well, almost certainly. Top five at least.

That had been part of the reason he’d wanted to get involved with this, becoming my second guinea pig for testing out physical boosting spells upon. He’d be joining Eiko as a test subject from this point on. He and Kiyoto had taken his baselines last week, and we were going to spend a few weeks checking him out with some of the older spells first, but it was hard to argue against him. He’d provide another physically fit sample (even more so than I’d first assumed) and should be safe enough to run tests on while still providing some pretty important differences. Namely: he was male, he wasn’t a ki user, and his focus had been more on physical fitness than martial arts. That last one might prove the most important, Ryota had pointed out that martial artists were a little more used to the idea of taking and working through damage than the average person whereas your average fitness buff wanted to avoid that. I doubted it would prove a major factor, but once he’d put it that way I’d been unable to deny it.

Some of that’s purely Eiko, I thought in the present, watching her do her own stretches, she’s more likely to try toughing something out or pushing forward. But he’s got a point, I’ve seen how Master Tai trains her sometimes. She’s better at taking blows than the average person. That hadn’t been a bad thing for the first tests, being a trailblazer. But it probably wasn’t a good thing when it came to setting baselines and estimates for everyone. At the very least, I figured we could trust Ryota more when it came to accuracy and admitting small problems that Eiko might try to brush over.

“Well, this will be interesting,” Dr. Yorozu noted a little smugly as he watched Ryota warm up. “I’ve been reading the boy’s statistics.”

“Anything notable?” I asked, suddenly struck by the fact that I hadn’t. Not that I’d have gotten half as much out of them as a professional like the doctor had.

“He’s remarkably fit,” he replied with a small smirk. “Eiko’s still better in every way, but he’s very close in straight weightlifting based on upper body strength. I’m curious to see how some of your spells will affect that. It’s been a slightly sore spot with Eiko, the advantage male biology provides, and I think some of your spells might push him past her. How they do that, and how she reacts, could be entertaining.”

I just made a neutral noise while considering that point, because that exact factor had eluded me. Will some of the spells affect one more than the other because of gender? It seems possible. I’d mostly just been thinking of the safety factor before now, I’d completely missed the effectiveness one. Now that Dr. Yorozu had pointed it out, I couldn’t help but feel foolish. Depending on how a spell worked it was entirely possible that some of them were going to have more effect on one gender over the other.

On one hand, that was fascinating. And it was going to offer us some interesting insight into spell mechanics if and when it happened. Potentially in both the physical and supernatural fields. I already knew of spells that were more effective on men or women, they were rare but they happened, but I’d never heard of a dedicated study like this back on Avalon. Let alone one with half the medical knowledge Earth had acquired.

Aoth, the details on this subject are going to be enough to keep grad students employed for generations to come, I reflected. I’m pretty sure most of the time it’s more related to general health or factors that are less gender specific, like how strong your thyroid or liver is. Hell, even traditionally ‘masculine’ or ‘feminine’ characteristics are more likely to affect some of these spells than actual gender. But I’m also pretty sure gender, and all the twists and turns that can take, are going to affect some of the more esoteric spells too. Untangling that’s going to be a mess! 

(Briefly, my own mind flicked to Miyamoto Mina as an option for untangling it, which almost annoyed me. Yes, she was a bio genius and the thought wasn’t entirely stupid. A little arrogant and ambitious, like trying to get Stephen Hawkings for your math homework, but not stupid. But I figured it was at least half that she was a good-looking bio genius and my hormones were trying to strangle my brain. I’d barely glimpsed her three times since she’d moved into the building, I had no right being so obsessed.)

On the other hand, it was going to be a big mess. Biology was already tricky enough, toss in all the supernatural factors into this and it was going to get nasty. Never mind biologically masculine or feminine, psychologically masculine or feminine would influence some spells! Toss in the million shades of gray in those classification and then isolating each factor, and how much it meant, and it was going to be a nightmare. I desperately wanted to know how all of it fit together, and was equally desperate not to be the one heading up those studies!

Let’s not get ahead of ourselves, I told myself firmly. Let’s just focus on the now to start. “Alright, everybody ready to go?” I said quickly.

“Yeah,” Eiko noted, only a hint of challenge in her voice. “This ought to be fun.”

“I’m good,” Ryota agreed, straightening up. “Ready when you are.”

I nodded and tried to look confident. “Alright, the first part of things is going to be fairly easy. We’ll be using two different spells today so don’t bother trying to compete. Eiko, we’ll be going with a high-powered version of the ‘Iron’ spell today. At this level I think it might actually reduce your capabilities in a few areas, weigh you down and make you stiff more than it boosts your strength.”

Eiko sighed. “Ugh, really?”

I shrugged. “We’ll see, that’s why the testing. I could be wrong, of course. But my guess is that the curve on this one is going to be in favor of the defense. It was meant for helping people protect themselves first, buffing second. We’ll see how it turns out.”

“Ryota, I’ll be jumping to a medium powered version of ‘Better Body’ for you. It’s not the most exciting spell, but it’s a dependable all arounder and so far has been pretty safe. I think it’ll be a good warm up.”

Ryota nodded tersely. He was still a little nervous about having me cast spells directly on him like this, but part of our justification for all this was continuing to test the effect of mana on the human body.

“Alright,” I said, somewhat lamely as I tried to channel an inner coach and failed miserably. “Let’s do this!” Before I could screw up any more, I started casting the spells upon my two subjects.

As we quickly trotted outside to run some laps through the hallways (it turned out the Meikos had mapped out a few routes through their mansion, even measuring them for proper distance, and were willing to close off the corridors for occasions like this) Kiyoto murmured to me “was that deliberate?”

“What?” I asked softly back.

“Starting out by giving Eiko something that’s not too strong while Ryota gets something that might surpass her? Something gentle to get her used to the idea?”

“Not really, it’s just a happy accident,” I temporized, trying not to look shifty. I was mostly telling the truth, because I had thought of that too. It was almost time to test out ‘Iron’ on her. But it should have been next week if I was completely honest, I had switched it around with a slightly riskier spell (‘Power Burst’, another one that looked like it also manipulated the adrenal glands in addition to its more magical effects) just to be on the safer side. I wanted Eiko a little calmer and comfortable before letting her trigger ‘Power Burst’, otherwise there was just a little too much potential for something bad to happen.

I’m probably slandering Eiko there, I reflected pensively, she’s usually better than that. But I’m not 100% sure she wouldn’t push herself a little too much to show up her ‘kohai’.

The risk was probably doubled since the Meiko mansion would be home turf for her, and she’d be just a little bit defensive. It wasn’t a big thing, but I’d been reminded of that just a few days ago when we’d done a small celebration of my birthday at the mansion. Nothing major, just another dinner and karaoke with us and a few of my cousins (we’d lost Sakura this year to her job, but actually gained Saori). It had mostly just been harmless fun, but when it had looked like Akira might have been about to damage the room she'd briefly looked serious and almost stepped in. He’d been about to try a tricky (i.e. stupid) way of drinking his soda, but Kaede had reminded him that he was a guest and he’d instantly been apologetic and stopped. It was worth noting that Eiko hadn’t stopped him, hadn’t been willing to be the party pooper or assume he couldn’t do it, but she’d clearly been tensing up to try and catch his glass if (when) he failed.

I put that out of my mind and focused on the experiment. After all, I chided myself, if something does go wrong then I’d feel really guilty if I missed it because I was too distracted worrying about something else entirely different going wrong!

Thankfully, it didn’t. Eiko and Ryota ran their respective distances through the hallways without incident and then we took their times and medical readings. After that, we returned to the gym area and put them through their paces on the weights and the mat. All in all, despite having two people to monitor the process, it was pretty by the book. There were still some surprises of course, it turned out that a high level ‘Iron’ spell seemed to be have a surprising weakness: namely that Eiko was in more danger of overheating. Whatever made her flesh that much tougher also reduced the effectiveness of her sweat glands and didn’t lose body heat so well. But that wasn’t a major factor.

“Seriously,” Eiko complained, “I feel fine.”

“You’re almost five degrees hotter than you usually are when finishing this,” Dr. Yorozu reported disapprovingly, doing one last check for ill effects. “Don’t underestimate that. If you went much further you’d be in danger of heat exhaustion.”

“Eh, I don’t know if I’d go that far,” I noted more neutrally. “But it’s something to keep in mind. I don’t think it’s too worrying, but it’s definitely not nothing. Knowing this, I’d never use this spell if Eiko had to run a marathon in the summer.”

“On the other hand,” Kiyoto noted with a hint of a smile. “If she had to do it right now, this would be more of a feature then a bug.” The cold weather was definitely setting in earlier and colder than usual.

Dr. Yorozu shot him a stern look. “Don’t encourage her.”

Kiyoto didn’t back down. “You have to know your medicine, Doctor,” he chided back gently. “Sometimes it’s going to be the right treatment for the right condition, that’s why we’re tracking these things.”

“And when it’s an unexpected side effect,” Dr. Yorozu shot back, “you don’t just assume you should try using it. That’s also why we’re tracking these effects.”

“Are they always like this?” Ryota sidled up and asked softly. He’d breezed through his checks with no surprises, which was why we’d started him off with something easy.

“They get along surprisingly well,” I murmured back. “But Kiyoto likes to needle people and the doctor is a little more paranoid about everyone’s wellbeing.”

I watched the pair take a more swipes at each other and I came to a surprising conclusion. “Honestly? I think I like their dynamic in cases like this. We need Dr. Yorozu as a good anchor and medical expert, but Kiyoto keeps him from being too afraid and hidebound. And I think they realize it too.”

“Like you and Eiko?” Ryota asked with a small frown.

I opened my mouth and then stopped. Oh, wow, I reflected in surprise. There’s a lot more truth to that one then I realized, isn’t there? I didn’t usually take Eiko’s advice or fall for her jabs, but I was a lot more likely to take the next step rather than dithering or overthinking it once she’d annoyed me.

I shook the uncomfortable realization off and then stepped in. “Anyway,” I said quickly. “Are you still good to go, Eiko? After a rest I mean. I’m kind of interested to check out phase two.”

Eiko nodded instantly. “Of course. I’m curious to check that out too.”

I nodded and then retreated to the side to change into my own workout clothes. Today was also going to be a test run of experimenting with some of my more combat-oriented spells. I still wasn’t sure of the exact methodology or how often I was going to do it, but it was about time I started working on the subject. Since we already had most of the equipment and people there for the physical test, I figured it was worth experimenting with.

Pretty soon I’d returned, now in my gym shorts and shirt. “Okay,” I told Eiko nervously. “I’m still working out the exact methodology, and how effective this is going to be, so bear with me.”

“Alright,” Eiko just nodded along bemusedly.

"We obviously can't use them on you, you're too good at fighting already and you're still learning rapidly. We wouldn't get any useful results. But you're the combat expert around here, you're a vital part of the testing process and your observations are going to be paramount. And if you have any ideas, I want to hear them."

And I’m going to pretend that tiring you out, making sure you weren’t too eager or aggressive, wasn’t part of my planning, I noted to myself. Not a big part. But given what the next step was, it was something I’d definitely considered.

“Okay,” I repeated yet again, “we’ll start out simply, get some baselines. You’re basically going to go for touches on me. Let’s try freestyle to start, just use your judgement and go for wherever you want. If that doesn’t work we’ll try something a little more structured.”

Eiko sauntered towards me on the mat, and I was kind of glad we were doing it while she was in workout clothes instead of her judogi. That might have sent me running the other way! “You realize this is going to be easy, right?” she asked a little smugly.

I could have been insulted, especially since she'd only just finished a fairly intense workout and was at least a little bit drained. Instead, I just nodded. “Oh yeah, this isn’t a matter of if, this is just a matter of when and how hard you have to try. We all know the baseline is going to be absurdly easy for you. If they’re both too easy then we might try something a little tougher, like putting some deliberate targets or flags on me. But I figure that’s putting too many restrictions on you, and I don’t want to skew the results.”

Even if I don’t know what they’ll be, I reflected. I was making this up as I went along. I had some idea of what I was looking into and how, but I had a feeling I was about to make some radical revisions. Trying to measure and quantify something tricky like ‘combat effectiveness’ was like trying to catch mist.

“You guys are okay?” I tossed out as to the side, where Kiyoto and Ryota were filming and taking notes.

Kiyoto just nodded, a little more used to all this after a couple of months of running regular tests. “Regular and mage cameras are a go, you are good to get started.”

I turned back to Eiko. “Alright then,” I tried not to sigh. “Humiliate me.”

She did. Don’t get me wrong, she held back while dialing it in; and I was comfortable enough with my staff by now that I gave her a little bit of trouble. But within a minute she’d adapted and was easily reaching around and besides it to land all sorts of light touches on me. Chest, face, arms, one after the other she’d touch me with her right hand then her left in an almost comical sequence. Sometimes I’d manage to put her off for a few seconds, but then she’d sneak past, I’d overcompensate, and soon I’d be helplessly tangled up again.

Thankfully, she wasn’t going for ‘hits’. While Eiko was moving relatively swiftly she was just using the pads of her fingers, gently touching and brushing me. If she’d merely kept her fingers ramrod straight, and kept accelerating instead of pulling back at the last moment, I’d have been a rainbow mass of bruises before too long. Instead, it was merely embarrassing.

“Okay,” I declared after a bit, stepping back and holding up a hand. “I assume that’s been five minutes?”

“More like three and a half, verging on four,” Kiyoto told me apologetically. “But I think that’s enough for a baseline.”

Aoth, I hope so, I thought, trying not to be too humiliated or take it seriously. I was more annoyed that I was embarrassed at all, I’d known how it was going to turn out right from the start. I might be better than the average person with no combat training, all that time holding a shield up for Eiko and Himeko counted for something. But that was a long way from being a true martial artist, let alone someone on Eiko’s level. I’d actually improved since I’d started helping her train, but she’d gotten stronger both in absolute and relative terms.

“I’m sorry, Mam,” Eiko smiled at me apologetically.

“Don’t be sorry,” I chided her mildly, trying to hide that I was more annoyed than ever to have made her feel even a little bit guilty by being unable to control my ego. “Just think of it as training and a perspective check. I’ve always known how I place in comparison to you or Himeko. If this is getting to me then I’ve been spending too much time behind a mystic shield getting smug and I needed this reality check to drive home how much stronger you are.”

Shit, getting to you more than you realized, I thought upon realizing just how much I’d said. “Anyway,” I hurried on, “give me a moment and we’ll try with the spell. I’m using combat precognition all by itself today.”

Eiko nodded and I hurriedly started casting the spell. I didn’t think ‘combat precognition’ would be too effective by itself, not without something boosting my physical abilities on top of that. But that was the point in testing it, trying to see just how effective it was and what happened under more controlled conditions.

“Okay,” I declared more normally, settling myself down, “let’s begin.”

Eiko nodded respectfully and resumed her ‘attack’. The results from my perspective were instant, but not as effective as I’d hoped. I could see a shadow of her movements about half a second ahead of time. Which, while not nothing, wasn’t that helpful in stopping her first touch.

Or so I thought. “Whoa!” Eiko, let out in surprise, jumping back about half a meter even though she’d touched me. “What was- that was weird!”

I blinked. “It was?”

“Maybe,” Kiyoto noted judiciously from the sidelines. “Try that again.”

Eiko and I returned to the previous position and did just that, with pretty much the exact same results. She attacked, I saw it coming and attempted to defend, she still got through.

“That is freaky,” Eiko declared, even though she’d succeeded in touching me again.

“Not… really?” I suggested in confusion.

“Mamoru, do you have any idea how much faster you seem to be reacting?” Eiko countered, looking a little miffed.

I opened my mouth but then hesitated. Right, I realized, they’re only seeing it from the outside.

“Huh,” I noted aloud, looking up at the ceiling a moment and reconsidering things. “I wonder if that’s a deliberate feature?”

Dr. Yorozu’s polite “nani?” mixed and contrasted with Eiko’s somewhat exasperated “nani?” in an interesting comparison.

“Sorry,” I waved everything else away. “Combat precognition means that I get a glimpse of the blow before it lands, sort of like a blurry photograph quickly sharpening into the real thing. I never realized that… we’ll, it’s kind of a brilliant user interface.”

“What?” Eiko asked, getting more and more exasperated with me. But, surprisingly, Ryota seemed to follow.

“Oh! I get it,” he looked shocked too. “It’s gentle, isn’t it? And intuitive. Not like some sort of new ‘a blow’s coming’ sense that you have to figure out how to use.”

I nodded. “And because of that, it doesn’t feel like I’m doing much. And I’m not, but I guess what I’m managing looks more impressive from the outside.”

“I’ll say!” Eiko emoted. “God, Mamoru. It was shocking how much faster you seemed to move.”

“I’m pretty sure when we play the tapes back, we’ll find he’s moving the same speed,” Kiyoto noted almost laconically. “But he’s reacting a hell of a lot faster, it’s impressive.”

Eiko frowned. “No, I’m sure he’s faster.”

I frowned too. “I shouldn’t be,” I looked at my own hands, “I’m not buffing my speed or physical abilities. At least, not knowingly. Maybe the spell does have that sort of effect?”

We all fell silent for a few moments.

“Let’s keep trying,” I said finally, trying not to get too distracted by all that was going on.

Eiko shook herself off and we went at it again. And once again, simply knowing where the blow was coming from only half a second in advance wasn’t enough to effectively and consistently defend. At least, not against Eiko level ability. After another minute or so of semi-futile struggles we broke apart again. “See?” I suggested, only a little out of breath.

Eiko was a little less freaked out after the constant repetition. “I still think you’re moving faster,” she declared. “But…”

“But?” I prompted when she hesitated, frowning in thought.

“But I think it might have to do with certainty,” she admitted.

“Certainty?” I blinked, somewhat (ironically) uncertain what she meant by that.

“You’re moving faster because you know where the blow is going to come from,” she explained. “Before… even when in motion you were still zeroing in on where I was going, so you weren’t moving as fast until you figured it out. A martial artist has to move without thinking, and you were getting in your own way.”

“And it was all happening so fast I didn’t realize,” I said thoughtfully, beginning to see what she was getting at.

Eiko nodded. “With this spell you know, so you immediately move to intercept it at full speed.”

I see! If each blow takes about a half a second to reach me then I used to take something like 0.1 seconds to react, 0.2 speeding up and figuring out, and maybe 0.2 seconds at full speed. Under the spell I’m at full speed almost instantly. Those numbers there were almost certainly nonsense, I’d probably die of embarrassment for estimating them like that once we broke down the recording, but the ratios and idea were probably pretty close.

“Huh! So not traditionally faster, no exceeding what I could theoretically do, but effectively faster.” I couldn’t help but smirk a little and add “a weird application of ‘knowledge is power’.”

Kiyoto rolled his eyes and I could tell Ryota barely fought down a groan at my stupid crack.

Eiko took me seriously and just nodded. “Don’t knock it Mamoru. I have to train my eye and body like crazy for that level of certainty, to just instantly know and react. You might not think you’re doing much, but that might be the most effective spell in your arsenal.”

I just barely bit my tongue in protest. Even just keeping it to buffing spells that affected the mind and body I’d have put things like ‘quickened perception’ or… Okay, that’s pretty much the only one I’m sure is better than this, I admitted to myself. At least until you get to things that are much more dramatic like flying or invisibility. But I’d still choose that one over this, she’s exaggerating things.

Or maybe you are, my treacherous inner voice whispered to me pointedly. Here you are, casually disregarding the opinion of a combat expert because you, as the mage, of course know better. You’re only testing these spells to learn about them and figure them out, consulting with experts in better fields to make up for your own weaknesses. There’s no reason to go with one of their opinions if you disagree.

I fought down another flush, trying to make it look as if it was just the exertion. “Alright, let’s try going again,” I suggested instead. “See if we can’t figure anything else out.”
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“So this is actually a shrine?” Chie asked suspiciously.

“Yes,” I replied.

“To Santa Claus?”

I sighed. “Look, what part of this are you having trouble with?”

Chie’s expression clearly communicated ‘all of it.’

December was just getting started, and to take advantage of both the privacy and the openness the research room provided I was putting out my little Christmas tree in plain sight this year, tucking it away on top of a corner of the supply cabinets. No need to hide it in a laboratory cupboard, no need to use spells to try and keep people from noticing. Unfortunately, I still needed to explain it to the people I was sharing the room with. And, even after everything else we’d already gone through, this was turning into one of the more difficult explanations.

Although, I frowned thoughtfully and looked up, that might be pretty fair.

Professor Ichikawa was in the room at the moment, and he sounded bemused. “I have to admit, I’m in agreement with both of you. There are some very big implications in that statement, Mamoru-san. Perhaps you should both unpack things a little?”

His voice was a little muffled by a facemask as he fought off a cold, but that didn’t make the point unfair. I straightened, turned around and leaned against the wall, and then thought. “Alright,” I asked after a moment, “where do you want me to start?”

“Anywhere!” Chie was obviously exasperated.

“How about the obvious ‘Santa is real?’ question?” Kiyoto suggested from a bit further back. He was at his desk and collating a few results but obviously listening to this conversation.

“Oh boy,” I sighed, trying to buy myself a moment. “The big one. Alright. Okay, the simple version is that an entity of some sort, roughly corresponding to ‘Santa’ exists out there-“

“You know you’re making him sound like Cthulhu, right?” Kiyoto suggested skeptically.

“I’m trying to avoid the kiddie version!” I protested. “Unfortunately, that means being honest with how much I don’t know, and there’s a hell of a lot of ‘maybe’ ‘probably’ and ‘I think’ in this one.”

“I guess that’s why it’s a shrine instead of a refuelling station. Or Santa feeder,” Kiyoto cracked.

I paused for a moment. “You know, you might not be far off there,” I mused thoughtfully.

“I was joking!”

“Yeah, but I’m pretty sure the unknowable is a factor here, faith instead of knowledge-“

“You should have known better than to distract him,” Professor Ichikawa chided Kiyoto gently, “now we’re all tangled up on tangents. Why don’t you take a step back, Mamoru, and try restarting from the beginning?”

I took a deep breath and tried to follow his advice. “Okay then, from the top… there’s a spirit out there who comes and delivers gifts…”

Kiyoto took another deep breath to make one of the obvious cracks, but shut up as Professor Ichikawa gave him a stern look.

“More or less upon December 25, or maybe the evening of December 24. Anyway, you get the point: he’s scheduled on a winter’s eve. There’s a lot of mythology and legend tied to this spirit, so sorting out truth from fiction is really hard. Especially since I’m not sure about chicken and the egg in this case. Is Santa the legends attached to the spirit, or did this spirit adopt and encourage these legends to feed upon the legend of Santa Claus?”

“Wait, what?” Kiyoto asked, suddenly a little more intrigued.

“Welcome to my world,” I noted a little sardonically. “Look, faith and belief are their own sort of force. Don’t ask me for an exact definition, I’m pretty sure it’s a cousin to mana of some sort. But I’m not entirely certain and those sorts of experiments are a long way off. But, for the sake of argument, let’s say your belief passively and slowly transforms the mana around you in a minor way. Not like a spell. Or at least, not with the same efficiency of a spell. Let’s say a hundred people believe something, over the course of a year that hundred people might generate one hundredth the effect of a single spell.”

Those numbers were all made up, of course. But some of the basics had actually been researched by mages.

“That doesn’t sound like much, but done with enough people over enough time it adds up. At least some faith effects seem a little like that.”

“That’s a lot of disclaimers,” Kiyoto noted laconically, obviously not quite sure what to believe.

“Yeah, because the whole mess is wrapped up in a lot of complicated factors,” I rolled my eyes. “And there’s generally not been a lot of nuance when mages studied it. Real Gods seem to have their own existences, and are responsible for their own things completely independently. Then there’s a whole spectrum of mixed effects between the two where real Gods either used faith to make their own efforts more cost efficient, or faith got the attention of the real God. Long story short? It’s really complicated and tangled.”

“Back to Santa. Now there’s a phrase I never thought I’d say,” Kiyoto noted hurriedly, not even pretending to work on his computer any more.

“Okay, the entity known as Santa seems to use people’s faith in him. I don’t know whether they need it or not, but at the very least it’s useful fuel of some sort. This,” I gestured at the miniature Christmas tree again, “serves as a way for me to signal that entity I’m aware of him and hope to participate in Christmas, as well as a conduit for me to donate some mana to him directly.”

“But didn’t you just say-“ Chie jumped back in.

“I know!” I admitted, trying not to throw up my hands. “Mana’s not the same as faith. And it just raises even more questions, but ‘Santa’ seems to be able to use them both. There could be a dozen explanations for that, hence why I’m researching it.”

There was a moment of silence in the room.

“I’m not even sure where to start with that one,” Kiyoto said, almost sounding casual about it.

“Well, I start by putting out a Christmas tree,” I replied grumpily, “along with cookies, milk, and mana for Santa. It’s not like I can dissect a dead one, I have to observe this in the wild.”

“Very Christmas-y,” Kiyoto noted with amusement.

I heaved a huge sigh and massaged my forehead.

“Look, I’m sorry I’m giving you a hard time,” Kiyoto continued. Looking up, I caught the edge of the Professor toning down a reproachful look. “But I’m still trying to wrap my head around this whole ‘Santa is real’ idea. I believed that for six or seven years, then I’ve spent the rest of my life snickering at the scientific impossibility of it. Now you’re telling me he is real?”

I tried to speak clearly even though I was probably muffling my voice a little as I continued to rub the bridge of my nose. “Look, I’m sorry I can’t give you a giftwrapped answer for this-“

I paused and then looked at Kiyoto after such a poor choice of words. He shrugged and looked back at me apologetically, realizing I was reaching the end of my rope and going to cut me some slack.

“-but I’m still looking into this myself. Last year I got a big clue dropped on me out of nowhere when a kami referred to Santa as ‘The Saint’ like it was some sort of formal title, and he was tied to some procedures. But I have no idea how that…” I trailed off and looked up.

“Mamoru?” Chie asked, looking a little concerned.

“Argh,” I sighed softly but feelingly. “Sorry, I just realized I should probably bring this up with the Tokyo U kami in some way. That they might not like having another shrine like this on their grounds.”

No one said anything, obviously not quite sure what you could say to a statement like that.

“Anyway, it’s complicated. I’m sure Santa is a spirit of some kind, but that’s like saying something is alive. There’s a hell of a difference between a blue whale and a microbe.”

“That didn’t explain much,” Kiyoto noted, being slightly gentler this time, “but it’s a start. Which one is Santa, the blue whale or the microbe?”

I paused. “Alright, that’s a good question. The short version is that I don’t know, but if I had to guess he’d be leaning towards the blue whale. Not all the way there, that’s for things like Gods and the really powerful entities, the ones we’re nowhere close to comprehending.”

I ignored Chie muttering ‘like Santa?’ under her breath.

“But if spirits like Zak’is and Siss-ophelian are down towards the microbe end, then Santa’s probably getting pretty close to an elephant.”

That startled Kiyoto, but he chose his words carefully before asking “are they really that weak or unsophisticated? I didn’t think so.”

I frowned slightly. “Yes and no,” I admitted after a moment. “In terms of raw power that’s probably not an unfair comparison. They’re not nothing, but compared to beings like Amaterasu or Aoth they’re getting outright bacterial. On the other hand, you might be right about sophistication. Maybe insect level?”

I worried I was misleading the biology student as soon as I said it, but Kiyoto seemed to take it in the way it was intended and just looked thoughtful.

“In any case,” I said hurriedly, “there’s lots there I don’t know, or that probably no one knows and needs to be examined scientifically. Don’t even get me started on what's fueling Zak’is, given how technology and mana interact that’s a very interesting question for me. But figuring out these sorts of things is a challenge. Which is why I started observing Santa. He’s powerful, responsive, relatively undemanding, and not likely to strike you down for annoying him.”

So far, I added mentally. Something told me I didn’t want to press my luck too far in that department. If nothing else, I had a sneaking suspicion he had friends that wouldn’t hesitate to come to his aid if someone tried something a little too nasty. Santa himself probably wouldn’t do much worse than damage you a little in the process of escape and evasion, maybe give you a lump of coal afterwards. The chances of an old school angel showing up and getting outright biblical on you if you tried anything as stupid as actually trapping Santa… yeah, I might have been curious about a lot of things but I wasn’t eager to test that!

“That’s not a combination you’ll usually find,” I added hastily. “We have good relations with beings like Zak’is and Siss-ophelian but you do not want to piss them off. They’re… handleable-“

“Handleable?” Kiyoto interrupted skeptically.

“Think of a pissed off and terrified housecat,” I clarified. “You can deal with it, and it probably won’t kill you. But that possibility is there, and if you arrogantly assume ‘it’s just a housecat’ and reach down to try and grab it you’re going to end up with a bunch of stitches. And maybe a finger or two less than you started with. It wouldn’t be hard to compel or contain Zak’is and Siss-ophelian if I had to, mages have studied how to do that for years. But even they could do a lot of damage if taken lightly. Now, compare that to the really big and powerful spirits.”

Chie blanched. “Earthquakes?” she asked immediately.

I nodded. “Just one example of what’s possible. And simply being intrusive and trying to observe them can piss them off.”

“How’d you feel if someone barged into your house and just started watching you?” Kiyoto asked somewhat defensively, showing a little of his bio background.

“No need to ask me,” I responded instantly, “I’m in agreement with you. But think of all your lessons about observing and interacting with wildlife, then consider some spirits are large and powerful enough to make polar bears and lions look pitiful.”

“But not Santa,” Chie said, looking back towards my little Christmas tree with dawning enlightenment.

“Well, I’m pretty sure he has that kind of power,” I reminded her frankly, “but nowhere near that level of aggression or defensiveness.”

“You just used the words ‘aggression’ and ‘defensiveness’ to try and scientifically describe Santa Claus,” Kiyoto noted with a madly amused expression, “this is getting really weird.”

“Alright,” Professor Ichikawa spoke up, interrupting all of us. He coughed a few times, then continued in a firm voice. “I think that’s enough for the basics. It is an unusual situation, and I think we all need a little more time to digest and think about everything we’ve learned before we continue. I understand, wrapping your head around Santa Claus as a real entity is a bit mind-blowing, even for us. We’ve observed a spirit or two before this, there’s a big jump from that to ‘and now we’re going to study Santa’. That does not justify all this arbitrary skepticism and defensiveness,” he gave Chie and Kiyoto stern looks. “That is shocking, but all the interruptions and resistance are improper behaviour.”

He turned back to me. “Mamoru, this is old hat to you but it’s a bigger jump than you’ve realized to them. I know you want to continue explaining, but I think they need some more time to restabilize their worldview and integrate everything they’ve learned. Fight down the temptation for once, come back to this later when they’re ready for the next step. You need to understand: they haven’t consciously jumped to thinking about how real this makes so much of our own mythology. That gods like Amaterasu are provably real, and possibly quantifiable in several ways.”

I wanted to object, but the slightly freaked out expressions on the grad students faces said that Professor Ichikawa had hit the nail on the head. I’d never thought of it like that, but for people like Chie and Kiyoto it wasn’t natural to leap from ‘oh, wow, it’s possible that something like spirits actually exist’ to ‘the gods are absolutely real, and even more powerful and present than you’d imagined’. They weren’t idiots, and I’d accidentally given plenty of sideways hints to that along the way. I was pretty sure that thought had been slowly percolating and soaking into their brains, and if I’d deliberately asked they’d have told me it was possible. But this had been too much of a jump too fast, it was no wonder they’d been a little disturbed and resistant. It wasn’t just hinting at the subject, it was in their faces about it and trying to shove it down their throats. If someone had just broken to me that ‘oh yeah, aliens are absolutely real. And here’s all their basic biology and psychology.’ I’d have needed a little bit of assimilation time before they went ‘and here’s all that they’ve been doing on Earth and in our neck of the galaxy for all of human history. Not all of those dumb conspiracy theories are real, but a dozen of them are.’

And it’s not like mages are that much better, I reminded myself, lest I get too judgemental, not even towards the gods and not even as a whole. You’d think it wouldn’t have been a problem, but looking back at my life on Avalon with a whole new perspective I could now see an interesting parallel. That half the reason for our prejudice against spirit magic and an institutional bias towards dominance and control of them had probably been rebelling against the Gods. It seemed like a spiteful attempt to learn how to control the Gods, to assert that ‘one day, we will control even greater spirits than this’, and when that failed it became a way to pretend that one day that might come about. The idea that, despite all our power, at the end of the day we didn’t have that much control over our own fates and the Gods were that much more powerful and advanced than us, and we knew it for a fact… that was something I had to take a moment to integrate. Young scientists and mages were often similar in thinking they’d be masters of the world, had more control than they did. They were so impressed by what they could do, the amazing things they could pull off, that discovering how little that still mattered against the scale of the universe could shatter them. Suddenly finding out that truth, be it by religious revelation or the building busting force of a typhoon, was shocking. And the professor was right to tell me to back off and give them some time to process this new perspective.

It won’t be long, I told myself a little sheepishly, abashed at my oversight, we can continue this tomorrow. Hell, if we’d done this first thing in the morning they’d probably have been asking me for the next step by this point. Professor Ichikawa had judged it correctly, they needed time to adapt. There was a reason I was trying to go slow with everything. “Of course, sensei,” I replied respectfully.

Professor Ichikawa nodded. For all my previous words it seemed like he’d realized and adapted long ago. “Good. They should have been a little quicker on the uptake, at least to open up their minds in this direction, but they’ve already had enough to worry about recently.” He turned to the others. “Concentrate on your own projects for a few hours, then come back to this when you’re a little more grounded.” With that, he broke into another fit of coughing and bid us adieu.

We all watched him go for a moment. “He’s not too sick, right?” Chie asked.

Part of it was just reaching for a safe topic, but part of it was honest concern. “I don’t think so,” I noted, more grateful for the excuse than worried. “But I’m not certain. He’s getting to the age where he has to watch out for things like that.”

“It’s his office,” Kiyoto noted flatly. “I swear, those assholes really are trying to kill him. He’s not too bad right now, but if he keeps having to maintain his office hours he’s going to develop pneumonia at some point.”

“What?” Chie looked alarmed. “Can’t he use a space heater or something?”

Kiyoto shook his head. “Not allowed, university regulations. It’s complete bull, but no one’s allowed anything like that in their offices.”

Given how crowded some of those offices were, and the damage that could be done to the university if something did catch fire, and the strain on the building’s electricity if everyone was trying to keep their offices warm, I could honestly see Tokyo U’s point this time. Hide a bunch of non-regulation space heaters in that building and sooner or later someone was going to forget, leave it on much too long, and start a fire. That didn’t stop it from being backhanded harassment, the professor had been given the crappiest office on purpose, but it wasn’t quite as unfair as Kiyoto was trying to make it out.

“Do you know what the exact regulations are?” I asked, sounding a little distracted.

Kiyoto looked at me oddly. “Not offhand. I looked it up before, but I’ve forgotten now. Why?”

“Nothing concrete,” I rubbed my chin. “I think I’ve got an idea, but I want to let it percolate a little longer. Ask me about it later.”

At that moment the door opened again. Ryota walked in, and from just outside the door Hiro waved at me politely, obviously trying to get my attention.

Shit, almost forgot! “Tomorrow,” I amended quickly, “ask me about it tomorrow. I’ve got to get going right now.” I hurriedly moved to grab the naginata bag and my backpack.

I passed Ryota going the other way and we exchanged nods. As I went past I heard him ask “is that a Christmas tree?” to the others in an incredulous voice.

I picked up my pace slightly, but still heard Kiyoto’s definitive “don’t ask!” before the door closed.

Hiro looked at me knowingly. “Tough day at the office?” he asked with a combination of amusement and sympathy.

I sighed. “Yeah, but part of it’s my own stupidity. I tried to push too far, too fast, and ran into a problem. Honestly, compared to how it normally goes when I make that mistake this was nothing.”

Hiro and I began to walk together. Since it was Hiro, and he liked to keep in shape, he immediately directed us towards the stairs. “Oh? Anything to worry about?”

I started to smirk as I opened my mouth, realizing what I was about to say. “Just explaining to them there really is a Santa Claus.”

Hiro let out a quick bark of laughter as we entered the stairwell. “Only you could say something like that and mean it! Do I want to ask?”

I smiled ruefully. “No, no, I’ve already started one awkward explanation on the subject today, no use doing it again and getting everyone even more confused as I mix up who’s been told what. Besides, I’ve already got something else to think about and then we’ve got some shopping to do. Are you really sure you want me along for this one?”

After some debating and negotiation, Himeko and Hiro had decided not to get too over the top this Christmas. At least, not by their standards. Before their families, Eiko, and I had gotten together and tackled them (mostly Eiko and their families) they’d been drifting towards some truly outlandish and silly presents. Especially since they’d been worried about looking like they weren’t trying hard enough in the face of the other’s gift. Hiro had started looking into booking a small parade for his girlfriend and Himeko had asked me how much gold I could acquire on short notice if it became necessary.

At that point their assorted loved ones had put their collective feet down, forced them to talk, and gotten them to agree to a sensible compromise. They were getting each other fancy pocket watches. Full on engraving ‘from your beloved’ and all that. They’d exchange them at Christmas and have sentimental and personal gifts that hadn’t ruined the occasion by making the other one worried they hadn’t gone far enough.

Not-so-secretly (I was pretty sure all the Meikos knew, but none of the Watanabes) I was going to enchant the pair of them. Nothing too serious, mostly just some simple maintenance charms to keep them running and in good condition for the rest of the pairs’ lives. It wasn’t going to be ultra-powerful, if someone smashed one with a hammer then it was going to break and stay broken! But they would defy entropy for quite some time. And if they were of good quality, which was almost a certainty given who we were talking about, they would tell excellent time for years to come.

“Mamoru,” Hiro said with sudden seriousness, “who else am I going to get to help me? You’re the only one who knows Himeko’s tastes so well.”

“Besides you. And Eiko,” I noted dryly.

Hiro shook his head. “You know we can’t trust me not to go too far, my brother made me promise not to try getting this on my own after the near debacle with the parade. Put me alone in a room with the wrong salesperson and I’ll start creeping further and further away from where I should be as the doubts start seeping in. I know they shouldn’t, I know Himeko doesn’t want some diamond studded monstrosity. But if I don’t have a reason to stay in check then I’m going to end up buying something stupid. A watch where ever number is done in a different stone corresponding to birthstones or something similarly over-the-top.”

“Oh wow,” I said, momentarily distracted by picturing that. On one hand, it was kind of an interesting idea. And in a showy sort of way I could see it being fascinating and amazing. On the other hand, I didn’t see a way to keep it from being as gaudy as hell. And not in any sort of way Himeko would like.

Hiro nodded. “And that’s obviously a bad idea. I’d never go in to try and get that, and the sort of craftspeople we’re going to deal with would probably try to steer me away from it. But it’s easy to start down that sort of slippery slope, and I’m afraid where I might end up.”

I smiled sympathetically even though I was fighting down some amusement. Even after a year Himeko and Hiro still weren’t completely confident, still weren’t sure they were worthy of each other. They were more comfortable than last Christmas, they were slowly but surely getting there. But times like this made them a little twitchy, made it easy for them to slip.

“I’m sorry to put this on you,” he admitted with a mixture of his own amusement and mild embarrassment. “But simply having you there will help. Trying to justify something like that in front of a real person, one who’s not going to sell it to me if I insist, should help keep me grounded. Even if you don’t say anything it will help. And I’m pretty sure you’ll speak up if I try anything that dumb!”

“Well…” I admitted reluctantly. “Yeah, but wouldn’t Eiko be better?”

“Eiko speaks up too much,” Hiro wasn’t being judgemental, just speaking facts. “And I might not take her seriously enough, convince myself she’s joking or pulling my chain when she’s legitimately trying to hold me back. Worse, I’m a little worried she might actually pull my chain at some point, try to convince me to get Himeko something a little too much.”

I opened my mouth to object but quickly shut it. “That… that’s not likely,” I said a little feebly.

“No. It’s not,” Hiro agreed. “But are you telling me it couldn’t happen?”

“No,” I admitted with a small flush of my own. Eiko wouldn’t stick Himeko with anything really horrendous, but something like the birthstone example seemed just possible enough to worry about. If it had been truly ugly she wouldn’t have. But if it had just been a bit gaudy or tasteless I could see Eiko trying to stick our friend with it. Himeko would still have gotten a great gift from Hiro out of it, and she’d still treasure it, but having a quick moment of embarrassment whenever she got it out or showed it to someone would suit Eiko’s sense of humor.

“That’s my estimation too. I love Eiko, and I’d trust her with my life. But I wouldn’t trust her with this.”

We reached the bottom floor and pushed out into the building’s entrance area.

“Besides,” Hiro added. “I think she’s helping Himeko with her choice. It’s unfair and asking too much to-“

“Hold that thought,” I interrupted Hiro abruptly. I immediately paired it with a quick bow before adding. “This’ll just take a minute, but hold that thought!”

Hiro blinked in surprise as I hustled off across the area. But this was too good an opportunity to pass up! Miyamoto Mina was struggling a little, once again as she tried to make her way to the elevator. To be fair to her, half the problem might have been the cold. This time it looked like she had only one reasonable box, but it was wrapped up in what looked like a pair of blankets, making it all quite bulky and awkward to hold.

“Hello, Mina-san,” I said a little breathlessly, wincing a little at her tiny yelp of surprise and then quickly moving to brace both her and her load as she flinched and started to tip over.

“Sorry about that,” I said, abruptly pulling away and pairing it with a quick bow once she was alright. “But I thought it seemed like you needed some help.”

Her eyes refocused and widened a bit in surprise as she realized it was me. “No, I’m fin-“ she started to say, then cut herself off with a sigh. “Actually, I could use a little help. These are a little delicate and I don’t want to risk dropping them as I get in the elevator. Do you mind?”

“Not at all,” I said, trying not to sound too enthusiastic. I tried a little too hard in the opposite direction by adding “we all have to help each other in situations like this. It’s valuable equipment and samples we don’t want to lose.”

“Need another pair of hands?” Hiro asked calmly as he calmly finished striding over to us. “That seems like it’s more of a balance issue.”

Mina looked over at Hiro in surprise, and then her eyes widened even more and there was a hint of appreciation there before she shut it down. Not too much you understand, or any more than Hiro deserved given that his looks, clothing, and just general aura were a cut above anyone else around us. But it was still enough to send a shamefully black surge of jealous hatred through my heart.

I quickly got it under control though. After carefully picking up the bundle I decided “You might be right. If you don’t mind, Hiro?”

Hiro just smiled and took a position across from me. The blankets were slightly damp, adding a little more weight than expected, and it was bulky enough that even I had a little trouble holding it. It wasn’t a biggie you understand, on an ordinary day I’d have bet on managing it all by myself and I could see why Mina had tried. But toss in stress, self-consciousness, and Murphy’s Law, not to mention my own backpack and naginata bag, and I’d rather take a small win with Hiro than be an idiot and risk a total screwup by trying to carry it all on my own.

Mina continued to look at Hiro a few moments too long. I eventually coughed and noted “uh, Mina-san? Where are we going”

Mina started again. “Oh! Sorry about that, we’re just going up to my room on the fourth floor again, nothing special. I’ll get the elevator.” She quickly hurried off to push the button.

“So,” Hiro asked casually as we walked after her, “that’s Mina-san?”

“Shut up,” I replied, trying not to grind my teeth. It was made slightly harder by the way she immediately asked after him once we reached the elevator.

“Hello, I’m Miyamoto Mina. Might I ask your name? I don’t recognize you from around here, and I’m sure I would have.”

“Watanabe Hiro,” Hiro replied with a smile. “You wouldn’t, I’m in business. But my girlfriend’s a long-time friend of Mamoru’s and we ended up bonding, so you’ll occasionally see me around here if you look.”

Thank you, Hiro, I thought, trying not to flush or get too upset about the small sigh of disappointment Mina let slip. It was probably at least half out of habit, Hiro was used to girls hitting on him and gently but casually dropping the fact he had a girlfriend had become one of his favored methods ever since it had become open knowledge. If nothing else, it easily cleared the way for stronger and ruder tactics if someone ignored it. I doubted he was doing anything special by whipping it out so quickly and gently this time, but I appreciated it.

And to be fair to Mina, she wasn’t that disappointed or bothered. “Girlfriend? Is she one of the pair that are constantly visiting the Renfa Room?”

“That’s it,” Hiro replied while the elevator doors opened, “the really beautiful one.”

Mina just giggled in appreciation, and the butterflies in my stomach twitched embarrassingly at the charming sound. Seriously, I’m not twelve anymore. This is getting ridiculous.

“Well, I hope she appreciates you,” she noted with a smile, even as she led us to the room and unlocked it. “I’m jealous of you, her, and Matsuda-san. Not everyone gets access to such eye candy, not to mention literal candy from what I hear.”

“Just a few pastries here and there,” I noted from my side. As we went through the door I asked “do you want this anywhere in particular?”

Mina was quickly all business. “Give me a moment,” she noted, moving swiftly to what I thought was an incubator tucked off to the side of the room. “I just want to be sure everything’s ready, just lay it on the table if you’re tired.”

I glanced at Hiro and he just gave me a minute shrug. After his good example a few minutes earlier I was sensible enough to quietly note “well, I’m not. But I don’t see any point in being an overly macho idiot and just standing around here holding it up either.”

Hiro just smiled, and as we maneuvered it to the table I silently added I can see your point about how just having someone around helps. I didn’t think I’d have been stupid about that if alone, but I could easily have seen myself slowly but surely convincing myself to do something dumb. Like having a moment of doubt before putting it down, then gradually deciding it was a safer bet to keep holding it up no matter how heavy it was actually getting.

After a few minutes Mina let out a satisfied. “Hah!” and popped open the incubator. “Alright, we’re good to go. Now I’ve got to get these good boys settled and tucked away, then make sure the baselines and control groups are properly contained.” With that she whirled back to the table and started to unpeel the blankets.

Not quite wanting to give up yet, I dared to ask “is this what you’re working on?” trying to project as much curiosity as possible and keep her talking.

Instead, she gave me a sharp glance and quickly shut down, stopping her unwrapping abruptly. “Sorry Matsuda-san,” she said a little more sympathetically. “I shouldn’t tell you.”

I immediately held up my hands, feeling like an idiot for my mistake. Baka brain!  “That’s alright, you know what’s going on better than I do. There are a dozen things going on in the Renfa Research Room that we couldn’t talk about if we wanted to. If this is one of yours then I’m just going to have to wait for the paper to come out and then read about it there.”

Her expression softened slightly. “Hopefully not that long, but I really should ask you to leave.”

“That’s alright,” I repeated, “I understand completely.” Then, mentally cursing myself in several languages, I turned around to leave.

Behind me, Hiro of course managed a much more elegant disengage with a bow, a charming “it was an honor making your acquaintance” and a much smoother stride. If I wasn’t so angry with myself, I would have hated him.

Once again, we left via the stairs. This time, stomping down the first flight of them helped me vent without acting out too much.

“So,” Hiro noted casually once my footsteps had stopped echoing. “That was Miyamoto Mina.”

I bit my lower lip and didn’t say anything, not trusting myself right then.

“You didn’t do too badly,” he noted calmly.

“What are you talking about!” I emoted, barely keeping myself from shouting. “I came off like a gangly, bungling idiot. A first-year student should have known better than to ask that question directly. Only this one didn’t! Gods, she must think I’m after her research. Either that or I’m just an idiot. I don’t which is more likely, or worse.”

“You believe in Santa Claus, but not yourself?” Hiro couldn’t help but smile slightly.

“Hey, Santa is real! My incompetence? Sadly, that’s also very real.”

“So that’s what it looks like from this side?” Hiro murmured while I fumed. “No wonder Eiko laughs.”

“What was that?” I asked in annoyance, distracted because I’d strode forward so forcefully the naginata bag had touched the top of the stairwell and jolted me.

“Nothing,” Hiro replied with a tiny smile. “Nothing worth worrying about.”
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“Oh. My. God.” I blinked, open and shut my mouth a few times, but I found I couldn’t get anything more out. I was speechless.

“So,” Chie asked tentatively. “That’s what I think it is, right?”

I nodded mutely. We were both shivering a little in the December cold, but I at least found it more than worth it. We were at the Nakano campus, Chie had been running the numbers and taking mana measurements around all of Tokyo U’s varied campuses as part of our main project. As exciting as some of the more advanced stuff I was showing them was; this was probably some of the most important baseline work getting done. This was the sort of thing that would be dry as hell but get the collective physicists of the world to blink and say ‘huh. I guess there really is something there.’ Chie hoped to get a little more out of it of course, and I hoped so too, but most likely this was the equivalent of writing down the height of the mercury twice a day. Eventually, given enough time and other measurements (either across the map or of other types, like precipitation or wind speed) you could use it to work out a lot about the weather. By itself, not so much.

At least, that’s what we’d all figured before she’d discovered a ley-line.

“How’d you find this?” I finally gasped out.

“The magic detector,” she admitted with a hint of pride, “I was walking around with a new version and it kept ticking between high one and low two-“

Call it 1.75-2.25, I filled in mentally. There was still a lot of calibration to work on, but Chie’s latest prototype had a rough high-middle-low division to all the old settings. It wasn’t exactly even, or super accurate, but it was progress.

“-and that was surprising enough, but I eventually realized it followed a straight line. After that, I brought out our lab goggles, took a quick look, and saw this.”

She wasn’t wearing the lab goggles right then, but she had tucked them into her coat. I had wondered about that when she’d grabbed me from the research room, told me that we needed to check out an anomaly she’d spotted. But I’d never dreamed this was what she’d meant. The ley-line wasn’t a major one, roughly a trickle of mana on par with the one at the Meiko estate, but it was still a freaking ley-line. I felt an unhealthy surge of covetousness, I had to have it.

Slow down there Saruman, I told myself firmly, you know where that leads.

“Open areas, once again,” I muttered out loud, looking the thing over. “Tapping into this one is going to be tricky. At least, not without causing a whole storm of protests.”

Chie smiled unwillingly. “I’m pretty sure you’d piss off a few baseball teams.” The bulk of the ley-line passed through several sports fields and open areas attached to the campus. I tried not to be too intrusive back on the Meiko estate, but if I was even half as unsubtle as I was with the Meikos I’d still have tried placing collectors at locations like the pitcher’s mound or on top of the backstop.

I took a deep breath, ignoring the feel of the cold on the back of my throat, and then slowly exhaled. “I think I’m going to need something a little more directional, something to tap into this from a distance.”

“You can do that?” Chie was slightly startled.

I shrugged. “All collectors have range. And the same openness that seems to have allowed this ley-line to form should let me take advantage of that without too much trouble. This is going to be more of a problem of directing that range rather than having it being omnidirectional. That and increasing the suction, for lack of a better word.”

Chie frowned slightly. “Is it like a pressure differential? Or a charge differential?”

I frowned too, actively considering that. “Huh. I think… I’m not sure I’ve read any studies mentioning that,” mages had studied this a fair bit, but without Earth’s advanced science for inspiration and comparison so there were some obvious (to me) gaps. I thought about what I did know a little longer. “More like a charge differential, I think. But it’s definitely got some pressure-like qualities to go with it.”

Chie made a quietly frustrated sound.

I tapped my gloved finger against my leg a few times. “Honestly, the more I think about it the more I doubt myself. I think we’re dealing with several factors here and we need to isolate them.”

“Understood,” Chie sighed wearily. She was obviously trying not to swear up a storm since she’d be the one looking at most of those factors.

I smiled at her sympathetically. “Sorry Chie, but I’m still not entirely sure about half of this. Just for starters, this is only the second active, actual ley-line I’ve ever found in Tokyo. I’ve found- think I’ve found,” I corrected myself quickly, “areas where they would flow if there was more mana and the city wasn’t so disruptive. But this is only the second one I’ve seen materialize.”

Chie’s expression said she was thinking several more annoyed thoughts, but she focused on business. “What do you mean by flow?” she asked with only a hint of tiredness. “That seems important.”

“It is,” I agreed, “but that one’s highly debated. It seems it’s affected by topography and the flow’s acting in a similar manner to hydrology. But then… think of how weird mana is, and the extradimensional factor. It seems like there’s a couple of ‘slopes’ and ‘peaks’ that correspond to other dimensions rather than ours.”

“Aaaaargh,” Chie sighed out softly.

“Sorry.”

Chie stayed quiet and simply massaged her forehead.

For better or worse, my phone beeped at that moment. I took it out in surprise to find a text from my cousin.

SakuraFlower546: Fifteen’s too young to be dating? Right?!?

I frowned. Uh, what? I typed out a response while Chie still brooded over the mana problem

MahouMam: Uh, Sakura? Did you send to the wrong person by accident?

I wasn’t quite paranoid enough to assume a virus or go through the whole thing of going back home and emailing her this time, I’d been interacting with my various cousins a lot more the last few years when compared to then. Granted, most of that had been because they’d been worried about what the hell I was doing, or that I was about to arrogantly and ignorantly shove myself through a meat grinder (emotional or physical). But at this point it made sense that I was far enough up on Kanoko Sakura’s contacts list that she’d legitimately mis-sent.

SakuraFlower546: No! Kaede’s dating!!!

I blinked a few times, caught between legitimate surprise and the obvious question. I decided to go with the question.

MahouMam: And you’re asking me?

SakuraFlower546: It’s not like Akira’s any help! He’d have started dating at thirteen if he could have!

Lots of exclamation points there, I reflected with a combination of bemusement and disbelief.

“Is it important?” Chie distractedly asked from my side.

“I’m not sure, I think it’s just family drama,” I didn’t bother to hide my mixed feelings. “I can’t even imagine why I’m getting called.”

MahouMam: Seriously, why turn to me?

MahouMam: This is relationship stuff. We all know it’s a better idea to do the opposite of what I think.

My phone made a little bleep between when I started typing and when I hit send. So, of course, Kaede entered into everything just then.

TwoKay: I’m not dating anyone!

If the irony wasn’t amusing me, I’d have been pretty annoyed at this point. The weird mirror to two years ago was too obvious.

TwoKay: My sister’s nuts!

SakuraFlower546: I saw you!

TwoKay: No you didn’t! Your friend thought she saw me. She was mistaken.

“This might take a minute,” I noted out loud. “It seems like my cousins are going nuts.”

Chie looked at me in mild interest. “So you do have cousins?”

I snorted softly. “Oh yeah. This might take some time to untangle.” Since my hand was already getting cold, I risked a quick look around. There was no one else close enough to notice so I quickly snapped off a small spell to keep me warm.

Chie made a surprised and slightly disgusted sound as she intuited the spell’s purpose.

“I know, I know,” I admitted a little shamefacedly. “But this close to the ley-line I can tap the ambient mana for something this small. It’s chilly, I couldn’t resist.”

“Maybe we should-“ she hesitated, obviously reluctant to intrude in another faculty’s facilities without a better reason.

“See what I mean?” I retorted, trying not to sound too smug. Especially since I hadn’t thought of that particular wrinkle until she’d hesitated. It had been more of my standard hesitation to bother anyone else.

A glance at my phone showed the pair were still trading insults and arguing over the reliability of Sakura’s friend, so I focused on Chie. “If it’s too much, we could go inside,” I admitted. “Or start making our way over to the train station?”

“That might be for the best,” she admitted. “It’s only going to get colder. And I’ve shown you what I needed to show you, do we really need to hang around here much longer?”

“Probably not,” I agreed. “There’s nothing else we need to do right now, and this one’s best handled through proper channels. The rest of it is going to be more paperwork and figuring out how to present this. It’ll probably be better if we just use the official maps at this point.” I did briefly take a quick photo of the area, and made a note of where the ley-line was.

As we started to walk back and I rechecked my phone I realized my cousins had finally turned back to me. They were waiting for a response, with the last line being from Sakura

SakuraFlower546: Are you still there Mamoru?

MahouMam: Still here.

MahouMam: Just not stepping in the middle of that fight.

TwoKay: I can’t believe you’d go to Mamoru.

MahouMam: I can’t believe she’d go to Mamoru either! What were you thinking Sakura?

I was hoping to make a quick escape, this didn’t seem like an argument I should step in the middle of. But Sakura surprised me.

SakuraFlower546: It’s your old school. You know how the students are, if they’re mature enough.

I stopped for a moment in the real world to consider that. Huh, I reflected. It wasn’t a great argument, there was a hell of a lot of variety from student to student after all. And I’d been gone almost a year (well, two thirds of one) at this point, I wasn’t exactly up to date on everyone. But, as dumb as it sounded at first, it wasn’t nothing either. Schools did have their own character, and ours had always been a little more serious than most. And I did know some major people there.

(Hell, in a truly twisted, worst case scenario, I could have tried asking Sensei-san. It wasn’t likely. But if Sakura really had believed Kaede was dating a psycho, and had a little evidence to back it up, I would have taken that step.)

Still my response was:

MahouMam: Again, me we’re talking about here. Wouldn’t it make more sense to go to Himeko if that really mattered?

The sudden pause in conversation suggested that, for once, I’d hit the nail right on the head and Sakura was struggling not to admit it. That, or she was texting Himeko at the same time. I really hope that’s not it, I reflected with a wince, already composing my apology to my friend.

“Something funny?” Chie noted from my side.

“Family stuff,” I said shortly. Figuring that was a little too dismissive, I added “my cousin Sakura’s kind of my antithesis: not the brightest academically but a Tokyo U level when it comes to social stuff. It’s kind of funny that she’s going off the rails today, so much so that I seem to be able to score a point or two on her.”

“Really?”

I shrugged. “It’s not as rare or impossible as me outdoing Himeko or Hiro socially, but it’s up there. She seems weirdly panicked today.”

SakuraFlower546: I’m just worried about my little sister.

TwoKay: Baka.

TwoKay: I’m not dating anyone.

MahouMam: Didn’t we do through this two years ago? When you thought I was dating Eiko?

MahouMam: Kaede, now do you see my point?

TwoKay: Don’t gloat.

“Hah,” I smirked slightly despite everything, feeling a little bit vindicated.

“Mamoru,” Chie burst out suddenly, “are we doing the right thing?”

“Whoa!” I was a little taken aback. “Where’d that come from?”

“I’m sorry,” Chie was obviously blushing a little even in the cold, “it’s just that it’s been bothering me for a bit. And with you right here, alone, I got to thinking about it again. If this all gets out… it’ll change the world. One of my former classmates brought up Oppenheimer recently and…”

“And you couldn’t help but think about it?”

Chie nodded. “My classmate laughed it off, the whole philosophical question. He never thought he’d really be in a place where he’d have to think about it seriously. But I am. And… well… I just don’t know anymore.”

I quickly trod down on my first response, which had pretty much been to downplay the question a little and not take it seriously. Not because it wasn’t a good question, but because it was a damn scary one and I didn’t want to try answering it, especially not on my own! This was the sort of thing where I wanted Professor Ichikawa and maybe Himeko around, both for backup and to make sure I wasn’t missing anything. I desperately glanced at my phone, hoping for divine inspiration or an excuse.

“When this gets out,” Chie continued, “even little things like your talk with your cousins will change. I’m only starting to realize how much now. And it’s scary.”

My cousins were just sniping at each other again, so I put it on the backburner. “It is,” I admitted to Chie. “And I’m not going to lie, I’ve had my thoughts and doubts.”

“See?” she interjected quickly.

“But I think it has to be done,” I steamrolled forward mercilessly. “It’s out there, and I don’t think it’s going to remain secret forever.”

“Seriously Mamoru,” Chie shot back. “It’s remained in the shadows for hundreds of years. There’s a government agency dedicated to suppressing it on one hand, and a bunch of secret societies doing the same from the opposite side. You really think it’s getting out any time soon?”

“Secret societies?”

“And how were you trained?”

Argh, I thought softly but feelingly. She was wrong about a bunch of details, but as much as I wanted to nitpick a bunch of minor points she was almost certainly right in general. Take the martial arts masters, or the psi kids’ little network, or the Ainu shamans. I doubted they were quite the formal secret societies she seemed to be implying (though I had a feeling I might be underestimating the Ainu) but they definitely existed and did their own little part to keep the supernatural secret in the process of taking care of their own. And I only knew of those three because of luck! Chances were pretty good there were plenty of other ones out there. While they weren’t exactly a global network dedicated to keeping magic contained they kind of functioned like one, protecting themselves and their people by keeping everything in the shadows.

“Okay, that’s not as much of a point as you think it is,” I replied, allowing myself that much, “but you’re not entirely wrong either. But, in another way, that only shows how much you’re wrong.”

Despite everything, Chie’s looked screamed ‘seriously?’ in a tone worthy of Eiko. And I’d kind of earned it with the combination of that statement… and how horribly it was worded.

“I mean that the so-called supernatural is more common than you think,” I corrected myself quickly. “You know that already, you’ve been tracking mana. It’s not a major thing, but it is ubiquitous.”

Chie hesitated a moment.

“I think Kiyoto put it best, back when he compared it to the microscopic world that was always there and we just needed a microscope in order to make the breakthrough. Sooner or later someone else is going to stumble into that microscope. Maybe they’ll do it in an ass-backwards way while working on something else, but they’ll do it.”

“You can’t know that,” Chie shot back.

“And you can’t know they won’t,” I told her with a mild glare.

“Okay, fine. But that doesn’t absolve us of responsibility if we do it.”

“That’s why my second point,” I admitted, feeling a nervous churning in my guts as her words did get to me. I had my own doubts, and I didn’t like confronting them like this. “Magic is… I don’t know this, but I’ve got a feeling magic is already more common in some of the nastier places out there then I’d like to admit. I don’t know much, and I’m probably reading too much into what I do know because of my paranoia, but I’ve seen and heard of magic being… not accepted, but a lot closer to the surface then it is here.”

“What are you saying?” Chie asked in honest confusion.

I scrubbed my face violently, still reluctant to air it. “I think criminals and underground organizations are using more magic than honest people are,” I admitted, barely able to say such a dramatic thing out loud. “I’m guessing a lot based on very little there, it’s probably not nearly as bad as I think it is, but I’m pretty sure it’s true. Darker magics and practices are a lot easier to learn and carry out in mana poor environments like this, so it’s an easier fit. They gravitate towards each other.”

“I don’t think it’s something systemic,” I added hastily, “this is not like every street thug knows about magic and has access to a hedge witch. It's that people more deeply involved in the underworld know other people who offer ‘services’. Neither side says they’re explicitly supernatural, these are the sorts of people who can make someone else ‘disappear’ in all kinds of ways. But I’m pretty sure a lot more of them at least suspect something supernatural is going on, and make deliberate use of it.”

I was basing an awful lot on various things I’d heard Master Tai say, not to mention my own visit to Black Juice, but I was pretty sure I had the right of it.  And it had been weighing on me since the summer. I didn’t know how big the problem was, and not even I was afraid the yakuza secretly had some dark coven of demon summoning sorcerers that was going to come after me as I gradually increased everyone’s awareness of magic. But I was quietly terrified it was a bigger issue than I realized.

“When we reveal magic to the world, even if it’s gradual, we’re going to finally shine a light on that. Real mages, ones who are just interested in magic, will finally have a chance and opportunity to learn legitimately. And those who are, well, bad guys are going to finally find out their victims know what they’re up to, and won’t be marginalized by the police as insane or making stuff up.”

“I’m terrified of the first surge, as organized crime takes the opportunity to embrace all the darkness they have easy access to and shoot well ahead of the curve. I’m still trying to come up with the best way to handle that. But in the long run, sunlight is going to be the best disinfectant. Education and improved access to magic for law enforcement is going to turn that around. Guys like Master Tai or Detective Shin are no longer going to be sneaking around the back, trying to dodge skeptical hardcases and getting by with winks and people looking the other way. They’ll be a part of things, and I think we’ll be better for it.”

Chie just stopped and looked at me like I’d just grown a second head.

I stopped too, and fidgeted while I waited for her to say something, because even I could tell she desperately wanted to. When she hadn’t after staring at me for half a minute straight, I uncomfortably asked. “What?”

“That wasn’t what I was worried about at all!”

“It wasn’t?”

“No! I was more terrified that idiots were going to turn to faith over science again! That when we proved that gods were real that they were going to start taking them too seriously, forget to think for themselves.”

“Ah.”

“Thanks a lot for a whole new set of worries, Mamoru!”

“Ah,” I went again, feeling a little stupid and helpless in the face of that. I hurriedly glanced at my phone again, suddenly happy for the excuse.

“If it makes you feel any better,” I said hurriedly, while using the phone as a reason not to look directly at Chie, “most Gods aren’t actually like that. That’s just humans being idiots. Most actual higher powers are perfectly fine with humans being more advanced and thoughtful, believers who understand a fraction of a percent more about the universe are just as good as those who understand less. The Gods are still so far above us it’s not even funny. It’s the priesthoods that are more of a problem, many of them aren’t happy with how more knowledge contradicts them and undercuts their authority.”

Actually, I was slandering the priests a little there. Not too much you understand, there was a problem with that. But the bigger problem was how populist priests were more likely to operate that way. Back on Avalon, there wasn’t much democracy. So the types of people who’d become corrupt and power-hungry politicians on Earth had been more likely to migrate to the priesthood to build themselves up. And, just like in the modern world, a popular message that ignored the truth and focused on more palatable lies tended to resonate more than a strictly accurate and nuanced position. And those types had not been big on educated people who thought for themselves.

(The Gods themselves were usually very big on a few core beliefs but willing to let their priesthoods vary a bit on less important factors. There were various reasons for this, and it was hotly debated, but it seemed to come down to ‘people and conditions are varied, one size doesn’t fit all.’ Something as simple as an outdoors ceremony took on whole new risks and levels of dedication when it was being performed above the Artic Circle, so most Gods didn’t even blink at their followers saying ‘okay, let’s do this one INSIDE the temple.’ At least, that was the general rule. It varied a lot between deities. Aoth was a bit of an exception with his degree of fanaticism in certain respects. Which, a little ironically, was one of the reasons I followed him.)

Huh, I wonder if it’ll be better on Earth because politics sucks away more of the bad apples? I thought maniacally as I tried to do multiple things at once.

“In any case, I wouldn’t be too worried about that,” I told Chie while reading through my cousins’ argument. “There’s probably going to be more of it than we’d like, but most of the idiots thinking that way weren’t going to listen to scientists in the first place. Hell, we might actually convert a few people when they see science is willing to look a little closer and admit that the Gods exist!”

I was probably talking out my ass with that one, and I think we both knew it. Most of those people weren’t that sensible or fair minded, and science wasn’t going to make a claim like that any time soon. Even back on Avalon a ‘the gods exist’ statement would usually have so many caveats, asterixis, and footnotes as to make it almost a lie. Aoth alone only knew how many more things the scientific community would add to that!

SakuraFlower546: Fifteen’s too young.

TwoKay: I’m sixteen you idiot!

Oh, right, I debated the wisdom of jumping into the fray. Frankly, it was pretty much non-existent. But I was too glad for the excuse so I did take a moment to post.

MahouMam: You never said anything about Hikaru dating. And she dated at fifteen.

SakuraFlower546: Stay out of this Mamoru!

TwoKay: Hah!

TwoKay: Hypocrite. And you’re the one who invited him.

Screwing up at multiple things at once, my conscience reminded me with an eyeroll, what a brilliant plan. Great multitasking.

“So you don’t have doubts?” Chie pressed me in the real world.

“Of course I have doubts!” I said a little more forcefully as I wrestled with them, embarrassment, and trying to deal with my cousins all at the same time. “I just listed some of them off, didn’t I?”

Meanwhile, I did what I probably should have long ago, and furiously typed on my phone.

MahouMam: Sakura, I’m busy here. Have to afk for a bit.

MahouMam: Don’t be a sucker, don’t believe everything you hear.

MahouMam: Kaede, don’t be a sucker either. You are young.

With that I quickly tucked the phone away before they could yell at me in unison in order to focus on hopefully not screwing up what was in front of me. “Chie,” I said a little too quickly, “it’s not a perfect solution. But you’re a scientist. Are you really talking about repressing knowledge?”

“That’s a convenient excuse,” Chie huffed a little, “a cop out to avoid responsibility.” But she couldn’t quite face me as she said it.

“Okay, fair,” I admitted a little grudgingly because I had to admit she was right. “It’s not like we’re going to publish a bunch of directly dangerous knowledge online for everyone to see. I’m all for control over how to summon demons or how best to perform human sacrifices. But seriously, you want to deliberately lie about an important facet of reality?”

That one really hit home. My first strike had been off-center, and Chie had been right to call me out for trying to be overly simplistic. This one hit straight to the heart of who we were. She winced and here eyes darted from side to side as she said “not lie exactly. Just not tell anyone.”

She winced upon hearing her own words out loud. So she quickly added. “I don’t like it, but what if it’s really the best path?”

“And you really think that won’t come back to bite us in another hundred years?” I asked sardonically, pretending I hadn’t just seen how that would interact with her previous fears. “That if people found out scientists had been deliberately suppressing something like this more of them wouldn’t turn their backs on us and trust the Gods more?”

Chie froze for a moment as she digested that thought. Her grimace showed just how unpalatable it was. “They would, wouldn’t they?”

I nodded. “And they’d… well, they wouldn’t be right to do so, that would be blaming all scientists for the actions of a couple of idiots. But it’d be easy to see why they did it.”

“What if that’s the situation we’re in now?” she grumbled, although I could see she really had taken my point.

“Then it’s not going to get any better for us hesitating,” I replied, being a little stubborn myself and saying it with more certainty than I really felt. “It’s better to start taking the bandage off and get it over with rather than wimping out and passing the buck.”

Chie didn’t reply to that one, obviously thinking about both the truth of it and the slightly convenient interpretation I was presenting. Like the unsaid but implied idea we’d do it slowly and gradually, try to keep the pain to a minimum.

I sighed and toned it down a little, I’d been getting a little fanatical myself in order to suppress my own fears. “Look, it’s not going to be easy or simple. You know that, I know that, we all know that. There are some pretty big pitfalls on the horizon here. I’m trying to think about them, and how best to minimize them if we can. But there’s no denying it, there’s no way to do this perfectly, so there’ll absolutely be harm coming from this. And that’s scary as hell. If you think you’re worried, think about me! You have no idea some of the things magic can manage. I do.”

The sincerity and repressed fear in my own voice got through to Chie. “So why are you doing it?” she took a deep breath and asked. Simply, and without judgement.

“Because I think the good far outweighs the harm,” I replied, a little surprised at how firm my own voice was. “Even ignoring higher principles and philosophies, even taking into account how relatively weak magic is, I think we’ll make the world a better place.”

I found the corners of my mouth tugging upwards. “I mean, the potential for physics experiments alone…”

Chie just went “hmph!” at that, but the corners of her mouth turned upwards a little too. The ability to manipulate gravity conditions… she’d gotten somewhat used to the idea, but it was enough to make any serious student of physics salivate.

I repressed the urge to lighten the mood and continued. “But seriously, even in worst-case scenarios there are going to be a lot of practical edge cases for magic. Take mithril, are you honestly telling me that couldn’t have revolutionary applications? I don’t know that it’s ever going to be practical for large scale usage, I’m not sure there’s enough mana around to industrialize its production too much. But the applications for aerospace industries are incredible.”

“That’s more Ryota’s side,” Chie demurred. “But yeah, I get your point.”

“And that’s just the basics,” I pressed home, “part of why we’re researching and checking stuff out. There’s a ton of things I’m pretty sure are going to be possible. Don’t get me wrong, I’m practically guaranteed to be mistaken about some of them. I try to keep separate what I know from what’s just a hypothesis. But I really think we’ll be bettering humanity in the end. There’s a lot of things humanity could do with just slightly better or more practical tools, and I’m pretty sure we can provide some of those tools with magic.”

“I guess,” Chie sighed. “But it’s hard to ignore the bad stuff, the huge cans of worms we’re going to be opening if we go through with this. And I can’t help but wonder if that’s why our predecessors didn’t do that.” She finally started walking again as she said it though.

“So we don’t,” I replied firmly. “Ignore it that is. I don’t know about you, but I’m very much trying to think about how best to mitigate the problems. You’re not wrong to worry, I want to do this in the best manner possible. It’s one of the reasons I’m so glad we’ve got experienced people like Professor Ichikawa on our side, he’s got a better idea how the real world works than either one of us. I want to push the positive, I want to hit the ground running with as much good stuff as quickly as possible. But I’ll gladly go slower or keep some things as quiet as possible if we need to take time and do more prep work in order to minimize the damage.”

Chie frowned slightly. “That’s an odd way to put it.”

“I’m trying to figure out a way to get regulation and enforcement arms out at the same time as revealing magic to the world,” I admitted a little sheepishly. “It’s… probably the least practical idea I’ve had yet.”

“Yeah… I can see that,” Chie agreed, understating everything significantly. Revealing something as major as magic to the world and releasing laws and a monitoring arm at the same time? That made the rest of my ambitions look trivial in comparison.

“Honestly, and this is the craziest bit, I’m hoping we’ll be able to subvert the Bureau, somehow transfer all of their experience and abilities towards keeping the peace publicly.”

Chie looked at me in disbelief. “What? Really?” she frowned and thought about it for a good twenty seconds. “Okay, maybe I can see your point. But I’m pretty sure that secret police don’t usually convert to doing the real thing. At least, not particularly well.”

This time I winced. Okay, something else to worry about, I admitted. It was being pretty optimistic to think they’d make the transition, let alone doing it flawlessly and without problems. Maybe I should just pencil that in as Plan B.

“In any case,” I said with a little forced optimism. “We keep moving forward. And we do keep revising the plans. I’m not going to be so fanatically blind as to say we must do this, that this is the only way. Perhaps by this time next month we’ll have made a discovery that makes me back off, agree to bury all this for another decade or two.”

I really didn’t think that would happen, and I really really didn’t believe I’d ever make that call. But intellectually I recognized the danger, and I’d long since promised myself I’d never be that villainous. Never catch myself going ‘no, we must do this, it’s the only way!’ At least not out of something that smacked of ideological motivation. I couldn’t see any sort of remotely realistic way that would happen. But convincing myself it could never happen? That started creeping into fanatic territory. And even back on Avalon, fanatics with (relatively) powerful magic could accomplish some pretty terrible things in the name of their goal. The idea of me slipping into that category terrified me more than any of the dangers of revealing magic to the world ever had.

I shook off that dark thought and continued. “But until then we keep moving forward, one step at a time. We look at each discovery, we consider it and weigh it properly, then we proceed with the next step.”

“Uh-huh,” Chie noted, but the fear was gone from the grad student and her good humor was starting to come back. She embraced changing the topic to something a little lighter. “And what ridiculous violation of common sense were you planning on demonstrating to us next? You know, the next step that’s in no way a ridiculous jump forwards? Like going from baking soda reactions to demonstrating nuclear fission?”

This time I looked away.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t hear that,” Chie noted cheerfully.

I sighed. “I was thinking about testing some of the simple divination spells,” I admitted. “Looking into what the actual scientific ratio of their results were. I was thinking I’d use simple coin tosses and dice throws, but the methodology is going to be a little tricky.”

“Hah!”

That’s the trouble working with grad students, I reflected with a mix of humor and annoyance. They’re smart and experienced enough to call you on your shit. It was no wonder Chie had doubts about the future. She knew me. And given my judgement at times, that was no comfort at all.
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“It’s good to spend time with old friends, isn’t it?” Eiko asked smugly, barely puffing.

“Shut… up…” I panted out, struggling not to overheat or freeze to death as I dragged myself through the knee deep snow.

Of course, if it was knee deep on me it was even deeper than that on Eiko, and she was the one doing the trail breaking!  Now, in fairness to me I was the one carrying a hiking backpack and the naginata bag while Eiko was unencumbered.  There was a reason I’d let her take the lead in the first place.  And Eiko was using her ki at a low level already, nothing too much but she was improving her strength and recovery just a little.  But I’d probably be a little embarrassed at my reaction when we eventually reached the doorway and I’d had a little time to rest.  Right then I was too out of breath and pissed to care.

We were up in the more northerly parts of Honshu, just a little outside a resort town that was getting up into the mountains.  Not too far up you understand, this place was more about tourists than challenging the real mountain climbers or extreme skiers.  But it was far enough up that when combined with the winter weather there was already plenty of snow on the ground.  Tokyo had actually gotten a couple of dustings already, even if it hadn’t been enough to stick around.  It was a little shocking to make the trip and then find knee deep snow here in mid-December.

The town was good about cleaning the main roads and we’d made most of the trip fairly easily.  But our final destination was a tourist trap ‘cabin’ that was a nearly kilometer off said road and bigger than most people’s houses.  That was good enough when the path was clear, it was just a long enough drive to separate you from the town and convince you that you were really deep in the wilds instead of a ten minute drive to a convenience store.  But that made it a hellish obstacle when you were on foot and there’d been a recent snowfall.

So why were we there?  Why hadn’t we already turned around and run away screaming out of common sense?  Master Mika had sent out a request for help, Eiko and I were the result.

Eiko, sadly, was a little pumped to finally be getting a call like this.  Despite going on a couple of little ‘adventures’ (and, by Aoth, did I hate that term) with me she’d never gotten an official call up from the masters like this before.  It felt like a validation of her skills and progress.  So when combined with her usual personality and a chance to needle me she was relentlessly cheerful about everything.

Me?  I was too used to the sort of shit I encountered when someone felt the need to contact me for help.  And being dragged across half of Japan, even with our excellent rail system, was not an encouraging sign.

Eiko hummed cheerfully as she ploughed through the snow, an aggravating counterpoint to all my puffing and panting.  If I hadn’t been terrified of what we might face I’d have already stopped, taken out my staff, and resorted to magic.  Unfortunately, even now that I’d started tapping into a new ley-line, I was afraid I didn’t have that much mana to spare, not if I was getting dragged hundreds of kilometers away.  There was too high a chance I’d need every thoth I could scrape up to deal with whatever we were facing here.  So I held back, even though at this point I wanted to pull my staff out simply to use it as a walking stick!  But I knew if I did that, I’d be too tempted to use magic.  So I forced myself to endure.

Eventually we reached the cabin and hauled ourselves up some stairs onto a slightly elevated porch before approaching the door.  Eiko was reaching for the bell when I frantically gasped out “wait!”

“What?” she asked, turning back to look at me cheerfully.  “need a moment to compose yourself?  Come on, Mam.  You have to be freezing and sweating by now, I thought you’d be desperate to get in?”

I shook my head as energetically as I could, holding up a hand as I caught my breath.  She was right, but I’d already felt something at the edge of my senses.  After taking a few deep breaths I activated ‘mage sight’ and took a closer look.

“There are wards,” I reported shortly.  “Not strong ones, but present.  And I’m not sure what they do.  Proceed with caution.  And maybe find a branch to push the doorbell with.”

Eiko looked mildly surprised, but before either of us could say or do anything more the door opened on its own.

“Correct Master Matsuda,” Mika answered.  It was slightly surreal (and not encouraging) to see she was in full miko outfit.  And looking slightly frazzled.

Despite that, she turned towards the pair of us and bowed shortly.  “My apologies, I’ve seen you coming for the last ten minutes.  This was just a final precaution.  If you are who you claim to be; please enter freely and of your own will.”

Mika stepped back from the door and let us enter but I realized what was going on.  “We’re up against a shapechanger?” I asked as I plodded through the door and started to take off my soaked boots.  A faint tingle of the wards against my skin, quietly but professionally probing my aura, seemed to verify my suspicion.

“I am uncertain, Master Matsuda,” Mika verified as Eiko abruptly followed, twitching a little as she felt the wards as well.  “Our opponent has been incredibly stealthy and sneaky, stalking it’s target relentlessly.  I don’t know if it can shapechange, but I suspect invisibility at the least.”

I paused a moment in my undressing.  “Well that’s ominous!”

Mika nodded.  “Indeed.”

I frowned and looked back towards the outside even as Mika carefully but quickly shut the door.  “Is that why you chose this place?  Isolated and surrounded by snow?”

Mika smiled tightly.  “You’re right again.  It seemed the best way to slow and reveal any attackers.”

Eiko just blinked in confusion.  “What?”

I sighed.  I was tired, cold, and inclined to hate the place, but even I had to appreciate it a little more if that was what we were up against.  “An attacker has to make their way across an open area of snow,” I explained tiredly.  “Even if they’re outright invisible that’s going to leave a track and footprints.  It’ll probably be slow going, even if they try for maximum speed it’s unlikely they’ll be able to just run across the surface of the snow or push through it without slowing down.  And if they do they’ll just end up being pretty obvious either way.  And even if they’re something able to disguise themselves there’s little reason for anyone to be coming to this place.  It doesn’t matter what they’re disguised as, we’ll have time to spot them and be suspicious of them before they arrive.”

“It’s one of the simplest and most effective ways to fight enemies like this,” Mika finished with a nod.  “Flying foes are still a threat, but that’s about it.  It’s hard for anyone else to take you by surprise.”

Eiko glanced between the pair of us a few times.  I wasn’t sure if her red cheeks were due to the cold weather or embarrassment.

“Remember,” I felt tired and irritated enough with her to spell it out a little rudely, “magic’s not nearly as important as planning or common sense.  If we’re really up against a dangerous opponent here then these sorts of precautions count for a hell of a lot more than my spells.  Especially if we don’t want to go broadcasting to everyone in northern Japan that I’m a mage.”

Mika nodded again.  “Well said, Master Matsuda.  However, I’m worried we might need your help today.”

I sighed deeply.  “Right.  Of course.  What’s up?”

“I’m afraid that’s the problem, I don’t know.  I’ve been protecting this poor gentleman,” she gestured with her hand towards a mostly ordinary looking man who’d been tucked away a bit further in in cabin, hiding behind a staircase leading to the second story.  He’d been peeking from behind the staircase to watch us this whole time, looking jumpier than a university student after their third espresso, and I felt a little embarrassed I hadn’t noticed him until now.

“He’s being stalked by something I don’t recognize,” Mika continued frankly, “something supernatural.  I don’t know why it’s fixated on him, but it is.  It aims to have him, and soon, and I don’t know if I can protect him on my own.  This thing is sneaky.  And since I haven’t been able to identify it I don’t know if it has even more abilities left in reserve.”

I stood up a little straighter.  “But you think it does?”

Mika nodded a third time.  “I haven’t been able to identify it, but the timing is suspicious.  Remember: we’re about to hit the winter solstice.  I’ve felt its abilities are rising with the dark.  That suggests some pretty awful possibilities, and I have no intention of letting it win.”

Fuck, I thought bitterly, not caring that I looked like I wanted to spit.  If Mika was right (and, given that she was more psychic that 99% of the population as well as her training and experience, that was a pretty safe bet) then we were dealing with something directly connected to evil forces here.  Not that everything connected to the winter solstice was evil, there were a fair number of entities around this time of year that were dedicated to resisting the rising dark.  Take Santa, or a number of other figures connected to mid-winter celebrations.  Usually part of their purpose was to drive back the dark and keep the more negative entities in check, and they were intertwined with the winter solstice too.  But the reason they were so important was due to the majority of things around this time thriving on hunger, darkness, and cold.  Humanity needed to be extra careful of those beings, and I felt a sinking pit in the bottom of my stomach as I realized that Mika was probably right.

Eiko wasn’t so educated though.  “Like what?” she asked simply.

Mika’s eyes narrowed slightly.  “Anything from outright soul devouring to sacrificing someone directly to a demon,” she reported tersely.  “The best thing this poor soul could hope for is being kidnapped and forced to slave away who knows where for the rest of his days!  Honestly, what is Tai teaching you?”

Eiko’s eyes narrowed slightly in turn.  “Martial arts,” she reported tightly.

I paused and looked between the two, surprised at the sudden level of tension.  A part of me wanted to ask, there was obviously something more going on here, but I was too smart and terrified to actually think of bringing it up.

Mika abruptly turned away from Eiko, seeming to dismiss her.  “I need your help Master Matsuda,” she told me frankly.  “I cannot risk Shigeo-san’s life by trying to protect him by myself.  I can’t keep going forever, and I have a feeling this thing still has a trick or two up its sleeve.  I wanted some more powerful magic on my side to even the odds.”

Alright, if you’re not bringing that up then I’m not either.  “I understand,” I replied, trying not to sigh.  “How did you want to handle this?”

“I don’t think it will be long,” Mika answered, unafraid.  “With you here I don’t think this thing’s going to hesitate much longer.  It will attack, almost certainly tonight.”

Thank Aoth, I sighed internally out of relief, though I felt guilty enough not to make any sign of that where the others could see it.  But if she was right, I wouldn’t have to miss any school.  It was late Sunday.  I’d read the train schedule, so long as the creature didn’t wait until after 2 am or so then I’d be able to catch a train back to Tokyo in time to make my morning classes.  Or at least miss no more than one of them.  That didn’t weigh heavily against a man’s life of course!  If I had to miss a day or two then that was what would happen, not even I was that fanatical or selfish!  But I’d have been lying if I claimed I didn’t prefer this.

“How you want to help is best left up to you,” she answered cautiously, “you are your own master and Master Luo read me the riot act in the gentlest way possible after our first meeting where I so thoroughly underestimated and undercut you.  Your… little incident at the Meiko estate only reinforced that.  You did go too far and use your magic much too recklessly, but the limits of that were far beyond my imagination.”

Ah, I thought, taking a moment to ‘conveniently’ look away while taking shrugging out of my jacket.  I was seriously annoyed that I couldn’t really refute Mika’s point.  She had been a little too patronizing and completely underestimated me during our first meeting, especially in assuming I was handling too much mana in an unsafe manner and in danger of seriously hurting myself.  She’d almost been worse than my own family in that way, obviously assuming I was just a dumb teenager, albeit in a mystical way rather than the social ways my relatives did.  And then I’d actually gone and done just that while saving Hiro.  It had been (mostly) necessary that time, but it was kind of embarrassing to find myself in this position.

“So I won’t attempt to dictate your actions this time,” Mika continued carefully.  “I’d recommend a defensive position, that’s how I planned to fight this battle.  I don’t like surrendering the initiative, but there is too high a chance that our opponent could slip behind us if we went on the offensive.”

“I learned my lesson last time,” she hastened to add.  “If you want to take your… companion,” there was a hint of distaste in her voice as her eyes flicked to Eiko, “out and hunt this thing then I’m not going to second guess you.  I disagree with that method, but you’ve already proven I do not know you well enough to judge.  In that case I will stay behind and guard Shigeo just in case it succeeds in circling behind you.”

“No,” I said immediately, “I agree.  The snow works against us too.  We’re either going to be exhausted and slow or we’re going to be wasting magic on flight or some other way to maintain our mobility.  And trying to do that so close to the town… no, just no.”  There were circumstances where I might have tried that, but these were not them.  I was impatient to get this over with, but not so much so I was going to blunder around blindly out there while wasting a ton of mana and risking discovery at the same time.  It probably wouldn’t be as bad as it was in Tokyo, we were a lot more isolated.  But I had an awful feeling that even if everything went right I’d still cause a couple of mysterious, spooky lights that would lead to a brief surge in interest online.  And I put that as the best-case scenario.

Mika nodded.  “Good.  I was going to wait for it to come to us, then counterattack it from a prepared position.  I’ve put up some basic defenses and I was hoping you might add a few more.  But how you want to handle even that much is up to you.  Wards, divinations, summons… I leave that in your hands, Master Matsuda.”

“Huh, that might work,” despite being dragged in to face an unknown opponent I found I was almost intrigued by the idea.  Wizards liked their towers after all.  When we fortified a defensive position it could become pretty suicidal to attack it.  For many mages, barring a few battle mages who had Eiko like reflexes and levels of training, it was our best option.

“Are you sure that it will really attack?” I asked after a moment.  It’s most sensible option if I fortified the cabin would have been to either retreat or choose another target.

“Positive.” She answered simply and confidently.  Something in her manner reminded me her psychic abilities might be ‘lesser’ in comparison to someone like Saori, but they were not to be underestimated.

“Then you’re right,” I declared, groaning slightly as I pushed myself to my feet.  “I’ll-“

To my surprise, Mika gently caught my shoulder and pushed me back down.  “You’ll rest up first,” she declared firmly.  “You’re no use to anyone if you push yourself to collapse.  We have some time yet, they’re not going to attack until well after the sun’s completely set.  If you rush to frantically start doing things now then you’ll just hurt yourself and only get half as much done.”

“Besides,” a surprising twinkle of mischief sparkled in her eyes, “it would be a shame to waste the hot tub.”

***

I sighed blissfully as I felt a dozen sore muscles letting go.  This is not the hot water I thought I’d find myself in today, I reflected unrepentantly.

There really was a full-on hot tub at the cabin.  I shouldn’t have been so surprised, it was a getaway designed for fairly wealthy people after all.  The owners couldn’t provide a fully natural onsen on demand, as much as they might have wanted to, so they’d gone with the next best thing.  I shamelessly took a moment to let a water jet beat my back into relaxation, I hadn’t realized how sore and tense it had gotten but hauling a load through knee deep snow was hard!

You know, I though to myself with more amusement than regret.  Mika may have a point.  I don’t really think I’ve been foolish, but I’ve accidentally… I’m not sure how to describe it.  It’s like I’ve been taking my second youth for granted.  It hadn’t quite been the unaware recklessness of most young people.  More like a precisely measured ‘oh, I’m still young enough to take this, no problem’ attitude.  But the effect would look awfully similar to any outside observer, and I hadn’t realized I’d defaulted to thinking that way.  It was kind of amusing to think about how I’d come around to almost the same point from the opposite direction.

I know just how much I’m going to bounce back so I’ve been taking full advantage of it rather than the thoughtless assumption I’m indestructible that most teenagers have.  And I don’t think that’s wrong, but I really do have to consider that I’m coming to the end of that phase.  Or at least I’m going to soon.  I can still rush around recklessly like today, and just need a bit of time in a hot tub to recover, but I won’t be able to do that forever.  I’d need to be at least Himeko level fit before I tried this in five years.  That, or be ready to use a fair bit of magic.

I smirked a little at my own thoughts.  For years I’d been waiting to get fully mature again, get back a fully functional body, and now I was worrying I was about to hit the downhill slide.  Food for thought, I reflected with self-depreciating humor.  I knew I was being too pretentious and negative to be truly worried about it (especially while enjoying a soak) but there was a real point buried somewhere underneath all that.

Then those thoughts got driven out of my head by something else entirely.

“Damn!  She wasn’t kidding about that hot tub,” Eiko declared happily as she slipped in across from me.

“Eiko!” I splashed about randomly at the unexpected intrusion.  Neither of us had expected this, so it wasn’t like either of us had packed bathing suits.

Eiko’s chuckle mixed with a grateful groan as she felt her own water jet get to work.  Thankfully, she was holding a towel in front of herself.  The cabin was fully stocked with them.  I, however, hadn’t done that and I frantically groped around for one to stuff on my lap. One of the other problems of a fully matured body! I realized distantly.

Eiko sighed in relief and smirked at me through half lidded eyes as she watched my reaction.  “Cool your jets, Mamoru,” she said, self-amused at the subtle joke about the tub, “it’s not like I haven’t seen it before.”

Not like this you haven’t! I thought frantically.  Needless to say, the unexpectedly close intrusion of a wet and mostly naked Eiko was having entirely predictable results on my anatomy.  The towel was concealing her nipples, but she was holding it a little carelessly and I couldn’t help but note her moist side boob.  Don’t get me wrong, it was very nice but probably not enough to cause more than a half-mast normally.  Under the circumstances, and with the perverse situation of desperately not wanting it and trying not to think about it, I was struggling to position my towel so that it wouldn’t tent.

For better or worse, Eiko watched my struggles with amusement.  On one hand, I hated that!  I felt betrayed and disrespected, I was still tired so I was falling into the classic, angsty ‘you don’t understand’ attitude.  On the other hand, that certainly helped bring things under control.  It was hard to have a romantic fantasy when that was simultaneously fighting with the angry fantasy of punching her in the face and the realistic realization of just what would happen if I tried that.

After a few moments I got everything under control, took a deep breath, and forced myself to relax.

“Jeez Mamoru,” Eiko continued to smirk, almost undoing my efforts, “I thought you were nineteen, not twelve.”

“The problem is that you’re nineteen, not twelve,” I muttered back feelingly. 

“Seriously Mam,” Eiko continued, looking a little more concerned after such a lame comeback.  “What are you going to do if we’re up against a succubus?  Blush and surrender?”

My red face could be excused by the hot tub, but I doubted Eiko was fooled.  “I’d be fine!” I protested.

“Uh huh,” Eiko countered slyly.

“You don’t even know what a succubus really is, what they can really do and how,” I shot back a little desperately.

“And I’m sure you’ll be giving me the full lecture when there’s one in front of us and she’s gotten her tits out.  Oh, wait, no.  You’ll have fainted.”

I glared a little.  “I’m not that bad.”

Eiko grinned and started pulling her towel down.  I almost got whiplash as I turned my head the other way too quickly.

“Seriously Mam,” Eiko sounded more serious than ever, but I was more relieved by the sound of her putting the towel back.

“You make modesty sound like a horrible weakness,” I muttered petulantly, carefully turning my head back.

“In a fight, it really is,” Eiko was worryingly earnest.  Her look was no longer mischievous, she sounded really worried for me.  “Seriously Mam, I hated it when Master Tai first started training that out of me.  I didn’t actively protest, but you could tell underneath it all I was whining up a storm, screaming ‘when am I ever going to need this?’ inside my head.  I thought it was all paranoid stupidity.  Or worse, because I was a girl.  But now, looking at your reactions, I realize Master Tai was smarter than anyone.”

“It’s not that bad.”

“Mamoru,” Eiko asked me frankly, “in this upcoming fight, are you going to look away if my clothes rip?”

Shit.  I made a show of thinking about it, but half of that was me frantically trying to come up with a believable lie.  Fortunately, the more I thought about it, the better the honest answer was.  Unfortunately, there was still a big and humiliating caveat in the middle of it.

“Not if we’re in the thick of things,” I answered with equal seriousness.  “I won’t lie, I might still lose a split second in the middle of flinching if it’s not yet life or death.  But once we’re all out I’ll be too busy and in the moment to really react.”

“Uh huh.”

“I’m not saying I wouldn’t be an idiot and lose several seconds in the leadup,” I added immediately.  I felt silly for thinking she’d let me get away with not admitting that.  “If we were doing an old-fashioned showdown, walking towards our opponents like dramatic idiots, and then your top suddenly flew off then I’d immediately look away and it would probably be a moment before I realized ‘wait, no, that’s really stupid!’.  But in the middle of things I’m not that sensitive, I’ll be too preoccupied with everything going on to react.”

“You sure about that?” Eiko countered a little skeptically.  “That seemed awfully reflexive.”  Then, just to prove her point she, tugged at her towel again.

It took all my willpower not to reflexively start turning, and I still jerked my head few centimeters before I caught myself.  Shit, that’s hard, I had to admit mentally.  Not impossibly so, but taken by surprise at the wrong moment in a fight?  She had a pretty big point.

(Surprisingly, I no longer did.  I wasn’t entirely calm, if you get my drift, but this particular conversation had helped settle things down to an uncomfortably firm but acceptable middle of the road.)

“I mean it,” I said, trying to sound like I really did.  “I’m not saying I’m as good as you, but that applies to all of my combat reflexes.  Spellcasting takes willpower and focus, in the middle of the fight that’s enough of a buffer.  I’m not going to be completely zoned out like when I get into trance state, but there’s a little of that there.  Besides how likely is any of that to happen?!  It’s winter, you really think you’re going to go out there and strip?”

Honestly, knowing Eiko, I was a little glad it was so cold.  Under other circumstances I could see her threatening that just to prove her point.  I didn’t really think she would do it, not without a better reason than that.  But I couldn’t quite convince myself there wasn’t a one or two percent chance she’d really needle me that way.

“If I need to,” Eiko teased, as if to prove my point.  “Besides, we might really be fighting succubusses.”

“Succubae.  And that’s unlikely,” I grumped, “Mika would have realized if it was anything that simple.”

“Hmph,” Eiko made a slightly disgusted sound, “you sure about that?”

I blinked a few times in surprise, but I couldn’t ignore that and it seemed like a good time to bring it up  “Eiko?  Do you have a problem with…” I hesitated, suddenly feeling very sensitive about how to refer to her.

“No,” Eiko responded shortly.  But this time, despite the confines of the hot tub, she was the one who looked away.

I hesitated a moment, but if nothing else the chance to completely change the previous subject was too tempting.  “Eiko, even I can tell you’re lying.”

Eiko sighed heavily.  “She’s my master’s ex… something.  How am I supposed to react to that?  Now that I know I see it in Master Tai’s behaviour here and there.  I don’t know much, but I’ll catch it on occasion.  So how do I treat her?  Am I supposed to hate her?  Never mention that?  Try to get them back together?”

“Whoa!” I jumped a little in the tub, sloshing a little water at the surprising response.

“Sorry,” Eiko replied brusquely, raising a hand to her forehead and rubbing it a little.  “Every time I see her it drives me nuts, like an itch I can’t scratch.  I love Master Tai like he’s family, and I can see he still has a few feelings towards her.  But I don’t know how much, or what happened, or why… I just don’t know what to do!  Then she starts acting like I’m some sort of snot nosed brat who doesn’t know any better…”

I wouldn’t have gone that far, I thought judiciously.  Though, tellingly, I didn’t say it out loud.  Most of Mika’s behaviour towards Eiko had seemed pretty reasonable, especially if you took into account she wasn’t familiar with Eiko’s occasionally flippant seeming attitude.  But maybe I was missing more than I’d realized.

“It’s like I’m trying to deal with a new step-grandmother,” she continued.

I couldn’t help it, my face screwed up into the weirdest expression and I said “I thought you couldn’t decide whether or not to get them back together?”

“I know!” Eiko couldn’t hide her frustration.  “This isn’t some stupid Hiro and Himeko situation, where I wanted to push them together so at least they could figure out if they were being stupid.  They’re adults, and I’m pretty sure unlike you or Himeko they’ve got their heads on straight-“

I wanted to object to that.  Unfortunately, a quick and chaotic chain or correlations (I’m not bad at my love life-my love life-Mina) led to me picturing Miyamoto Mina in the hot tub.  As certain parts of my anatomy started getting firmer again I decided maybe I’d better keep quiet.

“-but a part of me still wants to try!  And the way she’s acting isn’t helping, now I can’t decide if I never want to see her again or if pushing them together will put her in a more pleasant mood.”

This time her face screwed up into the weirdest expression.  “Now I’m picturing them together in the bedroom.  Ick.”

That solved one problem with my anatomy!  “Thanks a lot!”

(Honestly, if I hadn’t known the pair personally, that would have stood half a chance of being hot.  Master Tai wasn’t conventionally handsome, but he was ripped.  And Mika seemed well preserved for her age.  They wouldn’t have been my first choices for porn.  But if I’d had to choose watching a video of them or a totally random adult video from somewhere on the web; just roll the dice and nothing forbidden… them every time.  But knowing them as people made the whole idea of it REALLY weird.)

“And that’s what I have to think about,” Eiko finished abruptly.

“Let’s changes subjects.  Quickly,” I said, going for bare knuckles honesty.

It probably said a lot about Eiko’s state of mind that she went for it instantly and without protest.  “So, what do you think we’re up against?”

I leaned back against the edge of the tub.  “Honestly?  No idea.  I wish I had a few more hours, I’d try summoning the spirits of the area and running a few spells to see if I could get a little more information.  But I’m really worried, if Mika says she doesn’t recognize it then it’s likely something obscure.”

Eiko’s glance suggested that no honorifics for Mika wasn’t the right answer for her.  But she didn’t address it, simply asked me skeptically “really?”

Despite the danger, I nodded.  “Really.  Mika’s been doing this for longer than we’ve been alive-“

I tactfully ignored Eiko’s snort.

“-and I’ve seen her in action.  She’s pretty capable, and she draws from multiple sources of power.  If she doesn’t know what it is, and is calling for help, then that’s a pretty bad sign.”

“Come on Mamoru, it can’t be worse than The Forgotten.”

For once, I was pleased that her smirk was a little forced.  Keeping one’s spirit up was good, being too arrogantly stupid was, well, arrogantly stupid.

“I doubt it,” I agreed, “and maybe I’m being dumb, but I’m feeling pretty confident about a defensive battle.”

“What?  Really?” Eiko sat up a little straighter.  “Usually first to strike means first to win.”

I tried not to look smug.  “You mean an unblocked, effective strike.”

Eiko rolled her eyes.  “Well, yeah, of course.”

“And that’s the problem, for them I mean,” I continued, taking it easy on her.  “I have time to prepare the ground for a change.  You’re not wrong, you know I’m not brilliant at acting in a hurry, making the right choices on the spur of the moment.  But this isn’t that.  For once I can set everything up ahead of time.  I have time, mana, privacy, and supplies.  I really wish we had better intelligence about what we’re up against, I’d love to tailor everything specifically to our opponent.  But I’ve literally been trained on this subject.  There’s a checklist I could recite in my sleep about all the things a mage has to defend against when protecting their home.”

Eiko blinked in astonishment, probably at the weird sight of me actually being confident about a fight.  “And you’re not panicking about something going wrong?” she asked, sounding just a little suspicious.

“Some of that’s probably just the hot tub,” I admitted.  “I’m sure I’ll start stressing out at the last minute.  But just you wait and see Eiko.  I’m almost looking forward to this, for once we’re actually playing to my strengths.”

Eiko just looked at me with concern.  If she’d been having any similar difficulties to me, inescapably aroused by the situation, I completely killed them with the evil chuckle I let out.

“Just you wait and see, Eiko.  Just you wait and see.”
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Of course, to do that I actually had to get out of the hot tub and get to work.  I stayed a few more minutes to fully recover, but thankfully Eiko being there helped keep me from lingering.  I was already uncomfortable enough being that near her in the tub, worried I’d do something like accidentally stretch out my leg and touch hers.  Add in the threat that she’d catch me malingering and start commenting on it, or taking some sort of childish revenge, and I was out of there at an appropriate time.  I quickly dried off, cheated a little to magically clean the sweat off my clothes, and got to work.

Mika found me in the cabin’s dining area, doing a quick sketch and a couple of calculations after walking around the (inside) of the cabin.  “That was fast,” she said with a hint of approval, “I thought you’d take a little bit longer.  I hope you’re not forcing it.”

“No,” I replied absently.  “Though I might cheat and go back in if I have time.”

Mika chuckled in surprise.  “There’s no shame in that,” she admitted.  “I might do that too, depending on how things work out.”

I paused a second, slightly surprised myself.  But after a moment’s thought I decided against following up on that too stupidly.  For some reason I hadn’t expected that from her, but I couldn’t claim to know her well enough to comment.  Her life, her business, I told myself firmly, no real reason she shouldn’t, not my place to say anything.

“Should I be worried about the cabin?” I asked instead.  “It’s… pretty fancy.”

Mika just nodded calmly.  “A friend of mine is letting me use it for free.  I exorcized a ghost from one of these cabins a few years back.  Now I have free use of them so long as I’m responsible about it.”

I paused again.  “Any relation to this…” I waved vaguely above my head, unsure how to describe the situation.

“No,” Mika answered sadly.  “That was totally different, and two decades ago now.  I just retreated here when I realized how much trouble we were in.”

I thought about it for a moment, but decided there wasn’t much in that statement I could follow up on safely either.  Instead, I cautiously asked “and you have no idea why this thing is after this guy?”

Despite the ludicrously imprecise nature of that statement, Mika understood.  “Shigeo?” she shook her head, “no, nothing’s turned up yet.   I can’t sense anything, and none of the kami I’ve asked could tell me anything either.  No special bloodlines, no fated significance, not the heir to any important legacies…”

(None of those had been likely.  Despite what my life felt like some days, those really were one-in-a-million chances.  But I’d have put them as a lot more likely than an opponent strong enough to challenge Master Mika showing up out of the blue, looking at a random person, and deciding ‘I’m choosing YOU’.)

“He’s a little wealthier and more important than your average guy,” Mika continued with a touch of puzzlement, “but even that’s barely worth noting, and most of that was from his father.  He inherited his father’s money and just enough respect to get him promoted up an extra step, but that’s it.”

“Some sort of petty revenge?” I asked, even though my tone showed my doubts.  “Someone begrudged him even that much?”

Mika shook her head again.  “No, I couldn’t detect any summoning bonds.  I could have believed it against Shigeo’s father, that man was apparently a real piece of work, but Shigeo is harmless.  Completely inoffensive, wouldn’t hurt a fly.”

“People do things for the stupidest and pettiest reasons,” I half-suggested, though my heart wasn’t in it.  If Master Mika wasn’t detecting any sort of link between our opponent and a summoner then I was grasping at straws.  It wasn’t impossible, there were alternative methods and possibilities; like our current opponent paying back a non-contracted but agreed upon debt of some sort.  That would be rare, even the most casual of agreements usually created some faintly detectable type of link, but some circumstances meant there was no connection between a being and the one actually responsible for its attack.  But when combined with all the practical objections to that (like how and why someone would have come across that opportunity and then used it on this man.  That would have been like getting a full-on genie’s wish and then deliberately using it to wreck your neighbor’s car) it all seemed about as likely as getting struck by a meteorite: theoretically possible, but astronomically unlikely.

“No.  And he doesn’t seem to have somehow angered a spirit of some sort either,” Mika continued.  She sounded mostly calm but she was obviously a little aggrieved by the strange circumstances.  “It’s possible I just haven’t heard about it, but no one I’ve talked to has suggested anything like that.”

“I was going to ask,” I admitted.

“I’ve even tried suggesting his opponent talk to me,” Mika continued frowning a little, “sending out a general call and making sure to suggest I’d step back and away if their grudge truly was justified.”

I carefully didn’t ask about that.  That was pretty personal, especially when it was still hypothetical.  Personally, I was more inclined to defend humans and ignore or talk down spirits.  It was prejudiced, but I rarely thought their grievances truly warranted the ‘justice’ they intended to extract.  But even I was willing to agree that exceptions did apply.  I knew how stupid and greedy we were as a species, sometimes it was best to accept someone had gone too far and let a spirit fish them out of the gene pool.  But that was me.  As a miko, I wasn’t sure where Mika would draw that line.

“But I’ve gotten nothing,” Mika continued, “no response.  And I’ve successfully delayed them so far.  I don’t believe they’d have turned down the opportunity if there was even the remotest chance that would have worked.  Even if I would have disagreed, thought they were insane or unreasonable, they should have thought they were right and at least tried it.”

“Hah,” I muttered softly, “in that respect, too many spirits are just like us.”  They’d have gone on an angry rant and demanded what they ‘deserved’, all without the slightest hint of awareness how insane they sounded.  At least spirits have the excuse of coming from a different frame of reference, I reminded myself wryly, we’re usually just self-centered narcissists.  In a split-second flash of self-awareness, I wondered if that was one of the reasons for my prejudice.  That spirits weren’t really that much worse than humans, possibly even better.  But because they had power, but lacked some of society’s rules, they simply acted upon it more often.  And that because I, as a mage, straddled that line; I could be a little sensitive about it.

Mika, thankfully, was too worried about Shigeo to pick up on that.  She simply continued “yes, and since they didn’t I’m almost certain it’s not that either.  So I’m at a loss as to why they’re here.”

“What capabilities have you seen so far?”  I asked, tapping my sketch a few times with my pencil and mentally rechecking a few calculations.

“It’s swift,” she answered immediately, “not inhumanly so, but faster than you or I.  Probably your little friend too.  Master Luo or Tai would be faster, I think, but we’ll all be a step behind if we don’t counter with spells and bindings.  And it’s sneaky.  Sneaky and stealthy.”

She’d emphasized that carefully.  “What do you mean?”

“The stealth is natural,” she frowned, “an aspect of its abilities.  It’s… hard to find, stays out of sight both physical and psychic.  I catch a glimpse, and then it’s gone.  That’s the sneaky side.  But it also thinks, and it knows when it’s been spotted and takes action.”

A small chill ran down my spine.  “Not good.”

“Not good,” she agreed.  “That’s what terrifies me most.  It’s been waiting, stalking, gauging.  Probably planning too.  It’s only attacked outright once, and it fled when my magic held it back for more than a few seconds.”

I tapped the sketch a little more swiftly this time.  “Really not good,” I said, understating the matter greatly.  “Was it that tough?”

Mika shook her head.  “I couldn’t gauge it fully, I think that was part of the calculation.  It struck suddenly, trying to take me out first.  I’d only just met up with Shigeo-san, and had barely verified there was something after him.  A kami was watching out for me, guarding my back.  If not for them, I’d have fallen.  But they warned me and slowed our opponent, giving me just enough time to get to get a shield up.  The thing struck it three times, then vanished when my shield remained intact.”

“How much do you think it knew?” I asked, getting more and more concerned.

“I’m not sure. I think I sensed it was pretty simple and straightforward,” she was careful to emphasize that too, “that it realized I had magic and was a tougher opponent.  That there was logic and knowledge there, but not much.  And I thought I felt a touch of evil, carefully hidden away like the rest of it.  But I don’t know, and its actions since then… it retreated and waited.  Once it had waited more than a day I knew I was in real trouble, it was willing to be patient and wait for me to weaken.  I’d worked hard to try and figure it out, working hard and fast under the assumption it would be back quickly.  Instead, it had held back and was using that effort against me, letting me tire myself out.   I was slow to realize it was lazily taunting me on purpose, encouraging me to catch glimpses of it so that I just kept trying harder while it bided its time.”

“That’s when I called for help.  I’ve been forcing myself to stay awake and keep up the protections ever since.”

That was alarming in an entirely different way.  “How long since you’ve slept?”

She smiled at me tiredly.  “Do not worry Master Matsuda, I can do more than this.  I am well trained in that respect.  Besides, we managed to outdistance it when we came here.  I was able to keep it off the train and it had to follow us by other means, I was able to get a few hours of sleep in while it caught up.  I am a little weakened, but I could stay up for another three days if I had to.”

I frowned slightly, but let the matter drop.  I figured that Mika was using a combination of training and her various forms of power to keep herself going.  Between ‘awake’, various rejuvenation spells, and a bit of alchemy, I could probably have stayed awake quite some time.  How long would have depended a lot on what I was doing (studying vs watching television vs exercise would each have presented their own challenges), but I expected I could have gone a week at a relatively low level if I’d absolutely had to.  I wasn’t going to second guess Mika’s judgement, her ki and psi abilities must have given her even more options than I had, and I wasn’t going to pretend I could properly decode them.

Of course, one reason I couldn’t decode them, and was letting the matter drop, was because trying to probe her aura would be tricky.  I was already aware just from the feel of the energy around her that she had some passive defences up.  This made perfect sense, she was trying to conceal things from our unknown opponent, but I had a sneaking suspicion there was a privacy issue as well.  Maybe that was just my paranoia and uncertainty talking, Aoth knew that happened often enough, but I had a feeling that was also to keep me from looking unasked.  Or possibly Eiko.  Now that I knew she and Master Tai had been… something… it might be possible for me to interpret a few facts from her aura and connections.

(Not likely!  I was pretty sure whatever was there would be complex enough to require an expert and a long study.  But that was just a guess.  And I had to admit that if the situation had come up, I’d been looking around for something else using ‘mage sight’, I’d probably have instinctively taken a sideways peak in that direction.)

All of that did lead to another question though.  Especially since I wasn’t sure how well she was doing.  “I hesitate to ask this question,” I said slowly, trying to figure out the least insulting way to phrase it, “but how sure are you that…”

“Completely,” she said, instantly interpreting my awkwardness.  “I haven’t been able to get more than a glimpse, and I don’t pretend to truly understand it, but it’s still there.  And I did several divinations, they all agree it will be tonight.”

“Even though it’s the night before the solstice?” I tried not to sound skeptical.

Mika nodded.  “Yes.  I don’t know why, but this thing wants Shigeo dead before the solstice comes around.”

“And we’re sure he’s not from a special bloodline?” I muttered.  That would have been almost reassuring, made some sense.

“Positive.  But this whole solstice has been strange.  Everyone’s been busy, that’s why I had to resort to you two.  No offense intended, Master Matsuda, but I would rather have had Master Luo with me today.  Or a half a dozen other veterans.  I don’t doubt you’ll perform adequately, but I would have preferred someone I’ve worked with more often.  We’re already facing an unknown, if I’d been given a choice I would have faced it with someone I could work more smoothly with.”

“No offense taken,” I replied, easily agreeing with that one.  It was one of the reasons I worked with Himeko and Eiko as much as I did, and hadn’t called in Master Tai on a half dozen occasions.  Sure, there were plenty of other reasons.  But smooth and easy cooperation outdid raw power more often than people realized.  “But what do you mean everyone’s been busy?”

Mika frowned.  “It’s hard to describe,” she said finally, “but it’s like this whole month has been a bad one for supernatural trouble.  I don’t think there’s been that many more incidents, but it’s like every time something’s happened this year it’s been unusually troublesome and we’ve all had to call in extra help.  And as it’s gone on the effects have snowballed.  Tai’s halfway across the country right now because he had to team up with Master Taka and Master Tsunemasa to hunt down a particularly troublesome oni.”

“Three of them?” I asked, getting even more alarmed for a moment.  Then my memory kicked in.

“Don’t be too worried,” Mika reminded me needlessly, “Tai was already finishing up, he was just too far away to get here in time.  The other two were only together because Master Tsunemasa’s still getting his feet under him.  He’d have been able to handle any sort of normal year, but this year they decided to work together.  It’s not like everything’s happened at once, we’re just unlucky enough to be catching the tail end of a busy month.  Because someone else was troubled Master Taka was forced to call Tai instead of one of his usual friends, and then in turn Tai wasn’t available so I had to call you.”

I felt a chill run down my spine, Master Chihaya’s words echoing in my mind from earlier in the year.  It was hard not to hear Mika say something like that and feel Chihaya’s fears were all but verified.  “Is something up this year?  A specific alignment of stars?  It seems like an unusually bad solstice.”  I asked as casually as possible.

Master Mika either didn’t agree or refused to acknowledge that.  “Maybe, but nothing I know of,” she continued in the same tones as previously.  “And I think you’re reading too much into it.  It’s easy to get paranoid after hearing it’s a busy month and that I’m not sure what we’re up against.  But you can’t let your fears rule you.  For all we know this is something I should have recognized but this is just a very clever example of its kind that’s good as disguising itself.”

I tried not to shoot her a hard eyed look, wondering if that was yet another reason for the aura concealment spells?  It sounded reasonable on the surface, but… that was way too pat and dismissive, I thought, trying to keep my spike in fears concealed.  Especially under the circumstances.  If we were talking about this a day or two from now, after everything was taken care of, I could believe it.  Now?  With an innocent life at risk?  That’s way too blasé.  And nothing I’d yet seen of Master Mika suggested she’d treat a situation like that.  I didn’t know her that well, but I was pretty confident in that much!

For better or worse, we were interrupted by Eiko barging in.  “Mamoru’s good at that,” she replied, sounding openly conflicted to be agreeing with Mika.  “Worrying himself to death over every little detail.”

She then fell silent and just stared at Mika, barely sort of hostile.  To make matters worse, Mika just calmly looked back, passively challenging the youngster.

“Well, I’d better get started!” I announced a little too loudly, pushing myself away from the table suddenly.

Both of their gazes softened as they turned towards me.  “Are you ready, Master Matsuda?” Mika asked calmly.

“I did some prep work on the train,” I replied quickly, diving towards my backpack.  “And I made sure to bring a bunch of basic supplies with me this time.  Soonest started, soonest finished.  If I’m going to put up all the things I want to before our little beastie gets here then I’d better get started.”

Then, as much to head off personal disaster as anything else, I pulled out my staff and quickly got to casting.

***

I’m not going to lie, a petty and egotistical part of me had grown to appreciate the stares of disbelief I tended to get when I was going all out.

It wasn’t a big thing, I didn’t literally get off on it or go out of the way to create that sort of situation.  Heck, most of the time I wasn’t looking for it or I was so deep in the middle of my casting that I missed it entirely.  But if I was honest with myself I had to admit it was there.  That after so much hiding and rationing and controlling myself a small part of me was smirking and going ‘yeah, that’s right.  This is what I can really do.’  It was silly, and I only admitted it so that I could control that urge, keep myself from slipping into being some sort of egotistical moron that chose a course of action simply because it looked impressive rather than being the simplest and most sensible solution to a problem.  That attitude was stupid on so many levels I don’t even know where to start, and I refused to be that guy.

That didn’t mean my darker side wasn’t feeling pretty satisfied as I wove my spells.  Mika tried to be calm and blasé while Eiko tried to play it off like it was nothing, but by the time I was halfway through both of them where obviously a little stunned at what I was doing.  And Shigeo… he was caught between fascination and terror at the little display I was putting on.  On one hand, it was something so far outside his experience, so contrary to what he knew of the world, that it was almost as terrifying as the nebulous threat stalking him.  On the other hand, I was literally filling a room full of sigils as I created multiple spells.  It was oddly beautiful, impressive, and all there to protect him.  He couldn’t help but constantly peek at what I was doing, even though it was obvious he was trying to deny as much of what was happening as possible.

I was mostly professional about it.  I acknowledged that ridiculous frisson of satisfaction I was getting, but mostly just focused on the moment and my work.  Well, I suppose I was half enjoying myself in a twisted sort of way.  I liked the chance to stretch myself, and I was oddly confident about this.  I had time and space to work my magic, and because this was important I was easily able to keep myself under control and not stretch myself too far, not overcomplicate things.  The spells looked impressive, but I was mostly going for strength, effectiveness, and thoroughness in how much they’d cover.  They weren’t the most complex works I’d ever undertaken, but they were complex enough to be really satisfying.

I built them out, one step and function at a time, until I had to admit it was time to stop.

“Hoo,” I sighed out, finally coming back down to normal, “that was interesting.”

Mika instantly came to my side, and quickly looked me over.  “You’re alright, Master Matsuda?” she inquired with forced casualness.

I hid a small smirk.  She was a little stunned, and a little worried.  I’d been working with a hell of a lot of mana for several hours as I put the spells up.  She was respectful enough not to assume I’d overdone it, but even after everything else she still had to fight down the urge to simply assume that’s what I’d done.

“A little drained,” I admitted honestly, stretching out a little as Eiko rushed over as well.  Mika had cheated and only been there so quickly thanks to her psychic side.  “And I’m not going to claim I’d want to do that again tomorrow!  But this set was easier than the ones you saw me doing in Kiyoto, more powerful but a lot less sophisticated.  And I’ve got some better supplies to help me hold on to them.”

I gestured with my staff.  Between that, a couple of herbs, and a few quickie talismans stuck around the cabin, the spells were a much lighter load than I had any right to expect.  They weren’t nothing, I still remained a vital component of the spells themselves, but it was like I was trying to carry a fifteen-kilo weight in a backpack rather than holding on to a forty-kilo weight in my arms. 

“I hope you’re right about tonight,” I added a little more seriously, “I can keep these up through the night easily enough, but if I have to hold them until the morning after solstice they’re going to start getting awfully ragged.  These are meant to be more temporary, they don’t have the power or support to endure too long.  Well, in terms of days I mean.”

“I am,” Mika declared confidently.

Eiko’s face showed some skepticism, I’d been too distant while casting to pay too much attention to what was going on, but they definitely hadn’t made up while I was busy.

“I almost wish I could disagree with you,” I noted, glancing down at my wrist as the bracelet started twitching.  “But from what I saw, you’re right.”

Mika pounced on that instantly.  “You saw it?”

“Sort of.  More like felt it, around the edges.  At a couple of points in all the spellcasting my perspective shifted outside my body, I got a couple of impressions around of the cabin and area as a whole.”

(I had some heavy duty sensing and detection spells built in to our defenses in order to counter our opponent.  It was a side effect of that.)

“There’s definitely something out there, but I didn’t get more than that.  It pulled back whenever it realized it was too close.  It might not be what you were afraid of, but I doubt that.  I stopped building up the defenses because it seemed to be getting closer and closer.  I had a sneaking suspicion it was going to be soon too, and I didn’t want to be caught in the middle of a spell if it attacked.”

Off somewhere in the background, Shigeo whimpered.

“Do you have time to eat?” Eiko inserted quickly.  “Better make sure you’re charged up, and it’s been a while.”

I glanced at my phone, a little startled to realize it was later than ten pm.  I knew I’d been working for a few hours, but I’d thought it was an hour or two earlier than that.

“We made sure to make something simple and quick,” she continued, presenting me with a small bowl of rice and vegetables.

My stomach poked me a little at the sight of it.  Not enough to hurt or growl, but enough to remind me that was a good idea.  “Maybe I’d better-“

SqueezeSqueezeSqueezeSqueezeSqueeze!

I looked at my bracelet again, but before I could even say anything there was a brief squeal, snap, and a quick shower of sparks towards the side of the cabin, barely visible through the windows.

“What the-“ Eiko began.

“Watch out!” I called out, whipping my staff into a defensive position.  “It’s got magic!”

It’s first attempt had splattered harmlessly against the outer defenses I’d set up.  I couldn’t have identified it precisely, but it had felt like some sort of spell meant to disrupt or break.

“Defend Shigeo!” Mika commanded, sweeping forward to move in front of the startled and terrified man.  Despite his panicked and directionless movements she quickly shoved him down behind her, and then drew three separate talismans out from somewhere on her person.  She didn’t seem afraid, just determined to cut whatever threatened this man down.

Eiko found herself caught between us, obviously hesitating on which way to go.

I was shocked when I felt it cut through the defenses on the other side of the cabin.  They’d never been meant to hold it long, the outermost layer had been designed as a tripwire rather than a wall, but it went through them instantly.  I had a brief and confused impression of spell enhanced claws before that part of my magic was dispersed.

“Watch out!” I called again,  “It’s coming from the left!”

“The left?” both Eiko and Mika looked momentarily confused, before a crashing and smashing sound from that side told us It had just burst into the cabin.

I heard a brief screech, but before I could start repositioning myself to join Mika and Eiko the lights cut out in a quick chorus of glassy pops, plunging the whole area into darkness.  I wasn’t sure if It was using magic or just really good at throwing pebbles, but whatever It was had just taken effective steps to cut off our sight.  And given how fast It was moving, that was a bad sign.

I smirked.  Unfortunately for It, I thought just as the next part of the defenses triggered, that much I was prepared for.

It screeched again, this time in frustration, as a dozen threads of magic sprang out of nowhere to bind and restrain It.  After Mika’s description I’d always counted on It getting the drop on us, so I’d designed the defense to detect and slow our opponent automatically.

I rushed out to take a position on the other side of Mika, and got my first glimpse of It.  The creature’s form was hard to make out, the bindings didn’t throw off much light.  But they wrapped around and highlighted Its shape, and there was no way It was human.  It was all angles and gangly thinness, a form nearly three meters tall with disproportionately long limbs.  But even slimmer and trimmer than Eiko.  That thought brought no comfort though, It had torn through the back door like it was tissue paper.  Supernatural strength lurked in those limbs.

And magic too.  It screeched out something unpleasant, several sigils formed, and then sickly yellow green energy illuminated a half-meter long pair of claws at the end of Its right limb.  It twisted the claw around and managed to slice through the nearest two threads binding It.

“Oh no you don’t!” Eiko declared, throwing herself forward.

“Wait you fool!” Mika cried out, but Eiko was past her before Mika could do anything.

Eiko threw a ki charged punch at one of It’s still bound legs.  If the creature had been normal, a blow of that magnitude would have snapped such a thin limb like a twig.  As things stood, It just screeched in pain and thrashed around a little in order to try and strike back.

“That idiot!” Mika complained.

“No, she’s right,” I said instantly.  I wasn’t sure if Eiko had thought it out or this was just dumb luck, but she was right.  It was bound, but only temporarily.  I still had a several spells and effects on the cabin I could call upon (or would activate under certain circumstances) but I hadn’t counted on the creature having this much magic.  It was quick, clever, and tough, if we gave up the initiative now we might never regain it.  It was dangerous, but our best bet was to press the advantage while we still could.

“Eiko!  Battle Aura!” I called out, casting the spell as quickly as I could manage.

Eiko leapt back for a second, then lit up as the spell settled into her, lighting up the hallway a little as her aura glowed.

The creature tried to snap at her, revealing an ugly but sharp beak, while it twisted around and managed to cut another few threads with the claw.  Eiko simply punched It in the head with renewed vigor, then dodged around to start striking the body again.

Shigeo yelped and tried to make himself as small as possible while Mika swore.  “Creator’s blood, what is it?  Some sort of unholy amalgam of demon and kappa?”

I lost a few seconds to shock and confusion because I knew the answer.  Even in the dim light of my spells I recognized It.  A snickerblight!?  Here!?

Eiko ignored all of that in favor of punching it as hard and fast as possible.  None of her strikes were doing much individually, but they were adding up, and they were keeping the snickerblight from untangling itself.

It seemed to realize that too.  It desperately started snapping forward with its head, recklessly risking head trauma, just to keep Eiko far enough back that it could free itself.  Eiko swore, but she had to honor the threat it offered or the snickerblight would tear her to shreds with its beak.  She pounded the snickerblight’s freakish head, but it succeeded in fully freeing its right arm.

“Oh no you don’t,” Mika muttered softly, unconsciously echoing Eiko’s earlier words.  She chanted something I didn’t recognize and then two talismans flew from her hands.  One curved around Eiko, adhered to the snickerblight’s right wrist, and then rebound that limb.  The other attached itself to the snickerblight’s head, then lit up with a white flame like it was made of phosphorus.  The snickerblight let out an unholy screech and then jerked back, but Eiko did the same, unsure what it whether it was safe to hit it again.

Right, unholy, the screech jerked me back into the present.  “Mika, save your power!” I shouted.  “It’s demonic, we’ll need you to deliver the final blow!  Eiko, keep guard on it but be ready to jump back, I’ve got to weaken it!”

With that, I planted my staff firmly on the cabin floor and triggered the most powerful of the spells I’d set up, focusing it on the creature in front of me.

Eiko nodded and started darting in and out, using quick kicks and jabs against the creature to further distract it and keep it off balance.  The snickerblight thrashed back and forth, caught, confused, and in pain from it all.  It could still have recovered from everything, the demonic nature of their creation made them terrible foes.  But all of that served to distract it.  It never noticed the wall of darkness approaching it from all sides.

Without knowing what we’d faced I’d had to be efficient.  Some things are weak to fire, others to ice.  Some burn at a touch of jade or silver.  And others were driven off by some of the most basics of them all, salt or water.  But as useful as all of those were, they could be absolutely useless against other creatures.  Some things were outright immune to the most unexpected substances.  So, not knowing anything, I’d gone for basic and effective.

The energies of raw destruction and entropy closed in around the snickerblight in a sphere.  They passed over Mika and I with barely a blink, but I had to urgently yell for Eiko to back off before the sphere got too tight.  Then I pushed and condensed all those energies onto the snickerblight at once.

Our spells snapped and decayed instantly, caught up in the effect.  The snickerblight howled once again, what would have been it’s loudest yet.  But we could hear no sound, the sphere easily destroying the fragile soundwaves long before they could reach us.  The snickerblight writhed and contorted unnaturally, not even it was immune to those ultra-potent equalizers.  But it had been forged by evil forces, and those still permeated its whole body.  While evil may be transmuted it can never be destroyed, and the snickerblight demonstrated that by not simply evaporating.   My spell would have blown a leg off of even a Vorasoth.  But when it ran out the snickerblight simply fell to the ground.  Exhausted, mangled, helpless, but still possessed of the odd sort of life they had.

“Now!” I called to Mika.

Mika had been chanting ever since my spell had passed by her, charging something up.  She unleashed it now.  A gentle looking but impossibly bright shaft of light sprung from her palms and washed over the snickerblight.  It didn’t last long, Mika was channeling it from somewhere else and it took all of her combined energies to keep that channel open for even a few seconds.  But when the light vanished all traces of the snickerblight were gone.

Shigeo made some confused yet hopeful noises while a panting Mika fell to her knees.  Eiko remained steadfast however.  “Is it gone?” she asked.

I was hopeful, my warning bracelet had gone silent, but knew better than to trust that.  I quickly began casting a more thorough spell to scour the immediate area for traces of the snickerblight or anything else.  It took me a minute to be sure, but it was soon obvious the biggest threat remaining was the intense cold creeping in through the giant hole where a door used to be.  “It’s gone,” I reported gratefully.

Shigeo let out a cry of relief and started sobbing.  Mika turned to tiredly comfort him but Eiko rolled her eyes and looked away.

My reaction was somewhere in the middle.  It was a little much, but he’d been caught up in some real craziness there.  And if he really was the ordinary person he appeared to be then a snickerblight had been one hell of a thing to sick upon him.  They’d been deliberately crossbred from demons and a variety of creatures on the physical plane, a twisted attempt to make a superior servant for the forces of evil.  They were another creature in-between: alive, but not quite fully physical while not an outright spirit or kami either.  Their heritage made them unbelievably tough, especially for their emaciated appearance, and hard to detect.  They were a rare, but serious threat on Avalon.

So why the hell was one of them on Earth?  I wondered yet again.  Even if it had just been in the back of my brain, that thought had echoed through my head the entire fight.  They’re incredibly hard to classify, but they’re not exactly demons.  They’re a native species, even if they’re the magical equivalent of a genetically engineered one.  Sort of like a dinosaur traveling to Avalon if we were living in the world of Jurassic Pa-

“Thank you, Master Matsuda,” Mika interrupted my thoughts even as she continued to comfort and anchor Shigeo.  “But you look pensive.  Do you know something?”

“I-“

Be careful.

“-suspect a few things,” I answered very cautiously.  “I’ve never seen one of those things in my life.”  Outside of a textbook.

“But you knew it was demonic,” Mika noted, not quite accusing me of anything.

“Hey!” Eiko cut in, sounding insulted.

“Because of how it reacted to our spells,” I answered, being very careful not to outright lie.  I had no idea how good Mika was at detecting the truth, especially when exhausted by everything, but she was experienced and more psychic than the average person.  I probably could have gotten away with a lot, even after our less exhausting contribution to everything my own brain was throwing out random connections like I haven’t heard from Saori in a while, I wonder how she’s doing?  Crap, she’s probably hiding something.  That probably jammed any signals I was sending out.  But I didn’t want to be careless.

Still, no sense in not sharing a little.  “It reminded me of something, something I read about when training.  I’m not sure this thing was the same, but it seemed awfully close.”

“But you know something.”

“I know very little,” I answered, being careful to keep the idea of after all, I could be wrong and it wasn’t a snickerblight at all, just a coincidence, very close to the surface of my thoughts.  I didn’t truly believe that for a second, but that didn’t mean I was right.  “But I have a few ideas.  I… should probably look them up first.”

“Master Matsuda, if you know anything, you need to tell me.”

“He doesn’t need to tell you anything lady!” Eiko emphasized, stepping in front of me.

Eiko was making me feel both more confident and more guilty about everything.  “Later,” I said firmly, “I need to do some research and verify stuff first.  I’ll pass it on to you later.”

As I said that, I made sure to conspicuously glance towards Shigeo, who was still half buried in Mika’s shoulder.  I tried to suggest that this was not the time nor the place to be discussing the subject matter.  Ironically, I was kind of telling the truth with that one.

I’m pretty sure I know why the day before solstice was so important now, I thought grimly.  The snickerblight had probably been looking to capture poor Shigeo’s soul, then pass it on through ritual magic to either a dark god or some kind of demon lord at the true solstice.  That was less effective than the traditional sacrifice, but much more practical.  Especially for one participant on its own.  Unsurprisingly, live victims tended to do anything in their power to survive.  And even when they didn’t break free or defeat their captors their frantic struggles had been known to disrupt more delicate rituals at just the wrong moment, killing everyone in the area with magical backlash or a dark deity’s displeasure.

But that was legitimately not a subject to be discussing in front of said potential victim!  Mika pursed her lips for a moment, but then nodded and relaxed slightly.  “Understood, Master Matsuda.  I will relent, for now.  But understand that you will pass on to me what you’ve learned when you are finished.  That thing almost cost a good man his life, I will not stand for you keeping secrets that might save him or others in the future.”

I wasn’t able to see her face from my angle, but Eiko’s posture clearly indicated she wasn’t impressed with Mika’s claims.  To head off any further disaster, I quickly grabbed her arm.  “Come on Eiko, we need to gather our stuff and head back.”

Eiko’s head whipped around to face me, looking slightly betrayed.  “What, for real?”

“Yeah, we’re barely pushing towards eleven at this point, we’ve got plenty of time to catch the train to Tokyo.”

“You mean we’re going to do all this, fight demons in the middle of the night deep in the mountains, and then go to school the next day?” she asked incredulously.

I smiled grimly.  “Welcome to my life.  It’s exam season.”  Luckily I didn’t have one tomorrow, but I had two the day after and I wanted to be thoroughly rested and studied by then.

“You can’t be serious.”

“You’re really going to let Himeko down like that?”

Eiko physically reeled back from the slightly low blow, and still looked rebellious, but kept her mouth shut.  Behind her, Mika deliberately made an amused and dismissive sound just loud enough for us to hear but not quite obvious enough for us to object to.

Aoth, what is it about each other that turns them into such… I trailed off not quite having the right word.  As tempting as some of the ruder terms were right then, and they were tempting after the emotionally exhausting day I’d had, they still weren’t quite accurate.  And I wasn’t suicidal enough to even think those things around either of the pair unless they were true enough to make them ashamed.  Eiko was being childish and Mika a little too high-handed, but they were both strong enough to bury me if I acted the idiot.

“Come on,” I said, gently tugging at Eiko’s arm and offering her a small smile.  “I’ll break out the flying talisman to get us into town, I don’t want to track through all the snow either.”

“Well…” Eiko glanced over her shoulder, obviously tempted to stay and give Mika a hard time.  Thankfully she wasn’t that immature.  “Okay, I guess you’re right.  I was just surprised that was it.”

I decided take that at face value instead of a possible dig at Mika.  “Hurry up and wait,” I said soothingly, “the old saying applies to us too.  Now come on, let’s get going.”

“Master Matsuda,” Mika called out as we left.  “I mean it.”  The look she gave me made it clear she was deadly serious.

I sighed.  “I understand,” I told her, then quickly tried to hustle Eiko towards the front entrance.  It was getting colder and colder, and I was a little afraid Mika might suddenly clue in and try to get us to help clean up and do a few quick repairs.

She’s not wrong, I reflected even as I struggled into my winter clothes, she’s totally justified in not wanting to put herself or the next person at risk.  It was still a little high-handed and egotistical, it was always possible I might have had a legitimate reason for not sharing that information.  An oath to my order or it was related to a secret that must have been kept.  But that wasn’t the case here, and I was 90% sure Mika had recognized that.  It hadn’t been a total lie though, I was going to pass on what I thought I knew, just through a totally safe medium like a letter instead of in person.  And I was very much going to do a little research before I wrote that all down for her.

Such as searching my memory, I reflected as I struggled to pull my broom out of the naginata bag, double checking my facts, and trying to figure out what the hell an apparent Avalon threat was doing here on Earth!

“Hey,” Eiko gently tugged my sleeve even as we mounted the broom.  “Any chance we can buzz the cabin before we go?”
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What’s the English saying?  I thought with dark humor as I trudged towards the building housing our research room.  ‘Bah, humbug?’  It’s not like Christmas has ever been great for me, but I think I truly understand what it means this year.

My pace was slow, deliberate and plodding, I was drawing out the journey hoping that inspiration would strike me and I’d turn back.  Honestly, I was just about ready to try texting my extended family and ask for advice.  Unfortunately, that would just be troubling them with the same thing that was troubling me: it was Christmas, and I was headed to work.

Aoth, I thought, my mind still caught somewhere between depressed and morosely amused, even without my parents that would worry everyone just a little.  With them, and all the weight of history and genetics, it would put a damper on everyone’s holidays.  We’d all just end up thinking the same thing ‘he’s going down their path’.

I wasn’t sure if I was being noble or stupid in doing the whole ‘suffer in silence’ thing.  Don’t get me wrong, if I’d been truly worried I was going down my parent’s path it would have been stupid, plain and simple.  I was pretty sure I was just in a holiday and circumstance induced funk though, down in the dumps because of the unexpected way a few things had worked out.

My mother and father having headed into the office, that wasn’t surprising.  That was par for the course, I’d have probably been more worried about them if they’d stayed home.  Racking up more points with their bosses by working through the winter holidays was their usual style.  If one of them had stuck around, and wasn’t planning some sort of self-serving Christmas or New Year’s event, then I’d have immediately put them to bed and then called for a doctor!

But this year their absence had left me all alone.  I hadn’t realized how much I’d appreciated going out to the Choral Club’s Christmas concerts these last two years.  They’d filled the day nicely and distracted me with all sorts of useful data.  Unfortunately, Ishii Nanami was running the Choral Club this year.  And she’d just ‘happened’ to schedule the event for Christmas Eve this time.  The fact that such an arrangement had left her and Ishida Kenji free to spend Christmas Day together was totally coincidental.  And if you believed that, you were probably failing high school.

I’d still gone of course, and brought along the grad students to help collect data.  But it had been mid-afternoon yesterday, and it no longer distracted me.

Himeko was busy, doing a small whirlwind of events with Hiro.  They were all public events, mostly with a charity spin, and the events were visible enough that they’d be effectively chaperoned.  But the pair were both excited and it looked like they were going to have a blast together even if there’d be strict limits on how far they could go.  If nothing else, I was betting they were going to be quietly bragging and showing off their new pocket watches at every opportunity.  Meanwhile Eiko was incommunicado, I figured she was either up to something secret with Master Tai (possibly a debrief or extra training after our encounter with the snickerblight) or she was secretly following around Hiro and Himeko.  I’d have given even odds either way.  But that meant I couldn’t talk to her either.

Sitting around in an empty apartment on Christmas morning I’d slowly realized just how dark and empty I’d felt.  It all added up, and just sitting there I’d started to get a little worried it might get even worse.  That the more I fought it and tried to ignore it the more it would just soak in.

So, reluctantly, I’d decided the best option was just to head back to the university and get some work done.  I’d almost been stubborn and decided against it, I recognized just how much like my parents I was acting, but eventually I’d realized it was the least of three evils.  Slowly make myself even worse in the apartment, worry and confuse my relatives by trying to drop in on them unexpectedly, or work one extra day and make sure to relax and spend time with my friends and family over the rest of the winter break when they were free.

Honestly?  I sighed mentally to myself as I finally reached the building.  If I wasn’t pretty sure this feeling is going to be a one day thing then my actions would be pretty stupid.  This is just the sort of thing the rest of my family worries I’m doing, trying to pretend I’m alright when I’m not.  I… stand by my decision not to bother them-

As if to contradict that, I swerved to take the stairs rather than the elevator. It was a chance to buy myself a little more time to think before I reached the research room.

-because there’s no way to do this elegantly, I’d just be suddenly and suspiciously inserting myself into their lives on Christmas day.  There’s no way they wouldn’t suspect trouble and overreact even more than this deserves.

(I was reassuring myself by admitting that it did deserve a little reaction, but since I was aware of that my single day of silence wasn’t a big deal.)

It is worth noting, I reinforced, trying not to believe that I was running away from the problem.  There’s no way around that, I am not in a great place right now.  If I thought I was going to be in this sort of funk all week then I’d darn well better start making plans to visit my family!  More plans for longer I mean.

Ironically, I’d already had winter visits to all my grandparents mapped out and had brought the ingredients to make them a few things before going over.  If freshness wouldn’t have been an issue I might have been tempted to make cooking my distracting chore rather than trekking to the university.  I’d originally planned my visits that to reassure them that ‘no, I was fine.  Stop worrying.’  This little twist was ironically amusing, and kept me thinking about it for a full two flights even at my pace.

It's something to watch out for next year, I admitted wryly as I continued to take the stairs one at a time.  Keep an eye on the date and make sure I’ve got something to keep me distracted next Christmas.  Who knows?  Maybe it will be a girlfriend next year.

I laughed softly to myself out loud, becoming a little concerned how bitter it sounded.  Probably not.  But if there’s one upside to the way everything’s turned out, it’s that Eiko’s out of reach.  Given the romance of the season this is the sort of day I’d be tempted to do something really stupid.  And so might she.  That might distract me in the moment, but I should be over all this funk by tomorrow.  The effects of doing… whatever with Eiko?  That would linger!

No help for it, I sighed mentally.  It’s a bad Christmas.  It happens, I’ll just have to remember this and plan better next year.  Honestly, if I’d put two and two together a few days earlier maybe I could have told my grandparents or the Kanokos I’d be visiting for a few hours ‘just in case’ or to reassure them this wasn’t happening.  Maybe that wouldn’t have worked and I’d have just annoyed them, I was pretty sure that at least my Kanoko aunt and uncle had a few personal things planned for today, but it would have been work trying.  It could have been simple and pleasant, at least in comparison to this.  Now I have to worry about seeming even worse than I am and panicking them!  Some days, it really is just best to go with the flow by embracing tradition and convention.

I reached the fifth floor and kept moving forward, albeit at a snail’s pace, debating with myself whether I should aim for family or friends next Christmas.  It was mostly just to keep thoughts occupied, it was obvious that I should wait about eleven months and see just what was going on with who at the time.  But it so distracted me that I didn’t notice I wasn’t alone until I was several steps into the room.

“You’re here too?” I let out in surprise.  Chie and Ryota were both at their desks, industriously tapping away at their computers.

“Don’t remind me!” Chie hung her head backwards and vented angrily.  “But my parents are on a trip this year and I need to push forward with this stupid project!”

Ryota didn’t immediately volunteer his story, but a sour look from him suggested he was in agreement.

I immediately felt a little bit better about myself (misery loving company, I guess) and was reminded to check out my little Santa shrine.  I’d been deliberately avoiding thinking about it the whole trip.  Chances were high there’d be nothing much there, or possibly nothing at all.  I’d figured I shouldn’t set myself up for failure, not in my current mood, so I’d been trying to mentally distance myself.

That meant even the little things there came as a pleasant surprise.  “Hey, oranges,” I said with a touch more energy as I checked under the tiny Christmas tree.

Both the grad students looked towards me in confusion.  Ryota jerked backwards in shock while Chie stared in blank stupefaction when they saw me pick up an orange.

Milk and cookies gone, I though with a touch of satisfaction, glancing at the empty plate and glass, oranges in their place.  I’d made sure to put out the traditional offerings after we’d come back from the concert yesterday, returning with all our equipment and recordings.  It had been the most logical way to organize everything, saving myself a needless trip, but the barely restrained expressions on the grad students’ faces as I’d done so had almost been worth it in and of itself.

Though the fact it was oranges, plural, under the tree did surprise me a little.  There was a small gift tag next to the five there, so I picked it up.  “Huh.  All of us and Professor Ichikawa as well.  Interesting.”

“Nani?” Chie noted blankly.  Judging by his face, I suspected Ryota was making a bunch of soft sputters of disbelief but I was a little too far away to hear them.

“Santa gave both of you an orange too,” I noted calmly.  “As well as Kiyoto and Professor Ichikawa.”  I shrugged.  “I wouldn’t have called that, so it’s interesting.  I’m going to make a note of it.”  Then, matching deed to word, I turned and walked over to the whiteboard, still carrying my orange, to write down a few points.  It wasn’t too big a thing, but it really did raise some interesting questions about belief, as well as the identity of the ‘house’ and it’s ‘occupants’ where Santa was delivering his presents.

Chie slowly crept towards the tree, Ryota following her incredulously.

Especially that it’s here, and not the apartment, I thought after a moment, actually tapping the capped pen against the whiteboard as I considered that.  At first glance that seems counterintuitive.  On the other hand, am I more at home here?  It is where I’m spending Christmas Day after all.

That was both depressing and fascinating, but I still watched the grad students out of the corner of my eye.

It might not do to overthink it, I thought with a touch of self-aware humor as Chie and Ryota stared at the oranges, gingerly reaching for them as if they were highly explosive devices.  It would be easy to overanalyze this and start trying too hard.  I doubt Santa’s using strictly scientific definitions either.  But it is worth thinking about.

“Mamoru…” Ryota asked slowly, his voice slightly higher than even usual.  “Is this some sort of trick?  Did you put these here?”

I glared at them, mildly.  “Why on Earth would I do that?” I asked with more than a hint of irritation.

“Well…” Ryota said helplessly.

I sighed, but I felt too tired to get seriously annoyed.  “Look, ignoring the whole thing about how I want magic to be accepted, and doing something like this could set the process back, and how I actually realize that… don’t you think I’d go with something a lot less elaborate and more sensible if I wanted to try some sort of practical joke?”

“This would be kind of perfect,” Chie muttered, obviously embarrassed to be saying it but stubbornly backing up Ryota.

“Making us believe in Santa Claus,” Ryota emphasized, still a little bewildered about everything.

I cocked my head as I considered that for a moment.  “Fair enough,” I conceded.  If I hadn’t been working on this sort of project, one where this sort of thing would hurt its legitimacy, it really would have been a neat kind of joke.  Making a few grad students doubt and believe in Santa for a few minutes before revealing the truth… now that it had been pointed out I really could see it.  “But no,” I continued a little more normally, “it is what it is.  It’s real.”

The pair looked at each other and deflated slightly.  Obviously not quite sure what to make of everything.

Most of the time we’re studying the supernatural world from a distance, I reflected, and usually more abstract forces.  Even if it was gentle and mild, it must have been disconcerting for that world to interact back with them, especially in a direct and personal way.

“On that note,” I said suddenly and with a slightly forced directness, “Himeko isn’t available today and I guess I have to fill in for her.  How long has it been since you two had a break?”

The slightly guilty expressions on their faces and the way they wouldn’t meet my eyes suggested they’d accepted how their Christmas Day would go a lot earlier than I had.

“Right, we’re taking a quick break,” I declared firmly.  When even I could see that, and was slightly horrified by what it implied, then it was time for some rest.  It felt unnatural for me to be saying it, but it was too undeniable to avoid.  “Santa’s provided us a tasty snack, we may as well make use of it.”

With that I marched back to the research room’s couches, sat down, and started peeling my orange.

Chie and Ryota hesitantly followed, although they were looking at their oranges with embarrassed uncertainty instead of peeling them.

The skin was pleasantly thick, but came off easily.  That’s got to be deliberate, I thought with a touch of amazed amusement, making it tactilely pleasing like that.  It might just have been a fruit, but it looked, felt, and smelt great.  Heck, it even sounds great, I thought as I checked off the traditional five senses.  I was reaching just a little, but unable to argue the other way.  There’s just something satisfying about that soft, tearing sound.  I deliberately tore a piece of already peeled skin in half just to make sure I wasn’t making that up.  I wasn’t.

Of course, the only reason I could hear that was because it was so quiet in the research room.  Ryota only gently and hesitantly started to peel his own orange after I’d finished mine.

I worked a slice out of the orange and then popped it in my mouth just to be sure.  Nope, just as good as last year, I reflected happily.  Sweet and tasty and juicy.  Reassured, I confirmed out loud “come on guys, they taste great.”

Last year I’d been a little disappointed (shallow, I know) that I hadn’t gotten anything more so I hadn’t thought that much about the fruit before eating it.  This year I was forewarned and had a much better appreciation, so I was paying more attention to it as well as asking some of the obvious questions.  “Actually,” I added while Ryota drew out the peeling process, “want to try a piece and then trade with a piece of mine?”

Ryota frowned a little, obviously fighting an urge to be suspicious even though that suggestion was almost the exact opposite of the idea.  “What for?”

“I’m… curious,” I admitted, looking at my own orange.  “I’m wondering if we all got the same thing or there’s some sort of weird… I’m not even sure how to describe it.  I guess I’m wondering if we got individualized oranges.”

“Individualized oranges?” Ryota, being polite by only sounding a little incredulous.

“Even I don’t believe that,” I shrugged.  “But these seem a little too good to be real.  I figured we may as well test it.”

Still a little skeptical, but a little more interested now, Ryota finished peeling his orange and had a slice of his own.  “That is good!” he admitted with widening eyes.

“See what I mean?” I asked, trying not to sound a little smug.

“I mean,” he tried to backpedal a little, “it’s not supernaturally good.  I think I’ve had an orange or two as good as this before.  But…”

“But you’re not absolutely sure, because both of them hit the top of the scale,” I nodded in understanding as Ryota quickly peeled out another piece and ate that too.  “That’s about how I put it.  And if it wasn’t for how consistently these seem to be doing it,” and their source, “I wouldn’t make too much out of it. But because of that…”

Almost reluctantly, as if he wasn’t sure he wanted to risk losing out on such a good orange, Ryota and I exchanged our next pieces.  While we did so, Chie cautiously finished skinning her own orange and biting a piece of her own.  “It’s good!” she declared in surprise.

Ryota and I exchanged entirely unearned smirks before each of us tried our exchanged orange slices.  “Nope,” I said, nodding after a moment, hardly disappointed.  “The same.”

“Yeah,” Ryota agreed, a little more cheerful.  “Man, I could eat these all day.”

“I wouldn’t go that far,” I smiled, taking another bite of my own, “but could you imagine if you could have one of these with your breakfast every day?”

Chie half moaned.  “Oh, damn.  That would be perfect!”

I shook my head in amusement as something occurred to me.  “No wonder Santa’s so happy, if he gets to start each day with something like this.”

Both grad students paused for a moment but Ryota rallied quickly.  “He’s so jolly because of that much vitamin C?” he tossed back.

“Hah!” although a second later I did have to examine my own orange thoughtfully.  “I wonder how much of that is in these things?”  I had a sneaking suspicion they were also healthier than they should have been.  Not ridiculously so, not a full day’s dose of vitamins and nutrients, but significantly more than the average orange.  Plus, how that could help in fighting back Seasonal Affective Disorder… that would be kind of brilliant, I reflected with a mental smile, totally appropriate for a being dedicated to generosity and fighting back the dark.

“Well you’re not testing one of my pieces!” Chie noted, only half joking as she continued to slowly but enthusiastically work through her own orange.  Each orange was slightly bigger than even my fist, but we wouldn’t have been satisfied if they were twice that size.

“Eh,” I shrugged it off, pushing back my overthinking, “I’m not that curious.  Besides, I don’t know the right tests offhand.  It’d be Kiyoto’s job, let him sacrifice one of his pieces.”

I glanced around, half expecting our third grad student to appear after that.  “Speaking of him…” I noted, not quite sure how to finish that.

“He’s with his family,” Chie answered, “they’re close enough, and he’s doing a more western Christmas thing.”

“More family, less romance?”

“Basically,” Chie nodded.  “For all that he was complaining about it, I think he was happy for the break.”

“Well, he’s not here today,” Ryota sighed, “so I’m guessing so.”

There was a mildly awkward silence.  We were all buoyed by the oranges, but there was only so much they could do.

“So,” I said a little awkwardly, “should I ask why you two are here?”

“Too far from family, no boyfriend, and too much work to do,” Chie responded just a little too quickly and too smoothly.  She was no Eiko or Himeko, and I could easily tell the line had been practiced.  “I’m further behind on my dissertation than I should be, so I just said ‘fuck it’ and came in today.  I figured it would be nice and peaceful.”

“The same,” Ryota was a little too grateful and quick for that to have been the whole truth either.  “It’s been a really interesting semester, but it hasn’t improved my social life and I’ve been a little too distracted from my project too.  It was too inconvenient to reach out to family so I figured I’d come here.”

Ironically, their lies made me speak more of the truth then I’d intended.  “Well, my parents both went to work today,” I said, surprised at the amount of sarcastic annoyance in my tone, “and with everyone else busy I was falling into a funk just sitting around at home.  Any longer and the Little People probably would have started checking on me, so I figured I may as well get something useful done and came here.”

“Little People?” Chie blinked a few times.

Shit.  “Don’t ask,” I said quickly, “you don’t want to know.”

There was a moment of silence, then all of us laughed in unison.  It was a little too awkward and embarrassed, and a little tired too, but it broke the moment of tension.

“Aoth,” I said after a moment.  “Aren’t we a group?”

“I knew I wasn’t likely to have a boyfriend for Christmas,” Chie admitted, “I’ve known it for the last few months, but it hit me hard today.”

“Yeah, Christmas is like that,” Ryota agreed, “you hope it’s going to be someone in a sexy red dress and under the mistletoe but it just doesn’t work out.”

“Not this year, at least,” I said, being sympathetic but driven by my instinctive need to seek balance.  It would have been easy to turn it all into a pity party for ourselves, but that was obviously a little too much.  I’d indulged a little by myself, but I wasn’t going to let us all spiral out of control.  “It sucks, waiting for it to happen, but that doesn’t mean it won’t.”

“You really think that?” Ryota asked wistfully.  There was a touch of ‘you’re naïve’ in his tone, but he kept it under control.

I shrugged.  “If you mean I think a supermodel that exactly mirrors my personality and somehow exactly caters to my sexual tastes is going to magically appear, grab me, and say ‘date me’-“

Ryota snorted violently and looked away to try and hide his laughter while Chie bent over and hid her face in her hands.

Okay, yeah, that’s another one in the ‘take me, take me now’ category, isn’t it? I reflected rhetorically.  It only took the pair a moment to get back under control, but they still needed that much.  Especially saying ‘date me’.  Seriously, if I’m going that far I should just go all out and say what I’d really be fantasizing about them saying.

“-then no,” I finished after a moment, “even I don’t think that’s going to happen.  Even the harem animes usually put a little more effort into it then that.”

“It almost happened with Himeko,” Ryota said with a smile.

“That might be his next birthday present,” Chie suggested, playing along.  “She seems rich enough to get one for him.”

“Hah hah,” I deadpanned, though I was struck by a surge of mixed terror and inappropriate hope that might actually happen.  It seemed pretty unlikely, but not if both Himeko and Hiro really got that idea in their heads and decided to run with it.  “But if you mean that I might finally meet someone by next year: then yeah, I haven’t given up hope.”

“The problem isn’t meeting them,” Chie moaned, throwing her head back against the couch and staring at the ceiling for a moment.  “It’s getting them to notice you!”

“Well, to like you.  I’m noticed all the time, for all the wrong reasons,” Ryota noted, his high voice mixed with bitterness.

“Can’t argue that one,” I agreed sympathetically.  “Want me to stand on tiptoes and then stretch up to touch the ceiling?”

Ryota wasn’t so far gone he couldn’t acknowledge my point with a glance and a sour nod.

“Want to go down to Mina’s lab, hang some mistletoe over the door, then wait outside it to ambush her?” Chie suggested, obviously joking.

I fake laughed.  “No.  Besides, I’m pretty sure she’s got better things to do today.”

Ryota groaned.  “Even most of our colleagues do, I think there’s only like three or four other nuts here today.”

We all fell silent again.

I sighed.  “I guess I accepted that today was going to be lonely and suck a bit.  I figured I may as well get something useful done.”

“Yeah, me too.”  Chie’s admission was more natural this time.  So I assumed whatever the full truth behind her situation was, it wasn’t too bad.  Probably just personal and/or a little embarrassing.

“That sums it up,” Ryota agreed with tired cheer.

“Well,” I continued, returning to my last few pieces of orange, “it hasn’t been a total waste.  And I figure I can get some work done, and then tomorrow will be another day.”

Chie sighed, but it was more resigned than tired.  “Yeah.  Not my first choice for how I’d like to spend Christmas, but it beats a lot of other things.”

“Trust me, you don’t want to be the guy with a funny voice getting drunk in a bar on Christmas,” Ryota forced a smile.  “It’s not fun.”

“I do have work to do,” she took another piece of her own orange and her lips curved in a tiny smile.  “And I got an orange out of it!”

We all smiled at that, proving that maybe Santa’s gifts weren’t so small or token after all.

***

“Ah, great,” Ryota noted as we finally stepped out of the building about eight hours later.

I looked up too.  Snow.  Not too much, and it probably wouldn’t stick around too long.  But, as Christmasy as it looked, it had already built up on the ground a bit, creating a wet and difficult walk for all of us.

“Figures,” I sighed.  “Bah, humbug,” I added for good measure, half amused and half disgusted.

The looks the other two gave me suggested they got the reference and kind of agreed.  We’d been tired but starting to feel slightly better about ourselves and our lives after putting in a good day’s work.  We hadn’t talked much, and the research room hadn’t developed into an impromptu Christmas party, but it had been vaguely companionable and we’d all made progress with our respective projects.  We were ready to go and get our dinners and then put the day behind us only to discover this little twist.  This wasn’t a horrible development, but it did feel a little unfair.

“Fuck it,” I declared, swinging the naginata bag off my back and deciding to turn problems into opportunities.

They both looked at me in surprise.  “Mamoru?” Chie asked.

“Get on,” I told them, pulling out the flying talisman, “or at least hold on to it.  I’ll give you two a ride home.”

Ryota looked at the broomstick with mixed emotions, clearly remembering his last trip, but Chie perked up a little.  “You’re serious?”

I handed out goggles.  “Absolutely.  It’s been a miserable day, I’m tired, and I’m not going to slog through snow that I don’t have to.  Giving you two a lift is a great excuse, stuff like this is best appreciated from the air after all.”

Chie let out a short but delighted bit of laughter and moved to do so.  She knew about the talisman, had been fully briefed about what it did and how, and had obviously been secretly interested in experiencing it herself for a while.  Seeing Chie with a little more energy, Ryota swallowed whatever he’d been about to say and moved to reluctantly sit down behind her.  I suspected he associated it more with fleeing from the Bureau, not a pleasant memory.

I held on to the talisman in the space between the pair, not bothering to sit down this time.  “Everybody ready?” I asked as I pulled my own goggles into place.

“Yes,” Chie replied eagerly while Ryota just nodded.

“Then away we go,” I declared, activating the talisman.  Chie laughed again as the magic unfolded around us, rendering us invisible and then slowly lifting us away into the sky.

Ryota grumbled a little but even he had to smile as he looked up and experienced rising to meet the sky while watching the snow fall.  Heck, even I felt another little surge of romantic wonder and appreciation at the sight.  I’m not going to overromanticize it too much, I told myself even as I smiled, but I’m not going to pretend I don’t appreciate it.  Sometimes, it was good to remember the little privileges my abilities afforded me.

I slowly brought us up to just a little bit above the highest university buildings, then gave the pair a minute to appreciate the sight.  But, lest I turn it into too much of a sightseeing tour, I finally turned to the pair and asked “alright, which way to who’s apartment first?”

“I’m probably closer,” Chie smiled regretfully, then started giving me directions.

I took some time getting there.  Part of that was practicality.  Sure, I could have gone faster.  Much faster if we were talking about theoretical maximum speed.  But that would have been taking us through the teeth of a snowfall.  It wasn’t bad at a reasonable pace, the experience of the snow running into us was still fun and refreshing at our velocity, more likely to have us laugh and roll our eyes.  But that would have changed if I’d been trying to push a hundred kph, that would have been punishing, painful, freezing, and likely to peel someone off the broom.  Nuh-uh, I was keeping it sensible.

But some of that was simply letting Chie enjoy the ride.  Her eyes sparkled as they darted every which way, she was totally caught up in the moment, trying to take in everything.  The experience, both the sky and the ground, the smooth whooshing of us through the air and the icy patter of the snowflakes on her face… Chie was obviously trying to savor it all.  And, in doing so, she inspired both Ryota and I to appreciate the journey a little bit more.

It's easy to forget these things, I reflected as I guided us forward, smiling as she carefully took out her phone to take a few shots from the air, including a selfie of all of us (I dropped the invisibility for a second and used an old-fashioned spell to keep us floating for a moment after her first attempt failed).  It’s one of the reasons I find excuses to give new people rides.  All too often I had to use the flying talisman to get to an emergency, it was rarely something I used for fun or to relax.  Between that and the little bit of focus I had to employ in order to fly it I was rarely in the mood to appreciate flying.  Seeing Chie look up at the sky with wonder reminded me just how amazing it was, appreciate the privileged position I had.

Chie remained mostly silent until we reached our destination.  Her residence wasn’t too far off campus as such things went.  Further then it would have been sensible to walk, even on a nice day.  But not impossible, nor was it an unreasonable distance to bike at another time of year.  I gently took us down and carefully looked around, shooting off a quick spell to detect watchers, before landing beside it.

“It’s not something I can do normally,” I admitted sadly as Chie hopped off, “but between the weather, the hour, and the holiday, no one’s out and looking around right now.  Today it kind of made sense, just don’t go expecting it again tomorrow.” 

Chie looked wistfully disappointed.  “It’s fine,” she claimed politely, although the deep bow she shot me as she did so gave off a slightly mixed message.  “Thank you for the opportunity to fly, Mamoru-sama.  It…”

“It’s alright,” I said, trying to beg off and not make her uncomfortable.

“No, flying was one of my first dreams that got me to start learning physics,” she rushed to get out.  “Back when I was three or four I dreamt of flying.  And when my parents told me I couldn’t, I started to learn why.  One thing led to another and…” she shrugged.

And that was her first time around, I reflected a little more soberly.  Not like me, who’d had nearly thirty years more experience when making his choice.  It wasn’t a total shock, she’d been fourth in her year for physics at Tokyo U, that sort of person rarely decided out of the blue ‘I am going to master physics’.  But it was still surprising to hear her say it.

“Anyway… today, I finally got to achieve that dream,” she quickly leaned in and gave me a peck on the cheek between the scarf and my goggles.  “Thank you, Mamoru.”

I didn’t know what to say.  “You’re welcome, Chie,” I responded soberly.  Then, feeling awkward as hell, I turned to Ryota.  “So, where should I take you?”

“Actually,” Ryota replied, the oddest look in his eyes as he got off the broom, “if you’re not insulted, I think I’ll walk from here.”

“You sure?”

“Yeah,” he nodded shortly.  “It’s not far, and we might not get as lucky about having a clear landing space.  Besides, there’s something I want to do on the way.”

He looked at Chie when he said that, and there was something in his tone.

I glanced towards Chie, and saw her looking back at him.  She seemed mildly surprised, but not displeased.  I glanced between the two a few times, making sure I wasn’t misreading things.  And I couldn’t be certain, I sure as hell wasn’t great at reading social interactions at the best of times; let alone after a bad day, in the cold, and while wearing goggles.  But I was pretty sure I knew the direction this was going.

“Well, I’m not going to force you,” I said as casually as I could manage, trying to hide my smile as I took back his goggles.  “If you’re sure, you’re sure.  I’ll see you two… whenever I see you two.  Bye!”

With that I quickly turned myself invisible again and shot myself into the sky much faster than I had while traveling with the two of them.  It was the only way to conceal my expression and amusement while even pretending not to notice.  But I paused for a bit when I was about five storeys up.  Sure enough, rather than walking anywhere Ryota stepped towards Chie and started exchanging a few words.  Then a few more.  And then they both headed in towards her building.

I laughed softly to myself.  Alright, alright, no getting too worked up or romantic about this, I told myself firmly.  It might be nothing.  It might be coffee.  It might be the start of a disaster that throws off our whole research group!

But, even with my usual paranoia, I couldn’t get too concerned about it.  Maybe it was just the romance of the day making me feel a little too mushy (that was undoubtedly at least part of what was affecting their judgement!) but I figured I could calm down and leave them to it.  They’d do whatever they did, they were adult enough to decide and manage it all on their own.  And while I wasn’t sure it would actually work out, I hadn’t noticed any brilliant chemistry between them before now (I mentally snickered and added ‘or physics’)  but I hadn’t seen anything that suggested they were incompatible either.

Let’s just let them run their private experiment together, I thought with a small smile, see what happens.

On that note I turned the broom around and started to move away, making sure I didn’t turn into an outright voyeur.  I still had to try and figure out something halfway decent and tasty for dinner, given the time and situation that was going to prove a challenge all on its own.

I still couldn’t help but fly off with a small smile on my face.   Alright, maybe it’s not been such a bad Christmas after all.
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“Another year done, another year begun,” Eiko noted cheerfully as we set out from the Meiko mansion.

“Well, not yet,” I demurred pedantically.

Eiko rolled her eyes. “Must you ruin everything?”

Despite everything, I smiled. It felt good to be back with my friends. Christmas had been… what it was. Not great for me personally, but it could have been worse. Given that Himeko and Hiro had apparently had a wonderful day together (and I was getting an impression that Chie and Ryota’s time hadn’t gone badly either) I wouldn’t have changed it for the world.

As if she was reading my mind, Himeko tore herself away from Hiro long enough to note “That’s just Mamoru being Mamoru. Speaking of which, did you have an okay Christmas this year, Mamoru?”

I smiled slightly. Himeko’s deliberate choice of the word ‘okay’ was telling, and proof she had me pegged. “It could have been worse,” I repeated out loud. But confidently and truthfully enough to satisfy the heiress. “I won’t lie, I’d have preferred it to be better. But the rest of the winter holiday’s been pretty good. I’ve been checking in with my relatives, having some family togetherness while we all remind each other there’s a reason we don’t try to force that too often.”

“Thank goodness,” Himeko let out a small sigh of relief, and smiled at me apologetically, “I’m sorry I’ve been so busy the last few days Mamoru. A lot of it’s been duty and necessity, but Christmas was pure selfishness.”

Himeko had been busy with a whirlwind of events and appearances over the winter season. We’d exchanged a few words in passing and a few texts over the last week, but this was our first real conversation since that time. Apparently the Meiko family had decided to go all out since Himeko was now in university but off the market thanks to her relationship with Hiro. Reading between the lines (everyone had tossed me a few hints when they could by way of apology) there was apparently a major business move of some sort being planned in the background, and Himeko was a great combination of distraction and publicity booster. The social sections and gossip mags had all made a great deal of her fairytale romance with Hiro, especially during a relative lull before the new year. Don’t get me wrong, it wasn’t as if she’d been the most famous woman in Japan for the last few days. But if you knew her, and cared to look, it had been kind of jaw dropping the amount of attention she’d received.

“You’re allowed a day off, Hime,” Eiko noted distractedly. “Besides, let’s not pretend the last few days have all been a chore.”

“Trust me,” Hiro cut in with mixed amusement and frustration, “enough of my relatives have shown up that it has been. Christmas was wonderful. The events since then have been less so.”

“That bad?” I asked with a ton of mixed feelings. Jealousy, sympathy, and spiteful satisfaction were the most obvious of them, and even those were so tangled I could barely tell where one ended and the other began.

Hiro’s expression was almost as conflicted as my feelings. “Nooooo,” he drew out tentatively.

Himeko smiled sweetly at him. “It’s okay Hiro, I don’t mind.”

“But you were easily the best part of the last few days!” he protested mildly. “I don’t want you to feel unappreciated.”

“Believe me, I don’t.”

Eiko made a gagging motion behind their backs.

“I take it Christmas was mostly real, but ever since then there’s been a lot of posing for the cameras?” I suggested with a small smile.

Himeko and Hiro’s identical frowns of disgust were almost funny.

“That sums it up,” Himeko said more primly, “I can’t complain, it’s a small price to pay for getting to spend such a wonderful winter with Hiro-“

“Being under a microscope and flaunting your relationship for your families’ sakes,” Eiko deadpanned.

Himeko shot her a quelling glance “-but I would have preferred something a little different. Something more like this, spending honest times enjoying ourselves with friends.”

“Understandable,” I responded quickly, just to keep the peace. Eiko seemed the most pissed about it, which made a lot of sense since she’d probably been keeping watch over the pair most of the time. She obviously thought that Himeko was being a little too self-sacrificing and shouldn’t be feeling guilty over not wanting to flaunt her relationship for business purposes. If Himeko wasn’t going to complain, trying to tell everyone it was fine, then Eiko was going to feel even angrier on her friend’s behalf. Whereas even I knew Himeko was caught in a loop and feeling even more guilty for wanting even that much.

Ironically, she might have had slightly more perspective on her wealth and privileges than Eiko did. This wasn't great, but it did feel a little like an ultra rich version of being asked to pick up groceries on your date. More than a little rude and frustrating, but if there was a reason your family was asking then it wasn't out of the question. And now that Himeko had an amazing and rich boyfriend on top of all her previous blessings she wanted to make sure she properly ‘paid’ for everything.

And Hiro’s almost as bad, I reflected, marveling a little I actually knew them all well enough to understand this by now. It was a sharp contrast to the first time we’d done this, two years ago. That makes them a good pair in some ways, but I have to agree with Eiko about it being a problem. Eiko might be a little too passionate, but I don’t think she’s wrong.

“But you shouldn’t be too worried,” I continued a little less honestly, “the last four days I’ve been doing a round of winter visits. Both my sets of grandparents, the Kanokos, the Suzukis… it’s been a small whirlwind of cooking and travel.”

“Really?” Eiko didn’t bother to hide her skepticism.

“It’s preventative maintenance,” I admitted. “With all the things that Kaede’s dug up by going to my old school… let’s just say my family was due a little reassurance. They haven’t been too bad this year, all things considered-“

I ignored a few glances between my friends.

“- but I figured it would be best for everyone if I did this much. I don’t want them launching any pre-emptive interventions like last year. And a quick round of visits to everyone was the best way to accomplish that.”

“Uh huh,” Eiko’s skepticism was somehow even more obvious. “And how’d that go?”

“It…”

I flashed back through the last few days.  The problem with trying a little too hard was that my family had ben able to figure that out.  They’d known something was up.  It hadn’t been an absolute disaster, especially since I’d used that preventative maintenance line on all of them too.  That had instantly resonated with all of my family, especially after the extra care they’d put in last year during exam season.  After my reactions back then (justified or not) me making a little more effort to reassure them all had made sense to everyone and put them a little more at ease.  But it hadn’t been as successful as I’d wanted either.  I’d endured more than a few questions; some polite, some pointed, and I’d generally not put my relatives at ease.  They were pretty sure something was up, but they were willing to give me a little more space and time before they started getting too involved.

“…went,” I finished a little lamely. I hurriedly pulled out my phone “want to see my youngest cousin trying to say my name? It’s cute as hell now that Tetsuji’s started talking.”

They dutifully came around to see my quick little clip of Tetsuji’s “Mam-moo” attempts. And I thought it was freaking adorable, I already had that saved and the audio file slotted as his future ring tone. But, as cute as it was, it wasn’t enough to completely dissuade them either. Which was par for the course after my last few days.

“And that’s the most important thing that happened?” Eiko continued to press, although my toddler cousin had softened her up a little.

I shrugged a little too stiffly and deliberately misinterpreted things a little, focusing on my family instead of my mentality. “No, but most of it was family stuff. Who’s doing what and where.”

I briefly considered mentioning the great boyfriend debate that was consuming the Kanoko side of the family. Most of us were undecided, but the argument was slowly heating up and everyone had an opinion. Kaede was protesting that she wasn’t dating anyone, and no one had any solid proof, but Sakura was slowly swaying me over to her side. Something about the tone of Kaede’s continued denials…

I decided against getting them involved in that little drama (It’s not like it’s any of my business anyway, I reminded myself primly, let alone theirs. Let’s not be too hypocritical given how much I protest my relatives’ involvement in my life.) and then tossed out something a little more harmless instead. “Like how Akira’s actually picked up his studies now that exam season has started. It’s a little late, and most of us are more amused than impressed, but he should be able to make it into a university.”

Despite everything, I still had to smirk a little and add. “Probably. So long as he chooses a reasonable one.” I did not have to worry about my cousin joining me at Tokyo U, he was destined somewhere a little more middle of the road. Maybe upper middle if he was ambitious and blessed, choosing to apply to just the right school when most people of his level had already given up and decided not to risk it. Toss in a lucky performance on his exam and it wasn’t impossible. But it was more likely Akira would end up in the lower middle tier of institutions if he was realistic. He was proving that we’d all underestimated him a little. But not that much, and he’d taken his sweet time getting there.

“Also, Grandmother Matsuda was following your little displays for the paper,” I added, trying to keep my voice level. “She had… comments for me.” I hadn’t realized just how prominent the pair had been getting, Grandmother Matsuda had driven the point home.

“Oh?” Himeko’s voice was a study in neutrality. Even I wasn’t sure if she was amused or offended by that.

I sighed. “Lots and lots of comments. I love my grandmother, Himeko, don’t think otherwise. But I do not want either of you two getting trapped in a conversation with her. She’d probably be fine, she’s too polite to be less than a gracious host, but I really don’t want to chance that. And the fact you’re doing something so flashy and public while being a friend of mine… lots and lots of comments,” I finished decisively.

Honestly, I was probably overstating things a little. But the contrast of Himeko and Hiro flaunting themselves like that (and Grandmother Matsuda was canny enough to recognize the flaunting aspect) while being so rich and powerful while still being my friends… I’d ended up with a somewhat tiring lecture/interrogation on that trip. It was done out of care and worry for me. And it had been a hint more tolerable than usual, after the loneliness of Christmas itself it had been an interesting wake-up call to get that much parental concern, emphasizing both the good and bad of the situation. But it wasn’t something I was keen to go through again.

“Anyway!” I declared suddenly, changing the subject without grace. “I’ve got talismans again if anyone wants them.” I reported, bringing out said talismans and presenting them to my friends.

“So, we’re really making this a tradition?” Eiko smirked. She still took one though.

“Is there any reason why we shouldn’t?” Himeko asked acerbically as she daintily plucked hers out of my hand. “I think it’s a wonderful little tradition amongst friends and I thank you for your generosity, Mamoru.”

“It is a fun and fascinating little way to ring in the New Year,” Hiro agreed. “Thank you, Mamoru. I’d love to.”

Trying not to feel a little guilty that I was using this in a manner about as subtle as using a smoke bomb to make an escape, I quietly activated ‘mage sight’ for everyone. My friends made a deliberate effort not to stare or point, remembering all my previous instructions, but the way their eyes darted about and they visibly bit down on smiles and expressions of wonder was easy to see if you were looking for it.

“So, have you made any more progress on the spirit world this year, Mamoru?” Himeko asked as she studied a fascinating spirit weaving through the skies above our city.

I paused a moment before answering, studying the spirit in question too. What is that one? I asked myself softly. It was a little too far away to tell, but it looked like it had four wings, each one looking suspiciously like half an umbrella.

“Well, you know I have. You were there for half of it,” I answered a little distantly, still trying to track the spirit’s movements without staring. “Between the ningyo, the lab work with Siss-ophelian, Zak’is, all the new Tokyo U kami, Turushino’s lessons, and a few things the Little People have let slip, I’ve been making some great progress. I’m still a beginner when compared to anything remotely like an expert,” compared to Nagako and Turushino I knew just how far I had to go just based on relative standards, let alone anything approaching an absolute, “but compared to what I knew a year ago it’s like night and day. I’ve actually got the tools and confidence to work with spirits if I have to.”

“Take that thing,” I nodded my head subtly towards the spirit in question. Thankfully it was far enough away that I felt confident in doing so without being spotted. “I could call it, or call for help from some other spirit to talk about it or see if they recognize it. Whether they’d answer would be questionable, Siss-ophelian’s my best bet and making an emergency call like that to her is still a coin toss that’d probably have long term consequences.” Claiming it was an urgent matter when it was really my curiosity would have some easily predictable effects. “But I could actually do it. And even if I don’t, I can make a few notes and ask them about it later. And even then I’ve still got options, if they don’t know directly they can either ask other spirits that might be able to answer or refer me to them. It’s wonderful knowing I have that option.”

“Doesn’t help you much now,” Eiko needled me with a small smile.

I shrugged. “I’ll take what I can get. The potential is enormous. It’s like I’ve gotten a library card to a poorly organized but gigantic library. Yes, the poorly organized bit sucks, randomly wandering the stacks hoping to track down a book with what you need is going to be painful. But it beats the hell out of having nothing!”

“A good perspective,” Himeko nodded, gently shooting Eiko a look and shutting down whatever she was going to say. She did gentle it a little by adding, “although Eiko has a point.”

“No argument here,” I agreed distractedly. By this point I’d taken out my phone and was making a few subtle notes about the spirit in question, it was odd enough I was seriously thinking about trying to find out just what it was and what it did after studying it for so long. I had the oddest suspicion it was about snatching up umbrellas in rainstorms. “But it’s a huge step in the right direction.”

I paused a moment and looked at my friends. “Honestly, that describes this whole year, doesn’t it? In a lot of ways.”

Himeko nodded sagely. “Graduating high school, getting in to Tokyo U, talks with both of my aunts, your acceptance with my family…”

“Going public with our relationship,” Hiro grinned at his girlfriend, “clawing some respect and freedom away from my relatives, putting my great uncle in his place…”

Wait, what? I glanced at Hiro at that last one, not a clue what he was on about. I could make some pretty good guesses, that sounded like private Watanabe family business. I assumed that was a little more personal and might have been something he’d discussed with his girlfriend if not me. But before I could think about it too much Eiko was continuing the chain.

“An official position with the Meikos,” she acknowledged, sounding slightly grudging but mostly just grateful and respectful, “my first mission from Master Tai…”

“A new ley-line,” I agreed, nodding along with everyone, “and a research project that’ll allow me to bring up mana with Tokyo U! Not to mention the grad students.”

“It’s a little harder to classify them,” Himeko’s tone suggested she agreed with me though, “but it’s equally hard to ignore them.”

“It’s been a hell of a year,” I summed up with a happy but exhausted smirk. “I was expecting everything to change once I got to university, but this-“

Hiro let out a quick bark of laughter. “Trust me,” he tossed in, amused, “my first year at university wasn’t that eventful.”

“Well…” I suggested, struggling not to be too pedantic.

“Mamoru,” Himeko’s voice was quiet and calm, but it promised violence if I protested too much. “You were willing to count your acceptance with my family earlier. I think we can count that as this year, don’t you?”

I fought down a gulp. “Message received,” I replied instantly. Technically it had been a part of last year, Hiro’s poisoning and his discovery of my magic, and technically that should have been counted as part of Hiro’s first year at Tokyo U. But Himeko obviously didn’t want me doing a big dive on such a sensitive and potentially painful subject tonight. At least, not out of the ridiculously pointless, pedantic, and nitpicky urges I’d really be indulging in. “Although I really meant him hooking up with you,” I added hastily.

This time Eiko laughed. “Sure you did, Mamoru. Sure. Smooth job there. Reeeal smooth.”

I fought down a flush at being caught in such an obvious lie. But I wasn’t too embarrassed this time simply because Himeko and Hiro missed it as they took a long and soulful look into each other’s eyes. It was sickeningly heartfelt, but cute. “I’ll give you that one,” Himeko allowed distantly.

“Watch out for the streetlight,” Eiko deadpanned.

Himeko and Hiro, who’d been a little too distracted a little too long, instantly broke their gaze and turned to look. Fortunately, Eiko was kidding. While Himeko had drifted into a position to walk into the nearest streetlight it was still a good five meters away. Himeko shot her friend a dirty look.

“You’re in a mood tonight,” I noted.

“Ugh,” Eiko sighed. “You might have been lonely because you’ve had a break, but I’ve been putting up with this for the last few days. Between all the backhanded dealings, social suffering, and ridiculously sweet sentimentality on top of all that, I’m getting a little sick of it!”

“You had a few days off, Eiko,” Himeko answered with perfect equanimity, already composed once again, “and you seemed perfectly happy then. Cope.”

Eiko sighed but did look faintly guilty. “Yeah, I at least got to skip dealing with Christmas,” she agreed, “that might have been too much. Your expression as you came back and did that twirl through all the falling snow… I’m glad you had a good time Hime, but putting up with that for hours and hours would have driven me nuts.”

I had to bite my tongue to keep the question in my mouth. What were you doing for Christmas then? echoed inside my head. But, much as I hated to admit it, it was probably for the best she’d been unavailable then and I didn’t want to dwell on it. Plus, it had probably been something to do with Master Tai. I wasn’t sure how safe it was to pry on that subject. Or polite. Or even practical, for that matter, I briefly reflected. There was every chance the answer would be as technical and bewildering to me as most of my magic-based answers were to my friends.

“Oh,” Himeko interrupted my thoughts, derailing them in an instant because she sounded a hint guilty. “I almost forgot,” she continued, digging into a coat pocket. “Hiro and I did collaborate to get you a small winter’s gift. We meant to give it earlier, but since it’s been a week since we last saw each other-”

“And you’ve been distracted by each other’s eyes,” Eiko interjected dryly.

“-it kept getting put off,” Himeko finished, ignoring Eiko as she pulled out a small cardboard box and handed it to me.

I took it, fighting surprise and confusion, while she continued apologetically. “We didn’t want to go too far, but we figured we owed you slightly more than just a confection or two after you helped us out with our gifts. We tried to avoid making the same mistake we were going to make with each other, so we settled on this as a good compromise.”

I opened the box and my eyes widened in surprise. It was full of business cards, I took one out and verified that yes, they were for me. They had my full information on there, presented simply and elegantly in golden ink on a stiff but expensive feeling stock. It wasn’t anything special, no grandiose claims or titles, but there was an elegance and professionalism to the whole thing that felt almost alien to me.

“With the work you’re doing in the research room,” Himeko continued firmly, “it’s about time you had some of these. Sooner or later you’re going to be in a situation where you have to exchange business cards with someone. Simply having these will help you out a lot, keep a hostile professor or bureaucrat from wrongfooting you by claiming you’re unprepared or unprofessional.”

That… no, that’s actually a good point, I reflected. It was just the sort of petty bureaucratic infighting I could expect from academics. A safe but simple way for someone to try and score a few points off of me. It seemed unlikely I’d face that in the next year, our project was still a little too secret and closely held, but it probably wasn’t far off. If a prophet (or just my cousin Saori) had predicted that would come up in the next three or four years I wouldn’t have hesitated to believe them. It seemed like the logical thing to happen when the Dean checked in on our project and finally brought another professor by for an independent examination.

“Thank you,” I replied with a small bow, touched by the gift. “I’m not sure what to say.”

“There’s actually two types of business cards there,” Hiro added, “check the other side.”

I frowned slightly and then did so. Like he’d said, there was actually a second type of business card at the opposite side of the box. If you looked really closely, and held the box up to the light, you could see they made up about fifteen or twenty percent of the box’s contents.

I pulled one out. The cardstock was even fancier. If you forced me to compare the two, and I was far from an expert, I’d have said the first type was a little understated while this one was bolder. As was the writing on it: Master Matsuda, Occult Specialist.

“Eiko overheard Master Tai mentioning this,” Hiro continued a little apologetically. “We figure it wouldn’t hurt for you to have a few of your own. Since we were having your professional cards made up anyway, we figured we should make sure you had a few of these.”

“They’re still professional,” Eiko suggested, although her tone was pretty amused, “just a less public profession.”

I still wasn’t sure what to say, staring at the other card with a mix of emotions. It was really well done in a strange way.  Unlike my other cards (Day cards? Public cards? Professional cards? How did I differentiate the two?) that was all they said. There was no trace of address, full name, or contact information on it. And while the printing was just a hint more flamboyant, just a little fancier and curled, it really did come off as professional. Or at least as professional as you could get given that world and subject matter. But I really wasn’t sure what to feel about having it!

“Mamoru?” Eiko pressed.

“Thanks, I think,” I replied, saying the first thing to pop into my mind. I instantly sighed and tried to gentle it. “Still hopeless,” I added with a slightly strained grin. “Sorry guys, I wasn’t expecting any of this and really don’t know what to say, how to react.”

I was silent for a few moments. And the fact that let me remember we were all still seeing the spirits with ‘mage sight’ really did hammer something important home.

“At the end of the day: you’re right,” I said finally, almost normally. “It’s better to have these than not. I hope I never have to use them. I hope I never accidentally let one of my cousins- well, my cousins not in the know- see them.”

“That would be a problem,” Eiko admitted with a small snort.

“Yeah, I’m going to have to do some pretty fast talking them,” I noted with a tiny smile. “Maybe try to say this was some kind of joke from Himeko on the Mahou Mam theme. But when it comes down to it: you are right. These could be some of the simplest but most effective little tools I have. If I don’t put them in with my bag of supplies then I’m an idiot. These could do more to calm innocents, reassure passersby, and divert curiosity than a dozen spells.”

“They’re not magic talismans,” Himeko demurred gently.

I shrugged. “They may as well be. When they’re the right tool for the job then they’re going to be the right fuc- tool for the job! A lot of scared and uncertain innocents are going to be more reassured and more ready to assume it’s fine if I had them a professional looking business card. At least, more of them than if I try casting as spell on them! No, it doesn’t make sense. But does that make sense either?”

I nodded my head towards a particularly massive spirit ambling down a side street. We all stopped and deliberately did not stare while passively watching what looked like a lop-sided, bus-sized pile of bushes and greenery make its way across Tokyo for some unknown purpose.

“That one’s got to be at least a little elemental in nature,” I muttered to myself. “What the heck is it doing this deep in Tokyo?”

“Think it’s a problem?” Eiko asked, a hint of sharpness in her tone.

“No, I highly doubt it. Besides, I could be totally wrong,” I’d feel awfully foolish if it turned out it was something really weird, like a spirit of artificial plants. I had to snort softly at that idea. “That might be my biggest objection to the business card,” I added, my voice heavy with irony, “calling me an occult specialist. It makes me sound more like an expert than I deserve.”

Himeko smiled and shook her head. “You’re closer than most, Mamoru. And I’m pretty certain you’ll be far beyond anyone you’re giving that card to.”

“Don’t be so sure,” I noted, amusement mixing with the irony. “I’m more likely to give it to Master Tai or Master Mika, or a new person from their circles, than a random person caught up in events. Someone like that might have an opinion on my competence!”

Himeko sighed, but it was more in amusement then depression. “You need to have more confidence in your abilities, Mamoru.”

Surprisingly, it was Hiro that shrugged and pointed out to her. “The true master knows how much he doesn’t know.”

I wasn’t sure which one of those statements I disagreed with more! But Himeko merely smiled at her boyfriend and started a conversation about competence vs. confidence that was kind of fascinating to listen to.

“You really think it’ll matter?” Eiko noted, sounding slightly surprised.

I shrugged, answering distractedly while listening to Himeko and Hiro’s competing points. “Probably. It’s just so average and normal for a citizen of Japan. It’s something for a spooked person to hang on to and ground themselves with when things start getting weird. ‘Oh, here’s someone who know what they’re doing. They must be a professional, they have a business card.’ “

Eiko looked both amused and skeptical.

I shrugged. “Himeko’s right,” I added, giving her slightly more attention, “it’s not a magic talisman, it’s not going to solve every case. Someone who’s totally lost it isn’t going to suddenly calm down just because I give them a card that claims I’m an expert.”

Not unless it’s enchanted, I little voice in the back of my head noted. Despite all the claims on my attention I frowned a moment, pulled out my phone, and made a note of that.

“-but I can think of at least a few cases we’ve been in already where it might have helped,” I continued while I typed, pondering the ethics of spells on business cards even while making that note. It’d be a hell of a cover for a type of ofuda. “I mean, it’s barely been more than a week since we met Shigeo. He was nervous as hell and even he’d have probably been a little reassured if I’d handed him one of these!”

“True,” Eiko admitted grudgingly.

“I’m not going to give these out willy nilly,” I added, giving her an undeservedly smug smile, “that’d practically be giving out my name and DNA to the Bureau if they ever wanted to get really serious about it.”

I paused and added ‘enchant cards to make them safer? Destroy physical traces?’ to my notes.

“But for other passersby and casual encounters,” I continued, with some slowly growing enthusiasm, “this will be a great tool. Simple, harmless, easily discounted after the fact, and not magically expensive or difficult. Remember-“

“Magic isn’t special,” Eiko interrupted me with a mixture of amusement and tiredness, “it’s just one more type of power and way of getting things done. Seriously Mamoru, you keep pushing that. Year after year. I guess the more things change the more some things stay the same. I can’t tell if that’s disappointing or reassuring on tonight of all nights!”

I glanced around at Himeko and Hiro, then at the spirits of the city around us. I took a moment to appreciate how I was with friends who understood me while at the same time I’d made some pretty big strides in my mission this year. Suddenly the weariness and loneliness of the last week started to fall away and I wanted to laugh. I was out with friends, those who loved and understood me, and about to have a fun celebration. I was feeling pretty good about where I was in my life and the progress I was making. Sure; my parents still sucked, I still had to hide from the Bureau, all of us were keeping secrets, and a girlfriend was still a depressingly distant fantasy. But I had plenty, and I’d come so far from where I’d been. And all while keeping the stuff that truly mattered to me.

“Trust me,” I said, surprising Eiko with my sudden amount of cheer, “it’s not as true as you think. But it’s a good thing. A very good thing.”

And with that, I surged ahead, shocking the group a little as I enthusiastically led us towards our first destination.
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“Himeko-sama!”

“Himeko!”

“Hime!”

Wow, I didn’t miss this bit, I thought, the derision fitting poorly with my churning gut as we slowly forged through the food court.  The next time I get mopey about being lonely, I need to make sure I remember this!

Our eating area was a zoo today, and we’d abandoned our usual plans in order to stay closer together for mutual defense.  Last week had started out bad enough, everyone was already a little hyped to see Himeko again and her family’s little press blitz had only pumped that even further.  Not everyone paid attention to the gossip pages, but enough had that they were dying to talk to Himeko again.  Then, after that had been starting to die down, this week the news had dropped: the Meikos were heading a big new partnership.  Everyone wanted to get close to Himeko as the Meiko stock, both literally and metaphorically, shot up to even greater heights.

If I was honest, I’d admit that I didn’t entirely get it.  Oh I recognized the names involved, and realized this would be big.  Nintendo officially teaming up with Sony or Volkswagen teaming up with Toyota type of big, major and usually opposed sections of several industries would be cooperating.  But the full technical implications and extent eluded me, I couldn’t actually understand the subtleties of how this would all pan out in the real world.  And, judging from all the talking heads on the news, that was why the whole thing qualified as Earth shaking news for the business world.  Unfortunately, we were in a university full of smart people, plenty of whom were on track for the business program.  It hadn’t eluded them, and they were desperate for even the slightest scrap of anything related to this.

Eiko was in full bodyguard mode, and had been forced to step in three times today in class as people had approached Himeko a little too enthusiastically and aggressively.  I could barely believe it, who knew what the hell they’d been thinking?  I realized I was hardly one to talk, but had they really believed they could just make a spectacle of themselves and suddenly get Himeko’s attention?  And that something good would come of that?  It was insane!

Although, I granted, seeing the crush around us, they did have a point.  At least being that outrageous meant they weren’t getting lost in the crowd.

Now that we were in a full public area I could practically see Eiko panicking a little, wondering how she’d deal with the crowds if something happened.  And also fantasizing about smacking a few people around just to get us back a little more space.

And I’d be a lot less sanguine if I didn’t have the backup reservoir in my pack, I admitted to myself.  I wasn’t planning on deploying any magic, and even I wasn’t paranoid enough to expect I’d really need to.  But I hadn’t ruled it out, and had already thought of half a dozen different plays I could make. They were mostly incredibly stupid, worst-case scenario type plays that made the mess with Hiro look sensible, but I knew I could make them.

Himeko did her best to seem unperturbed and made her way through everyone as best she could.  Between her confidence, the recognition that you did not want to get on her bad side by directly blocking her, and the barely concealed threat of violence from Eiko, she was successfully leading us towards the food.  But it was still a hell of a lot noisier and slower than usual.

I never thought I’d miss her entourage, I thought with grim amusement, this was one situation where they’d have come in handy.  Himeko had used her sycophants as ablative shields throughout high school to help prevent situations like this, albeit on a much smaller scale.  They hadn’t been worth all the pain, pretending, and lack of privacy (hence her trying to avoid collecting more in university) but this did drive home the fact they had served a purpose or two.

Although I’m not dumb enough not to voice that out loud, I thought emphatically as I watched Himeko have to repeat her order three times to be heard over the hubbub around us.  Himeko was not going to be in a patient mood on the subject, and I wasn’t in a hurry for her to take out any of her growing frustrations on me!

We eventually acquired our food and managed to find seats, settling for three next to each other around the food court’s edge.  Himeko sat center, Eiko spun her stool around so she could face the mob from Himeko’s right, I hunched up on her left… and we were instantaneously surrounded by a horde of hangers on.  Himeko put on her strongest mask and did her best to ignore them, but it was obvious that no one was going to be dissuaded.

Going to be a fun lunch today, I reflected as I tried to put everything out of my mind and just eat.  I was understating things, but I tried to keep my own good humor up by reflecting that I didn’t have it as bad as Himeko.  Himeko briefly tried conversation, but we soon realized that was going to be impossible and she settled for blatantly ignoring everything going on around her.  It didn’t help too much, but it did manage to shame and settle them down a little bit more.

Still, our only communication ended up being texts.  Himeko was plain and direct about her texting, Eiko was slightly more casual, while I tried to be furtive and keep it around the counter's edge.  I wasn’t quite sure the onlookers realized we were texting each other (there was enough of a crowd to make seeing us all at once difficult and people tended not to look at me or Eiko too much) but I figured at least some of them must have guessed.

PrincessMei: I’m bringing an escort tomorrow.

PrincessMei: Just for a day or two, to tamp everything down.

FuryFistA: Thank God!

FuryFistA: We need the full team Hime.  Some of the business students are unhinged.

MahouMam: Why are they doing this?

MahouMam: I mean, what does it accomplish?

I felt Himeko repress a small sigh next to me.

FuryFistA: Nothing.  They’re idiots.

PrincessMei: They’re trying to win the lottery.  They hope I’ll notice them and give them a crumb of something.

FuryFistA: Like I said: idiots.

I glanced over to the side, in between her texts and bites of her meal Eiko was scowling at the surrounding horde dangerously.

PrincessMei: Not necessarily.

PrincessMei: Some are hoping I’ll be impatient, exchange business cards with them to get them to go away.

PrincessMei: Even the slightest chance I might keep them and remember makes it worth it.

PrincessMei: And they probably figure my card would be as good as gold if they ever apply for a job connected remotely to the Meikos or Watanabes.

FuryFistA: Stupid.

PrincessMei: Given the upcoming deal, that seems important.

The disadvantages of text conversation, I thought with the tiniest of smiles, catching the small hitch in conversation order even though we were all next to each other.

PrincessMei: Yes.  But I’m almost tempted.

PrincessMei: If I wasn’t worried about encouraging bad behaviour, I might give in.

PrincessMei: But this will die out by the end of the week.  Unless I signal it will work, in which case we’ll have a lowkey flood of them forever.

MahouMam: You’d think they’d have realized already.

It was what Himeko had been studiously but gently suggesting to everyone ever since she started at Tokyo U. That she wasn't interested, and the smart move would be for them to go away.  This level of response was kind of scary in the face of all that.

FuryFistA: What part of idiots don’t you understand?

PrincessMei: They figure it’s worth a shot.  Besides, how many of them have I actually interacted with before now?

Good point, I reflected a little grudgingly in my head, not even bothering to send anything this time.  As annoying and large as the crowds we’d dealt with before now had felt (to me especially) they’d really just been a pretty small percentile of Tokyo U students.  Most of the people crowding us were students who’d theoretically known of Himeko, probably had her pointed out to them by their friends sometimes during our careers on campus, but had never actually tried anything before now.  Combine that fact with a crowd of other people already trying it, and I guess they thought they didn’t have anything to lose.  They’d be lost in the group, and the chances of anyone engaging in any sort of widespread punishment or discipline for this lot were slim.  Heck, even if such a thing happened it would have to be so wide scale they’d probably be caught up in it anyway, so why not take the chance?  Whereas if Himeko was accepting cards, and that was the reason for the crowd, they’d have lost an opportunity.  Even if she planned to toss them all in the shredder the second she was out of sight that would probably  have been enough to get everyone’s attention.

Hence the mob, I nodded to myself, feeling a headache coming on.

PrincessMei: It’s not fun, but the best way to handle it is with our heads held high.

I took in my own curled over posture, threatening a backache to go with the headache, and fought down a small sneer.  As uncomfortable as it was, the mere though of straightening up in the face of all this threatened to give me hives.

MahouMam: Good luck with that.

***

I thought that would be the end of it.  I thought after a few days of hell things would quiet down.  Or at least mostly quiet down, with maybe one or two more minor surges as further revelations and progress was made with the Meiko deal.  Indeed, after a few days beating their heads against the polite put patient wall that Himeko presented, pointedly backed up by a few security staff from the Meiko estate, most of the Tokyo U student body had finally started to feel embarrassed and backed off.  I’d never been so relieved to go back to the nails on a chalkboard experience of our regular lunches.  It wasn’t a great experience for me, but it beat the hell out of outright mobs in the food court.

Unfortunately, the whole thing had also been a great photo opportunity for some more gossipy journalists.  Especially since it made such a great companion piece to the Meiko deal.  They couldn’t make too much out of it, not without stepping into territory where someone might legitimately take legal action, but it wasn’t hard for them to milk the subject.  It made for some pretty good photos, showing the Meiko heiress being almost mobbed by some of the smartest students in the country.  And the papers could legitimately point to shots like that to suggest how important the whole deal was and how excited some people were getting.

And, just like how a butterfly flapping its wings could change the course of a storm across the world, that had some shockingly unexpected chain reactions.  Such as me being in many of those shots, and not being so excited about everything while being a very visible presence and an obvious Meiko Himeko acquaintance.

Thankfully, my face never came up clearly in the shots they used.  Given how much I was hunched over or looking away, and how the shots were all about Himeko and centered on her, that wasn’t too much of a surprise.  This was related to some big business, while we were getting more press than you’d have expected this was all still a sideshow to the main Meiko deal.  And while they did get my name, and publish it a couple of times here and there, Matsuda Mamoru was a generic enough label that the worst-case scenario did not come to pass: no one put two and two together and told my parents.  That would have been a nightmare, suggesting they had an ‘in’ with the Meiko family while something this big was going on.  I was pretty sure the chain of events from that situation would have led to me leaving the apartment once and for all.

Unfortunately, what did happen wasn’t too much better.  See, at least one magazine did just enough research to realize I wasn’t quite an ordinary student.  That, in fact, even though I was a first year I was assigned to a research room with three grad students and was working on some sort of mysterious project.  They even tossed out that fact casually in a descriptive paragraph in their weekend edition in regards to a photo that featured the three of us followed by a crowd.  Don’t get me wrong, it was still extremely Himeko centered.  Eiko came just before me while being described as a ‘beautiful childhood friend of the Meiko heiress and one of the country’s top martial artists of her generation.’  And the whole point was to emphasize just how amazing Himeko was that we were her hangers-on, Himeko had three paragraphs of gushing mostly-true-but-significantly-tilted prose before that.

But it was still enough to get noticed by a couple of office politicians.  And that meant…

***

“Straighten up that posture,” Himeko commanded Kiyoto coolly but firmly.  “No slouching.  You know they’re going to try to make an issue of your appearance and heritage.  Do not give them any ammunition!”

Kiyoto wisely fought down some ill-tempered responses and straightened up minutely.  “But-“ he started to protest mutely.

“But it’s the ideas and content that matter, not the appearance,” Himeko interrupted him before he could speak.  Her tone turned withering and slightly mocking.  “If that was really true, do you think any of us would be in this situation!”

She spoke softly but with surprising force, and I jolted upright slightly.

“Chie, remember that you’re running physics!  If your workstation isn’t pristine then some sort of hostile audience will try to turn it into carelessness.  They’ll use it as an excuse to undermine your calculations, claiming that even if they’re mathematically sound the lack of accuracy in the numbers going into them make it all useless.  When you’re done there remember to come back and make sure your whole area is spotless.”

Chie glanced towards Professor Ichikawa for help, but the professor just shook his head sadly.  “She’s right, Chie,” he reported sadly.  “It’s petty and untrue but that doesn’t make her incorrect.  Especially since you should know that too, so if you haven’t made the effort even though you know that someone’s going to examine the area…”

He trailed off and looked at her significantly.  Chie blushed slightly but said “I’ll get on it after I’m done with the board.”

“See that you do.”

He then turned and exchanged a quick glance with Himeko, one you would have missed if you weren’t looking for it, and she nodded before turning to her next target.  When I had a few moments to think I’d realize they were running a weird version of good-cop bad-cop in regards to all of this.  Given how they hadn’t planned it out in advance that level of synchronicity was kind of frightening.

Next to me, Eiko shook her head.  “Heaven help you when Himeko feels even a little bit guilty,” she muttered softly.

I flushed but didn’t say anything on the subject.  Well, that was a lie.  I muttered “damn project inspection” under my breath as I fiddled with a microscope.

As a side-effect of all the publicity some particularly scummy office politician with an axe to grind had brought up what I was doing and was questioning the Dean of Science’s choices and fitness.  It didn’t help that Himeko wasn’t exactly in a great odor with Tokyo U right then, what with all the crowds and disruption on campus she’d been accidentally responsible for recently, and I was a known associate of hers.  And since that in turn had drawn attention to her little visits to the Renfa Research Room all the complaints had fallen upon fertile ground.  There weren’t any witch hunts or unreasonable demands, yet, but Himeko had warned us all that it would be all too easy for things to fall out that way if we were unlucky.  Toss in another big business revelation and set of crowds, or just a paper hostile to the university trying to make something out of this latest disturbance, and someone would probably create trouble for us simply to vent their frustrations.

So, to avoid all that, the Dean was playing his simplest but best card and would be subjecting us to an inspection tomorrow.

This did not surprise either of our two resident veterans of office infighting: Himeko and Professor Ichikawa.  Heck, I was only surprised that our situation had come up, and that the Dean had given in so quickly instead of making them fight a little more for it.  It really wasn’t a shock that things were playing out this way.  It was a simple and flexible move for the Dean to make.  Ideally he got to show us off and demonstrate that not only wasn’t this a problem, it was actually a strength and he was doing his own job brilliantly.  And it wouldn’t even be him bragging or putting on a show, this would be their idea.  More likely it would be a ‘see, nothing to worry about, everything is working fine’ case.  He could work with that, try to turn it around on his critics to suggest they were overreacting, and that would likely end up being a whole bunch of sound and fury that signified nothing.

And in the worst-case scenario, the Dean could easily denounce us, I thought grimly.  If things didn’t go well the Dean could easily frown mightily, play the ‘this is a grave concern, thank you for bringing this to my attention’ card, and then throw us out on our ears to demonstrate how he was reacting swiftly, effectively, and decisively in such cases.  Like I said, it was a highly flexible move for him to make.

Needless to say, we did not want the last option.  And to make sure that it didn’t happen Himeko was busy coaching us on our behaviour as we frantically reorganized the room a little more, preparing to put on a show.

“The worst part is,” Ryota muttered as he hurried past me with another scale, “we can’t really show them the things that will knock their socks off.”

I grimaced but had to agree.

“You can’t show them the unverified and unconnected experiments,” Professor Ichikawa chided gently from where he was inspecting our supply cabinets, obviously having overheard us.  “I know that galls you, especially since this whole thing is based on politics and publicity rather than good science.  But we’re not going to make it even worse in the long run for our work by showboating and trying to show off bad science rather than solid work.”

I quietly flushed, feeling a little ashamed of my previous thoughts.

“I know it’s tempting to try and gild that,” he shot an amused but slightly quelling glance towards Himeko as he spoke.  “But it’s best to make sure we’ve got a solid foundation first.”

“It would be best if we could stun them,” Himeko muttered a little bitterly, demonstrating a rare disagreement with the professor, “show the Dean just how brilliant and important this is.”

“But we can’t,” Professor Ichikawa replied firmly, although I was close enough to him to note how his fist clenched and trembled for a moment with repressed emotion.  “Not without being foolish and taking it too far.  We’ve already got very good results we can use, so we use them.”

“Do we?” Chie asked morosely from her spot wiping down the whiteboard.  We all felt a tinge of regret and sadness upon seeing it so clean.  Unfortunately, there’d been no way we could have endured a few real but uninitiated scientists looking over the whole thing for any length of time.  Half of it was suspicious notes and theories that would have blown the whole deception out of the water.  So, with a great deal of regret, we’d thoroughly photographed and copied everything written on it and were now cleaning the board thoroughly.

Honestly, that might be a good thing, I told myself even though I felt stupidly nostalgic for the mess of colorful writing that had been there an hour ago.  Possibly even the best thing about this whole ridiculous inspection.  We were all sorry to see it go, and had even debated leaving up a much edited version of it for whoever would be inspecting us.  That had been discarded as a bad idea, and probably even more work in the end, so we were going to keep it simple. After the inspectors were gone (and assuming we kept our room) we’d be putting it back up and resuming everything the next day.  But in doing so I suspected we’d all review the whole of it and redo our own sections much more effectively.  We’d revise our ideas, see new connections, refine our thoughts, remember little notes we’d forgotten, see where old connections and thoughts had just been wrong, and come back stronger.

Sometimes a little editorial oversight isn’t a bad thing, I admitted to myself.  I mean, we’ve been editing that mess but usually only a bit at a time.  It’s been fun and creative, and pretty useful, but it’s been up there since the beginning and some of the basic stuff was pretty silly and useless.  Things we really should have erased anyway but were never looking at when we were actually at the board and had an eraser in hand.  Now’s probably the time to get version 2.0 running.  It’s not something we should do often, but maybe it should officially be something we do at least once a year?  Perhaps combine it with all the New Year’s cleaning?

Before I could get even further into that thought, Professor Ichikawa’s calm voice jerked me back to the present.  “Yes, we do,”  he told Chie gently.  “I know it’s tempting to get caught up in all the advanced ideas and concepts we’ve seen, but we’re not there yet.  However, you’ve all been putting in a solid foundation.  It’s time to use it.”

Chie flushed a little and I think all of us did the same around the room.  I’d defend how we’d been going about things, my weird mix of more advanced demonstrations combined with all of our most basic research, but it wasn’t necessarily the ‘best’ science out there.  It had been a bit all over the place as I’d gone up, down, and side-to-side compared to where we’d really been at.

Now, there were some reasons for that.  Yes, some of that was boredom and impatience, me rushing ahead to get a peek at things I couldn’t officially do yet.  And some of that had been trying to avoid inflicting those feelings on the grad students, inspiring them to reach further and move more energetically because there was a lot out there, just over the horizon.  But other bits had been more practical.  I’d wanted to make sure everyone’s minds were open and they were braced for the weird stuff to come.  And I’d wanted them thinking about how it all fitted together, not falling into traps and wasting weeks worth of work on theories that would be disproved by a mid-level spell that tapped into concepts they’d never have even thought of.  Otherwise it would just be a chain of wasted effort and frustration as I revealed each thing step-by-step.  By demonstrating what was out there their big brains were getting closer to the truth and they were focusing their gazes in the right directions, even if those directions were not always where I would have suspected half a year ago.

That didn’t make it stuff I could present to the Dean though, not even if he had been fully in the know.  It wasn’t the greatest science.  It might make great fodder for an autobiography or documentary in about forty years time but right now it would just cause the average scientist to roll their eyes, scoff, and make veiled comments about the impatience and inexperience of youth.  We needed legitimacy.

Thankfully, and a little surprisingly, we had it.  We had been putting in the basic work, bit by bit.  It was easy to forget that when I was distracting everyone with weird experiments that we were years away from getting to, or getting sidetracked as we dodged the mysterious Bureau, but we really were doing a lot of good work at the same time.  Now that we were forced to clean up and collate everything, decide what was actually suitable to mention to the Dean while still knowing what was to come, our foundation level was turning out a lot better than I’d realized.  Sure, it was virtually nothing compared to the well trodden paths out there.  But for four months work by one specialist and three grad students it was a lot.  We had solid proof of mana’s existence, a somewhat imprecise but completely scientific way of detecting it, some very rough but not unreasonable ways of measuring amounts, a rough record and analysis of variable flows and levels across several parts of Tokyo U, some preliminary theoretical models to explain it, and an early but solid analysis of what it did to the human body.

Hell, we even had at least one theoretical ‘wow’ result we could break out: the idea that mana could be used to affect gravity.  We were still debating that one though.  Doing some official experiments on that subject that we could show off to the Dean was next on the list, after cleaning and sanitizing the lab room of anything too alien.  It was a stretch, but it was a believable stretch that we could claim we’d stumbled into already (which was kind of the plan we’d go with if we didn’t show it off this time, only we’d keep it slightly vaguer about the original discovery and bring it up in about another half a year or something.)

Professor Ichikawa was against that idea, warning us about attracting too much attention and putting ourselves in a position where the administration would expect too much and quicker than we could manage.  Himeko, who’d seen and known of too many projects either getting canceled or cut funding because of appearances rather than content, was firmly behind bringing that up.

That’s probably her guilt talking, I admitted quietly to myself as I set up a vacuum chamber on the counter.  She’s too worried about her part in triggering this, she’s not thinking straight.

Everyone was agreeing on a compromise though.  We all figured it would be best to have that in our back pockets, a trump card we could use if forced to.  So we were going to conduct the official experiments to suggest that right after we’d finished cleaning.  Whether we brought that up tomorrow or not would depend on how things were going.

“Ugh,” Kiyoto groaned in disgust as he reorganized a section of the room into something that would look ‘right’, instead of anything like how he actually did things.  “Politics.  It has no place in science.”

We all made sounds of agreement from around the room.  But surprisingly (especially given his own history) it was Professor Ichikawa who spoke up.

““I don’t disagree with you, young man,” he said with surprising seriousness.  “There have been too many times I’ve seen firsthand how this sort of nonsense gets in the way.  But it’s important to remember that all too often this actually serves a purpose.  I don’t want you going through today and thinking that all project inspections are jokes.”

“But professor-“ he started to protest before biting his tongue.  After a few tries he settled for an only slightly sarcastic “really?”

Professor Ichikawa nodded firmly.  “I won’t lie, nineteen times out of twenty these are useless at best.  And probably half of those times were prompted by politics or something similarly inappropriate, causing good scientists to lose a week’s worth of work as they prepared and tried to look good for whoever was goading the inspection.”

“But the other half help keep us honest,” he continued with a reluctant frankness, “all too often someone starts to think they can let something slide otherwise.  Many of the regulations and procedures might seem silly, and often they’re a little too stringent, but think about how bad some of us would get without them.  The regulations got to their current levels for reasons.  Not always good reasons, but real reasons. You must have encountered some colleagues or organizations you wouldn’t trust to keep things safe and reasonable?”

Kiyoto kept a straight face, but I couldn’t help but watch Ryota flinch slightly and Chie look away to the side.  Might be a biology thing, I thought absently, hypothesizing that young biologists had a slightly better idea of how vulnerable they were and the sort of risks they’d be running so they were more stringent about their procedures.

(Later on I’d realize I was talking out my ass and not really thinking it through with that one.  Even if that was true, and that was pretty questionable, Kiyoto probably should have run across at least one fellow student like that at Tokyo U just from the preparatory program.  Afterall, even at Tokyo U I’d already encountered that poor fool in the chemistry lab!)

“Even simple little inspections help keep us from drifting too far, getting a little too careless and dangerous.  Sure, most of us wouldn’t.  But think about the size of this building and how many research rooms like ours there are.  Would you really trust all of them to do everything right?  Indefinitely?  And please remember we’re on the fifth floor before you answer.  Certain chemicals burning on a floor below us… I’m sure we’ve all heard stories.”

That one made us all wince, even Himeko.  It was a slight overstatement, and a very unlikely case, not to mention I at least had enough power to overcome most of those problems… but yeah, it was a very compelling reminder that some of those pain-in-the-ass procedures were there for some very good reasons.

“Which brings me to my last point,” the professor sighed, looking very tired for a second before straightening up.  “That twentieth time.  I hate how and why this inspection is being called.  But here’s an unfortunate truth: sometimes someone really does need to be yanked up short and shut down as soon as possible.  It’s rarely directed at those who deserve it, it’s more often about politics or bureaucracy than actual intelligence or safety, but it does happen.  Projects that serve no purpose or are being run inappropriately are caught and held to account.  Let me be clear: the system doing this needs a very thorough and practical overhaul.  But project inspections?  Trust no one who tells you we don’t need them, that we can be left to ourselves without any oversights or checks.  Those trying to emphasize the disruption and problems as a reason to skip them?  Pay very close attention to them, then make sure you know where your exits and emergency contact information are.”

I gulped slightly.  Well, that was unexpectedly chilling, I though in surprise.  There was something barely veiled in Professor Ichikawa’s manner, something that clearly communicated to all of us that he wasn’t just spouting the party line, this was something learned through experience.  This whole thing had taken a bunch of twists and turns since the start of the week. I reflected, trying not to think about the implications of Professor Ichikawa’s words too much.  Scaring us all into more respect for procedure is about par for the course.

After a moment we all jumped slightly as Himeko clapped to regain our attention.  “Right,” she said just a little too loudly.  She gave a quick bow in the professor’s direction.  “Thank you for your wisdom, sensei.  It is an important distinction to keep in mind, and one that should imbue your every action when interacting with the Dean tomorrow.  But for today, we’re still in prep mode.”

“Chie, you’ll need to be very careful how you present yourself.  We have to find the right balance between-”
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“And this is our current model on how the energy seems to be moving in regards to the various campuses,” Professor Ichikawa projected a large-scale image of it onto an old-fashioned screen we’d wheeled in for this.  “Please note this is very rough, preliminary measurements only with barely more than two months worth in the best of areas.  Despite that, we do seem to be observing some patterns…”

I briefly tuned out the professor to study our audience.  I, along with the grad students, was standing quietly towards the opposite side of the room while Professor Ichikawa explained things to the visitors.  The Dean of Sciences was an unsurprising given, this was his responsibility after all, but for maximum accountability (and politics) he was accompanied by three other professors I wasn’t familiar with.  Professor Hakari, who was surprisingly tall and gaunt for a purely Japanese man of his age, only a few centimeters shorter than even me; Professor Arata, who seemed to have been deliberately chosen for contrast given he was short, overweight, and impressively mustachioed; and Professor Fumihiko, who was pretty normal looking but hard-eyed and a little twitchy.

“… the source of these patterns, or if they even are patterns or just coincidental, is yet to be determined.  Our current hypothesis is that this is due to seasonal variation, but we’d want at least three full years of data before we felt comfortable officially suggesting that…”

I have mixed feelings about this, I thought.  I was a little ashamed to admit that, realizing that I felt some possessive jealousy over the whole thing.  On one hand I was grateful as hell that Professor Ichikawa was taking the lead, I did not want to try doing any sort of presentation in front of the freaking Dean, let alone with three more strange professors on top of that!  And that was normally, this could end up being a critical point for our project!  You’d better believe that if I was up there I’d either be seizing up and bumbling through everything like a helpless boob or using so much magic I probably wouldn’t have any mana to spare for actual demonstrations.  I was going to be stepping in a little more later, unfortunately, and I was a little panicked about it already.

Despite all that, a part of me was grumbling.  It was wordless and formless, mostly because if I tried to put it into words I’d realize how stupid it sounded.  Something along the lines of a whiny ‘but it’s my project, I should get all the credit!’  Even ignoring the bigger picture that sentiment was obviously ridiculous.  Professor Ichikawa had put in plenty of work, as had Chie, Ryota, and Kiyoto, and he wasn’t attempting to steal any of my glory.  He was attempting to help me by acting as a buffer and using his experience to clearly explain things to our visitors while softening them up for me.  And when you factored in the big picture, such as how much of my work was secretly standing on the shoulders of thousands of years of refinement by other mages, or how the important thing was reintroducing magic to the scientific community and then the wider world, even thinking that I might feel such a way made me feel really small and petty inside.

I am doing good work, I reassured myself.  Just… keep what work you are doing in perspective.

>Are you distressed, Matsuda-san?< a voice enquired.

I immediately reschooled myself and focused my thoughts.  >Just stressed, Katchi-sama.  This is too important for me to mess up.<

I took care to not mention that the presence of the university kami was another stressful factor in all this.  Technically speaking, we had three more visitors participating in this project inspection: university kami who were involved for reasons of their own.  I didn’t regard them with the same level of stress as the professors, they seemed less likely to have an effect on the outcome, but they were a wildcard I did not like having thrown into the mix.

Of course, it was sort of my fault they were there.  Kind of.  Accidentally.  The project inspection had been too important and I’d needed to be there so I’d bit the bullet and sought out the collective Tokyo U kami ahead of time.  My official and primary reason had been to make sure they weren’t going to interrupt proceedings, try to give me a task at an inconvenient time and then get annoyed about it when I delayed things.  I wasn’t going to be rude about it, I wasn’t looking to piss them off right before the inspection either, half of my plan had been to get anything they might have needed taken care of ahead of time.

Not-so-secretly I’d been hoping for a little help and support.  I’d drawn the line at officially asking for it, I wasn’t quite sure what I should ask for and there were too many things they might have been able to do that would have been morally questionable.  Outright mind control or mental manipulation… the thought made me want to shudder, especially after Professor Ichikawa’s pointed reminder about how once in a blue moon project inspections were necessary to bring down wrongdoers.  Never mind my own distaste or the obvious ethical issues with that, if I tried manipulating academic procedures and removing safeguards in that way then the best I could expect would be for Aoth to turn his back upon me.  My patron deity was not a fan of his followers trying to pull shit like that.  And while he wasn’t too likely to do more than that, not unless the Dean or other professors were secretly worshipping him, that was enough to pull me up short by itself.  And if Aoth had decided to directly intervene in the situation then I would have been better off stripping naked and running through the halls of the building myself.  At least that way I’d manage to have a little fun and do something remarkable before my project and academic career ended!

I suppose I was hoping for some bureaucratic assistance, I reflected distantly.  A sort of subtle indicator to the Dean that I had some allies on my side or support for all this.  Maybe some sort of blessings that would somehow be mild enough to be excusable, rather than just gentle mind control like I’d mentioned earlier, but effective enough to make the situation much easier.  Some sort of ethically excusable glamour, I guess.

You didn’t have to be a genius to realize how stupid or unreasonable that was.  Not necessarily impossible, but about as likely as Miyamoto Mina spontaneously coming up to our research room, knocking on the door, and asking me out.  The sort of needle I’d be expecting the kami to thread without having any sort of idea how they’d really be doing it… well, my cousin Hikaru had once brought up a series of cartoons known as ‘The Far Side’ when discussing absurdism done well.  I’d never truly gotten into them, but she’d pushed a number of the scientific ones on me and I’d had to appreciate what they’d done.  One had featured an incredibly complex equation with the entry ‘and then a miracle happens’ in the middle of it.  That.  That was what my expectations felt like when I examined them closely.

“-Takato-san’s detection method is solid but unrefined, and the physical measurements that Matsuda-san had to undertake obviously contain a woefully large potential margin of error.  Despite that-“

I felt another surge of doubt.  I was standing at the back wall of the research room, next to the projector, and worried I should be jumping in to help Professor Ichikawa a little more.  I carefully throttled that feeling down, then to distract and reassure myself sent >any indication of how it’s going?  If you can tell me anything.<  to Katchi.

I’d never seen Katchi’s ‘real’ form, they’d kept themselves too distant and vague for me to make out without really trying, but I got the impression they pursed their lips.

>Hakari-san is coming around.  He’s not happy but he’s at least willing to accept there seems to be some sort of phenomena present.  He’s skeptical that it’s something truly exceptional, he’s trying to come up with some sort of theory around it being an unknown property of quarks.<

>Arata-san is mostly lost, he’s faking it.  He’s waiting for more biologically related factors to come in and hoping to pick it up there.<

>Fumihiko-san is the one you have to watch out for.  He is your enemy.  He’s determined to cause as much trouble as possible and that’s all that matters, not what you’re doing.  But he’s reconsidering his plan of attack.  He originally wanted to attack the project itself, but he’s coming to the conclusion it might be too legitimate.  Now he’s thinking he might have to attack your competence and qualifications personally, and struggling on how to change tactics while still listening to what’s happening.<

I started a little to hear such surprisingly detailed and frank information, just barely keeping myself from responding.  After a few moments I bowed my head as deeply as I thought I could get away with in the kami’s general direction.  >Arigatou gozaimasu.  Anything else you think I should know?<

>The Dean is plotting,< the kami relayed with a slight but sharp hint of disapproval.  >He chose these three very carefully.  He thinks the first two are resistant enough not to be viewed as patsies so that even a quiet and neutral verdict from them will carry significant weight.  Fumihiko is known to be an enemy, but he’s a cowardly one and not known to press attacks when at risk.  He and the ones behind him are the ones the Dean wants to defeat.<

Damn, I reflected, fighting off shock.  That’s… I’d sort of half suspected some of that, at least in the general outline.  Professor Ichikawa and Himeko had mostly talked amongst themselves in guessing what was going on here but they’d taken the time to share some of their theories and suspicions with us; especially after finding out it would be a multi-person inspection, warning us of the most likely cases.  They’d both figured the Dean was Up To Something with choosing to bring a few more professors in, stacking the deck for some desired result, but they hadn’t quite been sure what.  That was shocking enough.  But having it all verified like that, via a kami, added a whole new level to things

I struggled through it all enough to finally project the thought >Arigatou gozaimasu.  Again.  My apologies for asking this, but do you think there’s anyway you could pass this information on to Meiko Himeko?<

I was fully expecting a no, it was just a wild wish that had floated to the top of my thoughts.  I was almost floored by the kami’s response.

>Yes.< the kami replied, giving me the impression of a nod.  >She should know about this too.  The anger and desire to strike back at her is prominent in Fumihiko-san’s mind.<

I was almost relieved when the kami seemed to vanish, obviously off on its errand.  Almost.  And of course it was replaced by a whole plethora of new worries a second later.  Wait, how’s he going to tell her?  Is that going to create an incident?  How’s she going to talk back to me?  Is there going to be a price for all this?  And, of course, a bunch of vaguer, confused worries about just what sort of kami Katchi was, how accurate and trustworthy were they, and why were they helping us?

Thankfully, at least one of those concerns was answered a minute later.  >Meiko-sama asked me to warn you to be wary of Fumihiko-san.<  Katchi relayed upon his return.  >She would phone you, but something that obvious would just be something to use against you all.  He will probably antagonize and get as personal as he can manage, do not give in to him.<

Well duh, I thought, slightly annoyed and having expected that much myself, at least after Katchi’s warning.  Even though, to be fair, I probably wouldn’t have been nearly so certain without the kami’s input.

>I shall pass this information on to the others.< Katchi added, then seemed to grow slightly distant.  Although if you were paying attention you’d catch the slight but quickly muffled reactions amongst the grad students.

Damn, what is he the kami of?  I wondered yet again.  What’s his origin and responsibilities?  And why’s he being so helpful?  I hated that I doubted him-

(Assuming it was a him, I kept slipping up and identifying Katchi as he/him but I really shouldn’t have.  The kami seemed to have a vaguely masculine presence but that was an unverified assumption on my part.)

-but to be providing us with so much help out of the blue seemed more suspicious than encouraging.  Maybe all my work for the university kami is finally paying off?  Maybe this is some of their gratitude and way of paying me back?  I thought hopefully, trying to pretend I wasn’t whistling in the dark.

For better or worse, at that moment Professor Ichikawa finished his little presentation and signaled for Kiyoto to bring the lights back up.

“Needless to say,” he concluded, “I’m incredibly impressed with all that’s been accomplished in about four months.  There’s a long way yet to go, too many questions remain and this is best kept out of the literature for the time being, but as a starting point I really can’t fault our students and staff.  I’m practically giddy to find out what the next four months will bring.  And I’m happy to help facilitate any of my colleagues’ questions.”

Professor Fumihiko pounced on that instantly, speaking up before anyone else had even a moment to draw a breath.  “You said you’re keeping that out of the literature, keeping it secret,” his tone was just a little too sly for my tastes.  “You’re not glory hogging, are you?”

I was mildly encouraged by the way Professor Hakari turned his sour gaze on his fellow inspector.  But the Dean remained unruffled and impassive while Professor Ichikawa showed no reaction.

“First,” he answered, “it’s not my call to make.  I’m going to get a thanks in this paper at most, but it’s not my project.  But honestly, how do you think the scientific community would react if we came forward with this much evidence in this state?  Especially if we tried to stretch it into a full paper?  I am satisfied there is something here, and this project is well worth continuing, but exactly what that is and what we have to learn from it is still very uncertain.  I’d hate to think what other institutions would think of us if we went forward with such rough and unproven hypothesis as this point.”

“Quite right,” Professor Arata agreed, sounding almost jolly, “quite right.  There’s enough here to merit some more testing, not enough to keep us from looking too eager.”

Shot that one off much too quickly, I thought with satisfaction, repressing the urge to smirk a little at Professor Fumihiko.  I could only assuming he was a little panicked or overeager, hoping to get one of us angry or startle out a bad response.  Otherwise, it had been a pretty stupid and easily parried objection.  Hell, I could probably have managed it.  Albeit not nearly that smoothly.

“I’m not in the habit of embarrassing our institution with half-baked ideas,” the Dean noted calmly.  “Publishing our eventual findings, or even our possible failings and why we’d made such mistakes, is on the table.  But only when things are much further forward than this.”

“But is there anything there?” Professor Fumihiko twisted a little desperately, obviously trying to salvage his mistake.  “I’ve seen a lot of charts and heard a lot of gobbledygook but I’ve yet to see any real results.”

“Matsuda-san?” Professor Ichikawa turned to me and made my name a question.

Okay, just like we discussed, I told myself, trying not to take a visible deep breath as I stepped forward while the collected inspectors turned around.  This bit had been fairly easy to foresee and somewhat scripted.  Pretty soon we were going to be winging it though, that anticipation terrified me.

I calmly and deliberately put my hand on one of the mana collectors we’d put on the lab table for display, then I drew a visible line of mana in the air at about chest level.

Professor Hakari frowned even deeper, but he looked at least slightly intrigued as well as annoyed.  Professor Arata clapped his hands together and smiled in a friendly manner.  Professor Fumihiko  glared and looked like he’d swallowed poison.  “You expect us to believe these special effects?” he declared.

Wow, he must really be off balance, I thought, a little surprised he’d act as such a straw man.  Because, don’t get me wrong, any responsible scientist should have been asking something pretty close to that question.  At least in intent.  But they should have been checking things out first, thinking about it, and asking politely rather than as a knee-jerk reflex.

“Sensei,” I replied politely, finding it surprisingly easy to do so in the face of such a lame response.  “What would you like to help prove it’s not?”  As I asked I casually drew two more lines of mana at different levels and angles.  Although all of them were well separate from each other and in no danger of forming any sigils.

“It would be helpful if we knew just what it is,” I admitted as I did so.  “We’re still working on that.  Right now this is visually dramatic but little better than a parlor trick.  But it’s a real parlor trick, not an illusion.”

“Which is why any sort of paper is off the table,” Professor Ichikawa admitted.  “It’d be too easy for credulous fools or those who seek attention to try and make this out to be something major.”

“Youtubers,” Professor Hakari almost spat the word out.

Professor Ichikawa nodded sadly.  “Those seeking more ‘clicks’ on the internet at least, yes.  This is prime fodder for that.  And if it turns out to be something simpler and less groundbreaking than their hype machines suggest they won’t be the ones who take responsibility for their recklessness, we’ll be the ones left holding the bag.”

“And you’re not trying to keep all of that for yourselves?” Professor Fumihiko implied a lot with his tone.  “Not selfishly hoarding knowledge because you need more time to turn it into a Nobel Prize winner?”

“Not yet,” Professor Ichikawa responded with casual seriousness.  I could almost feel the professor swallowing down a little bile as he played a little politics to shrug and add.  “There might be a time when that question is going to be legitimate, where an inspection is necessary to force us to take action.  Hopefully, we’re going to reach a point where it will be tempting to keep refining the ideas more and more until we can try and hand everything off in a perfectly wrapped bow.  Even though, at some point, we should be handing off what we’ve learned so far to the greater scientific community so that they can verify it and add their own insights.  And that’s when it’ll be important to hold everyone’s feet to the fire and make sure they submit a paper for publishing.”

“But that point is not today.  Maybe a year from now, at least for the very basics, but not yet.”

“Of course it is,” Professor Fumihiko was kind of impressive in how he managed to sneer without physically sneering.

“The professor would do well to remember,” the Dean suggested calmly but in a way that made it clear he was laying down the law, “that such a paper would be coming from students.  For both their sakes and the university I am fully committed to giving them a little more time to refine their ideas and findings first.”

So we don’t embarrass anyone, I added a little more cynically in my head.  Don’t get me wrong, the Dean was still correct.  But there was a not-so-hidden thread of practicality there.  If this was going to be taken seriously we had to make sure it was bulletproof.  ‘And we all belong to the same institution’ was almost pointedly explicit in his undertones.

“Well, I’m all in favor of that,” Professor Arata almost bubbled, you’d never have known he was lost earlier.  However, given what the kami had said that did make his next question slightly more suspicious.  “Four months is nowhere near enough time to gather medical data.  Are we sure this is actually safe?”

Both Professor Ichikawa and I glanced towards Kiyoto, who stepped forward to do his part almost instantly.  “I agree professor,” he replied, almost startling us to hear him so humble and respectful.  “The early indications are solid, but they’re nowhere near long term enough for anyone to sign off on that.  Especially if someone else might read and misinterpret them.  It’s only because Mam- Matsuda-san has been dealing with them for several years with no obvious signs of a problem that we have any proof.”

“And one data point does not make a trend,” I was swift to point out.  “Even if that’s correct, it’s always possible that I’m an anomaly in some way and it would be dangerous to count on that.”

Professor Arata made a point of looking grave.  “Yes, yes, I agree.  You are not the typical Japanese phenotype my boy, we’d look like fools if we suggested that.”

“Do we even know that anyone else can do this?”  Professor Fumihiko broke in again.  “Maybe that’s the real secret and everyone else is just chasing after shadows.”

Thankfully, Himeko and Professor Ichikawa had suggested what to do about that one.  “Dean,” I turned to the Dean of Sciences and bowed slightly, then pushed a small mana reservoir over to him, “you’ve done this before, would you care to do the honors?”

The Dean smiled slightly, giving me a tiny nod of approval that suggested he appreciated my cleverness.  “Alright,” he agreed, picking up the reservoir.  He did take a moment to casually ask Kiyoto “I assume you have been checking out exposure in other people?”

Kiyoto nodded firmly.  And, just to prove the point, grabbed a small mana reservoir of his own to quickly duplicate my own line of mana feat.  I was mildly impressed.  I hadn’t been following everyone’s exercises too closely, once they’d gotten skilled enough to activate and deactivate the ‘mage sight’ function of the lab goggles on their own I’d let them proceed at their own pace, but Kiyoto’s line wasn’t that much weaker or unsteady than my own.  “No signs of trouble in doing anything like this,” he reported.  “Although we are seeing some signs of strain in unprepared bodies if we take it too much further too quickly.”

The Dean simply smiled, then with considerably more effort managed to draw a shaky and faint line of mana of his own in the air.

I’m really glad Chie found that second ley-line, I reflected, repressing a small wince of my own at the wasted energy the Dean was leaking to produce even that much.  I figured this would have been necessary even without the extra intake, but it was no longer quite so painful to lose that much mana.

Professor Arata smiled widely.  “Marvelous, marvelous,” he clapped his hands.

Professor Hakari still frowned.  But he seemed slightly more convinced and encouraged by the somewhat pathetic result the Dean had gotten.  That the noticeably different and weaker line suggested we weren’t somehow faking it.

Professor Fumihiko looked like he’d bitten into a lemon. 

“Of course,” I continued, both out of honesty and to rub it in a little, “we don’t actually know that Fumihiko-sensei doesn’t have a point.  We’ve barely gotten started with this, and it might turn out that there are significant variations to be found.  How much of the difference here is due to practice and how much is genetics?”

“Oh?” Professor Arata encouraged me to go on.  “You think there might be an inherited factor?”

“Maybe.”  Definitely.  Between natural talent and some of the rarer arts out there I really need to bring modern genetic research into this.  Avalon had lacked some of the tools to go into the subject, at least as far as relatively low-level plebes like me had known, but there was obviously something to it.

In my current world I had to spread my hands wide and said “how much of one and how big the difference could be is a total unknown though.  It might be nothing, it might make as great a difference as height does to playing basketball.”

Professor Arata looked theatrically grave.

I shrugged.  “That and half a dozen other biological follow-ups are high on our list of next level projects.  Is this a big factor?  No factor at all?  Are some humans actually sensitive to- this stuff?”  I barely stopped myself from slipping up and mentioning mana out loud, so I hurried to continue.  “Maybe even allergic?  Am I an idiot and about to end up like one of the Curies?  We need to isolate and quantify this energy before we can truly test it, but there’s a lot more biological tests to follow up on.”

“I see, I see,” Professor Arata made a show of rubbing his chin.

Professor Ichikawa caught my eye, and then gave me a significant look.

After a terrifying moment of blankness I took the hint.  “We’re hoping they can be more secondary concerns,” I continued, toning it down a little.  “That if we can cut out the human factor in favor of a more technological approach-“

“Yes,” Professor Fumihiko jumped in again.  “And how convenient is that?  That someone had to be trained to manipulate this energy themselves?”

Thankfully, even I knew how to handle that insinuation.  It had been the most obvious and prominent problem for me ever since I was five years old.  Unfortunately, the answer still wasn’t the easiest one to swallow.

“With respect, professor,” I said, pairing it with a tiny bow towards Fumihiko that was tougher for me to force out than I cared to admit.  “It’s not convenient at all.  It’s darn annoying and worrying.  We’re hoping to get around it, the way it can be contained and interact with other substances suggests that it should be manipulable without human intervention.  Unfortunately, we haven’t figured out how.  Either we’re missing a trick or human biology contains an important element.”

I suspected will and intent, along with traces of our own ki, to properly direct and control mana in that way.

“Quite frankly, I’m hoping we can figure it out before we have to publish, that will make things a lot easier.  But until then, at least as the baby steps, we have to work with what we have.”

Professor Fumihiko implied a lot with his expression, the tiny sneer, the slight lift of his eyebrows, all without ever having to actually say it and risk censure.

Fortunately, that meant I didn’t have to respond to it either.  Though I did decide to hurry up with the reminder of physical potential as both a way of getting back at him and to keep the rest of them on our side.  I quietly created the small but necessary sigils behind me, then levitated one of the reservoirs.

I tried to make it seem harder than it was.  “This suggests there’s something to it,” I said, trying to make it sound like I was straining to talk and manage it at the same time.  “But, again, this is pretty much a parlor trick.  If it turns out it’s safe to use and if it can be refined a little more than maybe I could see a few small uses for it, like messing around with machinery still in motion.”

I took the reservoir through a few small maneuvers around our visitors, making sure to loop each of them in order to prove there were no wires involved.  Professor Hakari did make sure the check that, quickly running his arm across the space over and beneath the reservoir as well, and we let him without comment.

“There obviously appears to be potential there,” I finished, trying to sound relieved as I lowered the reservoir back down.  “But it’s easy to become too excited and speculative about something like that.  We don’t yet know what the practical limits, problems, and power requirements for that could be.  On one hand, we could speculate to the limits of imagination and suggest it could be used to lift cargos into space.  On the other hand, maybe that’s the absolute weight limit and the relative amount of power it takes could be used to run this whole building for a day.  We just don’t know.”

“Don’t pretend to be humble,” Professor Fumihiko sneered again.  “We don’t believe for one second someone running around with Meiko Himeko doesn’t think they’re special.  You get enough special privileges from her, we all know they've gone to your head.”

Thank Aoth I’m wearing the generic lab coat today, I thought, trying not to show any reaction to his words, instead of Himeko’s gift.  That was a detail I might otherwise have missed, but the grad students had pointed it out to me immediately.  It was troublesome, I was large enough (both high and broad) that the generic ones the university stocked didn’t quite fit right.  But any fear on that subject was erased as Professor Fumihiko shifted to the obvious attack.

Thankfully, once again, Himeko had made me practice a few counters to this one over the last two days.  And I was glad she had, even with that advantage it was hard to keep my voice level and respond in a reasonable manner.  A small but hot surge of anger was rushing through me at the same time as a slightly guilty and fearful awareness as his point.  Neither was overpowering by themselves, but together they were a one-two punch that threatened to put me off balance.

“Professor,” I replied in a mostly straight voice, taking care to hide my right hand behind my back so I didn’t make a fist.  “If that was true, don’t you think I’d be doing this in a Meiko facility rather than the university?”

I firmly bit my tongue on a half a dozen follow-ups and clarifications, Himeko had ruthlessly drilled into me that less was more in this situation.  The first few times she let me stumble through additional clarifications and justifications, explaining how she was just a friend or that was Plan B if they didn’t support us.  And every time, upon hearing myself go further into it out loud, I’d realize how much stupider that sounded.  Like I was either guilty or threatening them.  It was tough keeping my mouth shut, but more effective.

“Indeed,” the Dean cut in dryly after giving Professor Fumihiko a couple of seconds to respond.  “And I doubt you’d be insulting him if you really thought he had that much of a connection to the Meiko family.  I try to protect my professors, but there’s only so much I can do.  Now, if you’re done with the useless speculations can we return to the real science?”

“Well said,” Professor Arata said jovially, obviously trying to keep the situation light.  And Professor Hakari’s sour look was turned on Professor Fumihiko this time rather than us.  Flushing a little, the adversarial professor tried to look stern but seemed to wilt somewhat.

The next thirty minutes were more of the same, with us displaying and adding details to what we’d (officially) learned.  Professor Fumihiko missed no opportunity to harass us, questioning our fitness and procedures with barely concealed resentment.  While he was careful not to go as far as before, he wasn’t that stupid, all of us realized he was probing each one of us in turn.  It backfired on him in the oddest way though.  When he picked at Chie, especially with veiled references to her being a woman physicist, she kept her cool but Ryota was the one to get more seriously annoyed.  Then, when he attempted to suggest Ryota wasn’t qualified for the tasks he was undertaking, Ryota manage to remain humble and keep his composure while Chie flushed with a little anger.  The inspectors didn’t notice, but Kiyoto and I did.  And our amusement at it helped us endure the Professor’s barbs whenever he came back to us.  Professor Ichikawa seemed to notice as well, judging by the way his eyebrows suddenly shot up and he looked at them with knowing speculation, though he was very careful to avoid admitting that and said nothing.

In content, Professor Hakari’s questions during that time weren’t too much different.  He was obviously still a little skeptical about it being an entirely new form of extra-dimensional energy.  While he didn’t ask many questions, those he did come up with were decidedly pointed and at least a little bit confrontational, obviously concerned we might be hiding something or cooking our experiments (the first bit of which, to be fair, we were).  But he maintained professionalism, and while he was skeptical he was reluctantly willing to believe we were on to something.

Professor Arata came off as a little slimy to me, although that might just have been confirmation bias.  I’m not sure what I’d have thought without the information the kami had shared.  But I had that, and I couldn’t help but note how little he actually said or indicated except for the rare times Kiyoto had to come up.  He actually spoke a lot, but most of it was just ingratiating or empty.

I like to think I’d have noticed when he referred to Professor Ichikawa as Torano-san, I reflected as everything started winding down.  But up until then I’m really not sure.  And if I hadn’t known how much Professor Ichikawa was ostracized by the university as a whole I wasn’t sure I’d have noticed even that much.  Not with how much I was worried about the inspection.

The Dean, of course, mostly maintained a neutral stance and just let things play out.  Heck, you could have argued he was being slightly biased against us with all that he let Professor Fumihiko get away with.  He asked the occasional question and sought the occasional clarification but stayed away from anything that would have been described as ‘on our side’.

But I suspected that might have been even more clever than it seemed.  Towards the end, Professor Fumihiko suddenly started wilting.  His attempts at harassing us suddenly became half-hearted and rather lame.  And they were often punctuated by quick and nervous glances over his shoulder back at the Dean.  By the time our visitors were making their way out of the research room he looked almost half-melted.

To be fair, all five of us immediately collapsed onto the couches, almost in unison, the second the door was closed.  That would be amusing if I wasn’t so stressed and exhausted, I reflected at the collective, soft ‘whump’ that sounded from all of us hitting the couches at the same time.

“Good God!” Kiyoto let out feelingly after a few moments, hopefully long enough for the Dean and the rest to be out of earshot.  “Is everyone alright?”

I caught Ryota immediately looking towards Chie as she said “yeah, but that was rough.  I think my dissertation is going to be easier, there won’t be so many personal attacks.”

“Who does that asshole think he is?” Ryota was the one to say it.

>Someone more important than he truly is,< a voice startled us by echoing in all our minds.

That brought us up short for a moment.  “Ah.  You’re still here, Katchi-sama?” I asked of our surroundings.  “I thought  you would have left with the Dean.”

I got the impression of a head shake.  >No, although the others went with them.  I wished to let the evil one get further ahead, out of my presence.  I cannot stand ones like him.<

I wasn’t sure what to say to that.  Thankfully, Kiyoto’s muttered “neither can we,” did the job for me.

>He values not his knowledge or scholarship, but the power he gets from it,< the kami half-ranted, obviously feeling his own need to vent, >and then he feels what’s necessary to preserve that power is not more knowledge, but to press down and weaken the position of others!  Even true scholars!  It is unacceptable!<

Despite everything, I felt the hairs on the back of my neck starting to prick up.  There was a tension in the air as Katchi declared that, almost an electrical charge.  And I remembered how Kiyoto had (half-jokingly, half-serious) sent out a text yesterday that he’d stopped by the shrine to pray for us the other day.  Oh fuck!  I thought, spine shivering terror creeping up my back at the realization.  He’s not a university kami at all, he’s one of Tenjin’s servants! Apparently, between Kiyoto and I, we'd gotten the God's attention.

Thankfully, even though he was connected to a kami that dealt with both scholars and storms, Katchi didn’t seem angry at us.  Even so, I could barely force myself to sound normal as I asked “is that why you gave us so much information?”

A brief impression of an angry nod.  >Indeed.  Thankfully, your Dean is wise enough to value politics and learning.  He had things mostly set up from the start, more interested in dealing Fumihiko and the ones behind him a stinging blow than shutting you down.  He may not have been taking the most honest or noble path, but it was the right one.<

Whereas Fumihiko, I thought very carefully, should be extremely cautious the next time he’s out in a storm.  I didn’t think the kami were going to literally strike him down, not to the level of outright lightning strikes at least.  But I was pretty sure he had an unfortunate gust of wind coming his way at just the wrong time and just the wrong angle to do something nasty.

“So we’re okay?” Chie asked the air with barely restrained hope.

>Indeed,< Katchi answered while I pulled out my buzzing phone.  >The Dean was never going to shut you down unless you displayed gross incompetence.  Thankfully, you managed to convince both the others of the wisdom of letting you continue.  Even now the Dean is emphasizing the importance of keeping it quiet, both to allow you to continue and to reduce the risk to the institution.<

I got the impression of an invisible but sour smile.  >Naturally that means that the news of Professor Fumihiko’s behaviour will be all over the university by tomorrow.<

“Professor Arata is an uncurable gossip,” Professor Ichikawa noted tiredly.  “Without being able to talk about what exactly went on here but with Fumihiko’s unprofessional actions he’s going to spread the news everywhere.”

>And when Professor Hakari verifies it in his annoyed, antisocial way,< Katchi continued.  >It’ll just hit harder.  Professor Hakari was probably the most professional of all of them.  He’s hardheaded and unpleasant, but not unfair.  His stamp of approval means you’re legitimate.  And even the smallest confirmation will verify that Fumihiko really pushed the line.<

I blinked in surprise but could almost picture it.  Some other, younger professor asking Professor Hakari about the rumors going around and then Professor Hakari cutting them off quickly but saying something along the lines of “Professor Fumihiko acted incredibly rude and unprofessional.”  Given how much he seemed to avoid anything like that (which even I could tell from about an hour’s acquaintance!) that would practically be screaming “Professor Fumihiko’s a biased scumbag!”

And the best part of it is, I realized, putting some of it together now that it was over with and I had the whole picture.  Fumihiko did it to himself.  That’s why he started getting so nervous towards the end.  He’d realized it wasn’t going to work, and that he’d dug himself too deep a hole and now he wouldn’t be able to climb out of it.  He’s going to be in trouble with both sides.

If we had given him some stuff to work with he might have been able to play it off, claim he was just testing us to see our true colors or that blaming him was politics in order to try and brush off our failures.  Playing bad cop could be excused if it got results, at least if you had some supporters of your own.  If all it did was embarrass the university, harass the innocent, and suggest you were an incompetent, then you’d just lost at double or nothing. The Dean had plenty of ammunition to use against him, and those who'd supported him would be pissed that he'd so thoroughly damaged their position.

“So this whole thing was just playing politics?” Ryota protested angrily.

>Not quite,< Katchi answered, sounding surprisingly reasonable, >there was a legitimate problem there that could have threatened you.  The Dean decided to act decisively because by doing so he could pluck out that weed by the roots while it was still young and strike at the enemies who would use this politically at the same time.<

“Ryota-san,” Professor Ichikawa still sounded tired.  Which was unsurprising, all of us were exhausted after our recent ordeal and all the preparation we’d undergone for it.  “Of course it was politics.  Do you honestly think that an inspection on us after only four months would be anything but politics?  At least without any sort of accident, injury, or breach of ethics to prompt it?”

“But you said-“

“I said they could be legitimate.  That some of them aren’t political or a waste of time.  I’m pretty sure I never said that about this one.”

Ryota opened his mouth for a moment before suddenly stopping, shutting it, and then fuming silently.  Because of course the professor was correct, at best Ryota had forgotten that for a moment.

“I’m just glad it’s over with,” Professor Ichikawa admitted.  “I thought we’d have to deal with a low-key one in a year.  Maybe one somewhere around May or June as part of an annual checkup.  I never thought we’d end up with a serious one this quickly.”

“Semi-serious,” I muttered, mostly trying to convince and reassure myself now that the danger was past.  At the same time I was texting back Himeko and trying to explain the results.

“Well, hopefully they’ll leave us alone now.  Unless something blows up, I’d expect us to have at least six months before anyone tries anything again.”

“No promises,” I noted quickly, almost instinctively.

I blushed as I received a variety of looks from around the couches.

“I meant metaphorically,” Professor Ichikawa noted gently.

“What?  Yes.  So did I,” I replied hastily.  And unconvincingly.

Professor Ichikawa sighed in a mix of amusement and disappointment.  “We’re an experimental lab, Mamoru-san.  Occasional small explosions are to be expected.  They’re to be avoided, minimized at all times, and if there’s ever any careless danger then heads will roll, but neither I or the administration are going to be bothered by the occasional test tube shattering ‘pop’.”

“Right.  Of course.”

“I was more worried about another explosion featuring your friend Himeko,” Professor Ichikawa continued.  “Especially one of publicity, and one that might lead back to our doorstep again.”

“No promises,” I repeated on reflex.

Everyone continued to stare at me and I avoided their gazes by focusing on my phone.  And as I did so I prayed Himeko wasn’t about to inform me of yet another kidnapping attempt.
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“Mamoru, what does a mark on an aura mean?” Chie asked with a small frown.

I frowned a little myself and looked up from where I’d been working on a new mana collector, over on one of the lab tables. The one useful side-effect of our recent project inspection had been to expedite a few things, including permission to place a few more collectors that would tap into the new ley-line. I was roughing out a new type of design, hence why I was doing so much of it instead of relying on the Little People. “What do you mean?”

Chie made a small sound of frustration. “I hate using a term like ‘aura’, but it’s easier to say then ‘the way a human’s natural energy interacts with the assorted energies we’re only just discovering.’ It’s there. And Kiyoto’s is… marked in some way.”

Kiyoto frowned slightly too, indicating he’d been listening. He was sitting down at his desk and typing something out.

“Well,” I answered honestly, “if you’re looking, I’m sure you’re already aware there’s all sorts of marks and ways an aura changes. Honestly, it’s potentially useful, but it’s one of those things that’s best left to an expert in most cases. You can deduce some basic things, but all too often it’s like trying to diagnose yourself based on randomly looking up your symptoms on the internet.”

Which, to be fair, this crowd would probably do better than most. The internet thing was pretty bad, but usually half the problem was the self-diagnosing user not really accounting for all their symptoms in the proper way. The grad students were much more likely to identify all their problems and to the proper extent.

As if to verify that, Chie frowned and noted. “Okay, maybe, but this one’s been pretty new and consistent. And it’s obvious. A mark around here.” To demonstrate, she pointed to the approximate location on her own body

“Oh fuck!” I said dramatically, standing up absolutely straight at the center table. I did not want to have this awkward conversation!

Unfortunately, my reaction had pretty much killed any chance of me playing it off. All three of the grad students had turned around from their spots to stare at me now.

“That’s… uh…”

“So you know what I’m talking about?” Chie asked, trying and failing not to sound a little suspicious at my behaviour.

“Maybe?” I said with a grimace, trying to throw out a sheet anchor. “I’d have to see.”

“There,” she pointed, “on Kiyoto.”

Kiyoto blinked a few times and then patted down his body as if he expected to feel it. Chie was wearing one of our special sets of safety glasses, obviously with ‘mage sight’ activated, but Kiyoto had just been doing computer work on his own project and was thus unequipped.

I took a quick peek, mostly out of the forlorn hope that it would be something different, but it wasn’t. I grimaced. Aoth damn it, I should have mentioned this earlier.

Chie correctly interpreted my expression. As did Kiyoto. “What is it?” he asked, trying to sound calm. “Is it a problem?”

“It’s… ah…”

The three continued to look at me.

I sighed deeply. “It’s a reason for a quick ethics discussion.”

All three of them paused in unison. “Wait, what?” Ryota was the first to speak while the other two still stood around blinking.

I rubbed my forehead. “I’ll get straight to the point,” I said. Then I immediately made something of liar of myself by asking “Kiyoto, you had a successful weekend, didn’t you?”

“What the hell’s that supposed to mean?” Kiyoto was halfway between angry and annoyed.

“I mean you…” I sighed again, then jumped a little ahead. “Okay, let’s do the unromantic version. When two people do it together, their auras mix in a highly excited state. That part of a person’s aura will bear the mark of it.”

It took them a moment to decode ‘do it together’ when I really should have been direct, but it wasn’t hard to figure out from context. There was another moment of silence, followed by a lot of flushes and blushing around the room. Embarrassed redness from Chie, Ryota (and to a little degree myself) along with an angrier case from Kiyoto.

“You mean-“

“Yes.”

“What if they just-“

“Doesn’t matter what they did,” I said hurriedly, “or in what combination. Man, woman, or shee-“ I quickly changed the old saying to something slightly cleaner, “-spirit. Other marks may result depending on just what they did, and how, and why. But that’s the main focus and guaranteed placement. Think of it as the part of your aura focused on both long-term memory and sexual contact, there’s always going to be a mark there.”

To try and gentle it out (and because I sometimes have horrible judgement) I continued. “You can’t read too much into it. Lots of different factors will impact a mark’s clarity and definition. In this case, it’s a little more obvious because it was fresh and slightly more impactful than average-“

Maybe a very good and satisfying time, maybe with someone more important than usual, maybe just a little more impactful after a long drought. As dumb as I was being, even I wasn’t going to add that out loud.

“-but if you looked a little closer you could see that Kiyoto clearly wasn’t a virgin before this.”

“However,” I was quick to add, “you shouldn’t. Look closer I mean. That’s the ethics part of this.”

Kiyoto crossed his arms and did his best to keep himself under control, obviously cooling down a little from being pissed at us. I figured he’d been about ten seconds away from a small explosion the way I’d been going on.

“A person’s aura is…” I searched desperately for a better word, but couldn’t find it. So I lamely finished with. “…personal. It’s not quite as bad as seeing them naked, but it’s definitely more invasive then just studying their expression or any of the usual ‘public’ clues. Especially since there are a bunch of subtle clues on any number of subjects if you know what you’re looking for and look closely enough.”

“There are no hard and fast rules here,” I said slowly, trying to be careful. “As a mage I have some guidelines, but I guess there are no official laws on the subject and you guys aren’t subject to the sort of regulations I have. Still, it’s kind of obvious that using mage sight on someone else’s aura too deeply and without their permission is pretty much a dick move.”

Chie flushed even brighter.

“Okay, that’s oversimplifying it,” I allowed.

“Not much,” Kiyoto muttered feelingly.

I thought furiously for a few seconds. I hadn’t come up with any good analogies yet (and given what I sometimes thought were good analogies, that was a red flag), but I had thought about it before and one had stuck with me.

“Think about it in terms of looking someone up on the internet. A quick glance at their homepage on social media? Yeah, no problem. But where and when do you draw the line on digging deeper? Sometimes it’s alright to go a little further. I mean, if you’re dating them or thinking of dating them, or maybe even if your friend’s dating them, then it’s fair to start doing some digging. But unless you’re law enforcement working an active case, sooner or later you have to stop. And it’s usually best to have some idea where that line should be before you realized you blew past it several hours ago.”

“That’s still pretty general,” Ryota noted reluctantly, obviously not pleased to be stepping in but even less happy to leave it at that point.

“Yeah, I guess not,” I sighed. I drummed my fingers on the lab bench a few times and said “Come on, we should probably take a break and sit down for this.” I headed towards the couches.

“You’re stalling,” Kiyoto said irritably.

“A little,” I admitted with plenty of feeling. “But it’s honestly better that we have a soothing drink or chance to relax with this.”

Kiyoto grumbled a little but accepted my excuse. I quickly ducked out of our lab, grabbed some drinks for everyone from my own stocks (I'd brought a six-pack of juice with me recently), and came back. They were obviously uncomfortable but had reluctantly arrayed themselves on the couches.

I handed out cans to everyone, took a quick swallow of my own juice to buy myself a little time, then continued.

“I guess I should probably start with me. The ethics set and rules I try to use. It’s…” I cocked my head a moment as I really thought about it. “Huh, I’m not sure it was ever properly codified. I guess it ended up like most things. There’s an obvious set of rules that everyone knows and follows. And if you grossly violate it there are legal punishments and interventions that will happen. But there’s a weird gap between the two.”

“Not that weird,” Kiyoto noted, obviously still annoyed but understanding this bit. “It’s just like walking down the street in a different country. There are things you can and cannot do. And if you grew up there, you instantly understand.”

“That sounds…” Ryota began, but trailed off as he really thought about it.

Kiyoto nodded. “I run into it when my American relatives visit,” he admitted. “Things they think are normal but I’m horrified they’re doing. And sometimes when they ask why I’m doing something and I realize I don’t have a great explanation.”

“That’s a good comparison,” I jumped on it, “and I’m struggling a little to describe the whole thing at once. Okay, well, to put all you’re minds at ease, I’m not usually using ‘mage sight’ to analyze your auras and what you’re doing.”

We all diplomatically pretended not to see each other untense a little in relief.

“Sometimes I can’t help but glimpse things along the way,” I admitted. It was half the reason I’d kept putting this talk off so long. “We all have to use ‘mage sight’ on various things around here, and I can’t help but catching glimpses of you and your auras on occasion. I make it a point not to deliberately look, but if you were to cross my line of sight at the wrong angle and you’d recently gotten laid then yes, I would know it.”

I tried to pretend I didn’t see Ryota and Chie’s stone faces but slowly returning flushes. I actually hadn’t looked in their cases (being very careful to be looking anywhere else the first few days after Christmas) and I still wasn’t quite sure how far along and to what extent their personal relations were going, it seemed a lot more casual than a straightforward boyfriend/girlfriend thing. But I was almost certain that if I did study their auras as closely as I could manage that I’d find something.

But that was the whole point of doing things (or not doing things) my way. “For better or worse: sex, mood, and injury are about the three simplest and clearest things you can spot.” I was finding it slightly easier to talk now that I’d ripped off the bandage. “Sex creates a highly energetic transfer between two auras, one of which is different than the other,-“

A few eyerolls there at how I was kind of repeating myself. I took that as a good sign that they were getting more comfortable too.

“- so it’s no surprise that it’s pretty distinctive. Injury is also kind of obvious, the damage to the physical body leads to corresponding disruption to the aura. It’s kind of like adding a boulder to a rapidly flowing stream, even if the boulder’s entirely underwater it will create a visible disruption in flow on the surface.”

“Is it any good for diagnosis?” Kiyoto asked in surprise, his bio background obviously registering that as important.

I waved my hand in an ‘iffy’ motion. “You need an expert to do it well,” I admitted. “It’s basically like trying to read temperature or blood pressure. You can get the basics pretty easily but correctly interpreting the subtler stuff takes someone who knows what they’re doing. Actually, if I had to guess I’d say it’s closest to X-rays and properly analyzing them. But, once again-“

“Anyone who actually knew both would want to beat you up if they heard that,” Kiyoto finished for me knowingly. For accuracy, I kept emphasizing this sort of problem with the grad students and they were almost tired of it. Since they were studying magic, and starting to truly get their heads around the basics, they did understand it though.

I nodded. “And moods…” I frowned slightly. “You know, it’s weird to say it out loud, but understanding moods is both the easiest and hardest thing of the bunch. On one hand, it’s like you’ve got no poker face or ability to control your expression at all. Once you have even the slightest idea of how a person’s aura works then it’s like they wear their heart on their sleeves. But on the other hand, the details… have you seen some of those detective shows, the ones where they’re going into how they know the other person’s lying through all sorts of minor and ridiculous tells?”

“God,” Kiyoto slapped the arm of the couch, “that.’

“Yeah, those things,” Ryota grimaced. “Once I saw one that used a person’s tone of voice. I took that one personally.”

I winced in sympathy. “Yeah,” I agreed apologetically, “sometimes they’re quite good-“

“Or at least sound convincing,” Chie muttered under her breath.

“-but they rarely use it right. And some of the indicators they use in some ways…” like Ryota’s voice example. It was entirely possible, and for some people quite likely, that their voice tones would shift as they lied. Thinking that would be the only reason for it, and making it that consistent and easy to spot while being the main or only tell that they were lying, made most of my spells look realistic and sensible!

“Anyway, advanced aura analysis is like the real version of that,” I finished with a shrug. “An expert using it in the real way can actually learn quite a lot, especially if they combine it with other factors. But most people are either misinterpreting things or straight up lying if they claim they can pull that off, and I don’t want to give you a TV show interpretation by trying to describe what little I know.”

Thankfully, that weird and slightly wandering explanation had helped switch everyone’s focus for a moment and calmed them down. Kiyoto, as the one who’d been angriest a few minutes ago, realized it too. “Didn’t we start out on how you could tell if we’d gotten laid?” he noted in reluctant amusement.

“Pretty much,” I admitted, “and other possible invasions of privacy. I guess the point of that weird ending was to establish what’s theoretically possible with this versus what I can actually do. I could still tell a fair bit about you guys if I wanted to-“

“And vice versa,” Chie interjected quickly, tapping her lab goggles.

I hesitated, but noted. “Less so in that case. Mages do have the ability to cast spells and use abilities that will conceal or cover up their auras. We generally don’t waste the mana or effort to do so, but we can.”

I decided not to get too sidetracked by the details on that one. Higher ranked mages on Avalon actually did so all the time, usually via expensive but not too powerful talismans and artifacts. Otherwise, everyone would be spying on them via ‘mage sight’ all the time at the guild, official regulations be damned.

“Anyway, I could still tell a fair bit about you guys if I wanted to, but I’m not generally doing so. And even if I tried digging deeper, I’d be about as successful as any of us trying to apply those TV detective techniques in real life.”

There was a collective sigh of relief (although some of that might have just been for me finally reaching the point). Kiyoto still gave Chie a slightly hard glare and added. “And we should be acting the same way,” in a pointed manner.

Chie flushed again. “Sorry,” she said, pairing it with a quick but deep bow.

Kiyoto begrudgingly backed off. “Just so long as you know.”

“We’re going to have to watch out for that,” I admitted. “I probably should have brought it up before now. We’ve been working on lower level and more practical applications for everything, but there are potentially big ethics and privacy issues for some future spells.”

“How far in the future?” Ryota asked, his expression unreadable. “Aren’t you getting ahead of yourself? I mean, how long’s it going to be before we can even have something as advanced as ‘mage sight’? It’s a pretty big cheat we have that much, isn’t it?”

I nodded but Chie shook her head vigorously. “It might not be long before we have a technological version,” she reported seriously.

“Really?!” my eyebrows shot way up.

“Well… a rough one,” she admitted. “I’ve been thinking about pumping mana through a person and monitoring that with another version of the mana detector.”

“Sort of like how doctors inject patients with a mildly radioactive substance and monitor that?” Kiyoto asked.

“Precisely. I figured this might be a way to observe and prove how mana interacts with human biology. Anyway, if we do that we might find ourselves with a similar problem.”

I frowned thoughtfully. “I wouldn’t expect it to be exactly the same,” I said slowly. “And I doubt it would translate so clearly and intuitively, ‘mage sight’ is a pretty refined spell. But you might be right, I’m pretty sure all the same information would be there somewhere.”

“Are you sure you’re not jumping the gun?” Ryota asked Chie a little skeptically.

“Well…” Chie fidgeted uncomfortably. I didn’t need to see her aura to realize she didn’t want to answer. “It’s probably at least a year away still, at least as a practical experiment. I need to refine the detecting method a lot more, and I was thinking of how to use a more precise internally directed one as opposed to an externally directed one.”

Kiyoto frowned. “A what?” he asked, thankfully raising the question before anyone else needed to.

“Something more like an MRI machine instead of a radar set,” Chie explained. “No, more like a microscope instead of a telescope. Same principles, entirely different focus and uses.”

“Huh,” I let out, stunned into thinking about that a little more. You know, she may have a point there, I thought, intrigued by the idea. Especially if she could take as much mana as possible out of the equation. At first I was tempted to say she wouldn’t discover anything I didn’t already know. But if she was able to take a more detailed look at certain things… and do so without the mana of the spell itself creating an interference factor, like it would have in all the techniques that mages would have used in the past…

“A year,” Ryota emphasized.

“It’s not that long away,” Chie stood her ground, “not compared to where we’ll be in ten years, or forty years time. It’s pretty basic, and right around the corner.”

“And there’s the problem,” I interjected before the argument could go too far. “We’re not there yet, but we really are getting close to some ethical questions. Techniques and technologies that could be misused if we’re careless.” I shrugged helplessly. “I don’t want to bog us down or get distracted with excessive regulations and warnings about things that haven’t even happened yet. The last thing I want to do is add a fourth member and need it be a legal student, or worse yet: a philosophy student; and have their duties to simply be thinking about everything and writing ethics regulations. But...”

The other three were all smart enough to remember what had kicked this whole thing off. They all looked varying degrees of thoughtful. And annoyed.

“It seems early yet,” Ryota said finally, but there was a quaver of uncertainty there.

Kiyoto snorted. “Yeah, totally unnecessary,” he said with a hint of sarcasm, looking deliberately towards Chie’s goggles.

Chie winced, but scrupulously noted “well, we don’t want to be like some of the AI guys and just predict a utopian future. But it’s not like they’d have imagined every way in which humanity would be stupid about how they used AI, not even if they tried. And that’s out in the wider world, this is just us right now.”

“Right now,” Ryota sighed.

I smirked wryly. “You see my point? I mean, at the very least we should be thinking about putting in some ethical concerns, recommendations, and addendums when we start publishing some of our results.”

“Okay, that’s sensible,” Kiyoto admitted, sounding unflatteringly surprised that I’d said it, “but that’s still a long way off. So… what now?”

“That’s the problem,” I admitted, returning to it again. “I don’t want to waste time, or frighten people, or even just accidentally lead and prejudice our research by suggesting certain things! But,” I gestured to all of us gathered on the couches, “I don’t want to have to do this again either!”

Ryota groaned. “There’s got to be some middle ground. Something between a stupid half hour ethics briefing every week and… this.”

I hope so, I thought sourly. The biggest problem was, this could have gone so much worse. There’d certainly been more then a few hurt feelings and embarrassment but we’d been lucky enough to get through them quickly and without any lasting hard feelings. Or so I hoped. But what if this had happened with Ryota figuring it out all by himself in regards to Chie, possibly with a few mistaken ideas in there? And what if he’d done so with worse timing? Like in another week or so as Valentine’s Day rolled around? The potential for an emotional explosion from something like that was not to be understated, and that could have a hell of an impact on our little group.

Now, something that dramatic was unlikely. But stumbling backwards into a lesser situation that gradually built up wasn’t impossible. Something like Kiyoto using our goggles to help him pick up girls. He hadn’t done that yet, and given his success ratio I doubted the idea would ever occur to him, but it wasn’t that much of a stretch. That was one of those things that was borderline in mages, going to the equivalent of a pick-up bar and using ‘mage sight’ to help monitor your targets’ responses and improve your chances. A little of that was excusable. Hell, it helped you avoid serial killers and those with major emotional issues! But it was also possible to use it to manipulate and target those who were emotionally vulnerable. All that was iffy enough with mages and in a society where people knew it was possible. If someone were trying it on Earth and with a device entrusted to them for nobler reasons then the scumminess of the idea jumped up several critical levels!

That’s a little bit of an overreaction, I realized with some worried humor as I tried to walk my paranoia back several steps. I was obviously creating two or even three strawmen there in order to get to that point. But as a principle it felt pretty reasonable. I doubted we’d hit that exact situation to that extent, but the odds were unpleasantly high that we were going to stumble into something else of that level sooner or later.

“We should bring it up with the professor,” Chie sighed finally. “He’s probably got a better idea than we do.”

“Well, probably,” I admitted. “I don’t think there’s that much he can do for us though.”

We all thought about it for a moment.

“We won’t know until we try,” Ryota shrugged. “Who knows, maybe we’re underestimating him?”

“At the very least,” Chie added a little more brightly, “he’d be a good outside observer. Let him know about it and he’s more likely to spot something without us being compromised.”

“There is that,” I replied, hating how grudging I sounded. “I just worry it’ll be a little too official, and he really will have to start spending half an hour on it each of our weekly progress meetings.”

Chie smiled at my sympathetically but Ryota was the one to answer. “Come on Mamoru, you know the professor better than that.”

I didn’t answer that, but I suspected the conflicted expression on my face said everything.

(You rarely needed to look at my aura to tell what I was thinking.)

“You’re being paranoid.” Ryota added simply, just based on my expression.

“Yes,” I replied honestly to that one. “But Professor Ichikawa is… oddly principled about certain things.” I frowned a moment, feeling worried about how that sounded out loud, and added. “Not odd in that he’s principled, but in that he’s absolutely inflexible on certain subjects. Like how he pointed out and defended the idea that project inspections were more necessary than we were giving them credit for. I think that’s generally a good thing, that’s why I trust him so much, but I’m worried this one is getting into territory where he might be more… cautious.”

Chie and Ryota looked skeptical, but Kiyoto sounded thoughtful. “I could see that,” he answered slowly, obviously considering the situation. “He’s a little more conservative that way.”

“And that’s a good thing,” Ryota shot back immediately.

“I’m not saying it isn’t,” Kiyoto was quick to say. “Some old scientists are just reactionary idiots, but that’s not Professor Ichikawa. I mean,” he shot us all a disarming smile, “just look at this place.”

I hated to admit it, but that reminder didn’t hurt. Professor Ichikawa was helping me game the system in order to sneak magic in through academia’s back doors. I was worrying about him being too principled while we were both lying to the whole university about more than I cared to think about.

“But he’s big about safety and legitimacy,” Kiyoto continued more seriously, “and I’m not sure how he’ll take all of this.”

We all fell silent again.

“That’s a red flag, isn’t it?” Chie noted. “That we’re all thinking of keeping silent because Professor Ichikawa might be too honest?”

“Yeah,” I awkwardly rubbed the back of my neck to hear Chie put it as plainly as that. “It really is. I worry I’m corrupting you guys a little too much already with, well, everything we’re doing. I think it’s necessary, but it’s not exactly the best science in the world.” A lot of what I was doing really boiled down to claiming that two wrongs made a right, that we had to game a badly flawed system. Not to mention the old ‘the ends justify the means’ chestnut.

“Oof, heavy,” Kiyoto noted.

“We’re not bad now,” Ryota claimed, although I could help but note he was wringing his hands a little and not looking at anyone as he spoke. “But… it’d be pretty bad if we made too much of a habit of all this.”

“I think that’s one of the things the professor worries about,” Chie jumped in. “One of the reasons he’s so strict about some stuff.”

“Half an hour ago I realized I was thinking about doing something similar with my dissertation,” Kiyoto said shamefacedly. “I didn’t do it, but I realized I was thinking about simply assuming something worked so I could focus on more advanced stuff. I intended to eventually getting around to proving it was true, but if anyone realized what I’d done they’d probably can my dissertation. And they’d have a pretty strong case for it. I was really angry with myself for almost being that careless. Sorry Chie, that’s probably one of the reasons I was so sensitive when you accidentally brought up my sex life.”

I winced, feeling guilty about my part in adding to that.

“Yeah, I guess we’d better tell the professor,” Ryota sighed. “I just hope…”

“I’d trust him more than most people,” I was quick to add. “I mean he tolerates a lot already. And takes other things in stride. Just think about the oranges.”

We all smiled a moment, remembering when the Professor and Kiyoto came in to check on us after Christmas and we passed on their presents from Santa. After Chie and Ryota's own surprise and shock on Christmas Day they'd taken unholy joy in passing on the experience to others. To say the pair had been nonplussed would have been an understatement, especially as we emphasized they really had been presents from Santa. But Professor Ichikawa had really bounced back to take things in stride, all things considered. Before too long he was smiling wryly and noting “almost seventy years, and I’ve finally gotten my first gift from Santa Claus.”

In twenty-twenty hindsight, I’m not sure I should have added “that you know of” like I had.

“We are keeping the heater secret though,” Kiyoto noted fairly.

I frowned a moment. “How’s that working out?” I asked Chie, dodging the issue.

Chie rolled her eyes slightly, since this was yet another set of numbers that had been delegated to her to crunch. Still, it was obviously a physics issue. “Doing pretty good,” she admitted. “It’s still not quite as warm as the other offices, but it’s working. And the rough numbers I’m working with… mana’s proving pretty efficient for heating.”

“Those are pretty rough,” I was quick to add. “And let’s not forget, we’re being pretty direct here. If you were taking an equivalent effort with most things then they’d be more efficient than the average. Like if someone built their own prototype gas or solar heater to try and demonstrate something.”

“I assume we’re still keeping quiet about that one?” Kiyoto asked sarcastically, ignoring my disclaimers.

“At least until the end of winter,” I admitted.

To help keep the professor safe and warm I’d roughed up a quick magical heater and we’d slipped it into his office. We were justifying it as part of a practical experiment showing how mana could be transformed into heat, showing it was a real force rather than just some mathematical gobbledygook. That’s why we also had a wireless thermometer in the room that Chie was receiving the numbers from. If or when someone found out we figured that would cover us. The concept really was something we wanted to demonstrate sooner rather than later, so we’d been able to come up with the rationale pretty easily. But in our hearts we all knew it was more about making sure the professor didn’t come down with pneumonia from trying to work out of his shitty office rather than anything so high minded. But to keep him from objecting, or from deliberately being in violation of any university rules, we’d never actually told him about it.

“Let me guess,” Kiyoto could have given Eiko some smirking lessons, “then we’re slipping in a cooler as summer starts?”

“Maybe,” I answered, looking up at the ceiling so I didn’t have to meet his eyes. “It’s a sensible next step. Plus, we can use it to help prove the whole ‘true cold’ thing.”

“Ah,” Ryota might have sworn softly under his breath. “We really are becoming corrupted, aren’t we?”

“Maybe a little,” I admitted.

We were all introspective for a few more moments.

“The irony is,” I spoke into the silence, “I figure we’ll be more serious the more recognition we get. As soon as we have a crumb of legitimacy we’ll probably step things up. But right now? We’re four students in a research room on a small budget. It’s okay for us to be a little… creative as long as we’re making sure we cover all our bases. But if twenty years from now we’re all professors and doctors in our own right, and still trying to run multiple teams like this, someone should be legitimately horrified at how loose we’re being.”

Kiyoto winced. “Yeah, that does sound like a bad startup instead of a university lab, doesn’t it? One of the ones with too much money and freedom, and not enough oversight. The ones that make you ask ‘how could it have gotten so bad?’ when the story finally comes out.”

“You could probably count me out then,” Chie rolled her eyes, “those things are almost always guys’ clubs.”

“Okay, so we’re telling the professor then?” Ryota emphasized, making sure we didn’t wiggle out of the decision by getting distracted. “Taking the steps to make sure we’re not that bad?”

“I guess so,” I admitted reluctantly. “Even if he doesn’t do anything, I think we have to do so for our own sakes. Make sure we’re still in the habit of watching ourselves, that we don’t think we can get away with everything because we’re automatically in the right.”

“The ends justify the means,” Kiyoto muttered underneath his breath, echoing my earlier thoughts.

“We should probably rope in Himeko and Eiko too,” I added. “They’ve probably got some worthwhile perspectives on everything. But…”

“But?” Kiyoto prompted when I hesitated.

I was reluctant to speak poorly of my friends, but I had to add. “I don’t entirely trust their moral compasses, at least on some things,” I admitted, trying my best to make that not sound too bad. What's with me accidentally slandering everyone today? “Nothing major, but they’ve also had to deal with too many situations where ‘procedure’ is too much of chain. And they’ve both got the power to cut through it, especially Himeko.”

That one got reluctant agreement from everyone on the couches. No one here begrudged Himeko that (at least, not much), and we all knew she usually paid for it in a number of other ways. But we also knew that Himeko’s first response to ‘you’re not supposed to do that’ when she was sure she was in the right, was to politely say ‘to hell with that’ and proceed with her plans anyway. Her judgement was excellent, and she could be talked around if you were quick and logical. But if it affected more than her, or possibly her family, then her first instinct was to use her power and rank to solve problems rather than sit around wringing her hands because ‘you’re not supposed to do that’.

“I don’t think they’d be bad choices,” I hastened to add. “I trust Himeko’s judgement more than anyone’s when it comes to questions about personal choices and ethics. She’s got a great sense of honor and perspective about when you’re abusing your power for your own purposes. But when it’s in regards to a third party, and it’s for ‘good’, she’s got a few blind spots.”

Pot, kettle, black? The little voice in my head asked sarcastically, well aware of how I acted at times.

There was another moment of silence.

“I almost want to say we should bring in more people,” Chie admitted. “But that would just make things worse, wouldn’t it?”

“Pretty much,” Kiyoto agreed. “I know what you mean, why you think that might be a good idea, but then I realize we’d be trying to decide ethics by committee.”

I grimaced. “Thanks a lot for that thought!”

“Yeah, no kidding,” Ryota agreed. “Look at how long it took us to do this much! And there’s four of us. And we started with the ethics of using one tool!”

I groaned and ran my hand down the front of my face. “Tell me about it. And in the end I still didn’t say much about the actual ethics except for ‘don’t be a dick, try to respect people’s privacy.’ I think that’s why I kept putting this off further and further. But we’re reaching the point of no return, ethically speaking. I already put this one off too long and look at what happened. Could you imagine where we’d have ended up if we kept pushing even further forward without questioning ourselves?”

“It wouldn’t have-“ Ryota started to object before catching himself with a grimace of his own. “It would have, wouldn’t it?”

“Maybe,” I shrugged. “It’s one of those slippery slope problems. Each individual choice seems fine, but suddenly you find yourself somewhere you never intended to be. And once you’re that far gone it’s damn hard to turn it around.”

“I mean,” I gestured at my own project on the bench, “take the mana collectors. So far I haven’t crossed any lines. But I could see myself falling one step at a time. Slowly making more excuses to put more and more of them around campus without telling anyone. I got permission to place enough to properly tap the new ley-line, but if I hadn’t I might have kept subtly pushing and pushing. And where would that end? Probably dozens of unauthorized collectors all over Tokyo U. And when they ended up under threat of discovery would I start using active magic to keep them covered up? Or what if something unanticipated went wrong somehow, then would I have covered it up to avoid the blame? I obviously don’t believe anything like that could happen. But what if I just decided it was alright to proceed with that assumption all on my own, and then something did happen? How far would I go?”

“Scary thoughts,” Kiyoto noted, a little too dismissively I thought. “But that’s why we don’t want to do it that way. And we’ve already spent enough time here navel gazing, we really should get back to work.”

I frowned at that, but both Chie and Ryota seemed to agreed by the way they sighed and got up. And I couldn’t blame them, it hadn’t exactly been a tight and decisive lecture, more of a badly meandering discussion that hadn’t accomplished nearly as much as I’d wanted. And that last little speech had been showing at least as much paranoia as reason.

But the whole thing had managed to cement a critical decision, so I guess it counted as a win. I’d bring the stuff up with Professor Ichikawa and the girls and then we’d proceed from there. It was already past time to do that, and if this was the worst consequences of all my putting it off, a badly conducted lecture, then it had gone pretty well.

Of course, for all my warnings and speechifying, I’d completely forgotten about one of the other major things you could detect in another person’s aura through ‘mage sight’. I never even thought to bring the most obvious thing up, or the (albeit mostly obvious) ethics of it. And that was about to come into play in a big way.
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“Wait,” Eiko looked at me incredulously, “you’d trust Himeko to give you good advice about when and where not to do something!?”

“I don’t see the issue, Eiko,” Himeko noted calmly from beside her. “I may not be perfect, but I like to think I have a good perspective on these things.”

“He obviously didn’t see you stressing about Valentine’s Day,” Eiko replied feelingly. “I had to threaten to bring in her parents to keep her from creating a major incident at school!”

“It wouldn’t have been a major incident,” Himeko retorted. I couldn’t help but note a slight flush to her cheeks. “Just… an appropriately romantic demonstration of how I felt about Hiro.”

Oh shit, I thought, taking in a few subtle indicators. What was she thinking of doing?

“Hime,” Eiko was obviously restraining herself, “even ignoring everything else, even pretending you could have pulled it off safely on such short notice, even thinking for one moment the university would ever agree to what you were doing, the heart shaped parachutes would have been a little bit much.”

Wait, what? I was torn between curiosity and a horrible certainty it might be better if I didn’t know.

Himeko was obviously fighting it, but she blushed a little brighter. “I thought it might be excusable. This time. As part of the publicity around the big partnership.”

And she used to be such a sane girl, I reflected, ignoring all too many signs that went back to our first meeting. Such as tolerating, encouraging, and empowering a foolish dreamer to try and prove ‘magic’ to the world. It’s amazing how much was pent up behind the dam, and is shooting out under pressure now that the cracks have appeared. It’s enough to make me doubt the sanity of this plan.

It was a few days later, and I was finally getting around to raising the subject of ethics and oversight with the girls. To be fair, most of it wasn’t me stalling or procrastinating even further, not this time. It had taken a few days to talk to Professor Ichikawa on the matter and his opinion had come first. For better or for worse, he’d agreed that we had to think about this and I was now talking to Himeko and Eiko in order to get their perspectives. Then I’d had to wait for an appropriate window, there was too much about this I couldn’t talk about where we might be overheard. So we were having this conversation just outside the Meiko mansion after finishing classes for the day.

“Why do you even need this, Mamoru?” Eiko looked past Himeko to talk to me on her other side. “Do you really even need oversight at all, let alone this nut?”

“It’s important we get something going before we go too far,” I replied. After a few days to think about it I had to reluctantly accept that. “We probably don’t need it yet. The problem is: by the time we realize we need it, it will probably be too late. We’ll have accidentally gone too far in some way, and by then we probably won’t want to admit that or take any steps that might keep us from doing it again.”

“It’s about good habits, Eiko,” Himeko said, sounding surprisingly prim and proper given what had come up in conversation less than a minute ago. “Most of the time, you don’t need to take a precaution. You don’t need to wear your seatbelt on most car trips. But woe betide you if you’re out of the habit and you suddenly do need it.”

“It’s a little different in this case,” I added, probably just annoyed that Himeko had managed so much better of an analogy than I usually did. “Since this is more about a number of different actions rather than just one bad habit. But I’m guessing you get the point.”

Eiko opened her mouth to respond, but we were cut off by an urgent buzzing on my phone. As I fished my device out she changed it to “why’s your phone so loud?”

“I set it to be extra strong when the grad students call,” I answered distractedly as I looked at my screen. It was Chie. “They’re never going to call socially.”

On that note, I hit receive. “Moshi Moshi?”

“Mamoru,” Chie’s voice sounded strained, even over the line, “I think you need to get over here, right now. There’s something really strange going on at Tokyo U’s most popular izakaya. Something that looks like it’s up your alley.”

***

I reluctantly decided against draining the mana collectors first, as intended, and instead imposed upon Himeko for a ride back to the university rather than waste any time by juggling train schedules. Since the car and driver still hadn’t gotten all the way back to the garage that hadn’t proven too difficult and before too long I was back at the edge of the university, joining a concerned looking Chie as she studied an izakaya through safety goggles.

It was tempting to just write that off as paranoia or some sort of honest mistake. Chie, thanks to her physics background and focus, had been subtly but completely embracing the ‘mage sight’ lab goggles as a tool ever since we’d gotten them. She wasn’t going to be happy until she had a completely technological equivalent, depending on ‘magic’ and the unknown margin of error that could creep in that way was too distasteful to her, but she wasn’t a fanatical fool either. Her first instincts were to try observing and understanding the strange new energy she’d been introduced too. The goggles were still one of her best tools, so she’d been using them more and more often as she explored and recorded mana and mana related phenomena around the campus. At this point she was probably using them about 90% as often as the mana detector, often using both in unison for comparison and contrast.

I’d mostly been keeping hands off, even after discovering how much she’d been doing. Frankly, a getting fresh set of eyes (especially from a physics graduate of Tokyo U) untainted by too many assumptions had seemed like a good idea. I didn’t even want to think about what sort of false information I might have accidentally internalized after my studies on Avalon. Sure, I was mostly confident about most of it, when it came to mana at least, but this seemed like a great chance to straighten any bad assumptions out. But that still left a bunch of odder phenomena that Chie might spot and overreact to. ‘Mage sight’ was a relatively sophisticated tool, it had been refined over hundreds of years to be (what mages thought) was the best combination of efficient and encompassing. There was every chance that Chie had just encountered some sort of weird edge-case and was being… overcautious.

(Given my own overreactions and paranoia I hated the thought of labeling anything she was doing as either of those before I’d even seen it. It sounded way too smug and dismissive, especially since she didn’t have the wealth of knowledge I had to draw upon. But it really was the most logical explanation.)

But, as I walked up to Chie, the way my warning bracelet was twitching suggested she was dead right this time. And the fact that at least three of the university’s native kami were staring in the same direction as the grad student all but confirmed it.

“Oh, that’s not good,” I muttered under my breath as I looked from one kami to the next, all perched upon different points within the university grounds. They weren’t exactly aggressive, but they were radiating caution along with a sharp awareness and their gazes all seemed to focus on the same point: a humble seeming izakaya just across the street from the campus.

Chie didn’t hear me, but she noticed my approach. It helped that we were on the roof of one of the campus buildings. Which made a lot of sense if she was going to sit around staring at a place with safety goggles on. “Mamoru,” she greeted me without preamble, “I think something’s wrong.”

“Uh…” I paused, not really sure what to say to that.

She grabbed my hand and pulled me closer to the roof’s edging. “Take a look at Kanpai, a really close look. What do you see?”

I frowned and did just that, in the face of the mounting evidence I didn’t dare blow her off.

Kanpai was one of the most popular izakaya’s around the university. A little larger and more modern than most, it still served an excellent balance of quality vs. price for both food and alcohol, and all in a setting conducive to university students’ desires (food, stress-relief, and study). It did good business catering to our crowd, as you might have guessed from the name. In addition to being the salute, the name was intended as a pun on ‘campus’ in English. Given how many Tokyo U students either knew English, or were studying it as a second language, that little bit of wordplay had really appealed to our crowd. Most students found it a great place to have a little night out when they wanted to blow off a little steam.

(Supposedly. This was all stuff I’d picked up second-hand. It wasn’t like I’d ever been in, but more than a few people had described it to Himeko in my presence as they attempted to lure her into going there with them.)

At first glance there didn’t seem to be much going on with it, it just looked like a typical izakaya front. Maybe a little fancier and flashier than most, but not enough to be off-putting. But if you looked a little closer with ‘mage sight’… there, just seeping through the edges of the door, you could notice telltale traces of-

“Taint,” I hissed, drawing back slightly.

“So that’s what it looks like,” Chie said darkly, watching my reaction. “Ryota and Kiyoto tried to describe it to me after that murder investigation… thing. But I wasn’t sure, it doesn’t seem quite so similar.”

“It wouldn’t,” I noted a little distantly, “taint’s a pretty generic term covering a whole spectrum of contaminants. Most of them are pretty similar, but it’s somewhere between a WHIMIS symbol and a category of elements, like noble gasses or metals.”

I was distracted because, whatever the exact origin of this taint was, its behaviour suggested something highly disturbing. And the more I looked the surer I became. “Oh, that’s not good,” I muttered out loud.

“What?” Chie asked, her voice caught somewhere between nervous, irritated, and curious.

“Something’s keeping the taint contained,” I said, trying to repress a sick feeling in my stomach. “But it’s leaking out around the edges anyway. That… suggests some not pleasant things.”

“Mamoru,” Chie was too nervous to make her voice truly sharp at my unscientific dancing around the subject, but she tried. I briefly wondered if she’d been taking lessons from Himeko and Eiko or it was just something I triggered naturally in women.

“Sorry, I don’t actually know the answer,” I replied carefully, “but the most logical explanation is that the taint inside there has gotten too full to contain. And that… that scares me.”

Saying that out loud clarified my thoughts. I held up a hand for silence. “Give me a few minutes,” I said, as the scientist receded and the mage from Avalon took over, “I want to try a more advanced spell. I think something’s hidden from ‘mage sight’.”

That knocked Chie even further off balance. “Really?”

“I’ve got an awful suspicion,” I muttered, removing my staff from the naginata bag and starting the necessary sigils. “Remember, ‘mage sight’ is a great general tool. But if something’s been deliberately stealthed against those supernatural spectrums, like someone using insulation and cooling against a thermal sensor, then it’s not going to show us anything.”

As I got to work, I briefly reflected that I probably could have planned this out better. The magic circle required for this spell was fairly large, a little bigger around than my torso, and I hadn’t taken any especially good steps to try and keep myself concealed. If someone else came up to the roof and took anything more than the most casual of looks around they were going to notice that something was up. But I couldn’t bring myself to stop. If what I suspected was true then I needed to act fast! This was looking like the sort of situation where I’d consider bringing in the Bureau myself if I could figure out a safe way to do so.

Rather than waste any time or brainpower on that fantasy I focused on my spell. It was more involved than usual, befitting something designed to defeat counterspells and concealment, and it took me a good twenty minutes to set it up. But when I successfully cast it, the results weren’t what I’d expected.

They were much worse.

“Gods of good!” I swore, leaping backwards in shock, almost letting go of the spell right then and there.

“What, what is it?” Chie asked urgently, looking at me with the serious expression of a physicist who wanted to know whether it’s time to run, work frantically, or get your last few prayers in.

“It’s… it’s…” I swallowed hard and barely got myself under control. “The whole building’s practically swimming in taint! And I think there might be people there! I couldn't see clearly, just shadows in all that mess, but I thought I saw the ripples of people, multiple people.” I took a deep shuddering breath and closed my eyes. “They’ve given themselves over.”

“What? Given themselves over to what?”

“Something demonic,” I answered, my voice hardening a little. My grip on the staff tightened. “This can’t wait. This has to be stopped.”

“Wait, what?”

“Chie, there’s something evil in that bar. Not misunderstood, not poisonous. Evil. And they’re deliberately hiding there while producing a-“ I briefly bit my tongue to avoid using the imprecise and inaccurate description of ‘a ton of taint’ in front of a scientist. “-a disastrous amount of taint. Their powers are keeping it contained right now, but if it were to break loose…”

I shuddered at the thought, feeling sick to my stomach.

“What would happen, Mamoru?” Chie asked me forcefully. “How bad would it be?”

“It’d be like a cloud of meth exploding over the area,” I said flatly, sick to my stomach, “unsuspecting people would absorb a powerful dose of taint en masse. They’d go mad, with no chance to brace themselves or prepare themselves for what was coming. They’d be high on a combination of despair and anger, while having their inhibitions bludgeoned down, and all while everyone else around them suddenly felt the exact same way!”

That was what truly terrified me. One unsuspecting person badly infected to taint could easily be a threat to themselves and everyone around them, make horribly bad decisions out of rage, despair, and naked want. Usually the threat was over the long term, as those emotions set in and warped the unaware victim even if they didn’t immediately give in. But hit someone that hard, then multiply that by a thousand different people who would then play off each other, and the results could easily tear the whole area apart.

“This thing is a potential time bomb,” I said grimly, “it has to be defused. Now.”

“But-“ Chie started to say, but we were both surprised to be interrupted by the whispering voices of the kami around us.

>Yes.<

>Yes.<

>Stop it.<

>Stop the evil ones, before it is too late.<

That brought us both up short for a moment, but I recovered first. “I can’t let this slide Chie, it has to be done. If this was anything conventional I’d gladly call in the real experts and let them handle this. But there’s no hazardous waste disposal unit, no bomb squad we can phone for taint. If this stuff escapes the best we can hope for is hundreds of people dead, both on and off campus.”

“Hell,” Chie muttered, “I didn’t mean that! Are you sure you can do it? Are you sure you should go in alone? Mamoru, you said something cast a spell that hid and concentrated all that stuff. Who did that? Can you handle them?”

“Shit,” in my panic I had kind of brushed that aside. I thought furiously for a few moments.

“It’s probably some flavour of amateur demon summoner,” I said with a frown. “Someone turning to evil for power. This whole problem may even be accidental, an unintentional result of their incompetence. Their tutor told them to do this for concealment, but they’ve been so bad about spreading tainted energies it’s just built up like this.”

“Really?” Chie tried not to sound too skeptical, but it was clear she was only giving me the benefit of the doubt because I was an expert.

“Smart people don’t turn to demons,” I answered curtly. “It’s a self-destructive path before the taint starts warping your mind. At best, it’s someone who thinks they’re smart but has a hell of a big flaw or two. I don’t doubt I could take whoever’s behind this, they won’t have the talent, basics, or training to stop me. And their sheer incompetence means I can’t risk a minute’s delay in trying to stop this. The amount of taint in there-“

I glanced at the kami around us, “I’m hoping the kami can protect the university, but there’s only so much they can do, especially with so much taint in play. This is easily a concentration that could affect them, I can’t honestly tell if it would be safer for them not to act at this level, the ridiculous levels of taint in there could easily kill or corrupt them as well. But if they don’t, I could see the concentration of tainted energies in there being enough to coat half the campus.”

Chie went even paler at the picture I was painting.

“This is bad Chie, real bad,” I said, taking a deep breath and focusing myself. “Like discovering one of our neighbors in the research building was storing cylinders and cylinders of nerve gas bad.”

Probably more like enough concentrated CO2 to wipe out half the campus if it all released at once, the back of my brain noted, that’s a little more in line with the basic toxicity level. But for once the situation was serious enough that I didn’t immediately babble that out and try to ‘clarify’.

I started casting another spell.

“What’s that?” Chie asked nervously.

“Taint shield,” I replied distractedly. “I’m not going in there without the equivalent of a hazmat suit.”

“That makes- wait,” Chie blurted out urgently. “That’s it! That’s what was bothering me! Mamoru, I really think we need more intelligence!”

“I’d like that,” I admitted in the same focused tones while I worked on the spell. Taint shield wasn’t too hard to cast, but it took a moment to fully ‘solidify’ for lack of a better word. “But I don’t think we have the time.”

“Mamoru, I think something’s been going on with Kanpai for a while,” Chie said, obviously trying not to babble. “I haven’t been, but I’ve heard people talking. Fewer people have been going, saying it felt different or they ran into nasty characters or that they didn’t feel safe. It’s been at least a week, but something’s up. Someone might be planning something! They might be prepared!”

“Not for me they’re not,” I said with more confidence than I really felt, trying to reassure Chie. But, despite that, I did feel quietly confident. I was all but certain I was decades more advanced than whatever madman had set this up. Those who bargained with evil for power rarely made out well on the deal. Oh, they got a great bargain in the short term. But it was a quick injection of cash from the most predatory loan sharks ever, not winning the lottery. And, despite what they thought they were going to do, they almost never invested that money wisely so they’d make enough to pay the debt off.

And this does not look like one of those times, I thought with a grimly amused satisfaction. Once in a long while, someone turning to darkness could keep up better, was smart (and lucky) enough to make it last a little longer term. They were walking a bladed tightrope, but those turned into some of the demon summoners of tale and legend. It was exceptionally rare that a self-taught amateur managed that, most of the time it was someone who’d had at least a little bit of knowledge and training before turning to evil, but it wasn’t unprecedented. Fortunately, everything about this situation screamed I wasn’t facing one of those cases.

In all honesty, if I’d thought we could safely spare the time I’d have been in total agreement with Chie. I’d have loved to take a day or two to prepare, ask Master Tai for some backup, gather a little intelligence, and then come back fully loaded. Unfortunately, judging by the supersaturated state of things inside the izakaya, I wasn’t sure we even had an hour. I wanted to say I was just being paranoid, things weren’t really that bad. But they’d pushed things so far that taint was leaking past a spell meant to deliberately conceal it! This was like deliberately getting a container for toxic waste, pushing it to the point it was bulging and seeping, and still not seeing a problem with that. I couldn’t trust that the morons behind this weren’t about to cause a catastrophic failure and kill everyone in the immediate area, I had to act fast.

Still, there was no sense in being stupid about it. I finished my taint shield and then pulled the flying talisman (aka broomstick) out of the naginata bag as well. After putting on the goggles, I activated it, planning to approach invisibly.

“Uh, Mamoru? I can still see a shimmer.” Chie reported uncertainly, obviously not happy with anything about this but willing to focus on the most pertinent point.

That startled me a little. “What, really?”

Chie nodded. “It’s not much, an intermitted rainbow sheen like oil on water and it’s only around a part of you at a time. It’s faint, but it’s there.”

I paused a moment. “Huh. The taint shield must be visible past the usual spectrums. We’ll have to look into that.”

“That’s what you’re most worried about?” Chie noted. Although she was looking a little thoughtful despite herself as she said it.

I ignored that and willed myself forward, floating down and across the street towards the front entrance. My half-formed plan of doing things invisibly had taken a hit, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t still a sensible way to start. I’d still try to enter the place unseen and take a look around first, then decide what to do next. Unfortunately, my more advanced spell had been able to do little but detect the all the taint present. It should have told me more, but the sheer concentration of taint had meant it overwhelmed the spell and concealed everything else. I wasn't even sure I'd actually seen anything more in the building, for all I knew I'd just seen natural currents in the taint and had imagined they'd been vaguely human shaped.

As I floated down past the building’s upper floors, the Kanpai possessed two levels above the izakaya, presumably for storage and the owner’s residence, I briefly considered trying to go in through the roof. Fortunately, for once sanity prevailed. Trying the front door first, especially when (mostly) invisible, was the best option.

That didn’t make it a good option though, I’d shut down my ‘mage sight’ and all methods of detecting magic but right by the door I could feel the taint seeping out, even through my protections. It was a psychological revulsion, an instinctive rejection of the foulness within that made me want to vomit and then run away as far as possible. “Aoth,” I muttered softly, touching the ankh underneath my clothing as I landed, “any help you wish to give here would be very appreciated.”

My patron deity gave no response, but I felt comforted knowing I’d asked. This sort of thing was getting into the territory where Aoth may very well throw me a bone!

Surprisingly, the door was unlocked. Trying not to whimper, especially as my warning bracelet started shifting to a higher gear, I pushed inside and took a look around.

Kanpai’s main area was very pleasant, at least in the physical realm. It was a spacious setup with plenty of booths, mostly more western style tables and chairs, around a fully circular center island. It was currently dim, but the number of lights suggested it was normally pretty well lit. Pictures of the food on offer adorned the walls and I had to admit, I wouldn’t have minded going here for a meal. Normally. Now though, now it was all I could do not to run out of the place. The feel of the taint all around me pressing against my protections made it teeth grindingly difficult to creep my way forward.

Aoth, I thought as I slowly crept into the emptiness, not trusting the place to truly be abandoned. I’m almost tempted to start some cleansing spells right now. I want to believe that they’re really that big a set of idiots and this is my chance to lower the level of taint to something slightly less critical and then to come back with reinforcements. But this can’t be right. They can’t have caused this much taint, hidden it, and then left the whole place alone. Right?

Fortunately, for given values of the word, I was proven right as I approached the central island. I heard a clatter of someone coming down a hidden set of steps. Given that my invisibility was apparently less than perfect I ducked down behind the nearest side of the central bar.

Probably a good idea anyway, I reflected while trying to repress my terror, it isn’t high quality invisibility. If they have enhanced senses, or their equivalent of ‘mage sight’, or even just a way to sense displacement in all this taint, then they might be able to spot me. The noise grew steadily louder until someone burst through the doors that led to the kitchen.

Or, as it turned out, some-ones. Even though I couldn’t see them, I could still hear the multiple voices.

“-ridiculous. See?! There’s nothing here.”

I heard an exasperated noise. “You take one look and assume that.”

“And you assume they didn’t run away after the door opened.”

Must be an alarm here. Or maybe the izakaya just has a door chime. But I soon stopped thinking. The next voice wasn’t human, and chilled my blood.

“No, I smell it, hear it.” The new voice rasped. “Something disturbs the power. Something is here.”

I felt the others tense up even from my hiding place. Knowing the jig was about to be up either way, I took a deep breath and gently laid down the flying talisman on the floor where it would be safe, turning off the invisibility in the process, and slowly stood. As I did so, I took care to hold my staff parallel and behind the bar, where they couldn’t see it.

Two guys who wouldn’t have looked out of place in any of my classes stood there. But a squat looking demon hovered between them, flying on bat wings. Well, more magic than bat wings, the thing was the size of a cat but shaped like a vicious looking cross between a lizard and a toad. Physics were still a thing, and there was no way wings of that size would have allowed it to hover.

“There. There! See?” the thing rasped again, displaying a mouth full of pointy, yellow teeth.

“I see him,” the second one noted, staring at me intently.

“Oh for-“ the first one looked ready to explode. “You got me for this?! He’s just a guy!”

“Use your brains, Orimasu,” the second one said witheringly.

While I was momentarily distracted by thinking that can’t be his real name, struck by that even under such dangerous circumstances, the second one continued. “He’s looking at Drizaks like he’s entirely normal. He’s not ‘just’ a guy.”

“No, no,” the aforementioned Drizaks said eagerly. “More. Magus.”

“Is that so? That your game, baka?” 'Orimasu' challenged me sneeringly. “You here to home in on our turf? ‘Cause that don’t matter.” He held up a hand that suddenly wielded a ball of flames. “I got magic too!”

Of a sort, I was unable to keep a tinge of contempt out of the thought. I could instantly tell his magic was more shamanic in nature, only his worked with an unmanifested demon rather than something as clean as a spirit. And the demon was doing a lot of the heavy lifting.

Make no mistake, there were some twisted advantages to that method. The amount of power he could theoretically ‘command’ for so little work was non-trivial. But what he’d given up for it, the way he was willingly letting in a demon to twist and manipulate his thoughts, no mage would ever view him with anything more than pity.

“He’s an idiot,” the second guy noted shortly, “but that doesn’t mean he isn’t right. What’s your game here, bozu? Why’d you come into our territory?” He mirrored his companion by conjuring a fireball above his own fist. “And you’d better tell us soon, otherwise this will get messy.”

“You have one chance to avoid violence,” I replied, trying to sound as level as I could. “What is your plan here? What is your intent? Why have you turned this izakaya into a tower of poison?”

Orimasu laughed. “What’s our intent?” he asked wildly. “It’s to take what’s rightfully ours!” Spitting the last words at me fiercely.

“You’re a Tokyo U student too, aren’t you?” the second one said, trying to sound a little more seductive. He didn’t quite pull it off, but he probably came closer than I had to sounding reasonable. “You understand. The work. How you’re forced to listen to fools, be a good little boy, just be one more cog in their machine.”

“But it’s not worth it,” Orimasu cut in, obviously in total agreement on this subject.

“You slave and slave away,” the second one continued, starting to sound a little more unhinged as he spoke, apparently not as unaffected by the taint and demons as he tried to pretend. “Always running so hard just to keep up.”

“But it’s never enough!” he slammed his empty fist against the other end of the circular island. “You’re never good enough! There’s always someone ahead. Isn’t it easier to stop trying? To step outside the system? We’re smart enough already, no matter what they say.”

Orimasu laughed in agreement.

The second took a few steps. “So you have magic? Why don’t you join us?” he asked, extending his other arm and taking a few steps towards me.

I circled around the other side of the island an equal amount. “That was why, not what,” I replied, as calmly as I could. Doing my best to ignore what an abbreviated, disjointed, and self-serving rant that had been. I led him on with “before I can answer, I need to know what I’m getting into, what your plans are.”

“Zentaro,” the demon hissed, “be careful!”

“I bet he doesn’t even have magic,” Orimasu sneered.

Perfect! I’d been hesitating to use any because I didn’t want to escalate everything before I had to. Aoth alone knew why, I was already almost sure this was about to end in violence. But if there was even a chance of talking them down and saving the pair then I had to take it. And finding out just what was going on here, and why, might save lives. But their little challenge finally gave me a chance to conjure some defenses without issue.

Holding up an empty hand, still keeping my staff below the level of the counter, I quickly crafted the necessary sigils and formed a shield between me and the pair.

Its sudden appearance rocked them back slightly. But they quickly tried to rally.

“Sloppy,” Orimasu tried to sneer again. “Slow.”

“Quiet,” Zentaro (apparently) hissed, “it’s magic we don’t have! Don’t you want to add it to our own?”

Orimasu grumbled and backed off, but those few words rang some warning bells in my mind. If they’d shared with each other, even a little, then they were probably a little more powerful than the average demon summoner. Most didn’t get far before their demons had them on too much of a leash, at that point the demons determined how much power it was useful for them to have. But when their type got smart and traded tricks, even amateurs could get ahead of the curve.

My eyes narrowed slightly, but I reminded myself not to get too paranoid (after all, they might only be realizing this now, when it was already too late) as Zentaro continued.

“We’re taking what is ours.”

“An izakaya?” I was unable to keep from raising an eyebrow and smirking slightly when he paused a moment.

Zentaro frowned but Orimasu just laughed. “That’s just a bonus. We were just hanging out here, but these uneducated fools can’t stand the taste of true power. So we took it to the next step, turned up the heat, and made this our headquarters.”

“It’s ours now,” Zentaro confirmed, “and it’s not the end.”

“Oh?” I tried to imitate Himeko’s politely inquisitive tone, egg them on. Apparently, they were out of their minds enough to buy it.

“We’ll take over the next building, then the next, then the one after that,” Orimasu grinned. “Soon, we’re going to be running half the city.”

“By pushing everyone else out with poison?” I couldn’t help but ask. While we’d spoken, Zentaro had taken another few steps, but I’d matched him pace for pace.

“Only the truly enlightened should rule!”

“You do realize that if no one wants to enter these places,” and they wouldn’t, not with this much taint, “they’re just going to go under?” I asked conversationally.

“Who cares?” Orimasu grinned fiercely. “They’ll have to if they want anything.”

Alright, it’s already too late, they’re already way too far gone, I decided, trying to keep any expression off my face. I’d suspected as much once they'd started the angry rants and half baked explanations, but I figured that clinched it.

The good news was: I could now make this a Bureau case. I had enough time to tip off the Bureau, let them take care of this, and wash my hands of the whole situation. Not fun, but a hell of a lot better than me trying to act in ‘hero of justice’ mode when I didn’t have to. Unfortunately, that plan was predicated on me quietly getting out of there.

“Come on,” Zentaro wheedled, “you have to know Japanese society is doomed. This-“ he pointed in the direction of Tokyo U, “is the highest form of education in the country? It’s a joke. Look at what it does to people. Look at those it considers failures.”

Well, that’s a clue right there, I thought with a mixture of terror and humor. If these guys were two of those who’d reached Tokyo U only to slip and crack under the experience… well, let’s just say not all of their madness might have been due to demon influence or taint.

“They don’t even know that things like what we can do are even possible,” Zentaro continued. “You must know how blind they are?”

You mean, as blind as you? Flicked through my mind even as I struggled to keep it off my face. Seriously, it was obvious the pair were completely wacko idiots. Don’t get me wrong, the first part of their complaint might have been legitimate. I was interpreting a fair bit, reading more into it than their ranting probably deserved, but they might honestly have had a rough and unfair time at Tokyo U in particular and through society in general. But the second part was still like shooting yourself full of drugs as an answer, followed by claiming all the damage and things you did while high weren’t anything wrong because it was all a perfectly obvious and rational solution to what had happened to you.

“The only rational solution is to join us!”

Case in point. “Well,” I replied, trying to keep the forced smile upon my face, “you make a compelling case. I did have plans of my own previously, is there any chance I could go home and think about this?”

“Zentaro,” the demon hissed.

“None,” the man replied flatly.

“Alright,” shit, shit, so much for that plan, “what do I have to do to join?”

“Zentaro, we don’t need another.”

Zentaro looked at the demon, he was clearly struggling with a mix of emotions. “But-“ he got out even as my warning bracelet stated the obvious by switching into high gear.

“We have enough! Besides,” the demon looked at me and hissed, “he is magus, he seeks only to betray you!”

“Good enough for me,” Orimasu replied, grinning in a bloodthirsty way and filling his other hand with fire too.

“But-“ Zentaro started before looking over to me in frustration, but it was obvious which way the scales were tipping.

“You’re making a mistake,” I noted, almost conversationally. Mostly because I didn’t think I could protest my (false) innocence with a straight face.

Zentaro looked conflicted for another few seconds, then his face firmed.

“No, you made the mistake,” Orimasu declared, “coming here in the first place. YAAARGH!!!” he cried out dramatically, throwing his two little balls of fire at me.

I easily interposed the shield. The flames splooshed against it like water balloons.

“AAARGH!!!” Orimasu screamed throwing ball after ball of fire directly at me. I almost smirked as I did so, but I was too busy casting ‘quickened perception.’ Zentaro had realized his comrade’s strikes were having about as much effect as spitballs and was trying to conjure something stronger. With my mage sight blocked by all the taint I wanted to be as prepared as possible.

I’m probably just being paranoid, I reflected as I finished the spell, but better safe than sorry. Orimasu clearly had no perspective on just how lame he really was, but Zentaro might. Those tiny balls of fire looked impressive to someone just seeing them, but if you thought about them for even a moment you realized how ineffective they were most of the time. Don’t get me wrong, if you got hit by one on your bare skin you’d get burned. But they weren’t particularly hot, fast, or had much of an impact. I’d face them over Eiko, or even arming Orimasu with a modern handgun, any day of the week.

Zentaro finished his casting, conjuring a whip of darkness. He promptly shot it towards me, but after so long training with Eiko it wasn’t a challenge for me to keep the shield interposed between both it and Orimasu’s useless chain of fireballs. Not when I was perceiving at double speed. The whip did hit significantly harder though. That one was worthy of a single, average, Master Tai blow. And it didn’t dissipate after one shot, he could control it mentally to strike with it again, and again, and again.

Alright, legitimate threat, I admitted. I kept it quick and simple, shooting off a medium strength ‘power bolt’ to see what happened. It slammed into Zentaro unopposed, throwing him into the corner of the izakaya with bone jarring force.

Orimasu, obviously half mad, simply screamed even louder and found a way to throw his useless fireballs slightly faster. With a small sigh, I tossed another medium strength bolt his way and threw him nearly all the way back to the entrance, where he fell to the ground, coughing and groaning as I knocked the wind out of him.

Fuck, what now? I realized, hesitating a moment. Logically, there was only one solution. But I didn’t want to do it. I probably had to, I’d heard and seen what the pair were about, I knew how mad and dangerous they were. And they’d seen me in turn. I could try and leave, go with the Bureau plan and pass the buck, but the chances that they’d either follow me, relocate, or clue the Bureau in to my existence in the process were too high.

One last chance, I told myself, trying to pretend I wasn’t being a fool. I dropped the ‘quickened perception’ to talk normally as I walked towards Orimasu slowly. “I’m going to give you one last chance…” I began, trying to project seriousness and killing intent.

I paused. At that moment I became aware of four things. First, Orimasu was still smiling. Second, my warning bracelet was going nuts, even stronger than when the fight had begun. Third, I’d lost track of the demon, it had disappeared promptly when the fighting had started. And fourth, now that my hearing was back to normal, I could understand there was a horrible clatter from the stairs…

The doors to kitchen burst open again, and this time it seemed like a dozen more people spilled forth (in reality, only eleven, but I was too shocked in the moment). They were followed by the demon, who buzzed manically above their heads and cried out “there he is! Get him! Get him!”

I barely had time for a mental ‘oh shit’ before their front wave hit me. That was why the demon had been so reluctant to accept me earlier but Zentaro had been so serious about converting me. It was their standard tactic, they already had numbers on their side. They were crazy and limited in abilities, but a wise man never underestimates the power of the mob.

The first eight were ‘simple’ possessions, fools that weren’t even interested in learning the level of powers that Orimasu and Zentaro had acquired but had willing let demons posses them in order to tap into their abilities. They shifted into forms that were half-demon, a wave of horns and claws and unnaturally large teeth in a rainbow of ugly colors, then attacked me en masse.

My ‘mage armour’ precaution triggered almost immediately as they bore me to the ground through their sheer weight and someone got around my shield. Whether it was by luck or planning didn’t matter, I would have died right then if not for the precaution. The spell unfolded around me, providing complete protection, but I immediately understood it wouldn’t be enough. If I was stupid enough to just lie there and take it, they would get through.

I threw mana into a wide spread ‘air strike’ throwing off and scattering my attackers. But I wasn’t even able to rise to my feet before the ranged attacks started, a barrage of fire, ice, and globs of poison from four separate casters. Individually they well little more than nuisances. Together, and from all those angles, they were a deadly threat.

Before I could realize more than that, the eight melee fighters started getting up again. In an attempt to buy myself a little space I recklessly burned mana to conjure a wall of fire between myself and the six of them on the other side of the room, hoping I could handle the remaining two in the meantime. Unfortunately, it didn’t help with any of them. Whether it was a demonic power or just an indifference to pain, the others charged back through the barrier. It burned off most of their clothing, but it seemed like that was the worst damage I did as they lunged at me again.

I hurriedly scooted backwards, hoping at least to put a wall to my back. Alas, they were on me too quickly. I hurriedly pulled electricity from all the available wall sockets and started lashing out with it blindly. That had slightly more effect, temporarily stunning and hurting whoever I hit. But they did get slowly back up, and after the fourth one they started getting cautious, circling me. All the while, the casters continued to throw their little spells at me, wearing me down piece by piece. Zentaro was getting back up, and he looked like he was getting ready to use that whip thing again.

I managed to crawl to a corner and get up, cutting down some of the angles and interposing my shield more effectively, but I was in trouble. Desperately, I stored up a little more electricity and then zapped one of the melee fighters with a low powered bolt of artificial lightning. That threw my target backwards, maybe even enough to put him out of the fight, but it also wised up the rest of them. They realized they couldn’t give me time or space, even if it was going to cost them, and moved to swarm me, once again burying me under a pile of their bodies.

Fuck, I realized as I felt the first crack in the ‘mage armor’ spell, I have to go big. Or else I’m going to die. I took a mental breath and started trying to cast a longer spell. I was going to have to risk something big, big but centered upon myself. Hopefully it would be enough to take all of them out at once. Otherwise… well, no use dwelling on that.

Thankfully, I barely got the chance to start. Before I could get more than a quarter of the way into the spell my opponents started disappearing. It was hard to tell at first, I was buried under a chaotic pile of clawing half-monsters, but suddenly I started seeing gaps, then daylight again, then I finally saw a leg kick my second-last tormentor hard enough to put their head through the izakaya’s (inner) wall.

Master Eizen grunted in passing as he struck my last attacker. Meanwhile not-master Hideji spared me a quick and breathless “Master Matsuda,” as he flew past.

I didn’t question my blessings, I forced myself forward. “I’ll deal with the casters,” I babbled quickly, “you deal with the melee.”

“Good,” Master Eizen replied shortly, dodging both a fireball and glob of poison with casual movements.

“Thanks,” Hideji gasped a little more gratefully but less gracefully as he dodged a spell of his own.

I had no time to spare with other peoples’ lives at stake, so I got deadly serious. I let my barely started spell disperse and quickly started turned to a nastier spell of my own: ‘lance of death’. It took me a good thirty seconds to cast, so I used that time to try and make myself a target, find the safest angle, and then let it loose.

The thin bolt shot straight from my fingertips and through the heart of the caster nearest the kitchen. He lurched backwards a few paces, then fell to the ground.

The other four stopped a few seconds to stare in horror but I was already starting my next casting. ‘Lance of death’ wasn’t quite as powerful as advertised but it had decent armor piercing abilities, both physical and magical, while having several disruptive effects on any flesh it touched. If it hit a vital organ it was an almost guaranteed game over. It usually wasn’t as effective as its name made it sound, especially with it’s inconvenient casting time. But against dangerous, small, and relatively untrained targets like this it made a lot more sense to use.

Scoring a kill made all four remaining casters focus on me, which I counted as a good thing. My own armor and shield were battered but still functional, I could take their relatively weak attacks from predictable directions and I figured that was the only thing holding my martial artist allies at bay. I spent the next twenty-five seconds trying to line up the safest shot possible before successfully killing my next target, my only worry at this point that I might over-penetrate and accidentally kill someone the next building over.

The casters’ growing fear and panic made the next three kills easier. I began to stalk and lead them, eventually driving the remaining two backwards until they were starting to retreat into the kitchen and then up the stairs to the higher levels. That was exactly what I’d been waiting for. I simply and easily executed the pair of them in turn now that they’d given me an angle where I could shoot upwards with less fear of hitting anyone.

Job finished, I hurried back out to the main area. There, to my complete lack of surprise, Master Eizen and his protégé were doing fine. Three of the melee fighters were already dead on the floor, two were barely crawling to their feet, and the remaining three weren’t doing so hot.

I was a little battered and drained by this point so I had no problem waiting a few moments before jumping in. To my further lack of surprise, Master Eizen didn’t need it and I’d only be getting in the way. Watching him fight was headache inducing, it almost seemed like you were watching a show that was missing frames if you focused only on him. He’d be somewhere, then he’d be in a slightly different pose as his opponent’s blow went sailing by, then his opponent would be sailing by and he’d be pulling back from a third pose after he’d finished one of his quick but powerful strikes. It worked though, Master Eizen pounded his enemies into the dirt with brutal efficiency. He quickly finished off three of the remaining foes.

In that time Hideji only managed one, and it was one of our foes that’d already been badly wounded. Hideji was breathing hard and sweating even harder, actually struggling a little with the last of our opponents. I started to cast a spell, paused, and then looked to Master Eizen. The elder martial artist gave me a quick shake of his head and I reluctantly backed down. I also noticed the green pile of goo and bones that had once been the manifested demon just a little further down from where he’d been standing. Well, I guess I he knows what he’s doing, I told myself with mixed emotions.

And he did. Hideji was obviously finding it hard, but within a minute he’d finished off his own opponent. At first he looked pleased with himself, then he looked up and saw both Master Eizen and I were already finished. “Guess I still have a long way to go to mastery,” he said, his shoulders slumping a little.

Master Eizen shook his head again. “Took three,” he reported, as if that explained everything.

“Seriously,” I added, instantly compelled to support him despite the absurdity of the situation, “those were willing possessions, dangerous foes that possessed demonic abilities. Master Eizen and I only killed five each, well five plus the minor demon for Eizen,” I added hastily and scrupulously, worried he might take insult if I denied him credit for his work, “three’s nothing to be ashamed of!”

Hideji cheered up a moment, then the absurdity of it seemed to hit him too. “Sorry, Master Matsuda,” he replied, clearly tired and struggling to grasp what had just happened.

“So…” he asked, looking around and clearly not sure what to make of it all, “what do we do now?”

“Riichi,” Master Eizen grunted simply.

***

An hour later, we were outside with the rest of the crowd, watching fire consume the building.

Fire Marshall Riichi, a friend and contact of Master Eizen, just happened to be on the scene. It was obvious who’d be leading the so-called ‘investigation’ of this incident. I wasn’t sure how much the fire team itself knew, but I had a suspicion they were at least partially clued in. They were taking precautions, making sure the fire didn’t spread to neighboring buildings, but they were taking no notice of the slightly unnatural way it was moving. The way that the neighboring buildings didn’t seem like they’d be in much danger even if the firefighters had done nothing.

“I’m sorry I couldn’t come in,” Eiko told me, sounding pained at the admission. “But Master Eizen told me not to. Said my ki control wasn’t up to protecting myself.”

“It wasn’t,” I told her, trying to reassure my friend. “Hideji was struggling to fight and keep enough ki wrapped around himself to protect against the taint. You might have managed it for a few seconds, but good enough to fight in that miasma? You’re not there yet.”

We were silent another moment, watching the fire surge just a little higher for a few seconds before slowly settling down.

“So,” she said softly while still looking back at the blaze, “a cleansing fire, huh?”

I glanced around. But, unsurprisingly, no one was paying us any attention. “It was the best option,” I replied, “everything in there was too tainted to let stand.”

We’d been filling each other in on what had happened in fits and starts for the last ten minutes, just another pair of onlookers. It helped that we kept well back, near the edge of the crowds, but we both had a lot of questions over what had just happened.

Needless to say, Eiko had not been so blasé about Chie’s emergency call and me just running off like that. She’d texted her for further details while I’d still been on the road. And, upon getting even the small amount that Chie had been able to provide, Eiko had taken off herself to call Master Tai for further suggestions. She’d ended up making a small detour to pick up Master Eizen and Hideji while enroute to help. The pair had been relatively close for once, and they were considered to owe me.

The rest was pretty easy to guess. They’d arrived in time, heard sounds of fighting, Master Eizen had detected the overwhelming levels of taint just in time to avoid walking in unaware, and they’d then proceeded to rush in and do what they did best: kick the ass of anyone who dared face them in melee.

Unfortunately, the end result had still left us with thirteen bodies and a building supersaturated with taint. That had been a non-trivial problem. I could have taken care of most of taint in the building, but it would have taken a while. Six or seven hours at an absolute minimum, and even I’d figured that was grossly underestimating the problem, that was only if I’d managed to successfully go all out while working at maximum speed and things hadn’t been quite as bad as they looked. My real estimate would be more like a day. And before too long those remains were going to start stinking, especially with that many bodies. There was no way I’d be left undisturbed long enough to complete a cleansing. On top of all that, I didn’t entirely trust the magic keeping the taint contained and concealed. It had already been stressed and strained. With its creators were dead we'd had no idea how much longer it would last.

Thankfully, Master Eizen was a simple and direct soul when it came to this kind of thing. We’d set up a fire and then burned the whole place down. His friends and contacts included a fire marshal (and I figured there was a story in that I was never going to get), so we’d quickly decided to arrange a magically controlled burn.

“Don’t you have to be a priest to set up a sacred fire?” Eiko asked.

“Not necessarily,” I replied as something in the building popped. “Fire already does a pretty good job by itself, you just have to channel a little sacred spark of something else to get it to the next step. It’s just that a lot of the time that something else isn’t happy to have any old bozo wasting their power and gift. Some beings out there are actually pretty cool with it, accept humanity for what it is and shrug off our foibles. But a lot of others get pissed if some idiot’s making his morning coffee over a sacred fire as some kind of YouTube flex.”

“And you contacted one of the cool ones?” Eiko asked, a hint of amusement in her tone.

I probably looked like I’d bitten something sour. “It sounds awful when you put it that way. But yes, and I also put a quick spell in place to control the spread of the fire. It’s surprisingly inexpensive, but it has to be cast before the fire starts to be effective.”

We watched the fire another few moments. It was consuming the building in the physical plane, but it was also consuming the taint as well.

“So, all’s well that ends well?”

I sighed. “Hopefully. The good news is that the bodies were all so thoroughly tainted that the fire should also consume them completely. That will make the fire marshal’s job easier. No need to cover anything up, and since the fire shouldn’t have gotten that hot there will be no suspicion of any foul play. Master Eizen checked to make sure the summoners hadn’t left any other bodies lying around before we got too far, I hadn’t thought of that, but we were clean. Probably our biggest obstacle is going to be the cause of the fire, and it sounds like they’re just going to blame that on the demon summoners.”

Eiko shrugged after a moment, just thinking. Finally, she added, “it sounds like they were becoming more and more visible in the area. Himeko did some digging, texted me back to say the real owners of Kanpai had abandoned it and filed a complaint with the police. But the police weren’t quite sure what to do with it. It sounds like the owners weren’t quite sure what had happened either.”

“Probably a little bit of mind control combined with all the taint,” I replied quietly. “That sounds like them. I don’t know what they were thinking.”

Eiko stayed quiet.

“They were mad, Eiko, completely and utterly mad,” I added, not really seeing the fire even though I was looking at it. “The combination of taint and all that contact with demons… I’ve heard of it, but I’ve never actually seen it before. Especially with thirteen people at once. And it sounded like at least some of them were Tokyo U students.”

Eiko kept her silence. And I didn’t know what to say after that. They’d still been human, and their deaths weighed upon my soul. But I almost thought they should have weighed more, and I was worried that they didn’t.

After a watching the fire for a while, finding a little more comfort in watching it all burn, I finally addressed the remaining elephant in the room. “You might have saved my life in there,” I admitted, “calling in help like you did. Individually they weren’t much, but somewhere around eight people they reached the tipping point.”

Despite herself, Eiko had to quickly cover her mouth and try to hide her laughter. I didn’t get why, until about a minute later she got control of herself enough to face me and ask “you ran the numbers!?”

I shrugged uncomfortably. “I had to think about it, weigh things-”

That set her off again.

“-try to learn where I went wrong for the future,” I emphasized a little more harshly, frowning. “Seriously Eiko, they were so lame by themselves it was almost comical how overpowered I was. But numbers count. And I figure around eight was the point at which they became truly dangerous. Up until then I could still handle them without too much trouble, at that point they became a true threat. And there were thirteen of these bastards. I was in trouble.”

“You might have gotten out of it by yourself,” Eiko admitted graciously.

“Maybe,” I agreed softly, thinking of where I’d been at before Master Eizen and Hideji had arrived. I figured I could have managed the eight swarming me, barely, as I called down a killing strength strike upon all of us. Whether or not I’d have been in any shape to handle the remaining five after that… “and maybe not either. That was closer than I like to admit.”

“You shouldn’t have run off alone, Mamoru,” Eiko noted seriously, “you know that.”

“I didn’t think I had a choice-“ I began to protest, but stopped myself.

Eiko, in return, did me the favor of not pressing the matter anymore, instead just admitting “and I probably should have been a bit better about letting you know what I was doing. It was pretty high-handed of me too, I like to think I’m not as pushy as Himeko but this triggered me. And if you’d known help was only a few minutes away, you probably wouldn’t have rushed.”

That one I had to give her, full and whole heartedly. “Fair.”

We fell silent again, just watching the fire. There was still a lot to think about but it could wait, wait until we'd had a chance to digest and think about what had really just happened. Still, there was one more mystery, one thing that was really bugging me. After a few minutes, I found I just had to ask.

“How did Master Eizen tell you that you didn’t have enough ki to protect yourself from the taint?” I asked incredulously. “The man barely ever talks!”

Eiko grinned, but imitated the martial arts master and refused to say a word.
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Does English have an equivalent of ‘bah, humbug?’ for Valentine’s Day? I wondered, half-amused and half-serious as I made my way to the research room. I didn’t quite mean it. But going in, and knowing in my heart of hearts I was not going to get any chocolate from anyone I wanted it from (in other words: Miyamoto Mina. And that ridiculous little obsession was almost as embarrassing as everything else) made me feel a little stupid and sour about the occasion.

I can’t really complain, I reflected as I decided to take the stairs again, wanting an extra few minutes to try and get my head on straight before I was with the grad students. I mean, I actually got two good pieces of giri chocolate this year. And, as a big bonus, I really felt like Eiko’s was truly giri this time, so there’s that.

A small, lonely, and horny part of myself wasn’t quite so pleased; but overall I had to put that solidly in the plus column. It both removed any further confusion and temptation while making me feel a hell of a lot better about staying the course the previous year. I really appreciated Eiko, and her recent efforts that might have saved my life only drove that home. But, at the end of the day, I wasn’t wired right to have any sort of casual, sexual relationship with her. It was tempting as hell in the moment, I couldn’t pretend otherwise, but we both knew the long-term results of that. And the thought of those consequences made me want to cringe myself inside out whenever I pictured it.

So, another lonely Valentine’s Day, I admitted to myself. But a lot less lonely than three years ago. I’ll take what I have and be thankful.

Besides, I added as I reached the fifth floor, at least this time I don’t have any unsuitable chocolate to deal with. I’ll gladly take this over having to deal with Inoue Sakura again! Two giri chocolates is enough.

I opened the door to the Renfa Research Room.

“Happy Valentine’s Day, Mamoru,” Chie greeted me instantly, “your giri chocolate is over by your desk.”

Make that three, I noted, blinking a few times in surprise. Thankfully, Chie sounded more relieved that she’d just discharged a duty than anything else. Still, I couldn’t help but ask “what, really?” as I made my way over there in surprise.

“Oh yeah. At least this year is pretty simple, apart from you three and Professor Ichikawa, who else am I supposed to buy giri chocolate for?”

Something in her tone, the subtle way she tried to emphasize giri without being too obvious about it, made me a little suspicious. I glanced around and met Kiyoto’s eye, he was at his own desk/workspace while Chie sketched something out on the whiteboard and Ryota, (conspicuously looking the other way) was working with various substances on one of the lab benches. Kiyoto just gave me a knowing look, then made sure to shake his head where neither of them could see him.

I carefully schooled my expression and said nothing. Chie and Ryota’s relationship was none of my business. A naughty part of me wanted to compare what I’d gotten with whatever Ryota had received, verify that it wasn’t quite as giri as Chie was trying to claim, but I quickly squelched that part down. I’d also be trying extra hard to avoid seeing either of their auras with ‘mage sight’ for the next few days.

Make that all three of them, I noted with slightly jealous humor as I saw how cheerful Kiyoto was. He wasn’t exactly a lady-killer, but we’d gradually become aware that he’d been taking advantage of his ‘exotic’ and ‘foreign’ appearance ever since he’d arrived at Tokyo U. Being just a little different looking, but not too unfamiliar, had made him a popular choice for casual hookups and flings. And, unlike me, he had no problems operating in that mode. He wasn’t exactly a campus Cassanova, and he’d found that downplaying things and staying slightly under the radar improved his success rate, but he managed to get significantly more action than the average guy. The little pep in his step suggested he wasn’t spending Valentine’s Day alone either.

And the bio background doesn’t hurt either, I reflected as I set down my bags in the designated space. He takes proper precautions against everything, really understands the human body, and it gives him a little extra cachet when he uses the phrase ‘studying to be a doctor’. Don’t get me wrong, Kiyoto wasn’t pulling in Himeko level beauties left, right and center, half of his secret was simply being accepting of what was available while appreciating all sorts of looks. But he didn’t spend too many Friday nights alone when he was exerting himself.

And then there’s me, I smirked to myself, probably for the best I got the ‘mage sight’ ethics discussion out of the way before anyone got any looks at my aura. I doubt they’d be surprised, but I don’t need their pity.

I paused a moment, then reconsidered that. Actually… how does my aura register in that way? I can’t exactly see it myself. It’s more closely tied to the body, but the soul counts too. So how does it translate my previous experiences in Avalon? I’d unconsciously assumed I was operating with a clean slate, by now that I thought about it…

I stopped, frowned, and tapped my fingers against the side of a desk for a few moments as I considered the implications. Eventually, I pulled out my device and made a few notes. It’s not something I need to follow up on, I reflected, and I’m not even sure how the hell I’d manage to do that, I’d have to get someone else up to speed on reading auras… maybe try taping myself with camera? Then we could see if it's good enough for that kind of detail. But I kind of want to know, now that I’m thinking about it.

After tucking away Chie’s giri chocolate (cheap and store bought, but one of the tastier varieties so I had to give it that) I finally put on my lab coat and moved to the other lab table. “Anything interesting?” I asked Ryota in passing.

“More mithril reactions,” he answered with a distracted sigh.

“Or non-reactions?” I prodded with both amusement and sympathy.

“I’m trying to use gallium as a catalyst,” he explained, “see if that triggers anything.”

Since gallium had been one of the few things we’d found that would react to mithril, even if only to a shockingly mild degree, that got my attention. “Any results?”

“Maybe,” Ryota noted, his attention never wavering, “but it doesn’t look like they’re going to be big ones.”

“Well, let me know if you find anything. Or if you want me to run the magical tests on the samples afterwards.”

Ryota nodded minutely.

I returned to my own task: building a new collector. But, unlike other collectors, this one was going to have an internal measuring device and a readout on the outside showing just how many thoths of mana it contained. At least, that was the theory. We were going to have to test it thoroughly and physically before we trusted it, and it was still using magic based detection (although utilizing a number of Chie’s theories and calculations, along with Ryota’s growing notes about the composition of materials used in storing mana), but if it worked it would be tremendously valuable in allowing us to quickly calculate numbers and measurements around flow and concentration of mana around campus. As things stood, when we did that I had to physically (for given values of physically) empty out the mana collectors into smaller, more precisely measured containers, and we’d carefully monitor and add up the results. It wasn’t usually too hard, not now that I had variable sized containers to use, but it could still be taxing and time consuming. Especially in trying to do it precisely without ‘spilling’ any mana in the process. Once we had this, and had thoroughly tested it for accuracy, anyone would be able to record the results.

At least in theory, I reemphasized as I studied the formulas and design once again, let’s not bet on it working perfectly the first time. Chances are good it’s going to be the fourth or fifth prototype before we’ve got something good enough to use. If not even longer.

But that wasn’t going to get any shorter by me putting it off. So I did one last check of the design, set everything up in front of me, and prepared to get to work.

So naturally Himeko and Eiko walked in right at that moment. And despite her efforts to put a good face on it, Himeko was obviously angry. At least, it was obvious to me. I still couldn’t tell how angry, whether this was ‘slightly annoyed’ or ‘give me an excuse to hurt you, please’, but something about all her actions screamed ‘aggression’ to me.

“Hello,” she said pleasantly, “sorry to barge in a little early like this! But I have to leave early too, and I wanted to be sure you all took your breaks and you all got your giri chocolates!”

The other two guys ooh’d and aah’d and made their way over to the front of the research room as Himeko pulled out small bundles of bonbons from a famous Tokyo chocolatier. Not the same over-the-top one she’d used a few years ago, this one was still top tier but not nearly so exclusive. Call them on the back end of Tokyo’s top ten instead of the undisputed number one. They were much more massive however, making it easier for Himeko to acquire her giri chocolates from them.

“I know it’s not strictly proper, but I also brought a bundle for you too, Chie-san,” Himeko added politely. “We’ll call this one a personal gift to avoid any rumors, but I worried it might be a little too extravagant and you’d feel left out otherwise.”

Chie looked surprised, but did not hesitate in joining the general rush to grab a bundle.

“Wait,” Ryota asked in surprise after a moment, “none for Mamoru?”

“She gave me mine earlier,” I hastened to reassure him, “she took the opportunity during lunch just to drive home the point that I’m important but strictly giri choc. It was right before she gave Hiro the honmei stuff.”

(Himeko had also been doing some minor plotting, trying to drive stuff home without hurting anyone’s feelings. Like how she’d given the grad students six bonbons each, but I’d gotten eight in order to reassure me I was still a closer friend. There was no reason for any of us to advertise that though.)

“This is giri?” Chie asked, staring at her gift in shock. “These guys are some of the best in Japan! What the heck was honmei?

“The best in Japan?” Kiyoto suggested sarcastically.

“Worse,” Eiko tossed out with a grin. “Homemade.”

Himeko flushed slightly, the grad students stared, and I looked away to hide my own chuckle. I hadn’t actually been there, but I’d known what was about to happen, reluctantly volunteered my help (and been politely turned down), and communicated with Eiko throughout the effort. I hadn’t wanted to pry, but Eiko had been unable to resist providing me a running commentary.

Himeko had really wanted it to be special, homemade chocolates from her specifically to Hiro this year, so she’d thrown herself into making them. Honestly, Himeko wasn’t bad in the kitchen, especially given who she was and how little she cooked. But, given her stress levels and her desire for it to be perfect, it had apparently been a bit of a struggle getting her chocolate treats made (dark double chocolate chunk cookies). They’d turned out well… on the fifth batch. There hadn’t been any kitchen fires or anything, but Eiko had made sure to shoot me several pics of flour stained, frazzled, and panicky Himeko in the kitchen along with getting me to promise I’d safely store them in a place where the Meiko heiress could never hire hackers to erase them. Eiko claimed she merely wanted to show them to Himeko’s kids one day, though I suspected a slightly less noble reason then that.

“Hiro and I are going out, later on,” Himeko continued, trying to brush past the subject. “But I didn’t want to risk missing you four. I was worried you might be trying a little too hard because of Valentine’s Day, I’m glad to see my worries were misplaced.”

“Well, maybe not in my case,” I added with scrupulous honesty. “But don’t worry, I’m not planning anything stupid today.”

Eiko beat Himeko to the punch. “You feeling a little lonely today, Mam?”

I shrugged. “Only a little. I’m mostly just being honest about that to make sure I don’t backslide into making it an issue.”

Eiko frowned and tried to parse all the evasions in that mouthful.

“I’m not going to lie about it and drive myself nuts,” I clarified. “Or make any of you think it’s worse than it is because I’m obviously lying or in denial.” I shrugged. “I’d love to be in a relationship like Himeko’s and Hiro’s right now. I’m not. That’s disappointing, but so is the fact I haven’t won the lottery. I’ll be okay.”

“That was surprisingly healthy, Mamoru,” Himeko admitted, trying not to show too much surprise.

“Your fan club inspired me,” I couldn’t help but smirk slightly. One of the reasons Himeko had made so much of a show of the giri chocolate earlier had been to subtly push away and underline the difference to all the observers. Hiro had brought along some extra bodyguards today so we’d managed to carve out a secluded corner and eat lunch without too many people crowding us too much. Although Eiko and I had formed the second protective layer while Himeko and Hiro had looked into each others eyes, fed each other a few tidbits, and generally been sickeningly sweet.

Eiko barked laughter. “Yeah, if it wasn’t for Hiro then this entire day would just suck for Hime, top to bottom.”

“You don’t like Valentine’s Day?” Ryota asked in surprise.

“I like it just fine,” Himeko answered calmly, “it’s just what some people do today that frustrates me.”

“Think of how many confessions, chocolates, and stalkers Himeko had to dodge around this time of year before she had a boyfriend,” I came to my friend’s defense. “All well meaning-“

Eiko made a noise, but otherwise kept her peace.

“-but still delusional and a pain to deal with. Now keep in mind she does have a boyfriend… and that’s only cut down the number by about 90%.”

“Hah! You’re an optimist, Mamoru. Three-quarters at most!” Eiko retorted.

“I don’t want to complain,” Himeko replied meekly. A slight twitch at the corner of her eye suggested that was a lie. “But I really did expect better of Tokyo U students. I could not emphasize I’m happy in a committed relationship any further, and yet they still try.”

The grad students all winced and looked sheepish.

“Then there’s other stuff,” Eiko noted slyly, watching Himeko all the while. “Like what sort of chocolate other people are receiving.”

Himeko’s twitches were visible to all of us this time.

“I don’t get it,” Kiyoto admitted.

“Yeah, I have to admit that one went over my head as well,” I agreed.

“It’s none of your business,” Himeko said, just barely short of curt.

“Isn’t it?” Eiko needled, still in sly mode.

“Did someone give Hiro some-“

“No!” Himeko emoted firmly enough to make me and the grad students draw back a little. She took a deep breath and visibly calmed herself. “No. Though Hiro certainly received his fair share of other chocolate, that does not really matter. That is no less than his due. No, this is about… other people.”

I still looked blank, so Eiko noted “really Mamoru, really? Your cousin is literally in the same class as Shinji this year.”

It took me a few moments to wrap my head around that . “Oh! Oh? Wait… nani?”

Eiko rolled her eyes. “He’s another Meiko heir. And now he’s in high school, surrounded by opportunistic girls. Guess how much chocolate Shinji ended up coming home with today? Before finding a small pile of additional chocolate that high-society opportunists sent 'just to be polite'.”

“The amount’s not the problem, Eiko,” Himeko snapped. “It’s the sender.”

“I’m still not sure I-“

“Inoue Sakura.”

I hissed and drew back physically.

Eiko smiled beatifically. “There we go. You had to get it out. And I wanted to see Mam’s reaction.”

“I’m still not getting it,” Kiyoto looked between me and Himeko a few times.

“You wouldn’t,” Himeko noted a little more calmly. “She’s an old kohei of Mamoru and I. She’s… many things.”

Damn it, how do you describe Inoue Sakura to a bunch of strangers without sounding like you’re… I wasn’t sure how to even finish that thought. Exaggerating? Delusional? Slandering her? Inoue Sakura was really nuanced in some ways, and about as subtle as a sledgehammer in others. Trying to describe that out loud though, without any context... Yeah, I’m not volunteering for that.

“You’re just going to leave it at that?” Kiyoto pressed a little, obviously on Eiko’s wavelength when it came to needling Himeko just a bit. “Many what?”

Inspiration hit me. “Himeko, I don’t suppose you have any footage of Inoue just walking somewhere?”

Himeko blinked a few times. “Wouldn’t it be more likely for you to have that, Mamoru?”

“I wouldn’t dare,” I admitted honestly. “Too… too many things.”

“This is so weird,” Chie noted from the sidelines, looking between us and shaking her head.

Himeko frowned slightly. “Actually… I think I do. I copied it as evidence from the phone of… I think it was Sugiyama Kai actually, back before we had to kick him out.” She brought out her device and started tapping.

“Is it suitable for showing?”

Himeko actually snorted at that, “as much as anything related to Inoue Sakura ever is. Yes, I have it.”

“I think everyone needs a visual aid.”

Himeko nodded and put the phone down on the center of the table. The three grad students leaned over and watched a clip of Inoue Sakura ‘just’ walking across the school yard. The quotation marks were deliberate, no matter what Inoue might claim this was clearly one of the times she was deliberately moving to attract. The footage captured the suspicious bounce in her step, along with the slight lift and flare it added to Inoue’s suspiciously short skirt.

“She’s a high schooler?” Chie asked in naked disbelief after a few seconds.

“Physically, yes,” I muttered feelingly. “Mentally, I literally know of forty-year-old business executives who don’t have her killer instincts and eye for taking advantage of people.” Granted, I was basing that more on what my mother had said than my very limited interactions with the person. But I wasn’t lying.

“I thought… you mean it’s not porn? Or some sort of parody?” Ryota asked, looking seriously discombobulated by the idea.

“I’d say it’s almost pornographic,” Himeko replied darkly. “Unfortunately, she always made sure to keep it just under the line. She probably trained with that damn skirt as much as I did with martial arts.”

Sadly, I thought after a moment’s reflection, I don’t think she’s exaggerating about that.

“I swear,” Himeko continued, “I think she was just waiting for someone to make that objection so that she could turn it around on them and claim she was being unfairly persecuted.”

“Wow. That’s…” Kiyoto shook his head. “I imagine she’d be a lot of fun to be with, but I know a maneater when I see one. That’s a maneater.”

“And she ate pretty well last year. And now she’s targeting my younger brother.”

“Is Shinji falling for it?” I asked quickly, Himeko was usually better than I was about not getting sucked down into wells like this, but she’d obviously been worrying about her brother for some time now.

“No,” Eiko inserted quickly, “which is why we know. He came home as quick as he could manage after school today, even made an excuse to skip club practice and he tries to never do that. He was clearly disturbed, and worried she might be about to try a more aggressive play after school, so he got out of the line of fire.”

I heaved a sigh of relief. “That’s Inoue Sakura,” I told the grad students since Himeko was clearly struggling not to say something particularly vile and slanderous. “She has to be seen to be believed. And keep in mind that her targets are high school boys, she has a very high success ratio.”

Ryota glanced at Chie guiltily, but thankfully Kiyoto was honest and smart enough to say it. “Yeah, I can see that,” he admitted, looking a little embarrassed. “I’d be tempted right now, especially if I hadn’t talked to you guys about her. If she’d come right up to me in high school I don’t want to think about how stupid I would have been.”

“You and everyone else around her,” Himeko muttered.

“Abe Hajime and I did alright,” I felt compelled to point out, my need for balance reasserting itself. Which prompted something else in turn. “And this is slightly older footage,” I added to the grad students, “she toned it down a little after an… incident. She’s still pretty bad, but she probably only brings out the big guns like this for special occasions.”

“Like Valentine’s Day?” Himeko asked darkly.

“Hime, cool it,” Eiko said with surprising firmness. “Shinji’s better than that. Your brother isn’t you, but he’s a Meiko too. And after a couple of events being chased upon by a lot smarter predators than her, Shinji knows how to look out for himself. That's why you're not worrying about all the high-class opportunists. He’s not falling for it, and you know that.”

“But those are just for a few hours,” Himeko protested, “and in the eyes of everyone! She gets a chance to work on him nearly every day! And who knows what she'd try if she managed to get him alone?”

“It hasn’t happened yet,” Eiko continued, for once eschewing most of her sarcasm for honest concern. “And Abe Hajime wouldn’t let that happen. Hell, Sensei-san probably wouldn’t let that happen! You know he still dotes on you. Besides, you’re ignoring the other chocolate.”

Himeko reluctantly settled down a little, although she did seem a little reassured (if uncertain) by Eiko’s last comment. Which begged the question “What other chocolate?”

Eiko looked slightly guilty as she answered. “Sorry, Mamoru. I can’t say. That’s private. But one of the chocolates that Shinji got meant a lot more to him than even Inoue Sakura’s. It’s no star-crossed Hime and Hiro thing, thank the gods, but we might be about to go through another kitchen mess for White Day.”

I was mildly intrigued by that. But I had to admit that Eiko was right, it really wasn’t my business to pry further. As if I’d even know who it was, the more honest part of me rolled its eyes at my presumption, if I’m lucky it might be a classmate I’ve heard Kaede mention once or twice before. If it’s not Inoue Sakura then there’s only about three or four other people in the whole school I might know anything about. In any case, unless I really wanted to stretch things to their limit, worry I might run into them at the mansion’s entrance or something, I had no justification for sticking my nose in.

“Right,” I nodded firmly. “His business, not mine, you’re entirely right. Sorry Eiko, I shouldn’t have asked.”

“It’s okay Mamoru,” she said, regaining some good humor at how quickly I backpedalled. “You didn’t do anything wrong.”

“Sorry,” I shrugged. “Knee-jerk reaction today. It’s one of those days where I’m especially sensitive about prying. I know it’s an overreaction, but I worry if I give in to temptation I’m going to start peeking in on people’s private lives. With magic. Because if you want either romance or porn, then today’s the day to do it.”

Ryota and Chie looked slightly disconcerted at that. Thankfully Eiko and Kiyoto just looked amused, and Himeko’s expression clearly said ‘oh Mamoru, what are we going to do with you?’ in a mildly exasperated tone just as clearly as if she’d actually spoken.

“I just said that out loud, didn’t I?” I asked rhetorically, not sure what else to say. “Sorry. Like I said earlier: today hasn’t gotten to me badly, but it has gotten to me. That niggling little voice suggesting I scry upon Miyam- girls in the shower, or use a glamour or two to help ask someone out, is just a little louder today. And that grates on me.”

Himeko’s expression suggested she hadn’t missed my little slip, but she was going to be a good friend and not say anything about it. “Just so long as you’re not doing it. Everyone has intrusive thoughts and feels temptation, Mamoru. Having magic doesn’t make you special.”

“I’ll remind you of that the next time you’re worried you need to bug Shinji’s phone,” Eiko noted all too casually.

“You should,” Himeko replied equably, actually regaining her sense of calm and appearance of serenity. “After all, I’m not prying into your activities tonight, am I?”

To my great surprise, Eiko shifted uncomfortably. “It’s just a little date.”

Really? My eyes popped open a little and I just barely bit my tongue. If not for the whole Shinji thing less than a minute ago, I’d probably be really nosey right now, I admitted to myself.

“Of course,” Himeko noted, “and you’re absolutely entitled to your privacy.”

“It burns you that you don’t know who it is, doesn’t it?” Eiko tossed back with a small smirk.

“Of course not,” Himeko replied, even though I was absolutely certain she was lying. “You are entitled to your privacy. Never mind the fact I wouldn’t even know if I hadn’t pried even that much out of you.”

I almost want popcorn, I admitted, sharing a glance with the other grad students. I was starting to realize just why Himeko had been so pent up when she’d entered the research room. And I’d never seen the pair quite like this before. Close to it yes, but the idea of Eiko going out with someone clearly hit just a little bit different.

“And I wouldn’t have told you,” Eiko replied a little defensively, “if you hadn’t been freaking out about everything. You were terrified I was going to get in the way of your date tonight, this was about the only way to reassure you I wouldn’t.”

“That is the kind of thing you’d normally do, Eiko,” I felt compelled to point out, if only to keep the peace. “You’d either be making fun at all the excessive sentimentality or pushing them in the direction the nearest bed. If you weren’t going to be busy then I’d be expecting you to text them a link to the nearest love hotel and note about their prices in the middle of dinner.”

Himeko shot Eiko a look, clearly feeling a little vindicated.

Eiko was unrepentant. “Only if they needed it, and they really do. Besides, do you really think Himeko’s not going to have half of security trying to track me down tonight?”

I thought about that for a moment. “Between digging into Inoue for Shinji’s sake and her own security, no,” I answered with all seriousness. “Maybe for tomorrow.”

That gave everyone else pause. It was almost a superpower of mine.

“See? Even Mamoru knows what you’re like,” Eiko recovered first.

Himeko obviously considered denying it, briefly, but quickly changed tracks. “True,” she admitted, “but can you blame me? You’re a good friend, and your family has served ours for generations. Of course I want to be sure they’re good enough for you, are trustworthy. And you wanting to keep this secret worries me.”

“Meanwhile I,” Eiko emphasized with tolerant frustration, “want to have some fun. Come on Hime, this isn’t like you and Hiro. Hell, Shinji and-“ she cut herself off after a quick glance towards their audience, “is more likely to turn out permanent than this. This is just going to be a fun little way to kill Valentine’s Day. Nothing more.”

No looking at Eiko’s aura for a few days either, I noted to myself scrupulously. Not until I can help it, like for the next spell test. I didn’t think Eiko was going to go that way, not unless she already knew the guy a little bit better than first date level (like Hiro’s brother? The voice in the back of my head suggested). But it wasn’t any of business, I knew it was best to leave it alone. Though I’d have a harder time convincing myself of that if I wasn’t sure Himeko was going to look into matters at least a little, the honest but treacherous voice in the back of my head made sure to note.

Himeko stared at Eiko intently for a while there, but obviously knew better than to say anything. Annoying Eiko would be one of the few ways to guarantee she went harder and further than she’d planned. Especially if she could use it to harass Himeko and Hiro about doing it at the same time.

“Fine,” she said finally, “I just hope your evening’s as good as mine.” She just barely managed to clamp down on the unsaid ‘even though it won’t be’ enough to avoid antagonizing Eiko.

“Given how you’re stressing and overplanning everything,” Eiko retorted, “I’m pretty sure it will be.”

“Should we…” Ryota whispered suggestively to me while they exchanged a couple more catty barbs.

“No,” I said softly back, “I think they’re still okay. Don’t be fooled, they sometimes go hard at each other when they have to vent.” And sometimes that leads to you dispensing potions after they literally take it outside to imitate a fighting game, I added a little more nervously in my head. I still wasn’t completely certain when and where the two drew the line, and I had a feeling their mutual stress (all the stuff Himeko was having to deal with, then Eiko having to deal with Himeko having to deal with all that) was helping to take them right to the edge this time, hence the extra bite to so many things. But it seemed like they were still being careful to keep it on the right side of the line. If only to make sure they weren’t covering up bruises with makeup tonight.

“-at least I’m going out tonight,” Eiko retorted. “Or would you rather I just stay home alone like-“

Eiko quickly clamped her mouth shut, and looked ashamed of herself, but it was already too late. Himeko’s face froze, Chie yipped quietly and covered her mouth, Kiyoto winced, and Ryota awkwardly pulled away from me.

“Like Mamoru,” I finished for her with crossed arms, doing my best to keep my expression and tone even. I won’t pretend that hadn’t stung though. With Eiko apparently going out that meant I was the only one of my friends and acquaintances that would be alone on Valentine’s Day.

Eiko was instantly contrite. That was apparently in range for Himeko but she knew she’d crossed a line for me. “Mamoru, I-“

“It’s alright,” I said, quickly forestalling her. “I won’t pretend that doesn’t hurt a little, but it’s fine. I’d rather be alone then screwing myself up by going out with the wrong person, like Inoue Sakura,” I added with a quick nod to Himeko. “I’ve already seen what that does to guys less sensitive than I am. I’m not so fragile that a lonely Valentine’s Day is going to ruin me.”

“It was still rude though,” Himeko noted, her tone managing to imply a little apology for her own part in things.

“It was,” I agreed, “but I don’t want you guys walking on eggshells around me just because you’re luckier on the relationship side than I am.”

“Not that much luckier,” Eiko muttered, “it’s one freaking date.”

I shrugged. “If I was really lonely and desperate I’d waste a lot of mana running a powerful scrying spell to find someone else lonely and desperate. It’s probably not a problem tracking down someone like that, not tonight of all nights. But I’m not. I’m alright. Don’t be like my family and start assuming I’m covering up major problems and trying to put a good…”

I trailed off as I realized no one was looking at me. Everyone else had gradually turned to look at Kiyoto, who had the oddest expression on his face.

After a few moments he realized everyone was staring and shook himself. “Sorry,” he said, still sounding a little unbalanced. “I’d just never thought of that application of magic before. Now I can’t help but picture Gandalf quietly going around to a bunch of pickup bars.”

Now the rest of my friends’ faces screwed up into a variety of odd expressions as they contemplated that, each a mix of disgusted, amused, and fascinated by the idea. Both as a concept and possibly in regards to me as a specific example. Since Kiyoto was closer to the truth than he realized, most mages on Avalon had not faced any real problems in finding casual hookups, I did my best to keep my mouth shut. But as the silence drew on, I realized I’d probably have to say something.

“Look,” I sighed, “it’s not a big thing-“

“No, no, of course not,” Kiyoto hastened to agree.

I soldiered forward. “It’s one of those questionable but not quite unethical uses of our powers I mentioned before. Of magic,” I hastened to correct myself, realizing some of the nasty things ‘our powers’ implied about my outlook. “So long as you’re keeping it as unintrusive as possible, be honest about it if someone asks, only go after people who want to be chased, and take ‘no’ for an answer, then it’s fine. But it’s awfully easy to start slipping, especially if you decide to chase a specific someone rather than figure out your available choices.”

A quick look around made it was obvious I wasn’t doing a great job of putting anyone’s minds at ease.

“And it’s because of things like that I want us to keep an eye on our ethics,” I finished, trying to swing the conversation in a different direction with brutal directness.

“And that’s a good point,” Himeko agreed with me immediately. “Something we should look into some more. Tomorrow. Or the day after.”

Thank Aoth, I thought gratefully.

“Anyway,” Himeko said, getting up. Despite everything, she did look much calmer and more settled than she had when she’d first entered the room. “I’ve probably taken enough of your time today, and enforced enough of a break upon all of you. I do hope you enjoy the chocolate, it’s been my privilege to work with all of you these last few months and those are only your due. But I have to run off and get ready for my date tonight, and I think Eiko does too.”

Eiko looked tempted, probably both to argue for the sake of being contrary and to needle me just a little bit further for my comments. But even she thought the better of that and quietly conceded. “Alright Hime, you’re right. There’s still enough excitement coming up today, that’s enough for now.” She did take a moment to give a short bow to all of us. “Sorry to bring up so much personal stuff, it’s been a busy day.”

“Next time, bring chocolate,” Kiyoto tossed back with a small smile of his own.

“Hah, you wish!”

I glanced between the two. You don’t think… nah, that’s too paranoid, even for me!

Eiko paused at the door. “You sure you don’t want to go down a floor, ask Mina out and make it a full set?” she asked me, sounding a little more serious than the question merited.

Thankfully, after everything else, I was just too relieved to be getting out of everything that I just rolled my eyes. “You mean either get ignored or get the door slammed in my face for trying something random like that? No thanks. Though I’d do it rather than have that conversation again!”

“Be careful,” Eiko’s eyes twinkled, “I might hold you to that.” Then, before I could somehow dig myself in deeper, she ducked out of the room.

There was a moment of thoughtful silence amongst the grad students.

“Your friends are weird, Mamoru,” Kiyoto finally noted.

“Of course they are,” I sighed, “they’re friends with me.” And on that self-important note, I turned to get back to work.
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“This is a bad idea,” I muttered to myself, looking at the bunny.

“Nani?” Ryota asked distractedly from about a meter away, where he was bracing the camera.

“Nothing, nothing,” I said quickly. “Just… worrying.”

I’d said it a little too quickly, Ryota obviously wasn’t totally convinced. But it was totally in character for me so he shrugged it off and returned to his final checks.

Oh, I hope I don’t regret this, I sighed internally. The trouble was… well, the trouble was various things actually. Pretty much the whole concept and how it was going to mess with everyone’s heads just for starters. But the biggest problem this time was that I’d done this with seriously impure motives. Between the exams coming up and the disappointments of Valentine’s Day I’d made the decision to run this experiment out of a combination of stress relief and petty vengeance. This was almost certainly going to freak everyone out, and part of my decision making process had been ‘you all had a much better Valentine’s than I did, suffer.’

Now, don’t get me wrong, that hadn’t been all of the justification. Hell, I was being too hard on myself, I should probably have described that as ‘suffer from a complex and paradoxical problem’ if I was being fully accurate. The reason I was going through with this was because we really did need to do it. And given everything it touched on, and the opportunity to really get the grad students thinking about how weird mana could be while still being slightly more grounded in the real world, made this a worthwhile experiment. The pettiness and need to distract myself had just given me the kick in the pants I’d needed to finally go through with it. Because this messed with my head too.

Today, we were going to be looking at the basic shrinking and growing spells.

“Alright,” Kiyoto noted with mixed emotions. “I’m ready for this. Sort of. It feels strange to be using this thing on a rabbit.” He gestured at the sensor we usually used on Eiko and Ryota when testing spells on them, he already had it wrapped a little awkwardly around the middle of the bunny’s body.

“Is that going to work with all that fur?” Chie asked, trying not to sound skeptical.

“It should,” Kiyoto noted, though he sounded less than 100% confident. “Just barely though. And we’d better get more accurate equipment for anything we want fine detail on. The Meikos released the commercial version of this a few months ago, and it’s been making waves.”

That surprised me a little. “What, really?”

Kiyoto nodded. “Yeah. There’s a lot of nitpicking going on, a lot of people seem to be trying to find fault with it because it’s in an odd place. It’s a little too expensive for your average family physician, but not quite precise or robust enough to satisfy your average researcher.” He shrugged. “I see their point, but I think it’s more about resentment and trying to justify their own budgets. It’s really good at doing its own thing, but it’s pretty expensive and you want to make sure you’re using it for the right job. I think some people are afraid that their department heads are going to blow half their budget on a set of these and try to force their use when they’re not the right tool.”

“But is it the right tool today?” Ryota asked reasonably.

“It’s not perfect, but I think so,” Kiyoto admitted. “It’ll allow us to get good ranging results on a bunch of factors quickly and without putting this little lady through too much distress,” he gestured at the bunny. “If we need a follow up it’ll probably need more exact tools, at least if we’re going to publish the results.”

“So good enough to establish a hypothesis, not good enough to test a theory?” I summed up.

“Depends on the theory,” Kiyoto’s reply was wry, “a well established one that’s stood for years? Theory of Gravity level stuff? It’d probably be fine. A new one? You’d get heckled to death afterwards.”

“Alright, something to keep in mind in the future,” I agreed. “You’re right, today is mostly about demonstrating this ridiculousness to you guys and getting some ideas for the future. When we do the full, official version of this we’ll probably work our way up from inorganics first. We might eventually put these results as part of a study somewhere. But if we do it’s going to be as the first line in a table and each result is going to be followed by an asterisk.”

“Business as usual,” Ryota muttered under his breath.

Ryota and Kiyoto seemed mostly normal, possibly a little annoyed at all the extra work that was going into this particular experiment. It was our first one with a test animal after all, so there’d been a bunch of extra little steps. Especially since we were jumping straight to a rabbit instead of using something like mice first. The extra bureaucracy on that hadn’t been too hard, but explaining that we needed a larger animal, without giving out too many details of what we were doing, had been a little bit tricky. Kiyoto had handled most of it, and Ryota had probably been the one who’d done the most work on the direct experimental setup.

Since she’d been less distracted Chie seemed to be the most affected. Unlike the other two, our physicist already looked a little nervous and weirded out by everything. I had a feeling she was already a few steps ahead of the guys on the ‘wait a second… what the hell?’ idea of size changing spells and all that implied.

“Alright then,” I said, trying to swallow the butterflies in my stomach, “I guess we’d better get down to business then.”

With that, we activated the cameras and recording devices, stated time and date for the record, Kiyoto listed off the bunny’s vital statistics, and then we placed our subject in a fenced off area at the center of the table.

“By the way,” I asked a little awkwardly, “does she have a name?”

“Not officially,” Kiyoto answered with surprising ease, “we don’t go around naming test subjects or getting close to animals that might end up in a potentially fatal project.”

“How about unofficially?” Chie asked, looking a little ill.

“I think the rabbits usually get that much,” Kiyoto admitted, “I don’t think I know this one’s though.” He frowned, “wait, no… that’s right. This one’s officially D-0115, so some smartass called her ‘Doris’.”

“ ‘Doris’?” Chie repeated the foreign word. “Really?”

Kiyoto shrugged. “I’m pretty sure. They only said it once in my presence, but it’s the sort of simplistic idea those guys like. The current batch all have ‘D’ designators so they went with the simplest and closest ‘D’ names they could come up with. Most anything with a D4 in it ended up being named Dai- something, although I think there was at least one Dan in there. I’m not sure why they went with English for this one.”

He knew a fair amount for all his denials, but he was a bio student. For all I knew he’d done that duty for a semester or two in the past. And the whole idea seemed just logical enough to be easily remembered and deduced. “Alright then,” I said, taking a deep breath, “time for the first test on subject Doris. Kiyoto?”

As the bio guy Kiyoto had the dubious honor of lightly stamping in a splash of blue colored dye onto Doris’s otherwise white fur, followed by quickly clipping a small but visible section of her fur with a specially designed clipper.

“That doesn’t hurt her, right?” Chie asked.

Kiyoto shook his head, clearly unbothered about what he was doing. “Not unless she struggles,” he replied in mild annoyance. “It would only complicate things.”

Doris clearly wasn’t happy with someone handling her like that, but only to a mild degree. She didn’t squirm about, and Ryota was soon focusing in on the new marks to her fur. The ink and stamp were specially designed so when we held up a ruler for scale we could verify the stamp was almost exactly 5 cm long. The clipped hair was a little rougher, Kiyoto hadn’t been trying to shave Doris, merely shorten her coat by roughly half, but there was a fairly well-defined part that was also about 5 cm long.

“Okay,” I tried not to think too deeply about what I was doing and merely focused on the spell, “starting the first test. A growth type spell.”

Despite my words, the spell took nearly ten minutes to cast. But I’d warned the grad students ahead of time so they simply waited patiently. And when I completed it, the results were dramatic.

“Whoa!” Kiyoto jerked back from the table as Doris basically doubled in every dimension.

“That was fast!” Ryota agreed. “Like, what? Maybe six or seven seconds?”

“Maybe,” Kiyoto said, staring at the rabbit with intense fascination.

“I want to see a frame by frame,” Chie piped up. “It looked like that, but I think the growth was on a curve. Slow, fast, slow, then stopping.”

“Huh,” I thought. I don’t think anyone checked that out on Avalon, it was already something to think about. “I definitely want to look at that too,” I agreed with Chie. “I think you might be right.”

“Checking results,” Kiyoto said, swallowing a little as he went to measure the now much bigger bunny on the table, carefully going through the motions again. The larger Doris still wasn’t happy at being handled, but tolerated the familiar process.

“So roughly twice the size as before?” Chie suggested when Kiyoto had finished.

“More or less,” Kiyoto agreed as he compared current results with the previous figures. “It’s not exactly that, but we’re not doing exact measurements either. I don’t want to stress her out even more by holding her down and measuring each bit down to the millimeter. And before Mamoru gets pedantic about calling her twice the size, we all know that’s each individual measurement, right? And we all get the square cubed law?”

I figured my mouth hadn’t opened up enough to be visible yet, although Kiyoto had caught me just in time. “How is it’s weight?” I asked instead. “Mass, I mean.”

Normally someone might have joshed me for the slip. Today it was a fascinating question. Kiyoto gently maneuvered Doris back onto the scale and took the measurement. He then blinked a few times. “That can’t be right,” he noted, resetting the scale and trying again.

“That can’t be right?” Ryota asked incredulously, the way we were casually playing with physics catching up to him.

“It doesn’t make sense,” Kiyoto replied, apparently not happy with the results as he maneuvered Doris off and on an additional time for a third reading. After that he gave up but his expression was still confused as he turned to the rest of us. “It’s not…”

Kiyoto clamped down on whatever he was going to say, then drove us nuts by carefully strapping Doris into the Meiko sensor for more readings. Only when that process had started did he speak to us again.

“I’m only eyeballing the numbers, but they don’t make logical sense. Look, Doris was 1.1 kg at first weighing, right?”

I double checked what I’d already written down, but it was mostly for show. “Yes,” I replied at the same time as everyone else.

“And if she’d doubled all her measurements, she’d be eight times larger. Right?”

“Well, a little bit less if she’s not really twice as large,” Chie pointed out mildly.

Kiyoto frowned. “Does anyone remember what 1.9 cubed is?”

“6.895,” Chie replied promptly. She had a calculator out even as she answered though, then winced and hastily changed that to “6.859, five-nine,” she emphasized, “sorry, I accidentally flipped it.”

“Still not enough,” Kiyoto replied, sounding slightly relieved. “Doris here now masses 6.573 kg. Nearly six times an increase. We’d probably need some really exact calculations to be sure, but she’s lighter than she should be.”

All of us looked thoughtful and frowned at that. Huh, I thought abstractly, while I ran a few things through my head. I don’t think he’s wrong. We probably need some more exact figures and some really intense number crunching to be sure, we might just be falling for some sort of mathematical optical illusion. But I’m pretty sure we’re not.

“Could it be…” Ryota started, but then trailed off. “Sorry, not likely. Well, maybe. Is it possible she’s not increased proportionally? She’s not one homogeneous mass, parts of her are lighter and parts are heavier. Is it possible that’s the explanation? That the lighter parts increased more than the heavier parts?”

It was clear from his tone that he felt a little foolish even saying it. But, given what sort of nonsense we were already working with, we all took a moment to consider it.

“I don’t think so,” I noted, studying the bunny judiciously. “All the parts look the same and in the same proportion to me. But you’ve got a point. If something like her lungs got proportionally bigger than her legs then that might explain the change.”

“Do you have any idea how much distress she’d probably be in if that was the case?” Kiyoto answered, barely concealing his ire. “She wouldn’t be just sitting here even this calmly if something like that was going on. She’s surprised, sure, and I don’t think she’s comfortable. But she’s nowhere near panicking.”

“Mana’s reading on the border of high two and low three,” Chie interjected diplomatically while Ryota and I both looked a little embarrassed.

“Huh, wouldn’t have figured that high,” I admitted, trying to move past my mistake. It’s not impossible, I told myself. I mean, just a hint of that problem and the size change not being as close to two times as we thought would probably account for everything. But I realized I was mostly making up excuses and Kiyoto was right: if that was a serious problem in any way then Doris would have been letting us know.

The medical device beeped and informed us it was done, and Kiyoto quickly took down the readings. “Alright,” he noted as he compared them to the ones she’d had before. “She’s not exactly happy, her heart’s working harder and it looks like she’s stressed. But not too badly so.”

“I’m honestly surprised at that,” I admitted.

“We try to breed and acclimatize the lab rabbits so they don’t panic at the slightest thing,” Kiyoto noted. “We don’t put much time into it, but they’re rarely used in the lower and more disposable tests like the lab rats. Plus, even these little guys have a hell of a kick. We don’t want something that goes into life-or-death mode at every little needle.”

I looked at the relatively massive rabbit now and winced. Thanks to my previous life, filled with practical education at a young age about what even relatively small creatures could do, I had a little more appreciation of the threat than Ryota or Chie seemed to, I’d seen the scars a threatened hare could leave on a man. “That’s a good idea.”

“Don’t give us too much credit,” Kiyoto noted distractedly, “it’s mostly just breeding. There’s usually a couple of little acclimatization exercises for a new batch when they’re born, but the suppliers usually take care of that. It’s hard to monitor how they’re doing if they’re constantly panicking at every little thing.”

“Anyway, I’m… honestly surprised she seems to be doing this well,” Kiyoto admitted, his tone in agreement with his words. “Thinking about it, what she should be feeling with the increased mass and the strangeness of being twice her size, she’s… I really thought this would have affected her more.”

Ironically, it seemed to be affecting Kiyoto more. Now he was finally seeing the forest instead of the trees, and the sheer weirdness and ‘wait, what the hell?’ of size changing spells was starting to catch up to him. You could practically hear the gears in his brain starting to grind and stall as the grit of ‘but that doesn’t make sense’ got caught up in them.

“How about the marks?” I asked out of a combination of cruelty and kindness, refocusing him on the immediate.

“Right,” Kiyoto answered quickly, grabbing the ruler while Ryota refocused the camera on the marked patches of the rabbit’s fur. “Call it 9.8 cm for the dyed patch, I think I have to say 9.7 cm for the clipped hair.”

“Was there less of a change?” Ryota asked, possibly still hanging on to his uneven size changing theory.

“I don’t think so, I think it was just a little shallower on the clipping at the ends,” Kiyoto replied. “It’s a little harder to define.”

“Ready for the next marks?” I asked, trying to keep my voice even. I was pretty curious and nervous about how this was going to match what I’d been taught.

Kiyoto nodded, then proceeded to make another mark using the same stamp, but with red dye this time, before using the clippers to take another bit out of Doris’s fur.

“Whoa,” Kiyoto noted in surprise as he did so. “Did you guys see that?”

“I think so,” Ryota said uncertainly. Meanwhile Chie asked “see what?”

“The fur shrank back down to it’s original size after being clipped,” I reported. “It got separated from the spell’s effect.” Then I frowned. “At least, I think that’s what happened. I suppose we really should have taken better care and measured exact masses and amounts first.”

“That… makes sense,” Kiyoto said, speaking in a slow way that suggested he really wasn’t sure that it did. He still went through the motions of measuring out the new marks and showing they were both supposed to be 5 cm each.

“Okay then,” Kiyoto declared when he was finished with his measuring. “I guess that’s everything.” His voice declared he was now thoroughly freaked out and unsure what was going to happen next. “Mamoru, you can now… what the he- what would be the official term for this?”

“Releasing the spell,” I declared. “Although,” I added as Doris quickly shrank back down to normal, “we really do need to come up with something better when we start doing the official, fully on record, experiments.”

No one paid me any mind, focusing more on the sudden change to Doris.

“Much faster transformation,” Chie declared instantly. “That was like a second at most. And I think it was consistent all the way through.”

“Definitely need a frame by frame on that one,” Ryota agreed.

“Ah, what the hell?!” Kiyoto let out unscientifically, grabbing his hair for a moment. He’d immediately looked towards the second set of marks. The first ones had, unsurprisingly, returned to their original dimensions. The second ones though… both were now half (roughly) their original size. But the red dye was now much more vibrant against the white rabbit fur.

“Okay, I’ll cheat and give you what I’ve been told on this one,” I said, taking pity on the poor biologist (although Chie was also starting to get a little cross-eyed as she noticed the dye). “The dye wasn’t affected by magic, even though the fur it was being put on was. So when the magic was removed, the surface area returned to normal but the amount of dye was unchanged.”

“Saturating the area,” Ryota agreed, looking enlightened. “That makes sense.”

“Does it?!” Kiyoto looked a little wild-eyed. He took a deep breath, settled down, and started taking measurements while his body language broadcast resentment and irritation to the world at large. He gradually settled down as he went through the familiar routine of taking the rabbit’s measurements, which had returned to their previous numbers, until he got to the new markings and taking their official measurements.

“About 2.6 cm for the clipping,” he reported, “and 2.8 cm for the red dye.”

I blinked a little in surprise, and I wasn’t the only one. “Really? That much?”

“Take a closer look,” Kiyoto invited a little maliciously.

“Huh.” I didn’t say it, but I was starting to wonder if there was more to Ryota’s suggestion than I’d thought.

“That might have been our mistake,” Ryota noted from the side. “We moved a little too quickly, we should have waited for the dye to dry a little more first. It’s quick drying, but if we really did try to suddenly squeeze twice as much of it in the same area then it may have leaked out the sides.”

We all re-examined the marking. “You might be right,” Kiyoto agreed in a more conciliatory tone. “The edges are pretty faint when compared to the center. And you can see there’s a faint spread to the center instead of being nice and even like the first one.”

“Okay, important note,” I admitted a little sheepishly, “when we do the full, official version of this we’re going to have to watch out for that. Either give it a little longer or use something that sets instantly and completely.”

“I’m not sure any dye’s been testing against shrinking, Mamoru,” Kiyoto reported, regaining some of his usual humor. “At least, not in that way.”

“How’s the bunny doing?” Chie asked from her side. “By the way, there’s some residual mana readings. We haven’t quite returned to normal yet.”

Also surprising, I noted in my head, reminding myself that I was discovering stuff too.

“She’s fine,” Kiyoto reported, “still a little stressed, but not by as much as you’d think.”

“We probably should be careful about that,” I admitted, belatedly realizing something. “This is a little more mana exposure than usual for a body. I’m pretty sure we’ll be fine for the shrinking test, we’re not going to be doing it for too long, but I’d be really worried about doing a third test after that. That might be good, but I think four would definitely be too much.”

No one said anything, I was mostly being paranoid and pedantic again. Since we only had one more test planned it was mostly a pointless note. Not entirely, it was something Kiyoto would have to take into account. And it really was something to think about for the future, when we might be tempted to try and get multiple data points as quickly as was practical. But mostly I was being silly, and everyone realized it.

“Anyway, starting the shrinking spell,” I declared, trying to move past that.

The research room went quiet as I spent another ten minutes casting this one. The other three were nervous with anticipation after what had happened last time, caught between curiosity and a little bit of ‘what the heck’s going to happen now?’ as they confronted the reality of actual shrinking. So much so that we all missed a practical problem until almost the last second.

“Hey, wait a second,” Chie suddenly interjected just as I was reaching the end. “Mamoru’s going to do the reverse, right? Shrink her by half?”

“Yeah…” Kiyoto looked at her uncomprehendingly while I tried to put them all out of my mind as I focused on the spell.

“Well won’t that have the same problem? Dividing her mass by eight instead of multiplying it? How are you going to-“

At that moment I finished the spell and Doris rapidly shrank.

“Awww!” Chie was unable to keep from vocalizing as she saw the tiny bunny on the tabletop.

“Ah,” Kiyoto said simply, suddenly realizing Chie’s point and looking at the Meiko medical sensor, and then at the roughly (large) fist sized rabbit awkwardly. “Yeah. You might have a point. Definitely going to need some asterisks on this one,” he muttered as he quickly walked over to the lab supply drawers in search of some alternate tools.

Four of us in one room and no one even thought of that until the last minute, I thought guiltily as I watched mini-Doris hop around the enclosed section of the table. The rabbit was obviously startled to have been suddenly shrunk, but she didn’t seem to be too panicked about it. I wonder what she thinks about all this, deep in her bunny brain. Maybe she’s taking it so well because she thinks we just shot her up with hallucinogens?

“I don’t think we’re going to get everything we had before,” Kiyoto declared as he returned with a few simpler tools, “but I should be able to get most of the important ones.”

“Yeah, this is definitely a test run,” I admitted sheepishly as he stuck an infrared thermometer in one of Doris’s ears. “It’s good to show you guys what we’re working with here, and get a few practical readings in. But we need a better run experiment for when we start looking to publish this.”

“That’s for sure,” Ryota muttered as we watched Kiyoto work. One advantage Kiyoto had was how he could now manage Doris with one hand. He was firm but gentle as he maneuvered the bunny to accommodate as many tests as he could.

“Anything unusual?” Ryota asked when Kiyoto was finished.

“Apart from the subject’s size?” Kiyoto shot back sarcastically. This was easily the most work he’d had to put in on one of these experiments. Even when he was checking multiple human subjects we were usually more cooperative and trustworthy. “She’s a little more stressed out. But I’ve got to say: Doris is one tough bunny. She’s taking this very well, I’d have expected her to be much more panicked than this.”

“I guess we got the order of operations right at least,” I noted wryly. “Large first, then small. I don’t want to think about how it would have gone if we’d really frightened her by shrinking her first, then gone on to startle her even more when we made her larger and gave her some more dangerous tools to deal with it.”

“Oh yeah,” Kiyoto agreed, even as he set her down on the scale. “Subject now masses 143 grams, so not quite an eighth of her previous size but she’s pretty light. But give Doris some credit for her responses, I think we lucked out. I don’t think most of the other rabbits we could have gotten would have been so calm.”

Something to keep in mind, I thought, eyeing Doris thoughtfully. I didn’t want to add a permanent test subject to the research room. But if we’d just stumbled across a great specimen…

Kiyoto set Doris back in the main section and started measuring the old marks on her fur. “Anyway,” Kiyoto declared. “Blue dye, about 2.6 cm. First clipping, maybe 2.5. I think it’s slightly smaller than the dye, if you want to call it 2.55 for this one then I’m good. Red dye, 1.4 cm. Second clipping, I’m also going to call it 1.4 cm but the fur’s a little harder to make out at this size. I think it’s slightly smaller again, but it’s really hard to tell.”

“That looks about right,” Ryota agreed from where he was focusing the camera on the markings. “We can always look at the still frames later if we want to be more exact.”

“Okay, we really want a better methodology for the next run,” I admitted. “But this is a good first step.”

Kiyoto took a deep breath. “Alright then,” he sighed, “administering the final dye and making the final clipping.”

This time Kiyoto stamped Doris with a green dye, and took another 5 cm clipping out of her fur. We were all watching this time, and flinched when we saw the clipped hair did not spontaneously expand once it was removed from Doris.

“Shit,” I muttered feelingly. “I was afraid of that.”

“Afraid of what?” Ryota asked with equal passion.

“Okay, releasing spell,” I reported instead, ignoring Ryota’s question as Kiyoto finished verifying the measurements.

Doris quickly expanded back to normal size again. “I think that was a little quicker than last time,” Chie noted.

“It was still pretty quick either way,” I answered, but thoughtfully. I did want to check out the recording though, she might have been right. And that did kind of match with theory.

Kiyoto sighed in relief (and I think Doris might have done the same) as he got down to one last check of her vitals. This time he was able to use the Meiko device again, simplifying things immensely. He re-measured her body while waiting for the results to register. “All back to normal,” he reported after he took and compared the measurements. “All exactly so. That kind of surprises me.” He admitted.

“I can see why,” I agreed from my end. “Well, I can guess. But it makes more sense than you think, I’ll explain the theory in a minute.”

“Do you have to be that cryptic?” Ryota complained.

“Yeah, I really just babbled a lot in order to say ‘I know, but I’m not telling you yet’ didn’t I?”

“Yes.”

Thankfully the device beeped and disgorged the results at that point. “All a little bit stressed but returning to what they were before,” Kiyoto reported with a satisfied nod. He gave the bunny a quick pat on the head. “You did good, all back to normal now.”

“You do care!” Chie jumped on it.

Kiyoto rolled his eyes. “Of course I care. It’s just not a good idea to get attached to something you might end up killing in the next five minutes.”

After taking Doris’s weight again, back to 1.1 kg, he took a deep breath and returned to the marks on her coat. All the old ones were back to their previous sizes. As for the new ones…

“Green dye,” he frowned and stopped.

“What?” Chie asked, not having a good angle on it.

“It’s hard to tell,” Kiyoto admitted, “it’s been stretched, but not precisely evenly. I’m not quite sure where to call the ending points.”

“I guess that makes sense,” I admitted, taking a closer look myself. “It’s the opposite problem as before, the same amount of dye being stretched out over a wider area. I’d say we should count this whole area,” I gestured with my finger above a wide section of her fur, “but we should also make note of how much is pretty good and how much is faint.”

“We should really use a better color next time,” Kiyoto noted as he did just that. “Maybe black so there’s no real argument. Anyway. Call it about 8.9 cm for the good section, about 9.9 if you count the fainter traces.”

“Maybe next time we should just add dots and see how much the distance between them changes?” Ryota suggested in passing.

“That sounds good,” Chie chimed in.

Kiyoto shook his head. “The dots would change size too. And trying to find the center of them would be a nightmare. Anyway, the clipped fur is a little bit better. That’s actually better defined this time than before. I’d call it 9.7 cm for the clipped section.”

“Mana levels are higher than normal but dropping,” Chie added from her end.

“Alright,” I declared, “so let’s get Doris back in her cage, then discuss.”

***

A few minutes later we were all collapsed in the couches at the front of the research room, disproportionately exhausted by what we’d just been through. The stress and mental gymnastics the grad students were suffering through made their normal days look like a relief. And while I was slightly less freaked out and confused by everything I’d also had to cast and hold the spells for a while. Nothing too hard, especially since I’d taken full advantage of my staff to hold the spells after I was sure they were working, but not something trivial either.

We all had a drink in front of us. Including Doris. For some reason Chie had decided to bring the bunny’s generous cage with us and set it down on the coffee table. Doris was contentedly alternating between a lettuce leaf and her water dispenser while we silently watched her a full minute.

“Why’d you bring her?” Kiyoto asked finally.

“Making sure there were no delayed after effects,” Chie answered instantly and piously.

Yeah, right. Flashed through my thoughts, and I was pretty sure I wasn’t the only one. Still, none of us said anything out loud. It wasn’t bad logic, and having the bunny there was oddly soothing.

“Alright,” Kiyoto declared finally. “If no one else is going to say it, I am. What the hell was that, Mamoru? And how many laws of the universe did we just break?”

“Those,” I declared wearily, “were the basic size changing spells. And to answer your other question: I’m not sure. They look ridiculous, but I don’t think we actually broke any.”

“Bullshit.”

“Maybe, maybe not,” I responded. “Look, they make my head hurt too. And I don’t think they’ve been adequately explained by mages before. But based on what I do know, and what we just saw, I think they’re a further example of mana’s extradimensional nature.”

“Oh?” Chie suddenly sat up a little straighter.

I nodded. “Okay, now this is going to sound weird-“

“Oh god,” Ryota moaned.

I ignored that. “But I think the spells are acting a bit like a lens around the subject. When shrunk, most of the target’s mass is displaced out of this dimension. The remainder stays exactly the same, and is still connected, but outside this portion of reality.”

“That’s why the hair didn’t grow back!” Kiyoto declared suddenly, “when we cut it!”

I nodded. “And why the dye remained in relatively the same position and proportions of the body. I wanted to check that out too. I don’t want to blow your mind too much, but I’m a little bit curious and afraid of what’s happened to the mass that disappeared between dimensions when we cut the fur.”

“Oh, thanks a lot!” Ryota said feelingly.

“Hypothetically…” Chie began, then shook her head. “No, I can’t even begin to come up with a good idea, there are too may possibilities for that one.” She shot me a dirty look. “Thanks a lot Mamoru! Now I’m not sure I’m going to be able to sleep tonight! Now I’m going to be worried about nuclear reactions and transdimensional filament strings in the room where I’m supposed to be working!”

“Yeah, I was kind of hoping they’d simply grow back too,” I admitted. “Or that they’d reappear to some degree when she went back to normal size.

“For what it’s worth, I don’t think that’s going to be a problem. At least, not in this way, and at this amount. But I want to avoid doing too much of that. At least in the place we’re all going to be working in.”

The three of them continued to give me angry glares, so I hurried to move on. “The growth side of things seems similar, although I’m not sure it’s an exact mirror. There seems to be a lensing effect, but the extra mass is filled in by mana. The subject is there, and… spread out evenly for lack of a better idea-“

“As opposed to what?” Chie shot back, clearly not wanting to forgive me for the physics nightmare I’d just unleashed on her.

Kiyoto snapped his fingers. “Piloting a body of mana like it’s some sort of mech,” he replied, then pointed at me. “That’s why we were cutting the hair, and checking out how exactly it measured up when Doris went back to normal.”

I nodded. “Precisely. If it was just a body of mana there’d be no damage. And if something weird was happening, like that was exactly the point that the real body corresponded to, then the clipping would have still been 5 cm. But it wasn’t. It changed in proportion. Which must mean it proportionately affected the real body, which could only happen if the real body was spread out over that area somehow.”

“Incidentally,” I added quickly, “I think that’s why the mass was a bit off when Doris was larger. The mana was somehow mimicking or approximating the real body, but it wasn’t quite as dense or real or full in some way as the original material. That’s just a hypothesis though.”

“Don’t you mean a theory?” Ryota asked a little snidely, although he too was calming down as he started to consider the full implications of everything.

I shook my head. “The lensing thing might be considered strong enough to be a theory. Barely. And I’m co-opting and interpreting a lot of magical research and history to get even that far. That bit is a hypothesis at best, and I’m pretty sure I’d better tighten it up a little before I say as much to Professor Ichikawa.”

“Aargh,” Kiyoto moaned softly but feelingly. “This is going to drive me nuts.”

“Tell me about it,” I said feelingly. “I’ve been thinking about this subject for years. And this is as far as I’ve gotten. There’s a hell of a lot of potential here, but we’ve got to figure something out about it first. Or else when we try to present it to people they’ll laugh us out of the building. Or worse, go off half-cocked and who knows what damage they could cause if they try industrializing these processes when we don’t know what they’re really doing?”

“Industrialize this?” Kiyoto looked at me incredulously. “What part of this is practical?”

“Nanotechnology,” I said simply.

The entire room fell silent.

I sighed. “Look, I don’t know of any way to shrink a person down to sub-atomic size. The spells start getting exponentially more difficult not long after the points we got to. But think about. Think about how small a robot we can already build that could rebuild itself from available materials and respond to commands. Now, say we shrank that one and had it build a copy of itself at that size. Then say we shrank that one.”

“My god,” Kiyoto breathed.

I nodded. “Now there’s ton of problems with even that example,” I admitted. “Just for starters the difficulty in affecting something that advanced and mana unfriendly with such a sophisticated piece of magic. And I don’t want to even imagine the engineering difficulties we’d get at each size. But the concepts here could hold the key to some pretty damn practical miniaturization within a few decades. And if just one Nobel Prize winning engineer got to work with this stuff, I don’t think nanotechnology is off the table.”

“If we can bring magic to the world’s attention and make it work.”

We all fell silent and watched Doris, happily munching away at her lettuce, for a few moments.

“Well, that’s not ambitious,” Kiyoto finally said. He’d meant it to come out sarcastically, but he was too subdued.

“And maybe impossible,” I admitted. “I wouldn’t dare take this to Mr. Meiko in its current state, there are way too many unknowns and potential problems. But this is one of the potential gamechangers, a place where magic could be used to catapult science forward a century or two. And I want you guys to think about it when trying to figure out just how the hell mana works.”

“Do you mean because of how important it is?” Chie asked. “Or because of how weird it is?”

“Yes,” I replied feelingly.

There was another moment of silence.

Finally, Kiyoto heaved a huge sigh. “Well, I guess that makes one thing easier,” he admitted.

“What’s that?” I asked cautiously.

He smiled wryly at me. “I should probably finish off the paperwork to keep Doris here around. We’re going to need a live test subject for some more tests, and that’s easier than the alternatives. Otherwise we’d need to try to explain what happened, because the next researcher to use her would need to know, or else we'd have to try and claim ‘oh, she died’ without producing the remains.”

All of us shot him various annoyed looks, even though he’d spoken nothing but truth-

(Seriously, if some other researcher had used Doris before us, and as a result of that she’d died when changing sizes, it would have thrown a huge monkey wrench into our research.)

-but before anyone could say anything, the door opened and both Himeko and Eiko walked in.

“Hello!” Himeko declared happily. “I’m glad to see you’re all resting for once without me! And is that a bunny?”

Himeko knelt by Doris’s cage and smiled. I gave in to everything and let out a frustrated sigh.

“We’re taking a break to welcome in our newest team member,” I said with a mixture of exasperation and amusement.  “Himeko, meet Doris.  The world’s first micronaut.”
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StrangeSaori: I’ll be right there.

I stared at the text from my cousin in concern. The unasked for, unexplained text from my psychic cousin. Well, that’s not ominous at all! I reflected, feeling a small surge of panic as the implications of it started to register.

“What’s wrong?” Kanoko Sakura, my cousin from the other side of the family and my whole reason for being there, asked in concern as she saw my expression.

“Nothing,” I replied, putting my phone back away, “just a miss-send.”

I sincerely hoped that was the truth. As much as my paranoia was ramping up (and I was already fighting it for control of my adrenal gland) it really did seem possible that was all Saori’s text was. It had come out of nowhere, had no additional context, and it didn’t make much sense to me. Presumably, she would have sent at least a little more detail if it had been to me.

Of course, it would help if I wasn’t about to be in a cockeyed, stupid, all-too-likely-to-go-wrong plan, I reflected bitterly. The one, tiny comfort I was drawing from the whole situation? My warning bracelet was pretty quiet. That suggested my cousin and grandmother really had judged the situation right and this seemingly stupid plan was going to work.

Sakura was dealing with a creep at work, a guy who’d apparently gone through most of her female coworkers like a hot knife through butter. Now, he could have been much worse. According to Sakura he was mostly just an egotistical prick who’d finagled his way into most of their beds and after a day or two moved on and left them alone. He wasn’t even bad in the bedroom (not great, but not bad) and took proper precautions. That wasn’t a good thing, but it was a mediocre enough problem that most of Sakura’s coworkers had given in without too much complaint, gotten it over with, and moved on. It seemed they figured he wasn’t worth a fight.

My cousin, for better or for worse, was made of sterner stuff-

(And, just to be clear, I thought it was for the better. I was all for Sakura standing up and making ‘no means no’ stick even when assholes were trying to stack the deck against her. Unfortunately, being dragged into a harebrained scheme like this made me very aware of Sakura’s intellectual shortcomings, making me question everyone’s judgement, and meant I was feeling a little reluctant and bitter.)

-and wasn’t rolling over so easily. And after not giving him any chocolate for Valentine’s Day, the creep, a Kimura Kai, had been seriously turning up the pressure on her. So far no one had been willing to slap him down. He seemed to be a master of just staying on the right side of the line where no one was willing to step up and take any sort of official action. It was almost kind of clever, if highly disgusting.

Grandmother Matsuda had quickly and quietly taken out her phone and for once managed to activate the camera function during his last attempt to pressure Sakura, apparently not realizing she was anything more than a normal customer. She hadn’t managed to capture much footage of him, she’d been trying to be subtle and she still wasn’t much good with her phone’s more complex functions, but the man’s voice and words had still been audible. He was over any sort of official line the department store must have had, he was trying just a little too hard and too passive aggressively to be okay no matter how old fashioned or prejudiced the official rules might have been. But I could also see why none of their higher-ups were in a hurry to get involved. I would have done it in their shoes, but I still would have dithered and hated the idea of doing so, and I was a lot less of a sexist asshole than too many of Sakura’s superiors. Combine that with the fact he was in a different department, making the chain of responsibility a little too murky, and it was easy to see how he was getting away with it.

Fortunately (sort of) Grandmother Matsuda might have been a little old fashioned but she drew her own line well before letting someone pressure one of her extended family into sex! She realized it was probably impossible to get any sort of official action taken at the moment, at most one of Sakura’s superiors might give Kimura a mild warning and would probably resent Sakura a lot more than the scumbag in the process. So Grandmother Matsuda had come up with this plan so that either Kimura would finally take the warning and back off; or it would force him off balance and hopefully cause him to act too aggressively for his superiors to ignore.

And if I’d come up with this plan, I mentally moped, I’d think I was being an idiot again. If Grandmother Matsuda wasn’t generally good at this sort of thing I’d never dare try anything this stupid!

“You’re not backing out on me, are you cousin?” Sakura asked me nervously as I hovered around her work area.

“No,” I replied sourly, “you’re in the right here and you need help. I’m just not sure how much help I’ll be. You’re asking me to be intimidating here, Sakura. That’s a pretty solid sign this is a bad plan. In just about every way.”

“I know, but it’s not like I have much of a choice,” Sakura fluttered around a little, actually showing some family resemblance in the way she was babbling while nervous. “Who else was I supposed to get? Akira doesn’t look the part and he’s already too stressed about exams-“

I winced at that, I hadn’t actually put that little twist together. Suddenly a few more parts of this made a little more sense. They were still stupid, but they made a little more sense.

Sakura verified that a second later. “-between stressing him out even more and what it would do to my parents I don’t dare tell them. And Dad would be even worse than Akira here, he’d never control himself enough if he knew what was happening and he’s too old to intimidate the creep. Grandpa Kanoko’s a non-starter and Grandmother Matsuda’s husband wouldn’t quite cut it.”

I considered my Matsuda grandfather. “Thirty, hell twenty years ago, he probably could have done it,” I noted. “He wouldn’t be traditionally scary, but he’s got a certain presence.”

“Maybe,” Sakura brushed past that, “but that’s not today. And who would that leave? Trying to bring cousin Daichi to Tokyo? Your father?”

I winced again. “Gods no,” I agreed. “That’d be… yeah, grandpa would be a better choice, and that’s saying something.” Trying to picture Grandpa Kanoko standing up to a young man, as he maybe broke 150cm in especially tall sandals, was so absurd that it was heart stopping. And he just looked too stereotypical and old-fashioned to be taken seriously. If he tried anything then Sakura probably wouldn’t even get sympathy from any onlookers, they’d just be amused. But compared to how my father would handle things… I mean, he wouldn’t, that was plainly impossible. But even if we assumed that his mother brought out some nuclear level blackmail and forced him to participate then he’d still just brush through the whole thing as quickly as possible without any real effort.

“So I’m left with you,” Sakura finished, obviously not too pleased with that conclusion either. “But Grandmother Matsuda thinks you’ll be enough, and I trust her.”

“Gods,” I repeated as I rubbed my forehead, “the fact that I’m the best option…”

Sakura shot me a dirty look. “I’m trying to have faith in you, Mamoru. Please play along.”

“Understood,” I sighed.

“Now get ready,” she said, tensing up even more. “Here he comes.”

Oh, that’s a good sign, I thought sarcastically as my warning bracelet finally gave a tiny, pretty anemic, twitch. Still, it was almost reassuring it was still working but not giving me anything more than that. So, I sucked it up and activated the temporary talisman I’d set up ahead of time. One that created a much more intimidating glamour around me than I’d ever have managed on my own.

Sakura sucked in a surprised breath. “That’s a very good game face,” she admitted, trying to not act too shocked.

“Thanks. Sometimes I can manage the trick,” I answered truthfully, albeit in the most deceptive way possible. I also quietly activated the recording function of my phone.

Just in time. “Hel-lo, Sakura-chan-“ the creep began, finally reaching the counter.

“Kimura-san,” Sakura interrupted him, the san sounding like she’d bit into something sour. “It’s Kanoko-san to you. As I’ve told you, again and again.”

“Aw, don’t be cold-“ the creep began again, doing his best to act charming.

“Don’t you have work to do? Some of us have jobs here,” Sakura continued.

“They let me get away with whatever I want,” the guy responded blatantly, albeit with enough charm to be vaguely endearing if you weren’t involved in the affair. “I could help you with that.”

“No.” Sakura replied flatly.

“You know you’ll give in,” he replied flirtatiously.

“No, I won’t. No means no. And to make that stick, I’d like to introduce you to my cousin, Matsuda Mamoru.” She gestured towards me.

I’d almost been able to respect the guy’s ability to ignore me up until now. But at Sakura’s signal I stepped took several steps forward and crossed my arms in front of me, trusting the glamour to keep it intimidating instead of not knowing what to do with my hands.

“Introducing me to your family already? How forward.”

I’d heard similar lines from Sato Gota often enough when he was doing a charm offensive. But there was something subtly different in Kimura Kai’s expression. Sato was always amused at everything, including himself, and he invited you not to take his cheesy lines too seriously. The fact that I’d seen Sato realize he’d crossed the line once, and then he’d instantly turned everything off and apologized for his actions, brought him grudging tolerance from me. I had 100% confidence that Sato might have gone this far once, especially if he was trying to get the goat of one of his expose targets, but he’d never do it twice if it made his target as uncomfortable as it made Sakura.

Kimura’s expression was barely concealed hunger, along with an ego that put even Sato’s to shame. It was clear, even to me, this was all about what he wanted from Sakura and that nothing anyone else thought mattered in the least. But try explaining that to an HR department that doesn’t want to get involved, I thought sourly.

“This is a warning, Kimura-san,” Sakura planted her hands firmly on the table. “Back off! I can and will protect myself if you keep flouting the rules to harass me.”

“Oh please,” Kimura flicked her objection aside as if it were nothing. “You want me and you know it. I've been patient so far, but it's getting tiresome. You know I'm going to get you, and no one’s going to stop me.”

“You’re not above the law Kimura-san. And I will stop you.”

“From doing what?” he said with a harmless grin.

And then my ‘mind shield’ precaution unfolded.

Sweet and holy Aoth! I swore inside my head, shocked by this sudden twist. I instantly activated ‘mage sight’ on my glasses. The signs were subtler than I was used to, and I couldn’t fully understand the details of what he was doing, but the underlying truth was obvious. He’s a psychic of some sort! He can fuck with peoples’ minds!

Sakura’s expression began softening out a little.

“Now then,” Kimura suggested greedily, dropping some of his earlier harmlessness. He put a hand on my cousin’s shoulder. “Why don’t we-“

He stopped speaking as my hand came down on his shoulder hard enough to leave a bruise. “Get your goddamned hand off my cousin,” I commanded, tearing him away and then shoving myself in front of the man.

“I- what-“ he said, his eyes growing wide in shock.

I glanced backward at my cousin. Sakura was blinking rapidly but not saying anything. My presence and being in the way (along with the ‘mind shield’ around me) was obviously helping, but not an instant solution.

I glanced back to see Kimura’s gaze sharpen. And suddenly I felt a vague, unspecified pressure against the shield. Shit, he’s aware. And practiced. He’d probably never been taught, thankfully I wasn’t up against the psychic equivalent of an Eiko. But I was pretty sure I was fighting someone with plenty of less formal training, the psychic equivalent to a fit person who’d been in plenty of barroom brawls. And won them all. That sort of person might not have been the equal to someone who’d been formally trained in an ancient and perfected tradition; but they could still kick plenty of ass and you underestimated them at your peril.

I also had a dark suspicion that I knew how and what he’d been practicing. Shit, shit, shit, I realized. How he gets away with everything. Why no one complains. He probably figured out what he could do around puberty and started sharpening his talent in the way every boy wishes they could do at least once. Scoring with the girls. Kimura Kai was in his mid to late twenties, my guess was he’d been figuring out how to manipulate people with his mind for at least a decade.

Still, ‘mind shield’ had been designed to face this exact kind of threat. “That won’t work on me, Kimura-san,” I said darkly, stretching the truth a little.

“What won’t work?” he said, his eyes darting around a little nervously as a ghost of his former charm returned.

And quadruple shit, I realized. I had to be very careful what I said next, or he’d probably try to turn onlookers against me. And, given his confidence, I doubted he’d need many mind tricks to manage it.

Thankfully, I had an almost true excuse I remembered in time, having come up with it ages ago. “Hypnosis,” I said with confidence, “I know the signs of someone trying to hypnotize me, and it won’t work when you’re aware and fighting. Suddenly, a lot of your success with the ladies is starting to make sense.”

“What?” Kimura Kai protested, but he was starting to sweat now, “don’t be absurd!”

“Is it now?” Inspiration hit. “Would you care to go elsewhere to discuss it?”

“What?” A lightbulb went off in his head. “Yes,” he said, suddenly looking even more predatory, “yes I would.”

I nodded tightly and started leading him outside. I just hope my shield lasts until we, get somewhere private, I thought internally, feeling the pressure continue to increase.

***

“Where am I?” I thought. Or I thought I thought it. It sounded like I said it out loud.

“Hell.” A voice declared dramatically, echoing all around the void, ominously.

“Oh,” I suddenly had a body and was clapping my hands together, “right, I guess a sudden psychic invasion would fuck up my short-term memory. You obviously got through the shields, we’re inside my head and this is a dreamscape.”

Humming a little as I worked, I quickly materialized the street in front of my apartment around us. It was easy enough for my subconscious to pull up the full area with practically no effort, after nearly twenty years of living in the area it was imprinted firmly into the back of my brain.

“Wha- what?” Kimura Kai declared as he manifested behind me as a vaguely person shaped shadow. He looked around in shock.

“Hm, guess I haven’t known you for nearly long enough,” I noted. It wasn’t really a surprise, apart from close family members only Himeko and Eiko probably would have managed that. And that wasn’t accounting for Kimura’s own abilities, I was pretty sure his own powers and impression of himself had colored his appearance.

“So,” I asked him calmly. The jump between the last thing I remembered and now had momentarily disrupted my anger. “Did we at least get somewhere private before you broke through? I’d hate to be interrupted.”

“I- you-“ Kimura pulled himself together. “You’d hate to be interrupted?” he asked incredulously.

“Of course,” I replied. “This was the plan all along.”

“LIAR!” He declared, making his voice sound like the roar of an angry god, making the whole world shake and crack.

“Not really,” I replied, brushing a little of the resulting concrete dust off me casually. “It was obvious you were trying way too hard to break the shield. And that once you broke through you wouldn’t be able to stop yourself, plunging much deeper into my mind as you overbalanced. Plus, I knew I was planning to shape my mind, invite that to happen. Basically try to set up a trance for a waking dream. I’m guessing that’s what I did, just in time.”

“You invited this?” Kimura asked in disbelief. He gestured and suddenly the concrete of the sidewalk pulled itself together into a man-sized hand and grasped me tightly. “Foolish braggart! In the mind, I AM GOD!”

I focused my own will and stepped forward as the concrete crumbled to dust. “No, you aren’t,” I replied simply as I took a few strides towards Kimura’s shadowy form and slapped him, hard.

Kimura staggered and fell, momentarily shocked.

I took that moment to refocus my own mind and reorder my own thoughts. Hello? Hello? I thought. I briefly heard the faint echo of those thoughts on the wind but nodded in satisfaction. Good, I can think privately if I’m careful.

Kimura thrust himself to his feet and then thrust out a hand, spitting out a torrent of darkness at me.

“Whoops,” I noted, simply sidestepping the attack and letting it fly off harmlessly to blast apart more illusionary concrete and buildings. I did so much more easily and smoothly than I would have in the real world, moving in a way that would probably have Eiko and Master Tai nodding in satisfaction. But that was all I did.

“Wha- how?” the shadowy figure asked, stupefied.

I stepped forward and slapped him again. “My mind,” I reminded him. “Home turf. I have the homefield advantage.”

I was exaggerating, the truth was a bit more complex. Kimura was much more powerful than me, if this had been a simple mental slugging match on some sort of neutral terrain then he would have slaughtered me. But within my own mind? And with all my knowledge and mental training? Things weren’t so clear cut. Hence why I’d arranged things like this.

Kimura’s shadowy from reeled for a moment, then angrily shot another torrent of darkness at me, which I again easily side-stepped.

“Do you even realize what you’re doing?” I asked as I seemed to casually side-step a follow up attack. “How that even works?”

I dodged his third attempt and then kicked him in the stomach, hard. I’m glad my friends didn’t see that, I mused as Kimura quickly shrugged that off. Part of the reason that didn’t work so well was because he’s getting used to this and braced himself. And part of that was because it was a pretty clumsy kick compared to what Himeko or Eiko could have done! Seriously, I bet even Hiro would have done that much better.

Kimura didn’t respond, except with another attempt to overpower me with darkness.

I sighed, slipping into lecture mode as I danced around it. “This isn’t real,” I explained a little arrogantly, “this is our brains attempting to process a mental attack you are launching. Your raw and rough attempts to overpower me, things like the scream and the concrete hand, are easy and part of my mind. This stuff,” I slipped past another torrent of darkness, “is a little more abstract. It’s an undisciplined sending of raw hate and fear and nastiness meant to hurt me, break my mind down. But if I’m not receiving it,” another flood, another dodge, “it just flows harmlessly around my mindscape and is about as effective as me knowing there’s yet another random idiot on the internet ranting about how unfair and terrible something is.”

I actually had to work in a small hop to dodge Kimura’s next, extra-large, flood of darkness. My rambling was actually serving several purposes. Sure, some of it was just me being me, especially inside my own head. And some of it was just to distract myself and make sure I knew what was going on. Without trying to keep it quiet, and therefore suggesting to Kimura if he was paying attention he might be able to listen to my deeper thoughts. This was deeper into the mind then he normally went, at least directly, I didn’t want him to realize he could go ever further. Especially since if he went much deeper than this he’d probably end up with a few more advantages, even in my own mind. This level was probably the best suited to me.

But it was also an attempt to keep him off balance, make him nervous and undermine his confidence as I showed I actually knew what I was doing and understood what was happening. Probably even better than he did. And it was also to distract him from figuring out what I was doing. My little dodges looked simple and effective, but there was more to them than first appeared. I was vaguely aware of the direction and extent of his attacks before they connected. It was my mind they were travelling through, I could feel them coming. And I was subtly altering the dreamscape with each move to help me dodge. The sidewalk carried my feet along, the road underneath me gently helped launch my little leaps, and the whole scene bent a few degrees between Kimura and me to give me more space to work with. It took more concentration and effort than I showed, and I didn’t want him trying to counter it.

“Suffer!” Kimura hissed, beginning to gather a huge ball of darkness before himself.

Or, you know, that could work too. “Simple, very much a brute force solution, but not ineffective,” I admitted out loud as he put together a ball of darkness the size of a small skyscraper.

Kimura let out a scream of rage and flooded the whole immediate area with darkness, drowning and smashing everything with his attack.

It took a moment for the darkness to slowly abate. But when it did, Kimura’s smug satisfaction fell away as he saw me standing there, surrounded by a dream version of the ‘mage armor’ spell.

Don’t want to try that again, I thought as I let the mental construct slip away. That had taken all of my focus and mental energy to manage. Don’t get me wrong, it had been a hundred times more energy efficient than his omnidirectional, over-the-top, attack. His regular attacks had already been wasteful, he was using proportionally more energy to throw them than I was to dodge them. But, as expensive as it had been for Kimura, he’d actually reversed the ratio with that last attack. He had a lot more energy than I did, if we’d gone into a slugging match where he simply threw those around and I simply defended against each one, I might have managed to win the war of attrition. But Kimura was strong, and my defense only looked like ‘mage armor’. It was a mental projection of my own based around the familiar spell I’d use for the purpose in the real world. But it wasn’t as strong or effective as the real thing, I couldn’t waste my abilities or energy.

So, to keep him off balance, I rushed forward and slapped him again. The form of the attack didn’t matter much, I’d realized I wasn’t strong enough to do too much damage even if I’d put everything into it, but the slaps seemed to get his goat better than a real attack did. He was angry and insulted, making him sloppy.

He proved that a second later, creating a short-ranged wave of darkness around himself, which I quickly dodged.

“Damn you!” He roared. “You. Will. Not. Stop. Me!”

He punctuated each word with another splash of darkness. I dodged each one, but had to retreat in doing so. He then quickly gathered another large ball of darkness, although not as large as last time, and it was obvious what was coming.

Well, guess it’s time for the next trick, I though as the undodgeable wave of darkness rumbled towards me. It was significantly smaller than the last one, but still too big for a simple evasion. So I simply gave in to the inevitable, and altered the dreamscape.

Kimura’s shadowy form betrayed shock as I simply seemed to appear behind him, tapped him on the shoulder, then slapped him yet again.

“Wha- how?” he asked dramatically.

It’s a dream, asshole, I thought, unable to keep from rolling my eyes. I did keep myself from saying that much out loud though, I was hoping he wouldn’t catch on to that bit yet. Especially since it took a fair amount of effort to change everything like that.

Instead I said. “You still don’t understand,” slapping him once again, then dodging the counterattack. “You figured out a few tricks. And then you lost your mind, completely overestimating just how much you knew and how special you were.” Another attack. “And now you’ve worked yourself into a corner, unable to deal with even a slightly aware idiot who knows what you are and what to do with you.”

There was another half-attack, but Kimura cut it off in mid move to let out an enraged scream.

Dramatic, but that might be because we’re in a mind battle. Like me, he’s probably got less filters up in this place. “It’s not too late,” I began sternly but reasonably, “you could still- oh shit!”

This time he was a little bit smarter. He created another ball of darkness, but in a hollow sphere about half a block in size. Centered on me. Then he began to contract it.

Damn it, I was hoping he’d be slower. I thought, quickly focusing for another scene alteration. I once again shifted away, but this time he’d put me on the backfoot and I didn’t think things through. While I didn’t repeat the last time exactly, not reappearing right behind him, I was still careless enough to shift everything so I was only about twenty meters away. And he was ready for that. He was already launching his strike, and this time the flood of darkness hit me straight in the face as I reemerged.

I lost myself. Simultaneously seeing red with a fury that would have had me murder the nearest person in front of me at the same time as feeling fear and despair enough that I’d have stuck a knife in my own heart without thought. The only saving grace about the whole experience was that it was too confused, too much to settle on any one thing. It was torturous, a mental barrage that would have had me begging for mercy if I’d still had a shred of consciousness in order to do that.

Thankfully, Kimura didn’t have the ability to keep it up for long. But I was out of it for some time, my sense of self having momentarily shut down in the face of the overwhelming barrage of nastiness. My guess is it wasn’t long, not for the first and single hit, but when I came back to myself my dream form was slowly rising as shadowy snakes wrapped around me and hauled me to my feet. And Kimura was just finishing striding up to me.

“Not so smug now, are you?” he sneered at me desperately. “You are nothing! You cannot-“

I couldn’t escape from the snakes as easily as I had his other attacks, this was a direct expression of his own will and power that I was already held by. But I had another card to play. I hadn’t been able to rely on the ‘mind shield’ partially due to a lack of mana. Under the circumstances I hadn’t been able to bring along a true reservoir or my staff-

(Seriously, it would have been pretty damn hard to garner any sympathy for Sakura if I’d simply showed up with either a weapon or a bag for a weapon.)

-but I’d still stuffed a few emergency reservoirs into my pockets in order to power the glamour talisman. There hadn’t been enough to reinforce or power the ‘mind shield’ for any length of time, so I hadn’t drained them doing so. That meant I still had a little mana left. I pulled some of that mana into my body and rolled it through the pathways in my head.

The effect was wild and instantaneous. The whole mental landscape blipped for a few moments as the unfamiliar energy slapped away Kimura’s psi abilities. I focused my own flagging will, broke the shadowy snakes in that moment, and when the scene reformed we were about fifty meters apart on the street.

“You were saying?” I replied, trying to make my voice sound mild.

Kimura screamed in frustration again, and a giant cloud of black energy started to spew from him, roiling and boiling with his own emotions. I may not have managed much damage, but it seemed I really was getting to him.

I tensed up, but tried to appear calm. That one failed pass had already taken a lot out of me. I may have been able to get up from doing it again, but even if I did I’d probably end up puffing and panting and barely able to do anything else afterwards. I wasn’t down yet, but I was in a bad way and I couldn’t afford any more –

I paused, and then infuriated Kimura some more as I relaxed. He screamed again, but completely failed to spot the dot of light that had appeared above his head.

Kimura started to stalk angrily forward, the dark clouds racing ahead of him as his face broadcast his fury and determination to end me. But both quickly vanished as a house-sized palm of brightly glowing white water slammed into him from above, driving his shadowy form a meter into the virtual road.

The hand shrunk down considerably to pull Kimura out of the cratered street. It grasped him tightly in a fist, mirroring his attempt with the concrete from earlier, and pulled him into the air.

STOP HURTING MY COUSIN!!! Saori’s voice boomed across my mind, a scream of fury and offended sensibilities. She doubtlessly had a better sense of all Kimura had been doing then I’d had, and the sense of wrongness to it had offended Saori to her core.

Kimura snarled, though it obviously hid terror, and tried something. I wasn’t sure what exactly, but smoky tendrils of darkness began to slip through the hand’s fingers. For a moment at least, then Saori tightened her grip and the darkness vanished while Kimura screamed in pain.

I could hear his ribs cracking from my position. For whatever that’s worth in this place, I reminded myself. But I wasn’t worried about him, I was more worried about Saori. So I raised my own voice. “Carful cousin, I’m still alive. And mostly unharmed.”

COUSIN MAMORU. Saori’s mental voice sounded relieved.

“I… am… a-“ Kimura began weakly.

NOTHING. Saori interrupted him grimly. The hand surrounding him vanished, leaving his shadowy form to fall limply back to the rubble. Then a shaft of more of the light water as thick as a train car smashed into him from above and he vanished from sight.

It’s kind of interesting to see Saori’s manifestation, I thought, struck by the weirdest detail as I fought off shock. Kimura’s powers had manifested as darkness and a combination of water and thick storm clouds. Saori’s were pure water, but filled with white light. Not pure white light, I observed judiciously as her stream of power poured out, more like a slightly off-white and softer version. I kind of liked it though, it felt a little gentler and… better centered than a light that would have rivaled the sun.

I abruptly felt Kimura’s presence vanished from my mind. A little worried my cousin might be overexerting herself, I quickly called out. “I think you got him!”

The shaft disappeared. We both looked into the crater, but there was nothing left. I… DID my cousin’s voice agreed, a little breathlessly.

“Are you alright, Saori?” I asked in concern.

There was a moment, then she answered SHOULDN’T I BE ASKING YOU THAT?

I thought about playing it off, but instantly realized that would have been stupid even if she hadn’t been touching my mind. Somewhat at least. As far as I could tell, Saori was still ‘outside’ my mind, however you wanted to define that, and was projecting her powers in. Sort of like what Kimura seemed to have done with his victims. But she’d still have an even better read and awareness of me than normal, lying to her was not an option.

“You should,” I admitted to her, “but I’m good. He got a piece of me with that last attack, but that was it. I had a good… well, decent, chance of taking him without your help. But I figured from the start that you were coming, so I was always pretty sure you were going to be the one to deliver the final blow.”

Yeah, I probably don’t want to clarify ‘from the start of what?’ I thought wryly. It wasn’t until I’d woken up inside my own head and had that moment of clarity that it had occurred to me. I suppose I might have figured it out in that forgotten space between leaving Sakura’s counter and-

I paused. “By the way, where are we right now? Physically, I mean.”

YOU’RE ON THE BENCHES. OUTSIDE THE STORE.

“Good enough, I guess. Actually, I should just ask you. Is there going to be any trouble? Do we look suspicious?”

ONLY IF YOU HAVE A WEIRD TASTE FOR YAOI, my cousin answered, surprising me, IT LOOKED LIKE HE WAS STARING INTENTLY AT YOU WHILE YOU WERE OUT OF IT. IT MIGHT HAVE LOOKED INTERESTING, IF HE WERE BETTER LOOKING AND YOU WEREN’T…

“If I was prettier,” I suggested diplomatically. Although internally I was surprised to hear all this from my cousin. It’s not like I can act shocked, she’s more than old enough for this sort of thing now, I reminded myself, trying to keep the thought as quiet as I could. It’s easy to forget because she’s small, but she’s about to start high school.

“And I assume we’re both out now?”

YES.

I frowned for a moment, then sighed. “No sense in doing this the hard way,” I admitted, “could you pinch me or something? Give me a physical sensation to home on to while I-“

I abruptly fought down intense disorientation as I found myself throwing my body forward in the real world.

I blinked rapidly and shook my head, trying to reorient myself after such a sudden and intense translation. It was just as Saori had reported, I was on the bench outside of Sakura’s workplace. Kimura Kai was next to me, slumped over unconscious.

My little cousin was at my side, and I glared at her for a split second before I could help myself, and rubbed my wrist where she’d just pinched me, hard. While I wake myself up from the inside! I finished mentally.

I quickly pushed that thought aside, hoping Saori hadn’t taken it personally. “Thank you, cousin,” I said instead. “I appreciate that.”

I then took another look at Kimura. “Oh ho,” I noted as I saw he was bleeding a little from the nose and the ears. Not much, but you could see a few drops had trickled out if you were looking closely. “Perfect.”

“Is he…” Saori hesitated, obviously struggling with a half dozen conflicting feelings as what had just happened caught up to her. “Is he alright?”

“Sadly, yes,” I reported as I carefully took out a tissue package from my pocket and opened it up, removing all of them from the package but only taking one into hand. “Between the two of you, you really bruised his gifts and his brain. But it’s nothing that won’t heal up in three or four weeks. He might have a mild concussion to go along with it, but given everything that he’s done I’m not going to lose any sleep over it.”

“So,” Saori was still fighting some conflicting impulses. Mostly between the idea that we couldn’t just leave it at that, but what the hell did we do with him? “What do we do now?”

“Now,” I replied while carefully mopping up the fresh blood with a tissue, “you can go home and leave the rest to me. He shouldn’t be able to use any power effectively for at least a week. That’s going to be plenty of time for me to take this,” I gestured at the bloody tissue which I was carefully putting away in the now empty tissue packet. “Some hair clippings,” I pulled out a little nail clipper and carefully cut away some of Kimura’s hair. “And build something to restrain his powers.”

Saori brightened up instantly. “Really?”

I nodded, and then slowly pushed myself to my feet. I was slightly shaky, but felt myself recovering. “Oh yeah, this one should be pretty simple. I can set everything in place while he’s still drained and helpless. I’d be less optimistic if I was trying this when he was still at full power, I’d be trying to fight the same sort of battle he just did, with a lot of the same disadvantages. But I’m not going to give him a fair chance, I’ve got no problem hitting this ass while he’s still down. I’ll try to leave some sort of escape clause in my spellwork, something where he can access his powers in an emergency, but other than that he’s going to find his powers totally beyond his reach in a few days.”

“It’s that simple?” Saori asked in grateful surprise, falling in beside me.

I smiled in amusement. “We had to beat him to the ground, take blood and hair samples, and the actual construct is probably going to take some orichalcum and a full collector’s worth of mana to keep it going. It’s not exactly an epic quest across the globe, but I’m not sure I’d call it simple either.”

“But you’re willing to do it?” Saori pressed.

My smile became a little self-mocking. “Okay, maybe it is simple in comparison to some of the other options,” I admitted, not talking about the unspoken ‘do we have to kill him?’ question. “You’re right about that. It’s a bit more effort. But it feels a lot cleaner, morally speaking.”

“And it’s not going to…” Saori hesitated again. “It’s not going to come back to bite us, right? He’s not going to take revenge or go mad?”

“That is a risk,” I admitted a little more reluctantly. “But I’m actually feeling a little more optimistic with you here. Do you feel anything? Any signs of that happening?”

Saori’s expression went a little unfocused. “No,” she reported after a good ten seconds, “But that’s no guarantee.”

“No, it’s not,” I agreed. “And in some ways I’m being a bit of a wimp, being even crueler and using the excuse ‘but I’m not doing it’ to avoid responsibility. But even without psychic abilities I’ve got a pretty good idea what’s going to happen. At least in the short term. This ass has been coasting on his ability to manipulate people for far too long. He’s going to start failing and getting in to trouble once it’s been removed.”

“How are you so sure?” Saori asked, curious.

It was a bit of a silly jump, but the way she seemed curious but didn’t show any signs of doubt only made me more confident about my deduction. “I’m guessing based on a couple of things,” I admitted, “but they make too much sense for me to ignore. From everything Sakura’s said he’s been getting away with too much. Not just in the sense of the ladies, but the way he could ignore so much of his job and no one did anything about it.”

“Now, I am being a little overconfident,” I added a little sheepishly. “Everyone’s already into the habit of ignoring all that, and confidence probably explains half of it. But I’m pretty sure people are going to start calling him on his behaviour soon, and he’s not going to be able to brush it away with psychic manipulation anymore. It’ll help that Sakura’s still around to get the ball rolling when she doesn’t sleep with him.”

Saori’s face curved into a tiny frown. “It feels like you’re right, but I’m not sure why.”

“Because some people are idiots. And other people just don’t want to step up or break habits,” I admitted, trying to keep my voice neutral. After all, I wasn’t that much different. “Inertia and their habit of not questioning him will probably carry him forward for a while afterwards. And he seems just delusional enough that he might regain his confidence and carry it off if he was lucky. But with Sakura to defy him, and do it successfully, they’re actually going to shake themselves and say ‘wait a moment, why are we letting him get away with this?’ It’s not just the HR violations, Sakura’s wondered how he gets away with not working so much. She was wondering if there was some nepotism going on, but wasn’t willing to compromise even if there was.”

I paused a moment thoughtfully.

Saori made a small mis-step. “Cousin Mamoru, things just changed again. What are you thinking?”

“Changed for the better or for the worse?” I asked cautiously.

“Better, I think?” Saori cocked her head as she ‘listened’ to something I couldn’t perceive.

“I was just wondering if I should weigh the scales in Sakura’s favor a little more,” I admitted. “Ask Hiro if he could somehow… I’m not sure how to put it. Make sure the store took Kimura Kai seriously? Didn’t ignore him? Draw attention to him?” I shook my head. “I’d have to ask Himeko and Hiro, I’m sure they’d know what to do.”

“They will,” Saori answered confidently.

Well, guess I know what I have to do, I admitted upon seeing her expression. I wasn’t keen to bring this up with my friends or ask them for help, but I wasn’t going to take the situation lightly either. Kimura hadn’t been the worst villain in the history of Tokyo (hell, he hadn’t even been the worst psychic villain I’d personally encountered!), but he wasn’t nothing either. In fact, I’d have said the only thing holding him back was his lack of ambition, not any virtue of character or restraint. He may not have been killing people left and right, but his attitude clearly showed his unearned sense of superiority and perceived right to do whatever he wanted with anyone else. So, while I wasn’t ready to execute him out of hand, I was more than willing to throw him into the deep end; put him in a position where he either had to pull his head out of his ass and learn to be a productive member of society or fall into a self-destructive spiral where he kept acting like a fool but no longer had psychic abilities to save his skin.

“In any case,” I continued quickly, lest I dwell on the subject too long and risk Saori picking up more than I wanted. “I figure the results will speak for themselves. That he’ll either destroy himself, or he’ll show he was worthy of a chance and rise above everything. It’s not a perfect solution, but I feel it’s the best we’ve got.”

Saori frowned deeply.

“Isn’t it?” I asked, trying not to sound a little wobbly.

Saori sighed after a moment. “I don’t know. I’m worried he’s still going to hurt a few other people in the process, even without powers. And that we should stop that. But…”

“But-“ I started abruptly, then checked myself. Highly psychic cousin, I reminded myself. Do this right. Make use of that. “Does it feel like that’s going to happen?” I asked instead.

“It does… but not too much, I think.”

I nodded and tried not to make my sigh of relief too obvious. “Then we let things play out, at least for now. We can’t go running around the world trying to save everyone from everything. Especially when it means assuming we know the future and the stakes are much less than life or death. I know that’s going to suck, especially in your case, but we really want to avoid doing too much that assumes we know how the future is going to work out.”

“But-“

“Saori,” I interrupted her quickly, “how far in advance did you see this coming?”

Saori looked a little truculent at that one, refusing to meet my eyes.

I nodded. “I figured as much. If it helps, I’m pretty sure that was in part due to his psychic powers interfering with your own. But I’m guessing you get the picture: you know a hell of a lot more than everybody else, but not everything.”

Saori sighed, but there was agreement in that sigh.

“Come on, let’s get you a donut or something,” I said a little more sympathetically, trying to end on a more positive note. “I need to hurry home and get to work on my spells, but I think I still owe you a little treat.”

That got her to smile, but not in the most reassuring way. She apparently thought I was being a little arrogant and condescending. “For saving your life? Sure, but you can pay the rest back when you visit us in a week.”

“What?”

“You’ll see,” she said smugly.
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Saori was wrong, it was almost two weeks.

And I’m not going to try telling her that, I grumped to myself. Ten Days does matter, it’s almost a week and a half. But I’ll only sound petty if I try pointing it out.

Mostly because I was being petty. And I knew it. But under the circumstances I thought was allowed. I was dealing with the end of my first year at Tokyo U. I was dealing with Himeko’s stress over her own exams (and given her relative problems that was considerable). The challenges in the research room were ongoing. I’d had to redo two separate precautionary spells within the last month! I was still single. And now I had to deal with Hiro’s White Day issues.

“Okay,” Hiro said, looking a little frazzled, “now we have to gently mix in the icing sugar…”

Should have seen this coming, I thought, trying not to feel to angry at either Hiro or myself. Should have seen this coming the minute I found out that Himeko had done homemade treats for Valentine’s Day.

As one might have expected from that simple reminder, Hiro had instantly decided he could do no less and his White Day gift to Himeko must be homemade as well. Anything less would have been a betrayal of Himeko’s sincerity and efforts (in his eyes) and have made him an unworthy boyfriend.

To be fair to my friend, there was something to the first part of that. Himeko would never have suddenly switched all her opinions on him over a bad White Day gift, but she would have been a little disappointed and discouraged if all he’d done was casually throw money at the problem. If he’d spent a billion yen on a magnificent pearl necklace, but hadn’t put any thought into the matter and just grabbed the first one that seemed fancy enough, we’d all have thought Himeko had made the better gift. But this might have been trying too hard.

“Are you boys okay in there?” my Suzuki uncle asked, peering around the corner.

“Just fine, uncle!” I answered just a little too desperately as Hiro accidently splashed the icing mixture.

“Alright then, I’ll leave you to it. Just remember: there’s no shame in giving up or asking for help. Doing it by yourselves if fine. But it’s supposed to be White Day, not ‘a pile of charcoal day’. The quality of the gift does count a little, and girls prefer you be humble enough not to screw that part up.”

He withdrew after that. That’s the third time he’s tried a variation of that warning, I thought, trying not to be bitter. I’d have resented it less if he didn’t have something of a point.

Hiro was… inexperienced in the kitchen. He probably wouldn’t have been too bad on a regular day, he was more than disciplined and smart enough to cook if he had to. But the cake he’d chosen was a bit beyond his current level. Not ridiculously so, it was still a pretty reasonable recipe for him to push himself to try under normal circumstances. But the mental factors involved, the stress of making it for Himeko, were causing him to stumble and miss his mark a little too easily.

Of course those weren’t the only mental factors. There were reasons we’d ended up in the Suzuki family kitchen. First off, Hiro’s family would not have been fans of this idea! It sounded a little too much like menial labor to them, something a ranking member like Hiro shouldn’t be messing around with. Especially not for a girl, that was obviously overly romantic nonsense. And especially not for Himeko! Half of his family would think he was demeaning himself to the Meikos, the other half would panic and fear that the Meikos would be insulted by anything Hiro might be able to create.

Between the threat of protests, interference, and possibly even direct sabotage; there’d been no way for Hiro to effectively use the kitchens at any of his family’s houses. And the timing had precluded any attempt to use the hotel’s kitchen, he’d deliberately arranged things so that he’d be away from it for a week in order to celebrate White Day with Himeko. And even if he hadn’t, there was still a non-zero chance of sabotage in that facility as well. It was pretty small, probably no more than 10 percent, but not something he’d have wanted to chance with a present for Himeko.

The Meiko kitchens… it was hard to describe why, but that would have just felt wrong somehow, even I could acknowledge that. I couldn’t quite figure it out, it felt suspiciously like a ‘guy thing’ of some descriptor, but if you belonged to one of the richest families in Japan, then asking your girlfriend, who belonged to one of the other richest families in Japan, if you could borrow her kitchen in order to create her White Day gift, just didn't feel right. The whole idea sounded… gauche.

Plus, it kind of removes the backup plan, I admitted as I watched Hiro murder the icing mix. Hiro was (theoretically) prepared to admit defeat if he had to, give up, and quickly get Himeko a backup gift. Whereas if we’d tried that from the Meiko kitchen… well, that would have completely embarrassed everyone involved. And, if I was decoding the subtler glances and comments some of the Meiko employees had been giving me, Shinji might be commandeering their kitchen for White Day already. The complications of trying to have them in the kitchen at the same time… altogether, the Meikos had seemed a surprisingly terrible option.

So, lacking any better ideas, Hiro turned to me. Unfortunately, I’d soon realized I had my own problems there.

Trying to use the apartment kitchen was out. I couldn’t trust one of my parents wouldn’t come home, not with how long Hiro was likely to take. There was an extra high chance of my father doing so, just to maintain the illusion he was doing something for White Day. And if either of them had seen Hiro in our kitchen, and recognized him, it would have been an unmitigated disaster. My best tactic would have been to magically stun whoever had seen him and then employ an amnesia spell to wipe their recent memories. Needless to say, we’d looked for other options.

The Kanokos wouldn’t have been a bad choice, but were out for other reasons. Cousin Akira and my Kanoko uncle were busy with their own White Day baking, and cousin Akira was already badly stressed. He had succeeded in getting into a halfway decent college, but he was still recovering from everything. Having to deal with Hiro, the rich, handsome, and personable guy who was dating Himeko, would not have ended well for anybody. And Kanoko Sakura would have made things even more awkward. Any chance of us keeping quiet who Hiro was (already somewhere between slim and none for the Kanokos) would have vanished if my cousin caught on.

That same sort of problem applied to both sets of grandparents. While only Grandmother Matsuda had seen him in person all of them knew who he was and his first name, and I was pretty sure they’d seen pictures of him by now thanks to Himeko and Hiro’s little media blitz. On top of that, neither of their kitchens were just right. Grandma Kanoko’s kitchen would have been a little too advanced for me to throw at Hiro. She didn’t have many more complicated appliances or higher quality tools than the average kitchen, but she did have a few. That was not the sort of thing I wanted to throw at him or mess up her kitchen. Grandmother Matsuda’s was the opposite. She had all the basics, but she didn’t like to get too complicated and baking a cake would involve several tools I wasn’t absolutely sure she had. And even then, I was pretty sure we’d have needed to tear apart half her kitchen searching for some of the ones she did have. So, they’d been out too.

The Suzuki branch of my family had been my last, slightly desperate, choice. Thankfully, they were a little more separated from the drama of everything and were paying less attention. Trying to raise three kids, one of them a toddler, would do that to you. While I’d still surprised them (me needing to borrow their kitchen wasn’t an everyday request, especially for a friend) they’d also quickly understood most of the reasoning I’d been willing to share. So Hiro and I had ended up going to their house for our little project. Hiro had a pair of bodyguards parked as unobtrusively as possible with the car and we hoped we could get through the day with him only being ‘Mamoru’s friend’ as opposed to ‘member of one of the richest families in Japan.’

“Okay, that batch is a failure,” I said, gently but firmly grabbing the mixing bowl and spoon away from Hiro before he abused it any further. “Try again while I get this bit cleaned up. Don’t panic, nothing time sensitive about this.”

Hiro looked embarrassed but let me boss him around. That was the other reason I was here: to provide instruction and override. “Sorry Mamoru,” he said as he measured out a new set of ingredients. “It got away from me.”

“It did,” I agreed as I carefully poured the remains into the organics bin, “right from the start. I think that was the problem, start right and you won’t panic and try to overcompensate.”

“Words to live by,” Hiro noted wryly.

While I mopped up some of the splashed around ingredients Hiro started mixing a new batch, his expression almost as intense as when he practiced with the sword. It is kind of cute, I thought with some endeared exasperation, especially since he was oblivious to two separate smears of flour across his face. I wasn’t quite ready to take any pictures of him for Himeko, but I’d have been lying if I said I wasn’t tempted. Hiro really was trying to live up to the spirit of White Day (for whatever that was worth, given its corporate origins) and pouring his heart and soul into this.

“Okay, this looks better,” Hiro admitted, finishing up the frosting mix at the same time as I finished the cleanup.

I still looked it over. “It is,” I nodded firmly. It wasn’t television perfect, but it was a good, solid job that would work well. “Put that in the fridge to firm up and we’ll move on to the- whoop!”

I quickly rushed forward to intercept a giggling child.

“Uncle!” I called out as Tetsuji tried to work his way past me and I shuffled this way and that to stand in his way. “I think you’ve got an escapee!”

“Oh dear,” I heard Uncle Suzuki’s rapid approach. Before too long he was turning into the kitchen again. “There you are, Tetsuji-kun!”

Tetsuji was having a great time running back and forth in front of his cousin, having fun trying to get past me. But none of us wanted him going wild in an active kitchen, especially while a neophyte like Hiro was at work. Uncle Suzuki calmly stepped forward and picked up his newest son, who of course began to struggle in his grip.

“Sorry Mamoru,” he apologized even as he smiled. “He’s just too big for his age. The baby gates are supposed to hold him a little while longer, but this isn’t the first time he’s gotten out when he’s been excited.”

I sighed in relief, but still gave my adorable little(ish) cousin a smile. “That’s alright,” I said, even as I let Tetsuji grab on to my hand. “We weren’t doing anything too bad just now. But it won’t be long until the oven’s a problem-”

“Preheating!” Hiro went urgently, leaping to the side as he panicked a little, quickly switching the Suzuki’s oven on.

I ignored that. “-so it will start getting a little more dangerous in here.”

“And the kitchen’s never a safe place for him to be unsupervised,” Uncle Suzuki agreed cheerfully while his son squirmed in his arms. Having gone through this twice before he was less inclined to panic, but knew what sort of trouble kids could get into if you weren’t careful. “He’s supposed to be napping, but I think we’ll switch to watching him directly.”

“Sorry,” Hiro apologized from where he was carefully trying to set the oven, his expression suggesting he was treating it with the same care he’d treat a nuclear reactor.

Uncle Suzuki just laughed. “Just another day in the life of a dad,” he reassured him. “Nothing to worry about. At least this time his siblings are old and responsible enough to keep an eye on him rather than creating even more trouble.”

“Speaking of which,” I noted, “where are Reiji and Saori? I saw Reiji going down the street as we pulled up, but I expected Saori to be around.” To gloat if nothing else.

“Saori should be back soon,” their dad reported, “she’s doing a quick tour of her new school, and she’s checking the route she’ll be using at the same time.”

“Nothing too far I hope,” I enquired, thinking of what Kaede was doing. I was also struck by a moment of fear that Saori was also trying to be clever and now going to my old high school too.

Thankfully, my uncle just shook his head. “Nothing that complex, she scored well enough to get into a school that’s good and fairly close. It’s the best of the local ones, but she didn’t feel the need to travel two hours each day just to get into one of the highest tier ones.”

“Oh good,” I sighed in relief.

My uncle seemed to agree. “I was surprised she did that well to be honest. We always knew she was smart, but figured it wouldn’t even be a consideration before Reiji made the attempt. I guess we missed how well she was doing with the new baby distracting us.”

Plus, psychics have few problems cheating on exams if they have to, passed through my head as I juggled the conversation and keeping half an eye on Hiro. It took him a moment to set the oven, he waited too long the first time and the temperature reset before he could confirm it, but he managed it and then turned to the cake batter.

“It’s hard to get a read on Saori,” I agreed while watching Hiro. “My first impression is she’s not quite as smart as Reiji. But she’s still smart, and makes up the difference with effort.”

My uncle nodded proudly, then got distracted as Tetsuji made an especially energetic and inspired effort to squirm out of his arms.

And I shouldn’t slander her either, I reflected, even as I fought back the urge to spot my youngest cousin as Uncle Suzuki barely managed to keep a grip on him. I don’t doubt she could have done that, and maybe she even did if she had to, but I’m pretty sure she’s keeping it to a minimum even if that’s the case. I was a little worried after the recent incident with Kimura, but that only drove home the differences in them even more.

“Anyway, I’d better get this little guy set down-“ my uncle began as he finally got a firm grip on Tetsuji again. Then we both paused as we heard the front door open. “Well, speak of the devil. I think that’s her.”

He left at that point. And from the next room over we heard Saori and her father greet each other in passing. Then she hurried into the kitchen, gave me a quick nod of “cousin” before addressing Hiro without preamble. “You accidentally grabbed baking soda instead of baking powder, don’t mix it in.”

Hiro hesitated. Then he dived towards his ingredients “really?” he asked as he rechecked.

“Damn it,” I muttered softly, briefly holding my head. I should have thought to check that one, I admitted to myself. It was obvious now that Saori had brought it up. Hiro had brought along all his own ingredients, he was hardly going to mooch off my relatives unless something went badly wrong. But he’d had to purchase them in a hurry, and for the first time. In hindsight it wasn’t a surprise he’d mixed the two up.

Saori opened her mouth, then hesitated a moment. I glanced at her and ended up fighting down a smirk. Despite her earlier coolness Saori had obviously been affected by Hiro. His natural handsomeness and masculinity combined with the somewhat cute effect of him running around the kitchen had hit her hard. There was a small blush and startled expression on her face as she stared.

Interesting, I noted, trying to emphasize my scientific side rather than my amused one, just in case Saori was aware of it. I guess there’s a big difference between her ‘knowing’ and ‘detecting’ abilities when compared to experiencing things in person. It was a legitimately fascinating idea.

She stared for a good ten seconds before I gave her a small nudge. So far Hiro had been too focused on verifying his mistake and double checking the recipe. But he was going to notice soon, and while I figured he’d take it in stride I was pretty sure Saori would feel embarrassed at being caught out.

Saori shook herself, took a moment to refocus, and said “don’t worry, we have some. If you promise to give your leftovers to Reiji when he asks, you can take what you need.” She slightly spoiled the effect by blushing again, and ending with a slightly weaker. “But don’t feel obligated. You don’t have to.”

I blinked in surprise. “Reiji?” I asked her.

“Second drawer to your left,” she added to Hiro before turning back to me. “He’ll be interested. I’m not sure why.”

“Huh,” I considered the matter for a few moments while Hiro found the baking powder. “How’d you see the difference between baking soda and baking powder but don’t know that?” I asked in surprise.

Saori flushed and flinched a little. “I don’t know,” she admitted acidly. “I saw you bringing this guy nearly a month back. But I only started getting all these details like an hour ago.”

“Huh,” I said again. I thought about it a little further while Hiro began to mix his ingredients. “Stressed about going to a new school?” I asked.

Saori whirled around to look at me. “Is that what-“ she then fell silent, looking pensive as she thought about it. “Maybe.”

I shrugged, trying not to pressure or stress her out. “It’s just a guess,” I told her instead. “I might be totally out to lunch. But I’m guessing you were worried about going to high school, the pressure turned up your abilities, and this was the nearest incident of any interest for them to lock on to.”

“That feels like it might be right,” Saori admitted slowly, but obviously still uncertain.

“It’s a guess,” I repeated firmly. “Don’t bet on it, at least not on it being the whole truth. But if I’m right, look on the bright side: you’re probably not looking at any major high school incidents any time soon. I’m pretty sure anything really bad would have struck you if you were on course for it.”

Saori looked startled, and a little more pleased at that perspective. “Maybe,” she said in a much more cheerful tone this time.

I said nothing. I didn’t want to lie to her, I didn’t know enough about how her powers worked and proximity might have been even more of a factor than I’d realized (physical or temporal). But I figured there was a fair chance I was right. Otherwise, given her state of mind, I would have assumed it would have hit her hard as she went to her new school.

We watched Hiro a little longer. He took his time mixing the ingredients together, and his mixing technique was still pretty rough, but after a few minutes he’d managed to get together some acceptable cake batter.

“Great!” I told him, trying not to sound too surprised. “That looks pretty good! So the next step is going to be measuring out three separate layers.”

Hiro nodded grimly, looking more like he was going into battle than cooking. And Saori muffled a slightly smitten sigh. While we watched him attempt to pour out the batter with a jeweler’s precision, I had to carefully ask “uh, Saori? You do know he’s-“

“I know,” Saori didn’t try to hide her disappointment. “But I can still look, right?”

“So long as you’re not too stupid about it,” I nodded firmly, well aware of all the dirty thoughts about Himeko and Eiko that had passed through my head over the last few years. I wasn’t hypocritical enough to deny Saori a few wistful thoughts. “I don’t think you’re anywhere near to being a Kimura Kai. And it’s certainly not going to happen over a few dirty thoughts.”

“They’re not dirty!” Saori protested, possibly a little too stridently.

“-but it’s always good to make sure you know where you stand, make certain you’re not slipping bit by bit,” I continued as if she hadn’t spoken, figuring it was the least embarrassing option for either of us. “I doubt you’d ever be that stupid or delusional, but don’t go thinking that it’s alright to do other nasty things just because they’re less stupid than Kimura’s stuff.’

“Cousin,” Saori gave me a differently nasty look after that comment.

“I’m just saying: starting at a new school’s going to be one of the times you’re most tempted. Especially high school. I know that I’d have been a lot more tempted to try a few things if I’d had access to even twice the mana I had back then, and you’re a lot less limited then I was at that time!”

“Well…”

“And if you run into a full on, stereotypical mean girl, someone right out of an anime or stock drama,” I continued, giving her the gimlet eye, “are you really telling me you’re not going to even consider pushing back a little? Especially in the first few weeks, when you’ve already got enough stuff to deal with?”

“So desu ne,” Saori admitted, agreeing without quite agreeing.

I let her have that much. I was probably projecting too much as things stood, and that was about the right level of agreement. I mostly just wanted her to be aware and have decided beforehand, it was when you were already worked up and in the moment that you made the worst decisions.

I did tone it down and add “we can’t help it, it’s part of human nature. I got around that by fading into the background with my ‘don’t notice me’ talisman. But I’m guessing you don’t have that fine a control.”

“I don’t need it,” Saori noted, trying not to sound bitter, “I’m short and I can tell when someone’s looking at me. Staying out of everyone’s way is easy.”

I rolled my eyes and tried to control my emotion, figuring this was the best way to encourage my teenaged cousin. Not by some sort of sympathetic ‘you’ll find the right person’ pablum. Instead by directly saying “You’ve got great potential to appeal to half a dozen kinks and preferences out there, and you’re about to be amongst a bunch of really horny and desperate teenagers. You may not have quite mainstream looks, but I’ve been terrified you’re about to go full-on gothic lolita for a year now and start leading a bunch of goths and overdramatic darkness lovers around by the nose.”

For once I surprised my cousin. She spun around to face me, finally peeling her attention away from the sight of Hiro in the kitchen. I fought the urge to laugh at her shocked expression as she half sputtered with “cousin… I…”

I really hope I’m not giving her any ideas, I reflected a little regretfully. I didn’t think so, having some real knowledge of the supernatural world and having been once possessed by an actual demon had probably killed any desire to play up that aesthetic. Especially since she’d know how inaccurate it was. But I wouldn’t have bet anyone’s life on that, especially if she just figured she was cosplaying.

Still, between my real worry about that, and the surprising idea she might be able to come off as very attractive to a limited population, Saori fell silent. She’d gotten too used to being shunned, I figured it was time to shake that up a little. She was always going to be an introvert (and I was pretty sure that would have held true without her psychic abilities) but there was still the potential she could find a few good friends. I wasn’t going to imitate the least positive parts of our family and push her, but I did want her to keep her mind open to the possibility.

Hypocrite, hypocrite, my own subconscious coughed a few times.

“Okay,” Hiro declared with a small sigh, “they’re in the oven. It should be forty minutes by this recipe.”

“Rotate them,” Saori declared instantly, “otherwise the edges will burn.”

I blinked in surprise and looked at her again. Before I could say anything she added “I don’t know! This is ridiculous, I never get this sort of detail when grandma’s making something.”

Hiro coughed delicately.

I caught on instantly. “Oh, right. Sorry about that. There was no time at first, and I know I’ve mentioned her, and then I thought it was obvious… anyway, sorry. Watanabe Hiro, please be known to my cousin on my father’s side, Suzuki Saori. Cousin Saori, this is my friend Watanabe Hiro.”

I stumbled slightly over the phrase ‘my friend’ since I almost never used it, especially in a formal way, but neither party said anything.

“A pleasure to meet you,” Hiro said formally, bowing unnecessarily deeply.

“And you as well,” Saori’s reply was a little shakier, and her bow was trying to hide her blush. It showed easily, she was still pretty pale given how often she worked out in the garden with Grandma Kanoko. Although we are just coming out of winter, I reminded myself.

“Anyway,” I continued, glancing uneasily in the direction my uncle had gone. “I doubt I need to say it, but she’s the psychic one. We’ve all mentioned her in the past, and she was the one to actually take care of Kimura Kai near the start of the month.”

“Thank you for assisting your cousin, Saori-san,” Hiro told her with a gentle and charming smile. “He is amazing, but sometimes he needs help.”

Try telling your girlfriend that more often, I thought with a small roll of my eyes. I figured Himeko was much more guilty of that than I was. Still, I wasn’t going to protest too much. I had needed to be saved twice within a month, and I didn’t want to deny Saori her dues.

So instead I said “I asked you for help, didn’t I? And Himeko.”

“True,” Hiro conceded.

I didn’t mention how much easier Saori had made that little decision, although it was backfiring a little today. It was one of the other reasons the Kanoko house hadn’t been an option.

After consulting with Himeko and Hiro, Hiro had publicly made a ‘coincidental’ stop at Sakura’s work. On that had just happened to occur when Kimura Kai had been relatively close by and had made a mistake, allowing all of us to turn the screws on Kimura just a little bit tighter by subtly bringing more attention to his misbehavior. And, given how it was at the hands of a VIP, Sakura’s managers had not been inclined to sweep things under the rug. According to Sakura, Kimura was one small step away from being fired at this point, he wasn’t adapting to having his psychic abilities bound very well. Sakura would not have been able to keep from reacting to having Hiro in their kitchen. She might not have immediately spilled the beans, but her family would have pretty quickly understood that something was up from her behavior.

And since everything had already come to this point. “Any further feelings about Kimura Kai?” I asked absently. “I wouldn’t expect anything, but any red flags we should watch out for?”

Saori shook her head. “Nothing. But my head’s full of baking today, I don’t think that means much.”

“But we very much appreciate that,” Hiro said with complete sincerity. “It is more important than you think.”

Saori flushed a little again. “Rotate them around the halfway mark,” she said softly, her eyes falling back to the ground.

I looked at her curiously. Emotion driven surges? Or stress? I figured it was likely, although nailing down on much and the exact reasoning was another story. Was this closer to hysterical strength? Well past her limits and only unlocked because of adrenalin. Or was she unconsciously using her real power? Shocked, surprised, and slipping past unconscious blocks she’d put on herself. Probably a little bit of both.

“I’ll do that,” Hiro reassured her gently.

A little stupidly, I noted “Saori? The offer to build you a talisman or two is still open. I’m guessing you don’t need them, not if your gift is focusing on baking a cake rather than any upcoming problems. But if you want them, need to take a break as you get used to your new school, don’t hesitate to ask. If I’m going to spend a bunch of time, effort, and mana binding an egotistical idiot’s powers then I can spend at least that much helping my cousin.”

Saori shot me an annoyed look. Yup, knew I was digging myself in deeper partway through, I admitted to myself as Saori’s expression completely displayed just what she thought of that suggestion.

Surprisingly, Hiro came to my rescue. He just smiled and noted “I wish I had your relationship with your cousins.”

Both of us whirled on him.

“Nani?”

“Why?”

Hiro’s smile was charmingly wry. “There’s too much politics and positioning in my family. My cousins and I have a much cooler relationship. I can still trust them, within limits, but we’d never dare be ourselves and open up around each other. None of us would dare hurt the family, but some of them would beat me bloody if it would allow them to rise within the Watanabe hierarchy.”

I think both of us knew Hiro was bringing this up now to be a peacemaker, avert conflict and make sure we got on. Like Himeko, his training meant he felt compelled to be a charming, perfect guest. But that didn’t make it any less true. These were obviously Hiro’s honest feelings, and it did throw a bucket of water over our own issues.

“It is a recent development,” I noted awkwardly, “don’t think you don’t have time for your relationships to get better.”

“What he said,” Saori agreed, back to staring at the kitchen floor.

Hiro shook his head. “This whole White Day has just driven the point home,” he said, trying to hide some hurt underneath amusement, “we’re just a little too big and a little too ambitious. This won’t be fully resolved until one of us succeeds my father. And even then, we’ll probably all start jockeying and positioning our kids for the next generation.”

I didn’t know what to say to that. Hell, he barely sounded worried about it, there was a hint of weariness in his tone but it was mostly just mildly disappointed acceptance. Trying to feed him a trite reassurance after that felt dirty, so I struggled desperately to find something to say.

Saori seemed to feel the same way. Unfortunately, the best she could come up with “well, at least you’re doing better than Mamoru’s parents.”

Sadly, that was a lot better than anything I could come up with so I immediately jumped on it. “True!” I agreed a little too emphatically. “It doesn’t sound like it’s a healthy attitude over there, but at least your family’s meeting the minimums. Believe me, it could be a lot worse.”

Hiro’s smile was wry. “It’s not a competition, Mamoru.”

“Good, because I don’t know how we’d score this one,” I replied frankly. “It sounds like you’re doing worse on average, but you’d better believe my parents drag our whole family down. Way down.”

Saori nodded. “Tetsuji’s never seen his aunt or uncle Matsuda.”

Both Hiro and I blinked a few moments. “To be fair,” I noted with incredibly mixed emotions, “how long was it before you and Reiji ever saw my parents?”

Saori shook her head. “Mom and dad brought us along as babies, trying to connect and show us off. They’re not even trying that much this time. And I’m not even sure they’re going to bother showing him a picture of them.”

I winced a little at that. “Ouch.”

“Would there be a point?” Saori countered.

I thought about it. “To prevent scammers from coming up to him pretending to be my parents?” I suggested. Sadly, that was the best option I could come up with.

“Which only emphasizes why Himeko is so important to me,” Hiro hurried to say, obviously eager to redirect the conversation from the dark alley it had walked down. “I don’t know how things will go with my family, but I want to make sure I have a good one. With her.”

Saoir’s eyes teared up a little and I fought down cynicism. There’s no way a twenty-year-old should be able to say a line like that. Not and sound like it’s true and he’s not a love-blinded idiot. But, for better or worse, Hiro managed it. I worried he was being young and foolish, but the same sort of commitment and seriousness that attracted Himeko and Hiro to each other meant that he couldn’t say anything else.

“And that’s why I want her White Day to be as good as possible,” Hiro’s smile was a little more calculated this time, trying to put us at ease. “Something we can both enjoy, and have no regrets over.”

We all paused, once again unsure what to say after something like that. After a few moments we heard the front door open, loud in the silence following that statement. “What smells so good?” we heard my cousin Reiji ask from somewhere nearer the door.

“And then there’s my brother,” Saori noted a little acidly. “Who has no idea what to do with his girlfriend.”

I looked at her quizzically, wondering just what part of Reiji and Takako’s relationship was prompting that response, while Hiro just shot us a charming smile. “I’ll go chop up the chocolate and fruits,” he said, “I’ve got to make sure the toppings are prepped for when the layers are done.”

“Don’t forget to turn them,” Saori reminded him. “Do it about ten minutes from the end for the best results.”

“I won’t,” Hiro promised sincerely.

As Hiro moved to the cutting board I turned to my cousin. “So, do I want to know?”

Saori’s expression was obviously mixed. But before she could say anything Reiji wondered into the kitchen.

“Cousin Mamoru! You made it!” he was obviously surprised.

Still taller, I noted absently, a little surprised too now that I got a closer look at him. It wasn’t unanticipated, but I was starting to wonder if my cousin might eventually be able to look me in my eyes. You know, without a stepladder or something.

“You didn’t think I would?” I asked instead. “After going to all the trouble of arranging this?”

Reiji looked slightly embarrassed. “You already cook at home,” he replied, evading the question a little. “I wasn’t sure why you’d need to use our kitchen.”

Saori sighed. “Because, baka, it’s not about him, it’s about his friend.”

Reiji opened his mouth and then paused, then gave Hiro a dangerously intent look.

I glanced behind me. Hiro was busy cutting some chocolate with an absurdly single-minded focus. If he even felt my cousin’s intense gaze he wasn’t acknowledging it.

“Cousin,” Reiji asked cautiously, “why’s there a swordsman in our kitchen?”

I shot Reiji a surprised glance. “You can tell?”

“You can’t? The way he stands, the way he holds the knife… it’s obvious, isn’t it?”

I took in Reiji’s intense concentration, and felt a little bit of intimidated fear as he appreciated some of the finer points of what Hiro was doing. Then I combined that with Saori’s rapid blinking and confusion, sure signs she was suddenly getting some new and conflicting impressions. And I mixed in Hiro’s absolute focus and the realization that in some ways he really was Reiji’s sempai. And then I combined everything with the hints of the that Saori had been giving me over this whole visit. I could only come to one conclusion:

I’m not sure this is going to end well.
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“Why did you bring me up here, Abe-sempai?”

I sighed from my painfully familiar hiding spot, behind the stairwell to the roof of my old high school.  That’s a very good question, I reflected a little bitterly, I’d like to know the answer to that too.

“Come on, Mamoru,” Himeko cajoled me gently from my right, “you had to have seen this coming from a kilometer away?”

“Maybe,” I acknowledged softly but grumpily, “that doesn’t mean I have to like it.”

We could speak softly without any real trouble, I had the ‘don’t notice me’ talisman going fairly strongly and Himeko was close enough the effect spread over her too.  It wasn’t like the two others on the roof could have truly made out our words, even if they’d been deliberately listening for them, but the talisman made sure that they simply dismissed any noise from our direction as not even worth noticing.  And that was a good thing.  Abe Hajime was following the old tradition of giving his successor advice and guidance as he passed on the role of Student Council President.  I was there to assist in the newer tradition: passing along knowledge and contact with the school’s kami!

“Just accept it for what it is,” Himeko noted serenely.

I felt she was being just a little too smug under the circumstances.  “Like you would have accepted it if Inoue Sakura had secured the position?”

Himeko twitched violently, several times, as she fought down several responses.  I was being a little unfair, touching that spot while we had to keep somewhat quiet and hidden, but I didn’t feel much shame.

There were a few moments of silence as she recollected herself, and we faintly overheard a few pieces of Abe’s advice and reassurance.

It was still Himeko though.  Her forced calm comeback of “oh?  So you would have simply done the same thing if it had been her?” did hit the mark.

I did manage to play it off better though, mostly by translating my panic at the idea into thinking about it for a moment.  “Huh, what would I have done if that was the case?” I mused softly to buy myself some time.

Himeko blinked and looked at me oddly.

“I’m just wondering how I’d have handled it,” I shrugged, babbling a little to calm myself down.  “I’d probably have tried to talk Abe out of telling Inoue the truth.  Apart from that…” I frowned slightly, a bit fascinated by the question now that it was purely academic rather than a horrifying possibility.  “I probably would have either tried to get Shinji to take care of Sensei-san or figured out some way to monitor and take care of him myself.  I suppose I might have tried turning to Kaede, or seeing if there are any natural shamans in the incoming class, but those seem a little outlandish.  Like I’m really trying too hard to avoid doing it myself, or admitting I got myself into that.”

Himeko allowed herself a small smirk, now back in control of herself.  “Still hopeless, I see.”

“You’re surprised at that?”

Himeko’s expression blossomed into a tiny smile.  “Yes.  But never change, Mamoru.  Never change.”

We fell silent a moment, gauging where Abe was in his presentation.

“Well, maybe I should change when it comes to doing things like this,” I reflected honestly.  “We probably don’t need me waking up any more kami any time soon.”

“This was worthwhile, and I thoroughly appreciated the experience,” Himeko was quick to point out.  “But you might have a point.  I guess there are reasons to keep more of a divide between the kami and the everyday.”

“Hmm,” I tilted my head.  “Maybe not quite in that way, some of them are pretty connected to everyday stuff.  But the truth is something close to that, it is better to understand that humans and kami are different.  Some distance is usually for the best.  Anything else is like letting a bear den in your living room.”

Himeko started to say something, but hesitated.

“What did I miss this time?” I asked, trying not to sound exasperated.  Although even I wasn’t totally sure that comparison had been correct.  If nothing else, there had to be a big exception in it when it came to shamans.

“Nothing,” Himeko replied.  “I was going to bring up Kameiko and his behaviour.  But the way he’s withdrawn even further and has been acting up recently… well, I was reconsidering your point from that angle.”

“In what way?” I asked with a mix of curiosity and caution.  “Is he acting up, I mean.”

“Nothing much,” Himeko replied easily, “and it’s something more easily felt than explained.  But whenever I think about him and focus on his magatama, he feels… more distant, closed off somehow.”

“Hm,” I said noncommittally.

“I can’t complain,” Himeko added with a small shrug, “to some degree I want that.  It doesn’t make sense for him to involve himself too much in too many things, and I value what privacy I can get.  To simply ask him to help me with everything every time would be abusive, especially with how difficult he’d find most situations.”

Yeah, I’d hate to think how much he’d have to stretch to do something significant at Tokyo U, I admitted to myself.  I had little doubt he could, Kameiko was an older and more experienced kami after all.  But trying to do something big from that far away, and on another kami’s turf?  At best I’d expect the effort to hurt him, do the spiritual equivalent of putting out his back or disjointing a limb.  At worst it could amputate one of those limbs!

“But I do worry about him,” Himeko continued, “and we do owe him both thanks and care.  As a Meiko property he is entitled to something.”

I frowned a little.  But, weirdly mirroring Himeko’s earlier pause, I held off on saying anything.  I’m not sure she’s right, I reflected, but I’m not sure she’s wrong either.  Kameiko was an independent being after all.  He wasn’t exactly a Meiko servant or property.  But he was also intertwined with them, and the Meiko family was good about taking care of its retainers…

“Mamoru?”

“Sorry,” I said absently, still thinking furiously, “I was trying to think if I should argue that Kameiko’s not a Meiko property or servant.  And I guess he’s not.  But if you were to go a little sideways and try and describe him as a retainer… he fits in a very odd place, but I’m not sure it doesn’t apply.”

Himeko considered that.  “I’m not sure a retainer works,” she agreed, “that indicates a formal relationship we don’t really have.  Logically we do owe him something, and no Meiko could deny that without acting shamefully, but the exact responsibilities have never been defined.  I can see your point though, it does feel closer than the other descriptions.”

“I suppose that’s the flipside of working with the kami,” I admitted, contradicting my earlier position.  “Having an expert or two, and properly defining where each side stands along with what they’re supposed to do, is a pretty good idea.”

Himeko easily caught the reversal.  “So: minimize the contact, but what contact there is should be done professionally?”

“I guess so…” I replied cautiously, sensing a trap in her tone.

Himeko just smiled, then tilted her head towards where Abe was still briefing his successor.  While we hid behind the stairs.  All in regards to a kami I had woken up.  As an experiment.

It took me a moment, but I caught all the implications.  “Ah,” I replied awkwardly.

Himeko turned away to hide her giggle.

I came back with “You could argue that only proves my point,” though my heart wasn’t in it.

“Hold on a second Mamoru,” Himeko noted quickly, “I think he’s about to get to Sensei-san.”

I paused and then refocused my senses, both physical and mystical.  I caught the end of Abe’s last words.  I couldn’t make them out but I heard the awkward stress in their tone.  Then I felt Sensei-san pushing themselves.

Then I heard the new guy’s startled yelp.

I’m glad we’re trying it this way this time, I admitted to myself.  We hoped that neither of us would have to reveal ourselves.  I’d set the spell over the whole roof just like last year in order to allow Sensei-san to interact with the pair much easier.  To avoid throwing too many new things at the new guy too quickly we were hoping not to interact with him at all.  On the other hand, if things went south then having Himeko’s skill with people and reputation would be a big help in sorting everything out.  And if things went really far south then I had a few spells which would ease things along, things like geass and memory erasure.

(Needless to say, no one expected that to be necessary.  Abe and Himeko would have looked for a better candidate than this guy if that had been even an unlikely possibility.  But it wasn’t impossible.  And if things really went that badly, if the new guy was either going to go mad or hurt himself in either denial or trying to bring this to the public’s attention, then it was better for me to be using my magic than leaving it alone or turning to Sensei-san in order to solve things.  The kami didn’t have even my low level of skill and experience with those types of magic, nor did they understand humans in the way fellow humans did.  All of which made it all too possible that they’d harm any humans they tried it on.  And that wasn’t even considering how it would be encouraging Sensei-san to act in such a way; something that would probably come back to bite us hard if using such powers turned into a habit.)

We waited a few moments.  We couldn’t hear many of the actual words but Abe’s calm tones, Sensei-san’s serene voice, and the new guy’s shock but not panic quickly started to become evident.

Himeko nodded in satisfaction.  “I think we’ll be fine.”

I gave her an incredulous glance.  “It’s a little early to be sure, isn’t it?”

“And we’ll stick around to be safe,” Himeko agreed instantly, “anything else would be irresponsible.  But that was the big shock, and he seems to be handling it alright.  Unless he’s somehow hiding his real feelings, or has a really big sensitive point we haven’t hit already, Shinohara should be fine.”

Okay, so that’s his name, I made a quick note of it so I wouldn’t embarrass myself later.  Though it probably proved Himeko’s point if that was what I was most worried about.

“We do need to give him a moment to realize that he’s not dreaming, that this is serious,” I replied instead.  “Even Abe needed some time to grasp that.”

“Agreed,” Himeko said without hesitation.  “But the first response is telling.  And he doesn’t seem to have panicked yet.”

“Are you sure?”

Himeko considered.  “Pretty sure.  I get the feeling I’m hearing a little more than you are.”

“I’m mostly just hearing the tone, maybe the occasional word,” I admitted.  Abe and his kohai were positioned a little further away from the stairs than last year.  I assumed that was deliberate.  Himeko had always intended to bring me in to the conversation while Abe seemed to be going the opposite way.  Of course, he might have just felt better if he wasn’t worried Himeko was hearing and able to critique his every word.

If that was the case, it seemed he’d slightly miscalculated.  “I’m hearing about half of it,” Himeko confirmed.  “At least when we’re not talking.  It’s easy to guess the rest from context.”

I filed that away for future reference, though in hindsight it wasn’t much of a surprise.  Given how much Himeko had to deal with talking to people, sometimes in difficult conditions, it wasn’t a shock that she had a better ear for it then I did.

“Anything worth worrying about?” I asked instead.

Himeko cocked her head slightly, focusing on the conversation.  “I don’t think so,” she declared a minute later, “Shinohara seems to be adjusting slowly but steadily.  He’s not at peace with everything yet.  But the fact that Sensei-san has given Abe a few advantages over the last year, and that explains a few mysteries that were bothering Shinohara, seems to be winning him over.  At least, now that he’ll have those advantages next year.”

I couldn’t help but let out an involuntary snort.  “We’ll see how he feels about that once he gets used to doing chores for Sensei-san,” I half-muttered.

Himeko glanced back at me sharply.  “More trouble with the Tokyo U kami?” she asked, inferring a lot from a little.

I sighed but instantly realized the truth was best.  “No, not really.  At least not trouble.  I’m just busy with more minor chores than usual.  There’s a rush as I take care of things caused by exams and graduates and other tasks that various kami want done before the new class arrives.  None of it’s hard, they’re all like one- or two-hour tasks at worst.  Sometimes not even that, not unless you include travel time.  But I’ve had about eight of them in the last two weeks, and I’m expecting that many more before it settles down again.”  I shrugged.  “It’s not horrible, just a pain and it took me off guard.”

“And you’ll have no trouble making the Hanami party in two days?” Himeko pressed politely.

“Unless something weird comes up,” I nodded.  “At worst I figure I might be a little late for it, and even that just seems like my usual paranoia.”

“Good,” Himeko sighed in relief, “it wouldn’t be the same without you.”

I couldn’t help but smirk.  “Yes, I’ve been along two times.  There’s no way for you to let go of the past if I’m not there.”

“Or you could argue you’ve been there since the beginning,” Himeko chided me.

“Don’t worry, I’m not going to use it as an excuse to duck out,” I reassured her.  Not that such a thing was likely, I did enjoy spending the time with my friends.  But we both knew that an excuse to avoid an open, more public event, did have more appeal to me than everyone else.  “I’ll be there, I’m just a little tired and frazzled from all the extra work I’ve had to put in recently.  I figured I’d get more of a rest after exams.  But…” I gestured expressively at our surroundings.

“Tell me about it,” Himeko replied calmly, giving me a measuring look.

I winced.  “Sorry Himeko,” I apologized, pulling out of my self-pity enough to recognize her own situation.  “Was it that much of a problem dealing with Inoue Sakura?”

I’d completely missed how busy my friend had been recently, making sure we hadn’t been facing the nightmare of Inoue as the Student Council President for this year.  Having her in such a position around Sensei-san, Shinji, and (to a lesser degree) Kaede would have been an ulcer inducing pain for the next year.

To be fair, I hadn’t realized what she’d been doing because Himeko had been taking deliberate and careful steps to keep all her involvement quiet and subtle.  If Inoue had known she’d been involved in any way that would have given the cunning girl all the ammunition she’d have needed to secure her power, playing on claims of unfair interference and angling for everyone's sympathy.  But Himeko had known what she’d needed to do months in advance, thanks in part to my warning, and had been looking into the matter ever since.

“It was… tricky,” Himeko allowed, still keeping half an ear on Abe’s conversation with the next link in the chain.  “Honestly, Abe should have been able to do most of it by himself.  Unfortunately, he was uncertain and allowed himself to be seduced by the easier possibilities of using Sensei-san.  It sapped his will, made him hesitate about taking the necessary steps.”

I winced.  “Sorry,” I added a little lamely.  It wasn’t quite my fault.  But it wasn’t exactly not my fault either, having added a young kami to the whole system.

“Yes, well,” Himeko brushed that aside, “most of what I had to do amounted to little more than reassurance, pointing out things he’d already thought of but was a little too nervous about doing.  I did add a few refinements, point out a few things he’d missed, make the networking a little easier.  But it was within Abe’s power, I hope he remembers that going forward.”

“Networking?” I frowned.

Himeko sighed.  “One of the biggest advantages we had,” Himeko admitted, “was how Inoue Sakura was not thought well of by the majority of the female population.  She’s doing better than she was in our day, but between all those who remembered how she was the first year and her... efforts to solidify her power-“

That’s one way to put it!  I thought, overly amused by Himeko’s choice of words.  Of course, the fact that I (and 99% of our high school’s population) knew exactly what she was talking about said even more than Himeko had. 

“-she’s at a disadvantage amongst the female students.  But Abe Hajime is still a guy, and he had trouble fully capitalizing on that.”

I thought about it a moment, considering the dynamics just within our classroom back in the day.  I certainly could get on side with the rest of the girls on the subject, and had on a couple of occasions. But those had been accidental, and usually through special circumstances.  Actually bringing that up, and then trying to plan and utilize those feelings…  Abe was much more social than I was, but the idea of trying to pull that off on a school wide basis with virtual strangers made me shudder.  “Ah.” 

“Ah,” Himeko agreed.  “I had to help stage manage those parts.  Pass on a few messages and instruct a few others to fully bring everyone together.  That was tricky to do second hand.  Thankfully I could connect through several older sisters and cousins so there was no single point of failure or obvious trail for Inoue.”  She looked at me directly, “both Kanoko Sakura and Kanoko Kaede were helpful in that.”

I jerked backward and instinctively bristled, but my initial indignation quickly died underneath Himeko’s flat gaze.  I didn’t like the thought of Himeko using my cousins as cutouts and catspaws, not even in something as relatively minor league but important as high school politics.  Not one bit.  But once I was over my initial reaction it was hard to deny I was being an idiot.  It was unlikely that Himeko had strongarmed them into this, and I seriously doubted she’d even manipulated them.  At least beyond the obvious: asking them “do you want Inoue Sakura to be Student Council President next year?  No?  Then help me.”

I took a deep, shuddering breath, and then let it out very slowly.  But when I’d managed that I looked directly into Himeko’s eyes and said “proceed.”

Himeko nodded approvingly.  “Well, after that it wasn’t too hard.  As strong a foundation as Inoue had, and she certainly had her fans, there were a lot more people who would quietly agree she wasn’t a great choice for head of the Student Council.  At least if you actually discussed the matter with them.  And so long as they didn’t have to publicly say that, they were fine.  Once all of that was brought together, and a suitable alternative was presented, it wasn’t hard to get Shinohara into the position.”

“You realize even I can tell you’re vastly understating things?” I noted, almost conversationally.

She waved my objection away.  “It wasn’t hard Mamoru, simply a lot of work.  At least to do so from a distance.  Honestly, I’m embarrassed that Abe and Sensei-san were seriously considering some magical sabotage and influence.  Abe’s come so far and the kami of a school should have known better.  I’m disappointed that they really let their fear and doubt take root.  I don’t blame them for being tempted, not with Sensei-san’s unique position, but they should have known better than to think about that path.”

I carefully kept my expression neutral.  But the balance seeking part of me couldn’t help but wonder what Himeko might have done if Inoue had been one year older, what steps she might have taken.  With either Sensei-san or by asking me to do it.

Of course, I should probably ask what sort of steps I would have taken, I admitted a little more contritely, feeling slightly ashamed of the little bit of judgement that thought had contained.  I seriously doubt I wouldn’t have at least considered a little magical interference in some respect.  I probably would have kept it mild, and even the thought of straying that close to some thorny ethical dilemmas made me queasy, but if Himeko hadn’t been available for some strange reason then I might well have crossed that line.

Himeko seemed to realize some of what I was thinking about, she gave me a few moments to process it all before continuing.

“In any case, once everything was brought together we had a solid majority over Inoue.  Not an overwhelming one, but one with plenty of margin for safety.  Probably the single biggest problem was convincing Shinohara of that.  He’d been reluctant to put himself forward because he feared he had no chance.  But Abe did a good job of convincing him, and pointing out it was his duty to oppose Inoue-“

“Really?” I inserted sarcastically.  I couldn’t help but interrupt with that one.

Himeko nodded in recognition of the point.  “All right, the truth would have been more complicated there.  I’m sure Inoue would have actually done most of the job quite well.  Probably even better than Abe or Shinohara.  But I doubt her abilities on several key points, and the damage she’d do to our old school’s reputation…  Honestly Mamoru, would you want to be the head of any club during Inoue’s reign?  Especially a male one?  She probably wouldn’t do that much to cement her power base, but chances are she’d do a little.  And everyone in that position would have to fight some sort of ‘reverse harem’ rumors.”

I winced.  And I thought Himeko was being awfully forgiving to Inoue to give her that much credit!  She was probably right (of course), she understood both Inoue and the realties of any sort of bureaucratic/political power much better than I did.  But after putting up with Inoue for a year I still thought that sounded optimistic.

“Not to mention what that would do to the future,” she continued calmly.  “I couldn’t imagine being a female Student Council President any time for the next decade after Inoue’s term.  The rumors and insinuations… no, for the good of the school someone else had to take the position.”

“So that’s how you convinced Shinohara,” I confirmed, keeping the sarcasm out of my voice this time.  That might all have all been true, but I was pretty sure the main reasons she’d acted were Shinji and Sensei-san.

“That’s how I convinced Shinohara,” she agreed, backhandedly confirming my point.  “He’s in for a tough year, I have no doubt that Inoue’s going to acquire more power and influence than she should officially have.  But control should stay out of her hands.”

“You’re sure that-“

“He’s gay.’

“Oh.”  I paused for a long moment as that sunk in.  “The perfect candidate then.”

“He really is talented enough to manage,” Himeko noted almost absently.  “But yes, that helped.  He’s quiet about it, but he’s out.  It’s toughened him up and Inoue can’t use it to blackmail him.”  Himeko allowed herself a small smirk.  “In fact, we were able to use it to convince more Inoue fans to let him in.”

I blinked a few times.  “Nani?” I let slip in surprise.  Our generation wasn’t as prejudiced as previous ones, but it still existed.  And I was pretty sure there was plenty of crossover with those panting after Inoue.

“Oh yes.  We pointed out that having a gay boy as the Student Council President meant there’d be one less guy in a position of power that Inoue would be trying to ‘acquire’ this year.  That meant there’d be more room in her ‘affections’ for someone else.  Someone like them.”

I bit my lip to keep from smiling.  That was pretty twisted logic, and required some pretty stupid optimism to seriously believe it could apply to them.  But it was true.  And Inoue specialized in getting guys to shut down their brains when it came to pursuing her.

Himeko shot me a sideways glance.  “Kanoko Sakura came up with that one.”

“Huh."  It took me aback a moment, thinking of my cousin as that subtle and conniving. Then something else occurred to me. "I wonder if she really did.”

Now Himeko looked at me in surprise.  She’d expected a response, but clearly not that one.

“I’m just wondering if she consulted with our grandmother for that one,” I explained hastily, “and Grandmother Matsuda suggested it to her.”  It seemed like something my Matsuda grandparent would come up with.  Or my parents for that matter.

“No matter,” Himeko waved it aside.  “It was useful, and we ran with it.  Now the problem’s solved.”

“Except for the last step,” I reminded her, glancing back in the direction of Abe, Shinohara, and Sensei-san.

“Except for the last step,” she agreed calmly.  “And I’m feeling pretty confident about that at this point.  Shinohara seems to be adapting nicely.”

I listened a little closer.  Again, I couldn’t actually hear many words.  But I could make out Shinohara’s tone.  It was already full of wonder, and starting to get more and more eager as he asked questions of the school’s kami.

“Alright, I’ll give you that,” I said, trying not to be too grumpy.  Honestly, it was embarrassing how contrary I was trying to be.  I wanted it to go well, but a part of me also wanted to resent Himeko for being right and the wasted time I’d have spent on the roof if we didn’t actually need to do anything.  It was stupid, patently ridiculous, but human.  And explains a lot about Eiko’s behaviour given how much time she has to spend with Himeko, I mentally added.

As if to make up for that, I absently added.  “Having a gay guy as their kannushi might do Sensei-san some good.”

“Oh, really?” Himeko looked at me with some interest.

I shrugged.  “It’s not a major thing, and it wouldn’t have been worth passing over other candidates for it.  But it’ll expose them to a bigger slice of humanity before they’ve settled down too much on an opinion.  I doubt it would have been a big thing for Sensei-san either way, they don’t identify with a gender after all, but given how much sex and sexuality affects high school students I think it’ll be a useful perspective.”

Himeko nodded.  “And having them be Sensei-san’s third kannushi is good timing,” she agreed.  “Getting in the baseline first.”

“Like I said: not something worth planning for.  It would have been mad and stupid to try and plan something like this out after we awakened Sensei-san.  But now that it has happened I can’t help but see it as a happy accident.”

“ ‘We’ ?” Himeko asked with a small smile.

I sighed.  “I’m never living that down, am I?”

“After chaining yourself to the Tokyo U kami afterwards?  No.  I’m going to remind you of this every time it looks like you’re settling down in a new place, just to make sure you’re not really going to screw up.”

“Thanks for that.”

“It’s what friends are for.”

And with that, as friends, we returned to spying on the former Student Council President discussing with the incoming Student Council President how best to handle the school’s official kami. I tried not to think too hard about what that said about my friendship. Fortunately, I'd had a lot of practice.
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“I have never been so grateful for a hanami party in my life!” Eiko declared, flopping bonelessly down onto our picnic blanket.

“You’re feeling that way?” I asked, trying to keep my tone from sounding too indignant.  Which was a pretty good idea, I realized belatedly, because Himeko had the most right out of the four of us to feel that way.

Eiko shot me a poisonous look from flat on her back.  “Yeah,” she emphasized feelingly, “I’ve had to  put up with you, Himeko, and even some of Hiro’s antics all month.  I had to deal with all that Tokyo U final exam stuff even though it does nothing for me.  And then Master Tai took me out for some special training yesterday.”

The emphasis made me look towards Himeko.  “Night tiger,” she verified.

That startled me a little.  “Well,” I sighed, reaching for my wallet, “guess we’re starting this bit a little early.”

The others looked at me in confusion, but I’d actually prepared for this.  We were holding this particular hanami party a little off the beaten path.  Nothing too obscure or fancy, nothing like last year.  But we were up a bit further north this time, in a park on the outskirts of Koriyama, where Hiro had determined we’d get the best mix of easy access, privacy, and beautiful sights.  And the cherry blossoms were wonderful, a picturesque blizzard of pink petals and pretty trees.  But we were still within the city so privacy really meant ‘not insane numbers of people’.  There were still plenty of other people around, all enjoying their own hanami parties under the wonderful conditions.  And, unsurprisingly, a couple of bodyguards were also trying to hang around unobtrusively.  They were half and half today, three Meiko and three Watanabe.  While I could talk (mostly) freely in front of the Meiko staff the Watanabe people were another story.

So, figuring we’d want to talk privately at some point today, I’d done some work ahead of time.  My friends all blinked in surprise as I handed them a business card.

Himeko took it with a slightly raised eyebrow (after all, she’d originally given me them as a present) but her expression quickly cleared up as she turned it over and saw all the writing on the back.  “Ah,” she breathed softly.

I nodded and activated them.  “I’m experimenting,” I admitted, “these are just carriers for a linked spell today.  Well, spells.  These should provide some sound decent blurring as well as the usual ‘don’t notice me’ effect.  We can talk freely.”

“Are you sure about that?  If you’re experimenting?” Himeko asked, but her tone made it clear she was gently teasing.

I smirked.  “The experiment is testing how long they last,” I admitted.  “Honestly, there’s not much danger with spells of this level, I’m not using the strongest versions of either of them.  But if I was trying something a little more powerful and complex I’m not sure how well the business cards would hold up.  I’ve got a feeling an outright invisibility spell would burn up one of these things in a minute or two.”

Himeko shook her head wryly.  “I’ll keep that in mind when I’m making your next set of business cards.”

“Hah!” Eiko emoted from the ground.  “If you’re actually making the next set of business cards we’re all going to be worried!”  She glanced at me, “don’t worry, the food’s from the kitchen today.  No more homemade stupidity.”

I rolled my eyes in amusement while both Himeko and Hiro looked slightly miffed.  Their respective Valentines/White Day gifts had gone over well with each other and turned out fairly decent.  Especially for a pair with so little experience in the kitchen.  On the other hand, as their friend I wasn’t in a hurry to be babysitting them through the process again.

“I’d say things turned out pretty well, especially for your first time cooking things,” I said diplomatically.  I couldn’t help but smile as I added.  “Though I admit that’s a little hard to say, at least after Reiji’s effort.”

Hiro flushed and looked away.  “Your cousin’s a menace,” he replied, trying not to sound too resentful.  “I can’t believe that was his first time baking.”

“I can.  Cousin Reiji’s been embarrassing the rest of the family with his easy confidence for years now.”

I couldn’t help but smile at the memory, in hindsight some of Saori’s predictions had made a little more sense.  Upon coming home and seeing what Hiro was doing Reiji had felt a surge of guilt over his own, lackluster White Day efforts.  Especially since he’d just been thinking about his own girlfriend.  Combine my friend’s willingness to put in the effort with Hiro’s obvious masculinity and (to Reiji at least) equally obvious martial skill and Reiji had gotten over his lingering doubts and prejudices against making something for Takako.

Saori, being both his sister and a psychic, had quickly realized this and told him he had free reign to use the excess ingredients.  Since Hiro had been right there Reiji had quickly humbled himself and begged for the recipe and a few quick instructions.

Bemused, Hiro had willingly complied.  His bemusement had shifted to slightly embarrassed horror as Reiji had swiftly and off the cuff put together a better cake than he had managed.  That after stressing about it and planning for ages he was being beaten by a boy two-thirds his age that had just decided to do some baking off the cuff.

“That was about par for the course with Reiji,” I continued.  “He’s a bit of an ace with stuff like that.”

Seeing Hiro’s slightly crestfallen look I quickly added.  “It helped that he was a little more confident and didn’t have time to panic or stress out about everything.  And that he was only doing a single layer.  If he’d had a few days to stress about it and had been trying multiple levels like you I’m sure he’d have done worse.”

Probably still better than you, but worse, I added mentally.  That part I kept to myself though.  Despite what we kept saying, I wasn’t completely hopeless.

“Your cake was wonderful, darling,” Himeko added sincerely, gently grabbing his arm and looking at him directly.  “The best I’ve ever had.”

“Dear princess,” Hiro responded, looking deep into her eyes.

Caught between amusement, disgust, and jealousy, I quickly looked back to Eiko.  “Anyway, night tiger?” I asked hurriedly.

Eiko lost a little of her own amusement but still sounded more relaxed as she answered.  “Master Tai yanked me out of the house after dinner,” she admitted.  “He’d found an idiot who was letting a demon possess him voluntarily for power.”

“Another one?” I asked in surprise.  Don’t get me wrong, given Tokyo’s population density that wasn’t too impossible.  It wasn’t shocking that we secretly had a number of those cases each year.  It was basically the same problem as with murders, albeit rarer, as the sheer number of residents meant there were more temptations, opportunities, stress, and places for such people to hide.  But that soon after such a major incident around the university?  That seemed worryingly improbable.

Eiko looked sober.  “Yeah.  I don’t know much about such things, but Master Chihaya keeps playing in my head too.  Master Tai wasn’t saying anything about it, either way, but I think he’s concerned.”

Maybe I need to start doing some digging, I thought uneasily.  If things were picking up, if someone was up to something major in the background, or some sort of major conjunction of some sort was approaching, then it was time to suck it up and start figuring things out.  Before we were all ass deep in demons!

Before I could get too worried, Eiko knocked my fears back a few steps.  “Of course, this guy was a total idiot.  Master Tai wanted me because he figured it would be good experience, and this moron wasn’t even worth his time as a workout.  Hell, Master Tai had time to investigate, evaluate, run back and get me, then set up a confrontation!  This wasn’t exactly a master of the dark arts.”

“Oh,” I rapidly revised my estimates downwards.  “Not… I can see why you didn’t bother calling me.”  Embarrassingly, I realized I’d been a little hurt and worried by that.

Eiko laughed a little bitterly.  “Hell, it was barely worth calling me!  It was… educational.”

“Educational?”

Eiko gave me a jaundiced look.  “It was really unpleasant,” she clarified.  “But I get what you meant when you were talking about how lame the idiots at the bar were, why you didn’t think they were really a threat.  This idiot’s skin turned greenish and he grew some horns and fangs.  And I’d still rather face him again than an experienced thug with a knife!”

It was almost amusing how offended Eiko sounded by that.  “Makes sense,” I said thoughtfully after a moment.  “I’d be more worried about the knife guy getting around my defenses.”

“Right?!  This moron just barreled ahead, like his tougher skin and strength made him suddenly invincible.  A bit of footwork and a couple of ki strikes and he was ready to go crying home to mommy.”

“You’d have preferred something more challenging?” Himeko asked with false sweetness.

I glanced at her, realizing she was deliberately provoking her friend.  She quietly signaled me to leave it be, behind her back where I could see it but Eiko couldn’t

Not that Eiko was looking, she was clearly gazing inwards at her memories and not really seeing any of us at that moment.  “Not really,” she admitted in frustration.  “But I was thinking it would be something more like that damn onryo.  Or maybe those doll things at the resort.  This was just so… so…”

“Pathetic?”

“Not quite,” Eiko allowed reluctantly.  “That raw strength… and enough resistance to damage to be a real problem to someone just passing by on the street.  This guy really could have just tanked getting shot a few times if he had to.  But he had no idea how to use everything.  And hadn’t even realized he needed to have an idea how to use it!  I was starting to feel like I was bullying him halfway through the fight!”

I winced.  “Ouch.  I’ve been there.  It’s not fun, even if they are really people who have to be stopped.”

Eiko let out a huge sigh.  “And he was.  And I guess that was half the point in Master Tai getting me to do it.”

“Oh?  How so?” this time Himeko’s tone was much more respectful and she made sure to sound slightly curious.

“I think Master Tai wanted to drive home to this guy just how stupid he was being,” Eiko admitted.  “So getting me to do it was the best way.  Master Tai could have done it with both hands tied behind his back, blindfolded, and probably drunk on top of that!  But he’s a master.  And this idiot probably would have taken it as proof he was accomplishing something if he forced Master Tai to stop him.  By getting me to do it, and he made it clear to this moron that he was just training for his student, Master Tai made it clear how lame he really was being.  That a decently talented teenaged girl could kick the shit out of him, even with a demon in him.  After he finished sobbing, we dragged him over to Master Mika for a full exorcism and cleanse.”

I almost tripped over the grass.  “Wait,” I asked urgently, “you actually managed to save this one?”

Eiko blinked a few times.  “Yeah…”

“Huh,” I said thoughtfully and sat down heavily as the surprise weakened my legs.  But my spirit swelled a little.

“What?”  Eiko finally sat up.  “He was just a loser.  He’d managed to connect with and summon a demon, but he hadn’t actually done much with it yet.  That’s why Master Tai had the time to run around and collect me.”

“Eiko, you don’t realize how rare that is,” I told her, almost bemused.  “Usually… well, okay, half the time they’ve gotten to that point it’s too late.  If they haven’t turned away and rushed to the clerics for help and redemption after the first time then they’ve usually fallen over the event horizon.  They’ll keep contacting the demons, thinking they’re the ones using them, and get continually corrupted until there’s nothing left of the original person.  By the time someone else has to step in it’s usually a lost cause.”

“Which one is it Mamoru?” Himeko asked with another precisely raised eyebrow.  “Half the time or usually?”

I sighed in disgust.  “Look, we’ve all been taught that contacting demons is bad, right?  That it’s the sort of thing only a mad person would do.  About half the time when someone does contact them, takes the first step, they’ll realize how stupid they were being and how disturbing everything was.  At least when they’ve had a chance to calm down and step back.  They’ll immediately burn their notes and rush off to a temple for cleansing and to beg for forgiveness.  The other half are either too greedy, too stupid, or too arrogant and continue to summon.  Those are the ones we usually run into.”

I was, of course, ignoring the fact those numbers were estimates and based on Avalon, not Earth.  Still, I was willing to believe they were mostly accurate.  There were plenty of different conditions and factors, but at the heart of it the same truths applied.  After committing a horrid crime (against humanity and the universe in the case of demon summoning) would you double down or admit to your mistake and try to avoid doing it again?

“Well this guy wasn’t much further along than that,” Eiko noted in disgust, laying back down.  “He babbled something about it only being the third time he’d done this.  Mika was putting him through the wringer to make sure the demon would have no remaining holds on him.  She wasn’t happy, but she was pretty sure she could set him straight.”

“Well,” I resettled myself down on the picnic blanket with the goofiest smile on my face, “that’s a good note to start things off on.”

Hiro and Himeko soon joined us, albeit a bit closer together.  “It’s really that uncommon?” Himeko asked in surprise.

I shrugged.  “It’s… tricky.  It depends a lot on circumstances.  Sometimes the summoner figures they’re already committed after the first time and just rides everything down in flames.  And once every hundred years there’s a miracle case of someone who’s been a dedicated demon summoner for years but somehow finds it in themselves to change.  But, generally speaking, after you’ve done multiple summonings the odds quickly start to drop.  Especially if you’re letting a demon directly into your head.”

“I guess I don’t appreciate Master Tai’s brilliance enough,” Himeko noted, even while starting to serve out the food.  “It looks like he was operating on multiple levels here.”

I nodded.  “Eiko learned a lot-“

Eiko snorted.  “Not that much!  The guy was a real pushover for anyone who knew their footwork.  Any of you could have beaten him.”

“Yes, but now you know that,” Himeko corrected gently.  “You’ll be confident about it next time while not assuming someone is powerful merely because they’re summoning a demon.  And,” she added, shooting me a glance, “at the risk of stealing Mamoru’s line; it does reinforce skill being the most important factor, not power.”

I nodded again.  “Like I said: Eiko learned a lot, got some important real-world experience, and in the process they were able to save a soul.  It sounds like Eiko was a great bridge here, where he’d have either been too delusional or too scared to go back if Master Tai had beaten him.”

“Great, so I’m non-threatening?” Eiko asked irritably.  Though she immediately sighed and added “and I think Master Tai was trying to teach me a little more about reality.  I was a little disappointed that I wasn’t able to help Mamoru out at the izakaya.  This cheered me up at first, then I realized how lame it was for me to want to get in on a fight just because it was there.”

“Like I said,” Himeko smiled as she handed Eiko a dumpling, “multiple levels.”

We fell silent, taking a moment to enjoy the good food and beautiful views.

“It does make you appreciate this a little more,” I admitted, watching a quick and beautiful shower of pink petals.

Himeko nodded.  “Take a moment to appreciate the transitive beauty.  It may be simple, but it is no less important for that.”

I was tempted to call her out on that, it really wasn’t that simple.  But I fought down my pedantic urge and kept silent.  Even I could acknowledge the truth behind the platitude.  We really did need to take a moment and just enjoy everything.  Eventually I couldn’t help it though.  I let out a deep breath and admitted “it’s been a year.”

Fortunately, everyone seemed to agree with me judging by all the grudging smiles and nods.

“Oh dear god yes,” Eiko groaned.  “I’m not looking forward to the next one, tagging along through even more of Hime’s classes and pretending just to be a student.”

“It is going to wear a little thin when we choose our majors,” Himeko agreed. “We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it.”

“It’s been a great year,” Hiro noted, smiling whole heartedly at Himeko, “but it’s been a little bit tiring.”

“Hah, your first real year with all our weirdness,” Eiko crowed.

“Well, that was from January,” I noted neutrally.

Hiro just smiled and shook his head.  “And all the pain in the ass stuff from within my own family.  Between school, work, and now the spirits, it’s just been one thing after another this year.  Thank the heavens I have an amazing girlfriend to help balance it all out.”

Himeko leaned in a little closer to him.  “And I’m just thankful my darling isn’t willing to count fighting a stalker amongst all his challenges this year.”

“And dealing with the police,” Eiko inserted.  “Of course, that’s pretty much par for the course with you.”

“With all of us,” Himeko noted, shooting Eiko a slight glare.

I thought about it a moment.  “Not really.  Most of the time I manage to keep my stuff quiet.  Otherwise we’d be dealing with a hell of a lot more police.”

“No, with you it’s the fire department,” Eiko noted sardonically.

“Only once,” I protested.  “And that was Master Eizen.”

“Let her be,” Himeko said calmly, nestling down even further into Hiro’s arms.  “She’s still off balance after yesterday, getting everything together in her head.  She needs to vent.  A lot.”

“Last night!  And yeah,” Eiko admitted grudgingly, “I guess I do.”

We all fell silent for another few minutes, enjoying the fruits of the Meiko kitchen and just drinking in the day around us.  We really did need to take a moment to de-stress, I admitted to myself.  And it wasn’t even the unusual stuff (though that didn’t help), all the challenges of university, the exams, and getting to our second year had been wearing us down.  It was only the advantages of wealth (Himeko and Hiro), rank (Himeko and Hiro again), and magic (me) that had kept us from breaking under all that we’d faced.

“Yeah,” Hiro finally admitted with a sigh, after grabbing another meat bun, “this is better.  I went too strong on the cherry theme last year.”

Himeko just giggled.  “It was sweet.”

“A little wasn’t bad,” I inserted diplomatically, speaking quickly to get in before Eiko could vent a little more.  “And half the stuff would have been an interesting through line.  Everything was a little much.”

“This is still better,” Hiro repeated firmly, but I was glad to see he didn’t seem down on himself this time.

Himeko, who’d slid down a little and was almost laying her head in his lap, reached up and touched Hiro’s cheek.  “Just because something could be better doesn’t mean it can’t be perfect in it’s imperfections.”

“Trying a little too hard there, Hime,” Eiko noted blandly.

“Eh, there’s some truth either way,” I shrugged. “It’s a hard concept to put into words-”

“Don’t try.”

I smirked a little at how quickly she’d said that.  “Don’t worry, I’ll leave it be today.”

I glanced over and saw how Himeko and Hiro were looking into each other’s eyes adoringly.  I was now relaxed enough to be hit by a combination of appreciation and sympathy.  It was hard to look at the pair and not go ‘awwww’ even if it was leavened by at least a little bit of jealousy.  But, given their family situations and responsibilities, it was hard not to feel a twinge of sympathetic pain.  If they’d just been ordinary students they’d probably have been living together by now.  As it stood, they were dealing with some excruciating roadblocks.

Eiko followed my gaze and seemed to intuit some of my thoughts.  “Remind me to tell you about the phone situation afterwards,” she murmured.

“What was that?” Himeko asked a little quickly.

“Nothing,” Eiko said a little too innocently in turn.  Then she surprised me by adding “I was just wondering if he’d heard about Shinji’s White Day.”

I blinked a few times.  “Why would I know anything about that?” I asked.  I was also further surprised to realize that Himeko had suddenly gone a little tense.  “Why, did he try turning back to you again?”

“No,” Eiko responded quickly, “nothing like that.  I just thought it might have come up since you and Himeko were visiting his school.  That maybe Sensei-san had mentioned it.”

“No…”

“Then it’s nothing,” Himeko declared firmly.  “Don’t worry about it, Mamoru.  My brother is…”

Eiko smirked.  “She can’t say ‘making strange choices’ or ‘trying too hard’ without sounding like a bigger hypocrite than even she can stomach.”

“That’s not quite it,” Himeko demurred.

That’s exactly it, I thought, being extra careful to keep it within my head.  Still, if it was Shinji then it was none of my business.  So long as it wasn’t Inoue Sakura, and even then that really wouldn’t have been something I should get involved in.  Plus Himeko would have let me know immediately if that had been the case, I’d have heard her screaming all the way from my house.  This was probably just Eiko stirring up trouble again.

“By the way, Mamoru,” Himeko added a little suddenly.  “We just finished the checks on our boat.  We’ll be able to take you out to meet with the ningyo any time you need.  Just make sure to give us some warning.”

I winced a little at the reminder.  Still, I bit back the initial temptation to be sarcastic and instead just said “thank you, Himeko, I should get on that.”

“You forgot, didn’t you?” Eiko noted.

“More like I was putting it off,” I admitted a little more honestly.  “I’m not looking forward to that.  But it’s time, and I do have to do it.  I figure I’ll contact them in another two or three weeks, let the kami run out of chores for me to do before I try adding that to my list.  Honestly, it’s mostly just been how busy I was already that kept me from getting around to it for the last week or so.”

“It really wasn’t something to mix in with finals,” Himeko agreed.

Hiro just laughed.  “And I love being with a group of friends that can say that,” he admitted.  “I spent nearly twenty years where the people around me would preen and pose saying ‘I’m too busy, I have to meet with the minister’ or CEO of some important company, or something like that.  Now I’m the boring one because my friends are trying to balance their schoolwork with talking to mermaids.”

“And pacifying kami, don’t forget that,” Eiko added.

“Wow, you are in a bad mood today,” I noted.

Eiko sighed.  “No.  Not anymore.  Mostly.”

“She is, but she’s mostly recovered,” Himeko translated.  “The wound’s treated now, but it’s still a little sore.”

“I’ll be good,” Eiko sighed again, “I promise.”

“I find it refreshing,” Hiro noted, getting some candies out of one of our picnic baskets.  He quickly began to alternate between eating them and gently feeding them to Himeko.  “Usually I’m dealing with people who are either respectful, obsequious, or trying to slyly backstab me.  It’s a nice change of pace.”

“Yeah, but even I think I’m starting to just bitch about everything.  It’s fun for a couple of minutes, then you’re just making yourself miserable.  Just… don’t be the opposite, okay?  If you act like a bunch of Stepford smilers I’m going to keep slapping you until you stop.  I feel okay calling you out, but you get to call me out when I need to stop moping around and get back up.”

“Just so long as you give the day a chance,” Himeko gave her a small smile.  “You don’t have to force yourself to be happy, but don’t force yourself to be miserable either.”

I’d have said more angry and frustrated than miserable, I thought to myself.  But I could read the area well enough, and kept that thought to myself.  Besides, upon further reflection Himeko had a point.  Eiko had been angry up to this point, now she was starting to wallow in a bit of self-pity; hence why I’d noticed, Himeko and Hiro had tolerated it patiently, and Eiko was trying to pull herself out of it.

We let the stressful topics drop and moved on to more peaceful and enjoyable ones.  It was a beautiful day and we really had crested a hill of stress and workload recently.  We’d all been stressed over exam time, even Eiko who’d mostly been faking it.  Eiko and I had been dealing with extra supernatural chores recently.  Himeko had been busy with blocking Inoue Sakura.  And even Hiro had been facing an extra heavy workload on the business side, it turned out that his relatives had been trying to keep him too distracted and tired to do anything from Valentine’s Day to White Day.  He’d managed to deflect their efforts somewhat, but it had required plenty of his own work to manage.

We all relaxed, laughed, and enjoyed the good food and pleasant atmosphere of the cherry blossoms, letting our past troubles melt away.  I was even able to turn the spell down to almost nothing, we weren’t talking about anything suspicious or that we needed to keep secret.  We actually managed to be normal people just enjoying a wonderful day for a good half an hour.  Until…

Both Himeko and Eiko’s phones beeped.

Eiko groaned audibly.  “What now?”

“This time I have to agree with you,” Himeko noted a little darkly as she dug out her device.  “Mamoru, Hiro, brace yourselves.  We had our phones in silent mode, but there’s an override for the guards to signal something urgent.”

I glanced back down towards my wrist.  Thankfully, for whatever reason, my warning bracelet wasn’t giving me even the slightest twitch.  That did leave me confused though.  What was worth upsetting Himeko by interrupting her time at a hanami party?

Eiko fished out her device first, then her eyes shot to the surroundings.  A few seconds later Himeko let out a string of muttered curses.

“What?  What is it?” Hiro asked supportively.

“Over between the fifth and sixth lampposts, look past them and to the tree line,” Eiko said shortly.

It took a moment for me to decode her instructions, and even longer to figure out what I was looking for, but I did eventually manage to spot it.  A smug looking Sato Gota, just watching the four of us while leaning against a cherry tree.

“What is he doing here?” Himeko asked venomously.

“Ruining our day,” Eiko groaned dramatically, her shoulders slumping.

“He does blend in surprisingly well with the pink highlights,” I noted inanely.  But it was true, apparently in honor of the season he’d dyed the tips of his bleached hair just the right color to match the cherry blossoms.  It wasn’t actual camouflage or anything, but it somehow managed to blur his head into all the surrounding petals much more effectively than you’d have imagined.

He noticed all of us watching with a mixture of shock and anger.  He blew us a kiss.

“It’s not what they mean about appreciating the short-lived existence of the moment, of enjoying it while it lasts,” I continued after a couple of seconds, still off balance.  “But it does kind of work.”

“Damn it,” Eiko grumbled.  “Remember my promise about being good?  I might have to break it.”

“How did he find out?” Himeko asked, unable to keep a little venom from her voice.

“Probably my family,” Hiro noted, not much more pleased at this unpleasant interruption.  “He could have slipped through our security, or they might just have passed it to him for some deliberate sabotage.”

“Don’t blame them yet,” Eiko noted, “it still could have been on our side.  He’s slippy, that’s why security interrupted us when they spotted him.  Or he could have just followed us.”

We fell silent.  Sato continued to just watch us and grin, daring us with his very presence.

“So,” Himeko sighed after a moment, “any suggestions?”

“It’s too obvious, Hime,” Eiko slumped, dejected, “I know it’s tempting, I really feel it too.  I’m just about ready to stomp over there, beat him up, and let you bail me out in a few hours. But it’s a public space, and he’s a member of the public.  And he’s not actually doing anything yet.”

“That’s why I asked,” Himeko noted darkly.

Eek, I thought with a start.  She’s really pissed.  Which was understandable, Sato was pissing over time we were supposed to be finally relaxing and enjoying ourselves.  Just when she’d been starting to relax he’d shown up.  She knew the move logical next move, overstepping her bounds.  Hell, Sato obviously knew it too, hence why he was being obvious enough for us to spot.  But Sato had accidently flicked her in a tender spot, and Himeko was starting to think that the cost might be worth it.

“Wait,” I asked urgently, “how empty are the baskets?”

Everyone looked at me in surprise and confusion.

“We’ve put a dent in everything,” Himeko noted politely, “but there’s still plenty left.  Why?”

“I’m just thinking of last year,” I told her, grabbing one of the baskets and emptying out the contents on to the blanket as unobtrusively as I could.  “And how I managed stuff back then.”  Once the basket was empty, I put it back down on the blanket but kept my hand inside of it.

Eiko leaned over, and saw me forming the sigils inside the basket.  “Oh, that’s low,” she breathed softly.  “I like it.”

I smirked.  I’d only brought along the traveling reservoir today, the naginata bag with my staff in it would have been too large and inconvenient for the relaxed attitude of a hanami party.  But I wasn’t looking to use any major magic.  And out in a relatively open park like this I could cast some interesting spells at a relatively decent range without Tokyo’s urban environment sapping their power and effectiveness.  “Alright, wiseass,” I muttered under my breath.  “Let’s see how you like this.”

It took me a moment to remember the spell, but it wasn’t actually a hard one.  Suddenly, even from the distance, we could see how Sato lost his smile.

“Mamoru,” Himeko asked very carefully, but was unable to hide her hope, “what are you doing?”

“Being juvenile,” I reported.  “This is all elementary school level stuff, things you'd only see in a pre-teen book or manga. That was a very minor spell meant to cause discomfort and inconvenience.  Right now he’s regretting whatever he had for lunch as he gets very, very gassy.”

Himeko’s hand flew up to her lips.  But it was just to hide her smile.  “That’s mean,” she said, not disapproving and trying to hide her malicious grin.

“Yeah,” I agreed, surprising myself with my vindictiveness, “but somehow, I don’t care.  That idiot’s made our lives hell sometimes with his self-righteous pursuit.  He’s got just enough of a point and is just honest enough that I can’t bring myself to harm him.  Not even today.  But if he wants to play these sorts of games?  Fine, I’ll play.”

Sato twitched suddenly, and was obviously having trouble staying still.

“Itchiness,” I reported smugly.  “I was aiming for the inner thigh.”

Judging by the way he was trying to walk, ‘subtly’ rubbing his thighs against each other, I’d succeeded.

“I shouldn’t be enjoying this,” Hiro admitted blandly as we watched Sato in turn.  “But I am.”

“Don’t feel too guilty,” Eiko was quick to point out, watching the spectacle with evident pleasure.  “The guy’s wrong about us, and he get’s away with too much as far as I’m concerned.  I’d probably feel guilt afterwards if I beat him up.  But this seems fine.”

“Agreed,” I said cheerfully.  “Now, dropping the itch on the thigh for one on the lower calf.”

It was amusing to watch Sato’s jolt.

“What else can you do?” Eiko asked eagerly.

“Not much,” I admitted.  “Not without crossing the line.  But I’ll see if I can’t remember something else if he doesn’t back off.  Still, he’s already burping and farting a fair bit while dealing with some significant unexplained itches?  What else could we add?  Ooh!  How’d that stink spell go?”

You know, I reflected while the others asked questions and made suggestions, I think I might be grateful to him for this.  I’d been reflecting about our last year and everything I’d learned since last time.  And one thing I’d been unable to avoid thinking about in regards to our now annual hanami party: I’d killed since the last one.  Not spirits or beasts or demons, but humans.  And not just once, but six times through two separate incidents.  It didn’t keep me up at night, most of the time, but I hadn’t made peace with it yet.

The opportunity to harass Sato with mostly harmless spells?  It made me realize I wasn’t too far gone yet, that I wasn’t slipping into using lethal force too casually and too easily.  This was still a little nasty, but it seemed like the right level of nasty for Sato.  And the fact that I could do that, not seriously hurt him but also be willing to use my power rather than letting everyone else suffer because I was too afraid to use it, was oddly reassuring.

Plus, it felt good to vent and harass Sato back for a change.  I figured I owed him this much for trying to get a reaction out of us.  He couldn’t have known how accidentally cruel he was being, but he damn well could have known better than to slyly try and suggest to his readership that I was a heavy thug of some sort.  You want to suggest I intimidated and hurt people for Himeko? I thought with amused vindictiveness.  Fine then, let’s see what happens when it’s true.

In the end, we played with Sato for another twenty minutes before he finally figured he was either getting sick or having some sort of allergic reaction and retreated.  It was amusing and relaxing for all of us, and by the time he backed off we were ready to truly enjoy our hanami party for a while longer before calling it a success and heading back.  All in all, much to our surprise, we realized we’d had our best hanami party yet!
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I saw Mina struggling with a load on her way to the research building and sighed softly to myself.  Well, I guess it’s time for me to make a fool of myself again, I reflected.  Normally I might have been a little more excited and nervous to get such an opportunity.  This time it was just too early in the morning.  I wasn’t going to turn it down!  Hell no, even while struggling to keep my eyes open there was no way I was going to pass up this sort of chance!  But I couldn’t work up too much energy or delude myself about how it was likely to go.  Not before 7 am.

“Hey there!” I greeted a little too enthusiastically, then paused as Mina jumped and yelped.

“Sorry about that,” I tried again after giving her a few moments.  Thankfully she was still panting from her last attempt to lift and carry the heavy bag at her feet a few more meters.  That meant she didn’t have the breath or energy to swear at me or call me a ninja.  “I honestly figured you’d have seen me coming at this time of morning, I didn’t mean to surprise you.”

“Sorry…” Mina gasped out between breaths,  “I’ve just… been too… focused… on moving… this damn… bag.  My blood’s… pounding in… my ears… and I’ve got… tunnel vision.”

“I can see that,” getting even more worried as I saw how heavily she was breathing and sweating.  This was no longer about me helping my crush, I’d have probably helped out Sato Gota under these circumstances!  “Do you want a hand?”

“Yes… please!”

I was trying to formulate a clever quip about being no Hiro, but that quickly died as I tried to lift the bag in question.  “Sweet Aoth,” I grunted as I almost dropped it back down, “what’s in this thing?  Lead?”

“Feels like it,” Mina responded, finally getting her breath back.  “It’s microbe feed… a twenty-five kilo bag.”

I grunted again as I carefully flipped it over my left shoulder (the way my naginata bag was tilted it would have gotten in the way over the right).  “A twenty-five kilo bag of microbe feed?” I asked carefully, not trying to sound too incredulous.

“I know, I know!” Mina groaned, holding the small of her back as she forced herself to stand up straight.  “But it makes sense for… the university to buy in bulk.  And we do go through… a lot.  Eventually.”

We’d already started walking, even as she talked.  Neither of us was going to force me to try and carry it any longer than necessary.  Even with my full body under the thing it was a heavy load.  I could carry it, but I wasn’t going to pretend I wouldn’t end up like her before too long.  It was less than a hundred meters towards the research building, I hoped I could carry it in and to her room before I collapsed.  Maybe.  Possibly.

“Microbe feed?” I asked in a strained voice, both desperate to keep her talking and to distract myself.

“A mix of chemicals and nutrients specifically geared towards supporting microorganisms and helping most of them grow.  Technically this is variety C.  Unless things seriously take off, this pack will probably last me a year-”

Thank Aoth, I thought to myself feelingly, already feeling the burning ache in my arms and shoulder.

“-but even this much won’t last me any longer than that.  Probably a little less.  That’s going to be a pain in the ass next March,” she muttered under her breath.

“Why’s that?” I asked, trying to prolong the conversation with as few words as possible.

Mina made a sound halfway between a sigh and a groan.  “Because the university’s way too concerned with managing its budget!  Why do you think they were only willing to give me the largest and most cost-efficient bags?  And why do you think I had to get it on the first day of the new school year?”

“Ah, I’d wondered,” I grunted.  It was the first day of school for all the new arrivals, and Professor Ichikawa was holding a special morning meeting/progress report for all of us to set things up for the next semester.  It made sense for us, the professor and I had our schedules more or less finalized.  And the bits that weren’t finalized would best be altered by what we discussed this morning.  But I was a bit surprised to find Mina doing something like this so early.

“The supplies were only released at six this morning,” Mina griped.  “I’d hoped to be there before the real rush, but there was still a small lineup.  It took me some time.  I’ve been humping that thing,” she shot the bag of microbe feed a venomous glare, “across campus ever since then, a few meters at a time.”

I wasn’t sure if she was flushed from embarrassment or exertion as she admitted.  “I’d hoped to have it stowed before I got in everyone’s way.  Sorry.”

“Next time,” my voice was a little tight, “take a handcart.”

“How?” she transferred the glare to me.  “I’d have to try and requisition one of them too!”

“There’s one in the building’s first floor supply room,” I added, wondering if I wasn’t being an idiot for not putting the bag down, grabbing the handcart in question, and then coming back.  If we were any further away, I would be, I reassured myself, measuring the remaining distance with a jaundiced eye.  At this point it’s not worth it.  “It’s tucked on the other side of the door, underneath the steel shelf.”

I had to pause for breath.  While I did so she stared at me angrily for a moment, then looked away while muttering a frustrated “damn it” under her breath.

“Yeah,” I agreed as we approached the building’s doors, “know that feeling.”

We were painfully silent for a little bit longer, especially as she rushed ahead to take care of the doors for me.  I had to be extra careful not to ram the top of the bag against the bottom of the door, and almost stumbled as I knelt down slightly.  Then we repeated the process with the elevator.

“Thanks,” I sighed as I leaned the back of the bag against the wall of the elevator, taking advantage of the brief respite.

“I’m the one that should be thanking you,” she said in relief.

“Let’s get this tucked away first,” I noted, looking around the elevator cautiously, and feeling an entirely unearned sense of relief when we started rising.  Seriously, I thought to myself caustically, I know it feels heavy, but we’re nowhere near the max load limit.  It was almost amusing, but for a moment I’d been terrified the elevator wouldn’t work and we’d have to take the stairs.

“Right,” Mina agreed.  The second the doors opened she was off like a shot and moving to open her room’s door.

I hope that’s just my wrist tingling a little, and not the warning bracelet starting up, I reflected with some fascinated dread as I made one last push.  I felt something around my wrist, but since my whole arm was a little achy and shaky I was sure it was nothing.  Pretty sure.  Almost.

I carried the bag to her research area, then followed her instructions about laying it on the table before we carefully opened it up and emptied it into a bin sized resealable plastic container.  Which I then carefully pushed back into her supply cabinets.

“Thank you,” Mina panted a little as we finished.  She then paired it with a deep bow as she repeated “domo arigato, Matsuda-san.  I really appreciate it.”

“No problem,” I panted a little too, “we’ve all get to help each other when stupid stuff like this comes up.  Just ask next time, don’t try to do it yourself.”

“I think I’ll take your handcart idea next time,” she admitted, “find that thing and use it instead of trying to break my back.”

“That might be for the best,” I agreed, trying to hide my reluctance.

“I could have done it,” she added a little defensively.

“Yeah, if you got it this far I’ve no doubt you could,” I agreed.  “You carried it… what, about five times longer than I did?”

“Probably more like three,” she admitted with a little more good humor.  “Even if it only was about three, four meters at a time.”

“But there’s a difference between can do it and should do it,” I continued, trying not to sound judgemental or disrespectful.  I had to acknowledge all she’d already done, but that didn’t make it any more sensible than some of my boneheaded ideas.  So I deliberately made an effort to rub my shoulder and sound rueful as I added, “as I just rediscovered.”

Mina laughed a little uncomfortably.  “Alright, that’s fair.  But thank you again.”

“You’re welcome.”

After a few more rounds of that I managed to awkwardly disengage.  Fighting the urge to go back and try and milk everything for a little longer, or at least not end things so poorly, I slowly made my way to the stairs.

It’s progress, surely? I asked myself with unreasonable hope.  Thankfully my sore muscles and slightly tired mind kept me from getting too worked up.  I mean, at least this time I was by myself rather than playing second fiddle to someone else.

I snorted softly to myself as I walked upwards.  Which means there was no one to distract from all my stupidity and weirdness, I thought caustically.  Let’s not get too optimistic.  I don’t think I did too badly, but there’s no way I did well.

It was too early in the morning for me to start a downward spiral, convince myself I’d done horribly and just keep finding more faults.  Mostly because I was distracted by the new and upcoming worries behind the research room door.  Professor Ichikawa had indicated this one was a bit more important than usual as we all started off the new school year.

Unsurprisingly, I was the last to arrive.  It wasn’t by much, I’d seen the research room’s door closing as I’d exited the stairwell, but I was still the fifth person there.  “Mamoru,” the professor nodded at me courteously as I entered.  Then he frowned slightly.  “Are you alright?  You look a little red in the face.”

“Just took the stairs up,” I half-lied, not wanting to deal with the commentary and knowing looks I’d suffer for admitting I’d just helped out Mina.  “I tried doing them quicker than I should have.”

Professor Ichikawa obviously didn’t completely believe me, but he didn’t press the matter either.  “Alright.  Well, you’re still on time.  And that’s the important bit.  So, let’s get this meeting started.”

We all moved to sit down around one of the lab tables in the center of the room.  It was a little weird, the height wasn’t quite right, but it helped center our thoughts.

“Well, first things first: Mamoru, you’re going to have to decide your major after this semester, do you know what you’re going for yet?”

I sighed a little internally.  Is that really the highest priority?  Still, even I knew he had a point.  So I kept that slightly disrespectful attitude firmly in my head as I answered.  “I’ve pretty much settled on physics,” I reported calmly, “unless something surprising comes up this semester I’m going to have to go that way.”

“Makes sense,” Chie noted, trying not to sound smug.

“Yeah yeah,” Kiyoto rolled his eyes, “I still say treating it as a biological process similar to muscle movement and nerve transmission might work out better in the long run, but physics is still pretty strong.”

Professor Ichikawa fought down a small smile but neither he nor Ryota commented.  It had been a minor debate, on and off, between everyone for several months now.  I figured magic and mana studies would eventually be spun off into their own thing, but my original major was going to have a significant impact on how we presented everything and who was going to pay attention first.  It wouldn’t be the only factor!  None of us were that jaded about everything.  But I was going to have a hard time presenting mana as a new energy through physics centric publications if I was a rookie biology major.

“We all know the arguments by now,” I said tiredly, “and it seems like physics is where I’m best suited.  I’m going to have to earn a real degree along the way, I might as well take the subject I find easiest.  Well, that I’m going to struggle the least with.”

Chie settled back down, obviously having been about to object.  And rightfully so.  I was pretty confident I could handle my third-year physics courses already.  My fourth-year courses I wasn’t nearly so sure on, and I was going to need to study for those at the same time as investigating mana if I wanted to pass.  Hubris wouldn’t just be insulting to her, it would have been a recipe for disaster.

“Hopefully it’s a moot point,” Professor Ichikawa continued calmly, “we’re going to have to hit all the sciences eventually.  And between the rest of us we should have the credentials to get a foot in the door of any subject we need to.  But it’s sadly likely that your major is going to have some impact on how this goes down.  Are you sure physics is the way you want to go?  I mean it, Mamoru.  Don’t choose it just because you think it might be the easiest choice from this perspective, that could come back to bite you in a big way later on.”

The professor’s calm sincerity forced me to return it in kind.  “I’m sure,” I nodded.  “I’m… probably going to end up a weird outlier in some way, but I guess I really am more interested in energy dynamics and interactions than anything else.  And physics is the way to go.”

“Not that much of an outlier,” Chie muttered softly.  “String theory, dark matter, quantum interactions… you could argue the whole subject’s made of weird outliers.”

Ryota’s follow up cough was very suspicious, hence why Chie shot him a look.  But neither of us could actually detect any words in it this time, so we let it go.

“Right,” the professor noted calmly but decisively, “you still have plenty of time to change your mind, but we should start thinking about how we’re going to use and present that.  Physics should be the simplest and most straightforward way of doing things, but that doesn’t mean it will be easy overturning most people’s assumptions.  It’s going to take a few years and a carefully managed approach, but it should be doable.”

“So, let’s get to the next most important factor of that,” Professor Ichikawa tilted slightly and looked at Kiyoto.  “How’s the physical monitoring and testing going?”

Kiyoto sighed.  “Good and not good at the same time,” he admitted.  “By now I’ve got a pretty solid record of how mana does affect the human body, but it’s not an excessive or terribly harmful reaction so long as a person isn’t being stupid about it.  The fact that we can adapt and improve our tolerance for mana’s a nice bonus, though evidence for that’s still a little weak.  We’re going to need a longer test period before any of that’s concrete.”

“So what’s the not so good part?” Ryota asked, looking at him cautiously.

“Proving that mana’s the driving factor,” Kiyoto replied sourly.  “What we’ve got is pretty strong.  But without being able to detect mana a little better, prove how it’s interacting with the human body, it’s still open to attack.”

“And not without reason,” Professor Ichikawa reminded us gently, a hint of ‘tut-tut’ within his voice.  “I know that’s frustrating to admit, and I believe our theories are correct too, but that doesn’t mean that skeptics wouldn’t have a point.  The mechanisms matter.  If it turns out that mana reacts with trace chemicals in our blood to create the nasty effects, and our improved tolerance is simply repeated exposure lowering the regular concentration of such elements in our blood, then that suggests entirely different approaches and possibilities than our original theory.”

I doubt that, I thought.  But it was important to note that I wasn’t entirely sure.  The way that an absurd overabundance of mana had killed me back on Avalon suggested otherwise.  But, if it turned out that Professor Ichikawa’s suggestion was completely correct for low and beginner levels of mana… well, that was a very interesting thought!  Another great example of why I wanted this studied publicly and scientifically!

“I’m more worried about people claiming it’s psychosomatic,” Kiyoto noted.  “Evidence that’s entirely in our heads.  I don’t believe it for a second, but it’s still a relatively limited data set.  Unfortunately, I think it’s a catch-22 problem.”

“Catch-22?” Chie asked in surprise.

“Contradictory paradox,” Kiyoto answered.  “We’ve not advanced enough to detect how mana’s affecting the body.  Because of that, no one believes it’s real so no one’s willing to fund or research a way to detect how mana’s affecting the body.  No offense intended to your work Chie, it’s pretty damn brilliant for something you’ve whipped up over a few months.  But it’s not exactly up to medical standards.”

“I suggest you keep trying,” Professor Ichikawa told him firmly.  “It’s still early days, you might stumble across the answer yet.  And the more data you can provide the firmer our position will be.  In the worst-case scenario we can use that to suggest that we need more funding and effort put into that quarter.”

Kiyoto looked like he wanted to say more for a moment.  But he relented and ended with a mostly respectful “yes Sensei,” instead.

“Don’t worry too much, even in that worst-case scenario this will still be useful in establishing that mana’s safe for humans to use.  It will be hard for them to insist all our results are psychosomatic and mana’s really dangerous at the same time.  I wouldn’t be surprised if a few people do, but even those who are resistant to our ideas are probably going to pick a lane and stay in it.  They won’t want to hurt their own validity and reputation by trying to have it both ways.  You are right though, most likely they’ll try attacking the gaps in what we think we know and the weaknesses in our data.  On that note,” he turned to Chie, “It seems like a good time to ask: how are the detectors going?”

Chie’s face scrunched up into a deeply troubled expression, but she didn’t say anything.

“That bad?” I asked in surprise.

“Not… quite,” she suggested cautiously.  “Not really.  It’s just that I’ve been hitting a wall with the current methods.  I’m afraid I might have to go back a few steps and experiment with a few different materials, resistances, and interactions.  I keep trying to refine the current stuff, but it all flies apart the second I try to get anything more precise out of it.”

“When you say flies apart…” I asked cautiously.

“I meant the models and results,” Chie admitted.  “Right now the detector’s calibrated to give a reading based on the interaction of ambient mana with iron, copper, and a current running through the machine.  Those were the easiest changes to spot.  But the degree of change isn’t understood yet, and it doesn’t seem to be precisely linear.  Trying to make it more precise-“ she cut herself off and just shook her head in frustration, “I haven’t been able to make it work, my models just aren’t matching.”

“I assume you’re going to try more materials?” Professor Ichikawa asked neutrally.

“That’s the plan right now.”

“Well, keep plugging away at it,” he continued much more sympathetically.  “Your first versions are a brilliant tool for us to use for now.  If the final, professional tool takes a much different form then that’s nothing to be ashamed over.  We didn’t jump from mercury thermometers to infrared ones overnight.”  He smiled at her gently.  “And who knows?  You might live long enough to see students assembling their own versions of your first detector in order to prove the existence of mana in their junior high lab experiments.”

All of us chuckled a little at that one, breaking the tension.  We really didn’t give Chie enough credit for all she’d already done.  I was glad we weren’t harassing her for not miraculously doing even better.

“Now,” the professor continued, all businesslike again, “that suggests to me, and should suggest to all of you, how we want to go about the next steps…”

We spent the next half an hour planning our approach.  Basically, acquire more solid, absolutely scientific evidence for the next four or five months.   We’d keep focus on the basics, proof of mana’s existence using basic concentrations of it and by moving objects around.  We’d follow up with measurements of the mana around campus, along with a few hypotheses on how and why that worked (making sure to subtly emphasize mana drops in an urban environment) and move into more 'experiments' about mana measurements and tools for doing so.  Depending on our ‘findings’, i.e. whether it would help or hinder our case to officially notice the evidence, we could start hinting at mana’s flexibility by bringing up temperature change effects.  After that, we’d collate everything and write up a paper to submit to the Dean before the end of year.

He paused a moment.  “And by everything,” he emphasized with a hint of exasperation, “I mean everything official.  I don’t mind the more advanced experiments, I still believe they’re doing much more good than harm by expanding your horizons and familiarizing all of you with some of the more advanced concepts a little early.  You are looking in new directions instead of getting bogged down in false expectations, wasting time on hypotheses you know will get disproved by future experiments.  But when you do the report you’re going to have to be capable of separating the two, focusing only on what you have solid evidence for and what you can prove to be true.”

“Yes Sensei,” we all verified in an ingrained call and response to that sort of command.

The professor’s lips twitched slightly.  “And make sure you tighten up your presentation.  If anyone can come up with a better reason for calling it ‘mana’ before then it wouldn’t hurt.  We want to avoid using that term officially if we can help it, but at this point it’s so ingrained that it’s going to slip into the first four or five drafts before we catch on to it.”

“Actually,” Kiyoto admitted with manifest reluctance, “I think I might have something.”

“Oh?”

Kiyoto nodded unhappily.  “I don’t think it’s great, but a month ago I came up with an acronym.  Matsuda’s Ambiguous Newtonian Anomaly energy, or M-A-N-A energy for short.”

The professor pursed his lips but said nothing.

“Look, I know it’s not great,” Kiyoto said a little defensively, “it’s obviously a backronym.  But if we combine that with the ‘Mats or ‘Mams’ excuse we can probably make it stick.”

“He’s… got a point,” Ryota said reluctantly.  “Maybe if we only bring that up at the end of the report?”

“It’s better than anything I have,” I admitted, “at least that I’d want to put down in an official record.”  It was okay making the mana excuse in person to people I knew, but I shuddered at the thought of trying to write that down in any sort of manner that would get read and commented on by strangers.

“We’ll think about it,” the professor declared firmly.  “I like the fact we can still use Matsuda’s names for the M if we want to go through English.  And Newtonian, or even non-Newtonian, has some merit.  But I’d prefer something a little bit better than the rest of it.  Let’s see if the experiments turn up anything better before we settle on that one.”

“Now, I want to submit the paper sometime around mid-November,” the professor confessed, “there’s a rush of them in December and it seriously annoys the Dean.  The timing should help us stand out and catch him in a better mood.  Since we’re probably going to want at least a little more of a budget and a few new permissions that’s more important than it seems.  And remember: we’re not looking to properly publish this one, but it should be ready for that in case the Dean feels he has to.”

None of us looked pleased at that thought.

Professor Ichikawa nodded in satisfaction at our expressions.  “Good.  He would probably feel the same way unless we can somehow stumble into some sort of ‘wow’ result-“

He paused and looked at me inquiringly.  Not pushing for it, just curious.

“Not at this level,” I shook my head sadly.  “I’ve thought about it, but I couldn’t really justify anything unless we’ve got a more solid base.  Not that wouldn’t cause more controversy than it was worth.”

 Professor Ichikawa nodded again. “Alright.  So the Dean won’t press too hard yet, it wouldn’t be great science and it wouldn’t be great for the university either.  But we’re probably going to need to publish something at some point.  I think we can buy ourselves another year after that.  But don’t count on it, Tokyo U’s internal politics might put pressure on us to justify everything before then.”

Great, I thought sourly.  But I couldn’t exactly complain.  Tokyo U wanting results and justification for its investment wasn’t unfair.  Especially for a special project centered around an undergrad!  At least some time was necessary, but making sure we weren’t pulling the wool over everyone’s eyes and wasting a lot of time and money was pretty important too.

There was a moment of silence as we all considered that.  It was somewhat undercut by a quiet rustling and crunching.  We all turned to find that Doris had stirred and the rabbit was munching her way through a lettuce leaf that someone had left in her cage.

“Hopefully that won’t be an issue,” Professor Ichikawa continued after a moment.  “But it’s something you need to keep in mind as you go forward.  You’re not established enough to expect anything else.  Not yet.  On that note: how’s everyone’s other projects going?”

With that he turned to the grad students for more detailed progress reports on their graduate studies.  I listened with half an ear at first, but this time the professor was digging a little deeper and being firmer.  While Ryota was doing alright on his I was surprised to find that Kiyoto had recently started falling behind and Chie had hit some serious snags.

I winced as he dug out more details and I put the story together.  And, in both cases, I realized, it’s my fault.  Kiyoto’s been busy and distracted by some of the new experiments and the realization that Doris gives him a test subject.  Chie’s been hesitating because everything I’ve done is making her more and more confused on the subject of dark matter.  She doesn’t want to proceed with her research because she can’t use what’s she’s learned about mana, and she doesn’t feel right with presenting something that’s only half-baked.  She could have presented something based only on what the world at large knew, but she was already seeing areas where that would probably be wrong.  Not very wrong, but places she was almost sure that mana would account for five or ten percent of the results.  She didn’t want to lie, could hardly reveal what we were doing, but didn’t feel comfortable with presenting something deliberately fraudulent.  So, she’d been falling further and further behind the last few months.

At the end of it, Professor Ichikawa looked grave.  “I see, that is an unusual problem.”

Chie just nodded, looking a little sick and despondent.  And I could sort of see why.  As a scientist, she felt it was important to give as accurate a result as possible, especially as a physicist where there was already so much math but so many question marks about certain advanced factors.  It was one of the reasons the question about whether we were doing the right thing had so deeply affected her: she wanted to tell the truth, but she’d been unable to deny this was one situation where deliberately concealing it might legitimately be the best.

She was willing to lie and conceal stuff about our work, but that was different.  We fully intended to tell the full truth (eventually), it was necessary, she was a secondary person on a team of people doing it, and it still bugged her a lot of the time.  She was a little like me in that respect, somehow she got herself both coming and going.  But directly concealing the truth and thereby invalidating significant chunks of the project that was supposed to earn Chie her own doctorate?   Especially after years of sexism and trying to prove to all too many people she was a better physicist than most men?  That was a legitimately different story, and it had been affecting her work.

The professor thought for a good minute before giving her an answer.  “Chie, I can’t and won’t dictate to your conscience, and that’s where the problem lies.  I think you might be letting it get to you a little too much.  But the underlying concerns are completely legitimate and I think it speaks well to your character and capability that you thought of it.”

“My recommendation is that you keep at your work, and do your best to consider the effects of mana on your models.  We’ll see how things go.  Right now I think our best option is to change the procedures a little.  We’ll plan on having you defend your thesis and research after we’ve provided the Dean with our first paper.  We’ll see about making a special exemption and letting whatever other interviewers are chosen in on the 'official' secrets of mana research ahead of time.”

“Thank you, Sensei!” Chie answered desperately, issuing Professor Ichikawa a deep bow even while seated, literally touching the table with her forehead.  She was flushed with a mix of emotions (most relief and embarrassment as best I could figure, but probably some more on top of that) as she finally dealt with something that had been holding her back for a while.

“Don’t worry about it,” the professor answered in a slightly gentler tone.  Despite that, he was trying not to make a big deal out of it in order to avoid embarrassing her any more.  “We still have a ways to go.  But you’re right, it’s hard for you to proceed while deliberately keeping a fundamental flaw in your research.  Do it right, we’ll figure out a way to deal with it after we see what develops.  If it turns out to be smaller than expected, like only a one percent factor, you can probably put it in the footnotes and explain you can account for this but you’re currently under an NDA or something similar.  But if it really is five to ten percent it’s going to need a fuller explanation than that.”

Yeah, that one’s a nasty paradox, I admitted reluctantly.  For best results, we need Chie to be fully accredited and more legitimate.  And if word got out after the fact that she’d ‘faked’ her project or deliberately ignored data then it would just give critics and skeptics more ammunition to attack us in turn.  But delaying her advancement would just be awkward, unfair, and still give them some ammo if they wanted to go that way!  Asking why and how we didn’t have a ‘real’ physicist on such an important project, just someone that obviously couldn’t hack it in the big leagues.

Thank Aoth the professor’s here.  If it were just me, I’d probably be stupid enough to just keep lying, building an even bigger and more unstable house of cards!  At that point I’d probably burn a hole in my stomach with all the stress and bite my fingernails down to the skin.

“Alright,” the professor continued a little more briskly, “I think that’s all the senior studies.  Now to the junior ones.  Mamoru, how’s your courses looking this semester?”

“Fine?” I suggested cautiously.  “I won’t really know until I’ve had the chance to go to them, but it looks pretty promising.  Oh!  And I’ve got three that end at the same time as Himeko’s this semester, so that’ll make getting too and from the Meiko estate a little quicker and easier.”

The grad students hid a few smiles.

“Not usually a concern, but I suppose it’s good to know,” Professor Ichikawa noted calmly.  “That’s fair.  Make sure to bring up any concerns after you’ve had a few more classes and have a better idea how the semester going to shake out.  We want to proceed as quickly as is feasible, that’s not the same as going maximum speed and creating problems because you’re trying too hard.  If you start falling behind and failing some classes we’re going to lose twice as much progress than if you’d cut back and maintained a steady pace.  Keep that in mind.”

“Yes Sensei,” this time I flushed slightly.  I’d have said he didn’t have to remind me.  But, given how I usually acted and had just answered the question, he probably did.

“Alright then,” the professor relaxed and stretched just a little.  “That should do it for this early morning.  Keep all of that in mind and I have no doubt that we’ll make excellent progress this semester.  You might have made a few small missteps, but your fundamentals are all looking solid.  I can’t wait to see where you go with them.”

“So, does anyone have anything else they want to bring up while everyone’s here.”

I hesitated.  Unfortunately, I hesitated so obviously at a moment when everyone was momentarily looking around, just expecting there to be nothing so they could get back to work.  And everyone read my sudden stiffness and conflicted facial expression clearly.  Frankly, I wouldn’t have been surprised if Doris was looking at me after that sort of reaction.

There was a moment of pregnant silence.  Then Professor Ichikawa forced himself to calmly ask.  “Mamoru?”

Fuck.  But I really did have to do it.  I took a deep breath and tried to keep my smile from being too sickly.  “How do you guys feel about mermaids?”
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“Mamoru, there’s a big difference between mermaids and ningyo!”

“That’s debateable,” I defended myself, albeit a bit weakly since I knew I was at least somewhat talking out my ass. “I mean, they’re probably different species. But gibbons and gorillas are different species, but you don’t go claiming they’re that different when you compare them to cows, do you?”

“That’s the defense you’re going with?” Eiko asked me incredulously from over on the side. She was trying to stay out of our way this time, but she couldn’t let something that ridiculous pass.

I briefly considered explaining even further in an attempt to justify myself. For once I realized ahead of time I’d just be digging myself in deeper. “Yeah, that one kind of got away from me.”

Eiko just shook her head while all three grad students just stared at me incredulously.

All of us were on a boat. The Meiko family’s ‘little’ yacht to be more precise. Needless to say, this wasn’t a one masted sailing ship meant to be crewed by one or two talented people. But, to be fair, this wasn’t as over the top as I’d been afraid of. I’d been a little terrified we were going to be using a cruise ship under a different name. Instead, the Meiko’s yacht did seem a little on the large size, but it managed to somehow stay away from being ludicrously large. Technically Himeko, Eiko, all the grad students, and I had all been assigned separate cabins (and they were not tiny cabins) and there were still more of them to spare in addition to the space for the crew. But there weren’t that many extra cabins left over. And the crew in question was just seven people, and I suspected Mr. Meiko had gone slightly over the strictest requirements just to be on the safe side for his daughter.

It was still a small crew though. I suspected the yacht would have been staffed by something like twenty people if it was being used to capacity with a number of rich guests. Granted, the majority of those would probably have been for hospitality and security. As things stood, only one transplanted member of the Meiko household was taking care of hospitality on this trip: Eiko’s mother.

I wasn’t sure who was most uncomfortable about that. And that included Mrs. Kobayashi, Eiko’s mom had an amazing poker face when she chose. But between the fact she was Eiko’s mother, which put me, Eiko, and pretty much all of the grad students on the wrong foot; and that she was especially close to Himeko, doing the same to the heiress, she had us all feeling just a little bit off. Like we were half our ages and we weren’t certain we were supposed to be there.

“Just be careful about letting stuff get away from you,” Himeko’s subtle but dry emphasis on the words was telling, “with your guests. You’re here to share knowledge, Mamoru. Not mess things up while trying to be clever.”

Well, that puts me in my place, I thought with a mix of emotions.

“Not to put too fine a point on it,” she continued, “we’re going to be visiting their home, in their territory. Even if we were to be foolish and ignore the politeness aspect there’s still the safety one to consider.”

The two Meiko security personal, positioned a little further away, stiffened slightly. As did Mrs. Kobayashi “Himeko-sama-“ she began pleasantly.

“No, it’s not a real threat,” Himeko didn’t sigh, but she gave the impression of it. “Not unless someone here wants to go full-on pantomime villain. I suspect the ningyo might take immediate action if Mamoru decided to act like a particularly unsubtle evil sorcerer, or I attempted to be the most stereotypically shortsighted, evil, and greedy capitalist possible. If we literally tried to demand everything from them while showing no respect or compromise whatsoever then we might actually be in danger.”

“What’s really going to happen is we’re going to be engaged in negotiations and knowledge sharing. However,” she shot me a lowkey glare, “it will be under unusual conditions with all sorts of unknown cultural and communications landmines around. It would behoove all of us, especially Mamoru, to keep that in mind.”

Great like I needed any more pressure, I griped mentally, already fighting a bunch of butterflies in my stomach. But Himeko had more of a point than I liked to admit. I already knew and worried about that in general. I was kind of guilty of not thinking about some of the specifics about that. Like my tendency to use less than brilliant analogies and metaphors. Those had mixed results on Japanese people, Aoth alone knew how badly they’d go with and entirely different species from an entirely different environment and an entirely different culture.

“How long do you think we’ll have to wait?” Kiyoto asked in the awkward silence.

“We’ll see,” I replied diplomatically, “I sent word we’d be coming with Siss-ophelian yesterday, and I sent a signal we’re ready a few minutes ago,” which had prompted our original exchange, “I figure it won’t be too long, but I wouldn’t be surprised if it takes them an hour or two either.”

“That’s a pretty wide time frame,” Kiyoto grumped.

I shrugged. “Too many unknowns. We don’t know exactly how or where they’re coming from, or how long it will take them to set off. That first point might not matter, it’s possible they’ve actually got some sort of portal that they can quickly and easily change the location of.”

All of us exchanged amused and exasperated glances. No one was surprised at my next words “that’s highly unlikely though, the sort of effort and resources and engineering they’d have to put into that make it pretty prohibitive. It’s not impossible, but it would be like keeping one of those old Concord jets fueled up and ready for launch on a moment’s notice. This is clearly in the ‘magic is not special’ category, the chances they’ve got all of that ready to throw around is pretty slim.”

I paused for a moment, realizing I was probably spending way too much time on that subject in my continuing quest to try and drive it home to everyone.

Since I was already going a little too far this time I figured I may as well be clear about the ningyo and added. “That’s not impossible, there’s always the chance they’ve got some sort of weird priorities or problems that make such a thing the best option. Or they’ve made some sort of breakthrough that I never even knew was possible. Let’s not kid ourselves here, the average ningyo probably knows a lot more about magic then the average human so I don’t want to go into this with any false pride.”

“Thank you, Mamoru,” Himeko noted with a hint of satisfaction. “That attitude is common sense but all too often forgotten by people.”

I nodded grudgingly. I had to admit, I had to remind myself of it too. I was too used to my knowledge from Avalon putting me far above anyone on Earth, but the ningyo were almost guaranteed to exceed my knowledge in at least some fields.

“And the other factor is that they’re supposed to be bringing along a couple of experts. It might take a little longer for them to gather those people up, and for them to make the journey to us.” I shrugged again. “So, we’ve no choice but to wait.”

“Well,” Chie noted after a moment, “that does give us more time to prepare.” She brought out the mana sensor. “I kind of want to take some more baseline readings now that I’m out here. You’ve always told us how much Tokyo disrupts mana, but this seems insane! I checked as we were exiting the bay, and we were ticking up around low-to-mid two!”

“Huh, good point,” I noted in mild surprise. I had no right to that surprise, I’d been researching mana for over a decade before I’d realized how much the difference was. And that was ignoring my original life on another world! Chie being shocked to see the difference before even a year was up was a lot more reasonable by comparison.

While Kiyoto and Ryota started discussing a few things with her; my thoughts turned inward, trying to organize and clarify my questions and goals a little more clearly. I started to jot a few more notes on my phone. I thought I’d been doing a good enough job beforehand, but now that we were on the threshold of the meeting a dozen more thoughts and concerns were occurring to me.

After a few minutes of that I was so distracted that I didn’t notice Eiko’s mother subtly sidling up to me until it was too late. “So, Mamoru-san,” she asked calmly, jerking me out of my worries, “is this really going to be safe? I know the mistress told her father that. But as her loyal employee and Eiko’s mother I have to know: are they really going to be alright?”

I thought about giving her a flat assurance but that impulse died as I looked at her face. Her expression was totally calm, completely unreadable if you just tried to go by her expression. Her eyes though… I’d gotten used to her daughter’s eyes over the last few years, and the pair were surprisingly similar. There was a carefully hidden terror in them, directed at her daughter and Himeko. There was also a slightly subtler spark of anger and promised violence against anyone who dared threaten either of those two. Including me.

Yup, Eiko’s mother, I thought abstractly, before hastening to reassure her.

“Yes,” my innate streak of honesty and balance amended that to, “almost certainly. There is an exceedingly small chance something might go wrong or someone’s plotting something here. It’s… pretty small though. I feel stupid and paranoid for even mentioning it.” I considered a few more moments. “The attempt to kill Hiro at Christmas made more sense and was more likely. At least everyone there could be known and there was room for lots of planning and positioning.”

“And even we thought that one was insane,” Eiko inserted, having noticed her mother cornering me and rushing to my rescue. “Don’t worry, mom.”

Mrs. Kobayashi shot her daughter a mildly annoyed glance. “Like you’re not worrying about everything.”

Eiko shrugged. “Only as much as I’m paid to. Mamoru and Himeko are magnets for disaster, and I’m pretty sure Mamoru’s going to put his foot in his mouth ankle deep at least once. But that should be about it. Come on mom, we’re floating in the middle of the ocean here! If Master Tai really thought there’d be trouble, don’t you think he’d be with us? He’d trust me for a land fight, but not something like this.”

Did you even tell him? I wondered. Thankfully Mrs. Kobayashi was looking away from me when that thought crossed my mind.

“Well…” Mrs. Kobayashi’s gaze softened a little.

Eiko rolled her eyes. “Seriously, I expect this sort of paranoia out of Mamoru, not you.”

“Then you need to think twice, young lady,” Eiko’s mother chided her gently. “Parents never stop worrying about their children, not matter how old or competent they are. Why do you think I got this assignment?”

Eiko just rolled her eyes again. I looked between the pair several times, clearly not getting something.

“My mother’s got just enough rank and willpower to hold Himeko back if she has to,” Eiko clarified. “Even now. Not for anything where Himeko’s totally convinced she’s right of course, we all know Himeko would steamroll over her in a minute. But she’s more than capable of guilting Himeko on to the path her parents would want if Hime’s doing something a little stupid.”

I frowned. “I still don’t see how that matters,” I admitted. “If there was any sort of risk to Himeko and the rest of the boat, be it from the ningyo or the weather, then Himeko would turn us around in a heartbeat instead of endangering everyone else.” She might have let me, Eiko, and the grad students take a risk, letting us exercise our free will under the circumstances, but even that was iffy. And she’d never drag all those Meiko employees into a situation where they might get hurt for her.

Mrs. Kobayashi coughed politely. “Convincing Himeko’s father’s nerves of that is a different story, he wants to be certain. And there was an underlying concern that young Watanabe-domo might show up at the last minute and unexpectedly join you on this trip. On a yacht. With somewhat romantic bedrooms.”

“Hah!” I couldn’t help but laugh. “In that case-“

In that case Eiko would probably kick him into a bedroom. Followed by Himeko. And bar the door. My conscience finished dryly. I didn’t think Hiro would plan or expect anything even if he had somehow managed to join us. But I wasn’t 100% certain they couldn’t have been tempted.

Let’s be honest, I’d be more worried about that then some sort of ningyo attack, I admitted to myself, it’s no wonder Mr. Meiko was a little concerned. Plus, there was chance this would turn into an overnight trip. We didn’t expect that, but between the distance, the threat of weather, and the idea this might take a little while, we were all prepared for that. We hadn’t been assigned cabins merely as a formality. If Hiro had been along as well, and no precautions had been taken…

“Even if Hiro had been inclined to do that,” I added a little too quicky after my abrupt pause, “he wouldn’t have tried anything indecent. He’s too…”

“Stupid,” Eiko finished for me.

“Eiko,” her mother glared daggers at Eiko.

“What?” Eiko shrugged in a manner obviously intended to provoke. “It’s true. Besides, he would have already done something at his family’s hotel if that was the case. And,” she grinned at her mother wickedly, “we already know about the phones.”

“No, we don’t,” this time Mrs. Kobayashi was the one to speak a little too quickly and primly.

I looked between the two again.

Eiko turned a wicked smile to me. “Himeko and Hiro haven’t been totally restrained-“ she began.

“Yes, they have,” her mother interrupted sternly. “And don’t you forget it.”

Eiko just smirked at her mother smugly. After a moment Mrs. Kobayashi sighed in disgust and withdrew herself from the area.

“Recently,” Eiko continued, deliberately making sure she sounded all too innocent as her mother left earshot, “Himeko’s been going through burner phones at an astounding rate. The phones themselves aren’t too special, they just have all their tracking and monitoring disabled. But they’re all one time use before they’re compromised. But she’s gone through over a dozen since White Day, half of them having been given to Hiro.”

It took me a few moments to get what Eiko was hinting at. “You mean they’re-“ I started, not sure whether I was horrified, amused, or pleased at the idea.

“Oh yeah,” Eiko nodded, clearly in the amused camp, “it’s a safe enough version of sex that they’re willing to finally crack and do that much with each other! They can bleat about family honor and responsibility all they want, they still want to do it. They may not have taken the final plunge yet, but it seems like they’re willing to be absolutely filthy when it comes to phone sex.”

“Well-” I stopped after saying that, not sure what ese I could say.

“Keep it to yourself,” Eiko added quicky. “Himeko’s managed to convince herself that the rest of us don’t really know. And it helps that most of the staff are like my mother and pretending that they don’t actually see it. But anyone with half a brain knows what’s going on some nights when Himeko arranges for ironclad privacy, and another phone is in the reclaim and reprocess pile in the morning.”

“Well,” I said again, fighting down a small smile. I couldn’t really say anything, when Eiko put it like that I realized it was so them. Hiro and Himeko were going to be very reluctant to do anything too… irreversible together. Especially with what their families would do to them. But they were healthy young adults with a deep interest in each other, even with all their discipline and control those desires had to go somewhere. This solution was very them in some ways.

And in other ways… “How much do you actually know?” I asked abruptly, realizing I was being a little bit stupid.

“Come on Mamoru-“ Eiko began.

“Come on Eiko,” I countered. “Seriously, this is Hiro and Himeko here. You and I both know they could be chickening out and pulling back at the last minute even if they’d originally planned to do something like that. If you told me they were just being romantic, leaving an open line so they could talk to each other and fall asleep while listening to each other’s breathing and voices, then that would be something believable too. We should be dealing with evidence, not salacious hearsay.”

“Really? That many? In a month?” Eiko didn’t bother to hide her skepticism. “You’re reaching Mamoru.”

“Do you actually have any evidence?”

She looked frustrated. “It’s not like I’m listening at her door or sniffing her sheets!” she did glance at me slyly. “Although my aunt who’s in charge of that has been surprisingly quiet lately.”

“Eiko,” I forced myself to sound patient, “I’m not going to tell you I don’t believe it. Hell, if you pointed a gun at one of my cousins and forced me to bet on the correct choice then I’d go that way too. But let’s not go around pretending we actually know, alright? That’s some pretty circumstantial evidence. And we both know those two are capable of doing some pretty weird things in their relationship when they get their ideas and ideals twisted around something.”

“Now you’re the one in denial.”

“Eiko-“ I sighed.

“I don’t see why you’re acting like my mom, trying to bend over backwards to pretend nothing is happening!”

“I’m not! But I am trying not to accidentally slander or make assumptions about our friends either. Yes, they’re probably, almost certainly, up to something in those regards. But just off the top of my head I can think of two or three dirty variations.”

“Wow. Really?” Eiko meant it to sound sarcastic, but she came off as almost impressed.

I double checked. Just voice. With camera. Posted recordings for each other to use whenever. Yup, three. Granted, they weren’t the biggest variations in the world, but they weren’t nothing either. “Yes. So, before we go around claiming we know what’s going on, spreading rumors about our friends, I think we should-“

“Hey!” Chie’s raised voice intruded on our unexpected little conversation from further down the deck. She seemed surprised and pleased as she looked at her mana detector. “I’ve got something! A big spike! High three!”

Eiko and I were instantly on guard, and I started looking around with ‘mage sight’.

“Think it’s them?” Ryota asked with interest.

“It’s got to be! If there were common mana surges this high then surely we’d have spotted something before now.”

I don’t see anything, I thought with a frown. And I don’t really feel anything different in the mana flow. Is Chie’s detector-

I cut myself off, abruptly discovering the need for some humble pie, as I spotted a tiny hitch in the surroundings. Even that much quicky smoothed itself out, vanishing while I watched. But now that I’d caught sight of it, like an optical illusion, I could make out the effect that was surrounding the area. It was akin to an overturned bowl covering our surroundings, but one about the size of the Meiko mansion grounds. It blended in, like a photorealistic backdrop, but it wasn’t the real thing.

I moved a little closer to the railing and looked in the distance, drawing a bit of comfort from the fact I could make out the effect much easier where it met the water. The sea disrupted and disjointed it where the waves and ocean spray were being thrown upward. Mostly because this was shamanic magic using an air elemental.

But it still would have escaped me, if not for Chie, I realized, a small but rueful smile tugging at my lips. I’m not sure how, but her mana detector saw through it better than I did. I’d better make a note of that. A part of me was a little put out, hating to admit a relatively new device could beat me in any way. Luckily for me, especially since I followed a god of knowledge, an even bigger part of me was fascinated by all the implications of that, and what it might portend for the future.

I leaned back and called over to the grad students, raising my voice. “It’s a major air elemental working in partnership with someone else! I’m guessing it’s the ningyo. They’re making sure we’ve got protection and privacy for our little meeting, shielding us from prying eyes while covering up there’s even a shield there.”

The grad students hustled over to me. “A major air elemental?” Kiyoto emphasized carefully.

I considered it a moment. “That’s how I think of them,” I admitted. “But it really is a misnomer. Yeah, they’re incredibly far above the usual ones you’ll see, up against a spirit like Siss-ophelian the difference is like night and day. But if you compare them to the legendarily strong ones out there, the highest-level ones the humans usually only catch a glimpse of before portaling away to a safe location, if they manage that much, then major seems like a pretty silly label.”

“Thanks,” Kiyoto replied sarcastically as all three grad students obviously struggled with sudden and unexpected surges of fear.

I sighed. “Sorry, I could have put that more gently. But that’s the sort of thing we’re going to have to deal with here. The highest-level elementals usually slumber deep within the elements, even waking them up and getting their attention is something that’s usually impossible for an experienced shaman, let alone controlling or working with them. But they do exist. And it’s worth remembering that before you go pissing them off by being rude and harmful to all their weaker cousins.”

Another set of small starts and tensed muscles from the grads. “Yeah, I’m going to sleep soundly tonight,” Kiyoto muttered under his breath.

“Super volcanoes, black holes, megaquakes, and the Black Death,” I told him flatly, trying not to feel a little quail in my own heart at that litany of horrors. “Study any subject long enough and you’ll find out about the terrifying extremes that are out there. Accept it. When it comes to spirits the highest tier elementals are one of theirs. And that’s even assuming we know the top-tier. For all I actually know, mages are being too arrogant again and there’s a level or two beyond even that that we’re completely clueless about.”

“You really don’t know when to quit, do you?” Himeko sighed from surprisingly close, not quite under her breath. It was a subtle but simple hint telling me to shut up, and also keep an eye on what I was saying from this point. I’d managed to completely unsettle the grad students, we really didn’t want me doing the same with our non human guests.

(It probably said something not-so-great about me that I took note of that… but in a distracted manner while I scribbled down a quick note on my device to think about elementals on other planets. Perhaps we really knew of the highest tier elementals on Earth and Avalon… but what sort of air elementals dwelled on Jupiter? Were mega fire elementals cavorting on the surface of the sun?)

For better or worse, we were interrupted by a tight “Himeko-sama,” from Mrs. Kobayashi. When we looked towards her, she quickly pointed to the ocean beside the yacht a bit further down from us. A quick check over the side showed about a dozen humanish faces floating calmly in the ocean.

Nagako nodded and rose a little further out of the ocean upon seeing us. “Earth Fisher,” she projected up to me calmly.

I looked down at the gathered ningyo and paused. The lip of the Meiko yacht wasn’t ludicrously high off the water, but there was probably a good four meters worth of height difference between us. “So, how’s this going to work?” I called down. “Do you want us to just shout? Use a spell? Should we lower-“

Himeko put a firm hand on my shoulder to shut me up. Only the speed of it and the very strong squeeze indicated how annoyed she was getting.

“Greetings again, Nagako-sama,” she projected down in some strange way that carried well but still sounded pleasant. “It is good to see you once more. I apologize for the oversight, but I fear I may have accidently misled you about how close to the water our boat would be. How would you like us to correct this mistake?”

Maybe I should just shut up and let Himeko do as much talking as possible, I reflected a little more humbly. I could blame some of my stupidity on the bad timing. If I’d had a minute to prepare, and have started from neutral rather than another two sets of discussions that had gotten me a little worked up, then I’d probably have done better. Not good, but better. But, even with that excuse, plenty of it was just me. It probably would have been fine for just Nagako. With unfamiliar guests in tow? That had been pretty rude and stupid. In my defence, in the back of my mind I’d been planning on greeting them more properly and deferentially after we’d sorted out that problem. But Himeko’s approach had obviously been better.

After a few words we couldn’t make out or understand amongst the ningyo, eight of them simply lifted out of the water and casually floated up to deposit themselves gently on the deck of the yacht. Three female and five males, in a fairly wide spectrum of ages.

“Welcome to my family’s yacht,” Himeko said humbly, bowing to them as if they were simple but important guests rather than half-fish half-human creatures out of legend.

Her calm politeness forestalled the grad students, who’d started to point a half dozen cameras in the ningyos direction excitedly. A quick glance at them revealed they still looked excited and amazed, but also a little sheepish as they hurriedly performed quick bows of their own and got themselves under control.

“Please let us know if there’s anything we can do to make your visit more comfortable,” Himeko continued as she rose back up. “I won’t make any false promises, but we appreciate your willingness and hope you won’t find our hospitality too lacking.”

“Hah!” one of the older males barked. He had short but grey hair and a damp beard that dropped a little now that they were out of the ocean. “Polite and humble humans, I never thought I’d live to see it. I guess you weren’t lying, Nagako-san.”

“We still should have brought more guards,” one mumbled from a bit further behind, this one’s human parts resembling a fifty-year-old man. “We cannot trust them. They hunger for our flesh.” His eyes darted suspiciously, this way and that, and I sensed he was ready to cast something at a moment’s notice.

“In all honesty-“ I began on reflex, but cut off as Himeko elbowed me in the stomach as subtly as she could manage. I had to be grateful to her. I probably would have done stopped myself in a few more words, albeit awkwardly, but I knew better than to have counted on that.

“I appreciate your honesty, guest-san,” Himeko continued in that same, unruffled and unfailingly polite voice. “Let me assure you, no one here hungers for your flesh. But I don’t want to feed you any false reassurances, your caution and reluctance to deal with humans is still well founded. To act too trusting or unguarded amongst random humans would be foolish.”

The one who’d been complaining didn’t relax, but a few of the other ningyo seemed to subtly untense just a little.

“Lady, Earth Fisher,” Nagako began after a few moments, “these are some of our top mystics, spirit callers, and crafters-“

“Hah!” the same older male barked again, interrupting his junior. “Tell them truly Nagako-san. I might be top level but these ones were merely those with the bravery or sense of duty to follow me. Don’t let them underestimate our people by letting them think that we’re the strongest!”

He gestured in a way to encompass three of the males and one of the females. Their ages ranged from… well, it was hard to be sure with damp, half-human creatures. But I’d have guessed from late thirties to early sixties for humans. Nagako and the other two stood out as notably younger, Nagako looking the oldest at early thirties while the other two (one male and one female) looked four or five years younger. And all looked a little fitter.

My eyes unwillingly darted towards some of Himeko’s equivalents standing on the yacht. Bodyguards, I thought with a mix of unease and acknowledgement.

“-they have come at your request,” Nagako continued a little tensely, “to fully repay our debts and guarantee the safety of our people. Please do not mistake this kindness and honor for permissiveness or weakness.”

Ominous, I thought vaguely. But I couldn’t get too worried about that because I was getting distracted in spite of myself by the ningyo. Up close and all together like that I couldn’t help but start noting the similarities and differences between all of them. The fishier parts on six of them were all red, but there was a surprising variation in tone and brightness to it. Some, like Nagako, looked startlingly intense, an almost scarlet in color. At least in the right light. Others were shading to a more washed out red, or a darker variety that might have had undertones of black. And to make matters worse, some of it looked like it might have been an age thing. I couldn’t help but note that the bottom halves of the grey haired ningyos looked duller and a little more weathered. One of them was starting to lean towards goldfish orange!

Of course that might have just been a natural coloration. One of the ningyo had a blue lower half and another had a green one. Both looked like they came from turquoise originally but had leaned in opposite directions. And the pair looked similar in age (mid to late forties) so I was pretty sure it wasn’t the same color at different points. One was male and one was female though, so gender dimorphism immediately came to mind.

Aoth, it was unexpectedly fascinating. I drew some comfort from the fact that Kiyoto seemed to agree with me. I saw his mouth moving as he occasionally muttered something under his breath and his eyes darted this way and that as he made note of various features. Ryota and Chie were obviously fascinated too, of course, but our biology student was giving off an intensity that was almost frightening. Mostly because I was afraid he might pop, he looked like he wanted to explode into action and learn everything about the creatures while he still had the chance. But I was also worried the ningyo might have noticed and started getting afraid of what he might do to them!

Thankfully, Himeko had been exchanging polite words and reassurances with the fishier folk during all this time so my furious thought hadn’t gotten me into trouble. I came back to the conversation just in time to acknowledge her question of “Mamoru? Can you think of anything obvious that I have missed?”

Himeko had been asking about their needs, wondering if they’d wanted anything to make them more comfortable. She been politely suggesting things like cushioning pads or humidifiers, albeit in a much more roundabout and gentle way then I’d have managed. Thankfully, I did have something to contribute this time. “Are all of you alright for mana?” I asked politely at the prompt.

“Mana?”

I silently kicked myself. “Sorry, the waters of creation.” Even I knew that one, and had been reminding myself about it the whole trip.

“Ah!” the older spokesperson looked enlightened. And smug. “Do not worry, Earth Fisher,” he replied in slightly condescending tones. “We made sure to fill up more than adequately before coming here.”

He patted his natural looking ‘belt’ confidently. All of the ningyo were wearing a similar accoutrement, although some of their styles differed. Unlike humans, they wore their belts high on their torsos. The females wore it beneath their breasts while the males usually had it just under their rib cages.

Again, judging by human anatomy, I reminded myself, sneaking a glance at a slightly portly ningyo. In his case, his stomach seemed to be pushing his belt upwards a little. But while my guess about their anatomy was probably correct I didn’t want to be a fool and assume it was definitely correct. Part of the reason I’d been so firm with Eiko earlier was because I’d been bracing and reminding myself all day to watch out for assumptions that could come back to bite me. The ningyo weren’t humans, for all that certain parts of them were human-ish. Assuming similar biology could be embarrassing at best and deadly at worst. And that went double for jumping to conclusions!

(For example, the overweight looking one was also the one with his fishier part shading to orange. It was easy to assume those factors might be connected, some sort of health factor equivalent to an unwell human’s skin tone being off. And maybe they were. Or maybe there was no connection whatsoever and making any sort of comment on it would start a huge diplomatic incident.)

But I quickly found myself studying the leader’s belt in this case, and getting distracted by my focus and obsession. “Fascinating,” I said, leaning forward to study the organic looking nodules on it. “Reservoir, collector, or receiver?” A thought about about the organic looking nature of it, very much reminding me of coral, struck me and I started a little. “Wait, they aren’t a generator, are they? Don’t tell me you’ve found a way to efficiently rig-“

I cut myself off just before Himeko could find a way to subtly hit me. And a good thing too. What I’d been about to suggest would have been neat but very unlikely even without getting into some pretty murky ethics. Living beings could generate their own mana, but only a little. Trying to get enough out of anything that small and tapping into it without practically torturing the thing… well, all that put together was about as likely as an efficient and safe cold fusion generator the size of a portable gaming system. And required just as many jaw dropping advances and breakthroughs.

Thankfully the ningyo seemed more confused, and maybe even a little intimidated by my enthusiasm. “Er, what?” he asked carefully, drawing back ever so slightly.

“I-“ I began, before actually catching myself this time. “Right. The technical terminology, half the reason for this meeting. Sorry, I was getting too far ahead of myself.” I took a deep breath, settled myself down, and put on my mage pants. “So, you’re good for ma- power. Then shall we get down to business?”
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“It’s getting dark out, Mamoru, Coral Molder. I think we’ve reached the point of needing to take action,” Himeko interrupted us gently.

The head ningyo and I started in unison and looked up. I’d been aware of how long the shadows were getting, albeit in a distant manner, but I hadn’t realized it had gotten that late. But as I looked around I realized the sun was already turning redder than a ningyo’s scaly bits, and was over halfway past the horizon.

Fortunately, Himeko was still Himeko. She was already prepared. “How do you two want to proceed? If you don’t want to call it quits for this trip then I think we’re either going to have to light up the deck or move inside. I am good with either, but I’m not sure how moving inside would be perceived by your escort. Or that your level of discomfort will be worth it.”

Coral Molder looked a bit surprised and unsettled. While he took a moment to think about the situation I once again found myself getting distracted by his name. We’d discovered that mid to high level mystics of various stripes amongst the ningyo (and I wasn’t going to pretend I understood the subtle distinctions) took on descriptive use names instead of the ones they were born with. It seemed to be half an old way of protecting themselves and half a cultural leftover back from when that had been a vital necessity instead of a useful precaution. It was why all of them referred to me as Earth Fisher instead of my real name.

I mostly shrugged it off as an odd cultural habit, something a little strange but mostly harmless. Of course, I might have felt differently about that if my reincarnation hadn’t already given me some protection in that field. Matsuda Mamoru was more my real name then my original name from Avalon now, and that had its own mystic implications, but the fact I’d changed it and it wasn’t my original original name still held weight. I was significantly less vulnerable to it than Himeko and Eiko were to theirs. And while that vulnerability was usually exaggerated by any tales and legends that brought it up, at least in regards to humans, it wasn’t nothing either. It wasn’t as bad as letting someone have your hair or blood, but a talented mystic could use it in various techniques to make targeting you with magic significantly easier.

If I had to describe it to my friends, I thought vaguely, noting not to try this out until long after the ningyo were gone, I’d equate it to having multiple passwords to your various online accounts instead of just one. It really cuts down your vulnerabilities if someone’s targeting you, but they’re still going to be able to do damage even if they only know one password.

“I think we need to stay at least a little bit longer, Himeko-domo,” Coral Molder finally declared. “Some lights would probably be good. We’re still good for the moment, our eyes are much better in darkness than you- surface dwellers.”

Neither Himeko nor I took any official notice of that abrupt change. I was getting better at things like that. Albeit only after a few hours worth of practice and getting in the groove.

“But even we’re going to need a little more light soon, or else we’re going to miss some of the fine details of what we’re discussing.”

Himeko merely nodded. “It is no problem, Coral Molder-san. I’ll get the staff to setting up the party lights on deck immediately. Please let us know if we’re in the way as we do so.” Having said that, Himeko nodded to someone off to the side, Mrs. Kobayashi and some of the other Meiko employees. They were standing next to a box labelled ‘deck parties’ and at Himeko’s signal they started pulling out a string of lights and then began wrapping them around the railing and various lines around the deck.

“Handy,” I noted, underselling it.

Himeko merely shrugged it off. “It is simply supplies we always keep on board for when we’re entertaining guests at night. I would have preferred to have set them up earlier, now I am worried we might get in the way, but it is no great thing.”

I looked around the deck and fought down a small smile. Most of the ningyo were reclining on deckchairs like a strange combination of professional swimmers and beached walruses. Their upper halves were reasonably strong and athletic, even the unhealthier ones, but whatever their lower halves were like in the water they were not suitable for a ship’s deck. The ningyo were not comfortable moving around a hard, human centric world, and the deckchairs had quickly turned into the best compromise. The furniture wasn’t perfectly suited to the aquatic folk, it would need a dozen little tweaks and changes to truly suit that market, but this was a business trip and (if I was interpreting everything correctly) the deckchairs were proportionally more comfortable than the average chair I sat in at Tokyo U. The ningyo were fine with the situation.

Of course, it helped that we were making compromises too. The grad students and I were also spread over the yacht’s forward area, and we now had a dozen whiteboards going as we wrote down, took notes, and illustrated things for the ningyo. And of course the merfolk did the same right back to us, hence the need for something as simple and flexible as a whiteboard. But over the last few hours we’d been having some remarkable discussions and might have been making a couple of breakthroughs. Gradually we’d all split up into smaller groups and spread out to focus on our specialties, but I took a moment to look around and see how it was all going.

Chie’s discussions of mana dynamics were apparently equal parts frustrating and enlightening. Her whiteboards might have been the most abstract, the ningyo were finding it more effective to illustrate how the mana moved and under what conditions. Pictures of waves and curves, along with descriptions of how low and lazy spirals and weighty splashes could occur, were fascinating and infuriating in equal measures. At the same time, Chie’s mathematical models and glimpses of the deeper sides of mana had her listeners on the backfoot. Or backfin as it were. They might have been absolute masters of how mana moved within three dimensions, and all of them agreed that Chie was far outclassed there. But, much to their shock, Chie could still tell them a little about the fourth and fifth. The chaotic convergence of all their ideas was driving all of them nuts, but in a way they all seemed to find frustratingly delightful.

Ryota’s conversation was much more grounded and direct. It helped that he was dealing with only a single ningyo, and apparently Touch Knower was the one with the strongest scientific background. Their discussions about material compositions and interactions were still running into plenty of difficulties. Even if they’d had the exact same training (and they definitely had not) the reactions and practicalities Touch Knower ran into under the sea were an entirely different world to the university graduate. They were slowly puzzling out what they wanted to communicate, and their mutual discoveries. They were sharing knowledge of collectors, materials, and interactions that both seemed enlightened by.

But it was Kiyoto’s side that both amused and terrified me the most. Officially he was focusing on spirits. In reality he seemed to be getting sidetracked by purely physical biology. He was interrogating and investigating the ningyo’s unfamiliar bodies, how the myths and legends actually worked in the real world. He was surprisingly charming about it, encouraging their curiosity about human anatomy and using that as a bridge to get them to share their own secrets in turn.

It was just legitimate enough that no one could complain, he’d already deduced and arranged for a series of drinks and minor supplements to help keep all our guests healthier and more comfortable on the surface. For some bizarre reason, something to do with sun exposure and lower surface pressure, the ningyo were best served by a steady stream of minor doses of vitamin K. It wasn’t a huge problem, but all of them had been getting irritable and starting to suffer some minor pains before Kiyoto had figured that out. Some specialty smoothies from the galley later, which apparently tasted fairly good to the ningyo thanks to their bodies’ desire for the stuff, and we’d gotten around that problem.

While that was a good thing, and something that earned Kiyoto a fair bit of tolerance, I wasn’t sure that justified his attempts to hit on Nagako. Kiyoto wasn’t trying too hard, but Himeko had warned me and now that I was looking I couldn’t help but notice Kiyoto’s actions. I didn’t think it was over the line, and didn’t dare bring attention to it by making an obvious intervention, but I doubted it would end well. Kiyoto was obviously entertaining some mermaid fantasies and I had no idea how that was going to turn out!

Meanwhile, Coral Molder and I were looking at the deeper stuff, how their mana was collected, networked, and how it all fit together. And, most importantly, if my own designs and plans on the surface might end up having an effect the ningyo’s already existent network. While we’d had to split off plenty of things to our subordinates (a concept that gave me the shudders when I thought about it too deeply, for philosophical, personal, and practical reasons) we were both starting to understand what we were looking at. Although, to make matters even more difficult, we were also both starting to consider remodeling our systems on what we’d learned from the other.

The system the ningyo used was pretty primal, relying on ley-lines running through the Earth and simply tapping into that. They tapped into it very well, the efficiency, balanced awareness, and completeness of their mana harvesting from those strong points was incredible. But they didn’t bother with anything less than that. They knew how to gather power from their surroundings, and Masters like Coral Molder didn’t hesitate to supplement their powers with that sort of thing, but the idea of something like my average collector had seemed a joke to them.

(I should probably note that some of that was their shamanic methodology and some of that was their underwater environment. I could not have made my collectors work underwater, not even for token everyday amounts. The constantly flowing salt water would cut down their range to nothing and quickly degrade them as well. Maybe if I spent a few years modifying them and using what the ningyo were willing to teach me, but not even that was a possibility I was willing to bet on. I might have been able to recreate collectors as effective as I’d managed to have when I was twelve. Maybe.)

But primal didn’t mean useless or powerless. The ningyo’s system supported a number of stable pocket dimensions where they lived and spent the majority of their time. There was apparently a significant naturally occurring one off Japan’s eastern coast, and the undersea folk had expanded and bolstered it over the years with all the mana they were pulling in. I also got the impression there were a half dozen smaller settlements ringing our nation, but Coral Molder was still being a little bit cagey about national secrets like that. And by tapping mana all over Japan’s national waters (although I expected there to be a big row about who actually should have those waters if this was ever a public debate!) they were able to support a society with enough mana centered infrastructure and luxuries to make most of Avalon jealous!

Granted, again, Coral Molder was being a bit secretive about that. I could estimate based on things he was saying and logical amounts, but it wasn’t like I was getting a travelogue or a census either. An especially telling point was that I had little idea of the ningyo population. If their main settlement was about a thousand ningyo, with those small settlements numbering about twenty each, then they had access to a ludicrously lavish amount of power per person. The amount of mana allotted each ningyo would only have been beaten by the amount an archmage was allowed access to on Avalon. But if it was secretly a million ningyo, and the ‘small’ settlements were ‘only’ ten or twenty thousand each, then it was probably pretty squalid for most of them as they stretched the mana as far as possible to cover everyone. My guess would have been somewhere between the two extremes, leaning on the smaller side. But it would only have been a guess.

And I’d certainly have guessed wrong about other things. The primal ningyo network was surprisingly extensive. It did take into account natural needs more than mine did, deliberately leaving more mana for whatever sprits or processes needed it in the area. But even with all those caveats and limitations it had to account for an astounding amount of power. Without directly witnessing and testing it firsthand I couldn’t be sure how much, but even my more conservative guesses were shockingly huge.

Theoretically, I reminded myself, although I can’t help but wonder about power loss. The individual points were not connected or set up for transmission, mana had to be physically transferred from one point to another by ningyo using their own versions of travelling reservoirs. Now, don’t get me wrong, those reservoirs were incredibly impressive in their own ways. Coral Molder had a ton of power at his fingertips thanks to a similar design principle and he hadn't hesitated to pull off a few tricks where I'd have been looking for more cost-effective solutions. I figured that particular perspective check was one of the things I’d most valued learning this whole trip. But the power loss problem wasn’t nothing. The ningyo essentially created small pocket dimensions anchored to their little coral reservoirs, stuffing those full of mana in a way that not even my most efficient reservoirs could match. But it required a small but steady trickle of mana to manage that, meaning that their huge reservoirs gradually lost power over time even if you weren’t doing anything. The usage wasn’t major, roughly analogous to a slowly dripping tap attached to a water tower, but it did add up over the long run. It was a secondary concern for the ningyo given the amounts of power they were dealing with, but it offended my sensibilities.

Don’t get me wrong, there were definitely advantages and ways to use that sort of setup. I was already toying with the idea of combining it with a collector and attaching the whole thing to something that didn’t need to use the mana often, but when it did it needed a massive amount for a massive effect. I could see cases where that would be more practical, but in general the wastefulness of their setup grated on my nerves.

Honestly, even calling what the ningyo had a network might have been a misnomer, given how much it depended on the natural ley-lines and the way the collection points themselves weren’t really connected. On the other hand, that may have been my mage-centric attitude speaking. Especially when you considered the slight power cost in transferring the mana between locations, that made the way I condemned their small power leakage problem look pretty prejudiced. The shamanic leanings and perspectives of the ningyo were clear in the design of this, plainly visible once you looked for them. But my work in directly linking reservoirs into a whole network was one of the things that they were most interested in. The idea of connecting everything together, along with the practical advantages things like my staff provided, was very intriguing to them.

Coral Molder jerked me back to the present. “Where were we?” he asked, turning back to our white boards.

I shook myself. If nothing else, maybe I’d needed a quick breather to get it all straight in my head. “Talking about whether or not you guys should convert to a connected network, and if that would accidentally crosslink with the one I’m creating.”

“Ah right, yes. No offense is intended Earth Fisher, but as tempting as your method looks we can’t help but worry this might be an attempt to steal our waters.”

One nice bonus of the descriptive names was that they worked as their own honorifics. If you had one, it was usually considered somewhere between -san and -sama in and of itself. Himeko might have erred on the safe side, but I didn't need to.

“None taken,” I assured him. “Frankly, you’re right to worry. Even if you and I are trustworthy this is one of those things where whole countries and organizations could get involved. And even if those were trustworthy,” both of us carefully kept our expressions neutral on that subject, “there’s always the risk of individuals trying to siphon off more than they deserve. Individually they might not take too much, but even a couple dozen of them can start adding up if they’re greedy.”

“But that’s why these networks have so many security precautions,” I added, pointing to various parts of the board. “The higher the connectivity the more control is necessary. I don’t like it, but even within your own group you have to be careful not to let an unqualified or greedy individual have too much access to mana- the waters of creation. If nothing else, you don’t want a careless young idiot accidentally overpowering a spell and sucking away half your reserves before he destroys himself.”

I tried not to feel like I’d bitten into a lemon saying that. The Mages Guild, back on Avalon, had grown too powerful, smug, and gently corrupt thanks to that logic. That didn’t make it untrue, but I was still struggling (and failing) to come up with a better sort of system. At least one that would last over the long term. I’d was reasonably sure we could found a reasonable system. One that wouldn’t go the same way over generations? I’d made a note to speak about that with Himeko at some point, but I kept putting that embarrassing and depressing discussion off.

And now I was espousing the virtues of it to an entirely different species. Which is why I had mixed feelings when Coral Molder noted “yes, but they’re your precautions, Earth Fisher. Don’t think we don’t see the flaw in that. Also, young ones blowing themselves up is usually more of a mage thing.”

His tone was slightly smug, but I was more taken aback to realize he had a point. On both counts. Less so on the shaman thing, I noted a little self-righteously, they still mess up in stupid and overdramatic ways. One could argue they were even worse about it if they stumbled into cooperating with the wrong spirit. But I was splitting hairs with that one. And he was entirely in the right about the networking precautions. I couldn’t think of how I’d get around those yet, but I hadn’t tried. And if the ningyo just imported my version of things wholesale they’d have no way of knowing if I hadn’t slipped a backdoor in there.

“Point taken,” I admitted with a reluctant sigh. “These are great examples, but just jumping straight to them would be a stupid mistake. You need to develop your own version of protections based on these but- well… maybe based on these.”

Coral Molder smirked. “With all due respect, Earth Fisher, I think we can do better by getting the spirits involved.”

I carefully schooled my face. I doubted that was going to be half as effective as he hoped. Still, that might have been my own prejudices again. And who knew? Maybe he was on to something big. It was a challenge to bite my tongue, but it was still a whole lot better than eating my words in another ten, twenty years time when I was begging him and the spirits for their methodology!

Instead, I kept it to a neutral. “We’ll see. At the very least I expect you’ve got your own challenges and differences to deal with, using all this underwater.”

“That’s an understatement. Your dry hellscapes up here might not be healthy, but at least they don’t get in the way.”

And given how much Tokyo itself gets in the way, I reflected, that’s saying something. “So it makes more sense for you to adapt rather than import everything directly. I don’t want to think about how many problems you’ll have if you try.”

Coral Molder softened a little. I suspected he was overly proud of both himself and his people, but he wasn’t an absolute jerk. “These could be an incredible improvement,” he admitted in a humbler tone. “Right now one of our biggest risks is sending couriers between our collection points. The amount of waters we lose if anything happens to them is a blow, and the oceans are risky. We only send out trained and experienced couriers, it is not something we trust to the unworthy, but we only dare send them out alone lest your people spot them and become aware of us again.”

I winced slightly. I can’t argue that one, I thought. I’d love to claim it would be fine, but it really wouldn’t. I like to hope the majority of humanity would be alright, and I was worried I might be reaching with even that much. But between those that would be fearful, and seek to destroy the source of their fear, and those who would hunt the ningyo for their legendary flesh; Coral Molder really is in the right here.

Coral Molder seemed to read my thoughts and then nodded. “Even without your awareness, the oceans are still a dangerous place, made even more so by your pollutants and nets. We lose a courier or two a year despite everything, and they know to tap into the incredible amount of power they’re carrying if they run into trouble. If we can learn to use this method of channeling the waters of creation then we can avoid that and remove one of our biggest weaknesses. Many of our kind fear that yours could starve us out by cutting off our collection points.”

Another good point, I thought with another wince. One disadvantage of the ningyos’ widespread mana infrastructure, especially for their relative population, was its vulnerability. They might be safe inside their subdimension, but outside those walls…

I tried to focus on something else, feeling a little too guilty about being human. As one of the Meiko staff strung some lights along some nearby ship lines I desperately asked “you lose that many of them? I’d have thought with your skills and mana supplies that precautionary spells would have made them practically immortal.”

Coral Molder frowned and tried to hide a sudden surge of uncertainty. “What are precautionary spells?”

Before I knew what was happening, we were heading down another tangent. And I didn’t even realize it until the deck lights came up.

***

For better or for worse, it turned out precautionary spells were less effective on a species that was spending 99% of their lives in salt water. When we examined the theory we realized that the spells would be far too exposed to salt water for far too long. They were fairly durable, especially when so much of them was implanted in the body, but at least some of them had to be exposed. And under such extreme conditions the spells would only last for about a week before they degraded past an effective level. Not to mention that they’d be much more difficult to implant while underwater in the first place. Sure, the ningyo could have done it on shore, or in certain underwater caves with air pockets, but the level of vulnerability and mana being spent to accomplish that would make the whole idea look pretty silly, at least while they were only losing one or two people a year. The odds were unpleasantly high that they’d equal or exceed those numbers if they forced themselves to try.

“Chips! Chips! Chips! Chips!”

I banished my thoughts of failure and fought down a smile at the crowd of merpeople chanting enthusiastically. Fortunately, despite that particular dead end, we were going to end on a late but high note. Himeko was being the most amazing diplomat ever (shocking absolutely no one who knew her). As part of her efforts to improve relations between the shore and the sea she was offering the ningyo some more human foods. And it was going well.

Mrs. Kobayashi came out onto the deck with another huge plate full of steaming hot fries to the cheers of the collected ningyo. She kept her expression calm as she easily maneuvered into the central table around all the gathered deck chairs, but I thought a saw a glint of amusement in her eyes as the merfolk scrambled enthusiastically for the food.

I didn’t bother hiding my smile. It helped that all the ningyo were so focused on the fries they’d never notice. Himeko had correctly interpreted that grease fried foods, especially vegetables like potatoes, would be of interest to the undersea folk. She’d admitted to me that she hadn’t expected them to be this popular, but she’d quietly hoped.

“It makes sense,” Himeko added with a polite smile (though I could tell she was hiding even more happiness and amusement behind the diplomatic mask), “they can cook using heat underwater if they have to, using magic and undersea vents. But something like this is beyond them.”

“Don’t forget the fat factor,” Kiyoto added as he passed by us, quickly going off to the side to grab some more condiments for his new friends/test subjects. “Those bodies of theirs have a surprising amount of fat for undersea insulation and long-distance energy storage. Their bodies crave stuff like this.”

He was back into the fray before anyone could respond. After a moment I admitted “okay, it was a good idea to bring a biologist along for this.”

“It was your idea,” Himeko reminded me with mildly offended amusement.

“And I’ve been doubting it ever since you mentioned his attempts at flirting,” I admitted. “I brought him along for, well, several reasons. But the official one was that he’s our closest thing to an expert on spirits.”

“Outside of you,” Himeko noted pointedly.

I shrugged. “It’s a bit of a mixed bag. I’ve still got more knowledge. But Kiyoto’s approaching this with an uncluttered, unprejudiced mind and a biologist’s training. I think he’s already better than me at seeing the patterns and extrapolations, my mage focused training is holding me back there. But I doubt he’s anywhere near any of the ningyo, all their shamanic training and immersion in spirits… I was afraid he was about to embarrass us.”

“Don’t rule that out,” Himeko noted neutrally, subtly drawing my attention to Kiyoto’s latest attempt to get closer to Nagako, via condiments.

“Yeah,” I fought through a sudden chunk of ice in my stomach as I watched, but Nagako just seemed to take it in stride. After a moment I shook it off and refocused. “I’d much rather have had Professor Ichikawa along, given them a respectable grey beard for them to focus on.”

Much to my surprise, Himeko shook her head and contradicted me. “No, this was better,” she said simply, “it establishes your authority and knowledge instead of confusing the issue. Plus, it’s still a little early in the year to risk his health like that, and I don’t want to undercut his authority or impartiality by connecting him to our family via such an excursion. With you and the grad students it’s excusable as students having fun and messing around. With a long-established Tokyo U professor it starts to seem like bribery and improper behaviour.”

I winced. She was totally right though. I’d had my doubts about the Meiko family in the past, and still did at times. Aoth alone knew what the Tokyo U Ethics Board or Sato Gota would make of a trip like that.

Himeko looked at me sympathetically. “It would be best for the professor to meet them in another context. But, if need be, we can work our way up to it. Establish this sort of thing as a scientific trip, where you’re checking aquatic mana levels or something. It’ll be a hard sell, and it would be best if we admitted it was for business and pleasure right off the bat, but it would be possible. It will probably need at least a few months of consistent effort and dropping a couple of the right words in the right ears though.”

It was almost tempting, but the problems were just too obvious. I sighed. “We just uncomplicated things,” I complained obliquely, not wanting to bitch about the new problems I had. Not when they seemed so petty compared to all the old ones. “Most of the people involved or close to this actually know all the critical stuff these days, I don’t have to run around hiding everything from your family or the whole school. I don’t want to start twisting everything up in an elaborate deception again!”

“I kind of agree,” Himeko admitted. “But I see your point about involving Professor Ichikawa in some capacity and giving him a little treat. The man definitely deserves it. But-“

“Why so glum?” Eiko interrupted us, joining us after quietly filching a plate of fries of her own out of the main group and then sneaking around the edges. She offered us a few. “Seriously, we’re watching a crowd of ningyo devour fries like they’re a swarm of piranhas. We should be filming this and posting it online so we can have the world’s first billion view mukbang.”

“Eiko…” Himeko sighed patiently. Although I had to admit my imagination was momentarily arrested by the idea. I couldn’t help but wonder if we might have monetized such a video, started an online empire good enough to fund more of my experiments.

Thankfully I was already coming back to reality as Eiko noted “I know, I know. I was joking, mostly. It is a kind of weirdly awesome sight though, isn’t it?”

“I will give you that one,” Himeko agreed with a tilt of her head. “I would have preferred it to be healthier. But, given how much our guests distrust humanity, I’ll take honest enjoyment and bonding over a healthier, formal, but less successful meal any day of the week.”

Eiko made a small sound of derision. “Healthy? At this time of night?”

As if prompted, my stomach growled and Eiko offered me a few of her fries. I took them gladly. It was well past ten in the evening, and I’d had some food, but I’d been holding back to let the ningyo eat more. I wasn’t desperate, but my nerves and the idea of a boat journey had kept me from eating too much before we’d met the ningyo and it had been a long day since then. I did need to see about having some more food of my own.

“We also have plenty of sushi fixings in the kitchen-” Himeko noted.

“Ship’s galley,” Eiko interrupted her smugly.

After a sour look Himeko continued. “I figured that was the safe fallback if this plan was a total bust, maybe even encouraging them to show us how they wanted it prepared. But it turns out the potato products were even more of a hit then I expected, so we haven’t spared the time to put any together.”

“Yeah, my mom and the chef are frying up a storm,” Eiko agreed. “They’re doing well, but there’s only so much they can manage in the galley. The potato chips are helping though.”

In addition to all the fries, most of the ningyo had a bag of potato chips next to them. Himeko had essentially bought out a convenience store’s full stock of varieties and brought them along on the trip. After the introduction of the fries they’d been relegated to a side dish, but a very welcome one that the ningyo were savoring in between their heavier cousins. They were taking their time and sampling the various flavors with an intense interest. I hurriedly ate a few more fries and tried not to temp myself with that possibility.

Himeko smiled softly to herself. “That was an easy inclusion, at the very least I could have given a few to Nagako and indicated that the others should suggest foods they’d like in the future. I’d hoped their popularity would be this widespread, but I knew better than to count on it.”

“I’d say it worked out well,” I added before Eiko could say anything disparaging.

The ningyos’ taste for potato chips wasn’t quite universal, two of them weren’t partaking. But given that the rest of the delegation had been coaxed up on to the deck for dinner that meant there were six ningyo enjoying them for every one that wasn’t. I called that a pretty successful ratio. Heck, I suspected they’d still have enjoyed them under other circumstances, but it just wasn’t the temptation it was to our other visitors and they figured that someone had to stay on guard in case of trouble!

“Honestly, I am a little worried about food poisoning and other allergies,” Himeko admitted. “Mamoru, can you take care of that if it’s a problem?”

I nodded. “Yeah, but I’m not worried.”

“That’s a first!” Eiko was slightly startled. “Why, are ningyo supposed to be immune to poisoning or something?”

“No.” I nodded my head to the space above the deck. “But they’ve got nearly a dozen elemental spirits around tonight. They’re well prepared to take care of any of their own problems if they have to. It’s why they’re willing to let their physical guard down so much. They have a very capable spiritual layer on top of that, one more than capable of protecting them if push came to shove.”

Himeko let out a miniscule sigh of relief, too small for any of our guests to have noticed. “I did wonder about that,” she admitted. “I didn’t want to critique, it would have sounded rude and presumptuous, but it did seem a bit careless for them to be acting like this if they distrusted humans so much.”

I nodded. “It came up indirectly when Coral Molder and I were discussing precautionary spells,” I admitted. “Their interactions with spirits actually cover a lot of the same territory, that’s probably half the reason they never developed that technique. Shamans are rarely without spirits around, and they observe what’s going on independently. They’re rarely as consistent or trustworthy as my precautions or warning bracelet,” I felt compelled to add, feeling a little too much pride in my own training, “except for relatively short-term bursts where you’re invoking them directly. But the right spirit in the right place can be pretty effective, and essentially for free. Well, no additional cost.”

“A lot of caveats there,” Eiko grinned, offering me a few more fries.

I took them gratefully. “I’m still working through all the implications in my head,” I admitted. “And trying to do them neutrally, without being too pro- or anti- shamanic technique in the process. I’m pretty sure the mage’s way of doing things, with precautions and talismans is overall stronger,” and even that statement would have infuriated the Mages Guild back on Avalon, “but there are exceptions for the right spirit with the right shaman on the right subject. And nearly every shaman gets at least some benefits for a lot cheaper in comparison to how mages do things. So I’m trying to avoid words like better when thinking about this.”

“I can see that,” Himeko agreed.

“It gets a lot harder because it’s rarely either/or,” I admitted. “When I think of the times Aoth has saved my ass, or Sensei-san brought something to my attention, I realize it’s hard to draw some sort of clear demarcating line on this. And the right spirit has a heck of an advantage over even a sophisticated spell, sort of the difference between a human moderator and an advanced algorithm.”

“Wow Mamoru,” Eiko looked surprised, “that one made a lot of sense.”

“Thanks, I think.”

Himeko had subtly been signalling her bodyguards while we’d been talking. One now arrived holding a plate with a couple of rice balls. She took it and immediately handed one to me. “Actually, it’s been weirdly educational to watch you and Coral Molder together,” she noted while I ate it up immediately. “You two have enough different nomenclature that you struggle, but you both understand so many of the underlying concepts that you don’t have to try dumbing it down or using analogy. It was a little shocking to realize how well you could communicate with an actual peer.”

I swallowed. “Thanks, I think,” I repeated a little wryly.

“It’s a compliment, Mamoru. You keep reminding us that magic is its own thing, and a weird one at that, but I don’t think we’ve internalized that as much as we should. Your analogies often seemed forced and disjointed, but that’s because we’re looking at it from an undereducated perspective. Between seeing you with someone who’s actually educated on the subject, and Chie’s indirect reminders how weird and complex advanced physics models can get, I’m starting to truly grasp that.”

“Thanks,” I repeated a little more gratefully, and not just because she handed me another rice ball.

Eiko still looked a little more skeptical, but out loud all she said was “speaking of Chie, think we need to help them too?”

Himeko pursed her lips as she looked over to the edge of the crowd where Chie and Ryota were looking a little uncertain. They were mostly still enjoying themselves, observing the whole gathering of ningyo with both fascination and amusement, but they weren’t as integrated or obsessed with everything as Kiyoto was.

“It’s getting late,” she declared, “and I don’t want to force anything. They’re already tired and overwhelmed. But we do need to make sure they get some more food in them, they’re almost as bad as Mamoru was.”

I shoved another rice ball in my mouth to keep from saying anything.

Eiko eyed me in amusement. “I’d say they’re just as bad, but a little more fuel efficient,” she teased. “Not having to keep all that mass going.”

I chewed, it was easily my best conversational gambit.

“Make sure you get plenty of food,” Himeko noted, “it’s already late. We’re going to need to talk about the next meeting after this, and I want everyone content but not in danger of dozing off when I do so.”

“Next meeting?” I started, almost protesting, but felt stupid about doing so even as I was saying it.

Himeko eyed me with both exasperation and amusement. “Mamoru, did you actually accomplish everything you wanted to today?”

I fought down a sigh at the realization of just how right she was. “No.”

“And do you honestly think you can just stay here, continuing to hash it out with the ningyo?”

“No,” I repeated. The ningyo were coping relatively well, but it was increasingly obvious this was going to take a while. And it was only because there were so many relatively skilled shamans among them that they were doing as well as they were. They could survive outside the water, just like we could in the water, but a hefty dose of magic had been needed to make this as pleasant as it had been. From obvious things like lifting the fishy folk out of the water and maneuvering them around the deck to subtler things like charms to slow their desiccation, the ningyo had been using a fair amount of magic to facilitate this meeting. And we weren’t at a limit, not yet, but we were going to start pushing the practical and sensible limits pretty soon. Sort of like how an eight-hour dive trip would be long and exhausting, but fairly practical for experienced and well-equipped divers. A one-day dive trip might not seem that much longer in absolute terms but was a hundred times more dangerous. I wasn’t going to pretend I truly understood the ningyo limits, but I was pretty sure we were already slowly ticking over from one mode to the other. It wasn’t bad yet, but sometime a little past midnight I was pretty sure it was going to be.

“Then we need to start arranging the next meeting,” Himeko concluded firmly. “Preferably while everyone’s still here and we can talk face to face. Scheduling and coordinating everything is going to be tricky, but I’m hopeful we can manage something around Golden Week.”

We were interrupted by the ningyo. They’d finished their latest batch of fries, and a new chant of “Chips! Chips! Chips!” was starting up.

“Don’t bet on it,” Eiko quipped, having to raise her voice slightly to be heard over the merfolk. “It might take longer just to clean up the galley after this trip!”

***

A few hours later, I sighed softly and leaned over the ship’s railing, watching the moon reflecting in the night dark sea. We were far enough away from Japan that there was little light pollution, the ningyo hadn’t been willing to risk so many of their more important people by taking them too close to the mainland. Don’t get me wrong, we were still well within territorial waters. But to take us out of Tokyo’s busier shipping lanes, obviously a no-no for both ningyo and us, we’d had to journey about five hours. We’d make the journey back a little more sedately, getting back in the early morning, and I found myself thinking about our incredibly unusual day.

I didn’t really think we’d need the cabins, I thought with a mixture of amusement and self-derision. Shows what I know! I can’t believe I was that arrogant and stupid just twenty-four hours ago. For some strange reason I’d had the idea this would be a simple one and done and we’d be back in Tokyo for the evening. I hadn’t said anything about the cabins at the time, I’d been intellectually aware it might take longer or we’d face some unusual delays, but in my mind it had seemed like the sort of paranoid precaution I’d have come up with.

Aoth, that was blind, I thought to myself. Thankfully I was a little too tired and cheered by the day to get too caustic at my oversight. What? Did I expect it would be an hour or two, I’d find out the ningyo used the exact same system, we’d cross that off the list, I’d get a couple of spirit names handed to me, and that would be it? Dear, sweet teacher of knowledge, that was stupid. Unsurprisingly, the ningyo had more to teach and learn. I couldn’t entirely blame myself for not realizing how much, or that I’d get my chance with the somewhat prickly people, but simply assuming it would be that quick and casual was embarrassingly blind with even a little hindsight. Seriously, Nagako came to talk to you twice, I reminded myself, you really should have taken it a little more seriously.

“Can’t sleep?” a voice interrupted my reverie, I turned around to see Mrs. Kobayashi walking the deck.

“Just doing a quick patrol,” she answered the question in my eyes, “the ship’s crew are too busy getting us back home. This is mostly just a formality at this point, so I’m letting Himeko’s bodyguards rest up.”

“Don’t you need rest too?” I enquired.

Mrs. Kobayashi gave me a weary smile. “I’m a mother of three daughters and I’ve helped take care of the Meikos through emergencies in the past. I’m well aware of my limits, this is pushing them but I’m the best person still available. I might have been busy today, but that’s nothing compared to how those who were actively guarding the young miss felt. Believe me, your mermaid friends might have been amusing but neither Genta nor Hideyuki untensed for a minute today. They had to maintain constant mindfulness around a crowd of fanged fish people.”

I snorted softy in spite of myself. “Fish people with blunted fangs,” I reminded her, smiling slightly at the memory, “that was one side effect of all those fries I didn’t expect.” Himeko had been quick to provide the ningyo with toothpicks, toothbrushes, and floss after our late dinner. The fries had gone down well, but the assorted ningyos' more carnivorous dentition had needed a little more cleaning than a human’s would have.

Eiko’s mother smiled a little too. “That was impressive, Mamoru-san,” she allowed herself a small shake of her head. “I must admit, I always thought my daughter would be the odd one. It’s strange to find myself accompanying her friend as he takes her to meetings of mermaids and we need to provide them with dental floss.”

I shrugged. There really wasn’t much I could say to that. I hadn’t expected it either, but it was my ridiculous life.

Mrs. Kobayashi merely smiled, then she surprised me with a small bow in my direction. “We do not get to interact enough, Mamoru-san,” she admitted. “You usually blow through the mansion quickly, my daughter is too old to be tied too closely to me, and I’m busy with my other duties as both mother and maid. But I want to take a moment to thank you for being Eiko’s friend.”

I flushed. “You don’t have to thank me for that. Hardly. I mean… Eiko’s my friend right back.”

Could you have phrased that any more awkwardly? flashed through my head, but Mrs. Kobayashi merely shook hers.

“Neither Eiko’s father or I realized what she was doing to herself as she was growing up. We were proud of her accomplishments and happy she was so close to the young miss, both for herself and for Himeko. But it wasn’t until Eiko started getting older and we had her sisters for comparison that we realized how much she was separating herself from so many people. She did fine within the mansion, and because of that we never panicked about it. But between Himeko’s shining charm, her duties, and Eiko’s own little quirks she became more and more isolated from most people. Hisako and Maki have their own problems, it’s hard for them to casually bring their friends over to the mansion. Even more so with your own little additions-“

I winced slightly. One of those little wrinkles I never think about, I admitted to myself. Those at the Meiko mansion had to be extra careful whenever I was about and up to something, lest we all accidentally reveal my secrets to an extra visitor.

“-but they still manage to have them. And Eiko didn’t. And as amazing as her bond with Himeko was, it…”

At this point Mrs. Kobayashi trailed off, unsure how to put into words the point she knew deep within her brain and heart.

“It wasn’t healthy by itself,” I finished for her. “I know, I get that. I’ve had that thought too, both for me and her. Himeko’s amazing, and she’d never deliberately abuse Eiko, but the power dynamic’s just too off. Eiko’s done an amazing job of chipping away at it, it’s so close to being right and normal some times you could easily miss it. But, at the end of the day, there’s still that underlying thread of Eiko’s family being employees and a hint of Kobayashi duty to everything.”

Mrs. Kobayashi nodded. “It’s almost guaranteed never to come up, but… Eiko would sacrifice herself to save Himeko. And Eiko would never even conceive of letting Himeko sacrifice herself to save her. It’s so small, but it’s there.”

I nodded. “I’ve thought about it some times,” I admitted, “usually when I’ve been wondering how the hell I ended up with such good friends. But… I can barely say it out loud, it sounds really stupid, but I think we work really well as a trio. For a lot of reasons, but me adding a buffering agent into the mix is a big one.”

“There’s nothing stupid about that,” Mrs. Kobayashi reassured me. “You do.’

“Yeah, but I’m overromanticizing it again,” I admitted with a minor eyeroll, “it’s not like adding Hiro into the mix threw things off.” Apart from making Eiko and I feel a little jealous and lonely, I added in my head.

Fortunately, Mrs. Kobayashi just smiled. “The young Watanabe heir is an interesting wrinkle,” she admitted with something approaching her daughter’s grin. “I’m not sure even Eiko’s realized how close she is to him yet.”

“To be fair, it sneaks up on you,” I admitted. “I didn’t realize how much he mattered to me until he was poisoned. Some of that is me being dense, but Hiro… it’s odd, but he’s almost as charming as Himeko in his slightly subtler way. But we never think about that because he’s standing so close to her it doesn’t shine as obviously as it should.”

“Whereas Himeko can’t help but see that shine,” Mrs. Kobayashi answered a little tartly. “Which is why her father and I worried about this little trip out.”

“Fair,” I thought, hiding a rather unfair smile as I said that. Honestly, now that we knew we’d be out overnight that whole decision looked a lot less paranoid then I’d been giving them credit for. I’d failed to think about the effects of the whole day on top of everything else. It had been a fascinating and kind of wonderous experience. My own mind was all awhirl with ideas and considerations, hence my own sleeplessness despite being pretty damn tired. And it wasn’t just me. I was trying hard to ignore how Chie and Ryota had started off alone, obviously organizing their own thoughts and notes about the day in their designated rooms, but after an hour of cooldown time had ended up in the same cabin together. I couldn’t read their minds, but I was willing to believe topping off an already amazing day and/or calming themselves down had played into that decision. Put Hiro and Himeko into a similar position, especially on a yacht, multiply the effect by two since they’d probably think ‘wait, these are the special circumstances such an occasion deserves! We won’t get a better setup than this’, and I could see that being the final push they needed to justify taking the next step to themselves.

Mrs. Kobayashi’s expression was studiously neutral as she looked at me, as if she wasn’t sure I was being totally serious. “I know you young people don’t take this as seriously as the older generation,” she continued, keeping her voice level, “but being intimate is not a trivial decision.”

“I absolutely agree,” I said with a little too much sincerity, probably not helped by the memory of her daughter passive-aggressively propositioning me. “Especially in Himeko and Hiro’s case. Their personalities and their positions make it extra complicated.”

“Right,” Mrs. Kobayashi agreed, searching my face for evidence I was just messing with her.

I kept my face studiously calm, though it was an effort. It helped that I was mostly in agreement with her.

I’m not sure what she found there, but she decided to end with “I try not to be too much of a domineering mother. But I worry, especially since Eiko’s started dating. I do trust her, but it’s hard not to be afraid she’s going to go too far too fast with the wrong person.”

Wait, what?

Further adding to the evidence that she had her daughter’s sense of humor, and wanted to mess with me, she immediately turned around. “Goodnight, Mamoru-sama. Sleep well.”

Sleep well? Like I’m ever getting to sleep now! Eiko was dating? Who!? She could just be messing with me. Or maybe just exaggerating a little, referring to the little fling with Watanabe Jinpachi, maybe even her aggressive date/dare with Sato Gota. Mrs. Kobayashi was much more inscrutable than her daughter, I wasn’t going to claim I knew her that well. But I had a funny feeing she deliberately done this to get under my skin. There was no way I was getting any sleep any time soon!
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“We’re heading out now,” Ryota noted, something odd in his tone. He and Chie were standing together about halfway to the door.

“Alright then,” I noted without looking up from my position at the main tables, “I’ll lock up. See you tomorrow.”

I felt them exchange a look, and there was a moment of uncomfortable quiet as they didn’t move.

“Mamoru, you do know how late it’s getting, right?” Ryota asked cautiously.

“Not that late,” I protested, finally looking up a little, “it’s only…”

A glance at the room’s clock made me pause. 10:58 pm? Really?

I played it off as best as I could. “Alright, it’s a little later than I thought-“

“Mamoru,” Chie chimed in, not hiding her worry, “Ryota and I had a late lunch, we only finished about half an hour before you got back from Himeko’s. Are you going to be okay?”

“And we all had that snack around five-ish,” I reminded her. “I’m good for a little while longer.”

Another glance, this one I saw clearly. After a few moments Chie spoke up again “Mamoru, I’ll tell Himeko if I have to.”

That one got my attention. “It’s not a big deal!” I protested, although the irritability in my words surprised even me and quietly suggested she might have a point. “Come on guys, you know how late people around here work some nights.”

“Yeah, but we’re grad students-” Chie started.

“-and you have classes in the morning,” Ryota finished a little more firmly. “You shouldn’t be working this late.”

He wasn’t entirely wrong, and it was probably a sign of how much everything was getting to me that I dug in my heels as firmly as I did. “It’s not a problem today. I’ll rest when Golden Week hits. Right now I’ve got to finish up the new amulets for the psi-kids and-“

“Psi-kids?” Ryota interrupted in confusion.

“Aoth damn it,” I muttered under my breath. I’d been keeping that quiet even though it had been one of my bigger worries for the whole day. I’d only really started the prep work about half an hour ago, deliberately waiting for them to leave. The fact that I’d screwed up and slipped like that was only adding even more credence to their worries.

The pair continued to stare at me, making it wordlessly clear they weren’t going to let me leave it at that. “It’s a nickname.”

“For?” Ryota prompted irritably when I stopped there.

I sighed and leaned back from the table. “For- gods, I hate how this is going to sound. For a bunch of psychically gifted youngsters. Their abilities make them stand out to supernatural predators and occasionally just threaten to drive them mad. I can make a few talismans that help them, hide and protect them from the predators or just shut down their gifts long enough to give them a break.” I shrugged. “It’s kind of a stupid nickname, it doesn’t really shorten things much or indicate anything particularly special-“

Ryota just waved me off. “That’s not the important bit! What do you mean predators hunting them?”

I paused and tapped my finger against the desk a few times, considering how much to explain. I didn’t want to brush them off with an overly kiddified explanation. But I wasn’t sure getting overly bogged down, or even trying to cover most of the details, was the right answer either. It would be like jumping from grade 9 biology to a 400 level course. They’d have enough background to cover some of it, but get stuck and frustrated by all the rest.

“Okay, I don’t want to give you the full course on this stuff. Hell, you don’t want me to give you the full course on this stuff! Not yet, and not at this time of night. But the short version is that some spiritual predators out there hunt humanity. They aren’t common, but they exist. Those with psychic gifts…”

I paused for a moment, then sighed. “Okay, this needs more research to verify, but they seem to stand out to these predators more and their nature seems to make them a more nutritious, more tempting prey. Now, given how kids already have trouble defending themselves, are vulnerable members of the herd, who do you think is the most tempting target?”

The pair stared at me in horror.

I sighed again and rubbed my face. “I’m probably exaggerating a little, you know? That or we’ve all gotten used to combining several factors. Like the psychics are more visible to some of these predators and more nutritious to other ones. But at the end of the day, these kids would still land smack dab in the middle of a Venn diagram that means they get targeted more often than nearly anyone else. So… I help out a little.”

“Mamoru!!”

I was tempted to make a crack about how close a couple they were becoming, they’d managed it in unison. I didn’t though, there was still a hint of pretense going on around the research room and none of us ever mentioned it. Instead I went “What?”

Chie just stared at me ago while Ryota sputtered a bit, too annoyed and frustrated to find the words.

“Okay, let me cut you off there,” I said with another sigh. I could sort of guess some of what they were thinking, at least in general. Aoth knew I’d been considering various facets of that all day. “I can sort of get where you’re coming from. It’s a complex situation. Like I said, this is not common. It’s horrifying, yes. There’s a reason I help out like this! But if I had to guess I’d say Tokyo as a whole is only losing two or three hundred people a year to things like that. As a whole, and not just kids. Let’s not kid ourselves here, compared to traffic accidents, drug overdoses, or just conventional homicides that’s a sideshow. Hell, let’s not even try to count childhood diseases and conditions! That’d only depress us more.”

“Kiyoto would probably know,” Chie mumbled in a small, uncertain voice.

I nodded. “Probably. So this is important. And it’s something I do, especially since the thought of not helping out strikes me right here.” I thumped my chest feelingly. “But it’s a good idea not to fall in the trap of thinking this is more special, or more important somehow. Frankly, if I was trying to save the highest number of lives most efficiently I’d probably blow this off to focus on getting magic recognized even quicker, trying to get some knowledge and spells in the hands of the medical services and health system as soon as possible.”

“That wasn’t…” Ryota stopped himself with a frown. “That wasn’t really where I was going,” he admitted with a hint of uncertainty, “but maybe that might have been part of it.”

I nodded. “Yeah. I don’t want to sound like too much of a jerk here, because you might have been right earlier and I’m feeling more tired than I thought. But I figured something like that was behind the emotional reaction and what you were about to say.”

Neither of the grad students responded. In fact both looked annoyed. But they looked thoughtfully annoyed, as if they were seriously considering my point and couldn’t quite shake the feeling I was at least partially correct.

“When you strip it of all the romanticism and extra sensationalism,” I gestured to my workspace and the materials for the amulets, “this is equivalent to Chie assembling a few badly needed medical monitors for sick kids, or Ryota mixing up a couple of medicines. And that’s not nothing! It’s a good thing to do and giving whoever does so a little kudos is deserved! But it’s not actually worth making a big deal over.”

The grad students still didn’t know what to say. It was obvious from the looks on their faces that they didn’t entirely agree. But my continued efforts to un-romanticize magic and present it as just one more part of reality were bearing some fruit because they couldn’t entirely disagree either. Once you chopped out the fantastical keywords from the description, turning ‘I’m building a few MAGICAL devices to help protect vulnerable PSYCHIC children FROM SUPERNATURAL MONSTERS’ into ‘I’m building a few devices to help protect vulnerable children.’ It really did turn into something where you should just smile and say ‘good for you! That’s very generous!’ but nothing more than that. And while it wasn’t quite that simple it really wasn’t that far from it when you drilled down to the heart of the situation.

As a way of escaping their confusion, Chie just asked “think we should mention psychic powers to Kiyoto? Maybe emphasize he should be thinking about that too?”

To my surprise, that one was legitimate enough to distract me for a moment as I considered it. “I don’t know,” I finally admitted. “I’ve mentioned it in passing often enough. And I don’t want to confuse him any more by overemphasizing it. What do you think, Chie?”

Involuntarily, all three of us turned to look at the white board. More specifically, the big, chaotic mess of diagrams, notes, and a few weird equations that Kiyoto had sketched out while trying to figure out his theory of a 5-D body.

After our meeting with the ningyo we’d all gotten to work on some thorny new surprises and revelations, but Kiyoto had gone into overdrive. The ningyo had been a practical and physical example of mana integrating with biology, and that had Kiyoto very interested.

(Personally, I believed that every being did that to some extent. But the ningyo were definitely a more serious example than most and there weren’t mountains of confusion from years of biologists coming up with alternate explanations. I had a pretty firm suspicion that some of the weirder abilities that animals in nature showed were at least partially super-natural. Still, that might have been my bias talking. In a mirror universe I could see the physicist me looking at some traits that had been brushed off as supernatural and discovering ‘no, that’s just sophisticated physics.’)

Kiyoto hadn’t been able to take any serious blood or tissue samples from our guests but he’d gotten plenty of information both anecdotally and through the Meiko medical sensor. And while ningyo biology had been interesting, but not too unusual for the most part, there had been obvious places where they had not adhered to traditional science. From tissues that were obviously natural arcane materials to energy and oxygen transfers that were aided by mana, the ningyo had surpassed the natural world as Kiyoto knew it.

Rather than hunker down and pretend he wasn’t seeing anything, as too many of his older colleagues might have, Kiyoto was trying to work that out. To do so, he was thinking about mana’s extradimensional nature and extending our understanding of the body into a few more dimensions where additional processes, sources of energy, biochemical reactions, and possibly even unseen organs, accounted for the differences.

Well, one more dimension, I added somewhat pedantically in my head as I studied his wild theorizing. It’s really just the fifth dimension he’s wondering about. The fourth was there all along. It just rarely gets talked about except for the aging process and philosophical/theoretical discussions involving time travel.

His theories looked a little wild at first, but if you studied them for a while you realized he was trying to keep everything as grounded as possible. The potential was wild, the scope of what they could mean was staggering. But he was trying to keep everything in the realm of what he’d seen and measured so far. Basically the biological equivalent of ‘x + y = z. z and x are known, solve for y.’ And with all his biology knowledge (Professor Ichikawa had made sure to choose someone who was a pretty solid allrounder) Kiyoto hadn’t faced too much trouble defining x and z. It was just that the implications of y in the real world, and the myriad of complications in that biological answer, made everyone’s brain want to seize up.

“He’s… getting a bit obsessive,” Chie replied slowly. “The only reason he went home so early today is because he slept here yesterday.”

I winced. “Really? I guess I did see him yawning and blinking a lot today.”

“Yeah, and I think Himeko would have slapped him silly if she’d been in today,” Ryota said seriously.

I opened my mouth to object to that, then stumbled over my tongue as the obvious truth of that caught up to me. That was exactly the sort of thing Himeko worried about whenever she came over. I shut my mouth before I embarrassed myself.

“We’re not really passing her limits, not yet,” Chie surprised me by being the one who protested. Albeit in a very uncertain voice.

This time Ryota said nothing, letting his silence speak volumes. All of us had been working hard since the meeting with the ningyo, but Chie was a clearly the one who’d been going the second hardest up until today. Albeit in a more of a support role, but Kiyoto and even Ryota had started remapping their own theories and calculations around her extra-dimensional models and calculations. She’d discussed the implications with both of them in detail, and in return had gotten a little more potential evidence from what they’d seen in the physical world. There was also the factor-

“I just don’t want him to work so hard and then have to redo all of it,” she admitted. “It’s kind of like the problem I’m having with dark matter. And I’m worried he’s not even thought of psychic abilities yet.”

“Argh,” I muttered softly. And it looked like Ryota wanted to spit at the idea that such a statement was actually a totally reasonable and logical concern for us.

I sighed, leaned backwards, and looked up at the ceiling. “You’re not wrong,” I admitted, absently studying the tiles above our heads. “But I’m not sure what to tell him. Psi energies and psychic abilities are some of the things I understand the least.”

“But you’re building stuff for a bunch of psychic kids?” Ryota asked me incredulously.

This time I was the one making the face. He’s not wrong though.

“We’ll mention it to him tomorrow. And I’ll do my best not mess him up too much. I don’t know if we have to push too hard, but… at least pointing out that he doesn’t have enough evidence and knowledge to complete everything yet is a good idea.” I conceded reluctantly. “It doesn’t matter how hard he tries and how clever he is: he just doesn’t know enough to fully account for everything. So there’s no point in wrecking himself trying too hard just yet.”

“He could get close though,” Ryota said, reluctantly playing devil’s advocate.

“And that’s why it’s worth doing,” I agreed. “Personally, I think he’s on to something big. But I’m not sure how far he is or how far he can go with what we’ve got.”

“Plum Pudding atomic model?” Chie suggested sympathetically.

“That might actually be a good comparison,” I admitted, thinking of the early atomic model, so vastly different in some ways from what was being used today. I then winced. “Aoth, I probably shouldn’t say that though. Imagine: knowing that was what all your work was going down in history as.”

“It wouldn’t be so bad,” Chie protested, albeit with reluctance. “At least you’d get down in history.”

“Hm,” I couldn’t really say anything either way to that one. It wasn’t like I expected to get my models and theories of mana perfect either, but I figured I’d could get them a little closer than that.

“Anyway, Mamoru,” Ryota suggested a little awkwardly, “you’re going to need sleep in order to do that.”

I sighed. “I know, I know. But I really want to get these amulets done. The psi kids… I’m pretty sure this is because of the new school year, they’ve gone to new schools and new students have arrived so there’s been a surge in new kids needing help. But I’m also pretty sure they wouldn’t be asking for more amulets if they didn’t need them, and someone could be in danger pretty soon.”

“How… do you even argue that?” Ryota asked in puzzled frustration.

“So desu ne.” I shrugged.

Chie frowned deeply. “Isn’t that a false argument though? If they’re really psychic shouldn’t they have known and told you that?”

“Let’s not go down that rabbit hole,” I said quickly. “Not this late at night. I’m too tired.”

At the words ‘rabbit hole’ Chie momentarily glanced over to where Doris was happily lazing around her cage. Another sign of how late it was getting. “Alright,” she agreed, a little too quickly.

I sighed. “I take your point though. Maybe it is getting a little too late for that. Maybe it’s best I call it for tonight, come back at this fresh and maybe let the Little People do a little more of the prep work.”

Chie tilted her head curiously while Ryota frowned. “Little People?” she asked.

“Fuck,” I breathed softly. One day I was probably going to have to cover that with the grad students, especially since that was the third or fourth time I’d slipped up and mentioned them, but that wasn’t going to be a can of worms I opened today! “Even more evidence it’s getting too late and I’m too tired,” I replied hurriedly. “Alright. I’ll go.”

It was yet another sign of how late it was getting, and how worried they were, that they stayed a few minutes to help me clean up (and make sure I actually left). Although there were other motives.


“We’re counting on you to talk to Kiyoto tomorrow,” Ryota reminded me as we left the room and locked up. “The sooner the better.”

I sighed yet again. “And when would that be?” I said a little evasively. “It’s not like I can come in early enough to talk to him in the morning. Even if he’s in that early I could never make the research room in time to make my first lecture.”

“You could… come over at lunch?” Chie suggested half-heartedly.

I smirked a little at her. “I thought the idea was to avoid pissing off Himeko?” I noted. “How do you think she’d take me trying to use that excuse?”

“Come on, Mamoru,” Ryota suggested, “are you saying you can’t get away from her?”

His tone said he was mostly joking. But as we waited for the elevator I figured I’d take it seriously to nip it in the bud. “She’s pretty persistent about this,” I told him, trying to keep my tone mostly light in turn, “and she’s not going to let me get away without a better excuse than that. But… have you seen lunchtime around Himeko?”

“I’ve heard it’s bad,” Ryota admitted.

“It’s gotten a little bit better,” I admitted as the elevator dinged and we entered, “but she draws the line at being unapproachable. And everyone wants the sort of resources the Meikos can provide.”

“Don’t exaggerate,” Chie sounded only a little tired though.

“That’s fair,” I tapped my foot a few times as the elevator doors closed. “And most people are more like most of us; we’d never chase after Himeko with that in mind. But plenty of people do. And Himeko…”

“It’s complicated?” Ryota asked as we reached the ground floor and shuffled out, unable to keep a little bit of sarcasm out of his tone.

“Yes,” I admitted. The conversation paused as we took a moment to make sure we were electronically signed out of the building. Tokyo U was alright with us being a little loose on when we signed in, we weren’t endangering anyone but ourselves if we did that. Don’t get me wrong, if you made a habit of it the administration would come down on you like a ton of bricks. But if you forgot or had to get to your research room in a hurry then they were willing to forgive you if it was an hour before you came back down to follow formal procedure. You could even get away with completely forgetting once or twice, so long as it wasn’t a regular habit. But they were death by paperwork and remedial courses if you forgot to sign out, that could potentially lead to needlessly endangering rescue workers and the university was not going to be liable for that!

“Keep in mind,” I said finally as we started to walk out, “I don’t know Himeko’s thoughts. She plays things very close to her chest when she wants to and she’s got her mask on throughout all of lunch.”

“Mask?” Chie asked.

I waved my hand vaguely. “Her ‘pleasant but impeccable Meiko heiress’ mask. It’s still Himeko, but a lot of her personality is turned down and her sense of duty, of representing her family to the public, is turned way up. She’s established something a lot more reasonable for university, something a bit closer to the truth than we ever saw in high school, but it’s still not the real ‘her’ out there. And part of the reason she can do that is because she’s got Eiko and me.”

Chie and Ryota exchanged a glance. “Uh…”

“No, I’ve not gone insane,” I rolled my eyes. “It’s not all us, and most of it that is us is because Himeko’s calculated things out carefully. But we’re useful foils, tests, and shields she can use to keep everyone that little bit further back. If nothing else we’re useful in showing other people that she does have close friends, and that as friendly as she’s willing to be they are not in that category. I think that’s half the reason she ended up with the entourage back in high school, she wasn’t willing to push them away and they all mutually deluded themselves that if they were as close as they could be then they were all Himeko’s close friends.”

“That’s not all of it,” I was quick to add, still worried I was sounding a little too egotistical in a slightly backhanded way. “Himeko’s fine tuned her presentation of herself for university, everyone is a lot more mature by now even if they don’t always act it, and her being in a well-established relationship with Hiro takes away a ton of pressure and temptation from everyone. But having Eiko and I around to help distance the rest helps a lot.”

There was a few second pause, then I admitted. “Plus she’s afraid I’m just going to run away and hide in a corner if she doesn’t keep an eye on me,” I continued, trying not to be too proud and ignore the other side. “Or just do something else self-destructive, like regularly skip lunch. It goes both ways.”

There was a period of silence after my strange little speech, and a bit of doubt gnawed at my stomach. Did I sound too self-important? I worried I had. I was a small but important component of things like that, but I tried not to delude myself into thinking I was too vital. That had all been true, but I worried I’d come off sounding like a critical piece instead of a useful part. Not when a quarter of the reason I was there was to forcefully socialize me and another quarter was to make sure everyone knew I was Himeko’s friend so her freedom in regards to me wasn’t limited!

“Mamoru,” Chie suddenly interrupted my doubts, “what was Himeko like back in high school?”

“That’s a surprising question,” popped out of my mouth before I could think about it.

Chie shrugged. “It’s… you mentioned the mask thing. And I thought back to what’s changed since we got to know her. And I thought at first it was just her being more comfortable around us. But then I thought back to the boat, and how she acted there, and what you said, and then… what’s the real Himeko?”

“She’s mostly showing you guys her real face,” I reassured Chie. I decided not to mention that half of that was probably Eiko, Professor Ichikawa, and my own influence. Himeko probably would have shown a lot of what she did otherwise, but not quite so much quite so quickly without all of us. “She’s not showing you all of it, but I don’t think any of us appreciated how much she was willing to reveal to you all, not at first. She’s mostly just… a little more restrained, makes a little more effort to make the respectable and responsible choice rather than the one she wants to when she's around you guys. But she’d do that anyway. I guess the best description would be that she’s mostly just pretending that nothing else ever occurred to her rather than displaying her frustration and weakness. I don’t think she’s even putting on a mask around you guys anymore, it’s more like she’s wearing some makeup.”

“Another one of your analogies,” Ryota muttered under his breath.

“Actually, I think I might agree with that one,” Chie countered.

“As for high school,” I continued before I could think, worried I was about to prompt an argument. I then had to pause to think about it for a moment. “Well… I barely knew her for the first year and a half. She was in my class, but I knew from the start it was best not to get involved so I didn’t really pay much attention.”

Ryota quickly looked away and had a coughing fit. As a boy, he’d immediately thought of it.

I rolled my eyes. “I’m not saying I didn’t know she wasn’t damn attractive. But I was the gaijin looking weirdo with a bunch of occult secrets. She was the ultra-beautiful heiress with a ton of friends and fanatical followers. Unless I was going to start messing around with some awfully black magic it just was going to happen. Hell, it wasn’t even an option since I didn’t even have nearly enough mana to pull that off back then!”

I hurried through the next bit lest they think a little too much on that. “After the fight incident Himeko looked to start paying back what she thought she owed me. That was already a big enough duty, and then she and the rest of the Meikos accidentally troubled me a little more in the process because… well that’s complicated.” I frowned slightly. “You know, in twenty-twenty hindsight I wonder how much of it was because she was missing Eiko.”

“Missing Eiko?” Ryota asked in surprise.

“Eiko was away for a while back then, a special training thing with Master Tai. Thinking back, I suspect that played a role in how everything turned out. Himeko covered it up well, but she was probably pretty frayed inside and off balance already. Some of what happened… her not having Eiko to talk to and falling further off balance probably helped explain it.”

I wasn’t sure how much, not after so long, but the more I thought about it the more I wondered. How much Himeko had reacted to her perceived failures, how quickly and thoroughly she’d gone through with her somewhat wild ideas, the raw and emotional confession she’d given me that first day in the lab… it was still all her, but I suspected it would have played out a little differently if Eiko had been around back then.

“Anyway, I’m getting off topic.”

Sudden coughing from both Chie and Ryota this time.

I gave them a mild look but that was all, I was more than happy to suffer that much in order to veer away from the area I’d been approaching. I’d been getting into a little too personal a subject there.

“Himeko’s both really simple and really complex,” I told them in what I hoped with an impersonal tone. “She really values her family’s name, reputation, and honor. But she’s more about the substance of it, not just the appearance. I won’t get into the how and why too deeply, I really don’t trust myself to get it right, but she feels duty bound to be worthy of her privileged position. Sort of a noblesse oblige thing.”

“And that defines a lot of what she does, what she’ll allow herself to do. But underneath that, Himeko is still… Himeko. She cares deeply for a lot of people. Her strong sense of justice is independent of her family name, although she’s got an awfully weird sense of judgement about it sometimes. She’s curious and smart, even if not as much as we are. She’s so afraid of failure that even I sometimes think she should start seeing a psychologist. And her sense of humor is a little understated but definitely there!”

I tilted my head slightly. “That all held back in high school too, I think,” I said thoughtfully. “She was just less certain about it. Between growing up, stabilizing after puberty, and settling down with Hiro she’s a bit more confident about everything now. Even if she would never show the difference underneath the mask.”

And after a bunch of family drama got sorted out, I added mentally, but not even I was dumb enough to go gossiping about that to Chie and Ryota. The growing up thing had helped (as had her friendship with me, or so I liked to think). But so many of the family grievances getting aired and at least partially sorted out, her brother growing up and turning a corner, and her dad keeping more of a lid on their grandad, had probably contributed a lot more to Himeko’s current stability and certainty. Don’t get me wrong, being able to both vent and talk about everything with Eiko, Hiro, and me was really helpful. But some of the fixes in regard to her family were more important.

They aren’t perfect, but they’ve definitely improved themselves more than yours has, a treacherous little thought in the back of my mind noted.

“So what you’re saying is,” Chie interrupted my thoughts. “She’s going out of her way to appear more perfect than she is, and make us more comfortable, but she isn’t that different underneath?”

I considered for a few moments. “Pretty much,” I nodded. “There’s probably a lot more fine details, and Eiko could tell you a lot better than me, but that sums it up.”

“And in a lot less words than you did,” Ryota muttered under his breath.

“You’re going to the train station, right Mamoru?” Chie interjected hurriedly.

“Yeah, no surprises there.” I mean, I supposed I technically could have called a taxi. Or brought out the flying talisman and used that to get home. But no, I was just going home like normal.

“We’ll walk you that far,” she said, shooting an annoyed look at Ryota, who had the grace to look a little abashed.

“I hope you don’t think I’m about to fall over from hunger,” I noted as we made the turn. As I said it, I immediately realized how empty I was actually feeling. It still wasn't a threat, but it was worrying how it might have turned out if I had stayed a little later and tried to power through making the amulets.

Chie shrugged, but didn’t actually answer that. “It’s a nice night,” she temporized instead.

“I’ll give you that one,” I admitted. Getting midway through April it was actually a pretty pleasant evening. That made a really nice change from all the unpleasant winter ones we’d been going through the last few months. “It’s still a little brisk, but it sure beats last month around this time.”

“I’m amazed it was that nice on the ocean,” Ryota admitted.

“I think the ningyo did a little divination, aimed for a nice and somewhat warmer day. And they used a little elemental magic to keep the deck a bit more comfortable. Himeko really had a point about it being too early to risk Professor Ichikawa out there.”

Ryota winced at the thought. “Yeah, cold damp air for almost a day at a time. And you know he’d force himself to deal with the ningyo on the deck for as long as possible. You think he’s realized about the heater in his room yet?”

“Himeko thinks he knows but is deliberately not looking so he doesn’t have to admit he knows,” I replied, hoping I was being clear enough.

“It really helped this winter,” Chie interjected quickly. “Trust me, we’ve got some good numbers to prove mana can be used for heating and we were able to make sure he didn’t come down with pneumonia.”

That was probably a little dramatic, but I can’t argue it.

“If we can pair that with a demonstratable cooling effect in summer,” she continued, “then we’re really going to have something. Perhaps even something we can put in the paper.”

“The cooling effect too? Come on.” Ryota scoffed.

“That one might be a step too far,” I agreed, “at least with all the implications. But maybe we could hint at it.”

We spent the next few minutes arguing about our theoretical future paper. It was still a little premature, we had way too much to do before we could finalize even the bones of our formal presentation, but I figured it wasn’t an unproductive use of our time. Unfortunately, one thing led to another. And I would end up stretching myself just a little bit more before Golden Week arrived.
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“This is…” Chie paused, clearly at a loss for words to describe just what the hell we were doing.

“Yeah, that about sums it up,” I admitted, taking in our hurriedly created arrangement.

The base of it was almost familiar by this point. We were once again on the hidden balcony of the Meiko mansion. I once again had an odd construction in the middle of a magic circle. But this time the construction was significantly bigger than before. And this time Chie was here. And that was because she was providing the device sitting on top of the platform!

Well, sort of providing. And only sort of hers. Borrowing would have been almost as accurate. We would technically be using an engineering project from another department, an experimental astronomic sensor array. Or at least a prototype of one. This one had already undergone all of its critical tests, there’d have been no way we were getting our hands on it otherwise, and was basically been put through a number of additional tests so that those project designers could come up with the final design revisions for the real version. It wasn’t quite in the ‘test to destruction’ phase, but it was close enough that Chie and Professor Ichikawa had been able to wheedle our use of it. Chie had been responsible for some unofficial help in calculations, considerations, and its construction, mostly involved with the sensors which should be able to indirectly detect dark matter. Even that indirect approach would be difficult, and most other people available to the team hadn’t been willing to help. Chie had been the first one to be interested, hence why she knew of this project. But, as much as (most) of the other people on the project had appreciated her help, there would have been no way we’d have been allowed anywhere near this merely because she’d asked.

Needless to say, there was a lot of ‘ask me no questions and I’ll tell you no lies’ going on here, at all levels. This was still slightly more official than the sort of stuff we were doing in the Renfa Research Room, all the crazy magic experiments that were dry runs for the real things later on, but only a little. We were offering the senior project a chance to field test their creation in a way they could barely even dream of. We’d be recording the results of this, just how well their sensor worked and stood up to near orbital conditions, but in a way that would obviously be buried deep in the appendices. In return, they were going to indirectly give us a small but critical boost in credibility, along with providing Chie some important new evidence for her own thesis.

It was a win-win scenario, but one of those sorts of things where everyone would keep off the record until it worked. And even when it worked it would be years before it got discussed publicly because the thought of it gave bureaucrats hives.

Not without reason, I reflected as I nodded in satisfaction at what we had. Boosting a piece of expensive and reasonably heavy equipment kilometers above peoples’ heads using an experimental propulsion method is kind of naughty. The actual sensors weren’t too heavy, a little under 10 kg for the slightly undersized prototype, there was very little of the shell and support the final version would be sporting. But that was still more than enough to kill someone if it came down in one piece from high up in the atmosphere. Hence why so many people were not talking about it or making it official. The unspoken agreement was that if this went bad we’d be the ones left holding the bag and all of our nascent careers would be over.

And, needless to say, if we’d been using a traditional experimental propulsion system that would have been more than fair. The other unspoken part was that we must have been damn near certain, and that said propulsion system must have really been ready for the real world, or at least going to fail in a safe and unobjectionable way, if we were willing to take that level of risk. And we were, because I was using (mostly) proven magic.

“Okay,” Chie said, completing her own final checks. “We’re good to go.”

“This is insane,” Ryota muttered from back in the research room, his voice relayed by the laptop Chie was using. Ryota was helping monitor the situation, using the desktop units back in our lab space to run various connections and software. It was easier to connect to the other team’s systems via Tokyo U’s internal network, where one of their team members was monitoring the sensor’s internal systems directly. It was all easily ten times more sophisticated and complicated than any of my other tests had been.

It made me feel a little giddy, like it was a real space launch.

“Kind of,” Chie replied. “Most teams dream of being able to test their stuff like this, actually get it high enough up there to test the sensors will work like they should under real world conditions. Unfortunately, it’s ridiculously expensive to do that. It usually doesn’t make sense to send up anything but the final package. Seriously Mamoru, we’re about to revolutionize how some of this is done!”

“Let’s wait a little bit on that first,” I cautioned. “Make sure this one works! Still, I kind of hoped for all that. I never quite realized this particular facet though.”

I’d thought of plenty of bigger picture ideas, all the usual stuff which could arise from much easier access to space. A smaller but important facet of that, like ‘we can test stuff meant for use in space much quicker, easily, and more cost efficiently now’, especially for mid-sized to smaller groups like Tokyo U, had escaped me. It could make many radical ideas and innovations a lot more viable, being able to (relatively) quickly, simply, and cheaply send up smaller prototypes and see what worked or what went wrong. The potential within that simple idea was staggering.

“It’s a big one,” Ryota agreed from his end. “Seriously, I can think of a dozen reactions I’d want to test out in zero gravity and that’s not even my specialty! Attach a pressurized, insulated container to that thing and I’m pretty sure the Dean could be persuaded to give you tenure now!”

I laughed nervously. “We’re a long way away from that. Seriously, even if our side of things works perfectly I’d estimate this is going to take three- or four-days worth of mana. And that’s the raw mana intake from everywhere, not counting all our usual expenses, for just 10 kilos. And we’re getting pretty high, but we’re still going to be near the bottom of the mesosphere. That’s all pretty good, but let’s not get ahead of ourselves yet.”

“Ten kilos plus the platform,” Chie noted with some enthusiasm. “That’s got to be another ten on top of that.”

“Less than that,” I said quickly. At her surprised glance I sheepishly admitted, “the center part of it’s mithril. I hadn’t intended to go this far this fast and use that much mithril in a real world application, but I couldn’t find a good excuse to avoid it.”

The platform in question was about a meter and a half in diameter, technically 153 cm at the top to roughly 155.5 at the base. The main platform was made out of a thin but sturdy layer of mithril and was perfectly circular. There was a thick, extended stainless steel rim around it though, partially just to weigh the whole thing down so it didn’t blow away if the wind caught it at an angle. That was notably thicker than the mithril and lifted it off the ground, but necessary with mithril’s lightness. The rim was also etched in a ring of needle thin sigils of orichalcum for the spell, stretching up into and across the mithril in places, and a thin but relatively sophisticated (by my standards) magic reservoir was attached on the underside.

Honestly, I thought with a hint of pride, in terms of testing and readiness, it’s probably comparable to the sensors it’s carrying. I’d been testing and refining the steps of this design for a while. It was still a few steps below my final goal, something that could work as a magical space elevator. But this was getting to the final, true form of it at least. I envisioned something probably twenty times as large (and probably with railings at the very least!) but the necessary, basic systems were all there and in place. Basically, I had the magical equivalent of a rocket engine. I might need to scale it up before it was capable of reaching orbit, but that was all it would take.

Assuming this works. And that I don’t make a half dozen more discoveries which will probably prompt some pretty big but practical design changes and refinements.

Eiko further punctured my dreams by calling out. “Don’t forget to count the duct tape! That’s probably another kilo at this point!”

I glanced over my shoulder to see Himeko irritably shush her friend. They were watching this historic moment, but because this was significantly more official than usual (which wasn’t really saying much) they were hanging back and letting us work. Himeko’s father had quietly joined them, a bit further behind the girls and still technically inside the mansion, but watching with a hint of his own glee. They were all staying out of the way and trying not to joggle our elbows, but Eiko had been unable to resist such an obvious crack.

I sighed internally and looked at the arrangement again. She wasn’t entirely wrong. The platform looked sturdy and even a little professional to my eyes. I’d had the Little People help me with all the fine work and it wasn’t an overly complex design, so it looked well finished despite how quickly we’d put it together over a few days. And the astronomic sensors looked complex and sophisticated, like something that would be mounted on a satellite or interplanetary rover. Unfortunately, to make sure it actually stayed on the platform we’d used about half a roll of extra strong duct tape to firmly attach the sophisticated equipment by anchoring every part that didn’t need to be exposed to the mithril.

Thankfully, and unsurprisingly, the tape was adhering fine. But it was probably my biggest point of stress. I’d tested sending mithril up that high: no problems. I hadn’t yet tested mithril with duct tape, and I couldn’t help but wonder if the other shoe was going to drop.

“Anyway,” I tried to brush my worries aside, with mixed results, “this is a great step, but let’s not overestimate it. We’d need a lot more work to make this version sustainable, let alone take it to the next level on top of that.”

“Would you say it’s ‘one small step for mankind?’ “ Eiko noted, just loud enough for me to hear. Even without looking I could hear the grin in her voice.

Chie glanced my way. “Someone did have to say it,” Chie noted a little apologetically.

“You really shouldn’t have mentioned steps otherwise,” Ryota’s tone was a little more grudgingly than Chie’s, but pretty similar.

So was mine. “Yeah yeah,” I muttered under my breath. I sure as hell wasn’t going to claim that quote any time soon! But it was hard not to think about it, given the circumstances.

“All right, I guess we should launch,” I continued, trying to deliberate not sound too important or pretentious (and probably going too far the other way). “Ryota? How are things on your end?”

“Just checking in with the sensor guy…” he reported. I could hear some tapping followed by a minute of silence as Ryota flipped channels. To avoid too much confusion, or accidentally hinting at exactly what we were doing, our communications setup was a little awkward and we weren’t all talking to each other as the same time. Much of that was a good idea, it didn’t make sense to joggle the pilot’s arms while you were launching something a hundred kilometers into the sky, but it was still a bit tricky at moments like this.

“Okay,” Ryota’s voice came back, “we are good to go! They’ll let me know if something comes up.”

“Alright then,” I said nervously, bringing out my staff and gripping it tightly as my nerves spiked.

“So,” Chie interjected, trying not to sound embarrassed, “should we do a countdown? Or…”

I hesitated, it seemed a little childish under the circumstances. On the other hand, it seemed like I was being a little too casual or trying too hard to be cool if we didn’t.

“Well. It’s a little bit silly. But it is good practice for the future, and it seems traditional.”

Chie nodded quickly. “It’s not like this is ever going to need as many pre-flight checks as a traditional rocket. But there will be some things in the future, let’s keep in practice.”

“Alright, I can buy that,” I tiny smile quirked my lips. “So, do we want to do something more accurate, like five minutes or a minute since we’re pretty much ready to go now. Or…?”

“Let’s not waste any more time,” Chie agreed. In the background, I heard Mr. Meiko hiding laughter behind an amused cough. “Just do a quick placeholder for the future. You ready?”

Now I was struggling to hide laughter. “I guess.”

“Ten! Nine! Eight!”

Aoth, I can’t believe I’m doing this. Well, why not?

I joined in. I figured it was telling that it was at the same time as Himeko and Eiko. “Seven! Six! Five!”

The jumble of voices became more complex as both Ryota’s high tone and Mr. Meiko’s notably lower and deeper one joined us. “Four! Three! Two! One!”

“Ignition,” I reported as the platform leapt into the air, shooting upwards at an incredible speed.

There was a moment of silence as we all craned our necks to watch it sail away into the sky. But soon it was just an indistinguishable speck in the darkening sky.

“Or whatever I should say when we activate a spell,” I admitted belatedly, looking away once I was sure I’d lost sight of it. “Ignition doesn’t really work in this case. Activation, I guess.”

There was another moment of both amazed and awkward silence. I really should write down the official terminology at some point. Standardize it for everyone so they know what I’m doing.

It was broken by faint but startled swearing coming over the computer. We only heard it because it was so quiet on the rooftop, which meant it was very loud because it wasn’t coming from Ryota. Our contact on the engineering side was swearing loudly enough to be heard over the audio pickups even if he wasn't directly connected.

“Shit,” I said nervously, turning to the Chie and the laptop, “is something wrong?”

There were a few ominous moments of silence. “No. We’re fine. Sorry about that, I have the sound from their side on permanently so they can let me know if something’s wrong, I just switch our audio channels so I’m only talking to one side at a time. Our friend in engineering was just shocked at our rate of climb.”

“Oh. Wow, what is it for the new model?”

“They’re still calculating it,” Ryota confessed. “It sounds like you’re pushing close to 200 kph. Straight up. They weren’t expecting that.”

“Neither was I,” I admitted, a little disingenuously. I’d hoped for something like that, but I’d known better than to promise it.

“One second,” the connection went silent, presumably as he talked to his counterpart. Then he suddenly came back. “203 Kph,” he confirmed. “There’s a little wobbling around the decimal points but it’s pretty steady, that’s one of the things surprising them. Is it going to start slowing down soon?”

“No, this one should be pretty consistent,” I reported. I then frowned slightly in thought. “Actually, it might go a little faster as the atmosphere gets thinner. The spells on it should be reducing the atmospheric resistance, but I doubt they’re removing it entirely.”

“What’s it doing?” Eiko asked incredulously.

I nervously interpreted her question a little too broadly. “It’s actually a pretty simple combination. I’m using a version of the standard ‘telekinesis’ spell to create a propulsive force while ‘lighten load’ takes the effective mass of the whole thing close to zero. Well, down a whole lot. One of the biggest problems was leaving enough mass for the whole thing not to be too vulnerable so any buffeting or crosswinds. To make everything smoother there’s another piece of magic that shifts stuff out of the way. It’s not quite approximating a nosecone and body, but it's an interesting alternative. It doesn’t do anything when there’s nothing to be done, so it’s not a huge power drain as we get higher, but should streamline and protect everything without the additional weight and obstacle of a proper body.”

“A little TMI there, Mamoru,” Eiko said, but with amusement at my verbal torrent.

“Not to interrupt,” Himeko noted gently from her side. “But are you sure about that, Mamoru? As I understand it, won’t the spells just get weaker as the object gets further away from you?”

I shook my head immediately. “No, no danger of that this time. The spell and magic are internal to the platform, not coming from me. They’ll be consistent. You’re right in theory, that’s why all this is self-contained and it’s powered from its own reservoir.”

Honestly, that had been one of the biggest internal debates I’d had with myself when putting this together in a hurry. I'd had the basic designs for ages, working on them and refining ideas as I completed experiments, so it hadn't been too much or a problem to whip them out and finally build them. But the timing meant that I’d been seriously tempted to try out the ningyo way of storing mana rather than adding more weight and risking a hurriedly constructed reservoir. Since I hadn’t tested their way against all the conditions up there I’d decided to go with my slightly less efficient but more reliable method.

Himeko frowned slightly as she digested that, then looked at the complex magic circle on her roof. “Then what is the circle for?”

“Backups and emergency, mostly,” I admitted, looking back at it. “That and a homing point. Right now the circle’s only partially active. See how only the innermost ring of the four is glowing, and even that’s barely visible? One of the important parts of making this work was making the platform as self-contained as possible. If something goes wrong, Aoth forbid, the spells I can cast through the circle will hopefully be enough to save the platform. But I’m hoping I won’t have to use them.”

There was a pause. Then Eiko opined “huh, didn’t think you knew how to be that cautious with one of your experiments.”

I rounded on her a little hotly. “That’s-“ I thought of some of the very mixed results they’d witnessed in the past and quickly amended my response. Yeah, they’d seen me be absurdly cautious before. More often than not, I'd have argued. They’d also seen me chain myself to kami twice, picking shrapnel out of the walls, and literally blow myself out of a lab. Eiko’s comment was still a little unfair, but I had a hard time denying there wasn’t some truth to it.

“You think I’m going to risk… I don’t even want to think how much. Aoth knows how much of someone else’s equipment and effort without taking precautions? And that’s without all the difficulties of putting something this major and important of mine this far away. I’m hardly going to risk that much mithril and orichalcum falling into someone else’s hands.”

I thought the conspicuous lack of response from either Himeko or Eiko was a little cruel. Then again, they probably remembered last year’s experiment off this roof where Himeko had spotted a huge flaw in my design. Granted, I’d fixed that particular problem for this version. But I wasn’t exactly batting a thousand in this department.

After a moment of awkward silence Ryota’s voice came up again. “Looks like it’s still going strong. They’re telling me that we’re now up from the troposphere to the stratosphere. At this rate it’s only going to be about half an hour before we’re where we need to be.”

“A thought,” Mr. Meiko surprised all of us by speaking up. He made sure to sound calm and measured, but there was a small hint of urgency to his voice. “I do not wish to sound alarmist, but isn’t your little arrangement going to be noticed? Tiny little things heading up high and fast might not be seen, but that was surely large enough to show up on radar. And at such a speed, aren’t some agencies going to get concerned?”

Himeko and Eiko’s expressions clearly showed that they thought Mr. Meiko was right, and that I’d screwed up again. And, to be fair, if it had been up to me alone that might have been the case. Thankfully, this had been a team effort.

“It will and we’re good,” Chie reported calmly. “That’s one that the engineering side took care of, getting us proper clearances and notifying the necessary agencies.”

“Thank god,” Ryota noted, his small but tired sigh of agreement coming over the computer’s speaker, “I wouldn’t have even known where to start.”

“We really should ask them about that,” I agreed distractedly, thinking about that for the future.

Chie nodded. “Tokyo U has the contacts and procedures for things like this. Although it helps a lot that this is still pretty small scale, and the government’s apparently invested in the project’s success.”

“Ah,” Himeko nodded her own understanding. “Something larger scale or coming out of nowhere would have been more troublesome, but they were willing to quicky approve this one?”

“Apparently. I don’t have all the details, but I think the other team might have dropped the Meiko name as well. Sorry about that, I didn’t know until today.”

Chie didn’t sound too sorry, and Himeko looked mildly put out at that revelation, but her father simply shrugged. “If that is the case then it’s all for the best. You shouldn’t do that lightly. But we are involved and this launch was from our house, it’s hard to argue against such actions. Especially when it means we won’t be investigated and accused of breaking any laws by the government.”

“I’m pretty sure the engineering side was careful about that,” Ryota reported. Unlike Chie, and despite not even being present, he sounded a lot less sanguine about how Himeko or her father might react. “They don’t want to get in trouble or screw this up. They might be keeping this quiet, but having a… having someone investigating all this would only cause trouble. The speed’s still holding constant by the way, and I have no idea who’d actually be responsible for investigating or charging us over this.”

“Don’t worry, the university’s legal department does,” Chie noted surprisingly calmly. “They made sure everything was alright. That’s one of the reasons we’re only going up a little past the mesosphere.”

“Really?” I asked, finally rejoining the conversation. I’d mostly been too worried about the subject to speak up. And taking a few notes for the future. “I thought it was for clarity and the right conditions?”

Chie nodded. “Those too. But I asked about that when I found out we were only going up a 100 k. In an ideal world they’d probably want to go up a little further, but conditions up that high will already be really close. If they crossed the van Karman Line that would make this an official space flight, and they’d have a whole new set of forms and agencies to talk to about that. Apparently it’s the difference between launching a weather balloon and launching a weather satellite. And trying to get a full-on space trip approved in a hurry would have been an order of magnitude more difficult.”

“That… actually makes a lot of sense,” I admitted after a moment’s reflection.

“It does?” Eiko looked at me in shock.

I shrugged. “Sure. Especially since we’re trying to keep what we’re using quiet. The government’s probably not in a hurry for too close a look at something that sounds like an experimental weather balloon. An experimental spacecraft is a different story.”

“Different agencies,” Mr. Meiko nodded, reminding us all he was quietly a space otaku so of course he’d actually know that. “And while they’re smaller that’s because they have fewer cases to monitor. And they would take extra pride in their job by making sure they knew everything that was happening up there.”

“Whereas this is probably dealing with the agencies that cover planes and the country’s airspace. They’re more concerned with making sure all the 747’s out there are being maintained and not crashing into anything,” I continued. “I’m guessing they’re not in a hurry to investigate a university project without a little more probable cause.”

“Something flying up to the edge of the atmosphere at two hundred kilometers an hour isn’t good enough?” Eiko asked a little incredulously.

“Be reasonable Eiko,” Himeko cut her friend off thoughtfully. “If it was bigger, absolutely. And if it endangered anyone, they’d take a close look. But as a one-time thing, after the university has followed proper procedure? They might make a note of it, but they won’t pursue it any time soon.”

She then glanced at me with a more seriously look. “Although I wouldn’t make too much of a habit of this. Try sending one of these up a week and some investigators are going to stop by sooner rather than later.”

It’s hard to argue that, I admitted to myself. That was pretty much common sense. If we were doing it often enough that it was a regular thing they’d have to look into it, make sure they knew at least something of what they were dealing with. A singular thing labeled as an experiment would probably make at least a few people curious, but if they weren’t expecting it to come up again they’d be practical and accept they had much better uses of their time. If the university tried opening a space elevator, no matter how small or unofficial, they were going to say “Hold on a minute there!” and fully regulate everything.

“It makes a lot of sense,” I admitted, wincing internally as my voice cracked for some reason. “I have a hard time believing it, but now that I’m actually talking about it out loud…”

“It’s usually best to ask what you’d expect them to do if another, comparable group did the same thing,” Himeko lectured me calmly. “If one of Kyoto’s universities sent something up in a similar way, after fulfilling all the legal requirements, would you consider a full investigation a necessity? Or would you think it a waste of time that would be better spent on other projects and problems?”

Yeah, no argument there. I’d be surprised and really curious in that case. But if our aviation agencies had made a big deal about such a thing I’d have been incredulous and angry, pointing to some of the problems and corrupt looking businesses out there and asking why they weren’t bothering with them first. I’d be the first to tell you that such a thing should be looked into, but not ahead of some of the safety violations and cost cutting I strongly suspected some people were guilty of.

Sometimes Sato Gota has a point about sharply prodding officials into action and pointing them in the right direction, flitted through my mind, a somewhat absurd connection under the circumstances.

“You’d also start getting to the point where international agencies would get involved,” Mr. Meiko noted mildly. “I’m not sure they’ll pay much attention to this, above or below the von Karman line, but I believe that certain procedures would have to be followed. Our own government would certainly be extra aware and annoyed by the attention. I’m perfectly happy not to be having that conversation with certain ministers.”

I tried not to sweat, having been unaware until now we’d actually… well, we hadn’t actually entered that realm yet. But we’d been damn close. And if I somehow forgot to give the platform the order to stop in time, delayed an extra four or five minutes and sent the platform just 10 kilometers too far, that might still happen.

“Mamoru,” Himeko asked, calmly but sharply, “why are you so nervous? I can tell you’re about to give yourself an ulcer. I don’t want to interrupt you, but you’re tensed up so much that I’m worried something’s about to rupture.”

I was silent for a while, thinking about striking back or playing it off. It was easy to try and downplay her concerns, claim ‘it’s still practically a space launch, of course I’m nervous’. Especially since half of it was just that, and the other half made me sound stupid. But, in the end, my friend didn’t deserve that. Plus, I’d already taken too long, and everyone else around me was starting to look a little nervous too.

“Just… trying not to panic about all the things that could go wrong,” I admitted. “I thought we were prepared before this, but every kilometer further that thing goes up something else occurs to me. Now we’ve got a threat of international attention on top of everything else. Like how I’ve tested mithril at altitudes close enough to this, but not orichalcum. Or what happens when we hold the platform up that high? We’ve gotten to near vacuum conditions before, but not for extended periods. Is there a slow but critical delay? And what are the mana conditions up there, because I’m willing to bet they’re worse than down here! How’s that going to affect everything? Did I make a mistake in constructing the platform itself? The irony of that one’s especially high, what if the thing that will make testing everything so much more practical wasn’t adequately tested and is about to collapse? And what about the duct tape? Is that really going to hold?!”

I finally had to shut up, merely to take a deep gasping breath after all the fear that had spilled out of me. While I panted a little I couldn’t help but note most of my friends fighting off smiles and little giggles. I supposed I couldn’t blame them. Some of it was just their own way of fighting off fear. And ending on such a frantic note about the duct tape of all things was a little funny.

“Mamoru, breathe,” Himeko commanded me firmly.

I just nodded as I took one breath after another, trying to get back to normal.

“Well, you weren’t wrong about him rupturing,” Eiko noted with concern and amusement as she looked at me.

“He was holding in even more than usual.”

“Not without cause,” Mr. Meiko pointed out equitably. Himeko’s father seemed slightly amused, but mostly just projected an air of being mildly interested. “There’s a reason that space launches have all those rooms full of people and specialists monitoring them. And while they’re not as bad as some of the movies would have it, they’re surprisingly accurate in some cases.”

“I’d take it a lot more seriously if Mamoru didn’t have a history of such things, father,” Himeko tossed back calmly.

Mr. Meiko just nodded. “A fair point, and I trust your judgement. But that can’t mean he isn’t more in the right than usual here.”

I’m not sure I wanted to hear that, I thought while keeping my mouth firmly shut. Himeko had kind of been right about how I needed to vent before I exploded. But that hadn’t been much better, and Mr. Meiko’s comment meant I still felt a little nervous. And now a little embarrassed on top of that.

Himeko just thought about it for a moment. “I trust Mamoru’s instincts,” she said finally. “He wouldn’t have done this if deep down he didn’t think it would work. He’s been building towards this for so long, and I’ve seen multiple tests as he’s reached for this point. He might be worrying. But he’s an expert on the subject and Mamoru wouldn’t have done this if in his heart he wasn’t convinced he’d succeed.”

And now I was even more embarrassed! I found myself blushing slightly in the face of Himeko’s understated praise.

There was a moment of slightly awkward silence. I suspected Ryota’s relayed report of “speed is still holding pretty steady,” was as much to break it as anything else.

“Now I’m worrying about the duct tape too,” Chie finally admitted after another few moments. “I don’t think I should be. I’m running the numbers in my head and the estimates say they should be fine. But I’m worried I’m missing something.”

“Really?” I asked, a little too plaintively for my tastes.

“Really fine,” Chie looked a little abstracted and annoyed. “Absurdly so. I’d estimate we have a five- or six-hundred percent safety margin on this. It’s so safe I’m feeling stupid and now I’m worried we’ve forgotten something. It’s not like we could just tape an astronaut in a space suit to this thing and then send him into orbit.”

“Well, why not?” Ryota asked from his own position.

“Excuse me?” Chie asked, in a quiet but deeply insulted way that hinted ‘if you ever want to be naked around me again, you’d better clarify that!’

“I mean, why dismiss that out of hand?” Ryota said very quickly. “I don’t mean we should do it literally. But this whole project’s been about checking our assumptions and doing stuff that we would have thought was insane before we actually did it.”

“That’s a bit better,” I admitted cautiously, giving Chie a sideways look.

“But actually duct taping a guy would obviously be stupid,” Ryota continued to backpedal. “Besides, how would you even calculate that? I mean, I get the basics. But in the real world it doesn’t really work. Things like the angle of the tape and the consistency of the… the… how you press it to the surface. Things like that would matter.”

“That’s one of the reasons all that safety margin bugs me,” Chie admitted a little grudgingly. “I can’t have that right.”

So, as we sent as astronomic sensor up to near orbit, gently pressing out the limits of human knowledge and innovation, our informal little mission control descended into a distracted debate about duct tape dynamics and calculations. Granted, we had plenty of time to kill now that we’d launched since things weren’t going wrong. And granted, it was at least partially to distract us from the nerves we were all feeling. But I couldn’t help but feel it said something about all of us, our procedures, and our identity as a species.

The fact that our final estimates also suggested I should bring the whole thing down at about the quarter of the speed I’d sent it up, just to be completely 100% safe once wind resistance and velocity weren’t pressing down and the duct tape was a little worn, probably said even more.
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“Mamoru, have you ever heard of a place called Black Juice?”

I had been taking a break in the apartment, relaxing a little after trying to understand the results the astronomic sensor prototype we’d lifted into near orbit had sent back. It was mostly for Chie of course, the rest of us weren’t even close to understanding the data and its importance. But she’d been pretty excited by it and I’d been curious to see if I could appreciate it. That had ended up mostly as an exercise in perspective and appreciating just how far ahead of me Chie was in her specialty.

You might have asked why I was trying to do so at the apartment. Well, it was Golden Week. And (under protest) I was trying to relax a little more. Himeko had threatened dire consequences if I didn’t mind myself and my health by taking this opportunity to relax a little more. She wasn’t being totally unreasonable, she knew I’d never have been able to just walk away from everything after our success with the astronomic sensor. I was still allowed six hours in the research room every other day, and she wouldn’t go nuts trying to monitor my every waking move. But I was to spend plenty of time relaxing and restoring myself while our classes were out, not attempting to spend fourteen hours a day in the research room as I pushed myself way too far.

I had mixed feelings about the initiative. On one hand, I really wanted to dig into everything a little more. Without the distraction of classes I just wanted to push further with our project, especially in the face of our recent trip to the edge of the atmosphere, some of the information the ningyo had revealed, and Kiyoto’s magic-biology theorizing. On the other hand, the second I took a step back and looked at it objectively I realized I was acting disturbingly like my parents. The fact I was having to force myself to relax and I felt an uncomfortable itch at not being able to go to the research room only suggested that Himeko was right and it was time to take a big step backwards to detox a little. Being dedicated, even a little obsessed, was fine. Having it turn into the only thing in my existence was a huge mistake.

I’d been struggling to relax and destress when my cousin had called. Hearing the name ‘Black Juice’ come out of her lips was not relaxing!

“Where’d you hear that name?!” I half-screamed into the phone in panic.

“You do know!” I was not encouraged at how Sakura sounded both relieved and surprised by that.

Oh. Fuck. “Uh…” how the hell did I answer that? ‘Sort of. I once tracked an amateur demon summoner that had wickedly abused an innocent girl to that place. And then I helped two martial artists murder him like he deserved’ ? That sort of answer was so shockingly ludicrous that it almost knocked me back on balance.

“Please, Mamoru!”

I blinked a few times. Sakura was pleading. “Sakura, what’s happening?”

“I don’t know! Akira hasn’t been home for two nights now! I don’t think mom and dad realize it’s been nearly a full two days, he snuck out late at night and he sleeps so late during Golden Week they never realized he didn’t come home the first time. They’re still laughing it off, planning to bug him about girlfriends or getting drunk, but not too worried yet. I thought that yesterday too, but now I’m afraid something terrible might have happened to him!”

Laughing it off is probably exaggerating it, I thought absently, my attention momentarily seizing on the unimportant bit to try and keep me calm. He’s still legally too young to drink and they’re not going to ignore that. They’re probably fighting off their own worry and planning on lambasting him, but as subtly as they can so he can’t complain about being treated as a kid. My aunt and uncle would not be letting Akira get away with that, but they wouldn’t be doing anything too extreme for a first offense either.

“And why do you think he went to… Black Juice?” I asked, trying not to wince at the distaste and fear in my tone. I hadn’t expected that, but between Sakura’s fear and my own memories of the place I was getting twitchy.

“He bragged about it,” Sakura confessed, a hint of tears in her voice, “he said he was going with friends, said it was a hot new club and teased me about it. How he was doing better than I was at that sort of stuff these days, that I was getting too stuffy and closed minded.”

I made a wordless sound of frustration and anger at that. Black fucking Juice, I thought angrily. That was the sort of lie a place like that fostered, the only way it got gullible idiots to feed themselves into its maw.

“I blew it off,” Sakura babbled out, obviously desperate to tell someone given the way things were going, “played it cool, didn’t pay much attention, and called him an idiot. Please Mamoru, I have to know!”

“No, you don’t,” I said, my voice gone cold.

“So you do know it!”

I bit my lip, not sure where the hell I could go from here.

“Mamoru, please! Just tell me, I’ll go there myself and-“

“NO!” I thundered into the phone, a furious and commanding tone I don’t think I’d ever used with any of my family.

“Mamoru…” Sakura’s shock suggested I was right.

Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck, FUCK!! I thought angrily. I took a deep breath, focused my thoughts, and tried not to panic. If Akira’s at Black Juice- wait, is he even at Black Juice? He could have been bluffing. Or fine.

Okay, I was reaching a little bit with that last one, if Sakura was right and he’d been gone a full day at this point then he probably wasn’t ‘fine’. But I was already shaping a basic blood-based tracking spell, the same type I’d once used to track down Saori after her panicked phone call. And even as I finished it off I was half hoping/half expecting that at worst he might be hung over. Or possibly just hormone fogged and aching after dramatically (or quite possibly stupidly) losing his virginity in a spectacular if shallow and silly fashion.

After all, I thought a little grumpily as I rushed through the last sigils of the more primal spell, it’s not like I haven’t seen Sakura get paranoid before. Especially about-

The spell connected and I instantly parsed through the impressions of my blood relatives. Most were fairly simple to find and clustered together by family, although judging by a weird difference in ‘tone’ between a pair of them my grandfathers were playing games against each other again. But there were three that were widely separate from any other impressions. Two were my parents, still going to work even during Golden Week. And the remaining one was…

Fuck. My blood froze. That presence, presumably Akira’s, was wrong somehow. Muted. Weakened. Stiller than it should have been in a way I had trouble defining. Maybe it was just the effects of a really bad hangover and I was misinterpreting them over a distance, but I was pretty sure it wasn’t.

“I’ll get him,” I told Sakura, flatly. I hadn’t even realized I was speaking until I’d finished saying it.

“You?” Sakura sounded like she was sputtering. “But Mamoru- you- there- how-“

“If you’re right then someone needs to go haul him out of trouble,” I said darkly, already gathering supplies up in my room.

“So tell me where it is and I’ll do it!”

“No!” I repeated, barely keeping my tone more civil and controlled then last time. I relented a little to explain as I filled up my travelling reservoir to the top. “Listen Sakura, Black Juice is a dangerous place. Do not go there. Never go there! This is dark and dangerous outlaw type shit that Akira should never have gotten involved in.”

“And you should?” Sakura pressed, but she sounded faint as she said it.

“I’m taking backup.” Seriously, it’s barely been two months since the izakaya incident, I thought to myself a little bitterly. I’m not going to be dumb enough to make that mistake again! I was hopeful I wouldn’t need it this time. But even if this was just Akira being an idiot and passed out drunk in the corner of the bar I figured I might need some help getting him away from the ‘friends’ that had brought him there in the first place. At least, if I wanted to do it without announcing ‘I’m a mage!’ to the entire bar with some very flashy and over-the-top magic.

“Backup? You?”

“Which one of us is friends with someone nicknamed the hellhound again?”

That one shut Sakura up for a moment. I managed to tuck away my burner phone before she came back in a small voice with “Is it that dangerous?”

“Potentially.”

Hearing myself, and also hearing the rising fear in Sakura’s voice for me and her brother now, I pulled it back a little. “Look Sakura,” I said, making an effort to sound more reasonable, “I’m not going to sugarcoat it: Black Juice is bad news. Really bad news. Chances are Akira’s at least drunk or high and needs to be hauled out of there, that place is not safe or legal. But I don’t want to overstate things either. Black Juice does not make a habit of killing their customers.”

That I know of, I added a little more honestly in my head. From what little I actually knew of the place, both directly and from Master Taka’s stories, Black Juice was terrifyingly neutral on the subject. They weren’t deliberately trying to kill you. They preferred repeat customers, and word of mouth advertising. But they didn’t really care if you got yourself killed in the process of enjoying yourself there. Trying to keep customers safe would have taken time, resources, and detracted from their dark allure. So the best you could expect would be an ‘are you sure you want this?’ before they served you the fatal dose.

(To be fair: if you actually knew yourself, your limits, and had good self-control, that was still pretty safe. Unfortunately, the only people who were likely have all those and were willing to go to Black Juice were the ones who were preying on everyone else there.)

“This is not a place for an attractive young woman to go alone unless she’s planning on… trouble,” I finished after a small hesitation. I felt stupid putting it that way after saying I wasn’t going to sugarcoat it, but I couldn’t bring myself to say anything too crude and simple to my cousin nor did I want to take five paragraphs trying to explain the crooked nuances she’d probably face at Black Juice. Especially in the babbling, disjointed way I’d probably end up using

“Should I just… call the police?” Sakura suggested in the smallest voice she’d used yet, the enormity of what she was accidentally asking seeming to dawn on her.

I glared at my phone for a good five seconds before sanity reasserted itself. Sakura was a normal person, one who’d never even seen the surface level of Black Juice’s dark truth, let alone the creepier undertones. I forced myself to try and sound normal, but still came off a little too grim for my liking. “Don’t bother. They’re well paid up on bribes and too well connected. No one’s going to do anything. And anyone who was naïve and green enough to try would get eaten alive.” I assumed that short of a minister’s kid dying there, or full-on double-digit deaths in a single night, Black Juice was going to be bulletproof to normal law enforcement.

“And you’ll be alright?” Sakura asked, her voice somehow getting even smaller. I could practically hear her asking the question ‘am I about to kill my cousin?’ in her head.

“A surgical strike with backup?” I responded gruffly, slinging my naginata bag across my back after pulling out the flying talisman. “Yes. Barring something really weird happening. But I’ve had too many of those things hit me over the last few years, I’m not going to be careless. If you don’t hear from me in the next few hours… never mind, I’ll just let Himeko know on the way and she’ll bring the reinforcements if needed.”

“Reinforcements? Mamoru, what are you-“

“Later,” I interrupted her while stepping out onto my balcony. I was activating the flying talisman as I did so, trying to keep my profile as low as was practical with the invisibility effect. “I’ve got to get busy if I want to do this as quickly as possible. Talk to you later.” With that I hung up on her and hurriedly tapped Eiko’s stored number before she could try and call back.

I took off as the call connected to her phone, and started tapping my fingers against the broom as I set off in the direction of the Meiko estate. I began to slowly speed up as Eiko’s phone started to ring.

And ring. And ring. And ring.

After ten rings my speed was starting to get up there but the call was going nowhere. I looked at the phone in disgust. What the heck? After a moment, lacking any better ideas, I cut the call and then tried again.

Ring. Ring. Ring. Ring.

After another ten of those I gave up in surprise and went to Himeko. Is this going to work? I thought in annoyance. Are they together at something important and that’s why-

“Hello? Mamoru?” Himeko responded in mild surprise. “You almost never call me. Is everything alright? Or do you just want to make an emergency visit to the research room?”

There was a tiny hint of tired amusement at that, as if she fully expected it to be the most likely explanation. And, to be fair to Himeko, it really was. Unfortunately, this wasn’t a normal day.

“Himeko, where’s Eiko?” I asked flatly. “She’s not answering her phone.”

I could almost hear her blinking over the line. A few moments later I heard her ask a muffled question of someone else, presumably a member of the estate staff. She was back on the line a moment later. “Mamoru? We’re looking into it. What’s wrong? I can tell something’s up from your tone.”

“I need to go to Black Juice,” I answered curtly, “I’m not stupid enough to try doing so without a bodyguard.”

“Black Juice?”

Crap. Given that my last trip had involved trauma I’d wanted to forget, and what was essentially a murder, I’d never actually mentioned it to my friends except maybe in passing. “It’s an illegal club,” I summarized quickly. “Probably the illegal bar and club in Tokyo. Bad stuff goes down there, the law’s more of a suggestion, and not even I am stupid enough to go back there without someone to watch my back.”

“So why are you?” Himeko asked cautiously. “Mamoru, not to put too fine a point on it: I’m rich. If there’s something you need, I’m sure I can-“

“It’s my cousin,” I interrupted impatiently, “and no you can’t.”

“Oh.”

I got the distinct impression she was flashing back to our meeting at the construction site a few years back. Of course, that might just have been me. A couple of parallels were coming painfully to mind.

After a few moments she tried again “I could always come-“

“No,” I interrupted again, a little more firmly this time. “Sorry Himeko, but no way in hell. Your parents would boil me alive if I did that, and this time I don’t think I’d blame them. You’re probably capable enough, but this is the sort of place where idiots who are stupid and powerful enough might make an attempt to grab you if they recognized who you are. Especially since they’d be surprised and high enough to act before thinking. So no, both you and Hiro are out for this one.”

I think Himeko was a little taken aback by how quietly forceful I was being. Especially since half of that had been a stream of consciousness I hadn’t realized until I was saying it aloud. Unfortunately, fear and adrenalin were locking me in and making me think faster than usual in some weird ways.

After a moment I added. “I don’t think anything’s going to happen, hopefully this is just going to be a simple walk in, grab Akira by the ear, and then haul him out. But I’m terrified it might not be, and I’m not going to risk making things even worse by dragging you into this.”

I was torn between hoping that was the truth and fearing I was whistling in the dark. Logically that should have been it. But the weird impression I’d gotten from Akira… Maybe it was nothing. Or maybe that’s just what coming down from some sort of particular drug felt like over a distance using that particular spell (in which case, I was going to need someone to keep me from killing Akira for putting us through all this!). But I had a horrible suspicion that I didn’t want to be careless and overconfident.

Himeko was saved from having to say anything, such as threading the needle between telling me not to be paranoid while reminding me not to be arrogant, by the arrival of something in the background. Once again she turned away from her phone and had a hurried conversation with someone unknown that I couldn’t quite make out.

Eventually she came back on the line. “I’m sorry Mamoru,” she reported. “Eiko is not available right now. She said she had something personal to do, and would be unreachable.”

“Fuck,” I said softly. “Double fuck,” I said with even more feeling a moment later. “If she’s not even got her phone on then chances are she’s with Master Tai. I won’t be able to get ahold of either of them.” I hadn’t wanted to go higher up the food chain, but he was easily my second choice.

“Mamoru,” Himeko’s tone was serious, “you’re not thinking of going alone, are you?”

“No,” I said simply, pretending her words hadn’t just nipped that particular impulse in the bud. It hadn’t been likely, but for a moment there it had been possible I might have talked myself into it. “I have Master Mika’s number at least, I needed that to contact her after the whole snickerblight thing. I’ll call her and see if she knows who’s available and around.”

“Really?”

“Really,” I said with a tiny sigh. “I don’t like the idea of complications or owing someone a favor, but that’s a lot better than getting myself deep into a situation like I did at the izakaya. Besides, maybe one or two of them still feel they owe me.”

“I could always lend you one of our people,” Himeko said, a lot more sympathetic now that she was sure I wasn’t being stupid.

I hesitated a moment. “Tempting, but let’s put that on the backburner for now. I’ll do that if I can’t get a hold of anyone, but I’m not sure it would be a good idea.” If nothing happened or I just needed an extra deterrent they’d probably be fine. If something was going to happen… I couldn’t even begin to track all the potential complications and problems from that sort of case! They started with creating bad blood between the Meikos and Black Juice, then went steadily downhill from there. I was pretty sure the Meiko family would come off the better from any confrontation at any level. But I wasn’t sure they’d thank me for the trouble, and I wasn’t sure all their loyal employees would survive the experience.

So, a dozen floors above ground level, I slowed to a halt and started phoning around.

***

“Nearly a year ago I didn’t even realize magic existed, I thought it was all myths and delusions of the credulous,” Hideji marveled as he clung to the flying talisman. “Today I’m riding on a witch’s broomstick.”

“Flying talisman,” I sighed, more out of reflex than anything else. “And don’t take this too seriously, I’m not sure how common these things really are. I built this more as an experiment than because I was trying to honor some sort of tradition, this really might just be a coincidence rather than a real thing.”

“Sorry Master Matsuda.”

I’d had to go for speed when looking for a capable enough bodyguard, I doubted Akira wasn’t in imminent danger but I didn’t want to push my luck by waiting five or six hours pursuing every possible lead. After talking with Master Mika she’d quickly pointed me in the direction of Master Eizen and his advanced student. Much to my surprise, the quiet martial artist had quickly and freely seconded his pupil to me.

“Don’t be,” I told Hideji in the present. “Just explain to me what your master meant when he said ‘educational’ to me,” Master Eizen had been as terse as ever in our brief conversation.

Hideji looked a little sheepish. Or at least as sheepish as he could while we were both wearing goggles and flying across the city on a broomstick. “My master’s trying to make up for lost time with my education,” he admitted. “I’m still a little bit inexperienced about the supernatural. And he apparently thought that this Black Juice place would be useful for me to visit.”

I checked my first reaction to that thought and considered it a little more. “I guess I could see that,” I admitted. ‘Educational’ would not have been my first choice of words when describing Black Juice, but I could honestly see it. It had certainly enlightened me a little! Albeit in very unpleasant ways.

All of which made me feel very leery about being the senior member of this visit. “I hope he knows what he’s doing,” I muttered softly as we approached the club. Sadly, my impression of Akira was coming directly from it. And the odd, incorrect set to Akira’s aura remained unchanged.

“All right,” I noted as I brought us in for a landing in an alley out of sight of any passersby. “You remember everything your master and I warned you about this place?”

Hideji hopped off the broom from nearly a meter off the ground and then nodded to me easily. It felt a little weird to have so much eager respect coming from a man about ten years my senior and built like an Olympic athlete. “Trust no one, do not give in to the temptations, recognize it all for the pretty poison it is,” he recited back to me. “I may have to venture into it in the future, but I’m to recognize the sucking swamp underneath the fancy surface.”

I considered a moment as I landed and then tucked away the broom. “Fairly accurate,” I admitted. “I’m hopeful that it’s going to be little toned down at this time of day, it’s not even four yet. But given that it’s still Golden Week, and my cousin’s still in the building, I don’t want to bet on that.” In my (incredibly limited) experience, I wouldn’t have expected a hot club and bar to be open just yet, especially an underground one. But I’d barely even suspected something like Black Juice existed in the first place before it had been rubbed in my face. I wasn’t going to rush in there counting on my expectations to be correct.

“Just to remind you,” I added quickly, “don’t initiate trouble if you don’t have to. Black Juice seems to have a fairly flexible morality, but everyone agrees they’re against anyone bringing trouble into the place. That can work for us, but not if we act like overaggressive morons. Which reminds me.”

Hideji watched with interest as I took a few minutes to quickly weave spells around myself. A little ironically, or so I thought given the combination of a martial artist and a bar again, I was casting ‘submit to me’ and ‘impression of power’. But not ‘majesty’ this time, I had a hunch that wasn’t going to help as much with this crowd and might cause more trouble than it was worth. I also made sure to cast ‘fear’, but that was a relatively easy one and I held on to that one myself rather than passing it on to my staff’s third and fourth hands like the other two.

“Master Matsuda, you…” Hideji cocked his head slightly as I finished and the sigils faded away, obviously trying to understand the odd impression he was getting.

“Have you seen your master flare his ki to intimidate people?” I asked as I took a moment to settle myself.

“Yes.”

“It’s the same idea, just using mana. Well, maybe a little more structured and nuanced. I’m guessing you’re a little confused because you’re getting impressions that don’t make sense to you?”

“Yes,” Hideji nodded his head firmly this time. “It’s like you’re somehow supposed to be… more. But not in a way I’m used to. Not like when I get a peek at Master Tai’s deep strength or Master Luo. And it seems…”

He struggled for a word, and I suspected it was as much out of courtesy (or wisdom, not insulting experienced wizards when you didn’t have to was usually a good idea) as confusion. So I filled it in for him.

“Artificial,” I noted calmly. “When most martial artists do this there’s usually a lot more substance to it. They might be exaggerating, or concealing depending on the circumstances, but there’s usually a lot more truth to what’s there even if they’re displaying it in a weird way. This is a complete deception.”

Once again, Hideji’s face suggested he was struggling to find the polite words. So I talked as I gestured for him to follow along. “It’s probably a little worse for you,” I continued, “because you saw me actually casting the spell. You simultaneously know it’s false but feel like it’s real, the incongruity really grates. That makes it easier to spot. But you should pay attention to that sensation while it’s easy like this. Otherwise, it’s easy to dismiss and even easier to fall for this sort of trick. If a mage is trying to pull a subtler trick, and the sensation is just a quiet tickling at the back of your brain, it’s easier not to pay attention to it and let a spell deceive you. I didn’t mean to give you a demonstration like this, but I guess your master had it right when he called this trip educational.”

“Yes Master Matsuda!” Hideji agreed with embarrassing eagerness as we approached a giant, grey, concrete and glass cube that you’d never have suspected of housing Tokyo’s hottest underground club.

Stay in character, stay in character, I chanted to myself softly as I tried to burst confidently through the front doors without a change of pace. Two bouncers moved to stop us but I froze them with a brief look and a tweak to the intensity of the ‘fear’ spell. As I strode confidently in the direction of the entrance I noted, almost conversationally “Master Tsunemasa took care of this the last time we were here. The ones at the door were made of sterner stuff though. Don’t overreact, but be ready to back me up if they’re stubborn.”

Hideji’s face looked a hint enthusiastic at that idea. It probably didn’t help that now we were off the street I’d finally slipped the naginata bag into proper position, but only after fully removing my staff from it. As we strode down the corridor I realized impressions were everything and started using it deliberately, firmly tapping it against the floor with every long stride I took and letting the loud ‘clack!’ that resulted each time preceded us on our journey.

I was mildly heartened I could do that. This time there were no packed crowds in our way or deafeningly loud music barely muffled by distance and walls. Maybe we really have caught them before they opened, I thought with a hint of hope.

That might have been true, but there was still a quartet of bouncers at the doors. They formed a defensive formation around them and the lead one held out a hand while calling out to us “stop!”

I didn’t, instead I strode forward until I was only about two meters away before suddenly halting. I glared at the quartet, pushed the ‘fear’ spell higher again, and channeled my worry for my cousin into my words.

“Someone at your club has brought in trouble again,” I said, looking at each of them in turn. “Back out of my way, let me talk to them, and we’ll see if we can sort it out as peacefully as we can. Stand in my way, and we’re going to start that trouble as violently and quickly as possible.”

I tried to make my voice sound as if it was full of acid and anger. Realistically, I thought I was still a little too unsteady and halting to pull that off. But I hoped my spells would make up the difference. Judging by the nervous reactions from four professional hard guys it hadn’t worked too badly.

There were some subtle signals between the quartet, then one of them licked his lips nervously and spoke even worse than I usually did. “No killing at the club,” he noted unsteadily.

“Not if I can help it,” I replied tersely. I wasn’t here to start a war. On the other hand, if they’d done something to my cousin I was perfectly prepared to tear one of the walls of this place open in order to get him out!

You do realize, my inner voice noted with a mixture of sarcasm and fear, watching as the bouncers hurried to open the doors while keeping an eye on me and Hideji, you’re going to feel awfully embarrassed if Akira’s just passed out in the back of the club? High on a drug he took willingly?

The inside was still dark, even from the base of the stairs leading up that was still obvious. However, it was a different sort of dark from last time. As we reached the main area and Hideji gawked at it all I took a moment to try and reorient myself around the differences.

It was still a giant area, two storeys tall and occupying almost the entirety of the building’s interior space. But it seemed both larger and smaller simultaneously. Without the crowds crammed inside you could appreciate just how cavernous it was, but without them to fill it up and add character it felt… hollow. And while it was still pretty pitch black in there the tone was different. There was much less neon and laser to light it up. There was still some blacklight, most notably around the bars and what I assumed was the DJ’s area, but it all seemed much more matter-o-fact without all the accompanying cacophony of people and light play. It wasn’t helped that there were a dozen members of what I assumed were Black Juice’s staff going calmly around the area with small belt lights or headlamps on, doing what looked like necessary chores and maintenance.

I’d almost call it prosaic, I thought with a tiny bit of amusement at this weirdly normal glimpse behind the place’s dark mystique, if I didn’t still sense Akira’s presence in this room. Unless it was about to turn out he’d taken a job at Black Juice (and was being really stupid about not telling anyone) I was pretty sure I was about to discover there was plenty of nastiness still present.

“Alright, how’s your night sight?” I asked Hideji softly.

Hideji shook himself slightly, still stunned by even this muted glimpse of Black Juice. “Good,” he answered honestly, “and I can make it even better if I have to.”

“Use your judgement,” I told him, “don’t waste effort or ki you don’t have to, but don’t leave yourself vulnerable to the dark.” I activated the ‘mage sight’ function of my glasses as I told him that. It wasn’t a true replacement for night vision, not really, but given how open the floor area was it looked like it’d be surprisingly helpful. I figured I’d easily be able to spot the auras of any threats from nearly anywhere in the room.

“Follow me,” I told him grimly, my cousin was close but I was still too low. I was almost certain he was on the wide balcony level, but wasn’t sure where the steps up were.

It turned out there were a half dozen spiral staircases scattered around the area, but good luck making them out in the dark. For better or worse, I was almost on top (or underneath in this case) of Akira before I ran into one. With grim determination I carefully climbed it, trying not to be terrified of what I might find.

The first thing that I discovered was that the balcony level contained a number of recessed alcoves, the nearest one containing plush seating, a circular table, and a dozen people; most of them smiling but seemingly insensate. Nine of them seemed to be roughly university age boys, but they were accompanied by-

My escort hissed out loud. “Master Matsuda! Her ki!” Hideji whispered urgently.

“I feel it,” I responded, speaking in a soft voice but still audible to any listeners. I paid close attention to who reacted. “Don’t get distracted by it, watch out for the two henchmen hiding in the back.”

The vampire at the center of it all didn’t bother reacting. The dokirk concealing himself amidst all the blissed-out boys narrowed his eyes but the other servant (who I was pretty sure was a psi-vamp) didn’t react at all.

Careful there, my inner voice warned me at the same time as my warning bracelet began to pulse gently. It only looks like a dokirk, you’re making judgements based on your Avalon knowledge again. This could be a weird kind of native yokai you’re underestimating. And thinking she’s a psi-vamp is a big leap, you’ve never actually seen one before.

The vampire though, her aura was unmistakable. And a big problem. The dokirk were a magically engineered subspecies that had served the dark elves during their eviler phases. Tougher and stronger than humans, and with enhanced senses, but nothing too special. Between the way their charcoal skin and slightly pointed ears marked them, and the fact they were engineered that way, they were natural followers. The psi-vamp could suck up an ordinary person’s energies easily enough, but I suspected this one would have a lot of trouble managing Hideji and I. We were trained and held our respective powers close. She’d obviously made a meal of some of the others, her body containing way too much of a dirty mix of psi and ki energies, but I doubted she could do much with that by herself.

The vampire in the center though, she was in a different league. She appeared about twenty-five, and as darkly attractive and sexy as her species’ reputation suggested, but I suspected I could add a century or two to that age. Something about her aura suggested that much. And a vampire that old was definite trouble. Vampires were a lot like dogs: there were hundreds of breeds of them out there with a wide range of slightly different strengths and weaknesses. But all were formidable. At minimum I had to believe she’d have shocking speed, enhanced senses, mind tricks, and the strength of ten men. I had absolute faith in Hideji’s ability to handle both the dokirk and psi-vamp simultaneously if he had to, they were fairly minor threats. I wouldn’t have let Master Tai face a vampire of that age alone.

I took a deep breath and forced myself forward, moving to stand firmly in front of her table. “Alright then,” I forced myself to try and sound calm. “Let’s hear it.”

“Hear it?” the vampire’s voice was surprisingly melodic as she affected surprise. “Whatever do you mean, stranger-san?”

“Your justification,” I replied, trying not to sigh. “You’re too old to be stupid or careless, and I’m not dumb enough to go around randomly challenging a vampire of your age and ability. So: you’ve got a plan. Or a procedure at least. Explain to me how and why I shouldn’t be blowing open this wall and letting the sun shine in or I’m going to try running that experiment.”

“A vampire?” the psi-vamp opened her mouth and tried to force a laugh. Unlike her master the psi-vamp appeared a pretty ordinary woman of about thirty. Possibly a little on the unattractive side if you looked a little closer. Not ugly, but showing signs of wear and tear from too many late nights. “Can you believe this-“

The vampire languidly raised her hand and the servant cut herself off. “Now now, don’t bother, Hisa-chan. This young man is obviously made of sterner stuff than that.” The vampire leaned forward and folded her hands under her delicately pointed chin, showing interest and a generous chest barely contained in a low-cut dress. “A magus, and a strong one. It’s been a while since I’ve seen one of you.”

The warning bracelet picked up slightly. I also heard Hideji gulp. You know, the back of my brain thought randomly, she’s not doing herself any favors with that getup. Someone’s a lot less likely to look into her eyes with those hanging around!

“Indeed,” I responded, trying to balance my annoyance with my fear. Along with the recognition that between her age, experience, and heightened senses, she probably had a better read on all that I was feeling then I did. “And you still haven’t given me that explanation. So, before we do something we’ll regret, perhaps you should give it to me?”

She chuckled, being sure to make it sound extra throaty. “Oh, so such a straight line. You’d be amazed how often I hear those words in a different context.”

I almost wish I had brought Eiko along, the (slightly terrified) back of my mind noted. I can practically hear her snarking ‘turn it down fang-face’ from here. I wasn’t quite quick or courageous enough to try doing that myself, and was overall grateful Eiko wasn’t here given the threat level we faced, but I couldn’t help but think it.

“If you keep evading I’m not going to be polite and let you keep stalling.”

“Oh, don’t take life so seriously wise one,” she said airily, waving my comment away and adding a minor but unmistakably mocking tone to the title. “I’m just having fun, that’s my reason for messing with you and my reason for being here. No need to burst into my home and be so abrupt about it. I’m just taking advantage of this place to make a living, that’s all.”

“At the expense of how many lives?” Hideji muttered angrily.

I sighed softly, expecting the vampire’s response even before she made it.

Her eyes flashed slightly, and her tone contained a subtle but clear warning as she addressed Hideji. “Do you hear tales of drained bodies? Any urban legends going around about desiccated corpses? You should learn from your elders, boy. I’ve no desire to bring hunters to my door. I’m not killing anyone, but I’ll make an exception for those that would hurt me.”

“Vampire. Supernatural senses, remember?” I noted with barely a glimpse at Hideji. “Most media are ridiculous, but the basics are correct. This is the part where they’d go into purple prose about her smelling our fear, hearing our quickened hearts, or feeling the pulse of our lifeblood.”

I tried to keep my tone as even as possible, caught between sarcasm and fear. It continued to annoy me that she probably still picked up both, especially given her tiny smile.

“That’s overexaggerated and simplified,” I continued. “But don’t be an idiot and underestimate her. She probably doesn’t have that much sensitivity at any given moment, but you can bet she’s turned up what she does have, and has focused it all on us right now.”

The vampire grinned, simultaneously trying to charm us while showing a flash of fang.

I decided I’d better push back just a little, lest I be thought a pushover. “She can still be taken by surprise if you’re careful, but don’t bother just now. She’d be wise not to antagonize you though. Working out of a place like Black Juice must be a challenge. She and her little dokirk would be in absolute agony if they tried to use all their senses when the place was actually open.”

My volley was a little too forced, but the vampire’s eyes narrowed slightly despite her experience, and the dokirk in the back started slightly, looking unsettled. “Interesting,” she breathed dangerously, “you know what my little friend here is, and can see him even in the dark.”

I blinked a few times at that one, then took a second look at the dokirk. Oh, there’s a ‘don’t notice me’ spell there. A pretty mild one, I realized belatedly. Still, she’s right. That should have been effective. It normally would have been, but given my mood and the fact I’d been looking for threats through ‘mage sight’ I’d walked right over it. Between the darkness of the club and all the other young men surrounding him even a mild ‘don’t notice me’ would normally have been more than enough to conceal the guy. Toss in a bunch of flashing lights, crowds, and loud music and you’d never have even known he was there.

Well, whatever points I earned for spotting him I lost for not realizing that, I realized belatedly. Time to start pushing. “You’ll note that she never mentioned not harming her victims,” I continued, my voice hardening a little despite myself as my grip on the staff tightened. “Make no mistake, she’s well fed physically. And I’m going to bet she’s well off financially too.”

The vampire laughed it off as if it were nothing. “Young morons, looking for a night of fun,” she said dismissively. “I hardly needed supernatural powers to manage that!”

I forced myself to calm down a little and inclined my head slightly. “Indeed. Which is why I’m not attempting to kill you right now. But make no mistake, we’re not just going to let you get away with that.”

“Oh?” the vampire asked with a tiny smile.

Several things happened at once then. Her eyes glowed slightly, my warning bracelet started getting serious, my mind shield started to unfold; and then it was overridden as my ankh seemed to flutter against my chest and warm up slightly.

My eyes widened in surprise and I blinked a few times as I tried to decode all that. For better or worse, I think we were all distracted by the way Hideji staggered a moment and brought his hands up to his head.

“Are you alright there Hideji?” I asked instantly.

“Can’t- she’s-,” he started, screwing his eyes shut and focusing.

“Can you manage it by yourself or do you need some help?” I asked in concern.

Thankfully I could feel the surge in his ki even without any assistance. After a moment he got it under control, he started circulating and organizing his energy in a way to protect his mind. “I have it,” he declared, panting slightly, before he straightened up. He didn't even bother to hide the hostility in his tone.

The vampire looked surprised, then even more so as I nodded and calmly drew my ankh out from underneath my clothes. “Good,” I told him before leaning across the table, looking as if I were about to meet her halfway. As I did so, I flicked my ankh in the vampire’s direction.

There was a bright flash of light, a split-second hiss of burning, and suddenly the vampire had thrown herself backwards, pressing deep against the wall as she clutched the burned spot on her right arm.

I straightened back up, staring at her grimly while the ankh began to glow with a faint light. Not fully active, but the implicit warning was obvious.

“Aoth,” the dokirk noted in shock, pulling a little further back himself.

What? Did I just hear that right?!?

Before I could even think of following that up, the vampire spoke. “What do you want?” she hissed angrily.

I pushed that thought aside because I had an angry vampire in front of me and I was more than a little pissed off myself. “I wanted to negotiate and do this in a civilized manner, hoping an elder like yourself would be more reasonable and patient. I don’t do that with idiots that try for mind control,” I told her angrily. “So, let’s make this clear: I’m taking my cousin out of here, and anyone else I so choose.”

She hissed again, wordlessly this time as she abandoned her pretense of humanity. Now her eyes were blood red, her nails extended into talons, and her canines into unmistakable fangs.

“Hideji,” I noted without taking my eyes off her. “My cousin’s the third from the left, grab him.”

Hideji wordlessly reached across the table, grabbed Akira’s insensible body, and dragged him across. “We’re not going to leave the others, are we?” he asked with a mixture of concern and anger.

“Mine!” the vampire hissed again.

“Self-righteous hypocrites!” the psi-vamp hurled at us, backing off but not quite as intimidated as her master or the dokirk. “They’re ours! They chose this!”

I frowned mightily, but I couldn’t bring myself to deny it. Young, horny idiots who were already willing to push boundaries by going to Black Juice? The smart money was on her telling the truth. “Full consent? Fully informed?” I shot back.

She seemed a little cagey, but that might have just been the stress of the circumstances. “Of course!”

“Full enough,” the vampire declared, her voice still thick with pain. Contact with the holy symbol probably hadn’t done much damage, but it would sure as hell have smarted.

Damn it. It wasn’t my place to judge, and I was standing on awfully shaky ground. Aoth had my back, but he wasn’t going to support me self-righteously hauling everyone out of the club and enforcing my morality on them. And I doubted the Black Juice staff would let me get away with that either. Blood bond, family ties, and my knowledge of Akira meant I was okay doing this much. Even the vampire, familiar with older and more basic mores, had to acknowledge that. But if the vampire wasn’t killing anyone, and I was pretty sure she wasn’t, then I had no right to deny her legitimate prey. And given all that went on at Black Juice, and Japan’s ignorance of the supernatural, I had a hard time arguing about full consent. They all could have easily been half-drunk, she’d told them the full truth, and they’d agreed to let her ‘suck’ them.

That wouldn’t have been cool or right at all. It was still a violation. But it wasn’t like she could just go to a corner store and buy a pack of O negative either. And it was still much more ethically excusable than her simply ambushing random people in alleys and using them like disposable juice boxes. Between her and Black Juice I was dealing with older and more primitive rules here. Not caveman level morality, not simple ‘might makes right’, but the code of conduct and ‘law’ around here was predatory and brutal. Once Akira and his friends had stepped into Black Juice they’d willingly left behind all the civilized protections modern Japan afforded them. They’d probably thought only of the thrill of that, and the fun of stepping slightly over the line to do something a little naughty. But this was a deep and dark pool, even if they hadn’t planned on going into the deep end there’d been nothing to prevent them from being dragged out that way. And the vampire was well used to swimming in its depths. If I simply barged into their place and violated it then everything and everyone around the club might well turn against me, for self interest if nothing else. I didn’t think I wanted to chance that if I could help it.

Thankfully, I still had a card I could play. Or pray in this case. The ankh was nearly all Aoth’s, but there was a tiny connection to another there. To the one who’d built and transported it to me.

“Nicholas!” I stated strongly, projecting my voice as I addressed my ankh, “Saint of the Almighty! I humbly request knowledge. You who know so much, especially about the hearts and sins of people, please answer my prayer. Is there anyone else here who should be rescued?”

I wasn’t a follower of the Almighty. But I respected him. And Nicholas, as you’d expect from a Saint, respected his deity’s values just as much. Vampires were pretty much anathema, and the protection of the innocent more important than strict adherence to a particular religious creed. He wouldn’t normally interfere, but I had a feeling he was willing to tell me who’d been naughty and who’d been nice.

The ankh brightened, and then the light it emitted suddenly focused like a flashlight. The beam then fragmented, pointing in nine different directions, each one focused on the forehead of one of the guys around the table. One by one those lights began to wink out. Until finally, two remained. One beam pointed at Akira, another one at another guy at the other edge of the table.

“That one,” I told Hideji, trying not to sound too relieved at the independent confirmation that Akira wasn’t completely at fault here. Saint Nicholas was not going to spare my feelings or lie to me merely because I already had Akira in hand. At the very least, Akira had not been as careless or stupid as they’d been trying to suggest.

The vampire stirred. But a glare from me stayed her hand. Hideji took the guy in question, then flipped him over his right shoulder while continuing to carry Akira under his left arm. Despite everything, the incredible, pants-wetting danger just in front of us, I couldn’t help but feel a little impressed and envious of his strength.

“Is that all?” Hideji asked gruffly.

“For today,” I told him, taking a step back. I trusted the rest would survive, and the other customers of Black Juice would accept that sort of judgement. The vampire and her flunkies weren’t happy, but weren’t stupid enough to challenge me on their own and knew better then to start a grudge over something like this. You didn’t reach multiple centuries by overreacting to every little slight.

Just to be on the safe side, I continued to glare at the vampire as we backed away towards the staircase. “Someone apparently disagrees with you about the limits you set,” I told her feelingly. “I strongly suggest you change your ways. Or else I’m going to be back. And I’m a firm believer in sunlight being the best disinfectant.”

“Growl pup, growl,” the vampire retorted, her own voice sounding animalistic. “We all know you’re not worth much more than that.”

My eyes narrowed but I didn’t stop backing up. “Be wary of what connections you form, vampire. If you’ve trespassed and left a strong enough link with my cousin… well, I’ll let you think about what I could do with that.”

I was almost sure she hadn’t, especially not when she settled down a little more and let us go with a glare instead of an attack. But neither of us dropped our guard. Not as we descended the staircase, not as we withdrew past the wary bouncers, not until we were back in the warm embrace of the sunlight.
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I blinked a few times at the light, having to appreciate how clever the building was at keeping its interior lights low.  It was subtle, but you weren’t left blinded as soon as you left Black Juice’s club area.  Of course, since we were there around four in the afternoon instead of clubbing hours, all their preparations were less effective for us.

“We’re really leaving?” Hideji asked, plaintively.

I started to answer, then paused to smile as I received a happy surprise, my first of the day.  There was a luxury sedan parked discreetly away from Black Juice, with one of the Meiko security personal standing outside of it.  They nodded in our direction when they’d seen that I’d noticed them.

Thank Aoth, I thought with a mental sigh of gratitude, I really didn’t think about how I was going to get these guys home.  To be fair I probably could have managed with Akira, that would have been really awkward but doable.  Carrying our second victim on top of that would have been pushing credulity too far, at least while they were still oblivious to everything.

I gave Hideji a look that told him to be quiet, then we made our way over to the car.  Given that Hideji was still carrying one guy over his shoulder and another under his arm (boosting his strength with his ki while he was doing so!  Akira wasn’t that slight and Hideji wasn’t that strong!) there was remarkably little comment or attention being paid to us.  However, this area was a little off the beaten path, and I was pretty sure all of Black Juice’s neighbors were used to showing some judicious blindness to this sort of thing.  Plus, it was still Shinjuku (albeit a much quieter part) during Golden Week.  Since neither of the two guys were bleeding or screaming I suspected any uninitiated onlookers were just shrugging it off as shenanigans and overindulgence.

“Compliments of the young mistress,” the security guy (I think his name was Yashiro) noted in a low voice as we approached, opening the back door.  I quickly decided not to be an ungrateful, overly proud dickhead and promised myself not to complain about Himeko’s high-handedness this time and instead thank her later.

He took one look at our pair of rescues as we started to maneuver them inside and dropped his voice slightly.  “Do you need medical attention?” he asked quietly.

I took another look at the pair, now in the light of day.  Both were young men, Akira was only eighteen and I doubted the other one was over twenty.  Both were reasonably in shape and should have been healthy.  But they were as pale as bedroom dwelling otaku and still not showing any signs of stirring after being carried out of the club and to a car.  And now that I paid attention I realized both reeked of a dozen different smells.  Sweat, blood, sex, smoke, and a bunch of unidentifiable scents assaulted my nostrils.

“I think we’d better,” I said softly.

***

“Well,” Dr. Yorozue declared, taking his stethoscope off Akira’s chest, “they’re both low on blood.”

I snorted despite myself.  “They’ve been in a vampire’s care for almost two days,” I noted with a trace of worried humor.  “That almost goes without saying.”

The doctor missed a beat but hurriedly recollected himself, still not fully reconciled to a sudden expansion of his worldview like that.  We’d taken the two victims to the Meiko mansion, and Dr. Yorozu had them laid out on two tables in the Spa.

“I’m also seeing plenty of traces in their system, several drugs and alcohol.”

“Eugh,” I massaged my forehead.  I wanted to defend my cousin.  And I was pretty sure I could, Nicholas had given him a good vote of confidence so I was almost certain those drugs hadn’t been his idea, either having been a roofie or when the vampire had ‘suggested’ it to him.  The alcohol though?  That I wasn’t so sure of.  He’s young, dumb, and visited an underground club with friends during Golden Week, I thought in disgust.  I could make some educated guesses what had happened there.  And I wasn’t sure which would be tougher to explain to my aunt and uncle: unwilling drug use or willing alcohol consumption.

“Between the mixture, the time that’s passed, and the fact I don’t want to take any more blood to test,” Dr. Yorozu continued a little more sympathetically.  “I can’t give you too many more details.  It looks mostly like opioids and hallucinogens, but you’d have to ask them when they come around.”

“The fact that they’re not coming around is what worries me,” he continued frankly.  “Their systems are exhausted, wrung out and left to dry, but they should have stirred more than this with everything we’ve been doing.  They’re not quite comatose, there’s still a little too much brain activity for that, but it’s disturbingly close.  I’m not sure what happened there.”

I sighed.  “I’m pretty sure that was the psi-vamp’s fault,” I reported, checking their auras with ‘mage sight’ once again.  “The vampire did a number on them, and then the drugs would have done even more, but all that would have been multiplied by the psi-vamp draining their energy on top of that.”

“I’ll take your word for that,” Dr. Yorozu responded with pursed lips.

I couldn't argue that, I was doing the same thing with his medical advice, and his patients conditions explained his lack of grace.  “The good news is that I’m pretty sure they’ll recover if that’s all it is.  Eventually.  It looks like they took everything they could from this pair, drained them pretty close to the point of no return.  But they didn’t cross the line, left enough there that if Akira and this guy died it would be their own fault.”

“And we left people with them!?” Hideji broke in, trying not to explode and barely keeping his frustration in check.  The Spa was almost deserted as the Meikos tried to give us privacy.  Apart from myself, Dr. Yorozu, and Hideji we only had one security guy (still Yashiro) for some extra muscle and hands.  And, a little incongruously, a junior high aged girl who was assisting Dr. Yorozu as kind of a mini-nurse.

“I don’t like it either,” I told Hideji, unable to keep from sounding a little bitter as I looked at my unresponsive cousin laying on the table like that.  “But you have to accept this Hideji: you can’t force everything to your will.”

“I’m not talking about forcing things to my will!” the martial artist spat out, gesturing angrily to the patients.  “I’m talking about stopping things like this!”

“And that’s where you’re wrong,” I said darkly.  “I don’t know the details, but I can make some pretty educated guesses.  Those guys we left behind aren’t some sort of innocent victims.  They’re idiots.  Morons who decided to walk on the edge, then fell over.”

“And that makes them not worth saving?!”

“Of course not!” I snapped back.  “If it was as simple as them walking off a cliff I’d be the first to jump forward to grab them!  But that’s not the case here, this isn’t about inanimate objects and accidents, it’s about sentient beings making dumb decisions.  If they’d made a bet with some shady characters, and they’d lost fair and square, no coercing, cheating, or lies about the odds involved; would you suddenly jump in and beat up the other guy to take their money back?  Just because you knew it was ‘wrong’ ?”

Hideji suddenly looked a little cagey.  He may have been older than I was, and he’d started to strike me as surprisingly innocent in some ways, but he could still sense where this was going.  “Well-  I’d-“

I nodded angrily.  “Well it’s damn hard to see from this perspective, when we’re dealing with life force and blood instead of money, but it’s the same principle.”

“You can’t compare the two!”

“I can and I will,” I said grimly, crossing my arms across my chest.  “Don’t get me wrong, I don’t think it was anywhere near that black and white.  I don’t doubt there was plenty of ‘don’t worry, I’m only joking about being a vampire’ involved with the original bite, along with drugs, hypnosis, and plain old peer pressure involved in getting everything to spiral downwards.  But I don’t know that, and I don’t know how much and where.”

I gestured angrily towards my cousin.  “Do I think Akira deserved this?  No!  And I’m not going to go around victim shaming the other guys either.  But do I think they invited this of their own free will, and through their actions?”  I nodded grimly as I spoke.  “Yes, I do.  They played a stupid game, and then suffered the usual consequences.”

“Don’t go around thinking that little gang in Black Juice are a group of innocent victims either,” I added grimly, “simply trying to survive the nasty hand fate dealt them.  That’s the usual excuse those types like to give and it doesn’t hold up in this case.  They took more than was strictly necessary, and I doubt I’m going to agree with the way they did it.  I’m sure they were deep into the gray zone of morality, and if I find out they really did cross the line into actively dark then I’m going to hunt them down and-“

I cut myself off, at least partially because I wasn’t sure what I would say.  If the vampire had been the type to assault random people off the street and kill them in the process I wouldn’t have hesitated to end the threat.  But that wasn’t the case.  She was taking fools at an underground club and making sure to leave them alive.  That wasn’t a good thing, but I had a hard time justifying vigilante executions over it either.

The others were staring at me, even Yashiro and the little girl, so I made an effort to calm myself down.

“Look, how many bad things do you think were going on at Black Juice?  Seriously, it wasn’t even open yet and I spotted more than a few drug violations, they were letting passed out teenagers just hang around in the open, and I don’t even want to think about how many safety code violations we were missing!”  Unbelievably, the only thing that hadn’t been glowing in the dark were the mandatory emergency exit signs.  Those had been nowhere to be seen.

Hideji frowned and looked away.  So I pressed the point “Akira and his friends walked right into all that, wanted to be a part of it.  And even if they hadn’t, how do you justify going up against the vampire lady but not the club as a whole?”  I chuffed a little in non-amusement as I thought about it.  “Seriously, that group is… what?  Feeding on four or five people a night?  At worst.  Do you even want to guess how much more damage Black Juice is doing as a whole to how many more people?  And that’s not even including how they house and abet groups like hers.  I wasn’t looking too closely, but I doubt she was the only predator hanging around, maybe not even the only non-human one.”

There was a moment of silence.  As it drew out longer and longer Dr. Yorozu apologetically noted “Both boys have a number of puncture marks.  Even now that I know what I’m looking for… some of them are still just needles.”

Hideji seemed to deflate.

“Any signs of a struggle?” I asked, not sure what I hoped the answer was.

“No.”  There was sympathy in Dr. Yorozu’s eyes.

I sighed heavily.  “Hopefully it was after she already had her hooks in him.  I am not looking forward to explaining this to aunt and uncle Kanoko.”

“You don’t think…” the doctor trailed off suggestively, unable to suggest it directly even after how long we’d worked together.

“Not without a push,” I said firmly.  “Maybe not much of one.  Akira’s sometimes dumb in that sort of way, and I don’t know what he’s been going through after starting university.  The fact he was hanging out with idiots stupid enough to go to Black Juice is a already a strike against him in my book.  But he knows what drugs mean, and he’s not dumb enough to do them for fun just because they’re available.”

Frankly, I set Akira’s bar much higher than that.  I was almost certain he’d have started looking for excuses to leave the second he saw any of his ‘friends’ with that sort of stuff if he was still himself.  But, under the circumstances, I figured Dr. Yorozu would just dismiss that as partisanship in favor of my relative.  And I wasn’t quite ready to bet anyone’s life on that, so I’d settled for giving him a slightly lesser endorsement.

Although I was hit by a different thought and smiled in dark amusement.  “He also knows better than to give his sisters ammunition like this.  Sakura and Kaede are never going to let this go.”

Despite everything, everyone in the area found it in themselves to smile weakly at my sally.  It helped that it was true.  Hell, I’m never going to let him forget this, I reflected.  I was guiltily aware I was probably going to use this to evade and deflect all kinds of suspicions from this point on, at least from the Kanoko side of my family.  The next time Sakura believed Truthseeker or Kaede heard something from school, especially if they were doubting I could handle it and I was secretly in trouble, I was going to point to this incident awfully quickly!

My brief amusement was cut short by Dr. Yorozu’s serious question.  “What are you going to tell them?” he asked softly.

I looked at Akira again.  “That’s… a really good question,” I admitted, looking over his aura one more time.  The good news, such as it was, was that the aura was seriously depleted but mostly whole.  The psi-vamp had hurt that, a lot more than the traditional vamp had done in order to get to his blood, but it was nowhere near the deep and rending wounds I’d seen on Yuna or even Yoshida when he’d been suicidal.  That meant he’d probably heal fairly quickly, but raised some interesting questions about what state he’d be in.

“I think that’s going to depend on what he remembers,” I said frankly.  “I’m pretty sure the vampire and the psi-vamp laid something of a whammy on him.”

“Is that a technical term?” Dr. Yorozu couldn’t help but interrupt, unable to keep a hint of snideness out of his voice.

I ignored that, mostly because he had a good point.  “I doubt they wanted him to remember their faces or all the things they did to him.  And I doubt the drugs or alcohol helped much either.  They wouldn’t be successful if their victims remembered them.”

“I’m probably going to have to at least hint at a lot of the basic problems,” I admitted reluctantly.  “I’ll try to downplay them, be sympathetic.  Suggest that someone slipped him something, a pretty girl took advantage of him, and it all went downhill from there.”

I took another look at him.

“I can probably do a little for his depleted aura,” I said slowly, turning the idea over carefully in my mind.  “Not too much, if I do that I’ll just unbalance everything and slow his recovery.”

“Really?” Dr. Yorozu asked a little skeptically.  To be fair, I knew him well enough to realize it was because he worried about his patient.  And that he knew me well enough to be skeptical of my medical knowledge.

“Really.”  I nodded.  “If I did too much it would be like speeding up his blood production without giving him the iron he needed.”  While Dr. Yorozu winced at the thought I continued with “I can’t do much, but I should be able to get him well enough to wake up when we bring him back.  That will help.  A little.”

I gently turned his arm and winced as I saw the multiple puncture marks now that I knew to look for them.  I quickly picked out the vampire bites (most did not go for the neck, not unless they were either being fancy, attempting a flex, or trying to kill you), easy to spot when you realized you were looking for deeper, paired marks, and realized there were at least three needle marks on top of those.

“I suppose I could heal those up.  Try to suggest it was all pills or powders for the drugs…” I shook my head in negation.  “No.  Too risky.  Damn it.”  I wasn’t keen on trying to heal him in the first place, not even that amount, and it was better they had some idea that had happened.  I doubted the needles were infected or anything, but if they were… “Besides,” I added a little shakily, “he might remember something of that.  It’d be best not to make him doubt too much.”

I looked again.  I don’t think I’ll go spelling it out to auntie and uncle though, I added mentally.  If you didn’t know about the vampire bites it looked worse than it really was.

“I’m sorry Matsuda-san,” Dr. Yorozu unbent enough to sound more tired and sympathetic.  “I’ve had to tell patients bad news before.  This isn’t the same, but I never had to do something like this with my close relatives either.”

A laughed softly, bitterly.  “Yeah, this is going to suck.  If I thought I could get away with it I’d probably dump Akira on their doorstep then have the driver burn rubber to get out of there.  But I can’t.  And he’s family.  So I guess the only question is: should I cast a few spells upon myself before I go ringing their doorbell?”

***

Hideji took the other victim home.  He wasn’t happy about it, but he could hardly walk away from the situation after being so stubborn earlier. The suspiciously empty state of our rescues wallets suggested that blood and energy hadn’t been the only things the vampire had drained.  But they’d still had their IDs, and it seemed the simplest solution to just take everyone home.  It helped the other victim had a student apartment, so at worst Hideji would have to brush off a roommate or manager rather than family members.  But the key factor was that we hadn’t wanted to involve the Meikos any further than we needed to.  They’d already gone out of their way to help us without an official request, that had been an unexpected blessing and neither of us wanted to abuse it.  And all the troubles that would result from the victims waking up in the Meiko mansion would definitely be taking things too far!

I’d thanked Hideji for his help before we’d split up.  Much to my surprise he’d thanked me for the lesson before departing!  Sincerely, even if he’d been awfully subdued.  He obviously wasn’t reconciled with everything (something I could hardly blame him for, I’d been in a daze a full day after my first visit to Black Juice) but he wasn’t going to deny my points or perspectives either.  He obviously hadn’t settled on his own final stance, I was starting to get the impression his master had almost coddled him on a couple of subjects (in sharp contrast to Master Tai, Master Chihaya or Master Dan!), but I felt comfortable that he wasn’t stubborn or stupid enough to turn around and attempt to take on Black Juice by himself.

That was about the only comfortable thing about the day.

“Akira!  What were you thinking!?”

It could have come off furious.  Instead, my aunt was near tears as she fluttered over her barely conscious son.  Akira hung his head in a combination of exhaustion and shame.

I had restored Akira’s energies, just a little.  His color and mental activity had immediately improved, but he hadn’t actually stirred until I’d half carried/half dragged him from the car (provided by the Meikos again) to the door.  Needless to say, the reaction from his family had proceeded to wake him up.  Or at least as awake as he could get.  Now we were all stuck in the Kanoko living room while Akira’s parents tried to decide between killing their son and rushing him to a hospital.

I’d provided a high level summary to my aunt and uncle.  Basically saying that Sakura had been worried about her brother, phoned me, dropped the name ‘Black Juice’ which had REALLY worried me in turn, I’d braved the club in question, found the smashed Akira, extracted him, and then dragged him here.

I was keeping a lot in my back pocket there, hoping to avoid any more lies or half truths.  Some of them I figured I was going to have to drop, like how we’d stopped at the Meiko mansion for a quick examination first.  Other things, such as the fact that Akira had been out two nights now, I desperately hoped would remain unmentioned.  Maybe it was stupid, but I still hoped that I’d be able to make my escape before some of the factors like that came out.

Unfortunately, between his own situation as still barely coherent; and the fact I wanted to be absolutely sure he’d suffered no lasting harm and didn’t remember anything supernatural, there was no way I was leaving soon.  So I forced myself to stay there even though I wanted to do nothing more than flee the house.

“You could have been killed!  Why?!”

“It was just a bit of fun,” Akira reported in a small voice, barely above a whisper, “Golden Week.”

“A bit of fun?  You could have died!”  Aunt Hina suddenly looked panicked.  “Do you still have your kidneys?!”

“He does,” I hastened to assure her.  Though I couldn’t help but reflect that was a genuine concern this time.  I suspected a few other Black Juice predators, the more human ones, might have actually done that.

“How can you be sure?”

Weakly, and a little afraid, Akira forced himself to pull up his grimy shirt and patted down his sides, feeling for wounds.  Thankfully, that was one bit of damage he hadn’t taken.

Well, we got to that point sooner than I expected.  “I took him for a quick check at a doctor’s first,” I hastened to assure her.  “All organs intact.”

“You did?” my aunt looked pathetically grateful.

I nodded quickly.  “I did.  I was worried too.”

My uncle finally spoke up.  It sounded like he’d been crying, even though his face didn’t show it, but there was deep, volcanic anger slowly building up in his tone.  “And what else did they find?”

Fuck.  I still hesitated a long moment before admitting the obvious.  “Traces of alcohol.”

“And?”

There was a flash of something in my uncle’s eyes that scared me.  I nervously licked my lips before answering “traces of drugs.  It looks like someone slipped him something.”

I was putting it like that to keep peace and save Akira’s face.  For better or worse it immediately provoked a response from my cousin.  “I remember,” he said with a little more energy, and some growing horror as I’d apparently triggered a few more memories.

He glanced at his father, then looked away with a hint of a flush. That was a major sign of how embarrassed he was, given his lack of blood.  “I… yeah, I was drinking.  No one made a big deal of it there and the guys pushed me to try and it’d barely be another year anyway-”

My incredulous disapproval at such a pathetic justification probably mirrored my aunt’s and uncle’s at this point.

“-and it’s not like I couldn’t have done it with food-“ Akira finally cut himself off, though to be fair he was probably still too out of it to have realized the hole he’d been digging.  “And then there was this beautiful woman hanging out with us.  I mean really beautiful.  A knockout.  My friends had said she’d be joining us, but I couldn’t believe it when it actually happened.”

I was starting to see why Nicholas had given me an indirect ‘leave these guys behind’ message.  To be fair, he’d probably have saved everyone he could have under ideal conditions.  Under the circumstances?  I doubted it had been a difficult triage.

“She…” I could barely hear Akira’s voice after he averted his face, unable to face us.  “I couldn’t help myself,” he admitted, “I wanted to please her.  She encouraged me to drink some more, loosen up.  And it worked.  It was so much easier the more drinks I had.”

I wanted to believe the vampire had hypnotized my cousin.  I was also aware she might just have needed to lean a little forward and smile, especially if she’d been wearing the same low-cut dress as she had earlier.  You didn’t need much in the way of supernatural powers to encourage the more idiotic teenagers to misbehave.  And when it came to women?  I’d have said my cousin was even more idiotic than I was.

“Things…” Akira shook his head in confusion and disbelief, somehow managing to go even paler.  “Things are just a blur after that.  She- I- then-“

Akira jerked up his head in shock and then pawed at his sleeve, staring at the marks on his arm in horror as he pushed it up.  My aunt gasped and uncle Reiji looked about ready to start smashing something to relieve his anger.

Fuuuuck, I drew out tiredly in my head.  I’d really hoped that one wouldn’t come up.  At least, not like this.

“For what it’s worth,” I inserted hurriedly, “Most of those are damage, not injections.  Take a closer look, a lot of those are punctures or pokes, not badly handled needles!  Don’t ask me what the heck you were doing, or why, to do that much damage.  But you weren’t injecting that many drugs into yourself!  If you were, you’d be dead.  Dr. Yorozu wasn’t seeing any evidence of infections or needle sharing.  But I’d give it a week or two and get tested, just in case.”

I hated saying that.  Dr. Yorozu had been a little more thorough than that, and I’d been so concerned I’d done a quick divination and medical spell on top of that just to be on the safe side.  But neither of us had been completely sure.  And even if we had been, that was the sort of place where I should still have been encouraging them to be more safe than sorry.

“She bit me,” Akira said weakly, tracing fingers up and down his arm.  “When we…”

He flushed and fell silent again.  I didn’t press the issue, his aura was still too weak for me to make it out unless I made a deliberate search.  But, judging by the lingering scents and circumstances, I was pretty sure my cousin wasn’t a virgin anymore.

I’ll need to check on that later, I thought fighting off a deep frown.  I was also pretty sure it had been casual, probably just a way to get close to him and get fangs into Akira without suspicion.  Maybe while playing some clever mind games amongst the group.  Or maybe the vampire considered it fair trade, or she got off on it in some way.

But it was also possible she’d used the opportunity to get some deeper ties into him.  Some vampires used such connections like a parasite, utilizing the power of blood and sex to sink mental hooks into their target.  That sort of thing allowed them to work on their target over time and drain just a little power from their victims even from a distance.  If that was happening I could damn well do something about it!  I’d fucking come clean to Akira then use some ritual magic to send some damn sunlight back through their connection and smile while she burned!  That was well over the line, and everyone would agree.  It was highly unusual and unlikely though.  As much as I worried about the possibility, and as much as the thought infuriated me, even I thought I was just being paranoid again.

The whole subject was not something his parents were going to ask about though.  And after a few moments Akira managed to pull himself together some more and push past it.

“I remember some needles,” he said finally.  “Them saying it would help me feel good, have more of a good time.  They put it into me.  I was too far gone by then, they said they couldn’t trust me to do it myself.”

Akira slumped again, and all of us fell silent.

“Dr. Yorozu said he found traces of opioids and hallucinogens,” I said finally.  “Combine that with alcohol and it’s no wonder Akira can’t remember much.”

“Why?” Aunt Hina asked desperately.  Her gaze shifting between me and Akira rapidly.  “Why?  Why would you do this?  Why would they do this?”

“I’m sorry,” her son said softly.  He probably would have been crying if he wasn’t still too dehydrated.  “I’m sorry.  They said…”

He fell silent again.

After another moment I sighed.  “As to why they’d do it,” I told them tiredly, “I’d suggest checking all of Akira’s accounts and changing all his passwords.  His wallet was awfully empty when I checked it.  He may have kept his kidneys, but I’m pretty sure they got some other stuff out of him.”

Akira slumped even further down, practically doubled over as that blow hit him extra hard.

Aunt Hina made an abortive attempt to get up and get to her boy.  But she pulled back at the last moment; stunned, upset, and unsure what to do.  He wasn’t exactly a kid anymore, but this had taken them by surprise and made it clear he wasn’t exactly a man yet either.  Akira’s father was even worse in a way.  He desperately wanted to punish someone for what had happened to his son, hurt them violently.  But the villains who’d done so were out of reach, probably for good, and he was too terrified for the fragile Akira to think of even yelling at him for being so stupid.

You can’t blame them for that, the balance seeking part of me noted, prodding me impatiently.  He’s their kid.  And this came as a shock to them.  They were probably half-expecting something unpleasant, but not for you to show up dragging in an Akira in this state!  Maybe for him to show up hung over, maybe even for the police to be dropping him off with some stern words for everyone.  But not in a way they’re quietly terrified for his life!  You’ve had bracing and planning time, no wimping out now.

Regretfully, I stood up and made my way back to Akira.  “Come on cousin,” I said quietly as I slid an arm beneath his shoulder and lifted him up.  “Let’s get you washed off and put to bed.”

As I half rose with Akira I turned to his parents.  “He needs a quick rinse off and then a few days of rest.  Maybe just a sponge bath, he’s awfully depleted and we don’t want him getting sick on top of everything.  Treat this like a flu and we’ll probably be fine.”

“I’ll do that,” Uncle Reiji said quietly, coming over to take Akira from me.  I tried not to show how grateful I was for that.  I’d been willing to help him with the washing, but I hadn’t been looking forward to it.

But it wasn’t over yet.  As he did that I turned to my aunt to be explicit about it.  “I’d call Grandma Kanoko, tell her what happened and get her help.  She’s probably got some things that’ll speed his recovery.  But make sure you tell her everything,” I emphasized carefully.  “Especially about the opioids and hallucinogens.  I don’t think there will be any problems, but I don’t want to take any chances given how weak he is right now.  It’ll probably take some time to flush the last of it out of his system, we don’t want to risk some sort of obscure reaction with one of her herbs.”

My aunt didn’t say anything but nodded jerkily.

I sighed.  “Give it a week or so, then take him to a doctor for some testing.  I’m actually pretty sure he’ll be okay-“

“Really?”

I nodded back at my aunt’s slightly pleading question.  “Really.  The type of people who do this sort of thing aren’t nice, but they aren’t idiots either.  This is nasty, but it’s a relatively low priority for the police.  If they’re spreading diseases or causing permanent harm then they become a much bigger concern, and they don’t want that.  But counting on that’s pretty stupid, better to check.”

I hated putting it that way, seeing how much the Kanokos were hurting made me feel like a total scumbag when I said it wouldn’t be a high priority.  But a young, stupid, university age male acting like a careless moron on Golden Week and running afoul of alcohol, drugs, and some mystery people willing to take advantage of him wasn’t exactly going to get assigned to a team of crack detectives.  Not when he got out of it alive and without any permanent damage.  Toss in the fact it was at Black Juice and I would expect all the paperwork to get conveniently misfiled at the earliest moment possible.

“I’ll do that,” my aunt agreed instantly, hustling in the direction of the kitchen and leaving me alone.

I hesitated a moment.  It felt awkward, and a little cowardly, to just see myself out after that.  But there really wasn’t much else for me to say, and it would be a day or two more before Akira was recovered enough for me to do anything.  And even that much I was best off doing secretly and remotely!  If I was hanging around out of a misplaced sense of worry then I was just getting in the Kanoko family’s way when I should be leaving them all alone to recover.

So, with a mixture or relief and reluctance, I took a step towards the door.

“Hold it!”

Ah.  Right.  Them. I thought, still a little too emotionally battered to know what to think.  Sakura was storming towards me furiously and Kaede was only a little bit behind her.  I’d thought there’d been a couple of noises from around the corner while we’d been having the impromptu meeting in the living room.  I’d been too distracted and afraid to think much of it then, but this really wasn’t a surprise.

Sakura stomped up to me furiously.  “That’s it?  You’re just going to walk away?”

I fought back a sudden surge of my own anger.  “Well what do you want me to do?” I snapped back.  “Haven’t I done enough already?”

“Sister…” Kaede said hesitantly, putting a worried hand on her sister’s arm.

Sakura shook her off.  “I want you do take me to Black Juice,” she hissed back, “I want to make those that did this to my brother pay!”

All the possibilities of that confrontation flashed through my head and I shuddered.  I quickly shut them out before they became any more gruesome.  “No.”

“What did you say?” Sakura asked, quietly furious.

For a moment I was taken aback, I’d never seen her quite like this before.  Sakura’s strengths were social, not mental or physical.  She knew that, and I’d never seen her initiate a physical confrontation in her life.  Hell, that was half the reason I’d needed to help her with Kimura Kai not so long since and why she’d badgered me about my new friends at the start of our relationship.

It’s also been a few years since then, and you’ve never seen her immediate reaction to her little brother getting badly hurt before.  Especially with malicious intent.  Or when she’s had hours to worry about the situation and blame herself first.

That may have been right.  That didn’t make my next comments any less stupid.  “Sakura,” I sighed tiredly, “you need to-“

“What I need,” she said suddenly, getting right up in my face, “is to find the assholes who hurt my baby brother and-“

“And get killed,” I interrupted flatly.  “This isn’t a game Sakura, this isn’t a tale, and the plot’s not going to magically protect you.”

“Why not?  You got out alright!” she shot back angrily.

Fuck.  I stared her down.  Mostly because I couldn’t think of a good answer to that one, not off the top of my head.

“What?” she demanded as the silence dragged on.  “Do you think you look cool like that?  That you’re somehow intimidating now?”

“No, I know I’m not,” I replied as calmly as I could, distantly noting how her own language had devolved a little.

“And yet you somehow knew about Black Juice and survived it,” she shot back, “well why can’t I?  I’m going to march in there-”

“And do what Sakura?” I interrupted caustically.  “And do what?  Whatever you’re fantasizing?  Quit it.  It wouldn’t work at a normal club, let alone Black Juice.  Great merciful heavens,” I sighed, rubbing the bridge of my nose, “I should just let you try so that the first set of bouncers can throw you back out.”

“You made it past them, didn’t you?” she struck back viciously.

“With the help of a master martial artist,” I said tightly, for once keeping a lid on the urge to correct my misspeaking, correcting myself on Hideji’s master status.  I should have left some of the spells on, I thought tiredly as I looked back at Sakura.

“Well get me-“

“No,” I replied just as firmly, but with a bit more heat.  “I’m not going to encourage this sort of idiocy.  Sakura, you might not realize it, but you’re being as dumb as Akira right now.”

“Excuse me?”

“No,” I struck back snidely.  “You’re right, you’re being even dumber.  I’m guessing he went to Black Juice because some idiots he trusted convinced him,” I was reading between a lot of lines and with a lot of partial clues but by this point I had a feeling I knew what they added up to.  For whatever reason, Akira had started hanging out with the wrong sort of crowd at his university.  I couldn’t have told you if they were all idiots, simply fearful, overly hormonal young men reveling in freedom and the chance to act out; or if there’d been just one or two of those accompanied by a malicious enabler who’d taken them all to Black Juice, but this hadn’t been all Akira’s fault.

“Yeah, he was an absolute moron to trust them and he completely left his brain behind once he was there and forgot everything we’ve all tried to teach him over his whole life.  Congratulations, we’ve now seen someone really act like you were afraid I was acting when I met Himeko and Eiko.  And there really was someone trying to take advantage of one of us this time.  The irony is not lost on me.”

If this had been an anime my eyes would have been flashing red by this point.  Care, worry, frustration, and guilt were welling up inside of me and the desperate need to protect another one of my cousins was giving me an excuse, my tone was getting angrier and angrier.

“Well guess what?  This would be even stupider.  He trusted the wrong people and got sucker punched.  You are willfully ignoring the right people and trying to deliberately stick your hand in a meat grinder!   No alcohol, no drugs involved.  Just righteous anger and guilt.  Well, I’m not getting another one of my cousins hurt today, you can go fuc-“

I whirled around and stomped towards the entrance at that point, cutting myself off before I could go any further.  I might not have wanted to admit it, especially after my earlier lectures to Hideji, but Sakura wasn’t the only one being affected by righteous anger and guilt.  My furious exit was slightly undercut by the need to change my shoes in the entrance way.

“Cousin-“ Kaede tried a little more gently as I struggled to balance anger, putting on my shoes, and the damned naginata bag getting in my way.

“Don’t even bother,” I ground out, not bothering to turn around.  I didn’t trust myself right then, and I didn’t want any more awkwardness or embarrassment over what else I might say in my anger.

“Don’t think this is over cousin,” Sakura fired back.  Judging by the sounds of a scuffle, Kaede was trying to restrain her.  “You need to tell me how you knew of Black Juice!  I need to know!”

I hesitated at the door, gritting my teeth against the urge to turn around and try and slap some sense into her, verbally or maybe even physically at this point.  A distant part of me knew that neither of us were thinking straight or acting sensibly any more, the sight of what had happened to Akira had hit both of us hard and we weren’t ourselves.  More frighteningly, I was starting to realize just how far I’d stepped out of the closet with the Kanokos.  I wasn’t just odd cousin Mamoru anymore, a little weird, really smart and talented with the sciences, but oh-so incompetent when it came to anything social.  Now I was a guy who’d known about an underground club, strapped on a naginata bag, stormed said club to pull out a cousin, and was standing firm against my relatives with a level of experience and arrogance that was shocking.

I hadn’t thought about it before, and I doubted they’d actively thought about it either.  We’d all been too worried about Akira to pay attention to all that.  But it was going to linger.  And while I wasn’t sure how it would go, I suspected everybody was going to avoid talking about or referencing this whole incident much, no one was going to forget about it either.  The effects of this would probably ferment into something different over time.  And who knew what the end result of that would be?

I was just aware enough of all that to avoid engaging any further with Sakura.  Instead I said.  “No.  You really don’t,” and walked out of their house.
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“I’ll gently look into what’s happening in a few days, Mamoru,” Himeko reassured me calmly, seeming to savor a cup of tea. “Don’t worry about it, I can find out without involving you.”

I picked my head up off the table where I’d been moping miserably. “Really?” I asked plaintively.

“Really,” Himeko replied before sipping the tea. After a moment she added “It should be easy enough. I’ll offer them Dr. Yorozu’s help for checking up on your cousin. I suspect they’ll eagerly accept, not wanting to bring this up with their usual physician.”

“They would,” I replied a little prickly, defending my extended family.

“No doubt,” Himeko replied without looking. “But they’ll be happy not to, especially once I point out Dr. Yorozu was the one to look at Akira originally and already knows. It provides a good excuse for everyone. He really would prefer to follow up, he doesn’t like leaving a job half done and he was nowhere near satisfied enough to be simply shipping your cousin off like that. It will provide me with an excuse to reach out to them, and they don’t have to try and explain what happened to another person. It will be a win-win scenario in their eyes.”

I was technically at the Meiko estate to pick up mana, two days after my little trip to Black Juice, but the staff had immediately noticed how down I seemed. Given that Himeko had been on guard and looking out for something like that after my impromptu escapade she’d had me hustled inside for some tea and a quick visit. And I’d told her everything. Don’t get me wrong, I’d already given her all the basics yesterday. But this time I’d been so down and miserable I’d told her my real feelings, worries, and impressions.

“Honestly, I expected this yesterday,” Himeko admitted with studied nonchalance, still seeming to focus on her tea. We both knew it was an act, but oddly enough it still made me feel more comfortable.

“I was still riding a wave of frustration and anger at first,” I admitted, “especially at… well everyone. Then I was able to lose myself in work at the research room for a while. But after that, when I got home, that’s when the depression and fear started to hit.”

“Ah.”

“Yeah. Pretty sure I realized that was going to happen subconsciously,” I continued miserably, “that’s why I kept stoking my anger up to start.” Don’t get me wrong, I’d had at least semi-legitimate reasons to be angry and frustrated at Akira, Sakura, and maybe even Hideji (in addition to totally legitimate targets like the vampire, of course). But I’d had to seriously exaggerate things and deliberately stick my head up my own ass in order to keep it going for hours and hours. They might have deserved a legitimate one or two on the anger scale, but in my head I’d been taking it up to seven or eight, literally starting to see red a moment or two. I’d dwelled on cases and excuses, constructing such blatant strawmen in the process, that I’d never have dared suggest to any of those people in real life. I’d have wanted to kill myself if anything so stupid ever passed my lips out loud.

“It’s something I’ve noticed with Eiko,” Himeko noted, looking at my obliquely. “That she prefers anger to fear, so she cultivates it.”

“And in some cases that’s a good thing,” I sighed in agreement. “But not when you should just be sucking it up and dealing with the fear itself.”

Himeko gave me an approving nod.

“Yeah, I knew that intellectually already, and I got a really effective demonstration when the backlash to all my anger breeding hit. I was exhausted, and then I just felt more guilty and stupid for stoking up my internal fires with lies for hours on end. And I still had to deal with all the fear on top of that!”

Himeko allowed herself a tiny smile. “Well, at least you’re not doing anything stupid.”

“Actively stupid at least,” I pushed myself back upright with another sigh. “Going around in an angry fog for a few hours and slandering a bunch of undeserving family members was still pretty damn dumb. But it beat deciding to storm back down to Black Juice and attempting to burn the place down. Though getting depressed like this-“

“Is a good thing,” Himeko interrupted me, her tone mild but tart. “In moderation at least. You need to vent a little and rebalance yourself Mamoru, don’t go making the same mistake twice with depression instead of fear. I’ll pull you up short if you try turning yourself into some sort of tragic hero or victim of junior high syndrome in front of me. But you’re allowed to be a little down over all this.”

I winced, but Himeko’s verbal slap had been precisely calculated. Enough to sting and get my attention, not enough so that I either got more depressed or immediately repressed everything and tried to act like nothing was wrong. “That was already getting a little junior high syndrome, you have to admit,” I responded, a little more normally this time.

“A little,” Himeko agreed. “Try not to go that far again.”

I fought back a sigh that would only have proven her point and finally accepted a cup of tea. “It’s… hard,” I admitted. “It feels like… like if I let it out I have to let it all out at once.”

“But you don’t have to,” Himeko responded. “You’re a person, you have control.”

Given Himeko’s habit of being overly controlled and repressing too much I wasn’t sure I trusted that. “That’s a challenge,” I tried not to let my skepticism show.

Himeko seemed to somehow hear it anyway. “It can be, especially when you let it go this far, but the execution is simple. Simply allow yourself to feel more grief than you’re adding. It doesn’t have to be much, and it’s better to be safe than sorry, but sooner or later that will be enough to drain the pool. Slow going is still better than falling backwards.”

She makes it sound so simple, I thought a little bitterly. To be fair to Himeko, it was probably doable in private. In the real world, especially where issues were still unresolved and you might have to interact with the real people involved, that was a hell of a tall order.

Or it’s a reasonable suggestion, and you should suck it up and do it, my inner voice noted with a sigh at my fear and obstinance.

“That’d be easier if it was just one thing,” I said out loud, “but this is one hell of a tangled ball. This will take a while.”

“It always is,” Himeko noted, though not without sympathy.

I took the opportunity to vent a little, trying not to fall backwards lest Himeko pull me up short like she’d promised. “Yeah, but I’ve got one hell of an awkward mess here. I’m angry at them for dragging me into this, for Akira’s stupid lapses in judgement, for a whole mess of things related to that after all the grief they’ve given me the last few years after meeting you!”

“That’s probably embarrassing them too,” Himeko interjected gently.

I nodded. “And don’t get me started on Sakura’s stupidity in wanting to go back there and do something, that’s the only thing that could make Akira’s carelessness look smart. The fact that she’d dare get angry at me for not-“ I cut myself off before I could get back into yesterday’s strawman rants.

Himeko waited patiently.

I took a deep breath, and let it out slowly. “But that’s stupid-” I told the both of us out loud.

“Ah!” Himeko interrupted me with a reproving look.

“It’s careless,” I corrected. “She was probably getting angry and impatient, just like me, about her brother’s condition and looking for an excuse to vent. Just like how I got angry to avoid my fear the next day, she did it then. She had less stuff to get afraid of than I did, but the bits she did have hit her notably harder.”

“That bit I don’t understand,” Himeko noted, honestly a little curious and confused. “What do you mean she had less to be afraid of than you did?”

I took another deep breath, tempted to take a drink of tea myself the at the way my mouth suddenly went dry. “My cousin’s the biggest bit, the most important one,” I temporized. “But there’s a couple of medium and bigger scale worries there too.”

I gave in to the excuse and took a drink. Himeko’s gaze sharpened and she pressed me. “Mamoru, this sounds like it’s important.”

I sighed. But I was none-too-secretly pleased for the chance to say it, and I think Himeko knew that. “Well, there’s the simple stuff. Like did I make the right choice in letting that vampire go, not trying to do more at Black Juice, or not being sure Hideji understood the situation!”

Himeko nodded at that last one. “I had a few words with Eiko about that,” she admitted. “She agrees with you, his master’s been a little too overprotective about the weirder stuff. Hideji’s not a bad person, nor a dumb one. But he seems to have been thinking this was a stereotypical ‘monster-of-the-week’ scenario rather than something larger, more nuanced, and interwoven with real life.”

“Ugh,” I noted softly. I couldn’t blame Hideji for that, it wasn’t like the situation was well defined! But this wasn’t some unmistakably evil alien intermittently and conveniently materializing from another dimension, this had been a (sort of) living being with ties to the world. Their morality had been a pretty dark gray. But that applied to plenty of normal humans, and Hideji knew better than to simply go around breaking those people's heads indiscriminately. The vampire and her companions lived and worked in that sort of societal space. It was one thing when we eliminated nutjobs that had gone over the line in to madness and murdering people whenever they wanted, even beings like the vampire or dokirk wanted those types gone lest they either turn on other supernatural beings or draw too much attention in their direction. But those who were sane and connected in a community? That got complex really fast. And often in unpleasant ways.

“Where was Eiko anyway?” I asked as an aside, not wanting to go too far down that mental rabbit hole again. That ‘brief’ flash there had been more than enough, and my own uncertainties on the subject were yet another source of stress.

“On a date,” Himeko answered shortly. Before I could finish opening my mouth she continued with “and we are not going to get sidetracked any more, Mamoru. You need to tell me the more complicated stuff and you need to stop finding excuses.”

I flushed slightly. That had been something that really got my attention, and I did want to follow up on it, but the timing and focus on it would have just been pure evasion.

“The whole situation meant that I came perilously close to revealing myself to my family,” I said, my voice flat as I fought off a horde of emotions at that idea. “At least the Kanoko side of it. And I’m really not sure what the hell they think of me now. I got out of there alright, but that’s mostly because they were too shocked and worried about Akira. If I was discussing this with them three months after the fact there’d have been no way they’d let some of my excuses go.”

I was silent for a moment, and so was Himeko. “I’m sure you have your reasons,” she said finally.

“I have even more of them now!” I admitted a little bitterly. “How do you think they’ll react to me keeping this secret after they find out Akira got himself snacked on by a vampire and a psi-vamp? That’s… that’s not the sort of thing that’s going to go down well. Saori and cousin Reiji at least know to look out for things now, that the supernatural is out there. How do you think my Uncle Reiji is going to react to the knowledge I never told them and then it literally came back to bite them?”

Himeko didn’t say anything, but she looked grave.

“Thankfully, it looks like Akira’s safe, mystically speaking. He’s damaged, but it’s the equivalent of a clean break: it’ll heal easily and safely with time.” I’d used our blood connections to remotely check on him this morning via some advanced spells. His energy was slowly but steadily returning, and his aura showed no signs of any long-term markings. Well, except for no longer being a virgin.

“But I need to lay low when it comes to the Kanokos for a while, probably a year or so if I can help it. Thankfully, making the jump to the idea that I’m somehow a mage would be a hell of a leap. But they have to be certain that something’s up after this, and that I really am keeping some sort of deep, dark secret.”

“Combine all that with the big picture worries, like what’s going to happen with Black Juice when magic actually becomes public knowledge and accessible,” I continued with even more bitterness, “and it’s no wonder I’m quietly terrified. Right now that vampire has to keep her existence a joke to her victims, and her hypnosis subtle. When the truth comes out? She can use it as a pickup line to ignorant suckers who buy the wrong sort of media hype, then wipe their memories with a laugh.”

“With a laugh?”

I came back to myself a little more and must have looked a little rueful. “Okay, that bit’s stupid. But if I can come up with some sort of convoluted plan, like having a victim write themselves a note saying ‘I’m letting a vampire hypnotize me to prove a point. Future me: don’t panic if you don’t remember last night.’ Then I’m pretty sure a several hundred-year-old predator who’s mastered social interactions can come up with something a lot smarter.”

“That…” Himeko trailed off thoughtfully. “That does sound like something a stupid university student would try, doesn’t it?”

I nodded with disgusted energy. “It would take a little more work than that, but not much. Too many idiots try drugs out of curiosity, or for fun. How much easier would ‘just let this beautiful vampire lady look into your eyes a moment, you can feel what it’s like to be hypnotized. Don’t worry, it’s fun and relaxing!’ be to sell?”

Himeko looked slightly abashed. Probably because she’d have tried it, I thought cynically. At least a few years ago. Don’t get me wrong, Himeko would never have done that without taking at least a dozen precautions that probably would have made it safe. Independent watchers, setting up security checks, straight up telling her security people what she was doing; she’d never have simply walked into something like that and given someone a potential backdoor to everything Meiko related. But given her fascination with magic, especially before I’d sated her appetite a bit, it was easy to see how she’d have talked herself into trying.

A little ironically, before either of us could say anything else, there was a spiritual pulse that caught both of our notice. It hadn’t been strong, exactly, but it had demanded attention. If I were to compare it to a sound, I would have said it wasn’t loud but had a startling amount of bass and reverb.

“What the-“ I started, looking around, trying to get a sense of the direction it had come.

Himeko instantly knew, and for a good reason. “It’s Kameiko,” she declared, thrusting herself to her feet. “Come on!”

For a moment I questioned her urgency. Then I remembered the kami was pretty connected to her bloodline, and she’d practically been his miko for a year or so. Then I started to panic. Oh gods, what now? What could finally attract his attention and cause him to act like that?

Himeko swiftly led us deeper into the house, keeping herself to a walk which conveyed urgency but not panic. Needless to say, I wasn’t so graceful. I fumbled around with my backpack and the mana reservoir in there, cursing the fact I hadn’t brought along my staff and the naginata bag today.

Himeko unerringly climbed two flights of stairs, taking us to the third floor, and I realized we were heading towards her father’s office. Oh shit! Red flag! I thought, fighting off an accompanying mental whimper. There were no circumstances in which a kami manifesting in Mr. Meiko’s office were good. They started with urgent and cranky complaints, then rapidly climbed into ‘he’s under attack by demons’ territory.

Golden Week is supposed to be a time of rest and refreshing oneself, not one supernatural incident after another!

As we got a little closer I heard raised voices and I realized it was even worse: Himeko’s father and grandfather were arguing.

Himeko abruptly slowed to a crawl. “Oh no,” she sighed softly. This time I wasn’t sure if I’d been supposed to hear. “And he’s been so much better recently.”

Not ‘good’, I couldn’t help but note, not ‘not caused any trouble’. Just ‘better’. I had a pretty strong impression the word choice was accurate.

“-WILL listen to me, Hajime!”

As I reluctantly followed Himeko I could hear her father’s softer but dangerously icy response. “I will listen to you, father, but not blindly obey. You lost those privileges years ago, and you have shown me nothing today that suggests they should be given back.”

“Rights!”

Meiko Hajime’s response to that claim was wordless, and I couldn’t even see him as we were still several doors away, but I felt the cold scorn and denial of that idea from where I was.

“Rights,” Himeko’s grandfather repeated. “They are rights. And I will have the respect and obedience I am owed.”

“That much, you are given,” Mr. Meiko reasserted firmly. “It is your demands for even more that are the problem, and cause such conflict.”

“Insolence!”

We quietly moved a little closer. Well, Himeko did and I reluctantly followed her. It was notable that several other Meiko servants were hovering around the area, just out of sight of those inside the office, but were not making themselves known. I really didn’t want to either, especially since I was even more of an outsider in this family dispute than they were. But I wasn’t going to let Himeko go in alone, not when I could still faintly feel Kameiko’s presence in the area. And the idea of adding the kami to this already volatile mix terrified me, so I reluctantly stuck around, prepared to act as a control rod if necessary. Thankfully, the kami didn’t seem to be making any active moves and Himeko hung back just before the threshold of the room, judging matters with a little more wisdom.

“Father,” Mr. Meiko responded with a hint of sad weariness. “You taught me better than that. Do you not remember your own lessons? That passion was alright, and if someone had legitimately given in to it that I should make sure I was paying attention? Be certain I knew why they were being that passionate? But that I was never to fall for fools who let passion become a substitute for reason? You told me that if someone was attempting to conceal their weaknesses with volume then I should immediately do the opposite, that their ideas would be hollow and I was not to fall for that.”

That’s… actually a pretty good guideline, I admitted to myself. As a hard and fast rule it was a bit lacking. But for the business world? Maybe it was just my own ignorance speaking but that seemed like a pretty good litmus test. And another uncomfortable reminder that Himeko’s grandfather wasn’t just some nebulous ‘bad guy’ that we had to beat.

“Foolish boy,” said grandfather hissed. “Parroting my own words without understanding. I’ve tried reason, time and time again, and you’ve failed to see it.”

Himeko’s fist clenched at that line, tight enough I worried she’d hurt herself.

“Funnily enough,” Mr. Meiko noted without humor, “that’s everyone else’s complaint about you.”

“So we’re agreed then,” his own father said, with the air of someone pulling out a trump card. “Our differences are irreconcilable?”

“I never said that,” Himeko’s father said patiently, “but I’ve tried to listen and parse your arguments time and time again. And you’ve shut your ears and eyes against anything else.”

“No, I’ve opened my eyes!” the more senior Meiko spit back furiously. “And if there’s one thing I do have to thank that lying gaijin for, it’s how he revealed to us the true possibilities out there.”

I felt Kameiko stirring again, centered on Himeko’s grandfather. Oh crap!

“I will no longer be denied within my own house! You will listen to me or you will bear the consequences!”

Before anyone could say or do anything else I was storming through the door, actually rushing ahead of Himeko. “Are you insane?!” I emoted, just about ready to tear my hair out.

“Ah! The little rat was listening at the walls, spying as always.”

“I felt Kameiko moving just by being in the same house as him,” I said, gesturing wildly. I couldn’t even be offended by his words, I was too busy being terrified of the cliff he was about to stumble off of. “And if you think I felt him, what do you think Sarutahiko Okami felt?! Kameiko, have you lost your goddamn mind?!”

Mr. Meiko blinked but said nothing, keeping a perfectly neutral expression in the face of the hard left turn this whole conversation had taken.

The kami’s voice echoed from somewhere off the most senior Meiko’s person. I realized her grandfather must be holding an artifact similar to the magatama bead Himeko carried. “I don’t understand the concern, Matsuda-san,” Kameiko replied simply. “I am simply carrying out my duty.”

“Pardon?” I asked incredulously, not bothering to hide my shock or disdain.

“I serve the Meiko family. Logically the eldest patriarch of the family must have my obedience, loyalty, and service.”

“You see?” Himeko’s grandfather crowed, “even the kami can see what my own family cannot.”

“No, he can’t,” I enunciated clearly, holding my hand to my forehead and starting to pace back and forth. “That’d be iffy reasoning under normal conditions. Sure, you might get away with it, or the king of the earthly kami might just let it go with a slap on the wrist. But you seem to have forgotten something Kameiko. This isn’t your house! Your home is back in Kyoto. You’re so far out of line right now that- that-“

The urgent squeezesqueezesqueeze of my warning bracelet coincided with the gentle thump of a fox suddenly landing on Mr. Meiko’s desk.

A fox with a full seven tails.

“Oh fuck,” I choked out softly, all the blood draining from my face until I was even paler than Akira had been a few days ago. I didn’t kneel, it wasn’t my God involved here, but I instantly tried to touch my toes with my head via as deep a bow as I could manage.

Aoth? Any help you’d care to give here would be appreciated, I thought while keeping my head low. I doubted he’d do anything more than give the kitsune a gentle reminder of who I belonged to before they acted too precipitously. I certainly wasn’t expecting my deity to get directly involved in this dispute. But the danger had escalated and I’d take whatever I could get!

“What’s this then?” Himeko’s grandfather demanded. “More of your tricker- AH!” he yelled out as the fox glared at him, power pulsed out, and he was thrust suddenly and violently against the wall, pinned there about half a meter off the floor.

Mr. Meiko started to rise to help his father, took in my position, remembered what I’d just said, and then made the same sort of rapid calculations his daughter could. He went almost as pale as I had and then dropped to his knees, followed by bowing all the way over to rest his forehead on the office carpet. “Oh great and wise servant of the gods,” he said, his voice trembling a little, “I humbly beseech you to spare my father.”

“Hajime. What-“ the father in question forced out as if he were being choked. I’d almost have appreciated his grit if it hadn’t been so misplaced.

“Your arrival was unexpected and impossible to anticipate, I beg that you please forgive him for not being quick enough to recognize your importance.”

The fox looked at Mr. Meiko a moment then let out a dismissive sniff. “Kameiko,” it instead declared with angry sternness. “Your presence is required. Now.”

The fox seemed to leap elsewhere, vanishing from sight. At the same time there was a subtle sensation in the air, as if something had just been ripped away. Himeko, still hidden on the other side of the door, and her grandfather let out simultaneous cries of pain a moment later. Her grandfather’s was followed by a pained grunt as the force holding him to the wall released and he dropped to the floor.

There was a moment of cautious stillness, none of us dared to move in the face of such sudden and chaotic changes. Then, as Mr. Meiko and I cautiously dared to start lifting our heads, Himeko hustled into the room and to her grandfather’s side. “Grandfather,” she declared worriedly as she helped him up.

He of course shook off her hands as soon as he was upright. “Treacherous child! What did you do? I can no longer feel him.”

“I can’t either,” Himeko admitted, trying to hide some hurt. “The magatama feels hollow. Mamoru, what’s happening?”

“You can’t trust-“

“Father!” Mr. Meiko’s voice cracked like an icy whip, silencing his own parent. He looked at me, doing a great job at concealing his shock except for the haunted look in his eyes. “Even I can make some guesses, but perhaps we should listen to the expert? Matsuda-san?”

Ah fuck. “I’m… making guesses too,” I replied slowly.

The elder Meiko made a sound of disgust.

“But I’m pretty sure Kameiko just pushed past the limits of what he was allowed to do. The kami… look, I’m still learning. And since I’m not a shaman I mostly have to get the information in dribs and drabs rather than getting the full rundown. And there’s only so much the kami are allowed to interfere with humanity.”

“Nonsense,” Himeko’s grandfather scowled mightily at me, “you’re lying! Attempting to protect yourself! I see through you!”

“Grandfather-“ Himeko began tiredly.

“No!” he shook a finger at her. “I’ve heard the stories of what he’s done, what you’ve done in the past! All the things you've tried to lie to us about. And now the kami is not allowed to help? And you don’t find it suspicious that he’s the one telling us that?”

Himeko looked annoyed enough to give her elder a piece of her mind. But oddly enough his words had slipped past my shock at all these sudden developments and started my own brain working again. I accidentally forestalled her with a tentative “he’s got a point.”

While I rubbed my chin, the problem slowly but steadily consuming me, all three Meikos stared at me in disbelief. Ironically, I’d said about the one thing that would stun them and pause all arguments. I didn’t even notice as I continued to work through the problem, fear and shock had pushed nearly everything else out of my head.

“They’ve let Kameiko get away with a fair amount of stuff before, I might be talking out my ass with this one. But…”

I stopped and frowned, looking up at the ceiling as I contemplated things. All three Meikos looked amongst each other for a moment, not used to anyone treating them like that. Hell, I wouldn’t have talked to them that casually and openly if my mind hadn’t been racing, let alone in Mr. Meiko’s office!

“I think it’s a cumulative thing,” I said finally as I thought about all the stuff I’d seen Himeko and Kameiko get away with over the years. “Kameiko’s operating far from home. He’s operating openly. He’s operating directly on humans. And he’s being used by one human to compromise another humans’ free will. One of those, two of those, maybe even three of those wouldn’t be a problem. I don’t think I’ve ever seen Kameiko do more than two of those at once before now. All four together, especially when there’s an intent to keep doing that regularly, seems like it’s finally too far. I also think he’s going past his limits, the domain where he’s supposed to operate as a kami, on top of everything else. But I really don’t trust my interpretation of that last one.”

“You shouldn’t,” Himeko’s grandfather heckled me again, his voice regaining strength, “he said it was his prerogative.”

“Normally I’d trust his judgement over mine,” I agreed, forgetting who I was talking to for a moment. And why he'd been having those conversations in the first place. “At least in this sphere. But I’m really not sure this time. Not if Sarutahiko Okami is getting involved.”

“Bah!” the elder Meiko emoted again, turning away from me.

“I just saw a kitsune,” Mr. Meiko noted neutrally, keeping his tone mildly curious. I was really impressed with him. Things had gone from zero to one hundred and then back again with no warning. He was holding himself together incredibly well, all things considered.

“And I desperately want to ask about that!” I admitted feelingly, responding naturally in my own shock. “I don’t know what sort of messenger I’d expect from the ruler of the earthly kami, but a kitsune wouldn’t have been it. But I’m also not stupid enough to badger them with that question. And neither should you, not if you want to live.”

“Mamoru,” Himeko cut through both the confusion and my skewed priorities with calmness and experience. “How much danger are we in?”

Her centered but urgent tone pierced through my own fear and to the heart of the matter. “Unknown,” I responded immediately. I glanced at my warning bracelet. It seemed to be trembling on my wrist.

“My grandfather just got shoved up against a wall,” she reminded me, striving to keep a half dozen emotions out of her voice.

While the man in question glared, but did hold his tongue this time, I did my best to answer. “I don’t think we’re in any trouble,” I said slowly, cautiously. “Not directly at least. But we’re really close to it. This just got escalated to some higher powers, and they’re not usually patient with humans. Especially not humans they think are acting uppity. Your father had the right idea there: immediate submission and respect bordering on obsequious.”

Her grandfather bristled. “We are the Meiko family! We do not-“

“Bow before gods?” I interrupted him, my tone urgent. “You just saw how well that’s going to go. If you don’t want to end up splattered all over the wall, I suggest you rethink that position. You don’t stubbornly face down the tsunami, you run to higher ground!”

To be fair to Himeko’s grandfather, half his problem had been his habits, not a lack of intelligence. Himeko had once explained it to me. In his mind he was a Meiko, and head of that powerful family to boot. There were few in the world with greater status than he, and one of them did not just appear in front of him. Your average person didn’t have that reflex, that spine deep knowledge. Heck, I’d glanced good example of that mere minutes ago when I’d seen a half dozen Meiko employees staying just outside the doors, even senior ones like their head of security and Eiko’s father. They were keeping as close as they dared, but still being careful to maintain a safe distance from the situation they were catching glimpses of. People like them knew that between their parents, superiors at work, and the authorities, it was possible for someone to come along that had every right in the world to give them certain orders. Himeko’s grandfather did not. In fact, he was conditioned to fight against that reflexively lest someone be trying to bamboozle his family or take advantage of his hesitation to get away with something.

I hadn’t believed it at first, but seeing all this really drove it home. It explained more of his behaviour than I’d realized. Even Mr. Meiko had at least needed to deal with the minor reality check of him, it had helped keep Himeko’s father aware of that possibility so he didn’t instantly assume his rights and react too hastily or arrogantly against someone else. Himeko’s reactions were close to normal since she had her parents and all her teachers to deal with. Unfortunately, Himeko’s grandfather had been allowed too much free reign for too long at an age where most people weren’t known for their flexibility. When higher powers with no reason to respect the Meiko name came calling, he had exactly the wrong reflexes for the situation.

Which was why he stubbornly pouted like a little boy, albeit with more dignity, but didn’t say anything else. He had a lot of bad qualities, terminal stupidity wasn’t one of them. He couldn’t let himself lose face (in his eyes) by admitting he was wrong, but he wasn’t going to blindly double down and make things even worse. Not when things were this serious.

In that vein, I continued. “The good news is that the same things that got Kameiko into trouble should help keep us out of it. So long as we’re careful. Too much interference in too high handed a manner is anathema to the kami, and they will enforce that amongst themselves. Hence this whole intervention. They’re not likely to do much to us so long as we don’t give them a reason.”

“We don’t necessarily have to placate them,” I added hastily. “We just have to be polite and not disrespectful. Treat them like you’d expect a host to treat you at a casual get together where you’re just stopping to talk to someone else. They’d be polite, attentive to your needs if they have any, but wouldn’t feel they have to interact or make any deals. You’re not there to deal with them, there’s no need for them to bother you with bribes or flattery, but you’re not going to tolerate or forget a bunch of arrogant and disrespectful behaviour.”

For once that wasn’t one of my stupid analogies. I’d seriously tripped up on the phrasing, the original version had been much smoother, but the actual comparison had originated from my studies on Avalon. Ironically, in this respect I was probably more like Himeko’s grandfather than anyone else there. Like most mages, I wasn’t a huge fan of bowing and scraping too much before gods. I preferred to be doing my thing while they were doing theirs, with little contact between the two sides. One of the reasons I followed Aoth religiously was because he encouraged and enabled that attitude.

Himeko still looked a little skeptical. And because this was a potentially life-threatening situation involving members of her family (at least one of which she actually cared for) she noted. “Are you sure about that Mamoru? That wasn’t exactly Sarutahiko Okami himself. That was a kitsune after all.”

I deflated a little. “Good point,” I admitted, a little shamefaced. “Okay, a little more bowing and scraping is a good plan. We all know the legends. Having a kitsune think you’re arrogant is not a good idea!”

“You ignorant little fool, getting us into trouble again.”

I rounded on Himeko’s grandfather incredulously. The adrenalin and quiet terror of what might happen when the kitsune returned was getting to me. “Excuse me? Which one of us blindly meddled with the laws and conventions of the supernatural world to provoke this incident?”

He didn’t back down. “Hah! Pretty words from a man who admits his own ignorance, who’s still depending on children’s tales for knowledge. You talk about blindness while ignorantly costing this family so much.”

“Father-“ Mr. Meiko began, coolly.

“No more shielding the fool Hajime. That we should suffer such reverses and inconveniences over this- this-“

The elder sputtered furiously for a moment before getting himself under control.

“How many times has my granddaughter been hauled before the police because of him?” he asked, his voice full of venom. “Her blind flouting of her place is one thing, but shall we ignore how much danger he’s brought to our door? Or how about the ‘favors’ we’re wasting on him? Do you think I missed how much time and effort you had to spend over the silly little seal that he found? You spent days maneuvering things because he was too stupid and arrogant to follow through on his self-imposed lost and found. Or how about the people we had to risk the other day to take care of his wasted cousin? Hm? If the kami hadn’t assured me otherwise, I’d have assumed he enspelled you all to ignore his rampant stupidity! Am I the only one left with sanity in this house?”

“I note no mention of all the times he’s helped us,” Himeko spoke after a moment, a quieter yet no less potent venom in her own words. “No mention of his kindness, not a word about how much better he lives up to the Meiko ideal than a weak little fool like you.”

“How dare-“

He was overridden by the icy gust of Mr. Meiko’s words. “Could we please calm down a little and prepare before our esteemed guests return?” Mr. Meiko was projecting such a stern and disapproving aura all around that for a moment I wondered if he’d studied under Master Tai too. I suspected Eiko and Hideji would have taken notes if they could have watched him. “There is much to discuss here, but it would be best if all of us could survive the upcoming crisis first. There is no point in arguing about where to assign blame if the people in question are killed before the argument is complete.”

He turned to me. “Now, Mamoru? As the expert here do you have anything else to add?”

I wasn’t sure how I felt to be put on the spot like that. Especially since I realized the best advice I could give was… “Not really,” I admitted with manifest reluctance. “Not without knowing a little bit more about Kameiko and his current situation. And in this case, the other two probably know more than me about that.”

“Hah!”

“What do you mean Mamoru?” Himeko asked much more politely.

“I mean,” I continued, barely suppressing a sigh, “a lot of what might happen next depends upon Kameiko. And I thought I knew him, or at least the basics, but there might be a couple of subtle points here that could have a big influence on everything. If, for example, one of your ancestors actually carried out some sort of ritual to try and carry him over here, make him the mansion’s kami as well, that would change things.”

Three generations of Meiko stared at me in confusion. “You can do that?” Himeko asked in surprise.

“Theoretically. Maybe.” This time I did sigh. “Look, I don’t believe that’s the case. For that to stand a chance of working it has to be done around the time of laying the new place’s foundations. And if that had happened then Kameiko should have been the mansion’s kami a long time ago. I mostly just threw that out as a hypothetical. But. If something like that had been attempted, and it just didn’t entirely work back at the time, then that would throw a bunch of my calculations out of whack. Kameiko wouldn’t be trespassing, or least not as much. And Sarutahiko Okami would probably be inclined to be merciful.”

It might also explain some of the lack of development of the mansion’s kami, I thought, momentarily distracted by that idea. I really didn’t think that was the case, the mansion’s weird state as less a home and more a place where a couple of Meikos were staying was a more likely explanation for that. And I had seen a few glimpses of a kami native to this mansion before now, they probably wouldn’t have developed at all if the other scenario was true. But now that I’d stumbled on to the idea I couldn’t quite dismiss it.

For better or worse I was distracted by the smug “See?” from Himeko’s grandfather.

“See what?” Himeko shot back in annoyance.

“What did I just say?” Mr. Meiko asked, the frost returning. He did make sure to explicitly add “both of you” with an understated glare towards his own father.

The elder Meiko started to go red again. “Don’t think-“

“What he thinks is irrelevant,” a fifth voice interrupted us in annoyance. All of us jolted a little and turned to look at the kitsune, which had returned and manifested on top of the backrest of Mr. Meiko’s chair.

Himeko’s father froze for a moment, then slowly and cautiously slid out of the chair, taking care to keep his posture low and on the submissive side. Not completely submissive. Whether it was out of deference to his father’s wishes, or wise positioning about not appearing a pushover, he maintained a subtle air of ‘I am still an alpha’ about him. But he was deliberate enough in his actions that no one could have any doubt who the superior was, or that he was deferring to our visitor. While the fox spread out it’s seven tails in a regal display he carefully moved around to join us on the other side of his own desk.

The kitsune appeared to ignore him with an interferent disdain a cat would envy, but didn’t actually speak until he’d joined the others. “Sarutahiko Okami has ruled upon this situation, and would have his judgement known so that none can claim ignorance.”

Oh fuck. I tried to take heart from the fact my warning talisman wasn’t going too hard, not given the power of the beings involved, but it was definitely going. The fact that I felt a subtle but undeniable power spreading out from the kitsune was another deeply worrying sign. Especially given their trickster nature, I wasn’t exactly sure how well my warning talisman would react to something a little subtler or less direct. For example, the fox spirits weren’t exactly known for transforming people into other things, not in the stories I had read, but that could still be in the works. And my talisman might not have registered that as a major threat. After all, it wasn't like that was going to kill me, was it? I wasn’t truly worried about ending up as a frog on a lily pad (or more likely a kappa given their sense of humor) but under the circumstances I had to wonder if my talisman was really set up to watch for the likes of that.

The kitsune in question might have been powerful enough to pick up on all my worries, but if they made the effort there was no sign of it.

“The one known as Kameiko has grossly overstepped their boundaries and must be punished-“

It paused as Himeko’s grandfather drew breath to protest. Himeko and her father were already moving to step on one of his feet each when the kitsune froze them all with a glare.

“Others would be wise to learn from this lesson and not overstep theirs,” the spirit noted dangerously.

The man muffled his own voice under that threat.

“However,” the kitsune continued, their voice full of reluctant magnanimity, “there are extenuating circumstances and he will not be subjected to the ultimate punishment. The great and wise ruler of this land’s kami can concede that much. His grief and neglect at the hands of humans, followed by improper handling of his rediscovery-“

There was a definite annoyed glance towards me at the pronouncement. Thankfully my warning bracelet didn’t react, but I still had to wince. I probably should have thought twice about giving him a name, I admitted to myself.

“-then further careless handling by even more humans,” another pair of glances this time, to both Himeko and her grandfather in turn, “explain much of his behaviour.”

“They do not excuse it though,” the kitsune declared with that iron certainty of a judge handing down a sentence. “And a kami of his age knew better and willfully ignored the commands of his lord and master.”

Himeko’s grandfather once again made an indignant sound, stopped only by his descendants deliberately grabbing him. This time Mr. Meiko went all the way to slapping a hand over his father’s mouth, desperately trying to save his parent.

The kitsune was not excusing it this time. “Yes, Meiko-domo,” it declared in a voice dripping with scorn, staring down at the elder. I briefly had an impression of a different form, a glimpse of a shadow, that of a huge and snarling fox that belonged in a kaiju or straight up horror movie. “You do have a call on him, and your stupidity has been taken into account. But he answers to higher authorities than you. And in his overeager desperation to be useful and despair at being forgotten he far overstepped his bounds.”

Ah. I thought, feeling a little guilty as the kitsune’s words made me flash back to my early meetings with Kameiko. The kami had been alone for centuries, molded by its nature to view itself as a part of the Meiko family. And I’d finally given it a path and opportunity to be more central to that again. Kameiko was from an older age, I couldn’t be surprised the kami had deferred to Himeko’s grandfather above all. Especially if he’d given Kameiko an actual chance again. Perhaps Himeko's grandfather having the vision and intelligence to realize that was a possibility, even if I'd been the one to indirectly let him know, should have surprised me. But that was it, everything else had been plain to see if anyone had looked. And frankly, given that the senior Meiko thought I was a threat, him latching on to that idea in a desperate bid to counter me really shouldn't have come as a shock either.

Humans do screw everything up, my internal thoughts full of shame, thinking of both Himeko’s grandfather and myself.

While I thought that Himeko’s grandfather surged forwards, shaking off his relatives’ hands. “He did no such thing!” he protested vehemently, apparently having decided audacity and not backing down was the only way out of this. “He is the Meiko’s kami, and the Meiko family was acting in a shameful fashion! He had every duty and right to help me set them on the right path.”

The fox looked at him a moment, then smirked.

Oh shit! I thought, starting to take a step forward, seeing the disaster coming. To my horror I found that I could not, that I was frozen by a much greater power. For a split second I was surprised that none of my precautionary spells had triggered. Then I felt a subtle but powerful voice. It echoed in my chest and through my body, coming through the ankh.

>LEAVE HIM,< my deity sent to me with a faint tinge of disappointment and sadness. >THIS IS NOT YOUR BUSINESS, HE HAS CHOSEN HIS PATH.< Aoth was not going to protect me from whatever the kitsune was doing. And, for better or worse, the kitsune was focused on the eldest Meiko.

“You truly hold to that?” the kitsune asked conversationally.

“Of course! And if you were any true servant of the gods so would you!”

I glanced towards Himeko and her father. Judging by the way they were perfectly still, but there was horror in their eyes, I was pretty sure they were laboring under the same power.

“And you believe you can lecture a trusted servant of Sarutahiko Okami on the subject?”

Shut up shut up shut up, I chanted in my head, almost willing the elder Meiko to hear. Sadly, whatever power (probably just the kitsune’s) that held me also had a firm grip on my magical abilities. I could not even shape mana in the face of its overwhelming force. Not when it already had a hold of me, not under these circumstances.

The elder Meiko scowled mightily. “Of course I can! This is all patently obvious!”

There’s an interesting perspective here, some horrified part of me noted distantly as it watched the progress of the ongoing train wreck. Just a few days ago you were lecturing Hideji about how he had to accept certain things and that some people just messed up their own lives and had to accept the consequences of that. Yet here you are, trying to defend Himeko’s grandfather of all people. I’d argue that he probably did it even more knowingly than Akira’s friends.

I wasn’t sure whether to feel like a hypocrite, a fool, or a little more enlightened. He was practically committing ritual seppuku at this point, cutting the sword through his own guts, but my reflex was to try and stop him. Was it just because the kitsune wasn’t quite so obvious a danger, despite their well-earned reputation in legends? It wasn’t quite the same situation as my cousin’s, this was in progress while we’d come across Akira and his friends after things had progressed much further, but it was similar enough to niggle at my conscience.

“Well then,” the kitsune’s expression could charitably have been referred to as a smile, even though it showed ALL of their teeth. “We’ll take that into account.”

The kitsune’s power exploded outwards, invisible but with terrifying force. I wasn’t sure I’d have been able to detect it from my apartment, but I had a sneaking suspicion I might have felt something all the way from our old high school. Even the most stubbornly and supernaturally blind person on the Meiko estate had to suddenly look around and question what the hell was happening as the kitsune subtly rearranged reality in a way that I couldn’t immediately follow.

“You wish to live your past?” the kitsune declared haughtily. “To embrace your ancestors’ ways? You wish to know Sarutahiko Okami’s will? Then so be it. You and Kameiko are now and forever bound to your old estate.”

The man fell to the floor, holding his chest, and both his relatives immediately reached for him in concern as the power holding us dissipated.

“Father!”

“Grandfather!”

The kitsune continued, their voice washing over us all as it continued, indifferent to everything going on around us. “Should you attempt to leave that estate you will gradually weaken and die. I’d estimate it should take about a day or so, so you may take quick trips out to the theater if you like. Kameiko may contact us in order to arrange a stay of grace for you if extraordinary circumstances come up, unlike you Sarutahiko Okami is not merciless or inflexible. But I’d be wary about asking too lightly, or asking him to press past our master’s law again. Should Kameiko be destroyed we will not be providing you with a replacement.”

“You-“ the seniormost Meiko began weakly as he slowly rose to his feet, stopping when something seemed to grip his heart and he bent back down again.

“For a man who clings to tradition and heritage,” the kitsune noted with undisguised contempt, “your memory is truly selective. Your ancestors understood, from the start and down to the bone, that nature and the kami always had the final say. Not you.”

I winced to hear it put so bluntly. Hard to argue that one, I admitted internally. We’d had a small tremor just earlier today, something close to 4.0 on the Richter Scale. Himeko’s grandfather was acting like humanity could overrule nature. That was an idea that everyone on our islands knew to be false.

“You will live your life, clinging to past glories, past achievements, and past mores. All while being unbothered and unoffended by your ungrateful family, who will know beyond a shadow of a doubt who was right, their eyes opened by the power of the kami. Just like you wanted,” the kitsune declared.

There’s something ironic about that, the terrified back of my brain babbled as the kitsune flexed its power again. That seems like a more modern ‘careful what you wish for’ punishment instead of the traditional kitsune trick. But the fact it is a more modern interpretation… is that part of the trick and the punishment?

The kitsune’s power pulsed again, and suddenly Kameiko fell to the floor next to Himeko’s grandfather. He was using the appearance I hadn’t seen in a while, that of the man in traditional clothing, shaved head, and topknot. He looked slightly bruised though. And when he started to get up he quickly changed that into a deep bow as he saw the kitsune was there.

“Kameiko,” the kitsune said mercilessly, “you are to witness this too, so you will not be tempted again to trespass. We warn the Meiko family not to indulge your fool of a senior any further. We know you have powerful allies,” a stern glance in my direction, “they are not to attempt to break or bend these punishments.”

I hated to admit it, but I was not-so-secretly glad to have the excuse.

“Your wills are your own, but know that you invite ruin if you act upon his. And, so you know that you’ll be both watched and protected: “

The kitsune paused for a moment, and there was another pulse. But this one was more gentle, almost tender, and I could sense the power was lifting and supporting something else. Something that had been hiding, but there all along.

I think everyone there blinked in surprise to see what looked like a young-ish girl slowly materializing besides Mr. Meiko’s chair, she looked like she would have been younger than Kaede but maybe older than Saori. She was undeniably Japanese in looks, and wore a high-class but understated kimono. But in sharp contrast to Kameiko’s traditionalism her black hair was cut shorter than any woman would have chosen before the last century, and she wore modern indoor slippers instead of the sandals that Kameiko used. And something about her face… it was subtle, she couldn’t have been Himeko’s sister, but I could have believed she was a cousin.

“Know the face of the true kami of your home,” the kitsune declared, the jab at Kameiko unsubtle. “She’s still too weak to normally materialize, too young and only recently awakened. But be aware she will be watching. And she understands her duty to Sarutahiko Okami.”

While Kameiko cringed the new kami in question bowed towards us all. Her posture was perfect and respectful. But after all the times I’d indirectly glimpsed her efforts over the last year or two I was unsurprised to see a twinkle of humor within her dark eyes.

“I am Meikami,” she reported to all of us, “I am pleased to make your acquaintance.”
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Everyone looked at me as I dragged myself into the research room.  I didn’t care, after the last few days of Golden Week it was becoming my safe space.  Himeko be damned, I was going to spend at least eight hours in today, twelve if I thought I could get away with it, and try to pretend the rest of the world wasn’t mad.

I saw the grad students all looking around at each other, but pretended not to.  Instead I started piling ingredients and components on the lab bench further away from the whiteboard, obviously intending to do science while angry.

Eventually, it looked like Kiyoto drew the short straw.  “So, Mamoru… are you alright?  You look a little…”

“Just fine,” I answered, lying through my teeth.  I’d tossed and turned way too long last night, new worries about Meikami combining with guilty feelings about Kameiko.  I had managed to get some sleep, eventually, but I’d had to use magic upon myself to force my body under.  I was still a bit too hollow eyed and spacey looking, not to mention a mad little glint to my gaze after everything that had happened so far this Golden Week.  In other words: not someone you wanted messing around with potentially dangerous equipment or chemicals!

“You were in yesterday,” Chie prodded carefully.  After prying myself from the garbage fire at the Meikos I’d headed in to the research room for six hours.  I would have spent more, but it had been getting pretty late by that point.  “You know what Himeko’s going to-“

“Himeko can kiss my ass,” I interrupted abruptly, shocking everyone to silence.  “Golden Week’s over the day after tomorrow and I’m not going to play by her stupid rules any longer.  Besides, you guys are in already.”  They’d been in a lot less during Golden Week, but they were all in this time.

“Yeah, but we’re grad…” Kiyoto began, before slowly shutting up under my wild look.  He was smart enough to realize this wasn’t the time for constructive criticism.

The room fell silent for a few minutes while they all studiously focused on their own fields and I focused on setting up.  I really was going to be doing some work.  I figured this was a good time to use all the frustration, the need to focus on something else other than what I was suffering from, to finally go ahead and forge an arcane alloy of titanium.

The other three just looked between each other, possibly because they realized I was setting up to work with dangerously high heat while not in the most sensible of moods.  “So,” Kiyoto finally tried again.  “Did you hear about Sato Gota?”

That did get my attention, although not in a good way.  “Oh for the love of…” I trailed off.  “What’d he do this time?”

“Got beat up.”

“Oh.”  That did take me aback.  I did feel a quick surge of spiteful satisfaction, unfortunately it wore off just as quickly when I remembered the last time I’d seen him seriously hurt.

“That’s not necessarily a good thing,” I sighed, obviously mourning the need to admit that.  “I hate the prying bastard, but most of the time he’s on to something.  And those that beat him up are usually the ones that need to be exposed the most.”

“Even if it’s Miyamoto Mina?” Kiyoto unbent enough to ask slyly.

“What?”  I blinked a few times.  “Wait, what? No, really, what?  Mina?  Our Mina?”

“Well, her friend if I’m being honest,” Kiyoto conceded magnanimously.  “She’s got her own friends outside of the lab, Mamoru.  A fact you might want to think about if you ever get to dating her.”

“Never mind that,” I said, trying to ignore the slight flush to my cheeks.  “What do you mean one of her friends beat up Sato Gota?  How?  Why?”

“It’s up on his website,” Kiyoto admitted, stopping his gentle ribbing of me to return to normal.  “Actually, it’s kind of interesting looking at it from our perspective, we might be some of the only people to realize the whole truth.”

“Nani?” I asked, even as I stopped my preparations to pull out my phone and check up on said website.

“Yeah, I agree with Mamoru this time.  What?” Ryota chimed in from his section of the room, quietly confirming he was listening to everything and knew at least something of what was going on.

“Try reading Truthseeker’s stuff again, then think about what we know about Sato, what we know about Mina, and then what we know about us.”

“What we think we know about Mina,” Chie chimed in.

“Alright.  But come on, she graduated from Tokyo U early.  Chances are good she really is doing something that impressive.”

Chie wasn’t that petty and left that one alone.  So Kiyoto then turned his attention back to me.  “It looks like Sato’s still been sniffing around the area, looking for the scoop on what we’ve been doing.”

“He thinks it’s more Meiko related-” Ryota added.

“We think he thinks it’s more Meiko related,” Chie interrupted tiredly.

“We pushed one of her buttons before you got in,” Kiyoto confided, “she’s going to be like that at least until lunch.”

Judging by the glare Chie shot him, something I was glad wasn’t aimed at me, it was going to be a little longer than that.  I wonder what they did?  I thought absently.  Chie could be as pedantic as the rest of us (especially me) but she was rarely that bothered about it.

“Anyway, Sato’s still wondering what the hell is up with us.  He’s being vague about on it on his website.  But I’m pretty sure he’s caught between thinking this is all Himeko abusing privilege to get you something; or that the Meiko family has stumbled onto something dark, secret, and important, and are working to develop it without anyone finding out.”

“And he’s halfway right about both of those,” I muttered in annoyance.  One of the deeply infuriating things about Sato Gota was the way he wasn’t entirely wrong.  He had way too twisted an impression of what was going on and his duty to reveal it.  But in my fairer moments I could really sympathize with him.  After all, if I’d just had the most limited rumors of someone else doing this, a young and talented scientist getting secretive support from an incredibly rich and influential heiress, allowing them to work towards some unknown ends, I’d have wanted more details about it too!  I’d be quietly terrified they were looking into something greedy, immoral, or destructive!  Or at least that said scientist was unduly influencing his patron somehow.

And it doesn’t help that Himeko was an influence in getting this room.  Not directly of course.  But the fact I was close friends with Himeko, and could always try to develop my discoveries through the private sector, had been a mostly unspoken but important consideration in the Dean’s continued support of our project.  It wasn’t a big or primary thing, that would have been asking for trouble all around.  But the Dean knew, and everyone knew that he wasn’t afraid to use it as ammunition for what he was doing when our opponents tried to argue against our existence.

“Anyway, Sato’s still got a hair up his ass about our project,” Kiyoto continued, “especially since we now know enough to not fall for him anymore.”  Kiyoto somehow encompassed all three grad students in that ’we’.  “We’re all aware and on the lookout for him, so he’s given up and trying to figure it out through us.”

In a twisted sort of way, it had become something I was actually grateful to our independent reporter for.  Sato’s continued poking around the edges (nothing too major, we weren’t that high a priority and the grad students were even lower on the chain than that) had gradually helped solidify everyone’s security habits.  The grad students still weren’t as paranoid as me, but knowing there was someone out there just waiting for you to make a careless mistake had encouraged them to be thorough and methodical about taking precautions.

“Instead, he’s started going a little further out,” Kiyoto explained.  “Looking to other people in the building for information or his way in.”

“Like Mina,” Ryota nodded along ruefully this time, getting it.

“Right.  From what I’ve heard she wasn’t the first one, but he tried a bit harder with Mina.  She’s more respected than most grad students but she’s usually alone.”

And possibly because I’ve had more contact with her, I thought, fighting down both shame and rage.  I’d barely exchanged any words with any of our other neighbors in the building, I could recognize a bunch of them but I doubted I could name more than two more.  Sato Gota had probably been thorough enough to recognize Mina was a different story.  My fault.

“Unfortunately, he pressed too hard,” Kiyoto continued with a savage grin.  “He doesn’t go into too many details on his end, but I got the story from one of guys who saw it.  Mina was talking with her friend outside the building, just hanging out and preparing to go to dinner.  That’s when Sato inserted himself and started one of his charm offensives.”

“Oh no,” Chie muttered softly.

“Oh yes.  And I think it would have been okay if Mina had been someone else, but Sato miscalculated.  Because she’s got her own secrets to keep she got spooked a lot quicker than he expected.  She told him to back off, and because he was puzzled and still worried about us he didn’t do it quickly enough.  That’s when her friend, who was apparently coming back from naginata practice, got serious.”

I started a little in surprise, suddenly engrossed.  “She didn’t.”

“She did,” Kiyoto’s grin grew even wider.  “When Sato didn’t back off quickly enough for her she yanked her practice naginata out of its case, snapped it into place, and went to town.  She smacked him about a bit, chasing him away and yelling at him about the importance of respecting women and boundaries.”

Despite myself, I had to bark out some laughter.  It wasn’t full-hearted but I could just picture it in my head, Sato Gota being whacked about and running away, his stupid hair flying all over the place as he tried to escape from someone he’d finally pushed too far.  I bent over a bit and let out the slightly bitter laughter in satisfaction at that, more disappointed that I hadn’t been able to see it in person than anything else. 

“She can’t have gotten away with it,” Chie noted with fascinated horror.

“Eh, that is Sato’s saving grace,” Kiyoto calmed down and admitted a little more ruefully.  “Campus security eventually stepped in and then Sato slipped away in the confusion.  He declined to press any charges or make any complaints, even on his website he’s grudgingly telling his readers she probably had a point.”

“Ugh, of course he would,” I half-groaned.

“Sorry?” Chie asked.

“Sato Gota’s a weird mix of good and bad,” I reported a little more normally.  “He really should get beaten like that more often, but he’s so charming and good natured about all of it you just want to let it slide.  He’s a scoundrel, but you feel guilty for punishing him like you should.”

“That’s pretty close,” Kiyoto nodded.  “In one paragraph, he’s noting the way Mina’s friend used a naginata and speculating about how Mamoru’s always carrying a naginata bag around.  He doesn’t draw any direct connections, but he deliberately creates a little suspicion while noting he’s going to look into that.”

“Figures.”

“But in the next paragraph he notes how he might well have had it coming and Mina and her friend might be innocent.  He admits he’s a pretty strong flavour, and that while that would have been nowhere near enough to warrant an attack from most people, there was a legitimate one percent of the population that much would already have been too much for.  And that if Mina was really one of those, and he didn’t back off in the face of that, then he probably deserved what happened.”

“Sato Gota in a nutshell,” I sighed.  I looked around all the grad students.  “He’s a big proponent of the ‘it’s better to beg forgiveness than ask permission’ school.  He’s always strike first, strike fast, strike hard, and keep them off balance.  It’s how he gets so many results.  But while he goes too easy on himself he’s not out to deliberately hurt anyone, especially innocents, and does at least try to take some responsibility for his actions.”

“Sort of the opposite of you, Mamoru?” Chie half-noted half-asked.

“Nani?”

Chie looked a little awkward and embarrassed.  “Well… you tend to blame yourself too much and worry about everything to death; you’re just too sensitive sometimes.  And Sato’s too carefree and too insensitive, and doesn’t blame himself for some of the harm he does; while you blame yourself for too many things that aren’t your fault.”

“Wow.  Is this-“ Ryota started to note before his not-girlfriend elbowed him in the side.

I could guess the basics of the thought.  ‘Is this why you hate Sato so much?  Because he’s an uncomfortable opposite?’  Not in being a psychotic who cared for nothing and no one, but because he was out of balance about as much as I was, just in the opposite direction.  I didn’t think that was it, that was a little too pat a piece of pop psychology for it to be right, but there was probably more truth to it than I wanted to admit.

Needless to say, I ignored Ryota and changed the subject.  “So, does it look like he’s giving up on us?” I asked, more to shift topics than out of any real hope.

“Nope,” Kiyoto admitted with a small sigh.  “Reading between the lines, this just makes him more curious than ever.  He’s nowhere near realizing that Mina’s got her own secret project cooking, and that was most of his trouble.  So after getting hurt, again, he’s more curious than ever.”

“Figures.”

“He’ll probably be quiet for a bit,” Ryota noted.  I saw he also had his phone out and was checking it, presumably Truthseeker’s website.  “He’s not going to risk it until the heat dies down a little more, everyone in this building’s going to hear about this story, and remember it for at least a month.”

“And it’s not like we’re at the top of his list,” Kiyoto agreed.  “But it looks like Himeko’s a really passionate side-project for him.”

“That’s…” I stopped and reflected on it a moment.  “That’s probably a really good description of it, actually.  I’m not sure if it’s hate, or suspicion, or just curiosity at this point, but it’s absolutely embedded in his brain that she’s up to something,” which she is, “and that I’m a big part of it,” which I am, “and he just can’t let it go until he figures it out.  He’s not going to ignore all the other things going on out there-“

“He has to make a living,” Kiyoto agreed cynically.

I nodded in acknowledgment of the point. “-and he’s not going to short the time or effort they need. But whenever he’s got an opportunity I’m guessing we’re the first thing he’s going to look into.”

For better or worse, right at that moment my phone beeped. I immediately checked, and the expression on my face must have worried everyone in the room because they all stiffened and looked concerned.

“It’s nothing,” I tried to reassure them. I suspected the tightness in my voice meant I failed utterly. “Just… depressing timing.”

Another glance around. This time Chie seemed to lose the draw. “What do you mean, Mamoru?” she asked tentatively.

“Just that Sato Gota’s probably going to be even more interested in this development,” I noted bitterly, “I doubt we’re getting much of a break after all. Himeko was just texting me to say that her grandfather had successfully arrived at their Kyoto estates, and he’s immediately started recovering.”

“Recovering?” she looked startled.

“Yeah, that kitsune wasn’t messing around,” I continued, frowning at my phone as some additional information came my way. “The whole curse started the second they pronounced it. Given how stubborn he was being, and a little bit in denial, Himeko’s grandfather didn’t take off for the Kyoto estate immediately.”

Some of that had been pretty reasonable, he hadn’t suddenly wanted to move his whole life and residence out of the home he’d lived in since birth. No one simply packed a bag and hustled out the door in that sort of situation. There’d been a thousand things to take care of, and who knew how many sensitive little issues to trip over? Little things, but all the more painful for that. Such as whether the portrait of his deceased wife would also get shipped to Kyoto or whether it would stay in the mansion with her remaining child and grandchildren? That particular debate had been heating up when I’d ducked out, made all the more painful because it was the senior Meiko’s own stupidity that had led to it and there wasn’t much time.

I shoved that aside and continued. “That doesn’t sound too stupid at first, not if you know the train schedule. Even if he had to go it didn’t look like too much of a challenge. You could drive him to the train station, high speed rail him over at the right time, and then have someone from Kyoto drive him to the home there. Time it right and it wouldn’t even be three hours from door to door.”

I was exaggerating slightly. Even with the Meiko ability to throw money and prestige around it was highly unlikely they could navigate the busy rail stations and Tokyo traffic that easily. Not without any notice or prep time. But given the opportunity to plan, then grease enough palms to get preferential treatment everywhere…

“Unfortunately, they didn’t account for the fact the curse would be wearing on him,” I continued grudgingly. “It starts subtly, but it’s like a general malaise and weakening. At first he didn’t realize it was really happening, then he tried to actively deny it, then he tried to fight it, but by the thirteenth, fourteenth hour he was in pretty rough shape. And after all he’d already gone through that day and all the effort he put into the struggle… he wasn’t going to make that twenty-four hours the kitsune estimated.”

In fact, he’d been pretty much out of it by that point, semi-conscious at best. I'd been participated in a frantic conversation with Himeko early in the morning as they realized what had happened and called me in a state of near panic, hence the need for her to update me now. On the plus side, his greatly weakened state had made Mr. Meiko's emergency measures a lot easier to implement as he was unable to keep resisting.

“Which in turn made the trip trickier and longer,” I continued. “They had to take some special measures and go slower than they would have if they’d been trying to speedrun things under optimum conditions. It was a little touch and go there for a while, but he started improving instantly once they hit the Kyoto estate grounds.”

“Oh no,” Chie gasped and covered her mouth with her hands.

“I… don’t think it was too bad,” I said carefully. “Not like they had to perform CPR or anything. But I’m not sure he would have made it if they’d taken another hour.”

“Wow,” Ryota looked stunned. “That’s… Did the kitsune do it deliberately? An attempt to kill him?”

“No,” Kiyoto looked thoughtful this time, the biologist in him kicking in. “No, I doubt it. I’d have to look at this thing, figure out exactly how it works, but if it’s just weakening it really does make sense. We only have Mamoru’s and Himeko’s words to go on, but it sounds like the old man pitched one hell of a fit before the curse and then an even bigger one after being told he was getting kicked out of his own home. That wouldn’t have been healthy for him to start with, especially not at his age. Then toss something else like this at him on top of it and it’s no wonder he was close to breaking.”

He paused and looked at me. “Hey Mamoru, do you think there’s any chance that Himeko would let us examine her grandfather? See exactly how this curse thing works?”

Even I was momentarily intrigued by that idea for a split second, and both Ryota and Chie suddenly looked interested. Unfortunately, I’d been in the middle of that whole mess for too long to let that idea take root.

“No chance!” I declared instantly, x-ing my arms in front of me to emphasize my rejection. “No way, no how! That sounds a little too much like interfering with things. When a kitsune tells you directly not to do that you know it’s a bad idea!”

“Come on Mamoru, when will we get the chance again?” Kiyoto wheedled. “It’ll just be looking at it, that won’t really be bending or breaking it.”

“First,” I held up a finger, “privacy issues. Seriously, I can’t believe Himeko told you as much about this as she did.” Honestly, I’d explained a little but Himeko had actually given them the whole story for some reason. I was caught between a little twisted jealousy that she’d trust them that much (making me feel less special; I know, I know, that was really conceited. It still went through my head) and worry it was a case of her being in a little shock over what was happening to her family. “You want to try digging even deeper into her family stuff and treating her grandfather like an experimental subject? How do you think either of them will react to that?”

“Second, “ I held up a second finger. “Are you really dumb enough to try arguing with a kitsune? Just like he did? Did you not just hear about what happened?

Kiyoto backed down a bit, but Chie was the one to speak up even in the face of my firm rejection.

“So we’re just going to back away? Like cowards? Because a spirit might get annoyed?” she asked. Her voice was small, hesitant. But you could hear the steel underlying it.

“What?” I asked, surprised and not sure what else to say.

“We’re scientists Mamoru,” she said, surprising everyone (quite possibly even herself), “we’re supposed to pursue knowledge! The unknown! Are we just going to- to- to- back down because a go- someone says so?”

It didn’t take a genius to realize I’d tripped over a trigger. And whatever Kiyoto and Ryota had done to her earlier in the day was only making her reaction worse.

“That’s our job!” she continued. “And if some so-called god thinks we shouldn’t be doing it then that’s all the more reason to start plotting to end them!”

Chie seemed a little shocked that she’d said that. While she panted a little I did my best to look calm and control my own suddenly racing heart. I tried to channel Himeko, gave her a level look, and after a good ten seconds I responded as evenly as I could.

“Are you done?” I asked levelly. Without giving her a chance to respond I continued. “At the most fundamental, black and white, this or that level, I’d agree with that. I am a mage. One of the reasons I am not a shaman or a priest is that I put my own abilities and will above that of either the spirits or the gods. It’s practically a litmus test for this path: ‘because a god says so’ is not a good enough reason on its own.”

I emphasized those last three word furiously, determined not to lose Chie. I was probably overreacting due to everything in the last week (hell, Chie was almost certainly overreacting due to everything in the last week! And everything had been much further away for her!) but I wasn’t going to let Chie stumble across a Rubicon because of a bad day and misplaced idealism. I knew I was probably being paranoid, but after everything else that had happened recently I didn’t feel like betting on that and then looking back on this day and trying to tell myself ‘I couldn’t have known what was going to happen, it wasn’t my fault!’

“But this is the real world, Chie,” I continued sternly. “It isn’t so black and white, not nearly that simple. Himeko’s grandfather isn’t some virtuous old man who’s gone around living a blameless life then got randomly cursed by a spirit for stepping on the wrong twig. You might not have ever spoken to him, but there’s a reason both Himeko and I have warned you away from him multiple times!”

“He’s still a person,” Chie protested, a little stubbornly as she deliberately danced around the point, possibly out of embarrassment.

I made a frustrated sound. “Seriously, listen to yourself. Try substituting different words into what you’re really saying and see how stupid it sounds. You’re essentially saying ‘why should we listen to gods? Our own people, humans, are the ones in the right. The gods are automatically wrong and we should do the opposite on principle.’ ”

“Stop it with the strawman,” Chie said, tight-lipped.

I gave her a pitying look. “Isn’t that what you did when you said we should be plotting to end them if they get in our way?”

“I never-“ Chie started to protest, but instantly backed down as she remembered what she had said. “I didn’t mean it like that,” she tried again, after a moment, much more subdued.

Ryota jumped in to the silence. “We were all getting a little heated there,” he said placatingly.

“Yeah,” Kiyoto agreed quickly, “you too, Mamoru. You know how badly you misphrase things when you’re rushing.”

I took a deep breath and deliberately let it out, indirectly acknowledging the point. But I wasn’t going to let this particular arguement go just yet. Chie had demonstrated… something in the past on occasion. I almost wanted to call it a god-phobia, or maybe a religion-phobia of some sort; she seemed afraid of the thought of faith superseding rationalism. Whatever it was, this was the worst of it so far. Whatever I’d glimpsed had normally seemed pretty minor and under control so I’d shrugged it off until now. Heck, given how she’d handled Christmas as well as she’d managed, coping fairly well with a gift from Santa Claus, I’d figured I was just being paranoid again. But under certain circumstances, like that talk after we’d had after verifying the ley-line, a little bit had slipped out. And now that we’d gotten to this point I had to be sure she wasn’t going to let some thread of… anti-religious fanaticism (sweet Aoth, even I wanted to roll my eyes at that stupid way of phrasing it) start poisoning her.

“That’s fair,” I continued, taking extra care to sound serious and rational. “You’re right, that’s an easy mistake and we’re all a little off balance just because of how weird this Golden Week’s been. And Chie? I apologize. You’re right, I was already aware that slipped out incorrectly and I was harping on it as too much of a strawman.”

“But I want to emphasize this point, hammer it home so mistakes don’t get made: just because it comes from a God doesn’t mean that it’s wrong.”

“But-“ Chie immediately protested before shutting up.

“And that little reflex is why I have to do so,” I continued, unable to keep a little bit of annoyance and sarcasm from my tone. I immediately took it out and more gently continued with “Come on Chie, you know better.”

Chie looked embarrassed, and clearly like she wanted to agree with me. But it was concerning that she didn’t actually say anything.

“I’m not saying that you should never question anything,” I sighed. “You’re right, taking it purely on faith without even thinking about it is a really dumb move-“

“Right?” Chie agreed, doing so awfully quickly.

“-and there’s a whole host of theological and philosophical issues here, so I don’t want to go on for days and days and still not have covered half of it! But there’s a simple, honest, and even scientific principle at the heart of all this:” I looked at her seriously and locked eyes. “You need to treat the gods fairly. That means neutrally at worst, with full acknowledgement of their expertise under normal circumstances.”

“What?!” Chie squawked. Albeit rather in a surprised tone rather than a completely offended and antagonistic one. “Mamoru, how can you say that?”

“I can say it because it’s fundamentally true,” I said as calmly as I could. “Chie, I’ll say it again, you should be thinking about it first and not just blindly obeying them. That’s not a problem. But, and I know this is hard to accept, they can be literally superior beings to us.”

Chie’s expression made it clear what she though of that statement.

I rolled my eyes with a little more good humor. “Yeah, I know that’s hard to accept. Especially when you hear about them acting in certain ways through various tales and legends. The Monkey King’s a powerful being for sure, and I sure wouldn’t take whatever he tells me at face value! But they can be right. This knee jerk starting point that they must be wrong is just as stupid as assuming they’re right.”

“I’m not-“ Chie looked away and didn’t finish that thought.

In the background I heard Kiyoto mutter “damn,” in a tone that suggested he’d seen what I had, that I was right and Chie was really doing that. And while Ryota wasn’t that obvious, something in his eyes and hesitancy to get involved suggested he saw it too.

“I’m not assuming they’re wrong,” Chie said finally. But she was still looking away, and we all heard the slight emphasis on that word.

“But you are marking it down, aren’t you?” I asked in a gentler tone. “Assuming that possibility is less likely than anything else?”

Chie’s silence was damning.

I gentled my tone even further. “It’s easy to let something like that creep up on you. It’s not like I can blame you, whenever I hear about an environmental impact report from an oil company, or a group promoting a new wonder drug and assuring us that it’s totally safe, my first thought is ‘they’re lying’.”

Chie still couldn’t quite face me, but her posture indicated she was listening. And, after cheating and taking a quick glance at her aura with ‘mage sight’, it seemed she was as much angry and frustrated with herself as anything else.

I found myself smiling slightly as I looked at her point through that lens and found some truth to it. “And let’s be honest here, as a first impression that’s pretty fair. I’d say it’s even fairer with a lot of religions because often times it’s not the god saying it, it’s the priests.”

A combination of laughs, coughs, and chuckles from everyone on that.

I warmed to the subject slightly. “That’s even worse, it would be like trusting a corporation’s PR division instead of their scientists. And I think we all know how stupid that would be.”

“But even with that,” I said a little more seriously, “if I had to test those subjects, run an independent verification of what was really going on, I wouldn’t go in assuming they were lying, that my job was to prove them wrong. I’d go in searching for the truth, with a clear mind.”

There was a moment of uncomfortable silence in the room.

“Didn’t we start this with a question about whether or not we should examine a kitsune’s curse?” Kiyoto finally asked, obviously trying to break the tension.

There was a pause, then a collective sigh of relief as I went along with it and he succeeded. “We did,” I admitted. “But the basic principle still holds. We have to accept there might be times and places we shouldn’t pry, and this is one of them.”

“Chie is right that we should be careful about that,” I added without pause. “We don’t want to be careless, cowardly, or lazy on the subject. I just got on my high horse and lectured Chie about scientific principles, but it definitely goes the other way too. We don’t get to ignore a subject simply because a god is involved.”

“Thank you,” Chie said, obviously relieved to hear me say it.

I nodded in acknowledgement of the opposite point. “Sometimes it really just is humanity being arrogant and stupid. Sometimes we have to back off and accept such directives, either out of humility or practicality. Sometimes a superior being really is out to protect us and we’re acting like dogs trying to eat chocolate because it smells interesting and we want to try it. Other times something powerful is just being an arrogant dick and we should ask ourselves how we can struggle against that.” I rolled my eyes as I realized how pretentious I was making this. “Pretty much the same as with anything else, be it government orders or just that whole ‘nail that sticks up’ thing.”

Another round of nervous laughter, more at the release of tension than any actual humor. After all our respective childhoods I don't think any of us found the saying about 'the nail that sticks up get's hammered down' terribly funny.

“The key is not to let ideology get in the way of the science,” I said seriously. “Be it as faith over reason or deliberately trying to be some sort of atheistic anarchist.”

“Okay,” Chie said, nodding slowly and letting out a deep breath of her own. “Okay. Yeah, I can see that. I’ve just gotten so used to faith getting in the way of science that…”

“You figured you were fighting back?” Kiyoto suggested with a hint of good humor.

Chie winced. “That… that sounds stupid when you put it like that. At least when you know there is actually something out there.”

I nodded sympathetically. “Yeah. Professor Ichikawa brought it up earlier. I guess I didn’t think about it since I had my paradigm shift years ago. But I’ve had all that time to reconcile things and bring it all together. You three haven’t.”

Ryota and Kiyoto immediately gave out pro-forma denials, half-true but also trying to pretend they didn’t still need to think some things through and truly reconcile them within their hearts. Chie was silent. She was obviously still uncomfortable with some stuff. But, in her way, she was more honest about it. More importantly, I was pretty sure she was being honest with herself about it.

“I doubt this is going to help much,” I continued after a moment, even as the voice in the back of my brain shouted No! Shut up! You’ve already thrown too much at them today! “But it’s a really complicated and deep subject. We’ve barely scratched the surface, and that’s on known facts and philosophies. Before you go getting too stressed: I should probably tell you that the exact definition of ‘god’, where you draw the line between a god and a spirit, or even when an entity needs the capital G or the lowercase one, is about as hotly debated in mage circles as the definition of ‘life’ is in biological ones.”

Kiyoto winced. Ryota emoted more honestly with “oh thanks a lot for that one!”

I chuckled softly at their expressions. Suddenly I realized I no longer felt so bad about all that the world had thrown at me this Golden Week. It was still unfair, but the world was confusing, unfair, and incomprehensible for everyone!

“Alright,” I sighed, starting to repack some of the supplies I’d stacked on the bench. “That’s enough brain burning today.”

“What, really?” Ryota squeaked even more than usual in surprise.

“You’re right, I’m in a mood. Messing around with dangerous experiments is a bad idea.”

“I never said that.”

“Projecting,” Kiyoto stage whispered from the side

“Probably,” I admitted. “But there’s no sense in getting Himeko upset and worrying everyone. I’m not in a great mood, and I’m going to try and dodge Himeko for another day or two while her life calms down! But I can try not to piss everyone off and get in people’s faces just because I’m not feeling great.”

“Yeah, that was a little much,” Kiyoto sucked in a breath through his teeth before saying that.

“You weren’t wrong,” Chie tossed in. “But you kind of jumped on me with that one, Mamoru.”

“Maybe a little,” I agreed. I left it at that though. She wasn’t wrong either, and she still had to make up her mind.

“Ironically, it’s probably better I talk to the kami and see if they have any more chores for me,” I continued.

Kiyoto, who’d glanced the other way, whipped his head around so fast he was in danger of hurting himself. “What? Really?”

I nodded begrudgingly. “I need something to do, something that’ll keep me occupied, and the timing kind of works. I doubt they’ll have anything too tough for me to do. Hopefully I can get everything out of the way and have a peaceful stretch after Golden Week is over. Besides, after yesterday’s mess and this conversation I figure I’m due to check in on them.”

“That’s… a way of looking at it.”

I fought off a smirk. “It’s weird, I know. Especially since I’ve done even more than usual for them already this last month. But… it feels like the best choice.” I snorted softly. “Besides, it’ll probably balance out my attitude in Chie’s favor, force me to see her perspective. After doing a few more of these jobs I’ll probably want to swear at the next god that comes up to me, annoyed at it for daring to ask for something extra!”

“That happens to you often?” Kiyoto retorted, a hint of horror underneath the humor.

“This Golden Week? It seems about par for the course at this rate.”
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“So: are you doing this for me or am I doing this for you?” I asked Hiro tiredly.

Hiro’s smile was surprisingly quirky. “Isn’t that what friends do for each other?”

My own lips quirked into a small smile despite myself. Mostly because the more I looked at it, the more he was right. And also because I was riding in the passenger seat of a Corvette, something I never saw coming.

“When did you even get this?” I asked, finally giving in to the question that had been burning in my mind ever since I’d seen the car. “It seems…”

Hiro’s smile turned even quirkier. “A little too flashy? You’re right, I never would have bought this for myself. It’s actually a combined, belated birthday gift from several of my relatives. The ones that don’t like me.”

“What, really?” I asked, trying not to scoff as I looked around the elaborate interior. I was then struck by a thought, remembering how he’d found out about my magic. “It’s not sabotaged or anything, is it?” I concentrated on my warning bracelet, trying to detect any hint of danger.

Hiro just laughed. “Not in the traditional sense,” he noted with good humor. “But it’s meant to sabotage me. They figured at worst it would be a clever insult: a flashy, useless paperweight that I’d never be able to drive, spend way too much money on for insurance and maintenance, and make me look a fool for having. You’re right about it not matching our image. A few of us certainly enjoy our luxury cars, but something like this comes off as a little too juvenile.”

I shrugged helplessly. “Well, now that you’ve said it…” It was a stereotypical Corvette, bright red and with the beautiful but unsubtle lines that stood out a block away. It was quite lovely, but even if I’d had an unlimited budget I’d never have gotten one for myself. I’d never have been able to use it for anything practical and the thought of actually explaining to a relatively sophisticated stranger that this was the car I’d bought… yeah, I wanted to cringe so hard it would probably have fired me out of the car like an ejector seat. As a junior high fantasy or prize from a lottery, a Corvette might have been great. As a real object you’d have to drive around in and need to manage on Tokyo’s roads it came with some significant drawbacks.

It's more of a Sato Gota fantasy car then one of ours, I reflected. He’s got the flash and lack of embarrassment to pull it off, probably dying his highlights the same color as the car to emphasize everything! Hiro or I would choose something different.

Hiro nodded. “So they figured either I’d buy something else using my own money, and it would have to be something fancy and expensive to justify not driving this around, or I’d drive around in something that made me look like an immature idiot.”

This time I did wince, picturing Hiro showing up to a meeting with Himeko’s father or grandfather in this car. No matter how well he drove that would not be an entrance designed to get him respect.

“Of course, at least some of them were probably hoping I’d act like a juvenile idiot,” Hiro continued, turning off the main road. “Give in to the teenaged fantasy, drive this like a maniac, and then total both it and possibly myself. Problem solved.”

As assassination attempts go, I thought with weirdly appropriate seriousness, it’s not as likely to work as the poisoning. Or, you know, just hiring an assassin. But you have to admire the beauty of it. It’s not actually im-possible, and it’s completely safe and legal. I wasn’t worried about Hiro, he had too much self-discipline. But if you’d given the car to, say, my cousin Akira…

He might actually be safe now, I reflected sadly. It looked like the recent encounter with the vampire had knocked some of the juvenile stupidity out of his head. But two years ago? That would have been a great way to kill him off.

“Are you okay there Mamoru?” Hiro interrupted my thoughts, sounding concerned.

I thought about brushing it off, then remembered the circumstances that had brought us here and decided to go for honesty. “Just thinking about this Golden Week. It hasn’t been fun.”

Hiro nodded in understanding. He’d been checking up on Himeko and looking to participate in this week’s practice at the mansion, get in some sword work against me. Unfortunately, that just wasn’t happening this time. The whole place was still in a lowkey uproar as everyone rushed about, changing, fixing, and dealing with things to account for the elder Meiko’s sudden and involuntary move. Mostly that was the servants, managing all the physical possessions and rooms. But Himeko and the rest of her family were deeply involved too. There’d been a bunch of paperwork involved and they still had to give final approval and checks on all the furnishings and possessions getting shifted about. Himeko’s grandfather was not getting everything he asked for. Most of it, yes; the vast majority of his claims were legitimate in either reasoning or his legal rights. And even the ones that could be argued either way were usually just given to him out of a combination of sympathy and as respect for his age. But even if he was right 95% of the time that meant there were plenty of cases where he was just being a petty or ignorant fool and was essentially trying to steal away things that belonged to the family.

Combine all that with a subtle but growing media awareness of the situation, which the Meikos were handling; the elder Meiko’s near constant presence on the phone, something that required at least Himeko’s mother or father at all times; and the family’s regular duties on top of that, unavoidable even in a minor crisis like this; and it all added up to a situation where everyone was pretty damn busy at the mansion. They weren’t neck deep in it, it was only up to their chests, but they were not going to borrow any more trouble by trying to deal with me on top of that! Hiro had intercepted me as I collected mana from around the estate and we were making a quick retreat. To distract ourselves and justify the trip we were going somewhere to actually get in that sword practice.

I’d already known it wasn’t going to happen today, Himeko had been a responsible young lady and told all of us ahead of time. The grad students had stayed away, Eiko was too busy anyway, and I was just there to do my usual rounds of the mana collectors. Hiro had been trying to surprise us with an unannounced visit so he’d walked into everything. Much to my surprise I’d decided to go with him when he’d made the suggestion. I wasn’t quite sure what to do with myself because of the unexpected rescheduling, I needed something to distract me, and after everything else I wanted to do something fun for Golden Week before it ended. Finding out what car we’d be taking had kind of cinched it for me. As juvenile as it was, I figured going for a drive in a Corvette with my friend was something I could use to justify all of this if I had to.

(Aoth alone knew who I’d be trying to justify it to. Myself? My family? Random strangers? I ignored that question, knowing I wouldn’t like whatever answer I came up with.)

“I assume you were busy at the hotel?” I added belatedly, trying not to sound unsympathetic, even though I would have traded weeks with him in a heartbeat.

Hiro nodded. “Himeko kept me up to date, as much as she could. We were using the burner phones-“

I’ll bet you were, I thought, carefully schooling my expression. Once again, I reminded myself I didn’t actually know anything, merely suspected.

“-so we could talk pretty freely. But, even as good as Himeko is, she was passing along a lot of secondhand information. So I doubt I have all the details right. But it still sounds like you had a rough time.”

“Yeah.” I sighed in agreement. But the sympathy provoked a swing back towards balance from me. “But I’m not sure if Himeko has it better or worse. The mess at the mansion…”

“You’d have to ask her,” Hiro agreed, shifting gears as we found a higher class of road. “I know better than to speak for her in something like this. But I think you’re making things out to be worse than they are.”

“Really?” I tried to hide the fact I was just hoping for reassurance, but I doubt I did it well.

“Really,” Hiro stated calmly. “The next day or so are going to be unpleasant as they sort things out. And the next week is going to have way too much gossip and speculation in the tabloids. But things will even out soon enough, and when they do…”

He hesitated a moment. “Well, I don’t want to be too optimistic. No one should be counting their chickens before they hatch here. But I think it will be better for everyone. Himeko and her family will probably be better with her grandfather out of the house. And it’s a better chance for him to finally think about what he’s doing, improve and actually reconcile with his descendants, if he’s forced to separate from them down in Kyoto.”

“Or just ossify and dwell on things, getting more stuck in his ways,” I noted darky.

“That too,” Hiro admitted reasonably. “It’s no guarantee, and I wouldn’t go betting on how long it will take either. Himeko might have given birth to his first great-grandchild before he comes around, and we’re not planning on doing that too soon.”

“But you are planning on it?” I asked, mildly startled.

Hiro flushed slightly but didn’t say anything.

“Huh. I’m just surprised you were thinking that far ahead, actually planning and considering that,” I admitted, my mouth on autopilot. “Most people don’t think about it like they should. And I realize this is a sensitive topic. Shutting up now.”

We fell silent for a few moments more.

“Take it from someone with a wealthy large and extended family,” Hiro said finally. “Someone who has relatives who really hate him. Himeko’s grandfather isn’t so bad in comparison. He’s not good. I’d never admit it to Himeko, but I’m glad he’s away from her now. However, in a twisted sort of way, he really does still love his family. He’s got his head up his ass about other things, and doesn’t care for them as much as he should; he’s failing in letting those other things matter so much. But the care is there. There’s room for a reconciliation between them.”

I was struck by a random thought. How is he going to handle Himeko and Hiro’s wedding? Not being able to leave the Kyoto estate too long… that’s going to be an issue. All things considered, I wasn’t sure if the pair would look at that as a bug or a feature

Getting ahead of myself again, I reflected with a shake of the head. I focused on the now. “It’s still not going to be fun for Himeko. And I… I know it sounds egotistical, but I worry that I’m a big part of it.”

“A part of it, maybe,” Hiro agreed. “But not a big part. I know it looks bad from your position, but remember that I knew of Himeko’s grandad before you’d ever even met her. He’s always been an unpleasant and old-fashioned figure. You’re just a convenient excuse.”

“Oh yeah?” I retorted a little skeptically. “What about Kameiko? What about Meikami.”

Hiro fell silent. I was willing to concede he may have had a point, the fundamental issues had always been there and I’d probably been more of a useful lever for him to use than I’d first realized. Looking back, I had to wonder how much of it had been about the actual openings and worries versus how much had been me generously providing such things for him to use against Himeko. Neither was zero, and I couldn’t even begin to untangle how much motivation belonged on either side. But even if that was true, Hiro had to admit the escalation and complications due to magic probably belonged to me.

“Maybe you’re right about me being an excuse,” I continued. “I could see that. I’m pretty sure most of it was honest, in his incredibly stupid way, but some of it could just have been that I provided him a way to try and knock down Himeko. But bringing in the kami of the Kyoto estate? Letting him know that magic was real? That changed things. That’s on me.”

“And me,” Hiro’s tone gently mocked both of us, suggesting he wasn’t going to indulge too much self-pity from me. “I should have stopped myself from being poisoned in the first place.”

“That’s-“ I began hotly. “But-… It’s ridiculous…”

I fumed a few moments. Hiro allowed himself a small smirk.

“I can see what you’re doing,” I said, mostly managing not to sound pouty. I hated that I didn’t completely succeed, but I was a little too embarrassed to keep it out of my tone.

“I would hope so,” Hiro replied, not taking his eyes off the road.

“Look, it’s not the same thing…”

“No, it’s not,” Hiro allowed reasonably. “But let’s not pretend you’re not being a little stupid either.”

I stayed stubbornly silent. Mostly because I was starting to become aware this particular part of our exchange was a microcosm of some of my bigger fears and concerns. I believed that introducing magic to the world was for the best and could do some incredible good. But I was terrified of some of the splash back and bad side effects.

You know, he’s a friend. You could just say that. “It’s the same as in real life,” I said out, thinking out loud as much as anything else. “You can’t get the good without getting the bad. And it’s not like I regret… what I did.”

“You could just say ‘saving you’,” Hiro noted with some gentle humor, obviously more reconciled to it than I was. Or just better at hiding his own embarrassment.

“But I can’t ignore or excuse the other consequences of that either,” I continued a little hurriedly. “I have to own those as much as I do the good stuff.”

Hiro was silent for a few moments. Like Himeko, he shared the habit of being responsible for his people, his actions, and his rank. So he wasn’t going to brush me off with an easy platitude either.

“I get that,” he said finally. “And you’re right. If in saving me you’d somehow cost two other people their lives we’d all have to bear the burden of that. But this isn’t that. Mamoru, you have to account for other people’s actions, their free will. And you can’t foresee everything. You’re being too harsh on yourself.”

I sighed. An honest and balanced response like that deserved an honest and balanced answer. So I couldn’t go wallowing in guilt or melodrama, as tempting at that was. It would have been easy if I’d been trying to make him see the truth, used some hyperbole to make sure he saw the point. Unfortunately for me, Hiro already did. So I had to be reasonable in return.

“About this exact thing? No, you’re right. But I really should have seen some trouble with Kameiko coming long ago. It’s so bloody obvious that was a disaster waiting to happen that I can’t wash it away. But at first I was so distracted by, well, everything that I somehow managed to forget about it.”

The balance seeking part of me gave me the side-eye for being that self-condemning. ‘Everything’ encompassed a hell of a lot: from worrying about Hiro’s health, all the other concerns about coming out as a mage to the whole Meiko mansion, and the simple but terrifying obstacle of entrance exams, I’d had a hell of a lot on my mind at the time!

But that didn’t excuse it. “And I shouldn’t have,” I continued, trying not to sound too bitter. “I knew from the start that Kameiko was much more in line with older values. His acceptance of Himeko was as much due to desperation as anything else, no matter what he pretended. And the way he was more distant and contrary for over a year now,” I made a disgusted sound, “I should have looked into it more, I should have been more aware.”

Hiro went thoughtfully silent. “Was there any evidence he was planning something?” he asked finally.

I paused. I instantly began to see the thread, so my own answer was a hint mulish. “No, not that I can think of. But-“

“Mamoru,” Hiro noted even while calmly passing another car. We were close enough, (and I was trying to avoid looking at Hiro) that I could see the other driver do a double take at the sight of the Corvette. “That’s key and you know it. Turning a blind-eye to trouble is a sinful mistake. Being fooled by someone else is a lot less so.”

“But not nothing.”

“No, not nothing.” Hiro allowed. “But are you going to side with the part of my family that tries to set me up to fail? The ones that’ll hide obscure data in reports on the flimsiest of pretexts and then get on my case when I fail to spot them?”

I winced. “That’s a strawman argument,” I protested a little weakly.

“Maybe. But not much of one. Seriously Mamoru, you’re usually right there with Eiko on trying to stop Himeko and I from blaming ourselves too much. Are you going to set a bad example now?”

I winced again. Low blow! I protested mentally. Low, low, blow.

I really wanted to protest out loud as well. Unfortunately, I knew I was going to be on the other end of this conversation with him or Himeko in the future. I didn’t have it in me to give in with good grace, not after the week I’d been having, but I still had just enough discipline left to only grumble “you’d better believe I’m beating you over the head with this the next time you’re being stupid.”

Hiro allowed himself a small smile. “Granted. Taking responsibility for your actions, and properly thinking them through in the first place, is a good thing. I think that’s one of the reasons I find it so easy to be friends with you. You’re so weird about things sometimes, but you honestly try to do right by everyone. But having a girlfriend like Himeko has driven home that point about not taking too much responsibility for everything. She’s amazing, but there’s still stuff she can’t do, could never be expected to do. So none of that, alright? If I’m not going to tolerate that with her, I’m not going to let you do it either.”

I was a little embarrassed and tempted to make a cutting comment. Especially since Himeko and Hiro could still be really bad, doubly so when they stumbled into feeding back on each other. But sanity won out and I simply sighed. “Alright, alright. I’ll let that much drop. I’m still worried about Meikami though. I’m… she’s another big concern in the whole situation.”

“I hadn’t heard anything from Himeko,” Hiro was taking me seriously though, he looked slightly concerned.

“And you wouldn’t. I haven’t heard of Meikami doing anything active since her introduction. But she’s a real wildcard here, she might not be as strong or experienced as Kameiko, but she’s native to the mansion. That counts for a lot, especially with subtle stuff. And I’ve seen her doing subtle stuff for years.”

“Years?”

“Years,” I nodded. “It’s been really hard to tell at times, but she’s pushed through a few things here and there. And I’m not sure I trust how she thinks. She seems… a little naïve from what I’ve glimpsed.”

For lack of a better word. Like romantic. I thought to myself. I was stretching a little with all of it. I still wasn’t sure which of a dozen minor incidents had been Meikami stretching out half-consciously and which had just been my paranoia or imagination (or even other minor spirits. It wasn’t just a binary, there were some other options out there). But little things like how I’d been gently pushed towards Hiro at my first Himawari Ball seemed pretty likely. And Meikami’s actions tended to come off as simplistic and direct.

“Some of that’s just paranoia,” I continued reasonably, bolstered a little to finally speak it out loud. “You know that, I know that. Hell, Meikami is probably familiar enough with me to know that!”

Hiro twitched slightly as he repressed either a grin or a snort.

“But she’s come off as a little too direct for comfort. I’m a little afraid of what she might be doing next.”

“More afraid of her than Kameiko?”

“Not after this week,” I admitted a little more grudgingly. “Especially not after the higher ups laid down the law towards both of them. And I’m pretty sure that even without that she’d have been better than Sensei-san, and they’re the only other new kami I know. But six out of ten is twice as much as three out of ten, that doesn’t make it a good mark. I worry that- Whoa!”

We turned a corner and I was shoved into the back of my seat by a sudden surge of acceleration. “Hiro, what the heck?” I asked as the numbers on the speedometer rose rapidly.

“Sorry, I couldn’t resist,” Hiro admitted, another small grin tugging at his lips. “I know it’s juvenile, but sometimes you need a little juvenile.”

I abruptly realized we’d turned on to a well maintained and surprisingly beautiful costal road. I blinked in surprise to see the surroundings. It wasn’t quite travel brochure worthy, but it was a darn impressive setting to suddenly find in real life!

“I’m taking the long route around,” Hiro continued calmly, although his concentration was more focused on the road. “This is one of the best driving routes around Tokyo. Fun, not too busy, a nice high-speed limit despite the route. I wasn’t going to do this, but I figured we both needed a minute to just drive.”

I wanted to ask if he was crazy. But I found I couldn’t, I was momentarily distracted. I wasn’t entranced or overjoyed, but I couldn’t bring myself to complain either. I’m riding in a Corvette, taking in one of those beautiful costal roads that curves back and forth along the edges at a speed that’s almost but not quite unsafe. It was made all the better by the fact Hiro was driving, he was more than competent enough for me not to worry about crashing and I didn’t have to stress out about any risks to a ridiculously expensive car. Like I said, it wasn’t quite enraptured. But, like Hiro intended, I couldn’t help but take a moment, be in the now and just experience it all.

We fell silent for a while, letting the car chew up the kilometers while Hiro took each curve cleanly. It was a weirdly meditative experience. Not quite my thing. But being in the moment? There as we swiftly and comfortably drove through everything? I actually got why driving was a hobby for some people. The combination of the beautiful scenery, the low purr of the engine, and the subtle vibration of the journey along the road? It became easy to just...be.

We eventually turned off the coast and on to something more standard road. It was small, but I think both Hiro and I let out tiny simultaneous sighs of satisfaction and disappointment, shaking off the previous Zen calmness as we returned to the regular.

I did frown slightly as I considered one the sections in particular. Wait was that road one of the inspirations for Initial-

“Sorry about that,” Hiro said finally as we got back on course. “But I figured we needed that.”

“It… didn’t hurt,” I admitted, momentarily flashing back to the time Eiko and I had shanghaied Himeko into a flight. This hadn’t been that, but it had probably been closer and more necessary than I wanted to admit. “It’s not really my thing. But you’re right, as an exception it was well timed and kind of enjoyable.”

Hiro flashed me a small grin. “It’s not really my thing either,” he confided. “But it seemed like a good time to seize the day and try it out. It was nice. It’s not something I’d try to plan into a date for Himeko. But if the timing worked out I’d make that turn in a heartbeat.”

“Yeah,” I said, nodding thoughtfully, “yeah, I could see that.”

Hiro’s voice grew a little abstract as he obviously looked for something on the road. “Jinpachi made sure to mention that route to me, said it would be a good place to practice my driving when I was studying to take the test. I’ve done it twice before, but this is the first time I’ve tried it in a car like this.”

“That would make a difference,” I noted inanely. In my defense I was trying not to distract him.

Hiro was silent for a few moments then let out an ‘ah’ obviously, then started obviously prepping for a turn off. We didn’t speak again until we were on a notably less important road, heading into the woods and foothills of Mount Fuji.

(Not that near Fuji-san you understand, it was still going to be fairly small on the horizon when we arrived. But it was going to be noticeable and recognizable.)

We were silent for a while as Hiro drove. I was somewhat distracted by the scenery and not sure what to say without sounding stupid. I was also aware that Hiro was concentrating, it turned out that he wasn’t used to heading towards this property in this way. And while he didn’t care that much for the car he wasn’t looking to carelessly bang it up on the more rural road either.

Eventually we pulled off the road and went up a long driveway to a scenic ‘cabin’ out in the middle of nowhere.

“We can’t go in,” Hiro admitted as he parked the car. “That would trigger all kinds of security alerts. Nothing major, but not worth the hassle. But we can practice outside of it without a problem. There are some security cameras around the doors and windows. But even those are motion activated and only trigger when you're a couple of meters away.”

“Huh,” I noted, not quite sure what to make of it all. It really was a small cabin overall, probably with only a little more floor space than my family’s apartment. It looked fairly nice, but I’d have expected something along the lines of the Meiko version of ‘small’ (i.e. bigger than the Kanoko family’s house) rather than this. The fact it was extraordinarily picturesque, surrounded by the woods on three sides with a pretty pleasant view over a cliff on the fourth, only made it feel a little weirder. Especially with a Corvette parked beside it.

“It was a part of a takeover deal a few years back,” Hiro explained while I debated taking a picture. “The company owner was playing fast and loose with his expenses and this was part of the company’s assets. We didn’t quite know what to do with it. It didn’t seem worth selling it, this was easily close enough to Tokyo to use, but it rarely works for any member of our family. Once in a while one of us makes an excuse to get out here, but the last time for me was when I was practicing driving.”

“This seems a long distance for that,” I noted, finally finding something to say.

“That’s why it made such good practice,” Hiro agreed. “Bigger highways, regular roads, and rural roads in one trip along with a rest stop for as long as I needed. If things went wrong then I could just rest up and stay the night rather than attempting a late-night trip.”

I frowned slightly. “That seems a little harsh.” I mean, the theory seemed sound. But if Hiro was a new driver then why were they forcing such a long trip?

Hiro shrugged. “It was tough, but good experience. And it got me away from everyone for a while.”

I paused for a moment but quickly decided not to press on that one.

Hiro smirked slightly at the absurdity of it all. “So now we have this. I doubt any of us actually go in more than once a year. There’s a caretaker that stops by every other month to make sure that everything’s alright and I doubt anyone in my family’s spent nearly as much time here as her.”

I’d say it would be nice to have that much money, I reflected as Hiro popped open the back to retrieve his bokken and my naginata bag. Be at the point where you could just misplace a beautiful little cabin in the wood as too nice to let go but too inconvenient to actually use. But recent events have proven that’s not the case. All this money comes with too high a cost.

“You’re sure us being out here won’t cause trouble?” I asked carefully as I took out my staff.

“Positive,” Hiro replied, taking a few practice swings.

“Even with things as… whatever they are with the Meikos right now?”

“Maybe if I took Himeko out here,” Hiro replied, blushing ever so slightly. “That would probably cause some troubles.”

I paused a moment, looking at some of the surroundings. “We really should try a Hanami party here next year,” I noted, apropos of very little. “It’d be nice.” I had to admit, half of that was just letting my imagination run a little wild. I’d just noticed Hiro was standing beside a cherry tree, and my inner geek couldn’t help but picture him cosplaying as a samurai about a month ago, pink petals raining all around him.

Hiro blushed just a little pinker and hurriedly focused on his sword.

I shook myself. “Actually, I meant because of that media thing. I’m not sure I understood all the implications, but Himeko mentioned it would be a problem.”

This time Hiro frowned. “What don’t you understand?”

I was torn between feeling dense and feeling like Hiro (and Himeko) weren’t understanding because of their unusual upbringings. “Why would the media be interested in anything?”

“You mean why would the media care that one of the richest and most important men in Japan suddenly relocated across half the country, away from the rest of his very important family?”

I winced slightly. Okay, dense it is. “Uh…”

Hiro shrugged and returned to his warm up. “It’s not going to be front page news, but there’s definitely going to be speculation and gossip. Opportunists wondering about the state of the Meiko family or if there is any chance for them to pry away some of Himeko’s future inheritance. Doomsayers may squawk about troubles at the Meiko owned companies and reporters will speculate about some sort of scandal causing the split.”

All those comments felt like little blows to my heart. Yeah, that sounds about right, I admitted to myself. The Meiko family was just a little too big for it to be otherwise, it would be stupid to ignore something like this.

“The reputation the old man has isn’t going to help matters,” Hiro continued. “Everyone’s going to be sure there really is a scandal of some sort under the surface.”

“They’re not wrong,” I couldn’t help but note a little weakly, trying to rally in the face of my carelessness.

“No,” Hiro acknowledged, “which is why Himeko’s busy helping to handle it today. The Meikos aren’t going to waste time and favors squashing this one, maybe just dampening it down a little. Himeko told me they were going to claim health reasons, keeping the exact problems ambiguous. He moved out of Tokyo for privacy, a slower pace, and to be less burdened by social obligations.”

I thought about it a good twenty seconds this time, trying not to miss the obvious again. “That still seems a little unbelievable,” I said finally. “Not impossible. But not something I’d buy after I’d met the guy.”

“You got it,” Hiro said with a nod, moving to a quick leg stretch. “It’s just believable enough that no one’s going to try too hard, but everyone’s going to take a quick look.”

“And that’ll help?” I asked skeptically, still not getting it.

Hiro seemed unbothered. “The fact that he did it so quickly and without warning is going to raise a lot of questions, especially given his personality. But the fact the main branch of the family is helping him so much, and he’s still so closely connected, muddies the water a lot. Everyone’s going to look. And when no further follow up scandals occur, but they get some word of his actual weakness and how sick he was before they arrived, they’re going to conclude he actually has some sort of health problem and the Meikos are keeping it quiet to avoid embarrassing him or seeming weak.”

Hiro looked thoughtful a moment. “I think everyone’s going to guess he had a heart attack, that matches with his personality. They might speculate about what caused it, they’ll probably assume he was getting unreasonably angry about something, but they won’t do much more then gossip about it for a week or two.”

I looked slightly stunned. “Damn, really? I mean, that’s awfully close to what actually happened.” Taken to its most basic form, he really had let his temper get away from him, and that had been what caused his health problem.

Hiro nodded. “And I’m pretty sure Himeko and her parents are trying to herd everyone in that direction as best they can. They can’t do much, not without seeming obvious about it. But so long as they’re consistent everyone is going to default to the logical coverup. Especially since it is slightly embarrassing and something they’d choose to try and keep quiet.”

“It’s not going to be fun,” Hiro took a moment to warn me sternly, “expect at least a little prying for the next week or so. Most people out there are going try and see if it was something juicy that set him off, that’s why it’s so important to the Meikos. The Meikos are not going to try and kill everything, that would just make everyone determined to find the truth. But they do want to make sure only the most ridiculous tabloids print any of the really stupid speculation. Like that Himeko’s pregnant or her father’s getting disowned.”

Hiro shut up abruptly, his face going beet red despite his control.

Not commenting, I thought quickly, making extra sure that I showed no particular awareness of anything. Not saying a word. Although it’s kind of depressing how much society mirrors the rumor mill in high school.

“But when nothing like that comes up everything will blow over in about a week,” Hiro continued as smoothly as he could. “Two if it’s a really slow week for anything else and they try to milk it. If the potential doesn’t pan out then they’re not going to chase it, it’s only because the Meikos are so powerful and important they’ll do even this much.”

Really depressing how much society mirrors the high school rumor mill. I amended, thinking back to how quickly it all cycled when there wasn’t enough going on to sustain it.

“So, are you going to cast your shield?” Hiro said quickly, obviously keen to get off the subject as he assumed a ready stance. “Or do you think you can block me with just a staff?”

He was obviously joking, as evidenced by his tight smile, but I hurried to bring up my shield just in case. We were indirectly talking about some embarrassing stuff with Himeko, I wasn’t completely sure he might not decide to hurry things along if I stalled. Besides, he was keen to try this again. And after everything else I was kind of interested in both the familiarity and trying to puzzle through the differences that came with facing a sword user.

Although, I reflected as I brought up the shield and Hiro sprang forward, it probably says something when the mage vs swordsman fight has been the simplest and most relaxing part of my week off.
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“You got to ride in a Corvette? Lucky!” Eiko half-protested.

I gave her an incredulous glance. Other people I might have taken that from, but not her. “You got to play around with how many luxury cars while you were putting on that little show with Jinpachi?”

We were in the research room, back to work after the ‘rest’ of Golden Week. Sort of. I was actually still setting up for my first experiment of the day, Eiko was helping, and I worried we were disrupting some of the others with our conversation. Kiyoto, working on something at the computer, didn’t seem bothered. Ryota was busy messing around with some chemicals and taking some measurements, he looked mildly annoyed.

Eiko didn’t seem bothered though. “But not a Corvette,” she emphasized, obviously a little disappointed. “Jinpachi was a little more refined and restrained than that, even while we were trying to flaunt ourselves. Yeah, we used about a half a dozen high-end cars. But nothing Himeko’s dad wouldn’t have been embarrassed to be seen in. Right, Hime?”

Eiko raised her voice slightly and projected it towards Himeko, who was checking her phone while sitting on the couches. And fuming a little. I abruptly realized some of this was just to distract our friend.

It was the Thursday after Golden Week, and it turned out that Hiro’s throwaway line about rumors of Himeko being pregnant had been pretty prophetic. Given how hot a couple she looked with Hiro that sort of suggestion had turned into the tabloids’ favorite speculation for the cause of her grandfather’s sudden and mysterious retreat to the Kyoto property.

Thanks to the Meiko family’s work (and subtle promises of vengeance against anyone acting too improperly) most of the respectable media was keeping such speculation gentle. They mentioned it, and it was still a little sleezy, speculative, and side-eyed. But it could have been much worse and was mostly confined to the gossip pages, I could only object since I knew that much wasn’t true. If I’d really been in the dark I’d have wondered too, and been skeptical that the pair weren’t getting busy behind the scenes. The tabloids and dumber sections of the internet had not been that restrained. Plenty of ridiculous and harebrained theories had already been floated, mostly as an excuse to sell copies and get views with keywords like ‘pregnant’ ‘scandal’ and even ‘orgies’.

(It should be noted that Sato Gota was calling all such idiots out on their made up ‘news’. Granted, he was also suggesting the real reasons were much darker. But, say what you would about him, Truthseeker did try to live up to that ridiculous name.)

Overall, the Meikos found all that useful. It was going to blow over quickly, and in the meantime such ridiculous speculation did a great job of obscuring the truth. But Himeko had faced a lot of professional paparazzi in the last few days, trying to secretly trail around and get pictures of her and Hiro slipping off somewhere private. Between that and all the gentle, tentative, passive-aggressive inquires she was getting from a lot of Tokyo U students, she was getting a little frazzled.

But not yet frazzled enough that she’d respond to Eiko’s probe. Himeko did call out that “Good news Mamoru. The tests Dr. Yorozu did just came back. Your cousin’s clean.”

I let out an explosive sigh of relief. That was an unexpected gut punch, but in a good way.

Himeko continued to scan her phone. “It looks like he’ll make a full recovery soon enough, he’ll be weak for another week or so but the doctor thinks-“

She paused as the lab door opened and Chie came in. Accompanied by a guest.

All of us froze. I frantically looked around for anything incriminating. Unsurprisingly, since I wasn’t already using magic, there wasn’t anything obvious. Although if you took the time to study the whiteboard and really thought about what was there… well, there was a fifty percent chance you’d conclude that either you or the writer was insane. But there was also a fifty percent chance you’d figure out something of what we were really doing. I shot Chie an incredulous and angry glare.

Chie looked deeply embarrassed and upset. “Everyone,” she addressed the room a little tiredly, “this is Otome Mizuko. Mizuko-san, this is the Renfa Research Room.”

Everyone gave out puzzled and slightly confused hellos. Otome Mizuko was a young lady about Chie’s age but I couldn’t make out her face because she was staring at the floor dejectedly and shuffling about. Her dark hair, slightly longer than Chie’s cut, hung over her and concealed everything.

She was giving off such a miserable and defeated aura it threw a bucket of water of my anger and shock. She was dressed in baggy clothing and it looked like she hadn’t bathed for a few days. All in all, it was a shocking state for someone in a Tokyo U lab.

Himeko, of course, had already put her phone away, risen from her seat, and bowed politely to her (Despite her rank, Himeko tended to do that in the research building. It helped ease tensions and flatter the scientists as she explained ‘this is your home, your place, and you’re the sensei here. I am just a visiting student.’ She wouldn’t indulge the egos of idiots by doing it every time, but it reduced the objections to her being there.)

“Otome-san, hello. What brings you here?”

The girl in question just sniffed loudly and looked even more miserable.

Chie looked at her for another few seconds. Then, when it was obvious she wasn’t going to talk, Chie took a deep breath of her own. “Mizuko’s another grad student here, physics like me.”

“And her entire thesis project has been destroyed.”

That got everyone’s attention! Ryota, Kiyoto, and I all jolted visibly at that shocking declaration. Himeko and Eiko were less affected, but they were still left surprised and blinking.

“What?”

“That’s impossible,” Kiyoto protested, though it seemed more like a horrified denial than a statement. “Your thesis can’t just be destroyed! I mean even if you were being an idiot and keeping only one copy of the actual thing around you’d still have all the data!”

Mizuko sobbed and turned away. I had a feeling that she would have fled if Chie hadn’t been holding her.

Himeko swiftly moved to take over holding duties, as well as giving Mizuko a literal shoulder to cry on. Freed from that burden, Chie took a few steps away and started explaining to us.

“That’s the problem,” she began morosely. “This should be impossible. But it happened.”

“How-“

“It didn’t happen naturally,” Chie continued, a small flash of fire in her eyes. “We’re pretty sure this was sabotage.”

That shut the rest of us up, even Eiko had fallen silent and wasn’t making any snide remarks as the enormity of this dawned upon her.

“Mizuko took the proper precautions,” Chie explained with a hint of heat. “She had the regular copies, a backup copy, an online backup, and a periodically updated flash drive with a full copy of her research computer on it. All of them are gone.”

“How?” I think Ryota and I asked it simultaneously. This sort of thing was every researcher’s nightmare, and if she’d taken precautions like that-

“We’re not sure,” Chie sighed. “I think someone threaded a virus into her system at some point, a really nasty one. It not only completely shredded her whole computer, it did that to the copies as well. And not just the main files, all the raw data, the analysis, graphs, first drafts on her advisor's computer, anything related to what she was working on is gone.”

Mizuko let out a choked wail behind her.

“Jesus Christ,” Kiyoto breathed softly

Huh. Does he follow the Abrahamic faiths? I wondered absently, seeking relief from the horror of Mizuko’s situation. It might just have been his family’s western influences, but Kiyoto did seem to make those references more than the average Japanese person.

Chie nodded. “And convincing everyone of that’s tough. Especially since her advisor doesn’t seem to have any copies left of her work either. The university’s willing to give her the benefit of the doubt, but only barely. And they’re not quite sure what to do with her in this situation. They’re grudgingly giving her a little space, but they don’t want to give her any special treatment.”

“What?!” Ryota half exploded.

“Damn it, they’re afraid of students faking it, aren’t they?” Kiyoto said, sounding angry but thoughtful. “One of my professors mentioned something like that when discussing grad programs, and whether we should go into them or not.”

Chie nodded again. “And losing everything seems a little too pat to them too,”

“Gods, that’s rough,” I muttered.

“Otome-san,” Himeko asked gently, and I found myself perking up just a little as I heard ‘the Meiko heiress’ entering her tone, “could you give me your computer system to look at? I have a few cybersecurity people on staff. I don’t know if they can do anything, but it’s worth a shot.”

I was a little surprised that Otome Mizuko didn’t respond at all.

“I’ll pay you for it,” Himeko continued. “Not much. But it sounds like this will be a good exercise for them, and I’ll return it if we actually manage to restore everything.”

Chie sighed. “It’s a good idea Himeko, and you really should go with it Mizuko-san. But I wouldn’t get your hopes up. The computer seems fried from start to finish. It might be worth trying with the flash drive though.”

Himeko nodded thoughtfully but continued to focus on reassuring the despondent grad student while Chie turned back to us.

“No, the real reason I brought her here was to try and talk you into using that program,” Chie told me firm faced.

Chie looked pretty determined but I was just confused. “That program?”

“That program,” Chie continued in the same vein, trying to signal something with her eyes.

When I said nothing, just continued to look at her blankly, she tried “look, I know it’s supposed to be a secret project, that we’re not supposed to use it randomly, but Himeko has it right about this being a great test case. I think it’s time we tested out Zak.”

I blinked a few times and had to shake myself before it truly clicked. “Oh! Oh you mean-“ I cut myself off. In my defence, I probably would have been slightly quicker and surer if she’d just gone all in and said Zak’is.

Chie looked like she was trying not to grind her teeth, she was trying to help a friend and colleague while honoring our secrecy and my dense reactions weren’t helping. Especially since I was simultaneously struggling to adapt while actually becoming a little more fascinated with the idea the longer I thought about it.

“Would that even… huh. Well… but could they… huh. If the data- but then they’re…”

“Huh.” Damn, it was a fascinating question!

Eiko, always the practical one, thrust me out of my sudden contemplation by sidling up to me and elbowing me none too gently in the side.

“Mamoru,” Chie tried to ask politely, even though the stress and annoyance was showing clearly in her eyes. “Can we use Zak to help restore the data?”

“I don’t know,” I groaned honestly, bent over and holding my side. “But I agree, it’s worth a shot.”

***

With those words everyone sprang into action. Himeko and Eiko escorted Otome Mizuko away, ostensibly in order to collect her computer and flash drive and in reality to leave us freed to mess around with magic and science combined. Especially so in this case. Meanwhile the rest of us were a flurry of motion around the research room.

“I hope Himeko’s going to be alright,” Chie noted a little worriedly as she followed my directions. Ryota and Kiyoto were quickly closing up their own work so that they could assist, but they still had to make sure everything was squared away and all data was properly saved. None of us were going to be careless with that any time soon!

“Why wouldn’t she be?” I noted a little abstractly as I jotted a few notes down.

“Mizuko is…” Chie looked uncomfortable. “I’m pretty sure she’s on the spectrum.”

“Oh, really?” I asked, mildly surprised.

“She’s never said anything, and I’m pretty sure she and her family are too embarrassed to get tested at this point,” Chie seemed to take heart from my mildly derisive ‘tch’ at that, “but she’s always been a little too out of step and confused about certain things.”

I couldn’t help but give her a slightly jaundiced look.

“Not quite in your way Mamoru, and I mean even by Tokyo U obsessive student standards! That’s why she was basically nonverbal once we arrived. I don’t think she’s too far off the norm, but I think she’s got a little of something. It helps her to understand math and numbers, it’s like the straightforward definitions of them call to her so she finds studying them easy. But makes her even worse with people. I won’t lie, I’m not sure I would have taken the time to get to know her if she hadn’t been a female, physics grad student. Getting over the first hurdle with her can be a challenge.”

“Feeling a little defensive?” Ryota asked in passing. It could have come off as insulting. But his tone (especially in his unusually high voice) made it gently reassuring.

Chie sighed. “A little,” she admitted. “Especially since I’m worried that’s what might have prompted the sabotage.”

“Wait, really?” Ryota asked, barely beating me to the punch.

Chie looked uncomfortable. “Most people in the department are fine with her, maybe find her a little uncomfortable from time to time but think she’s harmless. But there are one or two assholes that-“ she stopped suddenly. “I don’t want to repeat what they say.”

Ryota’s gaze tightened and I quickly worked to forestall any reactions. I was pretty sure I suspected the same sort of things he did: she’d heard that because said assholes were the type to say similarly petty and jealous things about Chie. That made it generally annoying and personal at the same time, and given his not-boyfriend relationship with her that meant it hit even harder for him.

Given the way the glassware he was holding creaked alarmingly in his grasp I spoke fast. “We don’t know who’s behind this, or if it is really sabotage yet,” I continued.

“Come on Mamoru,” Kiyoto scoffed from where he was working, unaware of the danger. “That much, that completely, across multiple points? It was sabotage. And I want to remind everyone that we’re all on the spectrum, just at the ‘normal’ end of it.”

Biologist pedantry, I thought with a twinge of amusement. “Okay, yeah, probably. But we don’t know that yet. First, it might be a random hacker of some sort, and she was just very unlucky to be the one targeted. Maybe she was a test run or an example for extorting someone else.”

Everyone’s expressions made it clear they thought I was reaching, and I was. “Second, it might be a spirit of some sort. We’re about to try contacting one to see about fixing this, are we really going to rule out the possibility of one being responsible for this in the first place?”

That one successfully shut the rest of them up.

“I seriously doubt it,” I continued, still puzzling over the proper procedure for calling our own silicon linked spirit, “I think that would be winning the lottery level luck, just in reverse. But I don’t know that isn’t what happened. And you have to admit; it sounds slightly more plausible for everything getting wrecked like it was.”

That triggered some protests and debates about the subject, the remote possibility of it vs. the difficulty of a human being responsible for the more difficult challenges, like getting to the flash drive. But I tuned it out to focus on my task. I was willing to do this because it was the right thing. At the end of the day that was the key thing that tipped the scales, and why Chie had brought this up in the first place. But it also opened up some shocking possibilities, some really fascinating bigger picture stuff, and now that I was thinking about it I was eager to seize those opportunities in their own right.

So, after organizing and preparing to document everything, I eventually got around to contacting the kami in charge of Zak’is. Thankfully said kami was more than willing to second Zak’is to us in order to take care of what looked like sabotage. Partially out of a moral imperative, it was still a spirit of Tokyo U and academic integrity was important to it; and partially because that would bypass a lot of paperwork and difficulty if we resolved Otome Mizuko’s situation before it clogged up a lot of university channels.

After clearing that hurdle that the spirit itself soon manifested itself… in my research room computer.

“Fascinating,” Chie breathed.

“It’s low,” Ryota said thoughtfully, “but we’re getting a small spike in mana. I’d say right between a mid and a high zero.”

“We really need-“ I cut off my frustrated muttering lest I hurt Chie’s feelings. She’d have loved to refine the magic detector further, but was still working on a major redesign. Mid- to high- zero sounded stupid, as opposed to a more proper 0.6 or 0.7 type reading, but the current detectors weren’t proportional like that and couldn’t give us that type of accuracy.

Luckily Chie was too distracted by the situation to catch my minor frustration. Since she was probably our best with computers she had the ‘mage sight’ lab goggles on while Ryota was manning the detector and Kiyoto was on the camera. And, looking closely, we could tell there was an incredibly minor shift when Zak’is made their way into the computer. It was subtle, not something I’d have caught normally, but it was there.

Though I doubt I’d have even estimated as much as mid-zero, I reflected thoughtfully, ignoring my own frustrations from mere moments ago. Huh. Another mark in favor of the detection instrument?

I shook off the distraction to focus on the situation in front of me. “Zak’is,” I said, making sure to be respectful while focusing a hint of mana into my words. “I apologize for calling you here. Before we go any further, how would you prefer to communicate?”

There was a strange distortion across the computer’s screen, followed by a burst of impression from Zak’is.

“Huh!” Kiyoto noted in surprise. “I think I caught something there!”

Chie frowned as if she wasn’t sure she’d felt anything or not, obviously not wanting to say anything if she was unsure.

“Nothing on the mana detector,” Ryota noted.

And maybe a mark against it? “That makes sense,” I replied, trying to decode the intention. “This was less a change in energy and more a way of presenting it.”

“Nani?”

“Think of the amount of energy being the same, but the wavelength changing.”

“Is that really-“ Chie started to break in.

“Probably not,” I interrupted, still feeling my way through the subtleties, “there’s probably a lot more to it than that. Okay, I think Zak’is wants to do something different, find a better way of communicating, but doesn’t think they can.”

Chie frowned. “What about if we just type something on the screen? Or open a document?”

I pondered that a moment. “Well, the simplest solutions are sometimes the best,” I admitted. “Let’s give that a try.”

We opened a document and quickly typed ‘Zak’is, are you there?’ as best we could, though we really weren’t sure of the kanji the spirit used for itself.

Zakis paused a moment, followed quickly by the distortion tracing all over the screen.

After a few more moments I got another impression. “It’s not great,” I reported with a small shake of my head. “I think they can read it, but it’s difficult and takes time. They’re… I think they’re looking at it through a bad angle?”

“How can they be looking at a bad angle?” Ryota asked a little incredulously. “They’re… it looks like they’re right there on the screen.”

“Looks can be deceiving,” I replied with more confidence than I deserved. “That’s just how we’re interpreting a part of Zak’is’ presence. This could be like us trying to blindly make out a kanji traced into the sand via touch. Or looking across the street at a skyscraper and decoding the kanji created by leaving the lights on in certain windows.”

“That’s the problem with spirits being as smart as humans,” Kiyoto sighed, “we tend to think of them in human terms if we’re not careful.”

“Some spirits are…” I started but cut myself off, realizing that was wrong too. “It’s worth remembering that spirits have a whole range of intelligence and capabilities. Especially since we’re looking for some entirely unknown abilities here. Anyway, I think you guys can use the computer when you have to communicate, but it’s not how Zak’is would prefer it.”

“That’s good to know,” Chie made sure to insert optimistically.

I nodded. “Yeah, it’s not me as the single point of failure for once. Hang on a moment, I want to see if Zak’is has a way to make it easier for all of us.”

I went silent as I tried to have a more complex interaction with the spirit, covering some more esoteric concepts. And I did. But it didn’t quite work out in the way I expected.

“Huh,” I noted finally, speaking aloud for the first time in a few minutes. “That’s weird.”

“That’s weird?” Ryota was the first to respond.

“Well, interesting. Zak’is would like to communicate with us more directly, but they don’t know how. And neither of us think the typical methods I’d use would be effective.”

“Why not?”

I started to answer, but even I hesitated a moment over the enormity of it. “That might take a moment,” I demurred. “Let’s get the practical stuff started. Chie, could you please type in the information that Otome provided? The dates, locations, titles, and times? I’m going to ask Zak’is to get started. It sounds like they’re willing to try, but aren’t sure what’ll happen either. I’m going to explain a little more while you provide the information.”

Chie looked curious about what was happening too, but she was also keen to help her friend. She did as asked while I secured Zak’is help. Soon the distortion on the screen hovered over the information she provided. It lingered on it for a long time, then blinked away.

“The spike is gone,” Ryota reported. “Back down to low- to mid- zero.”

I sighed in relief then looked at him in surprise. “Really? That low?”

“It surprises you?”

“I… no, not really,” I frowned thoughtfully. “Not that much I guess. I sort of assumed we might be getting something of a background count in here given how much mana we were using. But we’re not using that much that heavily inside the research room all that often.”

“ 'We' being 'you',” Ryota noted with soft snort and an eye roll. Kiyoto did look mildly enlightened though, like he was mentally making a few notes.

“Fair,” I admitted. “You guys use the enchanted lab goggles fairly often, but there’s nowhere near enough power in those to change things much. And the point of the exercises using mana was not to let it escape.”

“I promise I’m not getting sidetracked this time!” I added hastily. “At least not too much! This is pertinent! Sort of. The technological and mana unfriendly nature of the research room and the whole building mean we’re still pretty much the same as the rest of Tokyo, even though I’ve done some pretty significant magic here a few times. Modern society resists and disrupts mana.”

Chie nodded. “I’m still working on that with Ryota. We’re actually getting some interesting proofs.”

“Not that explaining those to anyone else will be easy,” Ryota grudged slightly. “But yeah, I’m glad it’s not some sort of ridiculous magic vs. science thing you see in bad fantasy novels. It’s just a factor like insulators for heat or electricity, blocking an energy’s transmission. And for better or worse, most materials the modern world uses are pretty good mana insulators.”

I thought about taking issue with that one. In many ways they weren’t that good. You’d actually want to make them significantly better if you were trying to do it deliberately, take them from the 70-80% they managed to the 99.999% you wanted if it was necessary to use them militarily or scientifically. It was just that they were ubiquitous and their effects added up.

Reluctantly, I tabled that to stay on topic. “Anyway, this is what makes a modern spirit like Zak’is, who’s tied to mana resistant materials and esoteric functions, so fascinating. It’s like we’re looking at a silicon based lifeform instead of a carbon based one.”

Kiyoto stirred at that one, I got the feeling he was resisting his own issues with my cavalier comparison.

“One side effect of that is I can’t use the normal methods I’d attempt to help a spirit manifest or communicate. They’re not… well, there’s no other way to put it, they’re not right for a spirit like Zak’is.”

“Not right?” Ryota’s expression made it clear what he thought of a cop-out like that.

“Okay, how many half-baked analogies do you want?”

“You’ve already given us the carbon vs. silicon one,” Kiyoto noted with some frustrated humor. “Let’s go nuts.”

I sighed. “Alright, you asked for it. With most spirits, I usually describe- okay, no, let’s try something entirely different. You’re all smart enough. With most spirits, it’s like they’re a high-frequency wavelength. When I cast use magic to allow us to interact it’s like I’m creating filters that will alter that wavelength into visible light as it passes through. Are you with me so far?”

“Sort of,” Ryota surprised me by being the one to answer. “It’s weird and unintuitive, but I see what you’re getting at.”

Fair enough, it is still pretty half baked. “Okay, well ignoring all the bits that don’t make sense you can get how it works for all sorts of wavelengths. I might have to seriously alter and fine tune the mechanisms and materials for each one, but it works for a whole range of wavelengths. And that’s how it is with most spirits, at least of this sort.”

“This sort?” Kiyoto pounced on that.

“We’re going to be here all day,” Ryota despaired.

“No. Let’s keep it simple and give it a broad definition of ‘spirits connected to the world’,” I said quickly. “Spirits that are relatively close to us and… logical might be stretching it, but they make about as much sense as living creatures do. Go deep beneath the sea and you get some really weird stuff happening, these spirits can get that way on a different sort of dimensional axis. Sideways instead of deep.”

“Anyway,” I pushed that aside, already worrying I was spiraling into an incomprehensibly insane explanation, “Zak’is should be in that category, at least at first glance. But they’re not. It’s like they’re a wavelength that couldn’t pass through the filters. I’m not sure how to explain it better than that. Like maybe there’s a slight kink to their angle and the filters need the wavelengths to be flat along that particular axis? Sorry, I didn't think this one through enough. Trying to stretch the analogy to what little we know and feel about it gets even weirder and more contrived.”

“Do we actually know that?” Chie interrupted finally. “Have you tried?”

I paused a moment thoughtfully. “Good call,” I admitted. “I’m mostly going on what Zak’is told me. Apparently they’ve tried similar things in the past via the kami and they haven’t worked, but they didn’t directly mention a human spellcaster. We should follow up on that when they get back and ask about it.”

“Be careful about that,” Kiyoto warned, suddenly serious. “Make sure you’re not being an arrogant dick and assuming you can do it safely. Otherwise someone’s going to break something.”

“That’s also a good call,” I nodded at Kiyoto. “We don’t want to yank a fish out of water and try telling it to breathe in the atmosphere, simply assuming it must be able to do that. But yeah. Zak’is doesn’t fit the mold. They’re similar to ‘standard’ spirits in a lot of ways, but there are some weird and unexpected differences I keep running into. And figuring out how, and why, is really, really fascinating. Troublesome, but fascinating. This is like being the first one to deal with a duckbilled platypus or a non-Newtonian fluid: so many of the normal rules do apply, must apply. But this throws you off and tells you the usual rules aren’t as ironclad as you were taught.”

I finished that a little passionately, but felt embarrassed when all three grad students suddenly had coughing fits, looked away, and generally had to work hard to hide their smiles. After all, that was pretty much what this whole project was doing with them every single day.

“Yeah, yeah,” I muttered, trying to turn away from everyone in embarrassment. “I get it.”

We were silent for a few moments.

“So what happens if Zak’is doesn’t come back?” Kiyoto asked finally. “That it turns out he can’t do anything?”

He might have meant it as a peace offering, a distraction from my awkward analogies ending on such an embarrassing note, but his words had an immediate effect. “Don’t even joke about that,” Chie said instantly, sounding like her heart had frozen.

“I’m just saying,” Kiyoto said, his tone quickly shifting to apologetic, “we don’t actually know this could work. Or at least not work totally. Do we have any sort of plan B?”

While Chie glared daggers at him I answered honestly. “There might be some other things we can try, but this is far and away the best option I know of. That if Zak’is can’t do it themselves they might at least know of, or even be able to contact, a spirit that can do it. I- “ there was a brief pause as I shuddered over the mechanics. “I can think of one or two ways I might be able to do it, but I really don’t want to try those if I think about it.”

“Why not?” Chie demanded. “This is Mizuko’s future here!”

“Because glamour and outright mind control to get the administration to give her a second chance might be more practical,” I answered frankly. “Seriously, even trying to think about how I’d do it otherwise gives me a headache. The best plan I can come up with involves retroviewing the images of her working on the report. And how the hell we’d actually get the data out of that is kind of mindboggling. Take a picture of each screen as she pulls it up and then give that to her? The precision and detail involved in that… and then the redshifting effect…”

“There’s no way for you to just magically hit ‘undo’ on the files?” Ryota asked quickly.

“Not if they’ve been shredded and sabotaged like this,” I admitted, glad to get away from the more esoteric subjects, especially given the way Chie’s gaze went sharp-eyed as I referred to redshifting. “Himeko’s people have a better chance than me. If it was just physical damage I might be able to manage it. Maybe. But with deliberate overwriting involved?”

I settled down in despair, but then cocked my head slightly as something occurred to me. “But if I tried to combine time reversal, and maybe some really powerful divination, with a type of repair spell… or maybe just some way to copy the files… hmm.”

Ryota exploded. “Are you seriously talking about time travel in order to restore computer files?!?!”

I shook my head. “No. No, I’m not. That might be theoretically possible, but I’m getting so ahead of myself here that it’s not even funny. If we took all the mana we’re collecting and saved it for a year, and then you guys devoted yourselves to only studying spellcraft for two years, we might have the mana and manpower needed to attempt that. And the precision and sophistication needed to try even that much… no, no, nope! No, not going that way. No chance, that’s just stupid.”

Ryota and Kiyoto were staring at me in disbelief. Chie’s had a little more anger mixed in, obviously worried for her friend, but the ‘time’ factor I was suggesting in all this had her physicist side both intrigued and concerned.

I missed that as everything about this problem got to me. “The big problem is the precision and nature of the data here,” I said intently. “If this was just copies of a written report it would be easy. Well, no. It would be hard, but relatively simple and doable. I can think of a couple of paths we could take.” At least one of those paths being needlessly complicated, impractical, and stupid; but still possible. “Retrieving a bunch of transformed electronic data so far after the fact is another thing entirely. I’ve been working on spells to interact directly with data and computers for years and…”

I trailed off and tapped my fingers to the side of the computer’s keyboard.

“It hasn’t been good?” Kiyoto suggested in a small voice.

“It’s been mixed,” I declared a little more fairly, not wanting to disregard what I had managed or claim I’d done more than I had. “The more of the machine itself I can get involved the better. Activating functions on a computer, or even indirectly subverting them to do things I shouldn’t be allowed to do but that a fully trained person with root access could do, can be really tricky but doable. Trying to magically manipulate data directly, or essentially create programs with mana and use them on a computer?” I shook my head. “Totally different story. Even then, if I ever had to hack a computer I’d be more likely use a divination spell to figure out a legitimate password than try a spell to grant me access.”

“This is why a digital based spirit like Zak’is gives us-“

I cut myself off suddenly, and no one objected, as the screen once again suffered discoloration and distortion.

“Small spike again,” Ryota confirmed.

“Okay,” Kiyoto frowned, his eyes shut in intense concentration. “I can definitely feel him speaking this time. But I’m not sure I can understand him.”

“That’s partially because they’re dealing with… wow, I’m struggling to understand these concepts. Shh!” I shut my eyes and focused for a minute, trying to get every nuance of what Zak’is was sending. “Oh. Wow, this is fascinating.”

“What is it?” Chie asked. “Can we talk now?”

“Zak’is needs some help, a power boost of some sort. That bit almost makes sense. But what he needs it to accomplish… hang on, let’s see if this even works first.”

“What are you going to do?” Kiyoto asked.

“Send Coral Molder and Turushino some very big thank you gifts if this works, I’d never be able to do this without their examples,” I said, not even exaggerating very much. The first step was to synchronize with Zak’is a little more. For something clean and straightforward, like an elemental, that would have been fairly easy. Given the entirely strange and complex nature of the digital spirit I’d have had no idea how to manage that without having observed and learned from the senior shamans. I was having to synchronize with vectors I suspected even they’d never even heard of! It was like I was hearing ‘left, left, right a bit, further up. Now frumble. A bit more. And now shankwise.’ But thanks to the tutelage I’d received I knew how to listen for those dimensions, feel my way into following the signal Zak’is was giving me.

Slowly but surely, I managed to match myself up to Zak’is’ unique wavelength and channel a trickle of mana to him. I think most of it ‘spilled’ (and distantly heard Ryota mentioning the detector now registering a low one). Between our mutual inexperience and the mana resistant nature of Zak’is’ odd ‘home’ I doubted a tenth of the trickle I was sending out actually reached the spirit. But once I’d given them enough, the results were obvious and dramatic.

“Whoa!” Kiyoto flinched and my eyes popped wide open as I felt the manifestation. Zak’is had used the mana to create three free floating characters in the air above the computer. Not large, each was smaller than my hand, but there.

“You’re getting this?” I hissed explosively at Kiyoto, who was holding the camera. “Please tell me you’re getting this!” Even while talking I yanked my phone out of my bag to photograph the symbols and then leapt over the whiteboard to try and copy them down the analog way.

“Mamoru, what is this?” Chie asked softly, staring at the symbols while I ripped the cap off a whiteboard marker with my teeth.

I didn’t answer, just hurried to copy down as much of the symbols as I could. Despite my speed I barely managed the first of them before they faded, even that brief time had taken too much out of Zak’is.

“Tell me you got them,” I rounded on Kiyoto again. “Please tell my you recorded them, preferably from multiple angles.”

“I think so,” Kiyoto replied, slowly, cautiously, obviously terrified he might have made some sort of mistake in the face of my mad intensity. “There’s no reason I shouldn’t have.”

I checked my phone and let out a little cry of joy to find out that had worked as well. Chances were good we had gotten them.

“Were those-“ Ryota began cautiously.

“Sigils,” I confirmed. “Absolutely new and completely unfamiliar sigils. Remember what I just said about trying to directly connect with computer data via magic? Throw that out the window. I think Zak’is just gave us an important tool, and it’s a whole new ballgame after this.”
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Two days later, Himeko and Eiko entered the research room in a little bit of an uproar. Our latest experiment/discovery had kind of worked out. Kind of being the accurate description. Now we were all running around in trying to figure out the implications, what it really meant, and what the hell to do with what we’d actually gotten.

Chie was literally torn between running back and forth between her section of the whiteboard and to the glowing circle containing an uneven geometric shape of some sort. Kiyoto was having a moment where he was just pacing back and forth, maintaining a frightening speed as his thoughts whirled in even more directions. And Ryota was caught looking in every single direction, not sure where to go or what the heck to focus on as everyone lost their minds, not helped at all by the fact he was the one manning the camera this time and he wasn’t completely sure of his responsibilities now that the active part of our experiment was more or less over.

My breakdown was a little less dramatic, partially because I was still maintaining the magic circle on top of the lab table. But if you got close enough to look at my face, see my expression of stunned incredulity and the slightly glassy eyes that weren’t focused on anything, you’d realize I was as just freaked out as the others. I was simply a little less demonstrative about it.

About the only one who didn’t seem too affected was Professor Ichikawa. He was monitoring things from the corner between the workstations and whiteboard. He seemed mildly intrigued and amused, but that was it.

Eiko and Himeko exchanged a look. After a moment Himeko projected her voice across the lab in a very precise tone: not too aggressive, but solid enough to be heard. It could be taken as a light slap to the face or an apologetic question with equal ease. “So, should we come back later?”

Chie and Kiyoto barely faltered in their own freakouts; I seemed not to notice, still trying to decode implications; and Ryota looked around a little helplessly, obviously not sure what to say.

Professor Ichikawa greeted her normally. “Welcome Himeko. I’d say that’s up to you. Your friends are a little bit excited right now.” It was hard to tell if the undertones in his voice were amused or simply unbothered by our antics.

“I can see that,” Himeko agreed, taking his words as an invitation and threading her way towards me. She spared Chie a glance as our resident physicist settled on the whiteboard and began sketching out a model incomprehensible to 99.999% of the population but Himeko put that out of her mind and made her way over to me. “Mamoru, you’re usually behind this kind of thing. Would you care to explain?”

“Hi Himeko,” I noted distantly, still staring at the shape in front of us. It looked a little like an early 3D CGI shape cut and pasted carelessly into reality. Which, in many ways, it kind of was. “We’re having a little bit of a crisis right now.”

“I can see that. Let me rephrase my earlier question: would you care to explain why?”

“The universe…” I struggled for words. Hell, I was still struggling to define the concepts I’d be trying to explain with those words. “The universe doesn’t… the universe seems to be even stranger than we thought.” Even for me!  was implied strongly within those words.

There was a sudden exclamation from Chie. “Wait! What if it’s a pocket dimension? An artificial one!” Chie cried out frantically from the board.

I perked up a little at that one. “Oh,” I noted almost absently. “That might… do you mean created by mana?”

“Yes!” Chie continued, equally frantic as she drew some new diagrams. Diagrams involving an X, Y, Z, T, M, and D axis! “If we assume that’s an artificial creation, or an extra refraction of an already artificial creation-“

“The key word there is ‘assume’,” Professor Ichikawa interrupted blandly. “Write it down Chie, make the hypothesis. But don’t go grasping for the simplest answer to try and make everything make sense.”

“I’m lost,” Himeko noted calmly. I had a feeling our panic was slightly contagious because she was resorting to her Meiko heiress mask extra heavily. At first it had been just to calm us down and center us, but it was starting to feel like a defense at this point. “Could someone explain this to me?”

“Oh good,” Eiko heaved a huge sigh of relief. “It wasn’t just me this time!”

I looked at the glowing shape within the magic circle again. “You know how we were looking to retrieve Otome Mizuko’s thesis files?”

“Yes?” Himeko replied cautiously. The Meiko family’s IT and cyber security specialists had been working on it for the last day and a half but managed nothing. Himeko had already told me in confidence that the only reason they hadn’t declared it officially impossible yet was because the attack had been so widespread that her people had so many approaches to try and were still running down a few wilder possibilities. The professionals hadn’t given up all hope yet, if lives had been at stake they wouldn’t have hesitated to keep chasing all the available leads. But they figured the odds of recovering even half the data were at best 10% at this point. And dropping.

“Well,” I gestured at the joined rectangle-polyhedron-sphere-tetrahedron in front of me, “we found it.”

“That’s-“ Himeko began enthusiastically, her eyes and expression lighting up momentarily before reality quickly caught up with her. “Wait. How does that work?”

Over on the other side of the room Kiyoto made a frustrated noise and pounded the wall.

I think that neighbor’s out today, I noted with some gratitude. Otherwise that might have been loud enough to disturb them. The team on that side didn’t usually come to their research room on the weekends. “That’s the… fascinating question at play here.”

“Along with how the hell we actually get her files out of that,” Ryota interjected angrily, pointing at our weird shape in disbelief.

“Yeah, that one’s going to be tricky,” I admitted in a surprisingly low-key tone. I cocked my head slightly. “I might actually have an idea or two about that, but they’re going to make my early mana collectors look like well engineered masterpieces.”

“That’s not important right now,” Himeko tut-tutted us. “What’s important is that we’ve got Mizuko’s data back.”

Professor Ichikawa coughed politely. “Or so it seems. And something all the students here should consider,” he noted with a hint of amusement, “is that you should take the next step and confirm this is what you think this is, see what it actually is and how it works, before you start getting too caught up and upset about what you think it is and what that may imply.”

That pulled everyone (well, me and all the grad students) up a little short. Kiyoto stopped his pacing and Chie pulled back from the whiteboard for a moment. Both of them resumed work quickly enough, but both also looked a little calmer and embarrassed after the reminder.

“It might be what it seems,” he continued calmly, almost conversationally. “And given everything that’s happened to us over the last year I expect it is. But counting on it, jumping the gun and getting all upset like that, is foolish. Take your time, verify, research, then come to your conclusions.”

There was a moment of silence.

“I’m guessing that if we were in a class this would be the moment that everyone stands up, bows, and says ‘thank you, sensei’ sincerely?” Eiko noted with more than a hint of sarcasm.

“Pretty much,” I agreed. My embarrassment was somewhat moderated by the fact I’d been too stunned and amazed to act up too much, allowing me to keep my few overreactions more internal this time. It also helped that I’d half anticipated/worried about something like this since our last encounter with Zak’is. Kiyoto and Chie had not been so well prepared, hence them reacting so strongly and now finding things to do that didn’t involve them facing us.

“So, would now be a good time for you to explain what happened? Or at least what you think happened?” Himeko pressed politely.

I took a deep breath, slowly let it out, and began. “Alright, you know the basics of what we were planning, right? That I was going to follow the instructions Zak’is gave us, use the new sigils to boost his power, and that would allow him to retrieve the data we were looking for?”

“More or less,” Eiko agreed. “You were kind of short on the details there, Mam.”

“Mostly because I was either making them up or learning them as I went along,” I admitted. “I thought I sort of understood the basics, but I wasn’t completely certain and some things still confused me. This was… similar enough-“

“You hesitated,” Eiko stated flatly.

“For once I’m trying not to give you a bunch of half-baked analogies,” I admitted, mostly because I’m too uncertain and stunned to come up with them, “the differences would be getting pretty technical. Basically, there were two spells. One was to generally empower Zak’is, that one was almost familiar but had some big variations I chalked up to Zak’is having a previously unknown nature. That was basically the spiritual equivalent to the spells I test on you and Ryota to pump you up. The second one was a spell where I’d be assisting Zak’is to accomplish some sort of result, a second pair of well positioned hands to make something almost impossible much easier.”

“I have to side with Eiko here,” Himeko noted with some polite skepticism, “that sounds a bit evasive and unclear Mamoru. I don’t want to be rude, but how did you know that spell wouldn’t summon a demon or something similar?”

“Ah…”

“Oh my god, you actually didn’t,” Eiko murmured.

“I would have recognized an actual demon summoning!” I protested quickly. “And I trusted Zak’is! Honestly, I thought I had a better idea of what it was. Unfortunately,” I gestured at the shape contained in the circle in front of us, “it turned out I was wrong.”

“Alright then, now we’re getting to the heart of it,” Himeko was deliberately calm. “So, what is this, what did you do, and why is everyone here so upset by it?”

“That’s… tricky. Really really tricky.”

“Then why are you getting so worked up over it?” Himeko let a hint of exasperation show.

“Well, that’s why Professor Ichikawa succeeded in pulling us back,” I admitted. “But the short version would be… either creation has a backup server, we just got a big clue to how kami come into being, Zak’is is less constrained by time, or there’s a digital afterlife of some sort.”

Himeko stared while Eiko just exploded with “Wait, what?!”

“Yeah, we’re still trying to figure out what the hell happened too.”

“Mamoru, you don’t just dump something like that on us and try to brush it off casually!” Eiko continued caustically. “And what the hell was with all those explanations? How can it be… all that?!”

“All that or more,” Professor Ichikawa inserted with a trace of amusement. “Those are simply the first explanations to occur to everyone.”

Thanks for that, I muttered in the back of my head. Although, ironically, we’d probably come up with better explanations after a bit more time, just like Chie’s pocket dimension hypothesis suggested.

I took a deep breath and let it out. “Okay, this is weird on several levels. I’ll try to explain. Mizuko’s data was just gone so far as we could tell in any sort of regular sense, whoever or whatever did this got all of it and thoroughly.”

“Our people believe it was a trojan horse program of some sort,” Himeko inserted quickly. “They’re not quire sure what it was, but that it was something more sophisticated than what you’d get by visiting a sketchy website. This one used a small and subtle virus to ‘tag’ all the data and grant itself access. Then, and they’re not sure if this was triggered or on a timer, the program eventually went off and shredded all the tagged data. It also pretty much wiped Mizuko’s PC, they’re also pretty sure that was where it was based. It allowed the virus to track and monitor the data over a long period, possibly starting all the way back at the start of her thesis. That’s how they got everything.”

I was impressed. Horrified, but impressed. “Damn,” I muttered. “And people think what I can do is amazing. Anyway, that matches with what Zak’is said: Mizuko’s data was straight up gone. On the physical plane.”

“Getting pretentious again,” Eiko said, her tone rising warningly.

“Okay, well, I’m in shock, okay?” I fired back. “Because it turns out there’s something more out there. And what that something is has got us all kinds of disconcerted. There’s a… level out there that even a spirit that basically exists in the digital spaces can’t usually reach. Zak’is described it as a shadow or reflection, but that something as big and important as Mizuko’s data would leave an echo in that space, at least temporarily. Between Zak’is and I… we found that echo, and then brought it here.”

We all stared at the impossible shape again.

“I’m still not sure why that-“ Eiko began

“Think it through,” I interrupted snappishly. “Somehow, in some way, in some form, a set of computer files were recorded on a different level of reality. And it’s somehow possible to bring that here. Let that percolate a moment, and try to think what that suggests about reality as we know it. Or don’t know it, as it turns out.”

Eiko frowned but didn’t seem more than mildly put out. Himeko though, she suddenly jumped as if someone had poked her and then looked perturbed.

I probably shouldn’t be so hard on Eiko, a fairer part of me noted. She’s more used to rolling with it and working with what the universe gives her. The grad students, me, and even Himeko tend to believe we know how reality works, even though we’re often wrong. So something like this rubbing in our faces how arrogant we’re being throws us off a lot more than her. That was probably why Professor Ichikawa was taking it in stride too, he’d avoided becoming ossified in his thinking so he had a lot more experience in accepting he was wrong about the universe. The recent surprises showing how much he didn’t know had probably helped too. As young as we were, we’d been kind of arrogantly confident about a few things. As this encounter had shown, we shouldn’t have been.

“We were expecting… okay, I’m not sure what we were expecting exactly,” I admitted a little grudgingly. “I think it was something along the lines of Zak’is somehow healing the data or piecing it together from weird little partial caches and snippets imprinted all over the web. Maybe even something really out there and reading the data back through time. Something incredible, but working withing our current framework.”

“This,” I gestured at the shape in front of us, “doesn’t correspond with what we know- doesn’t seem to correspond with what we think we know,” I corrected myself scrupulously, receiving an approving nod from the professor, “and it freaks us out.”

“Yeah,” Ryota muttered feelingly, “the idea that computer data exists completely independently in another dimension… what does that even mean? And how? Ones and zeros have a transdimensional shadow?”

Wait, a shadow? “Holy shit, the Akashic Library?”

“That doesn’t exist!” Ryota’s dismissive derision was obvious. It was equally obvious that he was still a little bit shocked himself. He remembered where he was and who he was talking to a second later, visibly wincing at what he’d just said and how much arrogance it showed.

He’s had years to think like this, I reminded myself, it doesn’t all change overnight. Honestly, he’s doing extremely well. Plus…

“Well, you’re partially right,” I told him. “If you’re thinking of that airy fairy concept that gets batted around in new age circles, the Akashic records, that’s obviously not real. At least, not the weird mishmash they try to present. But there are some things that are similar out there, that’s probably how the name got applied to the Akashic Library.”

“The whatsit now?” Eiko prompted me.

“The Akashic Library is another name for a real… thing out there.”

Eiko opened up her mouth to snark some more, this time I beat her to it. “Yeah, I know that sounds stupid and repetitive. Part of the problem is that no one’s sure exactly what it is or why. They know it’s real, I’ve even visited it as part of my training. But the rest is hotly debated. That’s why Ryota’s comment about a shadow triggered my memories, that’s one of the more solid theories out there.”

“A shadowy library?” Eiko asked, unable to hide her skepticism.

I sighed. “Okay, taking it from the top. This place is somewhere outside of regular reality, so far we’ve only accessed it through the astral plane, never physically. It contains a copy of every written work-“

“Holy shit,” Eiko muttered a little more respectfully this time.

I nodded.  “At least, that’s the theory.  The more popular and important a work is, the easier it becomes to find.  Although time can be an important factor too, but by quite as much.  Locating a copy of the Art of War or a King James Bible is pretty trivial, and probably easier than whatever this week’s bestseller is.  But remember: that’s a theory.  Trying to find someone’s diary page from a hundred years ago about an average day is next to impossible, so it’s kind of hard to test whether or not it’s really everything.”

“That sounds wonderful. And impossible,” Himeko noted, pulling herself back a little.

I shrugged. “That’s why there are so many romanticized legends and rumors about the place. It really is useful and powerful, but not by as much as you think when you first hear it. People like to make up stories about it being the library of the gods or the blueprints of the universe. But mages theorize that… well, remember how we talked about how faith and belief create power? The old theory is that whenever someone reads something a tiny fraction of mana is engaged and sent through it, the readers are focused on it mentally and that concentration scribes a faint copy with mana. A person might only make a mark a molecule deep; but get millions of readers doing that over a long enough time and that’s enough to create a pretty defined copy. Certain mages theorize that the Akashic Library is simply a subdimension in the right spot to receive these copies.”

I shrugged again. “It’s simple, elegant, and is also hopelessly outdated and mage centric. A more modern version of that would update it to work through something more like photography or blast shadows, the Akashic Library is simply the surface upon which all this energy is interacting, a wall for all of this energy to form an impression on. And we’re probably doing it with a lot more than simply mana.”

“But it is real?” Himeko asked carefully, focusing on the important point.

“Yes, definitely. But not as useful as you think,” I gestured back at our geometric shape on the table. “This doesn’t quite match, which is why I didn't actually think of it at first. You can’t actually take anything out of the Akashic Library, not in the traditional way. That’s why it doesn’t actually see much use. You usually have to expend a lot of time and effort to find anything worthwhile, if it was famous and common enough to be easy to track down you’d have an easier time just locating one in the real world. And if you do find it, you usually need to use some pretty tricky magic to either memorize it or create a copy in the physical world”

“But it’s from all of history?” Ryota surprised me with his tentative question.

I hesitated a moment. “To the best of our knowledge,” I answered frankly. “But there are some pretty big assumptions in there. I've heard tales of people retrieving knowledge from thousands of years in the past, but I’m not sure if those are apocryphal or not.”

To make things even more difficult: all those tales, along with most of my advanced knowledge, was from Avalon. I’d verified that the Akashic Library was accessible from Earth, but that was about it. Whether it worked in exactly the same way, or was even all the same ‘place’, was completely beyond me. Metaphysically they might have been the equivalent of each planet’s atmosphere or mesosphere. In which case, Earth’s was probably very similar to Avalon’s but there was every chance there were small variances with potentially huge implications. But I didn’t want to even try to get into all that on top of all the other factors, so I focused on the most pertinent part.

“The theory goes that the place is timeless, that’s a big reason that it’s useful. But that’s an old theory and, well,” I looked towards Chie, she was still sketching on the board but she had obviously slowed down and was listening to me. “I don’t want to step on your toes, this is way too self-taught and has a dozen assumptions in it. But it seems like in the Akashic Library that whole space-time thing has ‘space’ dialed way up while ‘time’ is turned down incredibly low. The older things don’t decay, but they’re further away. Again, I don’t know that. But when I look at some of the old legends, then put them through the lens of modern science, some startling possibilities emerge.”

Chie looked excited for a moment, then torn. “I think I see what you’re saying Mamoru,” she said slowly. “And that’s… I think I’d be willing to start a full second degree as a mage in order to study that if it’s right.”

“Like I said,” I admitted reluctantly, “there’s way too many assumptions in that. I really want to look into that too, but there’s a dozen issues and priorities there.”

“Don’t forget me!” Ryota protested with surprising fierceness. “If that’s real then there’s got to be a dozen chemists at Tokyo U alone who’d kill for the opportunity to visit.”

I looked at him in surprise. “The chemists? Really?”

“Have you forgotten how much was lost in some places?” the dignity and incredulity in Ryota’s words mixed poorly with this high voice. “I’d suddenly be willing to change my whole thesis if I got my hands on a primary source for true Greek Fire! Or even the real formula of ancient concrete. There are a dozen other formulas all over the world I’d love to break down and research.”

“Especially the flammable or explosive ones,” Professor Ichikawa agreed apologetically, reminding us all he was still around. “I have to agree with him on this one. Give me a chance to amuse myself and write a memorable paper like that and I’d agree to it in a heartbeat. It’s not my specialty and I shouldn’t be so greedy, but at least half the chemists out there have a historical pet peeve or idea on some of those that they’d like to put to bed. I suppose that in reality I’d try to get a specialist or two involved first, but I’d still jump at the chance.”

“Huh,” that shouldn’t have surprised me, not when they put it like that, but it did. “Okay, one more reason to put that research a little higher up on the list.”

“You have a list?” Eiko stared at me incredulously.

“How many times have I told you that I wanted to bring magic into the modern word to take it’s place alongside other sciences and help?” I asked, sounding a little peeved. “Seriously, of course various fields of archeology and the Akashic Library was on that list.”

Himeko coughed gently. “As fascinating as this is,” she prodded us gently, “I think we’re drifting off topic.”

“Damn it,” I muttered softly. “Sorry, you’re right. There’s good reason to, and this stuff’s potentially important-“

Himeko coughed again, hiding a hint of a smile.

“-but not today. Okay, key take away here: there is a real Akashic Library. This data can’t be from that. However, there is precedent for records from our world being duplicated transdimensionally. If the written word can be reflected and recorded in a different dimension then it’s not all that big a leap…”

I hesitated a moment. “Alright, it is a pretty big leap. And I wouldn’t normally make it. But given what we’ve discovered, it really appears that computer data is somehow being reflected and stored extradimensionally in a different but comparable way. And that’s still pretty damn huge, and we really want to put a pin in all the potential implications of that, but maybe it shouldn’t be as mind shatteringly huge as it first appeared.”

“Bravo,” Professor Ichikawa favored me with a nod, which made me feel a little better about the clumsy way I’d handled everything. “That still needs work, but it puts everything in proper perspective. If I was advising you on a paper that’s where I’d start. Now you’re in the right mind frame, approaching the problem rationally, comparing it to the existing framework without being addicted to that, and handling it. The thrill of discovery is great, and you should never try to downplay it. But try not to let it overwhelm you either, or else you’ll compromise your own minds and conclusions as you start to fear what you’ll discover.”

Oof! True, but oof. I sometimes liked to whine a little about the somewhat ossified and closeminded scientific establishment. Some of that was fair, hence why I was trying to sneak in magic through the back door, but some of it wasn’t. Some of it was just humans being human. I didn’t like to think I was just as bad as those I was trying to criticize, but Professor Ichikawa had a pretty big point. I’d immediately panicked upon coming across a new facet of reality with some potentially disturbing implications I wasn’t fully prepared for, especially at first glance before we’d examined it closely. I hadn’t been too bad about it, but without the practical and humanitarian concerns that Mizuko’s data provided I would probably have been willing to look at the grad students, come to a mutual consensus of “this is disturbing. How about we say I screwed up somehow, we pretend this never happened, and put this all on the backburner indefinitely?” I imagined even in that case I’d slowly let things percolate and eventually get back to them (after all, the size changing spells were still on our list of things to research and those were pretty freaky!). But I had a feeling I’d have easily let myself get distracted away from them. It was good to learn from this experience, but it was also a pretty good idea to accept that everyone was human and flawed.

“So,” Himeko asked after giving everyone a few moments to reflect on that. “What next? Especially for Mizuko’s data? I am amazed at the discoveries you’re making here, but I can’t help but worry about the poor young woman that’s been sabotaged at the same time. And I don’t want to sound too flippant, but this doesn’t look like any file format I’m familiar with.”

I heaved a huge puff of breath as I pulled myself out of my introspection and looked at the immediate problem. Though I was not-so-secretly grateful to do that, get away from the big picture and large-scale problems in order to focus on the issue in front of me, that issue was still a tricky one.

“I’m going to have to experiment carefully with the new sigils that Zak’is provided us with,” I said finally. “We’re still trying to determine exactly what they do, and how, but I’m starting to get a basic idea. I think I might know of a way to get Mizuko’s files out of this.”

Ryota jumped a little. “What, you’re serious?” He’d been the one stuck next to me the longest time, had the most appreciation for our incredibly strange little gift. It was no wonder he was startled.

“Maybe,” I emphasized carefully. “I’ve got to run a couple of tests first. And even then, unless we’re really lucky… does anyone here know how to set up a binary compiler?”

“Holy shit, really?”

“Hopefully not,” I admitted, tapping a finger against my staff as I considered the object in question, “but I think it’s safest to assume we’ll have to go that way. I have a feeling we’re going to have to start at the ground level basics if we want to try and do this.”

“A binary compiler’s not that hard, Mamoru,” Chie noted from the whiteboard. “I’m surprised you don’t know.”

“Well…” I hesitated, trying to unpack my thinking. “How about setting up one to read and translate the binary visually, via a camera?”

“You mean like morse code?”

“Wouldn’t it be more like semaphore?” Kiyoto jumped in, relieving me that he’d calmed down too.

“That would be trickier,” Ryota admitted. “But I don’t think that’ll be too hard.”

And with that we started getting down to a more practical discussion. There was still plenty of big picture stuff to get to. We had a dozen new questions about the nature of reality, along with how thinking beings interacted with it. I could already see Chie contemplating a new axis on her models, Kiyoto now had even more categories and qualities to try to fit into the biological classifications, and Ryota was more confused than ever about material qualities and potential reactions past the standard dimensions. And that was barely even touching on some of the new questions about life, time, and thought which today had raised!

On a slightly more practical note: I had to ask myself about priorities and where I should be directing my efforts in the future. Whether I should be digging deep into some of the potential digital magic being presented by these new sigils, if for no other reason then to get ahead of potential criminals using it when everything went public; focus on figuring out the Akashic Library and some of the potential questions raised by that, like if it was all connected and I could try tracking down some Avalon texts now that I was starting to have enough power and equipment; or if I should put more work into developing and emphasizing the historical research options that magic had always presented, try to use those as a better way of gaining magic scientific acceptance. I’d always figured I’d need more acknowledgment before trying that, but Professor Ichikawa and Ryota’s responses suggested maybe it was the other way around after all.

Needless to say, that was all a little much for one small team. It was no wonder we could be scared and overwhelmed. But restoring one woman’s sabotaged thesis? That was doable, that was enough for now.
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I was in an obscure corner of the Meiko estate I’d never been before. Basically, this was the basement area of their employee dormitory (or servant’s quarters depending on how you wanted to look at it. Given the odd way that the Meiko family interacted with the workers in their house, using the unexpected mix of tradition and cockeyed but sensible modern refinements, neither label quite worked.) This particular area held a surprising nest of electronics and computers, the home of the mansion’s cybersecurity and IT people.

I’d been surprised there were so many at first, a half dozen people were present and that seemed confusingly large for the Meiko estate. But a quick talk with Himeko revealed it was a typical Meiko twist on the usual ideas.

First, they had to take care of more than just the Meikos. There was no point in trying to secure the mansion if they left huge electronic backdoors that someone hostile could just waltz in through in the form of all the mansion employees and their families. In this age of wireless communication not having equally strong firewalls and security awareness of all the resident families’ electronic devices would have been careless madness. That required a lot more people than just taking care of the Meikos proper!

Second, they were an independent way to double check various departments and claims at Meiko businesses. It was easy for the wide web of Meiko holdings to claim they were being responsible in their practices and security, it was a lot harder for them to try and pull the wool over anyone’s eyes when these specialists could check their claims, and do so without any fear of pressure or need to suck up to their employers’ desires.

Third, and Himeko had gently reminded me of this without actually saying anything too incriminating, these people also served as an unofficial offense in addition to their defensive role. The Meikos didn’t use them that way too often, both for the obvious legal reasons and so they’d have the advantage of surprise whenever they did go active. But their team also included specialists who were supposed to hack who the Meikos told them to when the Meikos required it. Sometimes that was for more personal reasons, the incident back in high school with Harada Shio came to mind. Other times it was to not-so-gently remind people not to try messing around with the Meikos. They weren’t just going to sit back calmly and let you try their firewalls again and again until you got lucky and broke through. If you made yourself a problem, and legal measures weren’t a good enough option, they’d hack your computers and melt your servers instead. Any computer criminal smart enough to be a threat quickly realized the risk to benefit ratio was not in their favor and avoided dealing with the Meikos directly.

I’d actually seen some of them before, or talked to them over the phone and intercom on occasion. I felt a little embarrassed to have realized how little I knew about them. Some of that was my usual paranoia and overreaction, feeling unreasonably guilty over there being something that I couldn’t have been realistically expected to know or do, and even I recognized that. But I’d been coming to the Meiko estate for nearly three years now, I figured I should have been a little more aware than that. Which, in turn, may have influenced my willingness to help. Just a little.

“Okay,” I replied pensively, “I think I get it. You want a complete copy of the thesis data when done, just to see if there’s somehow a way you could reconstruct it based on what you do have?”

“And what we could have found,” Sankichi nodded enthusiastically. He was easily the weediest Meiko employee I’d seen so far, with arms like cardboard tubes. Almost annoyingly thick glasses too, and I had positive associations for glasses! But it seemed that he was the head of technology when it came to the estate, and what he was proposing certainly bore that out. “I want to see if there’s any way we could have done it, recreated it if we’d known what we were looking for.”

Huh, a real anti-shredder, I thought with a twinge of interest. I was pretty sure that was impossible, that enough random factors would make that completely ridiculous. I seriously doubted the data overwriting processes used any sort of predictable pattern, at least not one based on the data they were overwriting! But I wasn’t absolutely certain, not enough to contradict an expert in their own field. So it did intrigue me a little.

“Well, I don’t really mind,” I said hesitantly. “But we don’t actually know if our method is going to work yet. It looks really promising, but it’s still in progress. We think it’s going to be another three or four days before we can even test the data. At least.”

“But you’ve already been working on it nearly a week!” Sankichi burst out.

“Sankichi-san,” Himeko sighed from the side, gently but warningly. Several other people in the area, including Eiko, sighed softly or shook their heads. Apparently this was not unknown behaviour.

“Sorry, Himeko-sama,” the tech blushed and offered her a quick bow.

I sympathized, in more ways than one. After so long dealing with all the impeccably mannered and disciplined house servants it was almost nice to discover the Meikos also employed people more like me in the non forward facing positions. Although it was unsurprising they kept him out of sight of guests. “That’s alright, but progress is slow. And we’re not going to risk it.”

“How would you be risking it?” Sankichi blurted out again while Himeko fought down another small sigh. “It’s data, surely you could copy it!”

“Probably, but not definitely,” I answered with complete honesty. “We’re literally doing this bit by bit in binary. And we’re not completely sure we started at the right point. We don’t want to risk any pause lest we scramble something and corrupt it. Toss in the risks of doing this magically for the first time, from something that’s more or less unknown to boot, and we’re not taking any chances.”

“Wait,” Sankichi pulled back a moment, “you mean literally bit by bit? Not even bytes?”

I nodded an affirmative. “Like I said: first time and with unknowns. I manage to set up a spell that seems to read whatever this is and sends out flashes corresponding to the ones and zeros. Ryota and Chie managed to create an ad hoc arrangement of a digital camera connected to a computer that is automatically saving all this data while translating it through a binary compiler.”

“What’s the data transmission rate?” Sankichi almost interrupted, obviously shocked by the primitive nature of what we were doing. “And how big was her file anyway?”

“Over a megabyte,” I replied a little sourly. “She doesn’t remember exactly how much, she thinks it was around 1.2, she had a few attached illustrations and graphs as well as the thesis and all the raw data. But it’s not like we’ve got a progress bar attached to this. We’re receiving over a bit a second, but less than two. That’s not bad for something we’ve made on the fly, but it’s not setting any new records.”

“Except the obvious one,” Eiko chimed in from a back corner in amusement, “both best and worst magical…” she trailed off, trying to figure out the words to describe it.

I decided it was best to ignore her and ploughed onwards. “We figure we’ve still got a day or two left. If this even works.” I sighed heavily. “Honestly? My biggest worries are that we’re starting in the middle or my spell has transposed the ones and zeros. Going back a couple of steps and trying to retranslate it after all that would be a nightmare. Especially if it’s both of those.”

Sankichi looked like he’d tried to swallow a grapefruit, still struggling to even comprehend that. I couldn’t blame him, I’d been thinking about it a while and it still threw me. It would be a weird combination of easy and difficult, depending on how well the saved data worked and if we correctly identified the problem.

All in all, it looked like Zak’is had given us some powerful new tools in the form of the new sigils. But there was a long way to go before we could use them properly. There was a translation and refinement process to go through yet, figuring out just what they did and how they worked. And even then it would be a long time before we perfected spells to harness those effects well enough to equal a traditional interface. I loved the potential, but it was going to be one heck of a journey before we got to the point of doing anything practical what we’d been given.

They could still be useful hacks! And, as this all demonstrated, they provided options that traditional tools and programing couldn’t match. I was certainly looking at them with interest, and already engineering the prototypes of some very interesting spells for use in the modern world. But, no matter how much the mage geek in me wanted to flex, I wasn’t going to be throwing away my phone or PC in favor of computer related spells and talismans any time soon.

Which was one of (several!) reasons I was trying not to be rude to the Meiko family’s tech guy. “So I’m happy to give you whatever we get in the end,” I shrugged. “Frankly, we might still need you guys to go over it and give it a professional cleanup even after we’re done with it. But assuming this is going to work, or trusting that we’ve done it right, is a bad idea. There are too many unknowns here. I know I’m droning on about this again, but think about how you’d treat this if the word ‘magic’ wasn’t involved.”

“He’s right,” a middle-aged man commented from next to Eiko. Given how he was sitting next to a computer screen full of code I assumed he was a programmer. “We’d be incredibly skeptical if he was doing all this with a regular old program. We’d be looking at whatever he produced as almost certainly a scam and garbage.”

“But-“ Sankichi began to protest.

The man shut him up with a hard look. “Don’t bother protesting, you know what we’d think of anyone who was trying to sell us a ‘miraculous breakthrough’. Whatever you do: don’t let that program on to the main system!”

“Thank you, uncle Wataru,” Eiko noted with some surprisingly polite gratitude.

I did a small double take, looking at the guy again. I can see it now, I admitted to myself, even as a smaller part of me laughed while snickering ‘confirmation bias’ between guffaws, there’s something about the eyes. Honestly, I was probably right about them being related. But the guy was most likely a little further away from her than a ‘parent’s brother’ uncle and she was using it informally.

“And that’s more or less how you should be treating the final product,” I continued, trying to recover as gracefully as possible. “I don’t want to say I expect it to fail or have major problems, I doubt that. But there’s a lot of room for errors and problems in this, and I don’t want you suffering from any illusions.”

“Understood,” someone noted gruffly from the doorway. I turned around to see Choji joining us all. “Meiko-sama,” he greeted the heiress with a short bow, “my apologies.”

Himeko’s expression was somewhere between tired and amused. “It’s alright, Choji-san. If you hadn’t interrupted them, I suspect Sankichi and Mamoru would have taken ten minutes to extract themselves from mutual apologies. I assume you’re here because you had to check things out for yourself?”

Before I could decide whether to agree or be insulted by that evaluation (it seemed exaggerated but reasonable) Choji nodded. “Yes, ojou-sama. It is… unconventional.”

Himeko looked mildly smug. I must have looked confused because Eiko called out “hey Mam, did you detect the new security system.”

“Noooo,” I drew out slowly, looking at her oddly for calling out to me from so far away for that. Especially when two of her superiors had been talking. “Should I have?”

Himeko just looked even smugger. I didn’t think I’d ever used that word before in my life, but it was the only one that could have described her expression.

“Take a look,” Eiko suggested, pointing at what appeared to be a glowing green light over the door.

I cautiously started to shift to the side to look at it, wondering what was up. Much to my surprise, Choji shifted himself to allow me easier access, so I just stood on tiptoes for a closer look.

I was startled to say the least. What I had first taken to be a simple bulb of some sort was actually stone. And the glow wasn’t technological in origin.

“Himeko’s been taking with Meikami,” Eiko admitted. “She’s working with us to help secure the house.”

“That is extraordinary,” I admitted, not bothering to hide my surprise. I kept my head high up even though my calves were starting to ache, eyeing the sone in amazement. “She’s already capable of doing something like this?”

“She’s cheating, slightly,” Himeko smile suggested mixed emotions. “Those stones are originally from a necklace belonging to my great-great-grandmother. Not a very valuable one, they’re only garnets-“

‘Only’ she says, popped into my head automatically. Still, it was mostly just habit. If I’d truly needed to, I wouldn’t have had any problem with buying a couple of garnets for use in an experiment or enchantment. Not like I would have had with a truly precious stone.

“-and it didn’t really mean that much to her. She only wore it for everyday wear. She fell and it slipped off her neck and out of reach into a vent soon after the mansion was completed. She was so embarrassed and it was such a minor thing she never even mentioned them.”

I had to work to keep my face blank at that one. It was less ridiculous than usual, but still very much a Meiko family thing.

“So they’ve more or less been a part of the house ever since the beginning. They’re infused with Meikami in a way few things are. We’ve broken up the necklace and put the garnets at a few critical points around the house as a sort of supernatural warning system.”

“Alright,” I admitting, finally leaning back down to ease the burn in my muscles, “so what do they do, exactly?”

“They’re just a warning system,” Choji noted with mixed emotions.

“It’s still Meikami,” Himeko noted apologetically, “you’re right, she’s still pretty limited. But yes, they light up in the presence of someone with significant supernatural abilities. And if they’re using those abilities in a hostile way, Meikami says the light can and will turn red.”

“Huh,” I noted, looking at the little light with some more respect. “Simple, but effective.”

“Or so she says,” Choji sounded firm and determined. “Matsuda-san, what’s your take? Could you defeat them?”

I was a little intrigued, so I took a closer look through ‘mage sight’. It wasn’t as helpful as I’d hoped, not in understanding them. Once again this was a more purely kami creation, and much more organic than the stuff I was used to working with. But I was still glad for the opportunity.

“Not directly,” I said after a minute’s study and thought, “I don’t think I could ‘hack’ or directly bypass this sort of thing. Maybe a true shaman could do better, this might just be my limits as a mage, but I don’t think I could manage that.”

“Indirectly though,” I thought a second time and then finally nodded. “That much I think I could do. This is good, but I could just cast a simple illusion over it to make the color appear to be green rather than red. Or cast spells on anyone else in the room, something to cloud their minds or make them not pay any attention to what’s happening. Or perhaps something to keep the system from detecting trouble in the first place. Although I’m a lot less confident about that, I’m not sure how that even works.”

“It’s an extension of Meikami herself,” Himeko explained to me for a change. “We’re taking to heart all the lessons we’ve learned and trying to keep some separation here. But she is the kami of the mansion itself, and it didn’t take much to make the gems part of the mansion. When she feels trouble it’s an easy way for her to alert someone.”

Himeko kept a straight face, but Eiko allowed herself a grin at my expression as I considered that. The way my face screwed up with a mixture of fascination, distaste, and thoughtfulness was kind of amazing.

I just couldn’t make up my mind. On one hand, all the uncertainties and looseness of that bothered me. Depending on a young and unknown kami’s judgement… it really bugged me, but I couldn’t have told you why. Especially since the flipside of that was pretty strong, Meikami was integrated into everything in a way a human could barely dream about. Her ability to sense what was happening in the mansion… I was hard pressed to come up with even a theoretically ‘better’ way to do that using my type of magic!

“That might have some weaknesses,” I said finally, being careful to keep my voice even. “I don’t think she’s ever going to miss me doing anything, she knows who and what I am. But if an unknown, subtler magic user or psychic were to sneak in and keep their efforts lowkey then she might not notice. Especially if they did it during the Himawari Ball or something.”

I was painfully aware I was pulling out an edge case in order to sound like it wasn’t just sour grapes on my part. But I was reassured to see Choji nodding thoughtfully.

Himeko noticed too. “You agree, Choji-san?”

“It seems like the more things change, the more they stay the same, ojou-sama,” Choji replied with a hint of almost cheerful weariness. “I don’t claim to be an expert on this thing, but a crowded party is always a nightmare for security. It’s almost reassuring to find out that still holds true.”

I shrugged a little helplessly. “Sorry.” I was slightly worried I was slandering Meikami, Aoth knew I was a long way away from truly understanding her or her abilities. There was a hint of a humancentric bias in my conclusions there, as a spirit she might be less limited than I was assuming. But she was also the young kami of a house. A very big house, but just a house nonetheless. Assuming she had the ability to track infinite guests perfectly with no issue would have been even the dumber assumption, so I had to mention it.

“It’s something to consider,” Choji declared firmly, back to his usual professionalism. “Thank you for your opinion, Matsuda-san. It’s good to have a double check. For the both of you.”

Eiko continued to smirk. “Come on, Mamoru. Let’s get going,” she left her place next to her uncle and grabbed my arm, subtly steering me out of the room. “It looks like the seniors want to talk.”

“We really should get out of your way,” Himeko agreed more diplomatically. “Choji-san,” she nodded at her head of security respectfully as she joined us.

Choji gave her a slight bow, and I was mildly amused to hear the doorbell at the front gate as we left the room. So that’s what it sounds like from this end, I thought wryly as Eiko pulled me along.

“He was also there for something else,” Eiko explained once we were in the corridor. “I didn’t want you to ruin this chance by overstaying your welcome.”

“Chance?” I glanced at her in surprise.

“Now that he’s got more of a counter, he’s warming up to you a little,” Eiko noted wryly.

“What, really?”

“Choji’s not blind,” Himeko noted calmly, “nor is he stupid. His devotion to duty and principle is why we’ve put him in his position. He’s actually happier having a talented mage on our side than not, and appreciates all that you’ve done. But he couldn’t let himself trust you without some sort of balancing factor. Now that Meikami’s on the board, he can finally breath.”

“He’s like that with everyone,” Eiko hastened to add, unaware she was actually preaching to the choir in this case. “Like he trusts my uncle, but my uncle also knows that Choji’s getting the other guys to run checks on him a few times a year. Just like he does on them. And if Choji’s fanatical about doing that to our own computer people then you can just imagine how he feels about you.”

“That bit I understand,” I said hastily. “Heck, I even agree with it! Frankly, I think he needs a little bit more.”

“That’s what he’s hoping for in me,” Eiko noted, clearly mixed emotions on her face.

“And will get in time,” Himeko declared firmly, circumventing some potential awkwardness. “For now, we have to work with everything we have. Which is why working with Sankichi is so important.”

“It is?” Eiko fired back a little skeptically.

“It is,” Himeko declared firmly as we started climbing the stairs up. “You might have forgotten, but whoever did this to poor Otome Mizuko’s research in the first place is still out there. Getting her thesis back is the first and most important thing, but figuring out who was behind it and seeing them appropriately punished is important too.”

I winced. Between the difficulties of restoring that data, my sympathy for the trouble she was going through, and then the mix of fascination and trouble from what we were discovering along the way, that particular facet had completely slipped my mind.

“And while I don’t want to doubt your abilities, Mamoru,” Himeko continued with a slightly apologetic glance. “I’m assuming that’s beyond you at this point?”

“Probably,” I admitted. “I’m pretty sure I could figure out who’s behind it, given enough time. But even that would take some big divination magic, at least to zero in on the exact spot and then provide us with a result we could recognize. I figure it would take at least a month’s worth of work and a year’s worth of mana to do it.” I shrugged. “Maybe we’d be lucky, maybe I’m overestimating things or we could come up with an alternate way by contacting the appropriate spirits. I’m sure at least some of the Tokyo U kami have their own gifts or abilities that could help.”

“But actually getting them to help would be a chore in and of itself,” Himeko summed up as we reached the ground floor. “Zak’is was surprisingly reasonable, and Meikami was willing to help us at least partially out of pure self-interest. She wants to protect herself and this is one more precaution to discourage grandfather from trying anything foolish.”

Ouch, didn’t think of that one, I realized and repressed another wince. I was pretty sure no one thought that was likely, especially not after he’d been warned and cursed by the higher ups. But we hadn’t thought he'd undertake anything like his original plan either, this was a lot less paranoid than most of my fears!

“So actually getting one of the university kami would be challenging and expensive?” Himeko continued, half a question and half a statement.

“Probably,” I said again. “It’s possible we might get lucky, one of them already knows and has a grudge against the perpetrator. Or they have a soft spot for Otome. But the chances of that being true, and then us actually finding and contacting that kami, is pretty slim. The safe odds are that we’d have to hunt around to find one willing and able to help, do them a major league favor, and then help out in a much bigger version of the ritual we had to do to help Zak’is pull out that strange copy of Otome’s file.”

“And even then I assume the chances of us getting something we could actually take to the authorities is minimal?” Himeko pursued in the same tone.

I sighed. “Pretty much. It’s a little more likely than usual since we’d probably be dealing with university authorities, it’s always possible this theoretical kami might have the ability to provide or manufacture the evidence we need. But it’s at least as possible they can’t or won’t either.”

“So turning to the cybersecurity team is probably our best bet,” Himeko concluded. “I don’t know if they’ll be able to do anything, but I figure it will be a good exercise for them at the least. And if Sankichi can actually reconstruct the files, even if he has to cheat a little, then that makes our life easier. It might also give us some clues to who actually did this.”

“I wouldn’t count on that,” I added hastily. “I’m pretty sure that this long after the fact we’re not likely to get them. Not without…” I hesitated, not wanting to use the phrase ‘throwing ridiculous amounts of resources at this’. But I was pretty sure that’s what it came down to. If I wanted to delay my work for a year with mana shortages and effort, or if Himeko had been willing to say ‘money is no object, bankrupt us if you have to’ I was pretty sure we could have caught whoever was behind this. But in the real world… well, I didn’t want to undersell how vicious the culprit had been (seriously, if that had been done to me, and I’d been on my own, I could easily see myself getting that vengeful! As someone who figured they were going to be shooting for a doctorate from Tokyo U this whole thing made me see red.) but chasing them fanatically wouldn’t have been a reasonable use of our time, effort, mana, or money.

“It’s alright, Mamoru,” Himeko noted calmly. “I’m going to try, but I’m not going to turn this into even a mild obsession. The Meiko family’s rank and resources are there to be used in cases like this. But if I go too far then I’m abusing them, not using them.”

I let out a little sigh of relief. “That’s a good way to put it,” I admitted. “It’s worth trying, but if we try too hard then… we…”

I trailed off because we’d just reached the entrance hall. There, inside the doors with her shoes off, was my cousin, Kanoko Kaede.

Kissing Meiko Shinji.

“Oh no,” I was distantly aware of Eiko muttering quietly and face palming.

“What the fuck…” I breathed softly.

The two heard something, possibly the running sound of the security guy chasing after us frantically only to stop and curse under his breath when he saw the tableau. When the pair noticed I was there they sprang apart guiltily.

Now, I should be fair and note that this hadn’t been some sort of deep kiss. Shinji hadn’t been dipping her dramatically and kissing her like it was for some sort of award. They hadn’t been locked in a fierce embrace, there’d been no tongue involved, and no romance writer would have tried adding any of their more ridiculous adjectives to it. It had been a pleasant, comfortable, ‘I enjoy this’ boyfriend/girlfriend kiss. But the casualness and ease with which they had been doing it meant that it hit me even harder. And I had not been having a great month.

“Kaede!” I half roared, stomping over in her direction. “What the fuck?!”

I abruptly found myself stopped as Eiko grabbed me from behind and twisted me backwards in some sort of hold. “Mamoru, breathe,” she commanded me with uncharacteristic seriousness.

I made some sort of wordless curse and thrashed around in her grip for a few seconds. But it didn’t take long for sanity to reassert itself. I took as deep a breath as I could manage, let it out slowly, and told her “I’m alright.” In as calm a tone as I could force out.

Since it sounded like I was only grinding that out grudgingly Eiko was obviously skeptical. “Behave,” she commanded me firmly as she slowly straightened me up, “or else I’m going to have to get involved again.”

I nodded tersely then turned back to my cousin. She’d split apart from Shinji and was hurriedly tugging on her outdoor shoes. “Cousin Mamoru,” she said frantically at whatever she saw in my eyes, “it’s not what it looks like!”

“Not what it looks like?!” I replied incredulously, my blood pressure rising again at such an obvious lie. “What, were you-“ I just sputtered incoherently, nowhere near clever enough to come up with a sarcastic line just off the top of my head and too worked up to remember any of the good responses to that I’d read over the years.

Kaede flushed a deep red

“Kaede-“ I began

“Okay, fine,” Kaede came back a little angrily, “it was what it looked like. So what?”

“So what? You were making out with Meiko Shinji for crying out loud!”

In the background I just barely noticed Shinji bite his tongue at that. He was smart enough not to respond and accidentally escalate everything though. It probably helped that his sister had quietly moved up beside him and put a reassuring hand on his shoulder.

“Yeah? And who are you to tell me I can’t?”

I opened my mouth to make some sort of a hot comeback but nothing came out. Oh, fuck. I started to realize.

“I’m sixteen now, and I can date who I want,” Kaede came back snappishly.

“Can is not the same as should,” I shot back a little inanely.

“And you’re the one to tell me that?” she countered.

“Ouch,” Eiko winced and said softly in the background.

“Yeah, I am,” I replied, a little of my anger coming back. “Or did you forget all the harassment and stupid rumors you and your sister believed about me three years ago? All when I was innocent and doing nothing wrong? So, does Sakura actually know about this yet?”

That one got Kaede to look away guiltily.

“She doesn’t, does she?” I crowed with a little too much satisfaction. “Does anyone? Do your parents know you’re doing this?”

I was obviously getting to her, she was shifty enough even I could instantly tell the answer. “Well, I, uh.”

“I thought so,” my brain pulled up some of the worst information it could manage. “Sakura was right, wasn’t she? All those months ago when she panicked and texted me? You really have been dating all this time?”

“It’s been casual.”

“Casual? Casually kissing like that?”

“It’s none of your business!”

“Oh, I think it’s very much my business when you’re lying to your whole family about who you’re doing what with like that! What the hell Kaede?”

“It’s none of your business! You’re just jealous,” she repeated even more angrily this time.

“I-“ I began, my anger really starting to rev up at that last claim, partially because of the truth it held.

Suddenly Himeko was between us, putting an unsubtle hand on each of our chests. Her expression was stone as she gave each of us a quick and quelling glare before speaking.

“Alright,” she declared in a surprisingly pleasant tone given the circumstances, “before this goes any further let’s all take a quick step backwards and calm down.”

“I-“ I began again.

“Mamoru,” she said firmly, a hint of warning in her own eyes, “before you go on to accidentally insult my brother, especially in the entrance of our own house, you should compose yourself and make sure you know what you’re saying.”

That warning was just as familial as my own temper, and thus managed to penetrate through the reactive part of my brain and to my core. My better nature tackled my anger and started wrestling it to the ground.

“And Kaede,” Himeko continued, shooting a look I couldn’t quite see at my cousin, “we’ve been willing to tolerate this for quite some time because it is your business and Shinji has been open and honest with us about everything. But if you haven’t been honest with your family then that’s your business too, and the consequences should come down on your head. This was entirely predictable and preventable. You are a guest here too, be very careful what you do next.”

Himeko gave us each a few more seconds, then released us simultaneously and took a step back.

I turned to her. “You knew,” I said, trying not to sound too hurt or accusatory, “you knew this was happening the whole time.” I turned back to Kaede. “Sakura’s suspicions, the way I’d seen you turn up at the mansion a few times,” I started a little and turned back to Himeko, this time managing to capture Eiko in my gaze. “Certain suspicious pauses and takebacks amongst my friends.” They hadn’t seemed that important at the time, but with the benefit of hindsight it was easy to see what had been up.

Eiko looked a little guilty, but Himeko just nodded. “Just so, Mamoru,” she confirmed. “This business is between your cousin and my brother.”

My eyes flashed angrily, but I did manage to bite back a too hot but very inarticulate retort before it left my lips. After a good ten seconds of furious thought I managed to mold it into something much more reasonable “you say that, but you were still positioned to respond if anything happened. What were we supposed to do if something happened to Kaede?”

I just barely managed to stop myself from saying more and ruining the somewhat legitimate underlying point. Because I was just sane enough to acknowledge what Himeko was trying to get across. That I was overreacting and I had no right to try and run Kaede’s life, especially her love life. And that I was being just a little bit of a hypocrite-

(Well, more like a huge and howling hypocrite.)

-given all that I kept from my family. But that didn’t change the fact that Himeko was twisting the truth a little too. She and Kaede had both been lying to me. And there was danger and impropriety in what they’d been doing. Maybe not as much as I was indirectly trying to claim, not now that Shinji had matured and not while the Meikos were already aware of the situation. But it was still there. There was a hell of a potential power imbalance between the pair, and Kaede keeping it secret had only exacerbated that.

“Please don’t tell my parents,” Kaede pleaded, “or Sakura.”

I shot an angry glare back at her. “And why not?” I retorted hotly. “They deserve to know, Kaede. This isn’t like when we keep things from my parents. Aunt and Uncle Kanoko have your best interests at heart and actually care about you, they’re not going to try and take advantage of the situation!”

I think everyone but me in the room flinched at that declaration.

“But they’d still…“

Kaede didn’t finish that statement. But she didn’t have to, I knew our family as well as she did. And I’d been living with their worries for nearly three years now. Longer if you tried to count the problems associated with my parents or the whole reincarnation thing!

Half my anger went out at the reminder of the last few years, all the well meaning but completely wrong sentiment from my relatives that I’d been forced to navigate. “Yeah, they would,” I noted much more reasonably, crossing my arms in front of them, “but not too much. An appropriate amount.”

“No they wouldn’t,” Kaede said, still a little desperate, “not after I’d been lying to them. And not after Akira.”

Damn it, I thought bitterly, too honest and fair to deny that was a legitimate point. Akira was recovering nicely. But he hadn’t yet, and the thought of this coming up after even the cover story of what had happened to him wasn’t pleasant. Yeah, I doubt that ends well, I reflected reluctantly. Not for at least a year or two. And it’s not fair that Kaede has to pay for her brother’s mistakes.

“It’s just… casual,” Kaede said a little helplessly. “Yeah, we’re seeing each other, but it’s not serious.”

Shinji looked like he had some mixed emotions over that. But they were mixed emotions, half-wanting it to be more serious and half-relieved that was true. That was honestly a point in my cousin’s favor: if they were still figuring everything out then I doubted they were going too far or wanted anyone else sticking their noses in. Especially given how our family did it.

Still. “Casual for how many months now?” I asked, putting plenty of scorn in my tone.

Kaede evaded the question. “We just sort of slipped into it.”

I gave her a gimlet look. “It’s been nearly six months since Sakura texted me, Kaede!”

She shrugged helplessly. “It’s not like it’s serious!”

I sighed. “You keep using that excuse, I’m not sure you know what it means.”

To my surprise, Himeko piped up again. “In their defense Mamoru, she’s not wrong. One of the reasons our family is so blasé about this is because they are keeping it pretty casual. They are more than friends or study partners, but no one’s concerned about what’s going to happen at the next Himawari Ball either.”

Kaede looked confused, Shinji grimaced, and I just a looked a little stunned at the mere thought of Shinji trying to lead Kaede around in that environment! At least when I’d been roped into that I’d been able to keep mostly quiet and out of sight. She’d be the significant other to one hell of a VIP!

Gods, the tabloids would go nuts, I reflected. Never mind what they’ve been doing with Himeko and Hiro recently. Those two probably have better long-term appeal, but give the gossip columns a shot at a Cinderella story like that and Kaede would never hear the end of it.

“I won’t pretend I know or can control what they’ll do in the future,” Himeko continued, almost casually. “But right now we’re not worried about what they’re actually doing. If they’re responsible and willing to keep it at this level we don’t think it would be a good idea to get involved.”

I wonder how much of that is because Shinji’s a boy, and the second kid to boot, I thought a little darkly. I have a feeling things wouldn’t be so casual if this had been happening a few years with you, Himeko.

Out loud all I said was. “You’re telling your parents, Kaede.”

She looked horrified. “What? No!”

“You tell them or I will,” I shot an angry glance at Himeko. “I’m willing to accept all the arguments about honoring their free will, that’s fair enough. I’m not letting them carry on like this in secret.”

“You can’t do this!”

“What was that you were saying about your rights?” I responded a little more nastily than I’d intended. Kaede wasn’t really my sibling, but she was the closest thing I had to it this lifetime and this seemed to be bringing out all the kneejerk reactions. I sighed and tried to tone it back a bit. “Say what you want, you’ve got no right to tell me I can’t tell them. I’ll keep quiet about how long this has been going on, and if you want to pretend this is a recent development then I’ll keep quiet about that too. But I’m not going to let you keep lying to everyone, Kaede.”

Kaede, who’d been slowly turning back to normal, flashed back to bright red. “Hypocrite!” she half-shouted back. “How many secrets have you been keeping, cousin Mamoru? And how did you know about the bar my brother went to?”

I joined her in the redness. “Oh yeah? Well, how about your brother who decided that hanging out with untrustworthy friends and then going to an illegal bar was something that was best done in secret? You want to know why we’re worried? Take a look at your own side of the family.”

Kaede rocked back as if punched.

I instantly felt a little guilty. “I’m sorry,” I said a little stiffly, because her own shot had definitely hit. “But that’s the truth. I’m not going to pretend I’m not keeping secrets. But not about my relationships. That’s too intimate and too dangerous, and one of the reasons all of you were so worried in the first place. I trust Shinji enough not to get too stupid about it. But your parents don’t. And if you think this was bad, or telling them would be bad, then what do you think is going to happen if they find out by accident?”

Kaede tried to look at me defiantly, she was embarrassed and more then a little (legitimately) pissed at me because of the secrets I was keeping. But that one had really hit home. “That wouldn’t happen,” she mumbled, looking away.

“Uh huh. Because our lives over the last few years have been so event free. No coincidences, accidents, or misjudgements have ever occurred,” I didn’t bother hiding my annoyance or skepticism. “Come on Kaede. That might happen to me more often than most of the family, but you’d better darn well believe it does happen! If you wanted to tell me this was only going on for two more weeks and then you were quitting for some strange reason,” I threw my hands wide, “fine, sure, whatever. You could probably manage it that long without a slip up and I’m being a paranoid idiot again. Any longer than that?”

I stared at her coldly. “It’s going to happen, Kaede. Count on it. I just found out at the freaking Meiko mansion. It’s not my home, they have a bunch of advantages, and they know and were actively trying to keep it secret.”

“Quiet,” Himeko corrected me calmly, “we were trying to keep it quiet.”

I shot a glare at her that she simply absorbed politely, pushing back my anger once again.

I turned back to my cousin before I lost all my anger and just felt embarrassed. In the back of my head I was aware she was more in the right than I was here. Just barely, and there was a heck of a good point on my side. But deep inside myself I knew that if I’d been observing the situation calmly as a total outsider I’d have acknowledged that: at the end of the day she had final responsibility for her own relationships and how she conducted them. Unfortunately, she was family. Between feeling worried, unfairly betrayed, and all the baggage and strips we’d already torn off each other thanks to being related; we weren’t going to settle this purely by reason.

I just stared at her, willing her to answer. As the silence drew on I almost said something about four separate times. Each time it would have been some version on an imperious and arrogant demand, and each time I reluctantly held back. We’d done enough damage to each other today.

“Fine,” she said finally, and with ill grace. “Just… give me a little time, alright? Figure out what to say.”

“That’s alright,” I said coolly, barely managing to keep my relief in check. “I’ll give you three days. But if you haven’t told them by then, I’m doing it.”

“Fine.”

“Fine.”

“Fine.”

I sighed softly to myself and gently moved past her towards the door, looking to get my own shoes. “Enjoy your time here, I’m off to the university.” I told her, eager to get away before either more anger or the inevitable guilt hit me.

For better or worse, she awkwardly started taking her outside shoes back off and then left the area with Shinji. I was kind of thankful it was awkward. If it had just been pure anger I’d have been worried they were going to try something stupid out of spite and emotions that were running hot.

(I’d also have probably been doing Shinji a disservice in that case. I seriously doubted he was as straightlaced as his sister, but he was more responsible and aware of his position than the average guy. I was pretty sure he’d have calmed Kaede down in that case rather than taking advantage of her.)

“Mamoru-“ Himeko began as I finished tightening my laces.

“Don’t,” I replied as I got up. I sighed and tried to say my next words more normally. “I’ll forgive you soon enough, I’m probably going to blame myself more than you once I calm down. But I need to get out of here and calm down first.”

Himeko nodded and stepped back, almost infuriating me by being so understanding when I was being so childish. I was a mage, damn it! I should have had better control over my emotions . But family… it seemed family got to me every time.

With that, I forced myself to give her a respectful nod, then turned to leave.

And now, I thought as I began to trudge back towards the entrance, to go back to the university and attempt to understand a magical, extradimensional package of computer data I retrieved with the help of a spirit. Aoth, what does it say about my life and families in general that I think that’s going to be easier and calmer than all this?
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“You’re really worried about Chie’s proposal?” Ryota looked at me in surprise as we crossed the university, his voice actually climbing a touch higher. We’d run into each other on the way to the building much further out than usual. But since we obviously heading the same way we were walking back together.

As we started to look into the new sigils that Zak’is had provided us (actually, I was pretty sure one of those sigils was quietly two sigils that were joined but could be broken up and used for separated functions) there’d been a lot more discussion about the subject across the research room. Combine that with Zak’is and the recent (and somewhat mind-blowing) applications the new sigils had provided, and Chie was campaigning that we bring in a proper computer and programming expert for the team. In order to justify their long-term presence and give them something to work on she’d suggested attempting to computer model sigils and trying to extrapolate new ones based on what was already known.

“Worry might be too strong a word,” I demurred. Then I frowned and immediately walked it back. “Okay, it isn’t. Not for me. But that’s just because I’m paranoid. Really a person should be concerned or cautious, but that’s about it. Honestly, her basic idea’s got a lot of merit to it. But I’ve heard too many horror stories about sigil experimentation to think otherwise.”

“But that was back in the old days of homemade alembics, before true science,” Ryota cajoled, already inclined to support his not-girlfriend. “Surely it would be safer now?”

I gave him an annoyed look. “Safer, yes. But safe?” I shook my head. “Seriously Ryota, what if an unknown sigil creates a burst of radiation? Or suddenly dampens all electricity, including inside the human body?”

Ryota blanched at the thought, but only for a moment. “Now you’re being silly.”

I sighed. “A little,” I admitted. “And I’ve got to be honest here, given how little we know about fundamental sigil theory her idea of trying to computer model it has a lot of merit. Something like that has to jump up pretty high up there on my wish list of things to try. But I don’t think we’re ready for that yet. It’d be too much Garbage In, Garbage Out.”

“Shouldn’t we try that first, then decide?” Ryota pressed after a moment’s consideration, obviously a little skeptical of my resistance.

I frowned and considered that. He’s got a point, I had to admit. It felt unusual for me to be the cautious denier, claiming we shouldn’t do something yet or that people were being foolish trying to press knowledge outwards, especially when it came to magic. I wasn’t comfortable doing that. But I wasn’t comfortable with what was being suggested either.

“Not without a better model and theory than what we have yet,” I said, nodding to myself a moment later as I realized that sounded right. “Chie’s right about what we need to do, and she’s probably a lot closer to getting to that point than I realize. But what she’s proposing sounds premature, like we’d be doing it in the wrong order. We don’t know enough, we’re going to be flying blind, and that’s a recipe for disaster even if it might work.”

“That’s a little harsh,” Ryota tried to sound tolerant, but it came off as condescending.

“Ryota, this is seeming more and more like the mystic equivalent of taste testing unknown substances before doing anything else,” I responded with a bit of exasperation. “A new sigil is a lot like a new element. Alright,” I allowed a moment later at his knowing look, “an element from anywhere on the periodic table with proportions to the ones we already have there, not the likely problems of a new, higher up one. But my point stands: you don’t immediately jump into tests which expose you directly to said element! It’s probably safe, at least if you’re cautious, but there are a lot of ‘whoops, that was a dumb move. And now I’m painfully dead.’ elements out there.”

Ryota was non-committal, but I could tell he had some grudging respect for that one.

“It’s not exactly the same with sigils,” I conceded, “nor will it ever be. But we want a decent working theory that gives us some idea of what we’re supposed to be looking for before we go down that path. I’d also prefer a few more mages, experience, and a very fortified testing facility, but I have to admit there’s a lot of my paranoia there.”

“Messing around with that type of stuff in the research room might be a bad idea,” Ryota allowed.

I nodded. “Yeah, even if it works I’d estimate there’s a less than 1% chance of any working sigil doing anything dramatically harmful. At least in isolation. But that’s not something you do in a building full of other experiments. Not if you can help it. And if the sigils are totally unknown we can’t rule out subtler effects that can screw up the other people around us. I mean, you’re our main chemist. How would you feel if one of the other rooms did something that subtly contaminated all your experiments?”

“That wouldn’t happen,” Ryota noted stiffly, instantly.

“Because the building’s been designed that way,” I reminded him. “It wasn’t built to handle the strange stuff we’re getting up to. It probably would, we all know how well modern construction disrupts mana, but I’d still say we’re starting to get into actually risky territory if we’re blindly chasing after new sigils. Take out even one risk factor and we’re probably fine, none of these chances individually are pretty high. But start adding them together and I start getting nervous.”

“That is why we have redundancy,” Ryota allowed. “I still think you’re being paranoid about a lot of low probabilities. But I’m starting to see your point about how many of them we’d be adding together.”

I nodded. “Inherent sigil danger. Too many others around. Inexperienced teams. Inadequate design. And a whole lot more. All of these are pretty small in isolation, or will be something we have to deal with when we look into sigils at some point. Half of them already apply to our regular experiments, and you don’t see me stopping those! But we have to be responsible and keep it to a minimum, that’s why I want an actual theory before we move on to the next step. And I think we’re still at least a year or two away from any sort of reasonable theory or mechanism here.”

“You really think it will be that long? Chie seems confident.” Ryota barely caught himself from adding anything else.

I shrugged. “Like I said, I might be underestimating Chie. She might have an idea how this works via String Theory or something similarly high-level, I wouldn’t be surprised if that’s the case,” I’d thought about the subject a time or two, and it held some promise. But even I needed at least a full-on course or two dedicated to the subject when it came to ideas of that level. I was good, and had been studying magic for a while, but I knew my limits and how much further I had to go before I could seriously hypothesize about anything that advanced! “But I haven’t seen Chie put together a real theory yet, she’s still brainstorming at this point. Besides, you know she just wants more computer time and professional help to play with the advanced multidimensional models for mana in general.”

Ryota looked conflicted. He knew the truth, but it hadn’t seemed like such a big deal before I’d pointed out the additional problems. “Won’t that help out the project?” he asked instead, not quite commenting on that.

“Probably, but it’s not time yet.”

I stopped myself abruptly, noticing Miyamoto Mina also walking to the research building. And she was once again carrying something.

Ryota took note of my sudden freeze, looked around, and realized what was going on. “Are you going to offer to help?” he asked with a bit of laughter underneath his words.

“No,” I answered after a moment, trying to repress my disappointment as we slowly passed her on a parallel path. “She’s alright this time, no sense in being rude or pushy.” She was carrying what looked like a pair of large Tupperware containers. But she was handling them easily, there was no evidence of anything excessively heavy or something she had to be extra cautious with. Despite some of the troubles she’d had, and there were totally legitimate reasons we’d helped her out a few times, she did not need an overenthusiastic idiot trying to help her every time.

(It was probably for the best I didn’t feel compelled to offer this time. I was being accompanied by Ryota, and he’d have to help too. And I did not want to show off his surprisingly muscled physique! Shallow of me, I know. Especially after Mina had already seen Hiro. But I’d have felt embarrassed and stupid setting up that comparison.)

Of course, I couldn’t stop myself from watching her a little longer than was casual. Ryota, who as far as I knew was getting laid (damn the bastard), didn’t say anything. But when I realized what I was doing and forced myself to turn away I couldn’t help but notice his smile.

Needless to say, I returned to our previous conversation as quickly as possible. “Once we’re a bit further forward; and Chie, and I, and probably even you and Kiyoto, have figured a few more things out and have some halfway decent things to model; then it will make a lot of sense to bring in a dedicated computer person. Right now we’re likely to be wasting our time and causing them to not take us seriously with our half-baked and poorly thought out requests.”

“That sounds like you’re chickening out,” Ryota noted, recovering and still more amused than anything else but with some honest annoyance. “It’s starting to sound like you’re afraid and don’t want to take the next step.”

I fought down an initial flush of irritability, both at what he’d said and the recent Mina reminder, and looked at that statement a little more objectively. “Not yet,” I reasserted firmly, “and you’re right to keep pressuring me like that, make sure that I don’t chicken out or clam up, let my fear get the better of me. Aoth knows that half the words out of my mouth just scream how paranoid I am. But I’ve spent years thinking-”

“More like worrying,” Ryota muttered softly. And accurately.

“-about how to do this and all the problems involved. I think you’re forgetting all the potential trouble of bringing in another outsider, especially if we’re not ready. Seriously Ryota, how do you think some computer whiz is going to take this? Not only are we trying to tell them that magic is real, but we only have some sort of half-cocked models about it that we’re expecting them to try and make work? That’s practically trying to shoot ourselves in the foot.”

Ryota started to retort hotly, but held himself back. He then flushed a little in embarrassment as he realized just how that would look to the wrong person.

“Yeah,” I continued wryly, “imagine how you would have reacted if I’d tried to tell you ‘Yes, magic is real. But first you have to follow my exact instructions and build a couple of collectors. Don’t worry, no matter how weird and contradictory it looks, I’ll be able to show you proof in a few months.’ It sounds an awful lot like pseudo-scientific garbage, especially when you’re dealing with something like mana.”

“That’s a strawman,” Ryota shot back. “You provided me with proof, and I did see.”

“It took a bit of work. But you are right, I’m exaggerating again. But do you really think we’d impress our hypothetical new member with what we knew and what we were doing if we tried to drag them in with this much to give them? Especially when we’re trying to get them to use their talents on little more than wishes and guesses?” I shook my head. “Give it a few more months, let Chie refine her models a little more, and let us get some more data so they can also model the mana flows and rates we’ve been tracking. Then we’ll have enough to keep them busy and show them we’re not just talking out our asses. But we’re not there yet.”

Ryota feel silent for a bit, considering. “You’re ignoring Zak’is,” he noted.

I winced slightly. Yeah, that’s a point, I admitted to myself. I stood by the general gist of my position. But if you were talking about things to impress a computer expert and give them something to work with then Zak’is was a pretty significant addition to the ‘pros’ column.

“But you’ve got a point,” he admitted a little grudgingly. “I’ve had mithril to work on since the beginning, Chie’s had mana, and Kiyoto’s been monitoring all that mana’s doing to us. Apart from make work, or trying to tell them ‘figure it out’ I don’t think we’ve got enough for someone else. But we will,” he added a little quickly at the end.

“And it might be time to bring in a fourth member then,” I admitted with a hint of a sigh. “You’re not wrong, it’s time to put it on the radar and I didn’t realize that until Chie brought it up. But before we go asking the Dean for any more funding and another person, I definitely want to get a little further along.”

“It won’t just be funding, it’ll probably be computer time,” Kiyoto admitted grumpily as we drew closer to the building.

I let out a small bark of laughter. “Probably. The sort of multidimensional models Chie’s going to want to use for trying to explain this… maybe I’m wrong, but I’m pretty sure the pair of them are going to need more than a laptop to run them.”

“We’re going to need someone…” Ryota trailed off and frowned as he tried to think of just what we’d want for a person in the position. That little conversation took us all the way to the research room. Even with just the two of us we realized we were looking for an awfully unusual set of skills and traits, and who knew what other additions Kiyoto, Chie, or even Professor Ichikawa would suggest!

When we entered the room we found ourselves in the unusual position of coming in after Eiko and Himeko. “Wow Mamoru, what happened to you? You’re never this late,” Eiko noted in honest surprise. Normally they'd have left by now, they'd probably only stayed because they were worried about me.

I sighed. “A small but pressing matter for the university kami,” I admitted. “It only took me half an hour to see to, just a few small repairs to a statue. But it took me a quarter hour to find the thing, then another extra ten minutes to get back. Don’t get me wrong, I’ll take that over the three-day quests some of them have given me! I’d prefer doing a dozen of today to the complex jobs halfway across Tokyo at one of the other campuses. But it was inconvenient timing.”

I looked towards Chie. “Sorry for the delay,” I told her, giving a perfunctory but honest bow by way of apology.

Chie was obviously impatient; she’d already set up all the apparatuses. “Never mind that,” she said, “come on, let’s go!”

I fought down a smirk, and Ryota wordlessly took up a position manning the camera for this particular event.

“What are you doing?” Himeko asked politely as I did some final double checks. “I admit it, I can’t make heads or tails of all those pulleys.”

“It’s a more exacting gravity experiment,” I noted, looking at the mass Chie had worked into the middle of a spiderweb of pulleys . “We’re going to see if there are any odd vectors or effects when I reduce gravity’s pull on this thing.”

“There shouldn’t be,” Chie said hurriedly. “But that’s why we’re testing it. If there are, that means that Mamoru’s spell has some subtleties to it. Or that gravity isn’t quite what we think it is.”

She sounded so enthusiastic I hastened to add. “Probably the former if that happens. But it’s well worth checking out. If nothing else, it’ll be good evidence for what mana’s doing. This one can be a more official experiment if we’re careful.”

“By the way Mamoru,” Ryota inserted a lot more cautiously than he’d been on the walk. “We should really requisition a proper shelf for all the tapes, and soon. It’s starting to get a little weird just stacking them in the supply cupboards.”

I pursed my lips slightly, but the more I thought about it the less I could argue it. Ryota was understating the matter. It wasn’t too bad, but the number of tapes was steadily mounting.

We transferred all that we got from the tapes to digital, of course. It was a hundred times more practical, especially if we did actually get a computer expert and wanted to try running programs to compare and spot things. But it was going to be a long time before we got rid of the primary sources! If we were going to present things like mana and magic to the scientific community we couldn’t just go around saying ‘don’t worry, this digital copy is exactly what happened. There was no manipulation or editing in any way.’ Plus, we did want to keep the tapes around in case we were missing something or there was some hidden information stored there that we hadn’t figured out how to access yet.

“What brought this on?” I asked, almost a pure evasion.

Ryota half shrugged. “I’m taping another experiment and we were just talking about requisitions. It was on my mind.”

Kind of obvious, I admitted to myself, a little embarrassed at failing to both realize or distract. “I’ll talk to the professor and look into it,” I admitted. “You’re right, it just feels a little embarrassing.”

“What’s embarrassing about that?” Eiko cut in from the couches, mystified.

“We’re essentially asking the university for furniture,” I explained. “And it feels… weird. And simultaneously retro and silly.”

In the face of everyone’s puzzled looks I felt compelled to justify myself. “Overflowing bookshelves are kind of stereotypical for wizards. Having one for video tapes feels… it just feels weird, okay? Like it’s simultaneously trying too hard to update the image while still being forty years behind where it should be.”

Eiko abruptly cut off a snort and quickly turned around to bury her face in the couch’s arm, obviously trying to avoid hurting my feelings with her laughter. Everyone else in the lab was obviously fighting down smirks, smiles, and laughs too. They’d probably been struck by the same images I had: a stereotypically massive and solid wooden bookcase, cluttered with knickknacks like skulls, crystals, and half used candles. Only this one was filled with tapes instead of the typical books. Ridiculous.

Well, at least it made Himeko smile, I sighed to myself as I tried to focus on the positive. She seemed to have forgiven me for my outburst at the estate nearly a week ago. Which, intellectually, was unsurprising. She was too experienced, confident, and pragmatic to do anything else but move on. But I was still sorting out all my feelings.

I swear, one mistake and I’m back to being sixteen and panicking over every little problem again. I was mostly normal around Himeko, she’d quickly put me back at ease and that intrusive thought had just been a lingering exception, but Kaede and I were taking extra pains to avoid each other. I was essentially muting all my relatives for another week or so until the ruckus died down, because Kaede had reluctantly caved to my ultimatum and told them she was dating Shinji. I’d posted a quick ‘I’m not getting involved in this. Kaede’s her own person, Shinji’s a good enough guy not to panic over, and I don’t want to be a hypocrite after all you guys put me through in regards to Eiko and Himeko.’ on the family forums. I’d actually put down slightly more than that, emphasizing Shinji’s training and how Himeko would be watching from the other end, but I’d made it clear I wasn’t going to get sucked into the mud for this one.

So far it seemed to be working, mostly because I was blocking all the Kanokos. But I worried I might be slowly losing contact with my Kanoko relatives. This on top of the worrying mysteries and awkward gratitude from the situation with Akira was straining our relationship. It wasn’t obvious, and it was tempting just to write it off as yet even more of my paranoia and jumpiness, but I could feel the walls slowly coming up between us. It had happened before, back with Saori, and I wasn’t quite sure what to do now that it was happening again. Maybe it would be safest and easiest for everyone if I just let our relationship fray.

I shook off those dark thoughts and returned to the present. “I almost hate doing this one,” I admitted as I checked a few of the connections. “It seems almost useless, unlikely to show us anything, and I’ve been burning through a lot of mana recently. Setting up and maintaining that data translation spell wasn’t intensive, but it didn’t have to be given how long we needed to run it.”

I got through two more connections before I noticed Chie’s slightly stricken expression. “This is still fine!” I hastened to reassure Chie. “I’m not that low, and this will be a drop in the bucket compared to everything else! And if the longshot does payoff and it shows us something unexpected we’re going to be glad we tried it. Sorry Chie, I’m feeling grumpy right now.”

“Seriously Mam?” Eiko noted from the couch. “You did way dumber experiments in high school.”

Himeko, unsurprisingly, was more sensitive. “It has been an eventful couple of weeks, hasn’t it? I can see how your reserves might be getting a little low.” She made it clear without being objectionably obvious that she wasn’t just talking about my mana reserves.

I wish I could be that subtle, I thought with an internal sigh. She’d managed her tone perfectly, everyone knew what she’d meant but I couldn’t have called her out on it if I’d wanted to. Fortunately, I didn’t.

“It’s fine,” I waved it off, taking it at face value. “It could be worse. I’m just worried about not having enough to take advantage of an opportunity. We could still handle lifting another sensor platform to the edge of space, but we’d be scraping the bottom of the barrel after that. I don’t want to be paranoid, but I don’t want to be caught without enough for an emergency either.”

“That is tricky,” Himeko noted cautiously, probing the situation gently.

“And probably just my paranoia,” I tossed back. “Yet again. I don’t want to be stupid about everything, having a reserve to fall back on is a good idea. But the whole point is to use it, the mana’s not going to do anyone any good in any capacity if I just hoard it and do nothing. I’m still not used to how much we’re getting in and how much we’re spending at the same time. The new ley-line we’re tapping into really throws off my old calculations, and I forget how quickly the reserve starts filling up again after the bigger bursts of expenditure. I’ll get used to the new balance, eventually.”

Himeko reluctantly settled back down, and I turned to Chie with a little forced cheer. “So, ready to science the heck out of this?”

***

About two hours later we sighed and took a breather. “Well, that about does it for this batch,” I finished with a sigh and a wry expression. “On to the next.”

“Sorry, Mamoru,” Chie noted apologetically. “But we have to do it. It’ll be a good proof for the paper.”

I shrugged. “Sometimes you test a hypothesis and it’s simply true. You’re right, this isn’t exciting, but it’s good we’re crossing it off the list.” There’d been no surprises or major breakthroughs in the first few sets, we’d simply acquired more proof that mana could be used to affect an object’s gravity. It had been a thorough proof, but not a terribly exciting one.

(At least, not if you already knew about that idea. And didn’t appreciate all the implications of that absurd statement!)

Though there might be some subtleties about the telekinesis spell, I noted scrupulously. We’d tried that as a side experiment and additional proof, throwing that in there for comparison. I’d have to look closer at the force balances, but something had seemed a little out of whack there. Not hugely so, I don’t think I would have noticed anything if I hadn’t been comparing it so closely to the gravity example, but I was pretty sure there was a subtlety there to be found, like a behavioural difference because the spell was coating the mass instead of simply pushing it.

While I took out my phone and made a note about that (despite my noticing it, that one was too subtle and non-priority for me to remember without writing it down immediately) Eiko cheerfully noted “hey, at least there were no explosions this time.”

“What do you mean by-“ I started to complain. Then I remembered the pendulum and what seemed suspiciously like it might be a gravity discharge. Not to mention the shrapnel in the walls that had resulted. “Never mind.”

Eiko smirked.

“It’s real science, Eiko,” Himeko chided her gently. “It’s not all explosions and trips to orbit.”

“Despite Mamoru’s examples to the contrary,” Kiyoto tossed in from his position over to the side. He was taking a quick read of Chie’s condition. This was one of our most conventional experiments yet, so it was also a great opportunity to harp on the details of mana’s safety.

“Trust me, you haven’t seen anything yet,” Eiko fired back. “When you have to repair the scars in the wall, that’s when you’ll know he’s cooking.”

I sighed. I sighed again a second later when my phone, still held in my hand, rang. I’d looked at it in surprise and discovered it was my mother. “Dang it, what does she want?”

“ ‘She’? ” Himeko asked in surprise. She knew as well as I did that most of my female acquaintances outside my family were already in the room. At least those that would use a phone. I supposed Master Mika and Nagako counted, but they weren’t likely to be calling me. “I thought you said you were blocking your relatives this week?”

“Yeah, but I didn’t think of my parents,” I admitted as I moved to hit receive. “They didn’t count. Moshi Moshi.”

While everyone else in the lab paused to try and decode that statement, my mother took me by surprise with her irritability. “Mamoru, why aren’t you home?”

I blinked a few seconds in surprise. “Uh, because I’m at the research room?” I responded with a hint of confusion.

“So?” my mother pressed, only deepening my confusion. “Mamoru, we’ve got visitors, why aren’t you at home?”

I scowled slightly. “Because I’ve got my own life and am busy with my own research projects? Wait, did I miss a message?” my annoyance dipped back into concern. Since I was avoiding all my other relatives it seemed entirely possible I’d missed an important text or something.

“No, because I shouldn’t need to text you for this,” my mother half demanded. “Get home right now.”

I pulled the phone away from my face and stared at it incredulously for a moment. “Mother, I’m in the middle of an experiment right now. And even if I left right this minute it would probably take me an hour to navigate through Tokyo, there’s no way I’d catch the next train. There’s no way I’m getting home ‘right now’.” I put a little extra sarcastic emphasis on the words.

“Well what am I supposed to do?” my mother asked in annoyed exasperation. “I’m supposed to have a family, and now neither you or your father can make it?”

I responded in kind. “And you’re surprised at that? Just tell them I’m working a little late at the university, push my dedication or something like that.”

“Mamoru, that is not acceptable.”

I felt a vein twinge in my forehead. “Says the woman who only comes home two days out of seven,” I shot back with surprising venom.

I heard a small ‘eep’ from somewhere near the couch.

“How dare you?” my mother demanded. But even her tone lost a lot of its force about halfway through. She might object to other things, and she had plenty of her own faults, but she was neither unaware or enough of a hypocrite to try and act affronted over that one! Hell, it was probably only the awkwardness and embarrassment she was feeling right then that had prompted that much!

I let it stand awkwardly for about ten seconds. It took her that long to muster up enough to try again.

“Mamoru, I am your mother,” she strived to sound imperious, but I could tell the words sounded unfamiliar and cumbersome in her mouth. “You will obey me. I need you home, now.”

“What part of ‘that’s physically impossible’ don’t you understand?” I asked a little incredulously.

“Stop embarrassing me! I raised you better than this!”

Something abruptly snapped inside me with that one. “You didn’t raise me at all!” I shot back heatedly. “You only had a kid for work, but didn’t bother to put in the effort for even that much! Stop being surprised it didn’t work out for you!”

With that I angrily cut our connection and put my mother on the blocked list too. Aoth, I thought as I tucked the phone away in disgust, it makes me wish this was thirty years in the past and I could just slam down the receiver. I’d mostly been too young for that, save for a few landlines at my grandparents houses the first few years of my second life I’d never seen that type of phone in the real world, but I could truly appreciate the trope in that moment.

Out loud I simply muttered angrily. “Aoth, what is it with the last month? I feel like I need to go to a temple and ask for forgiveness from the petulant god that’s cursed me to keep having unusual and awkward encounters with my family.” Akira, Kaede, and now this? Seriously, now that I was thinking about it, I realized that it was all from my mother’s side. Maybe I really did need to do a little more looking and make sure that damn vampire hadn’t cursed me after I stole Akira way from her.

I looked up to see everyone else in the research room deliberately not staring at me. In other words, they were taking care to look anywhere else and pretend nothing had happened.

I sighed. “Relax,” I told them tiredly. “She’ll get over it quickly enough. She’s too practical to dwell on it, not when she could spend that energy on damage control and advancing her career.”

“Mamoru, you’re…” Eiko trailed off in shock.

Possibly because she knows how sensitive I am to everything else, I reflected with some weary amusement. I wouldn’t have normally caught it, but given how sensitive and worried I’d been about the rest of my family in the last month it stood out even to me how unconcerned I was about my parents’ reactions when compared to every other branch of my family tree. After watching me flinch and be tentative around Himeko for the last week it’s got to be weird to see me tell off my mother, hang up on her, and then shrug it off as if it were nothing.

I rolled my eyes. “This is the flipside to not having good parents,” I told her, shocking everyone there with the hint of humor to my voice. “At least when it’s in the neglectful way. They’re not going to be too bothered by this. The most that’s going to happen is she’ll make a note to actually text me and make sure I know what’s expected in the future.”

“Mamoru…” Eiko began again before stopping.

“Seriously, my father was missing too. And she’s just self-aware enough to see my point. Believe me, if there’s one thing my whole family knows it’s the importance of scheduling. We’ll be there for each other, but you can only count on that when we can make an appointment.”

There was a moment of awkward silence. I was tempted to push it a bit further, remind everyone once again ‘no, my parents are not abusive. They’re not good parents, not by any stretch of the imagination, but you don’t have to worry about me.’ But I figured that was just belaboring the point and sounding like I was protesting too much, so I held my tongue this time.

“Well,” Himeko declared after a moment, “she was right about one thing. It is getting awfully late and we’re well past where we should be thinking of dinner. Are you going to be finished soon?”

She directed that last one at Chie. “Another set should be good enough,” she said, even though I was almost certain she’d planned another three sets originally. Although that was before I was late in coming here, I noted scrupulously, we’re already behind. She might honestly have changed that before my mother called. “I figure we can be done in another twenty minutes or so if we hurry.”

“Good,” Himeko declared firmly, “let’s treat you all to a nice dinner out. We need to discuss a few things about the next ningyo meet up, that’s right around the corner and this is a good opportunity to grab everyone. We’ll go once you’re done.”

That put a bit more energy into everyone, we all knew Himeko wasn’t going to cheap out if she was offering like that. It wasn’t likely we were going halfway across Tokyo for lobster or Kobe beef, but we weren’t simply going to the nearest restaurant either. We’d end up with quality food, and a fair amount of it. For grad students especially, that was a real treat.

It’s good of her to do that, I thought, mostly unbothered as I helped set up for one more run. The grad students still have to get used to my parents. They don’t come up often, I’m surprised they came up today, but they’re a little upsetting until you get used to them. Me? I’d gotten used to them a long time ago.

A long, long time ago.
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I was JOKING about the whole Kanoko family having cursed interactions this month, I screeched internally. Come on! Granted, I had actually done a quick check to make sure the vampire hadn’t done anything, given the incident with Kaede after that thing with Akira I’d felt it was a necessary thing to look into. Unsurprisingly, I’d just been paranoid again. Although this was making me feel like I needed to go back and revisit those tests!

Grandma Kanoko took one look at me, divined the general direction of my thoughts, and sighed. “Don’t worry Mamoru, you really are here to help me in the garden today. I won’t pretend I don’t have any ulterior motives here. I do, but you’re not obligated to play along. Not this time. If all you want to do is stay silent and help me with the higher up work then that’s all you have to do.”

I relaxed, fractionally. That had been the original plan. My grandma had contacted me, (via a direct letter in the mailbox to boot!) about helping out in the garden. Since I was the only one with knowledge, height, and muscles in the family; and I’d been doing similar stuff for the last six years or so, that had made sense. Trying to keep my paranoia in check, I’d reluctantly gone over to help.

It turned out that this time my paranoia was correct! I was willing to believe Saori might have been there under normal circumstances, but there was no way in hell my cousin Daichi of all people was ‘coincidentally’ all the way over from Osaka to help out without some coordination and conspiracy.

“Although if you do want to say anything,” my grandma noted gently, “so that we can tell the rest of the family to back off and calm down, now would be a good time.”

“Grandma,” I said tightly, struggling to keep my lips zipped around a surprising amount of rage and frustration, “no.” How dare they taint our time and my trust of Grandma Kanoko like this! I swallowed back angrily.

Grandma Kanoko restored some of my faith and equanimity by merely nodding sadly. “As you will. You boys get to work from the right side first, there’s a couple of branches there that look like they’re going bad. Those should be the highest and toughest ones for you to handle, you should get them out of the way first while you’re still fresh. Saori? I want your help in the center. There are a few points where I’d appreciate someone more young and flexible than I am helping me out, and these two are a little too big for your job.”

“Of course, Obaa-sama,” Saori answered quietly, and with extra respect.

Grandma Kanoko shot her a tiny smile. “Scamp.”

I wordlessly turned and started trudging towards the garage, where Grandma Kanoko kept her gardening supplies. Daichi moved to follow me.

I stewed and stayed silent all the way through grabbing the ladder, Grandma Kanoko’s preferred sealant for the newly sawed ends of branches, and the requisite saw. I even stayed quiet all the way back to the trees and setting the ladder against the first of them. Unfortunately, as little as I wanted to, basic courtesy and safety required I speak up before actually climbing the ladder. “Do you want to do the top level work today, or should I?” I ground out, sounding like I was trying to chew up some gravel.

Cousin Daichi, who’d been projecting a worried aura this whole time, smiled in relief. “Your choice,” he said, “I think you’re better suited to it, you’re still taller, but I’m alright either way.”

“I’ll do it,” I said with ill grace, starting my way up the ladder while my cousin held it.

Cousin Daichi, who was damnably better about this sort of thing than most of our family, merely nodded and let me, keeping as silent as possible like I’d requested.

I will not break, I will not break, I will not break, I chanted softly to myself as I reached a good two meters off the ground and started checking. Unfortunately, that concentration on the wrong thing meant I wasn’t focusing on the tree like I should have, and gave my cousin the opening he needed.

“Mamoru,” he called up, “what about that one?” he pointed upwards from the ground. “That middle doesn’t look well.”

“Damn it,” I muttered softly under my breath. But now that I was looking at it I couldn’t deny it. I angrily shifted position a little, then placed the saw. “Got it,” I reported back with annoyance.

I kept my peace, and given that Daichi was smart enough to keep his I couldn’t strike back at him. Unfortunately, that meant I was once again focused on guiltily holding my tongue, not justifying myself or ranting to him. Which meant I soon missed another branch.

Daichi pointed it out again. This time he tacked on to the end “if you’re not feeling up to the top work today, we can switch. I’ll go up top and you can hold the ladder. If you don’t want to speak, that will probably be easier for you cuz.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I shot back angrily. Damn it!  I thought, a second later, already suspecting I had lost.

Daichi replied almost calmly. “I can do the top work this time. Now that we’re grown up it won’t be a problem, we don’t need the extra centimeters you can provide any more. And if you don’t want to talk then you’ll have an easier time of it if you’re just holding the ladder. I’m not here to force you, cuz.”

“Oh yeah?” I shot back reflexively, too on edge. “Then why are you here?”

“Cuz-“

“Daichi, what the hell!? Can you even take the time out of university to be here? I know you were trying out the graduate student path. You’re not suddenly all the way over from Osaka just to help out in Grandma’s garden!”

Daichi flushed, just a touch. “You’re right,” he admitted, “I was willing to come today because I was worried-“

“Aha!”

“-but also just to take care of Grandma Kanoko. I had a few days off before I had to start helping out Professor Kurita, he’s still finishing up his research trip. A quick trip to Tokyo seemed like a nice break and of course I was going to help family.”

“A likely story,” I shot back, albeit a little weakly since that sounded halfway plausible. Not the total truth, but probably closer to it than I usually managed in these sorts of situations. My cousin might have been the most honest soul in my extended family.

“It’s not all about you, cuz,” he replied calmly, but with a bare hint of impatience for my arrogance. “You’re up there, but you’re not the most important thing in my life.”

I scoffed, mostly to hide my embarrassment. “Sure feels like it some days, especially when my own grandmother tries to ambush me and drags in my favorite cousins to help.”

“She’s worried,” he corrected me a little less gently this time, not caring for the backhanded disrespect to Grandma Kanoko. “I wasn’t. I was too confused by what was going on to make heads or tails of it. But now you’re acting like this…”

I made a frustrated noise. “Well what do you expect me to act like? I’m bending over backwards to help out the Kanokos and the rest of my family wants me in an interrogation room!”

“That’s not how I’d describe it.”

“Oh yeah,” I challenged a little guiltily, aware that ‘bending over backwards’ was an incredibly self-centered and arrogant way of describing everything, “how would you put it? I freaking save Akira and everyone starts treating me like I’m insane. I actually pull my head out of my ass when it comes to Kaede, seeing she’s got the right to be treated like an adult too but that she needs to tell her family, and then I have to block everyone to get some peace and quiet.”

“They were being stupid there,” Daichi agreed reasonably, he’d also seen how the family forums had gone ballistic. For better or worse, Kaede had posted her little confession there first to make sure she got her story out in one piece and had an opportunity to let everyone get their first overreactions out of their system without being there in person.

It may have worked for her, it had not benefitted me. “Yeah, no kidding!” I replied hotly. “Then, when I lay low to try and let everything die down, my own freaking grandmother tricks me into coming here to reveal she’s secretly brought in some of my favorite relatives in order to stage an intervention! Great Gods and little forces!”

“And to fix up her garden,” Daichi reasserted a little coolly, obviously a little tired of my foolishness. “Again Mamoru: it’s not all about you. That was a part of it. But don’t go thinking you’re a character in one of my sister’s mangas, the world doesn’t revolve around you. Grandma really did want to fix up her garden and since I was available she figured she’d take the opportunity to get all of us together, give me the opportunity to meet Saori face to face. It was just coincidence that we were all here ahead of you. Well, that and not being able to call or email you.”

My face was going beet red. Partially out of anger and frustration, and now partially out of embarrassment. I couldn’t help but feel like a heel after that revelation. Probably not just coincidence, my inner voice protested, not with Saori involved! But yeah, it was kind of hard to argue Daichi’s point about my ego. It wasn’t all about me, and I shouldn’t be falling into that trap.

“I’d make it not all about me if that wasn’t what our family was doing,” I countered in the most awkward way possible, anger, embarrassment, and frustration pushing me forward. “Gods Daichi, you’d think that either I went insane or all of them did the way they were carrying on. Look, I get it. My parents are crap at parenting and making sure I’m not pretending to be fine while I’m secretly dying in a ditch is a good thing. Everyone keeping half an eye in my direction is a pretty fair reaction, even now. But I’d like to think I’ve proven I don’t deserve all this fucking suspicion and mistrust! Especially not after Akira, who did grow up with some fucking excellent parents, goes on to act like a complete idiot and almost get himself killed! I don’t deserve the crap I’m getting after saving him!”

“I’ve never heard you swear that much before, cuz. Ever,” Daichi noted, obviously a little embarrassed.

I shot him a gimlet look, although I was thrown out of my angry ranting by the slight non-sequitur. “We’ve talked in person how many times since I was old enough to start swearing?” I tossed back a little sarcastically. “That doesn’t mean much Daichi.”

“That’s fair,” Daichi conceded. “And it’s also pretty fair to say that the Kanokos are getting a bit nuts. It seems to me that they are a little too bent out of shape by everything, at least when it comes to you. I don’t completely understand it either.”

Before I could do more than nod at him angrily, Daichi fixed me with a level look. “But I do understand some of it. I’ve lived with Hikaru for my whole life, and I’ve got a pretty good idea of her strengths and weaknesses. And if she suddenly knew where to find an underground bar, and had the ability to go in and haul out one of our cousins from such a dangerous place, I’d have a lot of questions too.”

I angrily bit down on a response and suddenly found the handle of the tree saw I was still carrying a fascinating thing to study. Because that was the legitimate flipside that I was trying not to think about. The simple truth that while their responses and things like this were totally ridiculous at least one of the issues at the heart of all this was completely legitimate. And something I desperately wanted not to talk about. That was what motivated all my own out of proportion responses, and probably why I wanted to shift all the blame on theirs.

Daichi looked at me for a good ten seconds then heaved out a huge sigh. “Cuz, it’s not my business. You’re growing up, I’ve grown up… hell, even Akira’s growing up.”

“Not fast enough,” I muttered under my breath. A moment later I sighed too. “Or maybe too fast,” I corrected myself, “that’s… I hope what happened to Akira finally gets through to him on some things but I’m scared it might have been too traumatic.”

Daichi nodded. “That’s my read too. And I wonder if that’s one of the reasons the Kanokos are looking outwards so much right now. Because if they didn’t, they’d just be pressuring Akira more and more.”

“How’s… he doing?” I asked haltingly. One of my biggest regrets about blocking and turning away from everyone was that I couldn’t keep an eye on him in turn. At least, not without doing some pretty significant magic. And as bad as I’d thought my relatives were being, demanding to know things and secretly setting up meetings like this, I could still admit that I would have been worse if I’d done that. One of the other (slightly unfair) reasons I was annoyed with the Kanokos was how they hadn’t realized that. I’d at least tried not to be intrusive or nosy, not pushing forward with either hacking or supernatural powers even if I’d been worried too. I’d limited myself to paying attention to everything said online about the subject. At least, when I still went to the family forums.

“You think I know?” Daichi told me bluntly. “I just got here, you’d be better off asking Grandma.”

Or even Saori, I reflected reluctantly. I doubted my psychic cousin knew much more than me, but with all her contact with that side of my family I suspected she’d have a good read on anything important. And my morals were loose enough I didn’t mind her telling me anything she’d picked up passively.

“But from what I’ve seen and heard…” Daichi continued, “he’s still hurting a bit. He’s mostly back, but burying himself in university and trying to pretend nothing happened. Just bringing up the physical when it does come up, and noting that he’s almost better. But there’s a lot more fear in his posts. It’s not too obvious, not like your paranoia Mamoru, but it’s there.”

“Shit,” I muttered quietly to myself, further reinforcing my cousin’s comment about my swearing. But this whole thing was family. It rubbed me raw.

Daichi nodded. “We’ll see. It’s early days yet, and that idiot’s bounced back from everything up until now. And I think he could stand to learn a lesson or two. But not so much it cripples him.”

“That’s what I’m afraid of,” I confessed, finally letting it out now that I had a somewhat neutral party to talk to. “He was awfully dumb this time, maybe even worse than he’s been in the past, but he didn’t deserve this. He wasn’t thinking, and he needs to, but…”

Daichi waited patiently for me to say it.

“I don’t know how to finish that,” I admitted after a moment. “I can’t help but think of him as being dumb, really really dumb, but I can’t-“

“Can’t blame him?” Daichi suggested as I got caught up on that.

“No, I can blame him alright,” I admitted frankly. “The second he looked around Black Juice he should have fucking known he needed to get out of there. Made an excuse, ducked into the bathroom, then just run.” That was half my problem with everything, I didn’t want to shame Akira, but too much of what had happened seemed like it had been his own damn fault. Sure, he was with people and I could understand not wanting to disappoint them. And sure, you couldn’t blame him for the supernatural twists to the story. But you couldn’t get a much clearer example of ‘if everyone jumped off a bridge would you do it too?’ than Black Juice, and he’d walked right into that. “Staying there was like crossing against the lights at a busy intersection: it was stupid and needlessly risky at best. I’m pretty sure no one was holding any knives to his throat to get him to stay. Maybe later, he probably got drugged and… played later on. But at first he was just a weak idiot.”

“And you feel helpless and angry you weren’t able to get through to him ahead of time,” Daichi noted.

I staggered on the ladder for a moment, then gave in to the inevitable and retreated down a few more steps. I’d gradually been taking a step down at a time without even noticing it, time to almost get on Daichi’s level and ask “How…?”

“I have Hikaru for a sister,” Daichi tiny smile was tired and a hint wry, “she’s made me want to scream a few times with how she goes through life, obsessed with her mangas and ignoring everything else. She’s a lot better than Akira in general, but it’s frustrating to see her trip over her own feet sometimes when she should have been more realistic.”

Right, he’s an actual big brother with Hikaru as a sister, I realized with a wince as I thought about all the implications of that. I’d gotten so focused on all the manga side I hadn’t realized what that must have been like. I could think of a dozen things, such as her less than brilliant pricing of her doujin or determination to get certain products, which probably made her Taito relatives grind their teeth. I couldn’t see her doing many Akira level things. But after helping her out on her trip to get the Princess Princess Princess merch it wasn’t hard for me to see her doing something dumb along the way, being so focused on what she wanted she ignored everything going on around her in the process.

“I worry about my sister,” Daichi said with a touch more frustration than I’d expected. “She does dumb things sometimes, suffers from stuff she should have seen coming, and sometimes I wonder if I should have yelled at her some more, tried harder to drive the lesson into her head. The answer’s almost always ‘no’ ,” he shot me a sympathetic smile, “otherwise it turns into the whole family harassing you like they did when you first met your friends. But if something like this had happened to her then I might be second guessing myself.”

I looked away from him. “I guess that’s right,” I half-mumbled. It was different in my case, I also had the supernatural side of knowledge on top of all that which I hadn’t shared with anyone.

“And I’m guessing our relatives feel that too,” Daichi pressed a little. As I shot him a look of betrayal he gave me an apologetic “I’m not saying it forgives everything they’ve been doing cuz, but it does explain it. That’s why they’re worked up over Kaede, and now doubly worked up over you.”

“Argh,” I breathed softly.

“Don’t give them too much credit,” our grandma inserted as she ‘just happened’ to be passing by. “My son and Hina still aren’t giving Mamoru enough respect, especially after seeing how far behind the curve Akira still was,” she made a disapproving clicking noise at that, but we could still see more than a touch of worry for her third grandson. “They can be forgiven for their mistakes, but that doesn’t make them any less wrong. I think there’s a least a little denial and guilt in what they’re doing. They’re pressing Mamoru because they don’t want to believe he turned out so well with his parents while Akira performed so poorly here.”

Daichi and I both winced at that perspective. Gods, she’s right about that, I reflected. In a just universe there should have been no way Akira screwed up that badly after how they’ve raised him. Not when I turned out alright after my neglectful idiots. And, to be fair, that might even have been true except for my memoires of my previous life. In the universe we have though…

“Between that, their worry for two of their children now, and the mystery of how Mamoru knew about and was able to handle such a place,” our grandmother’s tone indicated she was deliberately staying away from that hot potato topic. “It’s no wonder they’re so confused and unsure how to react.”

She shot me a mildly stern glance. “Don’t think your silence is helping! I don’t think you’re wrong to avoid all that. But your grandfather and I only figured out how capable you were becoming because of that nice Master Tai’s help. If you want to show us all that you’re capable of handling everything, of being treated like a real adult, then be visible. Trying to run away and vanish from everyone’s sight only lets them keep thinking of you as a child instead of a grown-up.”

Daichi smiled ruefully. “I have that problem too, and I’m only three years older than you,” he noted. “Barely graduated.”

“To be fair,” I grumbled. “Age doesn’t matter that much. Seriously, Akira’s only one year younger, in university himself, and look how that turned out.”

Daichi made a neutral noise, obviously not in a hurry to stick his foot in that bear trap.

I then sighed and stopped pretending I wasn’t going to talk to them about this. “Alright Grandma, alright. I’ll try coming back and communicating some more. But could you at least try and keep them off my back? Kaede’s got the same problem. And I get it, I really do. My first reaction to finding out about her dating Shinji wasn’t any better. But just because Akira acted like a fool doesn’t mean we’re going to as well, and neither of us appreciate being treated that way.”

“Well, that’s fair enough. And I’m not going to even touch on how you knew about such an awful place or how you were willing to brave it. Unlike Akira’s parents, I’ve seen Master Tai. I can accept how you might have known about it, and how you might have survived it.”

Almost the truth, I noted with surprise. It was an embarrassing reminder that I was just as guilty as my family about consistently underestimating relatives.

“But this Shinji boy’s a slightly different story,” Grandma Kanoko warned me. “It’s not like we know much about him. Kaede’s hardly a trustworthy source. And you and Master Tai were much more critical of him the only time you mentioned him!’

Ah damn it, I forgot about that, I thought with a grimace. It had completely slipped my mind that Master Tai had spilled the beans to my grandparents (well, three out of four of them) about Shinji when he’d gone to see them. Going from that to ‘and now he’s dating Kaede’ must have added fuel to everyone’s worry.

“Shinji is… better since then,” I said hesitantly.

“Mamoru,” Grandma Kanoko noted a touch more sternly, not oblivious to the pause.

My annoyance twinged again as I saw an uncertain Saori making her way over to join us, obviously looking like she wanted to speak up but hesitating. It’s none of her business, I thought irritably as it scraped my still raw nerves, it’s not even her family. I immediately felt guilty about that and tried to bury that impression deep, praying she’d never sensed it, but it did make my response to Grandma Kanoko a little rougher.

“I’m sorry Grandma,” I said, trying to keep more than a hint of frustration from my voice. “But it’s tough. Himeko and her family are entitled to their secrets too. And it’s hard for me to be fair to Shinji.”

“It is a friend’s sibling,” Daichi pointed out in my defense, a touch of exasperated humor in his voice. “I can’t think of many of my friends’ brothers or sisters I know that well.”

“So desu ne,” Grandma conceded.

I sighed, trying to release some of my frustration. Unsurprisingly, my grandma was right. If there was anything I wanted communicated to the family, even if I was going to continue stubbornly withdrawing myself like this, now was the time. “Shinji’s not a bad guy,” I conceded. “He’s really gotten better over the last year or so. The Meikos have been going through some of their own family drama and he’s been going through an uncomfortable time in the middle of it.”

Some of it directly or indirectly inflicted by me, I thought a little awkwardly.

“It’s not easy being Himeko’s little brother,” I added quickly, this time causing Grandma Kanoko to suck in a small breath as she confronted that factor directly. “Going through life being compared to his awesome and beautiful older sister hasn’t been easy for him. Then there’s all the junk his station in life has thrown at him… I once saw him getting cornered and brazenly solicited by a couple of older women who were just trying to seduce him because of his family name.”

“Oh my!” my grandmother gasped.

“A problem a lot of guys wish they had,” Daichi tried to make it sound like a joke but his expression and tone were a little horrified. He’d always been a little more mature than most and he was now old enough to see that as an uncomfortable ‘no’ rather than a ‘yes’.

I nodded, and in answer to their implied curiosity I added. “It was a party and I was sneaking around the background to get somewhere. Hiro helped him out there. Anyway, being a Meiko has put him through some stuff.”

Like his sister dragging in an out-and-out mage and consistently bringing him around the place, I realized abruptly, I doubt that’s made his life feel any more secure. The more I thought about it, the more I realized that by this point I’d probably done more to Shinji than he’d ever done to me. The scales might have started out the other way, but day by day I’d quietly laid a couple of sins and problems on my side of the balance.

In the background Saori crept a little closer, almost to our little circle.

“He’s not handled it perfectly,” I continued a little more fairly, “but I don’t think I appreciated how well he was handling it because of Himeko. She strived to be perfect while he rebelled, then he just gave up for a while. Now that Akira’s reminded us how stupid even good guys can be around that age I have to reexamine his actions. I’m not overjoyed that Kaede’s dating him, but she could do worse.”

“Grandma…” Saori said softly, tentatively, tugging at Grandma Kanoko’s sleeve.

“In a moment dear,” my grandmother noted before turning back to him. “So you think it’ll be a good thing?”

I tried not to look too shifty. “Well…”

“Mamoru.” You could tell she’d been through motherhood already with everything she managed to put into a name. My grandmother looked surprisingly firm and intimidating, despite her small stature, gardening clothes, and kerchief.

“I don’t see it lasting,” I admitted, “they’re just too different and I don’t think they’re going to bridge that gap in the long term. And I’m worried that they might get hurt or try a little too much because of opportunity and teenaged hormones. Not to mention…”

I paused and Grandma Kanoko pushed me with a knowing stare.

“Sorry Grandma, that time I actually paused because I wasn’t sure how much I should worry about this with Kaede. I was a little concerned she might be afraid to stand up for herself because of his rank and wealth. But it’s hard to say how much that will matter to her. Kaede’s not incredibly tough minded, but she’s not a pushover about important stuff either.”

“I’d have said it doesn’t matter as much to her as others,” Grandma Kanoko said frankly, “her sister would have been much more vulnerable to that. But I see what you’re saying.”

I nodded. “Yeah, this would be a real worry with Sakura. But with Kaede I think half the reason that Shinji’s interested in her is because she’s not too bothered by his rank and money. He’s too tired and afraid of all the gold-diggers, so he’s latching on to her because she isn’t.”

“But that’s still not the healthiest attitude,” Grandma Kanoko noted turning the thought over in her head. “I can see that.”

“Pretty much. I don’t think their relationship is going to inevitably crash and burn, but I don’t like giving it an unmitigated seal of approval either because there are a couple of small landmines there. Not the least of which is Shinji’s power. I don’t think he’s going to abuse it, and I don’t think his family would let him abuse it if they ever got wind of it, but I’m not completely certain of either of those.”

“When are you ever completely certain?” Daichi asked with a trace of good humor. “Seriously cuz, you throw out so many sheet anchors you should be a sailor.”

I ignored that because it was true. “It’s the elephant in the room I don’t like to talk about. Once again I’m being-“

Saori’s screech of “GRANDMA!” mixed with the tree branch cracking. Saori threw herself forward and thankfully Grandma Kanoko was small enough that my tiny cousin could bodily shove her against the tree trunk just before the branch swung through the space she’d been occupying. The tree branch was still attached by a thin strip of bark and swung pendulously a few more times while we huddled around our elder and all tried to talk at once.

“Grandma!”

“Are you alright?”

“I’m sorry.”

“Are either of you hurt?”

“Oh my.”

“I saw the branch looking shaky,” Saori’s voice was a little unsteady, she was still panting a little but calming down. I belatedly realized how uncertain and nervous she’d been looking for the last minute or so. I’d thought it was because she was still uncomfortable about inserting herself given that Daichi and I had been Grandma Kanoko’s grandchildren by blood and we’d been discussing a sensitive family matter. In hindsight it was obvious she’d ‘seen’ the branch becoming dangerous through her gifts and been trying to figure out what to do.

“Oh my,” my grandmother repeated, “that was a close one.” The branch hadn’t been huge, this wasn’t some sort of vehicle destroying log here. Hence why my warning bracelet hadn’t even twinged despite how close it had been. In fact, the branch was barely thicker than my arm at the break point. But Grandma Kanoko wasn’t large either, and she was getting on in years. Something like that hitting her at the nadir of its swing? That would have been nasty. It was no wonder that it had registered to Saori’s abilities.

Mad and scared over such a close call, I grabbed the offending branch as it slowed to a halt before I angrily finished ripping it off the tree.

“Mamoru, you should know better!” my grandmother noted automatically, a little horrified and upset about the damage to one of her trees.

“Sorry Grandma,” I responded, equally on autopilot in the shock of the near miss.

“No, no,” Grandma Kanoko apologized, quickly pulling herself together, “I should be sorry. That was my fault,” she forestalled all our protests as she pushed away and straightened. “I knew that branch in particular was getting bad, it’s one of the three I was hoping for you two to take care of today,” she added, indicating Daichi and I. “I never saw it just snapping like that, not yet at least, but it makes sense. You’ve been busy handling the tree already, all that vibration and shifting, I shouldn’t have been as foolish as to stand directly beneath it for so long.”

Once again, it felt weird to be on the outside watching someone blame themselves too much. “Grandma, you couldn’t have known,” Daichi protested, just barely beating me to the punch.

Our grandmother shook her head. “Nonsense, why do you think I was so determined to bring all of you here to help. That branch and a few others were getting too dangerous to ignore or put off any longer, and then I just stood beneath it forever like an idiot.”

She must have read guilt on my face because she added “and don’t go spouting some nonsense like it was your fault, Mamoru-chan,” she said, pointing at me sternly. “Maybe I let a little too much worry for you make me careless, that doesn’t make it any less foolish. I’d have harsh words for either of you if you were that careless with safety!”

In fact, she had done that on at least one occasion in the past when I’d been dumb enough to stand beneath a half-sawed branch. “Yes, Obaa-sama,” I replied meekly.

Grandma Kanoko searched my face for sass or sarcasm and nodded at what she found. “Good. Now no one was hurt and it’s all good, let’s make sure we don’t ruin that, alright? And maybe consider it a lesson about the importance of all these silly disagreements in the larger scheme of things. There are worse concerns out there then whether Mamoru is talking to us or Kaede’s dating a problematic person. I’ll leave you two alone now, stop if you need a break or to ask for help. Come on Saori.”

I stood there for a few moments as she retreated calmly back to her own patch of gardening, obviously determined to keep working.

“Well,” Daichi reflected after a moment, “that was exciting.”

“And not in a good way,” I agreed.

Daichi gave me a small smile. “You know what’s annoying?”

“What?” I asked, puzzled.

“I kind of want to chase after her, make sure she’s safe and try to get her to lie down. But that’s exactly the sort of thing that everyone else has been doing to you and Kaede recently, and I wish I wasn’t being that stupid.”

Damn it, I thought, barely fighting back a wince, me too. It was annoying to have it pointed out like that, but that didn’t make it any less true.

“Alright,” he said with some slightly forced laughter, “I guess we’d better get back to it. So, do you really feel like taking the top of the ladder? Or should I be the one to do it?”

***

In the end, we alternated. Going through Grandma Kanoko’s trees was a tough job, at least when we had to saw off a bunch of branches along the way. And as we worked we talked, Daichi cheerfully admitting that he was seeing someone but that it wasn’t as solid or sure as a full-on girlfriend/boyfriend thing yet. And the transition to his current role as grad student wasn’t helping matters. He wasn’t completely sure he’d stick it out all the way to a higher degree, but he was willing to try.

I kept more of my own secrets of course, but I did confess that I was now working with a professor and some grad students on a research project. Daichi worked it out of me, although I did manage to keep quiet the fact that I was more or less the head of said project. He also managed to get some discussion of Hiro out of me, still a little surprised that I’d managed to make a male friend. The fact that he was Himeko’s boyfriend obviously helped a lot, but that I got along with him and willingly interacted with Hiro without Himeko as a buffer impressed him to an almost insulting degree.

Eventually Grandma Kanoko called us in for a rest and we all had a pleasant little tea break together. I was surprised to see how well Daichi and Saori got on, especially since this was their first time together in person. Apparently they’d been interacting on the family forums more than I’d realized. Despite their lack of previous in person interactions they got on better than many of my blood relatives

“Hm,” Grandma Kanoko had wondered idly as she watched the pair, “she’s usually so shy with others. Do you think he can convince her to become my actual granddaughter?“

“Grandma!” I’d barely been able to keep my voice low.

“It was just a suggestion,” she said teasingly. Thankfully, she’d been kidding. Just showing off the sense of humor that matched Grandpa Kanoko. Mostly.

After the break we went back and finished up what we’d intended. It wasn’t like Grandma Kanoko’s garden would ever be perfect, it was a living thing that needed constant work and of all her grandchildren we three were the best to recognize that. And that was alright, we were just there to take care of the big concerns that she couldn’t manage by herself, and that was satisfying to accomplish. With the branches properly trimmed and the underbrush properly cared for we could leave the rest to her with light hearts. All in all, it would have been a surprisingly mellow and pleasant trip after the awkward start. Except at the end, just as we were leaving…

“Thank you once again for your hospitality,” I said, bowing from just outside the door as I made one last goodbye. “It was good to see you again.”

Grandma Kanoko smiled at me. “Don’t be a stranger Mamoru. I know you’ll be busy at university but we’d appreciate it if you could find the time for us a little more often.”

“I’ll try.”

Grandma Kanoko hesitated a moment and then added. “And try to forgive your uncle his mistakes. I can’t deny it, he and Hina are in the wrong here. But you have to understand, the way you were secretly capable of something beyond what we ever expected, and it seemed a little shady… it reminded him of your mother.”

That shoved a little sliver of ice into my heart. Well… damn, I reflected, unable to add anything to that. It felt uncomfortably true. My branch of the family had shown a remarkable talent for keeping secret, and not terribly positive, talents under wraps.

“I’ll try, Obaa-sama,” I repeated a little more respectfully this time. I didn’t plan on coming back to the family forums again too soon, but that little reminder really did make me more inclined to forgive my Kanoko relatives.

“Good,” at that, and with a few more waves, Grandma Kanoko let us go.

I found myself with Saori for the first block. We’d make opposite turns soon, her father would be picking her up from a local shopping center while I was going to catch the train, but I took the opportunity to exchange a few words. Ironically, she’d also been so enthusiastic for the rare chance to talk to Daichi that we hadn’t talked much.

“Are you alright, Saori?” I asked cautiously.

“I’m fine,” she answered simply.

“I was a little worried after the incident with Grandma,” I admitted. “You seemed extra shaken. I assume that was your gifts?”

“Sort of,” she admitted. “It wasn’t clear until right near the end, just a feeling something was wrong. But when the branch was ready to snap… it was like it turned really wrong, like that really could have killed her.”

My blood ran cold. “I see.”

Saori shook her head violently, obviously trying to clear the image. “I don’t think it would have, but at the last minute it all lined up into a really strong possibility. Like how she’d always been going to get hurt, but if she stayed turned that way, and no one caught her-“ she cut herself off. “I don’t know, I can’t give you any real estimates. Not the way you can. But it felt like there really was a small but significant chance that could have killed her.”

“More than one-in-a-hundred but less than one-in-ten?” I suggested, trying to speak calmly despite the spite of fear and the sick feeling in my stomach.

“I guess? Something like that.”

I need to get Saori a really nice birthday present this year, I reflected, feeling a profound sense of relief and appreciation for my psychic cousin.

“And cousin?” she stopped right at the corner, right before we turned our separate ways. “I think I felt something else in that moment, just a fleeting impression.”

“Oh?” I asked, unsure what to say. But I took her seriously. She may not have been sure what it was, but she was obviously sure it was important.

Saori took a deep breath. “I think your secret’s coming out. I’m not sure how soon, and I’m not sure to how many people. But when I had to knock Grandma out of the way I got a brief flash of something, an impression that she’d know. And I don’t think she was supposed to be alone.”

I stood there blinking. “Well…” I said, then stopped. I had no idea what to say.

“Sorry cousin, I might be wrong.”

She didn’t really think that, and neither did I, but I played along. “Maybe. You could have just sensed a possibility there. Let’s not kid ourselves, if that branch really had hit her and Grandma Kanoko had been seriously hurt I’d have been whipping out my magic in a second. I might not be a brilliant healer, but you’d better believe I’d be applying everything I had as strongly as I could manage in those circumstances.”

“Maybe,” Saori allowed herself to sound half-convinced. Hell, I half-convinced myself with that suggestion. It was just true enough to take seriously. But both of us knew that wasn’t it. She might have only managed it due to the surge of adrenalin, probably combined with my proximity, but Saori had seen something. And I wasn’t sure I wanted to think about what it portended.
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“Wait,” I said, “you’re okay with spirits but not gods?” I asked as I looked at Chie in consternation.

Chie flushed slightly at the directness of the question, which I wouldn’t have asked in that way if it hadn’t startled me. But we were in the research room, and she was proposing a little more work with Zak’is, and the question had come up.

“Well, it’s not the same thing!” she protested, waving her hands around defensively.

“Okay,” I asked, not hiding my confusion, “how?”

“It’s- you know…”

“I don’t, but that might just be because I’m too close to the issue,” I answered, blundering ahead then deciding to roll with it and go directly through with complete honesty. “Seriously Chie, this might be my problem. But to me spirits and gods are two sides to the same coin. Don’t get me wrong, one is so very, very, very much greater than the average of the other. But at the end of the day they’re both quite similar. It’s one of the reasons the word kami has such a wide range.”

“But only one asks for worship!” Chie suddenly burst out, looking relieving she’d finally gotten through to defining her own problem. “Zak’is doesn’t ask that we think highly of him and follow a set of obtuse rules!”

“Yet.”

“What do you mean by that?” Chie countered sharply.

I shrugged. “Like I said, some of this is a matter of perspective. Think of all that I have to do to summon or empower Zak'is. It would be easy to write that off as a set of obtuse rules. And Zak’is doesn’t require us to think highly of them, but we do. We acknowledged how superior and unmatchable they are in regards to the digital domain.”

“That’s- but-“ Chie floundered again.

“Mamoru,” Himeko chided me gently from over near the couches. She and Eiko were just getting ready to leave for the day and we’d finished today's visit/checkup a few minutes ago. That didn’t mean she wasn’t still listening.

I immediately walked it back a bit. “Sorry Chie, I guess I get your point. But it really is half and half. Some of what you might associate with the gods is really a lot more practical than it seems, or at least started out that way and has either been ritualized or people have forgotten its origin over time. But I should admit that some of it isn’t, there are reasons I worship and respect some gods but try to stay away from others.”

“Even without that,” Kiyoto chimed in from his own place by the computers, “weren’t you the one comparing spirits to microbes while gods were blue whales? There are a lot of reasons you could be afraid of one while not being afraid of the other.” The sarcasm in his voice was unsubtle.

“He’s got you there,” Eiko tossed out casually.

“Fair,” I admitted, “I really am being a bit of a bastard. It’s just that…” this time I had to struggle a moment to find the right words. “In many ways, asking either of them for help feels exactly the same to me. You’re admitting you can’t do it alone, and you’re asking respectfully for assistance from a being that’s beyond you. At least, if you’re doing it… ethically? Morally?”

“Sensibly?” Eiko suggested, still with a bit of her own sarcasm.

“That too,” I had to agree. Compelling and forcing spirits was possible, but you tended to get what you paid for. The more cruelly and egotistically you tried to force another thinking being the more likely things were to backfire on you. Sometimes, with some types of spirits, it was still the best option. Make no mistake, even shamans thought that way, there were reasons that the ancient Ainu had bound the Forgotten. But there were reasons I tried to avoid that sort of thing as my default practice.

After a moment I forced myself out of that mental diversion, for once before babbling all about it to everyone. “But at the end of the day, it all seems so similar to me. Whether it’s burning incense at an altar or feeding my gathered mana to Zak’is you’re bargaining with a spiritual being and hoping it will help you out. God or spirit tends to be more technically accurate, but our ancestors had a good point in calling so many things kami. A lot of it is just a matter of scale.”

To everyone’s credit, I could see them all turning that idea over in their heads and thinking about it. It was a very oversimplified idea after all, in reality there was a lot of nuance to be had there and that description was still the kindergarten version.

Take our recent interactions with Zak’is. Otome Mizuko had just gotten back to us (well, Chie. Who’d then passed it on to us) that her restored thesis had been received and acknowledged by the university. She’d still have to go before an examination committee shortly, but rearmed with all her research and files she was as confident as any student could be under those circumstances. It had taken a little finagling to get her files out of the… thing that Zak’is had retrieved for us (extradimensional data package was a mouthful) but it hadn’t been as difficult as I’d feared. A few things had gotten corrupted in the process, whether that was a function of the jury-rigged spell or our jury-rigged translator was still up for debate, but a second run through of the package and a professional comparison of the two by the Meiko IT people had soon corrected all that. Otome had gotten all she’d lost returned to her.

Chie was pushing for a little more exploration and experimentation with Zak’is and just what the digital spirit was capable of. And I was all for that! I was overjoyed at the opportunity to expand my knowledge of the strange and new (to me) sorts of spirits that resided in modern Japan. There was a lot to learn there, as our recent mind-blowing retrieval of Otome’s data had revealed. But I’d been a little shocked at how casually and cheerfully Chie was about doing so, especially when in the next sentence I’d suggested we’d better clear things with Sarutahiko Okami first, or at least the more experienced kami around the university, and she’d immediately been mulish and unhappy.

“I’m not saying that’s the simple truth of reality,” I continued back in the present, figuring I’d better say it out loud before someone beat me to it. “There’s so much to discuss there that I’m a little embarrassed I put it that way. Heck, that’s not even trying to decode which parts of that are objectively true and what’s my assumptions! But I-“

I was abruptly saved from digging myself into a deeper hole when a sharp, beeping alarm sounded, overriding any conversation.

We all stood there for a moment, shocked. Then it was Ryota’s voice that cut through our hesitation. “EMERGENCY PROCEDURES!” he bellowed as he sprang to his feet. That was almost as unusual as the alarm itself, loud and firm enough that even his high tones could be made out clearly through the noise.

We all jumped into action. In a working research room things weren’t quite as simple as the standard evacuations. Don’t get me wrong, it was 95% the same, at least for us. But practical exceptions had to be made. Every team’s situation was different, and the university trusted us to understand our own circumstances, but two important caveats applied. First, secure any non-saved data if safe and practical. That one wasn’t a biggie for us, our general stuff was already saved and backed up offsite. In an ideal world we might try to do something like grabbing the original videos of our experiments, assuming the warning came with an alert that we had ten minutes to evacuate. But if the alarm was sounding we all knew that wasn’t going to happen, the digital copies would have to suffice.

Second, secure any dangerous experiments if safe and practical! That wasn’t always possible, but in case it was just a ‘minor’ emergency people were expected to make sure they weren’t going to make everything worse or set off chain reactions by simply leaving experiments running or dangerous chemicals unmonitored. Again, this was highly circumstantial. It was better for the researchers in question to be out of the building and able to warn professional fire and rescue teams of potential danger rather than dying in vain. On the other hand, taking an extra minute or two to slip dangerously radioactive elements back into their proper lead lined cases or stop an experiment that would run wild if left unmonitored was a very good idea. That sort of thing could prevent a minor lab fire from turning into a multi-block catastrophe!

In our case it was pretty quick and simple. Kiyoto and I quickly moved and grabbed the backup drives from the computer systems, Ryota grabbed a few of the dangerous reactants he worked with as well as the samples of mithril and orichalcum, and Chie moved to take Doris’s cage.

(Ryota grabbing the mithril and orichalcum was probably unnecessary, but still a sensible idea. Mithril still remained too much of a mystery and not even I was sure what might happen if orichalcum mixed with some of the exotic materials that could have been available in some of the other research rooms.)

“Any other substances?” Ryota called out after he’d grabbed the samples.

“Nothing I can think of,” I reported as I quickly but calmly strapped on my regular bag and the naginata one.

“Anyone else?”

“Nothing from me,” Kiyoto chimed in.

“No,” Chie agreed, already moving in the direction of the door with the bunny.

“Good,” Ryota nodded, moving swiftly to the door himself.

Himeko noted all this with an approving look, and I had to admit I was a little surprised myself. Later on I’d realize it hadn't come out of nowhere, Ryota had come directly through the chemistry path and one of his teachers had been extra strict about these sorts of drills. Right then I was just impressed at how well he handled it.

We exited the research room calmly and as a group. But we all paused to see the thick whisps of smoke escaping from the stairwell doors. Obviously someone else had already ducked out that way, but the sight of them was concerning.

“More behind us,” Eiko noted tersely. A second after she noticed I glanced the other way and saw a few more whisps from the next stairwell, also just closing as someone else made their exit. It wasn't bad yet, but the hallway was starting to get noticeably smoky.

“We’ll just have to hold our breath,” Ryota said forcing himself to sound calm. “It doesn’t look too bad.”

“Maybe not,” Himeko said instantly. “Mamoru?”

“Right,” the sigils quickly formed in front of me. The others fidgeted as it took me a good thirty seconds to cast the spell over all of us, but Breathing Bubble wasn’t too difficult a spell.

“Let me go first,” I noted as I finished, moving myself forward.

Eiko stopped me. “My job Mamoru. Besides, isn’t the mage supposed to go in the middle?”

She spoke with forced humor, I didn’t. “Not when the mage has precautionary spells that the rest of you don’t. If I go first my physical or toxin protections should go off before anything hits any of you. It’s the only sane choice.”

“Let him do it, Eiko,” Himeko noted with a quick nod. “But first: Mamoru, can you spot if anyone’s in trouble?”

A small part of me realized that was probably asking for problems, but I was too focused on the crisis in front of us to pay too much attention. “One second,” I quickly cast another spell, although this one took a third of the time of the last one. “Life Sight,” I began to explain, “it- Whoa!”

“Less chatter, more moving,” Eiko continued tersely as she pushed me forward. “I feel like an idiot having waited this long!”

“Thank you,” I heard Ryota mutter from somewhere behind us.

“You’ll get used to it,” Himeko noted, calmly following us. “If you have a mage, make use of the mage in situations like this. A quick pause to make sure everyone else is ahead and he can use magic freely isn’t a big deal.”

“It is if a fire cuts us off!” Ryota retaliated.

We reached the stair doors and Eiko yanked them open, releasing even more billows of smoke into the hallway. She then shoved me forward a little more gently this time, trying to avoid deliberately throwing me down the stairs.

“No,” Himeko continued in the same, unbothered tones, “in that case we’d simply go to the roof and fly down. Think about it logically: Mamoru provides us with unmatched flexibility and options.”

Hardly unmatched! I noted pedantically. Granted, by any practical measure I was way up there. But between power limits, talent, and better suited abilities, there were definitely people (and beings) out there that would have been better than me. The idea I was probably in the top five beings at Tokyo U to do this was pretty fair though, and I had to include the university’s resident kami to be that humble!

“On that note,” Himeko’s tone was a little crisper. “Mamoru: anyone in need of help?”

“There was no one on our floor,” I answered immediately, “we were the last. I see a few more people just getting out of the stairwell,” I could make out the glow of a few people at the bottom before it was cut off by exiting the stairs. “As for the rest…”

I paused before the fourth floor door, then after bracing myself I yanked it open.

Thick clouds flowed forward like a tidal wave of gas and momentarily concealed us from each other, visibility on this floor was practically zero. I almost coughed just out of reflex and expectation, my body instinctively expected to be choking faced with such a dense cloud of smoke. Fortunately, this was what Breathing Bubble was for. It instantly caught and filtered out the unbreathable gasses around our heads, leaving us able to function normally.

“Jesus!” Kiyoto swore.

“What the hell?” Eiko agreed.

The rest just made silent and wordless protests. After a few moments, and realizing my spells were successfully protecting all of us from even this mess, Himeko asked “Mamoru?”

“Give me a moment,” I replied tightly. ‘Life Sight’ was decent at penetrating barriers, but not perfect. Hence why I’d needed to get out of the thickly reinforced stairwell (designed to resist damage and fire during such emergencies) before using it.

I’d started my search at Miyamoto Mina’s lab of course, terrified of what I might find there. That might have been a mistake. Clouds and walls of tiny but dense life signatures got in my way and provided a level of cover almost as bad as the concrete walls would have. In retrospect that made sense, we all knew her research involved breeding plenty of microorganisms, but it proved an unexpected obstacle to my ‘clever’ plan. Usually such things weren’t a problem, a small patch of mold or a cough hanging in the air was barely visible. But that many in those sorts of concentrations proved to be another story, they were impenetrable little bricks and sheets of life. It took me a half a minute before I was sure that she wasn’t stuck in her lab. Once that was done I turned to the other research rooms, scanning through them quickly.

…until I came to one that was occupied. “There!” I said hurriedly, pointing deep into the gloom. “Three people! They’re in trouble.”

“Lead on,” Eiko said grimly, giving me another gentle push forward as she looked helplessly into the gloom. The smoke in the stairwell had thinned enough to allow us to see each other from about a meter away, but that was it. For the most part we were flying blind. I vaguely perceived a flash of ki as Eiko attempted to use her own abilities to find the victims through the featureless smoke around us, but it didn’t seem to help.

I quickly led us through the smoke, barely managing to find the right door in the thick clouds. On this floor it was so bad that you couldn’t see from one end of the hallway to the other. Granted, the research building had a relatively wide hallway, but not that wide! How are they still alive in there?  I wondered incredulously. If not for the benefits of ‘Life Sight’ I’d never have believed it, assuming they’d been choked to death long since.

I was even more incredulous when I realized the smoke was coming from this particular research room. “There,” I said, pointing at a door that could barely be made out as smoke poured out in a steady stream between every gap and crevice.

Eiko tried it for safety’s sake, but unsurprisingly it was locked. “Hime!” she commanded firmly while shoving me to the side.

Himeko was by her side in a moment. Then, before our stunned eyes, they pair shot out twin kicks at the door with lightning speed. The doors to each individual research room were strong, but not that strong. There was a loud crack, and it instantly began to splinter and split.

“That’s impossible,” Kiyoto noted dumbly as the pair instantly reset themselves and struck again.

I winced and turned to focus on the room within, trying to look away from Eiko. Her life force blazed as she channeled all her ki into her attacks. Make no mistake, Himeko was helping. And the pair needed everything they had to manage this, the doors to each room weren’t exactly steel vaults but they were not fragile. But Eiko was carrying about four fifths of the weight.

It took seven paired kicks before they smashed a decent sized hole through the door, finally breaking apart the heavy wood coated with almost as heavy resin and plastic, and split off enough pieces that someone could push their arm through to the other side. Once it was there, Eiko didn’t hesitate to dive forward, reach inside, and release the lock from the research room side. The way even more and thicker smoke poured out of the door once it had been fully breached only added to all the confusion and drama.

“Stay close,” I warned everyone as the visibility dropped even lower. I was belatedly grateful I’d gone with ‘Breathing Bubble’ rather than one of the purely oxygen focused spells like ‘Breath of Magic’. The later might have been more efficient, but it potentially allowed toxins in and would have done nothing to protect our eyes. As the smoke did it’s best to swallow us up I became profoundly grateful for that function!

But even as I hurried forth something was bugging me. Just smoke? I’d yet to see-

I almost leapt back as I finally saw a faint flicker of flame within the cloud. But even as that occurred to me a second thought was right on its heels: why was my warning bracelet so quiet? I would have thought the thing would be trying to squeeze my hand off for running into danger like this. Instead, it was giving me a stream of half-hearted twitches. Enough to get me to pay attention on an average day, warn me that something was up; and it was slowly ramping up, obviously not keen on the idea of me staying too long. But it was nothing like what I’d have expected upon running into a literal smoke-filled laboratory.

I almost tripped over the first body as that thought distracted me at just the wrong moment. I half-kicked the poor guy on the floor and stumbled slightly. “He’s here,” I called out, hoping no one had noticed that.

Eiko grabbed him quickly. “He’s wearing a mask!” she noted in surprise.

Ryota took him next, giving him a once over. “Filter only, but heavy filter. The sort you’d use in coal mines. No extra oxygen, but helps keep the lungs clear.”

“That’s why they’re still alive!” I noted, surprised and cheered.

I didn’t see Ryota’s nod as I went to check the next person, who also had the same sort of mask on. But I still heard him speaking. “There was too little air in here for them to breathe normally, but they didn’t fill their lungs with this smoke so they’re not fully suffocated yet.”

“But they’ll get there,” Eiko intuited from context. “Come on, let’s move!”

I gathered up the victims and passed them on. Eiko took the first one, Ryota the second, and Himeko and I cooperated to carry the third between us. Then we started out of the lab.

Eiko glanced behind us as we did so. “Shouldn’t we do something about that?” she asked, nodding towards some sort of fire on this room’s lab table.

Ryota shook his head, pressing forward. “I can’t make out what it is,” he reported. Even with the merry blaze all we’d been able to see of it, even while right next to the blaze, was an over sized fire around the shadows of some lab equipment. “We shouldn’t be messing around with it, not while we’ve still got these guys. Leave it to the professionals.”

“I agree,” Himeko noted, continuing forward. “I know it’s tempting to push forward, especially with Mamoru, but he’s not the be-all and end-all. Unless you have something to add, Mamoru?”

Her tone was oddly polite as she talked over the limp body slung between us, each of us with an arm hooked underneath one of his shoulders. I couldn’t quite match her as we walked towards fresher air.

“No. If I’d gone in there knowing exactly what was going on then maybe that would have been an option. But I’ve got no idea what they might have been trying, let alone what’s gone wrong now. Let’s not press our luck.” I was painfully aware of my warning bracelet: still not giving me much trouble but its pulses were only slowly decreasing in intensity now that we were retreating.

Himeko nodded, and I could see it clearly now as we reached the stairwell and ‘fresher’ air. “Saving lives is worth the risk,” she noted, even as we tried to establish a rhythm for descending the stairs together. “Blindly endangering our lives, and the lives of others, would be foolish. I’d be all for it if things were as simple as turning off a valve or hitting a button. But we don’t know that, and there’s every chance we’d make things worse by stumbling around in the dark.”

“Don’t forget to check the next floor too,” she added as an aside to me.

“How can you be so calm about this?” Chie asked from below us, as far ahead as she dared get. A little hysteria was creeping into her voice but I couldn’t blame her for that. Especially since she was carrying Doris, and the bunny was not doing as well as we were since I’d been a little careless and not cast a spell on our little lab rabbit as well. Fortunately, most of the smoke seemed to be going upwards so things were improving for everyone.

“Experience,” Eiko tossed out almost flippantly. “After you’ve done this with a real fire that’s actually been set by someone this sort of thing is nothing to get worked up about.”

“Eiko,” Himeko chided her, ironically proving Eiko’s point by being so casual under the circumstances.

“Well, that and confidence,” Eiko admitted as Himeko and I eased our way over to the third storey floor’s door, opened it, and let me look through. “At this point I’ve seen Mamoru do stuff like this enough times that I’m not worried about it. Now if this was a blazing inferno, that’d scare me.”

“Really?” Himeko asked, mildly surprised.

“We weren’t in the fire that long last time,” Eiko noted, “and that was scary enough by itself. I’d be worried that Mam’s magic wasn’t enough and might give out. Just a little smoke? This is nothing.”

“Clear,” I reported. As our little group started moving downward again I added. “Not nothing Eiko, this could still be risky if we’re not careful.”

Ryota nodded firmly. “There could be something else going on.”

“Well, that too,” I admitted. “But I was just thinking of the limits of Breathing Bubble. It’s really just a more much more sophisticated and efficient version of the masks these guys were wearing.” I jiggled the limp body Himeko and I were carrying. “It does a better job of pulling oxygen out of the air, but it doesn’t completely invent it either. In retrospect, I think we were starting to get a little light headed when we were dead center in the middle of the smoke. And that was after we’d opened the door to let more of it escape! I was patting myself on the back about making the right choice of spells earlier, but now I’m not so certain. I might need to add ‘Breath of Magic’ to the mix, or maybe something else, before we’re done.”

Chie let out a small ‘eep’ and struggled with the obvious desire to run ahead.

“But the air’s clearing up a bit,” I added as we came to the second floor landing, “and my warning bracelet is slowly calming down. I’m not that worried.”

Eiko sighed. “Why I have such confidence in you is beyond me,” she muttered.

After checking out the second floor with no trouble we then made it down through to the first floor and I gave it a token once over. Unsurprisingly, there were no other people to be found. The smoke was barely noticeable in comparison to the other floors, and even Chie and Kiyoto found their panic rapidly leaving them. After that we retreated out the nearest fire door and towards the proper gathering area. Halfway there the designated medical staff, those from the building with proper certification, rushed over to grab our unconscious casualties. At that point we more or less collapsed on to the grass, building security made sure to check us off the list, and Ryota warned them about what we’d seen on the fourth floor.

After panting a little for a minute, working the ache out of my shoulders now that I was no longer carrying my guy, I sighed in relief. “You were right Eiko,” I noted, apropos of nothing, “that was easier with experience.”

“Right?!” Eiko vented much more easily, not even out of breath despite having carried one guy all by herself.

“It really wasn’t worth getting worked up over,” Himeko admitted. “Not compared to the fire with the saboteur, or even the incident at the resort over the school trip.”

“I’m not complaining!” I added hastily.

“Neither am I,” Himeko shrugged casually. She was still a little breathless herself, having forced herself to stand up and maintain decorum rather than simply sit down. “I much prefer that. It is just that after having experienced such extremes it is much easier to keep today in perspective. You had much more magic and opportunity against what turned out to be a significantly smaller threat.”

“It wasn’t just him you know,” Eiko noted sarcastically.

“True,” Himeko acknowledged graciously. “You and I are stronger since then, you especially, and we had many more hands to make light work of everything. But let’s not pretend Mamoru didn’t provide the biggest contribution. I would never have suggested we be daring or thorough enough to find those poor people if not for his spell.”

Eiko nodded grudgingly at that one, “yeah, that would have been pushing it. Maybe I could have done it if I’d known exactly where they were ahead of time. But I sure as hell couldn’t have gone through that floor checking every room.”

I was mildly startled at that. Huh, I wonder what Master Tai’s taught her? By the sound of things she had at least some degree of breath or metabolism control down. Since I mostly worked with her on the direct fighting skills (endurance, basic ki control, speed, striking force) I didn’t often think about some of the more esoteric stuff she might be learning. Her workouts with me gave Eiko a lot of the basics, it really shouldn’t have surprised me that she could translate that to training in more advanced techniques all on her own. But for some reason, it did.

I guess I just don’t notice it when Master Tai’s doing that stuff, I reflected briefly, still a little loopy with relief and shock so I focused on the idea more than I should have. He rarely needs to do much around me, and if he does it’s usually subtle. So I don’t generally think of it, even though Eiko’s undoubtedly studying that stuff on the way. She’ll be a Master eventually, it’s got to be part of the curriculum.

While I turned over that idea in my head Ryota noted “thank goodness! That was harrowing enough!” he was puffing a little too, although I suspected that was more due to stress than physical exertion. “I don’t know how firefighters do it.”

“You could always ask them,” Kiyoto noted, regaining his normal attitude now that we were all safe, he nodded towards the approaching fire truck and hazardous response teams approaching the area. Already a half dozen trained professionals were hopping out of their trucks and striding purposefully towards the building officials for a quick briefing. I was pleased to see those officials doing their own duty and moving to meet them. Then reality hit.

“Oh shit,” I muttered, then started swearing under my breath.

“What? What is it Mamoru?” Himeko looked down at me in concern.

“Himeko, keep the bullshit to a minimum this time,” I said urgently. It could have come out as rude, but the urgency in my voice was undeniable.

“What?” she asked, a little affronted.

“We’re going to get our own debriefing soon enough,” I said, putting force into my voice as the potential for disaster hit. “Do not try BSing these people! We’re not even dealing with the standard fire department here, we’re going to be talking to actual experts and people familiar with hazardous chemicals. Do not try making up some sort of story!”

Everyone looked at me in confusion for a few moments, then Himeko looked enlightened. “Oh! We’re going to have to explain things to the officials again, aren’t we?”

I nodded. “And some of them are going to have pretty strong scientific backgrounds, and are probably going to want to know exactly what went on here, just how dangerous it was, and how it might have affected everyone’s experiments. We can’t try snowing them with bullshit or making up some ridiculous pseudoscientific explanation this time. They’ll catch it.”

Himeko’s eyes flicked back and forth as she rapidly analyzed the possibilities. Normally that didn’t take long, and normally she could bluff, lie, and intimidate her way through any problems we might encounter, at least if they didn’t involve something ludicrously direct and obvious like how I’d been forced to save Hiro from the poison. This time she quickly saw what I’d already known: there was going to be too much scrutiny by relatively high-level professionals.

This had taken place in research rooms owned by Tokyo U, both the University and the city were going to want to be sure there weren’t any hidden landmines waiting to explode. Cancerous, poisonous, or simply corrosive chemicals were a big threat they’d have to check off the list, especially with regards to possible reactions with everyone’s research in the building, and even possibly beyond that in some of the nightmare scenarios. Potential releases of poisonous gasses or radioactive materials in downtown Tokyo weren’t taken lightly. And chain reactions resulting from the actions of Tokyo U students and recent alumni, who were just the right combination of highly talented, relatively well equipped, but still on the young side, was one of the few semi-realistic ways that could happen. All of those scenarios were still extremely unlikely, no one was going to come here expecting that had happened. Unless the investigators spotted some serious red flags the building would be open for business again and things would be back to normal soon enough. But these were the also sorts of people truly dedicated to making sure those sorts of things never happened, and they were going to look hard for red flags in the first day or so.

“No…” Himeko said slowly, distantly, as she weighed options and for once came to the same conclusions I had. “You’re right. That excuse you made for the fire at the archery range would never stand here. In fact, make sure you don’t bring that up if you can help it. We don’t need further scrutiny.”

“Oh shit,” I muttered under my breath, shriveling up inside at the mere thought of trying to pass off that chemical coating as a real excuse to experienced investigators. Not to mention the terrifying realization that Himeko was agreeing with me!

“We still need some sort of explanation though,” Himeko continued, her brow furrowing slightly. “We’re just a little too exposed this time. This is slightly too high-profile and important for them to brush it off.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Ryota asked irritably.

“Normally the mysteries of what we did wouldn’t be worth pursuing,” Himeko explained even while she considered the situation, “they’d be written of as weird but unimportant, and forgotten quickly enough by investigators after they realized we weren’t responsible or doing anything criminal. But in this case the investigators will be seriously worried about the ‘how’ of what we did, that it might hurt us or others. They’re not going to let us go without a satisfactory explanation.”

(Unsaid was the additional ‘especially when a Meiko tells them not to look too closely’. The weight of those simple words could discourage a lot of casual busybodies. Unfortunately, today we’d be dealing with people who would mark that down as another red flag if we even hinted at it under these circumstances.)

Ryota grimaced and looked away. I could practically see him running through a list of nightmarish ‘oh my god, you did that?!’ chemical reactions in his head as explanations for what we’d done. Again, none were likely. But grad students caught in a panic situation actually turned them into possibilities, and the investigators would know that. And they’d also know how likely it was that we’d lie about the fact afterwards

While I started to panic over that thought, Eiko made a derogatory noise. “What? You’re just going to tell them you stumbled across those guys blindly? Somehow took a wrong turn out of the stairway, stumbled all through the rooms, and them tripped over them in the smoke? Or do we just go straight to saying you found those guys with magic?”

“It’s almost more believable,” Kiyoto agreed, sounding incredulous that he could actually say that seriously, even without the knowledge that came from our little research room.

“Actually…” Himeko’s eyes lit up. She looked at us seriously. “That’s exactly what we do.”

“Wait what?” Eiko blinked.

A dozen protests exploded in my brain, but they tripped over each other and the rest of my panic so they never reached my mouth.

“Not like that,” Himeko waved everyone’s incipient objections away overly casually. “I’m not talking about telling the full truth. But unbend a little, tell a partial truth. Explain that you’re working with an experimental new energy and that you were able to detect the other victims with it. Say you were using it to find your way out through the smoke and detected the other guys by accident.”

I opened my mouth. After looking like a goldfish for a good ten seconds when nothing came out, I closed it again.

“Hide behind the Dean,” Himeko continued eagerly, “say this is secret and experimental, refer the investigators to the Dean, but don’t stonewall. Use the fact you’re still experimenting as the reason you can’t tell them much, are keeping it vague and basic. It’s about the only way we can actually skimp on the details this time, but it will work. Do it right and we can even build up more enthusiasm and hype for your project.”

I stared in disbelief at my friend, stunned how she could try and turn this around into a publicity coup. “And the smoke?” I suggested, my voice squeaking almost as much as Ryota’s.

“We held our breaths,” Himeko declared firmly. “You pointed, we ran. Eiko and I can hold our breath for a long while to prove it, especially Eiko.”

“They’d never believe it,” Chie protested faintly.

“They will,” Himeko exuded calm certainty, “it makes sense. Although,” she glanced at Ryota, “it wouldn’t hurt if we had a source of clean oxygen to have depended on.”

Ryota looked at her incredulously, then looked at some of the chemicals he’d removed from the research room for safety. “I… could have done that,” he admitted. He’d obviously never thought about it in the moment, but now that he was been prompted he could come up with it. “The byproducts would by horrendously unsafe, but…”

“But if we’d really been trapped by the smoke you wouldn’t have hesitated?” Himeko suggested leadingly.

“I guess…” Ryota said slowly.

Wow. It’s weird seeing it from this side, I reflected with fascination and some mad amusement. In the past that had been me. Watching Himeko do it to someone else, especially for something a little more conventional and actually scientific, knocked me for a bit of a loop.

“Why don’t you get that reaction going?” Himeko hinted gently. “That way we’ll have it ready for when they get to us. It probably won’t be long now, you won’t have much of a chance.”

Prodded and cornered like that, Ryota complied.

“As for the rest of us,” Himeko said firmly, capturing each of us with her eyes in turn. “Keep mostly to the truth. Mamoru used the strange energies you’ve been working with to help navigate the smoke, and along the way it somehow registered the victims. Ryota provided the oxygen through chemistry while Eiko and I ran out like madwomen to actually break through the door and retrieve those three. Mostly Eiko.”

Eiko looked at her friend with a mixture of disbelief and humor. On one hand, it was almost frustrating to know Himeko would probably get away with this shit again. On the other hand, it was necessary. And it was now Eiko’s official job to support her when she made claims like that, a weird and unusual facet of protecting Himeko.

“Eiko hauled out the bodies, we carried them down. Simple. Goodhearted, if pretty stupid. And easily understandable. Feel free to confuse them with technobabble about mana, it’ll add verisimilitude to everything.”

Chie and Kiyoto bristled slightly at having the research we’d done summarized as ‘technobabble’. Which probably proved Himeko’s point. Meanwhile Ryota stared uncomfortably at the bright red sludge forming in the bottom of an Erlenmeyer flask. Though the amount of gasses being created, which presumably included a high concentration of oxygen, did suggest his chemistry was pretty believable.

“Now brace yourself,” Himeko finished firmly, staring past our group to several serious looking professionals bearing down on us. “I know that look. We’re about to be medically examined and then politely interrogated. Remember what I said, follow my lead, and you’ll be fine.”
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“We’ll be fine,” she says, I raged in my head.  Sure!  Great!  What part about this is fine Himeko?!

Was I being unfair?  Yes.  Was I now sat across from the Dean of Sciences in a private meeting?  Also yes.  Was my body attempting to drown me in my own sweat?  Sadly, also yes.

“Matsuda-san,” the Dean looked at me coolly.  “Before we say anything else, let me be clear: what you did was foolish.  I am grateful for it.  Make no mistake, what you helped do probably saved your colleagues’ lives.  They were slowly suffocating to death, by the time the rescue crews reached the fourth floor and successfully found them it’s almost certain they would have suffered significant brain damage and quite probably would have died.”

As tempting as it was to say ‘thank you’ out of habit, I managed to keep my mouth shut for once.  The Dean’s posture and tone made it clear this was not praise.

“I am incredibly pleased not to be dealing with that, on just about every level there is.  What I am not pleased to be dealing with is you.  Matsuda-san, what on Earth were you thinking?”

I stayed quiet for a long minute, unable to come up with any sort of reasonable response.  In the end I simply went “I am sorry Sensei, I wasn’t.  I was reacting.”

The Dean allowed himself a small sigh.  “While I am pleased to see you capable of admitting that it doesn’t fix the problem, Matsuda-san, now does it?  I am not a fool or heartless, I can understand how it happens.  But neither am I dumb enough to encourage this either Matsuda-san!  You rushed in with inadequate training or resources where you were not supposed to be.  Yes, it worked out this time, and I am not ungrateful.  But what about the next time?  We were very lucky not lose an incredibly bright second-year and three more grad students!”

I couldn’t decide how much to read into the fact he didn’t mention Himeko or Eiko.  I had a sneaking feeling ‘or the extremely beloved Meiko family heiress,’ should have been appended on to that sentence, but he was trying not to notice that for both our sakes.  It would have sounded shallow on his end, like he was valuing Himeko more for her rank and money; and it would have legitimately been one more nail in the coffin on my side if he acknowledged it, given all the complications her presence added to everything.  And I sure as hell wasn’t brave or stupid enough to try bringing it up without Himeko around either!

“And Matsuda-san,” the Dean affixed me with a firm look, “what if you’d been wrong?  I can understand you wanting to promote your efforts, prove the practical applications of your work.  But what if it hadn’t worked?  Even if you’d all escaped unharmed, what effect do you think that would have had on your little project?”

His words did make me a little nervous, but they should have inspired bowl-clenching terror.  Unfortunately for the Dean, I knew just how tried and tested my methods and techniques really were.  But the flipside of that was: there was no way I should have known that and no reasonable way to explain it.  I was caught between looking like an arrogant idiot who acted confident but obviously had his head stuck well up his ass, or trying to fake the legitimate fear and chagrin a well-meaning but short-sighted student should have felt when that was pointed out.

 I did my best to look uncomfortable and nervous (which wasn’t really a challenge for me) and fidgeted obviously in my seat.

Thankfully that seemed to work for the Dean.  I was obviously neither defiant or confident, and he was more used to idiots (especially amongst the students on the rare occasion he had to deal with them) being that way when they were stubbornly trying to defend their idiocy.

The Dean sighed.  “Laboratory conditions, Matsuda-san, always use laboratory conditions.  Field tests and jury rigs might look fine in television and the movies, they have no place in the real world.  Especially when it involves our students taking personal risks and throwing themselves into danger. I don’t care how confident or clever you think you are, something undiscovered can throw everything off at the worst possible time.  It would be forgivable if it had been absolutely necessary, but it was not.”

The Dean finished that last word sharply and glared at me, his eyes boring deep into me and begging for defiance so he had an excuse to squash me.

I gulped.  A part of me wanted to make the hot-blooded protest about saving people, how that was necessary.  Thankfully the Dean managed to knock that impulse on its heels before it could even get up and I managed to throw myself over its prone body.

Just bite your tongue Mamoru, just bite your tongue, I told myself firmly.  From the Dean’s perspective he was entirely right.  And while I might have argued that ‘entirely’ part, with at least a sliver of justification, if the truth had been anything remotely close to my cover story then he’d have been pretty damn close to being completely correct.  Young students of Tokyo U, no matter how bright or brilliant, had no business in taking untested experiments out and potentially getting in the way of real rescuers.  That it had worked should buy me some leniency, and it was, but this drumming out was an entirely deserved and expected result.

“I am not your middle school teacher, I should not have to tell any student capable of attending Tokyo U this,” the Dean continued with a scowl, “nor do I intend to.  I have more important things to do then take care of one student acting foolishly enough to flunk a practical entrance exam to high school.  And make no mistake Matsuda-san, that is what you did.  If we’d held the equivalency of a driver’s test for laboratory safety and you’d acted like this in front of the proctor you’d have been failed on the spot.”

I had to flinch at that one.  Mostly because it was harsh but fair.  Seriously, even if magic was as integrated here as it was on Avalon, I reflected a little randomly, you’d never have done that in an actual test. And there’s no examiner- well, no examiner worth his salt, that would have laughed it off and said ‘all right, you pass.’ if you did.

The Dean stared at me.  “We will not be having this conversation again, Matsuda-san,” he told me with dark sternness.  “If you find yourself in front me after getting in the way of professionals trying to do their jobs, all because you were convinced you could do better with your monumental lack of experience and your experimental techniques,” his tone hammered the words home, “you can expect to find yourself on the streets, begging another institution to take you in.  We do not tolerate such destructive arrogance at this university.”

He didn’t wait for a response, not even a whispered ‘yes, sir’.  He simply glared at me and declared “dismissed.”

I hastily stumbled to my feet, bowed deeply, and retreated, leaving the hallowed halls of the Dean’s office as quickly as possible.  I was still a second-year at Tokyo U, I had no business or standing to be intruding into such rarified territory and the sooner I was out of there the better.  Himeko could stride confidently down these corridors and be certain her Meiko name gave her adequate standing, I could not.

I breathed a small sigh of relief as I reached the stairs and started making my way down.  I wasn’t happy about my shellacking, either for itself or because of how unfair it was when you knew the truth of my capabilities.  But I also realized I’d gotten off pretty lightly.  A short, if sharp, lecture delivered by the closest thing to God an average Tokyo U student could expect to encounter (i.e. the Dean of a faculty) was damn harsh but not the worst thing that could have happened to me.  And when you remembered that the Dean was already sticking his neck out for me with this project, politically at least, you began to appreciate how gentle he'd been. If I'd gotten people hurt or killed while screwing up as arrogantly as it must have looked to an outsider then he'd probably have been thrown out of Tokyo U. Under those circumstances his lecture had been considerably restrained. It hadn’t been pleasant, and it put me on undeniable notice that in the future there’d be no room for tolerance or forgiveness on certain subjects, but it wouldn't actually do that much to me in the greater scheme of things.

Well, I say that, I thought with a mixture of amusement and sourness.  Unfortunately, there’s a pretty big caveat there.  Namely that my life’s been weird as hell these last few years.  Some of that had been me looking for trouble, or at least putting myself into a position where trouble could be looking for me.  Being available to all the Master martial artists out there for example, pretty much anything that fell into that category was more or less my own damn fault.  I was even willing to write off a number of the weirder supernatural occurrences, like the psychic trying to take advantage of Sakura or finding the Monkey King at Comiket, as just me being more aware of them than the average person and indirectly causing events to escalate.

But other things had just been ridiculously coincidental.  Like the accident at the heart of this in the research building.  Again, as a once-in-a-lifetime, or even a once-in-a-decade, occurrence it wasn’t too strange.  But if you looked at the sheer number of similar things that had happened over the last few years; things like running into Himeko and Shinji at just the right/wrong moment, being there when Hiro was poisoned, the incident during our final year trip, or that time I’d had to save Sato Gota because I was the closest available refuge, you started to have doubts about the laws of probability!  I had a sneaking suspicion that something out there was tilting the scales a bit.  I wasn’t prepared to guess what or how or when, especially when it might just have been a side effect of me being the center of so much concentrated mana in a relatively mana-poor world, but I was becoming more and more certain of the phenomena.  And that served to add a little bit  of extra bite to the Dean’s warning.  If another incident occurred, was I going to act the same way?

I was still wrestling with that as I exited the building, only to be brought up short by the combination of Kiyoto and Hiro.

“Hey,” Kiyoto greeted me with a wave, pulling me out of my thoughts.

“Mamoru,” Hiro nodded politely.

The abrupt appearance of such an unexpected combination took me aback, forcing my brain to reboot.  “Um, hi?” I suggested dumbly.

Kiyoto smiled.  “Let me guess: you just got the official reprimand?  The formal what the hell were you thinking?  Don’t ever do it again!  from the higherups?”

“More or less,” I replied inanely.

“As expected,” Hiro nodded.

“Yeah, you didn’t need to be a psychic to see that one coming,” Kiyoto agreed.  “Well, come on.  Time for the other side.”

“The other side?” I continued, still at sea in clueless mode.

“The good stuff,” Kiyoto replied, turning to walk away and waving for me to come along.  “The bit where we actually get a little thanks and congratulations for what we did.”

“There’s a celebration,” Hiro clarified, “a chance for everyone to let off some steam.”

“That your girlfriend’s funding,” Kiyoto needled Hiro sarcastically.  He then shrugged.  “Not that we mind.  I expect every grad student to show up for the free food and booze, but it seems stupid to-

“Wait, booze?” I interrupted in surprise.

Kiyoto nodded.  “Yeah, it’s a chance for everyone to blow off some steam.  So of course Himeko’s paying for the bar.”

“Not the best stuff,” Hiro noted modestly, “but she’s making plenty of sake and beer available for everyone.  People need to celebrate and destress.  And if there’s one thing that working at the hotel has taught me: sometimes people need their alcohol.”

I stiffened slightly at that.  Part of that was a bit of prudishness, I tried not to be too sensitive about that but the ability to control mana and irresponsible consumption of alcohol were not a safe mix, especially when you handled drink like I did.  And part of that was simply: “I am still underage you know.  And so’s Himeko.  And Eiko.”  Albeit not by much in their cases.  I really should start thinking about birthday gifts, I noted absently.

Hiro nodded approvingly.  “And no one’s going to force you, Mamoru.  Even if it’d be legal with food.  But I’m not drinking either, and neither is Himeko.”

No one mentioned Eiko.  And I really wasn’t sure what she’d do in this case.

“But that’s up to you.”

“So long as you’re not a killjoy it’ll be fine,” Kiyoto smiled encouragingly.  “I doubt we’ll see too many drunks in this crowd.”

“That depends upon how you define drunk,” Hiro noted, a hint of warning in his tone.  I had a moment to wonder just how many drunk guests he’d seen during his time overseeing the hotel.  Something told me the answer was ‘too many’.

Kiyoto laughed it off.  “Fair enough.  Sorry,” he added at our puzzled expressions, his laughter had seemed disproportional, “it’s practically a party game at these sorts of things with bio majors: ask them to define drunk, then take a shot.”

Despite trying to keep it in, I snorted a little laughter.  That is pretty funny, I had to admit.  “I take it that’s another fun definition?” I asked with a bit more amusement.

“Oh yeah.  It’s not as bad as ‘life’, you do not want the wrong sort of bio student getting drunk and debating that!  But it’s kind of a debate when you get down to it, how much of what sort of substance qualifies as drunk, and why?  And when you get a bunch of us drinking at the same time, well, I once saw one guy completely switch his answer after one go around the group and two shots.”

I had mixed feelings about that.  On one hand, it was still amusing.  On the other, I couldn’t help but feel that reinforced my ‘don’t drink, period.’ attitude.  I tried not to be too smug or self-righteous about it (great gods and little powers, I was probably going to need one to loosen up at a critical moment sometime in my life!  Enough so that Himeko would probably force one down my throat, never mind Eiko.) but little tales like that just served to make me more and more certain about my choices.

“Anyway, this ought to be fun, keep moving,” Kiyoto gestured at me to pick up the pace a little.

I reluctantly complied, albeit as little as I thought I could get away with.  “I don’t suppose I can-“ I began reluctantly.

“You leave can if you want,” Hiro said casually.  “But it will be easier for everyone if you at least put a token appearance in.  Come on Mamoru, Himeko thinks it’s for your own good.  And how do you think she’ll react if you don’t even try?”

“Mina was invited too,” Kiyoto teased.

Fuck, I thought as I unconsciously found myself walking a little faster.  “How did Himeko decide to even come up with this?” I asked, trying to cover that up.

“She more or less started planning this immediately, as soon as the preliminary interviews with the investigators were finished,” Hiro answered, as if that were the most normal thing in the world.

“Why?”

“Because she could see the writing on the wall and this would be an easy problem to solve with money,” Hiro seemed mildly surprised I’d even asked.  “Think about it Mamoru.  This would either be an incident which would spread rumors and distance you from all your neighbors in the building.  Or she could do something like this and use it as an opportunity to control the narrative.  How else did you expect her to act?”

I was mildly annoyed at how Hiro made that sound like a natural conclusion (and mildly reassured that Kiyoto seemed almost as put out as I was at that assumption).  But he had a point.  Now that it had been underlined and pointed out to me, I couldn’t deny this was Himeko’s style.  This would have been a bad thing, and a problem in her wheelhouse while I was ill equipped to handle it.  She thought with just a little money and schmoozing she could turn it into a good thing.  For Himeko, that equation was a simple and instinctively solved as 1 + 1 = 2.  I still wasn’t completely clear how she’d do it, but I couldn’t really doubt her at this point.  I might have been flying blind, however it wasn’t due to blind faith but earned confidence in her abilities.

“Oh wow,” I breathed out loud as it clicked.

Both the other guys just looked at me curiously.

“Sorry,” I said, trying to voice the thought so I could truly grasp it.  “It just hit me.  I thought about how I was following Himeko blindly, but I had complete trust in her abilities.  Then I realized it must have been a lot like how she followed me through all the smoke.”

Kiyoto looked a little confused but Hiro looked thoughtful.  “Another one of your points about how magic isn’t special?” he asked.  “I think you might be reaching a little with that one.”

“I didn’t quite mean it that way.  It was more about teamwork and trust and how our skills compliment each other.  But I’ll have to think about that one too.”

“I was more worried you meant that you had a lot of experience doing all this,” Kiyoto noted a little disbelievingly.  “That you should trust her because she’d done it before.  That was scary.”

I chuckled nervously.  That too, I admitted in my head.  I was going to have to consider Hiro’s point, I didn’t want to think about Kiyoto’s!

“Anyway, we’re almost there,” Kiyoto continued.  He nodded to a nearby building.

I stared at the business in question in disbelief.  This particular establishment was more a bar than an izakaya, although it did serve food as well.  More importantly, it was usually well patronized by the university’s professors and administrative staff.  Not exclusively so, it had plenty of students passed through its doors, as well as locals with no real connection to Tokyo U besides proximity.  But it was generally considered a slightly more exclusive place.  And Himeko had reserved it.

After a few moments, Hiro read me like a book. “I think it was mostly to intrigue and encourage everyone else,” he reported mildly.  “Plus its ease as a central location everyone would know.  But yes, I’m pretty sure she anticipated what would happen. And that sending a mild rebuke to the university itself was a part of her reasoning.”

Of course it was, a sign by the door verified the place was reserved for a private function today.  Professors and administrators were going to have to do their drinking elsewhere for at least a few more hours.  It wasn’t going to be a biggie for them.  We were a university, there were plenty of places offering alcohol in easy walking distance!  And it wasn’t like that never happened for other events at other times, no one was going to be too shocked or offended by this.  But it was still a subtle strike at the university.  I hope Himeko knows what she’s doing, I thought in notable contrast to my earlier faith.

I was quickly distracted as we passed through the doors and were hit by sounds of a raucous celebration.  “Kampai!” echoed around the room and about two dozen people lifted drinks in our direction.

Himeko was near a knot of people around a table, orchestrating what looked like chaos to my eyes, but her eyes lit up and she quickly broke it off at our arrival.  “Mamoru, Hiro!” she said happily, being unsubtle about going to her boyfriend first, “you made it!”

Hiro embraced her happily, and I had a brief moment to wonder about how much of it was performative vs. real (it felt like there were a half-dozen little tweaks they did to make it a little more obvious) before Himeko turned to me.  “Welcome Mamoru, I’m glad you came.”

I shrugged helplessly.  “What else was I supposed to do?” she’d sent both Hiro and Kiyoto, the message was unsubtle.

“Not come?” Himeko noted with honest amusement. “Cowered at home?  Seriously Mamoru, I know it isn’t usually your thing.  But I think it’s the best option for everyone today, and I’m glad you’re doing your part.”

‘Don’t notice me’ talisman on standby, a part of me noted sardonically, observing my reaction.  There were a good three dozen people already spread around the room in a few big knots.  And, needless to say, I wasn’t sure I recognized anyone but Himeko, Hiro, Kiyoto, and Eiko.  I thought I might have seen a few familiar faces buried in the crowds, but I hadn’t realized how little I knew about all our building neighbors up until now.  Needless to say, I was already as was uncomfortable as hell.  “How’d you get everyone to come on such short notice?” I asked instead.

“Well, most of them had an hour or two’s more warning than you,” she admitted, “I didn’t fully finalize everything until the Dean sent his messenger.”

The Dean had literally sent an underling to our last class with an official ‘invitation’ to have a word with him.  He wasn’t quite willing to make it a public censure, he wasn’t that heartless or angry, but he’d planned an unmistakable method to make me uncomfortable and drive home the fact I’d fucked up in Tokyo U’s eyes.  Sending a stern underling to grab me once my classes were done for the day, then march me straight to the Dean’s office where I’d wait on hard benches for fifteen minutes before he finally let me in for the chewing out, had been unsubtle facets of it.

Fortunately or not, that had been another class that I’d shared with Himeko.  And she’d obviously had some ideas of her own.

“I’d actually opened this up about fifteen minutes before our classes ended,” she admitted, “I hadn’t expected so many of them to be that quick and enthusiastic about it, I’d planned on a little more hesitation, uncertainty, and resistance.”

Kiyoto shook his head.  “You offered free food,” he noted with mild rebuke, “you should have known better.”  With that, he made his own way over to the bar for some drink and food of his own.

Himeko tilted her head in his direction in a mildly peeved acceptance of the rebuke.  “But it was easy to guess that most of them would come,” she continued.  “Seriously Mamoru, your building’s still being examined and decontaminated today.  What else were they going to do?”

That was a pretty good point.  Everyone was going to be back in business tomorrow or the day after at the latest.  Well, everyone but the poor group that had been in the room where this whole mess had started, that room and those victims were going to need slightly more time to recover.  But other than them we were all going to try and hit the ground running as soon as we could.

It helped that the accident had mostly just been smoke, and not particularly poisonous smoke as such things went.  Don’t get me wrong, that had still been pretty nasty.  We’d been lucky not to suffer any fatalities and we’d all probably lose at least half a day checking our experiments and equipment for any lingering effects.  But, compared to what it could have been, we’d gotten off pretty lightly for an accident that required an evacuation and evaluation.

Investigations were still ongoing, but while they were required this case looked pretty open and shut.  The people working in the Osamu Research Room had just been running a fairly standard test, analyzing the composition of certain substances.  One of the tests they’d been trying to run had required heating the substances in an unreactive atmosphere.

Somehow, and this was where the investigators were going to be focusing their efforts, it seemed the cannister of gas that had been provided for that had either been completely mislabeled or badly contaminated.  The gas had immediately ignited and turned into thick and choking smoke that had overpressurized their sealed container and blown it out.  The poor guys in the research room had been shocked and jumped back, and before they could even recover their wits the whole research room looked like a smoke bomb had gone off in it.  To make matters worse, a small fire started on the lab bench and whatever the new gas was, it seemed to contain oxygen; because the reaction just kept going.  The off valve had been lost somewhere deep within the smoke and the gas cannister had continued to pump in more of the substance, thus creating more and more smoke.

Taken completely off guard like that, suddenly confused and finding themselves blinded and choking within their own research room after hitting themselves with a makeshift stun grenade, the poor guys hadn’t stood a chance.  Their immediate recoil and fall meant they were soon lost within the smoke and started choking out, they’d only been wearing the masks because of standard regulations and had not expected to need even that much!  The good news was that the smoke had mostly risen so they’d been able to eke out a little more oxygen on floor level once they’d passed out.  That ended up slowing their suffocation enough that we’d been able to reach them in time.

The building’s alarms had soon gone off and it had been a harrowing few minutes there for everyone as they suddenly evacuated the smoky halls and wondered what was going on.  Fortunately, apart from the stress and delays, it hadn’t done that much harm to the rest of us.  Sure, there’d been plenty of grumbling about lost time and disturbed experiments, we’d been able to hear that on the lawn immediately after the evacuation.  But it looked like no one had been disturbed at a truly critical time, and most people’s experiments and research were probably going to make it through without too much trouble.  Everyone would have to make sure, once we were allowed back in there’d be a heck of a lot of cleaning and double checks to carry out lest our next experiments be contaminated by traces of the smoke too!  But as lab accidents and building evacuations went this had been pretty textbook.  Well, except for our group’s little contribution.

“So,” I asked uncomfortably, trying not to squirm, “how’s everyone taking this?”

“About as expected,” Himeko noted calmly, “they’re slightly annoyed and worried by the changes and delays.  Especially since those will be so short, it’s not long enough for a true rest or worth trying to make other arrangements so most people are finding themselves at loose ends for a day or two.  So this chance to let off some steam, recharge, and enjoy some free drink and food is being welcomed.”

Another pair of people entered behind us, waved to some of the people already at the bar, and moved to join them.

“No loud greeting for them?” I asked, a little surprised.

“They didn’t save anyone, and one of their friends isn’t funding this little get together,” Himeko noted wryly.  “I’m trying to keep it more casual, I knew you’d run away as soon as possible if I tried to center this on you or the Renfa Research Room-“

I felt a brief spurt of panic somewhere around my guts and the base of the spine.

“-but I am going to talk you guys up, control the narrative and the rumors,” Himeko smiled.  “You and Kiyoto had to expect a general salute when you entered.  Chie and Ryota will probably get it too.”

“Ah,” Kiyoto hesitated a step, having previously been on his way back to us with a big glass of beer in one hand and a small plate of food in the other.  He seemed uncertain about speaking but admitted “I’m not sure they’ll make it.” When we all looked at him.

Himeko looked briefly annoyed.  “Why not?  I don’t think we’re going to get everyone but I was pretty sure those two would be here.”

Kiyoto looked a little uncomfortable, surprising me.  Needless to say, if I could spot it then Himeko didn’t miss it for a second.  “What’s wrong, Kiyoto?” she asked, suddenly a little more concerned, “should we be doing anything?”

“It’s nothing like that,” he hurried to reassure us.  “And I don’t know they’re not going to be here.  It’s just…”

He looked around helplessly for a distraction before giving in.  “I haven’t so much as gotten a text back from either of them since last night.  And you didn’t see the look they gave each other before we left.”

“Oh?”

“They… I think they’re having a delayed and excessive but highly predictable response to everything and giving in to humanity’s evolutionary instincts in response to a potentially fatal encounter.”

Kiyoto’s attempt at a clinical tone and weasel words would have annoyed me, but I was too busy fighting off laughter as I finished mentally translating that.  ‘The adrenalin and urge to pass on your genes after danger hit them after everything was done.  Combine those influences with the fact they’re still pretty young and they almost certainly went at it hard and long last night.  Probably hard and long enough to impress Doris, that over the top.  I think they’re still sore and resting right now.’

It felt a little strange to see Kiyoto hide behind his specialty like that, but I couldn’t honestly blame him.  Chie and Ryota’s relationship was still a little weird, and while that sort of reaction to everything made sense (especially for a pair in their early twenties who were already seeing each other, sort of) it was hard to guess what the fallout of it might be.

Himeko seemed to agree.  It took her a little longer than me to decode everything, but I could tell when it happened by the mixture of shock, enlightenment, and a hint of envy that lit up in her eyes.  “Ah,” she said, then paused a moment.  “Well, we’ll just have to see what happens then.  In the meantime, we still have you two.  Kiyoto, do what you want but remember the story.  Mamoru, stay close to me or Hiro.”

I really couldn’t argue that one, especially as I tagged along and watched Himeko get to work.  I set the ‘don’t notice me’ effect to low and just followed behind them as she approached the nearest knot of people.

“Meiko-sama,” an unfamiliar grad student greeted her warmly, quickly echoed by four or five other people.

“Chikao-san,” Himeko greeted him in return with equal warmth, “is everything still going alright?  And it’s okay to refer to me as Himeko, even in front of my boyfriend.”

He just laughed.  “It’s fine, Himeko-sama, more than fine.”

Her new smile held just a hint of relief.  “That’s good to hear.  I asked the staff here to put this together on relatively short notice, and we all know how much this crowd can put away if they’re given the opportunity.”

Himeko made her tone teasing and playful enough it was impossible to take offense, but somehow included just a hint of wryness for sincerity.  Aoth, I’d need spells to even try and achieve that deliberately, I thought in wonder.  And I probably couldn’t do it naturally, I’d just screw up the words and start babbling incoherently if I ever tried to convey all that at once.

“No, we’re well supplied with food and booze,” he saluted us with a beer he held, “thank you for that.”

“Well it’s no less than you deserve,” she said firmly, “it was a nasty little surprise yesterday, a good one was needed to balance it out.”

“I’ll say!” someone else piped up from a little further back.  “That was a hell of a shock!”

As the conversation proceeded I had to work to keep my jaw from dropping, it was astounding to watch her work.  I could never have just come up on another group of people, especially when they were about five years our senior, and just initiated a conversation like that.  But Himeko did.  And it worked!  Within moments they were talking to her with ease and she let the conversation flow naturally while still working towards her true objectives.  She soon knew who they were, the basics of their projects, and what had happened to them during the evacuation.  And she did it without ever seeming like she was prying!  And keep in mind: she was their junior and not part of the building at all!  She wasn’t even planning on going into the sciences, and made no bones about it!  Himeko was just someone they knew about from the papers and occasionally passed by them in the hallways.  But she fit in as smoothly as if she’d been their classmate for years.

It’s a shame there’s no official degree for social engineering, I thought a little incredulously as I watched.  She’d be a natural!

Just as naturally, she waited for appropriate times in the conversation and gently inserted our cover story.  I sometimes thought she was mistiming it, going too early, but I eventually realized that she was attempting to catch things at just the right moment; when they were at least mildly curious but hadn’t come up with any of their own theories or gotten suspicious.  Given what we were trying to feed them, the basics that ‘yes, we were studying a new form of energy.  And we used that to find unconscious victims of the smoke.  But it’s secret and you shouldn’t get too curious.’  It was a much more effective way of doing it without appearing ridiculous.  By doing it almost casually, and when they’d remember it but not be too interested in pursuing details, she managed to let people ‘know’ what we were doing without anyone getting suspicious or thinking about it too hard.

The alcohol probably helped.  We got through three whole groups of people before anyone actually questioned it.

“Wait, you’re working on- do you mean new form of energy or new type?” was sputtered out by an incredulous grad student who had either been drinking a little more or a little less than average.

“No comment,” I replied, probably a little too quickly.  I was shocked he’d actually managed to focus enough to ask me directly.

“What are you talking about?” another one asked a little crossly.  “There are only four fundamental types, that’s the whole point!”

“Oh yeah?” the first countered, gesturing at me.

I glanced towards Himeko and Hiro, looking for guidance. Unfortunately, for once Himeko looked a little uncertain.  These were people with heavy scientific backgrounds, she was hesitant to try directly snowing them, especially when they were a few drinks in. She probably could have done so eventually, but even she needed a moment to think about it.

I quickly settled on the usual partial truths.  “Let’s just say we’re checking that out,” I said quickly.  “That’s probably still true, and we’re not in a hurry to shoot ourselves in the knee by jumping to conclusions.”

“Ah,” a third one, clearly a little more inebriated than the others, nodded sagely. “One of those ones.”

“Pretty much,” I agreed.  “And since no one here wants to be accused of being a nutjob making grandiose claims, that’s all we’re going to be saying about it for a long time.”

The second gave me a sympathetic look.  “But which do you think it really is?” he asked with honest curiosity.

“That’s still the open question,” Himeko inserted smoothly.  “And why Mamoru’s working in a research room at this early stage.  No one, and especially not him, wants to be part of another fusion fiasco and have that taint their name for the rest of their days.  But there is something to be learned, and no one wants to give up the possibility of a really major breakthrough.  You know how the university gets.”

A cleverly leading tone on that last statement prompted a round of sympathy and several more tales of the sometimes schizophrenic attitude academia took: wanting more and bigger discoveries but not wanting to be thought of as fools for moving too quickly or ambitiously.  But during that time the second grad student shuffled a little closer to me.  “But which one is it, seriously?” he asked quietly while letting Himeko get caught up in the conversation.  “What’s your gut feeling?”

My gut felt like it wanted to drop out of my stomach.  But it seemed like it was just curiosity and wonder driving him, nothing more.  “Too early to be sure,” I replied softly, reluctantly, “we’re still ruling out some more exotic explanations.  But my gut says type.  Though I could be completely off base there.”

The grad student nodded silently and thoughtfully to himself, obviously chewing that idea over.  “Fumiya Tada,” he said respectfully, offering me his hand in the western style.

“Matsuda Mamoru,” I replied, taking it for a quick shake.  I hope he’s not doing that because he thinks I’m half gaijin, I noted to myself.

“Well, Mamoru-san,” he replied with a hint of both respect and humor in his eyes, “I’ll be looking forward to your developments with interest.”

“Thanks, you too,” I replied a little lamely.

Thankfully, Fumiya just smiled tolerantly and let that one go.

And that more or less set the tone and procedure for the evening.  Himeko continued to lead us around, spreading good cheer and partial truths amongst those gathered, and along the way I got to know more of our neighbors while occasionally providing scientific backup.  Most of their projects weren’t too exciting, nothing ridiculously game changing like Miyamoto Mina’s work (probably, if you trusted the rumor mill) or mine.  But that didn’t mean there wasn’t some interesting stuff getting done.  I discovered there were at least a dozen projects going on in the building I’d have been honestly curious about following up.  From metalized plastics to some biochemical hacking to a weirdly applicable study about how best to rebuild Japanese cities; the people in our building were working on a fascinating variety of projects.  Failures and less than exciting results were sure to abound of course, everyone in the building knew that, right down to those serving us food and alcohol.  But it honestly inspired me a little, reminded me to keep plugging away at my own project while reinforcing the fact that magic wasn’t special.

Along the way I felt a slight mood shift.  And for once it was in my favor.  With Himeko leading the way (and Hiro there to serve as a lightning rod for jealousy and resentment, the pair really planned things well) the general attitude towards me was changing.  Before I hadn’t received too much attention, our group had gradually managed to fade into the background by not being too exciting or visible.  But whenever our neighbors had though of me it had been with mild suspicion and skepticism.  I was too young, what was I doing in a research room and with such special treatment?  Like the rich friend and her bodyguard who were constantly visiting or the secret of what we were working on.  The way we’d actually rescued people… the immediate response to that was good, of course, but Himeko had realized that over the long run it was unlikely to stay that way.  It would crystalize into suspicion and casting our group as ‘the other.’

Himeko was making use of the combination of good will, a chance to blow off steam, and the opportunity that came from us poking our heads just the tiniest bit out of the magical closet, in order to stave that off.  It was her chance to make a place for me, and indirectly start establishing the legitimacy of our project.  By taking me around and introducing me to everyone under these circumstances she was casting me into a generally nice and capable guy.  One who was smarter than even our collective average (which I objected to, but couldn’t stop) but not ridiculously so.  I’d just stumbled upon something, possibly something big, and was pursuing that to its ultimate conclusion with the diligence and respect that sort of discovery deserved.  But I wasn’t going to get a big head about it, or assume that this was anything particularly special until I’d done the research.

That was still notable, there was plenty of envy at that thought amongst everyone, all of them wishing they’d had the sort of Alexander Fleming stroke of opportunity Himeko was hinting I’d had.  But it made me a lot more human and relatable than most other possibilities.  And while everyone wished that had happened to them, that they were going to stumble upon that lucky break, they weren’t going to be too resentful of me.  And if I was doing my best, working hard and treating that sort of thing properly, they couldn’t get too mad. 

It helped that Himeko was orchestrating things!  She managed those results with a deft touch and subtlety I could only begin to recognize after years of exposure.  A word here, a word there… and Hiro’s presence as the handsome, rich guy with a beautiful girlfriend to draw in all their hate and jealousy like a magnet.  Seriously, I was feeling almost as grateful to Hiro as I was to Himeko as he deliberately stayed quiet and tried to subtly attract negative attention.  The seeds Himeko planted had plenty of fertile ground because Hiro was sucking up nearly all the resentment in the room.  Normally there’d still been a bunch of ‘lucky bastard’ thoughts directed towards me, however minor and silly the owners realized they were.  Those were drowned out by Hiro’s mere presence, as nearly everyone in the bar quietly wished that he weren’t there and they were the one hanging on to Himeko.

Of course, as much as they’d obviously thought that out, some of that had not been planned.  One of the reasons that was so serious and so effective was the male to female ratio around the bar seemed awfully skewed, something along the lines of four to one.  Every girl attending Himeko’s event was getting plenty of attention, and every attached male was getting at least a few dirty looks.  It was bad enough that I was mildly relieved that Miyamoto Mina hadn’t shown up.  I’d have obviously preferred she be there, and maybe even have had a chance to make a play (especially with Himeko as backup!) but it was hard to argue that probably wouldn’t have gone well.  There was a little too much of that with everyone trying too hard, it was unlikely any girl was going to take a guy trying to cozy up to her seriously under these circumstances.  You only had to look at the situation with Eiko to understand that.

I fought down a smile at the small mob of admirers crowding Eiko.  It must be an interesting change of pace for her, I reflected.  After fifteen years of playing second-fiddle to Himeko at anything like this, this time she’s the star.  With Himeko attached, and making no effort to hide it, Eiko was by far the most attractive, available woman in the place.  Hell, given the somewhat geeky character of our group (not as pronounced as you might have thought, not in the real world or amongst this particular age range, but definitely there) she’d probably have been the first choice amongst a sizable minority even if Himeko had still been on the market; her stronger and slightly tomboyish appeal playing well to this crowd.  As it was, even across the room I could tell she was struggling between being flattered by all the attention and milking this unique situation for everything it was worth… or calling out ‘help!’ to us as loud as she could.

It helps this is the right age for this crowd, I reflected.  In another ten years or so there was a pretty fair chance half of them would start getting out of shape.  And another five or six previous there’d probably been a lot of scrawny beanpoles and acne cases.  Postgrads tended to be lean but in reasonably good shape, not yet broken down by trying too hard against ridiculous conditions.

I was focusing on my amusement to hide some of my own mixed feelings, and I knew it.  Especially when I found myself considered what she might find attractive.  My own hormonal reactions and ‘evolutionary instincts’ meant that the back of my mind was strongly suggesting I make my way over and make my own play for Eiko, give her a way out and maybe take the opportunity to have some fun along the way.  I knew that particular part was being absolutely stupid, but I was having a harder time than usual blocking it out.  Between Himeko and Hiro, the specter of what Chie and Ryota were probably up to, Kaede and Shinji going out, Akira recently getting laid (never mind the obvious trauma and bad idea flags attached to that whole mess), and some of the recent hints that Eiko might quietly be dating too; and some of my own issues, frustrations, and desires were bubbling uncomfortably close to the surface.  So when Eiko showed at least a touch of interest in two or three of the better looking grad students I couldn’t help but feel a few darker things.

Himeko was too busy spinning all her plates, but partway through the evening Hiro caught one of my repressed sighs.  “You okay Mamoru?” Hiro murmured as quietly as he could, trying not to get in the way of the plan.

I was still a bit embarrassed by that, and considered brushing it off, but realized I’d never get away with it.  So I settled for minimizing and generalizing things.  “Just a little frustrated,” I admitted instead.  “Same thing as about 70% of the guys here.  Seeing Eiko having a little more luck just drove that home.”

“Would you rather be in her shoes?” Hiro asked, still in the same tone that no one else was going to overhear.  His wry smile suggested he already knew the answer and was amused by it.

To be fair, he was completely right about that part.  “No,” I admitted, my own lips tugging up involuntarily.

Hiro nodded.  “Me neither.  It’s rarely as enjoyable as people think.”

“I know, I know,” I replied, letting my own weary humor show.  “I’m trying not to complain because I really don’t want some bored god trying to inflict an ironic punishment on me.  But I can’t help but feel it.”

“I can’t blame anyone for that,” Hiro admitted.  “Just don’t be an idiot about it.  And I don’t want to be too pushy or rude about this Mamoru, but don’t hesitate to ask Himeko or I for assistance if there is someone you’re interested in.”

Hiro tried to minimize the impact of that statement, which was probably why he and Himeko had avoided saying that out loud until this moment.  He mostly succeeded.  I still felt a little surge of embarrassment (and a second wave of embarrassment a moment later as I realized how much my hope surged at the idea) but I mostly managed to take it for what it was: a genuine offer of help from friends who cared about me.

“Thanks,” I said, doing my best to focus on the positive, “and I might take you up on that.  But at the risk of sounding… well, stupid.  But at the risk of sounding stupid, I don’t think it will come up.  Even if I run into-“ I waved my hand vaguely, unable to put into words ‘someone I’m that interested in’ in any sort of reasonable, non-embarrassing or non-insulting way, “-at something like this; I doubt your style of assistance will be that helpful.”

To my relief, it looked like Hiro at least partially agreed.  “Probably.  You never know who will just ‘click’ with you, you might honestly end up with someone as forward as an Eiko or an Inoue Sakura.  But Himeko and I both figured someone that outgoing would grind and grate as a full-on girlfriend.”

“Precisely,” I declared in too desperate relief.  It was yet another reason I knew better than to mess around with Eiko despite the temptation.

Hiro fought down some amusement.  “I wouldn’t be too sure of that,” he warned me, unable to keep some teasing out of his tone, “you never know.  But yeah, Himeko and I figured that you’d need someone a little quieter than that.  Strong, but more introverted than extroverted.”

“I’m glad you said strong,” I grabbed my own hand to keep from rubbing the back of my neck.  “I… I know it seems a little hypocritical, but I don’t just want a shrinking violet.  If there’s one thing that all my time around Himeko and Eiko has proven: it’ll be hell for everyone if I get a girlfriend that won’t stand up to me when I’m being a moron.”

Hiro was kind enough not to follow that up, merely waiting for a moment the noise to die down as the knot of people we were with laughed at Himeko’s sally.  “It’s one of the reasons it’s hard for us to nail down your type,” Hiro admitted.  Before I could get too worried about how much my friends might be considering that (especially Hiro and Himeko) he added.  “Although, that’s a self-selection problem at times like this.”

Thankfully, that was enough to distract me.  “How do you mean?”

Hiro shrugged, his massive shoulders making the gesture even more expressive.  “Just that we run into too many extroverts at events like this.  Think about it: if you’d been in another research room entirely and were unconnected to all this, would you have come to the bar tonight?  Even after being invited?”

Hiro gave me a moment but spared me from the slightly embarrassing answer.  “Even in this crowd I’d say we’re missing a good one-in-six because they were like you Mamoru, figuring it wasn’t worth their while to come.  It’s only because of the free food and drink we got so many!  That’s what makes it frustrating to find people compatible with you, we don’t find many introvert conventions out there.”

I fought down a bit of laughter at that, amused despite myself.  He’s overstating things, and doing it deliberately to put me at ease, but he’s not wrong.  Especially if you looked at it from the angle of my friends looking out for me.  Events where introverts gathered certainly existed.  Ones where their extroverted friends could attend and effectively browse the selection for the introverts who weren’t even there?  That was asking a lot!

For better or worse, I was distracted from following that up. Chie and Ryota finally stumbled into the bar at that point.  There was a general greeting and a drawn out, slightly uncoordinated salute as a fair chunk of the room noted and raised a drink in their direction.  I was grateful of that, it covered up my laughter at their situation.  After Kiyoto’s suggestion earlier I couldn’t help but note that both of them looked like they'd dressed in a hurry and it seemed like they were both walking a little bit funny.

Nope, not following up that at all! I promised myself, reaching for a drink and almost taking a big swig of alcohol in my hurry to hide my grin.
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I frowned slightly, something about it still seemed off. “So what do you think?” I asked.

It was hard to tell, I wasn’t at a great angle to make out details, but it seemed like Sho-uk frowned too. “Ni da. Kochu.” He declared.

“Yeah, I know what you mean.”

Something about the sigil configuration of this particular paper talisman felt wrong. Not horribly so, this was the visual equivalent of a car’s engine making an intermittent funny noise rather than a breakdown or constant squeal. Not a major problem, and you wouldn’t hesitate to use it to drive somewhere if it was important. But there was still something obviously wrong, and in this case it was up to us to fix it. Preferably before I tried this thing in action. It wasn’t anything too major, basically this was a prototype paper talisman for reading collector levels, one that the grad students should have been able to use with even their limited control of mana. It would use that spark to link to the collector, then run a divination spell to detect mana levels while projecting a quick and rough visual representation of how much of a collector’s capacity was being used.

It wouldn’t be great for accuracy, but it’d be fairly decent and simple to manufacture while being easy to carry around and conceal. But only if it worked. And something about this didn’t feel right, like we were missing something small but obvious…

The doorbell rang and I looked towards it in surprise. I glanced towards Sho-uk and the Little Person just gave me a small shrug before scurrying off to hide. Then, still wondering what the heck was up, I moved to check the door.

To my surprise, it was Chie and Ryota. “What are you two doing here?” I asked incredulously. I slipped on my outside shoes and out the door almost without thought, fearing something was up (and an almost instinctual desire to conceal things in the apartment). “Is something wrong?”

“Hi Mamoru,” Chie responded, looking slightly sheepish. “No, it’s nothing major. It’s-“

“Hello!” a cheery new voice inserted, feeling like nails scraping down my spine. “And who is this young lady and man?”

Aoth damn it, I thought sourly. “Hello Morita-san,” I forced myself to say as calmly as I could. I also tried to speak as naturally as I could manage (and failed) as I introduced the pair. “This is Takano Chie and Miyoshi Ryota, they’re two of my fellow Tokyo U students. Obviously by far my seniors, I’m not sure why they’re here. Chie-san, Ryota-san, this is Morita-san, one of my neighbors.”

Morita beamed. “It is so nice to see new visitors to the Matsuda home,” she not-quite gushed. “No one ever comes around here!”

Yeah, and you’re one of the reasons, I thought grumpily, if not quite fairly. I couldn’t really feel guilty about that thought. It was true, and one of the reasons Himeko and Eiko avoided visiting. It wasn’t like they couldn’t handle Morita, Himeko had demonstrated that rather thoroughly. But it would have just been unnecessary aggravation, energy, and time spent for no good purpose. There was no particular reason for my friends to visit me at the apartment, and it would only increase the risk of my parents figuring things out, Morita or no Morita.

But, at the end of the day, Morita did have a point. The Matsuda family would do as the Matsuda family would do, and that rarely involved having anyone over! Say what you would about my neighbor’s gossiping and sometimes salacious assumptions, she wasn’t wrong.

“So you’re classmates of Mamoru-san?” Morita pressed eagerly.

“More like coworkers,” I inserted quickly, “they’re grad students and we all work at the same research room. That’s why I was so surprised to have them show up.”

“Goodness, a surprise visit?”

Chie and Ryota still seemed a bit flummoxed by Morita’s aggressive cheer and nosiness. Especially since she was an older woman, so they were supposed to default to politeness even if they didn’t want to. Still, in fairness to Morita, the balance seeking part of my brain felt compelled to point out, she does know your family better than most. The way she defaulted to assuming ‘classmates’ instead of ‘friends’ pretty much proves that.

I wasn’t going to indulge her though. “Yes, I was wondering about that too,” I turned back to the pair in surprise.

Ryota opened his mouth but stumbled halfway. “Mamoru, I- ah… at- ah…”

“My word you have a high voice,” Morita noted, assuming that since she made it sound curious she wasn’t being rude.

“Mamoru, it’s…” Chie began uncomfortably.

Finally my brain did me a favor and got into gear, even connecting a few dots and realizing I had another convenient excuse. “Oh! It’s to do with the research room, isn’t it? Come in, come in,” I quickly opened the door a little and gestured them inside.

As we awkwardly maneuvered so they could scurry in the door while I got in my neighbor’s way, I turned to Morita and noted “sorry Morita-san, this looks like it’s official business, and we’re all under nondisclosure agreements.”

“Really?” her eyes lit up brightly.

I tried to look natural as I rolled my eyes. “It’s not actually that exciting or interesting, not that I’ve seen anyway. Seriously, you think they’d let anyone like me work on something that important at this stage of my life? But I’ve got to pay my dues first, and if they think I’m being careless with everyone’s secrets then I’m just stabbing my reputation through the heart. Sorry! Goodbye, Morita-san! Goodbye!”

I shut the door behind me and quickly locked it, leaning against the inside of it with a sigh of relief that I regretted a second later, it had probably been loud enough for my neighbor to hear.

“Sorry Mamoru,” Chie began.

I made a quick ‘zip it’ gesture over my lips and then gestured towards the living room. The grad students looked surprised but took my meaning immediately. I didn’t think Morita would be listening at the door. That was a little too much, even for her! But I wouldn’t have put it past her either, best to have a little distance before mentioning anything sensitive.

After a quick switch out of our shoes we were siting down in our underused living room. “Sorry about that. Morita’s one of many reasons I don’t encourage people to visit.”

“It’s not your fault you have a nosey neighbor,” Chie reassured me as she sat down. Ryota was still grumbling under his breath, probably about the direct reference to his voice.

I sighed. “She’s not a horrible person,” I said with obviously mixed feelings. “But her insatiable quest for gossip just rubs people the wrong way when she gets you in her sights. It’s one of the few subjects my parents and I are in complete agreement about. Honestly, she’d normally just be annoying. But, well…”

I trailed off, it was the sort of statement that was best accompanied by a short but obvious show of magic. Unfortunately there was nothing nearby that was remotely worth it and I didn’t feel like running out to grab my staff then running back into the room again, even I could recognize that was unnecessarily dramatic and awkward before doing it. Instead, I just shrugged expressively.

“So what brings you out here anyway? Wait, sorry, I should be offering you refreshments or something first, shouldn’t I? I suck at visits, I don’t get much practice.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Chie says a little more easily this time, “it’s not like this was planned out.”

“Yeah, it’s not like we came here with a cake either,” Ryota finally spoke up again. “Sorry for all the trouble, Mamoru.”

I wasn’t quite sure what to say to that. I sort of figured I should brush it off, but I couldn’t do that with a straight face. And I felt guilty over that failure. And it showed. “Ah, it’s nothing. Moving on,” I said in about the most unconvincing way possible.

Chie and Ryota shared a glance. “Sorry Mamoru, is this a bad time?” Ryota asked.

“It’s…” politeness and honesty went to war within me. Neither side won. “It’s a time.” I shook my head. “Never mind. Why are you here?”

The pair looked a little uncomfortable, obviously able to read into my phrasing. “It’s not a big thing,” Ryota continued to speak while Chie refused to meet my eyes, “we thought we’d just come by and pick up the… thing. What are we calling it? Mana collector reader?”

I hesitated. I was pretty sure Chie and Ryota were switching the subject a little, hiding something with a partial truth, but it wasn’t like I could toss stones there either. “I guess that’s as good a name as any,” I admitted. “But I don’t really have it finish-… okay, that’s a lie. I just finished up the prototype-“

“Great!” Ryota said a little too eagerly.

“-but I’m pretty sure I’ve screwed something up with it,” I continued, shutting him down firmly. “I’m not sure what, but we were just looking it over and something felt off about it. I really don’t think I should be giving it to you just yet.”

“Well, why don’t we test it here?” Chie suggested.

I was unable to hide a hint of suspicion. Her suggestion was pretty reasonable, but something about the way she said it… “we could,” I replied slowly, “but it’s not like I’ve got anything set up to do that. I emptied out the apartment’s collector an hour ago, there should barely be anything in there. And I’m not letting this anywhere near my main reservoir.”

Actually, would it even work on the main reservoir? I reflected, momentarily distracted by the idea. Unlike the collectors, the main holding vessel had a couple of protections on it. Nothing too advanced, I really had to start planning out a purpose designed ‘professional’ version soon, one with a few more built-in functions. But what the current one had was probably still enough to deny the talisman.

My intrusive wonderings were interrupted by Chie asking “couldn’t you just fill the collector back up a little more, then we check that?”

I hesitated a moment again, she was still too eager and a little bit pushy. But I really couldn’t deny how sensible a suggestion that was. Especially if I was already sure something was wrong with the talisman. “Alright, give me a moment to dig one of the old collectors up.”

I returned to my room and started digging around under my bed. I wasn’t going to risk the apartment’s collector to this (not that it actually collected that much, not in comparison to the majority of my collectors these days) but I still had a few older models tucked away. This was precisely the reason I still kept them around, for semi-risky situations like this. There was very little point in letting them take up space otherwise, not since I'd started tapping two ley-lines for mana!

Then I heard some familiar muffled laughter from the doorway…

“Shit, sorry Mamoru,” Ryota said, turning away with a smile.

“Sorry, sorry,” Chie agreed, covering up her own mouth and still fighting off giggles. “We thought you were heading to a storage room or something.”

“In my apartment?” I asked irritably, still stretched out and pulling another plastic bin from under the bed.

The pair didn’t answer, but were still fighting off their laughter instead.

“Eiko mentioned your room was a little… odd,” Chie answered instead. “But I didn’t expect this.”

I sighed heavily, but did my best to ignore that. After all, they weren’t entirely wrong. My room was slightly… off. Despite my best efforts, despite actually getting it a little more cleaned and emptied since the last time Himeko and Eiko had visited (having the research room as an additional storage space for certain things really helped) it was still a little too cluttered with odd materials. And when you knew most of those materials were for research into magic… well, there was a reason the grad students had laughed.

“Sorry,” Chie added quickly, as she and Ryota belatedly backed away and left me to my private space.

I decided my best defense was simply pretending nothing had happened. I finished fishing out one of the older collectors, quickly filled it with mana from the main reservoir to about the halfway point, and then brought it back out to the living room.

“Sorry Mamoru,” Chie began again, a little more sincerely this time, but got sidetracked as she saw what I was carrying. “What is that?” she asked, agog.

I fought down another sigh. “A collector,” I answered shortly. “This one’s one of the older and simpler models. I wasn’t joking about the basic stuff I was working with before, the collectors we use these days are several generations more advanced. This isn’t quite a potato or lemon battery, but in terms of magical sophistication this one’s closer to ‘acids in jars’ then ‘car battery’.” This particular collector looked like I’d tried to weave a wicker basket around a stone core and then stuck a couple of crystals on the outside.

(To be fair, it had been surprisingly good at the collecting mana side of things. Nowhere near what my current generation ones were doing, but a bigger step up then I’d expected from its predecessor. Its storage capacity was just as bad as I’d predicted though.)

“That’s a collector?” she asked incredulously.

I took a second look at it, then considered what it must look like in comparison to the ones they’d seen so far. “I see your point,” I admitted a more neutral tone, “it really is like comparing an abacus and an iPad. But yeah, I had to go really primitive for my first few collectors in order to build up enough mana to construct something more sophisticated.”

“Wait a second Mamoru,” Ryota jumped in, “I though you’d have gotten your mana from your master to start. You mean-“

He cut himself off as both Chie and I gave him quick looks and he remembered that topic was in the ‘forbidden subjects’ category. He was awkward and silent for a few moments. But to give him credit, he came back strong.

“Would you mind if we brought that back to the research room?” he asked respectfully. “And any other old collectors you have too? I think we need to study them.”

I was slightly taken aback, pre-emptively embarrassed at the thought of showing off their shoddy construction. “What, why?”

“I think we need to take a look at principles,” he said, studying the collector greedily. “How mana’s collected in different ways, the underlying theory, mechanisms, and commonalities.”

“I already kn-“ I started to protest, then cut myself off abruptly. “You know, that might be a point,” I mused instead, thinking out loud. “I might think I know how and why these are supposed to work. But I didn’t really test it out experimentally like I should have, I was too concerned with building up my capabilities and worried about wasting mana on techniques I thought were a little more proven. It might be a good idea to have a fresh set of eyes look at all this and study it scientifically.”

Chie nodded eagerly, obviously taken by the idea as well.

I mentally winced at some of the old collectors I’d have to present, stuff I’d had to build with next to no tools or resources, not to mention a six-year-old’s strength and hand-eye coordination. But I really couldn’t deny Ryota’s point. And now that I didn’t need these old things any more I was kind of curious to see what Ryota could figure out from them.

“Alright,” I gave in with a little too much reluctance, “I’ll give you a set after we’ve checked this out.” I really shouldn’t have complained, we’d all just seen how much I hoarded some of my magic supplies. This was a good opportunity to get some of them out of there! “Remind me if I forget, I guess this is a convenient time for it now that I’ve already got the bins pulled out. No sense in shoving everything back under the bed and then having to find them again.”

Chie and Ryota struggled to keep straight faces at that reminder.

“Anyway, let’s test this out,” I said a little too quickly, striding forward to put the collector down on the coffee table. I then handed the paper talisman to Ryota. “Ryota? You want to try this? Or should Chie do the honors?”

Ryota didn’t complain, he was the better of the two at the basic mana handling they’d practiced. After a moment he pressed the talisman against the old collector, then carefully opened a link between the two, feeding the first spark of mana into the talisman.

The sigils immediately lit up and Ryota jerked his hand away. That didn’t matter, now that the power was flowing the talisman kept sucking up mana, just as if we’d started syphoning water to a lower height. After a moment, the talisman started projecting an illusion above itself, a shape of golden light.

As the image clarified itself I was mildly surprised to see the illusion took the shape of the container, albeit as an outline. I hadn’t actually meant for that to happen, but I could see why it worked that way now that it had. After a moment the bottom half of that outline half filled with more light, while leaving the top half empty.

We stared for a few more moments, but the talisman did nothing else.

“Huh. Guess I was worried over nothing,” I shrugged slightly, mildly impressed with myself.

“Is that accurate?” Chie asked carefully.

“More or less,” I allowed, “I was shooting for about half full. I’m guessing this is going to have a pretty fair margin of error, probably about five percent either way. And you’re going to have a hard time getting the exact amounts from a visual representation. But I’d say it’s not bad for basics.”

“I’d want something a lot better for actual calculations,” Chie replied, a little begrudgingly at the lack of precision. “Rough ratios are hardly the same as exact amounts. But you’re right, I could probably run some decent statistical analysis and get some basic clues on rates and directions for from something like this.”

“Well, as you can tell from the collectors,” I nodded towards the one on the table with a small smile, seeing the irony, “I do eventually build more sophisticated solutions. This will have to do for now. But get on my case if none of us have come up with something better in a few months. I can’t slack off, I really need to get something better built.”

“Preferably physical,” Ryota noted quickly.

“Preferably physical,” I agreed. “Don’t hold your breath, though. There’s a reason I had to go to this thing. I’m still examining our options, but it’s not looking good. Right now it looks like it’s going to be magic measurements or nothing. I’ll make a few copies of this and give them to you guys.”

Ryota reluctantly nodded then turned back to the collector and the talisman. “So how do we turn it off?” he asked, tilting his head back and forth. “Just peel off the talisman?”

I hesitated a moment. “Ah…”

During that time, Ryota reached for the talisman, tried to grab the edge, and then yanked back his hand in pain. “Ouch! It shocked me!”

“Are you okay?” Chie asked instantly.

I had a moment of amusement before Ryota verified. “I’m fine. It wasn’t bad, just surprising.”

“Yeah, the talisman’s more or less energized with the full mana of the collector,” I admitted. “It’s even worse than a usual active talisman because this one’s integrating with it directly to figure out how much there is, like having the whole thermometer become as hot as whatever it’s measuring instead of insulating most of the mechanism.”

Ryota winced. “That seems a little stupid, Mamoru,” he noted irritably, shaking off the last of the pain.

“Eh,” I waved my hand awkwardly. I kind of wanted to defend myself, that was how I’d managed to come up with something quick, simple, and reasonably accurate like this. In some ways it was a masterful workaround. Unfortunately, while all that was true, it was hard to make that sort of claim as I observed the real drawbacks. “It definitely needs some work.”

“So how do you turn it off?” Chie asked.

I stalled for a few more seconds, making sure I hadn’t missed anything, and then puffed out a breath. “Remember when I said I thought I’d screwed something up?”

“Ugh, seriously? Are you kidding me?” Ryota couldn’t hide his feelings.

“Yeah, the way this thing’s designed it will just keep draining the collector until it’s empty,” I admitted clinically. “There’s no easy off switch.”

“How could you forget that?”

“It’s not too big a deal,” I noted, blatantly ignoring the inexplicable illusion of light above the coffee table that was just wasting mana at this point. Before Ryota could roast me further I added “I meant for me. For anyone using this in the field it’s obviously stupid. You shouldn’t be burning away all the mana we’re supposed to be collecting while flying a flag that says ‘we’re using magic over here!’ all the while. But I forgot because I could take care of this in a minute if I had to do so.”

Chie and Ryota let out small sighs of relief, glad I wasn’t totally insane. “Really?” Chie inquired more politely.

I nodded. “Yeah. And I suppose you guys could brute force it too if you had to. When the talisman’s energized with mana like this it’s pretty strong and resistant, but not impervious. You could gradually chip away with it, essentially breaking the circuit and deactivating it.”

“That sounds like a bad idea,” Chie looked at me.

“It’s not great,” I admitted, “but you should keep it in mind if you ever see something like this go wrong. It’s not the safest way to do things, it’s definitely like taking a fire axe to a high voltage server. But as a last resort it’s-“

And then all of us jumped as the front door almost flung itself open.

Fucking. Cursed. Month. I thought incredulously as I watched both my parents hustle through the door hours before they’d normally be home.

The good news was that it took them a moment to even notice me, or the fact there were two unfamiliar sets of shoes in our entrance way. Chie, Ryota, and I all scrambled into position to form a human wall between the entrance and the small illusion of light being projected above our coffee table. “Mother! Father!” I squeaked out, my voice getting uncomfortably close to Ryota’s in my shock.

My father glanced our way. “Oh, Mamoru, you’re home,” he noted almost distractedly. “Good. What do you know about your cousin?”

I frowned. “Which one?” I asked, shocked into answering normally by the sheer unexpectedness of hearing that question from them.

“Hina’s girl, of course!”

It took me a moment to realize he meant Aunt Hina instead of my grandma. Damn you, uncle Reiji, I thought as once again the oddly same names came up to confuse us. “Sakura?”

“No, the other one!” my father continued, now sounding irritable as he hustled to secure his briefcase and change a few of his clothes.

“You mean Kaede?” I tried again.

“Yes, that’s the one.”

“What do you want to know?” I asked, watching in concern.

“Likes! Hobbies! Feelings!”

“Anything we can use,” my mother tossed in, doing the exact same thing but taking a different route through the apartment. She was beelining towards the bathroom and already fiddling with her makeup.

“Use how?” I asked, a sinking feeling in my stomach.

“To ingratiate ourselves!” my father emoted. He then looked at me seriously. “Didn’t you hear? She’s dating a Meiko. One of those Meikos, we’ve got to take advantage of this.”

SHIT! I thought feelingly. We’d always focused so much on the potential disaster of my parents finding out about Himeko that I’d never even thought of the new developments between Kaede and Shinji. And now the results of that were staring me straight in the face.

I was shocked silent for a few moments and then struggled to recover. “Are you sure?” I asked quickly, and more than a little nervously. “That doesn’t seem possible. I mean… are you sure there isn’t some sort of mistake?”

“No,” my mother replied, also sounding incredulous but in an enthusiastic way. She was removing her makeup as quickly as possible, but I could just make out that she’d laid down her ‘warm’ arrangement of colors on the bathroom sink as replacements. She rarely used them, preferring either ‘professional’ or ‘cold’ arrangements, so I could recognize them even from a distance.

“I went to my mother’s today,” she continued, “I’ll be having my twenty-fifth anniversary celebration shortly, I figured it was a good idea to recruit her. I needed someone from the family and she was a more acceptable choice than my father.”

Half a dozen thoughts collided in my head. Most notably ‘oh, she means at the company’. ‘Recruit is an interesting word for it’. And ‘she wore her ‘cold’ makeup for that?’ But what fell out of my mouth was “you went in person? I’d have thought you would have phoned.”

“The personal touch is important when you’re dealing with family,” my mother answered distractedly.

“That’s why we’re going to your cousin in person, try to keep up,” my father inserted from over by the bedroom.

“Of course,” I muttered while my mother continued.

“Anyway, while I was flattering my mother she got a phone call from your cousin. She apparently wanted to know what it meant if she got some sort of flowers from a boy. And in the course of the conversation they dropped that the boy in question was Meiko Shinji.”

FUUUUCK! I screamed internally. Out loud I cautiously asked. “And you’re sure it’s that Meiko Shinji? Not that I don’t think it’s possible,” I added hastily, “I think I remember hearing something about him going to Kaede’s school this year. But you don’t want to overcommit if it’s just someone else with the same name. And it seems a little unlikely that Kaede would be dating him.”

“I thought the same thing,” my mother continued, cheerfully flabbergasted. It was a mood I didn’t think I’d ever witnessed from her before. “But as they talked she mentioned she was worried about how much it actually meant, whether it meant more or less given how rich he was and how many flowers he probably had access to at his mansion.”

A steady stream of profanity kept flashing across my brain. The only silver lining to all this was that they hadn’t discovered my connection to Himeko. But a full-on romantic connection to one of the Meikos? It was starting to look like they were going to try even harder than they would have with my more direct but less intimate and more rational connection. I could see the logic, how they’d best take their shot through volatile teenaged hormones while they lasted, but that didn’t make it any less unpleasant to witness. I felt like I wanted to scrub a thin film of scum off my skin as I listened to them talk.

“Needless to say,” my mother continued, quickly but professionally starting to apply her new, more gentle and maternal makeup, “I made my excuses, left, and I called your father immediately. We’re off to visit my brother’s family.”

“To do what, exactly?” I asked carefully.

“Ingratiate ourselves,” my father said plainly, walking out of their bedroom with several sets of clothes. He took them over to my mother and they began a discussion of what coordinated outfit to use via facial expressions and gestures. It would honestly have been kind of sweet, save for the context.

My father continued to speak even as they debated. “Obviously we’re just visiting relatives,” my father continued bluntly. “A surprise visit.”

“We can use the twenty-fifth anniversary there too,” my mother noted absently.

“Good point,” my father agreed before continuing. “I heard they’ve been having troubles there recently. My brother-in-law had a car crash and broke his arm, there might still be something there. And apparently one of your other cousins got themselves hurt over Golden Week?”

If I ever needed a reminder why my relatives worry about me, I reflected incredulously, this would be it. Sometimes I had to admit my tolerance for my parents was a little bit high, I’d become inured to a lot of their habits over the years and tended to forget how they could get when they kicked it into high gear, mostly because that only happened at work; out of sight and out of mind. It wasn’t really a surprise why people would worry about the kid raised by these two people.

“So we offer help?” my mother asked.

“Carefully,” my father agreed, “I suggest we say we’ve been too busy and only just heard.”

“Then we offer to do what we can to lighten the load-“

“-and we’ve got an excuse to be down there often!” my father finished enthusiastically.

“They finish each other’s sentences?” Chie whispered, incredulity and horror clear in her voice.

“Meet my parents,” I responded at the same volume. “They really are a good match for each other.”

Ryota and Chie shot me incredulous glances while my parents put a few more refinements on their plan before turning back to me.

“But the key is Kaede,” my father continued finally. “So we offer her help, quietly. Things that will help her advance her own relationship.”

“Money, makeup, dresses,” my mother suggested, counting off on her fingers, “lifts and transport without her parents knowing.” She frowned a moment. “Condoms?” she suggested.

My father frowned thoughtfully while Chie and Ryota struggled not to look horrified.

“Eventually we should mention that, but it’s better to not push the idea,” my father declared. Any relief I might have felt vanished as he clinically added. “Guys can be insulted by those sorts of decisions, especially if they feel it’s the ‘wrong’ sort of condoms.”

“Right,” my mother agreed a little too knowingly for my comfort. “But I can offer to get her the pills. Or to circumvent her mother and sign off for something more internal.”

“Good idea! That works better.”

“Don’t you think you’re going a little too far?” I asked, trying not to sound faint at my parent’s planned invasion of Kaede’s relationship.

My father shot me a look that was half impatience and half pity. “Mamoru, it’s a Meiko. Your cousin needs to milk this for all it’s worth, and there’s no reason we can’t be a part of it. If she plays her cards right, and we’re all lucky, we could have a direct, blood connection to one of the country’s greatest families pretty soon.”

I almost hated that his expression softened slightly and there was the tiniest hint of caring as he added “Mamoru, this is a golden opportunity. And you’re her older cousin. You should get in there too, get what you can out of this.”

“Which is why we need anything you know about your cousin,” my mother added a little more abruptly.

“Right,” my father nodded in agreement before turning back to me.

I stood there, frozen, no idea just what to say under the circumstances.

“EEP!” Chie let out, recoiling a little from something she’d seen.

Thank you, I sent out to anyone that might have been listening as I turned to Chie.

Chie looked somewhat wild as she reluctantly shuffled back to our human wall, glancing nervously towards the coffee table several times. “I… ah. You see… uh. I think… I saw a mouse.”

“A mouse?” my mother asked sharply.

“I’m pretty sure I was wrong!” Chie added hastily. “It was a trick of the light! Some sort of dust bunny and shadow! But it startled me at first.”

My parents paused for a second, then my mother continued to focus on quickly doing her makeup while my father asked. “Mamoru, it’s about time we addressed the elephant in the room. Who are these people?”

“This is Takano Chie and Miyoshi Ryota,” I added hastily for the second time that day. I felt a split second of gratitude towards Morita for earlier, thanks to that I managed to get Chie and Ryota’s family names out with out any bobbling or hesitation. “They’re fellow students at Tokyo U.”

I prepared to launch into the whole spiel again, we coworkers assigned to the same research room, they were just my sempais, no I couldn’t tell you much about it thanks to an NDA (and maybe try to use that as an excuse about what we were hiding.)

Instead, my parents brushed that away as unimportant. “Oh, of course. Now about your cousin.”

I grappled with some very complex thoughts for a moment. Disappointment, relief, disbelief, and just what was it safe to tell them so that they’d leave me alone but that I didn’t betray Kaede (or myself) in some way.

“Mamoru?”

“Give me a second,” I temporized, “I’m trying to figure out what’s up to date and what’s too old. It’s been a while since I’ve had any serious interactions with Kaede and she was trying to reinvent herself to be a little more mature for high school.”

“That’s something,” my mother added thoughtfully.

“Yeah, we can use that,” my father agreed.

Damn it. Well, that’s harmless. I hope. I frantically riffled through my thoughts for something to give them that wouldn’t cause any of us too much trouble. “I’m pretty sure she didn’t go for any of the sports clubs,” I said finally. “But I’m not sure what she settled on. Or if she did settle on anything. I’m almost certain she’s going to a club, but I don’t know which. Or even if she kept the same club between first year and second.”

My father pursed his lips. “Non-sports. Well, we can try to work with that.”

“We know what not to bring up at least,” my mother agreed, indicating which outfits they should go with.

My father nodded and then ducked back into the bedroom to change.

“I thought you were exaggerating about Himeko,” Ryota breathed softly. “That they might try to insert themselves and suck up. But this…” he ran out of words.

“They’ll be a lot more subtle with Kaede herself. Well, subtler,” I corrected myself quietly. “This is just a planning session, and they don’t think they have time to pull any punches or risk any confusion. But yeah, this is what they’re like. And why I don’t even like mentioning Himeko’s name in these walls.”

I glanced over my shoulder, worriedly checking on the collector and attached talisman, and ended up mimicking Chie’s earlier performance, just without the ‘eep’.

On the table, armed with several human proportional tools, Sho-uk and a small party of a half dozen little people had just finished marring the talisman and prying it off the collector.

Ryota mirrored me and did the same, letting out a soft “what the-“ before Chie slapped him in the chest. She looked frightened but was obviously controlling herself.

Thankfully, my mother was focusing on her makeup and noticed none of this.

Sho-uk nodded at me, then his team quickly rolled up the talisman and fled off the far end of the table.

Right, mice, I reflected. I was shocked that the Little People had been willing to go that far out on a limb to help, but it made some sense now. And while I was glad not to be explaining (i.e. lying) about the collector or the talisman to my parents, especially not when there’d been a glowing gold image floating above it, I wasn’t sure how Chie or Ryota were going to take it.

“There was something in the news about the Shinji kid’s grandfather moving out abruptly,” my father declared, coming back into the room while wearing a slightly more ‘casual’ outfit. As he handed the companion clothes to my mother he studied his phone and asked “think I should pursue that? Try to worm my way in as a surrogate.”

My mother checked the new lipstick, a much more subtle tone than her usual work choices, one last time before answering. “I don’t think so,” she declared calmly as she looked at whatever my father had pulled up on his phone, “too many unknowns, too much chance of it backfiring.”

“You think so?”

“Definitely, there might be more hard feelings and that’s a negative association.”

Points to my mother for calling it, I reflected a little grudgingly. Say what you would about her ambition or somewhat skewed morals, she wasn’t incompetent. I couldn’t decide whether it was impressive or horrifying how she could somehow judge human motivations and feelings so well, given her own behaviour at times.

“Play it cool, at least at first. But take it if the opportunity comes up,” she continued. “Who knows? Maybe we’ll be lucky.” At that point she grabbed her clothes and ducked back into the bedroom to change.

My father ignored all of us to focus on something on his phone, most likely research into Shinji. I doubted it was much, but I wasn’t quite willing to put money on that.

“So, should we… go?” Chie asked cautiously and quietly as we remained a human wall in front of the old collector.

I had to think a moment about that one. “Don’t bother,” I answered quietly. “They’ll be gone soon, and I still have to give you the other older generation collectors. About the only thing even stupider than all this would be giving up five minutes too early.”

“Sunken cost fallacy,” Ryota muttered uncomfortably under his breath.

“You really want to go past him to get out?” I muttered back.

While Ryota flinched Chie apologized. “Mamoru, I’m so sorry. We shouldn’t have come.”

I let out a tiny sigh. “Don’t blame yourself,” I replied a little more normally this time as my father continued to ignore us. “No one could have expected this. And it really was for the best that we examined those talismans more closely under controlled conditions. I don’t want to think about how it would have gone if we’d tried using those in the field first.”

Chie went a little ashen and obviously had trouble getting the words out, so Ryota took up the tale. “Yeah, but we really came as an excuse to get out of the building. Too many people were coming up to us, thanking us or expressing gratitude for that thing Himeko did at the bar. Or how she got them home afterwards."

Not too many people had been too drunk to get home, but there'd been a couple. Needless to say, Himeko had taken care of it. Although that had been one of the few points in the evening where I'd been a real help.

"It was getting really uncomfortable, so this was a good reason to duck out early.”

I couldn’t help but grin sickly. “Don’t blame yourself, that’s half the reason I decided to work from home today.” There were other reasons, it was Saturday after all and I did have other things to do. But I wasn’t going to pretend that hadn’t been a good chunk of my motivation too!

We all shared an uncomfortably ironic grin before my mother hurried out of the bedroom.

“Don’t wait up for us tonight,” she told me distractedly as they moved towards the door, “we’re going to try and have dinner at my brother’s.”

I didn’t even know where to begin with that one, so I just left it alone.

“And Mamoru,” she turned back as she started switching to outside shoes, “see if you can’t remember something else about Kaede. You should know your cousin better than that.”

Chie and Ryota looked at me worriedly, they were close enough to see me twitch at that suggestion. Luckily my parents were far enough away, and too distracted by other business, to notice how fake and forced my smile was as I replied. “I’m sorry mother, I’ll try to think of something tonight.”

“See that you do,” she nodded, before quickly exiting the apartment.

I didn’t waste any time with cursing or punching the wall (although it was a struggle not to). I instead whipped out my phone and called Aunt Kanoko immediately. “Come on, come on,” I muttered urgently. Keep it together, every second matters.

“Mamoru,” Chie stared at my intense expression in surprise.

“No time,” I interrupted her directly, “I’ve got to get a hold of my relatives and warn them- damn it!” Aunt Kanoko’s had just gone to messages. I switched to my uncle.

“Is no one going to bring up the elephant in the room,” Ryota asked, exasperation clear in his voice, “and ask just what the hell those little things we saw running around were?!”

“First things first,” I told him tightly. “This takes priority, I’ll explain in a minute.”

Amazingly enough, I wasn't even kidding. Although I was grateful for the delay in having to explain the Little People. I never thought I’d be grateful for my parents being that opportunistic. But I guess it goes to show: every cloud really does have a silver lining somewhere.

I’d have said something to that effect, but right then my uncle picked up.

“Uncle! There’s no time for niceties, you guys need to batten down the hatches and brace yourselves, my parents are on their way and they're in rare form tonight…"
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“Un-be-leivable,” Kiyoto drew out, staring at Sho-uk’s team from eye-level as he aligned his face with the tabletop.

The Little People did their best to ignore him and continued to work.

Kiyoto briefly turned around to look at me. “I think I finally understand all those old biologists,” he admitted. “The ones who were so obsessed with figuring stuff out they acted like psychopaths in the pursuit of knowledge. If I didn’t have an ironclad code of ethics I’d just grab one of these guys and rush him to the nearest MRI machine.”

“You could try,” I corrected him gently, trying to observe the Little People’s reaction without being too obvious about it.

Kiyoto tilted his head in acknowledgement of the hit. “And probably fail. Somehow I doubt these guys would just let me get away with that. And that size combined with this level of intelligence is terrifying.”

I looked at the grad student in appreciation. “I’m surprised to hear you say that,” I admitted.

“What? Just because bigger is fundamentally better? I know my biology, I know the strength of the small,” he scoffed and then looked at the Little People again. “And if these guys are even half as intelligent as I think they are, I wouldn’t stand a chance.”

There were half a dozen subtle clues in the posture and body language of the Little People, something I could only spot after my long association with them. And I could tell they were pleased by the respect and wariness in Kiyoto’s voice.

Professor Ichikawa chimed in, and you could hear the smile in his voice even if he wasn’t showing it. “Good! I won’t claim to be a biologist, and I can’t speak to that side of things. But I’m glad to see you both recognizing and respecting what happened with your predecessors while still learning not to make the same mistakes.”

He looked over at the Little People and did smile this time. “When I first heard about magic being real from Mamoru and agreed to this plan, I have to admit I was thinking more in terms of the harder sciences too. Physics, chemistry, engineering, it was easy to see his point about how magic should fit in amongst them and amplify them in turn. Finding out how much it will also apply to the biological sciences, and even social sciences, has been a wonderful surprise.”

“You’re not wrong,” I agreed even though my voice betrayed conflicted emotions, “but I’m not sure I’d say today is about the softer sciences.”

The Little People were here today to assist Chie. Their work on the table felt closer to blacksmithing and old-fashioned carriage construction than anything else as we observed sixteen of the Little People move swiftly but efficiently around what felt almost like a construction yard in miniature, all set up on one of our lab tables. They precisely measured out and molded metal and glass with miniature tools and workstations into an almost incomprehensible device as they followed Chie’s plans.

I almost asked if it was really necessary, but I wasn’t that fearful or shallow. Instead, I went with “and this should be the only time we need to do this, right?”

“Hopefully,” Chie said distractedly, frowning as she checked their progress against the printout she’d provided. “We still have to see how it pans out in testing. But I’m pretty sure this will be about slowly calibrating the results instead of changing the design.” She gestured towards a microscope and a pair of Little People cautiously climbed up and placed the sub-component they had just finished assembling under its lens.

Chie focused on the miniature component and then studied it through the microscope’s lens for a good two minutes before nodding in satisfaction. “Looks good,” she addressed the pair, “excellent work.”

The two in question carefully climbed back up the microscope, retrieved their work, then trotted over to the main assembly in the center to presumably add it in.

“That’s impressive,” she admitted, as an aside and with a huge sigh of relief.

“I can’t argue that,” I admitted in turn, “it’s easy to underestimate the Little People’s craftmanship. The stuff they usually make is nice but nothing too impressive. But when you get down the level of precision they can build with their equivalent of artisans and watchmakers-“

“-It’s enough to give you the heebie-jeebies,” Kyoto interrupted.

I wasn’t completely sure I recognized that word, although I was pretty sure it had come up in some western comic or other that Hikaru had thrown on me. But it felt right. It covered the mental stutter and freeze that occurred when I tried to think of the applications and possibilities that came from hand crafting micro components of that size. “Pretty much, yeah.”

“I don’t want to take it that far,” Chie protested, although her voice lacked conviction to match her words. “This isn’t supernatural-“

There was a pause amongst the four of us at that phrasing.

“This isn’t an impossible level of construction or precision,” she tried again. “But I couldn’t figure out a way to do it practically, the cost would have been astronomical. Especially for a one-off prototype. Something so high I couldn’t even bring myself to ask Himeko about it.”

Been there, I reflected.

“These… Little People,” she tripped over the name. Although, to be fair, I think that was mostly a combination of finding it a little ridiculous and diminutive, neither of which she wanted to be. “They’re a much more practical and convenient way to do something like this. And until we get even better 3D printing of mixed substances, or outright nanotech, that’s probably going to be true.”

“Ju nai, de la kochoo.”

Chie blinked. “What did he say?” she asked me politely, but adapting to the surprise of Sho-uk’s participation quite well.

“He was bragging a little,” I summed up (and cleaned up a little, a word for word translation to someone who didn’t have experience with the Little People would have sounded a bit rude). “Pointing out that you were underestimating them. That this is good, but not their best. Basically reminding us that we’re not seeing the true precision work they’re capable of, the equivalent of their people building pocket watches or ships in bottles.”

“Personally,” I added, “I think he might be being a little too proud there. If humanity ever gets nanotech going then that should beat what even they are capable of. He’s right though, anything short of that is going to pale besides what the Little People can do. And we’re a long way away from nanotech, even with magic to assist us!”

Sho-uk nodded in satisfaction and then turned back to the table.

I sighed softly. “Which is why I don’t want to abuse and overwork them,” I continued, trying to be firm without being pointed. “It would be too easy for us to ask for things like this too often. This is still possible without them, and I don’t want to get in the habit of using the Little People as our personal construction crew. I already do that a little too often-“

I was interrupted by a firm. “Te ka desu. All tega cho.” from the table

“Alright, fine,” I continued a little irritably, “I’m already pushing the practical limits of that by myself, or maybe the ethical or fair limits. I don’t want to push them too far by adding that much to their workload.”

“Ka toe,” Sho-uk noted a little derisively.

“Was that Sho-uk I heard?” Himeko noted from the doorway, having slipped in while I was distracted. “It’s hard to tell. The odd way their voice can carry, but still be soft and incomprehensible when they’re using magic, is distinctive; but I always worry I’m mistaking it for something else. Oh my.” She noted as she got close enough to see what was going on.

“Hello Himeko,” I noted with a sigh as the girls came in. “Eiko.”

“Wow,” Eiko noted with a slight tilt of her head as she studied the table. “This is weird. Even for you. But it’s in a calmer way than normal. Kind of low key.”

I sighed slightly while Himeko bowed in greeting to everyone, including an obvious bow to the Little People on the table. She then held up a bag of pastries to everyone, noting “I did bring coffee and baked goods for everyone, but if I’d known the Little People were going to be here again I’d have brought them one as well.”

Eiko rolled her eyes. “I’ll go out and get one,” she told Himeko a little tiredly.

“Nonsense, they can have mine!” Himeko said firmly.

“Ai dak kou niju! So nut rue.”

I blinked a few times. “What, really?”

Sho-uk exchanged a few softer words with his work crew and then nodded. “Ai,” he said firmly.

With clearly mixed feelings I turned back to Himeko. “He said to let Eiko go. They’d like a walnut crunch, and they need at least ten minutes to settle down and reach a good stopping point anyway.”

There was a brief pause as everyone around the table considered repeating the ‘what really?’ I’d said a moment earlier, but clearly feeling like it would be a bit stupid to just say it again like that.

“That… makes sense,” Chie suggested a bit hesitantly, “you don’t want to get crumbs or bits of grease in this equipment.”

“Crumbs I agree with, but I think it would be more like sugar and sticky hands,” Himeko suggested. “But you’re right about the concept. My apologies Sho-uk, I don’t know what I was thinking.”

“Well, I’ve got my orders,” Eiko said, turning around. She glanced at the table one more time. “Walnut crunch?”

“Ai.”

“Alright then.”

“You might be trying too hard to take this calmly,” I noted to everyone as Eiko left. “I know I keep harping on about magic not being special, but you’re not used to the Little People yet. You’re allowed to be a bit weirded out at moments like this.”

Hypocrite, hypocrite, my inner voice coughed inside my head.

Kiyoto let out a sigh of relief. “Oh thank God.”

Himeko shook her head even as we bigger people made our way back to the couches. “I can’t speak for the grad students,” she noted reasonably, “but I have had experience with Sho-uk and his clan before. I can’t be surprised at them taking the same care any sort of craftsman should take with their project. Speaking of which…?”

Himeko’s tone was obvious but gentle. And there wasn’t any point to keeping it secret so I answered. “We’re working on something sensitive for Chie’s new mana detector.”

“It should be possible to make much more accurate measurements,” Chie jumped in, her eyes suddenly ablaze, “even if we’re just using what we’ve learned so far! But the tolerances and mechanisms needed to do that are just too unreasonable.”

“Chie’s going to have to read the differences in change between series of plates that are on the borderline of micrometers to nanometers thick,” I explained. “The sorts of sizes and margins of error, especially while being placed relatively close together in a series, that we’re talking about here are pretty damn hard for humans to work with.”

Himeko nodded. “But not for the Little People.”

“Well, to be fair,” I said, trying to make sure I didn’t minimize their abilities, “I think it’s still a challenge for them to work on some of this stuff. The housing and framework for the device isn’t too much of a problem, but the sensitive components… I don’t want to underestimate the Little People, but this isn’t something that just any random member of the tribe could do.”

“It would be insulting to their excellent craftsmanship, understood.”

I was tempted to pause a moment, probe that comment for how much was sincerity vs. irony, but instantly realized that if Himeko didn’t want to tell me then I’d never find out. “Anyway, if given the blueprints they can put something like this together with a fraction of the effort and time it would take us humans. So, after that little incident last week where Chie and Ryota found out about the Little People anyway, I figured it might be time to try this out.”

Himeko waited a moment, checking to see if I’d resume or elaborate, before noting. “You still seem conflicted by this one, Mamoru.”

I let out a frustrated sigh. “It’s… tricky figuring out the balance here,” I admitted. “I don’t want to be a stubborn, overprotective idiot, who’s also being awfully condescending and arrogant now that I think about it, who refuses to ever bring in the Little People and get them involved. But it’s a slippery slope. They’re so handy for precision work and fine details it’s hard not to use them when they’re an option!”

“Mamoru,” Himeko began firmly. “That’s-“

She cut herself off as I gestured with my head and Professor Ichikawa coughed. When Himeko followed our hints she noticed how Chie was blushing furiously, staring at her coffee, while Ryota was looking away and refusing to meet our eyes. To be fair to Himeko, Kiyoto hadn’t noticed either until then. He still smirked at the pair’s reactions but there was also an undercurrent of worry there.

“…ah,” Himeko finished, stopping to think about this. “I see.”

“It’s like you with money,” I couldn’t help but sound a little sardonic. “You’re good about keeping it to a minimum, but how often is it your first choice of tool for a lot of problems?”

Himeko didn’t directly respond to that, but she didn’t refute me either. I was being slightly unfair, she preferred to use her own brain and abilities as much as was practical. But, directly or indirectly, the sheer amount of money she had available to her colored a lot of Himeko’s responses.

Hell, take all this, I thought, trying not to dwell on the irony too much as I sipped the drink she’d gotten me. How many Tokyo U students would have the money to give us this many treats and coffee this regularly? She does it for a reason, and it’s easy to see why she chose this method, Himeko could have tried something else to get us to take breaks, but the time and effort that would have been involved to be even three-quarters as effective was ridiculous. Not when she just had that much money to spend, while some students had to live on ramen three times a day Himeko could treat whole classes to Kobe beef dinners and it wouldn’t make a dent. It just made sense for her to open her wallet instead. But I doubt she even considered any other methods for more than a few seconds. And that’s the problem.

“I was only thinking about it,” Chie protested in a small, embarrassed voice.

“I couldn’t help but think of the possibilities,” Ryota admitted, still not looking at us.

“And under other circumstances that wouldn’t be a bad thing,” I said with a small shrug. “Seriously, I get it. I might take advantage of them too much too, I just do it out of sight.”

“Don’t get too down on yourself, Mamoru,” Himeko chided me gently. Although she did so with a wicked smile as she noted. “After all, it’s only a temporary situation.”

“Argh,” I breathed softly as she parroted my increasingly wrong claims back to me. Nearly two years after the fact and neither the Little People or I had managed to disentangle ourselves from each other. And we seemed to keep finding excuses to ignore that.

Unable to counter Himeko's comment, I simply continued. “But doing so at the research room is extra tricky. Thankfully I have enough goodwill with the collective Tokyo U kami that bringing them in on occasion shouldn’t be an issue. But trying to get them permanent residency here would be tricky, and the Little People have suggested it’s not something they want either.”

“Really?” Kiyoto perked up a little in surprise.

“I don’t know the details,” I admitted in surprise, “I think it’s a combination of them not getting on with kami and the unusual number of risks around here. Say what you will about apartments, they don’t usually need to evacuate all their residents for poisonous chemical spills.”

“Which is the next point: the university’s a pretty dangerous place for them, comparatively. Too many variables and unexpected threats. Think of the smoke we had to deal with. Now imagine trying to deal with that when you’re the size of a Little Person.”

Everyone made some version of a frown or worried face at that.

Kiyoto vocalized it. “I see your point. They’d actually have a lot easier a time than us big folk in a lot of places, they’d be closer to the floor or less smoky spots if they were available. But if they couldn’t get to those spots in time then they’d be done for pretty quickly.”

“Doris was in a pretty bad way,” Chie remembered morosely, shooting our lab rabbit (happily long since recovered, and watching everything impassively from her cage) a guilty look. “And she’s, what? Thirty times the mass of the average Little Person? Forty?”

“Now think of everything that goes on in this building, and how much less of a tolerance you’d have for it if you were the size of a Little Person,” I shrugged. “I know I’m being paranoid again, the chances of them actually encountering any of those threats are still pretty slim, but they’re a lot greater than their normal lives.”

“I think you’re forgetting the ignorance factor,” Professor Ichikawa noted thoughtfully. As I turned to look at him I noticed that he had a coffee of his own… and that Himeko was quietly concealing the fact she didn’t have one this time. With my university level math I quickly put two and two together and didn’t say anything. But I was mildly heartened by the small kindness.

“It’s safer for us,” the experienced scientist continued, “because everyone in this building takes precautions that are safe for human standards. They don’t worry too much about spills or little accidents that would cause no problem for a human.”

Reading into our expressions, or possibly just knowing what we were thinking after so many years of teaching, he smiled tolerantly as he added. “I’m not talking about completely forgetting them or ignoring such things, more like a sense of urgency. How quick would you be to clean up a few drops of an acid only a little worse than vinegar in the middle of an experiment? Or take care of a few grains of a chemical that, while technically toxic, wouldn’t do anything worse than cause a small spot of redness on your skin at that amount? You ‘know’ you’d never touch them, and that even if you did they’d simply stain your lab coat.”

I was tempted to argue, but in reality I could see his point. “Assuming I was busy with the experiment,” I sighed, “I’d leave it until the end when I cleaned up my lab station.” I’d certainly clear it up earlier if I had the chance, I’d be worried about accidentally contaminating something else somewhere along the line, but I wouldn’t instantly make time to take care of something that small. Not like I would with hydrochloric acid, or something similar.

“Correct. And if it wasn’t getting in your way, why would you do anything else? It’s not like it’s the bucket’s worth of acid or brick’s worth of poison you’d need to hurt you.”

“Unless you’re a Little Person,” Ryota finished, just to show he’d been following along.

The professor nodded. “And that’s the danger I see. If the Little People were here regularly then familiarity would likely breed contempt and we’d slip up. We’re extra aware if it’s a special occasion. If they were just present like Doris is, there when we need them but usually not doing much, then it would be too easy for us to accidentally create those sorts of hazards. And that’s just our room. We work in a whole building full of people who don’t know that much and might make similar mistakes, creating small hazards and dangers that we’d never notice but could prove dangerous to our small friends. I doubt that anything outside our room would have much effect, but you never know. Our standards and procedures were not designed with Little People in mind. Mamoru is being a little too frightened of short-term risks, a visit of a day or two is mostly harmless. But I judge the long-term risks to be high, unless we remodel the room. And if we did that to the extent necessary to serve the Little People then anyone who looks around for more than two seconds will know that something strange is going on.”

Hearing the professor’s evaluation calmed me down slightly, even if it did emphasize my own failings a little more than I liked.

“Yo, I’m back. What did I miss?” Eiko asked, returning to the research room and looking at our assorted expressions. “I got your walnut crunch,” she added in the direction of all the Little People.

There was a tiny cheer from the Little People.

“Just put it on the coffee table,” I noted distractedly, “they’ll be here in a minute.”

“I never thought… I wasn’t suggesting we keep them here permanently,” Ryota objected awkwardly.

“And Mamoru didn’t intend for them to become permanent residents at his home,” Himeko’s counter was all the more convincing for how casually she delivered it. “And neither did Sho-uk for that matter. But here we are.”

“They’re not-“ I started to protest before reality caught up to me. I settled down with “Aoth, I want an anthropologist.”

That was such a non-sequitur that everyone paused to look at me.

“Sorry!” I winced, trying to think how that must have come off outside of my head. “I mean… the Little People used to live by hunter gathering. And I… I’m not sure how to describe it…”

“You thought you knew more about a subject than you really did?” Professor Ichikawa suggested serenely.

I winced again. But he’d probably seen that hundreds of times during his career, a scientist who was good or great in one field not realizing that didn’t translate to brilliance, or even competence, in another branch. And it was only after one of their unconscious mistakes had come up they’d realized how arrogant they’d been. “Kind of? I guess I thought- I kind of made assumptions about how they’d stick to that and why.”

For better or worse our work crew of Little People were scrambling up the side of the coffee table to take part in break time. The way they did so only emphasized that these were not just tiny humans. Their movement and capability did not correspond to the human body, not even when you accounted for size. It was close, and you could fool yourself that it did 90% of the time. But during that remaining 10% it fell into the uncanny valley in ways you’d struggle to put into words, and everyone watching them felt slightly put off.

Thankfully it also gave me a talking point. “Some of that was clearly stupid,” I continued. “Even if I really had been an expert on history and cultures the Little People aren’t actually humans, there are obviously going to be differences in how and why they do things. But it’s all taken me by surprise how… different they are than when we started.”

“In what way?” Himeko asked sweetly, accepting a replacement coffee from Eiko.

“They’ve… Aoth I feel stupid saying this after I just admitted how badly I’ve overestimated my abilities; but it feels like they’ve industrialized themselves in a blink of an eye. Transformed from being hunter gatherers into something more from the industrial age. Not quite villagers from the 1800s, but that’s the closest I can come up with.”

“Sho-uk-sama,” Professor Ichikawa noted, “you should probably feel free to cut in on this one, I’m barely better at this than my junior here, and I don’t want to mislead him by making the exact same mistakes. But I think I might have the answer. Or at least part of it. Because it seems to me you mixed up what they could do with what they were doing. I can’t speak to what the Little People would prefer, and why, but it makes a lot of sense that they always had at least some of the capability they’re showing here. You briefly mentioned to us how well they could function and hide within the city, how could they do that without a fair amount of technological literacy?”

Damn, I thought, leaning forward a bit to regard both the Little People and the professor’s point, I think I see where this is going to go, and he’s right.

“Now I can’t even begin to guess what their actual level of knowledge and sophistication is,” Professor Ichikawa continued with a tiny smile towards Sho-uk, “there’s a big difference between knowing how to use a smartphone and knowing how to build one. But I’m pretty sure you weren’t seeing all this before because it wasn’t the right skill set for the situation. It wasn’t so much that they’re hunter gatherers, it was that they were living a hunter gatherer lifestyle and there was no logic in burdening themselves down with anything more sophisticated.”

“How am I doing?” he asked Sho-uk as an aside.

Sho-uk paused in eating his small handful of walnut crunch and considered a moment. “Des nanu, chona cho de…” he paused to take another bite.

“Mamoru?” the professor inquired with a tiny smile as Sho-uk continued to speak.

I frowned slightly as I put it together. “It sounds like you’re mostly right,” I admitted. “But there was another factor. Well, one more factor with two important points: tradition. The Little People were used to a more hunter gatherer lifestyle on one hand. And on the other hand they long ago decided it was too dangerous to go much further with what they could do.”

“Da na,” Sho-uk corrected me. “To ne…”

“Dangerous and impractical,” I corrected myself. “They were perfectly capable of building and maintaining something as advanced as miniature firearms before they met me-”

“Really?!” Eiko looked shocked. Probably because little house fairies were a common legend. Little house fairies with guns was something a little more surprising and disturbing.

I shrugged. “I’m not sure how advanced we’re talking here, I’m guessing better than flintlocks but less sophisticated than a modern hunting rifle. But those aren’t as practical on their scale as you’d think, not for what they’re usually hunting. And, more importantly, they’d all be obvious. Even at that scale, something like a rifle makes noise. A lot more than a spear or bow! And then there’s all the effort to maintain them. And then there’s the fact they’re a lot more suspicious if anyone finds one! If one was ever lost and then discovered by a human it would be a lot more likely to attract suspicion and attention.”

We all paused a moment to think about that. It was a surreal thought, but entirely possible.

“But would someone know?” Himeko finally asked.

“Probably not,” I conceded, “but I see their point. You’d have to look really closely, but they would be real firearms and give off a couple of subtle clues which would incline people to pay more attention. And if that happened with a sword or spear or piece of clothing you’d just assume it was an incredibly detailed part of a hardcore otaku’s diorama or a real go-getter’s school project.”

“Yeah,” Kiyoto admitted with some obviously mixed feelings, “I can think of a couple of classmates I’ve had that would have done that.”

“Hell, I remember our class project in grade six,” Eiko muttered.

“Eiko!” Himeko flushed.

Feeling a little more confident I continued. “But a miniature rifle will make you think twice. Especially if you realized it could actually fire.” There was a general sense of grudging agreement around the table for that point! “Now one of those wouldn’t get you to suddenly start believing in the Little People. But you’d be an awful lot more likely to remember it, and mention it to other people. And if you found out about any more out there, like if there wasn’t this taboo against it, you’d start to see the problem.”

“It’s still something only a nutjob would believe,” Ryota pointed out.

I nodded. “But it would be an order of magnitude or two easier and more logical to make that jump with guns instead of swords. Something that someone slightly unhinged or suspicious would believe instead of the outright raving lunatic that would assume a species of intelligent humanoids are real over a tiny spear or two. And it’s easy to see how that could further swell, grow, and collect from there.”

Professor Ichikawa nodded. “We’ve all seen cults and conspiracy theorists before. And while we’d all decry such a thing-“ he paused and half-grinned in surprisingly childish glee. “Well, while we would have decried such a thing two years ago; it would be a much more solid foundation to build on than most of those things have. I’d still assume such things were simply faked, but more open-minded people might check things out and make discoveries.”

“And things could spiral out of control,” I summed up. “Hence: no guns or more sophisticated devices that could cause a similar stir, they just aren’t worth it. But they’ve always been able to make them.”

“Ai.”

“Well, always since humans could make them,” Ryota suggested a hint aggressively.

That surprised me for a moment, then I realized we’d just talked about conspiracy theories and Ryota was probably just eager to kill the suggestion ‘humanity got it’s guns from magical folk’ before it started. Thankfully Sho-uk just waved a casual “ai” to us again, barely even bothering to acknowledge that.

As Sho-uk pulled off another piece of pastry, and Ryota let out a tiny sigh of relief, I continued. “So there you have it, I was ignorant and underestimated them. But they are changing. And I’m not sure how to quantify it. Or what the precise change is. Or if I should be worried.” I frowned. “Maybe we really do need to ask the Dean for an anthropologist member.”

Thankfully Himeko interrupted my thoughts before I could even begin to consider how the hell I’d manage that. “Alright Mamoru, I’ll bite. How are they changing and why does it worry you?”

“I just said I don’t know how to quantify it! And we just went through how bad I am at judging some of this.”

“But you wouldn’t have mentioned it if you weren’t concerned,” Professor Ichikawa noted with his own, calmer, concern; joining in with Himeko to double team me. “Don’t worry about sounding silly, we just discussed an example where those who would have sounded silly would also have been right.”

Ryota stirred uncomfortably.

“Just give us your best guesses, we’ll keep in mind that’s all they are.”

I sighed. “It’s… little things, lots of them.” I looked down at the Little People again. “Take their appearance! It’s changed since we first met.”

Himeko took a closer look. “Now that you mention it…”

I nodded, encouraged. “They’re favoring a much more modern cut to their hair and their beards. It’s still long, but their hair is about half of the length it used to be and their beards are less than a quarter.” The beards really stuck out to me, previously they’d been closer to the big bushy barbarian cuts you’d get for not-Vikings in manga or stereotypical mountain men. These days they were still longer and wilder than what was fashionable, but not exceptionally so. And the odd Little Person was favoring a close enough cut to have been copied from a fashion magazine.

“And I don’t want to make too much of the clothes,” I continued. “They’re smart enough to use different clothes for different jobs and I’ve provided them with some raw fabric on top of that, of course they’re going to use something better than animal furs. But come on, you saw what they were wearing the first time they were helping me out in the lab.”

“That is true,” Himeko agreed, taking in the heavy tunics and quasi-coveralls these Little People were wearing. “I remember that their original clothing was a little deceptive, being more sophisticated than it first appeared. But even after accounting for that these new outfits seem like a big step up.”

“And I don’t want to read too much into it,” I repeated, belatedly aware that the Little People on the table would also hear whatever I said. And they weren’t going to be amused or fooled if I tried suddenly switching to texting or some other method of keeping things secret. “This might just be the right job for these clothes. Or maybe they’ve always had them and they didn’t trust me enough to use them back when we first worked together-”

“Izumph,” Sho-uk added diffidently.

“ ‘Partially’, ” I translated without being asked. “And that might explain a few of the other things I’ve seen. Like the more sophisticated tools they’ve occasionally brought out. Maybe they’re new, maybe they just didn’t trust me enough to risk using them where I could see before. And other things probably have a half dozen explanations-“

“Like what?” Eiko asked, a little pointedly. She was probably getting tired of my rambling.

I sighed. “Like how I used to build magic circles for the Little People to work in, a way to help keep the mana level up to a safer and more pleasant level for them to do their work. Even I can guess some of the reasons they don’t usually need that any more. More trust, they have a healthier and better guaranteed magic environment to go back to so it’s less of a risk, and they were probably overexaggerating the problem a little bit in the first place.”

Suddenly the activity on the coffee table stuttered and most the Little People around the walnut crunch looked a little cagey.

You clever little bastards, I thought, fighting down an involuntary smile. By deceiving me they’d managed to get a better deal for themselves, kept me from expecting too much, and had given themselves more of a safety margin if I had really been an evil mage out to try something. I really couldn’t blame them for it, but I had been a bit of a sucker.

“But they’re also carrying around small mana reservoirs,” I continued. “Tiny ones, with amounts that are probably best measured in millithoths, and I think those are new and more sophisticated than they used to be.”

“And in my mind…” I still hesitated even after saying it out loud and Himeko’s encouragement. “And in my mind, it almost feels like they’re advancing, industrializing.”

All three of the grad students and Eiko drew breaths to make some sort of comment on that. All of them hesitated before actually speaking.

Tellingly, Himeko and Professor Ichikawa both gave the idea more serious consideration. Although it was interesting to see how Himeko was obviously searching her memories while the professor studied the Little People in front of us more closely. I was kind of glad they weren’t perfectly mirroring each other.

Professor Ichikawa stroked his own beard thoughtfully. “Shorter facial and head hair is sometimes an indicator of that,” he mused. “A precaution against getting it caught in machines.”

Not the answer I was expecting, I reflected, but an interesting point. I didn’t know what I’d been thinking, something about the sophistication of their available grooming. Unsurprisingly, the guy who actually grew a beard knew more about the subject.

“Any comments from you?” he asked, addressing the Little People again.

“Tae,” Sho-uk responded with deliberate casualness.

“I don’t know what to say, Mamoru,” Himeko finally admitted.

“I do,” Professor Ichikawa said with a firm nod. “That it’s fascinating, but none of our business. Your point about an anthropologist is a surprisingly good one, and in an ideal world I think having one observe and analyze what has been going on and why would be illuminating. But we have to remember that it’s the Little People’s own business. You’ve repeatedly pointed out their desire for privacy; how they sort themselves out is their job, not yours.”

“But I-“ I began before the professor’s knowing gaze cut me off.

He waited a few moments to be sure I had myself under control before continuing. “You are living in close proximity, and you are affecting them,” Professor Ichikawa agreed. “I can see why you might think it’s your responsibility. But it’s not. Yes, if you were deliberately forcing things upon them or it turned out the mana you were exposing them to was somehow contaminated then that would be a different story. But this isn’t that. The Little People are an intelligent and aware set of beings and are engaging in their own business, both with you and each other. Do not overestimate yourself: you do not have a right, or a reason, to interfere.”

“Ai. Mogoto sei.”

I could have done without that sounding so satisfied, I thought, briefly shooting Sho-uk a sour glance. But there was an uncertain silence around the table.

“Don’t I though?” I asked, hating how uncertain and tentative I sounded. “I mean, we’re basically living in the same apartment. And if they’re going to be hurt-“

“Stop,” Professor Ichikawa told me calmly. I did. He gave me a moment, then continued. “Mamoru, are you a Little Person?”

Ah crap, I was pretty sure I could guess where this was going. “No,” I said, trying to keep the resentment out of my voice as I anticipated the next few questions.

“Do you know how to take care of the Little People better than they do themselves?”

“No.”

“And do you have a particular right to command the Little People.”

“No.”

Professor Ichikawa fell silent, and simply looked at me expectantly.

That’s cheating, I grumbled mentally. I’d expected him to try and end with some sort of ‘and if aliens tried to dictate how humanity would behave, what would you think?’ Or some other scenario to that effect. I’d had at least a token argument for that one, given how stupid humanity was about taking care of ourselves some times. Professor Ichikawa stopping before then had left me in the intellectual version of a headlock, I really didn’t have much I could do at this point.

“Alright, I get it,” I capitulated with as much grace as I could muster. “But I still think that’s oversimplified!”

“It really isn’t,” the professor replied seriously. “Take it from someone who’s been a teacher for longer than you’ve been alive: you need to know your limits and your boundaries. And those boundaries must be set a little further out when you’re dealing with another species that’s equal to our own. You cannot go around assuming you know how best to deal with the Little People when there’s so much about them that is unknown. They are entitled to their secrets. And you are not entitled to go blundering around and accidentally harming them just because you didn’t know it would cause any harm.”

Now that is a darn good point, I admitted to myself even as the professor knocked me off my high horse. Watching and learning about the Little People was one thing, and making deals with them was fine. Assuming I knew better than them was pretty damn dumb, and there was a hidden thread of that in all this.

“I was going to argue about boundaries,” Kiyoto admitted from off to the side. “Talk about what we’ve done to save some types of animals from extinction, something we’re usually responsible for in the first place. But that point about them being equals is a pretty good one. This isn’t taking all sorts of steps to save some sort of endangered species, this is letting a group of people control their destiny.”

“And they may get it wrong,” the professor conceded. “But that’s their mistake to make. It’s alright to observe, and even advise. Your concern over all this may be warranted. And both it and your curiosity are admirable. But attempting control is foolish, and it’s starting to look an awful lot like you’re about to overstep that boundary, Mamoru.”

I took a deep breath and slowly let it out. “Not… yet,” I admitted. “But you’re right, I was starting to go that direction, about to start sliding down that slippery slope.” I hadn’t done anything yet, but my fears had been a little too arrogantly paternalistic already. I hadn’t realized how much they were starting to get to me until I’d started talking about them, and I’d started thinking about spying on the Little People because of that. Nothing too bad or too intrusive ‘just enough to make sure they were alright’.

Now that Professor Ichikawa had brought me up short it was all too easy to see how bad that could have gone!

“Now I don’t want to assume too much,” the professor continued in a deliberately casual manner, taking a sip of his remaining coffee. “Because you are in a difficult position. You are, what? A thousand times their size? When working with them like today,” he tilted his head back towards the miniature workshop area on the lab table, “you are partly responsible for their safety both in the research room and in transit. That’s entirely fair and makes sense, overall you’re much tougher and you’re directly responsible for introducing them to a potentially hazardous environment. You have to anticipate all sorts of possible risks and be exceedingly cautious. And you also have to be on guard for other hidden, mental dangers. You wouldn't have gotten as far as you have with them otherwise, you'd have fallen into the trap of overworking them just like you feared.”

“It’s easy to see why and where you’ve developed these habits, and so far they’ve been good. But you need to be careful that attitude doesn’t extend further than it needs to. So long as everything’s being done with full knowledge and consent, and I see no evidence it isn’t, you do not need to edit their governance and culture, Mamoru.”

I sucked in a small breath and muttered “damn” softly. I hadn’t thought of it that way, but that really would be what it boiled down to. If they had been starting to industrialize (whatever that might mean in this strange context) and I simply told them ‘no, you can’t do that’ from upon high, it would have been tyrannical arrogance. Don’t get me wrong, there were still things I could do. If I ever truly felt I needed to get them to do something I could then attempt to leverage our bargain, negotiate with them in some way. But I had no right to command the Little People, no more than I did any other neighbor, and I’d been unconsciously drifting towards that.

“I blame Himeko,” Eiko noted when I was silent a little too long.

“Eiko!” Himeko whirled upon her, a little affronted.

“What? You set a bad example when you interfere and attempt to control people’s lives,” Eiko’s calm tone was undercut a little by the grin tugging at the corner of her mouth. “You know how few friends Mamoru has, are you really surprised he’s picked up a bad habit?”

Professor Ichikawa barked some surprised laughter. “That may be! That may well be,” he chuckled while Himeko looked a little betrayed. “And I probably need to tone it down a little too, that was a heck of a soapbox speech for me to make outside the classroom! It’s not like I’m a trained sociologist and these are incredibly complex situations. But I think you should all take the important, underlying point,” he gave the collected grad students a more serious look. “We’re going to be dealing with nonhuman intelligences that are our equals in this project. You should be very careful about assuming you know better than them when it comes to anything related to their own species. And even more careful about acting upon it!”

“Yes sensei,” the three grad students muttered/agreed with varying degrees of embarrassment and enthusiasm.

“Tai-to orkei!” Sho-uk declared from the table. The collected Little People there let out a chorus of tiny sighs before heading back in the direction of their work. It was apparent they considered break time over. He then turned to me, “Maru-an to kai do nada?”

“I can do that,” I agreed, grabbing some napkins to wrap up the remainder of the walnut crunch in.

“Leftovers?” Eiko asked with a small smile.

“Pretty much. And a treat for everyone at home.” Unsurprisingly, a bit over two-thirds the pastry remained. A bunch of hungry Little People could pack away a disproportionate amount of food, especially from a surprise treat, but they weren’t going to eat all of that in one sitting!

Sho-uk nodded in satisfaction, then turned and surprised me with a small bow to Professor Ichikawa. Professor Ichikawa smiled and issued him a small bow in turn, then Sho-uk moved after the rest of his people.

“They probably have the right idea,” Kiyoto declared with a sigh of his own, climbing back to his feet. “This was a nice break, but it’s about time to get back to work.”

And take a break from the heavier stuff, I thought with a small smile. I was certainly ready for some ‘simpler’ science after all that. It was food for thought, but I really did need to give it more time to digest. Although, now that I thought about how it all started, and Professor Ichikawa had given me a perspective check…

I intercepted Chie before we got away from the table. “Let me know if you do need any more components or fine constructions,” I said a little more sympathetically this time. “We’ll work it out on a case-by-case basis.”

“Really?” Chie looked a little cheered by that.

I nodded. “We shouldn’t do it too often, but we can do it. But don’t be surprised if I try to keep it simple and have them assemble stuff at home. It made sense to bring them in today, I needed to make proper introductions and for everyone to get some idea just what the Little People’s capabilities really were,” including me, I added ruefully inside my head. “But it’ll be safer and easier for them to keep working out of the apartment most of the time.”

“Thanks,” Chie replied gratefully, “that should really help me with tuning some devices.”

I smiled back at her, then looked at the crowd of Little People on the table, already back to work. This is going to be interesting, I thought with some trepidation, already wondering where this temporary arrangement was going to go next.
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I’ve had a lot of surprises coming up to the Meiko estate.  Some good, some bad.  And the most surprising had to have been the ley-line running through it.  But if we’re not counting the sheer size of the place then the second biggest surprise was probably when I exited the train station nearest the mansion and two girls ran up to hide behind me.

It had been one of the days where Himeko and I ended at different times, this semester she was actually finishing later than me most Tuesdays thanks to a lab period.  So I was using the train by myself, unsurprisingly, and had just exited the station when there was suddenly a confusing sweep of motion and I suddenly had someone behind me, using me as a human shield.

“What the hell?” I let out in startled surprise.  My warning bracelet gave one of its oddest twitches yet, it almost felt like a burp on my wrist, but didn’t seem too excited by anything.  And this was despite the fact that five guys skidded to a sudden halt in front of me.

Now guys might have been giving these kids too much credit.  Boys would be more accurate.  After a moment I recognized their uniforms as junior high level and one or two of them were obviously hitting growth spurts, but three of them were still literally half my size.  And their maturity level only emphasized that.  The one in the front, one of the smaller ones, was practically glowing red as he exclaimed “you’re DEAD Kobayashi!!!”

Kobayashi?  That startled me, and I twisted around to see try and look at the pair using me as a wall of meat.  I couldn’t make out much, there was a lot of jostling back and forth, but then the light caught her hair right and I could make out a similar but darker mahogany tone than her mother and her sister.  One of these was obviously Eiko’s sibling.

The five boys looked like they were ready to start turning this into a cartoonish dance around a pole, with me playing the part of the pole.  I pre-empted that by quickly swinging the naginata bag off my back (amazingly enough, not tangling it on myself or any of the people around me in the process) and then planting it firmly in front of me.  I then fixed the boys in question with a fierce scowl.

Thankfully, my size and their surprise meant I carried it off. The quintet jerked back and hesitated.  It probably helped that even so slight a pause broke their momentum and gave them a moment to realize just how stupid they were being.  No one else had done anything yet but there were plenty of scowls and disapproving looks going on from the other people entering and exiting the train station.  There were a lot of people here to intervene, and even if the quintet caught the girls there was no way they were going to be able to do anything to them.

You could see the realization hit them, all the frustration crystalize over the course of a good ten seconds as I held them with my stare (again, remember: I was twice their size, near twice their age, holding a naginata bag, and surprised enough that I was just reacting instead of overthinking it and stumbling over myself like usual.  This was easy mode, enough so that even I could manage it.)  The boys didn’t want to admit it, thought frantically of a way to salvage the situation, but even they realized pressing forward would be idiotic.

The leader was practically crying in frustration and embarrassment as they all simultaneously broke and ran off in the opposite direction.  “Just you wait Kobayashi!  Just you wait!” he called over his shoulder.  The effect was more humorous than menacing given the way he was obviously fighting off tears.

“Jerks,” one of the girls muttered feelingly as she poked her head out from my left side.

I searched my memory, and for once it almost worked.  “Mika, wasn’t it?  Kobayashi Mika-san?” I asked carefully.

The slightly taller girl quickly jumped out in front of me, and then gave me a surprisingly respectful bow and elegant bow given the chaos of the last minute.  “Maki,  Kobayashi Maki.  And I’m sorry, Matsuda-sama, I didn’t have a choice!”

“Yeah, I could kind of see that,” I replied awkwardly.

I glanced around, and saw we were still getting our share of disapproving looks given how we were just standing there and the scene that had occurred.  “Let’s get going,” I said quickly, “I’ll give you a quick escort to the estate doors.”

“Gates,” Maki corrected me like it was a reflex, “they’re called gates.”  She then flushed and hurriedly gave me another bow.  “I’m sorry, Matsuda-sama, that would be wonderful.”

I nodded back, awkwardly, and turned in direction of the estate.

“A moment, please!” the second girl, a more typical first year junior high student, rushed awkwardly in front of me and gave me a quick but deep bow, obviously trying to imitate Maki but not pulling it off.  “I am Ito Juri!  Thank you for saving us.  Might I have the honor of your name?”

She played it off better than I would have, but that wasn’t saying much.  She was still embarrassed and uncomfortable as hell.  Fortunately for her, I could really sympathize with that and just ignored it.

“Matsuda Mamoru,” I replied, giving her a quick but polite bow in turn, then gently chivying her forward so we weren’t going to block foot traffic too much.  “Don’t worry about it.”

She and Maki fell into place at my side and half a step behind me.  After a couple of seconds Ito tentatively asked “Um, Maki?  Who is he and why’d you hide behind him?  And why are we following him?”

“Matsuda’s a friend of my sister,” Maki explained, sounding slightly embarrassed, “and I don’t want to risk Sakiho and the other bakas trying to circle around the estate and come back at us from the other side.”

That’s- I started mentally.  Then I adjusted my thinking for their ages.  That’s actually a fair point.  It wasn’t likely, but a stubbornly idiotic boy of that age might just try something like that.  And while I didn’t think they’d succeed, the Meiko estate was much too big for that, they were at just the right age, a dangerous balance of size, energy, and stubbornly sure of their immortality, where it might actually have been possible.  I don’t think there’s any chance the small ones could do it, but the growth spurt cases might just manage.  Let’s be honest here, if Reiji had gone all out then he probably could have done it.  I seriously doubted any of those idiots matched my cheat code of a cousin at that age, but I couldn’t’ rule it out.

“Since Matsuda’s going that way already, it just makes sense to accompany him.”

Ito still looked a little embarrassed and uncomfortable, which meant I found it worrying that she didn’t argue.  But we’d only taken a few more steps before she nervously asked “so you’re a friend of Maki’s sister?  Is it Eiko?  Is that why you use a naginata?”

I did my best to stifle a small sigh while Maki missed a step at the sheer awkwardness and wrongness of that question.

Although it did verify something I’d half realized but not consciously thought about up until now.  “She’s not from the estate, is she?” I asked Maki directly.

“No,” Maki flushed slightly.  “She’s a friend from school.  This is going to be our first visit.”

And just to make life even more awkward, I reflected with a small smirk.  It wasn’t a biggie, I’d probably never see this girl again in my life, but it did mean I was going to have to be careful to keep my story straight, break out all the old excuses and remember she didn’t know anything about magic.

I was struck by a stray thought and quickly gave her a once over with ‘mage sight’.  Yup, totally normal girl, I thought in relief.  Given the way my life had been going recently I’d half expected her to be some sort of spirit, or psychic, or Earth’s future first archmage.  It was almost a relief I’d just have to struggle to remember all my old cover stories.

“What did I say?” Ito asked in confusion.

“Don’t worry about it,” I replied, trying to sound natural and mostly succeeding.  “It’s nothing.  It’s just that contrary to appearances I don’t actually carry a naginata around in this bag, it’s full of scientific equipment.” Excuse number one, remembered, I thought with excessive relief.

“Scientific equipment?”

“Mamoru-san’s not a member of the staff either,” Maki explained a little too quickly, “he’s actually running an experiment off the estate grounds.”

“I have a few sensors set up around the estate,” I said, not much more smoothly than the little girl, “that’s why I’m going there now, to check them.”

“Oh.  I thought-“ Ito looked away and blushed.

I took pity on her and smiled.  “Don’t worry, I get where you’re coming from.  But I’ve also seen real experts in combat, and I know just how incompetent I am.  That’s why it’s so funny.”

“You’re not incompetent, Mamoru-san,” Maki jumped in, almost sounding affronted.

I smirked outright.  “Thank you for saying so, but I think you’re forgetting who I’m friends with.  Trust me, after seeing your sister, Himeko, and Hiro I am well aware of how incompetent I am when it comes to hand-to-hand combat.”

“That’s just not being as strong as strong people!” Maki continued, definitely sounding affronted now.  “That’s not incompetence.  I’ve seen you sparring Mamoru-san, you’re not incompetent!”

“Sparring?” Ito broke in.  “But I thought you just said he was a scientist?”

“I- uh- that is-“

“I sometimes act as Eiko’s punching bag,” I summed up.  “Himeko’s too.  I literally hold up a target for them to punch.  It’s a long story.”

I was really tempted to add more details and tangle myself up.  Fortunately, seeing Maki do that ahead of me had for once reminded me to keep it simple before it was too late.

“Oh.”  Ito noted blankly.  After a moment she added “That doesn’t sound like sparring.”

“It really isn’t.”

“It is,” Maki protested, “you’re still moving about, taking blows.  Training.”

A small lightbulb went off in my head.  Part of this was the reminder that I really was training, I was getting better at using my magic defensively in the process, especially the occasional spell I tested upon myself.  But mostly the problem was that Maki couldn’t say anything about this with her friend around.  Still, even after accounting for all that, Maki was exaggerating a little.

“Training, maybe,” I admitted.  “I do get a little stronger and fitter doing that sort of thing.  But trust me, it really isn’t sparring.  That would imply…” wow, how did I even put it? “That I was doing something that influenced Eiko or Himeko’s decisions in any way, that we were making some sort of combat related choices based on what we were doing.  I’m really not.”

Okay, maybe once in a while, I corrected myself internally, when testing something like combat precognition or nitro boost.  I was honestly a little shocked to find that was true.

“Wow,” Ito stared at me in surprise.  “That was…” she was obviously too polite to finish.

“Yeah, you get that sort of wordy babbling around me.  Way too often.”

“And you’re friends with Maki’s sister?” she hesitated slightly, obviously having trouble reconciling this image of the literally giant nerd hanging out with whatever she knew about Eiko.

How the hell did I even begin describing that to an outsider, especially a young one?  And extra especially without Himeko there to help?  It felt a little insulting to fall back on the old ‘it’s complicated’ in this case, and I couldn’t really use the old privacy excuses either.  Suddenly I had a bit more appreciation for some of my family’s responses back at the beginning.  “So desu,” I answered simply, trying not to sound helpless.

“Mamoru-san’s kind of…” Maki started, then trailed off in frustration.  She obviously wanted to help me, but it was kind of challenging.

“Have you met Eiko?” I countered instead.

Ito shook her head.  “No.  But Maki talks about-“

“Shush!” Maki said, blushing fiercely.

I pretended not to notice.

“Maki,” Ito talked back, “it’s not like it’s a big deal.  Your big sister sounds cool.  And she’s half the reason we’re in this mess.”

I’d been about to playfully add ‘well she is cool,’ but those last words took me aback.  “What do you mean by that?”

“There’s the gates!” Maki added a little too urgently.  “Let’s go in!” She dragged her friend forward, up to the main entrance.  It wasn’t far, and I arrived a few seconds later.

“-noble house?” finished coming from the speakers as I arrived.

“Kobayashi Maki, returning from school,” Maki finished politely.  “Accompanied by an approved but unexpected guest, Ito Juri.”

I stepped up behind them.

“We see you, Matsuda-san, you can go in after we’re done here,” the speaker noted.  I thought I recognized the voice of one of the Meiko cybersecurity people, but  I couldn’t be sure.  Whoever it was immediately turned their attention back to Maki.  “Now Maki-san, you know what the procedure is about unexpected guests.”

Maki bit her lip.  “Couldn’t you make an exception this time?” she wheedled.

“Security procedures are there for a reason, security,” the voice replied, firm but not unsympathetic.  “We can’t go around bending them at your whim.”

Maki stared at the ground, obviously struggling with words.  It seemed so obvious that I couldn’t help but cut in and ask “isn’t being chased by bullies enough?” I addressed the pickup.  “I get how that shouldn’t equal mansion access, it's a setup so obvious even I can see it, but couldn’t you at least let her on the other side of the gate for now?  It seems too cruel to just leave her out here, alone and vulnerable.”

“What’s that?” the voice asked, sharper now.

“Nothing, it’s nothing!” Maki made frantic shushing motions at me.

I frowned at her.  “The pair had to hide behind me from an angry pack of five boys on the way here,” I explained.

“That is different,” the voice agreed, a little suspiciously.

“It’s nothing, he’s mistaken,” Maki continued to protest.

“We’d at least dispatch a member of security and let her on the inside of the gate even if she wasn’t on the approved list,” the voice continued.  “Letting her in isn’t a problem.  However-“

Maki made a whimpering noise.

“- we can’t just let her run around.  Matsuda-san, would you mind escorting them to the servant quarters?  Four of our people are already out and chasing a possible sighting of Sato Gota, it would be five minutes before another member of the staff could get there.  We can trust you, and unbend this much, if you’re willing.”

Maki was showing her age a little, stepping around in agitation like she could barely control herself.  Unsure what else I could do in this situation I simply said “sure.”

“Agreed.  Please proceed carefully Matsuda-san, Maki-san.”

The gate opened and we rushed inside.  I was extra careful this time, bringing up the rear and keeping a close eye on our backs as I watched out for potential bullies and Sato Gota.  But no one interfered and we were soon walking up the drive.

There was a brief moment as we looked around the area, and Ito took in the full size of the Meiko estate.

“It is as big as you described,” Ito noted, sounding a little faint as she stared at the mansion proper.

“Yeah, kind of,” Maki noted.  To her, that was like saying water was wet.  “Listen Mamoru, whatever you do, please please please don’t tell my mother about Sakiho and the rest.  I’m begging you.”

“Nani?” I looked at her blankly.

“Say you made it up to get Juri in or that you were mistaken or something, just don’t tell her!”

“Maki-san," I noted, barely keeping the honorific only because of her surprising drop, "I’m not going to do that!”

“You have to!  Or Eiko will be hurt!”

“Wait, what?”

Maki flushed and Ito seemed to shake herself out of her Meiko induced shock enough to explain.  “They’re after Maki because of her sister.”

My gaze sharpened.  “Explain, now.”  It came out a lot more thunderously than I expected.  It was mostly the rumble of distant thunder, and I caught it myself and made an attempt to dial it back, but it was there.  This had just punched a couple of buttons.

Maki’s skin was starting to get brighter than her hair.  “We really should get going,” she said, taking off at a brisk pace.

“Maki-san,” I said, doing my best to imitate Himeko’s tones.  It was surprisingly easy given how worked up I was, which raised some interesting questions about how much I irritated my friends at times.

“We can talk as we walk, otherwise security is going to get pi- angry with us.”

I frowned, but Ito and I joined her.  Despite her words though, Maki was silent.

After about ten seconds I tried again.  “Maki-san,” I went, attempting (poorly) to project a warning with my tone.

“I wonder if Hisako is home, or if she’s out trying to chase down Truthseeker?” she asked our surroundings brightly.

I turned to Ito.  “So, do you want to explain what’s happening, Ito-san?”

Ito opened her mouth, but it was Maki who jumped in to answer.  “Alright!  Alright!  It’s just… it’s not really Eiko’s fault, okay?”

“What’s not?”

“We’re going to the same school Maki’s sister did,” Ito answered, more gently.  “And she left a bit of a reputation behind.”

I was starting to worry about Maki, it couldn’t be healthy to flush that brightly that long.

“She’s practically a manga character in some ways,” Ito continued, “a good-hearted delinquent who beat up anyone stupid enough to get in her way.  But in real life.”

I suppressed a groan.  Now I had a pretty good idea where this was going.

“A lot of kids kind of like that, that’s why she’s still talked about even though she’s been gone for five years now.  But the teachers aren't as happy.”

“The nail that sticks up get hammered down,” Maki muttered a little bitterly, “and I’ve got the same hair.”

“And there are some bakas like Sakiho who are related to the guys that Maki used to beat up.”

“He’s the younger brother to someone sis beat up in high school,” Maki confessed, “and Goro’s a cousin to another.  They can’t accept that my sister was right to drive their faces into the dirt.”

“Uh,” I noted hesitantly, “not that I disagree, I trust Eiko too, but how do you know that?”

“If they’re anything like their relatives then they had it coming,” Maki’s anger and bitterness was clear, “I’m guessing the apple didn’t fall far from the tree.”

Not quite the right use of that metaphor, I reflected pedantically, but close enough.  I get her meaning.  If they were petty and dumb enough to take family grudges out on Maki then I didn’t have much faith in the rest of their families either.

“And Maki’s cool and tough enough on her own,” Ito finally burst out.  “She’s not going to condemn her sister for being different or stand back and let Sakiho and those other bullies just do whatever they want.”

She immediately quieted down though.  “Even though she can’t fight.  And the teachers seem like they’re just going to stand back and let everything happen.”

For a moment I saw a little red at the corner of my eyes.  Calm down!  I told myself firmly.  Do not get overly worked up at the casual observation of a twelve-year-old!  Even at my most negative I had to admit I was jumping the gun, I doubted that Ito was being totally fair or her one comment had conveyed the full nuance of the situation even in her eyes.  But this touched on parts of Aoth’s teachings that I had embraced fully, and all too many of Japan’s teachers were too conformist.  I had no problem believing that at least one or two of those were willing to stand back and let things run their course as an object lesson in the dangers of being different.

My hand still twitched in the direction of my ankh though.  And I outright touched that spot through my shirt when I heard Maki mutter “stupid… I am not dying my hair over this.”

“They’re not going to let them beat us up on school grounds or anything,” she added more directly, “they’re not that stupid or careless.  But they’re letting them get away with a lot, and that encourages the bakas to be bolder and try things like today.”

“Maki-san,” I did my best to shove my rage aside and speak in as matter-o-fact a tone as I could, “you have to tell your parents.”

“I can’t!  That’ll just make things worse!”

My expression must have betrayed me, because she hurriedly started explaining before I could actually ask the question.  “How do you think Eiko got away with everything she did?  Our parents tried to make sure she never got any preferential treatment, but they made sure she got treated scrupulously fair.  And the school hated that.  Sure, Eiko got plenty of detention.  But that only shamed the school because it drove home how little control they had over their students, that other kids were misbehaving that much and Eiko had cause to take that sort of action.  They could keep it lowkey otherwise, pretend it wasn’t going on, but making sure Eiko wasn’t being harassed too much or blamed for being different rubbed their faces in everything.”

I winced, reluctantly finding myself slightly sympathetic to them.  It wasn’t all their fault, I realized.  Plenty of that was from all that had happened before any of the kids got to them, problems in the entire system, and they were left holding the bag.  Sure, in an ideal world they should have managed all that anyway.  But it was best to not be too tyrannical in trying to keep a lid on everything, and there was something to be said in both letting kids sort out their own problems and indirectly teaching children that neither the real world nor the system was 100% fair or reliable.

It was just that the extreme nature of Eiko’s situation had blown all that out of the water.  Whatever you might say about that philosophy, and I still had some pretty unkind comments to make on the subject, Eiko had been just too far off the standard for it to work.  She’d been too loud to ignore, too different to be comfortable for all the conformity seekers, and too tough to be forced down. (I sympathized with that, I liked to think of myself as the last two.  The only reason I hadn't been forced to deal with similar crap was the way I stubbornly kept quiet and slipped under everyone’s radar rather than fighting them over it.) Eiko tried to bulldoze through any opposition, which created a lot of problems in Japan's conformist school system. Especially when they weren't being allowed to just sweep everything under the rug.

Maki, gods help her, seemed to be in the unfortunate position of also being all three but to a lesser degree than her sister and in the hellish circumstance of following in her sister’s footsteps.  She wasn’t nearly as well equipped as Eiko to fight her own battles (literally) but was just as stubborn about being herself and not kowtowing.  Those traits would be troublesome but not critical normally, causing her problems but keeping them proportional to her situation.  But it looked like in following behind Eiko she’d inherited a lot of resentment and baggage.

“Maki-san, you have to tell them,” I said sympathetically.

“No, that’ll just escalate everything even more!”

“I can see your point,” I admitted.  That might quiet things down a little during the more public times in class, but I seriously doubted those were the real problem spots.  It would probably backfire a little in increasing the other points, and might well cause a few spiteful teachers to be absent and providing ‘independent study periods’ a little more often to keep themselves out of trouble and give idiots like that Sakiho boy an opportunity.  “But you can’t go on this way.  You have to try.  Your parents are smart, they might have some better ideas how to handle it.  And if they don’t, and something bad happens, they’ll have the rope to properly hang the people responsible.”

I probably could have put it better than that, I reflected with a small wince.  ‘Something bad happens’ was both simultaneously too subtly frightening and way too weak to move her.  Absolutely the worst of both worlds.

Maki shook her head.  “It will calm down.”

I frowned, then turned to Ito.  “Will it?”

Ito looked terrified to be put on the spot like that, especially between her friend and a stranger.  “I don’t know.  Maybe?  Hopefully?  We can tough it out.”

Not comforting.  But I was dealing with very little information and on a subject which punched a half a dozen of my buttons, even I realized I should probably dial it back a little and be careful about overreacting.

“Look,” I tried again, “I get not wanting your family to overreact to your problems and get involved in your business.  Believe me, I really do.  But you’ve got to at least tell your parents the basics and discuss this with them.”

Maki shook her head even harder.  “They’ll worry.  And they’ll overreact.  Dad doesn’t like borrowing the Meiko family’s power and authority for our family’s sake, but he will.  Especially this time.  He’s not happy with my school, not after how hard a time Eiko had.”

I shot her a suspicious glance.  “Then why’d you go there?”

Maki bit her lip and stubbornly remained silent.  In that moment I noticed just how much our pace had slowed.  Originally she’d been racing along as she’d tried to outrun this conversation.  Now we were going at a snail’s pace as she tried to convince me before we reached the employee dormitory.

After a good twenty seconds of silence I sighed, dropped it, and moved on.  She wasn’t my family member and she wasn’t my friend, I wasn’t going to dig this one out of her.  Besides, given that she was Eiko’s sister I could already make a pretty good guess: that whatever the reason she’d been stubborn about going and didn’t plan to back down now.

“Okay, well-“

“Dad got away with using the Meiko name last time because of Himeko,” Maki rushed out, pre-empting me.  “He’d have done it anyway, and he got permission from Himeko’s father.  But because Eiko and Himeko were so close it was easy to justify to himself, they each influenced the other so much.  And Himeko always tried to help out Eiko too, if Dad didn’t help her out in a reasonable way then who knew what Himeko could have been dragged into or how far she’d go?”

I flinched visibly at that thought.  A thirteen, fourteen year old Himeko who’d been pushed too far?  She had great control, and tried to restrain herself and act responsibly.  But Eiko was one of her big buttons and we all knew it.  The mind boggled at what she’d have done under those circumstances, if she’d thought it was all up to her, and the school system was failing to live up to its own duties, she might well have decided to screw subtlety and just bring the hammer down.

“He’ll do it again if he has to,” Maki continued miserably, not able to meet my gaze, “I know he will.  And Meiko-sama will agree with it, they'd feel obligated both for our family's sake and how much Eiko helped with Himeko. But my dad wouldn’t want to, he’d feel guilty and selfish.  And Eiko… I don’t want to make my sister feel guilty either.”

“Aoth damn it,” I muttered feelingly under my breath.  Eiko was pretty shameless in some ways, but this would hit her hard.  She’d always strived to live her own life her own way and to hell with anyone else.  But when that anyone else was targeting her sister, and in this way…

Aoth, I swore yet again, this situation was worth some profanity.  Eiko’s not me, but I’m pretty sure even she’d blame herself a little for what’s happening to Maki if she found out.  I don’t think even Himeko could guess how much of her reaction would be guilty and how much would be anger.  Especially since she’d immediately try to cover up that guilt with even more anger!  But I wasn’t sure what would be worse: Eiko not doing anything and then bottling it up until it exploded; or Eiko immediately storming out to collect some heads and demonstrate what happened if you had a beef with her and then tried to drag in her family.  Maki was completely right in not wanting her sister to find out about this!  It would devastate Eiko, and then she’d go out and devastate someone else!  This was a disaster waiting to happen.

And what am I supposed to do? I raged a little inside.  It’s not like I asked for this!  And it’s not like I can just wave a magic wand and-

“Mamoru-san,” Ito asked cautiously, looking at my expression.  “Are you alright?”

“No,” I said faintly, holding my head as it felt like a headache was coming on.  It was a bad idea; a terrible, terrible idea.  But I wasn’t exactly seeing any better options, and this was for everyone’s sake.

“Alright,” I started, then hesitated again as I literally had second thoughts.  Unfortunately, I wasn’t struck by any divine inspiration in the meantime and had to go with plan A.  “Alright,” I repeated, “we’re going to tell your parents.”

“But-“ Maki started instantly.

I held up a hand to forestall her.  “We’re going to tell your parents, but we’re going to tell them all of it, including making sure that they’re thinking about Eiko in the meantime.  They’re a lot more experienced with this sort of situation than I am, they’re more likely to have insights and a better perspective than me.”

“Mamoru-san-“

“That’s final, Maki-san,” I told her firmly.  “This needs to be dealt with.  And do you really want them finding out some other way?  Like when those boys catch up with you inside the range of the mansion’s security cameras?”  If I hadn’t been a convenient and nearer opportunity I suspected that’s what would have happened twenty minutes ago.

Maki settled down reluctantly.  “You’re just saying that because of your cousin,” she muttered, not quite as quietly as she thought.

I shot a hard glance at the back of her head but held my tongue.  I was trying not to let how everyone had acted with Shinji and Kaede get to me, there were some uncomfortable parallels going on here and I hoped it wasn’t subverting my judgement.  The idea of either keeping things secret as a tit-for-tat payback; or to telling everyone everything in a self-righteous renunciation of their decisions, were both incredibly tempting extremes.  This path was honestly about trying to be fairer and more reasonable, making the best decision possible for this particular problem.

Even if I wasn’t being entirely honest about everything.

“Now you sound like you could be friends with Maki’s sister,” Ito noted.  “I thought you seemed too weak before.”

Take it as a compliment, I told myself firmly.  Besides, she was kind of right.  “Yeah, it’s ironic but that’s one place where we really do relate to each other.  We’re both too stubborn and determined in our own ways.  I’m a lot quieter about it than Eiko is, she’s all about going through the problems than around them.  But neither of us are the sort to look at guys who were bothering you two and say ‘I don’t want any trouble, I’m just going to submit’.  And don’t let me talk either of you into doing that either.  Maybe you should be smarter about it than Eiko was, she was a little too eager to bull through her problems, but you should be just as stubborn.”

“Easy for the two meter tall guy to say,” Maki mumbled again, obviously still upset.  She wasn’t crying, but she was definitely feeling a bit pouty.

I once more glared at Maki for a moment before I could stop myself.  Seriously, she’s got a point, I reminded myself again.  Being so much larger than all the kids around me had helped almost as much as the ‘don’t notice me’ talisman.  Stop being as sensitive as the junior high student!

“I… was hoping to meet her,” Ito continued a little bashfully.  “At least, now that I’m finally here.”

I pulled out my phone and glanced at it.  “She’ll most likely be with Himeko at the university for another forty-five minutes yet,” I reported, feeling a little uncertainty over whether or not I should have told her that much the moment I’d finished saying it.  “Even then, it’s not guaranteed that they’ll come straight home after that.”

Ito sighed.

I hid a small smile.  It was becoming increasingly obvious, even to me, that both Ito and Maki had a small case of hero worship when it came to Eiko.  Even in the middle of everything else, I found that kind of heartening.  It wasn’t any great surprise.  Given the circumstances they found themselves in they’d either love Eiko or hate her, she was literally their sempai that had gone through all this before.  And with flying colors to boot (at least, in their eyes).  I wondered if Eiko would be flattered by all this or terribly embarrassed.

“Ask your friend about it,” I noted instead, “Eiko will probably at least swing by for a minute.  I’ll let them know I’ll be late going to the research room, so they might just call it a day at that point.”

“Really?” Ito asked with stars in her eyes, obviously not quite understanding the context but getting the gist of it.

“Really.” I verified, glad I seemed to be making one little girl happy today.

Thankfully we were just coming up to the employee dormitory, so I was spared any further awkward conversation with her.  Ito stared at the building while Maki turned around to face me.  She called upon her heritage again and gave me a surprisingly graceful and polite bow despite how she was feeling.

“Thank you for your help, Mamoru-san, we should be fine from here.”

I bowed back but told her “I appreciate it, Maki-san, but we’re not done yet.  I’m going to see you up, and I need to make sure I talk with your parents.”

Maki looked a little thunderous, but while Ito was still slightly distracted I quickly leaned in close and whispered to her “and see about making you a talisman.”

Maki’s jaw dropped and she just looked at me stunned.

I nodded solemnly.  “You’re right about not letting your sister find out about this,” I told her quietly, but not so softly someone else couldn’t hear us if they tried.  I knew from all too much experience this would be less suspicious to onlookers.  “And you’re right about how awkward it is.  But you have a few more options than your sister did, it would be foolish not to make use of them.  Let’s have a talk with your parents about how best to proceed.  Then… we’ll see.”

Maki continued to stare at me for a few more seconds before bowing again.  This time even deeper but in a much less polished manner than the first time.  “Thank you, Mamoru-sama,” she said, reverently.

I nodded back solemnly, even though inside my head I was already cringing up a storm.

Secretly providing a magic talisman to Eiko’s little sister, my inner voice noted with a mixture of amusement and dread, this is can only end well.
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PrincessMei:  Mamoru, I’m using the burner for this.

PrincessMei:  I’m seeing some weird movements around campus right now.

Princess Mei: And I think I’m seeing some people in black suits around the edges of it.

Her next post barely beat my obvious response.

Princess Mei: No, I’m not risking getting any closer.

Princess Mei: Don’t worry too much, doesn’t seem too near the research room.

Princess Mei: But probably not a good idea to come back to TokyoU.

I hesitated at that one.

I mean, she’s right.  Obviously.  But I’m kind of tempted to carefully creep around the edges now and try to find out what was up.  That was still pretty stupid, if I was actually there I’d be terrified the whole time and assuming I could get close while staying under the Bureau’s radar just because I had the initiative on them was ridiculously arrogant.  But I’d missed the last Tuesday too, talking with the Kobayashi family and working out a plan to help Maki.  Missing this one  too would start to feel like a habit, and that rankled.  Plus, I really did think I could work around the Bureau if they weren’t deliberately looking for me and I had time and space to cast countermeasures.

Thankfully, sanity and paranoia together were a wonderfully strong combination and I didn’t have too much of a problem kicking the mad impulse to the curb, where it belonged.

MahouMam: Understood.

MahouMam: Could you check in with the grad students?

PrincessMei: I’ll see what I can do.

PrincessMei: Eiko kind of wants to test herself against whatever they’re doing.

Well, that puts my impulse in perspective, I thought wryly.  Maybe it was a universally weird feeling among supernaturally inclined university students?  A temptation to test ourselves against that secret authority if it looked safe?  Or at least safe-ish?  I’m reaching awfully far with that one.

MahouMam: Tell her not to chance it, if that will do any good.

MahouMam: Anyway, I’ll finish up here and head home.

MahouMam: THANK YOU!

PrincessMei: Anytime.

PrincessMei: Remember: don’t call me back unless you’re using your own burner, they’re going to be aware of my phone after this.

I decided to take that advice instead of being insulted by it, and carefully kept myself from doing any more awkward send offs.

It seems weird to completely dodge a bullet like that, I reflected, not quite sure how I felt as I tucked away my phone and considered my emotions.  I’m a bit nervous, unsettled, but it also feels a little unreal.  Back when I’d first become aware of the Bureau I’d never have concocted a scenario like this!  One where I’d known they’d been there but I’d never been in a hint of danger. Yet here we were, after everything they’d already encountered it wasn’t really a surprise if Himeko and Eiko could recognize Bureau practices when they saw them.  They’d literally been a part of the zoned-out crowd getting herded away by the Bureau in the past (technically so had I.  Which was why I was now so studious about having a precautionary ‘mind shield’ in place) so it was no wonder they could recognize it from the outside at this point.

I wonder how they feel?  I mused.  Looking at the herd of students being moved by the Bureau and not being a part of it this time?  That’s probably a little odd too.  Thinking about it a little more, I could really understand why Eiko was tempted to test herself this time.  Or at least I thought I could: to see if her prepped mind and ki control were up to resisting their spells under such safe conditions.  I wonder if I should offer some basic training in that too?  Give her some live practice. I reflected.

That thought quickly occupied my mind, probably a little more than it should have!  There were some annoying practical difficulties with it, such as how to properly train her against various mind affecting magics when half the time she wouldn’t see it coming in the real world?  Some nasty technical difficulties, i.e. how hard was I supposed to make my training blows?  Too soft and they were useless, too strong and I was putting Eiko out of it for a bit before she could recover.  And finally there were a bunch of ethical conundrums and safety concerns that quickly spiraled to get more complicated than they should have!  Trying to train someone against what was essentially mind control by using mind control on them had dozens of problems to solve!

Don’t get me wrong, in the real world nothing would happen.  But Eiko’s friends, teachers, and the estate security should never have proceeded if that would be the case; and as a morally upstanding mage I couldn’t bring myself to suggest they should, lest I accidentally foster bad habits.  You took as many precautions as practical when doing something like that, involving independent watchers with at least one expert who knew what they were doing.  Otherwise it was all too easy for the trainer to do something nasty, slipping in suggestions and longer-term commands while their student was vulnerable or just straight up using stronger mind control while claiming they weren’t.  And Eiko was (in no particular order) A) the trusted friend of a VIP.  B) someone with indirect access to tons of wealth and important information around the Meiko estate.  And C) an attractive and talented young lady.  You did not just let someone take her to a private room and claim “I’m going to train her against mind control.  It can be a bit embarrassing, I’m just going to make her cluck like a chicken when she fails, so you shouldn’t watch.”

Yeah, bad idea, I thought, flushing ever so slightly as a couple of intrusive thoughts and dirty scenarios straight from my hormones floated across my brain.  That gets way too complicated way too quickly.  Let’s just not-

“Matsuda-sama,” a maid I didn’t recognize hurried to intercept me on the Meiko lawn.

I started guiltily as she shocked me out of my mental sidetrack.  “Nani?”

My guilt and paranoia only sparked even higher as she reported “apologies, Matsuda-sama, but Meiko-domo requires your presence as soon as possible.  Please follow me.”

The temptation to babble apologies and excuses and then make a run for it died a quick death as the maid turned around without even looking and I instinctively followed in her wake.  Damn it, I thought angrily, realizing I was between a rock and a hard place.  I couldn’t even wish I’d been just a little bit quicker and finished the last two collectors off already, in that case I’d probably have been trapped on the train back towards Tokyo U and stressing about the Bureau presence on campus.

For better or worse, the maid set a quick pace and I was soon climbing the stairs of the mansion.  Too many things had happened too quickly and my thoughts were whirling off in all directions as I couldn’t focus on any one thing.  What was happening?  Why?  Should I panic about it?  Should I have stalled?  Run?  Was I in trouble again?  Unfortunately, I could come up with a half a dozen scenarios related to that without even stretching my paranoia muscles that much.  And when my paranoia did slip its leash…

Oh shit!  I wondered as we reached the threshold of Mr. Meiko’s office.  Does he know about me summoning his sister’s spirit?  He shouldn’t, but what if Meikami told him?

The door’s opened to reveal Himeko’s father at his desk, and it was all I could do not to throw myself towards him and start blubbering for forgiveness.  In my defense, the first three scenarios I settled on were potential real problems.  “Is everything alright, Meiko-sama?  Has something happened to your father?” I asked urgently as I rushed forward.

Mr. Meiko looked startled.  “What?  No!”

I let out a sigh of relief.  “Oh good.”

“Why on Earth would you think that?” Mr. Meiko momentarily lost some composure, understandably so.  Given the whole messed up situation with the senior Meiko I’d have been worried too if a mystically trained acquaintance of mine pulled that one out of nowhere, and I wasn’t even the man’s son!

“Sorry, it just seemed like the most likely and urgently reason for you to call me in quickly like this.  Otherwise it didn’t seem like I’d be the most logical to… it’s my parents then, isn’t it?  They’ve just crossed a line with Shinji?”

Mr. Meiko looked sour as he answered.  “Thankfully, no.  I didn’t want to believe they’d act so opportunistically, but their shameless stalking of your cousin has proven otherwise.  So far they’ve been careful enough to keep things based around her with only the slightest of coincidental contact with my son,” the sarcasm Mr. Meiko put on that word was subtle but unmistakably derisive.  “To be blunt, we’ve had to start keeping an active eye on them.”

“That’s a good idea,” I told him frankly, “you need to start actively monitoring them in this case.  I don’t think they’ll go too far, but I never really considered what they might think of an actively romantic relationship like this.  They’d never delude themselves into thinking I’d have too much pull with Himeko, but they’ve convinced themselves that Shinji and Kaede being young and together means that their common sense has gone out the window and they’ve got more freedom to act. And they should do so before the pair come to their senses!”

“That figures,” the sour look only deepened.  “And they’re not entirely wrong, I would bet on most kids of that age being too worked up by their hormones.  Thankfully both my children have lived up to their responsibilities and controlled that, and your own cousin hasn’t been doing a bad job either.”

To be fair, I was getting more and more certain that Kaede and Shinji weren’t going to be any sort of forever couple, and that the pair of them were increasingly aware of that too.  Without that sort of perspective things might have turned out very differently.  Their attitude still had some of its own risks, especially between curious teenagers who wanted to experiment, but the overly romantic delusions, justifications, and fanaticism that plagued some lovesick couples were not going to be a problem.  If that had been Shinji and Kaede (and that thought gave me shudders) then I could have seen where my parents were coming from.  I could think of several cases of that from my own high school days where overly dramatic pairs were convinced they were Romeo and Juliet and would have been putty in the hands of someone like my parents who were there to feed into and ride that sort of drama.

(And, before I get too cynical about romance at that age, I’d also seen one or two couples that really were that happy and right for each other.  They were a lot rarer than the first kind thought.)

“I apologize for asking this,” Mr. Meiko continued formally as I yanked myself out of that distracting sidetrack, “but how likely is your cousin to give in to their manipulation?”  His tone was mildly apologetic but unwavering as he worried about his son.

“Not happening,” I answered immediately.  A few moments later I amended that to, “at least, not directly.  She’s never going to claim they’re some sort of dear relatives and ask her boyfriend for any favors.  But I’m a little worried she might…”

Mr. Meiko waited patiently.

“It’s hard to put into words exactly, I’m a little worried she might do something in reaction to what they’re doing in order to defy them.  Not doing what they say, but she seems more likely to either split up with Shinji early to spite them or deepen the relationship in order to taunt them.”

I was desperately trying not to make any sort of suggestion that they might ‘go all the way’ in that scenario, that had been half the reason for my pause as I considered my phrasing.  That assumption would be making a pretty big jump, and I didn’t want to act like an overly protective big brother again.  Besides, that particular scenario was just my own paranoia and horniness talking.  Probably.  Hopefully.

“It wouldn’t be what my parents were trying for, but it would be a reaction they caused,” I clarified, returning to my usual babbling in my attempts to try and make things clear.  “My parents are smart enough to use reactions like that under normal circumstances, even try to outmaneuver their opponents and induce them.  But they’re vastly overestimating both Kaede’s feelings for Shinji and her trust and affection for them.”

“That is what most confuses me here, Matsuda-san,” Mr. Meiko admitted, possibly just to cut off my word faucet.  “Your parents seem quite capable in this sphere, and by all reports they are using quite a deft touch with your cousin when they actually interact.  My people have noted that without the background briefing they received ahead of time they wouldn’t have been quite so certain of what your parents were up to, wondering if this was something else entirely.  An internal family feud of some sort, a reaction related to worries about your performance, fears of a childless next generation, or just a disagreement over how your aunt and uncle had raised their children.  But given that they’re around their niece much too often, and there was none of that before, their new presence is glaringly obvious and they assume a connection with their niece that is entirely out of proportion to what they actually have.”

He didn’t formally ask the question, it was slightly rude and personal to ask ‘what the hell are they thinking?  Are they delusional?’  But he managed to cleverly indicate it clearly enough for me to recognize it.

“I’m not entirely sure,” I admitted trying not to sound too confused either, “but I think their blind spot when comes to family is even bigger than I realized.”

Mr. Meiko encouraged me to continue, politely but wordlessly.  And it wasn’t like it took that much to get me babbling again.

“I think they’ve spent so much time on business relationships, especially subordinate and superior ones, that they’ve forgotten that their blood relationships don’t work that way.”  I sighed.  “No, I’m putting that too strongly.  They’re not that psychotic or delusional.  They haven’t forgotten that, but I think they’ve forgotten that while the connection always remains the default level is pretty low.  They seem to have assumed they have the same respect and obedience they’re owed as significantly higher superiors in a company.”

“And… they don’t.  If they’re thinking they’re owed something because of blood connections they’re conveniently forgetting just how badly they’ve failed on that side, how they’ve been putting minimum effort into that sort of thing for Kaede’s entire life.  My cousin’s grown up disturbed by how unbalanced my parents are, more grateful than anything else that they’ve kept their distance more and more over the years.  My parents seem to somehow believe that they’ve either done enough or that Kaede thinks their history has been completely justified and normal, and that she’s going to be overjoyed to reconnect with her long distant relatives now that they’re finally back from overseas.”

“That they’re heroes returning home from the wars?” Mr. Meiko asked, obviously seeking clarity out of my stream of unclear babble.  “So of course their relatives will love them and want to get to know them better, and want their approval?”

“Basically,” unable to keep the disbelief out of my own voice.  “And if Aunt and Uncle Kanoko acted just as neglectful as they do I might even be able to see it.  But as it is…” I trailed off and just made a vaguely incredulous gesture.  The ‘why’ of their belief almost made a little bit of sense, that wouldn’t have been too unreasonable in Mr. Meiko’s scenario.   The ‘how’ behind it, as in ‘how they could possibly believe that applied in this case?’, left me looking like a socially mature adult!

Mr. Meiko carefully schooled his expression.  But his own incredulous agreement with me echoed in his eyes.

After a moment he seemed to shake himself.  “Well, while it was a good opportunity to ask you about all that, it wasn’t what I called you in for.”

Damn, although if that was true it was a sign of how much the situation worried and disturbed him that he’d decided to follow me in touring down our little sidetrack for so long.

“I apologize for prying like that, and hope the situation isn’t causing too much stress within your own family.”

Kind of the opposite in fact, I reflected briefly.  As much as my parents’ behaviour threatened to give me ulcers it had proven pretty useful in papering over my recent history with the Kanokos.  My panicked and immediate warning had quickly reunited all of us against our common foe: my parents.  As I was their spy behind enemy lines, constantly keeping an eye on my parents’ movements and doing my best to pass on the information to them, we were actually talking more than ever before.

It wasn’t like everything was forgiven and forgotten, but we’d all shoved the deeper concerns off to the side in order to deal with their shenanigans.  Reading between the lines, I was pretty sure Kaede was also benefitting from this in regards to her relationship with Shinji.  The rest of her family had been pretty lukewarm on the subject, but with my parents trying to dip their spoons into the soup they’d suddenly become rabid about making sure Kaede was doing what she wanted to and of her own free will.  Suddenly all my questionable actions and mysteries were a secondary concern to making sure my parents didn’t screw things up in their greed.  It wasn’t the healthiest of attitudes, and I was pretty sure it was all going to come up again (and probably at the worst time) but the crisis had hurled us over the first steps towards normalizing things; whether we’d wanted to or not.

“-but I’m afraid I called you here for a different issue.”

I shook myself out of that mix of warm feelings and land mines.  “Oh.  Has something gone wrong with Kobayashi Maki’s talisman already?”

Even Mr. Meiko couldn’t help but roll his eyes at how I instantly and fearfully jumped to yet another potential crisis with barely a moment’s thought. “You are just a mountain or nerves and paranoia, aren’t you Matsuda-san?” he asked, though it was obvious that he was simultaneously fighting down a chuckle. 

I shrugged defensively.  “It seemed like the most logical possibility.  Well, third most logical.”

Mr. Meiko was desperately struggling not to smile.  “I see.”

I tried to keep my face blank, although I stood by my previous statement.  I had, after some discussion and debate with her parents, made Maki up a minor talisman in the form of a bracelet in order to hold both the spell and a small reservoir of mana to run it.  Unfortunately, given the nature of her problems and her own refusal to simply back down, ‘don’t notice me’ hadn’t been a viable option.  Even if she’d been willing to use it for herself, which seemed possible but unlikely, she’d never have been able to keep silent when bullies and idiots were doing something like harassing her friend instead.  So we’d used a ‘fear’ spell instead.  Given the type of idiots she was up against, and the specter of her sister overhanging everything, it had seemed like the best option.  Stand up to them while activating the talisman, then intimidate them into backing down.

Needless to say, I was afraid of how badly that could go wrong!  It seemed reasonable on paper, and Maki had been confident that would be enough to avert any major conflicts like we’d faced last week.  But it wasn’t hard to see how that could fail in an unanticipated way.  Plus, it was a magical item designed to be activated and used by someone without any supernatural training.  In addition to turning it on, Maki also had to switch between three settings; all through a combination of will and touching the bracelet in certain ways.  It was the first time I’d made something like that, and it had been a technical challenge.  Not an insurmountable or unknown one, but roughly equivalent to making a device touch and voice activated.  And if you’d never done that before, no matter how many blueprints you had available, you’d be a bit worried about the actual product running into problems in the field!

Before I could start getting too paranoid about yet another situation Mr. Meiko hastened to speak.  “No, Matsuda-san, that’s not why I called you here.  Rest assured, we won’t hesitate to do so if that comes up.  The youngest Kobayashi might be stubborn about calling you, I suspect it will be like pulling teeth if the problem is anything less than critical, but her mother and father are keeping an eye on the situation and I doubt they’ll let her get away with anything.”

“Oh good,” I sighed in relief.  I wasn’t fully reassured, not given the example Eiko had set over the last few years, but it was a good reminder that I should trust their parents.  They were in the know, and I’d never been less than impressed by their ability to observe others.

“I called you here,” Mr. Meiko emphasized slightly to try and finally get me back on track, “because I had a favor and proposition to make.”

Before I could get too terrified by that he gestured behind me, and as I looked I was startled to discover there’d been a junior high age girl with us in the corner of the room the whole time.

“This is Saito Chitose.  She’s the second youngest daughter of one of our most loyal families and I believe you’ve seen her around the estate.”

The young girl bowed to me while I frowned.  “No, I don’t think I- wait, she was accompanying Doctor Yorozu that one time, wasn’t she?”

I turned back in time to see Mr. Meiko nodding at me.  “Correct.  She accompanies Doctor Yorozu more often than that, but not usually when you are testing young Eiko.  She’s decided to go into medicine in the future and is taking the chance to get early education and experience on the subject while helping him.”

“That’s…” I hesitated a moment, caught between mixed emotions.  That felt like a little bit too much a little too young, especially given how long she was going to be studying a demanding field like medicine.  I couldn’t help but feel that was a good way to be taking on too much and miss a lot of her youth, which wouldn’t be good for most people in the long run.  On the other hand, I could hardly talk!  Not after the way I’d handled my junior high and high school years!  If she knew what she really wanted, and was handling it well, then I really didn’t have a leg to stand on when it came to objecting or complaining.

“…ambitious and an admirable idea,” I finished finally, keeping my voice neutral.

Mr. Meiko nodded again, more solemnly this time.  “Make no mistake, Matsuda-sama, we’re not making this claim lightly.  She’s determined to follow this path and has dedicated herself to it with the same fervor you did to magic and Eiko did to the martial arts.  She knows her path in life, and is following it wholeheartedly.”

I heard a small inhale of breath, Saito had crept up to stand roughly level with me while my back had been turned, and she was obviously tempted to let out a firm affirmation of Mr. Meiko’s statement.  Probably something she’d had to do often when convincing others to let her do all this.  But she swallowed it back at the last moment.

Still, that was a pretty emphatic agreement, I admitted to myself grudgingly.  Being willing to do so, at that age?  So much you almost interrupted a presence like Mr. Meiko but still pulled yourself back?  It was a small thing, but still a better sign that Mr. Meiko was correct than a dozen little speeches.

I surreptitiously studied Saito Chitose a little bit more.  She was on the plain side, and had cut her hair very short (as would be sensible for a doctor) but there was a sharpness and hint of energy to her that set her apart.  Huh, she might just make a good doctor at that, I reflected respectfully.  It was hard to tell from just a few moments of study, and there was more than a hint of confirmation bias from all that Mr. Meiko had already told me, but I was mildly impressed by the impression I was getting.

“Recently, she revised her plans a little.  She would like to expand her unofficial apprenticeship to include you, and minor in magic.”

What?!

Saito spun around to face me and grasped my hand before I knew what was happening.  “Please, Matsuda-sama, please, please, please!  I still want to be a doctor and heal people, more than anything!  But you’ve revealed to me that magic could be an important tool to do that!  Please allow me the chance to study and learn about that too!”

Her tone still had some of that little girl lightness, and there was a hint of naivety in her eyes, but her earnestness somehow went beyond all that.  It frightened me a little if I was honest “uh…”

“I know it will be hard, and I don’t want to sound foolish as I promise I’ll do whatever I need to.  But I will!  I swear!  Please teach me!”

“Uh!”

“That’s enough, Chitose-san,” Mr. Meiko’s tone was gentle but firm.  “Please give Matsuda-sama a moment to adapt to the idea.”

Saito caught herself, let go of my arm, and literally leapt about a meter backwards.

“This is a bad idea,” I denied instinctively.

“But you haven’t even given it any thought!” Saito protested.

Unfortunately, one thought was still fresh in my mind.  “Himeko literally texted me a warning about Bureau activity at Tokyo U before I came here,” I told Mr. Meiko.  “I don’t want to expose her to that sort of danger.”

Saito frowned.  “What’s the bureau?”

“See what I meant?” I protested a little desperately.  “I don’t want to-“ I hurriedly cut myself off before I misphrased that.  ‘I don’t want to endanger others’ sounded good.  Until you thought about all the things I’d done with Himeko over the years.  The devil was in the details, there were plenty of mitigating factors and explanations about most of it.  But hypocritically making a statement like that in front of Himeko’s father was a little bit much for me.

“She doesn’t know what she’s asking, the dangers out there,” I tried again.

“Which is why you need to teach me!”

“I’m in agreement with her, Matsuda-sama,” Mr. Meiko noted.  “I was going to say it myself.  I don’t want to push you too hard, I won’t pretend I understand all the esoteric details of your profession, but I would have thought you would desire this?  You have often talked about the need for magic to take its place with the other sciences, as an integrated part.  I suspected you might jump on this opportunity prematurely, desiring to get a magically trained doctor too much.”

That was a critical hit, and I tried to hide just how much it sent me reeling.  “It’s too early,” I mumbled defensively.  “The infrastructure’s not ready.”

It wasn’t a lie, but I was pretty sure that Mr. Meiko instantly saw it for the deflection and stall that it was.  Because getting someone who was properly certified as both a doctor and a magician was a big one for me.  I had a bunch of theoretical knowledge, but most of the time I was a smart amateur with guidebooks playing around with a hospital’s equipment.  To be a proper healer, draw out the full possibilities that magic offered, you needed a proper medical education.  Healing magic did have some advantages over conventional methods, many spells were more sensitive and altered themselves to feedback from the patient’s body.  But that hardly applied to everything, and there remained plenty of powerful medical spells that were more likely to kill than help in the hands of an untrained caster.  And that was going to make persuading the mainstream scientific and medical communities to use them ludicrously hard.

‘Oh no, don’t worry, it’s real.  You just need to wait a few years until you have a proper doctor who can use magic.  Probably a few because the most powerful spells require several experts working in tandem.  This totally isn’t a scam about fake powers, or a clear attempt to overhype this energy’s potential or applications.’

It wasn’t quite that bad, but that’s what the detractors were going to claim.  And not without reason, even if we tried to present a more moderate and accurate version than someone was going to try and twist the narrative into something like that.  And not necessarily one of our detractors either, it could easily be a self-proclaimed booster doing it.  The situation simply begged for the same sort of overambitious claims from overenthusiastic idiots and the untrained that had tainted things like 3D printing.  Especially when said boosters saw themselves as doing it for noble reasons, stretching the truth in order to try and ease magic’s acceptance or put pressure on regulatory bodies.  If there was even a whiff of hope that magic could help a sick loved one then some people would start folding the truth like origami in order to expedite their access to it.

Having a trained medical professional who understood and was able to use magic would be invaluable, provide evidence and untangling things from the start.  Currently, my best hope was to familiarize some doctors in the basics (one of the other reasons I was happy to be working with Dr. Yorozu) and then have a mage assisting in a major surgery or with a long-term condition.  It was a little optimistic, but that seemed to offer the best chance that we could provide some real evidence and practical examples of the efficacy of our more powerful spells.  The basic stuff I could do wasn’t a big problem, I had hope we could prove that without too much trouble.  But for the advanced things we were going to need someone like Saito Chitose!

I’d been silent too long.  “Matsuda-san?” Mr. Meiko needled me gently.

“She’s too young,” she was at least the second year of junior high, more probably the third, but no more than that.  I immediately held up my hand to forestall Satio’s protest while it was still on the first syllable.  “My apologies, I misspoke.  It’s not that she’s too young, it’s that she’s at the wrong age.  If we try this we may end up torpedoing the future she’s working so hard to achieve.”

“Alright,” Mr. Meiko silenced Saito with a calming glance of his own, “please explain.”  He requested evenly.

“I’m going slowly,” I continued, “but even if I’m extra cautious, even if this takes another decade and she’s gifted enough to shave a year or two off her studies, she’s still not going to be a full doctor before all this breaks.  And can you imagine how that will affect her?  How her colleagues and peers will take the idea she’s trying to mix magic and medicine before even becoming a full doctor?  And that timeline’s optimistic to her, it’s more likely this will all come out before she’s even finished her undergrad studies!  How eager do you think all the established institutions and systems will be to accept her?  They’ll freeze her out, throw every bureaucratic obstacle in her way possible.”

“Then we just don’t tell them,” Saito piped up energetically, “we do what you’re doing, Matsuda-sama, sneak me and magic in through the back door.”

I shot her an annoyed look, not the least because she’d obviously studied up on me and my plans enough to know that.  “It won’t work kid,” I told her a little harshly.  “I’m not working on real people.  Do you really think you’ll be able to do nothing if you have an ability or spell that will heal someone?  And do you really think you’ll be able to hide that from other, experienced doctors?  Especially when trying to hide it will mess up your patient's medical history, potentially creating fatal problems down the line?”

That one struck her like a blow, making her rear back a little.  It spoke well for her, about how medicine and healing people really was her calling, but it was a nasty truth.  If she was working with people then she was going to have a lot more problems than I did, and I had plenty.  The grad students and I would never have tried half the stuff we did if we were working in medicine.  We could play a little fast and loose with our order of operations because we were working with inorganic materials for the most part.  Working with sick people just trying to get better would have been a whole other story.

But Saito came back and surprised me with her determination.  “I’m here to learn to help people,” she said, a deep and quiet stubbornness in her expression.  “Magic is an important tool in that.  I’m here to learn it, and you’re the only possibility I know of.  I greatly wish to attend TokyoU, learn from their faculty of Medicine as well before attending their graduate school in turn.  But I can learn from others if I have to, take a different path.  The important thing is the destination.”

She bowed deeply to me again.  “Please, sensei, please teach me!”

Ah fuck.

“As you can see,” Mr. Meiko noted, a hint of amusement in his eyes but none in his tone.  “She is truly dedicated and determined to walk this path.  I would not have brought this to your attention for anything less.”

“Does she even…?” I muttered, activating the ‘mage sight’ function of my glasses and giving her aura a quick once over.

I’d kind of been hoping to find she had poor potential, see that she was the magical equivalent of an anorexic model trying to play professional rugby: hopelessly unsuited for it.  Or, alternatively, that she was a budding archmage and I had no excuse for not providing her at least a basic education in magic.  Unfortunately, she appeared as about the worst situation: just barely above average in potential, so close to the median she might have been on it.

I wanted to swear.  She’d be able to use magic, but even with the best of intentions she’d struggle with it.  And I wasn’t completely sure she’d ever be able to cast the spells she’d truly want to, the advanced medical ones.  Don’t get me wrong, it wasn’t impossible.  Hell, if she’d be dedicated only to magic then I wouldn’t have been surprised if she could have eventually reached that level.  She was showing an impressive amount of spirit and determination!  But doing that as a secondary function while studying to be a doctor?  She impressed me, but that was one hell of an obstacle course she was setting for herself.  Even with the best will and intentions in the world I wasn’t sure she could do it.

“You’re not well suited for it,” I told her frankly, “it’s not a matter of skill or will, it’s a matter of biology.  You can do it, but you’re going to struggle like 160 cm basketball player or slightly fat-fingered surgeon.”

“But that can be overcome,” she said, joy and enthusiasm creeping into her voice despite her attempts to control it, like she sensed her victory was right around the corner. “I might not have the potential of others, but I can still develop my own skill to the maximum.  With the proper knowledge I can attempt to overcome my deficiencies. ”

Aoth damn it, I sighed internally.  Unfortunately, Aoth was more likely to damn me if I kept giving out a stubborn and unmitigated ‘no’ to such a determined student.  My deity wasn’t fanatical about his followers having to teach everyone everything, but Saito’s point about not having access to other magic teachers meant I’d eventually have to answer several pointed questions about my deity’s teachings if I refused, probably to him or his servants, and I couldn’t come up with any adequate responses. And if I couldn't do that in the middle of an office, I did not want to do that as a soul standing in judgement before Aoth!

“Fine,” I sighed explosively.

Saito Chitose’s face lit up like she’d just won the jackpot and Mr. Meiko looked mildly shocked at the sudden win.

“We’ll try training you with the basics, see just how far that goes,” I warned her sternly, cutting her off before she could expect too much.  “Magic’s not like anything you’ve done before, you might not be able keep up.  There’s no shame in that, especially not when you’re already busy studying to be a doctor.”

“I know.  But I won’t.  Fail that is.  What spell do we start with?”

“We don’t start with any spells at all,” I replied, folding my arms in front of me and turning the sternness up a little more, “for the first month or so all you’re going to do is learn how to handle mana and build up your capacity for it.  Once we see how that’s going then we might consider starting you on basic sigils and theory.”

“Yes, of course.”

I fought off a sigh.  Her open-faced enthusiasm and willingness was almost paradoxically discouraging, and the thought of trying to teach this girl was exhausting.  But if she really could keep up with all this…  “Alright, let’s go to the last collectors.  Since I haven’t drained those yet, I may as well get started with the basics and give you your first lessons on mana handling.”

“Matsuda-san?” Mr. Meiko interjected gently.  “Before you go, if I understand it correctly then Chitose-san’s going to need more mana for her education?”

“We’ll see,” I said, trying not to sound a little grumpy at the prospect.  “We’ve a way to go before were having her practice sigils and spells.”

“And Maki-san’s going to require a little more mana for her bracelet?”

“We’ll see,” I repeated again, a little more normally this time.  “That depends on so many factors I don’t even want to think about it.”  Although, and this is a nice little bonus, crossed my mind.  If Saito Chitose really is going to study to use magic then I can delegate transferring the mana to recharge Maki’s bracelet to her.  I perked up a little to discover that little upside, the mechanics of how to do that had been worrying me.  Especially if Maki had to use if often and I had to do it without Eiko finding out.

“Then you should see about building a few more of your collectors,” Mr. Meiko told me solemnly, “we always pay our debts, and we’re not looking to cause you hardships.  I’ll figure out an excuse about integrating them into a few more of our properties.”

I didn’t know what to make of that.  On one hand I was grateful, he wasn’t wrong about that.  If all this turned out as I feared then I’d agreed to some significant new mana expenses recently.  On the other hand, they were kind of responsible for those expenses, and the efforts and difficulties I was going to incur in the process probably meant I was still falling a little further behind, just not as much as if they’d done nothing.  And on the third hand (thus demonstrating how confusing this was) I couldn’t help but feel this was the carrot and the stick, the reward but also threat of being cut off as I fell further into the Meiko’s sphere.

“Arigato,” was all I said, pairing it with a polite bow to Himeko’s father.  But as I left, Saito now trailing behind me, I couldn’t help but worry: was I becoming too entwined with the Meiko family?

“Sensei?” Saito asked me as I paused a little too long for her, outside Mr. Meiko’s office.

That’s going to take some getting used to, I reflected, deciding I had enough to deal with already.  And that for once I should probably try to put off worrying about something else just yet.  “Never mind.  Come on, let’s go.”
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“You know Mamoru,” Eiko noted while waiting for the results, “I’m starting to get Master Tai’s point.  These days it’s getting hard to do this without using my ki.”

Argh!  That simple statement sent a cold shiver of panic up my spine.  “But you’re still doing it, right?” I asked urgently.

Thankfully Eiko just nodded, but she frankly admitted “but it’s getting hard, like trying to do the exercises with my arm twisted up behind my back.  I’m just so used to using my ki when getting serious that now it feels unnatural to hold it back.”

On one hand I was impressed by that, it was a subtle but important step on Eiko’s path to mastery.  If she was shifting from using ki as a conscious decision to a more unconscious habit, using it like it was natural, then that was a good thing for her.  If I had to guess, and after all our sparring for once I was pretty sure I had a good bead on things, she was barely using any ki most of the time she got serious.  It was there, but she still wasn’t that experienced with it or had that much of a reserve so it was only a trickle that barely had an impact.  But by doing it that way it also worked like an idling engine she could rev up at a moment’s notice.

That was a highly useful thing for her progress as a martial artist, but a bad thing for our testing of the physical spells.  It was going to be hard to trust the results if she was simultaneously using her ki.  That would add a highly unpredictable and hard to track variable into all our readings and calculations.  Was she dampening side effects?  Was her ki interfering with the spell itself and it should have been more effective and cost efficient?  Or were we overestimating a given spell’s effect because she was boosting herself more than we realized and this spell worked in tandem with ki rather than against it or overriding its effects?

And, of course, she was mentioning this while doing the day’s baseline measurements. It made me want to scream.

“Just…” I sighed, trying to neither be panicky or insulting, “sorry Eiko, but I don’t want to screw this up.”

“Trust me Mamoru,” Eiko couldn’t keep a bit of scorn out of her voice, “I’m not going to.”

“Even though you being forced to hold back might skew the results?  That the concentration you need to make sure you aren’t using your ki might slow you down a little too much in the opposite direction?  Seriously Eiko, it’s good that you’re getting used to your ki but you just described it as asking you to do these things with one hand tied behind your back.  Even with the best will in the world, that has an effect.”

“Well,” Eiko hesitated, for once my words actually made her blush in pleased embarrassment, “I’m not that good.”

“We’ll just make a note of it, Mamoru-san, work with what we’ve got,” Dr. Yorozu noted calmly.  “Don’t worry too much about it.  It’s good that’s she’s told us, but it’s really just the same sort of thing as ‘I’m feeling sick today’ or ‘I skipped lunch’.  It’s an important factor, but doesn’t discount everything else.”

Eiko shot the doctor a mildly annoyed look while I noted “I think you might be underestimating things, especially if she does accidentally use ki as the same time my spell is active.”

 “And you’re not overestimating things?  Again?” Dr. Yorozu tossed back, almost casually at this point.  He really was getting more comfortable with me and magic in general.

Of course, that might have partially been a show for the girl accompanying him.  This time Saito Chitose was here, literally between the two of us most of the time as we went about the tests.  She was earnest and focused as hell, literally trying to learn from two sensei at the same time.  She might have been in the riskiest condition of anyone there, given how tense she was, and Dr. Yorozu was trying to calm her down.  Unfortunately, even our brief acquaintance had already taught me that she was a go-getter, and under the circumstances she was stretching herself to her fullest trying to absorb everything as best she could.

In order to be fair to her, I moderated my tone.  “I’m not overestimating things in potential,” I emphasized carefully.  “If you treat ki like an additional supernatural drug to the medication the spell is providing then the implications should be obvious.  But if we’re talking about likely dosages and likely reactions, you’re not wrong.  Eiko’s unlikely to let much slip past her even in the worst-case scenario and we don’t actually know what, if any, reaction there would be.”

I shrugged, “you’re probably right about how Eiko struggling to hold herself back is only equivalent to an ‘I skipped lunch’ result, and that’s probably all Eiko will allow, but it’s kind of important to consider this.”

The doctor tilted his head ever so slightly in my direction, politely acknowledging the point, also on his best behaviour around our mutual student.

As an aside, I added to her.  “If we continue I’ll eventually go into more depth about ki versus mana.  For now: just keep in mind they’re both real energies you won’t be familiar with that affect the human body.  And that while they’re not totally incompatible, it’s easy for them to interfere with each other.”

I just barely managed to stop myself from adding yet another thing, it would have been easy for me to accidentally start a whole lecture.  Maybe I should be glad she’s trying this, my treacherous inner voice whispered, trying not to overload her might be the one thing in the world that can cure my babbling habit.

For her part, Saito Chitose just said “Yes, Matsuda-sensei.” With a focus like she was absorbing holy writ.  I could see the logic behind that, she wanted to impress me with her studiousness and she was in front of everyone she wanted to convince, but it still worried me.

For better or worse, I might not have been the only one.  Ryota looked towards us with a small frown and a concerned expression flashed over Kiyoto’s face.  I’d mentioned (read that as moaned) about Saito at the research room for the last few days but this was their first time meeting her in person.  Their original reactions had been mixed but seeing it all up close and personal, especially when she was being extra dedicated and focused like today, was giving them some extra perspective.

But the type of person who’d made it into Tokyo U understood goals and focus, they weren’t saying anything just yet.  So I decided it was best to move on.  “Alright,” I declared as normally as I could manage, “preliminaries are done, time to move on into testing.”

Eiko muttered something about “better not be a fake out this time” underneath her breath.  I’d slipped in a placebo spell, using an illusion to fake a few sigils, two tests ago.  She was still smarting over that one.  It had been necessary, and I’d been impressed to see virtually no change from her baseline results, but she still preferred action to necessary double checks like that.

I ignored her, already focusing on the present.  “We’re taking a small step backwards today,” I admitted.  “We’re going to go low power for the same spell to both Eiko and Ryota this time.  And I want everyone paying attention, this is a new spell and I’m a little bit worried about this one.”

That got everyone’s attention!  “In what way?” Kiyoto asked, barely beating out Dr. Yorozu.

“That’s what we’re going to find out.  This one’s called ‘strong body’, believe it or not, and I’ve been holding off on it because I’m really not sure how this one works.  I’m… not going to prejudice everyone’s observations, but given what I’ve heard… let’s just say we want to pay close attention to what happens.”

Everyone besides Saito looked amongst each other uncertainly.  On one hand, that was an ominous statement.  On the other, they all knew I could be paranoid and that sort of introduction suggested this was just another one of those episodes.  “Alright Mamoru,” Eiko said, looking at me skeptically, “hit us.”

I took a deep breath and started casting ‘strong body’, more than a little concerned.  I was still decoding a lot of what the physical spells were doing (and I kind of hoped that Saito Chitose might be a big help with that in a few years) but this one seemed especially alien.  Even if I didn’t fully understand many of the other physical enhancement spells, I’d certainly started catching on to certain types of configurations and ways that they did things.  And this one wasn’t like the others.  There were still similarities, but it was like this spell was playing the same game as the others while using an entirely different playbook. 

Eiko frowned slightly as the spell took effect.  “I feel… whoa!” she stumbled forward a step.

“Eiko?” I asked concerned.

Eiko shook off my concern.  “It feels almost like my skin is a little tight,” she continued as she looked at her own forearm.  “And maybe… maybe a little taller?  I stumbled because it almost felt like I was wearing a thicker soled shoe.”

“That’s it!” Ryota looked enlightened, looking away from his own arm and towards his fellow guinea pig.  “Yeah.  Almost like I’ve grown, but not quite.”

Dr. Yorozu was frowning.  “You two.  Scales, now.”

I blinked in surprise.  “The scales?” Dr. Yorozu had started taking weights (well, their mass) as well as the other measurements ever since he’d started joining me in the testing, but this was the first time it had come up after establishing the baselines for the week.

The doctor’s tone denied any argument though, and the pair gingerly made their way over to the scales.  But they seemed a little confused but their own actions, as if they weren’t sure why they were being so careful or if they even needed to.

The doctor checked their measurements, rechecked, and then compared them to the ones he’d taken less than half an hour ago.  “1.7 kilos more for Eiko and 1.45 for Ryota san, they’re both heavier.”

I was still slightly startled despite the obvious setup.  “What?”

Dr. Yorozu grabbed Eiko’s forearm and carefully felt it.  “If I didn’t know any better, I’d say they’ve suddenly grown over a kilo each of pure muscle.”

Saito Chitose stared at the pair in shock, despite her best efforts she was not ready to be suddenly thrown into this sort of strange madness.  Kiyoto, with so much more experience, took it better.  “It doesn’t show so much on Ryota,” Kiyoto agreed from where he’d been observing.  “But if you look closely you can tell with Eiko.  She’s suddenly a little more ripped.”

“Hey!” Eiko protested, mildly offended.

“No, he’s right,” I cut her off, frowning, “that actually makes some sense.  Ryota’s gone for-“ I hesitated, not quite so far gone as to just blurt it out.

“Looking better,” Ryota agreed grudgingly.  “I do some bodybuilder stuff.  Eiko’s about pure fitness.”

“So it was easier to spot the change,” I continued quickly.  “He deliberately tries to make his muscles look more defined already.  It’s like changing .5 to 2.5 versus 2 to 4.  Both change by the same amount, but one’s only doubling while the other’s quintupling.  Eiko had less ‘extra’ muscle to start, so it shows a bit more with her.  She’s always been strong, but it didn’t show too much until she did something.”

“Where Ryota deliberately tries to make himself look cut,” Kiyoto nodded.  “Yeah, I can see it.”

“You’re making all those numbers up,” Eiko muttered, glancing away.  “I’m stronger to start.”  She was flushing though, it was clear from my tone I was being complimentary and she still wasn’t used to that.

“This is different,” Dr. Yorozu agreed, quickly looking at his patients from multiple angles, obviously a little concerned.  “How is this even possible?”

“That’s what we’re testing,” I tried not to sound too nervous as I declared that, “I think this is the same sort of effects as the ‘growth’ spell, the extra mass is coming from the same place it came from that time.  But I’m really not sure.”

“Mamoru, can we get running?” Ryota asked, his already high voice starting to peak higher up the register.  “That’s already confusing enough, and I don’t want to think about that.  Especially not when I’m under the spell!”

Oh shit, I thought, feeling a surge of second-hand nervousness at that thought.  That was not something you wanted weighing on you any longer than necessary.  I quickly grabbed a stopwatch, overriding Dr. Yarozu’s protestations in the process.  “Get set up,” I indicated with my arm.  “Go, go!”

Ryota and Eiko quickly followed my instructions, rushing  out into the hall and preparing to run the routes they were pretty familiar with by this point.  Eiko didn’t look too bothered, but Ryota was clearly eager to get this done with before he could think about it too much.  Intellectually I knew… well, I was pretty sure it would be safe.  Emotionally, I was really grateful it was him testing out the spell and not me!

“Alright!”  I declared as they hustled into position.  “Ready… set… go!”

I couldn’t help but note that Ryota was off like a shot, actually pulling ahead of Eiko for a split second before she quickly resumed the lead.  Yeah, he’s not happy about this.  After seeing how growing and shrinking spells had worked, and almost being driven to drink in the aftermath as we all tried to figure out how the hell they’d done that, he was not happy to be having something similar happening within his own body.  He was very quick about trying to get the running part finished, putting in times closer to Eiko normal than normal as they completed their 100- and 400-meter runs.

Then, on the 1600-meter run, things got complicated.

I didn’t see it coming, I was just considering our results so far and their implications.  “Think they’ll be slower this time too?” I asked Dr. Yorozu as they completed their second lap.

“It would be consistent,” the doctor noted uncertainly.  It appeared the increased muscle mass was slowing them down.  Not very much, we were looking at about two or three percent slower than their normal times, but the change was noticeable.

“Yeah, but I’d like to think the spell had some point of improvement,” I noted a little sourly.  “I don’t expect it would ever help in a sprint, not unless your target was already obese.  But I like to think it might be a net positive in something that’s a little more endurance based.”

“It’s too early to tell,” Dr. Yorozu answered instantly.  “I see your point, but I expect the weightlifting will be where they shine.”

“Well, yeah,” I agreed.  “Obviously.  But I was hoping for-“

There was an abrupt clatter from somewhere out of sight, followed by plenty of surprised swearing, including a very startled “what the hell?”

From Kaede.

I blinked a few times then let out a quiet “oh hell” of my own before I broke off into a quick sprint.

Two corners later and I came across an unexpected scene: Shinji and Kaede helping disentangle Ryota from a damaged cabinet while Eiko propped up the side of said furnishing.  It was a decorative one that held a number of plates on display, only now said plates were knocked all around the hallway.  Half  were just on their sides or back, piled up against the cabinet edge, but the other half had scattered hither and yon.  I almost stepped on one as I rounded the corner, and paused a moment to catch the people following after me that would have done the same.

“Don’t worry about it,” Eiko grunted slightly as she pushed the cabinet back fully upright.

“But-“ Kaede protested, terror clear in her eyes.

“They’re mostly for show, Shinji’s great-great-great grandfather or grandmother bought them to fill up the halls when they moved into the house,” Eiko was slightly out of breath (probably from the running as much as anything else) but seemed to relax a bit as she pushed the cabinet past a tipping point.

“They’re not as expensive as they look,” she added a little more normally as she switched to holding the cabinet in place.  A quick look revealed that one of its front legs had snapped so it needed some support.  “Not this far off the beaten path.  This is just the filler stuff.”

“Ow,” Ryota noted, wincing as Shinji and Kaede finished pulling him out of the cabinet and got him upright. Or tried to, he quickly curled back down a little as he held his side.

“Are you hurt?” Dr. Yorozu asked crisply, sweeping up to the trio and starting an examination.

“Just a nasty bruise, I think,” Ryota admitted with another wince as the doctor touched something sensitive.  “I caught the corner of the cabinet hard when I jumped into it.”

“What is happening here!?” Kaede finally emoted.  “Don’t you people know better than to run in the hallways?!  And why are you dressed like that,” she added a little more suspiciously as Ryota and Eiko’s clothing finally dawned on her.

“Oh, hello Eiko-san,” she added as a quick aside.

“Hello,” Eiko nodded back with mixed amusement and embarrassment as she kept the cabinet up.  She then nodded again to someone behind us, and I turned around just in time to catch the back of another servant turning around to hustle away somewhere else.

“It’s- ah…” Shinji said awkwardly, flushing deeply, “kind of my fault.  I forgot we shouldn’t be around here right now.”

Kaede turned around to shoot him a deadly look.  “What the heck’s that supposed to mean?  Are you holding the house Olympics or something?”

“Uh…”

To be fair to Shinji, there was a lot of awkward silence and embarrassed shuffling from everyone else present.  This really was the culmination of a half dozen ‘it seemed like a good idea at the time’ decisions.  And none of them were truly bad ones, there was a reason this had worked as well as it had for as long as it had.  But, as Kaede had already pointed out, running around the hallways of a mansion seemed like a stupid idea if you didn’t know all the steps it had taken to get there.  And given how many secrets were involved in those steps it was kind of hard to explain to an outsider.

Suck it up.  Your cousin, your experiment, your responsibility, I told myself firmly, practically having to whip myself mentally in order to get myself moving.  I really would have preferred not to do it, and if Himeko had been around this time I’d have gladly left it to her.  But without her I really did have the most experience of anyone present at making these sorts of excuses.

“Sorry Kaede,” I said, stepping forward, “this one’s my fault”

Kaede glared at me for a second but it quickly gentled and evened out.  She was obviously startled and worried about the near miss, and she’d have been pissed if someone had gotten badly hurt.  But since things were calming down a little her better nature was reasserting itself.  Not to mention a bunch more personal factors when it came to me.  Even if our relationship was very tricky right now, neither of us totally reconciled to the other's secrets and actions, Kaede had still been through sixteen years of being taught ‘be gentle with cousin Mamoru’ and that was a lot of indoctrination to overcome.

“How?” she asked a little incredulously.

“It’s part of an experiment.”

“And you couldn’t run outside?”

“The hallways are more precisely measured,” I temporized, “and we have to do this consistently over time.  We’re alright now,” heck we were getting towards too hot as the summer heat started to sneak in, “but four months ago that would have been cruel and stupid to ask for.  Not to mention a factor in our results!”

It helped that was all true.  Although the biggest factor was not accidentally showing off any spellcasting or obvious unnatural effects of the magic.  That was unlikely if we took our testing to the grounds outside, but still an order of magnitude or more of risk.  Especially when you remembered to include the press in that calculation!  There was no way I wanted to do this outside unless Sato Gota had suddenly fallen into a coma.  In hindsight it had been bad enough doing it back at the school, but doing it away from the mansion had kept his suspicion down and he hadn’t been so obsessed about Himeko at that time.  Now it would practically be begging him to pay extra attention to it, doing any sort of experiment on Meiko grounds.

Kaede bought my reasoning though, albeit reluctantly.  She’d shed some of her former trusting persona but not all of it, and this was the sort of thing my family (kind of) trusted me to do.

“But what are you doing?” she pressed.

There was a moment’s pause as several more Meiko staff joined us, these hurrying back while carrying a few items.  I was impressed to realize they included a few solid blocks which they started arranging under and around the cabinet to brace it back up.

Eiko caught my expression and nodded.  “Yeah, this happens once in a while,” she admitted, slowly pulling away from the cabinet and making sure it was stable again.  After she was positive it wasn’t going to tip back over she turned back to me.  “Not often.  But some of this stuff is old, and there’s a lot of it.  Two or three times a year something either breaks or starts to go and we have to do this.”

“What are you doing?” Kaede repeated again, a bare hint more forcefully this time.

“Sorry Kaede,” I replied quickly, “I can’t go into too many details.  Not about the… not about what we’re testing.  But we’re testing the effects it has on Eiko and Ryota.”

Kaede tried to look at us suspiciously, but she was a little too sympathetic as the still wincing Ryota was getting checked over by Dr. Yorozu and the Meiko employees chased down the loose plates still littering the hallway.  She deliberately tried to sound annoyed, but it was barely token as she asked “and who’s he, Eiko’s boyfriend?”

“What?!” Ryota emoted, before flinching again as that caused him pain.

“God no!” Eiko agreed.  “Why would you think he was my boyfriend?!”

I blinked, and then glanced at Eiko with a hint of suspicion.  Something about the extra forceful way she’d said that once again roused my curiosity about what she might be doing out sight of both Himeko and I.  Most of the other people in the hallway didn’t say or do anything, but I caught a small start out of Dr. Yorozu as something about that triggered him too.

But he was even less inclined to say anything than I was, and Kaede was flushing a little and moving on.  “I don’t know.  Sorry.  I thought that since he was fit, and you were fit- sorry.”

Not the worst logic, I admitted to myself.  I was pretty sure it wasn’t going to be a defining characteristic for Eiko’s choice, but I was also pretty sure that whoever she ended up with was going to be in better shape than the average person!  And under the effects of ‘strong body’ they were both looking extra defined.

As I realized Kaede was glaring at me impatiently, partly as an excuse to defend herself from Eiko, I snapped out of it and answered.  “He’s a grad student who just happens to be working with us.  Same as Kiyoto.”

“And who’s Kiyoto?  And why are you working with grad students?”

I opened my mouth but found myself stuck as the perfect excuse came five seconds too late.  Darn it, I should have claimed it was Kiyoto’s experiment!  He’s the biologist!  But it felt like I’d just cause too much trouble if I tried backpedaling and revising now.  “Secret,” I finished a little lamely.

“And are you really surprised your cousin’s helping us out?” Kiyoto jumped in to assist.  “Come on, you know how smart he is.  Besides, this project is really…”  He started to indicate Saito, obviously intending to make some sort of clever claim, but ran out of steam as he failed to find the excuse he was looking for in time.

Fortunately, it did give Kaede a moment’s pause, cause her some confusion as she looked around everyone in the hallway.  Even discounting the Meiko servants doing cleanup and Shinji there were still a lot of people in this hallway involved in whatever the heck I was doing.  It really has grown, I reflected, having a moment of almost nostalgia along with a hint of pride as I took in everyone, I remember when it was just me, Eiko, and a spell to detect watchers while using the school’s track.  Now I had a doctor, grad students, and semi-apprentice helping me while we ran around in a mansion to protect ourselves from onlookers not in the know.  It was just my luck that now one had stumbled past that protection.

I’d been mildly annoyed at Shinji up to this point, being the one responsible for all this in the first place by not remembering he wasn’t supposed to be here and bringing his girlfriend around.  The way he’d kept silent and let us stumble through all this hadn’t helped.  But it turned out I hadn’t been giving him enough credit.  He wasn’t as practiced or sure as Himeko, and he had a handicap in that this was his girlfriend, but he was still a Meiko.  He’d been trained in storytelling and spin doctoring.

“Sorry Kaede-kun,” he started, apologetically.  I had to admire how somehow his tone let us all know he knew he was in the wrong and in trouble, and he also knew that we would all know this sounded a little insincere, but he had to do this anyway.  “Your cousin’s helping test some medical equipment for us, and he’s not to let anyone know.  This isn’t the first time he’s done so.  He also helped in testing the new medical sensor one of our companies released.”

Kaede paused, clearly torn between a half-dozen impulses.  “Really?”

Shinji nodded emphatically.  “Really.  And you know what his parents would have done if they’d found out about that!”

I wasn’t sure how I felt about Shinji playing the ‘Mamoru’s parents’ card, but it sure as hell worked.  Another half dozen emotions flitted over Kaede’s face.  None of them were positive, but panic and disgust were the most obvious.

“So every week they run tests, but they have to run the tests in private to make sure no one else finds out.  We’re all so used to the idea by now I didn’t even think of it when you suggested a mansion tour today.”

“And why are you here?” I cut in quickly, being careful not to sound too accusatory.  But now that I’d had a moment to breathe I realized it might be time for offense to be the best defense.

Kaede’s eyes flashed slightly.  “Why do you think Mamoru?  Your parents.”

This time I winced.  “Ah.”

Kaede nodded.  “Just like you warned us, they tried to ‘helpfully’ visit the house again today,” she continued a little bitterly.  “I made an emergency trip to visit Shinji to get out of there, they don’t bitch or get suspicious when I’m gone with him.”

I sighed and massaged the bridge of my nose at that comment.  Not that it surprised me or I disagreed with that.  Of course my parents would be the ones to passive-aggressively complain if a relative wasn’t there to socialize with them.  Never mind how little they’d done that in the last decade, they weren’t going to let a little hypocrisy get in the way of a good business maneuver.

“So I ran away to Shinji’s house,” Kaed shrugged.  “We didn’t have any plans or know what to do, so I suggested he show me around the mansion before we did some studying.”

I frowned slightly.  “He’s never done that?”

Eiko laughed a little.  “Mamoru, we’ve never done that,” she cut in.  “Seriously, do you know how long it takes to do a top-to-bottom tour of this place?”

That gave me pause.  I was probably familiar with a good two-thirds to three-quarters of the Meiko mansion by this point (for given values of familiar.  Basically, I knew vaguely what was there and what it was supposed to do.  It wasn’t like I’d been in every room of the staff apartments for example.)  That still left some pretty big gaps now that I thought about it.  I doubted there was anything majorly important in those areas, but if you’d told me the Meikos still had an indoor swimming pool (unlikely) or bank vault (a distinct possibility) that I hadn’t seen yet then I’d have had a hard arguing that.

The interruption also reminded us we had a bit of an audience.  Both Kaede and I quickly realized we probably didn’t want to dive too deeply into all the family drama with all the extra people around.

“Yeah,” Kaede admitted a little more normally, “I was starting to realize that myself before you two came thundering around the corner.  It was fun for a while, but I’d probably have started getting tired of it by the third floor.”

Shinji’s emphatic nod was kind of telling.  And he lived here!

“And then we suddenly encountered them during the run,” Eiko summed up.  “They were a little too close to the corner and we didn’t have much room to maneuver without running into them.  Ryota threw himself to the side and right into the cabinet.”

“He’s alright,” Dr. Yorozu tossed in from the other side.  “It just as nasty bruise, the edge just missed the kidney.  But I recommend we cancel the rest of the testing for today.”

“Agreed,” I sighed.  “This is too much and spoils everything.  We’ll just have to retry again next time.”

Kaede looked towards the cabinet and all the scattered plates.  “I’m sorry,” she continued in a smaller, more worried voice, “is everything going to be alright?”  Unspoken was an obvious terror she might have to pay for damages for some reason, and that the cabinet and plates might be priceless.

“Nah,” Eiko said easily.  “This is junk by Meiko standards.  We’d be in trouble if this was the really valuable showpiece stuff, but not even Himeko and I are careless enough to play near that.”

“Except for that one time,” Dr. Yorozu grumbled underneath his breath.

“This stuff’s neat,” Eiko continued, apparently not hearing, “but it’s just filler, something to make sure this corridor doesn’t look empty and useless.  And since this wasn’t somewhere most of our important guests were going to see, it’s not like they went with something particularly good; they saved that stuff for all the more public places.  This looks pretty, in reality the old Meikos got it for as cheap as they could get away with.  Filling the whole mansion took a lot and it couldn’t all be thousand-year-old ming vases or samurai armor.”

Kaede looked relieved, but I couldn’t help but read a few more things into that.  ‘As cheap as they could get away with’ didn’t mean the same thing for the Meikos of a century ago as it did for us now.  That cabinet had been old but still pretty good looking, and even if the plates had only been ‘B’ grade for their time I suspected over a century of appreciation had increased their value significantly.  Don’t get me wrong, Eiko was right and I didn’t doubt it was a literal order of magnitude or two less expensive than whatever the Meikos considered ‘the good stuff’.  But I also had a feeling that Kaede and I would both have had heart palpitations if we knew the real value of what was involved.

“Anyway,” Shinji continued a little awkwardly, “we should really get out of the way…” less valuable or not, several Meiko servants were continuing to work on the cabinet, pulling out the plates and examining whether the cabinet should be replaced or repaired.

“Oh!  Sorry,” Kaede took the hint, bowing to the Meiko servants in apology and moving to get out of the way.

“Do we really have to end for the day, Mam?” Eiko asked a little wistfully.  “I’m not hurt.”

I shook my head.  “Too much of a delay and too much extra effort.  We’ve blown the comparison to smithereens at this point, the data’s much too compromised and we’d have to redo Ryota’s part anyway.  We’ll keep what we’ve got so far and just try again next time. Oh, and how would you even do the running part? We're going to need a whole new route until they get the cabinet taken care of.”

Kaede looked tempted to apologize again, but she really wasn’t in the wrong and reluctantly held her tongue.  Instead she asked “Hey, Mamoru?  While I’ve got you here, any idea when Aunty and Uncle Matsuda are going to stop?  Or at least slow down?”

I puffed out a big, frustrated breath.  “Not a clue.  It can’t be- I don’t want to believe it will be that much longer, they’re too used to putting in all that extra time at the office.  They might not be great at reading the room when it comes to family but they don’t usually waste too much time chasing ideas that aren’t working.”  Hell, it was more likely to be the opposite.  Sometimes they seemed too quick to trashcan ideas and change tracks when it looked like they’d be even slightly ‘better’ than whatever it was that they were already doing.  “But it looks like they’re stuck on this one.  At a guess…”

I winced as I truly considered it.  “I’ve got a feeling they’ll slow down soon, but switch to keeping up a constant pressure and presence.  Something where only one of them shows up, but between the pair you’ll still face three or four quick visits a week.  I hate to say it, but they’re probably going to stick with you until at least the end of summer break.”

Kaede made a wordlessly frustrated noise.

“Sorry.”

“So desu ne,” Kaede noted, albeit a bit bitterly.

You could always break up was on my lips but I couldn’t quite bring myself to say it.  That was a little too much, even by my incompetent standards!

“I’ve been trying to convince your parents we’re just study partners with a few benefits,” Kaede vented.  “It’s even mostly true.”

I glanced at Shinji.  There were a few mixed emotions on his face at that one, but thankfully it still seemed like the most dominant one was reluctant agreement.  I was a little terrified he might decide to deepen their relationship one day, going so far as to commit to a Himeko level offensive, but that continued to look unlikely.

“They’re pushing every button they can think of to try and manipulate me.  And they seem to think I’m ten and won’t realize what they’re doing, like I won’t understand it when they casually mention it’s a shame my dad’s got to keep working after how he was injured or say that my sister would probably get promoted a little faster if someone with power was on her side.”

“Oh god,” covered my eyes with my hand, “really?”

Kaede nodded as I dared to peak back over my palm.  “They only drop that sort of thing in occasionally.  But it’s like they think I’ve forgotten the last ten years, how they never stopped to talk to me before.  You or Akira or cousin Daichi could say that sort of thing and I might not realize what you’re doing.  They’re never going to get away with it.”

She looked at me, eyes pleading.  “Is there anything you can do about it?” she asked a little desperately.

I sighed.  “Short of drugging them, or admitting I’m friends with Himeko, I don’t think there’s anything,” I admitted.  I then snorted sadly as I thought about the results of that second one.  “And I don’t think that would help.  The second that comes up I’m probably moving out of the apartment to come live with you!”

Kaede’s shoulders slumped in defeat.  “Poop,” she said finally, obviously too tired about the subject to swear at this point.

Shinji put an arm around her shoulder and spoke to her gently.  “Come on Kaede, I’ll show you the Spa.  That’ll help.”

My cousin perked up, just a little.  “The Spa?”

“That’s what it’s called.”

I turned to our own little group.  “I’ll get our test subjects cleaned up and out of your way,” I declared, trying to exit as gracefully as possible as the pair took a turn directly in the Spa’s direction instead of the gym.  “Talk to you later Kaede.”

“Talk to you later, Mamoru,” Kaede tossed back distractedly, obviously a little intrigued by Shinji’s tale of how the Meiko family had set up their odd little area.

I turned back to our little parade, a little startled to once again realize how big it was getting.  Seriously, it’s only been one person at a time, how’d I fail to realize it was getting this much?  “Alright, let’s get back, do some final checks, and call it a day.”

“I recommend a soak for Ryota-san,” Dr. Yorozu noted.  “Unless the medical sensor turns up something odd in his blood I think that will be for the best.  I’ll give him a quick rub with ointment afterwards, but he’ll still probably have a black and blue mark for a few days.”

I glanced back towards Ryota with renewed worry.  “Aoth, Ryota!  How hard did you hit that cabinet?”

“Pretty hard,” Eiko noted calmly.  “He was mostly good, but that corner was nasty.  Seriously Mamoru, how did you think it broke?  He didn’t exactly brush against it.”

While I flushed at that entirely legitimate criticism Saito Chitose spoke up for the first time in ages.  “Matsuda-sensei, why don’t you heal him?”

There was a brief pause as we readjusted to her being there, especially since it was a pretty legitimate question.

“Absolutely not!” Dr. Yorozu declared aggressively.

“Unless it’s necessary or something weird is up with Ryota,” I corrected more normally.

“Something weird?” Kiyoto jumped in with a mixture of humor and curiosity.

I shrugged helplessly.  “I don’t know, an anniversary with his girlfriend or something!  Something where healing him, and doing it quickly, was worth the effort and risk.”  For once I was trying not to babble out a three paragraph essay filled with disclaimers and exceptions.

Saito was obviously not satisfied with the answer, but too obedient and determined to be an inoffensive student to speak up.

“We do not heal with magic unless we have to,” Dr. Yorozu declared sternly.

“We’re in agreement on that one,” I nodded along, albeit more causally.  “Saito-san, there are a half-dozen reasons for that but I’ll give you the big ones so you don’t ask lightly.  Don’t be afraid to ask if you have to, something might come up one day, but I don’t want you asking over every little papercut and bruise.”  I had a feeling half the reason she'd asked was because she was excited at the thought of seeing healing magic in action, and I wanted to moderate that impulse immediately.

“One, it won’t do much good,” I declared as we reached the gym doors and went back inside.  “With soft tissue damage like that I don’t think I could heal him that much faster than what Dr. Yorozu’s going to do.  Not in a practical way.  Ryota will be mostly functional by the end of the day, even if fully healing the bruise might take a bit longer.  I could do better, but it would involve dipping into some stronger magics than are worthwhile, we’re talking the equivalent of minor surgery here instead of just a soak and some medicine.”

“Two,” I fixed her with a mildly stern look as we entered the gym, “mana is a limited resource.  Always keep that in mind, you should be triaging it appropriately.  If you spend it like water on every little thing then you’re not going to have any when you need it.  That’s going to be even more important for you than it is with me, if you continue on this path.  Don’t you forget it.”

That one made Saito bow her head deeply and flush.  She was probably already familiar with that idea in regards to time and drug supplies thanks to her medical training.  Been caught out on it so early in regards to mana must have been especially embarrassing.

Thankfully, I could move on legitimately.  “And the third big one in this case,” I continued normally as we returned to our starting point and put medical sensors on Eiko and Ryota.  “Is that any spell powerful and major enough to accomplish that is still in the testing phase for us.  I’m fairly confident those ones are pretty safe and with minimal side-effects, but I’m not completely sure.  And even if they are, they usually need a little more experience and talent with them than I have.  If I tried to use them, even with the best intentions in the world, it would be a lot like you or I trying to perform an operation.  A simple operation, in a fully equipped medical theater, but an operation still.”

“There’s a reason- sorry, I’m starting to mansplain there.”  She damn well knew that bit, that there was a reason doctors trained so long before operating. She almost certainly understood it even better than I did!  “But I’m guessing you get the point: mana and spells are useful tools, but we understand them properly and keep them balanced with the rest of a healer’s tools.  And we don’t use them when they’re not the right tools for the job.”

“Well said,” Dr. Yorozu declared quickly.  He then turned to Saito in turn.  “Now why don’t you check Eiko’s vitals while Kiyoto takes care of Ryota.  It’ll be good practice.”

Saito nodded firmly then rushed into position.

“Too harsh?” I asked a little guiltily as she left earshot, the doctor had obviously wanted to set up for a quick but private word with me.

“A little,” Dr. Yorozu nodded and responded equally softly.  “But not much.  She’s a very bright kid, but she’s a little too enthusiastic at times.”

I sighed.  “Sorry.”

“Heh,” Dr. Yorozu cracked a small smile.  “You’re excused, especially after the rest of it.  No one’s going to blame you if you’re a little off after your cousin got involved in that accident.”

“That’s no excuse for taking it out on her,” I nodded towards Saito, who was monitoring Eiko with exemplary diligence.  Eiko seemed more amused than anything else.

“You didn’t.  Don’t beat yourself up too much, but don’t be careless about it.”

“I’m not cut out to be a sensei,” I noted morosely.

Dr. Yorozu fought down a chuckle.

“What?” I asked suspiciously.

“Nothing,” he said, still smiling.  “I just think you mean you’re worried about not treating an enthusiastic student like her right.”

“Maybe a little,” I admitted.  I’d hung around with enough grad students, not to mention been the student to enough TAs in the last year, to appreciate the difference between overseeing a bunch of smart but less-than-fully-enthusiastic students slogging through a required course and an energetic and self-motivated learner like Saito Chitose.

“It’s ironic,” Dr. Yorozu told me, still looking at our mutual student, “but I can’t help but compare our situation with Master Tai’s.”

That one surprised a response out of me.  “Master Tai?”

Dr. Yorozu nodded.  “Saito is to me what Eiko was to Master Tai, the dedicated and gifted student who’s a little too young and I’m worried about.  She really has the makings of a great doctor, but she doesn’t quite fit the mold.”

That’s putting it mildly!  I thought to myself, wondering how many doctors in this day and age were essentially starting a medical apprenticeship in junior high.

“But to you, she’s Himeko,” the doctor continued as I tilted my head quizzically.  “She might be able to pull herself up to a surprisingly gifted practitioner if she dedicated herself wholly to your art, but she’s not going to.  And yet her energy, manners, and what she will accomplish are still enough to get you to teach her.”

“The manners might be stretching it,” I allowed.  I couldn’t help but think he was reaching with that one in order to try and force another point of similarity.  But I also kept silent and tried to look at Saito through slightly different eyes.  It is an interesting point though, I added mentally.  If Saito had been willing to dedicate herself totally to magic, or even just magic as her primary instead of her secondary, what would I have thought of her then?  The ‘physical’ side of magic; natural talent, capacity, and ability to sense and handle mana, certainly counted for a lot.  But intelligence and dedication counted even more, and she had those in spades.

And it’s not like Himeko’s turned out badly as a martial artist, my conscience added treacherously, just because she’s not another Eiko or Hideji.  It was an interesting perspective, one I couldn’t help but think I should keep in mind if Saito Chitose was going to study with me going forward.

Assuming she doesn’t just run away screaming after the madness of today, I reflected with grim humor.  Between the odd and slightly disturbing nature of the spell, my less than brilliant teaching, and the messy family situation that she’d just had thrown in her face, I wouldn’t have blamed Saito for deciding to hold off on her magic training.  At least until she could get a better teacher.

“Sensei!” she hailed us both a little enthusiastically, “it’s done!”

Dr. Yorozu and I walked forward together.  “Alright,” I told her a little more calmly, “we’ll check the results, but barring anything surprising or worrying we’re just going to drop the spell in a moment.  Watch carefully what happens…”
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There’s a lesson in this somewhere, I reflected thoughtfully.  I’m not sure what it is, and I’m kind of terrified what might happen, but I’m sure it’s there somewhere.  How else do you translate ‘you have friends now, and you’re developing a decent mana network’ into ‘Hiro’s phone is down, could you go fetch him?’

I was oversimplifying quite a lot.  As usual, for me at least, every separate part of that made a little more sense.  Hiro and Himeko had an event tonight, some sort of charity thing.  Nice, and not unusual for them.  Himeko needed to check in with Hiro about something related to it, so it was at least a little important and time sensitive.  That made sense.  Hiro, for some reason, had last contacted Himeko about something related to playing some tennis over at the university tennis courts.  I’d admit that seemed a little out of left field to me, but it was still ten times more sensible than half the stuff I did!  Hiro wasn’t responding to his phone.  Very odd, but not something even I could get too paranoid about.

And since I had reason to be in the area, part of finding spots for a few more collectors and trying to get more evidence about open areas being the good spots for mana flow, I was being tasked by Himeko with tracking her boyfriend down and getting him to answer his damn phone.

It wasn’t quite so coincidental as it seemed.  I was supposed to get that search done some time in the next few days.  I hadn’t originally been going to do it today, but I’d had a hard time arguing the idea when Himeko had called me and even I’d been able to tell she was stressed.  And if I could tell that over the phone then she was obviously very concerned about something.  So I’d decided to play along, go and try to hunt down Hiro and tell him to give her a call.

It just felt so weird!  And it felt weird that it felt weird!  It shouldn’t have been a big challenge for me to go somewhere different on campus and look for someone I knew!  But it was, I felt like I was forcing myself every step of the way and I wanted to spin around and retreat instead of scan the area looking for Hiro.

I mean, wow, I reflected, trying to beat back the stress I was feeling, I knew I was a little socially awkward, but this?  What is with me today?  I’d already checked my ‘mind shield’ precaution, making sure it was still in place and untriggered, because I’d started to half suspect I was under some sort of psychic or magical assault to be feeling this off!  Needless to say, it was fine.  This was all on me.  But I was kind of hoping I was coming down with something.  Maybe I’d just become more comfortable with certain larger groups recently (at this point I was familiar enough with the whole of the Meiko staff they no longer triggered as ‘strangers’ in my mind) but I hadn’t thought I was ever this bad.

Maybe I was just nervous about failing.  This seemed at least vaguely important.  Not anything life changing or billions of yen important, but a little more critical than most of the stuff I got up to on a daily basis.  And because it was for a friend, but it wasn’t quite important enough to justify me using magic, I was stressing out about it.

That could be it, I thought grudgingly to myself.  Although I still suspected me coming down with something was part of it.  It’s still a pretty big area.  And if I’m not allowed to use magic to find Hiro I’m a little bit worried about how- and found him.

Hiro was attracting a mild crowd, but not enough to hide what was happening, as he engaged in a very energetic tennis match.  I wasn’t a tennis expert, I could follow the game easily enough but I wasn’t terribly interested in it.  But even I could tell this was not the casual sort of game most people would have been playing!  The intensity and energy in Hiro’s performance was hard to describe, but it was like he’d removed some of his mental limiters.  He wasn’t going all out yet, this wasn’t a granny lifting a car off her grandkid levels of exertion.  But I’d seen him get pretty competitive when playing volleyball against his brother, and this was a gear above even that!

The THWOK of the tennis ball was loud as Hiro unleashed a devastating overhead smash and the ball ricocheted off the court and past his opponent with a speed that made the surrounding fence ring when it hit.  But Hiro showed no happiness on his sweaty face.  Just a mild distaste that I could tell was hiding the fact he was pretty pissed.

“Game, set, and match,” a referee declared, obviously a little shaken by the violence.  “And Watanabe Hiro is the winner.”

“Damn it!” his opponent screeched.  It came off a bit childish to be honest, but it wasn’t like I could judge.  For all I knew I was just catching him at a bad moment, and if you caught me during one of those it wasn’t like I came off as a bastion of maturity and reason!

“And done,” Hiro said flatly amongst the scattered cheers and applause.  “Now honor your promise.”

His opponent just growled.  “Double or nothing!”

Hiro’s tone went even flatter.  “Are you welching on our agreement?”

“Double or nothing!” his opponent demanded.  “That was just a fluke!  I’m not going to pay out for an accident that you shouldn’t have won!”

“Then you shouldn’t have made the bet in the first place,” Hiro noted coldly.

“It was just a little fun!”

“Then you should have no problem paying up.”

“I won’t!”

“Very well,” Hiro declared calmly, and simply turned away.

“Double or nothing,” his opponent demanded again, his eyes shooting to the side as some of the spectators actually booed his behaviour.

“Ono-san,” Hiro paused and replied patiently over his shoulder, “you are already acting like a petulant and immature fool.  Why should I believe you or waste any more time on you? Goodbye.”  He then resumed his withdrawal.

“Don’t you walk away from me!”

Is this guy for real? I thought, looking at him incredulously.  To be fair, he was in decent enough shape.  Hell, his somewhat lanky frame looked much better suited for tennis than Hiro’s, his slender and long limbs should have given him the advantage on the court.  But Hiro definitely looked like he had the overall edge, strong without being bulky and clumsy like I’d have come off as.  And given Hiro’s combat experience, I’d have bet on my friend being able to break his opponent in half if he wanted, making all this irritating posturing extra stupid!

“Double or nothing!” he shouted again.

As Hiro reached the fence’s edge I took the opportunity to rush forward and meet him at the door.  “Hiro!” I said quickly.

Hiro was mildly startled.  “Mamoru?”

I sighed in relief that I was able to discharge my duty.  “You need to call Himeko, she has something important to talk to you about in regards to your event tonight.”

“Don’t you ignore me, triple or nothing!”

Hiro grimaced around his eyes, but let nothing slip that would show to any watchers.  “She can still come, right?”

“As far as I know,” I told him, already feeling relieved to be able to drop this weight off me, “but I think it’s something she needs to know a few hours before the event-“

“Didn’t you hear me?  Triple or nothing!”

“-so she’s got time to adequately prepare.”

“Probably about coordinating and showing our support for the Sakura league,” Hiro looked mildly concerned.  Not too worried, but willing to admit that was a point.  “Okay.  I’ll change and-“

“QUINTUPLE OR NOTHING!”

Hiro stiffened slightly, then slowly turned around.  “Excuse me?” he asked, sounding dangerously polite.

“Quintuple or nothing,” the idiot still at the center of the court repeated in satisfaction.  Then, to my utter shock, he pointed at me with a tennis racket.  “It’s only fair, we’ll do doubles.  You and your peasant friend against me and Haruki.”

Peasant? I thought, staring at the guy incredulously.  That had to be on purpose.  No one in modern Japan would really speak that way, not outside a drama.  And certainly not in public and in front of even a small audience like this!  He had to be doing it deliberately to antagonize us into acting rashly.

Hiro took a deep breath, sighed, and then turned back around.  “I don’t deal with delusional liars,” he replied simply.

“You call me a liar?!” the idiot emoted, going for volume over reason.

Hiro looked back at him coolly.  “You said you would donate a million yen to the Hanafuda Hands Foundation if I played you and won.  You are going back on that.  You are, in fact, a liar.”

I choked a little on air.  A million yen was not a trivial amount!  Sure, it was more like paying for a seriously overpriced coffee if you were on the level of Himeko or Hiro: annoying and a foolish indulgence, but hardly bank breaker.  But it was still pretty important.  And now this guy was offering to quintuple it?  Next to that a dopey name like the Hanafuda Hands Foundation barely registered, it was one of those nonsense sounding names for a group that would probably make a lot more sense if you knew the story behind it (like they took care of amputees and their founder originally liked card games) but without that just sounded ridiculous.

Somehow, it completely escaped me that I’d been mentioned in the middle of all that.

“What’s the matter?  Don’t you care for the charity?” the guy shot back, obviously trying to evade the mistakes he’d already made.

“I do.  Which is why I don’t trust a guy like you to follow through, and I don’t like wasting my time.  My efforts are better spent elsewhere.  I’m sorry you had to get involved in this Mamoru, I’ll go change and call Himeko.”

“I-“

“Five million!” the guy half-screamed.  “Right here, right now!”

Hiro surreptitiously glanced at the crowd.  A half dozen phones were out and recording.  From my angle I could tell Hiro was weighing the possibilities, but he finally sighed and shook his head.  “I’ll play you myself for that amount,” he said more reasonably, “but I won’t let you drag other people into this idiocy.  I’m out.”

Oh, right, fuck, I belatedly caught up and shook myself to realize what he was talking about.  Hiro might as well have given up rather than drag around me on a tennis court!  Never mind manners, reputation, or charity, he'd have had an easier time winning with a ball and chain attached to his leg than if I was his partner!

“See, it was a fluke!  You’re just a coward!” the idiot tried to play to the crowd.

Hiro sighed visibly.  “Ono-san, the world doesn’t revolve around us.  I can’t just go around and involve my friends in your delusions because you cannot gracefully accept defeat.  Either take the singles rematch or stop trying to rudely drag in my friend who doesn’t even have a racket or tennis gear!”

I was a little startled at how much doom Hiro managed to promise without actually raising his voice.  It took even his opponent (Ono apparently?  I felt like I’d heard that name before) a little aback.  But he quickly rallied.

“Why don’t we ask him?” he sneered at me.  “What do you say, peasant?  Are you too scared to face me?  Don’t you want to get me to donate five million to charity?”

I was needled, but it was so ridiculous it wasn’t registering like it should have.  I just turned to Hiro in disbelief.  “Is he for real?”

“Sadly, yes.”

“Six million!”

Hiro looked at me.  “He’s making extravagant promises because he thinks there’s no way he’ll have to follow through.  Make no mistake: he's not actually as stupid as he appears. He’s already weighed you up and thinks you don’t have any great athletic ability.”

“What?” Ono’s protest rang hollow to me.  “Don’t go making excuses.  He shouldn’t go around carrying a sword if he can’t fight.  Or wait, is that a naginata bag?”

Damn it, he’s paying too much attention, I thought darkly.  The mild magics on the bag had hidden it from casual examination but he was too worked up and focused on me to miss what it was any longer.

“Perhaps I should say she shouldn’t be carrying it around if she can’t fight!”

I felt my teeth grind together despite the ridiculous childishness and sexism of that insult.  It was the constant and unexpected barrage of everything, along with a hint of guilt I couldn’t support my friends or a charity against someone like this.  In spite of all sanity, Ono’s blitz was starting to get through to me.  “It’s for carrying around scientific instruments,” I ground out, mostly on reflex.

“What’s that?  I can’t hear you girl!”  To be fair to him, which was hard to do through the darkness starting to creep around the edges of my vision, I’d spoken pretty quietly and he probably hadn’t.

“Don’t,” Hiro put a warning hand on my arm.  “He’s trying to provoke, so desperate to fix his previous failure that he’s not aware of what a fool of himself he’s making.  Don’t fall to his level.”

“Seven million!”

I felt Hiro still a little at that one.  Another almost subliminal murmur rippled through the crowd, which had already grown to nearly two dozen people.

“Mamoru,” Hiro asked softly, “are you any good at tennis?”

“Just the basic stuff from high school gym,” I answered tightly.  I knew the sport, and could certainly play, but I also knew how good I wasn’t.

“Can you beat him?”

I stared at Ono, who’d momentarily looked away from us to try and play the crowd.  He was having mixed results.  On one hand, fans of his were in short supply.  On the other, there was a growing opinion amongst the onlookers that we should go in there and kick his arrogant ass.

“Not fairly,” I admitted, feeling the bottom drop out of my stomach as I realized what I was working myself up to.  Aoth damn it! a more honest part of me screamed.  You can’t pretend this is truly justified, no matter how much of an ass he’s being!

Hiro looked at me, and there was sympathy as well as anger in his eyes.  I suspected Himeko would have tried to talk me out of it, she would have known how much this would get to me tomorrow once the anger and adrenalin had faded.  Hiro wasn’t quite so aware.  And, at the end of the day, we really were still guys.  Sometimes that caveman part of you climbed out of the back of your brain and started throttling your good sense.  I was trying to fight it off, but doing that while Ono continued to provoke was a challenge and I was no longer putting my whole heart into it. I knew I was being dragged into the mud by an idiot, but somehow I was finding it a challenge to care.

“Are you willing to be a little unfair?” Hiro asked quietly, looking at Ono with a sharpening gaze.  Hiro probably wouldn’t have cheated on his own, if I’d offered to buff him with spells I was ninety-nine percent sure that Hiro would have refused even now.  But this guy had obviously spent all afternoon pushing Hiro’s buttons, and he was about to escape most of the consequences if we remained completely honest.  Hiro was now willing to turn a blind eye if I was going to bend some rules.

Ono turned around to see us both staring at him angrily.  “Eight million,” he pushed smugly.  The crowd around us gasped.

“I’m willing enough if it’s eight million for charity,” I declared darkly, already knowing I was being pretty damn dumb.  It’ll be fine, the darker part of me reassured myself.  He’s already bent the rules once, not giving Hiro the one million when he lost. And it's to charity, you’re morally justified!  Besides, he never said ‘no magic’.

Hiro didn’t hesitate, shifting his own misgivings aside to put on his warrior face.  “Best of three sets, eight million yen to the Hanafuda Hands Foundation when we win?” he replied stoically.  “You’re on.”

The crowd around us cheered.

“I have a spare racket in my gear,” Hiro noted, carefully not letting any doubt or weakness show.  “I hope you know what you’re doing.”

Uhhhh… nope, I reflected as I saw how large the crowd was getting.  Don’t get me wrong, this wasn’t a professional game with people stacked three deep in the stands.  But it looked like we were up to thirty, forty people watching us now.  I was already regretting what I’d gotten into, but not so much that I was going to back out now.

“Is he really going to pay out?” I asked a little too hopefully as we walked over to a sports bag on the side of the court, kind of hoping for a last minute excuse.

“Now?  Yes,” Hiro replied simply.  “He’s dug himself in too deep now, and too many people know.  He’s an idiot who thinks it doesn’t matter because he’s going to win, but he’s not an absolutely reprehensible person like his cousin.”

That seemed a bit of a non-sequitur.  “His cousin?”

“Ono Eriko?  You might remember her from the Himawari ball?”

That bitch? I thought, once again feeling a surge of anger at merely remembering her antics and attitude.

“The Ono family isn’t that bad,” Hiro noted politely.  “Not as much as these two might make it seem.  And even Ono Jin is much better than his second cousin.  But he’s very prideful about his athletic abilities, and shares her complete inability to think about consequences.”

Hiro took a spare racket out of the sports bag and unsleeved it before handing it to me.  “I don’t suppose you brought any gym clothes?” he asked doubtfully.

He was dressed properly for the occasion, as was his opponent and the partner he’d dragged into this (Haruki, if I remembered correctly).  I still had on the clothes I’d worn to class.  On the plus side, I’d gone for comfort today so it wasn’t too bad.  I did have on loose pants and I was wearing sneakers.

When I didn’t answer he simply noted.  “It will play well to the audience, paint us as the underdogs.”

“Don’t try talking to me after this,” I noted, putting down my bags next to his and then struggling with my sweatshirt.

That took a bit longer than necessary, and prompted both some laughs and sympathy from onlookers, but I didn’t care.  I was using the opportunity to quickly cast same spells within that confined space.  It was tricky, awkward as hell in fact as I pretended to get my sleeves tangled up and take forever to finish pulling the thing off. And I'd have never been able to pull of something complex or unfamiliar. But I did manage to complete ‘quickened perception’ and ‘better body’ without anyone noticing.

As the world around me seemed to slow down I reflected that I might not be good with a racket, but I was getting good with my staff.  Even without touching it directly I'd been able to pull in the necessary mana and still slip off the spells to my staff’s third and fourth hands, leaving me able to focus on the match.  Of course, given what little I’d seen of everyone so far, I really needed to focus on the match if I was going to stand a chance, even with my spells backing me up.  Ono and Hiro had both been shockingly good, and I was pretty sure Haruki wasn’t going to be any sort of slouch.

“Rrrrrreeeeaaaadddddyyyyy?” Ono inquired in absurdly slow motion as ‘quickened perception’ kicked in.  I took a few practice swings with the racket along the way, trying to get a sense of how it was going to work in slow motion.  I must have looked a fool as I swung it back and forth rapidly, trying desperately to figure out how to work it under these conditions. The distortion to speed and effort was throwing me off, as expected, but I did have a slight advantage: since I was so inexperienced with tennis I didn’t have that much to relearn.  I knew the game in theory, and wasn’t too bad by average person standards, but I just didn’t have the muscle memory that would throw me off as I tried to work around the sudden change in speed.  Let’s hope that will be enough.

If Ono Jin had chosen to serve to me for the first set, it might not have been.  Fortunately, his grudge against Hiro meant that of course Ono chose to serve first and of course Hiro chose to receive.  Ono wanted to embarrass Hiro and thought he had something to prove.  That meant the first few moves before it settled into a rally were just between the two of them, giving me much needed time to figure out what the hell I was doing.

Thankfully, I knew enough to fall into a basic pattern immediately, and Hiro was completely okay with that.  I would cover my zone, and was mostly playing defensively.  Sure, I’d return the ball when I got it; it wasn’t like I had a choice, that was the point of the game.  But we weren’t pretending that I was likely to score.  I was just there to keep it in play.  Hiro was the one to end the plays for our side.  He had a pretty decent return, and whenever he could set up a legitimate smash it was rare that our opponents could stop it.  It wasn’t a complex plan, but we could do it.

If that sounds like it would have been a losing gameplan, that’s because it was.  Usually.  As you might expect from that tactic, Ono and Haruki quickly turned to focusing all their returns against my side once they figured out what we were doing.  But ‘quickened perception’ changed the game.  Since I was watching the balls come at me at about a third of the speed another person would, give or take a few percentage points, it was easy for me to counter them.  Worse, I had a little more time to properly position myself and think about how I was going to counter.  Whereas Hiro or Ono would often counter on reflex and using years of skill I had time to think about what was the best option.  Usually that didn’t mean much, I still didn’t have the ability to take advantage of that like I’d have preferred (otherwise I wouldn’t have needed to use the spells in the first place), but I wasn’t flubbing my returns out of panicked incompetence either.  I even managed to score a few times as I simply bounced or deflected a serve just over the net, too close for them to get to it in time.

Don’t get me wrong, they still scored on me more often than I scored on them!  My spells seriously evened the playing field, they didn’t mean I automatically overcame our opponents.  But I managed to run them ragged, acting as a wall that they had to seriously work to overcome.  And they were using such an obvious tactic, so blatantly the correct one against our own ridiculously simple plan, that they were slow to drop it.  Not aiming at the weaker link who obviously sucked at his returns went against all their instincts, they kept expecting my resistance to collapse and give them a huge opening in our defenses that they’d be able to run away with.

Instead, I kept calmly and carefully batting their balls back at them, doing my best to keep them off balance and running around.  I wasn’t great at it, but the slow-motion approach of each tennis ball made the whole thing somewhat meditative.  I had to work at it, but not too hard.  After a while I just fell into the rhythm or waiting for the ball to come, positioning myself, and then sending it back.  The ‘better body’ spell improved my endurance, and all the extra time I had meant that I could minimize the energy I was wasting.  And since they were always trying to aim towards me it wasn’t too taxing on my brainpower or patience.  We got halfway through the second set before they finally accepted I was wearing them down more than they were managing to do so with me.  They scrambled to change their gameplay after that, but by then it was too late.

You see, as the game went on I could kind of see Ono’s point, why Hiro’s victory had so offended his sensibilities and he was so confident.  He was actually better at tennis than Hiro.  Just straight up, inarguably superior.  Hiro was still pretty good, don’t get me wrong.  Later on he’d explain to me that it was due a nice confluence of interests.  It was an acceptable sport for him to be playing and he’d managed to carry over a surprising number of his kendo skills.  Footing, judgement, strikes, he’d figured out a way to transfer those parts of his swordsmanship to the tennis court.  But tennis was Ono’s sport, and his skill with it was approaching Himeko’s abilities at the martial arts.  Combine that with his long limbs and incalculable time practicing the proper forms and he outclassed Hiro in just about every single aspect of the sport.  If you tested Hiro against Ono in each individual tennis skill, scoring each like in a gymnastics competition, Ono would win every time.  Sometimes not by much, Hiro’s smash came awfully close to Ono’s, but each and every time.

Where Hiro outclassed Ono was his judgement and awareness.  Ono knew he was better, and thought that was all there was to it.  Hiro knew how to judge an opponent, plan, and that it was possible to lose a battle but win the war.  Back in their first match Ono had actually won the first set, in fact he’d dominated Hiro.  But he’d dominated Hiro out of pride, going all out to win every round even though he’d been forced to stretch ridiculously to do so.  And Hiro had instantly realized that.  He’d played hard enough to force Ono to really work for it, but held back from truly going as hard as he could.  Hell, he’d apparently played suboptimally at times just to run Ono around a little more!  Hiro had already known he had better endurance, and that was when the two of them were doing the same thing.  Ono had easily been working twice as hard in order to show off his skills.  After the first set and Hiro had exhausted his opponent the Watanabe scion had struck back hard, taking the next two sets.  He’d still needed to work for it, but Ono had already worked himself into a losing position and all Hiro had needed to do was close the trap.  He’d played hard but consistently, slowly but surely grinding away Ono.

The defeat had obviously shocked and disappointed the guy, but he hadn’t learned from it because he was repeating the same mistakes with me!  I could now understand why Hiro had been so willing to consider it, in his petulance Ono had continued to misestimate Hiro’s stamina; assuming that Hiro had been just as tired as him, if not even more so.  Instead, the brief breather had favored Hiro a little more, especially when the action had been so focused on me for the first set and a half!  Hiro had still been too busy to actually catch his breath, someone had needed to score our points!  But he’d needed to expend the least energy out of all three of us, and Hiro had excellent endurance.  Whatever advantage Ono Lin had gained by grabbing a fresh crony on his side while saddling Hiro with me (because Haruki was pretty good too) it was wasted as he completely misjudged what I could do.

Whatever sympathy I might have had for him (because let’s not forget: his original judgement had been pretty good and I was kind of cheating.  Maybe not in the most technical sense, he’d never said ‘no magic’ and I didn’t know of any official tennis rules that forbid me from buffing myself with spells.  But you’d better believe I’d have been crying foul and insisting I could even the odds if our positions had been reversed) vanished as he realized far too late he was going to lose.  With quickened perception I could recognize the exact moment, soon after they realized focusing their offense on me had failed, that Ono realized his second defeat was inevitable.  The wave of disbelief and denial that spread across his expression, only to be countered by the despair in his eyes… it would have been heartbreaking if I hadn’t been so focused on beating him.

It helped that he immediately began flying off the handle, trying a last-ditch effort to throw Hiro and I off our games with abusive language and intimidating theatrics as he screamed violently and made mad gestures with his racket between serves.  Thankfully the gestures lost a lot of their effectiveness in slow motion.  And while I’d probably have been stupid enough to be a little pissed off and perturbed if I’d actually understood his insults, that didn’t matter when ‘quickened perception’ simply turned them into a garbled mess.  Heck, I wasn’t even sure any of them were directed at me!  I was only guessing that because of the way he faced me before yelling a few times and the gathered crowd booed in response to his antics.  It was hard to make out the tone of the crowd most of the time, 'quickened perception' turned their already garbled presence into white noise, but that response had been simple and easy enough that even I could understand it!

Hiro, unsurprisingly, simply endured everything stoically.  He focused on blistering serves and returns that often times left our tired opponents helpless, bouncing past them just ahead of their rackets and leaving Ono even more humiliated.  Needless to say, ninety percent of the time we won a rally was thanks to him!  And he did so well.  Not brilliantly, but consistently and sensibly.  Every time our rallies were hard fought, we never won without our opponents getting a few points in.  But despite that, we took our match with straight sets.

I almost missed when it was over.  I wasn’t able to hear the official and my vision had narrowed as the game went on, I’d lost track of things and it had been a good ten minutes since I’d last looked at the scoreboard.  Despite the way the crowd went wild, despite the way Ono had angrily smashed his racket against the ground and then fallen to his knees after Hiro had scored the final match point, I’d still reset, returning to my previous position and staring across the court as I waited for the next rally to begin.

It wasn’t until Hiro gently grabbed my arm and spoke to me that I came out of my little trance.  I blinked away sweat from my eyes, realized what must have happened, and then dropped the spells.

Suddenly, I dropped as well.  Hiro quickly tightened his grip on me and swung around to supporting me under my shoulder as the cheers of all the spectators became clear.  “Mamoru?” he asked in concern.

“I’m… fine…” I was startled to realize I had to gasp the words out.

“Let’s get you some water,” Hiro noted in concern as he pulled/ dragged me over to the side.  He dropped me off against the fence and pulled a water bottle out of his bag.  I took it and drank greedily, shocked to realize how sweaty I was.

Aoth, I reflected, a little stunned to realize my legs were actually trembling, that might be a dangerous combo!  I got so focused.  And with the spells isolating me, throwing off my perception on top of that… wow, it’s no wonder I collapsed like a puppet with cut strings after the spells went away!  I didn’t think I would have done that normally, but I’d gradually fallen into the zone as I’d monomaniacally focused on doing my job and 'quickened perception' had kept the world from distracting me.  And there was a price to pay for that.  Now all my clothes were sticking to me, feeling like they’d absorbed a full liter of sweat over the match, and I felt too weak to move.  Which, given the way my underwear was sticking and chafing uncomfortably, I should probably do at some point!

Great gods and little powers, I thought as I tried not to gasp for air too visibly.  How do I look to everyone else?  No wonder Ono and Haruki spent so much time aiming at me.  It hadn’t just been obvious tactics, by the end of the first set they had to have been convinced I was about to collapse!

Hiro was struggling as well, he was doing his best not to show it but he was not up for another game!  It wouldn’t matter if Ono was willing to offer a hundred or nothing, Hiro’s tank was drained too.  He was better off than me, but after two intense matches he was mostly just walking around on willpower and pride.  I felt a little ashamed that he had to put off his own rest in order to make sure I was alright.

Actually, I reflected as I exhaustedly managed to raise my head, he might be willing to do it if the match was against Ono again.  Our opponent was splitting the difference between us as he tiredly limped in our direction.  He wasn’t as exhausted as me, but he was still breathing hard and unable to walk normally as he came up to Hiro.

I surreptitiously shifted my hand slightly so that it touched the naginata bag, feeling a slight surge of confidence as I gripped my staff through the fabric.  But it turned out to be unnecessary.  “Eight million?” Ono asked bitterly.

“Eight million,” Hiro replied tightly.

Ono looked like he’d bitten something sour.  “You might have to wait two weeks for the full amount,” he told Hiro resentfully.  “I can only do five million right now, I have to wait for the next transfer window before my father will give me the rest.”

“So long as it’s there,” Hiro replied coolly, “just make the pledge for tonight’s event.  Work it out with them, it shouldn’t be a problem.”

Ono then nodded tightly at him, not happy.  He glanced at me, then in a voice that was clearly still a little bitter told us “good game” before limping off.

I watched him go with some astonishment, I hadn’t even expected that much!  He obviously hadn’t meant it from the bottom of his heart, he’d needed to force himself to say that. But he had done it.

“He’s not his cousin,” Hiro noted after a moment, clearly reading my surprise.  “He’s an arrogant ass, but he does still have some idea how to act and won’t cross certain lines.  I wouldn’t have let him drag me into a second game otherwise.”

Good to see, I thought to myself, although I hesitated to say it out loud lest I gasp it

Hiro’s gaze softened and he looked at me sympathetically.  “I’m sorry to have pulled you into it,” he continued apologetically.  “I didn’t know it would end up…”

“Like this,” I finished for him, grateful to discover I could still speak normally if I kept it short.  Honestly, I was recovering well enough.  I wanted to stay still for another ten, fifteen minutes.  And I probably needed at least another liter of liquids before I was back to normal.  But I couldn’t pretend I needed to go to a doctor or anything.  Not yet at least, I thought, shivering a little as a breeze played over my soaking wet body, I’d better do something about these clothes or I’m going to catch a chill.

“Are you going to be okay?” Hiro asked, obviously struggling to find the right balance between not being callous and not overreacting to my struggles either.

“Eventually,” I sighed.  “Call Himeko.  Sort stuff out.”

I saw Hiro stiffen a little at that reminder, “it’s in my locker, I have to go change.”  He paused a moment.  “Are you going to be alright?”

“Just drag me over to the nearest benches,” I replied, forcing myself to sit up and offer him my hand.  Hiro instantly took it at pulled me back to my feet.  “Give me a few minutes to rest up and I’ll be okay.”

Hiro still looked a little concerned but didn’t question things too much.  Besides, he had his own problems to worry about!  What with Himeko and a charity even waiting him after the athletic wringer he’d already gone through.  He needed a quick trip to whatever the Watanabe’s used as their equivalent of the Spa, along with some major cleaning and deodorizing if he was going to be suitable to be out with Himeko at a society event.

Hiro made a second trip to deposit all my bags at my feet, then left to go change.  Although not without a worried backwards glance or two, causing me to tiredly shoo him on in reassurance.

Meanwhile, despite my efforts to put on a good face, I made sure to track where he went.  Okay, bathrooms and changing rooms over there.  I go there, sneak into a stall, do another spell to deodorize myself so that I don’t disgust the whole train on the ride home, maybe another spell to energize myself enough to actually make the trip…
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Kiyoto frowned thunderously as I entered the room and, of course, coughed. He took in one look at my masked appearance and said clearly “are you sure you should be in today, Mamoru?”

I was under the weather, there was no getting around that, and it wasn’t a surprise our resident biology student was peeved. But I wasn’t that bad. Or so I told myself.

“Today is fine,” I said, trying to ignore how my voice came off as a little breathy and rough. “But I’m not sure I want to bet on tomorrow. That’s why I want to get a little further ahead with a new set of collectors while I still can. I’m going to keep it simple, the Little People already did a lot of the detailed bits and I’m just going to be assembling them.”

“Are you sure about that?” Chie looked a little skeptical too as I started setting up at a lab table. She might not have been too interested normally, but Kiyoto’s obvious attention (and disapproval) had her paying attention.

“Positive,” I declared firmly. “I know my limits. And you’re right, it’d be stupid for me to stay late, I’m worried I’m getting worse. But Himeko’s father is arranging for me to set up in a few more locations and if I’m going to have enough mana for everything then these collectors could mean the difference between a net positive and a slow bleed. I want to get them done.”

While the pair looked at me skeptically I became aware of a slight tingle upon my wrist. One that was not disease related. I frowned underneath my mask and looked at my warning bracelet for a few moments as it vibrated quietly on my wrist. “Is anyone running a dangerous experiment?” I asked cautiously.

Ryota finally looked up from his position, he’d been doing something that seemed a little intricate and involved several different chemicals so he’d been trying to ignore my entrance. “Uh, no?” he noted in confusion.

I frowned even deeper. “Then we’d better watch out for earthquakes.”

Kiyoto slammed a palm against the whiteboard with a gunshot crack “WE’RE GOING TO NEED A LITTLE MORE THAN THAT MAMORU!” he emoted with incredulous frustration.

We all jumped a little. “My warning bracelet,” I babbled instantly, “it’s started going off, but at a really weird level. When it does that it usually means we’re looking at a mild earthquake. Usually mid four on the Richter. Although this one seems particularly mild, maybe just a four.

As all three of them stared at me with varying levels of incredulity and annoyance I frowned and took another look at the bracelet. And I usually notice it well before now, usually the low-level warnings show up hours in advance. Was this particularly mild and it had only just reached a certain threshold? Was there really a potential problem in the lab and no one realized it? Or was I just ignoring the truth, that my cold was hitting me a little harder than I liked to admit and I’d only just noticed it now?

“That’s kind of amazing,” Chie eventually noted. “I’ve been trying not to think about what mana could do to certain models of time but, wow, we need to look into that.”

“Earthquakes in Japan alone…” Ryota agreed.

“It’s on the list,” I admitted a little flatly, still in a bit of a mood thanks to my cold. I instantly realized that and sighed. “Sorry guys, because you’re right. That one’s high on the list. The trouble is, we’re probably going to need an expert in both earthquakes and magic before we can do anything practical with it. Someone who’s already as good as I am on the magic side, and then they’ll have to be the equivalent of one of you but with a geology and seismology focus.”

“Really?” Chie and Kiyoto asked at the same time, he was skeptical and she was a little wistful.

“Really,” I said bitterly. “Take today: I don’t actually know that it’s going to be an earthquake, it could easily be something else. It’s just that earthquakes produce results similar to this. Inconsistently. Based a lot on where I am and what I’m doing. There’s obviously a diamond of potential in there somewhere. But you need an expert to extract it, polish it up, and then cut it into the gem it could be.”

Ryota grimaced. “Ugh. Yeah, it’s not there yet. We can’t exactly run around shutting down all of Tokyo because one guy’s magic wrist bracelet tells him we should.”

That was still slightly too specific. In reality Ryota was just venting his own disappointment. But I was annoyed too, and sick, so I took it to heart more than I should have.

“It’s not just a matter of scaling it up,” I said, sounding prickly, “you couldn’t just build one super-sensitive bracelet and study it, or spread a hundred of them across different people in Tokyo and correlate results.”

Although I could see some use to that as a generic, city wide early warning system, my conscience twinged, noting how Kiyoto also frowned and looked thoughtful at that idea.

“We need someone who can isolate the divining parts of the magic, calibrate them, and then apply them specifically to earthquake related phenomena,” I continued to lecture irritably. “that’s what’s going to give us a worthwhile earthquake detector, something we can actually use. And even then they’ll probably need to go through several iterations of that before we get what we want.”

“It’s alright, Mamoru, it’s alright,” Kiyoto said soothingly, obviously trying to talk me down.

It brought me up short. “Sorry,” I replied, a little shocked to find I was sweaty and panting a little. After a moment I added “it gets to me too, sometimes. I find myself wondering how many lives will be lost before we get there, and if I should be trying something more.”

“Well, you’ve obviously thought this through,” Kiyoto prompted me, “why aren’t you?”

“Because I’m not good enough,” I replied, trying not to sound too bitter and give in to self-pity. “Maybe… maybe if magic was already accepted and public then that would be my focus. But I doubt it. Even if that were true I can’t imagine I’d be the first person in Japan to start thinking that way!”

It almost cheered me up how everyone made sounds of agreement to that statement, almost in unison! We were Japanese, it had taken us all of ten seconds to start thinking about how to use this against earthquakes once the subject had come up.

“Right now Ryota’s got it right,” I continued a little more normally. “This is a guy with a magic bracelet making wild claims that are totally out of proportion to what we know. There’s stuff there, but this is nowhere near enough to justify… well, anything close to useful. When this is a perfected technology, something where we’re able to detect earthquakes a day in advance and are at least able to ballpark where they’ll fall on the Richter Scale, then we’ll really have something. We’ll be able to save a lot of lives and reduce a lot of damage. But trying anything like that now will just waste a ton of effort and money for little result.”

“I don’t know…” Chie looked a little skeptical.

“I do,” Ryota said sourly. “Let’s say we had a real earthquake warning today, kind of like what Mamoru just gave us but we’re a certain it will be an earthquake. And then we had to choose how much lab work would get skipped and how much of the lab equipment and chemicals need to be firmly secured. What would we do if we didn’t know how bad it will be? We could be wasting a lot of time and work doing everything for a high three, or we could ignore all that and then end up feeling like idiots when we got hit with a low six. Assuming we didn’t just die or get kicked out of the university for not doing anything when we supposedly had a warning.”

Chie winced, and I smiled grimly. “Think about all the chaos that happens when a typhoon falls on Tokyo,” I suggested. “How long everyone waits to shut stuff down because of how much of a disruption it is. Now imagine the precautions you take and what you have to shut down is worse, you can’t actually see the storm coming so your prediction is roughly ‘a day’ in terms of timing, and the prediction itself is ‘a nasty storm is coming’. There’s no indication whether that’s a heavy rain or a category five typhoon.”

“Ow,” Kiyoto joined in the wincing for that one.

“The prediction’s pretty much useless,” I nodded, “more likely to cause greater damage than lessen it because it’s too damn vague. And that’s what we have right now. It’s going to take a lot of work before it’s actually useful.”

“Still…” Chie reluctantly pressed on, “I kind of want to consult an actual seismologist now, see what they say. The number of lives that could be saved…”

I grudgingly nodded. “That does make me wonder sometimes too. If my warning bracelet ever starts acting wild enough that I start worrying it might be an eight… I really don’t know what I’d do. I can barely imagine how bad it would have to act to get me to believe that, and I doubt I’d get that level of signal more than ten minutes before it hit, but…”

I trailed off and shrugged, not having any answer. If I truly knew, 100% certain-Aoth-shouted-the-truth-in-my-ear knew, then I’d probably have created as large an illusion as I could muster and screamed the truth to everyone I could reach in an attempt to save as many people as possible. Maybe been a little smarter, called Himeko and done my best to convince her and have the Meikos carry the ball as best they could in that amount of time. But anything short of that certainty, even a smidgen of doubt, and I’d hesitate to do anything so extreme.

There was a moment of silence.

“Are you sure you need a double expert?” Kiyoto asked finally. “You said that with Saito too, and I wondered. Wouldn’t two experts be enough if they worked together? I mean, isn’t that what we’re doing?”

“Well, maybe,” I admitted reluctantly. About the only thing harder for me than not rushing to try and get an earthquake detector set up was doubting my excuses for not doing that. Especially when I was already a little sick and inclined to depression. “It’s hard to be sure. The thing is: we’re working on basic level stuff, trying to connect mana to physics, chemistry, and biology at the simplest levels. And we’re mostly trying to observe what magic already does rather than try to mix and match what we have into doing something new. Don’t get me wrong, I can adapt and do a fair bit of stuff with what I know. But have you noticed how much of that is already stuff we can already do without magic?”

“I can’t say I have,” Kiyoto let a little more irony creep into his voice. The grad students didn’t have nearly as much idea how and what I did with magic as I did.

I was grateful my mask helped hide my flush. “Take my word for it: a lot of it is. I can do it a hell of a lot easier with magic then I could with conventional methods. But if I asked Himeko for the necessary budget and had a few months of time I can’t think of much that I’ve come up with that I couldn’t have done without magic either. It’d be slower, ridiculously expensive, and a hell of a lot more dangerous. But it would be doable”

“So you’re saying that to stretch past that, we need someone who knows both magic and the science?” Chie asked cautiously.

“Pretty much,” I said grudgingly. “I guess that’s oversimplified. I don’t know how far we’ll have to go to develop some of these ideas, and maybe some subjects will be easier. But translating, expanding, and understanding some of these things on the deeper level necessary… I just don’t think we can do it with two different experts just talking past each other. Even at my absolutely most optimistic, I think we’d need someone with a bachelor’s degree in both subjects to provide proper translation and explanation from one side to the other.”

“Hm, how to magically detect a seismic wave and all the real obstacles to doing that?” Chie asked, tapping a capped dry-erase marker against her lips a few times. “You might have a point.”

“You think so?” Kiyoto asked, not quite disagreeing but still surprised.

Chie looked embarrassed. “I remember learning of a few cosmic phenomena I thought would be easy to measure when I was still a third year, when I only knew some of the theory. After I started to learn all the real-life complications to that, all the little difficulties and errors that added up to a lot, I feel stupid about how arrogant and ignorant I was.”

“And neither side will know just how arrogant and ignorant they are until the other tells them,” I summed up. “And even figuring out those areas will be hard. So I don’t think it can be done until we’ve got a few specialists to start breaking it open. Maybe I’m wrong. I hope I am! But I don’t think we’re going to start pushing out the more technical boundaries until then.” We could brute force a fair amount, like getting into orbit. Making the jump to something amazing, like consistent and practical faster-than-light possibilities? That was probably going to need cooperation, coordination, and understanding of what the hell we were doing.

“And that’s why you’re so interested in getting Saito Chitose so early?” Kiyoto asked, sounding curious.

“Well, all of you,” I admitted frankly.

“Excuse me?!” Ryota jumped in, sounding a little offended.

I sighed, suddenly tired. “I don’t mean forcing you, or trying to get you to go further than your comfortable with. But come on, you’re all picking up a little along the way. Don’t think I haven’t noticed. Chie’s gotten good at examining stuff through ‘mage sight’, Kiyoto’s been gaining on his understanding of spirits and supernatural creatures, and you’ve been learning a little practical alchemy along the way.” Surprisingly, Ryota might have been the most magically active of the three grad students. The others could handle mana well enough to turn our ‘mage sight’ glasses on and off, but Ryota was actually learning some basic alchemical transformations in order to try and come up with a theory to understand what was happening with materials like orichalcum and mithril. It wasn’t much, but he was already proving my point by looking in some creative directions. Such as trying to create a magically active acid just so that something would actively interact with mithril!

I looked at them. “It’s not like I expect you three to become masters, but you might be the people I was talking about, those who can translate and coordinate between the masters in order to get some things done. Or you might not.”

“I think you’re jumping back and forth there, Mamoru,” Kiyoto noted a little nervously. “I mean, we’re not going to be that experienced.”

“Maybe not,” I replied, trying to get it straight in my head. He wasn’t wrong, I was sounding a bit confused and putting it poorly, even by my standards! “It’s like-“

It might have been for the best that the earthquake struck then.

It wasn’t a major quake, a top level of the three’s at most. But it was still enough to shake us all up and make the glassware rattle a little.

And for me to fall to the floor. And, much to my surprise, I found I was having trouble getting up until Ryota reached me.

“Damn it Mamoru!” he said irritably as he grabbed me and helped pull me to my feet. “You feel cold!”

Kiyoto frowned, changed direction to pull an IR thermometer out of our supply cabinet, and unceremoniously stuck it in my ear. He wasn’t really a doctor (of medicine, I mean), and hated the thought he might have to take care of us, but he’d reluctantly gotten into the habit of watching our health as part of his duties.

“Yeah, that’s low,” he said as he checked the results. “Mamoru, what were you thinking?”

“It’s not that bad,” I muttered defensively. It lacked some heat though, that trouble getting back up had gotten through to me. I might have been a bit worse than I’d realized.

“You’re too sick to be here. Think about the rest of us if you’re not going to think about yourself,” he said sternly, reaching over to pull some sanitizer out of a cupboard as he did so.

It took me a moment to truly give in, but I tried not to be stupidly stubborn. “It’s gone downhill in the last hour or two,” I admitted, “I thought I was fine through the day. But you’re right, I’m not going to be like my cousin and drive myself into an outright collapse. I’ll go home.”

“I’ll take you,” Kiyoto grumbled.

“Really?” Chie cut in out of surprise.

“You don’t have to,” I temporized.

“I brought my car today and there’s nothing on the go right now,” he continued grumpily, “I’ll take care of it.”

“Arigato,” I muttered softly, really beginning to feel it now that I wasn’t trying to convince myself otherwise.

Kiyoto nodded curtly and we did a quick cleanup and sanitize of my area before heading out. We took the elevator this time, and I was briefly mortified to pass Miyamoto Mina in the building’s lobby. Thankfully she didn’t seem to acknowledge or recognize me, she was too distracted by her own concerns and I suspected the mask helped.

“Still got it bad?” Kiyoto asked as he saw me deliberately turning my head so she wouldn’t see me.

“I swear,” I muttered angrily. “I know I’m still technically a teenager for a few more months, but you think I’d be over the junior high level shit by now.”

Kiyoto declined to comment. Possibly out of mercy, possibly just because there was no polite answer to that. Possibly just because the cold was getting to me and I was acting embarrassingly pouty, further making the junior high point.

“I can just take the train, it’s fine. You don’t have to do this,” I repeated as we left the building.

“You’re not fine, Mamoru,” Kiyoto responded. “We’re not taking any chances after you were stupid enough to come here today.”

“I’ll be fine for the train,” I protested, although I couldn’t help but note I was still following his directions. “I don’t want to put you out.”

“You’re not,” Kiyoto replied with a hint of irritation. “I already finished up my what I intended to do today, and it would have been awkward timing trying to start anything else now. You are going home before Himeko hears about this and sends someone to collect you.”

I felt pretty embarrassed by that. Mostly because that would have been even more awkward than the current situation, and Kiyoto was entirely right about Himeko forcing me to go home like that if she stopped by the research room today. That wasn’t just paranoia, that would have been inevitability.

“And I don’t want to sound stupid,” Kiyoto continued in the same vein. “But how’d you get this bad anyway? I know you can’t simply prevent disease, but you’ve mentioned a few times how you’ve used a little magic to help keep yourself healthy. What happened this time?”

“It’s not that effective,” I muttered, not quite looking at him. “And I usually combined it with the rest of the things that helped too, like some more vitamin C and getting extra sleep.” When combined, it didn’t prevent whatever I had from happening. But it helped my immune system get ahead of the curve and I rarely had anything that was serious enough to keep me from going to school.

Kiyoto shot me a skeptical look. “Uh huh.”

I flushed a little. “I just… forgot to do it this time.”

That was a bald-faced lie and Kiyoto could easily tell. The truth of the matter was simpler and still felt pretty sensitive to me. I’d already been coming down with something before joining Hiro’s impromptu tennis match. It probably wouldn’t have been much, nothing I had to take even the minor precautions for, but in twenty-twenty hindsight it had been there. Then I blew out my system by overexerting myself so badly in the match itself. Then I’d made practically the whole trip home still soaking with sweat, even if I had taken the time to keep my smell to a minimum and dry off a little that had still left me pretty chilled by the time I’d gotten home.

And then I’d spent the rest of the evening stewing and stressing over the ethics of what I’d done! Once I’d had a chance to cool down and distance myself from Ono Jin’s antics I’d had a big crisis of conscience. Had I done the right thing, helping Hiro out like that? Because at the end of the day I’d been cheating using magic. On the plus side, Ono Jin had acted like a complete ass and already opened himself up for some karmic retribution by going back on his original word and then antagonizing us like that. Combine that with how I’d been doing it for a friend, and that neither of us had directly benefited from it, and I’d had some room to be merciful on myself. On the other hand: cheating to win eight million yen! That was one hell of a red flag right there, no matter how you tried to present it. Back during my training on Avalon I’d never have tried to pass my actions off as the correct answer in ethics class. And when I thought about what might happen in the future, if in twenty years time magic was public knowledge and then Ono Jin recognized me and remembered this match… ugh, that wasn’t pretty! As usual, I was probably inflating and exaggerating my worries needlessly. But at the end of the day I couldn’t shake the feeling I’d made the wrong call.

All in all, I’d mentally tossed and turned for a while, something that was not conducive to my already battered immune system. And even though I’d felt my health starting to take a turn for the worse I’d flat out refused to use any more magic on myself, feeling too guilty to cast even a single sigil selfishly after everything else I’d done. I then woke up feeling sick yesterday, and it had only gotten worse until culminating in today’s stupidity where I was clearly pushing myself too far.

Thankfully, Kiyoto didn’t press me on the subject. It was already complicated enough in my head, I didn’t want to try explaining it out loud. Instead we went to his car, a decade old Toyota, and I got in the passenger seat after carefully putting my bags in the back.

“I know you’d prefer it to be corvette, and me to be Hiro,” Kiyoto noted with grumpy humor as he got in the right side and buckled up. “But it’s not.”

“Not today,” I noted a little sullenly. “I’m kind of glad he’s back at the hotel in Hokkaido.”

Kiyoto glanced at me and then suddenly looked a little enlightened. “Is this about the tennis match?”

I jumped a little against my seatbelt. Thankfully, being another guy who was taller than the Japanese average, Kiyoto had chosen a car with a little more headroom so I didn’t just smash my head against the ceiling. “What?” I asked incredulously, I hadn’t discussed it with the grad students. “Where’d you hear about that?”

Kiyoto gave me a pitying look. “It was all over the campus network yesterday,” he told me as he put the car into gear.

I made a distressed sound and leaned back hard against my seat, a little panicked by the thought.

Kiyoto smirked a little, continuing to absently narrate as he pulled out of the parking space. “It was all pretty garbled, but it made a hell of a story. Two of our students in a pretty sweet match, but when it was done it turned out it was all over a bet to charity. And the loser was supposed to pay a million yen, but was welching and generally acting like an ass. He eventually gets his opponent to do a rematch, but it’s for eight million yen this time and both of them pull in friends. Only the good one’s friend just some guy practically off the street while the welcher practically pulled in a professional. Then they proceed to have an even more epic match and the good guys win.”

I made another small sound in the back of my throat.

Kiyoto just smirked wider. “Like I said, it was all garbled as hell. I don't think anyone would have believed it for a minute, but a dozen people posted recordings of parts of it and talked about what happened. Of course, it just got more confused. If you listened to what people were saying you’d have thought there were two or three hundred spectators in a major stadium instead of thirty or forty people around the tennis courts. But it was believable enough with the footage, and people recognized both Ono Jin and Watanabe Hiro.”

He glanced over at me again just before pulling out into traffic. “And I recognized you.”

“I’m in hell,” I sounded dazed.

Kiyoto laughed. “Relax Mamoru, I was probably the only one. Most people were only focused on you when you were turning yourself into a returning machine, and the best shots of that were from the back. But I’ve seen you in actual workout clothes, so it wasn’t that hard to recognize you in that weird halfway point. Plus, being next to Hiro was a big clue.”

“Arrrgh,” I drew out feelingly, leaning as far back into the seat as I could.

Kiyoto smirked and continued, obviously enjoying my suffering. “The story was still ridiculous. Then someone who recognized your opponent got clever and tracked down the donations to that thing Hiro mentioned, I think one recording caught the name of the charity clearly. Sure enough, he was down for an eight million yen donation.”

Despite everything, that did perk me up just a little. At least something good came out of it, I thought even as I squirmed in embarrassment. Don’t get me wrong, that was probably chicken feed for an event Himeko and Hiro were attending. Hell, I thought I remembered Hiro mentioning he’d make a matching donation in the name of his family! But it was good to know that at least some extra money was going to a worthy cause. It didn’t excuse my mistakes, but it did lessen them.

“Anyway, it’s dying down now,” Kiyoto was merciful and reassured me. “There was just enough there to keep everyone interested and spend fifteen minutes speculating about it, especially with all the footage, but it only lasted because people kept passing it on. That’s how I heard about it after all, a friend linked it to me yesterday and I got drawn in.”

“Aoth, I hope this doesn’t go viral,” I muttered feelingly.

Kiyoto smirked again. “Don’t flatter yourself. Pieces of it, maybe. But neither you or Hiro were that good, it only went viral around campus because of the people who actually knew either Hiro or this Ono guy. I doubt I can trust everything that’s been posted, but apparently there were plenty of people who loved seeing him get taken down a peg.”

I carefully held my tongue on that one. Although that kind of proves Kiyoto’s point, the back of my mind reflected, I’m tempted to slander him based on a dozen sentences we shared, and all that was after he was already tired and worked up from a game! It was easy to believe he was just a total asshole, but the way he had eventually paid up and the fact that Hiro had been willing to make the bet with him in the first place suggested there was at least a hint of nuance there.

“Anyway,” Kiyoto made a brief brushing away gesture as we stopped at a traffic light, “that gave it some fuel. But it’s a little too complicated and confused to spread past the university. It’s not like there were any really good clips, and unless you’re really invested you’re not going to bother trying to track down a dozen accounts and then try to piece together what happened through that. And that was yesterday! Imagine how bad it’s gotten now.”

Despite myself, even I had to exhale and release a little tension at that perspective. Not all of it, I wouldn’t have been me if I could have simply accepted a truth like that. But it was enough to calm me down. Yeah, it wasn’t like you had to be Sherlock Holmes to put everything together. But an average person just stumbling across a rumor of this on the internet? Too hard and not interesting enough. I was probably safe.

“Jeez Mamoru,” Kiyoto said after watching my exhale, “what’s got you so worried?”

“My parents,” I answered frankly. “How do you think they’d react to me playing alongside Hiro in a game worth eight million yen?”

This time Kiyoto flinched.

I nodded as the light turned green. “I might be able to play that one off,” I continued, trying not to stress myself out again at the thought. “Maybe I could claim it was just coincidence. No, wait. I could claim I quickly volunteered as an opportunity to try and get close, they’d probably buy that. But if they found out I was friends with him, or all the other connections I had available…”

Feeling a little more panicked, I pulled out my phone and started checking some stuff.

“What are you looking for?” Kiyoto asked, he tried to sound a little needling, but there was an undercurrent of worry as well.

“Checking to see if Hiro’s been mentioned on the wider web recently,” I said, trying to refine my searches a little. I frowned to see multiple links to one article come up. “Shit. He has.”

I fell silent as I skimmed the article. Unfortunately, the date and key terms like ‘tennis match’ and ‘bet’ were all present. Fortunately, it turned out to be a one paragraph entry in a fluff piece about the charity event. “It’s okay,” I sighed in relief, “I’m not mentioned.”

“You really thought you would be?”

“Hey, they actually mentioned rumors about the bet and the intense tennis match,” I told him, rechecking the story in question. “But it looks like they’re just rumormongering about Hiro and Ono.” I half snorted in amusement. “Neither I nor Haruki get any mention.”

“Who’s Haruki?”

“Ono’s partner, I think,” I rolled my eyes at how much that proved the point. “I guess you’re right, I was flattering myself. I was really just a side-character in Hiro’s story this time. And not even a chapter of his life that seems to be getting much traction. Both Haruki and I were non-entities that weren’t worth talking about.”

I backed out of the article and scanned a little further. Unfortunately, there was one more. “Crap. It looks like Sato heard about it too.”

“Sato?”

“Truthseeker,” I reminded him, opening up Sato Gota’s page. A few worryingly familiar taps later and I found what I’d expected I would. “He’s updated his- oh, and renamed it. Now it's called ‘Minions of the Meiko Mistress.’ That does flow off the tongue a bit better,” I noted, scanning to see what was actually new. “Looks like he did a little digging, he’s got a mostly accurate summary of Hiro’s bet.”

Actually, it might be totally accurate, I reminded myself as I read on, he actually did research and looked into it. I was just in the center and caught up in events.

But as annoyingly accurate as Sato could be at times, such as having this in the first place, he was once again a little off the mark when it came to me. “He’s pointing to this as a possible example of closer ties between the Meikos and Watanabes,” I noted sourly. “That and further evidence I’m more physically capable than I appear.”

“Well…” Kiyoto noted, halfway between sly and apologetic.

“Don’t say it.” I shut down the page and stewed. Gods, I hope my cousin misses that one. Although I suppose this cold’s a blessing in disguise there. I can report to her what happened and that will explain half of it. Although I hate the thought that I’m trying to sound more like Akira in order to get away with this!

I stewed on that uncomfortable thought all the way back home.

***

By the time we’d pulled up to my apartment I’d managed to recover a little. The situation really wasn’t too bad, if I hadn’t heard about it until now then it was mostly just a plus sized version of the rumors from high school. Yes, Sato Gota’s little contribution was a little more worrying but hardly something that was going to expose me to my parents or the world. I wasn’t in the clear yet, it could still spread, but I could keep the worry down to a constant gnawing in my gut rather than a full panic attack.

On the downside, I was still sick and all that fed back on itself to just make me more miserable. Aoth, I reflected with a mental sigh, they were right. I need to get some dinner, zone out and watch something that will cheer me up, and then get to sleep. All ASAP. If I do, I can probably drag myself through tomorrow’s classes. If I don’t, I’m going to be in danger of collapsing halfway through tomorrow.

“Thanks,” I told Kiyoto with a little more gratitude as I exited the car.

To my surprise, he exited as well.

“You don’t have to do that,” I said quickly.

“Oh no you don’t,” Kiyoto’s tone was firm. “I’m seeing you up to the door. I’m not letting you collapse halfway up the steps, Mamoru.”

Muttering under my breath in annoyance I let him accompany me. Kiyoto bore it all without complaint, although that might just have been sadistic satisfaction. The walk up was harder than usual, and I did end up using my staff to assist me. Not too much, and I didn’t take it out of the bag, but I was leaning on it for a little extra support as I forced myself up each stair.

It’s not a biggie, I insisted to myself, if Kiyoto wasn’t here, and I wasn’t still feeling a little guilty after the tennis match, I could have just brought out the flying talisman and gone up that way.

Once again a tiny voice in the back of my head noted that I was acting a lot more like Akira than I should have.

So, puffing behind my mask and still sweating a little, I eventually managed to make it almost all the way to our door before my parents hurried out in the opposite direction.

“-for her,” my mother concluded as she left.

“True,” my father agreed. “But why would she accept that from us when- goodbye, Mamoru,” he noted perfunctorily as they brushed past, “-it would be better to ask for that from Shinji?”

“At their age? I would love to believe they’re already that involved but-“ my mother’s voice trailed off as they hustled down the stairs without even a backwards glance.

Kiyoto, on the other hand, was staring in the direction they’d gone incredulously. “Those were your parents?”

After a few moments my brain started working again and I sighed. Before doing anything else, I dug out my phone and hit my contacts list. Then, with disturbing familiarity, I raised the phone to my head.

“Again?” a slightly harried voice responded.

“Again,” I confirmed tiredly. Aunt Hina had obviously checked the contact list before answering, and there was only one reason for me to be calling. “Or, at least I think that’s what’s up. They just hustled past me together on a trip out of the apartment,” my brain kicked into gear, pointed something out to me, and I added, “and they were both dressed in their ‘casual’ getup.”

Aunt Hina sighed too. “And at this time of day there’s only one logical conclusion,” she agreed. “I’ll brace myself for some extra dinner guests.”

“Sorry aunty. At least it’s been over a week this time.”

“They might be running out of steam,” she agreed. “But they’re not there yet. I’ll warn Kaede her aunt and uncle are coming. Speaking of running out of steam, are you okay Mamoru? You sound tired and a little raspy?”

“It’s just a cold,” I told her, “and I’m talking through a mask. Nothing too major, although I’m trying not to imitate Akira and push too hard.”

“That’s good,” I could almost see her approving nod and slightly skeptical expression over the phone. “Alright then, if you’ve gone home then there’s nothing more I can really ask. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have to warn Kaede and focus on dinner.”

“Goodbye aunt Hina.”

“Goodbye Mamoru.”

As I hung up Kiyoto couldn’t help by note “see? That’s how it’s supposed to be done.”

“Pardon?” I asked as we resumed the short walk to our door.

“Your parents,” Kiyoto was fuming a little, “you were sweating, masked, practically hunched over to their eye level-“

“I wasn’t that bad!”

“You were just after the stairs. And they just brushed past you with barely a word.”

I shrugged. “I’m in university now.”

“So am I,” Kiyoto told me frankly as I unlocked the door, “and mine would have at least stopped and asked if I was alright.”

I didn’t say anything, there really wasn’t much I could tell him. I thought he was exaggerating things a little, but he wasn’t wrong. Newsflash: my parents suck at being parents, I shrugged mentally. They were being especially annoying about it now, what with the little ‘family’ spin they were trying on Kaede. But it wasn’t a particularly surprising or harmful way of doing things, merely neglectful. I didn’t figure it was worth commenting on at this point.

Kiyoto, however, did have something more to say. He raised his voice slightly as he leaned through the doorway. “Sho-uk!”

After a few seconds a couple of surprised Little People poked their heads out of a few nooks and vents. “Ni?” one of them noted.

Kiyoto found the nearest one after a few moments of searching and addressed him directly. “Mamoru’s sick, make sure he’s taken care of and doesn’t push himself too far.”

“Ah.”

With that, drawing the line at intruding any further, Kiyoto turned to leave. “Make sure you get some rest,” he told me directly before finally retreating.

You bastard, I thought after him irritably, feeling a half dozen sets of eyes upon me as the Little People watched intently and weighed my condition. I glanced from one to the next and finally sighed “fine, I’ll put on some chicken ramen before I collapse.” The last thing a needed was a dozen miniature nursemaids, especially since the Little People tended to suck at big person cooking.
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“Hiyah!”

“Agh!”

The more things change, I reflected with some mixed emotions, the more things stay the same.

Once again it was a nice day at the Meiko estate.  And once again I was coming across two martial artists dressed in judogi fighting on the back lawn, a furious spar that was obviously going to leave some black and blue marks on the both of them.  This time however, it featured Eiko versus a slightly older stranger.  And by slightly older I didn’t mean thirty, I mean like a year or two.  I put this one as older than us but younger than the grad students.  Despite that age advantage, Eiko was…

I frowned slightly.  I don’t want to overexaggerate it, I thought as Eiko knocked him on his butt and then proceeded to bind him helplessly in some manner of advanced headlock that used his own arms against him.  She’s not walking all over him.  Putting it like that feels like it would be diminishing the both of them.  In fact, I don’t think the gap between them is terribly big.  But it’s… telling somehow.

As he tapped out, Eiko released him, and they turned to reset, I tried to organize my thoughts.  It’s like if they had video game stat blocks Eiko would be 8 in all of her stats while his are only 7s.  Maybe 7.5s.  They’re both pretty great characters, but Eiko’s obviously a little superior in every way.

Eiko, breathing a little heavily, spotted me and waved.  “Hey Mamoru!”

“Hello,” I waved back from a safe distance.  “Anything I need to know about?”

“Give me a minute, we’re almost done here.”

A bit of anger flared in her opponent’s eyes at that claim, but he quickly damped it down.  The pair reset, threw themselves at each other again.  And within twenty seconds there was another pause, this time as Eiko knocked the wind out of the other guy with a solid kick.

She looked a little concerned at that one, I suspected he’d accidentally ran into it instead of rolling with the blow.  “Do you need a minute?”

“No,” he grunted as he climbed to his feet, wincing all the while.  He looked a little angry underneath the pain, but it was as much directed at himself as Eiko.  “I won’t get it in a fight, I may as well use this as a training opportunity.  Let’s finish this.”

Eiko didn’t look like she completely agreed, but she didn’t argue either.  And with that advantage she quickly took the next two rounds, leaving him bent over on the ground, clearly struggling against the pain.

“And that’s twelve to four,” she declared as she offered him a hand up, looking pretty worried.  “Taku, are you alright?”

“I’m-“ he grunted a little in pain again, “-fine.”

“You’re really not,” she responded flatly.  She then turned to me.  “Mamoru?”

“Yes?” I asked, coming forward.  I had some idea what might be coming next, and my annoyance at it was mixing with some genuine worry over this Taku guy.  If he was a peer of Eiko and unable to conceal this much pain…

“I’m good enough, but he needs a potion,” Eiko said.  “Would you mind?”

I studied Taku a moment.  “I don’t mind,” I said cautiously.  “But are you sure a potion’s a good idea?  If you don’t know what’s wrong he needs a doctor.”

“I’m pretty sure he caught his kidney with that last hit,” Eiko noted with an all-too-experienced eye.  “And he took some really nasty falls.  Besides, I’m pretty sure this was part of Master Tai’s idea.”

“I’m fine,” Taku repeated tightly, managing to keep it all one sentence this time.

“You’re not fine,” another, younger voice cut in, surprising us all.  Saito Chitose came up hesitantly, but she quickly began gently feeling and looking at his wounds with a skill that belied her age.  “Bruises all over, I think those are bruised ribs too, your eye is starting to swell, and I think that might be a minor concussion,” she told the martial artist, concern warring with hesitation in her voice, creating an odd cadence of rushing forward and then holding back as she spoke.  “Did you disjoint your shoulder!?  It’s back in now, but it’s starting to swell there too.  You should get help.”

“I can cope.”

Eiko sighed heavily.  Then, as if she couldn’t believe she was saying it, she told him “You should let Mamoru help you.  You’re trying too hard, and it’s not going to let you catch up.  I’m starting to realize that was probably Master Tai’s whole plan.”

Taku’s lips compressed out of both stubbornness and pain.

After looking between the two a few times I uncomfortably went “so… I’ll just go get some supplies from the kitchen…”

A ubiquitous Meiko servant, who’d just been waiting a polite distance away by the mansion’s back entrance, bowed to attract my attention before speaking up.  “There is no need, Master Matsuda.  We can fetch your usual ingredients.”

That one set me a little aback.  “Wait, really?’”

“We made a point of learning them after the truth was known, and wrote them down after Eiko’s bout with Master Chihaya.  Will you be requiring anything special today?”

“Um, no?” I replied tentatively, disconcerted by this particular development.  I mean, it was more logical than I wanted to admit.  By this point I’d made enough potions at the Meiko mansion that it would have made sense for them to have known the ingredients by now even if they hadn’t realized I used magic!  At least the conventional ingredients I kept asking them for.  But it was still a little frightening to realize the staff had them filed and memorized!

I worry I’m getting too close to the Meikos, I thought, chills creeping up my spine as I revisited that problem again.  It’s not that I don’t trust them, but giving them that much power and access to me…

I uneasily forced that thought aside and turned back to the pair of martial artists.  “It’s probably going to take me a half hour to make it,” I warned them, my hands on hips as I channeled my worry into annoyance.  At them, at my fear, and at the realization of how quickly I’d actually be able to do the potion this time.  It’s kind of telling how practiced I’m getting at this point, I’d never have managed it that quickly back when Master Tai first asked me.  “Don’t think you’re getting off easy, you’re still going to have to suffer through all pain before I get this done.”

“I could… always ask Sensei Yorozu for some painkillers?” Saito offered tentatively.

“No,” Taku refused staunchly.  Although a set to his expression suggested that was more stubbornness than strict stoicism.

“Probably for the best,” I sighed, deciding not to fight on this one.  “I’m pretty sure it wouldn’t have any effect, but I’m not one hundred percent certain.  This is still a drug, Saito-san, just a magical one.  All your lessons about not mixing medications should still hold true.”

“Yes,” Saito nodded firmly, her face practically glowing.

And now there’s this as well, I sighed internally, realizing I was now headed towards an impromptu lesson and demonstration for Saito Chitose on top of everything else.

Which reminded me.  “What the heck is even going on here?” I asked Eiko.  “Could I get a few answers?  I can make some safe assumptions, but I’d kind of like to know what’s actually going on today.”  Two martial arts students going at it hard… there were only a couple of likely reasons for that.

Suddenly both Eiko and Taku looked a little shifty.

I sighed out loud this time.  “Don’t tell me you two were doing something stupid.”

“No,” Eiko protested a little too quickly.  “Of course not!  This was one of Master Tai’s little lessons!”

“Uh huh.”

“It was!” Eiko protested.  She then looked a hint abashed.  “It’s just… we might have gone a little too far.”

Taku sighed, flinching halfway through the process as he pulled against something painful.  “Which was probably the point.  You know Master Tai probably realized this would happen.”

A light dawned in Eiko’s eyes. “That’s why he- no, he knew.”

“It’s an object lesson, just not by his hand.”

I looked over Taku again.  He was built pretty well but nothing too special for a martial artist.  A little taller than average, so roughly equal to Eiko in height, but neither particularly handsome or particularly ugly.  Or so I thought.  It was a little hard to tell under all the bruises and swelling.  The way his right eye was slowly closing really made it hard to estimate how he’d looked about two hours ago.

“Taku here is another one of Master Tai’s disciples,” Eiko explained, gesturing towards the wounded guy.  “He’s not from Tokyo, so we only run into each other every year or so.  Master Tai arranged for us to spar today…”

Eiko trailed off uncertainly.  But I could tell it was more of my type of uncertainty: not of what to say, but how.  How to put the next bit so it wasn’t too embarrassing or complicated, or possibly just how much of it to actually tell an outsider.

“It’s okay Eiko,” Taku continued, albeit with ill grace.  He wasn’t happy about it, but he was still going to force himself to say the next bit.  “I’ve been too jealous.  Jealous of Eiko’s swift progress, jealous of her potential, jealous of how much time Master Tai’s been spending with her.  Jealous, jealous, jealous.”

Eiko looked like she wanted to say something.  Tellingly, she didn’t.

“We’re pretty sure Master Tai arranged this while he wouldn’t be here so that I could get that jealousy beaten out of me like it deserved.”  Taku heaved a huge sigh and some of his bitterness vanished.  “We did this ourselves.  I misestimated myself, forced it too much, and Eiko showed me why she’s better.”

“Not much better!” Eiko was quick to jump in.  “There’s a reason our sensei teaches you too!  But… yeah.”

I looked between the two a few times.  Then, a little surprisingly, it clicked.  It helped that since I’d started going to university I saw it all the time.  “Was it just jealousy?” I asked a carefully, on instinct.

“No,” Taku sighed again, willing in the moment to face up to his failings, “it was fear.  Master Tai tried to warn me, but now that I’ve burned it all out I can see it really was there.  Fear of not being good enough, fear that Master Tai was going to abandon me and I’d just be mediocre.  Fear all the way down.”  Taku hung his head in shame.

Yup, called it.  It helped that I’d seen that often enough at Tokyo U.  Not in everyone or everywhere.  But given how many people had been top of their class or top of their school it could really mess with their heads to be in the bottom half of a Tokyo U class.  I’d seen plenty of fellow students struggling to deal with that concept over the last year or so.

Eiko looked surprised, sympathetic, and uncomfortable.  Despite everything, I found my lips quirking into the smallest of smirks.  “Not used to being the top of your peers?” I was unable to resist needling her, just a little.

“Not really,” she answered instinctively, a little dazed.

I nodded, but bit my tongue on the next bit.  I suppose it really doesn’t happen often, I reflected.  It wasn’t like all the martial arts disciples who’d started in the same year hung out together.  And the fact that I had to get that specific just underlined the problem even more!  Eiko was usually either dealing with people who were significantly her inferior, like Himeko or Hiro, or seriously above her, like Master Tai or Master Eizen.  She rarely got to interact with someone who was roughly a peer of hers, and finding them both respectful and impressed with her was an unexpected affirmation.

Master Tai again, or just luck?  I wondered.  Their master was a deeper thinker than he first appeared, but I wasn’t sure he was that deep a thinker.  Still, he didn’t really have to be in this case.  It seems like he stacked the deck so that he’d always pull a success, it was just a question of which successes he’d pull out of this situation.

Don’t get me wrong, that was still pretty damn impressive.  Arranging it so that all paths led to victory instead of just narrowing it down to that one path was both practical and challenging at the same time.  A mix that was simultaneously humble and incredibly wise.  It might have lacked the cachet of someone setting up the dominoes to fall in one particularly jaw-dropping manner, but that made it no less effective.  Which really makes it the path of a master, I admitted to myself with a mental tut-tut for my dismissiveness of that path.  One that doesn’t risk a student’s learning on you being so incredibly clever.

“Sensei?” Saito noted gently, nodding in the direction of the mansion.  A maid was approaching, wheeling a cart containing my ingredients in front of her.

Lessons to learn, I reflected.  I then belatedly turned towards Taku.  “I take it that since we’ve been talking about things like potions in front of you that Master Tai’s educated you in the basics of the supernatural?”

“A little,” Taku admitted, wincing.  “I came along when he was fighting a ghost with Master Mika once, and she showed me a few things.”

“Oh good.”  Probably another thing Master Tai had shuffled into the deck this time.  “Well, I’m guessing I’m here to further your education a little.”

To be a little fairer, I then turned to Saito.  “Watch closely,” I told her, “I’m not going to explain the technical side of how you do this, it’s much too advanced for you yet.  But I’ll explain a little of what I’m doing and why, see how much you can follow along.  You’ve been doing your exercises with mana?”

She nodded energetically.  “Every day!”

“Keep track of what you’re sensing, how it feels to manipulate mana in a deliberate form.  And also how sketching out and using a magic circle supports and makes it easier to accomplish that.”  That particular lesson might be even more important for her in the future.  I wasn’t sure that Saito was going to have enough time to be a brilliant spellcaster even with the best will in the world, not with her level of natural aptitude.  Trying to divide herself between conventional medicine and magic studies was going to be hard.  Being an adequate spellcaster though, and knowing how to use tools and rituals to help her when needed… I was starting to think that might be an appropriate path for her.

We’ll see, I reminded myself firmly as I organized the ingredients and started sketching out said circle.  We just had an example of how every path leading towards victory was for the best.  No determining a student’s ‘one, true path’ for them.  Especially on so little experience.

Taku was also watching with wary curiosity as I drew the circle, clearly more interested than he wanted to let  on.  As I traced out a magic circle in magicians’ ink, taking a moment to explain to Saito the importance of the medium I was using, his nonchalance grew more and more forced.  After I activated the circle, and then started the physics defying weirdness of actually mixing the potion, his eyes started to bug out.

“- fuel for the body,” I told Saito as I added more blended meat.  “The magic accelerates and supports the body healing itself, but the body still needs the energy and raw material to work with.”

“What happens if it doesn’t have it?” Saito asked more normally, even as she stared intently at the potion in progress, trying to memorize every speck of ingredient and nuance of movement.

I actually hid a small smile at that, pleased.  When she was focused on the everything she unbent a little and forgot to be extra deferential.  Probably because learning was her whole goal.  I could respect that.

“Depends on the spell,” I answered neutrally, trying to show none of that.  “And how the caster is managing it.  In this case the spell would continue to heal, but the body would start to cannibalize itself.  How that manifests would depend on the injuries.  If it was just soft tissue the issue might not be too bad.  You’d probably lose some weight and muscle mass, maybe suffer some anemia, but unless you were already one big bruise it wouldn’t be life threatening.  But if you had multiple broken bones you might be in trouble.  The spell would pull from the undamaged bones, weakening your whole skeleton as it evened things out.”

Saito drank it all in with wide eyed astonishment.  Taku and Eiko, who kind of depended on their strong bodies, shuddered in unison at the idea.

“That’s a generalization though,” I admitted.  “There’s a lot of room for variation there.  Just for starters: the spell would probably slow down and accomplish less healing as it expended extra mana to try and pull in those resources.  Other spells, very inefficient and mana intensive ones, would actually create those resources out of the surroundings.”

I hoped she didn’t ask me how, I still wasn’t quite sure.  I was 80% certain that those spells simply scavenged and transformed the molecules around the recipient, converting everything from the air to the soil under our feat into useable materials via an atomic level transformation.  But when that was the Occam’s Razor simplest explanation, and it was, you did not give it out without actually testing that theory first!  Not if you were a remotely responsible teacher.

“And on the more mundane side,” I continued, absently adding a few herbs and blended vegetables to the mix, the carrot juice looks good today, “you could probably support this spell with the right sort of intravenous drip.  Frankly, that’s one of the things I want to eventually look into.  A more advanced version of this potion would probably avoid the inefficiencies of the stomach and just be injected into the body directly.”

That one set Saito back on her heels, but in a thoughtful manner as she puzzled out all the implications of it.

“How is it doing that?” Taku half-whispered to Eiko, watching as I added a cup of concentrated broth to the mix but the level of liquid in the container didn’t budge a millimeter.

“Magic,” she replied softly, trying to sound smug but coming off a little too enraptured herself as Taku reminded her how strange and unnatural that simple effect was.

Aka ‘I don’t know’, I filled in mentally with a small smile.  After continued experimentation in the research room I was pretty sure the new substance of the potion was spreading out extradimensionally.  While the height, width, and breadth of the mix weren’t changing it was expanding along the fifth axis.  That was still just a theory though, but between Ryota and Chie it was starting to look like an increasingly solid theory every day.

“Always keep in mind:” I told Saito gently, “this is still the equivalent of willow bark tea.  It has its uses, but there’s a reason we use refined acetylsalicylic acid instead.”

“Asseetoe- what?” Taku asked Eiko softly, looking confused.

Eiko frowned but didn’t answer.  To be fair, I suspected that she had an idea but was frantically mental double checking herself to make sure she didn’t make an embarrassing mistake.

“Aspirin,” Saito answered instantly, not even looking around.

I commented on none of that.  Although it was kind of interesting, and a little telling, to see Eiko with one of ‘her’ people while I was standing with one of ‘mine.’  That might have been a little reductive (well, a lot reductive) but it was still food for thought.  At the very least it made me reevaluate Saito’s chances of actually becoming a worthwhile magic user once again.  If I was already lumping her into the category of ‘mine’, however stupidly, then maybe I was overthinking it with all my fears and objections.

I banished that slightly uncomfortable though.  “Alright, I’m going to need to concentrate for this next bit.  You can speak amongst yourselves, just don’t try to involve me in anything.  Saito, try to follow what I’m doing but don’t worry if you don’t pick up everything.  You haven’t been taught enough to appreciate all the subtleties yet and you’re much too inexperienced with mana manipulation, but we’re here so we might as well try.”

“Yes,” Saito nodded with almost disturbing intensity before she bent all her attention to studying the pitcher in front of me.  It was almost gratifying to see Taku’s weirded out look at her actions, but I couldn’t focus on that.  Instead, I focused on my own task: completing the transformations and embedding a regeneration spell into the mix.

About ten minutes later I was done.  I took a deep breath and stepped back.  “And now the potion’s complete,” I told Satio Chitose.  “The materials are properly formed, and the spell’s soaked into them like broth to noodles.”

“You never explained it like that to me!” Eiko half complained.

“I’ve been thinking about it,” I admitted.

“It’s still an oversimplified lie,” I continued as I poured most of the potion out into one of the cups the Meiko staff had been clever and professional enough to anticipate me needing.  “There’s a hell of a lot more to it than that.  Just for starters: the fact that it’s one spell but then sort of separates, copies, and then diffuses until it can heal multiple people who only drink part of the potion.”

Satio went a little cross-eyed at that as she tried to wrap her brain around that one.  After all, spells were sophisticated magical constructs.  That idea that a spell could be split like that was like telling someone you could just cut a car in half and then both halves could simply drive around normally, albeit at half capacity and power.

“The physical part of the potion does a lot of the heavy lifting,” I added as a gentle aside to her, before she suffered an aneurism.  “Don’t worry, it’s not as bad as it first sounds.”  Although it was still bad in some way, I was trying to gently ease her into some of the more illogical concepts of magic.

Thankfully, I had just the thing to distract her.  After pouring out a fair sized dose for Taku I then proceeded to pour out a shot’s worth of potion into a separate glass.

“What are you doing?” Eiko asked uneasily as I handed the full glass to Taku and the little one to her.

“Don’t pretend you didn’t get hurt Eiko,” I continued, trying not to look too sadistically gleeful.  “Even I can tell he got in some pretty good shots.”

“Not that good,” she protested a little desperately.  “It’s part of my training!  It’ll be a good chance for me to practice self-healing on these sorts of things!”

“Eiko,” I said firmly, “drink.  Be a good sempai and show your kohai the way.”

Eiko hesitated a few seconds.  Then, muttering angrily under her breath about who was really the sempai and who was the kohai, Eiko swiped the glass from me and downed it in one swift shot.

“Ugh,” she shuddered as she finished swallowing.  “I hate that stuff.”

“Good.  I’d hate to think how careless you guys would be if the potion actually tasted good.”  One more argument in favor of this method, I suppose, I reflected randomly.  If we ever do convert this to an injection or IV form then idiots might not fully appreciate what it’s doing or the consequences of their own actions.  That wasn’t a particularly big factor in any way, but it might have been worth keeping in mind for the future.  Something along the lines of (assuming costs were similar) keeping both versions around so that hospitals could use the traditional potions for idiots and only use the IVs on critical, unconscious, or deserving victims.

I shook my head while Eiko finished fighting off a second round of shudders.  I’m overthinking things again.  Needless to say, we had a long way to go before I could start thinking about any social engineering in my approach to integrating magic back into the world.  A million subtleties could occur between now and then and if I was seriously thinking about it then I was jumping the gun before the starter could even get around to saying ‘ready!’

Taku looked at his potion warily and then took a medium sized swallow of it.  He immediately looked like he regretted it.  “Agh!” he thrust the glass away from himself.  Fortunately he’d already swallowed enough and did that move smoothly enough that while the potion sloshed about violently inside the glass none of it spilled out.

“Yeah, I get that,” Eiko said sympathetically.

“What-“ Taku started violently.  Then he swallowed, got ahold of himself, and tentatively brought it back in for another sip.

“It’s good for you,” I said sympathetically.  I couldn’t help but add “so’s not getting yourself beaten up.  Don’t be an idiot and go too hard in the future.  Eiko may have legitimately been able to deal with what she suffered-“

“Oh, now you admit that!” Eiko looked like she wanted to regurgitate the potion on a matter of principle after that, but wasn’t so prideful as to suffer it again coming back up.

“-but you can’t.  This is still better than going through all the healing naturally-“

Taku drew in a breath to make some sort of protest.

“-and losing all that training time,” I did my best to imitate both Master Tai and Doctor Yorozu as I shot him a quelling look.  Huh, I might actually have to learn that if I’m teaching Saito.  Thankfully, I don’t think she’ll be as difficult or stupid as these two.

Taku decided to be an adult and keep sipping away at the potion.

“Wow,” Eiko noted, looking genuinely amused and thoughtful.  “I can’t decide if that makes this better or worse for you.”

Taku shot her a legitimate glare before forcing himself to take another small swallow.

“Should I even ask?” I asked, not even thinking about what I was doing before it was past my lips.

“Taku’s been trying too hard,” Eiko admitted bluntly, “overtraining and pushing his limits to the point where it’s been getting dangerous.”

Taku grimaced.  But he was an adult and already repentant over his previous mistakes so he said nothing.

“Master Tai’s been trying to set him right for a few months now.”  Eiko then gentled her tone a little.  “I get it, I really do.  We all know I’ve had my head up my ass sometimes and none of us have managed to train perfectly without Master Tai needing to give us a few corrections.  But Taku’s been really stubborn about it recently.  Which is probably why Master Tai arranged this.”

“Sorry,” Taku noted.  He sounded a little insincere, but that might have just been how unpleasant he was finding the potion.

Eiko shrugged.  “That's another one of the reasons he went too hard and got hurt, and one of the reasons I was so frustrated and willing to hurt him. I didn't see it at the time either, but after we were done and I started feeling guilty it came through loud and clear."

"You don't have to feel guilty Eiko," Taku protested, albeit with slightly mixed feelings as suffered through his potion.

"Eh. It was more your fault then mine, but I was still the one hitting you. I'm not going to get all Mamoru about it and spend the next three days worrying, but I have to take some responsibility for my own arms and what I do with them."

Neither Taku or I commented on that one, for various reasons.

"Anyway, I wonder if Master Tai might have wanted Taku to be more hurt for a little longer so he wouldn’t train so much.”

Taku looked like he might have protested, but stopped himself to consider that.

“Or he might not have,” Eiko's expression clearly indicated she didn't know and didn't particularly care.  “I know better than to double guess him, and it seems like it would a good chance to teach him Taku more about magic.”

“Master Tai did say that he wanted to avoid the mistakes he made with you, and the mistakes Master Eizen made with Hideji.”  Taku noted before grimacing and forcing himself to sip another bit of potion

“There you have it.  He’s been…” she hesitated and briefly glanced in my direction, “worried that things out there have been getting a little weirder.

“Aoth, I hope so,” I sighed, feelingly.

“What, really?” Eiko did a double take.

“Trust me, if this is a surge or a high point then I’m a lot more reassured.  I’d be really disturbed if I thought all that I’d seen over the last few years was normal.  I don’t mind a little bit of the supernatural, that makes sense now that I'm active and looking instead of running away.  But things like the snickerblight or the Vorasoth were just too much.”

If I was really running into situations like that once or twice a year then I was either the unluckiest bastard in Japan, unwittingly working under some strange and cruel destiny, or there was something terribly wrong with the world.  I’d come up with a lot of alternate justifications to try and explain it, and the idea that this was just a statistically unusual surge and I was just one more person in the middle of it was incredibly comforting.

“Ah.  Okay.  I guess that makes sense.”

“What?” I looked at her oddly.

Eiko refused to answer, but Taku told me the truth.  “Because if you think things are getting too weird and disturbing out there,” he said in between forced sips of the potion, “then we should be terrified.”

“Ah.”  Suddenly I had the urge to hurry back to the university and complete all the new collectors.  And maybe a couple more on top of that for good measure.  Something told me that I was going to need them, and soon.
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I walked off campus and was immediately assaulted by bad vibes.

Agh! Taint! I threw a hand in front of my face instinctively as I recognized it. Needless to say, given that nothing else around the area seemed unusual, I just got a few funny looks from the passersby at my weirdness.

Calm down, I told myself firmly, trying not to blush in embarrassment. I forced myself to act normal and like nothing was going on. It helped that there really wasn’t much happening. Yes, there was a hint of taint around. And it was exceptionally ‘pungent’ for its volume if I were to try explaining it in terms of the other senses. But it really wasn’t a big deal. The shock of its presence had been nasty, but in practical terms there really wasn’t enough to worry about.

I glanced behind me. The Tokyo U kami are keeping it out, I recognized belatedly. That’s why it had taken me by surprise, a number of the collective campus kami had united and gently exerted their power to keep even that little amount out of their home. It had been a surprise to encounter it so suddenly, like walking through a door into a room reeking of sulfur. But they’d barely had to exert any effort. As nasty as this stuff felt, there really wasn’t that much of it.

I quickly glanced down at my warning bracelet. I thought I could detect the barest of hums from the thing, but otherwise it was silent. And that much might just be my own paranoia, I admitted.

I gave the area a perfunctory look with ‘mage sight’ seeing if I could find the source of the taint. I found nothing though. The taint itself was obvious, like a faint soot hanging in the air. Barely there but clear to see if you looked for it. However, whatever had caused it seemed to be long gone.

I briefly considered doing a more thorough check, but it was getting too late and I was feeling a little embarrassed over how much attention I’d already given this. It was past ten in the evening, starting to push towards eleven, and even I had to admit it was time I was getting home. I’m tempted, I admitted to myself, even as I turned towards the train station, really tempted. But I’m jumping at shadows. Something nasty might have passed this way earlier, but even if it did I can’t tell which way it was going without an active spell. And while it's annoyingly 'stinky', for some strange reason this taint was detectable out of proportion to its amount, the actual level of taint is laughable. The taint was slowly but steadily clearing under natural conditions. It could have eventually caused some problems if you spent six or seven uninterrupted hours marinating in it, assuming it even lasted that long, but even then the resulting effects wouldn’t have been a big issue on their own.

I don’t like it on principle, I admitted to myself morosely as I hustled a little to be sure I caught my train. But I really am overreacting. If I’m not even sure this stuff is going to persist six or seven hours then I don’t think there’s any chance it’ll last long enough to do any real harm. There was complaining about your neighbor burning toxic substances in his yard… then there was complaining because he’d burned his dinner and the area around his house was a little smokey. This was definitely beginning to feel like the later.

I sighed and mentally patted myself on the back as I made my train just in time and the carriage doors slid smoothly shut. It’s too late and I don’t have the time or energy to go on a wild goose chase over nothing, I thought in relief, trying to ignore the tiny bit of worry gnawing my gut. Yeah, it probably would have been responsible to look into it a little bit more at three or four in the afternoon. But I’m tired, I’d be too obvious, and it’s probably nothing. If there are still some traces when I’m back tomorrow I should take a second look. But as it stands? It was probably someone driving past while carrying a mildly cursed artifact. Not something I have to get involved in.

Of course, the universe hates me. I’d just started to put it out of my mind, around ten minutes later, when my warning bracelet kicked into gear.

Squeeze. Squeeze. Squeeze. Squeeze.

What the hell? I asked myself, jerking my wrist up in surprise. It wasn’t a terrifying level of danger, but that was surprisingly strong and steady to come out of nowhere like that. Are we about to crash? I thought, gripping the nearest post tightly and looking around. Well, stop suddenly at least. I was pretty sure my warning bracelet would have been going harder than that if there was going to be a true train crash.

Then my ‘mind shield’ precaution unfolded, protecting my awareness while the rest of the passengers in the half empty car’s expression went a little vague. Then I became aware of the ‘carump carump carump’ sounds of footsteps… on the roof of the train car. The moving train car.

Are you kidding me? I thought in disbelief, trying not to stare at the ceiling. This isn’t a high speed Shinkansen or anything, but we’re not exactly stationary here! I mean, I knew that magic existed, and I was probably overstating the difficulty, but that still seemed a little unbelievable.

Suddenly their pace picked up. And there was an unmistakable rise in taint, of the same type as earlier, followed by a second, calmer, set of ‘carumps’ coming from the ceiling above us.

A pursuer, my gaze suddenly sharpened. And they’re tainted. That wasn’t good. I shifted the naginata bag and gently unzipped the opening, slipping my hand inside.

The footsteps passed over me without hesitation, simply proceeding along the train as if it was nothing.

My warning bracelet slowed down slightly, but still remained an easily noticeable presence on my wrist. Oookay, I thought slowly, gripping my staff tightly. What now?

I almost jumped out of my seat at the train’s gentle ‘bong’ indicated the next stop was coming up.

Stay or go? It wasn’t my stop. On the other hand, this wasn’t my business. Quietly getting out of the line of fire and simply catching the next train seemed like a pretty sensible idea. But-

The concentration of taint in the area suddenly exploded, at least tripling in intensity. My fellow passengers’ expressions dulled even further. And there was an odd little ‘creak-thump’ as I heard the pursuer, who’d just reached the front of the car I was in, leap off the roof and onto the platform.

Damn it, damn it, damn it, I thought as I thrust to my feet and rushed to be the first out the doors. That level of taint was starting to get dangerous for innocent bystanders. It almost certainly wasn’t going to endure, this seemed like the same sort as by the university and it would dissipate with a brisk breeze, but I had to be sure. If whatever was causing this got worse, or even just stayed in one place for long enough to build up a concentration, it could potentially affect thousands of innocent commuters. I couldn’t just walk away and say ‘surely that wouldn’t happen. And even if it did, surely someone else will take care of it.’ I was a mage. And more importantly, I was a halfway decent human being. I had an obligation to check things out and at least attempt to figure out the best course of action.

Step one was finding out just what the hell was going on. That was easier said than done. The roof walkers were out of sight by the time I was on the platform, and the zone of influence only seemed to be growing as all the bystanders in the area grew more and more distant, sleepwalking through their actions. It was subtle, if it had just been one or two of them I would have assumed they were simply typical Tokyoites, exhausted by a long day at the office. But everyone in sight suffering it all at once was a little bit much. However, it left no obvious trail to follow.

Left? Right? Outside? I thought, looking around a little frantically for a clue.

There was a crash outside of the station.

Outside. I thought, rushing in that direction. Damn they got ahead of me quickly.

After I navigated the unfamiliar station I burst out the front doors and was immediately stopped by an unbelievable tableau. The station, a fairly typical, smaller type for serving the local area, stood in front of a three-way traffic stop. We were no longer in downtown Tokyo or anything, it was mostly just local shops and five storey buildings around us. There was still a decent amount of traffic this late at night, but that was just because it was a weekend. I’d have bet on it being pretty deserted at this time three days forward or back.

All of those people had apparently lost all awareness, calmly ignoring the pair of crashed cars blocking the road heading away from the station and the young sword-wielding madman standing on top of them to cackle maniacally.

“Katsuo! Stop this!”

Oh, not everyone, I noted a little pedantically as I swung my head to notice a very dishevelled looking boy and girl standing a little off to the side on the sidewalk in front of the train station, seemingly unaffected by whatever was blanking out all the civilians. They looked about high school age, although more physically fit than average. The boy especially, and he was holding a simple bokken tightly. Although, a little tellingly, he wasn’t even pointing it in the maniac’s direction.

Said maniac was also about high school age, although he wore his black hair pretty long for a boy. Said hair was starting to form a halo around his head. Not quite writhing ridiculously like it was actually tentacles, more like he was participating in a science experiment about static charges. It was still a startling thing to take in on the street.

“Stop it? Stop what?” he asked mockingly.

“This isn’t you!”

“Oh but it is. It always has been.”

Seriously? The somewhat cheesy dialogue, even if delivered in completely serious and desperate tones, took me back a bit.

The maniac, Katsuo apparently, slowly brandished his sword in the speaker’s direction. It was an ornate, ancient blade; a dull but solid looking grey and double edged in the Chinese style rather than the katanas and wakizashis I was used to.

“You were always master’s favorite, Kensei, and I always hated you for it!” he ranted. “Now you’ll see! Now you’ll be forced to acknowledge the truth!”

Kensei? Really? Depending on the kanji being used that seemed a little too on the nose, it was so over the top I was starting to doubt myself. The surreality of it was only emphasized when some commuter gently nudged me aside because I was standing too close to the doorway, completely oblivious to the scene playing out in front of them. What? Are they really just filming a movie and that’s the simple explanation for all this? I immediately grimaced as I realized what I’d just thought. I can’t believe that went through my mind. I hated it whenever someone used that excuse in any media. But there I was, actually thinking it in real life!

“Stand down Katsuo!” Kensei took a guard stance with his bokken.

Katsuo’s soft chuckle shouldn’t have carried, but it did. “Make me.”

A second later he almost seemed to teleport, closing the distance between himself in Kensei in just a moment. Kensei desperately dodged the swing of his opponent’s sword, but the air it raised merely with it’s passing knocked him down, lifted the girl he’d been standing in front of off the ground to blow her back a good meter or two, and the resultant gust was still enough to make me stumble a step backwards even though I was a good ten meters or so further away!

“The sword chose me!” Katsuo crowed.

Kensei leapt forward to bind said sword with his simple bokken. “Snap out of it Katsuo!”

Katsuo struggled against Kensei for a few moments, the pair slowly turning around as they sought leverage, but it seemed they were evenly matched in strength. Then he grinned fiercely.

Darkness surged out of his blade, a shockwave of power that hurled Kensei away.

“Kensei!” the girl cried out chasing after him, while Katsuo merely grinned confidently and started to saunter after them.

Thankfully, that wave of darkness had been enough to shake me up. What the hell? Why am I just standing around and watching like it’s some sort of movie? Feeling like I was trying to wade through pudding I focused my mind. More importantly, I focused on my ‘mind shield’.

The result was obvious but startling. It’s cracked, I realized, the shock and fear enough to focus me a little better. Whatever was going on here, whatever was reducing all the ordinary civilians to oblivious vegetables, had been strong enough to damage my precautionary spell. I was only suffering about a tenth or twentieth of the effect everyone else was feeling, but that had still been enough to slowly lull me into an inactive daze. Between my confusion, reluctance to get involved, and the somewhat overdramatic way the pair were going about it (seriously, I wanted to accuse them both of suffering from junior high syndrome) I’d been slowly coaxed into watching it like it was a show.

No more. I was a mage, and at our cores mages never willingly surrendered our wills to others. Practice exercises from back on Avalon kicked in and I found myself instinctively pulling mana through my staff, we’d trained to respond to such threats drugged, concussed, or enspelled. Even as rusty as I was, I could deal with this much. I quickly spun a counterspell to patch and reinforce the flagging ‘mind shield’ then hurried off in the direction the trio had gone. I could still feel the tainted pressure centered around them. It was tricky, but they weren't too hard to track.

I’d taken a while, at least by the standards of a fight. The group had migrated slightly, crossing back over the train tracks and down onto the flats next to one of Tokyo’s rivers. A distant part of me hated following them like that, even in an emergency illegally crossing the tracks grated on me, but now that I was thinking straight I could force myself to do it. I arrived just in time to see Kensei and Katsuo finishing their (over)dramatic duel on the artificial riverbank. Still not quite sure what to do, and not wanting to get one of them killed by interrupting at the wrong moment, I watched from the top of the embankment.

By now I’d seen enough of both Hiro and Reiji’s skills to have a little appreciation for swordplay. I was far from an expert, and I knew that, but I could gauge a person’s real skills much better than the average anime fan. And both of them were impressive. Not up to even Hiro’s level, but they were still a good three or four years younger. I suspected either of them would have surpassed Hiro at that age.

But of the two, Kensei was better. Even though he was only using a bokken he managed to match wood against steel effectively, parrying his opponent and slowly pushing him back. Kensei was obviously hard pressed, and a single mistake could easily have turned it the other way. But if I’d been forced to bet then and there I’d have put my money on him, equipment advantage be damned.

Katsuo obviously knew it too, and it pissed him off. Suddenly the darkness surged again, but this time it was more focused. Is he getting used to it? I wondered, a cold chill creeping up my spine. This time the darkness was directly integrated into the blade, creating an empowered blow that smashed Kensei’s bokken to splinters then sent Kensei himself flying backwards ten meters in a shallow arc from merely the splashback of the power involved.

“Kensei!” the girl cried out again, running back to where he’d fallen.

Seriously dude, get a better girlfriend, my brain threw out, completely inappropriately. I was being totally unfair, I had no idea what the girl was like, or even her relationship to him, and it was possible that she was also being affected by whatever power was keeping bystanders from noticing what was going on. But I was too used to women like Eiko or Himeko in fights like this, and neither of them would have just been fluttering around and crying out when something happened.

To give her credit, she wasn’t getting in the way. And she did reach him and start slowly leveraging him to his feet, making soft sounds of distress and worry as she did so. But the helpless fear in her eyes as she looked towards Katsuo suggested she was going to be a non-factor in whatever happened next.

Katsuo just laughed and started to slowly stalk towards the pair. “That’s it, Kensei. I win.”

With effort, and the girl’s help, Kensei finished hauling himself painfully to his feet. He still clutched the useless end of the bokken. “That’s no true victory,” he said tightly, forcing himself into a combat stance.

Katsuo chuckled sinisterly. “It’s good enough.” Thick, smoky taint began to pour directly out of the sword.

“No it’s not!” Kensei cried out. “You’re not like this Katsuo, you know better!”

I’d already pulled out my staff but I hesitated a moment, this could be important.

“Once upon a time, maybe. But no more.” The smoky taint began to curl up behind him in a roughly human form about four meters tall, one that mirrored his actions. “Now, it’s time to finish it for good!”

A slight lead! I thought, my eyes narrowing as I watched the smoke and the human at the same time. The smoke moved before the human, it looked like Kensei might have been right after all. “Not today!” I shouted out.

Three sets of eyes looked up towards me in startlement as I quickly started the spell. It was one I doubted Saito Chitose would ever be able to do. It was only six sigils, and designed so that even an inexperienced mage could do it in a hurry. But these were some of the most powerful sigils, the oldest and most primal that we knew of. And mages did not call upon this arrangement lightly.

All three of them looked away as something burst forth, something that disturbed them to even try and look at. It was unseen, a distortion or change as something spread from my hand towards the taint, as if reality itself had more weight within the power of this spell. It hurtled forward and the smoky figure surrounding Katsuo disintegrated as if it were nothing.

It lasted only a few moments, but at the end of it both Katsuo and I fell to our knees in pain. My chest burned, my heart pounded, and I felt the blood pounding in my ears as I struggled to stay conscious. Man, that sucks! I thought as I gritted my teeth against the pain, clutching to my staff in order to stay technically upright. But one didn’t call that sort of power lightly.

Mages weren’t usually fans of dealing with gods or the higher powers, and there were limits and rules those powers followed. So we’d tried to find workarounds for dealing with demons and the like. The elven name for that spell was the preferred one, very flowery and respectful of the sort of power involved. But a modern translation would have been something like ‘reinforcement and concentration of the world’. By isolating, empowering, and strengthening reality itself we could drive back and hurt the things that did not belong here. While that did next to nothing on humans directly, and only a limited effect on beings that were closer to us, such as earthly kami and elementals, those from ‘higher’ and ‘lower’ stratums like demons and angels risked being torn apart under its power. The being assisting Katsuo had just undergone an experience roughly equivalent to a human facing 10 g’s.

But the difficulty and paradox of making our reality even more so, and doing it unnaturally through magic, taxed even the most powerful of mages. As I gasped for air, hoping for my endorphins to kick in and cut the pain, I felt a trickle of blood forming at the end of my nose. Aoth, everyone’s being stereotypical and overdramatic today. I thought, faintly amused and disgusted by my contribution.

“Ken…sei?” Katsuo moaned out weakly from the riverside.

Mysterious interventions by a wizard apparently mattered less than his friend, Kensei was over by Katsuo’s side in moments. I stumbled forward and tried to awkwardly slide down the embankment while they started to talk.

“I can’t fight it Kensei, I can’t!” Katsuo started to babble a little tearfully, a sharp and terrified contrast to the guy standing on top of the cars. “He’s too strong!”

“Yes you can.”

“No! I can’t! I can feel him Kensei, I can feel him getting up, eating me up inside!” Katsuo held up a shaking arm. “I can’t even drop the sword anymore Kensei! I can’t!”

Kensei looked at his peer and hurriedly tried to pry the sword out of his hand. Katsuo watched helplessly as Kensei tugged at the sword, his fingers, his upper arm… anything that could possibly make him lose his grip.

“Cut it off Kensei, it’s the only way!”

I started a little, almost to the bottom. Damn, I really was underestimating this guy, I thought with a touch of respect. Granted, some of that was probably momentary panic, but even then you had to appreciate him saying it.

Suddenly darkness burst out of the blade again, pushing Kensei back, and Katsuo’s whole demeaner changed. “You little fool,” ‘Katsuo’ declared smugly, “you actually believe him?”

“Out of my friend, demon!” Kensei declared angrily. It would have looked more impressive if he’d been able to point more than the remains of a broken bokken at the being.

“Oh, but that would be rude,” the creature declared smugly, rising to his feet. “After all, he was the one who invited me in.”

“Liar!”

‘Katsuo’ chuckled softly. “Such a naïve, blind little fool. No wonder he was desperate to beat you. Don’t let his words fool you. He might regret the deal now that he’s made it, but he made it of his own free will.”

I finally reached the bottom, my pants one big grass stain at that point, and leveraged myself to my feet with my staff. “So, middle of the road then.” I noted, my voice still sounding a little breathy as I recovered.

The being inside Katsuo hissed. “Stay out of this, magus,” he declared, staring at me hatefully.

I walked to join Kensei, using the staff for support. “Not happening,” I told the creature sharply. I glanced at Kensei. “I’m betting this thing tempted your friend, whispered the usual promises in his ear. I take it you’re familiar with the sword?”

Kensei glanced back at me, trying valiantly to hide all his confusion. “It’s our master’s. It was old and valuable, and supposedly cursed.”

I nodded, the pieces were starting to fall into place. “One of those cases where a demon really was sealed in a sword. Figures.” That sort of thing happened a lot less often than anime would have you believe, but it did happen. Swords were often the best thing at hand when extraordinary circumstances arose on a battlefield. Tough, well-made, spiritually well cared for, but ultimately disposable. A true exorcist or magus usually carried around something better, a purpose made container like a box or jar. But when you ran into something that needed to be contained in the middle of nowhere, where some demons liked to hide, swords tended to be the epitome of ‘good enough is good enough.’

“Don’t let him fool you,” I continued, trying to subtly slide in front of Kensei. I still had precautions that would trigger if the entity launched an attack, I wasn’t sure Kensei would survive such a thing. “I’m willing to bet Katsuo foolishly opened the door a crack, but it was this thing that then rammed the door then barged right in.”

“Hah, a crack!” ‘Katsuo’ laughed harshly at us. “He was desperate for me. It barely took a whisper, the merest hint that I could give him the power to overcome you, and he was pawing at my hilt. He hates you with all his heart.”

“Stop lying,” I said, trying for boredom. My friends probably would have facepalmed at my pathetic performance but ‘Katsuo’ seemed eager to talk.

“His heart is twisted and bitter,” ‘Katsuo’ crowed, “he let me in because he couldn’t accept his weakness, that he was nowhere near as good as you. The face you think you know is nothing but a mask to hide his weakness and hate!”

“Probably middle of the road then,” I muttered under my breath. Whatever had possessed Katsuo was trying too hard, and what I’d seen in that moment of disruption just didn’t jive with all that he claimed. But he was a little too confident, completely unafraid of Kensei catching him in a lie, and he'd bounced back pretty quickly after my spell. Maybe I was just reading too much into it thanks to my recent interaction with Taku and Eiko (and wasn’t that one hell of a coincidence!) but I had a sneaking suspicion Katsuo hadn’t been completely innocent in this. Somehow this thing had managed to worm its way into his body, and I doubted he’d managed something this serious merely by Katsuo simply stumbling and touching the sword at the wrong moment.

“No,” Kensei declared, but there was the tiniest hint of waver in his voice.

‘Katsuo’ grinned cruelly. “And now, it’s time to fulfill my covenant with him. You die!”

Several things happened at once: ‘Katsuo’ dove forward, thrusting his blade at Kensei’s heart. I tried to put myself in front of Kensei but the angle was wrong; I was coming in from above and on his right side while the blade was coming in from below and the right. And a compact explosion of wind wedged itself in between all of us and then threw us is three separate directions

“Oof!” I hit the slope of the bank and an angle and half fell down. Both the swordsmen were knocked entirely off their feat though. I forced myself to work through the pain and quickly leveraged myself to my feet, only to discover a new combatant had joined our little battlefield. How did I know that? Because a compact and nervous looking cloud was darting between Kensei and I as if unsure what it was supposed to do.

“Siss-ophelian!” I exclaimed in disbelief. “You’re here? And fully manifested! Why?” What the hell was going on?

“What is that thing?” Kensei asked as he quickly scrambled upright and looked at the air elemental with a mixture of surprise and suspicion.

I gestured for him to shush as I tried to listen to the spirit’s answer. “What do you mean ‘you had to’? It was fated? What’s in all that’s- OH!”

I looked back towards ‘Katsuo’. “You absolute madman,” I noted almost conversationally as the shock of Siss-ophelian’s revelation stunned me. The rest of the puzzle had just fallen into place with a resounding thud, and the implications of it were absolutely terrifying.

‘Katsuo’ bared his teeth at me. “Pay no attention to that pathetic puff of wind. I decide my destiny. I rule the winds of fate.”

“No, you really don’t.” Suddenly it all made so much more sense. The weird coincidences, the absolutely astronomically unlikely odds that had been playing out in front of my eyes… The way a talented but not particularly special young swordsman had somehow survived this long against a supernaturally empowered opponent, apparently even having escaped him on the roof of a moving train! And in doing so he’d run into a friendly mage. And it was a very knowledgeable mage who was even willing to be sympathetic to the possessed victim. And that mage had gotten forewarning just a little bit before so he was on guard and thinking about action. And a friendly spirit known to that mage had just jumped in to help. All that and dozen other little tweaks and twists added up to just one thing.

“You’ve been fucking around with fate,” I continued in the same tone, the vulgarity easily slipping from my lips now that I was suddenly aware of the Sword of Damocles that was swaying above all our heads. “And the bill’s coming due.”

“Fate is my plaything!” ‘Katsuo’ snarled.

“Oh, this is going to end well,” I muttered, starting to twirl my staff around as if it was a bo.

“What’s this mean?” Kensei cried out, desperately grabbing for logic and normality.

“It means this moron,” I nodded in Katsuo’s direction, “has been trying to manipulate… forces in his favor. Call it fate, call it destiny, call it karma… whatever it is, he’s been trying to mess around with it directly.”

“Not trying,” ‘Katsuo’ snarled at me again, obviously offended by my attitude, “succeeded.”

“That’s up for debate.”

“Is it?” he spread his arms wide. “Look around you. I’m free and in the possession of a body. I saw that he heard all the criticisms, I made sure he failed. Little pushes and tweaks, a dozen coincidences to convince him of his weakness. And all to make him desperate and bitter enough to pick up me.”

“Let him go!” Kensei broke in again. “Katsuo! Fight it!”

The possessor just laughed. “Delusional,” he mocked the swordsman. “He can do nothing now. And even if he could, I command enough powers to bind him again. He danced like a puppet as I pulled the strings of fate before, now he is mine to do with as I want.”

The way they’ll ignore everything to get more dialog in and let me do this, I added to the list as I continued to work on my spell. I’d begun casting as soon the idiot had started speaking. It took me a good minute to do this spell, and I was a little scared of if. No one messed around with fate, not if they were smart. Not directly. Sure you could try defying it or rewriting it in a purely practical and physical way, you weren’t expected to just lay down and die if that’s what was prophesized to happen. That sort of struggling might have side-effects, but was perfectly ‘allowable’ as such things went. And taking similar steps indirectly with magic wasn’t too bad, although casting spells to do that to tended tougher to be then it should have been. Or the spells themselves went gently awry in some way. But directly trying to rewrite your fate at the source? That was bad.

And I wanted to know how bad. Hence why I’d dared this spell, the one with the lightest of touches in regards to fate. I’d never actually used it before. It was designed for sensing and detecting such flows rather than manipulating them, because at times like this it was better to know than just stumbling around blindly. But using it too often seemed to count as manipulating fate and tended to cause backlash, albeit of a milder and more usually survivable type. I didn’t think I had a choice but to risk that this time, I just hoped it would allow me to get a rough idea how much this idiot had turned fate against himself.

It worked.

“Oh shit.” I could feel myself turn ashen.

The pair continued to speechify at each other, and it wasn’t entirely their own faults. I could see the thin threads of the kaiju sized knot above ‘Katsuo’ tugging them both to do so. Whatever this moron had done, he’d tangled fate badly. They were playing out stereotypical hero and villain roles merely as a side-effect of what was going on, this was basically like someone’s hair standing on end because they were standing on top of several lightning bolts worth of electrical charge! They both honestly felt the way they did, and the stored up fate was leaking out a little by encouraging their somewhat ridiculous dialog.

Which is fascinating-, I admitted to myself, there were some very intriguing metaphysical ideas playing out in front of me. The way a literal force of something like destiny was pushing people and events to act archetypally raised a number of mind-bogglingly interesting questions.

-But terrifying. I was more worried about how it would all end! The moronic being who’d started all this had pushed fate much too far in his own favor, much like creating an electrical imbalance. I hadn’t been kidding with that lighting bolt analogy earlier, he already had an incredibly deadly backlog stored up. And it was ready to discharge.

You might have thought that was a good thing, and to a degree it was. I was now 100% sure he was going to lose. The trouble was, that didn’t mean we were going to win. Things had already spiraled well out of control, hence everything playing out like it was. And that wasn’t necessarily a good thing for ‘Katsuo’s’ opposition. I wasn’t an expert on fate, most people who tried to become such things died young, but the stored up potential seemed massive. I was legitimately starting to fear it might discharge in the manner of taking out ‘Katsuo’ with a random meteor strike or a building falling on top of him. And while that would certainly end him, especially with all the little extra flourishes his fate would supply, it wouldn’t be terribly healthy for anyone else in the immediate vicinity either. Like us!

I abruptly realized my warning bracelet had stopped twitching sometime in the proceedings. That didn’t mean it was silent, it meant that it was clenched tight against my wrist like it was stressed out and had no idea what to do! With this much fate floating around, just waiting to happen, any attempt to try and gauge the future was messed up. The talisman had essentially overloaded and crashed in the face of what was waiting for us.

Aoth, what was this bastard thinking! I stared at ‘Katsuo’ in disbelief. He was still attempting to bend fate even as we were talking! Whatever he was doing, probably a spell or ritual he'd set up earlier, I could see it trying to alter the knot of fate. And he was completely missing the fact it he’d already passed a critical threshold way back. At this point he was borrowing money to try and pay his interest, and the debt was just spiraling deeper and deeper. To be fair to him he probably hadn’t studied it like I had. Especially in a formal institution which warned all its students thoroughly and repeatedly ‘THIS IS A BAD IDEA’. He had probably thought it was clever to try and hold off paying back his debt with even more fate manipulation to protect himself.

It wasn’t. And the universe didn’t just allow someone to claim bankruptcy and walk away from their debts.

Aoth, any chance you’re willing to help me out here? I prayed in a small but fervent mental voice.

So help me, things were so bad and strange that the ankh upon my chest heated slightly and my God answered!

DISCHARGE THE ENERGY, PROVIDE A PATH, BURN IT OFF, echoed inside my head, Aoth’s presence and answer unmistakable. IT IS NOT ELECTRICITY, BUT IT CAN WORK LIKE THAT IN THIS CASE.

Thank you, I answered in an even tinier mental voice, noticing how a small but determinable chunk of the knot had disintegrated as Aoth had spoken. It seemed that the moron possessing Katsuo had pushed things far enough that even divine intervention could be expedited. For better or for worse, Aoth wasn’t the sort of deity who’d simply reach out and solve things for you in this sort of case (which I preferred! And I wasn’t going to pretend I knew or understood all the risk and ramifications of Aoth doing such things even if he’d been the type to get more directly involved) but apparently it had gone so far that it was easy for him to justify one of his minimalist nudges.

Well, you asked for your deity’s advice. And this time you got it. Time to do just that, I thought, twirling my staff around again. As I did so, I realized why that was happening, relaxed, and opened myself up a bit. Do not use it actively, I told myself firmly, but ride the wave, trust that this will get you to where you need to be.

It was scary to let go like that. This was a wilder, deeper power than I normally dealt with. And it wasn’t even something comforting like faith or divine power, this would be even more merciless in its approach. But as I let myself synchronize with it, I began to subtly understand what would happen.

“Kensei!” I called out, slamming the butt of my staff to the ground dramatically as I did so. “It is time!”

Kensei and his opponent paused. In the background they’d been speechifying at each other the whole time, completely unaware how much fate was riding them. They’d have instantly broken off if interrupted, like now, but Kensei’s wish to save Katsuo without fighting (as well as his desire to reassure himself of his friend’s innocence), and the entity’s want to brag and wear down Kensei, had been fertile ground. Fate had pushed them to prattle on and on while I’d been distracted, playing the ‘hero’ and ‘villain’ roles in order to try and burn off some of the gathered fate, and they’d failed to realize how ridiculous it had been getting.

Pushing aside my fear, I embraced my own role. “Siss-ophelian!” I called out dramatically, letting sigils flow out of me like water at the same time. The elemental, who was much more used to going with the current of fate than I was, or maybe just resigned to it, joined me without hesitation.

I recognized about four-fifths of what I was casting, but the rest was coming out of nowhere. I’d learned enough of the basics from the ningyo and human shamans by this point, and I was providing that much to the best of my ability, but fate was filling in the rest. I was to be the Wise Wizard for this little clusterfuck, fate would not allow me to miscast the ‘right’ sort of spell.

Empowered by my spell, which was in turn being empowered by fate, Siss-ophelian floated over to the short bokken hilt that Kensei was still clutching on to. Even the elemental seemed a little surprised by the way they filled the space once held by the now shattered wood, forming a blade of clouds and magic.

I drew upon my experience of playing Lord Neverheart and tried not to cringe as I let the words flow out of me. “It’s time to even the odds on this fight! Siss-ophelian can be a blade that will allow you to beat Katsuo without killing him. Now go forth, and vanquish this darkness!”

Kensei looked stunned for a moment, but quickly slid into a ready stance, staring at a shocked ‘Katsuo’ with frightening intensity.

‘Vanquish this darkness’? Really? I couldn’t help but think vaguely in the direction of the knot of fate. I wasn’t sure what it said about fate and archetypes (and it probably said more about humanity as a whole, the clay the sculptor had to work with) but it really seemed like it was defaulting to the lowest and most overdramatic common denominator.

Thankfully, I could get away with that. Fate’s attention, if that was even the right word, was focused entirely on the pair staring each other down. Oh it was still affecting me, I was not out of the blast radius yet. I didn’t dare intervene any further in this fight, apparently that didn’t suit fate’s design so I was being shuffled off to the side while the two leads duked it out. But fate wasn’t going to interfere with me unless I tried to intervene any further. Then it would hit me like a truck, or possibly even with a truck, to make sure I couldn’t influence the outcome.

“So this is it,” ‘Katsuo’ smirked, “our fated battle.”

You have no idea.

“Hiyaah!”

“Yaargh!”

For people who’d been so wordy before, the pair didn’t hesitate to throw themselves at each other for an epic showdown. Their blades sparked as they clashed against each other, lines of light and flashes in the darkness.

I studied the whole thing, intent but pretty unconcerned. While Kensei’s girlfriend (Yana, as it turned out) watched the whole thing on tenterhooks, I was just focused on the mechanics of everything. I’d kind of gone past fear, at least for the moment, and it was like watching a typhoon from behind a thick glass window. It was magnificent, and mostly safe for all its furious noise. Unless the storm picked up a truck and threw it at you, in which case you were probably dead. But there was no sense in worrying about it and nothing more for you to do, so you may as well distract yourself by enjoying the show.

And the physical side of it was intense! Kensei and ‘Katsuo’ went at it with everything they had, their respective blades whistling back and forth at speeds that would have impressed Hiro and Eiko. Block, strike, parry, deflect, the pair threw every trick in the book at each other with desperate speed. Magically enhanced slashes that should have cleaved through telephone poles would bounce off their opposite numbers and the two combatants wouldn’t even miss a beat as they flowed to the next attempt.

But if you thought the physical side was impressive, the metaphysical side was nuts! ‘Katsuo’ obviously drew strength and speed from dark powers. At a guess it really had been a demon inside the blade, and his energy empowered Katsou’s body. But fate was supplying Kensei with energy as well. Kensei had this level of ability, but only at his very limits. He shouldn’t have been able to go even a minute like this before he was exhausted, but while he was fighting an opponent under such a fate deficit he would have no trouble keeping himself going. At the same time, Siss-ophelian was quietly helping him. The air in front of him parted effortlessly while at the same time the wind bent around his body to push him on. He matched ‘Katsuo’s’ demon-born speed effortlessly.

But that was all obvious. What really took my breath away were the quiet nudges and pushes that fate was providing. It took me a while to recognize what was happening, and it was only because I was still keeping an eye on what was going on with fate that I could see it, but it was there. Every one of Kensei’s blows was being gently pulled towards its target, as if he wielded a blade of metal and he was striking towards a magnet. And any one of ‘Katsuo’s’ strikes that might have been troublesome was gently deflected or twisted. Not to the extent of stopping them, but just enough that they lost a crucial amount of power and failed to do any harm. Similar things happened with Kensei’s footwork, his steps were being nudged so that he always landed in the right stance and never on any piece of uncertain ground. Meanwhile ‘Katsuo’ had been forced to deal with two minor slips already, leaving small but exploitable openings for his opponent. The changes were all small, but they were done with the steady hand of a master.

And they were adding up. The blade that Siss-ophelian had formed was barely cutting into Katsuo’s skin, but the effects upon the demon within were much deeper. Katsuo was bleeding from a dozen cuts, the physical damage was barely equivalent to that of a shaving razor, but each cut released a thick and steady stream of darkness.

Kensei’s strikes grew even faster and surer as he realized what was happening, and ‘Katsuo’ grew more and more desperate. “This cannot be!”

Despite the seriousness of the situation, I wanted to roll my eyes. Cut Fate some slack, it’s not like you’d say anything better in the middle of a real fight, the balance seeking part of me noted absently. Heck, you’d be lucky to say anything that clearly.

“Don’t you know, monster?” Kensei smirked confidently. “Heroes always WIN!”

With that battle cry (and questionable philosophy) Kensei lunged forward. His opponent’s counter was just a little too slow and Siss-ophelian plunged straight into ‘Katsuo’s’ heart.

Katsuo threw his head to the heavens and darkness began to pour out of every orifice.

I felt an abrupt tug. Whoops, guess that’s what I’m here for, I immediately started casting a spell to contain the whole thing. After seeing what had happened in the fight between the two I was not surprised to see the remaining backlog of fate, which was still pretty huge, intervening in the whole affair. The spell I was casting was fairly basic. The spell that was materializing was anything but. I provided the framework and the mana, but for every sigil I put down another four just appeared spontaneously, stray flecks of fate floating by, leaching off the mana into new sigils, and forming a stable spell in the process.

I did my best to roll with it, continuing the spell and adding a few minor alterations as needed. It helped that fate was literally on my side, giving me the minor prompting necessary to make the best spell possible. In no time I had an impossibly complex binding made up of five full circles of interweaving sigils, expanding to form a construct of impossible strength.

On the ground, the real Katsuo gasped for air, taking in an impossibly deep inhale at the same time as the trace remnants of the demon possessing him were unceremoniously yanked out of both the sword and his body.

Figuring I had no other choice but to roll with it, I directed my next thoughts towards the remaining knot of fate. It was much diminished after all it had done already, but still contained a worrying amount of potential. No longer enough to destroy a city block in the process of accomplishing its purpose, but I had a feeling it might literally Isekai some poor victim (I mean, some other poor victim) if I didn’t finish using it up. And probably not in a good way. Alright, so where do you want this idiot?

The remaining tangle of fate discharged at once, cracking directly through multiple layers of reality right next to the contained demon. For all my shocked casualness my heart still rose in my throat for a moment, fate had just literally punched a hole straight through to hell! Then, too fast and vast for me to make out, something reached through that hole and grabbed the spell in question. Before my mind could even start to make sense of what I was seeing (or possibly in an effort to deliberately protect innocent onlookers from such things) it pulled the spell and demon back through the hole, sucking reality in behind it like a vacuum and shutting the breach in the process.

For a moment, all was still and silent.

Then reality reasserted itself and a lot of things happened at once. I missed the majority of them because of the most notable: both Kensei and I fell to the ground, gasping, as our fated support was removed and all our exertions caught up with us at once.

Aoth… damn… it… I thought between breathless gasps. That… smarts!  We weren’t getting any free rides. We weren’t truly injured, which was one hell of a bonus given how far we’d gone, but we could feel every gram of exertion we’d undertaken mere moments before. What we’d effortlessly accomplished by following along with fate now affected our bodies appropriately. Don’t get me wrong, it was a ludicrously small price to pay for what we’d been empowered to achieve. Under normal conditions we should have needed incredible mental effort to have fought on at our limits for so long, and we’d probably have still misjudged or gotten unlucky and picked up some nasty injuries on the way. If I’d made a deal to have deliberately managed that, and this had been the only cost, I’d have been laughing at how good a bargain I’d gotten. It still freaking hurt! I’m… going… to be… feeling… this… tomorrow.

“Kensei?! Kensei?” Yana fluttered between Kensei and Katsuo, not quite sure what to do with either of them.

Damn it, I thought, I need to get out of here. Now the demon was gone it was no longer using whatever magic had clouded onlookers’ minds, and fate wasn’t going to be looking out for us any more either. But my body ached like I’d just finished a marathon, and the embankment back up to the road seemed as high as Mount Fuji. I was almost tempted to break out the flying talisman. But, even if I’d been doing it on easy mode, I’d still channeled a hell of a lot of mana through my body already. I might not have felt it as fate drew it through me and helped me shape it, but the mana had been real. I wasn’t sure how close I was to my limits, or how much was left in the reservoir for that matter.

Aoth dam- remembering what had just happened, I quicky curbed even my mental tongue. -dang it, I’ve got to do this the hard way. I grunted, leaned heavily into my staff, and pulled myself to my feet. I need to find some steps or a path back up, then vanish before-

“And who are you?” Yana asked suspiciously, turning in my direction.

Fuck. This just isn’t my night.

Yana was glaring at me intently, not leaving her friends’ sides. But something in her posture and a subtle tension in her legs suggested that that would change if I just tried to pathetically hobble away. She hadn’t impressed me yet, and something told me she was no Eiko or Himeko. But looking at her now, I had a sneaking suspicion that fate had been pushing her down a little, emphasizing a ‘helpless girlfriend’ a little more than I’d realized. She wouldn’t normally be a problem. But pissed, stressed, and frustrated after the rest of the evening, and with me being so weakened, I did not want to try my luck!

I gained a half minute or so as a new train rumbled past us, going on to the station. We were still close enough to the tracks for the noise to preclude conversation. And hopefully too close to the embankment for any passengers that might have looked out the window to see us, especially at this time of night.

Alright, I decided as we waited for the noise to die down. I don’t want to get too involved in all this. Trying to explain this to my friends would take an hour or two, I don’t even want to think about how long it would take with these bozos. And there’s been enough fate floating around already tonight, it might even be smart to take this path! I begrudgingly decided it was time to put on my professional face and play the ‘wise, mysterious wizard’ card.

Sure, I was just as likely making a bad decision because I was shocked, tired, and the idea of trying to socially interact with strangers to sort this whole twisted situation out terrified me! But I wasn’t entirely wrong. Fate had obviously dragged me in to play a designated sort of role in these peoples’ story. Finishing in character, and not pushing myself past my ‘special guest star’ status, was probably a good idea.

So, playing things up a little, I put a serious look on my face and leaned even more heavily on my staff than I needed to as I walked up to the trio. The best defense being a good offense worked, Yana’s expression wavered uncertainly as I approached and she lost some of her hostility.

“Is everyone alright?” I asked solemnly, leaning into the tiredness to make my voice just a hint rougher and older. “No lasting wounds? Except for the spiritual ones, of course.”

As I asked I did make sure to check Kensei and Katsuo over with ‘mage sight’. I carefully forced down a wince. Both their auras were messed up badly. Katsuo’s more than Kensei’s of course, but from the look of things fate had pushed him to use a lot more ki than he should have during the fight. I was pretty sure he wasn’t even trained in that sort of thing!

But there was no permanent damage to either of them. And the combination of nasty spiritual bruising and physical exhaustion meant they weren’t going to be chasing after me any time soon.

“No?” I continued rhetorically while the pair continued to gaze up at me in dazed confusion. “And you’re good, Siss-ophelian?”

The air elemental, no longer visible to regular sight, gave me a tired affirmative before nodding politely in my direction and taking off. I envied that freedom, but I was at least glad the spirit hadn’t been hurt.

“What is going on here?” Yana tried again, sounding more helpless than pissed this time.

“My dear,” I looked at her solemnly and tried to channel Himeko. And not wince at the BS that started coming out of my mouth. “I couldn’t even begin to explain it. Neither of us have the time or energy for it tonight. Suffice it to say: you three have been a part of something extraordinary. Still, it seems that all’s well that end’s well. Your two friends will recover, they’re just physically and spiritually exhausted.”

“I- but- what?” Yana stuttered.

I shuffled past her and gently poked the old, metal sword still lying on the ground where Katsuo had dropped it after being stabbed. More importantly, I gave it a once over with my still active ‘mage sight’. Thankfully, whatever had been inside it had been completely removed. It was emptier and spiritually cleaner than most of our clothes at this point, faint traces of taint were still fading away from those but any taint in the sword had been thoroughly vacuumed out.

“Nasty thing, but harmless now,” I affected, picturing the knowing tricksters of a half-dozen movies for inspiration. “You can take it back without worry.”

“I-“

“I suspect someone will get in trouble for it’s absence otherwise.” I overrode her, barely stopping myself from adding a completely over-the-top ‘hm?’ to the end. Sweet merciful heavens I’m bad at this.

That did jerk Yana back for a moment. Even from the little bit they’d said and some easy logical deduction it was obvious to see that they shouldn’t have had the sword.

“Who are you?” she rallied desperately after a good five seconds. “Why are you here?”

I felt a combination of pity and joy. I still wasn't quite comfortable running away, especially when she seemed so confused. But that line gave me a deliberate exit, and I could manage it without being a complete scumbag. After all, I really had no idea how much I should get involved in all this, or how much they wanted me to get involved. They might have wanted to forget anything had ever happened starting tomorrow, or they might really be students under another one of Master Tai’s peers and they’d really just jumped ahead a year or two in their studies. My gut said it was between the two extremes, so letting them recover and decide what they wanted to do in the future rather than immediately dragging them in too deep seemed like the best option.

“My dear,” I repeated, bowing slightly and trying not to sound too condescending, “my card.”

I pulled out my wallet and gave her one of the business cards Himeko and Hiro had gotten for me. One of the special ones. Although I had made sure to give the one I put in my wallet a little extra.

As Yana went a little bug-eyed at the business card proclaiming ‘Master Matsuda, Occult Specialist’ I added “should any complications actually arise, or if you need to talk to me at all, simply burn the card. I’ll find you.” I’d made sure to imprint the card in my wallet with a small spell to signal me and set up a tracking mark in such a case. I was almost grateful to find out I hadn’t wasted the effort!

With that, I confidently turned back around and started walking away. She could have stopped me at any time, and internally I was cringing in expectation of it with every step I took. But image was apparently everything. And, much to my surprise, I managed to make a slow but dramatic exit into the darkness…

Before eventually doubling back to the train station, of course. We were no longer in the middle of fated story time, I was freaking exhausted, and I wanted to get back home as soon as possible!
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“They really let you do that?” Kiyoto just stared at me in disbelief.

I’d just finished recounting the story of two nights ago to the grad students and it sounded even more ridiculous after I said it out loud and in the light of day. I would have liked to have kept quiet about that, but given that I’d needed to take over a corner of the research room to do another precautionary ‘mind shield’ an explanation had been unavoidable. Sadly, not redoing the ‘mind shield’, and leaving myself helpless if something else happened; or trying to tell them ‘nothing happened, this is just a coincidence’, would have been about the only stupider options than telling them the truth. Even if the whole tale sounded ridiculous. I’d tried to downplay it, avoid phrases like ‘and then I vanished into the night’, but it was pretty overdramatic no matter how you put it and their skeptical and stupefied reactions were completely warranted.

“Give them a break,” I sighed reluctantly. “It was dark, they were exhausted, and poor Yana had two helpless idiots to try and get home. And Aoth alone knows what sort of effects might still have applied thanks to all that fate floating around, even the remnants might have pushed her to just let me be and leave. I certainly want to blame some of my stupider lines on that.”

“Yeah, it sounded like you were getting pretty close to just patting her on the head and saying ‘don’t worry about it at all, child’,” Chie had to note skeptically.

I winced. Looking back at it now, I really couldn’t argue that. “Not what I intended,” I reassured her quickly, “it just turned out that way. Don’t get me wrong, I didn’t think that much of her. But she wasn’t useless. And, if I’d actually done that, she might have gotten mad enough to push back at me for being such a condescending asshole! Trust me, I didn’t want any more problems.”

Chie shot me a mildly acidic look but settled down. The obvious contrition and embarrassment in my voice, along with the equally obvious logic, was enough for her.

“I think it might have been a side-effect of all that fate,” I admitted, shamelessly trying to shift the blame. “Between that and how tired I was I might have come off as a slightly smug asshole.”

“That does describe a lot of wizards in fiction,” Kiyoto agreed. “At least the elder ones who know what they’re doing.”

“Which is what I was pretending to be,” I admitted.

“But why would… fate,” Chie tripped over the word, “cause you to act like that?”

I heaved out a huge sigh. “I wish to Aoth I knew,” I admitted. “That one’s been bugging me ever since then. I can kind of get the whole archetypal roles thing, that’s a little weird but makes a little sense.”

“Really?” Ryota tossed in, even though he was concentrating intently on his own work.

“Really,” I tossed back. “Don’t go thinking about them as some sort of grand mystic destinies or a type of real-world video game classes imposed upon us by the universe. Think of it more like psychology, or cardinal directions.”

Everyone’s face but mine in the research room scrunched up into the most fascinating expressions at that particularly weird comparison.

I rolled my eyes, although as much at myself as their reactions. I knew where I was coming from, but if you didn’t know how I’d gotten there… “Okay, think of the classic fight or flight response. It’s not really that simple, but let’s pretend it is. There are two basic reactions to a fear stimulus: one or the other, binary, simple directions back one way or the other along an emotional axis.”

“Oh! Okay, you think these archetypes are more like simple emotional responses than some sort of complex role.” Chie came back in.

I nodded. “More like a type of approach than that, but similar. Like fighting, running, negotiating, that sort of thing. Again, I’m guessing a hell of a lot, still trying to wrap my brain around it all and integrate some half-baked theories from the mages of old who didn’t know much about literature or modern psychology-“

“The Hero with A Thousand Faces,” Kiyoto murmured thoughtfully.

I nodded at him. “-but I think it has something to do with that. Fate pushes people to solve certain problems in certain ways, and expedites them doing so. Or at least that’s what I think it was doing back there.”

“And that means they speak in ridiculously cheesy dialog?” Ryota noted, still obviously having trouble believing it.

“That’s… where the hypothesis is a little weak,” I admitted. “I’m pretty sure the approach idea is where it starts. Where it actually ends, and what causes it to get to that point… I’m still thinking about that.”

I could almost feel the sigh of relief amongst everyone there that my theory wasn’t really the truth.

“It might just be as simple as the fact we’re not actors,” I shrugged helplessly. “This is real life, and someone in the midst of that sort of situation is already pretty damn busy with whatever they’re doing. If you were fighting for your life, in the middle of a desperate and weird situation, and then something deep inside you screamed ‘quick, shout out a heroic line’, or ‘say something to show you’re terrified’, and it was impossible for you to ignore it or just flub it, you’d probably say something a little cheesy and basic too.”

“Feels like you’re reaching,” Kiyoto noted, although not unsympathetically.

A touch annoyed (partially because he was right) I decided to air out a different thought I’d been having since then. “Honestly, now that it’s over and I survived it, I’m kind of glad that happened. I got a chance to observe ‘fate’ in action without getting squashed for my arrogance in chasing after it. Not many mages get that opportunity.”

“You did mention that earlier,” Kiyoto graciously moved on. “I think you said you weren’t even sure what to call it. Do you really think it’s ‘fate’ now?”

“No,” I answered instantly, glad to get the opening. Also, unsurprisingly, the grad students were not unhappy at my answer. We tended to try and convince ourselves the universe wasn’t completely deterministic. At least when it came to free will.

“I’m just using fate as a shorthand,” I admitted. “It’s still a really weird… thing. If I were to guess, it’s something on yet another dimensional axis, a weird one dealing with time.”

“Wait, really?” Chie perked up a little, looking at me with a mixture of fascination and skepticism.

I nodded a little sheepishly. “This is still really rough, but I think that whatever this ‘fate’ really was, it was an energy related to things that were ‘supposed’ to happen across time, either pushing them to happen or not happen as appropriate. Sort of a gravity analog.”

Chie stopped, looked thoughtful, and moved to a clear section of the whiteboard. “Huh. So you’re saying that if we looked at space-time as a continuum… some of it would be just a tiny bit scrunched up and fate is a force trying to flatten it out again?”

“I… maybe?” she had definitely gotten ahead of me that time. “Only the force is a little more complex than that. I suspect the force is always with us, but it’s a little bit like the light spectrum.”

“Oh, I’ve got to hear this,” Kiyoto looked on with a mixture of amusement and dread, especially after my last misstep on the related subject mere moments ago.

I frowned and tried to ignore him. “It’s like ordinary probability is the visible part of the spectrum, normal and something we don’t even think about because we see and use it all the time. But past that in one direction we get the infrared, and that’s luck. And in the other direction we get the ultraviolet, and that’s destiny. It is all the same, but different. Oh, and some of them seem to have a positive and negative charge.”

Chie’s marker skidded randomly across the whiteboard as her hand jerked, apparently a victim of the micro-aneurism my stupidity had given her. At the same time Kiyoto just laughed at my ludicrously tortured comparison. “Never try and use that one in a scientific paper,” he chortled.

I winced. “Yeah, that one definitely got away from me there.” I then looked at them a little defiantly. “But I don’t think it’s entirely inaccurate! That’s just how weird and stupid this whole thing is. I kind of want to understand it now, and I see why idiots mess around with this stuff and then it squashes them.”

“You’re not…” Kiyoto looked at me significantly, still amused but with a touch more concern now.

I sighed. “No. It’s maddening, but that stuff was too scary for me to be an idiot and even try to touch. That’s why I’m driving myself nuts trying to think about it. There’s a lot of strange stuff there, and I think it’s kind of connected to everything else. But mana’s connected to everything else too, and we still got the modern world without looking deeply into it!”

“I can see your point about the visible light spectrum,” Chie finally noted, still over at the whiteboard and obviously doing her best to keep the dumber things I'd said out of her mind. “I think it’s totally nuts, and wrong, but I can sort of see where you were trying to come from. It’s something completely different, working in an entirely different medium. But, just like wavelength has an apparently dramatic effect on photon waves to our eyes, this will posses a similar mechanism.”

Kiyoto looked surprised. “Really?”

Chie made a frustrated noise. “I don’t know! I think all of this is nuts! But when Mamoru connected it to time, something tickled my brain. Mana’s already a dimensionally uneven energy. If you look at cause and effect a certain way, then think of a force working across the time axis while accounting for the possibility of a multiverse…” she pursed her lips then tapped her pen against the white board a few times. “Plausible. Theoretically plausible.”

She then sighed and her head dropped. “It’s also plausible that we’re getting a little lost with this one. I’m making a theory based on an unproven mathematical model about another unproven theory and doing it based on second hand observations from-“

“Me,” I nodded in understanding when she hesitated.

Chie glanced at me guiltily. “It’s… useful. But I’m not sure how connected to reality it is.”

There was a long pause. “You may have a point,” I finally admitted with a sigh. “Like I said: the unknowns here are fascinating. It’s not like I’m going to get another chance to seek this out again, and I want to try and figure it out before I forget. And some of the implications are as amazing as they are terrifying, I’d really love to either prove or disprove them. But it looks like there’s either multiple types of ener- force here. Or multiple variations on the same force. And that force isn’t safe for us to handle… I just haven’t managed to let go of the idea yet.”

Kiyoto opened his mouth, but this time he hesitated. That was kind of our whole thing, none of us were great at accepting ‘we should just leave that alone’ as a philosophy. We weren’t idiots about it, and my obsession here was getting kind of borderline; but I hadn’t crossed that border yet and Kiyoto was a little too honest to take a dig at me on such a sensitive topic if I hadn’t.

“You should get some more rest,” he said finally, a little more gently this time. “It sounds like you’re obsessed because you’re a little traumatized.”

Oh, you have no idea, I reflected. I’d told them most of the story, but I’d kept a few things out. Some of it was just hard to describe, like the effects of reinforcing reality. Others were that and such troublesome philosophical concepts that I wasn’t sure I wanted to even mention to such things the grad students, like Aoth’s intervention or where Fate had sent the demon.

(And keep in mind I was still discussing ‘fate’ with the trio! That should give you an idea of how bad I figured those discussions would go.)

And in one case I just worried I was going insane! As my replacement train had finally been pulling away from the station I’d glimpsed one more person landing on the roof of a nearby building. I normally wouldn’t have, but I’d been twitchy and looking around with ‘mage sight’ as I worried about the Bureau coming in to investigate before I’d made my getaway. Chances were that fate knot had kept them away during the confrontation, an agency like that apparently not having been the 'appropriate' way to fix the problem when there was a potential ‘hero’ character involved. But after that had been fixed, normality had begun reasserting itself and I’d suspected the Bureau would soon be arriving to figure out just what the hell had happened. I'd been on guard against them. Because of that I’d briefly caught sight of another interested but overpowered party intervening once fate had finished playing out: one of those damn mahou shoujo samurai (the red one this time) as she arrived to examine the area just a little too late.

I twitched a little at the mere memory of it. Aoth, that’s just a little too much, I reflected sourly. It was stupid, especially since it was just the cherry on top of all the ridiculousness that had already gone down that night, but it really got to me. The reminder there was something like that still out there, even if I had an almost reasonable theory of how it really worked, made me want to scream. Honestly, it was easier to wrestle with big picture ideas of empirical ‘fate’ and ‘destiny’ than the thought there were real ultra-powerful mahou shoujo running around Tokyo, no matter how much I’d already managed to fit the idea of the latter into an existing framework!

I once again pushed that thought aside to focus on the present. “You might be right,” I admitted to Kiyoto a bit more sedately. “It’s… not bad, but I guess I’m still coping with it. And this is my method.”

“There’s nothing wrong with that,” Kiyoto agreed cautiously, “so long as you don’t let it affect your work.”

“Kiyoto!” Chie spun away from the board to look at him. “That sounded as bad as Mamoru!”

“Hey,” I noted tiredly.

Kiyoto winced. “Yeah, sorry. That really did come out wrong. I meant to say… it’s okay so long as it didn’t screw you up permanently in the head. Or that it didn’t cause you to be careless or hurt someone.”

I thought about that a moment and then nodded grudgingly. “Alright, I can see that.” It was shocking, he was distracted too, and making sure I was functional was the most important thing at the moment. After all, we were setting up for an… unusual experiment.

The reason Ryota had been so focused on his work was because he was just finishing up his little work station. For making mithril.

That may not have sounded too important in and of itself, but it had some interesting implications and potential. Nothing major or likely, but something we had to cross off the list. You see, only one person had ever made mithril before: me. Technically Sensei-san had done so as well, but as a kami they didn't count. Not since they'd probably used a different method given how much of themselves they'd infused into that magatama. And, given mana’s weird and ridiculous nature, that lack of other human creators had raised an uncomfortable question: would mithril made by someone else have the same properties?

Don’t get me wrong, the answer was almost certainly yes. This was not an issue other arcane materials had. The problem was: those were more or less perfected and refined materials developed and tested over thousands of years (on Avalon). Mithril was the equivalent of something developed in a madman’s basement by comparison. It was possible that my methodology and theories meant that the we were still getting an imperfect or impure mithril in some way. Ryota had worked hard to rule out most conventional flaws over the months since he’d started beating his head against mithril’s illogical nature, and he’d done a damn good job given what he’d been working with. But that still left some uncomfortable possibilities on the magical side. What if whoever created each batch had a tiny effect on its nature? Something more akin to winemaking than metallurgy.

I wasn’t too worried about that. None of us were, not even as we delved into an area where ‘fate’ and ‘destiny’ could be legitimate variables. But none of us could deny it was worth looking into, especially with my attempts to use mithril volume as the early basis of the thoth unit. So, today we were going to have Ryota attempt to create a small batch of mithril and see what happened.

Needless to say, I was going to help out a lot. In a grudging, backwards manner; denying what he was doing every step of the way, Ryota was probably the best of the grad students when it came to using magic. At least in a ritual way and in regards to materials. He wasn’t up to making mithril from scratch, so to speak. But he’d actually reached a point where I could activate the spells, hand them over to him to use, and he could hold them himself while making mithril.

Theoretically. Barely. He’d probably struggle with it like I’d struggle to complete a half marathon without using any magic. Slowly, unimpressively, and with incredible effort. We were more worried about him failing to create the mithril properly or hurting himself than we were about flaws with mithril consistency. But he’d stubbornly insisted, and this was an important experiment to try. In addition to the stuff we had to directly check out with mithril it also offered us a great opportunity to observe and record him. Seeing his responses, and proving that mana was safe and handleable by someone who hadn’t even believed in it a year ago, would be excellent fodder for our case.

Hopefully. Assuming Ryota wasn’t about to cripple himself. I’d never have allowed this if that seemed likely. Buuuut this was the first time I knew of this being tried with anyone from Earth…

“I’m all set up,” Ryota declared finally, possibly a little too loudly in an attempt to get us to stop acting so gravely. “Mamoru, it’s time for you to-“

He cut himself off with a grimace. I couldn’t help but innocently suggest “work your magic?” for him.

“Yes,” he finished sourly. There’d been a half dozen ways he could have finished that sentence, but most of them had been some variation on the theme.

I repressed my small smile and went to draw the necessary magic circle around his little station.

***

About forty minutes later Ryota sat back heavily, completely exhausted, sweating like it was a Tokyo August without air conditioning, and panting. And keep in mind the guy’s physical fitness level. While that wasn’t as important as his mystical fitness level (which was no longer the ‘obese couch potato’ level the average Tokyoite possessed, but wasn’t actually athletic either) it did help when it came to dealing with the effects of the strain. And Ryota was near to breaking down.

Both Chie and Kiyoto were by his side instantly. Kiyoto instantly had the medical sensor unit on his arm while still checking Ryota via more conventional methods. “Breathe, breathe,” he repeated in a slightly strained voice as he gave the chemist a once over. Chie had to visibly hold herself back from interfering, but it was obvious she wanted to.

I gave Ryota a less conventional check with ‘mage sight’, seeing how his energy pathways were doing as released the mana and let the spell cease. “You’re going to be feeling that tomorrow,” I warned him after a few moments, a mixture or relief and stern annoyance in my voice. “You weren’t ready to go that long.”

“That… was hard!” Ryota gasped out.

I was tempted to make an acerbic remark. There were a lot of reasons most mages trained and practiced hard to get to their level! A part of me was vaguely insulted by the implication that shouldn’t have been too difficult! But worry over my friend and teammate held my tongue, and I kept myself from commenting.

And, to be fair to Ryota, he hadn’t done badly. As expected, I’d set up the spell then handed it off to him, letting him maintain the magic circle and channel mana into it. With the sigils already created and anchored physically that had been an order of magnitude easier than casting it from scratch would have been. But, as this demonstrated, that didn’t make it easy.

“Of course it was,” I noted, keeping my voice mostly neutral, “how could you think it would be anything else? Seriously Ryota, it’s not just been mana collection that’s kept magic from the public eye. It’s almost like the old fire triangle of fuel, oxygen, and heat. Only with magic you need skill, knowledge, and mana. This is the skill part.”

I shut up, already afraid I was going a little too far. I’d been letting a little more acid sneak into my tone towards the end there. Some of that had been my own worry for Ryota, I was upset he might have underestimated that factor and hurt himself, but plenty of it had been pride too.

Thankfully for my conscience, Ryota’s breathing was slowing down and he didn’t even seem to have noticed. “Did it work?” he asked, a lot less breathlessly this time.

I glanced over at the rapidly hardening mixture he’d poured into the mold. “Too early to be sure yet,” I noted. “But it looks good through mage sight. And I think it’s already starting to rise up a little bit.” Mithril had even less heat retention than its parent aluminum, it wasn’t solid yet but it was starting to get there. And, in doing so, it was showing typical mithril weirdness and getting lighter. I looked around for something to pre-emptively put over the top of the mold in case this bar decided to float away.

Ryota sighed in relief and relaxed slightly. Then he looked towards me with renewed irritation. “That’s easier?” he said accusatorily.

“Yes,” I returned bluntly. “Seriously, why do you think I bother with all these talismans, circles, and the staff? They might only be the levers and pulleys of the magic world but they beat the stuffing out of trying to do everything without them.”

“No wonder magic died out,” Ryota noted, still not sounding totally normal.

I shot him an undeserved glare. “Keep in mind you’re still not mystically in shape,” I retorted, although a little more appropriately this time. “You’re no longer tottering along like you’ve just woken up from a fifteen-year long coma, but your mystical fitness in nowhere near your physical level yet. You just tried to do the equivalent of one of your workouts with…” I lost some steam as I tried to come up with an appropriate person we all knew and drew a blank. “One of your average classmates,” I finished a little lamely. “Doing magic is a lot like doing a physically demanding job: you have to be in shape to do it effectively.”

“I’ve been meaning to ask about that,” Chie inserted. “You say that, but you keep comparing these things,” she indicated the magic circle still in magicians’ ink on the table, “to the six simple machines. Is it possible to modernize magic some more? Make the equivalent of a magic app for the phone?”

She was obviously doing it to defuse any potential argument and defend her not-boyfriend. But it was equally obvious that was a good question, and I wasn’t interested in accidentally starting a stupid fight either.

“Yes and no,” I answered lot more normally. “There are more advanced magic tools I’m hoping to develop. And I’m kind of underselling these things,” I now indicated the magic circle, “when I use the six simple machines comparisons. They are basically that simple. But at the same time they’re being used in an incredibly complex and nuanced arrangement, sort of like a network of pulleys instead of just the single one.”

“So more like an engine block arrangement at a mechanic’s instead of a rope hung over a branch?” Kiyoto asked absently, making notes on Ryota’s condition.

Regardless, we all looked at him in surprise that he’d jump to that particular analogy.

“What?” he looked at us a little guiltily. “One of my American uncles is really into cars. I picked up a few things.”

Fair enough, I reflected before moving on. “Pretty much,” I admitted out loud, trying to pretend I knew as much as he did instead of guessing based on logic and things glimpsed via shows and manga. “Very sophisticated in it’s way, and perfected for modern use, but still the simple, muscle powered principles at heart.”

“Don’t forget ‘very good at its job’,” Kiyoto suggested, “and that there’s a reason people don’t need to go any further.”

“Okay, that’s fair too,” I agreed after a moment’s reflection. “I might be getting a little oversensitive that mages weren’t using something more sophisticated. We’ve tended to go sideways instead of up.”

“I get that,” Ryota chimed back in, surprising me.

“I don’t,” Chie looked puzzled.

“That’s because you’re a physicist,” Ryota smiled at her, as if they were sharing a private joke. “You guys are famous for using some of the most advanced tools possible: advanced computer modelling, radiation sensors, petabytes and petabytes of computing to calculate out a variable.”

He then gestured at the Bunsen Burners, crucible, and stick he’d been using to stir the liquid aluminum. “Sometimes we have to use those too. And sometimes its just test tubes and flames. I had a few classmates who griped about it seeming like the stone age at times.”

I winced a little internally. He was right, and it really was closer to my own arts than I liked to admit when you looked at it that way. Not entirely the same, but there’d been a hint of an overdramatic and deluded ‘because we’re unique’ to my own internal opinions.

“Oh please,” Chie tossed back good naturedly, “I’ve used pencil and paper plenty of times. And I’ve seen you playing around with the centrifuge.”

“Probably something to keep in mind,” I interrupted this time, just to be careful and make sure things didn’t escalate into a real argument in that direction either! “But yeah, that’s a good comparison. Mages focused more on the equivalent of physical chemistry, rather than the deep theory, and they used muscle powered tools to perform it. They’ve made some incredibly sophisticated tools in that area, but we’re lacking the equivalent of this,” I tapped the medical sensor still on Ryota’s arm, “or any sort of automatic chemical analyzers. It’s all about tools to make practical chemistry, working with real components, much easier.”

The sensor in question beeped at that moment and began to disgorge its results. We all paused a moment to let Kiyoto check things out.

“We’re good,” he reported after scanning the data. “It’s just what it seems. Ryota’s stressed and exhausted, but he’s not looking at any sort of organ failures or stroke.”

“He’s going to be feeling it tomorrow,” I noted clinically. “He’s still got the mystical equivalent of some pulled muscles to deal with. It’s going to be a least a few days before those heal up. You should probably check him then.”

“Good idea,” Kiyoto sounded cheerful at the thought, “now that we’ve got a case like this, and it hasn’t killed anyone, we should milk it for all it’s worth.”

“Hey,” Ryota only sounded mildly incensed.

Kiyoto merely smiled. “Do you want to strain yourself deliberately in the future so we can have a more controlled study?”

I figured it was better to move on. “Anyway, getting back to your original question Chie,” finally, “the one about a magic app: we don’t have that sort of capability. Yet. I’ve been thinking about it a while. I’m not sure it’s even possible.”

“Really?” Chie seemed mildly surprised.

I shrugged. “I’m not sure it’s not either. This might just me being arrogant or closed minded. I’m too used to the old ways, and who knows what someone else might discover when this goes public and everyone starts looking into magic. After meeting Zak’is I’m starting to wonder about the potential related to computer spirits.”

“But in general,” I continued, “there seem to be a couple of key factors that will keep it from every being that simple. They’re the same ones that suggest laymen won’t ever be doing too much magic.”

“First and foremost,” I winced a little at how this was going to sound, I could already feel the metaphor getting away from me, “there’s the closed-circuit problem. For mana to flow properly and efficiently it needs to be properly connected, like a closed circuit. The mediums for that can be a little odd,” I gestured towards the magician’s ink on the table again, “and not quite look like the closed circuits we’re used to. But it needs to be there. And I’ve yet to come up with any sort of flexible way to do that. Not one that’s remotely practical.”

Chie looked at me curiously. “I kind of want you to expand on that one, Mamoru,” she noted, a hint of dread in her voice because she knew the risk she was taking. “You’re not an expert on all subjects. Maybe there’s a way to make something that looks impractical to you practical to an expert.”

I paused again. “That’s actually a pretty good point,” I admitted. “But I think you’re- we’re all going to need a bit more experience with how certain things work before we can say that. Let me put it this way: the closest thing to practical spellcasting via a computer I’ve been able to come up with is projecting the spells via some sort of laser medium.”

Chie winced at the ridiculousness of it. “Were you in junior high when you came up with that one?”

I nodded vigorously. “Oh yeah, and it shows. I don’t even want to think about how hard it would be to do that consistently and flexibly in the real world. And that’s being awfully optimistic with how much mana you could get flowing successfully and consistently through said lasers. I think there might be a way to do it, but I’m not even willing to be that nutty in the research room yet.”

“It does sound cool though,” Kiyoto muttered, looking a little shamefaced.

“Why do you think I fixated on it?” I responded a bit better naturedly. “Don’t get me wrong, it’d be great if it worked. I’d loved to be able to draw and save magic circles on an app, and then simply project them out when I needed to. In terms of potential spell power and practicality that would be like jumping from coal to electric. But I don’t think it’s going to be feasible.”

“You have anything a little less… science fiction-y?” Ryota asked carefully.

I shrugged. “I’ve got an almost practical idea involving magic circles in books and using a quick spell with prepared ink to copy them out in the real world.” Who said video games weren’t good for anything? I’d been a little annoyed by the portrayal of magic in the Fire Emblem series so I’d thought about how to actually make it work. “It’s still pretty wasteful and awkward though. I think some version of that one might actually have some niche use in the real world but it’s a long way from what we’d really want.”

“The big problem,” I continued, “is flexibility. I just can’t figure out a way to make something that creates an efficient and stable magic circuit and can be changed easily and quickly.”

“Take the lab goggles with mage sight,” I gestured to the goggles in question. “It’s not too hard to make it so they can do one spell. Well, one magical effect. But trying to make it so that someone with only the most basic magic knowledge and skill could utilize two, and then switch between them?” I shook my head. “Doable. But that would have been an order of magnitude harder in terms of work, skill, and resources. And it only went up from there. Even if I wanted to design them like video game consoles, have a base that you could slot something different into for different vision-based spells, it would be monstrously difficult. It would be a lot simpler and more mana efficient just to make entirely different goggles for each type. And that’s sticking to just one type of fairly specific spell: vision. Don’t get me started on something more complex.”

“Wow, you have given it a lot of thought,” Kiyoto noted in surprise.

I shrugged again. “I’m prideful, but not stupid. If I could see a way to make an app that could just be hooked up to a mana source and give everyone the power of a mage then I’d probably do it. It’d be stupid, and create its own set of problems, but it would demystify magic pretty quickly and easily. We’d lose a lot of the fear and start getting integration and practical exploitation almost instantly. I never thought that was really possible, but I did wonder about something that might be as half or even as quarter as effective. Something that would create a situation like we have in modern computing: one where what a programmer can accomplish is amazing and deep, but an app user can accomplish a hell of a lot with much less training. Heck, even being able to dangle the serious possibility of that in front of people would get them to throw money and support at me.”

“But no luck?” Kiyoto asked with a wry smile.

“No luck,” I verified. “I’m trying to keep an open mind, but I don’t think that’s going to be possible. At least not in a practical and flexible way. It’s just like how science can create a darn good robot hand, even one that easily exceeds humans in doing a specific task in a specific way. But for the wide range or flexibility and instantaneous use there’s no beating our own hands,” I lifted mine up and wiggled my fingers by way of demonstration.

“They’re getting closer,” Ryota suggested, but it was clear he was teasing.

“For the same cost efficiency and everyday use?” Kiyoto fired back, defending our amazing biology.

I shrugged once more, it summed up a lot of the subject matter. “Again, maybe someone will prove me wrong in another decade or two. But so far the best idea I had was something almost like a Guttenberg printing press, one with all the sigils forged as separate figures that could all connect together physically to form a spell arrangement.”

“That sounds promising,” Kiyoto noted in surprise.

I shook my head. “Way too inflexible,” I explained, “especially for anything really advanced. The size, sigil orientation, and all those little alterations you’d have to do to make it work… no, not unless we can reinvent how spells are cast. And we don’t even understand that yet! Why does this,” I traced out a few sigils in the air, “default to circles? Is it some analogy to valence levels? A trick of psychology? Is a sphere possible?”

Chie came more alive. “Valence levels? You think there’s a physical reason?”

“Maybe. It drives me nuts, and that’s the obvious natural comparison to come to mind. But it’s really one of those things where magic has some surface level similarities to electricity, but rapidly gets different when you examine the details.”

“Let’s dive into this a little more,” Chie pressed, obviously on the hunt for something and eager to catch it after sensing an opening. Especially after everything else I'd already thrown at her today. “What do you mean by concentric circles?”

“Well, in the bigger and more advanced spells-“

“Can we cool it for a moment,” Kiyoto interrupted, diving forward to press down on the bar of mithril that had now cooled down enough to start escaping upwards from its mold. “We should probably finish the last experiment before we start the next one.”

“But I don’t want to lose track of this,” Chie protested, “I think there’s something there. If we think about an atom’s structure extradimensionally-“

And that, thought with a small smile, demonstrates why I need extra perspectives. As we slowly picked ourselves up and verified the results of our last experiment, not too much of a challenge since it looked like all our worries had been unfounded, we discussed the merits and possibilities of our next. Maybe I was right and it would never be possible for someone untrained to truly utilize magic. Not without actually hiring someone else who could use it. Or maybe I was wrong and the discoveries were just waiting to be made. I doubted that Lovelace or Turing had ever envisioned today’s modern phones, or that they’d have been able to come up with them given a hundred years and an unlimited budget. But other people had played their parts, come up with their own innovations, refinements, and discoveries. And thanks to examples like that I knew better than to guess what the future held. A year ago I’d never have dreamed I’d be watching someone else make mithril, or considered some of the fears and problems related to that. Now we were about to test a newly made bar. And while we were doubtlessly going to be left beating our heads against a wall of some of mithril’s physical impossibilities, we were also going to be able to define some of it’s constants.

Making progress. As crazy and ridiculous as my life could get at times, I could take satisfaction from that. Then I opened up a vacuum chamber so that we stood a vague chance of being able to weigh the almost weightless bar, trying not to think about how ridiculous that facet of my life was!
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I tapped my finger against the side of my tuxedo clad leg irritably. Something about the painting bothered me.

“Mamoru?” Himeko asked politely.

I immediately stopped, worried I was somehow making a major faux pas. “Something… something about this one just bugs me,” I admitted lamely. Which in turn seemed like a pretty good metaphor for my life at the moment.

Himeko had been getting a little worried about me, thinking that I was once again getting a little too depressed and obsessed, retreating away from life. I figured she was overstating things, but I did that even when she was entirely right. And between the kerfuffle between my parents and the Kanokos, the recent and maddening fated encounter I’d run into on the riverbank, stress over acquiring Saito Chitose as a semi-apprentice, just plain old tension about the upcoming end of semester exams, and a half a dozen more minor incidents, it had been really hard to argue against her. I still figured she was overstating and misinterpreting things, it was really just the fallout from that whole fate mess that had tipped me momentarily over the edge. But if you treated my stress levels like an engine readout I couldn’t have argued I was starting to get pretty deep into the yellow zone even if I hadn’t actually dipped into the red.

So I hadn’t really fought too hard when Himeko had declared I needed a break. Unfortunately, I should have checked what she was doing before she built up too much momentum. For some bizarre reason she’d figured the best solution was for me to accompany her and Hiro to some sort of art event I just didn’t understand. It was a gallery, there was a focus but the whole place was open, there was a charity factor of some sort… it had all gone completely over my head. Not because it was too deep you understand, I’d just been too panicked, busy thinking ‘wait, what?’ and ‘is there any way for me to get out of this?’ when it had been explained and I was too embarrassed to ask now.

I turned towards Himeko and gently pushed aside the hormonal appreciation of how good she looked. She was looking extra sophisticated today with some sort of sleek and tight full body black dress and her hair put up in a way that seemed to have no starting point. The appreciation I felt wasn’t too strong though, I was practiced with it by now, she was downplaying her beauty a little if anything, and she was right next to Hiro who matched her depressingly well while dressed in a tux.

(Although it still mildly amused me to see their heights reversed. Himeko wasn’t wearing too much of a heel, but it was enough she was a centimeter or two taller than Hiro tonight instead of vice versa. And that was before her extra high hairstyle.)

I did have on a tux as well. It was required and the Meiko servants had done a great job of quickly fitting me into it so that I didn’t look like I’d borrowed a relative’s clothing. Despite that, unlike my friends, I still felt like a child playing dress-up. And my inability to explain my feelings on the painting didn’t help. “I’m not sure I can put it into words,” I expanded a little lamely, gesturing vaguely towards the painting. “It’s like my subconscious has spotted something about it, and it’s trying to get my attention, but I’m just not seeing it.”

Himeko gave the painting in question a second look. “That can be the mark of great skill,” she noted as she examined it in turn. After half a minute she added. “But I think today it’s just annoying brushwork. I’m pretty sure they were trying for stylized, but to me it merely comes off as sloppy.”

I looked at the painting again but I had to admit I couldn’t tell the difference. She might have been right, she might have been making that up to make me feel better; I had no idea. I thought I might have seen something like that, but even with her comments guiding me I wasn’t sure if she was right or I was just being vulnerable to suggestion.

“Don’t obsess about it too much, Mamoru,” she told me, her tone a little cooler than usual. Not incredibly so, but she was very much wearing her Meiko heiress mask tonight and being more reserved and formal towards me. And this was still her being extra indulgent, I’d be Matsuda-san again if we really thought anyone else was in earshot. She'd loosen up a little more when we were alone, but there were still another couple of people in the gallery who could see us. “The point of art is to appreciate it. If something captures your attention then that’s a good thing. But don’t obsess over one little thing so much from a single piece that you miss your chance to see the rest of the gallery.”

“Fair enough,” despite everything, even I had to tilt my head in acknowledgement of that point. “Obsessing over one little mark on one tree so much that I don’t look at the rest of the forest is pretty stupid. I suppose that could be an important sign of an infection or something. But-”

“Still nervous?” Hiro interrupted me. We were still in public, and another stylishly dressed party was approaching in the opposite direction. There was going to be less tolerance for my babbling tonight. He still smiled though.

“Oh gods yes,” I said feelingly.

“I’d offer you a drink,” Hiro noted sympathetically, flagging down a server carrying around some finger foods. “But…”

“Not a good idea even if I was allowed,” I agreed, following Hiro’s hint and grabbing some food. One point in favor of Himeko’s original plan: the event was very well catered. Portions were small, and obviously aimed at being ‘sophisticated’, but they hadn’t sacrificed flavor. There’d been something about ‘a feast for all senses, not just the eyes’ from the organizers, but I hadn’t followed it. That wasn’t stopping me from indulging, snacking my way across the art gallery in a way that made me worry about my borrowed tuxedo.

They even had some nice non-alcoholic drink options, although those were less common than the more stereotypical champagnes and brandy. Still, I didn’t hesitate to grab a sparkling orange juice. “I don’t want to think about how it would turn out if I let myself drink here.”

“It would be fine, Mamoru,” Himeko murmured, half an eye on how distant the server was before she spoke. “There are too many valuable artworks around here. That’s one of the reasons the glasses aren’t too large. Anyone who looks like they’re getting drunk is going to find themselves somehow unable to catch a server’s attention, these one’s are trained to be extra careful about that. They’re not going to risk someone throwing up on a painting or crashing into a sculpture.”

“Well, I could see them indulging with one or two of the pieces here,” Hiro smirked, tilting his head towards an abstract metal sculpture. Two of the pieces next to it, ironically from the same artist, had been subtly impressive. It took you a minute to realize what the artist was doing, but when you did it was a thrilling realization. That one had obviously been coasting on the other two. Himeko and Hiro had carefully looked it over, making sure they weren’t missing something, but both of them had voiced a suspicion that the artist had been on a deadline for the third piece.

“Hiro!” Himeko said softly, gently slapping his side. She was fighting off a smirk as she did so though. No one else would have known, but that close to me I could tell.

I suppose that does make it more enjoyable for them, I reflected as we casually strolled onwards, trying to stay away from the larger knots of people. Based on some of the things they’ve said, I get the feeling some of these events were incredibly painful when they had to do it alone. When there was nothing to do but wade through all the pretention and mistakes with a straight face. Being able to do it together, and say things like that to each other, probably makes it a lot more fun. It made a little more sense why she’d thought I’d relax and enjoy coming here when you considered that. Hell, the pair of them getting to be together in public, at a high society Event (yes, with a capital E) no less, and getting to do that had to be wonderfully de-stressing for them.

Honestly, Himeko should have been mostly right about this one. I was with friends, the food was wonderful, and despite a couple of missteps I still thought the art was really cool. Yes, there were definitely some pretentious projects and pieces that just didn’t work for me. But even those were usually attractive. And there’d been some that downright gorgeous, brilliant, and thought-provoking items on display that I still felt absolutely grateful for seeing. And I got to do so with wonderful food, accompanied by friends, and with some beautiful music playing in the background.

(What? You didn’t expect the sort of people who’d already gone that far wouldn’t have also sprung for a group of classical musicians to play for us all? After bragging about making it a feast for all senses? Whoever was doing this had gone all out.)

Unfortunately, it was all too much in the public eye for me. Especially when I was going to be associated with Himeko and Hiro. I was terrified of embarrassing myself, and therefor them by extension, and that just put too much of a damper on the whole thing for me. It felt like I was trying to enjoy a day at an amusement park through a constant, freezing, drizzle of rain. Everything else was amazing, and I wanted to make the most of the opportunity, but that was too crucial a factor and I was just miserable instead.

It didn’t help that I only had an emergency reservoir on me, no staff or carrying around a full sized reservoir in my backpack at this sort of event! That left me feeling a little naked on top of everything else. I still had enough mana to get something out of my ‘don’t notice me’ talisman if I had to. But in some ways that just made it even more nerve wracking, I didn’t dare use the thing until I had to lest I leave myself with not enough mana when I really needed it! If I’d had enough mana to run the thing at even a low level for the whole trip I might have managed to enjoy myself, Hiro and Himeko easily attracted all the attention even without a spell. As things stood, it was just one more thing for me to manage and worry about.

Himeko waited until we turned into another room, surreptitiously glanced around to make sure no one was too close, and then sighed. “I’m sorry Mamoru,” she admitted a little sadly. “I really thought you’d enjoy this. But I didn’t weigh things well enough, and there’s more people today then I anticipated.”

Hiro nodded sympathetically. “I only expected two-thirds this many people too, three-quarters at most. Instead, everyone’s here tonight.”

I brightened slightly at that thought, it was reassuring she knew me that well. She’d still have been overestimating how much I enjoyed myself, I expected, but the trip would probably have been a net positive then. Unfortunately, that didn’t help too much under our circumstances.

“Maybe I should just go home,” I said with a small sigh of my own.

Himeko shook her head instantly. “You can’t. It’s much too early yet, not to leave without an excuse. And you’re…” she looked a little embarrassed.

“Himeko snuck you in,” Hiro reported, trying to keep from smiling.

I looked at her. “Snuck me in? Himeko, we came straight in through the front door.”

“I timed it so that no one would check,” Himeko admitted, “especially for a Meiko. We just swept in when everyone was arriving and they weren’t going to bother checking anyone but the most suspicious of people. But they’ll ask if you’re one of the first to leave, and they’ll also ask themselves how you got here in the first place.”

My anxiety shot up even higher.

“Yes, it will be such a scandal,” Hiro noted, obviously more amused than worried.

Himeko’s lips quirked for a moment, but she still looked grave.

“Don't worry too much, Mamoru,” Hiro noted in a more normal tone. “If you have to go, then leave. It won’t be a major hit and we’ll shrug it off soon enough. But you’re more likely to get more stressed by trying to leave, either by trying to dodge security or through answering uncomfortable questions. Simply hang out for another hour or so and then we’ll leave together. No problems.”

Himeko looked slightly annoyed for a moment but quickly recovered herself. “I really shouldn’t be so dramatic,” she admitted, sighing without doing anything as uncouth as actually sighing. “It won’t be that big a problem if you leave, at least now that my grandfather’s down in Kyoto. It will be a piece of gossip for a week or two and then done, we can handle it.”

I looked between the pair of them and quickly realized they were understating it. Not by too much, this wasn’t a situation where I’d seriously damage the credibility of either of them or their families. But I really would cause them just a few more problems than they were admitting to. “How bad would it be? Seriously.”

The pair hesitated a moment.

“It depends on if anyone realized who you were. Who did it first and what they said,” Hiro admitted, not quite meeting my eyes.

“If Otsuna Lin was the first to comment,” Himeko noted carefully, “the one who’s heirloom you saved, then it probably wouldn’t matter much. She’d probably do her best to support you out of thanks for what you did for her at the Himawari Ball.”

“Unfortunately, if Ono Jin, or a few other members of the Ono family, were the ones to realize you’d been trespassing, then they’d probably do their best to cause as much of an incident as they could get away with,” Hiro continued a slightly darker tone. “They wouldn’t do much more than make a pointed comment or two if they realized you were here with us. But if we handed them an incident like that on a silver platter then the consequences could be nasty.”

I gulped. Aoth damn it, that feels a little too much like justly earned karma for me to ignore it, I reflected nervously. I had essentially cheated him out of seven million yen after all.

“Neither of those are likely,” Himeko hastened to assure me. “It’s just that we’d prefer not to take the chance if we could help it. Especially if you’d be caught in the middle of things.”

I sighed again. “Put like, I have to agree,” I admitted, trying to sound rueful instead of disappointed. “An hour or two more of slightly stressful viewing beats the heck out of that.”

Himeko and Hiro relaxed imperceptibly. “That’s what we thought too,” Hiro admitted.

“Sorry Mamoru,” Himeko apologized. “Unfortunately, with all the free food, free drink, and valuable artwork on display, people take security seriously. They try to balance it with pragmatism and not offending Japan’s elite too much, that’s how we got in here. But they’d react poorly to the truth.”

“Yeah, well, I can understand that,” I admitted awkwardly. Put like that, it really did make sense. And Himeko wasn’t even mentioning the access to Japan’s elite that a person breaching security would have. On a purely mundane level, you did not want ambitious people like my parents waltzing in and simply harassing the rich and powerful for their own benefit. And at the more extreme end, if you were able to kidnap someone from this event you’d doubtlessly be able to retire for life on the ransom you could demand. That example might have been my paranoia talking, I couldn’t even begin to imagine how a person would actually remove their victim from this event without getting caught, but it was easy to see how and why security would go ‘hey, wait a minute!’ if an unaccounted for nobody like me tried to leave unexpectedly and early.

“So, we just- I just stay low for another hour or two and then leave with the crowds?” I continued.

“We,” Himeko emphasized carefully but forcefully, “avoid crowds and too much interaction before leaving. It shouldn’t be a problem, we were going to try to avoid much socializing anyway. And we’re not leaving you alone Mamoru.” She softened slightly. “Although it’s more likely to be the two hours instead of one. Maybe two and a half.”

“We’ll see,” Hiro suggested with a touch of optimism, “with the extra crowds it’s more likely people will start leaving earlier.”

“Thanks guys,” I tried to hide my relief. I’d wanted to spare them the trouble of babysitting me, but I couldn’t pretend that hiding behind them and trusting their guidance wasn’t my preferred option.

“So desu ne,” Hiro noted philosophically. “Who knows? Maybe you’ll relax and have more of a good time before we’re done.”

I smiled weakly. “Unlikely. But you never know. Sorry, I am enjoying the art and the food. But the people and threat of… of…”

“Getting in over your head,” Himeko suggested gently.

“That. That just spoils it for me. If it helps, I’m pretty sure this will be a mostly good memory by this time next year. It’s just that it doesn’t help me much today.”

“At least it’s a change,” Hiro attempted to cheer me up.

“It is that-“

Himeko quieted me down with a look. We’d gradually and calmly been retreating away from the main rooms, trying not to attract attention by seeming stressed or hurried, and were well off the beaten path by this point. That didn’t mean we were alone. We’d entered a small gallery room. And while only two other people were there, one of them in a wheelchair and looking like he was pushing ninety, it wasn’t a large enough room to keep chatting as casually as we had been.

We stopped to admire the paintings, apparently from a Japanese painter who’d gone to Europe and, according to the brief biography on the wall of the room, studied under several European masters, including Picasso himself. I found the lack of details attached to that particular claim mildly amusing, it was probably true but that could have meant anything from a multi-year apprenticeship to once attending a seminar Picasso had given. More likely the later. Still the paintings themselves were kind of captivating. On the dark side, but you had to give them silent respect.

Which is why it might have taken me so long to realize my warning bracelet was gently trying to get my attention.

I blinked in surprise and frowned as I realized I felt a light, almost surreptitious, squeeze on my wrist. Refocusing my attention it took me a moment to realize the warning bracelet was actually going off. The squeezes were subtle, and almost a good ten seconds apart, but they were there.

I tried not to panic, immediately feeling an urge to overreact based on the whole situation. For a split second I was even convinced the art police had discovered I shouldn’t be there and were coming for me! I managed to get over that delusion pretty quickly, but I still took things even more seriously than the gently pulsing on my wrist should have suggested.

What is going on here? I frowned, slowly scanning around the room. It was a small, quiet space, slightly darkened to match the atmosphere of the paintings, and a little over a dozen of them lined the walls. Is one of them in danger of falling on us or something? That was honestly the most logical explanation I could come up with for such a small but gently insistent warning. That’s about the only possible threat here. Well that and…

My gaze finally came back to the other pair in the room. One, as previously mentioned, was an old man in a wheelchair. He seemed in fairly good shape for his age, I figured he’d left eighty in the dust several years ago. His eyes beneath the glasses were tracking clearly, he had a small smile on his face, and he wore his tuxedo as well as he could under the circumstances. He wasn’t handsome, he had a few too many liver spots and his grey hair was a little thinning and lifeless, but there was a certain charm to his presence.

He was being pushed around by a twenty-odd year old man I assumed was his grandson. Or possibly great-grandson. He was handsome. A little bit exotic in some odd way. Not a little gaijin looking like I was, just atypically handsome. Not a pretty boy, but not exactly masculine like Hiro was either. He seemed happy to be there, enjoying the night and his grandparent’s company with evident contentment, and was pushing around the wheelchair. The pair didn’t seem like they’d be a problem, even though the grandson was even paler than I was…

That would never have prompted anything under normal circumstances. But a little bit worked up and forewarned by my bracelet I instantly activated the ‘mage sight’ function of my glasses. The ‘man’s’ aura told a different story and my blood went cold. Unfortunately, we’d all been slowly making our ways around the room and they were now much closer to doorway than we were.

I abruptly put myself between the pair and my friends. “Mamoru?” Himeko asked, cautiously, frowning at my sudden, jerky movement.

“Eyes down,” I said quietly but urgently.

“Pardon?”

“Eyes down!” I repeated a little more forcefully. I was following my own advice, making sure I couldn’t see his face. And if I’d needed any more clues the young ‘man’ suddenly stopped and seemed to casually glance in our direction even though a human shouldn’t have heard me.

“No meeting his gaze,” I hissed, “he can trap you with it.” Cursing frantically in my head, I began to claw at the buttons nearest my neck. The tuxedo was too confining, I couldn’t bring out my symbol of Aoth without ripping it open first.

“Well, what do we have here?” the ‘man’ noted in bemusement, his voice as beautiful as you would have expected.

“Eh?” the man in the wheelchair noted.

“Don’t worry, Motoi-san, just an unexpected distraction.”

Before I could even blink, the vampire had crossed the room and was in front of me, ‘gently’ grabbing my chin and tilting my face so our eyes met. While he controlled his strength flawlessly, I wasn't even bruised even though I could no more have resisted it than I could have a freight train, it was shockingly scary. “Don’t worry either, little mouse, this won’t hurt a bit.”

It didn’t. At least, not me. His hypnosis crashed against my ‘mind shield’ precaution and bounced off. At the same time I managed to pull apart two buttons and haul out my holy symbol, taking the opportunity to press it against the hand holding me.

There was a flash of light and then suddenly his flesh began to sizzle. He held on a moment, then retreated back to the wheelchair bound man’s side as quickly as he’d appeared, holding on to his burned hand and appearing to swear softly under his breath as he tried not to vent his pain too loudly.

“Mamoru?” Himeko asked, this time in a darker tone. I heard an odd sound and realized she was stepping out of her heels and into a combat stance. On my other side, Hiro was spreading out and mirroring her as best he was able while unarmed.

“A vampire,” I reported. “Don’t try to fight, he can overpower you easily. I’ll try to create an opening, run for the exits.” I began to pull mana out of the emergency reservoirs. There wasn’t much there, I’d have to use everything cleverly in one spell if we were to have a chance.

Don’t forget mage armor, my inner voice prodded me, dropping all doubt or mockery in favor of making sure my friends survived. Throw yourself at him. Your precaution will activate, hopefully buying them just a little more time.

“You think I’ll let you escape, little mouse?” the vampire hissed through the pain, his fangs growing in response to the situation.

“ENOUGH!” the man in the wheelchair barked. Not as loudly as you’d have thought, but forcefully enough to give us all pause. Especially when he trailed off into coughing immediately afterwards.

The vampire looked torn, but after a frustrated glance in our direction he quickly moved to kneel by the old man’s side. “Motoi.”

The old man continued to cough but waved him off. We all paused as well, feeling vaguely embarrassed and guilty at indirectly causing it.

The old man’s coughing fit took a good thirty seconds to clear up, only gradually decreasing before it ceased. He took a deep, careful breath before raising his head again to look at us. “I see the features of a Watanabe before us,” he said, his voice worn but firm, “introduce yourself boy.”

Hiro cautiously bowed in his direction, always with one eye towards the vampire’s position. “You are correct. Watanabe Hiro, sir. Might I have the honor of your name?”

The man half-nodded half-bowed. “Good. I am Sano Motoi, of the western Sanos.”

Himeko bowed respectfully towards him in turn. “Your reputation precedes you Sano-sama, I am Meiko Himeko.”

Sano Motoi glanced in her direction and there was a hint of a smile to his lip. “A Meiko too, hmm? You don’t have to flatter me girl, I know you don’t recognize me.”

“With respect Sano-sama, how could I not recognize the man who carefully organized the great chip buyout of eighty-eight before quietly slipping into the background?”

After a moment of startlement the man looked genuinely amused and delighted. “Hah! Well, I guess there’s still no fool like an old fool! I shouldn’t have underestimated you like that. I must admit, I was proud of that piece of work.”

“As you should have been,” Himeko noted demurely.

“Well, now that we’ve all stepped back a moment and calmed down, Keita,” he said, looking up at the vampire in bemusement, “would you care to tell me what you planned to do to these fine young people?”

The vampire looked almost as uncertain as I felt, and I sure felt like this whole thing was entirely off the rails! “I was going to… they’re hunters Motoi! We can’t trust them!”

“Said the vampire who immediately struck and tried to mind control me!” I shot back angrily.

“I-“

The vampire started to retort hotly but suddenly stopped, held up his hand, and quietly gestured for us to back down too. A moment later, in the confused silence, we heard a faint ‘tap, tap’ of approaching footsteps and immediately tried to make ourselves look normal just before a server entered the room with a tray of snacks. I quickly turned around to face the paintings, Himeko made it look as if she’d been adjusting her shoes as she put them back on, and Keita’s fangs were missing by the time she looked towards him.

It’s a shame this artist wasn’t a surrealist painter, the back of my brain noted randomly as we all fell silent and gave her some time to get safely away, that seems like it would have been more appropriate for our situation.

Once he was sure the server was gone, and I trusted his senses more than anyone else’s here, the vampire turned back to glare at me darkly. “You dare claim self-defence, you who hunt my kind?”

“What the hell are you talking about?” I vented in frustration. “I’ve never hunted any of your kind. Even the bastards who probably deserved it like that bitch at Black Juice.”

The vampire sneered. “Sure you haven’t. Just like she didn’t deserve it for the crime of being a vampire.”

Himeko gently touched my arm, and coughed politely. “Actually, Keita-san,” she said, addressing the vampire almost casually while not meeting his eyes, “that was for the crimes of drugging, mind controlling, stealing from, and feeding off of his cousin.”

“Oh,” for a moment the vampire was taken aback. He quickly rallied though. “And your cousin wasn’t also a hunter, and that wasn’t in self-defence?”

“He was a university student being tricked into going to an illegal bar via peer pressure,” I emoted back, leaving the ‘you absolute moron’ as clear as I could without actually saying it. “An idiot who might have maybe earned one of those things for his carelessness; but not all of them! My family’s still a little traumatized over the whole thing.”

Sano Motoi, who’d been looking amused and delighted about the whole thing for the last minute, sobered up a little. In a mirror of Himeko’s move, he gently tugged at the vampire’s arm. “Keita…” he said, gently but warningly.

I felt my own anger and frustration fade a little more at the concerned glance the vampire shot him. “I’m sorry Motoi,” he said, before turning back to us, “but I don’t buy it. If the boy knew of vampires-“

“He didn’t,” I interrupted bluntly.

Once again the vampire fell silent, a little sullenly. Before he could rally again, Sano Motoi spoke up. “And might I ask your name, young man?” he asked, there was a mild reproof there for my rudeness that I couldn’t quite shrug off.

I did bite my lip on my first, more vicious response, and keep it to a terse. “My apologies, senior. But you don’t know it and I don’t give out my name to someone who sides with a vampire who’s first response is mind control.”

The vampire’s eyes flashed red. “And I don’t trust those who can recognize my kind and are spontaneously able to resist my mind control while shoving a cross into me.”

“Ankh,” I shot back, briefly flourishing it at him. Despite that, I was actually starting to calm down a little. I was now a little more frustrated and annoyed than terrified. I still wasn’t in the mood to back down, this guy was really pissing me off by pretending to be in the right for what he’d just done, but I was paying attention to my warning bracelet again. It was going stronger than before, but still at a pretty lowkey level for being in the same room as an annoyed vampire. Between that, a slightly more muted response from the ankh than I'd have expected (it was like it had only given him a first degree burn, instead of the second or third degree the one at Black Juice had received), and his reactions… well, I was gently sliding the mana back into my emergency reserves, no longer preparing for a first strike.

The old man heaved a heartfelt sigh, which slightly worried me after his earlier coughing fit. “Is yours always like this?” he asked Himeko, almost casually.

Himeko couldn’t keep her lips from quirking slightly. “Not quite,” she responded in a slightly more formal tone, but still a little friendlier than she’d have used for other people at this event. “He’s normally too nervous and uncertain to be this stubborn.”

“Whereas Keita is usually more stubborn when he is nervous. Like now,” Sano Motoi’s smile was tiny but true. “Keita-san? Could you for one moment consider how it might look if these fine people were truly innocent and your first thought was to hypnotize them?”

Another flash of guilt on the vampire’s face, quickly suppressed. “They aren’t,” he replied.

“Indulge me,” the old man calmly folded his hands in his lap and gave the vampire an amused look.

This time, the vampire refused to meet our gazes.

Sano Motoi sighed and turned back to us. “You’ll have to forgive my friend. Three hundred years of life have left him with some unfortunate habits-”

“You don’t get even one hundred years of life if you’re careless,” the vampire interrupted him in annoyance.

“-and he tends to try and stop problems at the source. If it makes you feel any better, he didn’t intend any harm. He merely wanted to check your purpose and plans. Barring the revelation you were a mass murderer or terrorist he would have clouded your memories and let you go, none the wiser for your little encounter.”

“Really?” I asked, unconsciously letting a little uncertainty slip into my snideness this time. “And we’re just supposed to trust that? When we’d have been helpless under his fangs?”

“Really,” Sano Motoi looked at me with a hint of tired amusement. “It just creates more trouble in situations like this. Even if you’d been outright vampire hunters he’d have let you go. He’d have followed you of course, and started plotting your later demise in a way that wouldn’t have left any clues leading back to us. But he wouldn’t have dared do anything in the middle of an event like this.”

That one dampened my righteousness just a little, making me flash back to not so long ago when I'd castigated myself about how ridiculous a kidnapping would have been to pull off. Now that it had been pointed out it was plain to see that a murder would have been even worse. Even if we assumed that Keita could have simply and efficiently killed us without any sort of fuss or struggle, and that was a risk a three-hundred-year-old vampire probably knew better than to take, any of us going missing at such a prestigious event would still have been tantamount to suicide for the vampire. Even assuming he managed a perfect cleanup with no forensic evidence-

(And good luck with that! I didn’t even want to think about how detailed an investigation they’d launch on the whole gallery if prominent members of both the Watanabe and Meiko families suddenly went missing! I could see him managing enough to fool a casual forensic examination. But not the sort of epic, literal ‘no stone unturned’, search that would provoke!)

-there was no way investigators wouldn’t eventually hunt him down. And even something as simple as keeping us all hypnotized and leaving the event with us would have been stupid. That would have left even more of a trail, no matter how well he managed things afterward. All in all, I couldn’t help but believe that claim.

“And if you’d been innocent he’d have quickly verified it and simply clouded your memories of ever meeting us tonight,” the old man continued. “Presumptuous, I know. But since we’ve become friends we’ve avoided trouble with at least three groups of vampire hunters using this method, so I’ve been forced to bow down to his judgement.”

The vampire looked at the old man sourly. “Don’t forget the two teams of assassins that it turned out were after you,” he noted with a pettiness that was at odds with his handsome poise. “I didn’t hear you complaining when that allowed me to take care of them quietly and smoothly.”

The old man just smiled at him with a sunny confidence I suspected Himeko would have at that age too. Needless to say, I was starting to suspect and draw a few parallels.

Sano Motoi turned back to us. “However, it is undeniable that his methods have… I believe the modern phrase is ‘bitten us in the ass’ this time. And since at least some of that was because I was here and he was worried for me, I must humbly apologize.”

And with that, the old man surprised us with as deep a bow as he could manage from his wheelchair. All of us, including the vampire and myself, were instantly off guard and quickly begging him to stop in a confused but gentle cacophony of voices.

“Mamoru,” Himeko noted gently to me as the vampire gently helped Sano Motoi straighten up again. “I can’t help but note certain similarities of method, except that our new friend doesn’t have the ability to use the gentler techniques you have, nor some of your flexibility…”

She looked at me significantly. It took me a moment, but I did get what she was saying, and had to fight off a wince as I realized her point. The vampire was using the tools he had. Whereas I could use things like the warning bracelet, ‘don’t notice me’ talisman, and my precautionary spells to stay safe; he was forced to use his instincts, senses, durability, and hypnosis. He still got the better side of the deal in some respects. If I could have traded for his natural durability and resistances (without the whole ‘bloodsucking undead’ drawback), instead of depending on my precautionary spells, I’d have done so in a heartbeat. But when it came to subtler dangers he really didn’t have my toolset. He had to be more proactive. Looked at in that light his actions were pretty understandable. Rude, but understandable.

In an attempt to be less rude (slightly undermined by the small sigh I let out before doing so) I waited until Sano Motoi was settled again before bowing respectfully in his direction. “Matsuda Mamoru,” I reported, trying to not sound too weary about what I was doing. “No one of importance, simply a mage.”

“Master mage,” Himeko chimed in, not quite hiding a smile.

Sano Motio’s smile was a shocking mirror. After his friend remained stubbornly silent a little too long, he didn’t hesitate to elbow the vampire gently.

“You really expect me to believe he isn’t some foreign vampire hunter?” he asked a little testily.

“Yo,” I snapped back, my nerves still stretched taught be everything. “Native born Japanese here.” Well… native reborn at least.

“Keita…” the old man drew out warningly, absolutely unconcerned to be facing a vampire like that.

(Is part of the reason you’re so annoyed because their relationship seems like an uncomfortable mirror? The traitorous voice in the back of my head noted absently, bemused by all the similarities I was seeing as this went on.)

The vampire drew in a needless breath and let out a sigh of his own. Then, thankfully demonstrating an important difference between us, he managed to cloak himself in style and elegance as easily as Himeko and Hiro did before he offered us a bow of his own.

“Keita,” he said simply. “I’m afraid I was born in an age and of a rank that did not receive a family name. These days I usually affect Kajiwara Keita for the public, but I won’t insult you by claiming it is truly a name of mine. And, as we’ve already established, I am a vampire.”

After a moment of silence Sano Motoi smiled. “Now that we’ve completed introductions, shall we move on? I must admit, I was enjoying this night before. But now I am fascinated to see where it goes from here.”
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“So, Sano-sama,” Himeko asked pleasantly a minute later, “how truthful do you want us to get with each other?”

“Oh, call me Motoi,” the old man said cheerfully, seemingly energized by the near fight and misunderstandings of mere moments ago. He was now being pushed along by his vampire friend as we changed venues, and all of us had briefly paused by a server along the way to pick up some non-alcoholic drinks.

(Yes, even the vampire. Although I couldn’t help but note how he wasn’t drinking his.)

“I know it seems presumptive,” Motoi continued, “but Keita is senior to all of us by a large margin and it seems rude to be using my family name while he is forced to use his given one.”

“Very well, Motoi-sama,” Himeko continued without missing a beat. “Then please call me Himeko, I’d be honored if you used my familiar name. But I’m afraid the question still stands. I don’t want to put you off by being overly truthful, accidentally putting you in a position where you must choose between lying or betraying a trust if you wish to match us.”

“Such kindness,” Motoi’s eyes sparkled, “I can tell this will be a fun evening. And I’d say be as truthful as you want to be. I’m not planning on telling you any lies, that’s half the fun of running into someone I can talk to like this. But I’ve probably forgotten or outlived half the things I’m supposed to keep secret at this point, and I’ll let you know if we run across one of the other half along the way.”

We entered another gallery room as a group. This one was larger, but still far enough away from the main thrust of the evening (whatever that was, I still didn’t know) that only another two people were absently strolling though it, obviously unengaged. Since it was large enough to allow us to keep our distance from the others, it seemed perfect to talk in.

That didn’t stop the vampire, Keita, from observing the first painting on the wall. “Ah. This one. It’s been a few years since I saw it last.”

Himeko’s eyes lit up slightly. “Did you know the artist?” she asked fearlessly, even though it was painted in… 1777, according to the placard on the wall.

Keita gave her a sour smile. “Contrary to popular belief, vampires were not everywhere and knew everyone important. I was barely overcoming my peasant roots at that point, I doubt I would have cared much about the artist when he was still alive.”

“My apologies,” Himeko was instantly contrite. “Mamoru is constantly reminding me that magic isn’t as special as people like to make it out to be, I should have known better than to presume.”

The vampire gave me an appraising look. It made the back of my neck itch, although my warning bracelet continued to give me barely a whisper of concern.

“Don’t let this old grump fool you,” Motoi smirked, “he’s known more people and seen more of history than he wants to admit to. He might not have seen this one, but I’d bet there’s at least a few things on these walls he’s seen painted, sculpted or forged.”

Keita didn’t say anything, but his look was a little pinched.

“If you don’t mind my asking, Motoi-sama,” Hiro jumped in a little casually. I was almost relieved to find that he was keeping a little more distance from Keita and was obviously a little more concerned than his girlfriend was. “Might I ask how you and Keita-sama met? That seems a good example of the important people and history he’s seen.”

“Only if you give me your story in return,” the wheelchair-bound man smiled happily. “But there’s not too much to tell. I first met Keita-“

“Motoi!” the vampire sounded mildly horrified.

Motoi just smirked. “Don’t you worry, I won’t give out all the details. But do you know how rarely I get to discuss this? But no, I first met Keita when I was only a little older than you three, back in sixty-five. I didn’t know he was a vampire at first, I thought he was just a smooth-talker interested in the same heiress I was after!”

Over the course of the next ten minutes I found myself being unwillingly drawn in to the old drama as Motoi spun a tale about how he’d been chasing a particular girl and he’d at first viewed Keita as a rival. Keita, in turn, had mostly been taking advantage of her gullibility to gently sponge off her, both in terms of blood and money. She hadn’t known he was a vampire, of course, but she’d had an absolutely uncritical obsession with the occult. That had made it trivial for Keita to get close to her, and easy for him to justify a little bit of manipulation (both vampiric and otherwise) so that he’d protected her from other charlatans or real threats while existing happily off her money and the bit of blood he drew off during their ‘past life regression meditations’.

“Oh my,” Himeko noted upon hearing that, torn between amusement and a little ironic sympathy given the circumstances of half an hour ago.

Motoi gave her a knowing smile and nodded. “I doubt I have to tell you this,” he noted with an equally amused nod in my direction, “but when it comes to the supernatural it’s best to keep an open mind, but not so open that all common sense and logic fall out. There's a lot more chicanery than ghosts out there.”

Motoi, quite reasonably figuring that Keita was just a charlatan, had investigated and went after him. At first the vampire had easily overcome him, Keita had centuries of experience dealing with people like Motoi at that point. However, because of that experience he’d underestimated both Motoi and modern technology. Since Keita’s cover involved hypnosis Motoi had eventually gotten suspicious after the second time that gaps had appeared in his memory and reasoning, taking precautions before his next attempt that involved recording devices. After being hypnotized a third time and then checking the recordings he'd learned the truth. He'd wanted evidence of hypnosis and wrongdoing, he’d never expected to accidentally discover that Keita was really a vampire!

“And what do I keep telling you about accidental exposure? The unexpected and seemingly minor risks eventually tripping you up and leading to discovery? It’s not all paranoia about every little thing you know,” I couldn’t help but note at that point, invested in spite of myself.

Himeko just smiled at me. “Just most of the time.”

Motoi had been shocked to find out the real story, but had confronted Keita after taking some even more careful precautions. They had reluctantly come to a truce that, much to the pair’s surprise, soon sparked a into friendship. It had been nearly two decades since the death of the last person who’d known Keita’s secret, who'd not had such a warm relationship with the vampire, and Motoi had been shockingly compatible with the elder supernatural.

“Is this the part where you claim you didn’t need friendship?” Motoi added with a sly smile towards the vampire.

Keita frowned mightily. “I don’t need friendship. I’ve gone without it before and I’ll go without it again. But I’m not going to pretend it’s not better to have it. It’s like the difference between existing on plain rice or being spoiled with the full variety of foods you have in the modern era: a much richer and more enjoyable experience. But if you have to exist without it for some reason: that is still fine and people whine too much.”

Motoi just smiled. “He always claims something like that,” he admitted to Himeko conspiratorially. “He can’t stand admitting I was right.”

Ironically, as it turned out, neither of them stuck with the girl that had brought them together. Motoi eventually met someone better, someone not quite as good looking but infinitely smarter and more sensible. Those were things he’d valued even before his encounter with a vampire, and had only shot up his list of desirable qualities since then. And Keita had eventually moved on lest he be too visible, which would have led to more people becoming suspicious and him becoming more vulnerable. But they’d remained friends and companions ever since.

Himeko just smiled and passed him a new drink after he’d finished. Even in a slightly abbreviated form it had been a tale and telling it had weakened the older man a little. “That’s amazing,” she admitted. “I count myself blessed to have my friendship with Mamoru but that’s only coming up on three years old at this point, you’ve had over twenty times that.”

Motoi took the drink gladly. “And some days, when he causes trouble like this, I feel every one of them,” he teased. “But it’s been interesting, I wouldn’t trade it for the world.”

“But you would trade it for my story,” Himeko returned with a small smile, “well, ours is a little less interesting…”

I proceeded to cringe my way through Himeko’s retelling of how our relationship had come about. It was slightly less involved overall, given the lack of romantic rivalry or jealousy our developments had been a little less interesting by comparison. But Himeko returned the favor and didn’t hold back, trying to entertain the older man while letting him know certain critical things. Such as how the whole Meiko family knew of my status now, but the Watanabes did not.

“Intriguing!” Sano Motoi admitted at the end. He looked towards me and I was mildly flattered to see he seemed a little impressed. “To think I would live to see the day a mage was actually trying to reveal magic to the world. Scientifically no less!”

I flushed. I wanted to say something, unfortunately the only thing that stuck in my mind was ‘you haven’t yet. And given how long it’s likely to take you’re probably not going to.’ I was pretty damn hopeless at time, but not even I was that bad! At best it was unconscionably rude, and given his apparent good health and wealth I couldn’t even be sure it would be true. Some of Japan’s claims could be exaggerated, but we still had plenty of centenarians without the extra advantages Sano Motoi could probably afford! So instead, for once, I bit the inside of my cheek and kept silent.

For better or worse, I was saved by outside intervention. “Motoi,” the vampire inserted softly but urgently. “Anzais incoming.”

The old man’s expression suddenly soured. “Of course they would. My apologies, we’ll have to endure this.”

A quick look around revealed a trio of other attendees were making a beeline our way, a sixty-year-old man, another man in his mid-thirties, and an irritated looking teen boy I’d have put as younger than Shinji. A uniformity in their features, tuxedos, and haircuts suggested they were a grandfather, father, son trio. But a delusional confidence in their right to be there, especially given the power of Himeko and Hiro’s respective family names, suggested a pretty high rank.

In the face of that, I quietly activated the ‘don’t notice me’ talisman at a low level and tried to slide to the rear as best as I could. This put me standing behind Keita, treating the vampire as the lesser of two evils. He briefly shot me an amused glance before turning back to face the oncoming trio, doing his best to ignore how much I towered over him from behind and how ridiculous that looked. It was easy to miss when the vampire turned on the charm, the weight of his years and experience made him seem larger than he was and pushing along Motoi only reinforced that impression. But in reality he was a product of his times, and that meant he was the shortest out of all of us. My attempting to hide behind him looked ridiculous as I literally towered head and shoulders above the vampire, who was similarly above the inevitably seated Sano Motoi, creating a weird stepping-stone effect for anyone who looked.

For better or worse, the approaching trio seemed to dismiss me as unimportant and didn’t even appear to notice. “Motoi-san!” the eldest declared, excessively expressive. “How wonderful to see you!”

“That’s one way to put it,” Motoi’s cheerful tone suggested several ways you could take that statement.

The elder’s stride faltered for a moment, but he pressed on regardless. “I’m glad to see you out tonight, even if you required the redoubtable Keita’s assistance.”

Well, they obviously don’t know he’s a vampire, I thought acidly. The unhidden hint of disdain they’d used with his name would have seemed suicidally stupid otherwise.

“It was a worthy cause and promised to be a wonderful exhibition,” Motoi returned pleasantly. “What’s your excuse?”

As the pair traded a few more carefully hidden barbs (I could tell they were there, but I was pretty sure you needed to know the history that obviously existed between the pair to truly decode them) I did my best to keep surreptitiously behind Keita without being obvious about it. It was vaguely fascinating to watch the subtle and slight positioning changes everyone was undergoing though, it gave off a distinct impression of battle lines being drawn.

Himeko and Hiro drew even with Sano Motoi, standing on his right side and subtly suggesting they were equals with their posture and confidence alone. Meanwhile Keita remained steadfast at his back, and projected an aura of mild subservience that did not detract from his confidence or steadfastness; an ease that suggested it wasn’t even a question that he should be there that served as an interesting contrast to the ‘don’t notice me’ I was trying for. Meanwhile, across from us the father and son stood just slightly behind and beside their elder in decreasing order of seniority. Despite that obvious ranking (they may as well have worn numbers on their chests given how obvious it looked), a smug air about them suggested even the lowest of them was looking down on all of us.

Of course that might have just been the conversation. Sano Motoi’s attitude made it patently clear he wanted the trio to leave, and it was only for politeness’ sake that he wasn’t making that even more obvious and with stronger language. And I meant clear to a socially deficient idiot like me! Anyone who was qualified to legitimately come to an event like this probably regarded it as shouting the words in his face.

Still, the man persisted. “Motoi-son, we’re family.”

“No,” Motoi noted with strained patience. “Your other son is family, and we’re happy to have him. I might have disagreed with my granddaughter’s choice but Masateru has proven her correct time after time. You are a bunch of unrepentant leeches who have consistently made me feel less guilty about my initial doubts.”

The whole (presumably) Anzai family drew back at that unapologetic declaration. Socially speaking, Motoi might as well have just unsheathed a katana.

But the elder still rallied and sneered. Apparently, if they were going to get into it, he was willing to oblige. “And now you turn your nose up at leeches? You who have let this worthless piece of trash nursemaid you the last few years? He may ape manners, but he’s a nobody.”

A slight jerk of his head made it obvious he meant Keita. Within me, anger warred with an inappropriate urge to laugh. Despite myself, I’d already been charmed by Sano Motoi, probably because of the obvious parallels with Himeko; and I was willing to give him an unwarranted level of respect. And this pushy piece of garbage was going to insult him and his friend who was taking care of him? The nerve and stupidity of it was simultaneously infuriating and laughable.

“At least he can ape manners,” Motoi responded cheerfully. “That puts him ahead of your family.”

The teenager took an angry step forward, along with a breath to say something hot. I’m not sure whether it was his father’s hand that stopped him, or whatever he saw in Hiro’s expression when my friend turned his head slightly to look at him. Judging by the way he blanched and hurriedly stepped back, my money was on Hiro.

“See what I mean?” Motoi noted slyly.

The elder went bright red in the face. “My family will not be disrespected like this!”

“You will.” Motoi’s irrepressibly cheerful tone made me feel better. And judging by a slight tremor at around Himeko’s lower back, even she was struggling not to laugh.

“Your loneliness has rotted your brain, Motoi-san,” the elder sneered. “Your grief over your wife’s passing has made you weak.”

My eyes narrowed. Oh, it’s on now. That was too low a blow! Motoi hadn’t said anything about that to us yet, but even the few words he’d spoken on the subject had suggested an admirable love for his wife. The revelation she’d already passed on, and that was why he’d not dwelled on the subject, told me everything I needed to know about someone who’d use that as a weapon for personal gain. I shifted this guy into the ‘maybe it would be alright to curse him’ category. The only reason I wasn’t even more pissed, and actively thinking about using such magic, was because I had absolute trust that every else there would eviscerate him long before I got the chance.

Heedless, the elder Anzai continued. “That is why you should welcome us in. But if you are content to surround yourself with these parasites and hangers-on I should just let you continue. Within a few years they’ll have drained you of everything and your children will be begging us for help.”

“Be careful what you say,” Motoi responded, his tone one of a person trying to be genuinely helpful.

“Why?” his opponent sneered even more theatrically, obviously playing it up for all of us to drive home what he thought. “I assume the catamite at your back will have fled the country with your money by then. Or do you still prefer women, and that’s why you’re rolling around with one a quarter of your age tonight?”

“No,” Hiro spoke up, unable to keep a touch of doom and frost out of his voice, “she would be my partner.”

The elder turned slightly to face Hiro, but Himeko forestalled him by putting on a mildly ditzy tone, tilting her head vacuously, and going. “Anzai, Anzai… I know I’ve heard that name before.” Then, even from the rear, I realized her face had lit up. “That’s it! You were the family behind that poor merger last month! The one where the company you merged with collapsed and lost millions and millions of yen!”

The eldest Anzai reared back and started going purple, obviously at a loss for words. Especially when Himeko twisted the knife by cheerfully exclaiming “no wonder you’re asking your grandfather for more money!”

“Mind your tone girl!” the middle Anzai snapped. “Decorative women should be seen, not heard.”

Motoi lost the ability to speak too, because he was suddenly wheezing with the effort not to laugh. Yup, one evisceration incoming, I thought happily.

“How about non-decorative ones?” Himeko asked perkily.

The middle Anzai imitated his elder with a sneer. “I’ve yet to see one.”

“Well, your blindness certainly explains your business practices,” Hiro kept the amused contempt to a minimum, but made sure it was clear.

“And you think the opinions of worthless children matter to me?” the elder jumped back in.

There was a brief skip in the conversation as we all glanced towards Motoi, who was now almost doubled up in his wheelchair. Keita had shifted forward and was hovering slightly, looking a little concerned, but Motoi just seemed overjoyed rather than actively distressed.

“No,” Himeko continued in the same vein, “but your judgement is embarrassingly poor.”

“You little harlot!” the elder Anzai took an aggressive step towards her. “I can buy your whole family out of petty cash and never even know it! How dare you think you can insult me! Bow down before me before I destroy them for this insolence!”

“You tell her, grandfather!” the youngest of the bunch cheered from the back, a hint of leer in his voice making it clear what he hoped he could do with Himeko over the course of her apologizing adequately.

“I’d very much like to see that,” Himeko declared, her voice changing to become that of the deadly chill heiress as she looked down her nose at the collected Anzais. “Meiko Himeko. Of those Meikos.”

You could see the blood freeze in their veins, identical looks of horror slowly spreading over their faces.

Motoi, who was fully doubled over at this point, pounded the armrest of his wheelchair a few times.

“Watanabe Hiro,” Hiro added, his eyes flashing dangerously. “Of the North Central Watanabe family.”

“We,” Himeko resumed with a devastatingly mild emphasis on the word, “were just enjoying a pleasant visit with some of our friends before you decided to insert yourself into our evening.”

She let those simple words hang in the air, let her audience remember what they’d just been saying and how. Judging by their coloration, Himeko’s words were casting a magic spell of their own. They were slowly transforming the Anzais’ blood into soy sauce even while it was still in their veins.

Motoi was still laughing, but he’d slowed down a bit and now Keita seemed satisfied he wasn’t going to hurt himself. After a good ten seconds or so he deliberately stepped forward so he was even with the others, cloaking himself in confidence and calm invincibility. “I believe you were saying something about being able to buy a whole family out of petty cash? And that the best course of action was to bow down before they were destroyed for their insult?” his mildness was more insulting and terrifying than any bluster could have been.

The entire Anzai family immediately went all the way to their knees, regardless of the venue or their tuxedoes, and began stammering out apologies and contrition in between their blubbering, trying to find a middle path between clutching at the hem of Himeko’s dress and not somehow pissing her off any further.

Himeko let it go of for a good twenty seconds before giving the tiniest of nods to Keita. Then, the vampire looked at them and he managed to quiet them as if they were following stage directions. I was guessing through a moment’s hypnosis, but he really might just have had that much presence and I was the one attributing perfectly normal stuff to the supernatural this time!

“Go,” Himeko declared, deadly coldly in the ensuing silence. “Before you actually become someone worth remembering.”

The trio hauled themselves to their feet and made a frantic retreat, scrambling out of the room like death herself was on their heels.

Motoi continued to laugh softly for a good minute more before he settled down, his shoulders heaving up and down even as he was careful not to make too much noise. “Hoo,” he said finally, taking off his glasses to wipe them down before dabbing the tears from his eyes. “I am incredibly thankful I came tonight! This is the most fun I’ve had in years.”

“I hope I wasn’t too presumptuous, Motoi-san,” Himeko noted politely. She obviously wasn’t sorry about what she’d done, nor did she think she’d made a misstep. But she was too respectful not to check.

“No, no. You were fine,” Motoi agreed cheerfully, putting his glasses back on. “I’m just sorry you had to get dragged into such an asinine situation. I didn’t expect them to be that stupid.”

“What the hell were they thinking?” I couldn’t help but ask a little incredulously. “Did they not recognize Himeko and Hiro?”

“They probably didn’t,” Motoi smiled. “Don’t get me wrong, their youngster should have. But I couldn’t blame his grandfather for not realizing. Even I’d only recognize Himeko’s mother and father if I saw them, and I wouldn’t have identified young Hiro so easily if I hadn’t seen his grandfather at that age. I’d be surprised too, if I suddenly realized you were slumming with someone like me.”

“It’s hardly slumming, Motoi-san,” Himeko smiled at him.

Motoi waved her away pleasantly. “You don’t have to flatter me, Himeko-san, unlike those three I know my place.”

I looked so confused that Keita decided to explain to me. “My friend here is merely in the 1% of the 1% of the 1%. For someone belonging to the Meiko family you could probably add another step or two to that.”

Motoi chuckled. “Slightly exaggerated, but essentially accurate. I’m pretty sure the Meiko family’s overall holdings have at least another two zeroes on the end when compared to ours.”

Himeko blushed slightly, but didn’t contradict him.

Motoi merely grinned. “I’m old enough to understand that. That I am extremely rich but far from the richest or most important person in the world. The Anzais feel they should be, choose to act like they are, and constantly forget what happens when they’re not.”

“Given their recent failures,” Himeko noted with a grim smile. “That is exceedingly stupid.”

“And I should have accounted for that tonight,” Motoi admitted, looking a little sad, “they’re a little desperate after that failed merger. Under normal circumstances they wouldn’t have been that aggressive and foolish, but now they’re in danger of losing much of their wealth and power. They needed to demonstrate a strong front tonight, but at the same time they needed to clutch after any opportunity they could find.” He sighed. “I am getting old, twenty years ago I would have realized they might try that.”

“Nonsense,” Himeko claimed airily. “That’s like claiming you should have recognized me offhand tonight.”

Motoi looked startled, then leered at her playfully. “If I was that youngster’s age, I would have. You look like the typical eye candy for one of these things but command a Meiko’s wealth and your father’s brains. Anyone within fifteen years of you should be able spot you across the room. Hiro’s a lucky man.”

“I am,” Hiro noted, trying not to be too possessive as he placed a hand on Himeko’s shoulder.

Motoi’s smile was wistful but genuine. “And you recognize that. Good. I’ve been greatly blessed in my life, not the least by tonight! It… brings me peace to see the younger generation being equally blessed and still appreciating that instead of feeling as entitled to it as the Anzais.”

“Heavens protect us from that,” Hiro muttered feelingly.

“Indeed,” Himeko nodded briskly. “But perhaps we should put them out of our mind. I doubt they will trouble us again tonight. And if they do, I will bring down the hammer on them like they deserve. In the meantime, what do you think of the scroll display on the lower floor?”

***

“Mage? A word,” the vampire noted, softly and a little gruffly.

I looked at Keita cautiously but without the panic I’d have felt earlier. And that was in spite of the fact the mind shield had worn off, leaving me mentally naked again until I could redo the precaution. Again. Try not to think about that too much, I reminded myself, making an attempt to enjoy the evening.

The last few hours had been unexpectedly enjoyable, if a little embarrassing as Himeko and Motoi got on surprisingly well. Hiro had enjoyed his company as well, but that pair had really hit it off. So much so that a part of me wondered if she liked the idea of having a surrogate grandfather, given how much of a bastard her biological one could be at times. Toss in the type of people the elder Meiko had attracted, based on what little I’d seen of him with his peers, and I suspected Himeko hadn’t had much contact with any supportive and pleasant members of the older generation who were of her own class.

But I’d mostly wondered that as a way to distract myself. Because the embarrassment had mostly stemmed from the tales related to me and what I was up to. Neither Himeko or Motoi had gone into too many details, nor did I think either side had discussed that many of their adventures, but both of them had been tickled to find someone they could have that sort of discussion with. Especially as equal mirrors.

Which, in turn, probably explained why I was willing to trust Keita a little further. I hadn’t exactly bonded with him like Himeko had with Motoi, but neither of us could ignore the similarities and we understood each other a little better now. Plus the warning bracelet was now completely silent. I didn’t exactly trust him trust him, not like I would have with one of my friends. But I wasn’t going to treat him poorly just because he was a vampire either.

I was still going to struggle socially though. That was just normal for me. “Keita… san,” I started with the fumble, “what do you need?”

He glanced towards Himeko and Motoi (and Hiro! He wasn’t getting as much out of Motoi as his girlfriend but they were still getting along fine. Before hooking up with Himeko I think he would have been overjoyed to have such an interesting partner for an evening). They were sitting on a bench while Motoi was parked beside it, discussing something animatedly, and I realized Ketai had already been gently herding me away from them.

“I need to talk to you,” Ketai, still a lot less smoothly than he was capable of.

Warning bracelet still silent, I reminded myself urgently, feeling a tang of unease in my gut. Neither of those impressions were guaranteed to be right, but I could at least try to keep my paranoia under control.

“It’s about Motoi,” he continued reluctantly, shooting his own glance over to the trio. “I want to keep this private.”

To my relief, while he did keep herding me away from the group it was only towards another corner of the large gallery room we were now in. We were still in easy sight of each other, just too far to hear anything under a shout. Positioning us in front of a large painting, one the size of the apartment’s living room wall, he began to speak.

“Himeko mentioned you visiting the ningyo,” he continued uncertainly.

I made a noncommittal sound, not trusting my words. But Himeko had told the pair about that. Our third trip to see the fish folk was less than a week away, another thing weighing on me and additional reason that Himeko had wanted me less stressed out. Given that was a part of the reason for dragging a hopeless guy like me here, where I was more than a little out of place, it had inevitably come up in conversation.

“Is-“ all the suave manners of three hundred years experience seemed to escape the vampire and he hesitated. “Is what they say about ningyo flesh true?”

Red alert! Red alert! Danger! Danger! Flashed through my head instantly. Again, I was pretty damn hopeless. But even I was hesitant to discuss that at all, let alone with a vampire who’d just discovered an indirect opportunity to the track the ningyo.

Fortunately, for once I figured the truth might serve. “As I understand it,” I replied carefully, “the answer is both yes and no. No, it doesn’t just grant you immortality if you eat it. Even if you prepare it properly,” I couldn’t help but add a contemptuous spin on that word, we were talking about eating an intelligent species here, one I was starting to get to know, “it’s far from the equal of the legends.”

“But if you were a master alchemist- and no, I’m not,” and I was being very careful not to learn how to alter ningyo flesh, for ethical, diplomatic, and even scientific reasons (I wanted to see what we could learn without that prejudicing us first), “it’s supposed to be technically possible to change it into something that seriously slows the aging process and grants increased healing and regeneration. Not on your level,” I nodded towards the vampire, “but noticeable enough that those stupid legends got started.”

To further keep him from getting any ideas I added. “And if their flesh isn’t prepared correctly, it’s incredibly toxic. It was likened to eating improperly prepared fugu.”

I needn’t have bothered. Keita was already glancing back over in Motoi’s direction. “Only slows,” he muttered. “Not enough time, not enough time!”

Before I could say anything his gaze swung back to me. “Mage,” he asked grimly, “is there anything you can do about the aging process?”

I drew a breath but then hesitated. I had an awful suspicion I already knew what this was about. And the warning bracelet on my wrist increased its responses by just the tiniest amount. Not enough to claim that Keita was a threat, but enough to remind me that lying to the vampire about such a serious subject would be a big mistake. He was paying attention now, chances were good that he’d be able to detect any lies on my part. And I doubted he’d react well to that if I was right about his motives.

“Not… practically,” I sighed finally, letting out a huge breath as I gave in and overexplained. “Theoretically yes, theoretically there are some dark and damnable ways to help your friend out. Given that they generally involve human sacrifice and I assume that Motoi doesn’t want to give up his soul-“

“He doesn’t,” Keita interrupted irritably. “If that sort of thing didn’t matter I’d just have tried transforming him already. But Motoi’s not out to live forever as an undead, I just want him to live a little longer as a man.”

“Then there’s not much I can do,” I told him honestly. “In an ideal world, one I’m imagining where magic is totally integrated and just as ubiquitous of science, maybe there’s a little we could have done. In that sort of situation he could have afforded mages doing some magic on him for renewal and health-“

The vampire’s expression was a bit contemptuous.

I rolled my eyes too. “Yeah, I know how it sounds. And it’s probably not as far off the sort of hippy, new-age thing you’re picturing as I’d like.” More importantly, I couldn’t explain it without discussing Avalon, which was not a plan I was comfortable with. But back there it was the truth, especially rich people could afford the mages and mana necessary for magical treatments to retard aging. Half of the actual good it did could probably have been accomplished with a more serious commitment to health and eating well, good old exercise and diet. But the other half was legitimate. It was incredibly expensive for what it actually accomplished, but the few that could afford that sort of thing could expect better health and a good twenty or thirty extra years of life over their peers. And they'd be getting all those exercise and diet benefits without the sacrifice and effort such things usually required. But that was only if they did it consistently throughout their adult lives. And the cost of it… it was hard to translate from Avalon to Earth. I figured the Meikos could have afforded it, and Motoi could probably have afforded it, but the manpower and mana requirements had meant it was in no danger of becoming standard practice.

I glanced in Motoi’s direction myself. Still, he might not be in that wheelchair if that had been available. I reflected sadly. And we wouldn’t even be questioning if he’d break a century. I’d more than once thought about what I could do for my grandparents, worried about losing them too soon as well as the ethical and moral conundrums of me not helping them. And I was human! I was going to have to think about what I wanted to do for my own benefit in the long run, and the guilt of selfishly preserving myself but not my grandparents would etch itself into my soul if I wasn’t careful. I figured that so long as I practiced what I preached I’d have an easier time living with whatever I decided, but that only emphasized the importance of thinking about it and making that decision. For someone like Keita, who could find himself facing this situation in another two hundred years with Motoi’s distant descendant, the question had to be especially maddening.

“There are… options,” I admitted. “But they’re expensive ones, and I’m not sure how much good they’ll be. They require more mana and skill than I have right now. Because I’m selfish and there are people I want to preserve too, I’m looking into them. Heck I’m working on developing entirely new techniques! But I’m not sure how much any of them will do in Motoi’s case.”

A guilty part of me took a second look at the wheelchair as Motoi sat next to my friends. The responsible part of me wanted to ask why he needed it, what the condition was. I could think of plenty of things I couldn’t help with, but I could also think of a couple I might be able to do something for. But the chances of that… and the effort and expense involved… I felt a lump in my throat as I decided to keep silent. It was the right call, even if I could help I'd still be doing more for the world by looking at the big picture instead of dedicating a decade of my life to being his live-in nurse-mage. That didn't make my decision easy.

“I can’t keep him forever,” Keita said. And I wasn’t completely sure if he was talking to me or himself. “I know that. And he doesn’t want that. But if I could keep him for just a few more years…”

It was a sobering realization that the vampire wanted to cry.

“Look at him,” Keita continued. “He’s so alive, and having fun with friends!” He looked at me. “I can’t remember the last time he was able and willing to drop so many masks and formalities so quickly.”

“I wondered about that,” I said sympathetically. It was easy to forget the formality and authority he’d used at our first introduction, how he’d wielded it like an inescapable club to force all of us to calm down. He shrugged it all of quickly enough, but this level of informality seemed unlikely to be his default mode.

Keita nodded. “He’s like that with me, but we’ve known each other for decades now,” the vampire looked a little frantic, like he could barely get the words out. “Now I don’t think we even have one left.”

I didn’t know what to say to that. A petty and stupid part of me wanted to just roll my eyes at that and resent him, make a sarcastic comment about ‘oh, how terrible your longer lifespan is. What a horrible deal you have.’ But I knew better. I’d first grown up on a world with natural species that put a human’s lifespan to shame. Elves and to a lesser extent dwarves had been forced to deal with questions like this all the time. And not just as a speculative idea through human imagination, as a real thing each and every day. I’d read books and essays on the subject through a dozen different perspectives: from that of elven supremacists mocking their foolish brethren who’d dared to feel anything for mayfly humans, to those with broken hearts who’d already mourned their shorter-lived half for a century now and feared they would continue to feel that loss for centuries to come. It was a messy, challenging, heart-wrenching problem without any easy solutions. And that was without the issues that came from Keita being a vampire! An elf at least knew themselves to be a part of the natural cycle and didn’t have that much they could do to preserve a human companion. Keita was simultaneously more likely to die tomorrow from a hunter or accidental exposure to the sun and faced the possibility of still going through this situation four thousand years from now, all while having the ability to at least try and make more like himself.

Needless to say, it was too much for me. I evaded slightly. “Do no other members of his family know?”

Keita shook his head. “His wife did. But they decided to keep it from their children. I kept under the radar as they grew up and started their own families. So far as the rest of the family is concerned; I’m simply the grandson of his old friend, reconnecting and helping him out in accordance with my grandfather’s wishes.”

I winced. “That must make it tough.”

To my relief he seemed more philosophical about the subject. “Some. Most of them respect Motoi too much, and are glad someone is looking out for him now that Shizuko is gone. But a few of them are like the senior Anzai, worried I’m trying to take advantage of him and his nostalgia.”

“Have you thought about telling them the truth? No judgement here! I can’t blame anyone who decides not to, I’m still keeping my secret from most of my own family and I’ve got less of an excuse than you do!”

There was a flicker of a smile across the vampire’s face at my hasty additions. “We considered it,” he admitted. “But… I never really clicked with anyone else in the family. And entrusting the others with this secret would just be a burden for them when that’s true.” His smile turned sour. “And now we’ve waited too long. If I did bond with them it would probably be as an inferior relationship that was tainted by the comparison, both of us thinking I was only doing it out of grief.”

“Ouch,” I winced slightly. “That’s overly simplistic. But I really could see that.” A human who replaced a beloved pet cat or dog with another would usually overcome that sort of problem and see their new pet as its own entity, love it that way, even if there might be a hint of that in the beginning. But when it came to humans, especially humans who were likely to think of that comparison on their own and recognize it, things weren’t so simple. It really needed to be it’s own thing ahead of Motoi’s death, even I could see that trying to substitute someone else in the place he’d occupied after the fact would probably end in disaster.

“And telling the truth at this point comes with all sorts of complications. It’s possible that if they did find out they’d just turn around and reveal my secret to… there’s this group of hunters out there known as ‘the Bureau.’ They talked to Motoi once. And if they’ve talked to any of his children since then, and that child only found out about me after the Bureau’s gotten to them, there could be hell to pay.”

“Oh, so you do know about them?” I noted in mild relief. I hadn’t even thought of that. And if it hadn’t come up I realized I would have made that panicked realization about three weeks from now, worried I’d accidentally left him vulnerable by not mentioning them and feeling guilty about it ever afterwards.

Keita looked at me in surprise. “You’ve heard of them? I don’t know much, only that they're supposed to work for the government and keep an eye out for those like us.”

“That’s pretty much what I know,” I nodded. “Supposedly they’re a little more reasonable than they sound, and I’ve glimpsed them hunt down some nasty things in my time. But I don’t really feel like presenting myself to them and taking the risk.” I frowned slightly, “we never did find out why they were on campus that one time. Maybe I should ask the university kami?” We’d checked in with the grad students and kept an ear out for rumors, but nothing had come up. I was kind of curious now.

The vampire gave me an odd look but decided to not pursue that. “And a vampire has to be extraordinarily careful about tying themselves to a family,” he continued. “It sounds romantic and reliable at first, some sort of family secret or tradition. And sometimes it works that way for a generation or two. But it usually falls apart in the real world. Sooner or later, some member is likely to decide they’re the important one, they need you to change them or someone they care about for some reason, no matter what you tell them. And then you’re faced with a horrible choice.”

I winced again. “Ah,” I replied, understanding instantly. “Yeah. At least you asked me politely. Some parent whose kid has a condition of some sort won’t take no for an answer.”

Keita looked at me mournfully. “I’d hesitate to try and change Motoi, even if he wanted me to. A child who I did not know? Damned if you do and damned if you don’t.”

“And making a blood servant?” I asked. Once again I quickly tried to gentle my stupid phrasing by adding. “Sorry, that’s the term I know them by.”

To my relief Keita merely waved that off. “No matter, each vampire calls them by a different name. And it’s exaggerated, for both better and worse. They don’t get nearly as many benefits as some people think, but if they really acted out like some stories portrayed them then they’d be almost useless to us. But they do become subservient to their master, losing a little of themselves in the process. I couldn’t do that to Motoi, I just couldn’t. At this point I doubt it would buy him more than three of four extra years. And I want my whole friend for the time he has left, not a half man who cannot disagree with me.”

From what I knew (and you’d better believe I didn’t think that I knew more about the subject than Keita! Just for starters, he certainly knew the peculiarities of his particular breed of vampire better than I did.) I thought he was overstating the changes in personality slightly. But not by much, especially if the master was careless. The servant deferred to the master’s choices, but their opinions were their own. But when you thought about it, even if I was the one entirely right (and, again, anyone who trusted that was an idiot) it was likely that a decade or so of being subservient to those choices would cause at least a subtle shift in the servant’s personality. If Keita was extremely careful then I figured his friend probably would have been fine. But I could see even a slight mistake or overlooked factor starting to snowball.

Still, it did give me an idea. “I… can’t promise anything,” I said slowly, worrying I was making a mistake with every syllable.

The vampire looked at me intently. Trying not to be too eager or hope too much, but obviously needing to hear where I was going with a loaded statement like that. It made me even more nervous about my ‘plan’.

Forget Keita, I told myself when I hesitated, leave him out of the equation. Think about Motoi. He’s a great candidate in a half dozen different ways. “The upcoming meeting with the ningyo… I’m not going to try collecting any flesh, but I am looking at trying to get a few blood donations.”

Keita frowned slightly when I hesitated, probably worried I was just trying to offer him an exotic meal. Realizing that, I hurried ahead. “While I’m not planning on trying out the whole flesh angle, I am going to try and look into using their blood for medicine.”

That left even the three-hundred-and-change-year-old vampire blinking. “What? Really?”

I nodded. “If they can trade with us, if they have something unique to offer the world, it will be better for everyone.”

“Or they could end up being stuffed in fish tanks somewhere, slowly being bled dry,” Keita noted pessimistically.

“Yeah, there’s that,” I admitted, hating to hear it said aloud by someone with so much more experience than me. “But it’s still slightly better than the alternative. This way the focus would be on taking them alive and keeping them that way. And there’s at least a chance the people in authority will move to protect them in order to keep the legitimate supply flowing steadily, that will be the one they have better access to so enlightened self-interest comes into play. The other way… I’m trying to avoid the phrase ‘fish food’. Unfortunately, it’s stuck in my head.”

“True…” Keita allowed.

“If my plan works,” I confessed, paying close attention to my warning bracelet with every world, “all the supernatural beings out there are going to become more vulnerable. I don’t plan on outing all of them directly, but if magical knowledge becomes more common they’re going to be a lot easier to find.”

To my surprise, the vampire was skeptical about that. “I wouldn’t be too worried. I’ve been around a while, most of it during the time when the majority of the country believed in me.” He eyed me cynically. “What makes you think humanity would be any more observant this time around?”

That gave me a moment’s pause. He’s got a point. As fearful as I was, and as much as I’d point to the potential of being able to find them going up, I was being a little idealistic in a twisted sort of way. Humanity would have much better tools and awareness if my plans worked. Humans would still be humans though: blind, stubborn, and lazy. And vampires especially tended to be masters of social engineering. But if Keita really thought they’d simply remain unknowns, he was probably deluding himself. It was too early to tell how things would work out; a dozen different, still unknown factors could skew the end result dramatically. But if I were forced to guess, most likely there was going to be a gradual growth of awareness. A glacially slow set of discoveries as humanity gradually became aware of what was out there, fighting rumor, disinformation, and straight up lies for profit all the while.

(That last one especially, I didn't even want to think about how chaotic that one was going to be. Between all those out there who’d try to make a buck off the credulous, selling lies on one hand and false cures on the other; and those who’d try to claim things like ‘no, seriously, I’m a vampire’ on their internet sites, I figured I was vastly underestimating the noise everyone would have to wade through before they realized creatures like vampires and ningyo really did exist. And even that was ignoring the possibilities from the academic side of the fence! I did plan on revealing spirits. And once I did I could probably expect to see years of scientific articles stating things like ‘vampires and ningyo obviously can’t exist like in fairy tales. In reality it’s only based on spirits x, y, and z.’)

I shook that off. “Anyway, I figure it’s better for the ningyo at least, even if vampires can probably keep to the shadows. But I’m getting away from the point. I do plan on researching drugs. And based on what we know, something that fights aging and promotes regeneration seems entirely possible.”

Keita’s whole face changed as it suddenly clicked for him.

“I can’t promise anything,” I stressed carefully. “But… Aoth, I hate sounding this cold blooded. But Motoi’s kind of a perfect candidate. He’s old, not as directly connected to me as the Meikos and their employees are,” that relationship would raise every eyebrow on the planet if I used them as testing candidates, the obvious bias potential was way too prominent to ignore, “already knows about the supernatural and can keep a secret, and he’s still in good health for his age. But he’s also wealthy enough that…”

I hesitated, not sure how to put it. Especially in a way that wouldn’t get the vampire in front of me pissed off.

Thankfully Keita just nodded. “He can make certain things much easier without difficulty.”

“That will do,” I suggested gratefully. He could, and would have to, be independently monitored by doctors to see how he was doing. But he could easily buy their silence and cooperation, even if something surprising came up that he had to deal with. If he broke his leg or developed MS he could get his doctors (or find willing doctors if the initial ones balked) to take care of it, report on all their findings, and still not ask too many questions about what else was happening to his body even if our ningyo based treatments made the rest of him seem twenty years younger. Trying to arrange that with someone who didn’t already have those resources would be difficult and dangerous, especially in the face of an emergency. And even if we did go out of our way to provide that to someone else, using everything Himeko was willing to give us, having it not look like we were trying to get the Meikos cook the results in our favor would be almost impossible.

That may have sounded paranoid, but it was less so than usual. Expecting any sort of dramatic result from what we might come up with would be silly, I’d have been shocked if we managed to regress him five years! But you had to remember: at that age it was all too possible for things to happen. Little slips could have bigger impacts and conditions arose as the body wore out. A normal person would have needed to rush to their doctor or the hospital in those sorts of cases. Sano Motoi would have other options.

“Altogether…” I sighed. “Look, it might still be a bad idea. I’m just as happy not to be using him as a guinea pig even if we come up with something. If he were any younger I’d never dream of pushing the ethics like this, and that still doesn’t make this right. And I’d expect it to be at least a month or two before we come up with even a prototype doing even our cowboy science! But if we do, do you want us to approach him?”

The naked hunger in Keita’s face, and this was coming from a being who’d managed to live in secret for centuries, screamed that the answer was ‘yes’. But Keita had also learned principles in that time, and he knew how easy it was to become a monster. “Why are you asking me?” he evaded. “It’s his decision.”

“Because you’ll be the most important factor in whether he says yes. If you say no, then there’s no way he’ll do it. And because you’re already asking me about something similar, you wanted the hope.” I hesitated a moment and then hurriedly added, “and because I want to get some blood samples from you.”

Keita recoiled. “Excuse me?”

“Look, ningyo blood isn’t the only thing I want to analyze and vampire blood has obvious potential. You don’t have to, I’m not dumb enough to try strongarming or blackmailing a vampire, but I’m hoping you’ll feel obligated now. It could be a real help to your friend and others if we could do some research on your blood too.”

I wasn’t sure that Keita had even heard me. He simply stared at his arm in stunned confusion. “Could you even take my blood?”

I frowned slightly as I considered the practical obstacles. If nothing else, a vampire’s supernaturally dense skin could prove an obstacle to acquiring a medically viable blood sample. “Hmm, an enchanted mithril needle perhaps?” I said, thinking out loud as I considered the surprisingly fascinating question. Wounding him wouldn't have been too hard. Getting an uncontaminated sample was another matter altogether.

Keita stared at me for a moment, then got himself under control. “You do have a talent for turning a conversation in the twistiest of ways,” he noted with a bit of sly humor. “No wonder your keeper watches out for you so much.”

I shrugged. That was so undeniably true it wasn’t even worth commenting on.

“Well, Motoi was right: this has been a fascinating evening. Over three hundred years on this planet and I have no idea where this is going to go next. Alright young one, you have yourself a deal. Deliver to Motoi some reasonable ningyo based drugs and I’ll see about giving you your blood sample.”

“No guarantees they’re going to work,” I hastily repeated. “I wish I could, and I don’t intend to give him anything unsafe. But we’re really going to be pushing the limits here. If the ningyo themselves hadn’t verified there was a strong undercurrent of truth to the legend then I’d never be attempting it this quickly.”

“So long as it’s not done carelessly,” Keita’s eyes and my warning bracelet both flashing a quiet but unmissable threat.

“It won’t be,” I agreed. By just about any and every concern there was, from the ethical to pure scientific credibility, it would have been stupid to skimp on that.

“Then I agree,” Keita stated, eying me as if looking for a trap.

There wasn’t. I could make all sorts of excuses about his suitability (true) or the fact I sympathized and liked the guy (also true) but he’d missed the most obvious and simplest explanation of all. My grandparents were getting on in years. His concern, his obvious distress about Motoi’s inevitable destination, had just reminded me of my own feelings. I had more time than him, I hoped. But if I wanted to extend their lives as long as I could, really wanted to keep them with me, then getting a working version of a medication based on ningyo blood as soon as possible was what I needed to do. I wasn’t going to be stupid about the subject, wasn’t going to turn into a dark mage fighting off the inevitable. But I couldn’t help but understand Keita’s feelings, at least a little. And I wasn’t sure how well I would sleep at night for the rest of my life if I simply let them go without even trying. If a golden opportunity to start this project was going to fall in my lap like this, then I was going to take it. Simple as that.
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Usually it was whatever obscure, unusual, or just plain stupid thing that I was doing that startled someone when they entered the research room. Today, it was my turn.

“What… the… hell.” I said flatly, staring at Saito Chitose in stunned disbelief. I’d missed her for a few moments when I’d first came in, her shorter stature making her harder to see. I’d had time to put on my lab coat and put down my bags already, get a little comfortable in the familiar place. Seeing her there, studiously up to something between Kiyoto and Ryota, threw me off.

“Matsuda-sensei,” she spared a quick moment to bow towards me. Not as deeply as she normally would have, but given that the trio were actively working on something I was both slightly flattered and annoyed she’d done that much.

I stared at her a few moments more, as if I hoped that would somehow make her disappear.

“Young Saito-san needed to undertake a visit and report on an institute of higher learning,” Professor Ichikawa noted from the background. He was observing the goings on with a mixture of mild amusement and mild interest. “Normally the first part of that would have been much more superficial. But Kiyoto decided to take advantage of the situation and get another pair of hands for some practical experience.”

“So now the grad students have junior high students helping them?” I asked incredulously. My conscience slapped me upside the head and I felt a twinge of guilt for how nasty I was starting to sound. I still wasn’t completely comfortable with Saito Chitose and what we were trying. I wasn’t too bad about it when I was prepped and knew what I was getting into going in, and I usually managed to gradually lose most of my remaining discomfort as the situation went on. But this was a surprise, and I was slipping.

Most of my negative feelings were my own darn fault anyway. For all my excuses (she was too young, she was too aggressive in inserting herself into all this, she was too connected to the Meikos, etc.) my biggest issues were that I was afraid of accidentally hurting her and/or being an inadequate mentor. Her zeal and dedication, when combined with the really difficult road she was setting for herself and her young age, meant that I was pretty stressed about everything. If she’d only been studying magic, and even a year or two older, I probably would have been happy to have a such a committed student. As it was, I couldn’t help but fear I’d fuck up and wreck her future: quite possibly giving her a half-baked magical education that would either ruin her in the eyes of mainstream medicine or cause her to get hurt.

Don’t get me wrong, even I realized that was mostly my paranoia speaking again. That was one of many reasons why I still taught her and was able to psych myself up whenever I expected I’d be teaching her. But it was still there, and when you combined that with my social awkwardness and the instinctively feeling that she’d invaded a safe space of mine, my first reaction was a bad one.

I struggled to tamp down my surprise and rudeness before I said something I would regret. “What’s she doing, anyway?” I asked, managing to sound almost normal this time.

“Helping us with the ningyo blood analysis,” Kiyoto reported. “That’s why I snapped her up so quickly. Who else could we get that has both magic and biology training?”

The shallow part of me wanted to grumble ‘not much magical training’, but even I couldn’t begrudge Kiyoto that one. While Saito was very much a neophyte in that sphere she was a sponge for knowledge and she’d definitely picked up a few things as she helped us out with the physical spell testing. And most of that probably was related to magic/biology interactions. Combine that with her focus on being a doctor, whereas Kiyoto had been more focused on laboratory research and big picture stuff instead of treating people directly, and she might have been a better choice than he was for this project!

(I was probably exaggerating there, Saito was advanced but not that advanced when it came to her medical studies! I trusted Kiyoto was still better after years at Tokyo U, even with my paranoia. If we hadn’t been talking about blood testing I wouldn’t have questioned that for even a moment. But I knew Saito had been helping Dr. Yorozu test blood at the Meiko home for at least a year now. She’d probably seen more practical examples than Kiyoto had.)

“We need to work fast with this one,” Kiyoto reported. “So having her here is a real stroke of luck. We might actually pull this off.”

I frowned slightly. “Pull what off?” I asked in surprise.

Kiyoto barely spared me a glance. I realized he was both excited and stressed, and it showed as he talked while working. “This isn’t human blood, Mamoru,” he continued while checking his own results. “We don’t even know if standard preservation techniques are going to work. Or what effect they’ll have on the blood.”

I… didn’t even think of that, I admitted to myself, a little shocked. “Surely it can’t be that much of a problem,” I noted, a little defensively.

“That’s what we’re checking,” Kiyoto admitted, pulling a vial of ningyo blood out of a rack and studying it directly. After a moment he seemed satisfied and put it back. “It seems like it’s mostly good, but there are a couple of factors we’re trying to account for.”

“I didn’t think of it either, until it was pointed out. It’s usually not a problem for most surface species,” Ryota noted, looking up from where he’d been writing down a couple of chemical notes. “But this is different. The ningyo blood handles pressure and oxygen much differently than we do. And temperature too, we’re seeing different effects from icing it than we would have from a human’s blood. And it seems like the mana has its own effect. We can preserve it, I think. But we’ll need to use some different techniques, use a significantly lower temperature then we would for human blood.”

“But we’re guessing on that,” the way Kiyoto cut back in and a hint of irritation in his tone suggested a minor disagreement with Ryota on the subject. “We don’t know for sure how well that will work or what effect they’ll have on everything. So we’re trying to rush through a bunch of more basic tests. See what we can see and have some better baselines so we can figure out when something is happening because it’s ningyo blood and when something is happening because the blood’s degrading.”

“How bad is it?”

“We’ve already identified what looks like three ningyo blood groups,” Kiyoto noted, sounding surprisingly matter-o-fact about the declaration.

“That doesn’t sound so bad. I seem to remember one animal had seven types.”

“If you mean horses, it’s eight. Yes,” Kiyoto looked at me pityingly. “But how many horses are there on the planet? And how many ningyo did we take blood from?”

“Ah,” I tried not to flush.

Overall our little suggestion had gone over surprisingly well with the ningyo, they’d been willing to trade a little blood for mithril. But we’d still only gotten blood samples from six individuals. Honestly, we’d been lucky to get that much. For them to trust us with any blood given humankind’s history with the fishier folk was a small miracle, especially when they knew they were giving it to a mage who had enough power to abuse such a thing if he chose to! But the ningyo were starting to trust us after repeated interactions, and Himeko was all but outright bribing them with all the potato chips and fries she was providing, so they’d been willing to negotiate. Combine that with the subtle but superlative diplomacy of the Meiko heiress and we’d managed to set up a tentative trade of more than just knowledge this time. The ningyo had gotten a piece of mithril the size of one of those cinematic gold bars and in return six of them had filled up three blood vials apiece for us to test.

I wasn’t sure how much I could read into getting three blood groups from just six individuals, I could see some arguments either way, but it certainly emphasized just how much there was to learn.

Kiyoto tilted his head in acknowledgement, probably at least three steps ahead of me on this subject and well aware of what I was thinking. “It could just be luck,” he conceded. “Or just a coincidence. But I’d have assumed more genetic similarity in their population than with humans, so my guess is that they have at least a couple of types more than we do.”

“How compatible are we?” I asked, both because I was incredibly curious and because it served as a good way to move past my ignorance. Is part of the secret of whether or not a human can gain anything from a ningyo’s flesh simple blood compatibility?

“Too early to tell,” Kiyoto answered simply. “I don’t think we’re directly compatible, we’ve yet to find anything I’d call A, B, or O types. But at first glance their blood looks different in a different way than usual.”

“That sounds weird,” Ryota cut in, “but I think he’s right. I wouldn’t know where to begin about making most other species compatible with each other, but I think I might see a way or two with this stuff. It’s… not what I’d expect. But I think it looks surprisingly close to humans.”

Kiyoto’s wordless “tch” and eyeroll suggested that Ryota was overstating it, that he was missing a dozen biological subtleties. But the way he didn’t disagree also suggested that Ryota wasn’t too far off the mark either.

“I’m kind of curious what would happen if we tried mixing this with human blood,” Kiyoto added. “I’m not sure I can really guess the reactions.”

Interesting! That was an overly simplistic response, but it was the only word that could have described my feelings right then. I was kind of jumping the gun, but Kiyoto’s simple statement did perk my mental antenna way up.

“It’s so different from what I’d expect,” Saito spoke up a little hesitantly, obviously unsure about joining in. “It almost doesn’t seem like blood.”

Kiyoto nodded thoughtfully. “More like a parallel evolution, and this is what this species came up with to fulfill the same niche.”

That was startling! “Really?” I rounded on Kiyoto in shock.

Kiyoto smiled a little ruefully. “Probably not. It’s too similar in too many ways.”

I let out a relieved sigh. “Thank Aoth.” That was a fascinating idea, but it would have opened multiple shelves full of cans of worms!

“It’s a fascinating idea,” Kiyoto mirrored my thoughts, “but it doesn’t really hold up. They really split away from the rest of us before we developed blood? Then developed systems and an upper body that similar to humans?” He shook his head. “If I wanted to send one of my old teachers into an apoplectic fit I’d try telling him that. Ningyo are kind of ridiculous already, but the idea they split away from us that early in the tree of life would make biologists break out the torches and pitchforks!”

Professor Ichikawa coughed and turned his head away from us, obviously hiding his laughter.

For once Kiyoto had to take a moment and go to his section of the whiteboard. There I noticed him quickly jot down ‘check ningyo blood against deep sea creatures’ before hurrying back to the lab table.

“I’d-“ I started and then hesitated.

Kiyoto looked at me. There was a bit of annoyance there, it seemed he had a ton of work he wanted to do on the ningyo blood (and his point about preservation issues was a good one, I hadn’t even considered that there might be a special problem with keeping it) but he wanted to hear what I had to say if it was an important point.

I sighed. I hadn’t even thought of bringing this up, but now it was on the table… “I’d be careful about thinking in terms of standard evolution and natural selection when it comes to beings like the ningyo,” I finished reluctantly. I then hurried to add “I’m not saying that couldn’t be the case, I don’t want to be the one making dumb assumptions here! But I’ve got a feeling we’re going to find… other explanations in cases like this.”

“You’re not seriously suggesting creationism, are you Mamoru?” Ryota spat out at me in shock.

“Not in the way you’re thinking of!” I hastened to assure him. “But…”

I really didn’t want to bring this up, but it was probably better to rip the bandage straight off now that we’d reached this point. “Look,” I sighed again, “there are reasons ningyo are so illogical to conventional science. It’s why even I assumed that if they existed they weren’t strictly physical beings until I actually met some! Beings like that don’t- aren’t likely to have developed strictly through evolution. There’s almost certainly been a supernatural element in their creation.”

Chie, who’d mostly been silent from where she’d been working at the computers, couldn’t help but spin around and offer an annoyed and derisive “really?” at the same time as Ryota pushed himself away from the lab bench and exploded with a “you’ve got to be kidding me!”

“You’re not seriously suggesting a god just pointed at a few people and said ‘you’re merpeople now’? Right Mamoru?” Ryota added.

“That’s a possibility. A small possibility,” I added hastily, “but a possibility. Look, you’ve seen some of what magic can do. Basically, it’s possible that someone did some magically based genetic engineering way back when to create the ningyo. I don’t know who and how much, and I’m pretty sure good old natural selection has had its way since then, but there was likely an artificial origin to them as a species.”

Professor Ichikawa stepped in, quieting Ryota and Chie with a gesture as he arbitrated. “Mamoru, before those two blow a gasket maybe you should tell us some of the other options?”

I gratefully took the lifeline. “If I had to make a guess I’d assume that the ningyos’ ancestors made some sort of deal with water spirits. I don’t want to act like an amateur anthropologist," Xenothropologist? My mind threw up randomly. What is the right term when it's involving a non-human population? "when I’m woefully undertrained, but it was probably something simple. They were a fishing people, for some reason they decided to entirely leave the land behind, they had a good relationship with surprisingly powerful local water spirits, they made some deals and they were transformed.”

I shrugged. “I’m leaving out a hell of a lot of details there, and those are probably really important, but it’s a basic framework that holds up well. Maybe it happened over generations, more and more people gradually transforming themselves to live off the rich seas instead of a poor land. Maybe it was a huge transformation all at once to escape enemies or a natural disaster. But you know how some scientists suspect we’ll genetically alter ourselves to better suit new planets in the future? It was an old school version of that. And because of that: we now have ningyo.”

Ryota and Chie settled down, looking thoughtful now instead of just peeved. Professor Ichikawa examined them a moment and then turned back to me. “Anything else?” he asked.

I shrugged. “That’s so basic it covers most of it, there’s so much room for variation there I don’t think it even qualifies as a real hypothesis. There are some other options, I guess. A strictly human practitioner could have done it in some way without any spiritual help. That seems unlikely, but it might explain the strange way that they’re so human on top and fish on the bottom. And there’s a chance it could have been an intentionless natural- sorry, supernatural phenomena.”

Kiyoto frowned. “Mana spontaneously turned people into half-fish for some reason?” he asked a little incredulously.

“Not that bad! But it’s possible that way back when there was a high concentration of mana someplace that interacted with its surroundings in a unique sort of way,” I shrugged helplessly. “That’s highly unusual, especially if such a place doesn’t develop a kami fairly early on, but not unknown. It’s kind of like a tree ending up growing in a way that it becomes the shape of a kanji figure. It’s pretty unlikely, but if you think of how many trees there have been throughout history and limit it to kanji that are on the simpler side it doesn’t seem that ridiculous. You could believe that happened.”

“Okay, but it still seems like a stretch between ‘there once was a pair of trees here that spelled out Nippon’ and ‘there once was a place here that turned people into half fish’.” Kiyoto noted only a little less skeptically.

I made an ‘iffy’ motion with my hand. “Like I said, it’s not that likely an explanation. Not without something else influencing the area, accidentally or on purpose. It's possible a high concentration of mana interacted with strange natural conditions or some partially formed sigils. Not likely, but possible. If we were talking about smaller changes, like people grew noticeably bigger or their skin changed color, then I might be willing to believe it. It’s still possible,” I stressed that extra hard, “just not likely in this case. And keep in mind, the real world’s often messy. It might have been a combination of some of these things. Like a lesser version of one of these places existed, then some ancient magic user got the bright idea of ‘helping’ it along so that he could make fish people from it. Or ancient water spirits guided an allied tribe to one of these in a time of need.”

“Ugh,” Ryota looked tired. “Manipulating genetics through magic. That just seems… ridiculous.”

I appreciated he’d gentled his first few responses. “Well, keep in mind if that’s really what happened it was probably at least half by accident,” I noted with a small but ironic smirk. “I seriously doubt these people were thinking of anything like genetic manipulation as we know it. They were probably thinking in more primitive terms and they were using a form of magic that altered the body on a deeper level. And I’m willing to bet that for every case like the ningyo, if I’m right,” I was quick to reemphasize that before I got too arrogant or discarded other possibilities, “there were ten cases where it was just a surface change where the people responsible for it expected it to breed true but it didn’t. And I can’t even begin to guess what the ratio of successes to failures might have been even with a method that worked.” Nor did I want to, some of the possibilities there were pretty horrific.

I shrugged. “I’m still just guessing though. And if not for the odd way that mana responds to will and intention I’d never believe it. I lean to the spirits in this sort of case. At that time they’re the ones more likely to have a deep enough understanding to pull it off.”

“Eugh,” Kiyoto leaned back in his chair, rubbed the bridge of his eyes underneath his glasses, and sighed. “It does make a little more sense,” he admitted.

“Kiyoto! Seriously?” Ryota was a little incensed.

“I only believe in ningyo because I’ve met them,” Kiyoto shrugged. “I’d laugh at another biologist attempting to justify them otherwise. But put in some artificial manipulation… I can believe it. I can believe it.”

“Do you see any of that?” I asked cautiously, now curious as I considered he’d been the one studying the blood. “In the samples I mean.”

“Nope,” Kiyoto said cheerfully. “But how about I blow your mind a little bit? What if you’re not going back far enough? What if it wasn’t Homo Sapiens that made a deal to become the ningyo? What if it was one of our ancestor species?”

This time I reared back a little. “Oh, thanks a lot!” I shot back sarcastically. That one was going to keep me up at night.

Kiyoto smiled tiredly but cheerfully at me. “Just returning the favor. When you mentioned a huge transformation to escape their enemies I couldn’t help but think of the neanderthals. It’s probably not them, but imagine it was. What a breakthrough that would be!”

That’s… huh. Damn it, now he’s got me considering it! I didn’t think it likely, probably even less so than some of my off-the-wall suggestions, but it was one hell of an intriguing theory. Thinking of the tribes getting pushed out at the end of the last ice age, getting either bred out or killed off, suddenly a desperate decision to make such a radical transformation and live under the sea made a lot more sense.

I sighed, but smiled tiredly after a moment. “Damn. I don’t think that’s it, but you’re right that I can’t rule it out. Wow. What a concept.”

Kiyoto chuckled a little maniacally. “I hope it’s not that, I can’t imagine how much of a challenge we’ll have presenting that to the scientific community! But it’s a neat idea.”

Ryota just groaned. “I can’t believe this,” he bitched from his own position, angrily taking down a few notes.

“This is the bit you can’t believe?” Kiyoto tossed back, mildly mocking him. “How many months have you been working with mithril?”

Ryota glared at him with surprising heat. Not actively hostile, but a clear warning not to push too far. “Nearly two hundred years of trying to hammer evolution into stupid people’s heads, and now we’ll have to deal with this?”

I winced. “Yeah, sorry,” I confessed. “That’s one of the reasons I didn’t want to bring it up either.” Hell, I’d been trying to avoid stressing him out by underplaying how often gods were involved, at least back on Avalon. Don’t get me wrong, it was less than a percent of a percent of a percent of the total number of species, and that was for higher order animals! But back on my original planet I could have come up with a dozen or so subspecies where a god had taken a pack or a herd or a flock of creatures and then altered them to be their own, usually adding a magical ability of some sort. And I could probably have come up with another fifty or so tales that suggested a god might have been involved in creating a species, even if the majority of those were probably just stories or worshippers attributing coincidences to their deities.

And that had been on Avalon! It was an exceptional rarity there, I seriously doubted it was a major factor on Earth. It was entirely possible that even if that was what had happened in the ningyos’ case, that they were the only beings on the planet to which it applied. But Ryota could already see the writing on the wall. Sooner or later this would come up, and there’d be trouble. How often had scientists been forced to struggle against creationists and the like when it came to evolution? How often had we struggled to explain natural selection? Finding out we may have to concede there might be some cases where artificial causes were responsible really rankled. Especially since it almost certainly wasn’t going to be worth even asking the question over 99% of the time! As far as I knew, natural mutation and evolution held sway far more often than magic did.

(Although I did have to wonder if one of those naturally occurring locations might have kicked off the Cambrian Explosion or a couple of less famous periods of rapid change. I doubted it, and even if that had been a factor I doubted it was the whole of the explanation for everything. Still, one of them providing a change or two to a couple of species might have kicked the doors open and then letting the natural system respond might have been the real reason we saw such mystifying changes in diversity around those times.)

“I don’t plan on bringing that up any time soon,” I admitted. “I’m not sure how I’d even try to do that with the amount of actual evidence we have. Ideally, I’d like to find an example of it and then hold it up as a ‘wow, this is an amazing and weird exception’ case. Something where it’s actually pretty undeniable, but because of that anyone who tries to suggest it’s actually happening all the time will be unable to get any traction.”

“Sensei,” Saito spoke up hesitantly. She paused a moment even though her tone suggested she was kind of desperate to say it. “Do you always try to manage your results like this?”

There was a moment of silence in the lab, followed by an incredible aura of embarrassment amongst all the grad students. We’d gotten used to it over time, but it was a good reality check. A reminder that we weren’t exactly presenting great science with all the massaging of our results we planned.

I, on the other hand, had been thinking about it a lot longer than the grad students had. “Yes,” I told her frankly. “I know that’s one hell of an idea, and it goes against the principles I love. Unfortunately, it seems like the least of three evils at this point. One, I could lie and let magic languish. Not developing it further nor letting it help people like it could.”

“Two, I could try being totally honest and deal with not getting anywhere on one hand, as the Bureau and regular bureaucracy tries to shut me down. Or threatening to break science on the other hand if I somehow manage to get just enough information out in time.” Under the circumstances I decided to ignore all the risks to me personally to focus on the important principles. “Our modern systems have some problems and blind spots but science has still done so much for us all; I didn’t want to go and give the idiots of the world a convenient justification to ignore good advice and knowledge, or empower the convincing to fool the credulous.”

“So I went with three: a gradual and controlled release. It’s not proper science, not in how and where we’ll be presenting everything. But it’ll get the job done while doing the least damage.”

Saito still seemed uncomfortable, squirming a little in her seat. “That seems…” she seemed torn between her usual full-forward attitude and just how rude her question was.

“Arrogant? High-handed? Delusional?” I suggested. Before she could say anything I nodded. “It’s all of the above and more, Saito-san. And about the only thing that could make it any worse would be for me to forget that. A single person deciding what everyone else should know, for their own good and to further that person’s goals? There are a dozen red flags attached to that. My only real defence is that’s what the Bureau seems to be doing, and that’s a pretty shallow counter in some respects.”

Professor Ichikawa spoke up, his even tone a contrast to my embarrassed passion. “A key difference between the two: Mamoru, how will you handle things when magic is fully accepted?”

I flushed a little more. I was already red faced because Saito’s question had hit a sensitive spot, hence my somewhat longwinded and forceful justification. It was something so fundamental that we rarely even brought it up any more, even when double checking our ethics on other matters. Which only made us more sensitive when something did make us pay attention to it. So the professor’s question was both welcome but embarrassing to deal with.

“Try to step back and let things develop naturally,” I admitted. “Part of the reason I want more eyes on this is to figure out all the places mages and our traditional knowledge have screwed up. A proper, public, and scientific examination of everything should do wonders for everyone.” And that wasn’t going to happen if I kept standing over people’s shoulders, swatting them over the head with a fan, and claiming ‘No! You shouldn’t be doing that! I’m the expert and I know best!’

Professor Ichikawa nodded at me then turned to address Saito. “And the Bureau shows no signs of allowing that. It’s not a perfect justification, but I find it an adequate one.”

“Well…” I drew out reluctantly, my natural inclination to seek balance forcing me to point out the elephant in the room. “I say I’m going to do that. But it’s not like I’ve actually done it yet. And there are a lot of sensitive spots out there, it’s tempting to try and micromanage them. In twenty years time I might still be hesitating to let stuff go, doing my own bit to clamp down on certain portions of the truth. There’s that old saying about nothing being more permanent than a temporary measure. When it comes to some of the trickier and more sensitive subjects out there… I could see myself still keeping secrets and hiding information.”

Professor Ichikawa calmly brought me up short. “And you may not. You certainly have to keep that in mind, it is a danger. There are a lot of reasons we don’t usually try and manage knowledge like this. I agree that this is an imperfect plan for an imperfect situation, but you shouldn’t go around hating and doubting yourself for something you haven’t done yet and aren’t actually planning to do. It’s worth noting to make sure you avoid that pitfall, but you certainly go beyond that, Mamoru.”

The gentle exasperation in the professor’s tone made it absolutely clear that wasn’t a compliment.

I still sucked in a breath between my teeth. “Yeah, but look how Chie and Ryota just reacted,” I continued in the same vein. “And they’ve had months to get used to how strange this all is and how much they don’t know. And they’re young and open minded! How do you think older veterans are going to react? Especially when distortions and fear creep in.”

“It just startled us,” Chie half protested, looking a little ashamed.

“I’m trying not to talk about those subjects so some equally well-meaning biologists don’t try to strangle everything in its crib,” I admitted, feeling a little sick to my stomach. “It’s hypocritical as hell, since if they did they’d more or less be doing the same thing I am-”

“What!? I think you’re reaching with that one, Mamoru!” Kiyoto broke in.

I tried to justify myself, but the moment I examined it a little closer I realized it really was ‘less’ than ‘more’. It was theoretically possible that some of the theoretical biologists in this theoretical question might do such a thing deliberately; that they’d be acting in order to preserve biological sciences from all the idiots that might attempt to attack them over this development, those who’d push for more creationism and faith if there was shred of proof it didn’t all always work through 100% natural processes. There was a convincing argument to be had that such a group would be a lot like me. But it was more likely most of a pushback and repression would be fearful, blind denial from people who didn’t want to be wrong, change their minds, or endanger their jobs.

“Okay, you got me there,” I admitted.

“Thank you!” Kiyoto looked exasperated. “He can be taught.”

“To be fair,” Professor Ichikawa continued kindly, “that’s the whole reason this couldn’t and shouldn’t be an issue. We shouldn’t be complicating science and knowledge by trying to ‘manage’ it so much. Science flourishes when we just honestly say ‘this is what we did, this is what happened, this is why we think it happened.’ We’re not planning on doing that, so this all rankles and gets complicated. But, to circle back for our guest, between the human weaknesses of the system and the deliberate repression of the Bureau we can’t do that this time. So: we decided a compromise on rate and presentation was the best solution.”

He looked at us again with a touch of tired humor. “It’s good to reexamine that decision sometimes. I know that’s why Mamoru feels so sensitive about it, and I can see the rest of you do as well.”

I was relieved to see how none of the grad students could quite meet the professor’s eyes when he said that.

“Sensei,” Saito asked a little boldly while still trying to be polite, “what do you think?”

“I think Mamoru’s right,” Professor Ichikawa told her simply. “I’ve been around long enough that I’m well aware how much our human flaws and limitations have gotten in the way of pure science. In principle that’s alright, our humanity’s more important than some sort of perfected ideal we couldn’t reach; even if I don’t believe that anyone is handling it nearly that well. But, regardless of that, I still think we’d fail to educate the world about magic if we played strictly fair. And I think that this knowledge is important to get out.”

He smiled gently at her. “And I think that you think that too, Saito-san.”

Saito nodded with a neck aching intensity.

“Good. Then maybe we should return to that.”

I sighed mentally as the professor managed to set all our minds slightly more at ease (not completely confident that we were right, but no longer overly stressed and defensive that we might be wrong) and get us back on track. That’s a real teacher, I reflected without malice. And, prompted by that example, I settled down to do my own work. Both in that sphere and my regular one.

“When you’re caught up over there,” I told Saito, settling in a little further down the table, “you can catch me up on what you’ve learned so far and I’ll introduce you to the basics of magic bloodwork. There’s not much I can give you yet, but I can connect the magic side to a few of the things you’ve learned so far. And I can give you a primer on some of the magic principles you should keep in mind.” Blood was a complicated fluid with a lot of implications and uses in mage work! Now that we’d reached this point it didn’t make sense not to bring it up.

Despite how much work she was already doing, Saito let out an enthusiastic “sensei!”

I sighed mentally but tried to show none of that on my face as I continued. “Kiyoto’s right about how you’re qualified for this. Or at least how you will be once you’re a little more experienced. It’s not the order I’d have chosen to do things in, but now that we’ve got practical examples like this it doesn’t make sense for me not to do it. I definitely want you trained up a little more before we have to deal with all the complications of analyzing vampire blood.”

Seriously, if we thought preserving this stuff was a problem I’m not even sure I want to think about how that’s going to go! It’s probably going to be just as vulnerable to sunlight as the rest of the vampire, we’re going to have to figure out-

“WHAT?!” Kiyoto interrupted my thoughts with a shocked bellow.

I winced, realizing how that must have sounded just being dropped on all of them like that. “Ask me later,” I said hurriedly. “It’s still a preliminary idea, not happening yet. And it’s kind of dependent on the ningyo blood. So let’s focus on what’s in front of us first, shall we?”

With that I quickly busied myself with my own work. Shooting me a hateful glance, Kiyoto returned to his own side of things with renewed vigor.
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I almost regret not taking Himeko up on her offer of a camping trip, I reflected, taking in the beautiful weather as we made our way towards lunch.  Almost.

The weather was wonderful.  Warm, but not as hot or humid as mid June would normally get and instead with a surprising crispness to the air.  It wouldn’t last, of course.  We were all too close to the times when we’d be baking in the intense heat or broiling in the heat and humidity!  But today was simply amazing, and I was appreciating the moments out of class when I could enjoy it.

Himeko’s suggestion of camping had been… I couldn’t call it ludicrous, not when I was literally experiencing a golden example of how nice it could have been.  But it had definitely been reaching a little bit.  The last few weeks had been calmer (thank Aoth!) but she still thought I was overly stressed out.  With exams around the corner and the way we’d be transferring out of the introductory section of Tokyo U and into our focus areas she wasn’t entirely wrong, we were both feeling more pressure than we wanted to admit to.  After the near miss of the charity event at the art gallery she’d not wanted to shanghai me again-

(Not out of regret or any moral compunctions you understand, she’d simply realized that I would be too on guard and resistant to simply go along with it this time.  I’d have fought tooth and nail against being dragged out so close on the heels of the last incident.  Himeko didn’t fight battles she knew she’d lose, so she was giving me time to lower my guard before trying that again.)

-so she’d actually consulted me about the idea this time.  Needless to say, I’d said no.

Honestly, if I knew for a fact the weather would be like this I could almost see it, I admitted to myself.  A little bit of time in the open air, away from everything to just enjoy the natural world and refresh ourselves in this sort of weather… that description painted a very nice picture.

Of course, the reality would probably have been different.  Even assuming it stayed like this for our whole trip, and that was screamingly unlikely, I was more of a city boy at heart.  I’d enjoy some of it, for sure.  And it would probably be a slight net gain in the end.  But overall I doubted I’d have gotten enough out of it to be worth all the effort, I couldn’t think of that many activities I’d actually have fun with and de-stress over during camping.  Enjoying nature, maybe even five or six hours worth of it if things were this nice?  Yes.  Spending a day or two and sleeping outdoors?  Not likely.  And if the conditions turned against us it could be disastrous.

And Himeko probably agreed with me, hence why she’d dropped the idea.  But I figured I should be on my guard again come fall.

Still, I was regretting going indoors again as Himeko, Eiko, and I entered the eatery area.  I regretted it even more so as we were immediately ambushed by Ono Jin!

“Himeko-sama,” he greeted the Meiko heiress, surprising me slightly by offering her a quick but respectful bow as he did so, before proceeding to wait for her to acknowledge him with only a hint of impatience.

“Ono-sama,” she returned, politely but with a touch more coolness.

I immediately activated the ‘don’t notice me’ talisman and tried to put Eiko as well as Himeko between us, hoping Ono Jin didn’t recognize me from our tennis match.  He probably would have if he’d looked, my height was too much of a clue, but he was laser focused in on Himeko and began talking as soon as she was done.

“My apologies for interrupting like this,” he continued, rushing his words just slightly.  “But I’m trying to get in touch with your boyfriend and I’m a little desperate.  Do you have any idea where he is?”

Himeko kept a calm mask in place but I could tell she’d been surprised by the almost imperceptible way her gaze sharpened before she caught it.  “Might I ask why?”

Ono Jin tensed up for a moment but then forced himself to relax.  “I needed to explain and apologize,” he admitted, surprising me again.  He didn’t sound completely calm or sincere, but I was pretty sure he was being honest.   Like he wasn’t that torn up about things, but he was a hint embarrassed and did see the need.  And also wanted to get it out of the way as quickly as possible, which made it a little more plausible in my eyes.

“Apologize, whatever for?”

“I’m sure you heard about the… misguided bet we made about a month and a half ago?”

 I turned the ‘don’t notice me’ effect up a little higher upon hearing that.  Meanwhile Himeko did him the favor of appearing absolutely neutral as she calmly noted “involving the donation to the Hanafuda Hands Foundation?  Yes, I heard about that.”

She was going easy on him. It hadn't been a major scandal, but the virality of it through the whole university and the mentions of it in the gossip pages hadn't been nothing. His peers in both society and the university were still judging him for it behind his back, Ono Jin was still walking off the pain of the whole thing even if Himeko wasn’t adding to it.

Ono Jin nodded a little tightly but continued.  “I’m afraid that circumstances kept me from paying off the full amount of my donation until now.  I just wanted to apologize for the delay and reassure Hiro that I’d finally transferred the last of it today.”

I was a touch startled to hear that.  Both that it had happened and that he’d fixed it, my first impressions of Ono Jin had not been positive.  Then again, Hiro did reassure me Jin wasn’t like his cousin, I remembered.  He accepted that bet for a reason.

Himeko softened slightly at that as well.  “I do not know for sure where Hiro is right now,” she explained a little more politely.  “He was supposed to meet us for lunch today, but if he’s not here already then he might not be able to make it at all.  Sorry, Jin-sama.”

Jin caught himself mid-sigh but continued.  “Then my apologies to you as well, Himeko-sama, for interrupting your lunch needlessly.  I’ll leave you alone and track down Hiro at a-“

“There’s no need for that,” someone else interrupted smoothly.

I was a touch scared to see the way fear and horror slowly spread over Ono Jin’s face as another man pushed himself forward to address Himeko directly.

“Hello there, Meiko-sama.  My name is Azuma Tokou, it is a pleasure to meet you.”

Azuma Tokou was older, I’d have guessed around twenty-seven or twenty-eight, but incredibly pretty for a guy.  Like Korean idol pretty.  Or maybe the second male lead of a romantic shoujo manga.  The rival who’s actually even prettier than the main lead, but was slightly vain and shallow so you could pretend the main character wasn’t a 9.5 by any sort of conventional standard and that made him a little bit of an underdog.

(Look, I’ve read a lot of manga and I’ve had to discuss a lot of tropes and artistic conventions with my cousin Hikaru, whether I wanted to or not.  Don’t judge me.)

With an understated flourish (and no, I have no idea how that was possible.  But that’s what I saw) he presented a business card to Himeko.  “I am here on behalf of Jin’s uncle, the elder Ono-domo, to make sure everything was explained properly.  I’m sure if we explain things to you that will make things easier, allowing you to pass information on to the young Watanabe in turn.”

I was surprised to feel a bit of sympathy to Ono Jin, after his histrionics and arrogance on the tennis court I’d wanted never to see the guy again.  But his horror and discomfort was clearly growing.  And there was an almost imperceptible change in Himeko, something I was surprised I could detect, as she stiffened slightly.  A dozen almost subliminal factors clicked in my head and I realized she was girding herself for war.

Out loud she was nothing but pleasant as she noted.  “I’m sorry, Azuma-san.  I’d love to, but I’m just headed to lunch.  Besides, I’d be worried that I’d forget or misreport an important detail, this is something Hiro should hear himself in person.”

Azuma Tokou took a half step to block her as best as he could without being too obvious or rude about it.  “Surely that’s not a problem?  I’m positive you can remember something this simple.  And we must have time.  I know a beautiful young lady like yourself doesn’t simply brave the crush for her own food, I can quickly fit it in before your underlings have finished bringing you the food.”

 Himeko hesitated a second.  An ordinary person would have thought it was out of indecision.  I realized it was because she’d held back her first response as a little too undiplomatic.  She was stressed about upcoming exams and transfers too, so her first response had been to chop his head off.  But she was better than me about recognizing her overreactions, it was a sign of how bad it was that she hadn’t smoothly transitioned already.

Azuma misread it though, he tried to press his ‘advantage’.  “It would be best if your boyfriend didn’t meet with Jin-san anyway,” he said charmingly.  “He might overreact.  Everything will go better if we handle this quietly.”

Azuma’s glance towards Ono Jin was shockingly casual.  “I can’t blame him, the youngster does bring out the worst in people.  But this is a public place and we wouldn’t want any more incidents.  I’m sure you’re tired of them too.”

I was shocked to hear Himeko answer.  “Oh, I suppose you’re right,” she said cheerfully.  “I do have a few minutes.  Why don’t you accompany us?”

I was close enough to Eiko to hear her mutter.  “Oh shit,” under her breath.  She followed it up with forcefully murmuring to me.  “Mamoru, do that telepathy thing with us now.”

“It’s called mental speech,” I muttered under my own breath, overly annoyed at the technical differences.  I was confused by what was happening, but Eiko’s reaction and Ono’s expression suggested it wasn’t anything good.  And when another half dozen people joined us at a discreet distance, all of them a few years older than the standard Tokyo U student and obviously trailing Azuma Tokou, I was even more discomforted.

Eiko studiously didn’t say anything, merely pulling out her phone and seeming to unconcernedly text as we followed Himeko and the suddenly too close Azuma to the seating area.  Himeko defied our usual habits and managed to pick out a few wall-facing stools alongside a bench.  She sat down, Azuma instantly took a place at her left side, Eiko her right, and I slid in to the next space in line after Eiko.  We were having lunch a little late so we were able to successfully find that many seats together, but they were an exception that left me in the last spot next to the wall's corner.  Using that slightly secure position, I quietly took out a book and used it as cover to follow Eiko’s instructions.  Luckily ‘mental speech’ was a relatively subtle and safe spell to cast so I didn’t feel worried even with the small crowd hovering just a little behind Himeko and Azuma.

“So, where to start?” Azuma smiled ingratiatingly.

>Alright, you’re in tune with me,< I sent to Eiko.  >Give me a minute and I’ll set up the crosslinks with Himeko.  You remember how this works?<

>You have to actually focus the thoughts, and it’s quicker than speaking,< Eiko sent back firmly, a fair hint of irritation creeping in as subtext.  >It’s not full telepathy, but order your thoughts to prevent leakage.<

>Right,< I sent back.  The amount of emotional undercurrent tended to vary wildly.  I wasn’t completely sure why, but I suspected it was mostly was due to when and where I was using this spell.  Emotions were often running on the high side whenever I’d used this, but at the same time I’d also used it during combat.  And in those cases my friends usually had highly practiced battle mindsets that had pushed emotions off to the side.

That was only emphasized as I crosslinked us all together with Himeko, and the cold and grinding fury under her polite smile came through to us clearly.  She was well and truly pissed, and a little bit worried.  Although she was more focused on plotting than the fury or worry themselves.

>Here we go, Hime,< Eiko relayed, brushing past her own mild surprise to be feeling quite that much coming out of Himeko.  >Azuma Tokou.  Twenty-eight.  Newest and fastest rising member of Ono Chikashi’s entourage.<

I tried to keep my own surprise off the link, both at Himeko’s especially intense emotions and the way Eiko had coolly accessed the Meiko family’s intelligence files so she could calmly relay them to Himeko.  Apparently she had that right, which made perfect sense given that she was acting as security for Himeko, but still wasn’t something I’d expected.  Even though I should have.  To keep from accidentally offending her I did my best to lock down any of my feelings on the subject.

If Eiko had felt it she didn’t let on.  >Looks like he’s drawn notice for being competent but arrogant.  He’s risen quickly but some of that’s just been luck and he shows no sign of realizing it.<

>That makes sense,< Himeko noted darkly, even as she pleasantly listened to his chatter.

>He likes to use his looks,< Eiko continued to read off.  >No surprise there.  Looks like he’s been pretty successful though.<

>He’s not used to playing in the big leagues,< Himeko countered.  >Trust me, it shows.<

>I wasn’t arguing Hime, both Mam and I could see how arrogant he was being.<

>Her more than me.< I let slip.  It was true though, I’d just been mildly incredulous.  Himeko and Eiko seemed to have put this as wildly stupid.

>Anyway, he’s been noted as incredibly opportunistic and a little bit of a backstabber.<

>I suspected that.  The way he’s trying to undercut Ono Jin, Hiro, and make a pass at me at the same time screamed as much.<

I felt a mental nod of agreement from Eiko.  >The corporate heads have him flagged as worth watching.  There’s still a lot of debate between actually approaching him and trying to use him in some way or if he’s just a weakness that’s risen too high and can’t be trusted.<

>Seems like the latter to me,< Himeko noted a little coolly.  >Say whatever you want about grandfather, at least he never tried to assign some braindead flunky to a position of power over me!<

I felt guarded and hesitant agreement from Eiko on that one.  I carefully schooled myself to neutrality, not having enough experience with the Meikos to know the truth of the matter.  Deep in my heart I suspected Himeko was being too optimistic, and that the main reason she’d avoided that was because of how much her father had been focused on raising her instead of her grandfather.  But that was one hell of a speculative leap, I was mildly embarrassed to have made it.

>Anyway, I assume you’re recording all this?< Himeko continued.

>Every word.<

Prompted by Eiko’s venomous satisfaction, I tuned back in to the real world for a moment.

“- deserve better than that.  Your boyfriend’s certainly nice, but he’s inadequate for someone like you.”

>Oh wow,< popped out before I could stop it.  >Really?<

>Really,< Himeko returned darkly.  >He’s couching it in a half-humorous ‘I was only joking, don’t take it so seriously’ way.  He’s dumb enough to think that’s actually enough to cover him.<

>Be fair, Hime,< Eiko cut in sympathetically.  >It’s not like plenty of other people weren’t even worse before you hooked up with Hiro.  He’s almost being subtle by the standards of two or three years ago.  And since he’s already working for someone else you know he believes he’s safe.<

The subtext of that, a combination of things I realized myself and brief flashes from both Himeko and Eiko, infuriated me.  Basically, because he wasn’t working for the Meiko family and he was already too important to his boss, no one would hold him accountable for anything less than an obvious and at least somewhat heinous actions.  He could basically cop a feel or two off Himeko and just be able to shrug it off.

(Lest I get too self-righteous about his arrogance, he wasn’t planning that nor was it too unreasonable a calculation.  Incredibly stupid and scummy, even to the extent of what he was doing; and it was still a testament to his lack of character that he obviously felt that way.  But it wasn’t completely off the wall, just the result of a calculation.  He figured that he had too much protection for the Meikos to swat him like they would a normal person.  Not that they couldn’t, just that they’d grit their teeth and write it off as not worth the cost.)

>He’s already got enough influence to shame a member of the actual family,< Himeko agreed diffidently, >even if it was one who worked himself into a bad spot.<

>So you’re once again helping a stray?< Eiko asked, her mental voice sardonic.  >Even one like Ono Jin?<

>He’s fixing himself,< I could sense the hint of evasion in that.  Although it was overshadowed by the honest satisfaction and annoyance in the next thought.  >Besides, it’s more about squashing an annoying bug than helping Ono Jin.<

Eiko didn’t send anything, but I could sense a combination of agreement and mild embarrassment from her.  That was how Eiko had lived throughout high school, albeit more physically than subtly.

“That’s all fair.  But what I don’t understand,” Himeko spoke aloud, “is why you’re passing on the apology, instead of Ono Jin?  It seems a little insincere, not coming from him or at least a member of the Ono family.”

Azuma smiled ingratiatingly.  “Do not worry, I’m high up enough in their graces that I count.  And that’s if your boyfriend even cares.  I doubt he will, but if he does he’s probably just going to be relieved not to be dealing with him again after all the trouble Ono Jin gave him last time.”

>I’d almost believe the last part, but not after the self-serving leadup,< Eiko noted.

>Tell me about it.  And did you catch the careful tone to ‘if your boyfriend even cares’?  The way he’s constantly trying to hint Hiro’s just an insensitive meathead?<  Out loud Himeko simply went “I see your point.  But it still fails a sincerity test.  Especially if you’re trying to have me pass on the apology in the process.”

“Not at this level,” Azuma continued.  To be fair, he made sure to sound smooth and confident rather than condescending.  It still came off that way if you knew anything about how competent Himeko really was.  “I can assure you I am that high up in the Ono family’s graces, just like your father’s most trusted employees.  Anything from them can be treated as coming from him, as it is with me.  A reasonable member of the Watanabe family could find no fault in such an apology being relayed by me.”

>Okay, even I caught that one,< I noted.  I.e. if Hiro objected then he wasn’t a reasonable member of the Watanabe family, too immature and inexperienced.  >How does he think any of this could work?<

Himeko’s tone was somewhere between annoyed and bored as she listed to some further spiel from Azuma.  I got the impression she was grateful for the distraction I provided.  >Well, that one was especially bad.  But half of this wouldn’t be too horrible if he wasn’t overplaying things.  If you’d heard that out of context would you have immediately realized all he was going for?<

>No.<

>And that’s it.  If you’re not smart enough to realize what he’s been doing at first it’s not as dumb as it seems.  And he thinks that since I didn’t show I’d picked up on it immediately I’m that much of a fool.<

>He’s the type to coast on his looks,< Eiko added cynically.  >He’s probably had a lot of success getting to women while they’re still dazzled by how pretty he is, and he's done and gone before she can shake it off and think about all the flaws in his reasoning.  I think he’s smart enough to not try anything this blatant on a male colleague, but he expects any woman’s going to fall for it.<

I could sense a touch of reluctant amusement in Himeko even as she made vaguely agreeable noises and short but encouraging phrases to Azuma.  I abruptly realized Azuma probably knew she wasn’t completely concentrating on him, but assumed she was either besotted or fantasizing instead of plotting against him.

>It’s the male equivalent of all the women who have tried to put something past my father by trying to be a bit ‘sexy’ when they made their pitch,< Himeko noted, a touch more good humor coming through this time.  >He was always torn between being insulted and wanting to laugh himself silly whenever that happened, based on how big a mistake they were covering and how hard they were trying.  If they were just trying to brush past a weaker point by leaving a top button or two undone and leaning over at that point in the presentation he mostly just smirked and rolled his eyes when he got home.  If they were trying to outright seduce him to cover up absolute garbage then my brother and I knew to stay out of his way until he cooled off.<

>Sadly this is the second type.< Eiko thought acidly.

>No kidding.  Eiko, remind me to send a copy of this to my grandfather when I’m done.  I want to prove I’m not dumb enough to be falling for this sort of bullshit, but I’ll try to make it a peace offering by pointing out he’s not wrong about it happening.<

>Alright.< Eiko did her best to hide her distaste.

“Seriously, Himeko-san,” Azuma said, projecting sincerity. “You should be very careful about who you’re seeing.  I understand wanting to find a handsome prince around your own age, but you need to make sure you’re valuing competence.  Whoever you end up with will have a lot of influence in the Meiko family’s consortium.  You need to make sure you’re choosing someone capable.”

>’Like me.’  Is it even subtext at this point?< I though incredulously.

>Refuge in audacity,< Himeko returned.  >It makes it easier to say ‘I was only joking around’ if I call him on it.  Similar things have probably worked surprisingly well for him in the past.  I doubt many women have simply swooned trustingly into his arms, but they probably gave him at least a tentative opening.<

>Which he then ran with, all the way to his current position,< Eiko noted cynically.  >Still, think about what sort of people the Ono family has around.  Jin?  Eriko?  Is it any wonder he thinks you’ll be another high-class sucker?<

>Those aren’t the only younger Ono’s,< Himeko set back, a sense of tut-tut implicit in her words.  >They’re simply the most visible thanks to their antics.  No one ever talks about members like Ono Sakurai because they’re quiet, polite, competent, but unremarkable.<

>And boring,< Eiko returned, but I could tell she felt a hint guilty the second after making that crack.  She’d probably have held back on it in the real world, but at the speed of thought it had escaped.

>And boring,< Himeko agreed, probably just trying to make Eiko feel better.  >He’s not as bad as Mamoru’s parents, but he really should develop a life outside of school and work.  But if it was a choice between him and Ono Jin or Azuma, I’d chose Ono Sakurai in a heartbeat.<

>That’s-< Eiko started to interrupt, then reconsidered.

>You disagree?< the undertones to her thoughts suggested Himeko was eager to focus on something else than the slimy attempt Azuma was making.

>Well… maybe for a date or two.<

I blinked in surprise and sat up a little straighter.  There’d been some fascinating undertones to that thought, a level of subtlety you couldn’t usually get through ‘mental speech’ that had suggested just how much turmoil Eiko had been feeling deep down.  It had still been barely there, enough so that I couldn’t be absolutely certain after they’d gone so quickly, but I’d gotten some half-flashes of a couple of thoughts.  They’d mostly been formless, just guilty pleasure and worry, but they’d been tacked on to someone.  Someone who seemed real, but also someone Eiko had been determined not to think about.

The way it had felt… I was pretty sure Eiko had just verified my suspicion she was quietly seeing someone.  And that they weren’t someone that Himeko or I would have approved of.  Neither of us had been sure about that, and the fact we hadn’t been sure had only increased our doubt (my paranoia got away from me too often, and if Himeko didn’t know even after a casual expenditure of Meiko resources then she started looking a little paranoid too).  But Eiko’s thoughts and feelings right then… it had been brief, but solid.  Not the type you had about a crush or a fantasy, the sort of thing that corresponded to the real world.

>But not for more than that!< Eiko continued abruptly.  >That sort of guy could be more fun for a date or two, but there’s no way it would be a healthy relationship in the long-term!<

I glanced towards Eiko and Himeko curiously.  But if either of them had felt what I’d felt they gave no obvious signs of it.  Maybe it had been my imagination, or a function of me being the one casting the spell?  Or it might not have been coincidental that Eiko quickly added a >heads up, he’s here.<

>Thank goodness.  Time to distract him and wrap this up.<

>What?< I blinked in confusion.

I could now see Eiko smirk and roll her eyes.  >You really need to look around Mamoru.< she noted.  That time I could feel her amusement combined with a little worry about my posture.  The whole incident had made me so uncomfortable, and I’d been so desperate to downplay my height to make sure Ono Jin didn’t notice me, that I’d started to practically curl in on myself as I hunched over the table-bench in front of us.

I started to turn around but got distracted as Himeko spoke up.  And not in the vaguely polite and leading way she’d indulged in up until now.

“I think that’s enough,” she said calmly as she took advantage of an opening.  “Azuma-san, let me make this clear: you are as slimy, worthless, and opportunistic a man as I have ever seen.  And trust me, I’ve seen a lot of them.”

I think all of us took great pleasure in the way Azuma jolted slightly and his expression started to crack.  “Excuse me?” he asked, looking even more vacuous than Himeko had a moment ago as he struggled with the abrupt U-turn.

“I’ll grant you greater competence than most of those,” Himeko continued as if discussing the weather.  “But that’s not saying much, you vastly misjudge your own abilities and judgement.  I can understand why, but let me pass on to you this important bit of wisdom.”

I couldn’t see Himeko’s expression from where I was seated, but I could make out Azuma’s stunned reaction as she told him “Bad mouthing other people doesn’t make them incompetent.  And attempting to tear people down so that you may take their place says nothing about your capability.”

She held up a hand to forestall any interruptions, and changed her tone slightly.  “ ‘Bold words from someone who started at the top.’  You were about to say something like that, correct?  Make an argument that I’m only saying that because I was blessed with an obscenely lucky start?  You need to pay more attention to who you’re talking to.  You are right in that it would sometimes apply to some members of our class, a depressing number of them at times.  But those of us who remain valuable and at the top only do so because of their discretion and ability.  The ones who give trust to worthless imitators like you do not last long, they soon sit atop a pyramid of shoddy materials that inevitably collapses.”

Azuma might have said something, but he was startled (and, to be fair, so was I) to suddenly realize someone was looming behind him.  He found himself jerkily stumbling backwards out of his seat as he realized Hiro was there.  Hiro, for his part, merely observed Azuma as if he were a mildly interesting species of bug that had just flown by.

“I’m sure you know my future fiancé, Watanabe Hiro,” Himeko continued blandly.  Which made it all the more telling the way she casually pulled out a tissue and wiped down the seat Azuma had just occupied, as if removing something unpleasant.  “I believe you had something you wanted to say to him?”

“I- ah- that is-“ Azuma was left stumbling by all these sudden changes.  To be fair (again.  Since Himeko was such a formidable opponent I was inclined to be a little sympathetic to Azuma despite the incredible stupidity and poor judgement he’d shown in getting himself into this mess) Azuma probably could have recovered reasonably well from one of these swerves.  The one-two combo in quick succession left him a little staggered.

>Just like they planned it,< Eiko smirked.   As Eiko subtly tilted her phone towards me I realized she’d had more than just the Meiko databases opened on her phone.  And since I’d been turned the wrong way I hadn’t even realized Hiro had been with us for a bit.

Huh, magic and tech in unified harmony, popped into my brain.  ‘Mental speech’ and text messaging had let the pair plan and coordinate their ambush quite effectively.  Before I could think too much on that, Himeko continued.

“No matter,” she said.  “I could see he and Ono Jin took the time to resolve the matter while you were focused on me.  Because, unlike you, Ono Jin is capable of staying on task.  Your insulting and arrogant opportunism is unwelcome here, it is ruining our lunch.  Please leave.”

Himeko calmly gazed at the older man, as if daring him to say anything.  His mouth opened and shut a few times, he was obviously not used to the idea of such an absolute rejection, but he managed not to make his position any worse.

Meanwhile, Hiro calmly started handing out bread as if he wasn’t even there.  Much to my surprise, they’d obviously coordinated to solve the problem of lunch and Hiro was delivering it as if this had been agreed upon ahead of time.  “Four pepper curry bread,” he assured me as he handed me my lunch.

“Domo arigato,” I responded instinctively.  Although I did have reason to be grateful.  The lower ratings were a bit boring, but the five pepper curry bread was way too hot.  This was a lunch I could enjoy.  My hero, I couldn’t help but think with a touch of amused irony.

>No, my Hiro,< Himeko sent over calmly, but with just a hint of possession as I realized I might have thought that one just a little too strongly.

Azuma was beating a hasty retreat, but it turned out that Himeko had one last card to play.  “Ono-san,” she said even as the older entourage was turning to make a quick retreat.

Ono Jin gulped visibly but still turned back to face Himeko.  “Yes, Meiko-sama?” he responded tellingly.

Himeko calmly and unhurriedly pulled out one of her business cards and offered it in his direction.  Ono Jin looked a little stunned, but tentatively came over to take it.

“Don’t you have one to offer me in return?” Himeko asked almost sweetly as he did.

“Ah…” Ono Jin began to sweat.

“Fix that,” Himeko told him coolly.  “You’ve acted an idiot.  Don’t be one, or else you’ll find yourself under the heel of ones like him for the rest of your life.  This one was charity since you did actually own up and pay your debts.  But I probably won’t be around to fix your problems for you next time, and I definitely won’t do it for free.”

“Meiko-sama,” Ono Jin said by way of answer, quickly bowing and making a hasty retreat of his own.

Himeko watched him go and then sighed when he was far enough away.  “Eiko, make a copy of the audio file and-“

“Send it to Ono Jin’s uncle?” she finished for Himeko with a small smile.

“No, send it to me,” Himeko responded a little tiredly.  “I think I need to underline Azuma’s stupidity and opportunism, make a pointed poke at what the Ono’s are allowing.  He probably won’t get it just by hearing the audio file by itself.”

“Are you sure you want to do that, Himeko?” Hiro asked sympathetically.  “I heard he was still a little sensitive about you and me after the whole incident with Ono Eriko.”

“I’d be more worried she’s going to adopt another stray,” Eiko noted caustically, although she was in the process of doing what Himeko had asked.  “You know she’s got a habit of taking problem cases under her wing.”

“Not this time,” Himeko said firmly.  “Ono Jin’s had too many opportunities and too much of an advantage over the years.  I’m not going to waste time trying to set him right if this is the state he’s in after all that, he doesn’t need anything I can provide.  And don’t be so surprised Mamoru,” she finished with a slightly sharp glance in my direction.

“Shutting down the spell,” I declared instantly.  It seemed that ‘mental speech’ had served its purpose already, there was no use wasting the mana (or embarrassing myself) any further.

Eiko simply smirked and asked.  “Really?  Then what was all that then?”

“Future considerations,” Himeko answered instantly, taking a brief moment to accept some bread of her own with a quick ‘thank you,’ to Hiro.  “If he fails, he fails.  I haven’t lost much and got more satisfaction from rubbing Azuma’s face further into the dirt.”

“That was satisfying,” Eiko’s expression morphed into a grin.

“Umf,” Himeko agreed wordlessly while she chewed.

“And a good idea,” Hiro chimed in, supporting his girlfriend while she ate.  “I appreciate that Ono Chikashi is trying, he’s attempting to fix a few of the problems with the younger generation.  Ono Jin messed up, and in doing so he embarrassed himself and the Ono family, even risking future relations with the Watanabes.  That’s why Ono Chikashi was forcing Ono Jin to give me a full apology and explanation, and sending people along to make sure he did it.”

“Unfortunately, he’s going about it in a very ham-fisted way,” Himeko agreed after calmly swallowing.  “By blindly appointing subordinates like that to try and make sure his will is done.  It fails to solve the main problem, trying to fix things after the fact instead of teaching proper behavior and discipline.  And by assigning people like that idiot it can cause more problems than it fixes.  And, judging by the timing, I assume he misaimed his coercion?”

Hiro nodded.  “He withheld Jin’s stipend, which is why he wasn’t able to pay up until now in the first place.”

“A worthwhile idea,” Himeko shook her head sadly, “just horribly mismanaged.”

“Pay back the debt first then withhold any money afterwards,” Hiro agreed.  “It’s not that hard.”

“It’s scary when they get going like this,” Eiko stage whispered to me.

I said nothing, it wasn’t like I could disagree.  But when Hiro and Himeko were on the same page like this, harmonizing in their description and view of politics, intrigue, and economics, you realized how foolish it would be to try and stand against them.

“Hopefully, Ono Jin will take these defeats and lessons to heart, then make something of himself.”  Himeko smiled slyly.  “If that happens, we’ll have a very useful ally in the Ono family in the future.  Especially if it comes to countering Ono Eriko, I can only pray that Azuma leech never gets assigned to her.  But it wasn’t a bad trade for a business card and a few words, I’d say.”

“Do you really think that will happen?” I found myself asking wistfully before I could stop myself.  I flushed a little as all of them looked at me in surprise.  “Sorry.  But you weren’t there- apart from Hiro- when he was acting so unhinged on the tennis court.”

Himeko did me the favor of taking my comment seriously.  “People do change, Mamoru,” she reminded me a little more gently.  “I don’t know that he will, and I wouldn’t bet my life on it.  But I know how much stress I’ve been under at times, and how I’ve acted when things went wrong at the hardest point.  As poorly as he acted then, he still managed to stay on the right side of the line.  I won’t condemn him for his worst moment.”

“Hardly his worst moment, Himeko,” Eiko noted with a roll of her eyes, and the slightly over serious moment and tension was broken.  Soon we were just four friends having lunch again.  But the point would stay with me for a while, give me something to think about.
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I should have known better than to try and be quiet about it. I knew that in the long run I was going to be found out. I just didn’t expect to get caught and intercepted before I even got to Tokyo U!

“Alright Mamoru, what are you trying to sneak past us?” Himeko asked only a touch acerbically as she stared at me over crossed arms.

That might not have sounded like much, but Himeko had literally caught me exiting the train stop nearest the university! And she’d been at the mansion less than an hour ago when I’d stopped by to collect the day’s mana! She’d figured out something was up, hurried to the university ahead of me, then needed to figure out where I was going to be in order to pose invincibly like that!

Needless to say, I was a little taken aback. “What the- but- you-“ I glanced from side to side as my brain momentarily slipped a gear. I was a mage, but that still seemed patently improbable. Not outright impossible, even in the moment I recognized that. But doing it on the fly, without any previous preparation, seemed like the next best thing.

Himeko didn’t care, glaring at me mildly as my behaviour seemed to further confirm her suspicions of mischief.

Eiko, who’d apparently stepped away for a moment to recycle some bottles, came back into the picture. “Give him a break, Hime,” she noted with some amusement, “you know how he gets when he thinks he’s being clever.”

“Seriously though,” she nodded towards my back, “did you honestly think you’d get away with it after breezing through the mansion with that on your back?”

I blinked a few times and then flushed in embarrassment as I realized what she was getting at. I had the full-on hiking backpack strapped on today, with the naginata bag fastened to its side. Worse, the hiking backpack was well defined and stuffed full. It was still pretty light, hence why I’d managed to forget that fact, but it was a quiet spectacle in its own way.

“You try to rush through everything with that on?” Eiko continued, her tone caustically amused. “Of course everyone at the mansion was going to pay a little attention. When you didn’t say anything, we all quietly watched where you were going. And when you set off to Tokyo U with that on it rang all sorts of alarm bells.”

It sounds so simple when you put it like that, I thought grudgingly, embarrassed at being caught out. And I hadn’t been that stupid. I really had just swung through the Meiko mansion quickly but with the extra gear. I’d wanted to make sure I’d picked up all the mana, and to make sure I hadn’t red flagged myself by not being there. They made it sound like I might as well have been wearing a sign that said ‘hey! I’m up to something.’ but I thought I’d handled it reasonably well.

“So it’s time to tell us what’s up, Mamoru,” Himeko said, letting a hint of harshness into her tone. “This is supposed to be a day off, so why are you keeping secrets?”

“Alright! Alright,” I said, holding up a hand to defend myself. “Just give me a moment.”

“To come up with a convincing story?” Himeko asked sweetly.

Yes. “I wish,” I muttered out loud. “You know how much I suck at that.”

“So what’s going on?”

I sighed, indicated for them to follow me, and started walking. “It’s… Aoth, I’m about to claim ‘it’s complicated’ yet again. And I’m sorry, but that’s the truth.”

“It usually is with you,” Eiko rolled her eyes.

“Well, this time is… I’m not quite sure where to begin, not if I want to give you a correct impression.”

I saw Himeko taking a breath, probably to give me a sharp verbal prod, and hurried ahead. “Okay, this is another Tokyo U kami case.”

Himeko settled down slightly, but still gave me a tired “was it that hard just to say that?”

“No, but even that’s pretty incomplete,” I shot back. “Because… okay, the original Tokyo… no, that’s not quite right either.”

“How the hell do you make ‘I’ve been assigned a task by a kami’ even more complicated?” Eiko asked incredulously.

“Mostly because I wasn’t actually assigned this one,” I said, not so-secretly relieved to find a path in Eiko’s words. “I’m… okay, it’s like this. There’s something one of the Tokyo U kami wants done. They weren’t going to ask me, they were going to take care of this another way, possibly all by themselves. A different Tokyo U kami realized what was going to happen and then approached me about taking over the task from the first kami.”

The girls thought about that for a moment, making sure they’d correctly decoded my babbling. “A little more complicated, but not much more,” Himeko allowed grudgingly.

“I’m not done yet,” I shot back. “I don’t want to do this job. Because if I mess this up…” I sighed. “Look guys, I didn’t want you to know about this. Worst case scenario… this could be…”

I couldn’t find the words. Mostly because I couldn’t come up with words strong enough for the real worst-case scenarios. They were damn unlikely, I hoped, but I wasn’t actually being paranoid to assume they were possible. And about the only thing worse than me being responsible for them would be my friends knowing, and possibly getting involved.

Eiko and Himeko seemed to realize that. Their expressions slowly morphed from annoyance at my stupidity, in both my actions and keeping secrets, into concern over what the hell was going on.

I sighed and tried to explain. “A small clan of Little People has moved onto Tokyo U grounds, and apparently there are signs they might be about to take up residence. I’ve gotten the impression the original kami was just going to squash them like a bunch of bugs.”

Eiko paled and Himeko’s hand flew to her mouth, a little shocked. “Oh no!”

I nodded glumly. “That’s why I was willing to take on the task of dealing with them myself when the second kami approached me. But to even get that job I agreed that I have to get them out of there, by any means necessary type of stuff. If I can just warn them, and convince them the threat is real, then this will be simple and quick.”

“But if they’re not reasonable…” Himeko prodded, an edge of horror in her tone as she already realized the answer.

“That’s part of the problem,” I corrected her. “I doubt the Little People moved here spontaneously. Something caused that, and made them decide that Tokyo U was the best option remaining. Their version of ‘reasonable’ might not be the same as ours, and they could be entirely right to feel that way. And I,” I was unable to keep the bitterness from my voice, “have to try and manage that sort of situation without killing them.”

“Surely you wouldn’t,” Eiko protested weakly.

“Directly? No,” I answered in a weary tone, having been thinking over this problem all night. “But the bad options aren’t much better. I’m going to have to remove them, otherwise the original kami will just kill as many of them as it takes to drive them out of their territory and I’ll have put myself a bad position with all the Tokyo U kami thanks to my failure. I’d lose the power to intervene like this again if something else comes up after inserting myself then wasting the kami’s time and power like this; so sucking it up and throwing them out is clearly the lesser of two evils. It’ll just be fatalities and failure all around otherwise, at least if I round them up and take them away using magic we might salvage something, even if that something’s just the ability for me to try again next time. But I can’t kid myself, if I’m forcefully pulling the Little People out of Tokyo U that has a lot of potential to hurt or kill them in and of itself. And tossing them onto the streets blindly afterwards might just as well be killing them; leaving them vulnerable like that could easily be murder with a few extra sadistic steps involved.”

The bitterness in my voice briefly silenced my friends. We were all quiet for a little bit as we digested the thought.

“And you didn’t want us to know,” Himeko said finally, easily deducing the rest. “Or to feel guilty too, by association. Mamoru, that sounds very noble. But it’s stupid. We’re not going to let you do this alone, and you’re a fool for risking it if the stakes are this high.”

“Who said I was doing it alone?” I asked a touch acerbically.

“Kona,” came from my hiking backpack. Sho-uk carefully peeked out from under the strapped down top of the hiking backpack and waved at the girls before popping back underneath.

Himeko actually blinked in surprise. “You brought along Sho-uk?”

“And a couple of members of his clan,” I noted normally. I couldn’t stay annoyed at the pair, I was too touched by their support. “Like you said: the stakes are high. I figured some expert help and an ambassador would go a long way towards avoiding the worst-case scenarios.”

“Are they really going to-“ Eiko hesitated a moment, obviously struggling for a phrase that was accurate but not too insulting or inflammatory. Given the circumstances and potential consequences even Eiko was going to be a little polite and diplomatic. “-side with you?” she finished.

“Thankfully, clan and family ties seem to be more important to the Little People than racial ones,” I said with the tiniest of smiles. “They’re more reasonable than we are in that way.”

“Ai.”

“Don’t get me wrong,” I hastened to add. “They do care about that. And if it were a choice between randomly saving a Little Person, or randomly saving a human, there’d be no contest. But there seems to be much less of an ‘us vs them’ thing based upon race. They’re here because they don’t want this clan getting wiped out, but it’s not going to be a huge tragedy for them if that happens. Especially if said clan is stupid about it.”

“Ai!”

I raised my eyebrows at that one, there’d been some surprisingly enthusiastic agreement in that one word, along with a touch of bitterness. And if I could make that out then it had to have been significant. Wish I knew the story there, but I doubt they’re going to tell me. I suspected it was ‘in the family’ so to speak, but even that much suggested some awfully interesting possibilities!

“So,” Himeko said, falling into the same sort of professional mode she put on when she was acting on her family’s behalf, “I assume the plan is pretty basic? Go there, find them, and open negotiations?”

A small part of me wanted to feel resentful about the way she was simply inviting herself along and seemed to assume she’d be an important member of those negotiations. The rest of me jumped that part and started beating it down violently. I didn’t expect Himeko could add much to negotiations, but I sure as hell wasn’t going to rule that out! And even at my most pessimistic estimates, the ones where adding another human into the mix just alienated this clan a little more and she was unable to add anything useful, I still figured it was worth the risk. Himeko had too much experience, added too many possibilities to the mix, and was more level headed about these sorts of things than I was. In the final calculation she probably wouldn’t be able to add much to this situation, hence why I hadn’t invited her along in the first place. But ‘probably’ and ‘much’ weren’t ‘definitely’ or ‘nothing’. Now that she was here I was perfectly happy to have her.

“Pretty much,” I admitted. “That seemed the best way to not cut off any possibilities too early.”

“Like what?” Eiko asked a little sarcastically.

“We don’t know if this group is actually looking to set up shop,” I countered. “Little People know they don’t usually get along with kami, and Tokyo U is surprisingly full of them-“

“Which you didn’t know until you stepped in it,” Eiko reminded me.

I flushed a little but recovered. “Yes. True. But they might know anyway, and not be planning on stopping at all. Maybe they’re just resting and resupplying, and a quick warning like this will expedite them moving on. Or maybe they could use a little help getting ready for their next leg but it will be as easy as me dropping down to the nearest grocery store, grabbing a cup of rice, and then giving them that.”

Eiko let out an unladylike snort of skeptical amusement, but did look a little thoughtful.

“Look, I’m not pinning my hopes on that,” I admitted. “It would be nice, and one hell of a relief after all the time I’ve spent worrying about this, but that’s probably too optimistic.”

“Still, it’s not impossible,” Himeko noted judiciously. “ ‘We’ll give you some resources to move on’ is a brutally basic but effective option for both sides. It’s rarely that simple in reality, but the economies of scale between us and the Little People make it a lot more practical than normal.”

For a change, I was pretty sure I got what she was saying. Usually, if a group was forced to migrate, someone else saying ‘you can’t stay here’ then throwing a little money at them wasn’t terribly effective. The hardship and uncertainty of leaving even a slightly safe possibility for a dangerous unknown with no end in sight was pretty tough, I could think of a half dozen examples of that. But part of the problem was the people throwing the money around didn’t want to spend much. At least compared to what the people putting themselves into danger would face, what they’d need to succeed and be safe. But when you looked at the size of a Little Person (the clue was in the name) it was a less of an issue. It still wasn’t easy, but when we could tell them ‘We’ll give you two years worth of food to move on’ anyone who didn’t think they’d already found their promised land was going to consider the possibilities. The ability to use their new windfall to supply a search for an actually good location, slowly, safely, and securely, had some real possibilities.

“But that brings up some other difficulties,” Himeko cautioned, giving me a serious look. “It’s easy to create freeloaders by using that tactic, ones that keep coming back for more. And Mamoru, I’m worried you’re not considering some of the wider possibilities.”

“Nani?” I had to admit, I didn’t have a clue what she was talking about there.

“It’s good to go in with compassion,” she explained, looking at me seriously. “But you seem to be viewing these Little People only as potential victims. What if they’re the villains of the piece?”

I blinked at her a few times and stared.

“You can’t go in assuming this either. But Mamoru, you said you didn’t know why they were doing this. What if we’re dealing with the equivalent of terrorists or a bandit tribe? What if these Little People are outlaws who were driven out by the rest, and that’s why they’re suddenly here?”

I opened my mouth. Nothing came out though, because I realized I had nothing intelligent to say. After a few moments, I shut it again.

“Didn’t even think of that, did you?” Eiko asked slyly.

“Sho-uk,” I asked quickly, over my shoulder. Not coincidentally evading the question. “Are you guys armed and prepared for something like that?”

“Ai,” came back confidently.

I tried not to sigh with relief too dramatically.

“He didn’t,” Eiko confirmed.

“Aoth, that’s a nasty thought,” I admitted. “That would explain this sudden appearance, wouldn’t it?”

“Quite possibly,” Himeko nodded serenely. “And I don’t want us to go in expecting that either. But it’s obvious you were just thinking of the Little People’s vulnerabilities and difficulties, and how they’re obviously the weaker and endangered side here. That is true, that is important, and it should be one of the most important considerations. But if we don’t know anything we can’t assume they’re simply good guys or victims. It’s possible that exterminating them might be the best thing we can do.”

I sucked in a sharp breath through my teeth. I realized that Himeko was going for shock value to make sure I took in the lesson, but that didn’t make it any easier to hear. Which, I suppose, is why she felt she needed to do it, I admitted to myself.

Himeko calmly gave me a few moments to process that.

“I doubt that’s the case,” I continued slowly, making sure I wasn’t making any stupid mistakes. “But you’re right, it’s a real possibility and we have to go in being aware of that.”

“Or they could really be victims, or that it could be any possibility between the extremes,” she reminded me gently. “I’m not saying it’s wrong to be compassionate Mamoru, it’s possible that these Little People have gotten unfairly abused by the world recently and deserve everything we can do for them. In such a case we have a duty to help. But I don’t think you’re used to going in from such a position of strength. I am, and you have to cold-bloodedly assess your assets and the situation. Otherwise you’re just going to strengthen bad people and not have the resources available for the good ones.”

That sounds slightly too cold-blooded, the balance seeking part of me noted analytically. Don’t get me wrong, it sounded pretty good on the surface. But I was pretty sure there were a couple of points about benefit of the doubt, limits of judgement, and compassion that needed to be addressed.

But we weren’t there to debate for hours about the finer points of philosophy or whether Himeko’s statement had been the absolute truth of the universe. And as a basic position to take going in; it was way more sensible than the blinders I’d been wearing.

“I’ll keep it in mind,” I told her politely. I then sighed. “Hopefully it’s all a moot point. Hopefully they’re going to be slightly startled, tell us they weren’t aware they’d already stayed too long, apologize, then move on.”

“Hopefully you aren’t about to adopt a second clan of Little People,” Himeko noted with good humor that just barely hid the undertones of ‘Don’t. That's why I wanted to remind you about not being a sucker’ in that statement.

“Tae!” Sho-uk added feelingly from in the backpack. There was also a slightly muffled chorus of agreement from the other Little People I was carrying along.

“I take it he agrees?” Himeko noted a little curiously, looking at the backpack.

“Looks like it,” I noted, looking over my shoulder. “I don’t know the full details, but it seems like there’s no love lost between the clans of Little People. They don’t actively hate each other, but a respectable distance between each other is necessary.”

“So your apartment is out. And I assume our home is still out as well?”

I hesitated a moment. It was still the next most logical option. “I don’t honestly know,” I admitted. “The kami and Little People not mixing is a good guideline, not an ironclad rule. Do you know how Meikami feels about them?”

Himeko shook her head. “I have no idea.”

“Jawa,” Sho-uk interrupted us.

“Really? Here?” I asked stopping. “I assumed we’d go inside.”

“Tato go ma. Chi kei so.”

“Alright,” I said, awkwardly unbuckling the straps across my chest and then shucking off the massive hiking backpack.

A half-dozen Little People slithered out from under the strapped down top, quickly making their way to the ground while positioning themselves so that I would be standing between them and any onlookers. It felt slightly weird to be the shield after all the times I’d used a backpack or book to hide my spellcasting.

On that note, I thought. “Are you guys sure you’re going to be okay? You don’t need any magic to help you out or make things any easier?”

“Tae na go,” Sho-uk relayed confidently, waving a miniature spear at me in a way that made it perfectly clear he thought he could deal with any threats by himself. “Ju nah.”

I briefly watched them disappear into the underbrush around the building, obviously headed towards nooks and crannies none of us would ever have looked at twice. Even watching them deliberately, they managed to vanish in moments. I then sighed and started to struggle with the hiking backpack.

“Here?” Eiko asked in surprise.

“Apparently,” I shrugged before awkwardly slipping the straps over my shoulders. “I knew it was one of these buildings, I just didn’t know which. Anyway, Sho-uk said we should find an empty room and wait for them to make contact.” I finished putting everything back in place, along with re-buckling the important straps, then we started to search for the front door.

“I must admit,” Himeko noted conversationally, “I didn’t expect one of the engineering buildings. There’s no good reason for that, they make as much sense as anything else on campus, but I didn’t.”

“And I suspect that’s why there’s a kami that’s first thought is to kill them,” I admitted glumly. “I’m projecting and guessing one hell of a lot, but I suspect the kami around here are a little harsher to outside factors like the Little People than some of the other ones.”

“Really?”

“Eh, it’s a guess. But kami are influenced by their surroundings and environment. And I doubt one that’s associated with engineering is going to have much tolerance for something unexpected just forcing its way in and setting up shop. Combine that with their usual dislike for the Little People and it’s no wonder they’re feeling homicidal.”

We stopped all talk on that subject for a while as we entered the building proper, then began our search for somewhere private. We didn’t want to draw attention to ourselves while we looked, and discussing magical beings and kami might not have helped.

Our search took a bit. While it was a weekend we were starting to get close to end of semester exams. There were plenty of students still wandering about, attending special lectures, make up classes, or just studying. Those taking engineering courses were even worse about it than the average Tokyo U student, and that was saying something! As we went through the second floor, Himeko herself noted “you are up to date on your own studies, right Mamoru?”

I nodded. “Yes. I’m still studying of course, I’m not as confident as I was back in high school, but I’m pretty sure I’m alright. How about you?” I suddenly started a little. “This isn’t costing you any study time, is it?”

“I had to cancel today’s session with my karate teacher,” Himeko admitted. “Fortunately, my academics shouldn’t be affected. So long as this doesn’t take too long.”

Admittedly, the search for a suitable room took longer than we’d have expected. We made it all the way to the fifth floor before we found a classroom that was open, private enough, and that we didn’t expect someone else would stumble their way into before twenty minutes had passed.

Eiko clicked the inside lock into place. “Okay, what now?” she asked.

“Now we wait for Sho-uk and the local Little People to make contact,” I reported, trying to find a spot where we couldn’t easily be seen if someone did just look through the doorway. “I doubt it will be long.”

“Ai,” punctuated my statement before it had even finished fading away.

We looked around and soon saw several small bodies lift up the sides of a ceiling tile by the edge of the room before crawling out. Then the party of fourteen Little People quickly launched themselves at the classroom wall, climbed down, and then moved to meet us.

I had just enough time to come up with something to say, assisted by the fact I’d been thinking about the subject since the kami first approached me. “Greetings,” I bowed politely to the group. “Would you prefer to speak from the floor or one of the desks?”

Wordlessly, the group made their way to the lectern at the front of the room and began to climb up it.

Makes sense, I granted with an impressed nod. The lectern was an older one with wooden sides on it. The Little People would be better concealed against a quick glance from most angles.

Once the small party had gathered on top of the lectern several things stood out to me. Once again, I found myself thrown off by the differences in clothing between Sho-uk’s clan and these unfamiliar newcomers. Sho-uk as his fellow clansmen were wearing sturdy clothing made of canvas, I’d donated a slightly worn pair of pants I’d outgrown when cleaning out my closet for the New Year, and I recognized the texture. But even accounting for that advantage their clothing was tight without being snug against their bodies, contained pockets, and looked well tailored.

The newcomers wore what I assumed to be rat hides that seemed a little loose on their bodies. There was some alteration, it wasn’t like they’d simply tanned hides and piled them on, but the sewing and shaping had been minimal. More worryingly, both the hides and the Little People wearing them both showed signs of damage: bruises, cuts, and tears, along with smudges and marks aplenty. It was obvious that these Little People had been through some hard times.

Which, I reminded myself cautiously, doesn’t mean too much. If they launched an ambitious coup against the leader of their old clan, were put down by loyalists, and were then banished, they’d look pretty similar. I didn’t really believe that, but Himeko’s warning made sure I kept myself under control. It had been well timed, without that reality check I might have been a little too much of a sucker for a sob story.

I gave the Little People a moment to collect themselves, took a deep breath, and began to speak as calmly as I could manage.

“Sho-uk probably told you this much already, but just to make sure were all on the same page I want to make sure I say it directly. I am Matsuda Mamoru. This is Meiko Himeko and Kobayashi Eiko,” I hastily gestured to each girl in turn, and Himeko gave the Little People a solemn bow without going too deep.

“Jo-nak,” one of the Little People on the lectern noted sourly, although he did give us a bow in return.

“I’m afraid I’m here on behalf of the kami of the university,” I continued, struggling a little to get the words out. “They feel you are trespassing and want you gone.”

No surprise from any of the Little People, although there was some angry muttering from some of the newcomers towards the back of the lectern.

“Before we go any further,” I said, trying not to sound desperate, “do you have any plans? If it’s just going to be a week before you leave anyway I could try and get them to understand, buy you some time to get ready.”

“Alternatively,” Himeko cut in, calm and steady, “do you have anything to offer? Something we could use to negotiate on your behalf with the kami of the university? We don’t want to be unreasonable here, we’re open to negotiations.”

Jo-nak looked around his fellow clansmen and gestured for them to follow him to the end of the lectern, where they went into a tiny huddle.

I waited a moment, but when it became obvious this might take a minute I turned to Sho-uk and the more familiar Little People there. “Is there anything you think I should know?”

Sho-uk frowned thoughtfully, thanks to the added height of the lectern I could make the expression out easily. “Wa wanga no daho. Na seery no-“

Eiko leaned in closer. “Mamoru?” she asked quietly.

I glanced at the huddled Little People at the other corner. On one hand they were going to hear all of this, and that seemed like a bad idea. We were literally going to talk about them as if they weren’t there, it felt overly rude. On the other hand, they were going to know what we were doing. It made more sense to share the info, and unless I wanted to spend a significant amount of mana we weren’t going to make them doubt our actions for even a moment. It was probably simplest to not go out of our way to keep secrets. Doing it that way would have seemed almost as rude as the simple one, and then it would look like we considered them stupid on top of that since they’d obviously know what we were up to.

Giving in, I did my best to translate and summarize. “Okay, Jo-nak and his clan are refugees. It sounds like something nasty came along and displaced a dark spirit out of its place of power, it retreated and knocked a lesser evil out of its old territory, and that lesser evil then went on to bully the Little People out of their home. They tried to fight, but the lesser evil-” kicked their asses “got the better of them and the survivors fled.”

“There’s an easy solution to that,” Eiko noted with a slightly bloodthirsty grin.

“Not so easy as you think,” Himeko noted, her tone conveying ‘tut-tut’ without her actually saying it. But, tellingly, she didn’t outright contradict Eiko either.

Sho-uk looked thoughtful for a moment too, but after a moment Jo-nak told him something. The unfamiliar Little Person didn’t use any mana this time, so we couldn’t hear anything more than a whisper. Regardless of that, Sho-uk turned back to us after a moment to relay and expand on some new information.

I worry this is turning into a game of telephone, I admitted to myself, even as I resumed the next stage in the telling. “Jo-nak doesn’t think that’s feasible. Even if we did so, their old home is now too close to the original nasty and the darker spirit. Those would be threats big enough to make them consider moving without a direct attack. And Jo-nak’s clan took a real beating in the fight and retreat. They need somewhere safe to hole up and recuperate. That’s why they were willing to risk Tokyo U in the first place.”

Himeko looked thoughtful. “I see their point, but that’s not a solid ‘no’. Do you think we could remove all three of them if we had to?”

I hesitated and thought about it for a moment. Then a little bit longer as I considered it from a few other angles.

“I don’t think it’s impossible,” I finally admitted, slowly as I continued to think. “But I think I have to agree with Jo-nak about it being a bad idea. If it was just the lesser evil and the dark spirt I might want to look into it, but with three separated stages of increasing difficulty I really want to avoid that sort of trouble. I’m confident I could deal with this lesser evil of theirs, and I’m not too worried about the dark spirit either. The one that started this chain of events? That sounds like a conflict I’d want to avoid.”

“Come on Mamoru, how hard could it be?” Eiko cajoled me. She meant it in good humor, but there was a hint of eagerness to fight in her tone.

“This sounds an awful lot like we’re going up the food chain, Eiko,” I responded with deadly seriousness. “And you shouldn’t underestimate the Little People, anything that’s capable of driving them out of their homes is not trivial.”

Sho-uk coughed. Although he used mana to make sure we heard it too, so we knew it was deliberate. And the cough sounded just a little bit like ‘weaker clan’ if you listened closely.

I thought I detected a few hostile glares from Jo-nak’s side of the lectern but decided not to touch on that. “But even if we’re optimistic that’s still asking for trouble,” I continued. “If we’re arrogant and assume this lesser evil is only as dangerous as a really tough alley cat that still puts the dark spirit on the level of a wolf and the original nasty as something closer to a bear.”

“That seems forced,” Eiko couldn’t help but point out, probably too used to my terrible analogies.

“Not really,” I told her, deadly serious. “Remember: these are threats strong enough to force others out of their homes and hunting grounds. You don’t make that sort of effort unless you’re an idiot or you’ve got a pretty good margin over your opponent. I’m not saying we couldn’t beat whatever’s out there, but it’s not a fight I’m eager to start. Especially if we have to take care of the alley cat and wolf on top of that!”

“As a campaign we could manage at our leisure,” Himeko inserted diplomatically, “it sounds pretty reasonable. As something we’d have to rush to complete blindly it sounds like a recipe for disaster. I’d be confident this was our summer homework, but hurrying to get it done before the kami kicks out the Little People strikes me as a bad idea.”

I nodded to her in relief. “This is the sort of thing that could get complicated quickly. We don’t even know what sort of opponents they are. And to use your earlier point against you: what if one or two of them are beings we don’t want to fight? Something like elementals or different kami that aren’t friendly to the Little People but aren’t actually evil either.”

Himeko nodded back at me in understanding. “I see. And the further we get up the food chain the more likely that is.”

“Precisely.” Another thought struck me. “Then toss in the chances that three fights in succession might attract the attention of the Bureau… it just comes off as a bad idea Himeko. Maybe if we’re desperate enough, but it’s pretty much a last resort.”

“Ai.” That affirmative agreement came from Jo-nak, and if he agreed that all but screamed we were dodging a bullet by not doing that.

“So, what do we do?” Eiko asked a little grumpily.

“Well,” I glanced back towards Jo-nak and his clansmen, “I don’t want to jump the gun but my assumption is we’re looking at relocating them. Still,” I looked at Himeko, “your point about negotiation and what they could offer is a good one. Even if the kami around engineering won’t tolerate them there are other parts of Tokyo U, it might be possible to bribe one of the more understanding kami.”

“So long as we don’t use words like ‘bribe’,” Himeko demurred. “But what are our best choices after that?”

“That’s… where it gets tricky,” I admitted. “I’m kind of hoping they have some ideas, because I don’t really have any good ones. If the Meiko mansion is out then… yeah, I can’t think of any good choices.”

“Well, the mansion’s out,” Himeko agreed thoughtfully. “But what about some of our properties? We could try housing them there.”

“It’s… above fighting three fights blindly,” I was obviously lukewarm on that idea.

“You don’t agree?” Himeko’s tone was surprisingly frosty under the circumstances, probably worried I was being stubborn about dismissing her idea when lives were on the line.

“I haven’t seen all the Meiko properties,” I explained hastily, “and I’m willing to believe there’s something. But mostly it just seems like a bad idea. I’ve gotten to know a couple of them as I looked for good places to put mana collectors. You guys mostly have factories and office buildings. That’s not exactly great terrain for the Little People, especially if we’re not going to let a bunch of people in the building know so they’ve got support. But more importantly, I doubt there’s enough mana there to sustain them. They’re going to need at least one reasonably private and secure spot with above average mana if they’re going to survive. And I doubt they’re going to find that in most of the Meiko holdings.”

Oh! I must remember to check that out around here, I realized abruptly. It was a little callous, but that reminded me there most be some sort of hotspot in this building if the Little People had chosen it to do some rest and recovery. And, if they weren’t going to be using it, I certainly wanted to place a collector there.

Himeko settled down with a reluctant sigh. “True.”

A thought struck me. It wasn’t like we had many friends (at least ones in the know) but we did have one more. “How about with Hiro? Do we know if his home has a kami?”

Himeko shook her head. “That’s an even worse idea. The Watanabes are still a little overly security conscious between the assignation attempt and all their internal politicking. I don’t doubt the Little People could survive there in the short term, but in the long term they’d be noticed and found out. I'm sure they're more than a match against any casual cleaning team,” she noted in Jo-nak's direction, "but Watanabe security is the type to periodically sweep for listening devices several times a week."

“Damn it,” I muttered. “Is there anyone else we could ask?”

“That’s the problem with most of the Meiko staff living on site,” Eiko admitted. “There really aren’t any friends or family… hey, Mamoru? What about your family?”

I almost squashed that idea immediately, but gave it a second thought before the words left my mouth.

Himeko looked at me in surprise. “Is that a real possibility?”

“I don’t know,” I replied, frowning as I actually examined it. “The Kanokos are out, I really don’t want to risk any more trouble with them and I don’t think there’s enough mana nearby. The Suzukis are…” I rethought that one again. “Probably not a good idea. That one gets really awkward with Reiji and Saori knowing but their parents being in the dark.”

“Ah,” Himeko looked enlightened. “Agreed. Recruiting them into this and then having them lie to their parents is a bad idea.”

“And Tetsuji might end up being a problem,” I added. That was reaching a little, but my baby cousin could indirectly lead to a lot of trouble if things went wrong. I frowned slightly. “The Taitos have some real possibilities though. But that’s one heck of a trip and…” I shook my head. “Scratch that, they’re out for the same reason Grandma Kanoko’s out. Cousin Daichi still gardens too much at home, they’re too likely to notice or take risky measures if there are Little People about. They’d be fine with regular gardeners, dedicated gardeners like my cousin and grandma who note every mark on every leaf are too much of a risk, especially since there’s no way we could intervene in time if something went wrong.”

Not that I intended or thought I’d intervene at all, but it was good to include that option. Especially if you were trying to convince a clan of sentient beings this was actually a good idea.

“Grandmother and Grandfather Matsuda though,” I frowned slightly. “Now there’s an idea…”

“Oh really?” Himeko’s eyes lit up.

“I don’t like it, and it’s not perfect,” I confessed. “I really don’t like sneaking a clan of Little People into their house and not telling them. But it might just work.”

The ethics of it were a bit iffy. I was trying to convince myself I could have Jo-nak’s clan look out for them, keep an eye on their health and contact me if something was up, when the Little Person himself spoke up. “Tae na do. Ko an sako.”

I almost wilted with relief. “Really?”

“Tae so cana for go.”

“Of course. What are your conditions?”

***

“That is what you were keeping in your backpack?” Eiko stared in disbelief as I set my hiking backpack on the ground and tugged open the flaps and drawstring.

“Of course.”

“What do you mean?! It’s a freaking dollhouse!”

“Two dollhouses,” I noted with deliberate calmness. “They're stacked on top of each other. You can’t see the other one and I’m hardly going to pull it out now.”

“Of course,” Himeko agreed with me blandly, as if what I’d just said was perfectly reasonable. The spark of laughter in her eyes was infectious though, I almost broke right there.

Eiko glared at her friend. “Hime…”

“I don’t see what the problem is,” Himeko wouldn’t meet Eiko’s eyes, looking away lest she grin. “Were you just expecting Mamoru to stuff them in his bag like potatoes?”

Hey, you stole my line! I thought inside my head, more amused than annoyed. I’d basically planned to say that ever since Eiko and Himeko had invited themselves along for this task.

“Seriously though, why did you think I had a bag that was so full but so light?” I asked with a small smirk, glad I could enjoy this much at least. “I knew from the start that relocating the Little People was almost certainly going to be the best option and I wanted to come prepared.”

“But dollhouses? Really?” Eiko protested, still a little flustered by the way we were taking this so casually.

I shrugged. “It was the most sensible solution. I got these for cheap a while back in case something like this arose.” They were reasonably large dollhouses. Not huge, but larger than the average one you saw in a toy aisle. Stacking two on top of each other basically filled my hiking backpack.

Eiko still looked incredulous so I elaborated. “I mean transporting most or all of Sho-uk’s clan, not just a random evacuation of Little People. There’s only so many I can fit in a backpack at a time before it becomes unsafe and uncomfortable. While more than a dozen can fit into a backpack, it starts getting problematical at that point. The average Little Person is tougher than you’d expect, but they’re not that tough!”

Sho-uk shot us a slightly haughty look, but didn’t actually comment. I decided it was best not to press my luck.

“Honestly, I can take more than that,” I continued after a moment, “but it’s taking a risk. When there’s only a few they can spread out, brace themselves, more or less strap themselves to the inside of the backpack. If I’m trying to take forty or more,” I shook my head, “that’s asking for it. If I have to make any sort of unexpected movement it will send a bunch of them flying, and there’s so many in there that they’ll just end up hitting each other.”

“Ja nae so ta,” Sho-uk pointed out seriously.

“Right, good point,” I turned back to the others reflexively. “And that’s with grown warriors. Today I’m going to be transporting everyone that’s left. That means women, children, and the elderly. Having firmly defined spaces they can use to travel in relative comfort and safety is important. Along with reinforced sides to protect them from any hits. Safety first. As much as possible, at least.”

Jo-nak’s clan had made a surprising decision. Well, surprising to me at least. They were outright abandoning Tokyo. Competition in the city was too fierce for the damaged clan, and conditions were apparently only getting more dangerous. They were going to retreat to the wilderness.

Personally, I would have assumed the wilds were more dangerous. At the very least there’d be more predators there: both natural and supernatural. But apparently Jo-nak disagreed, and Sho-uk hadn’t looked shocked or terrified for his fellow Little People. So maybe it was just my own prejudice and assumptions speaking, maybe with more available mana and less humans to dance around Jo-nak’s clan would have it easier

(Or maybe I was trying to deny the feeling of dread that the assertation that Tokyo was getting more dangerous stirred in me. The idea the Little People had noted the rising weirdness, then decided it was best to get leave town, was not a comforting one.)

However, easier didn’t equate with easy. Jo-nak was only making this decision since I offered a simpler and safer way of getting out of Tokyo. It would normally have been doable without me, a human underestimated the Little People at their peril. But with the clan itself in such a bad state it would have been immeasurably harder and Jo-nak had previously decided it wasn’t even worth considering. Too much could go wrong with so many members of the clan being less able; and that was only made worse with so many of the remaining warriors being at less than one hundred percent. An unexpected threat at a crucial time, or simply a critical stumble as they tried to transition onto a bus or train, and they could have ended up losing a good chunk of their remaining clan. Having a willing big person to simply carry them through the tricky parts of the trip made it vastly safer and put it back on the table.

But that didn’t mean they weren’t going to maximize their chances. Even though they’d wanted to be safely away from Tokyo U we’d still ended up paying them to go. I was to make a quick trip to the grocery store, getting a little rice for the Little People as an additional bribe, before making my way out of the city. We probably could have gotten away without it if we’d pressed, but Himeko had quietly confided it could also have been about saving face and we’d both felt a little sympathy for their situation despite her previous warnings. A quick side-trip and a small bag of rice was a small price to pay for negotiations going easily and smoothly.

I snorted mentally. A small price. Yeah, your choice of quest solutions is ‘slay three enemies of increasing power’ or ‘pay 10 silver and go outside the city’. In an RPG I might take the first option in hope of some extra experience. But in the real world, one where I don’t have save points, guides, or respawns, I’ll take option two.

Before I could nitpick that to death, going back and forth with myself about questions of repeatability, economics, and the fact I had already respawned once, the rest of Jo-nak’s clan put in an appearance and I was shocked into silence. I’d seen a fair number of Little People before, but I realized that was mostly warriors, scouts, and craftspeople in the prime of their lives.

That no longer applied to Jo-nak’s clan. He still had about a dozen warriors, enough of a frontline that they weren’t doomed, but there were nearly thirty dependants with them. Women, children, and elderly that were being supported by their younger family members as they trekked over to my backpack. They carried a meager number of possession with them, and most of the clan showed signs of injury too. Nothing too major, a burn here, a bandage there, a limp. But that’s when you realized that the ones who’d been hurt any worse hadn’t made it.

Looking at them, and their slow progress, suddenly Jo-nak’s reasoning made a lot more sense. A fortifiable location, plenty of food, and a safe distance from all the random crap humans bring into life, I thought, my eyes tightening as I took in the sight. He’s right, they need more security if they’re going to recover. Going outside of Tokyo might decrease their safety in some regards, there was no getting around that. They were going to face more everyday hardship. But it was going to turn the chance of disastrous days and circumstances way down, they’d have more room to maneuver away from human civilization and less chance that one of us would do something that turned their world upside down. They no longer had the margin to survive that sort of thing, and Jo-nak had realized it. There would still be risks of world-shaking calamities, typhoons and forest fires were still going to be things, but they could rule out humanity suddenly deciding ‘hey, that building needs to be torn down’ or ‘we’d better fumigate this area’ or simply ‘I haven’t had too much to drink, I’m not going to run into anything when driving home’ as regular threats. Under the circumstances, it was easy to see why they were going for a more naturalized approach.

Of course, no sooner had I finished that thought that then several Little People swerved away from the backpack in the direction of Sho-uk.

Sho-uk, who’d been overseeing everything from on top of the lectern while a few of his clan helped the refugees, looked grim but not surprised. Wordlessly, he slid down the side of the lectern and moved to meet them halfway.

Eiko glanced between the interplay and the bulk of Jo-nak’s clan in confusion. “What’s going on?” she asked. Most of the Little People were calmly lining up and crawling into my backpack, the ones less physically able being assisted by heartier clan members.

“I’m not sure,” I reported as Sho-uk met the exceptions halfway and began to talk. Despite that, I did have an inkling.

A glance in Jo-nak’s direction only furthered my suspicions. Jo-nak was organizing things from on top of my backpack. Despite his size, his body language all but verified my suspicions as he gave the exceptions a sour look before turning back to concentrate on the rest.

I looked towards Himeko, and the expression in her eyes suggested she’d figured it out too. However, I wasn’t going to say anything before the Little People spoke up. There had to be a dozen cultural nuances and factors in play I wasn’t aware of, any of which could have changed things in a way I didn’t expect.

Or simply that me summing it up in a clumsy and rude way might screw things up, I admitted. It didn’t seem likely, but I was still holding my breath in hope that we could actually save everyone without any casualties. I wasn’t going to mess things up at the last moment if I could easily avoid it.

After a minute Sho-uk nodded. The extra Little People bowed deeply to him and then hurried off back to the rest. As Sho-uk turned around and started to return to us Himeko carefully asked him “So. Immigrants?”

Sho-uk finished clambering up the lectern before answering, probably just appreciating the chance to speak to us from something a lot closer to eye-level than normal. “Ai. Ja ne ko satta for a-“

“Pretty much,” I translated. “He doesn’t want to go into all the nuances with outsiders, but Little People are allowed to switch their clans. It sounds like it’s usually frowned upon, but special circumstances do apply and this whole mess is close enough.”

“How many?”

“Nasu.”

“Seven,” I replied. I glanced a little closer at the knot near my backpack. It was hard to be sure without getting closer and deploying a magnifying glass, but I could read body language and clothing. “Looks like a family with three young kids and one single father with a young daughter combo,” I noted softly. “You can probably read into that.”

Himeko nodded curtly and her quick glance told Eiko and I not to say anything more. We couldn’t be certain, but those combos were a little suggestive. Little People who were worried about the safety of their kids if they moved out of Tokyo and into the wilderness. Or maybe they just prefer the Tokyo school district, my inner voice rolled its eyes and noted sarcastically. Don’t assume too much, that’s one reason Himeko doesn’t want you saying anything more.

“I count forty-four in total,” Eiko noted. “That’s over a sixth of the remainer. Are they going to be okay losing that many?”

We could see Sho-uk sigh. But the only thing he actually did was shrug and tell us “des.”

And that sums it up, I thought glumly, it’s anyone’s guess. It could be a dog-eat-dog world in the shadows, and survival was not guaranteed. Combine that with the stubborn pride of something near humans, a definite flaw of the Little People, and it became extra hard to tell what would happen. Sometimes you could power through and survive in triumph, succeeding against the odds. And sometimes your pride caused you to ride desperate chances down in flames. But I’d do my part, and time alone would tell whether Jo-nak’s clan would survive.

Himeko frowned suddenly as she was struck by something. “Mamoru,” she asked, abruptly sounding a little suspicious. “How many Little People are there already in Sho-uk’s clan these days?”

“Uh…” it was probably telling how Sho-uk and I both flushed a little and looked awkward in unison.

Himeko’s gaze only sharpened. “Mamoru…”

“Well, it’s not like they’re providing me an annual census,” I evaded a little desperately. “They’re entitled to their own privacy and secrets.”

“And they casually sent over a third of this whole clan with you in craftsmen to help you with construction,” Himeko’s tone was pointed.

“Um…” there was no way out of it. “I don’t honestly know,” I continued carefully, “but… well… there’s a reason I purchased two dollhouses in order to brace my backpack on the off chance I needed to move a lot of them.”

Himeko just continued to glare at me, while Eiko looked torn between amusement and concern at the realization of just how many Little People were ‘temporarily’ living in my building while I provided them with support. It was getting harder and harder to dispute that 'sucker' title.
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I frowned slightly as my phone rang. Most of that was annoyance at the interruption, I was doing some studying. Exams were getting closer and it was important I kept up my revision. Granted, it was mostly important so I could be absolutely sure I had a margin for when I got interrupted by things like this. I felt pretty confident in my abilities, if less so than back in high school. But still.

The other part of the annoyance was the fact it was an unknown number. That bodes ill, I thought uneasily as I accepted the call. “Moshi moshi. Matsuda Mamoru speaking.”

“Uh… hello,” the unfamiliar voice fumbled on the other end.

I frowned slightly. “Is this a wrong number?” I asked politely. “It’s alright if it is, what number were you trying to reach?”

“No, no!” their tone turned surprisingly urgent. “That’s the right name, I guess. I hadn’t heard it pronounced before. We’ve never actually met, I was just given your number by Abe Hajime.”

It took me a moment to place Abe. When I remembered he was Himeko’s successor on the Student Council my blood ran cold. Ah crap, what now? I asked, bracing myself.

“It’s… ah… I’m not exactly sure how to say this,” the guy continued hesitantly, all but confirming my suspicions. “But Sensei-, you know, the special one, could use your help.”

Fuck it, I sighed softly to myself, already changing position and pushing away from my desk. ‘Let’s wake up a kami! It will be a good experiment, give me a chance to learn about spirits!’ What the hell was I thinking? I really couldn’t complain about things like this, it was my own damn fault I was in this position.

“Damn it,” I muttered softly. But before my caller could say anything I hurried ahead with a more normal. “I assume you’re at the school?”

“Yes?”

“I’ll be there in half an hour.”

I could practically hear the smile in the other person’s voice. “Thank you, thank you, thank you! I’ll meet you by the front gates!”

We cut the connection simultaneously. I was already going over a checklist of supplies I should bring along, just in case. I doubted this would be anything major, but if someone was desperate enough to dive into the numbers they’d been given and call me-

That brought me up short. Wait a second, who called me? Cursing out loud this time, I realized I was going to be going to the school, while carrying a bunch of magical supplies, and with no idea who the hell I was supposed to be talking to! Aoth damn it, Mamoru, I raged internally. You do it to yourself! You really are hopeless!

Praying I wasn’t about to make things even worse, I resumed my packing and hoped I could blunder my way through this one without getting myself into deeper trouble. After all, I was going back to my old high school. That had a worryingly high correlation of me needing to talk to the police afterwards. Maybe I’ll get lucky this time, I thought bitterly. Maybe it’ll just be the fire department.

***

Pros, I thought as I nervously walked up to my old high school gate. I should have Sensei-san willing to help me. Plus whoever phoned me. Maybe Shinji if I’m really desperate and lucky.

That last one might have been stretching it. Not that I thought Shinji wouldn’t help me if I pleaded for it (well, help me within reason), but because I doubted he was available. It was almost Father’s Day, and Himeko was planning something significant for their father. After some of the unpleasantness of the last year, especially the bit with his father, she wanted to do something extra special and comforting. She was away from her phone, and I suspected that might have been why I’d gotten the call about Sensei-san directly instead of going through her as a stepping stone. Given how BIG Himeko went when she was in a mood like this, especially if no one was holding her back, I figured there was a good chance that Shinji had either already been roped into her schemes, or he was hiding from everyone until the danger had passed. In either of those cases, he was not going to be available to help me!

Cons, I continued, trying not to sweat as I hesitated on the threshold. Kaede and Inoue Sakura. And also pretty much the rest of the school, who are going to take one look and then mark me down as a suspicious weirdo. Only the seniors might recognize me at this point, to everyone else I was going to be a huge gaijin-looking stranger carrying a bunch of odd bags. I might as well have been holding up a sign that said ‘call the police’. Hell, that would have been less suspicious! I could have added some smaller text about it being a public awareness program and people would have been more at ease, going ‘oh, that explains it!’ to themselves and laughing it off. I couldn’t even use the ‘don’t notice me’ talisman this time, not if I hoped to meet whoever I was supposed to. Some days just sucked!

Before I could convince myself to retreat, or try a different approach of some sort, a student jerkily advanced to meet me. “Matsuda Mamoru?” he asked nervously.

I looked him over. He was fairly unremarkable looking overall, a little on the gangly and homely side for a senior. A bit taller than average, but I was still a head taller than that, and nearly twice as broad. “Yes,” I replied shortly.

The guy let out a huge exhale of release. “Great! I’m Shinohara Hiyashi,” he introduced himself with a deep bow, “Student Council President. I’m so grateful you’re here, sempai!”

Well, I’m in it now, I sighed softly to myself. I crossed the threshold into the school but activated the ‘don’t notice me’ talisman to a low level. “So, I take it from your call that something’s up with Sensei-san?”

The naked relief in Shinohara’s face that I knew what he was talking about, that I wasn’t going to call him nuts or force him to try and explain the kami, made me feel a little better about everything. “Yes! Sensei-san doesn’t exactly know what it is, just that it feels wrong in some way. We tried looking around, tried to figure out what was going on, but we couldn’t. They told us that in cases like this we should contact you.”

“Alright, do you have any more clues?”

“No! Just that it feels wrong somehow.” There was a touch of desperation in Shinohara’s face at that one. Which was totally understandable now that I thought about it. He was probably willing to face a lot of things as a Student Council President, but trying to take care of a kami when something started going wrong was a bit past what he could have expected.

“Alright,” I sighed, “lets go to the roof and do a quick check out on his little hokaru, cross off the obvious first and see if the problem’s at his shrine.” I took off at a quick pace, forcing Shinohara to stretch his legs in order to keep up.

“Is this going to be a problem?” He pressed. “Is this urgent?”

Gods, I hope this isn’t going to be a habit. Abe wasn’t like this when he was forced to call me. I wasn’t looking forward to a whole decade of nervous presidents like Shinohara calling me before Sensei-san stabilized.

Of course, Abe Hajime had actually met me in person and we’d had interactions before the all the supernatural revelations came up, my conscience couldn’t help but prod me and point out. It was understandable both why Abe had been more confident talking to me about things like this and why Shinohara wasn’t unjustified in his behaviour. So I took care to try and keep my voice even as I answered.

“I don’t know. I doubt it, not at this point at least. I assume if Sensei-san’s aware something is up and telling you to contact me than things are probably okay, in the worst-case scenario this should be a wound that needs to be taken care of but we’re going to get to it well before anything’s actually infected.”

A nasty thought occurred to me and I shot him a worried an annoyed look. “Why? You haven’t been delaying things, have you? He didn’t ask about this a week ago and you’ve procrastinated all this time?”

“No no no!” Shinohara protested desperately. “Nothing like that!” His voice grew a little smaller. “Well, one day. That’s alright, isn’t it?”

I sighed out loud this time, a mixture of relief and frustration. “Probably,” I admitted. “It’s good not to delay for the really bad things, but I’m pretty sure Sensei-san would have let you know immediately if it was something like that.” To avoid panicking him too much (and prevent a few unnecessary calls to check things out in the future) I softened my voice and added. “At a guess, you probably made the right call. Making sure there really is a problem is a better idea than accidentally crying wolf.”

Shinohara went silent for a little, but started speaking again as we climbed the stairs. “So, you’ve dealt with stuff like this before?”

“We don’t know what this is,” I reminded him, forcing myself to keep my voice even this time. “But, generally speaking, yes. Sensei-san’s a young kami, and a little premature. They're still a little vulnerable in some respects so I’ve had to do a few…” what did I call them? “Checkups and fixes from time to time.”

We fell silent as we began the ascent up the stairs, with my longer legs and desire to get this over with I was usually taking three at a time. I didn’t have anything more to say and the quick climb left Shinohara a little breathless. We didn’t speak again until we reached the roof.

No twitches from the warning bracelet, I noted with a hint of relief. That’s a good sign. After a quick check to make sure we were alone on the roof, I addressed the air. “Sensei-san,” I noted calmly, “do you have anything to add at this point?”

“No,” Sensei-san’s calm voice came from around Shinohara’s chest. Given this was the third person I’d seen Sensei-san project his voice from, Himeko, Abe, and now Shinohara, it didn’t take a genius to realize Shinohara was also keeping the mithril magatama on a necklace. “It’s as Shinohara-san claims. Something feels off, significantly so, but I can’t quite tell how or why.”

I frowned slightly. “But it doesn’t feel too serious?”

“No. It feels… unsettling but not serious. However, we’ve taken your previous warnings to heart. This has persisted for just over a day now, so we called you.”

“Good,” I nodded firmly. I wasn’t happy to be called back to my old high school, but it sure beat the worst-case scenarios with Sensei-san! “An ounce of prevention is worth a pound of cure,” I reminded them. “I doubt it’s anything major, but it’s best that you called.”

Shinohara looked about ready to melt with relief after seeing me interact with Sensei-san that calmly and smoothly.

“I guess there’s an obvious follow-up question: anything strange happen in… let’s say the last two weeks? Anything that might have prompted this?”

“No,” Sensei-san relayed serenely. “The students have been considerably stressed out, worried about their upcoming tests before the summer break. But apart from that I can’t think of anything, and even that was worse last year than this one.”

So no sabotage? No arsonists? No madmen punching their way through the school in search of Inoue Sakura? I thought with a touch of bitterness. Don’t get me wrong, I was glad they weren’t having to deal with anything like that. But it did make me a little resentful of the weirdness I’d had to deal with in my time.

Well, help deal with, the more honest part of me prodded my memory sharply. I’d done my part with all of those incidents, no one could deny it. But if I thought back on them I’d have remembered that Himeko was the main person to deal with all of them, I’d had more of a secondary role.

A little embarrassed by that, I swung the naginata bag off my shoulder, then reached inside it to touch the flying talisman. “Alright,” I said as normally as I could manage, “since I’m already here I’ll do the obvious and checkout your hokaru first. Let me know if that triggers anything.”

Shinohara let out a small yelp as I floated upwards (smooth move Mamoru, my conscience snarked yet again, very smooth. That was a sensible thing to do in front of a new acquaintance with zero warning) to have a look on top of the stair alcove. Unsurprisingly, both the mana collector and small hokaru up there looked untouched. Oh, and my old reservoir, I noted distractedly. I tended to forget that was even there, but given its relatively robust construction I really didn’t need to worry.

I gave the trio a once over with ‘mage sight’ to be on the safe side. “No more baseballs hitting you this time? Or something more significant, like a lightning strike?”

“No,” Sensei-san’s voice was slightly fainter. “Nothing since the previous incident.”

I studied the arrangement for a good minute, ironically only taking that long because I didn’t expect to find anything and I was forcing myself to pay extra close attention lest I miss the obvious. Unsurprisingly, there was nothing worth noticing and I started floating back downwards.

I jolted slightly, almost letting out a yelp equal to Shinohara’s, as I saw he’d been joined by a second boy. And that both were watching me. For better or worse, the new guy was much calmer about everything and was observing me with only mild curiosity and interest.

Shinohara flushed slightly as I landed. Before I could say anything he quickly said “Matsuda-san, please meet Yoshida Eiji. Eiji-san, this is our sempai, Matsuda Mamoru.”

Eiji was a little shorter than Shinohara but also on the handsome side. Something which threw me off for a moment as he bowed politely to me and then noted. “Don’t worry, I know about Sensei-san too. I’m this guy’s boyfriend.”

I paused a moment in my return bow, but recovered pretty quickly. I was more shocked that someone else knew about Sensei-san than their sexual orientation, and now that I’d been prompted I could vaguely remember Himeko telling me that Shinohara was gay. “I’m glad to meet you, Yoshida-san. Do you have anything more to add to this whole situation?”

“Nope,” he replied cheerfully. “But I’m here to help out if the need arises.”

I thought about that a moment, then shrugged and let it go. I doubted that, but the universe had slapped me in the face too many times with surprises for me to be rude about it. “There are worse ideas,” I admitted, “I don’t know what we’re dealing with yet, another pair of hands might be useful.”

“So what do we do now?” Shinohara asked a little nervously.

“Now I’d say it’s time to break out the medium strength guns,” I noted, looking at the stairwell thoughtfully. “I don’t have any brilliant ideas about how to proceed otherwise and I don’t want to just walk away if Sensei-san is sure there’s a problem of some sort. I’m not going to go crazy tearing up the school to find something, but if he says there’s something going on then it deserves a little bit of attention.” In effect I was trying to channel Dr. Yorozu, he wouldn’t jump straight to booking an MRI or exploratory surgery if one of his patients told him ‘I feel funny’, but he’d make sure to do a reasonably thorough checkup before he sent them away.

I glanced back at Shinohara and Yoshida, fighting off a smirk. A minute ago I’d doubted Yoshida could help, but now something obvious occurred to me. “This will probably take ten or twenty minutes, I need you two to stand in front of me and make sure no one spots anything. I doubt they will, but knowing my luck this is when Inoue Sakura’s finally going to walk directly in on me.”

Shinohara made a face while Yoshida laughed knowingly. “That’s right, you were here when she arrived! I forgot, I thought you were a few years older than that.”

I paused a moment. I’m not sure how to take that, I thought, almost bemused. Especially since, as much as I tended to forget it these days, I was older than that.

That feeling only got worse when a shocked Shinohara noted “you’re only two years older than us?!”

Yoshida laughed again. “Don’t you remember, Shinny-kun? He was Meiko Himeko’s friend.” He frowned slightly. “In fact, weren’t you the top scorer of that year?”

Shinohara blushed fiercely and started to stutter out an apology, obviously mortified at his screwup. I took pity on him and smiled. “Don’t worry, it’s not like I remember the top graduates of my first or second year either. I’m kind of surprised you remember Himeko.”

“Hey,” Yoshida pretended to be affronted, “we may be gay but we have eyes. Himeko was incredible: brains, beauty, and brawn. And even if we didn’t want to do her she wore the uniform better than almost anyone else, of course we remember her.”

I fought back a laugh of my own, damn Yoshida was charming! “Alright, I can’t argue that one. Heck, you could argue that sort of thing is why I remember Inoue Sakura.”

“Just in the opposite direction,” Shinohara muttered feelingly.

I looked at him sympathetically, remembering that he had to be the one sitting on her this year. I didn’t doubt she was a mixture of a great resource and a willful pain-in-the-ass. “How many boyfriends is she up to this year?” I asked sympathetically.

“Too many.” Shinohara sighed.

I nodded. “Yeah. No surprises there. Anyway, not revealing what I can do or Sensei-san’s existence to her is a high priority. So, as much as I hate to ask something this simple, a couple of human shields will help.”

“Alright,” Yoshida smiled, “it’s not like hanging out on the rooftop with my boyfriend’s a horrible chore.”

“Thank you,” I nodded at the pair, then started casting my spells.

That startled the two of them! Even Yoshida didn’t quite take it in stride as the sigils started materializing, forming a magic circle against the side of the stairwell. They didn’t say anything though, simply doing their best to brush it off and form a human wall against any potential onlookers. There weren’t likely to be any, the angle you would have needed to make out the spell required that an unnoticed watcher either had to be looking at me through binoculars or flying in mid-air. But better safe than sorry, and if someone else did come up to the roof I’d have been pathetically grateful they were there.

Wow, there’s a little irony here, I realized as I cast the spells. The last time I’d used this particular set of spells I’d been investigating the onryo with my cousins. Using it on yet another school, this time to help the school’s resident spirit instead of trying to hunt them down, felt simultaneously nostalgic and weird. If the spells had been a little easier, and risks had been a bit lower, I’d probably have been outright amused.

More importantly, the spells did give me some results. Those results were also a little nostalgic, but a lot less amusing. I checked through a number of factors, essentially getting a better read on Sensei-san’s general ‘health’ for lack of a better term, but pretty soon a glaring anomaly became apparent. Something was definitely ‘off’ like they said. I frowned slightly and focused my attention on the area.

“Oh for fuc-!“ I cut my angry outburst off as my probing turned up a major clue as to what was happening.

“Sempai?” Shinohara asked instantly, looking serious and concerned.

It took me a good ten seconds to get a hold of myself, then I let out a long, slow breath to try and calm down. “Well, the good news is,” I reported with annoyed humor, “you and Sensei-san weren’t wrong, there is a problem.”

Shinohara tensed up even further. “What is it?”

“Let’s go and check it out first,” I continued, gradually losing tension as I pulled back. “I know the basic area of where it is, and once I’m there I should be able to zero in on it pretty easily. But I’m almost certain this is another student messing with occult nonsense.”

“Um…” Shinohara hesitated, and even Yoshida looked like he was fighting not to say anything.

I sighed deeply. It wasn’t hard to guess. “It’s a long story. All right, short version. I’m what you might call a mage. I know what I’m doing, what’s real and what’s out of a poorly written fanfiction or internet conspiracy theory. When I use magic I craft finely honed machines out of properly made parts. This sort of shit is usually what happens when a delusional dingus solders half a dozen random electronic components together and then plugs the mess into a wall socket. Best case scenario: it doesn’t work. Worst case scenario: it blows up and sets the building on fire.”

I was overstating and oversimplifying things of course. But that was because I was once again dealing with stupid student occultism at my old high school. Aoth damn it, I thought a little bitterly, as much as I’ve screwed up in subordinating myself to the Tokyo U kami that’s one chore I’ve not had to do for them!

(To be fair, part of that was because the Tokyo U kami were usually strong and experienced enough to take care of that level of problem all by themselves. They probably could and would have gotten me to do it, but it would have been cutting off their noses to spite their faces. It happened a lot less often with Tokyo U students to begin with, and when things like this came up it was rare the closest kami wouldn’t clean up the resultant mess rather than waiting around for ages, letting it stink up their area, just so they could summon me to deal with it. It would have been like letting a dog poop in your living room and then waiting two days for someone else to come around and clean it up.)

I led our little trio through the school as we talked. “Why’s that such a problem for Sensei-san then?” Shinohara asked, looking around furtively as he did so.

“It probably isn’t,” I replied as I walked. “It probably just feels weird and wrong to him but isn’t going to do much. As problems go, this is almost certainly just mild and harmless.” I thought about it for a few moments. “Think about someone accidentally using too much or the wrong type of detergent in your clothing. Not enough to cause a real problem, but enough that it gives you a small rash where it rubs against you. That’s the sort of problem we’re dealing with here. Most likely.”

“Most likely?” Shinohara’s voice rose a little higher on the second word.

“That’s what I’m checking,” I confessed. I exited the stairwell and suddenly realized I’d be headed towards science lab one. Huh, that feels a little ironic too, I admitted to myself. It was nearly in my old lab, the nostalgia almost stung.

“It’s not likely anything more than that, but it’s always possible,” I continued. “It would be irresponsible for me not to check. There’s always a chance this is worse than I think it is, or it’s somehow positioned in just the right way at just the right time to do something significant.”

“Remember Fuyu’s little ‘prank’ earlier this year?” Yoshida asked his boyfriend wryly.

Shinohara winced at the memory. “Oh. Like that.”

“Do I want to ask?” I could make a halfway decent guess about the basics just from context.

“It was…”Shinohara hesitated and frowned. “Wow. I get what you mean about how much explaining something would take when it wouldn’t be worth it.”

I also understood that, but it still felt like I’d missed something. “When did I’d say that?”

“You sort of implied it earlier, with how curt you were being and the short explanations.”

I screeched to a halt.

“Matsuda-san?” Shinohara said uncertainly.

A dozen little factors ran through my mind now that Shinohara had brought me up short. And he’d done it accidentally. Of course he did! my conscience scowled at me. You’re his senior, and he’s called you in to deal with a supernatural problem he has no other recourse to deal with, one that could potentially hurt people. He’s going to be completely polite and deferential.

And when you looked at our interactions through that lens, and thought about how I was acting and how he knew nothing about me... “Aaargh!” I muttered softly but feelingly under my breath, feeling a sharp flush of shame and embarrassment.

“Sempai?” Shinohara sounded even more nervous.

About the worst thing in the world I could have done was stop there. This was not the place for an honest conversation, even if you didn’t include such factors as Inoue Sakura or my cousin! That just made the next step bite even harder.

“I’ll tell you in a minute,” I said, taking care to sound much gentler this time. “First, let’s get to the lab room.” I resumed walking, but this time I kept in mind my leg length and moved at a reasonable pace, instead of forcing them to use the near jog they’d previously needed to keep up with me. Smooth moves Mamoru, smooth moves.

“That’s where we’re going?” Shinohara asked, surprised.

“I’m pretty sure,” I said more reasonably. “I’ll need to look around a little bit, I could get a basic area but not the exact location. It felt near enough to the wall it might have been lab two and I was mistaken.”

Shinohara looked a little confused at this new, reasonable Matsuda Mamoru he was dealing with, instead of the abrupt, impatient, and insensitive idiot I'd acted ever since the phone call. It choked me up not apologizing straight away, but being interrupted in the hallway was about the only way I could possibly make everything worse!

Of course, just to continue the comedy of errors, the door to lab one was locked. “Drat,” Shinohara admitted nervously, “I wasn’t thinking, I left the keys back in the room.”

“Damn it,” I muttered, letting more frustration show before I could catch myself. “Give me a second, it should be simple enough I can use a spell to manipulate it even if I can’t see-“

Sensei-san gently flexed their own powers. The door clicked open.

“Or we could just do that,” I admitted. “Thank you, Sensei-san,” I bowed slightly towards the school.

“You’re welcome, Matsuda-san,” Sensei-san replied serenely. “I desire to see this sorted out as quickly as you do.”

I shooed the pair of students into the lab and then shut the door behind them. “Right,” I declared firmly, “first things first.”

Shinohara almost jumped over a desk as I spun around to face him and them bowed deeply, going as low as I could manage.

“I apologize, Shinohara-san,” I told him, holding the position. “I didn’t mean to come off as such an angry, arrogant, bastard. But I now realize that’s how I must have appeared.”

“It’s okay, you don’t have to do that!” Shinohara squeaked a little.

I did take the opportunity to straighten up, but I decided not to just leave it at that. As tempting as it was, and as much as I still felt like I should hurry, I had screwed up and I owed it to everyone to fix it. It helped that Yoshida just looked amused, so I was pretty sure Shinohara wasn’t too badly off, but that didn’t excuse my actions.

“No, I do,” I repeated a little grimly. “I’ve gotten too used to dealing with people who already know me, or who already know abut the supernatural. And when I do have to deal with situations like this, often times it’s Himeko making sure this side of things doesn’t get screwed up. On top of that I’m not used to working with someone in your position, someone who is younger than me but is also a responsible adult.”

Yoshida grinned even wider, but refrained from making whatever crack had obviously occurred to him.

“Combine all that with stress over my own upcoming exams and an eagerness to get this done, an irrational annoyance at coming back to high school again, and some dread over what happened with another kami, and I fear I have come off as much worse than I should have.”

Shinohara didn’t look entirely convinced, but he was calming down. I didn’t mention that his own nerves, uncertainty, and overreactions (and you’d better believe my conscience coughed and muttered hypocrite when it heard me using those terms to critique someone else) had played a part, they still were much more reasonable and better justified than my actions had been. They might have been mistakes, slightly overdone, but from his perspective it was a lot better to be safe than sorry. He had no supernatural powers and had been looking to see a kami get help, of course he'd acted like that!

After a moment’s consideration I reached for my backpack and after a few seconds of struggles extracted a pair of business cards.

“Two cards?” Shinohara asked uncertainly, even as he reflexively took the pair of them respectfully.

“One for more public consumption,” I reported, “and one for situations like this.”

“And don’t I get anything?” Yoshida complained playfully from the background.

After a moment’s consideration I rolled my eyes, smiled, and passed a pair on to him as well. I should probably note I was giving them unaltered versions of my ‘Master Matsuda’ cards. I had made another one that could be burned to contact me, but I was keeping that one for a true problem. These ones, if you lit them on fire, would just combust.

“What do you mean something happened to another kami?” Shinohara asked, almost calmly, when I was done. He’d settled down a little more, like I’d hoped, but he still sounded concerned.

I winced. “Another kami that I…” I struggled to find the words that described Kameiko and I’s relationship.

“Kameiko,” Sensei-san cut in, a little grimly. “I heard.”

We all looked towards Shinohara’s chest in surprise. “You did?” I blurted. That had been another concern of mine, that I needed to break it to Sensei-san.

I got the impression of a nod. “Sarutahiko Okami sent messengers to Kameiko’s associates to warn them about what had happened.”

“Sarutahiko Okami?!” Shinohara blurted out in turn. I drew a little comfort in how he no longer seemed afraid of me.

“Are you alright, Sensei-san?” I asked tentatively. “I know you considered Kameiko to be a sempai of yours.”

There was a long pause, and after a moment both the younger students looked to me in concern.

“It… bothers me,” Sensei-san finally admitted, slowly. “I cannot find fault with the king’s judgement, Kameiko overstepped himself so completely that I cannot argue it. I have felt that temptation at times, but I forbore. Why couldn’t he? And if even I could realize what he was doing was wrong, why didn’t he stop himself? It… makes no sense to me, Matsuda-san!”

I felt a familiar pit in the bottom of my stomach. “I know, Sensei-san, I know.” Sensei-san was such an inhuman mix of wise and innocent at times, trying to navigate things like this terrified me.

“What happened?” Shinohara asked, his tone gentler and more compassionate than I’d heard from him yet, he directed his question towards Sensei-san.

“It…” Sensei-san fell silent.

“A kami overstepped his bounds,” I reported, trying to keep things as neutral as possible. “Really overstepped his bounds. He was the kami of a house and he was going to exert control over members of his family at an entirely different house.”

Both Shinohara and Yoshida recoiled physically at that declaration. Yeah, I probably could have done that one better, I admitted to myself, been a bit gentler about it. I doubted Sensei-san had truly showed them the potentially terrifying side of kami abilities up until now, I immediately started to worry I’d damaged their relationship with the school’s kami.

“I miss my sempai,” Sensei-san admitted. “I wish I could ask him… but I no longer can. He is explicitly forbidden from overstepping like that again, and I have no ability to reach him.”

I tried not to worry everyone’s reactions and hastened to add “In fairness to Kameiko, it wasn’t his fault. Or, at least not all his fault. He acted foolishly, really foolishly, but the idea and justification came from a human who was trying to use him. He should have known better, Sarutahiko Okami did not punish him capriciously, but he was manipulated into making the mistake.”

“Damn it,” Yoshida muttered, losing his smile for the first time since I’d seen him. “Does high school never end?”

“It does seem like one of the things we’d deal with,” Shinohara admitted frankly. “Where one student manipulates another into doing something stupid and against the rules. Only with a kami.”

“It gets better. Slightly,” I tried to comfort them instinctively. I then frowned, and with my usual honestly/stupidity amended it to. “Well, not so much better. It’s more that all the people get more sophisticated, and you longer know everyone so intimately. Sometimes I kind of miss knowing all my classmates as well as I did. The sense of community. But I didn’t miss how stupid and gullible so many of them were. And I guess the distance cuts down on all the peer pressure and collective stupidity. A little.”

I stopped my babbling before I truly depressed the pair. And I probably wasn’t the right person to comment on the subject anyway. Between my usually asocial status on one hand (because that sure hadn’t changed since high school!) and the weirdly over socialized and connected exposure I had being so close to Himeko on the other hand, I got a really twisted view of the Tokyo U community!

After a moment I sighed. “This is why Himeko calls me hopeless,” I muttered. A little louder I told the two “we should put that aside. What’s really important is that Sensei-san’s… affected a little by that.”

“It’s not a problem, Matsuda-san,” Sensei-san hastened to reassure me.

I gave Shinohara’s chest a stern look. “You don’t fool me, Sensei-san,” to the pair of students I added, “it’s one of the small concerns with Sensei-san being so young and inexperienced. They’re very strong and smart in most respects, but they’re also inexperienced and still forming in a couple of key areas. Intellectually they probably put all of us to shame. Emotionally, well, it’s hard to tell since they’re a kami. But…”

I trailed off as I tried to come up with a way to say ‘they’re an emotionally mature kindergartener’ without sounding insulting.

Shinohara filled the silence with a surprisingly firm “they need emotional support and education. Right. That makes sense, that’s what we’ve been doing since this job was handed off to me.”

“Oh, right,” Yoshida looked enlightened as he looked back at his previous experiences with the kami through a new lens, “it really does!”

I nodded along, pleased to see this side of the two. “Right, so as important as this hunt for whatever-this-is might seem-“

Shinohara interrupted me this time. Politely, of course, but still showing a little more of the confidence the Student Council President should have. “And that’s still important, Matsuda-san. But that’s something you can do. And I don't doubt it’s helping Sensei-san in the process. Why don’t you take care of that task, while we have a talk with Sensei-san?”

I hid a small smile. I guess the school is in good hands after all.

***

For the next twenty minutes that’s what we did. I gave the wall where I was pretty sure the problem lay a thorough examination through ‘mage sight’ but wasn’t able to spot the disturbance. After failing using that method I decided to go old school, getting on my hands and knees, opening up the cabinets full of lab equipment, and feeling around for anything that felt wrong. After about ten minutes of searching I eventually felt something hidden on the other side of one of the cabinets, an icky feeling of corrupt and jangled energies. I marked the spot, and the rest of the time was spent finding a tool I could slip down the gap between the cabinet and the wall to fish it out.

During that time Yoshida and Shinohara had a solemn discussion with Sensei-san at the other end of the room. I couldn’t hear much, everyone kept their voices low, but from the odd word I did catch it seemed like it was just a solid, common sense fueled but compassionate examination of what they were feeling and why. Shinohara and Yoshida sounded more like teachers than students. The good kind, the wise, attentive, and patient sort you always hoped you’d get but rarely did.

It might also be a lesson in the strength of amateurs, I reflected, grunting a little as I used an old fashioned meterstick to push along something hidden behind the cabinets. They had no knowledge or experience- I broke off the thought a moment to softly swear as the meterstick caught on something and I had to reposition it. No knowledge or experience, but that meant they came at things with a clear mind, no prejudices or expectations.

I didn’t want to overromanticize that. That could have gone horribly wrong, our conversation with Sensei-san during his little crisis after the saboteur came to mind. As good as these guys seemed it was probably for the best that Himeko and I had overseen Sensei-san’s first year. But at this stage of things I was beginning to see a lot of merit in their approach. Sensei-san now had a good grounding on the more esoteric side of things, at least enough not to trust humans over his own experiences. And despite their gentle approach they seemed more aware of the fact Sensei-san wasn’t human than Himeko had been, not tripping up over the assumptions that our perspective was right for the kami. Of course, I might have been overthinking things. But I suspected that after going through high school while gay Shinohara and Yoshida probably had a better read on what the majority thought was good for everyone versus what might be right for the individual, and that they wouldn't forget how that could apply to others.

Or I might be an idiot, I admitted to myself as the meterstick caught the hidden object once again. That sounds an awful lot like suggesting they've got a gay-powered special ability. That might be more likely for them than most people, but suggesting that must be the case just because they're gay is probably one of the stupider predjudices I've-

I let out a cry of triumph as I finally pushed what turned out to be a folded sheet of paper past the edge of the cabinets. It soon turned to a small sound of disgust as I reached down to grab it and instantly felt the twisted energies surrounding it. Yup, that’s definitely the culprit.

“What is it, Matsuda-san?” Shinohara asked instantly.

“Did you get it?” Yoshida chimed in. They both got up to join me, and made identical sounds of disgust as I unfolded the piece of paper on a desk in the middle of the classroom to reveal a bunch of nonsense drawn in blood.

“Yeah, that’s it,” I said, crinkling my nose while I examined the thing through ‘mage sight’.

“What is it?” Yoshida asked in fascinated horror.

“A bunch of occult garbage,” I reported. I almost felt a hint of respect for whoever had done this one though. It was done fully in blood, rather than mixed with ink like Fujita Yaeko had done. And the handwriting was much better.

I still pointed to the paper and explained. “None of this actually means anything, does anything effective. Well, mostly. There are actually two real sigils stuck in the middle of the whole page. But they're useless on their own like this. Whoever constructed this thing infused such a nasty intention into this, and did it so strongly for so long, it essentially made the piece of paper ‘sticky’ to other nasty and harmful energies. Sort of like how a small bit of hair eventually turns into a dust bunny.”

Yoshida let out a surprised bark of laughter and turned away, covering his mouth at such an unexpected simile.

“Actually, that’s probably a pretty good description,” I reflected thoughtfully, looking up at the ceiling a moment. “This is why it feels ‘funny’ to Sensei-san. Imagine how you’d feel if you had a dust bunny underneath your clothes, rubbing against your skin. It’s such a nothing it’s hard to find, but it still irritates the heck out of you.”

I looked at it again and was surprised to note a tiny trickle of mana being caught in the mess of energies, only for it to be drawn out and slowly upwards, presumably towards the collector on the roof. Huh, my old justification to Himeko wasn’t nonsense, I noted absently.

Shinohara let out a huge sigh of relief, looking truly calm for the first time today. “Can you fix it?” he asked me.

“Easily,” I nodded. This time Himeko’s not going to stop me from cleansing this nonsense immediately. Of course, right on the heels of that thought, was a related realization.

“There is still one problem though,” I noted, looking towards Shinohara seriously. Mostly so I wouldn’t go damn it, damn it, damn it, out loud as I realized Himeko had a point.

Shinohara tensed up again. “What?”

“Someone did this deliberately,” I pointed out. “I don’t think it’s doing quite what they wanted, but it could still do everyone some harm.”

“Really?” Shinohara looked surprised.

I nodded. “You can feel it, can’t you? The nasty energies that thing’s already collected? They’re not terribly harmful all by themselves, but they’re not healthy for students either. And they often attract nastier spirits that do harm all on their own.”

“Not this time, Matsuda-san,” Sensei-san jumped in. “I might not have been able to find this filth, but I was able to repulse the few minor spirits that began to approach the school.”

Huh, I noted internally, trying to conceal my surprise. I don’t know why, but I didn’t expect that. It was the sort of thing the Tokyo U kami did after all. Not all of them, and not always dependably, but Tokyo U’s territory was a lot clearer of that sort of stuff than most of Tokyo proper. I found myself feeling just a little bit better about my actions in waking Sensei-san up.

“That’s good to know,” I said out loud, approvingly. “But you shouldn’t have to, and you never know when it might attract or empower something a little more powerful. Or maybe just sneakier, some rat that managed to get by you because it smelled the tasty cheese that someone left out.”

The expressions around the desk suggested I was pushing it by being that dramatic, so I quickly moved on. “In any case: this is harmful. You really need to figure out who did this and make sure they don’t do it again. Next time it might really drive Sensei-san mad, or at least push them over the edge into making a bad decision.”

That one did worry Shinohara. “How do we do that?”

I frowned slightly and looked at the paper again. “Huh. This one is pure blood, and we’ve gotten to it pretty quickly. I think I might just be able to-“

“So can I, Matsuda-san,” Sensei-san interrupted me. “And technically I am the kami of this place. I appreciate your help, but you are technically an outsider. Justice should more properly belong to us.”

“Actually, I meant how can we punish them for this,” Shinohara corrected the both of us uncomfortably. “It’s… well, I’m not sure it’s truly against the school rules.”

I frowned. “Isn’t it? I thought Himeko made sure that provision was in there.”

Shinohara looked at me as if I’d grown a second head. “What provision?” he asked, mildly exasperated. “Is it written in invisible ink?”

“How did it go again?” I looked up at the ceiling, trying to remember.

“Section eight, subparagraph six of the newest edition,” Sensei-san chimed in helpfully, “ ‘bringing or threatening harm to a student or faculty member through an uncategorized technology or technique is strictly forbidden; as is using such to violate any other applicable school rule. Those guilty of such will be subject to judgement by a qualified arbitrator, and their punishment shall equal or exceed the guidelines of recognized offenses.’ “

Yoshida stared in shock while Shinohara whipped out a student handbook from his pocket and began frantically paging through it. “My god,” he almost whispered as he found the appropriate entry and confirmed it, “that works?”

I shrugged. “That’s why Himeko set it up that way, for cases such as this. It also works for when someone will come up with some new innovation that’s not already covered by the rules, the first generation of implanted phones or some sort of science fiction cybernetic. They won’t have an excuse to try and claim the rules didn’t cover it, that’s why it wasn’t too hard for Himeko to slip it in. Sensei-san and Himeko wanted it to cover supernatural rule breaking though, that’s why it was written.”

“Abe-san never told me,” Shinohara noted, looking a little bit dazed.

“You might want to pass that one on to your successor,” Yoshida noted, amused by his boyfriend’s reaction.

“Well, first thing’s first,” I looked at the paper again, feeling a twinge of concern. “Sensei-san, I won’t argue your right to do this. Or that you’re probably a better choice, if this was from a student I’m pretty sure you can track them better than I can.”

“Indeed.”

“However, there’s still an awful lot of nastiness on this one,” I said cautiously. “I’ll trust your judgement, but would you be willing to let me assist? Use a few spells to help protect you and make sure none of this contaminates you while you try? After all, there’s a big difference between a dust bunny irritating your skin and what happens if you try to swallow it.”

I felt the building smile around us. “I would be happy for your assistance, Matsuda-san. Thank you.”

Well, there goes the next hour or two, I sighed mentally. I wasn’t truly upset though. It did need to be done, and after my part in the whole mess that had been the Kameiko situation it felt kind of good to be helping Sensei-san. Matsuda Mamoru, Student Council Science Advisor, is back on the case, I thought with a ghost of a smile. Now I just need to make sure Himeko never finds out about this!

  

    
        Earth Isekai Chapter 271: Fishing, Stressing

    
    
    
    
  Earth Isekai Chapter 271: Fishing, Stressing


Okay, I thought to myself, taking deep breaths.  Focus.  Let the tension go.

Needless to say, I was less than successful.  Summer was in progress and I was about to start my semester finals.  After everything else that had happened, and with everything still going on, I was starting to get wound a little tightly.

The worst part was, I wasn’t even sure I should be truly worried.  I’d seen plenty of fellow Tokyo U students closer to snapping than I was.  Exams were stressful for all of us, but less so for me.  I wasn’t too worried about relative rankings or anything, and I was almost completely confident that I would pass whatever was thrown at me.  Some of the other students I’d seen recently had me wondering if there was anything I could do to prevent suicides, I had a feeling that if they didn’t get the marks they wanted they’d do something dramatic, stupid, and ultimately final.  I planned to have a word or two with the campus kami, see if I could arrange something a little more helpful, but I wasn’t sure what that would be.

Compared to those poor idiots, I was just slightly tense.  But when you added up all the experiments, the threat of the Bureau, the secrets I was still keeping, the dealings with the ningyo, my sort-of apprentice, the Tokyo U kami, tension within my family, tension within Himeko’s family that I had to play a part in-

Stop.  Breathe, I told myself firmly.

…

-it could be a little much.  The upcoming summer break would hopefully give me a little time to rest, reorient, and recover.  But I had to get through exams first.

Almost there, just another week and you’ll be clear.  You’ll have some time to catch up, recover, stabilize.  Just get through this.  You’re fine.  Nothing will go wrong.  And if it does, being tense like this will not help you.  Breathe.

It helped, but I was still pretty stressed.  I was beginning to suspect I needed a full meditation session and possibly to impose on Himeko and see if the Spa employees were willing to give me some massage and acupuncture time.  I wouldn’t bet on that, they’re probably overworked at this time of year.  Never mind Himeko and Shinji, all the other school aged children around the estate probably had priority over me!  I vaguely remembered that from previous years.

I sighed softly.  I have never been this grateful I picked out fishing as my excuse for this, I reflected as I secretly pulled out more gold from Tokyo Bay.  Don’t get me wrong, it wasn’t like I’d had too many choices.  And if I wasn’t careful I still tended to get inside my own head too much at times like this.  But even I figured I could achieve a proper state of mind in another half hour or so, set aside any revision and focus on various mental exercises.  Peace out, let my system relax a little, and-

“Earth Fisher?”

I let out a stream of profanity inside my head that was too filthy to dwell upon.   I interwove between five different languages as I unleashed a potty-mouthed stream of consciousness that probably would have made a demon blush.  It was kind of surprising actually, the familiarity of Japanese to the flowing lyricism of Elvish to the brutal gutturals of Dwarfish kind of worked in an oddly complete sort of way.  Sprinkle the end result with the nastiness of English and a couple of choice favorites from Ocean Trade and the end result was a work of art.

“Earth Fisher?” the voice tried again, a little more tentatively.

I glanced around, activating ‘mage sight’ as I did so.  At this time of year I was not alone in my fishing and hearing the voice physically only added to my stress!  Don’t get me wrong, I was a good ten meters away from my nearest neighbor but we were not short of fishing enthusiasts.  Looking from side-to-side there were at least thirty other fishermen and women along this pleasant edge of Tokyo Bay.  I could only assume it was a ningyo speaking to me, and they were putting me in one hell of a spot!

“What do you think you’re doing?” I half hissed out towards the bay.  “Do you have any idea how many people are around right now?”

“What?” the puzzled voice responded.  I still couldn’t see them, but after a moment I spotted a disturbance at the water’s edge, just a little to my right.

Before I could figure out any more details things suddenly got very disturbed.  An abrupt jumble of confusing magical impressions and energies ‘whooshed’ through the area, completely confusing me.  This was followed by a bunch of intense splashing and some water fountaining where the ningyo presumably had been.

My eyes widened in shock.  That’s a struggle, I realized after a moment, a fight under the water.  “Hey!” I called out heedlessly, already putting my rod aside and stepping up to jump in.

Thankfully, before that particular disaster could get underway, I heard a more familiar voice.  “Now see what you’ve done!  Stop struggling you little barnacle!”

I blinked a few times cautious.  “Nagako?”

There were a few more frustrated, under the breath, words from the same direction.  Thankfully, they were accompanied by the realization the area around me was being manipulated by a familiar air elemental and shamanic magic was covering us.  We may as well have been in our own little world so far as the other fishers were concerned.  “Siss-ophelian,” I nodded respectfully to the air spirit.

I got a vaguely respectful impression back.

I glanced back at the water area but couldn’t make much out.  I got a trace of water elemental-based concealment mixed with something else, but that was it.  I could still see a bunch of splashing and thrashing though, and hear Nagako muttering angrily.  It sounded she like she was almost as frustrated as I was.

I carefully took my rod back up, keeping the gold gathering spell going.  The ongoing fight so near to my line wasn’t helpful, but I hadn’t started the spell that long ago and it was still drawing gold in, so it wasn’t a disastrous as it could have been.  I decided not to get too annoyed by the minor disruptions and just count my blessings instead.

As it continued to go on, both worrying me and weirding me out, I addressed Siss-ophelian again.  “So, you’re doing alright?  We haven’t… talked since that weird fate incident.  You got through that one okay?  No side-effects?”

I had time to get a vague affirmative back from the air elemental before two ningyo heads broke the surface.  One was Nagako, looking like she was grinding her teeth in fury as she held the head of a second ningyo…

I frowned slightly and squinted, hoping I wasn’t just being a speciesist.

…who looked an awful lot like a slightly smaller and immature copy of Nagako.

It’s a little hard to tell, give how messed up their hair is, I noted.  Their faces were unusually well concealed by the way their wet hair was extra messy and thrown everywhere.  Don’t get me wrong, ningyo hair in reality was always a lot less organized than what you usually glimpsed in storybooks and movies.  It did not just magically fall away from them like it was wet hair that had been combed and styled as soon as they were out of the water.  But they were experienced with handling it and it usually looked better than this!  But today’s ningyo both had decently long hair, and both looked like they’d just come inside after walking a kilometer through a typhoon with their heads uncovered.

“Apologize to Earth Fisher!” Nagako demanded of the smaller one furiously, a tight grip fastened around her junior’s neck.

“I’m sorry, I’m sorry!”

Huh, that’s a surprisingly effective placement, I thought, a little off balance from the seeming brutality.  But it made sense if you looked at it in a different way.  A wet ningyo wasn’t the easiest thing in the world to hold on to, which was probably why there’d been quite so much splashing and commotion a moment ago.  But they had some subtle gills in their necks, not only making the neck more vulnerable but giving an opponent a sensitive place with a handhold that meant the victim didn’t want to struggle, thus making it a logical place to hold a ningyo you didn’t want escaping.

“More sincerely!”

“I’m sorry!  I’m sorry!  I just wanted more mithril-l-l-l!” the younger ended in a wail.

I blinked a few times in surprise.  What the hell?

“You just wanted to eat a potato!  Stop trying to make excuses!”

“I didn’t!  I really wanted more mithril!  I swear!”

I glanced again at the shamanic magic surrounding the area.  Upon second examination I saw it was even stronger than I’d originally thought, Siss-ophelian was leading two other air elementals in keeping everything contained.  It was pretty effective, more than strong enough to contain all the commotion, both auditory and visual.  But it also looked a little sloppy, put together in a hurry and less stable than what I was used to.  I wasn’t worried about the immediate future, but if we tried talking for an hour or so I wasn’t sure this would hold up.

And I was worried I’d spotted a big flaw.  “What happens if someone walks by?” I asked a little hurriedly.

Nagako stopped squeezing the other one’s neck and looked towards me.

“The perimeter of your spell is a little wide,” I added, trying to sound apologetic and urgent at the same time.  “It’s a good meter and a half behind me.  What happens if someone walks close enough to pass through that space?”  From the inside, the edges of the spell looked physically permeable.

“Siss-ophelian or one of the others would stop someone before that happened,” Nagako explained in confusion.  “They’d never do that.”

I frowned slightly.  “Are you sure?” I could see her point, I was pretty sure one of the air elementals could employ a sudden, stiff gust to deter a passerby.  But that still had its own problems.

Nagako frowned a little, took a second look around her, and then scowled mightily at the other ningyo still in in her grasp.  “This is all your fault!  I had to throw the whole thing up sloppily at the last second to save you from becoming sushi!”  She squeezed slightly harder.

“I’m sorry!  I’m sorry!”

“If you try to escape, I’m making sure Touch Knower never lets you back in!”  With that (apparently?) dire pronouncement Nagako let go of her victim and focused on the magic surrounding all of us.

I watched her communicate and coordinate with the elementals in order to tighten up and redo the work.  It was kind of fascinating.  They seemed to have a much harder time doing it than a mage would have, taking much more time and effort; but at the same time the magic itself seemed a little more stable through the process than I’d have expected.

Probably a function of all the hands working on it, I mused, an elemental or two help hold the magic in place at the same time as it’s being changed.  Since the multiple elementals setting it up were a factor in why the whole thing was so hard to change in the first place, that made for an interesting consideration.  Overall, I still preferred a mage’s method and its more mathematical mechanics.  But I tried to measure out the pros and cons fairly instead of falling back on my learned biases.

“There,” Nagako said finally when it was done, still sounding sour but much calmer.  “That should be safe.  Just don’t take a large step backwards.”

I nodded.  Now the magic cut out about thirty centimeters back.  I seriously doubted the area would get crowded enough for anyone to get that close!  “Thank you.”

She turned a glare upon the smaller ningyo and the little one cowered.  After a moment though, Nagako just sighed.  “Earth Fisher, meet my little sister, Naru.”

I blinked in surprise.  Okay, that raises a few questions!  From wondering about the Naru islands to questioning if I’d been getting their names wrong this whole time and the Na was some sort of family identifier (Na Gako and Na Ru) it was amazing how a single name could get my mind racing!

Even while that ran through my mind Naru tentatively raised herself a little out of the water, shifted the hair out of her eyes, and said “hello.”

I blinked in surprise to get my first, clear look at her.  And after everything else the first thought in my head fell out of my mouth.  “Wait, she’s how old?”

Nagako glared at her sister again.  “Too young to be making this trip but old enough to know better!  See?  Even he realizes that!”

I decided not to press any further as Naru’s eyes shot downwards again.  I’d been fooled by Nagako’s shorter stature at first glance, leading me to believe that if Naru was a relative she was simply taking after Nagako.  But judging by her face and the fact her chest (also concealed by swimsuit top, thankfully) was only just budding I’d have said Naru was only about twelve or thirteen.

I had so many questions!  Just for starters what was her age?  Or Nagako’s for that matter?  I still estimated the elder ningyo’s age at about thirty but that was based on so many assumptions it wasn’t even funny.  Just for starters, between the ningyo being a different species and their unknown underwater living conditions, human standards were not a great method of estimating ages!  And if I was right that would have put the two siblings at being born nearly eighteen years apart!  That wasn’t an impossible distance, but it sure was an unusual one for humans.  So what did that say about ningyo families, biology, and reproduction?

I need to ask Himeko about looking into all that at the next meeting, I sighed mentally while Nagako protectively ranted at her little sister a little more.  I could think of no way to ask the ningyo about most of that diplomatically, and it was probably important we got at least some of it nailed down.  The ningyo could have been anywhere from half the age they looked like up to ten times what I though and I wouldn’t be surprised.  And I was only that confident because I’d seen a visible age range at the meetings on the yacht!  Otherwise I wouldn’t have been so quick to rule out virtual immortality.  I’d been starting to think we’d truly begun to understand the ningyo, this little encounter was showing me how shallow that idea really was.

Nagako finally calmed down again, I was beginning to realize she’d been terrified about what could have happened to her baby sister.  That mixture of fear and anger was going to take a while to sort out, especially since I wasn’t quite sure how bad it was that Naru had made this trip.  Once again there were too many factors for me to make a good guess, but I was getting the impression that this was the equivalent to a twelve-year-old from Hokkaido running off by themselves to the bad part of Shinjuku.

Possibly worse, I reflected.  At least there aren’t many people in Shinjuku who’d literally try butchering and eating a kid.  For a ningyo, that was a real concern.

“My idiot little sister,” Nagako finally spoke to me, even though she was still looking at Naru while she did so, “is one of Touch Knower’s apprentices.  She’s been interested in the surface for years now, and since we brought back the mithril she’s lost all reason.”

“I’m sorry,” Naru said again, wincing away from her sister.

I sighed softly.  I could understand that, very much so given my own curiosity about everything.  And I sympathized with her.  But on the whole, even after watching her practically beat up her own little sister for the last few minutes, I think I had to side with Nagako!

“I can understand why you’re curious,” I admitted, trying not to let too much frustration creep into my own voice, “and I can’t blame you for that.  But what was your end goal here?  What did you think was going to happen?  Did you think you were going to pop out of nowhere, I’d say ‘oh, of course!  Have all the mithril you want.” And then you’d just go home?  You-“

I cut myself off before I could get too annoyed.  Or dig myself into a hole.  There was still a chance she’d had a legitimately brilliant plan and was about to embarrass me.  Or that if I went any further Nagako would default to siding with her sister.

For better or worse, it seemed I was right this time.  Naru only looked even more embarrassed and slumped down even lower.

“That’s exactly what she thought,” Nagako sighed wearily.

“No!  I…” Naru trailed off.  As much as she wanted to, it didn’t look like she could give us any sort of legitimate justification.

I sighed too.  I didn’t want to excuse her behavior, and I was still feeling like my temper was on a hair trigger, but it didn’t feel right to bully a child.  “Look, I’m not in the mood to lecture her right now.  I’m too worn out.  But if you need a legitimate human to drive home the point that she shouldn’t have done this-“

“I shouldn’t have to do that!” Nagako half-exploded.  “Even if she hadn’t gone to make contact with you what she did was below the blackest depths!”

I frowned slightly.  Analogous to beyond the pale?

“She went off by herself!  Moving past the flowing waters!  Stealing waters of creation she wasn’t entitled to!  And you did so with barely a spirit to your name!”

“I brought some talismans!” Naru finally protested back.  “Kinda.”

I frowned slightly, both out of surprise and because I hadn’t noticed them.  At least not directly, in hindsight their confused signature had been part of the mess I'd seen as Nagako had swept in and set up stronger illusions. Upon studying the younger ningyo a little more closely I saw she had a belt of magically altered coral to hold mana, one that looked suspiciously large and loose fitting on her young form now that I was paying attention.  But she also had a pair of earrings and two bracelets on (both on her right wrist), and all of them were enchanted.  But a closer inspection did not inspire confidence.

“You made those yourself?” I asked, almost rhetorically, before Nagako could lay into her again.

Naru nodded proudly.  “Uh-huh.”

I tried not to be too dismissive, but I couldn’t help but let a little incredulity into my tone.  “Well, they’re completely inadequate for what you’re trying to use them for.  The earrings’ enchantments are misaligned, they might still fool half the humans out there,” making them disbelieve they were seeing a ningyo wasn’t that hard, “but no more than that.  That invisibility talisman bracelet is barely going to blur your form at all once your out of the water, no matter how much mana you pump into it.  And…”

I frowned, double checking the impression I was getting from the last bracelet.  It was simple, and that was a good thing.  But it was an unusual configuration to me, so it took me a moment to decode what it was actually supposed to do despite being so simple.  But when I did, I found myself even more incredulous.  “Is that supposed to disperse ink?”

Naru nodded cautiously.

I thought about it for a moment.  “Well, that one’s better built than the others,” I admitted.  “But what did you think it was going to do on the surface?  I can see the point of it underwater, and I think it could actually work.  But if someone already had a hold of you, you were already partway out of the water, how was it going to help?”

Naru looked so crestfallen my heart went out to her in spite of myself.

“See?  See?” Nagako badgered her.  “You didn’t think this through!  You could have gotten yourself killed!”

“They’re not badly built for her age,” I think, speaking up despite my ignorance out of fairness to the youngster.  I wasn’t sure what the training regime was for the ningyo, but for a human twelve-year-old that would have been pretty respectable work.  On Avalon.  “I can see why Touch Knower might have taken her as an apprentice.  But they’re totally unsuitable for what she needed.  It…”

I hesitated, not wanting to speak too badly of all my fellow humans, for all my skepticism and paranoia it wasn’t like you couldn’t run across open minded, wise, and helpful people too.  Heck, the odds weren’t too terrible in a couple of ways.  As much as I’d panic about a nasty possibility, I’d have estimated it was more likely you’d run across a Himeko or an Eiko than someone who’d immediately try to take advantage of you.

But counting on that, especially if you were a young ningyo, would have been a terrible idea!  And if she was already impulsive enough to have made this trip I was kind of skeptical about encouraging anything more.

Nagako continued to criticize.  “And you stole one of Earth Fisher’s hairs without permission!  And you were incredibly lucky he was even here today!”

I blinked a few times in surprise.  “Oh.  Wow.  I didn’t even think about the timing,” I admitted.  It was much too early for her to have arrived after I started fishing, she’d set out blindly and it had just been a coincidence I’d been out on the waters today.

“I know!” Nagako emoted explosively.

“I asked for a divination!” Naru protested.  “I used the stones!”

“Uh huh,” her sister was unabashedly skeptical.  “And what were the odds he was actually here?”

Naru fell suspiciously silent again.  I didn’t have enough context to be sure, but I had a feeling she’d bet all this on a sixty or seventy percent chance I’d be here.  Not horrible odds, but not ones you wanted to try and use to defend yourself.  Then something else occurred to me.  “Wait a second, she got my hair?”

This time Nagako looked deeply embarrassed.  “Apologies Earth Fisher,” she said, immediately shaping herself into an approximation of a deep bow.  She shot her sister a venomous glance.  “Touch Knower has custody of the majority of the hair you gifted us, making a permanent talisman to help the wind spirits track you.  This little lightfingers stole a single hair to make this trip.”

“It disintegrated on the way!” she defended herself.

“You have shamed all of us, and your teacher,” Nagako said dangerously.  “How can we trust you again?”

Naru looked like she was about to break down and start sobbing.  And while a part of me was curious about what might happen then, if I’d really get a chance to examine those old legends, enough of me just felt too sick and tired of everything to let this go on.

“Alright, stop,” I commanded patiently.  I was so Aoth damned weary of everything, so emotionally exhausted, I’d gone back to being calm again.  “Just stop.  That’s enough.  As part of your apologies for the ningyo screwup in taking care of my hair let’s actually talk about this reasonably for a moment.”

Nagako reluctantly settled down, although it was obvious it wouldn’t be hard to set her off again.

“Naru,” I asked with surprising patience, unwilling to deliberately make a little girl of any species cry, “what you did was stupid and dangerous, there’s no getting around that.  But we’re here now and you were lucky enough not to get yourself or anyone else hurt in the process.  Why did you come?  What was so important, important enough to make you take such a stupid risk?”

I could have phrased that better, but I was kind of surprised I managed to come off as well as I did.  Although it probably helped that it was in comparison to Nagako, who was obviously still feeling pretty unreasonable.

Naru hesitated, tentatively peeking out from under her mess of hair.  I waited patiently for a minute or two, taking a moment to appreciate the relative calm and get myself a bit better under control.

“I wanted to see the surface,” she finally admitted, her higher, more childish voice more obvious now that she had the opportunity to speak whole sentences.  “I wanted to see what was going on.  And I thought if I could bring back some more silver shot- mithril.”

She hesitated again, embarrassed, and I glanced back over at Nagako.  I made the question clear in my eyes.

Nagako sighed.  “Those that stayed back home have taken to calling your metal ‘silver shot’ instead of mithril.”

I blinked a few times in surprise.  “Really?” I asked, a mixture of confused and mildly put out by the change.

Nagako obviously had mixed emotions too, but she still pointed out “it makes sense.  Have you seen how quickly it shoots for the surface if someone loses their grip on it?”

Oh.  Right.  Underwater.  Given mithril’s unspeakably low density that made a lot more sense, and wasn’t a factor I’d truly considered.  We had a hard enough time keeping it on a desk under standard atmospheric pressure.  For the ningyo, trying to hold it down to actually do anything with it was probably akin to working on a lit rocket.

“But it’s really neat!” Naru pressed forward.  “Even when it shoots up and cracks the ceiling.  Everyone wants a chance to work on it a little more.  And sis keeps going on about how privileged she’s been to go to the surface, how lucky she is to eat chips.  I thought I could come up here, get a little more mithril for everyone, and…”

“My sister has a selective memory,” Nagako sighed again as her sister ran down, finally seeing how silly an idea it had been as she spoke it out loud.  “She’s conveniently forgetting all the times I mentioned the danger and how hard it is up here in these dry hellscapes.  But some of this is my fault.  I never told her how we paid for the mithril.”

“Paid?”

I started to speak, then glanced at Nagako first.

“Not yet,” the older sibling told me.  “It’s… complicated."

Hah! I had some idea what that meant!

"The leaders and the elders are still debating.  Your ideas… they can see the argument for them.  But what you propose…”

I can’t exactly blame them for that one, I reflected.  If an alien species suddenly visited our planet, and offered us some sort of super metal in exchange for human blood, there’d be an awful lot of mixed feelings over that.  And that was without the complex history of humanity and the ningyo.

“They don’t want everyone to know, yet,” Nagako continued.  “That would only make everything harder.”

“How about you guys?” I asked obliquely.

Naru continued to look back and forth between us in confusion.

“The smiths and mystics are interested,” Nagako answered instantly.  “We’re prepared to… trade again in order to get some more mithril next time.  Our higher ups will look the other way for now.  But if everyone knew, and some reactionaries started making trouble about it, things could get tricky.”

Great, one more thing to worry about, I reflected sourly.  Kiyoto was getting some interesting results from the ningyo blood.  By essentially separating out the blood serum he was already getting something he was interested on testing in a human body.  Even with our loose standards he was already pressing for self-testing before going much further, and none of us wanted to try that without a larger sample size and a little more of a supply first.

(For better or worse, Doris was apparently not a good candidate for testing.  That frustrated me, we’d kept the rabbit for a reason, but Kiyoto insisted it would have to be in something or someone from the ape side of the family tree.  Given how little we could tell the university, because it was one hell of a journey from 'we're testing a potential new type of energy' to 'we need a monkey to inject ningyo fluids into', that probably meant one of us.  And it might have been for the best.  If things went really wrong, and given how life had been recently I wasn’t willing to bet against that; I was perfectly happy not to be explaining why a super-charged, immortal rabbit was running around the university!)

“Trade?” Naru repeated, a little more forcefully this time.

“None of your business, you little remora!”

“Alright, let’s not start that again,” I said tiredly.  Both sisters still seemed eager to distract from their own little issues, even I could see how that would spiral again.  I just wanted everything to be over with, so that I could calm down too!

“Naru, you’re not getting any mithril today.  Himeko’s already worried I’m too much of a sucker, if I suddenly break our agreement and start giving out free mithril she’s never going to let me hear the end of it.”  After a moment’s indecision I added “more importantly: I don’t have any on me right now.  It’s not like I just walk everywhere with blocks of the stuff I could hand out.”

I didn’t deliberately spell out ‘that was another reason your plan was pretty stupid’, but I tried to leave the subtext reasonably clear.  Naru ducked up to her eyes in the ocean, clearly embarrassed once again by her mistakes.

Before her satisfied sister could crow about it too much, I turned to her.  “Nagako, how much trouble is your little sister going to be in over this?”

“Lots!  Mom and dad are going to-“

“I meant with your leaders,” I interrupted.  “And maybe Touch Knower or anyone else who’s supposed to be watching.”

Nagako hesitated.  I could tell I’d touched something of a nerve.  “It’s… not great,” she admitted.  “They like to think ‘all’s well that end’s well’, but she really went too far.”  Naru started to protest again but Nagako cut her off with a sharp glare.  “You could have revealed ningyo to the humans, sister.  They don’t just brush that stuff off!”

It puts a little more perspective on what she’s done so far, I reflected, seeing fear for Naru in the ningyo’s eyes as she talked.  Naru was definitely in trouble with the authorities, and her sister was hoping to minimize it.

I sighed, I really want Himeko’s- I cut that off with a thoughtful frown of my own.  I could use some help.  I had friends that could help.  I had a phone.  The math was kind of obvious.

“How long can you stay here?” I asked, my frown growing slightly as I tried to juggle everything.

“Pardon?”

“On the surface.  How long can you stay on the surface?”

Nagako and Naru looked at each other.  “So long as we can stay in the water I can probably last a few hours,” Nagako explained with surprising politeness.  “Naru’s probably going to have to stay like that,” neck deep or worse, I mentally filled in, “for most of the time but she should be able to manage that much.”

I nodded as I texted my friends.  “Alright, I’m going to try and get Himeko in on this.  It seems like we should have all the parts available to us to make something good.”  Somehow, between junior ningyo trespasses, theft of what should have been my secure hair, and the fact I hadn’t done anything nasty to her, I was pretty sure we had enough ammunition to make some real headway with the ningyo leaders.  Especially if they were interested in mithril on top of that, and both Nagako and Naru were now motivated by a deal which minimized her punishment.  The more I thought about it the more I was sure I could almost see the shape of it.

But all that needed someone who knew what they were doing, who could see where to press, where to give in, and where to subtly suggest something rather than giving direct costs or ultimatums.  Especially if it was going to be a relayed message instead of something we would talk out directly.  In other words, we needed a Himeko.  Otherwise, I’d probably just screw things up out of ham-fisted ignorance.

I sent texts to Himeko, Eiko, and Hiro just in case, then settled in to wait for a response.  “Alright,” I told the pair, only indulging in a hint of optimism and false confidence, “now we wait for Himeko to get back to us.  Once she hears about this I’m sure she’ll be able to see some sort of way out of it.”

“Really?” Naru asked, finally popping her chin back above the water.

“Really.”

“That still seems awfully optimistic, Earth Fisher,” Nagako noted reluctantly.

I shrugged, feeling better about my odds after actually being smart enough to ask a friend for a change.  “Maybe.  But if you guys are already interested in mithril then I think we’ve got a good chance.  Especially when we drop a hint or two about adamantium.”

Both ningyo perked up a little at that in surprise.  “What’s that?” Nagako asked with growing optimism.

I smiled in what I hoped was a secretive and not too smug a manner.  Mostly to hide the tremor of doubt inside my head.  Eh, I’m sure one of them will turn out useful, my optimism piped up for a change.  The arcane material of titanium might not turn out great, but no one said I had to call that one adamantium.  Maybe the material based on tungsten or cobalt will work out better.

Trying hard not to think about the cliff I was jumping off of, I desperately tried to distract the ningyo by saying.  “Don’t worry about it.  Hey, how about I quickly run off and grab some chips while we wait?”
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Tup tup tup tup “Argh!” THUMP.

…

Tup tup tup tup tup “she-IT!” WHUMP.

…

Tup tup tup “DAM-“ THUNK.

You know, this is weirdly relaxing, I reflected as a red faced Eiko clawed her way out of the crash pad again. It shouldn’t be, that one was a little too close for comfort. But it is. Oddly meditative in a way.

I unhurriedly grabbed a chip from the bowl that had been provided and popped it into my mouth, savoring the saltiness as I continued to watch the show. I was calmly sat down at the back of the Meiko mansion, reclined in one of their fancy lawn chairs, and just relaxing in the heat; enjoying the potato chips and a tall glass of a perfect lemonade (freshly made, of course). All while observing Eiko humiliating herself at her latest exercise.

It was a little shallow, I had to admit. A good part of my enjoyment was the subtle awareness I was giving two giant middle fingers to things that annoyed me. Middle finger one? To Himeko’s grandfather. Under most circumstances I’d have felt a little bit guilty about being quite so comfortable and getting that much of a free ride from the Meiko estate. I hated to think about how big a leech I would have been if I did something like this often, expected the Meiko family to provide this sort of luxury or that I was entitled to it somehow. But as a one-time thing? After Himeko had deliberately pointed out it would piss off her grandfather if he ever learned about it? I found myself getting oddly comfortable.

Middle finger two? That one was to Eiko. I loved my friend, and I’d never do anything to hurt her, but she’d been getting awfully cocky and blasé to Himeko and I during exam time! The fact that she wasn’t going to be graded or get any credits excused her from most studying, but she’d been a little too smug about the whole thing while we’d been working and sweating. We were all sure that had been a big part in Master Tai’s timing and choice of this exercise for her.

We all casually watched as Eiko took a deep breath, centered herself, and then charged at the wall of the mansion. Then, as Master Tai swept the crash pad in behind her, she started to run up the side of the building.

The process was legitimately amazing. Eiko shaped her ki around her feet, granting herself an unnatural degree of traction as she attempted to power up the side of the mansion. However, this was a tough technique. Something that only true masters could use regularly in the field, and even they’d judge when it was necessary very carefully. And it showed.

Tup tup tup tu- “Fuck-“ Eiko got out as she slipped, right before her fall was cut off by her latest impact with the crash pad.

“That’s enough,” Master Tai commanded sternly as the muttering Eiko once again started to fight her way back out. He gave Eiko an annoyed look. “You’re slipping. Take ten minutes, then we’re back at it.”

A red faced and panting Eiko slipped off the crash pad and started stumbling towards our table.

“And nothing more than water!” Master Tai called out behind her. “You don’t want to try this with a full stomach!”

Eiko vaguely nodded without looking back, but still made her way over to us. She stopped in front of our table, the one with the bowl of chips and pitcher of lemonade, and glared at us with as much energy as she could muster. “You guys are enjoying this too much.”

“Why Eiko,” Himeko noted with studied casualness, taking a chip of her own from the bowl that lay between us, “however could you say that?”

Eiko glared even harder as Himeko popped the chip in her mouth. The contrast between them couldn’t have been more obvious. Himeko was sitting in the shade, under an umbrella, while in a sundress, sunglasses, and wide-brimmed hat. Eiko was red faced and dripping sweat in the sun, all while wearing track and field gear. To be fair, her sports top probably would have been pretty sexy if she’d been any less moist. But at this point I was wondering if Master Tai had called the break in order to let the crash pad dry out. It was 33 Celsius, and on the humid side to boot. Given the effort she was putting in, Eiko was sweating.

Meanwhile I was less stylishly dressed but appreciating the shade from the other side of the table, letting the umbrella, light t-shirt, and shorts keep me cool. And I was in a mood to note “everyone has to deal with their exams, Eiko. It’s just bad luck that Master Tai decided to give you yours last.”

Eiko spared me a dirty look, recognizing that turn of phrase as something very similar to what she’d said to us a couple of days ago.

“I know it’s hot out,” Himeko continued with understated but clearly false sympathy. “But these things happen. You just have to deal with circumstances as they arise.”

Eiko switched her glare back to Himeko while I hid a smile. Eiko had needled Himeko with a similar line after the heiress had been a bit stressed out about some lost studying time. Granted, Himeko had been overreacting a little, she’d done just fine in the end. But Himeko had been legitimately not happy about how she’d missed about two hours of studying in order to figure out how to handle the ningyo situation. As she’d noted, that was not something she could use as an excuse to her teachers if she failed!

“Drink your water, Eiko,” I noted a little more kindly, deliberately not touching the lemonade as I showed her a hint of mercy. “Your break will be over soon.”

Eiko looked between us a few more times, let out a frustrated growl, then stomped off to a table a little further back that held some warm water bottles.

Himeko and I watched her go with sadistic enjoyment. We waited until she was out of earshot then simultaneously shared a quiet chuckle.

“Ah gods,” I admitted after a good ten seconds, watching Eiko carefully sip the water down for maximum hydration with the least impact on her stomach. “I needed that.”

“It’s a good thing Master Tai’s an amazing sensei,” Himeko agreed. “I wouldn’t enjoy this nearly so much if I didn’t trust him.”

I nodded back to her, in total agreement. It would have been easy for Master Tai to go too far, torture Eiko as an object lesson of some sort. But all of us had total faith that wasn’t happening. Master Tai was going to make her suffer, she needed to learn a few lessons about perspective and humility. But he was choosing this format to help Himeko and I purge our own hard feelings, and it was still a legitimate set of lessons. Or so he claimed.

“Think she’s taking it to heart?” Master Tai materialized out of nowhere behind us, demonstrating stealth completely out of proportion to his massive size.

It was a sign of how relaxed we were that neither Himeko nor I flinched. Instead, the heiress calmly offered Master Tai some of the lemonade.

Master Tai shook his head in negation, but smiled at her. “I’ll have some after the lesson. I still need to set a better example.” The martial artist then let out a despairing sigh. “She should've known better, I’m really disappointed.”

“It wasn’t that bad,” Himeko noted a little sympathetically. “Even if it felt so at the time.”

A part of me wondered if Master Tai wasn’t fishing for a little sympathy for Eiko, he’d already (quietly) informed Himeko in no uncertain terms this was almost as much for us as it was for his student. Himeko had of course passed it on to me, and I was torn between wondering if Master Tai was being a genius or if I was overthinking things.

He’s probably not fishing for any additional sympathy for Eiko, I decided judiciously. He might be letting us tell him how good or bad it was, but that’s it. I just can’t make up my mind on what level he might be operating though.

The thing was, I badly needed a break and to start destressing. Himeko knew this, so she’d easily gone along with this not just to punish Eiko, but to make sure I got a little bit better. But in doing so, she was also relaxing and losing more of her tension than she’d usually have managed. That seemed like a fairly complex chain of dominoes for Master Tai to have deliberately set in motion, but not an impossible one.

(Especially since this little session wasn’t going to magically cure all our woes. It’d have an effect, but we’d both been a little too tense for a little too long for that; and I doubted Master Tai would have bothered trying too hard for such a partial solution. But this was a good beginning, and it did yank us back from the cliff’s edge we’d been wandering pretty close to.)

Back in the present Master Tai simply shook his head, sending his hair flying everywhere. “It was dumb,” he scowled. “And she’s been getting a little too self-satisfied by what she’s already accomplished. She needs to keep pushing.”

“Wel-l-l…” I drew out carefully, realizing too late that I probably should have figured out what I was going to say before opening my mouth.

Master Tai favored me with a mild glare. “Leave it, Master Matsuda. She’s been too distracted by guarding Himeko, whatever she’s been doing in her personal life-“

You see it too? I thought, startled. Every now and then I was sure Eiko was quietly seeing someone. And then a few days later I’d shrug it off and tell myself I was just being paranoid again. But if Master Tai was also aware of it…

“-and too confident she’s already good enough for everything she has to do! Just look at her,” he gestured towards Eiko in frustration. “Sweating like a pig! She’s only getting her body under control now!”

That gave me a moment’s pause. I considered Master Tai again, who wasn’t dressed any differently; nor was he sweating despite the hot conditions, inappropriate clothes, and kilos of hair on top of his head. And if he hadn’t been working quite as hard as Eiko he’d still been putting in an effort, sweeping the huge crash pad in directly behind her so she could take a straight run up towards the side of the Meiko mansion safely. Despite that, he seemed as cool as a cucumber on the hot summer’s day.

“Good teachers don’t just teach at their students, they demonstrate,” Himeko murmured appreciatively.

Master Tai nodded. “She should have better control over both her ki and her body,” he scowled fiercely.

I fell silent, reconsidering Eiko’s current work. She was attempting to control her body and her temperature now that they’d taken a break. And meeting with some success. But I wasn’t sure I could argue with Master Tai’s conclusion.

On one hand, I reflected while having another sip of lemonade. It’s probably pretty damn hard. Master Tai might have a firm grip on everything after decades of practice, but I’d have guessed Eiko still has a hard time of it. And that’s without trying to run up a wall!

On the other hand, I thought, looking around at other members of the Meiko staff who were doing their best not to watch too obviously but were still around. Everyone’s aware of the heat and doing their best to manage it. Eiko really should have been doing more of that since the start!  It was an inarguably practical lesson, nearly everyone else around us was doing something to make sure they weren’t at risk of heat exhaustion. Eiko was supposed to have one of the best trump cards of all: better control over her body. Why the hell hadn’t she been using it?

I watched a little closer for a minute, then reluctantly shrugged it off. Master Tai was probably right, I concluded, she didn’t think she needed it, not for keeping an eye on Himeko and not for something so pedestrian. I was pretty sure she’d still kept up her practice for the more directly combat related applications, increased strength and endurance with decreased bleeding, but she’d ignored simple and practical factors like this.

Hence Master Tai’s simple and unmissable lesson today. Learn it and use it, I reflected with a hint more amusement, it’s about more than just fighting. He didn’t have to spell it out too much this way, and it was a lot more likely to stick in her mind the rest of the summer!

“Alright Eiko!” he bellowed unnecessarily. “Back to work!”

To Eiko’s credit, even though her reluctance and frustration was clear on her face, she didn’t panic or protest. She merely shook out her limbs, steeled herself, and moved to return to her previous position. She lined herself up, posed like a sprinter at a start line, then hurled herself forward towards the wall!

Tup tup tup tup t- “Shit!” THUMP.

I frowned slightly as something occurred to me. “Are the people inside the mansion okay with this? It’s got to sound awfully worrying from the inside.”

Himeko nodded as Eiko dug herself out. “Master Tai warned us. The staff know not to pay all the odd sounds too much mind. And Master Tai made sure to pick out his location very seriously.”

I looked over that part of the mansion’s wall again. “No windows?”

“And it’s structurally reinforced-“

We paused briefly as Eiko tried to show her sincerity by making the next attempt extra quickly. Tup tup tup tup tup tup tup “Oh for fuc-“ BAMP.

“And it’s structurally reinforced,” Himeko repeated, “and lined up so that the woods protect it from being easily seen from the street. It’s not impossible to see her, not if she gets above the fourth floor, but it’s very difficult unless you’re looking from certain precise angles at just the right time.”

Normally I would have frozen at that. This time I was so relaxed I merely frowned thoughtfully. “That still seems pretty risky,” I said, finally.

“Not really.”

I tapped my finger against the chair’s armrest a few times, but in the end it just wasn’t in me to let it go. Not even when I was relaxing like that. “Are you sure about that? Don’t get me wrong, it’s a longshot. But guys like Sato Gota come to mind, are we really sure he’s not watching the estate? Or some other reporter?”

“Your concern would have merit,” Himeko allowed. “If we thought Eiko was actually going to get that high.”

I paused again, considering, as Eiko took a little more time to return and set up her next attempt. “You don’t think she will?”

“It’s not what I think, it’s what Master Tai thinks. And one of the many reasons he’s doing it this way is to shame her into practicing more, because he thinks she won’t make it nearly that high.”

I had to think about that one for a little. “That seems-“

Tup tu- “AA-“ THOCK

I winced slightly. “Misjudged that one.” She’d missed her second step, twisting it so it failed to make solid contact, and had come down quickly and hard. The crash pad had barely been behind her when she’d hit it.

Himeko watched for a moment before subtly relaxing. “She’s okay,” she reported confidently, “just frustrated.”

“And Eiko can get pretty determined when she’s frustrated,” I jumped at the opening. “Are we really sure she’s not going to make it? I’m reminded about that saying, the one about nothing being foolproof since the universe can always invent a better fool?”

This time Himeko had to think about what I was saying for a moment. “I see your point,” she admitted. “But I think that’s starting to get awfully petty. It’s possible that sequence of events could occur, but it’s fairly unlikely. And what would be the harm if it did?”

I opened my mouth, but ended up shutting it before I could actually say anything stupid this time. She had a point. I’d basically need to add yet another thousand-to-one shot into the mix before anything bad might happen. And that longshot would be ‘and said watcher has got a high-definition camera positioned at just the right place to record it happening’. Someone briefly glimpsing Eiko making it all the way up to the roof wouldn’t be good, but it really wouldn’t matter much by itself. What would they do? Make a quick post about it on social media? Even if they absolutely, 100% knew what they’d seen, convincing anyone else about that would be one heck of an accomplishment!

And even the watcher believing that would be a big stretch itself, I admitted begrudgingly, starting to see how silly I was being. Even Sato Gota would default to wondering if Eiko was doing some sort of paramilitary drill while in a harness before jumping to ki powers. That or testing a mysterious new Meiko family invention. Or just participating in a movie.  Basically, the chances that he’d jump to anything close to the truth were slim and none. He might mention it as a glimpse of something, further evidence that Himeko and her minions were Up To Something. But that was about the worst of it. And Sato was already suspicious of us, pretty much everyone else would rub their eyes and assume they’d missed something.

Don’t get me wrong, there was still a hint of danger. If someone did glimpse something they could end up even more dedicated to finding out the truth about what was going on. And if Eiko were to run this exercise for half an hour every day at the same time then that would be awfully unsafe, practically a guarantee of a watcher getting some good video evidence at some point. But overall? Himeko was right, I was just being paranoid and petty.

Tup tup tup tup “Damn it!” THUD.

“Anyway, I’m pretty sure Master Tai’s right,” Himeko noted. “She needs to work on her consistency and coordination. She’s going to need, what? Twenty? Thirty steps to reach the roof? She’s not even at ten.”

“She might have a breakthrough,” my contrariness was undercut by my absolutely mild tone. “This might just be something that ‘clicks’ with her, she gets in the zone, and manages it.”

“Alright, I’ll give you that one,” Himeko conceded. “But Master Tai had a talk with my father and I before doing this one. He’s pretty sure that’s not going to happen.”

We fell silent for a bit, contemplating everything philosophically while we watched Eiko pull herself together, line up for another attempt, and then try again.

Tup tup tup tup tpup “come on!” WHUD.

“He’s a hard authority to argue with,” I conceded.

Himeko nodded. “He only looks wild and thuggish, he’s really smart when it wants to be.”

“Hence all this,” I saluted her with a glass of lemonade.

“Hence all this,” Himeko agreed. She then sighed. “I assume you’ve figured out this was also to relax us? And even everything out between us and Eiko?”

“Oh yeah,” I said appreciatively.

“Good,” Himeko nodded firmly. “Because we really need to do more of that, and Eiko can’t spend the whole summer half-killing herself for our amusement.”

“It would wear thin,” I noted with a small grin.

“That’s true,” Himeko agreed seriously. “But Mamoru, we really do need to make sure you take a proper break.” Before I could point out Himeko’s own overstressed situation she quickly added, “I’ll take a break if you do.”

I took a deep breath, but let it out in a mostly peaceful sigh. “Well, it can’t be too soon,” I noted. “I promised the ningyo some type of adamantium, I have to get started on that.”

“We could reschedule,” Himeko was quick to point out.

I shook my head. “I’ve been hesitating too long on this one anyway. Every time I’ve been about to start on the arcane material of titanium something’s come up or I’ve found an excuse. Even if it turns out not to be that great, it’s time I moved on and at least tried. I think I’ve finally got a practical solution and we’ve got about two weeks until the next ningyo meeting. And we don’t want to run into our other problems by rescheduling that one!”

I was trying not to think too hard about it, and I knew Himeko was trying to compartmentalize it too, but Obon was coming up quickly. That meant dealing with a couple of her family issues in a big way.

I’m trying to leave that one up to her, I reflected sourly. At least, as much as I possibly can on the social side, because that’s obviously for the best. I was willing to try my best when it came to enabling the supernatural side, but I did not want to stick my leg into the beartrap which was the personal side of that! Or, more accurately, I was going to try and minimize that part.

And we do have a few advantages this time, Comiket’s done before Obon this year so I can devote my full attention and ability to it. And I’ve got a feeling that Meikami being the full on and awake kami of the mansion now is a plus. On the other side, the complicated relationship with her other aunt is pretty tricky. And not even that’s the horribly tangled mess that the situation with her grandfather is, damn it.

Tup tup tup tup tup tup tupup “DAMN IT!” WHUNK.

I tried to put that out of my mind and focus on nearer but less emotionally loaded crises. “So that’s got to be taken care of. And since we don’t want to accidentally poison anyone, or sell them some flawed goods, that’s probably going to keep me busy until then even if it works the first time.”

“I’ll allow that,” Himeko admitted, “but Mamoru, you need to take some time off! At least after Obon’s done.”

One way or the other, I grudged in my mind. That could end horribly, and if that was the case it would be even more important I get a least a little relief before heading back to university.

“I was thinking we’d head up to Hokkaido around then,” Himeko suggested carefully.

Despite everything, I couldn’t help but smirk. “Couldn’t stay away from Hiro?”

Himeko rolled her eyes (and tried to quietly repress a slight blush). “I wish it was that! But you remember last time, there’s no chance they won’t be watching him like a hawk if I’m on the same island as Hiro this summer.”

Hiro might have been the worst off of us all this summer break. His family had made him the sole person overseeing the Hokkaido hotel this year, and expected him to manage accordingly. His brother had more or less been banned from helping him for the duration, and he was going to be stuck at the hotel until classes restarted.

“It’s a little crueler than this,” I gestured at Eiko angrily stalking back to her starting location, “but it’s not totally unreasonable. I see their point.”

Himeko made a frustrated noise but it looked like she agreed. “They’re doing it for pettier reasons,” her tone was annoyed as she talked to the sky, “but that doesn’t mean they’re wrong, I see their point too. I love how supportive his brother is, but even Jinpachi agrees that Hiro should cover at least one full summer season on his own. It will give him training, confidence, and standing for when he has to do the real thing with a property he hasn’t gotten a practice lap with. That doesn’t mean the bast-“

Himeko cut herself off abruptly and I quickly stuffed a few chips in my mouth to hide a grin. She was really going to miss Hiro this summer. Although (as Eiko had not hesitated to slyly hint to me) she’d already gone through a few burner phones. I wasn’t going to think too deeply on that one, but I was starting to come around to Eiko’s point of view.

Speaking of which, I glanced aside to watch her latest attempt.

Tup tup tup tup tu “FUCK!” THUMP.

“Hiro and I will simply have to endure,” Himeko tried again primly. “But that doesn’t mean we shouldn’t at least visit. We can have fun, show some support to our friend, and prove to the Watanabe’s that Hiro and I can control ourselves all at the same time.”

Uh huh, I thought, trying to keep the amused skepticism off my face, I’m sure you can. That’s allll there is to it. If it was anyone else, I’d have expected them to try and shanghai me into getting them secretly into the same room. Probably via either flying or invisibility. I didn’t expect it with Himeko and Hiro… but I still wasn’t going to rule it out.

“So, are you willing Mamoru?”

I paused a moment. My first instinct was to try and beg off, but the lemonade and chairs were doing a number on me. Himeko was right about me needing some relaxation time, and I did find myself wanting to visit with Hiro a little, make sure he was alright.

Himeko misread my hesitation. “It’s… alright if you don’t Mamoru,” she said hesitantly. That surprised me. Until she added “if you actually have something with your parents-“

“No,” I cut her off instantly. “Seriously Himeko, why would you think that?”

We fell silent for a while. It was eventually interrupted by a tup tup tup tup tup “Oh you bas-“ WHUMP.

Feeling the need to say something, I obliquely noted “some days I wonder if my parents would have been happier at a company like Big Motor.”

Himeko started a little, especially to hear me invoke that ugly train wreck! “Really?”

I nodded without looking at her. “I hate to say it, but sometimes it seems like they should have gone to one of the really toxic companies where they could have run rampant to their hearts' content and been rewarded for it. But they seemed to try and fool themselves they were legitimate, or maybe they were just a little hypocritical and wouldn’t have accepted that much misbehaviour from their bosses. Or maybe they were just too young and idealistic when they decided on their jobs and aren’t going to risk their progress now. So they keep being the absolute outliers at not great but not horrible businesses rather than fitting in perfectly at a black company.”

Himeko blanched slightly to hear me say it.

Wow, I reflected, a little shocked to hear myself finally say it out loud too. Maybe she really was right about how stressed I am if I had to vent that little nugget! I’d subconsciously thought it for a while now, it was kind of hard to ignore given their current behaviour towards Kaede. But I hadn’t realized it had been choking me that badly! Sure, I’d really wanted to press home to Himeko she should stop worrying about things like that and not to bother bringing them up; that it was better to just ignore my parents entirely. But to make that jump…

“So no,” I finished, trying to sound a little more lighthearted and claw back the pleasant atmosphere, “I wouldn’t be too worried about them wanting me for any family togetherness this summer.”

The second I said it out loud, actually making the connections in my head, I immediately made it worse by feeling compelled to add “of course, that probably just means it’s more likely. It really does seem like a scheme they’d cook up to try and get closer to Shinji and Kaede. Huh. All the more reason to go to Hokkaido then, make sure I’m out of reach.”

I sighed as even my limited emotional awareness caught up with my mouth. “Sorry Himeko, I didn’t mean to bring the mood down like that.”

“That’s alright,” she replied, surprisingly calm despite the way I'd just dropped an emotional bomb. “Sometimes relaxation isn’t just about enjoying yourself. Sometimes it’s about admitting and dealing with the bad things, releasing that tension. Preferably while you’re ready for it.”

I shot her a surprised glance. She didn’t look pleased, but she seemed surprisingly equitable about it. “They’re… a source of stress,” I allowed, “a pretty big one in some ways, now that they’re so active about it.” I paused. “Maybe I shouldn’t go to Hokkaido, the rest of the family needs me to keep an eye on them.”

“And maybe we should just call Arashi Analytics, have a professional keep an eye on them while you’re gone,” Himeko shot back crisply, a little irritated on my behalf. “I understand your point Mamoru, but do you have any idea how horrified the rest of your family would be if you suggested that?”

I winced. “Right. Yeah, that’s a fair point,” I admitted in a pained voice. The whole Kanoko family, including my grandparents, would go ballistic if I suggested anything like that. They appreciated what I was doing, and there was still a lingering undercurrent of awkwardness between all of us around the whole Black Juice incident. But if I tried suggesting I was going to skip an actual vacation in an arrogant attempt to ‘look out for them’? They’d riot.

“Honestly Mamoru,” Himeko added a little more naturally, obviously aware that I wasn’t going to be that stupid. “Normally we’d have done something like that already, given how badly your parents are behaving. We’ve only hesitated to implement closer, more complete observation of them because the investigators would glimpse you in the background. If you’re away on vacation then there will be no problem doing that.”

Ah. Right. I wasn’t sure I could come up with the words to thank them for that complicated situation! I assumed they were still doing some significant monitoring, Mr. Meiko had said as much, but were keeping just far enough back that the observers didn’t realize how odd my actions were, or accidentally catch me going out the back window on the flying talisman at some point.

“So, will you join us?” Himeko repeated in a more casual tone.

I waffled a moment. Especially since it did seem a little high-handed, with a normal person it would have been a heck of a stretch to assume that the hotel would take us in just because we were Hiro’s friends. But even I realized how contrary an objection that was, between the Meiko name, the money they could throw at the problem if it was necessary, and their relationship; it boggled the mind that we wouldn’t be able to go. We might miss out on the VIP rooms if the Prime Minister had already booked them or Hiro’s parents were putting in an appearance, but that was the limits of even my paranoia!

“Alright,” I sighed, “I can’t deny it, I really do need to schedule some break time. It’s just… do you think we can have a normal visit this time? Or as normal as we can? I’ll probably check on the spirits around the area, see if Turushino’s still around, so I suppose that normal isn’t the right word. But I’d like one trip without the drama, evil spirits, or having to talk to the police.”

The fact that even Himeko hesitated to promise me that probably said a lot about our lives.

Tup tup tup tup “ah fuc-“ FUMP.

“Alright, another ten minutes,” Master Tai scowled dramatically. “You should be higher up Eiko! Focus!”

A slightly out of breath Eiko rolled off the crash mat and made a beeline straight to the water. Although she is sweating less this time, I noted, mildly impressed.

Himeko evaded any promises by addressing Master Tai, who was headed towards us. “I thought you said you didn’t expect her to succeed?” she asked mildly.

Master Tai was still scowling. “I don’t, but I hoped,” he noted a little sourly. “Besides, she should still be higher up. She’s doing fine at sideways running.”

Eiko had managed to run roughly parallel to the side of the estate walls, running along the wall itself, fairly well as I’d arrived today. She’d only been about a meter up, but she’d managed to run a good forty meters along the inside before she’d slipped. And I gathered that had been the third or fourth time in a row she’d done that. However…

“That’s mostly just physics,” I noted warily, half the trick had been the skill and strength needed to run along the wall while tilting herself at a seventy degree angle. “She’s light, strong, and fast. So long as she wasn’t trying to get much higher she didn’t need to dip deeply into her ki.”

Thankfully, Master Tai didn’t seem to disagree. “She’s built for it,” he agreed, “but the basics are the same. She’s just been lazy about this.” He shot me a mildly annoyed look, “most of my students desperately want to do this, start running around like the legends and movies. They start practicing early. She’s got a friend who can fly, so Eiko's been slacking on this.”

I felt a twinge of guilt.

Master Tai instantly decoded that and looked remorseful. “That’s her fault, Master Matsuda, not yours. Eiko’s been coming along great with her combat and basic control. But she’s let this slip.”

Intellectually I realized he was right. These days I was more good than bad for Eiko’s ki education. She got in some excellent practical practices thanks to me, and I motivated her to-

I paused as the thought occurred to me, then my lips slowly stretched out into a small smile. “How about we push her a little further?” I suggested carefully.

“Oh?” Master Tai didn’t look like he objected.

“Well, Eiko does best with competition,” I continued, slowly getting up and reaching for the naginata bag. “How about I race her to the top?”

Master Tai thought about it for a moment before laughing out loud when I pulled out the flying talisman. “Perfect! I’ve seen how slowly your broom accelerates. That’ll goad her.”

“Are you sure, Mamoru?” Himeko asked me, looking mildly concerned.

“I’m sure,” I nodded. “It’s a good practical demonstration. If Eiko really has been slacking because of me this is a great way to show her why she shouldn’t. The flying talisman and most flying spells might work better over the medium to long term; but for shorter distances you need to cover immediately she should have me beat. Magic isn’t fundamentally the better tool, just a different one.”

Himeko rolled her eyes slightly as I once again beat that drum, but looked happier. “All right, I trust you two to know best. Just remember your own warning about not being too visible while doing it.”

I nodded. I need to hold on to a ribbon or something. A long one, long enough to stretch past the invisibility effect...

So, for the next few minutes, I relaxed by figuring out how to make my friend’s punishment even worse.

  

    
        Earth Isekai Chapter 273: Adamantium Will

    
    
    
    
  Earth Isekai Chapter 273: Adamantium Will


There were days when it was hard to tell anything strange was going on in the research room. Some days we were just ordinary students plugging away with our respective sciences at thorny problems. Sure, if you spent half an hour scrutinizing the place you might have found something, probably by studying whatever part of the crowded whiteboard best coincided with your own knowledge base. But for the most part everything was pretty normal and looked that way.

This was not one of those days.

I was vaguely aware of Himeko and Eiko entering the room because in doing so they’d crossed the fourth circle of protection, the largest one that hugged the edges of the room as closely as feasible. We’d had to move the couches and coffee table to manage that, they were now stacked upright in the corners. But I stood by that move. Otherwise there was a chance the furniture might have caught fire.

I briefly glanced up, just long enough to see professor Ichikawa gesturing for them to join him in one of those corners, back on the other side of the circle. I felt them cross the barrier back the other way, and let out a tiny sigh of relief that they were out of the line of fire. Almost literally this time.

Four concentric arcane circles were active in the room, forming a pattern uncomfortably like a dartboard. Each glowed a slightly different color, from a dull orange for the one the girls had just crossed to a neon purple for the final circle in the center. Their complexity varied too, from barely two dozen sigils around the outermost one to a finally wrought mesh of a hundred for the centermost.

I was standing almost at the center, between the first and second circles. In the center itself was my latest creation, something like an obsidian cross between a cone and a cooling tower that came up to my ribs. Dozens of glowing, orichalcum wrought sigils lined its black surface and revealed its magical nature: an arcane smelter.

My own appearance was a little less… inspiring shall we say. I had the welding mask back on, a heavy fireproof apron, and a silvery fire-resistant suit and hood underneath that. I was saved from looking too silly by my staff and the lines of mana stretching from my (gloved) hand as I powered and operated the smelter’s mechanisms.

Needless to say, it was damned hot between the first and second circles! Titanium didn’t melt until nearly 1700 Celsius. The arcane smelter could handle that, could handle even hotter in fact. I wasn’t completely sure it could have handled tungsten (that needed over 3400 Celsius) but I had faith in it managing everything with even a slightly lower melting point. And, overall, it did a great job with the heat. But it still leaked a portion of it into the surrounding environment. A ludicrously low portion given what we were working with, Chie was doing her best not to freak out over how much we were abusing the laws of thermodynamics, but a portion nonetheless.

I had the worst of it. The rest of the grad students were between the third and fourth circles, spaced appropriately to monitor and record what they could. The extra area and extra two circles meant they were ‘merely’ sweating it out in over thirty centigrade. My position was in the mid-eighties. Without the protective gear on, I would have burned.

But that was a distant fact, something I was vaguely aware of but shoved out of my mind as I focused on the smelter. The titanium and mana were mixing, it was working! The smelter allowed me to sense the components within, mix together the mana and the metal while not getting so physically close. And I could feel it, sense the titanium absorbing the mana, becoming something new.

So I soldiered on, continuing the process. I put everyone and everything else out of my head and focused on finishing the job. I embraced the challenge, let myself fall into a comfortable cycle of mixing and folding the melted titanium and mana together, until finally the result felt complete.

At that point I stepped back, grabbed a preprepared mold, and shoved it into position next to the smelter. I opened a previously concealed and sealed opening, flicking the triggers with magic; and allowed a grey, shimmery liquid to begin pouring out through a built-in channel that took it to the mold.

I stepped back to another circle, then back to the last one with the grad students. “Done,” I gasped, pulling the welding mask off. “How long?”

“One hour, twenty-eight minutes,” Chie reported, checking a timer.

“Really?” I was surprised. “Huh. Not bad for a first time.”

I tried to ignore how raspy my voice still sounded, or that my knees threatened to shake. I found I was quietly using my staff for support while Kiyoto hovered around me, signalling me to take off more of the protective gear so that he could give me some water and attach the medical sensor. He obviously wanted to do it himself, but some of it was still a little too hot for him to touch with his bare hands.

I looked towards the metal flowing into the mold and tried to focus on my warning bracelet. I did feel a slight twitching, but that might have been due to the way I was driving myself towards heat exhaustion. Still… “anything nasty?” I asked Ryota.

“Not yet,” the chemist replied, keeping a close eye on several chemical and radiation detectors arranged in front of him.

Cautiously, I started to peel the rest of my gear off, paying close attention to the warning bracelet. If my removing the protective equipment set it off then I owed it to the grad students to warn them immediately. Thankfully, nothing happened.

I allowed myself a huge sigh of relief. It hadn’t been likely that anything would happen, but it would have been incredibly unsafe to have just assumed that. The chance that the resulting products might be toxic or radioactive had been non-zero. And it was still possible that might happen, we might be about to find out the arcane material of titanium was ‘only’ poisonous on contact. But I was no longer afraid it might be ‘we need to evacuate the building and call the authorities’ dangerous.

I disentangled myself from the protective suit’s legs and let Kiyoto lead me past all four arcane circles to the blessedly cool area back by our desks. The circles were even, but the room was rectangular. To help protect all our computers and data we’d set the center of things closer to the entrance than the back of the room. Past the fourth circle it was maybe four degrees hotter than it should have been.

“I still can’t believe the difference,” the still sweating Kiyoto admitted as he sat me down, passed me a water bottle, then strapped on the medical sensor.

I nodded, but didn’t bother speaking as I slowly and carefully drained the bottle.

“Is Mamoru alright?” Himeko carefully called from across the research room, obviously hesitant about crossing the circles again.

“That’s what I’m checking,” Kiyoto projected his voice back. “It looks like he’s okay!”

I fought down a small smirk. It was easy to be relieved and say that I was fine in hindsight, try to say Kiyoto was being paranoid. But I couldn’t complain. It was the exact same situation as with the arcane material: sure, it was most likely I’d be alright. But it had never been guaranteed, we all had to do our due diligence.

And wasn’t even counting the heat level. I nodded my thanks to Kiyoto as he supplied me with another bottle. The temperature alone had made a medical check sensible.

Professor Ichikawa cautiously led Himeko and Eiko to the back of the room. I could see their expressions widen in surprise as they briefly passed between the second and third circles, hovering somewhere in the mid fifties, only to find relief again when they came back out the other side.

“Whoa, that is freaky,” Eiko admitted as they joined us.

“The circles keep in the heat?” Himeko asked, looking at me curiously. She’d seen similar effects on a much smaller scale back in high school. But gold and aluminum had much lower melting points, and I hadn’t been messing around with the same volume of material.

I shook my head. “Not entirely. They do some of that, but these ones also transfer the heat, sending it back to the arcane smelter and focusing it. Well, the first three do. You’re right, that last one’s just insulation.”

“They’re not perfect!” Chie called over distractedly, still busy with a dozen calculations. On one hand she was slightly annoyed. The grad students were all a bit indecently clothed to try and minimize the heat. Nothing obscene you understand, but with as many things taken off, rolled up, or unbuttoned as possible. And they’d still been sweating plenty even as they did the science, they all had four or five emptied water bottles of their own by their stations. Given that Chie was the only woman of the bunch that hit even harder than it did with us, the only thing worse than complicated physics equations was being a sweating woman trying to do complex physics equations while threatening to show your underwear; all while in front of an audience. Combine that with the excessive weirdness that my magic had provided this time, practically mixing quantum teleportation with Maxwell’s Demon, and Chie was not in a good mood.

On the other hand, the physicist in her was at least somewhat relieved that the magic had been less than 100% effective. While that might have necessitated the whole ‘take off or loosen as many clothes as possible’ thing at least it was much easier to excuse in the realm of practical thermodynamics. It might have made things really weird, but compared to the true ‘cold’ we’d dealt with earlier this was easy to swallow!

Out loud I added “it kept things focused, and kept the heat from damaging everything. In my circle the heat was in the high eighties-“

“It pushed into ninety at the end,” Kiyoto noted sourly, still checking me over.

Damn, really? I noted to myself, halfway between impressed and worried. That was going to make things a little more complex if we wanted to go any hotter. “-but it was only in the mid to high-thirties for the grad students.” My tone made it clear I was not going to understate the difficulties they’d faced.

“But that was still too high a temperature for the equipment and the walls,” I continued, “How hot did it get outside the last circle anyway?” I asked, honestly curious.

“Only about four degrees hotter at the end,” Chie admitted. She still stared at the space past the fourth circle longingly, she was stuck inside until she’d finished monitoring and recording several factors. But given how some of those were more obscure types of radiation, and that her (not-quite) boyfriend was stuck in there with her, she wasn’t going to blow it off.

“Huh, better than I thought. I’d expected it to be at least ten. I should try to look into that.”

“You?” Chie shot me a somewhat sweaty glare, expecting to get saddled with the maths.

“Well, we’ll see,” I noted evasively. “It’s not a big thing, but I should probably look into how the spells reacted together. If we need to go even hotter than this…”

“Remind me to be out that day,” Kiyoto muttered feelingly.

“It might be best I do it alone,” I admitted, taking another look at the dishevelled crew.

“No, it is not,” Professor Ichikawa inserted firmly and sternly as he finished joining us by the computers. “Minimizing it, yes. That might be a good idea. But you will not attempt anything like this alone. Ever. There needs to be at least one person around for emergencies and as a safety precaution.”

Thankfully, my still reddened face hid my flush. Especially as I considered my experiments back in high school. It wasn’t so hot then, I mentally protested. And I had Sensei-san, they counted!  But there was a reason all I said out loud was “yes sensei.”

Himeko quirked her eyebrow in my direction, probably intuiting my thoughts pretty closely after seeing all the arrogant decisions I’d made back then. But she was kind enough not to push that, only saying: “So, this is how dangerous it is to smelt titanium? No wonder mages haven’t done it before.”

I hesitated a long moment, tempted to just leave it at that. Especially since what I was thinking of saying wasn’t going to be the complete truth either. But, in the interests of honesty, accuracy, a little bit of mage pride, and seeing if anyone had any better ideas, I spoke up anyway.

“That’s not quite accurate,” I began with total sincerity. I immediately almost flubbed it with “back on- I mean back in magical metallurgy shops, they’d be able to go further much more easily and safely because they’d be using magic to get around the dangers and difficulties.”

“Take all this,” I gestured towards my collection of stripped off safety gear, “back in a mage’s workshop they’d skip all this with the ‘fireproof’ spell, or a talisman to accomplish the same. Then they could merrily stand in front of their own smelters all day without worrying about getting burned to death. At least, not unless they did something incredibly stupid.”

(‘Fireproof’ was really good, but it wasn’t up to someone slowly sticking their whole arm in a vat of molten metal. At least, not for long. For someone protected by a well-cast version of the spell that was actually quite doable. Unfortunately, every few years some idiot journeyman gave in to a dare and demonstrated how stupid it was to trust in that, leading to another round of lectures from our incredulous teachers about how you could be a mage with just one arm... but that it wasn’t optimal.)

“So why didn’t you?” Eiko asked bluntly.

“Well, just for starters,” I noted wryly, “those old mages didn’t try working in university research rooms with delicate equipment. Even if we ignored how much of a fire hazard that would have been by itself, and I wouldn’t recommend that, the heat this thing emitted would have baked all the delicate electronics in the room if they weren’t protected, everything from the computers to the voltameters. Frankly, given how hot it probably would have gotten, I’m not sure I’d have trusted all our chemicals or purely physical devices to have made it either.”

“The glassware probably would have been fine,” Ryota shot back, probably feeling a need to defend chemistry. “… so long as we didn’t put it right up to the smelter, that is.”

“So you’re saying that next time I should see about renting an empty warehouse for a day?” Himeko inserted suggestively, shooting me a knowing look.

I paused, checking my knee-jerk reaction of denial. “Probably not a good idea this time,” I admitted cautiously. “But remind me of that option if it comes up. Honestly Himeko, I see your point. But unless we were getting all the way to something the size of an aircraft hanger I’m still not sure it would be safe. We could probably get away with less precautions, but even an ordinary warehouse would probably have too much wiring in too many places to be truly safe.”

Himeko subtly backed off, willing to accept my argument.

“No, the old mages did this sort of thing on rocky mountains or specially made areas. Wide open spaces with plenty of ventilation and nothing loose and burnable around, and then they used spells like fireproof on themselves to avoid burning to death when making this stuff.”

“Which begs the obvious question…” Himeko began leadingly.

“I’m spending too much mana on too many spells already,” I admitted. “Which was kind of why those old mages made special places and rooms rather than just enchanting their kitchens. They usually had a lot more mana to play around with than I did, and even then they tried to minimize how much they were using. You weren’t totally wrong earlier, when talking about how dangerous it was. But the danger wasn’t directly from the heat, it was from your spells failing in the face of the heat-“

“And you couldn’t have just said that?” Eiko muttered.

“-or the production process failing as you skimped on the mana for that rather than risking dying,” I continued, shooting Eiko a mild glare. “Especially since you were more likely to screw up making your arcane material the more spells you were trying to juggle at once, no matter how much preparation you did ahead of time.”

I glanced back towards the short obsidian tower still at the center of the four circles. “That’s why the arcane smelter’s such an important tool,” I admitted. “It allows you to take care of a number of factors all at once. Titanium’s not like iron, if you simply heat it under normal conditions you’re more likely to burn it than melt it. But in an arcane smelter I could remove the oxygen and force it to melt, as well as being hot enough to do it and even properly mix in mana at the same time. But it’s still a bit of a trade-off since if I want to do it in the research room I need to use a bunch of mana protecting the room itself. It's incredibly well insulated, supernaturally so. But that's not enough to heat to nearly two thousand Celsius without leaking something into the surroundings.”

Himeko looked at the equipment in question too, and frowned thoughtfully. “How much space do you think you’d need, Mamoru? I know you had to take all sorts of steps, but that still seemed pretty good for something capable of melting titanium.”

“It’s hard to say,” I admitted reluctantly, “I’m still testing this version-“

All three grad students’ gazes shot towards me. “This version?” they all more or less shouted in unison.

I winced. Their collective tone made the statement ‘wait, we were standing less than ten meters away from an experimental 2000 degree Celsius furnace?!’ redundant.

“Nothing major!” I spoke hurriedly. “Not even a bad thing! It’s just… the standard design did not take into account modern understandings of heat and metallurgy. And I’m not sure I could have built a top-of-the-line one anyway. So I took it back a few steps, but added some more scientific understanding to the design.”

I looked thoughtful for a moment. Eiko took one look at my expression and muttered “here it comes.”

Kiyoto glanced too and nodded sourly. “Let’s hear what this one is.”

I just barely held back from giving them an annoyed look. Eiko probably deserved it but I’d kind of earned a dose of ire from the grad students.

“I actually went simpler to start with,” I tried to reassure them, “this was like using a steam engine instead of a modern electrical engine or even a gasoline one. Sure, it’s lower tech. But most of it’s well understood. I just applied modern techniques to make it an incredibly powerful steam engine.”

Chie glared at me again. “I’m going to assume that’s you making bad analogies again, you should know how much more dangerous a steam engine would be over an electrical one.”

“It is! It is!” I hastened to assure her. I wasn’t even lying this time. “It’s just that an up-to-date arcane smelter would have been a lot more complex than this! I figured it was better to be simple but effective with something so potentially dangerous.”

The grad students didn’t look entirely satisfied, but were calming down. In fact, I was surprised Ryota hadn’t said anything yet. “Are you alright Ryota?” I asked cautiously. Oh fuck, is this stuff somehow hypnotic? I thought, worrying about adamantium’s unknown properties.

“The product’s cooling down awfully fast,” Ryota noted, I could almost hear a frown in his high voice. Of course, that might just have been dehydration. He let out a small cough and took another swig of water before speaking again. “I think… the smaller ones should be safe already.”

Ryota cautiously grabbed a long pair of tongs and approached the mold beside the smelter. It was a clever arrangement, made up of an artificial sand that wouldn’t melt until nearly 2500 Celsius, it had allowed us to easily shape the arrangement into a mold that suited our purposes. This one had divided the liquid metal into a number of separate shapes to cool off quicker and allow for multiple tests.

(Yes, I’d needed a little magic to manage that, swiftly filling in the last few channels in order to separate the molten metal after the pour. But I’d judged that a useful addition and a pittance after the rest of the mana the forging process had cost me.)

Ryota scraped off some of the materials from one circle distant, enduring the fifty degree heat of the space between the second and third circles, as he looked to create a gap he could use to get a grip on a sample. After a few moments, he then carefully gripped the smallest of the metal samples with the tongs and lifted it out.

We all stared for a moment.

“Is it slightly blueish, or is that just me?” Eiko asked finally.

“No,” I said thoughtfully, “no, you’re not wrong.” It wasn’t completely blue, this didn’t look like cobalt dye or anything. But there was a definite blueish tint to the dark grey but shiny metal.

“Is there cobalt in that sand?” Kiyoto asked, mirroring my thoughts.

“No,” Ryota frowned, turning the small rod of adamantium a couple of different ways to see if it would catch the light any differently. “But it might be because of the heat. Or a lack of oxidation. It might go away soon enough.”

Normally I would have thought he was reaching with that. Given how little we knew about titanium’s arcane material (i.e. that it could look blueish when newly smelted, and that was pretty much it) he had a good point.

Ryota carefully lifted the sample out, retreated back to the slightly cooler space between the third and fourth circles, and then placed it in the workspace he’d set up.

Chie quickly joined him for the first tests. “No unusual radiation,” she confirmed, running a couple of measuring devices over it.

“It really is cooling down rapidly,” Ryota noted in surprise, “this material is shedding heat like aluminum.”

“Really?” I was mildly startled, although Kiyoto forestalled any attempt to get up with an annoyed glance. “I wouldn’t have called that.”

“Yeah, I thought it would be at least another ten or twenty minutes before this was cool enough to touch.” Ryota seemed to be getting more and more curious about this latest creation. He carefully put it on the scale and started measuring it.

In the meantime Kiyoto finished off his own testing and concluded I was alright. A little tired, a little dehydrated, but mostly alright. He allowed me back up just in time for Ryota to declare “well the good news is that this stuff isn’t going to float away.”

An unspoken ‘thank god’ passed through the head of every scientist there. It hadn’t been a major threat, mithril was the only arcane material so far where that had happened. But it had been in the back of our minds.

“Its density is somewhere around 3700 kg a meter cubed, so it’s less dense than titanium but not as light as aluminum. Hardness wise,” Ryota picked up his small sample and tapped it meaningfully against the side of the lab table, “I really want to try testing that out. I think we’ve got something special here.”

“You’re sure?” I asked, feeling a swell of hope.

“Of course not! I’ve been testing this for less than a quarter hour! But it’s not got pure titanium’s weaknesses, it’s already acting like an alloy even though it’s a pure metal.”

“Ah-“ Chie began, a little tentatively.

Ryota frowned. “I know. Maybe that’s what the mana is doing: that it’s an extra-dimensional alloy.”

“No presumptions, either way,” Professor Ichikawa was quick to insert professionally.

The rest of us kept quiet. It was a mildly acrimonious topic between the pair. Not a major issue, they were more in agreement than not. The idea was both simple and extraordinary: arcane materials like this were forming a new type of chemical bond, one that occurred with particles of mana, and that bond reached between dimensions. But between Ryota’s focus on the more practical, looking at the idea experimentally; and Chie’s preference for purer theory, which would need bookshelves worth of discussion on all the myriad of implications on this idea, they didn’t always mesh cleanly on this subject.

“Yes professor,” Ryota answered distracted, staring at the new material with a combination of wonder and concern. He glanced towards the rest of the pieces of titanium, still cooling in the mold. “If this is consistent-“

His careful emphasis underlined the requisite ‘and we don’t know that it is yet, we’re not going to make assumptions’ without him or any of the other careful pedants in the room having remind him of that.

“-then we’ve somehow dropped… I’m not sure, around thirty percent. Something like thirty percent of titanium’s density by volume.”

“There could just be less of it,” I pointed out, making sure to point out the obvious.

“I don’t think so,” Ryota said wonderingly. “We both shaped that mold pretty carefully, packed that sand as exactly as we could. I’m still eyeballing it, but the total volume looks like it should.”

Not thirty percent’s worth, I admitted to myself. We hadn’t exactly been nanometer precise, not that we could have been, but we’d put in a surprising amount of effort. We’d known the next tests could be tricky, so we’d wanted as even a set of numbers as we could. That was why Ryota had been able to run his calculations so quickly and cleanly, he’d had some simple numbers to work with rather than random nonsense like 13.87 cm by 8.92. We’d tried to keep to nice, even figures like ten by ten or a five centimeter radius. I expected he still had a slightly imprecise height to work with, we couldn’t have worked with that perfectly, but we’d done our best to make all the future number crunching much easier.

“Hey, just be glad you didn’t end up with even more of it,” Eiko inserted maliciously, obviously stirring the pot. “You know that could have happened.”

It said something about the nutty nature of mana that we all winced instead of giving Eiko the derisive look that normally would have deserved. It hadn’t happened yet, and I never expected it to happen. But if you’d asked me to risk someone’s life on that possibility… yeah, I wasn't going to do that. Not after the ridiculous mystery of density that was mithril.

“Remind me to add a little more room to the top of the molds next time,” I noted wearily, looking for my phone to add a warning about that (it had been too hot for me to take it into the circles). “Spreading molten metal across the research room floor would be a bad idea.” We’d had some leeway, but not enough for comfort.

“Right,” Kiyoto nodded from next to me, obviously having gone down the same chain of causality as me. One where a particularly stupid arcane material doubled in volume and we didn’t realize it until it was too late.

“I was joking,” Eiko protested.

“I’m not,” I returned simply.

“And that,” Himeko reminded her friend with a smirk, “is why he gets to conduct potentially dangerous experiments and we don’t trust you with anything more dangerous than vinegar.”

“Mamoru?” Ryota asked uncertainly from back in the last circle. “If… if we needed it, could you make an…” he looked like he wanted to spit, “…an enchanted blade of some sort?”

I started a little at the sudden shift, and from Ryota of all people! “Theoretically. Why?”

He didn’t answer. “How sharp could you make it?”

I paused a moment for thought. “I’m not sure,” I answered honestly, “it’s a tough question. The enchantment matters a lot, but so does the base material and the base blade’s sharpness. That’s why mages make enchanted swords in the first place, rather than just magicking a stick to death so it cuts like a monofilament edge. Why do you ask?”

While we’d all been talking, Ryota had leveraged out another piece of adamantium and was holding it up with the tongs for examination. This one was a flat sheet, and it was just as faintly blue as the rod. He was examining it critically.

“Because I just tried to file the little sprue on the edge of this, one of the sections that came up to divide the molds was a little uneven. I’d hoped I might get a little bit of powdered adamantium off it. I didn’t expect it to work, but it just chewed through a tempered steel file like it was made out of sandstone.”

He held up said file. It now had a groove across it that I could make out from my position by the computers.

I blanched. If Ryota had been any less strong the two might have done nothing except glance off each other. But even if he was that strong, the fact that adamantium could do that to a laboratory grade tool like the file… well, overall it was a good thing! Mostly. Possibly. But-

“I think we’re going to need some entirely new tools to test this stuff,” Ryota admitted sourly. “And I think they’re going to have to be enchanted.”

Professor Ichikawa smiled unwillingly.

“Surely not! Surely…” this time I trailed off and felt ridiculous saying the next bit. “Surely the university has a laser cutter strong enough to do the job. Or a plasma cutter.”

Eiko hooted some unwilling laughter, and Himeko found herself smiling too at our predicament.

“Maybe.” Ryota didn’t sound too sure.

“That is a possibility,” Professor Ichikawa jumped back in politely. “But you should be careful about that. I’ll do what I can, but I don’t think the administration will let you use those sorts of machines by yourselves. And the results are likely to get someone’s attention.”

“Ah, right,” Tokyo U was a little reluctant to let random students play around with high powered lasers. And if adamantium displayed the type of properties I was starting to suspect…

“Think we should just subcontract this out to the ningyo?” Kiyoto suggested cautiously.

“Never!” Ryota was shockingly vehement for a guy that focused on a different branch of chemistry. Of course, he’d never had a chance to work with a new material like this before. Even with mithril I’d done a bunch of the preliminary research, he had a chance to take the lead on this one.

“Well, I don’t mind letting them,” I admitted a little more reasonably. “But I’m not sure how much more they’ll be able to do. And if it turns out this stuff is dangerous in some way,” which was getting less likely by the minute but still not impossible, “I don’t want to almost literally poison the well by giving them too much at once. Still, I kind of want to see what someone like Touch Knower is going to think about this stuff.”

Ryota settled down reluctantly, although some of his annoyance was probably due to the heat still contained in the circle. It’s going to be a while before the smelter cools enough for me to drop all the magic. I admitted to myself. We’d be able to bleed off the excess heat gradually, but doing it slowly enough that we weren’t threatening to fry ourselves and the computers would take some time. I’d probably be able to drop the fourth and maybe even the third circle before too long. Hell, I'd probably have to! Those two less important spells were the pair I was maintaining on my own instead of through the staff. But the first and maybe even second circles? Those were hours away yet, unless I wanted to risk even more chaos by trying to apply a couple of ‘cold’ based spells to the mix. And frankly, given just how hot it was in there right now, that was one experiment I did not want to carry out!

As I looked around the area, doing a quick mental calculation of the danger if I tried speed cooling the air, I couldn’t help but recognize how strange this must have all looked. A laboratory with a meter high cone of obsidian in it, surrounded by four glowing circles, beside which lay several blocks of an odd looking, blueish metal. And the place was populated by two half dressed grad students who were sweating thoroughly, another grad student who looked deeply annoyed, an absolutely humongous and tired looking second year holding a big stick, two attractive young ladies that looked entirely out of place, and a fairly professional looking professor… who looked even more out of place amongst all the madness!

A new arcane material, worries about violating the laws of physics, and a question about mermaid diplomacy, I reflected. Just another day in the Renfa Research Room.
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I sighed softly as I approached my Kanoko grandparents’ house.  I had so many mixed motives for doing this it wasn’t even funny.  Ostensibly, I was going to quickly consult with Grandma Kanoko in person in order to get her advice on a few herbs.  The potential train wreck that was Obon was just over the horizon.  Okay, granted, it was more like three weeks at this point.  But given how much potential for disaster that held I wanted to make sure I crossed every I and doted every T-

(Hey, wait a minute… my conscience pricked me.  I did my best to ignore that and shove that thought down, that sort of mistake was indicative of how distracted I was getting and how messed up I thought the whole situation was.)

-and plan out as much as possible ahead of time.  That meant getting several more advanced talismans and rituals set up, and I wanted the best possible components I could.  So, a consult with grandma was in order.

Of course it wasn’t just that.  I’d been woefully distant from my grandparents recently.  And given that I was asking for a favor, it seemed only right I volunteer to do some work for her garden.  I couldn’t decide if that would be relaxing or not (it probably depended on what the chores ended up being) but I suspected even that was as much for me as my grandmother.  With everything I’d been doing lately the chance to do a bit of simple gardening would be a relief.  Plus, I didn’t think any ningyo would spring out of the water hoses if I tried.  That sort of thing had happened just a little too often lately when it came to fishing.

Don’t say that!  The more paranoid part of my brain wailed.  Don’t tempt fate!  Otherwise, you know this is when you’ll discover garden gnomes are real or something!

Even I had to shake my head in disbelief at how ridiculous I was getting.

All the more reason to have a visit with Grandma, I told myself firmly, reaching for the saner parts of my personality.  This is getting a little bad.  I’ll go in, hopefully touch grass in both a literal and figurative way, and leave in a better state of mind.  That’s not a high bar to clear, but I’m confident I can manage.

Focused firmly on that more pleasant thought, I marched up to the front door and rang her doorbell.

Silence greeted me.

After thirty seconds or so I tried again.  When nothing happened after that I simply shrugged and headed towards the side gate in the fence.

Despite what you would have thought, I wasn’t actually depressed or scared by this.  Don’t get me wrong, I was mildly worried she might be out and doing some shopping.  Or, given my absolutely ridiculous state of mind, that she might have been hurt and was lying helpless on the floor in need of help.  But even as silly as I was feeling I only gave it a combined five percent chance of it being anything like that.  It was a pleasant summer’s day.  Chances were good she was just in the garden.  I’d had this happen to me three or four times before, I had explicit permission just to head back and check under the circumstances.

Occam’s Razor, I reflected, Grandpa Kanoko’s out gaming and Grandma Kanoko’s in the garden.  I suppose given how my life’s going this might really be the one time she’s-

“Cousin Mamoru, watch out!”

I’d just been opening up the gate when I was brought up short by my cousin Saori’s half panicked shout.  Because of that I was just in time to intercept a half naked baby that intended to use the opportunity to escape!

I hurriedly and clumsily managed to block the kid, who giggled all the while even as I managed to get in his way. It was made awkward by the fact I was only halfway through the gap, I didn't dare try backing away and attempting to shut the gate lest I accidentally hurt the toddler.

“Tetsuji!  No!” Saori emoted, hurrying after her youngest brother.

After a good ten seconds or so she managed to pick her brother up and lift him away from the danger zone, allowing me to slip fully through the gate and then shut it behind me.  Undeterred, Tetsuji immediately returned to that section immediately after Saori put him back down, probing it for weaknesses with obvious glee.

I didn’t know what to say, so of course the worst thing possible came to mind and slipped straight out.  “Wow, he’s getting big!”

Saori shot me a dirty look.  She was incredibly small for her age, her brother was incredibly big for his.  Despite only being two years old he’d been shockingly close to her waist.  Not actually there, not even that pair could accomplish that yet.  But he was noticeably past the proverbial knee-high level already, and it apparently stung.

I glanced again and had a small double take of my own.  He might have passed ‘knee-high’ on me!

“Damn,” I muttered, stunned.  “He’s going to be another giant, isn’t he?”

“Mamoru!” my Suzuki aunt said, scoldingly, surprising me by coming into view.  “Language!”

I winced.  “Sorry Aunty.”

Trailing behind the little parade, looking more amused than anything else, was finally Grandma Kanoko.  “Eh, it happens with kids,” she noted with a smile, “you just have to be careful not to do it too often.”

My aunt shot her a slightly annoyed glance but it bounced off Grandma Kanoko without much effect.

I bowed respectfully to my grandmother.  “Obaa-sama.”

Grandma Kanoko just laughed as Tetsuji probed another section of the fence.  “Well, I’m too old to put up with this all the time, but one day’s just a nice surprise.  Manami’s right, this sort of thing is an unexpected gift and I’m going to make use of it.  Anyway, come along, come along!”

My aunt heaved a huge sigh, but calmly stepped forward to retrieve her son (who was still looking for a way past the gate).  “He’s almost as bad as Reiji,” she admitted, “I’d half forgotten how bad it was when they were that young and that big.  No one believes you or thinks of the trouble when they’re only two years old.”

Tetsuji giggled in his mother’s arms, pleased at all the attention.  His eyes momentarily lit up as he took a better look at me and realized I was probably the biggest person he’d ever seen.  “Oooo.”

“This is your cousin Mamoru, Tetsuji-kun,” his mother said, her heart obviously melting at his cute expression.  “You’ve seen him before.  Mamoru.”

“Mam-moo.”

“That’s right!  Do you remember?”

Okay, maybe my heart melted a little too.  I had to admit, some of my incipient annoyance at all the chaos and disruption abruptly settled down and I was soothed by my baby cousin.

Still, it was better not to dwell on things too much.  I was pretty sure that annoyance would be back the second he threw a tantrum as big as he was.  I quickly turned to Grandma Kanoko.  “Sorry Grandma,” I apologized, “I was coming by to ask you something, and I was going to offer to help you out, but it seems like you already have your hands full.”

“Not that full, Mamoru-chan,” my grandmother quickly kept me from retreating with a pleasant but understanding tone.  “Come in.  I’ll take that help if you’re offering, I’m not going to chase you out of here.”

I was grateful for that.  But, as I watched Aunt Suzuki reluctantly put a squirming Tetsuji back down, I couldn’t help but ask “are you sure?”

Grandma Kanoko just laughed as Tetsuji took off again.  “Well, I’m too old to put up with that all the time, but one day’s just a nice surprise.  Manami’s right, this sort of thing is an unexpected gift and I’m going to make use of it.  Anyway, come along!”

I accompanied my grandparent inside while the Suzukis remained in the yard.  Saori moved to work in Grandma Kanoko’s herb bed, Aunt Suzuki went to sit on a deck chair while keeping an eye on Tetsuji, and Tetsuji started gleefully ripping up tiny handfuls of grass and then tossing them over his head, laughing all the while.

“Are you sure you-“ I began, still craning my head to keep half an eye on them.

“They’ll be fine,” Grandma Kanoko noted, heading towards her collection of herbariums.  She didn’t even bother to glance behind her.  “I trust them to keep Tetsuji-kun safe, and there’s little he could do to the garden that could truly bother me.”

Are you sure about that?  I kept the thought firmly locked in my head though.  When I thought about it, and it did take me a moment to readjust my thinking, I realized that my grandmother was a fairly practical gardener.  She took pride in what she’d accomplished and strove for perfection, there was no doubt about that.  But her garden was there to be used.  It wasn’t much of a stretch that she’d allow a toddler to use it for a playground.

“Now,” Grandma Kanoko stated firmly, assuming a more businesslike mien that would have surprised most people, “what are you here for today?”

I shook myself out of all the woolgathering and focused on my purpose.  “I’m trying to determine the best plants for something out of a list.  I’ve got a couple of candidates, but if I really want them to work I need to find something that…”

I rattled off a list of nearly two dozen plants.  Since I was adapting rituals from Avalon I was cheating a little, I wanted things with certain properties.  One of those properties was an association with death, ghosts, and the afterlife.  That much I’d already done myself, even if my grandmother knew that information (and I wouldn’t have been surprised to find out she’d picked it up along the way) I was pretty sure I didn’t want her to realize I was after it.

I figured she’d miss it though.  She might have realized if I’d stuck to native species, but I’d named plants from all over the world.  I’d focused mostly on Japan and our nearest neighbors when possible, those had the best odds of being ‘suitable’ for this, but I’d stolen a few likely candidates from all over.  After the death association the most important properties were physical, not geographic location.  If something from South America fit the bill perfectly while a native Japanese species was only a poor match then I wasn’t going to be stupidly nationalistic about it!

My grandmother simply nodded and indulged me, combining her memory with a surprisingly large collection of books on the subject.  Most of those were more modern works, glossy and filled with photos, but her collection tapered off back into history.  It even included two lovingly hand written and illustrated books from the 1800s.  She used every tool at hand to examine the exceedingly weird correlation of plants and qualities I was giving her.

Even then, despite her incredible knowledge and experience, it took us about forty-five minutes to go through everything.  And some of the results were unexpected.

“Really?  Simple ivy?”

“There’s nothing simple about ivy,” my grandmother told me good-naturedly.  “And why are you so surprised Mamoru?  Why did you ask if you didn’t think it would work?”

“I didn’t say that,” I backpedaled quickly, “I thought it might, but I was worried I was padding out the numbers and wasting time.”  Honestly, its death association had been a little weak.  But it was there, and the physical requirements had been even closer than I’d realized!

“Just be careful with it,” she chided me gently, “it can get out of hand if you don’t think about what you’re doing.”

“That’s not going to be a problem,” I reassured her quickly, “I’m looking at it chemically, nothing more.”

Grandma Kanoko nodded in satisfaction and began to put her books away.

I quickly collated my notes, glad to have found the three plants I needed.  Well, that makes the supernatural part of Obon look a little more survivable, I thought sarcastically.  The social part… I’m going to leave that to Himeko.  And pray.  Even she was probably going to need those prayers.

To take my mind off that I quickly spoke up.  “So, what do you need help with today?”

Grandma Kanoko looked surprised for a moment and then smiled at me.  “Just the trees today,” she admitted.  “They’re not in bad shape, but some of them need a little trimming before they spread out too far.  Nothing major, you and Daichi took care of all that last time.  Just a few buds and twigs that need pruning before they become anything significant.  Don’t worry about getting everything, there’s probably too much for you to do by yourself.  I just want to take advantage of having my tall grandson around while he’s here.”

She paused and smirked at me.  “Although…”

I sighed.  “He’s too young yet,” I said, circumventing the crack before she could make it.  “And, not to sound like a judgemental broken record, but you do remember he’s not your grandson by blood, right?”

“You think that matters?” she replied airily.  “Saori’s my granddaughter and he’s her brother, that’s good enough.”

Eh, fair enough, I mentally shrugged.  That still seemed a little bit of a stretch, but even I’d seen that answer coming a kilometer away.  “Do you mind if I ask why they’re here?” I was careful to keep my tone mild and polite.

Grandma Kanoko just laughed as she finished putting her paper and pencils away, she’d sketched out and taken some physical notes while we’d worked.  “There’s nothing mysterious about it,” she smiled.  “It’s just that little Tetsuji-kun was getting a bit cranky in all the heat.”

Which helps explain why he was barely wearing a diaper, I reflected.  It was extra humid today.  Not max humidity, every resident of Tokyo knew it could have been much worse, but more than enough to add a little extra discomfort to the plus thirty weather.  Nearly everyone was dressed a little scantily.

“Saori’s mother brought him along for a little visit to help keep him calm as she dropped off Saori today.  I offered them a drink and Tetsuji’s been having a great time running around the yard ever since.”

Sometimes it’s just that simple, I noted with a mental eyeroll as we walked back outside.  I was glad to have that verified though.  After so many ridiculous complications recently it was a pleasant reminder that sometimes reality was that straightforward and my paranoia really was ridiculous much more often than not.

I went to retrieve the ladder and a one-handed set of gardening sheers, then returned to the garden.  For a change of pace I decided to work right to left instead of left to right like I normally did.  That’s about how exciting I want my life to be, I smirked as I braced the ladder.  And even then Grandma made us do it this way last time!  It’s not anything new.

I laughed softly to myself at how boring I tried to be sometimes.

“Don’t go too long, Mamoru-chan!” my grandmother called out in concern as she went to join Saori.  “Make sure to keep yourself cool!  And take a break and a drink when you need to!”

I smiled and waved at her cavalierly.  That much concern I can get behind, I thought to myself in amusement.  As much as I criticized my family at times, and as much as they sometimes went nuts, there really was a happy medium.  And making sure I didn’t push myself too hard out of some silly sense of guilt or obligation was a pretty sensible thing to do.

Even if it’s still a little paranoid.  So long as I’m smart about this, I thought as I clipped my first inconvenient bud, this should be less dangerous than my average trip to the research room.

I’d regret that thought about fifteen minutes later, when my cousin tried to kill me.

I was just starting my third tree by then.  Grandma Kanoko had been right, between her usual maintenance and the big clear out that Daichi and I had done a few months ago, the trees around the perimeter were in pretty good shape.  Heck, even last years typhoon had probably helped, broken off some of the things I’d normally have been pruning at this point.   There was a little stuff, especially higher up where Grandma Kanoko wouldn’t usually get it, but I was making startlingly good progress.

So I’d been doing pretty well, and maybe feeling just a little too confident about everything, when suddenly-

SQUEEZE!  SQUEEZE!  SQUEEZE!  SQUEEZE!

“Cousin!” Saori cried out.

I looked around in confusion and concern, shocked by this sudden and unexpected explosion in risk.  Stupidly, I looked everywhere but down.  So I completely missed my youngest cousin deciding to randomly run forward and throw himself at the side of my ladder.

Normally this wouldn’t have been a problem.  Unfortunately, Tetsuji was much bigger than the average toddler and I’d already pushed the ladder slightly off balance, stretching to the side to reach a bud instead of repositioning the ladder like a safety professional would have insisted.  Not horribly so you understand, still in a yellow zone area instead of a red zone.  But more than I should have, enough that my warning bracelet had already given me a few soft squeezes.

As I found the ladder beginning to tilt away from the tree, starting slowly but picking up speed, I had a split second to feel pretty stupid.

Several things happened at once then.  Everyone in the yard started to shout something, the warning bracelet on my arm started picking up the pace, and I desperately stretched out my limbs.

Luckily, my arms were long enough I just barely managed to grab one of the stronger tree branches.  I desperately tried to disentangle myself from the ladder and wrap my body around the tree trunk at the same time.

Unfortunately, this was me we were talking about.  I did not manage a smooth dismount.  And even as I attempted to mate with a tree I accidentally kicked free of the ladder in an awkward way.  And my cousin Tetsuji had immediately fallen over after his spontaneous attempt at murder.  I had a split second to realize the ladder was falling awfully close to him.

It just missed, hitting the ground with a terrifying clatter.

I frowned slightly, my heart still beating a hundred kilometers an hour.  Normally that would have just looked like a horrifyingly near miss.  But I’d felt a brief stirring of something when that happened, like something had just brushed by me.  And for a brief moment, Saori had seemed to fall too.

I didn’t get a chance to follow up on that.  The next little while was a blur of confusion and panic as everyone sprang into action.  My aunt had rushed over to collect my now wailing little cousin, slightly bruised by his ramming action.  But she hadn’t been quite sure what to do, mortally terrified for her son but unable to ignore the fact I’d still been hanging up in a tree nearly a meter and a half off the ground.  Grandma Kanoko hadn’t been much better.  She was incredibly healthy for her age but this was probably the closest she’d ever gotten to having a heart attack as she sorted through her surprise, fear, and some incredibly mixed feelings over everything.  And Saori had looked almost drunk, going a little cross-eyed as she stumbled over to join us.

Eventually, even if it was in a noisy and messy manner, we all managed to get everything sorted out.  They got the ladder up and I eventually got down, quickly reassuring my aunt that I didn’t want to return the favor no matter what my baby cousin had nearly done to me.  I then went on to reassure everyone that I wasn’t pissed, or going to blame them in turn.  Grandma Kanoko and my aunt had both babbled on a little at first about their fault.  My grandmother blamed herself while my aunt had been meandering over to reposition Tetsuji before he’d spontaneously reversed direction, sprinted, and decided to practice sumo against the ladder.  She’d felt understandably guilty she hadn’t been just a little more proactive.

I’d been less than fully pleased too.  Thankfully the near miss my cousin had suffered had kept me from being too self-righteous, redirecting my anger in that split-second I’d been terrified he might be hurt or killed.  By the time they’d finished reassuring themselves I was alright too, I’d been able to see the truth of it: we’d all been a little bit careless.  Grandma and Aunty had been a little too blasé about Tetsuji, but so had I.  And I’d been a little too carefree about ladder safety to boot.  Given both my aunt and Saori had been around I really should have done things properly and asked for someone to hold the ladder, at least once I’d started getting more than a meter off the ground.  Then I’d been a little careless while on it... nope, I couldn’t go around blaming everyone else for my screwups.

(It also didn’t hurt that I’d belatedly realized I hadn’t been in danger danger.  I probably had been at risk for breaking a bone or two, that was a high fall onto dirt if you weren’t going to do it right.  Especially when a ladder was coming down with you.  But past that?  If I’d been facing anything worse the ‘mage armor’ precaution would have activated.  That would have been a whole new set of very big problems, but neither death nor crippling would have been amongst them.)

Eventually my aunt and grandmother took a still wailing Tetsuji inside (obviously more from a tantrum rather than an injury at this point) to check him over.  I then took a moment to tend to the wounded cousin that had flown under everyone’s radar.

“You alright?” I asked, struggling not to show too much concern after every other overreaction we’d all gone through.  “No bleeding, no injuries?”  I asked.  As I did so I knelt down and presumptively turned Saori’s head back and forth a little, looking over her with ‘mage sight’.

Needless to say, she swatted my hands away.  “I’m fine, cousin Mamoru,” she noted irritably.  “You don’t have to do anything.”

“Are you sure?” I asked frankly, not rising back up.  “Your eyes are still a little crossed.”  Saori’s gaze wasn’t completely messed up, but it was still unfocused.

“I’m fine,” she reiterated, turning away from me.

We were silent for a long moment.

“So.  Telekinesis, huh?”

Saori blushed.

I struggled to find a good way to say the next bit.  I didn’t really find one, but I tried to bull ahead anyway.

“I really don’t want to intrude too much-“

“Then don’t,” Saori snapped back at me, feeling a little more like a stereotypical teenager than usual today.  It was forgivable, she was dealing with pain, stress, and Aoth knew what else, but that didn’t make her any less sensitive.

“-and it’s not like I can second-guess your judgement,” I continued after a moment, trying not to feel too much like a hypocrite.  “But are you sure you’re alright?  I got the impression you didn’t do much, but it still hit you like this.”

Saori frowned, then winced at even doing that much.  “I didn’t,” she admitted, “I just nudged Tetsuji one way and the ladder the other.  I barely moved either of them.”

“But it was enough?”

Saori looked up at me with those big eyes.  “It would have broken his foot,” she told me solemnly.

I pursed my lips, nodded, and considered that a few moments.  “Did you realize that before you pushed?”

Saori looked away.  “Stupid sight,” she half-muttered.  “Stupid, useless powers.  I didn’t see it coming until it was too late and then I hurt myself trying to do anything.”

My tiny smile was sympathetic.  “You can’t blame yourself.”

“Why?” Saori rounded back on me fiercely.  “You almost got killed!  And Tetsuji nearly got hurt, badly!”

“I really wasn’t,” I reported to her good-humoredly, finding the irony in how she mirrored my earlier thoughts and how she was acting just like grandma and my aunt, quietly blaming herself.  “I might have gotten hurt, and things might have gotten really complicated when my magic triggered.  But I was in no danger of dying.”

I paused, briefly remembering the last time we’d had a conversation like this.  “Was that what you saw earlier?  When you thought my secret might come out?”

Saori looked surprised.  Then for a moment she tried to concentrate but quickly flinched away as she suffered an obvious explosion of head pain.

“Stupid brain!” she cried out.  “I didn’t even do much!”

Alright, not getting that answer right now, I reflected.  Saori had obviously pushed a little too far.  I was pretty sure any deliberate use of her abilities was currently beyond her.  She seemed mostly alright, this seemed analogous to a case where a physical injury had left her limping.  She could still move, but any sort of jumping or heavy lifting would have to wait until she’d healed up.

Still, her frustration was starting to worry me.  So, like I usually did under these circumstances, I made a stupid call.

“You know,” I said cautiously.  “I do have a lab again.”

Saori just looked confused for a few seconds.  Then she rounded on me eagerly.  “Really cousin?  Really?”

“It’s… complicated,” I summed up lamely.  “But it’s summertime again.  And if you really want to-“

“I do!  I do!  Doing it by myself isn’t working and I want to figure these dumb powers out before someone gets hurt!”

“Well in that case,” I warned her cautiously, “I’m not sure I’m the best choice.  Seriously Saori, I would probably refer you to a few other people these days rather than depending on me.  I’ve made a few…”

I paused a little, uncertain how to end that statement.  Contacts?  Friends?  Allies?  How did you describe my relationship with people like Mika or the psi kids?

It didn’t matter.  “No,” she said instantly, and a little fearfully, “I want it to be you.”

I paused again.  “I’ll do what I can,” I told her as gently as I could manage, “but this is a shared research room.  They’re all nice people, and they’re all in the know.  But they’ll be strangers.”

Saori hesitated.  She also flinched, so I was pretty sure she’d tried to deliberately stretch out her powers again and then regretted it.  “Well…” she said slowly.  “If you trust them…”

“That’s not necessarily a recommendation,” I cautioned her.  “You know how much I suck with people.”

“I don’t care,” she declared moodily.  “With Tetsuji crying up a storm I can’t even try meditating in the house any more.”

“I’m sure he’s not crying all the time-“

“I sense when he’s about to!” Saori complained.  “I try to meditate, start opening up my powers… and then I get a close-up preview of him throwing a tantrum an hour in advance!”

I winced.  Okay, yeah.  Saori’s kind of getting screwed over there, I reflected.  Her strong point was sensing and precognition, and she was still growing into those powers on top of that.  She might have been fine if she’d trained herself up three or four years ago, or been strong with a different gift instead.  But she could hardly learn to control her powers if opening them up meant exposing herself to a rambunctious two-year old in the same house!  Tetsuji had to be a study in chaos, I doubted he knew what he’d do next.  Combine that with all the fun effects puberty was probably still throwing at her and I could see why Saori was having some problems with her self-exploration.

She’d probably have been fine with one of the other families of gifts, I thought to myself.  Something like telekinesis or telepathy.  But no, she got the one that can glimpse the future.  And if your blood kin is a toddler who’s big enough to go around and tackle ladders then I can see why that would be a problem.

Briefly, it also struck me how old that Reiji was getting.  And that he was still dating Takako last I’d heard.  Given that Saori’s sight seemed to default to her family, that proximity seemed to matter, more exciting/dangerous stuff tended to be a little more visible, and that her other brother might just be getting old enough to start experimenting…

I quickly shut that thought down as a little too disturbing (and depressing.  I’d been pretty sure for years that Reiji would lose his virginity before me on any sort of relative time frame; he’d been too precocious and social for me to fool myself into believing anything else.  I did NOT want to think about him doing it in absolute terms!).  But I could easily see why Saori experimenting with her abilities from home was going to be a no-go.

Saori heaved a huge sigh for her tiny little frame and I kept quiet while she managed to calm herself down.  She’s probably got a nasty headache too, I reflected sympathetically.  She deserves my patience.

“If it wasn’t for the Gardening Club, I’d probably never get any peace,” Saori finally admitted.  “It’s not perfect there, but I can let myself relax.”

Despite everything, my face lit up at that surprising revelation and I found myself unexpectedly happy that I’d visited today.  “You joined your school’s high school’s Gardening Club?”

“Yeah?” Saori said cautiously.

Huh, so that’s what it feels like from this angle, I reflected, quickly getting myself under control.  Still, it was a cheerful bit of news.  Her new high school’s Gardening Club had been a little more advanced than the junior high version.  And she’d have been the tiny freshman member rather than a senior.  The last I’d heard she’d still been hesitating to take the plunge.  The idea that Saori was coming out of her shell and getting any sort of serious social interaction was a cause for surprise and hope.  Even the fact that she’d been so willing to come to the research room after I’d mentioned strangers had been a little shocking,

The irony of that, the obvious comparison to how the rest of my family had felt about my sudden friendship with Himeko and Eiko, was not lost on me.  So I did try to keep my enthusiasm in check.  “That’s good to hear,” I noted, trying to keep my tone simple but pleasant.

“It’s… not perfect,” she admitted.  “I liked my old club better.  But Yuki sempai is nice, and I can sort of zone out while tending the flowers.  I can just let my sight open up a little and take care of them. ”

She frowned again, glancing towards the house.  “It’s the only peace I get some days.”

Aunt Suzuki bustled out of the house at that moment.  “Saori!  Are you okay?” she asked urgently.

“I’m fine mom,” Saori reassured her, but she was already hunching over a little.

Aunt Suzuki was on her in a moment.  “Your eyes aren’t right.  Do you have heat exhaustion?”

“It’s fine mom, it’s nothing,” Saori protested.  But it already felt like she was giving up.

“Come inside the house and get cool right this instant!” my aunt commanded, grabbing Saori in an iron grip.

Saori sighed as if this was a terrible burden, but did get up and start moving towards the house under her own power.

I watched them go with mixed emotions.  I was amused, and a little sentimental at seeing once again how much my aunt cared for her kids.  But I also realized it was probably hell for a teenaged psychic like Saori.  The practical problems of her overprotectiveness, especially when you could actually feel her worries, combined with a frustrating awareness that she really was doing all that because she loved you… yeah, that had to be hell if you were already a slightly angsty teenager.

I don’t think she’d be willing to trade with me, I thought with inappropriate humor, adding my aunt to the list of challenges that Saori was facing.  Not even now.  But I wouldn’t be surprised if she actually had to think about it.

Maybe I should offer her a blocking talisman again? I reflected.  Then, with a rueful sigh, I trudged back over to the ladder with an eye on resuming my pruning.
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I saw Kaede a good thirty meters ahead as she got to the Meiko mansion’s gate first. I deliberately slowed my pace slightly, and she tried not to fidget, so that we just missed each other. I waited for the gates to close again, then went through the whole procedure myself. Not just out of respect for security (although there was that) but because we were still awkwardly avoiding each other.

I sighed softly to myself. I can’t decide if it’s better or worse that we’re both doing it, I reflected as I entered and then turned to my left, going after the first of my collectors.

It was something that had gradually developed over time, a mutual, unspoken agreement that we kept our distance and tried to avoid each other in these situations. I didn’t want to interfere with her relationship with Shinji, she didn’t want to get on my case about the secrets I was still keeping, and my parents were still driving us both to distraction! Maybe not to the extent they had been before, we all counted ourselves blessed that they were only putting in about a third of the effort that they’d been expending at the start. But they hadn’t given up yet, and it was an easy trigger for every Kanoko.

All of that meant we were sensitive about each other; any real conversation had too much potential to explode and neither of us wanted that. It wouldn’t be automatic, but we were both pretty sure we’d stumbled into it pretty quickly if we ran into each other without a purpose to center and distract us. So, we avoided contact. It was simple, we tried not to be too dramatic about it, and it worked.

But there was the unspoken recognition that we were still family, and would talk if we had to. At least, if it was important enough. Which was why I was shocked when not five minutes later Kaede was tearing across the front yard to intercept me.

I missed it at first, I’d just finished off my first collector and was distractedly trudging off towards the next when I heard her breathless “Mamoru… Mamoru...”

I spun to face her, feeling a spike of terror at her expression and the way she was out of breath.

“Front… staircase…” she gasped.

I didn’t bother waiting for anything more, I took off at a sprint of my own towards the mansion entrance. Doing that in the heat of the Tokyo summer, not to mention with a backpack and naginata bag on my back, was a challenge. But if Kade was doing it, and doing it in order to reach me, then shit was hitting the fan! It was only the relatively short distance that kept me from saying ‘screw it’ to my secrets and taking the risk of casting a spell or two.

I stormed up the front steps and flung open the door (which was still slightly agape after Kaede’s precipitous exit). There, in the front hallway, a scene of incredible carnage and violence greeted me.

I heaved a huge sigh of mixed relief and frustration. Goddamn it Kaede! I thought, still unsure what emotion to settle on. You had me really worried for a moment there!

“Cousin… they’re…” Kaede began to gasp out behind me. Even a hundred meters that heat would have been punishing, I assumed she’d done closer to three hundred as she’d zeroed in on me. And that was on top of some panic and stress.

For once I was the calm one. “You need to look closer, Kaede,” I chided her, spitefully pretending to be even more collected than I was as I took my outside shoes off. “Think about what you’re doing.”

Kaede just stared at me, dumbfounded. “Nani?”

I tilted my head towards the pair of girls apparently trying to kill each other. “Do you really think that they’d have put on judogis if they were actually fighting to the death?”

Himeko and Eiko were at it again, the pair staging a fighting game in the estate’s main entranceway.

“Cousin- I- what?”

“First time?” I asked sympathetically as I settled in to watch. I was enjoying needling her, but I didn’t want to go too far either.

“Sorry Kaede,” Shinji inserted with a flush, carefully creeping around the sides to reach us. It was made slightly easier by the way Eiko and Himeko had migrated to fighting on the staircase.

“My sister does this, sometimes,” he continued.

Kaede stared. “Your family lets her?!”

Shinji looked to the side and muttered something resentful sounding under his breath. I tried not to listen too closely. This time he might be justified, I admitted to myself.

Kaede stopped and gasped a little as Himeko landed a powerful kick. Eiko had still blocked it, but her positioning had been off and the blow had been enough to throw her off the staircase.

“Hah! Four to-“

Eiko somehow twisted her legs underneath her and managed to land firmly on her feet.

Himeko cut herself off and indulged herself in a small pout of disappointment.

On the other hand, my eyebrows went up upon witnessing that move. Damn, she used her ki there, I realized it through a combination of mystic instinct and simple awareness of physics. Eiko should have gone down. Not hard, but the distance and angle had been wrong. She should have ended up on her rear. Instead, she’d momentarily pushed herself back into a more stable position with a burst of ki so she could land properly.

There was a pause as Himeko’s gaze took in the three of us in the entrance way and looked concerned. “Pause!” she declared firmly, making some sort of gesture with her hands.

Eiko looked momentarily resentful, but did a doubletake as she untensed slightly, looked around, and noticed us so nearby. “Mamoru? What are you doing here?”

“Educating my cousin,” I responded cheerfully. “She took one look at you two and then forgot to take the second one. Honestly Kaede, I get why you might have had that first impression. But the judogis, the hair, and all the staff around the edges not panicking, those should have been a big clue about this.”

What can I say? I’d made the right call back in the day, so rather than getting annoyed at Kaede I was allowing myself to feel smug about that.

“Sorry, Kaede-san,” Eiko noted a little awkwardly. As she rubbed the back of her head the sleeve fell down a little and I noticed she had a five kilo weight on her wrist. A quick glance at her feet showed one around each ankle as well. “We do this once in a while, have a little fun while training.”

“That’s training?” Kaede gaped.

With the weights, maybe, I reflected thoughtfully. That did explain why Himeko had been holding her own so well, I’d been surprised Eiko hadn’t been dominating. But an Eiko carrying a twenty kilo handicap, especially when Himeko could actually use terrain like the staircase to make that really hurt… I’d still have put money on Eiko winning, that save she’d managed after being launched off the stairs cinched it for me. But I figured the point spread would be much closer.

“More importantly,” Himeko noted a little imperiously (possibly to save Eiko an awkward explanation), “why was she just allowed to walk in to this?”

She half glared at one of the servants on the edges of the entrance way, the one that belonged to security. As she descended the staircase, and said man listened desperately to an earpiece, she glanced apologetically aside at my cousin and noted “sorry Kaede-san, you should have received some forewarning. We try not to let anyone walk into this accidentally, for their own safety.”

Shinji snorted softly. “Yeah, now.”

Himeko glared at her brother. “And who was it that started a ruckus on the stairwell with his friend? The one who prompted such a rule? Now let me think…”

“Hey! It’s my home too, I get to have fun with my friends just the way you do!”

My eyebrows climbed a little higher at the siblings’ exchange. Wow, what happened there? But before it could get any further the security guy spoke up.

“Our apologies, Ojou-sama,” he said, bowing deeply and a little desperately. “The young master’s guest hurried through quickly, we expedited that and didn’t think to warn her. We were distracted by Matsuda-sama’s approach and a little blip we’ve been tracking.”

Hey, don’t blame this one on me, I thought mildly, even though that wasn’t a totally unfair assessment. They probably had been looking out for both my cousin and I’s feelings at the gate, expediting our little attempts to avoid each other.

But Himeko just frowned a little deeper. “A blip?”

The security man opened his mouth, but right at that moment everyone’s phone rang. Well, everyone but Kaede and I. Himeko and Eiko didn’t have their phones on them (of course) but I could identify them easily enough as the ones stacked on a table next to the stairs. But even if they didn’t directly get the message, they still heard it when one of the maids (the one holding some towels for after the fight) read her phone and gasped out “breach in the servants’ quarters?”

Eiko’s eyes went as wide as teacups. “Hisako. Maki.” She whispered.

Then she was off like a shoot.

“Eiko!” Himeko called out, quickly sprinting after her. There was a small delay as the security guy attempted to restrain her, obviously implementing standard procedures that involved not letting a member of the Meiko family anywhere near such a problem; only to find himself bodily hurled out of the way as Himeko exercised her judo skills.

Of course, I wasn’t much better. Himeko at least had the excuse she was a competent marital artist and this was her home. I did not. So, like a complete moron, I ran after the pair. I was already turning a corner before my brain caught up with me and asked ‘wait, what the hell am I doing?’

By that point I figured I was committed. I probably should have been committed for my arrogance and stupidity, I wasn’t in a hurry to reveal my magic to a random intruder and the most likely result of all this was that I’d get in the way of the mansion’s security personnel. The one, tiny comfort I could draw from all this was how I wasn’t further burdening the poor guy at the entranceway. Just before I’d lost sight of him I’d seen he already had his hands full grabbing Shinji and Kaede, obviously keen on not losing them as well.

(Seriously, he’d done it before he’d even managed to rise to his feet. Himeko’s little demonstration aside, the Meiko security people were not incompetents.)

I followed the pair, at first keeping them in sight thanks to my longer stride and the fact they were slightly winded from their little workout. But as we skidded into a major corridor Eiko’s ki surged. Suddenly she seemed to leap ahead of us.

Seven seconds later I passed that point in the hallway, almost stumbling over two surprising obstacles, and I realized what happened. Those were her leg weights! I thought, my own eyes opening wide. And they hadn’t been taken off either, Eiko had been so panicked about her sisters that she’d flared her ki wildly and strongly enough to tear them off her legs. After that she’d obviously thought ‘to hell with it’ and focused all her energies on moving faster, whatever techniques that might have required.

Himeko couldn’t compete, but her worry for her friend meant that she found another gear and turned up her own efforts. She began to pull away from me.

Oh hell, I thought, reaching for the mana. It was hard for me to cast ‘nitro boost’ while running. But if there was ever a situation that called for it, this seemed to be it. I completed the spell just before Himeko was totally out of sight, then suddenly I was flying down the halls and closing the distance with her as if someone had literally just injected ‘speed’ into my veins.

It took me a little while to close the gap, even with my enhanced speed I was still clumsy at using it and weighed down by my bags, I careened off two separate walls as I failed to take turns on the way to our destination before I got my coordination sorted out. It didn’t help when I had the belated realization I had no real idea where we were going, so even if I did pass Himeko I would have been capped by Himeko’s speed.

For better or worse, we reached our destination before then. There was a commotion in front of what I recognized as the Kobayashi family quarters.

I felt a momentary spurt of pure panic as I took in the knot of people there. Fortunately, even as worked up as I felt by everything, I quickly recognized Eiko. Given that she was just standing there, blindingly obvious in her judogi, and wasn’t frantic with worry over her family, I figured things weren’t too bad.

I would soon find myself both right and wrong. As Himeko and I approached (and I did my best not to pass out as my spell wore off, placing my hands on me knees and not caring who saw how much I was panting) the knot parted slightly to reveal four security people pressing a guy face down on the carpet. The bleached hair, this time with crimson highlights, practically screamed who it was.

“He was carrying this note,” one of the security people told Himeko gruffly, passing on a folded piece of paper to the Meiko heiress as Himeko stepped forward.

Himeko took the paper, and her entire being froze as she read it.

The security people yanked Sato Gota into a kneeling position, the roughest about it I’d ever seen. One guard took each of his arms, holding them straight away from his sides, while a third stood behind him and planted a foot right behind one of Sato’s knees. Master Tai might have been able to get out of a position like that, Sato Gota wasn’t going anywhere.

Despite that, he raised his head and shot Eiko a slightly sickly grin. “Hi honey. Happy one year anniversary.”

***

Even though there was a surprisingly large crowd in the hallway: Himeko, Eiko, her sisters, Sato, a half dozen Meiko security personal, a few scattered onlookers, and me; you could have heard a pin drop. And the hallway was carpeted.

That tableau lasted about five seconds. Then Eiko’s shocked expression twisted and it looked like she wanted to spit. “You idiot!”

“That’s a little-“

“You complete moron!”

“I was trying to-“

“You absolute, baka-brained, bleached skull, nincompoop! What the hell did you think you were doing?!”

“Celebrating our anniversary?”

“Our anniversary?!”

“Our first date was a year ago today. I even made sure to dress the same.” Sato Gota’s grin was trying for charming, but underneath that he seemed a little more abashed than I’d ever seen him.

I started a little. Wait, is that the same highlight color he used at this time last year? I thought somewhat inanely as my brain struggled to cope with what was going on.

“You can’t seriously-“

My eyebrows rose slightly as she cut herself off. I could almost read the chain of thought in her brain ‘wait, was that literally a year ago today? It was, wasn’t it?’

“That doesn’t count!” she tried again, although I’d been with Eiko long enough to detect the rare trace of embarrassment to her tone.

“Aw, what sort of guy would I be if I tried to say that?” Sato returned with a hint of his usual insouciance.

You know, it’s pretty telling that no one else is saying anything, I reflected in shock as I watched the pair go back and forth. And I wasn’t the only one. Even the security personal, who had not slackened their grip on Sato this whole time, were just staring in incredulous amazement.

“We didn’t even-“ Eiko began, before hurriedly cutting herself off in front of an audience.

“So I figured I’d prove myself,” Sato continued. “Settle the question once and for all, by leaving a note on your pillow.”

I blinked in surprise. That had been delivered with his usual casualness, but he’d hurried it out as if he were desperately trying to explain something to his wife.

“Well it settled the question alright!” Eiko projected back.

Sato winced. “I might have underestimated security.” He admitted.

“MIGHT?!?”

“Sato,” Himeko finally spoke up. Her voice might have frozen helium. “Would you care to explain this?”

For all his previous talkativeness, Sato sudden turned surprisingly tight lipped. Although there was a hint of guilt in his eyes as he tried not to glance at Eiko.

“I know,” Himeko emoted thunderously, shaking the piece of paper she held in her hand.

“Well, you’re always telling me I don’t know as much as I think I do,” Sato quipped with something resembling his usual irreverence, “That I’m wrong about what I believe. This time, I think I’ll return the favor.”

“We’ve… gone out a few times,” Eiko inserted reluctantly, a whole show’s worth of emotions obviously roiling together in her tone.

“A few?” Himeko asked, the ice and thunder mixing together now.

Sato started to make another quip, I was almost completely certain he was about to give us the exact number. But he glanced towards Eiko and cut himself off before speaking.

Surprisingly, it was Hisako who broke the tension first. Albeit accidentally. “Sis! How could you without-“ she abruptly flushed and shut up, obviously embarrassed and terrified to have spoken under the circumstances.

Sato glanced at Eiko again and half smirked. “Told you we should have gotten her an autograph for her birthday.”

Eiko glared at him. “And I told you-“ she began before cutting herself off.

Everyone stopped to look at Himeko. She didn’t do anything, but it was like we could feel the earth violently trembling before a volcano erupted.

“Eiko,” she bit out, “with me. You,” she looked at Sato Gota with a deadly glare, she then glanced at the security people, “take him somewhere and hold him.”

As the security staff hauled Sato upright, Himeko leaned in and bit off each word as if she were chewing steel. “If I find out you’ve hurt Eiko, you can expect to spend the rest of your natural life chained to a wall without ever seeing sunlight.”

Despite everything, Sato Gota’s smirk was dangerously angry. “Aw, worried about your closest retainer?”

“I’M WORRIED ABOUT MY FRIEND’S HEART YOU WORTHLESS ASS!”

There was another moment of shocked silence in the hallway. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d seen Himeko that upset. Wait, no. It was right after she saw what Harada had done to me, I recalled. She might have been slightly better this time. But the rage, panic, and openness in her eyes? Code Bath, right? I recalled, wondering if I needed to mention that this time.

Sato’s eyes, so usually full of mocking laugher, for once showed a hint of surprise. And, so sudden and small I wondered if I’d imagined it, an unwilling respect.

Then Himeko spun around, grabbing Eiko and dragging her away, while the Meiko personal did the same (albeit even less gently) with Sato Gota.

I watched in confusion for a few seconds, then hurried after my friends.

***

Himeko hauled Eiko back the way we’d arrived, out of the staff apartments and living area. She stopped by what I assumed was the first empty room available and practically threw Eiko in there. It looked like a small office, but I saw no indication it was ever used as such.

I followed meekly behind the pair and then ducked towards the corner. Himeko stood in front of the room’s desk, crossed her arms and stared Eiko down while Eiko cringed and shrunk slightly. But otherwise Himeko remained silent. I wasn’t sure if she was trying to turn the pressure up on Eiko or was simply too enraged to speak.

Finally, cringing some more, Eiko spoke. “Look, Himeko, I’m sorry. I never thought he’d actually do this-“

“Do. What?” Himeko asked, each word an iceberg.

Eiko flinched again. “Try to break into the mansion. It’s… I’ve always said he was just trying to use me in order to get to you. He’d always claim he didn’t need that. That if he really wanted to he could get anywhere in the mansion he needed before we stopped him, with or without me.”

“So his big romantic gesture,” Himeko continued, her voice coldly dangerous, “was going to be breaking into your bedroom and leaving behind a note to prove it?” She briefly gestured with the piece of paper Sato had brought along.

Another flinch. “He’s an idiot?” Eiko suggested, spreading her arms.

Actually… I reflected, the balance seeking part of me was a little more sympathetic. Or maybe it was just a guy thing. Sure, I’d have never done it. But I could honestly see the argument there. It… really did seem like a good mix of sentimental and practical. A little twisted, but who was I to judge? I’ve seen Himeko and Hiro planning out worse, usually before we stopped them.

“That you’ve been dating,” Himeko noted flatly.

Eiko was quiet a long while. “… yeah?” she suggested tentatively.

“For. How. Long?” the Japanese government would have snapped Himeko up as an interrogator in a heartbeat if they’d ever heard the threat and menace in her tone.

Eiko flinched yet again. “We… sort of… fell into it?” she suggested. “It’s never been… we never…”

“Eiko.”

“Look, this whole anniversary thing is stupid,” Eiko protested a little desperately. “It was months after the first date before we had a second. And half of those first few dates were just us trying to screw over each other. But we had fun, and we kind of enjoyed everything, and things… happened.”

Himeko remained silent, just staring at Eiko with that deadly frown.

Eiko fidgeted, more off balance and uncertain than I thought I’d ever seen her. “We were never… I never wanted to hurt you, Himeko.”

Himeko looked at her friend incredulously. “You never wanted to hurt me… but you went sneaking out behind my back with Sato Gota!”

“We figured we’d be done long before you found out,” she admitted. “That we’d just do a few dates. And, after one of us had scored a few points, that we’d just give up. But… we didn’t. And… somewhere along the line… things actually got a little serious.”

“Sato Gota, Eiko! Sato GOTA!”

Eiko’s eyes blazed a little bit. “Well who else was I supposed to see without you sticking your nose in!?” She fired back. “At least he could usually stay under the radar!”

Himeko drew in a sharp breath to retaliate.

Reluctantly, I finally dared to step away from the back wall where I’d been quietly pretending to be a pillar. After all the interference my family had thrown my way, usually fearing I was being manipulated by Himeko or Eiko, this was a point I could recognize. “Himeko…” I began gently.

Himeko started visibly and swallowed back whatever she was going to say. “Mamoru?” she sounded startled. “I never said-“

She abruptly cut herself off, and suddenly her eyes began to dart back and forth as her brain went in to overdrive.

I blinked in surprise at the reaction. Still incredibly uncomfortable, I felt I had to say the obvious. “I’m your friend Himeko. Both of yours. And I-“

“You’re our friend Mamoru, got it,” she said, shushing me distractedly as she thought. But she sounded a lot more rational this time.

I stared for a few moments. That was when it clicked. ‘I never said you should follow us.’ That’s what she was going to say, wasn’t it? I’d accidentally stumbled into doing the best thing possible: making her realize what she was doing and prompting a re-examination of everything.

I eased back slightly. I was uncomfortable, but pretty sure I shouldn’t distract Himeko by doing anything more active. Eiko had just complained about her interference, and there was Himeko suddenly realizing how she'd been acting. She’d never even thought about asking me to accompany them. Worse, Himeko was smart and honest enough to realize she’d assumed she could just give the order and I either would or wouldn’t depending on what she said.

And I was in no way beholden to the Meikos, I was a friend.

I couldn’t trace her thoughts, but it was a sobering reality check.

I glanced at Eiko, but carefully didn’t meet her eyes. I was still a little shocked, not quite sure what to think about anything. More importantly, I was also a little distracted by the incredible danger that Himeko seemed to pose right then. Maybe not in the traditional sense, my warning bracelet was twitching a lot less than I was, but this felt like a time that I had to man up and stay; be a friend even though there was a hell of a chance this could get nasty.

Right then I’d have loved for a ‘night tiger’ situation to arise, anything to give me a good excuse!

Himeko was silent for a long while. Finally, she let out a deep breath, moved around to the other side of the desk, then slumped bonelessly into the chair. After a moment she wearily raised her head. “For how long?” she asked again.  Tiredly, but almost conversationally. “For real this time, Eiko.”

Eiko glanced at me, obviously wanting to feel relieved but still too scared. Then she spread her arms wide. “I don’t know! Like I said, our first few dates were more like us trying to play a game where we stuck knives in each other’s backs.”

She considered a few more moments. “Christmas though… we got each other small but thoughtful gifts, trying to prove something. We told ourselves… I don’t know, I think it was just a way for us to make rude gestures at each other, say ‘I know you and can do this, but you don’t know me and you can’t’. Only we both did. I think that was the first time we realized… this might actually be happening.”

“We tried to play it off,” she added hurriedly. “We only went through the rest of the date so peacefully because we knew that if one of us tried to laugh it off the other one would only claim they’d won, that the loser had lost their nerve and chickened out. But we almost… almost had a normal date after that.”

“Christmas. Of course,” Himeko chuffed a tiny hint of irritated laughter.

Eiko looked a little annoyed. “We’d have ruined it for the people around us!” she protested irritably. “We couldn’t do that!”

Himeko shot her an almost amused look. “Of course you couldn’t.”

Eiko shut up again.

After a good thirty seconds Eiko finally added. “And it wasn’t like we had that many dates. He was busy, I was busy, it’s not like he had much money but he ‘won’t crawl into the Meiko family’s pocket’.” Her irritated tone made it obvious she was quoting.

“Of course he wouldn’t,” Himeko half sighed, bowing her head while clasping her hands together on the desktop.

Eiko fell stubbornly silent.

It was uncomfortably quiet in the room. No one dared say anything. And, judging from the lack of noise anywhere around us, this room either had amazing soundproofing or everyone on the Meiko estate had declared this area a no-go zone.

A good two minutes later, Himeko heaved an absolutely huge sigh and then planted her hands on the desk in front of her. “Well he’s going to have to, at least a little. He’s joining us for the trip out to the hotel.”

Eiko’s eyes went almost as wide as they’d been in the entranceway. “What? Hime, no! You can’t!”

“I can and I will, end of discussion.”

I cleared my throat again, trying to get it moist enough that I could actually speak.

She shot me a guilty look. “I’m sorry Mamoru, I know that sounds incredibly high handed. But it really is the least evil option. We all have to learn to live with each other and set some boundaries. And if I don’t force us to do so now, when the truth’s out but we aren’t actively avoiding each other yet, then it’s only going to get worse from here on in!”

She half glared at Eiko. “How much of this is because Sato Gota’s one of the few guys out there with the balls to do this?” she asked, shocking us slightly with the touch of vulgarity. “That he actually has the guts and the will to go against the Meiko family, not to mention date you?”

Eiko looked away, not quite able to meet our eyes. I fought down a tiny quirk of a smile. Fair, I thought. Courage and daring were turn-ons for Eiko. Not the stupid ‘more balls than brains’ version. But someone that could look at a path through a hall of rotating knives, judge their speed and pattern, then go ‘I can do that’, and proceed to back it up? That got her attention. Sato Gota… despite his very obvious failure today, I figured that wasn’t a bad description.

“Well if he can do that, he can damn well do this. We’re going to have to make an arrangement, come to some kind of peace treaty,” Himeko declared, looking up at the ceiling. “We can’t go on like this.”

“You can’t!” Eiko protested again.

Himeko glared at her. “I can and I will, Eiko,” Himeko declared. And I was shocked to see a mad terror in Himeko’s eyes. “Even if this doesn’t work out, even if that idiot drops dead tomorrow of natural causes-“

Unnatural causes. And it’s not as unlikely as you think, I reflected, thinking back to Sato’s emergency visit to our apartment.

“-you have to know you can do this! You have to realize this is always an option!”

Eiko made a small but wordless sound of protest. Shaking her head nervously.

Himeko thrust herself to her feet and then stalked around the desk, walking forward until she stood in front of Eiko.

And then, she threw herself forward and embraced her.

Eiko just stood there, terrified and confused.

“Don’t you think I know, Eiko?” Himeko asked, her voice thick as she buried her head against Eiko’s neck. “Don’t you think I understand? You always accuse me of sacrificing myself, I know this is the area you’ve always feared you’d have to sacrifice for me. That your heart had to come second, the Meikos and I had to come first.”

Eiko’s face began to contort, I could tell she was fighting off an ugly cry.

“I won’t ask that of you Eiko, I won’t!” Himeko hissed fiercely. “Never! You’ve had to put up with so much. So. Fucking. Much.”

“Not as much as you,” Eiko said huskily, beginning to fold.

“But I was a Meiko. It was expected, and I got everything else to compensate. You, you had to follow me around everywhere, always on the lookout for people trying to use you to get to me. It didn’t matter how good you were, didn’t matter how pretty or how awesome; my damned name was what counted. You followed me through schools, lunches, parties. And the string of opportunistic losers you had to deal with! At least they were honestly after me! It was scummy but they valued me even if it was just for my name! You took how much abuse? All from those trying to separate me from the one friend I could trust? And if they even looked at you it was as a stepping stone!”

Eiko finally crumpled, embracing Himeko back and crying softly.

I looked on uncomfortably, remembering how long Himeko and Eiko had been together before I’d come along. It… adds a new twist to her looking at me, I realized belatedly. For all my claims of self knowledge and experience, I’d kind underrated something obvious but important when Eiko had thought about changing our relationship.

I was safe. And so was she. Safe and familiar and easy. She’d already known the secret about magic, hell she’d glimpsed half the reincarnation secret, and Eiko had known I wasn’t going to betray Himeko. Even if it was just quick and dirty, even if it had just been for sex, we wouldn’t have been quietly terrified, on guard like we would have needed to be with someone else.

It didn’t invalidate everything else, the good and the bad, but it helped explain why we’d looked at each other so closely even though we’d known it wouldn’t work out.

“I am not going to cheat you out of love Eiko. Not even if it’s coming from goddamn Sato Gota,” Himeko declared passionately. “It doesn’t matter if you two don’t work out, it doesn’t matter if you do. I will bend heaven and Earth to make sure you get that chance!”

They fell silent again, letting Eiko cry her feelings out, and I realized Aoth damn it, I will too. I’d quietly become yet another stone around Eiko’s neck the last few years when it came to relationships, and I hadn’t been thinking about it. She also felt she had to keep my secrets, make sure that my plans and abilities didn’t get exposed to the wrong person. And that had just made it even harder for her to think about seeing anyone.

I tried not to be too dramatic about that. It was Eiko after all, she did her best not to appear intimidated or constrained by anything. And even when she was, she was pretty good about faking it until she made it. Hell, she probably had a least a small dating pool to whom the problem of me didn’t apply: other advanced martial arts students! I had no idea how many of them there might have been in the Tokyo area, I doubted she had many choices. But I’d have been surprised if she didn’t have at least a few options there.

But it had been one more obstacle for Eiko, added to a deck that had already been stacked against her. And I’d been oblivious to it. It was easy to get distracted by Himeko, all her problems and the weights she bore. Especially since Eiko did her best to look untroubled, free of those burdens. But her own combination of duty and friendship had been a chokehold around her love life, a high bar that a suitor needed to clear that lay a little further in than most people had realized. And Himeko had seen it, but only once she’d tripped over all her unconscious assumptions and realized the duties her friend had been trying to bear.

It was time for Himeko and I to friend up. Even if that meant accepting Eiko dating Sato Gota.

***

“It’s not that serious,” Eiko declared, a little wetly, as her head finally rose from Himeko’s shoulder a few minutes later.

Uh-huh, I thought with mixed feelings, stepping forward to pass on a tissue to each girl. Unsurprisingly, they hadn’t carried any in their judogis.

“Doesn’t matter,” Himeko declared briskly, even as she dried her own reddened eyes, “it’s the principle of the thing.”

“The principle of the thing?” Eiko shot back, a hint of annoyance hiding in her eyes. “Himeko, it’s Sato Gota. I like- I mean, he still goes around calling himself Truthseeker.”

Under better circumstances I would have asked ‘does he ask you to call him that on dates?’ But that would have been a little too insensitive now, even for Eiko or Gota! Although I did make sure to file that one away for later.

“And there’s always going to be a problem,” Himeko declared, her eyes blazing in a way that said she was laying down the law. “We deal with them. I’m not cutting you off from love because you think your duties have to come first with anyone.”

“And yes,” she added. “I get it. You didn’t think it mattered at first, then you were in denial and wanted privacy. You figured you were in trouble if you actually believed, and you didn’t see a way out. Eiko, I know I’m intrusive. But don’t do this again, I promise I’ll try to keep my distance next time. If this doesn’t work out, I don’t want to find out about the next guy five months in. Not even if it’s Sato Gota’s slimier brother.”

I bit my tongue, having my suspicions about that. Himeko might claim she’d keep her distance, but if that ever happened I was pretty sure a meter thick security report, compiled by Japan’s intelligence and police agencies, was going to land on Himeko’s desk before Eiko was even out on her date.

Still, Himeko’s point about Eiko not seeing a way out felt pretty accurate. How the hell could Eiko have come clean about this after she’d realized what was happening? What she’d actually stumbled into?

“Yeah,” Eiko bowed her head, her voice a little thick, “I thought… I was afraid I was betraying you. That you’d see it that way.”

Himeko gently tilted Eiko’s head back to look her in the eye. “It took me a while,” Himeko admitted. “I… got a little too mixed up in my head. I’m so used to protecting you as the Meiko heiress, acting like like a lord protecting their loyal and deserving servant. And that person should hate Sato Gota as an enemy, see things in black and white even if they were smart enough to value you for yourself. I forgot you’re Hime’s friend, and Hime loves you back and wants you to be happy.”

The pair held that pose for a moment, then Eiko sighed and untensed slightly. “This is going to be hard, isn’t it?”

“That was always going to happen,” Himeko said, a surprising amount of happiness in her words. “That’s why I worried about you. But I forgot the heiress couldn’t protect your heart, I needed to throw her away and be your friend.”

Eiko chuckled weakly. “You’ve never been good at forgetting your name, Hime.”

Himeko sighed this time. “No, I haven’t. And I’m never going to be able to set it fully aside. But if you can get Sato to stop being ‘Truthseeker’ all the time then I promise I’m not going to let ‘Meiko’ stop you.”

“And don’t worry,” she added with a twist of wry humor. “I’m not dumb enough to think he’s going to completely give up. It doesn’t matter what deal we make, if I laid out my plan for world domination right in front of him I know that would be up on his website three seconds after I was done speaking.”

“You might be surprised,” Eiko noted, surprisingly serious about the subject. “He’s fanatical about the damndest things sometimes. Almost as bad as you when it comes to Meiko honor.”

Himeko smiled gently. “Then I look forward to learning that. So come on, let’s talk to him and start hammering out that agreement.”

***

“You pig-headed, selfish, jerk!”

The voice was muffled but still audible even through the closed door, and this was a room with a little bit of sound shielding. Sato Gota had been held there while Himeko and Eiko talked. Now Eiko and Sato were having it out. Theoretically with a bit of privacy. Given the volumes involved… that was debatable.

I leaned against the wall on the right side of the door, Himeko on the left. As the sound become incomprehensible again, but still angry, I turned to her and asked. “Are we sure this will all matter? That they’re even going to be dating after this?”

Himeko sighed softly and leaned against the wall. Eiko had claimed she needed to talk to him first, especially if we wanted to make an arrangement. Voices had already been raised, and sounded like they’d remain raised for a while yet.

“Sadly, I do,” she admitted. “It’s… nothing like the way Hiro and I go about things. But from the very start they’ve always had a spark to them.”

The voices inside momentarily raised to an audible “FUCK” before dipping down again.

“A spark of violence maybe,” I couldn’t help but say, glancing over my shoulder incredulously.

“That’s… probably the biggest problem,” Himeko was unusually hesitant. “They’re too much alike.”

“Well…” I drew it out, trying to be fair.

“More than you think, Mamoru,” Himeko said seriously. “The problem is, they’ve needed to take different approaches. Eiko’s always been tied down by me, on the defensive and waiting for someone else to make the first move. Sato can’t wait for his stories to come to him, sit passively at home and not do anything, so he’s become offensively inclined.”

I shut my mouth and blinked in surprise. Huh, I reflected, that’s kind of true, isn’t it? I briefly flicked back to my second meeting with Eiko, the one where she’d tracked me down on the mansion grounds and confronted me in private. That was about the most proactive I’d seen her able to get, and it did put me a bit more in mind of Sato now that I thought about it.

Of course, the other reason it came to mind was because that had been about Eiko looking to protect Himeko’s heart. I looked at my friend. “Think they’ll work out?”

Himeko puffed out a frustrated breath. “I think they’re a tragedy waiting to happen,” she said frankly. “Like two samurai who’d be the best of comrades, only they’re sworn to warring masters. Eiko to the Meikos, Sato to the Truth. Everyone can see the inevitable doom coming, and no one can stop it.”

I fell silent for a moment. “That’s… awfully dramatic Himeko. A little overromanticized.” I said it quietly though, it felt chillingly possible.

Himeko gave me a small smile. “I don’t know that Mamoru. And I hated the thought my friend might be hurt like that. So I reacted.”

She looked at me solemnly, then turned and gave me a deep bow. “Thank you.”

I was slightly startled. “For what? I didn’t do anything.”

“You reminded me at just the right moment. Reminded me that I was terrified for Eiko because I was her friend. And that I wasn’t acting like one.”

We were silent a few more moments. Although the muffled shouts from the room within kept it from being truly peaceful.

“I hate that I slipped like that,” Himeko confessed suddenly. “Hate that I almost missed the most obvious thing possible-“

“Himeko-“ I inserted gently.

“Hear me out!” she held up a hand. “Eiko’s been an employee, served and helped because of her family. But she’s always been a friend because she never let that define her, never let that set her limits. And I’ve loved her for that. But most of what I’ve been able to do for her has been as Meiko Himeko, always using my family name and power. And now, when the time came, when I had to help her as a friend; I almost choked.”

Himeko stared at the floor, obviously deeply ashamed. “I almost got it right. I knew why I was so terrified for her in the hallway. But sometime between then and when we got some privacy… I lost it Mamoru, I totally lost it. I got so confused, all the fear of her getting hurt got mixed with my annoyance at Gota and how angry I was to find out like this… I acted as badly as my parents did when they found out about you, Mamoru. No, worse. At least they had the excuse of not knowing you for your whole life.”

Is swallowed, my throat going dry again. “I wouldn’t say-“

“I was ordering her, Mamoru. I was acting like I had every right.”

Himeko fell silent. So did I, I didn’t know what I could say to that.

When she finally spoke up again, it was to say. “If you hadn’t been there… I don’t know what I would have done. I think I would have broken something between us.”

“Okay,” I declared a little desperately, “I’m not good at this, but even I recognize fear and paranoia when I hear it. Come on Himeko, pull it back a little.”

She took her eyes off the floor and looked back at me. “Eh?”

I pushed off the wall and joined her on the other side of the door. “Look, I’m not going to tell you that you weren’t getting pretty heated there, and you may have been making some pretty big mistakes. But you’re more than that, and your relationship with Eiko is better than that. You’ve been her friend more than her liege lady plenty of times.”

“Not when it counted, not like this,” Himeko looked away.

“Really Himeko, really?” I asked a little sardonically, trying to ignore the butterflies flying over a pit in my stomach. “It might be hard to separate them completely, but I can think of plenty of cases where they’ve gone hand in hand. Where you’ve tolerated your amusing but rude friend where her boss would have either slapped her down hard or fired her.”

Himeko blushed. “I- that is-“ I could practically see her making a list of all the times she’d had to shout “Eiko!” in the last month.

“And I’m not going to lie, I’m damned glad you didn’t do anything stupid back there,” something like condemning Eiko or mandating their breakup. “You’re right, that wouldn’t have ended well. But suggesting it would have permanently shattered your relationship is going a bit far. We don’t even know what you would have done. You two have been together so long, you would have found a way.”

“Granted,” I added scrupulously, “that way might have eventually involved Eiko telling you to go to hell and then doing whatever she wanted, or some embarrassing forehead-on-the-pavement groveling on your part, but two you would have found a way.”

“She wouldn’t have,” Himeko protested, although it rang a little hollow this time, “and I- what I would have-“

“Himeko, that’s like saying Eiko would have died if you shot her in the head,” I said frankly. “That’s true. But you could not, and would not, have done that. So maybe you should worry less about what could have happened and worry more about what’s going on right now.”

As if to punctuate that, there was a loud THUMP from inside the room.

We both looked towards the door, but it remained unopened. More comfortingly, two voices resumed arguing a second later.

“We’re going to have to learn to live with that, aren’t we?” I asked, trying not to sound too horrified.

“They’ll settle down, a little, once they’ve worked this out,” I tried not to get a little worried about how Himeko sounded less confidant than usual. “But yes, I’m afraid so.”

Himeko looked at me frankly. “Mamoru, you are not required to be Sato Gota’s friend. Even if he’s dating Eiko, that does not suddenly grant him unearned privileges with the rest of us, you do not have to socialize with him.”

“But?” I asked, even I could feel one coming.

“But we’re going to have to try, figure something out,” Himeko admitted. “And the best way is to at least make some effort. If everyone just agrees to stay out of each other’s way once we’ve tried, then that’s fine too. But we need to make our first efforts, see what works and what doesn’t. And you need to be a part of that, if only so that we can come to an agreement, set some boundaries. Ones that keep you safe too.”

“And I know how much you hate socializing like that. So… sorry.”

We both glanced towards the door again as the argument spiked in volume.

“It really would be simpler if they just broke up,” I noted tiredly.

“Yeah,” Himeko agreed with a small sigh.

But we knew they wouldn’t. At least, not right away. Both of them were too stubborn for that. So, like good friends, we resumed our place by the door and waited for the inevitable.
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“Wow. You work in there?” Saori stared at the research building incredulously.

I was caught between sighing and smirking. “Well, in one room of one floor of it. And I work with three other people. Maybe a few more depending on how you count things.”

Saori still glanced at me incredulously, although I wasn’t sure I could read the reasoning.

“Come on,” I said, a hint of a smirk winning out. Try as I might, I couldn’t help but feel just a little bit proud to be showing off my progress to one of my relatives. “Let’s get you signed in.” The feelings were silly, totally out of proportion to what I’d actually accomplished and very much premature. But since I didn’t have to dodge awkward questions with Saori or pretend… yeah, I felt a little bit proud.

Saori and I properly signed in, although she lingered over the electronic pad for a moment. “Something wrong?” I asked.

“No…” Saori hesitated. “Just… something felt odd about that for a moment.”

I frowned. “Worrying odd or just different odd?”

Saori frowned. “I’m not sure.” We were in the elevator before she found the words. “Like I was playing a game and there was an indicator there was a clue to find on this screen, but I couldn’t find it.”

“An important clue?” I asked uneasily.

“No,” Saori shook her head. “Just something worth finding.”

“Well, that beats the alternative, I guess,” I admitted as the elevator slowed and the doors opened. “I was a little worried it was a signal this would cause trouble.”

“Oh wow, a kitchen,” Saori noted as an aside as she saw our floor’s little cooking area. She briefly paused to look around it while asking. “How could me signing in cause trouble?”

I watched in amusement as my fascinated cousin poked her head into things, although she was careful not to be too intrusive. “That’s just it,” I admitted. “Not even I could take that seriously, and I’m the paranoid one. I guess I thought it might reveal you to the Bureau or somehow get me in trouble with the higher ups. And even I think you’d need a lot more trips before that happened! The university’s pretty good about not micromanaging our guests too much, and they know we occasionally need to bring in other people to help us with certain phases of our projects. To make sure we’re scrupulous about everyone signing in and out, instead of dodging difficulties by not even bothering, they try not to give us any trouble about it.”

“Would that be a problem? If I didn’t sign in?” Saori asked in surprise as we reached the research room doors.

I shrugged even as we went in. “If something went wrong, and the building needed to be evacuated,” again, my conscience noted with a small eye roll. “Guests would be the most logical problems. They’re less likely to know what to do in an emergency, and most likely to be someone rescue workers would need to look out for.”

“And today we have two of them,” Professor Ichikawa surprised me by noting. He’d been watching the lab benches but had immediately noticed my cousin and I coming in. “Mamoru, who did you bring along today?”

I did a small double take and realized that in addition to the three grad students, Saito Chitose was also present today. Once again she was working between Ryota and Kiyoto at one of the lab benches

Oh, the new ningyo blood samples, that makes sense, I reflected thoughtfully.

We’d just gotten back from our latest research/business trip to talk to the ningyo. The good news was that by this point we were almost sure I was safe: that my plans and designs for a mana network on the surface would not screw up the underwater versions the ningyo had in place. The bad news? We weren’t 100% sure. Especially not with the way both sides were still thinking of refining and upgrading their designs. Given how much of a disaster that would have been for Aoth alone knew how many ningyos (we certainly didn’t, they were being very careful to keep their actual numbers a secret), there were no plans to stop the meetings any time soon.

Of course, at this point that idea was turning into something of a convenient excuse. And everyone knew it. Or, at least everyone important did. Hardliner elements in the ningyo culture would never have accepted any unnecessary contact with humanity. And while it seemed that true hardliners were a small but noticeable minority of the total ningyo population (judging from all the things said and unsaid, Himeko estimated it as something less than twenty percent of them. And I trusted her judgement on the subject more than any one of us.), over half of the ningyo were pretty reluctant and resistant to having dealings with the surface.

By being ‘forced’ by ‘necessity’ their slightly more reasonable leadership was able to keep this backdoor open. Himeko reminded us not to be too optimistic about that, our view on the internal dynamics and motivations of the ningyo was pretty limited (to put it lightly). But it seemed they were happy to have a trickle of knowledge and trade from the surface. Especially mithril.

Although Touch Knowers’ eyes lit up when we showed him adamantium, I remembered absently. He was a materials specialist among the ningyo, and a high-ranking enchanter. Mithril had captured the imagination of the somewhat stagnant (or so we thought) ningyo crafters. But its ultra-high buoyancy posed some unique challenges and obstacles for the underwater people. Don’t get me wrong, that made it incredibly useful for certain applications. But for a lot of the everyday items that was a much bigger minus than a plus. Adamantium though, adamantium held the promise of being the strongest material they had to work with yet but with a much more useful buoyancy level.

And we get to subcontract out some of our materials testing, I thought with a mixture of amusement and nervousness. Ryota and I had gone deep, running a thorough set of tests on adamantium before we’d let the ningyo get their hands on it. But we weren’t even half as familiar with it as we were with mithril, and who knew how many mysteries there were left to discover with that stuff! We’d made sure to check adamantium was reasonably safe before letting it out of our hands, finding no problems with toxicity or radiation in any way, nor any issues with any sort of underwater reactions we could come up with. But we’d been stymied and slowed by adamantium’s incredible toughness. By letting the ningyo play around with it, we figured we’d get a bunch more tests done without us beating our heads against that wall for months!

(Ryota still had mixed feelings over that. But given how we’d only given Touch Knower a few samples, and all the ‘fun’ Ryota had already gone through trying to test out the stubborn material, he was mostly resigned to the necessity. Letting the idea of someone else doing at least a little of the testing, especially any trial involving high levels of mana, was growing on him.)

In return? We’d gotten significantly more ningyo blood. We were pretty confident we could preserve it this time and were about to start some serious blood testing. Heck, Professor Ichikawa and Kiyoto had even managed to get us a small medical freezer for the room! They’d claimed it was in relation to proving mana’s safety, suggesting it was for holding our blood samples long term, and maybe some from Doris. But we now had somewhere to safely stash our exotic blood supplies.

All of which meant Saito’s presence in the laboratory today made a surprising amount of sense, even if it did take me by surprise.

I’d just been putting my bags down and my lab coat on while that all quickly flashed through my mind. Which was why, when I finally shook all of that off and refocused on the present, I was a little startled at the looks Saito and Saori were giving each other. They weren’t quite hateful. But Saito’s in particular looked like she was just a little bit pissed off at the other young girl.

I realized I’d spaced out a little, and those who weren’t too distracted by their own work were waiting patiently, so I hurried my words slightly.

“Sorry everyone, I’m going to be running some odd exercises and tests today. This is my cousin, Suzuki Saori.”

Saori bowed quickly but silently to the room.

Chie suddenly spun around from where she’d been working by the desks. “Your cousin?” She emoted in surprise. “Is she…”

Chie trailed off, and I glanced towards Saori for a clue. I’d been a bit of an idiot and expected the research room to be a bit less crowded today. We’d all been pretty busy for the last week as we’d prepped for the ningyo meeting (and thankfully the next one wasn’t scheduled until mid-September) so I hadn’t actually brough Saori up yet. And now I wasn’t quite sure what I wanted to say about my cousin.

Saori, unfortunately, remained quiet. She was probably backfooted by all the unfamiliar people, especially given how much older some of them were. It would have been hard for her to speak up in front of all of them without the supernatural elements involved.

Unfortunately, I quickly recognized that trying to do this quietly or not lay down the law from the start would end poorly. So after a moment I sighed and continued. “Yes, I’m pretty sure I’ve hinted at her before. She’s the psychic one. We’re going to be running some tests and exercises today-“

I shot a quick glare across the room as every one of the grad students drew breath to say something. “And today we will be doing our own thing. Feel free to politely offer suggestions if I miss anything obvious, but this is mostly going to be a starter set of exercises and getting used to everything. We’ll proceed from there. The first person who tries to pressure her into going through an EEG while doing this gets stuck to the ceiling.”

Even though I had to admit I was kind of curious about that myself.

Kiyoto muttered something under his breath (and it looked suspiciously like ‘we don’t even have the reader here today’) but raised his hand.

I blinked in surprise. “Kiyoto?”

“Maybe you should at least get her to use the medical sensor? Before and after,” he suggested while still trying to keep an eye on his own work. “At the very least, it will tell you how she’s doing today and if anything happens to her.”

Kiyoto was very obviously interested in what was going on. And that was no wonder, Saori was potentially a goldmine in terms of him trying to understand how the hell supernatural biology worked. And the ethics issues were somewhat reduced by the fact she was a human. But they weren’t banished. And even if he was obviously quivering at the bit, he wasn’t going to ignore them either.

I sighed mentally, but had to admit “that’s a good idea. I’ll get a quick check of those done.”

While I sat Saori down at the coffee tables and fetched the medical sensor, Professor Ichikawa quietly murmured to me “so, shy?” in passing.

A dozen thoughts rushed through my head. Saori was a little more complicated than that, but I was more worried about my cousin this time than babbling on for ten minutes trying to cover every little nuance. “Kind of.”

Professor Ichikawa just nodded and let me get on with it.

But on the way back, Saito made sure to speak up. “Sensei? Will you have time to give me a lesson today?”

I hesitated. “We’ll see,” I temporized. “Let’s see how both our days go and what sort of shape we’re in at the end before we say anything.”

As I returned to Saori my cousin gave me a sharp glance and said “Sensei?”

How is this the day that’s getting complicated? I thought incredulously. I’d just gotten through the ningyo trip and that had gone fairly pleasantly, and before that we’d had a few peaceful days as Sato had needed to be up in Sapporo as he pursued his latest story.

(I had to give the bastard a twisted form of credit: making time to celebrate their one year anniversary like that, even if he’d stumbled and botched it, had been a pretty solid boyfriend move.)

All in all, I’d thought I’d dodged a bunch of bullets recently. Now I was getting sniped by this!

“It’s compl- Aoth damn it, am I really saying that again?”

Saori gave me a look even as I put the sensor on her arm.

Okay, fair enough. “I’m teaching Saito a bit about magic,” I said with a sigh. “There’s a lot more to it than that, but I doubt you want to hear me going on and on as I tried to explain every little detail.”

Saori remained silent, but I didn’t need the medical sensor to tell she seemed a little hurt and offended by that.

Not quite sure how to respond, and a little worried about tripping over some teenaged prickliness, I decided to take the coward’s way out and try ignoring it. To be fair, I legitimately hoped the lessons and tests would distract her and move her past that. Although I was beginning to suspect I should have called Himeko.

Wouldn’t help, I admitted to myself regretfully, she’s still too tied down with her parents. Himeko was still involved in negotiations with everyone. The trip to see the ningyo, where she’d been forced to deal with a somewhat suspicious and hostile species, had been a pleasant break for her. Currently she was dealing with several interlocking rings of negotiations. She might have seen the necessity of supporting Eiko’s relationship with Sato Gota, convincing her parents of that was an ongoing struggle. Not to mention the Watanabes and Eiko’s parents. Our little trip to see Hiro in two weeks had gotten a little fraught!

Combine that with the maneuvering needed to try and bring her aunt and father into the same room for Obon, along with several social chores she was doing on behalf of the Meiko family to try and reassure them of her dependability, and Himeko was busy. I’d call her if I had to, if a real emergency arose I’d suck it up and whip out my phone. But I wasn’t going to bother her for anything like this. Not at this level.

“Alright,” I declared a little too cheerfully, “we’ll get started with the basics! See how you’re doing with some of the old standards. Remember these?” I pulled a hanafuda deck out of my backpack.

Saori’s face betrayed mixed emotions. “The hanafuda cards again?”

“Trust me on this,” I told her, actually sounding a little more natural and reassuring that time.

Still looking a little skeptical, Saori followed me to the second lab table and I ran her through the familiar exercise, having her trying to read the hanafuda cards. We worked on having her read what I’d actually drawn, as well as predicting what I would draw.

Saori humored me, but was still disappointed. “See?” she complained once I’d finished going through the same sort of exercises as before. “No improvement.”

“I wouldn’t say that,” I said, fighting down a small smile. “It takes you a bit, and you still struggle with fine details in seeing some of the similar cards,” she had little trouble with the animal cards, but things like the tanzaku sometimes got a little unclear, “but when it comes to the drawn cards, you’re actually slightly better than the last time we did this.  And a little faster.”

Saori perked up slightly, but then her expression fell. “But I’m still only one in three on predictions. For hanafuda cards!”

“True,” I acknowledged. When it came to seeing what I’d draw she was still hovering around that mark. Which was a heck of a great score when it compared to random guessing, but not exactly something to bet your life on.

“But you’re still a hint better than last time, even in that department. And you were noticeably faster on those. Give me a second,” I quickly finished off the calculations for time. “Yeah, thought so. Not too much of an accuracy increase, technically it’s 36% instead of the 32% but I’ll admit that’s probably within a margin of error. But time wise you were much faster. Seriously Saori, you were nearly a full 40% faster than the last time we clocked this. That’s not nothing.”

Saori looked conflicted. Which, I had to admit, was one of the reasons I’d gone with percentiles. I couldn’t exactly lie to my cousin, but the absolute numbers might have been discouraging. I stood by what they meant though, so I’d gone with the relative proportions.

“But what does that mean?” she asked, a little pleading in her tone. “How is that an improvement?”

“I believe it means you’re more comfortable with your abilities, more practiced,” I told her firmly. “You’re using them more naturally now. Maybe they’re not too much stronger, but you’re much smoother with what you can do.”

Saori still looked conflicted.

“How are you holding up?” I asked wryly. “How’s your brain doing?”

“I’m…” Saori hesitated.

“Saori,” this time I gave her the warning look.

“I’m not too bad cousin, honest!” She then looked a touch guilty. “But pushing the ladder and Tetsuji really hurt for a day or two, and I’m still not fully recovered. I guess I’m a little tired.”

That was slightly concerning, I’d foolishly figured she’d be back to normal by now. Still, I was pretty sure she wasn’t lying. She’d really been most of the way there. “But still better than the first time we did this?” I pressed with a small smile.

Saori considered it for a moment. “I suppose…”

I nodded. “I thought so. See? You are getting better. But don’t worry, this next one doesn’t require you do anything. I’m going to do a somewhat more advanced spell and check some things out. That should give you some time to catch your breath before we do anything else.”

I grabbed a few more supplies out of my bag and realized I was pretending the other people in the lab weren’t trying to listen in. They weren’t exactly staring outright, but they weren’t succeeding in being subtle about it. And if I could tell that…

I sighed and addressed the room in general, being sure not to call anyone out specifically. “Guys, she’s a psychic. And she could tell you’re looking even without her gifts. Stop trying to pretend you’re not watching, it’s getting annoying.”

Everyone but Professor Ichikawa flinched, blushed, or glanced away. The professor, who’d had the best excuse and had never bothered to hide the fact he was paying attention, just smiled. Although he did note “that’s the problem with human subjects. Although, you are being just a little premature there, Mamoru. Saori-san? What’s your preference?”

The professor managed keep his tone pleasant without being condescending. My cousin flushed slightly, but after a few moments she found her voice and answered. “It’s okay to look. Just don’t stare.”

Since Saori was facing away from everyone but the professor (she had her back to the other lab table. I’d positioned her that way to try and keep it from infringing on her awareness. Unfortunately, that had just encouraged them to snatch peeks. And annoyed me that I constantly saw it happening.) they didn’t go nuts with apologizing. But there were still a bunch of soft and muttered apologies towards my cousin.

Of course, I feel that way too, I admitted to myself as I internally acknowledged the professor’s point. I had been a backwards combination of too protective, ignorant, and high-handed in simply speaking for Saori like that. Not too much so, but a little.

To keep from feeling too awkward, I quickly sat down, placed a small sample in a sealed glass tray next to Saori, and started carving out sigils into the air.

Saori frowned slightly, but held her tongue as she watched me slowly develop something a little more advanced than usual. The rest of the research room continued to quietly watch, although I noticed Saito tensed up slightly.

It took me nearly twenty minutes to complete the spell, and it wasn’t immediately obvious to anyone that I was done. Well, obvious to anyone besides me. The completed spell started giving me a ton of information. But it wasn’t like it was broadcasting that information to anyone else in the room either.

After a few moments though, Saori was sure enough to speak out. And her own gifts also made her pretty sure of what was in the small glass tray next to her. “Is that the blood from that psychic. The one who wanted to… cousin Sakura?”

I was too distracted to try and decode that quiet gap, nor was I sure I could have even if I’d wanted to. “Uh huh.” I responded, my eyes darting this way and that as I took in information that only I could see.

“I thought you used that all up in binding him?”

“Most of it,” I continued absently. “The rest of it is baked into a small binding talisman I keep secured in the apartment. But I had a little extra left over. So, just to be on the safe side, I made sure to keep a sample of it around.”

“What are you doing?” Saori asked, some nerves mixing with curiosity. She couldn’t see or decode the spell like I could, but her own abilities were letting her sense something of it, and that fragment was bugging her.

“I don’t want to get too technical-” I noted, pausing for a moment as I heard a muffled snort from one of the grad students at that declaration. “-but I’m essentially pulling up a picture of his psychic abilities from the blood. Think of it as reading the markers in someone’s DNA. Then I’m superimposing that with a picture of yours.”

“Why?”

“It’s a chance to compare the abilities you two had, see how they were the same and how they were different,” I summed up, very loosely. This wasn’t something as clear as someone’s eye color or height, a person’s psychic gifts were much more diffuse and interwoven with the whole of their being. But there were a couple of obvious and critical parts, like the heart and the lungs to the whole of the circulatory system. And by comparing Saori’s to Kimura Kai’s I could see some interesting differences.

I frowned thoughtfully, and jotted down a few notes. “Do you remember how I described your psychic abilities as like having an extra body part most people don’t?”

“Yes…?” Saori noted tentatively.

“Well, it’s interesting to see how yours and Kimura’s stack up against each other. It’s kind of fascinating. It’s like neither of you had the same hands as the norma- average person-”

“Good catch,” Kiyoto noted in a low voice, the biologist well aware of the issues with that little trap.

“-but both of you were different in… dissimilar ways. It’s like one of you had an extra joint on their fingers while the other just had six fingers.”

“What’s that mean?” Saori asked, her nose crinkling a little in disgust at that particular simile.

“It’s suggestive for how your abilities work,” I noted, tapping my mechanical pencil against the lab table several times as I considered it. “That’s why he developed as a telepath while you can see so much. If he’d had a quarter of your ability to sense things, then he’d never have been that stupid or careless-“

I paused for a moment and frowned. “Or maybe he just blocked that off? He was already an arrogant bastard, but he’d have needed to be much sicker than that to have been sleeping with those girls while messing with their minds like that. Maybe he just squeezed his third-eye shut?”

Both options were despicable. But one was the equivalent of drugging the woman and then taking her while she was unconscious. The other? That was doing it while they were struggling, screaming, and crying. And not in a prettied-up hentai video way, one that tried to sell the fantasy version of it. It would have involved Kimura trying to enjoy himself while dealing with the real-world traumatized way an actual unwilling victim would act, even if 'only' the mental version of it where he heard the deepest parts of her subconscious suffering from his actions.

The mere idea of it turned my stomach, even while as focused on the spell as I was, so I was more than willing to believe Kimura Kai had blocked off his own sensing abilities rather than feel that sort of thing. Kimura had been bad, but not even he’d been the sort of twisted psycho who’d have enjoyed that.

While I spent a few moments in crisis, wondering if he really had been that bad (in which case, I might have ended him) Saori hesitantly spoke up. “I don’t… think so,” she said, testing out every word. “I sort of feel it, and I-“

She once again stopped and made the same sort of frustrated noise I’d heard before, the one she made when she ran up against the wall of trying to explain her abilities, what she felt happening, to a non-psychic. My similes and metaphors could get pretty stupid at time, but at least they usually managed to bludgeon listeners towards the truth. Saori seemed to have an even harder time of it than I did.

(Which made sense, she was essentially trying to explain concepts like ‘blue’ to people who had no sense of sight.)

“It doesn’t feel like he could see much,” she declared finally, frustrated to have to settle on so shallow a description.

I was relieved to hear her say as much, but still asked “how sure are you, Saori? From what little I can make out, I’m pretty sure you’re right. But I’ve seen you use your powers in different ways before. Isn’t it possible he did too? After all, you did that whole mind to mind thing when you fought.”

Saori frowned, still looking annoyed and stymied, but tried to push through. “When he was-“ she shook her head, unable to find the words, “-to you, I saw him doing it. Could see it clearly. I… imitated that, tried to harmonize with what he was doing. Followed his thread.”

“Huh,” I rubbed my chin thoughtfully. “That almost makes sense, another advantage of your particular powers. Have you tried to replicate it since then?”

“Sort of,” Saori flushed slightly. “I… tried with Tetsuji, wondered if I could talk to him that way, convince him to calm down.”

Not what I’d have chosen, but I can see the logic, I admitted to myself. Hell, if he was in the middle of a tantrum I could more than see the logic!

“It… worked a little? But I couldn’t do much. Not like what I could manage when I helped you.”

That makes sense, I reflected. If she was boosting her performance by copying his, and I’d essentially put myself in a more compatible state back then…

Before I could get lost making too many assumptions to justify that, especially for a single person’s opinion, I made sure to mention a counterpoint. “Some of that was probably Tetsuji’s age,” I cautioned her. “I’m not sure his mind’s developed enough to understand what you were doing yet.”

“Maybe?” Saori made another frustrated noise.

“Here, try with me,” I suggested, also keeping the spell going so I could see what happened with her abilities.

Saori looked conflicted, but started to tentatively do something with her psionic powers. Watching closely like I was, I could sort of see her point. It felt like they were moving in a somehow unnatural and difficult way. Not completely unnatural, not a joint bending backward or a human head managing to rotate 180 degrees around. But like a contortionist, maneuvering their limb in a manner you knew you could never manage.

>…cousin…<

I caught the slightest sense of something on the edge of my awareness. But if I hadn’t been actively listening for it, I doubted I would have realized.

Still, it was something. “Good, yes,” I said encouragingly. “You sent ‘cousin’ didn’t you?”

Saori slumped slightly. “I was trying to say cousin Mamoru, but it slipped at the last moment.”

“That’s alright, it was something and I heard it But I see your point, that looked awkward and difficult. How do you feel?”

“Drained,” Saori admitted uncomfortably. “Maybe a little more sore.”

“But not as bad as you did at Grandma Kanoko’s?”

“No, not even close.”

I nodded thoughtfully. “Okay. Looking at things from my angle I’m not sure you’re ever going to be a brilliant with the mind-to-mind skills. But I think you could learn to do it, strengthen that part of yourself and practice so it could become a doable trick. Sort of like a human learning to paint with their feet.”

I thought that simile was better than I normally managed, but the expressions around the research room suggested otherwise. I also realized that, sometime while I’d been casting the spell, Saito had slipped away from the lab bench and moved to a position a little off to my side. She was doing her best to examine the spell and feel out Saori with her own, nascent supernatural senses.

I paused a moment to take that in, then mentally shrugged and set it aside. It’s not a bad decision, I thought absently. Heck, if I’d known she had a moment free and thought about it I probably would have encouraged her to do something like it! It just felt a little odd to see her do it like that on her own.

“Okay, simpler version,” I thought for a moment. “It’s not going to be a perfect fit for you, but you can do it. Not as well as a true mind reader or telepath, but-“

I stopped and frowned thoughtfully. “Actually, that’s oversimplifying it too much. We just talked about how Kimura was probably messing with peoples’ minds but not reading them. I’m guessing you can read minds much more easily than speaking or manipulating them?”

“Sort of,” Saori shifted around uncomfortably. “I’m not sure… I’m not sure how much I’m sensing what they’re thinking and how much of it is me glimpsing what they might be about to say.”

I blinked a few times. “Huh.” I leaned backwards a moment. “Sort of the psychic version of drawing a line between taste and smell. They’re both so interconnected it’s hard to separate them.”

Kiyoto coughed loudly a few times, obviously fighting the urge to say things. But he let the oversimplification stand, so I guessed it was close enough.

“Maybe,” Saori was obviously a little lost. “But when that guy was attacking you it was a lot easier to copy him.”

I heard a very tiny “hmph” from my side, almost as soft as Saori’s mental voice had been.

Another thought had occurred to me though. “Was some of that panic? Desperation? Like when you really stretched yourself to push both the ladder and Tetsuji?”

“I guess,” Saori admitted, “I knew you were in trouble, and was so worried about you. And when I saw what he was trying to do-“

Saori looked ill and shuddered physically.

Between my cousin’s explorations and the practical examples I was pretty sure I was getting a bead on things. The picture wasn’t clear yet, but I was starting to see the shape of it developing.

“How about we do another test while I’ve still got the spell going?” I asked. I started to dig into my backpack again, thought the better of it, then went over to the room’s supply cabinet. After a moment weighing my options, I returned with a ten gram mass.

“Saori,” I asked in an even gentler tone this time. “If you feel up to it, could you try moving this around? I want to see how it looks, how your power responds this time.”

When Saori hesitated a moment I was quick to add. “You don’t have to. If it feels like it will be too much, especially after the incident at grandma’s, then don’t do it! I just want to do a check while it’s still fresh in my mind, see what you can do.”

“No, it’s fine!” Saori said hurriedly. I would have been more reassured if I hadn’t detected some false bravado. “I’ve tried before, that’s how I knew I could do it then. It’s just…”

She trailed off, then began to stare at the ten grams, concentrating and psyching herself up.

Looking at her through the spell, I could tell why. The way her powers began moving… this was unnatural to her. Her psychic pathways twitched and strained, aligning themselves into an entirely new arrangement. Until finally, jerkily, the mass began to move around the table. Only a few centimeters at a time, and only across the surface, but it did.

I let that go on for about twenty seconds before I eventually called “enough Saori, enough!”

Saori gasped and let it go. But she still looked at me guiltily as she said “but I didn’t get it off the table.”

Another small, slightly satisfied “hmph” from my side.

I was too worried about Saori to pay much attention. “You don’t have to, not today,” maybe not ever, I thought darkly. I didn’t want to make too many assumptions. It wasn’t my power or my body going through that, so I could easily have been misinterpreting the cost and how much my cousin was willing to pay it. But Saori’s powers did not seem suited for physical manipulations like that. It was no wonder she’d almost passed out after pushing both her brother and a ladder simultaneously.

On that note: “How are you feeling?” I asked, obviously concerned. “Is your head hurting? How much?”

“A bit,” Saori reported, obviously being cagey about it.

I studied her through the spell a little longer. But while there were some signs of psychic ‘bruising’, even I had to admit it wasn’t too bad. That much had been a little bit beyond Saori’s ‘safe’ limits, but not too far.

“I’m not surprised,” I told her with a relieved sigh. “Saori, I doubt I have to tell you this; but your powers are not suited for telekinesis. In fact, I’d say they’re probably not going to work well for any sort of physical interaction.”

“Now I might be wrong,” I hastened to add. “Maybe there’s some sort of weird exception somewhere, like you can attune to electrons more easily than we realize and you’re actually a decent electrokinetic. But I don’t think so. Watching you try to move that mass was like watching you break a brick by headbutting it.”

“You shouldn’t-“

Teenager! My own brain cut in abruptly. I didn’t need a tenth of Saori’s ability to see the future to realize that laying down an arrogant, blanket command would not work. Combine that with my own ignorance (I was hardly an expert on psychics and we all knew it) and it was obvious how that sort of declaration would go down: that she’d just work on hardening her head in order to prove me wrong.

“I think you should be very cautious in exploring that area,” I amended. “There might be some little twist to it that you can do. But, even if there is, finding it is going to be difficult and painful. It might be worth practicing and strengthening a little, telekinesis is darn useful, but I wouldn’t spend too much time on it if I were you.”

Dodged a bullet there, I sighed mentally in relief. And, miracle of miracles, I think that might have been the correct answer on top of that! She had saved her brother from a nasty injury not even two weeks ago. Trying to tell her ‘Don’t use telekinesis’ would not have gone over well!

Saori still looked a little conflicted, but mostly relieved. “Okay,” she said, acknowledging that if not entirely agreeing. “It makes my brain hurt. I was kind of hoping you had a better way to practice…”

“Once a week, no more than that,” I said instantly. I was mostly making stuff up, but Eiko’s practices had given me a good basis to work from, as had how much Saori had already recovered from a much more significant strain. “Use something that works for you, nothing too big, and work on control and flexibility. It’s better to be able to do some acrobatics with a one hundred yen piece than jerkily push and pull a kilo one or two centimeters. If you get good enough you can up the mass, but not before then.”

Saori was obviously fighting some pain and exhaustion, so I let the spells drop and nodded to her. “Take a rest,” I told her gently, “I’ll get us some juice and a quick snack.”

I tried to ignore how relieved Saori looked to hear that, then made my way out of the lab and over to the food prep area.

Someone was already there. “Hey, Mamoru-san,” Chikao greeted me pleasantly, “grabbing a late lunch?”

“Just a snack,” I told him in passing, still a little awkward but less so than before the emergency evacuation. I wasn’t good with our neighbors, but I wasn’t nearly as uncomfortable as I was with strangers anymore. “Do you need the area for long?”

“Almost finished, give me two more minutes.”

“There’s no rush,” I nodded while stepping back to give him room. He wasn’t doing much, just finishing off some quick noodles and adding a few extras to it. Well, more than a few. I had to admit, I was kind of impressed with just how much he planned to add to an instant base. Will it even qualify as noodles anymore? More than half of it will be other stuff.

But his preparation was a little spread out and it would have been easy for him to back into me as he worked quickly. After working with all the dangerous chemicals and equipment we did, neither of us wanted to suffer an injury from simple boiling water!

“No Himeko today?” he noted in passing as he waited for his food to cool, signalling he was done.

I slipped past him to the fridge in order to grab some juice and pocky from my section. “I wish. But no, she has some family stuff to deal with right now.”

“A shame.”

I smirked mentally. Well, at least you’re reasonable about it, I reflected. You’re one hell of an improvement over all the drooling idiots in high school or the obsessed stalkers she’s had to dodge. Chikao just appreciated seeing a beautiful woman around the research rooms, even if that’s all it would ever be.

With a respectful nod I returned to the room with drinks and snacks. Only to pause after opening the door a crack.

“Why are you so special?”

Saito? I thought in surprise. The voice was coming from our little couch area, near the doors, but it was shocking to hear her peeved.

“Nani?” my cousin seems confused.

“Why are you so special?” Saito pressed, seeming more and more aggravated. “I’ve had to beg and plead for lessons, and sensei’s never invited me to his research room, but you waltz right in and get the full treatment. Why? Why are you so special?”

“Maybe you’re just not special?” Saori tossed back, obviously annoyed, nervous, off-balance, and therefore flailing around as badly as I would have.

“And that means I don’t deserve his attention?” Saito returned, some active heat in her words this time.

“It doesn’t matter if you call him sensei, you don’t get to decide what he does,” Saori shot back testily.

“And you do?”

I yanked the door open urgently and took a frantic step through, the heat in Saito’s voice prompting a touch of panic. But as I did, Professor Ichikawa managed to catch my eye. He’d gradually crept closer around the edges of the room so he was now halfway closer to the break area than he’d been when I’d left. While the grad students seemed clueless, and were still out of earshot of the girls, I got the distinct impression that he’d realized something was up.

My anger had been surging, how dare Saito harass my cousin? Especially when she was tired and in pain from the testing. But the professor’s calm but slightly sad gaze threw a bucket of water over that fire before it could blaze out of control. I stopped, took a deep breath, and then made the next step towards the pair a little more calmly.

I won’t pretend I handled the next bit perfectly though, but at least Professor Ichikawa’s quick efforts kept it from being a total shitshow.

“She gets a little extra consideration because she’s my actual cousin,” I noted, almost naturally as I crossed over to Saori, giving her a juice and putting the box of pocky in front of her. “That’s not a polite euphemism or exaggeration, that’s a ‘she’s the child of my father’s sister’ cousin. So when she needs some help controlling and learning about the powers she was born with, I give it.”

“Sensei-“ Saito began, flushing furiously but looking downwards.

“Especially when they aren’t just the powers she was born with, but the powers that were forced upon her when she faced a demonic possession,” I’m ashamed to admit it, but my gaze upon Saito was a bit harsh.

“Sensei-“ Saito tried again, flushing even brighter now.

“Furthermore,” I overrode her, “she’s currently in pain and exhausted from doing those tests. For all your claims you want to be a doctor and heal people, that sure went out the window fast enough in these circumstances, huh?”

“Mamoru.”

Professor Ichikawa’s calm interjection pulled me back before I went too far. I realized that Saito was starting to get close to crying, and Saori was flushing in embarrassment too.

Shit! I thought, disgusted at myself. And after he tried to warn me too. I’d probably have managed if I’d had even a minute to brace myself and calm down, but taken by surprise like that I’d really failed. Maybe Saito had earned that lecturing, but not that roughly or in that manner.

I took another deep breath, then sighed it out. “Come on,” I told Saito much more reasonably, “let’s talk it out.”

The opposite corner nearer the door didn’t offer much privacy, but if offered some. Saito joined me there and I tried to keep my expression stern but fair. “Alright Saito-san, what did you want to tell me?”

Saito was still flushing deeply, and obviously afraid. “I’m sorry Sensei! I won’t ever do that again! I promise-“

“No,” I interrupted her, but gently this time. It was made much easier by how afraid she was of me, which only made me feel even sicker inside. “Apologizing for what you did is less important than why you did it. Tell me.”

“I- I- I-“

I could tell she was still hesitating. This time I actually put on my teacher hat. “Saito, tell me. Don’t make up a story. One of the most important lessons about being a good mage is to be honest and know yourself.” Which was one of the reasons why my own failures here really hurt.

Saito’s face screwed up. “What does it matter?” she asked bitterly. “You don’t even want me to be a real mage!”

After my previous screwups, this time I kept a lid on my emotions and calmly asked “and what makes you think that?”

“You never wanted to teach me, and you don’t bother teaching me that much even now! But she just walks in here and gets all your attention like it’s nothing,” she said bitterly.

Save me from teenagers, the angrier part of myself rolled its eyes and noted. And, if I was being truthful, that was certainly a part of it. But the more nuanced and reasonable parts of me could honestly see that argument, even if it was a little flawed. “Saito-“ I began.

“See? There it is again,” she interrupted me, still bitter even if she no longer seemed ready to cry. “You still won’t even call me by my first name. Only Saito. We’ve been studying over two months now, and I’m still just Saito to you. You won’t teach me much, you keep me at an arms length, you give your cousin everything… there’s no point, is there? You hate me.”

I took another deep breath and carefully schooled my mind. That name thing’s kind of a point, I admitted to myself. The rest of it was bad judgement and teenaged dramatics, probably along with the excessive stress of what she was trying to do to herself as she combined regular classes, an unofficial pre-med education, and magic training all at the same time.

But I couldn’t lie to myself about there not being a pearl of truth to that. I hadn’t been a great teacher. I thought I’d been an adequate one, under the circumstances and given how it had been sprung upon me. And I was going to try and not blame myself too much given that, make sure I accounted for all that I was juggling under the circumstances. But when the best I could give myself was a weighted ‘you’ve not been too bad’ then I had to suck it up and accept this was the consequences of my own mistakes, and that I owed it to Saito to fix it.

Aoth damn it, I muttered to myself, even though in reality my deity would probably have damned the both of us (mildly) if he’d bothered to judge this little incident. Saito was definitely not getting great marks as a student today, but neither was I as a teacher. Especially not after the angry judgement I’d shown her once I’d entered the room.

So, with that in mind, I made an extra effort to be balanced and reasonable for the next bit. Maybe even swing a little bit too far in her favor, she was probably owed it after my little speech upon entering. “Chitose-san-” I said carefully.

“You don’t have to,” she muttered, looking away. “I know you’re dropping me.”

“Chitose-san,” I emphasized once more, “I’m not dropping you yet. But I’m not going to lie, you gave me a couple of good reasons to think of doing so. But they’re not the reasons you’re thinking of. And the reasons you’re not thinking of them is because of my inadequacies as a teacher, so let’s take a minute to talk about them.”

“First off: I’ve been deliberately holding back on teaching you much because you’re nowhere near adequate on your mana handling and tolerance. That’s not your fault, it doesn’t develop overnight no matter how hard you try. I am not pleased by this impatience. But I have to be fair, I don’t think I ever explained just how bad it was. You started off as the equivalent of a radically obese couch potato. There’s no shame in that, the modern lifestyle tends to do that to people when it comes to their mystical abilities. You’ve been making good progress. But, just like with a real person in that position, two months have been nowhere near enough to get you ready for the real exercises and challenges you’ll face. I’ve already let you go further than I really should have, Chitose-san. You need a better foundation, we will not be going further until you’re ready for it.”

Chitose looked a little stricken. “Sensei-“ she tried.

I forestalled her, but gently this time rather than the abrupt interruptions we’d both been guilty of. “Hold up a second, this next bit is important. Because you are right about me keeping you at arms length, and it’s not been entirely fair. Now I was doing it for several reasons, and some of them weren’t bad. Making sure you wanted to stick it out, figuring out what to do, and my own overly hectic schedule were a part of things. As was not wanting to overburden you now that I think about it.”

“However, there was also fear, resentment, laziness, and self-doubt in there. I just talked to you about self-knowledge and honesty, if I’m going to be a self-righteous jackass and say something like that then I have to own it too. And you’re not entirely wrong about everything.”

I took extra effort to keep my gaze level as I looked at her. “You are wrong about Saori. And your resentment, rush to judgement, and lack of control there are a problem. But before I go screwing up and getting too judgemental myself,” again, “I want to hear why. The full truth. Given how I’ve screwed up I don’t think there’s anything you can say that will cause me to give up on you. Not saying anything, showing no self-awareness, is a different story. That might make rethink things. So… tell me?”

After a moment Chitose’s shoulders slumped in defeat. “I didn’t mean to,” she said miserably. “But I didn’t think- I didn’t realize how jealous I was. I’d been hoping for you to teach me spells, or even just sit me down and teach me for an hour, for ages. And there she was, just getting invited up here and given everything… And I was tired after working so long, meanwhile you were just giving her snacks, and she was just so pretty on top of everything else-“

Out of the corner of my eye, barely noticeable until now, I noticed Saori start a little at that one! Both the professor and I had to fight down small smiles, showing that as Chitose’s voice had crept upwards other people could hear her.

“-I just couldn’t take it any more. I started getting angrier and angrier at her. And then-“ she stopped herself and flushed even deeper as she reflected upon what she’d done.

I forced myself to keep a grave expression. “You lost control,” I told her neutrally. Thankfully, everything else she’d told me and my own failures earlier meant that I felt more sympathy for her than anything else. This time. But I still had to bring it home properly.

“Chitose,” I told her frankly, dropping the honorific as I focused on getting the important bits right. “I don’t like the impatience, implied arrogance, and lack of control you’ve shown over all this. That’s not the sort of thing we like to encourage in any sort of mage.”

Chitose flushed, but I continued after only a moment’s pause.

“However, there are plenty of extenuating circumstances, including my own inadequacies as a teacher, so I’m just going to leave it at that today. I’m not going to expect you to be a saint, no one expects a perfect performance every time. But I’m going to warn you right now: if you make a habit of this, if I think your determination and ambition are outweighing your judgement and control, I am going to drop you like a hot potato. I get that you’re trying hard and pushing forward, but you need to manage yourself and your expectations better than that.”

I was pretty sure that somewhere in Tokyo both Himeko and Eiko had spontaneously let out identical, incredulous cries of “hypocrite” for no apparent reason, my blatant double standard echoing across the planet. Especially given how close to my own stress limits I’d been for the last month. But I had to make sure that Saito Chitose got this down and took it seriously from the start. One of the reasons it was okay for me to occasionally slip a little was because my baselines were solid. Chitose had to improve hers, otherwise I really was going to have to think about dropping her. It was one of the things that had worried me from the start, but that didn’t excuse my own missteps.

“Now, I want you to take this juice,” I said, giving her the can I’d been going to drink, “join Saori on the couch, and calm down. I’ll get some more pocky in a second. And I do want you to remind me of this in another day or two. I held back on some of the theory to make sure you were really committed before, had some of the basic tools to understand what I was telling you, and because you were already overloaded with too much stuff. I took the time to educate you about opportunities when they came up, but I did hold back a little on the basics. Now that summer’s here, and I assume you’ve already finished your summer homework?”

I glanced at her, but was completely unsurprised when she just nodded. I’d have been shocked if a go-getter like her had done anything else.

“-I really should think about accelerating that, taking the time to make sure you know more of the how and why of what you’ll be doing. And I mean that, Chitose-san. Make sure I don’t forget in the middle of everything else. Now go and take a break.”

Chitose was still more embarrassed than reassured, but she still gave me a quick “sensei” and bow before retreating. I then slipped back out of the room to get some more pocky and another juice.

I blinked in surprise when the door didn’t fully shut behind me, and Professor Ichikawa joined me outside the room.

I couldn’t meet his gaze. “I screwed up,” I admitted pre-emptively.

“That you did,” he agreed, although he didn’t judge me with his tone.

He let the door close and we walked back to the food preparation area together. “I shouldn’t have lost my temper,” I confessed. “And I really should have been teaching her better.”

“I’ve seen worse, in both categories,” Professor Ichikawa noted agreeably. “Although I probably shouldn’t judge your teaching techniques.”

I winced in spite of his gentle approach. “You should, you’re so much better at it than I am.”

The professor raised a grey eyebrow at me. “I’ve been doing this nearly three times as long as you’ve been alive, and almost every one of my students has been at least a little bit older than her. I can’t tell you that you didn’t fail, but I’m not going to tell you to beat yourself up about it too much either. Especially not for failing to live up to whatever standards you hold the best teacher in the world to.”

I winced again, and silently opened the fridge.

“But you want to know the real secret to teaching? One of the most fundamental techniques?” He didn’t wait for my answer. “Not giving up. Not on yourself, and most definitely not on your students. Don’t break yourself, that old saying about leading horses to water and not being able to make them drink is there for a reason. But don’t give up the first time they show some resistance, or they wait a bit before taking that first sip.”

Professor Ichikawa wandered back towards the research room, giving me some distance. But he still took a moment to speak over his shoulder before entering. “I don’t know that you’ll ever be the best teacher in the world. But I think I see a good teacher in you, Mamoru-san. Don’t walk away from him at the first sign of trouble.”

I paused a moment while the professor re-entered the room.

Never stop teaching, never stop learning, I thought, my lips quirking in the oddest smile. Words to live by, especially for a follower of Aoth. Then, after taking a moment to steel myself, I followed in the professor’s footsteps.
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Okaaay, I thought cautiously, easy does it. I should have been clear of trouble, and the ‘don’t notice me’ talisman was at max power, but I was still almost subliminally sure that something would go wrong.

So naturally my phone went off and I jumped nearly a meter into the air.

To give myself some credit, I had made sure I’d set the thing to vibrate before embarking on this whole endeavour, so I quickly pawed for it while walking away quickly. It was probably too late, I’d still gotten a few weirded out glances, but I had to try. “Moshi moshi?”

“Hey Mam,” Eiko half sighed from the other end. “Got a minute?”

I glanced over my shoulder at the student residence I’d just left. Unsurprisingly, a dozen pissed off security people were not suddenly chasing after me. “Uhhhh.”

I felt her attention sharpen. “Is this a bad time?”

“Yes and no,” I reported, quickening my pace even though I was almost sure it was paranoia. “I can speak, but I’m a little bit distracted. I’m in the middle of a kami chore.”

“What do they have you doing this time?”

“Just… retrieving some files.”

Eiko snorted. “Mamoru, you couldn’t have put that in a more suspicious way if you tried.”

I sighed. But another look over the shoulder showed that either no one cared, or the paperwork police were being very subtle in how they tailed me. I decided to assume the former. “I kind of needed to break into a guy’s apartment to get them.”

“Tell me everything!”

This time I snorted slightly, relaxing as it became increasingly obvious I was fine. “There’s not that much to tell Eiko. Honestly, this was a pretty minor kami chore. Just with a stupid twist.”

“That needed you to break into an apartment? How the hell did you even do that?”

“Come on Eiko, the ‘lockpick’ spell exists for a reason.”

“Only you would say that. Is it something we need to worry about on the estate?” Eiko actually sounded slightly concerned about that.

I slowed my pace and thought for a second. “I’m not sure,” I admitted, “it kind of falls into an odd place. It’s not that hard a spell to learn, but I doubt many people bothered with it.”

‘Lockpick’ was a simple but perfected combination of minor detection spells and telekinesis. It figured out which catches and tumblers to push, where they were, and then pushed them. It required a hint of skill, focusing its power to relatively tight tolerances and occasionally through some resistant material, but it was still a pretty beginner level spell.

Which is why humans made everything complicated, I reflected to myself wryly.

Because of that, anything reasonably valuable was protected by magical locks back on Avalon. It just made sense, the enchantments were to deter regular thieves as well as kleptomaniac mages. Unless the crafter had deliberately left open a magical backdoor (another one of those odd similarities mages and programmers sometimes shared) ‘lockpick’ did not work on those sorts of locks. That in turn had left the spell in an odd sort of position. Easy, useless most of the time, and with a social stigma attached to it.

On the other hand, undermages sometimes forgot the keys to their homes too. Or had cheap locks to even cheaper apartments seize up on them. So a surprising number of us had quietly learned it. Toss in the way that some people outsmarted themselves by saying ‘most people don’t even think of it, they expect the lock to be enchanted. I’ll save a few coins and not even bother.’ and the situation had become a tangled mess.

Summing that up to my friend on Earth however… “I wouldn’t lose any sleep over it,” I reported. “I’m pretty sure even most people dedicated to magic won’t bother learning such a niche trick. They usually either go flashier or for the more practical spells. I’m just a weirdo in trying to learn everything.”

I’m also going to have to think very hard about whether I teach that one to Chitose or not. It was practical, and a safe but telling example of the type of spell she should be thinking about. A biological version of ‘lockpick’ (much more difficult, but following on the same principles) had some interesting surgical applications. But maybe I wanted to be a little bit surer of how she was handling everything before I introduced it. She lived in the Meiko household, and they did not have enchanted locks.

“Well…” Eiko hesitated a moment, but decided it wasn’t worth pursuing that sidetrack. “Alright then, why’d a kami have you break into a guy’s apartment? And I’d love to see you try telling that to a police officer.”

“No, you wouldn’t,” I responded, once again looking around for a non-existent pursuit. “Anyway, it’s pretty simple. Whoever this guy was, he flunked out of Tokyo U. He was bitter about it and had a bit of a crash out.”

“He didn’t-“ Eiko began to ask, obviously worried I’d had to work around a hanging corpse.

“No, nothing that bad,” I reassured her. “From what I could tell, he was angry and spiteful but not terminally depressed. Hence why he didn’t return the files. They’re apparently unique. Not terribly important to the university, but valuable to a kami. The student in question deliberately abandoned them, along with a major mess in his old apartment. The labelling on the files is a little subtle though, and the kami was worried they might be accidentally destroyed or forgotten when the building staff eventually got around to taking care of his apartment.”

“That seems paranoid.”

“Eh,” I shrugged. And not just because I understood paranoia. “He made a real mess in there as he left. Not deliberately wrecking stuff, but he took everything he wanted and left the rest of it strewn all over the place. And it was so bad I’m pretty sure he did it as a deliberate ‘fuck you’ to the world. If this had been library books, or something more obvious, they’d probably have been found; but given that they were files I guess I could have seen them getting missed in all the chaos.” I’d needed a minor divination spell to figure out where he’d put them, stuck underneath a wadded-up pile of bedding and a spilled pile of documents as they were.

“Damn, making all that work for everyone else too? Sounds like a real jackass.” Needless to say, the daughter of a maid and butler had some opinions on that.

“Eh,” I repeated, trying not to judge. I was inclined to think the same way, but I really didn’t have any more details. It was the dozen or so empty beer cans left scattered around the apartment that had driven that home. That had suggested some sloppiness and attempts to escape his problems rather than taking care of them. On the other hand, one more surprise crisis before the term had ended and I would probably have slammed back some alcohol in a desperate attempt to escape too!

“I’m not a fan of it, but I managed to find the files and no one’s bleeding or talking to the police. I’m just inclined to get these things back to the university at this point and be done with it. Compared to some of the people I’ve actually been tempted to curse, this guy doesn’t even show up on the radar.”

“So, nothing more complicated than that?”

I shook my head automatically. “I don’t want to jinx it, but not even I can worry too much about this. I just need to drop these files off with the appropriate people. Worst case scenario? I say this idiot rudely shoved them off on me at the last minute and I’ve got no idea what’s going on. I might endure a quick lecture about proper procedure, but that should be it.” The files weren’t about anything top secret or sensitive, just somewhat obscure information that the guy had needed for some sort of assignment.

Since I was now a good block and a half away from the apartment building I’d (technically) broken into, and there was no sign that mattered to anyone, I’d calmed down and regained my perspective. “So, why’d you call, Eiko? Is something the matter?”

Eiko sighed heavily. “I just needed a break from Gota and Himeko, take a breather from beating my head against those walls. And I was worried we hadn’t really talked since…”

She hesitated, obviously a little embarrassed and unsure how to put it.

“Sato outed your relationship,” I noted evenly.

“Yeah, that.” She hesitated a moment. “Are you… mad at me too?”

I took a deep breath and then slowly let it out. “I’m not not mad,” I answered honestly. “But it’s more like I’m unsettled and off balance than angry. I was too shocked at the time, then too worried about you and Himeko to really deal with everything. It’s more like I’m still working my way through everything, even though there’s really nothing to work through. You’ve chosen to date Sato and that’s all there is to it, I hope your judgement is good and more power to you. Between my family trying to mess around with me and my overreactions with Kaede it’s kind of obvious what the right answer is this time; I’m more worried I’ll screw up my execution of it than anything else.”

Awkard, but truthful, I reflected thoughtfully. The idea of Sato Gota being so close to us unsettled me. But if Eiko wanted to try dating him then that was her business. Honestly, whenever I calmed myself down enough to look at it neutrally, I could see the potential there. I could also see all the landmines.

The biggest problem was: Eiko didn’t need me harping on about that. Out of all of us, she was the one I was least afraid for in that way. She didn’t seem likely to ride their sort of relationship down in flames or take any crap from him. Himeko, Hiro, myself? I could see all of us going a little too far, staying a little too long with a toxic partner after we’d opened ourself up. Eiko? Not so much. It’s not like any of us would be immune, but I was pretty sure she’d be the safest.

Unfortunately, it was still Sato Gota. It remained way too easy for me to toss stones and make comments. So, to avoid pissing her off, I’d also been avoiding her since then. Given that she’d accompanied Himeko on our latest trip to meet with the ningyo, and despite being trapped on a boat together I’d managed to avoid saying more than four or five sentences to Eiko, I could see why she was worried. We really had been busy, but we hadn’t been that busy.

“Goddamnit,” I heard her mutter under her breath, “Hime’s right again.”

“Sorry?”

“I meant about how he needs to be there for the hotel trip,” Eiko came back quickly. “That we all need to get things sorted out and normalized. I hate that thought, but we’re all going to be walking on eggshells around each other if we don’t try.”

“I hope you’re not expecting miracles. I’m pretty sure we’re not going to come out of the trip as best buddies.”

I winced. In spite of my best intentions I’d been getting awfully annoyed and skeptical there. Thankfully, Eiko just seemed to roll with it.

“I know, I know,” she sighed. “I’d love it if you were. But…”

“Secrets,” I summed up, not wanting to be too explicit over an open line.

“Yeah…”

She sounded so resigned my heart went out to her a little. “I don’t suppose there’s any important secret of his that you want to betray to us?” I asked lightly. “Something to get us over this hump? Like this whole flashy reporter thing is a cover for him being a mild-mannered, secretive superhero?”

Eiko snorted in amusement, I could practically hear her smirk over the line. “Nope, nothing that twisted.”

“That’s a shame.”

“Honestly Mam, you’re not that far off,” she noted, sounding a little bewildered at her own admission. “The guy wears a mask almost as bad as Hime’s, just in the opposite direction.”

“In the opposite direction?”

“You know how much of a cover all that junk is, right? Slight of hand to make you underestimate him?”

I nodded instinctively. “All to make you think he’s some sort of flashy attention seeker instead of someone clever and capable.” Honestly, the bleached hair thing drove me nuts. I associated the white hair with colored tips thing with him so much that he always took me by surprise whenever he used a wig or black hair dye. I knew better, but every time I subconsciously thought ‘that can’t be Sato Gota, he doesn’t have white hair!’

“Well, half of what he does is a performance,” she continued. “A way too keep up the cover and keep people off balance. It’s like how Himeko tries to act the perfect society princess, only in Gota’s case his first instinct is to turn the shock and rudeness up to eleven.”

I silently considered that for a few moments.

“It’s not like most of it isn’t real,” Eiko hastened to add, probably worried I thought she was nuts or being deceived. “It’s just that… Himeko hides things by keeping them inside and covering them up. Gota hides things by placing a magnifying glass over them and then playing them up. It’s a real feeling, most of the time, but he weaponizes it to get what he wants.”

I carefully bit my tongue as she added. “It’s one of the reasons I didn’t take him seriously for so long.”

Unfortunately, that meant I was silent for too long. Long enough she eventually asked “Mamoru? You there?”

I sighed. “Yeah. Sorry, I couldn’t figure out anything safe to say around that. It all sounded too… something. Either too sarcastic, too dismissive, or too suspicious.”

“You really don’t like him, do you?”

“No,” I answered immediately. I immediately followed that up with a deep sigh and, “it’s not a matter of simply liking or disliking him Eiko. I hate the bastard, but I also respect him. And, if we’re being honest, I also recognize how much of my hatred is fear and a twisted sense of guilt.”

“The fear I get. But guilt? Seriously Mamoru, I know you obsesses over every little thing, but-“

“Eiko,” I interrupted her before she could harangue me about one or another of my bad habits. Probably paranoia or obsession. She quite rightly assumed that was the explanation, it was usually a safe bet, but for once it was a little more nuanced. “Keep in mind he really is seeking the truth. As arrogant as his username is, I have to accept it’s reasonably accurate. And he’s doing so with at least half an eye on the public good.”

And I was being pretty biased to claim it was merely that level! Truthseeker still made a living, but he’d have been chasing certain biases if he’d been more focused on simple popularity or making money. He wouldn’t have even needed to lie, just be laser focused on exposing certain wrongdoing. If he’d aimed at targets because they’d have resonated with a political bias, or even because they were more popular, instead of prioritizing what he considered more important; he’d have been more successful. But it would have been with a narrower audience. Maybe it was stubbornness or fanaticism, but he really chased after what he thought the people needed to know and damn the rest.

“Meanwhile, I am keeping some important truths from him while not fixing his misapprehensions. I stand by my reasons, but it’s not a simple black and white justification. Hell, this whole twist to everything has gotten me-“

I cut myself off abruptly.

Eiko wasn’t going to let it go at that. “Gotten you what, Mamoru? I don’t like that pause, there was something more there. I’m not letting that go.”

It took me a long moment, but I eventually heaved a huge sign and admitted “gotten me thinking about using Sato as a failsafe. Giving him a package that should be opened in the event of me dying or disappearing.”

Even though it was only through a phone, I could almost hear Eiko drawing back in shock and dismay.

“Yeah, it sounded a little too dark and dramatic,” I agreed. “That’s one of the reasons I cut myself off.”

“No kidding!”

“And it’s just as likely I’d give it to you or Himeko to give to Sato if I really wanted to do that. And I don’t. That’s a little too negative, the situation’s hellishly complex, and I’m really not sure how much good anyone would be able to do in that case.”

I considered adding some more to that, but reluctantly held off from doing so. Eiko was his girlfriend. Suggesting that I A) wasn’t sure how effective Sato would be at getting whatever I gave him to the wider world. And B) that it seemed like a spiteful way to get him killed or disappeared; didn’t seem like it would go over well with Eiko.

“I don’t really plan on doing that, Eiko. It’d be incredibly hard to make a secret, comprehensive package and then keep it up to date. And I don’t trust Sato as far as I could throw him-”

“Mamoru!” Eiko’s protest sounded a little weak.

“I wouldn’t trust him not to peek if I gave him something like that, Eiko. Tell me I’m wrong.”

“You’re wrong,” she stated flatly, causing me to flinch for a moment. “Look, Gota likes to play the bastard to put you off balance but we all know he’s not an idiot. He knows the value of sources, reliability, playing the long game-“

“Which is why he tried to blackmail me into analyzing that thallium water?” I interrupted incredulously.

“He’s not as good at it as Hime,” Eiko backpaddled enough to admit, “and his persona gets in the way while hers compliments it. But he’s also the guy that kept our relationship secret for months when he could have tried using it to blackmail me. Instead he bent over backwards to try and avoid anything like that. Well, once we got serious.”

“And before you got serious?” I asked a little sarcastically, remembering their attitudes before they’d set off on their first ‘date’. Or her description of how half their first ‘dates’ were them looking to stab knives in each other’s backs.

“Not… quite,” Eiko drew out, obviously looking to be honest but still make her point.

“Uh huh.”

“Okay, he half hinted at that a few times. But he never meant it. We both knew they’d almost certainly never have believed him, and the whole thing would have been over. Even when we weren’t sure what the hell we were doing or where it was going we’d both known there was something there. And he wasn’t going to spoil that. Honestly Mamoru, you’re overstating things.”

I carefully bit my tongue again and pulled back. As tempting as it was to argue, I could sort of see her argument there. Given how those encounters had probably gone (and trying to picture those two on a hostile ‘date’ gave me a headache) it would have been ignoring the elephant in the room not to have brought it up in some way or form.

Thankfully, Eiko missed it this time as she pressed forward. “Gota knows that the second he betrays someone like that he’ll lose a dozen opportunities in the future. He’d never betray a source or prematurely look at something like that. Never.”

Never’s one of those romantic words, I thought skeptically. One that falls apart in the real world. I didn’t mean that as a knock against Sato, I held myself to the same standard. Like I would ‘never’ betray Himeko or Eiko. And that may have been true. But Aoth knew that I could screw up by accident, or that if I was ever kidnapped and tortured I would inevitably break if I couldn’t escape or kill myself first.

Still, that didn’t seem a productive path to take with Eiko, so I didn’t call it out. “I’m not going to argue that with you, Eiko,” I replied carefully. “But I will say that trust has to be earned. And he’s done a good job not earning that with me.”

“I’ll be fair and say I’ve done that in return,” I added hastily, hearing her preparing to defend him. “It’s not like I’ve exactly told him the full truth and everything I do must seem ridiculously suspicious; mostly because I am lying and concealing a huge secret. But after everything he’s done over the last… wow, over two years now. After all the disguises, secret watching, lies, and attempts to infiltrate my computer, I’m not going to spontaneously turn around and give him my complete trust.”

“Damn it, Hime,” Eiko muttered under her breath. “Why did you have to be right again?”

“Sorry?”

“It’s another argument in favor of her plan for all of us to take the trip together,” she admitted. “Something to force us all to actually get together and cope. You’d be particularly bad about dodging out of it otherwise.”

“I’m socially incompetent,” I protested, “I just don’t like the thought of being around him!  I wouldn’t trust him not to pick my pocket or try hacking my phone!”

“Said the guy who just finished breaking into an apartment?” Eiko retorted.

I winced. Damn it, I though, feeling a disproportionate weight from the files I was carrying. I walked right into that one.

“Look Mam: I don’t blame you for that,” Eiko sounded conciliatory. “I get it. It took me months to get over that too. But come on! He’s not that different from us, and you’re not going to realize that if you don’t give him the chance to prove it!”

“I know, I know,” I sighed. It was half the reason I’d avoided this conversation with Eiko.

Intellectually, I knew she was right. It might be sensible for me to take a few extra precautions; but if I was willing to set aside my grudges (and a sense of subtle jealousy that he was having more romantic success than I was. It wasn’t much. But, same as with Hiro, it was there.) I could acknowledge his better points. Sato Gota was also the guy who’d been willing to sacrifice himself rather than endanger my life when trouble had followed him to my apartment. The guy who’d instantly humbled himself and dropped masks when his thematic first attempt to BS and blackmail me had failed. I had some big issues with him, but I’d never been offended by the thought of Eiko seeing him because I’d long since realized there was actually a pretty decent person underneath the technicolor highlights.

Emotionally, see above about the BIG issues! They were more stupid than sensible, a few legitimate concerns being multiplied by my rampant paranoia, but they existed. I’d hoped I could deal with them before I was forced to admit that. Unfortunately, as this conversation was proving, that hadn’t been the case.

“I’m just so damned wound up right now,” I admitted, rubbing the bridge of my nose for a moment as I felt all the stress. “Finding out we’ll be taking the trip to see Hiro with Sato Gota of all people…”

I felt Eiko settle down on the other end. “It’s really that bad?” she asked sympathetically.

“I shouldn’t complain,” I temporized. “I know that Himeko has it worse-“

Eiko interrupted me with a small snort. When I paused, she eventually added. “Did you see the papers this morning?”

“Oh damn it all. What now?”

“She made the front of the society section,” Eiko admitted with clearly mixed feelings. “A great photo of her next to her aunt at the latest charity auction.”

That made me stop walking for a moment in shock. “Well. Damn.” I noted in entirely different tones.

“Uh huh,” I could sense Eiko nodding through the phone. “It’s a full half-page close-up. Part of that’s because it was a slow news day and they look good together. The other half is because it’s the first real shot of Nakayama Yayoi with any of the Meikos in about twenty-seven years. And she’s not just tolerating it, she’s clearly having a good time with her niece and doesn’t care who sees it. There’s already rampant speculation spreading over it.”

“Over that?”

“Especially with Himeko’s grandfather now being down in Kyoto,” Eiko noted wryly. “Seriously Mam, half the financial markets are concerned the Nakayamas are going to add their monetary clout with Meikos in some sort of major business move. Meanwhile the gossip hounds are torn between romantically hoping for a reconciliation between Yayoi and her old family; or hungry for a scandal where Himeko’s leaving the main Meiko family to live with her aunt.”

I stood dumbfounded for a few moments before I forced myself to slowly resume walking. Not in the least because I could kind of see it. When you were talking about that much family drama combined with that much money…

“Damn,” fell out of my mouth before I could stop it. “I hope my parents haven’t noticed. Otherwise, they’re going to pressure Kaede for the real story.”

“Shinji knows to watch out,” Eiko admitted, “he might be the only other Meiko to know the whole truth. Even I’m not sure everything Himeko’s planning or who she’s told, she’s playing this one close to the chest.”

“With good reason,” I admitted, feeling a slight twinge of terror in my heart at the thought of what we were attempting. I’d gladly have taken a whole month on a trip with Sato Gota over this year’s Obon plans. “So yeah, Himeko has it far worse-“

“It’s not about worse or better, Mamoru,” Eiko interrupted me swiftly. “It’s about the fact you’re suffering.”

“Not exactly suffering…”

“Mamoru,” Eiko said flatly. “You’re stressed. Even by your standards you’re cracking.

“Not exactly cracking-“

“Mamoru!”

“I’m getting better!” I tried more honestly. “Really I am! Even with all the shit going on I’m still slowly getting better. Slightly. It’s just that every time I turn around it seems like some new kick in the teeth is heading my way. So I’m having a hard time unwinding.”

Eiko sighed. “And spending a few days with Gota isn’t gong to help that,” she stated rather than asked.

“Pretty much.”

“Which is why you need to let go and see who he really is, what he’s really going to do!” Eiko emoted. “Otherwise it’s just going to weigh you down from here on in.”

Only as long as you two are together, I thought a little selfishly. Still, I wasn’t stupid enough to say that out loud.

“Look, I promise to slap him upside the head if he starts getting out of hand. We just talked about the whole mask thing, I know he’s going to start off that way too until I’ve beaten him over the head with how much of a jerk he’s being.”

I was surprised how much those words heartened me. She’s still your friend, I reminded myself with a mixture of happiness, relief, and exasperation over those first two emotions.

“It’ll take him a few times to get over his reflexes too, I apologize in advance for that. But once he does, you’ll be able to relax and accept things for what they are!”

I wouldn’t hold your breath over that, I thought skeptically. Even if she was right about Sato, I figured my paranoid streak would hold me back there.

Still, it was a good point. “I see what you mean about Himeko,” I noted aloud. “I can kind of see all this now that we’re talking about it, but I’d still have procrastinated about doing anything. She goes ‘we need to all take a trip together’ within five minutes.”

“Right!?”

“I just don’t know if I can give him a chance, Eiko,” I sighed. “Blame me if you want, I’m just not sure I’m up to it.”

“Mamoru, I gave you a chance. And you gave me a chance. Do you remember our first meeting?”

“Ah.” I paused a moment. “Do you mean first or second meeting?” I asked, trying to buy myself some time as I saw the looming truth.

Eiko had to think a moment too. “Second, I guess,” she admitted grudgingly. “But you see my point, don’t you?”

I wanted to protest, especially since we’d only gotten thrown together after the incident in the alley with the yakuza. Without that I doubted we’d have gotten so close. Or at least, not as close as we had as quickly as we’d managed. Unfortunately, we had. And I wasn’t quite blind or hypocritical enough to forget that analyzing the thallium water, or hiding Sato in my apartment, both made for pretty good incidents of their own.

“It’s not the same,” I sighed. But I could hear the resignation in my own voice, I was pretty sure she could too.

“I’m not expecting you two to hang out together,” Eiko continued, further driving the knife home by accident. Looked at in a certain way, I’d hung out together more often or more intimately with Sato Gota than I had with Hiro so far. “But I think it will help you two out if you get to know each other a little more. If you stopped being so afraid of him.”

“That’s not going to happen for at least another five or six months, Eiko. Not until we’ve gotten the first paper out,” I said, scrubbing my face again.

“So? Maybe we should feed him that lie. Just straight up tell him you’re working on a scientific breakthrough and that’s why you’re so secretive.”

“And you really think he wouldn’t push even harder then?” I asked tiredly.

Eiko hesitated. “Well… not if we made it out to be more boring.”

“Because that will go so well,” I continued sarcastically. “Lying to the investigative reporter. And trying to keep up that lie for months as he got to know me a little better.” I could see her point, and it wasn’t totally stupid. But it still struck me as flirting with disaster.

It was probably telling that she agreed. “Okay, maybe not. But seriously, Mam. You need to stop being so afraid. You need to spend some time with Gota, make your peace, and get on with your life.”

Before we could circle around the subject again, Eiko let out a “shit! Looks like Himeko needs me. She needs to make a point at the mayor’s office and she wants me around as a witness. Got to go!”

Before any of that could fully register, the phone was giving me the gentle beeping that let me know I was no longer talking to anyone.

I stared at it in disbelief for a few more seconds before sighing and tucking it away. Well, that killed some time, I reflected. And got me through a few blocks without me being a nervous wreck. I should probably consider that a win.

Understandably, the apartment I’d broken into had not been too far from campus. I was about a block away from the Tokyo U kami’s collective sphere of influence. Once under that, I was pretty sure I was home free.

(Okay, it was doubtful there’d ever been anything to be home free from. But it would put my mind at ease, and I kind of needed that.)

I shook my head ruefully. You’re being way too negative, I chided myself. I just got through a stressful stretch without suffering a heart attack, I’m all but done a kami chore, and I’ve reassured myself that Eiko’s still my friend and started renormalizing that relationship. That’s a little bit better than I was giving myself credit for. Now all I’ve got to worry about is a fraught family confrontation, a possible encounter with a pain-in-the-ass god, and being stuck at a hotel with a guy who wants to discover my greatest secrets. No pressure.

Despite my (sadly accurate) claims, reconnecting more securely with my friend and airing out the difficulties there had left me a lot lighter hearted. With a wry smile on my face, I returned to the Tokyo U campus.
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Okay, so it turns out that the only thing worse than the Monkey King is waiting for a visit from Sun Wukong himself.  Figures.  I should have seen that coming.

I was helping Hikaru set up for the last day of Comiket again, and I was jumpy.  Some of that was unrelated to anything about the convention, a logical extrapolation of all my other pent-up stresses and the dread I felt over Obon.  But some of that was a terrible suspicion that the universe’s weirdest Buddha was going to screw with me somehow.

Of course, some of that might be deliberate, I tried to make my thoughts sour and sarcastic.  Unfortunately, even to me, they felt like they were full of dread.  If he even cares enough to bother, and it’s a coin flip whether or not that’s true, then Sun Wukong might just plan on skipping me this year because he thinks it will be the funniest option.  Because watching me fret and worry over nothing, then not showing up, might be great in and of itself.  Or it might be a great setup for him coming back to me next year if I relax a little.

Honestly?  Out of all the fears, concerns, and frustrations I’d expected to have over assisting my cousins, the freaking Monkey King had never been on the list!  But this was the world I lived in. Which helped explain why I was so stressed this year.

“Mamoru,” cousin Hikaru actually sounded a little sharp with me for once.  It was startling.  “Are you paying attention?”

“Yes,” I answered.  Although I didn’t tell her who I was paying attention for.

“Well, hurry up,” she asked, further surprising me by sounding just a little suspicious.  “It’s almost time for opening.  I want to get this finished in time, then I have to make sure you know what you’re supposed to get today.  A few surprises came up last night, you have to grab them before they’re sold out.”

As scary as the nebulous threat of Wukong was (and you’d better believe that was pretty damn nerve wracking!) the thought of cousin Hikaru being especially worried was enough to distract me.  I gave in to the inevitable, helped set up the booth in record time, and got a revised doujin list from her just in time for the event to open.

I hurried to beat the crowds to the booths in question.  Gods and magic are one thing, I thought with a touch of nervous amusement, but the Comiket crowds are something else entirely.

***

Despite only having three items on the list, and managing to be third in line for the first of those, it was over two hours before I got back to Hikaru.  I couldn’t have told you what made them so special, but apparently Hikaru had been on the money.  I’d had to wait in line nearly an hour and a half for the last of them, that felt telling!

By comparison, the line in front of Hikaru was probably less than five minutes.  Granted, she actually had a line.  I figured that was pretty darn good!  Sure, it wasn’t the jaw dropping length of the real stars.  But it seemed like a good indicator of progress.

I carefully came in to the booth sideways and told her the good news.  “I got everything.”

Hikaru let out a huge sigh of relief and finally looked a little more cheerful.  “Thank goodness!  When I heard Hibanka was dropping a stealth release and I’d missed the first day I almost broke down crying.”

That meant nothing to me, but the customer in front of Hikaru looked startled.  “Hibanka is doing a stealth release!?”

“You didn’t hear?” Hikaru asked pleasantly.  “It’s was all over the chatroom last night.  It seems-“

While they went on (apparently this particular creator had a rep) I carefully secured our goods towards the back of the booth.  I had a feeling Hikaru would do me some serious bodily harm if I lost anything after getting her hopes up like that.  Given how the pair were going on enthusiastically, and that the next people in line seemed to be listening in rather than looking impatient, I was almost tempted to cast a quick ward over the package for safety’s sake.  But sanity won over my paranoia and I returned to my ‘assistant’ role without commentary.

It helps that this Comiket is a little more normal.  Well, less supernatural, I reflected.

Since Obon was happening after Comiket this year, or at least the more formal, celebrated part of Obon was, the number of dead humans hanging around the floor was drastically lower than our last two trips.  There were still a few, between the usual draw of Comiket and the weakening of the barriers (formal celebrations were not the whole of the occasion, the divide between the living and the departed was already blurring) Comiket still had a number of ghostly visitors.  But making the trip was still about ten times as difficult as it would have been the previous year, only a few ‘hardcore’ ghost fans had made it.

The other supernatural presences seemed fewer and a little more subdued too.  Not horribly so, if I was guestimating based on our previous visits I’d have said we still had around 80% of the esoteric visitors we’d had before.  And that was an awfully rough guess, not only was I not seeing the whole of the convention all of the time; more than a few of those presences (like Sun Wukong) were capable of hiding themselves from me if they chose.  Assuming they weren’t there just because I hadn’t seen them yet seemed like awfully bad judgement.  Not terribly dangerous today, but the sort of assumption that could get me killed if I took it too seriously under other circumstances.

And even today it might be problematic, I reflected with a touch of humor.  If I’d actually put a ward over our purchases then that spell might have drawn  a little more attention.  The last thing I want to do is wave a targeting flag over something for someone like Sun Wukong to fixate on!  A valuable doujin or two that would piss off my cousin if they went missing?  That seemed like just the sort of thing for him to mess around with.

Kaede eventually finished enthusing with her customer and then got to work, as did I.  She’d brought along the third volume of her creation this time, along with new copies of volumes one and two, and they were selling impressively well for a third visit.  I was soon busy shuffling around boxes and we fell into a routine.

An hour or two later, we had a moment to breath.  The line died down and we were able to take care of customers as they came in.  After a swift rotation to take bathroom breaks, along with me being sent out to get us some quick snacks, things were almost quiet again.

I sighed in relief, then found myself blinking in surprise as I realized I could hear that.  “Why’s it gone so quiet?” I asked, looking around in concern. That was a highly relative statement, but compared to the dull roar of earlier it was notably less noisy.

“Lunch combined with some big gunpla thing,” Hikaru reported tersely.  “The dip will only last another twenty minutes, then we’d better be prepared to sell, sell, sell!”

I glanced over her remaining stock.  “I’m not sure we’ll be able to sell, sell, sell,” I reported nervously.  “Not until close.”  My cousin had brought along more copies than ever, but we’d put a pretty big dent in everything already.  I wasn’t too worried about selling out of her latest volume, we’d have needed a pretty strong rush to wipe everything out.  But I didn’t think I was going to be carrying many boxes back afterwards.  And running out of her volume one and two reprints was looking pretty likely.

“Good,” Hikaru nodded tersely.

I looked over Hikaru.  “Hikaru, is there something I should know?” I asked cautiously

“What?  Why?”

“Because you seem awfully tense and… irritable.”

You know, if it’s your cousin’s period you’re going to feel awfully stupid, I reflected with a mental wince, the squicky possibility only having occurred to me after I’d opened my mouth.  But Hikaru had seemed a lot more tense and aggressive than usual this whole trip.

I hadn’t gotten the time to notice or comment on it until now, I’d been shocked by how many copies of her doujin she’d brought along and I’d been busy running them back and forth to start.  It had taken us longer than previous years to set up the booth, she’d actually added some professional looking signs and banners this time and as the designated tall guy it had been my job to try and put most of them up.  Then I’d been occupied the whole first day with her chores, she’d had a few more things to fetch than usual and most of them had been a little more popular, any time between drop offs had been dedicated to giving her quick bathroom and eating breaks.   After all that, Comiket had been done for the day.  I’d been too tired, and I’d assumed that had been the case with her too, to think anything of her attitude at that point.

But it was persistent.  Even in the middle of Comiket and my own multitude of issues I couldn’t help but notice it.  And given her usual attitude, which was always driven and determined but never as dark and frustrated as this, I was getting concerned.

“This is important,” she shot back at me.

“Yeah,” I continued in the same, tentative tone, like I couldn’t quite recognize her.  “And I get that.  But it’s always been important to you.  And you’ve never been this…” I trailed off, unable to figure out a way to say ‘this everything’ without antagonizing her.

Hikaru glared at me for a few moments, but then sighed softly and some of her tension drained away.  “I’m sorry Mamoru.”

“That’s alright,” I was quick to add, throwing up my hands like I was warding off an incoming blow.  “I’m the last person who can complain about tension and stress getting to them!  But it seems unusual to me, Hikaru.  And I was wondering if there was anything I could do to help?”

“Within reason,” I added extra quickly.  I did not need to screw up tomorrow’s plans if I could help it!

She looked at me longingly for a moment, then quickly put on her saleswoman face as someone else approached the booth “Hello there!  What are you interested in today?”

But, despite that, after a quick conversation and sale she turned back to me.  “I’m sorry Mamoru,” she repeated, looking a little shamefaced.  “College is getting to me.”

I nodded wisely, trying not to feel like an inane idiot as I did so.  “It can do that.”

Hikaru didn’t seem to mind, it seemed she wanted to vent.  And I was another cousin who was going through higher education.  “It’s harder, and the final deadline for becoming a real mangaka seems so close now.  It felt like I had time in high school, or at least I had more space to work!  Now…”

I nodded along, trying not to feel too much like a fraud.  That is a big difference between our fields, I admitted with a mental wince.  Seniority and time favor me.  If I was fairly inane for ten or twenty years, just there so far as academia was concerned, that was still progress.  It wouldn’t be brilliant or the best outcome, but I’d still be in a better position to present my research and findings than I was now.  It was a somewhat silly prejudice, but senior and established scientists were valued more than wonderkids-

(Not without some reason.  The more junior a scientist was, the greater the chance they’d been careless, were getting overexcited, or had failed to realize how much they were following in the footsteps of someone before them.  But that hardly applied to everyone, and the prejudice was entirely out of proportion to even that truth.)

-whereas comic artists tended to find it harder to break into the industry the older they were.  It wasn’t an insurmountable problem or ironclad rule, even I knew that.  But in some ways it was a worse entrance exams deadline for Hikaru than the real entrance exams were for most Japanese students.

“Between the classes, and the pressure, and- and- everything!  Half the other students look down upon me because I’m planning to do something that I might be able to make a living off of, and the other half are looking down on me because I’m doing an isekai!”

Oh, right, she’s going to an art college, I reflected.  And while I was pretty sure she was being dramatic (heh) about that claim, that it really was everyone and it was an even split, I could see it.  Art students at Tokyo U, especially the younger ones who-

Wait, I corrected myself sternly while Hikaru stuffed aside her feelings to serve another customer, even that’s unfair.  You’ve been seeing with the ones who wanted to deal with Himeko.  For every one of those Tokyo U probably has five dedicated, quiet art students who are much more sensible.  Don’t go judging all of them based on a few loudmouths.  Admittedly, I’d indirectly encountered a fair number of aggressively pretentious idiots who’d needed a slap upside the head.  But that applied to basically every student who tried to schmooze up to Himeko on campus, regardless of intended faculty.  The artists and businessmen just tended to be the ones who made it clear what they were studying.

Hikaru took care of that customer, then the next, then the smile dropped off her face and she let out an irritated puff.  “I want this to work.  I need this to work!”

“Well,” I replied cautiously.  “I don’t blame you for that.  And it’s a good motivation.  But you’re not a failure if you don’t sell out every book or get headhunted by five major publishers today.”

“Yeah, but-“ she raised a hand and made a gesture of wordless frustration.

Imagine how you’d feel if you had to share your knowledge at an event like Comiket, I reflected with some sympathetic amusement.  The system of using scientific journal articles doesn’t seem so bad now, does it?

Hikaru then slumped in her chair.  And, almost too softly for me to hear, noted “I’m starting to understand your parents.”

That startled me!  “What?” I jumped as if I’d been touched by a live wire and quickly scooted my chair right next to her.  “Hikaru, don’t say that!”

“I know they’re idiots, that I could model parody characters or alien infiltrators on them-“

The fact that I couldn’t argue against that was kind of telling.

“-but I sort of get them now.  The determination to succeed, to prove it was all worthwhile… so much so that you sacrifice everything, then bury your emotions and keep bulling forward…  It’s not just a trope to me anymore, I understand it.”

I watched her with horrified concern.  For better or worse, no customer came up to interrupt her this time.

“I want to succeed, cousin,” Hikaru noted so softly I’d never have heard it if I hadn’t been next to her.  “I want to make this work.  But I’m terrified it might cost me my soul.”

Holy shit, I thought, momentarily terrified for her after hearing that!  Because I could kind of see it.  Next to me, Hikaru really was the most likely member of our extended family to go that way.  We’d brushed that aside previously, because professional mangaka usually faced some pretty nasty working conditions and Hikaru’s dedication had simply seemed to mirror that. But now it was looking like Hikaru really would succeed in becoming one.  Maybe it was stupid, a product of an outsider’s ignorance, but I was more confident than my cousin that Hikaru really would break into that world.  But what happened then?  What would she be like when that was her job instead of just a dream?

“I don’t know what to tell you,” I said instinctively.  Terrified by what could happen I immediately pressed forward.  “I’m not saying you can’t work hard or dedicate yourself to something Hikaru, I do that all the time.  We… our family’s jumped just a little too far the other way because my parents terrified them.  And rightly so.  But as a whole, we’re almost a paranoid about that subject as I am towards everything.  We flinch at the mere suggestion we’re becoming like them.”

That we’re and them is a little worrying, a voice I the back of my brain noted, sucking in a nervous breath between its teeth.  I tried to keep my parents in perspective, but when even I was using those sorts of terms to describe them…

“But it’s perfectly fine to take a few more steps in that direction.  You can get a little closer to the edge without falling off.” I continued.

“But how do I stop myself?”  Hikaru countered.  “I’m not sure I can.”

Then, in a worrying proof of that, she quickly slapped on a cheerful face to deal with another set of customers.

I had to quietly grab another box of her doujins and open it up after that, but it bought me a few extra moments to think.  Although I kind of knew the answer already, I just didn’t like admitting it. I too often failed to live up to it, and I felt like a hypocrite given how often I fought against it.

But this was for my cousin. So, when the customers were gone, we continued.  “You need other people to ground you,” I told her, taking care to keep my voice even.  “People to keep an eye on you and jerk you back when you’re being an idiot.  Even if they’re wimpy, even if they’re like me and you practically need to be injecting drugs into your veins while they’re watching before they speak up, they help.  If nothing else, when you realize how little time you’re spending with them it’s a good warning sign.”

“I don’t have that anymore,” Hikaru grumbled.  But she was a little less fearful now.  Still a bit irritable and stressed, but not the slightly terrified way she’d been when she’d made that confession.  “I couldn’t wait to kiss high school goodbye.  Now I miss what I had.”

“Anything in particular?” I asked cautiously

“Mostly the Manga Club,” she admitted, “we were all doing our own thing.  Well, I was; some of the others formed small circles.  But we all talked and could help each other in a pinch.  I used to think it was weak to do that, so I never did.  But now I miss the safety net.  And the easy dates.”

Stick a knife into my heart why don’t you?  I thought with a mixture of annoyance and amusement.  “You could still go on dates you know?” I pointed out with only a hint of irritation.

Hikaru frowned.  “Yeah, but now everyone’s getting serious.  And I missed my chance with the really slutty surge at the start of the year.  I was too focused on my work to participate.”

I just barely kept from making a frustrated noise out loud.  Did everyone but me do that? Unsurprisingly, the start of university (or college), when many people were away from home for the first time while convinced they were now adults, was big time for hookups and a fair amount of casual sex.  I’d always known that, but apparently it had been a bigger thing than I’d realized.

While I carefully reminded myself not to read too much into that, Hikaru continued.  “It feels harder to start anything now, not when everyone’s got a four-month lead and they’re not used to seeing me around the pickup spots.  And not with strangers.  I’m missing not knowing so many people, even if I barely knew their names and hated some of them.”

We had another quick surge, keeping us busy for the next few minutes.  The good news was that this group had one repeat customer directing their two friends towards Hikaru.  He just took a copy of the most recent volume, the other two each took a copy of all three.  And his cheerful recommendation and fawning over Hikaru’s work perked her up a little.

When they eventually left, I cautiously picked up our previous conversation by warning her “the Cultural Festival and Sports Day are going to feel weird.  I never thought I’d miss those until they were gone.”

Hikaru jolted again, obviously surprised at the thought.

“I don’t know what your school is doing, but you might consider visiting your old high school again and checking that out,” I continued.  “It’s… not for everybody.  But I found it was kind of fulfilling.  Better than just moping at home and/or overworking, at least.”

Hikaru looked at me in surprise.  “Cousin Mamoru, you?”

I immediately took her meaning: that it was unexpected on several levels.  That she’d have expected I’d both be more prone to overworking and loath my old high school.

“I try not to overwork,” I tried not to sound too irritated at the disbelief in her tone.  And failed.  “I’m just really, really bad at it some days.  And I’ve got some tricky baggage with my old school,” i.e. Inoue Sakura, “so it’s not the best choice for me.”

“I’d have thought it was how you looked,” my cousin noted with brutal honesty.

“That too.  But sometimes it’s alright to go back.  It’s… perspective.  A good reminder of how far you’ve come, that you don’t really miss all the baggage too much, but it gives you that little bit of nostalgia and community you need.”

Hikaru was silent for a long while.  “I didn’t expect that from you, cuz,” she noted.

I frowned slightly, but she’d timed it just before a few more customers approached so I didn’t say anything.  Thankfully, by the time they were gone my irritation had subsided.  This stop and start conversation was driving us both batty; the way Hikaru was trying to discuss and deal with her feelings, then promptly had to hide them on a moment’s notice, was not helpful.  But, despite those difficulties, it did help us from getting too lost on the negative bits.  Kept me focused instead of babbling too much.

“You shouldn’t,” I eventually responded.  “But Himeko and Eiko have… it’s hard to describe.  They’re good about making sure I manage the basics of self-care.  And they’ve helped me come to terms with my past, even if that’s by making the future look so much brighter.  Now that it’s done, I have an easier time keeping high school in perspective.  Good and bad.  Without them I’d probably just have looked back on all that as an annoying delay.”

That still wasn’t nearly enough to describe my complicated feelings about everything!  It was worlds away; almost literally when you realized ‘come to terms with my past’ translated to ‘helped me put my previous life in perspective and figure out just what being Mamoru meant’.  I might have finally become Mamoru by this point without them, but I had a feeling I’d have still been limping towards that point in the sadder and lonelier life that would have been.

A million factors in a million ways there, I thought, trying to brush the thought away since it was both uncomfortable and too massive to wrap my head around.  I can barely believe I’m speculating.  I mean, just the lack of supernatural influences alone- wait a minute, I’d still have had something with Saori and Reiji, wouldn’t I?  Maybe?  Probably?  That thing with the onryo.  And maybe even this thing, I imagine cousin Hikaru would always have dragged me to Comiket-

“You have such good friends,” Hikaru noted a little sadly, “I never made anyone like that.”

Because you were more obsessed over comics than I was over magic!  I thought a little unkindly.  Still, we were both exaggerating the problems.

“You still have your family,” I chided her extra gently.  “And there’s nothing to stop you from making a few contacts.  Are you really going to tell me that no one else from your college is in this hall?”  I gestured widely to indicate the massive whole of Comiket.

“Well…”

“I love you Hikaru,” I let a little amused exasperation into my voice, “but you’re… very focused on your passions.  And that’s coming from me! You’re really interesting in small doses, but you need someone who’s equally fascinated if you’re going to really connect.  Or is at least reasonably interested.”  Thankfully Himeko and Eiko were both more interested in magic than I was in manga minutiae.  And I was slightly better than Hikaru about not burying them in everything.

Slightly.

Hikaru shot me a glare that was half annoyed and half guilty.  I couldn’t blame her, one of the reasons we didn’t get on better was because we were uncomfortable mirrors for each other.  I could see a surprising amount of myself in some of my relatives when I looked (and I always wondered about the nature versus nurture question when that came up), but the traits Hikaru and I mirrored were some of the more embarrassing ones.  Things that raised the question of where dedication and discipline ended and where obsession began.

Frankly, under other circumstances I could easily have seen this conversation going the other way.  One where she was reminding me to pull my babbling back a little.  At least her obsessions were a little more approachable to the layperson, and usually more enjoyable in small doses.  The fact that I had to mention this to her was a little unfair and probably rankled.  That didn’t make it untrue.

Hikaru opened her mouth to day something.  For better or worse, right at that moment, my cousin froze.

I waited for a half a second before I realized that Comiket had gone silent.  And that didn’t happen.  Sure, the ambient noise could dip low, hence why we were trying to have a conversation.  It could even get disturbingly quiet some moments when everything aligned and the noise was relatively soft.

But it was never silent. And now? Even the almost subliminal vibration caused be thousands of attendees in the limited space had ceased.

I attempted to spring to my feet.  Unfortunately, I failed when the chair I’d been sitting on failed to move a millimeter.  Stumble-sliding out of it awkwardly, I picked myself up and when I looked around I realized what was happening.

Everything in sight was frozen, unmoving.  From the crowds of attendees to the smallest of dust particles in the air, it was all still, absolutely motionless.

Except for one guy…

Ah, come on!  Starzinger?  Seriously?!  A particularly stupid corner of my brain cried out.

Don’t get me wrong, in many ways it was one of the more direct Journey to the West clones out there.  But between the anime’s age, and the fact it was so sci-fi, that had never been high on my list of choices for Sun Wukong.  Something about the Monkey King in an outfit that had more in common with a super sentai suit than anything he would have worn on the real journey… look, it offended a prejudiced and petty part of my brain, okay?  That was stupid (hell, the fact that it could get my goat like that should have been the only proof needed: that costume was the perfect choice for Sun Wukong to wear), but I still felt it.

Thankfully, my forebrain was slightly more sensible.  Barely.  At least the only thing that popped out of my mouth was “wait, there’s no redshift?”

The Monkey King just grinned wider.  He spoke cheerfully as he started calmly striding across the crowded Comiket floor.  Which had somehow aligned so he had a straight path towards me despite the frozen crowds.  (Frankly, that little coincidence was almost as impressive and intimidating as the stopped time.)

“Pocket dimension,” Sun Wukong reported cheerily.  “Normal light and oxygen, just unconnected to the time stream of normal Earth.  It’s wrapped around you and I.”

That startled me even more than the apparent time stop.  Wait, Sun Wukong knows about oxygen, pocket dimensions, and the mechanics of light?

I immediately felt like the world’s most arrogant idiot. I’d made sure to point out to Chie that underestimating the gods, literally superior beings to us in some ways, would be a huge mistake.  Just like there was no reason Sun Wukong couldn’t enjoy Comiket, there was no barrier to him learning and understanding such things.  Hell, there was every chance he knew ten times more about them than I did!  Between his age, and all the advantages he had in capability and the capacity to access deeper truths of the universe, he probably could have made Chie feel like a first grader as he explained the deeper truths of physics to her.

That costume might suit him better than I realized.  But I still don’t want to think too deeply about that silly helmet, or the laser staff.  I was pretty sure they were just well-made replicas.  The idea that this take on Jan’s silly costume might include transformed versions of the real golden headband or Ruyi Jingu Bang was almost enough to send me into conniptions.  As it was, I still found myself twitching as he approached, despite the seriousness of the situation.

“Domo,” I bowed as deeply as I could, given that I was still next to the table and nothing besides the Monkey King and I could move.  Aoth, be with me now, I thought as I licked my lips nervously.

I very carefully killed my first impulse to ask ‘what can I do for you?’  That was a line you did not give the Monkey King!  Not unless you were trying to invite a world of pain and humiliation down upon yourself!  Instead, I very politely asked “why have you- that is, may I humbly inquire why you’ve pulled us into this pocket dimension, domo?”

I could technically have pulled a trick like this if I’d had to.  I’d have needed a week or two’s worth of planning, probably a couple of million yen worth of ingredients, and an array of sigils that would have come close to filling the entire Comiket venue.  Not to mention every thoth of mana I’d gathered so far, and even that would probably have run out by this point.  But I could have done it.

But, even if Sun Wukong was so much greater than me, this hadn’t been trivial to accomplish.  No matter how easily the Monkey King had seemed to manage his version, even if I had no doubts it had still been much easier for him, I had to assume he’d undertaken the effort for a reason.

Sun Wukong simply strode up to the table.  He looked me over, letting me sweat for a few seconds, then casually reached up his hand and gently tapped my nose.

“Boop,” he said, grinning.

Suddenly the noise of Comiket flooded back and everything resumed.

I stood there, slack jawed and speechless.  Fortunately, Sun Wukong was already next to my cousin, schmoozing and confusing her, so she never even thought to ask how I’d suddenly changed positions.

Boop.  Boop?  BOOP?!?  A literal legend had just pulled me out of the usual time stream, temporarily shoved me into a pocket dimension flowing at a different rate of time but that still supported life, and all so that he could go ‘boop’?

I HAVE SO MANY QUESTIONS!?! I raged inside my head.  It was made all the worse by the fact that, despite feeling like I was about to have an aneurism, I didn’t dare ask the author of those questions anything even though he was right next to me and flirting with my cousin!

Was it a warning?  A test?  A backhanded koan meant to remind me of all I didn’t know about the mysteries of the universe?  Something to help me open my mind and keep perspective?  Or was the biggest monkey in all of creation once again throwing his shit around, just on a cosmic level this time?

Something told me it was the latter, but I was still going to be meditating on his damn ‘boop’ for hours just to be sure!
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…or maybe it was so I could actually get some sleep last night, I reflected with a combination of sour annoyance and honest curiosity. It wasn’t great, but it did occupy my mind enough that it distracted me from this!

I glanced around once more at the Meiko mansion’s dining room. It was empty of people except for Saito Chitose and myself. But if Himeko’s plan came together (and my stomach was churning like a cement mixer with anxiety over the possibility of both failure and success) it would soon start filling up. I was finishing a triple check of my own preparations, and I was combining that with a quick practical lesson and example for Chitose. Ironically, that was adding some new perspective to yesterday’s Monkey King shenanigans.

Half the reason I’m doing this as a lesson is to center and distract myself, I reflected sourly while I let Chitose check a sigil I’d quietly painted on the wall with a mixture of herbs and chemicals. By forcing myself to do it out loud and to Chitose I’m managing to keep my nerves at bay. Well, more like bracing the door and desperately holding them back from breaking in and reducing me to a jibbering wreck. Looking back on it, now I have to wonder if the Monkey King was being extra clever.

The universe’s weirdest Buddha dropping that whole ‘boop’ thing on me (and even now I tried not to think about it too hard. It made me twitch spastically.) had occupied my mind like nothing else could have. But in a different way that the upcoming crisis did, it tormented and fascinated me but I had a weirdly easier time walking away from it than the whole Meiko situation. Maybe that was because it was technically over and done with, whereas this plan could still blow up, but I’d actually been able to get to sleep last night. Looking on what I was currently feeling, nervous nausea strong enough for me to consider the ‘keep down’ spell, I probably would have spent the whole night tossing and turning without that to distract me. As it was, and the damn ‘boop’ was maddening, I’d somehow managed to fall asleep to the world’s most impractical koan.

Now though, now I faced just about everything I hated rolled up into one nasty package. Family drama, secrets, pain, and dealing with people powerful enough to squash me.

The one good thing about this, I found myself bitterly amused to admit, is at least Himeko’s grandfather took himself out of the equation for this Obon. Himeko had confessed she’d wracked her brain for a way to do this with her grandfather for nearly half a year. She was never able to find one (or at least, not one that wouldn’t have been very contrived and have needed an ungodly amount of luck to work), but Himeko had been equally unable to think she hadn’t owed him this. Or, at the very least, had owed him this ahead of her aunt. Barely.

Whatever my own opinion on the subject (and it was mixed), the seniormost Meiko would have been one hell of a volatile wild card. I could see Himeko’s point, even now I doubted the fallout from all this arrangement would be good. No matter how this went, better or worse, the lack of her grandfather was kicking a dangerous problem down the road. But the… ambitious scenarios Himeko had been playing around with would have been straight-up juggling nitroglycerine. This was bad, and had the potential to go incredibly poorly; but I still figured our odds and the worst-case outcomes were ten times better than they would have been with her grandfather around.

“Okay sensei,” Chitose reported with happy solemnity. “I think I got it. Although I’m not sure how exactly they all work.”

I sighed softly. “Well, to be completely honest, I don’t think any mage is,” I admitted. “We have a good idea of ‘what’ they’re doing. The ‘how’ is a little trickier. We’ve got some pretty good theories about parts of this. Other bits we’re pretty much in the dark about.”

I thought for a moment about adding ‘and if any mage tells you otherwise, be very careful about them.’ But I decided that was getting too complicated. And it might even have been an outright lie. It applied to Avalon, the more stridently any mage claimed they ‘knew’ they had this figured out the more stupid or insane they were. And that was a problem there, especially with rituals involving the dead! Those fanatical types usually ended up doing something pretty spectacular and destructive that eliminated them and everything in the immediate vicinity.

But I hadn’t yet seen that declaration come up on Earth. And, even if it did, it might even have been possible the Earth practitioner had it right! I seriously doubted it; before I believed something like that I’d probably have needed to test it even harder than the scientific establishment was going to check my nonsense! But I was trying not to teach Chitose any of the arrogant assumptions I’d picked up on Avalon, and that sort of false ego and certainty qualified.

For better or worse, Chitose interrupted me with “alright, but how does this work? I know what you told the young master and mistress last year, does this really scoop out ‘reality’?”

I wondered how she’d heard while repressing a small groan. “That was the comparison I used, wasn’t it?” I pondered a few more moments. “Okay, you’re still nowhere near advanced enough for a full explanation. But I can give you a slightly better analogy.”

I tried not to squirm at how eager Chitose looked.

“Alright. Now keep in mind we’re deal with a multidimensional reality here, it’s too complex to sum it easily. But it’s like the natural cycles are at their most convenient point right now. It’s like the Earth has as many moons as Jupiter, and they’re all aligned at the point to cause a ridiculously high tide. Something like ten meters higher than normal.”

Oh yeah, this is much better, the sarcastic part of my brain noted.

I ignored that to solider on. “Now imagine that, but we live on an island eleven meters above sea level. While the dead can get much closer to us than normal, that doesn’t mean they can reach all the way. We’re going to construct a bathysphere and dive that little bit of distance we need to reach them. Normally we couldn’t get nearly far enough, we can only dive two or three meters normally, maybe five or six if we really stretched. But by going down at the same time that everything has come up we can get some shockingly good results.”

“I think I understand,” Chitose said cautiously.

I couldn’t tell what worried me more: the thought that she was lying, or the thought that she’d gotten so used to me that she really did. So I sardonically noted. “Keep in mind the full explanation would probably be closer to one of those demonstrations where physicists use a rubberized sheet with weights on it to represent the space/time continuum. You do not need me adding in several more axis and trying to make this work more accurately.”

That finally put a dent in Chitose’s optimism. Not a big one, but enough I was confident she was really thinking about everything.

In either case, I continued. “But in my stupid simile, our bathysphere has to be secure and whole. That’s why I chose an ocean comparison, and why we need a sealed space. Break the seal and… well, in our case we’d just float back to the surface, this is one of the reason’s it isn’t a great analogy. But if we were trying harder with a darker and more dangerous technique, we really could sink all the way to the bottom.”

Chitose looked startled, but hesitated to ask the question that was obviously on the tip of her tongue.

“They exist,” I told her flatly. “And I might teach you a little bit about them in order to make sure you avoid accidentally going down that road. Trust me, those sorts of techniques are about the furthest things from healing you can get.”

It might have been for the best that we were interrupted be a third voice at that point. “Matsuda-san? Yayoi-domo has just returned.”

Interesting choice of phrasing, I reflected instinctively, suspecting it could have told us something about how Meikami regarded the Meikos. Out loud I simply said, “thank you, Meikami-san.” While bowing respectfully in the direction of the main door.

The small garnet by that door continued to calmly glow green. Meikami was still a weaker kami than her peers (to the best of my knowledge) but in a pinch she could communicate through the garnets. They were apparently not as easy to use as Kameiko and Sensei-san had found their magatamas, but could serve a similar purpose. However, expecting more than a sentence or two from her would be a mistake.

And I’m okay with that, I’d rather she stays a little bit further away from humanity and then saves the strength she has for whatever she wants to do at times like today! I reflected feelingly. The Meiko mansion’s true kami was helping me out, but her subtle influence was almost subliminal unless I was deliberately looking for it. Still, I could sense her helping to define and empower the room for what we were about to try. And I didn’t want to think about how futile this would have been if she’d actively opposed it.

On that note. “Let’s get out of the way, hide in one of the corners,” I told Chitose nervously. “We don’t need to be too obvious about this.” Frankly, if I could have done this from outside the room, I would have. Technically that could have been possible, but it was an order of magnitude more complicated (think piloting a passenger jet via remote control. Using technology from the early 2000s) and would have left everything much more vulnerable to disruptions. Given what we were dealing with, I doubted we were in for smooth sailing.

“The eastern corner is best,” Chitose noted confidently.

I blinked in surprise. “What, really?”

She nodded. “It’s on the side featuring the door for servers to enter but positioned opposite from the head of the table. People naturally look away from it.”

Right, she’s from another family of servants with a long history, I reminded myself. It didn’t come up often. But, like Eiko, Chitose had been trained and acclimatized to the idea of serving the Meiko family from an early age.

And, as if to demonstrate to me never to disrespect any knowledge, it came in handy this time. We barely managed to make it to the corner before Himeko and her aunt, Nakayama Yayoi, burst in through the main doors.

Nakayama made a sour moue as she looked around the room, thankfully not quite turning far enough to catch Chitose and I. “This place. Still as lifeless as ever I see. Too large and stuffy for a family dinner, not unless that dinner was to celebrate the glory of being a Meiko.”

The tired inflection she had on those words made her opinion of that attitude abundantly clear.

“Not quite as lifeless as it was back in your day,” Himeko allowed diplomatically. “But I’m not going to defend it.”

“Then you’re ahead of me,” Yayoi noted derisively. But I was surprisingly heartened to realize it was a nervous little bit of self-derision. She may have been uncomfortable, but she was trying not to take it all out on her niece. “I was married to Motoshi before I realized that rich people could have intimate and pleasant dining rooms too; that it didn’t all have to be gigantic and for show.”

“Speaking of uncle,” Himeko inserted abruptly (by her standards), “how is he doing?”

Yayoi was obviously caught between annoyance and amusement. “At home, as you requested. He wasn’t sure whether to be happy he was out of the line of fire or not. He did want to spend more time with you, and was worried I needed support. But he wasn’t sure how much of a fight he might provoke.”

“I don’t think that would have happened,” Himeko allowed diplomatically. “At least, not now that grandfather’s out of the house. But I’m not sure how well he and father would get on, not based on what you’ve said.”

“There’s-“

Yayoi was interrupted by someone else entering, a party of the other Meikos. Himeko’s mother and father, being led in by Shinji.

“Yayoi,” Mr. Meiko noted gruffly.

Shinji quietly and carefully shut the doors behind them, and Himeko gave me a quick nod. Hoo boy, I thought, feeling more nauseous than I’d ever felt on a rollercoaster, here we go. Before I could give in to fear, I threw myself over the edge and started activating the magic.

“Hajime,” Yayoi shot back, her voice flashing with dangerous emotions. “What, no heartfelt onee-chan for your estranged older sister?”

She’s the older sibling? I thought with a small jolt, almost flubbing everything right then. That added yet another landmine to the already tottering pile!

Mr. Meiko flushed, although I wasn’t sure if it was from embarrassment or anger. “If I did, you’d run from this house. Again.” He shot back.

Yayoi flushed herself, and opened her mouth. Thankfully all three other Meikos beat them to the punch. Himeko’s “aunty” Shinji’s “dad” and Mrs. Meiko’s “dear” all went off at the same time and cut off whatever they’d been about to say.

After a moment’s silence, Himeko spoke up. “Perhaps you could act more like adults than Shinji and I?” she suggested. “You do have more practice than us. I like to think my brother and I will eventually surpass our forebearers, I would hate to realize that had happened already.”

For a few moments there was a tense silence. Then it was broken by a soft, slightly bitter, and mocking laughter from Yayoi.

“Did you hear that, Hajime?” she asked, addressing her brother again. “The mouth on your daughter? How did you ever manage to raise a kid like that? Father would never have let us get away with something so disrespectful.”

“Not to him,” Meiko Hajime agreed, slowly allowing himself a tiny but rueful smile. “And I can’t take the credit, she managed that all on her own.”

“Not all on my own,” Himeko demurred. “But I thank you for the compliment, father.”

Another silence. Meiko Hajime and Nakayama Yayoi looked at each other guiltily. Both obviously had a mountain of feelings and history to deal with.

“So, you’re having trouble speaking too, huh?” Yayoi finally noted with another hint of self-derision.

“A little,” her brother allowed.

I jolted to realize that both of them were trying to keep the masks up. They had decades of experience with that, had navigated the highest echelons of power in Japan, and usually had no problems with keeping their poker faces when they needed to. But this was too big. Despite all their efforts, despite them desperately trying to hide what they felt, it was still too much. This was just the stuff leaking past their limits, not the true depths of their emotions.

Yayoi sighed. “So many things I wanted to say to you. But when I pictured it, it was always you and father together. Usually I was angrily screaming everything to the both of you, or in some sort of position where I could deliver a cutting speech about all your mutual failures and everyone would applaud at the end. I never pictured us alone, just talking like sensible human beings.”

“It’s… been years since that was likely,” Mr. Meiko permitted. He surprised us with a sad quirk of a smile. “Honestly, that speech idea was the most likely possibility. You, leading some event from a large podium and then suddenly going off script while somewhere in the audience father and I were there; the whole crowd and the rest of the organizers too shocked and horrified to intervene in time. It was about the only way we’d all have ever been in the same building together.”

Yayoi let out a sharp bark of laughter. “True!”

“I understand why you’re having trouble now,” he admitted, making an effort to untense. “Now that the moment’s come, it’s hard for me too. Harder than expected. Even if you thought you were ready, thought you wanted to talk to me, it… feels too much now that we’re face to face again.”

Faster, I thought, spinning the magic as quickly as I could. Not that I thought the next part would be better, but at least I could stop worrying I would be the one to screw everything up. And maybe I could just throw some invisibility and silence spells over myself to hide in the corner.

“ ‘Feels too much’, ” Yayoi’s scorn was directed inwards as well as out. “What a bloodless way to put it. All the anger and the resentment and the pain. Tell me Hajime, do you think Miwa felt too much? Right before she killed herself?”

Mr. Meiko’s never quite vanished flush suddenly darkened to near purple levels, and he firmly pushed his wife aside as she tried to restrain him. I didn’t think Yayoi had been deliberately trying to antagonize her brother with that, that seemed like it had been meant to flay the both of them. But I wasn’t sure, and he was too far gone in his own pain to take it any other way.

“And you complain about Himeko’s mouth,” he spat out angrily. “You who claimed to want to reconcile and yet spits out venom like that! How dare you! How dare you-“

“Wait,” Yayoi interrupted him with a raised hand, and I thought it was telling that Mr. Meiko let her. “What do you mean I want to reconcile? You called me here.”

There were a few moments of angry silence as the siblings stared at each other. Then both of them whirled to the side and focused their gazes squarely on Himeko.

Himeko, surprisingly, wasn’t looking at either of them. She was looking towards her own brother. And Shinji, who’d been using his more advantageous position to look around the room (and probably look anywhere but his arguing relatives) finally spotted something. Looking desperately relieved, he caught Himeko’s eye and nodded towards it.

Neither their father or aunt cared. “Himeko,” Mr. Meiko ground out dangerously, like it was an immensely difficult struggle not to shout out each word. “Are you doing a stupid scheme?”

“No, I’m doing a clever scheme,” Himeko reported calmly.

Thankfully, the tirade both her relatives launched at her simultaneously just blended into discordant, furious noise. The pair were livid, but it was so over the top, and they realized all of it was just splashing off the serenely poised Himeko, that they quickly slowed down to an angry stop.

Himeko waited for both of them to finish with barely a quirked eyebrow, even though her mother and brother were desperately holding hands in the background, their hearts obviously in their mouths. Once Himeko was sure her aunt and father had collected themselves enough not to immediately shout over her, she spoke again. “I never lied to you.”

“NEVER LIED!” her father shouted at the same time as her aunt screamed “YOU ARROGANT LITTLE-“ before barely cutting herself off.

Himeko waited another moment, then calmly said to her father. “I told you that my aunty wanted to talk to you,” she then looked over at Nakayama Yayoi, “and I let you know that your sibling wanted to reconcile.”

Himeko calmly shut her mouth again. While her relatives stared at her in stupefied fury, speechless as they tried to work through her words while raw rage clouded their brains, her mother filled the silence with a shocked gasp.

Both siblings spun on her, then after a few confused moments spun back the other way as they followed her terrified but hope-filled gaze.

(It was almost amusing to see how in sync they were after spending more than half their lives separate. I didn’t think any of my cousins could have provided such an equal performance. Well, maybe Saori and Reiji.)

Himeko just nodded in satisfaction, then strode forward to greet the white figure that was slowly filling in towards the center of the dining room. “Aunt Miwa-san,” she greeted the form with a deep and respectful bow. “It is an honor to welcome you back to the mansion.”

If you squinted you could just make out Miwa’s smile, but no more. After a moment Himeko frowned slightly and looked over in my direction. “Mamoru?”

No! Don’t do that! I screamed internally as every other Meiko looked in my direction too, and I was pretty sure it wouldn’t have taken much to turn Mr. Meiko’s or Yayoi’s shock and confusion into murderous intent. I did my best not to show my intense fear, instead focusing on my part of things and urgently saying “give it a minute. We’re almost there, but the dining room’s a lot bigger than the space we were in last time. Plus, I don’t know what she’s facing from her end.”

Meiko Hajime and Nakayama Yayoi stared at me in clueless surprise, still trying to grasp just what the hell was happening. I suspected they’d have already come after me with intent to kill under other circumstances, Yayoi especially given how she knew nothing of my real abilities. But they’d been all keyed up and emotional over entirely different, family-based confrontations up until now. Between those overwhelming emotions and the sheer, unbelievable weight of what was happening, they were still struggling to put it all together.

Shinji proceeded to buy me some much needed time by calmly hurrying to join his sister and then bowing to his deceased aunt in turn. “Aunt Miwa,” he greeted her with a little less formality. “It’s good to see you again.”

The ghostly figure gave Shinji a small bow in return. And after a moment I could faintly hear “… too, nephew.”

“Did anyone else make that out?” I quickly asked, simultaneously trying to pay attention to the deceased and the magic.

Shinji and Himeko’s firm “yes” and “of course” mixed with less certain “sort of” and “I heard something” from the older Meiko siblings.

I frowned slightly. “Miwa-domo, is there anything else I can do to help?”

“No,” this time the deceased Meiko’s voice was clearer, “it just takes time. I’m almost there.”

Mrs. Meiko whirled upon me at this point. “I thought you said you couldn’t do it!?” she asked, forgoing nearly all of her usual formality in favor of shock, delight, and terror. I hadn’t been sure how much Himeko had told her mother, apparently it had been less than I’d thought.

Thankfully, Meiko Miwa saved me from desperately babbling. “He didn’t,” she noted a little acerbically, “he’s just the driver assisting me on this last step. Obon and other powers are what allowed me to return.”

I was mildly put out by that, and her attitude. Not too much you understand, I was more than happy to take that simply as a way of dodging any further attention and recriminations. But my initial thought was to be slightly insulted by how she was minimizing my efforts.

I immediately smooshed that attitude down. Even if her assertation hadn’t been useful in itself, and it had been, I certainly didn’t know everything that had been involved from her end! Yes, I was doing something significant. But for all I knew, she’d just undertaken the equivalent of walking across the Himalayas to reach us! Given how our original meeting had been expedited by the Monkey King, and how normally I stood no chance of being able to arrange anything near this, it didn’t make sense for me to claim too much of the credit.

I felt absurdly glad of that decision mere seconds later as she turned her slightly acerbic gaze on her brother. “I almost couldn’t make it,” she noted irritably. “I’m only allowed this by the grace of the higher powers, and then somebody had to go and piss off Sarutahiko Okami.”

“Nani?” Mr. Meiko replied, obviously struggling to figure out how the hell to respond to that one. Even his tone managed to desperately shuffle between ‘what the hell is going on?’ ‘what the hell do you mean?’ ‘how the hell do you know that?’ and all while being very aware of what could happen when a Meiko got too rude with supernatural forces thanks to that little reminder!

“Just be glad father took himself out of the picture for today,” Miwa continued, folding her kimono clad arms in front of her. “I’m not sure I’d have been allowed back if he’d been here. Thankfully, his punishment means that we’re not being blamed for his mistakes.”

“Thank goodness,” Himeko sighed softly, releasing a sudden tension. None of us had been aware that we’d dodged a bullet like that.

Miwa turned her slightly annoyed glare on her niece. “After all this time, that was what nearly ruined everything. Couldn’t you have stopped him from being so stupid?”

Mr. Meiko immediately bristled in his daughter’s defense “Hey, you try stopping father when he-“

Mr. Meiko stopped abruptly, realizing what he was saying and to whom. That hadn’t been the voice of a powerful businessman, that had instinctively been the tone of a much younger man complaining about their father to his sibling.

Suddenly Mr. Meiko sprang across the room with a ‘whoop’ of shock and delight. He picked up the startled Meiko Miwa and spun her around.

“How’s he doing that?” Chitose muttered from next to me in confused wonder.

I frowned and looked a little closer, momentarily distracted by the little display the trailing hitodama flames around Miwa made as they tried to follow her through the spinning.

“She’s created a temporary body to interact with our world,” I murmured back as Mr. Meiko seemed to de-age a decade in the presence of his departed sister. “It’s how she’s able to communicate and interact with us. It’s not flesh, it’s much lighter, and that’s why he can carry her that effortlessly.”

“Ectoplasm?”

“Sure, close enough.” We used different, much more technical terms on Avalon. But not even I was tempted to get into a pedantic discussion about it. Not while distracted by such terror and wonder.

“Put me down! Put me down!” Meiko Miwa cried out.

Tears were streaming down her laughing brother’s face as he did so. “It’s you. It’s really you.”

“It’s me,” Meiko Miwa agreed, looking momentarily uncertain and shy as she resettled her ectoplasmic robes. “And you- oh, I had everything planned out! And now you’ve ruined it! What was with that greeting Haj-san?”

“You’re here,” was all he said in return.

“This… isn’t… possible…” Yayoi said slowly as she fearfully stalked towards the pair at a snail’s pace.

“It is Obon,” Miwa directed towards her, much more formally. Although she failed to carry it off perfectly.

I bit down on an abrupt and unexpected grin. Nature versus nurture, I reflected once again, seeing something of her niece in Meiko Miwa. It seemed she had something of Himeko’s desire to appear perfect and in control about her, but she was notably less talented at it.

Or maybe it was just the uncontrollable situation. Yayoi was far from at peace over everything. “I- but what- how-“

“Our time is limited,” Miwa told her sister respectfully, apparently grateful to be returning to some sort of mental script she had in her head. “I have more than I did last Obon, but I can’t stay for all of it. Not like this.”

“Last Obon?” Mr. Meiko asked, a hint of anger warring with the joy and wonder in his tone.

“Yes,” Himeko reported unrepentantly, “we only got a few minutes. Blame the Monkey King, if you dare. Personally I’d prefer to thank him for the opportunity we have now, we’ve been planning this ever since then.”

Miwa shook her spectral head. “Sun Wukong is both everything and nothing like the legends paint him. I believe your friend was right, he arranged my extra short visit as a trick to allow for this one. They would never have allowed me so much leeway to return so quickly otherwise.”

“They?” Yayoi asked, obviously still struggling to wrap her head around everything.

Miwa shot her sister a concerned look. “Secrets of the dead onee-chan, secrets of the dead. I can talk about the living easily enough, but there are some things I have to keep silent about.”

“But you’re really- you’re dead! You can’t be here! How?”

Mr. Meiko’s head swiveled to track his daughter. “This isn’t a trick?” he asked, striving to sound casual and normal in spite of the circumstances.

“No.”

“I mean it Himeko, if this was a kindly meant bit of catharsis I can forgive it if you confess-“

“Hajime,” Miwa interrupted him irritably. “It’s real. You I expected to believe. Now, at least.”

Mr. Meiko wilted slightly and then inclined his head respectfully to her. “Apologies. I did not doubt the young man’s capabilities; I was merely worried… father’s gotten in my head after all these years.”

Miwa’s expression softened. “And I didn’t help either, not after what happened to me and then how long I took to take this step. I’m sorry Haj-san, that’s part of the reason I am here.”

I was momentarily a little disconcerted and upset to realize that Mr. Meiko had worried I might have been trying to deceive him with illusion magic or something similar. Then reality caught up and I realized that if your dead relative suddenly reappears, in whatever capacity, then looking out for deception and scams is really your only choice. Doubly so when you were as rich as the Meikos!

“I still don’t-“ Yayoi began. It was obvious she was wavering, caught between conflicting emotions. “Hajime, it’s a trick! It has to be!”

Meiko Hajime sighed deeply. “No. No, it doesn’t. I won’t pretend I understand it all, but it makes sense.”

“Sense? Sense! Haj-san, how does this all makes sense?” Yayoi asked a little shrilly. It was obvious she wanted to believe, but didn’t dare.

“It-“

“No Hajime,” Yayoi put her foot down. “I am not buying this for one moment, no matter how much-“ her voice momentarily broke. “No matter how much I want to spend one more moment with Miwa again.”

“Yayoi,” Miwa reached out to touch her sister’s cheek. Yayoi flinched violently, but still let spirit draw all three of them into a three-way embrace. “I’m sorry sister, I’m so sorry.”

“That’s how I know this is fake,” Yayoi said. I could barely hear her, the eldest sister’s voice was so choked. “The real Miwa would never apologize for anything.”

Miwa barked a tearful laugh. “And look where it got me! Dead when I was barely twenty and by my own hand! I’ve been dead longer than I was alive, sister. Even I can learn a little bit after all that time.”

Yayoi made a sound somewhere between a sob and a chuckle.

“Aunty,” Himeko began gently. She was momentarily put off when both her aunts turned to look at her. I could see a hint of a rueful expression on her face as she realized for what might have been the first time in her life, she actually needed to be clear when using that term.

“Aunt Yayoi,” she tried again. “I apologize, but there are answers for this. However, I don’t think we can take the time to hear them.”

She glanced towards her other aunt for confirmation.

Meiko Miwa nodded sadly. “We have a few hours. And I can appear in the mirror in the family shrine for all of Obon.”

Himeko perked up visibly. “You can?”

“Don’t get too excited niece,” Miwa warned her ruefully. “That will be exhausting, there will only be so much I can manage.”

Himeko instantly turned back to me. “Mamoru?”

I wanted to object, but this was too important. “I’ll look into it. But I doubt there’s too much I’ll be able to do, this is a little too sacred and shamanic already. Combine that with the rules around Obon and-“

“And that’s why we don’t have the time to hear them,” Himeko interrupted abruptly. “I promise I’ll make Mamoru explain everything-“

Oh come on! I wailed internally.

“-or at least as much as you can stomach. But trying to do so now would probably burn up all the time we have available. And we can’t throw away this chance. So, for now, can you trust us? Can you believe this actually is aunt Miwa? That for one, brief moment you can talk as a family again?”

Nakayama Yayoi froze, still technically in the embrace of her siblings. One estranged by life, one by death. “I… it’s…”

Meiko Miwa sighed and drew back slightly, assuming a more formal pose. “Sister,” she said solemnly, “I didn’t want to do this, but I prepared myself years ago. Don’t make me do it.”

“Do what?”

“We’ll start with the haiku you composed for your teenaged crush, the one you tore up immediately when you realized I’d overheard you practicing it.”

Yayoi looked horrified, and even I could guess why from that much context. Poetry you composed when you were a moody teenager, and you weren’t a poet? And having to confront it over thirty years later? In front of an audience? Some people would rather break their bones than do that.

“The beauty of-“

“Stop! STOP!” Yayoi gestured frantically.

“Are you sure?” Miwa asked mildly. “I loved the turn of phrase ‘sunrise pectorals’. It stuck with me ever since.”

“Stop! I believe you!”

Yayoi’s jaw went slack and her eyes widened like dinner plates. “I… believe you.”

“Good,” the dead sister replied, fighting off a few spiritual tears, “I didn’t really want to bring up the strawberry cake incident.”

Mr. Meiko started and his head whipped between his sisters rapidly. “That was you? Both of you?”

“Gods,” Yayoi muttered, “nearly four decades later, and father in an entirely different city, and I’m still afraid to bring it up.”

Himeko smiled, and started gently drawing her brother and mother in closer to the discussion.

Before she could go too far, Chitose coughed. It was an incredibly artful cough, one that had obviously been cultivated and practiced over the years to be both incredibly gentle but almost impossible to miss.

Sometimes her heritage really does show, I reflected ruefully as the youngest person there bypassed a dozen future problems.

Himeko started a little, inclined her head at Chitose gratefully, and started working to gently draw her family off to the side. Meanwhile, Chitose and I retreated to the opposite corner of the dining room so that the Meiko family could discuss matters privately.

***

A few hours later, more than I’d expected to be honest, Meiko Miwa was forced to release her ectoplasm and retreat from sight. Once that happened I quickly dispersed the magic from around the dining room and let everyone out. Their expressions were all a study in contrast, a mixture of joy and sorrow that was impossible to replicate.

Chitose and I hadn’t been able to hear much from our corner, and I’d busied myself with a series of lectures and lessons to distract the both of us. But even with all that, we’d been forced to overhear a few things. As joyful as the reunion was, you didn’t deal with that much family baggage and history without things occasionally getting a little heated. I’d seriously considered using a ‘silence’ spell around us. Unfortunately, that would have made the lecturing hard, wasted a lot of mana, and been a particularly stupid obstacle to overcome if the Meikos had needed to contact us (most likely me) about some sort of problem.

Thankfully the little snippets we’d gotten, as passionate as they’d been, hadn’t given away anything too damning. They’d simply been the three Meiko siblings working through their issues. And given how long some of the issues had persisted, and that they’d been trying to do so while under some time pressure thanks to Miwa’s limits, I figured they’d been very restrained to keep it as quiet as they’d managed.

On the flipside, certain practical pressures had needed to rule. The second the door was open, I started moving swiftly.

“Mamoru,” Himeko projected with some tired patience.

“I’m not running away Himeko, I’ll check the shrine in a minute. My bladder’s killing me, I need to make a quick bathroom run first.”

Before she could object, I made a beeline to the nearest toilet.

As tempting as it was to linger, or use the privacy to make an escape, I sucked it up and tiredly trudged back towards the dining room after I'd finished (although I did take a little extra time in washing my hands). I was mildly heartened to see several of the Meikos trickling back after taking care of their own needs. Himeko might have prepared herself ahead of time, and it seemed her father had an iron bladder, but the rest of us had been forced to deal our needs as best we could. I’d been too distracted and nervous to properly take care of such things before I’d started my work, nor had I been distracted by anything as all-encompassing as a dead relative’s return for the last few hours. Combine that with how I’d started preparing the room a good two hours before everything started, and I’d been contemplating using some extra magic to reinforce my body towards the end of things.

Although, to be fair, it seemed Shinji had prepared too. He’d merely left in order to get a snack.

Seventeen-year-old boy, I reminded myself, and he probably burned through extra calories on top of that with his own nerves. He’s allowed. Hell, I was tempted to ask him for a bite!  It hadn’t been the most strenuous thing ever to keep the magic going, but doing it for several hours hadn’t been nothing either.  I wasn’t shallow enough to pester the Meikos for a meal (loudly claiming “hey, you owe me some good food” while they were still trying to digest hours’ worth of conversation with an estranged and dead relative sounded unbelievably self-centered), but I was very much going to treat myself to something once I’d left!

“Alright,” I sighed, trying not to sound put upon. I mostly succeeded, only a tiny bit of that leaked through, but I was still a little tired and just wanted everything to be over. “Let’s take a look at that shrine.”

Himeko returned the favor by keeping her glare to a minimum.

“Sorry Himeko,” I blushed, “I know it’s been a long day for everyone, and I know everyone deserves this, but I’m honestly not sure how much I’ll be able to do. If your aunt’s already able to use the mirror then I doubt I’ll be able to add too much to what’s already there.”

“Couldn’t you-“ Himeko cut herself off in frustration, lacking the vocabulary to describe what she really wanted.

(Not to mention she was pretty exhausted and worn thin herself. She’d been undertaking a mountain of social engineering to bring her family together like this, then had spent the last few hours in some very sensitive family talks. As joyful as they’d been in some respects, and the last generation of Meikos had been very grateful to finally get together, she and her mother had needed to finesse some points a lot in order to keep things from descending into an all-out brawl.)

I was too tired and ignorant to realize that right then, but my standard mercy and respect for her (and her family) carried me through. “I’ll see what I can do,” I told her. “I might be able to lighten the load on your aunt a little, make it slightly easier for her to break through. It’s the same sort of problems Sensei-san faces whenever they want to talk to someone, but it’s a different set of dimensional axis this time.” More or less, I was spontaneously combining Earth’s scientific terminology with Avalon’s intuitive understanding for that one. “And some deities start getting pretty pissed if you mess around with those things arrogantly and carelessly.”

Himeko allowed herself a small sigh. “That seems possible,” she admitted. “Aunt Miwa couldn’t tell us too much, she told us she was literally bound from giving us certain information even if she wanted to. But she let us know that the gods of the dead would only allow us so much leeway. They’d help where it was fair, hence why Aunt Miwa was able to spend so much time with us so directly, but we’d burned through our goodwill today. Barring exceptional circumstances, it will be years before Aunt Miwa’s allowed to cross over like that again, even with your help.”

“So I’d very much like to find out what we are working with, and how we’ll be communicating from here on in,” Himeko finished a little acerbically. “We’ve made some great strides, but we’ve hardly fixed everything Mamoru. Don’t be fooled. That was everyone while they were still overjoyed to have anything, and while we knew we had an audience. This mirror thing might give my father and my aunt some alone time with their sister. The fallout from those discussions…”

Apparently I’d still overestimated how well things were going. “Bad?” I suggested tentatively.

“Necessary,” Himeko corrected me crisply. “The wound must be pierced, the infection must be drained. The process has been started, but to do it properly we need to go deeper. That will be ugly and painful. I don’t want to sound ungrateful Mamoru, I really am pleased with how things have gone. But I am not keeping you here for selfish amusement, it’s out of necessity. I want you gone so we can have the really nasty discussions in private.”

Well, that explains that, I winced. I really had been astounded to think the Meiko family had been dealing with things so civilly. Especially after all the tensions and emotions showing at Meiko Hajime and Nakayama Yayoi’s first meeting, when you compared it to the discussions my family had gone through after the Black Juice incident (and that had been recent and with outside opponents to focus on) it had seemed wondrously restrained and polite.

It turned out that decades of family conflict weren’t solved that easily. The Meikos had made a great start, they’d all positioned themselves well for what had to come next. But there were some talks that could only happen one-on-one, and without the rest of the world holding the participants back.

“It’s just that some of those discussions will need Aunt Miwa,” Himeko finished with a combination of relief and resignation, “so I want to make sure the mechanism for them is working as well as possible.”

“Understood, understood,” I sighed, starting to trudge in the direction of the mansion’s shrine. I perked up a little as I realized something. “And hey, we’re kind of lucky with the timing. I’m not sure how much I’ll be able to do, but I should be able to learn something. And I can use that, try to track down some shamans in Hokkaido and ask them for their advice when we visit. This is more their sort of thing than mine.”

We fell silent as I continued to walk. I’d know that Himeko was following, but I hadn’t realized that her aunt was trailing along as well. Not until I heard the exchange behind me “So, I hope this answers a few of your questions?”

Nakayama Yayoi let out a sharp, frayed laugh. “A few niece, a few.”

“Good. I’m glad I can reassure you that we’re not being taken advantage of by a shyster. I can see why everything looked suspicious from your side. Now that you’re on the other side of things, I trust you can see why everything took the shape it did?”

“Somewhat,” Yayoi allowed, “at least a little. But there are still so many things that confuse me, and not just the magic. Why were you saying I had to keep this a secret from my husband?”

“Aunty, do you know of a group called the Bureau? Because I’m afraid uncle Motoshi might.”

I missed half a step as that little consideration blindsided me! Like Mr. Meiko, Yayoi’s husband stood far up enough in Japan’s power structure (barely, from what I’d been told the Nakayama’s were nowhere near the Meikos or the Watanabes) that the Bureau might have contacted him as well.

Luckily for me, Himeko was much more on the ball than that, and had already accounted for the possibility. Considering how grateful I was to have a friend that looked out for me like that, even in the middle of all the shit she was going through, I dug a little deeper and picked up my pace.
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“So this is how the other half lives?” Sato Gota declared smugly, crossing his arms and grinning as he took in the whole of the train car.

“More like the other one millionth,” Himeko noted calmly, already sat down at the table. “I’m not going to deliberately flaunt my wealth in front of you, Gota-san. But I’m not going to make any sort of pretense of hiding it either.”

Himeko was very much living up to that statement. We had an entire first-class train car to ourselves for the trip up to Hokkaido, because Himeko had bought up all the seats just for the four of us. I’d thought that was a silly indulgence at first. But, given Sato Gota’s actions, I was starting to come around on it. If we’d just been a part of a regular first-class trip there would have been way too high a chance that Sato would damage Himeko’s reputation. Or simply have driven me into hiding in the bathroom out of embarrassment at being seen with him. By ourselves? He was… tolerable.

This is going to be a long trip, I reflected, doing my best to keep my sigh mental instead of physical.

“Why’d I even agree to this trip anyway?” the pain-in-the-ass in question asked rhetorically.

“Because you want to keep your girlfriend happy and this is a chance to see her wet and in a bikini,” Himeko answered, sounding almost bored.

“Hey!” Eiko cut in.

Although it could be enjoyable, I couldn’t help but think, suddenly having to reverse course and fight down a smile instead. It wasn’t often I got to see Himeko strike at Eiko like that. Tropical pink highlights today, I noted as a mental aside on Sato’s hair, wondering if that was supposed to be some sort of nod to our vacation or just the natural fading of the previously scarlet ones.

“What makes you think I haven’t seen her in less?” Sato leered.

“More importantly,” Himeko continued, as if Sato hadn’t even spoken, “it’s a chance for everyone to finally even out and come to an accord. I’m not expecting Eiko to give you up, Sato-san, nor do I ever expect that you will change who you are. But I also know Eiko. And if who you are is unable to be even slightly polite and accommodating with her friends, well…”

Himeko trailed off while folding her hands in front of her and smiling serenely.

That one shut him up and earned a slightly dirty glare from Sato.

“Sit down, idiot,” Eiko noted, shoving him gently from behind, “the train’s going to start moving, you were almost late.” Sato had only put in an appearance at the last minute, we were probably some of the last people on the train.

“I figured she’d keep it stationary with giant brake pads made from stacks of yen,” Sato grumbled as the pair took their seats.

“We could spread out some more,” I noted nervously. The four of us were facing each other in two rows of two seats. Extremely comfortable and flexible seats, this was still first class, but there were more of them in the whole of the train car. I sat next to Himeko while Eiko and Sato sat across from us, separated by a table.

“Everyone learning to come to terms is the point,” Himeko noted calmly but piously. “We won’t be spending every minute of this trip together, that would only serve to make us all sick of each other. But we really do need to make an effort to start.

“Relax Mamoru,” Eiko sighed, “it’s only about two hours, and we’ve got plenty of room to move around in if we have to.”

I carefully bit back a dozen nervous or angry retorts, starting with ‘two and a half hours’ and then rapidly getting ruder from there. They were… premature at best. I tried to make note of them though, so I had them when they were needed. If they are needed, I told myself sternly, if.

“Seriously though, Gota-san,” Himeko inserted so professionally that I wondered if she’d sensed my feelings and was trying to smooth things over. “Should we be worried that you were so late? It wasn’t an issue, and if that’s just your habit we’ll simply have to learn to account for that. But was there a problem? Or were you just trying to avoid us in a different manner to Mamoru?”

“Nah, it just took me a bit to finish checking something,” Sato waved her concern off casually. “The Health Department tried to bury their announcement of Futoshi Yamada‘s arraignment in their early morning chaff. It took me a while to find it and pry out all the details.”

“Anything interesting?” Himeko asked politely.

Sato give her a gimlet glare, obviously suspicious and wanting to call her out about pretending to know or care. Unfortunately, he was familiar enough with Himeko to know better. I’d recognized none of that, it would have been pure pretense with me. With Himeko? My money was one her knowing just what Sato was talking about. The interest might have been less than genuine, that might just have been her making polite conversation, but the knowledge would be there.

“No,” he answered, a little sourly.  “They’re trying to minimize the scandal by keeping things quiet, and I want to be sure they’re not covering anything else up, but everything they published was expected.”

“Reassure this was an isolated incident, everything is safe, we’ve fixed it?” Himeko suggested airily.

“Yeah.”

“As you say: expected,” there was the tiniest of jolts and hums as the train started moving. After Himeko paused for a moment, she noted “for what it’s worth, I do not believe there are any great further mysteries to be discovered there. But that is merely me speaking as an outside observer, not a professional opinion.”

“And if I were to somehow make you answer professionally?” Sato asked with a shark-toothed grin.

Himeko shot him a mild but weary look. “Sato-san, that was not me being cute. That was me attempting to indicate I had no special insight or knowledge on the matter this time. I assumed you and Eiko would be insulted if I attempted to issue a disclaimer on every subject every time we spoke.”

“That’s more Mamoru’s thing,” Eiko nodded.

Hey! I thought. Although I didn’t say anything, mostly because it was pretty true.

“But I thought that I should let you know when you didn’t need to overthink a potentially important and topical area. If you would truly prefer I treat you the other way…”

Sato actually thought about it. Or appeared to, it might just have been him posing; Aoth knew that happened often enough. But this time I was pretty sure he gave the matter serious consideration.

In the end though, he declared “no need. It’ll be more fun and you’ll be more likely to slip up if you’re not operating in that mode.”

“Indeed,” Himeko’s smile was only a touch tight.

“Behave!” Eiko commanded, elbowing Sato’s side hard. It was probably only her position and the padding on the seats that kept her shot from really hurting!

Sato still grunted and rubbed his side, shooting Eiko a sour look. When she returned it with interest he sighed and backed down. “Alright, fine. I promise to behave myself.”

“With all due respect, Gota-san,” Himeko noted politely. “You’re going to have to do better than that. Coming from you, that’s a pretty empty nothing.”

“What? Are you saying I don’t know how to behave?” Sato shot back, halfway between joking and legitimately affronted.

“I’m saying that phrase was as empty as a politician’s promise,” Himeko responded with calm diplomacy. “We all know that your ‘standard’ behavior is so far off the Japanese norm as to practically be in orbit. You never claimed what you’d ‘behave’ like, merely that you’d ‘behave’. You know what circles I have to operate in, I am familiar with non-promises like that.”

Sato’s eyes glinted with a combination of amusement and challenge.

A long trip, I mentally sighed once again.

***

Despite somewhat bearing my fears out (it was not an easy trip) I ended up slightly encouraged. Sato didn’t waste the opportunity to verbally fence with Himeko for the whole trip down, clearly enjoying the verbal spar and opportunity to try and wrangle stuff out of her. It got… energetic at times. It was hard to follow the fast-paced fencing and word traps the pair engaged in.

But sparring seemed like the most appropriate word, because it had put me most in mind of Himeko and Eiko’s little matches in the entrance to the mansion. There had been a sense of enjoyment and training about everything as much as seriousness. It hadn’t been quite that harmless, more like if Eiko and Himeko had gone for one of those matches after making a non-trivial bet about which one of them would win. But as time had gone on it had been obvious it wasn’t the knock-down, drag-out fight that it could have been; that this had been judogis and and pauses for resets instead of a street fight in an alley.

Sato had obviously appreciated it, in a twisted way. I suspected his first dates with Eiko had been somewhat similar and that’s why he’d stuck with it despite the mutual antagonism. Himeko I wasn’t so sure about. Sometimes I’d thought she was just tolerantly putting up with Sato, or deliberately trying to distract him from me. Other times I’d had a sneaking suspicion she was enjoying it too, or at least found it an entertaining training session.

It helped that the pair hadn’t literally persisted all the way across Honshu! It was an on again/off again match they came back to three or four times while taking some decent sized breaks. Eiko and Sato had talked, we’d enjoyed a first-class lunch at Himeko’s expense, and there’d been a brief and civil side-track discussion about which newspapers had some merit and which were complete garbage. Honestly, I doubted Eiko would have put up with the Sato if he’d been the type to spend the whole trip down to Hokkaido sniping with Himeko! Instead, they’d…

I can’t believe I’m using this description, I thought incredulously as I realized what I was thinking, but it’s like they’re doing what Master Tai described: that thing where two masters spar upon first meeting then go off to have a drink together afterwards. Where it quickly helps everyone to get to know each other, know where they stand in the pecking order, and make peace. Only this version’s all words, so it’s a lot less clear cut what’s the fight and what’s the peacemaking thing afterwards.

I was tempted to write that idea off as insane, but I realized this was really the first time Himeko and Sato had been able to go at each other as something approaching equals. Every other time there’d been the awareness that Himeko could simply call the fight at any moment by having a Meiko employee drag Sato off somewhere and then hand him to the police. Even when she didn’t do it, and Sato had done his best to insouciantly ignore that, the weight of that possibility had colored things. This time Himeko had faced Sato without that trump card, and he had decided to test that was true, and to enjoy the experience along the way.

I thought about that for a while, idly turning the idea over in my head. It wasn’t an exact comparison, but it felt a lot closer than the weirder analogies I used when trying to explain magic. Especially when I realized Himeko was encouraging it a little, letting Sato vent and get it out of his system. And that Eiko was allowing it for precisely the same reason.

Still, I worried about Himeko. The constant stress of being around Sato Gota was just grinding more and more as the trip went on and I remained tense. And that was me. As more time passed, I started to seriously worry what Himeko was hiding behind her mask.

“Are you going to be alright?” I asked quickly, roughly two hours into the journey. We were just crossing over to Hokkaido; Sato had retreated for a quick bathroom break and Eiko was taking the opportunity to stretch her legs.

Himeko was surprised, I’d tried to stay silent as much as possible and had rounded on her quickly enough to risk whiplash. “Of course Mamoru, why wouldn’t I be?”

I tried not to look too skeptical. She seemed genuine, but that might just have meant her masks were firmly in place for the trip. “It’s just that you’ve been so busy with your family already,” I said a little cagily, “all those sensitive conversations. And then having to do all this verbal fencing on top of it…”

Himeko simply nodded. “Ah, I see. Rest assured Mamoru, it’s not a problem. I am ready for a break and some time with my boyfriend, but a short stint of these is no trouble. I prefer it. The last few days the conversations have been… poignant. Gota is sharp, and so are his questions, but they’re nothing next to the pain and sensitivity we’ve been dealing with the last few days.”

I winced. “Is it… going well?” I struggled to find words that could possibly encompass the issues involved and failed miserably.

Himeko considered for a moment. The Meiko house had been very tight lipped during Obon.

“Honestly, I think so,” she confessed. “The generous but necessary limits imposed on us by Aunt Miwa meant we all forced ourselves to talk, but had at least some room to rest and think about things between conversations. My father and Aunt Yayoi will take a while to figure things out, but the rest of us are almost back to where we should be. Finding out the full truth of Aunt Miwa’s demise, and her feelings, resolved a lot of issues.”

“That did?” I was more surprised than I should have been, but I hadn’t honestly expected that to be the most important factor. I’d expected reunions and finally getting over the hump of speaking to each other to have been more crucial.

Himeko shot me a sharp-eyed glare. “Apologies Mamoru,” she said, not bothering to hide the sudden briskness in her voice. “That’s personal. I appreciate all that you did, but that’s family only.”

“Right, of course.”

That is the positive part of necromancy, the back of my brain noted, half the reason it’s still on the books. That hadn’t quite been what I’d done for Obon, that process had been much more ‘natural’, but the end result was similar. If I’d been around twenty-five years ago I probably could have provided an answer at the time rather than letting them wonder for all this while.

Of course, a lot had festered in those years.

“The issues of their behaviour since then,” Himeko confirmed more normally, “those are still going to take a while to fully resolve. But now everyone has more of an idea who did what wrong, and why. And who should apologize. It will take some time to make peace with everything, but the path is there.”

I was silent for a long moment, unsure if I should even ask. But in the end, I did. “Will they take it?”

Himeko nodded firmly, making me feel just slightly relieved; so Aoth alone knew how much weight was now off her shoulders! “I believe they will. Now, at least. If grandfather was still in the house… I do not know.”

“What’s that about your grandfather?” an aggressively cheerful voice asked.

I turned to see Eiko fighting off a sigh while Sato Gota grinned at us unrepentantly.

“So, Matsuda finally speaks,” Sato commented. “I kept track, it’s been over forty minutes since the last time you said a word. And it’s about the Meiko’s mysteriously vanished patriarch.”

“There’s nothing mysterious about it,” Himeko noted calmly, pulling back as if we’d merely been discussing the weather. “He’s down in Kyoto.”

“But why?” Sato pressed, even as he and Eiko sat down again. “Why does one of the head of one of Japan’s most powerful families suddenly pull out of Tokyo to live a reclusive life at the old capitol instead?”

“I don’t even have to lie to you about that one, Gota-san,” Himeko responded calmly, quietly looking out the window as if the whole thing was inconsequential. “My grandfather developed health issues. More importantly, they were only exacerbated by his continued contact with the family. I won’t spell it out for you, it is still embarrassing and something we don’t want to officially admit, but the implications should be obvious for anyone even a tenth as well informed as you are.”

Oooh! Oh! Could you NOT say things like that with me around? I raged inside my head. I’ve got to keep a straight face if they’re going to work. That’s hard when you’re cleverly implying as many things as you are in THAT statement!

Himeko wasn’t technically lying. But the level of implications versus what had absolutely happened… if Japan gave awards for that sort of thing then Himeko’s few sentences would have been on the year’s short list!

“Uh huh. And Mamoru-san, who’s has been practically monosyllabic this whole trip, is asking about him?”

“He was actually asking about my family,” Himeko raised a devastating eyebrow in Sato’s direction. “My grandfather, as the obviously missing piece, just happened to come up.”

“Yes,” Sato pounced on that, making me wonder if the grandfather thing had only been a feint, “the only missing piece. Care to comment on your aunt setting foot in her old home for the first time in nearly three decades?”

“It was Obon,” Himeko said with a simplicity that simultaneously had a deceptive weight to it. “With my grandfather out of the house it was decided they should finally do something that properly honored my deceased aunt.”

The implications of that statement shut even Sato Gota up.

“Gota…” Eiko drew out warningly. I was surprised to hear that, but I suspected it wasn’t going to be the last time I saw that interaction.

I was then further surprised at how much Sato instantly turned it down and backed off, seeming to shrink about five centimeters and step back ten. “I know, I know,” he said with a touch of irritability but a stronger dash of chagrin. “Shutting up now.”

“What? Really?” I blurted out in surprise.

“I’m not a big enough scumbag to go digging into family tragedies without reason,” Sato admitted. He immediately reassured me he was still Sato by adding “now if it were her grandfather, that man is reason enough all by himself. But I try not to be the kind of reporter who goes harassing a pair of grieving siblings on a whim.”

“Could have fooled me,” I muttered.

That apparently pricked his pride, much to my surprise. “You’d prefer I dug into your secrets?” he retorted, his grin slightly tighter.

“What? You haven’t already?” I shot back aggressively. “Or was that attempt to slip a virus on my computer system simply accidental? Or the harassment of all my colleagues and friends around the university a complete coincidence?”

“Mamoru.”

Himeko’s tone was an understated but stern warning, I reluctantly bit back on other heated words. After sitting and stressing across from Sato Gota for two hours, watching him go at Himeko for a fair chunk of that time, I was much too worked up and sensitive. I hadn’t realized quite how much I’d wanted to slap him down until that moment.

“No Meiko-domo,” Sato noted lightly but mockingly, “I think he should say what he has to, get it all out.”

“Why?” I shot back with a glare, my own eagerness for a fight flaring back up again. “So you can misrepresent it all over the internet? For a guy with the balls to call himself Truthseeker, you sure do spread a lot of lies.”

(Okay, I was being awfully dickish with that last one. He was bad at getting stuff about me completely right, but he did a lot better than I cared to admit about getting the partial truths out there. That was a huge part of my problems with him. And if you looked at how well he was doing in the wider context… yeah, I was going to be wincing whenever I remembered that one for the next few years.)

Sato’s own eyes flashed dangerously, an earned response given the undeserved insult I’d just tossed at him. “Care to set the record straight?” he offered, leaning forward in anticipation.

Eiko took advantage of that to slap him upside the head. Although she glared at me in turn. “Mamoru!”

“I have to agree with Eiko there,” Himeko noted calmly. “Mamoru, that was very rude.”

“Like he hasn’t been?” I retorted, feeling guilty and defensive.

“Perhaps,” Himeko allowed, “but I think his reasons were slightly better. And even if they weren’t, does that truly excuse your childish behaviour? Claiming that because he was rude it’s okay to be rude back?”

I of course immediately wanted to pout and proclaim ‘it isn’t childish’, even if that would have only underscored her point.

Himeko sighed. “A little bit of airing of grievances is fine,” she allowed, “that was expected on this trip, we aren’t going to be able to move forward if everything remains buried.”

Somehow, Himeko being Himeko, she managed to make the subtext of ‘believe me, I know. Think of what my family’s been going through recently.’ clear without actually saying as much. It was practically a superpower, I was pretty sure even Sato Gota registered it.

“But I expect you to act like a mature adult,” Himeko continued, her comment extra cutting for me given my circumstances. And the fact it was true. “An argument is fine. Childish insults and slander are not.”

I bit back my first comments, proving I wasn’t completely hopeless, but Himeko intuited them anyway.

“You’ll note that while Gota-san is clever and aggressive,” she noted icily, “he has stayed away from personal attacks and attempts to deliberately antagonize me in order to put me off balance. It might just be because he realizes they won’t do any good in my case, and they’ll just piss off Eiko, but he has restrained himself. I’d have expected you to do better.”

“What, so we just excuse all the shit he’s done before?” I tossed back. Even though a saner part of me immediately winced and noted goddamnit, what am I? Twelve? I hated how childish I was sounding. I should have taken care of things long since, even if it had been as minor as politely asking him to tone it down and stop being so confrontational because it was getting on my nerves. Now I’d kept things inside far too long, especially given my previous stress levels, and I was failing miserably at being an adult!

“Yes,” Himeko said simply. “He had his reasons. They are mistaken, but we can all admit the validity of them.”

Sato was watching things intently. He was showing the restraint he always had and but only used when it was advantageous, Sato was obviously taking mental notes for later and seeing what came up while we were excited. But now that things were out in the open I wasn’t holding back, and his restraint in this case only goaded me on even further. It was stupid, a self-centered, circular justification of ‘now he holds himself back!’, but it somehow grabbed my mouth and tugged it in the direction of idiocy.

I glared at Sato and spat out “well I can’t. This shithead doesn’t think of the future, now he can deal with the consequences.”

“I do,” Sato said with a slightly forced grin, “that’s why I do what I do.”

I rolled my eyes theatrically, catching a glimpsed of a thoughtful Himeko gesturing for Eiko to hold off on intervening. “Alright then, it’s too arrogant doing what you do! You figured it was worthwhile? That the ends justified the means? Well here’s the ends of those means: I think you’re an untrustworthy scumbag, and I have no intention of leaving myself vulnerable to someone like you.”

It was telling that I’d meant to add ‘someone who’s out for himself’ to make it a slightly more cutting remark. But I couldn’t, that was too obviously a lie.

“You harass people and then pretend a vacuous apology is all that’s needed for the harm you do,” I shot at him instead. “That the suffering you create is alright in service to your cause. Well it isn’t, and I can’t respect a guy who hurts people like that to get what he wants.”

“As opposed to doing nothing?” Sato asked with a tense mildness that fooled nobody.

“Yeah, and how many people do you hurt in doing ‘something’?” I asked accusatorily. “Not bothering to think or stay to pick up the pieces? You barge through life and think that if you don’t look back and see you’ve just shoved an old lady to the floor then that makes it alright, that your ignorance is an excuse.”

“Instead of doing nothing because you’re afraid it will do harm?” Sato fired back, unleashing his own fire this time. “That someone might take offense? Of being polite instead of holding the guilty accountable for their crimes? I will never fail to help people because I am afraid! And that includes being afraid of what people with think of me or that other people might be hurt!”

Himeko clapped her hands together loudly, jerking us both back. “Alright,” she declared with iron firmness. “There are the points underneath all that. Time to break it up.”

Both Sato and I hesitated. We were obviously tempted to keep hammering at each other, thankfully Himeko’s calm but iron look and Eiko’s glare brought us back to our senses and we slowly leaned back into our comfortable seats; shaking a little from the unleashed adrenalin and the realization of how heated we’d both been getting. But neither of us were willing to come to blows. And, forced to pull back for a moment and take in the other’s point, neither of us could honestly argue this was a case of straight right versus wrong.

(Not to mention the fact we were still in public, even if Himeko’s money had granted us privacy so far. I was pretty sure some train stewards would rush into the train car pretty quickly if we were dumb and obvious enough to start grappling with each other across the table.)

Eiko fussed over her boyfriend for a few moments before relaxing. “Damn it Hime,” Eiko muttered, letting out a shaky breath and finally untensing. “Did you have to do that?”

“Usually it’s me that’s provoking people,” Sato noted thoughtfully, letting his girlfriend’s arm around his calm him down. “Getting the honest response when they snap. Huh.”

I didn’t have that advantage, and I was pretty sure I’d want to start cringing myself inside out in a few minutes. Aoth damn it, keep yourself under control! I couldn’t believe I’d slipped like that! Even though everyone and their mother had known I’d needed a vacation for the last month or so, and this was partially a side-effect of too much stress on top of everything else.

“I’m sorry Eiko,” Himeko noted apologetically. “But they had to have it out. I saw it all too often this week with my family. And Mamoru’s already too shy and unwilling to confront your boyfriend.”

“But like that?” Eiko glanced between the two of us.

“It wasn’t what I planned,” Himeko allowed. “I failed to account for how wound-up Mamoru already was, and that we’d be stuck together for over two hours.”

(Later on, Himeko would apologize for that. She’d been busy with family these last few days and had figured I’d finally untensed a little now that Obon was over with. And that was a pretty reasonable assumption. Unfortunately, with Sato Gota looming over my head I hadn’t been able to calm down as much as I should have.)

“You planned this?” I asked, somehow managing to find my voice again.

“Not this,” Himeko admitted. “I figured we could get you two in a more comfortable place at the hotel at some point, after you were both a little less stressed, and have primed you to open up a little more. I’m sorry Mamoru, I didn’t mean to embarrass you.”

“What about me?” Sato inserted with a ghost of his usual grin.

“You I couldn’t embarrass,” Himeko noted calmly. “Not without a live-cam, a cosmetic surgeon, and fifty liters of whipped cream.”

Wait, what? I thought, distracted in spite of myself; unable to decide if Himeko was joking, had come up with that stuff at random, or had actually planned out something that baroque.

“So, would you prefer to go first?” Himeko asked softly, this time underneath her breath so that only I could hear. “You’ll probably feel less embarrassed if you do.”

It took me a moment to decode that: apologize. And I wasn’t sure I could have. In that moment, I still had too many doubts; and I would have just ended up feeling more furious and humiliated if Sato Gota hadn’t apologized it turn.

For better or worse, I didn’t get that chance. Sato Gota was already humbling himself and bowing across the table. “My apologies Matsuda-san, you are right about me taking the easy road in that way. I might make excuses about how I don’t usually need to apologize, but even I can admit you are owed one and I’ve been a stubborn jackass about giving it. I am sorry.”

Not as full an apology as he should have given, the more stubborn and hot-headed part of me noted. The words had been alright, but far too quick and incomplete to my tastes, and the bow just a little too shallow for me.

Thankfully, the better part of me finally got its act together and swiftly added: But it was honest. And probably more of what I really desired underneath all my self-righteousness. I could couch my reaction in principles all I wanted; and it wasn’t a total lie, that really was a significant part of my grievances. But there’d also been strong thread of ‘he wronged me! Wah!’ at the heart of all that. Even giving myself the most generous benefit of the doubt ever (and I doubted I deserved that after my recent performance), I’d still taken his actions extra hard since they’d impacted me personally.

Aoth, am I subtracting my previous life experience on Avalon instead of adding it today? I thought self-derisively. Sadly, for once that thought wasn’t an overreaction or paranoia, I may have had some reasons but I was not proud of my slip up! Stop acting like you’re seven and behave like you’re a halfway sane adult!

After a few more (sadly earned) mental punches, I got it together enough to give Sato a polite return bow. I decide to avoid fucking up any more, and needing to go through this again, by being as honest as I could be.

“Sato-san, you’re a thoughtless and arrogant… person who hurts people. But that doesn’t excuse my arrogant and unfair slander, that’s my fuck up. I’d have to be the world’s biggest hypocrite to go on about you lying and then let that stand, and you weren’t wrong to get angry about that. I am sorry, that was wrong and you didn’t deserve it.”

I finally straightened after that. I saw that Sato had his trademark grin fastened in place, but for once it was blindingly obvious it was a mask.

“Too wordy,” he declared finally.

“You get used to that with Mamoru,” Eiko smirked and sighed simultaneously.

“Still, it’s best not to encourage it,” Himeko noted judiciously. “While you should be a little more sensitive to him in some ways, this isn’t one of them. Don’t be afraid to warn him or cut him off when necessary.”

I shot her a slightly annoyed look, even though it was good advice.

“I take accusations of lying, especially from someone who’s obviously hiding the truth, very seriously,” Sato warned me carefully, making sure not to put too much condemnation in his voice. This was clearly something meant to make sure I didn’t accidentally start something again in the future, making sure I knew what the trigger was.

“And I think that if you don’t want to be accused of lying, you should be more careful about spreading half-truths across the internet,” I carefully restrained myself this time, but it still came out a little too accusatorily for my taste. Mostly in tone.

Before Himeko or Eiko could get at me I winced and added “sorry, yeah, that was still too much. Sorry Sato-san, too strong, that was too strong.”

Me being me, I decided to move forward. And this time, whether it was just because they figured I deserved the train wreck as punishment; or possibly just because it really did show Sato who I was, my friends held back and let me. “But you see my point, right? That might have been unfair, but that was pretty much what you’ve been doing for years. And I’m not going to suddenly forgive and forget all that because you’re dating my friend.”

“I’ll try to,” I added while Eiko and Himeko fought down tiny grins and smirks. “I’m not that petty, and I don’t want lose Eiko as a friend, and if you two really do-“

“Okay, I’ll stop you now,” Eiko volunteered, finally bringing me to a halt as she shook off her amusement. She then looked at her boyfriend. “Gota: you’ve been a dick to Mamoru these last few years. Not the biggest dick, but a big one. And he values deeds more than words too.”

“Not that big a dick,” Sato tried to combine charm with suggestiveness as he fluttered his eyes at Eiko flirtily. “But I could be.”

“You were,” she reported frankly. “He had to deal with his family reading all those rumors on his website.”

“His parents? Don’t make me-“

“His aunts, his uncles, all three pairs of them; his seven cousins, and his grandparents. And, because I still don’t think it’s actually registered with you: he’s not a Meiko.”

“Yeah?” Sato raised an eyebrow challengingly, the ‘of course he isn’t’ was implicit.

“He’s not a Meiko,” Eiko reasserted with surprising confidence. I suspected this was another one of the things that had needed airing out on this trip, albeit a minor one compared to most. “He’s not a Meiko employee. He’s just a huge nerd with a big idea who happens to be our friend. And you took off the kid gloves because you always assumed he was some sort of secret employee.”

“I get why you do that with Himeko and me, and all the rest of the Meiko employees. And I guess I see your point, we work for them, we have to be willing to deal with that sort of shit. It’s our job and responsibility. But that never applied to Mamoru. He’s not big business, he’s not a criminal, Himeko’s not paying him. He was a kid just doing science in his spare time that you started implying was some sort of heavy.”

Sato’s smile faltered slightly. Meanwhile, my cursed inclination to seek balance pointed out ‘not a criminal’ might be stretching it, at least with all the things I’ve done. And ‘just a kid doing science in his spare time’ is an awfully generous way to put it. And my rapidly swelling guilt did not incline me to be generous to myself.

“You can’t expect me to believe that,” Sato shot back. I was both gratified and a little upset on his behalf to detect a hint of the same stubborn denial I’d shown earlier. Especially when his follow up point was the absolutely legitimate “I know he’s keeping secrets. I know he’s working on something.”

So, to my surprise, I found myself instinctively muttering. “He’s not wrong.”

I might have been surprised, but Himeko just sighed tolerantly and noted “I expected you to say that.” She immediately turned towards Sato and noted “listen Gota-san, if you want to find out what Mamoru is doing you only need wait about four more months. That’s when they plan to publish an article on Mamoru’s findings.”

That one actually set Sato aback. “Really?” he quickly bounced back and packed plenty of skepticism in that one word.

“Really. Although I will note that’s a new development, they only started planning that around April. What is not a new development is that you’ve always messed up the order, from the very first. I stumbled across his work and decided to support it. But it’s his, from start to finish. That’s why he’s gone through the university instead of taking my offer of Meiko labs and funding. Because I did offer them. And he refused them, thinking they could be a chain.”

Sato Gota maintained a pretty good poker face, but these developments still left him blinking. Although some of that was probably residual adrenalin from our previous confrontation. “Uh huh, and you’re just admitting this to me now?”

Himeko seemed to shrug without actually moving. “We figured it would have to come out at some point during this trip. The order of things and this particular confrontation have just forced our hand. But whether Mamoru wants to tell you about his research-“

“No.” I interjected sourly.

“-is up to him,” Himeko finished without missing a beat. “Frankly Gota-san, I don’t blame him. He views this as his big break. Your method of reporting is not conducive to serious scientific discussion or recognition. And your… understandably biased perspective hasn’t changed his mind.”

“I’m not biased!” Sato bristled.

Eiko punched him in the shoulder, hard enough I’d be able to spot the bruise later. “You automatically assumed that because he was hanging around a rich person it was something suspicious,” she told him caustically. “You’d have never acted this bad if he were just an eccentric operating out of a basement.”

Sato rubbed his shoulder, but I could tell her words had unsettled and hurt him worse.

“You should have figured it out long ago,” Eiko rolled her eyes in exasperation. “And it’s not like there weren’t plenty of hints. But you were so dead set on him being Himeko’s pet minion you kept missing them. And you made his life hell because of it!”

“Not hell,” I was quick to correct Eiko, feeling a lot calmer with my friends’ defense of me (justified now that I was removing my head from my ass), my venting, and my damned balance seeking side. But even with all that, I still gave Sato a gimlet look. “But it wasn’t fun, trying to explain a bunch of stupid rumors to my grandparents and aunt. Especially not when the true parts meant that they took the lies in there more seriously.”

“I clearly labeled them as rumors,” Sato noted. But, for once, he wasn’t looking at any of us; couldn’t quite meet our eyes as he considered this perspective.

And, to be fair, I was having to grudgingly see a few more of his points now. Most of his individual sins and mistakes had been either small or understandable, it was just that they’d added up into a much bigger whole in my case. As usual, I was an outlier who fell through everyone’s sensible habits and limits. Like how it was only when you combined ‘he was actually a bystander and some of the rumors were slanderous and his family found out’ that you got something worth apologizing for. Take out any one of those three, which would be pretty normal for one of Truthseeker’s targets, and I could see why Sato was willing to brush it off. Put all of them together and… well, I’d still been a little too sensitive and mulish, but I’d definitely had a point. Even now, when I was starting to feel apologetic and embarrassed about my drama and overreactions, I would still argue that.

So right then, in that slightly thoughtful, slightly pained silence, that the train’s intercom ‘bonged’ and announced we’d reach our destination in five minutes. It would be in that sensitive but slightly more honest and open state that we’d arrive at the next stage of our trip.
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I stared incredulously at the giant banner next to the hotel entranceway, the strangest of expressions over my face. I couldn’t see myself, but I could feel my lips attempting to both smile, grimace, and gape in disbelief simultaneously.

To be fair, while I was by far the most expressive of my companions I wasn’t the only one with feelings. As I turned around to face Hiro I caught glimpses of everyone else’s faces. Himeko’s was neutral, but it was a studied neutral, one that even I could recognize. That fact in and of itself was telling. Eiko was grinning widely, a manic glint in her eye, and Sato was thoughtful as he took it in.

Hiro was finally with us. In an attempt to placate his family he hadn’t greeted us at the train station, even if he’d arranged our transportation. But there’d been no way he wouldn’t greet us (especially Himeko) in front of the hotel. But we’d barely gotten two minutes of relief before stumbling on said hotel’s latest advertising, a poster as wide and tall as the research room’s longer walls stuck about a six meters up, just to the side of the entrance.

On that poster? A slightly blurred shot, one of Himeko and Hiro in motion as they fought with Himeko’s ex-sensei. It featured Himeko on one side of him, actually airborne as she’d launched a leaping kick at Kenta-

(Much to my surprise, I remembered that. It hadn’t been intended to hurt him, just to distract him and force him to move in an obvious way)

-an artistic distance to Kenta in roughly the center, who was looking a little panicked but was the least blurred part of the scene. Then, almost equidistant on his other side, was Hiro; he was also blurry but it just added to the motion as he charged forward with his impromptu bokken, his business suit torn in a dozen spots.

I finished rounding on Hiro and just blurted out directly “You actually used the photos?!”

Hiro flushed slightly to be confronted on it so directly. Especially by me! “It was your suggestion,” he noted a little weakly.

“Yeah! That should have told you how bad an idea it was!”

To make matters worse (or better, depending on your perspective) the banner declared “Most Unbelievable Beaches in Japan*”. And that asterisk was strategically visible, not subtle; although the corresponding “*yes, this actually happened. It’s not indicative, but it’s true.” at the bottom was cleverly done. Not quite small or subtle enough print to be hiding, it was quite easily visible from a fair distance away. But you had to look for it, it blended in just well enough it felt like a secret you’d discovered. Which only made its unbelievable declaration all the more interesting.

Hiro hesitated a long moment.

“Jinpachi’s idea?” Himeko asked calmly.

Hiro’s shoulder’s slumped slightly. “Jinpachi’s the one who approved it,” he admitted, untensing slightly. “I think he micromanaged the asterisk and small print himself.”

“Hah!” Eiko noted.

“And it worked,” Hiro’s voice was a mixture of subtle tones: exasperation, defensiveness, and an especially faint hint of good-natured amusement.  “I hate to admit it, but it’s by far the advertising that people have most engaged with.  At least four or five guests a day find they have to ask one of the staff about the story.  It’s even online.  It’s not quite popular enough to be viral, but there’s a persistent thread of the story being asked by people who weren’t quite confident enough to ask one of the hotel staff and other people explaining it to them.”

“Damn it,” I muttered under my breath, although I was fighting a hint of amusement too at hearing it put like that.

“My mother hates it,” Hiro said, finally letting his own amusement win out just a little with a tiny smile. “But all we have to do is point to the engagement numbers. Even the ones that hate my brother and me just nod solemnly and make noises about the good of the family outweighing my embarrassment, or how this is a great example of turning a disaster into an opportunity.”

Eiko just crowed some laughter. I meanwhile decided to be grateful they'd chosen a shot that I wasn't in. I doubted I'd been in anything half this good, that particular picture really was too amazing to have ignored, but a giant geek watching everything in the background would have been the final touch the surreal action needed.

Or maybe it would have been pushing it too far, I reflected. It's kind of perfect just the way it is.

Hiro resumed his duties and started chivying us forward. At this stage of the summer the hotel’s lobby was pretty full. Whether it was just word of mouth or the advertising really was proving effective, the Watanabe family’s investments seemed to be paying off. I wasn’t sure what the margins were on this hotel, but I was absolutely sure they were in the black right then.

Even though we were about to cheat them out of some of their most expensive rooms.

Hiro got us into the elevator and hit the top button. Finally separated from the public view, he was able to unbend just a little bit more. “Alright,” he said in an almost normal tone as the elevator climbed, “I’ve got Himeko in the Royal suite, it’s the largest and most traditional, while Eiko and Sato-san are set up in the Presidential suites.”

“They’re not…” Himeko asked with forced casualness.

“They’re connected but separate,” Hiro verified, diplomatically making no effort to find out if Eiko and Sato would be using those connections or not. “It’s one of the differences between Royal and Presidential for us, the Presidential are a little more modern and have flexibility.”

Sato fought down a snort at that.

Hiro glanced at me with an amused but apologetic look, he knew how I was going to respond but had to do it anyway. “Sorry Mamoru, we only have so many top flight rooms. You’re just getting one of the penthouse suites.”

“Oh no, merely a penthouse,” I noted with nervous mockery, obviously forced. “How shall I cope? This is so unfair!”

Hiro smiled at my efforts. As the elevator gently slowed and then stopped, he continued “you’re all booked for four days. You can stay longer if you want to, I’d love the company-“

A slight hint of exasperated desperation in his voice suggested he didn’t just mean Himeko this time, although she was undoubtedly at the top of the list.

“-but we’ll have to do some shuffling if that happens.”

“We don’t intend to trouble you like that,” Himeko noted instantly. “I know what sort of a stink your family would raise if you tried.”

Hiro sighed ruefully.

“We should be able to make the concert on Saturday night,” Hiro said, and my ears perked up a little at the restrained enthusiasm, “that’s the main thing.”

“Thank goodness,” Himeko’s sigh contained so many repressed emotions it was almost worrying.

“Concert?” Sato asked with a grin.

“The Kyoto Cultural Expression Concert,” Himeko reported drolly as they approached her room. Himeko verified the key worked, then, somewhat to my surprise, we all followed her in.

The room itself was extra fancy but extra Japanese. Except where luxury or appearance would seem to trump tradition, such as the extra large bed which would probably have been more appropriate for a European emperor than a Japanese one. I also suspected that for once Eiko, Sato, and I were all thinking similar thoughts: that was an awfully big bed for Himeko to be spending her nights in alone.

“Don’t let the name fool you,” Himeko continued as she put down the small bag she’d kept her hand on. Most of the real luggage would be up within a minute via a porter, but there’d been a few small things she’d quietly refused to relinquish. “The show’s cultural, traditional, and actually enjoyable, even to people who don’t like those sorts of things. You’re welcome to join us if you want to, but the key thing is Hiro and I getting to have some time together this summer.”

I flinched slightly at the annoyed emphasis on those words. Some members of Hiro’s family were even trying to block him from making it to the Himawari Ball this year. The pair were gently campaigning to at least get him to that, the thought of them missing their second anniversary was especially annoying to Himeko after Sato’s sincere but misjudged attempt to honor his and Eiko’s first. But it was still up in the air what the decision would be. Hiro would be limited in how much time he could spend with us even on this trip, but at least the concert would be something.

“Doesn’t sound like the sort of thing we’d enjoy,” Sato noted, crossing his arms a little theatrically. I began to suspect he was fishing for something. “I’ll pass.”

“Suit yourself,” Himeko shrugged without making the physical motion. “I recommend it, they’re much more modern than you’d think from the name, but not every type of music suits every person.”

“Like I could afford it,” Sato shot back. “And if you think I’m going to let you buy-“

“Gota-san,” Himeko interrupted him wearily, shutting him up just with the sheer surprise of her being that intrusive. “Do you remember our first meeting? The one where I told you not to think I was an idiot or believe I was somehow fooled into thinking you were one either?”

Himeko paused significantly.

Sato, slightly on the backfoot for a change, cautiously noted “yeah?”

Himeko nodded. “This is the reverse. I do not for one minute believe you are somehow going to be softened or tempted by any of this. If anything, we all know you’re going to be harder on us at every opportunity merely to prove that you haven’t been corrupted. That doesn’t matter. I’m rich. I value my friend’s happiness and this is merely money. We all know that depending on me too much would spoil your relationship, turn you into the sort of leech Eiko’s always avoided. But I’m not going to let you two miss out on anything just because my family’s net worth has a bunch of zeroes on the end. This trip is my idea, it’s my treat, I’m paying for it.”

Himeko gave that a moment to sink in and then politely told him “Now, for my friend’s sake: we know. Shut up and enjoy it.”

Miracle of miracles, that actually did shut Sato up and he stood there stewing for a few moments.

“That, of course, extends to hotel amenities too,” Hiro reassured him calmly. He then paired it with a tiny bow in Sato’s direction. “And my apologies for being so slow to greet you Sato-san, I’m afraid my girlfriend took priority and I became distracted by her beauty.”

Himeko quickly hid a pleased smirk. Hiro’s compliment had been basic, but simple and heartfelt.

“I am Watanabe Hiro, and it is a pleasure to formally meet you.”

“Yeah, I doubt that,” Sato deliberately drawled. Then Eiko swiftly elbowed him in the side, enough to bend him over and make an audible thump.

I winced slightly. At this rate, he’s going to need a doctor by the time this trip’s over, I reflected. Hell, after the next few days even I might just be willing to forgive him if Eiko kept beating him up this much!

“There, that counts as the bow,” Eiko noted blandly.

Sato shot her a sour glance, but notably he stayed bent over even though he could have straightened himself. “Sato Gota,” he noted after a moment, turning the pain into a slightly more formal posture. “And I’m pretty sure you’re going to regret that. But, for what it’s worth, I am glad to be here.”

“It’s a start,” Himeko said philosophically, “we’ll make sure we all get some time together this trip, get to know each other and then come to an official truce that everybody can agree to. But for now, let’s get settled and then reconvene. Shall we start with the obvious? The lobby and the beach in twenty minutes?”

Hiro sighed wistfully. “Sounds good, your luggage is arriving,” he nodded past our doors to the porter with the cart.

“I have to get back to work,” he continued as he regretfully began strolling towards the door, “but we could all meet for dinner. Does eight work for everybody? The rush should be finished by then.”

“A sound plan.” Himeko nodded approvingly.

Yeah, but sound plans have a way of falling apart around this hotel, I thought a little skeptically.

I tried to keep myself from thinking ‘what’s going to happen this time?’ I really did. But, try as I might, it kept echoing in the back of my brain.

***

Surprisingly, it didn’t go to hell on the beach. I suppose that shouldn’t have been too surprising, we kept everything pretty low-key and barely connected. Eiko and Sato spent most of their time playing in the surf, Himeko sometimes joined them and sometimes spent some time idly swimming or floating in the ocean, and I mostly held down home base and read on the beach next to where we’d parked our towels.

Don’t get me wrong, we alternated. Eiko and Sato came back for a rest, and I switched out to take a quick swim. I did some minor meditation, calming and recentering myself, trying to get myself in the right headspace for relaxing instead of being quite so irritable and keyed up. Himeko went for a quick walk and came back with surprise shaved ice for everyone. And I refereed for a bit when Eiko and Sato got into a beach volleyball match with another couple.

That last one I’d found mildly amusing, being able to compare it to Eiko and Jinpachi’s match against Hiro and Himeko last year. Sato had proven to be surprisingly fit underneath his regular clothes, but it was a lean build when put up against Hiro’s solid muscle or Jinpachi’s more balanced appearance. Don’t get me wrong, I was surprised by how much wry muscle he actually possessed, I was still the least fit in our little group. But I was reassured that Sato wasn’t surpassing me by too much.

Although that might just be the limits of his diet, I reflected as I watched him set up Eiko for a vicious spike. To hear everyone tell it, he was pretty much living on ramen and rice. Maybe he’s going to get the protein he needs out of this trip? Or maybe not, he probably finds his leaner build better for speed and slipping around places.

Still, what he had was more than enough to help Eiko make mincemeat out of their opponents. The pair facing them were fit but pretty average, just a young couple who were looking to have some fun on the beach and had stumbled into a match against Eiko and Sato. And if Sato was taking it a little less seriously than his girlfriend (not enough to annoy Eiko, but enough he was having fun on his own terms) they’d still played to win. They’d easily overpowered their opponents, but it was enough that halfway through the match Eiko (with some subtle prompting from Sato) had started going a little easier on them. Not too much easier, pulling it back that much would probably have insulted them, but enough that the other pair left laughing ruefully at how they’d been handled instead of fuming and resentful.

It had gotten my attention though. Especially since Sato had obviously been the one to push that. The fact that Eiko had let him hold her back a little… okay, that hadn’t meant much in and of itself. It wasn’t like their opponents had inspired any strong feelings in Eiko, Sato hadn’t been holding her back from some sort of long-term grudge; and Eiko pulling back a little when someone pointed out she was too much wasn’t a major surprise. She’d only gotten that competitive out of reflex before she’d realized it was too serious for their opponents. But the fact that she’d responded so easily and quickly to being pulled back… that perked my mental antenna up a little.

Not too much so. But it was enough that when I came out of my next meditation to discover that Sato was coming up to me by himself, I had a more receptive attitude.

(Some of that was just the meditation of course, and some that was the airing out we’d already done on the train. Still, it helped more than I’d have expected. It gave me something more real and immediate to hang my open-mindedness on rather than a vague idea of ‘I should give him more of a chance’.)

Sato grinned at me opening my eyes. “Meditation, huh?”

I just looked at him patiently, a fortunate side-effect of just having finished said meditation.

“Just didn’t seem like a thing for a ‘scientist’ to do.” Sato was pulling back his sarcasm a little, but it was still there.

I frowned slightly. “Why not?”

“Well…” he began, but trailed off. “Forget it,” he said finally, moving to sit on his own beach towel.

To be fair to Sato, I wasn’t sure if he’d pulled back because he’d realized that particular argument was stupid, or that because trying to have that argument with me was stupid. In either case, this time I was in the right mindset to let it go. In fact, a moment later another intriguing but unexpected connection struck me, prompted by the right combination of time, place, and headspace.

“The girls are off swimming,” Sato noted airily as he laid back and dug out a device from our bags. I briefly wondered about its cracked screen. “I figure it will be at least ten minutes before they’re back.”

I frowned. “How so?” I asked absently, grateful for the extra time to consider my latest thought.

“They’re having a little race.”

That made me let go of said thought in a hurry! “What, really?”

Sato nodded as pulled up something on his phone. “Yeah, I was surprised too. But apparently they were really eager to settle something with a distance swim.”

My expression must have looked a little constipated as I mentally searched for something I’d missed, but I couldn’t come up with a satisfactory answer. “What was Himeko thinking? She doesn’t stand a chance. Eiko’s more athletic, has less hair, is more… streamlined.” I finished a little lamely.

I probably should have said something about buoyancy, I reflected, still not quite sure how to describe the problem of Himeko’s notably bigger chest to anyone, especially Sato Gota when it was in comparison to his girlfriend! Maybe ‘has a less advantageous buoyancy’? That’s still too awkward though.

The quick smirk that Sato flashed suggested he knew darn well what I was talking about. And that I’d probably have left myself open for some sort of ‘don’t you mean bouncy?’ crack if I’d tried any of those lines.

“How long a race?” I asked instead.

“From here to the hotel sign,” Sato noted. Before I could start getting worried he noted, “they said they’d walk back though.”

I reflected on that a moment and mentally shrugged. Probably a good four hundred to six hundred meters, I estimated. To avoid being in the thick of the crowds we’d set up our base notably further down the beach. That seems long, but not stupidly long. Not for them. If they’d tried adding ‘and back again’ I’d have kept my eyes open for them, but I couldn’t get too worried over one-way.

“Seems fine, I can’t think why you’d worry,” Sato noted, almost normally.

“And once again we circle back to that,” I murmured softly.

“What was that?” Sato asked, a little sharper this time. Not insulted, like he was a hound locking on to a scent.

“Nothing. Just… forced to contemplate karma, fate, and kismet. Again. Which only makes it worse.”

Sato kept up a deadly, attentive silence. One that effectively pressured the target to speak when a curious question could have just been brushed off.

I sighed, it wasn’t like I really wanted to hold this back. It was just that I normally would have hesitated without the push, tried to make sure I’d understood everything first. Still, in this case…

“You sure you want to press me?” I asked in an almost normal voice. “The answer isn’t entirely complimentary.”

“Who’s pressuring you?” Sato asked with false innocence.

This time, still calm from the meditation and tired after having already vented/embarrassed myself on the subject once today, I just sighed. “Sato, don’t bother pretending. You’re just going to piss people off.”

“Sorry, reflex,” Sato noted, instantly turning it down a bit. I also sensed him biting down on a follow-up quip.

I smirked at myself and the whole situation. Well, it’s probably a lesson for both of us. I reflected.

“Well, it’s a slightly tricky story. Do you remember that I once rescued- well, helped rescue, a kid on this very beach?”

Inside my head, I grumpily added ‘you’d better, given how you made a point about adding it to your rumors file. Noting that it was likely, but that you weren’t confident on the full details.’ But hey, I kept it mild and mental this time. I counted that as progress.

Sato nodded. And he also did me the favor of not pointing out how I’d needed to be rescued myself in the process. “Yeah. Was that it? Just reminiscing about the past?”

“Not quite,” I admitted, deciding to be bemused by everything and fighting off a few nerves, “because the full story started… what? About eight months earlier?”

Sato listened attentively. But then, he always did. And he didn’t think he needed to provoke a further response this time.

“Back then I’d just had my first real fight and disagreement with Himeko,” I said more normally. “We were still getting to know each other, and it wasn’t like either of us had much experience with other friends. We weren’t quite sure how to deal with something like that, especially since I wasn’t giving her the openings 99% of people would have, and we pulled back from each other.”

“What was it over?” Sato asked innocently.

This time the look I shot him contained just a hint of a glare. It wasn’t an unfair question, but I detected more of the reporter than the person in that one. “It was about family, her brother,” I noted with deliberate mildness. “And no, I’m not giving you any more details than that.”

Sato just spread his arms wide and indicated for me to go on.

“Well, other people noticed,” I continued before I could start getting annoyed again. “Himeko tried to pretend I wasn’t her friend, but it was obvious to everyone I’d suddenly gotten a lot more access to Himeko than her average classmate.”

“That was one of the things that always made you a little more suspicious,” Sato added cautiously. He wasn’t eager to interrupt me, but apparently my earlier complaints had bothered him and he felt compelled to defend himself. “That Himeko might have pretended you weren’t close, but as soon as I did any digging it became obvious that you were closer than you were trying to let on.”

I nodded in recognition of the hit. In retrospect, I could see how that had only added to everything. I then let out a soft, sharp chuckle. “Damned if you do, damned if you don’t,” I noted. “We did that to avoid too much attention and too much… trouble from Himeko’s more deranged fans. Because the second it looked like she might no longer approve of me, one of those fans jumped on the chance to get me alone and give me a beating.”

Sato had been about to object to something, probably asking how deranged Himeko’s fans really could have been, but instantly shut up and looked mildly unsettled instead.

“Harada Shio,” I noted, unable to keep a hint of bile from my voice, “Captain of the Swim Club. He convinced two of his club members to help him, they ambushed me after school, and he worked me over like he’d done it before. More credit to him, I suppose. He managed to avoid doing any permanent damage, or placing the bruises anywhere easily visible, but he sure drove his point home.”

Hmm, not as at peace with that episode as I’d like to be either, I noted clinically. I wasn’t traumatized by it, I wasn’t breaking into a cold sweat at the memory. But it wasn’t comfortable, and I still held a little more ill-will for Harada than I’d realized. I was a little surprised. Given what Himeko had done to him and how far I’d moved on since then I’d thought I’d left him further behind. Even more lessons for me, I suppose.

I made a note to work on that even as I embraced further bitter memories by continuing. “It could have been worse. He got stopped by Himeko’s predecessor, the previous Student Council President, before he could get in a dozen blows.” I shot Sato a darkly amused look. “Of course, said president went on to make it clear that would be the end of it. That he wasn’t going to cause a scandal or embarrass the school by doing anything more than that.”

“Bastard,” Sato hissed between his teeth.

That was Sato’s personality, you couldn’t spend ten minutes on his site without realizing the contempt he held for the ‘appearances over truth’ attitude too many Japanese had. But it brought up another complaint of mine, and I did my best to air it reasonably.

“Yeah, you say that,” I noted with tired humor. “But I can’t help but note that little incident never made it to your rumors file. It’s a little hard to cast me as a potential thug when I’m getting worked over by high school bullies, isn’t it?”

Sato hesitated. And I found myself waiting, because it seemed like he was thinking about something. Thinking hard.

“I didn’t know,” he reported quietly after a good ten seconds, not looking at me but staring at his worn beach blanket instead. “There were rumors… no, not even rumors. More like rumors of rumors, a ghost of a whisper, but nothing solid.”

I snorted softly, not happy but still in much better control of myself thanks to the mediation and my previous ranting. I’d probably have been getting pretty heated if this had been our first real talk, assuming I hadn’t already moved on to shouting and acid laced accusations. After everything else, and the perspective checks I was still dealing with, I couldn’t get too pissed. Nothing like talking about an actual beating from a deranged and arrogant idiot to put Sato’s stuff in perspective, I reflected with some wry irony.

I still had some gripes though. “Yeah, but you still printed a lot of other rumors that were probably even less solid,” I noted calmly.

“I think you’re underestimating how much Himeko frightened other students into silence,” Sato warned me in turn.

I played fair and tilted my head in acknowledgement of that too; it was yet another one of Sato’s points I’d either missed or avoided admitting until now. I still held myself as the wronged party overall. But I had to admit, there were a number of subtleties that tipped the final balance further towards him than I’d realized.

“True. Himeko… made her displeasure known when she found out what happened. She was pissed. I can see why no one wanted to risk pissing her off again by passing on even rumors about it, I don’t think I saw her lose it like that again until she found out about you and Eiko. And even then she figured she shouldn’t actually take it out on you, Harada was a different story.”

I snorted softly to myself. “Besides, a few minutes ago I complained about ‘damned if you do, damned if you don’t’. If you had mentioned it online, I’d probably just have blamed you for embarrassing me and worrying my family.”

Before either of us could consider that too much, I moved on. “But that’s all besides the point, just background. Because the other half of my story happened not too far away from here.”

Sato politely let the matter drop and resumed his attentive listening.

“See, as I’m certain you know, I almost drowned helping the kid. Hell, I would have drowned, but everyone got smart and formed a human chain to safely pull me and the kid out. I’m sure you already knew that bit too.”

“Of course,” Sato nodded.

“What you probably didn’t know,” I continued with a small but honest smile. “Was that the person at the end of that chain took a bit of a risk in helping me. He… it’s hard to describe, and I’m not sure I could get the technical details right, but he did something he shouldn’t have and took a chance so he could grab me firmly.”

I chuckled softly at facing that yet again. “And that guy? He was one of the flunkies that Harada had gotten to pin me against the wall for my beating all those months ago.”

Sato jolted slightly, obviously not having expected that punchline.

“It was a perspective check back then,” I continued, once again fighting off an irresistible thread of amusement at the universe’s sense of humor. “All the more so since both things involved him holding me tightly. But… it’s always served as a great object lesson. A reminder to me about the foolishness of holding on to hatred, judging a person by their worst moments, and thinking you know someone just because they did something bad to you.”

“And now, two years after that, and I find myself sharing this beach with you of all people…” I trailed off and shook my head, smiling. Moments like this made me understand Sun Wukong just a little bit better. “The irony is delicious.”

We both fell silent for a good minute.

“I’m not telling you this story just to try and make you feel bad, or to indirectly apologize,” I finally confessed. “I’m still trying to sort everything out in my head. It’s all subtle, and making me wonder about the cyclical nature of time.”

That one was too much of a non-sequitur even for Sato. He frowned and looked at me in annoyance.

I ignored that. “Some of this is about reminding myself about those lessons. And some of it is about teaching those lessons,” frankly, I figured Sato could do with learning a few things from the whole incident as well. “But some of it’s about expanding those lessons too, taking them out and looking at them from a different angle. Like looking at how I’d have thought of Mori after he helped out Harada, then comparing that to how you thought of me because I helped out Himeko.”

The comparisons were far from exact, but they did tug at my attention and smirk knowingly. Just for starters, what would I have done to Mori right after the beating if I’d had the power? Or how much would I have cared if he’d suffered a little in the process of me getting back at Harada? And how should I apply that to what Sato had done to me in his quest for the truth about Himeko?

It was… food for thought. I still didn’t have the exact answers, I’d probably need to think on the questions for a long while. But I was honest enough to admit the answers probably weren’t going to be agreeable. And that those answers should probably lay the foundation of me forgiving Sato, at least to some degree, and definitely understanding him a little better.

“I’m not sure I see the point,” Sato noted with uncharacteristic diplomacy

“I’m not sure I do either. Not yet at least,” I said with a self-depreciating smirk. “I was still thinking on it when you poked me for an answer, and I think it practically needs another meditation session before I can sort it all out in my head. But it felt just a little too true, make of that what you will.”

Sato mostly maintained his poker face, but he still studied me thoughtfully for a few moments.

Thankfully, before something could get me babbling again, he spotted a pair of someone’s trudging back up the beach. He rapidly switched his focus to the damp girls in swimwear, and who could blame him? “So who won?” he called out cheerfully, waving towards Eiko.

“Me,” Eiko noted smugly once she was close enough not to broadcast it for kilometers.

Himeko looked mildly sour. Not too put out, but like she’d thought she should have had that one. “Not by much,” she reminded her friend. “And if the waves had broken differently, I think I might have taken it.”

“Yeah, and if I’d been relaxing as much as you had,” Eiko retorted, “I’d definitely have had it.”

Ah, I felt a lightbulb go off in my head, that was the plan! That was actually pretty reasonable, Eiko had been notably more active the last few hours. Himeko really had stood a chance.

That was further reinforced as Himeko quietly tucked away a professional looking swimming cap amongst her supplies, followed by pulling out a hairbrush to try and sort her messy looking hair out.

That hair still looks awfully good, I thought a little skeptically. I don’t care how she managed to put that much hair under what sort of cap, that might be the strangest thing I’ve seen happen today. I suspected she’d employed a surprisingly sophisticated hairstyle and a swim cap out of the Olympic laboratories. Her hair was still awfully messy by her standards, but for someone who’d just swum a race in the ocean? Were the Meikos using some sort of sci-fi shampoo as advanced as their medical sensors?

I chuckled mentally to myself. That’s what’s offending your sensibilities? Sweet Aoth, you really are just looking for problems at this point. Maybe, just maybe, this trip’s going to be fine after all.
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“Any issues with your rooms?” Hiro asked as he finally joined us for breakfast. Once again he was going to have to work through the day, but we were arranging things to at least meet during breakfast and dinner.

“Oh, sure,” Sato noted sarcastically, “the thread count was one short on my silk sheets. This place only gets one star.”

I glanced up from where I was trying out breakfast sausages (I didn’t think they’d become a staple for me, but they were an intriguing experiment) just to see how the girls would respond to this byplay.

Eiko gave her boyfriend a token ‘tap’ this time rather than the painful ‘thumps’ he’d earned yesterday. “Behave!” she commanded him firmly.

“It was an honest question,” Himeko noted as she studied her orange juice. The perfectly normal way in which she said that was all the more dangerous for its casualness.

Hiro nodded affably as he sat down. “Ironically, I trust all of you to give me the most honest response. You won’t whine and try to find fault like some visitors, but you won’t try to look on the bright side or overgenerously justify our faults.”

“And you really think there’s going to be a problem with your fanciest suites?” Sato shot back unrepentantly.

Hiro shrugged. “That’s what I want to find out. But I’m more worried someone’s going to try deliberately sabotaging things for you.”

“Oh for-“ I sighed heavily, “not again.”

“Again?” Sato perked up even more.

“A few of the Watanabes are against Hiro and Himeko pairing up,” I answered honestly. Sato hadn’t pissed me off for the day yet, so I was momentarily neutral towards him after a good night’s sleep, all of yesterday’s talks, and the weirdly unfamiliar and off-balance sensation of being at the hotel. “I’m surprised you hadn’t heard.”

“I had,” Sato admitted with a tiny smirk, “I just wasn’t sure how serious it was.”

“Not too serious,” Himeko demurred politely.

I shot her a jaundiced look. “Do we need to warn Sato about anti-aphrodisiacs in his food this trip?”

“What?” Sato put on a full shit-eating grin, as if he assumed I was joking.

“I wish I were kidding,” I muttered back, “that’s what… they were up to last time. Be careful if your food tastes funny.”

I’d hurriedly pulled back from naming anyone directly, but I did belatedly realize it was for the best that I’d been the one to bring this up. In fact, I might be the only one who could safely bring it up! Hiro and Himeko couldn’t badmouth their opposition too much; they were too polite, it was bad form, they didn’t want to found any grudges with the future in-laws, and it would just look like they were indulging in petty politics, especially if they were talking to Sato Gota! And while Eiko wouldn’t hesitate, she normally lived for that sort of thing, she was still too much under the Meiko umbrella. If she went around tarring the Watanabe reputation then the Meiko family would get blamed, and that was a little too far for her.

(Sort of. A least while there wasn’t an active threat. If not knowing something would end up harming either Sato or Himeko you could bet on her immediately shouting it from the highest rooftop to make sure they found out about it!)

Me? I could bring it up without so much baggage attached. Which only made me jumpy and hesitant the more I thought about it.

Well, that lasted all of fifteen minutes, I thought with annoyed disgust. After a busy day, great dinner, and incredibly comfortable room; not to mention being less stressed than I’d been in about two months, I’d gotten a great night’s sleep and actually woken up in a cheerful and somewhat optimistic mood. Don’t get me wrong, I’d known it wasn’t going to endure. It would have taken a straight up miracle for me to have made it through the day without something getting to me, and Aoth wasn’t the kind of deity to hand out that sort of divine intervention! I’d just been riding the wave while it lasted, but I’d hoped I could at least make it through breakfast before I started tying myself in knots!

Meanwhile, Hiro and Himeko were keeping studiously quiet, so Sato turned a disbelieving look upon his girlfriend.

Eiko squirmed a little uncomfortably, caught between a rock and a hard place on answering that one. So I took pity on her and spoke up. “They got to one of the kitchen staff, and some idiot had the idea it was best to sprinkle our food with something to kill desire in guys.”

I thought back on it a little more and sighed. “To be fair, it was safe unless you were using it for a long time. But it was still an embarrassingly stupid plan.”

“Yes, well, they’re settling for keeping me penned at the hotel this summer, we needn’t worry about a repeat performance,” Hiro inserted smoothly.

“Then why were you asking about sabotage?” Sato asked cunningly.

“Just in case.”

I sighed again and rubbed the bridge of my nose. I hated siding with Sato Gota, even a little. And Hiro was probably only being so cagey because he was here in the first place. But this really did deserve a more complete answer for everyone’s sakes.

(Well, Himeko probably already knew. She was too sharp and Hiro valued her enough to have slipped her any needed secrets if something was up. But the rest of us were different stories.)

“Hiro,” I asked with slightly strained patience, channeling Himeko and making an effort to sound polite and reasonable. “Seriously, we’re you’re friends. Okay, most of us are. But Sato’s still not going to side with the dumber elements of your family in this case.”

In the background, Sato’s smirk grew but he didn’t actually say anything to that.

“What’s the actual threat level here? How worried should we be.”

“Not too worried,” he answered instantly, looking a hint embarrassed and conflicted at me calling him out like that. “They’re going to mess around with me, I’m probably not going to get to see you again until dinner, but after last year’s disaster they all know better. After thoroughly embarrassing themselves and Himeko’s mother putting the fear of God into them they don’t want to risk screwing up again. It’s just that… well…”

“They’re human,” Eiko piped up casually. “Humans are idiots, and you don’t want to insult your family by reminding us of that in case one of them decides to act like Hime’s grandfather. Got it.”

Himeko looked slightly mortified at Eiko’s blunt summation. Hiro less so.

I, being the paranoid one, pressed further. “And you’re sure they’re going to apply that to all of us, not just Himeko?” I asked, wondering if Eiko, Sato, and I would be fair game.

“Yes,” Hiro surprised me with his confidence. “I don’t want to insult you, Mamoru, but you’re not important enough to be worth the effort or risk.”

He briefly noted as an aside to Sato. “Although I probably shouldn’t be so certain in regards to you, Sato-san. It’s always possible one of them has some sort of grudge against you.”

“They sound like real charmers.” Sato’s grin never waivered.

Hiro spread his arms as wide as he could at the table. “So desu.”

With that cheerful warning passed on, we worked to finish up breakfast and move on to our plans for the day. We were going our separate ways to enjoy ourselves.

“You honestly think you’ll find anything worthwhile in Kushiro?” Sato poked at Himeko as we finished eating.

“You’d be surprised,” she noted calmly, “several of the artisans and craftsmen around here do some fascinating work. I won’t claim it rivals Tokyo, but a day trip while I’m in the area in eminently worthwhile. And you two?”

“Gota’s never been around here. At least not as a tourist,” Eiko started a little too casually.

Sato distracted me by simply grinning and noting that “I was here for that Fushimi Co. smuggling scandal about two years back, that was it.”

“I figured I’d take him to Lake Akan, that we could have a fun day out there.”

I frowned slightly as that tugged at my memories. Then I thumped the table as my limp hands came down hard. “My God,” I turned on Eiko incredulously. “You’re going back to see the marimo balls again?”

Eiko flushed. “Shut up! That’s just a coincidence! They’re just a part of it!”

Himeko and Hiro took pains to look conspicuously straight faced.

“We’re all going to a different park tomorrow! This is a warmup! Something familiar!”

Not my place to say anything, I though with a mixture of firmness and amusement, although I suspected I wasn’t iron faced enough to fool anyone.

Sato continued to smirk and didn’t say anything. He was deliberately not looking at Eiko, but he was waaaay too smart a boyfriend not to be observing every little detail of this unexpected weak point.

“Shut up!” Eiko continued, red-faced. “And it’s not like you’re doing anything new, you’re just hanging around the hotel again!”

“Not quite,” I cautioned her, trying to balance informing my friends without being too suspicious around Sato. “I’m kind of hoping to meet up with some old friends while I’m in the area.”

Sato snorted. “Friends, Matsuda-san? You?” He immediately softened and sighed. “Apologies, Matsuda-san, that was a habit designed to get you to reveal your real intentions. It’s fine. And if you really do want to accompany us-“

“No, I’m good!” I inserted hurriedly, realizing Sato was actually trying to make up for his earlier slip and being nice, worried I was really huddling at the hotel alone and uncomfortable and that he’d just made it worse.

(Sato hadn’t been too happy about inviting me either, he wasn’t that generous a soul! But given the choice between doing it, or pissing off his girlfriend by not doing it after reflexively poking me like that, a day of dragging me around would have been the lesser evil and he knew it!)

Before I could make things worse, Himeko gently inquired with “is it the history teacher again, Mamoru? Turushino?”

Thank Aoth she’s on the ball! I doubted I could have passed on that excuse convincingly, but with Himeko jumping in there was a chance we could keep the wool over Sato’s eyes. “Yup, that’s it. I was going to try and meet up with him. And, if everything goes well, maybe get some introductions to a few of his colleagues. Although I’m probably being too optimistic about that one.”

“History teacher?” Sato asked with deceptive mildness.

“Retired,” Himeko casually explained. Ostensibly it was to save me the embarrassment, realistically it was because she was a much smoother liar. “But yes; as rude as it was, it does kind of prove your earlier point. I appreciate who Mamoru is, but he’s much more likely to make friends with a random teacher sixty years his senior than anyone in the same class.”

The mild exasperation in Himeko’s voice sold things a lot better than my random babbling would have. Sato didn’t look entirely convinced, but his thoughtful expression suggested he really could see that.

“Anyway,” I said, my slightly uncomfortable reaction working to my advantage this time since it reflected the truth in Himeko’s statement, “I’ll give him a call after breakfast and hopefully we can meet up. If not, I’m happy just staying behind and resting up today. Too much of that would drive me nuts, but a day hiking around the paths and relaxing at the hotel will do me good.”

“And we all need some space,” Himeko agreed diplomatically, “this is about making peace and bringing everyone together. But room to breathe is a part of that.”

“I just wish I didn’t have quite so much of that,” Hiro noted with admirable restraint. Although something about their mutual postures suggested they were at least touching feet underneath the table.

Himeko’s eyes softened slightly. “I don’t disagree with you, dearheart.” She then reluctantly forced her eyes to their normal calm-and-collected state. “But, if this is the only price we have to pay for being together, then it’s a bargain for what we’re getting.”

Hiro’s small smile was shockingly heartfelt. “True.”

I glanced at Eiko and Sato, seeing how the other couple were taking this. The mixture of amusement, wistfulness, and quiet ‘gag-me’ made for an interesting contrast between the pairs.

Yeah, just keep thinking that, I sighed softly to myself as I tried not to feel too much envy for any of them. Maybe you’re about to meet a cute little shaman today and have a vacation hook up.

***

Oh come on, I was joking! Now I’ve got to keep my hormones locked down extra hard!

Previously, I’d not mentioned an important bit of information to my friends. That while I hadn’t set anything up officially, I had made sure to pass on the information I’d be in the area through the spirits. I couldn’t have contacted Turushino or any other shaman directly, not without a hell of a lot of complicated work and effort; and not even that sort of expenditure would have been a guarantee. But by using the spirits I’d been able to politely let them know I’d be around and approximately when, sort of the mystic equivalent of asking one of your friends to pass on a message to someone they knew. If all had gone well, the local shamans knew when I’d be out, around, and on my own.

And if things hadn’t gone well, or everyone was just too busy with more important stuff? Then I’d just have a pleasant morning and afternoon along the hiking trails. The hotel had put in a simple but extensive network and there were plenty of routes I hadn’t tried yet, especially since they’d expanded since last year. I’d get some exercise, relax, meditate, and maybe gently inquire about the local spirit world on my own. I’d brought along the naginata bag, packed with both my staff and the invisibility talisman, so I’d had plenty of options and confidence in my ability to handle whatever the area could throw at me. It wouldn’t have been the outcome I was hoping for, but still have ended up a pretty good day.

Unsurprisingly, that hadn’t happened. Don’t get me wrong, I’d enjoyed a good hour of gently and gradually working my way further and further away from the hotel. Then I’d turned a corner and suddenly found myself ten meters away from two figures with wooden masks and half a dozen strong spirits surrounding them. One of them was Turushino, but the other one was a female shaman that looked a lot closer to my own age.

Wait, is she a shaman? Flicked through my mind quickly. Already on high alert after their deliberately dramatic entrance, I flicked on ‘mage sight’. And I suddenly realized I knew both of the people in front of me.

“Turushino-san, Yuna-san,” I bowed slightly but respectfully to the pair, “nice to see you again.”

Yuna, now in high school at sixteen, was still immature enough to immediately tear off her mask and glare at me accusatorily. “How did you know?” she asked crossly.

“Yuna…” Turushino rumbled disapprovingly.

She shot the elder Ainu shaman a sour look as I trudged over. “Well there’s no point, is there? He already knew.”

“He thought he knew,” Turushino corrected her firmly, “he didn’t know until you impetuously showed him your face. He doesn’t know my face.”

“Uh-“ I started to object a little skeptically, remembering the little incident at the end of last year’s visit.

Turushino turned to me, and I was pretty sure he winked from behind his mask. “Are you sure? Are you certain that wasn’t shape changing or an illusion? A clever second mask only to confuse you further?”

I paused a moment and considered. I was pretty sure that had been his real face, but both the scientist and the mage in me had to see his point. And when both those sides agreed you knew there was something to it. “Fair,” I noted out loud.

“Meanwhile you,” Turushino addressed Yuna a little sternly, “answered to your name, asked ‘how’d you know?’ and took your mask off.”

Yuna looked a little truculent. I suddenly recalled how we’d first meant, and that even before the Forgotten had managed to get it’s hooks into her she’d biked for hours away from her home in order to look for trouble and opportunity at the hotel construction site. Apparently, she hadn’t completely outgrown her stubborn and rebellious streaks.

Turushino just sighed. “If he had been just fishing,” he explained a little more patiently, “that would have been a very foolish move. Any response would have been. Even if he’d thrown a random name out there, directly saying ‘no, that’s wrong’ would have given him a clue. You need to be more patient and inscrutable.”

He’s not wrong, I reflected momentarily. Granted, some of that was theatrics and marketing, making shamans seem wiser and all-knowing. Mages had done plenty of that on Avalon (for good and bad. Some of it had just been manipulation. Some of it had been necessary in order for stupid people to take us seriously) so I understood the idea pretty well. It might have seemed ridiculous, but I could see why Turushino was trying to drive it home. In a world where the Bureau might hunt her, or she might have to convince sexist forty-year-olds that she was the expert before they went tromping through sacred grounds, that sort of thing was more important than it seemed.

There was a flipside though. “To be fair,” I noted carefully, slipping the naginata bag off my back, “in her case it was pretty easy. The scarring around her aura’s still… pretty bad.”

Not sure whether I was underplaying it too much or shouldn’t have mentioned it at all (pretty bad was a very polite version of what I’d seen) I nodded respectfully to Yuna. “Congratulations on how well your recovery is going.”

“Uh, thanks,” Yuna quickly slipped her mask back on to cover up her obvious embarrassment.

“Your help with that has been very much appreciated,” Turushino noted respectfully, surprising me greatly. “She wouldn’t be here today if not for you.”

After last year’s (not unreasonable) rejection of my techniques I was a little taken aback. “My help?”

Turushino nodded. “Using a few of your ‘mana collectors’, we’ve had the power to spare for some more advanced techniques. Or to bargain more effectively with a few of the more powerful spirits for their help.”

I turned back to Yuna’s aura, studying it a little more thoughtfully as Turushino noted “she’s about five years ahead of where I’d have expected her to be.”

Yuna’s aura was not a pretty sight. The way the Forgotten had used her recklessly had scarred her deeply, and I was skeptical she would ever be the same. But, in a manner similar to physical scars, these ones seemed to be healing in a way that didn’t impede her ‘mobility’ (and I hoped I’d never need to try and explain that one to my friends!) and the underlying damage was gradually filling in. For Yuna, using magic now would be much tougher than she’d have found it before she’d encountered the Forgotten, but it would still be possible.

“Most of the same potential, but tougher and less endurance?” I asked Turushino clinically.

“Hey!” Yuna was annoyed at being talked over.

Turushino ignored that and nodded. “Yes. She finds it harder to do things than she should, and she finds it harder to sense the details, but she can do them. But it hurts to stretch her limits, and even with the help of the spirits she wears down quicker.”

Oh, good point! That spirit factor might be more helpful for a shaman’s style, I hadn’t fully considered that before. It was like the difference in an injury that affected mobility between two people, one of whom walked while the other rode a horse. It was still a painful struggle with difficulties for the both of them; but the horseback rider, assuming they still had enough to get on the horse, would lose less.

Sort of, kind of, depending on if we’re talking in relative or absolute terms, I noted sheepishly to myself, deciding that simile also belonged in the ‘don’t use it with your friends’ category.

I could feel Turushino’s stern glare through his mask even though he wasn’t looking at me. “You owe Master Matsuda your life, soul, and abilities about three times over at this point,” he noted, crossing his arms and looking down on Yuna. “I would let him do whatever he wants, and then thank him for it.”

“Oh come on!” I burst out. I flushed slightly to interrupt like that, but I felt it had to be said. “Look, I know we have to lay down the law for students. But you have to admit: that’s a very bad policy to try and teach someone. At the very least, you need to phrase it differently.”

I could feel Yuna start to blush behind her mask as the implications registered, and Turushino considered it for a moment.

“I should point out that she should know better,” he said thoughtfully, rubbing the wooden chin of his mask. “Take my lessons in the spirt that they’re meant rather than a small mistake in wording. But the whole point of this is to properly instill in her the discipline and respect she needs, and I have been encouraging her to listen closely and obey her elders.”

“And you know a student’s going to take the wrong lesson too seriously,” I added quickly. It was the same problem with everyone: we were people, of course we screwed it up.

Turushino sighed. “Too true.” He then turned to Yuna. “Yuna, that one you can take in the spirit it was intended, not literally.”

I could sense Yuna’s truculence even without seeing her expression. However, she was smart enough not to say anything.

After a moment, Turushino added “however, that should just drive home Master Matsuda’s status as ‘master’, and tell you everything you need to know about listening to him. Don’t let his physical age fool you: he’s not just a gifted student, he’s transcended that level to reach mastery. He knows more than you, and you will listen to him.”

Turushino’s tone was mild. The undercurrents made it clear that was a command, not a suggestion.

It’s kind of wild the turns this whole encounter has taken. Surreal, I reflected with a touch of manic amusement. Turushino and Yuna had obviously started off the whole thing with an ‘us versus them’ them position where they were trying to reinforce the power and authority of the Ainu shamans.

(I couldn’t blame them for that. It was their territory, I was a powerful interloper, and I still felt just a touch of my own training; an urge to hold up the mage’s side against the shamans.)

Instead, it had somehow morphed into a ‘masters versus students’ situation. And I was pretty sure no one had intended to do that!

Which made me hurriedly revise the next bit. “Well, she should still take the lead in matters related to spirits. The local ones at least,” I noted humbly. “I was still going to do a little work with local area, and I don’t want her to let me stumble into a misstep because she thinks I’m the expert.” Something like that had always been the plan. I’d originally meant to ask about it later on in the conversation, after checking the current situation and softening them up. Now I was worried about accidentally digging myself into a hole with my presumed skills.

Yuna straightened up a little, and Turushino sighed. “Master Matsuda,” he addressed me wearily but respectfully, “please don’t encourage her.”

“Turus- Sensei!” she protested.

Turushino ignored her. “She’s still the most willful student I have ever seen.”

He paused and glanced towards the bristling Yuna. “Not the dumbest, not the most incompetent, not even the most disrespectful, we would have given up on you long before now if you didn’t have some talent. But you are easily the most willful.”

He turned back to me. “You would think nearly dying at the hands of the Forgotten would humble her, and it did for about a year. Unfortunately, her stubbornness has also recovered with her gifts and she’s convinced it will never happen again.”

I facepalmed. I couldn’t help myself. Sure, she was tremendously gifted, a teenager, and had already lived through something that should have claimed the soul of most of its victims. I could see why she might be convinced she could handle whatever else the universe would throw at her. But she should have been slightly better than that. Aware that significant and unexpected things could screw her up at the very least!

Suddenly I don’t feel so bad about yesterday’s emotional screwups.

“Hey!” Yuna protested.

“Really?” I asked, my voice more muffled by my hand than Turushino’s and Yuna’s were by their masks.

Turushino nodded. “Really. It’s my turn to babysit her today. If she survives the next few years she could still become a great shaman, the best of her generation even with her injuries. But that’s one of the reasons she has multiple, rotating teachers. If only one of us had to oversee her all the time; we’d kill her before she ever grew into that potential!”

“I thought it was because you needed experts to teach me each section?” Yuna needled her elder.

I looked at her incredulously. Oh sweet Aoth, I thought, a little shocked by the disrespect implied in that.

To be fair to Yuna, later on I’d learn some of that disrespect was earned. Despite her incredible gifts she’d been a bit neglected by the elder shamans growing up. Not completely, but they’d been waiting for her to mature and grow a bit older so they hadn’t taught her nearly as much as I’d have expected. That was reasonable in theory, a little too careless in practice. They shouldn’t have given her everything, let her go too far; they weren’t idiots and that sort of blind permissiveness was a recipe for an even greater disaster. But they should have at least focused more on a solid foundation, knowledge base, and letting her know what was expected of her before they’d teach her anything more. Instead, they gone highhanded and mysterious, stonewalling her.

That lack of training had been part of what allowed the Forgotten to take advantage of her. And now that she was a little more recovered, and deep into her rebellious phase, she wasn’t letting go of that. And because of that truth, her elders were tolerating that attitude more than they normally would have, rather than alienating her further.

Right at that moment I was annoyed and quietly terrified by her attitude, scared of what might happen in the future if she didn’t change. “Sweet Aoth,” I muttered out loud, “I don’t think Eiko would have had that much attitude even if Master Tai hadn’t started with her until she was sixteen.”

“Probably not,” Turushino agreed. “But martial artists can thump their students upside the head in the name of ‘training’. We cannot.”

“Hey!” Yuna repeated yet again.

I looked at her thoughtfully, an idea starting to form.

Since I wasn’t masked, Turushino picked up on it quickly. “What are you thinking, Master Matsuda?”

“Another perspective check,” I answered quickly, even though a cautious part of myself was trying to pump the brakes and make sure I didn’t get too cocky; didn’t set things up so that I  embarrassed myself and received the perspective check!

I thought about it for a few more seconds and quickly revised things downwards just a little to make sure I didn’t get myself into too much trouble. “Back when I had to prove my mastery to Master Tai, he had me form a mystic shield that he would try to break.”

“He broke it of course,” I added a little more naturally to Turushino. “That was always going to happen. But how well I did and the methods I used were what demonstrated mastery. I was thinking I should offer the same sort of deal to Yuna.”

“Yes!” she literally jumped in the air and pumped her fist, which I thought showed way too much overconfidence.

“Don’t take it too seriously,” I warned her quickly. “Your masters have the final call on whether or not you’re a master yourself. As it should be, trusting a mage’s judgement on how good a shaman you are is a bad idea. But if you can prove yourself to me, I figure I can acknowledge you as a master and give you a little orichalcum as a prize.”

“All right!”

Cocky, I thought, even as I felt a cold trickle down my spine as I worried I might be the cocky one. It didn’t seem likely, but I was glad I’d used a vague term like ‘a little’ when it came to describing how much orichalcum I’d give her.

“Not here,” Turushino declared immediately, his voice obviously full of mixed emotions. “We’re still too close to the hotel!” He gestured towards the pair of us, “follow me, there are some safer spaces a bit further out.”

I nodded in agreement. Yuna’s posture suggested a touch of disappointment, but she seemed too jazzed at the opportunity to be too bothered by the idea.

Turushino turned and started leading us down the path. “I hope you know what you’re doing, Master Matsuda.”

Yeahhhh, the more I think about it, the more I worry this might be a bad idea, I admitted internally. At first glance it had seemed like a good solution, a way to help out fellow masters and provide a quick and important course correction for Yuna. Unfortunately, the more time passed the more I worried I’d made a critical error.

Of course, I wasn’t going to admit that. Both my pride as a mage and a master meant I had to put on a good face, and even I could see I was being a bit silly about letting my fears and paranoia run rampant again. Not to mention that it was too late for me to back out now, not without doing even more damage as I eroded Yuna’s trust and/or feeding her overconfidence. ‘Even masters run away from me’ was not a brag I wanted to encourage, and suddenly making excuses would do just that.

“We’ll see,” I said, trying to sound reasonable and casual. “I don’t think she’ll win, of course. I figure this will drive home the difference in our abilities and how far she still has to go. I can play the big, bad, foreign master and defeat her in a way that you guys can’t; knock her on her ass in an obvious way. But if I’m wrong it’s better that I find out before I make too many assumptions or dig myself in too deeply.” I shrugged. “I don’t think she’s that advanced or that close to mastery, but it’s better to keep an open mind and give her an honest chance than keep talking over her like an arrogant idiot.”

Both Turushino and Yuna (who’d started to bristle before I’d acknowledged the possibility she was capable) fell silent for a few minutes as they contemplated that. I meanwhile ran over a couple of possibilities in my head. And in between my worrying I found myself wondering about Master Tai and if I’d been spending a little too much time with the martial artists. This was more their style than the sort of thing that mystics and magic users were supposed to do. I doubted I would have jumped to this so quickly without all the times I’d done similar things with Master Tai, Eiko, and a few other oddballs like Master Eizen.

On the other hand, it was a simple but effective idea. Half the problem seemed to be that Yuna didn’t appreciate how far she had to go, figured that she was much better in regards to human standards than she really was. She might appreciate her weakness from an absolute perspective, she'd gotten a glimpse of the Forgotten's power from the inside after all, but that might also have been why she was clinging to the idea she was so great in relative terms. She wasn’t able to appreciate the subtler stuff yet, and for whatever reason (politeness, guilt, restraint, the foolishness of trying to win a competition that relied more on brute force against a gifted teenager) her peers hadn’t given her a basic but unmistakable slap down to drive that point home.

I suppose that’s usually a problem with genius students, of whatever stripe. It’s easy for them to realize how superior they are at that point in their journey, but miss how much further there is to go. When they accomplished in three months what their peers took three years to master they started to realize how much better they were. And after a few years of that, it was easy to forget that even a barely competent practitioner of fifty years still had a decent edge on them.

Before I could oversimplify that too much (because it was a problem, but also a gross overgeneralization) Turushino broke the silence. “Yuna,” Turushino called over his shoulder, a touch of disapproval in his voice. “If we do this, you are not to use your injuries as an excuse. The point of this is to gauge your abilities and progress, where you are now. Your injuries are a part of that. Don’t go claiming this doesn’t count if you lose.”

“Won’t matter,” Yuna replied cheerfully, “I won’t lose.”

“That’s fine, just make sure you keep that attitude when you do,” I noted, trying not to show any nerves. After a moment, I swung the naginata bag off my back and started to struggle with it while walking.

“I mean it Yuna,” Turushino noted warningly. “Master Matsuda’s giving you an incredible gift here, don’t go disgracing us any further by whining if things don’t go your way.”

I could feel Yuna glare at him, although she didn’t actually say anything this time.

I meanwhile extracted my staff. I felt my nerves immediately settle down some more through a combination of psychosomatic familiarity and the actual support the wood provided me. Returning the bag to my back, I picked up my pace slightly while using my staff as a stereotypical walking stick.

“I just have to break his shield,” she said airily after a moment, “that won’t be a problem. It won’t take long enough for my problems to get in the way.”

Ah, we’re going that way, I thought to myself, a little relieved. A few seconds ago I’d realized I hadn’t actually defined that and worried she was going to make me break through her shield. Not that I couldn’t, but that would have been slightly trickier. At least if I wanted to prove my superiority and do it without seriously hurting her.

Or would it? I frowned slightly as something else occurred to me.

“You say that now,” Turushino noted calmly, “but you were the one complaining last Saturday during our hike to the peak.”

“That’s not fair!” Yuna protested immediately. “And that wasn’t about my magic, that was the physical injuries! It’s better than it was, but the scars were killing me after all that climbing!”

“So long as you don’t claim ‘that’s not fair’ when Master Matsuda beats you, that’s fine.”

Yuna still looked pretty pissed, so I tried to distract her by asking the first thing that came to mind. “The flesh still scarred over? Even after all the transformed leaves that the spirit used?”

My curious and slightly clinical tone jolted the previous conversation to an abrupt halt, I suspected they’d both forgotten I’d been a part of that healing, seen how bad the damage really was.

Yuna recovered after a few moments. “That’s what you’re asking?”

I shrugged a little helplessly. “I was curious. After we went home I’d thought about what had happened and tried to pick apart the technique. I wondered if it would be a good way to prevent scarring, a framework that let the flesh grow back more completely and naturally.”

Yuna made a frustrated sound and abruptly yanked up that side of her t-shirt. “Does this look like it prevented scarring?” she asked angrily.

Honestly, compared to what had happened and what it should have been, her left side was doing pretty well. It was covered by ugly white and thickened flesh, obviously the result of a nasty injury, but it wasn’t the horror show it should have been. Both the original healing and whatever the shamans had been doing since then had gradually worked on it and worn away much of the original injury.

Still, it wasn’t something I’d have wanted to show off in the gym changing room either, I could see why it bothered her even without the physical problems. “Well, it’s better than I thought it would be,” I noted cautiously, studying the wound. It wasn’t pleasant to look at, but I was oddly reassured to see it after having been there for the original injuries.

Turushino nodded, then began walking again as a not so gentle hint since we’d all paused a moment for Yuna’s dramatic gesture. “We’re working on it,” he noted grimly. “Her magic’s more important, but that’s something we want to fix too. But even with your collectors it’s probably going to be years before the scars are mostly gone. And I don’t think they will ever vanish completely.”

“It will when I learn how,” Yuna muttered.

Thankfully, that hadn’t been bitter or passionate enough for me to worry about her doing something stupid, just the frustrations of a teenager. Some people would have started down a dark and foolish path, determined to fix that scarring no matter the cost. Whatever her other faults, Yuna wasn’t coming off as that dumb or headstrong. It really bugged her, but that was all.

Still, “I wonder if ningyo blood would work on that?” I thought out loud, considering it.

Turushino missed a step and Yuna outright stumbled. “Ningyo blood,” Yuna choked out, apparently having swallowed some spit wrong.

“Master Matsuda, I hope you’re joking,” Turushino sounded almost frightened.

“Sort of,” I admitted, causing them both to sigh slightly in relief. Me being me, I immediately canceled that relief as I added “I could see the possibility of it, but everything else… yeah, we’ve got to be years away from even thinking about that.”

I considered the idea a few more moments, completely missing the underlying issue with the shamans (I blamed the wooden masks, I’m pretty sure their expressions would have gotten through even my single-mindedness. Although right then I was more worried I might have given Yuna some false hope.) I then shook my head in negation. “No, I was being silly. By the time we might be ready and equipped for that you’ll probably already have the scars fixed. Sorry.”

“Master Matsuda,” Turushino seemed to be having trouble speaking, “you’re not seriously thinking of hunting a ningyo, are you?”

I recoiled physically. “What?! Gods no! What are you thinking?”

For once Turushino and Yuna were in agreement again, letting out identical sighs of relief. “Thank all that’s holy,” Turushino added in emphatic agreement. “For a moment there it sounded like you were planning on hunting ningyos for their flesh.”

I made wordless noise of frustration and anger at that suggestion. “Do I look that stupid or that evil?” I asked irritably. Although I did try to gentle my tone about halfway through the statement, I could see why that possibility had gotten them worried.

“No,” Turushino agreed, resuming the walk. “I didn’t want to believe you’d fallen that far, not even for a moment.”

“Thanks, I think,” I griped. Honestly, playing back the conversation in my head a little, I could see why he’d reacted that way. But that particular conclusion really annoyed me, annoyed me enough that I didn’t think everything through before I spoke up again.

“Look, I get it. Pissing off the ningyo that way is a really bad idea. Their level of shamanic magic and connection to the ocean gives them some terrifying potential. Coral Molder might be trying to keep things quiet, and I might not be an expert on their style of magic, but I can still put two and two together: we’re talking tsunamis if we scare and anger them badly enough, talented shamans invoking powerful spirits of both water and earth.”

I missed how both shamans had grown quiet and were silently staring at me in disbelief.

This however had become a minor passion of mine in the last year: connecting with the ningyo in a reasonable manner without screwing up either them or humanity, Turushino’s thoughtless accusation had hit that button hard. “I understand why you might be worried,” I emphasized in annoyance, “but I’m trying to avoid that possibility! For both sides! The ningyo don’t want to be stuck in fish tanks and constantly having their blood and flesh harvested and we sure as hell don’t want them unleashing watery WMD’s on our coast to get us to stop. That’s why I’m pushing for trade so hard.”

I finally stopped my half-rant. It was a subject where my feelings snuck up on me, mostly because of all the fear and guilt involved with it. I didn’t want to mess up humanity, and I didn’t want to screw over the ningyo either. Unfortunately, going forward with my main plans, it seemed inevitable that the two sides would come into contact. Turushino’s first assumption I might have been thinking of doing something that stupid was pretty reasonable, once the ningyo became more than a legend there were going to be plenty of idiots who would think about hunting them down. You only had to look at humanity’s twisted history of poaching to see that, and then up the stakes by a thousand when you realized an almost reasonable possibility of immortality was on the table! Rich idiots paying for gross aphrodisiacs was one thing; the legend of what ningyo flesh could do, with a tantalizing chance of it being real attached to it, was a terrifyingly bigger threat.

Yeah, that legend was grossly exaggerated. All our research so far had verified the ningyo claims. But making people believe that, especially when the ningyo would have denied that even if it had been true, was going to be hard.

“Trade?” Turushino asked a little faintly.

Since it mirrored my own thoughts, and saying it out loud again reassured me, I simply said. “If we can get a reasonable trade going then we can get the authorities on their side. That will protect the ningyo and discourage the greedier but smarter villains out there. I hope to the Almighty that’s enough, but most likely some idiots on both sides will still cause a few deaths.” Sadly, the chances of someone as naïve as Naru eventually encountering someone as vicious and greedy as Iemon, or even Azuma Tokou, were way too high. And I doubted the more isolationist fanatics amongst the ningyo were going to be peaceful or restrained either. “And when that happens, trade that benefits both sides, a mutual and stable relationship, might be the only thing that causes everyone to act rationally instead of posturing and escalating.”

That was what probably had me so upset! Not the horrifying possibilities of what might go wrong, those were still distant and a little too abstract. No. It was the idea, as terrifying as the thought was, that a positive trading relationship might be the only way to keep the peace when something inevitably happened. That mithril and potatoes might be the only things standing between fishy juice boxes on one side, as the amoral grabbed innocent ningyo and slowly harvested them for maximum gain; and spirit driven tsunami retributive strikes on the other, as the ningyo brutally discouraged that behavior. That disturbing thought was what kept me up at night! I really need to find some more things that appeal to the ningyo.

For once, instead of panicking, I perked up slightly to realize I was actually talking to a possible source of information. I managed to pull myself out of my darker thoughts to look at the Ainu shamans. “Can you think of anything that the… ningyo… would… why are you looking at me like that?”

Turushino and Yuna were both staring at me in disbelief from behind their masks, and doing it so obviously that the wood was no obstacle to me recognizing that.

“You’re talking about trading with the ningyo,” Turushino stated, barely keeping his voice even.

“A little,” I admitted. “It’s not like I think they’ll ever be one of Japan’s top ten trading partners, not even if you tried using a value-based metric that was accounting for volume,” per gram, we were discussing what would be some of the most valuable goods on the planet. But trade amounts were more likely to be measured in number of trucks rather than hundreds of cargo ships. “But I figure, well I’m hopeful, we could develop of small but useful flow of goods between us.”

“With the ningyo,” Turushino emphasized.

I frowned slightly. “I don’t see why you’re having such a problem with that concept.”

“Because they’re the ningyo! We are talking about the same creatures, right?”

“Sort of half-human, half-fish? Look surprisingly like the western concept of mermaids but with much more carnivorous dentition?” I looked a little puzzled, wondering if we really had suffered a translation error somewhere. I mean, they are Ainu shamans. Maybe there’s a critical difference somewhere in Ainu lore that-

“Yes! And you think you can just talk to them?”

I had a sinking feeling in my gut, but about the dumbest thing I could do would be to back out now. If I was wrong (and what a shock that would be, the back of my brain noted sarcastically) I’d only be making things worse. “They’re surprisingly reasonable,” I noted a little weakly. I immediately thought back to how things had really gone and amended that to “well, if you’re patient, take your time, and are willing to make some sensible concessions.”

The Ainu continued to look at me, stunned.

“And bribe them!” I added abruptly. “Giving them plenty of potato chips helps put them in a good mood!” They did tend to start out pretty grumpy until they’d had a chance to snack.

My final declaration fell into ringing silence, the slight sounds of the forest surrounding us the only noise for a good while.

“You’ve given,” Turushino continued in a slow and deliberate manner, as if he wanted to be sure he was getting the words right, “the ningyo. Potato chips.”

Yuna remained speechless. Which was pretty telling in and of itself.

I fidgeted a little. “They don’t grow them under the sea,” I explained helplessly. “And frying is not practical there. They’re practically a delicacy.”

Silence reigned again.

“I don’t seem so bad now, do I?” Yuna finally declared.

It’s probably best not to mention the vampire, I reflected.

***

We spent the next fifteen minutes in silence as Turushino led us to our destination, the last ten of them off the official trails as he took us through the forest. The end point wasn’t any place too fancy or major, but it was suitable for what we planned. A small clearing, isolated but next to a river. It wasn’t particularly special, but we wouldn’t be interrupted and we had enough room to deploy magic without hurting our surroundings too much.

Hopefully without hurting them at all, I reflected. But that’s probably too much to hope for. I was basically challenging a young shaman to go all out, that tended to have a little splash back.

“Alright,” Yuna declared with some slightly forced cheeriness. “All I have to do is break through your shield to win?” She started bouncing a little on the balls of her feet, acting like she was about to throw a punch.

“Not necessarily,” I told her cautiously. “It’s more about how much skill you show in the attempt. Merely breaking through doesn’t prove much, and neither does failing to do so. You could be the world’s greatest healer or a master seer, that doesn’t mean you’d be suited to breaking through a shield.”

Her posture suggested she was getting a little truculent, and I was starting to appreciate why Master Tai had declared me a master after out little encounter, so I mentally sighed and added. “That is the goal though, and it’s a pretty good sign. The whole thing is patently artificial after all, in a real fight you’d try to go around the shield. It serves as a simple but effective test of strength, skill, and understanding.”

With that, I conjured up a shield. I had to take a little extra time to make sure I properly cast one to deal with magic. I didn’t change much, the now familiar spell came easily to hand, but I tweaked a few factors. Nothing major, I wasn’t going to go nuts trying to optimize it for whatever she came up with. But I did enough that I wasn’t wasting energy on factors I wasn’t likely to be dealing with (a rapid chain of smaller, physical impacts) and was slightly better placed to deal with more likely problems (like hardening the sigils just a touch, making them less vulnerable to disruption).

Yuna seemed to freeze a moment upon seeing it. I could almost hear her gulp from halfway across the clearing.

I was unreasonably reassured. “Take your time, study it a moment,” I told her calmly. “I’m not going to give you all day, but I’m not going to set some sort of silly five-minute time limit either.”

“Don’t give her too long,” Turushino noted, taking up a position about halfway between us but out of the line of fire. My nerves settled down a little more upon hearing how confident (bordering on just a little smug) he sounded at these developments. “Time should be factor in whether she gets called a master.”

Yuna shot him a concealed glare.

In a perfectly reasonable tone, Turushino told her “Skill and doing it right matters more, but you’re hardly a master if it takes you an hour to manage this. Take as much time as you need, but know it will count in your final judgement.”

Fair, I reflected, but put that thought out of my mind as Yuna got to work and I studied the fascinating process.

A water elemental joined her in weaving an effect, cooperating in a way I had trouble following as they began to craft an attack of some sort.

Not bad, not bad, I nodded slightly to myself. Water wasn’t the basis for a classical attack, and it was hard for mages to work with, but having a water elemental on your side went a long way to nullifying those disadvantages. And there were some potential strengths to it.

I fought down a smile as she began to pull more and more mana from a little wooden carving she’d had attached to her belt and subtly placed in line with her spine. It had only seemed like a smallish doll, but it held a surprising amount of mana.

Thought so! I reflected. I hadn’t spotted them until the silent part of the walk, but I’d been pretty sure those were a refinement on the collectors and reservoirs I’d shown Turushino last year! Each of the shamans had been carrying one, and there’d been a subtle but familiar sense to them that I’d almost recognized. I couldn’t be sure without a closer look, they had seemed to follow more Ainu and shamanistic traditions, but these appeared to be a type of portable reservoir. My first impression was that they weren’t as good as the ones I’d been using before I’d switched over to the staff, but they held a pretty respectable amount of mana for their size!

Yuna drained all that as she constructed her spell, and she was pulling everything she could from her surroundings at the same time.

Could be worse, I thought, trying to be fair. I think she’s focusing too much on raw strength, but given the point of this exercise it only makes sense for her to use a lot of power.

I was pretty sure she was misjudging though. You got the best results when you balanced the most power you could use with the most skill. And Yuna was struggling. To be fair, it was even harder for shamans to manage that than mage; two people could carry a larger bucket but moving it without sloshing the contents over the edge was even trickier than with a single person. But Yuna and her partner were sloshing a lot. Despite her attempts, I didn’t think she was gaining any further power. And I was pretty sure the spell was ‘softening’ on top of that as she failed to finish it off in her attempts to add more power, like a loaf of bread slowly going stale.

Anything you want to contribute? I thought with a touch of humor, shooting a glimpse at my warning bracelet. It was technically going off, squeezing my wrist perceptibly. But barely. I knew I shouldn’t read too much into that, Yuna wasn’t ready to fire off her attack yet and I sometimes struggled with the subtleties of the bracelet’s responses, especially when it came to ‘immediate threat’ versus ‘there’s a building threat’. But it seemed a pretty strong vote in favor of ‘it’s not going to be sufficient’.

“I can’t give you any advice, Yuna,” Turushino called out sternly. “You wanted this opportunity; you have to take it.”

I was pretty sure Yuna was red-faced behind her mask as she struggled with her work. But she soldiered on determinedly, trying to tighten up her spellwork while making the whole thing more powerful. Which would have been a master worthy feat, given the difficulties in doing that while still pulling in mana from the surroundings, but she was failing at it.

I fought down the urge to shake my head and let out some sort of tut-tut as that went on for the next five minutes. Yuna would have been better off focusing on either one or the other, either shooting a quick surge of power into the spell before it degraded too much or making it ‘smaller’ in exchange for tightening the spell up a bit. But in trying to do both she accomplished nothing but making herself more tired.

Finally, nearly ten minutes after she’d started, she launched her attack.

The strike itself was respectable, a ball of water nearly the size of her torso that she hurled at me almost as fast as a major league fastball. The impact a master could generate with a spell like that was non-trivial and her spell would have seriously hurt a normal person.

Unfortunately, she wasn’t a master. It should have been much faster, and it wasn’t held together nearly as tightly as it should have been. The infusion of the water elemental’s power did lend it more weight than it should have, I grunted softly as that power battered against my shield, hitting it on a level beyond the physical. But even that was nowhere near enough. The ball of water splashed harmlessly against my shield, a few remnants of it flowing over and around me while the majority of it was simply scattered in front of my feet.

Yuna was left panting by the effort. I deliberately held the shield up for a good ten seconds more, just to demonstrate it was undamaged and I was not feeling much exertion, before slowly lowering it.

“Sloppy,” I declared a little coolly, not interested in being cruel but determined to given an honest evaluation. “You are definitely no master, that was nowhere near a good enough effort.”

“What?” Yuna squawked a little breathlessly.

“You showed nowhere near enough control or judgement to earn that title,” I continued in the same vein, even as I fought the urge to stumble over the words. My first instinct was to add half a dozen reassuring caveats. And maybe a few of them were appropriate, but I had to be careful that they were ones she’d truly earned. There was a time to be gentle, but it was false mercy if you didn’t mention a student’s mistakes. “I can respect the power level you reached, that was certainly adequate for a master. But the way you handled things was not.”

“Just because I didn’t break through-“

“That doesn’t matter,” I told her again. “Not breaking through doesn’t prove a darn thing. Your lack of judgement and skill does.”

“First,” I held up a finger, “that was a poor choice of spell. An excellent choice of element, but then you totally muffed it. Seriously, you’d have done better projecting a small amount of water like a bullet. Or going the other way and attempting to imitate a garden hose of magically infused water and trying to erode my shield away. You know what flowing water can do to magic, you should have used that.” Utilizing a water spirit, she’d that would have been a lot easier for her than it would have for me! For a moment there, wondering if that was her plan, I’d been a little concerned.

I continued grimly. “Instead you tried to smash me with the biggest rock possible, only you used water instead of earth. That was dumb.”

“Second,” I held up finger two. “If you had to go that way then you should have done it better! You should have either gotten on with it and thrown that spell while you were still fresher and ready to hit me as hard as possible, or given up on making it that big and figured the best size. Instead you kept trying to do ‘bigger is better’ for nearly five minutes and tired yourself out. It was painful to watch!”

“Third,” finger three. “It failed because your skill and control were poor. I’m not going to call you a master if that’s the best you can do.”

“And four,” I held up the last of my fingers, “you barely bothered to analyze my spell. You had time, you knew what you were supposed to do. But you barely looked for weaknesses. You just focused on doing one large spell and making that spell strong enough while hoping that would be enough to break through.”

“In Yuna’s defense,” Turushino spoke up with mild reluctance. “She’s not experienced enough with western style to understand those spells yet. I wouldn’t have gotten much out of it either.”

“Alright, that’s fair.” After considering a moment, I asked. “Would you have launched one all-out attack? Or would you have probed the shield first and seen how it reacted?”

“Probed,” Turushino admitted.

“Then the objection stands,” I declared. I turned back to Yuna. “Sorry, Yuna-san. You’re no master. Not yet.”

“You never told me I could use multiple spells!” she protested, still panting a little.

“And I never told you to only use one spell either,” I tried to give her a mild version of Himeko’s look as I did so. It wasn’t a brilliant attempt, but it hadn’t been a brilliant objection either. “There was no reason for you to come to that conclusion. At the very least, you should have asked if that was a real concern. Two or three well-chosen spells in quick succession would also have worked well and served as a great example of mastery, as would a series of precise and piercing blows, why wouldn’t that have been allowed?”

To give Yuna credit, she bit back any further protests about it not being fair. She obviously wanted to, but she at least had that much restraint and wisdom. But I could sense she wasn’t quite done yet; I tried not to show my nervousness as I she proceeded with her fuming.

“Turushino-sensei,” she declared suddenly, “lend me your reservoir.”

Turushino obviously blinked a few times behind his mask. “What? Why?” he wasn’t too taken aback, but he was still a little startled.

“I want this mage to put his money where his mouth is,” she said a little viciously. “This time I’ll make a shield, and he has to take it down. I want to see if he’s really all that, if he’s not just making stuff up.”

Turushino and I glanced at each other. It was a little arrogant, but it actually wasn’t unfair. Hell, it was kind of wise in a way. Doubly so when you realized that I’d held a shield against Master Tai for a reason, that really would have been the better test. It allowed the Master more control and room to experiment with how the supplicant was handling things.

“Alright,” Turushino agreed, going to exchange his full reservoir with Yuna’s now empty one. “Just remember, this is simply for teaching purposes. Master Matsuda owes you nothing, and you’re lucky he’s going to give you this demonstration.”

“I know,” Yuna noted, a little insincerely. She immediately called to an air spirit and they began spinning up a sophisticated defense.

Turushino paced back to me while we waited for Yuna to finish her work. “Thank you, Master Matsuda,” he noted softly.

I shook my head slightly. “Is this going to work?”

Turushino gave me a curt nod. “Yes. She is hiding it, but that seriously shook her. This is a last, desperate attempt to salvage some pride. Beat her badly in this, prove your point, and we should have several months free of her attitude in which to work. That should suffice.”

“That’s a lot of attitude,” I noted, trying not to sound too judgmental. “She’s lucky she didn’t run into Master Chihaya, she’d have left Yuna a red smear on the ground!”

“Yuna’s usually not this bad,” Turushino noted with mild apology. “I believe she was secretly embarrassed to be dealing with you again. You’re a reminder of her past mistakes, and another prodigy on top of that.”

I started slightly. Before I could even start to think about correcting that misapprehension he was speaking again.

“In a way, you’re a lesson to me too,” he admitted. “Yuna’s wrong, and she needed some perspective beaten into her like this. But we, her teachers, really need to remember that some people are different. We try to treat her so much like a normal student we sometimes stifle her potential. We shouldn’t allow her to simply do whatever she wants, but we should be aware of what she could accomplish.”

Turushino was a touch amused as he glanced at me. “I’m going to try and discourage her from contacting the ningyo, but it probably wouldn’t hurt to see if some of her wild ideas are possible.”

“So long as you go slowly and sensibly,” I said as blandly as possible. It was mostly a nothing statement, but Turushino’s comment did explain a few things about Yuna.

Turushino glanced back at Yuna. “She’ll be done in another minute, it looks like she’s already taken that lesson about trying too hard and weakening herself to heart. You really need to do this effectively to cement the lesson. Think you can handle it?”

I glanced at the spell. It was clever, the air-based construction was creating a strong deflection effect that would try and keep blows from landing cleanly. But it wasn’t nearly strong or clever enough, and I planned to bypass its strengths anyway. “Oh yeah. But she has been arrogant enough to deserve a quick slap down. I’ll do this in one spell. Well, maybe two if the first doesn’t work like I expect.”

“If you’re sure,” Turushino noted calmly, returning to his previous position.

“I’m sure. Although you might want to stand back a little bit further.”

And with that, I prepared myself to test out ‘sigil scrambler’ on shamanic magic.
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“So, we ever going to talk about that arrangement thing?” Sato asked sardonically as we finished up lunch.

Himeko merely shrugged. “If you insist. I planned on saving that for the trip back, but I’m perfectly happy to do so now. I was worried you would think I was holding the trip hostage if I did it too early.”

“Nah,” Sato smirked. “That would be too petty for you.”

Sato was trying, the snark and urge to instigate were reflexive. But his tone and expression lacked some of the mocking edge they’d had at the start of the trip. I was torn between being annoyed that Himeko was right, again, and being reluctantly grateful that relationships were thawing.

Of course, that wasn’t all one way. Yesterday’s group trip to the Mount Shari and had unofficially finalized the slightly uneasy truce between all of us. We still weren’t all comfortable with each other, Sato and I-

Gota, I corrected myself in annoyance. Keep it straight, call him Gota now. I still put on suffixes and I still wasn’t comfortable with him, but I could no longer keep rudely distancing him like that.

-were obviously still the most distant exceptions, but even we’d thawed out a lot. It was like our revised relationship was a new pair of stiff shoes; we were still breaking them in and forming the new callouses over the sensitive spots, and it wouldn’t do to walk too far too fast in them, but it was obvious this could work. Although the real test would be when Eiko wasn’t around to (sometimes literally) slap us upside the head and force us to behave. We’d mostly been good, but we’d made a few slips here and there that might have escalated without Eiko there as a deterrent.

But by the end of yesterday we’d been made it through everything Mount Shari had thrown at us and were mostly alright. We were still cautiously keeping our distance, but I’d no longer been looking for faults and problems and I was pretty sure Gota had been the same. We’d (mostly) relaxed, gotten out of our own ways, and gone on to enjoyed the sights and experiences of an interesting day out. Mount Shari had been kind of perfect for that; an impressive and enjoyable trip, but not a breathtaking once-in-a-lifetime experience that demanded we appreciate it as completely as possible. It had been a fun time, but in a low-pressure sort of way where we could have failed without feeling too guilty. We’d all talked, taken in the sights and wildlife, enjoyed a few treats on the trip there and back, and had a mutual ironic smirk when we’d overheard an older pair muttering about half-gaijin tourists then realized they were referring to Gota and me!

That last one had been such an unexpected point of similarity we’d both barely kept from cracking up! My size and looks alongside Gota’s defiant flashiness? Even though we were both completely (genetically) Japanese? You couldn’t script responses like that and even we’d been able to have a quick and sympathetic conversation about how hard-headed morons treated our appearances. I was still too tense around Gota, but it was gradually transitioning into my ‘I’m not familiar enough with this person yet’ tenseness instead of my ‘he’s an enemy! Enemy!’ reflexes.

And it wasn’t like Gota was doing perfectly either. He was still mildly annoyed but mostly accepting towards me. But he was fighting a desperate rearguard action against trusting Himeko too much. And, like pretty much everyone in history, he was losing.

“Yes, it would be,” Himeko noted calmly in the present. “But being petty has never stopped people in the past, and I would not have blamed you for worrying about it this time. Besides, I thought you would have wanted as much intelligence as possible before committing to anything. I’m perfectly happy to talk about the arrangement now, if you’d prefer.”

“Is it really going to be anything much?” Gota rolled his eyes theatrically.

Himeko’s shrug was more artful, but I had a feeling it was just as performative. “That depends on what you feel comfortable with. I assume we want to keep it mostly simple and intuitive. But not getting the ground rules down pat is an invitation to disaster, sooner or later we’ll slip up and assume something different about some small but important point. Let’s be honest: we’re not talking about missed birthdays or silly arguments about a particularly sensitive triviality here. I legitimately want to protect information regarding my family, friends, and employees while you have a completely reasonable desire to discover the truth and keep the public informed of real issues. Neither my privacy or your concern should trump the other, but both deserve respect.”

Gota made a point of looking like he was thinking for a few seconds. “Weren’t you the one who talked to me about politician’s words that meant nothing?” he needled with surprising subtlety.

Eiko rolled her eyes but notably did not tell Gota off for that one.

“Which is why we need to add some weight to them, actually make some definitions.” Himeko agreed without shame. “Here, let’s start with the big and important one: if you see or hear something that would legitimately endanger people you have my full permission to do whatever you see fit with that information no matter when or where you receive it.”

Gota choked on an ice cube as he tried to swallow that information along with the dregs of his drink.

Himeko gave him a polite pause to make sure he wasn’t in any danger and then continued while he cleared the remainder. “Now, if you screw up how you treat that information, especially in favor of your own aggrandizement, we will have words. But until you prove untrustworthy, I’ll bow to your judgement. I would prefer you come to me with most anything you might discover, and we see if the problem can be fixed in the quickest and safest way from inside first. But if lives are at stake and you have to go to the police or public immediately then that’s obviously what you have to do. Their safety is priority, we’ll sort the rest out later.”

I tried not to look too nervous at that. It was a clever declaration, much more likely to get Gota on her side and to trust her than anything else. Hell, putting that sort of judgement in Gota’s hands it was the best way to get him to come to her first! Give him any sort of limits and he’d push them. Passive aggressively say ‘prove yourself to me’ and even he was going to hesitate before doing anything deliberately transgressive!

Unfortunately, you could argue that my secrets fell into something of a gray area there. I’d have argued that they didn’t directly endanger anyone or anything, but it wasn’t hard to see how someone else might disagree. I probably wouldn’t have given Sato Gota a carte blanche like that, so I didn’t feel fully comfortable with it.

But, as usual, Himeko’s judgement was proven a second later as Gota finally cleared his throat and choked out “wait! Stop!”

Himeko primly paused a few moments to let him regain his breath.

Got spat something up into a tissue, coughed, and nervously noted. “I’ve changed my mind. We’ll discuss it on the way back.”

“As you will,” Himeko noted serenely.

Point: Himeko, I noted, trying to keep my expression calm. Gota was better at contesting her than anyone else I knew (except maybe Hiro. And since the pair didn’t usually go against each other like that it was hard to tell) but he still tended to come off second. The last few days had quietly proven that.

Although, to be fair, I noted absently as the conversation died down for a moment. That will probably change once he gets to know Himeko a little better and stops underestimating her. Gota still relied a little too much on his image and continued to underestimate Himeko on top of that. When he was more knowledgeable, and turned down the theatricality instead of reflexively wasting energy on using it, he’d probably prove a more difficult opponent.

After a diplomatic pause, Himeko asked “so, have you two decided if you’re going to accompany Hiro, Mamoru, and I to the concert tonight, or not? It’s alright not to, but I know you were wavering yesterday.”

“Isn’t it too late?” Gota asked with a little too much optimism.

Eiko snickered and finally spoke up, it seemed she’d just been enjoying the sight of watching Himeko work him over before. “Yeah, right. If Himeko and Hiro are asking you can bet that spaces will mysteriously open up even if there are none.”

Himeko rolled her eyes. “Nothing that exciting needed this time Eiko-“

I’m pretty sure everyone else there noticed that ‘this time’, even if none of us said anything.

“-the organizers gave Hiro an invitation along with half a dozen extra tickets to do with as he wished.” This time she gave us a knowing look. “An untrusting person might note how that number would cover his girlfriend’s family along with an extra ticket if Shinji wished to bring a date.”

Oh wow, I thought, sitting up just a little straighter in my chair. Her parents, Shinji, grandfather, and one date. She’s right. It might just have been coincidental, it was sure as hell optimistic if you’d known anything about the Meiko family and the situation with her grandfather. But given Hiro’s relationship with her… yeah, that wasn’t a possibility I’d have been willing to bet against.

“Taking our friends along is not a problem. Nor is apparel, we’re already set to quickly provide Mamoru with a tuxedo for the night-“

“Ick,” I muttered softly to myself while a grinning Eiko mouthed ‘Tuxedo Mask’ in my direction.

“-and it won’t be a problem to lend you one at the same time.” Himeko shrugged. “We don’t have to bother with anything precisely fitted today, we’re mostly just going off the rack with enough alterations to make you presentable.”

Gota sighed heavily, but I could tell there really wasn’t that much reluctance there. “Alright, I’m in.” he declared.

“Excellent,” Himeko noted calmly and confidently, as if she’d always known he would be.

“You’re right,” he added just a little too quickly. “It’s a good change after all the nature and beaches of the last few days. Besides, what sort of investigator would I be if I didn’t take this chance to sneak into something like this and observe the rich folk. Or see Eiko in a dress, when’s that ever going to happen again?”

He plastered an exaggerated leer on his face for that last and I fought down a smirk of my own. Oh, you’re in for it now buddy. Something told me that Eiko was going to go a little more daring than Himeko would have preferred after that crack. Not ridiculously so, but enough that I was starting to have some second thoughts.

“Well, don’t expect too much,” Himeko noted neutrally, “we were only going to get in two or three hours of socializing before the music, with another one in the middle at the intermission. Don’t feel obligated to endure even that much! You can arrive later if you want to.”

“You’re not getting rid of me that easily, Hime,” Eiko noted.

Himeko made a neutral sound. “As you wish. I was more worried about Mamoru.”

“Yeah, that’ll be hell,” I agreed. “But not as bad as me trying to come in at the last minute and find you guys. No, I’ll take my chances.” And make sure I’ve brought along the ‘don’t notice me’ talisman and a mini-reservoir, I noted mentally.

“You don’t have to go,” Himeko comforted me more sympathetically.

I just shook my head. “I am curious about the music. And you’re right, a change of pace after the last few days is a good idea. This could be fun, expand my horizons. Besides-“

I shut up abruptly, but it was too late. There’d been a little too much emotion and determination in that one word.

“Besides?” Himeko pressed with deceptive gentleness.

I glanced towards Gota, Himeko had only just beaten a slightly more curious inquiry from him. I waffled a few moments and then sighed. “Sorry Himeko, it’s stupid. It’s just that our trips out here have… never ended smoothly. I just figured… I’m not sure, that it was best if we were all together and I was prepared.”

“It’s been two trips!” Eiko protested, fighting laughter.

“He’s not wrong,” Himeko noted mildly. “Paranoid, but I can see why he thought that.”

“I don’t know whether to laugh or cry,” Gota noted after a moment, keeping his expression studiously neutral while trying to hide the laughter in his eyes.

To be fair to him, I grimaced, it sounds even worse when I have to keep it sanitized like that. ‘Never ended smoothly’ was the cut down version for Gota’s consumption. ‘Last time we fought your obsessed ex-karate teacher and first time we fought a corrupt proto-god’ would have been more accurate, but actually saying that in public was madness. And even that version was still on the paranoid side! I didn’t really believe we were in for yet another fight, but deep in my gut I was still bracing for it.

I couldn’t even stretch that thing with Yuna to count, I thought morosely, that wasn’t a fight, it was a slaughter. Yuna probably would have been good in an actual fight, that would have been a chaotic and messy situation that rewarded her determination and recklessness. In a testing scenario like that? She’d failed by an embarrassing margin.

“Like I said,” I emphasized out loud. “I know it’s stupid, but it really has happened a little too often.”

“Alright,” Himeko gentled her smile slightly. “This trip really wasn’t for you, Mamoru, you’ve barely untensed at all.”

“I wouldn’t say that,” I emphasized, surprising myself with how quickly I said it. But it was true. I wasn’t where I should have been, I was still a little too tense and negative, but it really had been pretty good for me. I’d finally managed to let go, or at least start to let go, of a whole bunch of tension I’d been carrying about both Gota and Obon. And given that this was me, that tension had been wide ranging about a whole bunch of barely related subjects! Even if I hadn’t fully succeeded, I was now in a much better placed to get my head on straight over the remaining summer break.

“Don’t worry,” Himeko smiled tolerantly, “we’ll do something better next year.”

I jolted a little, and for once I wasn’t alone. “Next year?” Gota asked with false calmness.

Himeko just nodded. “You’ll be invited Gota-san, but it won’t be mandatory. We’ll probably need some more together time, and it will be nice to finally have a vacation where Hiro’s finally free to fully participate.”

Himeko glanced around the hotel, the corners of her lips pulling into the ghost of a wry smile. “Hiro will finally be free of this place. And, as much as I’ve grown to appreciate it, not even I’m enamoured with it enough to make it some sort of annual getaway.”

The rest of us paused in a slightly stunned silence, not quite sure what to say to that. It was a little high-handed, and a bit premature given the different sort of places we could all be in (mentally, socially and physically) in one year’s time. On the other hand, it was a pleasant idea. If a normal person had just said ‘let’s plan to do this again next year, but somewhere different’ it would have been one thing, but Himeko being the one suggesting it took things to a whole new level.

“Are you trying to set me up?” Gota asked with a hint of suspicion and skepticism.

“I’m sorry?”

“Keep me on the hook a whole year, chained to the Meikos?” To give Gota credit, there was only a hint of resentment and accusation in his tone, almost overpowered by the mild incredulity at the idea of the heiress just giving vacations away, but it was there.

It was strange, but Himeko looked like she was helpless to do anything but repeat the inquiry. “I’m sorry?”

I looked between the two a few times, the way they looked mutually perplexed. Gota a little incredulous while Himeko was just politely confused. Much to my surprise, I found myself sighing and speaking up.

“Give it a rest, Gota-san, she just doesn’t understand.”

“I’m sorry, what do you mean, Mamoru?” Himeko asked politely, but there was a slight hint of iron to her words this time.

“It-“ I cut myself off and paused. “Oh shit. This is going to require an explanation. Are you sure you want me to do that in front of Gota?”

Eiko turned her head and tried to hide her laughter. Gota’s “she warned me” mixed with Himeko’s “if he’s going to be around us, he’s going to have to get used to them sometime.”

I fought down a quick (and completely undeserved) surge of annoyance at my friends and continued. “Alright. Well, I’ll give it a shot.” I turned to look squarely at Sato Gota. “Gota-san, Himeko’s knows of this problem but she doesn’t understand it.”

Himeko, in turn, now gave me a mildly annoyed look. She was smart enough to keep quiet though.

“Take it from someone who’s been butting up against this problem for years,” I continued, trying to ignore Eiko turning her whole body around and attempting to conceal how much she was quietly laughing. “Himeko just doesn’t regard money the same way as we do, she considers doing things like this about as valuable as we would giving someone else a juice. And she still has a little too much trouble seeing how that chains us to the Meikos, through feelings of obligation and gratitude even if she insists there shouldn’t be any.”

“It is meant as a gift,” Himeko emphasized mildly.

I glanced back at her sympathetically. “And she has even more problems seeing how and why we wouldn’t want that, how we could fear giving up any control to the Meiko family or that her family could potentially abuse that.”

“Now,” I added hastily, worried Himeko was about to say something mildly cutting if I didn’t bring this up. “That doesn’t mean we can’t be stupid about it too! It was more than a year before I figured out the balance point was far beyond where I was putting it and that I should be accepting more of it than I was. I was awfully hard-headed and fanatical for my first year too, flinching away from accepting anything if I could help it! And I still have a hard time figuring out how far I should go, when I’m starting to become a worthless leech.”

“Mamoru…” Himeko said, obviously a sympathetic warning.

I rolled my eyes. “Yes yes, I know I’m not there yet. But if I just let you throw everything at me and never discouraged you, I think I’d get there awfully quickly. And I’ve had years to get used to this now! Gota hasn’t.”

“Anyway,” I turned back to Gota, “I think the best option is to treat it as an all you can eat buffet. Have as much as you want: but be aware you are going to get fat and unhealthy as you eat and eat-”

Eiko let out a whoop of laugher before she could catch herself, and now her shoulders were shaking slightly.

I ignored that to try and get the point home “-and that will happen if you don’t think about what you’re doing. But if you’re self-disciplined and aware there’s actually a lot of stuff you can eat if so long as you don’t overindulge too much.”

Gota was staring at me in a mixture of amusement and disbelief, Eiko was still quietly laughing, and Himeko was doing her best to pretend she wasn’t slightly annoyed at being compared to a buffet.

I slumped down in my chair slightly as I took in those reactions. Damn it, I thought that was actually a good one.

“Well!” Himeko declared suddenly, and just a little too forcefully. “That should do it for lunch! We should have two or three hours of rest, we can finish setting up everyone’s outfits, and then we’re off to the concert.

Everyone slowly agreed and started to split up. Well, everyone else. I made a quick retreat to my room. Dang it, I thought irritably as I ducked back inside the luxurious conditions, who would have thought I would be insulting Himeko for Gota’s benefit?

I quickly calmed down, it was only because it was involving someone new, and someone I still wasn’t entirely comfortable with, that I’d been that sensitive. A quick breathing exercise and I was mostly recovered. Still something to keep in mind for tonight, I admitted, be extra careful that you have the ‘don’t notice me’ talisman around.

Honestly though, I was quickly regaining my good humor. It hadn’t been the most pleasant trip ever thus far, but it really had proven pretty successful. Gota was now somewhat reconciled with the rest of us. I didn’t know what the final arrangement would be, but I doubted it would be anything I’d truly object to. Meanwhile, I’d had fun at least a little fun and was finally beginning to calm down deep in my bones and head.

We’ll see how long that lasts, my internal voice noted in a wry aside, I’m going to be deep in physics courses next semester. And all of my friends having steady partners is going to get depressing at times.

And I’d managed to advance my knowledge and magical resources on top of those! Despite her previous ego, Yuna had bounced back from her shellacking at my hands. As a way to prove herself, reinforce that she actually had some worth after two embarrassing defeats, she’d spent the next few hours eagerly educating me on a bunch of shamanic principles. I’d gotten an excellent crash course on a number of things, everything from potentially useful materials that the Ainu used to a few hints about Yuna and Turushino’s traditions-

(The other advantage of it being Yuna: she was still just a little bit careless and too quick to reveal things that Turushino and his peers would have kept secret.)

-to giving me a few ideas on how I could tune up the Meiko family’s shrine so that Meiko Miwa might have a slightly easier time of it next year. I had no complaints about the unanticipated trade we’d made: training for training.

On that note, I thought to myself, I do have a few hours to kill. Time to do some scouting? Given how that seemed pretty sensible and obvious, I grabbed a few supplies and headed back out.

While Yuna and I might have considered it an even trade, Turushino had though I deserved just a little bit extra after being willing to bet a bit of orichalcum then indulge Yuna with a second round, especially since the Ainu were doing well off their collectors and reservoirs. They hadn’t quite reached mass adoption yet, there were still less than fifty collectors spread amongst all the Ainu, but that was already making a heck of an impact in their abilities. Between those two factors Turushino had been willing to suggest an additional reward: that I place a few collectors a significantly further away from the hotel, into the surrounding woods, and the Ainu would keep an eye on them.

It wasn’t all altruism or honor, there was also a quiet but not-quite official recognition that the Ainu would study my collectors while they were around. They wouldn’t do anything intrusive or harmful, but they’d definitely be looking to add to their own knowledge and revise their own creations. Of course, that went both ways. It would not be hard for me to pick up a few tricks from the shamans, attach a few spells to sense and scry the local area and see what the Ainu were doing. The Ainu collectors might have seemed less advanced than mine, but I wasn’t quite sure that was the correct way to regard them. They were using a few more shamanic principles, and they were placing them in magically richer areas of the planet that were also harder to reach if things went wrong. I was already considering the differences and difficulties faced in accessing the internet in rural and wild areas, along with the similar problems a country wide mana network would face, and quietly studying what the Ainu were doing with the magic side.

The comparisons were far from exact, the transmission mechanics would (hopefully) make a mana network much easier. But I was starting to suspect I’d been overlooking a crucial point. Since Avalon’s network had been set in place for centuries by the time I’d died, starting to legitimately creep upwards into millennia, I had a sneaking suspicion I’d underestimated the difficulties and problems in setting up the first networks and stabilizing the areas. Like how local spirits were going to react to something that wasn’t yet familiar to them, and what their reactions would do to the local network if it wasn’t robust enough.

That was mostly paranoia again. But this time it was legitimate enough that I took notes and started seriously considering the problem as I took a quick hike around the immediate area. I didn’t want to jump the gun and start panicking, there was still a long way to go before that might prove to be a significant issue. But when I built the new collectors to put in the area I was definitely going to include some more monitoring spells (and quite possibly tech!) and pay closer attention to how they coped.

The good news, I reflected thoughtfully as I made my way back to the hotel lobby after my little scouting mission, is that this should be easy. There will be more than enough ambient mana to put in some useful monitoring spells and still have these collectors be more productive than usual. And with the Ainu keeping an eye on things on site I wouldn’t have to worry about something going wrong and an unexpected problem screwing up the local area before I could get out there. It was really a win-win situation.

I was so distracted by those unusually optimistic thoughts that I almost missed the commotion in the lobby.

To be fair, it was a slightly understated commotion. But there was a notable gap in the busy lobby as everyone did their best to give Himeko extra space. She wasn’t shouting or screaming. Heck, her expression was only a little pinched. But even with a horrified Hiro keeping a subtle hand on her shoulder Himeko was projecting a killing rage across the lobby floor, an impression so strong that I could practically feel Master Tai nodding in approval at her performance.

A little shocked, I immediately swerved to get closer.

“-no point in shooting the messenger,” a cringing little toady weaseled, the focus of Himeko’s wrath. He’d bent his knee’s so much he was almost kneeling, but something about his attitude and face declared he was normally a self-important idiot who’d figured that attaching himself to someone powerful meant that he was powerful too. And finding out that didn’t seem to matter one whit to Himeko was a world-shattering shock.

“I don’t shoot the messenger,” Himeko declared in a soft but passionate voice, “but I make careful note of the messenger’s loyalties, and then I think about how best to reward such choices.” Himeko made the threat in her voice subtle but unmissable.

“Dearest-“ Hiro said a little desperately.

“I won’t contest the decision,” Himeko tossed over her shoulder, almost normally. “But I will know who made it. And I will make them regret it. All of them.”

The sensible thing to do would have been to slink off to my room. Unfortunately, as someone who’d been saved by Himeko from social situations all too often, I couldn’t bring myself to do it. “What’s up?” slipped out gormlessly as I completely overshot at acting casual and stepped forward.

Himeko shot me a deadly glare and the man she’d been staring at took off like a shot, obviously desperate to escape. The heated glance she shot at him should have left third degree burns all over his back, but she wasn’t so far gone she attempted to chase him down or anything.

“My family,” Hiro declared with some forced humor, trying to use me to distract Himeko. “Members of it are acting up again.”

I winced. “Decided to wait until now to slip the knife in?” I asked reflexively.

“And how,” the restrained venom in Himeko’s voice could have wiped out the hotel lobby.

Hiro coughed mildly and gestured with his head. I blinked a few times and then took the hint as we swiftly moved out of public sight.

The second we were into the ‘employee’s only’ territory of the hotel Himeko started ranting “those arrogant, idiotic, dead-hearted-“

“I won’t be joining you at the concert tonight,” Hiro summed up quickly.

Ah damn it. I thought, feeling the bottom fall out of my stomach. Although I really should have put two and two together and already have guessed that. “What’s wrong?”

“Those self-destructive assholes have- WHOOP!“ Himeko was almost spitting mad at this point.

Hiro actually put both his hands on Himeko’s shoulders, sped up, and started pushing Himeko towards her office at speed, obviously fearing what she might be about to say. I picked up the pace and ran after them.

Hiro didn’t dare let up until Himeko was safely behind a closed door. Thankfully, the startling way someone had actually put hands on her and done that was enough to shock her back to something almost normal. “I’m alright now Hiro, I’m alright,” she said a little breathlessly as Hiro quietly finished locking the door.

Hiro heaved a huge sigh of relief. “Good.”

Himeko’s eyes still flashed. “Don’t be too relieved, I am going to find out which of your relatives thought that this was a good idea. And then I’m going to-“

“Is there no way for you to make it tonight?” I interrupted hurriedly, seeing Himeko’s anger rapidly rising again.

“None,” Hiro declared grimly.

“That’s what truly pisses me off!” Himeko declared. “They’ve crossed a line with this, all to make sure he’s really boxed in!”

“There’s… a small problem,” Hiro allowed hesitantly.

“Small!” Himeko was affronted. “It’s going to be a full-blown crisis if you don’t act! Tell him the truth.”

Hiro let slip the tiniest of smiles. “It’s Mamoru, dear heart, I’m not sure he’d understand all the details.”

Fair, I admitted in my head after only a moment’s consideration. It was so obvious I didn’t even need to comment on it. As odd as it sounded, I really was the most clueless in our entire group when it came to anything more complex and business related. Even Eiko far surpassed me in understanding, if only due to the way she’d been marinating in that world for twenty years.

Himeko shot a half-hearted glare at Hiro, then me, then explained in a clipped voice. “Several of Hiro’s relatives have deliberately betrayed their duties in order to set up a situation for the Watanabes. Hiro is one of those necessary to fix it at this point.”

“It’s not going to be anything too difficult,” Hiro allowed. “But I’m going to be wallowing in paperwork for the next half a day as I find the work arounds and authorize them. But only senior members of the family will have the necessary access to identify our resources across so many sections and then coordinate their release. But once everything is arranged, it will all blow over quickly.”

“And if they aren’t in place by the time Monday rolls around,” Himeko ground out, “you’ll be in default on at least two separate contracts!”

“Three,” Hiro admitted, and I realized he was caught between panic and putting on a good face for our sakes.

“Aoth!” I swore. “That sounds bad.”

“The damages they’ll be able to claim…” Himeko’s eyes crossed slightly as she started to calculate.

“Which is why I have to miss the concert,” Hiro said firmly. “This is completely preventable, but it’s going to take some time to arrange. I can’t risk anything going wrong, and the more lead time our departments have to implement these changes the better. I’m sorry Himeko, but they’ve won this round. We don’t have a choice.”

That pissed me off, so Aoth alone knew how much it provoked Himeko! “There’s nothing we can do to help?” I asked quickly, hoping to head off disaster. Himeko had been kept away from her boyfriend the whole summer so far, and that had only hurt more the last few days as she’d been teased by his presence while Eiko spent so much time with her own slightly problematic boyfriend. Given how the people behind this had also pissed on Himeko’s sense of duty, being willing to endanger their own in a petty attempt to hurt Himeko and Hiro, she was about ready to explode.

Hiro smiled grimly. “Sorry Mamoru, I can’t delegate this sort of thing. So unless you’ve got a way to stop time or clone me-“

Hiro abruptly cut himself off, probably at the suddenly thoughtful expression upon my face. “Mamoru?”

“I need to double check what supplies I brought along,” I declared unhelpfully.

***

Hiro and Himeko stared at the figure working furiously behind Hiro’s desk. “I don’t think there are any words for this,” the Watanabe scion declared as he stared at himself.

“You might want to look away,” I warned him cautiously. “How does your head feel?”

“There’s a light buzzing there,” Hiro admitted, shocked into instantly telling the truth, “and I might be feeling a little lightheaded. It’s weird feeling like I’m working on the computer and standing here at the same time.”

I nodded. “It’s best not to look at it too long or too often, those issues should fade away when you’re not thinking about it. Don’t worry, that’s normal.”

Hiro let out a startled bark of laughter. “What about this is normal?”

I had a hard time arguing that. If a stranger were to barge into the room it would appear as if there were two Hiro’s. One standing beside Himeko, one seemingly working at a furious pace from behind his desk. The glowing magic circle, drawn in magician’s ink on a wide circle of stapled together pieces of computer paper, that surrounded the desk wouldn’t have helped matters either.

“I need to double check the work,” Hiro noted more somberly.

In my eyes that seemed silly, maybe even bordering on dangerous, but I was familiar with this spell. I shouldn’t have expected anything else from Hiro, it spoke volumes at how much this whole thing had pissed him off he was willing to delegate any of it to magic.

I looked at him with undue solemnity. “Then do so. But try to do it quickly, and turn away from everything once you’re done.”

Hiro nodded, and moved to approach his duplicate from the rear. He attempted to watch over his shoulder as the other Hiro typed at the computer at an unnatural pace, moving from one window to the next with a speed the regular Hiro could never have maintained for that long, but was forced to stagger backwards after a minute.

“Hiro!” Himeko grabbed him with barely concealed concern.

“Easy, easy,” I said, “get him facing away from everything, it will be fine in a minute or two.”

Hiro, who’s breathing had been a little ragged there, quickly began to improve.

“I’ll repeat this one more time,” I said, trying to keep my voice calm. A hint of stress still showed, but for once I didn’t do too badly. “Because I think you might actually understand it now that you’ve had an example. This is not a traditional clone or duplicate, it’s not the classic kage bushin thing. This is an extension of yourself, even if it doesn’t appear to be traditionally connected. This is more like a spell that caused you to grow an extra arm or an additional set of eyes on the sides of your head.”

“That makes it easy to utilize, your duplicate will work instinctively if you don’t think about it. If you had a third arm, and just utilized it for ordinary tasks, you’d be fine. Try to actively puzzle out what you were doing, or try to work out a complicated maneuver that used all three arms, and you’d awkwardly stumble about.”

It might have sounded crazy, but it was true. It helped that the spell had a few twists to it that helped insulate its target and expedite that result. The duplicate had full access to the target’s skills and could easily use muscle memory if the target got out of their own way.

“Interacting directly with your extension’s senses is another matter,” I chided seriously. “That makes you more aware of everything. Worse, it can cause interference and feedback. The more your senses overlap, and the more you’re dealing with something ‘impossible’, the worse it is. A little of that isn’t a major problem. Even if you’re not actually listening for it, you are technically receiving my voice from an additional two ears. That will grate, but you’d need a lot of it to be a problem. But if you were to try staring directly into your double’s eyes, doing it from so close you were actually reflected in those eyes, the spell would probably fail, blast you into unconsciousness, and leave you with a multi-day migraine.”

This spell was significantly easier and more cost efficient than independently operating copies, or the epically difficult (and usually very stupid) processes of creating clones via magical methods. But the feedback could be a major problem, and foolish mages had forgotten that at their peril.

I wonder if I should warn them ‘no attempting to use this for bedroom fun times’? I thought briefly. I quickly dismissed that idea. Unlike some of the more ambitious idiots out there, who’d gotten their misadventures recorded for posterity in the ‘what not to do’ portions of our magic textbooks, that idea wasn’t likely to even occur to Himeko and Hiro. Well, not seriously at least.

“Once you’re fully separated,” I continued, “things will be easier. The spell also adds a little to your… thinking capacity for lack of a better word. It’s a lot more complicated than that, you wouldn’t be able to pull this off if you had to deal with some real brain busting challenges. But if you’re right about what’s required then enjoying the concert shouldn’t be a problem. You can leave it to your training and spend the night with the others easily enough.”

“You’re sure about that?” Himeko asked cautiously, politely keeping her skepticism to a minimum. Hiro was recovering, but hadn’t decided to get up yet.

I nodded confidently. “If I’m understanding Hiro correctly, I’m sure. This is a lot like how a duplicate of me would find hundreds of basic math questions, simple addition, subtraction, multiplication, and division of up to three digits. It might take me a moment to go through the procedure for the bigger numbers, but the actual process is basically reflexive. If I needed to answer a calculus question I’d actually need to focus and think. Similarly, if anything difficult comes up then Hiro might tune out for a little, he’ll instinctively divert more of his brainpower here.” I nodded my head towards the duplicate again. “But in the meantime, you and the concert should consume most of his attention while not demanding all of it, allowing him to get out of his own way and let this part do the work.”

“Unreal,” Himeko said admiringly.

I shrugged. “It’s an interesting spell. It’s uses are pretty niche, the way the attention is split between both halves is both a strength and a weakness. And its casting time, power costs, and the feedback problem prevent it from being used lightly. But it’s really powerful within those limits. Rulers in the past have found it very useful, often for cases similar to this: times when they’d be otherwise pinned down by light work that was still too important to ignore. And I know of at least one case where an archmage used it to cover both sides of a massive endangered castle simultaneously, able to shift his focus from one side to the other at will so he could throw out powerful spells against his uncoordinated enemies.”

“Those are exceptions though. Half the time it’s just easier to use a body double. Or use illusion magic. Or simply go all-in and magically create a fully independent duplicate.”

“That’s possible?” Himeko asked carefully, obviously trying not to overreact.

“And about ten times more expensive, not to mention four times as hard to pull off,” I smirked and rolled my eyes. “This thing’s going to cost a lot of mana, but it will be a manageable amount. And it’s not going to leave Hiro in a daze for days afterwards when he’s forced to absorb the duplicate’s memories and experiences, when that spell disperses the memories of the duplicate flow into the original.”

Himeko frowned slightly, although she seemed slightly calmer about the way Hiro was slowly getting better after hearing of that alternative! “That seems overly…”

“Necessary,” I supplied in a clipped voice. “When people try it without that tenuous tie the duplicate tends to go wild, it’s meant to be independent after all. With that connection in place the idea it’s still one person, and it’s not going to simply ‘poof’ out of existence, keeps it sane.”

That was a gross oversimplification of course A lot depended on the psychology and stability of the person being duplicated. But, unsurprisingly, an independent copy of someone who was aware they were an unreal independent copy of someone, and they were only going to exist a short time, tended not to take that well. The weird little connection changed the whole game, which was why it was baked deep into the versions of the spell the Mages Guild knew! Plus, it was usually a good idea to find out just what your duplicate had done, and what you might be blamed for, after the spell was over.

Shaking off those uncomfortably existential thoughts (another reason for the connection: it was a lot less ethically ‘icky’ for a mage to cast. You pretty much needed to be uneducated or a little sociopathic to cast the unconnected version), I continued. “The feedback problem for this spell is a bitch when you’re in the same room, but it’s a hell of a lot simpler than the alternative. I’ve got a sneaking suspicion that some of the people who’ve used full duplicates ended up schizophrenic from trying to process the dual memories afterwards. But I might be totally out to lunch with that theory.”

Himeko looked sad. “I’m sorry Mamoru,” she apologized, looking torn. “I hate the thought that I’m sacrificing your trip for-“

“Stop right there,” I held my hand up. Despite everything, I couldn’t help but smirk at this familiar problem. “Relax, I wouldn’t have gotten as much out of this as Hiro will even without the fact you two are dating. You’ve donated plenty of money and effort to this trip, now it’s my turn.”

A glint in her eye suggested she also appreciated the irony, given my little speech at lunch. Normally I would have either felt a little resentful or guilty that I wasn’t doing more. Approaching the buffet from this angle, and so close to the explanation I’d given, I found it strangely easy to just roll with the experience instead. This is the sort of thing friends do for each other, just incredibly weird given our respective skills and resources.

“Thank you, Mamoru,” Hiro said levelly, finally sounding himself again. “I really appreciate it.”

I smiled wryly. I suspected he’d milked the side-effects a little. Not much, but he’d made absolutely sure he was back to normal before he stopped enjoying the experience of Himeko being worried and pressed against him.

“Just remember that when you’re trying to pull of the next bit,” I replied, nudging the flying talisman towards him. “I can help you make the escape easily enough, the rest is going to be up to you. Once you’ve let go of the talisman, there will be no more invisibility unless you bring it back to me again.”

Hiro nodded. “I’ll slip out, then hide in the car. I’ll phone Mori-san and let him know you’re staying behind to help me.”

I nodded. “You should be able to refocus and talk through your double if something comes up, so that will help. But I’m really hoping to avoid that.”

“Over the phone that will be very useful. Anyone barging in to try and talk to me in person…” he glanced quickly towards the paper circle with glowing sigils around his desk, but stopped before looking at himself again.

“Enough said,” I agreed. I then smiled. “Now go on! Shoo! Enjoy yourselves! I’ve gotten a free vacation at a presidential suite for a few days, I can take covering for you for a few hours!”

Hiro and Himeko glanced at each other and then smiled back. Hiro quickly put on a pair of goggles, grabbed the flying talisman, and I reached out through the drops of blood I’d sprinkled on the shaft of the broom to activate the invisibility effect.

Himeko opened the office door and quietly slipped out, Hiro secretly accompanying her. I made sure the door was locked afterwards to further the illusion, and suddenly I found myself alone in the office with Hiro’s duplicate, working as hard as ever as it’s mana created substance refused to tire like ordinary flesh would.

It’s always possible some people might compare notes later, I reflected. Realize that Hiro was at the concert at the same time as he was doing all this work. But even I doubt that. And if they are, they’ll just be left scratching their heads. Both parts were Hiro for all intents and purposes, it was just that this part was an artificial bit created by mana that he was operating remotely.

I looked around the office and smiled. The hardest part of this is going to be not starting a conversation with him, I reflected. A couple of hours in I’m probably going to get impatient.

Despite my negative words, I calmly tucked myself into the corner, pulled out my phone, and started considering how I was going to kill the rest of the night.

***

Maybe I should have warned them after all, I noted mentally the next day, observing Himeko on the train back to Tokyo. Just to have been on the safe side.

I tried not to smirk as I noted my friend’s distracted and slightly dreamy air. She’d been fine a few moments ago as she finished negotiating our deal with Gota. Granted, that hadn’t been a terribly complicated deal, we’d mostly gone for the simple and sensible solution: he could do whatever he wanted when he was on the clock, there’d be no extra repricussions or mercy for his normal Truthseeker business, but he’d have to deliberately announce he was acting in that mode. When we were together socially he was to be regarded as a different person and nothing got out unless it was legitimately dangerous to someone else.

They’d verified a few common-sense details, like how it was alright to notice things when he was going out with Eiko. If she mentioned something, or he saw something at the Meiko mansion while he was picking her up, Gota didn’t have to go nuts pretending he didn’t know it. He couldn’t use it, but he was allowed to plan follow-up misadventures to learn that sort of information ‘legitimately’. On the flipside, he was going to be strictly obedient about anything related to the mansion. He would be allowed in when appropriate, but any ‘I got lost looking for the bathroom’ incidents and he was going to be banned while Eiko rethought their whole relationship.

A special note was even made about the Renfa Research Room, how he was to stay away from there, period, unless he was going as his reporter self. Meeting up with Eiko outside the building or even in the lobby was fine, and he wasn’t going to be penalized for any gossip he picked up. But trying to knock on the door to see if she was there, coincidentally getting a peek inside? Not a chance.

All in all, it had ended up being a surprisingly comfortable agreement for everyone. Gota wasn’t that nerfed, if I was ever dumb enough to get too comfortable and just talk about magic in front of him he might not have been able to pass it on but he’d still be able to make a note of everything and plan out some deep investigations into what I was doing. But I wasn’t going to have to worry about him planting recording devices on Eiko or me either, and I was shockingly confident that I could trust that! More importantly, everyone seemed to feel that way.

Of course, I thought, glancing at Himeko again out of the corner of my eyes, there might be other reasons for that.

For all that she’d been negotiating seriously and with a sharp mind just a minute ago, Himeko was displaying a tendency to slip into an almost giddy and satisfied mush if you left her alone with her thoughts. I was pretty sure that Himeko and Hiro had taken the opportunity to upgrade their relationship a little after the concert. Given how Hiro had supposedly been stuck in his office, and everyone had known that; while she’d had a hotel room all to herself, they’d had a brief window of unprecedented freedom. I was pretty sure they’d taken advantage of it.

(No, I didn’t know that. And I’d been very careful not to examine anyone’s auras and accidentally verify it. Although I wasn’t quite sure what I’d have seen if I had. I had a sneaking suspicion they’d been very Himeko and Hiro by deciding to do something ‘halfway’ rather than traditional sex. Something more manual and/or oral. More power to them if they had! Given how they were both a little prim, a little proper, and otherwise virgins, an in-between step like that was a great idea for them. Especially as a logical step-up from the phone sex Eiko suspected they’d been having. It gave them more experience and confidence with each other’s bodies in a situation with less pressure that was guaranteed at least minimum satisfaction for everyone. It was hard to not go all the way once you’d reached that point, but it seemed like a totally appropriate decision for that particular pair.)

A little ironically, I was not sure what Gota and Eiko might have gotten up to. There was a… soft and playful comfortability between the two that I hadn’t seen before, but that might have just been because they’d completed this trip without disaster and figured out the rules for Gota. Considering their mutual personalities I’d have expected them to throw themselves forward into having sex given an opportunity like connected hotel rooms, out of bravado if nothing else. But I really couldn’t tell. Between their poker faces on one hand, and how much they’d enjoy trolling us on the other, I couldn’t decide. And I was not going to open myself up to ceaseless harassment by making even the gentlest inquiry on the subject!

That was tested a second later, as they noticed me quietly studying their gentler interplay. “What’s up Mamoru?” Eiko asked curiously.

I shook myself. “Nothing. Just nothing.”

“Are you feeling disappointed to miss the concert last night?” Gota asked slyly.

“What? That? No. Well, maybe a little, I was curious how it would be. But you know me and crowds, helping out Hiro was the much better choice.”

Officially, Gota and Eiko had been told I’d quietly switched places with Hiro, that the task hadn’t actually needed Watanabe level knowledge and authorizations so I’d just slogged through all the paperwork in his place. And that the rest of the hotel had thought we were both there, that was how Hiro had managed to escape. Eiko would be told the full truth when they got home, and Gota kind of appreciated that sort of rule breaking and deception so he’d been happy enough to just play along. Given how his first impression of Hiro had been one of pure establishment; finding Hiro quietly hiding in the back of their car, playing hooky, and then driving everyone to the concert had tickled his fancy.

But that wasn’t going to help me in the present. Rather than get cornered on the subject, I slipped in the half-truth. “I was just trying not to be jealous of how my friends are all hooked up but I’m not,” I said as casually as I could, probably fooling no one there.

“Including me?” Gota continued even more slyly.

I shot him a half serious glare. “Not helping.” He also jumped in a manner that suggested Eiko had just pinched him in a sensitive area.

“Sorry Mamoru,” Himeko noted, looking a little guilty as my statement snapped her out of who-knew-what memories.

“For what?” I shrugged with slightly forced casualness. “Being more successful than me at relationships? You don’t have to apologize for that.”

“Well I do,” Gota declared with some forced cheer, still rubbing his thigh and trying not to glare at Eiko. “You’re a weirdo Mamoru, but not a bad guy. I could try and set you up with-“

“You?” Eiko interrupted him rudely. “You think you know someone who wouldn’t be a complete disaster for Mamoru?”

I’m not sure what to think of that. I reflected at the exact same time Gota let out a slightly insulted “hey!”

“Now now Eiko,” Himeko inserted calmly, “that was pretty judgmental. But I have to admit, Gota-san, you really don’t seem like the type to have someone compatible with Mamoru lined up. Not available and unattached.”

“I’m not talking about that,” Gota noted a little grumpily. “I’m talking about being his wingman, guiding him in!”

As much as I wanted to recoil from the idea, and I really did, I had to admit it made a little more sense. Gota’s standard charm offensive, and the way he was completely fearless and unembarrassed to simply walk up to anybody and start working them over socially, would be a great way to shove me towards someone. And in the case of anyone I was likely to be interested in, him abruptly ducking out would likely leave them relieved they were just dealing with me rather than enduring Gota any longer, setting me up pretty well. It was a very in-your-face method, but it wasn’t like I was scoring many dates with the way I did things!

Thankfully, my friends stepped in before that could get too far and I let him convince me.

“You? Hah!” Eiko decried. “You already fucked up with his crush once, he’d have to be stupid to let you within fifty meters of her again.”

“That is a point,” Himeko noted judiciously. “Letting you anywhere within sight of Miyamoto is more likely to scare her away than encourage her. It really is just a crush at this point, but at least Mamoru’s smart enough to point himself at someone who might be compatible with him.”

“Yeah yeah,” I said grumpily, unable to argue the slight roasting

Gota had been silent for a moment as he frowned in thought, but he finally spoke up again. “Miyamoto? As in Miyamoto Mina?”

I shot him a glare. “Stay away from her!” I said with a little too much force

“Well, unless those rumors are true,” Eiko smirked this time.

“Stay out of this,” I shot back at Eiko. Not that she was wrong, if Mina really was working on engineering something to boost our immune systems then she kind of needed to go on Truthseeker’s radar. Not as an immediate problem, but definitely into the files somewhere.

“The one with the overprotective friend?” Gota looked more incredulous than anything else. “Mamoru, buddy, I appreciate your ambition but I think you’re barking up the wrong tree there. I don’t think she’s interested dating and I’m pretty sure her friend’s as overprotective of her as Himeko is of you.”

“I haven’t heard of her beating anyone else up,” I shot at Gota a little hotly.

“And I’ll interject there,” Himeko said as calmly as if she were in the middle of tea. “Gota-san, you’re being silly and underestimating just how far you overstepped last time. I won’t say you earned that assault, but you came surprisingly close and even you had to acknowledge that. Mamoru, you’re sensitive and you’re overreacting. Frankly, I think Miyamoto Mina having a friend like that should make you a little more cautious. And I want to remind you that Shizu stuck close to me for years, so I know what I’m talking about.”

“Not to mention the fact he’s not made any progress with her,” Eiko heckled slightly.

Himeko raised her eyebrows. “For once I’m in agreement with Mamoru,” she noted, although the way she sounded mildly surprised didn’t help. “She’s deeply busy with her own project and I’m grateful Mamoru’s not gone mad trying to insert himself into her life, that would only have ended poorly.”

“That being said,” Himeko gave me a measured glance, “you really should be looking for more opportunities if you’re serious about her.”

“Are we really going to discuss my love life, or my lack of a love life, the whole trip back?” I asked a little desperately.

We weren’t. But it did occupy the next twenty minutes.
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The trip back to Tokyo was a lot more pleasant than the trip out.  Despite our brief detour into discussing my love life even Sato Gota refrained from going too far and eventually we changed topics.  In the end, I ended up smirking over the whole thing good humoredly a few hours later (while simultaneously trying to deny a gnawing dread that they were thinking of getting involved somehow) as I returned to the apartment with no energy left.

It was just the right thing to make me glad the trip was over, I reflected wryly as I started to climb the stairs.  I had a lot of fun, and I’m glad I went, but that makes me glad to separate from them and get back to normal.

I laughed under my breath as I reached the floor below ours, realizing the climb was exhausting me.

Aoth, I need a break from the vacation, I thought good humoredly before forcing myself up the last flight.  Ah well, it was a sign of a good time and I’m only this tired because I maintained that spell for so long.  I guess I’ll have one more day of rest before I go back to the research room.  But by then I should be refreshed, wonderfully bored, and ready to-

My thoughts cut off abruptly as I reached our floor and realized that Saori was pacing back and forth in front of our apartment door.  She looked nervous and a touch desperate.

That would have concerned me with any of my cousins.  With Saori, I almost jumped straight to panic.  I dashed forward with newfound energy, ignoring my previous exhaustion and the weight of my luggage as I moved to meet her.

Saori simply stared up at me with wide eyes, sparkling with worry.  “They know,” she reported fearfully.

***

I got the next bit of the story mostly from cousin Saori, although my other relatives would add a few clarifying details later.

It had started the day after we’d set off on our trip.  Saori had been at the Kanoko house, part of what my relatives referred to as a ‘granddaughter swap’.  Grandfather Matsuda was dropping off Saori and his wife.  Grandmother Matsuda would then proceed to do whatever she had planned with Sakura, my grandfathers would get in a game there, and Grandma Kanoko and Saori would go on their way.  In this case they’d originally been planning to go shopping for some gardening supplies, Grandma Kanoko had intended to use the opportunity to show Saori what to look for in various products.

Unfortunately, things had gotten a little complicated.  Just for starters, Hikaru had still been around.  My Taito cousin had stayed around an extra week after Comiket for… well, no one was really sure.  But reading between the lines it seemed like she’d decided to take a quick vacation in Tokyo to prove she wasn’t like my parents and could take a break if she had to.  Like me, she had mixed results.  She’d somehow ended up in a discussion about fashion with Grandmother Matsuda (looking at fancy dress designs for an upcoming part) and Grandma Kanoko had hesitated to leave her alone, worrying she might need to rescue her fellow grandparent lest Grandmother Matsuda be too hesitant to employ the blunt sort of tactics a person occasionally needed to pry themselves out of Hikaru’s orbit.

That had devolved into a discussion about mixing flowers with dresses, possibly the only enthusiastic conversation that could have ever involved all three of those people at the same time!  Sakura had tolerantly waited around, and Saori had gotten distracted trying to figure out just what the hell her abilities were trying to signal to her.  Pretty soon after she’d arrived they’d started giving her a mixed sensation that she’d never felt before.  A hint of caution and fear, but more of significance.  And the longer she’d stayed the stronger the impression had gotten.  She’d soon realized something was going to happen, but she couldn’t pin down what or where.

Not until a stunned Kaede had blown into the house, slammed the door shut, and with a wild-eyed stare declared “cousin Mamoru’s a mage.”

***

Everyone just looked at her in confusion and worry.  Kaede did not look good, a combination of stunned, confused, and manic that only seemed to get worse as she started to pace back and forth in the hallway.

“Cousin Mamoru’s a mage,” she repeated rhythmically, seeming more and more flustered each time she reached a wall, spun around, and paced back the other way.  “Cousin Mamoru’s a mage.  Of course he’s a mage.  It makes sense.  How come we never saw it before?  He’s a mage.  Mahou Mam.  That’s why he tolerated it.  Of course.”

“Kaede.  Shoes,” my aunt noted in slightly faint voice as she tried to figure out just what the hell was going on with her daughter, focusing on that small detail in the middle of the mess.

“Do you think shoes matter?” Kaede half screamed at her mother.  “Cousin Mamoru’s a MAGE!”

“Kaede, you’re not making any sense,” her father had noted, cautiously climbing off of the couch where he’d just been relaxing in front of the TV.  He was starting to look a little terrified.

“I’m not making sense?  Our cousin IS A MAGE!”

“Okay,” her father had pressed, creeping closer like he was worried he’d have to grab and restrain Kaede.  After the all too recent incident with Akira, and the fallout from that, the idea that something nasty had happened to another one of his children (he’d thought drugs at that point) was terrifying.  “What do you mean by that?”

“What do I mean by that?  Do I have to spell it out for you?!  He’s a mage!  Magical!  Gandalf in thick lenses and a school uniform!”

“Ooh!” Hikaru had, of course, been intrigued by that image.

Kaede rounded on her and pointed in Hikaru’s direction furiously.  “Don’t you start!  This isn’t one of your silly little mangas!  OUR.  COUSIN.  IS.  A.  MAGE!”

“Kaede-“ her mother had begun softly, also starting to creep closer.

“Don’t you ‘Kaede’ me,” Kaede whirled on her mother in turn.  “Shinji told me the truth!”

That set everyone there back a step.  As one they all paused to think.

Kaede began pacing again.  “I was out with Shinji,” she said, her words almost as quick as her footsteps.  “Just out for a date.  I hadn’t seen him in nearly a week and I was wondering what was up.  But he seemed weird.  Off balance.  Like he was barely there.”

“I asked him what was wrong and it didn’t take him much to get him talking.  He’d been talking with his aunt.  The dead one.”

Someone had made a sound, Saori hadn’t been sure who it was but Kaede had whirled furiously in the direction of the culprit.  “It’s not drugs!  He wasn’t high!  At first I was just humoring him but I got the whole story out.  His whole family, all of them, had spent Obon talking with his dead aunt!  That’s where he’s been all this time!  Why he couldn’t see me!”

“They had a lot to say, and Shinji was really struggling with it.  But do you want to know how they were able to talk to her?  Because cousin Mamoru’s a MAGE!  He set it up!”

“Shinji tried to backpedal,” Kaede looked angry enough to chew iron and spit nails, “he didn’t realize what he’d been saying until it was too late.  He was stunned, and I was Mamoru’s cousin, and everyone he’d been dealing with the last few days had known.  But I managed to get it out of him.  Cousin Mamoru’s been a mage for years.  That’s why Himeko was so interested in him!”

There was an awkward silence as everyone tried to digest that.  It was patently unbelievable.  But at the same time… well, it was impossible.  But it also explained a few other impossible things that had happened.

Finally, her mother spoke.  “Kaede,” she began gently, “do you remember when you were younger, and you believed your aunt and uncle were robots?”

“It’s not the same mom!”  And it was telling that Kaede didn’t seem to have a shred of doubt to her, while her mother had seemed just a hint hesitant and uncertain.

“Yeah, right,” Akira cut in.  But his words sounded forced.  “Mahou Mam?” he cut himself off as he realized what he’d just said.

“Have you even looked at that thing he stuck in the house lately?” Kaede looked close to furious tears.  “That so called ‘scientific instrument’?  Does it look like it’s measuring anything?”

“Mamoru said-“ her mother began.

“And it’s more realistic that he built wireless connections into that than he’s a mage?!”

Another pregnant, awkward silence as my extended family hesitated to defend the cover story when directly called out on it.

“That would explain the flash step at Comiket,” Hikaru noted a hint airily.

All eyes turned to her.  “What?” Kaede asked with a mixture of anger and hope.

Hikaru shrugged, only a touch nervous.  “There was a moment when he was helping me at Comiket where it almost seemed like he teleported.  One moment he was sitting right next to me, the next he was three meters away and standing up.  I got distracted, and wondered if I’d just blacked out for a moment, but it was really strange.”

“You see?” Kaede crowed

“That doesn’t-“ her mother began.

“And remember that time at the mall?”  Hikaru continued.

Kaede’s eyes widened.  “How could I forget!  Ito Daisuke, of course!”

“The mall?” Sakura asked.

“When we were collecting Hikaru’s hentai?”  Kaede overrode Hikaru’s objection before she could make it.  “I know we told you about it.  When we ran into that guy who-“  Kaede paused as she gasped in shock.  “That guy who Mamoru saved!  That’s how he did it!”

“That does make more sense,” Hikaru agreed, starting to look more excited than stunned.

“All that shit about him being a master scientist?  Hah!”

“Language,” her mother noted, sounding a little faint as the disturbing seed of doubt began to sprout.

“Kaede, you’re talking nonsense,” Grandma Kanoko declared firmly.  “Your cousin is a little strange.  But magical?”

“Oh yeah?” Kaede was so worked up she didn’t even hesitate at talking back to our grandmother.  “The strange guy that people call master?”

“Master Tai explained that,” Grandma Kanoko stated a little impatiently, “that Mamoru was…”

She trailed off as it struck just who she was talking about, a mountain of an incredibly tall and almost supernaturally strong man who’d had no business being near her grandson to begin with.  By itself that had been weird and explainable; in light of everything else…

“See?!  See?!”

Both my grandfathers looked unsettled.  “That can’t be right.  Surely not?” Grandfather Matsuda asked a little rhetorically.

“Want to bet?” Grandpa Kanoko countered.  “Sure, the idea’s weird as hell.  But so’s everything around Mamoru recently.”

“That’s just…” Grandfather Matsuda trailed off as he reconsidered what might not have been caused by my parents.  That me being a mage would explain some of my weirdness.  And that he, like much of the family, might have been unfairly laying too much of the blame on my parents’ doorstep.

“So this is what it feels like to find out that Clark Kent is Superman.” Hikaru noted thoughtfully, rubbing her chin.

“This is stupid!  Impossible!  I can’t believe you’re actually considering this,” Sakura declared.  Despite that, she was chewing her thumbnail.  She’d been trained out of that long ago, and she’d never have dared do such in front of Grandmother Matsuda if she hadn’t been truly upset.  None of this made sense!  But, well, the alternatives were starting looking awfully flimsy when you put everything together like that.

“You said it yourself sis: how the hell did he get Akira out?” Kaede pressed mercilessly.

Akira went white as a sheet at the reminder of his travails.  “You mean… that was real?” he asked in a small voice in the silence, obviously thinking of some of the memories he’d been forced to assume were hallucinations up until now.  Hoped and prayed were hallucinations up until now!

That silence only grew longer and angrier as the family thought about it; Akira’s incident at Black Juice was still a hot button for them.  Akira was physically recovered; but for those closest to him the evidence of trauma was easy to see.  Such as how Akira still did almost everything in his power to avoid going out at night.  His family didn’t say anything, but they noticed.  And it hurt them deeply.

Before anyone could say anything more, they stopped to stare as a ten-yen coin floated slowly through the hallway, crept to a halt, reversed course, and softly returned to Saori’s hand.

Saori, who’d felt the future starting to change in an uncomfortable way took, a deep breath, forced aside the pain of exertion, and spoke up.  “Cousin Mamoru’s a mage,” she verified softly.  “I’ve known for about three years now.”

The house erupted into pandemonium.

“He gets it from your side of the family?!” Grandpa Kanoko asked his gaming partner incredulously.

“Don’t be absurd!  Do you honestly think you’d have won any games if I could do that?!”

“It’s a trick!”

“I knew it!”

“Do that again!”

“This is absurd!”

“What the hell!”

“I’m going to kill Shinji!”

“I’m dreaming.”

“QUIET!”

Aunt Hina’s surprisingly together bellow finally silenced the chaos.  She glared at the children and her husband, and then wordlessly challenged the elders to contest her.  Once she’d firmly gotten everything under control she turned back to Saori.  “Is there anything else you’d like to tell us, Saori?” she asked, her voice only slightly strained.

Saori took a deep breath, tried to repress a hint of trembling, and forged forward.  “I’ve known Mamoru’s a mage for nearly three years now, after he rushed over to save my brother and I from an onryo.”

She glanced towards Kaede and Akira in turn.  “That story I told you at Grandma’s?  That was mostly true.  What I left out was that when we were in trouble, when we were about to die, I called cousin Mamoru.  The onryo didn’t let us go, Mamoru came and stopped it.  Even though it almost killed him.”

(When Saori had actually relayed this to me, blushing just a bit and trying to not admit everything she’d said, I’d looked at her sardonically and gone “almost killed me?  Really?  Don’t you think you’re exaggerating things a little?”  The look she’d given me in return would haunt me for a while.)

“Cousin Mamoru is… cousin Mamoru.  He’s still as hopeless, awkward, and nerdy as ever.  It’s just that he’s also a mage on top of that.  He doesn’t deserve all this hate!”

Saori had glared slightly towards Sakura and Akira.  As the two most affected by the Black Juice incident they’d been the ones most starting to shift towards anger.

“Hear hear,” Grandfather Matsuda, agreed, mildly but with a measured glance in their direction as well.  “Thank you, Saori, that was an excellent point.”

“And are you a mage too?” Kaede pressed a little hotly.  Her anger was a little more holistic, and not so easily shaken.

“No,” Saori fought to keep her voice above a whisper.  “I’m just a psychic.  I… can sense some things.  Like the way you were going, how angry at him you were getting.”

“You didn’t need to be a psychic to sense that dear,” Grandmother Matsuda chimed in, a little inanely as she noted the obvious.  She then sighed and seemed to collect herself.  “I’m sorry, I’m not myself.”

“Better than cousin Mamoru, who’s been pretending to be someone else,” Kaede noted, still heated.

Saori switched her glare to Kaede.  “How dare you! Cousin Mamoru’s still the same…”

“Weirdo?” Hikaru suggested with a worrying lack of judgement.

“Person he was before,” Saori flushed.  “My brother Reiji knows.  But the only reason my parents don’t know was because I begged Mamoru to keep a bunch of secrets.  And he only did that because my mother would have miscarried otherwise!”

Another awkward, slightly abashed silence spread across the younger Kanokos.

“Your parents don’t know, Saori-chan?” Grandfather Matsuda asked gently.

Saori flushed even harder.  “No.”

“None of it?”

Saori now resembled a beet.  “No.”

Grandfather Matsuda just sighed.  “That does seem appropriate.  Wakako was always a little nervous, I doubt she’d have taken this well.”

“Especially with little Tetsuji,” Grandmother Matsuda agreed.  She then started a little.  “I can’t believe we’re talking about this seriously.”

“He is a mage,” Kaede emphasized yet again.

“Who’s working on researching magic!” Saori pressed back.

Another mildly stunned silence paralyzed the room.  It dragged on as everyone’s first thoughts turned to second thoughts, and nearly all of them were some variation on “what the hell… no, wait, that actually tracks.”

After a minute Grandpa Kanoko glanced around the whole room.  “Is anyone here actually surprised at that?  It makes as much sense as anything else I’ve heard today.”

“I hesitate to use those words,” Grandfather Matsuda admitted, his own tone slightly bewildered.  “But really I can’t think of any better description.”

“That’s what he’s doing in his research room,” Saori pressed, “trying to figure out magic, and how to spread that knowledge to the world.”

“Wait, research room?” Grandmother Matsuda did a quick double take.  “And you’ve been there?  And it’s his?”

Saori shrank back a little, which was answer enough.

The most social conscious of my relatives; who, a little ironically, probably had the best idea just how crazy it was that a second-year student had a research room at the university, sat down heavily in a chair as her legs went weak.  “Well,” was all she had to say, stunned.  Saori wasn’t sure if it was just cumulative, the result of everything she’d heard; or if the fact I was actually getting somewhere already and succeeding within the system had stunned our grandmother even more than the idea I was a mage.

“They don’t actually know that’s what he’s doing,” Saori added bashfully, her voice a little smaller.  “Well, the university doesn’t.  But the students there know.  And so does professor Ichikawa.”

“Professor Ichikawa?” Grandfather Matsuda asked gently.

“He oversees everyone.  I think.”

Another stunned silence as everyone tried to process this.

“I don’t buy it,” Kaede finally said, crossing her arms in front of her. “He’s doing all that?  While raising the dead for his friends?  Something doesn’t add up.”

“It’s cousin Mamoru!” Saori shot back a little hotly, making a few of the people there wince as they realized she was getting aggressive and annoyed.

“I’m still having a hard time believing he’s a mage,” Uncle Reiji noted.

“Are you?” Grandpa Kanoko snorted magnificently.  “Face it Reiji, the fact that you can take it seriously tells us everything we need to know.”

“That…” my uncle trailed off and fell silent, looking away a good fifteen seconds later.  “Goddamnit.”

“I… can’t really believe it,” his wife noted, not quite ready to face anyone else.  “It doesn’t seem real.  I don’t think I believe it.  But I don’t think I can not believe it either, if that makes any sense.”

“It’s a lot to take in,” Grandma Kanoko agreed.  “I… I want to talk to Mamoru, but I have no idea what I’d say.”

“Could you trust what he says?” Sakura noted darkly.

“Could you trust him?” Kaede built on top of that.  “How do you know he wouldn’t mind control you or something?”

To be fair, Kaede had lost a lot of steam halfway through her statement.  She’d obviously had trouble believing it or saying it.  But everyone in the room felt Saori’s anger.

“And why do you think he doesn’t tell anyone?” she said softly but hotly.  “Because the second he does people jump to responses like that!”

“Said the psychic,” Akira muttered, obviously still wrestling with a lot.

“Akira!  Kaede!  Saori!” Grandma Kanoko’s tone brooked no argument.  All three of them cringed and settled down.

“Thank you, Hina-san,” Grandfather Matsuda tried to maintain a reasonable voice, but he was obviously a little shaken.  “It is something we should all remember: that Mamoru is still family, and we trust him far more than we do his parents.”

There was another moment of stunned silence as it struck everyone at once.

“They don’t know,” Saori spoke up before anyone could panic.  “And I don’t know where he learned, but it wasn’t from them.  They’re completely clueless and unmagical.”

“Thank God,” Akira sighed in relief, feelingly.

“Akira,” his mother’s warning tone lost some of its bite halfway through as the implications of all that caught up with her.

“That surprises me less,” Kaede admitted.  “It almost makes sense.”

“Are you sure?” Sakura noted a little darkly.  “Aunt and Uncle Matsuda learning dark magic to get ahead at their jobs seems right up their alley.”

“Sakura!” this time aunt Kanoko kept her tone stern throughout.

“So his friends know, and the whole Meiko family know, but not any of ours?” Grandpa Kanoko strove to keep his tone light, but there was more than a little pain there.

Grandmother Matsuda jolted up straighter.  “They found out, didn’t they?” she said a little breathlessly.  “That’s why he suddenly had friends, he slipped up.”

Grandpa Kanoko slapped his knee.  “And then they’re suddenly interested in him!  Of course!” he sounded suddenly bitter and disappointed.  “He couldn’t really make friends.  They’re using him.”

The younger Kanokos, who’d actually met Himeko and Eiko, suddenly found themselves facing whiplash as they abruptly switched sides.

“What?  No!”

“Himeko wouldn’t do that!”

“You’re misjudging Himeko, Oba-sama.”

***

“It… got even messier after that,” Saori reported back to me in the present.  “There was no central discussion anymore, it splintered into a dozen little arguments.  No one knew what to think, what was real.  And you were away on your trip, no one was even sure if they wanted to contact you or what to say, or if this should be a group discussion.  Those who wanted to talk thought it would be best face-to-face, but no one had any idea what to do.”

We’d long since moved to inside the apartment, this was not a conversation to have had in the open.  About halfway through her story I’d sat down heavily on our living room couch, a slightly ironic mirror of what Grandmother Matsuda had gone through, and I was in no danger of having the energy to rise any time soon.  “Aoth damn it,” I muttered, bereft of all emotion as the shock and enormity of it all weighed down on me.  I steepled my hands in front of me but it was all a pose.  I had no idea what to do.

“They… sort of believe.  Some of them,” Saori continued.  “Everyone agreed not to tell my parents-“

I snorted softly at that.  That probably wasn’t a challenge.  Grandmother and Grandfather Matsuda had been the only other points of contacts to the Suzukis there.  With Saori and Reiji already knowing, and my aunt Wakako being on the delicate side, it really hadn’t been the issue that informing the Taito family must have been.

“-but Hikaru passed it on to her parents.  And brother.”

My head drooped further.  Case in point.

“I don’t think they believe.  Not really,” Saori continued, obviously starting to run out of steam.  “Especially not when it came from Hikaru.  But they’re wondering.  Everyone is.  No one is sure what to think.  Kaede fully believes, Sakura’s still struggling, Akira’s kind of terrified-“

I winced.  Yeah, kind of the worst possible timing for that, I reflected guiltily.  Some of the things he’d probably half-convinced himself were drugged hallucinations now felt uncomfortably real, but more uncertain.

“- their parents are caught between being angry and stupid for being so gullible.  Your grandparents-“  Saori cut herself off and looked at me fearfully.

“Hurt and betrayed?” I asked after a moment. It was the most logical result, I’d figured that out years ago.  And it had only reinforced my determination to keep things secret.

Reluctantly, Saori gave me the tiniest of nods.

“But no one wants to tell your parents,” she added after a moment.  “So no one’s sure what to do.  I… I knew I had to tell you, make sure you knew.  But the future’s so muddled.”

I snorted again, louder this time, despite how distressed Saori sounded.  There’s… what?  Thirteen emotionally charged family members involved in this?  Not counting Saori and Reiji?  With the way they could all bounce off each other it’s no wonder Saori can’t see anything!  She’d probably have had a decent idea with one or two family members, at least as a general guideline.  All of them at once being hit by just the tip of the iceberg?  There was no chance I could count on Saori to see our way through this.  A professional prophet would take one look at this mess, throw up their arms, and say ‘handle it yourselves’.

Aoth damn it, we were just starting to make real progress with Meikos and then this blows up!  I didn’t want to see my family fragment like Himeko’s had, but this was more than enough to do it!

Just to make life worse, right at that moment my phone buzzed urgently.

I looked at it like it was a viper.  I wanted to throw up as I slowly reached out to grab it and check, terrified of what might be waiting for me.

Fortunately (sort of) the message wasn’t what I feared.  It was a text from Himeko.

PrincessMei: Mamoru, this is urgent.

PrincessMei: My brother slipped up while we were gone.

PrincessMei: He accidentally let slip your secret to your cousin.  The big one.

I distantly appreciated that she’d gone for speed and certainty over taking the time to try and use a burner phone.  She was trying to be discreet rather than put out dangerous keywords over the web.  It still didn’t help me feel much better.  Yes, thank you very much Himeko, I frowned irritably, I wish that was all your brother was responsible for!

PrincessMei: He didn’t want to screw up the trip, didn’t think we could do much from the hotel or how he could effectively tell us, but told me the second I got back.

PrincessMei: Full credit to him, but you might want to think about how to take care of this.

What do you think I’m trying to do!?! I raged internally, my anger spiking for a moment as the enormity of everything got to me.  It didn’t last, my nervous shock was too much, but I was feeling pretty emotional too.  Don’t blame Himeko, I told myself a little desperately, hell, don’t even blame Shinji!  They still think it’s just Kaede, I guess she’s not in a hurry to talk to him either.  They don’t know the awful truth.

Unfortunately, this was accidentally highlighting an important consideration.  Our family could not do this electronically.  Even ignoring all the subtleties and important stuff that was best conveyed face-to-face (and there was a hell of a lot of that!  Given how charged we were over some topics one wrong emoji could turn this into a blood feud.) putting out that much dangerous stuff over the networks would be all but a confession to the Bureau.  Even if by some miracle I managed to start sorting things out through online methods (hah!) chances were that the men in black would be busting down my door and hauling me away long before I’d managed the herculean task of reassuring my family.

PrincessMei: Want help?

The thought Aoth yes! warred with the recognition, unless it’s divine intervention, it’s probably not enough.  This would have been bad enough under normal circumstances. After giving them days to stew on this?  Any chance at a quick and reasonable solution had long since jumped out the window.

MahouMam: Not yet.  Check back later.

I hesitated, tempted to ask her to set up a room for me at the mansion in case I needed to flee.  From the Bureau or my family, I wasn’t sure which was more likely.  But I wasn’t that far gone yet.  And everything was pointing in one direction.  My expression firmed.

Saori swayed a little on her feet.  The magnitude of my decision, especially for our family, rippling through the future.  “What are you going to do?” she asked a little faintly.

“What I should have done a long time ago,” I replied grimly, pulling my staff out of the naginata bag and then leveraging myself to my feet.  “Talk to my family.”

As my awareness expanded in preparation I spared a quick glance towards the Little People, they’d crept a little closer in the middle of Saori’s story, obviously enraptured and worried by these developments.  “I don’t suppose you have anything else to add?” I asked, half in irritation and half in dread of their answer.  It hadn’t escaped my notice that the trip proper had gone fine, but what had happened at home while we’d been away had been worse than ever.  I really am starting to think our stays at that hotel are cursed.

“Tae,” Sho-uk reported.

“You sure?” I vented sarcastically.  “No chance that Morita-san glimpsed you at some point?  Or my parents are launching some sort of scheme to exploit you?’

Sho-uk didn’t even dignify that with a response.

“Just checking,” I muttered under my breath.  Then I let go, stopped stalling, and called upon the magic.

Saori sucked in an abrupt breath as she felt the change.  I briefly wondered what she was experiencing; she was at ground zero for this, and it would be a primal piece of magic targeted through our bloodline.  How that cross-connected with her own gifts was a fascinating question, but I shoved that aside lest I get distracted and lose my nerve.

Instead, I felt my way through the connections of blood we all shared, locating my extended family.  Then, ever so carefully, I cut out the links to Aunt Wakako and Tetsuji while using the remaining connections to leap to those who weren’t directly connected to me by blood, those like Aunt Hina and Uncle Eisen, and bring them in close too.

Gently grasping those ethereal links, I wove the necessary sigils to deepen them all into a communal version of ‘mental speech’.  It was an interesting experience.  This many people over so long a distance would normally be impossible, but utilizing our familial connections made things both easier and more complex.  Instead of struggling to lift an impossible weight it felt like I was carrying an awkward but manageable one… but in my non-dominant hand.

I’m just going to have to hope I can maintain that long enough, I thought with a frown.  The complexity of this arrangement, being several awkwardly linked spells going through me, meant I couldn’t just pass it off to my staff’s third hand like I normally would have.  Thankfully, the staff could still help.  It probably wouldn’t be a problem.  But I couldn’t help but worry, trying to say ‘sorry, I can’t answer that, the spells are breaking up, crsch, bzzt,’ would sound awfully convenient to my family, and I obviously hoped to avoid it.

Not being an idiot, I quietly checked with every participant and made sure it was alright before finally linking them into the whole, an almost subconscious ‘are you available?’ that they answered instinctively.  This would already be disturbing enough, doing it to one of my unsuspecting relatives while they were on the road would have been several orders of magnitude stupider than that!

The good news was that everyone was willing, although I suspected that was mostly due to how emotionally charged and eager to have it out with me they all felt.  Anything less and some of them probably would have turned this down.  Regardless, pretty soon I had all the pertinent family members woven together like a web. 

>Alright, that should be everyone.<  I sent, the first words they were truly sure they’d heard.  They all started a little at such an obvious and supernatural intrusion, but at least no one ran off the road or fell down the stairs.  >Uncle Eisen’s doing some shopping, and Sakura’s not going to be able to speak much from work, but everyone else is ready.  First things first: this isn’t full on telepathy.  You’re going to have to concentrate and focus to make yourself heard, will your words very firmly before the spell picks them up.  And everyone’s going to hear it.  In here, I mean.<

Off to a good start, I thought a little bitterly.  Thankfully, doing things this way meant there was less bleed over of strong emotions and impressions so I was hopeful that no one else picked up on that.

>Hello?< my cousin Akira sent first.  I felt him start a little as the words echoed across all of us.

>Hello Akira,< I sent calmly.  >And I guess we’d better start with the obvious.  Yes, this is Mamoru.  And yes, I am contacting you through magic.  I really am a mage.<

Saori and I both winced at the hubbub that exploded within our heads.

Thankfully, it died down almost as quickly as it had started since everyone had experienced that.  >Alright, second warning,< I inserted swiftly into the silence, >there are obviously some issues with connecting everyone like this.  Even with focusing, this happens a lot quicker than speaking.  Be careful when and where you talk.  Sort of talk.<

Doing a great job impressing them, my inner voice heckled.

>Maybe we should do this over the chatroom?< Aunt Hina suggested.

I swiftly moved to nip that one in the bud.  >We can’t.  Sorry Aunt Hina, there’s too much of this we can’t put online.  I try not to get too paranoid, but I don’t think there’s any way we can have a full discussion about this without setting off every government monitoring software there is.  And you all deserve some answers.<

>Conspiracy theories,< My uncle Taito Eisen thought, even though he was trying not to participate yet.  I’d debated leaving him out, he and I didn’t have much contact and he was in the middle of a line at the supermarket, but had reluctantly included him.

>Hah!< that thought came from Grandpa Kanoko.

>Normally I’d agree with that objection, but it does sound more plausible when our grandson is letting us talk in each other’s heads,< Grandfather Matsuda mediated.  >But perhaps some verification should come first?<

>The dandy and I know it’s real since we’re right across from each other.  But if you’re alone and doubting your sanity, feel free to send us a text.  We’ll verify.< Grandpa Kanoko agreed.

>Thank you, grandads.< I returned a little awkwardly.  >And those are just two of the reasons I’ve been keeping this quiet: skepticism and not getting quietly bundled off to a secret prison somewhere.  I’ve got a lot to talk about, but there are reasons I haven’t said anything.<

>Really Mamoru?  How convenient!< even with the limited connection I could tell Kaede was almost spitting mad.  Only just, the impression wasn’t as in my face as it normally would have been.  But the fact I could tell at all wasn’t a good sign.  She’d barely waited for me to finish speaking before jumping in.

>I have to find out from my boyfriend when he’s in a daze dealing with everything his dead aunt had to tell him and that’s all you say?  There were reasons?  There were reasons that I didn’t tell my family about Shinji you hypocritical little-<

>QUIET.<

My eyes crossed slightly and I swayed a little on my feet.  Oh, wow, Saori, I thought distantly.  It hadn’t just been volume, there’d been a weight to it that had immediately slapped everyone down.  Apparently, bringing a psychic into the mix gave them a little more flexibility in how they used everything.  I couldn’t have done that without adding in another spell or two.  Saori?  Not a problem.

>Sorry.< she added a moment later, in a much more normal ‘voice’.  >I didn’t mean to go that far.<

I had the impression I’d gotten it slightly worse than everyone else, but that no one was going to argue with Saori in this space.   Although Reiji (cousin Reiji, I was going to have to be careful about that since for once both of them were around!) noted >Wow sis.< and left it at that.

There were a few more seconds of an odd, uncomfortable silence before Aunt Hina cut in.  >That’s alright, Saori-san.  Feel free to do that again if my daughter acts up.<

>Mom!<

>Don’t make me get Saori again!< Aunt Hina sent back sternly, before her daughter could build up any more steam.

While I reeled a little at that unexpected weirdness, Grandma Kanoko took up the thread.  >We all have a lot of questions and concerns, Mamoru-chan< the sternness of her mental voice and the sharp emphasis on chan made me wince.

>Understood, Obaa-san,< I sent back a little meekly.

>You say that.  But the lies you’ve been telling us, telling us for years, say otherwise.<

>And- oh!< everyone felt Grandmother Matsuda start slightly as she succeeded in sending something over her connection.  It might have surprised her, but that didn’t stop her from recovering quickly and adding.  >And don’t go saying ‘it’s complicated’ like that’s an excuse!  We’ve had quite enough of that by now!<

I quickly overrode a number of angry grumbles of agreement.  >Understood Obaa-sama,< I sent quickly.  >But you have to understand: some of it really is complicated.  On a technical level at least.  I’m not sure you want me giving out full explanations of everything, it will take hours to even try and a lot of it’s going to be more obscure and convoluted than Hikaru’s explanations of manga.<

>Hey!< the cousin in question returned, her tone suggesting some surprising interest in proceedings.  Despite everything, I’d half expected Hikaru to beg off this whole conversation.  Apparently finding out she had a mage for a cousin was enough to focus even her on something other than manga.

>That’s still awfully suspicious, Mamoru-chan.<

>See?  See?< Kaede cut in.

Saori’s >Quiet.< was a lot more restrained this time.  But it mixed and mingled with Aunt Hina’s >Kaede, keep quiet until you actually have something to say.<

>Grandfather’s just gotten back to me, sorry I didn’t believe you sis.  Hey cuz, so you’re a mage?<

Despite myself, I found I had to fight off a grin at hearing cousin Daichi’s reasonable tones in our minds.  Although how accents worked through the weirdness of the spell was a fascinating question.

Under other circumstances it would have distracted me.  In the current ones I was just shocked and overjoyed to hear him continue with.  >So, he’s a  mage?  Why’s everyone so excited by that?<

>Don’t make me shout!< Saori warned in a slightly gentler voice over the hubbub that provoked!

>Daichi!  You can’t be serious!< Grandma Kanoko sounded a little affronted even as she dared to be the first to speak after Saori’s flex.

>Seems to me that he does have some explaining to do.< I could feel the mental equivalent of a shrug from Daichi  >But that everyone’s treating it like he suggested he was a serial murderer or stole the whole country’s pensions.  I’m more confused why everyone’s treating cuz this way than the whole magic thing.<

There was a stunned silence.  I had the feeling there would have been a lot of sputtering and stuttering if I’d made the spells even a hint more sensitive.  As it was, no one was able to focus their thoughts enough to comment.  I try not to play favorites with my cousins, I reflected, feeling a hint of guilt since Saori was right there, but Daichi’s making a very strong play for it!

Another confused mix of objections did briefly start, but it died out by itself this time before Saori had to intervene.

Before anyone could organize themselves into saying something reasonable, I thrust my voice into the gap.  >That’s half the problem!< I inserted quickly.  >One of the things I absolutely hate!  Everyone equates ‘magic’ with ‘special’ or ‘better’.  It’s not.  And-<

It was possibly for the best the rising grumbles and objections drowned me out there, until Saori raised another >I mean it!< and shut everything down again.

After another few seconds, Aunt Hina started again, this time with a small sigh.  >Mamoru, I appreciate the effort.  But are you sure this is going to work?<

I sighed too.  >No.  But it really is our best option.  We can’t effectively use computers and phones for this, and it’s not like we can all effectively meet face to face.  I know you deserve it, but it’d be too hard and I’d feel guilty dragging some people halfway across Japan and trying to coordinate.<

>Oh, now you’d feel guilty.< came from Kaede again.

>Daughter!< Aunt Hina sent over sharply.

>She’s got a point,< I sent back, fighting a steadily growing mixture of anger and shame that Kaede was provoking.  Thankfully, I surprised everyone enough to let me continue.  >Look, I don’t expect everyone to suddenly go ‘oh, that’s alright Mamoru, we totally understand and respect that’.  I get it.  I’ve been lying for years and some of those choices have been pretty damn questionable.  But I don’t think I deserve all the crap I’ve been getting for saving your brother from a vampire that he-<

>WHATwaitgaveayouSavemeanApermissionwhat’swhenVAMPIREthatyouWhenBlackwasJuice.<

Aoth, that was stupid.  Great job.  I thought, wincing at the new commotion that drew out from everyone.  Even Saori was little stunned and incredulous at that revelation, too much so to muster another moderator level blast.  In my defense, that whole topic was a hot button for me too, even if it was in a different way than it worked for most of the Kanokos.  This whole thing had been pushing it for them, but Kaede’s unhidden anger with me had been pushing it for me too.  If only because I still suspected I should have come clean, or at least slightly further out of the mage closest, at that point.

The raw emotions the Kanoko family felt over that particular situation meant that it took a bit before they calmed down. But when they did, Grandfather Matsuda firmly took over >Mamoru, you’d better explain that.<

>Black Juice houses a few supernatural predators, not just the human ones,< I sent back, cringing, which only fed my fury at the memories.  >I honestly suspected that I was being paranoid, that Akira really had just run into something normal, just usual human nastiness.  But nope, the idiot got himself snacked on by a vampire.  And a psi-vamp on top of that.<

A half a dozen people briefly interrupted with some variation on >psi-vamp?< but left it at that, so I decided to ignore them and continue.

>And I don’t want to overstate this, they didn’t want to kill him and bring down all sort of suspicion on their heads, but these were fucking dangerous people to be dealing with!  I had to go into Black Juice and accompanied by Hideji-<

>Hideji?< this time it was almost in unison, and actually a little interesting how everyone harmonized.

It also knocked my self-righteous frustration back a notch, but I still felt some as I powered through.  >A talented martial artist.  It’s a long story-<

>It’s complicated?< I heard Grandpa Kanoko needle me with the bare hint of an exasperated smile.

>Yes.  Anyway, we had a very dangerous encounter with a vampire and psi-vamp in order to get him back!  And I get I was being cowardly.  I get I should have sucked it up and told you the truth at that point.  It didn’t seem the right time, and all of you were already upset enough and focused on Akira, and I didn’t want to drop all this in everyone’s laps right then.  But I can admit that was an excuse, alright?!  I’m sorry!<

When did I switch over from anger to guilt? I thought in incredulous confusion as I heard my own words.  I mean, I’d always felt both those emotions over the whole incident but I’d thought I was firmly on the anger side.  Some point in the middle of that I’d meant to demand some respect and thanks for what I’d done but I’d ended up apologizing instead.

Into the heavy silence blundered Akira.  >You mean she was so hot because she was a vampire?< he asked, obviously still grappling with his own mental stun.

I felt his older sister’s incredulity.  >That’s what you’re concerned about?<  Sakura was trying to listen in from her post at work, and do nothing more.  But she just couldn’t keep herself from participating at that one!

I sighed, but tried not to let too much impatience color my thoughts >Yes Akria, she was a vampire.  That probably didn’t make her hot, but I doubt it hurt either.<

>So vampires are real?< Hikaru inserted.  >And they’re just as hot as the manga?<

>CAN WE FOCUS HERE?!< Kaede raged.

Another moment of silence.

>So.< Aunt Hina resumed, this time her mental tone was decidedly frosty.  >You rescued my son from a vampire and then lied to us about what happened.  Is there anything else about that incident we should know now? Do we need to be hanging his windows with garlic?  Wolfsbane?<

I winced and my stomach resettled back into the nervous and guilty position.  >Nothing.< I reassured her.  >I did a mystic checkup both then and a little bit later.  He’s clean.  Dr. Yorozu did the physical one.  He was hurt and depleted, but there were no lingering connections and he really will recover normally.  Otherwise I would have used that opportunity to channel sunlight back up the link, then smiled as she fried.<

I had a feeling a little some of my own, dark anger made it through the spells to touch on everyone else.  Or maybe it was just my words and tone.  In either case, everyone was a little taken aback.

>This is what cousin Mamoru does, protect people.< Saori suddenly jumped in.  >Like me with the onryo, or Sakura with Kimura Kai-<

>He wasn’t supernatural!< Sakura protested suddenly.

Apparently the way Saori and I suddenly went silent spoke volumes.

>Oh my.< Grandmother Matsuda went faintly.

>Remember how it seemed strange that he had so much success with women, and that no one was willing to call him out on all he wasn’t doing?< I wasn’t quite sure what my mental voice sounded like, if I’d been trying to say this physically I’d have been speaking past gritted teeth as you pried it out of me.  A combination of fear, anger, and embarrassment over both that situation and this one made it tough to speak of.  >Turns out that he was a little bit of a telepath, and messing with people’s minds.<

>He didn’t do anything, did he?< Sakura asked, a little frantic.  >Something I don’t remember?<

>You’re fine, you’re fine!< I reassured her quickly.  >If he could have done that, just erased all memory of what he’d done, then probably no one would have ever wondered about him at all!  No.<

>You’re sure, Mamoru?< Grandmother Matsuda asked, momentarily joining us on this sidetrack.  >That he really wasn’t just a manipulator?<

Oh, she’s more worried that we’re lying about him being supernatural.  Or just wrong about it.  I thought, quickly having to change directions.  Well, that was slightly surprising, and annoying, but not entirely wrong.

>I’m sure, grandmother.  I’m not sure how much he used it, you’re right and a lot of what he was doing could probably just have been confidence that he had that trick in his back pocket.  He was really scummy.  But he didn’t actually whip that out until Sakura tried standing up to him and bringing me in.  Thinking about it, he might have only used his trick once or twice and then coasted on the rest.<

>But he still got fired after you and Hiro got involved?< Sakura’s tone was sharp, obviously making it a question.

I fidgeted slightly.  >I, ah, might have bound his powers after that incident.<

>So you’re like some sort of hero of justice?< Hikaru asked, sounding surprisingly calm for such a ridiculous question.

I wasn’t.  >Fuck no!  Someone beat me over the head if I ever start acting like that!<

>I’m confused.<  Akira’s mental tone matched his claim.  >Isn’t that what you’ve been doing?<

>You’re taking things out of context!  It’s not like that.  It’s just that I have a responsibility to…<

I trailed off as I realized I did not want to head down that rabbit hole.  That plus my panic at how strong the hero argument would sound might have explained why I then tried to throw Saori under the bus.  >Besides, Saori was there too!  She was just as responsible as I was for defeating that psychic!<

I couldn’t feel Saori’s confusion, but I could read it clearly on her face in the real world as my reaction completely threw her.  The good news was that she didn’t seem offended, I was actually giving her credit for her skills and deeds; and she was less used to that than I was!  But she could also sense that hadn’t quite been intended as a compliment.

Thankfully, that seemed to throw the rest of our families almost as much.  Everyone fell silent as they tried to puzzle out what to think.

>The reluctant hero.< Hikaru finally declared.

>Oh for-< I just barely cut myself off before cussing out my cousin.  A few second later I tried again.  >I am not a hero,< I emphasized extra hard.  >This is just a few weird incidents taken out of context!  And you’re all overromanticizing everything since dumb labels like ‘magic’ or ‘the supernatural’ are attached to this stuff.  If you’d summed this all up as ‘I helped Sakura deal with a perverted criminal at work and once dragged Akira home after a woman drugged and robbed him in a bar’ you wouldn’t think these things were half as heroic or important!<

Another moment of incredulous silence.

>How did we get here?< my Kanoko uncle asked in confusion.

>Denial.< Hikaru sent happily.

>I am not a hero!<

>Yeah, right,< Sakura sent reflexively.  >What would Truthseeker say if he knew even half of this?<

The multilayered irony of that pierced through even my confused emotions!  I wonder what they would say if they knew I’d been with Truthseeker the last few days? Literally at a hotel with him and his girlfriend as we tried to make up?  I thought, slightly shocked to find myself on the horns of yet another dilemma!

For better or worse, one of the other little notes in our agreement with Gota had been that no one was going to talk about his relationship with any of us, most importantly Eiko.  He wasn’t going to spill the beans, and we weren’t going to try and use it to either blackmail or discredit him by suggesting he was secretly connected to the Meikos.  Gota was still figuring out the proper ethics of his new relationship, and wanted the time and space to maneuver.  Gota suspected he’d have to quietly come clean about Eiko to some degree, probably without giving any real details about her but still acknowledging her existence and that she was a Meiko employee.  It was the only way to properly keep personal stuff separate but acknowledge the potential conflict of interest.  But until he decided the right way and degree to do that, especially since the final veto on what he said about Eiko belonged to her, everyone had agreed it was best to keep it quiet.

It had kind of been an interesting proviso, it had emphasized that everyone was entitled to some degree of privacy but showed that Gota was willing to compromise while simultaneously being fair minded enough to turn his truthseeking upon himself; given how he was adamant about not keeping Eiko a total secret forever.  And the way that no one had been totally satisfied with the end result, not even Gota himself, had seemed like the earmark of a good compromise.

Unfortunately, not even an hour after getting home, I now found it chafing!  I was either going to end up breaking that agreement or keeping a sensitive secret from my family again!  After just discovering I could come clean (well, was being forced to confess) the whole magic thing.  And wasn’t that going to end well if they found out I’d kept another secret from them!

Some lives you just can’t win.  I thought disgustedly.

>Alright, this has gotten even more confusing,< Grandpa Kanoko declared.  >And I didn’t think that was possible!<

>Maybe it’s time to let Mamoru explain?< suggested Daichi with a hint of exasperated amusement.  >Slowly.  In his own words.  With minimum interruptions.<

>Do we trust him?< Kaede wasn’t happy.  But she did sound slightly less angry and dark than before.

>I’d be more worried about those explanations.< Grandpa Kanoko noted yet again.  >You know how he goes on.<

>We can always choose to disbelieve him later.< my Taito aunt Mai finally spoke up, ignoring her father.  >Doing that with silence, or the stories we’re making up when we don’t know, is stupid.  Sorry I didn’t believe you earlier Hikaru.<

>It’s fine.<

>Well Mamoru?< Grandmother Matsuda’s tone was sharp.

>I don’t even know where to begin.< I noted helplessly.

>How about you begin with your new friends?< Grandpa Kanoko suggested suspiciously.  >The real full story this time, and then we go from there.<

>Right, well…< I still struggled with the thought of even that much.  >This might take a while…<

***

>… and after that Himeko thought we all needed a vacation to unwind.  And so that she could spend some more time with Hiro,< I added, trying to be scrupulous while still keeping the hint of deception needed to hide Sato Gota.  >And so we did, going back to the hotel Hiro’s managing for another trip.  And yes, Hiro and Himeko paid for all the regular expenses again, but it was her idea and they insisted.<

Thankfully, by this point the rest of my family were starting to get a bead on that habit of Himeko’s and didn’t feel the need to pursue it any further.

>I suppose I met up with two shamans, Turushino and Yuna again, while I was there.  I learned a little about Ainu methods and materials along the way.  And I cast a few spells to help out my friends.  But otherwise it was a pretty conventional trip.  And that brings us to today.<

I was tempted to add something a little scathing to that, like ‘where I found out my own family was debating whether or not to burn me as a witch’, but I found I couldn’t.  Finally coming (mostly) clean like this had been kind of liberating, a cleanse I hadn’t realized would matter this much.  Combine that with my exhaustion and I was almost calm again.  Not quite, I was still me so I was still more than a little nervous.  But it was barely worth noticing by my standards, all low-level nerves that were the default for me in all too many social interactions.  The terror and anger of the beginning were gone, and I was startled how relieved I felt given how no one had actually spoken yet.

>That’s… a lot to take in.< Uncle Reiji finally sent.

>Tell me about it.< I thought wryly, even I was a little stunned by all we’d had to discuss.  Even an abbreviated version that had been backed up by the higher speed of this method had taken an hour and a half.  Granted, I’d also had to answer some questions and requests for clarifications along the way.  But after the first fifteen minutes or so those had dropped off, only happening on occasion and usually being pretty pertinent to something I’d been forgetting.

It had been kind of exhilarating to cover nearly everything.  And I could actually say that with a straight face.  Sure, I’d certainly understated, summed up, or brushed over plenty of details.  A person in the know would have noted I’d made no mention of my relative power level, exactly which spells I’d cast, or the bit of magical dick-waving I’d gotten into on my recent trip.

(Okay, it had been slightly more than that. But given how the final solutions had ended up being a bit simpler and basic, the final outcome wouldn’t have changed Yuna’s situation that much, and I’d been up against someone I’d been pretty sure was still just a gifted apprentice; there’d been more than a little of that too.)

More generally, I’d kept Sato Gota’s presence out of recent events, not gone into full details on the ningyo, and not given out Sano Motoi and Keita’s full names.  And you’d better believe The Forgotten’s power level had been seriously underplayed!  But I’d still mentioned Eiko had a new boyfriend (hence the recent incident at the mansion, emphasized as being not supernatural at all), I had made contact with a reasonable vampire in addition to the predatory bitch at Black Juice, and discussed how I was conducting semi-regular meetings with the fishy folk dealing with a number of subjects.

Hell, I’d even touched on the reincarnation thing!  Don’t get me wrong, I was mostly using the same sort of line I was with Eiko and Himeko, namely that my mage training had allowed me some access to memories of a previous life.  But being able to explain to the rest of my family that those had given me the perspective to overcome the neglect my parents were responsible for…

Well, that had gotten mixed results, along with the biggest side-track and extended discussion of the last hour.  There’d still been plenty of skepticism, both that it had worked and the question of if that was what I was actually doing.  No one was going to assume I was going to be fine, not even if it was true.  But there’d been begrudging agreement that such a concept would explain a few things.

>It… explains why Shinji was so out of it,< Kaede noted softly as she continued to digest a bellyful of new facts.  My cousin sounded almost remorseful.  My thorough truth telling when compared to the really significant secrets I’d been keeping before had kind of put her slightly more selfish deceptions in perspective, as well as her anger.  >He didn’t get a chance at a vacation along with friends who knew the truth, he was stuck alongside the only people he couldn’t discuss some stuff with!<

My eyebrows rose slightly.  Just what did the Meikos discuss and reveal during Obon? I wondered.  It seemed like Shinji had at least hinted at something important to Kaede.

>And you’re sure they’re not using you?< Grandpa Kanoko asked carefully.  Before anyone could protest, he quickly added.  >I know what it sounds like Mamoru, but it’s still you telling the tale.  I trust your judgement more than ever, but it’s still imperfect.  Especially in regards to beautiful women!<

Despite everything I had to smile tiredly.  >I’m sure Grandpa.  And even if you won’t trust me, or Sakura, or Kaede, or Akira, I trust that you’ll have faith in Saori’s abilities.<

Saori perked up slightly at that.  She was looking even wearier than I was, I suspected this method grated on her abilities more.

Or it could just be as simple as she’s been worrying about this the last few days and she’s worn really thin, my own conscience heckled me.  What have you been saying about not looking for supernatural explanations for everything?  You’ve basically repeated that once every five minutes for nearly two hours!

My ‘magic is not special’ attitude hadn’t fully sunken in with my relatives, despite my blatant attempts to hammer it home, but at least they seemed to be willing to accept that I believed it.

Case in point: >Are you sure about that?< Grandmother Matsuda fretted.  >If there’s one thing that tickles the wealthy’s interest, it’s whatever they cannot have.<

I sighed slightly.  >Trust me Grandmother, I know.  I’m not going to pretend that’s not at least some of the attraction to Himeko, you’re almost certainly right.  And the Meikos would love to have some additional supernatural power, if only to be absolutely certain about me.  But seriously, if the Meikos had been that serious and desperate for magic then they could have grabbed me years ago.  Magic gives me a lot of options and advantages, but they pale against the amount of power the Meikos could summon.  A kitsune powerful enough to act as an emissary of Sarutahiko Okami might have been able to dictate terms to them, but I’m just a human.  The weight of everything they could have thrown at me even without going to the authorities… yeah, they’re in favor of acquiring some more but not that interested.<

Granted, I was overstating things slightly.  I figured if you gave me a day’s head start I could give the Meikos a run for their money through a targeted and clever guerilla war, even if they had thrown caution to the wind and just came after me with everything they had.  But even that needed caveats like ‘a day’s head start’ and ‘could’.  Realistically I’d have been dead or drugged up somewhere out of the country until they could have purchased and shipped in the necessary experts to break me.

>And even if they didn’t want to go that far,< I continued >there were plenty of effective in-between steps they could have taken by now.  Simply making a forceful deal where they held the ley-line through their property hostage unless I used half of it’s mana for them would have worked while leaving them much less legally and ethically vulnerable.  Trust me, they see magic a lot like I do: useful and powerful, but hardly a be-all and end-all.<

>It just seems…< in light of all this new information, my grandparents were once again having trouble with the idea Himeko was truly my friend.

(To be fair, at least some of it was a twisted version of being on my side; being inclined to blame Himeko as a bad and greedy influence and therefore the author of some of my recent choices and deceptions.)

>Himeko and Hiro were lonely too,< Sakura cut in suddenly.  >They needed someone… someone.  In his own way, Mamoru was unafraid to be their equal, and wasn’t going to take advantage of them.  So it worked.<

>Hmm.< I was kind of impressed Grandmother Matsuda was able enough with this method to actually send something like that through the linkages.  I could tell she was thoughtful but not entirely convinced.

I, of course, flashed back to what a basket case I’d been for the first few weeks of interacting with Himeko, where I’d been terrified of what she could do and that she’d secretly been ready to take advantage of me at any moment.  In my retelling of the story that had been yet another thing I’d underplayed, merely referring to myself as ‘nervous’ about that instead of the full truth.  Thankfully, I was drained enough not to break character now or complain about Sakura’s overly optimistic interpretation.  There was probably more truth to her statement than I realized, but it was definitely more complicated than that.

>I still don’t know what to make of all this,< Grandfather Matsuda admitted calmly.

>Shouldn’t that be Mamoru’s choice?< Daichi suggested calmly.

>My grandson has now killed,< Grandfather Matsuda noted.  I winced at the understated fear and concern for me in his tone, and I didn’t think I was the only one.  >Mamoru now has multiple deaths on his conscience, and before he’s even twenty.  I don’t like to think about what that would do to anyone, especially Mamoru.<

There was a guilty silence then. And I had still kept quiet at just how much I’d killed.  Not too quiet, but I’d slightly understated my body count at the izakaya by hinting it was only two or three instead of five.  But I had come clean, about that and the death of the blood psychic.  It… hadn’t exactly been a relief to everyone, finding out that I was secretly a killer had not been a comforting revelation.  But it had made a lot more stuff make sense to them, especially my reactions at the time and why I’d not wanted to talk to them about any of this.  If nothing else, me straight up confessing there was blood on my hands had gone a long way towards convincing them that I really was telling the truth and not hiding even more secrets!

That didn’t make Grandfather Matsuda’s statement any less weighted.

>I… don’t want to kill again,< I sent feeling a lump in my throat as I confronted those memories.  Being able to speak through the magic made it much easier.  >I’m going to try and avoid it if possible.  Master Tai’s advice has helped, but the thought of killing again-< I paused a moment as I shook my head.  >No, it’s not even that, it’s the thought that I might get jaded and comfortable with killing again.  That sickens me, terrifies me.<

I’d been able to cope with the deaths at the izakaya much more easily than my first kill, that fact had quietly horrified me once I’d realized.  And the fact it had only done that belatedly, and after the fact?  That had been what had really gotten to me.

>He didn’t kill Kimura Kai.< Sakura sent softly.

>And if he were in the military,< my uncle Eisen cut in gruffly, surprising me.  He’d long since finished all the shopping and arrived at home, but he’d been mostly silent >or the police, we wouldn’t be having this conversation.  It’s not a good thing, but sometimes you have to kill to keep others safe.<

>But he’s not one of those!< Grandpa Kanoko protested at his son-in-law.

>So?  Someone had to.  Mamoru stepped up when those animals threatened people.  I’m not saying he should just brush that off, that could mess up his head even more than his parents.  But you’re making this more complicated than it is.  When an animal threatens you: drive it away or kill it. Don’t go letting it maul you because you don’t want to hurt it.<

I frowned slightly.  Was uncle Eisen related to someone in the military or police? I asked myself, trying to remember what I knew about the other side of the Taito family.  I couldn’t recollect that, but I thought it might have been right.  Of course, I might just have been fooling myself.  Some of that might just have been the way he lived on the border between the urban and the rural.  He’d probably needed to decide what he’d do if bears started wandering his way years ago.

>That could still hurt him!< Grandfather Matsuda pressed, probably remembering me after the Kanoko dinner.

>So?  So could his parents, or getting his heart broken.  We’re here to help him heal if that happens, not swaddle him in cotton.<

>My husband might be a little too direct,< Aunt Mai swiftly cut in.  >But he’s not wrong.  We can’t do anything to prevent him from needing to kill-<

I think everyone paused a moment as they considered the oddness of that statement.  It’s sort of right, I thought skeptically, but it just sounds wrong.

>-so we can only be there to pick up the pieces when that happens.<

>I think she needs to rephrase that,< Aunt Hina agreed after a moment, >and I hate the truth of it, but I don’t think the sentiment’s wrong.<

>No one cared about the onryo, or all the things he helped kill,< Hikaru noted with undue cheer.  I shuddered to think about how my mangaka cousin was regarding this whole conversation.  >This focus on just the humans he killed seems pretty narrow minded.<

Another awkward silence from everyone as we all processed that, even me.

>I mean, she’s not wrong,< I sent slowly, hesitantly.  >It’s not the same, even I think that.  But I’m pretty sure she’s got a good point there.<

>Great merciful Buddha,< Grandma Kanoko sent wearily.  >What are we to do about all this?<

There was another silence.  A long one this time, as no one wanted to say anything.

>Mamoru?< Grandfather Matsuda asked suddenly.  >How are you holding up?  You mentioned physical drain and exertion from using your… spells?<

>I’m… alright,< I admitted finally, giving a measured response.  >Honestly?  It is starting to get a little bit much.  This is going to be the mystic equivalent of really sore and tired arms tomorrow if it goes on much longer, but this is too important.  I’ve still got a good hour or two left in me before it’s approaching anything dangerous.<

Honestly, even that much might have been stretching definitions.  Don’t get me wrong, I’d understated how much this was already going to hurt tomorrow.  But at the end of the day this spell just wasn’t powerful enough to really harm me.  Not on a deeper level at least.  Sure, if I pushed that far my mystic pathways would be in agony tomorrow, and I could really hurt myself for quite a long time if I’d tried something like keeping everyone connected for twelve hours.  Even if I could manage the mechanics and exertion of that (and I'd probably slip well before then) it might be enough to cause permanent damage. But at the end of the day, it was like a long walk on a comfortably cool day where I was kept hydrated: it was hard for a fit person to kill themselves with that no matter how far they went!  Exhaust and hurt themselves, yes.  Kill by itself?  Highly unlikely.

>Then we stop for the day,< Grandfather Matsuda declared firmly.

>You’re just trying to avoid admitting we should leave him alone, aren’t you?< Grandpa Kanoko twitted his usual partner.  Although he sounded a hint bitter about that, like he hated that they might be headed to that conclusion too.

>No, it’s for his health!< Grandfather Matsuda’s protest rang unusually hollow.

>It’s not like we can expect him to do this for us again!< Aunt Hina protested, although I wasn’t sure what side she was on.  I suspected she didn’t have a more reasonable response than they should just let me be either, but she wasn’t reconciled to it.

>We should all stop and think about this,< Grandmother Matsuda sighed wearily.  >We can’t make a decision on the spur of the moment; it’s too much to take in, too quickly.<

>Well we can’t just use the internet,< Daichi noted with uncharacteristic sarcasm, even he was getting slightly frustrated by all this as we dragged on towards two hours.  >Not if what cousin Mamoru said is true.  And even if it wasn’t, we wouldn’t want his parents finding out about this.<

My face screwed up into the oddest expression, and despite my weariness I stood up a little bit straighter.  That has to be the oddest argument against using the family chatroom I’ve ever heard, I reflected a little incuriously.  But it’s absolutely true.  Even if we could somehow encrypt against the Bureau or anyone else out there, I wouldn’t want to risk them stumbling onto it at some point and then asking what the hell was going on.  And it was more likely than ever these days.  My parents still failed to use the family chatroom on any sort of regular basis, but they were dropping by there on occasion to try and pick up more on Kaede.

>That’s probably an argument against dragging this out too much longer,< I admitted reluctantly.  >It’s starting to get to the point where they might actually come home.  At least in an hour or so.  I don’t think it’s likely, but the odds of at least one of them showing up are a little too high.  And even if they don’t stop off at home, they might go around the Kanokos.<

There was a moment of uneasy consideration amongst everyone.  Within the family it wasn’t hard to interpret.  It felt a little wrong to be keeping my parents in the dark, but everyone still figured it was for the best.  And the fact that we all realized that?  That felt disturbingly telling.

Cousin Mamoru’s a mage!  He’s broken the law and even killed people!  What do we do?  Damned if I know!  Well do we tell his parents?  Fuck no!  I reflected with slightly bitter humor.  I didn’t disagree, but it made the question of how to handle this even weirder than it already was.  The unspoken but universal agreement to lie and hide things from my parents made it strangely hard for everyone to argue against me continuing to do my thing, even though Idea A wasn’t really that closely connected to Idea B.

Seriously, even now I think I’d call that out if anyone actually said it, I half smirked as I thought about it.  I’m tired and emotionally drained too, but it’s just too much of a logical fallacy to ignore.

For better or worse, no one actually said that out loud.  To my surprise, the girl most responsible for everything spoke up.  >I think I might have a workaround.< Kaede declared.  >Mamoru, why don’t you log on to the chatroom, see if this will work?<

Oh that’s concerning, I thought with a mix of emotions as I reluctantly retreated to my room and turned on my computer.  After being off for the last few days, it was going to take a minute or two to completely fire up.

>Kaede, what are you doing?< Sakura asked suspiciously while we waited.

>No, trust me, it’ll be great.  This will totally work.<

>Kaede…< that one was from Aunt Hina,.

>You’ll see.<

Yeah, not suspicious at all, I reflect grumpily.  I didn’t think she was trying to prank me, this was too serious and she’d always been one of the ones most affected by everything.  But I couldn’t rule it out.  We were all a bit punchy and drained by everything that was going on, she really could have suffered a lapse in judgement and gone for a prank.  But I seriously hoped it could be a solution to our problems.

Turned out, it was both.

I broke into angry laughter as I logged on to the chatroom.  “Oh you absolute bastard!” I said both out loud and through the link simultaneously, even though I had to choke it out between laughs.  “Kaede, that’s just too cruel!”

There, on the screen, was a blown-up picture of me in my Cultural Festival costume.  Alongside the request: Mamoru, just how many times has Lord Neverheart fought magical beasts?

Behind me, I heard Saori barely suppress a loud “SNRRGHIT!” and turn away to try and muffle her laughter.

>Kaede, that’s brilliant!< I heard Daichi send between his own laughs.

>Take that Mahou-mam!< Akira sent with some surprising good humor.

>I don’t get it.< Grandma Kanoko noted with surprising primness.

>This could be a good signal jammer,< I admitted with grudgingly reluctant good humor, hurrying to be the first one to explain.  This was going to be hell, but if this was the only revenge the rest of my family took on me then I should thank my lucky stars.  It could honestly serve a useful purpose in addition to venting their feelings.  >If things are phrased carefully, and consistently attached to all the Lord Neverheart stupidity, then I can probably slip a few things back through the web without anyone ever picking up on it.<

A part of me hated the idea.  The rest of me had to acknowledge that ‘night tiger’ existed for a reason.

Several more photos of me in m costume were appearing, along with more sarcastic comments.  This was all for the better.  >This will have to be done very carefully,< I cautioned. >And I probably can’t get too technical with my answers.  But it can be done. If we’re careful about how we couch actual questions then anyone who takes a look at things is going to assume this is all about harassing me and part of a family joke.<

>Or about building some kind of fan character, or roleplay, or something about a fictional world,< Hikaru inserted with surprising energy.  >They’ll never be able to tell the difference!<

>They will if we’re not careful.< I cautioned.  >This can’t just be serious questions and answers with the occasional picture of Lord Neverheart attached.  Sooner or later someone might look at it, and it wouldn’t take much to figure things out.<

I glanced back at the screen, now with Lord Neverheart pics having pushed the conversation down a full two pages, and shook my head.  >However, given how long Lord Neverheart has existed before this,  and that he’s such an over-the-top and obviously fictional character, it probably won’t be hard to slip in some real stuff along the edges.<

I suddenly realized I was about to be faced with the most unlikely of dilemmas: did I try to keep this secret from Himeko and Eiko?  Sweet Aoth, I’m never going to hear the end of it if they ever find out.  I realized with some amused horror.  Maybe I can just summarize, or suggest that’s going to be our family’s codeword but never elaborate.

>Mamoru, are you serious?< Grandmother Matsuda asked skeptically.

I sighed.  >Reluctantly, yes.  This might get a little bit tricky, but it could honestly work.  Let’s get some practice in while we’ve still got this spell on for alternate communication.  If we don’t get how this is going to work nailed down, it could be disastrous.  Kaede, you started this.  Should I use the magic beast question or do you have something more serious?<

>Go on,< Kaede sent back, her tone becoming less spiteful by the second, >this I’ve got to see, Mahou Mam.<

Fighting off yet another sigh, which I suspected was going to be habit for the immediate future, I turned to the keyboard; already considering how best to translate what I’d fought in RPG terms and then describe it in third person.

Aoth, this is going to drive me nuts, I thought.  But underneath that thought was more than a hint of joy.  I was talking with my family again, more honestly than ever this time.  I wasn’t delusional, there was going to be a lot of work to do before everything was totally settled.  But if we could do this, and we’d already gotten so far, I felt a growing sense of hope that we’d already turned a corner and it could turn out fine.

Mamoru: Alright.  Most of Lord Neverheart’s opponents would probably classify as spirits or demons or the like.

Mamoru: Despite that, I’d say he’s fought…

  
